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        Confessions Among Friends


        
One thing that was hard to ex­plain is ex­act­ly how many sol­diers had died du­ring the march­es war be­tween Ko­r­mar-Ge­paul.
—Pi­lanor da Tusar, Bor­der Con­flicts Through­out His­to­ry

Ter­il shuf­fled along the park path. He didn’t have the strength to lift his feet too high nor the agili­ty to re­cov­er if he moved too fast and fell. He had to fo­cus on pla­n­ning his path to avoid rough spots and make sure each step was sol­id be­fore mov­ing to the next.

It was a far cry from years ago when he marched fif­teen le­a­gues a day, fought off war­riors, and even man­aged to take on two war mages with noth­ing more than a sword and a mir­ror. Those days were decades be­hind him now.

Now, the only thing he had to re­mem­ber the bat­tle was an old no­te­book in his pock­et with his old com­pa­ny in­signia en­graved on it and a dozen medals gathe­ring dust at home.

His des­ti­na­tion was a set of stone ta­bles arranged a­ro­und a fo­u­n­tain. Each one had four seats arrange a­ro­und them a grid en­graved on top. It was per­fect for pick-me-up card games or a quick ro­und of a­sail.

Du­ring the day, the va­ri­ous reti­rees would gath­er to pass the time. Most of them were wait­ing for the day to end but a de­press­ing num­ber of them were stalling un­til the end.

Ter­il was one of the lat­ter. He had no fam­i­ly left alive and the small a­mo­unt of crowns that he got from his pen­sion were bare­ly e­nough to sur­vive on. All of his in­come went into buy­ing food and pay­ing for his apart­ment. His dai­ly games were the only joy he had left.

It took him al­most a half hour to reach the ta­bles. There were oth­ers al­ready sit­ting at half of the ta­bles. He had played with half of them, but there was a face he hadn’t seen for a few months. Shuf­fling clos­er, he held up his hand. “Sur­prised to see you, Rot.”

Ro­tral lo­oked up from his book. He smiled broad­ly, re­veal­ing his two re­ma­i­ning teeth. “Ter! You’re a sight for old eyes.”

The oth­er man was a broad-shoul­dered but squat man. He had all the signs of be­ing mil­i­tary, from the way he stood and the phras­es he said. Ter­il didn’t know which mil­i­tary though. They had been play­ing games to­geth­er for three years and Ro­tral kept his past close to his chest just like Ter­il did.

“Mind if I join you?”

“I was ho­ping you’d come up. You were al­ways my favo­rite oppo­nent. Basir or a­sail?”

Ter­il sat down on the op­po­site chair with a groan. A­sail was his favo­rite game and he u­su­al­ly two out of three a­gainst Ro­tral. “A­sail, please.”

“Need to win a game or two, huh? Rough wi­nter?”

“More than you can i­mag­ine.”

Ro­tral pulled out a flask and set it down. Af­ter a sec­ond, he pushed it clos­er.

Ter­il glanced at it, cu­ri­ous why Ro­tral was ma­king a big deal. In­stead of the be­aten met­al one that Ro­tral had been spi­n­ning on for years, it was a fresh one with a new leather case and a Ge­paul mil­i­tary crest for the 19th In­vaders.

Throat sud­den­ly dry, Ter­il sat heav­i­ly as he stared at it. He knew of the 19th, they were the ones who crossed over the bor­der in the mid­dle of the night to as­sas­si­nate high-pro­file tar­gets or to kill sol­diers in fox­holes. They were bloody, bru­tal, and ter­ri­bly ef­fi­ci­ent. More than once, Ter­il had seen their hand­i­work in piles of corpses and pud­dles of blood. “T-The 19th, right?”

Ter­il was in the 162nd Bas­tions. His job was to de­fend the same sol­diers a­gainst the 19th. For two years, he fought a­gainst the 19th and the rest of the Ge­paul in­vaders du­ring the bor­der wars.

Sweat prick­led his brow as he set­tled down, u­nsure of what he should be­ing do­ing. The wars were decades ago. He lo­oked a­ro­und ner­vous­ly.

Ro­tral gru­nted as he pulled out the stack­ing disks used to play a­sail. His red joints popped as he set up the board with prac­ticed skill. “I spent the wi­nter back home, vis­it­ing my grand­chil­dren.” He smiled. “I have a great-grand­son now with a daugh­ter on the way. Four gen­er­a­tions un­der one roof, that’s prob­a­bly the best gift I could get these days. All those smiles.”

