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Fitting In

––––––––
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THE FIRST WEEK IN THE Southern Camp went as Keisi expected. However, it wasn’t the gruelling physical training and extreme discipline that were the problem, it was the people. With her voice still returning to full strength, and being the youngest in her scout group by almost five years, it made life a little challenging. But to her credit, not once did she complain or allow it to affect her performance. Travelling across northern and central Theras for months through the freezing winter, dealing with wild animals, surviving hunger, and the constant stress of her familial relationships (never mind the effect of the Sword’s presence on her emotional and mental state), she had learned to keep her emotions hidden from those around her. In fact, she was so good at it that Tier, her scout group leader, who recognised her self-imposed solitude for what it was, hoped it wouldn’t cause a major problem for him and her group-mates further down the line, especially in the field. However, her fighting skills were far superior to theirs and he had to admit that her cousin Jae had taught her well.

Keisi amazed Tier and her peers constantly with her ability to be shown something only once. She took pleasure in seeing their frustration when she learned her lessons in record time and then got to sit on the side-lines and watch them struggle with the physical and mental tasks she found simple. When Tier asked how she learned so quickly, all she did was shrug and smile secretively, which made those who already envied her even more annoyed. This unfortunately led to teasing and even bullying, but she took it all with stoic grace, biding her time until she got a chance to teach them a lesson—if it ever turned out to be worth her time and effort. 

But time was something she had plenty of since arriving at the camp. Until they began going out on field missions, there wasn’t much to keep her occupied besides the few hours of training every day, which included learning what was expected of her as a resident of the Southern Camp. 

Tier had placed Keisi in a group the day after the family had arrived. He’d assessed her with a bunch of new recruits until she was ready to be placed with the people who would best complement her unique skills and personality. The assessment included sign language (quite similar to what Jae’el had taught her, so she’d picked up the differences quickly), hand-to-hand combat skills, weapons skills, and various other tests that included tracking. Keisi had excelled in all of them, as Tier suspected she would; in fact, she was focused to the point of obsession. Almost without fail she had taken down her training partners and had only struggled when faced with a much bigger and heavier opponent than herself. Tier planned to work with her on that as most of the Draks she’d meet on missions were men and aliens of great stature. 

Her solitude was a big problem because every scout group needed to create strong bonds between its members as soon as possible, and it was imperative that they were all good friends, or preferably, like a close-knit family. Trust was the most vital aspect of being a scout; it was more important than the air you breathed, in Tier’s opinion, because when you were in a battle you needed to know beyond a shadow of doubt that you could trust your group-mate to watch your back.  

Keeping apart from the others in her group had quickly earned Keisi their disdain, which of course made her feel even more isolated. She tried to fit in, knowing that her family were relying on her to make it work, but she hated strangers, especially those who treated her like a child. At the palace she’d always enjoyed the company of outsiders visiting from the city and other kingdoms, but since the invasion and the upheaval of her life that had followed, everything had changed. She had changed. So rather than stand up to her group-mates and show strength, she withdrew. 

Keisi shared a tent with Vaxa, Trini, and Lien, three tough and obnoxious young women who relentlessly teased and goaded her. Their verbal abuse gradually became more physical, leaving her with bruises on her arms and legs from being pinched or poked when Tier wasn’t looking. Unbeknown to Tier and her group-mates, her frustration was building a little more each day and it was only a matter of time before she discarded her self-control and reciprocated. Her growing respect for Tier and the thought of disappointing her family, especially Ren, whom she missed more than she would admit to anyone, were the only things keeping her temper in check for now. Feeling terribly alone most nights as she lay awake on her pallet in the dark, Keisi thought about leaving, but it would be unfair to her family and she could never do it to Ren. They’d found a good, safe harbour where they could stay indefinitely and she didn’t want to take that away from them.

The training continued and intensified on a daily basis, pushing the new recruits to their physical and mental limits, but Keisi kept pace and put all her anger and concentration into whatever task she was given. Tier was a brutal task master and demanded complete dedication and commitment, therefore many did not meet his high standards and so were quickly reassigned to menial camp duties like cooking, tending to the animals, doing laundry, and assisting the healers in the medical tents. Although he was tough, he was always fair, and this quickly gained him Keisi’s trust. He reminded her of Jae’el and his professional approach to everything, and as a result, she flourished under his tutelage. Her body hardened and strengthened until she moved like a wildcat, silent and dangerous, and her focus and rapid progress pushed her group-mates to try harder. This brought Tier great satisfaction and pride, and he realised one day that Keisi’s group was one of the best he’d ever trained and she was the reason for it. His curiosity about who she was and why he felt so drawn to her stayed with him. It wasn’t sexual in any way; it was purely admiration for her talents, her leadership potential, and her natural ability to inspire others to do better. There was something uniquely special about her and he hoped one day to find out what that was. 

By the end of the second week, Tier was ready to send them into the field on small reconnaissance missions, and he led them himself to assess their performances. Keisi always volunteered to be rearguard and he knew the reason why. Besides being the most responsible position it was also the most isolated, and for now he allowed it. She’d eventually make an excellent group leader, but until she began to earn the group’s trust, rearguard was the best place for her. The irony was that only the most trustworthy scout was given rearguard, but the group didn’t know this yet. 

Their first three-day mission went very well. A new enemy camp was spotted in the hills twenty miles east of the camp on the morning of their last day, and after Tier sent the coordinates back to the general from his personal console, they had the pleasure of watching two Dune Bugs—also stolen from the enemy—fly in fast and low and catch the Draks by surprise. The camp was razed by the powerful laser cannons that fired bright red beams out of the open side doors of the Dune Bugs, and the scouts (excluding Keisi, of course) covered their ears in fright, having never heard or seen such destructive technology before. But they all cheered from the top of a hill where they hid when they saw the camp and the enemy’s ground and aircraft being decimated. 

