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​Brenna Velez felt her husband’s hand touch her shoulder and gently glide down her back as he sat down. The scowl on her lovely face faded under the warmth of his attention, morphing into wistful sadness. She abandoned the sheet music on a nearby chair and shut her eyes as his lips neared hers, met, and lingered far longer than they typically permitted in public, at least at home in Tamaria.

[image: ]




“What’s wrong?” he asked.

The young woman huffed a short, sharp breath as she reached for the music collection again. “The judges gave me three hours to review these pieces,” she told him. “They’re expecting me to perform them in some kind of elimination round this afternoon.”

Lieutenant Garrick Ravenwood, her husband, knitted his brow. “Isn’t that the point of the competition?”

“It would be, if I’d never seen these pieces before.” “So you know them?” he asked.

Brenna nodded. “I played every one of these when I was little. This one,” she said, referencing a particular composition, “gave me no trouble when I was five.”

Garrick pulled her left shoulder into his chest, kissed the top of her head and squeezed her strong, solid upper arm. In addition to being an accomplished pianist, his wife could wield a bow and sword with deadly expertise, and her muscular shoulders testified to years of faithful practice. Many people underestimated, or even dismissed her at first glance. Her mixed Lithian and human heritage endowed Brenna with a woman’s body on a petite and muscular frame – distracting men and women from discerning the more important virtues of her intelligence and character.

Yet within four weeks, Brenna would celebrate her 30th birthday. Although still considered a young woman among her own people – as Lithians often lived hundreds of years  –  Garrick  knew  the  depth  and  breadth  of  her capabilities from near-constant experience in her company since they'd met.

“Well, they’ll be in for a surprise,” he said.

While she should have felt affirmed by his expressed confidence, Brenna searched his gaze for the disapproval she expected and noticed a subtle expression of triumph in his eyes. “You don’t have to rub it in,” she replied.

[image: image]“Why are you looking for my displeasure?” he inquired, mildly annoyed that she’d challenged his assertion. He’d not uttered a word of critique about the music festival since the day before their departure. “I’m here to support you; not judge you.”

She suspected he wasn’t being truthful, but rather than forcing a confrontation, she let his words stand without challenge. In her culture, that meant at least tacit approval. But Garrick was not Lithian, and ever sensitive to her manner, disposition and perspective, he discerned her disbelief. When she didn’t respond, he put his index finger under her chin and coaxed her gaze into his.

“This is not about me,” he assured, quietly. “I voiced my concerns before we left home, but we both agreed to come here, and I want you to do well. I want you to shine.” 

“I just want you to be happy,” she countered. “Can you set aside your worry – at least for a little while – so we can enjoy our time before you deploy again?”

“I’m doing the best I can,” he assured, confident in the truth of his statement. Although suppressing his instincts wasn’t easy, he was trying. “Will you trust me?”

Brenna examined her own motives in prayerful contemplation. She couldn’t suppress the nagging thought that he’d been right to oppose her participation in this oddly coincidental competition, even though they’d experienced none of the dangers he’d articulated about a stirring insurgency and government repression since their arrival. Yet in addition to the low-difficulty pieces she’d been assigned for the first round, Brenna recognized none of the other festival participants, a fact that amplified the memory of her husband’s opposition to attending.

[image: image]They’d traveled by train from Marvic, Tamaria’s capital city, and arrived in the Nordan Coastal Colony without incident. Almond-eyed and dark-haired soldiers, armed with carbines, paced through the central station in Helsing – the regional capital – clad in blue uniforms and combat armor, wordlessly eyeing the Heran, Kamerese and Vatheran tourists who queued behind stern-faced customs agents. Their incomprehensible language complicated all official interactions, and their contempt for native Kurians easily extended to Garrick, whose taller stature, blonde hair, fair skin and pale, rounded eyes spoke of a distant, shared heritage between local people and the Tamarians.

Neither Garrick nor Brenna knew much about the Nordans. While the lovers could understand most of the spoken Kurian tongue – though not its written form, which featured a different script – Tamarian was not mutually intelligible. Since neither of them spoke Kamerese – a tongue which served as a regional bridge language – they had to rely on Azgar vulgate to communicate until their arrival at the Seashell Resort. Here, many staff spoke Tamarian well enough to understand the young foreigners.

The mysterious invitation and accompanying brochure, which Brenna had received in the mail a few weeks earlier, boasted of a bilingual staff. Garrick hadn’t believed it, given the distance between his country and the coastal colony, but he’d been wrong about that. Brenna didn’t hold that mistake against him, partly because he’d admitted his error and apologized to her for assuming that he’d been right.

She loved that about him. She also loved his considerate, caring attitude toward her. Garrick’s listening ear, and recognition of her value, bolstered Brenna’s confidence. His rugged face, grey eyes, and beautiful body honed to perfection by swimming and weightlifting, stirred her desire, her admiration. A natural soldier and born leader, he possessed uncanny instincts when under threat and had a very quick mind that usually inspired her to take his concerns seriously.

The reason Brenna had been so strident in rejecting his worries centered on Garrick’s struggle with combat trauma. His last deployment left lingering, invisible scars whose pain too often bled into their relationship. He’d behaved irritably, even toward her. His hyper-vigilance during every social outing exhausted everyone who loved him. Brenna dismissed his paranoia about potential threats as irrational; yet for a moment, in her introspection, she realized that her own desire to get away from Marvic – from Garrick’s troubled siblings and the racial pressure imposed by a xenophobic society – along with her personal, competitive instincts, diminished the importance of his concerns in her view.

And she didn’t want to treat him that way.

Concluding that she’d been harsh in her judgment, Brenna closed her eyes and whispered a prayer of gratitude for the man who loved her. In a rare act of public affection, she snuggled close and murmured contentedly, raising her gaze to meet his.

“I trust you,” she promised.

“Do you want to practice?” he asked, thinking that she might want to go over the pieces before her first performance that afternoon.

“Maybe later,” she replied with a winsome inflection. Garrick smiled. “So, we have some time to kill?”

“Oh?” she replied, flirtatiously. “You have ideas?”

He slid his hands alongside her soft bosom, desire rising in his eyes. “I’d like some time with The Twins . . . .”

