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			Dedicated to Jose Gaspar, a great cat.

		

	
		
			The Heart of the Crystal

			Date:	January 11, 1950

			Location:	Nga Thien, French Indochina

			A dapple of sunlight fell on Ivy’s face. He lifted his chin to allow it to warm his skin, to remind him that even killers could feel something. After a few seconds, he closed his eyes and accepted the world of sounds into his being, the sonorous wind wrestling through the trees, the complaints of creatures seeking mates or giving themselves up to death, the distant human sounds—artillery, wood chopping, a Bearcat growling for height in the hot air. 

			He allowed his hand to caress the rifle he carried. The pedantic instructors forced intimate knowledge of every working piece on him as if that was what made him a killer. Marteau, the hammer which struck percuteur, the impact pin, which ignited the cartouche, the cartridge from which death sprang as a little copper and lead angel. Chambre-a-gaz, the clever hole drilled in the barrel into which burning gas surged, the piston, a tube to carry the gas to reload a new little angel of death by shoving the chamber to the rear. Over and over and over, ten times over, and then it was so simple to refill—five sleeping bullets attached to a little aluminum clip, twice as many to completely reload a magazine. The math of death multiplied by each new magazine.

			And somewhere over the seas, they breed these little angels, one after another, day after day, in long golden rows. Ivy listened to the world as he caressed the lance his king had provided him, and he imagined the little angels receiving letters in the mail and reporting to an armory where sturdy French workers collected them: five for each aluminum clip, fifteen in a cardboard box that was helpfully printed with a little cartoon of the boxes’ contents, then scores of boxes in a metal can, and several cans into a wooden crate, and then a dozen crates on a palette which crosses the seas in an American-built cargo ship and is left on a dock for him to adopt as many as he needed. And he needed a lot of them. Day and week and month and, who knows, years he would be adopting them, then sending each into the world in a transcended flight.

			Ivy knew with grim certainty their fate. The little angels, magical things colored brassy gold in their glory, pointed ogive-shaped, boat-tailed, shot forward by pressures too great to understand, becoming gleaming projectiles that traced glorious arcs through the sky until they arrived to embed themselves or even pass through the bodies of green and black-clothed men, each of which imagined themselves immortal until schooled by Ivy in the hard logic of predation.

			And that was the center thought that occupied Ivy’s knowledge: he was not the hunted, but the hunter. Sometimes people compared him to a tiger, but that was not true. He was something that hunted the tiger and anything else that dared move through his jungle. He was an alien in the vast green forest killing whoever moved down his trails or worked the rice paddies without his permission. 

			Ivy breathed in life and remembered. One time, a new fish, fresh from France, hook still embedded in his cheek, eyes wide and stinking of terror, looked at the great jungle that threatened to engulf their firebase and said, “We are prisoners in a green prison, and the other inmates are death.”

			Ivy slapped the man while the other paratroopers laughed. The man had fallen to the ground, mud caking his clean fatigues, tears visible as they rolled down his cheeks, little rivulets cleaning the dust from his dirty face. “Fucking poet,” Ivy had yelled. “We are not stuck in here with them; they are stuck here with me!”

			The kid was dead long ago, the mine that severed his foot casting only a small shadow of memory on Ivy’s mind, the frantic minutes spent tying the stump off, assuring the child that indeed he had not been maimed, that they would repair him and return him to the living whole. The child clutching a hand that turned out to be Ivy’s own, begging him for what he could not give, another birthday, a moment with his mother, or just a second free from the terror that his life was over at 18. Then the stillness of death, the child who thought he was a man, who played soldier on the street without joy, passed from memory. Ivy did not remember him at all. Did not remember the peach fuzz of his false mustache. Did not remember his singing that damn nursery rhyme as he drank wine in the barracks. Did not remember his haunted blue eyes or the dust that his tears cleared from his face. Ivy had banished it all from his being and thought, One forgotten of many. 

			Ivy shook his head and felt the sun again, letting the reverie fade. While the kid was dead long ago, the kid in Ivy had died long before that. Now he was a scalpel whose blade cut out the tissue that moved through his jungle, debriding human life and leaving only the riotous trees behind. Patrol after endless patrol was his lot, propelled forward by the knowledge that he was a cog in a machine without a brain, the killer of tigers controlled by silent hands and strings, knowing that the same strings were guiding him as well. He was just an instrument, and the universe was the creation of a drunken surgeon, penetrating flesh and spilling flood onto the leaf-covered floor of the jungle, removing organs with abandon and heaping them by size, color, and density, to be returned to some great toy shop run by a cynical god.

