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      Winter, Year Five—Near the Cascann Mountains

      

      The shelter is little more than a snow-covered hut. The centaur who brought me up here cannot fit inside. We cover him with blankets to warm him up, give him hot mead and the last of some richly scented stew, and send him back to his troops.

      All the way up, he complained about letting a human ride his back, even though he is the media liaison for this part of the war. He doesn’t like answering to a woman, particularly a woman once known as a unicorn tamer, a woman whose only real magical skill—besides her learned ability to put pen to paper—is to get equine creatures to do her bidding.

      He made me swear I was not charming him. I swore. He did not believe me.

      The journey up the foothills was treacherous, and one I was glad I did not have to make alone. He remained silent through most of the trip—afraid, he told me when it looked like we wouldn’t reach our destination—that I would report every word he said.

      I reminded him that we had censors. Before any parchment gets tied to the feet of the carrier pigeons, it is copied by the monks attached to each unit, and dispatched to headquarters. The monks remove things, the officials remove more.

      So I try to be vague while being descriptive. I’m told by my editor that the censors don’t mind harsh talk, just specific talk, talk that will give away positions to the enemy or allow him to divine battle plans.

      I’ve heard that the Scralle have lost their diviners and are now relying on general wizardry, but like all rumors, there is no way to confirm.

      What I told my centaur—what I tell all of the media liaisons—is that being a battlefield correspondent is like being a soldier. I only see pieces of the war, not the whole. I leave the analysis for the historians of whichever side survives.

      Those historians will not know what to make of this—the entire magical world at war with itself.

      The hut has only one room. Pixie Air has divided it into two using a gossamer blanket that is sturdier than it looks. The main area, with the large fireplace, is filled with pixies. Those back from the latest mission have the closest pallets to the heat. The rest must rely on blankets so small that they wouldn’t cover my feet.

      The second room is for the lumbering non-magical humans—mostly young women or boys who have not reached their full growth. They wear furs and lined boots against the cold. While they wait, they play card games that I have never seen before or ask me and the unit scribe to write letters to their loved ones back home.

      I was told, back at base, that I could go on the next mission, but the Pixies object. I am twice as tall as the tallest human here and three times as heavy. I am the only adult over the age of twenty-five.

      It doesn’t matter that I have kept my so-called innocence so that I can retain my small magic. What matters out here are height and weight restrictions. If I get into one of the crafts they call pixie boats, there will be no room for the bomber and that will compromise the mission.

      The centaur will not return for me for three days. During that time, I will eat the meager rations of food, probably taking something from someone who has an actual purpose in this raid, and try to be useful.

      The pixies sit in the farthest corner of their section of the room. The leaders—none of them above a colonel (and I get the sense these ranks may be honorary or self-chosen)—do not know what to do with me. They want to comply with headquarters, but they are frightened and tired and not used to making decisions.

      They’re also not used to the cold.

      This pixie troop comes from the tropics. They volunteered as a unit—straight out of flight school, one of the older men told me—and fought their original missions in the jungles near their homes.

      But after the destruction of the Pegasus Fleet, most of the winged fairies defected. Only a few remained, and those who did had greater uses as attack planners rather than raid commanders.

      The pixies continued to move north, until someone discovered—quite by accident—that pixies flying against a gray sky over a snow-covered landscape were nearly invisible.

      The air troops got sent here, along with the pixie boats—painted by artist mages to resemble clouds—and sent on their first raid.

      Headquarters say Pixie Air has changed the course of the war. They believe that the pixies, with their delicate wings and quiet voices, are the ultimate in stealth weaponry. The Scralle do not know how to find them, let alone bring them down.

      Rumors say that dragons have been sent against pixie fleets and have failed. Even if the dragons open their mouths and spew fire against what seems like—to them—an empty sky, they cannot defeat the pixies. They generally fire away from the fleet—dragons being the blindest of all flying creatures.

      I mention this late my first night to the commander. She is a delicate woman, who has been in the war from the beginning. She volunteered before her country ever got involved, and she initially attached herself to the First Eighty-second Flight Unit, back when they took multiple ethnicities.

      For a short time, she was paired with a pegasus—a good team, she said, because he could fly her into enemy territory and she could invade the headquarters, as unnoticed as an insect, operating as a short-range spy.

      When I asked her about the destruction of the Pegasus Fleet, she turned away. Later, her second, a man who has known her since childhood, says she blames herself for the poison. She smelled the mash as the brownies heated it, and it nearly made her pass out.

      I say, there is no way she could have known what it would do, and even if she did, she wouldn’t have been able to stop it. Four thousand pegasus on the western front died as vampire troops, posing as humans in the late-night hours, replaced the good mash with foul.

      Her second nods. “I know,” he says, “but that does not alleviate her guilt. There are always some friends we cannot bear to lose.”