***
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Months of meticulous planning, of a thousand carefully considered details dovetailing together, came to life like a tree flower bearing ripening fruit. As Esteban Orozco sat in the Seashell Resort’s auditorium, listening to yet another half-talent-would-be-pianist slaughter an obscure composition in the elimination round, he felt satisfied that this operation had gone well thus far.

Most of the performances he’d heard had been cringe- worthy. Esteban loved music and would have enjoyed hearing skilled players compete, but only one talent in this show mattered. As long as the Velez woman showed up, the countdown to battle could proceed. He’d seen her name on the docket, but because he didn’t know what she looked like, he'd had to wait to identify her.

Confident that the dim-witted Nordans knew nothing, suspected nothing, and could do nothing – since their Colonial Army would suffer a quick defeat – Esteban sensed success. As long as his insurgent allies controlled the ports and prevented reinforcement, the mercenary believed that the training and weaponry his organization provided to the rebel Kurians would squelch resistance from the Nordans long before their formidable navy could supply additional men and material from their distant home islands.

He’d already been working on a contingency to help with that issue, as the Nordans depended on seaweed processing to create the oil that powered every ship, great and small, in their navy. Commando teams had been intercepting and burning seaweed shipments for weeks. Once the operation moved into its final stages, the lack of available fuel would limit naval operations. A full embargo might even bring the mighty Nordans to their knees. Their arrogance would end, and their resource-rich colony would finally open to anyone with the ambition to take it.

For his plan to fully succeed, Kameron’s Tamarian allies would have to join the fray and cut off rail supplies from the Vatherans in the north. But Esteban had been told by sources close to the Kamerese king that the Tamarians, weary of war, did not want another conflict on their border. The Tamarians had to be compelled, and that’s why he’d organized this music competition.

The young woman was Lithian, but had served with the Tamarian Expeditionary Force during the Kamerese Civil War, where she’d earned the highest military honor for action in combat. That meant she was valuable to them, and her demise would create a political crisis.

When she finally stepped onto the stage, Esteban raised his brow. She was a tiny thing, much smaller than most of her competitors. Her long, black gown featured two dark green triangles that flared toward the hem from the sides of her broad hips. The Lithian woman modestly put her right hand over her bodice when she bowed, then sat at the piano and lifted her head for a moment, as if meditating before she began to play.

From the moment her hands touched the keys, Esteban found his breathing stilled by the sheer beauty her slender fingers coaxed from the instrument. He’d heard other contestants struggle with that piece earlier in the day, yet this woman played the composition as if she’d written it herself.

Graceful, passionate sound filled the hall. Perfect arpeggios and flawless scales blended rhythm and melody. The Velez woman, confident and poised, paused before beginning the more challenging second movement, where her fingers danced over the keyboard like fairies in a forest glade. The third movement, full of throaty chords and big scales, presented no challenge for her. The degree of skill she displayed demonstrated lifelong devotion to the instrument, but how could such a young-looking waif play so well?

It didn’t matter. Esteban now knew what she looked like and could identify her to his combat team. He arose toward the end of her performance to verify her room number and make final preparations.
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The time to kill had finally arrived.​
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Shame
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“Tora Ni, targets acquired,” Lieutenant Sato whispered into his radio. He glanced at four other men on his team, noting that everyone else had their eyes fixed on the beach. It would have been hard to look away. Wordlessly, he refocused attention to the objective.

Long ago, some clever Nordan engineer created an artificial lagoon to take advantage of the extreme tides along the colonial coast, producing electrical power by virtue of the rising and falling sea level. Its breakwater also sheltered a calm, brackish lake from strong ocean currents.

Additionally, its shallow waters warmed during the daylight, making it an ideal location for swimming during long, hot summer days like this one, where even the wind off the sea carried warmth. With sweat staining his uniform, Sato secretly wished that he could cool off too. Without doubt, the young couple emerging from the water had come to this desolate spot for that reason.

Sato believed he had correctly identified the woman. Petite, with strong arms, thick thighs and a muscular back, her tapered ears, black hair and the slight slant to her eyes plainly announced her Lithian heritage. He'd not expected that she might also be beautiful, as the womanly shape on her slender frame stirred his heart in a way that he'd not experienced before. The fit, broad-shouldered young man in her company could have been Kurian – his blonde hair, round eyes and pale skin matched the profile – but if this woman was the piano player mentioned in Sato’s orders, the man was most likely her husband, whose file identified him as a junior officer in the Tamarian Expeditionary Force. He looked fit and formidable.

After splashing each other and laughing at their own antics, the couple kissed in a sensual, lingering manner. Their hands began wandering so much that Sato wondered how far this conduct would lead. When they finally stopped, he felt silently – if mildly – disappointed.

Still, he gazed at the scene in fascination. Sato had always been intrigued by the slim, dark-haired, and almond-eyed women of his Nordan Islands home, but had never known affection from anyone other than his own mother. This woman seemed exotic and too muscular for his taste, but her sensual behavior quickened his heart.

Sato disciplined himself to think like a soldier. He’d been trained to embrace death, not love, and it shouldn’t matter to him that these two would soon face slaughter.

But he couldn’t help feeling that it would be a shame to see such a pretty thing die . . . .

***
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Brenna took the towel that her husband offered, wiped her face dry, then bent forward to wring water from her hair as Garrick rubbed his head with his own towel. She put on a pair of dark glasses and kissed him after he’d finished. “Are you feeling better now?” she asked.

Three days with little to do had passed since their arrival at the Seashell Resort, punctuated by Brenna’s performances and the personal time they’d spent together between her practice sessions. Garrick had already finished reading two philosophy books and made it halfway through a third. He nodded, knowing he needed vigorous activity to keep negative thoughts under control. Exercise often restored his natural geniality.

Neither of them had ever seen the ocean before. Awed by the brute power of thundering waves crashing into the rocky shore during a storm on their second day, Brenna felt reluctant to swim in the sea. After the raging waters turned placid the next morning, she’d watched other resort guests enjoy the beach near their hotel, and reconsidered.

While the attitude of wealthy tourists concerning beach attire – or the lack thereof – should have reassured the Lithian woman, Brenna's post-marital modesty compelled her to avoid wearing her swimming suit in public. Understanding this, Garrick searched a local map and discovered the hidden lagoon. After hearing her dominate the semifinal round of competition, he’d convinced his reticent wife to join him in the long walk from the resort to this isolated pool of delightfully warm water.