			A smell, slightly off, of lilac and ginger made him stop. Ivy made a broad sweep of the countryside with his eyes, then brought his rifle up and repeated the sweep with his scope. It was a lush land, green and wild, with 1,000 species of plants forming a wild chiaroscuro of life. Green oblate leaves hung heavy on grey elephant tusk whips, while jade fig vines and purple-blue creepers tried to strangle out the life from stately softwoods, giant trees which brushed the sky. The jungle was alive with music. Croakers sounded from a bog, a low burp that attracted the ear like a bass fiddle. Crickets and saw-legged swamp flies created a sound of nearly sub-auditory white noise, electrical and crackling in the late morning. It was an orchestra of subtleties since any sounds made by humankind were so much louder. The sounds of nature were curved, while humans made sounds like stair steps, clanks in the eternal orchestra, horrid saw-shaped bleats of corruption in the growl of nature. Like the sound of Shū blowing out his sinuses behind Ivy. Hearing that fog horn caused the riot of the jungle to fade into the background of here and now.

			He and Shū had been walking for hours. They left Nga Thiện at six, crossed a sluggish river on a stick bridge, then entered the rugged and heavily forested land that, according to the map at least, skirted a rather large lake and would eventually lead to the village of Yen Dong. They were very much alone in the strange land though. Not alone yet bereft of humanity and civilization, but alone in the sense that every hand they would find would be turned against them. The farmers, the sap finders, the hunters, and the miners in this district all were against French control. The only thing that kept the police and the ruling class on their side was that they would not survive a day under the communists, who had some pretty vicious bastards filling their ranks. 

			Ivy took a second to take stock. He was twenty-two, fit, and young. No matter how often he shaved, which was not often enough for his Lieutenant, he always seemed to carry a day’s growth of beard. His face had the gallic angles of his place of birth, which was by a small river in the northeast of France, but his easy way of walking and confidence was born of his upbringing, which called the entire world home. He was a child of the French Colonial World, baptized in a dozen languages across five continents. That luster had been tempered, perhaps even welded, into hard steel during his teenage years spent in metropolitan France under the thumb of NAZI occupiers, and now was burnt brittle in the forge of Indochina. If he had a home, it had died so long ago he could not remember where it really was. Home for Ivy was an absent place that his tongue found as it searched his teeth, a chip in his enamel like an alien crevice, not a place he could imagine visiting. Home was a blank on a map where the map maker informed the traveler dragons lived. 

			His companion Shū was an older man, born somewhere in China, with a strange way of looking at things and with, what Ivy considered, a sketchy past. He carried a beloved American Thompson submachine gun and liked to think of himself as a gangster. His one failing point was that while he understood English and French perfectly, he never could speak either very well no matter how much he was coached. On a patrol like this, he subjected Ivy to a constant monolog in English of gangster aphorism, all delivered in his best American Jimmy Cagney, which is to say a voice unlike his own, but also unlike any actor who had ever met Jimmy Cagney and might provide a useful exemplar for practice. No matter how he tried, Shū’s Cagney sounded like a Chinese fruit peddler in Hanoi hawking lemons. In particular, a fruit peddler who only had sour fruit in stock, and hoped to hold on without actually selling any fruit.

			Shū stopped next to Ivy and let his Thompson swing by his side, cartridges in the drum making an annoying clicking sound as they jittered in their metal drum. After a few seconds, he hazarded, “MMMmmm, you dirty rat!” Of course, it came out in a crazy mélange of tones that sounded like a nose-flute orchestra than intelligent speech.

			“Irony,” his first mentor said as he lay dying, gutshot by a Vichy soldier, and the older Ivy got, the more he understood Polar Bear’s denouement. Irony was the coin that rolled across the floor, the tragically flawed partner, or the flag that never should have flown. Ivy scanned the riotous jungle with his eyes, clicking from one object to the next, noting the color of the shadows, the movement of leaves, and the sense that to this day he could only define as intensity. Death was out there, but not close. A tiger could leap at you from the bushes. A communist could scream vindication and unleash death from a spider hole. There were mines and hobble traps, bottomless bogs of mud could claim a patrol, as could a deep hole in a river bottom where your gear would weigh you down until the catfish nibbled enough of you away that you’d come floating to the surface. The intensity was a measure of how far away death was each second. Irony was just his own brain’s attempt to deal with a world where his murderous, secretive partner could somehow exist in a world where a catfish could be eating your marrow by lunch time.

