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The future is not the result of choices 
 among alternative paths offered by the present,
 but a place that is created—
 created first in the mind and the will,
 created next in activity.
 The future is not someplace we are going to,
 but one we are creating.
 The paths are not to be found—but made.
 And the activity of making them
 changes both the maker and the destination.


 -John Schaar
 



 

Not a shadow stirred in the hallway. Darius strained his senses to their limit, alert to any hint of movement. But the soft breeze that fluttered through the open windows at the end of this hallway only carried the scents of flowing water and the sweet smell of jasmine. No sounds. 
Good. He didn’t expect a patrol to come through here for another hour or so, giving him plenty of time to enact the second part of his plan. 
Quietly, he stole through the opposite doorway, pushing the door open noiselessly. This room was an exact replica from the one he had just left—a gigantic bed dominated the center of the area, expensive rugs covered the floor, and floor-to-ceiling windows opened on either side to allow the cool night air through. 
In the center of the bed lay Prince Baros, although he didn’t look like much of a prince with his fair hair tangled around his head and a leg sticking out over the edge of the bed. Apparently, the prince was not an elegant sleeper. 
Darius strode directly to the bed and laid a hand against the prince’s shoulder, shaking him awake. “My Prince.”
With a start, Baros awoke, half-flailing as his eyes flew open. When he realized who leaned over him, relief flooded his features. Alarm followed just as quickly and he sat up more fully. 
“General. What is amiss?”
Darius didn’t answer him immediately. He couldn’t. What he would say next was tantamount to a death sentence. But he had made his choice. He could not regret his actions, so it was not possible to regret the consequences. With a deep breath, he sought for the courage that had brought him through every campaign in his career to carry him through the next several hours. Strangely, he wished in that moment he wore the Brindisi uniform instead of these casual clothes. He also rather wished he had properly armed himself instead of just grabbing a dagger to kill the king with. Reporting death seemed wrong, somehow, when he was unarmed and out of uniform.
 He sank to one knee next to the bed, and stared sightlessly at the thick carpet under him for a long moment before he could force his head back up. Moistening his lips, he opened his mouth and forced out the words. 
”Prince Baros, I have come to report to you that the king is dead.”
The color drained from Baros’s face, as if the God of Death were draining life from him. “Gods preserve us. How?”
“I killed him.”
Baros stared at him for a long moment, as if Darius’s words didn’t make any sense. Maybe, for a moment, they didn’t. Then the reality sank in and his eyes closed in a gesture of understanding and resignation. 
“Because of the oath you two exchanged? You killed him for breaking it?”
“Yes.” Darius didn’t know what else to say. 
“Gods, Darius.” Baros raised his hands to rub roughly at his eyes. “I don’t suppose I can blame you, in a way. He swore to protect Brindisi…and yet his blind ambition and greed led to the capital being laid to waste. Because of that oath, you had every right to kill him, but…why by the gods are you reporting to me after you’ve done the deed?!” Baros abruptly sat up and grasped Darius by both shoulders, eyes begging for understanding. “Don’t you know that as the new king, I have to have you executed for this?”
“I know,” Darius assured him quietly. “But I am not above the law. Oath or not, I do not have the right to kill a king without consequences befalling me.” Taking in another breath, he stared into the prince’s wide eyes and prayed that this would be the last time he would have to say this. “Prince Baros, I have killed your father, the king. My last command to you as your mentor is this: Be a better king than he was. Do not repeat his mistakes.”
Baros had been his student for nearly five years. The pain on his face Darius well understood and it hurt his heart to know that he had caused it. But Baros proved that he had indeed learned everything he should. After a deep breath, he blinked away the tears standing in his eyes and ordered with a shaky breath, “Darius Bresalier, I order you to live. As the new king of this Sovran, I cannot stay my hand of execution. But as your friend, I can give you an hour’s head start. Go.”
Darius jerked back in surprise. “Baros, what are you saying? You can’t—”
“That man broke two oaths with you,” Baros interrupted harshly. “Both of which cost this Sovran dearly. He needed to be punished. Am I to ignore this? You taught me that justice crosses all boundaries of class and station, Darius. The world is not fair enough to always do this, but I can certainly try. Go, Darius. Live.”
He felt like he should argue, somehow, but Baros clearly meant the command. So he slowly gained his feet, heart pumping in renewed hope. But he couldn’t leave without saying one more thing. 
“Long life, King Baros.”
Baros managed a smile, although it was bittersweet. “You too, my friend. May the gods open another path for you to walk upon.” 
Darius bowed deeply one last time to his king, and then spun on his heel, melting back into the darkness. 
 



 

“Clear the road! Make way!”
Darius winced as the guard jerked at the ropes binding his arms. The guard captain hadn’t taken any chances once they’d managed to catch him. His hands were securely tied behind his back, a manacle around each foot that connected him to another guard, and he wore a heavy collar around his neck. Instead of just one or two guards as an escort, he had a whole squadron. In a way, it was rather flattering to think that his reputation among the people of this country was so fierce that they deemed it would take this much manpower and restraint to keep him from escaping. 
Actually, he couldn’t pick a lock if his life depended on it. He knew that for a fact because his life did depend on it and he hadn’t a clue how to manage it. 
While the guard walking point continued to bellow out orders to make way, the pedestrians on the street quickly darted to either side of the street. The buildings here were crowded in on each other; all made with the same white plaster and tiled roofs to reflect the strong rays of the sun. Not one building had a straight edge to it. They all had rounded walls, roofs in the shape of cones, with arched doorways and circular windows. It looked very different from the straight, in-line buildings of Brindisi. 
Some were obviously shops as they had signs out front or wares on display; others could be small houses or restaurants although he didn’t smell much food here. Aside from fruit, water and bread, nothing edible could be seen for sale. But people seemed to fill every nook and cranny. They leaned out of windows, crowded around ware tables, and lingered in the shadows of overhead awnings. This was the main street of the capital city, so the number of people here came as no real surprise. They made a large crowd of spectators as Darius passed. Those that recognized him whispered to their neighbors, and rumor spread so quickly that the whole street knew in moments who he was. 
The Kingslayer had been captured. 
A smile teased at the corners of his mouth. The situation really wasn’t that funny, but the irony couldn’t be ignored. He had attacked this country for over a year, using every strategy and tactic he could think up in order to conquer it in the name of his king. And yet, now that he finally walked the main street of the capital of Niotan, he would give anything to escape it. 
The gods did indeed have a strange sense of humor. 
One of the guards noticed his smile and turned a heated glare on him. “Something funny, Kingslayer?”
“No,” he denied mildly. “I was just thinking that the gods are indeed fickle.”
The guard on his right side blinked at him in astonishment. Suspiciously, he asked, “You believe in the gods?”
“Only a fool doesn’t.” Darius answered in all sincerity, but he doubted that anyone around him actually believed him. Ah well. With a shrug, he let this go and focused on more important matters. 
The five-man squad serving as his escort was not to be lightly dismissed. Every Niotanian had olive skin, but these men were much darker than the usual, silently testifying to how much time they spent on their training. Their black hair had been cropped short, barely finger-length, as most of the career soldiers tended to do. Darius’s eye quickly skimmed over the standard white shirts, baggy tan pants, and armored chest plates. It all looked well worn-in, bordering on shabby. Niotan didn’t have the resources to issue new equipment to her soldiers, he knew that, but this was a little worse than he’d expected. 
Everything he saw said that this squad had a great deal of experience fighting and working together. Bound and weaponless as he was, it would take a miracle straight from the gods to get him out of this city alive. 
Darius absently cursed the fact that he had been driven so far south. He’d fought from one end of Brindisi to the other, and because of his high status of general, most of the populace knew of him. When he’d left the capital, his first plan had been to head west, toward Askara Bay and get on a ship there. But someone had anticipated that idea and cut him short, forcing him to choose the only other open route. He’d fled south, with every intention of going through Hamms and getting on the first boat that left the main continent. He’d been aboard a caravan going south and working as a guard there to make enough money to pay for a ship’s fair. He’d thought that would give him enough of a credible cover to escape detection, as long as he’d kept his bright blond hair covered, but it hadn’t worked.  An overly enthusiastic road guard in the Dakan Pass had caught him before he could quietly sneak away and over Hamms’ border. 
In renewed aggravation, he sighed and thought to himself, I really, really shouldn’t have taken the road south. As dangerous as it was, crossing over the Songhor Mountains probably was a better idea than risking a visit to my former enemies.
His eyes caught a glimpse of the palace roof ahead. So they really were taking him straight to the queen, eh? Darius had never been in the city before, so this busy market street had meant nothing to him. But he’d seen the palace before from a distance, so he knew roughly what it looked like. From outside of the city, he had seen the white building sprawling out in every direction over a small hill, the blue roof tiles and the green, extravagant gardens inside of its walls making a picturesque view. Some part of his mind idly wondered if a closer inspection would dash any illusions his imagination had conjured up. 
The majority of his attention had only one question: what would the queen do with him? 
They turned onto another street and the main gates to the palace abruptly appeared before them. The walls were indeed white, but they were not painted that way, as he’d always suspected. Instead, they were formed from a sparkling white sand that had been hardened into a smooth surface. The blue roof was formed from tiles, no bigger than the size of his spread hand, overlapping each other. His eyes roamed over the guards that stood at intervals along the top of the wall, and the sentries that stood at attention in front of the very massive iron gates. No one looked bored, or like they were simply going through the motions. Was it because of his appearance? 
He certainly got many a curious look, but it never lasted for more than a few seconds before the soldiers turned their attention back to what they were doing. The commander in him nodded in approval. Yes, that was the quality of soldier he had fought against for over a year. 
The large iron gates did not move, but a smaller version to the left was opened to permit him entrance. His escort did not slow in their pace, so he could only give his surroundings a cursory look. The palace had large, open windows and doors on each of the five levels with little pots of flowers and flowing water fountains in every available space. In this arid land where the sun could bake a man alive, the cool stone of the palace and the openness of it would keep away the worst of the heat. He already felt cooler and he wasn’t even properly inside yet, just under the shading of a connecting roof. 
Here, the staff gave him longer looks as he passed. They always flattened their backs to the wall, partially to give the party room to pass through, but as soon as he passed, he could hear whispers in his wake. Darius made a personal bet with himself that the queen would know he was coming before he even entered the throne room. 
When he finally did reach the throne room, long minutes later, it did not hold the crowd of curious onlookers that he’d half-expected. Instead, the long room only had a few people standing at the very front, near the dais where the throne sat. The room was lined with tall glass doors on both sides, but no one apparently dared to stand there and try to eavesdrop. Darius’s forehead twitched in a brief frown. A private audience? For what purpose? There were only two other people in the room, and by the look of them, they were the queen’s personal aides. 
Upon the dais lounged a woman that he had never met but certainly knew. Queen Tresea of Niotan was every bit as beautiful as rumor made her out to be. Her long, dark hair draped artfully along one shoulder, setting off unusually pale skin. She did not possess the cute, dainty look that Brindisi preferred, but instead had very striking, angular features. She wore the deep purple of royalty, although in this heat her long dress had no sleeves and she wore a simple belt around her waist instead of any connecting fur robe. Her dark eyes watched him intently as he was dragged to within a few feet of her and shoved down to his knees. 
Darius felt like the year of running had finally caught up with him. Paranoid tension had kept him going so long that when it disappeared, he felt only exhaustion. Muscles he hadn’t known were rigid began to unlock, and his body sagged. The coolness of the stone floor seeped into aching legs, offering relief. For the first time in memory, his mind didn’t spin in mad circles, constantly weighing and suspecting everything around him. It felt…peaceful…in his own mind. He had known this day would come. No man could escape the entire might of the Sovran forever. He just found it humorous that it was an enemy of the Sovran that had caught him instead. 
Bound, kneeling before a queen whom he had hounded for a straight year, he should have been anxious. Or at least a little worried. Instead, a strange sense of relief filled him. It was over. His mad escape from Brindisi’s justice was over.  
“That is a very calm expression on your face, General Darius Bresalier,” she observed. Her tone was idle, but her eyes were as sharp as a hawk’s. “Are you not worried?”
“I knew what the punishment would be, Your Most High Majesty,” he answered respectfully. “I have had a year to resign myself to my fate. I cannot complain.” 
She gave a low, musical hum of approval. “Well said. I have heard many reports on what you did but never once did I believe I could have the full tale.” She leaned forward, causing the silk pillows behind her to slide in every direction. “Kingslayer, tell me. Why did you kill your king?”
She had a reputation for seeking amusement in every way possible. Darius had no doubt that she asked simply to satisfy her curiosity. But he was tired. Also hungry, sunburned, and filthy after weeks on the road, but mostly tired. Tired of recounting that night in his head, tired of hearing that question posed around him, tired of everything. He shook his head wearily. “What does it matter? I killed him. Choose whatever version of the story that you like best and believe in that.”
Tresea raised a finger and wagged it chidingly. “That will not do, General. I want the truth. I want your story of events. Will you not tell it to me?” When he didn’t respond, she looked at him more carefully. “Or is it something that you feel you cannot tell?”
That…hit closer to the truth than she probably expected. He could not meet her eyes as he responded, “It’s very personal, Your Most High Majesty.”
“I see.” For a long moment, she regarded him in silence. “Guards, take him to a holding room and make sure that he is properly bathed and fed. Oh, and get him some proper clothing as well.” 
…What? Darius jerked his head back up. “Your Most High Majesty, are you not going to execute me? Or turn me over to Brindisi?” She could use him as quite the bargaining chip if she wanted to. 
She blinked at him in surprise, as if neither thought had ever crossed her mind. “And lose one of the most skilled, talented generals that this world has seen? Heaven forbid! No, I am sure that we can put your talents to better use.” 
Which meant…what? Did she plan to use him? How? He could see no way to be useful to her. 
“Besides,” she said offhandedly as she stood, turning away. “Amusing things are not allowed to escape me. Off with you.”
Darius was half-jerked back to his feet and forcefully turned around before he could even try to question that last statement. He followed along as they took him back into the hallway, mind in a daze. Not killed? Not bargained away like a piece of dead meat? 
What by the gods did she intend to do with him then?!
~~~
For two days that question weighed on his mind. 
Far from the prison cell he expected, his guards instead shoved him into a holding room in the very back of the palace. The stone walls were thick, the windows so narrow that he could barely stick an arm outside, and the door had an impressive stoutness to it. Even with an axe in hand it would have taken him some time to break through it. But even though the room could obviously serve as a prison cell, it didn’t have the right look for one. In fact, it looked more like a hastily converted storeroom. A simple bed had been shoved into one corner—not a pallet, but an actual bed with a wooden frame—and a wash basin in the other, though some cautious person had tied a simple chain around the basin’s handle to prevent it from being used as a weapon. 
They only took him out of the room once, in the afternoon of the first day, and even then he didn’t go far. They showed him to a public bath and gave him just enough time to scrub the dirt and sweat away. Then they shoved fresh clothes into his hands, allowed him to dress, and dragged him straight back to the room. The clothes were even nice ones—the loose fitting black pants, crisp white shirt and belted sash had never seen use. 
A pretty, very young maid came in three times a day to deliver meals and take away the old dishes. She acted skittish around him, although he did not do anything to intimidate her. But it could be that she knew whom she waited on. Or it could just be his looks. After so many years of being a soldier, his skin had the same darkness as a Niotan’s, but he had the blond hair and ice blue eyes of Arape, his home country. Arape had been a part of the Brindisi Sovran for so many generations that most people had forgotten it once existed as an independent nation. Anyone with fair coloring was “Brindisi” and that was that. No one from Brindisi would be welcomed here. 
The room didn’t have the size he needed to truly train, but he found a way to work around the cramped area and do a full set of stretches and exercises. He partially did it out of a sense of routine—he’d been training his entire life. It just didn’t feel right if he didn’t train. But he partially did it to ease the boredom as well. Aside from sleeping and eating, he didn’t have anything else to do. 
Except worry. 
His treatment here was unexpected. It could almost be on the level of hosting a political prisoner—almost. Darius didn’t really have a political mind—his deviousness lay in other areas—so he didn’t know what to make of all of this. Queen Tresea clearly expected something from him, but for the life of him, he couldn’t imagine what. A handy military advisor, perhaps? He couldn’t think of anything else. 
His mind toyed around with the idea for those two days, looking at it from every angle. If she truly asked him to be a military advisor for her country, would he accept? 
Darius had been serving in the Brindisi military since he was fourteen. The third son of a merchant family, he’d known early in life that if he wanted to eat, he’d best find an occupation early on. His family simply couldn’t afford to feed their seven children. Becoming a military man had been the simplest option available to him at the time. Looking back, he realized he actually had missed a few other trades, but he didn’t regret the choice. Fighting and strategy suited him perfectly. He’d been serving Brindisi for a decade and a half, now. And yet…he’d never felt particularly loyal to it. Protecting Brindisi had been a way to protect Arape, that was all. Any affection he’d had for the Sovran had quickly dissolved once he’d risen to the rank of general and been invited to the court. Seeing court politics in action had sickened and wearied him. Trading good men’s lives to keep those men and women in power…the balance didn’t even out, in his mind. 
He’d kept serving after that simply because he’d sworn to do so. But that oath lay invalid now, as Prince—now King Baros—had released him of it before ordering him to run. But where did that leave him? If Queen Tresea demanded an oath of loyalty from him, he could certainly give it. But did he even want to? 
Did it even matter what he wanted? 
His thoughts spun round and round without any resolution until the afternoon of the second day. 
He could hear the lock rattling as someone inserted the key and unlocked it. Only it was hours yet until the girl with his evening meal should arrive. Suddenly alert, Darius swung off his bed and gained his feet, eyes facing the doorway. Guards to take him somewhere? Someone else?
The very last thing that he anticipated was for Queen Tresea to glide through the doorway. 
After a split second of frozen surprise, reflex took over. He glued his arms to his side and gave her a deep bow. “Your Most High Majesty, you honor me.”
“My, how proper.” Her voice held the smoothness of a veteran politician, with no hint of what she really felt. “Please rise, General.”
He did so cautiously, eyes studying her as intently as she studied him. She did not wear the purple of royalty today, but instead the amethyst blue of her nation. Aside from that, nothing from her appearance had changed since he’d last seen her. 
The door, to his complete surprise, closed behind her. He didn’t care how many soldiers were outside, putting her inside without any means of defense was stupid. He could snap her neck or take her hostage within seconds and no one in the hallway would be able to react quickly enough to stop him. And yet, this woman was not stupid. She had held out against the Brindisi Sovran for eight straight years without the proper amount of troops or reserves. That took more than courage—it took considerable intelligence. 
So why do something so senseless? 
“Your Most High Majesty, I think I and your guards would feel better if that door stayed open,” he stated as neutrally as he could. 
Her eyebrows quirked in an amused slant. “No doubt. But I do not wish this conversation to be overheard.”
Meaning…whatever she was about to say needed to stay confidential? Why? 
“I have given you two days to think.” She gave every sign of being at ease. In fact, her manner would not have been out of place at a state dinner. “I have also taken this time to think. I realize now that it was folly to demand answers from a veteran general. You are used to keeping secrets from your enemies, are you not?” she smiled to show that this did not upset her. “And we have certainly been enemies. But if I were to make a place for you here, in Niotan, so that you may live, would that not make you my ally?”
So she really did think that she could do that? “How, Your Most High Majesty? As an eternal prisoner? I’d rather face the gallows.”
Her eyes crinkled up in a true smile. “Yes, I wager you would. No, you would be a full citizen here. I would have your military advice on hand. I fear that without it, we will not be able to fend off Brindisi’s advance.”
Even with his help, that was probably not possible. At least, not forever. 
“But I cannot offer this until I know why you killed that foolish king.” Her voice was soft, coaxing, as if speaking to a wounded animal. “Will you not tell me?”
The opportunity in front of him could not be easily ignored. Baros had ordered him to live, but very few people would allow him that luxury when they discovered his true identity. This left him with few options. But this woman—he knew her well enough to gauge her sincerity. He had been fighting against her and her generals long enough to see what kind of monarch she was. Her loyalty to Niotan could not be questioned. Her love for the people had the fierceness that every ruler should possess. Darius admired her for those qualities alone. 
Could he trust her? He just didn’t know. But at the same time, she had a good point. She could not trust him either until she understood why he had done what he had. And his only bargaining point at the moment was this offer. If he ignored her outright, he’d likely not get another. 
So he blew out a resigned breath and faced her directly, shoulders straight, chin firm, and gave her the succinct version. “Did you know, Your Most High Majesty, that I am actually Arapeen?”
She blinked at this apparently random question. “I did not.”
He nodded, unsurprised. “When I rose to the rank of general, King Farhan brought me to him so that I could swear oath to him personally. I gave him the traditional oath of loyalty from Arape. Are you familiar with it?”
Her face had become like a marble statue, expressionless. “It has been some time since I learned of it. Refresh my memory.”
Darius kept his tone flat and level, staring at the floor, as he recited, “I offer you this: my strength until it has failed me, my courage until it is gone, my wits until they have faded, and my loyalty until you release me.” He lifted his head and locked his eyes with hers. “As long as you protect the people of Brindisi, I will do the same. You have my word.” 
“The consequence of breaking an oath for an Arapeen is death, is it not?” The tone made it a statement rather than a question.
He answered it regardless. “It is.”
Her eyes closed in fatalistic understanding. “I see. Considering the events of last year, I certainly see why you would be forced to kill him. Farhan did more than just break an oath—he disregarded it completely.” She looked at him again, with a thousand other questions in her eyes, but she clearly realized that she wouldn’t get any more answers from him today. In fact, she had been blessed to get the answer she had. “General, I wish for you to consider being a military advisor on my council of generals. You will be granted full citizenship as well, of course. This is the very least that I want to offer you. Will you consider it?”
“Brindisi will hound you once they discover that you are sheltering me,” he observed dispassionately. 
“They are already hounding me,” she pointed out in amusement. “Will you consider it?”
He inclined his head in agreement. 
“Good. Until tomorrow, then.” 
 



 

Queen Tresea was good to her word. She came again the next day, almost before his breakfast dishes could be collected. Once again, the door shut behind her. Darius gave the closed door a weary look but decided not to debate the matter this time. 
He expected her to ask about his offer, but she said instead, “What do you want, Kingslayer?”
Darius regarded her blankly, forehead gathered in a frown of bemusement. “Want? Forgive me, but a prisoner such as myself is in no position to make demands. Rather, it is I who should be asking yousuch a question.” 
She shook her head and smiled at him as if she were speaking to a child. “Forget your present status. If you could have anything, do anything, what would it be?”
He recognized the question for what it was. She was probing him, trying to find what motivated him. What he couldn’t understand was for what purpose. As her prisoner, she could order him to do anything and he would have very little room to disobey. Well, without losing his head in the process. But even though she wore that patient, enigmatic smile, he saw in her eyes that the question had been asked in all seriousness. 
So he gave a serious answer. “I would stop Prince—now King—Baros if I could.”
Whatever answer she had expected from him, that was not it. Her eyebrows flew up in surprise. “Stop him? From doing what?”
“Driving the Sovran into ruin,” he sighed. 
“I’m afraid I still don’t understand.” 
“No, you probably can’t see the signs yet.” His eyes went blind to his immediate surroundings and even though the queen stood directly in front of him, he did not truly see her. “I doubt anyone can, outside of the Sovran. But inside, I could see the future path of it quite clearly. Brindisi is overextended. The Sovran just doesn’t have the resources, the manpower, to keep going as it has been. Even with the resources and troops that we’ve taken from the conquered lands, it’s not enough.”
She had that unfathomable look in her eyes again. “Do you not have any more selfish goals? Even now you are worried about that Sovran more than yourself. If you did not want to live, to find a life of peace, why have you been running so hard for the past year?”
He shook his head, a weary smile on his face. He had run because he had been ordered to live. After fifteen years of following orders, he had obeyed this last command out of sheer force of habit. “Your Most High Majesty, do you know why I fought for Brindisi? It was not for the sake of the Sovran, I assure you. I did it to protect Arape. My home country is a part of that Sovran, after all.” Although now he was absolutely sure that Arape would actually do better if they governed themselves again. 
She took two steps forward, locking her eyes with his. “Brindisi is the greatest Sovran of this age.”
“Yes,” he agreed instantly. “But it won’t last much longer. I give it another twenty years before it starts to unravel at the seams. The decisions that King Baros has been making recently is only hastening that process.” He left it at that.  
She listened to his words patiently, without expression, until he stopped speaking entirely. “I see. So, you wish to stop him. How would you do it?”
“Not by killing him,” he answered dryly. He half-suspected she had that notion in her mind somewhere. “Then the problem would be passed down to some other man. It would never end. In truth, I am at a loss. I taught that boy everything I knew for five years about warfare, and I spoke to him many times about my concerns for Brindisi. He still insists on following his father’s footsteps. I don’t know that my words could reach him now.” 
“I see. Then perhaps action is in order?” That mischievous light in her eyes sparkled brightly and her lips curved up. 
He watched her cautiously. He’d seen that look before on a woman’s face—trouble inevitably followed. “Perhaps it is time to reverse this question, Your Most High Majesty. What do you want?”
“I want you.”
He blinked at her quite stupidly for a moment. “As your military advisor?”
“I want you,” she repeated emphatically with a finger planted against his chest, “as my lead general.”
“That’s—” he clicked his mouth shut before he instinctively said something that would get him beheaded right there. Why had the offer changed? Swallowing, he rephrased, “That’s the act of a desperate ruler.”
“I am desperate,” she admitted frankly. “And it’s your fault that I’ve been driven to this. Your victories over my armies decimated any hope I have of driving Brindisi away from my borders. The only thing that has saved me this past year from falling entirely is the disarray Brindisi fell into after the king’s death and the loss of you. I do not expect this reprieve to last long.”
No, it wouldn’t. In fact, he’d be surprised if it lasted another three months. 
Still…him? As lead general for a former enemy? Would that even work? He stepped away from her so that he could pace the narrow confines of the room. After fighting against her forces for so long, he knew good and well their strengths and weaknesses. He could probably draw her up a list right here of what her generals needed to do. 
He didn’t doubt her sincerity, not for a moment. He really had driven her into a corner. In fact, before he had been yanked away from her borders and ordered north, he’d estimated it would have taken only another two or three months before Niotan was conquered. Right now that would no longer be true, as she’d had a year to recoup some losses and draw in resources. Still, Niotan could only withstand so much more before it would fall. 
Could he save this country? No, that wasn’t really the question.
Should he even try? 
He stopped abruptly, head falling back so that he could blindly stare at a corner of the ceiling. For some reason, his heart was pounding, blood starting to quicken as if he were gearing up for battle. Ridiculous. He shouldn’t even be considering this. Fighting against the Brindisi Sovran, the Sovran he served faithfully for the past decade and a half…it was madness. 
In the back of his mind, a small voice whispered, If Niotan, a small and remote country, defeated Brindisi’s armies and kept its independence, then the momentum of Brindisi’s conquering will falter. That might be all that’s needed for Brindisi to lose the grip they have on the world. If just one country can stand up to them, then others will surely try to rebel…some might even succeed… 
Such a risky gamble. And yet, some reckless part of him yearned to try. He snorted at his own wayward thoughts. At this point, what do I have to lose?
Darius turned to the queen that was so patiently waiting for his answer. He tried not to smile, truly, but it slipped out in a feral baring of teeth. “I’ll need someone assigned to me, someone that is above reproach, otherwise no one is going to heed what I tell them.” 
Her eyes flared wide and a matching, ferocious smile spread over her face. “I have just the man. What else?”
“I can write a list right now of the weaknesses of your armies. We can start this very moment in correcting at least some of them. But I need specific details of your supplies, training, weapons, and resources in order to make any plans.”
“You’ll have it by tomorrow morning,” she promised him. “What else?”
Here he had to think for a moment. “There are three commanders in your country that are exceptionally talented. With those three working under me, I think we stand a chance.”
“Tell me their names and I’ll see to it.” With a deep breath, she seemed to gain hold of herself. “You really think we can win?”
“No, My Queen,” he corrected firmly. “I know we can.” 
~~~
Queen Tresea was not a woman to dawdle. Once she had a clear goal in mind, she moved. In the next three hours, Darius found himself hauled in front of the queen’s personal tailor—a bald man named Nibbets who seemed skilled, if nervous—where an “appropriate” outfit was hastily thrown together. Darius had been around the court often enough to know that appearance mattered. This sudden demand for the very best clothing didn’t surprise him in the least. 
The tailor even had pity on him and made the dress clothes out of a very light material. The white pants and white shirt were the same slightly baggy style that he had worn previously, but over them an amethyst blue coat was tailored to fit him exactly. It didn’t have the short waist to it that Brindisi’s would have, but flared out to somewhere just below knee level, split in the front and back to make it easy to move. Any sort of coat in this heat just seemed sweltering, but when Darius put it on, he found that it didn’t suffocate him like he thought it would. The light cotton breathed and didn’t retain heat. 
Thank the gods for small favors. 
While he waited on the tailor to make final adjustments and add the insignia on, the queen yanked him away again and dragged him to an interior apartment that occupied a corner of the palace. Ironically, Queen Tresea had actually promoted him over his old position in Brindisi. As lead general, his rank automatically called for a suite of rooms in the palace interior. 
This suite had more space than he knew what to do with. The main doors opened to a sitting area that had benches and small chairs here and there, with balcony doors leading out into a beautiful water garden. To the left, a spacious bedroom with a low hanging bed that was suspended from the ceiling by four ropes, a sheer net draped over the ropes to deter any night insects, and then another balcony beyond the bed. To the right, there was an office area with a wall of open shelves and a massive desk occupying the center of the room. The rooms had clearly not been in use for some time, as a musky smell pervaded every corner, but they had been kept clean. 
Once content that he liked the rooms, she nodded in satisfaction and dragged him back to the tailor’s for a final fitting. Darius did not believe for one second that the queen felt it necessary to do all of this herself. She surely had aides that she trusted to handle such menial tasks. But…at the same time, she had a small smirk of enjoyment on her face as she rushed him from one end of the palace to the other. In fact, if he didn’t know better, he’d suspect that she felt like a child handed a marvelous new toy. 
A toy she didn’t have any intention of sharing, either. 
Now properly outfitted in the formal uniform of the Niotan Army, Darius trailed in the queen’s wake as she marched for her formal court. She had cheerfully warned him during the outfitting that he would be swearing an oath of loyalty to her before the day was out. Darius suspected he would be doing it before lunch could even be served. 
The court’s doors were flung aside, letting the queen pass. Darius paid attention to the two guards standing on either side. They looked at him with open hostility and unabashed curiosity. Will their attitudes change when I’m sworn to their queen? I wonder.
This time, the court did not stand empty. In fact, the room seemed to be filled to capacity. Everyone here seemed to be of high rank in one fashion or another—Darius saw elegantly dressed women, men in uniform, men out of uniform, judges, and even a group of palace runners that had somehow weaseled their way inside. He could not see the glass doors through the throng of people, but his ears could detect voices speaking from some distance, and the tones had an echoing quality to them, as any sound would in the courtyard. So there must be people even there, trying to see. 
Darius steadily walked in Queen Tresea’s footsteps, but his eyes darted from one side to the other. People had made a path for the queen, forming a wall on either side. Some hid their animosity better than others, but no one here wanted to see him. Darius didn’t blame them. In their shoes, he wouldn’t either. 
However, it did make him question his commitment—could he really lead an army in this country? Would he even get the chance to find out? If he didn’t have at least one assassination attempt on his life that night, he’d be quite surprised. 
Murmurs followed in his wake, and while they strove to be quiet, he heard words here and there. No one understood his uniform, or at least, no one had guessed correctly yet. But the uniform did give them pause. Apparently, the queen knew good and well how to manipulate this crowd. 
They finally reached the front of the room. Queen Tresea ascended the dais and sank into her chair with casual grace. Darius stopped in the exact spot he had been kneeling in two days earlier. 
“My people,” Tresea called in a voice that reached every corner of the room, “many of you already know who this is. General Darius Bresalier. He has been the commanding general that has fought against us for a year. He is the man famous for killing his own king. I have heard his story and I am well pleased. He killed an evil man to prevent more evil from happening.”
Well, not exactly. Darius had killed him for breaking an oath which in turn caused half the capital to be slaughtered. But he didn’t dare interrupt. Tresea obviously had a reason for this version of events. 
“I have spoken with the general and we have reached an agreement. He will swear loyalty to me here and now—” 
The whole room started muttering, some of them gasping in sheer disbelief. 
“—and then he will receive the appointment of lead general.”
That did it. What had been a murmur now became an outcry. Darius winced at the noise level and eyed the crowd around him a little cautiously. If anyone decided to take matters into their own hands, he didn’t know how to respond. He couldn’t kill anyone here—it would sabotage every goal he had. And it would just add to the frenzy. Then again, he didn’t know if the guards would come to his aid even if ordered to. 
Part of their outrage was because of who Darius was. But only part. In Niotan, the position of lead general rotated every three months, with each general on the council taking turns. Each general took charge of a battle front for three months before rotating out. To appoint alead general was not only against tradition, but it severely curtailed these men’s power.
Surely she could have introduced this idea a little more gradually?
She held up a hand, and to Darius’s amazement, they subsided back into silence. “I know that you are confused by my decision,” she continued as if the whole room wasn’t ready to kill him on the spot. “But you know this man. He is a brilliant strategist. He has proven that on a field of battle time and again. If this man served us, served to protect us, would you not agree that Niotan would be safe?”
A brave soul took a step forward and bowed before speaking. Darius didn’t recognize him, but the grizzled features and white hair spoke of age—and the uniform he wore was alike to Darius’s own. A seasoned general, and no doubt on the council of generals. “My Queen, surely you do not believe that one man and his tactics will save our country? One man cannot make that much difference.”
She smiled at him as if speaking to a willful child. “General Shixi, you told me that over the past year, ever since another commander was appointed to lead the Brindisi army at our borders, that you found it easier to block them. The difference between the army now and then, is it not just one man?”
He cleared his throat uncomfortably and shot Darius a glare hot enough to melt steel. 
Darius met his eyes without flinching. Indeed, since he had left, the army posted here had not received fresh troops or a change in officers. Only the commander had changed. Darius had seen their attempts at trying to break through Niotan’s forces. They were, in a word, pathetic. 
Either brave or foolhardy, the general chose to continue the argument. “But how can you trust any oath he gives you? This man killed his king!”
“Yes, and for good reason.” Queen Tresea gave him a blinding smile that looked charming on the surface. It made Darius’s survival instincts sit up and quiver. “But you raise a point that I shall address. Raj Quetel! I believe that when your estate was conquered, your wife and two daughters were taken captive by General Bresalier.”
Quetel? Darius blinked and turned to look more carefully at the crowd. That had been early in the campaign, barely two months in, but he remembered the incident well. It had been the only estate they captured that still had the ruling family in it. He had been so disgusted by the Raj abandoning his family there without proper protection that he had taken them in and personally guaranteed their safe delivery to the queen. It had taken nearly a week of negotiations to manage it. 
“My Queen, may I speak?” a very familiar female voice asked above the din of the crowd. 
“Please do,” Tresea invited. 
From the crowd, a young woman emerged. She wore the deep red of a woman of nobility, and her stomach was slightly rounded out with child. Darius blinked at that, as the last he had seen her, she had been only betrothed and not yet wed. But aside from the child within her, she had clearly not changed much. Her dark hair floated around her shoulders as she walked to him, and her almond eyes crinkled up into a smile. 
“General. I am pleased to see you well.” 
He bowed his head to her respectfully. “Raja Tailli.” When he raised his head, he gave her a more frank study and smiled at her smile. “You glow with happiness. It pleases me.”
“Thanks to you,” she acknowledged. “Perhaps now I can return the favor?” With a wink, she turned to face her peers and her chin lifted in open challenge. “This man gave his word to me and my family that he would see us safely delivered to the queen. He took us under his protection. We stayed within his own tent for a week and not once was shame or harm brought upon us. I know him to be a man of his word. You will not question this.” That last had an edge of warning to it. 
“Well said,” Queen Tresea acknowledged with a clap of the hands. “Thank you, Raja.”
Darius turned to Tailli and gave her another bow, this one of sheer gratitude. She did not have to step up and defend him, and he appreciated that she stuck her political neck out for his sake. 
She returned the bow with one of her own and her smile softened as she retreated back into the crowd.
Tresea’s voice rang out so that it reached every ear that listened. “I will accept this man’s oath.” Her tone added you will be wise to do likewise.