Thinking they were alone, he stripped and twisted the moisture from his swimming trunks before drying off, dressing in shorts and a casual shirt for the return trek. The fabric of Brenna’s Lithian swimming suit mysteriously shed its wetness at her will, losing its alluring semi- transparency. She toweled off her shoulders, arms and legs before slipping into a silky, button-down blouse.

Brenna, who’d always competed against top quality musicians, usually had to work hard to win. She honed her skills for hours nearly every day and had an unbroken track record of music competition victories that extended into her early childhood. This event seemed strangely beneath her, and as her admiring eyes watched Garrick dress, Brenna couldn’t shake the persistent suspicion that she should have trusted his instinct. Perhaps  her easy dominance at this competition revealed something hidden, something sinister, something deadly . . . .

However, staying at the Seashell Resort had been a restful experience for the lovers, especially because the Nordan Colony was far more cosmopolitan than anywhere in Tamaria. On the surface, people seemed more tolerant of ethnic differences, which meant Brenna was not subject to the relentless and often overt racism heaped on her in the High Land. To their shared relief, no one cared if she held her husband’s hand, playfully bumped her hip into his, gazed at him longingly, embraced in public, exchanged a brief kiss now and then, or spoke in a foreign language. The experience felt liberating for both of them.

After wriggling into her skirt and putting on her sandals, Brenna took her husband’s hand in her own. Rather than following the road back to the resort, they decided to walk along the shore.

***
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Sato lifted his eyes from the binoculars. How could he confirm that these two were the actual people he’d been tasked to track if he couldn’t personally verify their identities? Keeping his frustration in check, the lieutenant reached for the radio microphone again. “Targets on the move, heading south on the beach.”

“Copy Tora Ni. Shîgôrudo is now aloft. Target acquisition confirmed. Relocate to primary.”

High overhead – far beyond hearing range and barely visible in the bright summer sky – a Nordan airship flew in a slow, racetrack pattern. Shîgôrudo, the seagull, would observe the targets from its lofty perspective and report to headquarters until Tora Ichi, the special forces team inside the Seashell Resort, picked up tracking responsibilities.

Sato and his team abandoned their position and hustled back to the service road connecting the lagoon’s long-derelict powerhouse with the coastal highway. They’d hidden their transport vehicle in the trees, with Chief Engineer Sergeant Sharuko and Weapons Sergeant Funimaro on guard. Both men were alert and reported no contact at their remote site when Sato and the rest of the team arrived.

Transportation Sergeant Goro climbed into the driver’s seat, gave one pump of the seaweed oil injector and turned the key until the compression-ignition engine coughed to life. Sato sat in front, while Warrant Officer Kanazane took the second-in-command position in the bed of the truck.

While this large, cumbersome and noisy machine could outrun a horse, Goro kept his speed in check to avoid stirring dust. With few vehicles on the road – mostly sluggish transports ferrying supplies between densely populated coastal towns and the occasional army convoy – haste might draw attention to Sato’s team. They’d all been briefed on the importance of stealth, of blending in with the background of normal activity to avoid alerting the enemy of their task. Sato suspected that his team was part of some larger operation, but he didn’t know the details.

He’d been told that the Nordan Colonial Army depended on the success of this operation to maintain control in a region seething with insurgency, intrigue and overflowing with foreign spies. Sato, selected for this mission because of his success on previous assignments, felt duty-bound to carry out his orders in an honorable manner. He'd signed up for adventure, and the army fulfilled its promise of travel to exotic locations like this one.

With his mind drifting toward thoughts of his distant homeland, Sato remembered his family and their humble repair shop in Hokunagai. Seaweed oil exhaust mingling with the unpleasant smell of a nearby cannery reminded him of the fishing boats his father and four older brothers would service in the harbor. That laborious lifestyle, full of repetitive tasks, permeated by grease and the lingering reek of fish, lay at the root of Sato’s strong desire to escape.

Knowing that expressing such sentiments would have brought shame to his family, the young man quietly worked for his father throughout his school years, never daring to express how he felt, until a military parade and recruitment drive came to Hokunagai on Empire Day. Flag-waving children led the procession, while attractive women handed enlistment leaflets to young men in the crowd. Sato’s life changed the moment his eager fingers accepted one.

Joining the army provided salvation from his damnation to endless drudgery. Caught up in the pervasive patriotic frenzy sweeping through the Nordan people, most of Sato’s family – sensing his unspoken discontent and worried that he might run off to a big city and disgrace his parents – showered him with praise when they learned of his enlistment. Signing up also saved face for his father.

Of course, Oji Okisama didn’t approve. But he had no say in his nephew’s upbringing. Most people considered him a pacifist, secretly allied with anarchists and other undesirables, but no one ever accused the man of stupidity. “Your head is full of foolish fantasies!” he’d warned.

“War is a terrible business, not some grand adventure. In the end, you will bring sorrow to your family and shame upon yourself!”

Those sentiments festered in Sato’s soul. He prayed to the gods that his uncle’s prophecy would never come true, that his honorable service and devotion to the Nordan Empire would gloriously shine in the annals of history. He dreamed of a long and illustrious career, full of valor and unbroken success . . . .

But he secretly worried that Oji Okisama was right.

***
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A reflection, a golden glint in the black sand, caught Garrick’s eye. Initially he dismissed the sight, but after seeing another flash, and then a third, the young officer stopped. “What’s that?” he asked, pointing up the beach.

Brenna squinted behind her dark glasses. Her visual acuity in daylight fell somewhat beneath what purebred humans, like her husband, could see. On bright summer days near water – and after a fresh snowfall – she wore shades to avoid glare-induced blindness. “I don’t know,” she replied. “Maybe a seashell, some broken glass, or metal.”

Curious and wary, Garrick led his wife well above the aromatic, oceanic debris marking the highest tide, where brass casings lay partly buried – yet easily visible – in the dark, volcanic sand. As they approached, he saw many more, and on closer examination concluded that this isolated place beneath a black basalt bluff had recently been used for target practice.

He stooped to pick up an abandoned casing, scowling as he turned it over to examine the marks on its rim. “That’s odd,” he remarked, pointing to numbers stamped around the firing pin hole. “Do you recognize these?”

