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      A cold gust of wind ruffled the hoods forcing the two cloaked figures to hold them down.  Before them stood a massive object that appeared to be glass, but somehow was less than glass.  A soft shimmer twirled and twisted in the object that looked like a heat distortion in the air.  The two figures stared at it for some time without speaking as if they were contemplating its purpose.

      The shorter of the two figures sighed.  “What have we done?”

      “We did what needed to be done to protect the others.”  The taller figure said.  “And I would do it all over again.”

      “We are cut from the same cloth as those within yet we subject them to a sentence that only a few of them deserved.”

      The taller cloaked man put his arm on the other’s shoulder.  “Their ways are infectious.  Their ways would pollute the way of life that the rest of the world enjoys.  Their actions have spoken louder than anything and a gathering of nations have decided their fate.  We have done the will of the people.”

      “The people.”  The shorter figured sobbed.  “What of our people?”

      “It is a crime what we had to do.  But you can already see the effects on the world.”  The taller figure waved his hand around to the stark darkness and the frigid cold that blew snow and ice over their black cloaks.

      “I do.”  The shorter figure sniffed and rubbed his hand under his eyes wiping away tears.  “Will anything ever be the same?”

      “No.  How can it be?  So much has happened and you are not the only one who feels so strongly about what we have done.  There is only one outcome and it will mean more fighting.”

      Silence fell between them for some time, a strong gust of wind forced both men to push their cloaks down as the snow began to fall more furiously.

      “Are all of the documents settled?”  Said the taller man.

      The shorter figure pointed towards a large black stone building that sat further down the hill from them.  He gazed upon the smooth stone as he peered down at the large structure that had been built to sustain their creation.

      “Very good.  One day perhaps the people will decide to take another chance and we would not want them to not know how.”

      The shorter man nodded with a shake of his hood.  The two men began to walk into the darkness away from the transparent, opalescent object and marched into the darkness beyond.

      “Now its time we repair the damage that they have caused.”
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      Horses whinnied and whined in a long line before Groo’s machine as he wiped the morning sleep from his eyes.  He could not see the beasts of burden as he laid comfortably in his tent but he could hear their shoes upon the hard dirt road.  It must have been a large crowd for he could hear a multitude of horses snorting in the morning air.  He knew that each horse would be pulling a large load of wheat for his device to thresh and provide the farmers both their livelihood and their meals.

      He had arrived in the small farming town of Nock along the Dioian border long after midnight, and was hoping to get a few more hours sleep before the lines began.  It did not take the town’s people long to discover that he had arrived with his machine to do the work that they so desperately needed.

      Groo unlatched a hinge from the front of his vehicle.  The tent flap rose upwards and fell into a hidden compartment behind him.  Once the tent was hidden away he twisted the bed, turning it into his front seat.  He kicked a small lever underneath his dashboard which popped the steering wheel back into place and his machine he called The Thresher was back in business.  He arched his back to stretch out the sleep and yawned loudly.  He could hear the disgruntled complaints from the farmers and farm hands in the line but he knew they had no other choice but to wait.

      “Morning everyone.”  Groo was ignored as he tried to exchange a pleasantry mid-yawn.

      He reached under the steering wheel of his thresher and turned the key.  The engine began to chug and puff.  Steam seemed to shoot from the sides.  The noise spooked the horses which bucked as the engine came to life.  Smoke began to billow from the two pipes that stuck out from the back of his vehicle and the smell of burning fuel filled the air.  The farmer’s calmed their horses as the conveyors on the machine began to spin and the claws which would pull the wheat grabbed hungrily at nothing.  Groo was elated at the sound of his creation and the thousands of working mechanisms all moving in order with the soft sound of clinking metal filling the air.

      Clink. Clunk. Shoop.  The sound of perfection.  That was the sound that brought a smile to Groo’s face.

      One of the farmers in the front of the line cleared his throat.  “Sometime this morning, eh, Tinkerer?”

      Groo smiled at the insult and breathed in the smell of burning fuel.  Groo was a Lannishman in a world filled with Humans.  The Lannish people were short and often chubby indulging in food and the pipe grown deep in the valley.  The Lannish were not known to be great warriors nor were they particularly good laborers.  For everything Groo’s people lacked in what Humans valued was made up for in their working of machines.  They had singlehandedly guided the Human race out of the dark ages of swords and spears into a world of mechanisms and engines.  Most of the population could still not afford such a luxury but the large merchants of the land flourished.  Food and goods could be transferred all over the world due to the labor of the Lannishmen and their contributions.

      “Come on, Speck!”  Came a cry from one farmer further down the line that was met with a mix of laughter and displeasure.

      The insult brought Groo back to reality. The people did not care what the Lannish people contributed, only that they were different from them in a way that they somehow deemed negative.  No one could explain it, it was just the way of the world.

      Groo swallowed hard, kicked the side of his thresher and that made a sign fall into place that displayed his prices.  He smiled as he approached the first farmer. “Greetings good sir. Just one horse today?”

      “Aye, Lansman.”  The farmer looked back with displeasure at his haul. “The rains this year washed out much of my crop.

      Lansman, Tinkerer, Lannish, Gnomes these were some of the kinder names he could be called. Speck, Spot, Mud-eater, and Dink were some of the norm that he heard.  He never truly understood why they were called mud-eaters but most would come up with their own creative way of describing him.  It was often made more colorful with an expletive or two.

      “Name’s Groo.”  He reached out to shake the farmer’s hand.  While the farmer met his gesture he could tell it was with some disgust.  “You see my prices. Half quill per bushel.”  Groo stopped talking for a second to eye up the size of his wagon and his haul. “I say you have about three hundred bushels of wheat in that wagon, so let’s call it one hundred and forty quill and call us square?”

      “Fair enough.”  The farmer replied as he reached into his wagon to grab his pitch fork.

      Of course it was fair enough.  Groo thought.  It was a steal for the farmer who would make four times that amount in the sales of the wheat.  Groo didn’t mind, he required very little money and would much prefer that the people provide him with diesel fuel over cash any day.  Ten gallons of fuel would drive him for over three hundred miles and keep him in business even longer.  Otherwise, he would be forced to endure dealing with the refineries along the main road around the Valley.  At the refineries he was always forced to pay a third again as much as a Human and deal with the insults and racism that came along with being a Lannishman of the world.

      The farmer positioned his horse drawn wagon in front of his machine while another one of the farmer’s assistants moved an empty wagon on the other side.  The machine roared to life as the farmer and his assistant began to pitch the wheat onto the conveyor belt.  The wheat traveled up the sun-burnt black conveyor into the heart of the machine where three automated arms were reaching out hungrily to devour the haul.

      Groo sat with his back against the vibrating machine listening to the inner workings chug through their routine.  He could hear the wheat being cut and shaken so that the desired grains were separated and sent into the area where they would be pushed out into the wagon which awaited them.  It only took a few seconds to hear the grain begin to splash into the wagon on the other side.  The remains of the wheat stalks began to spray out of a larger pipe on the opposite side of the machine.  The small pile that began would be monstrous by the end of the day as chaff began to fill the air.

      Groo scrubbed the chaff out of his curly brown hair and off of his stubbly bearded face.  He looked at his hands and noticed that the chaff was a bit oily and he knew that he would need to tune his creation tomorrow to fix something that wasn’t quite right.  It was not a worry for today as it would not harm the wheat that the thresher was pulling from the stalks.  Groo relaxed and placed his thumbs through his blue suspenders and watched the two men work.

      It took less than a half hour for all of their work to be done.  The man paid Groo the agreed upon amount and they pulled both of their carts away from the threshing machine.  Once the man was safely away the next man pulled up and they followed the same procedure.  The threshing machine worked flawlessly as the day wore on.

      After the fourth customer had passed, Groo asked the next man to come forward.

      “Afternoon, things are moving right along now aren’t they?”  Groo asked with a bright smile for the man.

      “They are, aren’t they, Gnome.”  The farmer replied.

      He was happy that he used one of the more friendly terms for him rather than something derogatory.  Groo suddenly realized he knew this man.  Tike owned a small farm and only ever brought less than a hundred bushels for him to thresh, but he always brought him an apple pie from his wife which definitely made up the difference.  Time was money and setting up even for a small amount of wheat was the same as a large amount to Groo.  Tike was a kindly older human who had always been friendly to him.

      “My apologies, Tike.  I didn’t recognize you through all the chaff in the air.  Good to see you!”

      “Likewise, my friend.  My wife baked a special pie for you today, blueberry.  I also brought you four gallons of diesel for the threshing today.”  Tike’s face wrinkled as he smiled at him.

      Groo knew the man understood that it was not enough.  They both knew that Groo was losing out on this deal but, for a Lannishman, friends were hard to find and Groo graciously accepted the payment.

      “Lastly,”  Tike spoke with a moment of hesitation, Groo couldn’t tell if it was his age that made him forgetful or he was concerned about what he was going to say next.  “would it be possible for you to take a look at my grandson’s automaton toy?  It has been broken for some time and I knew if anyone could fix it, you certainly could.”

      Groo smiled as he was always happy to work on a new trinket.  Tike reached into a backpack which hung lazily behind him.  Light glared off of the brass toy which he pulled from his pack and placed on the ground.  Groo looked on it in amazement.

      “I’ve not laid eyes on one of these in years.  Where did you get it?”  Groo asked while examining the figure intently.

      “It has been in our family for generations.  Up until recently it was working fine but now when my grandson winds it, it doesn’t work.”  Tike stopped speaking to reach down and pushed a brass key into the back of the toy to wind it a few times.

      Nothing happened except an odd, clinking noise.  Groo listened intently to the noise before it fell silent.

      “Damn Speck!  Stop playing with toys and start doing what we pay you for!”  A voice shouted from the line, Groo could not find the individual who said it.

      “Tike, you best start threshing your wheat.  I will tinker with this while you work.  I’ll try to be quick.”  Groo said as he craned his neck to find the man who shouted the words.

      Tike went to work as Groo took the key and the toy aside to the cabin of his vehicle.  He pulled an extremely organized tool kit from underneath his seat and set about his work.  Groo loved machinery of all kinds.  He loved the perfection of how gears and cogs could create motion and the allusion of something coming alive.

      The thresher came alive as Tike and his son began to throw the small amount of wheat they had into it.  It devoured their haul and spit its valuable contents into their empty wagon while Groo dug his nose into the inner workings of the small toy.  It was called a Bradley Walking Tinker and it was created at the turn of the century.  Little did Tike know but was in the possession of something probably worth more than his farm.  The Walking Tinkers were actually the prototype for the automatons that walked through the fields to cut the wheat that they were now threshing.  These little things paved the way for the world to enter a new era.  There were only a dozen or so remaining of these legendary toys and they were extremely valuable to collectors after the Great War destroyed so much of the world.

      Groo worked the small machine open and dug his fingers into the gears.  Twisting each gear to see if it was moving he found one which was frozen solid. He dabbed oil into the part but it still did not move.  Absentmindedly, he scrubbed his now oily hands on his white shirt leaving brown streaks across his shoulder.  Groo tried to force his stubby, fat fingers into the small confines of the toy that was no more than a foot tall.

      As Groo worked he thought about the history this small machine saw.  From a time when farmers were forced to scythe and flail their crops by hand to a point where now large automatons modeled after this little thing did all of the most laborious tasks.  With the help of the giant cutting machines and one of the many thresher-men that wandered the valley the farmers did not know how good they had it.

      The Great War almost destroyed all of that.  Gwynn, Borthia, Cretia, and Dioia battled over the valley like it was a prized possession instead of the bread basket for them all.  The countryside had lain in ruin for years before the crops began to grow again and everyone suffered for it.  Groo had found himself directly in the middle of the war and after he had survived it somehow he knew that he had to do something about the starvation.  All of the major threshing operations had been destroyed, as the military did not want the enemy feeding themselves.  While in battle this was valuable, after the battle everyone suffered.  Groo, with his mastery of the machine, created the first mobile threshing device.  His machine took the valley by storm and he all but single handedly brought the valley back from the brink of death.

      Lost in thought he didn’t realize that he had snagged something in the small toy.  His fingers clasped around a small vial of some sort deep within the innards of the Walking Tinker.  With a slight twist of his wrist the vial came free and the toy sprang to life.  In seconds, it lived the life of all the key twist it had endured while disabled.

      Groo wrinkled his nose at the vial, it was not a part of the original design and seemed to have been placed there intentionally.  He shook the small tube and noticed there was a dark, perforated, shiny paper inside of it.

      Groo noticed the noise of his threshing machine had slowed and that the crowd around him was staring at him.  Some with annoyance and others with out-right anger.  The wrinkly smile of Tike was the only friendly face that found him as the Walking Tinker danced in his hands.

      “You fixed it.”  Tike said with a wide smile.

      “Aye.”  Groo said distantly as he continued to eye the strange vial.  “I found this within the gears and it was stopping it up. Is it yours?”

      “Never saw it before.  Yours now friend.”  Tike said as his son placed the canister of diesel next to his thresher and Tike handed Groo the pie.

      “Stop playing with toys and serve your customers you stupid speck!”  The same voice roared from the line behind them.

      “Thank you, Tike.  Till next time?”  Groo said with a smile as he graciously accepted the pie.

      “If I’m still around, Groo.  Could be another year before you make your way back here and I ain’t getting younger.”  Tike finished with a pat on Groo’s cheek and stiffly mounted his wagon filled with precious grain.

      Groo knew he was right.  Tike was likely one of the only people on the trail that he took around the valley that he could call an acquaintance.  To all the others he was likely just another speck trying to rob them of their money.

      “COME ON! We don’t have all day you stupid, filthy mud-eater.”  Came a shout.

      Groo put on his best smile and waved for the next person to step up.  A red-faced, middle aged man approached wearing a nasty scowl. Groo could immediately tell that this man was despicable.  His horses bore the marks of a man who viewed them as tools and beat them when the tools didn’t cooperate.  Groo’s eyes fell to the man’s hands and noticed how they were scarred and dirty from the life he lead.

      Most people in the Valley were some kind of racist, but the trick to survival was discovering which kind one was working with at that moment.  Not all hated the Lansmen with every fiber of their being like the man who approached him now.  Some found trading with him disgusting and others just didn’t find Lansmen worth their respect or time.  Some believed odd stories about Lannishmen about how they would steal children in the night to work in their caves to mine the metal required to build their machines. Others believe that the Lannishmen were really a race of lizard people who secretly controlled the governments of the world.

      Groo chuckled under this breath.  He put on his very best fake smile for the man that now approached him.  The man seemed to loom as if to intimidate him.

      “I’ve got four hundred bushels of wheat and I will take the same deal you gave to the few in front.  I’ll also take another quarter off because you made me wait while you played with toys.”

      Groo had not met this man before. He must have been a new farmer in the area but he was a giant.  Groo, who was only just over four and a half feet tall stood next to a man that easily stood six and a half feet tall.  Groo pushed the vial into a pocket of his denim pants and smiled at the man.

      “My prices are listed on the board.”  Groo turned and pointed towards the board behind him which clearly showed a half quill per bushel. “Let me see the load you’ve got.”

      Groo had to crane his small neck to look around the bull of a man to get a view of the four wagons filled with cut wheat.  He cocked an eye back to the man who was obviously lying about the fact that there were only four hundred bushels within his haul.

      “Sir, I do believe that I’m going to have to measure your haul so that we can be sure.” Groo cringed as he said the words as he knew how they’d be received.

      “Speck. Stupid mud-eater thinks he can rip me off.”  The man looked behind him at the other farmers for some support but they seemed to be interested in the ground all around them as long as they didn’t have to focus on the altercation happening there.

      “My prices are fair, sir.  If you think that they are unfair then you are more than welcome to wait for the next thresher to come around.  I’m sure your crop will not rot by the time they arrive.”

      A line of red crept from the man’s neck to engulf his entire face and his eyebrows furrowed in rage.  His mouth gaped multiple times as he tried to find words through the anger that was boiling outward.

      “You will give me the discount you, little shit.  Or I will break your nose.  Don’t you know who I am?”  The farmer said in a soft, angry whisper.

      “No, sir.”

      “The name’s Bannon, and people in this town know better than to cross me.  You’d be best to learn that as well.”

      “Is that so?  I do not believe I am going to give you anything then.  Matter of fact, I do not want your business. Please take it elsewhere.”  Groo replied.

      The man started to turn and immediately whipped around kicking Groo hard in the stomach.  His breath left him and he fell to the ground gasping for air.  His arms were wrapped around his stomach as a second blow came at him and his wrists began to sting but his wrist had protected his recovering belly.

      Another strike never fell as Groo heard shouting all around him.  With a threat to them getting their own wheat threshed now the other farmers began to get involved.  Three farmers grabbed the enraged man and pulled him off the prone Groo.

      He put his hand in the dusty ground to try to pull himself up but his muscles wouldn’t let him rise.  He could hear an argument beyond but couldn’t focus on anything as of yet.  Unfortunately, this wasn’t unusual for Groo, there was always a farmer who hated his kind so much that they refused to pay their fair share.  The scars from previous altercations could be found all over his body from getting punches or hit with any object that they could find at that time.

      His lungs filled with air and he was finally able to rise.  The man continued to struggle with the three other farmers who held him back.  Groo stumbled slightly but made his way over to the cabin in the front of his threshing machine.  He tapped a button on the chair and it flopped forward with a loud bang.  He could taste blood in his mouth and he pulled a canteen from underneath his chair and took a long swig of water to wash the taste away.

      The man broke free of the group and began to charge Groo.  This one is worse than most.  Groo thought as he reached into the chair a second time and pulled forth a hand cannon as long as his forearm and pointed it directly at the man.  The large farmer stopped in his tracks and raised his hands.

      “I’ve been coming to this town every year for five years.  The people know me as an honest trader.  I know Sheriff Dean.  I don’t know you.  The law would be on my side if I shot you dead in your tracks right now.”

      The man began to back away.  Guns were expensive due to heavy taxes laid upon them by the governments of the world in accordance to an agreement after the Great War.  The idea was to avoid border skirmishes between citizens that still held onto the hatred from the war and it was very effective.  Groo felt as if the cost of a license to own a firearm was an investment for a long life.  It was extremely rare for a Lannishman to even be allowed to have a license for one, but his services during the Great War had given him many more rights than most of his kind that wandered the world.  The horror of that realization was clearly marked on the face of the man which he pointed the gun at now.

      The glower that he received was terrifying.  Pure hatred exuded out of the man’s every pore but he relented and wandered back to his wagons to take his haul away.  Groo waited until he was long gone before looking at the ground and nodding an unacknowledged thank you to the men who helped him.

      Once the wagons of the man were out of sight he shouted through a very shaky and nervous voice.

      “Next!”

      —————

      The day had been long as Groo stood staring at the large pile of chaff that sat next to his threshing machine.  A welcomed silence met his ears as he switched the machine off and began converting his creation back into the vehicle that it was originally designed to be.  After hitting a switch the pipes and arms that swung out wide from the device retracted and hid themselves inside compartments that Groo had designed himself.  He chuckled every time he would see another thresherman going through the hour long activity of breaking down his machine so that it could be transported to the next town.  Groo, as far as he knew, was the only person to have designed a machine that closed itself up for travel.

      Groo admired the clicks and whining of the metal as it pulled itself back into a form that looked like an over-sized steel wagon.  With a final kick the chair popped back into his position and Groo plopped onto it letting go a large sigh.  His eyes closed without him thinking about it and his mind swam in the darkness, his muscles relaxed as he realized he had not been off of his feet in more than a dozen hours.

      “What do you say we find a nice inn to sleep in for the night?”  Groo said aloud as he pat the metal monstrosity underneath him.

      The engine puttered, cranked, and banged and then began to hum with the sound of burning fuel and a turning engine.  Groo hit the gas and the thresher pushed forward.  He always sought an inn as far away from where he threshed as possible to avoid any individuals that he worked with that day.  He didn’t want to chance Bannon making a surprise appearance as he was finally getting a chance to have a meal.

      Puttering through the slowly darkening town he found the bright lights and boisterous laughter of a tavern not far.  Groo pulled the thresher to where he would park it for the evening and a stable hand rushed out.  The hand gave him a sidelong, confused glance as to what to do with his device.

      “Don’t worry about it, son.  It don’t eat much.”  He passed the boy a quarter quill as he walked towards the front door.

      “No, sir.  No.  You can’t be walking in the front door like that.  You need to be entering the back through the kitchens.”

      Groo cocked his eye at him.  “Does your boss know that without people like me you’d be eating hard potatoes out of the ground picked by your hands instead of soft, warm bread?”

      The stable boy just shrugged and pointed towards the back of the building.  Groo dejectedly grabbed his suitcase from behind his seat on the machine and moved towards the inn.

      “They say it be for your safety, sir.  So you don’t get stepped on.”  The boy said with very little conviction.

      At least the moron doesn’t seem to believe it himself.  Groo thought.

      As Groo passed the door he could see the rough drawing of a Lannishman with sharp, black fangs with the words “Specks in the Back” written in black lettering.  The worst part of it all was ‘specks’ was spelled incorrectly.  Groo sighed and made his way towards the back of the inn.  Warm air plumed through the metal mesh that sat in a wooden door that was riddled with termite holes.  He rapped on the door.  The kitchen workers yelled and hurried along within the room in a normal kitchen staff way when he knocked again loudly.

      Groo waited patiently as he looked up to see the first stars appearing in the twilight.  It wasn’t long before a staffer had decided that it was time to take a break and opened the door to quickly step outside.  The movement caught Groo off guard and the door smacked him in the nose.

      “Augh!”  Groo exclaimed.

      “Oh!  Sorry.  Oh…”  The staffers voice was filled with apology, then surprise, and then dismissal.  “You wantin’ in?”

      Groo nodded while rubbing his nose and the staffer let him in.  He meandered his way through the annoyed scoffs of the staff members.  The bar itself was nothing special with multiple polished wooden stools against a dark wood counter.  A bartender, who wore a dirty white apron, sat behind the counter cleaning a glass with a towel that Groo hoped was more clean than the man’s apron.  Groo couldn’t help but notice the man’s mustache which traveled from his ears to his nose in a long bushy line.

      The patrons in the bar seemed to be the normal fare as well.  He could see farmers trying to unwind from a hard day as well as miner’s from the foothills of the mountains that surrounded the Valley on all sides.  This area was not only known for its vast wheat production but also the rich iron and bauxite veins in the mountains to the west.

      Groo placed his hands on a brass handrail that ran along the length of the dark wood bar and pulled himself up onto the too tall stool.  Groo folded his hands as he waited for the bartender to take notice of him.  The bartender didn’t bother to notice him and continued his conversation with another man at the bar.

      “Yes lad.  I heard that there was trouble on the border of Dioia about fifty miles west of us.  A man on a horse rode in, white in the face, with stories of a gun fight he was caught in the middle of.”  The bartender spoke with a thick Borthian accent that made everything sound a bit more intense than one would expect simple words to be.

      “Aw, Jon.  Just stories is all.  A man on a horse scared and running away.  How’d you know he wasn’t the one in trouble and you’d’ve served ‘im.”

      “I saw the look in his eyes.  He said that they was chasing something or someone.  ‘Bout fifty or so in a squadron type that ain’t been seen since the war in the valley.  I should know, I lived through the blasted thing.”  Jon the bartender said.

      “Ye probably sat behind that apron of yours the entire time.”  The man with yellow crooked teeth and a soot ridden face laughed heartily at his own joke.  Jon the bartender did not seem to approve.

      “Ahem.”  Groo cleared his throat to try to get their attention.

      The bartender cocked an eyebrow at him.  “Evening, speck.  How are ye this evening?”

      “Just fine, sir.  Assume my money is good here?”  Groo asked in a joking manner but knew that it was not always the case.

      “Quills are quills.  But you’d best not be eating here at the bench.  Some of those ruffians over there would likely to be wanting you to taste your dinner a second time and I think it’d be best to avoid such trouble.  Aye?”

      “Aye.” Groo quietly mimicked the man’s final word and lowered his head.

      After the exchange he was given a dirty wooden mug of the tavern’s beer and ordered an entire quail with a side of roasted potatoes and a loaf of soft bread.  Once his order was complete he was forced to take his food upstairs to eat alone in a special room that cost twice as much as a regular room and was a third the size.  It was kept a ways from the rest of the rooms and he would be forced to share it if any other Lannishman came in to sleep.

      Once he arrived he stared at the ceiling reflecting on his day as he always did.  This was life for Groo.  He helped feed the world and all the while he was forced to listen to the joy and laughter from the people he helped feed while sitting alone in a cold, dark room.

      One day it’ll all change.  Groo repeated a lie that he continually told himself.
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      A rooster crowed loudly in the distance.  He wished the sound hadn’t come from so far away or else he would have sought to find the damnable creature and throttle the thing.  Once, twice, three times it crowed long and hard that made his ears feel as if blood was ready to burst forth.

      He had spent the entire evening alone as no other Lannishman had come to this inn.  He was not surprised that no others of his kind arrived and he was sure to avoid this inn on his next visit.  While this was not the worst he had ever experienced from one of the many towns he visited, this town did not endear itself to him.  The image of a small demon greeting every patron at the door was not the first sign that this place did not appreciate his kind.  Lannishman were simply endured.

      Groo rose from the bed wearing his bright red smallclothes and stretched his back.  He was sure that the beds in the other rooms were nothing spectacular but his bed was nothing more than a broken bar table with a sheet on top.  Groo was sure that the mattress had been made of an old saddle that was torn to shreds.  Besides the uncomfortable nature of it all, it was also infested with some kind of biting insect.  All of these things aside, he had slept like a rock and only had a few itchy bite marks to know his evening could have been better.

      Rubbing the sleep out of his tired eyes he pulled a yellow button up shirt with green suspenders out of his case and put them on.  He was quickly running out of good pants as most were starting to tear at the seams.  He ended up wearing the same dirty denim pants he had on yesterday.

      He had been away from the southern nation of Gwynn for some time which seemed to be the only nation that believed Lannishman wore more than dirty sacks.  He expected it would take him another two weeks of travel before he would reach Lyras, the first Gwynn city within the Valley.  All of his clothes would have to hold out until he arrived there and found a clothier that wouldn’t charge him an arm and a leg for new sets of clothing.

      He figured once he reached Gwynn he would spend a few days in Lyras where he could renew his supplies and buy new parts for his threshing machine.  He would spend most of the winter season resting in Gwynn before he began his circuit around the Valley once again.  Another half dozen towns stood between his destination and Lyras so he figured the crowing rooster had done him a justice by waking him so early.

      Groo grabbed his dirty dish and wooden mug and trudged downstairs balancing the haul and his suitcase.  He managed to drop his haul only once before he able to place it on the wooden counter.  A serving maid swooped down quickly and took his plates before anyone could notice.

      “May I have some break…”  Groo started to speak but she left completely ignoring him.

      Groo let out a frustrated sigh and pulled himself up to the bench.  If speaking to them wouldn’t get their attention making himself a nuisance certainly would.

      “Can I help you?”  A different bartender from the previous evening said from over the counter who was also cleaning a glass with a cloth.

      Groo cocked his head at the sight as he pondered if that is all bartenders ever did.  “Yes, I’d like what you’re serving for breakfast, some eggs and toasted bread and crispy bacon if you have it.”

      “Bacon ain’t for you.  But I’ll get ya the other.  Quarter quill.  We don’t do dishwashin’ as payment.  You best have money, speck.”  The dark bearded bartender responded gruffly.

      “I’ve got money.  Eggs and toasted bread will be fine.”  Groo replied with a sigh and passed him a quarter quill coin.

      A short while later the uncleaned wooden plate came out with two burnt ends of a loaf of bread and runny eggs that seemed to have a bit of something he couldn’t identify in it.

      “Oh.  So pleased to get your inn’s best!”  Groo exclaimed with false excitement.

      “Got your food.  Now on with ya before the other patrons wake.”  The bartender gave him a black toothed grin.  “Have a wonderful day little sir.  Keep the plate.”

      Groo returned the smile and took his food.  He exited the inn in the same way that he entered through the kitchen.  He was happy that only one person bumped into him as he walked through the bustling kitchen to get outside and only a small amount of his eggs were spilled on the floor.  Thankfully, it was a part that contained the object of questionable origins.

      True happiness for Groo was found on the open road in his solitude away from the racism that he experienced at every town.  It would be another day before he reached another farming village on his planned route and he was excited at the prospects of being alone for a day.  Two days of this type of treatment always wore at him but after a day alone he could harden himself to it once again.

      He leapt up onto his machine that was thankfully unmolested from the night before and began to eat his meal.  The eggs were gross and the bread was so hard he thought he would crack a tooth but he was accustomed to not getting the best cut of meals.  Those were reserved for persons of taller stature.  Groo ate his meal with a smile at the joy of being on his thresher once again.  Soon, a small boy walked by holding papers tucked underneath his arm.

      “Extra!  Extra!  Dioian election results are in!”

      Groo laughed under his breath.  Dioian “elections” were often a farce and had been since before the war.  Dioia was a strange nation of the four within Tarn.  They believed the worth of a man was battle and each would learn to fight at a very young age.  As they were convinced from birth that it was their only worth as a person, they would continue to hone that skill as they grew.  With a nation built upon the prospect of battle prowess it was no surprise that they would start the Great War that ended ten years ago.

      Groo had heard about the elections in Dioia and had thought nothing of them until he had heard rumors of this one being different.  About a candidate that had grown popular because of his different way of thinking.

      “Boy.  Hey, boy!”  Groo shouted to the lad.

      The paperboy turned and smiled at Groo.  “Would you like a paper, sir?”

      The boy at least has the business sense to not turn down a sale because of race.  Good lad.  Groo thought as he had expected some insult even from the young child.

      “Yes, lad.  I’d love a paper.”  Groo said as he placed his plate on the floor of his vehicle and hopped down to meet the boy.

      “A tenth quill, sir.”  The boy said.

      “Well I’m fresh out of tenth coin.  How about a full quill and we’ll call it even?”

      The boy’s eyes lit up as the golden coin came out and was placed into his hand.  “That would be just fine, sir.  Just fine!”

      Groo smiled as he folded the paper and placed it under his arm.  As he turned to leave and go back to his seat the boy continued to speak.

      “I love your threshing thingy.  I love it.  One day I hope that I could learn to build something like that.”  The boy said excitedly.

      Groo smiled and turned.  “The world could use more people to make machines like this.  Machines like this will change the world.  And people like you with the interest will make that happen.”

      “But where do I start?”  The boy cocked his head to the side as he asked.  “Not much happening here other than farming.”

      “There is more to this world than farming.  Start with the papers and the machine that makes them.  The printing press is a machine.  Figure out how that works and then you can go from there.  Find little things and pull them apart.”

      “Thank you, sir!”  The boy’s eyes became almost watery with excitement and Groo could see his mind working.

      “Now, off with you before your parents see you talking to me and you get in trouble.  Thank you for the paper.”

      The boy scampered off and continued yelling for people to buy his papers for sale.  One at a time.  Groo thought.  That’s what his father always said when Groo was a boy and he asked how to change people’s minds about them.

      “We change them one at a time.  One day, enough minds will be changed and the world will become different for us.”  The voice of his father echoed in his head.

      A tear formed in his eye remembering his dad’s voice.  He had been gone for many years.  Long before Groo even became a man but his memory lived on vividly in his mind.  Wiping the tear away Groo sat down in his chair, scooped a nasty taste of watery eggs into his mouth and began to read.

      Cerwyn Gazette

      Cerwyn, Dioia

      The Dioian election is a wrap with the country selecting Drake Theodorus as their new president.  President Theodorus promised throughout his campaign to bring about the greatness of their nation once again and stop bowing down to all of the whims of the other lesser nations.  President Theodorus has promised that he will push all citizens of Gwynn from his nation and use the assets seized from their accounts to help pay off the massive debts that Dioia has accrued during the war.  His words resonated with the population who felt disenfranchised with the old party and wanted some new blood to help them turn their nation around.

      Since President Theodorus took power he has already enacted a few of his promises to his nation by removing all of the Gwynn immigrants with plans to remove all others by the end of the year.  The other nations have immediately took a defensive stance as rhetoric like this is what led to the turmoil a decade ago.  Borthia and Cretia have been silent on this matter but President William Franklin of Gwynn has declared “The President of a sovereign nation can do as he pleases within his own borders.  If his desire is to alienate his trade allies, which will further push his country into a recession, then that is his choice.  All citizens of Gwynn will be welcomed back into our country and subsidized for any losses that they incurred due to this illegal and unprecedented seizure of private property put upon them by the new Dioian administration.”  The Gwynn government has not identified if they were going to take any steps for what they claim is an illegal action.

      The new President has also claimed that he has called upon the scientists of the world to begin research on how to once and for all remove the barrier that surrounds Tarn.  Throughout the generations many have claimed to know the way to remove the barrier which seals the world we know but none have ever found a way to break through.  Some scientists even wonder if we would want to if we could.  No nations have commented on his claim that he believes it is his destiny to free the world from its bonds by removing the barrier.

      Brick Gibbs reporting for the Cerwyn Gazette.

      There were many other stories within the paper but only the government changing in Dioia seemed interesting.  He couldn’t believe that the people, many of who lived through the Great War, would elect a man who said many of the things that led them to the war in the first place.  The picture of the new president Theodorus stared back at him as he yelled with a finger raised at the crowd of cheering followers.

      He put the paper down and finished the remains of his breakfast in three big gulps.  While the food was not the most appetizing he’s ever had, he knew that he had a long day of travel ahead, and he would need his strength.  The hard bread and jerky that he kept to feed him between towns was never as fulfilling as fresh food no matter how poorly made it was.  So he enjoyed the fresh, gooey eggs and burnt bread as if it were a feast.

      The engine roared as he turned his key in the ignition.  Slowly the engine mellowed into its idle state and became a low rumble.  Groo sat back for a moment to enjoy the smell and sound of his machine working.  Black smoke filled the air as he kicked his vehicle into drive and he pulled out from the inn slowly.  He drove his threshing machine through the narrow streets of the town while he sought the way out to the main road.  On the streets the world was beginning to come to life as sleepy citizens slowly made their way outside to begin their day.  While passing the fields he could make out men working along side the large automatons that helped them work the crops.  He had always found it best to leave before the towns came to full life so that he would avoid any unwanted attention.  The conversation with the paper boy this morning was a welcomed surprise from what he was used to.

      Groo found the main road and his giant threshing machine began to putter its way south once again.  He felt relieved to have the town behind him.  The racism against the Lannishmen was always more pronounced in the north along the borders of Borthia and Dioia.  Every mile he traveled now was a mile away from being called a “speck” or a “dink”.  No nation was ever great towards his people but the north was by far the worse as the governments of both nations seemed to think that Lannishmen were the cause of all of the world’s problems.  Groo shook his head at the thought.  If the people could ever understand that it is those thoughts exactly that make the problem exist in the first place the world would be a better place.

      The beautiful blue sky was becoming gray the further south he drove.  Groo pulled the cover over top of his cabin just as a small spit of rain began to fall from the sky.  He had created his machine so that it could handle any weather but the cabin of the thresher often remained open so that he could enjoy the fresh air.  When he would sleep or would come across bad weather he could pull the cabin down over his head and he would be provided with glass windows, a roof, and doors to protect him from the elements.  When it would get cold, he could pipe the heat from the engine to keep him warm.

      Ah, rain.   So much for a smooth ride.  Groo thought.

      ——————

      Many miles and hours later Groo found himself in a torrential downpour.  He was forced to stop his vehicle on the side of the road as the rain made it impossible for him to see.  He found himself next to a large copse of trees with wetland reeds covering the ground.  He laid his head back as he popped open a compartment in his cabin to pull out a dark piece of dried meat.  He gnawed on the salty meat for some time before it was soft enough to chew and listened to the rain pound away at this cabin roof.  He knew it could be hours before he was able to move again and so he rested his head back to enjoy the serenade of the rain.

      Drowsiness took over as his head swam in the darkness.  The rain pattering against his roof relaxed him as he grew more comfortable.  I need to invent a system to clean the rain or dirt from my windows as I drive.  Some way to wipe it away.

      Groo continued to think as something snapped his eyes open.  He wasn’t quite sure why, but he focused onto an area in the large copse of trees.  The thick gnarly bark grew out of a swampy, reed-filled area in the flat valley that surrounded them.  Groo craned his neck to the side to look out the glass window that protected him from the rain.

      “What have we here?”  Groo questioned aloud.

      Groo opened up the back of his cabin so that his suitcase fell forward under the chair next to him.  Rifling through his affects, he assured himself that he had some clean and dry clothes before stepping out of the thresher.  He wrapped an overcoat around him and set aside a set of clothing that he would change into when he returned.

      A flash filled the sky.  A loud crash of thunder boomed as he opened his door and stepped into the downpour.  The rain was loud as it smacked and rolled off of his oiled overcoat and he made his way towards the swampy trees.  He took a serious risk in leaving his engine running while he left but, with the rain and his distance from any towns, he was willing to take the chance so that it would be warm when he returned.

      The ground became softer the closer he got to the trees and he could feel the water beginning to seep into his shoes.  He would have to put them in front of the heating vent to dry them off when he got back inside.  The ground had grown very soft, but he had to walk no closer to confirm what he had thought he saw.  The giant hand of a battle engine reached out in what looked like its final death throes from the marsh.  Moss and fungus had grown around its metal fingers as the heavy rains that the Valley had been experiencing must have washed away the land that had kept it buried a decade.  Groo had passed this way dozens of times but, until recently, this battle engine was hidden from the world.

      His heart was racing and he could feel his hands shaking with excitement.  Battle engines had been his life for a very long time back before he had become a thresher-man.  Back before his world had changed forever.  Large machinery such as the automatons and his threshing machine were what made the people of the world tolerate the Lannishmen.  Battle engines were one of the sources that caused the hatred towards his people as they had created them a generation prior.  People like Groo helped perfect them for war.  Regardless of Groo’s life now he had once been an engineer with the Army of Gwynn.  He served for more than a decade and assisted with numerous battle engines and military designs.  The memories of it all flooded into his head as he stepped forward to inspect the monstrosity before him.

      He climbed onto a slick, mossy rock which protruded from the murky waters all around the arm that reached out as if it were pleading for help.  He jumped onto one of its long fingers and pulled himself into the hand.

      “Whew!  This one is a monster!”  Groo exclaimed to himself aloud as he wiped the rain away from his eyes.

      Battle engines came in all shapes and sizes.  The most common was a humanoid figure covered in weapons.  Its hands could hold weapons and weapons could be mounted over its entire frame.  Multiple men would man these machines while they trounced their way into battle.  He remembered his years on the Devoted, one of the largest battle engines in existence, that he had served as the engineer on for a long time.  The friends he had made still echoed in his mind as he made his way along the arm inspecting all of the joints for parts.

      Along the elbow of the arm he found some plates of metal that were not severely damaged along with a few bronze cogs that he could use.  Most of the elbow was submerged but he was still able the salvage a few small parts for later repairs.

      He discovered that the stairway that would have helped him climb to the upper arm had been destroyed by some ordnance long ago.  A loud crack of thunder filled the air as he leapt onto onto the frame that supported the upper arm and climbed his way up.  Lightning flickered for a few seconds before a loud boom filled the air again as he found himself standing on the shoulder.

      ———-

      Crack!  The sound of a cannon ball ricocheted off of their frame.

      “Where the hell did it come from!”  Shouted Dirt.

      “West!  Turn us about to two-five-zero.”  The captain, simply known as Cap, shouted.  “Groo, check for damage.”

      “Aye, aye.”  Groo said as he made his way from the bridge of the Devoted.

      He raced along the tight stairway as Philliam passed him, almost knocking him over.  He muttered an apology and continued on.  Groo continued to descend as a loud thud hit right next to him.  The armor of the Devoted protected him but he now knew they were heading directly into battle rather than just dealing with a sniper.

      Groo reached the covered shoulder to inspect for damage.  The cannon ball had found its way through the armor by hitting them from behind but the damage was minor.  He could see the arm trying to move but was jammed by the explosive shell pieces inside of it.  Groo grabbed hold of a bar and pulled himself into the moving parts.  The whistle of another shell whizzed through the air near him as he began to pull the shrapnel out of the joint.  As soon as the last piece came free he jumped down and the arm curled.

      “Whew.  Almost got me that time.”  Groo chuckled to himself as he realized he could have been crushed.

      The Devoted shook as it began to return fire.

      ————

      Loud thunder snapped Groo out of his memory as he realized he was staring at the shattered frame of the shoulder.  Within the shoulder there would be numerous parts he could salvage if any remained.  The scrap metal alone would be helpful if any of his parts needed to be repaired but the machined gears and wire were the most precious.  He couldn’t help but see the similarities of this battle engine and the Devoted on which he served.  The head of the monstrosity stood partially submerged and he knew he would have to make his way in there if there was slightest chance that he would find a command module intact.  The command module of the battle engine was what made the entire beast function.  Each battle engine contained no less than three command modules in case one was destroyed, one in the head, another in the heart, and the final in the pelvis.  The purpose was that if any one was destroyed the battle engine could continue to function as a war machine even after suffering massive damage.

      Groo crawled his way into the massive cranium of the machine and walked into a sticky spider web.  He scrubbed the webbing from his face and stepped heavily into the innards of the command room.  Rats and insect scattered at his entrance as he began his quest for the command module.  He couldn’t help but see the command room of the Devoted in front of him.  He smiled at the fond memories of eating meals there while taking a break during a patrol.  A massive explosion of thunder rang in his ears and brought back something that did not make him smile.

      ————

      “Shoulder repaired Cap!”  Groo shouted.

      Cap nodded back to him but remained focused on looking through the view screen as Dibs worked on the command console.  The console was a menagerie of knobs and levers that controlled every part of the machine.  The Devoted pushed into a higher gear as the entire command room jolted from side to side.  Groo could hear the constant firing from below aimed at some distant target.

      The Devoted was a beast of a machine and Groo would like to take credit for most of its virility.  He almost felt bad for the bastards on the other end of its barrage as there were few engines in this world that held such firepower as the beast that moved beneath his feet.

      Mid-thought, the entire command cabin shook violently.  Groo lost his footing and smacked his head on the back of one of the many rails that surrounded them.

      “Groo!  Check out the leg.  We are getting resistance!”  Cap shouted.

      Before Cap even finished his orders Groo knew what needed to be done.  He could feel when something wasn’t right with the machine he worked on every day.  He did not need anyone to tell him.  He raced from the command room and headed down the twisting metal stairway.  With each step a loud metal sound echoed over the gun shots that fired all around him.  He passed Dirt on the way who was manning the chest cannons, firing and then loading once again without hesitation.  Groo had no idea what was going on outside, but from the look on Dirt’s face it was not pretty.  Explosive round after explosive round rocked the Devoted’s chest but Groo knew it would cause no damage.

      After less than a minute Groo reached the right leg of the engine.  The smell of exposed diesel filled his nostrils and he knew immediately their fuel line had been compromised.  The room held another foul smell that he couldn’t recognize but knew he had to fix the fuel line first and quickly.  A large harpoon had torn through the right knee of his machine.  A yellowed tube, which ran their fuel throughout the Devoted, was torn and spewed fuel over the room.  He slipped as he stepped on the slick floor and tied off the line so they wouldn’t lose any more fuel.  He couldn’t do anything about the harpoon sticking through their armor but he could divert the flow of fuel and run a new line.

      After tying off the line he stood precariously on the rail as the Devoted continued to move.  He cut the old line and ran a new one into the knee.  Using a black, shiny tape he wrapped it a dozen times around the new lines and the leg once again sprang to life.

      Groo smiled until he heard the voice behind him.

      “Help.”

      Groo frowned too afraid to turn around.

      “Help me.”  The voice of Philliam echoed in his ears.

      Groo had been so focused on the fuel leak, and what that could mean in the long run for their battle, that he had not taken a full stock of the room.  His eyes now followed the harpoon as it penetrated the knee and embedded itself into the armor on the back side of the leg.  Between the sharp point of the harpoon and the armor lay Philliam.  The weapon had pierced through him and impaled him against the back of the leg.  His mouth was covered in blood and Groo could see his entrails hanging from his stomach.  Groo was amazed and sad that he was not killed instantly.

      “Medic…  I’ll get… I’ll get a medic!” Groo stammered to get the words out.  “MEDIC!!!”  He finished with a scream.

      “We both know…”  Philliam struggled to say.

      Groo knew what he meant.  They both knew that there was no recovering from such an injury had the medic been there immediately.  Both men winced as another violent explosion rocked the Devoted.

      ————

      Violent thunder boomed overhead as he wiped tears away from his eyes.  All of the fond memories of serving on a battle engine were over as he remembered the sad times.  He only wished that losing one friend on his engine was the worst of it.  During the Great War, mostly during the Battle of Vorales, they lost friends constantly.

