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  - About 2000 years ago... -




  


  This day is the apex of a long series of disasters that befell me. Without question, I’m a happy man. A wife, children, a house and a well-paid job. But what good is all this if I think it still isn’t everything? What if I'm still surrounded by bad luck, which always pushes its way further into my life? Today, I feel that misfortune has finally overtaken me…




  I’m a soldier. No, I was a soldier. I couldn’t bear life at the front. I thought I could defend my country with pride and put all my energy into fighting the good fight. But the fight isn’t good. I didn’t understand it. I didn’t understand why we need to conquer other countries and attack villages of disbelievers in order to convert them. It made no sense. I wanted to go back to my family and live in peace. I didn’t want to worry any longer. Without knowing what I was doing, I signed on to work at the emperor’s prison. I was now a guard and I thought that from now on I could protect my family from all the bad that is out there in our country. But I had to realize that I wasn’t helping to keep the virus of all evil in our country at bay. No. I’m part of the virus.




  Every night I hear their screams. The cries of the condemned. I hear their prayers and their pleas. I came to realize one thing: They hadn’t done anything wrong. They had used the only weapon they had. They asked questions. Questions for which I, the proud soldier in clean polished armor, was too scared to ask. You ask why we go to war. They ask why we still need more gold. They ask why the orphans on the streets are beaten and the poor widows are pushed into the gutters. They ask and help. They dare to rebel against their helplessness, against the barbarians who are our leaders, against the savage who is our emperor. In the dark dungeons, which are my daily life, there are no criminals. In the dungeons there are rebels, fighting the good fight, troublesome and courageous people. For their good deeds and their words they were punished with death or with a miserable life in these cells.




  She always sat in the farthest, darkest corner of the cell; where it was wettest, where the rats were hiding from the light. I still remember how she looked when she was brought here. She wore a suit of armor like a man and held her sword tightly, although she seemed to know that she would have no opportunity to use it. She didn’t resist. She acquiesced, but her eyes flashed proudly, as bright as her sword. She didn’t speak. She didn’t cry. She was silent. Her stubbornness fascinated me. I wanted to hear her story.




  For weeks, I was prowling around her cell. Many prisoners speak out of their own accord. They want to share their fate. They seek solace or understanding. But she didn’t. She remained silent. And one day I gave her the food, which my wife had given me for the day. I had nothing else to bribe her with. She had to have hunger. My curiosity was greater than my hunger.




  "What do you want from me?" Her voice was hoarse and rough.




  "I want to know why you're here."




  And so it began. All her grief flooded into my life. In all its harshness, I was now, day by day, surrounded by the sadness that had accompanied this woman throughout her life. She was punished by fate. I wasn’t a devout man, by no means! How could I be in a world like this? Still, I was convinced that her life had to some form of punishment from the gods.




  She traveled the world. She knew many corners of which I had never heard, let alone dared to dream of. She helped people wherever she could and this made her happy. She wanted to see the world and just live. But he, who has many friends, also has many foes. She talked about all the battles she had to fight. About the dungeons from which she had already escaped, and of all the people, who in all their hate, had sent armies after her. She was only a woman, I thought. Why didn’t they just let her do good, where they couldn’t?




  "You have to help me," she whispered one day.




  I knew what she wanted. She wanted to flee. It was the only time I heard a plea from her.




  "I must help her. They will kill her."




  Tears? She had stepped into the light and looked at me intently. I couldn’t answer. I learned that she hadn’t been sentenced to death, but the woman she had accompanied almost half her life, was. I knew of no woman on death row. Her voice was full of love and admiration as she spoke of her. She suddenly sounded soft and vulnerable. All of the stubbornness and anger were gone. I could hardly bear the thought of that fate.




  I didn’t know how I could help her. She fell silent again.




  I couldn’t stand it. I didn’t want to be a tool anymore. I could think, even if I didn’t speak and defended myself. I knew that this world was also sentenced to death, and people just like her kept it alive. She had come to power. Every day she received the food that my wife had given me. At night I searched the storage rooms of the prison and stole her armor and sword.




  It was shockingly easy to carry her in a body bag out of the dungeon. Another soldier helped me. He didn’t know that she was still alive. Another proof of how stupid and simple this world was. I didn’t want to ask any more questions. The stupidity of the world would be my tool from now on.