Brenna shook her head. “No, but I take it you do?”

Thirty-caliber shells were very common, but a feature of these looked familiar. “I saw this stamping pattern in rebel casings during the civil war in Kameron.”

With her heart quickening, Brenna’s brow raised. “So these are generic Azgar munitions?” she concluded.

Garrick nodded worriedly, knowing that arms factories did this to obscure the origin of their bullets. Governments often bought these to discreetly supply insurgents, and since Brenna knew this as well, he said nothing more.

Her curiosity piqued, noting what looked like a firing line in the dark sand, Brenna knitted her brow. “The Kamerese civil war ended eighteen months ago. Why would the Azgar send ammunition into Nordan territory?”

Slipping the shell into his left pocket out of habit, Garrick shrugged. “Maybe someone smuggled these over the border. Judging from the amount of brass on the ground, I’d say an armed group of at least platoon size recently used this beach for training.”

The self-righteous expression arising in Garrick’s eye annoyed his wife. “The music festival invitation stated that this area remains firmly under Nordan control, and that violence is limited to the northern and northeastern regions of the colony,” she replied.

Knowing how desperately she wanted to start a family, Garrick believed that Brenna would never deliberately put their lives at risk by traveling to dangerous territory. “We’re fairly close to the Kamerese border,” he soothed. “Maybe one of those fringe groups who've been trying to overthrow King Alejo is training here.”

That sounded reasonable, but no less perilous. “Then it’s wise to head back,” she replied. “I’d hate to get caught in a crossfire.”

Although unarmed at the moment, Garrick usually carried a .45 caliber handgun with him. Due to the romantic nature of their excursion, he’d thought better of leaving his weapon on the beach while swimming and had locked it in the strongbox of their hotel room, where Brenna had also stored her boot knife. Her composite bow and a quiver of arrows remained hidden behind a dress in their closet. Now, he suddenly felt vulnerable.

Leaving the shooting range behind, Garrick led his wife around a rugged rock formation that, at high tide, spilled into the sea. Little pools of clear water left behind by the retreating sea created homes for anemones, starfish, sea stars, crabs and mussels. As a young girl, Brenna had eaten freshwater cousins of these creatures and knew they were delicious. “You want one?” she asked.

Garrick, however, lacked her sense of culinary adventure. “No, thank you,” he stated. “I don’t want to eat slime-sucking critters from the ocean floor.”

“You have to cook them first,” she quipped. “Vibriosis infection can be fatal if you eat them raw.”

“All the more reason to abstain,” he replied.

Just then, a shift in the wind’s direction brought a whiff of smoke, originating from a fire a few hundred yards further south. The conflagration appeared unusually large, given the wet nature of their treeless, seaside surroundings. Out of curiosity the lovers approached to investigate.

Flames consumed a pair of wide, shallow-draft boats with curved prows carved into dragon heads. The smoky kelp oil smell mingled with the unpleasant aroma of burning human flesh. Realizing the murderous nature of the scene, Brenna recoiled. She scanned the beach, but noticed no footprints. The killers must have escaped by sea.

Three bodies, all of them male, lay on burning piles of dried kelp loaded on the boats. Each had been shot in the back of the head at close range. Standing downwind, Garrick reached for a shell casing and picked it up.

Brenna could see the bullet caliber differed from those they’d seen further north. “Handgun?” she asked.

Garrick nodded. Examining the rim stirred greater confusion. “Not from the same arms factory, either. I saw markings like this last summer on the Saradon . . . .”

“The Saradon?” Brenna asked, reluctant to stir memories of the nightmare experience he’d endured on the eastern plains. “Where were they from?”

“Captain Hougen told us these were made in Vathera and sold to the Perans. Tanarak tribes raided Peran armories to steal the weapons they used against us.”

That made no sense. Brenna bowed her head to intercede for the victims while her husband respectfully remained silent, as he did not pray. At length, she spoke again, her brow knitted with worry. “This looks like a premeditated killing,” Brenna stated. “But how could the Vatherans be involved when we’re so far south?”

Her conclusion resonated with Garrick. The Nordans boasted a very strong and capable navy. They’d ended organized raids from the north many decades earlier. “Maybe drugs, maybe revenge, maybe a warning,” he mused. “In any case, it’s a shame.”

***
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“Tora Ni in position,” Sato announced into the microphone. “Targets not visible.”

A moment later, the familiar voice on the other end of the radio replied, “Be advised, Tora Ni. Change in tasking order. Your team will interdict four Kurian terrorists. New targets are an armed kill team in a rowboat half a mile north of your position, heading south to suspected insurgent dock. Coordinates follow.”

Sato suppressed a curse as he hurriedly wrote down and verified the given location. This was not the mission he’d been briefed to carry out, but he understood that destroying seaweed shipments disrupted vital supplies for Nordan fuel factories. The locals had to be taught a lesson about who was in control . . . .

Although his commanders did not think of Sato as tactically clever, the nature of his new orders didn’t require finesse. Glancing at the coordinates on his map, he noted that the Kurian terror team’s destination lay south of the Seashell Resort in a tiny cove that lacked road access.

After consulting with Warrant Officer Kanezane, Sato selected a spot on the map where his team would unload, hike over a low ridge, then prepare to engage their objective. Dune formations noted on the map might become useful in providing cover.

Taking down their radio for the fourth time since their arrival delayed their departure. Sergeant Shinji worked quickly while Sato described his hastily-formulated attack plan with the rest of the team.

“Funimaro will take up a position on the ridge, about thirty yards from shore,” he explained.

Turning to the weapons specialist, Sato outlined his intentions. “Wait for my signal,” he concluded.

“The team will clear the dock and this shed building before the targets arrive. Funimaro will wire both and carry out the demolition upon our egress. Any questions?”

Shinji nodded. “Sir. Do you want the radio on the ridge with Funimaro?”

Sato shook his head. “No. If we encounter rebel forces and get pinned down, I will call for reinforcements.”

“The garrison is many miles away,” Medical Sergeant Yosai noted. “If we run into a large unit, it will take some time for help to arrive.”

“Then we fight with honor,” Sato replied.

***
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Long daylight hours stretched the afternoon well into evening. Garrick and Brenna donned formal attire for their final meal of the day and watched the Daystar dipping near the northwestern horizon from their second-floor hotel room before heading to the Seashell Resort’s restaurant.