      Somberly, he worked his way through the areas of the command room that were still exposed and grabbed some minor parts that he could use.  The command console had been destroyed.  He could see where a cannon ball or some other ordnance had decimated it during whatever battle this engine had found its doom in.  He wondered about the crew, how many of them had survived to fight another day or had they all perished when this beast had been brought down.  The battle engine was of Dioian design with its hard, breaking angles.  Groo wondered if he had been responsible or had he ever fired upon this machine before.  He knew that he would never know and took the few parts that he had found and made his way out back into the swamp.

      As he worked his way along the shoulder and out along the forearm he felt much less excited than he had upon first seeing it.  He leapt from the hand and plopped into the muddy ground all around him.  The rain continued to fall heavily as he made his way back to his thresher which thankfully remained unmolested.

      He removed his oiled jacket and clothes just before entering the warm cabin.  He placed his wet clothes and shoes next to the heating vent so that they would be dry by morning.

      Groo reached for the clean clothes that he had laid out so that he was not sitting alone in his cabin in his small clothes but never made it.  The rain pelting the roof of his cabin was replaced by the sounds of explosions within Groo’s head.  He lowered his head into his hands and began to sob heavily.
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      The sun breached the horizon and shined directly into Groo’s puffy, red eyes.  He sneezed as he morning brightness tickled his nose, as it always did for some reason, and took stock of the area.  The water from the swamp had reached the edge of the elevated roadway where he found himself after the downpour of the previous evening.  The storms had been strong lately.  Each rainfall seemed to become more intense as the year went on.  He could only imagine what the winter would bring and no one was quite sure as to why things had changed so drastically.  The crops that the men were bringing in to be threshed were less than ever before.  Farmers had reported their crops being washed away by the flood waters or killed by a mold that grew from them being too wet.  Either way, it was proving to be a bad year for the people in the valley.

      The roar of his machine sent a flock of birds into the air as he continued down the road.  He had a lot of ground to catch up today due to the rain so he kicked the thresher into a higher gear and thick smoke plumed from the exhaust.  He knew he would need to be careful since the heavy rains were sure to have caused some of the roads to wash away.

      ————

      Groo’s eyes were growing weary as the day wore on.  It was almost evening by the time the farming village of Benard spread out in front of him.  He could see that the massive farm fields seemed intact from the rains but most had been lain bare in the anticipation of his arrival.  He thought about all the times he had arrived here and in all of those years he had never been so late.  The men here would have planned their crops and harvesting around his arrival.  He had expected to arrive in the morning.

      He could see the multitude of wagons as they lined up expecting him.  He cringed at the thought of the anger he would face tomorrow due to his being late.  The fact that the farmers had lined up and waited for him would give the least understanding of them even more hatred towards him.  He sighed and knew that it would be a problem for tomorrow and he would need to find himself a place to sleep for the evening.  He did not look forward to another night in the thresher.  With any luck he would have some hot food in his belly before he drifted off to sleep.

      He pulled his machine into its usual spot and hit the breaks causing the machine to jolt violently.  The engine popped and snapped to a halt and the area was quiet with only the bugs serenading the silence.

      Groo pulled the cabin over his thresher and locked up tight.  He grabbed his suitcase and headed towards his usual haunt, the Golden Goose Tavern and Inn.  Twilight was settling over the area and candle light began to flicker in every window he passed.  Only a few people were on the streets and most ignored him as he lugged his large suitcase through the town.

      Bright lights shined through the windows of the Golden Goose and he could see a multitude of shadows milling about.  Groo had always favored this inn.  It had a certain appeal to it with its stone walls and foundation and its rusty colored red roof that was pleasing to his eye.  They also possessed no Lannishman rooms which meant they were forced to put him in one of the regular sized rooms.  He wasn’t sure if they were too cheap to create the rooms or they were truly not as racist as the rest of the world but he appreciated it either way.  Even if he were forced to pay three times as much as everyone else.

      The bright light shined into his eyes as he opened the main door into the building.  Much to his surprise only half of the room stopped talking to glower at him, which was much better than he was expecting this evening, and he made his way inside.  As he moved through the multitude of tables, doing his best not to bump into any of them, he arrived at the bar just as the normal noises of a crowd picked up again.

      He placed his suitcase at his feet and pulled himself up onto a barstool.  He took the last stool in the line of them, which suited him just fine, as all of the other stools were taken by other patrons.  He had been forced to sit in the middle of a bar counter multiple times and it was never a good experience.  He had many memories of having been pushed causing him to spill his food all over the floor.  Other times he would just be ignored and never served.

      Once he settled himself onto the hard oak stool he finally turned to the counter in front of him and noticed a paper someone had left resting on the counter.  It was stained with the grease of whatever the individual had been eating but showed another image of President Theodorus giving another one of his speeches.  Groo often wondered, from what little he had read of that man, if he was capable of anything but screaming all of the time.

      Groo chuckled to himself as a female bartender approached him.  She was a lovely woman with dark hair split into a thousand curls that turned into almost a bee hive of hair at the top of her head.  Three large golden pins stuck through at different angles.  She wore a blue dress with ruffles along all of the edges and she smiled at him with her big brown eyes.  Her skin had been powdered white and she had bright red lipstick on.

      Surprisingly, she returned the smile that Groo beamed at her and wiped off the counter in front of him.  For Groo, this was all-star treatment.

      “What you lookin’ for?”  The lady asked.

      “Whatever meal you are making this evening and a lot of it if you would be so kind.”  Groo finished with a confident grin.

      “Well, hon, we have roast quail and roasted potatoes and some say the best damn ale in the valley.”  She leaned over the counter to be at head level with him but he knew she was making an attempt to show off her ample cleavage to him.

      “All of that sounds wonderful.”

      He knew she was just biting for a tip, but it was nice to have some conversation that didn’t have him referred to as a “dink” for once.  It confused him when waiters and waitresses tried this though as, more often than not, he was forced to eat in his room and he was unable to even leave a tip before he was forced out of the tavern.  A second later a large, frosty glass mug was placed in front of him with a foaming light ale.  Groo nodded thanks to the bartender and took a long draft.  She may have been correct.  The alcohol was fantastic.

      Groo took stock of the room that surrounded him.  It smelled of dirt and tobacco and the rowdy noises made him feel a part of the conversations that surrounded him.  Although, regardless of his feelings, he wouldn’t have been welcome in any of the chatter.  It brought him back to the days with his crew on the Devoted and the good times they would have while traveling together in their rig.  War was not the only part of their life while he served.  Most of the time, Battle Engines were used as humanitarian devices in helping build bridges or assist in natural disasters.  It always amazed him how Dioia became so violent so quickly for only two months prior to the start of the war the Devoted was there to assist with one of the many tornadoes that rocked their countryside.  They had spent a week and a half helping remove rubble from one of their suburban areas of Cerwyn.  Two months later, the wars began as if that assistance was forgotten.  But helping people, regardless of how ungrateful they became, were the more happy times with his friends and his crew.

      From the corner of his eye he spied a man dressed unlike any of the others.  He sat in a shady corner where Groo couldn’t quite make out his face but he seemed to be staring at him.  Groo attempted to nonchalantly look at the man to catch a glimpse of his face but was unable to due to the way the man had positioned himself.  Things had been going so well this evening, Groo wasn’t ready for one man to ruin it for him.  He raised his glass with a smile towards the hidden man.  The figure didn’t seem to react.

      Groo bumped the individual to his left as he turned back around.  The man who swiveled around with a smile had it disappear when he saw a Lannishman next to him.

      “Be careful, Dink.”  The man said before going back to his friends.

      There we go.  Groo thought as he finished his ale quietly.

      His food was brought out by a different bartender, a man wearing a white apron covered in grease stains.  He wore a thick beard that the man tied into a twisting knot that hung down to his chest.  The man smiled at him with green friendly eyes.  Groo couldn’t help but return the smile as he brought him his food and laid it down in front of him.

      “Thank you kindly, sir.  I will take this to my room.”  Groo finished and began to gather up his plates.

      The bartender shook his head and grabbed Groo’s arm.  “No, sir.  No, sir indeed.  You stay put and eat with the rest of humanity.  It ain’t been right how you’ve been treated in this world.  Least we can do is have you eat with us.”

      Groo smiled once again.  This was turning out to be a wonderful evening.

      “My name is Groo Bucklander.  And thank you…”  Groo paused waiting for the man’s name.

      “Belvarus Ditrima!  Just call me Bel!”  The bartender replied.

      “Thank you, Bel.  That is a Cretian name.  What brings you to the border of Dioia?”  Groo asked knowing the risks in being so nosy as a Lannishman, but the bartender seemed to be truly interested in having a conversation.

      “You know, I can’t be quite saying, I started working northward at different establishments and I just kept going.  Now I’m here!  I can’t complain though, this here inn has been good to me.”

      Bel filled his empty glass with more of the pale liquid and Groo raised it in salute to him as he took a drink.

      “It is good to find one’s place in the world.  I feel like I travel so much that I do not have single place, save my threshing machine.”  Groo looked distantly as he spoke.

      “I know.  I know.  That’s why I said you should be sitting at this bar with me.  Company is great.  Great company is divine!”  Bel finished beaming a massive smile through his thick, brown beard.

      Groo couldn’t help but chuckle at the man’s mirth.  “Don’t mind if I eat while we chat do you, Bel?”

      “No, sir.  You eat.  I have other customers but I’ll be back.”  Bel said as he went out to serve others at the bar.

      The man moved swiftly for a large man and he seemed to take true joy in his work.  Groo took stock of the room once again to gauge the reaction of the crowd with him speaking to the bartender.  He could see a few disgusted stares but most seemed to ignore the interaction.  The man in the dark corner seemed unmoved, still Groo could not tell whether he was staring at them or not.

      The portions of food in front of him were more than ample and not what Groo was accustomed to.  He was often left with the most gristly parts of the meat and the potatoes were usually from the failed batch.  The plate in front of him was for a house of royalty, not a Lannishman of the Valley.  He graciously devoured the plate in minutes after a day of nothing but salty jerky and hard bread.

      He sat back as much as he could on his backless stool and enjoyed the feeling of warm food in his a full belly.  The ale washed away any of the remnants of the taste and he was sad that it was gone.  His mind drifted to the days when his parents were still alive and the celebrations the Lannish people would have during their holidays.  Holidays that were no longer celebrated nor even remembered.  The Great War had destroyed the Harvest Feast and the Lannish people no longer gathered near the town of Boro to bring the fruits of their year’s labor.  They became a scattered society with no real place to call home.  The memory of his father playing the flute and harp for his mother flashed in his mind.  Her eyes shining with love towards the man in front of her.  The happy times and great memories were replaced immediately with the memory of his father being dragged away for a crime that he couldn’t have committed.  He could remember his father’s final words to both of them.

      “It’ll be alright.  I love you!  Take care of your Mom until I get back.”

      Stir, his father, never returned to them and his mother and him were forced to travel the world alone making a living however they could.  Groo did it by learning to tinker with just about everything and they made their money fixing machinery along the valley.  A life that Groo continued to this day.

      The bad memories washed away as Bel returned to Groo with his perpetually broad smile on his face beaming at the Lansman.

      “A hungry Lansman!  How long since you’ve had a meal worth it?”  Bel asked.

      “Some time.  Mostly get scraps.  I can’t say how much I appreciate it.”  Groo replied.

      “Indeed.  I know how they’ve been treating you along this border.  Where do you expect to be heading next?  Perhaps I can tell you a place that will greet you with more hospitality.”

      “I will be continuing south for another two weeks to Lyras.  I will probably be hitting a few more towns before I’ll be taking a rest for a few weeks.  A lot of wheat to be threshed between here and there though.”

      “Indeed.  Indeed.”  Bel seemed distant for a second but his smile returned and he placed a warm loaf of bread in front of Groo.  “Time to enjoy the fruits of your threshing!”

      The two broke the bread in two and began to eat it together.  Groo couldn’t remember the last time he had such a pleasant conversation in a bar.

      “So where are you from originally, Groo?”

      “I’m actually from the Valley.  I was born in the very middle in a town called Boro.  It’s abandoned now, but that’s where I’m from.  My father, mother, and I used to travel around a bit when I was younger.  Mostly, my father fixed things in a small town between Borthia and Cretia.  That ended…”  Groo hesitated a moment.

      Bel put his hand on Groo’s shoulder sympathetically with a small shake of his head.  Groo didn’t continue the conversation.

      “Don’t dwell, my friend.  So you head to Gwynn I see?”  Bel asked.

      “Yes, sir.  I usually rent a room and winter there.”  Groo replied.

      Groo kept it more simple than it normally was for him.  He would rent a room for as long as it would take for some racist to smash the windows and then the landlord would ask him to move out so that they experienced no more trouble.  This would happen a few times over the three months and then he would begin traveling once again.  His first trek around the valley was repairing planter machines and his second trek was always to thresh their wheat that the machines he fixed would harvest.  Sadly, even in the nation which was the most tolerant of the Lannishmen he found the bigots.

      “I don’t want to darken the mood any friend, but have you heard the latest from Dioia?  They elected Drake Theodorus, that man scares me more than anyone else.  The way that he had kicked almost all of the Gwynn and Borthian out of Dioia was just awful.  We’ve had a stream of Gwynn refugees heading southward.  You’ll probably run into a mess of them soon as you travel.”

      Groo didn’t look forward to meeting them.  The refugees would beg for a ride, but if he gave one a ride the entire multitude of them would try to mount his vehicle.  His thresher could pull a lot of weight but he would eventually run out of fuel or worse.  The teary eyes of mothers holding babies and the angry glares of fathers burned into his mind even though it hadn’t happened yet.

      “So, how long have you been in the threshing business?”  Bel asked.

      “Almost ten years.  Immediately after the Great War I built my thresher from spare parts and began traveling soon after.  Someone had to do something about the food shortages.”  Groo replied.

      Bel grinned.  “We’ve people like you to be thankful for not starving to death.”  He poured Groo another ale.  “On the house, this one.”

      Groo took a long drink, wiped the froth from his upper lip and smiled.  “Thank you sir.  That is the first time I’ve ever been given thanks for the work.”

      “A shame.  Truly.  So, on your path south do you intend on hitting any of the smaller towns or is more of a straight shot?”

      Groo was feeling slightly light headed after three rounds of this inn’s potent ale and was much more sharing with his route than he usually was.

      “I will hit three or four more towns before Lyras.  Moving slightly inward from the main road, but I’ve been traveling for quite some time and I’m ready for a break.”

      “No one could blame you, Mr. Bucklander.”

      Groo stretched and noticed the man in the shadows was still present and staring at him.  As inconspicuously as possible he tried to sneak glances at the man.  With the amount of alcohol in his system he wasn’t sure that he could manage such a thing.

      “Who is that gentleman in the corner?  He looks awful shady.”  Groo asked with a slight slur to his speech.

      “He comes in from time to time.  Likes to keep to himself that one.  But he is not unlike many other patrons that we have coming in and out of here regularly.  Wouldn’t pay him no mind.”

      Groo focused on the man for a few more seconds and the strong brew took hold and he forgot about him.  Bel and Groo continued their conversation for many hours into the evening.  The two men discussed politics, the recent rains that have been flooding the farmlands, and just the general weather until Groo was good and drunk.  He paid for his food and his room and collapsed into the comfortable confines of his feather mattress.  His suitcase lay next to the bed unopened and he remained in the clothes he had worn the day before.

      ————

      Morning came as an unpleasant surprise for him.  The sun peaked its bright face through the window and shined directly into his eyes as he was contorted in some odd position he didn’t know he could perform while sleeping.  Wiping sleep and drool from his face he couldn’t quite remember falling into bed, he only knew that he was dying of thirst, and was in desperate need of a privy.

      After performing the second of his two necessities he went down the bar to get his breakfast and begin his day of threshing.  Bel, the bartender from the previous evening remained at the bar.

      “Have you slept yet?”  Groo said as he noticed a large bruise forming underneath his left eye.

      “Aye, I slept.”  He said without the mirth of yesterday evening as Bel noticed Groo eying his bruise.

      “I’m so sorry, Bel.”  Groo said apologetically.

      Bel waved away his apology.  “No need.  We need more forward thinkers in this world and not everyone is ready.”

      The conversation didn’t happen as it did last night.  Bel served him, Groo ate, and the two men said a quick goodbye as Groo left the inn.  It amazed Groo how humans could even turn against each other when they felt one of their own had betrayed them.

      The morning dew still clung to the grass on his way out of the inn to start his day.  The smell of horses and the chatter of the farmers was his indication that his late start was definitely being noticed.  A dozen farmers were gathered around the threshing machine looking even more annoyed than they normally do.

      “Good morning, gentleman.  My apologies for being late.”

      The farmers didn’t respond, they simply scattered and walked to their respective wagons.  Groo kicked on his machine and began his day.  Thankfully, the farmers were pleasant individuals and not one argued with his prices nor did they complain that he was late.  Groo went about his work as he always did.

      ————

      After many hours a large pile of chaff laid beside his machine and Groo was covered in the grime from a day of labor.  The last farmer was taking his threshed wheat away and the sun was beginning to dip in the sky.  He did not want to cause any more issues for Bel and his tavern.  So he decided that he would leave this evening and rest on the road south rather than stay in the inn.  It was a selfish feeling as much as it was selfless.  He didn’t want the great evening of last night to be spoiled by the new experience he would receive this evening.

      After locking up his machine he knew he was ready to leave.  Without a goodbye or any ceremony he began his drive into the red glowing horizon of a setting sun.  The puttering of his engine echoed in the town long after his departure.

      He had left the massive wheat fields behind and had entered the realm of corn.  His machine did not process the crop so he knew he would have at least two days of travel before he would run into another town that would have any business for him.  The engine roared as the road straightened and Groo pushed the pedal harder.  Dirt filled the air behind him as his tires ground into the road.  He was about to relax and enjoy the drive when he felt the rattle.

      Groo always felt as if he had a connection to his machines.  The sounds of their engines spoke to him.  The vibrations of their innards churning gave him as much information as a heart beat gave a doctor.  The rattling that was coming from the back of his cabin was clearly not supposed to be there.

      Groo accelerated and decelerated multiple times to see if he could work out some strange kink in the system.  Nothing he did caused it to stop and after an hour of trying to fix the problem he pulled over to the edge of the road and halted next to the continuous corn fields that seemed to stretch on forever.

      The thresher slowed to a purr as he pulled the key from the ignition.  The belts and cogs whined for a minute before finally quieting down completely leaving only the billion bugs in the fields to serenade him.  He pushed a secret button underneath his seat and his hand cannon rolled forward.  Groo winced as the metal door creaked loudly as he exited his cabin and he stood with his weapon poised to shoot at anyone who lurched at him.

      Had someone done something to the machine?  Groo thought.

      “Hello?”  Groo said quietly, hoping that no one responded.

      The constant loud chirping made him on edge and the soft thuds of automatons working in the field made him jump multiple times.  The elongated end of his threshing machine was where the magic of the device took place.  Unfortunately, that meant there were a dozen compartments someone could hide in.  Darkness had settled in all around him and he knew that he was going to be unable to see anything all that clearly.

      He had felt the rattling in the back since he started going earlier in the day, but he had assumed it was mud from the rains or something less interesting.  After feeling the rattling during his acceleration there was definitely something in the back of his thresher.  It was either a stow away or someone had tampered with it which could be very dangerous.  He had never been a victim of any sabotage such as that because the people understood how valuable his services were.  Violence had always been acted upon himself and not his machine.  Groo shook the odd thoughts out of his head as they would only lead him to not focusing on the intruder of whatever nature it was within his thresher.

      His eyes eventually fell upon the back of his machine where the blower pushed the chaff out of the giant pipe.  At the bottom of the pipe was a small compartment that didn’t seem quite closed.  When it rattled slightly he knew it was not a device but a person hiding within.

      “I’m armed.  And I expect you to come out now.”  Groo said in his toughest voice he could muster, but he knew his voice was quavering.

      There was a long silence but the movement in the back compartment stopped as if Groo would suddenly forget it.

      “Come on.  Get out.  I’d hate to have to put a hole in my threshing machine.  How would that benefit anyone?”

      A muffled voice came from behind the metal doorway.  “I’d love to.  But I don’t quite know how.  I think I’m stuck.”

      Groo huffed and approached slowly.  He kicked the door and a man came rolling out flopping onto the ground.  He coughed for a minute and then laid his elbow on the ground and his legs stretched as if he meant to be there all along.

      “Hi.  I’m Clive.  Clive Lyr.  It is quite the pleasure to meet you, sir.”
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      “How dare you!  What were you thinking?  How long were you in there?  What if I had started it up?  You would have gummed up my machine for weeks!”  Groo paced back and forth with his hand cannon still pointing at the man.

      “Which question do you want me to answer first?”  Clive asked.

      “ALL OF THEM!”  Groo’s red face stood out even in the darkness of the evening.

      “Listen, I’m sorry.  Could you put the gun down?  I’m not a thief or a robber or anything.  I’m simply a man who got into a bit of trouble and needed to get away.  Again, could you please put the gun away?”

      Groo continued to pace for some time before finally pointing the gun away from Clive.  His mind was racing.  He couldn’t believe someone would stow away on him.  His appearance would complicate matters on the road.  If he were to give one person a ride in his thresher what would stop others from trying to jump on board.

      “Wait.  What kind of trouble are you in?”  Groo asked.

      “Nothing major.  Very minor really.  Almost not worth mentioning.”

      “Almost?”  Groo quirked an eyebrow at him.

      “Indeed.  So now that the cat’s out of the bag, can I please travel with you?”  Clive asked with a shiny toothed grin.

      Groo scoffed.  “Perhaps you should have started with that before sneaking aboard.”

      Clive raised a finger to the air.  “I’ll remember that next time I’m running from the law.  Promise!”

      Groo stared at the man, it astounded him that he could hide from him and then so nonchalantly change to asking him for a ride.  He also realized that the man still had not explained exactly what he had done to be in trouble with the law.

      “You still owe me an explanation.”  Groo tapped his foot impatiently.

      “Love.”  Clive explained staring dreamily into the stars above.

      Groo frowned at him.  “You’ll have to do better than that, lad.”

      Clive rose from his awkward position and stood up to stretch his back.  It was then he realized that Clive was actually quite an imposing man.  He stood at least six feet tall and was well built.  Clive’s shaved head was quickly growing back to reveal a light blond hair and even in the darkness he could see his blue eyes.

      “Very well.”  Clive started.  “I was in Dioia visiting the landmarks on the border when I saw her.  A beautiful woman in the market.  I shined these pearly whites you see before you now and struck up a conversation.  The two of us hit it off.”

      Clive’s eyes wandered off into the sky as if he was remembering.  Groo became impatient after a moment and kicked him in the foot.

      “Oh. Right.  Well, you know what comes next.  We were enamored with one another.  Love!  Well, what happened next happens to any young lovers and well, she just happened to be a Dioian princess betrothed to a northern prince.”

      “What!?”  Groo’s exclamation echoed throughout the fields.  “Never mess with a Dioian’s honor you dolt!”

      “I’m aware of my folly.  But, look at this smile.”  Clive grinned at Groo revealing as many teeth as possible.  “Women just can’t resist it.”

      “Her lover will continue to hunt you down.”  Groo continued.

      “As I said.  I’m aware.”  Clive retorted.

      “And if he finds you he will force you into a trial.”

      “Also aware.”

      “Even if you did win they’ll just shoot you because you are from Gwynn.  Obviously.”

      “I don’t think you understand what ‘I’m aware’ means.  I knew the risks.”  Clive finished.

      Groo shook his head and turned away from him walking back towards his cabin.

      “So, can I come?”  Clive pleaded.

      “NO!  You do realize you could have been cooked in there, right?  I was just beginning to kick into gear that would have heated up the back and I would have found you roasted at the next town.  Then, I would have been on trial for the murder of a man and my life would have been over.  Didn’t think about those little details, did you?”

      Clive lowered his head with an abashed look upon his face.  “I didn’t think any of this through as you can see.”  Clive sat on the road and crossed his legs.  “I’m sorry, Groo.  Thank you for taking me this far.”

      Groo was untouched by his sudden demeanor and hopped back into his cabin.  He wiggled himself into the butt groove of his chair and popped the key back into the ignition as the engine roared to life.  He began moving forward and looked into his rear view mirrors and watched as Clive faded from his view into the distance.

      ————

      Dark clouds plumed in the distance as Groo sat in the command room of the Devoted.  The small town of Ditmir lay below them as the crew was about to disembark their engine to refuel and drop supplies to the people before heading off to the battle beyond.  Groo was scared.  The last battle they had faced had been horrendous and every battle seemed to become more heinous than the next.  Much of the crew was already a replacement for a replacement and Groo was beginning to believe that the engines were not making soldiers safer.  The engines were driving men to die faster than ever as the weapons became more potent.

      “Come on crew.  Time to feed some people and fuel up!  Get moving!”  Cap yelled at them to move from their lazy positions in the command room.  Groo jumped up and entered the tight stairway towards the chest of the Devoted where they would hold most of their storage as it was the most heavily armored position within the metal monster.

      He ran his hand along the brass stairwell rails and moved towards the large storage room.  Bags of grains and a few crates of bread stood within the brightly lit room.  The storage room was extra coated in the metal plating nurium which gave the engines their extra strength while keeping the machine as light as possible.  The entire room glowed with a sepia hue caused by deep bronze color of the nurium.

      Groo grabbed a bag of grain, tossed it onto his shoulder, and began a slow descent down the winding stairs.  He traveled through the torso of the Devoted and into its right leg.

      “Couldn’t those legs grow a bit longer, this crate isn’t getting lighter, Groo!”  Dirt jested at him for being short.

      “Only when your brain gets bigger.”  Groo retorted.

      Both men were chuckling as they exited the foot of the Devoted and into the fresh outdoor air.  Ditmir had a war time refueling station and the massive hoses that would refuel their machine were already attached and doing their work.  Groo dropped his bag of food along with the others that were appearing in front of the Devoted.  He took another dozen journeys up the legs of his engine and back down to keep helping feed the population in the war torn Valley.

      On this last venture down he dropped his grain and took stock of his surroundings for the first time.  The fueling of the Devoted was complete and the massive hoses were being pushed to the next engine in the line.  The Kraken was smaller than the Devoted but was equally filled with firepower.  Groo often wondered what was better: for the engines to be bigger or faster.  He knew that after the war he would have plenty of data to compare notes, unfortunately.

      As he took stock, a young girl approached him.

      “Mr. Lansman.  Mr. Lansman.  Take us with you please.”  The young girl pleaded.

      Groo looked over at the girl whose dress had once been white but now was darkened with soot and dirt.  The family stood behind her with a look of desperation on their faces.  Finally, Groo noticed a teddy bear in her hand sagging slightly as she only held it by one arm.  The other arm was missing and the soft white fabric which made it puffy was hanging out of the hole.

      “I would if I could, young lassie.  But we are off to war and that is no place for a beautiful and smart young lady such as yourself.”  Groo responded sympathetically.  “Give me your dolly.”

      The girl had tears in her eyes but she handed him her teddy bear.  Groo immediately pulled some twine out of his belt pouch which was filled with every possible tool that could be imagined and sewed up the ripped doll.

      “I can’t take you with me, but I can fix your bear.  He’ll keep you safe and when we return, we will pull all of you out of this town and somewhere safe.  I promise!”

      The girl gave a weak smile and thanked him for fixing her doll before returning to her family.   Groo couldn’t help but have tears in his eyes.  A hard slap clapped on his back and he jumped.  Dirt was there with a somber look on his face.

      “If we took them now, the Dioian army would be on our heels and they would take out our fueling station.  The common folk don’t always understand the tidings of war.”  Dirt said sadly.

      “The common folk just want to live.  And our machines are decimating the world for them.”  Groo wiped the tears from his eyes.

      “When we come back.  We’ll be welcomed as heroes!”  Dirt said with another hard clap onto Groo’s back.

      —————

      Groo continued to drive as the memory faded from his head.  The memory of that town was a hard one and the image of the little girl with the ripped toy would forever haunt his dreams.  He couldn’t quite figure out why the memory had filled his head but something about the sad look on Clive’s face pushed the memory forward in his mind.

      He kicked the thresher into a higher gear and the dust rose from behind him as he picked up speed.

      —————

      The metal screeched as Dirt, Cap, and Groo yanked the massive harpoon that pierced the chest of the Devoted and penetrated into the engine.

      “You think you can fix it?”  Cap asked.

      Groo scoffed at him.  “I can fix anything.  You worry about how everyone else is faring the battle and let me worry about getting us running again.  Dirt, you stay here and help me.”

      “Aye, Aye.”  Dirt responded.

      Cap nodded and worked his way to the stairs, which was made difficult by the fact that the Devoted was face first in the muddy earth.  A direct hit into their engine had disabled them in the middle of a battle.  Groo wasn’t sure how the remainder of the company was doing but the lack of explosions in the distance could only mean someone had a victory.  The worrying thing was that he did not know which side had won.

      Groo leapt into the air and grabbed a hold of the engine.  He pulled himself upward and dug his hands into the damaged parts.  A few lines were busted and one of the brass pipes had a gash in it, but other than that the engine was intact, thankfully.  His greatest fear was that they were dead in the water in which case they were likely dead all together.  He dropped a few pieces down towards the ground and each somehow found their way onto Dirt’s head.

      “Ouch!  Ouch!  Stop it!”  Dirt yelled at him.

      “Oh, toughen up and catch me.”  Groo said as he dropped down.

      Dirt caught him and put him down as they walked over to Groo’s tool kit.

      “I should have let you fall.”  Dirt joked.

      “If I broke an ankle I would have to explain to Cap that you let me fall…”  Groo shuffled through the tool kit and pulled the replacement parts he needed from the messy mixture of parts.  “… and then we would either starve to death or get blown to hell by some Dioian crew.”

      Groo jumped back up onto the engine and began his work.  The joking ceased for a few minutes as Groo focused on fixing the engine.

      “You’re like a god damned monkey.  Amazes me how you can be upside down or hanging and still fix these blasted things.”  Dirt laughed as Groo was seeming to finish up.

      “Let’s just hope it works.”  Groo replied.

      Groo twisted a few knobs and pumped a switch a few times.  He could hear the rush of the fuel and the governor, which turned above the engine, began to twist.  The engine sputtered and choked but eventually began to come to life.

      “Got it!”  Groo shouted as the engine began to churn again.

      “Amazing.”  Dirt shouted back at him over the roar of the engine waking up.

      The engine of the Devoted started as a slow chug and a hiss.  After a moment of the slow churning of the engine it kicked into full gear.  The entire crew lurched as the Devoted uprighted itself from the ground and Groo began his work of assessing the damage they suffered.

      He reviewed the damage over the entire battle engine and did not find anything more serious than a large hole in their chest armor.  He made a note to double that armor when they finally returned to base.  The Devoted was in full working order once again other than a few bumps and bruises.  The crew earn new bumps and bruises as well when the lumbering beast lurched upwards without announcement.

      Groo raced back to the command room to give his report.  “Cap, we’ve sustained only minor damage.  I think the bumps on our head are the worst of it…”  He paused as his eyes turned to the battlefield.

      Thick, black plumes of smoke rose into the air all around them.  The Gwynn company had been smashed to the ground.  Groo was still not sure why they didn’t come to finish them off as the Devoted was not nearly as in bad of shape as the others.  They didn’t see a single soul moving around on the ground below them.  All of the other engines seemed to be destroyed and then smashed into the ground further.  Most were burning wreckage, one seemed to have been squashed until it was almost flat.  Groo’s eyes teared up as he knew many of the men on those engines and they were all dead.

      “We have to go back to Ditmir.  We have to salvage what we can and retreat.”  Cap stated.

      Groo nodded somberly.  They had lost battles before, but never before had they seen such destruction.  He couldn’t believe how much this war was changing the world.  The Valley, which was once the breadbasket of the world, looked like a barren wasteland.  There was no grass among the fires of burning wreckage, nothing but mud and dirt and craters.  An empty, sickening feeling filled his stomach.  It was hopelessness.  Even if they won he knew that the world would feel the effects of this war for years to come.

      With the engine running, the Devoted began to head back to Ditmir to regroup with command.  It took over an hour of moving at top speed to return but the smoke rising in the distance told them how the town was faring with them losing the battle so severely long before they reached it.

      Groo stared into the distance as a thick, black smoke rose into the gray sky from the town beyond as his head was being wrapped in a bandage.  Every member of the crew had taken some small injuries from the fall they endured.  When a battle engine topples to the ground no one within is immune to the abrupt stop at the end.

      The small town of Ditmir spread out before them but, unlike last time where it spoke of hope, it was now a symbol of dread.  Thick, black smoke billowed from the houses and from the refueling station.  The diesel which they used to fill their engine was an inferno and an inky smoke filled the sky with toxic fumes.  The Devoted came to rest at the wreckage of the first homes of the town.

      “We have to gather what little we can from the town and then head back to regroup with our main forces south.  Get to it.”  Cap said without any emotion in his voice.

      The crew of the Devoted made their way out of the engine through the foot once again but this time their faces were covered in thick cloth.  Groo’s eyes burned and his lungs felt heavy with each breath as they searched for the goods they had left before they had departed earlier.

      The warehouse, where they had likely stored their goods, was completely engulfed in flames.  Groo felt as if he were being cooked from the heat coming off of the fire.  As he turned his head to avert his eyes from the flames his heart broke.  A brown teddy bear with a roughly sewn missing arm lay upon the muddy ground.  The side of the bear which still had an arm was blackened from the flames.

      Tears filled his eyes as he plucked the bear from the ground.  The crackling fire sang all around him, there were bodies of the townsfolk laying everywhere and all he could do was stare at the singed bear.

      Dirt put his hand gently on his shoulder as he noted his friend’s despair.

      “Come.  We can’t linger.”  Dirt said sadly.

      —————

      The dirt underneath his threshing machine crunched as he ground his tires to a halt.  He wiped the tears away from his eyes and kicked his vehicle into reverse.  Reversing was always the worst part of the travel on road that surrounded the Valley.  For being such an integral part of life within the world, the road wasn’t maintained as it should be.  The road was barely wide enough for him to turn around on.

      Clive remained on the road, sitting with his head in his hands and his legs crossed when Groo approached.  With his arm through the window Groo waved for the man to come.  Clive rose quickly and waved running towards him.

      Clive reached him.  “You’ve changed your mind?”

      “You need to understand a few things first.”  Groo stated.

      “Uh huh.”

      “I’ve got more towns to work.  We will not be going straight to Gwynn.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “So, you will be helping.”

      “That sounds a bit like work.”  Clive jested.

      “It is.  And if you try any funny business, I’ll put a hole in you.”

      “Ever the friendly Lansman!”  Clive gave a grin that Groo couldn’t help but chuckle at.

      “Climb aboard.”  Groo said with a wave of his hand.

      Clive ran around the front of his cabin and jumped in on the other side.  It was a bit tight for him given that the cabin was not designed for someone who was six feet tall but he relaxed.

      “I do have to say, this is much more comfortable than the back.  You should really consider putting cushions back there just by chance you ever get another stowaway.”

      “Shut up, Clive.”
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      They arrived at the next town of Yimeran after another full day of travel.  The two had remained mostly quiet but Groo couldn’t believe the change that Clive instilled upon the farmers.  Just his presence made those he was serving much more respectful.  Groo assumed that it had something to do with the fact that he towered over most of them and appeared as if he could lift one of the wagons of grain onto his back and walk away with it.  It was easy for the farmers to intimidate Groo.  Not so easy to intimidate someone they had to look up at.

      Clive turned out to be a very hard worker and took to the task of threshing as if he had been doing it his entire life.  The work of the day was completed hours earlier than it would have been without Clive’s help and Groo was happy for it.  Before Groo knew it, darkness was a few hours off and they were resting in the tavern with thick, brown brews in front of them.

      “Your help was appreciated today.”  Groo stated.

      “Just wait until you get my bill.”

      “You’re ride is your payment.  I could have left you in the cornfield.”

      “Oh I know, Mr. Serious.  I was only joking with you.”  Clive made a face at him as he spoke.

      The serving maid brought out a tray of fried quail, buttery corn on the cob, and roasted potatoes covered in some spicy smelling greens.  Another benefit of having Clive was that he was not asked to eat in his room alone and he could eat with him at the table.  None in the room would be so bold as to tell Clive he had to leave and, even if they did, he was sure that his stowaway would make fun of them and they would walk away dejected.  The man that sat in front of him had a way of making a joke of everything but somehow maintained a level of dignity.

      “Do we leave tomorrow?”  Clive asked.

      “If it wasn’t for this all-star treatment in all honestly I would leave tonight with it being so early.  I like to get an early start if I can and usually I’m not met with such hospitality or there are consequences if I do.”  Groo replied.

      “I see.  How early are we talking?”

      “When the sun pokes you in the eye, we leave.”

      “See!  You’re getting it!”  Clive said, he had been trying to get Groo to be more smarmy since they met saying that Groo had become far too serious.

      With a full belly and a head full of strong brew, Groo was finally relaxed enough to ask the question that had been bugging him since they first met.

      “Clive, on the road when we first met you had mentioned my name.  At that point, I hadn’t told you what my name was.  How did you know it?”

      Clive spit a little in his cup as he was mid-drink as he asked.  “Um.  Well.  That’s easy.”

      When he didn’t answer Groo raised his eyebrows at him.  “Well?”

      “Do you remember, Bel?”  Clive asked.

      “Of course I remember Bel.  When you live like me and someone is nice to you, you try your best not to forget their face or their name.  What of him?”  Groo grumbled.

      “Well, I was dropping some eaves on your conversation and overheard where you were headed.  That’s how I decided to hitch a ride in your machine.”

      “So it was YOU staring at me in the corner.”  Groo said with an emphasis on ‘you’.

      Clive was taking a long sip of his drink and raised his eyebrows nodding.  “Yea.  That was me.”

      “I should have known.”  He lamented.

      Groo sighed and guessed he couldn’t blame the man.  It was not as if Clive had done any damage to his thresher.  He needed to escape and he was looking for the best avenue.  So long as he continued to assist Groo on his travels he had no issue taking him towards Gwynn.

      They ate the remainder of the meal in silence, nibbling on the quail and potatoes that remained.  Groo was genuinely surprised that the smoky dive tavern that they had found was capable of making food on such a level.  Generally, he knew that most places had at least passable food but he was always given the burnt batch or the leftovers.   He had become highly cynical after so many years of such poor service but this place was a pleasant anomaly.

      Throughout his life he always tried to avert his eyes from the bar.  It never did well for him to draw attention to himself.  But for the first time, with Clive sitting next to him wearing his customary grin, he was able to take in the entirety of the establishment.  It was a farming town, like all of the others, but the crowd was varied.  Almost every man sported a thick mustache or beard and wore black suspenders holding up their pants.  Blue denim pants for the farmers and black, neatly ironed pants for those of upper stature.  He was surprised to see the mixture of a crowd in such a bar.  The rough wooden floor was unfinished beneath his feet as if it had not been treated since the war and the entire place smelled as if someone had been smoking in it for an age.  Despite all of its shortcomings, the fact that he could sit at a table made it just perfect for Groo.

      “So, where to next?  Onto Lyras, onto Gwynn.”  Clive broke the silence.

      “No.”  Groo answered and took a long drink.  “More threshing.”

      “Figured as much.  How long until you think we get there?”

      “Are you in a rush?”  Groo asked with a raise of his eyebrow.

      Clive lowered his voice to a whisper.  “In case you have a short memory, I do have people following me that would like to see my head mounted on a stick.”

      Groo shrugged.  “You’re with a Lannishman.  They will ignore me completely, we just have to make sure you aren’t noticed.”

      “Probably should have thought of that before I spent the entire day hauling wheat in the light of day.”  Clive continued to speak in a whisper.

      Groo shrugged again.  “I’m not practiced at hiding a fugitive, you know?  This is my first rodeo there.”

      Clive chuckled.  “Me too.”

      Groo did not believe him.  His eyes shifted to the left as he said it and that was always the first indication of someone lying.  He had learned that from his father at a very young age.  His father would keep Groo with him when negotiating over a price or figuring out what was broken about a particular piece of equipment given that he was the town’s handyman.  His father would say ‘Watch their eyes, watch how they move, that is a sure fire way to tell if they are going to jip you or aren’t telling you the whole truth.’  The advice from his father had been invaluable as he entered a life much the same as him.  That training definitely rang true now.

      Clive was hiding something, but Groo knew that outright asking him would amount to nothing.  Groo had to make sure to pull out the information that was being hidden without him knowing.  It would be another three days before he would reach the next farming town, and there would be plenty of time to leech this information out of him.

      “Oh.  Another thing Groo.  I don’t have any money.”  Clive broke Groo’s analyzing stare by speaking up.

      “Great.  A loafer.”  Groo shook his head.

      —————

      Their night in Yimeran had been better than he could have anticipated.  Groo had a full belly and a feather bed underneath him that evening.  He didn’t mind buying the man’s dinner as he had more than enough money.  Groo even took the time to get his clothes laundered by the locals prior to leaving just to watch Clive sweat a little more.  He was quickly becoming fond of the man’s company.  Having someone to speak to all of the time was a very large shift from going months without speaking to anyone.  Groo had never considered himself anti-social, but after years of racial abuse it had become normal for him to act that way.

      Besides wanting to watch Clive grow more and more nervous, his clothes were truly beginning to take on a foul odor as they had not been cleaned in three weeks.  Groo was quickly running out of locations to even get them washed before Lyras.

      None of the earth shattering events that Clive feared occurred while they were waiting and, before they both knew it, the chugging of the thresher’s engine was in full swing and they were speeding down the dirt Valley road.  Groo had also filled his reservoir with fresh, cool well water and refreshed his rations of jerky and hard bread.  They were set for food for the next few weeks if they were unable to find any places willing to feed a Lansman and his counterpart.  He had been extremely lucky the past few days that the towns had been so hospitable and they were more than happy to take his money.  They were beginning to enter a much less populated area of the world.  The land between Cerwyn of Dioia and Lyras of Gwynn was one of the was a very isolated place and the people did not take kindly to outsiders.  Especially outsiders of a different race from themselves.  There were years that he skipped the section of the Valley all together to avoid the jeers from the people.

      The two men remained quiet throughout their trip.  The engine of the thresher was so loud they would have to scream to even hear one another and they had done nothing but talk for the previous two days.  While he enjoyed the company, Groo was also happy to have a few moments of relative silence for this own thoughts.

      After many hours of driving, the sun began to dip in the sky and both men were exhausted from a day of sitting still.  The evening was crisp.  The kind of evening the Groo loved and he decided to pull over to enjoy the refreshing air.  Clive made a small fire while they enjoyed their own share of hard bread and tough jerky.  It was nice to have some natural heat rather than the heat that was generated by his vehicle as that often came along with the fresh smell of burning diesel.

      “I miss the tavern food.”  Clive said as he was gnawing on a particularly tough piece of jerky.

      “You get used to it.”  Groo smiled.

      “You’ve been doing this for how long now?”

      “Ten years.  We’ve been lucky to be able to spend some time in a tavern.”  Groo halted speaking a moment so that he could take a drink of water to wash down the jerky before continuing.  “Most of my journey is spent like this.  Under the stars or under my cabin enjoying the silent night air.”

      “Aren’t you afraid of being robbed or killed?”  Clive asked.

      “By what?  No one is around for miles.  And those people who are around just really want to be left alone.”  Groo replied with a wave of his hand as if to encompass the whole world.

      Clive looked blankly into the distance.  “The world just won’t let people be left alone.  Always getting pulled into some useless thing or the next.”

      Just as Clive spoke a bright purple stream of light flashed across the sky.  The purple streak was met by a blue and then a red one as the lights danced upon them.  A streaming green beam arced across the sky directly over their heads giving the entire area an eerie hue.

      The lights above were known as the God rays, some name left over from centuries long past, but they graced the sky a few nights per month.  No one could ever explain them but they had become a feature of religious significance to those that believed such things.  Groo had lost faith in any kind of gods when his father was taken away and his mother died of illness, so the lights held no power over him.  For many in the world they used the monthly lights to show them the way forward, there were thousands of charlatans that would utilize the lights to make predictions for people willing to accept it.  Those same charlatans would happily take the money of any unsuspecting individual willing to dish it out.  They often even found their way into the newspapers.  The general belief among the ignorant was that these lights were God’s way of communicating with the masses and that a few “sensitive” people were able to read God’s words to them.  Groo only saw their belief as desperation.

      Both men laid back on the cool grass and looked into the sky.  What was once filled with stars was now overpowered by the bright beams of light that seemed to be dancing off of some invisible object high above them.

      “What do you think they are?”  Clive asked.

      “Being out in the wilds much of my adult life, I’ve given that some thought.  I don’t have an answer of course but something is reacting with the barrier.”  Groo tried his best to sound like an expert.

      “Have you ever seen it?”

      “Seen it!  I touched the blasted thing.  It was cold and gave me an odd feeling in my toes when I put my hand on it.”  Groo answered quickly.