Keisi’s uninhibited grin caught Tier’s eye and he was once again struck by her astonishing beauty. He then picked up on something else: She truly loved being a scout. What he had mistakenly surmised as introversion he now correctly identified as quiet confidence in her abilities and his stomach fluttered with excitement. Kurrn, what he could teach her! First, though, she had to win the trust of those around her and learn to fit in, and he decided to have a talk with her after evening meals that night after they got back to camp.

As for the rest of Keisi’s family, they were kept just as busy over the weeks following their arrival. Ren and Jae’el were given a week to show Falon what they could do and he had them leading their own groups by the start of the second week. Braahn joined Jae’el’s group initially, but during training and assessments, Falon saw natural leadership skills and the ability to make wise and effective decisions under pressure. He needed a bit more time to gain experience and confidence, though, so Falon decided to keep him under an experienced leader until he was ready.

Aa’rel was thrown into her starting position as a triage nurse and had to learn how things were done rather speedily, much like everyone else who first joined the camp. But to her credit she did just that and was soon taking charge of the younger girls and training them to do the basics, like cleaning and dressing wounds and administering medication. Within the second week she began assisting the physicians in more serious cases and quickly earned their respect when she handled all her tasks with the perfect balance of professionalism, compassion, and calm. Her gentle nature won the hearts of the patients and physicians alike (as did her elegant beauty), and she soon earned a reputation for being a reliable nurse who worked fast and excelled under pressure. The only other place she’d felt this happy and fulfilled was in Malkhyrin, and she said as much to Braahn, Jae’el, and Ren when the four met one night at The Scarlet Lady, the local tavern in a small village not far from the camp.

Over a big meal and large tankards of honey-mead, they shared their two weeks’ initiation experiences and were happy to discover how well things had gone. All four admitted to feeling content and settled for the first time since their flight south and how satisfying it was to be a part of something significant and have purpose again, although no one mentioned the continued systematic destruction of their beloved Theras. It wasn’t the time or place. 

“Has anyone heard from Keisi?” Ren asked.

“No,” Jae’el said, “and I haven’t heard from Khael either. You?”

Ren shook his head, frowning. “Noi’, but I have heard rumours about a young girl making a name for herself as a tough new scout. I don’t know if they’re talking about Keisi, though,” he said, then added forlornly, “I wish I could see her.”

Braahn snorted and grinned. “How much do you want to bet that it is Keisi they’re talking about?”

The men chortled, and Aa’rel said, “I hope she’s alright. With her voice and being so young compared to the other women here, she’s at a disadvantage. From what I’ve seen of the type of people in this camp, they’re a little rough and can be harsh and intolerant at times. I hope she’s coping with the gruelling training. I think we forget sometimes how young she still is.”

“Young but tough,” Jae’el said. “From what I’ve heard about Tier, he’s a demanding trainer but a good and fair man. He’ll look after her, I’m sure.”

“Still wish I could see her,” Ren repeated despondently. He’d decided he’d only speak Basic when he was with people other than the family. If felt wonderful to speak Old Tongue again.

“I’ll see if I can get a message to Tier tomorrow,” Jae’el offered, patting Ren on the shoulder. “I do know that his groups have been out in the field for the past two, three days but will be returning soon. Perhaps Falon can help.”

Ren nodded his thanks and finished his mead with a huge swallow. He’d come to like the honeyed brew and ordered another.

“Hai, take it easy,” Aa’rel admonished in Old Tongue, “I’ve seen enough drunkards in the medical tents to last me a lifetime and I’d hate for one of them to be you.”

Ren bowed from his seated position and grinned. “As you wish, oh mighty physician,” he replied in Basic with a heavy accent, and they both laughed when she threw her napkin at him.

While the four of them ordered another round of drinks and talked louder to be heard above the merriment in the bustling tavern, Khael sat in the quiet command tent and pored over maps of the surrounding territory with the Second and Third Commanders. After finding out what Khael was capable of and where his interests lay, Kala had instructed Ro’an and Allon Per’sao, Third Commander of the Southern Camp, to teach Khael everything, starting with the Therasin plans on how to remove the Draks from the south and then the north, east, and west systematically, and following that they were to help him catch up on what had occurred planet-wide since the Draks had first invaded Theras.

Kala had left a few days ago to join his First Commander, Sebik Na’al, in the north-western kingdom of Ded’ana where the Head Generals of each main camp were gathering in secret with their respective First Commanders to discuss a joint coordinated attack on the enemy in a few months’ time. (Sebik had already been there meeting with his peers in advance of the meeting, therefore Khael had yet to meet him.) In the weeks leading up to the invasion—during those long War Room sessions in the palace—plans had been set in motion and strategies discussed and prepared by Ahloren and her generals, and now Khael had the privilege of witnessing many of those plans being implemented. Pride filled his heart, although it was mixed with deep sorrow that his mae’im was not alive to see her hard work come to fruition and to lead the war herself. He could not, of course, mention any of this to Kala, Ro’an, and Allon, but he was determined to continue his mae’im’s work in her absence and do it to the best of his ability, which was considerable as the son of a Sword Bearer and the first prince of Theras. 