Darius took this as his cue. He turned back around and knelt on one knee in front of her. His free hand he put on his knee in a gesture of open trust and supplication. The other was a fist that he planted against the ground. 
“Queen Tresea of Niotan, I offer you this: my strength until it has failed me, my courage until it is gone, my wits until they have faded, and my loyalty until you release me.” He lifted his head and locked his eyes with hers. “As long as you protect the people of Niotan, I will do the same. You have my word.” 
This oath was the traditional one that an Arapeen would use. Darius had no idea what the Niotan version was, nor did he care. This oath, he knew that he could keep without his soul paying the price. But whatever they had expected from him, this clearly wasn’t it. The whole room froze, as if they were afraid to breathe, and then everyone seemed to try to talk at once. 
General Shixi took two hesitant steps towards him. Darius tracked the movement from the corner of his eye. “General Bresalier,” he asked in a tone that was not challenging, but openly curious, “is this the oath you gave to the dead king?”
Darius did not turn away from Tresea’s eyes. Her eyes held a fierce light of triumph that held him captivated. “It is.”
“Is that why…?”
He knew what he was asking. “He broke the oath.” So I killed him hung in the air, unspoken. Several people shifted nervously, clearly uneasy with his direct answer. With a mental shake, he focused back on the task at hand. “Queen Tresea, I am not sure how familiar you are with the Arapeen oath of loyalty. Are you aware that you must swear to me in return?”
“I am,” she responded calmly. “But I must ask this first: General, if I ever fail my people as that man did, will you kill me?”
The muttering instantly stopped. People were once again holding their breath, hanging on his every word. 
“If you are ever that foolish, then yes, I will,” he answered just as calmly. Inside, it felt like a giant had grasped his heart and squeezed. He took in a slow, deep breath to soothe his rattled nerves before speaking again. “But I do not believe you will. You are a true monarch, My Queen. If I did not believe that, I would not offer you this oath. Not even with the God of Death courting my shadow,” he added ruefully. 
She nodded in satisfaction, as if she had expected that answer, and it pleased her. “I knew you would say that. I believe you would, too. Very well, General. I offer you my strength until it has failed me, my courage until it is gone, my wits until they have faded, and my loyalty until you release me. As long as you protect the people of Niotan, I will do the same. You have my word.” 
That did it. The whole room went up in an uproar. From the things they were shouting, he couldn’t tell who was in more danger—him or the queen. Darius didn’t hesitate. He rolled to his left, closing the distance between him and the aged General Shixi. The man had enough time to curse and take one step back before Darius was on him. His youth and reflexes were much better than an old man who hadn’t been in a real battle for over a decade—he snatched the sword from the man’s sheath without any real challenge. Spinning on his heel, he raced the short distance to the queen’s dais. He didn’t attempt to leap up on it, though, but instead spun about again. Feet planted, sword raised in a guard position, he faced the tumultuous crowd. 
The guards standing behind Queen Tresea had moved one step forward, to stand just in front of her, but he didn’t consider them to be allies at this moment. They could just as well decide to stab him in the back while they had the chance. He had his ears trained on them, and at their first move, he would dive to the right. But they didn’t move. 
In fact, no one did. 
They all stopped, staring at him in astonishment. 
Darius stayed ready, watching them in return, but no one moved for long moments. Hmmm? Why were they all looking at him like that? Didn’t one person think, even for a moment, that he meant the oath he had just made? 
“Darius,” Tresea called to him, voice rich with amusement, “do you think they mean to harm me?”
He blinked. Didn’t they? Turning slightly, he looked back at her. “My Queen, when angry people start surging forward like that, they normally attack.”
She clapped her hands together like a delighted child and laughed to the heavens. “How wonderful! You reacted so splendidly. No, Darius, you do not need to worry. I quarrel often with all of them, but we have never once come to physical blows. Surely no one would dare with their monarch.”
Oh. Apparently things worked differently here in Niotan…very differently. I’m starting to feel a little foolish…. Dropping his guard, he let the sword hang at his side as he turned to address her more directly. “That’s a rather large assumption to make, My Queen,” he stated dryly. “The officers of the Brindisi Sovran get in duels and fist fights all of the time.”
Her eyes flew wide. “Do they really?”
“The only peaceful week I ever saw was the one time that most of the court caught some sort of sickness. In other words, there was no one around to fight with.” Shaking his head, he turned and offered the sword back to General Shixi. “My apologies, General.”
The General walked forward and accepted it with both hands. His eyes were unreadable as he put the sword back in its sheath. “There is no apology needed when in the defense of our queen. But perhaps you should have your own weapon?”
Yes, after today’s events, that had become a top priority. “Indeed, sir.” 
Queen Tresea stood from her chair and glided down. “Well, now that that’s all settled, let us dine. I’m absolutely famished.” 
 



 