Though he’d wanted to admire his lovely wife during the meal, Garrick’s attention frequently drifted toward another table, where several Kamerese men had gathered. “Why do you keep looking over there?” Brenna asked.

Worried that his bride might think him paranoid for sharing his thoughts, Garrick replied, “Casually glance at that table and pay attention to how often they look at us.” “Okay,” she responded, trying not to show concern.

Accustomed to attracting both pleasant and boorish masculine attention, she initially suspected they were just leering at her. Brenna’s lips tightened in irritation. “What they’re doing may be rude, but it’s common.”

Garrick reached across the table, took her fingers in his and lowered his voice. “Look at the way they’re dressed and how they carry themselves. They’re all fit, clean-cut and they behave with a swagger I don’t see in the other resort guests. They gesture with a full hand, rather than pointing. They defer to the guy on their left, who looks a little older, and whenever they talk to the waiter, they’re very polite.”

Brenna stroked her husband’s hand, unconcerned about the men at the table, but growing worried about Garrick. “They’re soldiers, or ex-soldiers. Maybe they recognize a common spirit in you. They’re not threatening us in any way. Why are you troubled?”

Maintaining a calm demeanor with his heart racing required great self control. Garrick took in a deep breath to regain composure. “They’re looking at us like we’re the enemy,” he replied.

“They’re Kamerese,” she soothed. “They’re your allies.”

Withdrawing his hand, Garrick took a sip of water and wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin. “The people who funded the terror attack on the palace before my brother’s wedding were Kamerese,” he reminded her. “The people who captured and tortured you were Kamerese . . . .”

Growing angry, Brenna’s eyes burned. “That’s not fair!” she retorted sternly. “I’m still struggling to forgive. You don’t have to remind me of what I went through!”

Garrick let his gaze wander down the right side of his wife’s neck, where an ugly scar from a rebel machete marred her otherwise flawless form. She’d earned Tamaria’s highest honor for wreaking vengeance on her captors in the aftermath of that experience, but had suffered spiritual torment for months thereafter.

“I’m sorry,” he conceded, watching her expression soften. The men arose from their table and left. “I don’t want to ruin everything. Let’s enjoy our evening.”

[image: image][image: image]They ate what she considered a mediocre meal of seafood, vegetables and rice. Bronwyn, their newlywed sister-in-law, could have taught the resort chefs a thing or two about putting food together. However, in the pleasant company of her husband, Brenna didn’t complain.

Despite the fawning demeanor of her waiter, whose spoken Kurian sounded close enough to the Tamarian tongue for her to grasp, Brenna struggled to communicate. Their waiter, who misunderstood everything Garrick said, had a much worse time with the Lithian woman’s heavily accented speech. He mistakenly brought wine for her meal that she refused to touch, fearing that drinking might jeopardize her likelihood of getting pregnant and carrying a healthy baby to term.

Anticipating the warm delights he knew she’d lavish on him later that evening, Garrick tried to let go of his concern and focus on nurturing his wife’s happiness. Yet a persistent sense of imminent danger lurked in the fringes of his mind, an internal warning that wouldn’t go away.

***
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From the moment Tora Ni approached the new tasking site, everything went wrong. Sergeant Goro lifted his foot from the throttle at a roadblock obstructing a straight section of the highway. A low ridge covered in dense vegetation rose to the west, while to the east, recently logged forest stretched for nearly 100 yards. Beyond this, thick temperate forest rose.

Two unshaven Kurian men, brandishing bolt-action hunting rifles whose worn stocks told quiet tales of long use, stood nervously in front of a log they’d cut and dragged across both lanes of the road. One held his hand up to halt the truck.

“What do we do, sir?” Goro asked.

Sato, believing that this affront to Nordan sovereignty was best dealt with by threatening irresistible, overwhelming force, didn’t immediately respond. Instead, he reached for the intercom mike on the dashboard. “Insurgent Kurians ahead,” he announced to his men in the back. “Deploy when we stop.”

The younger of the local men, wearing worn, ill-fitting fatigues supplied by some foreign army, nervously pointed his rifle at the vehicle while the other picked up a radio receiver and rapidly spoke into it. As the truck stopped, Sato felt the tailgate open and heard his soldiers scurry out. Confident in his authority, the Special Forces officer opened his door and hopped to the ground.

“What is the meaning of this?” he shouted in Nordan, expecting the local men to understand.

“This road is closed,” the blonde-haired Kurian replied. “You have to go back.”

Sato, thinking that the radio might yield valuable intelligence, directed Sergeant Shinji to confiscate it. He returned his attention to the younger man who – seeing he was outnumbered – had wisely lowered his rifle. “Drop your weapon!” he ordered.

When the man didn’t immediately comply, Sato pulled his sidearm and aimed it at the young Kurian’s head. “Drop it now, or die!”

Three seconds passed without a reply. With tension building, Sato believed that his honor, his authority, and the safety of his crew depended on compliance with a clear order. He pulled the trigger twice, his aim accurate and lethal. In a panic, the Kurian radio operator reached for his weapon, but the Nordan lieutenant calmly turned and shot him, too.

None of Sato’s men questioned his judgment, as they also expected absolute obedience from the colony’s subjects. They’d all witnessed similar brutality and believed their rank as overlords entitled them to weed out undesired elements in the colonial population.

“Dump the terrorists in the ditch,” Sato ordered with a dismissive gesture. “And get this log out of here!”

Moments later, as Chief Engineer Sharuko evaluated the best way to clear the road, gunfire erupted from the tree line to the west. Sharuko took a bullet to the back, which lodged in his armor, but another struck his left shoulder, tumbled into his cheek and spiraled into his brain.

Sergeant Goro fell next, clutching an entry wound in his thigh that quickly darkened his combat pants. He screamed in pain, calling for Ozu, the medic.

Sato and his surviving men scrambled for cover before orienting to the threat and returning fire. The unexpected resistance quickened Sato’s heart, as Nordan military supremacy typically guaranteed quick submission. Yet for the first time in his brief career, the insurgents were fighting back. This was also his first combat loss, and for a moment, the reality stunned him into inaction.

Weapons Sergeant Funimaro took the initiative. He carried a .30 caliber light machine gun, and with it, began laying down covering fire to suppress the enemy.