  On the way out, I was met by the executioner, and in the dungeons the screams of a woman echoed off the walls again and again. The woman in the body bag remained silent. I couldn’t imagine the agony she endured. Was it too late? I sent the soldiers away and carried her alone to the mass graves of the prisoners. I laid her behind a bush and ran away as fast as my legs could carry me.




  In the evening I sat on the terrace of my house as blood-curdling screams struck the rest of our village like lightning.




  "Give me her head! Give me her head!"




  I knew that voice and I saw all the tears before my eyes. At that moment, my heart broke.




  




  




  




  





  - Chapter 1 -




  
Juli got the message from the government in the morning.




  For only a few months she had been sitting in the offices of a small town newspaper in Patrona. Becoming a journalist hadn’t been her aim in life. It had just happened. She was curious and asked a lot of questions. She could talk and put words down on paper. All this and the lucky coincidence of getting to know the right people did the rest. She was actually from a village located on the coast. In a village such as the one she was from, no one held exciting dreams of a life in the city. If it had been up to her mother, then she would have married one of the farmers, produced several children and spent the rest of her life tending to her household. For a time, this prospect actually seemed rather desirable to her. It hadn’t only been the education she received from her conservative mother, but also the family’s fear of the war, which had nearly driven her to favor such a life. Juli’s grandfather died as a young man at the front and left his wife a widow with two teenage children. The fighting had never come close to the small village of Rambur, but the death of the grandfather, the loss of a husband and father, had shaped the lives of all of the family members. None had left the village for a long time. Juli’s family was one of the few that had met this fate.




  When Juli was young, she was no different, because she got to hear from an early age the stories and warnings. But while she was growing up, she learned to live like everyone else, and thus repress the war from her everyday life. In Rambur there was no war.




  After her graduation she decided to leave the village and try her luck inland. She could still go back, she told herself.




  At first it was difficult to gain a foothold anywhere. She was different from everyone else. The deeper she traveled into the country, the more embittered the people were, and the closer to the war she came. The cities were dark, gray and dusty from industry. People were pale and stressed. Juli was unfamiliar with this way of life. Life by the sea had had a healthy influence on her mind and on her skin. She was lively, sometimes a bit too lively and her short, blond hair was bleached by the sun. She attracted attention with her appearance and her nature, but she learned to live with it.




  She did not need open the letter, to know what was in it. For weeks rumors had already circulated about the government's plans.




  ‘Oh, my God ', she thought as she nervously nibbled at the envelope.




  Jakan, one of the editors in the sports department, came over to her office.




  "Juli! Hey! Everything ok? What's wrong?"




  He had already seen from a distance that something was different about her. Juli was only this quiet when she was concentrating on her writing, and she had not written much as far as he could make out. She had no tears in her eyes, but she looked very sad and Juli was rarely sad.




  She shook her head as he entered.




  "No. Nothing, it's okay. Can I ask you a question?"




  "Sure! Any time!"




  He tried to smile encouragingly, but he had already noticed that it would make no difference.




  "Can I refuse?"




  She held out the still-closed letter and when he saw the official stamp on the top-left corner, he knew what it was. He couldn’t believe it. Juli had been chosen. Juli of Rambur. This was hard to believe! Hundreds of journalists had been hoping for such a letter, but Juli got it. She was very lucky. As always.




  "I guess so," he thought for a moment, "It's really just an invitation. Nevertheless, why should you? Do you know how many others are waiting for such a chance?"




  Opportunity? All that she remembered when she saw the letter, were the stories of her grandmother and they were far from encouraging. For decades, no one from her family had gone voluntarily to war and Juli was the last person she could imagine doing something like this. Even if she was there as a journalist, she would be going to war. It was nothing else.




  "My grandfather died at the front" she whispered.




  Jakan just shook his head blankly. Those were all just stories! If the war was so terrible, then why did nobody know about it? Patrona wasn't a huge empire, word would spread. Certainly, Juli’s grandfather had died in service for Patrona, but there could have been many reasons for it.




  "Juli, no one really knows what the war was like back then. You are a journalist. It is your job to educate people. To bring them the truth. You like what you do – that's what you always say. You want to give up? Maybe it's an opportunity."




  She shrugged her shoulders. Her journalist’s heart beat faster when she thought about the possibilities this letter brought her, but the heart of the girl from Rambur sank with the thought of having to go to war.




