Trapped in a strange place, he is a stranger even to himself… not to mention the anthropomorphic wolfs that have captured him.
This book is dedicated to everyone who has felt like a stranger among strangers at some point in their life.
About the author:
I have no intention to reveal my real life identity here, but I might give you a few words about myself. I'm a man[1] in his late twenties, still single and not in a hurry to stop being it… if I find the right girl I might change my mind about that. The military pays my wages, but my colleagues and I tends to consider that to be an officer is more a lifestyle than a job (one possible reason for this is the fact that the paychecks are ridiculously small). Fantasy and fantastic fiction has always been one of my favorite things to read, a fact clearly visible from the contends of my bookshelves. There you will find, among others, works of Stephen Donaldson, Terry Pratchett, Raymond E. Feist, Steven Brust, J. R. R. Tolkinen (of course), Michael Ende and Poul Anderson is present. Furry is a natural extension of fantasy in my eyes, even if few of the 'established' writers use furries. If things are going to be fantastic, why keep all these boring humans around? Another race will also have a different logical process than humans, which is why I started writing this story. The story was intended to be a rather short story at first, merely to put a light on problems with inter-species relations. It did grow in the telling though – so now it contains much more of me than I had planned for…
[1] Man: featherless bipedal equiped with two heads,but sadly unable to think with more than one at any given time.
I awoke that day as first rays of sunlight hit my face. I stretched and yawned. It was the last day of my summer vacation, and the rain had finally stopped. I ate a quick breakfast, finishing of my supplies, and started breaking camp. I had a long hike in front of me before I reached the railway. Before I left, I looked longingly around me, drinking in the sight of untouched forest. I really enjoyed spending my free time out here, in the middle of nowhere. No interruptions, no stress, just the woods and me. The world could go under and I would not know, nor care.
The sun was higher in the sky as I was working my way through some of the denser parts of the spruce-forest. Just a little way ahead was a clearing, I remembered, and there I had planned to rest a while. Even if my 5’11” frame is fairly muscular, it isn’t able to go on forever. I pulled one hand through my short brown hair, trying to keep the sweet out of my eyes as I was cursing under my breath. I always filled my backpack with too much heavy equipment. It made life in camp a bit more comfortable, but it doubled the weight I had to carry. Then I brightened up, as I noticed the clearing between the threes. Just a few more steeps, and…
The flash of light blinded me, but what shocked me most was the sound that accompanied it. It was as if the air was torn in two, wailing in pain. I dropped down, putting a fallen trunk behind the clearing and myself. Somewhere behind me the sound of a falling three was heard. Carefully peering between the branches, I saw a number of figures out there on the clearing. I shook my head and risked another look. They looked vaguely like humans, but either they were dressed up, or they wasn’t human at all. Shorter than most people I knew, their heads immediately caught my attention. Looking vaguely wolfish, dominated by a muzzle. Their eyes were closer together than a wolfs, and their pointed ears were high on their heads. Looking closer, I saw much to my surprise that they were dressed in leather armor and carried various old fashion weapons. Very slowly I brought up my camera. People wouldn’t believe me without photographs, and I knew that certain people should know about this.
It was a few days later. I was back on my job, repairing and readying fighter-aircrafts. My photos had caused laughter first, but as reports of violent attacks had begun to trickle in I was suddenly taken seriously. A couple of recognizance flights had been made to the spot I had seen what was now called ‘the wolfmen’, but neither had returned. This, and the fact that most of their attacks was lightning quick and totally devastating, was leading to widespread panicking. There were even rumors of them using magic, which would explain how a force armed with swords and arrows could win against a modern army. My workmates and I knew it was only a matter of time before the shit really was going to hit the fan.
Then it did, big time. The wolfmen descended on the airbase, killing anyone the saw and blasting buildings apart with bolts of energy. I hid in an old trench, trembling in fear. I had tried to shoot one of the wolfs, but after taking a couple of shoots in the chest, the wolfman had simply disappeared. Covering up with old leaves, I just wanted to wait out the assault, then run away. From what little I had heard of the briefings, I knew that it was suspected that the wolfmen was trying to protect a single spot – the spot where I had first seen them. I fell into an uneasy sleep after making a rash decision.
A few days later I was sitting in hiding near the clearing again. I had walked hard every night and hid every day to get here, and now I wouldn’t be able to move further without running into one or more enemies. Cursing myself for my stupidity, I regretted my sudden decision to return there. There was 'wolfmen' all over, and in fact, I could see several right then, standing in a clutch at the edge of the clearing. They were dressed differently than the ones I had seen before, richer and more opulent. Their metal armor was glittering in the rays of the raising sun. As the sun climbed higher, I examined them, noting how most of the group appeared to be females. So far on my journey here I had only encountered males, so it was a small shock for me.
Suddenly one off the creatures turned her head, her nostrils flaring. She extended an arm toward the spot I was hiding as she said something to the rest of the group. I cursed under my breath, and without wasting any time readied a hand-grenade and tossed it towards the group. As soon as the sound of the explosion died out I jumped to my feet, my sub machinegun stuttering and shaking as I sprayed bullets towards the group. They just stood there, a glittering shield before them seemingly deflecting the flying lead. Then, as the bolt fell on an empty chamber, the shield disappeared and one of the females lifted a crossbow. I tossed the sub machinegun at her as I dived and rolled, drawing my 9” knife as I leap to my feet again.
“Jeg skal kan hende dø”, I growled as I pointed my knife towards the closest creature “men jeg skal ta dere med med til helvete!” Much to my surprise she seemed to smile, drawing a 2’ sword from her side and coming to a guard position. “You honor me,» she said. I couldn’t believe my ears. Were she really talking english, even if the ascent was odd and her pronunciation unfamiliar? Maybe I could find out more afterwards, if I was still alive. I watched her closely as I drew another knife, with a 3” blade, from my belt, holding it in my left arm. The rest of the group formed a rough circle around my opponent and me.
I waited, both knifes at ready, waiting for her first move, taking the opportunity to study her closer. She was about 5’ high, slender built. Her hair, as well as her tail, which she wagged behind her, was blond, almost white, and so was her fur too. She had large brown eyes, with a look of happy mischief in them. She was dressed in what looked like scalemail, brightly polished.
Suddenly she exploded into action, trying a low stroke, and I brought down my left knife, blocking the stroke. The force of impact made was felt all the way to my shoulder, but I made a quick stroke with my longer blade, aiming for her left arm. She quickly blocked with her blade, twisting it in her hand. I took a step backward to get a clear line of attack, but she followed up with a low sweep, opening an ugly gash in my right leg. I grunted, and tried a fast and straight stab with my short blade, managing to penetrate her armor. A small red stain appeared on her right shoulder, but it didn’t seem to stop her. As she brought her sword around in a tight arc coming straight for my head, I crossed my blades in the path of hers. The force of impact made my knees shudder. She disconnected her sword, and faster than I could see, she twisted around, her sword heading for my right arm, forcing me to a clumsy parry which not only shattered my short blade, but my left hand too. I momentarily fell to my knees, pressing my broken hand toward my chest.
My opponent stood over me, sword at ready. “Pity. I really had hoped for more.” I heard her say, her breath somewhat quicker than it had been a little wile ago. No doubt about it, she really was speaking a tongue I understood. I leaped back to my feat, and faster than I thought possible I lashed out, opening a long gash in her swordarm, making her drop the sword. “Jeg er ikke ferdig enda,” I shouted “men det er du!” I struck again, aiming for her heart, but she tossed her left arm up, sending my knife flying. Both now disarmed, I decided that my larger height and bulk might carry the day. Jumping forward, I knocked her over, locked my right arm around her slender neck and squeezed. Blue dots started swimming before my eyes as she raked her claws across my face and chest, but slowly her struggles became less, her eyes bulging. Then several strong hands pulled me away, a cloth was pressed over my mouth and nose and darkness fell.
I slowly surfaced the ocean of consciousness again. The fourth thing that I noticed was the fact that I was in a soft and comfortable bed, the third thing was trobbing pain in my leg and hand. It took some time before I got so far and the reason for this was the second thing I noticed; my head was spinning and hurting like I had been at the mother of all parties the night before. It hurt so much that I couldn’t concentrate on the first thing I noticed, a pungent, almost nauseating sweet smell in the air. As my head slowly stopped its mad spin and I found myself in a bed, I carefully opened my eyes to see where I was. Some distance away from the bed, large canvas walls rose from a makeshift wooden floor, joining up with a roof in the same material. Some sort of tent then. I looked around me, noting a seated figure in one corner of the tent. Unlike the one I had fought with, the fur on this one was motley brown, and the hair was short.
I lay still a few minutes, trying to decide what to do. Settling on escape as the appropriate action, I tried to slide out the bed noiselessly. But alas, no sooner than I had started pulling at the covers, a soft bell rang, and the figure in the corner looked up at me. I stayed motionless as she came closer. She was dressed in a simple gray tunic and a half-long skirt in the same colour. Her tail was wagging as she leaned over me, curiosity in her eyes. “So you’re awake, right?” she asked. I decided quickly not to give away the fact that I understood her, so I simply replied “Unnskyld, men hva sa du?” She shook her head, a smile growing on her lips. “Give in,” she said, “you talk in your sleep.” I cursed beneath my breath. “Okay,” I said, “you got me then. Now what?”
Half an hour later I knew. I had been given a chance to wash up, and was dressed in my dirty uniform again. Even if my wounds were obviously cared for, I still felt shaky from the loss of blood and the heavy odour in the area wasn't helping any. At my back were three soldiers, all males and all with their swords drawn. In front of me were more of the ‘wolfmen’, all females and clustered around a table, and among them the one I had fought with. She too was dressed in gray, and her right arm was in a sling. On all sides around us, as far as I could see, the ground was covered in little pink flowers. A little way of two wooden post was erected, the air between them shimmering. She noticed me and came closer, almost close enough to touch. She looked at me, up and down, before she opened her mouth and said in a cheerful tone “Hi.” I didn’t reply, so she continued “I’m Xaviera, High General of the Lupa armed forces.” Still I held my tongue, and in the embarrassing silence that followed you could hear a needle fall. She started talking again: “My friends call me Xav. What are your name?”
I straightened up, and looking her in the eyes I said: “I’m Hans Johansen, first Lieutenant in the Royal Norwegian Airforce, my servicenumber is 194/030193.” "An officer? Does your officers let themselves be captured then?" Her voice was light, her tone taunting. I looked away as I replied: "I most certainly didn't plan on it." I looked back at her, my voice growing mocking: "But I know it wasn't you who captured me, I was doing my best to kill you at the time." This time she looked away, and I could see her skin turning red under her fur. "You fight well Hans… I've never lost a fair battle before." I held my tongue, even if her ideas of fair didn't match mine. About then another one came running up, delivering a scroll to Xav. She unrolled it; frowned and signaled the guards to take me back to the tent.
As I was ushered back inside I noticed that the female whom had been there when I woke up still was there. I nodded to her and sat down on the bed. She walked over and sat down next to me, a tad to close for my taste. Turning towards me, she said, "So how did your meeting with Xav go?" I looked at her, then said, "She told me her name, I told her mine. Then she got busy." "And what are your name then?" I gave a short laugh. "And what makes you think I'm telling you?"
She looked away for some time, then said in a low voice "I'm Kidera. I'm Xav's friend, and one of her advisors. I'm the one who tried to shoot you with the crossbow, I’m the one who fell you in the back as you was victorious, but I’m also the one who tended your injuries. I think the last bit have given me the right to know it." I nodded, then said, "I'm Hans. Who I am or what I am not very important right now. Where I am, and why, is. Will you tell me?" She still didn't look at me, and an awkward silence erupted. I licked my lips, deciding to let caution take a vacation. "If you tell me Kidera, I might be able to make it worthwhile for you, one way or another." She looked at me for what felt like a long time, a slight smile on her face. "Very well then. You're at the Plains of Pantangeon. And that is because the rift hasn't closed yet." "A nice start Kidera, but you still haven't told me anything." Kidera sighted. "The Plains of Pantangeon lies in the middle of the Lupa Empire. It is in many ways the center of the empire. Every few hundred years, the flowers which have given the plain its name blossoms, and for some reason this opens a rift to your world." I clenched my hand hard as she continued "And every time the rift opens, your people comes through in greater or lesser numbers, disturbing our fragile peace. This time Dumare and Xav wanted to find out what lay beyond the rift."
I was quiet for a long time, and then I said softly "Your people attacked us. You killed thousands of innocent men, women and children. You burned our cities. We never knew of the rift. But that still don't explain why I am here, instead of being killed." "Xav ordered you brought back. You're the first one we ever captured alive. Besides," she grinned and gave my side a playful tap "I think she likes you. You're the first I have heard of who has bested her in combat. I know I kinda likes you anyhow." I closed my eyes, trying to understand what she was saying. "What happens when the flowers wither?" "The rift closes of course." I turned towards her smiling face, and asked with a voice that cracked "When?" "We do not know to tell you the truth. They have been in bloom for more than four weeks now. Xav hopes to get enough warning to bring the troops back, since we have no way of reopening it."
My mind was racing. If the rift closed with me on this side, I might never make it home again, never. One way or another, I had to cross the rift back home. I pretended to yawn, and half-closed my eyes. Then I said “One thing Kidera. Don’t stand in my way. I really don’t want to hurt you, not after what you have done for me so far.” “What?” she replied, obviously confused by my sudden change of topic. “Just promise me, okay?” “Whatever,” she shrugged “I promise.” Then I pretended to fall asleep.
Minutes later I heard she leaving the tent, and I opened my eyes again. Moving as fast and as silent as I could I got up, and peered through the flap of the tent. Two guards were blocking my way, their backs towards me. I quietly let the flap close again and walked over to the back of the tent. I lay flat on the rough wooden surface and lifted the canvas a little. Then I squeezed my way under it, rolling over hundreds of the little pink flowers that covered the plains. The heavy aroma made my head spin madly again. From this close I could clearly see how many of them was turning gray and slack. Clearly, I had no time to lose. I worked my way as fast as I dared, hiding behind tents and crawling flat through the calf-high vegetation. As I reached the last tent I saw the rift dead ahead, and a little off to the right, the group that, as far as I could see, included both Kidera and Xaviera. They were still standing around the table, but there seemed to be a lot of activity. If I were lucky they would not notice me.
As I started for the rift it seemed like I would be lucky, but halfway there I heard raised voices behind me. I tried to walk faster, but the pain in my right leg was preventing me from gaining much. I cast a glance towards the noise, noting that while some of the lupa was running after towards me both Xaviera and Kidera was standing still. Kidera held her face in her hands, but Xaviera held hers high, and seemed to be chanting something. I looked forward again. Less than a hundred meters was left to salvation, but then a flickering blue light engulfed me, and suddenly it felt like I was walking through moving water. My muscles tensed on their own accord. I bit my teeth together and keep moving on. After a few dozens steps I heard Xaviera cry out, and the strange blue light that engulfed me increased in luminosity. Walking became even heavier, almost like walking through jelly. Still I moved on, every step bringing a dull pain to my joints. Just a few meters stood between my homeworld and me. Again Xaviera cried out, and the light grew until it almost blinded me. The very air seemed to glow, and the smell of ozone was overpowering. I managed a few more steps, even if it felt like moving through earth and my joints and muscles hurts like if they were on fire. Then, just as my outstretched hand was about to touch the rift, a thin, high-pitched tone was heard, and it simply stopped being there. I stood frozen in a blue sphere as it hit me. I was stranded, a stranger among strangers.
As the blue sphere suddenly disappeared I tipped forward, hitting the ground hard. All my joints was stiff, none of my muscles wanted to obey my brain. Then, as it slowly dawned on me how close I had been to the rift, I started crying. My family, all my friends, my home, my entire life in fact, was utterly and irreversible lost to me. I finally managed to get enough control over my own body to sit up and through tears I saw Kidera and a few other lupas approach me. For whatever it was worth, none of them had drawn their weapons. I managed to get up on my own feet just as they reached out for me, then my knees gave in and I fell like a tree. The next thing I knew, Kidera had taken hold of my face, forcing me to look at her.
"You misbegotten son of a whore! We still had people on the other side!" she hissed between clenched teeth "And poor Xav is knocked out. I never seen her pour so much into a spell before." "How many?" I managed to say through dry lips. "What?" "How many did you lose on my world?" She seemed to relax a little as she replied "About one-third of our forces. Say around two-thousand troopers and close to three hundred officers." "I see." I looked down before I continued, my voice barely holding up "Twenty-three hundred are many casualties in one day. But at least they are lost together. I, on the other hand, am lost all alone."
She looked at me for a little while, then started barking orders to the others around her. Quickly I was lifted up and carried towards the tents again. Once there I was helped to sit on a low bench, and Kidera sat down a little distance away. We sat in silence a long time, I weeping silently for my loss. Finally, she broke the quiet, softly asking me how I was feeling. I quickly took stock of myself before I replied.
“Physically, I’ve not too bad. My joints hurt,” I made a small pause before I continued “but I think that is some sort of side-effect from whatever spell Xaviera used. The wound in my leg is painful, and so is my broken hand.” I stopped again, and just as Kidera was opening her mouth I went on “I’m feeling famished as well.” "The pain in your joint should pass in a little while." She tilted her head slightly as she went on "I have seen that spell stop five attackers once, and with you she had to cast it three times." She scratched her muzzle thoughtfully, before talking again "It might be that you're different in ways we can't understand, it might be that the flowers of Pantangeon somehow disturbs magic, or maybe it was just your willpower that made your body move." She was lost in thought for a few seconds before she stood up. "But I'm losing track of my tongue now, I'll make sure you get some food. Then I'll take a look on Xav. She passed out from the effort of stopping you." She left the tent, leaving me sitting there, feeling very alone and lost.
Shortly thereafter a male entered the tent, carrying a tray with food. He looked somehow younger than the once I had seen so far, and keen to learn more about the world I was stranded in I asked him what the different food was. "Eh… that's bread… ryebread." he stuttered, obviously either surprised I needed to ask, or scared. He continued "That's some cold meat of poultry, and in the mug there is a measure of small bear. It ain't much, but we've been in the field for most of the season." I nodded as I replied "I understand. It's better than I had feared, being a prisoner and all."
He hovered behind me as I started tasting the food, clearly trying to work up the courage to say something Finally, he bursted out "The soldiers says you're a officer?" "That’s true." I replied. "But you're a male. How can a male be a officer?" I turned to look at him. He was obviously confused. "Hmm," I said, "you're still pretty young aren't you?" He nodded slightly, as he said "I'm fifteen summers now, but I have travelled with the army the last year. I hope they will let me be a soldier next year when I'm finishes my apprenticeship." I looked at him for a long time, then finally said "I'm twenty-seven years old, as we count in my world. While I'm not old, neither am I young. But it still shocked me to see women commanding men." I returned to the food, and after a little while I heard the boy leave. I idly wondered right then if I should think of him as a boy or as a pup.
Having eaten, I sat still for some time, trying to comprehend what had happened the last day or so. While the rift was closed, and all I held dear safe from the lupas, I was a prisoner on a strange world. While the closing of the rift made sure the lupas could not attack my home anymore, it also meant that I had no real hope of ever coming home to any of it again. I sighted. Somehow, I just had to take one day at a time. About then Xaviera entered the tent. She sat down on the bench I was sitting on, her back toward the table, twisting slightly so I mostly saw her back. She looked like she had been hang-gliding through hell without enjoying it. After what felt like a long time, I broke the silence.
"How's your arm getting along?" She looked at me for a second before she replied "Well enough I guess. I have not time to dwell on it thought." Again a gloomy hush fell in the tent. Finally she broke it "Tell me Hans… what do your people do with captives?" "Captives?" I said, "You mean prisoners of war?" Xaviera looked thoughtfully for a long time, and then nodded slowly, saying "We have never called them that, but I think that would be what I'm meaning." "We're supposed to treat them well. But we don't always live as we teach." "I see." she murmured "I just hoped that your people didn't kill prisoners like the dark ones do. We use to say that if you fight the dark ones and lose, you're lucky if you die at once." I decided not to follow that reference at the time, but rather follow up on something she hadn't said "But how bout your people Xaviera? What can I expect?" She shrugged. "We aren't used to captives. No follower of the dark path has ever been taken alive," she paused before she went on "or dead. They always bring their dead with them." We sat in silence a long time, then she spoke again, her voice a little shaky "We will probably try to get as much information out of you as we can… after all, I lost almost twenty-three-hundred of my best troops in exchange for you." "I can not, and I will not give you any information." I replied "I'm many things, but not a traitor to my land, race or world." Again the silence descended, until I broke it, saying "But know this, even if your troops are lost to you, I'm certain that they will be well treated if they choose to surrender."
As I said that, Xaviera started sobbing low, and in between the sobs she managed to say "Twenty-three hundred… one in every three I had on this assignment… and I have, or rather had, one third of the entire defence-force here… and when the crops are harvested, the dark ones will attack again." I didn't know what to say, so I made some vague, sympathetic grunts. She didn't seem to notice, but went on "I've lost one ninth of my already slim forces to keep one prisoner. We will lose many of the outlying farms this winter. Dumare might even have to have me executed, and order any information you might have extracted at any cost." "Dumare? Any cost?" I asked. "My sister, and Empress of the Lupa empire. And we have a way, seldom used, to break the strongest will; torture." "She cant really want to torture me," I paused, shivering as I thought about it "can she?"
Xaviera just looked at me for a long time before she drew a knife, placing it on the table between us. I glanced at it, noting she had placed the handle towards me. "She will do it," Xaviera said "if she considers it important enough. But if you wish to avoid it, and at the same time avoid living in a strange world, I will not stop you." I looked at her as she turned away, then at the knife, then back at her. "I see. And if I instead choose to use this knife on her whose fault it is that I am stranded here, whom at the same time feels the loss of twenty-three hundred on her shoulders?" Xaviera shuddered visible. "You… you have already beaten me once… in fair combat. Now, unarmed and with my back turned, I… I wouldn’t even have time to fight." I thought for a long time, then carefully picked up the knife. "It’s a wicked blade you have picked." I stated as I examined it "The serration along the back ought to be able to cut a spine easily." She didn't reply, but I saw how her muscles tensed in fear for what she thought could happen.
I adjusted my grip, and with a quick stroke buried half of the blade in the table. Xaviera jumped several inches of the bench at the sound then folded her head in her hands, shaking uncontrollably. "No." I said softly "I'll never kill myself in fear of the future, and I won't kill you to ease your conciseness. If I can live with my fears, so can you." "I see." she replied after some time "Kidera was right about you. You are like us in many ways, but so totally different in others." She slowly stood up, her legs a bit wobbly. As she turned towards me, I noted how the fur on her face was wet, telling me she had cried. I resisted an urge to stroke her chin, telling her everything would be okay. “You better try to get some sleep,” she said “tomorrow we start the journey to the capital.” She left the tent, leaving me and my thoughts behind.
Someone pulled at my arm. Slowly I lifted my head, having fallen asleep at the table. I shock my head to clear my mind and looked around the still dark tent. Next to me stood the young male from yesterday. "You awake?" he asked, adding "Kidera says you most be ready to leave before sunrise." I nodded, still too sleepy to talk. Getting up, I walked over to a water-bucket in the corner and plunged my head into it. "Ah," I said when I pulled my head back up, "that feels a lot better." I stripped of my shirt, and gave myself a quick wash, which wasn't easy with a broken left hand. "I feel uneasy when I don't know what to call people. You have a name?" I asked as I was dressing again. "For the time I'm called Bantam," he said, "since I'm the smallest pup. Of course, I’ll pick another name when I’m coming of age." Bantam had brought some more food with him and placed it on the table, along with a bundle of gray fabric. As I started to eat, he said "You must wear this clothing when you travel, Kidera says." "Really?" I replied "And if I refuse?"
"Then we will make you wear it." came a voice from behind. Both Bantam and I turned, seeing Kidera walking in through the flap of the tent. She gave a jerk with her hand, and Bantam left the tent. She sat down on the bench on the other side of the table, then said, "It is for your own protection, and ours. If you wear the same as the rest of us, and keep the hood up, it will be difficult to see that you are not a lupa." While she talked I quietly resigned, and started pulling out of my uniform and into the coarse clothing. While the shirt was almost the right size, the breaches were short, ending well short of my feet. The rough, gray fabric rubbed against my skin, promising bruises if I walked too much in it. "So," I said, "where are you taking me dressed like this?" "To see the empress. But first we must reach the city of Whitewater Ford." I looked at Kidera, but didn't say anything. "It really isn’t far," she continued, "about a day and a half marching." "I limp when I walk." I pointed out "There is no way I can march for a day and a half with the wound I have." Kidera stood up. "We know." she said, something resembling a smile on her lips. "Now put on that cloak and follow me."
She led me a little way out of the camp in the predawn gloom. Pointing to a line of four-wheeled wagons, she said "Our wounded rides in those. You will stay in the rearmost, together with two guards." She gave me a push, and I climbed into the hay covered wagon. Just before Kidera raised the rear, I asked "Why all this secrecy? If I am all you have to show for losing one out of three, you not parade me on the streets?" "For your safety." she replied, "Once people hear about our losses on your world, they may blame you." "And I'm too valuable to risk?" I countered. As she closed the wagon, she murmured "That too. We might need the knowledge you represent." I sat down, taking care to put my right leg high, and waited.
The day passed, hot and slow. I could see only see a little of what was on the outside of the wagon, and what I saw was mostly marching troopers, their tongues hanging out as they panted. The two guards that traveled in my wagon were sitting with their back turned, not talking neither to me, nor between themselves. The only thing that broke the monotonous silence was the occasional shouts of the ox-drivers. As the light was waning I noticed that the landscape was changing. No longer just a flat plain, it started getting a little hilly, and more bushes could be seen. The wagon slowed to a halt, and I heard the oxen being led off.
After waiting some minutes more I grew restless. The guards that had been sitting on the wagon all day had disappeared, and as the sun had fallen, almost all sounds from the troopers around me had died out. Just as I was about to rice up to take a look, a noise behind me in the wagon made my head spin round. It was Kidera, and for some reason I wasn’t too surprised. Silently she handed me some bread and a water-skin, and, more concerned about substance than conversation, I pulled down my hood and ate. As I finished off the last bit of bread I felt her moving closer to me. Suddenly I had her legs on either side of mine, her torso lightly touching my back and her arms around my belly. I tensed.
Placing her muzzle close to my ear, she softly said “You said yesterday that you would make it worthwhile for me if I gave you some information. Did you mean it?” I lapsed into thought a long time before I answered “I did not plan on staying long enough for you to claim on that promise. But, here I am, and I have never gone back on my word before.” “I see.” was all she said. For a long time we sat in silence, and all I could sense was her arms around me, the soft fur of her muzzle and chin against my neck and the sound of her breathing in my ear. Somehow, it was feeling both scary and safe at the same time. “I do make the claim on your promise,” she whispered after a long time “and I claim it tonight.” I tensed again; hoping she would not ask for something I neither wanted, nor was ready for. She continued “Tell me about your world.” “I can’t.” I replied, “If I tell you anything about our army, our people or our nations, you can use it against us. Even if it means I must break my word, I can not and I will not be a traitor.” “No silly. Your world, not the people on it. What’s it like to live on? How does it, I don’t know, feel?” I fell silent for a long time, then replied "It was the place I fitted in. I could sit outside, on nights like this, and watch the stars." I pointed upwards as I spoke, my hand visible as a dark shadow against the rapidly darker sky. "And I knew every constellations, by sight if not by name. It felt, how shall I say, right. Here on the other hand," I sighted, "the stars are unknown." Kidera moved closer to me, pressing her body against mine. She nodded silently in the dark, her furry muzzle sliding up and down my neck.
Then, as moisture gathered in my eyes, I started talking again. I told her about walking in the forests for hours, spending the nights in the mountains and long, slow afternoons basking in the ocean. I told her about the warm, dry summers and the long winters when all was covered in a thick layer of snow. I told her of the joy of the first flowers and the happiness of leaves changing colour in the autumn. I told her in lengths of children smiles, of lovers walking hand in hand and old couple’s pleasure in being together. "All those things are lost to me now," I finished "lost just like the stars I once knew."
After I finally finished she was quiet for a very long time. “It sounds like a place I could enjoy living in. You make is sound like home.” she finally said. I just nodded in the dark. Again she was quiet for a long time before she asked; “You miss it?” “Yes. It's more of me than I ever realized. I guess I never really thought about it when I lived there, but now, when all hope of returning is gone…” I didn’t finish the sentence. Kidera hugged me even closer, muttering “You may be different in many ways Hans, but I too know loss. My betrothed did not come back from your world before the rift was closed.” I felt moisture running in her fur, spreading out as it meet my neck. "I understand." I said, then thought about it a little while before I went on "No, I can't claim to understand you. I have no idea of how you think, nor what emotions you lay in a betrothal, But I share your pain, as you share mine.” Again we lapsed into silence, and I stared unseeing at the unknown constellations as I thought about my loss. Suddenly Kidera moved. She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek, her lips felling at the same time familiar and alien, then stood up. Speaking low, she said, “Thank you Hans. Now I know.” Then she disappeared out of the wagon and was gone, leaving me wondering what she had meant. I shrugged it off, and buried myself in hay, embracing sleep and oblivion.
I awoke early the next day by the sounds of a few hundred troopers getting ready to march. I felt a certain need, and scampered out of the wagon to relive myself against one of the wheels. Just as I was finishing, Bantam came towards me, carrying a large bundle. As he spotted me standing outside the wagon, without the long, hooded cloak, he froze. As I started getting back into the wagon, he started sprinting the remaining distance, then quickly got up into the wagon seconds behind me. "Are you crazy," he asked in a hoarse whisper, "letting everyone see you like that?" I shrugged as I examined the bundle he had brought with him. "Kidera will have my head if she finds out, she told me to keep you hidden until we reach Whitewater Ford later today." I bit into the bread I had discovered in the bundle. "Relax," I told him between two mouthfuls’s, "if she hears about it I'll tell her you hadn't reached me yet." He still looked a little downcast, so I ignored him.
As I sat there eating, I noticed the wagon staring to move again. I looked at Bantam, an unspoken question in my eyes. He shrugged, saying "Kidera told me to keep an eye on you. She didn't say from where." I stretched out, looking out through the sides of the wagon, noting how we seemed to be traveling slightly downhill. "Since you decided to stay," I said to Bantam, "you might as well tell me about yourself." He looked uncertainly at me, but finally started "Me lieutenant? Not much to tell really. I was born in Fourway Ford fifteen years ago… " I remained quiet as he talked for the best part of three hours, as far as I could judge by the sun. He talked about losing both parents when he was young, how he lived on the streets of Enyo the capital city, until he joined the army as an apprentice. He talked about how he had become Kidera's aide, and his plans for the future. Finally he too became quiet, and sat staring at nothing.
As the wagon turned and started rolling parallel to a wide river, he raised his voice again. "I saw Kidera climb into the wagon tonight." "Really?" I replied, not understanding what he was after. "Yes. Did you, I mean, what did… " I looked at him, and noted that he was turning red under his gray fur. I waited, and finally he said "You like her, lieutenant?" "Hmm." I said, thinking, "I'm not sure. She seems to be trying to make me like her, but hell, Bantam, I've never been much good with women, and she isn't even my own race. Besides," I sighted, "I has to be careful what I say to her. I'm a prisoner, remember?" He looked away, and said with a low voice "Good." I thought for a second, then it hit me. The boy had fallen in love with his superior. I couldn't resist smiling at the idea. Just as I was about to ask him, a shout went up from the marching troopers around us. Bantam stood up and looked forward for a couple of seconds, then said “Whitewater Ford. Kidera told me that you must be kept hidden until she comes.”
The wagon had been driven into what I guessed was an enclosed courtyard, and I had dozed off in the sun before Kidera showed up. Without saying much, she pulled my hood up and led me through a bewildering array of cramped, barely lit corridors, up and down stairs clearly made for people shorter than myself. Finally I found myself in a fairly large room, brightly lit by large skylights. I blinked a couple of times, then noticed Xaviera and two other females sitting in chairs along one side of a table. I pulled myself into something resembling attention. "General," I said, "I guess you wanted to see me?" "Yes." she answered, ignoring the sarcasm in my voice, "We want some answers from you." I saw, in the corner of my eye, Kidera bolting the door we had entered by. Then she too sat down in a chair behind the table, making me feel rather alone and exposed. Xaviera cleared her throat, and started talking again "This" she pointed on the female on her left, "is Chloe, matriarch and protector of Whitewater Ford" I nodded to the old lupa, noting a look of curiosity in her yellow eyes. "On my right," continued Xaviera, "is Jemine, who represent the Empress in this town." Unlike Chloe, Jemine gave me a short nod. "And you have already met Kidera. Now Hans, take off your hood."
I shrugged, then did as she had asked. The look on Chloe's face turned from curiosity to shock, while Jemine gasped and looked away. After giving them a minute or so to recover, Xaviera cleared her throat and looked at Chloe, whom in turn was looking at me, her lower jaw almost at the table. Finally she snapped out of whatever trance she was in and said, "As the protector of Whitewater Ford I need some information from you… Hans." I shrugged, saying "You might ask, but I don't think I'll be able to answer." She shook her head, obviously not understanding what I meant. "But some of them was captured with you, so surly you must know… " I interrupted her, clarifying my point "Let me be more specific. I might know, but I sure ain’t telling you, nor anyone else." She stood up, anger visible in her face, growling "I am the matriarch. I am the protector. I need knowledge of the use of the weapons conquered from your world, to make up for our losses when the rift was closed. You will tell me what I need." "I'm Hans Johansen," I said in a vicious monotone, " I’m a First Lieutenant in the Royal Norwegian Airforce, my service-number is 194/030193. That is all the information you are entitled to in accordance to the international treaties on the conduct of war. It is also all the information I am willing to give." Chloe’s lips drew back, exposing her canine teeth, as she extended a finger towards me. “General,” she hissed, “I want this, this, this male tortured. I will have that knowledge before the dark ones come down from their mountains.”
Silence descended in the room, only Chloe’s agitated breathing breaking it. Then suddenly Jemine broke it, softly saying “No. Whatever this creature is, or what it knows, one thing is certain. It is the property of the empress. As General Xaviera pointed out earlier today, it is vital to bring this,” she waved her hand, seemingly looking for a suitable term, “this spoil of war to the capital with all haste.” I felt anger rise within. Unable to hide it, I burst out “Male? Creature? Spoil of war?” I breathed deeply, seeing in the corner of my eye Kidera holding both her hands around her muzzle, her tail wagging furiously. “Well then,” I continued, my voice slowly returning to normal, “why don’t you ask the right honorable General Xaviera how she stumbled over this humble piece of flotsam on the battlefield?” “No, Hans, please don’t…” Xaviera muttered, her eyes wide, “I’m sure neither Chloe nor Jemine meant it…” Her voice trailed off, and she sat uncomfortable under the stares of the two vixens. I waited; rubbing my bandaged left hand and making sure Xaviera saw it. Finally she took a deep breath, and as she exhaled she said softly “He came to our camp on his world, alone. He… he never hesitated, but attacked as soon as one of my officers smelled him.” She made a small pause, and for some reason I felt pity for her, having forced her to admit a personal defeat. “Only my magic saved the lives of my staff and myself, as the weapons of his world are terrible and kills from far away. Then he closed in, engaging me in personal combat.” “And then you beat him and captured him?” Chloe interrupted, “So this male has guts, but…” “No,” Xaviera said, hiding her eyes behind her hands “he bested me in fair combat. We fought blade against blade, and he won.” “But then…” Jemine said. “I know. All our laws and traditions says that he should have been free to go.” “Not only free to go,” Jemine started to say, but Kidera placed her hand on her shoulder, silencing her. There was another long and awkward pause. “I have no more to gain here.” Chloe said as she finally stood up. “Me neither,” Jemine concurred, “this is a matter for the Empress herself.” She too stood up, and they both left the room. Xaviera collapsed on the table, her hands over her muzzle as she quietly sobbed.
I sat down at the edge of the table. Reaching out and stroking Xaviera’s long, white hair, I said “Sorry I had to do that General, but I really don’t like being talked about like that.” I moved my hand slightly as I went on, scratching her behind her ears, “Your people might look down on males and people whom look different, but mine does not… at least most of us don't.” She muttered something. I leaned down to hear her better and asked her what she had said. She lifted her head slightly, then repeated “Xav. Please Hans, call me Xav.” I shrugged, looking up at Kidera. She was looking back, her face unreadable. Xaviera pulled herself visibly together then said to the room in general “We must get Hans to the Empress as soon as we can, and with as little publicity as possible. The only solution I see is to travel straight trough Dourwood.” Kidera gasped, looking genuinely shocked. “Dourwood?” I said, “I’m not sure if I like the sound of that name.” Xaviera shrugged, saying “It ought to be safe this time of year, and it will cut at least two weeks of our journey. Can you ride?” Now it was my time to shrug my shoulders, “Maybe, but not with a broken hand.”
Without saying anything, Xaviera took my left hand between hers and closed her eyes. Slowly at first, then faster and faster, I felt my hand heat up, and a strange sensation filled my arm. After a long while she dropped my hand and I looked at her. “Try flexing your fingers.” Xaviera said, and I did. To my utter disbelief, my hand worked perfectly, with not even a hint of pain. “Amazing.” I muttered to myself. Xaviera, on the other hand, transferred her attention to Kidera. “Get some horses and supplies ready. We leave tomorrow morning, as soon as the gates open.” Kidera just nodded, then stood up. Placing her hand on my arm, she led me out the door. Just as she went through it, she turned, saying “We are close friends Xav, but know this: Some things I won’t share.” What answer Xaviera gave, if any, was unheard by me. Walking slowly, and with Kidera’s hand on my arm the entire way, we returned to the wagon.
