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The Vagrant: Chapter Two

VaMir moved the bodies out of site so the native animals may feed upon the remains. He began a fire, pulled the hover carts into its light, lit one large energy globe on each cart, and un-hitched the animals. Under the carts, he found a variety of foods and drinks – perhaps enough for a few dozen men to last a month. They had enough to travel across the continent and eat luxuriously three times a day, but the captives looked unfed. VaMir placed the large food containers near the fire and gave the animals some water to drink. He looked at the cages all lined up on one side of the fire; not one person had stepped out. He opened some of the food bins to let the aroma fill the air and drift into the noses and lungs of the liberated. Yet the people still remained motionless.

"They're dead," VaMir said dispassionately, waited a moment, walked to the other side of the fire, and sat down facing the moon.

He began to sing a hymn he learned during his early childhood in the village that raised him. His voice gently caressed the cool desert night and the soft winds caressed him back. VaMir used an ancient tool from the northern desert cities to sharpen one of his knives as he sang his song in praise of the moon Lurrah. The moon embraced his words high in the sky where the clouds kissed its glow.

VaMir knew the proper thing to do would be to gently coax the people out of the carts and encourage them to eat as much as they wanted. VaMir knew the fear that ran through their hearts. He knew that they wondered whether they had been freed or they had just inherited a new master. One side of his mind proposed that this respectful distance would let the group see that he had no ill intentions for them. The other side of his mind argued that this current state of apathy came from too many years of killing; too many years of witnessing indescribable atrocities. He could not force himself to fake the compassion needed to sooth these people. Despite all of these reasonable arguments, VaMir knew the truth: he had seen this scene previously and feared where it would lead. He had lived this night's events before, far in his past during his stay on the Southern continent. That night he came across a squadron of soldiers performing military executions on an entire village of civilians. Rage boiled in his heart, it consumed his mind, and he initiated a slaughter of legendary proportions.

At first he regretted the blood he split, but in time he came to live with his actions. He stopped berating himself once he realized all the lives his actions had spared. One of those lives belonged to a person who drastically impacted his direction and intentions in life. But he made too many cowardly decisions during that relationship and complicated too many lives. It is for this reason that he now searches the desert for his childhood home. And again as he tries to escape his past he cannot help but witness it reborn in the present. VaMir smelled the stale blood emitting from the pile of carcasses just over a western dune. Shall this course of unceasing bloodshed be my eternal burden, my endless dishonor and degradation?

VaMir rummaged through his layers of clothes and pulled a few items from a satchel. He took these items down to the fire and proceeded to make himself some tea to help organize the chaos of his mind. Once the water heated, he returned with the kettle to his spot under the moon and sat down in the soft sand. His hands gently removed some leaves from a small pouch and dropped them into his traveling cup. He filled the cup with water and indulged in the warm beverage as he contemplated the events of this past evening.

♦
A young girl cautiously stepped across the sand with bare feet, making her way quietly towards VaMir's turned back. She picked up a piece of wood that VaMir left sitting next to the fire and gripped it as tightly as she could with both of her trembling hands. Her heart thudded with the strength of a tidal wave and with the speed of a humming bird. Fear and anxiety consumed her more and more with every step closer to VaMir. 

"What do you call yourself?" VaMir asked in fluent Di'reycanya, the common language of the tribes of the northern desert.

The girl did not respond; she simply stood and trembled. Her stomach wrenched, tightened, and squirmed all at once. She could not tell whether her legs transfigured into jelly or she lost them completely. The feet that held her limp legs grew heavy and sank deep into the sand. Her forehead produced cool, panicked beads of moisture – more moisture than this desert would produce in a year. Her arms and upper torso now trembled underneath the dirty rag-like remains of her clothes – perhaps a long-sleeved sundress typically worn with a hood during the warm days under the sun.

"I," VaMir began, but paused as he rolled over thoughts in his head, "am VaMir."

He then sipped at his tea, keeping his back towards her, and waited for her response. A crowded silence filled the air between the two. Her mind whirled with thoughts, some relevant and others more nervous and superfluous, forced into her mind only to prevent fear from instilling complete paralysis. She tried to speak but only cold, dry air ran through her throat. She swallowed what spit she could and attempted again.