			“Do you have to speak English?” Ivy asked, still looking carefully for the thing that would kill them in the next second, a constant task.

			Shū replied in, of all languages, German, while still trying for a Jimmy Cagney accent. “My mother thanks you, my father thanks you, my sister thanks you, and I thank you.” Ivy looked over at the hulking soldier with surprise. He spoke German? Ivy thought to himself. The question must have broken through his thick aura of basic ignorance. 

			“I drove this German Hans von Seeckt around when I was a kid,” Shū explained.

			Probably bullshit, Ivy thought. He turned back to the jungle and said from the corner of his mouth, “If you have to speak, use Vietnamese.”

			“Kẻ đê tiện,” Shū replied, which could mean “You dirty rat” if you thought about it and played with the words in your head. 

			Ivy cleared his mind. No one in their right sense did two-person reconnaissance patrols. They were tantamount to suicide in the bush of Indochina, where each man turned his hand against the next. In assigning them to Ivy and Shū, Lieutenant Milliard was trying to see Ivy, his most hated noncommissioned officer, into an early grave. Ivy kneeled down and looked carefully at the ground. Leather sandals had passed here, perhaps at night, carrying a tallow candle. It was an unmistakable trail to the prey Ivy sought.

			Lieutenant Milliard’s chagrin was growing when Ivy came back unscathed from each patrol, often having completed his absurd missions with panache. Now the Lieutenant wanted them to look for a temple and capture some communists. There probably was no temple, only a rumor of one to hunt through the jungle. This did not matter to the Lieutenant who had to unbutton his pants to clean his glasses, and said glasses and the head they were worn on being inserted deeply up his own ass. In Vietnamese Ivy said to Shū, “Last night, some villagers passed through here, but they used candles, beeswax, not buffalo tallow.”

			Shū nodded and said in Vietnamese, “Look, I know you’re a smart lawyer, very smart, but don’t get smart with me.” Only he missed the word for lawyer, which is luật sư, and instead, he said giáo sư, which was more like the head of an academic department at a college. It worried Ivy that he was translating Shū in his head with an attempt to actually understand him. It was a sign he had been in the jungle too long.

			Ivy replied, “Ok Rocky Sullivan, explain the expensive candle wax.”

			Shū placed his heavy submachine gun on the ground and kneeled with Ivy. He then replied, “You see wax; your uncle sees women.”

			“Women?” Ivy glanced at the sandal print. Men and women in Vietnam wore the same sort of footwear, a wood or leather-soled sandal. And men did not weigh much more than women in this part of the world. Not enough to leave a mark in a sandy trail that could be read eight hours later, Hopalong Cassidy be damned.

			“Sure, kiddo,” he said, now in English. “Tomatoes, skirts, dames, broads. Only these ain’t none of yer yesterday girls that hang out with soda jerks. These are tony, real peaches, high rollers.”

			“For fuck sake.” Ivy was learning a lot from his partner, but it was at the price of his sanity. “What makes the wise Shū see women?”

			“They are walking on the balls of their feet, trying to be graceful, trying to impress the men that they are delightful reeds in this hideous jungle. Each footprint shows the mind of the walker. A man sneaking makes cat prints. A man impressing a woman walks like his balls need more room. A woman walks like she is a flower. The wax means they came by here in the darkness before dawn, and they did not want to smell of old buffalo, so they invested in beeswax. Probably from the store right near our own gate.”

			Ivy nodded and asked, “Any chance they were carrying military supplies?”

			“None. These tomatoes are going to a fancy ball.” Shū blew a little air across a track. Their áo dài are fit perfectly, they just barely brush the sand. How many girls dress in their best to carry a B-40 rocket on their shoulders?”

			Ivy got up and considered. Fancy girls visiting guerrillas was worth a lot to know. It was part of how information flowed from city to country, on the legs of the girlfriends of the soldiers in the field. Snatching a few of them, áo dài and all, would give an evening work to the local police chief. He stood up and took a quick measurement of where they were. Then he patted Shū on the shoulder, telling him, “Xiànzài kāishǐ xíngdòng ba.”

			Shū laughed. “Your Chinese is shit.”