All the children of the Bearer possessed some special skill, talent, or mental acuity way above that of normal u’mans and manifested them according to the inherent passions and interests of each child. This was because they had been infused by a little of the Sword’s power during Ahloren’s pregnancies. Khael had the ability to see the big picture as well as every detail of any given situation, and this was accompanied by the innate knowledge of how to provide solutions to seemingly unsolvable problems. His gifts were the main reasons he had been at his mae’im’s side in the War Room every day because he could see what the Therasin military leadership and she could not. His talent for strategy specifically made him a vital asset in the war. 

On top of these gifts, Khael had solved several major logistical problems in the Southern Camp and had helped free up hundreds of men and resources to focus on tasks and targets according to priority. Kala had been hugely impressed with the speed at which he’d made these improvements and he’d left Khael with Allon and Ro’an, confident that he had the makings of a First Commander and even possibly a general. Fortunately for Khael, Kala had never been to the palace. He was a minor lord in the south and so had only received second-hand information from the southern kings as he’d needed it. No one else had shown any interest in becoming the general of the Southern Camp, so Kala had stepped up because he’d seen it as his duty to his Cai’ and his home-world. There was no danger, therefore, that Khael would be recognised this far south unless someone described him to Kala at the secret gathering. But there’d be no reason for anyone to do that because most of Theras believed that the scions of Ahloren were dead. If he’d personally gone to Ded’ana, though, to Lord T’juka Van’ah’s castle in the capital city, that would have been a very dangerous situation. Most of those attending would recognise him, most especially T’juka, for Ahloren had worked closely with the ruler of the large and powerful north-western kingdom, who was now also the Head General of the Northern Camp. He had always been one of Ahloren’s strongest and most loyal allies.

The three men stared at the impressively detailed map spread open over the large table in silence, the low fires in the standing sconces casting deep shadows into the corners of the stuffy tent. The map showed the entire singular continent that was Theras and the hundreds of islands and vast oceans surrounding it. They had eaten a quick evening meal together a short while ago in the food tent and had then gathered to discuss what to do about the new threat rising in the west.

“When did the first report come in about the huge numbers of Draks landing on the west coast?” Khael asked without taking his eyes off the spot on the map he was referring to.

“A messenger arrived around the fifth afternoon hour with intel from Second Commander Brai’in from the Western Camp,” Allon explained. “His scouts reported seeing many large aircraft land on the plains beyond the coastal forests and described them as cargo ships because they were filled with soldiers and various ground and aircraft and numerous crates full of weapons, food, and equipment. His scouts also mentioned some kind of big general leading them that no one has heard of before.”

“I have also heard of this mysterious new man,” Ro’an said. “Apparently, and I say apparently because nothing has as yet been confirmed, he plans to wipe out every village, town, and city as he advances west and north.”

“I wonder who he is,” Khael said, speaking to no one in particular. 

It had been difficult for the Therasins to learn the names of the various alien races, leaders, and factions, and, more importantly, about their capabilities and tactics. As Theras was populated mostly by u’mans, none of their spies could get close enough to find out any worthwhile information or penetrate their ranks. Now there was this new u’man Drak leader, which was unexpected. There wasn’t much intel on him at the moment and Khael didn’t like that. The Western Camp simply had to try harder to get them more information.

“Well, like typical superstitious westerners, the rumours have it that he is another demon like Drakoor S’et, and that he is also Drakoor’s right hand, second in command only to him,” Ro’an said. “I don’t know if I believe it, though.”

“Believe what? That he’s a demon or Drakoor’s right hand?” Khael asked, looking up.

“I, uh . . . I guess both,” Ro’an answered with a shrug.

“Well, let’s hope that both rumours are untrue,” Khael said. “Until now, the enemy has only been an annoyance and has as yet to cause major damage, something they are quite capable of doing with their advanced technology and weaponry. They have conquered plenty but they have not decimated any city or town besides Malkhyrin. Has anyone thought to ask why?” 

“That’s an interesting question,” Allon said. “They are certainly capable of it, aren’t they?”

Ro’an frowned and scratched his chin. “They could easily have conquered all of Theras by now, I agree. I’m sure they also have many warships in orbit around the planet. This is a small world, so it wouldn’t take them long to have us on our knees.”

“Perhaps they have a purpose we have not yet discovered,” Khael suggested, watching the two men closely.

“What in Kurrn’s name could that be?” Ro’an asked. “From what we’ve seen so far, they have no weaknesses, so why are they holding back?” His face pinched in thought.

“Maybe they’re looking for something?” Khael said, and decided to leave it at that. 

He’d wanted to plant a seed that would eventually bloom into hope when Theras discovered one day in the near future that the Sword Bearer was alive. By then he hoped to have Keisi trained and ready to lead her people against the demon and his hordes. Putting her directly under their noses was the perfect hiding place; neither the Draks nor the Therasins would ever expect her to be so close to the frontlines. Right now, Therasin hope was seriously flagging, so how wonderful would it be when they discovered that she wasn’t dead.

Khael was secretly pleased that this new Drak leader had decided to start his campaign in the west and not in the south. Even though the camp was cloaked (he was still struggling to understand the alien clouding device that could hide up to one hundred square miles if needed, Kala had told him on their first day in the camp), he knew that Keisi would eventually be found. If the reports were true then a much larger and more fully equipped enemy force would soon be sweeping across his beloved planet searching every dwelling before destroying the cities, towns, and villages in which they didn’t find the Bearer. From what he had learned over the past two weeks, the Draks on Theras were a conglomeration of over twenty different u’man and alien races originating mostly from the galaxy’s Eastern Sector. They were in league with Drakoor S’et—the reason was a mystery no Therasin could fathom—and they were brutal warriors lacking all capacity for mercy, much like their overlord. Khael needed to find out more about this new u’man general if he was going to help the weaker and more isolated and less equipped Therasins oppose him. Also, the longer Keisi remained hidden, the longer Theras could survive and find more inventive ways to defeat their enemy with the limited resources they had. Drakoor would not destroy the planet while Keisi remained elusive, of that Khael was sure, and he just hoped that there were enough Therasins to keep the demon’s armies busy while Keisi gained strength, knowledge, and experience. As always, timing was everything.