      Groo was waiting for more questions but both of the men seemed to just enjoy the dance of whatever the lights were upon the barrier which encased the world of Tarn.  No one remembers when it appeared but the earliest of recorded history refers to the barrier as something that was always there.  Over one thousand years ago the history of Tarn begins and the barrier was at the forefront of all of their creation myths.  Groo was sure that men had always speculated as to what the barrier was and more so what was on the other side.  The other side of their encasing seemed to be met with a mixture of utter fear and absolute awe.

      In the modern age, where flight was a possibility even if it was not the norm, they had sent men up into the sky to investigate the nature of the barrier from the air.  Each time a plane went up to investigate it was met with a catastrophic end.  When he was a child, he could remember his Father feeling sad but laughing at the silly attempts that led to the deaths of a dozen men.  He didn’t laugh at the suffering of the men or their families, just that they continued to attempt the flights even after the planes before them exploded in giant balls of flames.  A cameraman had even had the ability to capture one of the explosions for the paper.  Groo had become fascinated by the explosion and the barrier ever since.

      “If something is there reacting to it.  What do you think is beyond?”  Clive finally asked after a short silence.

      “Some say the gods, right?  Isn’t that what you want me to tell you?”  Groo snorted.

      Clive made a noise with his tongue and asked again.  “What do you think is out there?  I’ve always wondered but, to be honest, I’m a little scared to find out.”

      “You know the theories, I’m sure.  One is that our creators watch us in a glass bubble.  Another is that it’s there to protect us from some catastrophe beyond.  Others think there is nothing but blank space beyond.”

      “I didn’t ask what they thought, I asked what you thought?”  Clive sounded frustrated.

      Groo shrugged even though he knew Clive couldn’t see him.

      “I’m just a tinkerer, ya know.  But if I had to guess there is nothing but more land.  The more interesting question isn’t what is beyond but why it was put there in the first place.  Having been to the edge it didn’t seem as if the world just ended.  Not that you could see through it at the ground level, but the world just seemed to continue beyond it.”

      “Aw.  That’s not very fun.  I believe its all fire and brimstone beyond.”  Clive said in an excited voice.

      Groo leaned over a bit to quirk his eyebrow at him.  “Really?”

      Clive laughed and Groo threw a pebble at him.

      “In all seriousness, what do you think would happen if someone were to bring it down?”  Clive took an unusually serious tone.

      “Don’t know.  I’d imagine whoever put it up would be seriously pissed off.”  Groo said with a chuckle, Clive returned what seemed to be a very insincere chuckle.

      Silence fell between the two men as they enjoyed the beauty of the lights dancing across the sky.  The lights never remained long as they slowly began to fade.  Eventually, they would disappear all together and the world seemed all the more dark.  Their eyes had adjusted to the brightness of the multi-colored lights and now without them everything appeared black.

      A chill ran through Groo as his eyes adjusted once again to the only light around being the dwindling fire that was no longer giving off any heat.  They had become so lost in their enjoyment of the lights they did not take into account how late or cold it had gotten.

      “I think it’s time we retire.”  Groo watched Clive jump as he broke the silence.

      “I was already asleep.”  Clive replied yawning.

      “You’d catch a chill out here and die.  I can’t be having that.  You have to work the debt off you owe me over the next few days.”

      Clive laughed as he rose and brushed the dried leaves off of his back which flew wildly in the breezy evening.  Groo did the same and they made their way into the cabin of the thresher.  It was a tight squeeze for Clive, but they made it work as they both passed out in their chairs.

      The sun was cruel to them when it found a gap between the trees to shine directly in their eyes.  As Groo awoke his neck felt as if a rusty old knife were digging between his shoulders.  He was accustomed to being able to stretch out a bit, but with a six foot tall lummox next to him, he was unable to do so.

      Clive awoke around the same time muttering something about not being ready to wake up.  Groo went to relieve himself into the fields beyond as Clive struggled to wake up.  Once he returned, Groo grabbed a quick breakfast of too-hard bread and dried meat.  It wasn’t as glamorous of a breakfast as they would have had in the towns but it would sustain them through the day.

      A dark, gray veil covered the Valley this morning.  Accompanying the dark clouds came a thick fog that blinded them from seeing very far.  Groo knew they would be in for another torrential downpour today that would hinder their journey and further cause the people of the Valley to lose their crops.  The flooding was worse this year than it had been in Groo’s lifetime and, regardless of how much wheat he had threshed so far this year, he could see a famine brewing over the winter.  There would not be enough food and nations would have to reach into their reserves to survive.

      The concept of having a food shortage worried him, because if he saw it, other people saw it as well and tensions were already rising in the world with Dioian’s new President.  The shadows of the past came racing in front of him as the Great War followed much of the same pattern.  The world had taken on a form of unstable peace in the past ten years since the war ended, and Groo wasn’t interested in seeing the world once again become unstable through bad diplomacy.

      Groo finished his bread as Clive jumped back into the cabin shivering slightly.  He plucked his own piece of hard bread, gnawed on an edge and smiled at Groo.

      “An inn this evening?”  Clive arched his back and stretched and his neck as he spoke.

      “No.”  Groo said pointing at the sky.  “We’ll likely have rain before the day is out, and from the looks of those clouds it appears to be a doozy.  Besides, we still have a few days before we get there.”

      Clive grumbled for a moment and leaned back in his chair trying to get comfortable as he prepared for another long journey.  An hour later, the pattering of the rain began on the top of his thresher’s cabin proving Groo’s prediction was true.

      —————

      After three days an exhausted Groo and Clive pulled into their destination with the rain still pounding their cabin roof.  The rain had been so intense over their travels that they barely had a chance to leave their cover and when they did it was only for a brief few moments or during one of the many emergencies they had to endure.  Groo could no longer count the amount of times they had to get the wheels unstuck from the road.  All of their clothes were caked in a thick layer of mud and his fingers were pruned from being wet for so long.  Even the heat of the thresher couldn’t get the cold chill from the rain out of him.

      Dozens of miles from their destination they discovered that the road had flooded and they had to work their way around moving through a foot of water to get to the other side.  Once they had made it to the other side their wheels once again were stuck in the mud.

      In all of Groo’s years of traveling this road, he had never before seen such rainfall.

      “Oh good heavens.  We’re here!”  Clive said as he looked up at the sky.  “Doesn’t appear that is going away any time soon, does it?

      Groo only shook his head, unable to articulate how tired and worn out from the trip he had become.  They arrived at the town in the early evening, given that they were an entire day late for his scheduled arrival here, he did not assume anyone would be waiting for him.  His threshing machine, in its usual spot, would be advertisement enough to let the people know he was there.  Tonight he knew that he and Clive would be making a mad dash for the nearest inn.

      “I think… Yes, I think I see a tavern down the road a ways.  If we ran we could probably make it so we are only water logged for another month.”  Clive jested.

      “I think we could act as water wells at this point.  An entire population could drink out of our clothes.”  Groo quipped back.

      “That’s nasty.”  Clive wrinkled his nose at him.  “Are we ready?  I’m not ready…”

      “No time like the present.”  Groo shouted with a victorious voice as he jumped into the muddy road beneath his thresher.

      Clive open the door, jumped into the mud and shut the door.  As soon as they were both outside it was as if the world had turned off the hose.  The rain stopped.

      A maniacal laughter rose from the opposite side of Groo’s vehicle.  It was Clive, he could hear his laughter and the splashing as he danced in the mud.  Groo made his way around the front of his machine and gave Clive an odd look.

      “You’ve had it.  You’ve lost your mind thanks to this never ending rain.”

      Clive gave him a huge grin.  “Just happy to not hear the damned rain anymore.”

      “Let’s go some place even more dry then.  I’m tired of standing in the mud.”  Groo placed his hand on Clive’s elbow and dragged him along.

      Groo was less optimistic about Nitron, where they had found themselves, than the previous town they had visited.  This place had always treated him poorly and he had considered skipping it.  But the two of them had been enduring the weather for so long it was time for them to rest in something other than the cramped front seats of the thresher.  In the best of times, this place had always been an unpleasant place to visit.  With him already being late and the non-stop rain, he was sure everyone here was going to be grumpy.

      Groo spotted a few men outside the inn as they approached celebrating the end of the rainfall much as Clive had.  The men even seemed to smile and hail towards Clive as he approached until they took on the uncomfortable stances of men who wanted to be out of a situation.

      “Greetings!”  Clive opened.  “Nothing better than the end of a downpour, am I right?”

      “Right.”  One of the men said quickly before turning away.

      The men wandered off.  Groo could tell from Clive’s smile and stance that he was purposely trying to make them uncomfortable so that they would leave.  Clive opened the door and both of them went blind for a moment.  They had dealt with the darkness of the storms and night time for so long, brightness was a bit foreign to them.  The smell of smoke and old ale filled their nostrils and the sounds of the tavern, that were surprisingly hidden while they were outside, danced into their ears.

      The relief was visible on Clive’s face as he entered the warm, indoors of a tavern.  Not a soul seemed to notice him.  Groo, on the other hand, entered to the glares of many of the room’s denizens.  It was exactly the welcome he had been expecting.  Many of the men in the room would have been farmers that had waited for him or who’s crops perhaps were damaged because of his tardiness.

      None of them were openly hostile, but he could see the poisonous stares glowering at him with every step.  He did his best to ignore them as Clive grabbed one of the open tables.  Groo, hesitantly, sat beside him as the intensity of the glares increased.  The loud noise in the room never ceased but more of the taverns occupants were whispering to one another as they looked over at the two men.

      “I don’t know if this is a good idea, Clive.”  Groo whispered so low that Clive had to lean towards him to hear.

      “Why do you put up with this?”  Clive asked.

      Groo shrugged.  “It is the way it has always been.”

      “Too many stupid things keep being stupid things because it’s the way it has always been.  Where is our service?”  Clive sounded more frustrated than he ever had before as he waved his hand at the nearest waitress.

      Clive smiled as she wound her way around the tables and the patrons to stop at their table.  She was not smiling and did not seem to be happy to be at their table.

      “Evening sirs.  My boss has informed me to say that we do not serve his kind at tables.  You’ll need to move into your rooms to have your meal.”  The waitress informed them.

      “Uh huh.  What is your name ma’am?”  Clive asked, Groo was unsure where he was going with this.

      “Anna, sir.  I’m sorry to have to give you this…” The waitress started but Clive put up his hand.

      “Anna, do you see that bread that man over there is eating?”  Clive pointed to another table to a man that wasn’t paying them any attention, the waitress nodded and Clive continued.  “Now, Anna, that bread is bread because of this man right here.  You eat so well because of this man right here.”

      Groo raised his hand to try to stop Clive.  While his manner of thinking made sense, it never made any impact on those ignorant enough to hate him due to his race.  He had ventured down this path of logic a hundred times in his life and he was never able to reconcile the facts.

      “I understand, sir.  But my boss and our policies say…”  The waitress was stammering as she spoke.

      “Let me speak to him then!”  Clive raised his voice a bit which caused the bar to quiet considerably.

      Anna screwed up her pretty face trying to come up with some response that would end the relentless stare that Clive placed on her.  Unable to articulate any of it she wandered off with what looked like tears in her eyes.  A heavy set man who had laborer arms stopped her and spoke with her for a brief moment.  A dangerous stare fell on Clive and he approached.

      “Don’t like how you made Anna cry.”  The brute of a man spoke to them gruffly.  “She’s a sweet girl and doesn’t deserve your words.”

      “I only spoke the truth that this man deserves to eat here.”  Clive stood as he spoke, the man pushed him down.  “Listen sir, I do not want any trouble.  We’ve been on the road for four days to reach this place and would find it wonderful to have a meal.”

      The large man began to speak but was halted by another man in a suit that pushed past him.

      “Good evening.  I am Vatolli Watts, the owner of this establishment and I hear that you are having trouble understanding our policies.”

      “Indeed I am.”  Clive passed him a grin.  “Mr. Lummox here was just trying to explain them to me.”

      Vatolli cleared his throat.  “Sir, we do not serve the Lannish people in the bar.  They have a designated area in their rooms to eat and that is where he should take his patronage.  We are willing to feed him, just not out here.”

      “Groo Bucklander can eat right here.  Groo Bucklander can eat where he wants.”  Clive responded.

      Groo reached over to Clive trying to stop him.  “It’s fine.  There is no need for trouble.  I’ll be alright eating in the room.”

      “Sir, if you are unwilling to follow our establishment rules you will be ejected from the establishment.”  The owner stated.

      Clive’s face brightened.  Groo wasn’t quite sure what to make of it but he seemed extremely excited at the prospect of someone trying to remove him from the building.  Clive remained seated even as Groo started to rise from his chair.

      “Grul, can you please escort this gentleman out of the building.”  Vatolli requested.

      The large man, Grul, approached Clive slowly and reached out one arm as if to grab the scruff of Clive’s neck.  Just as his hand began to touch the collar of his shirt Clive rose and twisted the man’s wrist so his elbow was facing the ceiling.  Grul yelped in pain and his head rushed to the ground, Clive brought a knee forward and caught the man in the chin and he fell flat to the ground causing two other tables to turn over.  The sound of angry patrons and shattering glass filled the room.  Two men from the first table that flipped jumped towards Clive.  Groo was amazed at how fast the young man was.  He struck both men in the jaw with a well placed fist before they could even raise their own.  Both men he struck staggered for a second before collapsing to the floor.

      The room was deathly quiet for a few moments before Clive brushed himself off arrogantly and stared at the owner.

      “You do understand that the authorities are on the way.”  Vatolli said.

      “I was assaulted, I defended myself.”  Clive mentioned.

      “That’s not what I saw or anyone else here.”

      “For your trouble then…”  Clive reached into his pockets, after a second of shuffling through them he looked dejected.  “Groo, pay the man for his trouble.”

      Groo’s mouth was gaping but he tossed the man a half quill coin.  Both of them left the tavern and raced through the muddy streets to reach the Thresher before the local law enforcement arrived to take them in.  Clive would likely be released relatively quickly but Groo could spend months in prison.

      The doors of the thresher creaked as they slammed shut on both sides and they once again found themselves in the tight confines of the front of his vehicle.

      “You know, I kind of needed this business as I was hoping some of them would give me fuel.  We may run out on the trip.”

      “We don’t need their fuel.  We can get fuel somewhere else.  I didn’t like the way those men spoke to you.”  Clive replied.

      Groo cocked an eye at him at his lack of understanding of their fuel requirements but didn’t press him and asked.  “Where did you learn to fight like that?”

      “Growing up in the streets of Lyras teach a man how to defend himself.  I just always had a knack for it.”  The engine revving to life almost drowned out his words but Groo could still hear him.

      Groo wasn’t sure he believed him, but he nodded and began to drive through the muddy roadways once again.  Night was beginning to fall and the thought of another evening cramped into the confines of the cabin were gut-wrenching to Groo.  They had barely just arrived after spending so many harrowing days on the road, he was not ready to be back behind the driver’s seat.

      Both of them decided that putting a few dozen miles between them and the town was probably best, a bar brawl wouldn’t cause the town law enforcement to leave town to hunt for them very far.  Not that they would be hard to track in the thick mud given that there weren’t too many vehicles traveling along the Valley road.

      After a few hours of driving, Groo’s eyes were deciding to have a mind of their own and drift off into a slumber against his wishes.  He decided to pull over to the edge of the road and stop for the evening.  Clive protested, feeling as if they should get more distance but Groo was unable to drive anymore.  Much to their disappointment, they were forced to settle down for a long, uncomfortable evening once again in the cabin of the threshing machine.
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      The towns were much more sparse the further south one went from the Dioian border.  Missing their time in Nitron meant that they would have another few days before they had the chance of a bed under them again.  The close quarters for such a long time were beginning to wane on Groo’s nerves.  They sat in silence for most of the journey as the mere thought of even speaking to Clive irritated him at this point.  Having spent so long alone, Groo was unaccustomed to having a constant passenger.

      He respected the fact that Clive had defended him.  Groo also knew that Clive didn’t understand the world they lived in.  It was easy for a Gwynnian to forget the fact that the entire world didn’t think the way they did and some people didn’t live as they did.  For Groo, it was often easier to just leave a hostile situation and fighting was never an option.

      The evening passed slowly and, when the sun came up, Groo performed his morning necessities before walking to the back of the thresher to check the fuel tanks.  Three large fuel tanks sat underneath the long threshing machine part of his vehicle.  Each had a gauge that let him know how full or empty it had become.  Groo’s heart sank as he looked at the empty symbols on the first two tanks followed by a three quarters of a tank on the last.

      The mornings were growing colder, Groo could feel the frigid breeze blowing off of the fields beyond.  The cloudiness and rains were not helping the temperature rise as Groo grabbed the last two large, red cans of diesel.  Both cans were drained quickly by the thirsty machine.  The disheartening truth though was that both of the giant cans only filled the tank a quarter of the way.

      Groo breathed through his teeth as he stood calculating how far they had to go before they would reach another town.  A few other factors would effect whether they would be dead in the water.  Would the rains hold them up any days?  What were the chances the next town would offer fuel or that the news of what happened in Nitron wouldn’t reach them?  If the news did reach them he could be in store for a jail cell rather than a full gas tank.  Thankfully, the roads had been unnervingly quiet for this time of year which made it more unlikely that the news would spread very quickly.  If it would spread at all.

      He had never run out of fuel before but, over the past year, he had noticed that it was becoming more scarce.  The chances of running out were increasing every day.  Refineries seemed to be producing less and less.  Even along the Dioian border, where the refineries would be overflowing with production, seemed to be suffering in these times.  Groo didn’t quite know what to make of it all.

      He put the thoughts of oil shortages out of his mind and placed the two red cans back into their place behind the cabin.  Groo hopped back into the thresher and noticed Clive in the field holding his hands above his head and stretching side to side.  The tall man must be feeling the pain of sitting in a vehicle designed for someone almost two feet shorter than him.

      It was a cool, but nice day, so Groo pushed the ceiling from over them so that they could drive in the open air.  Clive returned to his seat with an audible sigh of relief.

      “I can finally stretch my back!”  Clive exclaimed.

      “Indeed.  We can finally get your smell out of here!”

      Clive glared at him.

      “How long until we get to the next town?”  Clive inquired doing his best to ignore Groo’s comment.

      “Unfortunately, we best get comfy and hope that nothing stops us like the last rain did.  We are running a bit lower on fuel than I like to get.”  Groo responded through a slight chuckle at the man’s glare.

      The engine roared to life and the two continued their journey down the Valley road which, to Groo, was still far too quiet to be normal.

      ————

      Darkness had fallen over them and they had pulled the cabin roof over them once again as the chill had become too much.  The day passed just as Groo liked, uneventfully.

      “I find it strange that we haven’t seen anyone else on the road, don’t you?”  Groo said as he stared at the bright headlights that guided their way down the road.

      “I don’t travel this way very often, but I always heard that this place was more active than I’ve seen it.”  Clive said in a monotone voice as he peered from side to side looking for something unseen.

      They had entered a portion of the road that had a forest on one side and a large cornfield on the other.  Groo could make out the red eyes of a dozen large automatons walking in the distance doing their daily work on the fields while the rest of the world slept.

      “I have traveled this road my whole life just about.  And I find this very strange, we haven’t seen anyone.  Perhaps the rains are keeping people away?”

      “Who knows…”  Clive spoke once again without his normal joviality.

      Groo looked over at him for a split second and watched his expression change quickly.

      “What’s that?  Stop!”  Clive shouted.

      Groo turned his head back to the road, the lights brightened up as they shined on a tree that had fallen.  Groo slammed on the breaks and the thresher ground to a halt directly in front of the large tree.

      “Son of a bitch!”  Groo cursed loudly.

      “Can we go around?”  Clive asked.

      “Go… around…?  Where?!”  Groo pointed to the tree that stretched from the forest on the right side of the road across into the farm field on the other side where it had crushed a swath of corn stalks.

      “Let’s try to move it.”  The metal door screeched as Clive opened it and began to step out.

      Groo followed suit and jumped onto the dirt road and looked around through the darkness.  In all his years he had never seen a tree this large fall across the road, but he had also never experienced such heavy rains before.  Groo approached the tree and tried to push on it.

      “Clive!  I don’t think this is going to be as easy to move as you think.”  Groo shouted over the sound of roaring thresher engine.

      “Hands up!”  A voice came from behind Groo.

      “Clive?  What?”  Groo sounded confused as he was thrown to the ground by an unknown assailant.

      His face dragged across the dirt of the road and he could feel a knee being placed firmly in the center of his back.  Newly opened cuts burned on his face and blood flowed from his lip.  The knee crushed ever more firmly into his back as he felt the cold steel of a gun barrel press against the back of his head.

      “Don’t move, dink.  Or I’ll put a bullet through your head and not lose a minutes sleep.”  The heavily accented voice of a Dioian came from above him.

      Groo nodded and his breath returned as the man relinquished some of the pressure from his back.  Groo tried to look around to see what was going on but he was unable to get a view.  Where had Clive run off to?  Groo thought as he could hear the foot steps of multiple men arriving.

      “Captain, sir.  We saw two in the vehicle as they approached but only this one approached the barrier.  We detained him immediately.  He called out for someone named Clive but that person is no where to be seen, Sir.”  Came a voice from another man who had more of leader type tone than the man who was holding Groo to the ground.

      The conversation brought back memories from his days in the military of Gwynn and the accents brought back nightmares of former enemies that he had faced during the Battle of Vorales.  He tried to turn his head to see more of the area but all he could make out was the shiny black boots of the two men having a discussion above him.

      “Sergeant, spread out.  Find him and bring him back alive.”  Groo heard the snap of a stiff salute and the captain continued.  “Stand this one up.”

      The weight left Groo’s back completely and he was pulled from the ground dragging his scratched face through the dirt again.  He winced as he was brought to his feet in front of a man in a dark uniform whose features were masked as he stared into the bright lights still glaring from the thresher.

      “Greetings.  My name is Captain Rainor.”  The man stopped speaking and took a few paces around before quickly bringing his face towards Groo.  The captain’s black angled hat pressed close to his forehead.  “You are a harboring a criminal and we will be taking him back.  If you cooperate you will be let off with nothing more than a warning.  If you do not cooperate, the world won’t miss a dead dink on the roadside.”

      Groo cleared his throat and licked away some of the blood which was budding up on his lip.  “I don’t know where he is.  He was in the thresher and was coming out to help me with the tree but disappeared when you arrived.”

      Captain Rainor stared dangerously towards Groo.  “The only person that has a chance of disappearing is you if you don’t cooperate.  You two, patrol, now!”

      Groo was still held fast by one of the men but he could clearly see the blued long rifles leveled by the two soldiers that started searching on either side of the threshing machine.  Groo couldn’t understand where Clive had disappeared to, he had watched him step out of the front seat but then he simply evaporated.

      Groo knew that the Dioians took their honor seriously but he could not believe that they would send six of their elite members to gather up a man who had courted some lady.  He could tell that each of these men where members of the Shadow Enclave, the elite special forces, of the Dioian military.

      “Captain, you all seem to be taking Clive’s love life a bit too seriously?  He is probably long gone in the crops by now.”  Groo knew he was taking a risk but he wanted to give Clive any chance he could by distracting the man.

      The captain lifted his eyebrow at Groo and gave him an odd look.  As he came within a few inches he struck Groo hard in the stomach.  The air left his lungs as he fought back the urge to retch all over the captain’s shoes.  Well, that was a mistake.  He thought as he was heaving to recover his breath.

      “What did you say, dink?  What are you on about?”  The Captain asked rhetorically. “Mr. Bannin, load.”

      The sound of a chambering round echoed in his ears, he realized they were only doing it for effect because a charged round hit the ground next to Groo.  The weapon was then roughly pressed against his temple.

      “Now, Mr. Dink, I have no idea what you are on about.  This Clive you speak of is a wanted criminal for crimes that I cannot even go into.  Harboring such a criminal is punishable by death.”  The Captain lowered himself to look directly into his eyes.  “Now tell me where he is hiding.”

      Groo’s neck burned and the pain in the side of his head was growing greater as the man with the rifle was pressing ever harder to help extract the information.  Groo didn’t know what to say, he truly had no idea what happened to Clive.

      “I told you already.”  Groo struggled to say through the pain and his lack of breath which had yet to return to him fully.  “He was there and then he was not!  I don’t know where he is!”  Groo finished almost shouting.

      From the direction of the thresher Groo then heard a struggle.  One man shouted and he saw a bright muzzle flash.  The sound of something hitting metal hard rang out three times before going silent.  The rifle was lifted from Groo’s head and leveled towards the thresher.

      “What is going on?”  The Captain shouted and drew his sidearm pointing it in the direction of the struggle.

      Groo heard a pop and the man that had been holding him fell backwards with smoke rising from a hole in his forehead.  Groo immediately fell to the ground for cover.  The captain returned a half dozen shots.  Groo could hear the bullets ricocheting off of metal as another two quick shots came from the thresher and killed the two remaining men standing by the Captain.

      All fell silent for a second.  Groo held the breath he had so desperately sought only a few moments before as Captain Rainor grabbed him on the ground.  Groo struggled to escape his grip but was no match for the strength of the man.  Desperately, he swept his arm trying to find anything to defend himself and clasped something metal in his hand.  It was the expelled cartridge from the soldier that was holding him earlier.  He could feel the sharpness of the bullet’s point extruding from the brass casing.  He knew it was the only weapon he had at his disposal.

      “Clive.  I have your friend.  Come out quietly and no harm will come to him.”  The Captain shouted.

      “He’s not my friend!”  Clive shouted back.

      “What?!”  Groo shouted.  “You son of a bitch!”

      “His blood will be on your hands!”

      “No, yours will when I put a bullet through your head.”

      “I take you this far and this is the thanks I get!”  Groo yelled back at him.

      “I’ll do it!”  The Captain pressed his pistol against Groo’s head.

      “Damn you, Clive just come out!”  Groo screamed as the pistol began to press even harder into his temple.

      “Okay!  You got me.”  Clive said.

      “Good!”  The Captain lightened up on Groo.  “Now, step out where I can see you.”

      “Alright.  I’m stepping out now.”  Clive said calmly.

      Clive stepped out from behind the front of the threshing machine with Groo’s hand cannon held high above him.  Captain Rainor moved his hand to aim at Clive.  Groo, still clasping the cartridge firmly in his hand, jerked backwards and caught Captain Rainor directly in the eye with the sharp bullet.  The man screeched and his pistol aimed high as he fired.  Groo watched Clive react immediately and lower the hand cannon, a small explosion erupted from the chamber and the Captain fell limp behind him.

      Groo looked back at the Captain and saw smoke rising from a hole in his forehead and blood pooling out from behind his head.  Slowly, he turned his gaze back towards Clive.

      Clive smiled broadly at him.  “That was almost bad.  Could have gone worse though.”

      “You son of a bitch!”  Groo said as he charged.
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      Groo crashed into Clive and they both tumbled to the ground.  He struck him multiple times with his fist, Clive blocked each of his strikes easily with his forearms but did not try to hit back.  After a few moments Groo began to tire and rolled off of him.

      “Feel better now.”  Clive asked.

      “You lied to me!”  Groo exclaimed.

      “I did.  I truly did.”  Clive said looking down at the ground, he stood up offering a hand to Groo.  “Hi, Clive Lyr, Gwynnian spy.  Better?”

      Groo had a confused look on his face but took his hand.  Clive lifted Groo from the ground.

      “Spy?”  Groo asked.

      Clive nodded as he looked around.  “I’ve had a bit of combat training as well.”

      Groo took stock of what has just transpired.  On the side of the thresher Clive had killed the two guards who both lay in a pool of their own blood.  He had also killed three guards before any of them could fire a shot and then the Captain.  Groo was no stranger to death on a battlefield, but that was all during war, they were in a time of peace and he had just witnessed the murder of six government officials.

      Clive handed Groo’s hand cannon back to him.  “That is one hell of a gun.  I haven’t felt power like that before in a pistol.”

      Groo took the gun back, unloaded it and checked it for damage before tucking it in his pants.

      “It is my own custom design.  I built it years ago and got it licensed with the Valley officials.”  Groo stated but was far more focused on the dead bodies all around him.  “What do we do now?”

      Clive was about to answer but a loud hiss came from the thresher followed by billowing smoke filling the area.  Darkness and quiet flooded in around them as the machine shut down and the lights went out.  Both men choked as the thick gassy smell filled the air.

      “Son of a bitch!”  Groo shouted and raced to his storage compartment of this threshing machine.

      The moon was half full, which gave off enough light for Groo to find his lantern in the back.  Light filled the area as the lantern brightened up and Groo immediately began investigating every inch of his vehicle.  He found multiple holes in it but none of them seemed devastating.  He then approached the engine where the smoke was the heaviest and he found it hard to breath.

      “Hold this.”  Groo handed the lantern to Clive who had been following him like a lost puppy while he was inspecting his device.

      Groo climbed up onto the engine shouting out multiple times as he clasped something that was still too hot to touch.  He began to look through all of the different parts, pulling plates off, pipes, and wires.  After a brief search he found it.  A bullet had penetrated directly through the exhaust pipe and the engine had overheated.  Groo jumped down, grabbed his tool box and climbed back aboard the engine.

      After a few moments of wrenching, pulling, and cursing the exhaust pipe came loose from the engine.  Groo cursed under his breath as the pipe was damaged beyond repair.  They had gotten lucky and he was amazed that the damage wasn’t more severe than it was.  He followed the path of the bullet as it ricocheted off of the cabin and into the exhaust pipe which then split and the bullet remained lodged in the steel pipe.  Groo wiped sweat from his brow as he inspected the engine further.  The engine was still extremely hot and would need to cool down considerably before he could consider starting it again.

      Groo jumped down holding the broken piece of metal and looked around.  He did not have a replacement part but eyed the large red eyed automatons out in the field beyond.  There would be a thousand parts those monstrosities had on them that he could use to repair the pieces that needed to be.

      “Here is the situation.  We’ve a broken exhaust in my engine.  I need to replace it and a few other pieces before we will be able to move again.”

      “Alright.  I am at your service, what would you like me to do?”

      “First, let’s clean up these bodies off of the road.  Second, you are going to help me get the parts I need from that automaton.  Thirdly, get that tree out of the way.  Lastly, you will explain to me exactly what you know of why they would send six of their Shadow Enclave soldiers after you while we break that automaton apart.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “Then you will have a great walk back.”  Groo said through his teeth.

      Clive held up his hands defensively waving them side to side.  “Alright.  For what it’s worth I am sorry that I lied to you.”

      “You’re a spy, you lie professionally.  Keep your apologies and do what I said and we will continue on towards Gwynn.  You have gotten me into something that even if I abandoned you I would be partially responsible for, so we are locked together now aren’t we?”

      “I guess so, I’ll do as you say.”  Clive submitted.

      Groo had no time to even care about the man’s sadness.  They needed to clear the road before someone walked by and saw six dead bodies on the road and them standing there.  It would be easy to explain to a passerby that the tree blocked them, trying to explain why there were six men with bullet holes was another matter altogether.

      Groo and Clive went about the grisly work of dragging the bodies one by one into the woods off to the side of the road.  Long smears of blood traced the paths of each of the men as they dragged their limp corpses into the marshy ground.  They would one day be discovered, Groo was sure, but hopefully they would be long gone before it could be associated with Groo or his machine.

      “Do you think they reported back any of our information?  They seemed to know exactly who we were.”  Groo asked while each held the foot of one of the men Clive had smashed against the threshing machine.

      Clive nodded.  “I hate to say this but it is likely they know exactly who we are.”

      Groo lingered on that thought for a moment and what it meant for his future.  With the Dioian military knowing about him he could no longer travel to the north ever again.  Matter of fact, it would be likely that they would have marshals in the Valley searching for him.  His entire way of life could be completely ruined from this one event that he had no control over.

      Tears well up in his eyes as the placed the last man, the captain, in the murky, muddy ground along the road.  He looked at the man for a brief moment and, despite the fact that he was about to kill him, he took pity on him for his life being over.  Life was full of possibilities and future, a death for something so simple seemed wasteful to him.

      Groo had spent ten years of his life in the military and much of that time was spent in war, but he was never able to accept the loss of life.  It was easy for him to disconnect himself from all of the carnage that the world suffered in the war due to the fact he was sitting in a nurium plated battle engine.  Regardless, he was not immune to seeing the results of the infantry and cavalry battling on the muddy fields.  It pained him to know that much of his work promoted the deaths of thousands of those men given that the Devoted saw more battle than most.

      “Groo!  Groo, are you ready to go to the automaton?”  Clive lacked his normal joking tone and sounded extremely serious as he snapped Groo out of his trance.  “You’re staring at the bodies.”

      Groo shook his head.  “Yes, let’s go.”

      Groo didn’t realize that he had been staring at them.  All too often when he found himself in a stressful situation he would revert to the memories that kept him awake many nights.  The war had burned itself into his memory and he found it hard to ever let go of the screams and horror.  He had to forget all of that now and made his way into the fields to work on one of the automatons.

      Both of the men walked into the high cornfield that followed the winding path of the road.  Each of the stalks held a few ears of juicy looking corn and he knew that this field would be close to time to harvest.  The automatons were not moving very much or else he would have assumed they were scything this entire field.  Generally, the automatons would be set to scythe a field flat and workers would come out and collect the piles that they made.  Some of the more advanced automatons would actually put the harvested crops into a pack on their backs and return to their homes with the haul.

      From what little Groo could see of the few machines they approached they seemed to be the more simple of the types of automatons.  Each beast stood about twelve feet tall and possessed numerous pieces of equipment all around them.  Scythes for harvesting, axes for cutting wood, and a dozen other tools for maintenance.  Groo eyed a ten foot tall blue colored beast to use.  There was a large opening in the crops where there was nothing but flat green grass, the machines seemed to be patrolling around the large square swath so that they did not crush the farmer’s hard earned goods.

      “Why are they just circling like that?”  Clive asked.

      “Because they are patrolling for things that are intruding.”

      “Aren’t we intruding?”  Clive’s mouth gaped opened.

      Groo only chuckled maniacally.  “Yes we are.”

      Groo exited the high crops and moved into the opening beyond.  The automatons did not seem to react to their approach.  He lowered himself to the ground and crept closer to the automaton that was painted completely blue.  The red eyes of the machine shined on the ground all around them as if it were searching for them, but he knew that it didn’t even know they were there.

      Groo loved to hear the sound of its leg rising into the air, the gears and hydraulics hissing as they pulled themselves upwards.  The ground shook lightly as its foot landed and Groo jumped forward with Clive following close behind.  He grasped onto the leg and scurried his way up.

      “What do I do while you are up there?”  Clive shouted.

      “Distract them!”  Groo shouted back

      “Are you…  Damn it!”  Clive exclaimed as the eyes of the other automatons fell upon him.

      Groo chuckled to himself.  He’ll be fine, Mr. Super spy.  Serves him right for almost getting me killed.  Groo continued to climb up the hoses and pipes of the leg.  He popped a plate that protected the machine’s innards and crawled inside.  Groo had worked on plenty of automatons in his day but have never built one from scratch.  Perhaps with his life turned upside down he could start a business in Gwynn building these beasties.

      “That one almost got me!”  He heard Clive scream on the outside.

      “You’re doing fine!”  Groo shouted back as he crawled through the tightly packed machinery.

      Groo made an excited noise as he found what he was looking for.  He eyed the many levers and cogs of the brain of the beast he sat within.  The master controller, or brain, sat in the chest of the machine directly next to the engine.  Groo cracked his knuckles and began his work to change the rules for this machine and the others so they wouldn’t actually crush poor Clive.  He had been punished enough already.

      “The red one just pulled a spear!  Hurry up in there!”  Clive cried.

      The brains of the device were nothing more than a thousand binary switches.  Groo had worked with these before and knew that adjusting them would change the behavior of the machine to one of the thousands of preset behaviors it had.  For a few moments he sat uncomfortably with a pipe sticking in his back and wires pressing against his face as he watched the brain work so he could change it.

      Outside, he could hear Clive cursing as he avoided the machines.  Groo then went to work.  Click.  Click.  Click.  The automaton jolted and he felt the machine pull something from its side.

      “Groo, the one you’re in has an ax out!  Why does he have an ax?”  Clive yelled.

      “Good, good.”  Groo said to himself.

      The impact of the ax into the ground jolted into his teeth.  His mouth filled with the gritty feeling of teeth grinding together as he felt the machines arms rise again.  Groo went back to work, now lower so that he could adjust the communication system.  Automatons spoke to one another constantly through a series of almost inaudible clicks and whines that they heard through advanced auditory sensors.  Groo, had only dealt with this part of their anatomy once before, so he was unsure of what would happen.

      He wrapped his hands around the lower portion where numerous black switches clicked and turned constantly.  He grasped the metal protrusion from the main brain and clicked a few of the black switches downward.  The machine jolted once again, Groo felt dizzy as the machine spun around in a huge arcing circle that ended in a massive impact that made him see stars.  He could hear the sounds of twisting metal as the ax was then pulled from where it had struck.  Immediately following he heard a loud crash of metal as the automaton he had crushed fell to the ground.

      “Aha!  You got him!  You just took out the red one.”  Clive laughed for a second before cursing and making a loud huff.

      “That’s not what I was trying to do!”  Groo shouted back feeling awful for destroying such a beautiful machine.

      “Helped me out though!”  Clive yelled as his voice seemed to run underneath him and to the other side of the automaton.

      More clicks and turns and the automaton halted.  He heard the remainder of the machines stop moving and begin their monotonous walk around the clearing once again.

      “I think you got’em!  They seem to be calming down now.”

      Groo smiled.  It worked!  Groo thought as he began to move his way around to grab the pieces he needed.  Contorting his body at a painful angle through the innards of the machine he reached the engine.  He pulled a wrench from his belt and began to remove the piping that he needed to fix his thresher.

      He worked each of the screws out from the pipes he needed and the piece came free easily.  A hot smoke filled the chamber causing him to cough and wheeze before it cleared and the automaton he was in fell limp.  The engine churned for a few moments but then it ceased running.  A few belts still whined as they slowed from their incredible speeds but everything soon fell silent.  Groo worked his way out of the device and back towards the leg in which he crawled.  Automatons were not meant to be crawled in.  Although, Groo had become quite a contortionist to maneuver easily within them after years of doing so on a battle engine.  It wasn’t until he became an adult and worked within these machines that he learned why Lannishmen were so short.  It was for contorting their bodies through the innards of these blasted devices!

      He was eventually able to work his way out so that his head was protruding from the opening at the top of the leg in which he had climbed in.  Clive met his eyes with an angry glare staring at him.

      “You almost got me killed.”  Clive stated.

      “Now we’re even then, aren’t we?”  Groo said as he reached an arm out towards him.

      Clive approached and yanked on his arm causing Groo to fall in a heap at the feet of the broken automaton with a loud huff.

      “Oops.  That.  That was definitely an accident.”  Clive turned and began to walk back towards the thresher.

      Groo rose dusting himself off and flipped Clive a rude gesture.  His eyes fell upon the two machines he had just destroyed for some poor unsuspecting farmer.  The blue automaton stood hunched over as if it were exhausted.  The tall red machine lay shattered and broken on the ground with a massive gash in its metal chest.  Groo wandered over to the broken beast and began to salvage some of the parts and shove them into his many pockets.  He never knew when he could potentially use any of these.

      When Clive noticed Groo wasn’t following he returned to him.  “What are you doing?”

      “I am not a thief.  I am going to pay for the damages I caused.”  Groo stated as a matter of fact.

      Clive made a noise as Groo pulled a massive wad to quills out of his belt pouch and tucked them within the metal plate he crawled through.

      “I think you just paid for three of these things.”  Clive said mockingly.

      Groo shrugged.  “It’ll pay for the crops he doesn’t harvest this year because of us and replace the one that we smashed.”

      “Damn things almost smashed me!  I don’t feel bad at all for breaking one.”  Clive said angrily.

      “They were trying to smash you because we were intruding.  They were just doing their job.  Besides, you came out of that fine and perhaps learned a few things about how to avoid giant stomping machines.”

      The men laughed as they entered the pitch black fields of corn.  Their only light came from the moon overhead but it only gave off a small amount of light and created nothing but shadows that made them jump.  In the past few hours, they were both almost shot and almost crushed by robots.  Groo hadn’t had this eventful of a day in over a decade.  Now, as they moved through the field the reality of everything that had just occurred began to set in.  He had just witnessed the murder of six government agents and they had destroyed the property of a local farmer.  The first crime would be punishable by death in Dioia but not before both of them being heinously tortured.  The second would be at minimum a few months in jail for damaging the infrastructure of the farming community.

      After a long walk and getting lost a few times in the tangle of eight foot tall corn they made their way into the road.

      “Clive, take the saw, start cutting away pieces of that tree so that we can get past it.  I will start repairing the engine so that we are ready to move when its time.”

      “Aye.  Aye.”  Clive said hoisting up the rusty metal saw.  “You need to clean this thing.”

      Groo made a face at him.  “After we are done.  We start moving and we talk.  Right?”

      “Right.”  Clive said as he walked over to the tree that started all of the turmoil of the evening.

      Groo clambered on top of his threshing machine and went about re-attaching the pipe onto the engine.  He had to make some minor adjustments because the pipe did not quite fit, but it was close enough to the correct angle that he was able to make it work with only minor tweaking.  In a matter of minutes he was able to pump the engine to get the fuel lines working.  He jumped into the driver’s side, turned the key, and the engine roared to life again.  Clive, who was still cutting up the tree, winced and cursed as the bright lights blinded his eyes which had adjusted to the darkness.

      Groo left the thresher running so that they would finally be able to see what they were doing.  Both men began to saw pieces of the tree that blocked their path and within a half hour they had enough of it clear so that they could pass.  Groo let out an audible sigh as he finally placed his bottom back on the seat of the thresher.

      “I’ve never been so happy to leave a stretch of road before.”  Groo stated.  “Now, start talking.”

      “Look.  I’m sorry I lied to you, I had to, its my job to keep the secrets I have.”  Clive held up his hands in a defensive gesture as he spoke.

      Groo kept turning from the road to him to show that his explanation was not good enough.  Clive sighed outwardly and continued.

      “Okay.  Fine.  With the election of their new President, Gwynn leadership is worried that Dioia is going to start their aggressive nature again.  We have had ten years of peace which is longer than any of our experts had thought we would have.”

      “That doesn’t explain why six of their Shadow Enclave would be sent to find you.”  Groo gave him a questioning look.  “What did you discover?”

      “That Dioia is amassing an army along their southern border.  They have over two hundred battle engines lined up and ready to move at a moments notice.”

      Groo’s mouth fell open.  “How did they not notice this sooner?”

      “Who’s to say we didn’t?”  Clive replied quickly.

      Groo let his head fall back for a second as the reality of it all sank in.  The escalation of arms, the posturing of the governments, and a food crisis.  All of these things are what led to the previous war that tore the world asunder.  The Great War of ten years ago was the result of a frustrated people and a thousand years of strife between the different countries.

      “Is there more?”  Groo asked.

      “Unfortunately.”  Clive laid his head back as Groo did a few moments ago.  “They are building a new weapon.  One we haven’t seen before and I have gathered intelligence on it.  They have created a new battle engine that I’ve never seen before, it looks like a spider and contains a weapon that obliterates anything that it touches and fires a projectile so fast it seems to break the air around it.  They have also created a weapon that I don’t even know how to explain.  It looks like a large tube and is able to fire through the air at high speeds and explodes on impact.”

      “A rocket?”  Groo asked.

      Clive only shrugged.

      “Amongst the engineers when I was in the military, they had always discussed creating them but the angle of the barrier prevented us from creating them for long distance.  Perhaps they plan on using them at a lower angle…”  Groo wandered off into a muttering thought.  “What of this weapon on the battle engine?”

      “You know you are held to secrecy on all of this intel, right?”

      Groo nodded his agreement.  “Listen, you pulled me into this.  We are in this together until such a time I can dump your ass back on your government.”

      “The weapon fires red hot chunks of metal through the air so fast that it tears through stone, steel, and engines like they were made of butter.  Nothing stands in its way when it fires.  It was terrifying to watch.”

      Clive’s usual mirth was gone.  He had taken on a serious tone during the conversation, Groo wondered if his entire personality prior to these event was nothing but a ruse.

      “So, the girl was nothing but a lie?”  Groo probed a little further to see how far Clive’s lies went.

      “Yea.  Just a lie.”  Clive looked out the side window into the darkness as they continued to drive past the massive cornfield.

      Groo knew that what he had just said was again, a lie.
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      Two nerve wracking days passed with both men watching over their shoulder constantly.  They had put over a hundred miles between the scene of their crime and where they now were but they were unable to shake the fear of running into the authorities again.  The Dioian Shadow Enclave would not take them for granted now that one of their units had mysteriously gone missing.

