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Preen Enda: wife/widow of Rama Enda and mother of Sitabi
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Rama Enda: former bull-rider and Rayad member, husband of Preen
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Kiva Manjali: Preen's second cousin
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Sitabi Enda: Preen and Rama's two-year-old daughter
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Arjun Rastikar: Preen's older brother and guardian
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Sufya Rastikar: Arjun's Sevian wife
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Lashmi Rastikar: Preen's mother
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Dr. Peter Neyrev: Sevian doctor of anthropology and friend of Preen's deceased father
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Oksana Neyrev: Dr. Neyrev's wife
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Erkan Durband: traditional tattoo artist and Rayad member, friend of Preen and Rama
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Dunya Durband: friend of Preen and sister of Erkan and Desh
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Desh Durband: Erkan's deceased brother, Rayad member
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Sanjit Sind: Rama's would-be executioner, Rayad member
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Maxim Porofky: local leader of Sevian nationalist group known as the White Horses
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Nadia Porofky: Maxim's mother

Author's Note:
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After the revolution of 1953, Sevia became a republic, governed by a series of ethnically Sevian presidents. Dor, the capital city, became increasingly divided along ethnic lines as the Tur minority, still loyal to their royal family, moved into the southwestern part of the city and established a semi-autonomous government there.

As tensions rose in Dor and the central government weakened, various gangs and militias sprang up to fill the roles the police and army no longer could. Among these, the ethnically Sevian White Horses and the Tur Rayad (Blood) were by far the most powerful. Many young Tur from Sevia's northern provinces left their farms and cattle herds and traveled to the capital to join Rayad and the fight for Tur supremacy. Rama Enda was one of them.

This is Preen's story, but since Rama's short life was intertwined with hers, it's his story, too.
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CHAPTER ONE
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July 4, 2017
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Preen reached the clump of junipers only a minute before Rama, the boy she loved, came racing up the path. He stopped in the shade beside her, panting.

Preen put her hands on his chest to feel his pounding heart, and little spots of sweat soaked through his shirt where her fingers rested. They kissed twice and then Preen pushed his mouth away. "What did your dad decide?"

"He picked me," Rama said. "I'm the one who has to go."

"When?"

"Probably tomorrow."

Her hands dropped limp to her sides. "But...but you said..."

"I'm going to join Rayad," Rama said, excitement in his voice. "Since I have to go to Dor, I might as well make it count for something. Everyone says the big war is coming, and I can fight for our people if I belong to Rayad."

"But what about me?" Preen pressed her hand to her stomach. It was already growing; she wouldn't be able to hide it under loose dresses much longer. "What about our plan?"

"I can't let my dad go to jail just because he couldn't pay off some stupid debt. He's sure I'll get a better job in Dor than I would if I stayed here. I can't just tell him I won't go." He sighed. "It's only for two years."

"Well, you always said you wanted to be part of Rayad. Now you get to." Preen backed away from him. "But what happens when my family finds out about this?" She slid her hand up and down her stomach, wrinkling her black velvet dress. "We can't get married if you're leaving for Dor tomorrow."

"I don't know." He stared up at a hawk wheeling in the bright sky. "I'll think of something."

"Someone's coming," Preen whispered, catching his arm. Together, they crouched and peered through the tangle of juniper branches.

Preen's cousin, Kiva, and her older brother, Arjun, were walking up the path from the farmhouse. Arjun had a bottle of vodka tucked under his arm, which was strange, because he didn't usually drink. As they neared the junipers, Kiva stopped. "Why can't you get a dentist to do it?" he asked, screwing up his face as if he were in pain.

Arjun took the bottle from under his arm and examined the picture on the label. He shrugged. "They're not big fans of our tooth-pulling tradition at that new clinic in Duna. The receptionist hung up on me when she realized what I wanted. Oh, well. I was hoping for the painkiller." He laughed. He was always laughing, but this time it sounded forced.

"So then you decided I'd jump at the chance to torture you?"

"Come on, where's your Tur pride? Our firstborn boys have been getting their incisors yanked since the beginning of time."

Kiva had his back to Preen now, but she could tell he was angry by the way his shoulders had gone rigid. He jammed his hands into his jacket pockets. "You know how your dad felt about it. He always said— "

"It's 2017, and time to put Stone Age traditions behind us," Arjun finished for him.