The topic at the formal dinner that night revolved around him, to his complete lack of surprise. At Tresea’s urging, he answered some of the questions put to him, giving just enough information to satisfy them. 
But he didn’t enjoy it. 
After the dinner had ended, all he wanted to do was find a nice, quiet corner to cool down. His head spun after the events of the past four days. Only his experience with making snap decisions on a battle field had allowed him to keep up.
Of course, that’s exactly what he couldn’t do. 
Tresea caught his eye as he stood from the table and crooked her little finger at him. That look and gesture might as well have been an iron chain around his neck. He didn’t dare disobey. So he heaved a covert sigh and followed her out of the formal hall and into a much smaller, more private room. It looked like an antechamber, but had the size of a receiving room. Aside from a long bench and two chairs, there was no furniture inside. There weren’t any windows or other doors, either. Clearly, this place was meant for secrets.
Two men he didn’t know waited inside the room. One of them had been sitting on the bench, but at their entrance, rose to his feet with the aid of a cane. From the way he stood, he clearly needed it. His right leg didn’t quite work properly, but he obviously didn’t mind it as the smile on his face didn’t falter. He did not have the dark skin of his people, which suggested he spent most of his time indoors, and his black hair did not fit the short style that seemed to be in fashion, but instead had been grown out and tied off to rest over one shoulder. The formal green coat and white pants spoke of wealth and power—this man, whoever he might be, had a high rank in court. He radiated the calm intelligence of a scholar, not a fighter. 
The other man was the exact opposite. He was big and burly, with very dark skin and hair nearly shaven, it was so short. The short sleeves of his shirt revealed muscled arms that had crisscrossing scars here and there. His shirt and pants had the same rough wear to them that most of the soldiers in Niotan did, but Darius had this idea that he’d seen this man before. Not in the army here, but it had been in a battle situation…all at once it hit him and his eyes flew wide in recognition. Yes, of course. The Quetel’s bodyguard, the only one that had stayed with the family to protect them.
“General,” Tresea had the smile of a cat that had just finished off a dish of cream, “allow me to introduce you to your new advisor and your bodyguard. This is Sego of Aramesh.” Sego bowed at the introduction, without a hint of reluctance or mockery in the gesture. “His family has been serving Niotan for generations, as administrators in one form or another. His integrity is without question. With this man at your side, no one will doubt the orders you give. As a plus,” she gave a satisfied smile, “his Arapesh and Brindise is impeccable. I have noticed that you are sometimes at a loss with my language?”
So she’d caught that…. Darius rubbed at the back of his neck, a little embarrassed. “I’ve never been formally taught, My Queen, just picked up words and phrases where I could. Your language is very similar to my homeland’s, which makes it easier, but I am not a scholarly man.”
Her eyebrows rose in true surprise. “For someone who’s just picked it up along the way, you’re doing quite well. Regardless, Sego can help you.”
He truly hoped so. If the man had been compelled into this position, he might not be as helpful as Darius needed him to be. But he should worry about that later. Darius turned to him and gave a respectful bow, mentally praying to Shaa for any aid she could grant. “Your aid is a blessing to me, Sego of Aramesh.”
Sego didn’t respond to this, simply smiled and returned the bow. 
“And I believe you have met Bohme of Quetel before?” Tresea continued with a wave of the hand to the burly man. 
“We have met,” Darius agreed with a shorter bow to the man. “But I must admit, I am confused at your presence here, Bohme. Aren’t you Raja Tailli’s personal guard?”
“I wash,” he admitted with a voice deep enough to shake a few mountain ranges. “But Raja shaid ‘Protect him!’, sho here I am.”
Darius had to swallow a smile. That sounded like something she would do, despite being recounted in Bohme’s thick northern accent. But never would he have imagined that keeping those four prisoner over two years ago would bring him good fortune now. The gods truly did have a strange sense of humor. 
“I thank her and you, Bohme. In truth, I did not think I could sleep tonight without some sort of guard.” He glanced over his shoulder at the closed door. “There are many unhappy people in this place.”
“Unhappy is an understatement, General,” Sego remarked calmly. His voice was a smooth tenor, almost musical in a way. Darius hoped the man never tried to read him a report—he’d fall asleep in minutes with a voice like that in his ear. “Forgive the impudence, but I feel that I must ask…might we have the full story of the events a year ago?”
Darius hesitated, profoundly uncomfortable with the question. Did he really want to tell the full story?
“I am satisfied,” Tresea informed Sego with a quelling tone. “You do not need to ask this.”
Sego promptly bowed to her. “Forgive me.”
Darius extended a hand in a stopping manner. “No, My Queen. If these men are to trust me, if I am to trust them, then we must be able to speak frankly to each other. My survival, and the survival of this country, depends upon this.” 
Her lips parted in surprise as she stared at him. “You would not tell me when your life and freedom was on the line and now you speak of it?!”
“You were my enemy then,” he pointed out dryly. “You are not now. Apologies, Sego. In truth, that night pains me in many ways. I do not like to speak of it and re-open old wounds.”
Sego watched him carefully, brows needled a little as if in intense concentration. “In that case, allow me to ask just one question. You said that he broke the oath. Do you hold him responsible, then, for the fall of the capital?”
Ahh. Darius thought he saw the true purpose of this question. Was Sego afraid that if the capital fell, he would hold Tresea directly responsible and kill her at that point? “No, Sego, I do not hold him responsible. He was responsible. It was not one oath that he broke, but two.” 
“Two?” Tresea demanded in astonishment. 
“He sent me on a mission because of blind ambition, even though I told him I would fail,” he explained simply. “He put his desires over his people. That was the first oath he broke. But he swore to me that he had sent for reinforcements for the capital defenses, and he had not. That was the second oath he broke.”
“Is that when the capital was overrun by the Roran barbarians?” Sego asked this cautiously, a weather eye on the queen in case she took disfavor with his probing. 
“It was.”
Tresea covered her eyes with one hand. “Great sands, no wonder you killed him! I would have too!”
Darius addressed Sego’s concerns directly. “If ever Niotan is conquered, I will not blame her because I know that she will have done everything in her power to prevent it. You do not need to fear for her, Sego. At least, not from me.”
For the first time, Sego truly smiled. “Thank you for easing my worries, General.”
Tresea nodded in satisfaction. “I will leave you gentlemen to your work. Sego knows where to go for everything. Draft help as you need it. In three days, I want a meeting with you.” She paused at the door and looked back at him. “Be prepared to tell me your strategy.” 
Darius rubbed his chin as the door closed behind her. His strategy, eh? 
“Do you have a strategy, General?” Sego inquired dryly, apparently able to read the expression on Darius’s face easily.
“It’s a mite rough,” he answered with a wry shrug of the shoulders. “It needs refining. But to do that, I need information.” He turned to face his new aide squarely. “Sego, I need to know what food supplies we have, a full inventory of the equipment and what shape it’s in, as well as the number and status of the troops.”
“Most of this information is reported daily to the queen,” Sego responded calmly. “It will not take me long to lay hands on it. You need this tonight?”
“I’d best review it before that meeting. Also, go and speak with the three commanders. Kaveh, Navid and Ramin are the ones I requested.” 
“You requeshted, shir?” Bohme repeated in surprise. 
He gave a nod to his hulking bodyguard and a wolfish smile teased at one side of his mouth. “I kept track of what commanders were in what area. It made it easier on me to know what I was facing. I quickly learned that if any of those three were my opponents, I would be in for a long battle. They’re not as seasoned as some of the others, but their raw potential is amazing. I’ve never seen commanders that can learn so quickly from their mistakes. With the proper mentor over them, they will become forces of nature, as deadly as a sand storm.” 
“So you want them,” Sego surmised. “Hmmm. I had heard from the queen that three men were to be assigned to you as your staff, but she did not mention to me that you had picked them. I don’t think she mentioned it to them, either.”
Here was the first test. “Do you know these men well enough to gauge their reactions? Do you think it would be wise to tell them that I chose them?” Darius held his breath and watched Sego carefully for any signs of deception. 
Sego looked at the floor for a long moment, both hands clutching the round haft of his cane. “I am not sure. Kaveh I know well—we were neighbors as children—and I believe that he will take it as a compliment that you want him. But Navid is a man that has risen through the ranks under his own power—he has no political connections. I do not know him well.”
Darius released the breath he held. If Sego had given him an airy assurance, then he would know that he couldn’t trust the man. But he clearly considered everything on an individual basis. Very good. “And Ramin?”
“From what I’ve seen of him, he’s brash. He’s just as likely to respond instinctively to something than to stop and think before speaking. I have no idea if he’ll look favorably upon you or not.” 
“Hmmm.” Darius looked up at the ceiling for a long moment to think. “Talk to them. See how they feel about their appointment. If you think they will be unreasonable, send them to me. I do not blame them for having hard feelings against me—we were enemies for a long time, after all—but if they cannot set those feelings aside and heed me, I have no use for them.”
“But you don’t think you’ll have trouble from them,” Bohme said. 
Men who couldn’t set their feelings aside didn’t adapt on a battlefield. These men had proven they were very flexible. So no, Darius didn’t really expect much trouble. But he did want to know what they would say to Sego, when he wasn’t around to overhear them. 
“Do that now,” he ordered Sego. “Bohme, we’re going shopping. I need a few things.”
Sego looked a little panicked at this. “Wait, sir, if you’re going shopping, the queen has left specific orders with me that you are to use one of the royal tailors—”
“Clothes?” Darius interrupted with a dismissive snort. “Those can wait. I need a sword, long dagger, a map of this country large enough to plan maneuvers on, and a great deal of paper and ink.”
Sego blinked at him for a long moment, apparently not expecting this list, but then he shook his head in resignation. “Of course. What was I thinking?”
Very good question. Clothes? Who cared about that? Darius waved a hand in dismissal at him. “Go. Meet back at my study. Do you know where that is?”
Sego quirked an eyebrow at him in a sardonic manner. “Everyone does.”
That was…less than comforting. “Bohme, after we’re done shopping, take a nap. I get the feeling you’re going to be busy tonight.” 
~~~
Darius stayed up late that night. How late, even he didn’t know. The crea birds had stopped singing, so past midnight, that was all he knew. Before he’d even returned to this room, he’d sent a palace runner to the generals and formally asked for information. To his complete lack of surprise, not one came to speak with him. Despite what Queen Tresea had said, they had no intentions of cooperating with a former enemy. At best, they’d sent reports and information to him so that he could find his own answers. At worst, they’d ignored his request completely.
But he took what they’d condescended to give him and retreated to his new desk, sorting them out into a rough sort of timeline. Getting comfortable in the low-backed chair, he picked up the first report and dove in. 
There were ten generals on the war council—well, eleven including him. Only four of the ten had made any effort to help him out and one of them was still on the front lines. So roughly half refused to cooperate. Actually, two had responded with scathing letters informing him that he would never have their cooperation. He made careful note of them: Feroze and Angra. But to make matters worse, this country had a habit of rotating their generals so that a different one took charge of the front lines every three months. So the information he’d received was hodge-podge, leaving gaps for him to guess about. One of the generals that had sent information had actually last served a year and a half ago, when Darius had faced him, which didn’t help at all. 
He read through all reports and scrolls anyway, struggling at moments because of the atrocious handwriting in some of them. Alright, so his language skills could be partially to blame too. But mostly the impossible handwriting.
As he read, he started to piece together the situation. When he’d left Niotan’s warfront, they’d had roughly eight thousand troops. The next report he had was dated four months later, and Niotan had the same amount of troops. This made sense—Darius had been called for without any warning and abruptly yanked away. His predecessor hadn’t yet been chosen or dispatched, so he’d ordered the men to retreat to the mountains and wait in the relative coolness and shade until a new commander came. But Brindisi politics being as they were, it had taken a good two months for another commander to be chosen and then another two weeks or so for supplies to be organized and sent out. Plus the time for them to travel all the way to Niotan…yes, alright, that had actually worked out to be an almost five month delay.
Darius shook his head at this point in exasperation. It would have actually been faster to just leave him where he was and let him win over Niotan and then dispatch someone to clean everything up, than to yank him from the front lines. Not that he regretted that now, considering how things had panned out. 
Another gap appeared in the timeline, this one three months long, but Darius knew more or less what must have happened. This would have been the time that he’d killed King Farhan and word would have spread like wildfire after that night, eventually filtering its way down to Niotan. When that happened, Brindisi had a firm policy of holding off on engaging any and all enemies until a new king was coronated and had a chance to issue orders. In the past, whole conquests had been cancelled, commanders replaced, or treaties re-negotiated with a new king in power. 
Whoever had replaced him didn’t have a chance to fight much before Farhan had died, and then they ordered a retreat back to the foot of the mountains, biding their time for new orders to be issued. Altogether, that meant that Niotan had a reprieve for almost, what, eight months straight? No wonder they’d had time to train more men and gather up more supplies. Brindisi had given them a very lengthy reprieve to do so. 
He sat that report aside and picked up the next, working through several more before coming to the latest one. Someone had included a current status report—for which Darius thanked Shaa profusely—that gave him a good picture of things as they stood now. Six thousand Niotanese troops were at the front lines under the command of General Mihr. Darius had crossed paths with him briefly at the very beginning of the campaign. Mihr had a steady hand with tactics and governing men that would wear down an enemy. Darius couldn’t have chosen a better general to be on the front lines at this moment. But he had also been out there for almost three months, and was soon to rotate out and return home. When that happened, the next General in cue would be… Darius flipped through several sheets until he found the list he wanted. That would be, oh ye gods no! Piruz? The man who couldn’t even tie his own sandals correctly? The man thought all tactics boiled down to “Charge!” He’d decimate what little troops Niotan had left. 
He’d hoped to give himself at least two months to get the lay of the land and make some improvements in the soldiers’ training before taking the front lines, but he didn’t dare let Piruz be in command. Niotan would fall in weeks. 
Swearing to himself darkly, he went back to the report and scanned it for any other useful information. Supplies were alright, especially considering how few troops there were, they were getting a little low on shields and body armor though… Hmm? Someone had thoughtfully scribbled at the bottom who the current Brindisi general was. 
For the first time since he’d come here, Darius broke out into a smile. “Jahangir’s commander? Oh blessed days.” He’d met the man on several occasions and (for his sins) had served with him once. Jahangir could be charitably described as Brindisi’s idiot general, just as Piruz was Niotan’s. Ohhh…so that’s why Niotan had been holding out as well as they had. Jahangir couldn’t lead horses to water without getting confused in the process. In that case…hmmm. 
Darius leaned back in his chair, putting the report down. He juggled logistics, troops, supplies, and personalities in his head, coming up with a rough battle plan. Yes, he might be able to quickly win the first conflict after all. It would just take a bit of planning. 
Satisfied, he left his study and headed straight for his bedroom. 
He collapsed in the bed with the fervent hope that Bohme stopped every assassin that night, wriggled into a more comfortable position, and slept like the dead. 
At dawn’s first light, he woke up, and re-dressed in yesterday’s clothes. Sego might have a point about clothes shopping after all. A young palace runner delivered a very elaborate breakfast tray. Darius took it outside and coaxed a few of the birds hanging around the balcony to try a few crumbs. None of them died, much to his surprise. No one had managed to bribe the kitchen staff yet? Odd. That would have been the first thing he would have tried. 
Assured it was safe to eat, he split the meal with Bohme, which turned out to be a bad idea. The man could eat anyone out of house and home. Of course, being that big, it probably did take a lot to feed him. Darius blessed the heavens that he didn’t actually have to pay for the bodyguard’s food expenses. 
“So how many assassination attempts last night?” he asked Bohme casually as he popped a piece of bread in his mouth. 
A secretive smile played around Bohme’s mouth. “None.”
Darius froze, hand half to his mouth, and stared at the man incredulously. He didn’t look like he was teasing…. “Not one? Not even someone watching my rooms?”
“Oh, they watshed,” Bohme assured him, eyes twinkling now. “And lishtened hard. But no one tried to enter.”
Ah, so they were waiting to see what he would do? Well, alright. Darius could live with that. If I ever lose a battle, though, I’d better start watching my back. “Bohme, is it really that peaceful in the court? The queen seemed to think that no one would dare go against her.”
“No one would,” Bohme said matter-of-factly before picking up his cup and tossing the contents in one long gulp. With a satisfied sigh, he wiped the back of his mouth with his hand. “Queen Treshea ish the worsht kind of enemy. But you knew that.”
Darius couldn’t help but chuckle. “Yes, I suppose I did.” 
“They all wonder why you shwitched shidesh sho eashily,” Bohme said cautiously, like a man edging along a path lined with eggshells. He carefully didn’t meet Darius’s eyes, focusing instead on the food. “They wonder why you betray Brindishi.”
For all Darius cared, they (whoever ‘they’ were) could keep wondering. But he needed Bohme to trust him, and to do that, he had to answer that question. “Brindisi has grown too large. They are ripe for self-destruction. But if just one country can repel them, can rebel against them, it will stop their conquering ways. It would save the Sovran.”
Bohme blinked at this reasoning. “Then, Niotan…?”
“I want Niotan to be that country.” He leaned back in his chair, rubbing at his chin thoughtfully, and added wryly, “Well, and I owe Queen Tresea for not killing me outright and giving me a chance to live. Serving her seems like a small price.” 
This seemed to satisfy Bohme, as he beamed, revealing crooked teeth. Then he happily went back to consuming Darius’s share of breakfast. 
Sego arrived just as they were finishing up, three strange men in tow. They looked a little tired to his eyes, as if they had ridden hard to get here. They hadn’t been in the field when called, had they? Actually, they probably had been. 
“A fair morning to you, General,” Sego greeted with a bow. 
“Your timing is excellent, Sego,” he responded in kind. “Come in. I assume this is my new staff in your wake?”
“Indeed, sir.” Sego stepped into the room just enough to give the other three a chance to properly enter. Then he turned, a hand extended. “This is Navid of Khoor.”
Oh, so this was the man infamous for doing the unexpected? Darius had always expected him to be a scholarly sort of soldier, considering some of the more brilliant tactics this man had pulled, but he looked like a street thug—messy black hair standing out in a deranged halo, a ring hanging from one ear, skin dark and rough from the sun. The only sign of intelligence came from his eyes—those dark eyes calculated and weighed everything they saw. But, Khoor? He hailed from the capital? Sego had mentioned he rose through the ranks, like Darius had, but if he hailed from the city itself, then…maybe he really did hail from the streets? Regardless of his background, getting to this rank all on his own was impressive.  
He bowed properly to Darius, who responded with just as much respect. 
“Kaveh of Javeed.” 
This time, Darius’s imagination had gotten closer to the mark. Kaveh could be used as the example on how a military man should dress. His dark hair was slicked back, every line of his uniform in place. The one thing different was the nose—if that nose had been broken less than twice, Darius would be very surprised. He too gave an appropriate bow. 
“And Ramin of Shakham.”
“General!” Ramin gave a choppy bow, his torso jerking downwards before bouncing back up. He had a boyish voice that fit his fair looks. In fact, if this man had been out of his teens for more than a year, Darius would eat his new sword. Well, maybe it was the hair. For some reason, Ramin had dyed his hair a vivid red that stood out in high contrast to his blue uniform. “We were told by Raj Sego that you chose us yourself, sir.”
Brash, indeed. But Darius didn’t dislike that. “I did. Out of all the commanders I faced from Niotan, you three showed me the most potential. You’re also the most flexible—you didn’t try to adhere to any plan, but changed according to what happened.”
“You didn’t give us much choice on that, General.” Kaveh’s tenor voice had a hint of dryness to it. 
Darius flashed him a smile. “Alright, let’s get to work. The queen expects a strategy from me on how to win the war. I have a rough idea, but we need to refine it.”
All three of them froze and looked at him in astonishment. It was Ramin, of course, that dared to ask the question. “Sir…you really think we can win?”
“I don’t fight hopeless causes, Commander.” 
 



 

Perhaps Queen Tresea’s curiosity proved stronger than her restraint, or perhaps she simply grew impatient, but whatever the case she summoned Darius to her hours before dinner. Fortunately, between Sego and his staff, Darius had all of the information he needed to make rough plans and even refine a few details. He would have liked to have gone over it one more time, just to see if he had missed anything obvious, but it would do for now. 
He left his office with orders for his commanders, gathered up aide and bodyguard, and went directly to the queen’s personal study. He half expected at least one or two of the generals from the war council to be in attendance but, upon entry to the room, he only saw the queen and her bodyguard. 
The room had nothing in it except three long benches, one of which nestled right next to an open window. With the cream walls and light green cushions strewn about, it felt very…feminine. The floral scents coming from the gardens outside the window reinforced that impression. Darius had thought of it as a study, but now that he had stepped inside, it felt more like a place to retreat and relax. Why meet here, of all places? 
The queen must have come from doing something official, as she wore the blue of her country. The gown was sleeveless and flowing, made in a light material that would breathe well in this heat, and there was a delicate crown of gold around her forehead. She didn’t rise, but her hand gestured him to the bench across from her. He silently bowed and took the seat, a little cautiously, because the furniture frankly didn’t look up to bearing his weight. 
“General,” she said with frank anticipation, “what plan do you have for me?”
“This plan is still very rough in areas.” He felt it only wise to put a disclaimer out there now, before she started picking holes in it. As he spoke, he turned and pointed Sego to sit next to him. He could see the almost instinctive objection forming on Sego’s face and he made his expression more stern. They were likely going to be here for hours, and he wasn’t about to let the man stand around on a bad leg that long.
Sego clearly realized that arguing would get him nowhere. He looked to the queen for permission, which she granted with an inclination of the head and an amused look at Darius. Cautiously, Sego eased onto the bench. 
Satisfied, Darius continued, “I still need more information to plan everything out fully. But I can give you an overview of the first stage.” 
“First stage?” she repeated, forehead crinkling into a frown. 
“The reason Niotan has managed to fend off Brindisi for so long is because of your mountains to the north,” he explained calmly. “The open plains on your eastern flank and the ports on your western side are the only places that an army can easily invade. Your generals are obviously aware of this—they’ve put all of their energy into protecting that eastern side, making sure that no one can easily pass through the plains. That area is certainly my highest priority. But if I were in command, I’d change tactics at a certain point and circumvent the plains, heading directly for your ports. You have many able sailors and trade ships, My Queen, but you have no navy to speak of.”
She watched him with unfathomable eyes. “They have never attacked my shores before.”
“That’s because I was this close,” he held up an index finger and thumb, holding them a scant inch apart, “to conquering you by land. Brindisi is in essence land-locked. They’d have to use the navy of one of their conquered nations to attack you by sea. So of course they’ll avoid that and use it as a last resort.” 
“So the second stage will be to focus on our shores,” she concluded thoughtfully. “Very well, you have made your point. So tell me of the first stage.”
“King Baros has overextended himself,” he started, wanting her to understand his reasoning. “Because he’s so focused on conquering, like his father, he’s losing his ability to govern what he already has. At the rate he’s going, the Sovran will crumble in another twenty years or so. I saw the signs even before the attack on the capital.”
He could see by her expression that she didn’t quite believe him. Shaking his head, he rephrased is so that she could understand. 
“My Queen, it’s not just a matter of supplies and fresh troops. Every army has to have unification in order to fight successfully. The reason Brindisi’s armies could fight so fiercely in the beginning is because they were accustomed to fighting with each other. They’re all from the same culture, they speak the same language, and they’re fighting for the same purpose. That solidarity is one of the most important strengths for any fighting force.
“But Brindisi’s armies now…aren’t Brindisi’s. They’re a hodge-podge collected from every culture and countryside imaginable. Never mind being from the same culture, they don’t even speak a common language! Orders are constantly mistaken, garbled in translation, or even ignored. No one reacts the same way on the battle field, no one can predict what their comrades in arms are going to do, it’s madness. The Sovran will fall for the simple reason that no one can successfully point that army in the right direction.”
“That’s the hazard that any Sovran faces,” she observed. “I grant you, I can see how it would cause many difficulties. You think you can use this to our favor?”
He nodded in confirmation. “With an army that haphazard, conquering yet another territory is madness. Even if you won the battle, you could not win the war, for there is no way to maintain control. At this point, just one successful rebellion would undermine the king’s authority and the whole illusion of strength he has will topple overnight.”
She listened to his words patiently, without expression, until he stopped speaking entirely. Then she nodded thoughtfully. “I see. You do make an excellent point. History has shown us that conquerors often make this mistake.”
“We’re very close to being conquered, but conversely, we’re also very close to being the one country that prevails against them. It’s largely because the armies fighting us have no unity or strong leadership.” Glad she understood him, he took out the map he had brought with him and knelt on the ground so that he could roll it out for both of them to see. “I need time to build fortifications here, along the mountain passes, and here, along the open plains. To do that, I’m going to employ two tactics that will buy us a little time to work with. First, are you aware that in order to pass through the mountain highways, it takes wagons with a special springboard?”
Her smile became wry. “Indeed I am. I often hear merchants requesting a highway built northward for that very reason.”
“Be glad you didn’t do it,” he responded with matching wryness. “It just saved you from being conquered that much faster. I propose that we destroy the wagon train that is sending supplies here, to Brindisi’s troops, and also destroy the companies making those wagons.”
She blinked. “Isn’t that difficult? How many companies are we speaking of?”
“Only two, actually. Because there’re not enough demand for that many specially made wagons. In fact, the only people that really need them in this area are the ones that pass through those mountains.”
“Hmmm.” She lifted a hand thoughtfully to her chin. “So, in fact, it would be very easy to do.”
He pointed to the three springs residing near the mountain’s base. “I’d also like to dam up the mountain water that feeds these springs. With limited food, and no water, the troops will become easy targets.” 
She gave him a complicated smile, half-sympathetic and half-perturbed. “That is a rather ruthless tactic in this desert land.”
“Less bloodshed,” he pointed out calmly. “We need every day that we can steal. The two missions I just spoke of can be handled by a small, elite force. While they are working, I need to train your soldiers more. Half the reason they’re failing is a simple lack of stamina. After two or three hours on a battlefield, they start to flag. They need to fight for at least eight hours in order to stand a chance.”
“In this heat?!” she objected while pointing at the sun blazing through the open window. 
“Even then,” he answered firmly. “Granted, I will avoid that whenever possible. But even then, they must be able to fight.”
A disbelieving laugh tumbled from her lips. “My generals always claimed that the men under you were monsters, like tireless demons. I think I see why, now. Very well, General, bring them up to pace. What else?”
“A few innovations with the shield designs,” he added while rubbing at his chin. He sat back on his haunches a moment, hand flat against the map. “As it stands now, the men can lock their shields together for protection, but the opposite side will do the same, and then they get into these useless shoving matches. I’ve seen one battle where that’s all they did, all day, just shove at each other with their shields. All it did was sap the men’s strength without winning them any ground.”
“I’ve been told of this. If you can think of a way to avoid it, do so,” she commanded. “Now, you spoke of armaments that need to be built?”
He sat back up on his knees to point at the map. “Along this mountain pass. Built correctly, a minimal force can hold off an army for an unbelievable amount of time.” Ruefully he added, “I used to have nightmares that one of your generals would figure this out.”
She rubbed at her forehead. “It worries me that none of them did.”
Yes, me too. Shaking his head, he continued, “But these defenses are not effective until they are all built. And that will take at least three months of solid effort. In reality, they are something I want to keep out further invaders. The first task I really need done are wooden barriers built here,” his finger trailed along the plains on the map, “so that we can control how many troops can come at us.”
“Wood?” she questioned in bafflement. “Wouldn’t stone be better?”
He met her eyes unflinchingly. “Wood burns.”
Her eyes widened in understanding. “No man would go too near a fire. But stone they would try to scale, is that it?”
“Yes.”
She leaned forward in her chair to study the map more intently. “So first you want to take away their supplies, then their water source, and make them desperate enough to where they have to enter the city just to survive. Then with them in that irrational state, you put in burning barriers to prevent any sort of successful charge. Good gods, they don’t stand a chance.”
“They’ll be forced to retreat back into Brindisi,” he agreed. He couldn’t help but smile at her in approval. She had a good head on her shoulders. Granted, he’d explained everything as simply as possible, but he’d made those easy explanations to “veteran” generals and wound up repeating himself several times before it seemed to make any sense. “I know from experience that it takes a good two months to move troops through the mountain passes and back onto Brindisi soil. And that’s if things go well. So, conservatively, I estimate that they will need two months to retreat, another month to gather up supplies and troops, and then another two months to get back here.”
“Five months.” A fierce light of triumph blazed in her eyes. “You said it took three to build those armaments.” 
“By fall this land should be well prepared to expel invaders from the eastern front,” he concluded. “That is stage one.” 
She nodded in satisfaction and leaned back. “And stage two?”
“I need more information before I can really plan that,” he admitted frankly. He didn’t have any experience with naval battles, so he’d have to do a lot of research and consult with other people as well before making any plans. 
“Tell me as soon as you have it planned out,” she ordered. 
From his seat, he gave her a bow. “Of course, My Queen.” 
“Very well.” Smiling beatifically, she commanded, “Now, let’s go over this again in more detail.”
~~~
The door shut quietly behind them and Darius heaved a sigh of relief. Three hours. The queen had asked him pointed questions for three hours and most of the time he hadn’t known the answer. Thank all the gods for Sego, who usually had the answer or could promise to find it. Otherwise that meeting would not have gone as smoothly. 
They had another hour or so before dinner would be served (and the queen had made sure he understood that he had to attend) so he thought he might as well deal with the lack-of-clothing problem. Turning to the man at his side he asked, “Sego, is there some sort of clothing market nearby?”
His aide, for some reason, gave him a weary look. “General, I believe I told you earlier that the queen gave strict instructions that you are to only use the royal tailors.”
Oh. That’s right, he had said that. But… “Even for informal clothing?” Darius objected in surprise. “I don’t just wear uniforms all the time!”
“Everything,” Sego insisted firmly. “But I do agree that you need to build a proper wardrobe. I took the liberty of instructing the tailors here to begin making several outfits for you, but of course they cannot finish anything until they have properly measured you.” 
Now when had he found the time to do that? Darius had kept him running with errands since the first night they’d met. For a crippled man, he certainly got around. Raising a hand to his chin, he rubbed it ruefully. 
“Alright, then.” Darius looked around him, but he had so little experience with the interior of the palace that he couldn’t begin to figure out how to go from here to there. The entirety of the place had white tiled floors and walls painted in pale colors with windows at every turn. It all looked exactly the same to him. “Sego, why don’t you lead the way?” he suggested. 
His confusion must have shown, for a quiet smile stole over Sego’s face a moment. “You’ll grow accustomed to the palace soon enough, General.” He turned to the left and started walking.
Darius trailed along, but found that he had to shorten his stride a little to keep in pace with the other man. Hmmm. I need to remember this pace, he cautioned himself. Whenever Sego is walking with me, this is the fastest that I should walk. I’ve been running this man off his legs since yesterday and he didn’t say a word to me. His pride is strong, perhaps too strong. 
They took a right into another hallway that looked like an exact replica of the one they’d just left. The sole difference that Darius could detect was the sound of water splashing in the gardens outside the window and the stronger scent of jasmine. How did people navigate this place? 
“General.”
Darius turned his head slightly. Sego had a very serious look on his face, almost a frown. “Yes?”
“You do not need to be considerate of me.” Sego’s voice had an unnatural neutrality to it, a tone leached of all emotion. “My leg was damaged when I was a child. I am used to it.”
A very strong sense of pride indeed. Pride developed, perhaps, because of that lifetime of proving to people that Sego was just as capable as anyone else in spite of the leg? Darius took care with how he answered. “I do not believe in pushing men past their physical limits. No good comes from that.”
Sego stopped dead, a retort ready to fly. 
Darius held up a hand to stop him. “I do not know you well enough yet to know where your limits are. You do not know me well enough to ask for a reprieve when you need it. I will not break a man who is working so hard for me by making careless assumptions.” 
Sego regarded him for a long moment, dark eyes unreadable. Darius met him look for look and waited. 
“Permission to speak frankly, General?” Sego asked quietly.
Finally! “Please do.”
“You’re supposed to be a monstrous man who is driven solely by ambition, someone who has no regard for others. Your reputation describes you as such, anyway.” Sego’s stern expression relaxed and his eyes crinkled up into a half-smile. “I do not know how to react to this thoughtful, considerate man.”
Ahhh. So that was the problem? 
“Think of my reputation as mental warfare,” Darius suggested in amusement. “After all, which would you rather face on a battlefield: a monstrous general or a kind one?”
Sego shook his head and continued walking. “Point made, General. A point very well made.”
~~~
Darius let the coolness of the stone seep into his back and legs as he sat on the windowsill. The night air was a wealth of sounds, both from insects and the splashes of water fountains. To his right and just out of sight, the women’s open bath apparently had visitors, as he could hear several women singing and giggling. He found it…soothing to listen to. A woman’s laughter was the best music, to his mind. 
His bed sat not five feet from him, silently promising rest, but it did not really tempt him. He felt…out of place here. Strangely so. Despite the oath he had made to the queen, despite all of the work he had done in the past two days to protect this country, it did not feel like home to him. He silently prayed that this feeling would not last long. The odds of ever being able to return to Arape were, after all, very slim. 
Bohme appeared in the shadow of his doorway, entering soundlessly. “Should shleep, shir,” he said softly. 
Darius spared him a glance before turning his eyes toward the open window. The moonlight splaying across the gardens and reflecting off the moving water captivated his eyes and he stared downwards as he answered. “I’ve been running for so long I don’t know how to relax anymore.”
“Lying on bed will help you remember,” Bohme suggested dryly. 
Caught a little off guard, Darius chuckled. “Bohme, I didn’t know you had a sense of humor.”
“I try,” he responded with false modestly. 
Darius’s laughter faded into a sigh. “Too much has changed too quickly, I think. It all caught up to me just now. I don’t know how to react to some of it.”
Bohme eased further in, coming to stand beside the same window. “Regretting oath?”
“No.” Darius didn’t even have to think about that. “No, Brindisi has to be stopped. I think helping save Niotan is the best way to accomplish that. Tresea is a good queen, too. I have no qualms in serving her.” He let his head fall back against the windowsill, eyes still mesmerized by the light on the water. “I just feel like an unwelcome interloper. While I understand why, it’s not a comfortable feeling.”
“People will come to trusht you shoon enough,” Bohme promised and clearly meant every word. “Ash we did. When you capshured us.”
Darius snorted. “Bohme, the only reason why you four trusted me is because you didn’t have any other option.”
“You treated ush well. Even me,” he pointed out as if this were a perfectly logical argument. 
“Because there’s no merit in letting three defenseless women be ill-used!” Darius retorted in exasperation. “And I wasn’t about to let the one man loyal enough to protect them be mistreated as a reward for that loyalty. Heavens, man, that’s common decency.” 
Bohme snorted, head shaking in disagreement. “Common deshenshy not common in war.”
“It should be,” Darius grumbled, almost to himself. 
“But ishn’t. You are good man. Othersh will shee thish shoon too.”
Fed up with the whole situation, Darius raised both hands and rubbed at his tired eyes. “Trust is not won overnight. I know. My father taught me that. I can be patient.” Hopefully. But speaking of earning trust…. “Bohme, I do have a question.”
“Shir?”
“I feel like I should somehow thank Raja Tailli for giving you to me.” He scratched at his cheek with one finger. “I know the proper gift to send if we were in Arape, but I have a feeling it would be different here in Niotan. Especially since she’s married, I don’t want her husband to get the wrong idea. What would be a good gift to send?”
“Errr…” caught flat-footed, the bodyguard hesitated strongly before admitting, “Shego would be better pershon to ashk.”
“Ahhh, that’s a good idea. I’ll do so.” But he couldn’t do that in the dead of night. 
Tired of being restless and antsy, Darius searched for something to do. This room, while beautiful, was oddly generic. It felt like any other guest room. Perhaps if he put some personal stamp on it, he would be able to feel more connected to this place. 
With a flash, it came to him. Darius snapped his fingers in realization. “Of course. Why didn’t I think of this earlier?”
Bohme’s eyebrows quirked in surprise. “Shir?”
“Bohme, do we have any candles in this room? Long white ones with holders.”
“I believe sho, shir.” Turning, he went out of the bedroom and into the study, where Darius could hear him rummaging around. He came back quickly, hands curled around two candelabra. They’d obviously been meant for reading, as they were a hand’s length tall, with little engraving in the metal. The white candles in them were unused with the wick still pure. Excellent. 
Darius quickly rose to his feet and took them from Bohme’s hands. “Perfect, thank you.” 
“Need them for reading?” Bohme asked in open confusion.
“No, prayer.”
Bohme stared at him for a long moment in surprise. “Prayer?”
Darius flashed him a quick smile as he went to an open corner in the room and starting placing the candles on the floor. He never prayed in the open, always within the sanctity of his own bedroom, so he wasn’t surprised that Bohme didn’t know of his religious beliefs. “I don’t know about the god or gods you worship here in Niotan, but we of Arape believe in two gods. The one that I pray to is Shaa, the creator of all that is good.” 
Bohme watched as he put the candles down in alignment with each other, forming a large square. “Why candlesh?”
“You must always pray in the presence of fire, no matter how small,” Darius explained as he stepped inside and sank down in between the candles. He crossed his legs comfortably and stretched out his hands experimentally. Good, that was the right distance. Close enough to feel the heat, but far enough away to avoid being burned. “Can you hand me that flint—yes, thanks. You see, Shaa is the creator of all that is good, including fire. It is from fire that we are able to gain insight, and through fire that she is able to communicate with us.”
The bodyguard listened closely as Darius explained, each candle being lit in turn. “You shaid two godsh, though.”
“Well, we don’t pray to the other god. Just curse him. Darr is the god of chaos and is the source of all evil. He tries to destroy anything that is good. If anything bad happens, it’s always Darr’s fault.” 
Bohme thought on that for a moment and then stepped a little closer. “Can two people pray there?”
Darius didn’t quite understand why he asked and twisted around enough to look at him in askance. The candlelight was not strong enough to completely illuminate the bodyguard’s face, though, which left him guessing. “Yes, there’s no limit to how many people can sit within a prayer circle. Why?”
