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Thainig An
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When the first bomb hit, I jerked out of slumber and dropped into confusion. Everyone knew it would happen soon but not this soon. Not here in Geansai. There was nothing important here for the Saibhir to bomb. The closest military base was míle away. 

In the back of our brains, leaders assumed there was always a chance that a few fighters would lose their way and drop a few bombs over unintentional targets. Maybe a fighter would crash-land during a retaliation. So we practiced escaping to our bomb shelter. One time, Mathair and I were shopping in the square when a drill vibrated the streets. Along with the other traders, we entered the nearest bomb crevice and waited ten nóiméad for it to end.  

By the time the second one hit and tried to knock me off my feet, I was rushing to Mathair’s room. They were wide awake. One hand gripping the edge of the bed and the other on their swollen stomach where my sibling waited to be born. Their frightened black eyes locked with mine. They seemed as surprised by the attack.

“Camoo,” they said. “Go to the shelter!”

Ignoring their order, I helped them off the bed and brought them along. I may have still been a child but I was not stupid. Straining with their weight, we tried to keep balance through the rooms. The house shook and flexed under us as the rest of the bombs hit. Mathair shouted in surprise a few times. I released a few, too. The explosions were so loud, louder as they continued, that they could have been right outside.

In the kitchen, the bomb shelter entrance on the floor yawned open. The lights were on and the stairs were laid out. Both of us holding onto the flesh and bone rail, we made our way down the steps to safety. 

Or, I hoped it was safe.

Though our home was only one-level with enough room for our family, it was tough. As were all the domiciles on our planet. We nurtured and fed the ground. It gave back to us with calloused walls and ceilings, and vascular power. I had been living here most of my life. I had no memories of living anywhere else. I loved my home. Based on how strong it was now resisting the bombs and the shock waves, our home loved us back.

Once I lowered Mathair onto the single bed, the door to the shelter sealed. I draped the blankets over them and puffed the cushion under their head.

“Are you feeling good?” I asked them.

Mathair smiled and patted my cheek.

“I am,” they said. “A bit angry.”

“At the Saibhir? Me, too.”

“We’re to be safe here during the war,” they sighed. “I suppose, we’re safe now.”

Another shake from outside. This one made me sit on the bed to keep my balance.

“Come,” Mathair said, opening their arms. “I will keep you both safe.”

Even though I was years away from being cuddled by my tuismitheoir, I lay next to them anyway. The closeness was comforting. My sibling’s kicks pressed against my side. I smiled. 

They were going to be a wild one. Their birth was expected in another few cycles. Athair would miss it. I would have to help Mathair when the time came. Karms was a mid-spouse who lived down the street. They assisted and trained parents for childbirth. With Athair gone, Karms trained me well but I still wanted them with me in case something went wrong. My confidence in the procedure was low. Perhaps because I was so scared of the idea of escorting anyone into this world. A world filled with bombs falling from the sky.

**
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When the Saibhir entered our planet’s orbit, they immediately made their demands known to us. For a long time, they observed us and admired our bio-mechanical evolution. The Saibhir believed we would make good slaves in their factories. Far better ones than the runts they had now. 

They demanded that we surrender and prepare for a life of productive slavery where we would learn various trades, morals, and ethics.

The Council of Bocht Leaders refused such preposterous demands.

The Saibhir responded by attacking our military camps. Then they repeated their demands.

We again refused.

When the Saibhir attacked, we were prepared. Our fighters met theirs in battle. We won that attack but the war had only begun.

Our military was sparse compared to the Saibhir’s. We always had peace on our planet due to the lack of boundaries and poverty. We lived peacefully. But a military was formed in cases like these. Unfortunately, the Saibhir exceeded our expectations. 

The Council of Leaders asked for volunteers. Athair joined the war. Mathair did not stop them. They understood that safety and freedom were at stake. Unfortunately, Athair had no knowledge of Mathair’s pregnancy when they left. They didn’t know until the signs revealed themselves a few seachtaini after.

Mathair communicated to Athair the good news. Athair smiled and cheered. The other troops around them celebrated, too. They were ecstatic for life to continue in a time of death. Mathair wished they could share the joy but the part about death hung in their mind. Athair could die in battle as much as the other Bocht soldiers. 

Athair could die and my sibling could be born. It was not a trade we anticipated.