  


  ~*~


  


  Juli needed distraction. Distraction? Alcohol! Intoxication! Dancing! Music! Women! Today she wanted to treat herself with at least part of this selection. She needed heat and movement. A bass, which gave her heart a new rhythm that drove her and encouraged her.




  What did she want? What should all this mean and where would it lead? She had always had a lot of luck and let fate just drift along. It hadn’t harmed her so far.




  Flashes of light shaded the room once in garish colors, sometimes into deep darkness. Juli let herself be borne by rhythm. She wanted to disappear. Simply take a short leave from the here and now. She had to decide. Today! She let herself be carried away and disappeared into the heat and movements of the bodies on the dance floor.




  She had decided.




  


  ~*~


  


  It was still dark in the room when the alarm went off. Raku didn’t turn around again. She wasn't really awake. She felt it in every bone, but she knew that she could be called back to the front any day and so she couldn’t drag her feet about her training. At the front, it could cost her her life. This morning she felt unusually stiff. It wasn’t a good sign.




  She had her own room. Her rank was so high and her honors so numerous that there were now only three officers in the barracks who could give her orders. However, even they didn’t dare not follow her advice. It had taken several years to earn this glory. But in hindsight she would have given up all the fame if she had known that it would cost her not only years of her young life, but also friends she had seen die, power, and perhaps even a part of her heart. A heart that has only recently started to feel again.




  When she joined the army, she didn’t know, like all the others, what to expect. She was just angry and strong enough to attract the attention of the officers when they visited her school to recruit soldiers. Raku’s brother and her father were gone. In her grief, her mother had no time for her rebellious daughter and so it was a welcome opportunity for Raku to escape.




  At some point, it was too late to turn back. She had killed because she wanted to, because she regarded it as her job. It was what she had learned, her profession. But each man Raku killed stole a piece of her heart. Every fight was a step away from her old home. Raku became silent. The rebellious girl, who had been seduced into the army, had become a beautiful but silent woman, from whose cruelty hordes had fled in battle. She knew her duties and she carried them out with the same ambition and the same talent, as she would have probably done with any other task. Her superiors called her their most dangerous weapon. In close combat not even the strongest soldiers could defeat her. Every available weapon was as familiar to her as her own hands. To know that she couldn’t go back made her lose herself in the fights and perfect her skills. If she couldn’t go back, she wanted to at least survive. So she didn’t kill because it was her duty or that she was in pursuit of perfection, but rather because of her fear of not living to see the next morning. She feared losing her heart in battle.




  Raku changed clothes and stashed her nightwear in the closet when someone knocked on her door.




  "Yes?"




  A young soldier came in and saluted. Raku noticed he was shaking with nervousness. She knew she had that effect on men of the military, but sometimes she wasn’t sure whether it was because of her looks or her reputation.




  "Major Avis. I have a message from Colonel Karum."




  She looked at him. He had probably been in the barracks for just a few days. He barely had fuzz on his cheeks. The boy had never left the barracks as a soldier. He didn’t know what would happen.




  He had heard many stories of Raku Avis. He knew she was stationed in the barracks, but he had never caught sight of her. She was a legend among the soldiers. A beautiful woman; deadly as a scorpion. Moreover, she was beautiful; even this early in the morning. But when he remembered how he had been told several days ago that Major Avis once slaughtered an Ominian unit with only a small knife and then tumbled, soaked in blood to the next base camp, her beauty faded a little and the admiration gave way to fear. He could hardly imagine that such hands could kill so relentlessly.




  "At ease, soldier, and speak!"




  It had been impossible for him to be more comfortable in her presence than he already was. He cleared his throat and tried to deliver the message without stuttering. He didn’t want to arouse her anger and he guessed that she would be very angry.




  "You have been selected for the Journalist Programme and are going to return to the front in two weeks with the journalists assigned to you. For further instructions a meeting has been scheduled this afternoon at 1500."




  Raku clenched a fist. They cannot be serious! She was one of the most decorated officers, and now she should partake in one of the government’s games? With a civilian, one of these blind civilians who don’t notice the war any more. Instantly, hot and unbridled anger rose up inside her.




  "Is that all soldier?"




  Her lips trembled with each word. She could barely keep herself at bay.




  He had watched her closely and noticed a change; she was nervous or angry or both... and he began to feel uneasy. Almost as if someone was standing in front of him playing with trembling hands with an unlocked gun. After all, what he had heard was that this woman was dangerous and unpredictable, so she could kill him here and now if she felt like it. She was a tamed beast. A predator owned by the army.