      They were almost out of fuel and the sight of the smoke stacks rising from the trees was one of the most beautiful things Groo had ever seen.  Especially for the fact that this town was likely to be one of the more bigoted towns within fifty miles.  He knew that regardless of how much they despised him here he would be able to barter or buy the fuel he needed to get to Gwynn.  The fuel situation only got worse on the road as Groo had found another bullet hole that had penetrated the last tanker, it didn’t create a constant stream but as they drove gas would spill out causing them to run out much faster than he had anticipated.  By the time they entered the town of Grice he was sure that they were running of fumes alone.

      Fortune smiled on Groo as he immediately was able to find some patrons ready to accept his business to sell him fuel.  Gassed up and ready to go the threshing machine was working overtime as there were a line of farmers when they arrived.  Unlike his previous trips to Grice they were all more pleasant than he had expected but Groo met each one with incredible speculation.  Was this one a spy?  Were they watching them a bit too closely?  Did that one have a gun?

      He couldn’t shake the thought that each man he worked with was secretly conspiring to arrest or kill him.  The pale look on Clive’s face said that he felt exactly the same way.  Given what occurred they would have liked to skip the town all together but the lack of fuel made the stop essential.

      The crowd was the normal crowd.  Dozens of plaid wearing farmers in overalls with pipes hanging through their thick, long beards.  The men were their normal rude selves but seemed genuinely happy that Groo had arrived when he did.  With the prospect of more rain on the way they were happy to gather their grain before the torrent spoiled their entire crop.

      The racist comments still flowed from his customers as they used them as easily as they used air but Groo allowed the words to flow off of his back.  After a Dioian rifle had been shoved in the back of his head days prior he could take just about anything they dished out.  He smiled, took their money, and immediately forgot their faces.  The ones who did not treat him as inferior were remembered for the next time he arrived here.  It was that thought that brought it all home to him though.  Would there be a next time?  Would he ever be able to make this trip again?  As dreaded as this road had become to him it was more comfortable than an unknown future.  After ten years of traveling the roads to help the people, it had become his security blanket of sorts.  He knew what to expect, he knew what he’d find, and it was safe for him.  All until two nights prior when everything changed.

      By midday Groo had acquired over a dozen cans of fuel which lightened his heart immensely.  He even created a scurry earlier in the day when he announced that fuel would be preferred over Quills.  The helpers of almost all of the farmers were sent scrambling to fetch it so that each of them could save their hard earned cash.  In the distance from where they had settled the thresher he could make out the rhythmic movements of a dozen pump jacks that were not there on his previous visit.  Some company located in Grice must have struck oil and set up shop within the town, which explained why the men were much kinder to him.

      He had discovered a long time ago that there was a direct correlation between the success of a city and the racism of the people.  Perhaps the people were only racist because they were unhappy with their lives.  Perhaps they were jealous of the lives of others.  Groo didn’t know.  One thing he did know was that where pump jacks rose, Quills seemed to flow through the streets like a tidal wave.

      During a short break, while one of the farmers was in the process of setting up, Clive jumped down and clapped Groo on the back.

      “I think we might be in the clear.”  Clive stated as a matter of fact.

      “How well do you know the Dioian culture?”

      “Quite well.  I have served there for years.”  Clive replied.

      “So, you are well aware of how relentless they are when pushed?”

      Clive nodded and squinted as the sun struck him in the face as he eyed the horizon.

      “Now, they’re all set up, it’s time for us to work.  Work will let us forget and make us blend more.”  Groo said.

      Clive screwed up his face as he spoke.  “Blend in?  These people know you, and you’ve never had a human with you before.  We couldn’t be more conspicuous.”

      Groo looked around suspiciously.  “You know, I was feeling better and then you had to go and ruin it.  Thanks.  Let’s get to work.”

      The farmhand of the next in line and Clive went about their work of piling the wheat grass into the conveyor which gobbled it up hungrily.  Groo jumped as the farmer who had brought the wheat to be threshed stood next to him out of no where.

      “Good day to you, Lansman.”  The farmer tipped his wide brimmed hat at Groo as he spoke.

      Groo was taken aback by the fact the man didn’t use one of the many derogatory terms he was accustomed to and stammered a ‘Hello.’

      “Good timing for your arrival, ya know.  More rain on the way.”  The farmer continued as he looked up at the sky.

      “We’ve had our share of the rain to deal with which is why we are a few days late.”  Groo responded, nervous about how closely the man was inspecting the thresher.

      “Seems to me a bit more than rain slowed you down.”  The farmer said suspiciously as he fingered one of the bullet holes that Groo had tried his best to patch up.  “Seems you all came into a bit of trouble.”

      “Not all towns are as pleasant as yours to people like me.”  Groo said without hesitating.

      He had fully expected that some people would notice the damage the thresher had taken.  He had prepared his responses and hoped that they would be enough to convince whoever was asking.  It was impossible to hide every single bullet hole his creation had suffered.

      The old farmer took his hand away from the violently shaking thresher.  His face turned into a mass of wrinkles as he smiled at Groo.

      “I’ve seen all sorts of bad things done to your people.  I ain’t never seen anyone start shooting.  I feel shame for their actions, lad.  I am sorry.”

      Groo breathed a silence sigh of relief as he nodded to the man.  He saw nothing but friendliness in the farmer’s eyes.  He couldn’t fathom that he was secretly stowing away this information to use it against him.  After having a gun pointed to his head and watching six Dioian special agents murdered next to him, he had taken on a new brand of paranoia.  It was beginning to seem as if everyone was out to get him or somehow secretly knew what they had done.

      “Thank you.  Your kindness will not be forgotten.  I need to go fill the tanks again.”  Groo said as he excused himself from further conversation.

      Filling the gas tanks would take his mind off of anything going on in his head.  He had enough diesel to operate his machine for some time and after almost running out of fuel it gave him great pleasure to watch the dials on the tanks go to ‘F’ for full.

      “I saw you kill them.”  Groo jumped at the sound of a voice behind him.

      Groo froze.  Glug.  Glug.  Glug.  The fuel poured into the tank and began to bubble up and flow out as Groo wasn’t paying attention.  He uprighted the canister and stopped the flow.

      “Damn it.  What was that?”  Groo said stammering for words.

      “I saw you fill them.”  A young voice repeated, Groo let out an audible sigh of relief.  “I saw you fill the tanks and I was wondering if the deal to offer fuel for your service was still in place.”

      The boy gave him an odd look as Groo began to laugh nervously.  The boy jerked away from him when Groo touched his shoulder to try to ground himself in reality again.

      “My apologies, young man.  I am not as young as I used to be and this thresher is so loud.  Yes, we are still accepting fuel, I’ve a long way to go and can use every drop I can get.”

      “You should be more careful then when filling it.”  The boy pointed out.

      “Indeed I will.”  Groo said as he closed off the fuel caps on the tank and proceeded to the front of the threshing machine again.

      I think I’m losing my mind.  Groo thought.

      —————

      Hours passed and the evening sky began to turn red as the sun lowered on the horizon.  The line of farmers slowly dwindled to nothing and the only thing that remained were Clive, Groo, and a massive pile of chaff blowing in the breezy evening air.  Both men were covered in filth from the day and were exhausted from exertion and lack of sleep.  Neither of them had found sleep very forthcoming with its restful gift and, with the current paranoia, they didn’t see themselves getting any anytime soon.

      Groo had never felt his heart beat so rapidly before in his life and every day that passed since the event he felt as if it would be his last.  Despite his fears, every day came and went and he watched another sunrise.  He was simply waiting for the day when the door burst open and he heard the fateful sound of gun shots that would be the last that his ears ever heard.

      “Do you think we can even risk a tavern?”  Clive asked as he slumped against the threshing machine with a drawn look of desperation on his face.

      “We’ve got to.  I can’t take another day in the blasted cabin.  My back feels like I’ve been stuffing marbles in it.”  Groo said as he massaged his knotted shoulder.

      “Interesting analogy…  Bed of nails would be a better one.”  Clive gave an exhausted chuckle.

      Groo locked the threshing machine up tight making sure no area was left open for anyone to investigate.  The last thing they needed was for a Dioian patrol to wander by and find his hand cannon.  As they began their walk to the tavern, Groo began to feel the pattering of rain on his head.

      “More rain?!  I didn’t think there was this much water in the world.”  Clive said as he looked up and caught a rain drop directly in the eye.

      As they entered the muddy, main street of the town Groo ran across the same friendly farmer that he had met earlier in the day.  Groo approached the man who greeted him with the same wrinkly, friendly smile.

      “Greetings friend!”

      “Welcome once again.  I hope our town has treated you well.”

      Grice was a generic town.  It had a multitude of plain wooden homes along a main street.  Each home was beginning to lighten up with either candle light or, for the more prosperous, actual electric lighting given by a generator.  The smell of dozens of dinners filled his nose as smoke began to rise easily from the many smoke stacks in the homes.  The smells of the food made his stomach growl even louder.

      “It has indeed.  Do you happen to know any taverns that would be friendly to one such as I?”  Groo felt comfortable asking the direct question to the man.  Clive seemed less convinced.

      The man brought his hand up to his chin as the street lights along the main road snapped on brightening the roadway.  He looked to the left and frowned and then to the right and his eyes seemed to brighten up.

      “I reckon the Horse’s Mantel would be the best place for you to stay.  Fairly good food and friendly staff.  That’s where I’d stay if I were you.”  The man finished with a nod.

      “Thank you kindly.”  Groo responded.

      “The name’s William, friends call me Willy.”  The man reached out a hand towards Groo, who shook it.  When the same hand was offered to Clive, he just stared at him.  Slightly taken aback the man continued speaking towards Groo.  “How long do you plan on staying in town.”

      Groo gave Clive a glare and then turned back towards the man.  “Not too sure.  Will probably leave in the morning.”

      “Ya’ll seem fairly tired.  I’d rest another day if I were you.”

      “I’ll consider it depending on how this tavern works out.  Thank you again.  We are going to be off now.”  Groo finished.

      The man tipped his hat to him.  Groo returned the gesture but without the hat.

      “Feel better?  Giving away plenty of good information to some random stranger that could easily sell us out.”  Clive was yelling at him in a whisper.

      “He is an old farmer.  I’ve seen him before.  First off, why would he even know to sell us out?  Secondly, all I did is ask him where to stay.  There aren’t many of my kind here.  He could easily figure out where I am.  Trust me, I’m nervous as well, but I think we can trust that man.”

      Clive made a face.  Groo ignored him and his fear of being forthcoming with strangers.  Groo could understand his fear but he was so exhausted by this point he was just happy to know he would have a roof over his head that wouldn’t be his threshing machine.  Normally, spending days within the cabin wouldn’t be much of a problem, but with having another person it just made the entire trip much more unpleasant.  A room would be very welcome.

      An electric lamp sat above the sign and cast a light on the picture of a horse with a flowing mane.  The tavern through the windows seemed quiet with only a few dark shadows moving in the golden glow.  Groo stopped short of opening the door and turned towards Clive and put his hand on his chest.

      “Listen, I understand that these people may be terrible and they may be racist.  But we’ve spent days together under some rather tough conditions.  I would very much like a bed and a roof and a warm meal.  Don’t go spoiling it by sticking up for me.”

      Clive gave a mock salute.  “Aye.  Aye.  Captain.  I will let them run you through the shit so we can sleep in a bed.”

      “Exactly.”  Groo chuckled, opened the door and let the warmth and brightness flow over him.

      The inn seemed to not even notice his entrance which was exactly the way Groo liked it.  The room was sparsely tabled with benches along the walls.  It had a large, gray stone fireplace that roared with a fire that seemed to reach every square inch of the room.  The warmth drew Groo towards it who had been dealing with a chill in his bones for days now.

      He found a table to the left of the crackling flames with his back towards it and breathed a sigh of relief.  The tavern walls were a clean mixture of dark and light wood that was lacquered so finely that he could see himself in it.  The table was a basic, roughly hewn wood that didn’t match the floor it sat on.  Have to cut expense somewhere,  he surmised in his head.  The bar itself seemed to be made of some red wood, equally waxed, and had a tall, fat bartender resting behind it.

      Clive took a seat opposite him and held his head low, but Groo could tell he was enjoying being inside in the warmth as well.  Winter approached quickly and while it was still raining the winds were beginning to blow.  The chilly winds bit right through the outfits they both wore and sweating due to the days labor only made the chill worse.

      A pretty waitress in a dress that tightly clung around her waist and showed a bit more skin that was normally decent approached them.

      “Evening.  We don’t get many Lannishmen around here.  Pleasure to see you.  What can I get you?”

      Clive seemed to be lost in thought while he was staring at her.  Groo tried to kick him under the table but his legs were too short, he simply looked as if were having a fit.

      “We will take whatever dinner you are offering, don’t really care as long as its warm.  And two beers that you can just keep coming as we’ve been on the road for some time.”  Groo replied.

      The lady flashed a beautiful set of white teeth towards them.  “Thank you.  Name’s Lynn, and I’ll be right back.”

      They both watched her mesmerizing walk as she swayed between the tables.  She went behind the bar where Groo could see her giggle to the bartender and point towards their table.  Groo waved a hand that was ignored by the large man.

      “What is wrong with you?”  Groo tried to kick him again but missed.

      “What do you mean?  I’m tired.  And she was fairly lovely.”

      “Indeed, but that doesn’t mean you become a buffoon ogling at her.  Seriously, you are an embarrassment for a…”  Groo caught himself before he said the word ‘spy’.

      “So, tell me this, Groo.”  Clive completely disregarded Groo’s insult and leaned back in his chair letting out an audible sigh of relief.  “How does one travel this road for ten years and miss a gem like this?  Beautiful waitresses, what is likely to be good food, and friendly people.  This place seems great and you’ve never stayed here?”

      “Nice subject change.  You’ve seen what I deal with, I’ve tried to avoid this town most of the time and I’ve never stayed here.  Normally, when I get to this town I thresh and leave.  When my mother was still alive she always said to avoid Grice.  We would always pass on by.  I just kept with her teachings.”

      “I’m sorry to hear about your Mom.  I lost mine, oh, two years before the war.  I was a young one then but the Red Lung took her from me.  Mostly why I started working with the government in the first place.  My father had gone and left us.  My mom was all I had.”

      Groo remembered his mother vividly, since the loss of his father at a very young age they were everything to one another.  She had taught him everything about the Valley and how to survive as a Lansman in a world full of bigots.  Helping her survive was the reason Groo also became so handy with machinery.  He would travel the valley fixing things so that they could have a meal.

      The rains that they had been experiencing in the past few days were worse but reminded him of the time his mother and him were stuck on the road for two days.  Human caravans would pass by and not offer them any cover or assistance.  They were trapped along the side of the road with only a small clump of trees to protect them.  It wasn’t long after that when his mother developed the cough which turned into Red Lung.  She died soon after and Groo was filled with a rage that he believed he would never be rid of.  He knew now it was unlikely that she would have survived even if they were in a warm bed.  At the time, he could only remember the faces of those who passed them by while he pleaded with them for help.

      “What happened to your mother, Groo?”

      “She died when I was younger.  Been on my own since.”  Groo left out all of the details that pained him so much every day.

      The somber conversation was broken up by the steaming pheasant being placed on the table in front of them.  The smell of fresh food wafted in front of his face and his mouth watered.  They had eaten nothing but hard bread and jerky for almost a week and over the past days he was unable to eat out of being too nervous.  Like a pack of rabid wolves they tore the pheasant to pieces.  They devoured every bit and immediately ordered another one before their second round of drinks had arrived.

      The tavern was becoming more crowded as the night wore on and they seemed to be settling into a semblance of normalcy after so many days of absolute paranoia.  Groo and Clive sat in complete silence, simply enjoying the warmth and the noise that wasn’t their own voices.

      “You two certainly had an appetite.”  The waitress said as she started clearing off their plates.  “Is there anything else?”

      “Would there be any issue of getting a room with two beds for the evening?”  Groo responded as Clive continued to gnaw on the remains of the second pheasant they had brought out.

      “No issue whatsoever.  Six quills per evening.  Pay the man behind the counter.”  Lynn replied.

      Groo gave her a gracious smile and paid the twenty quills that they had spent on the food.  The two men had eaten a meal that was easily fit for five grown men.  Groo didn’t care how much he ate, it was warm food and not hard bread or jerky.

      Groo enjoyed the crackling of the fire and the noise of the room, for once that noise wasn’t directed at him and he was just another face in the crowd.  There were the odd stares and the disgusted looks but his belly was full and his eyes were drifting closed.  He noticed Clive was suffering the same and decided it was time to pay the man and head to bed.

      They left their table and approached the barroom counter.  Their target, the man behind the counter, was pouring drinks and laughing at the patrons who sat in front of him.  The bartender smiled at them as they grew closer and made some belly shaking joke about them calling it such an early night.  Groo replied, but he had no idea what he had said at this point.  The world had become blurry and the laughter seemed to bounce around in his head long after it was heard.  The two meandered up into their room feeling as if the building were moving.

      “How much did we drink, Groo?”  Clive asked.

      “Just…  Just a few I think…”  Groo said as he dropped the keys for a third time.

      Finally, the key caught and the door opened up to admit them into a slightly musty smelling room.  Two, white sheeted beds sat in the room looking very inviting.  Groo locked the door as Clive crashed down onto his bed face first.  Groo chuckled stupidly as the keys jingled as they hit the ground.  He approached his bed which seemed to be wavering to and fro.  For a moment, he was worried if he was going to miss the bed entirely.  He could feel himself falling and was unsure if he was going to meet the soft pillowed bed or the hard wood floor.  He was thankful that he felt the softness beneath him as his head spun around.  The room swam all around him as he sank wonderfully into the bed underneath him.

      “Clive…”  Groo muttered through the blankets.

      “Yea?”  Clive replied blankly.

      “Have we been drugged?”  Groo asked.

      “Yep.”  Clive said and immediately began to snore.
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      The patrol of Dioian soldiers moved through the street to take up position in one of the many open alleyways that broke off from the main drive through Grice.  Bart Olley watched them move and counted their numbers.  Dozens of soldiers were in town and seemed to be lead by two members of the Shadow Enclave.

      Wonderful.  He thought in frustration.

      His eyes wandered from the patrol to the Horse’s Mantel that was nestled just off the main road.  Bart had overheard the men talking about their targets sitting within.  He knew that this was Clive, the man his party had been sent to recover and return safely.  After watching the number of Dioian forces grow he wished he would have brought more men.

      I can’t believe he would just be staying in a tavern in the open like this.  What is he thinking?  Bart thought as he exited the alleyway and started walking down the main street towards the tavern.

      Grice was a neutral town, there was no harm in a random citizen walking on the streets late at night, especially on their way to a pub.  As he moved he could see the Dioian squad with their gray uniforms, hats which seemed to bubble at the very top outward, and their gold insignias easily distinguishable at a distance.  The Dioians were nothing if they weren’t proud of their military heritage.  They barely even cared about camouflage, going for instead a gaudy mix of contrasting colors to assure that the parts they wanted stood out.  The real worry about seeing all of the soldiers is that he did not see the two members of the Shadow Enclave who had come with the group.

      He had only accepted this mission so that he could assist his friend Clive who he had known for years.  He figured it would be just another find and fetch mission.  Instead they had to wind their way past multiple chance encounters with Dioian military in their effort to avoid conflict.  In all his years, he had not seen Dioian military this far south in the Valley.  Their military movement restrictions were a large part of the agreement made at the end of the Great War.  The Dioians had grown bold in the past decade and seemed to be ignoring those agreements.

      Bart took stock of the Dioian force as he passed them by.  They appeared as if they were trying to belong there.  Unfortunately, it didn’t take an individual of vast intelligence to realize that they did not belong.  Bart tried to remain inconspicuous as he approached the tavern.  If he drew too much attention to himself they would likely hunt him down as well and he wanted to prolong being hunted by them for as long as possible.  If he did not hurry or execute his task properly, he was sure a second part of his mission would not be necessary.  He had to guarantee that Clive was returned to Gwynn alive.

      It was well after midnight when he stepped into the Horse’s Mantel which appeared to be the rowdiest time of the tavern’s night.  Soon, the patrons of the bar would begin to mellow out after a night of drinking and the Dioians would then strike.  A waitress gave him a fake smile that spoke of exhaustion as he wandered by her and made his way towards the stairs.  Just as he reached the first step, he shifted his gaze to the left and to the right to find out if the men he had stationed here were still intact.  Both of the men nodded towards him and rose to follow behind him shortly after he went up the stairs.

      They had good intelligence in Grice.  The men watching for Clive had seen him and his companion almost immediately.  They had tracked them all the way into their room.  Room seven.  Bart thought as he gazed at each number.  When he got to five he noticed two doors down the door was ajar.  He struck the wall, to alert his men, and raced into the room he knew Clive would be.  He hoped his men would be following close behind him.

      When he entered, it was dark, and he could not see any movement at all.  On the first bed laid a Lansman and on the other laid his friend Clive.  If he were to walk into this room any other time he would think nothing was amiss.  He listened to the room, hoping to hear a floor creak or a man breathing, but there was nothing.  After letting his eyes adjust for a moment he pulled a large dagger that rested on his thigh and started walking deeper into the darkness of the room.

      There was a short hall as he entered.  The hall went on for a few feet and then opened into the very simple square room with the beds.  As he breached the threshold of the hall and into the open room steel flashed in front of his eyes.  The sharp blade caught him on the cheek, he winced at the pain, but caught his assailant’s second attack with his thumbs pressed against the man’s wrist.

      Immediately, he knew that he had discovered the whereabouts of the two missing Shadow Enclave members.  Bart turned the man’s wrist, pulled his arm over his shoulder and quickly pulled it downward.  The man yelped and dropped his weapon.  The second enclave member turned his head from where he had a knife poised over Clive and charged to assist his ally.  As soon as he reached Clive, they were all bowled over by Bart’s two men racing into the room.

      The entire room erupted into a chaotic mass of bodies and limbs.  Bart was punched in the face, he was unsure if that was from his own men or from the enemies, but he worked to get himself free from the tangle of people.  With his mouth filled with blood from the strike he struck forward with his knife towards one of the Shadow Enclave members.  The man caught Bart’s arm and they wrestled tumbling over Clive.  Clive let out an irritated grumbling sound as they passed over him like a man not wanting to be awoken.  Bart could hear the other men fighting on the other side of the bed but focused on his opponent.  Pushing forward he pressed his enemy against the wall.  He tried to stab forward multiple times but the man moved like a snake and avoided each blow.  Finally, Bart became frustrated and struck his knee forward to hit the man.  The enclave member simply dodged aside and Bart’s knee planted directly into the wall.  Bart howled and fell backwards.  The man was on him immediately with a dagger of his own pressing towards his throat.

      There was an evil glint in the man’s eye as he pressed forward with the dagger point growing dangerously close to his flesh.  His eyes burned as the blood from the wound on his cheek oozed into them as the tip grew closer still.  A dot of blood formed on Bart’s neck as the knife tip began to pierce his skin and the man continued to press downward.  Bart struggled against the man who seemed infinitely stronger than him.

      Suddenly, the man’s evil stare turned wide eyed as all of his strength faded completely and he fell limp in Bart’s arms.  Bart pushed him aside as he tried to regain his breath.  He looked up and saw Clive wavering as he sat up in the bed and Bart quickly came to grips with how close he had come to being killed.

      “Bart?”  Came a confused and hazy voice from Clive who immediately collapsed back onto the bed.

      Bart rose quickly as the two men that had entered the room with him finished off the final man.  Bart breathed a sigh of relief and took stock of the room.  The Lannishman was still passed out on the bed while Clive seemed to be grinning stupidly at the ceiling.

      “Clive, what the hell is wrong with you?”  Bart demanded.

      “I believe…”  Clive started in a dreamy voice before giggling stupidly.  “I believe we’ve been drugged.  I also believe those guys were sent here to kill us.  But I got him.  I got him good.”

      Clive began snoring loudly at the last word of his sentence.  Bart scrubbed his hands across his face, he winced as he had forgotten the wound he had acquired during the scuffle.  He grabbed one of the blankets from Clive’s bed and wiped his face thoroughly as he thought of a plan to get out.

      “Deets?  Greg?  You both alright?”  Bart asked.

      “Scratches.  Nothing more.”  Deets replied and Greg nodded.

      “These guys have been drugged, we need to get them out of here.  I’m thinking we carry the Lansman and we wake up Clive so he can walk himself with our help.”  Bart stated.

      A sound of heavy footsteps running up the stairs made him turn his attention towards the doorway.  Bart sighed heavily and drew his side arm aiming it directly at the doorway.

      “I saw them go in there!  That’s where I drugged them.”  Came a female voice that in any other circumstances would have made Bart smile but now that honey voice seemed to be turning them in.

      “Come out!”  Came a thick Dioian accent from the other side of the door.  “You are all under arrest!”

      Deets and Greg took aim from one knee towards the doorway.  Bart made a few hand signals towards them and both men nodded.  Bart had no idea what kind of force they were facing but having the larger force locked down in a smaller hallway was the only advantage that he saw.

      A long silence fell between both sides.  No one crossed the door and the three men within the room sat as still as statues.  The soldiers that had forced their way upstairs did not seem to dim the bustle of the tavern below.  Bart wished that bar patrons would be quiet as the noise made it difficult to hear any footsteps as the stalemate wore on.

      “Groo, what’s going on Groo?  We gotta get outta here right?”  Clive’s slurred voice broke the silence of the moment.

      That was all it took to break the tension.  Dioian soldiers charged the open doorway and Bart’s group opened fire.  The darkness was broken by multiple flashes of light and the loud pop of gunfire.  The men who entered the room fell immediately, Greg and Deets continued to fire into the wall.  Large holes opened up in the wooden wall and they could hear the cries of the men behind it.  Screams came from in the tavern and, even over the explosions coming from the guns, he could hear the people scrambling to escape the inn.

      Bart squeezed his trigger until the chamber of his gun was completely empty and he quickly worked to reload.  The room was thick with smoke and the smell of burnt powder.  The Dioians only got off a few shots off before everything fell silent.  Everyone in the room appeared to be unharmed.

      “Get them up!  I’ll carry the Lansman!”  Bart ordered.

      As he began to reach down to grab the Lannishman on the bed, a shadow filled the door frame.  Bart turned and fired three rounds all of which caught the figure directly in the chest.  The shadow fell back into the brightness of the hall as Bart grabbed the short man.  Deets slapped Clive repeatedly until he started to rouse from his stupor.

      “What?  What?  Stop hitting me!”  Clive shouted.  “I’m awake!”

      “You’ve got to walk, Clive.  We have to get you two out of here, there is an entire platoon of Dioian soldiers outside and we need to go now!”  Bart commanded.

      Bart could hear his old friend’s voice returning to him but the man was still heavily sedated and would need assistance from the two soldiers.  He had no idea how long the Lannishman would be out given that they had probably given him enough drugs to knock out an ox.

      Deets led the way out of the door as he took stock of the hall.  Everyone was dead with thick, red blood oozing down the walls.  Bart looked at the individual who had stepped into the fight late in the battle. Her pretty blonde hair hung disheveled over her face which was contorted in its final death stare.  Why did she walk through that door?  Bart lamented, but he knew the answer.  Clive had a bounty on his head that would make any citizen of this town rich beyond their wildest dreams.  He couldn’t blame the poor woman, but she certainly did pay for her greed.

      His sadness did not cause him to hesitate and they moved towards the second of the two stairwells which took them up into the down towards the bar.  Deets lead them towards the hall that took them the closest to the kitchen.  As they moved with their weapons leveled in front of them multiple inn occupants opened the doors in various states of undress to see what was going on and each one jumped back into their room upon seeing the plainly dressed men with weapons facing towards them.

      Bart lamented his decision to pick up the Lannishman.  He was much heavier than he appeared as they made their way slowly down the stairs.  He jumped when Deets cracked off three rounds into the tavern and indicated for them to follow quickly.  Three Dioian soldiers lay dead at the doorway to the tavern but they could hear more approaching.

      The kitchen was empty as they entered and noise of the heavy boots of soldiers were filling the bar room.  They choked on the thick, oily smoke that was filling the kitchen from one of the pots that was left on the cast iron stove top for too long.  Both entrances into the kitchen burst forth with Dioian soldiers from the tavern room and more of Bart’s own men breaking through the back door to the outside.

      Bart, Deets, and Greg jumped to the ground behind one of the cabinets.  The poor Lansman fell from his shoulder and rolled on the floor.  He stopped rolling when his head cracked against one of the cabinets causing Bart to wince with regret.  The room erupted in gunfire and even more smoke.  The blasts were deafening as the combat continued.  Bart’s men had the upper hand in this battle and multiple Dioian soldiers fell dead.  The Dioians slowly retreated back into the other room.

      Bart took advantage of their retreat and fired as they left before reloading the revolving chamber of his firearm.  The last Dioian left the room but he could see them taking up a position on the outside.

      “Thanks!”  Bart said to the newcomers who had saved them.  “We need to go!”

      The Lannishman muttered as Bart tossed him back on his shoulder as they ran outside.  Fresh air filled his lungs as they exited the building and were in the open air.  The greasy smoke still filled his mouth and his nostrils but at least he didn’t feel as if he were being asphyxiated.

      “We need to get to his thresher.”  Clive stated seeming to be coming out of his stupor a little more every minute.

      “Lead the way.”  Bart replied as all eyes fell on Clive.

      He could hear the shouts of the Dioian commanders.  From his experience they would become rather irate to the point of almost harming their own troops when their plans did not go as expected.  Bart figured that he would be the reasoning for many thrashings to happen the next day when they were able to get out of this in one piece.

      Clive stumbled dozens of times as the group of men raced through the alleyways trying to find a route for their escape.  At first, Bart thought that Clive was moving with purposefully confusing moves to help keep the Dioians off of their tail, but he soon realized that it was only that Clive was still completely dazed and was in a constant state of falling forward.

      “Do you know where you are going?”  Bart finally asked him as he raced up to his side.

      “Eh.”  Was all Clive replied as they finally reached where they would have to cross the main road.

      The road was nothing more than a rutted, flat, muddy place between the main houses of the town.  But as the gunfire had echoed through the streets there was a not a soul on it to hide their crossing.  The roads which had once been vibrant with men and women slowly finding their way to the next tavern or home had become a ghost town.

      “It makes the most sense for all of us to go at once and hope for the best.”  Bart said.

      “They’ll see us.”  Deets said.  He was not questioning his order, he was simply stating a fact.

      Bart knew that Deets was telling the truth of it, but they also had no other choice if they wished to reach their destination before they were overrun.

      “What if we left the man’s thresher and we went out on foot?”  Bart inquired.

      “We could do that, but I’d hate to see the little man’s wroth when he discovered that you left his machine.”  Clive replied.  “Besides, they would catch to us eventually if we were on foot.”

      Bart huffed and cursed under his breath.  He nudged his head towards Deets as if to indicate to him to move out.  The men readied themselves and burst out into the road into a full run.  The Dioians were more than fifty yards from them but noticed their entrance into the street immediately.  Puffs of smoke filled the air from their location as the pops of gun shots sounded.  The sharp snaps and whistle of rounds raced past Bart as he heard a sharp cry from one of his men.  Two of the other men reached down and plucked the injured man from the ground and dragged him along.  Two of his men returned fire, Bart never saw if they had struck anything.

      They continued to race through the town until the thresher was visible along with the horses they had brought with them to get them here.  Clive fished the key out of Groo’s pocket and opened the doors, Bart immediately plopped Groo onto the seat and began slapping him to wake him up.

      “Get up!  Get up you fucking dink!”  Bart felt terrible insulting him, but he thought that making him angry would be a good way to get his blood flowing.

      Groo was beginning to rouse as the men began to fire at the Dioians who moved towards them through the thin trees that spread randomly across the field between the town and the valley road.  Bart focused back on Groo as a bullet ricocheted across the hood of the cabin.

      “Wake up!”  Bart slapped him hard across the face.

      Groo fixed an angry stare at Bart.  His angry stare became confusion as he didn’t quite seem to understand where he was.

      “Why am I not in a bed?  And who the hell is this man hitting me?  Where’s Clive?”  Groo asked through a slurred voice.

      “Groo!  We need to get out of here quick.  No time to explain!”  Clive said.

      Groo still seemed confused but roused quickly as a bullet struck his windshield creating a spiderwebbed pattern from the point of impact.

      “Ain’t that screwy…”  Groo said and climbed over to the steering wheel fiddling with the ignition.

      Bart stretched his shoulder after carrying the man that was much heavier than he could have anticipated and aimed his gun towards the approaching Dioians.  The sharp crack of fire heading in their direction pang through his ears as a dozen enemy soldiers took aim at them.  His men had spread out into a basic defensive pattern and continued to return fire at the Dioians who slowly crept forward under the hail of bullets.  The limp Deets lay between Greg and Bruny with the severity of whatever wound he had hidden from view.

      “We don’t have enough ammo to sustain this!”  Greg shouted to Bart.

      “How long on getting that machine running?”  Bart shouted.

      “We’re ready to go!” Groo said through a slightly slurred voice.

      “Grab a few horses, the rest of us load up on the machine and let’s go!”

      Greg and Bruny placed Deets on a flat surface on the back of the machine and continued to load and fire into the trees.  The movements of the Dioians were becoming more and more concealed the longer the battle endured as the smoke began to grow more thick.  After a brief moment, everyone was either on a horse or on the thresher.  Bart jumped onto the side of the cabin’s open passenger door as a searing pain jolted through his leg.

      Clive pulled him into the passenger seat and Groo hit the gas as hard as he could.  The threshing machine roared and the sound of ricocheting bullets bouncing off of the metal frame continued for some time as they raced down the road.

      “This thing is going to stick out like a sore thumb.”  Bart said as he investigated his leg.  He was thankful as he realized it was only grazed.

      “We’ll just keep driving as fast as we can.  It is not used to so much extra weight.”  Groo said.

      A loud crash and the sound of cracking wood rattled through his ears.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      Groo’s face was pale.  “I think I just took out the town’s mailboxes.  Sorry, the world is still spinning a bit.”

      “Aim for the road in the middle, that’s how I got us here.”  Clive jested.

      The gunfire on the back of the vehicle was slowly dying down the further they got from the town.  Bart would have likely laughed at Clive’s joke if he didn’t know that Deets had taken a rather nasty wound during their run.  Other than the one injury though, they had gotten out of the situation rather unscathed.  They had killed or wounded over a dozen Dioian men and only took one casualty.  Bart didn’t know if he could ever become accustomed to that way of thinking.  Since becoming a leader in the Gwynn military, and the tribulations of today, it was likely to become normal to him.
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      Groo’s head was swimming.  The road swerved back and forth as he drove and his stomach rolled with every bump.  There were a dozen times he thought he was going to have to stop to heave all over the cabin of the thresher.  Sweat dripped down the side of his face and he breathed slowly through his mouth to try to calm the turmoil in his body.  The only saving grace was that the road in this area was relatively straight.

      Breath in through the nose.  Slowly out through the mouth.  Drive towards the middle road of the three that he could see in front of his eyes.  The world looked split into three and was shifting in and out of each other and appeared as if was extremely hot so that everything all around him was shimmering.

      An hour passed with Groo amazed every time he made it around a curve in the road.  Above him, he could hear the hollow sound of someone stepping on a metal surface.  He looked over at Clive who was working on bandaging up Bart’s many wounds.  The poor man had been grazed with a bullet across his leg, cut on his neck, and stabbed in the face.  All of his injures were minor but he was bleeding heavily.

      The sounds of heavy boots hitting metal banged right over top of him and a face dropped upside down in front of Groo’s window.  Groo jumped in surprise and swerved trying to stay on the road.

      “Good lord man.  Scared the hell out of me!”  Groo yelled at him.

      “We have to stop.”  The man showed no sign of amusement or even emotion.

      “What’s happened?  Is it Deets?”  Bart who was squished in the middle of Clive and Groo wore a concerned look on his face.

      The man only nodded and disappeared from the window.  Groo could hear the man jumping back to the thresher and moving towards the back.  He could feel all of them as he drove and while his thresher was designed to carry weight their movements were definitely causing him some havoc with his controls.

      The road twisted slightly and traveled through a small copse of trees ahead.  It was one of the few sections of road that was completely covered in woods and would make a perfect hiding spot for a short time.  Groo slowly shifted gears down and the threshing machine came to a rest within the trees.  The jolt that the vehicle made when he stopped caused his stomach to feel as if it were boiling.

      Groo opened the door and leapt out which he immediately knew was a mistake as he spun when he hit the ground and landed on his back.  He turned over just in time to have his stomach release all of its contents.  Every time he thought he was done, another bout of vomiting occurred until his stomach felt completely empty.

      Clive walked over to him, put his hand on his shoulder, and clicked his tongue.

      “You alright?”  Clive asked.

      “I think so now.”

      “You see, as a professional I’m trained to deal with…”  Clive started saying but then turned away and began vomiting in the grass.

      “Good thing you’re a professional.”  Groo jested and patted him on the back.

      When Clive had finished, they both looked towards the small gathering behind the thresher.   Bart was on his knees with his head hunched low.  Clive and Groo exchanged glances as they approached as it didn’t appear to be going well for their injured compatriot.  Clive put his hand on Bart’s shoulder who turned towards him with red, puffy eyes.  He rose and pulled both Groo and Clive aside to speak with them away from the injured man.

      “They tried to stabilize him on the trip but the injury is too severe.  How he’s hung on this long, I don’t know.  They’ve stopped the bleeding but Hurley thinks that the bullet pierced his lung and its filling with fluid.”  Bart finished and lowered his head sadly.  “They train you for this sort of thing but this is the first man I’ve lost under my command.”

      Clive squeezed his shoulder but didn’t say any words.  What words could be said, the entire situation was bad and a man lost his life to protect his own.  One of the men kneeling around Deets waved towards the three of them.  Clive started moving and the man shook his head pointing at Groo.  Groo pointed at himself with a confused look on his face and the man shook his head to indicate to him that yes he was speaking to him.

      Groo approached cautiously.  Why would this man want to speak to him?  He had gone a decade without seeing an injured man besides injuries caused by farm equipment.  Unfortunately, in the past few days he was forced to witness many injuries.  He wished he could have gone back a few days to when his life was simple and the insults were the worst thing he would experience in a day.  Now, he had to worry about being shot or arrested and tortured by a nation of xenophobic psychopaths.

      He approached the injured man and took one knee in front of him.

      “Hi.”  Was all Groo could manage to say.  He still had no idea why he wanted to speak to him.

      “It’s an honor.  An honor to meet you, sir.”  Deets struggled to speak.

      Once again Groo was at a loss for words.  “Thank you…  But truly I’m not deserving of that honor.”

      “You are.”  A smile spread across the pale face of Deets.  “My father served with you.  You will make this worth it.  Do Gwynn proud.”

      Deets mumbled a few unintelligible words and then seemed to fade off back to sleep.  Groo continued to stare at the man who was struggling to breath for some time before slowly turning his head towards Bart and Clive.

      “What is he talking about?”  Groo said as he rose and approached the two men.

      Clive held up his hands defensively and Bart stood expressionless.  As Groo reached the two men he poked Bart hard in the chest.  Bart took a step backwards.

      “I said, what is he talking about?  I am not supposed to even be here.  If it wasn’t for this lummox over there I’d still be threshing wheat in peace and quiet.”  Groo realized that he was yelling.

      “You do know you are somewhat of legend among the military in Gwynn.  Have you removed yourself so far from the world that you think they do not know about the great Groo Bucklander?”  Bart stated.  “There isn’t a boy in the army that doesn’t wish that he could be on a crew with you in a battle engine.”

      “I do not do that anymore.”  Groo turned his back on the two men.

      “Nonetheless, your reputation stands.  Deets was well aware of who you are and what you were.”

      Groo paced back and forth for a moment pondering what he said.  What are the chances that the man on the ground would even recognize him?  Why were those men even here?  So many questions filled his head that he was unable to articulate any single one of them into something he could ask.

      The tense moment was only broken by Greg breaking the silence.  “Deets is dead.”

      Everyone lowered their heads.  Bart stepped forward and stared at the man.  There seemed to be a debate that began between the group.  Groo approached.

      “We have to bury him.”

      “We don’t have the time, we’ve huddled here long enough for the Dioians to catch up.  We need to move out immediately.”

      “If we leave him here his body will be torn apart by wild animals.  That is no way for us to treat Deets!”

      The arguments continued until Bart quieted them all down with a raised hand.  He had been intently listening to all of their debates but Groo knew what his answer had to be.  They couldn’t take the time to bury the dead while they were being hunted or else there would be no one left to bury any of them.

      “Listen up.  This isn’t going to be a popular decision.  But it is a decision that I have to make.  We will cover up Deets with whatever we can find as quickly as possible.  If we stay here to take the time to perform a proper burial, then we will all likely die.  I am not happy about this decision either but it is the one he would expect us to make.”  Bart stated.

      “Fine.”  Hurley walked away in a huff to gather up some stones.

      Bart removed Deets’ side arm and all of his ammo from his pouch.  Groo remembered that activity well.  While on the battlefield Groo would often feel like a scavenger against his own men, but with a downed Battle Engine, Groo knew he needed the supplies and he didn’t want to arm the enemy.  The men who had died would much rather their own people have their equipment than arm the men who had killed them.

      After a short time, Deets was dragged into the trees a little further and a small burial mound was created.  A few men said their goodbyes to him and they were soon loading back up in the threshing machine.

      Before they loaded up Groo caught Clive with angry stare.  “We weren’t finished talking.”  Groo said and slammed the door of his cabin.

      The cracks in his window seemed to spread further as he drove.  He ignored the cracks earlier because he was so drugged that he didn’t realize the ramifications of it all.  Groo was now forced to open the cabin roof out of fear the window would shatter inward towards them.  After everything they had survived, to be killed by his own window would be rather embarrassing.

      The roar of the engine started up and the somber group continued their drive south.  Groo looked over at Clive and Bart who sat with him and said.  “Start talking.”

      Clive took a deep breath that ended in a heavy sigh.  “You were part of my mission.”

      “What do you mean?”  Groo asked.

      “You were part of my mission.  A storm is coming from the north and the Gwynn military didn’t want to leave one of its most valuable assets out in the Valley to be lost.”  Clive stated.

      “I’ve done my service.  I did my duty.  I don’t intend on going back into it!”  Groo realized that he was beginning to raise his voice as they spoke.

      Clive shrugged.

      “I get it.  You’re just following orders.  How did you even know where to find me?”  Groo asked.

      “We’ve paid dozens of people throughout the Valley to report on your whereabouts and the whereabouts of other high value targets throughout the years.  My mission was to head north, perform a task, and then head south just in time to find you.”

      “High value target?”  Groo sounded insulted.

      “You are considered to be one of the greatest engineers on a battle engine to ever live.”  Clive stated.

      “How much do you know about me?”  Groo turned his head to stare at him.

      “We know everything about you.”  Bart was the one who answered.  “At least your military service.  You were the youngest Lannishman to ever become an active duty engineer on a battle engine.  You not only served on the Devoted but you helped create the original design for the automaton soldiers.  You assisted in the design of a multitude of battle engines which are in service today.”

      “That’s enough, I get it, you know about me.  But there are no battle engines in service today.  That was part of the pact that was made between Dioia and Gwynn.”  Groo could hear the irritation growing in his voice.

      Both Clive and Bart chuckled but Clive responded.  “Do you really think Dioia was going to follow that agreement?  Do you honestly believe that they haven’t been building up their forces over the past ten years?”

      “Is that why you were up north?”

      Clive nodded.  “That.  And I was up there for what you have in your pocket.”

      Groo reached into his belt pouch he always wore and pulled the small vial from it.  He shook the small glass vial and the black film rattled around.  He couldn’t believe that his old friend Tike was in on the entire operation when he handed him the toy automaton to fix what felt like ages ago now.

      “What would you have done if I would have just thrown this away?”  Groo asked.

      “Your film is a backup of a backup.  In case I didn’t make it.”

      “What is it?”  Groo inquired.

      “It is the intelligence I need to prove to command that Dioia is working on a new weapon.  A rocket, I think you called it.”  Clive answered.

      “So, your mission was to track their battle engine creation?  Take pictures of a secret weapon, and gather up a Lannishman on your way back south?”

      “Yep.”  Clive nodded happily.

      “You’re busy.”  Groo replied and kicked the thresher into a higher gear.

      “Be careful.”  Bart added.

      “If you wanted to be careful, you probably shouldn’t be harboring a high value target, carrying secret pictures, and be sitting with two men wanted for the murder of a nation’s soldiers.  I do believe driving faster is the least of our worries.”  Groo still sounded irritated.

      “Fair enough.”  Bart agreed.

      “The horses will catch up.”  Groo said finally.

      ————

      The thresher continued on for over two hours before Groo could feel the engine beginning to overheat.  One of the men who were on the back of the threshing machine eventually climbed forward towards the open cabin and yelled to them.

      “We are being cooked back here.”  The soldier said.