“Get Sharuko and Goro into the trees!” Sato shouted, gesturing for his men to move. “Let’s go!”

Ozu Yosai and Moto Kanazane bravely retrieved the bodies of their fallen comrades, while Sato, Funimaro and Shinji fired across the timber cut. Once repositioned under cover, Kanazane blew a whistle, signaling the others to retreat while he fired to the east to cover their movement.

The team reached the trees without further casualties. Sato climbed the low ridge to observe any threats on the other side. He didn’t need binoculars to discern that a company-sized force had been alerted by the gunfire. “Funimaro!” he called. “Get that machine gun up here! And Shinji – alert Tora Chichi. We need support, now!”

Communication Sergeant Shinji shouldered his rifle and carried his heavy radio gear uphill. By the time he arrived, out of breath and temporarily unable to speak, Sato had found their coordinates on the map.

Tora Chichi – Father Tiger – coordinated all units available for operations. The garrison at Svalgen, some fifteen miles distant, could not respond in time to save Sato’s team. If the Kurian insurgents attacked in earnest, Tora Ni would run out of ammunition before vanquishing the enemy. Insurgents never fought with honor, never displayed courage. They'd always run from aggressive attack, but something had changed, and Sato became the first Nordan officer to face determined colonial resistance.

Egress to the north, where the town of Briminger and the Seashell Resort lay, would save his men. However, failure to meet his mission objectives would also bring shame to his unit and his reputation, two outcomes that Sato couldn’t bear.

But after he explained the situation and gave his coordinates to Tora Chichi over the radio, Colonel Utemaro sternly advised Sato to hold his position. “You will direct naval artillery fires from the Yoizuki. Stand by.”

Kanazane carried Sharuko’s lifeless body uphill, then retreated to help Yosai move Goro to the summit. Sergeant Funimaro set up his machine gun on the reverse slope, with a roughly 120-degree field of fire covering the beach. Dozens of men – lacking cover of any kind – moved about in confusion, below.

While Yosai worked to stabilize Goro, the rest of Tora Ni positioned themselves on the ridge and prepared to fight. Tense moments passed. With the heat of the day waning, anxiety inspired sweat on Sato’s brow. He didn’t want to die, but he didn’t want to be shamed, either.

While the lull in firing inspired inaction by the insurgents, who’d come out from several low buildings on the dark beach, the Kurians who’d taken out Sharuko and wounded Goro soon began advancing from their cover in the trees to the east. They moved cautiously, in a ragged, undisciplined line, through the stumps and debris littering the ground. Kanezane noticed them first. He silently motioned for Sato, requesting permission to engage.

Knowing that it would take time to calculate a firing solution for the naval guns, Sato shook his head.

Lack of discipline among the Kurians quickened the inevitable conflict. As the group from the tree line neared the Nordan truck, a few took pot shots at its windows. As they approached, one threw a grenade inside. The ensuing explosion alerted the men on the beach, who assumed that battle had renewed. With a collective shout, they swarmed in a disorderly mob toward the ridge.

Sato didn’t have time to consider his options. Faced with overwhelming odds, he gave the order for his Tora Team to commence firing. It went well, at first.

The Nordans slaughtered more than ten of their enemies within moments, their rifles and machine gun blunting the Kurian charge. As confusion dispersed the men on the beach, Nordan fire pinned them down behind the dunes and grass. The insurgents began shooting back, forcing Funimaro to move into a different position, as the machine gun attracted a lot of attention and return fire. Individual rifles were far harder for the enemy to spot.

Meanwhile, the terrorists from the east began advancing uphill. Faced with an attack on two fronts, Lieutenant Sato honored the threat by splitting his firepower. He assigned Kanazane and Shinji to the smaller group advancing from the road, while he, Yosai and Funimaro on the machine gun defended their position facing west, toward the sea. All he needed to do at this moment was buy time for naval assets to position themselves for his defense.

Sato picked his targets carefully. As the enemy closed in and fear smothered his soul, the Nordan officer felt his heart rate rise. He uttered prayers to the gods – not for mercy or deliverance – but for courage to die honorably. His Special Forces team had not been equipped for a prolonged firefight. They’d trained for stealthy ingress, carrying just enough ammunition to accomplish a specific task. As their magazines emptied and they loaded their limited reserves, Tora Ni grimly faced the possibility that these moments might be their last. While every man wanted to survive, their social conditioning compelled them to linger in a circumstance where wiser soldiers would have fled.

Three miles to the west, the destroyer Yoizuki set a course that ran parallel to shore. She raised her four-inch guns and launched a targeting volley that crashed into the waves on the shore. Sato set his rifle down and reached for the radio microphone, directing fire further east.

With each of her four main guns able to sustain a ten round per minute rate of fire, Yoizuki pounded the insurgent Kurians with a fury they could not endure. Caught in the open, their bodies succumbed to high explosive shells that shredded their torsos into smoking hunks of burning flesh.

Hearing the naval artillery hammering on the far side of the ridge, the insurgents attacking from the east fled down the road. Kanazane and Shinji shot a few in the back, but the need to conserve ammunition constrained them. The Nordans, sticking to their orders and combat doctrine, did not pursue.

After Sato called off the barrage, his disciplined team held their fire. Quiet settled on the scene. They waited, none daring to express relief, while Sato examined the beach with his binoculars. Satisfied that the insurgent threat had been quashed, he spotted the small boat he’d been ordered to interdict and ordered Funimaro to sink it.

Two bursts from the machine gun sent the wooden vessel and its crew beneath the reddened waves. That was one less terror team to contend with, but as its cargo of stolen seaweed floated out to sea. Sato shook his head at the waste of a valuable commodity. What a shame!

***
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Later that evening, as Garrick danced with his wife in the resort’s ballroom, he caught a fleeting glimpse of other men whose appearance and demeanor marked them as soldiers. But their flatter faces, skin tone and almond eyes identified them as Nordan, rather than Kamerese.

He turned with his bride in his arms and briefly locked his gaze on a Nordan soldier, who quickly disappeared into a crowded arcade. Not wishing to alarm his wife, Garrick held his tongue.