“I want to pray to Shaa ash well,” he responded quietly. “To thank her for shending you to ush.”
Tears prickled the back of Darius’s eyes and he had to blink twice to keep them at bay. Huskily he invited, “Come, sit at my back.”
 



 

In order to do anything in the desert land of Niotan without sweating bullets, a person had to either work very early in the morning or very late in the evening. The brutally hot sun would scorch a man’s skin otherwise. With that in mind, Darius rose early the next morning, well before his breakfast tray was due to arrive, and dressed in the loosest pants he had. He actually had something to choose from now, after Sego’s shopping spree. His concept of a wardrobe and Sego’s were apparently worlds apart. For Darius, five outfits or so were enough for a man to get on with. For Sego, if there was still room in the wardrobe, you were obviously missing something essential. 
Darius had managed to cram all of his acquisitions into the wardrobe, somehow, but it had been a near thing. He had half a mind to bring another wardrobe in here, but it might encourage bad habits. 
After dressing, Darius went through the open glass doors to the garden beyond. This space was not solely his own—actually he shared it with three other suites—but at this time of the morning, no one else could be found. Darius paused in the doorway and took a good look around, trying to decide where he wanted to start. The center of the square courtyard had a very dominating fountain of natural stones that spilled artfully into a small pond. There were benches of marble around the pond, with little pots of flowers here and there, but not much else in the way of vegetation. Well, that shouldn’t come as a surprise, really. For Arape, this place would look like a bare winter garden. But for Niotan, this was quite nice. 
Best yet, it suited his purposes. With this vast area of open tile, he could stretch out as he wished. 
Snatching his new sword off the desk, he moved into the courtyard proper and placed the sword on the bench. Then he walked several paces away and took in a deep breath. As he slowly released that breath, he extended his legs into a wide stance and flowed into the first stance of The Rising Sun. 
His muscles slowly unknotted as his hands rose and fell in the patterns, feet gliding from one stance to the next. He kept his breathing deep and even, putting more focus into each movement of the form than he normally did, partially because it had been far too long since he’d done this and he wanted to do it perfectly. 
When he finished the first movement of the Rising Sun, he moved onto the second movement, The Setting Sun. This movement didn’t have the smooth flow to it as the first part did: instead, it demanded absolute balance and power. Each stance, once made, had to be held for at least ten seconds before going to the next stance. The Rising Sun might warm up the muscles and quicken the blood, but the Setting Sun always made him sweat from the effort. 
When he released from the last stance, he let out a puff of air and his hands dangled at his sides. “Do you need something, Bohme?”
The bodyguard grinned, the expression a little mischievous. “Didn’t think you notished me.”
“How could I miss you?” Darius responded dryly, finally turning to face the bodyguard who was still lurking inside the doorway. “I’ve seen elephants smaller than you.”
The bodyguard let out a delighted chuckle. “Breakfasht jusht came.”
Had he been out there that long? Darius lifted his head to squint at the sun. Yes, he really had. “Give me fifteen more minutes. I want to finish the set.” 
Bohme watched with interest as he snagged his sword from the bench. “Thish shtyle ish the Xhii, ishn’t it?”
“That’s right.” Darius shot him a look as he retreated back to his previous position. “I’m surprised you know it. Few outside of Arape do.” 
“I shaw it once, ash a boy.” Bohme leaned his right side against the doorjamb, making it obvious that he had no intention of leaving and every intention of watching. 
An audience didn’t bother Darius. With a shrug, he settled into the first stance and slowly drew the sword. 
This sword hadn’t exactly been what Darius wanted. But then, the style he used had practically nothing in common with what Niotan soldiers preferred. Really, he’d been lucky to find anything similar at all. The swordsmith had sworn he would make a custom blade at once but that would take a solid week at the very least. Until then, this blade would have to do. 
It had a slight curve to it, unlike the perfectly straight blades Darius had always used, and the hilt had a longer length to it than he preferred. Normally, he would explode into the first movement, but the odd feel of the sword in his hands threw him off slightly and he didn’t move with his usual speed. But soon he warmed up enough to where he fought against the speed of his own shadow, the blade whistling through the air so that it almost sounded like it sang in mellow tones. 
He stopped abruptly and then drew back into the beginning stance, re-sheathing the blade. All in all, not a bad performance considering this sword didn’t have the slimness necessary to go as fast as he wanted it to. A heavy sheen of sweat covered his skin and the morning sun wasn’t just threatening heat, but pouring it out in gentle waves. Time to stop. 
Pivoting on one heel, he turned back for the doors. 
Bohme raised his hands and clapped, half-jokingly. “Can we shpar shoon, shir?”
Now there was a thought worth visiting. “This evening, perhaps,” Darius allowed with a rush of anticipation. “Assuming our illustrious queen doesn’t catch me first.” Stepping back inside the relative coolness of his rooms, he went for the washbasin in his bedroom, casually ordering over one shoulder, “Test that food for poisoning.”
“No need,” Bohme assured him. “Have friend in kitchen. She preparesh your food. It’sh shafe.”
Darius retreated a step back into the main room and gave his bodyguard a baffled look. “Is that why no one’s poisoned me yet?”
Bohme flashed him a satisfied smile. “I have your back, shir.”
He did indeed. Tailli had indeed blessed him by sending Bohme. “Bohme…I don’t have to return you, do I?”
The question delighted the bodyguard to no end and he threw back his head and laughed with pure happiness. The deep sound echoed in the room, ringing pleasantly and it infected Darius so that he chuckled as well.  Shaking his head, he washed off the sweat before shrugging on one of the informal outfits tailored for him yesterday. 
The shirt was in the rich blue of Niotan although the pants were white. But he’d noticed yesterday that most of his new wardrobe had blue in it somewhere. The queen’s way of putting her personal stamp of ownership on him? Sego’s way of silently telling people where Darius’s loyalty lay? He hadn’t quite dared to ask yesterday with the tailor flying around him with scissors in one hand and a dozen lethal pins in the other. 
It didn’t really matter, anyway. Darius believed in being neat and presentable and if the clothes allowed him to do that, then he approved. More importantly, if he dawdled too long, Bohme would start eating without him. 
He stepped back into the main room. Like yesterday, Bohme had placed the breakfast tray on the low table in the center of the room and had already sat on one of the plush pillows. This time, to Darius’s inner relief, two trays had been sent. Bohme’s kitchen friend’s work? 
Regardless, it meant Darius could actually get enough to eat this morning. He settled comfortably on his own cushion across the table and happily dug into the food. In between bites, he said, “This morning I’ll be meeting with my staff and laying out more plans. Go ahead and sleep while they’re here.”
Bohme had his mouth full of bread but he nodded in acceptance. 
A swift knock came at the door. 
As Bohme still had a mouth full of food, Darius called out, “Who is it?”
“Sego, sir.”
Sego? Already? Did the man not sleep at all? “Enter!”
He did so without ceremony, a stack of scrolls tucked under one arm. He looked a little surprised to see them eating breakfast together, but Darius could guess why. No lead general in court would normally “sink” to eating with a mere bodyguard. Sego, being raised in this court, no doubt had been influenced to think in class distinctions. But Darius didn’t share that view and never would. 
Hoping to break a little more past that courteous wall Sego kept up around him, Darius waved him to an empty cushion. “Have bread with us, Sego.” 
Sego stopped for a moment, head snapping around to stare at Darius in open surprise. In Arape, inviting a man to eat bread was an offer of friendship. He’d heard that doing so in Niotan meant basically the same thing, but apparently it meant more. At least,judging from Sego’s reaction, it meant more. 
Darius didn’t try to retract the offer. He needed every ally he could get and Sego was a good man. They could be friends if the other man would just drop his guard a little. 
There were several polite ways to dodge the invitation, but Sego didn’t try any of them. He simply swallowed hard and nodded. “I’d be honored.” 
Darius smiled and picked up the bread basket between Bohme’s tray and his, doling out a small handroll to each of them before passing the bread down the table toward Sego. He pretended not to notice how carefully Sego eased down to the cushion. The man’s leg apparently didn’t bend well and he had to arrange it to where it lay flat out and off to the side. 
When bread was broken between friends, especially the first time, it was not polite to discuss business. Sego didn’t even put the scrolls on the table, but set them aside on the floor. Darius nodded in approval and offered soft butter and cheese as well. 
They ate bread in companionable silence for a few moments. Darius stole a look from the corner of his eye at Sego. The man looked thoughtful. He kept staring at the bread in his hands as if it held the answers to all of the world’s mysteries. 
“You….” the word seemed loud in the silence of the morning and Darius’s head jerked up to stare at his aide. Sego met his eyes as he spoke. “You really intend to live here, then?”
He makes it sound like I have another choice. Darius’s head canted to the side in confusion. “Of course. I swore to Tresea herself. Where else can I be?”
“That’s not what I meant. I’ve watched you for days now go from one end of the palace to the other and every word out of your mouth has been about war. You didn’t seem to think of anything else. Even your clothes were just a necessity, and not something you invested in.” Sego seemed to struggle for a moment to find the right words. “I did not think that you wanted to really live here.”
Ahhh. He understood now. “I have every intention of living out the rest of my days in this country.” Scratching his cheek he admitted ruefully, “I just don’t know where to start making friends. I’m a former enemy, after all. It’s hard to win you people over.” 
“Understandable,” Sego responded. He looked satisfied as he finally bit into the bread. 
“Good plashe to shtart would be Raja’sh gift,” Bohme reminded him.
Darius snapped his fingers. “I forgot. My thanks. Sego, I think it best that I send a gift to Raja Tailli to thank her for giving me Bohme. What do you think would be a good thing to send?”
“I will help you choose something appropriate this afternoon,” Sego promised. “It cannot be jewelry or clothing, as those are courting gifts.”
He nearly choked on the bread. Phew, that was close. In Arape, the correct gift would have been a bolt of beautiful fabric or a chain of silver, depending on the gender of the receiver. Good thing he’d asked. 
“You are aware that I am the steward of your household as well?” Sego asked this as if he already knew the answer.
Darius blinked at him quite stupidly for a moment. It had escaped his immediate notice that he now had a household. But of course he would, with his appointment of lead general. Usually the position came with lands as well, but he couldn’t imagine that would be the case here. If Tresea gave a former enemy-converted-ally actual land, she’d have a riot on her hands from the court. And rightly so, too. 
But that now explained why Sego had already gone ahead and seen to his wardrobe. As steward, it would be expected of him. Still, that begged another question. “What were you doing before being assigned to me?”
“Military intelligence.”
Darius perked up at this answer. “That’s why you can put your hands on information so quickly.”
Sego flashed him a smug look. “That’s why.”
No wonder the queen had assigned him, then. 
“Your household does not have much to it at the moment,” Sego continued, reaching for another piece of bread. “But now that I know you want to make a good life here, I will help you build a worthy house.”
Darius rubbed at the back of his head and wondered how to respond to that. “Sego…you do know that I’m a merchant’s son, right?”
Both men froze and looked at him carefully, as if suspecting that he was pulling their legs. 
“You’re very well spoken for a merchant’s son,” Sego responded slowly, still not quite believing him. 
“My father traded information more than he did goods, some seasons,” Darius admitted with a laugh. “We all grew up learning three or four languages, so I’m more educated than most.” That had been particularly handy when he was commanding the Brindisi forces, as he could usually give the orders directly instead of relying on translators. “But my point is this: I have no idea how to set up a prestigious household. I’m not sure I want to really bother doing it, either. It seems like a hassle.”
Sego lifted his eyes to the heavens, no doubt praying for patience. “Queen Tresea gave me very firm orders. She wants you to build a proper household here.”
“Why?” Darius asked, and then felt like smacking himself for asking an obvious question. “Wait, let me guess. She’s afraid that I’ll run off and return home after we defeat Brindisi, is that it?”
Sego nodded wryly. “You cannot blame her. You have nothing to tie you here.”
Not yet, anyway, except that oath of loyalty he gave her. But he didn’t have any spare head space to think about playing house. “Do whatever you want to make her happy.” He shrugged, finishing off the last of the fruit on his plate. “I need to focus on other things.”
This answer didn’t surprise his aide/steward one bit. “Of course.” With a sidelong glance he added blandly, “I’ll save the bride searching for later, after you’re more established.”
For the second time in as many minutes, Darius nearly choked. “B-bride?!”
“You’re a man of status if not of wealth,” Sego pointed out in a rational tone that belied the twinkle in his eyes. “There will be prospective brides being offered to you. Some families especially don’t care if the groom has green skin and missing limbs, if it means political power, they’ll give one of their daughters away.”
A truly scary thought. In fact, the scariest part of that was that if Queen Tresea heard of any of these potential matches, she’d likely endorse them as it would be yet another way to tie him permanently to Niotan. 
“No brides,” Darius ordered firmly, a little panicked. 
“It’ll likely take time before anyone approaches, as no one is quite sure how influential you are yet,” Sego soothed, although he still had that thrice-cursed twinkle in his eyes. “We have time to think of a counter strategy for any offers.”
If Shaa were smiling on him, he wouldn’t get any offers. No, that might be too much to ask. Darius knew full well after five years in a formal court that marriages were political bargaining tools and only the politically naïve thought otherwise. 
A knock at the door saved him. Bohme instantly climbed to his feet and strode over to answer it. Darius had a feeling that his staff had arrived, which was confirmed when Bohme opened the door fully and stepped aside, letting the visitors inside. 
Darius got to his feet and smiled in welcome. After spending the past couple of days together, he was starting to get a better feel for them. None of them had said a great deal unless he’d asked direct questions, but he hoped that their reticence had been simply because they were still feeling out how to react to him. 
Today, they needed to start talking. Darius thought aloud (a bad habit he’d picked up from his mother) and he needed to sound things out with the people around him. If they didn’t talk back, he didn’t know if the idea was good or bad. Today, they would talk, or he’d start twisting arms. 
“Come in,” he invited, ushering them to the war room next door. “Your timing is good. Sego has brought more information for us.” He paused to scoop the scrolls off the floor. Part of him really wanted to offer Sego a hand up as well, but his aide looked a little miffed that he’d even dared to pick up the scrolls. Any more help than this would not be accepted. 
Darius bit back a sigh at the man’s pride and simply continued. “Bohme, go nap.”
His bodyguard gave a short bow of acceptance and ducked into the bedroom. 
Kaveh, Navid and Ramin went straight through without a backwards glance. Darius did look back to make sure that Sego could get up but apparently the man had figured out how to rise gracefully from the floor and he did it without any real effort. Satisfied, he followed his staff into the room. 
After the first day, and with Bohme and Sego’s help, Darius had managed to gather most of what he needed to really work here. A large terrain map now lay across the desk, covering practically the entire space. All of the information that Sego gathered filled one shelf, with paper, quills and ink on the shelf above it. Darius’s seal as lead general took up a shelf all by itself, even though it wasn’t any larger than a child’s hand. In time, stacks of reports would no doubt take over every corner of the room, but for now, this would do. 
Sego had ordered for more chairs to be brought in, so every man had a place to sit around the different sides of the table. Darius sat at the head and reached for the paper he’d hastily written his battle plans on. With everyone settled, he said without preamble, “The queen approved our plan which means it’s time to get to work.”
Ramin seemed to find this funny as he had to strangle a laugh. “And, ah, what do you call everything we did the past three days, sir?”
“Prep work,” Darius deadpanned. “But let’s start with the prep work. Commander Ramin, you spoke to the blacksmiths about modifying the shields?”
“Yes, sir.” Ramin reached into the pouch at his waist and pulled out a rolled scroll, which he set on the table and rolled out. Several sketches of shields were on it, with different modifications, and measurements written off to the side. 
Darius rose from his seat and came around the table to stand at Ramin’s side, as he wasn’t quite good enough at reading Niotanese to be able to do it sideways. 
“I actually called together a hasty conference with the top blacksmiths in the Army,” Ramin said, angling the parchment a little so Darius could see it better. “We threw ideas back and forth, and here’s the top three. The first option is just to cut the shield shorter, so that you have free range of motion over the top.”
Actually, he didn’t agree, but Darius wanted one of the others to speak up this time. They needed to start voicing their opinions. Especially Navid, as he didn’t talk at all unless someone prodded him into it. “Navid? What’s your opinion?”
As he had yesterday, the rough-looking Commander hesitated strongly and took a long moment before he spoke. “Would give soldier more room to attack, but also less protection,” he finally said in that deep, rumbling bass. “Not sure if worth it.”
Kaveh nodded in agreement, eyes studying the parchment intently, even though from his angle it was upside down. “It’s true, shortening the shield might not be the best option. But this second option you have sketched out, the one with the narrow hole near the top—I like the look of that.”
Darius took a better look at it, trying to mentally picture himself as a soldier behind that shield. The hole extended only a hand’s length from the top of the shield and had enough width to it that a spear could easily go through and attack an opponent. As an added benefit, most of the shield could still be used to protect the man holding it. He looked at the final option, but it was very similar to the second, only it had a round, scooped opening instead of a rectangular one. 
Navid, after darting a look at Darius, reached out and tapped the third option. “More room to wield spear.”
Hmmm, true. And it still left a lot of protection for the soldier. “Third one,” Darius agreed. “Ramin, see to it. And make sure that you have at least some holes on the left side instead of the right, just for anyone that’s left handed.”
From the blank look on Ramin’s face, that option hadn’t even occurred to him. “Of course, sir.” 
“Good.” Darius returned to his seat, catching Navid’s eye as he did so. “How long will it take to assemble a special hit-and-run team to deal with the wagon manufacturers?”
“Assembled already,” Navid assured him, seeming to form each word before saying it. “Ready to leave on your command.”
Darius carefully kept a frown from forming on his face. Why was this man so cautious in speaking to him? “Can they do both the supply trains and the manufacturers?”
“Yes, sir.”
A little more detail would have been appreciated rather than that curt assurance. Darius heaved a mental sigh and let it go. “Good. Give them the order to go as soon as we’re done here.”
Navid inclined his head in acceptance. 
I’m going to make that man talk to me even if I have to get a steel bar and pry his mouth open, Darius promised himself in frustration. “Kaveh, you and I are going to deal with the defenses. Have you come up with a layout for the wooden barriers?”
Kaveh handed him a rolled scroll, which Darius accepted and rolled out. The eastern front of Niotan stretched out for five miles before the flat desert landscape changed. On the northern end, it turned into low foothills and mountains. On the southern side, it went into craggy land that would break an unwary traveler’s ankle before it went into rolling sand dunes. Five miles of barriers would be difficult to construct, but Darius actually wanted some space in between them to encourage soldiers to come through, and that would take up quite a bit of space by itself. Difficult, but not impossible: or at least, that was the conclusion he had reached. 
As far as he knew, Kaveh had as much experience on the eastern plains as Darius himself did—at least, that’s where he’d run into the man the most often. The few times he’d tried a more northern invasion was when he’d ran into Ramin and Navid. He’d divided up their duties based more on their experience than anything else. So he expected that Kaveh would come up with a decent layout for barriers. And it would be effectual, but… “Kaveh, why did you only plan on two layers?”
Kaveh had too much political upbringing for him to show any hint of nervousness, but he did blink before his expression became impassive. “It was my understanding that you wanted the barriers simply to break up any possible formations. Is this not to your satisfaction?”
Well, it would certainly do that, but…wait a moment. Darius sat there and thought about it. Had he ever run into artificial barriers in this country? They certainly used the natural formations in the mountains to their advantage, but he’d never run into them on the plains. “Kaveh, when was the last time that someone tried to put up barriers on the eastern front?”
“Not in living memory,” Kaveh admitted and for some reason looked at Sego for a moment, who was standing at Darius’s shoulder. “I had to research it before I could make any plans.”
Great sands. Research?! 
Sego cleared his throat slightly. “In fact, General, we did research this before when you first came to attack us. But your attacks were so ferocious and unusual that we could not find any time to construct the barriers.”
So, in other words, he had three novices when it came to barrier tactics at this table. Darius resisted the urge to bang his head against the desk. Later. He’d teach them the specifics later. Right now, he had to cover the basics. 
“This,” he tapped the plans with one finger, “would work to break up formations. But only two layers do not do the job, not really. Especially with this wide expanse of plains behind the barrier, with no natural formations to help, you have to do more than two. Otherwise the first wave of men through the formations will quickly form back into the ranks on the other side, and you’ll have to fight on both sides. What you need to do is something more like this.” He grabbed a nearby quill and started to roughly—very roughly, as his artistic skills left much to be desired—sketch it out. 
“Don’t do a straight line like this. Construct it more in a curve, that way each side can see the enemies of the other and can aim at them. You were right in staggering them, leaving them spaces to go in between the first line. If you try to stop them dead at the very beginning, you usually just have a pileup and it becomes a complete standstill. But continued this staggered line like this—” the quill scratch against the parchment more rapidly “—all the way back at least until this point. It’s alright to have a little space in between. Just don’t give them enough to perform maneuvers on.” 
Kaveh followed this closely and then picked up a quill himself and started sketching in the other side. “Like this?”
Darius beamed at him. “Exactly like that. Now, the last two lines shouldn’t be lines at all. Just puddles of oil that we can light ablaze anytime we wish. It makes it impossible to pass through for a whole day, and that’s plenty of time to rout them out and send them running.” 
“But where are you going to find the time to build all of this?” Ramin asked, not really in objection, but more out of curiosity. 
To Darius’s complete surprise, Navid gave the answer. “Supply trains.” 
Ramin stared at the other commander for a moment before he smacked his forehead with his palm. “Of course. That’s why you want the supply trains hit first! They’ll have to draw back temporarily just to secure whatever supplies they have left.”
“That and scrounge for any food and water in the nearby area,” Darius admitted. It had been another tactic that had given him nightmares, when he’d been on the Brindisi side. In fact, he’d taken a lot of measures to prevent it from happening, but from what he’d seen and heard on the way to Niotan, the current general was sloppy about things like this. He was trying to rashly bull his way through and capture the capital. Darius couldn’t tell if this choice in tactic was because of impatience or idiocy. Likely both. “Which reminds me: do we have any civilians still living in this area?”
“There are not many there to begin with,” Sego informed him while leaning forward slightly to draw an invisible line on the map with one finger. “This whole area is not suited for agriculture or livestock so there are few towns. Ever since Brindisi’s attack, most have left and retreated further into the country’s heart.”
That still left a lot of people potentially in a high risk area. Darius looked across the table at Navid. “Whoever is left, get them out of there. When those supply trains are destroyed, anyone nearby is going to be at the receiving end of Brindisi’s desperation. I don’t want any civilian casualties.” 
Something about Navid…softened. In fact, was that a smile on the man’s face? “Yes, sir.”
“If they see a lot of civilians being carted off, won’t they suspect that something is going to happen soon?” Ramin looked nervous for objecting, but gamely forged on. “Not that I want casualties either, sir, but it might be showing our hand.”
“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Darius assured him with a feral smile. “I’ll keep them nice and distracted.”
 



 

For the next week, Darius ran around like a mad man, trying to be in three places at once. There were too many things that needed to be done, and he simply didn’t have the time to properly see to each one. Even delegating things out to his staff only helped to a degree because there were certain tasks that he couldn’t possibly delegate. He had to go out to the front lines and see the situation himself, meet with the former lead general and do a formal change of command, and then rush back to the capital to make sure that everything he set in motion had stayedin motion. 
The only thing that had saved him so far was the nature of the desert itself. General Jahangir of Brindisi couldn’t leave his forces on the open desert for more than two weeks at a time for one simple reason: water. That and heat exhaustion. The men weren’t used this kind of heat and fighting in it made matters worse. Every two weeks or so, he had to retreat to the foot of the mountains to let his men rest and re-hydrate. But he only stayed for a week or so, and then returned. 
Darius had been forced to do the same thing, so he knew the timing of this very well. They had six more days, maybe seven, to get into position before Jahangir’s forces were at the eastern border again. If Darius failed to get all of his troops in position before they arrived…well, the consequences would be dire. 
In truth, he needed a month to properly plan this out instead of the barely-two weeks he’d been given. He felt like he was constantly scrambling, trying to outpace time itself. If Shaa were with him, he’d make only the minor mistakes and miss the major ones. 
When they had three days to go, Darius called for another meeting to hammer out some of the finer details of the plan and to add a few tactics he had thought of. His staff arrived after breakfast, as usual, and went directly into the war room. Darius evaluated them as he sat down at the head of the table.
Every man there looked tired. But then, he doubted anyone had been able to get more than four or five hours of sleep a night considering the insane amount of work on their shoulders. He’d been meeting with them as a group and individually for the past four days and they’d slowly been opening up to him. Even Navid now spoke without being prodded into it. (Although he still hesitated strongly before opening his mouth.) 
Darius intended for this to be a quick meeting, nothing more than a status check, so he launched into it without any preamble. “Ramin, shields?”
“Ready, sir. They’re being swapped out with the troops now.”
“Excellent. Are all of your men ready to deploy, Navid?”
“Just about, sir.” Navid shrugged. “Night Raiders on standby.”
The Night Raiders were actually mercenaries hired to augment Niotan’s flagging number of troops. Darius had been half-surprised to find them here, as he had fought them once before on the opposite end of the continent. But he was very glad to have them. No regular foot soldier would ever consider fighting at night. In fact, any army commander would look at you cross-eyed for even considering night battles. The Night Raiders were highly effective for this very reason—they could blend in with the night so well that they could walk into an enemy encampment and do an unbelievable amount of damage without being caught. Darius planned to use them ruthlessly. 
Their first task was to do something about those supply trains. 
Alright, what else? 
“Do we have an accurate count of the enemy’s forces?” Darius had asked that question before but had been given three different numbers. He’d requested an immediate recount to make sure he knew what to plan for. 
Sego eased into a chair next to him and handed him a report. “Twelve thousand, sir. The breakdown of their deployments are as listed.”
“Twelve thousand troops.” Kaveh looked like he’d bitten into a sour lemon saying that number. “They will not be easily defeated.”
“Perhaps,” Darius responded noncommittally. “Perhaps not. From here, it’s hard to see their weaknesses. But they have them.” And I know most of them. He’d had a flash of inspiration at some bird’s hour of the morning, a tactic that would help whittle down those numbers with no loss of life on their part. He turned to Navid and asked, “How many stray cats are in the capital?”
Navid blinked, surprised by the question, but answered readily. “City’s full up. Why, sir?”
“We’re going to need as many cats as we can put our hands on in the next day. If I put a bounty on the cats, do you think the children will run them down for me?”
His commander still looked a little confused, but he also had a quirked eyebrow that suggested Darius had just asked a stupid question. “Kidden’s do ‘bout anything for a copper’s turn. But cats, sir?”
“Cats.” Darius had to tamp down the urge to smile evilly. “I happen to know that a good portion of that army facing us is made of barbarians. They’re excellent to put at the flanks. With that berserker attitude of theirs in war, not much can outflank you.”
Ramin grimaced. “As we’ve discovered, sir.”
Darius gave him an acknowledging nod and raised a finger in the air. “But, they’re highly superstitious. I learned the basics of the language and their culture, mostly because I had to, otherwise they were almost more liability than help. If they ran across anything ‘unlucky’ the day before a battle, they always tried to avoid fighting. And believe me, the list for unlucky things could fill up a man’s arm. But the thing that they fear the most is—”
“Cats?” Kaveh blurted out incredulously, eyes wide. 
It didn’t make any sense to Darius either, so he shrugged, hands spread palm up. “To them, cats are the harbingers of evil. You do not want to test your luck when there are cats nearby. If we deliver a great many cats to them, their nerve will break. At the first sign of trouble in the battle, they’ll run for it.” It had happened to him often enough. 
Navid had a glint in his eyes that spoke of troublemaking. He apparently liked this plan. “Give a word to a shade finder, and you’ll have sacks of cats by night’s first bell.”
Shade finder being some form of informer? Darius wasn’t quite sure of that, but clearly Navid knew how to approach this, which meant he was the right man for the job. “Since you apparently know who to talk to and how this works, I’ll let you handle it. When the cats are collected, can you have your Night Raiders sneak them onto a few surviving supply wagons?”
“Cats instead of supplies?” Ramin stared at the map thoughtfully. “Sir, that’s evil.”
“You say that, Ramin, but you’re smiling.”
“Because I can picture it in my mind, sir.” He gave a regretful sigh. “What I wouldn’t give to watch as those poor hungry souls open the wagons for food only to get angry cats.”
Darius had to admit, the mental picture had a certain appeal to it. He might fantasize about it more during that interminable dinner tonight. But for now, he had to stay focused. “Navid?”
His taciturn commander gave a simple nod of the head. 
“Good.” Darius turned to the next item. “Sego suggested that we do a little propaganda. I want flyers made stating that I am now the lead general and that any man that wishes to change sides will be welcome. Put it in as many languages as you can think of.”
Kaveh caught the implications first and let out a low, admiring whistle. “That will be a heavy blow to morale, sir.”
Indeed it would be. Darius was the only general that’d come anywhere close to conquering Niotan. He also had more experience than General Jahangir, who’d basically gotten to the rank he had because of family connections. Hearing that they would now go against Darius would be a huge psychological blow. 
“It will demoralize them, but it won’t make them go away,” Ramin pointed out. He lost his energy for a moment and some of his exhaustion seeped into his expression. “Granted, it will make them easier to fight.”
“We don’t need to defeat all twelve thousand,” Darius corrected. His commanders looked at him, clearly not sure if they could believe this or not. With a shake of the head and a sad smile, he explained quietly. “We don’t need to kill them all. We just need them to retreat. Do you know? The easiest army in the world to demoralize and defeat is the conquering force. The defending force is much harder to defeat because they have so much they are fighting for—if they fall, their homes and family are in jeopardy. But the conquering force is only marching on orders, with vague ideas of power and glory. If we can defeat them here—” Darius tapped his forehead with his index finger “—then they will quickly give up and yearn for home. A man with no fighting spirit is easily persuaded to retreat.” 
Kaveh and Navid looked sold on this idea but Ramin clearly wasn’t sure. He just didn’t want to contradict a superior officer out loud. 
Darius reached out and clapped him on the shoulder, a smirk on his face. “Tell you what, Ramin, I’ll make a bet with you. Two thousand Brindisi soldiers will desert their posts before the first day of battle is over.”
Those dark eyes lit up in anticipation. Ramin, apparently, was a betting man. “If I win, sir, you have to take me to a formal dinner.”
That would have been Darius’s idea of a punishment, actually, but to each their own. “And if I win, you are my errand boy on your next day of rest.”
Ramin stuck out his hand with a fierce smile of anticipation and challenge. Darius clasped the hand firmly to seal the deal. 
“But isn’t two thousand deserters a bit too many for the first day?” Kaveh objected. 
“The barbarian forces number about two thousand,” Darius informed him cheerfully.
Ramin’s eyes shot wide. He had apparently not realized just how many barbarians there were in that army. “Sir!”
Darius shook his head with a genial smile on his face. “A bet’s a bet, Commander.”
“But sir, with the cats, of course they’ll run!”
“You should have asked more questions.” Cheerfully ignoring Ramin’s wail of protest, he went back to his plans. “Navid, after you see to the cats, talk with your Night Raiders. I want them to go into the enemy’s camp every night and hassle them. Tell them to bring me their ideas and their plans of approach. I’ll have other tactics in play during the night, and I don’t want anyone taken down by their own allies.”
Navid gave a nod and started jotting down notes to himself. 
“Kaveh, you and Sego deal with the propaganda. I don’t care how it’s delivered, but make sure that most of the troops over there can read it.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Ramin, I want you to contact everyone in Niotan and offer them this bounty: if they can defeat an officer and bring me proof of it, then I will reward them.” He thought about it for a moment before adding, “Tell them they must bring me either the officer’s helmet, insignia, or sword. No, make it at least two of those three.” Otherwise there would be people who would quickly steal something in the heat of battle without actually earning the reward. Darius wanted those officers taken care of first.  If the sub-commanders were disposed of, the men would be unsure of what to do. Especially in that hodge-podge army. They’d retreat by default. Almost as an afterthought he ordered, “That’s including army personnel.”
Everyone at the table froze and gave him incredulous looks. Bounties like this normally excluded the army, as any soldier worth his salt would naturally try to take down the officers of the enemy. But Darius didn’t prescribe to the theory that rewards should be withheld from men that were bound by duty. Besides, his position as lead general was very precarious with the men. If he showed that he was generous, they might view him more favorably. He needed to win their loyalty somehow and he was not above using bribes to do it. 
Ramin scratched at that too-bright hair of his, gave his general an odd look, but dutifully jotted this down. “Yes, sir.”
Alright, what next? “Kaveh, are the engineers ready to build our barricades?”
“Yes, sir. They reported to me that they’ve done as much prep work as they can. They think they can assemble the barricades quickly once we’re there. Say, two days or so altogether. The watchtowers are ready to roll out at any time.”
Excellent. That was one worry off his mind. Most of Niotan’s troops were already on the front line, keeping the army at bay with any tactic they could think of. Darius would be bringing little more than relief troops and crews of engineers with him. The trick would be rearranging the troops once he arrived in order for his tactics to be the most effective. 
They weren’t quite ready to leave but it had to be soon. “Gentlemen, we march out the day after tomorrow at sun rise. Will you be ready?”
He got firm voices of assent from around the table. Satisfied, he blew out a breath and stood up. “Then this meeting is dismissed.”
~~~
The problem with being a general was the political obligations that came hand in hand with the job. Maneuvering through a formal court demanded the same amount of ingenuity, intelligence, and strategy as being on a battlefield. The sole difference between the two being that Darius couldn’t stab anyone when they said something he didn’t like. Unfortunately.
But he knew better than to try to avoid the political nature of the job. It was politics, after all, that’d led him to being a wanted man with a significant bounty on his head. So even though he was on the eve of battle, he went to the formal dinner that night and even lingered for a while afterward, mixing with his new peers. 
Or at least trying to. 
Sego had called it correctly when he said that no one here knew how to react to Darius yet. They weren’t quite avoiding him, but they didn’t engage either. They were deliberately standing so that their backs were to him or they stood in profile. The more daring ones stole glances at him and whispered behind their hands to their neighbors. The others kept their backs rigidly to him in an obvious rebuff of his presence. Darius looked around the room in a slow motion. For a formal court, it was not a large space, although with the open glass doors on either end, it appeared expansive. Some brave soul had climbed up and lit the wall sconces all along the edge of the ceiling, which illuminated the area and made the gilded decorations on the wall glow softly. 
For a small country, there were not many in the aristocratic class, perhaps three hundred or so. Darius, after a quick count, estimated that most of them were in this room, with perhaps two dozen or so absent. Putting over two hundred and fifty people in this space made it tight quarters, and yet he could stretch out both arms without hitting anyone. There were a great many guards as well. He had Bohme with him just to prevent someone putting a dagger into his back. But what were they afraid of? The people that didn’t have a bodyguard hovering in their shadow were visibly armed. In a formal setting he found that…odd. For such a crowd, they were strangely quiet as well. It sounded like a subdued beehive in here. The Brindisi court could be so loud at moments as to be deafening, so this relative quiet struck him as very strange.
Turning to Bohme, he muttered, “Are they normally like this with newcomers or is it just me?”
“Jusht you, shir,” Bohme assured him dryly. 
Wonderful. Now, how did he go about winning them over? He had to make friends; it would be political suicide otherwise. If he wanted to actually live a fulfilling life here after the war had ended, he needed to establish himself now. But he’d never faced this situation before and didn’t know enough about the culture to try blindly striking out on his own. 
Where was Sego when he needed him? Surely the packing could wait another hour! 
“General,” a very familiar female voice called from the side. 
Darius turned sharply and relaxed to finally see one friendly face in the crowd. “Raja Morva, I am delighted to see you.”
Morva looked remarkably similar to her sister, Tailli. The elder of the two daughters, she had already been married when Darius took her hostage, and at the time had been three months pregnant. She had gained a few pounds since he last saw her—no doubt a side effect of having children—but her heart-shaped face had the same beauty to it and her smile was just as infectious. At her side stood another familiar face, Heydar, her husband. He had been the one to come and collect his wife and her family at the exchange. Darius had only passed a few words with him at the time, but the man had been sincerely thankful to see his wife unharmed and had not tried any tricks when Darius withdrew and returned to the front lines. He barely remembered what the man looked like from that brief encounter, but it didn’t seem he’d changed much. Still a little stocky, black hair untamable, expression in a semi-permanent smile. The smile widened as he exchanged a short bow with Darius. 
“Tailli told me all about your arrival here,” Morva informed him. “I am so glad that you came to us for sanctuary.”
That was not quite how he arrived…ah well. “I am very thankful to your sister, as well, for giving me Bohme. I’d be quite lost without him.”
For some reason, Morva laughed softly. “Apparently I should think about giving you a gift as well. You do give the most wonderful gifts in return. Wherever did you find that vase? It’s remarkable.”
“Sego,” Darius admitted with spread hands. “The man knows where to shop. Or at least, he knows who to ask before shopping. We found that in the space of an hour.”
“I must ask him, then.” Morva stepped in a little closer and lowered her voice to a confidential tone. “Forgive me, General, but you seem at a loss in this crowd.”
“I don’t know the players,” he admitted frankly in the same low tone. “And I’m afraid of making some unforgivable mistake because I don’t understand this culture.”
“Perhaps a guide would help?” she offered, extending one hand in invitation. 
He once again thanked the gods that he had met this family. It seemed that every time he needed them, they did a good turn for him. “I would be most grateful.” 
“Then come with me.”
Darius followed in her wake but couldn’t resist trying to tease a little. Catching Heydar’s eye he murmured, “She really wants that vase, doesn’t she?”
The man blinked at him, startled, and then snickered. 
Morva shot them a questioning look over her shoulder. “What’s funny?”
“Nothing, my love.” Heydar straightened his face out into a bland expression. 
“Hmmm?” When she didn’t get a straight answer, she shrugged and turned back around, continuing to weave her way through the throng. 
With his wife’s attention safely elsewhere, Heydar nodded confirmation to Darius. “Green, if you can manage it.”
Darius raised a hand to his left shoulder and tapped it in a mocking salute. “Consider it done.”
 