***
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YANEC STOOD ON THE lip of a high cliff breathing in the humid, late afternoon sea air blowing in from the south-west while gazing down at the vast plain below him. An impressive multi-coloured tent-city, filled with thousands of troops, was spread out for at least a mile in every direction. This was a temporary camp until they moved inland to set up a permanent base. Ground craft, aircraft, and a variety of other transports—capable of carrying anything from a hundred men to the short distance warship skimmers made for one or two flyers—surrounded the camp, creating a protective circle around the sea of u’mans and aliens that made up Drakoor S’et’s massive army and Yanec’s black command tent that stood on a small rise in the very centre. 

He breathed a deep sigh of satisfaction seeing the ordered mass below and revelled in the power flowing through him—both from the Sword and from the power Drakoor had given him on the day he had been reborn. Some had not taken kindly to his instant promotion to the demon’s First, for they had served their master loyally for over a year with the hopes of becoming the one who would be his voice and have limitless power at their command. So when Yanec, an unknown u’man boy, both untrained and untried, had been chosen to be the most powerful among them, there had been a few upstarts he’d been forced to take care of personally. His swift, merciless action had proven his undeniable loyalty and servitude to the demon and had made it clear that he would not tolerate any opposition against or doubts about Drakoor’s choices. It was a bloody few days, whether there was clear proof of dissent or not, and it sent a clear message that he was a man who didn’t like being challenged or questioned. Drakoor had approved wholeheartedly, of course. The carnage had ended the grumbling, although it had fuelled more hatred towards Yanec. But he didn’t care; he had the Sword and he knew how to use it. 

Drakoor had personally seen to his training with the Sword while Jaga took care of the rest. Both tutors were brutal in their approach to get him ready for his two-pronged mission: The demon wanted him fully in touch with the Sword’s power and capabilities to track and eventually face the female Bearer while he simultaneously obliterated as many Therasins as possible in the coming war using a more traditional means of battle. Although Yanec had been rendered unconscious due to exhaustion many times during his training with Drakoor and had to heal himself frequently, he’d always awoken to greater mental and physical strength, so he’d endured the torturous training with tight-lipped determination, not wanting to disappoint his father. To this day he couldn’t remember how he’d come to possess the Sword, and all Drakoor would tell him was that he had given it to him as a gift for his loyalty to destroy anyone who opposed them. What Yanec had not expected, however, was Drakoor’s order not to use the Sword for any reason except tracking the female or unless he specifically allowed it only after Yanec had asked permission first. Yanec often wondered what the point was for having such power when he couldn’t use it, but he would never voice that question and would do as he was told, no matter how much he secretly disagreed, because not to obey meant more pain and he’d experienced enough of that already for many lifetimes.

A soft breeze brushed his cheek and black, glinting eyes stared out beyond the plain while he once again searched his mind for memories prior to his rebirth. He was a grown man, therefore he should be capable of recalling a lot more of his life. Although he was curious, he wasn’t really all that concerned because he had his master’s orders and he had his master’s blessing to lead his army to victory and conquer this wretched world. However, finding the female Sword Bearer and delivering her to Drakoor was just as important; in fact, it was a burning obsession within his very soul. But he wasn’t pleased that his father had told him to keep her alive. 

Unbeknown to him, Drakoor had implanted this strong desire within Yanec to motivate him to find her and had threatened him with a slow, agonising death if he killed her. Once he had both Swords and Sword Bearers in his presence, then, he’d promised his son, his rewards would be endless and they would conquer the galaxy together. It wasn’t really what Drakoor had meant, but Yanec didn’t need to know that.

“Yanec.” 

He turned his black gaze on Jaga, making the scarred warrior step back a pace. “You will refer to me as Lord Yanec or I will have your head,” he said, his voice sibilant and threatening. Jaga nodded and swallowed hard and Yanec smiled like a rabid wolf before going back to watching the army settle in for the night. “What is it?”

“Orders from Master Drakoor, my lord. The army is to leave at first light and head north-east to an area known as Gonsteran.”

“I know that already, Jaga. Why don’t you tell me something I don’t know?” The fingers of Yanec’s sword hand twitched ever so slightly. It annoyed him that Drakoor was passing on orders through a grunt instead of communicating directly with him. Perhaps he still needed to prove his worth and that he could be trusted to carry out his father’s orders meticulously and produce the results he demanded, and Yanec had every intention of doing so soon in his very first battle.

Jaga cleared his throat and ploughed on. “Our master wants you to destroy everything as we advance but leave as many alive as possible to flee and tell the tale of your coming. He wants a message sent to the Therasins that if they resist, you will kill every living thing you and your army come across.” 

Jaga let out a quiet breath and waited for Yanec’s response. He resented feeling fearful and on edge constantly; they were unnatural emotions for him and his hatred for Yanec grew daily because of it. Since that first day he’d trained him, Jaga’s anxiety had grown until it almost matched his fear of Drakoor. The boy had learned his ferocious fighting skills very quickly, as Drakoor said he would, and very rarely did he need to be shown something twice. He was a natural warrior and had soon matched Jaga blow for blow, which he found quite disconcerting. Jaga had, after all, been trained by the best since he was but a small child on his home-world, and his unique abilities and skills had earned him his place beside Drakoor as one of his elite warriors.

