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––––––––

In the pre-dawn light, Lisa awakened.  At first she couldn't move.  Then slowly she rolled over, and got to her knees.  Her forehead and right cheek were swollen and sensitive to her touch.  From her waist down, stabs of pain accompanied every movement.  

The clear sky turned rose, preceding the rising of the sun.  Around her lay the bodies of her companions.  They had gone into the fields together during a lull in the fighting to find food:  wild greens, or perhaps some potatoes or other roots.  The soldiers had surprised them from the cover of the trees; the men they had shot immediately, and the women...

Lisa shivered.  Tears welled up in her eyes, flowed down her cheeks.  Mud covered her bare legs.  She found her skirt and put it back on.  It was loose but it held.  Nearby lay her friend Heidi.  She wasn't breathing.  Lisa picked up Heidi's fur-lined jacket and put it on.  "Sorry, Heidi," she said.  "I'm cold."

Nobody else moved; it looked like Lisa was the only one to survive the attack.  On a nearby hill she saw spots of orange that must be fires, and indistinct triangles that must be tents.  At the moment everything was hazy with shadow, but the sun would be up soon.  She had to move, before they discovered that she was still alive.

She cut across a meadow to avoid the road.  Mist hung over the tall grass.  She walked slowly, painfully, each step an effort of will.  Her fear was almost palpable, a rising surge of darkness threatening to overwhelm her from within.

Suddenly, in a patch of fog ahead, she saw a shape.  At first she though it was a sheep or a goat, but as she came closer, she realized it was a white horse.  She continued to approach, until they were so close she could reach out and touch it.  It stood quietly, calmly.  The only sound was the horse's breathing.  It was a tall, strong stallion, ghostly white in the pre-dawn shadows.

For long moments they stared at each other.  Finally Lisa said, "What are you doing here, fellow?"  The stallion remained motionless.  "How did you escape the fighting?  There's not much livestock left around here."

She reached out and touched him.  He moved a few inches closer as if in assent.  She gently stroked his neck, his flank.  As she did, something seemed to revive her.  "Such a magnificent animal.  So strong.  I wish I was strong like you."  Petting and stroking the horse calmed her.  The fear ebbed and became distant.  Even the pain seemed more bearable, and didn't seem to stab so deeply.  She thought of her grandfather, who had ridden, fought, and died in the cavalry many years ago.  She had never known him; he had died young.  She ran her fingers through the horse's mane one last time.  "I wish I could ride you to the village.  It's a long way to walk.  But I have to go now.  I have to get home."

As she moved off, the stallion remained still.  He stood silently until she had crossed the meadow and was out of sight.

*     *     *

From a distance she saw that the village had been attacked.  Wisps of smoke curled up from burned buildings.  Shell holes pocked the dirt streets.  Nobody moved about.  Not a dog barked.  There was complete silence, except for the wind stirring the grass on the hill from which she watched.

For a long time she scanned the streets, the buildings, and the outlying areas for enemy soldiers, but she saw no sign of life.  Slowly, cautiously, she climbed down the hill and came closer.  After each step she paused to listen.  Only the wind sighed through the empty alleys, and rattled in the barren branches of the trees.  Holes from sprays of machine gun fire riddled the doors and houses.  Here and there she noticed crimson splashes of blood, but no bodies.  Perhaps they had dragged them into the houses, but she was thankful she didn't have to look at them.  A tiny glimmer of hope arose:  maybe some of the people escaped.

The wooden door to her home had been broken and hung slightly ajar.  Inside, furniture had been smashed, cupboards and drawers emptied and scattered, as if the house had been ransacked for valuables.  "Papa?  Mama?"

She went from the sitting room, to the bedroom, to the bathroom, to the kitchen.  The floors in each room were covered with rubbish and broken pieces of what had been their belongings.

In the kitchen, she found some hard pieces of bread and a pinch of tea.  Afraid that a fire might attract attention, she soaked the tea in cold water, then soaked the bread until it was edible.  After her slight meal, she washed herself and changed her clothes.

In the broken mirror, she saw pink spots on her right cheek and forehead where the skin was gone, around which purple bruise marks had appeared.  She could do nothing about them; she found no disinfectant, no bandages.  Her long black hair hung loose around her shoulders, matted and tangled beyond brushing.