Early next morning I was roused from my sleep by the sound of voices. I dragged myself out of the hay, and in the bright light of the new day I surveyed the scene before me. About ten troopers in leather armour, Bantam wearing chainmail and both Xaviera and Kidera in brightly polished scale. And if that was not enough, there were more sharp points visible than a hedgehog. I greeted the vixens, then asked Xaviera “Why all the hardware? You planning on a fight?” “What? Oh,” she answered, “you refer to our weapons? That’s for Dourwood of course. Now put your cloak on before we mount up, we don’t want the average citizen to see that you’re not a lupa.” I gave a short mirthless laugh at that, pointing out “Look Xav. A single unarmed, unarmored rider in this party, and you fear I’ll look strange? Anyway,” I pointed on my unclad feet, “anyone who sees these will know I’m not one of you, not to mention my hands.” Xaviera just shrugged. “You’ll ride in the middle of the group. Partly to hide you, partly to make sure you don’t run away from me, I mean us.” I gave up arguing; sensing that she just would not listen.
As the troopers Kidera had picked as an escort made camp in the rapidly failing light of evening, I was lying face down in the soft grass. I was feeling pain in muscles I didn't even knew I had before, and Kidera sat close by. "I thought you said you could ride?" she said after watching me for a while. "I never said I could," I countered, "I simply said I couldn’t with a broken hand." I thought back. Even getting up on the docile mare had been difficult enough, and while both Xaviera and Kidera had looked like they were born to ride, I had probably looked like a sack of flour. "Besides," I said as I watched Xaviera coming closer after giving the soldiers some kind of orders, "your saddles are for made lupas, not humans. The slot down the middle for the tail is, to be blunt, a pain in the ass." I nodded to Xaviera as she sat down, and we all grew silent. I sensed that something wasn't quite right, there was a tension in the air between the two vixens that had been lurking in the back all day. I looked from Xaviera to Kidera and back to Xaviera, then shrugged and looked towards the fire, where Bantam was preparing our supper.
After a while, Xaviera broke the silence, asking "Why wouldn't you say anything to Chloe yesterday Hans?" "I told you." I replied, " I can't give any information other than my name, rank and servicenumber." "But what does it matter? You'll never go back to your own world, and neither will any you tell it to. No one will know about it." I sighted, and was quiet a long time before I raised my voice again "That changes nothing what so ever. No matter what happens, I can not and I will not volunteer any other information. Besides, I’ll know about it." "But you could tell Kidera?" Xaviera went on. I raised myself on my elbows and straight into Kidera's yellowish eyes until she looked down, her short brown hair hiding her eyes, and muttered "I told Xav we had spoken, nothing more." I flopped down again, and addressed Xaviera "Xav, that was different. I had promised Kidera a bon, and she claimed it. Besides," I looked sidelong at Kidera; "it was rather personal." "Something about the stars?" Xav asked, probably hoping to hear more. I just smiled a tired smile as I shook my head, then got up as gracefully as my sore muscles would allow, which wasn't very. I limped over to the fire, sitting down next to Bantam with my back against the two females.
"So," I said as I grabbed a piece of bread from the bag of supplies he had besides him, "what do you think is wrong with Kidera and the general?" Bantam looked first at me, then towards the two vixen, and then into the flames. "You mean why they are so uneasy about each other? I think that they both want to stop the other one from claiming you." "Claim me?" I asked, "What you mean?" Bantam scathed his muzzle, then started talking with a low voice "I think General Xaviera believes Kidera wants to claim you, since she was with you in the wagon the night before last." I nodded, urging him to go on. "And Kidera told me, just as the general helped you remount the fifth time, that she thought the general might claim you because you can make a claim on her, sort of racing you to it to preserve her honour." I didn't really understand what Bantam meant, but I didn’t waste time pondering on it. Just as he started pouring the stew he had prepared into wooden bowls, I grabbed my share and went over to the bedroll I had been given, to eat, think and then sleep on it.
Halfway into the night I awoke suddenly by a movement close to me. I looked around me, and in the lights from the dying embers on the fire, I recognised Xaviera sliding towards me. “Xav,” I started saying, but came no further as she gently put her hand over my mouth, hushing me. I silently watched as she sat down next to me and stared into the glowing remains of the fire. She looked thoughtful, as is she was trying to find a way to say something. Finally she asked quietly “Why Hans? I just can not understand why?” I looked at her a little while before I answered “Why what?” She just kept staring into the embers, then said “Am I that unattractive to you? Am I unworthy of your attention? Do you feel I deserve no honour?” I pondered her questions a long time, joining her in staring at the embers. After several minutes I sighted, then said, “I’m still not certain what you mean Xav. If I have done something to dishonour you…” Xaviera raised her hand, stopping me. “You best me in a battle blade to blade. You refuse to end my life, condemning me to live in the shadow of defeat. You order me to admit it in front of other vixens. Yet you do not,” she made a pause, as if she had trouble speaking her mind out loud, “you do not make your claim, as if I mean nothing to you.” I didn’t know how to reply to that, so I didn’t.
Instead I felt that some sort of physical reassurance was the thing to try. I reached out, placed my arm around her shoulders and pulled her gently towards me. Xaviera sighted, and I felt her long, bushy tail wrapped itself around my back. “You’re not unattractive,” I said in her ear, more because I realised that she needed to hear it from me than because I meant it, “but you are very, how shall I say it, alien. If I’ve slighted your sense of honour, it was without intent.” I closed my eyes, trying to remember the face of the last woman I had made love to before the war and failed. “But this speaking of making claims,” I continued after a little while, “I do not understand. It is a concept I’m not familiar with.” Xaviera placed her hand on my knee. I gently removed it again. “Making claims,” she said after a while, “is when you make public that a male belongs to you.” She gave a small chuckle, the first time I had heard that sound from her. “Of course, for you it will be opposite. The only time a male may claim is if she loses her honour to him.” “And you think you lost yours to me?” I asked, hardly believing my ears. “Yes.” Xav replied gravely, “The instant you made me admit defeat you even made it public.” “I’m sorry bout that.” I muttered, “I lost my temper.”
We sat together for a while, Xaviera ever so often trying to make small passes on me, and I either ignoring them or turning them away. “Tell me one thing Xav,” I said as the last embers winked out, “how long has you known Kidera?” “All my life,” she replied, “why?” I shrugged. “Then you shouldn’t fall out over an outworlder whom stumbles in to a minefield of traditions he knows nothing about.” “Minefield?” she asked, looking confused. “A highly dangerous place.” I corrected, then lowered my hand and gave her a gentle pat on her butt. “I need some sleep Xav. Talk to Kidera tomorrow, and we might chat again tomorrow night.” She got up, then turned to me “I’ll talk to Kidera since you tell me to Hans. But I don’t think we will chat tomorrow night. We’ll be deep inside Dourwood then.” As she left as silently as she had come, I laid back, falling asleep almost before I hit the ground.
As the small band started out the next day, I noted a change in mode among the few soldiers that accompanied us. The day before they had been talking among themselves, but this day they were quiet, and everyone of them was looking downcast, as if they were traveling to their execution. I wanted to ask either Xaviera or Kidera about it, but they had pulled away from the group early in the day, riding several hundred meters in front of us. And since the troopers never responded when I talked to them that left me with… "Bantam? Why is everybody looking like they are about to die? It's a beautiful day." Bantam looked up from whatever dark thoughts he had mused over and looked at me a long time before he finally said "Dourwood. By noon today we will enter it, and pass from the world of the living. It's a dark and forbidden place." I looked around me, struggling not to fall down from the horse. From the small hill-lock we were riding over, I could see far and wide. "The only woodland I can see is over there," I told Bantam as I nodded in the direction we was traveling, "and I think it looks rather open and light." "That’s Dourwood." he said after some time, "But don't let your eyes deceive you. I could tell you stories that would freeze the blood in my veins." I shrugged, and we rode on in silence.
The sun was high in the sky, and I was sweating heavily under the gray cloak as we finally reached the edge of Dourwood. As my initial impression had been, it was neither particularly dense, nor oppressing. It was, or at least the part I could see, made up of birches, elms and other leaf-threes. The ground was covered in shrubbery. The lupas on the other hand was regarding it like I would regard a toxic wasteland. "It won't get any better." Xaviera finally said, "A little to the north there shall be an old road through. If we find it, and if the dark ones haven’t come down from the mountains yet, we won't use more than a week to the other side." After riding a few kilometers, as far as I could judge, a narrow pawed road appeared, heading straight into the woods. I studied it while the lupas sat silently, looking gloomy in the bright sun. Large slabs of stone had been laid close together, but age and disuse had moved them so large cracks were visible. Some had sunk as well, making the surface uneven and possible dangerous for the horses. Silently Xaviera started to ride slowly forward, into the woods. I happened to catch a glimpse of her face as she passed me, and while I still found the wolf-like faces hard to read, the expression on her face spoke volumes.
The ride ought to have been pleasant, considering the fine weather, the birdsong and the nice open forest around us. It was not however, partly because of my lack of skill, but mostly because of the company. Everyone seemed nervous and highly strung, as if they expected the threes themselves would attack. Not long before dusk I managed to maneuver the mare I was riding next to Xaviera. After exchanging a few general remarks about the weather and my sore back, I asked, "So you and Kidera got a little chat today?" She nodded while she kept looking around, then spoke quietly "We did not agree on whom of us has the right. But we did agree that we should let it rest until we see who survives this journey." I shuddered. "As my people sees it, 'claiming' is no right. Both parties has to agree on it" "But remember Hans," Xaviera said as she turned towards me, "we are not your people and this is not your world." "I know Xav." I felt moisture gather in my eyes as I thought about it. "Be assured I know this is not the world I was born and raised in."
We rode in silence a few minutes, before I decided I had to get my mind on other things. "Xav?" I asked, "Why does your people fear this woods?" Xaviera looked at me, bewilderment clear in her eyes, then simply said "The dark ones." I stared back, until she specified "They live here part of the year. I hope," she looked around again, "I really do hope they haven’t come down from the mountains yet." "I see," I said, even if I didn't, "so tell me of the dark one, as you call them."
“They are vile,” came Kidera’s voice from behind me, “and they are dangerous. We have been fighting them since the dawn of time.” I nodded, saying “But that tells me more about you than of them. What are they? Why do you fight? And if the two races has fought for as long as you remember, who built this roadway we are traveling on now?” “You ask about things we are not certain of ourselves.” Xaviera stated after a while, and Kidera added, “Too much knowledge was lost when Pantageon was razed.” I waited while the two vixens looked thoughtfully. Then, Xaviera started talking “There are some that say that they are our kin, turned away by some great treason. I do not believe that. Others claim they are a race as alien to us as your race is. I find that easier to believe.” I gave a small chuckle at that, murmuring “And of course, it is easier to kill someone who is not family.” Xaviera grew quiet at that, and as I could not see her face in the failing light, I assumed she was pondering my statement. Instead, Kidera spoke up, saying, “We do not know why we started fighting, whether it was over land or, as some theorize, a treason, or any other reason. Now we fight because we have always fought. Lupa kill dark ones simply because they are dark ones. Dark ones kill lupa because we are lupa. And of course, they raid our farms for food.” Kidera grew quiet too, and we rode in silence until the failing light made further progress dangerous on the uneven road. As we dismounted more or less gracefully, I hinted “And the road?” “Oh,” Xaviera said, “The dark ones did not come to Dourwood until about a thousand years ago. This used to be the main road from Whitewater Ford to Enyo.”
The warm night passed without incidents as we rested in a moonlit clearing near the road. I lay awoke most of the night, as the sounds made by the guards was enough to wake the dead in my ears. If there were any dark ones close by, they wouldn’t need to see us to find us. I could see that Kidera and Xaviera was awake too, and both seemed like they wanted a nightly chat again. They would rise halfway up, spot the other looking at them and sink back down again. Finally I dozed off in to an uneasy slumber, only to drift into a strange and disturbing dream.
I stood on a hill-lock, watching the forest. The forest of my dream looked just like the forest proper, yet it felt more sinister. It was as if every shadow cast by the trees was not a shadow, but a mirror opposite of the tree, black as sin, with gnarled bark and a rotten core. I shuddered, realizing, even in my dream, that this was how the lupas saw the woods. I turned, or rather, the woods turned around me, bringing me face to face with three figures, mere shadows against a strange light emitting from somewhere behind them. Around the feet of the figures I saw other figures. Dead lupas and broken figures in heavy hooded cloaks littered the ground, their blood darkening the soil. The three figures raised their arms; their fingers pointed straight towards me, and said, as with one voice, “Chose wisely, Man. For the issue is again in the balance, and your thumb is upon the scales.” The light faded away, and the woods spun again. As it stopped, the dead had gone, but the three figures remained. One in a heavy, hooded cloak. Two in scalemail. Xaviera and Kidera. They looked, well, dead, but still alive, as if I saw them between the slivers of time. I wanted to speak, ask them what was happening, but I found that I could not utter a sound. A melodious voice behind me boomed “One offers companionship and compassion. The other wants to give and receive love, passion and raw lust. The last is the big enigma, for she does not know her own mind. Choose well, O Man, or be doomed for eternity.”
I woke up, sitting bolt upright and wide-eyed. Just meters away I saw Kidera and Xaviera, both looking straight at me. I shuddered, then huddled together, muttering “Just a dream.” They looked at each other, at me and then at each other again. Then as one they moved closer. “In here, or anywhere the dark ones live, dreams are not just dreams.” Kidera whispered, while looking around. Xaviera nodded, adding, “They say that the magic of the dark ones are different from ours.” “They can make you dream prophecies,” Kidera whispered, “or they might plant a dream in you, for some sinister reason of their own.” “Or so it is said. But what’s make it dangerous and unpredictable,” Xaviera picked up again, “is that any kind of magic I know about may linger after the spell is cast. It might just be that you felt the aftershock of magic crafted years ago.” I sat in silence, thinking over what they had told me. No, I decided, this was no aftereffect. The dream had been too direct, to targeted to me, as a human. After a while, Kidera asked, “What did you dream?” I shook my head. “It was rather, well, personal. I rather not tell.” She nodded, and both she and Xaviera lay down next to me, barely a couple of feet away. I lay down between them, trying to get a grip. Choose well, I had been told. Choose between what? For what stake? And well for whom?
Early next morning we started again, as Xaviera wanted to travel as fast as was possible through Dourwood. As I looked around, I noted with a certain perverse satisfaction that both vixen, Bantam and all the troopers looked as sleepy as I felt. If all nights were going to be like this one, we would fall asleep on the horses before we reached the other side. Cursing the lack of proper stirrups in a low voice, I lent over the mare's neck and tried to relax and thought about the dream I had. If I were to choose, then what did I have to choose between? And what was the issue that was in the balance, and in what was my part in it? I pondered deeply, staring into the mane.
I had almost dismissed the entire thing as just a dream, when I noticed that both Xaviera and Kidera sat still, their ears standing up and moving slightly. I scratched my week-old beard, straining my hearing to find out what had caught their attention. At first, I didn’t hear a thing, but as the wind picked up slightly I faintly heard something aver the rustling of the leaves. “Drums?” I said, more to myself than anything else. “Yes,” came Kidera's voice, “drums. You were mistaken Xav. They have already come down from the mountains.” I looked at Xaviera. Her face had darkened, and her jaw was set. “We ride onwards at once,” she said softly, but loud enough to let the entire party hear her, “they sound a long way of. Neither is there any scent on the wind.” No one said anything more as they dug their heels into their horses, urging them on. Seconds later Xaviera had to stop to help me remount.
It was only after the last rays of the sun had disappeared, that Xaviera allowed us to dismount and rest. Even if Kidera claimed that my horsemanship had improved in the three days we had been on the road, my body did not agree. As I gingerly sat down, with the vixens on either side, I remarked “I have not heard any more drums today.” Xaviera and Kidera exchanged looks, then Xaviera said, “We have, most of the day. Your hearing is maybe not as good as ours.” I nodded in the dark. “Probably not,” I agreed, “and I know from our first meeting your sense of smell surpasses mine as well.” This time it was their turn to nod. “So if you can not hear nor smell well,” Kidera asked after a while, “how do your people hunt their meat?” “O dear,” I said after thinking a second, “this is getting close to the edge of what I can not talk about.” “But not crossing it?” Kidera insisted. “No. Not crossing it, I think.” I grew quiet again, before I continued, “Mostly we don’t hunt, but when we do we hunt by sight. Our visual faculties are among the better on our world.” Silence embraced us once more. I had a feeling that Xaviera wanted to say something, but I didn’t encourage her. Instead it was Kidera whom broke the tranquility first, murmuring “It must be strange to live in a world where sound and smell does not dominate. I can not imagine how it feels.” I felt my lips draw themselves up into a smile as I replied “And I can not imagine how I could live without trusting my sight.”
“Enough light talk,” Xaviera suddenly broke in, “if the dark ones finds us, we will not live any length of time no matter which sense we use most.” She flinched, as if she was about to say something she was not sure of. “Hans, you’re sort of our captive.” I shrugged, indicating that my status did not bother me at the time. “The way home is closed for me. So even if you sat me free, I would have no place to go. And, considering why I came to your world, I might as well consider me a prisoner of war.” “Captives are new to us Hans, I told you that the first day. But if we are going to live through this woods, we can ill afford idle hands.” Both Kidera and I turned towards her, trying to figure out where she was heading. Xaviera stood up and went over to her horse. As she returned, she was carrying a sword, which she handed to me. I did not take it. “Take it,” Xaviera said, “you may need it before you know it.” I raised one eyebrow as I countered “Are you willing to rearm a prisoner of war and an enemy?” “For a time, I’ll take that chance. All I want in return is your word of honour that you will not use it against us.” I shook my head, then said, “I can not give you my word of honour.” “Can not,” Kidera broke in, “or will not?” “Another rule of warfare on your world Hans?” Xaviera asked, a note of irritation in her voice. “No rule,” I said, “but a Royal resolution.” I took a long breath before I went on, “In accordance with the Royal resolution dated 10th of June 1949, part II, paragraph 8, subparagraph F; No officer or NCO may give his word of honour to the enemy if captured.” The only thing they did was to stare at me in the thickening dark. I shrugged, before I went on “And in accordance with subparagraph B, same reference, I would have to attack you if you hand me that sword.” “But that don’t make sense,” Kidera burst out, “you might take one or two of us, but then you would die.” “I know,” I said, “but I swore an oath once, and the resolution does say ‘even if the situation is difficult or hopeless’.”
“You know,” Xaviera said after a long silence, “I really wish I could understand the way you think Hans. There is something about you that…” She stopped abruptly and went off. I followed her with my eyes as she went from trooper to trooper. Kidera moved closer to me, and I felt her hand on my shoulder. “I too sense something for you Hans,” she breathed in my ear, “but I think that is different from what Xav is sensing.” I shrugged as I ransacked my mind, trying to remember what the voice had said in my dream. One would offer lust and passion, so much I remembered. One was an enigma, for she didn’t know herself. But the last one? Compassion, wasn’t it? How did I fit Xaviera and Kidera into any of those, and who was the third figure? I laid down, gazing upwards at the gathering clouds. Kidera was still beside me, her hand moved to my chest, where she traced abstract patterns. After a little while I seized her hand with mine, and muttered “Stop it Kidera. You and Xav had a deal had you not?” Even if I could not see her clearly in the dark, I sensed her smile. “We have,” she agreed, “but it don’t stop us from, hmmm, trying to influence you.” “You can try that in the morning Kidera. Right now I want to sleep, and I want to sleep alone.” She did not say anything, but she still managed to convey a sense of being rejected. “Alright then,” I gave in after a while, “you may sleep here to, but no foul play.” With that I turned over and tried to rest.
I was standing on the hill-lock again, watching the forest all around me. To the naked eye it still looked open and inviting, to my inner eye it was gradually turning into a dark and forbidden place. I looked around. No, I could see no one. For some reason that disturbed me more than the images I had seen last night. I sat down, and waited. The forest was unnaturally quiet, but I could sense the sound of drums. No, not the sound of drums, but the ghost of the sound of drums. Somehow, I knew that a lupa would have heard them. At the same time the memory of a smell filled my nostrils. A smell I would not notice, but a lupa would. I remained sitting, watching the shadows of the trees move over the landscape…Finally I heard a noise behind me. Not turning, I said, “Who are you, really?” “A true man,” the melodious voice from the last dream rang out, “always seeking to classify and dissect. Is it not enough that I am?” “You offered me advice. I like to know what your part of this is, and mine.” There was a long pause before the voice returned “If you had not chosen to be blind Man, you would see it as clearly as you can see the forest before you.”
I awoke. As clearly as I could see the forest? But in my dream I could see two woods at the same time, one light and pleasant, and one dark and boding. I thought hard as I watched the troopers on guard move slightly. In my dream I saw and sensed like a man, but I got a feeling of how a lupa would see and sense. It was then that I suddenly realized something that had been at the back of my head some time. The drums were closer, and there were at least two distinct sets. I gently nudged Kidera to break the news.
I told Kidera of the drums in a low whisper, and she disappeared like a ghost in the night. It felt like mere seconds later when both she and Xaviera appeared like shadows in the darkness. "Curse these clouds," I heard Xaviera whisper as she slipped next to me, running her hand through my hair as she sat down, "had the moon been visible we might have mounted up and left at once." "So what you plan on doing instead," I asked in a hoarse whisper, "wait for them to find us?" "We wait, that's right, but at the first light we must ride. Until then, stay alert." I settled down, uneasy, but unable to do anything. In the darkness the superior hearing of the lupas would hear any attackers before I could see them.
At first light we mounted up and rode onwards. The others saw enemies behind every tree, and their feverish activity soon had my hair on the edge. I had a feeling that we would not be attacked on the road, but rather under the cover of darkness. I tried to tell Xaviera about it, but she would not listen. "They attack at all times Hans. I have fought dark ones for ten years now, and I know how cunning they are." "My point exactly," I countered, "if they are so cunning, they will attack at a time where the odds are against us. And the worst time we could be attacked is at night." Xaviera thought about it for a while, her ears laying themselves flat against her head, then said "You might be right, but… " Before she could finish the sentence the trooper riding in the rear gave an odd gurgle and fell of his horse, an arrow stuck right through his furry neck. "Forward!" Xaviera shouted, and all the horses speed up, making me hang on for my dear life.
As the sun started falling again, Kidera and I finally caught up with the rest of the group. Keeping myself on top of a walking horse was difficult enough, but a running horse had been close to impossible. If Kidera had not stopped and helped out by holding my horse each time I had fallen off, it would certainly have run after the others, leaving me stranded in the forest. Luckily we had avoided any encounters with the dark ones, but by now the horses was tired and in no condition for another mad dash. While I did not say that out loud, it suited me fine. Setting a more sedate tempo, I approached Xaviera again. "Sorry," I muttered, "but it seems like my idea of when they would attack was wrong." "Don't blame yourself." Xaviera said, "I guess we just happened upon one. That is good because we did not lose more than one trooper, but it is a loss I can ill afford. It is also bad news for us because they now know we are here." I cast a glance at her. She looked very tired all of a sudden, her muzzle downcast, her ears flat, the gloss in her white fur gone and her eyes clouded. "So," I said, "how long will they wait until they act upon that knowledge?" Xaviera just shrugged, and then said so low I could hardly hear her “In another minute, in another day? I don’t know Hans. In all my experience with the dark ones I have no clue to how they will react. But be assured, my strange prisoner, they will not capture you alive. I will see you dead first… I feel I owe you that much.” I shivered, despite the warmth of the day, and tried to think of other things. In the background drums still sounded at irregular intervals, both from behind us and, more spine chilling, from before us.
As the shadows grew longer and the forest denser, I noted that several of the other lupas showed the same signs of fatigue and disillusion that I had first noted in Xaviera. Worst stricken was Bantam, the once lively teenager acting like a man waiting for his execution. He answered all my attempts to cheer him up with shrugs. Kidera on the other hand seemed to take things more easily, while still visible worried. Still, my attempts to get her to talk about her betrothed, whom she had lost when the rift closed, was answered by nothing more than “I'll meet him soon.”
They came late that night. One second I was staring at the woods in the faint light of the stars, the next I was staring at dozens of attacking figures. Sounds of battle erupted all around me, the crashing blades making rains of spark. I tried to hide in the shadows of a thicket, but one of the figures approached me. As he slowly came towards me, I tried to make out more details in the dim light. He was short, even shorter than the lupas, but his face was hidden under a dark hood, not unlike mine. He suddenly lounged out with a long blade, forcing me to do an awkward side step and I promptly fell over. I twisted onto my back as he came for me, and just as he raised his blade to strike I kicked with all my might. My foot hit him square in the belly, propelling him backwards. The figure lost his blade as he collapsed, gasping for air, and I scrambled up and jumped him. As I landed on top of him, I felt sharp claws making gashes in my arms. I locked my hands around his neck, he tried to do the same to me and we started rolling on the ground. While I had the advantage of weight, he possessed agility far beyond mine and a strength that matched mine. I have no idea how long we might have fought before he managed to get on top, his hands pinning mine down. I made a couple of futile tosses, managing nothing more than loosing my hood. Just then the moon climbed the treetops, bathing the battlefield, and my now exposed face, in a silvery sheen. The figure on top of me gasped, then shouted something in a tongue I didn't catch. Then, as suddenly as they had attacked, he was gone.
I regained my feet and looked around me. It seemed that all of the dark ones had chosen to break of, leaving us alive for the time being. I put my hood back on, and picked up the blade the assailant had dropped. It was somewhat cruder than the blades the lupa used. About two feet long, it was slim, straight and edged on both sides. The grip was small in my hand, and the guard was merely a short bar mounted on the blade. Its balance was different from other blades I had tried, with most of the weight towards the rear of the weapon. It felt like a fast blade made more for thrusting than cutting. I secured it in the breaches I was wearing, concealing it under the cloak. Then I went looking for Xaviera, Kidera and Bantam in the pale moonlight. I soon spotted both the vixens, Kidera walking round, obviously talking to the troopers, and the white-furred figure of Xaviera kneeling beside someone who lay flat on the ground. I walked over to her, curious on what she was doing.
I stood beside her as she held her hands over an ugly gash in the recumbent lupa’s belly. The figure on the ground moved a little as she moved her hands, letting me see his face. It was Bantam. As the situation dawned on me, I noticed a dim, fuzzy blue glow emanating from Xaviera’s hands, slowly spreading across the wound. Bantam seemed to relax, as if the pain lessened somewhat. As Xaviera lifted her hands and let out a sight, I spoke in a barely audible voice “Will he make it?” “Maybe, maybe not.” Xaviera turned towards me before she continued “But why should you care? You claimed yesterday that you were still at war with us? You ought to be happy for each dead lupa, and there are a handful here.” I sat down on my haunches beside her as I carefully considered what she had said. Putting one hand on Bantam’s shoulder, I said “I ask because I care about you… you all.” I nodded at Kidera sitting down beside us, she too placing a hand on Bantam. “Just because our nations are technically at war, a thing which cannot be changed now that the rift is closed, don’t mean I can’t see past that and… I don’t know… see the people behind the nation, I guess. Besides, you three are the closest I have to a family now, or even a link to my own world. I would hate to see that link weaken.” We were all quiet for a long time, before Kidera finally broke the gloomy hush. “We lost only two more Xav. But I don’t understand why they broke off.” “Me neither,” Xaviera replied, “maybe they just wanted to test us or something.” “I might know why.” I said after another long silence, “One of them saw my face. Faced with the unknown, they might wish to consider their options.” Kidera looked at me for a long time, the expression in her eyes unreadable. Then she shrugged and spoke to Xaviera “Will he live? If he can ride tomorrow, we might have a slight chance to escape.” “I can try.” Xav answered, and without further words leant forwards, placing her hands on the wound again and closing her eyes. Kidera and I stood up and left her to her work.
“I saw most of your battle,” she said as we found a fallen timber to sit on, “and I must admit a certain admiration for your way of fighting. You ought to be dead at least twice.” “Luck, not skill.” I replied. “Maybe. But I also saw what you did after the dark one had run of…” I looked at her, waiting for her to take the next step. “You can’t hide it for long Hans. Give me the blade.” I turned, looking her straight into her dark eyes, then spoke in a monotone just short of having knifes in it; “You didn’t see anything Kidera, understand? If you tell anyone, I have no choice than to use it… on my self if I have to. And don’t ask me to give my word not to use it against you, because you know I cant.” She looked into my eyes for a long time, then looked away. “You did not kill Xav when she offered you the opportunity… yet you threaten us? I wish I could understand you better Hans… and learn to know you better in all ways.” She laid her head sideways as she pushed her breast a little forward, and looked at me through the corner of her eye. Her lips drew a little up as she said in a warmer tone “If you give the blade to me Hans, I might… be able to make it worthwhile for you… one way, or hopefully in another.” I shook my head as I smiled. “I’m gonna try to get some sleep now,” I said as I placed a finger under her muzzle, twisting her face towards me, “alone.” As she got a disappointed look on her face, I added “I know you and Xav for some bizarre reason is competing, but lets see if we live to see the other side of the forest first.” I left before she could say anything more.
The remainder of the night passed in peace. The drumming had increased to a peak about an hour after the attack and then they stopped. The only sounds that I heard was the low moaning of the wounded troops, and Xaviera's sights from time to time as she worked on Bantam. Something started to tick in the back of my head… something I couldn’t quite get a solid hold on. I shook my head to clear it, but it eluded me. I settled in for a sleepless night, unable to relax for more than a few minutes at a time.
Long before the sun had cleared the tops of the threes, the troopers and Kidera started putting the harness on the horses. I went over to Bantam and Xaviera, finding her spread out flat out next to him. Carefully I placed my hand on his belly, gingerly feeling the vividly red, but unbroken skin where he had, just hours before, had a terminal wound. I could not bring my mind to understand it, but just as Xaviera had healed my broken hand, she had now saved the life of Bantam. Convinced that he was all right, I checked on her. She looked exhausted, her tongue hanging out between her sharp, yellowish teeth and her legs merely slumped under her. It seemed like she had just collapsed after she was finished doing whatever she did on Bantam. Taking care not to wake either of them, I stood up and found Kidera.
"Neither of them can ride as far as I can tell," I told her, "and from the look of Xaviera I'll be surprised if she even could sit up." "May I be damned from now until the end." she muttered. "If we don't get moving today, we are dead as the night falls." I was not certain she was right, but I wasn't sure she was wrong either. After thinking for some time I saw one solution to our predicament. "What if we ride double?" I asked Kidera, "If I take Xaviera in front of me, and you take Bantam in front of you, we will at least get away from this spot." "What if we are attacked on the road?" she protested. "In my case, it would not matter. I can't fight from horseback anyhow." I scratched my growing beard, again wishing for a razor, before I continued "And in your case… I'll say we must risk it to get Bantam with us. His wound are healed, so maybe he will be able to ride himself later today." Kidera rubbed both her hands along her muzzle, muttering "We can't leave him here. We must try." She looked around the remains of our campsite. “I told Xav tonight that we only lost two… what I didn’t tell her is that two of the troopers are in no condition for a prolonged fight.” I shrugged, then said as I turned around “It don’t look bright, I’ll second that, but what can we do about it now?” I went to wake Xaviera.
We had finally managed to get Xaviera out of her scalemail and up on the horse I had started to think of as mine, and I clambered up after her. Gingerly I reached around her with both hands, placing one hand on the pommel and taking the reins with the other. I nodded to Kidera, and the rather ragged lupa and I sallied forth. Xaviera had trouble sitting straight, so I had to move my hand from the pommel to her hip, noticing for the first time how slim she really was. I had of course noticed how light she was when I helped lifting her up on the back of the beast, but I suddenly realized I could almost reach around her waist with two hands. I concentrated on keeping both myself and her on top of the mare, and her bushy tail that lay along my chest and tickles my face made it harder than it ought to have been.
The sun had not climbed much over the threes before we reached a fairly wide stream, an old stone bridge spanning across it. “Finally,” Kidera said, “if the old maps in Enyo Castle is right, this is the Woodheart stream, whom many now call Darkroot. That puts us more than halfway through this damned forest.” Xaviera stirred under my hand, raised her head and looked around as if drunk. “Why have we stopped?” she asked, “Have they come to finish us of?” I simply pointed at the bridge, and she sighted. “Good,” she muttered as she let herself sink against me, almost making me fall of the horse again, “lets keep going.” The others had already starting crossing the narrow stone arc in ones and twos, and I got the mare moving again. The weight of Xaviera pushing against me made me unsteady, but a few gentle hints for her to lean forward again went unnoticed. In the end I had no other choice then to lean forward to compensate, and she pulled her tail away from between us, instead placing it around my waist. Since this placed my mouth near her ear, it felt naturally to start talking to her. “How you’re doing Xav?” I whispered. “I’m feeling better Hans,” she muttered in return, “the fatigue after magic is severe, but as luck have it, it don’t last long.” She snuggled closer to my chest as she went on “Besides, sitting here would make me feel good even if I’m dying.” “You’re not altogether subtle all the time, are you Xav?” I responded after considering what she had just said, “I believed you and Kidera had an agreement to let ting rest until we was through Dourwood?” “She tries to influence you, I try to influence you. But even if she comes out on top, I’ll cherish the memory of riding double with you.” Shaking my head, I tried to change the subject before I got to involved. While both vixens were, well, attractive in their own ways, I reminded myself that they were still enemies. Grabbing after what had nagged me before, I asked, “Why is it always you and not anyone else who uses magic?” She didn’t reply at first, but finally said, “Whatever you think magic is, you are probably wrong. Magic is partly a learned skill, partly an innate ability.” “So even if I learned the skill, I still couldn’t use magic?” Xaviera twisted her head and studied me through the corner of her eye. “You might have some magic in you Hans. Both when I tried to… keep you on this side of the rift, and when I mended your broken hand, I sensed a resistance that was not normal.” I looked away for a minute, then muttered “It may be that beings from my world are naturally resistant to magic, as it is something we do not master.” “Maybe,” she agreed, “but the results are the same.” “How about Kidera and Bantam?” I asked, keen to get the discussion away from me. “Bantam is a male, and Kidera just don’t have it in her. It’s not that common, you understand. No more than one in ten has the ability.” “Maybe just as well,” I observed as I navigated the horse around a hole in the road, “otherwise you might have unleashed enough power to destroy this world.” Rubbing her hands over her face and muzzle, Xaviera shook her head. “It could not happen. One of the basic rules of magic seems to be that you must use as much power to do it with magic as without magic.” I was quiet as I pondered her last statement. “But that means that you spend as much energy healing Bantam as his body would have done itself?” “Yes,” she muttered, “it was the hardest healing I ever has attempted.” I pondered more, then suddenly thought I had found a flaw in her explanation, “But how about the spell you used to stop me? Kidera says she has seen you stop five attackers with it. That much power should have killed you, or at least stunned you.” “That is a different kind of spell.” Xaviera muttered, “That spell works on the mind of the target, not his body. I convince the mind to stop, and it does.”
I fell silent. Clearly, there was more to magic than I had thought, but Xaviera's willingness to talk about it was slightly puzzling. I could see no good reason for her to freely tell a captive, and no reason what so ever for telling a captive which she might suspect had some ability for it. Unless, of course, it was a ploy to influence me to choose her over Kidera. Those thoughts on the other hand made me think about the odd dream again. One whom offers compassion, one whom offers love and lust and one whom was an enigma. Was I really to choose between them, or was it just a dream?
As the sun dropped behind the threes again, we found a fairly large open clearing just beside the road. Dismounting and unloading the horses was quickly done, and soon we once more sat and awaited an attack. I spend most of the time observing Bantam, marveling at his recovery. He seemed like he had never been wounded at all, the only give-away was the large tear in his chain mail. Not far behind me sat Xaviera, whom had recovered almost fully by now, and Kidera and talked in hushed tones. I relaxed and dozed off.
I suddenly awoke. Again I had had the weird dream, but without neither strange voices nor inanimate vixens, just the wood and me. I realized I had slept for some time, for the night had fallen but the moon was up, giving me ample light to see by. At first I did not understand what had woken me, but then I saw them. All around the clearing stood figures clad in dark cloaks with deep hoods. I quickly looked around me, noting how they had encircled us completely. I quickly walked over to where Xaviera stood sword in hand. Placing one hand on her shoulder, I softly said, “I think you ought to drop your arms, all of you. If they wanted us dead, we been dead last night.” She just shook her head. “Look Xav,” I almost pleaded, “half of the figures around us carries bows, and there is enough light to shoot by. There will be no fight, but a slaughter.” Reluctantly she dropped her blade on the ground, and softly said over the sound of the other lupas dropping theirs “This is one you owe me Hans, and I might demand more in return than Kidera.” I couldn’t help but to smile as I whispered back “At least you’ll be alive to claim it.”
As we stood huddled together in the center of the clearing, awaiting our fate, I spotted a light moving through the woods. It drew nearer, and as it came onto the clearing I saw that it was tree figures, two of which carried torches. They came closer, stopping just meters away from us. The figure in the middle stepped a little closer then spread its hands apart in front of us, showing us that he carried no weapons in its paws. I looked again. Paws?
