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It should have been a routine patrol. It’s one we conduct every two weeks, and this one we had almost completed. We’d set out four days earlier, eight men in a ragtag line. Our uniforms were sand-colored boots with two-tone sandtan trousers bloused at the bottom for protection against worms, and matching long-sleeved shirts. We also wore a sandtan scarf for protection against the wind, soft bucket hats and goggles on a strap around our necks. 

We sauntered more than marched, having left the training academy far in our past. We shifted our rifles from one shoulder to the other or one hand to the other to alleviate the weight and fend off boredom. We always go armed, but I don’t recall the last time any of us fired so much as a shot, except while hunting for food.

The purpose of the patrol was to check our rain carts. We checked two on the afternoon of the first day and one during the less-day, which is what we have here instead of all-out night. We found all three intact and sealed, as they should be and as we expected. Like I said, routine.

The second day and less-day we checked four others and found them the same. And this day, this very morning, we’d checked two more. So nine in all. The tenth and final cart in our district was only a half-mile or so ahead, although it seemed farther with the scragglebrush grabbing at the legs of our trousers and the laces on our boots. Still, after we checked this last one, it was only a few hours’ march back to our homes. We would drink deeply, then fill our canteens and finish our patrol successfully. The thought buoyed our spirits. 

But this day—well, this day would be different.

On the final leg of our patrol, we donned our goggles, adjusted our scarves, and turned directly into the hot, incessant wind.

The ambient temperature here is 105, day and less-day. Due to the twin stars, there is no night. 

In the day the temperature is maintained by the brighter of the stars, and in the less-day by that damned wind, facilitated by the lesser star. The wind runs always west to east, chasing its tail and carrying an endless supply of stinging sand. Hence the scarves.

We struggled up a long final slope. Not that the grade was that steep, but the scragglebrush is always thicker on the east slope and it has longer thorns there for some reason. The first sun hung low in the sky. The glistening, deceptively inviting Poison Sea lay just to our south. 

As the rear guard, I had just exited the scragglebrush when Ortega called a halt to our march with one tentatively raised hand. His shoulders hunched slightly, as if he’d stumbled onto something he couldn’t quite believe.

And so he had. 

He continued to gape as the rest of us moved forward, shuffling into position on either side of him. And we too stared in disbelief at what he’d found. 

“Who would do this? And why?” someone said.

In response, Ortega moved his head slowly from side to side.

Quietly, in an almost reverent whisper, someone else said, “Others. The damn Others.”

The rest of us said nothing, but it was true. Only the Others would do something so deplorable. Something so dishonorable. We and they were soldiers. Killing a man is bad enough. Threatening an entire society with extinction is nothing short of heinous. 

We continued to stare, the ugly wind battering our backs, as if the object of our distress might right itself at any moment.

But that would not happen.

The Others apparently had discovered the rain cart despite the heavy camouflage. They’d found it and they’d dumped it, no doubt after filling their own canteens. Then they had destroyed it so thoroughly it could never be used again. Somehow the second act was far worse than the first.

The cart lay on its side, some twenty feet tall and sixty feet long, its shadow stretching and thinning to a point some hundred feet away. On the near end of the wagon the double tongue was shattered, and the massive wheels and their spokes broken and cast aside. What was left of the side that was now on top sagged in splinters. The tarpaulin that had covered the original top was shredded. The only sign of any water was the deep gouge where it had drained into the sand. 

It was a terrible loss for us, both a cause for mourning and a catalyst for rational anger. It made us hungry for revenge, and it imbued us with a sense of urgency. 

Ortega put the obvious into words, though quietly, as if he could barely speak. He turned to us, black and grey stubble on his cheeks, his shoulders sagging, his eyes belying his weariness. “Our trek home will be delayed. We must do what we can to defend the remaining carts and their locations.”

Nobody complained. We had no problem with that.

We have carts staged at the most opportune places in our district, per a specific pattern determined by our engineers. Each cart is rigged with a small solar pump, and each provides water to our loved ones through buried conduits.

We hid the carts well, both within the natural terrain and with camouflage. They were practically invisible. Yet the Others had found this one, so we had to assume they’d also discovered the pattern, or very nearly had, and planned to destroy them all.

That was something we couldn’t allow. It’s no exaggeration to say the rain carts are our lifeblood.

The water the Others had dumped was precious to us and to our community. The bastards who dumped it and smashed the rain cart beyond repair, not so much. They and the ones who sent them are from Upper Samovia, a conglomeration of structures that completely enclose the only fresh-water lake on the planet. For them, collecting rain is not essential. For them, only one thing is essential: knowing that we depend on it. Not for our livelihoods, but for our lives.

We fanned out and carefully scoured the area, looking for signs of the assailants.

I, and I’m sure my comrades, hoped we would find something other than signs of Others. They were like us, after all—human—but more fortunate having come to this place in the first ship. 

But we soon confirmed it was Other. Their tracks were fresh, meaning we could still see them at all in an environment where the wind would fill or erase such tracks within an hour. There was the edge of a heel print here, the indentation of the toe of a boot there. A few happened on a bent or broken branch of scraggly brush, crushed beneath the sole of a boot. 

But we soon determined they were headed in the wrong direction. And when they learned their mistake, they would have to return here as a point of reference and begin again in another direction.

They were not yet aware of the pattern. 

And so, under Ortega’s capable leadership, we took up positions. 

There was little cover, so I and Ortega buried the other five in shallow graves beneath the burning sand. They lay on their backs, their rifles charged and ready on their chests. When they heard
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