She couldn't stay, but where could she go?  If her parents were alive, where were they?  

She left the house.

Outside, she tried to choose a direction opposite to where she estimated the enemy's camp to be.  Of course, there could be other camps, but she had to take the chance; it wouldn't do her any good to stay there.  

At the edge of town, she saw movement in a cottage.  Fear gripped her; she felt panic momentarily constrict her breathing; but then, she saw through the shattered window that it was an old woman.  Lisa recognized her.  She was a widow that had lived alone in her little one room house for many years, and gathered her food and fuel from the nearby hills.

Lisa knocked on her door.

"Who is it?  Who's there?"

"My name is Lisa.  Please open up."

The old woman opened the door a crack.

"I don't need to come in.  I just want to know:  what happened?  Where is everyone?"

The door swung open.  The woman wore widow's black:  blouse, skirt, sweater, shawl, and shoes, all black.  The clothes contrasted sharply with her sparse white hair.  "The soldiers came," she said.  "They shot some.  Many escaped.  I hid in my closet.  I wouldn't run with the others.  If I'm going to die, I want to die right here."

"Where did the others go?  Do you know?"

"They headed for the refugee camp in the next valley.  They said if they made it there they'd be safe.  They asked me to go with them, but I told them I've lived here all my life and I'll die here."

Lisa knew the general direction of the camp.  It was just a few hours walk if the roads were clear.

"Do you want to come in?" the old woman asked.

"No.  I need to go.  Thank you."

*     *     *

The road led up a broad valley between two hills.  Lisa had contemplated taking the footpaths that zigzagged up the slopes, but she chose the road to save time.  Jeeps, trucks, and other vehicles from the warring factions had deeply rutted the dirt road.  She walked as quickly as she could in her weakened condition, especially in open areas, constantly scanning the hills for signs of movement.

She had traveled about half a kilometer from the village.  To keep her mind off her fear she daydreamed as she went, imagining scenarios of what would happen when she'd meet her parents.

Suddenly on the hilltop to her left she saw shapes.  They were soldiers.  At almost the same moment she heard a kind of popping sound from the hillside on her right, and a shell exploded near the men on the left hill.  Then, both sides opened fire, and she realized with horror that she was caught in the middle.  Explosions shattered the ground, one after another.  She heard machine guns rattling, rifles cracking, bullets zipping by and hitting the grass and the trees around her.  In panic she began to run.  She hadn't gone ten steps when the world seemed to explode.  She felt herself lifted as if by a giant hand, and thrown by the side of the road.  Then, she felt nothing.

When she awakened and tried to get up, her right leg wouldn't move.  It was bleeding in several places.  She tried to roll over so she could prop herself up, but she fainted.

In semi-consciousness she heard the sounds of battle, she felt the earth under her vibrate with the impact of mortar shells, she felt the searing pain of her wounded leg, but most of all she felt despair.  Now she would never reach her parents.  Either a stray shot would hit her, or the soldiers would find her and abuse her as they had before, or the battle would cease and she'd be left alone by the side of the road to die.  At least if she died the pain would stop.  She fainted again.

*     *     *

It was as if steel clamps pinned her by the leg to the bottom of a deep murky pool.  When she opened her eyes she saw nothing but gray.  Then, as she slowly rose from the bottom, ripples of light began to appear.  She heard a strange harsh breathing sound directly over her.  As if through translucent glass, she saw the white stallion.

Full consciousness brought the return of full pain, like knives stabbing her leg.  She bit her lip to stifle her scream.

The stallion stood over her, his head bowed down close to her face.  He stood tall, strong, unafraid of the storm of noise and confusion around them.

How is it that he had come?  How had he managed to avoid the mortar shells and the bullets?

Lisa touched the horse's forehead.  Calmness enveloped her; the pain seemed to subside.  Somehow she knew he'd help her.  She had to try to mount him.  She dragged herself up a short hill to a ledge beside the road.  The stallion moved alongside and Lisa rolled herself onto him.

She lay limp on the broad back, too weak to sit upright.  Her arms and legs hung loose on the horse's flanks, her cheek rested on his mane.  What now?  She felt his warmth, his strength.  For a moment he stood motionless, head upright, as if looking for an opening, or
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