The figure slowly came closer, walking carefully, almost hesitantly, and stopped a few armslenghts away from where Xaviera and I stood. Staring at it, I got the sense that the figure was uncertain of what to do as it remained motionless for some seconds. I moved a little sideways, placing myself in front of Xaviera, and placing a foot on the sword she had dropped. I lifted my hands, mimicking the figure. The figure then raised its paw-like hands, and in the flickering light it opened its cloak and pushed it of its shoulders, leaving it without any other clothes apart from a loincloth. I drew a deep breath when I saw what the cloak had hidden. Standing there in the flickering light of the torches was a seemingly young female of an unknown race. She was short, at least a head under my height, and lower than most lupas too. I quickly scanned her up and down, feeling a blush spreading on my face as I did so. She too, like the lupas, looked like a cross between animal and human. Her muzzle was shorter and more rounded, her ears was not as pointed. Lower down, her well formed bust held my attention for several seconds, before I noted her rounded hips. Her fur was a reddish colour, almost like deep, rich copper in its hue, but her uncovered chest, as well as the lower part of her face, was off-white and had dark, circular patterns in it. Held behind her was her tail, much shorter than I first expected it. As she slowly took another step towards me, I looked closer at her ears, noting the thick, black strands of fur emerging from the tips. "Gaupe." I muttered as the connection hit me. "What?" came Xavieras mutter from behind me. "Lynx," I translated, "she look like a lynx."
I came no further as the unknown female stopped right in front of me, trying to peer into the darkness of my own hood. I was vaguely aware of the moonlight reflecting in her eyes as I looked down at her, but before I could react she stood on tip toe, lifted her arms and, not ungently, pushed my hood back. The scent of her hit me like a battering ram, sweet, musky and rather pleasant, reminding me for some reason of a summer day in the forest. As the hood hit my shoulders and the flickering torches illuminated my face her jaws dropped as her eyes went wide open. As if she was not sure of what she saw, she gently slid one hand across my face, letting it rest on my nose for a few seconds. Then she quickly stepped back, lifting her hands to her mouth, covering it as a small, joyful scream escaped. Standing still, I grabbed the opportunity to study her closer, taking in a few details I had missed in my first look. Around her lower arms, I noted, she wore bracelets off some reddish material, probably copper. Deeply engraved in them, covered the entire surface was a spiral pattern. The same pattern repeated itself in a medallion which hung around her neck, resting in her cleavage, and again painted or sewn onto her loincloth.
After staring wide-eyed at me for a couple of minutes she seemed to visibily pull herself together, and lowered her hands again, Pressing her palms together in front of her chest, she started talking. Her voice was melodious but high in pitch, while the language she spoke was one totally unknown to me. Twisting halfway around I looked at Xaviera, but her face was an mask of terror and incomprehension. Looking at the stranger in front of me, I raised my right hand to silence her. Still with wide open eyes she stumbled into silence, her eyes darting between my face and my hand. I cleared my throat, and with a clear voice I said; "Det er mulig vi har mye til felles, du brystfagre ukjente, men språket er ikke en av de tingene." She shook her head, then said something which by the sound of it was a question. I smiled, and simply said "Jeg forstår ikke." Her gaze wandered around a bit as she was clearly confused. With an small bow to me she turned toward one of the two torchbearers and held a short, whispering conversation with him. Turning back to me, she bowed deep and said slowly "Many many sorry. You understand better?"
"Yes," I said as I nodded, "I understand you now." "Many good," she said, happiness shining in her eyes, "me say again. Me Brætàs. Me many happy seeing flatface. El'ane all many happy." She positively beamed. "I am Hans," I relied, adding "who is El'ane?" Her head tilted slightly as her lips moved, seemingly trying to understand my question. She brightened up again and stated "Brætàs is El'ane." Turning and pointing towards the two cloak-clad figures behind her she continued "Wyrmòr is El'ane. Gràvìas is El'ane. All El'ane. Flatface understand?" The last was spoken with a note of uncertainty as she turned towards me again. "I think so," I carefully said, "El'ane is what you call your race, your people?" She nodded, but before she could say anything Xaviera interrupted her, loudly saying "Where have you learned our tongue, dark one?" Brætàs simply ignored her, not even giving her a glance. Curious myself, I decided to pick up the thread. "How come you speak the tongue of the Lupa, Brætás?" She looked at me while her lips moved, seemingly trying out the sentences in her head before saying them loud. "Many bushytails… not all die. Some talk." I heard Xaviera taking a deep breath behind me, but she kept her tongue. Brætàs shrugged, then carried on, again sounding really exited "All El'ane many happy, now flatface bring peace! No many dead, all bushytail leave, yes?" I felt my brows furrowing. "Peace? Why you think I bring peace? What can one man do?" Her jaws dropped again, and a note of panic crept into her voice as she said "All legends speak that flatface bring peace again. Flatface bring peace last time." She looked at my face as she went on, and I noted moisture gathering in her eyes, "Many please flatface… many kittens, no fathers, no mothers… " she blinked the tears away as she went on, her voice growing more pleading "flatface ask anything, Brætàs give… anything?"
I thought for some time, Brætàs looking at me through eyes rapidly filling with tears. Behind me I heard Xaviera and Kidera whispering, even if I did not catch the words. I spoke again "Tell me the legends. Why do you need a man with a flat face to bring peace?" "Me 'gode'," she said, using her paw-like hands to rub the wetness from her eyes, "me speak spirits, spirits speak me." I just nodded, urging her on. "Many legends, many old, speak of tall people, no tail, face flat, kill bushytails, give peace to El'ane. They go away, legends speak they come back one time. You here." I scratched my hair as I thought. While it was clear whom the 'bushytails' was, I certainly had no intention of killing every lupa I saw. "I can't and I won't kill every lupa, whom you call bushytails," I sated finally, "but I am being brought to their empress. I can talk to her about peace between your races." As she was about to say something I lifted my hand to silence her and turned toward Xaviera and Kidera. "This might be easier if you were not so close," I suggested, "she might be scared from having enemies this close." Kidera spat as she gently to Xavieras arm and gingerly stepped away, muttering "And who say we aren't?"
Turning back to the catlike female in front of me, I said "If I come with you, what can you offer?" Happiness broke forth I her eyes as she started talking fast. "All flatfacee want, flatface get. El'ane prepared." I scratched my growing beard. "How about a razor and a shower? No, forget that… what I meant was, what sort of life?" She cocked her head, looking puzzled. "Flatface live as El'ane? Live for… " she paused, obviously trying to find the words, "for nature." I considered her reply. "You mean you live of the nature?" This time it was her turn to consider, her eyes flickering, every line in her face set in a serious mask. I noted that her tail had stooped its gentle moving too. "No," she said at last, "for nature. Bushytails not live for nature. El'ane live for nature, nature… nature lives for El'ane." Her face loosened up again, and she went on before I could reply "Please flatface, make legend speak real. El'ane prepared, give flatface all." I looked at her as I said "All? What does the legends say flatfaces want?" Brætàs squirmed under my gaze, finally muttering "All El'ane female prepared. Flatface ask, female give must… Small price for peace is." I shook my head in disbelief. She could not mean that? Or could she? "What happens to these if I join you?" I asked, indicating Xaviera, Kidera, Bantam and the other lupas. "Bushytails no more," Brætàs replied, "please come give peace?" I shook my head slowly. "Peace must come from within. Killing all the lupas is the wrong way to do it." Brætàs looked shocked, but I went on. "I'm being taken to talk to the leader of the lupa… I can try to make her stop killing El'ane, but only if you let me and all the bushytails here get through the forest alive." Brætàs nodded slowly, looking sort of sad. "I will come back to tell you if I made her stop attacking your people," I said, "I promise that." "Bushytails live," she muttered, "flatface order, El'ane do."
I stepped closer to Brætàs and lowered my voice. "One last thing before we separate for now," I almost whispered, "my 'escort' tell me your magic may make people dream strange dreams?" "Dream future yes," Brætàs agreed, obviously taken aback from my change of topic, "but many times it take. You dream want?" I shook my head, wondering how much I ought to tell her. "I've had a dream a few nights ago," I started, "a dream which scared me somewhat." Quickly I sketched out the first part of the dream and the voice, taking care to remove any trace of the three figures I supposedly was to choose between. "Tell me Brætàs," I finished, "who is the voice? What issue is in the balance? What part should I play in this?" She did not respond at first, but at length she spoke again "Brætàs think you not all speak. You hide some of dream, yes?" I just nodded, waiting for her to go on. "Voice is… many. Life, death, El'ane, bushytails, flatface… all together voice is. In balance all is - flatface upsets balance on world… so legends old speak." She looked away for a while, then looked straight into my eyes. I felt my knees wobble as her gaze penetrated me, seemingly reading my thoughts. "Brætàs can not advice give. You find out. You flatface… almost spirit. El'ane must you trust." She reached up and lifted her medallion over her head. "This many luck," she said as she handed it to me, "flatface need. Brætàs follow flatface to wounded land. You not see, but Brætàs there." She quickly turned and left, picking up her cloak as she walked away. As I stood still, considering her guesses about my dream and staring unseeingly at the medallion I had been given, the other of her people disappeared too, like ghosts in the night.
I closed my hand around the medallion, felling how it still was warm from cradling in Brætàs' cleavage. I turned towards Xaviera and Kidera, noting that Bantam had joined them to. "What happened?" Kidera asked, "What did the dark… the fem… I mean, what did she say?" I pondered for a second before replying, "I think we are safe for now. We will make it out of Dourwood alive." "How can you be so sure?" Xaviera challenged, the terror in her eyes starting to be replaced by anger. "I can’t," I said softly as I closed the gap between us, "but I have no choice but to believe her when she says they will let you live." Bantam shuddered visibly as he asked "Us? What about you?" Turning so I faced him fully, I said "Me? If the ‘dark ones’ had done what she first proposed you would be dead and I would be traveling with them instead." I felt a small smile grow on my lips as I turned to address all three of them. "Still, I’m still here and you are still alive." Seeing their faces still filled with a rare mix of anger and disbelief, I shrugged and walked away, feeling a need to think things over. Looking over my shoulder, I pointed out to them "But remember; no matter what I had chosen, I would have survived."
I sat down on a fallen log and stared at the unknown stars above the forest. "Maybe I made the wrong choice," I muttered after a while, "Maybe I should have gone with the El'ane and lived as a legend among them?" The stars did not answer, but I felt a hand land gently on my shoulder. I glanced down on it. It shone white in the faint moonlight. I laid my chin against it as I muttered "So what do you think Xav? Should I have gone with them as a free man instead of remaining with you as a captive?" She did not reply at first, but bent over me, softy kissing my cheek. I felt myself starting to blush; hoping it was dark enough so she would not notice. "Thank you Hans," she whispered as her lips had withdrawn, then kissed me again before she continued "thank you for saving us all." I did not answer her; unsure of why I had done it. After all, Xaviera was the general of the lupas, and the lupas where responsible for attacking my home. They had killed innocents in large numbers. They had massacred my friends and workmates. They had captured me, and might want to torture me to gain information. So why had I not let the El’ane kill them? I felt Xaviera straddling the log I was sitting on, her hand still on my shoulder. "What’s on your mind Hans?" she asked after she had put her other hand around my waist. “We are all alive," she continued, "largely thanks of you. If you had not made me drop my blade back then…" "I know." I replied, "but I cannot stop wondering if it might have been the wrong choice." Kidera remained silent; her free hand trying to works its way under the layers of cloth on my upper body. "Tell me Xav," I said after pulling her hand out of my skirt the second time, "would you have dropped your sword if anyone else had told you to?" "No lupa would ever have suggested it," she said with a hint of playfulness in her voice, her hand once more diving into my cloak, "but if they had I would have struck them down." "So why did you do it when I asked you to?" I pulled her hand out again, and to make her stop trying to reach my skin I took it in my hand, gently weaving our fingers together. "To tell you the truth, I don't know. But," she whispered, placing her muzzle close to my ear, "I am very happy I did. If nothing else good come of it, it means I have more time with you."
I didn’t quite know what to say to that, so I didn’t. Instead I thought about the last few days, which seemed to contain more than most of the years I had experienced before. I sighted, something that prompted Xaviera to try to lick my face from behind. Raising a hand, I nudged her muzzle away from my face. “Why cant you just relax Hans?” she muttered, sounding a little sad, “If you could just make up your mind, I’m sure I could show you a good time.” Shaking my head while I felt the blush spread, I softly said, “It’s no more than a week since I first saw you Xav. If nothing else, it’s way to early.” She froze for a second, then muttered, her voice carrying a note of curiosity, “So a week is seven days in your world? That’s interesting…” Swearing under my breath, I replied “Yes. More information I maybe shouldn’t have given out.” “I won’t tell,” she whispered back, taking my free hand in hers and holding it out while she again placed her muzzle next to my chin, “if you only give me a little bit back.” “You’re scaring me.” I muttered as I felt her hot breath against my skin, “I told you, this is far to early… I hardly know you…” In my mind I added ‘and besides, you’re technically an enemy’. “Seven days are a long time Hans. I’ve mated males the day after meeting them before…” Desperate to stop her before I lost control, I suddenly twisted on the log, dropping one of her hands and twisting the other one up between her shoulders. She grunted in pain as I told her “Maybe you have Xav, but that was not me. I need more time… there is more at stake than just us two, or a silly contest between you and Kidera.” I held her hand until she asked “Please. It… it hurts Hans. I… I will give you time to think. Now please let go?” As Xaviera tried to stand up, rubbing her sore arm, I placed a hand on her shoulder, turning her around so I could see her in the eyes. Her face was downcast, sadness of being rejected written clearly all over it, which made my stomach turn. “I’m sorry Xav,” I muttered, “I really don’t like hurting you, but you… you scare me Xav.” Slowly her face came up, her gaze holding mine. “I’m sorry too Hans,” she muttered back, the moonlight reflecting in the moisture in her eyes, “I’m sorry I tried to push you to fast. I forgot you are not a lupa.” Without saying anything else, she turned and walked briskly away, her hands held before her face. I looked away, feeling, somewhat to my surprise, a sting in my heart.
As I slid down on a mossy spot, intending to get some sleep, Kidera turned up. I cautiously greeted her, thinking she had seen Xaviera and had come to shred my to pieces for hurting her. But instead of attacking me, she simply sat next to me, her hands around her knees, and said, “I don’t get it Hans.” “Come again?” I asked, being taken aback by her words. “Why you didn’t let the dark ones slaughter us and following them instead. You have complained often enough about you being captive.” I remained silent, pondering her questions. Before I had any answer to give her, Kidera carried on “I know it gnaws at you not being your own master, the fear of the future. Who knows what’s in store for you in Enyo?” “Xaviera mentioned torture,” I muttered, “although I hope she is mistaken.” Kidera shrugged. “As of why I convinced the El’ane to let you live?” This time I shrugged, before plunging on “To be frank with you Kidera, I don’t know. But as I told you and Xaviera last night, you two are among my last links home.” I lapsed into silence. Kidera stared in front of herself for a long time, before she finally said “I try to understand you Hans, but how can I do that when you don’t understand yourself?” I just shrugged, and stretched out on the ground. Slowly the brown vixen stood up, regarding me through half-closed eyelids. “One last thing before you sleep,” she said, “if you ever hurt Xav like that again, I’m not sure what I will do. I think I care for you, but she is one of my closest friends.” I closed my eyes as she left, falling asleep almost at once.
Again I found myself on the hill-lock. As I had dreamt before, the forest was open and inviting to my unaided eye, but in the corner of my eye, just outside of my vision, darkness rules. Dark echoes of the lupas fears filled the nothingness between the something in this forest. I shuddered in my dream, looking around me. Between the threes, partly hidden, I thought I spotted a few figures in heavy cloaks. The ghost of smells filled my nostrils; to weak for me to notice when I was awake. This time I knew what they was, they were the smells of El’ane and Lupa. I turned, and spotted three figures frozen in time again. Kidera, Brætàs and Xaviera. “Really,” I said, “you could at least have come up with something new this time.” “Man,” the voice boomed back, almost knocking me over, “you have not chosen. The balance is not restored.” “How can I choice?” I challenged the unknown originator of the voice, “If I make a wrong choice, the balance might never be restored. If I choose Kidera or Xaviera, the El’ane lose. Choose Brætàs, and I might end up crushing the Lupa Empire. And either I choose Kidera or Xaviera, the other will feel disappointed and rejected. Sometimes the right alternative is not to choose!” The figures before me flickered, wavered and disappeared like a cheep special effect. “Well spoken Man.” the voice said again, “but can you keep it up? At some point you must choose.” “Is there a point in having to choose, when all paths may lead to evil?”
I awoke, sweet dripping from me. I really started to dislike these dreams. Looking up, I noted the sky turning pink. Sighting, I prepared myself mentally for yet another day on horseback. Riding, I decided, was even more a pain in the ass than the recurring dreams.
We rode more slowly the next day. The troopers was visibly more relaxed, even thought they were still scanning the trees carefully. So did I for that matter, even if the reason was quite different I was hoping to catch a glimpse of Brætàs again. Xaviera looked rather downcast and dejected, but as I tried to get alongside her on several occasions, she either rode away before I managed to get next to her or looked the other way. For some reason I could not put my finger down on, this bothered me. Even when I remembered how uncomfortable she had made me feel just a few hours previously, her mood and her unwillingness to talk to me, or even acknowledge my presence, made me feel queasy. I somehow wanted to reach out and touch her, telling her everything would be all right. Wanting to do that on the other hand made me wonder what emotional minefield I had stumbled into. She was very nice in her own, alien way, and clearly interested in getting to know me, but as I had to keep reminding myself, she was an enemy when all was said and done. I feel into deep thought, growing unaware of my surroundings.
"I would not worry to much Hans." Kidera's voice made me jump in the saddle, but I managed to stay on. "She will come over it if you give her time," Kidera continued, "and you talking to her wont help." Pondering over what she had just said, I asked "She been like this before?" Kidera spent a few minutes studying the tip of her tail, holding it in one hand and grooming it with the other. "No," she said at length, "that was not like this." She glanced over at me as she kept talking, "She was stricken pretty hard once… but that is in the past, and it was… different. The point is… " Kidera sighted as she let go of her tail, "the point is that Xav never behave like she did last night, it just isn't her way of doing things." I looked at her, felling my jaw drop. "Come again?" I heard my own voice say. "Xav is just a bit shy around males," she said with a weak smile on her lips, barely barring her teeth, "I guess she just is a little bit unsure about what do say and do." A thoughtful and faraway look came over Kidera’s face as she continued "She have always been more happy with the harsh realities of battle than with the soft guessing game of romance." This time it was my turn to ponder, until I muttered "You know Kidera, I never would believe that. She sure didn't seem very shy or particularly unsure a few hours ago. But then, I never been any good around women myself, so I really don't know how they are supposed to act." "She was not quite herself I think," Kidera said after a time, "maybe the shock of the dark ones… the joy of being alive after all… or the fear of losing to… " Suddenly her face grew rigid. Not wasting any more words, she dug her heels into the sides of her horse, riding up to Xaviera. My last thought, that what Xaviera had tried felt closer to rape than romance, died unsaid.
Barely noticing the forest around us, I returned to my reflections. So deep in thought was I that if Bantam had not stopped my horse when Kidera called a halt, I would have ridden right on. I gave him a faint smile, and dismounted without hurting myself. "So what was on your mind?" he asked as he lead the mare and me back towards the others. I did not want to answer him directly, so instead I asked "Tell me Bantam; if a woman, sorry, vixen, had… well… tried to get into your pants, what would you have done?" He looked at me some time before he lighted up. "What kind of question is that? All males would do the same; play along and enjoy it." I scratched my beard as I reconsidered my approach, then found a new angle on my question. "And if the vixen in question wasn’t Kidera?" Bantam’s eyes flickered from side to side. "Who told you?" he demanded. "No one," I admitted, "it was easy enough to spot. So, how about it?" He looked away for a while, then down at his own hand. I walked silently beside him. Finally he muttered; "I don’t know. I guess I wouldn’t enjoy it… or enjoy it as much, anyway. But I am a male, and if a vixen wants her way with me…" He shrugged, leaving the remainder of the sentence unsaid. "Is that what happened?" he asked softly as we sat down to eat a meager lunch, "Did the general and you…?" Carefully considering my choice of words, I muttered back "Close enough. Things moved a bit faster than I liked, and I… I panicked and I did… something I probably should not have done." Bantam looked at me, surprise and shook in his eyes. "Remember this Bantam;" I simply said, "I’m not a lupa. I’m human, and humans are different." He simply nodded, but the look on his face did not change.
We remounted and I made sure to keep close to Bantam at the rear of the small band. Although I did not intend to talk to him, this gave me an unequalled view of Xaviera and Kidera. They were riding near each other, but seemingly not talking. As the hours towards sunset dragged on, I wondering again if I had made the wrong choice. Had I not been better of among the El'ane? True, Xaviera and Kidera was the only lupa I knew for sure had visited my world, and as such were among my last, tenuous links to what I already considered my past life. On the other hand, would I be better off by simply burning down the bridges and start again? Almost unaware of it, I started sketching out a simple plan for a quick escape. Brætàs had said she would follow me to what she had called the wounded land. Surly she would do that in case I changed my mind? As the plan grew and got more daring, my bleak mood lifted, allowing me to smile for the first time in several hours.
As we stopped for the night, I noted that Xaviera cast several looks my way, but I did not feel for another confrontation, so I looked away as soon as I noticed. The look on Xaviera's face was strange, partly pain and partly anger. Clearly, I was not the only one that had been marked by what had passed between us. I picked a spot a little away from the bonfire for my bedroll, not wishing to be involved in any conversations. Still, I was close enough to see Xaviera's hunched back as she sat next to Kidera. It was then it struck me: her tail, which usually stood up or went from side to side, was laid flat along the ground. Thinking back, I could not remember seeing it move all day. I shrugged, and dismissed a sudden urge to walk over to the two vixens. If they had wanted to talk with me then, I might have abandoned my resolve to carry my plan through. Instead I laid back, and pretended to sleep. As I was laying there I heard someone walk up to me. Glancing through my half-closed eyelids, I saw Xaviera standing over me, looking down. The last light from the dying flames cast an eerily light on her face, clearly showing moisture in her eyes. Her mouth opened and closed a few times, as if she wanted to say something. Then she was gone.
I waited a little longer, then carefully got up on my knees, and looked towards where the bonfire had been. A single figure was sitting by the dying embers, looking hunched and crest-fallen. "General Xaviera av Lupa-imperiet," I muttered to myself, "jeg håper du kan tilgi meg for det jeg skal nå. Men det er enhver krigsfanges plikt å flykte og føre kampen videre." I turned away and headed for where I knew there had been a gap between the sentries a few hours before and silently slipped away. As I judged myself outside the circle of guards, I stood up and lifted my hand as a last farewell towards the barely seen embers.
Suddenly an arm was laid around my neck from behind, and a voice muttered in my ear: "Going anywhere Hans?"
I froze in my tracks, and swore beneath my breath. Trying to sneak silently away from beings with an acute hearing was not that easy. The fur-clad arm rested lightly against my throat, but the implication of it squeezing hard was apparent. I tried to swallow. "If I said I wasn't Kidera," I whispered back, "would you believe me?" Kidera tightened the grip slightly as she replied "No, I would not believe you." I relaxed, letting my arms drop, and waited. After a few seconds she tightened the grip further, but I did not try to fight her. For all I knew she might have a blade in her free hand, and being stabbed was not a part of my hastily conceived plan for escape. Kidera finally let go of my neck and came in front of me. I could not see in the gloom whether she was armed or not, but I had lost my will to run off. "Why?" she asked as she looked at me through the darkness, her voice barely above a whisper, "Why did you try to run of?" I looked at her, then half turned and looked towards the remains of the bonfire, where the slumped figure of Xaviera could just be made out. "You would not understand," I finally muttered, "I realized that when I talked with Bantam at lunch." "Try me," she replied softly, "unlike him I attempt to understand."
I sat down before her, scratching my beard. Kidera sat down in front of me, and waited. "To take the short version," I whispered to her, "I hurt her, and that hurt me. So I guess I wanted to burn the bridges and start again." Kidera remained silent for a long time. "I'm not sure I understand you," she whispered at last, "surly it must have been more… fulfilling to stay and, so to speak, unhurt her? And what bridge are you talking about?" Not wanting to be forced into talking about Xaviera before I had more time to contemplate the issue, I quickly said, "I told you. I knew you would not understand." She moved closer, gently placing a hand on my knee. "But I wish to understand," she almost pleaded, still whispering, "I feel there is so much I could gain." I scratched my beard again as I tried to think a way to phrase what was on my mind. "I have much the same trouble," I muttered after a while, "I try to judge your actions by human logic and human thought, and consequently find your behavior and reasoning impossible to fathom." Kidera moved her hands a little higher on my leg and started rubbing her finger over it, almost as if she was to busy thinking to notice it herself. I let her do it. "I can understand every word you are saying Hans," she muttered as she rubbed my leg, "and I think I get the idea of what you mean. But I still can't get to the deeper meaning… " "Consider this then: the El'ane, whom you call the dark ones, are an alien race to you. Can you understand the way they think, the reasons for their actions?" Kidera's hand stooped moving for several seconds, then started again as she admitted, "No, I don't think I can." "And yet," I pointed out, "you have been sharing this world for millennia. I on the other hand is not even of this world." "And your point Hans? What has understanding the dark ones to do with understanding you?" I sighted, then whispered wearily "Any human would have seen the connection I tried to make. Again I attempted to use human logic to explain, and again you fail to understand. If you can't understand the El'ane, what makes you think you can understand humans?"
For a long time we sat in silence, until Kidera finally whispered, confusion clear in her voice, "But I don't need to understand the dark ones… " Placing my hand over hers, I whispered back "It's just an example. It doesn't really mean anything if you cannot see the connection. The entire point I'm trying to make here is that you and I are not just a couple of people. We are two different people, two different races, two different worlds even." I half-turned again, glancing towards Xaviera, before I turned back. "We have little, if any, common ground to stand on." "You talk in riddles," Kidera muttered, "there are plenty of ground to stand on for both of us here." I repressed an urge to scream loudly; instead I whispered "It's just a way of saying something. What it means is that we are so different, our background and our experiences are so unlike, that we can not really understand each other, or the way the other think." "But," Kidera whispered in a puzzled voice, "that is what I try to do." I squeezed her hand gently, giving up on my attempt to make her understand. "Right… keep trying, but don't think it will be easy."
I stood up and walked over to the others, not bothering to see whether or not Kidera followed. Instead I stepped softly towards Xaviera, hoping she did not notice me. She had dozed off from the looks of it, her head tilted forwards towards her knees, her arms around her legs. She looked very different from what she looked like when she was awake, somewhat softer and more vulnerable. "Xav," I muttered, "jeg kan nok aldri forstå deg, men jeg kan føle med deg alikevel." I carefully sat down behind her, reached around her shoulder and pulled her towards me. She half-twisted in her sleep, resting her head on my chest. For some reason it felt right on one level, but wrong on several other, but I choose to ignore that at that point. Right then it was more important to try and heal some wounds before they left scars, but whether the wounds was Xaviera's or mine I could not tell. Breathing deeply, I relaxed and dozed off.
I awoke early the next day by Xaviera softly stroking my arm, which still lay around her. Her head was still on my chest, and as I glanced down at her I saw she was studying my face from below, a content look in her eyes. I smiled to her, but did not stir. "Why?" she asked softly, still stroking my arm. "Why what?" I replied, not quite awake. "Yesterday you say I scared you," she snuggled closer, "but tonight you… you held me in the night." I shrugged. "You looked like I was hurting you by what I said and did," I explained, "and seeing you hurt by me hurt me in return." She looked away and a tone of sadness crept into her voice as she muttered "So you did not do it for me… " Letting out a deep sight, I brought my free hand up between her ears and scratched gently, making Xaviera murmur of satisfaction, her tail gently slapping my back as it moved from side to side. "To tell you the naked truth Xav," I murmured in her ear, "I am not sure why I did it, nor for whom I did it. I sensed you needed something, and I needed to give it to you. But this changes nothing, I still need time to get to the bottom." She remained silent, and I went on, "I was almost afraid to do it after last night. I feared you might try to rape me in my sleep." "I thought about it," she giggled, making her head jump on my chest, "but then I thought; If you trusted me enough to give me a chance to do it, I would not break the trust." She kept stroking my arm for a long time, then suddenly stopped, and looked straight into my face, her eyes serious. "Now it is my time to tell you the truth Hans," she said, her voice shaking a little, "I really feared you would try to run off tonight, to join the dark ones. I thought that I… that I had scared you of last night." She smiled, barring her teeth, as she finished "I'm glad I hadn't." I thought hard. Should I tell her, or should I not? I settled on something in between, telling her "Ask Kidera about it, she might have something to tell you." Xaviera did not reply, but started stroking my arm again.
Suddenly she stood up, attempting to drag me up too. "We must saddle up now, I've been awake since dawn. This evening I want to be out of these woods." I got up, idly wondering if leaving Dourwood would stop the dreaming. I shrugged. If nothing else, the last two nights has helped me find out who which offered what. That was, if I could trust the dream to be truth. I walked over to where Bantam had already saddled up the mare that I had started to like, even if I had spent far too much time getting onto it and falling off again. He grinned as I came closer, his tail flicking from side to side. "So," he said, "I guess the general didn't make you panic tonight?" I felt my brow furrow. On one side I wanted to stay on friendly terms with him, but on the other I did not want him to get ideas and start rumors. So, as I mounted the mare I told him "If you ever become an officer Bantam, you'll understand that one must fight ones fears." Seeing his by now wide grin, I added "And if you ever become a soldier, you'll learn something more important. That which happens between officers stays between officers. You understand?" His grin dampened somewhat as he gave me the reins. "I understand lieutenant. I won't tell anyone." I nodded at him, and tugged the reins. Seconds later I sat on the ground, watching Bantam trying to catch the horse again. I sighted. A jeep would be nice instead of the horses, but just like a razor and a hot shower, cars were obviously not an option. I sighted, and followed Bantam in a more leisurely pace.
As the sun had started to fall again, the wood started thinning considerable. Clearly, Xaviera was right in her hope to quit Dourwood before the night fell. I was not too thrilled by the fact, as it meant that I probably would not see Brætàs again. Scanning the lines of trees on both sides of the track, I hoped for a glimpse of her. Even if I had not joined the El'ane the night before, I had gotten the first glimpse of an idea of how to prevent further bloodshed between them and the lupas. The only problem with it was that I had to get a few lupas to understand what I was talking about. If Kidera's attempts to bed her mind around my logic was anything to judge by, that was not going to be easy. Most of the afternoon I had spend riding close to Xaviera and Kidera, not talking much. Kidera was lost in deep thought most of the time, while Xaviera on her side sat erect in the saddle, her ears straight up, her tail swinging from side to side and a strange half-smile in her face. If I was to guess what they was thinking of, I would have said that Kidera was wrestling in her mind, trying to get a grip on our talk during the night. Xaviera, on the other hand, I would have hazarded that she believed the contents between herself and Kidera was won. I had to smile at the idea, as I had other plans than to settle down with either of them.
As the sun dropped beneath the treetops, we emerged from the forests and onto what I guessed to be grasslands, rolling hills stretching as far as I could see. I sighted, holding the horse back as I turned, scanning the growing darkness. There, some distance away, I spotted a figure I recognized at once. Brætàs was standing in clear view, the white fur on her chest and belly shone through the darkness like a beacon. Carefully, I raised my hand, and she returned the gesture. Then she made a questioning gesture toward her breast. I nodded; grasping the medallion she had given me, and held it out so she could see I still had it. Even at the distance I could she her face light up as I showed it, and then she gave a wave and disappeared. For some reason, I felt like a chapter of my life had closed before me. In the failing light I lifted the medallion closer to my eyes, studying it close up for the first time. Deeply engraved in the surface of the disc were two interwoven spirals, one going with the sun and one against. I noticed that depending on the angle I looked at the medallion, either one or the other was dominant, seemingly standing out of the copper. Clearly, it merited further study in better light, so I placed it around my neck again, letting it rest next to my chest. Then I turned and rode up to where Kidera was waiting, the others having ridden on.
As I reached her and she brought her horse parallel with the mare I riding, I asked her "So how much longer today?" She looked at me sideways as she replied "Not much more. Why? Are you tired?" I looked over my shoulder, back towards Dourwood. "Not really," I said after a while, "just wondering." "Xav said she wanted to camp so far away you could not sneak away again." Kidera looked at me for a few seconds, then looked away as she continued, "I… I told her that you was heading off last night. I'm sorry." "It's alright," I assured her as we got the others in sight, "I really didn't expect you to be quiet about it." No sooner than I had uttered the sentence, I knew that they were the wrong words to use. Instead of comforting her, telling her that I didn't mind at all, the words seemed to hit her like a physical pain. Kidera's ears flopped down, and her tail dropped several inches. I cursed silently, both at my inability to use the right words and at her inability to understand human thought. We dismounted, and Bantam took the horses away. I gently placed my hand on Kidera's shoulder and made her look at me. "If it may comfort you some, I would have told her myself. She would have found out anyhow." Kidera brightened slightly, and I got a feeling that something more was needed to make her really understand that I was not angry with her. At the same time, she seemed less like a human and more like an alien than she had been just moments before. I turned and went after Bantam, reckoning he had started preparing supper.
After supper I sat and stared at the stars, which were shining brightly from a cloudless sky. Xaviera had posted guards I noticed, even if we were out of the forest, and most of them was posted between our little camp and Dourwood. As I idly pondered whether they were there to stop the El'ane from reaching us, or me from reaching the El'ane, Xaviera came and sat next to me. I took the opportunity to ask her, but she did not respond. She just sat watching me for a long time, her face barely visible in the light from the stars. Finally she sighted, and as Kidera suddenly appeared on the other side of me, she said, "We will probably reach Eastoak tomorrow." There was something odd at play here, her voice was light while I could see how her body tensed as she spoke, as if expecting trouble. "Eastoak?" I asked, buying time. "Once an important town," Kidera said as she moved closer, "but barely more than a hamlet now." "Let me guess," I muttered as I started to feel that I was not going to enjoy the outcome of the conversation, "it started its downfall when the El'ane came here and blocked the road?" "Yes. But it's not the settlement that is important here," Xaviera pointed out as Kidera was about to say something, "but how to stop rumors from spreading." She looked at the sky for a few seconds before she continued. "It is strange enough that Kidera and I appear there when we ought to be in Fourway Ford." She sighted. "Two members of the high counsel might be explained, or rather, no-one would dare question it. To explain your presence would be next to impossible." As Xaviera finished, Kidera started talking. "The people of Eastoak live in mortal fear of the dark ones. If they have heard of the loss of a large part of the defense force, and they realize you caused it…" "I never caused anything," I interrupted, "if anyone 'caused it' it was Xav using her magic to stop me from escaping." Kidera stared at me as she shook her head, obviously surprised that I interrupted her. Xaviera on the other hand sobbed and hid her muzzle in her hands. I swore under my breath again, angry with myself and my big mouth. Reaching out, I pulled Xaviera towards me and held her until she stopped sobbing. "Another step into the emotional minefield." I muttered to myself. I nodded to Kidera, urging her to go on. "Eh… If they realize you are the probable reason for it I mean, they may get upset and… take it out on you." I shrugged as I held Xaviera, feeling rather good and not to bothered by the next day. "So?" I said, "Having traveled and talked with you two, I guess you have an idea of how to avoid it." Xaviera untangled herself from my arms as she softly said, "We have plan Hans." She gently let her hand glide across my cheek. "You won't like it," Kidera said, standing up, "but wearing the cloak it might work." "What might work?" I put one knee under me, ready for anything. "We will pass you of as a dark one," Xaviera muttered, "or an El'ane as you call them." "Why should an El'ane ride with you?" I asked, knowing that I was going to hate the answer. "Because the dark one would be a captive just like you really are," came Kidera's voice, suddenly full of fangs, "but helplessly tied to the saddle."
I exploded into action; dived towards my bedroll and the blade I had secured there. Blade in hand, I leaped to my feet, growling "You may tie me to a saddle when I'm cold and stiff, not before." Kidera pulled her blade, bringing it into a low guard. Xaviera too pulled, but just stood with it in her hand, not lifting it. Instead, she looked at me and softly said "Please Hans, don't…" In the corner of my eye, I noticed the troopers moving, slowly getting closer. If I were to do anything, I had to be quick. Xaviera was quicker. She dropped her sword and got between Kidera and myself, her hands held out and her throat barred. "Please Hans," she whispered, "don't do this." I relaxed slightly, as I lifted my blade so it touched her chest. "I could have killed you the first day on this world," I muttered, "but I didn't. Will I do it tonight? I'm not certain myself Xav. Don't push me." "You… you owe me a favor… from the night before last," she whispered, visibly shaken, "you remember, don't you Hans?" I nodded as I replied "I remember. I… I remember two favors I owe you from the night before last." I let the blade fall as I talked. "One large one for drooping your blade, and a small one for your silence." Xaviera nodded. "I claim that favor now. Agree to enter Eastoak bound, and I'll consider your debt paid fully." I sighted. "And which of the favors would you consider it as?" I asked softly, still unwilling to be tied up, "The small one, so you can save the large one to another day?" Xaviera held up her hand, as she half-turned for a second, telling Kidera to get troopers away. When the last trooper was back at their post, she turned back to me and drooped to her knees. "You decide Hans," she muttered, "small one, large one, both… I'm even willing to step back on my wish to claim you if you please do as we ask." I stared wide-eyed at her for several minutes. Then I dropped my blade, realizing that I had won even if I had lost. "Alright," I muttered, "I'll do it. But don't blame me if I fall of the stupid horse tomorrow."