 

Darius raised a hand to shield his eyes from the unrelenting rays of the sun. As was typical of the late spring season of Niotan, the desert was a hotbed of sand. The heat had such intensity that the naked eye could see it in waves across the flatland. From the back of a horse, he could see for miles in every direction. The ground here had a light coating of sand but had a baked hardness underneath with a smattering of strange cactus trees here and there. This desolate flatland stretched for quite some distance without any variation until it reached the Songhor Mountains on the northern border and the sand dunes to the south. Thank the gods that they had marched out this morning in the pre-dawn hours, when the day still had some trace of coolness to it. Marching in this kind of heat for four days only to instantly engage in battle upon their arrival would have been murder. 
He adjusted the headband, making sure that the back flap covered his neck and ears. The fitted army coat he wore had been made with summer conditions in mind, so it had a very light weave to it, but he was still sweating buckets. He didn’t even think of removing it, though, even though it had long sleeves and a high collar. Doing that would remove the only barrier he had from the sun and he’d be as red as a tomato and as prickly as one of those cacti by evening. What he wanted an explanation for was the coat. The pants for the uniform were baggy and a light tan, the perfect combination for reflecting heat in this desolate place. Why couldn’t the coat also be tan and baggy instead of blue and form-fitting? 
At least at the head of the army he didn’t have to constantly swallow the dust kicked up. Being general had its perks in that regard. Although his mouth still felt like a dry river bed.
They arrived ahead of schedule by a good hour, and despite only being a thousand in number, the troops at the front line were glad to see fresh soldiers. Darius went immediately to the side of General Mihr, the man who had been holding the eastern front for the past three months. 
He found him in one of the wooden watchtowers, standing some ten feet from the ground, which gave a bird’s eye view of the area. Especially in this flat, desolate place, the watchtower allowed an open view for miles around. The inside of it couldn’t be called “spacious” by any stretch of the imagination—room enough for three grown men, at a squeeze. One of the runners had to step down just to make room for Darius to come up. 
The shade inside felt cool and welcome to Darius after being exposed to the sun. He enjoyed the sensation for a moment before stepping forward and looking out of the large window. “General Mihr.”
“General Bresalier,” Mihr responded steadily. He looked tireless, despite the fact that he had been deployed here for several months without rest. His peppered hair and crow’s feet spoke of age but the man looked as healthy and fit as any twenty-year-old, and Darius felt sorry for anyone that tried to cross swords with the man. “You are ready to take command?”
“I am, sir.” Despite the fact that Darius outranked him, the other man had a good twenty years on him in age. He felt the gesture of respect was owed. “Where do we stand?”
“Your timing is good. Look there.” Mihr pointed to the northeast, where the mountains rose in the distance. “Do you see them?”
Not really, but he certainly could see the dust they were kicking up. A large army of men and horses were coming their direction. “I certainly do. How fast are they moving?”
“Not very. I think they are tired. Their attacks of late have lost vigor. If they are here before mid-afternoon, I’ll be surprised.” 
That gave him three hours at least to put everyone into position. Ample time. “Excellent. Is there anything that I need to be aware of?”
He hesitated for a long moment before saying, “The men here are also tired. Their resolve is still strong, but I fear they cannot keep going like this for much longer.”
Darius had always cursed his luck when he went against Mihr two years ago, as any battle against the man always turned into a battle of attrition that didn’t win him much in the end. He now understood why. Mihr understood that every battle’s success depended on each individual soldier and he accounted for that in his tactics. Darius gave him a reassuring nod and smiled. 
“Don’t worry, sir. I took that into account when I made my plans. The freshest ones will man the front lines while the worst off rest in the back. If this goes right, most of them will go home in seven days’ time.”
“I hope your plans work, then.” He turned to face Darius full on and clapped his right hand to his left shoulder. “General Bresalier, you have command.”
Darius returned the salute, clapping his own left shoulder. “I have command, General Mihr. Safe journey home.”
“Thank you.” As he turned to leave, he paused and then turned back. “General Bresalier, I do not understand why you have changed sides as you have done. I do know that the queen must have utmost faith in you to put you in charge as she has and I trust her judgment. Will you promise me that Niotan will not fall under your watch?”
It had to have been hard to hand command over to a former enemy. Darius appreciated that he handled this very odd situation with a professional attitude. “She will not fall under my watch, General. I swear upon my god that I will not let that happen.” 
The tight worry in Mihr’s face faded and the man relaxed into what was almost a smile. “Thank you, Bresalier. Good fortune to you.”
“Thank you, sir.” With him gone, Darius stuck his head out of the rectangular window and called down to Kaveh, who was standing below, “Have the men fall back and have our relief troops take up their positions!”
Kaveh twisted around and looked up. Seeing his general, he cupped a hand to his mouth and shouted back, “Already on it, sir!”
“And make sure that every man drinks a full flagon of water before he assumes position!”
Even from ten feet up, the confusion on Kaveh’s face was obvious. “Sir?”
“Just do it, Commander!” Darius would have normally explained the rationale behind that command, but it would be hard to communicate something like that while shouting back and forth. 
He had made so many decisions and commands that didn’t quite make sense to the Niotan officers that Kaveh apparently didn’t think much of this one. He just saluted and turned to a nearby soldier, issuing orders. 
Darius turned his attention back to other matters. The first stage of his plan had the foot soldiers divided up into three groups, one under the command of each of his commanders. Kaveh would take the center position, in front of Darius’s tower. Navid’s men would be on the left flank with Ramin’s on the right, both ready to move in a pincer movement. The tactic could hardly be considered original, but this area was perfectly suited to it. There were mountains on Navid’s side, giving him a natural support, and there were low hills on Ramin’s, also supporting the troops there. 
Jahangir had been forced to withdraw several times because of the two flanks pinching in and attacking his forces from the sides, even with the barbarians on the flanks. But without the barbarians, it would be a disaster. For Jahangir, that was. Darius indulged in an evil smile of anticipation. 
“Why water, shir?”
Darius cast his bodyguard a glance. With Mihr’s aide gone, he had room to be here now. Bohme didn’t really fit in this narrow space. His head barely had an inch clearance. But he didn’t try to persuade the man to stay down on the ground. Bohme took his job very seriously. 
“Water,” he explained absently, his eyes returning to the bright landscape outside, “is the source of wisdom. It is how Shaa enlightens us and gives us strength. I discovered early on that if my troops drink a large quantity of water before fighting, they always perform better. The few times I couldn’t convince them to do so, they fought poorly and usually succumbed to heat stroke.” 
Another thought struck him and he twisted around to stare down the hole in the floor. “Sego doesn’t intend to come up here, does he?”
“No, shir,” Bohme assured him. “Shaid he would shee to General’sh tent.”
Phew. Darius did not want him trying to climb up that ladder with a bad leg. He’d kill himself trying, likely. “Good. Now, let’s see where the enemy is….” He focused on the far distance. Even with the shade of the roof, the brilliant glare of the sun off the sand nearly blinded him. He could still see the dust being kicked up from the army though, making them easy to track. 
Mihr had been correct—at this pace, they wouldn’t make it to the front lines for another three hours. Really, what was Jahangir thinking? By the time the man got his men here, and in position, they’d barely have more than three or four hours of daylight left. His men still had to set up camp as well. Would he even choose to engage today? 
Bohme came up to stand at his side and peered into the distance as well. “Shlow.”
“Very slow,” Darius agreed, scratching at the back of his head. “I know the man’s sloppy, but there’s limits, surely.”
“You know him, shir?” 
“Unfortunately.” Well, fortunately now, because Darius knew who he had to outthink. “I ran into him several times in Brindisi. He’s the type that got his rank through personal connections.” And blackmail, probably. “He’s sloppy, short-sighted and rash. He doesn’t think and tries to bull his way through when he should be fighting smart.”
“Eashy opponent to defeat, then.”
Darius had to agree. “The only thing he’s got on his side is numbers, and even that’s not going to save him, not with the way he’s acting.” 
“Sir?” Kaveh’s head appeared from below as he half-climbed inside the watchtower. “I can’t see well from below. How fast is the enemy approaching?”
Darius turned, finding it odd that the man would ask such a question when a runner would normally be sent instead. “Is there a problem?”
“Navid just sent word to me,” Kaveh admitted with a troubled expression. “He said his Night Raiders had a little more trouble than they expected to with the supply trains and they’re behind schedule. He estimates that they won’t get back until late this afternoon.”
A half a day later than planned. Darius didn’t like the sound of that. What kind of delay? Well, not much to be done at this point. “I’ll adjust for that. And your own men?”
“Sir, honestly,” Kaveh glanced down and apparently decided that he didn’t want this to be overhead as he climbed all the way up before continuing, “the men here are beyond tired. They’re willing to obey orders, but it’s like they’re sapped of strength. I wouldn’t count on them much as a fighting force.”
Now that sounded like trouble. Darius frowned and looked carefully at the men situated around his watch tower. Truly, they didn’t look like they had the energy to fight. There were lean-to tents popped up everywhere, offering shade for the men, and practically everyone had crawled inside. Most were sleeping, even in the heat of the day. The others just sat about listlessly, barely speaking. 
They had been here too long without rest. Darius had brought a little over a thousand men with him for relief, bringing the total here up to seven thousand. But in reality, he maybe only had three thousand in fighting condition.
Shaa preserve us. Blowing out a breath, he forced himself to calm down and think this through. 
“Need water, shir?” Bohme offered sympathetically, apparently well able to read his general’s face.
“A barrel of it,” Darius sighed while rubbing at his forehead. 
Kaveh looked between the two of them, baffled, not understanding the inside joke. 
“We still stand a chance,” Darius said slowly, thinking aloud. “Jahangir’s sloppiness is going to be the end of him. As soon as he saw the relief troops coming, he should have abandoned his supplies with a minimal guard and double-timed it here.”
“Hitting the troops here that were tired and exhausted before fresh ones arrived.” Kaveh rubbed at his chin thoughtfully, eyes calculating. “That’s true, why didn’t he do that?”
“The man doesn’t think logically.” Thank the gods, otherwise Darius might be done for.
“Hash ten thoushand troops,” Bohme pointed out sardonically. “Maybe not worried about it?”
Darius snorted. “That’s true. That’s the type of bull-headed thinking I would expect from him, too. But that’s a very stupid decision on his part. He’s not going to get here until late in the day, and he’ll have to set up camp before he can actually engage, otherwise his men won’t be able to rest properly tonight. That gives us a full day to build barricades and get ready for him. Kaveh.”
“I’ll put more men with the engineers,” Kaveh offered, already anticipating what his general would say next. “I’ll tell them to speed up as much as they can.”
“Good. Send word to Ramin and Navid to do the same thing. Delay sending out the propaganda flyers until the army over there actually arrives.”
“Yes, sir.” Kaveh turned to go and paused, apparently remembering something. “Sir, Sego and I wanted to know…if the Brindisi soldiers really do desert and come over here, what do you want us to do?”
“Bring them to me.” Darius didn’t think more than a handful would try it, but he’d been proven wrong before. “I’ll probably put them with the engineers as laborers.”
Kaveh hummed in approval. “Shrewd, sir.”
“I have my moments.” Darius flashed him a quick smile before turning back toward his window. Keeping an eye on Brindisi’s advance, he ran through a mental checklist. The bounty on officers was out, the propaganda flyers were ready to go, the supply wagons were already hit, the cats exchanged, and the wagon manufacturers probably burned to the ground by now. His fresh troops were more or less in position, and would fall into their formations with a moment’s notice. The only thing not going according to plan was the Night Raiders, but even their delay wouldn’t amount to much in the end, not with this new timetable. 
In other words, Darius had run out of immediate things to do. 
“Darr take it,” he growled, half-resigned. “I hate waiting.”
Bohme considered his profile for a long moment before venturing, “Thought waiting wash good thing?”
“No, it’s very helpful,” Darius assured him. “I’d just rather be charging forward than sitting still.” 
“Didn’t think veteran general would be rash.”
Darius shot him a glare. “Rash would mean that I act on my impulses. I know how to sit still.” He just didn’t know how to be patient about it. 
Ignoring his bodyguard’s amusement, Darius made a snap decision. No use staying up here in the tower for the next six or so hours. Anyone could keep an eye on the advancing army and give him ample warning. Decided, he went back down the ladder, hopping the last few rungs to the earth. 
Glancing about, he found a runner hovering nearby, lingering in the shade of the watchtower. He seemed to be about twelve or so, skin nearly brown from being under the sun too much, black hair cut short. “You. What’s your name?”
The boy jerked at being addressed directly by a general but shot to his feet with admirable speed and quickly ducked into something that resembled a bow. “Payam, sir.”
“Payam, I need to go and speak with the troops. I want you to climb the watchtower and keep an eye on Brindisi’s forces. If they pick up their pace, or you see something unusual, I want you to come find me.”
“Yes, sir.” 
Not seeing any flagon on the boy, Darius belatedly ordered, “And take a flagon of water with you.”
Payam looked hopeful, tongue darting out to lick cracked lips. “Yes, sir. Um, but water is rationed, sir…?” he trailed off uncertainly as if he didn’t know whether he should say anything or not.
Rationed? Darius blinked. They’d brought wagon loads of water with them, why would it be rationed? “When was it rationed?”
“Two days ago, sir.”
Mihr hadn’t mentioned this. Unless it was some other officer’s order? Gesturing for Payam to stay there, he turned his head and bellowed, “KAVEH!”
From one of the tents, his commander’s head popped out. Seeing Darius wave him over, Kaveh quickly exited the tent and jogged over. “Yes, sir?”
“Why was the water rationed?” Darius asked patiently.
“I believe it was a measure to save water until the relief supplies arrived,” Kaveh responded instantly. “They were running low before we came.”
“Then why isn’t it lifted?”
Kaveh opened his mouth, hesitated, and then admitted slowly, “I thought it had been.”
Darius pointed to Payam. “If even the runners don’t know that the order was rescinded, then I highly doubt that. Have that order removed. I want everyone here to stay hydrated. It’s suicide otherwise.” It could be half the reason why the men here were so listless. 
Kaveh gave a quick salute and then turned for the supply tents behind the watchtower. Darius gave Payam an encouraging nod. “Go get a flagon. If they try and stop you, tell them the general has lifted the ban.”
Payam had a mile-wide smile on his face, revealing crooked and missing teeth. “Yes, sir!” 
Now, if the water had been rationed, had the food as well? Disturbing thought. Darius rubbed his hands together briskly and headed for the supply tents as well. “Bohme, I think we need to do some surprise inspections.”
“Yes, shir. Why the shmile, shir?”
“I love surprising people,” Darius admitted. “I usually find out the most interesting things doing it.” 
Bohme shook his head, resigned. “You’re an unholy terror, shir.”
Darius chuckled and didn’t deny it. 
 
 



 

Darius had fun for the next several hours scaring the light out of the foot soldiers and their captains. He discovered three black markets (not unusual for a camp of this size), two stashes of water barrels that he immediately confiscated and distributed, and a “medicine” tent that would likely kill a man just by stepping inside. 
The camp itself felt very settled. Not unexpected, considering that it had been here for almost eight years now. The tents were set up in an orderly fashion (more or less, less being on the outskirts) with natural roads forming in between them. Every twenty tents or so someone had set up a watering and cooking station. Each section of tents also had a designated medic tent, general supply tent, and so forth. Someone had organized this well at some point in the past and the smoothness with which camp chores were handled spoke well of the discipline maintained here. 
Eventually, Ramin caught up to him and reported that everything on his side was ready. Reminded of his duties, he reluctantly stopped playing inspector and went back to work. 
As he walked back toward the tower, he took a good look at the soldiers he passed. What he saw disturbed him. They did not all possess a full set of armor. Some of them simply had light scaled chains over their shirts, most missing scales, while others had both scaled chains and the metal arm guards. But only a few still possessed the metal leg guards that would protect their shins. Everyone had both curved swords and the bodyshields, though. Hopefully it would be enough to protect them. 
He climbed back up the tower as the sun started edging toward the ocean’s horizon behind him. Payam stood stock still near the window, hands braced on the edge, eyes intently perusing the landscape. “Any changes?”
“No, sir,” he answered readily. “Well, I think they draggin feet,” he added thoughtfully. “Hard to tell.” 
Darius looked out to make his own judgment on that. But the boy had a point—they had to have slowed down a little, as they weren’t anywhere near where they should have been. Never mind three hours of possible fighting time, if they arrived with enough daylight to set up camp, it’d be a miracle. “Why are they moving so slowly?”
“Ruddied, maybe?” Payam offered thoughtfully. 
Ruddied? This slang of his challenged Darius’s linguistic skills. He had to look to Bohme for a translation. 
“Been in shun too long,” Bohme interpreted. “But after only a day’sh march?”
“After being in the mountains for a week to rest?” Darius concurred, mind whirling. “Unless…unless they were already short on supplies before they went to the mountains. Ambushing the supply trains might have more of an immediate effect than I thought.”
“Sunside for them,” the boy observed with a toothy grin. 
Sunside being…a tight situation? Darius had to agree. “Payam, have you had dinner yet?”
“No, sir.”
“Go eat. Once you’re done, come back up here. I might need you tonight.”
Happy at the idea of eating, he bobbed a quick bow and scurried back down the ladder. Darius watched him go, his mind sidetracked by a half-formed thought. “That slang of his…where does he hail from?”
“Khoor,” Bohme answered with a shrug. 
Khoor…the capital? Like Navid? Come to think of it, Navid also used occasional phrases that didn’t translate for Darius. Could that be why? He was raised on the city streets? Darius blew out a breath, disgusted with himself. “So that’s why Navid hesitates so strongly before speaking. He’s literally having to phrase everything in his mind first before he says something so that I’ll understand him.”
Bohme’s eyebrows drew together in puzzlement. “Didn’t you know?”
“No, I didn’t know,” Darius responded in exasperation. “Sego just said that he was from the capital and that he’d worked his way up through the ranks. Shaa preserve me, I just thought the man was the silent type!”
Shaking his head, the bodyguard wisely decided not to comment. 
“Bohme, how much of that slang do you know?”
Considering, Bohme rubbed at his chin thoughtfully for a moment. “Enough to get by. Why, shir?”
“You’re going to teach me.” 
“But shir!” Bohme protested, honestly surprised. 
“Navid is never going to comfortably speak to me unless he’s sure he can phrase it in a way that I understand,” Darius maintained stubbornly. “If I can meet him halfway, all the better.”
“Shir, it’sh not jusht phrashe or two!” Bohme insisted, eyes nearly crossing at the idea. “It’sh like whole other language!”
Hmm. And they had hours yet before Darius could climb down and seek his own bed. The man made a good point. “In that case, go get us both dinner. Then you can start teaching me.”
Bohme’s shoulders slumped like an empty sack. “Yesh, shir,” he sighed in resignation. He trudged to the ladder and started climbing down, muttering things under his breath like, “Bullheaded” and “Doeshn’t know what he’sh ashking.” 
Darius ignored him. 
~~~
The Brindisi army arrived late that afternoon, with barely any light at all left of the day. They mostly set up camp by torchlight. Sego sent up a spyglass via Payam so that Darius could see a little better in the failing light. The men over there did indeed move in a listless way that said clearly they were tired of this war. He smiled to see it. Unmotivated men were the easiest to send home. 
Leaning out of his window he called down, “Kaveh!”
Kaveh had been hovering just below for the past hour or so, awaiting Darius’s orders, so he instantly twisted around and looked up. “Yes, sir?”
“Send out the flyers.”
“Yes, sir!” Turning, he relayed the order to the officers standing nearby. 
On command, hundreds of arrows were released, sailing through the air with whistles of sound until they landed a dozen paces from the Brindisi camp. Each arrow had a flyer wrapped around it and tied tight with string. Most of them would be confiscated by the officers and burned, but a few of them would be hidden by the men and read, and a few would do the job nicely. Word would spread on its own as the men talked about it, causing further confusion in the ranks. 
“Sir!” This hail came from the other side of the watchtower, near the ladder. Darius stepped to the side and looked down, finding Navid at the bottom. 
“Yes, Navid?”
“Night Raiders here.”
Finally. The “somewhat delayed” had turned into a major delay, it seemed. “Alright, I’m coming down.” Darius had at least one plan that he wanted to put into action that night in order to win the bet—or, rather, in order to make sure those two thousand barbarians would want to run away tomorrow. He descended the ladder as quickly as he could, jumping the last few steps as he usually did. When he turned, he found a man standing at Navid’s side that he didn’t recognize. 
This man didn’t hail from the southern continent, not with that shaggy red-brown hair or those freckles lurking under tanned skin. Navid stood a good hand taller than him—which made him short indeed for a man—but what he lacked in height he made up for in muscle. He wore a curious collection of black, grey, and light tan clothing that seemed jumbled at first glance but in this failing light, it blended in with the shadows perfectly. Upon seeing Darius, he gave a half-bow. 
“Sir, this is Zubin, Captain of the Night Raiders,” Navid introduced in that slightly stilted way he had. 
Darius gave a deep inclination of the head. “Captain Zubin, I am glad to see you. Was the way here rough?”
“Tedious,” Captain Zubin corrected with a grimace that wrinkled his freckles. His voice sounded hoarse and rough, like he had chewed glass when younger. “Yon ijut—” he jerked a thumb to indicate the Brindisi camp “—sent a bunch of barbs to guide the train in. Made getting cats on board a mite tricky, with all the hollerin’ and yeowin’.” 
Darius gave a sympathetic smile to the man. Yes, sneaking three hundred unhappy cats onto supply wagons while avoiding the keen hearing of barbarians had to have been beyond tricky. In fact, when Darius envisioned it, he was astonished the man had only been six hours delayed. “How did you manage it, if you don’t mind my asking?”
“Tossed a couple of ‘em yeowin’ critters in the road.” Zubin grinned in savage amusement, showing three missing teeth. “Never seen a barb climb trees so fast in my life. Mighty amusin’, it was.” 
Darius had to bite down on the urge to laugh. He had seen the supposedly tough, nigh indestructible barbarians climb many a tree before, so he could picture exactly what must have happened without stretching his imagination. “Sorry I missed it.”
“Your commander here tells me you’ve got another job for us?” 
“Yes.” Darius hesitated a moment before speaking slowly, “Captain, no insult to your men’s stamina, but I don’t want them going in to an enemy encampment while dead on their feet.”
Zubin waved this concern aside. “Stole a wagon on the way back. They napped most of the way.” 
Then they were probably better rested than most of the men in this camp. Good enough. “There are several things I need done before midnight. I want you to go in and hassle them every night, but you must be out by midnight.” He emphasized this as strongly as he knew how. “At that point, I’m going to have the archers randomly shoot fire arrows and set the tents over there ablaze.” 
“Keep ‘em hoppin’ and worryin’, eh?” Zubin gave an approving nod. “Shrewd, that. Mighty shrewd. But they might return the favor.”
It was Darius’s turn to wave the concern aside. “We’ve got water to spare. They don’t.”
“Point. Then whatcha got in mind for us to do?”
“No more cats,” he answered dryly, well able to see the anticipation in the other man’s face. “It doesn’t have to be anything creative. Cut saddle cinches and tent ropes, slash water bags, things like that.”
“Aye, it’s doable.” Zubin dusted his hands on the front of his jacket. “Then we’ll get at it.”
“Please do so.”
Zubin paused and looked at him thoughtfully. “Word is that a bounty’s been placed on yon officers’ heads.”
Darius heard the unspoken question. “Your men can collect the bounty as well. Just meet the conditions I set.”
Zubin gave him that feral, satisfied smile again. “That we’ll do. See you at midnight, General.”
Within four steps, Zubin’s figure blended in with the night landscape and within six, Darius would swear he couldn’t see the man at all. A truly terrifying man to have as an enemy. But that also made him an exceptional ally. 
Before Navid could disappear as well, Darius took a breath for courage and tried out some of his new-found language skills. “By night’s first bell, it’ll be a kako for the dumpers.”
Navid froze for a moment as if he couldn’t quite believe his ears, the most dumbfounded expression on his face. Then a slow smile stretched from one ear to the other. “Ballyhoo, that. The loudies be gatepinched by dawn’s bells.”
Darius groaned. “I only understood half of that!”
For the first time in the four weeks that Darius had known the man, Navid actually chuckled, eyes crinkled up in laughter. “You know street slang, sir?”
“No, not at all,” Darius admitted ruefully. In fact, he’d only gotten about twenty words and a few phrases in his head over dinner before his duties had sucked him back into real life again. “But it’s fun, isn’t it?”
His commander studied him for a long moment, with that smile lingering on his face. “You like words, sir.”
The opinion was clearly not meant as a question, but Darius answered anyway. “Always have, Commander, always have.”
“Buckshee, for the mouth,” Navid said in a tone like he was offering something. 
Darius puzzled this one out, racking his brain to recall everything a reluctant Bohme and a very enthusiastic Payam had taught him earlier. “Wait, buckshee was a free service or favor…so, you’ll teach me more when you can?”
“That’s it, sir.” Navid’s grin widened again. 
“I’ll take you up on that, don’t think I won’t,” Darius mock-warned him. Even though he genuinely looked forward to learning more, he largely felt satisfaction that Navid had finally relaxed enough to freely talk to him without being prodded into it. 
Navid shrugged, as if the challenge of tutoring up his general didn’t faze him in the slightest. “Yes, sir.” 
Shaking his head, Darius waved him on. “I’ll let you get back to position. Let me know if something happens.”
Navid snapped out a salute, turned, and quickly headed back for his section. 
“You handled that well, General.” Sego stepped out of the shadow of Darius’s tent. “Most have ridiculed or judged Navid because of his slang speech.”
Darius snorted. Sego gave him too much credit. “I actually do think learning slang will be fun, you know.” 
“Yes, your sincerity is what convinced him,” Sego agreed without batting an eyelash. 
The man thought politically, as he had no doubt been raised to calculate every word depending on his audience. Darius didn’t have that same natural conniving sense, and he didn’t think he could convince Sego that his only aim had been to put Navid at ease with him. Mentally, he just let it go. “Is my tent set up already?”
“I have had all day,” Sego answered dryly. 
True. Darius had been rushing from one side of the camp to the other and the time had sped past for him. He’d momentarily forgotten that Sego hadn’t had as much to see to. But the day had ended for most of the men, and the first night bell would ring shortly. If Darius wanted to be mentally sharp tomorrow, he’d best retire now. “Where is your tent?”
“Right next to yours, sir.”
Good. “I’ll do one last check on things and then retire. Go to bed, Sego.”
Sego gave him a relaxed smile. “After you do, sir.”
Stubborn, manipulative man…. Darius gave him an exasperated look. Even if he could somehow force the man into his tent, he still wouldn’t go to bed just on general principal. Shaking his head, he hunted down Kaveh and made sure that he knew who had taken over the night watch. Then he went back to his tent, catching Sego’s eye as he ducked through the flaps to make sure the man knew that he had to retire now too. 
Sego just gave him that same smile again as if he weren’t manipulating Darius into doing what he wanted done. 
“Man’s more formidable than I gave him credit for,” Darius grumbled to himself as he stepped into his tent.
“Shir?”
“Nothing, Bohme, ignore me.” He stopped two feet inside and took a good look around. Funny, but it seemed like a general’s tent in Niotan didn’t differ much from the ones they had in Brindisi. The only real difference lay in the shape of the tent—instead of being largely rectangular in nature with a slanted roof, this one was perfectly circular with a very pointed roof. It’d still been made out of the same durable canvas, though. 
A brazier of burning coals sat in the very center, giving off warmth and light. It already felt a little warmer inside the tent than it did outside, which in this desert wasn’t unusual. The nights were normally bitterly cold. Sego had piled several thick blankets and a few furs on top of Darius’s bed, so he didn’t think he’d freeze when the brazier burned down. Bohme too had several blankets and furs, although with his pallet near the open door, he’d need them far more than Darius would. 
Aside from the beds and brazier, the only other furniture was a small table with his map and battle plan, which sat low to the ground and had several cushions arranged for comfortable seating. Sego had padded the ground with several large rugs as well, although in this dim lighting, he couldn’t see any details of their designs. “Are all general’s tents like this?” he wondered aloud. 
Bohme shrugged his ignorance. 
Setting the idea aside as inconsequential, he set about stripping off his uniform and washing off the worst of the ever prevalent sand that had glued to his skin during the course of the day. He’d get a good night’s sleep and see how effectual his plans were tomorrow. 
 



 

“They really left?!” Darius demanded in surprise, nearly dropping the glass in his hand. 
Kaveh had come to find him before he could even finish breakfast in his tent, eyes uncharacteristically alight, nearly brimming over with energy. Even now, he could barely stay still as he sat at Darius’s table. “The cats arrived at sunset yesterday. Navid had a better view than we did here, but apparently the barbarians kicked up quite a fuss when they arrived. I don’t know what Jahangir said to pacify them, but it obviously didn’t make much headway with them. They left sometime during the night.”
The barbarians were gone…and the battle hadn’t even really started yet. Darius banged his glass against the table, threw back his head, and laughed in sheer delight. “I can’t believe that worked!”
“General!” Sego scolded, eyebrows beetled together. “What do you mean, you can’t believe it worked?!”
“Well, I didn’t think it would work that well,” Darius amended, wiping tears of mirth from his eyes. “Phew! I thought it would take another hard push to convince them to retreat. The situation must have already been pretty strained over there to make them leave this readily.” And at night, no less. The barbarians had several very strong opinions about traveling at night. 
“It was a highly unorthodox plan, sir, but remarkably effective,” Kaveh praised. 
Darius blinked at him, a little unnerved by the open admiration in Kaveh’s expression and voice. He’d never had the man react to him like that before. I’ve been trying to win this man’s respect and trust ever since I met him. Apparently I went to the store with the wrong coin. All it takes is two wagons of angry cats to win him over. 
“The barbarian’s sudden retreat will be very demoralizing,” Sego thought aloud as he reached for another roll of bread. Happy with this thought, he continued, “Is that why they haven’t attacked us yet?”
Normally battles commenced early in the morning, before the sun had properly risen, to avoid fighting during the heat of the day as much as possible. The sun had already been in the sky for a whole hour so for war, this was quite late. “I bet that Jahangir’s whole strategy has been thrown into confusion,” Darius couldn’t help but smile at the thought as it warmed his heart. “He’s having to rearrange everyone to cover their absence.” 
“It will take him several hours at least to re-form the ranks,” Kaveh agreed. “An army of that size isn’t easily moved about. Should we hit them now, sir, while they’re still confused?”
Darius scratched at his chin and thought about it for a moment. “I’d normally say yes, but…how close are our barriers to being complete?”
“Very close, sir. I had them work in shifts by torchlight through the night.”
“Do you think they’ll be done by the time the enemy is ready to march?”
Kaveh frowned, weighing logistics in his head. “It will be…close, I think. We’ll have enough done to not make much difference, is what I would say. Perhaps a dozen or so half-formed barriers would be left.”
A dozen barriers wouldn’t make much difference either way. “Then we wait.” 
Kaveh and Sego both frowned at him as if they didn’t follow his logic on this.
“We’re not in a position to march readily either,” Darius explained. “Right now, all of our ranks are set up for defense, not offense. We’d have to scramble and re-organize too. Worse, if we do march there, they’ll once again have the advantage in terrain and numbers. We won’t be able to fall back and make use of the barriers until tomorrow, and who knows how many lives that will cost us? No, better to wait. Kaveh, have the archers keep up a barrage of arrows, just to make things more lively.” 
Kaveh nodded. “Yes, sir.”
“Ten thousand soldiers left….” Sego’s mind had clearly raced ahead. “General, how many troops must they lose before they’ll be forced to retreat?”
“Another seven thousand,” Darius responded, trying to time it so that he could eat and answer questions. “No conquering force will fight unless they outnumber the defenders two-to-one.”
“So we don’t actually have to defeat all of the troops over there.”
“No,” Darius agreed. “Actually, Jahangir isn’t much of a general. He might give up if we can just whittle him down to five thousand.” 
Sego looked at him from the corner of his eyes, silently weighing him. “When you first told me that this battle would play out in seven days, I didn’t see how it was possible.”
Not offended in the slightest, Darius just smirked. “Six days left.”
~~~
Perhaps Jahangir had foreseen that the barbarians would not cooperate, as he rearranged his men faster than Darius anticipated. Within the hour, word came from the watchtower that the Brindisi army had formed their ranks and were advancing. Darius quickly climbed the ladder to see for himself. 
Using his spyglass, he scanned the enemy from one end to the other, looking at them with a veteran’s eye. “Jahangir is pushing them forward too quickly,” he observed to Bohme. “They’re not fully in formation in the back rows.”
“Deshperate, shir?”
“Very. Having cats delivered instead of supplies might have shoved him over the edge.” Well, Darius had intended for that to happen, but still…. Shifting the eye glass to the side, he poked his head out of the window and called down, “Kaveh!”
Kaveh looked up, shielding his eyes with one hand. “Sir!”
“The barrier?”
Even from ten feet up, Darius could see a grimace pass quickly over Kaveh’s face. “We’re half a dozen short, sir. Six others are only partially built.”
Close enough. “Have the men form their ranks behind the barrier anyway instead of in front! And pass that order to Ramin and Navid!”
“Yes, sir!”
Darius went back to observing the enemy, judging their speed with a clinical eye. Speed and distance always looked different in a desert, and for the uninitiated, things looked deceptively close. Darius had learned over time how to measure things but even then he usually erred on the side of caution as he didn’t always guess perfectly. Still, the enemy looked to be moving at half-time, no doubt so that the men in the back could get in their ranks. 
He had to delay that, as much as possible. Sticking his head out the window again, he called down to the multitude of archers sitting on the different levels of the watchtowers, “ARCHERS, LOOSE!”
In mere seconds, hundreds of arrows took flight in the air, whistling ahead at deadly speeds before impacting with the enemy. The other side raised their shields, of course, but because of the half-formed ranks, there were gaps where there should not have been and arrows got through, injuring hundreds. 
“LOOSE!” Darius bellowed again. 
Another black cloud of arrows were let loose and caused another devastating wave. 
From behind him, someone clattered up the ladder at full speed. “General—” Payam started before his head had fully cleared the floor “—Commander Kaveh says men are ready.”
Without much time to lose, either. The enemy literally had a foot on their doorstep. “Good,” he said, more to acknowledge that he heard the boy. “ARCHERS, LIGHT THE BARRIER!”
There was a small delay as the archers paused to catch burning pitch on their arrow tips, and then they let loose a storm of arrows that hit the wooden barriers with perfect accuracy. In this dry heat, the wood caught fire immediately and the flames spread far and wide. There were indeed a few gaps here and there, but Kaveh had focused on building the barriers in the very center first and then spreading out from there. He had indeed been paying attention to Darius’s counsel—the flanks were the only areas with holes, but both Ramin and Navid had natural barriers at their backs and they were already set up for flanking maneuvers. Anyone trying to take the “easier” path by approaching from the sides would find a solid formation of enemy soldiers in their way.
 It might not be an optimum situation, but it was close enough for Darius’s peace of mind. 
Payam timidly approached the window and stuck his head over the edge. 
Darius didn’t mind a second set of eyes, and if the boy had the wits to stay nearby and try to learn from him, so much the better. To show Payam that he could stay, Darius said, “The dumpers be gate-pinched now.”
Payam lit up in a toothy grin. “Yes, sir! Loudies riddled for adit here.”
“Now wait a minute,” Darius complained to him good naturedly, “you can’t use words you haven’t taught me yet! Adit? Riddled?”
His runner-teacher smirked at him mischievously. 
“Adit,” Bohme translated with a long-suffering sigh, “ish to enter or come in. Riddled ish short on intelligenshe.” 
Darius re-phrased it aloud to made sure he understood. “So the enemy is stupid for going through the barriers?”
Both of his teachers nodded. 
“Well, you’re right,” he told Payam as he focused back on the enemy. “But they don’t have much choice, you know. Under normal circumstances, they would just wait until the wood burns down. It would only take a few hours. But I’ve hijacked their supplies so they’ve got limited time to win this battle.” He glanced out of the corner of his eye, but Payam’s expression said he’d only understood about half of that explanation. “The loudies are sunsided,” he added. 
The confusion cleared up instantly and Payam nodded wisely, as if he had understood all along. 
The first wave of Brindisi soldiers reached the burning barriers. Without any real choice on their part, they were forced to break up their ranks in order to go through the gaps. It was survival instinct, really—who would consciously choose to run into open flame? 
It had to be beastly hot down there, though. The sun had been well up in the sky for an hour now, making the day progressively warmer and being so close to that much fire had to make the men unbearably hot. In a way, that heat became another weapon that taxed the men’s stamina. 
The forerunners broke through the first level and into the open area between the two sets of barriers. Of course, they were immediately engaged by the Niotan foot soldiers. Darius’s watchtower stood several hundred paces behind the front lines, but even from here the clash of weapons and the blood-curdling war cries made an almost deafening cacophony. War-hardened, Darius didn’t even flinch and his blood quickened in a habitual rush. 
Bohme’s hand closed over his wrist, startling Darius. “Can’t fight from here, shir.”
Darius turned to him in surprise. Now when had he…? Darius lifted his hand from his sword hilt and flexed it a little. He had no memory of grabbing for the weapon. “Old habits die hard, it seems,” he said, a little embarrassed at his own reflexes. 
His bodyguard kindly didn’t comment, although the sardonic quirk to his mouth spoke volumes as he stepped back to the side. 
Clearing his throat, he forced his mind to concentrate on the task at hand. Unable to effectively use their superior numbers, the Brindisi soldiers were down to man-to-man fighting and were not making any headway. In fact, the progress slowed to a crawl and within minutes, came to a complete standstill. The men were bottlenecked in the winding paths the burning barriers had created. No one could even begin to shove their way forward. 
Kaveh’s engineers had done their job well. The Niotan line held steady without any strain as they systematically dealt with their enemies. 
“We can hold them at bay for hours like this,” Darius observed in open satisfaction. “We won’t even need to use the second set until tomorrow. Excellent.”
“How many will Jahangir loshe today?” Bohme asked while watching over Darius’s shoulder.
“Hmmm…hard to say.” Darius didn’t look away as he responded, carefully watching his men to make sure that no one made a costly mistake. “This tactic limits how many men Jahangir can throw at us, but it also limits how many we can attack as well. At best, another thousand or so. I think it will actually be less than that.”
“Another thoushand…,” Bohme muttered to himself, sounding a little depressed. 
Darius shot him a sympathetic grimace. “I can’t work miracles. With the number of troops and supplies I have—” not to mention the limited amount of time he’d had to plan with “—this is the best we can do at this moment. It’s a battle of attrition. We’ll wear them down bit by bit.” 
Silence reigned for a long moment as Payam and Bohme thought this through. Then the bodyguard ventured, “Ish that why you shaid sheven daysh? A thoushand for each day?”
“Well, I always plan for the worst,” Darius admitted with a splay of his hands in an open shrug. “But I do have other plans in place. I’m not depending solely on battling the enemy to a standstill. This particular battle, you see, is a matter of stamina and patience.” His lips drew back in a feral smile. “And Jahangir’s men don’t have much of either. They’ll surely do something stupid and rash soon.”
Bohme snorted. “You’re enjoying thish.”
“I most certainly am,” he agreed without batting an eye. “Beating a mentally unarmed opponent is one of the more enjoyable things in life, don’t you think?”
Payam gave him the same half-amused, half-resigned look that Bohme did. “Barmecide, you are, sir.”
So I look attractive but am actually deadly? Darius decided to take that as a compliment. “Thank you, Payam. I think.” He couldn’t let these two distract him. The sun stood almost directly above them now, which meant that soon his commanders would start switching out the fighting troops with the rear guard, allowing them to rest. The maneuver had to be performed right otherwise the Brindisi foot soldiers would find openings in their defense and be able to bull their way through. Darius had a few back up contingencies in place in case that happened, but he’d rather not use any of them unless he had to. 
He shifted from one foot to the other, watching impatiently as the men were slowly replaced by fresh troops. Never once did the line falter, although the end caps had a bit more trouble than the center did. Probably because they were under greater pressure than Kaveh’s men, as the best place to break through would be at the end of the line. Of course, at the end caps, it became a little difficult to see the exact movements. Even with his spy glass, the men were about the size of grasshoppers. 
When the new men were in place and the fighting continued, Darius blew out a breath. If they could move that smoothly, he had nothing to worry about. 
During the course of the day, the barriers burned to the ground and left nothing more than smoldering charcoal in their place. The open plains no longer had any obstructions on them. But the damage had been done and the strong phalanx formations that Brindisi was known for had been broken apart so thoroughly that they stood no chance of reforming them in the middle of a chaotic battlefield. The heat of the day slowly passed until the sky faded into the rich orange and gold of sunset. 
Brindisi’s commanders sounded the horns in the long, eerie notes of retreat and the foot soldiers trudged back to their camp without winning one inch of soil. Darius panned the battle front, slowly counting. Even with the aid of his spy glass, he found that he could not accurately count from one end to the other and so had to guess after a certain point. “A little under one thousand fallen. On our side, I count a little under two hundred fallen. Payam, go down and talk to the commanders. I want an accurate headcount.”
“Sir!” Payam scampered down the ladder at his usual break-neck speed. 
“Five more daysh,” Bohme stated quietly.
“Five more days,” Darius agreed. 
 