"So? The farm still goes to you."

Arjun grabbed his arm. "Don't you understand, man? This isn't about making sure I inherit the farm. This is about Preen."

A twig scraped across Preen's cheek as she leaned forward, trying to breathe quietly.

"Tayar came over yesterday to remind us that Dad had agreed to ten cows and a bull for her," Arjun said. "And Mom didn't know what to say."

Kiva snorted. "Your dad never promised Tayar anything."

"But he did," said Arjun slowly. His chest rose and fell in a long breath. "That's the bad part. Right before the brain tumor took everything, he did."

Kiva turned to look down toward the barn, pushing out the sides of his jacket with his clenched fists.

Preen glanced toward Rama who was crouched, hands spread out before him on the new grass.

Tayar was an old man, as fat as a corn-fed steer, and everyone said he'd been cruel to his first wife. Rama had told Preen if Tayar ever touched her, he would stick a knife in him. He'd also said that Preen's brother was a coward because he hadn't done it already.   Now that Preen was carrying Rama's baby, her family was sure to let him marry her, even without a dowry payment. Then she'd be safe from Tayar for good. At least that was what Rama said.

Arjun tugged Kiva's arm again. "Preen's future is more important than my teeth."

"Then—"

"No, Kiva. She's not getting married before she's eighteen. If you were a saint out of the Bible I'd say the same thing."  

"Tayar isn't going to like it."

"If he has a problem, he can talk to me,"  Arjun said. "Simple." He ran his tongue across his upper teeth. "I'm taking Dad's place, and I want everyone to know it. I should have done this months ago."

"Still, I hate to be the one to..."

Arjun's round face relaxed into a smile. "Don't think about me. Think about Preen."

Kiva groaned. "All right, all right. I'll do it."

Arjun stood for a moment, thinking. "We've got a couple of pairs of pliers in the barn."

"Come, we need to talk to them. We need to explain," Preen scrambled to her feet, shaking dust off the skirt of her dress.

Rama grabbed her wrist. "Wait!"

"Wait for what? I'm not letting my brother get his teeth pulled for no reason. That's not part of your plan, is it?"

Rama's dark eyes widened. "No, of course not. Only—" He didn't move.

Preen shook her hand free and raced after Kiva and Arjun. One standal strap broke as she ran. With a gasp of frustration, she kicked the cheap, glittery things off and went faster. "Arjun," she called, "Arjun!"

He looked back over his shoulder at her. "Go back up to the house and help Mom."

"What are you and Kiva doing?" Preen didn't move. She wanted to explain everything, but the words stuck in her throat. Why isn't Rama coming?

Kiva walked out of the barn through the big double doors. "These are the cleanest pliers you have." He held up a pair with cracked rubber grips.

"It will be over soon and I'll be fine, I promise," said Arjun. "Go help Mom with the bread." He unscrewed the cap on the bottle of vodka and put it to his mouth, tipping his head back.

Preen started slowly up the dirt path toward the house, but as soon as Arjun and Kiva weren't looking, she doubled back and ran behind the barn. She peeked around the edge of the open door just as Kiva wrenched Arjun's first tooth out. He lunged forward with a yell of pain.

Kiva threw an arm across his chest. "Easy! Don't make this worse than it has to be."

Arjun drank again, choked, and spat bloody vodka into the dirt.

Kiva stuck the pliers inside his mouth again.

"No, no, no, please," whispered Preen, beating her fists together in anguish.

When it was over, Kiva lifted his shirt and wiped sweat off his face. "I can't believe I just did that," he said.

Arjun handed him the vodka bottle, and he took a long swallow himself.

Now, finally, when it was too late, Rama came jogging up the path from the clump of juniper trees. When he got close, he stopped. "Hey, Kiva—there's something I need to tell you. You should know—" Rama paused and fingered his wispy beard. "You should know Preen is pregnant. But I'm going to marry her, I promise."

Preen clenched her fists. Why didn't you come before? Was it because you were scared?

They stared at Rama in silence. A breeze lifted his twists of dark hair.