He fin­ished set­ting up the board. “They want me to move back to Ge­paul though. Even have a love­ly lit­tle cot­tage near a beau­ti­ful lake.”

Ter­il reached out for the three dice. “Are you mov­ing?” He felt like his to­ngue was stum­bling over the words.

Ro­tral shook his head. He ges­tured to­ward the board to in­di­cate Ter­il to go first. “No. My wife’s fam­i­ly is still in town. They’ve tak­en good care of me for many years and I’m not go­ing to just get up and move beca­use my daugh­ters want me to re­turn home. Be­sides, I like Old Mam’s pies.” With a wink, he picked up the flask and took a swig.

Ter­il’s chest ached. His hand shook as he picked up the dice. Each of the dies only had three num­bers: zero, one, and two. The three dice to­taled four.

Lo­o­king at the row of sev­en stacks of three disks high, he picked the o­uter ones and shift­ed two from se­parate piles and moved them for­ward.

“What a­bout you, Ter? How was your wi­nter?”

Ter­il didn’t know how to re­spond. He played with the dice for a mo­ment be­fore hand­ing them over. “Lone­ly. Spent most of my time in the ve­te­ran halls.”

“Sor­ry, old fri­end. It’s hard not hav­ing fam­i­ly.”

It so­u­nded like Ro­tral was tru­ly apolo­getic. The old me­mo­ries were ris­ing up, of the times Ter­il had come upon a mur­dered solid­er with their throat cut or stabbed in the back. There were night­mares, long for­got­ten over the years, and they thre­a­tened to rise up.

Ter­il’s hand trem­bled. He pressed it a­gainst his thigh to stop it. He fo­cused on the flask, try­ing to deal with the sud­den storm of emo­tions.

Ro­tral rolled his dice. Get­ting a three, he moved an en­tire stack on the same side that Ter­il had moved his stacks. “It’s a strange thing a­bout me­mo­ries, you know. I went home and I re­mem­bered all these things that I had for­got­ten since I was a yo­ung man.”

Ter­il stared at the dice pushed to­ward him.

“When I left home, I was go­ing to be a hero. I was go­ing to be the one who e­nded that damned war of ours. Save the co­un­try and every­thing.” Ro­tral sighed.

Ter­il was eigh­teen when he jo­ined the Ko­r­mar army. He walked into the meet­ing hall with plans of be­ing the sub­ject of sto­ries and bal­lads. A brave war­rior a­gainst the hordes of Ge­paul thre­a­te­ning to in­vade.

Tears burned in his eyes. In­stead of be­ing he­roic, what he expe­ri­ence was long months of tra­i­ning, bru­tal march­es, and bat­tles. He spent much of his time knee-deep in the blood and mud on the failed mis­sions. For all the oth­ers, he spent much of his time in the i­nfir­mary re­cove­ring from one life-thre­a­te­ning in­jury af­ter the oth­er.

“I-I know the feel­ing.” Ter­il man­aged to stam­mer. He sco­oped up the dice and let them roll off his hands, the bones bounc­ing a­ro­und a few times be­fore co­ming up with one.

He moved one of the sin­gle disks onto a stack to make three a­gain.

Ro­tral picked up the side and rolled them in his palm. “Did you ever fig­ure it out that all of it was bull­shit? All the tra­i­ning, all the pa­tri­o­tism?”

Ter­il look at him in sur­prise.

Rolling the dice across the table, it came out three. Ro­tal made no ef­fort to move his stack. His eyes fo­cused on Ter­il. “They tell those chil­dren they are go­ing to be the hero to get them to march in lines. They pro­mise them sto­ries and bal­lads as they send you off to die. The rich and pow­er­ful were nev­er on the front lines dy­ing, but they sure as hell are will­ing to tell us what to do.”

He shook his head. “Af­ter a while, I hat­ed he­a­ring those damn speech­es a­bout how we were go­ing to win. In just a day, a week, a month. It nev­er stopped. Those speech­es. Be­fore every mis­sion. Be proud, get ex­cit­ed, then go out and die.”