I slept fairly well that night, even with both Xaviera and Kidera sitting close by. Apparently they were watching me to prevent any more attempts to flee, but I could see that they were more concerned about watching each other. From what pieces of conversation I overheard before I dozed off, Xaviera was hoping for a repeat of the night before while Kidera was arguing that it was her turn this night. It made me think. Obviously, I had made some kind off impact on both the vixens, but I had no idea how. Xaviera might be explained by the strange customs the lupa had by 'claiming' and 'being beaten in fair combat', but I sensed it might go much deeper than mere tradition and a warped sense of honour. Kidera's attempts to raise my interest were on the other hand incomprehensible, at least to me. I had a nagging suspicion that it made perfect sense for her. Not that I minded too much, having two females, albeit of an alien race, competing for me was a new experience in my life
Much to my pleasure, I was not to be tied up at the start of the ride the next day. Xaviera seemed to think it would be better to wait until we were closer to Eastoak, and I sure wasn't going to argue. The weather was turning grey, for the first time since my capture, and the landscape itself seemed harder than it had on the other side of Dourwood. In spite of this the lupas seemed high spirited and quite pleased with themselves. I, on the other hand, was feeling downcast, partly because of the weather and landscape, but mostly because I knew that in a few hours time I was going to the tied up. I almost regretted having dropped the sword, but as it was now hanging in Xaviera's belt there was no much I could do.
When the first pillars of smoke was spotted, the vixens decided that it was time for me to end my time of relative freedom. Xaviera and Kidera both dismounted, and while Bantam and the troopers waited some distance away, they walked up to me. I sighted, and held my hands out in front of me. "I won't enjoy this," I pointed out as Xaviera took my hands in hers, gently kissing them before she started winding a thin rope around them, "I has never liked the idea of being helpless." "I too wish we could avoid it," Xaviera muttered as she tied my hands to the pommel, "but we can't." While Xaviera secured my hands, Kidera busied herself roping my legs to the saddle. As the ropes got tighter, I felt more and more uncomfortable. "There is one thing we didn't mention yesterday Hans." Kidera said as she stood up. I looked at her, noting how her ears was twitching and her eyes avoided mine. As the silence grew longer and more embarrassing, she gave in and muttered "We can't let any of the lupas at Eastoak see your face Hans. Some have fought dark ones for years, and might have glimpsed their faces. If they see yours the secret is out." I pulled on the ropes as Xaviera pulled a dark bag over my head, shutting all light out. "I never would have agreed to this," I growled, "I would rather have run Xav through and then died gloriously, fighting you all until my last breath!" I heard Xaviera gasp behind me. "That's why we didn't tell you," came Kidera's voice, "I might not understand you yet, but I'm getting better at knowing you." Trying to get my voice to sound cold and hateful, I said "I'll correct that: I think I care too much about Xav, I wish I had run you through last night Kidera." "You really mean that?" Xaviera said from behind me, her voice sounding at the same time scared and hopeful. I ignored her for the time, instated I tried to toss the bag of my head. "Think of it as the lesser of two evils." Kidera said as I felt the horse start to walk under me. "Really?" I asked, "And just what would the other be?" Someone placed a hand on my thigh, digging the claws into my flesh. As I winced in pain, Kidera simply said "Me." I felt how one of her fingers inched closer to my crotch, and she murmured "Or rather me, you and a whole night." The hand withdrew, and I tugged at the ropes again a few times before I stated "Kidera and Xav, I'm going to get even for this, somehow, sometime." "Kidera is up ahead Hans," I heard Xaviera's voice from behind me, "but I will look forward to it myself. Eh, when you say 'get even' you mean 'doing the same', don't you?" Grinning in the darkness under the bag, I tried to relax on top of the moving beast, and waited.
After what felt like an eternity, someone halted my horse. I turned my head this way and that, trying to figure out what was going on. For the first time since the lupas had attacked the airbase where I had been stationed, I was scared. Hearing a horse moving up from behind, I tried to turn in the saddle and almost lost my balance as a result. "Relax," came Bantam's voice, "we are just stopping so we can adjust the rank and file. That gives me an opportunity to tell you what the General might have forgotten to mention." I did not reply, instead turning back in the saddle. "You must remember this is an attempt to preserve your identity," he continued, "so the Kidera told me to tell you that you must not talk, nor betray that you understand what we says." Feeling a spark of fighting spirit raise within, I replied softly "Ja vel småen, jeg skjønner ikke dere, dere skjønner ikke meg." There was a long pause until Bantam finally said "I'll take that as a 'yes'." Just then, there was a shout from up ahead and the horse started moving again.
After a few more minutes the sounds changed markedly, and I guessed we had ridden into the town itself. Pretty soon exited voices could be heard around us, and even if I could not hear what every voice said, it was clear that most knew either Xaviera or Kidera by sight. Equally clear was the fact that they wondered who, or what, I was, but no one in the party answered. Just as the din was at it loudest, it died away. We had, judging by the sound of the hooves, reached a paved area. Someone stooped my horse, and I waited. Ringing clear and loud over the hush of what I guessed was a crowd; a female voice rang out. "Greetings. How may Eastoak serve the Empire?" "As it always has," Xaviera answered the voice, "faithfully and valiantly." A ragged cheer went up from behind us as Xaviera finished speaking, and I got an impression that she had said more than she had to. "That is kind of the Empire to say," the voice continued as the cheer had died down, "and twice as nice coming from you, General Xaviera." I sensed that something had passed between Xaviera and the owner of the voice, but unable to see them, I could not speculate. Xaviera did not reply to the hidden sting, so I could not be certain. "Two members of the High Counsel is an unexpected sight, your Highness. To what do we own the pleasure?" "To our haste." Xaviera replied, "I had to reach Enyo quickly, and the most direct path passes through Eastoak." "We must talk," the voice said after a short silence, "you may bring your troopers inside General." Seconds later the horses started again. I heard, more than anything else, myself being taken through an archway, barley higher than my head.
Well inside I heard a dull thump, and realised with a shudder that someone had closed a heavy door behind us. After sitting still a couple of minutes while the others dismounted, I felt someone untie my legs, then my hands. I slid down from the horse, landing in a heap on the floor. "Remember," came Bantam's voice as he helped me to my feet again, "don't say anything. Kidera says that the General doesn't trust Lekie too much, but Eastoak is her town. Now get your hands behind your back, please." I placed my arms behind me, and he tied them again, much looser than the vixens had done. "One more thing Lieutenant," Bantam muttered in my ear as he lead me away, a hand on my shoulder, "there are four troopers with drawn blades behind you, so don't do anything stupid." I sighted, then muttered back "The only really stupid thing I have done lately was to go back to your bridgehead after your army had killed all of my colleagues. Everything else pales in comparison." He squeezed my shoulder, indicating I should be silent. I idly wondered what the immediate future would hold in store for me.
I heard the voices before I was able to hear what they were saying. Judging by the pitch and the volume of it, Xaviera was upset about something. "You can not get what I can not give." It was the voice I had heard outside a little earlier, but it has lost what little cheerfulness it had had then. "All I ask for is a handful of troopers. I could order you to let me have them." "No," said the voice, "as long as I am the matriarch of Eastoak, the responsibility of defense is mine and mine alone. The Empress would not get a single trooper, for I has none to spare." There was a short pause, and then the voice continued "That is, I have none to spare until the ones you and the High Counsel requested for the insane task to go beyond the expected rift returns." "But I need an escort now," Xaviera said, "not almost three weeks from now. They can't have come much further than Fourway Ford by now." There was a long, drawn-out pause in which no one spoke. Finally Kidera's voice broke the silence "Lekie, where is the Empress's representative? Unless you two agrees soon, I think she might be needed." "Stotels? Don't you know? He was summoned to Enyo three days ago, by pigeon, no less." "Pigeon?" Kidera said, sounding surprised, "they would not use pigeons unless it was critical." "If it is important enough to summon Stotels, we must get to Enyo as fast as possible. If you will not supply me with fresh troopers," Xaviera made a short pause, as if she wanted to give Lekie a chance to give in, "you will provide me with fresh mounts." "No," came the short reply, "I will not." Xaviera's voice grew harder and more vicious than I had ever heard it before as she growled "That was not an request Matriarch."
Another female voice broke in; sounding both amused and irritated at the same time. "When will you ever learn General Xaviera? You can't get what you want all the time." I noted how sarcastically she had used Xaviera's title. "Be quiet Zoe," the voice I had identified as Lekie's snapped, "this is not the time nor the place." "Still holding a grudge?" Xaviera muttered, "Or is it just envy now?" I heard someone stand up, and then the one called Zoe said, "If it had not been for your sister, you would never had been anything more than a knight-lieutenant. You should have been stripped of your command the last time you visited here." "Don't Xav, we have more important…" Kidera started to say, but was interrupted by Xaviera. If I had thought her voice hard before, it could be used to cut steel now. "You have the guts to back that Zoe? Because if you have, and it is not only in your mouth, I'll have you in a circle of steel." "Anytime." came Zoe's reply at once. "Right now," growled Xaviera, "in the square where all may see. That will keep you from foul play this time." There was the sound of someone standing up, and then footsteps.
As the sounds of feet slowly died out, Lekie said, "Colonel Zoe is a capable commander and the best blade I've meet, even if she is a hothead." "I have seldom seen the General lose her temper like that. I hope she don't do anything… unwise." "A dead general might cause problems…" Lekie muttered, sounding thoughtful. After a long silence Kidera stated "General Xaviera has never lost to any lupa, hothead or not." I had to smile in the darkness of the hood. She might never have lost to any lupa, but I had beaten her. "Ah," Lekie said, "but how many has she fought the last few years? Colonel Zoe is making a habit of challenging and killing anyone who opposes her." Another long silence erupted, and the sound of steel hitting steel could just be made out. The vixens, I guessed, could probably hear it much clearer with their superior hearing. "And what is that?" Lekie asked, as if looking around for something else to talk about. I was roughly pushed forward, something sharp being pushed into the small of my back. "One of the reasons we are in haste to return to Enyo." "A dark one?" Lekie inquired. "A captive," Kidera said after a short pause, "whom the General and I thought wise to get to the Empress." "But," Lekie went on, "is it a dark one?" "Have you ever captured one?" Kidera countered. I got a feeling that she was trying to protect what I really was, simply by telling just part of the truth and avoid direct answers. For some odd reason I was thankful for it, as it meant I did not have to confront more questioning of the kind I had been through in Whitewater Ford. "One time must be the first I guess." Lekie said softly after a long time, "I would like to see its visor. I've never seen more than glimpses of it in the twenty seasons I been fighting against them." "Her highness General Xaviera ordered it hidden," Kidera said fast, "so it might not know where it is taken." I felt my pulse quicken. "A short glimpse of a room will not help it. General Xaviera might never even know about it." Again, silence erupted. The clash of steel was still audible, the pace haven quickened.
"They say, your graces, that the dark ones might cast magic with their eyes. I ask to be allowed out if you plan to take the hood off." It was Bantam's voice, coming from behind me. I let out a sight of relief as I relaxed slightly. "That is merely an old legend, little pup." Lekie said, her voice sounding almost caring, like a grandmother would talk to a young child. "Still," Kidera muttered slowly, as if she was thinking deeply, "all legends must have a core of truth, otherwise it would never have risen." "Well spoken High Counselor Kidera. We better let caution go before curiosity." Lekie paused, and I could clearly hear no more ringing of swords. "Besides," she continued, "it seem we have run out of time. I fear that Empress Dumare might have to find a new commander…"
Even I could hear someone approaching, clearly limping by the uneven sound of the footsteps. Then my heart jumped as I heard Xaviera said "Fresh mounts, lodgings for my troopers and provisions. Otherwise," her voice hardened, "the Empress would have to find a new Matriarch of Eastoak." Then there was the sound of a dull thud, and the room erupted into action. From what I gathered be the broken pieces of conversation I had picked up, Xaviera had passed out. I stood motionless, torn between Xaviera's and Kidera's wish to keep my identity secret and my wish to help the vixen. The tied hands made the choice easier. After some time the din died down and I felt a hand on my shoulder. "Let's go," Bantam said softly, "the others have left already. I just hope I can get you a room instead of a cell." I cautiously walked, guided by his hand. "Bantam?" I muttered after a short while, "Thank you for speaking up back there." I felt his hand move, as if he shrugged. "To speak up in the presence of a Matriarch and a High Counselor is not easy. Thankfully one of them was Kidera." He sighted. "She would have given me ten lashes if I hadn't." I shuddered as he lead my up some stairs.
I ended up spending the night in a damp cell in the basement. One small mercy was the thick, solid oak door. Since there was no opening in it, Bantam removed the hood and untied me before he left. "I'll be sitting outside the door all night," he said, "Kidera thought it wise to be on guard." I had raised my eyebrow slightly as I had quipped "But will you stop me from leaving, or them from entering?" He left without saying any more, and the sound of the heavy lock was like the closing of a coffin. I shrugged and collapsed on the narrow and hard cot. In the dark I absentmindedly toyed with the medallion Brætàs had given me. If felt as it was warmer than it should have been, and the deep patterns of interwoven spirals were easily felt. Turning it between my probing fingers, I detected some markings on the other side as well, much like scratches, but even and seemingly placed in some sort of order. I resolved to take a good look at it when the opportunity presented itself. Half turning to get into a more comfortable position, I started thinking about Brætàs. I still half-regretted that I did not follow her when she offered me the chance. Getting to know her better would have been interesting, in more ways than one. I grinned in the dark as I let the eyes of my memory rest upon her graceful forms.
As I opened my eyes I knew I was dreaming. I found myself floating several feet into the air bathed in bright sunlight, at a place somewhere between Dourwood and Eastoak. As I turned in the air, I noticed I could see both places, but in opposite directions. I looked towards Dourwood, and noticed dark clouds hanging over it. I twisted in the air and looked at Eastoak. The sky there was clearer, but darkness filled the streets, pouring out over the surrounding countryside. Just then my mind rebelled, and it took me a few seconds to understand why. If I was hanging suspended in free air, then what was I pushing against to turn around? As I struggled with the thought, the now familiar voice boomed over the landscape of the dream, making my very bones resonate. "Damn you Man," it said, "and damn Man's logic too." I shrugged, making me bob gently in the air. "If you're trying to tell me something," I muttered, "then you might as well try to make it believable." I paused, noting that a band of El'ane in dark cloaks was moving out of Dourwood and towards me. "A lupa or El'ane might not have thought about it," I continued as I glanced over my shoulder, spotting a armed group of lupas riding out of the darkness that was Eastoak, "but a man knows that you have to act against something to produce a force." As the two groups drew closer to where I was, I felt the ground drop away from me, making me soar a few dozen feet upwards. "Eh… maybe it could be caused by magic?" the voice said uncertainly. "Never mind," I muttered as the wolfmen and the lynxmen fell upon one another, "tell me what I am seeing." "Future." "The future or a future?" I inquired as the grass started to redden. There was a long silence, before the answer came. "A future. Mans choice may prevent it, or promote it." Thunder rolled over Dourwood.
I awoke as thunder rolled again. As I shook my head the pieces fell together. Someone was knocking on the door, but as the lock was on the outside, the reason was beyond me. Bantam entered the room, accompanied by one of the troopers that had escorted us all the way from Whitewater Ford. I peered at him in the sharp light coming from the hallway. "We must leave now," he said as he started coiling the rope around my wrists again, "Kidera says that if things are grave enough to summon the representatives to Enyo, then she and the General must be there too." I sighted as he placed the bag over my head again, robbing me of vision. "I'll tell you one thing," I muttered as he started leading me out of the cell, "this is one town I won't miss." "How can you say that," he muttered as I stumbled my way up a staircase, "you have not seen it?"
The ride out of Eastoak was as uncomfortable as the ride into it. Clearly, the weather had turned out nice again, so it soon became uncomfortably hot beneath the bag. Judging by the sounds the unshod horses made, I guessed we were moving along a paved road, and judging by the way my stomach twisted and churned, we were moving at a fair pace. I soon lost track of time.
When my eyes had finally gotten used to the bright light again, Bantam and Kidera had finished untying me. I half-fell from the horse and darted behind a bush, making a much needed use of the concealment it offered. As I went back to see if I could get hold of something to eat, I noted Xaviera sitting in the shade. She did not look good. All thoughts of food gone, I walked over to her and knelt beside her. Kidera was there too, looking worried. "What's wrong?" I asked in a soft voice. "Her wounds must have been graver than she thought herself, "Kidera muttered, "it may be that the faceless one is beckoning her already." My mind was in uproar. One small part of it was telling me that this was good, Xaviera was an enemy and a leader of enemies. Another part of my mind was, much to my own shock, scared of loosing her. But the part that carried the day simply told me that she was a living creature, and I ought to make sure she remained that way. Gently laying her down, I started a rough examination of her body, mentally noting her wounds as I found them. "What are you doing?" Xaviera asked. "I'm not just an officer," I told her as I opened her cloak, "I'm a technician and, more important right now, I'm trained as a battlefield medic… Svarte faan i innerste hælvete!" " I looked straight into Kidera's eyes, my hands covered in Xaviera's blood. "Clean bandages," I muttered, "lots of clean bandages and clean water right now."
As she left, I reached out and grabbed her dagger. Thinking fast, I decided to concentrate on the large wound Xaviera had in her chest. The wounds on her leg did not bleed much, and the bandage around the head was not even red on the outside. I worked quickly; cutting away the blood soaked bandage and laid bare the cut. As I pulled the last piece of it away, Xaviera gave a yelp of pain and the flow of blood increased. Gingerly I inspected the damage, trying to make up my mind what do to. It looked like Zoe had managed a sweeping cut, tearing through Xaviera's scalemail and opening an ugly gash across her chest. I carefully examined the wound, noting how jagged the edges were; probably caused by the ruptured armour that had been tearing into her skin. Praying for the best but expecting the worst, I then placed my ear close to it, trying to judge whether her lungs had been punctured. As I heard the telltale gurgling sound I started cursing. "You should never have ridden today," I told Xaviera as I started cleaning the wound as best as I could, "you should been in bed a week or so at least first." Even through her pain and drowsiness, a week smile appeared on Xaviera's lips. "Would that be one of our weeks," she asked in a whisper, "or one of yours?" "One of yours would have done it," I told her, "but now the wound has worsened from movement." She twisted her head slightly then and said something to Kidera. I was to busy placing a new bandage over the wound, something which included a lot of touching her breasts. As I started thinking about it, I felt a blush spread from my neck and up. I quickly finished and turned my attention to the wound in her leg.
"I have done what I can," I told Kidera a little later, "but what she need is a good doctor, not just a hack of a medic." "But she claimed…" Kidera started saying, but I interrupted her. "Her wound might not have been too serious before she got onto the horse, but the constant moving of her… her… you know," I said lamely as I held my hand in front of my chest, indicating her breasts, "has opened it up." I looked over to where Xaviera laid. "It might have been those that saved her, you know. If they had not cushioned the impact…" I let the rest of the sentence hang in the air. "Pity we don't have a magician with us," Kidera said, "that might have helped us." I looked at her. She looked downcast, her ears hanging and her tail straight down. "What about Xav herself?" I asked. "Won't work, even if she had the strength." Kidera sighted. "It's a basic rule of magic; Do unto others, but it won't work on yourself." I fell in deep thoughts, then I got an idea. "What if we send someone back to Eastoak and see if there is a magic-user there?" Kidera just shook her head. "It ain't many magic-users around Hans, I know Xaviera told you that. Most either join the defense force or move to one of the bigger cities." She fell quiet for a while, and when she spoke again her voice was harsh. "The defense force magician in Eastoak was Colonel Zoe." "Then we can only wait here," I muttered, "wait here and hope she'll recover on her own."
As the afternoon grew, I was constantly checking on Xaviera. She was asleep most of the time, but it was not the healthy sleep she needed. Instead, it was the labored sleep of a gravely wounded woman trying to keep herself alive. All I could do to help her was to try to make her comfortable, by placing her sideways with her injured side down. "Why do you lay her like that?" Bantam asked as he saw me do it. "She bleeds into her own lung," I explained, "so if she had been laying on her back, or worse, on her other side, the blood-filled lung might press on her heart, stopping it." He nodded, then sat down beside her. "I'll watch her for a while," he said softly, "there is some food by the horses if you want to eat." I nodded at him as I stood up. I had not really eaten since the day before.
"Is there nothing you can do?" I looked up. "I'm sorry Kidera," I muttered softly, "I'm not a doctor. All I can do now is to pray help might arrive, and I've been doing just that for a long time already." I sighted, then patted the ground beside me, inviting her to sit down. "If she won't pull through," I continued, "what will happen with me?" "We will bring you before Dumare," Kidera said after a while, "but if Xav obeys the Faceless God's call…" Her voice tapered off into silence as she twisted to look at Xaviera. The wet, unpleasant sound of her breathing was all I could hear. "If the general is not there to… check her sisters anger… I fear for your life Hans. Dumare is the oldest, but she has much of her mother in her… impatient and proud." I shuddered. "A most dangerous mix," I muttered softly, "and even more so when opposed by a stubborn fool." Kidera turned and looked at me for what seemed like a small eternity, then asked simply "Who?" I did not reply, but instead I gave her a weak smile as I pointed to myself. "I see…" Kidera said, "name, rank and number, wasn't it?" Still, I did not give her an answer, instead turning to look at Xaviera. "If you won't reconsider, "Kidera said after another long silence, "that is likely to send you to the land of the Faceless." I shrugged, then said, "I'm alone, cut off from my home and family. I'm captive among a strange people whom I can't understand and whom cannot understand me." I held up my hand, stopping Kidera's disagreement to the last statement before it had even begun. "Everything I ever cared for, believed in and lived for turns out to be either out of reach or simply mirrors and blue smoke." I sighted, before I softly said "Maybe it would be better to take the long sleep?"
We sat quietly for a long time. Bantam had joined us, but did not talk. Both he and Kidera looked sad, ears hanging, tails unmoving. Finally, as the sun was almost touching the ground, Kidera heaved a big sight and said, "I beg you to reconsider Hans. You will be wasting your life needlessly, without any honor or gain." Bantam looked curiously at us as I replied "My life is mine to waste Kidera. As for honor?" I shrugged, then said "If I tell your empress more, I will be a traitor to my land. My oaths will be broken, the confidence others placed in me misused. I will live, certainly, but without honor." "But… if you live I'll still have a… I mean, you'll still…" She was interrupted by shouts from the sentries. I remanded sitting as she and Bantam stood up. Then, as new shouts erupted, I got to my legs too. Dark ones here? I put my hood on and went after the others.
A single figure was standing a dozen feet from the ragged line of lupas. He had thrown his the hood on his cloak back, and held his hands away from his body. He looked young to my eyes, a little higher than Brætàs had been and much skinnier. I slowly walked over to where Kidera was standing, and muttered in her ear "Has he said what he wants?" Kidera shook her head. "Have you asked him then?" This time Kidera answered. "We don't talk with dark ones. We fight them." As I was about to tell her my honest opinion on the matter, Bantam interrupted. "If I may Kidera? It is… he is, I mean, unlikely to travel alone so far from their forest. And he has not attacked yet." "A trap?" Bantam tilted his head slightly before he shook it. "I've spent a long time talking to the General about the dark ones. They have never set a trap before." Kidera was silent for a long time. The El'ane on the other hand was standing motionless. Finally Kidera nodded slightly, then muttered "Hans showed us that we could talk to these creatures." She took a few steps forward, stopping just in front of the line. I saw her open her mouth, but before she could speak the El'ane said in a loud, heavily accented voice "Me flatfaced one seeks." I pushed away the lupas in front of me, stopping as I drew level with Kidera. "You have found him," I said as I pulled my hood back, "why do you seek me out?" The young El'ane fell to his knees and inclined his head. "Me Banradàs. Brætàs says 'Flatface singer needs'. Me one night, one day walks. Me obeys." I scratched my beard while I looked from him to Kidera and back to him. "And what is a 'singer'?" I asked at last, leaving all my other questions for later. "Flatface Banradàs tests? Banradàs singer. Me magic sings." I felt a tiny hope growing inside me. I had no idea of how Brætàs had found out that I was needing a magicuser, or how she knew it before I did, but I was not going to question fate. "Tell me Banradàs; how good are you on healing wounds?"
Kidera and I were standing next to Xaviera, while Banradàs was kneeling down, looking at her. "She bushytail is," he said after a long time, "but flatface heal says." I nodded at him. "If she dies," I told him, "there would be no hope for peace between your people." I crossed my fingers behind my back, hoping my little lie would convince him. "Long away woods is. Time take it wills." He inclined his head towards me again, then muttered "Flatface asks, Banradàs gives. But enjoy it not me will." With that he gestured that we should leave him alone with Kidera. As we were slowly walking away, Kidera asked me "Do you trust it… I mean, him?" I shrugged. "He sounds honest enough, but if he wants to kill Xaviera I can't see how we can stop him. But if Brætàs sent him, he is likely to view me as some kind of legend come to life." I sighted, then went on "I think he will do exactly as I told him, but not anything more." "So…" Kidera said softly, "Xaviera ought to be healthy enough to ride tomorrow?" I nodded, adding "I believe so… but it all hinges on whether I guesses right about the El'ane." "You guessed right when they overwhelmed us in Dourwood," She muttered as she slid her arm around my waist, "I think you're right to trust this dark one." As she ran the fingers on her free hand through my three week long beard, I told her "It seems like you're not worried anymore at least." "We're out of Dourwood," she muttered as she gently pushed me down with my back towards a bush, "I would have come to you last night if you were not in the cell." I tried in vain to push her off. "What about Xav?" I asked in desperation, "How can you do this while she lies wounded?" She pinned my arms down with hers as she replied "What better time to make you change your mind?" I felt my brow furrow as she started licking my face and neck. "What do you mean?" "It's no use hiding it Hans," her muffled voice came, "I've seen the looks she gives you. You care more for her than for me, don't you?" I sighted. "I really don't know Kidera. I ought to dislike both of you, for what you represent…" Slowly Kidera stopped her attempts to remove my beard with her tongue. "What we represent?" " I managed a weak smile as I replied "You are, when all is said and done, enemies. Even if I must admit, this is far more pleasant than what might await me in Enyo." Kidera giggled, and laid her head on my chest. "But even so, you don't wish for it?" I shook my head. "It's not the way of my people. Maybe later, when and if I manage to choose between the three of you…" "I'll bend this time Hans… It might help me understand you… But I will not let go off you while we sleep…" I sighted, but decided not to press the issue. It was not that uncomfortable, after all.
I awoke at first light the next day. Much to my surprise, and delight, Kidera was no longer using my chest as a pillow. Instead she was slumped on the ground hardly an arms length away from me, sleeping soundly. Carefully I sat up and looked around me. A couple of lupas was standing guard, but seemed more intent on looking into the camp than out of it. Peering into the flat light I could see Banradàs sitting on his haunches next to the recumbent form of Xaviera, just as we had left him, gently rocking to and from. In the almost complete silence that engulfed the area, I could almost make out the words in the monotonous sound of his song. I smiled to myself. If that was what the El'ane considered to be singing, music would not be their strong side. I prepared to stand up and walk over to him, when something made me stop. As I had moved, the medallion Brætàs had given me had brushed against my skin. It was rather warm, almost as if it had been laying in the sun for a whole day. Gingerly I took it out and looked at it. The front was unchanged, but when I turned it around I almost dropped it in shock. The scratches I had noticed on the reverse was not only visible, they were glowing red. Four lines of what seemed like letters, but written in a hard, angular alphabet I did not recognize. For some reason I felt uneasy about the shape of the letters, as if I ought to have understood them. I shrugged and put the medallion back under the fabric.
"It has been… I mean, he has been sitting there all night Lieutenant." I turned and looked into the worried face of Bantam. His eyes were red and dull, as if he had been awake all night. "Do you think it… he, I mean, can heal her?" I pondered his question for a long time while I looked towards Banradàs. "What you really ask is 'do you trust him', are you not?" Bantam just nodded. "To be honest with you Bantam," I sighted, then went on, "I don't know. For whatever it is worth, he came when we needed him, and he did not refuse to do as I asked." I turned to look straight at Bantam. "Beyond that is mer speculation. You watched him all night?" Bantam just nodded again, his eyelids sagging. I scratched my growing beard, then muttered "He don't seem to be finished yet. Get yourself some rest, I'll wake you when we must leave." As he folded over, I slowly walked over to the El'ane. Banradàs was sitting whit his eyes closed, seemingly unaware of his surroundings. He held his outstretched arms over Xaviera, and a taste of tin hang in the air. I quietly knelt on the Xaviera's other side, letting my gaze travel over her body. The bandages had been removed, and I could see fresh, pink skin where the wound in her chest had had been. The wound on her leg was closed too, with merely a furless patch to show where it had been. The cut in her head, on the other hand, was still there. I settled in to wait, idly pondering over what I had experienced the last few weeks.
"Done it is." My eyes snapped open, and I looked straight at Banradàs. "She is healthy? Then I owe you many thanks Banradàs." He inclined his head deeply as he answered "Flatface ask, El'ane must give. Bushytail live wills." I looked at Xaviera, still deep asleep. Silently I pointed to her head-wound. He looked briefly at it and said, "Wound dangerous not. If sing over head me does, matters worse makes. Wood long away is." He suddenly prostrated himself onto the ground and started talking fast. "Flatface not pleased is? Banradàs failed? Me gri begs." "Gri?" I asked confused as he squirmed on the ground. "By blade dies," he said softly, "with honor dies." "No," I almost shouted, "no gri. In fact, no death." Slowly he got back onto his knees, his head hanging low. "Banradàs understands. He without honor is. Never he his ancestors meets." I shook my head. "No Banradàs," I said slowly, weighting every word as I spoke, "I am most pleased with your work. You have not failed, but made great success. Go tell Brætàs I'm happy with whom she sent." He stood up, joy at my feeble praise shining in his face, his tail standing high and proud. As he made a final bow and left, I tried to remember what other thing I was supposed to talk to him about.
As the sun rose higher, the troopers started to wake up. Soon the low murmur of their talk could be heard and the smell of food replaced the lingering aroma of tin. Casting one long glance at Xaviera, I walked over to grab me something to eat. Having secured me an ample amount, I sat down next to Kidera and started eating. After a while she opened her eyes and looked at me, her face radiating gentle joy. Without saying anything, I offered her a loaf of bread. "I had a pleasant dream tonight Hans," she said as we sat side by side eating, "I dreamt you had let me claim you." I did not reply for a long time, then I muttered "Dreams are a strange thing Kidera. But life is for real, dreams are just dreams." She tilted her head to one side as she moved her lips. "I do not understand you," she said in a low voice, "surly dreams are as real as everything else?" I sighted and looked at her. They reminded me of so many things, both she and Xaviera. Then I shrugged and muttered "We see dreams as no more than dreams. Visions in our mind that may or may not be true. But I guess you can't understand what I mean when I say that either." Kidera giggled and leant onto me, her head on my shoulder. "No, I don't," she admitted, "but we see dreams as true." "You haven't asked about how Xav is doing?" I prompted her, trying to change the subject away from her dream. Kidera shrugged and put her arms around my torso. "I know someone would have told me if something happens. Has the dark one left?" I tried to untangle her arms as I replied "Banradàs? Yes, he told me she will be alright, then he had to leave." Suddenly another pair of arms engulfed me as well, and Xaviera hugged me from the other side. "I must thank you Hans," she murmured into my ear, "I told you; you have some magic in you." I shook my head, then twisted both her and Kidera's arms away. "It was not me Xaviera," I told her, "but Banradàs, an El'ane singer." "But I remember you looking at my wounds…" Her voice tapered off, then returned with full strength. "El'ane? You mean a dark one?" I nodded as I stood up. "Kidera can tell you about it," I said, "I must make some much needed use of that bush over there, and then I promised to wake Bantam."
The sun had passed zenith as Xaviera positioned her horse next to mine. She seemed to take the riding well enough, even if she still looked weak and ragged. "I still believe I owe you thanks Hans," she said softly, "even if it was not you whom healed me, the dark one would not have helped me if you had not told him to." I shrugged. "I just wish I understood how they knew I needed help. But consider this Xav; if I had not been here so he had agreed to heal you, you would not have traveled through Dourwood." "And?" she asked, not understanding what I meant. "Then you would not have visited Eastoak," I pointed out, "so you would not have meet Zoe." Her eyes darkened as I mentioned the name, she barred her teeth and her ears stood straight up. "And if you had not meet her," I went on, "you would not have needed help from the El'ane in the first place." She remained silent for a long time, before she finally said "I think I see… but I still owe you my life, I feel." I scratched my beard as I smiled. "I don't know why. As my enemy, I ought to be happy to see you join the Faceless God." Xaviera looked at me for a small eternity, then looked down at the mane of her horse. "I don't look at you as an enemy anymore Hans," she whispered, "I look at you as… as…" Suddenly she looked up at me, her eyes cold and her voice hard "Why can't you not do it Hans? Why must you let me suffer like this?" She dug her heels into the flanks of her horse before I could ask her what she meant, disappearing in front of the other riders.
Xaviera insisted on riding well into the night, trying to catch up some of the time that she thought lost. I could see that she was not really up to it, but when I mentioned it to Bantam he just shrugged. "She is the general," he said, "and if she says 'ride', we must ride until she says 'stop'." I thought about telling Xaviera herself, but she seemed to be avoiding me again, riding side by side with Kidera all the time. I felt conflicting thoughts and emotions battle for dominance inside me. On one side I was really worried for Xaviera and her health, and strangely fascinated by Kidera's weird attempts at trying to understand me. On the other hand, they were enemies and I was their captive. As I considered what might happen once we reached Enyo, I decided I had to remind myself of that. After all, they had been quite willing to tie me up at Eastoak, had they not?
The moon had almost reached it zenith when we finally stopped for the night. Yawing, I slid of the horse and grabbed my rolled up blanket, thinking of nothing more than to find a nice spot and get some sleep. Kidera, on her side, had a different plan. She slid silently up to me just as I had rolled my blanket out next to a bush, and the next thin I new I was laying on my back with an enraged vixen on top of me. Puzzled, I raised my hand to my chin, tenderly touching the cuts her claw-like nails had left. "Kidera," I muttered, "that was… unexpected…" "I told you before," she hissed between clenched teeth, her fangs seeming larger in the half-light of the waning moon, "if you hurt Xav like that one more time, I would get angry." Pressing my hand against my chin to stop the bleeding, I deeply considered her words. "I don't understand…" I started to say, but Kidera interrupted me, leaning forward so her muzzle almost touched my nose. The smell of her breath almost made me sick. "You understand. Ever since Dourwood you have done all you could to make her feel worthless and insecure. About the only thing you have not done is to cut her tail off." I sighted, then tried to tell Kidera my view on the matter. This time I didn't even get to open my mouth before she broke me off. "Really Hans, I ought to tear your throat out. It will get me in trouble, it may cost me my head, but then you can't hurt Xav anymore."
The thought of trying to fight her came and went. Instead I went to the other extreme. I spread my arms wide out and tilted my head back. "Go on then Kidera. I'm not going to stop you. Who knows? Compared with might await me in Enyo, getting my throat ripped open might even be enjoyable." I closed my eyes and waited, hoping wildly that she would not take my offer. Finally I opened them again, and looked at her. "A lupa would have fought," she said slowly, as if she was having a hard time figuring out what was going on, "or at least asked for a circle of steel…" "But I am no lupa," I reminded her, "and I will never be one." Kidera straightened up, and sighted. "My apologies Hans… I let my anger at how you threatened Xav blind my judgement." "I still don't understand what I've done to hurt Xav today," I muttered as Kidera got herself off me and sat down beside the blanket, "and whatever it was, I did not intend to hurt her." Kidera sat in silence for a long time, then she whispered; "It's not what you did today Hans, it's what you did not." "Well…" I muttered, "I did not kill Xav today, nor did I cut her tail off… a strange expression, what does it mean?" "Just what it says," Kidera whispered back, "it is the ultimate disgrace to get ones tail cut off." I shrugged, then carried on, "Neither did I try to escape captivity today, nor did I lead an El'ane invasion to burn Enyo down on the head of her sister… So I'm at a loss to what I did not do that hurt Xav. As I try to tell you I'm not a lupa." Kidera giggled. The sound made me turn and stare at her, wondering is she had lost her mind. "You can't take things seriously, can you Hans?" "No," I said, "I'm cut of from my world, my friends and family is probably dead, killed by your people, and my captors seems to either want to rape me or torture me. So to keep what little sanity I got, I must make jokes to make life bearable. All things considered, I'm in really deep shit." Kidera sighted again. "As far as I can smell, you're not covered in manure. But as you say so often, I don't understand you." I smiled to her in the darkness. "No you don't, and I don't understand why or how I hurt Xaviera today."
Kidera's voice got serious again. "You see… you have saved her life." I remained silent, waiting for her to continue. "More than once too… so she feels she owes you much… too much maybe?" I pondered this for a while, then said slowly "I can not tell you why, but my race would not look at things quite that way… So what would a lupa in my situation do?" "A lupa would never have gotten into it," Kidera said as she gently put her hand on my shoulder, "a lupa would have made the claim a long time ago." "Let me see if I get hold of this," I said as my mind raced, "you are saying she is hurt because I haven't 'claimed' her?" I could barely make out Kidera's nod. "But that is insane." The words burst out before I could stop them. "Hmm… maybe it seems like that for you," Kidera muttered, "but it makes sense for us." I sighted deeply. "It does make a kind of sense," I finally muttered, "by saving her and not claiming her, she believe me to not care about her?" Kidera was silent for a long time, then muttered "Not quite. To a lupa, you're actions says 'You are not worthy to be claimed'. All in all Hans, you're telling Xav that she is worthless." "But that is not what I intend at all." I pointed out. "But as you like to tell me, you're no lupa. We are." I shook my head, then stood up. "I think I might ought to talk to Xav about this… if she is willing to listen, that is." Kidera raised to, starting to guide me towards Xaviera in the darkness. "She'll listen for sure," she muttered as she pointed towards Xaviera sitting on a small mound a little way off, "she'll probably do anything if you tell her to."
