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The human couple had died in the night.

Tren had nestled between them, hoping that the body heat ae radiated would help them through the cold of darkness in the desert. It hadn't been enough. Ae wanted to keen a memorial song to them, but survival instinct kept aer from starting it.

The camp was awakening. Guards shouted harsh insults at the prisoners, who shuffled and huffed, but dared not utter the slightest sound that could be taken as contrary. Prisoners either side of aer huddle were pushing themselves up, but Mar and Tay, aer friends, would never move again.

A guard came closer. Tren knew enough Off to recognise his words of command and contempt for the humans either side of aer when they didn't stir. A boot connected with Mar's back, and his corpse rocked. Tren grasped his doublet's front with aer mid limbs, praying ae could keep him from rolling onto his back and revealing aer hiding place.

Ae recognised the word for dead in what the guard said next. Ae had heard it often enough in the long days of marching. Another voice replied, contempt and a lack of compassion evident in its tone. The guard over Tren muttered something ae recognised as an expletive. Ae held aer breath, knowing what might come next.

Mar's body moved again. But this time, the blow had been different. It was the thrust of a bayonet into his body, a test to see if he bled. There were enough prisoners that the guards could allow some wastage. If they thought one was feigning death, they stabbed them a few times, to be sure.

Another two stabs perforated Mar's body. Emaciated as he was, the bayonet blade still was not long enough to go all the way through. Tren counted that as a blessing, in its own, horrid, way. The guard stepped over the bodies, and stabbed Tay three times as well, then wiped the bayonet clean on the rags of her clothing.

Tren wasn't safe yet. It took time to decamp, no matter how much beating and shouting the guards indulged in to speed it up. The prisoners slept in the open, so they were ready within minutes. But their captors had tents and insulated quick fold geodesic domes that had to be struck and stored before they could move. And then they had to coax their vehicles into running for another day.

Only the commander's balloon tyred office on wheels still had any liquid fuel to fire its motors and do a surge charge of its batteries before the solar panels could start feeding them. The others had to rely on the remnants of the previous day's charge to get going. Every morning there was at least one that needed a jump from another. So far, they had left three behind them, way markers on the route to whatever work camp these thousands of unfortunate souls were destined for.

There was a rumble of small bangs, then a whistling that modulated up and down before settling on a preferred pitch. The commander's transport was running its charge. That meant the column was about ready to move out. Tren shifted aer grip on Mar, then took hold of Tay with aer other mid limb. Gently, ae worked at the gap between their clothes with a forelimb, opening just enough of a gap to be able to see a small portion of the activity of the column.

Mar and Tay had fallen to the back of the march as their energy had waned, so Tren was saved the full extent of the crowd. Still, the trudge of the massed prisoners went on for an agonisingly long time. Mostly, they were humans, but there were other Aurzi, walking on rear and mid limbs, rather than wasting the energy of standing up straight. She saw two of the four massive Ikhars as well, towering over everyone else, the long, slow strides of their six legs deceptive, as they easily matched the pace of the column.

Tren felt a pang of guilt. What was ae doing, abandoning aer fellow captives, and making a doomed attempt to escape? Ae should stay with them, and share their fate. That defeatist thought lingered for mere moments. Ae wasn't taking the easy option. The invasion may have ended, with Yelzaeb ships driven from the system, but their ground troops still occupied huge swathes of the planet, fighting rearguard actions as they waited for the promised counter attack, or escape, that likely wouldn't come. Tren was deep in occupied territory, with no real idea where ae was, or how to get to safety.

The prisoners were being replaced by soldiers now, all humans, wearing splinter pattern urban camouflage in shades of grey entirely inappropriate in the golds and browns of the dried plains. Then there was the low crunch of wheels on sand and stone. The last vehicle in the procession, bringing up the rear, ready to pick off any stragglers or runners. Tren tensed again. Some of the drivers liked to trundle over the bodies of collapsed prisoners. Was ae safe?