When Jaga had brought in a few seasoned warriors to spar with him, Yanec had either maimed or killed them one by one with his practice weapons—dull-edged, wooden knives and swords that made an awful mess when he stabbed them through the neck or heart or another vital part of their body and left gaping, gushing wounds. Because of his lack self-control, Jaga had stopped the training with others to preserve their lives and had begun teaching him hand-to-hand combat instead. He had invariably ended up with severe bruising and more than a few lacerations and loose teeth himself, but fortunately, he was too good to allow the boy to do any worse to him, and Jaga hoped that one day he’d have the opportunity to return the favour and even kill him. But he’d have to be careful not to reveal his dark thoughts. Yanec would not hesitate to slit his throat if he suspected what desires lay hidden in Jaga’s black heart. 

Part of his training had included various forms of torture, for which they’d used the prisoners and slaves that were kept in the bowels of Drakoor’s ship and were doomed to die anyway. Jaga had always prided himself on being a hard man, but after seeing Yanec’s level of cruelty and enjoyment in bringing pain to others, he realised he had nothing on the insane whelp. Such darkness, such psychopathy, he had never before seen in another u’man, and it was then that Jaga had realised that he was not dealing with just another man but something the demon had created, an abomination dredged up from the Void itself. Had Jaga the courage to leave Drakoor’s service right then he would have, but it had failed him when he’d realised how easily Yanec could find him, and the last place he wanted to be was on the receiving end of the evil boy’s murderous hands.

Yanec stood so still he could have been a statue. His high-collared, form-fitting black coat with silver trim reached his black, spotless, knee-high boots, and he held his head high with his hands clasped loosely behind his back. His profile expressed a slim nose with high cheek bones and eyes that slanted slightly upward. Of his three siblings he looked most like his sister—well, he did until Drakoor had corrupted him. Now the angles of his face were sharper and his cheeks and eyes more sunken in. His eyes (once ice-blue like his fah’af’s) glinted in the last light of the day and a hint of a sarcastic smile touched his lips. He had grown a neat, black goatee, which added to his cruel, mocking countenance, and his once short, black hair now hung loosely to his shoulders.

Turning to face Jaga, he sensed the man’s well-hidden fear and his smile broadened. “Message received and understood,” he said softly. “Inform our master that tomorrow we begin and soon the Bearer will be at his feet begging for mercy.”

Jaga bowed and left quickly, feeling the tension drain out of him the further he got away.

Drakoor’s First stared after the old warrior and his thoughts returned to what he had been thinking about before he’d been disturbed. Whether it was how he’d come to possess the mighty Sword of Shadows, or who he was and where he’d come from, it troubled him more than he liked to admit, and for some reason over the last few days he’d been experiencing a growing sense of . . . doom? Perhaps it was just the excitement of leading his army into battle. Or was it something more sinister? He shrugged and released a loud sigh then continued surveying his forces, allowing the cooler early evening breeze to carry away his discomfort and worry.  
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Chapter Two

[image: ]




Little Scout

––––––––
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LUKEWARM WATER RAN over Keisi’s tired limbs and she sighed with pleasure, despite the late afternoon, winter air that made her skin break out in goose pimples. She enjoyed the sensation of caked dirt and sticky sweat washing off her skin and out of her hair, and because the open-air showers were basically deserted this time of day, she took her time. 

Her scout group had just returned from their third official and hugely successful mission. They’d captured a small Drak camp and had taken four prisoners after killing the rest without much opposition. They’d also found a large cache of weapons and the latest tactical maps for Drak incursions planned for the southern sector. Tier had been very pleased and they’d made their way back to the camp in a jovial mood. The group had worked together efficiently, and for the first time they’d felt like a unit—focused and flowing together within their designated roles. The weeks of training had finally paid off. 

Rinsing the soap off her sunburnt limbs, Keisi wondered what her family were doing and where they were right then and a familiar loneliness rose to the surface. She’d soon found out that the scout groups usually had their meals at different times, depending on their schedules for each day—like being out in the field from before dawn and coming back late evening, or eating earlier than those who worked in the camp because they had training all day out in the desert. Very rarely were there more than three or four groups inside the main food tent at the same time.

Keisi had never been separated from her family for this long, and although she hadn’t admitted it to them when they’d parted at General Kala’s tent, she’d been a little terrified at the prospect. At just eighteen, she had not had it easy with the older women and men in her group (the youngest, Lien, was twenty-three), and day after day she had to bite her tongue and do her best to ignore their biting insults—always spoken out of Tier’s hearing range, of course. In some perverted way she found that she enjoyed resisting the urge to fight back while she waited for the perfect opportunity to put her tormentors in their place, and she’d secretly taken great pleasure making them eat their words during their training sessions when she’d bested them again and again. Not knowing how to improve the situation, or if she really wanted to, she chose to keep to herself to avoid them as much as possible. Today’s victory was meant to be shared with those who cared about and loved her the most and it was upsetting that she couldn’t. She missed Ren the most, of course; he would definitely be as excited about her success as she was. 

Turning off the water that trickled out of a makeshift copper showerhead, she towel-dried, put on clean clothes, then picked up her things and began walking back to the tent she shared with the Three Terrors, as she called them. She’d frequently return to find her belongings strewn all over the place and filthy, as though they had purposefully trodden on them. (Fortunately, she’d hidden her small bag of gold coins where they wouldn’t find it.) One night she’d climbed into bed, utterly exhausted from a tough day’s training, only to discover copious amounts of sand between the blankets. They did not get the outburst they were hoping for, however, much to their chagrin, and instead, Keisi had calmly changed the blankets, changed her clothes, and had then gone to sleep without a word or even a glance in their direction. 