			They followed the prints as quietly as they could, which was pretty quiet. Even the forty-five caliber rounds in the pregnant-looking, steel drums that Shū carried were silent, a near miracle considering the ox had somehow cozened a half dozen of the damn things for his weapon. Each drum weighed near four kilograms, as much as the gun itself. Of course, once you faced down a couple of Viet Minh with their new Chinese Type 50, you were pleased as hell to have Shū around with his endless streams of withering copper clad lead. No one noticed Ivy plinking enemy soldiers with his rifle when that thing was filling the jungle with its deadly sound.

			Which was part of why Ivy always chose Shū for these missions.

			After ten minutes, the world’s intensity took a turn north, and Ivy stopped dead under a short palmetto. The woods were mostly silent in the early morning, but the part that was not silent was a constant hum of life. Ivy noticed movement in the bushes, some small monkey or maybe a rodent. He also heard the sound of someone moving silently through the edge of existence. Ivy closed his eyes and heard the pad of crushed cloth, the breath of someone using their nose, the scrape of a leaf on a bar or metal. 

			Not silently enough, Ivy thought. He listened for a second more then put his finger by his ear. Shū was all professional now, and he just nodded. Ivy motioned him closer then made a few hand signs. “Bad guys coming. Let’s grab this guy” was the gist of what he said. They faded back into the undergrowth and waited.

			The soldier who crept up to them ten minutes later was dressed more oddly than any Ivy had ever seen in a war zone in his life. He had on a purple tuxedo of crushed velvet with a pink cummerbund, shiny patent leather shoes with white spats, and a canvas ammo belt, which he had slung by a hat clip a tall black topper. Instead of the topper, he wore a Chinese pattern helmet strapped to his head. In his hands, he carried a Russian-made SKS rifle, glinting darkened metal and wood, its bayonet deployed. Ivy had been planning on simply murdering the intruder silently with a knife and moving out, but this was something different. Across the clearing, he saw the mound of vegetation that was Shū, who he imagined crouching with his beloved submachine gun ready to stitch this guy up like a doll. Ivy made a gull sound.

			The man in the tuxedo was quick; he turned to Ivy and brought his rifle up, but even ten feet away could not see him in his hide. Then the man heard a soft, wet clucking sound like a chicken was stuck in a fen. The clucking made him bring his rifle to his shoulder, now pointed at Shū. Ivy set his rifle aside and pounced.

			It was over in a second. The man was on the ground, his mouth stuffed with canvas, his rifle lost in the woods. Ivy straddled him in an obscene adagio, hand keeping the canvas in place, pistol under his chin. In Vietnamese, he whispered, “Why are you wearing a suit?”

			The Vietnamese people were possibly the strongest people in the world, emotionally speaking, or so Ivy had thought since he first came to this land as a youth. Here this man in his terrible tuxedo went from skilled soldier to a forfeited life in a second, and yet he showed not a speck of fear in his eyes. From behind Ivy, Shū said in Cagney English, “Drill the bird and let’s fly.”

			Ivy replied in French, “Do you not feel it is wrong. Something is magical here?”

			The man must know French because his eyes widened. His muscles were still tense. If Ivy moved his pistol an inch, the man would have turned the tables, and that would be the end of Ivy’s own existence. Shū scoffed and, switching to French, said, “Vite Fait, do it quick.” Ivy shook his head, and Shū replied, “Perfect,” then turned to watch the pathway.

			Ivy bound the man then got him to his feet. Slinging his rifle, he said in Vietnamese, “There are girls down this path. Girls who may mourn the man in the tuxedo who carries an illegal rifle. Perhaps you show me this is not a trap to kill my brothers, and I ignore this magical oddity and go my own way.” Ivy heard Shū grunt like he had been kicked, but Ivy ignored his anger. 

			The Vietnamese soldier’s ferocity siphoned away, and he nodded in resignation. Ivy removed the gag, his pistol still poised for retribution, and waived his head down the path toward the mystery, the source of the magic. The man nodded his head again.

			Ivy looked at Shū. Shū was pissed. His round face was red, and his hands caressed his submachine gun, as if willing it to be the solution to this dilemma. “I will napalm this whole place for days if you are hurt, Shū,” Ivy said. “Nothing will escape this place. You understand, tuxedo-boy?”

			The soldier again nodded. There was no air support and no artillery was ranged in today to support Ivy. Ivy knew the comment was theatre. “Stay here, Shū.”