The slope of the vehicle's nose edged into aer vision. It was passing Mar and Tay's corpses by. It was too early in the morning for the drivers' sick games. They, like all the other soldiers herding the column, were just waking, and had other things to concentrate on.

Tren let out a breath, slowly, trying to steady the thrum of terror that had been building up all the while. The shouts and grunts receded, and the crinkle of tyres on loose ground faded. Ae gave the column some more time to put distance in from aer hiding place.

Aer mid-hands were tight from holding on to the clothes of the humans who hid aer. They almost wouldn't relax their grip. Ae willed the fingers apart, until, eventually, the material began to slide between them. Mar slumped away from aer, and ae let out a surprised yelp as aer hiding spot was revealed.

There was no-one around- no-one living- to hear the sound. Tren's head popped up, and ae looked all about. Ae could see the darker brown ruts the column had left behind, and another body, but the ground rose in all the directions ae could see. Ae wanted to get a better view, to convince aerself the march had truly left aer behind.

With twists and pushes, Tren extricated aerself from between the dead humans. Ae started a low memorial song, to push aside the sadness ae felt looking down on aer dead friends. Ae stood on aer hind limbs, and aer head flicked around as ae surveyed the area.

But an Aurzi stood no higher than a human's chest, even stretched as much as ae was. This was still far from a good vantage point to see what lay around aer. The bank on the other side of the convoy's tracks was tallest, and there were rocks at the top that would give an extra vantage.

Tren extended the stretch of aer spine out through aer limbs, then dropped to mid and rear, and bounded across the rough open ground and up the slope. It was the fastest ae had moved in weeks. Life on the march had been all about conserving energy, saving it in the hopes of an escape opportunity such as this.

It was actually a jumble of rocks at the top of the slope, edges worn soft by the abrasion of sand on the wind. The largest block of stone had split recently, though, the gap between the pieces providing defined handholds for Tren to grasp as ae scrambled to the summit.

Stretching out on the top of the highest rock, Tren crept up to the edge. From up here, ae could see the track of the march as it headed away, winding between the tallest of the undulating dunes, forcing its way over, or obliterating, the shallowest. Ae could make out the dust raised by wheels, tracks and a mass of feet, already farther away than ae had expected. Daring to stand on aer hind limbs, ae could only just make out the dark shapes at the base of the cloud.

Back in the direction the column had arrived from, the desert was already swallowing up the evidence of their passing. The wind was light, but it filtered fine sand into the ruts, filling them slowly, and softening the tones. There was another abandoned vehicle though, soon to be the only way marker left behind from this leg of the march.

In the gully where they had rested the night before, there were other, smaller markers. The indentations left by the tents, domes and parked vehicles would fade soon enough, then small dunes would form in the lee of each body, growing until they were covered. There were more corpses than Tren had expected. Aer mourning song went up in pitch and volume at the sight. Ae knew the numbers dwindled every day, but had never thought it was by so much. Mar and Tay were lost, from up here, amongst all the other victims.

The lamentation song would have to cover all these victims. If Tren were religious, rather than singing out of folk memory and as a coping mechanism, that thought would have been anathema. Ae would have warbled a song over each and every corpse, working into the next day, and likely joining them through exhaustion. Aer forebears may have done just that, but ae had chosen to prioritise survival.

A full religious send off for each dead prisoner would not have allowed the essential job ae had to do, either. Ae needed to go through the pockets of each body, and try to find anything they had stashed away, collecting the items that might keep aer alive. With aer one, long, death song hummed to keep aer company, ae slipped back down the rock, and trotted, more slowly, toward the nearest body.

The sun had passed its zenith by the time Tren had inspected each of the dead. Ae had a bag full of scraps of food. It, and most of its contents, had come from one human female, who had clearly been planning her own escape. Huddled under two bodies, she had gambled on the guards' bayonets not reaching her. The ground around her huddle was stained red, turning to maroon as it dried, with her blood.

Tren had sung a full lamentation
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