      I say nothing. Each unit I embed with thinks I am new to the war. I am not. I too have lost my share of friends, and some of those deaths will haunt me forever.

      But I spoke to her second after I spoke to the pixie commander. She listened to my talk of dragon fire and invisible pixie boats, and looked at me as if I were crazed. Then she held out her right hand.

      The fingers are blackened and swollen. The tops of her wings are bandaged, the tip of her nose gone. Even though the pixies wear the warmest clothes they can find, even though the wool they receive from the weavers is spelled against the chill, it is not enough.

      These small bodies are used to temperatures one hundred degrees warmer than the warmest days in these foothills. Add elevation, and the temperature drops even more.

      The commander must send double, sometimes triple, the number of pixies it takes to keep the boats aloft in case part of her troops lose consciousness or worse.

      She figures they have only five more raids up here before the enemy finds our hut. She implied, in our shortened conversation, that my presence might have threatened even those. The centaur and I were visible against the snow. Even though we wore white—also spelled to take away lines, and ease visibility—his hooves left prints, and our scents carried on the chill breeze to the orcs on the other side of the mountain.

      She will not approve me for a raid over the next target. I cannot say I blame her. I am getting in the way. My understanding of the way the pixie boats worked may have been right for the first few years of the war, but it is not right now.

      So I go to the far corner of the room—the half for the humans. Outside, the wind howls. It has gotten dark. Lanterns hang from the wall, but it is cold back here. The gossamer curtain blocks more than sound; it also blocks heat.

      In the far back corner lie the wounded. They will get evacuated as soon as the raids are over. An oxen-drawn transport will leave tracks in the thick snow. Eagle runners can only carry a stretcher between them, and are also quite visible, particularly as they struggle with something that weighs as much as a young human.

      Fortunately, most of these injuries are physical. Cursed or charmed injured must go to the barn, as far from the others as possible. We all know that anyone who is taken to the barn will die—it is not warm enough to live there for more than a few days—and while we have compassion for them, we cannot risk being contaminated by them.

      Curses seep. They invade dreams, travel in body fluids, or shared utensils. Sometimes they are airborne, although the air here is too cold to keep most curses alive.

      Only the house medical mage treats the injured who have been moved to the barn. Before she can re-enter the hut, she gets scrubbed with lye (her skin is so raw, I have no idea how she bears it) and rubbed with herbs that supposedly protect against a curse’s spread. The other mage—brought to create the weapons—says some kind of charm over her coming and going, and everyone hopes that is enough.

      I have brought my quill, ink, and precious paper. I sit in the far corner with the gravest of the ill, and take dictation. After a few moments, we realize that I must clutch the inkwell between my legs so that the liquid remains warm enough to use. As the ill talk, I can see their breath.

      Only it is not fair to call them “the ill.” They are so much more. There’s Tanre, a boy of thirteen years who has been fighting for the past three. He has just started to hit his growth spurt. The first sprouts of beard form on his chin.

      They embarrass him. He wants to remain young forever, so that he can stay with the pixies. But his hands are gone—lost when the last alcana opened as he dropped it through the trap door. His flying partner managed to tie off his wrists and do a rudimentary spell to keep him from bleeding to death. The pixies had already turned around, and the mage who invented the alcana happened to be near the hut.

      No one could save Tanre’s hands, but they were able to save his life. He believes the witches in his village will be able to make new hands for him, but no one has the heart to tell him that our side does not use that kind of magic. That kind of magic—which revives dead body parts and uses bits of the darkness in all of us—is what started this war in the first place.

      Instead, we leave him with the hope that he will get well, he will live a useful life, and he will fight again.

      He sends a letter to his mother, and it is an adult’s letter, filled with nothing but the beauty of the countryside, the courage of the various peoples he’s met, and the strangeness of a woman who can write.

      People like Tanre, from countries so remote they are only sites on poorly drawn maps, have born the brunt of this fight. My people stay in the cities, plan the attacks, make changes as the forces grow or diminish. But Tanre and his kind are on the edges of the crisis, seeing the destruction first hand, and believing they make a difference.

      His letter is lovely—he is articulate for a boy his age—and it says nothing. The next letter I write, for a young woman named Quay, is not articulate at all, but it is filled with anguish. She has lost fingers, and her face—once beautiful—is black with frost. There are poultices that can help her, healers from the cold communities who know how to treat such damage, but I do not tell her this. I don’t know if she will reach them in time.

      Instead, I let her dictate a blunt letter to her fiancé, freeing him of his obligation to her, and letting him marry the woman he has always loved. Tears fall across her dead skin as she says this: she has been promised to him since they were infants. She is letting go of a dream.

      I ask her why she does not wait, why she will not let him make the choice after he sees her. She turns away from me, and for a moment, I think she will not answer. Then she says, “It
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