"You..." her voice trailed off without any saliva to lubricate her speech, "you come from the sands?" She asked in the same tongue that VaMir now spoke in.

"I was born and raised in this very desert," VaMir affirmed.

The girl lost grip of her piece of timber, her legs gave out and her knees crashed into the sand along with her quivering palms. She kneeled on all fours panting and heaving. The convulsing of her stomach sent waves of nausea through her body. Her eyes could not keep in focus as the world grew brighter then dark with the tumultuous beats of her heart. She began to choke on her own salty saliva and coughed violently.

"Dehydration claims the best of our plants, animals, oceans, and fellow men with no remorse," VaMir said softly.

He turned around and set the cup of tea in front of her. She had light brown hair that reached just below her shoulder blades; it had the same fine, yet heavy texture as his. She did not move while his gaze lied upon her, so he turned back around to his original position. She scuffled and quickly emptied the contents of the cup only to choke and cough most of it up.

VaMir looked up at the moon once again and found a silhouette of Jïra soaring towards him. Jïra landed heavily and gripped VaMir's shoulders tightly. Strange. VaMir knew that birds trained for war would make such a bold and rough landing in the face of a possible threat. The maneuver showed of the bird's fierceness and the fortitude of its owner – only a seasoned warrior would not mind the gouging claws of a bird of prey. VaMir caressed Jïra's feathers and recounted his actions during the skirmish – they seemed particularly well thought out. Jïra seemed like a well trained to killer, a bird of war. How old are you, my friend? No army he knew of had used hawks since the last great war, and no ordinary hawk would have lived nearly that long. Thieves did use scouting birds, but a scouting bird would not know to blind an aiming archer before a half-witted swordsman. VaMir searched the bird's feathers for an identification marker and found it well hidden underneath many generations of feathers. VaMir could see a crevice moon and a triangle with circles overlying the tips. So you serve the same bloodline that I serve. We are indeed allies – by mutual needs as well as oath of blood. He caressed the bird again and Jïra fanned his wings in appreciation.

VaMir turned around to introduce the girl to Jïra, but she had slipped away while He sat lost in thought. He watched her hurry towards the cages with her feet plunging into the sand at the end of every hurried step. The way her legs moved implied that she had not always lived this deep in the desert, VaMir's legs once moved like that. Those born into tribes of the sand adapt to the terrain's shifting nature; before long they glide across the dunes like the shadow of a bird. People who learn to walk on stable ground have a much more difficult time in the sand; it usually takes at least ten – but often more than twenty – years to learn to move in such a manner.

He could see her carrying out a lengthy conversation with the shadows in the cells. She shook her head sideways or vertically with slight angular nods many times, giving her responses through time-old gestures. The dialogue continued for some time and abruptly ended when she turned around and walked back to VaMir.

She no longer seemed as shaken, her movements still wavered slightly but she no longer trembled. She stood tall and upright with her chin slightly raised – she wanted to seem prouder and stronger than she did before. Her feet came to a stiff halt and her arms cemented to her sides. She held that position rigidly until Jïra shot off into the air to find a small meal; she lost her composure for a quick moment then stiffened up again.

"My elder wants to speak with you," she said with words as stiff as her posture.

VaMir eyed her questioningly, then returned his cup to its proper place and rose to his feet. He did not like to follow people so willingly, but something about this girl encouraged him to comply. She diligently led him back the way she came and stopped at the fire.

"Hold on," she commanded, somewhat frightened to place the demand. "Just wait here," she added after a few silent moments had passed.

VaMir assumed the elder wanted to see him more closely before stepping forth. It was strategically sound, so VaMir waited patiently as the flickering fire illuminated his beautiful, nearly effeminate, facial features. His eyes with their shifting hues and striking gaze dominated his strong, yet elegant face. Eventually a woman who looked nearly twice as old as VaMir stepped down from the second cart and walked over to the girl. They whispered for a moment to one another, and then turned to address VaMir.

"I am Sira Teran," the girl told him and VaMir stared somewhat disbelieving, "and this is Ehren Shankar," she pointed to the elder.

"You are of Noble House: Teran?" VaMir asked Sira very seriously, watching her closely to read her body language.

"Yes, I am," she told him confidently. "My mother is of humble blood, but that did not stop Lord Tyran from impregnating her!"