      “We’ll pull over and let the riders catch up while the engine cools down.”  Groo replied.

      He drove for awhile longer until he found a spot on the side of the road with a small pond near it so he could use the water to help cool off his engine.  As the thresher whirled to a stop Groo could see the men on the back running to the pond to cool off.  The heat coming off the engine was causing the air near it to swivel and swirl as it did near a fire.

      Groo left opened his creaky door and leapt to the ground.  He moved the door multiple times and listened to the creaking.

      “I need to fix that.”  He said to no one in particular.

      “How long do we need to stop?”  Bart limped around the front of the cabin still nursing the graze he took in the leg.

      “The engine needs to cool and your boys need to catch up.  If I keep pushing it so hard then the engine will melt and we’ll be stuck.”  Groo turned away from him refusing to make eye contact.

      “Well, we can’t sit too long either way.”

      “Then walk!  I don’t rightly care!”  As Groo yelled all of the men took noticed to stare at them.

      “I am just following orders.”  Bart said weakly.

      “Following orders is what got this world into the shit hole that it was when I suspect you were still stuck to your mother’s teets!  Following orders caused this Valley to turn into a wasteland.  You all sit in MY cabin and tell me that I have to assist you in making that happen again.”  Groo was almost screaming at him.

      Bart had no reply.  Groo wasn’t sure where the anger was coming from but he could feel the walls closing in around him.  Whether he decided to go with them or not he realized that with two major nations building up their armies it was inevitable that war would once again wrack the land.  His eyes gazed on the large fields of wheat and corn which spread across the landscape from the small hill they sat on.  He could see in the distance a multitude of people wandering the Valley road a few miles ahead.  They were the refugees he had heard about, they clogged the roadways in their tired, desperate march.  Groo realized he had tears in his eyes.

      ———

      The Devoted rose tall behind him.  Dirt and Cap and Groo stood in a line as they stared at the wasteland they knew that they helped create.  A stream of civilians took tired step after tired step towards a destination they didn’t even know still existed.  Children so thin that their bellies popped out were being held by mothers and fathers equally thin.  Dozens of individuals used crutches to help move with bandaged or missing legs all together.  Groo couldn’t help but cry at the scene.

      “And we’ll be regarded as heroes.”  Groo said.

      “There are no such thing as heroes.  We’re as close as you get.”  Dirt said somberly.

      The normal joking nature of all of them was gone.  Fire from the battle they had just fought still raged.  Hundreds of battle engines lay destroyed all around them with fires sending thick black smoke into the air.  The battle had been so intense that Groo’s ears were still ringing from the constant gunfire.  The massive armies of Dioia and Gwynn came together in the central point of the Vorales Valley to fight their war.  They had witnessed more destruction today than he believed that the entire history of the world combined couldn’t compare to.  Hundreds of battle engines fought and only five remained standing.  One Dioian and four Gwynn faced one another with the final Dioian engine signaling surrender.  Dirt had wanted to continue firing but Cap had been forced to pull him away from the cannons.  Their entire crew was dead.  Their blood and entrails remained smeared across the innards of his beloved Devoted.  Groo was unsure if he ever wanted to step foot inside of her again.

      Groo took a step forward on the charred, black ground towards the people escaping the slaughter.  He had wanted to hold off on the battle until the citizens of the area could have escaped but the Dioian military insisted the battle commence by firing dozens of rounds at Gwynn battle engines.  He was unsure of how many people died in the first volley of the two massive forces, but he was sure that tens of thousands of people were lost.  The true number would never be known for most of the bodies would be cremated by the massive fires that spread across the landscape.

      A young girl fell in the crowd.  What Groo assumed were her parents continued walking in a zombie-like trance forward and disregarded her cries.  Groo jumped forward and helped the girl, who could have been no older than ten, from the ground.  Her knees were blackened with what was hopefully only charred dirt and she gave him a weak smile.  She clutched a teddy bear that was completely blackened to the point that the eyes were melted into the fur.

      Groo brushed a dirty, matted lock of hair from her eyes and handed her a teddy bear that he had kept within his belt pouch that seemed to hold everything.

      “Take this.  He’s a survivor, just like you.”

      The girl smiled and happily took the gift.

      A smile.  Something he never thought he’d see again.  Maybe the world did have a chance.

      ————

      “Groo!  Snap out of it!”  Clive slapped him on the back.  “You’ve been staring that way for five minutes!”

      “We can’t do that to the world again.  We all here lived through it, we can’t do it again!”   Groo said desperately.

      Clive squeezed his shoulder and raised his eyes to the sky, he spoke when he finally lowered his head back down.  “Ever wonder why I got into the field I got into?”

      “No.”

      “Well, I’ll tell you.  The worst thing any of us can do is nothing.  We could sit back and let others do as they wish, but it will unlikely make the world a better place.  I do what I do so that the world is prepared in the best way they can be for whatever someone decides to throw at it.  That way, when everything goes to hell there was not one more thing that I could have done to make things better.  I gave it my all and if I were to die, I will have died doing what I believed to be right.”

      Groo looked up at him feeling shamed.  He knew Clive was right, Groo had the same mentality many years ago, but after watching the world almost starve to death thanks to the engines he had helped make so devastating he could not come to grips with it not being his fault.  He had taken the feeling of it all so personally that he had retracted himself from the world and began the life of a hermit.

      Groo walked away from all of them and towards the pond.  They would be waiting for some time for the engine to cool down and they had to wait for the men on the horses to reach them after Groo had raced away from them so many miles ago.  He pulled his boots off of his swollen feet and plunged them into the water releasing an audible sigh of relief.

      The water was cool against his skin and he could feel the swelling going down almost immediately.  A dozen fish scattered from around his toes and he laid back in the grass.  Clive laid in the grass beside him, joining him in splashing his feet in the cold pond.  Groo could see the odd expression on Bart’s face as he couldn’t figure out what the men were doing.

      “I’m sorry.”  Clive started as he laid back in the grass.

      “It’s not your fault.  I would get pulled into this no matter what, wouldn’t I?”

      “You would.”  Clive added.

      “So, you finding me was honestly a blessing rather than getting forced into service by the Dioians or killed all together.  I should thank you.”  Groo said with tiredness in his voice.  “It still does not change the fact that another war will decimate this land again.  With the anger that has built up over the past ten years it may even be worse.”

      “From what I’ve seen, it will be.”  Clive said.  “Which is why people like you will be essential to it all.”

      Groo gave a long sigh as he stared at the white, puffy clouds flowing across a blue sky.  The sound of a few black birds crowing broke the silence that hung over them.

      “Won’t be many more moments like this will there?”  Groo finally asked after enjoying silence and the slight breeze brushed over them.

      “No.  I can’t imagine that the Dioians took kindly to our fight in Grice.”

      “Let’s enjoy it while it lasts.”  Groo said contently as he closed his eyes to drift off to sleep for a few moments.

      —————

      Groo was jolted awake, his eyes opened to the crisp blue sky lazily pushing soft white clouds overhead.  The serene blue sky betrayed the urgency in Clive shaking him.  Although, Groo could see the desperation growing in Clive’s eyes and in the distance he could hear the driving hoof beats of the men that they had left behind on the road.

      Groo rose without any further hesitation and took stock of the area around him.  Nothing had changed except that all eyes were peering northward towards a dust plume rising on the horizon.  The horsemen pushed forward with a desperation in their stride.  In the distance further north a much larger cloud of dust rose.

      He raced over to where Bart was waiting to greet his men, the others of the group had taken up positions behind any cover they could find.  The horses the men rode were spent and collapsed as soon as they had dismounted, the poor beasts were likely to never rise again after the speed at which they were traveling.  The men were white faced and exhausted.  The escape seemed to have taken a toll upon them as well.

      “I’d love to give you time to catch your breath, but I think the situation is more immediate than that.”  Bart declared.

      One of the men stepped forward while bent over at the hips heaving for breath.  He tried a half dozen times to start and always ended in choking.  After another try he relaxed his breathing and began to speak.

      “As soon as we lost sight of you, we began to hear the sounds of engines behind us.  At first we thought it were battle engines and all but lost hope.  It ended up just being two tracked vehicles, but they seem packed to the brim.  Whoever in Dioia wants these two, wants them badly.”  The man stopped speaking to cough and spit.

      “How far?”  Bart asked.

      “Ten minutes.  I’m doubtful of that much time though.”  A rattling cough ended the man’s speech.

      Bart tapped his finger to his chin and looked at both Groo and Clive.  “How much time before this thing can drive again?”

      “It can probably go now, but it is more a matter of how far before it will overheat again.  The vehicles chasing us are likely faster than I am.”  Groo replied.

      They were left with the choice of running and being caught on unexpected ground or fighting here and at least making their stand where they could hold a planned position.  Groo knew it was not much choice at all and knew that Bart would come to the same conclusion.  Regardless of them being outnumbered it made more sense to stand and fight in a known position than being caught unaware.

      Groo followed Bart’s eyes and watched as he took in the lay of the land that surrounded them.  The road was slightly raised from the surrounding landscape, but it was not as steep as most of the road they had crossed.  They could create a firing line by using the thresher across the road and the sloped roadway and pond within close proximity would allow them to position men on the flanks to reduce the risk of being over run from the sides.  While the land was more flat than he would have liked Groo knew that this was the most logical plan to hold out here.

      He was not surprised when Bart began to bark orders and the first was to position the threshing machine diagonally across the road so the men could take up a position.  For the next few minutes the men all around were turning the beautiful valley into as fortified a position as they could.  Rocks were positioned along the flanks to allow the men along the edges of their combat zone to have as much cover as possible.

      Groo was impressed with Bart.  For being such a young man the Gwynn military had trained him well in the art of combat.  He managed to turn a straight stretch of road into a fortified position that would give even his small force an actual chance against the Dioians.  Regardless of their best efforts of fortifying though, each man wore the drawn look on their face that this could very well be their last stand.

      A transport vehicle could hold a dozen men, and the Dioians were known for pushing the limits so they could expect double that number.  He knew there were very little options to them, but the idea that they would soon be using his threshing machine, the vehicle which guided his entire life, as a barrier against the bullets that would kill them made him feel incredibly uneasy.  Each ricochet would mean some important instrument was being damaged or hours of work to repair.  He also accepted the fact that it didn’t matter because his life as a thresherman was likely over regardless.

      With the Dioians ready to openly attack Gwynn military members here on the road, war seemed ever more likely which meant it didn’t matter if his thresher was running or not.  Either way, the thought of his device being at the forefront of a battle made his insides churn with discomfort.

      The engine of the threshing machine purred as the dozens of wheels and conveyors slowed to stop.  The only other sounds around were the chirps of insects and birds that were unaware of the violence that was about to erupt.  Another sound slowly crept onto the soon to be battleground.  The distant mechanical sounds of their enemies grew louder with every passing second as they were quickly approaching.

      Groo had always hated this part of any battle.  The long silence before it all began was something he never wished to experience again.  The silence was always overbearing and seconds seemed to stretch.  Lips would begin to turn blue as the inexperienced members would forget to breath and every fighter would have to fight the urge of releasing their bowels where they stood.

      The smoke of the incoming enemies grew closer as Groo counted the ammo he had with him for his hand cannon.  He had fifty rounds.  He hoped would be enough if he only fired when he had to.  In all of his military career he very rarely ever had to be involved in ground combat, mostly he found himself tucked away within the brass colored innards of the Devoted.

      “Hold your fire.  Hold your fire, men.”  Bart said a few octaves above a whisper as he ran up and down the lines giving instructions to each.  At one man he would point his fingers harshly in a direction and another he would make circle motions and hold up a flat hand.  When he finally arrived at Groo and Clive he lowered his voice.  “Just.  Just stay alive.  This whole trip won’t be worth nothing if you both are pushing up daisies.”  Bart slapped Clive on the face lightly and continued down the line spouting orders to the men.

      Groo looked up and down the line, the dozen men looked ready, each peering down their sights waiting with all of the professionalism that they could muster.  He was in good hands.  Even if they were in fact outnumbered significantly.

      The roar of the enemy’s engines grew closer, he could just make out the outline of them in the distance as they rounded the bend in the road and finally had a full view of their target.  A dark puff of smoke spewed from both of the exhaust pipes of the machines as they began to grow with each passing second.

      “Almost time.  Hopefully they are stupid enough to just drive up to us!”  Bart shouted causing a chuckle to spread across the line.  Groo remembered battling the Dioians, they were never stupid.

      The enemy transports stopped at a range where they could see their target but were out of the range of a reasonable marksman.  The black smoke continued to spew from their transports who unloaded the troops from their back doors.  The men who exploded from the transports began to take up positions on the side of the road.  Groo lost sight of them in the bushes and the transports began a slow and steady stroll towards their target.  A hatch opened up on top of each truck and a gun emplacement rolled up with a man behind it on each vehicle.

      Groo saw the men behind the turrets begin to wind a gear, then the gun began to wink at him.  Every single man among them knew what they would hear next.  A sharp snap, and a whirl made him take cover as the bullets began to rain down on them.  The type of turrets they had were not very accurate, but it would cause the men to take cover and lose sight of the multitude of men closing in on their position.  The metallic sound of bullets bouncing off of his thresher made him wince as he pondered about the damage it was enduring.  Both of the guns on the transports continued to fire, Groo pressed himself against the thresher as he knew that it was solid steel and iron and would offer some protection from hail of bullets.

      Clods of dirt and dust plumed as the ground all around them was becoming pocked with bullets falling towards them.  Groo found himself almost being hypnotized by the rhythmic sound of the turrets but the sharp snap of the bullets passing overhead brought him back to the dangerous reality he found himself.

      Groo looked down the line towards where Bart was holding his position, he must have noticed him looking towards him because he turned and gave him a reassuring smile.  Groo wasn’t sure why, but he felt better after seeing the man so confident even though it was obviously just a mask.

      Gun fire erupted from their right flank as a light smoke began to fill the area.  He could hear the men calling out but couldn’t quite make out what they were saying.  He peered through a gap in the thresher and saw dark figures lurking through the high underbrush on the side of the road.

      “Over there.”  Groo said to Clive pointing.  “We should help them.”

      Clive nodded and positioned his borrowed pistol towards the group.  Their guns were not the most accurate at this range and would likely only act as a deterrent, but Groo knew in battle the slightest thing could change the tide.

      Groo took aim through the gap between the threshing machine and the cabin of his vehicle.  Clive took a low stance to fire from behind one of the tires.  Smoke plumed from his hand cannon and he heard an equally loud crack from below, one of the figures jolted and fell forward towards the ground.  Groo wasn’t sure if his or Clive’s bullet struck the man, but it didn’t matter, a hail of bullets forced both of them to take cover once again.  The turrets must have noticed their movement and seemed to be focusing on them now.

      Groo covered his ears as one of the tires exploded as the enemy took aim where they had seen the shots come from.  Clive jumped onto the back of the thresher for more cover as dust filled the air with each loud bang.  Gun fire then erupted all around them as the enemy must have finally closed the distance on both sides.  The threshing machine which seemed to provide so much cover before seemed to become an open target.  Glass shattered and metal screeched as bullets seemed to explode over its entire metal frame.

      Groo watched as Bart rose into an extremely dangerous position, popped two quick rounds off of his repeating rifle and the bullet rain seemed to die down.  Cautiously, he peered through the gap just as two of the men on the turrets slumped down.  The rain of bullets lessened but the intensity of the battle seemed to increase.  Groo saw more figures moving through the side of the road and fired off a few more rounds where his bullets disappeared into the wilderness never finding their mark.  Clive continued to fire as well but only to offer covering fire for those along the flanks.

      The attackers continued to creep forward regardless of the rain of bullets that pummeled them from each side.  Groo didn’t know how long either side could maintain this level of fire on one another, but a constant rain of bullets pelted each group.

      The Dioians continued forward unwilling to be halted even after Groo watched a half dozen of them fall.  There were at least forty of them out there, he knew it was likely more, and they would creep forward until they overran their targets.  He could see them clearly moving out around the road in a wider position, if they continued far enough there would be no cover against their onslaught.

      Groo climbed along the side of the threshing machine and reached Bart who had taken cover from a volley of bullets that shattered the glass of Groo’s former cabin.

      “They are flanking wide on both sides.  We are going to be overrun.”  Groo shouted over the gunfire.

      Bart nodded.  “We have men guarding those positions, we have to hold the center.  We continue to use this as cover.”  Bart finished by smacking the thresher with his hand.

      “They are pinching us as we speak!”  Groo retorted quickly.

      “We hold this position!  Now back to your line!”  Bart shouted as he reloaded his rifle, once he was finished he took aim and popped multiple shots towards the enemy.

      Another man fell as Groo found his spot, Clive had blood running down his cheek.

      “You hit?”  Groo asked.

      “Ricochet.”  Clive said and immediately drowned out any hope for a reply with multiple shots.

      Oil began to flow from underneath the his vehicle, he knew that enough bullets had hit it to damage the oil pan and its life blood was flowing into the dirt.  The engines of the transports roared to life again and the pattering of their guns followed with renewed vigor.  Bart was correct though, the Dioians were having trouble gaining a foothold on the flanks, the right flank was encountering the pond that they had obviously not anticipated as bodies slowly floated towards the center of the once serene water.  And the left flank had to mount a hill which exposed them before they could resume their approach.  Both seemed to be abandoned quickly as the turrets began again and the Dioians began to press the center of their line.

      The transports closed the distance quickly as their engines roared.  Groo must have come to the same conclusion as a few others as multiple men yelled.

      “They’re going to ram us!”

      Thick, black smoke billowed from their exhaust pipes as their engines were loud enough to drown out the bullets.  At the same time the Dioians on both sides began a charge towards their position.  Everything became a blur as Groo kept an eye on how close their vehicles were to ramming them and firing multiple shots of his hand cannon into the crowd of rushing men.

      Their gray uniforms stood out starkly against the green terrain.  Their guns were fitted with bayonets with shiny, sharp points that Groo could just about feel piercing his flesh.  The men’s teeth looked as fangs as they roared and charged.  Bart’s little brigade began to falter on the flanks as five of his men fell immediately.

      The roar of the engines approaching forced Groo to look in their direction.  The black smoke filled the air as the Dioian transports raced towards them at dangerous speeds.  Another sound filled the air, a sound that he couldn’t quite make out.  It was the sputtering of an engine but it sounded as if it were coming from above.  Groo looked skyward and saw two propeller planes racing by them.  Each dropped a multitude of bombs which exploded all around the transport trucks.  One of them landed directly into the driver’s side of the vehicle and exploded.  Groo saw the transport burst into flames and flip end over end before landing.  The concussion of the blast was so powerful that Groo was thrown from his perch on the edge of the threshing machine and landed violently against the bullet pocked road.

      The Dioian advance halted as they seemed to not fully understand what had just happened.  The planes made a quick circle and rounded on the line of Dioian soldiers as they were just about to begin their advance again.  One plane focused all of its fire on the transport and the other made a terrible ripping sound as it shredded through a line of Dioian soldiers.

      The remaining Dioians charged and were entangled with the men from Gwynn immediately.  Rifle against rifle the men struck at one another.  Groo watched as one of the men who saved his life was speared through the chest and writhed on the ground as one of the gray uniformed soldiers sneered.  The man’s victory was short lived as he watched his head cave in from a massive blow from Bart from behind, the butt of his rifle came away bloody from the exchange.  Groo saw another Dioian approach Bart from behind and Groo immediately fired a shot which he knew Bart felt cross his shoulder and strike the man directly in the forehead.  The Dioian fell backwards and left a breathless Bart to nod towards Groo in thanks.

      The final transport continued its advance just as a bomb from one of the planes exploded over its rear, the transport flipped through the air and landed directly upon the threshing machine.  Flames kissed all of them as the oil in the road ignited in an inferno with the fire dancing across their faces.

      Groo could remember the heat and the feeling as if he were flying and then nothing.
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      Orange light flickered across Groo’s face.  Occasionally, the fire would flare into a ball and burst into the sky as an untouched section of fuel was reached.  His threshing machine was an inferno with flames that reached high into the sky.  Thick, black smoke rose up into the depths of the bright blue sky above signaling the end of his life as he knew it.  Groo was witnessing the funeral pyre of his former life burning before his eyes as one of the medics worked on his burnt arm.

      He winced as a salve that seemed to almost immediately dull the pain was applied to his wounds.  The sound of birds were returning to the area of the massive fire fight, and yet none of that serenity reached Groo who watched his livelihood burn before him.  The battle had ended as quickly as it began and somehow Groo had survived it.

      The Gwynn military rolled up soon after the fighting had stopped, three tracked vehicles and two dozen horsemen arrived to look upon the sullen remains of their band.  Only four of the men remained of the sixteen Bart had brought, and not one was without injury.  Bart had three more bullet wounds than he had before, none of them serious, and Clive had taken a piece of shrapnel from the thresher to his cranium when it exploded.

      Exploded.  The life he had built was gone, it was a life that he had intended on continuing until his dying days, any thoughts for what his future would hold were lost upon him.

      Is the world the same place I had awoken in a few days ago?  Groo thought and almost immediately knew that it wasn’t.

      Groo winced again as one of the medics continued to apply a salve to his burns with a long wooden tong.

      “Hold still.  You don’t want these to fester, do you?”  The man with a bright red cross across his helmet stated.

      Groo nodded and continued to stare upon his past blackening and burning before him.  What would it matter?  Everything I have built has been taken from me and I’ve been thrust back into the world I’ve worked so hard to avoid.

      Another burst of flames licked the blue sky and the first of many tears bloomed in Groo’s eyes.  In the small town of Kershaw, where he had first begun to build the device, everyone thought he was mad.  Threshing had always been done by hand and would take weeks to accomplish.  He had seen men doing it the old fashioned away all of his young life and knew there had to be a better way.  Thus began his journey that lead to the creation of his ultimate device.  He was more proud of his creation that would feed people than any modification or construction that he had made during the war.

      His head slunk low and the Medic pat him on the back sensing his pain.  Not the pain from his arm, the burns were major but would heal, the pain of loss hung much heavier on his heart.

      “I’m sorry for what you’ve had to endure.”  Came a deep voice, it was not from the medic.  “You will be compensated for your loss.”

      Groo raised his head to look upon the newcomer.  He had heard the arrival of a new vehicle as it ground to a stop, but he did not hear the boots approaching from behind him.  The man that stood in front of him was wearing a dark green, finely pressed military uniform.  Everything about him screamed a member of the brass from his perfectly shined shoes to his face which seemed to be shaved three times per day, even in the field.  He had white around the corners of his dark hair and piercing gray eyes.

      “General Darius Blatt, at your service Groo Bucklander.  It is an honor to meet you.”  The man stated.

      “An honor?”  Groo quirked an eyebrow at the man as he rose.  “Do I know you, sir?”

      A humored look reached his eyes but no where else on his face.  “No, unlikely, I was a mere lieutenant when you were making history but your exploits are well known within military circles.”  Darius reached out his hand to Groo.

      With his livelihood burning before him he was not in the mood for pleasantries.  He eventually gave in and shook the general’s hand because he thought it would be rude to deny the man who saved his life.

      “Clive told you of his mission then?”  The general asked.

      “I forced it out of him.”

      The general laughed.  Groo wasn’t quite sure why the general was amused.

      “He performed his job very well.  And both you and he will be integral to our success in the near future.”  The general added unbidden.

      “I think he’s an asshole and if he were not hurt I would kick him square between his legs.”  Groo added angrily.

      “That would be unbecoming of one of your rank and respect.”  General Darius stated matter of factly.

      “Sir, I currently hold no rank and am a civilian.  Kicking him would be perfectly acceptable of someone who has just been played like a fiddle for the past two weeks.”  Groo tried his best to not sound angry.

      “He was following his orders.  He completed his task perfectly, his actions in no way belittle the friendship he has built with you.  And as to your rank, I am officially reinstating you as an Master Engineer with the Army of Gwynn.”  The General stated as a matter of fact.  “I am sorry about thresher and I am sorry that the life you had led was shattered.  I can do nothing for those things as both Dioia and Gwynn were looking for you.  You are a legendary engineer within our battle engines and someone was going to snatch you up one way or the other.  You might as well serve a nation of compassion rather than greed.”

      Groo turned away from the General to think for a moment.  His decision put him directly in line with the burning wreckage of his thresher once again.  It was fitting, he knew, that one part of his life would end in burning wreckage.  Everything he owned sat within a pyre of black smoke and orange fire.  The only clothes he even owned sat on his back and they were covered in dirt and blood.

      “What other choice do I have?”  Groo said as he leaned slightly back towards the General.

      General Darius pat him on the back and nodded.  “The paperwork has already been created, I will have one of my secretaries go over it with you.  Welcome back, Groo.  Although they will not say it, the nation of Gwynn thanks you for your service and your sacrifice.”

      Groo continued to stare at the burning wreckage as Clive slowly limped his way over to him.

      “I’m sorry, Groo.  I did what I believed was best for our nation.”

      “Your nation.  I’m merely a servant to them.”  Groo responded quickly.

      “Do you not understand what is about to happen?”  Clive pleaded.

      “I do.  I also know you could have just simply asked me.”

      The shame clearly showed on Clive’s face but there was nothing to be done about the past.  He passed Clive a weak smile and walked towards where Bart was being treated for multiple injuries.  The two leaned down towards the pale man.  One of the medics gave them a thumbs up as he continued to work.

      “Medic just told us this is nothing and that you are just being a pansy.”  Clive stated.

      Bart chuckled.  None of his wounds were life threatening but he had taken numerous over the past few days.  His leg had been shot during their escape from the forces in Grice.  And during the battle on the road he had taken a few more that had managed to miss all of his major organs and bones.  All of them were lucky to be alive after the events and Groo had been so tied up in the loss of his livelihood that he had not focused on that.

      Watching the bandages being slowly wrapped around Bart’s wounds brought it all together for Groo.  This may not be the life that he desired but it is the life that was thrust upon him as it was so many years ago.  Many people were going to suffer through this whether he is involved or not.  He should do what he could for the memory of the little girl with the teddy bear or Bart or the millions of others who would quickly become refugees in the upcoming crisis.

      Groo gazed over at Clive who had a bright red bloom of blood showing through the bandage that was wrapped tightly around his head.  Bart lay upon the ground pale and bleeding having suffered greatly for Groo to survive to help his comrades.  Tears welled in his eyes as the reality of everything that had just occurred washed over him.  Clive put his arm around him and squeezed his shoulder.

      “Let’s get out of here.  They have a transport waiting for us.”  Clive said calmly.

      Groo nodded and they made their way towards the waiting vehicle.  The sun shined brightly down upon them as he walked slowly up the ramp which lead into the vehicle.  His eyes fell back towards the burning twisted metal that was his life.  The doors shut swiftly and darkness fell over them and he knew he would never see his home again.

      ——————

      There were times that Groo liked being smaller than everyone else.  It gave him advantages over others that they never anticipated.  Men would underestimate him as a threat or they would ignore him all together when they weren’t showing off how much of a bigot they were.  But while he remained packed in an overcrowded transport he quickly realized this was not to be one of those times.  He was packed tightly between two uniformed men who seemed to be nothing but shoulders and he fought to keep his burned, itchy arm away from them.  He was packed so close to them that if they stood he was sure he would be carried off between them.

      Groo could tell that this was a rushed operation as they had not prepared for the amount of men that they had brought and the stink of sweat and unwashed bodies filled his nostrils.  Thankfully, Lyras was not far and before he knew it the doors were opened and the smell of fresh air filled the transport.

      He protectively held his burnt arm towards him as the soldiers shuffled their way out of the transport.  Once the back of the vehicle was empty he slowly made his way out into what appeared to be a hastily put together camp.  Clive greeted him as he leaned against a twisted post sticking out of the ground.

      “Good trip?”  Clive quipped.

      Groo only made a noise in response and took in the camp all around him.  The silhouette of dozens of battle engines stood on the horizon and the sound of metal clanking and men shouting filled the air.  So many memories flooded back to him from a decade prior that he could not focus on a single one.  The smell of burning fuel and the sound of the many steam powered battle engines filled his nose and ears.  It surprised him how he felt.  He was elated.  A feeling he was not expecting.  It was as if he was meeting old friends after many years as many of the forms that sat upon the horizon looked familiar to him.  The Chosen, Argent, The Shield, Gargantuan, and many other familiar shapes slumped ahead of him.  Some were running, some seemed to be out of commission for the time being, all of them were ill cared for and covered in rust spots.  Gwynn had not taken care of their armada the way they should have. He craned his neck trying to see if the Devoted was among the group but could not immediately see it.

      “Looking for her, eh?”  General Darius seemed to materialize out of no where next to him.

      “Aye.”  Groo responded with the anticipation clear in his voice.

      “She’s here.  Follow me.”  Clive and Groo followed the General deeper into the camp.

      Dozens of men raised their hand in greeting as Groo passed.  Many shouted as if he were some sort of hero, though he had never quite felt like a hero to anyone.  He had no memory of any of the people that were around him.  After the Battle of Vorales he had put that part of his mind into hibernation and it was as if it was all waking from its slumber.  His heart fluttered at the excitement of seeing her once again, the machine that had encompassed so much of his adult life and had filled him with happiness and pain all at the same time.

      Her form rose before him but no where near her former glory.  The Devoted.  Two squared metal feet supported massive legs that became thicker as if the monstrosity had impressive calf muscles.  The armored knee cap was a faded bronze and was dotted with damage due to years of neglect.  Groo grumbled under his breath as he approached.

      “What have you done to her?”  His words were directed at the General.

      “We’ve not supported the Battle Engines as much as we perhaps should have over the past decade.  The government cut and cut and cut and here we are.”  He replied.

      “Still a travesty.”  Groo looked her up and down just as a man left the door that was opened on the right foot of his beloved machine.  “Who is that?”

      “Maakor.”  The General shook his head slowly.  “He tries.”

      Groo clenched his fist until his knuckles were white and approached the man.

      “Sir, do you think he knows he should be calling you sir, sir?”  Clive asked.

      The General chuckled.  “Let him work.  Now, time for your debriefing.”

      Groo did not even notice the two men wandering off as he approached Maakor whose face was beat red with frustration and was covered in spots of oil over his entire body.  Groo approached a steep set of stairs which extended from the foot to the ground and climbed slowly.  Each step sent another memory through his body until he reached the very top of the stairs.  He stared into the open maw of the doorway with elation and terror at the good times and the bad flooding back into his memory.

      “I give up!”  Maakor slammed his wrench against the metal frame that send an echo that traveled up the entire distance of the monstrosity.

      Standing at the very foot of the battle engine, Groo looked up as the sound traveled, he had forgotten how tall she was.  The Devoted was one hundred and twenty-five feet tall and carried a ton of firepower within.  A dozen cannons lined her arms, legs, and chest.  A spike could be pushed forth from her right arm to pierce anything that got too close.  Thankfully, it was seldom that they ever had to deploy that teeth-shattering move.

      “Who the hell are you?!”  Maakor shouted at Groo, who realized he probably looked rather silly gaping at the machine without saying a word.

      “What seems to be the trouble?”  Groo asked without answering the man’s question.

      “Damn thing won’t start!  I’ve checked the engine and every line within the damn thing and it just is a hunk of junk.”

      Redness traveled from Groo’s neck to his forehead as the man once again struck the Devoted with his large wrench.  Humans never understood machines, they never understood how to listen to their innards speaking to them.  Humans were as deaf to machines as he was to their intrigue and politics, something that never interested Groo.  This man’s anger at the Devoted was the first reason that she wouldn’t respond to him.

      “Mind if I take a look?”  Groo asked politely.

      “Who the hell are you?  Why are you even here?  Last time I checked you had to be this tall to ride!”  The man shouted and placed his flat hand on his head to further indicate his insult.

      “Let the Lansman in.”  Came a commanding, familiar voice from a distance.

      Groo turned quickly at the voice and saw an aging, but healthy, looking Cap behind him.

      “Captain.  I’m sorry I didn’t know you were there or knew this man.”  Maakor stammered out his words.

      Cap slowly walked up the metal stairs to meet them both at the top.

      “Do you have any idea who you are addressing, Maakor?”

      The man’s eyes shifted from Cap to Groo and back again.  He finished with a shrug.

      “This is Groo Bucklander.  You owe everything that you are to this man.”  Cap’s eyes shifted to a book that sat on the workbench just outside of the doorway.  The name Groo Bucklander was emblazoned just under the title, ‘Advanced Workings of Military Grade Battle Engines’.

      “Groo… Bucklander?”  The blood leeched from his face and his lipped curled into a frown.  “I am so sorry, sir!  It… it… it… is an honor to meet you.  I am so sorry!”

      The man continued to stammer apologies for some time after Groo stopped listening and stared up at the Devoted before him.  His heart was racing and not from the man infuriating him but at the excitement of once again stepping through the halls of this beast.  He leaned forward and ran his hand over the armor on the foot.  It was rough against his flesh and he knew she had been mistreated.  Probably locked away in a storage hangar for years without being looked at.

      “Go away for now, Maakor.”  Cap said as he approached Groo.

      Maakor stammered a final apology and ran off down the stairs.  Groo turned towards Cap with a massive smile on his face.

      “Still alive, huh?”  Groo said.

      “A bit older.  Back is sore all the time.  I feel like I piss a dozen times an hour.  But still alive.”

      The two men embraced.  They had not spoken, written, or even acknowledged each others existence in over a decade.  The last time they had seen each other was at the end of the war where both of them were so distraught over the damages that the world had sustained they could barely speak to each other knowing that they were part of the cause.  They went their own ways without ever telling each other where they would be after being such a large part of each others lives for so long.  It felt good to once again be with his friend, one of the few people that had survived the war, and that he truly trusted in the world.  The two men separated and both looked at the Devoted again.

      “What about…”  Groo said before he was rudely interrupted.

      “Is that the fucking Dink!  They found the little son of a bitch!”  Dirt shouted as his large frame raced towards him.

      “Dirt.”  Groo finished as he prepared for impact.

      Dirt crashed into him and raised him into the air.

      “I told them!  I fucking told them this beast won’t move without your hands all over its tits!  Took them long enough!”  Dirt shouted so loudly that people from a dozen different engines looked over at them.

      Dirt was one of their gunners.  Perhaps the best gunner in all of the military.  Once upon a time he could shoot pieces off of an engine that Groo requested just so he could salvage the parts, which was an impressive feat given the inaccuracy in black powder fired weapons.  He had gained a considerable amount of weight in the years they had been apart, and there were gray streaks of hair across his temples that were once black.  His belly jiggled in the jump suit as he twirled Groo around in a circle.  Dirt remained the only man alive that could call him a ‘dink’ and him not feel insulted.  He was a dirty, foul mouthed, creep of a man.  Despite all of those things, once Groo laid eyes on him he realized how much he missed the both of them.  They were true friends and it was as if there was not a decade between the time they had last seen one another and today.

      “I see peace time has been good to you.”  Groo stated as Dirt plopped him on the ground.

      Groo rubbed his arm where Dirt had grabbed him.

      “Aww.  A little dink scratch for ya?”  Dirt scrubbed his head with a large smile on his face.

      “Just an exploding vehicle.  I should be used to it after having a friend like you.”  Groo responded.

      “What happened?”  Cap’s voice took on a more serious note.

      “I had run a threshing operation for the past ten years.  I would travel from town to town and thresh wheat in the valley.  Time ran out for that life and we were intercepted by a Dioian party.  They blew it up while I was standing on it.  Arm got burned is all.”  Groo replied.

      “A week and you’ll be right as rain.”  Dirt slapped him on the back.  “Still know how these things work?”

      “Don’t know.  You hired that Maakor gentleman.  We’ll see what he broke on me.”

      Groo snatched one of the many hard hats that sat on the workbench just outside of the Devoted’s foot.  The workbench was lined with everything he could need.  Rusty hammers of all shapes lined the edges along with a dozen different sized wrenches and saws.  Tubes and scrap metal laid in piles around the landing just before the entrance.  Groo took stock of what he had but had little idea of what he would be walking into.

      The shouts of the hundreds of engineers working on the other battle engines all around him were drown out when he took his first step within the Devoted.  He could hear the sound of his chest pounding as he entered the silent chamber within.

      Groo gazed around letting his eyes adjust to the darkness.  These halls would normally be bright with illumination when it was powered on, but now it lay dark with cob webs forming in the higher areas of the foot.  With his eyes adjusted to the darkness Groo made a slow climb up the right foot and into the leg, the soft sound of metal clinking beneath his boots was his only companion.  Each step brought back memories and caused his heart to jitter with excitement.  He had forgotten how much he loved this machine.  He had missed her more than he could ever put into words.

      He had also forgotten how big she was, as his legs began to burn as he climbed higher into the Devoted’s hips and further into the stomach of the beast.  He passed a row of three cannons and opened up each of their firing shields to let in some light.  The main firing chamber burst into brightness blinding him for a brief second.  Maakor had done nothing to clean this area up as massive spider webs lined each of the cannons and a dozen of the creatures raced away from the brightness.

      The sounds from outside of the chamber came rushing in and echoed all around him now that the shields were lifted.  The sounds of the dozens of engineers working on other battle engines outside were not the sounds that Groo heard.  To him, the chamber echoed of explosions and flashes and the sounds of men yelling.

      Men that he had joked and eaten with.  Men that he had watched die by the dozens during the war.

      Blood had smeared these walls more than he wanted to remember from the men who died here.  This room, like many others within the Devoted, was the last place many of those men would ever see.  At the same time as the dark memories flooded in, he could remember the good times.  This chamber also housed some of the best gambling to be had.  Dice and cards and drink flowed freely here until Cap would catch them.

      Groo took a deep breath and enjoyed the smell that the Devoted gave off before continuing his climb.  It was not that he enjoyed the war.  He did not choose the battles they fought.  But if the hand of his nation was to be forced he would rather find himself within a machine such as this than on the ground.  ‘His Nation’.  A term that he would not have heard himself say only a few days ago.

      The soft metal sound followed him as he climbed up into the chest to find another row of cannons.  He once again opened up each of their shields to let the light flood in.  He followed the same routine throughout the entire battle engine and soon the sun shined into the halls of the Devoted once again scaring away many of the critters who had come to use this as their home.  After a half hour of walking through the lower halls and remembering his time in each of these chambers he made his way up into the head and the command center of the entire beast.

      It smelled musty as he entered the dark command room.  The main view port had been locked with two large metal latches that Groo struggled to move.  He strained to remove them as they complained loudly with the sound of screeching metal.  Finally, after working the pieces for some time they came loose and fell heavily to the ground.  Groo found a large metal bar used to open the view port and placed it in the very center where the face would be located.  Groo started off slowly turning the bar in the hole.  Soon he began turning faster and faster to the sounds of the complaining battle engine.  The Devoted screeched as the metal protested being moved after so long.

      “Come on!  Open up you crotchety bitch!”  Groo shouted as he continued to turn faster and faster.

      Almost as if the battle engine had listened the protective covers of the command center opened up as the multiple slats turned and let the light of the outside in.  Groo became slightly dizzy as he was not used to being so high once again and looked down upon many of the other battle engines as if the Devoted were a giant.  The bronze glow filled the room as the light reflected off of the walls and Groo felt satisfied that perhaps all of the old girl needed was to be opened to the sun again.  He wasn’t quite sure how Maakor had been working without any light, but after a quick inspection realized that the man had been burning a torch within the command chamber.  With the Devoted malfunctioning which could very well be a fuel leak, he is lucky that he didn’t cause the entire thing to explode in a ball of flames.

      Groo made a noise with his tongue, scolding the man who was not even present, and went to work.  Running his hands over the command module, one of the most highly valued items in the world, he checked each of the switches.  Cap was a master with this device and its use, but Groo had made so many modifications to it that there was likely no one in this world who could potentially fix it.  He found each of the screws and undid them to get a look at its innards.

      The sealed casing came off easily and a puff of air came out with it.  Groo winced at a half dozen mouse skeletons that he had to remove from the mix of wires within.  The mice likely starved as they weren’t able to get back out.  Picking up the tiny, brittle bones he pushed them out of the metal slats that covered the front of the Devoted’s face.  Secretly he hoped that the dead creatures somehow found their way into Dirt’s hair.

      Once the innards of the command module were cleared he went to work and spent the remainder of the daylight available to him to tracking down each wire running from the command module that gave orders to every piece of the machine.  The sky was beginning to grow orange when he finally heard foot steps approaching from down below.

      Groo was hanging upside down struggling to hold on with his injured arm when Cap and Dirt approached him.  He could barely see them in the darkness but he was cutting a red wire that had a massive split in it.

      “Amazing how many times I’ve walk in on you in this compromising position.”  Cap quipped.

      “Harder than it used to be.  Especially with this blasted arm.”  Groo said back.

      Dirt chuckled and moved forward to put his hand on Groo to offer support.  Groo sighed in relief and passed a quick thank you to him.

      “How’s it going?”  Cap asked.

      Groo smiled as he snipped another wire and replaced it by attaching it with some sealant.  He completed a final check of each of the wires and replaced the panel which he was somehow holding between his knees.

      “Help me down and we’ll find out together.”  He said as Dirt hoisted him to the ground.

      The group worked their way back up to the head of the Devoted just as the full moon was beginning to rise in the distance in perfect view of their display.

      “Would you like to do the honors my beloved Captain, sir!”  Groo asked.

      Cap raised his hands and pointed to him.  “The honor is all yours.”

      Groo smiled broadly as he flicked a number of switches and grabbed a large black handle and pumped repeatedly.  The Devoted began to gurgle and made dozens of popping noises.  Groo continued to pump the handle and the gurgling became more of a groan and the popping noises sped up to be almost constant.  The sounds sped up becoming faster and faster and then they were all struck with blindness.

      The lights roared to life and the engine boomed on.  The sound of the Devoted coming to life filled the surrounding area as if she was screaming in victory.  Groo’s eyes adjusted and he was finally able to see through the brightness.  The moon was faded through the light that surrounded them but he could see both Cap and Dirt grinning.

      “I guess I fixed it.”  Groo said proudly.

      “You can fix anything.”  Cap repeated what Groo had so often said to him.

      “Listen…”  Dirt said.

      The group moved towards the window and looked down onto the ground far below them.  It seemed as if every person who had been working had come out to in front of the Devoted and was cheering wildly.  Applause, shouting, and whistling filled the air.  Dozens of hats were being tossed skyward.  Groo couldn’t help but swell with pride.
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      The familiar whooshing sound of wheat being pulled into the spinning wheels of his threshing machine filled his ears.  The farmer he was working with gave him a broad smile and a large group waiting behind him enjoyed the spectacle.  The grabbing claws of the thresher gobbled up the wheat as the sound of fresh grains blew out of the large tube that jutted out of the side of the thresher.

      The sky was perfectly blue and birds chirped in the lush green trees that surrounded them.  The bright yellow sun kissed his skin as the highly unusual day time god ray arced across the sky.  The smell of exhaust always made him happy and Dirt had always suggested that he was getting a buzz off of the fumes.  But Groo knew that was untrue.  It was the smell of a machine doing its job, which made every Lansman happy.

      “Dink!”  Shouted a voice from a distance.  Immediately the god’s ray disappeared and the sky began to cloud over.  “Hurry up, you fucking Dink!”

      The sound of leaves turning brown and crunchy filled the air and the horizon, which had once been green and lush, began to turn into a sickly gray.  Plumes of smoke began to rise as if a dozen massive pyres had been created in a matter of seconds.  The farmers that surrounded him seemed to shrink as their flesh became a pale gray and their cheeks darkened from malnutrition.  The men surrounding him became so frail that their legs began to snap as they crumbled to the ground, screaming for Groo to help them.

      The cries of the fallen were drown out by the single voice that remained strong.

      “Dink!  You couldn’t help them, you stupid tinkerer!  They died because of you!”

      The voice continued to repeat itself.  It repeated itself for so long that it almost began to sound like a bugle.

      Groo shot awake with sweat beading on his forehead.  It was a bugle.  He wiped his forehead on the sheets of his bunk and sat up.  His dreams had become worse as of late, but they were always similar.  He would remember the life he used to have and he would watch that life turn into horror.

      His dreams were all that remained of his beloved threshing machine and the work that he used to do.  He rubbed his arm which still remained achy, and itchy, from the burns he had endured.  Whatever salve that the medics had been applying for the past month had done its job well and his arm had made a full recovery.  He flexed his hand and stretched his arm wide, the muscles that he had become accustomed to in his younger years had even began to return after weeks of climbing through a dozen different battle engines.

      Groo rose from his bunk and looked around his chambers where he had a half dozen jump suits waiting for him.  He kept his red underclothes on and dressed in his dark green jump suit for working.  His shoulder was now emblazoned with the golden leaf of a major on it after his services had been deemed remarkable.