  "Yes, Major Avis."




  "You can leave. Thank you."




  She nodded, tried to smile politely and hoped this kind of gesture would calm the young man down a bit. He shouldn’t suffer from her wrath, because he had been already intimidated enough.




  Sometimes it was abhorrent to her when she remembered the stories that were told about her. Not all were invented, some had been full of truth, but most were based on the soldiers’ imagination. But perhaps... perhaps her reputation had already saved her life many times.




  


  ~*~


  


  Juli had expected long discussions, accusations, and especially a weeping mother when she announced her decision to her family. She didn’t have a lot of time to make the decision, because the authorities had to be informed within three days. She had taken a few days off to travel to Rambur, because this wasn’t something she would be able to explain over the phone.




  "Mother, say something," she demanded, as she couldn’t stand the silence in the room any longer.




  They had been shocked when she had finally decided. The stories about her grandfather and the war had accompanied and scared them throughout their childhood almost every day. As a child, Juli couldn’t understand it. Rambur was a perfect world, a world without war, without suffering. The people were happy. But the stories her grandmother told her repeatedly... How could it be that so few had heard of how horrible the war was? Today, she knew why and it was her most convincing argument: The people had to be told the truth! And if she just thought about it, then this was exactly her job as a journalist.




  She couldn’t imagine that the government would deliberately jeopardize the best journalists in the country. That wasn’t in their interest. Dead journalists couldn’t write any stories. They would be trained two weeks in the barracks – a kind of safety training – then they would first meet the officer to whom they would be assigned and would then be brought to the location where the troops were. At this moment, Juli was somewhere between excitement, curiosity and fear, but she was determined to do it.




  "What should I say, Juli? You know that I would stop you, if I could."




  The shocked expression of her mother made it a little harder for Juli to stick to her decision, although there was already no going back. She had already informed the responsible authorities and she had already been given all the necessary information, even the date of her departure. What more could she do, except tell her mother that she would return? That she knew nothing would happen to her?




  "Do you know where you are assigned? Who will be your superior?"




  Her sister seemed to be the only one who had been even a little curious, but her features also showed that she was afraid something would happen to her big sister. But perhaps she was the only one who hadn’t been silenced by her fear.




  "No, I don’t know exactly where, but I know I’m assigned to a certain Major Raku Avis."




  "Is he famous?"




  Juli shrugged her shoulders. She didn’t want to reveal too much of what she already knew. It would worry her family even more.




  "I don’t know. He seems to have been heavily decorated, even though he is still very young. Sis, you know how hard it is to get military information!"




  


  ~*~


  


  There was no reason for Juli to tell them that she knew that Raku Avis was one of the most feared officers of the northern division. That Raku Avis was one of the youngest majors in the history of the country and had led a unit for several years that had been focused on the struggle between the siege lines in the north of the country, which was characterized by dense forests and seemingly insurmountable mountains. That was what the soldier with whom she had spoken on the phone had told her. His voice sounded awestruck, but also very worried, as he understood that Juli would accompany Major Avis as a journalist. He had told Juli that she should feel happy and honored to be allowed to travel with Major Avis.




  "Yes... yes..." Her little sister rolled her eyes.




  "Raku Avis" Juli's father stood up and walked up and down the room, "never heard of him. Are there only men in his unit?"




  “As if that would be my biggest problem” Juli thought.




  But she knew her father too well: He wanted to be distracted from his worries with trivialities. It had been like that when Juli wanted to leave Rambur. At that time, he had searched for days for buses and trains, just to have something to do, so he didn’t have to think about his eldest daughter leaving. The situation today had been far more dramatic, but his behavior was the same.




  "I don’t know."




  She didn’t want to know much more, because she didn’t want to be afraid. And she was very sure that she would become scared if she had more information and her imagination would try to close the final gaps in the information. It calmed her down, having been assigned to an apparently remarkably successful officer. But she was worried about the fact that he led a special unit, even if she still had no idea what that meant.




  Several minutes had now passed and finally, as expected, Juli’s mother burst into tears. She couldn’t be calmed down, stammered unintelligible words and called the name of her fallen father. The horrors of Juli’s decision had reached her.




  "We will... We will... prepare the family vault." She finally choked with tears. And her words touched Juli’s heart: her own mother didn’t believe that she would return.