I silently walked up to Xaviera and sat down beside her. Xaviera did not move a hair, did not show in any way that she was aware of me. I carefully considered my next move, weighting the need I felt to comfort her against the fact that I was a prisoner of war. Finally I sighted and extended a hand upwards, pointing towards the vast array of stars studding the sky. "They look the same from down here," I said softly, "but at the same time they are in all the wrong places." Xaviera moved her tail slightly, making a soft sound as it stroked against the grass, but she did not say anything. "Similar, but different. A fitting analogy for everything I do here, I think." This time Xaviera turned to stare at me through the darkness. I continued, "You see Xav, everything I do or don't do is the same, but you, how shall I say it, reads it differently than a human would." Xaviera stayed motionless. I cursed silently, seeing that she was not going to make this easier for me. Throwing caution to the wind, I plunged on. "I've, I've had a little talk with Kidera a little time ago. She was angry at me for hurting you." As I talked, Xaviera gave some sort of reaction for the first time, raising her hand to my face and gently touching the cuts. "So, I guess I just want to… to tell you I did not mean to Xav. I'm not sure what you have read into my actions over the last few days, but I've never intended to hurt you, or lessen you in the eyes of others." I sighted and gave her a weak smile she probably would miss in the darkness. "The problem is not that I don't care for you Xav, because I care more than I like to admit to myself. The problem is that I forgets that you are not a human." Xaviera brought her muzzle all the way to my face, sniffing at the cuts. "Your blood smells differently…" she whispered in my ear, wonder in her voice. I shrugged as I muttered "That may be because I'm a human, not a lupa." "I know," Xaviera whispered, "even if I keeps forgetting. And you are not making it easy to remember." I put my arm around her and pulled her close, feeling how the tension disappeared from her as she snuggled closer. "Kidera seems to think I ought to 'claim' you," I said softly, "but even if I would, I can not do that. Can you forgive me for it?" "No," she said flatly as she put her arms around me, placing her muzzle on my shoulder, "but I'll live with it as long as you don't claim others." I started stroking her back as I muttered "I have no intention of doing that… I'm your prisoner of war, remember?" "I'll remember," she muttered as she started to doze off, "just as I'm your captive." I sighted as she started breathing heavily, and settled in for an uncomfortable night. Seems like I had solved one problem and created a bigger one for myself.
When I awoke the next morning I was still sitting upright, legs crossed and leaning slightly forward. Xaviera was still holding her arms around my waist, her head having slumped down into my lap. I carefully let one hand stroke her muzzle and cheek, amazed with how soft and silky her fur felt under my fingers. Slowly she opened her eyes and looked straight at me, before she straightened up. I stretched out myself, feeling how my muscles and joints protested after sleeping sitting up. I gave Xaviera a smile as I forced myself to stand up. Extending my hand to Xaviera, I said "I'll regret this night, my joints and muscles feels worse now than it did when you… stopped me going home." Xaviera shivered as I reminded her of how the rift closed. As we started walking towards the campfire, where Bantam was seen preparing something which even I could smell, she said softly "I could try to make you feel better, to… to take your pain away with magic? Or the wound Kidera left?" She raised her hand as she spoke and gently touched my face, sending a short flash off pain through the wound. I shook my head already before she finished speaking. "No," I said, "if it don't hurt, I won't learn anything, will I?" Her tail stopped moving as her muzzle dropped. "What is there to learn?" Patting her shoulder, I replied "Always remember Xav, I'm not a lupa. Therefore, nothing I say or do necessarily makes sense to you or any other lupa." I sighted as I looked at her, then finished "It makes sense to me." She stared at me for a long time, then just shook her head and put her arm around my waist again. "I don't care if I'll ever understand you Hans," she muttered as her tail started wagging again, "all I know is that I like being close to you." I disentangled myself from her, helped myself to some of Bantam's stew and sat down to think.
Xaviera seemed to be a little more at ease now that I had told her that I cared for her, even if my actions might say something else. On the other hand, this was really going to give me trouble in my life as a captive. I smiled to myself; it was just my kind of stupidity to become emotionally involved with someone responsible for the ruination of my entire life, not to mention the attack on my motherland. I sighted as I noted the others starting to mount up; with my sore body riding would be even more unpleasant than usual. As usually, Xaviera and Kidera rode in the front of the troopers, while I tried to stay further back, and ended up riding next to Bantam. He seemed to grin every time he looked at me or heard my whimpers as I moved my stiff body. As the sun neared its zenith I had grown tired of it and asked him in a rather hard voice "What is so funny Bantam?" He cast a glimpse around him, then said in a low voice, as if he was afraid to be overheard, "She drove you pretty hard tonight, did she?" What did he mean? I pondered upon his words. He could not be meaning what I thought he was? Wincing from pain as the horse crossed a patch of rocks, I studied him more closely. Bantam's tail was curled up almost in a full circle, and was going from side to side. His ears were standing up, and there was a glint in his eyes. No doubt about it, he was enjoying himself immensely. "Bantam," I asked softly, "what on earth are you talking about?" The change in Bantam was almost magical. His tail stopped moving and flopped down along the back of his horse, his ears sagged and he dropped his head several inches. "I meant no disrespect Lieutenant," he said at length, "but as the other troopers tell me, there is only one reason why an officer and a trooper spends the night away from the camp." My heart dropped as I considered the implications of what he had said. Whatever might await me when we reached Enyo could only get worse if they suspected me to be having something going on with Xaviera, High General of the Lupa armed forces. I fell into deep thoughts for a few minutes, trying to figure out a way to stop these rumors.
"Assume me ignorant in these matters Bantam," I finally said, "what reason is that?" He did not hesitate for a single heartbeat before he answered, "To mate of course." Cursing under my breath I cast a look at Xaviera. She looked happy enough from my vantagepoint, her tail high and moving slightly from side to side. "There are a number of flaws in your assumption," I informed Bantam, "first of all its plain wrong. Second, I'm not a trooper but an officer." "Don't worry Lieutenant," he said as he regained his grin, "you told me before. That which happens between officers stays between officers." I scratched my beard. "If you believe we did it, which we did not, then the others may think we did it to…" I looked at Bantam, who simply nodded. Shaking my head I muttered; "There are many reasons why someone might wish for a bit of privacy. And I know for certain that women are far more complicated than your assumption would indicate." "Women, Lieutenant?" This time it was his turn to stare at me. I sighted and tried to move myself into a more comfortable position. "That's a human word," I said, "it's what you call ladies, girls, lasses, bitches, females, vixens and, on this world, officers." "Oh." He looked towards the front of the column. "It's a good word," he said carefully, "but I'm not sure it sounds right… You said 'a number of flaws' Lieutenant, but so far you only mentioned two. What are the rest?" Taken aback by his change of direction, I had to reroute my train of thought. "Well," I said after a while, "there is the fact that I am no lupa, and all assumptions you make are bound to be tainted by your experiences as one." He nodded thoughtfully, then said softly "This is the same you been telling Kidera, is it not? That we can not understand you because we are too different?" I smiled at him, showing my teeth. "Very good," I told him, "did you eavesdrop?" "I… I hear things," he muttered, "you and Kidera, Kidera and the general… and she even talked to me about it once." I gave him a sideways glance. "It was the night after we had emerged from Dourwood," he explained, "there had just been the… confrontation, and she talked to me about how she didn't understand you at all." I shrugged, and decided to change topics. "I need you to help me Bantam, for Xav's sake." He nodded, and I continued "She'll get in trouble if people believe she's… engaged with me, since I'm a captive and all." The fact that I too might get problems I decided to keep for myself. "I understand," Bantam said after a while, "so you want me to convince the troopers here that she is not? That will be difficult…" I smiled at him, then told him "I'm sure you'll find a way. I'll talk to Kidera and Xav." "Just remember Lieutenant, you asked me to do this." He rode of before I could ask him what he meant. Minutes later I saw him busily chatting with a couple of the troopers. I let him to it and moved my horse alongside Xaviera and Kidera. I was not looking forward to the talk I was planning.
Glumly I sat down in the soft grass some way from the campfire. As I had expected, my attempts at telling Xaviera that we should stop spending time together had not gone well. Not wanting to make an issue of it while we were riding, I told her that we ought to talk about it later. Pondering on what to say to her, I realized that if I had gone with Brætàs I would not have faced this kind of trouble. Thinking off the El'ane, I brought fourth the medallion Brætàs had given me. Barely looking at the front, I turned it over. The markings were barely visible against the metal, instead of glowing like they had done when Banradàs had been around. I looked around as I heard footsteps, and sighted from relief. It was Xaviera all right, but with her came Kidera. I smiled to myself as they sat down stiffly in front of me, placing the medallion back under the shirt. Together Kidera and I ought to be able to convince Xaviera that I was right. My smile froze as I saw the look on Kidera's face. From the way it looked it seemed that I would have to convince her too, and I was not sure I could do that. Drawing upon my fine command of language, I kept my mouth shut. Without knowing their state of mind, I could easily make this much harder for myself.
"Alright Hans," Kidera said after a while, "why should Xav, and me too I guess, stop trying to… how shall I say it so you can understand me… get into your pants?" I sighted deeply, then said simply, "Rumors." They both looked baffled by this, so I tried to explain what I meant. "If Bantam is right, the word among the troopers is that you two already have, to use your words, gotten into my pants." Xaviera's jaw dropped, while Kidera snapped her mouth shut. "It was perhaps to be expected," Xaviera finally muttered, "even if it isn't true. Still, I cannot se any problem for us two." "Me neither." Kidera agreed. "It is not much of a problem in this small group," I allowed, raking my mind to find a way to convince them, "at least not for you two. But what happens when we reach Enyo?" They looked at me, clearly not understanding what I was trying to say. That did not surprise me at all. "The word will surly spread, and soon everyone will believe it." Xaviera ran one hand along her muzzle as she muttered "I'll agree it is a bit… unusual for me, but then you are a most unusual male… " "It won't be the first male I'll had along the trail… " "Thank you Kidera," I interrupted before she had the chance to tell about the others, "but I'll still claim that I am different. But the main problem I see here is for me, which indirectly means for you as well."
Before any off us could say anything more, Bantam appeared. He dropped quickly on one knee as he said "With your permission, General?" Xaviera just nodded, and Bantam sat down next to Kidera. Looking at me, but glancing towards Kidera all the time, he started to speak. "I've talked to some of the troopers Lieutenant, and they are no longer so sure that you and… " He cast a short glance at Xaviera, then looked down and continued, his voice barely more than a whisper "… I mean… that… you know Lieutenant, what I told you they believed before." He looked flustered, twisting his tail in his hands while he looked everywhere except at Xaviera or me. "That is good," I assured him, "so what do they believe now?" "This time he looked straight at me for a second before he looked back down. "I… I told them that you complained to me that the General's failed attempts to get you to speak made your whole body hurt… " His voice trailed off and he started twisting his tails even more. Holding up a hand, I stopped Xaviera's remark before she had time to make it. "I… I hope you approve Lieutenant? It was the only thing I could think off… " "I think I can see why you choose to tell them that." I said, leaning backwards so I could look up at the unknown stars above me. "Still," I muttered after I had considered the possible implications for some minutes, "I really wish you had thought of something else. You did good all the same." The young pup stood up. "If you have no further need of me?" Xaviera remained still, and Kidera muttered "I'll talk to you later about this Bantam, be sure of that."
Silence descended between us for a while, until Xaviera broke it. "So now they believe that I to want to hurt you Hans… I don't think I ever could hurt you, not after what took place at Fourway Ford, not to mention what you did in Dourwood… " I closed my eyes, thinking hard. "Neither do I, Xav." Opening my eyes, I looked straight at Kidera and continued "You on the other hand Kidera, I believe is perfectly capable of doing it." Kidera shrugged, and said softly "If inflicting pain might help me understand you, of course I would try… " Lifting my eyebrows in disbelief, I stared at her face. She looked serious, but there was a glint in her eyes. I cleared my throat, then muttered "The only thing you would learn is that you still wouldn't understand me." Kidera suddenly started smiling, then said softly "Probably, but I'll keep the idea in mind. I might even enjoy, how shall I say it, playing with you." I shuddered as I touched the scratches on my cheek. From what I had experienced from her hands before, I knew that she was both capable and willing to try. She might, as she pointed out, even enjoy it. I opened mouth, but before I had any chance to try and talk her out of the idea Xaviera said softly "You'll have to go through me first Kidera. I realize now that I won't let anyone hurt him."
I froze for a second. Then, like a drowning man who is reaching out for salvation, I followed up on Xaviera's statement, barely taking the time I needed to get the right angle on it "I… I didn't know you felt that strongly for me Xav." Holding my tongue while I franticly sorted my thoughts, I felt my stomach starting to turn. Even if what I was about to tell her was probably true, I still felt like I was misusing her feelings. Fitting my gaze on her brown eyes, I said softly; "You do understand that I'm easier to hurt if they know how you feel, don't you?" Xaviera shook her head, and I saw moisture gathering in her eyes. Lifting my gaze slightly, I saw that her ears were sagging. Cursing myself for what I was doing to her, I continued "Then take my word for it Xav… For some reason I don't fathom, I feel for both you and Kidera. It if as if you remind me of… " I snapped my mouth shut and looked away, trying to swallow the lump in my throat. Unbidden, old memories resurfaced and played havoc with my feelings. I fought against them, trying in vain to regain control over myself. Finally I turned back to the two vixens and muttered "Strange how old memories can come back, isn't it? But to the core of the matter: the fact that I… I feel things for you two make me weaker. Any weakness can be used against me, and I really don't like the idea of that."
Kidera and Xaviera stared at me for a long time, then at each other. Finally Kidera said "Very well. I don't understand why or how you think we might hurt you, but we both agreed before we came here that we would honor your wish. It'll be… hard on us both, but hardest, I believe, for Xav." Looking down, I nodded. "I appreciate that. Haven ridden with you these past ten days, I've almost forgotten that I'm a prisoner of war. I've come to close to what could be labeled treason. Now I must remember, and act like one again." "There is one thing here you don't seem to have considered," Kidera said, "but I'll let you figure it out yourself." Kidera stood up without another word and left. I looked at Xaviera, and found her looking back. "I've never wanted to understand you like Kidera does," she said, her voice barely louder than a whisper, "after what you have done to me since I… since I pulled my blade to match yours, I just want to be near you." She looked down, then whispered "I beg you Hans, let me spend one more night near you." "Xav," I said, trying to sound calm, "that would be unwise. Surly the troopers would wonder?" She sagged even more together, nodding slowly. Then she suddenly looked up, a weak smile in her face. "We are but two nights away from Enyo. Would it not be strange if I stopped trying to make you talk?" Carefully I considered what she had said. Xaviera had out her finger upon a weakness in my plan. Not wanting to tell her what to do, I decided to let her take the first step.
After what seemed like ages, Xaviera pulled a short knife from underneath her shirt and felt its edge. "You better talk Hans," she said as she sidled closer, "what I want to do to you is much less painful than what my sister might order… " I grinned to her in the darkness, then said in a loud and clear voice "My name is Hans Johansen, my rank is that of First Lieutenant, my service-number is 194/030193. That is all the information you are entitled to in accordance to the international treaties on the conduct of war. It is also all the information I am willing to give." Moving even closer, so her muzzle was scant inches from my nose, Xav said softly "I'll better use this night to convince you then… " Looking into her eyes, I muttered "The torture of captives is also against international treaties." Xaviera moved even closer, and whispered with a voice that grew husky "I'll better find another way to convince you then Hans… "
Xaviera did not try to hard before she stopped. When I hardly responded to her caresses, other than to block the boldest ones, she seemed content to sit next to me without saying much. The air was still warm, and since the moon had not yet risen over the horizons, the stars shone clearly. "Xav," I said softly after a while, "will you tell me about your stars?" "Why Hans? They're just stars, dots of light to lend a little charm to the night." Placing my hand around her shoulders, I whispered "Please?" She snuggled closer and raised her finger towards a small cluster of stars in the south. "Those are called 'the sisters'," she pointed towards a single reddish star in an otherwise dark patch of the sky, "and over there is the star we call 'the lone one'. The sisters are always following him, but he always escapes." I nodded, wondering if she was just telling me about the stars or if she tried to say more. Xaviera had already starting to point out the other stars and constellations, for the most part just telling me their names. Finally she grew quiet again, and I laid back and tried to sleep. Two things filled my mind. One was the fact that we were only two nights from Enyo, the other was Kidera's last words. What was it I had failed to consider?
I found myself walking among giant threes, whose large crowns were so high as they were almost out of sight. Carefully I placed my hand on the skin of the nearest, half expecting it not to be real. The bark was warm and pulsating slowly, much like a heartbeat but much slower and more subtle. I kept my hand on the three while I breathed slowly, simply enjoying the feeling of life under my hand. Then a voice was heard, softer and less loud than before. "Man, thee hast still not chosened. Time grows short." I did not move, but simply said "That's right, but every choice I see before me has a drawback of some sort." "Your lack of choice is too a choice." I thought about it for a while, then said softly "True, bur it is a choice which leaves others open." "For a time… which is why we brought thee here." "And where is here then?" I asked. "Here is the place time forgot… " As the voice died, I started walking among the threes. The wood of this dream was unlike any other woods I had seen awake or asleep. Suddenly something winged almost the size of a lupa came flying at high speed between the giant trunks, passing scant feet's in front of me. Startled, I stepped backwards and…
I awoke with a shout. Almost before I was finished both Kidera and Xaviera was next to me, and I could see the others forming a rough circle around the camp. Their naked swords shone in the last light of the glowering embers. Swallowing hard, I tried to calm down enough to talk. "Just a dream," I gasped when I had gotten my breath back, "no need to get all exited." Kidera and Xaviera looked at each other, and then Xaviera said softly "If you want someone to comfort you if the bad dream returns… " I shook my head gently. "It wasn't a bad dream… I just was startled by something in it." I paused and looked at the two vixens, suddenly pondering on how far I could trust them. "I don't think it will return," I muttered at last, "these dreams don't do that." Xaviera took one long look at me, and I realized that she wanted another reason to be near me. Would I ever understand her? Then she turned and walked away, shouting profane commands to the troopers.
Kidera carefully sat down on her haunches and looked at me. Looking back, I noticed that she looked very serious. Settling into a more relaxed position I waited for her to speak her mind. "'These dreams', Hans?" "I rather not talk about it Kidera," I muttered, "it's… personal." Reaching out, she placed a hand on my shoulder. "I… I think I understand," she said softly, "your people separates personal from public, just as you separates the reality you see in your dreams from the reality you see when you're awake." Nodding again, I remained silent. "Xav told me something I found interesting just before you… woke up." I looked at Kidera, waiting for her to go on. "She said you asked her to tell her about the stars." Nod. "Why Hans?" "Remember the first night on this journey? In the wagon, you claiming on a promise I had made the day before?" This time it was Kidera who nodded. "Remember how I told you all the stars was wrong? Now… now I guess I finally know in my bones that I'll never go back home again. Knowing the stars is a step towards making this place my new home." "I think I understood some of that," Kidera said softly, "but not everything." We sat in silence for a while, both of us looking towards the sky. After some minutes I muttered "Tell me about the sisters and the lone one Kidera. Xav didn't tell me more than their names and hinted at the fact that there is a story behind them."
Kidera moved closer to me and put one arm around my back. "It's an old legend," she started, her voice sounding soft and warm in the near darkness, "older than the empire itself. The legend is but part of a larger legend, telling us how the empire began." She increased the pressure on her arm, and since it felt like the right thing to do I put my hand on her back, slowly stroking it. "Once there was a queen whose realm was in the gray mountains… " "Grey mountains?" I interrupted. "Just south of Dourwood. As I was saying, her realm was in the gray mountains. The queen only had one child, a son whose real name is lost to us now, and whose beauty and knowledge were famed across all the nations. Many was those who had asked for his hand in mating, but his mother, the mountain-queen, had turned them all away." Kidera stopped for a second as I raised my hand slightly and started scratching her behind her ears. "Mmmm," she murmured, "that feels really good." Giving herself completely over to it for a few seconds, she just sat and made happy little noises. Then she continued "In the neighboring land, down in the gray marshes, lived another queen who had seven daughters. All the daughters were as brave as the bravest soldier, as good with the sword as the best swordsmaster and as powerful magicusers as the gods themselves." she made another little pause, and I looked up at the stars Xaviera had pointed out. There was seven, but that did not surprise me. "The queen of the marshes wanted the queen of the mountains to choose one of her daughters to mate her son, so that she, or her offspring, might rule over both nations. But the mountain-queen said her son had to choose himself. So the seven sisters traveled to the mountains to see him, each hoping to be the one who snared the son of the mountain-queen." Kidera half turned and looked at me for what felt like ages, before she continued. "Once they laid eyes on the young male, every single sister fell in love with him. But he did not feel the same way for them, telling them that his heart was already taken. The sisters tried all the things they knew to change his mind, but neither their bravery, their skills nor their magic could make the son of the mountain queen change his mind. Then the sisters agreed that the vixen he loved in his heart must die, so that he would choose one of them, thus joining the land of the mountains with the gray marshes." As I moved my hand down to Kidera's tail and started stroking it, she paused again. I heard her breath growing heavier. "One by one," she said after a little while, "the sisters tried to following him to his loved one, but all failed until the youngest one tried. She followed him far, all the way to the great forest that lies south of the gray marshes. When he reached the edge of the river Quick, his beloved one stood upon the other bank. The youngest sister saw that it was a princess of the dark ones, and enraged she stood up and put an arrow in her chest." Kidera let her hand drop to my behind, and I felt it probe for a tail that was not there. "With her dying breath the dark princess, who knew all about the sisters from her lover, magiced the son of the mountain-queen up into the night sky, so he never would have to mate another. The youngest sister returned to her sisters, and together they used all their magic to follow him. But, as you can see, he had gotten there ahead of them, and even if they run till the end of time, they may never catch up with him."
I sat still for a long time after Kidera had finished. Finally I muttered "It was a beautiful story. Is it true?" "When I tell it it's hardly more than a shadow of itself. Ask a priestess to tell it to you once, if you have the opportunity." Kidera sighted as I took my hand of her. "If it is true I don't know." I nodded to myself. At least the legend hinted at some connections between the lupa and the el'ane, even if was far in the past. "I think I will try to sleep now," I said softly to Kidera, "sleep and prepare myself for Enyo." Kidera gently stroked my hair, then left without saying anything more.
We were able to ride faster the next day, as the road got wider and was tiled, instead of just stamped earth. For the others it meant that the journey would soon be over, and that some rest and relaxation would be available. For me it simply meant that I was rapidly approaching Enyo, with whatever horrors that would be awaiting me there. Needless to say, I was starting to feel depressed and homesick. Again I regretted not joining Brætàs, but it was too late to do anything with.
As we halted for lunch, Xaviera came over to where I was sitting. Sitting down behind me, she softly said "Why are you so sad today Hans?" I did not look at her, but just shrugged. "Tomorrow we reach Enyo," I muttered, "and who knows what might await me there?" She moved closer and I felt her hands upon my shoulders, massaging gently. "Are you afraid?" she whispered into my ear. Shaking my head, I muttered "Not afraid I think, but… " "Nervous?" I tried to analyze the feelings inside me, then I nodded slightly. "I think that is the best word for it… This time tomorrow I might be in a damp cell." Xavira's massage grew a little bolder as she whispered "I think not. We won't reach the castle until an hour after nightfall." "Oh great," I muttered, "another half a day to worry in." "I'm sorry," came her reply, "is there anything I might do to make you stop worrying?" As I heard her question, I knew what answer she was hoping for. One thing I was sure off, I was not about to give it to her. "There is one small thing… " I told her after a while, "I haven't tasted a drop of coffee in two weeks." I felt her entire body sag down behind me. "Coffee?" she whispered meekly. Nodding, I told her "A mildly stimulating drink served hot. Whit out it I'm not quite myself." She remained silent, so I continued "Or a cup of tea would be nice, or maybe some cocoa." "I know nothing of those things," Xaviera whispered, "are they drinks to?" Instead of replying, I went on "I'll even settle for an ice-cold coke, or a sprite." "Sprite?" Xaviera was thoroughly confused by now. "What do you want a sprite for?" I chuckled as I shook my head slowly. Just then the others started to remount, and I left Xaviera to try to get up on the horse myself. Whatever else Enyo would bring, It would hopefully mean an end to this business of riding large mammals.
As the sun finally dropped below the horizon, Xaviera called a halt. I shuddered involuntary; knowing this would be the last night before I had to face whatever that waited in Enyo. Rolling out my bedroll, I simply dropped down on it and stared at nothing. I knew Bantam would be busily preparing some stew or other food, but I just could not work up the energy to walk over and get my share. In the corner of my eye I detected someone moving, but before I could react two cardboard boxes landed in front of me. I blinked, not daring to believe my own eyes. There, in front of me, lay something I never had believed I would witness again. Wrapped securely in plastic, one box measuring 20×10×5 cm, the other 10×10×5 cm. Gingerly, I reached out and picked them up, not daring to believe them to be real. "A-pakka," I muttered with a large lump in my throat, "og B-pakka." Carefully I turned them over in my hands, enjoying the link to my home. "Tørrmat, pålegg og drikke… RSP… sjokolade… nødproviant… " I looked up, tears in my eyes. Both Xaviera and Kidera were standing over me, their tails wagging but not saying anything.
"Thanks," I finally muttered, "you know what this is?" "We have seen some boxes like this on your world," Kidera said softly, "and we think it is some sort of food." "It is much more than just food," I told the vixens as I tenderly removed the plastic from the smaller box, not bothering to think off what had happened to the soldiers whose combat rations they had seen, "right here, right now it is life." As carefully as I would take the panties of a quivering virgin I opened the box, then I softly called out to Bantam, asking him to bring boiling water and a cup. With a certain amount of ceremony I poured hot water over the freeze-dried coffee, inhaling the aroma of home. I closed my hands around the hot cup and looked at the vixens, smiling with my entire face. "You can't even begin to understand what this means to me," I said softly as I raised the steaming cup to my lips, "I used to drink at least eight cups a day back home… " Closing my eyes, I let the hot coffee roll around I my mouth before I swallowed, savoring the taste. I let out a deep, satisfied sight as I opened my eyes again. "Truly a drink for gods," I muttered as the two vixens sat down next to me, "you wish to taste?" I extended the cup towards Xaviera, who had placed her arm around my waist. She just shook her head. "No Hans, the smell is… not to my liking. Besides, I'm happy just making you happy." I grinned into the cup as I took another deep breath, knowing full well what she was driving at. "Kidera?" Looking puzzled, she extended her hand. "I must admit I'm being curious," she muttered as she lifted the cup to her muzzle and inhaled, "it seems to have quite an effect on you." Very carefully, she took one small sip. "It tastes unlike anything I ever tasted before," she said as she handed the cup back, her face contorted, "bitter and… No, I can't describe it." Still grinning, I removed the plastic wrapping from the larger box and opened it. "Ah," I whispered to myself as I stared on the riches within, "sjokoladen, den sparer jeg til siden, kjeksen, nødproviaten som jeg tror jeg lar være, middagen… laupskaus står det… og RSPen… " Both vixens were leaning forward to look better, Xaviera's hands still round my waist. "I wonder… " Kidera muttered. I looked at her, while I sipped the last of the coffee, waiting for her to go on. "How can your soldiers live on so little?" Putting down the cup and picking up the can of RSP, I replied "This little can Kidera, this tiny metal can, has enough food to keep a man alive for a day and night." Seeing her disbelief clearly in her face, I continued "He might feel hungry, but he can walk and fight."
As I was cradling the tin in my hand, silently arguing with myself whether I ought to open and eat it or not, I suddenly noticed something in both vixens. They seemed kind of stiff, unnatural in their movements. I tried to fix their gazes, and neither meet mine. Setting the RSP down, I sighted. "All right," I said softly, "you better spill it." The only reaction I got was from Xaviera, hugging me tighter. Kidera pretended to be studying the ground in front of her legs. Looking away, she muttered at last "Spill what Hans? I… I don't understand." I looked at her, again failing to get her to see into my face. "Kidera," I said softly, feeling how my fears grew, "I think you're lying, but I will state things clearer." Indicating the combat-ration, I went on "This is either a condemned man's last meal, or it's some sort of bribe. I want to know which one, and I would enjoy being told why." Much to my surprise, it was not Kidera whom answered first. Instead Xaviera spoke up, her voice sounding like she was fighting not to cry. "We reach Enyo tomorrow." I put my hand on her shoulder, feeling a need to comfort her enough for her to finish. "We… that is I… I thought you would be more willing to submit if we let you have… something from your world before we told you." I nodded to myself. So, they tried to bribe me into giving them something. Not wanting to say neither aye nor nay before I knew what they wanted, I waited in silence. "We think it is necessary that the populace knows." I looked at Kidera, startled by her voice. "And what should the great unwashed masses be made aware off?" I said, trying to make my voice hard. As I spoke Xaviera started shaking beside me. "By now they must surly have heard rumors of the loss," Kidera said softly as she finally fixed my gaze and held it, "so they must see that you are truly a captive." Matching her stare, and trying to comfort Xaviera at the same time, I muttered "I see, it's Eastoak all over again." Grimly I pulled Xaviera's arms away from my body and rose to my feet. Looking down on the two vixens I shook my head sadly. "I might have been willing to consider talking about it," I told them, "if you hadn't tried to buy me off like that." Without looking at them, I turned and walked to the other side of the camp before I sat down again.
After what felt like hours someone sat down beside me. "Xav is all in tears back there," came Kidera's voice after a while, "and I think you know what is the reason." Shrugging, I muttered "She ought to wake up and realize I'm not a lupa." Kidera did not rise up on the bait, instead she simply said "We could force you tomorrow, you realize that?" I shrugged again. "I wanted to do that, but Xav didn't want you to be hurt in any way." Fighting down conflicting emotions, I said in a horse whisper "I don't like bribes… no matter if they are intended like bribes or not." I saw Kidera shrug in the corner of my eye. "We didn't think of it as a bribe… more a way to put you in a good mood before we tried to talk you into what we wanted." Turning to look at her, I pondered for a long time. "Let me guess," I said at last, "you want to tie me up again?" She just nodded, her ears sagging and her tails lying along the ground. "The last time I tried to fight you… but Xav went between us." "She would do it again," Kidera said slowly, "but as she told me when we talked about it, she no longer has any claims to make on you." I stroke my hands over my face to hide my grin, knowing that I could not really hurt Xaviera if I got the chance. "Lacking one lever," Kidera continued, "it seemed like a good idea to try and create a new one." "Don't misunderstand me Kidera," I said after I had pondered some more, "I was, am, really grateful for tasting home again… but the idea of being bought…" My voice died away and I stared at the ground. "I'm always misunderstanding you," Kidera said as she laid one hand on my shoulder, "that's what making you so interesting to me."
As the last embers of the campfire died out, Kidera got to her feet again. Looking down at me in the semidarkness, I got the distinct impression that there was something she wanted to say. I got there before her, muttering softly "I'll do it Kidera, but on one single condition: I must be able to see." Turning my head, I looked up at her. She stood perfectly still for a long time, then finally she sighted. "I'll give you my word… I can't talk for Xav, but I don't think she'll disagree." I nodded and looked away again. Why did I feel like I had lost not just a battle, but an entire war? I shrugged and started moving towards my bedroll. I suddenly froze as solid as if Xaviera had stopped me with magic again. On the blanked I had been given, curled up like a small child, lay the general of the lupa armed forces, sobbing softly.
"It's one thing I don't understand Hans," Kidera told me as we started riding after the midday halt the next day, "why didn't you go to her? I saw you walk toward your bedding, so I know you probably saw her." The idea to once again tell her she would never understand came and went. For once the tone of her voice did not hint at curiosity, but at barely concealed anger. Looking away, I muttered "I'm not sure. Partly, I guess, to protect myself. Maybe I wanted to show Xav that I didn't like the idea of she trying to buy my cooperation." Still hearing Xaviera's sore sobs in my mind, I cringed with remorse. "Right now I would say that it was a mistake… it might be that she never saw it as a bribe." I managed to raise my eyes to meet Kidera's, but once I saw the anger burning in them I dropped my gaze again. "Maybe I'll see it different tomorrow," I muttered, "but then again, maybe I won't." "She was in need of you last night," came Kidera's voice, her anger even clearer, "not tomorrow. You have said that you care, but your actions don't show it." Breathing deeply, I fought down the impulse to yell at Kidera, to tell her that my feelings could be turned against me. Instead I simply shrugged, then said softly "I know I've hurt her badly, because if I hadn't you would not be this angry. But have you even considered how much it might have hurt me?" Fighting against both new emotions and old memories, I whispered "Do you know how much it cost me not to comfort her? Or what it might have cost me if I had?" Kidera did not reply directly, instead she growled between her teeth. "Know this Hans; the only reason I haven't draw blood from you for what you did to Xaviera is the simple fact that it would hurt her more than it would hurt you right now." I stared hard into the mane on the mare I was riding. I wanted to tell Kidera how I had stood still for almost an hour, trying to make up my mind whether to talk to Xaviera or not, and that I had left first when I was sure Xaviera was asleep. I wanted to make her understand that I felt it was the best for Xaviera that I did as I did, to give her a chance to recover before whatever awaited in Enyo caught up with me. I wanted to keep both vixens at friendly terms with me and with each other. But even if I wanted all this I kept staring into the mane, not lifting my head until long after I had heard Kidera ride off.
While I was looking down I was thinking about all I had said to Xaviera, all I had done to her and all I had done for her, trying to catch a gleam of why. I got none the wiser, but as I thought about how I had convinced Banradàs to heal her even if she was a bushytail, something struck me. The marking on the medallion had glowed when he was near, and not glowed when he was gone. Yet they could not glow just because an el'ane was close, for I had not spotted them when Brætàs gave me the medallion. The only explanation I could see was that it did not react to him, but to what he did… magic. So, if the medallion reacted to magic, it would be reasonable to suspect it would be magic in it self. I searched my memory of Brætàs, trying to guess why she would give me a magic medallion. Was she trying to influence me? Or make sure I did not run of? Or maybe she had not realized it was magic at all? I sighted, and decided to keep thinking about it.
When I finally lifted my head, I saw clear signs that we were approaching a city. More and more fields could be seen, dotted here and there by small buildings. As I turned my gaze towards the other riders, I saw something which made my heart want to jump and drop at the same time; Kidera was riding next to Xaviera, and they were clearly talking to one another. If I had managed to make Kidera understand at least a part of what I had tried to tell her, and she wanted to tell at least a part of it to Xaviera, there might still be a chance that she might understand why I had acted the way I had. If Kidera had not understood, on the other hand, or would not pass it on… then the best I could hope for was Xaviera's forgiveness. And she had forgiven me much her culture as I understood it deemed unforgivable.
Sighting, I prepared myself for the worst, yet I made up my mind to talk to Xaviera as soon as I got the chance, to tell her myself. She would not understand my reasons, or even attempt to understand them, but I could try to tell her about my feelings. Settling down, I looked towards the two vixens, trying to read their backs. Kidera's motley brown tail was curled up in a circle behind her, slowly moving from side to side as she rode. The bushy white tail that belonged to Xaviera on the other hand was hanging down the flank of her horse, almost motionless. Her head too was carried low, her ears so flat that they were almost hidden in her long, white hair. It was the first time since Whitewater Ford that she wore it loose, instead of gathering it in a knot. I winced involuntarily when she turned halfway towards me, her hair partly obscuring her dark eyes. After looking in my direction for some time, she turned toward Kidera and seemed to talk for some time. Stretching out her hand, Kidera stroked Xaviera's shoulder a couple of times. The result was imminent and somewhat disturbing. Xaviera's tail and her ears moved up, and even if she was not wagging, she seemed like she might do it.
For some reason the sudden change scared me more than many other things would have done. My mind filled up with all the unpleasant reasons she might have for acting like she was suddenly pleased with life. Shuddering under the heavy cloak, I reached under my shirt and grabbed the medallion Brætàs had given me for good luck, and, if my speculations so far was right, to keep some sort of contact. Holding it so tight it almost cut into the palm of my hand, I concentrated on Brætàs. Trying to remember her face, the sound of her voice, the way the torchlight's had reflected in her reddish fur and even her musky smell, I closed my eyes and attempted to reach out with my mind. "Brætàs," I whispered softly, "if I ever need your help, I need it soon. Otherwise I fear my unspoken promise to bring peace to both el'ane and lupas alike will go unfulfilled."
When I opened my eyes again I saw that Kidera had returned to my side, holding a coil of soft rope. Nodding, I muttered "I guess it's time… I can't say I'm looking forward to it." Kidera said nothing, but simply reached out for my reins. Stopping both the horses, she dismounted quickly and graciously. "I'll leave your legs free this time Hans," she said softly as she took my hands in hers, placing them on the pommel, "it'll make it easier when we arrive at the castle later." Tightening the muscles in my hands and wrist as I gripped the pommel, I remained quiet as Kidera slowly and carefully looped the rope around my wrists. When she was finished she stood looking at me with a dark cloth in her hands, indecision clearly marked in her face. "Kidera…" I said carefully, considering every word, "I hope you don't… don't plan on going back on your word?" She looked at me for a few more heartbeats, then her head and ears dropped slightly. "No," she muttered, her voice so low I almost did not hear it, "I gave you my word… Xaviera must accept that you can see where we're going." Remounting her horse, she started leading mine after the others. The road was winding itself up a hillside, before it climbed down again on the other side. Kidera halted a second on the top, gesturing with her hand towards the sight before my eyes. "Enyo," she said with a touch of pride in her voice, "the capital of an empire."