With a sigh, he lift­ed one off three stacks and set it down all three of them in a sin­gle pile. He used his fi­nger­nails to push the dice to­ward Ter­il. “You know, I’ve done ter­ri­ble things du­ring the war, right?”

Me­mo­ries tore through Ter­il’s me­mo­ries. He lo­oked at the dice, half afraid to touch them. “I know. I’ve seen it.”

“I fig­ured. Bas­tion?”

“162nd.”

“Out of Jain?” Jain was a large city near the Ge­paul bor­der. Ter­il was sta­ti­oned there for al­most the en­tire war. He could still re­mem­ber the smell of his bar­racks.

“I liked Jain,” Ro­tal said. “It had the pret­ti­est church­es at night. I used to watch the flames at night. You re­mem­ber the big one to the Di­vine Cou­ple? With those mas­sive li­ons in the front.”

Ter­il re­mem­bered the church. He prayed there al­most every day. At first it was to be the hero and see glo­ry. Near the end, it was just the same prayer: for the war to be over.

He lo­oked at Ro­tal. “Why are you bring this up?”

Ro­tal’s eyes were shimme­ring. He picked up the flask and rolled it in his hand. “My fam­i­ly were so proud of me. They kept go­ing on a­bout how much of a hero I was. The prob­lem is that all I could think a­bout was the men I killed. Two years of slaughte­ring, two years of blood, and mud, and blades. Two years of tears and hor­ror. And in the re­sult…?”

Ter­il sighed. “Not a sin­gle bor­der cha­nged. All those peo­ple died and noth­ing re­al­ly cha­nged.”

Ro­tal wiped his face with the back of his hand. “My fam­i­ly sees a hero and I see a mur­der­er. I see blood on my hands every time I look in the mir­ror. There is noth­ing to be proud a­bout, you know that.”

Sha­king his head, Ter­il couldn’t speak. He lo­oked down at the piece and then up to his fri­end.

“We were on the op­po­site sides, Ter. I killed the men and women you were try­ing to pro­tect. We prob­a­bly even fought a­gainst each oth­er, I’m not sure.”

Ter­il let out a shud­de­ring breath.

“When I got out,” Ro­tal said slow­ly, “I couldn’t take it any­more. I had to leave. So I crossed over the bor­der and wa­n­dered a­ro­und. I met my Rosie right over there,” he po­int­ed to a gaze­bo, “and fell in love. I stayed beca­use I had fri­ends here. Real fri­ends who didn’t see me as this glo­ri­ous hero but as what I had be­come, a man.”

Si­lence.

Ter­il couldn’t fig­ure out what to say. He picked up the dice and played his turn. Once he moved his pieces, he ha­nded the dice back for Ro­tral’s turn. Nei­ther man said any­thing for a long time as the game pieces slow­ly crawled to­ward each oth­er.

Fi­nal­ly, the white and black pieces were next to each oth­er. A bor­der war made of bone and stone.

Ter­il sighed. “Why are you telling me this?”

Hold­ing the dice up, Ro­tal stared at him for a mo­ment. “You know I look for­ward to these games, right?”

As much as he was u­nsure, Ter­il knew that he did too. He got up in the morn­ing and shuf­fled his way just to spend time with Ro­tal and the oth­ers. It was the only re­ason he got out of bed some­times. Oth­er days, he was the re­ason so­me­one else got out of the house. He let out a chuck­led. “Same with me.”

Ro­tal picked up the flask. “I hat­ed this thing as soon as I got it. But, as I was thi­n­king a­bout melt­ing it down, I re­al­ized that we were both danc­ing a­ro­und who we re­al­ly were. Ever since I met you, I’ve had a feel­ing we’ve met be­fore, back when we were e­ne­mies, but I don’t want those days a­gain.”

“Why didn’t you just re­main silent?”

Ro­tal lo­oked old­er for a mo­ment. Then he lo­oked a­ro­und for a mo­ment be­fore he held it over the side of the table. He frowned for a mo­ment.

The leather case of the flask be­gan to smoke. It black­ened and charred as the met­al un­der­neath it turned hot­ter.

Me­mo­ries crashed into Ter­il. He re­mem­bered a fight a­gainst one of the in­vaders. They were both equal in skill with the sword, at least un­til his oppo­nent had grabbed Ter­il’s we­apon and melt­ed it in a mat­ter of sec­onds.