The same time Keisi was making her way back, Tier was also heading to the circle of tents where all the women in her group lived. He wanted to pass on congratulations from Second Commander Ro’an after he’d read Tier’s mission report and he’d already been to see the men. As he turned a corner on the narrow path, one of hundreds that snaked this way and that through the tent-city, he saw Keisi ahead of him and picked up his pace, hoping to catch her before she reached her tent. She had seen something in the Drak camp no one else had noticed and it had turned out to be a vital piece of intelligence. When he’d presented it to Ro’an, the man had gawked at it for a good few seconds before heartily congratulating him and Keisi. Her brother, Khael, had also been present, and although he’d also expressed his happiness with the find, he’d offered no praise, nor had he shown any pride in his sister, and Tier had been a little taken aback by it. He hadn’t even asked after her wellbeing after her first major engagement and this troubled Tier. During the first week after the family’s arrival at the camp, Khael had asked him to watch over his sister after telling him about their mae’im’s recent death, and that had helped Tier understand her sombreness and desire for isolation going forward. But since then he had not asked after her, and now Tier wondered if there was another reason for Keisi’s volatile personality. 

He was beginning to close the gap when he looked ahead of her and identified a potential problem. He slowed then slipped behind a nearby tent to make himself less conspicuous, and from this vantage point he had a clear view of the open area in front of the circle of tents. Keisi was walking with her head down, like she was lost in thought, and so did not see what was waiting for her. Hiding behind some crates neatly stacked to one side were three familiar figures, and it was clear by their expressions that they were up to no good. The moment their target stepped into the clearing, Vaxa stuck out her foot and tripped her, and she went sprawling to the ground.

Keisi was furious with herself for not noticing them, but she was even more infuriated that she couldn’t seem to find a moment’s respite from these annoying brats. They surrounded her and began hurling taunts and kicking gravel and sand over her, but before Keisi stood up, she took quick stock of her surroundings. There was a length of rope to her right but not much else. It wouldn’t be a problem, though. Standing up and slowly dusting herself off as best she could (a distraction tactic to better gauge her options), she regarded them with narrowed eyes and then noticed an odd buzzing sound in her head. It might be from her rising anger, she thought, so she ignored it and put all her focus on her opponents. This might be the opportunity she’d been waiting for to teach them that lesson.  

Tier felt a little apprehensive for Keisi, but he was also interested to see how the situation was going to play out. He didn’t approve of fighting between his scouts, but it was time Keisi finally stood her ground and dealt with those who had been abusing her for weeks. Honestly, he’d been amazed at her self-control day after day and had expected her to do something about it long ago. He’d step in if things got out of hand.

The three girls circled their prey, insulting her with language so foul it would make a sea pirate blush, while Keisi remained calm and strategised and waited. Trini was the first to attack and lunged at her, but Keisi moved out the way smoothly, allowing her attacker’s impetus to almost send her face down into the dirt. The lanky scout managed to recover, however, and whirled around hissing like an angered snake, coiled and ready to strike again. Vaxa moved in next and grabbed her from behind in a woodman’s hug with her long, strong arms. Instantly going completely limp, Keisi easily slipped out of her grip to hunker down, and then elbowed the tall woman in the groin. When she doubled over with a grunt of pain and surprise, Keisi agilely kicked upward with her right leg and struck her in the face with her boot. Vaxa’s broken nose sprayed blood in a graceful arc as she reeled back then landed hard on her rump with a cry, and Keisi was surprised to hear a smattering of applause and one or two cheers from a few onlookers.

The small crowd that had started gathering at the entrance to the enclosure was blocking Tier’s view, so he went closer and stood behind a couple of men where he could continue observing unseen. He was already impressed by the little one and he, like everyone else who was watching the unfolding drama, couldn’t wait to see what she would do next.

Keisi did not disappoint. She quickly turned to face Trini in a half-crouch, her green and gold eyes flashing dangerously, and noticed that her opponent seemed a little less sure of herself. Lien also seemed to have lost her courage after seeing her friend kicked in the face, and she backed away into the growing crowd. Good. One less shis’ai to deal with.

Trini stared at Vaxa’s bloody face in disbelief then her own face morphed into a mask of fury. Lowering her head like a bull about to charge, she bared her teeth, clawed her hands, and let loose a guttural scream as she charged at Keisi, fully believing that her greater height and weight would be all she’d need to bring down the little pest of a girl! 

Keisi crouched lower, pulled back her right arm with the wrist flexed, and when the bigger girl reached her, she struck her square in the chest with the heel of her hand while simultaneously standing up and using all the power in her thighs to add more strength to her thrust. Trini was effectively stopped in her tracks and driven back with such force that her feet left the ground. She ended up on her rump like Vaxa, who was still mewling in pain, and the crowd cheered, clapped, and stomped their boots in appreciation, making the red dust rise. Keisi noticed a few of her group-mates among them—some with looks of grudging respect and some with open-mouthed disbelief—and she grinned in triumph. She ran over to the crates where she’d seen the rope then returned to Vaxa. Grabbing her bloody hands away from her face, Keisi wrapped the rope around her wrists to tie her hands in front of her before running the rope to a red-faced, gasping Trini and doing the same. The entire confrontation was over in less than two minutes and the girls were in too much shock and pain to resist or even curse her. The onlookers went crazy and chanted Keisi’s name over and over again, and only a little out of breath from her exertions she searched for Lien among them. When she saw her, the woman held up her hands to make it clear she wanted no trouble then quickly turned and disappeared. No matter, Keisi thought, I’ll get her later if she tries anything. She felt exultant and smiled down at the losers in grim satisfaction, and the odd buzzing noise faded away.