 

Darius sat cross-legged at his table, arms propped on the surface. He had called his commanders to his tent an hour before, but the last had only just arrived. Navid gave him a salute of acknowledgement before taking the final place at the table. 
Without looking at the man, Darius waved Sego to a cushion nearby, making sure the man knew he couldn’t just stand and hover as he was wont to do. Sego probably gave him quite the acerbic glare for that, but he carefully didn’t notice. “Alright, what are the final numbers?”
“Two thousand deserted this morning,” Ramin reported instantly, although he had a sour look on his face as the words left his mouth. The look he gave Darius had an edge of caution to it, as if he weren’t quite sure what losing the bet entailed. “We counted 853 fallen on their side. We lost 218.”
More or less what Darius expected. Good. “So Jahangir has just over nine thousand left? Not bad for a day’s work. Navid, have you spoken with Captain Zubin about his plans for tonight?”
“He said water bags and horses tonight.”
Darius had to translate that a little in his head. The man knows I don’t mind his phrasing, and he’s still speaking to me cryptically? Well, it might be the audience they had. Navid had no doubt worked long and hard to get his position while enduring a lot of mocking by his peers in the process. Now that he had his rank, he didn’t want to seem “inferior” to either Kaveh or Ramin. Darius had lived through the same joys of rank-climbing and he couldn’t imagine that it would be much different in Niotan than it had been in Brindisi. “That’s fine. Make sure that he’s out of their camp by midnight, as usual. Have we had any deserters yet? Aside from the barbarians,” he added with admirable neutrality. 
Ramin still gave him a sour response. “Aside from them, no sir.”
“Hmmm.” Darius really didn’t want to fight anyone more than he had to. The more soldiers he could convince to give up, the better. “Then I think it’s time to bring out the dancing girls.” 
~~~
Darius climbed back into the watchtower to get a good view. In the cool night air of the desert, the bonfires burned brightly and cast everything into silhouette. The bonfires were strategically placed—they were close to the camp and spaced so that they looked random but everyone on the Brindisi side had a clear view. The women were mostly from the camp followers: washwomen, cooks, and nurses. None of them were particularly beautiful or fascinating to look at, but from a distance, they didn’t have to be. They’d rustled up some musicians—in an army of this size, that wasn’t difficult to do, there were bound to be at least a few that could play something—and in the still air, the music travelled quite some distance. From the Brindisi camp, it looked like the Niotan soldiers had wine, women and song without a care in the world. It probably helped that the Niotan soldiers actually were enjoying themselves. 
Satisfied, he climbed back down the ladder. Sego patiently waited for him to jump the last few steps before speaking. “General, I had suspected that you were evil before this, but…,” he paused and gave an elaborate look at the nearest bonfire and dancing women, “this is evil.”
“Evil genius,” Darius corrected with a gamine grin. “It’s mental warfare. No one wants to fight an army that is so confident in their victory that they will actually party the night before. Besides, I’ve faced this situation once.” He grimaced at the memory. “None of my men deserted, but most of them stayed up all night to secretly watch the women dance. They were…not in the best fighting shape the next day.”
“I can imagine.” Sego paused to study him for a long moment. “These tactics that you use. Are they all based on prior experience?”
“The best tactics are passed on by the survivors,” Darius responded with a casual shrug. “I’ve been in war since I was fourteen. You pick up a few tricks here and there.” He turned and looked over the opposing camp. “If Shaa is smiling on us, this will help us save a few lives.”
“I also never would have expected you to be a religious man,” Sego stated quietly. 
Darius gave him a curious look. “Just what did you hear about me, anyway? You speak of me as if I were described as evil incarnate.”
“You were.” An uncharacteristic smile briefly crossed Sego’s face. “When Queen Tresea asked me to be your aide, I truly struggled with myself because of all the rumors I’d heard of you. I consider myself blessed that you are not as you were portrayed.”
You and everyone else in this country. Darius bit back the thought before he said that aloud. He didn’t think it appropriate to say. “Well, as your evil, overbearing Raj, I order you to go to bed. We both have to be mentally sharp tomorrow.”
Sego came alert, posture tense. “You say that as if you’re expecting something to happen tomorrow.”
“If I were in command over there, something would,” he admitted frankly, eyes drawn back to the enemy encampment. “Even Jahangir is likely scheming something. He lost two thousand soldiers today when he shouldn’t have. He’s down to meager supplies that he cannot easily replace. He’s desperate enough at this point to give the ridiculous and risky gambles a try.”
“Like what?”
He rubbed at his gritty eyes with both hands. “I don’t know. That’s what scares me.” 
~~~
It wasn’t an overt or loud sound that wrenched Darius from sleep. But it didn’t need to be. After being in war for so long, someone sneaking around would instinctively jar him out of a sound sleep faster than anything else. He had rolled out of his bed, snatched his sword out of its sheath and put both feet under him before his eyes could even properly open. 
He took in several details all at once. The view out of his open tent door still had the inky blackness of pure night, and the brazier had burned down to amber coals, so it had to be an unholy hour. Bohme wasn’t in his pallet next to the door. In fact, he had left the tent altogether. 
And the soft sound of feet edging nearer had abruptly ended. Adrenaline pumping, Darius settled into a guarded stance and called out quietly, “Bohme?”
“Jusht an asshashin shir,” Bohme answered through the tent wall. “Go back to bed.”
Just an assassin? Darius had been the target of an assassination attempt before. Several times, in fact. Trying to kill the lead general of an army was just standard procedure. It didn’t mean he’d gotten used to it. “Like I can just go back to sleep after hearing that!” he responded with considerable asperity. 
“Nothing to worry about,” his bodyguard assured him with a tone that bordered on patronizing. “Not a very good asshasshin.”
“Thank you, Bohme,” Darius responded sarcastically. “Knowing that makes everything all better.”
His bodyguard had the gall to chuckle. 
“General?” Sego appeared in his doorway, a long dagger in one hand and a shirt thrown hastily on. For once, he looked disheveled instead of immaculately groomed. “Is there a problem?”
“Bohme just stopped an assassin,” Darius responded on a long sigh, ramming his sword back in its sheath. 
“Oh. Ah…,” he turned in the doorway and stepped to the side, apparently to see the situation for himself. “Bohme, I trust that the man is safely—”
“Dead,” Bohme answered in a growl of satisfaction.
“—dead, of course,” Sego finished in resignation. “It didn’t occur to you that we might want him alive? To question?”
“Wouldn’t do any good,” Darius assured him as he thumped back into his bed. Darr take it, but what time was it, anyway? Had he even managed an hour’s sleep before being so rudely jarred awake? “Assassins never talk. More’s the pity. Besides, his presence here tells me everything that I need to know.” 
Sego thought about this for a second before he lit up in understanding. “Jahangir is afraid of you.”
“That he is.” No general worth his salt would wait this long to send an assassin. That sort of attack should have been launched the day of Darius’s arrival. Instead, he’d waited until the third night. There could be only reason to do so now instead of earlier. 
“Is this one of those risky gambles that you meant earlier?”
“I hadn’t actually thought of this one,” Darius admitted, trying to stifle a yawn behind one hand. “But yes, something like this. Let’s hope they’re all as poorly managed.”
~~~
Day four of the battle dawned without any other surprises. Darius had managed a total of five hours of sleep, and two of those hours had been fitful. He had learned how to function on minimum sleep early in his career, so he still got up and went about his duties as usual. Just not with the same energy as he normally did. 
But throughout the day, nothing happened that demanded full energy or tactical genius. The third set of barriers were lit, the oil puddles making random splits in the Brindisi formations as planned and the battle wore on. The enemy seemed either dispirited or sleep deprived—likely both. After two nights with the dancing women and the random attacks by the Night Raiders (not to mention the tents being set on fire throughout the night) the Brindisi soldiers had every right to be tired. 
The battle played out in a yawn-inducing predictable fashion and concluded with higher losses on the enemy side. Darius lost two hundred or so men. Jahangir lost about a thousand each day. 
The tactics were working. 
At dawn’s break on the fifth day, the unexpected finally occurred. Darius had projected a handful of deserters from Brindisi to come to him—what actually came over, sporadically, was nearly three hundred. He interviewed each man and found the same story repeated over and over. Jahangir’s incompetency and rough handling of the men had cost him dearly. No one in the camp respected him or trusted his decisions. Most of these men had served under Darius previously at some point or another. They knew the quality of general they were facing and they had no desire to fight against him. In return for Niotan citizenship rights, they were perfectly willing to desert their post and join in on Darius’s side. 
He welcomed them all with a smile and sent them to Kaveh, to bolster the engineers’ efforts in rebuilding the barriers. With that much help, they might actually be able to rebuild the wooden barriers by tomorrow instead of just relying on the oil puddles.  
Sego stood at his side during this process. When the last man left he quietly said, “I counted three hundred and twenty-one men. Quite a feat, sir.”
“I’m not sure if it’s Jahangir’s stupidity or my tactics that are the real reason for their desertion, either,” Darius admitted while rubbing thoughtfully at his chin. “But whatever the reason, I’m glad they’re here. Makes my job a little easier. They’re also giving me some very good information.”
“Yes,” Sego agreed. He carefully eased down to sit at the table and jotted down some numbers in a quick but neat hand. “From what they said, Jahangir can’t last more than a day and a half with the supplies he has on hand. After that he either must retreat for Brindisi or—”
“—Or break through our defensive line and conquer Khoor,” Darius finished almost absently, doing mental calculations. “Really, he’s cutting it too close. He needs to leave now, or his men will likely starve on the way home.”
“I don’t think he cares about that,” Sego pointed out with a disgusted sneer. 
“No, he doesn’t.” That callousness will cost him, too. Darius felt sorry for the men under the idiot’s command, but he was not so foolish as to correct an enemy when they were making a mistake, either.
Another thought struck and he asked, “How many bounties have been claimed?” 
“Kaveh and Navid both accepted bounties on your behalf this morning, sir.” As always, Sego seemed to know the answer even though he had been as tied down as Darius with the interviews. “The total is now forty-eight.”
Forty-eight officers, over twenty-three hundred deserters, and scanty supplies in five days’ time. Not bad work, really. “Tell them to keep at it. If we get enough officers out of commission, it’ll be mixed salt over there.”
Sego blinked at him, expression completely confused. “Mixed salt?”
“Err…I take it that phrase isn’t used in Niotan?” It had been common in Arape and even occasionally used in Brindisi. Darius had thought it rather universal. 
He shook his head, eyes crinkled up in amusement. “I’ve certainly never heard it before. What does it mean?”
“The only way to spoil salt is to mix it with something else,” Darius explained. “I guess it’s more of a merchant term. When you’ve mixed your salts, you’ve ruined them beyond redemption. Mixed salts taste terrible, you see. So the phrase means that the situation is beyond hope and leaves a bad aftertaste.” 
“Accurate summary,” Sego acknowledged. “It’s mid-morning now. What are your plans for the rest of the day?”
“The same as they were yesterday.” Darius gave him a grim smile. “We just keep wearing them down.” 
~~~
Darius rose early on the morning of the sixth day, not from any particular need, but because he kept jerking awake every few minutes. Rather than lay in bed uselessly, he chose to get up and get an early start. 
He stole a shallow pan so that he could shave. Normally, in the field like this, he didn’t care about appearances but a beard could be beastly hot in weather like this. Even a two day’s growth made him itch like crazy. This close to the capital, they didn’t have to ration water, so he took advantage. 
As he stared into the water’s surface, he told his reflection, “You’re too jumpy. You’ve done this too many times to be all nerves now, old man.”
From the doorway his bodyguard drawled teasingly, “Yabbering to yourshelf, shir? Should I be worried?”
“I haven’t lost my mind, Bohme.” Not yet, anyway. “Even if the sun is hot enough to bake a man’s brains. Is it my imagination, or is it hotter this morning than it was yesterday?”
“Entering the shummer sheashon,” Bohme answered with a laconic shrug, as if this was common knowledge. 
Oh joy. Well, at least they wouldn’t be out fighting in this heat for much longer. Today would be the breaking point, in one way or another. Jahangir had lost six thousand soldiers either through battle or desertion and now had just under six thousand still in his command. Darius, on the other hand, still had over six thousand. Considering the state of the soldiers on both sides, it seemed a pretty even match. But if Jahangir didn’t break through his defensive line today—and with the tactics that Darius would employ, he shouldn’t be able to—then the man would be forced to retreat or suffer defeat tomorrow. 
“General!” Kaveh stepped inside and stopped abruptly when he realized that Darius was still only half dressed and half his face had lather smeared over it. “Err….”
Darius waved a hand at him. “Continue, Kaveh. What’s going on?”
The Commander took a second to push aside the odd sight of an informal general before reporting in a rush, “Sir, Brindisi is moving.”
Darius abruptly stopped shaving. “Already?! Jahangir must have been forming his men in the dark to get them moving this early. Are our men ready?”
“They will be,” Kaveh assured him with a determined scowl. “I’ve already issued orders to get everyone moving.”
Bless the man for taking the initiative and then reporting to Darius. He hated officers that didn’t think ahead and had to be commanded in every little thing. “Good. Did you already spread the word to Navid and Ramin?”
“Ramin actually was the one that reported to me,” Kaveh admitted. “His men spotted the movement first. Navid has already been informed.”
Darius had only half his face shaven but it didn’t look like he had the time to shave the other half. He dropped the razor and quickly toweled his face dry. “I’ll be right there. Where do our barriers stand?”
“The oil line is in place. The wooden ones are only half-constructed.”
Better than he’d expected but not as good as he hoped. Darius counted his blessings and continued. “Then we’ll depend on the oil. But Kaveh, this is the breaking point—Jahangir surely knows this as well as we do.”
Kaveh clearly knew what he meant. His eyes blazed with determination. “He has to win today or be defeated. We know, sir. We won’t let him through.”
Darius clapped him on the shoulder. “Good man. Go, I’ll catch up to you.”
Quickly snapping out a salute, Kaveh turned on his heel and darted back outside, calling out orders as he went. 
“Bohme, get Payam,” Darius ordered as he dove for a shirt. “I’m going to need the runners today.” 
 