The city was larger than I had expected, and centered on a small hill. Around the hill ran a fairly tall wall. On the outside of the wall the building was chaotic, seemingly without any plan. Beyond the wall however, things changed. On the top of a hill stood a large, sprawling structure, thought no details could be seen in the now failing light. Before I could ask Kidera whether it was the castle where my fate awaited me, she started moving again.
I stood motionless and stared unseeing out of the window, my mind replaying the events of the evening. From the room I had been placed in, I could see nothing but the illuminated streets of the inner city, but I knew that once beyond the walls, the streets turned into a meandering maze. Stopping just short of the city to adjust the ranks, Bantam had ridden up to me and pulled my hood over my head, masking my features in shadow. When we reached the first of the low houses there had been little reaction from the populace, but the further into the city we had traveled more and more lupa had recognized Xaviera. By the time we had reached the gateway to the inner city, the narrow streets had been lined with lupas of all ages. For the most part they had been silent, content to watch us ride past, but a few had raised their voices and challenged Xaviera. For each lupa who had asked why their fathers, their mothers, their sons, daughters, brothers or sisters had not returned, Xaviera seemed to shrink. Feeling a pang of sympathy for her, I thought about how many of my friends and colleagues who also had had family. Hopefully they would at least have some remains to bury, to help them get things over. For these lupas there could be no such thing; the rift was closed and could not be opened again. I vividly remembered seeing for the first time lupas that were clearly poor, dressed in little more than rags, their tails and ears sagging, their shabby fur stretched over their bony frames. But there had also been well fed, well groomed lupas dressed in seemingly rich clothing, visibly in contempt for their less lucky neighbors. In one short afternoon, the empire Xaviera and Kidera represented had lost much of its charm. I winced quietly as I recalled a young female, barely more than a pup, scrawny but with her long black hair and black fur well groomed. For some reason or other, she had reminded me of Frøya, the dog I had owned when I was a boy. Once past the gate, the street had grown wider and straighter. As we had ridden towards the castle, the street turning alternately left and right, fewer of the clearly poor lupas could be seen. I had glanced over at Bantam, remembering that he had told me he had lived on the streets of Enyo. He seemed to be working hard to keep his face free of emotions, and he had hid his tail under his cloak. Before I could ask him how he felt about returning home, the squat form of the palace lay before us. Xaviera had disappeared almost at once, while Kidera had argued loudly with some guards, apparently over where to place me. In the end she got her will, and I was lead up instead of down. I shook my head and went over to the bed, sitting down. They might place me somewhere spacious and light, but I knew a cell when I was placed in one. The window was to narrow and too high on the wall to serve as an exit, and faint sounds from the door told me that at least two lupas stood guard there.
I suddenly awoke from my slumber by a weak light. Sitting up, I saw a sight I was not at all prepared for. There, merely half a dozens feet away, Brætàs was standing, seemingly with a lamp behind her. The light shone through her fur, blurring the edges as if she was not quite there. I carefully studied her, then I said in a whisper "Brætàs?" As if my voice was the signal she needed, she suddenly dropped to her knees. "Mercy I beg," she said, her voice quivering, "but help you can we not." She lowered her torso lower, so her forehead almost touched the floor. I swallowed. When she had bent forward, she had placed her hands in front of her, as if she wanted to support herself. The only problem was that her hands had disappeared an inch or so into the stones of the floor. "Flatface angry is?" she went on while I was trying to get a grip of things, "Brætàs understands. Gri I beg, gri for tribe. Failed my promise we have." The though of sapient beings killing themselves for my sake was simply too much. Gathering all my calm, I simply said: "No." "Your will flatface. Die in shame we will, die like… " Fighting to keep my voice steady, I interrupted her. "Look at me," I instructed her, "look at me and tell me how your tribe have failed, because I know of no such failure." Slowly she raised her head until she could see my face, her dark eyes studying me over her short muzzle. "Flatface help asked for," she said softly, her voice near to breaking, "but give it we cannot. Too far away you are." "Then no failure can be blamed on you or your tribe," I told her after considering her statements for some time, "no one may ask for more than you can give." She seemed confused by this, started to say something but stopped and looked behind me at something I could not see. "Time short grows," she muttered, "already two fainted." I did not understand what she was talking about, but before I could ask her she continued. "If die for you we may not, live for you we must. Begging for your return we are flatface. Prepared we are, high price or not… " Brætàs started to fade from view, the light dimming. Within a few heartbeats she was completely gone, as if she had never been there. I sighted. Magic was clearly at play, but at least it meant that my guesses about the medallion were right. Still, that did not improve upon my situation. Lost in thoughts, I laid my head back on the soft pillows and tried to go back to sleep.
As my mind surfaced again, I was once more among the giant threes. The sky was dark, barely visible between the giant crowns of the threes, and mist was covering the ground. I shivered with cold. Acting on impulse, I started walking dead ahead. The forest was almost devoid of undergrowth, but what placed my mind at unease was the almost complete lack of sounds. Instead of the various small noises I was used to from the woods around my home, the only thing I could faintly hear was the creaking as the threes themselves moved slightly as if they were rocked by a wind I could not feel. I called out once or twice, for no other reasons than to hear my own voice. Then, on the very edge of my hearing, I picked out a new sound among the slight creaking. Voices? If it was, it was unlike the voice that usually bothered me in these dreams. Moving my head about, I tried to get a fix on where the voices had come from, then started moving towards them. Reaching a small hill, rising out of the fog, I heard the voices again, clearer this time. With the self-confidence that one can only achieve in a dream when one know it to be a dream, I started walking up the hill. On the very summit, a clearing had been made, the stumps where the threes had been felled clearly visible. A small fire burned in the center of the clearing, and on the three-stump nearest the fire two beings sat, their backs towards me. I squinted, trying to focus my sight. There was something… then I saw it. One of the beings had a long, bushy tail, swinging slowly from side to side. The other had a much shorter tail, which seemed smooth from where I was standing. A lupa and an el'ane? Side by side? I slowly walked closer, hoping to learn more, but having taken no more than a few steps something hit me from behind, sending me headlong onto the ground.
I awoke just as suddenly, finding myself face down on the floor. For some reason I had a nagging feeling that whoever or whatever that was causing these dreams, there was some sort of message hidden in them. Seeing daylight shining through the narrow window, I sighted deeply, then settled in to wait. "Let it happen," I muttered to myself as I heard the guards talking to someone outside the door, "I won't get any more ready for it than I'm now."
Quickly I went over to the narrow window, my back against the door. As I had no way of knowing who it was outside, I felt my resolution from seconds before melt away like an ice cube in a blast-furnace. Gripping the windowsill, I forced my body to stop trembling. If Brætàs could not help me, the only defense I had was Kidera and Xaviera but I had no way of knowing whether they would be willing to prevent someone from harming me. At the sound of the bolt being pulled back I almost jumped. Taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly, I fought the urge to turn around and see who it was. If it was Kidera or Dumare, Xaviera's sister and empress of the lupa, showing that I trusted them could help me later, even if it was no more than an act. If it was Bantam, I could afford to keep my back to him for now. Whoever it was closed the door softly and walked towards me, unshod feet making almost no sound.
A pair of hands was placed against my shoulderblades, and someone leaned against my back. I felt a muzzle rub me between my shoulders, and gripped the windowsill. My mind was reeling, trying to figure out which lupa I had behind me. Bantam would probably never even consider touching me like that, and I thought Xaviera's sister, if she even knew I was here, was unlikely to rub herself against a stranger. Then it could either be Kidera or Xaviera herself. Of the two, Xaviera might be more inclined to snuggling, but Kidera wasn't above it if she thought it might 'improve her standing' with me. Finally I judged it unlikely to be Xaviera, considering how she had reacted when I told her I did not like being bought.
"You are seems to be quiet and very tense today Hans. Anything I can do to ease your mind?" My heart almost stopped by the sound of the soft voice. "I didn't expect you to come Xav," I said softly, "not after… " I did not finish the sentence. "Why shouldn't I visit my captive?" she replied softly as she locked her arms around my waist, pressing her body into mine. "It's not that you shouldn't," I told her, trying to gently pull her hands apart so I could get out of her grip, "it's just that I didn't expect you." "But I came, and I feel playful… " she said as she let go of my waist, instead grabbing one of my arms, "and since it's the second fifthday of Korin no one is going to interrupt us anyway." Almost at once I noted her clothing. Instead of her armor, or the gray cloak she had used while we traveled, she was wearing an armless shirt and a skirt, both in some dark fabric that reflected the light almost, but not quite, like silk. Her tail started wagging as she started pulling on my arm, trying to move me in the direction of the bed. Trying to stall for time, I asked, "What's so special about this day then?" "It's the red day." Xaviera replied offhandedly, obviously more intent on tugging on my arm. "Red day?" I said, bracing my foot against the floor and leaning slightly backwards. "You don't know, do you?" Xaviera said, "Then again, how could you possible know. It's the remembrance of the sack of Pantageon, so Dum is down in one temple or another the whole day. She even halted the meetings in council." I took a small step forward to avoid getting my hand pulled off. "Great," I muttered, "a whole new day in which to worry about what will happen." Xaviera stopped pulling my arm, her face turning serious as she looked at me. "Still nervous?" Closing my eyes I sighted. "The longer I wait, the worse it gets." She stepped closer to me, but stopped a foot or so from me. Gingery she raised my hand to her face and stroked her muzzle against it. "Maybe I can help you get your mind on other things?" she said softly as she kept stroking my hand. Smiling slightly, I almost whispered "I think I know far too well what you're talking about. And I haven't changed my mind about it." Dropping her tail, she looked away as she let my hand go. I cursed silently. "It's not that I don't want to Xav," I said softly as I placed my hand under her muzzle and gently turned her head towards me, "but I feel it's to early. To be totally honest I'm not sure if I want to or not… " I flashed her a quick smile as I continued "It's no more than sixteen days since we crossed blades. If there had been the slightest chance for going home, I would never have been as friendly with you as I have been." "You still think of us as enemies then?" Xaviera spoke slowly, her voice thick as she stared into my face. Much to my surprise I saw moisture gathering in her soft eyes. I shrugged. "As far as I'm concerned," I said slowly, "there is a state of war between the lupa Empire and the kingdom of Norway." I absently scratched my growing beard, then continued as I placed my hands on Xaviera's shoulders. "I'm an officer in the Royal Norwegian Airforce. You, or rather Kidera, managed to take me prisoner… so logically I must consider myself a prisoner of war, even if you don't." Xaviera tried to turn away from me, but I held her still as I quickly said "But know this Xaviera: I consider that the state of war exists between our nations, not between the people that make up the nations." I repressed a shudder. With a single sentence I had come closer to what I felt was treason than ever before, but it had done what I hoped it would do. Xaviera's eyes lit up again and she breathed "Then you don't hate me?" "I've never hated you," I said as she put her arms around me again, "I'm just trying to serve my country and keep my oaths." "You make it hard to tell the difference sometimes," she said happily into my chest, "but I know of duty and sworn oaths." I sighted as she kept holding me, her tail wagging slightly, and tried not to think of what more that I mighT have to endure in the name of duty in the near future.
"You still don't look happy Hans," she said after a while, "and I want you to be happy." I looked down at her, saying in a low voice "I've figured that out the night before last Xav, but I'm not good at seeing it. Sometimes your attempts scare me, or I read something else into them." Xaviera disentangled herself and took a small step backwards. Tilting her head slightly, she looked me up and down. Then she shook her head a couple of times, shaking her hair loose. The long white hair settled down over her shoulders, contrasting nicely with the color of her clothing. "Maybe you would lighten up if I brought you the rest of your food again?" I felt a smile grow on my face, and I said "If not, it would at least mean that I won't be hungry… but if you want to make me feel better a razor would be a nice addition." "Razor?" "To get rid of this," I explained, indicating my beard, "and make me feel more human." Xaviera reached out and ran her fingers through my beard. "I rather like it Hans… but if you had a razor among your things I could bring it to you." "My things?" I said, not sure I had heard her right. Instead of answering me at once she instead ran her fingers through my beard, tilting her muzzle up so she could sniff at it. "Your things," she said slowly after lowering her muzzle again, "we brought everything you had on you or in your strange sack with us when we rode here." I was silent for a long time, my mind reeling from the news. "Xaviera," I finally said, my voice barely above a whisper, "I want my uniform back before I face your sister." Xaviera ran her hand over my chest, then said softly "Why? The clothes you're wearing are satisfactory." I grabbed her hand and leaned towards her. "I'm serious Xav. My uniform is more than just a layer of fabric between the world and me; it's part of who and what I am. With it I might face down your sister and your council knowing that if I fail, I will go down as an officer." Xaviera didn't reply, instead just staring at my hand clamped around hers, the expression on her face unreadable. I wrestled with my confidence and self-respect for some minutes, then lost. "Look Xaviera," I pleaded, "it means very much for me. I'll even… even…" I looked towards the bed, leaving the rest of the sentence unsaid. Whispering, sounding as her mind was a long way off, Xaviera replied slowly "Really? Can some clothes mean that much to you… so much you that you will go against everything you have said so far?" I took a deep breath, then let it out slowly while my mind raced. Dressed as I was, I was nothing more than a captive from another world. If I had my uniform, I would at least feel like a lieutenant, a prisoner of war and, most importantly, more of the man I had been until that fatal day when I had been the first to discover the invading lupas. "Yes," I said shamefully, "it really mean that much to me. I've been an officer in the airforce for so long, I can't imagine being something else." Xaviera started walking towards the door, then turned towards me as she placed her hand on the knob. "I'll… I'll think about it Hans." Then she left.
After a quick meal, brought into the room I was locked up in by a couple of troopers, I sat down on the bed and tried to make sense out of what had just happened. On one side Xaviera obviously was not angry with me anymore, on the other side I felt like I had sold one part of myself to retain another. For some reason or other it made me feel dirty all over, and I idly wondered if it had been wise. But, like my decision to go with Xaviera and Kidera instead of joining up with Brætàs, it could not be undone. I flopped down onto my back and turned my attention towards what might lie ahead instead.
I awoke when someone sat down heavily on the bed. Remaining still, I opened my eyelids a faction and looked around me. Was it Xaviera who had returned, or was it someone else? The sun had moved, so most of the room lay in shadows. As I was curled up on my side, still less of the room could be seen. Still, there was no mistaking the pattering of light and darker brown fur on the hand that was slowly moving towards my side. I opened my eyes fully and looked at Kidera. She was focusing on her hand, not seeing that I was awake. As she placed her hand lightly on my side she let out her breath, and I realized she had been holding her breath. She muttered something under her voice, her free hand lying in her lap opening and closing. I cleared my throat, and she pulled her hand away from me as if she had been burned. I slowly sat up, pretending not to have noticed her hand. "I usually don't sleep in the afternoons," I said, trying to sound casual, "but I guess the journey have been more tiring than I thought."
Kidera got off the bed and walked over to the window. "I wanted to send Bantam up," she said as she looked out, sounding irritated, "but he has taken the day off to look for old companions in the city." I faked a yawn as I got out of the bed myself, and walked over to her. "You make it sound as if you don't approve?" Instead of giving me a direct answer, Kidera simply shrugged, then turned towards me. "Tell me Hans," she said, her voice having lost the edge it had a few seconds before, "what did you tell Xav earlier today?" "Why you ask?" I asked her, wondering what Xaviera might have reveled to her. Gingerly she raised her hand and started tugging on the cord that closed the shirt I was wearing. I was about to ask her again when I noticed the uncertain look in her face, so instead I waited. At length she muttered "I guess I want to know if I'm still in the race, to put it that way. That's partly why I wanted to send Bantam instead… so I would not have to see you before I could get more out of Xav." I felt a smile growing on my face. "If there really is a race, there is no winner yet." Kidera's ears came back up, and her tail curled up behind her. "I'm glad to hear it," she said as she quickly walked over to the door and picked up a bundle, "for when Xav told me to give you these I believed that she and you had made a deal." She opened the bundle and spread the contents on the bed. I stepped closer, and nearly shouted with joy. There, on the bed, lay my boots, my trousers, the T-shirt and the jacket. Still within the bundle I saw the socks, the green cap and the web-belt. I reached out and stroked my hand over the familiar fabrics. "I must admit that the coverings you wore on your feet smells… odd… " Her voice had a tone I which I did not recognize, and her eyes seemingly stared off into nothing, as if her mind was on other things. Grinning, I did not bother to reply, as I was to busy staring on my uniform to concentrate on anything else. The smell of sweat emerging from the leather boots reminded me as much of home as everything else. Picking up the shirt, I stared at it for a long time, all thoughts of the future forgotten, as I was lost in the past. Finally I swallowed the lump in my throat and looked up at Kidera. "Would you mind turning away for a while Kidera?" She looked at me curiously, then shook her head. "I'll rather not," she said seriously, "I remember how you nearly throttled Xav when we captured you. So I'll rather keep my eyes on you." Looking at her, I suspected that was not her sole reason, but I did not voice my belief. Instead I turned my back towards her and stripped off the gray clothing I had been wearing and started pulling my uniform on. As I finished lacing my boots I buckled on my web-belt, then turned around and smiled. "Tell Xav that I'm grateful," I said warmly, "now I feel more like myself again." Kidera nodded, looking thoughtful. "You look more alien wearing those clothes," she said slowly as she walked over to me and felt the fabric between her fingers, "yet strangely familiar." Shrugging, I pointed out "It's the way I was dressed when… when I reached your bridgehead. That might be why it looks familiar." Scratching herself behind her ears, Kidera cocked her head to one side and fixed her eyes upon me. "Maybe. What is a bridgehead?" "The place where the rift touched my world… your gateway so to say." She nodded slowly, then straightened her head. "There is one more thing," she said hesitantly, "Xav asked me to tell you this; 'No ties'." Moving her hands as if to grab mine, she let them fall again. "I guess that's what made me believe you had a deal with her… you giving in to her in exchange for your clothes and the chance to go unbound." My mind raced. It might be that Kidera was right, and Xaviera wanted to tell me that I was not to be tied up when I was brought before her sister. On the other hand, it might be that she had meant 'no obligations'. Quietly I hoped that it was the last interpretation that was the right one. Outwardly however, I just gave a shrug. "I know of no deal," I told Kidera, "so Xav must have her own reasons for doing this." Kidera opened her mouth as if to speak, then snapped it shut and turned towards the door.
As Kidera was opening the door, I opened my mouth. "One more thing I think you ought to know Kidera. I awoke the moment you sat down on the bed." Kidera looked at me for a long time, then slowly closed the door again. I noticed her hands shaking slightly. "You looked so different laying there," she said softly, "you reminded me of the last time I saw Lodaka." Her eyes grew misty with remembrance as she continued. "It was just two days before the rift closed. He was to go into your world, and I had brought him a small gift for good luck. But he was sleeping, just like you was when I found you today, so I placed the gift on his clothes and left without waking him up… " Her voice cracked as she fell to her knees and placed her hands over her eyes. "I didn't wake him up Hans," she sobbed, her voice quavering, "and now I will never see him again… " Not saying a word, because I had none worth saying, I walked over too her and put my hands around her shoulders, cradling her head against my belly. Her sorrowful moans reopened old wounds I believed closed long ago. After what felt like an eternity her sobs slowed, and she placed her hands around me. "I never got to tell him farewell," she whispered thickly, "and I never got a chance to have him." "I know how you feel," I muttered as I stared stroking her short brown hair, "I never had a chance to tell my family how much I cared for them. For all I know, they may have gone to meet the maker." Kidera did not reply, instead using my belt to haul herself up. Kidera stood almost motionless scant inches in front of me, twisting her hands in a nervous way in front of her chest. "I… I don't want to make that mistake twice Hans," she whispered, "and I have no idea what Dumare might order done to you in the morning." I ran my tongue over my suddenly dry lips. From Xaviera I could expect something like this, but from Kidera? Sure, she had tried before, but not like this. Not so quietly and filled with emotions. I clamped down on the thoughts. "No," I said softly as I looked down, wanting to hide my face, "if I say no to Xav, I must say no to you as well. Otherwise I… I just can't Kidera." I abruptly turned away to hide the tears that started gathering in my eyes. "I can't say I understand," Kidera whispered, her voice clogged with her emotions, "and right now I don't want to… " I remained still until I heard the door open and then close again. Then I flopped down on the bed and gave in to both old and new emotions.
I awoke early the next morning, having slept little and rested less. I dressed quickly, and almost as an afterthought, wore the long gray cloak on the outside of my uniform. Then I walked over to the window and stood waiting, watching the city wake up. There was less lupas moving in the streets than I had expected, but then I could only get a clear view on the roadways closest to the castle. The rising sun meant that most of what I could see was cloaked in shadow, but one feature with seized my eyes was a couple of large structures halfway between the castle I was locked up in and the wall. Standing close, they seemed like mirror images of each other in everything but their color. One was white; the walls where the first rays of the sun struck shone as flashlights. The other building was made of some dark gray stone, which seemed to absorb the light. I kept looking at them, trying to figure out what they were.
The sun had barely cleared the walls of the city as a soft knock was heard from the door. I turned and faced the door, then said in a loud voice: "Yeah?" The door was opened and Bantam came into the room, quickly turning his head this way and that. I noted at once that he was dressed in his armor, as if excepting trouble. "This is a nice room Lieutenant," he said evasively, "much better than the barracks I've been placed in." I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it again. Was he trying to tell me something? Perhaps that if I did not cooperate I might be moved to someplace less nice? Making up my mind, I softly told him "A gilded cage is still a cage Bantam." He nodded slowly, then walked over to the window and looked out. "I think I know what you try to say Lieutenant. You are trapped in this room because you're not allowed out," he said softly but with anger in his voice, "just as I an trapped in this castle." I studied his face for a few seconds. Tilting it forwards, so his muzzle would not obscure his view, his eyes were darting around, as if he was looking for something down in the city. Trying to keep my mind of my own predicament for a while, I concentrated on his. "I take it that Kidera didn't take to kindly to your little leave yesterday?" "She told you Lieutenant? Kidera is… special in many ways, but there are some things she don't understand and more she don't know about." Slowly the pieces started to fall into place. "You never asked for leave yesterday, did you Bantam?" "I asked alright," he muttered as he turned towards me, "but Kidera would not listen." Looking closer at him, I notices that one of his eyes were almost swelled shut. "She probably had her reasons for keeping you here," I told him while I took a closer look at him trying to spot other injuries, "maybe for your own protection." Bantam shook his head as he pointed to his swollen eye with one finger. "Is this what makes you think so Lieutenant? This is my reward for coming back alive… this and a broken tail. Think of that the next time she wants to snuggle." I ignored his last comment, judging it to be caused by no more than his own feelings towards Kidera. "Well," I said vaguely, "it's another way of keeping discipline than I'm used to."
After looking at me for a time he turned back towards the window. "So what was so important that you had to risk Kidera's wrath?" "I was spotted when we rode in Lieutenant," he said without hesitation, "and if I had not come to see the pack I would never been allowed out of Enyo alive." My mind quietly pondered this piece of information. Had Bantam been running with some sort of gang while he lived here? Drawing on my experience I could not judge it for certain, but it was a plausible explanation. Before I could ask him, he straightened up and announced "The sun has cleared the temple of Leath. Now we must leave, as you're summoned to the Great Hall." Without saying anything he walked over to the door and opened it, beckoning for me to follow him. As we stepped through the door the two troopers that had been standing guard on either side of the door pulled their blades and fell in steps behind us. Bantam walked quickly, giving me scant time to note my surroundings.
After walking for several minutes we reached a doorway which differed from every single one I had seen so far inside the castle. It was wide, and instead of the flat lintel I had seen on the other doors, it was topped by a tall arch. Beyond it lay a shadowy passage, through which a murmur of voices could be heard. Guarding the doorway was two lupas, but unlike any other troopers I had seen so far. Clearly female, they were wearing contoured brass breastplates that followed their curves closely. Under the breastplates they wore long red shirts of the same silk like material that Xaviera had been wearing last time I saw her. What really grabbed my attention thought was the fact that they were more heavily armed than the troopers who had plodded behind us as we had walked. Holding short spears, they both carried a sword and a couple of knifes in belts tied around their waist. Leaned against the wall behind them was a pair of crossbows, similar to the one Kidera had tried to use against me on the day I was taken prisoner. As we approached, Bantam in lead, they lowered their spears until the points pointed straight at us. I suppressed a shudder. Raising his hand to stop me and the troopers behind me, Bantam walked a couple of steps toward the guards and showed them something he produced from the inside of his jerkin. After some time, the guard on the left nodded. "You will wait," she said, "I'll let you know when the package shall be delivered." Bantam just nodded, then turned and walked towards me. "This is how far I'm allowed Lieutenant," he whispered, "once beyond that arch lies the great hall, were one cannot go unless summoned be the empress." He turned and cast a glance at the doorway, which suddenly reminded me of a carnivorous mouth. I pulled the hood further down my face. "I must admit one thing Bantam," I whispered after a while, "I wants to run away and hide underneath something." He did not reply at once, but lifted one hand up and scratched himself behind one ear. "If I had been summoned to the great hall…" he whispered after he had lowered his hand again, "I think I would have wanted to do the same thing." He turned away from me, looking towards the two guards.
The guard on the left cocked her head slightly, as if listening to someone then nodded to Bantam. "Now pup," she said clearly, "send it inside." Bantam gave her a slight nod in return, before he faced me. "I guess I ought to wish you luck Lieutenant. Now I must leave and go about… other tasks Kidera put me to. I hope I'll see you again, you're different from other officers I've meet." He paused, then gave a shrug before he walked slowly away. One of the troopers behind me gave me a prod in the back with his sword. Feeling panic rise, I played with the idea of bolting for a second. Then I took one deep breath, forced down all emotions and started walking towards the doorway. As I was about to step through, I halted and turned towards the guard that had spoken. Behind me I heard the other guard draw a blade. Fighting to keep my voice calm, I said "One little thing; I don't like being talked about as if I'm not present." Turning away from her shocked face, I took another step, then stopped again, my fear for what lay ahead almost overwhelming me. After a couple of deep breath I reached a conclusion I could live with. "Hvis du ikke liker spillet," I said to myself, quoting one of me instructors from boot camp, "så forandrer du på reglene." I felt a determined smile grow on my face as I opened the clock and dropped it on the floor. The smile grew wider as I heard both the guards behind me gasp. Taking the cap from one of the pockets in my uniform, I put it on then straightened up. Whatever I was going to face at the end of this short hallway, I would try to face it as a human and as an officer.
Hesitantly I walked down the dark passageway, forcing myself to keep a steady marching pace. After a few meters it turned left and the murmur of voices increased in volume. A couple of more steps, and I found myself standing in an another arched doorway in one end of a huge hall. I halted for a second before I forced myself to continue, and as I stepped onto the first flagstones of the hall silence spread out like ripples in water. Almost faltering, I draw on all my training from years before. 'Når dere driver eksersis,' the voice of my drill instructor all those years ago echoed in my mind, 'så driver dere kun med eksersis. Alt rundt er uvesentlig.' Straightening my back, I followed his advice. Hø, hø, hø-ven-hø. Feeling the weight of the walls bearing down on me, I started to take in my surroundings to occupy my mind. The hall itself was not so huge as I first believed, but still large enough to impress. Large windows on both sides let in the light, but it had a secondhand quality as if it was coming through long shafts. Hø, hø, hø-ven-hø. The vaulted roof was about five times my own height and covered with alien paintings, all shapes and colors but without any meaning I could make out. Looking dead ahead, I quickly estimated the hall to be as wide as it was high, and four times the length. Hø, hø, hø-ven-hø. Along the walls a fair number of lupas sat on benches, but I kept my gaze looked at the long table placed near the other end of the hall. In the middle there was a raised chair, occupied by a white lupa reminiscent of Xaviera, seemingly not wearing anything as far as I could tell from halfway into the hall. Hø, hø, hø-ven-hø. On her left sat four lupas, but the only I could recognize was Kidera, sitting next to the one on the throne. Kidera was looking towards me, but I transferred my gaze to the other side of the throne. Hø, hø, hø-ven-hø. Tree more lupas, and Xaviera was the one closest to the throne, staring down into her lap. All the other lupas I could see was clearly surprised, shocked or scared. Avdeling – holdt! Outwardly calm I halted four steps away from the table, the sound of my left boot hitting the flagstones echoed through the hall. Counting silently to three, I smoothly went from attention to standing at ease. The second thump from my boot seemed to set of the murmur again behind me, and while I could not pick out the words the voices hinted at surprise, shock and some fear. Tightening the muscles in my hands to stop them shaking, I studied the lupa that sat right in front of me. Her face looked much like Xaviera, with the same taper on the muzzle. Her eyes were wide-open, as was her mouth, but unlike Xaviera's dark globes her eyes were green. Her ears were twitching like mad, and that almost scared me more than the rest of my predicament. Lowering my gaze, I first noted a thick braid of blond hair running over her shoulder and down into her lap. She wore a simple white robe, and a single golden ring around her head indicated that she was something else than most lupas I had seen so far. I let out my breath, noting almost in passing that my knees started to shake slightly. So this was probably Dumare, Xaviera's sister and empress of the lupa Empire. 'Strange,' I thought to myself, 'if she's the boss around here… I wonder why she seems to be scared?' After what felt like an eternity, the one I guessed to be Dumare shook her head and turned to her right, looking silently at Xaviera. Xaviera did not look up, but simply sat staring into her lap. I noticed in the corner of my eye that she was she was working her jaw, and I felt I sudden pang of sympathy for her. "Your Highness," came Kidera's voice suddenly from the other side, "might I present to you a creature captured beyond the rift?"
Dumare transferred her eyes to me and I felt her scrutinizing me, her green eyes first looking up and down my figure before she stared hard at my face. Instead of returning her gaze I stared hard at the wall behind and above her head, using all my willpower to stand still. "While we must admit that this creature could be interesting to study closer at our leisure," Dumare said to the room in general, not moving her gaze, "we fails to see why our esteemed sister, high General of our defensive forces, judges it necessary to present it before she delivers her report on the campaign beyond the rift." In the corner of my eye I saw movement from Xaviera's direction, but I remained still. "It's necessary due to one of the results of that campaign…" Xaviera's voice was weak, but grew steadier as she continued. "As the High Council knows, and the representatives should be aware of, we pulled a large part of the defense force from the garrisons for this campaign through the rift. The rich spoil has probably justified the losses…" Xaviera paused, and I heard the strain in her voice. "Probably justified General?" The voice raising the question came from my right, but I resisted to look for the source. "We suffered quite heavy losses…" Xaviera said, her voice quavering, "partly due to heavy resistance. As you can see from our captive, our only captive I might add, the creatures from the other side of the rift are in general bigger and stronger than our troopers." Dumare finally looked away from me, instead looking towards her sister. I dropped my eyes from the wall, taking the opportunity to take in as much as I could without turning my head. "This is know from earlier openings of the rift," Dumare said, "that is why we sanctioned to use such a large part of the force." I got the impression that she was talking everyone in the room, not her sister. Probably the two of them had already talked. "In light of our knowledge it was the right move." Xaviera looked at me for a second, then continued. "However, since our last contact through the rift the art of war has changed on the other side. Had they found the rift from their side and invaded, our estimates would have been proven false. Instead of the three thousand dead and the loss of Whitewater Ford, we would have faced the destruction of the Empire within a few weeks." A gasp went up behind me, but Dumare did not twitch a muscle. "The earlier reports laid before the High Council describes their weapons," she said in a matter-of-factly voice, "and We agrees with your conclusion General." Again, I felt like I was watching act being played out for the others in the room. I felt my knees starting to shake again. Xaviera nodded to her sister, then swallowed before she continued: "We managed to capture fairly many of their weapons with surprisingly small losses. In time, we would have learned the secrets behind them and been able to bolster our defenses." "You speak in riddles General," came the voice from my right again, "and you speak as if this is no longer true. What has changed?" This time Dumare reacted, her ears folding backwards and her head sinking several inches. Anger radiated from every hair in her face. "Aguna," she said through clenched teeth, "you do not have the word." I allowed my head to move slightly, getting a somewhat better view of Xaviera. Twitching her hands in her lap, she sat quietly for a while. "Than I'll speak plainly Aguna," she said quietly, "there is one single thing that has changed: the rift closed with more than one third of the force captured on the other side. We no longer have the troopers necessary to defend the outlying parts of the empire from the dark ones." Noting that Xaviera had not said anything on how or why the rift had closed, I tried to look gazes with her. She avoided my eyes, but I felt pity for her so I made up my mind not to reveal it before she did. Dumare on the other hand looked straight at my face as she spoke. "This is where this creature comes in?" Xaviera tried to say something, but her voice did not bear. Instead it was Kidera who replied; "Yes, Your Highness. We know he has knowledge in the use of the weapons, as he was wielding one himself when he was captured. We hope he has knowledge in the making of the weapons, so we might make our own. Convincing him to tell us has proved difficult so far however." Dumare's face grew hard as she spoke next, and I felt my knees almost give in. "This creature will talk. We will it so."
I decided I had been silent long enough. It was time to let Xaviera's sister, and everyone else in the hall for that matter, learn the rules of war as practiced by humans. "My name is Hans Johansen," I said in a loud and clear voice " I’m a First Lieutenant in the Royal Norwegian Airforce, service-number 194/030193. And that is all the information you are getting from me." The buzzing of voices increased in the hall, Kidera shook her head slightly and Xaviera turned away. Dumare leaned forward, and said softly "We'll have to see about that. This meeting in council is at an end. This creature is to be brought before us again once we have refreshed ourselves." Without any warning I felt two hands grabbing my shoulders, and two lupas dressed and armed like the guards outside the hall lead me out of the hall and down another passage. I sighted, as I was lead through a bewildering maze. That was possible the stupidest thing I had done so far. I fervently hoped I lived to do something even worse.
I blinked in the sudden sunlight. After being kept in a small room that was barely lit for what had felt like hours, sunlight was the last thing I had expected. I halted, letting my eyes adjust, but stumbled forwards again when one of the guards prodded my back with her blade. The garden was fairly large, even thought high walls surrounded it. Large bushes added to the effect, leaving only narrow walkways between them. Here and there among the greenery I thought I saw glimpses of polished brass and red skirts, but since I had six heavily armed guards surrounding me I was not able to get a good look. When I was pushed into a clearing in the center of the garden, all the guards that had escorted me fell to their knees. One of them tugged at my belt a couple of times, obviously trying to get me down on my knees as well, but I ignored her. Sitting on a bench was Dumare, and standing behind her was Kidera. Both vixen had changed their clothing since I had seen them last. Kidera had put on a brightly colored short, armless robe that I would have considered indecent if it was worn by a human. Dumare on the other hand was wearing much the same as Xaviera had done the day before, with the golden band still around her head. "You will leave us for the time," Dumare said as she stood up, "we will call you if there is a need." The guards inclined their heads and quickly left. Feeling lightheaded, I shrugged and turned around to follow them. "Not you Hans," I heard Kidera said with a smile in her voice, "her Highness wishes to speak to you." Turning back I looked straight at Kidera, pointedly ignoring Xaviera's sister. "She might talk for all I care. There is no reasons why I should stop her." I looked towards Dumare before I continued, taking care to keep my fears hidden. "There are many reasons to why I probably won't reply." Dumare said nothing, but continued to look at me, occasionally stroking one hand along the underside of her muzzle. Her ears, which had been flat against her skull when she had sent the guards away, were starting to stand up. Faking a yawn, I started to look around, noting several flashes of red among the vegetation. Clearly, the empress did not trust me at all. Finally Kidera broke the silence, saying softly "It's considered insulting to turn ones back at the Empress Hans… just as it's considered well-behaved to go down on one knee when facing her." "Really?" I turned to look at Dumare again, but kept talking to Kidera. "We, that is my people, considers it impolite to stare. Besides I bow to no one, neither beggar nor empress." Looking startled, Dumare took a step backwards and flopped down on the bench again with her mouth wide open. "My beloved, if sometimes single-minded, sister told me you was… different from every other male she ever spent time with. I guess I didn't guess how much different you would be under your skin." I flashed her a quick smile and lazily lifted two fingers to my cap, giving my best officers salute. "Bang on. I must say your sister is… pretty unique in many ways."
After another awkward silence Dumare spoke again. "I've ordered you brought here for a reason. As I think you already knows, you posses knowledge we need. You will give it to us." I felt a smile growing on my face, but it was a smile without any humor behind it, only grim determination. This was, I thought, the beginning of the final battle. "No," I said, "I won't." Dumare looked down into her hands for some minutes, as if she could see something there. I noted her ears flattening again, and when I cast a glance towards Kidera I saw her flinching nervously. "I had a long talk with Xav yesterday, and I've promised my sister that I would ask you nicely first," Dumare said when she looked up again, her green eyes looking into mine, "and after your useful appearance and… behavior in the High Council today I'll honor that promise." I tilted my head, idly wondering what she had meant. Useful behavior? Before I had much time to ponder, she spoke again. "So, will you tell us what you know?" "Two simple words Dumare;" I said, fighting to keep my voice from quavering, "up yours." Both Dumare and Kidera just stared at me, looking lost. Sighting, I muttered: "It means 'no'. Hell might freeze over and pigs will certainly fly, but I'll never voluntarily betray my country, my people or my oaths." Kidera looked crestfallen, turning towards Dumare and opened her mouth as if to speak, but then closed it again. "I could order you to be tortured until you tell us what we wish." Dumare's face was hard, her ears flat. "You could," I admitted as I tightened my fists, "and I could attempt to snap your neck right here and now." Kidera's head jerked up, her eyes and mouth wide. "You would not get out of this garden alive," Dumare calmly stated, "you might not even get out of this clearing alive." "But then, neither will you. And since the war between our nations is still, from a logical point of view, going on, who might blame me for attacking you?" I took a deep breath before I continued, my voice dropping to a whisper. "All the bridges are burned behind me, all possibilities of retreat gone. The rift is closed and I am alone on this side without any allies. So you're right, sister of Xaviera, I might not even get out of this garden alive. But at the same time you're wrong, because I'm not certain that I care."
