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To anybody with the slightest bit interested in what I’m trying to achieve. I appreciate you. 
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I stood there, amid the corpses of seven of the Zar's men. I trembled violently, I knew before long, death would come looking for me. Still, I owed you one favor before I passed away. Revenge has a way of motivating even a thirteen-year-old girl, but no one would have guessed a tiny girl could do what I have. Deep into the trees, I followed what had to be the last of the men's blood trail. My toes had lost all sensation. There was no doubt if I viewed them, they would be as black as the night sky. Pain was not an issue anymore, nor was having presentable feet for my future husband. The only thing that mattered was my revenge.

The trail of blood continued for some time before it grew so thin it was hardly traceable. It was unlikely the soldier, injured as he was, would detour much. I simply had to continue south. I checked the gun repeatedly. A pistol, I’d never seen a pistol before that day, only rifles. And they required you to chamber a bullet after every shot. This had a magazine; I couldn’t be sure it was loaded. If it was empty or too difficult to fire, I’d simply have to find another way to end the man’s life. The man responsible for the death of so many of my kin.

I thought back to the day the soldiers showed up in our village demanding furs. After we gave them what we could spare they became incensed and opened fire. They killed dozens and took five villagers as tribute. We thought we’d be slaves, forced to work in the Zar’s camps. But these soldiers had other ideas. 

They tied the five of us together and at the end of the rope was a stone that weighed twice what any of us weighed. We were forced to carry the heavy stone for miles through the thick snow. To ease the burden three of us carried the stone at any one time. This gave the remaining two a reprieve. I was the youngest, so they made sure not to burden me too much but as with the tradition of our village I tried my best to outwork the eldest. I didn’t want the shame of being outworked by an elder even under such bleak conditions. 

***
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AFTER HALF A DAY THE soldiers finally took a rest. They circled around a fire pit using a cauldron of hot coals. The coals could stay lit for days under the right conditions. The soldiers huddled closely allowing the heat to radiate through their winter cloaks. Underneath the cauldron was a pocket for keeping food warm. 

“If the Zar had such nice things, why did his men demand furs from the tribes” I thought.

He must just be an evil man who sought misery from all who lived on the fringes of his territory. The men spoke to each other in another language. They laughed and ate around their fire while myself and my kin huddled together trying to keep warm. These men were monsters, irredeemable. 

After the men had their fill, they continued. They allowed us to place the heavy stone in one of the carts but since we were tied to it, we were dragged along. This wasn’t done as a courtesy. They’d lost some time while we struggled with the stone and looked to make it up by dragging us to our destination. One of the men appeared to be annoyed by the others insistence on bringing us. He frequently gestured toward us and shook his head disapprovingly. The next time we rested he wrestled the key away from another man and started toward us. He was stopped forcefully by the others. He continued to complain but his complaints fell on def ears. By the looks of it he was once from the tribes, his skin was dark like ours and he wore his hair in the eastern tradition. 

Finally, the oldest man had enough of his complaining. He grabbed something from the cart and placed it in my hand. The other men were mortified. It was packed solid and had a wick that stuck out of it. The wick, however, was much too long to hold a flame and judging by the way the men reacted when he pretended to light it, it must have been terribly dangerous. The darkskin man ceased his complaining and joined the others near the cauldron. 

***
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WHEN MORNING CAME, I was awakened by the bustling of chains. The dark skin man was trying to free us with a ring of keys he had somehow acquired during the night. The man who was supposed to be on watch was sitting on a log with his rifle in hand snoring loudly. The man tried every key twice but couldn’t free a single one of us. They anticipated his deception, as three men fell on him beating him savagely. At some point he passed out but the men continued to beat him for good measure. I could not understand what they were saying to the man, but it was clear he was no longer part of their group. 

A large man carried the badly beaten man over his shoulder, in his other hand was the rope we were all tied too. 

“In my pocket is a knife, if you get a chance cut your ropes and get away.” 

The man said weakly in our native tongue. He spoke with no foreign accent. He was from our tribe. The revelation surprised us. Even I, the youngest of the five, knew the significance. He must have been the one to lead the Zar’s men to us in the first place. We were all dragged from our revery when we arrived at a giant frozen lake. The large man stepped out onto the lake with the dark-skinned man slung over his shoulder. He prompted us to follow but we resisted at first. He pointed his pistol then we did as he ordered. We took small fearful steps. Not out of fear of the ice breaking but fear of what would happen next. 

There was a hole at the center of the lake. Someone had been fishing. The large man ordered the dark man to do something, and the dark man refused. Bang! He was shot in the abdomen. The large man shoved him into the whole in the ice. He grabbed the stone we carried and dropped it into the hole. Easa went in first, she was a widow. She loved to dance and sow, and her only child died years ago of the pox. Next was Anza, she was engaged but her betrothed died fighting the soldiers. Then it was Epo, she was young and strong and would not go easily. She dove flat on the ice and used the sharp angle of the rope decent to keep her from being dragged in. She ordered us to do the same. Epo wanted to be a warrior but was denied because she was female. She fought hard against the pull of the rope but gave ground. An inch here, a few feet then a lurch backward. Slowly Epo was pulled under. Then Maya, a teenager like me, she was so full of hope and love it was infectious. Finaly it was my turn; the rope was so heavy from the bodies of the others I was snatched into the freezing water. The rope was just long enough to immerse my face while my arms breached the water. The large man placed his boot on my forehead. I struggled mightily against it until the last words of the dark man rang in my ear. 

““In my pocket is a knife, if you get a chance cut your ropes and get away.” 

I swam down, away from the soldier’s boot and into complete darkness. I swam past the flailing arms of my kin who were still fighting to survive. When I reached the bottom, I searched for the body of the dark-skinned man. With what must have been his last breath he shoved his knife into my hand. Immediately I started cutting the rope that tethered us to the stone block. It came free and we swam to the surface.

I could tell more than one of us didn’t make it because of the dead weight on the rope. We crested the water gasping for air but met instead with a boot. Epo was not the sort to be stepped on. She grabbed hold of the soldiers’ boot and pulled him into the water. The maneuver was such a surprise he tossed his pistol several feet before falling in. Epo, not a stranger to getting out of frozen water swung her foot out, rolled over and started helping others out. The soldier either couldn’t swim or was weighed down by his gear, either case
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