 

The Niotan army was in formation and ready for Brindisi, but only just. The back of the phalanxes literally formed just as the front were hit. Darius used his spy glass to see from the watchtower, looking from one end to the other, but his commanders had somehow pulled off a miracle and only a few stragglers here and there were still scrambling into position. The archers had released a hail of fiery arrows, lighting the puddles of oil, which broke up the Brindisi formations again and bought them some time. Although calling them ‘puddles’ could be misleading as a full grown man could lay across it with arms stretched above his head and no part of him would be able to reach sand.
Darius watched it play out and blew out a breath of relief. The Brindisi light cavalry was the best in the known world. If Jahangir had protected his horses better from the Night Raiders, he could have mounted his men and had them race ahead, destroying the oil puddles before they could be lit. Darius had purposefully ordered cut cinches for that reason alone. He did not want the cavalry to run his troops down. 
 Once again, the Brindisi soldiers were forced to advance only a handful at a time, which slowed the men in the very back to a crawl. Absently scratching at the unshaved part of his face, he peered through his glass more intently and almost sputtered in disbelief. “I don’t believe this….” 
Payam and Bohme came up to stand beside him, Bohme looking over his shoulder. Darius gestured to the long line of soldiers. “Do you see that? The back ranks aren’t keeping their shields up! I’ve never seen such a thing.” Were they suicidal? Arrows could come flying overhead at any moment and they wouldn’t have the time to respond. Or were they so tired they literally could not keep the heavy wooden shields above their heads anymore? Whatever the reason, it meant their death. 
Darius stuck his head out of the window and bellowed, “ARCHERS, FIRE AT WILL!”
A storm cloud of black arrows were released within seconds of the order, flying up and out in an arch that landed among the back ranks, safely away from the Niotan soldiers. Hundreds went down simultaneously.
The archers on the right and left flanks released their own volleys as the order passed down the line, and without pausing, the center archers sent another storm of arrows out, this one more staggered than the previous one. It still reached its mark in several sections as men failed to get their shields up in time. 
“Payam, help me count. Your eyes are better than mine. How many do you think just fell?”
Payam slowly looked from one end of the line to the other, mouth silently moving as he counted to himself. Darius, with aide of his glass, did the same. “Almost two thousand,” Darius offered quietly. “You?”
“Lost count,” Payam admitted. “It be a megalo, though.” 
Yes, it is a lot. Darius did another quick count, mentally calculating as fast as he dared. If he had all of his numbers right, then Jahangir only had a little over four thousand troops left. If that were true, then… 
“That’sh an evil shmile, shir,” Bohme observed curiously. 
Temporarily ignoring his bodyguard, he turned to Payam. “Grab one of the other runners and get him up here.”
The boy didn’t even bother to salute, just dove for the ladder and scrambled down it. 
Bohme had been hanging around and listening to enough planning sessions that Darius thought he’d understand the succinct answer. “Jahangir is down to four thousand.  That’s close enough.” 
It took a second, but then Bohme’s eyes widened and his teeth shown in a feral smile. “Hoooo ish he now?”
The ladder clattered a little as two boys quickly ascended at a pace fast enough to put a monkey to shame. Darius didn’t know the other boy but he seemed of an age to Payam. In fact, he could be a brother, he looked so alike. Darius faced him directly and ordered, “Go to Commander Ramin and tell him these words exactly: ‘Close in from the right side and push them back. We’re forcing a retreat.’” 
The runner slapped out a salute and repeated, “Close in from the right side and push them back. We’re forcing a retreat.”
“Good,” Darius acknowledged. “Go.”
He turned on one heel and descended the ladder as fast as he had ascended it. 
Darius didn’t watch him go but focused on Payam. “Go to Navid. Tell him this: ‘Aster. Sunder the ranks and boot them hard.”
“This is the moment. Scatter their ranks and force a retreat,” Payam repeated with a toothy grin. 
Despite the tension of the moment, Darius couldn’t help but snort in amusement. “I’m not sure who’s teaching who, here. You’ve got it. Go.”
Payam waved his arm in what charitably could be described as a salute before following the other runner down the ladder. 
Bohme watched him go with a strange expression on his face. Darius didn’t need to be a diviner to understand what it meant. “I always phrase orders in the language of the commander when I can,” he explained as he turned back to the armies battling outside. “I’ve had too many mistranslations and misunderstandings before. War’s confusing enough without multiple dialects in the mix.” Sticking his head out the window he called down, “KAVEH!”
Several seconds passed by but there was no response. Frowning, he took a closer look at the ground and didn’t see the man anywhere. “Of all times for him to disappear….”
“Call for runner to find him?”
“No time,” Darius growled in frustration. Swearing under his breath, he left the tower as quickly as he could manage without breaking his neck in the process. Bohme followed after with more grace and speed. 
He hit the ground running, moving at a quick lope through the camp. At this point, only the injured or the supporters were still in camp, with every able-bodied man on the front lines. He weaved in and around tents and stake lines, moving as fast as he could while avoiding barreling over something. The morning sun had not fully risen yet, but it rose in the sky at just the wrong angle, so that he had to avoid looking up or be blinded. 
The few people that were around looked initially startled to find an able-bodied soldier not on the front lines. Then they took in his blond hair, the insignia on his chest, and their faces lit up in recognition before they darted to the side to give him room to pass. Aside from a quick scan of their faces to verify that none of them were the commander—or the commander’s staff—that he wanted, he paid them scant attention. 
“General!”
Darius lifted his head, eyes darting around, trying to discern who called him. A skinny boy that couldn’t be more than eight or nine waved a hand over his head. “General Bresalier!”
A runner? No, Kaveh’s runner! “Is Commander Kaveh ahead?” Darius demanded, half-jogging to meet the boy. 
“Yes, sir!” the runner responded, breathing a little hard. Sweat streamed from his temples and he wiped it absently with a forearm as he rapidly spoke. “He’s requesting permission to press ahead and forcing the enemy to retreat.”
“Where is he exactly?” Darius demanded, nearly vibrating with the urge to run. 
“Straight ahead, sir.”
“Tell him permission granted. Drive them toward the mountains.”
“Yes sir!” the boy spun on a heel, sending sand flying in every direction, and sprinted back the way he had come. 
He turned around, snagging Bohme’s elbow as he moved, and urged the bodyguard back in the direction they’d just come. He had to be able to see what everyone was doing. As much as he wanted to fight on the front lines, this battle was not the place. He couldn’t run at full speed as he once again had too many tents and people in his path. 
He could still feel the sweat streaming down the center of his back and dewing on his forehead from the exertion under the blazing heat of the sun. The minutes ticked by relentlessly in his head as he moved. Not fast enough…he couldn’t get there fast enough, they were already moving ahead. He could hear the commands being yelled out, the horns blaring to signal the men moving. The archers had stopped firing altogether, and the only reason why they would do that would be if their own troops were in the way. 
A victorious rumble rose and ebbed behind him. Darius had heard the like too many times to not know instantly what it meant. He stopped dead and spun about, heart beating, an incredulous sense of…something building in his chest. “We’re winning?”
Bohme blinked in surprise. “We are?”
Not answering, Darius started running even faster, feet digging into the sand. Have to get to the watchtower. I can’t know for sure until I can see it. Even as he cautioned himself, his blood started racing. He didn’t need to see to know. 
He took the last turn around the line of tents and reached the base of the watchtower. From the second tier, an archer spied him and waved a hand, mouth stretched in a grin wide enough to reveal several missing teeth. “General!” he called down in a high, reedy voice. “We’ve pushed ‘em back!”
YES! Darius waved back in acknowledgement but didn’t slow down until he reached the ladder and even then he scrambled up it so quickly that he almost slipped and broke his fool neck twice before he made it safely up. Ignoring the spy glass hanging on the wall nearby, he braced both hands against the window’s ledge and looked out. 
Ramin’s troops to the south-east had done their job and pushed the remaining Brindisi troops hard until they’d broken. Even now, they were fleeing from the Niotan soldiers for the Songhor Mountains. Kaveh had brilliantly maneuvered his own troops to back Ramin’s up and they were driving the Brindisi soldiers further north as well. Even though the troops in the center hadn’t lost yet, the ones in the back felt like they had because of the retreating eastern flank and they were turning and running as well. Word spread forward like a wave and Darius watched the domino effect of the Brindisi men in the very front lines losing their will to fight and turning in a quick retreat. 
Navid must have pushed his western flank at the same time as Ramin’s, for his men were in an even position with the opposite end of the battlefield and the Brindisi soldiers were nearly gone. As they were the ones closest to the Songhor Mountains, they were already heading to the pass. Proving himself a man that could think quickly on his feet, he had also split part of his force and had sent them to help Kaveh to strengthen the central line. 
Darius relaxed into a smile. “Good work.”
Bohme stared outside for a long moment, looking just like a man that had been smacked in the back of the head. “We…won.”
Clapping him on the back, Darius confirmed, “We won.” Only the battle, though. Not the war. “But that means the work is only just beginning. Come on. We’ve got a lot to do ahead of us and only about four months to do it in.”
“You shaid they won’t be back for five!” his bodyguard objected in confusion.
“I said if we’re lucky they won’t make it back for five months,” Darius corrected, already heading for the ladder, scratching irritably at the scraggly side of his face. Did he have time to shave the rest off before they left? Probably not. “Besides, Darr likes to torment me by messing up my orderly plans. I don’t give him any more openings than I have to. I’ll make this place defensible in four months or go mad trying.” 
 



 

Darius barely had his feet on the paving stones of the palace stable yard when a palace runner came skidding to a stop nearby. “General Bresalier, the queen requests an audience.”
He mentally translated requests for demands without effort. He’d hoped on the ride here that he’d at least have time to wash off the worst of the dirt and sweat and change into a clean uniform before meeting with her but…judging from the runner’s agitated expression, he wouldn’t have the time. “I understand. Show me to her.” 
No one could simply head for the doors, not in this mad confusion. Every officer that had an official posting in the palace had followed Darius here, and they were all dismounting at more or less the same time. Stable hands were rushing forward to claim the horses and leading them away, the men were all grabbing saddlebags and issuing quick orders to their personal servants. In spite of the wide yard they were in, a man couldn’t move two paces in any direction without risking life and limb. Really, if Darius didn’t have blond hair, then the runner probably wouldn’t have been able to find him so quickly in this melee. 
As Darius tried to follow his guide, he glanced behind him to confirm that Bohme had kept up. To no surprise, he had, and even now shadowed Darius’s footsteps. Satisfied, he looked around for Sego, who would be easier to spot. Because of his leg, the aide couldn’t ride and had instead come by small carriage. The carriages were stored on the other side of the yard, away from the majority of the crowd. This worked in Darius’s favor as he could wave a hand to catch Sego’s attention and be reasonably sure the man would see him. 
In fact, Sego spotted the motion quickly and paused half-off the carriage with a questioning look on his face. 
Darius almost called to him, then reconsidered. The noise level around him made even thinking difficult. He could be loud, yes, but that loud? No, better to send Bohme as a messenger. Actually, considering the dangers of just crossing the courtyard at this point, Sego might need Bohme anyway. “Bohme, go get Sego.”
His bodyguard instinctively froze up, a protest ready to fly. 
Darius raised a hand to stop him, smile wry. “This is probably the safest I’ve been since arriving in Niotan. After that victory, no one can be that displeased with me.” Except any fools that were jealous of the political power he might now wield…hopefully Bohme wouldn’t think of that. “I’ll stay right outside the doorway and wait for you, but make sure that Sego makes it. Tell him that the queen has summoned us.” 
Clearly unhappy, but unable to dodge a direct order, he just sighed and turned to do Darius’s bidding. 
Darius followed the page to the doorway, dodging horses, servants and soldiers with the ease of long practice. As he’d promised, he stopped with one foot in the doorway of the palace and waited. 
The runner stood on the other side of the doorway, nearly hopping from foot to foot, eyes pleading for the general to please get his arse in motion. Normally, he’d just ignore such behavior and silently snicker at the boy’s antics. But he’d just come off a campaign that had taxed him mentally, physically, and especially emotionally. After staying awake for hours a night after that assassin’s nocturnal visit, he especially didn’t have his usual patience. 
He shot the boy a quelling look from the corner of his eye. It worked beautifully. The runner instantly froze and with a nervous gulp, meekly put his feet together. Good. Now, with him settled…Darius turned back toward the courtyard. What he saw made him frown. This trip had obviously been harder on Sego than the man had let on. He was clearly limping, the cane taking most of his weight with each step. His expression didn’t betray his pain but his skin looked almost grey. Not good. 
Swearing softly, he stepped out of the doorway and went to meet them halfway instead of forcing Sego to come to him. Bohme looked clearly relieved by his general’s approach as he had been hovering around the other man without actually hovering, as if he wanted to help but didn’t know how. Well, with Sego’s pride, the bodyguard might be worried about losing a hand attempting to help. 
“Sego,” Darius started once he was relatively sure the two men could hear him over the ruckus, “the queen has summoned me. All things in consideration, you should take the rest of this day and tomorrow off. I’ll probably do the same. But first—” he turned to Bohme, making his voice firm to make sure the bodyguard understood that this order could not be debated “—Bohme, take him to a healer and get his leg seen to.”
Despite the fact that only sheer willpower kept Sego upright and moving, the man looked flabbergasted at the order. “General! I assure you that is not—”
“Sego.” He clapped a hand on the man’s shoulder and leaned forward a little to meet the man’s eyes square on. “I’ve told you this once. I do not break the men that work so hard for my sake. Shaa would forsake me on the spot if I did such a callous thing. For once, see to yourself before you see to me, alright?” 
His mouth moved, as if he wanted to retort, only he couldn’t think of the right words. As Darius’s steward, he couldn’t disobey a direct order either, although he clearly wanted to. 
Pretending not to see the other man’s confusion or hesitation, he just smiled, eyes crinkling, and moved on. Giving a pointed nod to Bohme, he silently urged the bodyguard to get moving. Bohme, a little resigned, nodded back just as seriously. 
Good. Now, with that taken care of, he could put the poor runner out of his misery. Pivoting on his heel, he retreated back the way he had come. “Lead the way.”
As they left the burning heat of the sun for the relative coolness of the indoors, Darius tried to take a surreptitious sniff of himself. How badly did he smell? After almost two weeks of being on a campaign with no way to bathe, his body odor must be atrocious, but his own nose had shut down in self-defense days ago. He couldn’t tell anymore. He normally believed in presenting only his best appearance at court (the wolves would likely descend on him otherwise) but this time the matter was out of his hands. Well, hopefully they would be so delighted with his victory that they would overlook his appearance. 
He sighed internally. I give the possibility of that happening a near zero.
Before leaving, he’d had little opportunity to explore the palace and this section belonged in the unknown category. So the quick twists and turns meant nothing to him as his guide quickly exchanged one white hallway with another, seemingly identical, one. Giving up halfway on figuring out where they were, he focused instead on the people that they passed. With his foreign features, practically everyone knew who he was at first sight, and the dirty uniform just confirmed what they already knew. They first looked a little surprised to see him, but they bowed politely as he passed. He acknowledged them as best he could but kept an ear open to what they whispered to each other as he walked on. 
“—So different than I imagined—”
“—Apparently just arrived, judging by all of that dirt—”
“—Can’t believe he actually drove them off in seven days! Really, what were our own generals doing—”
The words varied a little here and there, but the meaning didn’t. Hmmm. So that’s what the palace staff thought. Good to know. 
The runner took another abrupt right turn before stopping dead in front of a door guarded by two palace guardsmen. “General Darius Bresalier to see the queen.”
One of the guards nodded to him in dual acknowledgement and dismissal. The runner took off in a quick lope, never glancing back. The other guard opened the door and stepped in long enough to announce in a clear, strong voice, “General Darius Bresalier to see you, My Queen.”  
Once again, the meeting took place in a room that he had not previously known existed. Unlike the throne room, or the quiet retreat, this room had clearly been designed as a study. Each wall had a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf built in that had parchment rolls, books, and knickknacks crammed in. Instead of a desk of some sort, a single long table dominated the center of the room with chairs all around it. The queen had been buried in reports at the head of the table, but at his entrance she popped up and quickly crossed to him, skirts flying about her ankles, eyes alight. 
“Darius.”
It had been years since anyone had been so obviously delighted to see him. In spite of himself, he grinned at her. “My Queen.”
“I can’t believe you actually did it!”
Not insulted in the slightest, he choked on a laugh. “But you approved the plan!”
“Oh, it sounded logical and well laid out,” she assured him. “But I still thought you were crazy for proposing it. We’ve been fighting Brindisi for years and you sent them running in seven days. No one thought you’d succeed!”
“Their current general is an idiot, otherwise I might not have,” honesty forced him to admit. 
“Then the gods have blessed us twice over.” She waved him to a chair and gestured absently for the door to be closed. 
Darius hesitated before actually sitting down. The merchant’s son in him knew full well what those silk-covered chairs cost. And he really didn’t like the idea of sitting in one and ruining it. “My Queen, surely you’d prefer if I bathed first?”
“Oh, sit,” she ordered impatiently. “I’ve been waiting to hear a first account for days, I’m not waiting another minute.”
Hiding a wince, he obediently sat, sending silent apologies to whichever maid would clean this room later. 
Delighted to have him cornered, Queen Tresea proceeded to pump him for every last detail. He didn’t know how much time passed, but the shadows on the floor shortened steadily as he spoke and gradually, his throat became parched from speaking so much. 
Finally content, she sat back in her chair with a satisfied sigh, like a glutton that had just finished off a magnificent feast. “A wonderful accounting, my General. Thank you. I grant you a day of rest on the morrow before asking that you continue your work.”
He bowed his head in acceptance. “Thank you, My Queen.”
She gave him a dimpled smile. “Now, for the other reason that I called you here.” 
Other reason? Darius looked at her cautiously. That glint in her eye disturbed him. Just what had she been scheming while he wasn’t here to keep an eye on her? 
“I knew that you would succeed,” she told him confidently. “I doubted your timeline—seven days seemed ludicrous—but I had no doubt that you would, in one way or another, succeed. So I prepared a suitable reward for you.” 
Erk. There it was again! That glint that spoke of trouble. Darius didn’t know what ulterior motives she had behind this suitable reward of hers, but he did know that he wanted no part of it. 
“My Queen,” he interjected hastily before the idea became permanently lodged in her head, “is that not perhaps a tad premature? Shouldn’t a reward come to me after I’ve won this war completely?”
She froze in surprise. Well, the reaction was understandable. Not many people would turn down a reward from their monarch. “You don’t want it?”
“I did not say that,” he assured her carefully. “But I do worry about the consequences of rewarding me with anything right now. I am, after all, a pariah within this court. Winning the battle has only won me a begrudging acceptance and little more. If I am to stand any chance of winning your retainers over, then I cannot seem as if I am using your good will to my advantage.” 
She opened her mouth in an instinctive protest and froze without making a sound. Several emotions flashed across her face, ranging from indignation to startled realization, before her shoulders slumped slightly. “But I want to reward you!” she almost wailed, a pretty pout forming. “I have a very beautiful estate in mind.” 
“And when the time is right, I will accept it with heartfelt thanks,” he soothed. Phew! Got out of that one. 
“But I have to reward you somehow,” she protested, the pout becoming more noticeable. “It will look strange if I don’t!”
Well, she had a point. Darius racked his brains to think of something suitable that wouldn’t cost a prince’s ransom. “Perhaps you can have an insignia or crest made up for me?”
“I was going to do that anyway. It’s necessary with your rank.”
…Right. Obviously that idea didn’t pass. His mind raced as he tried to think of an alternative. “Perhaps you can have a customized sword made for me with that crest on it?”
She paused, lifting a hand thoughtfully to her lips. “I…rather like that. It has good symbolism to it, as well.”
“As it happens, I had a sword ordered before I left.” He didn’t know if he should mention this or not, but… “It’s surely done by now. If you sent the order to have it engraved for me, it would be done quickly. You can present it formally to me in a matter of days.”
Her lips tightened in displeasure and her eyes clearly said she didn’t quite like his idea that much and thought hers better. But she gave a resigned shrug. “Oh, very well. You have a valid point, much as I hate to agree. But next time, I’m giving you a suitable reward and you will not debate the matter.”
Darius silently promised himself that he would give a suitable offering to Shaa later in thanks for giving him the words he needed just now. He didn’t think he’d come up with that logical explanation without a little divine guidance. He wasn’t that clever. “Of course, My Queen,” he humbly responded with a half-bow. 
“Very well. You may go, but I want you at dinner.”
Relieved, he escaped as quickly as he could, even if it meant sacrificing a little dignity to do it. 
 



 