			Holding the man’s bound hands and using him for cover, Ivy allowed him to lead them down the rough trail. The terrain was beautiful, rough rocky lands covered in vines and trees, tan- and steel-colored stones jumbled down and on the path from the hillsides. As they walked, the morning mist seemed to part, and dancing were-faeries of swirling steamy fog gave a performance of hot cascading dew. The path started constricted like any other jungle pathway made by humans or buffalo, after 500 meters, it opened up to a grotto at the head of a cave. Dozens of people had gathered here.

			In the cave mouth, a handsome man, in what Ivy assumed passed for a Viet Minh dress uniform (he had never seen any such clothing before), stood next to a strong-looking woman in a Western wedding dress, all taffeta and white lace. Next to the groom was another man in a uniform, older, with iron-grey hair and a wise, fatherly face. Two other men in purple tuxedos like his captives were standing in respectful poses, attentive to the ceremony and proud like brothers giving a relative away. 

			Ivy could see none of the men were armed, but there were three tripods of SKS rifles stacked by a buffet table covered with silver chafing dishes. A Catholic priest and a Buddhist priest stood by the table, along with a man whose face seemed at first to be obscured by smoke, but who on second glance was a thin-faced British colonial type like you would meet on the streets of Hong Kong. The British man stared at Ivy and looked to move as if his soft colonial splendor could beat Ivy’s well-worn pistol. Then he looked bleak, and his face showed some choice. Ivy immediately forgot him, as though he had never existed.

			A small crowd of others—peasants, police, a French provincial leader, and soldiers from the Viet Minh—stood together. They saw Ivy right when he entered and tensed. Their obvious helplessness kept them frozen in time like they were affected by a spell. None had weapons nearby. In fact, many had fans, small prayer wheels, or colored flags, which had seconds ago been giving adulation to the bride and groom during their wedding ceremony. They knew one grenade like the round spheres hanging from Ivy’s belt, a spray of bullets from his rifle or pistol, or even a radio call from a hidden friend would end in untold carnage and the ruining of the auspicious wedding. Ivy understood for a second what it would be like to be a nurse in a manger of children, looking up to see a tiger had just entered, jaws dripping saliva, growl forming in his throat.

			Perhaps the soldiers had an idea of how to stop Ivy from murdering everyone because a few began to edge toward the rifles, but in some coordinated movement, they all stopped as one and looked not at Ivy, but at something else that had entered the grotto. Ivy followed their gaze and saw three bridesmaids had entered the grotto together. At least Ivy had an intellectual understanding that three women were there, but he could only really see one. She was young, perhaps twenty, in a stunning emerald green silk áo dài and black leather sandals. She had an almond face, long sleek hair, and stood fearlessly with her shoulders thrown back and her chin held high. Her gaze was fierce, emboldened, and filled with hate for Ivy, as if he was evil incarnated in the form of man. Ivy found himself saddened because, for some reason, he wanted her to like him, to see him as noble, brave, strong, and beautiful. Not how he knew he must actually be.

			He was pulled from his distraction by one of the soldiers making a move for the rifles and tripping over himself. Ivy tripped his captive and knelt, ready to reply to gunfire with his Browning pistol. He knew that a crossfire like this would be bloody, his target entangled in a crowd, bullets plowing into flesh and not caring if the flesh was owned by the fighting man or beautiful woman in an emerald green silk áo dài, standing so close to him, close enough that he could dash to her and embrace her with love, yet so far that death was sure to come to her and her friends with a mistake of intention or movement.

			The older man in uniform stepped into the path of the soldier and physically stopped the soldier who ran for the guns from moving further. He picked the man up and dusted off his tuxedo, seeming to cast a spell on the young Viet Ming soldier, a magical cantrip to prepare him to accept a journey to the afterlife rather than break the tableaux with violence. The man’s face was strong, angular, and commanding as he turned to Ivy. He held the soldier’s hand and squeezed it in his own as he locked eyes with Ivy. Then in French, the Viet Minh commander said, “Do you murder us all in this magical place, paratrooper?”