**
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The practice raids taught us to wait until our domiciles stopped vibrating in alarm before we checked on damages. Keeping my balance on the soft floor, I crossed to the elixir pump and prepared a mug for Mathair. 

They took a few sips and told me to drink the rest. 

“Do you sense smoke?” they asked.

“No,” I said, sipping. “I don’t think I sense anything burning. But our domicile is not very porous in the colder climate.”

Mathair nodded and rubbed their belly. 

“My sibling is good?” I asked.

“Very good,” they said. “We have a fine protector.”

“It feels calm now,” I said. “We should exit. Don’t you think?”

“Yes,” they said, smiling. “This bed Athair picked out was not made for my back.”

The door yawned open and I stepped out into the kitchen. The walls subtly flexed, not at all disturbed. I still needed to check the exterior but it was a good sign that the domicile avoided interior damage from the attack. 

I helped Mathair out of the shelter and brought them back to their bed where they would be comfortable.

“Do you need anything?” I asked.

“No,” they said. “Go do your assessment.”

I wandered the interior of the domicile. Some of the light fixtures leaked phosphorescent liquid. All the windows were sealed and the walls were without bruises or rips. I placed my palm against one of them and felt the sturdy mix of bone and metal underneath the flesh. I smiled, proud of our home.

The metal door slid open, and I stepped out onto the front step. Smoke filled with the stench of burnt flesh rushed up my nose. I slapped my hand over it and my mouth to keep it out but that was a useless objective. Most of the domiciles around us were wounded, if not barely alive. Many suffered broken walls and ceilings, spasming in pain. 

A few of my wounded and disheveled neighbors wandered the streets and lawns in shock or grief. None of them acknowledged each other, lost too deep in their despair. A choking feeling consumed my neck and heart. This was wrong. All wrong. Why so much destruction on a city not made for war? A city that posed no threat to the enemy.

A flashing caught my attention. The lights to some of the domiciles flickered out. Then all of them. Including ours.

“They took out the central heart of the village” someone shouted.

I dashed back into our home. All the lights were off. The walls bubbled, struggled. With the central heart out, the homes would certainly die.

“Oh, no,” I gasped.

“Camoo,” Mathair shouted. “What is happening?”

I took a few steps but then stopped when I heard the noise.

Blasters. Grinding machines. Screams.

“They’re coming!” someone bellowed.

The Saibhir troops.

**
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Helping Mathair, we moved back to the kitchen. The shelter door remained closed. It should have sensed us by now and opened.

“The walls,” Mathair said, motioning with their sweaty head.

They were still. The house was dead. 

Tears threatened my eyes and the choking sensation increased. 

“Back to the bedroom,” they said. 

Returning to it seemed useless. With the house dead, we had no defenses against the Saibhir soldiers. They could easily rip through the walls and come for us. Kill us? Maybe. Definitely gather us for their work camps and factories.

Gather my sibling who would be born into slavery.

I lowered Mathair onto the bed and ran back to the door. I gripped the metal edge protruding from the soft sheath. I tried to pull it closed. Maybe it would have been possible if I was as old and strong as Athair and not a weak lumpling.

“Camoo,” Mathair said, amazingly so much calmer than I. “Get the weapon.”

The cyster! Why have I not thought of that?

Back in the kitchen, I grabbed a chair and positioned it beside the cabinets grown from the domicile. Unlike the bedroom door, this was easier to open but still a struggle. I brought the small steel box down and opened it. The cyster and a clip of cysts were inside. I picked up the mix of muscles, tendons, and steel and loaded the clip into the barrel. It held eight cysts. If there was a fight, I doubt it would be enough. But maybe, if I was smart it would be effective.

Screams and crying from outside dragged my attention to the window. Lasers blasted and orders shouted. 

“Get in there!” Saibhir with high-pitch voices ordered.

My people resisted entering the carriers, begged to be left alone.

The Saibhir answered with their weapons. With violence.

“Good job,” Mathair said, smiling when I returned.

I handed them the weapon and tried to close the door again. As I struggled, the screams and engines decreased. They moved farther away from us. Maybe they focused on the Bocht without homes. The ones wounded and disorientated. The ones easier to catch. 

Maybe they wouldn’t come back.

**
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The door was three-quarters closed. I couldn’t do it anymore. The muscles in my body were pulled and ached to the point of tears. Mathair wiped the sweat from my brow and neck and massaged the pain in my arms and back. 