      The Gwynn military had been preparing for this for some time.  All of their intelligence lead them to believe that the Dioians would elect this new leader who had been openly touting that he would use war as a major vehicle to return their country to its former glory.  Groo knew that it was all a farce, that the world was in a better place today than it had been in the previous decades, but his voice would be unheard as would the millions of other voices that sang the same message.  The war of racism and hate had started long before even his great grandfather was born and would continue long after he was dust in the earth.

      Fully dressed, Major Groo Bucklander was ready to take on his morning meeting.  He exited his chambers which he shared with a half dozen other men of equivalent rank.  This was a vast improvement over the common barracks of the lower ranked soldiers.  The sun had just began to rise as he had completed his morning necessities and made his way into the main chamber of the Gwynnian Corp of Engineers.

      He could see the lights ablaze in each of the major halls as the departments of the military stationed here seemed to be rousing from their night’s rest.  The enlisted men would be lining up for their morning chow.  Groo took his seat at a desk that sat at the very front of the hall to begin his morning routine.  A podium sat behind him ready for him to address the empty chairs that would soon be filled.  He had been put in charge of the main Gwynn Corp of Engineers in a month.  Some of the men that he commanded were great engineers.  Others, like Maakor, had to be taken under his wing to teach them how to be great.

      An orderly rushed in with a plate full of piping hot food and placed it in front of Groo.

      “Thank you, Ed.”  Groo said.

      “My pleasure, Major.”  Ed replied and scampered off to gather his own meal to break his fast.

      Groo scoured the papers on his desk, they had brought over thirty battle engines back into service and training had begun in full force.  Over a dozen battle engines were moving across the field at any time running drills.  The sound of explosions echoed across the camp at a constant clip as target practice resumed.  It had been a long time since a battle engine had been used in open combat.  Unfortunately, any day now that would change.

      An hour passed and the sun was shining directly through the open gateways into the Engineer’s Hall and into Groo’s eyes.  He knew that it meant everyone would be filing in very shortly.  It was as if the sun blinding him had become his alarm clock and men soon began filling the chamber with their chatter.  Of what he could discern from the conversation it was a mix of engineer talk and general military gossip.

      Groo barely looked up from his desk as he reread the report that held the information he already knew.  When he was first promoted he was still a thresherman, in his own mind, and he very often had no idea what to speak of.  That life now seemed to be years ago, not merely a month, and Groo had his role down so thoroughly that he could run his morning meetings in his sleep.

      The bugle sounded once more calling a commencement to all morning meetings.  Groo rose from his chair as the chatter in the room quieted from a roar into a scattering of voices and then into silence as he took his spot on the podium.  Every man in the room looked at him, there was an admiration in their eyes as Groo had single handedly fixed over a dozen battle engines in his first week upon arriving in the camp.  He had also been the conductor in the many others that were now operating.  They finally had a leader that they could all respect and was not afraid to get his hands dirty.

      “Morning everyone.”  Groo started.  “We have gotten over thirty engines fully functional in a matter of only four weeks.  A feat like that hasn’t been done since the Great War.  You should all be proud.  We have some more work to do as we have some of the more difficult engines to tackle this week.  Blue Squadron, you are to take on the Nine Cat.  Black Squadron, you are to tackle Blasphemer and the Braggart.”

      The squadrons and names continued on and on until all of the remaining battle engines were assigned.  When Groo arrived there was no organization around who was working on what and how much attention was required for each machine.  Once Groo was given any type of authority his first order of business was to organize the group of engineers which seemed to be operating haphazardly while he was not here.  During the time prior to his arrival only ten of the battle engines had been revived in four months which would have left them completely unprepared for the battle to come.  Thirty-four more engines were now operational in just a few weeks which had much to do with how Groo had organized the teams.

      The morning meeting did not take long.  Before ten minutes passed he had said all of his planned words and all of the questions had been asked and answered.

      “Dismissed.  Keep up the good work everyone.”  Groo said as he spied a shape in the doorway that was leaning against the frame.

      The crowd shuffled their way out of their chairs and went about their daily activities.  The meetings ended much more cheerfully than they had in the past.  Their previous commander would drone on for an hour and no one would be any more clear as to what they should be doing next.  General Darius removed him almost immediately when Groo proved himself.

      With the hall empty, Groo turned his attention once again to the figure in the doorway which had yet to move.  He squinted his eyes trying to make out the details that were silhouetted against the sun in the door.  Finally, the figure approached.  The cocky stride and height betrayed Clive once Groo had a good look at him.  He had not seen much of the man since their arrival here.  Groo was unsure if this was because he knew Groo wanted to throttle him or because he had been busy reacquainting himself to the military life after being in the field for so long.  The two men met in the very middle of the hall.

      “Making quite a name for yourself, Major.”  Clive said in a voice that could almost, but not quite, be seen as sarcasm.

      “I hadn’t heard hide nor hair of you in the past month.  I’ve gotten into a lot less trouble since you’ve not been around.”  Groo retorted.

      “I am sorry, you know.  I followed my orders.  But I do believe that this has not been all that detrimental to your life?  You seem to be adapting back to your old ways fairly well.”

      Groo clicked his tongue and looked around but did not answer him.

      “Listen.  I wish this were a social call but I am here on business.  We’ve all been called to a briefing that has been deemed classified.”  Clive stated.

      “About?”

      Clive only raised his eyebrows and motioned his hands to indicate for Groo to follow him.  Clive was sure to know what the meeting was about, as he was likely the man who had gathered the intelligence, but Groo knew that he would not be allowed to discuss it with him outside of the meeting.

      The two men left the weak, flickering lights that hung high above the hall and exited into the open air.  The sound of generators rumbled in the distance, the source of the power of the camp, and the smell of ozone and fuel filled the air.  A distant cheer sang out as one of the battle engines which had been close to completion took its first steps after a decade.

      Clive finally reached an unassuming wooden shack.  The boards of the wall were separated by a fair amount and yet Groo could not see inside.  Upon closer inspection he realized that the entire wooden structure was a facade and that the inner structure was a thick, steel building.  Without closer inspection a person standing next to it would pass by without even a sideways glance.  From above, it would appear as a target of no value and that is exactly why it was chosen as the command center of the entire operation.

      The door creaked open to reveal a set of stairs heading downward.  It was silent except for the soft metal clink of their boots upon the metal frame.

      “What is this place?”  Groo’s voice echoed throughout the long corridor that stood before them.

      “Don’t know.  I’m only told so much.  But from what I’m told, we didn’t build this place.  Gwynn records indicate this was always here.”  Clive said with a deep shrug.

      “That’s odd.  Gwynn has always been here hasn’t it?  Either way, you know I have trouble believing a word you say now, right?”

      “I do my job well then.”  Clive said with a laugh that traveled to the end of the hall where Groo could see a door.  “In there.”

      The two men entered the room to a loud screech that caused the heads around a long table to turn quickly.  Groo recognized many of the men as the commanders of the different divisions that have been put up in a temporary base around Lyras.  General Darius was there sitting to the right of the head seat which remained empty.  A single, bright light hung over the center of the table that was surrounded by a dozen other men.  It was everything Groo felt a super secret meeting should be and more.  Uniformed men sitting in a dark room with one light and about to have a conversation that will change the world.

      “Good.”  Came a voice from the darkness that he did not recognize.  “Major Bucklander, grab yourself some coffee and have a seat.  Clive, you as well.  It is time for us to discuss our current situation.”

      A man stepped out into the light.  While he had never met the man before, no one could help but recognize the High Commander of the Gwynn military, General of the Armed Forces Byron Suffron.  The man was a legend during the great war and had been an equally successful peace-time leader.

      The High General’s voice broke the silence.  Groo had expected the man to sound like a hero with a deep voice booming over everyone else.  He assumed he would be tall and stout glowering down at his underlings.  His voice was not booming, it was rather nondescript with a slight high pitch to it.  He also was not particularly tall as Clive would have towered over the man by at least half of a foot.  Groo believed he respected the man more for breaking the stereotype and still becoming a legend.

      Groo obeyed his commands and got himself a steaming hot cup of thick black coffee.  It was not as he preferred it but he did not feel it was the correct time to question the commanders choice brewing style.  He took a quick sip at the desk in which the coffee was served and nearly burned the skin off of his tongue.  Once the lava hot liquid cooled the bitter brew made his eyes water.  All the same the warmth of the coffee and the caffeine associated roused him for the meeting that was about to commence.

      Groo took one of the few remaining empty chairs a few seats down from the head of the shiny, dark wood table.  Clive took another seat not far from him but did not have a cup with him.  An uncomfortable silence fell in the room as they all waited for whatever was about to begin.  Groo took another sip of his all-to-bitter drink and waited.

      “We gather today to discuss the battle plans for Lyras.  And I am ashamed to say that the battle plan is a full and complete retreat.”

      The general halted at his words for he knew they would not be well received.  A bustle opened up among the men as they cried out that Gwynn cannot abandon its citizens or if they give up Lyras then Gwynn gives up the gateway deeper into their nation!  The cries continued until Byron raised his hand.  The entire room fell silent.  Groo had said not a word but remained in his seat listening intently to all of the men making a ruckus.  He could not blame them as much as General Byron did not blame them.  It was human nature to never accept defeat.  Groo knew that this was the main reason why the bigots he met would never change.  To change would mean they would have to admit defeat in some manner and would remain unmoved regardless of how kind Groo was to them.  People were no good at accepting that they were wrong.

      “What I am about to tell you is top secret and the images you will see are to be never discussed with anyone until operations have begun.  We want to avoid spreading a panic prior to the start of this entire endeavor.”

      The men had quieted down but the fervor remained in their eyes.  Clive watched the entire spectacle with his customary smirk but had a determined look on his face.  The general posted a picture up against the wall.  It was blurry from not having enough exposure time and barely made any sense until the general pointed to a distinct spot.

      “What you are seeing here is the latest revolutionary design in Battle Engine technology.  The Dioians call her the Spider.  From the outline you see here”  the general ran his finger along a few white outlines on the grainy photograph to reveal the legs of the beast “that the Spider is aptly named.  It has eight legs and cannons around the parameter of the entire circular body.  It is angled to deflect all shots and possesses a super weapon that seems to be able to pierce three feet of metal at a distance.”

      The last sentence hung in the air.  If that were true, and Groo had no reason to believe that it was not, this weapon could take out any battle engine in one shot.  If it was correctly aimed, it could destroy it beyond repair.  Groo leaned in closer to get a better look at what they were facing.

      “Mr. Lyr has spent over a year making observations on the construction of the Spider and knows much of its capabilities.  Clive…”  The general said with a hand gesture asking Clive to take the lead.

      Clive rose slowly from his chair.  He was a master of individual conversation.  In their short time together Groo learned much of the man who could manipulate almost anyone.  Regardless of his skills with an individual Groo could tell immediately speaking in front of a group terrified him.  Clive constantly wrung his hands as he approached the front of the room and every eye that was laid upon him must have felt like a needle pricking his skin.  Groo initially felt bad for the poor man, but then he remembered the chaos of them coming together and knew that this was his just desserts.

      “Good… Good morning, officers.”  Clive stammered.  “And thank you High General Suffron for the introduction.”

      Groo made sure to make perfect eye contact at all times, just to make the man sweat a little more.  His plan worked as he could see Clive reach his eyes and try repeatedly not to stare at them again.

      “I lived amongst the Dioians for quite some time.  I managed to sneak my way into their construction camps which are quite craftily concealed.  Dioia has many rich ore mines but I noticed that the caverns they were digging were significantly higher than they had been in the past.  I didn’t see any machinery so I investigated.  They have over a dozen such facilities.”  Clive halted and, after inspecting his notes, indicated the approximate location on a map of the world that lay behind him.

      A bead of sweat ran down his face and dripped off of his chin as he turned around to look at the generals.  He seemed to be gaining momentum, which Groo thought was good, he may have made the man suffer enough for one day.

      “Assaulting these locations would be extremely difficult given that they are unable to be bombarded and the caverns are defended by no less than fifteen automatons plus at least fifty soldiers in heavily fortified positions.  They are also in the heart of Dioia which is now behind their lines which advance on us.”

      “Very good, son.  But onto the spider battle engine, please.”  General Suffron stated with a tinge of irritation in his voice.

      Clive cleared his throat.  “Yes.  Yes.  Onto the spider.”  Clive stretched his neck muscles and wiped his brow.  “The spider was developed here.”  Clive finished poking the map what appeared harder than he had intended almost knocking it from its perch against the wall.

      “How tall is it?  What caliber of cannon does it possess?  What intelligence do we have on the ‘super’ weapon?”  Groo spoke trying to save Clive from his own bumbling.

      “The Spider is short and more squat than most of our engines.  As the High General said it possesses ten forty-five millimeter cannons that encircle its base.  The High General also noted its special weapon which comes from the very top of the machine and has a three hundred and sixty degree arc of fire.  They have dubbed this a gauss rifle as it uses some kind of a magnet to fire a bar of steel so fast that it becomes red hot and penetrates anything that it touches.”

      Clive stopped for a minute as he was beginning to speak through his teeth as his nervousness increased.

      “Weaknesses?”  Ask a general from the far corner of the table, Groo did not know his name.

      Clive only shook his head.  “None that I have seen.  One of the final experiments I saw before leaving Dioia was a test of its legs.  The Dioians would blow legs off and see how the machine operated.  Albeit a bit slower, the machine stood with the loss of up to four of its legs.  At the fifth it would lose balance and fall.”

      “Destroying the legs of any battle engine is no easy task.”  The same general stated.

      “Indeed, Sir.”  Clive responded.

      “Thank you, Clive.”  General Suffron finally said after an uncomfortable silence.  “As you can see, they already have one of these battle engines operational, we have no intel to suggest that any others have left the construction yard.  This is why we intend to evacuate the city of Lyras and move the refugees further south.  Our plan is to leave a contingent of battle engines and squadrons to hold off the attack as long as possible.  We expect we will suffer at least forty percent casualties but saving the population of Lyras to a threat will show the population of Gwynn that we put the people first.  The unwarranted attack will put the population on our side for any votes on war that will most certainly come.”

      The group was sullen at those words.  None of them liked the idea of retreating, they also did not like the idea of losing many of their compatriots in a battle that was sure to be lost.

      “Sir, when do we expect the Dioians to arrive?”  Groo asked the obvious question that everyone was likely thinking.

      “Four days.”  General Suffron said sullenly.  “High value targets were evac’ed over the past three days.  Arrangements have been made and we have everything in order to pull out eighty percent of the population before the Dioians arrive.”

      “What of the other twenty?”  Came a voice Groo did not know.

      “May fate have mercy on their souls.”  General Suffron said dramatically.  “They will not be forgotten and neither will Lyras.  We will be back, all forces are to hold out until nineteen thirty hours, once this has been achieved they are to fall back to the rendezvous point that will be provided in the coming days.  It is expected that once Dioia conquers Lyras they will begin an occupation until the remainder of their forces arrive.  Our counter attack is already prepared.”

      A murmur of discussion began over the table with the generals working out who will be the group that will stay.  What group will lead the assault and how many soldiers and materiel were they expecting to lose?  All Groo could think of was the little girl with the teddy bear standing in the burning town.  A refugee of a war that she would never understand but she would be caught in the middle of it.  A war that she did not deserve and soon there would be hundreds of little girls and boys caught in a battle that terrified them and made very little sense.  Their lives would be uprooted and potentially destroyed because man cannot help but want to slay other men.

      “General, Sir.”  Groo voices broke the murmurs and discussions as he spoke loudly and clearly above all others.

      “Major?”

      “I have one request if that would be acceptable, sir?”

      “Ask it.”  The General replied.

      “Let the Devoted remain.  Let the Devoted help the people of Lyras escape.”

      “That may be a waste of a valuable asset.”  The General replied, a murmur of the group showed that they agreed with the general.  “Why should we potentially endanger one of our flagship battle engines?”

      “Because I will be there, Sir.  I’ve rebuilt almost every inch of her over the years.  I think the Devoted will smush that spider, Sir.”
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      “Why?”  Clive all but yelled as they left the chamber.  “Why would you do that to yourself and the crew that trusts you?”

      “I can’t sit by and watch people die because I was unwilling to put the most powerful battle engine we have in the face of an enemy.  The people of Lyras deserve our sacrifice.  Though, I meant what I said, I believe the Devoted will kill this thing.”  Groo retorted.

      “You’ve not seen it.  The damned thing was blasting through three feet of stone and steel.  Its gauss rifle is unstoppable.”

      “You said four legs right?”  Groo asked.

      “Yes.  But I don’t know what that has to do with anything?”

      “I just so happen to have the best gunner in all the known world.  He will pop those legs off of that thing one by one.”  Groo stated proudly.

      “And does this ‘greatest gunner in all the known world’ know that you just basically signed his death warrant?”  Clive whispered intensely just as they opened the door and exited into the bright late morning sky.

      Groo squinted as he considered Clive’s words, the sun was aligned perfectly behind the tall man’s head and making him look as if he were a shadow that was looming over him.

      “Why do you care?”

      “Despite everything I’ve put you through you are my friend.  I do not want to see you die needlessly.”

      “So, death only if its needful?”  Groo raised his eyebrows at him causing Clive to turn his head and make a frustrated sound.  “How you feel about me is how I feel about the citizens trying to escape.  And if I can die providing them another few hours to get away, then I feel that it was worth it.”

      Clive raised his hands in the air, the fight visibly escaped him.  He clapped Groo him on the back giving him a smile.

      “Very well.  Good luck to you my friend.”  Clive turned away and left Groo standing there alone.

      With no one left to argue with the reality of what Groo had just agreed to sank in and his resolve was truly tested.  He had not discussed this with Cap nor any of the other crew members.  He also knew unless their attitudes had changed significantly over the years they would be fully onboard.

      The camp was bustling as Groo found himself alone.  Orders must have been coming down from the brass as everyone seemed to have more hustle in their step than before.  One who didn’t even know the orders that were passed down would be able to tell that the vibe of the camp had changed.  There had always been tension in the air, but now that had changed to urgency.

      Groo quickly made his way back to the battle engine’s hall and approached his desk.  Ed, his orderly, was waiting for him to arrive.

      “Sir, you’ve been called to meeting of all of the Battle Engine commanders.”

      “I’m not a commander.”  Groo replied as he shuffled through papers on his desk which held the technical read outs of each Battle Engine in their arsenal.

      Groo shuffled through the papers on his desk and noticed that Ed was still staring at him.

      “Sir, I don’t think they care.  I think they would like you at this meeting, it was from General Darius himself.”

      Groo sighed.  “Very well.”

      “What is happening, sir?”  Ed asked as he wrung his hands.

      “The reason we are all here is happening.”  Groo said with a weak smile.

      Groo understood Ed’s question all too well.  Even though he knew the entire reason that they were here was because there was a battle about to commence.  A team would practice in the field for battle, but the actual occasion of war would always feel surreal.  Regardless of the training everyone would endure, nothing truly prepared a soldier for the roar of battle.  Even the most battle hardened men would feel the shuttering of their chest when the first cannons and the rifles began to fire.

      Groo watched as a line of soldiers marched in perfect order past the entrance of the hall.  Their rifles, bare of their bayonets, raised high into the air on their shoulders.  Satchels filled with shot and black powder swung at their sides almost in unison.  Martial order was always beautiful to behold to Groo.  A military line looked like a living organism with its order and consistency.  The sight of the spectacle made Groo smile.  Finally, he turned his attention back to Ed who was still standing there expectantly.

      “Lead the way.”  Groo said finally.

      Ed lead Groo through the bustling camp which was becoming more active by the minute.  Lines of men were marching towards some unknown destination as others were forming into the battle groups.  The battle was many days away, but the time line for everyone to be prepared had just been escalated rather quickly.

      Ed finally lead Groo to a gathering under the shadow of the Devoted where it appeared that every high ranking battle engine commander was standing.  Groo took his place next to Cap, thanked Ed for leading him to the meeting, and took stock of who was around.  A few were missing but they seemed to be straggling in as time went by.  Groo knew each and every one of them by this point having been hearing their complaints about their particular engines and how they would prefer it to be for a month.  Groo wanted to tell them if he had it the way he preferred it to be he’d still be on the road threshing wheat and, in a few weeks, taking the winter off while resting in Lyras or the capital drinking his cares away and preparing for another year of bigotry and hate.  While that sounded on its face less appealing, it was far better to deal with such things than to once again watch the valley burn.

      “Too busy for meetings?”  Cap said with a clap on Groo’s back.

      “As a major now, you have to understand I have very little time for underlings.”  He gave Cap a snide smile.

      Cap laughed as Groo looked onto the other commanders.  Among the group was Lieutenant Gregory of the Surly Maid to his left as Dickson of the Nine Cat was to his right.  Just arriving even later than he had was Nim, a woman as pretty as she was intense in battle, of the Tokar.  Many men were drawn into conversations with her with the hopes of a romantic endeavor only to realize their mistake too late as she knocked them to the floor.  Her romantic endeavors ranged in the realm of violence more than any person he had ever known.  Commander Clerg of the Diamond, a battle engine named for its lustrous glow on the battlefield.  Even under heavy combat the beast seemed to shine radiantly.  Others included Hink of the Braggart and Nor of the Blasphemer.

      Dozens of other commanders sat around in a circle with General Darius waiting patiently for everyone to arrive.  Generals usually did not wait but Groo knew that this was going to be a conversation that no one would enjoy and should not miss.  He stood firm in his decision to volunteer the Devoted to stand in the frontline but that did nothing to prevent his heart from racing over how Cap would react to it.

      The last of the captains of the forty-eight battle engines that were in Lyras arrived.  Captain Edwin of the Linebacker was one of the last to arrive.  The Linebacker was a beastly machine that was short and wide but possessed a massive spike on its shoulder for driving into the enemy.

      “Thank you for arriving on such short notice gentlemen.  I’ve been given an early report that even your illustrious Major Groo has yet to read.  As of now, all battle engines are fully functional.”  The general paused to applaud their efforts, the gathering joined him in their weak applause, each man knew this was not why they had come to this meeting today.  “When we first arrived here the battle group was in shambles.  The engines barely functioned and we were unable to complete even a single exercise without one breaking down.  Now, we have a fully operational battle group.”

      The General looked down as he seemed to be searching for the correct words.  Groo noticed the elated faces of the men around him.  After months of frustration they were all finally able to run their engines after years of neglect.  He couldn’t blame the government for their lack of upkeep, running a battle engine for a full day could likely power a diesel generator of a city for an equivalent time powering thousands of homes.  Peace time bred neglect for war machines.

      “Unfortunately.”  The General finally continued.  “I have to almost immediately ask for your service without proper time to run all of your drills and training.  Your crews are still green but we have little time to prepare.”

      Groo noticed a line of soldiers surrounding their perimeter.  The soldiers kept every individual who approached away.  Grow knew that the joyful faces of the battle engine commanders was about to change dramatically.

      The news of the evacuation and abandonment of Lyras took the group by surprise.  Just as before they protested with the general that they could throw back any force.  The captain of the Braggart, living up to the name of their battle engine, roared that the Dioian forces would run into a solid iron wall.  The general raised his hand to quiet them.

      “Gentlemen, I understand your concerns but the decision has been made at the highest level.  Our strategy will be to buy time for the escaping citizens who have begun their evac already.  A small contingent of our forces will move five miles from the city along with two thousand ground troops.  We will flank the road on either side of the main road and pull their forces apart.  Our goal is not to defeat them but to damage their resolve in taking the city.  Once they have breeched the line you are to fall back to the rendezvous point that will be provided to you shortly.”

      “What of the ground troops?”  Asked Dickson of the Nine Cat.

      “Vehicles will be awaiting their retreat as they will be the first attack.  The commander of the ground troops will be Colonel Tyson Brinks.”

      A murmur went up among the commanders.  Groo was unsure of how their reaction reflected their opinion of the man chosen.  Cap’s face was a stone of composure.  He had never been able to read the man very well.  Cap had never been any different.  Even in times of despair his stony expression remained the same.  In one of the many incidents of the Devoted being disabled for a time Cap would raise his voice only to be heard over the battle raging all around them.  When they would be outnumbered during a battle and needed to retreat, the man would calmly indicate that not fighting is likely the best option.  Groo admired the man for his serenity and only wished that when he was dangling upside down with the battle engine being blasted that he could maintain such calmness in all things.

      “Now.  We shall be leaving eight battle engines to support the ground troops.  Major Groo Bucklander has requested that the Devoted lead the team which is to remain behind.”

      The general continued by stating the seven other engines that would be with them: Braggart, Surly Maid, Tokar, Nine Cat, Linebacker, Crimson, and finally the Burly Chap.  Groo barely heard the names, he spent all of his attention on watching the reaction of Cap who raised his eyebrows and stared at the Lansman.  Of course, Groo could not tell whether he was harboring seething rage or amusement.

      “A final briefing for those eight battle engines chosen will be at oh-seven hundred tomorrow morning.  I expect all officers to be there.”

      “Yes, sir!”  Came the response from the men all around them.

      “As you were then.”  The General said as he saluted and wandered off back towards the bustling camp beyond.

      A half dozen minutes passed as Cap continued to stare at Groo to the point that it was becoming incredibly uncomfortable.  The remainder of the commanders had left the shadow of the Devoted to return to their own engines to prepare for whatever fate they were destined to.

      “Could have run this by me first.”  Cap stated finally in a calm voice.

      “It was in the heat of the moment when I was at a commander’s meeting.  I thought back to the days when we were too late to help any of the refugees during the war.  The Devoted is the most capable engine we have, we can make a difference.”

      “I agree with you, Groo.  I do not even mind being in the vanguard of all of this shit, but it would have been good for us to have a discussion prior to deciding the fate of our crew.”  Cap said sullenly.

      Groo sulked.  He knew Cap was right, Groo had made a mistake in the moment and should have discussed it with the commander of the Devoted before deciding her fate.  Once upon a time Groo was under the command of Cap and he would have been the one making the decisions.  Now, Groo stood as the ranking officer which put the authority on the Devoted in a very awkward position.

      “You’ve yet to meet the new crew.  Been too busy running this show to worry about the details, eh?”  Cap stated seeming to have dropped the entire issue.

      “Yes.  Yes.  I definitely should meet them right away.”  Groo stuttered as he hesitated to start his next sentence.

      “Listen.”  Cap interrupted his thoughts.  “I am annoyed.  But I am not angry.  I would have done the same thing.  The Devoted is the toughest bitch we have in the military, with the exception of Nim, and I would be honored to defend the people of Lyras from whatever will happen.  I just would have appreciated some notice.”

      Groo smiled.  “Won’t happen again.”

      “With the upcoming battle, may not have the chance!”  Cap laughed aloud as he lead Groo up the metal grated stairs that were pressed up against the Devoted’s foot.

      He had been so busy over the past few weeks that he had not stepped foot into the Devoted to check on how things were operating.  An entirely new crew had been assigned to her and he had not even worked with them for one day.  With the upcoming battle he knew that it was time to remove himself from the operations of the camp and to get to know the crew that he would be serving with.  In only a few days shots would ricochet and explode off of her shining armor, men would scream and fight to the death over the dirt on which he now stood.  The camaraderie of the group is what would drive those men to go above and beyond for one another.

      The Devoted was not the dreary place he had entered so many weeks ago.  The insides had been shined and the halls were illuminated with artificial light.  The cob webs and spiders had been replaced by the bronze glow of the inside of a battle engine.  The sweet smell of oil and fumes flowed through the halls and the sound of men working made the place feel alive once again.

      “All hands on the bridge!”  Cap’s shout echoed through the halls as Groo and him made their way up into the head of the Devoted.

      Cap and Groo met Dirt on the bridge as he cursed at a chair which seemed to be wiggling more than he liked.  He pushed a wrench against a bolt and seemed to be putting all of his ample body weight behind it.  Seeming to feel satisfied Dirt placed the wrench down, wiggled the chair, and smacked it with an open hand when it made the exact sound he had been trying to fix once again.  Dirt threw a dirty cloth at the chair before noting that both Cap and Groo had arrived.

      “Damn thing squeaks the entire time we are on exercises.  I’m trying to blast targets and all I hear is… squeak, squeak, squeak!  It is driving me insane!”  Dirt sounded feral until he noticed that the entire crew was standing there.

      “Attention!”  Cap snapped the order.

      Dirt must have not heard Cap’s orders from below and quickly rose and joined the remainder of the crew.

      “This is Major Groo Bucklander.  He is the master-mind behind the beast on which we sit.  His work on the Devoted, and dozens of other battle engines, has made the defense of our nation possible.”  Cap began.

      The praise made Groo feel self conscious and he began to fidget as the men began to greet him as ‘Major’.

      “Please.  On this hunk of metal we call each other by first names.  Call me Groo here.  Major out there.”  He finished with a smile.

      Cap began to list out their names pointing to each man as he spoke.  The gunners of the Devoted made a line.  Roddy was a short, squat man with callused hands and a thick mat of black hair.  Lariam, known as Lar, had dark eyes and was almost too tall to be a gunner at all with his blond hair almost touching the ceiling.  Bastian and Coury were muscled men that looked like brothers and they both appeared as if they could lift a cannon by themselves.  Gimry, the final gunner, was a man of all smiles that seemed to be as cheery, but less juvenile, than Dirt.

      “Have you chosen your assistant engineer yet, Groo?”  Cap asked finally.

      “No.  But I know exactly who I am going to choose.”  Groo smiled.

      —————

      The loud clash of a hammer against steel sang into the air.  Sweat beaded down the forehead of the man Groo approached.  The man continued to slam his hammer into the metal trying to get it to regain its shape.  Red faced, the man tossed his ball peen hammer to the side with a loud clank and looked up.  An exasperated look clearly showed on his face as he stared out of breath.  After a few moments of staring he finally decided to speak.

      “What do you want?”  Maakor said angrily and as if he had forgotten who he was addressing he quickly added “, sir.”

      “I wanted to see how you were making out in your new position.”  Groo asked as politely as he possibly could.

      “I worked on battle engines.  You come along and you have me in the tool shop untwisting metal and welding broken stairs.  How do you think I am doing, sir?”  Maakor’s voice was filled with hatred.

      “Maakor,”  Groo began “how old are you, son?”

      “I do not see what it matters.”

      “Just answer me, please.”  Groo asked ignoring his lack of addressing his rank.

      “I am twenty-four.”  Maakor finally replied after a second.

      “Twenty-four.  You were only a child when the great war occurred.  You’ve never had to work on one of these machines when bombs and bullets and shells were bouncing off of it like it were a celebration.  The shaking becomes so fierce that you feel like you are dancing.  And when the bitch tumbles, if you are lucky enough to not brain yourself into oblivion, you count your teeth to make sure the number is the same as before the fall.”

      Groo hesitated and Maakor finally asked.  “Your point?”

      “My point is, you’re about to.  I’ve worked with you on and off these passed weeks and you show a lot of potential if you would just relax.  I am bringing you on as my second on the Devoted.  Besides, you aren’t working with steel there, you are trying to bend back chrome nurium, you’d have broken your hammer before you bent that back into shape.”

      “What?”  Maakor asked with a baffled look on his face.

      “That’s nurium, not steel.”

      “That isn’t what I meant.  What do you mean on the Devoted?”

      “I need an assistant engineer.  I am asking you to join me and I can teach you what I know.  I have a feeling we are going to see plenty of action in the days to come.”

      Maakor just stared at him for some time.  His shoulders slunk low and he gaped at somewhere beyond Groo.

      “Well?”  Groo asked finally after letting the man look stupid for long enough.

      “Sir.  I am honored.  I am very happy to have this opportunity, sir.”  Maakor stammered.

      “Are you expecting a fanfare?  Pack your gear and get to the Devoted immediately.  We have a lot of work to do.”

      “Yes, sir.”  Maakor said as he raced off past the heaps of junk in which the man had been working for the past few weeks.

      The man would make a great engineer one day, Groo could see he shared his love of machinery, but he couldn’t control his frustration when things didn’t go his way.  During a battle, when someone was trying to murder you with a cannon, you quickly learned that not being in control of your situation was the default state.  That default state was a cure for any lack of control.

      Maakor appeared in just a few moments holding a large green pack on his shoulder and a tool belt filled with different pieces of equipment hanging loosely across his waist.

      “Come on.”  Groo made a motion with his hand and Maakor followed with a smile on his face.
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      Drills.  Drills.  Drills.  It felt to Groo that the crew of the Devoted had done as many drills in the three days that followed their meeting with the general than they had in all of his years of service.  They had never worked with any of the crews on the other seven battle engines before and each of the drills helped them learn about one another.  The Linebacker was instrumental in the drills as they were one of the few battle engines that had remained in service for parades due to the impressive looking nature of her.

      With less than one full day remaining before Groo took the Devoted with the seven other engines out into the wilds to face a massively superior enemy he laid in bed staring at the ceiling.  It was a surprisingly warm day for this late in the year and sweat was beading on his forehead as the sun beamed through one of the high windows where his bed sat with many others in his shared room.

      All crews had been given the morning off before the battle.  Three-sixteen hour days was enough to drive any man crazy without a little rest and relaxation.  Unfortunately for Groo, he had no idea how to spend his morning relaxing.  So, he remained in bed sleeping until the sun was far above the horizon.  He knew that in a mere few hours he would be locked in the hot confines of a battle engine on his way to war once again.

      Only this late in the day was his rest becoming irritating as he couldn’t escape the sun no matter how he positioned himself.  He finally gave up and got out of bed.  He dressed in his green jumpsuit and looked at what remained of the room.  Most of the crews and soldiers had been evacuated.  All that remained in the room which once held a half dozen other majors was his bed, his storage chest and a few items which were not valuable or too bulky to move.  The military didn’t want to give Dioians anything that they could use against them.

      The camp was much different than it had been only a few days ago.  It was quiet, the hundreds of tents and makeshift buildings were gone only leaving dead grass and mud in their wake.  The silhouette of battle engines were gone as well and only the eight set aside for this mission remained.  The beautiful Devoted was one of them and even at this distance he could make out small figures moving around at its feet.

      With his short legs it was a long walk from his chambers but slowly the massive beast grew tall in front of him and he noticed an individual standing in front of her that he had not seen in weeks.  Bart.

      “Sleeping in I take it, Major?”  Dirt spouted with a grin that told him he was making fun of him.

      “Needed my beauty sleep.”  Groo responded.

      “Ain’t workin’”  Dirt retorted with a laugh as if he had just told the funniest joke ever made.

      Groo shook his head and clasped the outreached hand of Bart who looked to be mostly recovered.

      “Looking good, Major.”  Bart started.  “Very different from the dirty farmer that I met a month ago.”

      “It is good to see you, but what brings you here and why haven’t you evacuated?”  Groo asked without acknowledging the joke.

      “I can’t abandon my city.  I was born here.  My family has roots that go deep in the city and I can’t just let it fall.  I am leading the fifth artillery division in the defense.  We figure if we can hit them with enough firepower maybe they will have second thoughts.”  Bart finished.

      Groo nodded unsure if leaving so much materiel was a good idea with an enemy that was likely to conquer the city but he was sure that the government had considered their options.  In the past days he wondered if it was even a good idea to leave so many battle engines that may get slaughtered.  Whenever he would watch one of the slow flows of people leaving he would remember why he had chosen this.  It was impossible to move five hundred thousand people out of a city in a matter of just a few days and they would need some time.  In the end, he realized that there really was no good decision to be made and all outcomes could be bad.

      He started to speak again but spied movement from the corner of his eye.

      “What is HE doing here?”  Groo asked as Clive exited the Devoted.

      Cap, who had been resting silently against the railings of the stairway up to the Devoted replied.  “General’s orders.  Clive has been assigned to our unit.”

      “Why?”  Groo asked confused.

      “Because I know intel on what you are about to face.  I know more about the enemy than any of you.  And apparently, I pissed off the general and he wants to get me killed off!”  Clive ended with a laugh.

      Groo had not known Clive long but in the time he had he trained himself to distinguish the constant flow of small lies that flowed from Clive’s statements.  He didn’t think ill of the man, he was a spy, it was his job to lie to fulfill the whims of his nation.  He knew for a fact that Clive did know more about the enemy they were facing than anyone else on the planet but still he found it impossible to believe a single word that spewed from his mouth.

      “It’s going to get crowded in there.  Bart, you sure you don’t wish to join us?”  Groo said jokingly.

      Bart waved his hands in the air.  “Wouldn’t get caught in one of those death traps.  You all are brave men.  Tight places and me just don’t quite get along.”

      “Brave… or stupid.”  No one responded to Dirt’s offhand comment in the background of the conversation.

      “If the city is overrun what is the plan for the troops that remain?”  Groo ruined the good natured attitude with a serious question.

      Bart looked at his feet.  “Arrangements have been made.”

      Groo knew not to pry any further.  It wasn’t like Gwynn to leave men to die.  And he knew that whatever plans that Gwynn had for Bart and his men was not in his need to know.

      They had left transports for the ground troops that would be supporting the battle engines so that the troops could escape once the battle had resolved.  The battle plan that had been laid out for the battle engines was to reduce the damage they would take so that they could make an escape once the enemy forces became overwhelming.  What would catch the Dioians unaware is that the Gwynn military would have planned such an assault in the first place.

      Silence fell amongst the group.  The song of a lone bugle began to play in the distance.  It was a sad sound as the noise passed to each of the men sitting silently on the metal grating of the Devoted’s foot.  Groo remembered this feeling all too well.  The moment he wondered if he would ever set foot on the earth again or if he would die in the fiery ruin of the Devoted.

      Finally, Bart rose and shook Groo’s hand.  With a nod to Cap and Dirt he wandered off back towards the city.  They watched him for a moment until Cap made whistling sound to get everyone’s attention.

      “Time to seal her up.  Load up!”

      Groo watched as each man pat the top of the hatch making a low metallic sound as they passed into the machine.  Groo reached down, a motion he had performed a thousand times, and scrubbed his hand in the muddy dirt beneath him.  Every time he would enter the battle engine to prepare for a conflict he wondered if that was the last time he would touch the earth.

      Rik, their newly assigned medic, was one of the last to enter leaving Groo outside alone.  A small crew of men began to approach from one of the other battle engines, they would pull the stairway away from them so they didn’t crush it once they were locked inside.  Groo gazed around the area enjoying the smell of the outside air.  The smell of mud and diesel fumes filled his nostrils as he made his way up the metal gang plank.

      Once he reached inside Maakor was waiting for him.  The boy was fidgeting from foot to foot as he entered.  The first time being sealed in a battle engine was terrifying.  Many men equated being locked in a battle engine like being closed in a coffin and he knew those words were exactly what was going through Maakor’s head.

      “Nervous?”  Groo asked as he pushed the frame’s hatch closed with Maakor’s help.  “It is always tough the first time.  We should have drilled with a closed hatch to get you used to it.  But when you hit your fiftieth time this’ll be just another walk in the park.”

      The hatch slammed shut and the two men began the process of sealing the bolts shut one by one.  There were more than one hundred and fifty bolts that kept the door shut so that the enemy couldn’t easily enter the Devoted.  The strength of the battle engine was the fact that it was an immovable force on the battlefield and if the enemy could just waltz into them it would definitely ruin their strength.  That isn’t to say that there would not be soldiers that didn’t try.

      Groo was sure that there would be sappers on the field.  A sapper’s job was one of the most dangerous in the military as they were a small squad of men strapped from head to toe with explosives to blow holes in the legs of incoming battle engines so that they could be raided by soldiers.  The life expectancy of a battlefield sapper during a pitched battle was mere minutes with them being stepped on by a battle engine, often a friendly, and more often than even that they were blown to bits by the dozens of shots that ricocheted off of the nurium frames.

      The hatch was fully sealed and Maakor’s wrench was shaking visibly by the time he had finished.  It was not a roomy experience in a battle engine, one would often have to squeeze past each other and the air would feel stale the further away from the bridge you became.

      “It’ll be alright, son.  Just follow my lead and we’ll make it through this.  Then we’ll be heroes arriving back at the camp with a dead spider strapped to our back!”  Groo’s voice echoed a bit through the foot.  “All sealed, Captain!  Roll out!”

      “Orders?”  Maakor asked through a shaky voice.

      “Stay in the lower gunnery.  I’ll stay on the bridge.  Check the hydraulics in the legs every ten minutes to assure we don’t have any seizing.  Don’t want that to happen on your first day.  I expect it to be a few hours before you get any excitement.”  Groo gave him a wide smile and raced his way up the stairs just as he felt the leg lift from the ground.  As he looked behind him he could see Maakor gripping the handrails of the stairway with white knuckles.

      “If you feel nauseous, just stick your head out one of the gunner’s windows.  They’ll only look at your strangely the first time!”  Groo shouted back to him, he could just about feel the glare that he received on the back of his neck.

      Groo arrived on the bridge in a matter of moments as he ran as fast as his short legs could carry him.  The view ports were opened wide and the fresh air streamed into his nostrils.  It was midday, the sun beamed onto them creating an almost orange glow around the outside of their view screen as they could see for miles into the distance from this height.  Cap nudged Groo’s shoulder and pointed, Groo had already noticed it, plumes of black smoke rising on the horizon.  It was hard to tell if the border towns had resisted or if there were that many enemies approaching.  The elation of being in a sealed battle engine came with a cost.  It meant that soon they would be at war once again.

      —————

      Once sealed within the bronze confines of the Devoted, Cap finally presented the strategy that over the past three days the commanders of the battle engines perfected.  Within the woods surrounding the road miles out from the city they would create an inverted wedge position with the infantry in the middle.  The troops would then envelop the approaching battle engines and destroy them.  Both Cap and Groo knew the reality that they would likely only destroy a portion of their forces before a second wave pushed forward.  Once this occurred they would retreat to their secondary position and repeat the process.

      The commanders did not expect the Dioians to fall for this attack a third time, at this point the infantry would then begin their evacuation from the battlefield.  The battle engines would retreat and draw the enemy into range of the artillery which had locked into where they would lead the Dioian battle engines.

      “It’s a bad plan.”  Dirt said first after Cap and Groo had completed their explanation of the events to come.

      “You have a better one?”  Cap retorted immediately.  “Our goal is not to defeat them, that will not happen.  We will make them pay dearly for every inch of ground.”

      Dirt nodded.  “What are we considering acceptable loses in this endeavor.  Because if you feel that we are going to walk out of this unscathed, you are living a dream.”

      “Fifty percent.  We have eight battle engines with us, if half return having inflicted double their damage to the enemy we are considered a success.”  Cap said solemnly.

      “What of the artillery men?”  asked Rik.  “How do we evac them once we retreat?”

      “I’ve been told that plans had been made to take care of them.  I did not question.”  Cap shrugged as he spoke.

      Dirt looked perturbed.  Cap indicated with his hand to speak his mind, which surprised Groo, he was not one to ever keep his thoughts to himself almost to a fault.

      “Why did we just not evac with the rest?  Why were we left behind?”  Dirt finally said.

      “I made the call.”  Cap said just as Groo was about to admit his guilt.  “There are over twenty thousand people still evacuating.  If we were to flee the Dioians would be on their heels.  If we were not to protect our citizens the resolve to fight this out would wane and the people would want to sue for peace.”

      Dirt nodded again.  “Okay.  Let’s make thesew bastards fight for every inch.”

      The group seemed to take up Dirt’s fervor having their few questions answered.  Groo was surprised at how quietly Clive had been sitting cramped in the bridge with the rest of the crew.  He was also wearing a long jacket that seemed far too heavy for the heat that always built up within a battle engine during heavy fighting.  Clive gave him a small salute as he must have noticed him staring at him.  Groo looked away from the man, annoyed.  He couldn’t be rid of his mocking smile even on his rig.

      The men began to disperse from the bridge.  As each man left, Groo could physically feel the air returning to the room.  Battle engines were not designed to have every crew member in one location at a time even with the view port completely opened.

      As Clive left, Groo followed.  Just as he was about to take up his station, which thus far had been resting against the back with the ammunition, Groo caught his sleeve.

      “We are sealed in here for the long haul, so there is no risk to your little secrets.”  Groo could feel his face was flushed and his nostrils were likely flaring.  “What gives you the right to take up space in the Devoted?”

      “The truth?”

      “Of course the truth!”  Groo stammered to get it out.

      “I couldn’t bare to see you in danger without my protection.”

      “I’m serious and you jest.”  Groo gave him a look of pure disgust.

      “Fine.”  Clive looked disappointed and dropped his voice to a whisper pulling Groo in close to him.  “I don’t think you’ll make a quarter of the impact you think you will.  I’ve seen the force that comes.  Eight of us have been assigned to assure that we damage them if this attempt fails.”

      “If this attempt fails you’ll be dead.”  Groo responded immediately.

      “Probably.  Although, if I’m good at one thing, it’s surviving.”  Clive finished with a smile and took his place in the back of the first gunnery room and seemed to begin to take a nap.

      “Wait a minute, how do you intend on damaging them?”  Groo turned around quickly to ask after he had already begun to walk away.

      Clive only responded by pointing to his head.  Groo couldn’t quite make out if Clive was flipping him off or if he was indicating that it was in his mind.  Groo shook his head and left him on his own.