[image: image]Yet Brenna, who’d witnessed his hypervigilance and lived through the worst of his combat trauma, felt her husband’s tension rise. She knew this response and whispered a prayer for grace on his behalf, but misinterpreted the problem. “Are you okay?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” he replied.

“Please don’t lie to me,” she warned. “I love you and I deserve your honesty.”

Garrick willed his emotions under control. He’d come here to support her in the competition and had no desire to argue. “We’re being watched,” he told her.

Brenna sighed. “We’re close to the border,” she reiterated. “A lot of Kamerese vacation here.”

He shook his head. “This guy was a Nordan, probably an empire soldier. He was trying to be discreet, but when I made eye contact with him, he took off.”

Desperate to soothe her husband’s concern, Brenna gazed into his eyes with the center of her brow raised and a little frown turning down the corners of her lovely lips. “Maybe he’s part of the security detail,” she soothed, a twinge of desperation creeping into her voice. “I’ve seen more than one of them around.”

“Maybe so,” Garrick replied. “But why was he watching us? Why did he leave the moment I noticed?”

She dropped his hands and shrugged in disappointment. “I don’t know.” Brenna turned away from the dance floor with her husband following close behind.

He caught up with her at their table. “Brenna,” he pleaded. “I know you want this time to be special for us. I know you want to relax and enjoy yourself. I’m not trying to wreck this for you, but something isn’t right.”

Fighting off an acerbic remark, Brenna bowed her head and closed her eyes to pray for patience, feeling Garrick’s hand rest gently and respectfully on her shoulder. Despite his unbelief, he never interrupted her prayers and waited silently for her to finish. Afterward, she asked, “Would you feel safer upstairs?”

Garrick nodded, knowing that she would have preferred to stay on the dance floor. He hated letting her down, however, upstairs they could defend themselves with his handgun and her bow. The beach, with its soft sand beneath their balcony, offered an exit if they had to flee. Here, unarmed in the crowd, their options were limited.

Knowing his wife well, he set aside his anxiety for a little while longer. Garrick slid his hands down the back of her arms. “How about one more dance?” he offered. “We can head to the room afterward.”

Brenna smiled and followed him back into the crowd. She pressed her body into his as the band played a romantic melody, grateful that after months of volatility, he could finally moderate his apprehension. Held in his close embrace, Brenna swayed in rhythm to the music, wishing she could enjoy moments like this more often.

Her veteran husband understood that his combat trauma complicated their marriage, compelling her to tolerate irritable behavior. Brenna deserved better, and in attending this music festival with her, he'd been determined to treat her with the kindness and affection she deserved.

Still, he remained alert, occasionally glancing around while he held his beloved bride close. Growing gradually more confident, he relaxed until the sensation of his woman’s soft body pressing against his own wrought the comfort only she could provide. As the music ended, her smile warmed him.

“Let’s go,” she recommended.

Their sensuous mood heightened as they scurried upstairs, and the sound of her giggling resonated down the hall when they arrived on their floor. But the playful mood between them evaporated as they discovered a note on their door, written in the Kurian script that neither of them could read. Worse, the security deadbolt, which their key did not open, had locked them out.

“What’s going on?” Garrick complained, partly concerned that the note might represent a threat, and also frustrated that he couldn’t act on his longing right away.

“Maybe we should check with the front desk,” Brenna suggested, caressing her husband’s arm soothingly.

Garrick nodded, asserting control over anger that simmered as they walked back downstairs. At the desk, he pushed the note across the marble counter to an attractive young woman wearing a business suit.

The desk clerk leaned forward spoke quietly in fluent Tamarian. “Another guest has requested that you move to a different room,” she said.

Brenna, thinking this might be racially motivated, sighed and cast her glance downward. No matter where she went in Tamaria, bigotry haunted her steps. She’d long ago grown weary of resisting the problem and resigned herself to whatever outcome awaited.

Seeing this response, the hotel clerk lowered her voice and related the lie she'd been ordered to tell them. “Apparently, the frequency and volume of your intimacy is disturbing to the people next door,” she added with a flirtatious smile. She found the soldier handsome; well- formed, and secretly envied his little Lithian woman. “In light of the complaint, we thought that moving you next to an empty suite would better accommodate your needs.”

Hearing this, Garrick nearly burst out laughing, as he’d worried that someone had been watching, rather than listening to them. “Moving us would be kind of you.”

The clerk motioned for a porter before continuing. “We will assist your relocation at our expense, and offer a complimentary dinner with drinks in the hotel restaurant for your inconvenience.”

Brenna blushed and cowered behind her husband. How embarrassing!

The new, larger room – located at the very end of the hall – featured lavish appointments that included a bigger bed with satin sheets, and a spacious bathroom with a jetted tub, rather than just a shower. Double doors opened to a balcony that directly overlooked the sea. A chilled bottle of wine, warm towels and lights set to amplify a romantic mood completed its ambiance. After the porter brought the balance of their belongings from the other room, Garrick stood on the balcony with Brenna, watching the Daystar set.

The smell of the sea air and the lovely view over the ocean set the tone for talk that wandered into his appreciation of her beauty. Brenna leaned her head into his shoulder, nuzzling his chest as he slid one arm around her back while his other hand rose to her pliant, heavy breast.

Brenna loosened her gown, seductively pulling its straps down her shoulders while she gestured toward the room with a tilt of her head. “Come and love me,” she beckoned in a sultry tone . . . .

***
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Footsore and sullen, Sato led his team back to their observation post. Twilight, lingering in the northwestern sky, compelled them to settle down for the night. Although a launch from the destroyer Yoizuki had picked up their casualties and the intelligence they’d recovered from the insurgent camp – including the Kurian radio – the survivors of Tora Ni returned on foot, taking a route through the hills to avoid contact.

Sergeant Shinji set up the radio. Sato notified Chichi Tora that they’d arrived in position. With the wind off the sea picking up and Shîgôrudo heading for its hangar, Tora Ni would be the eyes of the operation through the night. Sato assigned his team a sleep, observation and patrol schedule, ensuring at least two men would be on watch.

Unable to sleep, Sato stood on the ridge overlooking the surf as the stars appeared. With the twin moons facing the Daystar in the west, the night grew very dark as twilight slipped over the horizon. In the east, the Great Eye Nebula cast its eerie, blue glow into the deepening shadows.