			The silent question was well asked. Many of his fellow soldiers in the paratroopers were from unusual backgrounds. In the colonial French army, the man standing next to you in ranks could be fleeing from corseque lodge, or have been a Ukrainian death squad soldier. He could be an innocent Berber farmer doing his best to provide, but he could also be a child molester from Khartoum or a Frenchman who learned to keep ears in the last war. The very worst would find justice very occasionally. The molester bragged of his actions when he first arrived in Asia, to the best of Ivy’s knowledge, was feeding the catfish in Mekong, but there was only so much the core of more principled noncommissioned officers such as Ivy could do. The ranking officers frankly couldn’t give a shit about the moral character of their men. And each time you murdered a raging animal after discovering the depravity of their crimes, you faced a diminution of your own spirit. 

			Was Ivy a warrior or an animal? 

			Ivy looked over at the woman in the emerald dress. It seemed fitting he was on his knees, even if he had taken that position only to have a better shot at anyone going for the rifles. It was fitting because her fierce eyes were right, so close that he could believe they were psychic, and he wanted them to be wrong, begged God and the spirit of the grotto who surrounded him and penetrated his spirit that they could wash his soul clean enough to belong in her arms, to not be a person who would destroy this fragile time and place.

			The officer dropped his soldier’s hand and walked toward Ivy. Ivy brought up his pistol, but the man kept walking toward him, slowly becoming more prominent. There was a gasp in the crowd as the officer kept walking, and Ivy slowly rained his pistol, until the officer placed his forehead against the pistol’s muzzle, eyes staring past the weapon into Ivy’s eyes. And Ivy knew somehow this was a man who had done horrible things just like he had, who perhaps was saying kill me and be done with it. Shoot me, a general officer, and bring your victory to your leaders. None of this was said. It was like the older man, and Ivy had become two men holding a rope and if either released it, the other would fall into an abyss and be lost. If Ivy did not understand yet, the officer took his left hand and placed it on the muzzle of the pistol, holding it firm in his hand, and said in French, “Take me and leave, no one will pursue you, child.”

			Two kilograms of pressure would break the sear, causing the mainspring of the pistol to drop the hammer down onto the firing pin, which, in turn, would strike the tiny cap of fulminated mercury to set off the bullet. He looked at the girl in the emerald dress and saw she was being supported by the two other bridesmaids. Her face was almost the same as this man’s. It was his daughter, a bridesmaid to one of his officer’s soon-to-be wives. She looked across the grotto at him, tears flowing on her face, shaking her head and nearly screaming, “Không phải anh, xin chúa!” It translated into something like, “Please Lord, spare him!” or at least Ivy thought it did, but he did not have much mind left for subtle translations of the words of screaming women.

			Two kilograms of pressure. He turned his eyes back to the officer and said in French, “Pretend I was never here.” He saved the pistol and dropped it back into his holster. Behind the officer, one of the soldiers rushed a stack of rifles and crashed into them, pulling one up and ripping at the charging handle.

			Ivy started to step back, one step at a time. The officer held his had up and yelled, “Dừng lại!” It was an order for the soldier to stop. Ivy took another step back and stared down the officer, knowing he could get his own rifle up before the soldier could get a good shot at him. Ivy was not conceited when he assessed his own skill. The officer said in a steel voice, “Bạn không thấy sao? Ngay cả bây giờ anh ta có thể giết tất cả chúng ta. Đây không phải là một người nghiệp dư.” Ivy strained to understand the words, to translate themselves. They meant something like, “This man kills for a living, even now he has not dropped his guard.” 

			Ivy stepped back a few more steps. “You are wise to call them down,” he said in French.

			The man nodded. “You are the one who hunts the jungle. I know who you are.”

			Shū came bursting out of the trailhead into the grotto, growling in Chinese, “I will fucking massacre you all!” Cagney was let aside for practicality.

			Ivy said, “Shū, this is a wedding, and we are not invited. We are walking out of here and leaving them to their day.”

			Ivy heard Shū sigh with exaggeration. “You are crazy.”

			It seemed Ivy could only laugh at that. “Sure I am.”

			The Viet Minh officer said, “You buy something here. As long as I lead the division, you and your kind are safe as they go about their business unarmed. A soldier’s truce.” Ivy knew that generals, guarded day and night by bodyguards, hated soldier’s truces. Good soldiers thought nothing of truces, only of finding the enemy and killing them, letting them have no sleep, no time to eat, no time to grieve or to bury their dead. 

			Ivy nodded. He turned his back and picked up Shū with his eyes. A bloodless victory was better than any other kind. Then he stopped and looked back one last time at the woman in the emerald dress. Silently he said, “Hate me, hate your father, we are the same.” And she nodded, her face still clouded by tears.
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