      ———————

      The time that passed seemed to feel quite a bit longer than it actually was.  Such was the way time worked when a battle was to begin.  They had spent most of the day getting into position approximately five miles outside of Lyras and now they waited.  They had found a position among tall trees that would block them from the view of the enemy.  Although, if they came from another direction than the team had expected the destruction they had done to the forest in moving there would be easily noticeable.  It was hard to take a giant object and move it securely into any place without destroying everything around it.

      Groo went about his maintenance checks as they sat securely planted next to a half dozen solid oak trees.  They had positioned the Devoted so that its guns had a clear line of shot into the road but most of their body was hidden by branches and leaves.  When they first arrived, the crew was bustling about preparing for the battle that was about to ensue, now, they only stared at their portholes and let the unusual heat of the day slow cook them within their nurium shell.

      The occasional breeze which made its way through the portholes on whatever deck he found himself was the only saving grace of the day.  When he would explore the lower decks he would find the gunners sitting close to the windows letting the breeze wash over them with smiles on their faces.  Leaving the bright portholes would leave one sweating within seconds.  If he made it through this he was going to begin to explore ways to cool the inside of these machines on days like today.

      “Miss fighting in the winter yet, Dirt?”  Groo said as he clapped him on the back.

      Groo had just completed testing all of the fuel lines and hydraulics of the Devoted as this was their first distance test they had run since they had begun operating her again.  They had run drills for days, but the Devoted had not been properly tested over different terrain.

      “Eh.”  Dirt replied.  “Either you are sweating or freezing your balls off.  Either way, your danglers are gone.”

      Groo chuckled as he finished his inspection and closed the hatch, latching it securely before he left it.

      “All is good here.  They should be here shortly.  Good luck.”  Groo finished and clutched his friend’s hand.

      “You too.  Just makes sure this bitch keeps running and I’ll make sure they aren’t.”  Dirt said loudly.

      “Remember what we spoke about.  If you see that Spider, pop its legs off.  It can’t function with less than four.”  Groo stated.

      “We can’t function with one.”  Dirt noted.  “It has the advantage.”

      “They don’t have the best gunner in the known world.”  Groo retorted.

      “They do not.”  Dirt replied as he inspected his cannon.

      Their cannons were simple things with a telescoped design so that it would take most of the concussion without blasting backwards.  The gunners would load it from the rear, opening a hatch, packing in whatever round they would like and pushing an explosive pack behind the salvo.

      The Devoted packed three types of rounds on her.  A puncturing salvo was a large sharp piece of metal that was slow and had a low range but would cause serious damage even on nurium.  Explosive rounds made up the majority of the salvo that they had on board, it would detonate on impact.  Multiple impacts of explosive rounds could kill a crew inside just from the percussion that they had to endure leaving their engine dead in the water.  The final round was quite possibly the most horrific when used, scatter shot.  The salvo was round and would explode prior to hitting its target.  Hundreds of metal shards would race towards their enemy with the goal of killing their gunners so that they could not fire back.  Groo always hating being the witness to battles that utilized this type of shot as it would shred whoever they hit leaving his enemies and friends in pieces.

      The ammunition and powder for the shot was kept securely underneath each of the gunners in compartments that were covered in three layers of nurium so that they could not be penetrated easily.  It added quite a bit of weight to any battle engine but it was for the best so that their powder did not end their battle on the first shot.

      The final weapon that the Devoted possessed was the chain guns which sat on both arms.  This weapon was meant to rain down upon the infantry which would close in and was another weapon Groo hated to watch in action.  Battles between battle engines seemed honorable to him, two large machines trying desperately to disable the other, the devices themselves were too valuable to destroy and nations would be more interested in capturing the crew rather than killing them most of the time.  That all changed at the end of the Great War when the world was tired of battle.  Both sides tried to annihilate the other without any caring for how they accomplished it.

      Maakor walked up the tight spiral stairway that led up from the lower gunnery room.  He seemed out of breath but had a smile on his face.

      “Systems all operating nominally.  Lines, guns, hydraulics, and the ammo chambers are all ready to go.”  Maakor stated proudly.

      “Good.”  Groo replied.  “Let’s check the engine.”

      “The engine!”  Maakor said excitedly.

      The engine of a battle engine was a cylindrical device that ran along the spine.  It consisted of three major engines in reality so that if one level was destroyed two others would function with slightly limited power.  Every engine was wrapped in multiple layers of nurium so that a shot to the back did not immediately disable them.  The engine room itself was a tight chamber that sat behind the scenes of everyone else and often became so hot that one could only work in there while the engine was operating for no more than a few minutes.  After that, the engineer would become delirious from heat exhaustion and pass out.  Vomiting was a common side effect of just remaining in the engine room for a few minutes due to the fumes combined with the extreme heat.  Groo was sure that one day he would discover some disease that would spring up from working on these engines for so long from the amount of times he had been sick due to them.

      Both men moved into the lower belly of the beast and undid multiple locks that closed off the engine room and opened the door.  Immediately the crew began to yell.

      “Killing us!  Already too hot!”  Jested Lar.

      “Bring out the marshmallows.”  Coury blurted out.

      Groo ignored them.  Maakor and him squeezed their way into the tight chamber that barely fit the both of them.  The room had multiple ladders leading up the high walls of the open chamber that was as tall as the battle engine’s torso and a thick round device ran up its back.  The heart of the Devoted.  He had seen it hundreds of times just in the past days but watching the motion of the dozens of cylinders churning as they ran at full power always brought him joy.  Maakor, who had been turning into quite the assistant, had never been in the engine room before while the battle engine was running and he sat gaping at it all.

      “Make this quick, we are just doing an inspection.  Assure all pressure valves are functional, check the oil to be sure its clear of debris, and finally…”  Groo paused with a smile before continuing.  “Enjoy!”

      Maakor went about his work like a kid in a candy shop, following Groo’s instructions and doing everything he asked.  His tasks took him high into the back of the engine and he inspected every piece.  Maakor seemed satisfied as he began to make his way down the ladder.  Groo could already see the sweat beading off of his forehead.  Groo, who remained at the bottom of the room was beginning to feel slightly dizzy himself.

      “Contacts!”  Came a muffled cry from outside the room that Groo could not make out.  “Multiple contacts!”

      “Hurry lad.  Fun time is over.”  Groo shouted.

      “Everything was operating perfectly, sir.”  Maakor said as he reached the bottom of the room.  “You prepared her well.”

      “Let’s hope so.  It is all about to begin.”  Groo said as he opened the heavy latch that lead outside of the engine room.

      Groo shivered as he left the engine chamber.  He wasn’t sure whether it was the comparatively cold air that met his skin that made him shiver or all of the men racing around preparing for a battle.  Either way, he knew the first shots of the next war were about to begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter XV

          

        

      

    

    
      Groo raced his way up the spiral stairway through the torso and the upper gunnery room before arriving at the bridge.  He arrived to Cap pointing through the port view indicating something to Bastion who was responsible for the chain guns on the arms of the Devoted.  Groo caught Cap’s eyes which always retained their emotionless look.

      No matter how experienced they became the fear that came with the beginning of a battle was always the same.  Groo could feel the all too familiar churning in his stomach to the point that he felt as if he were going to be sick.  He was constantly checking to assure that his belt was firmly attached and that all his tools were accounted for.  Once he had counted each tool he would continually wring his hands as if he were cold.

      “What do we got?”  Groo finally managed to squeak out of his throat towards Cap.

      “Some light fare that will make for good practice.  We’ve spotted a half dozen transports and at least four light engines.”  Cap replied.

      He was jealous of the man’s confidence but Groo had seen far too many small battles turn into routs to feel confident of any of this.  Especially when the entire plan was to retreat in the first place.

      The sound of the approaching enemy began to echo in the bridge.  The sound was likely reverberating down the entire length of the Devoted.  It would either rile the men up or make them evacuate their bowels in the next few moments.

      “Hold your fire until I command.”  Cap’s shout echoed through the halls and was repeated by Dirt so that it would carry down into the bottom level.

      Bastion sat in a chair, to the far right of Cap, and he leveled his hands over the controls of the arms which held the two deadly chain guns.  The sound of the arms shifting their positions through the trees was loud but were easily drowned out by the multiple vehicles chugging towards them on the main road.

      The two groups of battle engines were positioned in such a way that it created a wedge with the opening towards the main road.  Their enemy would slowly funnel into the two lines and once they were in the firing arc of all of the Gwynn engines they would open fire.

      Groo could still make out the shapes of the vehicles even when Cap closed the grates of the view screen until only a small slit remained.  The Devoted was one of the first in the line as the troop transport passed their field of view.  Behind the transport stood four thin battle engines.  These were light scout style frames that held only two team members at a time.  Very quickly they noticed that the light engines were not alone as two much larger engines both in blackened nurium, the style of Dioia, stepped heavily behind them.

      More troop transports followed close behind the larger engines that made for a much heavier first wave than they were expecting.  The pair of tall engines seemed to stand at least fifty feet tall and were humanoid in appearance with long arms each wielding a light gun much like the Devoted.  Their legs were not as large as the Devoted’s as there would just be a single ladder to get up into the body where the crew would work.  Each would be manned by at least five crew members who would soon know true fear when the full fury of the Devoted rained down upon them.  Looking upon battle engines excited Groo until he remembered what their true purpose was.

      The Dioians must have been confident that the Gwynn military had fully retreated to commit so many resources forward without a heavier escort.  The first enemy transports made their way slowly between the second pair of hidden Gwynn engines.  As Cap’s eyes remained locked out of the mostly closed view port, every man in the Battle Engine seemed to hold their breath.

      “On my command focus fire on the larger engines!  I want them brought down!”  Cap shouted.  “Bastion, focus fire on those rear transports.  Do not let them get away.”

      “Aye, Aye.”  Bastion called.

      The rumbling of multiple fuel burning engines filled the bridge echoing off of every wall.  Groo could hear his heart beating over all of the noise as he took a deep breath.  Beautiful silence filled his ears for a split second and was only broken by Cap’s sharp cry.

      “FIRE!”

      The sound of cannon fire drowned out all other sound.  Every gun on the Devoted opened up and was quickly followed by the other engines also opening up their armada of weapons.  Bright flashes filled the shady woods all around them, limbs and leaves flew through the air as the twin chain guns attached to the Devoted’s arms fired wildly.  Groo covered his ears as the second volley of cannons fired.

      The first of the large engines that marched on the road became invisible through the explosions that rocked it.  Not one of their shots missed their mark and the engine fell to its side in a heaping ruin of smoke and fire.

      A constant pattering sound said that the chain guns were performing their deadly work as the transports became shredded pieces of steel and fabric.  Men began to race out of the ruined vehicles only to be cut down in a spray of red.  At this distance it was easy to forget that those were men trying to flee their demise.

      At the sight of one of their compatriots becoming a mix of black, inky smoke and burning fuel on the ground the enemy light engines scattered into the woods to begin the fight against their assailants.

      As a testament to the endurance of battle engines, the beast which they had felled only moments ago began to rise by placing one struggling arm onto the ground and pushed itself upright.  Another volley of cannons blasted into it in a blinding flash.  One of the Dioian battle engines’ arms left its body and twirled through the sky into the woods beyond as the second volley of ordnance struck it.  Still it continued to rise.

      The second, untouched engine seemed to be searching for their targets.  Groo saw the engine twist right and then left and then halt upon their position.  As four puffs of smoke came from its torso, Groo braced for impact.

      The shells hit them in a flash, the Devoted didn’t budge.

      “Salvo ineffective!”  Came a shout from below in a voice that Groo thought sounded like Gimry’s.

      ‘Salvo ineffective’ was the greatest call an engineer could hear when they were receiving fire.  It meant nothing would be broken from the shots they were receiving.  At least for now.

      “Focus all fire on the damaged engine.  Ignore the other.  FIRE!”  Cap shouted.

      A second transport vehicle burst into flames as the chain guns tore into it viciously.  Small figures ran from the fire to fall motionless on the ground.  The untouched battle engine on the road seemed to roar to life and smoke began to billow from its twin smoke stacks that rested on its shoulder.  With its engine running at full speed, the enemy battle engine charged the Devoted.

      In quick succession volley after volley of explosive rounds shot from the Devoted’s six cannons most finding their mark on the already damaged engine in the road.  The machine seemed to buckle under the damage and eventually fell onto its face, unmoving.  Groo was sure that the thing would not rise again.  The second heavy engine charged them at full tilt.  Groo wasn’t exactly sure what the thing thought it would accomplish.  In the quick moment it stood before the looming form of the Devoted, Cap angled the torso downward so that all of their guns were facing directly at it.

      The blackened enemy engine stood defiantly before them and fired everything it had.  Chain guns, cannons, even a shoulder weapon that Groo had not seen before.  Smoke filled the bridge, Groo thought it must have been much the same on the lower decks as the explosions shook their hull.  When the smoke cleared the call came.

      “Salvo ineffective.”

      “Spike it!”  Cap screamed the order.

      The jolt could be felt to the very core of the Devoted as a large nurium spike protruded from its right arm.  Bastion pushed forward with all his might upon the joysticks he used to aim the arms.  Through the view port screen the right armed passed by with a massive dagger protruding past where the hand would be.  The shiny, sharp spike tore into the machine in front of them as if it were butter, the engine was lifted from its feet as the spike seemed to tear a hole from its belly and into the bridge.  Bastion made another motion which retracted the spike with another teeth chattering jolt.  The enemy engine, which now bore a massive wound that reached where its bridge would be, fell to the ground.

      “Fire!”  Cap shouted again.

      All cannons obeyed, some found nurium plate and a few landed within the engine itself.  Flames spewed from the many openings within the engine as the explosive rounds did their deadly work.  As a thick, black smoke rose from deep within Groo knew every single man in there was dead.  Cheers went up among the men of the Devoted as the opaque smoke rose slowly into the air.

      The Devoted then turned its attention to see how the remainder of the crews were faring.  A quick peak showed that the Linebacker was struggling to shake off one of the lighter engines that it had impaled on its massive spiked shoulder.  The Nine Cat had just finished off another with a massive stomp of its foot.  The final engine was lost in the woods for a moment only to be found racing around the Surly Maid which had stood near the Devoted.

      The torso of the Devoted turned as Cap twisted the throttle in his right hand which put the Surly Maid into the view screen.  A lighter, faster Dioian engine raced around their ally taking quick shots at the more massive Surly Maid.  Regardless of having more firepower they knew that lighter engines could pose a serious risk.  Cap pushed forward on the lever which controlled the speed of the Devoted as it started moving at a walk and quickly increased to a trot the further he pushed.

      “Brace!”  Cap called.

      The Captain of the Surly Maid, Gregory, and Cap were old friends and seemed to share a telekinetic link.  The two men seemed to react in perfect time with one another as the Maid lead the light mech directly into the Devoted’s path.  The Devoted raced forward and slammed into the light Dioian frame as it made another pass around its target.  It immediately fell onto its back upon impact.  A sandy, crunchy feeling filled his mouth as Groo forgot to clench his teeth properly prior to the impact.  He only hoped that others didn’t make the same mistake as he spit small grains of his teeth onto the floor.

      Cap kicked a lower lever and the Devoted jolted upright and then slammed down.  Her foot came crashing down onto the light engine crushing the bridge in a bright flash followed by smoke.

      The three men in the bridge were breathless.  Bastion was staring distantly at what had just transpired.  Cap had sweat running down his face from excitement and the heat being generated by the battle engine’s heart.  Groo felt useless through the entire endeavor.  A useless engineer was exactly as every battle engine engineer wanted to be at the end of a conflict.  It meant nothing went wrong.

      The popping sound of distant fire seemed to slow down as the infantry had moved in to make light work of the transports.  The first wave they had faced had been completely demolished.  The ambush had worked perfectly.

      The Devoted made a simple series of whistles as Cap pulled on a rope that made the call.  The whistles were the only way for all of the engines to communicate with one another unless they walked near one another and shouted across the open air.  The captains had met on this prior and had come up with a series of commands that could be indicated through the tones.  This tone was the only whistle that Groo knew.  The order was called for them to retreat to their second position.  The call came at a much different place than Groo had expected to hear it.  He had feared that they would be routing towards it rather than repositioning.  He could at least count this as a small victory.

      As the battle group moved it was serenaded by the sound of splintering wood as they moved hastily through the trees.  The group did not have time to handle the forest delicately.  The birds had evacuated the area and the bugs had long since stopped chirping.  The only sounds that remained, besides their own, was the carnage they had created and the sounds of the enemy in the distance bearing down on them.  The Dioians would not take kindly to one of their squadrons being annihilated in front of them and they would send a much larger force to deal with this obstacle.

      “Performing a status check.”  Groo said as he left the bridge, Cap only nodded in reply.

      Groo moved down the tight spiral stairwell onto the top gunnery floor.  There he began to review the cables, armor, and cannons for any damage.  The Devoted had taken everything that little engine could dish out and barely held a mark on her.  Groo was sure that the armor on the outside was a bit more dull and had a few dents but that damage was easily repaired.

      The men on the floor all seemed satisfied with the end result of their first skirmish together as a crew.  Dirt was eating an apple and letting the cool breeze created by the battle engine racing through the woods flow into his face.

      “That got intense.”  Clive said wide eyed still wearing his long, bulky jacket.

      “All good?”  Groo asked directly at Dirt and ignored the statement from the spy.

      “Divine.”  Dirt stated slowly through the crunchy chewing of his fresh red apple.

      Groo snickered at his friend’s relaxed attitude towards what had just occurred.  To Dirt it was just another battle.  He had survived hundreds when fellow crew members had fallen.  Groo was about to make another jest before heading down towards the lower gunnery room when Maakor arrived unbidden.

      “All’s clear, sir.  Checked everything, the battering that we took did nothing to our internals.”  Maakor reported.

      Good lad.  Groo thought and nodded towards the man.

      Groo tried to continue his joke with Dirt when a sound drowned out all others in the area.  The sound did not originate at the Devoted and ended as abruptly as it began.  The sound that followed was one that Groo was all too familiar with as screeching metal was followed by the screams of men.  It had come from their right, the position held by the battle engine, Crimson.

      Groo shared a horrified glance with Maakor before racing up the stairs to the bridge.  Bastion was out of his gunnery position and peered through one of the tiny side port holes.  Groo had to pull himself up onto a bar that encircled the entire bridge but managed to peak out with him.

      The Crimson, a red colored battle engine slightly smaller than the Devoted, had taken massive damage to its right torso.  Oil and fuel leaked freely and a small fire bloomed from one of the many broken shards.  Groo watched as one man was grasping onto a shattered piece of nurium while his crew mates desperately tried to reach him.  A second later, the man fell, his screams could he heard clearly through the Devoted even at this distance.  Once he reached the ground he fell silent.

      The strange sound that Groo could not place began again.  It was as if an electric light was humming and buzzing in ones ear.  Second by second it seemed to increase in intensity until Groo’s ear felt as if he had a fly in it.  Just as quickly as it began the humming ceased and in a flash a massive hole tore through the center of the Crimson.  Groo had never seen nurium torn asunder like wet paper before and after witnessing it he wished he never had.  The Crimson lurched forward as if it were going to fall but managed to keep its footing.

      “Cap, the Crimson is heavily damaged hit by a weapon I can’t identify.”  Groo reported.  “She seems to remain afloat for now.”

      He watched in horror as a flame trickled from the large wound and traveled up the leaking fuel towards the head of the machine.  The flame continued to trace a thick line around the device until it engulfed the entire engine and exploded.  The entire battle engine lifted from the ground before lurching forward.  The sound of the explosion echoed through the chamber.

      Cap looked over at Groo expectantly.

      “She’s gone.”  Groo said slowly.

      Cap nodded.  Groo knew that he already knew what happened, he wasn’t quite sure what he was expecting to hear.  Perhaps he was hoping that some of the crew would be able to be rescued.  But from the burning wreckage of the engine that had fallen onto its face in a cloak of smoke and flames there would be no survivors.

      “That’s what I was warning you about.  We need to run.”  Clive clambered up to the bridge disheveled from his hasty run.

      Cap glared at Clive.  Even Clive, a man who seemed to always keep his composure, was unable withstand a glare from Cap when he was enraged and he backed away.

      “Shut up and get off my bridge.”  Cap said through clenched teeth.

      Clive stepped slowly backwards and left them.  The battle engine group continued to race through the forest with small and large trees becoming splinters under their massive weight and speed.  After many moments the sound of the enemy behind them faded and there was no sign of the spider and its weapon.

      Cap tugged on a chain that hung above his head, the Devoted made a dozen complex whistles, Groo watched as every engine in the group picked up speed with heavy plumes of smoke rising from their exhaust stacks.  The Devoted herself began to chug forward at an almost dangerous pace.  It was four miles until their next choke point and they needed to be there in plenty of time to set themselves before the enemy arrived.  The infantry was already far on their way with their vehicles utilizing the road.

      “Groo, the engine will hold?”  Cap said as he pushed the Devoted even harder.

      Groo gave him a sidelong glance with a confident smirk.  Cap chuckled and pushed the Devoted even harder.  The faster she went the more heat filled the bridge.  Between the heat of the day outside, the battle that just ensued, and the engine, Groo thought they would be lucky to not be cooked by the time they were finally able to escape the tomblike engine.

      —————

      A hundred of the final transport vehicles pulled out from below the high white walls of Lyras.  The final group of citizens that would be evacuated had been in a long convoy of large trucks just as the battle seemed to intensify far in the distance.

      The sharp popping noises of cannons firing continued as Bart strained to peer miles into the distance hoping to make out something of the battle.  He stood next to dozens of artillery cannons poised to strike at any enemy engine which entered their range.  Just under one hundred men were trained to know the sight of each one of the friendly engines that would cross their view, but any enemy would have hellfire rained upon them at first sight.

      Their fire would be coordinated to push the enemy into the field north west of the city which was laden with massive mines that would create huge craters in the ground and blow anything that touched them into scrap metal.

      Dioia would likely take this city and Bart knew that by the end of this day he would be in hiding, a prisoner, or dead.  But he had also resolved himself to make them pay for every inch they took.

      The explosions continued in the distance.  Every shot they heard was likely the massive cannons from the engines as they were too far to hear the infantry firing.  If they were, he was sure that the firing would be more intense and he pitied the men who were stuck fighting such a furious battle.

      He only hoped that once the friendlies began to cross their path their number was closer to eight than not.  A massive explosion filled the air them causing the men all around him to chatter nervously.  A small puff of thick black smoke rose from the trees many miles away.  Bart lowered his head and stared at his feet.

      —————

      Almost an hour passed of travel.  Both Cap and Groo felt that they had left the Dioian forces behind as they were likely salvaging what they could from their lost materiel.  They were only minutes away from reaching the portion of the road in which they would make their second stand.  The sound of foot steps rising from below broke their concentration as Dirt entered the bridge.

      “Ammo check complete.  Upper Gunnery fired twenty rounds.  We stand at ninety percent capacity for ammo and powder.  Lower Gunnery fired fifteen rounds and stands at eighty-five percentage capacity.”  Dirt spouted out sounding much more professional than he normally did.

      Groo recorded the reports of round expenditure in the logs so that they could requisition more rounds when, and if, they returned to base.  He, like all the others, struggled to maintain his composure after watching the Crimson destroyed by two rounds.  His hands shook as he wrote each number down.  They had just as easily taken out the lighter enemies on the field but they had caught them completely unaware.  In a pitched battle with two battle engines facing off, it would have been much more of a contest.  Groo’s stomach ached at the thought of the next fight.

      “We stand ready for the next attack.  Guns have been cleaned and we’re ready to roll on your orders, sir.”  Dirt finished, once again taking Groo aback that he maintained that level of professionalism.  Watching the Crimson explode must have had an impact of the severity of the situation to him.

      “Thank you, Dirt.  We’ll be arriving at our next point in a few minutes.  I’ll bring us about.  We are down one engine, no support on the opposite angle of our cone.  Remember that.”

      Dirt nodded and smiled weakly at both of them before he turned around and walked down the stairs.  Groo caught Cap’s eyes fall on him indicating he shared his concern for their friend.  There was nothing that they could do now as they were far from out of the woods.

      Another series of whistles came from the Devoted which called the battle group to stop.  The engines were pushed hard and stopping one at full speed did not come quickly.  The engine of the Devoted chugged heavily as Cap slowly pulled the lever to stop the monster battle engine.  The Devoted churned slower and slower almost as if it were out of breath and came to a rest.  Smoke filled the area all around them as the engines burned harder than before to reverse their speed.  After a few moments the beast had slowed to its normal cruising speed and finally down to a walk.

      Groo was slightly worried that she wouldn’t handle the quick decrease in speed very well due to being out of commission for so long and sat quietly listening to the Devoted’s inner workings.  He pat the metal floor of his battle engine in thanks as he beamed a smile.  They had done their job well and the war machine was working perfectly.

      He changed his attention to the view port out the front of the engine to inspect the others.  While battle engines were built to take punishment, they were not built for quick changes in speed or turning abruptly.  More often than not when an engine would make a sharp turn or decelerate too quickly they would fall.  If that were to occur during a battle, if the crew survived the fall, it would most certainly spell doom for them all.  It was the primary reason Gwynn had recalled many of the commanders from retirement such as Cap.  They were experienced and wouldn’t topple their millions of quills worth of nurium to the ground.

      The Devoted and the other engines slowed to a crawl and turned taking up their positions within the woods so that they were covered but had a clear view into the road.  It took some time to get their positions correct but after a few moments of snapping wood and rustling through the branches the engines went into a stasis mode to where their exhaust stacks wouldn’t billow out smoke for the world to see.

      As the battle engines nestled into their positions the birds began to chirp again and wind rustled the leaves which surrounded them.  If it weren’t for the fact that a hostile enemy wasn’t bearing down on the battle group it would have almost seemed a wonderful day.  The peacefulness was ruined by the dreaded sound of the spider’s weapon powering up once again.  The hum filled their ears, it seemed further this time, but terror was the same.

      “Hold positions!”  Shouted Cap.

      Groo was unsure if the men in the other rigs would be able to hear him yelling, but it must have made him feel better to assure that the others did not flee.  Through the trees, even at this mileage Groo could make out the dark smoke rising from the multiple engines they destroyed.  A more morbid thought caught him, perhaps it was actually the burning wreckage of their sister engine.

      The whirling, humming noise ceased.  Leaves darted away from their perches on the tree and a projectile that no one could make out flew past them so fast the sound took a moment to catch up to it.

      It missed.  No one celebrated.  No one in the crew made a sound except Groo who pulled a pocket watch and counted the time.  Nothing happened as a minute passed and Groo kept counting.

      The sound began again, this time it seemed to be originating much closer than before.  Groo kept counting as the sound ceased and an explosion of dirt and stone rocked the roadway between all of the waiting battle engines.  Light metal clinking noises echoed through the bridge as the remnants of the dirt road sprayed over top of them.

      “Another miss.”  Groo did not intend to say it aloud.

      “Indeed.  They are suppressing us while their troops likely flank.  If we move, that bastard will be able to hone in on another one of us.”  Cap stated confidently.

      Groo ignored Cap’s comment and continued to jot down the data he was gathering in his notebook.  The first hand information about the Spider’s firepower would be vital in the near future.

      “Cap.  It looks like there is a five minute reload time from shot to shot.  I don’t understand the device, I wish I did, but that seems to be the time table we need to work in.”

      “It’s not much time.”  Cap replied.

      “Knowing is better than not knowing.”  Groo retorted immediately.

      Cap agreed with a tight smile and listened intently.  The sound of approaching vehicles began to echo through the woods.  The sound of the birds and the wind disappeared from their ears as they became hyper focused on the approaching enemy.  The noise from the enemy was louder this time as Dioia had committed a much larger force to extract the revenge they likely desired for the ambush.  An army generally didn’t contain more than a few hundred battle engines all together.  Losing six of them in one swoop would definitely put an impact on their assault.

      The enemy drew close, the sound of the engines became so clear to him that he could make out the models that they were using.  Groo listened intently, these weren’t battle engines approaching.  They were too small and their roar wasn’t deep enough.

      “Tanks!  Tanks approaching!”  Groo shouted finally realizing the make and model was for anti-engine tanks.

      He heard the crews react by the metal noises of rounds changing.  Scatter shot managed to disable tanks much more effectively than the explosive or puncturing shots.  These tracked vehicles were fast and agile and armored in such a way that battle engines had issues damaging them.  The shots from the cannons often harmlessly bounced off of them.  A few moments after Groo shouted the loud concussion of a number of tanks firing deafened all of them.

      Explosions landed all around them and into the distance.  A loud explosion came from behind them.  It wasn’t an engine that had taken the hit so Groo surmised that one of the transports had been hit and destroyed.  He only hoped the men were already in position.

      The smoke from the first volley cleared and the tanks were among them.  Each was blackened steel and covered in rivets.  Turrets sat upon a flat tracked body which had armored plates covering every angle of fire so that heavy cannon rounds were more likely to bounce off of them harmlessly.

      The Gwynn engines began to return fire and the tanks seemed to scatter wildly in every direction.  Groo knew that while it looked random, they had a planned strategy of attack that they were operating flawlessly.  The tactics did not save two of their comrades as two of the tanks were caught and exploded in a fiery blast.

      “Scatter rounds loaded?”  Cap shouted.

      “Aye aye!”  Came a multitude of voices from below decks which could barely be heard through the repeated concussion sounds that surrounded them.

      Cap went about his movements and Bastion seemed to set himself into his seat to angle the arms just right.  A group of four tanks angled themselves for an attack directly towards the Devoted.  Puffs of smoke came from from their cannons and in a split second the Devoted jolted to the side.  Unlike the engine that struck them earlier, these tanks seemed to pack a bit more wallop.

      “Check it out.”  Cap stated just as Bastion opened fire with the chain guns on the arm.

      Groo nodded as the pattering sound of the heavy rounds from the arms impacted on and around the tanks spraying dirt and sparks all into the air.  He made his way down the spiral stairway towards the second gunnery room.  He inspected for damage and found none.  Dirt’s cannon blasted backwards slightly as he pulled its trigger lever firing a deadly salvo towards the tanks.  From the satisfied look on his face and the detonation that followed he knew that he had found his mark.  Dirt watched Groo arrive and pointed upwards.

      “Maakor!”  Groo shouted and almost instantly the pale faced man appeared at his side.  “Hoist me up!”

      Maakor lifted him up towards a panel in the roof of the upper gunnery chamber.  Groo popped the panel and coughed from the smoke that came out.  The small chamber that was an uncomfortable squeeze for anyone larger than Groo stored all of their parts they would need to repair the Devoted.  Each floor had a room such as this which created a small barrier between each floor and stored enough equipment to repair a few dozen holes.  Groo crawled into the hole and Maakor followed closely behind.  Both men immediately saw two penetrating rounds protruding through the armor of the Devoted.

      Groo went to work grabbing two nurium panels and his rivet gun.  The Devoted shook as another few shots found their mark and lurched to the side.

      “Hold here.”  Groo said to Maakor instructing him to place the heavy nurium panel over where the rounds had struck.

      Groo stuck a handled spike of metal into his rivet gun and began to turn.  The longer he turned the gun the harder it became to twist.  Once the tension became almost impossible to turn he placed the gun onto the panel which Maakor was pressing as hard as he could against the protruding rounds.

      “Cover your ears!”  Groo said as he squeezed the trigger.

      The high pitched sound was deafening but the rounds were removed and the panel was in place.  Though his ears were ringing intensely he managed to put four quick rivets into the panel and handed Maakor the gun.

      “Finish up.  I’m checking the rest of the rig.”  Groo had to shout over the intense battle taking place outside.

      Maakor nodded but Groo had stopped paying attention to the man.  He leapt down from the panel and raced to the bottom level.  Although the room was filled with smoke, all seemed to be functioning and there was no damage.

      Groo ran up towards the bridge just as Maakor was leaping down having completed his task.  Bundled in his arms he carried three panels of nurium that he took down towards the lower gunner chamber.

      “Check the legs!”  Groo said as he raced to the bridge.

      “Report!”  Immediately came Cap who was struggling to move the Devoted to avoid the dozens of tanks that raced all around them.

      “Minor damage.  Repaired and sealed.”  Groo reported.

      Cannons and the chain guns fired constantly from everywhere as Groo looked out over the battlefield.  In a matter of moments the beautiful green forest was a field of broken trees, fire, and craters.  The green grass was replaced by brown dirt as the tank treads tore into the soft soil.  Many tanks were nothing more than burning wreckage and a quick look around at their fellow engines showed multiple battle scars covering them but all seemed to be standing firm.  A battle that raged this intensely was sure to have casualties he only hoped that the other crews managed well.

      Groo reached into his pack and pulled out a pair of goggles.  The burning trees and constant barrage of cannon fire was making the air acidic.  His eyes began to water and burn very quickly as the smoke became thicker.

      The firing from the enemy ceased for the moment and the remaining tanks began to be fall back.   The burning remains of the enemy tanks littered the field in small pyres.  The Gwynn battle engines remained unscathed after the intense assault.

      “Stay sharp!  They are regrouping!”  Cap shouted to his crew.

      Maakor came rushing into the bridge.  “Legs are fully functional.  No major damage, only a few dents and dings.”

      Groo gave him a thumbs up as he kept his eyes sharp on the horizon.  He did not hear him leave.  The sound of burning fires filled the air but all else fell silent.  The occasional cannon fire caused Groo to jump but all of his attention was focused on discovering the enemies next move.

      The tanks were out of an effective range for accuracy and seemed to swarm together like a flock of birds.  Once they had assembled he knew they would attack again in force.  It was also unlikely that they would be alone in their next assault on the Gwynn forces.

      The flock of tanks took up their position along the road and burning landscape and began a slow advance.  From the smoke filled woods behind them they could see the loping strides and shoulders of Dioian battle engines.

      Numerous forms pushed through the smoke onto the battlefield.  The tanks seemed to take up the forward position as the monstrous battle engines pushed through the smoke and onto the field.  Some of the machines were as large as the Devoted herself.  Groo knew that this would in fact be the decisive confrontation in the battle for Lyras.

      “Multiple contacts!”  Came cries from below.

      A sharp whistle could be heard through the addition of the new engines and the tanks gearing up to assault.  The cry of the whistle somehow seemed desperate to Groo and from the look on Cap’s face, it was.

      “Groo, situation report behind.”  Cap stated calmly.

      Groo pulled himself so that he could peer through the peep holes that dotted the head for just this type of activity.  One of the last engines in the line on their side of the wedge was the Braggart which had become engulfed in flames as the sound of dozens of cannons exploded from that direction.

      “We’re being flanked!  The Braggart is under heavy assault.”  Groo shouted.

      The wedge broke as the Nine Cat and the Tokar turned to assist the Braggart in the battle.  The motion broke the line as the tanks finally came into range and opened fire.  The Devoted was rocked as explosive round after round crashed into her.  Immediately following the fire from the cannons came the blast from the engines that were close behind.

      Groo’s vision became blurry from the multiple impacts that landed around them and across their body.  Flames rose over the view ports and heat spilled in all around them.

      “MEDIC!!!”  Came the cry from the upper gunnery deck.

      Groo couldn’t help but worry, but he knew he had a job to do.  He had to assure that none of those hits caused any major damage to the Devoted and he had to ignore the injuries of the men all around him or else they would all die.

      “Return fire!”  Cap shouted.

      The Devoted and all of the engines around them broke the wedge formation and moved into the battle.  The Devoted immediately stomped onto one of the tanks as it passed underneath and rained fire down upon one of the larger engines that approached.  A shot bounced just off of the main view port as Groo raced down the stairs to check on the damage.

      Coury writhed on the ground as he reached the upper gunnery deck and Rik was patching him up.  His body seemed burned from his forehead to his hip and he arched his back violently.  He seemed to want to scream but the burns had prevented his mouth from moving.  Groo did his best to ignore it but that was impossible.  Coury was dead, it was only a matter of time.

      He met Maakor in the spiral stairway up towards the upper deck, Groo halted him before he could reach it.  Another round of cannon shells rocked the Devoted as they returned fire even faster.  The rhythmic sounds of the metallic breech opening and loading another round before the explosive boom was almost music.  If it weren’t for the fact that there were other crews doing the very same thing trying to kill them.

      “No major damage, I hammered a minor hole in the leg, everything seems functional.”  Maakor reported.

      “All clear here.  We have a casualty on the upper deck.  Keep this deck down here.”  Groo gripped the hand rail as the Devoted shook violently.  “Keep those legs clear, if you need help let me know.”

      “Aye, Aye.”  Maakor replied as he returned to his station.

      Groo passed by Coury who had ceased to move.  Rik’s face had gone pale as he covered him in a white sheet that he pulled from his pack.  Dirt assisted him in moving him to the side and immediately went back to his cannon as a flash of flames burst through the port window.  Dirt seemed singed but unhurt.

      Groo raced back towards the bridge just in time to see the Surly Maid burst into flames and crash into the muddy ground.  Flames shot out from her bridge window as she laid on the ground.  Cap appeared as if he were dancing as he raced to move levers and dials to keep the Devoted out of danger.  Cap looked scared.  Which scared Groo far more than any of the explosive rounds rocking the Devoted every second as Cap never wore an expression during a battle.  Regardless of his attempts the enemy engines were all around them and it was impossible for him to avoid all of the damage they were taking.  So far, their armor seemed to be absorbing all of the hits but Groo had no idea how long that would hold up.

      The Dioian tanks had fallen back from the battle and had taken up a position on the fringe of the field.  Most of the time the tank’s cannons remained silent, occasionally when there was an opening Groo watched a puff of smoke come from their cannons as they took a shot.  The main battle was against the engines that were almost within melee striking distance.  A second threat had come from behind them as Groo looked out of the rear view port, a number of lighter engines raced within their lines.  Cap ignored them as he focused all of their fire on the larger Dioian engines.

      “Prepare the spike!”  Cap ordered Bastion.

      The Devoted lurched forward towards one of the engines equal in size to the Devoted herself.  Bastion lurched forward pushing a black lever and the Devoted responded by punching its arm with a large spike protruding forward.  The spike found its mark and twisted the bronze metal of the enemy engine.  Men fell forward out of the gnarled gash that opened up into the beast.  A few of the men fell from the engine and onto the battleground far below as others clung to the sharp edges desperately.  The men below must have known what Cap intended as they all fired at the same moment.

      All six cannons found their mark within the engine in front of them as a ball of heat blasted forward into the Devoted.  The Dioian engine became a husk of its former self as flames shot from every opening and it fell backwards in a heap of smoking metal.

      “If only they were all that easy.”  Cap said with a satisfied look on his face.

      Groo knew what he meant, now that they have played that card, the other engines would be aware and would be on the look out for the Devoted to get close them.  Their victory was short lived as a dozen rounds exploded and bounced off of their thick frame.

      Cap jolted the Devoted around to line up with the Burly Chap who had become surrounded by three larger engines that were pummeling her with fire.  The cannons of the Devoted caught the enemy in the back and tore a massive hole into the engine of one of the war machines.  Groo watched as it fell limp where it stood.  Groo could almost imagine the engineers on board scrambling to get her functioning again and dreaded being in that same position.

      “Focus fire into the engine room of the disabled one!  Now!”  Groo shouted.

      Fire bloomed from the hole and the engine fell face first towards their friendly unit.  The enemy engine fell in what seemed like slow motion as it collided with the Burly Chap.  The Gwynn engine shook off the hit but exposed its side to the other enemies who increased their fire.  After a few moments the Burly Chap itself became disabled and fell backwards.  Groo cursed under his breath.  He should have not made the call to take out the disabled engine and they would still be defending themselves.  But while the Burly Chap was down he could tell from the damage that she sustained that it was repairable and would be functional soon as long as no further damage was done to it.

      Cap pushed the Devoted forward so that the gunners could open up against any remaining battle engines.  Every shot found their mark as the enemy engines were blasted into pieces.  A leg flew backwards, a blazing arm shot through the air leaving a trail of smoke, and finally one of their bridges exploded in a puff of inky black smoke.  Cap managed to kick one of the smaller engines that raced around so that it fell flat on its back, he crushed it under the Devoted for good measure.

      Four of the Gwynn engines remained.  The Braggart had succumbed to the flanking assault it had taken earlier and was lost from view, the Surly Maid and the Burly Chap were both disabled.  Finally, the Crimson had been destroyed earlier when they were hit from the long range attack from the spider.  All in all, twelve enemy engines lay destroyed and the remaining forces seemed to be in retreat.  All of the remaining Gwynn engines seemed to be damaged in some way but were all fully functional.

      For the moment the field was theirs.  Groo took a brief moment of solace after the battle as they watched the enemy flee into the inky smoke that filled the sky all around them.  Cap pulled the signal whistle in a series to call the retreat of the four remaining engines.

      “Look for survivors.  Anyone we can pick up from the other engines, but we need to get out of here quickly.”  Cap said as he turned the engine about to begin their retreat.

      Groo scoured the ground, seeking any Gwynn military member that was left alive.  It was painful to see the ground devoid of any of them.  He was sure there were survivors.  Men who were injured inside of the fallen metal husks.  Groo knew those men were aware of what they signed up for but it would be good for morale for them to save at least a few of them.

      Groo looked over to Cap and shook his head.  Cap cursed under his breath and kicked the Devoted into a higher gear to escape the battlefield before their next wave came forward.  The forms of the three other remaining engines moved in the distance as Groo looked upon the smoking ruin of the Burly Cap.  The engine was in ruins having been hit from every angle.  It was missing both arms which lay on the ground in a mangled mess.  Its legs had large, gaping wounds which were seeping oil and fuel.  As he looked at the bridge of the Chap he noticed something strange.  A whisk of light shined through one of the broken port holes.  The light seemed to travel from one port hole to the next.

      “Cap!  Stop!  We have survivors.”  Groo shouted.

      The Devoted came to a slow stop with its leg standing directly next to the bridge of the Burly Chap.

      “How many?”  Cap asked.

      “I don’t know, I see lights on their bridge.”  Groo replied.

      Cap scrubbed his chin.  Groo knew the weight that was pressing on him.  Does he risk the Devoted to save a few or leave them and risk that on his concience.

      “Groo, you have the tools to free them.  Take Dirt and that useless bastard Clive with you and get as many as you can.  You have five minutes!”  Cap ordered.

      Groo assured himself he had his side arm strapped to his side, grabbed his tool box, and left immediately.  On the upper gunnery room he met Dirt and a resting Clive.

      “Clive.  Dirt.  You two are with me.  We have some men to rescue.”

      “Me?  Why me?  This isn’t a part of my mission.”  Clive asked.

      “Your mission…  This is because you’ve done nothing so far except enjoy the fireworks.  Now get up you little shit.”  Dirt answered for Groo.

      “We only have a few minutes and its going to take a few to unlatch the entrance.  Get up!  Arm yourselves and let’s go!”  Groo demanded.

      Clive gave up trying to resist and both men rose and followed Groo below.  Opening a hatch on a battle engine took time as it wasn’t meant to be an easy task.  Both Maakor and the Lansman struggled to quickly undo each of the screws which held the door in its place.  Opening the hatch on a battlefield was extremely risky but neither Cap nor Groo could live with themselves if they knew they were leaving survivors on the battlefield to be captured by the enemy.

      The latch opened up and the warm, smoky air filled the lower foot of the Devoted.  He had seen the destroyed landscape from above but now standing amongst the ruin that the tanks and battle engines had caused was devastating.  It reminded him of the Great War and felt as if the world were coming to an end.  Beyond the smoke a glimmer of hope emerged of green leaves but within the battlefield it was nothing but mud and fire and shattered machinery.

      “Let’s go!”  Groo shouted as they made the short walk over to where the Burly Chap lay prone.

      “Hey!  Anyone alive in there!”  Dirt shouted over the crackling fires and wind.

      “We’re in here!  We’re alive!”  Came a voice from inside of the bridge.

      Groo took a quick look around the body of the engine and saw a massive gash where the upper gunnery deck would sit.  The men stepped through the muddy ground and Dirt hoisted Groo towards the broken metal.  Groo quickly climbed the marred nurium and jumped into the engine.

      Just as his feet landed on the deck of the Chap a sound began.  The sound seemed to reverberate everywhere all at once and made his teeth and tongue tingle.  The whirling sound strengthened as he looked out of the mangled metal to see an eight legged engine chugging onto the battlefield.  Massive nurium legs stepped in a synchronized fashion to skitter the engine into view.  Much like a spider it had long pointed feet which dug deep into the ground under its heavy weight.  Each leg shot straight up from the ground and then sharply angled back into the the frame of the engine.  Groo had never seen anything like it before.  The weapon which made the sound was a thing of mystery to him as well.  It looked like a cannon but instead of being round it only had two rods on either side of a frame.  Between the two rods it crackled with arcs with electricity.