Uncertain he’d properly handled the conflict at the roadblock, Sato grew introspective. Should he have turned the truck around and infiltrated the ridge overlooking the beach on foot? A profound sense of responsibility for Sharuko’s demise settled on his soul, partly because the engineer’s death seemed so pointless, and partly because it happened so suddenly, so unexpectedly. Perhaps, had he chosen differently, Sharuko would still be alive, and Goro would not have been wounded.

The radio squawked. Shinji responded to the call, then notified Lieutenant Sato of a revision in their orders. “Targets have successfully moved to the second floor suite on the north end of the guest quarters,” he reported.

“Copy,” Sato replied. He tried to observe the building through his binoculars, but the lights were off and he couldn’t see anything. After notifying the watch team of the change, he stretched out on his bedroll, worried about how to explain the engineer’s death to Sharuko’s family.

***
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Late that night, after loving Brenna until he could offer nothing more, Garrick gently held his wife close, stroking her hair while she prayed. He never scoffed or ridiculed the vulnerabilities his woman revealed in her orison, allowing her to openly express faith with an authenticity that provided a window into her soul.

Brenna felt esteemed because he honored her convictions, even though he didn’t share them. They’d arrived at this mutual respect after several conflicts over their contrasting belief systems nearly ruined their relationship. The compromise worked well for them.

He’d learned to hold her quietly in these moments, enjoying the sensation of her warm body and smooth skin while she emptied her soul and expressed gratitude for her abundant blessings. This built trust between them, while maintaining personal integrity and relational respect.

Suddenly, Brenna stopped. She looked up at her husband with widened eyes that appeared bright in the darkness. “Something’s wrong,” she cautioned.

Alarmed, Garrick glanced at the safe where his big handgun lay and asked, “What is it?”

“Allfather put a verse in my head,” she told him. “It’s a warning. It came out of nowhere . . . .”

A moment later, the sound of booted feet on the hardwood hallway floor froze the young couple in fear. In the ensuring silence, Garrick felt his heart pounding. Brenna’s breath fell on his bare shoulder. He could hear her whispered prayer, her beautiful, prosodic phrasing that mysteriously stirred courage in his soul. A masculine grunt, followed by a loud bang and the sound of a door slamming against a wall, stirred the frightened lovers into action.

The sound of suppressed gunfire echoed down the hall. Garrick turned on the table lamp, squatted in front of the safe with his heart pounding, and quickly dialed in its combination. He reached for his handgun and a loaded magazine, which he slapped into place.

He'd not come here to die, but Garrick would defend his bride, even at the cost of his own life . . . .

Realizing that the attackers had broken into their previous room – and that they’d continue searching until they’d found their quarry – Brenna had little time to respond. The Lithian woman gracefully rolled off the bed and reached behind her long dresses.

As Garrick activated the light, she strung her bow in a swift motion, grabbed a handful of arrows from her quiver and hastened to the double doors leading to the patio.

“The light will lead them here,” she warned in a whisper, encouraging Garrick to shut it off.

Stepping into a strong wind that rippled her filmy gown, Brenna glanced at the beach below as her eyesight adjusted. With the twin moons new and the Great Eye blazing, the night looked bright to her, but would appear completely dark to Garrick and their attackers.

Another crash followed as the door to the adjacent, empty room slammed into the wall. This time no gunfire ensued. The kill team was conserving ammunition – a sign of professional killers – not poorly trained radicals.

Grunting, Garrick lifted the bed onto its side and positioned himself at a steep angle to the short hallway serving as the room’s entrance. Constrained by his love for Brenna and unwilling to risk her life if he could buy time for her to run, Garrick chambered a round, flipped his weapon’s safety off and took aim at the portal. “Please go!” he urged. “I’ll cover you.”

Yet Brenna couldn’t bear to let her husband face death alone. She slid behind the outer wall with arrows readied in her right hand, raising her bow just inside the doorjamb as a ram smashed the lock on their room’s door.

Men wearing Nordan uniforms and balaclavas, looking for targets with sight-mounted flashlights, burst into the suite. Brenna loosed three arrows in rapid succession, their deadly shafts slamming into the soft flesh just above the body armor of her would-be killers. She heard the third one curse, recognizing a foul phrase she’d heard many times as a prisoner in Kameron . . . .

Surprised by this unexpected resistance, the surviving attackers blasted the room with gunfire before retreating. “Garrick, run!” she begged, slinging her bow over her shoulder. Brenna crawled over the rail, hung onto its lower crossbar, steadied herself, then dropped to the sand.

The unmistakable thunder of Garrick’s .45 caliber semi-auto handgun erupted overhead. He fired four times as the enemy pressed into the room again. During a momentary pause in the action, gloved hands dragged fallen kill team bodies backwards. Deafened by the roar of his weapon, he didn’t hear Brenna pleading for him to flee.

Just then, a grenade rolled into the room.

Garrick flipped the bed onto the explosive and dashed for safety. Brenna screamed for him to jump as he burst onto the patio. The grenade went off, its over-pressure showering the room and the beach beyond in splintered glass and debris. Too pumped with adrenaline to realize he’d been hit with shattered glass, Garrick climbed over the rail, steadied himself, then dropped onto the sand.

Brenna heard sustained gunfire and saw another masked soldier appear, using the mounted light to search for his targets. She was too far away for him to see, but she had no trouble seeing him. An arrow whispered demise into his ear just before it struck him in the throat, and a second followed one heartbeat later, killing his companion.

With only one arrow left, the Lithian woman cried out in desperation. “They can’t see you! They’re firing blindly and won’t hit you if you keep running!”

Barely able to hear her screaming as the momentary deafening of his handgun’s roar began to fade, Garrick stumbled onward. “I can’t see, either!” he shouted.

“Just follow my voice,” she pleaded, dreading that he might get hit in the back by a surviving shooter. “I’m over here! If you run to the sea I’ll find you! Please don’t stop!”

Automatic gunfire sprayed from the patio into the darkness. Garrick began hearing rounds whistle into the nearby sand until another arrow whisked over his head, forever silencing the would-be killer’s carbine. The Tamarian officer ran as fast as he could until his feet hit the wet shore. He paused, then felt his wife’s soft hand on his arm. “You’re bleeding!” she stated in a ragged, terrified voice. “Have you been hit?”
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