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PROLOGUE - JUST A SIMPLE SKETCH
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Cadets Samuel Chudwell and Arlo Richardson lay on their backs in the grassy field between the mustering square and the cadet tents of Training Camp Chelsey. 

The other twenty members of the Red Team lay around them, eager young men and women training to join the Pofreylian military and prove their worth to their countrymen and King.

Their packs lay discarded about them. Dirt and sweat stained their uniforms, but they were jubilant.

They gasped and coughed and laughed.

“You...maniac...” Sam coughed. “Grenades and potshots while the second team flanked. Where...did you think of that?”

“Just...a little...something...” Arlo gasped and pointed at his head, “From the old...cogitation chamber upstairs.”

———
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“Line Commander!” One of the cadets shouted. 

Everyone stumbled to their feet and snapped to attention.

Cadet Vincent Jackson, an enthusiastic and wiry young man with a boyish face and mop of wavy brown hair, stormed up to them.

“Ab-so-lutely outstanding!” he thundered. “Today’s tactical war games were one for the books, Red Team! Sergeant Kodachi says the Red Team can hit the mess hall early. Let’s go! Move your butts! Before the grub gets cold! Move it! Move it! Move it!”

———
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Minutes later...

“Go on!” Arlo shouted. “Gotta hit the head first!”

“Don’t be long!” Sam laughed. “Or I’ll eat your portion.”

“You need it!”

As Sam walked through the afternoon sun toward the mess hall, he imagined all the future battles in which he would fight and all the great victories he would be a part of.

Suddenly, a cadet he did not recognize stopped him.

“Hello,” the cadet said. 

He was short and unassuming, with soft features and short blonde hair. He offered Sam a folded piece of paper. 

“This is for you.”

Sam accepted the paper and unfolded it.

“This...” Sam blinked at the drawing. Just a simple sketch done with a black charcoal pen. “This is...me.” 

“And your friends,” the cadet said sheepishly. “I don’t have many, myself. I hope you don’t mind. I like to draw, and, well, I thought it came out pretty good.”

The drawing wasn’t bad, Sam thought: Sam, Arlo, and Rex chatting together.

Sam smiled.

He looked up to thank the cadet and maybe get his name.

But the cadet was gone.
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CHAPTER 1 - THE CLEANSING
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Samuel Chudwell closed his eyes and breathed in deeply. 

The clean, hot water sprayed his unshaven face and exhausted body. It soaked through his unkempt, mud-caked mop of light brown hair. 

He swept back his hair and combed the grime out of his locks with fingernails that had not been clean in weeks. Fingernails under which the dark, crusted earth of Trench twenty-seven-forty-three had steadily built up like grout.

As the steaming water splashed and washed over Sam’s body, the prickly goose pimples that covered his pale and slender frame smoothed out and vanished. 
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