"I see," VaMir told her, noting the scorn in her voice – the same he held for Lord Tyran, his father as well. "Pleased to meet you, both of you." VaMir waited a moment, then decided to divert the conversation from lineage since he did not care to reveal his, "Where, may I ask, have you come from?"

"Go ask the foreigner to come and tell the others to settle in," Ehren told Sira and she promptly went to fulfill her command. "May we have a seat?" She asked gesturing to the sand by the fire. "And I would rather enjoy a cup of your tea."

VaMir complied and they took a seat in the warm sand. He reheated some water and prepared another batch of tea. Ehren took the cup once VaMir had finished, let the steam waver past her nose, and then sipped the drink.

"So you are indeed from the Vhenda Charon," she stated warmly with a smile, knowing that VaMir knew Vhenda Charon came from an ancient phrase meaning Creator from the Sand. "But from exactly where," she shook her head and sighed, "I do not know. Your tea comes from the North, as does your name, as does your extraordinary grace. But I cannot help but sense a piece of a royal house beneath all of that. And then again, you feel far from a stranger. I do not know."

VaMir rolled over her words in his mind; she thought she knew him. He too felt a sense of familiarity unlike any he had encountered in nearly a generation. Her eyes kept attracting his, he could not get beyond them; he knew them. He slipped slowly into her eyes, down into his past. He thought of his mentors and the elders of his day, but he could not place the name Ehren Shankar. VaMir then noticed a small marking on the side of her right cheek. He reached forward and pushed back her hair; she did not recoil in terror, but smiled courteously. VaMir felt his stomach slowly tug inwards and lurch forward. He felt disembodied, as all of time froze while he looked at her cheek. Just in front of her ear began an intricately designed tattoo – one that his childhood friend received at an early age.

VaMir felt his blood slowly churning through his heart up to his head. He now knew how long he had been gone. When he had left, this woman had been a young girl – about the same age as VaMir – and now she looked twenty years older than he. This confirmed some rather important facts for VaMir: these people were indeed his tribesmen; but more importantly, VaMir now knew that he did not age like others. While he had lived easily over fifty years, he only looked just passed twenty – and he has looked that way since before he returned to the desert nearly ten years ago. He could not explain why this shift in growth patterns had occurred, but seeing his old friend removed all doubt from his mind regarding his longevity.

"Tell me, Ehren," he began slowly, "did you once know a boy who came from the eastern desert?" His voice gained strength as Ehren listened more intently, "A boy who came from the same house as her father?" He pointed to Sira who busied herself helping others out of the carts, "A boy who earned a name of honor in your village – the same name as mine?"

"VaMir?" She asked softly as her eyes glistened and began to tear.

VaMir nodded and moved to embrace his old friend. He hugged her in strong arms and she hugged back equally strong. She still had the strength of a great warrior like VaMir had remembered. They released as a man walked towards them – VaMir assumed this well-built, oddly dressed man was the foreigner Ehren had called for. Ehren's heart filled smile transformed into an utterly serious expression.

"I'm afraid not all is will in our village," she told him somberly.

♦
Between Ehren and the foreigner, who went by the name Redan, VaMir learned how slave traders had overrun his people. Redan had been a scribe, translator, makeshift economist, and a general errand runner for a considerably corrupt Commander Genrah. Up until two years ago, this Commander Genrah had been assigned to study the various cultures of the desert, encourage youths to enlist with him, and possibly form alliances with powerful households. He had but fifty men when he began over ten years ago and he did not manage to persuade a single person to join his unit. He had no resources to offer and none of the houses had even heard of the military he represented. Every house and village courteously rejected his offer and he moved on his way.

After nearly a decade of fruitless pursuits, he chose to follow an act of desperation. Through rumor and hearsay Genrah came across two pieces of valuable information. One, a few of the less popular houses despised House Teran and would be willing to secretly assist an overthrow of Lord Teran; and two, even the strongest and most astounding mercenaries of the lands feared the tribes of the northern desert due to their resilience with a blade and unprecedented stealth.