  Her father and her sister now showed their dismay more clearly, but it was only Juli’s younger sister, who came to her and hugged her, so tight, that Juli believed she would never let go.




  “I won’t die.” Juli whispered to herself, trying to believe her own words.




  Had she been so wrong about the consequences of their choice? It felt right.




  


  ~*~


  


  "No!"




  Raku’s fist thundered down on the desk so that it seemed the whole room shook.




  "Major!"




  Colonel Karum gently attempted to bring his ablest officer to reason. But she didn’t want to calm down. The mere announcement that she had to take one of these journalists to the front hadn’t impressed her. She had already solved several other problems and she was accustomed to being a pawn of political decisions. Realistic decisions and commands were never a talent of the leadership and government, but so far she always somehow managed to save the situation or interpret the instructions in her favor. But then she found out where their new operation area would be and above all, she had learned who this journalist was.




  She breathed deeply. At ease! Stay calm!




  "Colonel Karum, you know the orders. I will be stationed at the front line between the cities Lyddit and Giaur from next week on. Between these cities are several hundred square kilometers of primary forest, where to my knowledge troops of about 1000 men are under siege, fighting against each other and in an almost impenetrable thicket of plants, animals and mines. Man against man, sometimes without knowing if they are fighting friend or foe. It is the rainy season and it rains about eight to ten hours a day. We don’t know the exact shape of the front line. There are no reliable supply and no other support troops. Look for me, Major Raku Avis, this is a Sunday stroll, but" Raku held the dossier about her journalist out to the Colonel, "for a female journalist in her mid-20's it will be nothing other than hell on earth."




  She tossed the file on his desk and Colonel Karum looked at the floor. He suspected that this had to be a mistake of the government, but he had his orders and he couldn’t change anything.




  "She won’t survive there more than three days!" Raku barked and began to walk nervously through the room.




  She hadn’t expected that there was something left to discuss, because she knew that once the orders had reached her, they couldn’t be changed anymore and her usual creative interpretation of commands wouldn’t help either. She had seen so many people die, she had executed so many nonsensical commands, but now, this morning, was the final straw. The part of her heart, which was still not cold enough to ignore the war and simply looking at it as work, announced loudly that it wanted to speak.




  "And she will put us all in danger. I cannot tell my soldiers to supervise her. In this damned forest, everyone will have to look after his own ass. I cannot...”




  "All journalists are currently having safety training" interrupted Colonel Karum sheepishly.




  "Safety training? Do you see me laughing, Colonel? I've been in this business for almost ten years, I will have my problems to survive up there, and you actually believe that the cheap safety training will help a farmer's daughter from the southern coast? Believe me, I will be of little use in this operation area if I have to babysit this journalist."




  "It’s just for a few weeks, Major."




  Colonel Karum tried to be as soothing as possible. Raku Avis was the only officer from whom he was reluctant to accept criticism. He knew how dangerous she could be and he knew how valuable she was to the war. It would personally cost him his head if he upset her.




  "And we are all going to pay for this mistake."




  Raku had had enough. Still furious, she stormed out of the office and slammed the door shut, before returning to her room.




  She didn’t know whence the voice came from, but it told her, very softly, that this would be her last fight.




  


  ~*~


  


  Juli shifted from one foot to the other. It was a long time since she had been so nervous. The safety training hadn’t stressed her, at least not physically, but it inspired little confidence and she certainly wasn't better prepared than before. All journalists were kitted out with a uniform, a small-caliber weapon and a bulletproof vest. They had been made familiar with the handling of the weapon, provided basic training in self-defense and had to undergo a cardiovascular program. To complete the training they had to participate in a simulation, including hostage taking and combat.




  It was bad training. It seemed pointless. Juli couldn’t make herself believe that this half-hearted training would contribute anything to her own safety or that what she had learned there and seen was close to what was really happening at the front.




  In a few hours, they would leave and now she would meet Major Avis for the first time.




  She stood in a small office, containing just a table, a chair and a small lamp, whose dim light lit the windowless room. It took a lot of self-control for her not to panic. This room was like a prison. It was cramped, dark and oppressive. She grew up in an idyllic world. Her life had been good, a bit playful. She had people she loved, friends and a good job. When the Major had stepped through the door, a part of the innocent world she loved would be lost. It had been her own decision and she was sure that it was the right thing to do, but with each passing minute in the room, she wondered if she had been in her right mind. Would fate cheat her for the first time? The last days during safety training had pushed her mind to its limits, although she didn’t want to admit it. It was hard to get used to the situation. She hadn’t known so much gray in her world before.