Tier grinned from ear to ear. “So, the Little Scout finally makes her mark,” he said quietly to himself, and pushed through the boisterous crowd. “Enough!” he roared as he stepped into the clearing, and everyone scattered, but not before a few called out congratulations to Keisi. He looked down at the two trussed up women weeping quietly, no doubt more from embarrassment than pain, and barked a short laugh. “Having some trouble?” he asked Keisi, trying to look cross but failing. 

Her eyebrows lifted in surprise. She wasn’t quite sure why he was smiling because he should be angry. “Um, no, sir.”

“I can see you have everything under control,” he said, and then laid a firm hand on her shoulder that made her jump. “You know I can’t let this go, Keisi, no matter how justified it may be, yes?” She nodded then quickly reverted to her usual stoic self. “Your punishment is to assist these two to the medical tent and then you will wash their clothes and your own and forego evening meals. Is that clear?” She gave him another curt nod, but was that a twinkle in her eye? 

Keisi wondered if there was a catch because the punishment was ridiculously tame. Those who were caught fighting were thrown into holding pens for weeks and then denied privileges for months after they were released, and some were even flogged if the fights included weapons, so Keisi knew she was getting off very lightly. Vaxa appeared to agree with Keisi’s assessment when she unwisely decided to voice her disapproval.

“Sir,” she tried to shout, but her voice came out as a high-pitched squeak; her sinuses were completely clogged with dried blood and crushed cartilage. “That’s not fair. She—”

“Shut up!” Tier bellowed, making her cringe. “Be glad I do not punish you and Trini for this.”

“What did we do?” Trini whined. “We’re the victims here, sir.” 

Keisi saw Tier fighting to control his temper and she nearly grinned.

When he said, “I witnessed everything,” the women paled beneath their tanned skins. “Open your mouths again and you will live to regret it.” They both promptly burst into tears and he clicked his tongue in disgust, wondering if he had made a mistake including them in this strong group. Looking at Keisi with a fierce frown, he shouted, “Move, scout! You will report to me in my tent once Trini and Vaxa are in the medical tent and you have washed their clothes and cleaned up. You have one hour.”

One hour? That’s not enough time, Keisi thought, but she would do her best. She respected him too much not to try. “Yes, sir,” she replied, and went to untie Vaxa first. She had to purse her lips to stop the smile that wanted to appear when they both recoiled from her.

Tier watched Keisi take each girl around the waist, and with them hanging onto her for support, she began half-dragging them in the direction of the medical tent. He left on the same path he’d taken to get there then turned west and headed for his tent in the men’s camp. Once he stepped inside (leaders had the privilege of private abodes), he took off his boots with a relieved sigh, and after checking his timepiece, he lay down on his pallet for a short rest. It had been a long, exhausting day, but another highly successful one that had ended on an entertaining note, all thanks to Keisi. Tier smiled and gave himself a mental pat on the back for following his instincts and proving himself right about Keisi. Many adventures lay ahead for her, and even though the mortality rate for a scout was very high, he had a feeling in his gut that she would survive longer than many of her scout-mates and perhaps even longer than him. 

Exactly an hour and three minutes later Tier was awakened by a soft voice calling his name. He quickly sat up, rubbed his eyes, and said, “Come!” and Keisi stepped inside and stood at attention. He checked his timepiece. “All done?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied. “Vaxa and Trini will be ready for duty by tomorrow. Vaxa’s nose wasn’t too bad and Trini just has a few bruises.” It was fortunate that Aa’rel was off duty tonight so that Keisi didn’t have to explain what she’d done.

“I see. And the clothes?” Standing in front of her, he could already see how much she’d changed. She appeared a lot more relaxed and self-confident to his trained eye.

“Hung out to dry as we speak, sir.”

“Good.” He stared at her for a while in silence and to her credit she did not squirm under his scrutiny, and he wondered for the hundredth time who she was. The fact that she did not get uncomfortable suggested that she was used to it, which implied nobility or even royalty. Maybe one day he’d ask her and she’d tell him. “Keisi.” He waited for her to look up at him. “I believe you have not seen your family since you arrived.” The silent nod again, but this time with a little melancholy. “I want you to go to the tavern tonight at the seventh hour. I have arranged for them to meet you there.” He’d made the arrangements with Khael after delivering his daily report earlier and had been assured that it would be seen to. With that, at least, the man had seemed pleased.

Keisi gaped at him, then remembering her manners she said, “Uh, thank you, sir. How did you manage that?”

“I’m a very important man in the camp, you know. I can arrange almost anything.” He sniffed with his nose in the air then grinned, and for a wonder she smiled back. “You deserve this, Keisi. You have worked hard and you’ve proven to me and the commanders that you are a valuable asset to this camp and to Theras.”

“I . . . I’m grateful, sir,” she said, feeling decidedly happy and proud. Getting compliments from him was like getting compliments from Jae’el. She was also very excited to see her brothers and cousins. And Ren! 

A pretty smile had lit up her face and her incredible eyes glittered, and Tier was genuinely pleased to see it. She was a true mystery to him. “You’re dismissed, scout,” he said, and she turned and left his tent. So much for punishing her, Tier. You’re going soft, you big mumfa! He grinned then gathered fresh clothes and his wash things for a shower. Only for her, though. Only for her, he said to himself as he pulled back the flap and stepped into the crisp, winter night.