Genrah then setout to establish a degree of social rebellion in the Teran capital. He managed to force Lord Teran into hiding – which VaMir found rather bizarre considering his father's usual unwillingness to forfeit ground in any political situation. Genrah did not move in to capture the city at this time since the majority of the citizens still held loyalty to Lord Teran. Instead, he left the city to gradually tear itself apart and went in search of the tribes of the desert.

Ehren explained that Genrah had been a welcomed guest in the village for more than a year. He introduced himself as a foreign diplomat eager to study the native cultures of the far north. He then dispersed his troops among the people to observe their ways and with a hidden agenda to determine the secrets of their unfamiliar fighting style. Less than a week ago he decided he had discovered the source of their strength and promptly seized the village.

"How many took the village?" VaMir asked.

"He did not have more than seventy at the time," Redan replied.

"Only seventy, Ehren? You could have stopped them with ease! Did you not resist?" VaMir asked impatiently.

"I did not-" she began, but VaMir's glare cut her off. "I could not. The Shey'ranti left to the dark mountains the day before."

"The Shey'ranti may be the strongest of our tribe, but they are not the only ones who can fight," VaMir said hesitantly.

"They took the children first, VaMir!" Ehren whispered hastily. "They held our young with weapons unlike any I had ever encountered before."

VaMir looked into her eyes and say her shame – and her fear – and asked softly, "How many Shey'ranti stayed behind?"

"We have you, me, two boys from another village, six held back at the village, and Sira."

"Sira has trained as a Shey'ranti?"

"Yes, VaMir, and she has excelled magnificently in the art; perhaps even as well as you – she reminds me of you very much," Ehren smiled and VaMir suppressed one. "I should collect our brethren, no?"

VaMir nodded and added, "Ehren...do not mention my heritage to Sira."

Ehren nodded and left VaMir and Redan by the fire.

"Why should she not mention your heritage? Redan asked.

VaMir eyed him suspiciously and said, "Let us just say that I do not get along with her father."

"Sounds like my Commander – err former Commander – would have enjoyed your company," Redan said jokingly.

"I highly doubt that, Mr. Redan," VaMir replied curtly. "Although...I would like to know why this Genrah no longer employs you."

"Oh, I see," he said and collected his thoughts. "Commander Genrah looks down on his assignment – to study a primitive people that is. He told me that he got this dishonor because of a mistake one of his soldiers made. Now he trusts very few people. He did not trust me; a guard always accompanied me wherever I went. I suppose he thought I knew too much since I transcribed all his official and personal memos. So he sent me along with the rest of these people to dispose of me.

"Might I add that he also did not trust the trader you recently...disposed of. One of the last transcripts I wrote was an order to a mercenary instructing him to follow the caravan and kill the trader if he betrayed Commander Genrah."

"Mr. Redan, you told me that Genrah had not gained troops, yet he now has twenty more men than he began with; how can that be?"

"The Commander did not get any civilians to enlist, but he did hire mercenaries. They are really quite lowly people if you ask me," Redan replied, revealing some of his naivety. Perhaps this is why Genrah released him: his innocently friendly nature could easily loose a trusted secret into the open.
"Do you know how far back this mercenary would be trailing us?"

"No. I'm sorry."

VaMir nodded and looked up at the sky; the night had already gone half its length. The people had nestled into the sand nicely. Some of them ate and drank the soldiers' supplies, others conversed and small groups, a few had fallen asleep, and a little group made its way towards VaMir – the Shey'ranti. VaMir rose to meet them and bowed in the traditional fashion. They returned the bow and now all recognized one another as Shey'ranti.

"It's unfortunate that we meet under such circumstances, but I must ask: are you willing to fight with me in the village of the dark mountains – Tyran Danya?" VaMir asked with a fortified tone and the others nodded.

"Then let it be known that we can expect an intruder before the Shirand's next ascent. Ehren, you shall observe the safety of the encampment, you two," VaMir said referring to the two boys and pointing west, "collect what weapons you can from the other side of that dune, and Sira," he paused for a moment, looking her over, "you shall come with me."

Sira looked to Ehren with timid eyes and Ehren nodded reassuringly to Sira. All bowed and went to fulfill their task. Redan stood quickly and brushed the sand from his pants; he looked eager to take action

"Feast while you can, Mr. Redan, for we leave at first light for Tyran Danya." VaMir said as he and Sira walked away from the encampment.