  Suddenly the door opened and was immediately closed again. Juli had been so absorbed by her thoughts that she hardly noticed the person who entered.




  She looked up and saw a uniformed woman who went through the room and apparently controlled the walls, furniture and corners, by touching them. Was she Major Avis? Hardly. This was surely an employee of the barracks, who examined the rooms before such an important person as Major Avis entered them. She had imagined a beefy man of middle age, but not a woman of her own age. Tall, slender, with long dark hair, a bit exotic, at least for Juli’s taste. With all the turmoil and changes that life held in store for her now, she could always smile at the sight of a beautiful woman, regardless of the situation. Juli tried to look at the insignia on the uniform, but it didn’t work. Was that...?




  Juli’s heart skipped a beat when their eyes met. She was nervous, yes, but that strange feeling in her stomach wasn’t even close to this kind of excitement. Her nervousness was replaced by an uncomfortable feeling of déjà vu. She shivered.




  The woman stopped beside the table in front of her.




  Raku was irritated. Was this the woman whom she should see die? After she had read the file about her, she had tried to imagine who lay behind the words. But it exceeded her imagination. The journalist was young, too young to die. Her green eyes shone vividly, completely unaware of the situation in which she was. She seemed so innocent, so fragile. This confirmed Raku’s intention to end this drama quickly. The journalist was small, but not petite in her physique, more athletic and rather restless. A little fidgety. Raku folded her hands behind her back and straightened up. Raku, keep quiet! She's pretty, damn pretty. Raku could sense that she had led a sheltered life. Raku had met so many people, but none of them seemed as innocent and inexperienced as her.




  "Sorry, I had to make sure that this room isn’t bugged because I want to give you some advice, in confidence."




  Juli stared at Raku. This was Major Avis? The cocky glance and the arrogant posture confirmed her suspicions. But she was a woman! Albeit a very impressive one, and not only because of her body. She remembered what she had been told of Major Avis. In none of the stories could she imagine this woman.




  "How about if you introduced yourself first? My name is Juli Quivive."




  Juli tried to smile, but she only got a barely audible growl in response. Raku knew that they were empty phrases, but this was no time for courtesy. This child, even if she wasn’t much younger than Raku herself, was obviously not aware of how serious the situation was. She held out her hand to Juli.




  "Major Raku Avis. Please listen to me! I want you to go. I won’t take you with me. I want you to go! Now!"




  With each word, Raku tried to sound certain. She didn’t know how to say it in other words. There was simply no time for lengthy discussions and explanations. The woman had to realize that this was all a mistake. Raku almost screamed, because when she had barely finished her sentences, she was already seeing in Juli’s eyes that this young woman wouldn’t listen to her. Something fascinated her, like a distant memory. A distant, painfully beautiful memory. She couldn’t divert her eyes from Juli.




  "How dare you say such a thing?"




  It was the last thing expected by Juli. They had warned the journalists that they would be a burden for most officers, that these men, or in this case, this woman, however had given their agreement before the government had informed the press. It seemed totally absurd that Major Avis now, in retrospect, would make such a fuss. There wasn’t anything to change.




  "Because I know you don’t know what you are doing and because I know that this was a mistake of the government."




  To her own astonishment, a hint of panic mingled with Raku’s voice. She was normally not particularly forgiving when it came to the mistakes of others and she had unlearned sensitivity a long time ago, simply because in the world in which she had to live, both were inappropriate. It was behavior that was usually punished by life somehow. But now she realized that she felt more compassion... and fear and worry. God damn it! Raku swore to herself as she looked at Juli, who was still thinking about what she'd just heard. I'm softening! It begins! They have warned me back then. They told me that this was no life for me. They said it was enough.




  "What?"




  "I lead a special unit. We are the ones who try to save only the battles that are already lost. We go where no one has survived, and rarely do all of us come back. I’m the only constant factor in this team. You are a civilian and, in my opinion, far from being prepared for a war situation. I won’t have time to take care of you. You won’t survive there for long."




  Raku’s exerted, impassive facial expression didn’t impress Juli. She still had an unshakable belief that the government wouldn’t deliberately endanger her. But maybe that was just a thought that should protect her from her own fear.