Keisi didn’t want to wait for the seventh hour to go to the tavern, so decided instead to take a slow, leisurely walk into the little village named after the valley in which they were camped. She’d fortunately also managed to fit in another shower and change before reporting to Tier so she was ready for a night out. It was a welcome break from her monotonous routine. The sun had already disappeared and a magnificent array of silver stars littered the cloudless night sky and surrounded a big full moon to see by. Surprisingly, a few men sitting outside their tents in front of cheerful fires called out her name and waved as she passed by, and she waved back with a friendly smile, feeling an unexpected sense of belonging. Maybe now life in the camp would get a little easier. Just a pity it had taken a violent confrontation to make it happen. 

Leaving the men’s camp, she followed one of the wider paths through the tent-city that would eventually take her to the main road and into the village, and turning a corner, she saw the command tent to her left and paused a moment to wonder what Khael had been up to since they’d arrived. If she had to be honest, not having him in her life for a while had been good for her. Even though her anger for him had been replaced by anger for those who had tormented her, it had taken her mind off what stood between them, and she realised that she was ready to see him again. Would he ever admit that what he and their mae’im had done was wrong, though, and would he ever ask her forgiveness? She had hope, but it was weak.

It was almost half past the sixth evening hour and the air was turning freezing cold. Spring was still two months away and she was looking forward to warmer nights, although she imagined scouting under the blazing, summer sun on the barren plains could get very uncomfortable and hoped that as a northerner she would cope with the drier heat.

For the first time since she’d arrived in the camp, she entered the little village that consisted of one tavern, fifteen private dwellings, huge barns with stables, and five enormous storage houses built specifically for the Southern Camp’s goods. Keisi suddenly realised that she’d forgotten her coins, but she was sure her family would pay for her, though, so she kept walking and came across the modest tavern off the main road, and after opening a bright-red door, she stepped inside and smiled.

The Scarlet Lady’s interior had been built entirely out of amber-coloured wood with matching furniture and country-style décor, creating an inviting, homey atmosphere, and it looked quite a bit larger inside than from the road. Keisi squinted through the dimness and saw a few scouts and a voluptuous woman with rosy cheeks, sparkling eyes, and greying black hair tucked under a red, fringed headscarf waddling about lighting lamps. She turned her head at the sound of the door opening and smiled warmly in greeting and beckoned for Keisi to come in as she walked towards her. 

“A bit young to be a scout, aren’t you?” she said in Old Tongue, looking the new girl up and down. She’d definitely remember seeing such beauty in her tavern before.

“Noi’, m’fen,” Keisi replied with a little curtsy, and the woman burst out laughing. But it wasn’t unkind.

“My, my, it’s been a long time since anyone’s called me that,” she said, chortling with pleasure. “And what’s your name, pu’en ia’?”

The door opened, and a familiar voice said, “Little Scout.” 

Keisi whipped around. “Ren!” He scooped her up in his arms and swung her around, making her giggle, and before putting her down he gave her a soft kiss on the cheek. Kurrn, he looks so handsome, she thought, and smiled shyly. “You’ve grown or something.”

“Hai, so have you.” 

When he looked her up and down, something in his eyes made her blush. Little Scout? What’s that all about? she wondered.

“You two could do with a good meal,” the woman said, watching the exchange with a knowing glint in her eyes. “Come, follow me. Good to see you again, Ren.” She glanced over her shoulder at the girl. “My name is Maira, Little Scout, and whatever you need just ask me. I’m the owner.”

Ren slipped his arm around Keisi’s waist as they followed her. “We’ll need a big booth, Maira,” he said. “Our family will be joining us soon.”

“Ah, yes, I remember them,” she said as she led the couple to a booth in the far corner that was big enough for six. “This war has destroyed so many families, so it gladdens my heart that you still have yours. When will they be joining you?”

“Around the seventh hour,” Ren said, “but you can bring us some mead and fresh bread and butter in the meantime.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Your lady friend might be a scout but I can tell she’s not of legal age yet to drink, so it will be nectar for her, yei’?”

Ren bowed to her and winked. “It will be as you say, m’fen.”

Maira burst out laughing again and blushed and fixed her hair, then she left with a sway in her ample hips to fetch their order. Keisi decided she liked her friendly face and personality. Ren slid into the booth and pulled her in after him. “How did you hear about what happened?” she asked. 

He snorted. “You should know by now how quickly news gets around, K. Did you get hurt?” He gave her a quick looking over and saw no injuries, not even a bruise, which meant she had been in control of the entire fight and her attackers had gotten what they deserved. She’d certainly earned her title. No one was ever going to assume again that she was vulnerable because of her age and stature. 

She snorted loudly and rolled her eyes and Ren grinned. “Of course not. They had it coming since day one. They were weak and slow, so I took them down quickly.”

“So I heard.” He took her hand then lifted her chin to look at him. “I’ve missed you,” he said softly.

Keisi’s stomach fluttered rather pleasantly when he moved closer to her. “Me too.” The kiss was easily the most wonderful thing she’d experienced in her life so far, and although it was nothing more than a pressing together of their lips, to Keisi it was everything. For the first time since before the invasion she let pure joy take flight. 

When Ren encountered no resistance, he pulled back to look deep into her bright green and gold pools to make sure she was alright, then very gently he placed a hand behind her head and kissed her again, this time with a little more passion. Keisi gripped his shoulders to hold him in place as the kiss grew almost desperate, and when they separated they were both flushed and a little out of breath. Ren felt like he was floating on a cloud because he saw in her eyes what he’d been longing to see since he’d met her: She felt the same way he did and his heart soared with joy and excitement—feelings he never thought he’d have again after his parents’ deaths and the genocide of his people.
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