"What? You—no!" Kiva yelled, slinging the pliers at Rama's head. He ducked, but before he could run, Kiva tackled him. They rolled together in the dust for a few seconds, kicking and punching, until Preen ran out from behind the barn and screamed at them to stop.

"I swear I'll marry her," Rama gasped.

Kiva let go of Rama and got to his feet.

Rama stood, too, dusting off his clothes and picking wisps of hay out of his hair.

"Preen, is that true about the baby?" Arjun asked.

Her throat was still too tight to let words pass, so she nodded.

Arjun got to his feet unsteadily. He swilled vodka around in his mouth, spat, and drank again. He held the nearly-empty bottle out toward Rama. "Congratulations," he slurred. "Sorry to...disappoint you. No. Not happening." He wiped his mouth again.

Rama took the bottle from him and set it on the ground.

Kiva picked up the bloody pliers and carried them back to the barn. Preen turned away so she wouldn't have to see his face as he went by.

Arjun started back to their house, weaving a little as he went up the path. Preen took his arm to steady him.

Their mother was in the doorway with a jar of salt and a handful of clean cotton.

Arjun grinned to show her the bloody gaps where his incisors used to be. "I...am...so...drunk," he giggled. He staggered into his bedroom and collapsed face down on his bed.

Preen followed him in. "You shouldn't have ruined your face for me," she whispered. "Do you really think it makes any difference to Tayar? He couldn't care less what you do."

She waited for him to yell at her; she wanted him to be angry, but he wasn't.

"You're still not going to marry Rama," Arjun murmured into his pillow after a long silence. "He's not...he has nothing to give you." He rolled over onto his side and began to snore.

Preen knelt and eased the muddy boots off his feet. She unfolded the quilt at the end of the bed and draped it over him. He didn't stir.
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April 3, 2020 (afternoon)
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Preen blew away the strand of hair that had fallen across her lips. As she guided the buzzing, battery-powered clippers across her head, more strands caught on her eyelashes, tickled behind her ears, and drifted to the dusty ground. Tears began to slide down her cheeks.

"Hair, Mama!" squealed her daughter, Sitabi, scooping up a handful and tossing it up into the low-hanging branches of the juniper tree they sat under.

The April breeze brought a whiff of manure as it blew across Preen's bare scalp, making her shiver. She leaned back against the tree trunk and closed her eyes.

A cow lowed from inside the big barn that her family and relatives shared. The dark sound was both sad and soothing. Another answered from the hill pasture. The cow in the barn began bumping around in her stall. Since she'd just given birth to twins, Arjun wanted her nearby where he could keep an eye on her.

"No hair!" Sitabi giggled again, her brown eyes sparkling. She grabbed a handful of her own silky hair and tugged.

Preen brushed black wisps from her chest and shoulders. "Yes, Baby Girl. Mama cut her hair. Do I look funny?"

Sitabi wobbled to her feet, stretching to her full two-year-old height. "Funny."

The sound of footsteps on the other side of the clump of junipers made Preen turn around. She leaned sideways to peer through the tangle of branches.

Her cousin, Kiva, was coming up the path, leading one of his cows by a rope looped through the ring in her nose. Her heavy udder almost brushed the ground as it swung in time to her steps. Behind her came a tiny calf, still shiny new. He must be taking them down to the barn.

Kiva was tall and handsome; red-brown hair and green eyes. His family owned the barn as well as most of the pastureland that lay around the farm in the shadow of the snow-streaked Tur Kej mountains.

Preen and Kiva would be getting married at the New Year. Kiva had wanted it to be sooner, but Preen asked him to wait until then. He'd agreed without asking why, because he knew why. Everybody did. Preen pressed her hands to her eyes as memories flooded her mind.

"Mama!" Sitabi's shrill voice brought Preen back to the present. "My turn!" Sitabi shook the clippers.

"No! Give them to me." She snatched them from Sitabi before the little girl could cut a stripe through her own hair. Stooping, she picked her up and swung her onto her hip. "Let's go."

Kiva caught up with her on the path halfway to the house. "You shaved your head," he said softly. "You didn't have to do that."

Preen tensed. "Yes, I did. I was really married. Now I'm really a widow."

"Then you should have got your mother to help you."