  "You cannot be serious."




  "I’m serious and I don’t tolerate any protests. Even if I personally have to throw you out of the truck. You won’t get close to the front line under my guidance."




  The more this blasé Major was against her, the more Juli wanted to stay, the stronger was her will. She felt provoked. Maybe she really wasn’t aware of the extent of this situation, but her pride wouldn’t let her admit that mistake. Not now. Not today. This woman, who was trying to talk her out of it, was at the same time fascinating, but Juli wouldn’t put up with this.




  "You have your orders."




  More arguments didn’t come to her mind. Major Avis had to obey orders, she knew, and she wasn’t giving the impression that she had ever refused a command.




  "Accidents happen."




  Raku noticed that she had no chance of getting her way. Juli Quivive would come along, whether she liked it or not.




  




  




  




  





  - Chapter 2 -




  


  Raku had again retreated to her room shortly before leaving. With her head buried deep in her hands, she sat on her bed in the dim light. Through the drawn curtains, the evening light shone sparsely into the small room.




  For the first time in many years she thought about whether she would return. She used to be sure of her strength and her skills. She had a wicked self-confidence so that she had never had to waste any thoughts on whether she would survive or not. It was as if the fragility of Juli Quivive reminded her that there was life outside of the troops and that she risked her life for something that no one believed in. Actually, not even she herself. Juli was the best proof. She couldn’t imagine the war. She simply ran to her doom, out of sheer curiosity. Since that time, since this one day, which had almost cost her her life, everything was slowly, but surely changing. Raku felt that she now, without thinking, was going along with a fate that they had predicted. She still thought it was nonsense, what her rescuers had taught her, but she couldn’t deny that it had left an impression.




  For the soldiers she would always be cold and calculating. She would be the stoic, cruel soldier in whom they trust. None of them would ever see her as she sat there now. As she thought, and eventually caught herself mourning the death of someone who was still alive. Did she have to watch Juli take her last breath?




  "She will die like everyone else," whispered Raku, "and I'll survive again, as I have survived all the others."




  For a moment, she wondered why she thought about the journalist that way because anyone of her unit could fall as well. But wasn’t the difference that her boys now knew what they had let themselves in for? Each one of them had had at least one assignment. They knew what awaited them, and they had been trained. Perhaps they were only half as good as Raku was, but they were trained. Juli wasn't... In this battle, she was just cannon fodder, nothing more. Raku was sure that no one would ever read a line about this battle, because Juli would never write any.




  'I'm already a lost soul. When I think back how many men I've butchered mercilessly, then I'll burn in hell until the end of time', she thought.




  She knew that she couldn’t save anyone. And even if Juli appeared like a small child who was stubbornly sticking to its will, she had the feeling that behind this willpower was something very adult. Not everyone was blessed with the ability to believe and assert oneself. It seemed Juli was.




  ‘I just cannot throw her out of the truck’ she wondered.




  And she had actually considered this, because she didn’t want to see her die. Not so innocent, not because of the silly mistake of an official. The fear was overwhelming. Raku hadn’t felt fear for a long time, and it bothered her that someone already had so much influence on her after just one encounter. She couldn’t let herself be distracted; that could be fatal. So there was only one way out.




  There was a knock and the door opened without prompting.




  Juli came in and was amazed when she found Major Avis sitting on the bed lost in thought. Maybe it was a special meditation technique, she conjectured.




  "You sent for me?"




  "Yes, I would like to speak with you."




  Raku straightened up. Even in the dim light, her figure was impressive. Juli took a deep breath. She had never been so impressed by someone. Major Avis' eyes were exceptionally deep blue, of blinding intensity. Her body tall, lean and strong, but still quite unmistakably that of a woman... soft and delicate. She was surrounded by an aura of power and strength. Major Avis' posture and her eyes revealed a tendency towards arrogance. She seemed to know when others were weaker. But Juli seemed to feel that there was more. The idea that she was nothing but a big problem for the Major and her work didn’t appeal to her, but she knew it was inevitable. However, it didn’t stop her from going through with this decision. She couldn’t give up so easily, no matter what it meant for her.




  Major Avis stood up and closed the door behind Juli, who had stood still in the open gap.




  "I have thought about it and made a decision into which you forced me by your stubbornness."




  Juli had to suppress a smile. She noticed that the Major wasn’t accustomed to talking big swing, that she was more of a woman of action.
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