“See if you can milk some elixir,” they said. “You need to eat.”

I slipped through the gap to the kitchen and gathered two mugs. I tried to flex elixir from the tube. Barely a few drops filled the mug which surprised me none. I tried the sink. Water flowed out. The tank was filled but it wouldn’t replenish when it emptied. The house needed to be alive to do that.

With one mug of water and one barely with elixir, I returned to Mathair. They rubbed their bare belly and hummed a lumpling song.

“I should check on Karms,” I said. 

They tilted their head to the side in confusion.

“Why?”

“To make sure they are alive. To see if they escaped the sweep.”

“Is that all?” they asked.

“Isn’t that enough?” I asked.

“I’m curious if any more of our neighbors avoided capture,” Mathair said. “But I don’t think it’s safe to venture out there. Not yet. Besides, you are well trained when arrival happens in another few seachtaini.”

I nodded, shrugged, and sipped the water.

“You are not looking forward to the arrival?” Mathair asked.

“I am,” I said. “I’m anxious to meet my sibling. To care for them. I’m also anxious for Athair to meet them, too.”

“That will be such a wonderful day,” they said.

“If it happens. If they, if we, survive the war.”

“We will survive,” they said. “But we also need to be prepared. Nothing exists forever in the tangible world. Something the Saibhir don’t understand. But life goes on. Death leads to birth. We will meet everyone again. All the people we’re attracted to in this life. That includes our family.”

Mathair took my hand and smiled. How beautiful they were in such a tiring and hopeless time.

“I would like to believe that,” I said.

“Keep trying,” they said. “Keep practicing. In the future, you will see the signs to confirm my words.”

I nodded my promise.

Shouting grabbed our attention. From the front of the domicile. Followed by pounding on our front door.

“Oh, no,” I rasped.

Mathair squeezed my hand.

“Maybe they will pass us by,” they said.

“We can’t take that chance,” I said.

Gripping the cyster, I pulled my hand from theirs and stopped at the slightly open bedroom door. The attack against the front entrance increased.

“How the hell do you open these,” a Saibhir soldier shouted.

“Let me try blasting it,” another said.

Their rifle discharged against the door. 

“Damn it!”

I smiled. Even in death, our domicile continued to protect us. Maybe the soldiers would give up and move on to the next house in their sweep.

“Stand back,” the first voice said.

“You can’t use that,” the second said. “It will rip the whole place down.”

“No, it won’t. I’ve done it before. Relax.”

They couldn’t be doing what I thought they were going to do. Were Saibhir soldiers so stupid? 

“Mathair,” I said, running back to them. “Get up. Up!”

I helped them onto their feet and tipped the bed over to its side. We both hid behind it as the bomb they set at the front door detonated. Smoke, heat, bone, and flesh flushed into the room through the ajar bedroom door, flying over our heads and hitting the wall behind us.

“Ha!” the first soldier cheered. “Told you it would work.”

Cyster in hand, I peeked over the edge of the bed. The smoke cleared enough to make out the ajar door. Boots stomped about the domicile. Furniture was tossed and smashed.

“There’s no one here,” the second soldier said.

“We have to be sure,” the first one said. “If we do a good job, we can move to the front line and finally see some action.”

“That all you think about?”

“You like being the low cog in the wheel? Not me. I want to rise up in this war. Kill some filthy-looking Bocht. Have one issued as my slave when this war is over.”

“If we survive,” the second soldier said. “If we’re not killed.”

“C’mere. Help me with this door. It’s partly open.”

I ducked as one of them filled the gap in the door. 

Mathair squeezed my hand and whispered my name. I shushed them and peeked back out. Bit by bit, the soldiers made the gap wider, ruining my earlier struggle.

“Camoo,” Mathair rasped, grinding the joints in my fingers. “It’s coming.”

I glanced in confusion at them. Yes, the soldiers were coming. Then it struck me.

“My sibling?” I gasped.

They smiled through their pain.

The soldiers opened the door wide enough to fall into the bedroom. Regaining their feet, they raised their rifles and scanned the room.

“Told you no one is in here,” the one with Collins patched to the breast of their uniform of sleek back pants and white armor.

“Got to check everything,” the other with Patterson patched to theirs. 
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