Almost before I had finished speaking two guards appeared on either side of Dumare. A quick look behind me told me that there was no one there, at least not yet. When I looked back, Kidera was standing between Dumare and me. "Your Highness," she said quickly, "I beg you to reconsider. He might not talk of his own free will today, but his death will give him what he obviously wants, to wit: his silenceEEE." It had been all too simple to take one step forward, slip one hand around Kidera's body and pin her arms to her sides. "Call off your soldiers Dumare," I croaked as I drew Kidera's knife from her belt and laid the naked blade against her throat, "or you might have to find yourself a new advisor." The two guards started to walk towards me, but Dumare held up her hand when I increased the pressure on the knife. Kidera went rigid in my grip and the two guards stopped, their gazes going from me to Dumare and back to me again. For several seconds nobody moved, then Kidera seemed to relax. I became acutely aware of how warm and soft she was under my fingers, the short fur on her muzzle brushing against my hand as she slightly moved her head.
"Xav was quite clear on a few things," Dumare said softly after a while, "so I don't believe you will use that knife." Cursing silently, I lowered the knife and made a quick, shallow cut in Kidera's shoulder. "I'll use it if I have to," I muttered as blood started running down the blade of the knife, "but I won't enjoy it." The two guards pulled their blades, but were stopped by Dumare. Standing up, she raised her hand and closed her eyes. The fresh wound closed before my eyes. "Why even try? You cut, I heal. It's a standoff." I shrugged. "No," I said simply, "it's not a standoff. Each time you heal, you get weaker. Xav told me abut magic; it takes as much power to do it with magic as without." I closed my mouth, pondering on a sudden insight. "Logically, that would prevent you from bringing the dead back to life… it cannot be done without, so it cannot be done with." Dumare frowned, then hesitantly stepped forward. "Kill Kidera," she stated, "and you'll beg for death yourself." I remained silent, my mind racing like mad. Why was it that every time I acted on impulse, it turned bad? "Call off your guards, your Highness," I finally croaked, "call them off and I let Kidera go." Silence descended again, the only thing I could hear was my own breathing. Suddenly Kidera's tail came up between my legs, brushing my back. I swallowed, surprised by it. "If… if he gives me my knife back," Kidera said softly, "I'll vouch for his behavior." Vouch for me? Was this the same lupa that had repeatedly threatened to hurt me? "Call off your guards," I heard my own voice saying, "Kidera's proposal is acceptable to me." Dumare looked puzzled, while Kidera's tail kept on brushing my back. "Do you trust her then," Dumare asked after a long time, "but not me?" Shaking my head, I replied; "In a way I do. I don't trust her not to hurt me, but then she never tried to hide the fact that she might want to do it. She's been… honest towards me, even when she had nothing to gain."
After a small eternity, Dumare waved her hand, and the two guards retreated. When I could no longer see them, I slid the knife back into the sheath and released Kidera. She stepped away from me, then turned and studied my face while she idly rubbed her shoulder. Her eyes flashed, not with anger but with a strange mix of interest and curiosity. "You'll pay for this Hans," she said softly, "Xav might not like it, but you'll pay." I shrugged. "I'll probably regret it. But I've done many things I regret the last few weeks." Then I heard something behind me and all exploded into black.
I slowly resurfaced into a world of hurt. My head felt like I had been to the mother off all parties, and my throat was as dry as a desert. Carefully sitting up, I fought an impulse to shake my head. I knew that it wouldn't help, and probably would make the room spin faster. Focusing my eyes onto the bed, I suddenly realized I was in the nude. Whoever it was responsible for getting me into a bed, obviously cared enough not to let me wear my uniform while sleeping. That could be a good sign, I decided. Moving my head slowly, I looked about. Still the same room, for whatever that was worth. Outlined against the window was a white-furred lupa, but I was unable to judge whether it was Xaviera or her sister. Feeling my head throb, I lifted my hands and touched my skull. Much to my surprise, a bandage was around it covering about half of my skull. There was a large lump under it, flashes of pain radiating out from it as I touched it. "Det var da som bare faan," I muttered as gingerly touched the lump again, "det verste er jo at det faktisk virket som en god ide." The lupa in the window turned at the sound of my voice and walked towards me. Looking up at her, I said "Morning general… or whatever time this is." "So it's 'general' now," Xaviera said softly as she sat down beside me, " what happened to 'Xav'?" I shrugged, something that sent fresh flashes of pain through my skull. "Whatever. I don't think your sister likes me much… " I muttered as I waited for the pain to subside, "either that or she has strange ways of showing it." "You looks are… alien to us. I've gotten more or less used to your missing fur, your flat and wide face and the fact that you don't have a tail. To most other lupas you're scary… maybe reminiscent of death." Xaviera sighted as she studied me for a few seconds. "Besides," she added, "you threatened her."
I considered what she had said for several minutes, absentmindedly pulling the sheet up to my neck. "I considered it more a statement than a threat," I said, "mainly intended to keep her from torturing me." "And Kidera?" I pondered her seemingly simple question for a long time. "My people was once more warlike and impulsive than we are today," I said slowly, "and from those days a great many sagas remain." She looked at me, obviously unsure of why I was revealing this to her. "In one of these sagas a man kills his neighbor from behind, and when he is asked why he says 'Han sto så laglig til for hogg.'. I can give no better reason for what I did towards Kidera." "You might speak our tongue," Xaviera said carefully, "but I cannot understand yours." "Word for word it works out as 'He was standing so convenient for a stroke.'. Kidera just happened to stand in front of me when I wanted to force your sister to withdraw her guards." "It didn't work, and Dum just get angrier when someone tries to force her hand. She would have ordered you to the dungeons at once if Kidera and I had not… " She blinked and looked away, not finishing the sentence. I leaned forward, placing one hand on her leg, and asked "Xav, what have you done?" She took a long time before she replied, and I felt a growing fear for what the answer would be. "We… " she muttered in a small voice, not looking at me at all, "we both told Dum that we wish to claim you." I felt my mouth drop open. Even thought they had mentioned it many times on the journey, I found myself totally unprepared for it. Before I knew what to say, Xaviera carried on. "Kidera was the first. She has not told me why, but I guess she wanted to keep you from the cells until you regained conciseness." She turned towards me again, and I closed my mouth. "Me… I'm not sure why I did it Hans, not after I promised to back down on the claim before Eastoak." Looking down, she seemed to notice the hand on her leg for the first time, and I saw her tail raise slightly. "Maybe I did it to give you a choice. The tradition says that if two wants the same male, he has the final word… " I tried to get my mind around what she was telling me, but I failed. "I need time to think," I told her as I pulled my hand away, "right now I'm too starved and too thirsty." Xaviera nodded, then quickly fetched a covered plate and a waterskin. "I guessed you would be… " she said as she handed it to me, "you been unconscious for two days. That's one reason I came here." She said no more as I lifted the covering off the plate, revealing a healthy portion of bread and cold meat.
Xaviera sat in silence as I ate, alternately looking at her palms and me. When I was almost finished eating she put her hands down and cleared her throat. "I've lost three of my better officers yesterday." I looked at her. Something in her voice told me that she considered it important, as if she was accusing me. "Why are you telling me," I asked cautiously, "is that the other reason you wanted to see me? I was unable to cause it, I was flat on my back." Sighting, Xaviera placed her hands around mine and looked into my eyes. The long muzzle, the fur on her face and the unfamiliar angle on the forehead… still, something inside me moved, wondering what she might see in my face. I swallowed, and with feigned casualty asked, "What happened?" Still looking into my eyes, as if she could see something there, Xaviera started talking in a low yet penetrating voice. "There are a group of highly trusted officers in the defense force tasked with, how shall I say it, unraveling the weapons our troopers took as spoils from your world." I attempted to smile, and said "Trial and error?" Tilting her head slightly, I noticed her lips puling away from her teeth. "Sorry," I muttered, "it was a bad joke." I looked down, breaking the eye contact. "Anyhow," Xaviera continued, "the officers in question was trying to learn about the green eggs that are thrown in battle. You know, the ones that are a little larger than my fist and made of some sort of metal?" I shuddered involuntarily. Those lupas must have toyed around with what sounded like a fragmentation grenade. Little wonder they had been lost. Looking back at Xaviera, I waited for her to go on. "They went down in the basement early in the day," she said, her voice unsteady, "and when they did not appear in the evening someone went down there to look for them. They were still there… what was left." She started crying, placing her head on my shoulder. I felt the silky fur on her muzzle brush my neck as she continued, stuttering. "It was awful Hans… blood and pieces of flesh… all over… " I resisted an impulse to stroke her back, instead asking "It was in a small room, wasn't it?" Feeling her muzzle move as she nodded, I shuddered. They must have been sawed to pieces by fragments and ricochets, not to mention what the blast in an enclosed space would have done to their internal organs. The effect must have been almost like a grinder. "Two of them left mates and pups Hans… " Xaviera said when she finally calmed down somewhat, "how can you tell a young pup that her mother will never return?" I had no idea how to answer that, instead lamely offering "Maybe one of them got out?" "They were there Hans," Xaviera hulked over my shoulder, "we found… I found five hands among the remains." Five? Then one of them must have been holding it when it went off. Feeling the meal I had just eaten wanting to come up again, I fought it down when I tried to think off something to say or do. In the end I gently put my arms around Xaviera's shoulder and muttered into her ear "There was nothing you could have done Xav… nothing." Lifting her head off my shoulder, she looked straight into my eyes as she started talking. "I ordered them to examine the weapons from your world." Xaviera's voice was barely a whisper and she fought visibly for control. "I made the rooms in the basement available and soundproofed so we might keep this secret, and I suggested they were to start with the 'egg' since it seemed like a simple device. How can I not blame myself Hans?" I sighted. One part of me wanted to comfort her, but I was not sure if I was willing to give in to that part of me yet. "You… you could blame me," I said slowly, regretting the words almost before I said them, "if I had reveled what you, Kidera and your sister wanted to know there would be no need to experiment like that." Gently she placed one hand under my cheek, turning my face so she might study it better. "Some might do, but could I blame you? I think not… " she said at length, "if we had made you tell us, I fear that I would have lost you… that the fire inside you burning for what you believe yourself to be would have gone out."
She held my head a few seconds longer before she stood up. Turning away, she muttered; "I'll tell Kidera that you're awake…" Her tail hanging down, she left the room.
After Xaviera had left I quickly dressed and walked over to the window. Standing still, I stared out for a long time pondering the latest twist of fate. I believed Xaviera might return or that Kidera might turn up, but as the shadows started growing longer I grew slightly nervous. From the direction of the two large structures I had noticed before weak sounds of drums could be heard tapping out a slow and alien rhythm. Placing my hands on the narrow windowsill, I closed my eyes and started to review everything I had done since I had made that fateful decision after the lupa had attacked the airbase I was stationed at. Ignoring that decision, I searched my action for any flaws, anything I could have done better. The rash attack once I realized I was discovered had, I saw in perfect hindsight, dictated much of what I had done afterwards. Ignoring the fact that humans should be rational animals, I had acted mainly on impulse. The only exceptions I could see was my refusal to engage emotionally with my captors, even if that refusal was more of personal reasons than any clearly thought out plan. As the first stars came out, I reached a decision. From this point onwards, I promised myself, I would at least try to consider the implications of my actions. It was unlikely to improve upon my fate, but I felt comfortable with it nevertheless.
I turned around as I heard the door swing open. Kidera was standing in the doorway, looking tired. "Come," she said as I faced her, "Dumare wishes to speak with you again." "And if I refuse?" I asked, partly to be contrary. Kidera tilted her head ever so slightly, her eyes lighting up. "If you refuse you will still have to speak with her," she said as she stepped into the room, " but your entrance will be with less style." I shrugged and started walking towards the door. "I had… excepted you shortly after Xaviera left." I said as I drew level with her. "I wished to speak with you in private," she said as she turned towards the door, "but the business of the council must precede my own. Aguna called a meeting just as Xav reached me." Walking through the doorway, I immediately noted that the usual troopers were gone, replaced be four of the guards with brass armor and red shirts but strangely enough without any weapons. Two of them started walking before Kidera and me, and two behind. Trying to figure out what was supposed to happen, I asked: "Aguna?" Kidera did not reply at once, then leaned towards me and whispered; "She is representing the traders in the council. She might be seen as the leader of the councilors that oppose the Empress and Xaviera. Today they seem to outnumber those of us that support the current politics." I let myself be led through a bewildering array of passages while I pondered. Clearly Dumare was not the supreme ruler I had guessed that she was, and that might explain in part why I had felt like an actor in a barely instructed play when I had been brought before her in the great hall. Shaking my head to clear my mind, I indicated the two guards walking in front of us. "What happened to the usual troopers," I asked Kidera, "and who are these?" "Her Highness orders," Kidera replied at once, "after you… attacked me, you are to go nowhere in the castle without an escort she can trust. The guards in red are the Empress' personal guards." "I see," I muttered, "but why don't they carry arms?" This time it was no mistaking the tone in Kidera's voice, she was clearly enjoying herself. "Xav's orders. She insisted they must be unarmed, since each time you have tried to fight or escape so far you have somehow managed to get hold of a blade." I nodded, then walked in silence for a while staring at the floor under us. My black leather boots seemed large and massive next to the fur-clad but unshod feet of the lupas around me. "Kidera," I muttered as we stopped before a solid wooden door, "I'm… I really am sorry about your shoulder. You were simply a target of opportunity." Looking at me for what felt like an eternity, she slowly started to wag her tail behind her. It made shivers run up and down my spine. "It's alright," she said softly, "I'll get even with you. No one draws my blood without me drawing their blood in return." Stroking the cuts she had left upon my chin, I softly said: "I'll… remember that." Her jaw dropped slightly, then she snapped it shut and pushed the heavy door open.
The room was much smaller than the great hall; in fact it was barely larger than the room I was kept in. I instantly saw Dumare sitting in a comfortable chair, busily talking in a hushed voice with her sister standing next to her. Xaviera looked as tired as Kidera had looked, her tail and shoulders sagging down. Dumare indicated a bench in front of her, and I cautiously sat down. Xaviera promptly sat herself on my left side, and Kidera lowered herself down on my right. "Hans, wasn't it?" Dumare looked straight at me as she spoke, something resembling a smile playing along her alien lips. Nodding, I kept my mouth closed. "There must be something very peculiar about you…" she continued, "considering that both my most trusted advisor and my sister wishes to claim you." Carefully considering my words, I finally said: "So I'm told. What happens if I do not choose any of them?" As I said it, both Kidera and Xaviera laid their hands on my legs. I decided to ignore it, concentrating instead on Dumare. "Tradition demands that you choose…" she started, but then paused, tilting her head slightly, "But then, you have no chance of knowing our traditions, have you?" Shrugging, I replied. "Of course I haven't. Just as you are ignorant of our traditions and laws, I'm ignorant of yours." "Then I won't be heartless. Usually an answer is expected within a week, but I'll let you wait until this confrontation within the high council is dealt with. You might be more useful to me if you're not connected to me." "I think your Highness is misunderstanding what I meant…" I said carefully, "what happens if I never chooses one of them?" Dumare looked quizzically at me for a long time. "They're among the most powerful lupas in the empire. Why would you refuse them?" "I'm no lupa," I coldly told her as I lifted the vixens' hands of my legs, "therefor you are not required to understand my logic." I thought for a second, then added: "How come I'm useful for you in this council of yours?"
There was a long silence, and then Kidera started talking. "There are some in the high council that do not like Dumare's current politics. They feels that it is… to controlling." "And the weakening of the armed forces gives them the opening they want," Xaviera added, "so unless we can strengthen our defense force again really fast…" Xaviera sighted. "Aguna argues that a weaker defense force might not be able to keep the roads free. She wants the high council to allow traders to arm themselves." I shrugged, indicating that I did not really care. "Several of the regional matriarchs wishes to increase the militia as well," Kidera added, "several of the towns on the great plain have sent their petitions to the high council." Standing up, Dumare started to pace the room, her tail moving restlessly. Without taking her eyes of her sister Xaviera leaned her head on my shoulder. "I can not allow any of this to happen," Dumare stated as she walked back and forth, "to many blades at one time and the empire we serve drowns in blood." Suddenly Dumare stopped right in front of me. "That's why even someone as alien, as frightening and as insignificant as you suddenly are important to us," she said slowly, "even without recognized honor, without a lineage, you possess information we require." There was something in her voice that worried me. Carefully pushing Xaviera away, ruffling her fur under my fingers, I straightened up. Keeping my voice calm and low, I asked: "You're about to ask me to betray my oaths and the land of my fathers again ain't you?" Dumare looked at me for a moment with her green eyes, then turned away. "The rift is closed," she said softly, "the ones you swore your oath to will not know that is has been broken." "I will know," I muttered defiantly, "and I only got Xav's and Kidera's word that the rift can't be reopened." Dumare did not answer at once, and when she finally did reply her voice was hard and cold. "Then you still refuse us what we require?" Scratching my beard as I took a deep breath, I pondered the implications of my next step. It would surely bring me deeper into trouble, but it might just let me keep my oaths. "Of course I do," I said standing up, noting how Dumare stiffened, "since when did a elephant move out of an ants way?" "What?" Dumare's face lost much of it hardness, and her long jaw dropped slightly. I turned my head, looking at Kidera and Xaviera as well. Both vixens looked perplexed, Kidera slowly moving her jaws as if she was repeating what I had said in an attempt to understand what I had meant. "One thing is sure at least," I muttered as I turned back to Dumare, "you lupas really have troubles with metaphors." None of the vixens replied to this, so I carried on. "There are several reasons why I can't nor won't reveal the information you wish for. Firstly, under all international laws, I'm not required to reveal more than my name, my rank and my service-number." Breathing deeply, I carried on. "Secondly, I once gave my oath that I would never reveal anything an enemy might benefit from. Thirdly, under Norwegian law I would be a quisling if I did so." "Quisling?" Kidera's voice was low, yet carried well in the almost complete silence that filled the room. "Traitor," I muttered, "the word comes from the name of the biggest traitor we had in Norway during the last major war… he was a retired officer, and he sold his soul and our nation to the attackers… even acting as their puppet and ruling Norway as a dictator and usurper…" Almost without noticing I had started to shake, partly in anger and partly in fear. "If there is one single thing I do not wish for," I muttered as Xaviera seized my arm in a firm, yet gentle grip, "then it is that my name becomes another word for renegade or traitor." Again silence descended in the room. "Kidera," Dumare said after a long time, "you know where to take him." Kidera stood up next to me, placing a hand on my shoulder. "You can't do this Dum," Xaviera almost shouted, "you promised me you wouldn't!" I looked at Kidera and then over at the door. Kidera nodded and we started walking, leaving Xaviera and Dumare arguing.
As I was lead down a sloping corridor, I worked up enough courage to ask Kidera where she was escorting me. At first she didn't reply, but finally she muttered "Her Highness has ordered the old chambers to be reopened and prepared. I really wish you wouldn't have let it come to this." I smiled, but without any happiness behind it. "I'm bound by my oaths Kidera. Besides, you have told me on a number of times you believed you could enjoy this kind of situation." Stopping abruptly, Kidera studied my face. "I… I meant that Hans," she said sadly, "but that would be in privacy. Besides I will only be watching tonight, making sure they don't go to far." I shivered. Kidera turned and starting walking again, the two guards behind me pushing me along.
Laying splayed out on the floor I groggily looked up at Dumare as black dots swam before my eyes. Her mouth was moving, noises buzzed in my ears, but I did not connect the two until I had stared at her for a long time. It took even longer before I realized she was talking to me. "So you still do not wish to talk? Xav will be most disappointed." I tried to reply, but the only sound I managed to get through my swollen lips was a hoarse groan. Dumare bent down over me, studying my beaten face. Moving my torso slightly to so I could keep my good eye on her, sharp flashes of pain exploded in my broken arms and legs. My chest ached as I drew breath, and I guessed most of my ribs were broken. I coughed, spraying fine droplets of blood over Dumare's arm and legs. "Has he said anything," Dumare asked as she turned towards Kidera, "anything at all?" I could not see Kidera from where I laid on the floor, but even if I was far away I could hear the strain in her voice. "Nothing, your Highness," she said slowly, "even if he did scream much… particularly when they broke every bone in his hand… " Kidera's voice trailed off and I lowered my head onto the floor. The coldness of the stone was a pleasant change from the dull pain that filled my body. During the night four guards had taken turns on me, beating me, breaking both my arms and my left leg, kicking my sides as I laid huddled on the floor. The thing that had hurt most thought was that throughout the night Kidera had been standing against one wall, obviously agitated but without saying anything to stop them.
Dumare laid her hand on my shoulder, and I winced in pain at her touch. "We can make the pain go away," she said softly as she stroked her hand over my raw back, "you know we can. Just tell me what I want to hear." 'To late,' I thought to myself, 'had you given me that option while they were busy with me I would have taken it. Now I've come to far to give in… to make my suffering a waste.' Forcing myself to ignore the throbbing pain for a few seconds, I motioned her to come closer with my remaining good hand. I swallowed a few times, forcing my throat and jaws to work. "Empress Dumare," I whispered indistinctly, my jaw hurting like hell, "you may eat my shorts for all that I care." She looked curiously at me. "Eat your…" she started to ask as I coughed again, this time spraying her long muzzle and high brow with my blood. Dumare stood up abruptly, and I slowly closed my eyes. The pains seemed less intense now, no longer like white-hot needles through my nerves. "So you say he just screamed?" Dumare's voice sounded far off. "He did try to sing your Highness… " I heard Kidera said, "but then your guards dislocated his jaw." "Sing?" I drifted off into darkness before I cold hear Kidera's reply.
I knew I was falling with great speed, even if I could neither see nor hear anything. I tried to speak, but no sound could be heard. I shuddered as I spread my arms and legs to catch the wind, but then I realized that there was no wind. No light, no sound, no wind, and still I knew I was falling. Tumbling through the inky void, I waited. From time to time a weak blue color was felt rather than seen. 'There is a word for it,' a voice I recognized as my memory said after a while, 'it's what you get when there's nothing left and everything has been used up.' 'Yes,' my mind said with another voice, this one sounding younger, 'I think it's called the bill.' I smiled to myself, recognizing the phrase from a book I once read. Still I fell, but gradually I started to sense that someone else was close by. I tried to look around, but the darkness was as absolute as if light had never existed. Devoid of any clues, I tried to wrap my mind around the presence I felt, wanting to learn more. 'Predator.' The word silently appeared in my head like the first snow, bringing chilly knowledge. Other words and concepts soon followed. 'Sometimes scavenger.' 'Shy.' 'Searching.' I pondered. Each word matched the presence I felt, in ways I could not explain. 'Stealthy.' 'Proud.' 'Gentle.' Faster and faster I knew more about what was out there, beyond the range of my senses. 'Leader.' 'Hungry.' 'Searching.' I felt the last pieces snap into position just as the knowledge appeared in my mind. 'Brætàs.' 'Searching for me.' 'Trying to keep her people alive.' I wondered. Why would she have to look for me? She could keep an eye on me through the medallion couldn't she? The medallion she had given me and I wore around my… I froze, suddenly realizing that they might have taken it away from me as they were torturing me. I made a grab towards my chest with my hand.
I awoke screaming as bone moved against bone in my lower arm. Breathing heavily, I tried to calm down. When the pain had subsided, I tried to work out my surroundings. Flat on my back, I had been moved from the floor and onto a hard, lumpy mattress. Still the same room, as far as I could tell. In the barely lit cell I saw something move in the corner of my eye. Slowly moving my head to take a closer look, I noted as my gaze traveled over my body that somebody had put my lower arms in splints. Peering into the gloom, I could not see what had attracted my attention at first. Then there was another movement, and suddenly darkness and shadows resolved themselves into a lupa huddled against the wall. I studied him slowly. A male, with fur that was almost black and hair that matched. He was shaking visible with his tail sticking out between his knees, hugging the wall as if he tried to push his back into it. I tried to smile, but my gesture did not seem to make any difference. For some reason this irritated me. "So why are you here," I snapped, the pain in my jaw making my voice harsher than I had intended, "to have fun watching the stranger form another word?" Slowly he walked closer, his knees trembling like mad. "N-n-no," he stuttered, "I was s-s-sent to t-tend your wo-wounds." As he came closer I took a closer look at him. His muzzle was shorter than most lupas I had seen so far, and his fur was specked with gray hairs. "So why was you trying to claw your way through the wall then?" I croaked. "Y-y-you screamed…" he muttered apologetically as he fell to his knees and lowered his head, "even if t-t-they said you was p-p-put to sleep with magic." "Who?" "T-t-the guards t-t-that fetched me." I lay quietly for some time, considering this latest piece of information. Finally I asked: "Are you finished?" "N-n-no," he said, sounding surprised, "I s-s-still has to s-s-secure the s-splint on your arm." "Can you do it from down there?" I tried to bring a little warmth into my voice. If somebody cared enough to send someone to tend to my injuries, I would probably live a little longer. Still shaking, he nevertheless got up and started securing the splint, all the time keeping an eye on my face, looking like he was ready to bolt at the slightest motion.
After a long time he stepped back and announced "I'm d-done." "That's good," I told him slowly, "How long do you reckon it will take before they heal?" He looked at me, then transferred his gaze to the floor. "I d-don't know," he said softly, "usually a s-splint is just t-there until a m-m-magicuser can heal t-the bone." Taking another step backwards, he started shaking violently. "P-please…" he stuttered, "d-don't kill me. I have p-pups t-to raise home… my m-mate was k-k-killed beyond…" I just stared at him for a long time. "Why on earth should I kill you," I said at length, "if I could that is?" "T-t-they say y-you drink b-blood…" he stuttered, "t-they say y-y-you have k-k-killed more t-than t-t-three t-thousand troopers w-when they w-went t-through the rift…" Wanting to laugh, I suppressed the urge. "They lie," I told the shaking figure, "I didn't defeat more than one lupa I know for certain and she still lives." His shaking did not stop, but he lifted his head and looked straight at me. "Now, if your finished," I said softly, "would you be so good as to find either Kidera or Xaviera and send them down? I want to talk to them." He almost recoiled. "Me? T-talk to t-the highest t-t-trusted counselor and t-t-the General of t-the D-defense f-f-force?" "Yes," I said, "it's really easy. You just open your mouth and words come forth." He stood as if he was rooted to the spot. I was starting to get irritated; the throbbing pain in my entire body did nothing to help. "Or I might be thirsty," I said sharply, "it's your choice." He was out of the door almost before I had finished speaking. I laid my head backwards and stared at the roof above me. There was something I ought to remember, I knew, something about Brætàs.
Silence rang in my ears when I opened my eyes. Darkness. Total darkness. I tried opening my eyes again. Still darkness and I wasn't sure I had eyes to see with anymore. I wanted to scream, but no sound emerged. I tried flexing my arms and legs, but my mind went numb as I realized that I had neither arms nor legs. Panic filled my mind, drowning it with white-hot static. I mentally battered against it, fighting to find a way out. Slowly, step by minute step, I managed to get my control back, but continued to search my mental enclosure for any crack or weakness. I knew deep inside that there had to be a way out. There? Was that the way out? Could I… What was that? Something… touched me?
I opened my eyes as I felt two warm hands grab my face, holding around my swollen jaw. Xaviera was leaning over me, her long white hair hanging lose framing her face. A brief tingling, and I felt the pain in my jaws lessen. As I started to thank her she silenced me, placing he finger over my lips. "Shhh," she whispered, "just… just be quiet while I see what I can… can do." She seemed to have trouble with her footing as she knelt down, taking my right hand in hers. The pain as bone ground against bone made me gasp for air, and I noticed a smell I could not place at once. It was strangely familiar, and seemed to be out of place for some reason. I glanced down at Xaviera. She had closed her eyes and was breathing evenly, but I could not sense any reaction in my hand. Suddenly she giggled, sending shivers down my spine. "What's…" I said as I lifted my head slightly to look at her, "what's so funny?" "Nothing…" she said slowly without looking at me, "except that this would be… would be the perfect opportunity to take advantage of you. Maybe I… I should do that first?" She turned her head and looked straight at me, her eyes slightly unfocused. The pieces slowly fell into place, like continental drifting in reverse; her trouble with her footing, the suddenly recognized smell and her eyes all pointed towards an inevitable conclusion. "Xav," I asked softly, "have you been drinking?" She giggled again, laying her head on my side. "Yes," she murmured, "I was… I was feeling quite angry and very alone" She let go of my hand and ran her hand over my side. "You… disapprove?" I noticed the slight change in her voice. "No," I said after a short pause, "in fact I could need a little distraction from the pain myself." She just laid still for a long time, a strange smile playing over her inhuman lips. "Oh… " she muttered as she straightened up, "I guess you didn't mean that kind of distraction." Taking my hand in hers again, she closed her eyes and hunched forward. After a few seconds I felt a week tingling spreading from my fingertips, gradually replacing the pain. I lowered my head and relaxed, trying to bring back the moment where I had almost found a way out of the darkness of my dream. Something told me I had almost stumbled over something important, that there was a pattern I ought to recognize. Xaviera sighted, bringing me out of my contemplation. "I'm too tired… " she muttered and dropped my hand, "if I'm to get you back in shape I'll… I'll fall asleep right here." She burped gently as she rose unsteadily. "I don't think Dum will like that… I don't think I'll like that either." Looking away, I muttered: "At least you came when I needed you… that's more than Tina did… " Blinking rapidly, I fought back my tears. "Maybe… " Xaviera said, obviously not listening to what I said, "do you think you can walk?" "I shook my head. "I think my leg has been and gone." Seeing her puzzled looks, I added: "It's broken." Smiling faintly as she pulled me up from the hard bench, Xaviera said softly "sometimes you say things… I understand every word, but I can't… I can't see how they fit in." Placing one arm around my waist, she draped my partly healed arm over her shoulders and started walking slowly towards the door. I had to lean on her and skip on my good leg to keep up, each small jump sending a shudder through me. Slowly we worked our way throughout the winding passages, often stopping to rest. Xaviera's condition did little to improve our pace, but at least she had stopped giggling by the time we reached a door that she opened and helped me into the room beyond.
I looked around. The room was spacious, and a row of windows along the far wall let the light of the sunset into the room. A couple of more doors could be seen on the other walls. Looking down on Xaviera I said softly "I believed you was taking me to the room I was kept in before." Guiding me down on a low, well-padded bench, she shook her head slightly. "Why should I," she said softly as she ran her fingers through my beard, "I prefer sleeping here." I shuddered slightly and did not reply. Xaviera poured an amber liquid from a small amphora into a wide bowl, then drank deeply. The smell was unmistakable; brandy. Refilling the bowl, she held it out towards me. "I can't take it," I said quietly, "my arms and hand are broken, remember?" Sighting, she put the bowl down and sat next to me. "I remember," she murmured as she picked up my mangled hand again, "I just thought that maybe a few bowls might… but then, you wouldn't have let me anyway." Her voice carried a note of sadness, but I was to busy feeling bad for myself to offer her much sympathy. Closing her eyes, she leaned her head on my shoulder as the tingling once again spread in my hand. After a long time she let go of my hand, but kept leaning heavily towards me. I tried flexing my fingers, not feeling any pain as I did so. For the first time since I had been taken to see Dumare the first time I felt joyous. Carefully I moved my arm, draping it over her shoulders and giving Xaviera a gently hug. "Thank you," I murmured, "it's amazing what you can do with that magic." Xaviera slid her arms around my chest as she whispered "I'm tired Hans, tired and a little drunk. I need some rest before I can heal your other injuries." For reasons I did not know myself, I lowered my head to hers, leaning my forehead onto hers so my nose rested on her muzzle. "Take your time," I whispered, "I don't plan on going anywhere." "Neither did I," she murmured softly, "but then a guard found a very frightened male standing outside… " She pulled herself closer, pulling her legs up under her on the bench. Her tail moved from side to side, brushing my arm lightly from time to time. "Once I heard you wanted me… " she continued, "I hoped you meant wanted… and not wanted… " I remained silent, uncertain whether she really meant it or if it was the alcohol that was talking. Pulling herself together, she straightened up. Lifting my leg into her lap, she clasped her hands around the splinter and sighted. When she closed her eyes, I reached out and picked up the bowl she had offered to me. Holding it under my nose, I inhaled deeply. "Mmm," I murmured as the now familiar tingling spread through my leg, "this smells like good stuff." "The best." Xaviera's voice sounded far off and preoccupied. I carefully sipped the amber liquid, letting it roll around in my mouth. "It reminds me of cognac," I said softly as I swallowed, "but somewhat fruitier and with more kick." Gently pushing my leg down on the floor Xaviera reached out and snatched the bowl away from me, draining it. She pointed towards the amphora, and I reached out and handed it to her. Discarding the bowl, she opened her jaws and bit down around the slender neck of the clay vessel. Tilting her head back, I saw her throat ripple as she swallowed. "Eh…" I said carefully, "I really think that isn't very wise… How much have you really been drinking today?" Dropping the empty amphora on the floor, she looked unsteadily at me and shrugged. "I'm not sure," she whispered groggily as she leaned towards me, locking her arms around my chest, "three or four amphorae I guess." She pressed herself closer to me, her hands causing dozens of small wounds on my back to reopen. "Hold me Hans," she whispered pleadingly, "even if you won't do… or can't do anything… just hold me tight tonight…" I placed my good arm around her again and held her head against my chest. After a few minutes she started snoring, her hot breath washing over my face. I remained still, my mind working on other issues. What was it I had to remember? I knew it involved Brætàs in some way.
Carrying Xaviera to bed with one broken arm had been difficult, but I managed without waking her. I stood motionless above her recumbent form on the bed until the darkness made it hard to see, then I made my way back to the main room of her suite and laid down on the bench. If I dreamed anything, it was gone when I awoke. Predawn light filled the room, and I sat up on the bench and stared at the wall as I pondered over the previous day. Had Xaviera told anyone that she had taken me away from the cell? Not that I knew about. Had she told anyone that she was going down there? Considering how drunk she had been, I guessed that she had not done that either. So… when Kidera or someone else entered the cell, they might believe that I had escaped in spite of my condition. That could be both good and bad, I thought, all depending on who found out that I was gone. Sighting, I walked softly over to Xaviera's bed. She was laying on her side, curled up, and with her tail draped over herself. Sitting down on the very edge of the large bed, I reached out carefully and softly stroked her long white hair. Biting my lower lip, I then moved my trembling hand to her side, marveling at how soft her short fur felt under my fingers. "Hadde du vært våken Xav," I whispered softly, "så hadde jeg aldri våget å gjøre dette." I blinked a couple of times and looked away. "Og hadde du forstått norsk," I continued, "så ville jeg aldri i verden våget å si høyt at både du og Kidera får ting til å røre på seg som jeg trodde jeg hadde mistet for lenge siden."
There was knocking at the door. Almost before I had heard it I was on my feet, looking for a way out. A doorway closed with a simple curtain seemed like the logical choice, so I dived inside as I heard the door open. "Xav?" Kidera's voice called out; "You awake?" I heard her soft footsteps coming closer, obviously moving toward the bed. "Xav," she said again, "you must wake up. He has somehow managed to escape." I smiled to myself, then looking around in the small room. No other doors or windows, only a nightstand. I felt my smile fade away. Seemed like I had placed myself in a trap. Putting my ear to the curtain again I heard Xaviera grunted something I could not make out, but it sounded like a question. "I don't now how," Kidera replied, moving around the room judging from the sound, "he was gone when the guards arrived this morning. Dumare is sealing of the inner city to prevent him from running away." There was a sound of pottery falling onto stone, and then Kidera called out: "How much did you really drink last night? There are half a dozen amphorae here… " "Three or four I remember," Xav muttered, "but he can't be gone… he was here last night, holding me as I went to sleep… wasn't he?" There was a sound of shuffling feet." "I think you must have imagined it Xav, three or four amphorae might make you see things… " "But… but… " Xaviera's voice trailed off, then came back stronger, "can't you smell him?" There was a long, drawn out pause. "You're right," Kidera muttered at last, "even through the smell of drink his smell is strong." I cursed beneath my breath, then peered through the curtain. They were both standing in the outer room, with their backs against me. Walking as softly as I managed with my heavy boots, I moved towards them. I was halfway there when they both turned towards me. "Damn," I said smiling, "I had hoped to surprise you both." "Did you?" Kidera said after a little while, "Why?" I looked at her blankly, my train of thought derailed. "Never mind," Kidera continued, "we better go and see Dum before she does something… unwise." I looked at myself, then said softly "Dressed like this? The… hospitality I received last night has utterly ruined my uniform." Running my healed hand across my tattered uniform, I continued; "See? The trousers are riddled with tears and rifts, and my jacket is more or less a collection of holes. Even my T-shirt is fubar." The two vixens looked at me, then at each other. "T-shirt?" Xaviera asked at almost the same time as Kidera said "Fubar?" "My undergarment," I explained, "is fucked up beyond recognition." Kidera frowned. "Fucked up? I understand every word, but… " "You don't understand what I mean. It's a way of saying 'very destroyed'." I shrugged and scratched my beard. Xaviera stared at the floor, while Kidera gazed at me. "Yes," she said, making the word sound three times longer than usual, "I think you must talk to Dumare even if your clothes are a mess." She came closer, running a finger lightly over the splinter on my left arm. "It might make this easier."