She shrugged. Prickly bits of hair had sprinkled down inside her dress and stuck to her skin. "Why would I need help?"

"You've...missed some spots," Kiva said. "Can I tidy it up for you? Please?"

Preen handed him the clippers and bowed her head. The feel of his fingertips on her scalp sent a shiver down her spine. She couldn't decide if it was a good feeling or not.

He guided the clippers past her left ear, then twice down the nape of her neck. "That's better." He switched them off, blew the hair off the blade, and wiped it on his jeans.

They started back toward the house together.

"I didn't think you were ready to tell Rama goodbye," Kiva said after a little silence.

She glanced at him. The hope in his eyes was painful. "He's dead. What else can I do?"

"But he's been dead for months. I wasn't sure if you would ever..." he stopped.

Ever be brave enough to accept it, she silently finished for him.

Sitabi kicked her dusty bare feet. The bells on her ankle bracelets jingled as she bounced. Her little tailbone was digging into Preen's hip. For a two year old, she was heavy.

"Are you going home for lunch?" Preen asked, burying her nose in the soft place between Sitabi's neck and shoulder so she wouldn't have to look at Kiva.

"Actually, my family's at your house," Kiva said. "Our TV hasn't been working, so we came to watch the news on yours. Haven't you heard what's happening in Dor?"

Preen rubbed her free hand across her shaved head. It was as soft as her best black velvet dress. "No. I've been out all morning. And I don't want..." I don't want everyone to see me like this. Not yet. But "this" is what I am now. A widow. No more "What if...?" No more "Maybe he escaped somehow..."

Kiva put a hand on her elbow and guided her in through the low door of her family's red-painted wooden farmhouse.
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CHAPTER TWO
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​​​Preen ​scanned the sitting room, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the dimness.​​ It was crammed with people. Kiva's ​​mother and one of his ​older​ sisters ​shared the brown leather sofa with Preen's ​mother, while Arjun and his ​wife had taken the floor.​
Dr. ​Neyrev, an ​old family friend, was ​sitting on a ​wooden chair that he must have carried in from the ​kitchen.​ He'd ​stretched out his ​long legs so his ​feet ​nearly ​touched the ​low table where ​cups of ​tea and a ​plate of ​biscuits ​sat untouched.

Nobody looked around when Preen and Kiva came in, because all ​eyes were ​fixed on the ​TV screen, watching the ​column of top-heavy armored vehicles that stretched as far down Leva Street as the cameras could ​capture. They were following the river, rumbling right through the ​heart of ​Dor. The first wave of International Peacekeeping Force troops had arrived. The war was over; the occupation of Sevia had begun.