      Groo could only watch as the electricity became more intense until sparks flew from the mouth of the weapon.  The shot went so fast that it slammed into the rear of the Devoted before he heard the device fire.  Red hot sparks flew from the Devoted, the engine seized and Groo dreaded what would happen next.  The shouts of his compatriots filled his ears as the Devoted fell forward towards the muddy earth.

      The Devoted shook the ground as it toppled over.  For a moment everything was silent.  Groo could only gape at his beautiful engine laying face first in the ground, dead.  Quickly, he turned his attention back towards those who were with him.  Dirt quickly scrambled his way into the Burly Chap.  Clive leapt up into the broken engine on his own accord.

      The three men hid in the darkness of the engine as the wicked machine stepped forward and began to whirl once again.  The electricity arced over the entire weapon as it approached within a few dozen feet from the disabled Devoted.  The weapon protruding from the top of the spider angled downward so that it had a better angle at delivering the killing blow to the machine that Groo loved so much.

      Groo’s ears felt as if they were going to bleed from the whirling noise that was growing in intensity.  The hairs on his arms were standing up and touching the metal in front of him felt as if it wanted to shock him for touching it.  The intensity of the device grew strong and suddenly sounded strange.  The whirling seemed to reverse and the electric arcs grew more intense.  The metal rods which sat on either side of the weapon seemed to begin to glow red hot.  The device burst into sparks shooting miles into the air, the sound was deafening and all three of them ducked behind the protective broken metal of the Burly Chap to hide from the flash that was brighter than the sun.

      Groo rubbed his eyes and noticed that silence had once again returned to the battlefield.  Groo would have chuckled if he had not been so worried about his comrades, the spider didn’t allow their weapon enough time to cool down.

      “The bastards disabled their own engine!”  Groo exclaimed.
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      The soft crackling of the fires was quickly drowned out by the roar of multiple engines revving up to continue their journey southward.  Groo, Clive, and Dirt remained hidden within the ruins of the Burley Chap.  Tanks, Engines, and transport vehicles filled the empty battlefield all around them.  The Dioians had claimed the field and were just about to continue their invasion.

      The Spider remained unmoved.  But Groo could hear the crew within scrambling to try and fix whatever it was they had broken.  The Devoted lay upon the ground, lifeless with smoke rising from its spine where the heart of her remained silent.  The door on the foot had been closed, Maakor at least had the forethought to shut it prior to being hit.  If the enemy had seen that it was open they would have raided it.  With it shut, they would leave it disabled so that the scrapping teams could tear it apart for its valuable parts.

      Groo had counted over one hundred battle engines of various sizes as they stomped by.  Their escort courted no less than five hundred tanks and enough infantry transports that could populate the entire city with their crew.  This was not a mere invasion of Lyras, this army would continue to push into the southern land of Gwynn itself.

      The disabled Spider did nothing to slow the advancing army, after a brief respite, they simply moved around the engine and continued on their path.  The joviality of an army that felt it had just won a victory echoed through the chambers of the Burly Chap with men laughing in the transports as they passed.  Frustrated, Groo moved further into the ruined engine to look for the men that they had come for.

      “What are you doing?”  Clive asked.

      “What we came here for.”  Groo scowled as he spoke.  “We may not be able to rescue these men to safety, but at least we can free them from here.”

      Clive nodded his ascent as he appeared to have forgotten why they had come in here in the first place.  Clive seemed transfixed by the Spider since it had broken down in front of them.  Even though Cap explained that he had orders for him to be among their crew, Groo had not trusted the man’s presence the entire time.  Groo still felt as if something was not right about the man, but he forced himself to focus on freeing the trapped men instead.

      They reached the bridge quickly.  A thick tangle of metal had barred the path from the upper gunnery deck to the bridge.  Groo winced as he inspected the wreckage more thoroughly and saw that a body had been pressed underneath of it.  He knew the man, it was one of his own, an engineer that had been part of the purple team.  Benard Guy, a good man who often spoke of his family and laughed quite a bit.

      “Poor bastard.”  Dirt stated somberly.  “What do you need us to do?”

      “I need to burn this metal away and you need to move it.  We need to act quickly while the noise is loud enough to hide what we are doing.”  Groo replied.

      “Aye, Aye.”

      Groo had come prepared for this, having a torch and fuel in his pack he began the process of lighting the thing.  The bright blue light shined on the gruesome sight.  Groo did his best to avert his eyes.  The noise, while not loud enough to be heard outside over the army moving, was loud enough to rouse the men that remained in the battle engine and they quickly appeared on the other side of the wreckage.  Four men appeared in the bluish light given off by the torch which went about melting the wreckage which entombed the men behind it.

      Groo did not know most of the men.  Only Frink, their commander, seemed familiar.

      “So happy to see you, Major.”  Frink said desperately.  “We thought you were going to leave us for the grays.”

      “We aren’t out of this yet.”  Groo said as another piece of metal fell, just before it reached the ground Dirt caught it and quietly pushed it to the side.  “Hey, Clive, focus and catch these.”

      “Yea.  Yea.  Won’t happen again.”  Clive responded absently as almost his full attention remained on where they came from.

      The bright glow burned for some time before a hole was cut that was big enough for each of the men to squeeze through.  The men winced as they pushed through the hole and he knew most of them would walk away with cuts from the sharp metal but at least they would be free.  Groo doused his torch.

      “Thank you.”  Frink grabbed Groo by the head and kissed his cheek.

      “Now what?”  Dirt asked.

      “Now we wait.”  Groo answered.

      “Wait for what?”  One of the men asked.

      Before anyone could answer Clive stepped in the middle of the group.  “I have an idea.”

      Groo put his head in his hands.  He just knew Clive had been up to something and had been planning this the entire time.

      “What?”  Dirt asked inquisitively.

      “I may or may not be strapped from neck to balls with explosives.”

      “What!?”  Groo shouted.  “You were on the Devoted strapped with explosives!”

      Groo pushed the man against the wall.  Groo knew Clive could have easily stopped him, but he allowed himself to be pushed against the nurium with a loud clunk.

      “You son of a bitch.”

      “You say that so often.”

      “You could have killed every single one of us!”  Groo realized he was shouting and lowered his voice.

      “I told you I didn’t think you could do it.  I came prepared.”  Clive looked down at Groo uninterested in his anger.  “As a matter of fact, there should have been a man among you here with the same goal.  Where is he?”

      “He’s dead.”  Frink answered.  “A whole burst open in our chest early and he fell out.  He’s on the battlefield somewhere.”

      “That’s a shame.  Could have used his bombs as well.”  Clive replied almost heartlessly.

      “This was coordinated?”  Groo stammered.

      “Do you truly think that our government wouldn’t have a back up plan if this little teaser of a defense failed?  I told you it most assuredly would.”  Clive pushed Groo off of him and stood between the men.  “My mission is to sneak aboard that boat and blow it up.  Who wants to come?”

      Clive was met with silence.  He looked each man in the eyes and each one averted their gaze.  Except one.

      “I’ll go.”  Dirt’s voice came.

      “No!  It’s a suicide mission!”  Groo pleaded.

      “That’s not my goal.”  Clive said.  “I had expected to live a long prosperous life before I met you, Groo.”

      “Quiet!”  Frink whispered.

      The sounds outside of the engine were beginning to die down as the convoy seemed to be moving further away.  A single vehicle seemed to stop immediately outside of their engine.

      “Ahoy!”  Came a shout.

      Metal screeched as a un-oiled metal hatch opened.  A sound of something rolling was followed by something crashing to an abrupt stop.  Groo laid down and peered through one of the many holes that riddled the hull of of the Burly Chap to see what was occurring.

      A small, tracked vehicle had stopped underneath of one of the legs of the spider.  A man in a dark gray uniform, adorned with a fair amount of medals gracing his left breast, stepped into the mud.  He greeted a man that was walking down the metal ladder which now extended from the base of the Spider to the ground.

      “They’re inviting us.”  whispered Clive.  “Come…  Blow me up they’re saying.”

      Groo shushed him as he leaned his ear forward to hear their conversation.

      “Arachnid broken?”  The uniformed man said.

      “Yes, Sir.  The damn thing overheats so fast we can barely keep it cool.  We’ve run out of stored water to cool off the rods.  We’ll get it up and running shortly, Sir.”

      “Would you like us to leave an escort?”

      The man that climbed from the Spider chuckled.  “Sir, with all due respect, we do not need any assistance handling these wrecks.  We will provide artillery support once we are operational.  Twenty minutes maximum, Sir.”

      “Good luck to you then.  See you in Lyras.”  The uniformed man saluted.

      “Thank you, Sir.”  The engine’s commander saluted back.

      The gray uniformed man climbed back into his vehicle, made a hand gesture, and they drove off through the mud.  As the sound of the vehicle drove off silence fell over the area once again.  It was too quiet after so much noise for so long and every movement they made seemed as if they were sounding a gong for the men to find them.  As the commander of the spider got to the top he did not retract the ladder.  Clive’s eyes lit up.

      “Now is the time.  We have to go now!”  Clive spoke so fast that it was hard to make out the words as he whispered.  “Dirt, you in?”

      “I am.  I’m always up for payback.”  Dirt smiled cracking his knuckles for added effect.

      Groo made a noise with his tongue.  “Fine.  I’ll go.”

      “You sure?”  Dirt asked.

      “No.  I think its a terrible plan to have an idiot strapped with explosives.”  Groo glared at Clive who seemed to ignore him.  “But I can’t let you go and get killed by yourself.  Cap would never forgive me.”

      Dirt chuckled and playfully slapped Groo in the face.  “That’s my Dink!”

      “Come.”  Clive said as he began to clamber over the side of the broken engine.

      Groo watched him peer around to assure no one was watching them as he slid down into the muddy ground.

      “Stay here.  If you see us come out, rush towards the Devoted.  If it explodes, that would be a signal to not wait for us anymore.”  Groo said to Frink who looked towards him with eyes that he couldn’t quite identify.  Was it pity, perhaps?

      Groo and Dirt joined Clive as they raced over the edge of the mangled metal.  The metal was sharp and one wrong hand hold could have easily taken a few fingers off and ended his trip.  After a moment both Dirt and him landed within the soft mud with a plop.

      “How are we going to get up there without someone noticing us?”  Groo questioned.

      Clive shrugged and ran off towards the ladder that remained extended towards the ground.

      “That’s not an answer!”  Groo said as he chased after him, Dirt followed closely behind.

      Clive reached the ladder and began to race upward quickly.  Even strapped with enough explosives to kill all of them from dozens of yards away, the man was able to move like a cat.  Clive had already covered half of the distance to the engine as Dirt pushed Groo aside so that he could take the lead.

      Dirt’s large frame climbed up quickly behind Clive who had reached the entrance high above the ground.  Groo didn’t mind heights.  He was accustomed to sitting in the bridge of battle engines staring down onto the land all around him.  Although, the thought of Dirt’s large frame falling causing him to tumble to the ground was definitely a growing fear.  It was also unsettling that even when they were safely on board the enemy engine that every individual they ran into would shoot them on sight.

      Dirt finally reached the top and disappeared into the open hatch.  Groo joined him and all three slunk down to catch their breath against the nurium siding.  Groo took in his surroundings.  The bronze metal created a dome within the very center of the engine, a half dozen open doorways lined its length.  Voices could be heard echoing through the halls.

      “Which do we take?”  Groo whispered breathlessly.

      Clive shrugged once again.  “I didn’t really have a plan here.  I was going to sneak in, drop the bombs, and run.  Now help me get out of this thing.”

      Underneath Clive’s heavy jacket were black straps lining his entire body with a gray clay-like substance.  Red and blue wires covered his entire body as all three of them undid the straps.

      “How in the hell were you going to do this by yourself.”  Groo said as he freed his hips finally.

      “No idea.  I didn’t even understand how they got it to stay on.”  Clive jested.

      Once the bombs had been removed they slowly placed them on the ground.  Groo looked around hoping he could discover how the spider even functioned.  The battle engines he was accustomed to had a three piece engine for the different areas of the body and it ran along the spine of the entire frame.  The spider seemed to be circular which meant that the engine likely followed suit.  Groo wasn’t quite sure how this would actually work in practice and wanted to explore more.  He knew that was not why they were there.

      “We should place the explosives closer to the middle.  It’ll do more damage.”  Groo whispered.

      “Now who has the bad plan?”  Clive said but quickly fell silent as the soft metallic sound of boots wandered by the door they were near.

      The group remained silent until the noise of the man’s boots disappeared.  Groo knew they would only have a few moments while the patrolman made it to the next door as it appeared there was a hall that traveled around the entire body of the engine through the doors.  Clive hoisted the heavy load of bombs and slung it over his shoulder.

      “Alright.  Lead the way.”  Clive said clearly unhappy that they weren’t immediately leaving.

      Groo peered around the corner of the door.  It was dark in the hall.  The only light filtered in through the open port holes that ran around the entire machine where the cannons would be placed during a pitched battle.  Without anyone in sight, Groo snuck out a bit further.  Between each gun ran a long pillar that fed into a middle chamber that seemed to loop around the entire hall.  Groo quickly determined that each leg of this powerful war machine fed into the engine directly in the lower level.  The bridge must sit on top of this donut shaped level.

      “We need to shove the bombs between the pillar there.”  Groo finished by pointing.

      Both Clive and Dirt entered the main hall and look where Groo was pointing.  Clive craned his neck to look at what Groo was explaining.

      “You sure?”  Clive whispered.

      “Yes.  Now go so we can get out of here.  How do you arm that thing?”  Groo asked.

      “Oh, its been armed since I’ve been climbing the ladder.  We need to move quickly.”

      Groo looked down at the multiple wires that were hanging from the gray clay-like squares.  A few of the dangling wires looked different and only then did Groo realize that they were slow burn fuses reaching towards the explosives!  Groo’s eyes went wide as Clive went about his work.  The entire set up took a few seconds but Clive looked as if he were going in slow motion now that Groo could watch the slow burn wicks creeping towards their deaths.

      “Are you done?”  Groo whispered.

      “Just about about…  Uh oh.”  Clive pulled his side arm just as two men in Dioian uniforms rounded the corner.

      At first they had a look of confusion on their faces but it quickly turned from shock into rage as they leveled their firearms at them.  Large puffs of smoke came from their rifles and the echo of the gunshots bounced loudly off of the walls.  Dirt pulled his pistol and shot the first man in the chest.  The Dioian fell flat backwards, unmoving.  The second man charged and swung the butt of his rifle towards Dirt.  Dirt caught the rifle and twisted the man’s arm until a loud crack was heard.  The man screamed, fell to the ground, and only went silent when Dirt slammed the rifle into his head repeatedly.

      “Go!”  Dirt shouted.

      Clive leapt down from the wall, turned and shot a man who was coming from behind them.  All three men raced into the main chamber which suddenly became a shooting gallery.

      “No cover!”  Dirt shouted.

      Just as Dirt stopped speaking two bullets tore through his left arm and into his knee cap.  Dirt screamed in pain and fell to the ground with blood flowing from his open wounds.  The clean antechamber of the spider battle engine splattered with his blood as he fell.  Clive popped off two rounds, both bounced harmlessly off of the chamber door.

      Horrified, Groo raced towards Dirt.

      “Bastards shot me!”  Dirt screamed as he rose firing a bullet that caught a Dioian square in the head as the man leveled his weapon to shoot Groo.  “Go.  You have to go!  I can hold them off.”

      “This place is going to blow!”  Groo shouted as a bullet ricocheted past his head.

      “I won’t make it down the ladder.  Now go, you fucking dink!”  Dirt pushed Groo away.

      Clive shot another man as he entered the chamber.  The man that fell in the doorway was quickly pulled back through.  Clive tossed Dirt his gun.

      “Take this!  You need it more than me.  Thank you.”

      “GET HIM OUT OF HERE!”  Dirt screamed as he fired into a doorway in which they tried to enter the room from.  “GO!”

      Groo stared at his friend as Clive pulled him towards the hatch.  Dirt looked furious as he continued to fire.  Groo looked down at the dizzying height of the ladder and then back towards Dirt who looked at him and gave him a weak smile.  ‘Go’ he silently whispered as a bullet caught him in the thigh.  Rage filled his eyes as he fired the remaining rounds in his first gun towards a door that Groo lost sight of.

      Groo raced down the ladder as the gun shots continued from above them.

      “Fuck you, you fuckin’ grays!”  Dirt screamed as he laughed maniacally.

      His voice became muted but the piercing gunshots still reached his ears.  Just as they reached the bottom rungs Groo heard dozens of shots fire all at once and then ceased all together.  Just as his foot touched the soft earth a new sound joined the myriad of sounds that accosted his head.  At first it was a soft rumble followed by a blast.  Flames burst forth into the sky and plumed from every cannon porthole.  The explosion worked its way across the entire top of the engine and continued to spread even further.

      Clive jumped the remaining few rungs of the ladder and grabbed Groo tightly by the arm.

      “RUN!”  Clive shouted as he pulled him along.

      Groo ran as hard as his legs could pull him through the mud as the heat from the expanding explosion above kissed the back of his head.  Both men continued to run as they passed one of the legs of the massive battle engine, the leg contorted, twisting in on itself as a massive eruption of fire burst into the air.  A large piece of red hot metal landed directly next to Groo as they ran.  Clive grabbed Groo pulling him under his arm and leapt through the air towards the Burly Chap.  He rolled underneath some rubble from the previous battle just as the massive explosion shook the earth.

      —————

      Another hour had passed since the explosions could be heard in the distance.  Bart had jumped along with the rest of his men when a sharp crack filled the air followed by boom that shook their bones.  The noise had shaken all of their resolve but at the time the battle was very far off from the walls of Lyras and there was nothing that they could do.

      But that was the past and now the trees rustled and shook as the enemy approached quickly.  Their advance was easily spotted as the trees in the distance began to topple and the horizon was filled with the smoke from their engines.  Bart knew that in only a matter of minutes the artillery of the Gwynn military would unload its deadly salvo on the approaching invaders.  He also knew that it would not be enough to stop such a force.

      At first, only two small transports raced along the roadway driving at a break-neck speed that almost tipped them multiple times.  It was a Gwynn military vehicle but raced passed Lyras as if it were not there.  Immediately behind the transport were three heavily battle scarred battle engines.  The engines veered to the east and much like the transports they seemed to treat Lyras as if it were invisible.

      A murmur went up among the men as they watched the engines flee past the city.  Each was heavily damaged and blackened from explosive rounds.  The men on the wall seemed disheartened that the battle engines did not remain to fight with them.  Bart had to calm his men because he knew that the plan was for the fleeing battle engines to move towards the rendezvous point and not support the artillery.  Bart could not blame his soldiers though.  He was filled with the urge to flee at the sight of the overwhelming force bearing down on them in the distance.

      Bart craned his neck to see each engine that traveled eastward.  The Linebacker, Tokar, and Nine Cat seemed battered but intact.  The monstrous Devoted was not among them.  His eyes welled up with tears at the thought of his fallen friends on the battlefield.  Perhaps one of the many explosions that he had heard was the signal of their demise.  Although, he found solace in the fact that they were with a man that managed to figure a way out of every situation in Clive.  If anyone was able to bumble their way through a battle such as that it would be that man.

      Bart wiped the tears away from his eyes.  He could not show weakness at this time as his men needed to believe they had a chance.  Deep down Bart knew that there was no chance at winning this battle.  Damage them and flee off of the wall.  Flee to the sewers where everything had been arranged for them to hold out.  This battle would not be the end of Lyras but the beginning of the resistance.

      It wasn’t long after the Gwynn engines and vehicles disappeared over the horizon in the east before the enemy materialized in the north.  Battle engines, tanks, other types of tracked vehicles slowly started to seep into his view and towards their range markers.

      “This is it!  Remember boys, make them pay for every inch!”  Bart shouted.

      The men around him cheered and took up their positions.  Bart shoved two pieces of cotton into his ears as he watched the Dioians closely.  Some of their shots would hit, others would push the enemy to the left side of the road where a minefield waited for them.  The division had gone over the plan a million times in recent days and yet Bart still felt the urge to explain it all to them again.  Bart rubbed his leg, an injury that felt as if it happened a hundred years ago, as the first Dioian transport came into range.

      “Hold!”  Bart cried, a cry that was carried by every sergeant in the battle group down the line.

      The artillery needed to wait until the bulk of the enemy force was in view before opening firing.  He was sure that the Dioians could see the guns waiting, but had no idea if they were manned.  Seconds that felt like hours passed as the Dioian’s main force burst onto the battlefield dramatically through the tree line.  Battle engines of every shape and size entered the pristine green field only marred by the tracked vehicles tearing into the soft dirt.  It was finally time.

      “Open fire.”  Bart called.

      The sky was illuminated with the bright muzzle flashes of dozens of heavy cannons and a deafening roar filled the air.  If it were not for his ear protection Bart was sure that he would have been deaf.  Bart could see the blooming explosions before he could hear them, the sound followed a brief second after but their effect had been devastating.  Tracked vehicles lifted into the air in a pyre of flames and smoke.  Battle engine’s lost arms and legs and fell uselessly on the ground.

      “Load and fire at will!”  Bart commanded once again as he ran down the line towards the right flank of the cannons.  “Focus fire to their right, push those bastards left.”

      Bart angled an open hand in the direction he wanted them to fire as he continued down the line repeating his orders.  It felt as if an earthquake rocked the ground the wall shook so violently.  He smiled at the feeling of victory but knew it would be short lived when the enemy came within range of their own retaliation.  Regardless of the firepower that they possessed on the wall, the line of enemy troops continued to stream forward and would eventually overwhelm them.

      Another massive volley of cannon shot rained fire upon the Dioians and, predictably, the lines shifted left.  To the right of the road stood a wide open field that offered no cover, to the left though was a hilly, emerald field of grass with spots of trees for cover.  Bart was happy to see that the enemy also didn’t realize that it was laced with mines as three of the battered bronze battle engines attempted to take cover within the field.

      Bart had watched as best he could the placement of each of the mines.  He grinned as the first battle engine stepped on the almost invisible mound.  Flames engulfed the engine as its leg took flight into the air behind it smacking another battle engine directly in its bridge knocking it to the ground.  The other two engines that entered the field suffered a similar fate.

      “Keep laying it on them!”  Bart shouted as he ran up and down the line of exploding cannons.  “Don’t let up!”

      For days he had accepted the fact that they would be crushed in this battle and would take to the sewers.  After the first volley launched and he saw the effect of the salvo upon the enemy he began to wonder if victory would be possible.

      The enemy still seemed unaware as to what was going on as a group of troop transports also met the same fate as the battle engines and erupted into massive balls of fire rising into the air by hitting the mines.

      At least ten battle engines lay destroyed on the field before them.  Another dozen limped off of the battlefield after sustaining heavy damage.  Bart couldn’t help but feel as if they were about to drive the enemy away, the plan had worked.  The enemy began to retreat from the field.  They obviously believed they would waltz directly into Lyras without a fight and now Bart began to believe that they could drive them away.

      “Hold fire!  Conserve your ammo for the next wave.”  Bart once again shouted down the line.

      Bart’s fervor for the potential for victory faded as he watched the shadows appear in the tree line.  One engine after another seemed to steam forward with smoke rising from their many smokestacks as the roar of their engines could be heard even from high on the walls.  The trees gave way before the weight of the line now approaching the city.  In all of his career he had never seen so many battle engines in one line.  Nor had he seen so many cannons poised to fire directly at him.

      “Open fire!”  Bart shouted with much less enthusiasm that he had before.

      Lyras was lost.
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      A muffled sound filled his ears.  Was it a dog?  A bird?  Was someone shouting his name?  He couldn’t quite single out any particular sound as everything was muted by a ringing that filled his ears.  He attempted to open his eyes but they seemed to not obey his commands.

      Cold dirt kissed his cheek and filled his mouth, he could taste the gritty dryness on his tongue and it crunched between his teeth when he tried to rid himself of it.  The darkness slowly abated from his vision with a beam of light that slowly spread out in front of him.  He found himself staring into the dirt with a large plate of bronze nurium sitting over top of him.

      The noise that persisted finally became clear.

      “Groo.”  Came Clive’s voice that was followed by a violent shaking.  “Groo wake up!”

      Groo turned over and winced as the skin on his back burned.  Clive’s eyes lacked his customary amusement and were filled with concern.

      “Am I okay?”  Groo asked through a dry, raspy voice.

      “Singed is all.”  Clive responded as he knelt down next to him.  “I am so sorry.  I didn’t mean for it to go down like that.”

      “Who?”  Groo rasped, after he had asked the question it all came back to him.

      Dirt.  Dirt was on the spider when it exploded.  Dirt was fighting the Dioians when it burst into flames as they jumped away.  Groo’s eyes filled with tears as he struggled to rise.  The men from the Burly Chap suddenly appeared behind Clive but the rest of the world still seemed muted somehow.

      “Where’…”  Frink began to speak but stopped as Clive quickly turned his head towards him.

      Groo knew what he meant, they had entered the spider numbering three and only two returned.  He painfully peered past the nurium plate that likely saved their lives at the smoking ruin that lay not far from them.  They had done it, but at what cost?  The sound of an engine rumbling began to fill his ears.  The world seemed to be returning to him in spurts and he gazed upon the Devoted standing upright again.

      “He’s a hero, you know.  He saved all of us.”  Clive said.

      Groo ignored his comments.  Dirt had always been a hero and he knew that the man would gladly have sacrificed himself for his friends a dozen times over.  He didn’t need the spy telling him what he already knew.  What intrigued him more was how the Devoted was standing.

      “Help me up, please.”  Groo struggled to speak.

      A filled canteen was passed to him by one of the men of the Burly Chap.  Groo hungrily gulped it down washing away the dryness that filled his throat.  Half of the canteen was gone before he tipped his head forward.

      Groo couldn’t believe that his friend was gone.  He had never realized how much he truly missed Dirt’s friendship.  He could feel something brewing in the pit of his stomach, a pain or emptiness filled him as the roaring fire continued to engulf the mangled ruin of the spider.  His only solace was that his sacrifice meant that the Spider would not be terrorizing Lyras or beyond.  Ultimately, that was why Groo chose to join this mission and to keep the Devoted at Lyras when they could have easily run away.  Groo could not think of an act that helped the cause more than destroying this monstrosity that lay in ruin before him.

      “Are you alright?”  Clive asked as he placed a large hand on Groo’s shoulder.  “Again.  I can’t express how sorry I am.”

      “Let’s get back to the Devoted.”  Groo stated again without acknowledging the man’s words.

      It was painful to move.  The heat from the exploding battle engine had obviously been more severe than he realized and he had burns over his body.  He painfully scrubbed the back of his head and saw bits of hair fall to the ground in a charred mess.  His jumpsuit which had previously been green had a more grayish burned look to it.

      “They’re coming back!”  Came a muted voice from within the Devoted as they approached.  “Open her up!”

      The door of the Devoted swung open and a smiling Maakor greeted Groo to help him in.

      “I fixed her.  Only minor damage but the blast somehow disabled the engine for a bit.  I did what you said and stepped my way to a solution.”  Maakor sounded like a child trying to impress their parent as he spoke.  Groo was grateful that he had been listening to the lessons he’d been teaching him over the past few days but his mind was far from being in this particular moment.

      “Good lad.  You did well.  Thank you for bringing her back to life.”  Groo said while slapping him lightly on the arm.

      Heavy footsteps came down the stairs just as Groo began to rest on the floor of the foot.  The main door was closed and sealed by Maakor with the help of one of the survivors from the Burly Chap.  Cap came racing down to the overcrowded landing area.

      “Get up there.  I’ll help him.”  Cap said with a bite in his voice.

      The men emptied the area and traveled upwards to their post or to get acquainted with their new living situation.  Groo and Cap didn’t say a word but locked eyes and the exchange spoke volumes of what had transpired.  Nothing needed to be said aloud.  They both knew that there weren’t any words that could express how both of them felt.  Dirt, the friend that had lived through the hardest parts of their lives together, and had been a staple through it all, was gone.  The man who believed that being drunk was the only right way to fight a battle or could crack a joke even amid the worse defeat was gone.

      “Get moving to the rendezvous!”  Cap yelled loudly upstairs through a strained voice.

      Immediately, the men began to shuffle and move about.  Cap assisted Groo during the long ascent of the stairs.  His burns, while not severe, hindered him moving quickly or gracefully.  The Devoted had just begun her first movements as Groo found himself on the floor of the bridge.

      “Rik!  Up here now!”  Cap called down the stairs before approaching Groo once again.  “How did it happen?”

      “We didn’t know if you were dead.  We didn’t know anything, we saw an opportunity to get onto the spider and we took it.  We figured we’d have to make the loss of the Devoted worth it if that were the case.”  Groo realized he was sounding rambling as Rik arrived.

      He scrubbed his face with his aching hands as Rik had him remove his jumpsuit so that he could inspect his wounds.

      “’Tis nothin’”  Rik gave Groo a weak smile as he jested and began to apply a thick brown salve to his multiple burns.  “I hear roasted Lansman is a delicacy in Dioia.  Perhaps they were trying that out.”

      Groo tried to summon a smile for the medic.  He failed and Cap had not stopped looking at him with ferocious eyes.  He didn’t believe that Cap was mad at him.  He was simply trying to come to terms with the loss of one of their dearest friends in his own way.

      The Devoted lurched into motion as Bastion took the reins and began the journey to the rendezvous point that the general had provided them.  With each stomping step Groo could feel that the Devoted was wounded, something about a grinding in the leg slowed them down.  That would need to be taken care of very soon, but he was unsure if he would be able to climb up anything for a bit.

      “Go on, please.”  Cap pleaded.

      “Clive had explosives on him.  He had been wearing them the entire time.  We entered the spider, planted the bombs, and when we were on our way out we ended up getting caught.”

      “We heard the gun shots.”  Cap interrupted as he lowered his head.

      “Dirt was hit and couldn’t make it out so he held them off as Clive and I escaped.”  Groo said at last.

      Tears filled his eyes as he remembered his last sight of his friend.  He lowered his head and his shoulders pulsed with every sob.  Rik stopped applying the salve to his wounds for a moment and put a sympathetic hand on his shoulder.

      “He died saving his friends.  Can’t imagine he would have wanted it any other way.”  Rik said trying to console him.

      “He would have preferred to die in bed with a dozen naked women.”  Cap said with tears in his eyes.  “But barring that, I agree with Rik.”

      Rik continued his work as silence spread across the three of them.  Groo flashed a thousand memories of the man in his head and continually thought that very shortly he would be walking up from the lower levels to call him a ‘dink’ or heckle Cap about being as old as dirt.  Deep down, he knew that he wouldn’t walk in, he would never hear his jokes, and it would be the only time in his life he would miss being called a ‘dink’.

      Clive’s arrival on the bridge broke the silence.

      “How is he?”  Clive asked quietly.

      “He’s fine.”  Rik raised his head to answer the man.

      Clive smiled at Groo but frowned as Cap approached.  Cap’s glare was filled with rage and Clive shrunk away from it.  The commander of the Devoted punched forward and struck Clive directly in the stomach.  Groo could hear the air leaving Clive’s lungs as he toppled to the ground gasping for air.

      “That’s for bringing bombs on my rig without telling me.”  Cap yelled.

      Clive writhed on the ground for a minute before recovering his breath.  After a few moments he rose.

      “I understand you don’t approve.  Poor Groo there hasn’t approved of anything that I’ve done since we’ve met.  I saved his life.  I helped save all of yours.  Everything I do, I do for my country and for its people and if I anger a few grunts along the way then I feel that being disliked is worth it.”  Clive turned red as he spoke.

      Groo could tell that Cap felt ashamed of what he did but he was not the type of man to admit his mistake.  He would take the fact of his mistake to his grave, but Groo was not like Cap.

      “We’re sorry.  We are sad is all.  I don’t think I can put into words how much he will be missed.”

      Bastion, who was manning the helm, gave Cap a sidelong glance as he watched him open a small hatch underneath of him.  The clinking glass was a welcomed sound as he pulled three glasses and a bottle of amber whiskey from the enclosure.

      “I was saving this for later.”  Cap said with an emotion filled voice.  “But I can’t imagine a better time to toast.”

      Groo eyed the three glasses.  One for each of the three friends that had made a second home out of the Devoted.  Except there would be would only be two of the original three men to share in the drink.  Cap handed one of the glasses to Groo and with a slight hesitation handed the second to Clive.  He filled all three glasses half way and raised his own.

      “To old friends.”  Cap poured his glass of whiskey out onto the bridge floor and filled his glass again.  “And to new friends.”

      Cap chugged the glass of whiskey down in one gulp and made a face.  Clive downed his whiskey quickly and winced at the burn of the quality liquor.  Groo swirled the brown fluid in his glass and realized it had been a month since he had taken a drink.  When he was on the road he drank every night for the past ten years.  He never truly understood how much he relied on it to get through a day.  After rejoining with Gwynn and working on the battle engines he realized that he did not need it anymore.  This last one is for Dirt.  Groo thought as he drank the burning liquid.

      Clive went to the bridge’s slated port hole which stood wide open staring out at the horizon.  Groo stood next to him and watched the landscape expand on forever.  It was green and lush and full of life.  Soon, Groo knew, it would be a barren landscape of mud and fire from the war that had just begun.

      “How long to the rendezvous?”  Clive asked.

      “Thought you knew everything?”  Groo chided.

      “Everything but that.”

      “A few days.  Once we get there though, the battle we had here will look like a game of patty cakes.”

      Clive made a noise.  “I wonder how Bart is faring through all of this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter XVIII

          

        

      

    

    
      The sewers of Lyras were a place that Bart never wanted to find himself under any circumstances.  Now, with an enemy bearing down on him, it made his first experience that much more unpleasant.  He had stepped in all manner of refuse as he raced through its winding tunnels with the remaining men from the wall that had not been killed or captured.

      The walls of Lyras had fallen quickly after the initial success of the artillery.  They had managed to destroy at least ten of the Dioian assault forces before they had reduced the wall to debris.  The wall of Lyras had stood for a thousand years from a time long before the concept of a battle engine even existed.  To watch such a landmark crumble to the ground as he fled pained him.  To watch the men he had served with crumble along with it made it worse.  Before he had retreated from the wall, he had watched lines of battle engines surge towards it.  As the enemy battle engines fired, the concussion alone was enough to kill a man.

      Bart had been given strict orders to leave the walls when the battle became lost and his job was to deliver as much damage as possible for a later counter assault.  He only hoped that they had done enough to be effective.

      For now though, his only concern was not to be hit by one of the dozens of shots from the infantry that was following them through the sewers.  The Dioians had dedicated quite a large number of their men to flush them out.  Their uniforms were splattered with all manners of muck as they raced right then left then right again through the winding corridors.

      The sewer system was another wonder of the world as they were built centuries ago by the Gwynn people before steam and diesel power had been invented.  There were stories about a giant rat king that ruled down deep in the depths of the sewer.  As he raced through the dark corridors he couldn’t help but remember the tales he was told as a kid of how the king would steal children.  In the dirty depths he didn’t find a rat king, which he would have almost preferred, but he did find a relentless enemy not giving up no matter how hard he tried to elude them.

      He had long ago fired all the rounds in his pistol and he didn’t have time to load and return fire as even now bullets ricocheting off of the wall created puffs of white smoke overhead.  One of his men screamed and fell face first into the river of mucky water that flowed between two brick pathways.

      “Leave him!  Go!”  Bart shouted to his other men who paused to help their friend.

      His heart sank as he watched Griis sink into the murky depths.  They were forced to continue their escape past metal grates and small holes which lead into the outside world where many of the bathrooms of the homes would lay.  It was dark in the sewer, but Bart was ever grateful for even the small amount of light the dim bulbs overhead provided.  The lights were sparsely spread but it was enough light for them to not stumble directly into a wall.

      The men rounded another corner and were faced with a line of Dioian soldiers waiting for them with bayoneted rifles pointing directly at them.  The kneeling men opened fire and four more of Bart’s men fell backwards from being wounded.  Smoke filled the sewer chamber as Bart and the remaining five men charged.

      The trained Dioian soldiers plunged forward through the smoke of their rifles and thrust their bayonets into the men.  Bart used the butt of his pistol to smack the bayonet aside and slam the same pistol into the face of his assailant.  The Dioian fell backwards clutching his face.  Falen, the man next to him, yanked the bayoneted rifle from the Dioian as he charged, pulling him forward.  Falen then plunged the bayonet into the man’s chest.  The small corridor became a mix of smoke and screams as chaos erupted.  When the smoke cleared, Bart stood with a small graze wound on his leg and a bloody pistol where he had beaten three Dioians to death.  The final man, who Bart had initially beat back, let out his last breath as Falen held him under the water until he ceased to move.

      Breathlessly, Bart looked at his fallen brothers.  Of all of the men who had initially escaped the wall with him and into the sewers only Falen remained.  He was sure there were a number of others out there hiding in the city but he had no way of gathering or contacting them.

      “We have to run!”  Falen shook Bart.

      Bart snapped back into reality as the sound of boots of more Dioian soldiers filled hall behind them.  The two men raced away in hopes to find some sort of shelter.  Bart knew that they would be incapable of fighting another battle similar to the one they just had.  If they ran into another group that would be the end of their escape.  The only option was to continue to run and hope they found somewhere safe.

      Left, then right, then left again they raced through the murky sewers without any rhyme nor reason as to why they were taking the turns they were.  No matter what they did the Dioians remained close behind somehow able to find them wherever they turned.

      Blood flowed freely from Bart’s leg wound and he could feel himself slowing slightly due to the niggling pain.  His constant slowing caused the men that raced behind them to be able to catch up as the boots only sounded feet away and were accompanied by clear shouts for them to stop.

      The two men turned a corner and ran into a barricaded wall.  It didn’t appear as if this wall had been there very long as it didn’t show any immediate signs of age.  Old or new their way was blocked.  Bart slammed his fist against the wall and shouted something unintelligible.

      Falen held his hands up as the line of Dioian soldiers took up a position at the beginning of the hall they had entered.  Each Dioian aimed their long rifle as Bart turned around to face them.

      “You’re under arrest!”  One man shouted.

      “No!  Shoot them!  They killed Liam!”  Another man shouted.

      “What do we do, sir?”  Falen asked under his breath.

      Bart didn’t have an answer.  The barricade prevented them from moving further down the sewer and the Dioians were blocking their only way out.

      The Dioians continued to argue.  They argued so loudly that they didn’t hear the voice that began behind the two Gwynn military men.

      “Don’t turn around and get down.”  Came a voice from behind the barricade.

      Bart and Falen passed perplexed glances at one another.  One of the Dioians down the hall pushed another as they began to fight amongst themselves for what to do with the two men.

      “Drop to the ground now!”  The voice came again.

      Bart and Falen flopped as quickly as they could to the ground and were deafened by the eruption of gunfire just over their heads.  The bright flashes blinded him and he became disoriented from the explosive sound echoing off of the walls all around.  Suddenly hands were on him and he struggled.

      Bart felt himself being dragged.  Water splashed as he writhed in the grip of those who held him tightly.  A sharp pain caught him in the face as someone slapped him.

      “Calm down!”  An angry voice yelled at him.

      When Bart came to he realized that they were on the other side of the barricade.  Falen was next to him hunched against the slimy gray wall.

      “You alright?”  His own voiced sounded as if he were speaking through three layers of blankets, but Falen heard him and gave him a thumbs up.

      “You are safe.  Rest a second, you just had eight guns fire just above your head.  Might feel a bit disoriented for a moment.”  Bart heard the same voice that was speaking to him through the barricade but this time, like his own voice, it sounded muted.

      “Where are we?”  Bart inquired.

      “As I said.  You are safe.  Welcome to the resistance.”  The man said.

      Bart didn’t quite know how, but he had found the exact people he had been searching for.  His job was to continue the fight in the city after it fell and he had found just the group to do it.

      “I am glad I found you.”  Bart said relieved.

      *** To be Continued in Battle Engines - Book 2: Flames ***
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      The sun was setting on the horizon as two men stood on a metal railing facing out from a large metal hangar.  One man was dressed in dull grays and was unadorned with medals or an insignia of rank.  A hood hung loosely over his head as the last beams of sunlight kissed his face.  The man next to him was quite the opposite.  He was richly adorned with all manners of insignia and metals.  He possessed so many marks on his left breast that they seemed to reach his stomach.

      The metallic clinking of boots on the metal grating caused the two men to turn away from the sunset and towards another gray uniformed man who approached.

      “Captain.”  Came a clear, deep voice from the heavily decorated man.

      “General Ptin, sir.  I have news from the southern front.”  The captain saluted.

      “Go on.”  The General said.

      “Lyras has been conquered.  A small civilian resistance has been set up against us.  It will be easily subdued.”  The captain answered.

      “There is more?”  The General asked.

      “Yes.  Yes, sir.”  The Captain stammered.  “The Arachnid.  The prototype was lost.  The entire crew has been killed.”

      “Ah.”  The General seemed unaffected by the news.  “Have you informed the President?”  General Ptin’s question somehow seemed dangerous.

      “We’ve been awaiting your leave to do so, sir.”  The Captain replied.

      “You have it.  Thank you.”  The General said and turned away.

      The Captain saluted and left the two men.  The General went back to staring at the sunset which was quickly descending towards the horizon.

      “You see, Dace.  That is power.”  The General began as he placed both of his large hands on the hand rail.

      “Indeed, sir.  You’ve set up quite the situation here.”

      “With all thanks to you and your Shadow Enclave.”  The General gave a mirthless smile.  “We’ve gotten a puppet into office that will allow us to do whatever we want and listen to whom ever tells him what he wants to hear.  It has taken us years to foster this.”

      Dace nodded but deep down his heart shuttered.  He could almost feel his heart in his throat as he stood next to the most dangerous man in the world.  General Ptin had the Shadow Enclave kill all of his rivals and had forcefully pushed an idiot into office so that they could also control the government.  Dace had often thought of killing the General himself to stop this madness, but given his position, he also knew that the man had made plans for even that.  His death would only speed up the process and would cause even more men and women to be slaughtered.  Dace had surmised that he had to let this play out.  Regardless of the losses they suffered early, he would be able to make his move soon.

      Drake Theodorus was a pawn.  The General was the real mastermind behind it all and was the man that had to be stopped, but it couldn’t be by the actions of one man.  It had to be a unilateral decision by the government officials otherwise it would seem that the administration wasn’t lying about the dangerous nature of the outside world.

      “We, the Shadow Enclave, live to serve the greater good of Dioia.”  Dace stated.

      It wasn’t a lie.  They did in fact live to serve the greater good.  Even if that greater good wasn’t exactly what the General had in mind.

      “Very good.  I can always count on you, Dace.”  The General turned back towards the hangar.  “And with these newly built Arachnids, and the Shadow Enclave’s support, there is not a force in this world that can stop us.”

      Three of the massive battle engines sat quietly against the back wall of the hangar.  A large gauss cannon was being lifted slowly into position on the very top of the first one.  Within a week all three would be fully functional and en route to various positions throughout the valley.  With them, Dioia would control the field and the world.  The General was unaffected by the destruction of the first Arachnid because he knew that three more would be on the field and they had improved on almost every aspect of the initial design.

      The Arachnids are not what scared Dace the most about the Dioian plans.  As a leader of the Shadow Enclave he was privy to even the most secret of plans that Dioia possessed.  The Arachnids would win them the field of battle.  The darker plans that would change the world forever, and lead to the deaths of tens of millions of people, were what Dace was focused on.  He worried, for he had no idea how he was going to stop it.

      “Dioia will once again be strong.  Dioia will once again sit at the very zenith of all other nations!”  The General pronounced.

      “Yes, sir.  Dioia will be grand again.”  Dace said with as much fake enthusiasm as he could muster but his heart was filled with worry.
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      Boom!  Came the fall of the massive bronze foot only feet from its target.  C. J. LaPolla lay upon the ground pleading for mercy as the monstrous Battle Engine stepped forward.  The viewport of the engine remained fully open and shadowy figures lined up within.

      “I just need reviews!  That’s all I ask!  One review!”  C. J. LaPolla pleaded.

      The shadowy figures within the Battle Engine muttered something unintelligible to him as the engine stopped.

      “Does this mean… does this mean I’ll get that review?”  C. J. LaPolla inquired.

      The figures snickered and the engine roared back to life as it rose its foot forward.

      The massive nurium foot rose and the figure of C. J. LaPolla disappeared under it as it stomped downward.

      Thank you so much for joining me on the journey through the world of Tarn and the world of Battle Engines!  I am so excited to finally have this book out there.  I wrote it in Nanowrimo 2016 and have been working on it ever since.

      You’ve taken this journey so far with me and I hope you will take it one step further.  If you liked the book I would greatly appreciate a review wherever you purchased it.  A star review, a word, a sentence, or whatever you’re willing to give is all it takes to help this crazy career I’m trying to begin.  Reviews are the life blood that keep authors like me going!

      Whether you leave a review or not, thank you.  Thank you for reading the book and thank you for being part of this amazing journey with me.

      C. J. LaPolla
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