Xaviera slid her arm around my waist as I was being led through the corridors once again. "Tell me one thing Hans," she said softly, "who's Tina?" I stopped dead in my tracks, looking straight at Xaviera's eyes. "Where did you hear that name?" I asked bluntly. Xaviera held my gaze for several seconds before she looked down. "I know I was… intoxicated," she whispered as one of the guards prodded me, "but I recall you mentioned that name last night." I nodded slowly, then muttered; "She was a girl I once knew. She meant very much to me… I thought I meant as much to her as well. I was mistaken." I shook my head sadly, then turned towards the guard who prodded me again. "Stop bugging me… " I snapped as I looked at her, my voice trailing of as I recognized her. "You're the one who used the whip, aren't you?" The guard shook her head, while I saw Xaviera tense in the corner of my eye. "Yes you are," I continued slowly, "tan fur, black spot over your right eye and short brown hair… I recognize that face everywhere." The guard dropped her eyes to the floor. "Forgive me," she muttered, "but I was only following orders." "They said that at Nürnberg as well, " I said as I shook my head, "but it didn't help them either." Feeling a hand on my shoulder, I looked around and saw Kidera. "The Empress is waiting," she reminded me, "and you better not get her impatient." Shrugging, I turned and started walking again.
As we entered Dumare's suite, I saw her sitting in front of the fireplace again, toying with a medallion I instantly recognized. "That is my medallion," I said before she even had opened her mouth, "and I would like it back." Xaviera's grip on my arm tightened, and I heard Kidera gasp. "Do you really?" Dumare replied as she put it away under her brightly colored tunic. I remained calm, even though I raged on the inside. Walking up to me, she seemed to study me for a long time. "We'll talk about it later. Now, we believed you had managed to escape," she said as she sat down again, "even if you were severely injured. What happened?" I smiled grimly but remained silent. "I found him in Xav's suite," Kidera injected, "but I don't know how he got there." Dumare glanced at her sister, but Xaviera simply held my arm tight with both hands, pressing her muzzle close to the torn cloth of my uniform. "He needed me," she said in a small voice after some time, "how could I refuse him?" Dumare threw her hands up. "Fine," she muttered as her ears flattened, "never mind that you ruined our best hope of making him talk without torturing him any more." I looked first at Dumare, then over to Kidera. "Dumare had plans to heal you," Kidera said softly as she stroke one hand over my still bandaged left arm, "and she hoped you would be grateful enough to talk, to tell us how to use the weapons we have conquered." I opened my mouth to reply, but Xaviera beat me to it. "I… I think you was mistaken in assuming that he would dear sister," she said as she straitened up, "the only result would have been that he would have suffered the entire night." Letting go of my arm, she shuffled over to a chair and sat down. Leaning her head on her hands, she said softly; "I like to believe we're too civilized to let anybody suffer because they keep their oaths, whether their oaths suit us or not." Kidera sat down in the remaining chair, looking closely at me. "I'll grant you that Hans," she said as she pulled her legs up under her and draped her tail across her lap, "you keep on surprising me with your resilience." I shrugged. "I'm sorry I can't help you," I said softly as I smiled weakly, "but the last few days have only served to harden my decision."
I noted that both Dumare and Xaviera closed their eyes, looking concentrated. I glanced at Kidera. "Mindspeak I believe," she whispered, "at least I guess that's what their doing." "Magic?" Kidera just nodded to my question. "Tell me one thing Hans," Dumare said softly after some time, "you say you will not tell us what we wishes to know. What if we could find out without you telling us?" I was puzzled. "Eh… " I said, "are you referring to the officers Xav told me about? The ones that ble… died?" In the corner of my eye I saw Xaviera shudder as I mentioned it. "In that case I can only quote a song from my world;" I continued, "playing with fire gonna get you hot, playing with guns gonna get you shoot." All three vixens looked at each other, then back at me. "Your speech is full off riddles," Dumare said after I while, "but I'm not taking about the ones that laid down their life." She stood up and came towards me, suddenly looking much more alien and wolfish. "I'm talking about gaining your knowledge by magical means," she said in a hard voice, "I talk about reading your mind."
I stepped backwards as I raised my hand in front of me. "Uh-uh," I breathed, "I don't want that at all." I paused as my back touched the cold stones of the wall. "Clearly you understand that I must do what I can to stop you Dumare… " I continued as Dumare came closer. "Why?" she asked softly, "You won't tell me anything… I'll just read it out of your mind." Dumare's green eyes seemed to glow as she looked up into my face. "No… " I whispered, "I can't allow you to do that." "Why not Hans?" Kidera said as she stood up, "You get to keep your oaths, we get the knowledge that you possess… " "I might keep the wording of my oath," I said slowly as I tried to find a way out, "but if I cooperate I will most certainly break the intentions of the oath." I edged along the wall towards a window. "Disclosure is disclosure, no matter how it's disclosed." Dumare reached out, but I sidestepped and evaded her arm easily. "Please Hans," Kidera pleaded as she blocked my way, "it won't hurt at all. You'll hardly notice that it is happening, most of the time the one being read just see flashes of his memory speed past." "Sure… " I muttered as I considered making a mad dash for the door, "so how can I be sure one of you bitches hasn't already done it?" "It's not that easy," Dumare said softly as she inched closer, "physical contact makes the reading easier, or if the magic-user is closely attached to the… " She snapped her jaws shut, her eyes darting towards Xaviera. Suddenly I understood what was going on. Xaviera had not moved the entire time, except that her tongue hung out. Her eyes were closed, and concentration was written in every feature. "You bastards!" I said with feeling, "You utter, complete bastards!" Both Kidera and Dumare looked shocked. "But my parents were… " Kidera started saying, but before she could finish the sentence I was next to Xaviera. My hand was halfway thru its arch as it hit the side of Xaviera's head, sending her tumbling out of the chair and onto the floor. She opened her eyes and looked bewildered at me. Behind me was the silken sound of someone drawing a blade. Breathing hard to control my anger I stared at the figure crumpled on the floor before me. "General Xaviera," I growled, "you just misused every little bit of trust I had in you. I hope you're pleased with that." Something sharp poked me in my back, but I ignored it as I kept staring at Xaviera. She looked at me with wide-open eyes, then hid her eyes in her hands and folded up completely. Her tail crept between her legs and her ears hung as she sobbed quietly. I turned my back towards her, and faced Kidera instead. Glancing down at the blade she held against my stomach, I shrugged. "Use it," I said slowly as I stared down into her eyes, "or lose it. I'm getting tired of this game." "You did cut me… " Kidera sounded uncertain, as if she was not sure what just had happened. Her ears twitched, and I noticed a small tremor along her muzzle. "True," I whispered as I leaned slightly forward so the point of her knife almost cut my skin, "and you sliced my cheek. You attacked me from behind on the day I was captured. You could have stopped the guards yesterday, but you didn't. You let them tear my uniform to pieces." I took a deep breath, feeling the point of her knife dig into my skin, before I continued; "But you're right Kidera, I did inflict a minor wound on your shoulder. A minor wound which, I might add, Dumare healed at once." Kidera's eyes widened, then there was the sound of her knife hitting the flagstones. I blinked, and then looked at the half a dozen heavily armed guards that suddenly had appeared in the room.
I stood motionless for several minutes. The only sound that could be heard in the room was Xaviera, sobbing softly. "Give in Hans," Kidera sighted as she stepped away from me, "there is no way you can fight everyone and win." I shrugged, then muttered "Depends on how you define victory. It might be that I consider my knowledge important enough to die for." Silence filled the room again. "Back down," came Dumare's voice from behind me, "back down or you will live to regret it." I pondered. "I might back down," I finally said, "but there will be certain conditions that must be meet first." Kidera shook her head. "You're in no position to… " she began, but Dumare interrupted her. "What conditions?" Licking my lips, I said softly; "Send your guards away first… they don't need to witness this." Dumare hesitated. "All right," she said at length, "I assume that you have good reasons not to want any witnesses." She moved around and stopped in front of me. "On the other hand," she continued, not looking at me, "I see many good reasons why they should stay." "Blame yourself," I said as I shrugged, "even if I was considering your possible reasons as to why you might want to send them off. Anyhow, these are my… " Dumare held up her hand stopping me. "My possible reasons?" "I'm sure you have considered every possible reason you might have," I said smoothly, "as for my demands… " She stopped me again. Leaning forward, she lifted her head so her muzzle almost touched my face. "Tell me," she whispered, "what possible reason?" I remained silent. Dumare stared into my face for a small eternity, then drew back. "Very well," she said to the room at large, "I'll dismiss the guards… if you give me your word of honor that you will not attack me nor Kidera."
"He cannot give you that, your Highness." Both Dumare and I turned towards Kidera. "He told your sister and myself while we were traveling hinter," Kidera continued, looking everywhere but at me, "even if he wants to he isn't allowed to. He's bound by his oath." Dumare nodded slowly as she stared first at me, then behind me. "I'll… I'll stand responsible for him if he allows me to." I felt my eyes widen at the sound of Xaviera's voice. "I might have… misused his trust when I tried to read his mind," she went on, "but I still have trust in him even if he has none in me." I fought to keep my face free of emotions as Dumare nodded again, then turned to face me. "General Xaviera offers to extend her honor to cover you," she intoned, "will you accept her custody?" My mind raced, trying to find any verbal traps in what I just had heard. "If Xaviera wishes to take the blame for my actions," I said carefully, "then I'll let her do it for a limited time." Dumare looked puzzled for a few seconds, her ears twitching. "Then so be it… for a limited time." Without any further words being said, the guards left the room.
Dumare sat down again, while I remained upright. "So… " Dumare said uncertainly, "You mentioned conditions. Right now however, I'm uncertain." I looked at her, lifting an eyebrow. She seemed to miss the unspoken question completely. "Me too," Kidera said after a while, "after all, now that the guards have left it would seem that you have achieved what you wanted." I thought for a while. I had achieved what I wanted, or at least part of it. "Not everything," I said softly, "as I've said; I'm tired of this game." Sighting, I pointed out; "I'm a stranger in a strange land. I'm, however you might perceive it, a prisoner of war. I have no real hope of ever going home." I turned my head and glanced at Xaviera before I continued. "It's tiresome to be surrounded by enemies all the time." Dumare remained silent, her green eyes seemingly staring into my very soul. I shuddered. "I can… offer a truce." The very sound of my own voice made my spine shiver. "How?" Kidera asked, "You said earlier that there could never be peace since the rift was closed. Our nations would remain technically at war." "That is right," I muttered, "but as the highest ranking Norwegian officer on this side I am allowed to negotiate a cease-fire." Both Dumare and Kidera looked slightly baffled. "A what?" "A respite," I explained, "an agreement to cease hostilities for a time." Dumare stroked one hand under her muzzle. "A strange idea," she said after several minutes, "and I can't see why anyone… surly, once in a fight one fight until the end?" "Maybe lupas do," I said softly, "but I'm no lupa." Kidera walked slowly around me, looking at me. Stopping she glanced at Dumare then said softly: "I find the idea hard to fathom. But there is one thing here I don't understand." I turned to look at her fully, but did not open my mouth. "This sounds like your moving close to what you once referred to as 'the edge'… " "Yes." I said sharply, interrupting her. There was a long drawn out pause while I tried to figure out what to say. "As I said," I murmured at last, "I can offer a truce. The conditions are simple enough: the end of your interrogations, both Xaviera and Kidera are to withdraw their claims and the return of my medallion." Dumare shook her head. "We will not end our interrogations until we know what you know," she said with a hint of sadness in her voice, "and I can not order any vixen to withdraw a claim." "I'll… I'll withdraw… " "No Xaviera," I said softly, "it must be both of you." I glanced at Kidera, but she shook her head slightly. Shrugging, I muttered "Shoot down in flames… " Seeing the look in Kidera's dark eyes I said in a slightly louder voice; "There will be no truce then." "It may still be," Dumare said slowly, "just deliver what we need and we'll let you have your truce." This time I shook my head. "When you're standing on the edge," I said quietly, "it might not be advisable to take a step forward." "Have it your way," Dumare said as she stood up, "I'll send for you later. Xav will escort you to your room."
As the guards started to fill the room again, I opened my mouth again. "One last thing, your Highness? My medallion; I want it back." "Why should I?" "There are three reasons that I can see… although I have doubt that you agree with them." Scratching my beard, I watched Dumare carefully as I spoke. "First, according to international treaties no personal items are to be removed from a prisoner of war. The only thing you may take are weapons and items that are judged valuable for intelligence reasons, and my medallion are neither." No reaction. "Secondly, I would be grateful." As soon as I saw her ears rise, I added; "But not grateful enough to break any oaths." She turned her back on me, but I plunged on. "Lastly, it might turn out to be vital to keep peace in your empire." Dumare said nothing. After several seconds Xaviera placed her hand on my shoulder, but I brushed it away and started walking towards the door. I felt that my future was not boding well.
The entire evening and the next day I was left alone in the same room as I had been kept in before. Early in the morning two guards had appeared with a tray laden with food, then they had left without a word. I spent much of the day sitting on the bed pondering on the last couple of days, only interrupted by a couple of long bouts of physical exercise. Alternating between sit-ups and push-ups until I tasted blood in my mouth left me drenched in sweat, but it took my mind off the hopelessness of my situation. As the sun dropped behind the outer wall of the city, I flopped down on the bed. Staring at the roof I idly wondered why I had not seen any of the vixens all day, and whether it was good or bad for me. Suddenly the door opened and one of the guards, a short female with black fur, entered the room. She looked around the room, her nostrils flaring. I noted her tail twitching as she faced me, a strange look in her face. Then she left as quickly as she had come in. I stared at the door for several heartbeats, then shrugged and sat up. "Samme hva det gjaldt," I muttered to myself, "men jeg vet hva hun luktet." Quickly I discarded my dirty, torn uniform and pulled on the gray clothing I had worn on the journey.
Just as I pulled the shirt down over my head the door opened once more. Once I saw whom slowly moved thru the doorway I went over to the window and kept my back to the room. I did not wish to talk to Xaviera. I heard the door close softly, then the almost noiseless patter of unclad feet on flagstones. "Hans?" Xaviera's voice was shaking, as if she had no real control over it. I did not reply, instead I stared out of the window. "Hans," she repeated softly, "I'm… I'm sorry." I fought an impulse to turn around and face her, instead reminding myself that I had almost trusted her before she had… broken that trust. "Can I… can I do anything to help you," she asked, "maybe I could… could heal your arm?" I heard her move closer. "I thought… " she begun before she paused, "I really believed it was the best thing to do… to stop my sister from hurting you." She paused for a long time, then continued with a voice that almost cracked "I… I didn't understand that you could be… could be hurt in other ways as well." Still I remained motionless, willing myself to be hard. "But then Kidera told me," she said softly, her voice sounding as if it originated closer to the floor, "that your… people view private as something apart from public, in the same way you differ between what you see in your dreams from than what you see when you're awake. So she says… that maybe you see the word of an oath and the meaning of it differently too… " I clenched my hands as her voice trailed off, my nails digging into my flesh. "Please Hans," she whispered as she began to sob, "can you… can you forgive me?" I felt my jaw start moving, like it often does when I'm angry. So that was what she wanted? For me to forgive her so she might hurt me again later? I stared unseeing out at the city while Xaviera softly sobbed behind me.
After a long time her sobs quieted down. "I… I never thought I was going to say this Hans," she whispered hoarsely, "but there is something in my bones that tells me that my place is next to you." I heard her swallow before she continued; "I'll… I'll yield to you Hans. I'll place myself under you… in all things." This time I turned to look at her. Xaviera was kneeling less than a meter away from me. Leaning backwards, she had turned her face to one side and held her arms outwards and behind herself. She had closed her eyes, but I could clearly see the wetness in the fur on her shaking muzzle. Her tail thumped uncertainly against the floor. I swallowed as I realized she exposed her belly, chest and throat to me. I turned back to the window, sighting heavily. "We have a word among my people for a wolf who wants to live with humans," I told her softly, "and that word is 'dog'." There was a long, drawn-out silence behind me. Then I heard Xaviera get to her feet and walk toward the door. The hinges creaked as the door slowly swung shut behind her. As the dull thump of the bolt resonated thru the room, I turned around. It took me several minutes to note that my uniform had gone. I stretched out on the bed and stared at the roof until it disappeared in the darkness.
It was still dark when a guard rudely awakened me. Slowly scanning the room, I noted several other guards standing around me. "Great," I muttered, "so what's this? Is it time for another round of 'beat the strange looking, tailless fellow'?" None of the guards said anything, but the one who had woken me up pointed at the open door. Quickly making up my mind I swung my feet of the bed and stood up. I stretched, my joints making little cracking noises, then looked down at the guard. Recognizing the black furred lupa that had been inside the room just before Xaviera had visited, I grinned in the half-light. She looked back at me for a split second, and then drooped her eyes. Again she pointed silently towards the door. Shrugging, I started walking towards it.
I had not been completely surprised when the guards escorted me back to Dumare's suite. I was, however, taken aback when I saw Dumare. Sitting on a large fur in front of a roaring fire, propped up by many pillows, she turned and looked at me for several seconds. Then an eerie smile passed her inhuman lips, and she patted her hand on the fur. One of the guards pushed me forward, and I sat down on the fur. I swallowed as I saw Dumare slide her tongue over her lips, her fangs catching the light from the fire. "Your Highness," I muttered, "this was… unexpected." "I could not sleep even though I was tired," she said softly, "and I wanted to talk to you in private anyway." I glanced around the room at the handful of guards that stood along the walls. The firelight made their brass armor shine like torches in the shadows. "Hardly what I call private," I pointed out, "and besides I had no trouble sleeping." She moved closer to me, her short, almost translucent robe riding higher up her legs. "Without Kidera or my sister present I meant. She is quite captured by you, you know… " I looked away, but felt her green eyes burn in my neck. "So she claims," I said sourly, "but I'm not sure I believe her." In the silence of my own mind I added; 'or dare believe her'. Dumare was silent for several minutes, then softly asked "Isn't it warm with that heavy shirt in front of the fire?" I hesitated for a second. Xaviera was bad enough at times, but this was even more direct. "Maybe you forget," I said softly, "I don't have the fur your people has to keep me warm." Dumare's eyes narrowed. "I'm the Empress," she said softly but sharply, "and when I ask a male to take his shirt of I'm used to they doing as they are told." I looked straight at her, acting surprised. "I'm sure they do," I said innocently, "but then they are lupas." I smiled weakly to her as I continued; "But I'm not, I'm a human. I don't acknowledge you as a superior in the way they do." Dumare tilted her head slightly, her ears laying flat. "No offence meant," I added quickly, "but you're not in the Norwegian chain of command. How would you react if your guards started taking orders from me?" Her ears returned to their normal position as she stroke her hand along her muzzle. For a long time the only sound that could be heard was the crackling of the fire. "I think I understand what you're saying," Dumare said at last, "you're still loyal to your previous mistress, right?" I glared at her, then glanced around the room. "If you hadn't filled the place with your guards," I growled, "that sort of comment would have earned you a fist in your face. I'm no slave, I'm a free man." I hesitated, then added; "At least my mind is still free." Shrugging, Dumare moved even closer, placing her hand on mine "Then I don't understand," she whispered softly, "why won't you take your shirt of?" I yanked my hand away from hers, then muttered "I refuse to believe you dragged me out of bed just so you could look at my furless body." Pulling slightly away, she sighted. "You're right," she said in a slightly disappointed voice, "even if I must confess to being curious." Staring into the flames, she remained silent for a long time. When she finally spoke, her voice was far away, as if she was not listening to what she was saying. "I spent many hours pondering on our last meeting, hours I could have used for better things." Again she held her mouth as she stared at the fireplace. "I think I can understand your two first reasons, or at least I understand that you find them important," she said softly, "but I fail to see why your medallion could help me keep the peace." Running my finger thru my beard, I wondered how to tell Dumare in a way that would convince her. "What's the real reason for the present trouble?" I asked at last, "Find that and you might see what I mean." "That's an easy one," she muttered, "Aguna and her fraction wants more power." I shook my head. "That's is only a symptom," I said softly, "not the cause of the problem." "You're right," Dumare sighted, "the problem is that we lost nearly three-thousand troopers and you won't teach us to use the weapons from your world." "That's merely the trigger of the current conflict," I muttered, "not the real reason." Scratching her muzzle in much the same way I scratched my beard, Dumare just stared at me. "The way I see it," I said at last, "the problem is that you are in a constant low-grade war with the el'ane, whom you call the dark ones." Still Dumare remained silent. "If you could make peace with the dark ones," I continued, "then you wouldn't need a large standing defense force. Aguna would lose her best argument for arming the merchants." Laughing mockingly, Dumare stood up and walked over to a shelf. I heard the sound of pottery being moved under the sound of her voice. "Sure," she said, "just end the war with the dark ones. Easy… except that we have been fighting for all known history without ever seeing an end to it." She turned back, holding two small bowls in her hands. I noticed her tail slowly swishing back and forth as she continued "If we doubled the size of our defense force, maybe we could drive them back for a lifetime or two. But that would also mean to many blades in the empire." "Have you considering talking to the dark ones?" I asked as I accepted one of the bowls. "No one has ever tried talking to them and survived." I raised the bowl to my nose and inhaled deeply as my mind raced. Clearly Dumare was not aware of what had happened in Dourwood. "There are lupas who have talked to the dark ones," I said carefully, "and lived to tell the tale." I saw a slight smile in Dumare's face as she drank deeply. "The sisters and the lone one," she murmured, "a lovely story but that's all it is… a story." Slowly sipping the burning liquid, I decided to take the plunge. "Lupas have talked to the el'ane and lived," I repeated as I put the bowl down on the floor, "I know because I was there." Dumare's eyes widened as the bowl tumbled from her hand, the amber liquid quickly spreading on the floor. She grabbed my shirt and pulled herself closer until her cold nose touched mine. "Tell me," she demanded, "tell me and pray I believe you."
"I believe you," Dumare said as she stared into the smoldering remains of the fire, "or at least I believe that you believe this to be true." I shrugged. My throat was dry after talking, but still I raised my voice again. "It's true. If you don't believe me, how else will you explain the medallion and Xaviera's rapid healing after she was wounded in Eastoak?" I turned my head towards the windows, noting that the sky was lightening. "I just can't see why they choose to keep this from me," Dumare said after several minutes, "but I intend to find out." Turning towards me, she added; "You may leave me… I need to think." I held out my hand, and looked Dumare in the eye. "My medallion?" She nodded and pulled it out from beneath her robe, then suddenly smiled. "One condition," she said slowly, "I see that you still haven't taken your shirt off… " Cursing softly, I pulled the shirt over my head. Feeling a sudden urge to impress, I flexed my muscles. Dumare studied me for a few seconds, then shrugged and tossed the medallion to me. "Not completely without fur I see," she muttered, "but I'll admit my sister could have chosen worse." I pulled the shirt back on and stood up. Looking one more time at Dumare, I turned and shuffled toward the door. A number of the guards followed behind me. As I reached out for the door, Dumare raised her voice again. "Tell me; when I can't trust my sister or my best friend to tell me the truth, whom shall I trust?" I paused, then I turned to face her. "I always used to say that I didn't trust anyone further than I could toss him," I said slowly, "and that would include myself." I turned and walked away before Dumare could say anything more.
Once I heard the bolts on the door close behind me, I pulled the medallion out from my shirt again. Holding around it I tried to reach out with my mind, trying to reach Brætàs and tell her everything was okay. But instead of Brætàs I reached… nothing. It felt as if the one that should be listening had left the phone off the hook and left the house. I shuddered and tried again and again until the sun dropped from the sky once more.
Again someone shook me awake before dawn, but this time it was not the black furred guard. Rubbing my hand over my face, I peered into the darkness. "Bantam," I said, "is that you?" Bantam nodded as he lighted a couple of candles. "Haven't seen you in a week or so," I muttered as I sat up, "what you been doing." He turned and looked at me for a long time, and I took the opportunity to return the favor. His gray fur had lost all its gloss, and I noticed that several patches on his face and arms was bare. "I'm sorry Lieutenant," he said at last, "but Kidera said I wasn't to tell anyone." Taking the candle in one hand, he led me thru the door and down a corridor, guards both in front and behind. "Where are you taking me?" "Kidera told me you had to be in the outer courtyard an hour before sunrise," he said, "I guess she will be waiting for you there."
Torches burnt along the walls of the courtyard, but they did not as much spread light as illuminating the darkness. Near the gate a group of guards huddled together, and Kidera was pacing up and down. She was dressed in a gray robe similar to the one I was wearing, and her tail swished thru the air as she angrily swung it. As she spotted me she walked briskly up to me. "At least you're here Hans," she said in an impatient tone, "then we just have to wait for Dumare and Xav." I yawned. "What's the rush?" She gave me an odd look, then sighted. "We got to be in place before dawn, and it's a long walk." I scratched my head, trying to make sense of what I had just heard. "Eh," I said after a while, "would you run that past me one more time?" Kidera looked at me for a long time, her jaws moving slightly. Then she suddenly grinned. "I see. Since I don't make any sense to you," she said softly, "you use words that you know don't make sense for me. That's clever." I shrugged. "Whatever," I muttered, "so will you try again? Where must we be before dawn, and why?" Keeping one eye on the door behind me, Kidera started speaking softly and quickly. "We must be in the temple of the faceless god before the sun rises. I believe you might have seen it from your window?" I shrugged again, waiting for Kidera to go on. "Anyhow, today it will be one month since the rift closed… today every soul caught on your world will be counted dead in the empire according to our traditions." "I think I can understand why lupas would attend such a ceremony," I said slowly, "but I utterly fail to see my role in the proceedings." Kidera scratched her muzzle, her ears twitching. "It's hard to explain properly… " she said at last, "but the important thing is: you are from your world." "Yes… and?" "Well, you see… " Suddenly Kidera stopped talking, instead dropping to one knee. In the other end of the courtyard, the troopers kneeled too. I turned and stared straight into Dumare's face. "Your Highness," Kidera intoned, "we are almost ready to leave." "Almost ready?" Dumare's voice was hard and hinted at anger. Her green eyes seemed to glow faintly as they reflected the torches. "Yes your highness…" Kidera said softly, "we are waiting for your sister. I was just sending my attendant to fetch her." Before Dumare could answer I saw in the corner of my eye Bantam get to his feet and run out of the courtyard, his tail streaming behind him.
"He won't find Xav…" Dumare whispered softly after she had stepped up to me, "I have tried to reach her all of yesterday with no luck." I shrugged, indicating that I had no knowledge of where she was. "Some of the guards saw her enter your room the evening before we talked last," she continued, "and I wonder; might you have something to do with her disappearance?" "I saw her," I whispered back as I looked at Kidera, still kneeling on the flagstones a few feet away, "but I hardly spoke to her. Eh, what have you done to Kidera? She seems somewhat terrified by you today…" There was a low, growling sound which bypassed my brain and went straight to my spine, turning it into jelly. "She dared to withhold information," Dumare growled between her fangs, "important information…" Raising her head slightly, she went on in a slightly more normal voice; "But I can handle her. Right now my sister is more important… so what did you say to her?"
I squirmed as she kept her eyes on my face. Turning slightly away I muttered; "Nothing much… she kept whining about how she wanted to be close to me… so I told her what we, that is my race, calls a wolf that want to live with a human…" Dumare reached out and grabbed my jaw with one hand, turning my face so she could look me into my eyes. "Wolf?" "No offence Dumare," I said softly, no longer giving a damn if Kidera could overhear me or not, "but your people are in many ways like the… predators we call wolfs." She kept staring at me as I continued, her jaw dropping slightly. "A wolf is… well, it's many things but in essence it’s a four legged, furred mammal that looks much like you… muzzle, ears, tail…" My voice trailed off. Closing her eyes for a second, Dumare let go of me. "Never mind," she muttered, "to your eyes we look like a beast from your world even if we use the word for something else. Now, what do you call a… a wolf that lives with a human?" "We call it a dog," I said softly, "a tamed wolf is a dog…" Dumare just stared at me for a very long time, her ears flat against her head. "We'll leave now," she snapped at Kidera as she abruptly pulled my hood up, "Xav is in the temple already if I know anything about her."
I ended up walking next to Kidera, with Dumare in front of us and the troopers spread out on all sides. "Kidera?" I asked quietly as we walked briskly, "What's a wolf?" "Everybody knows what a wolf is," she muttered, "a lupa that has… gone bad." I pondered long enough to cross two streets, seeing how the large black and white building came closer. Finally I raised my voice again; "Gone bad?" "Gone bad," Kidera repeated, "removed themselves from our society." "Shit," I muttered, "and what is a dog then?" We were turning into the square between the two buildings before Kidera answered. "A dog is a lupa whom serve the Faceless One in some way… why do you ask?" I sighted as the group paused, then turned towards the massive black structure. "Well," I muttered, "I said something to Xaviera which might imply that she was a wolf and that she might ought to be a dog… "
The sun was almost up as we entered the massive doors into the black building, and a drum somewhere in the building started to beat out a slow rhythm. Waiting for us was a dozen or more lupas, dressed in short white robes which left their arms and most of their legs free. Dumare bowed deeply to the elderly female who was standing in front of the others, and without anything being said we were led deeper into the temple. The torches did not provide much light, but the vaguely seen shapes was unpleasant enough. The air was stale and tasted of earth. Suddenly the corridor opened on a large room, open to the sky. The troopers halted, but I continued onward with Kidera and Dumare. Standing in silence, I saw how the lupas we had meet inside, priestesses I guessed spread out in a semi-circle in front of a deeper shadow against one wall. The only sound that could be hears was the drum, still beating slowly. Just when I was about to ask Kidera what was supposed to be happening, the first rays of the sun struck the top of the wall directly ahead of me. The effect was stunning. What I had believed to be smooth, black stone lighted up, as if there were thousands of small mirrors buried an inch or two below the surface. At the same time the clergy started chanting, and it was several second before I realized they were all reciting names. The names of the ones lost on my world I guessed, even if I was hard pressed to understand how reading their names might help. 'Gode gud,' I thought to myself after a few minutes, 'dette kommer til å ta dagevis.'
Slowly the light crawled down the wall, making more and more of the stonework glow. Noticing movement to my left, I turned and saw Xaviera next to me. I opened my mouth to great her, but she placed her soft hand over my lips and shook her head. Shrugging, I turned back and studied the chanting lupas. As the light increased I could clearly see what had looked like a shadow as we entered. It was a huge statue, easily more than twice my size. It was clearly of some sort of humanoid, but it was depicted wearing a heavy cloak not unlike the one I was wearing. Maybe, if the light hit at the right angle, I might be able to get a glimpse at the face of the faceless one. I moved into a slightly more comfortable position and waited.
When the sunlight reached the floor I got bored and looked first at Xaviera, then quickly turned towards Dumare. Both vixens had their eyes closed and the lines around their muzzles were hard. Was they using mindspeak again? If so, what was they talking about? This made me ponder so deeply that I hardly noticed that the chanting slowly ended and most of the priestesses quietly leaving the room. The only one remaining was the elderly one Dumare had greeted when we had arrived. Standing before the vixens and me, she seemingly tried to peer through the shadows of my hood. I returned the favor. She was fairly old, I guessed, with hair as white as her robe and graying fur. "So," she said after a while, "this is the outworlder?" "Yes mother," Dumare said softly, "this is the one from the other side." I glanced at Dumare. Mother? Was that just a title, or was it something more? Before I had time to think more about it Xaviera reached up and pulled my hood away from my face. "Behold," she whispered, "behold the one who cost us so many." The old lupa stared at me for several minutes without moving, then half turned and looked towards the statue. "He is not born on our soil," she said at last, "and the faceless one can not bring him to heel. Fate must have brought him here with a purpose." As she turned towards us again, she continued; "Find his purpose on our soil Empress Dumare, and you'll know what to do."
"I believe his purpose is understood Mother," Dumare said after a long, "but if I do the one thing that will aid him I might unleash a greater harm for both our people and for him." I turned to face Dumare, trying to work out what she meant. "There is anger in the outworlders heart," the old lupa said slowly, "and it is justified for a great unright has been done to him. But I also sense a deep love for all living things, and you must make a choice." Again Dumare was silent for several heartbeats, but when she spoke again there was a strange clarity to her voice. "The choice has been made," she said, "and I'll stand or fall by it. I'll pronounce him untouchable, and I'll pray his purpose is benign toward my empire." I lifted an eyebrow. Dumare looked at me, then lowered her gaze. "I'll… I'll set you free Hans," she whispered, "and no one might lift a hand against you as you strive to fulfill your purpose on our soil." "I no of no purpose," I said with a shaking voice, "but only a fool would refuse." I turned to look for the old lupa, but she had disappeared. "Come on Hans," Xaviera said softly as she put one hand on my arm, "there is a whole world waiting for you outside."
This appendix is meant as a first aid for those readers who do not read Norwegian fluently. It also contains a few explanations as to what Hans is really talking about.
"Jeg skal kan hende dø, men jeg skal ta dere med meg til helvete!"
"I shall perhaps die (alt: I am maybe about to die), but I shall take you with (me) to hell!"
"Jeg er ikke ferdig enda, men det er du!"
"I not finished yet (alt: not done for yet), but you are!"
"Unnskyld, men hva sa du?"
"Pardon, what did you say?"
"Det er mulig vi har mye til felles, du brystfagre ukjente, men språket er ikke en av de tingene."
"It is quite possible we have a lot in common, fairchested (litt: the one with the great boobies) stranger, but language is not one of those things (we have in common)."
"Jeg forstår ikke."
"I don't understand."
"General Xaviera av Lupa-imperiet, jeg håper du kan tilgi meg for det jeg skal nå. Men det er enhver krigsfanges plikt å flykte og føre kampen videre."
"General Xaviera of the Lupa Empire, I hope you can forgive me for what I am about to do. But it is the duty of every POW (prisoner of war) to escape and continue to do battle."
"Xav, jeg kan nok aldri forstå deg, men jeg kan føle med deg allikevel."
"Xav, I might never understand you, but I can feel with you anyway."
"Ja vel småen, jeg skjønner ikke dere, dere skjønner ikke meg."
"All right shorty, I don't understand you, you don't understand me."
Shorty > short guy > Bantam… get it?
"… Svarte faan i innerste hælvete!"
Litt: "… Black devil in the innermost hell!"
"A-pakka, og B-pakka. Tørrmat, pålegg og drikke… RSP… sjokolade… nødproviant… "
"The A-box and the B-box. Dry food, bread-spread and drinks… RSP… chocolate… emergency rations… "
"Ah, sjokoladen, den sparer jeg til siden, kjeksen, nødproviaten som jeg tror jeg lar være, middagen… laupskaus står det… og RSPen… "
"Ah, the chocolate, I'll save that for later, the crackers, the emergency rations which I think I'll leave alone, dinner… says 'lapskaus' (a kind of stew with meat and vegetables)… and the RSP… "
Explanation: Norwegian combat rations comes in two boxes, one (A) containing dry food (crackers, chocolate and emergence rations) and canned food ('dinner' and RSP (Reserve Strids Proviant - backup combat rations, a bit like corned beef on steroids)), the other (B) containing various drinks in powder (coffee, tea, hot cocoa) as well as breadspread (often liver paste, fish paste and caviar). The emergency rations are worth a few words: 8 blocks of high energy 'food' (to use the word in its widest sense), each measuring about 1x2x4 cm. These eight blocks are in theory enough to keep a man alive for two days… but if you don't drink a lot of water while eating them you won't be going for a shit for a couple of weeks. Both the chocolate and the RSP are very tasty.
"Hvis du ikke liker spillet, så forandrer du på reglene."
"If you don't like the game, then change the rules."
'Når dere driver eksersis, så driver dere kun med eksersis. Alt rundt er uvesentlig.'
'When you're drilling, then you're only drilling. Everything around you are unimportant.'
Note: what Hans old drill-instructor is going at here is the importance on keeping one's mind on the task. It's all to easy to imagine what could happen if someone let his mind wander when drilling in close formation.
Hø, hø, hø-ven-hø (Short form of Høyre, høyre, høyre-venstre-høyre)
Right, right, right-left-right
Note: In order to keep everyone in step, its usual that the one responsible for the drill says this - it's also a good marker of how well drilled the unit is. The less it gets said (or worse: shouted), the better.
Avdeling - holdt!
Company - halt!
Note: 'Avdeling' can be anywhere from a single soldier and upwards. Its a very useful word, but when several units are near each other, other words are used instead, such as 'Lag' (platoon), 'Tropp' ( I'll let you figure this one out yourself) or the name of the unit.
"Det var da som bare faan, det verste er jo at det faktisk virket som en god ide."
"Bloody hell, the worst part is that it seemed like such a good idea."
'Han sto så laglig til for hogg.'
'He was standing so convenient for a stroke.'
"Hadde du vært våken Xav, så hadde jeg aldri våget å gjøre dette."
"Had you been awake Xav, I would never have dared to do this."
"Og hadde du forstått norsk, så ville jeg aldri i verden våget å si høyt at både du og Kidera får ting til å røre på seg som jeg trodde jeg hadde mistet for lenge siden."
"And if you had understood Norwegian, I wouldn't on my life dared say out loud that both you and Kidera makes things inside me move that I believed I had lost long ago."
"Samme hva det gjaldt, men jeg vet hva hun luktet."
"Never mind what that was all about, I knew what she smelled."