​Would Rama have even ​wanted to live to ​see this?​ Preen thought as she pressed her ​hand to her ​side to ​ease a sudden ​sharp pain. It was ​hard​ to ​believe​ that their ​little​ farm in the Tur ​Kej​ foothills, where the spring breeze ​tossed​ the sitting room curtains, ​even​ belonged to the same world as the wrecked city of Dor​.​ 
​A ​young reporter with cherry-colored nails and matching jacket ​chattered in a high-pitched, excited voice.​ ​​"After ​lengthy negotiations, the European League's International Peacekeeping Force has ​entered​ ​Sevia​'s capital today, ​meeting​ no ​resistance​ from its ​military​, as per the ​agreement​ with ​Sevia​'s ​new​ president, Simon ​Nevin​.​ In ​fact, the international forces are being ​received with ​enthusiasm by local rebel groups.​"
The ​camera​ ​shifted​ to ​show​ a ​group​ of ​Tur men​, their ​hair​ in dreadlocks, waving rifles over their ​heads​​​ as they cheered for the ​​foreign troops.​ Some were ​dancing.​ They ​looked ​small beside the ​IPF​ soldiers who were so laden with bulky bulletproof vests, helmets and weapons it was hard to imagine them moving.​ 
​"So now little ​Sevia ​is the European League's newest toy," Kiva's ​mother muttered to nobody ​in ​particular.​ 
​"Somebody ​had to intervene,"​ ​said ​Sufya, Arjun's ​Sevian​ wife, from her ​place beside him on the ​floor.​ She leaned back against him to ​make ​breathing a little easier.​ Sufya still had three ​weeks to ​go, but her ​belly was bigger than Preen had ​ever been with ​Sitabi.
​"The BBC and Al ​Jazeera and ​Pravda have been ​calling what's happening in Dor a ​genocide for over a ​year now,"​ Sufya ​added more softly.​ "I ​only wish the Dor Times and ​F.A.N. News would be so honest."
​Arjun ​put his ​arm around her ​shoulders.
​The ​TV reporter's ​coat was as ​bright as a tulip against the gray background of bullet-pocked walls.​ It was ​hard to ​look away from her.​​ "The ​evacuation​ of Dor's ethnic Tur people to ​refugee camps​ outside the ​city​ is ​slated​ to begin as ​soon​ as the Pasha and ​Sevdarad​ districts​ are considered secure," her ​high​ voice went on. ​"​​Negotiations for a prisoner exchange are ongoing between ​Rayad and the ​Sevian​ government, mediated by the European League.​ ​Sevia's ​capital has ​seen some ​dark days, but we ​trust the ​presence of the ​IPF will ​bring a ​ray of ​light.​"
​The ​camera flashed to a young ​Rayad fighter who was ​standing on the ​roof of a parked car, ​waving his ​jacket like a ​flag.​ The ​jacket ​was black leather, and it ​had the Bull's ​Horns symbol of ​Rayad ​sewn onto the ​back.​ For an ​instant, he ​turned his ​face to the ​camera.
​A ​jolt like ​electricity ​ran down Preen's ​spine.​ ​Sitabi slid from her numb arms and ​dropped to the ​floor.​​ ​The little girl picked herself up and toddled whimpering to her ​grandmother.
​Preen pressed her ​fist to her ​mouth to stifle a ​sob.
​Kiva stepped close and ​put his ​arms around her.​ She ​tried ​to pull away, but he only hugged her tighter. "What ​is it, Preen?​ ​Tell me," he whispered, his breath warm on her ear.
​"Nothing,"​ she ​whispered.​ The ​images on the ​TV blurred into a ​square of colored light.
​"​It ​was that man on the ​car a ​minute ago, wasn't ​it?"
​"He looked ​so ​much like Rama.​ Even the ​jacket...​" she ​said, louder than she meant to.
​Preen's ​mother turned to ​look at her.​ Then Arjun.​ Then everyone.
​"Oh, Preen, your ​hair..."​ her mother said.
Preen ​twisted ​out of Kiva's ​arms and ​ran from the sitting room, ​out into the bright spring sunshine, and up the ​path to the hill pasture.​ Only the ​lazy black cows were ​allowed to ​see her cry.
***
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​Preen watched as two ​soldiers ​led her ​husband across the prison yard.​ Rama didn't struggle.​ He didn't cry or ​beg.​ He ​just walked, ​hands ​tied behind ​him, until one of the ​soldiers ​pushed ​him to his ​knees on the red-stained concrete.
​She tried to ​scream, as she ​always did, but no ​sound ​came.​ The ​soldier unslung his ​rifle and ​set the ​barrel against the ​back of Rama's ​head.​ 
​She ​snapped ​awake, staring wide-eyed into the dimness of the sitting room. As her racing heart slowed, she rolled over on the ​couch to look down at her sleeping daughter.​
Sitabi's naked belly rose and ​fell.​ Her ​thumb had ​slipped from her ​mouth.​ Preen tucked the blanket around her chin and ​lay down again herself.

She was ​just starting to drift when "​Saf ​i​ ​Tayar," the rap hit she'd set for Rama's call ring years ago, ​began to ​play from ​somewhere underneath her.​​

​Preen jumped to her feet and ​plunged​ her ​hand​ between the couch cushions, pulling out first a ​bracelet​, then a stale ​bread crust​.​ "​Sitabi, why are you always hiding my ​phone?"​ she hissed.​ On the ​third ​try she ​snatched out her ​phone, just as the ​call ended.​ 
​​Sitabi ​squirmed and ​began to whimper.​ Preen scooped her up, ​whispering "Shhh," against the little girl's silky hair.​ If it'​s you, Rama, ​call me back.​ If it's ​really you, ​call me back, she
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