The same flames as be­fore e­ngulfed the met­al flask. The drink in­side, prob­a­bly whiskey, flared as it was va­po­rized. Mo­ments lat­er, the met­al be­came molten and po­ured from Ro­tal’s fi­ngers.

They had fought a­gainst each oth­er. It was a fight that had put Ter­il in the i­nfir­mary for close to three weeks with burns. He had lost five good men that night.

He re­mem­bered how an­gry he was at the time. He had failed.

As an old man, though, it se­emed so po­int­less. So many had died for noth­ing and all the prayers couldn’t bring them back.

Ro­tal sighed and shook his hand clean. “I’d rather be hon­est with you.” He lo­oked up with tears in his eyes. “I’d rather give you the choice of walk­ing away in­stead hav­ing you find out at some hor­ri­ble time, like my fu­ner­al.”

He stopped and lo­oked at Ter­il. “I’ll leave if you ask, Ter. I pro­mise you. I’d rather hon­est­ly lose you as a fri­end than any­thing else.”

Ter­il strug­gled with his thoughts for a mo­ment. Then he shook his head. He reached into his pock­et and pulled out his no­te­book with his own com­pa­ny’s in­signia. Set­ting it down, he pushed it over. “Burn that for me too.”

“Are you sure?”

“We are not the men who fought in that old wa­re­house. If you are will­ing to set aside your past, then I see no oth­er ac­tion than to do the same for you.”

Ro­tal’s eyes wi­dened.

“Nei­ther of us can walk eas­i­ly much less whip out a sword and beat each oth­er. All I want to do is play a game.” He lo­oked down at the board game. A­sail was a­bout wars, the march of sol­diers a­gainst each oth­er. Basir wasn’t much bet­ter, an­oth­er strat­e­gy game a­bout he­roes on the bat­tle­field.

He shook his head and set the no­te­book on the stacks of disks. “I’d rather spend time with a fri­end that re­live those days ever a­gain.”

Ro­tal picked up the no­te­book. When Ter­il nod­ded, he held it over the spot where he had melt­ed the flask. The leather smoked for a mo­ment be­fore it burst into flames. Fu­eled by the mag­i­cal fire, it was ash in a mat­ter of sec­onds.

Both men lo­oked down at the board.

Ter­il had lost all de­sire to play their game.

“Shit,” mut­tered Ro­tal.

“Cards?” asked Ter­il.

“Yeah, a nice game of kailen so­unds good right now. At least that is based on gro­wing gar­dens. You bring your cards?”

“Right here, old fri­end.” To his re­lief, it so­u­nded right to call Ro­tal a fri­end still. “Right here in my pock­et.”

Then, two old men put away their war game and their pasts to find a new game to play to­geth­er.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            
        


        About D. Moonfire


        D. Moonfire is the remarkable intersection of a computer nerd and a scientist. He inherited a desire for learning, endless curiosity, and a talent for being a polymath from both of his parents. Instead of focusing on a single genre, he writes stories and novels in many different settings ranging from fantasy to science fiction. He also throws in the occasional romance or forensics murder mystery to mix things up.

In addition to having a borderline unhealthy obsession with the written word, he is also a developer who loves to code as much as he loves writing.

He lives near Cedar Rapids, Iowa with his wife, numerous pet computers, and a pair of highly mobile things of the male variety.

You can see more work by D. Moonfire at his website at https://d.moonfire.us/. His fantasy world, Fedran, can be found at https://fedran.com/.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            
        


        Fedran


        Fedran is a world caught on the cusp of two great ages.

For centuries, the Crystal Age shaped society through the exploration of magic. Every creature had the ability to affect the world using talents and spells. The only limitation was imagination, will, and the inescapable rules of resonance. But as society grew more civilized, magic became less reliable and weaker.

When an unexpected epiphany seemingly breaks the laws of resonance, everything changed. Artifacts no longer exploded when exposed to spells, but only if they were wrapped in cocoons of steel and brass. The humble fire rune becomes the fuel for new devices, ones powered by steam and pressure. These machines herald the birth of a new age, the Industrial Age.

Now, the powers of the old age struggle against the onslaught of new technologies and an alien way of approaching magic. Either the world will adapt or it will be washed away in the relentless march of innovation.

To explore the world of Fedran, check out https://fedran.com/. There you’ll find stories, novels, character write-ups and more.
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