Darius turned in a slow circle. White walls, white tiles, open windows…the scene remained the same no matter where he looked. Only the random vases of flowers or statuary offered any variance. That odd looking statue of a man holding a vase of pouring water looked vaguely familiar, actually. Which meant he’d already been this way at least once before. 
Curses. 
He blew out a breath and scrubbed at the back of his hair in a gesture of sheer frustration. This place made no sense. Who’d planned the layout of the palace, anyway, a drunken monkey? Darius had a pretty good sense of direction and he normally didn’t need to be shown a route more than once to have it in his head, but this place had completely defeated him. He’d been wandering for Shaa knew how long, and he still hadn’t blundered into an area that he already knew. Who’s bright idea was it that he should explore this place alone?
Oh, right. It was his. 
“Sego and Bohme are going to laugh themselves hoarse over this,” he muttered to himself. Well, perhaps not Sego. But Bohme certainly would. 
Early that morning, he’d gotten up and eaten a quick breakfast before exploring the palace. With no immediate duties and an official day off granted by his queen, it’d seemed like a prudent idea to take advantage of the opportunity while he had it. But he’d quickly gotten lost and had been wandering around aimlessly, not finding anyone or anything familiar. Judging by the petulant rumbling of his stomach, he’d been at this for several hours already. But he didn’t know if it’d been long enough for anyone to start even worrying about him, much less launching a search party. Bohme had gone to sleep right after breakfast, like he normally did. Sego’s leg had been strained so badly that the healer had ordered him to keep it elevated and cool for the rest of the day, so he wasn’t even aware of Darius’s plans. 
I’ve traveled the width and breadth of the Brindisi Sovran and can plan complicated battle tactics in my head, but I get lost in a single building. If this keeps up, I’ll end up cursing not only the drunk monkey that built this place, but the dogs that bred him! He mentally debated which would be worse: a few moments of humility or slowly starving to death, wandering the halls like some demented ghost. It was a close call. 
Alright. As humiliating as this would prove to be, he’d have to find someone that would either guide him out or give him directions. Otherwise he’d likely still be lost next week. 
Stopping in the middle of the hallway, he closed his eyes and listened hard for any hint of people. It was faint, but he did hear someone speaking. There, up ahead and a little to the right. It sounded like two women speaking to each other. The words were unintelligible, but the tone was light and clear. 
He headed for it, trying to keep his own footsteps light instead of letting his boots ring against the tile. Hearing their voices remained difficult even with his attempt to move silently until he reached a crossing hallway. Then they abruptly became louder. It seemed like they were just past an open archway. From here he could see glimpses of small trees and potted flowers. One of the interior gardens? 
Or did this garden belong to a suite of rooms like the one that attached to his? He might be wandering about in the more residential side of the palace unknowingly. Actually, that would be just his luck, to blunder into a private garden and startle two rajas that would bring their husbands’ wrath down on his head later. Mentally readying an apology, he braved the open garden. 
At first he couldn’t see much because the sun shone directly on the garden, and coming from the dimmer interior, his eyes had to adjust. But he heard the two voices coming from his left and turned to see who it might be. After several blinks, the light stopped blinding him and he saw it truly was just the two women. One had to be his senior by a good twenty years because of the grey strands in her dark hair, and the wrinkles around her eyes. She wore the simple and dark dress of a companion or head maid. 
The other woman sat underneath a blossoming tree. She was a vision in a dark blue gown, hair tumbling in loose curls over her shoulder. The sunlight hit her just at the right angle to highlight her hair and face in reds and gold. Darius, seeing her, felt his heart give a single, hard lurch in his chest. 
Breathing was simply beyond him.
She noticed him in the doorway and froze, the book in her hands falling closed. Not a word crossed her lips but her dark brown eyes spoke of unease and she drew away from him slightly. 
Seeing her caution, he cleared his throat and bowed to both women deeply. “Forgive the intrusion. I am Darius Bresalier.” 
“General Darius Bresalier?” a soft, clear soprano asked hesitantly. 
He lifted his head and gave her his most charming smile, hoping to put her at ease. “Indeed, Raja. Have I, by chance, stumbled into your private garden?”
“Yes,” she admitted, still cautious. “Yes, you have.”
“I sincerely apologize,” he upped his charm a little more while mentally kicking himself for being five different types of fool. “It was not intentional, I assure you. In truth…I’m lost.”
Her caution abruptly disappeared and her mouth dropped open in surprise. “Lost?”
Darius grimaced. Darr truly was hounding his footsteps. For the first time since entering Niotan, he’d chanced upon an extraordinarily beautiful woman, and instead of being able to impress her he had to appear like an idiot. “I’m afraid so. I set out this morning to learn the layout of the palace but…,” he gave a frustrated look around him, and tossed a hand to indicate the building in general. “This place has no rhyme or reason that I can find. I lost my bearings hours ago. Raja, if you would be so kind as to point me in the right direction?”
She’d lifted a hand to cover her mouth, but the movement didn’t completely camouflage her smile. Her eyes were crinkled in silent laughter. “I do not think that wise, General Bresalier. You have, in fact, entered the west wing of the palace and have completely left your section altogether. Simple directions on my part will not help you.”
That bad, huh? He lifted a hand and massaged his aching temples. 
“But I will aid you.” She closed the book and handed it off to the other woman before standing and walking to him. “I am Amalah Sebresos.”
The name suited her perfectly but he didn’t recognize it. Then again, he still didn’t know most of the families at court. “Raja Amalah, I gratefully accept your offer.”
“Perhaps in return, you will recount the battle on the eastern border for me?” she asked with that same caution he’d seen before. 
“Of course,” he assured her in a gentler tone than he’d meant to use. Something about her manner suggested that she was naturally quite shy. It had, probably, taken quite a bit of courage for her to even approach him. But this turn of events might not be bad at that—if he could walk and talk with her for a while, he might be able to win her over and make another friend here. 
With that in mind, he offered his arm like a proper escort would. She glanced up at him through her eyelashes, uncertain, but accepted the gesture and put her hand on his arm. 
That expression confirmed it. She was shy and something about him made her a tad nervous. But he’d learned from his father’s knee how to charm people when needed and he put every ounce of that skill to use. “Thank you. Now, which way?”
“We need to go left down this hallway,” she directed with an inclination of her head. 
He set out, keeping his stride shorter in order to match hers. The maid/companion followed silently along. Darius spared her a glance, but the woman glared daggers at him, so he quickly focused forward again. He didn’t know what the other woman disliked about him—it might be anything from him being a former enemy general to an unmarried man hanging about her mistress—but he didn’t want to delve into it either. He’d much rather focus on the woman on his arm. 
“Well, where shall I start?” he asked her, not sure how much a raja of her position would have heard.
“They say—” she took in a breath before blurting out “—they say that you employed tactics that no one has seen before.”
He blinked, not quite expecting that opening. “Ah, those? Well, I’ve been in war in one way or another for almost fifteen years, Raja. I’ve been all over this continent, in fact. No two countries really fight the same way. I’ve picked up tactics from here and there that are remarkably effective. Most of the time, I’ve been prevented from really employing them because of Brindisi’s policies regarding warfare. But Queen Tresea had absolute faith in me to only use tactics that I knew would work well. With that much leeway, I could be more innovative.” 
Far from appearing bored, she listened carefully to every word. “Is that where the idea of modifying the shields came from?”
“In part,” he admitted, bemused by her interest. “Well, I can’t take full credit for that. My staff—especially Commander Ramin—worked closely with several blacksmiths to come up with a feasible design.”
“And the barriers?”
He fell into a pattern of answering her questions and quickly discovered that she had been well informed of recent events. Strangely enjoying the conversation, he started to explain the tactics in more depth and discovered that she could not only understand him, but used whatever information he gave her to ask yet more questions. Wanting to make her smile, he told her of some of the funnier moments that happened as well, such as going into the final day of battle half-shaved, or his strange language lessons with a runner and a bodyguard. 
She choked on a laugh. “Did you really go the full day only half-shaved?”
Ruefully, he nodded. “I did. I have no doubt the men were snickering behind my back, but they didn’t dare do it to my face. I’m sure I looked quite a sight, but I never had the chance to shave the rest off until after the battle was over.” 
“I admit that I am surprised that you were caught so off-guard,” she said candidly, finally meeting his eyes. “I thought you had everything planned and accounted for.”
He snorted. “No plan survives first contact with the enemy, Raja, I assure you. The best I can do is plan good tactics and then innovate depending on what happens. If any man assures you that he can plan a whole battle in advance, know that he is an untried fool.”
“Innovate…,” she repeated thoughtfully. “You put much emphasis on learning and adapting what you know. Is that why you wanted to learn street slang?”
“Well, that and I had to find a way to make a certain man on my staff talk to me,” he admitted. “I plan most of my ideas out loud, you see. I depend on the people around me to tell me if an idea is bad or not. He wouldn’t say much of anything to me until I proved that I was willing to meet him half-way.” Now he couldn’t get Navid to stop talking, at times. The man took great pleasure in overloading Darius’s poor brain with too many words. 
She phrased the words carefully before she spoke them. “You don’t believe that a man of your station cannot learn anything from someone of a lower class?”
He stopped dead and gave her a look of frank bewilderment. “Raja Amalah, the very idea is preposterous. Actually, according to my religion, the idea is blasphemous. The only time that a man cannot learn something is if he has shut his eyes and ears and refuses to learn.” 
The expression on her face had a complexity of interweaving emotions that he could not begin to decipher. “General,” she ventured, “might I be frank with you?”
Finally he was getting somewhere. “Of course.”
“You are not at all the man your reputation makes you out to be.”
He chuckled in open delight. “I’ve been hearing that a lot, lately.”
From behind them, the maid cleared her throat meaningfully. 
Amalah’s openness disappeared instantly and she almost snapped back into her shell. “I fear we’ve become somewhat distracted from our original goal. We need to take a right at the hallway ahead.”
Darius started walking again but he shot the maid a withering look. If he stuffed the old biddy into a closet somewhere, how long would it be before someone missed her? A few hours would suffice. 
Unfortunately, they arrived at his section of the palace before he could somehow manage this. 
She stopped at the intersection of two hallways. “Do you recognize your surroundings now, General?”
“Yes,” unfortunately, “I do. Thank you very much for guiding me, Raja Amalah.”
Amalah was back to not quite meeting his eyes but she gave a slight bow to him. “It was my pleasure. I enjoyed talking to you.”
“And I you.” Hoping to draw her out again, he ducked his head a little to meet her eyes. “I hope this is not the last time that we are able to converse? It is rare that I can speak with an intelligent woman.” 
Her eyes flew up to his, as if she had to verify if he were teasing her or not, but when she read his sincerity a vivid blush stained her cheeks. For several moments, she couldn’t form a response at all, but she finally managed, “I would like that.”
“Good. I would, as well. Then, perhaps at the next formal gathering in the palace?”
Her blush, impossibly, seemed to deepen to an almost maroon color. “If we can.”
I feel like I just won some sort of major victory. Stamping down a demented grin, he gave her a bow. “Then, I will take my leave. Thank you again.”
“Anytime,” she assured him quietly, eyes darting up to meet his before fleeing back to the side. 
He gave her a proper bow and even spared another, more shallow bow to her companion before leaving. Even as he walked toward his suite, he started quickly formulating plans. First, he had to hunt down Sego and ask what sort of gift would be appropriate for a young maiden. Then, he had to—
“Shir!” Bohme called to him from behind, sounding a little worried and out of sorts. “Where have you been?!”
To Darius’s ear, the question sounded almost paternal. Resigned, he stopped and waited for Bohme to catch up before admitting frankly, “Lost.”
“Losht?” Bohme repeated incredulously. “Where?”
“Here.”
It took a second to click, but when Bohme realized what he meant, his eyes flew wide and a deep laugh rumbled from his chest. “Y-you’ve been all over the continent leading armiesh—”
“—And a single building got me completely turned around,” Darius finished the sentence wryly. “Yes, I realize it’s funny. Go ahead and laugh and get it out of your system, will you?”
Bohme doubled over with the force of his laughter, one hand slapping his leg repeatedly.
“Bohme, it’s not that funny!”
“N-nobody getsh losht here!” the bodyguard managed to stutter out between laughing fits.
“That’s because you’ve all grown up coming in and out of this building,” Darius snarked. “Of course you know the way around, you grew up learning the layout!”
“It’sh not that complicated!” 
Oh, what was the use? He’d never be able to explain it so that Bohme could understand. And he’d never live this down, even if he managed to do so. “Let’s just go,” he requested wearily. “I have to talk to Sego about something.”
~~~
Sego, being a more cultured man, didn’t pound his leg and laugh outright like Bohme had. But he still snickered and enjoyed Darius’s discomfort. 
Darius sat on a low bench next to the man and just patiently waited for the amusement to pass. While waiting for Sego to gain control of himself, he took a better look at the man’s apartment. Sego was clearly a bookworm—he had almost two dozen volumes proudly displayed on a shelf on the far wall, with stacks of rolled parchment taking up every possible corner of the room. This he’d rather expected. What he hadn’t expected were the instruments lined up on the other wall. A lyre, flute, and very elegant wind pipe were hung from the wall, but clearly saw regular use judging from the sheet music stacked on a table nearby. 
The room had the exact layout that Darius’s did, only on a smaller scale and without the extra study off to one side. It had clearly been Sego’s for quite some time as the man’s belongings took up every possible nook and cranny. It had a sort of ‘organized chaos’ feel to it that made Darius feel right at home. 
Sego straightened himself up on his bench and cleared his throat, putting his voice back on a steady tone. Still, his eyes held a very suspicious twinkle as he said somberly, “I am very glad to see that you found your way back, General.”
This would just throw kindling on an already burning flame, but… “I didn’t,” Darius admitted ruefully.
His bodyguard and steward stared at him in surprise. “You didn’t?” they asked in near tandem. 
“No, I had to be rescued.” He shrugged when this set them off all over again. “I don’t really mind,” he admitted over their laughter. “My rescuer was a very beautiful and intelligent woman.”
That stopped them and they cut themselves off. “Who?” Sego demanded.
“Her name is Amalah Sebresos.” 
“Hooo,” Sego said in instant recognition. “Of the House of Sebresos? It’s not a very wealthy house, in comparison to some, but it’s an old one. I’ve met her on several occasions but she’s barely spoken two words to me.”
“She just about talked my ear off.” Under Sego’s incredulous look, he spread his palms in an open shrug and tried not to smirk. “I know how to charm people out of their shells.”
“What, like one of thoshe shtreet performersh with the flute and the shnakesh?” Bohme clearly found this image funny as he chortled. 
Darius rolled his eyes and prayed for patience. “Only without the flute. Sego, I came to you to ask, what would be an appropriate gift for her?”
Sego gave him that weighted, calculating look he sometimes wore. “You give presents to women on a regular basis.”
“Only women have been truly helpful to me so far. Well, without being assigned to me,” he pointed out. “I’d do the same with men, if they offered me any kindness. I’m trying to gain friends and build up a reputation. The easiest way to do that is to be generous.”
“You’re not wrong,” Sego admitted. “Alright. You cannot, of course, give her any type of clothing as that would be a courting gift.”
Which would give the wrong impression. Right. “I was thinking about it on the way over here. What about an aromatic oil?”
“Hmmm.” Sego put a crooked finger to his chin and pondered for a moment. “It’s borderline, but I think it an appropriate gift.”
“I assume you know of the right shop to buy it from?”
“I do indeed, General.” Sego got that impish twinkle again. “But perhaps you should consider hiring on a guide first? For your next exploration of the palace interior?”
Darius gave him a weary look. I’m simply never going to live this down. 
 



 

Several days passed in a whirl of activity for Darius without him really paying much attention. If he wanted the defensive walls in place in the Songhorn Mountains by the time that Brindisi marched again, he had to get them started now. With that in mind, he met with several architects and army engineers, going over blueprints and schedules until he had the logistics planned out. Then he issued orders to get everything started. 
He’d already set up a rotation schedule to keep only the bare minimum defense at the barriers to let everyone recuperate, and ordered a different training program for the soldiers. His commanders were overseeing that. Well, he’d actually tried delegating it to the other generals, but they still wanted nothing to do with him, so it had perforce fallen back to his commanders. Darius knew that he would have to deal with the generals eventually, but eventually could wait a little longer.
 The next major thing on his list would be planning out the naval battle he knew would come, but he had to do a great deal of research first. 
The day had waxed into early evening. It was the inconvenient time of the day where nothing could really be started and yet he had plenty of time before bed. Darius had half a mind to go to the palace library and see if he could borrow something to read when a knock sounded on his study door. Sego stuck his head inside long enough to say, “The queen has issued a command that you must be at dinner tonight. She said to wear your most formal uniform. Is there something going on that I don’t know about?”
Most formal uniform? It came to him instantly and he snapped his fingers. “Ah, yes. I forgot you weren’t there for that conversation. She wants to recognize me for the battle won so she’s planning to reward me with a sword that has my new crest.”
Sego’s eyes brightened. “I’d wondered if she would do something like that for you. She’s normally quite generous so I thought it strange that she had been silent all this time. In that case, I’ll lay out your uniform.”
Darius rose from his chair, waving him off. “No, go see to yourself. I can manage. We only have a few minutes before the dinner is supposed to start.”
“I’m fine,” Sego assured him, and without any false modesty. The man always dressed as if he were ready to enter court at any moment. Well, unless he was headed for a battlefield. His brows creased together briefly in a frown. “Although Bohme….”
“Deal with Bohme,” Darius advised dryly. “Don’t worry about me.”
Nodding seriously, he turned and quickly headed for the bedroom, calling for the bodyguard as he went. 
It took a few minutes longer than Darius expected (largely due to Sego fussing around Bohme and Bohme trying to dodge him) but they eventually made it out the door. Some rumor of what Queen Tresea planned must have circulated the palace because the crowd heading for the formal dining hall buzzed with more excitement than usual. In fact, Darius saw more people than he normally did. 
Due to Raja Morva’s efforts, Darius now recognized a few faces and exchanged courteous hellos as he walked. Surprisingly, he had a few strangers approach and exchange introductions with him. They clearly had ulterior motives, but each person was kind—superficially, at least. Sego looked as pleased as a cat in a sunny spot because of this change in attitude. Darius just felt relieved. 
He finally made it into the dining hall, only to be forced to a stop a few feet inside the doors. The room had so many people that it would take a battering ram to move them. He expected to be very delayed until people found their seats, but when the ones closest to him discovered who hovered in their shadows, they spread the word forward and started making way. 
Feeling a little awkward under their stares and weighing eyes, he forced a smile and weaved his way forward. 
“Darius!” Tresea called from somewhere near the front of the room. 
“Coming, My Queen!” he assured her. 
“Come faster!”
Demanding little…just what did she expect him to do, ruthlessly knock people aside? Actually, she was far too excited considering that she only had an engraved sword and official crest to give him. He started to worry about himself. Just what else did she have planned? 
After several tight squeezes and some careful maneuvering, he finally won free of the main crowd and reached his queen’s side. She stood there with her arms crossed, a pout on her face, and one toe tapping out an irritated rhythm. 
Darius made sure his expression was bland as he gave her a bow. “My Queen.”
“That was the fastest you could get here?” she demanded in exasperation. 
“Short of slashing at people, yes,” he responded neutrally. 
He got quite the look for that response, but clearly whatever he said or did couldn’t dent her euphoria. She gave him a curt gesture of the hand. “I have something for you. Follow me.”
Please don’t let this be a potential bride or concubine, he mentally prayed as he followed in her footsteps. In this country, it could be either. 
Shaa must have been listening, as neither waited for him. Queen Tresea gave a nod to a servant hovering near the courtyard, and the doors were flung open to reveal one of the most beautiful white stallions he’d ever laid eyes on. Its coat seemed to shimmer, hair long and wavy, muscles powerful. Almost mesmerized, he slowly walked forward. It did not have the daintiness of most of the horses from this country, but had the size of a Walker from Arapeen bloodlines. The arch of its neck and the intent dark eyes said that this one had a mixed heritage, though. 
The stallion watched him with keen intelligence. It stood still under the gentle persuasion of the stableboy that held his reins but Darius knew full well that if the horse wanted to, he’d kill anyone within range. This was a warhorse. 
But he knew how to approach a warhorse. Giving a soft croon, he slowly extended a hand, letting the horse have plenty of warning. The stallion’s nostrils flared several times, taking in Darius’s scent, but he apparently liked what he saw. Pulling easily free of the hold on his reins—which made the stablehand squawk in surprise—he put his nose against Darius’s hand. Smiling, Darius lifted the other hand to give him a solid stroke against his neck. 
“Well, aren’t you a fine one. Boneu de touren clea sharasha?”
The stallion’s ears flicked at the Arapeen words and he rubbed his forehead more strongly against Darius’s hand. 
The queen, watching silently during this exchange, softly clapped her hands in delight. “Oh, he likes you.”
“He does,” Darius agreed, breathing out a mental sigh of relief. If a stallion didn’t like you, it took a lot of work and training to convince him otherwise. He’d done it before but didn’t look forward to doing it again in the nearby future. “He’s amazing. Wherever did you get him?”
“He was bred here, actually. His sire was an Arapeen stallion and his dame a mare of good temperament and keen intelligence. He’s turned out quite well, I think.”
Darius turned to look her squarely. “He’s worth a prince’s ransom.”
“He is that,” she agreed without qualm. “But no general of mine will ride into battle without a proper warhorse.”
Well, the horse was far cheaper than the estate she wanted to give him. And he did need one, as the horse he’d rode last time was just borrowed from the palace stables. “What is his name?”
“Sohrab.” 
Light? He fit the name to a tee. “It is a good naming,” Darius praised. Stepping back, he bowed to the queen. “I accept the gift with many thanks.” 
“We are pleased with your acceptance,” she responded formally, mouth smirking. Turning, she waved to a servant boy hovering nearby, holding a sword. “With your warhorse, I grant you The Sword of Niotan, engraved with the new crest for the House of Bresalier.” 
Darius half-bowed from the waist and extended both hands outwards to accept the sword. The queen took the sword herself so that she could personally hand it to him. The cool metal of the scabbard and hilt settled into his hands. He looked at his new acquisition with the same feeling as a child with his first sword. It had been perfectly forged in the straight style of an Arapeen sword. The scabbard was plain for the most part, except the round crest engraved near the hilt of the sword. The guard had been engraved as well, the steel lined with blue moonstone. He hadn’t been given any hint on what symbolism would be in his new crest. What he saw surprised him—an Arapeen sword and a Niotan sword were crossed in the background, with an open torch superimposed over all of it.
“An Arapeen sword to symbolize your birth country,” Tresea explained softly with warm eyes, “a Niotan sword to symbolize your new country and the light of Shaa that will guard and guide you whatever country you are in.”
Now when and where had she learned of his religious beliefs? The fact that she had obviously spent some time researching and thinking about this crest touched him. He grasped the sword more firmly in his hands and gave a much deeper bow than before. “Thank you.”
She inclined her head in return, a satisfied smile on her face. “Your victory has been a joyous occasion for us. We look forward to further success. Now come, and let us enjoy the banquet that has been set before us.” 
~~~
Even after the majority of the food had been consumed, people lingered. Most took up glasses in their hands and wandered about, mingling with each other. Seeing a beautiful opportunity to expand his network of friends and allies, Darius decided to join in. He picked up his glass, bowed to the queen to excuse himself from the table, and headed for a knot of people that contained one person he knew. 
“—are the aide and steward to Raj General Bresalier, are you not?”
On hearing his name spoken, Darius froze. He stood right next to one of the larger pillars in the room, which blocked his view of the speaker entirely, but the voice was quite definitely feminine and cultured. Whoever she might be, she had just as obviously posed the question to Sego. 
“Indeed I am, Raja.”
“Forgive my curiosity,” the words were obviously meant as a formality and nothing more, “but I have long wondered what kind of man he is. Aside from the time we saw him give his oath to the queen, we have seen very little of him. Is he anything like the rumors we heard of him?”
Darius had been taught as a child that one should never eavesdrop. But being in the military actually encouraged the bad habit. The things that he heard when no one thought he might be listening were truly informative. Not to mention entertaining. So, without any compunction whatsoever, he leaned his back against the pillar and cocked an ear in their direction. 
“Actually, Raja, he is as different from his reputation as the stars are from the moon. In fact, the rumors were only correct about two points: he is ruthlessly intelligent and a very formidable adversary.” 
Darius blinked. If Sego’s words weren’t meant as some sort of political maneuvering—which they might very well be—then that was the highest flattery he’d ever heard the man speak. It made him blush a little. 
“Really?” the raja, whoever she was, sounded enthralled by this answer. “Then pray, what is he really like? How would you describe him?”
Sego paused for a long second, as if he were considering his answer. “Kind is the first word that comes to mind.”
Whatever she’d expected, that clearly hadn’t been it. “Kind?” she repeated in bemusement. 
“Yes.” The word had a certain wryness to it. “I did not expect that trait in him either. But he truly is. I’ve never seen a raj be so considerate and attentive to the people around him. In fact, he is such a good raj that I truly hope the queen grants him an estate of some sort soon. He would manage it very well.”
He nearly choked on the mulled cider in his mouth. What would Sego do if he discovered that Darius had already been offered just that and he’d turned it down…? The possible answer sent a shudder racing up his spine. 
“A kind man…how astonishing. He certainly is a handsome one, in his own way.”
He was? Since when? 
“Do you think he will take a bride soon?” the raja continued in a thoughtful manner that sent alarms clanging in Darius’s head. 
“His position here is far too unstable for that yet,” Sego responded in a cautionary manner. “He is so new here that there are few that truly know him. But perhaps, Raja, you would consider properly meeting him? I know he would be grateful to make more personal connections in the court.”
Why that sneaky, conniving, scheming little—so that praise before had been political maneuvering! Darius blew out a breath of resignation. Apparently, even with Darius’s words to the contrary, Sego was bent and determined to make Darius’s house into a powerful one. The man had all of the traits of a mountain: stubborn and immovable. 
“General Bresalier?”
Darius’s attention swerved away from the two behind him to the person who had appeared before him. He straightened abruptly, a smile lighting up his face. “Raja Amalah, I am delighted to see you here.” 
Amalah had a rosy tint to her cheeks that suggested she was fighting a blush and losing, but her eyes met his steadily and an answering smile was on her face. “I wanted to congratulate you. Few are ever rewarded so handsomely by the queen.”
“She was very generous,” Darius averred modestly. His eyes took her in from head to toe in a quick scan. With that creamy white gown and the loose crown of dark curls, she looked even more like the shy maiden than he thought her to be. But his nose detected a familiar scent as well. Taking a half step forward, he inhaled a deep lungful of air. Ahh. As he suspected. “I am glad that my gift met with your approval.” 
The blush broke free and Amalah looked toward the floor for a moment, a shy hand touching the base of her neck, where she had apparently applied the aromatic oil. “I was very surprised by the gift. You did not need to go to such lengths to thank me.”
“On the contrary,” he corrected with his best charming smile, “you not only forgave me for intruding on your private garden, but showed me the way without once patronizing me. I appreciated it. You were much kinder than the other two.”
She cocked her head slightly in question. “Other two?”
“My bodyguard and aide,” he answered with remembered annoyance. “They laughed themselves silly when I told them. Now I can barely step outside of my rooms without them making mocking offers to guide me.” 
Her hand lifted to camouflage a smile, but it didn’t stop her soft snicker. “But it’s nice, isn’t it? To have people near you that are close enough friends to tease.”
“Oh certainly,” he agreed calmly. “But I’m still putting frogs in their beds one dark night when they least expect it.” 
This time she truly laughed, although she quickly muffled it. Darius’s brow compressed for a second in a quick frown. Why did she do that? Was she really so shy that she felt embarrassed by laughing aloud? Or…. He set the question aside for now and said instead, “Raja, I wonder if I might impose upon you once again?”
She lowered her hand, the laugh lingering on her face. “If I can be of help.”
“In truth, I wish to meet more of the people here,” he admitted without a trace of guile. “But I understand that in this culture, it is very rude to just come up and introduce yourself. I wonder, would you serve as my liaison?” 
Amalah seemed to stand a little taller under the question. “I would be pleased to.”
He extended a hand. “Then, please guide me well.” As she laid her hand in his, Darius gave himself a mental pat on the back. Not only did he have the perfect guide to help him maneuver this political hotbed, but he had the perfect excuse to stay in Amalah’s company without it raising any alarms. Really, he couldn’t have made out better than this even if he had planned it. 
Perfectly satisfied for the first time that evening, Darius set his mind to enjoying the rest of the night. 
 



 

Hmmm. Darius stared at the map spread out on his desk, absently stroking his chin as he thought. He’d been neck deep in reports, histories of naval battles, and architectural plans for the past week. He felt he had a fair grasp of how the western port of Niotan had been built. He’d have to go himself soon, just to get a better feel for the lay of the land, but for now this would do. 
The port of Niotan didn’t have the natural shape to it that most harbors would. It had, in fact, been constructed in parts by a series of dikes and dams in order to create a deep enough harbor to allow shipping vessels. The main focus when these dikes had been built was to keep water in but if they could somehow be modified to let water out as well….
Knock knock. 
“Enter!” Darius called, making a quick note to himself of a question he needed answered. 
Sego entered and for once, didn’t have something in his hands that he intended to give his raj. He did, however, have an expression that suggested he was up to something. 
Darius paused, quill posed over the parchment, and looked at him warily. “Yes?”
“General,” Sego started with a benign smile on his face, “I have a question to ask you. Do you intend, at any point, to hire on more staff?”
Staff? Well, that was a thought. If he had a runner or two, he wouldn’t be running Sego off his legs. “Ah, I’d thought of hiring a runner.”
“Splendid.” Sego clapped his hands together, smile turned up another notch. “What about a manservant? And a stableboy for your new stallion? I think another bodyguard would not be amiss either, unless you intend for Bohme to only get five hours of sleep a day and no time to rest?”
“In other words,” Darius rephrased dryly, “you are tired of doing the work of five people and you’ve given up waiting on me to realize that I need to hire on more people.”
“I would never say such a thing,” Sego demurred mock-innocently. 
“Ha!” Under all of that ‘suggesting’ that was exactly what Sego was saying. “Alright, fine, go hire people. But Bohme gets to choose who he works with, so take him with you.” 
Happy to have gotten his way, Sego beamed and ducked into a quick bow. “Of course, sir.”
Before Sego could take more than two steps, a thought occurred to Darius and he called him back. “Wait, Sego!” His aide retreated far enough to stick his head around the door. “On second thought, I have a preference as well for a runner. Go find Payam for me. If he’s interested, I’d like to have him.”
Sego had that blank, impassive expression to his face that indicated Darius had said something strange. “You want to bring an Army runner, who has no education, here to serve as a runner.”
He met the man’s eyes squarely. “The boy’s a quick study, knows how to work hard, and we already get along. He’ll learn the tricks and nicks soon enough.”
His steward sighed as if he were missing the point. “But he won’t know the inner roads of the palace.”
Hmmm…good point. “Then hire two runners. Shaa knows we can keep them both busy. A palace runner can show him everything he needs to know quickly enough.”
Sego clearly thought the whole idea needed to be re-considered, but he must have also realized that arguing with Darius wouldn’t make him change his mind. “Very well,” he sighed in acquiescence. “I will see to it.” 
Making a snap decision, he added, “And we’re leaving for the harbor in two days, so find everyone before then.”
“Two days?!” he spluttered in protest. 
“Well, if you need more time, I can make it three,” Darius amended, logistics running through his head. “But I need to go there soon and get a better idea of the layout.” If it truly played out like he thought it would, he had another building project to hand to the queen and it would take months to get that in place. Right now, time was his worst adversary. 
“Three,” Sego repeated in despair, his head lifting towards the heavens as if pleading for divine aid. Or maybe he was asking for some divine hand to reach down and smack sense into Darius. 
Darius hid an evil smile. His steward could maneuver him into hiring on more staff, certainly, but Darius had every right to torment him a little in return. Trying to keep his tone even, he suggested helpfully, “I’d hire the bodyguard first.”
Sego gave him a glare hot enough to melt steel before giving a short bow and stomping out of the room. 
Snickering, Darius went back to planning. 
~~~
Once again, Sego proved that when he set his mind to it, he could complete any task—even in spite of impossible deadlines.  Within a mere four hours, he had somehow laid hands on Payam, convinced the boy to come work for the House of Bresalier (which probably hadn’t taken much convincing), and hauled him straight to Darius. 
He stood in front of his general now, bright eyed and almost trembling with excitement. Darius looked him over from head to toe. Strange, the boy looked far cleaner than expected. And those clothes…the white shirt and baggy brown pants looked a mite large, but they were in excellent condition. Had Sego taken the time to buy the boy new clothes and get him scrubbed before bringing him here? If so, it was a very kind gesture on his steward’s part. Everyone they passed would have remarked on Payam’s presence and condition. It would be easier on the boy if they thought of him as more than just another street rat. 
“Payam,” Darius greeted with a smile. “I see Sego found you quickly.” He gave his steward an acknowledging nod, which Sego returned with a wry smugness. “Since you’re here, I take it you want to be my runner?”
“Yes sir!” the boy snapped out a salute, a sharper one than he’d ever executed before in Darius’s presence. “I’ll work my hardest for you,” he added, clearly enunciating each word in an effort to sound more educated. 
“I’ve no doubt,” he assured him gently. “We’ve a great deal of work to do, and Sego will hire another runner that you’ll work with. But in those moments when neither of you have anything to do, I expect you to study.”
“Study?” the boy repeated as if it were some foreign word.
“Study,” Darius repeated firmly. “You’ll learn to read, write, arithmetic and history while working for me. As you get older, I expect you to rise to a higher position than runner. The more educated you are, the higher a position you can earn.”
It was a toss-up on who was more surprised—Sego or Payam. Darius couldn’t see why. He had no intention of keeping the people working for him ignorant. The more educated they were, the more useful they were. And they were usually more loyal to their employer as well. 
When the surprise had passed, Payam’s eyes shone with unshed tears. For a boy of his background, the offer probably seemed like a gift straight from the heavens. He gave another salute and said in a choked voice, “I’ll start now, sir.”
“Settle yourself in first,” Darius advised, trying not to laugh at his exuberance. “I trust you’ve informed your family?”
“I actually found him at home and informed them myself,” Sego offered. 
“Ah, that’s fine. Then, Sego, settle the boy in the dormitories. Payam, your task today is to figure out the basic layout of the palace as much as you can. Take it a piece at a time.” He grimaced as his own disastrous exploration flashed through his mind. “The place is a labyrinth.” 
“Yes, sir.” Hesitating strongly, he finally ventured, “Buskshee tween jobs?”
“Prolly.” Darius outright grinned at him. “I’ve got a lot of words to learn from you yet.”
Sego shook his head indulgingly as they grinned at each other. “Well, the language lessons can be continued later. Payam, follow me. General, Bohme is searching for another bodyguard. I will of course screen whoever he selects before bringing them to you.”
“That’s fine.” Darius waved them out, sitting back down at his desk with every intention of going back to his plans. But the question he had asked Payam echoed within his mind. You’ve informed your family?

With a sigh, he sat back in his chair and stared blindly at the ceiling. When he’d made the decision to kill the king, he had written a full letter to his family and sent it to them, explaining everything he was about to do and why. But he hadn’t written them since. In part because he had been so focused on just staying alive and undetected from moment to moment that he hadn’t had the spare energy to worry about them. He didn’t know what to say to them either, aside from that fact that he still had his life. 
So what had stopped him from writing once he had sanctuary in Niotan? 
Had he really been so busy here that he couldn’t spare a few minutes to write a quick letter to them? True, he had been scrambling to put his feet under him ever since accepting Queen Tresea’s offer. It seemed to him that every time he thought he had a handle on this strange turn his life had taken, the handle broke. But surely now, he could spare an hour to write a proper letter to his family and arrange a courier. Especially since he had only good news to convey. 
Actually…since his family had merchant ties, they might well find a way to sneak over here to visit him, someday. His heart rose at the thought. After all, if he could somehow secure Niotan’s independence, then it would become a free trade country and any citizen of Brindisi would have unlimited trade access with it. When that happened, then any member of his family could come without being under suspicion of treason. 
No, he was getting ahead of himself. If that day ever came, it would be years from now. What he needed to focus on now was the letter and putting their fears to rest. 
Determined, he pulled blank parchment out from under the corner of the map, dipped a quill in the ink pot and set to giving a proper account of the last year. 
~~~
Bohme could give Sego a run for his money when it came to hiring people. Darius barely had his letter to his family written and dispatched to a courier before his bodyguard arrived in his study with the new man in tow. 
“Shir,” Bohme gestured to the man standing at his side with a cat-in-the-cream smile. “Thish ish Tolk.”
Did his mother not feed him? was Darius’s first impression. Tolk barely made it to Bohme’s shoulder, body slim to the point that his clothes hung on him. He looked like a strong wind could break him in half although the dark tone to his skin silently said that he spent a great deal of time training outdoors. Darius re-evaluated his first impression when he got a good look at the man’s eyes. Those dark eyes radiated a self-assurity and depth to them that he’d only seen in veteran fighters. 
“A friend of yours, Bohme?”
“Trained under shame mashter,” Bohme answered, smile bordering on a smirk. 
He’d sparred with Bohme often enough that he knew without asking how good Tolk must be. Besides, Bohme would never jeopardize Darius’s safety by bringing aboard a sloppy fighter. Darius trusted his judgment enough to say to Tolk, “Welcome. Has Bohme explained the terms to you?”
“Yes, Raj,” he answered in a soft voice. “I found them generous.”
“Good.” His accent wasn’t as thick as Bohme’s but it could still be detected in the slight slur of the s. “Did Bohme warn you that I like to spar?”
Tolk’s lip teased up in a feral grin. “Look forward to it.”
Darius grinned back. Yes, this man had the fire in him of a strong fighter. “Tolk, I think we’ll get along just fine. Take a day to settle in but be warned: we leave for the harbor in two days.” 
“I will be ready, Raj,” Tolk promised. 
“Bohme, show him around. Oh, and introduce him to Payam. We just hired him as a runner.”
Bohme blinked, clearly a little taken aback. “Payam?”
“Sego was badgering me about hiring on more staff,” Darius explained with as much innocence as he could muster. “It’s only fair I get to pick people I like, right? Besides, having Payam to team and train will keep him busy.”
“You mean you got tired of hish nagging,” Bohme translated dryly.
Darius had to bite the inside of his check to keep a demented chuckle from escaping. “He’s happier when he’s busy,” he protested. 
Bohme shook his head in a sad manner. “Poor Shego.”
“He’ll live,” Darius observed with a distinct lack of sympathy. “But don’t let me keep you. We all have a lot to do before we can leave. Once again, Tolk, welcome.”
Tolk gave him a bow although it looked rough, as if the man had limited experience with the motion. “Thank you, Raj.” 
Both bodyguards took themselves out of the room. Darius looked down at his desk as he resumed his seat. Now, what had he been doing before the interruption? Oh, right, he’d—
A quick knock on the door and then Payam stepped in. “Adit, sir!”
His announcement of his arrival seemed superfluous considering he had already made it halfway into the room. “At work already, Payam?”
“Yes, sir,” Payam responded with clear satisfaction. Darius understood without needing the boy to explain. Working had its own joy and being employed by someone you respected made the work even more satisfying. “Master Sego asks: do you want a House uniform?”
House uniform? Darius hadn’t thought of it, but the idea had merit. Anyone working for him would automatically be given more respect if they were affiliated with a House—even one as new as his. “Tell him yes and design one for the runners first.”
“Yes, runners first,” Payam parroted back.
Darius nodded confirmation and shooed him off. Now, what had he been doing? For the life of him, he couldn’t remember. 
Blowing out a breath, he shoved away from his desk and headed for the door. He might as well hunt down his commanders and notify them of his plans. For that matter, he’d have to tell Queen Tresea he’d be out of the capital for a while. 
On second thought, he’d better tell Queen Tresea first….
 



 

“Now wait a minute,” Darius objected to a very empty courtyard. “Where did this come from?!” 
He looked down at the map in his hands in frustration. He hadn’t read it wrong. He’d swear on that. This admittedly pretty water garden he’d stumbled into couldn’t be found on the map Payam had found for him. Which begged the question: just how old was this map?! The water garden looked quite established to his eyes, with mature flowers and obvious wear on the blue tiles so it had to have been here at least five or ten years. 
Growling in frustration, he crushed the paper in his hands. All he wanted was a quick shortcut from his wing of the palace to the stables. Really, was that too much to ask? He needed to spend at least an hour with Sohrab everyday otherwise things could get dicey with the warhorse later. But he hadn’t wanted to trudge all the way out of the palace through the main gate and around to the back just to get to the horse. 
“At the rate I’m going,” he growled to himself, “I might as well have done just that. Especially since I’m lost. Again.” Darr take the architect of this mad labyrinth anyway. For that matter, Darr take the dogs that had bred the man!
If he could just find a door, any door that would lead outside, he’d be able to make it back to his suite without embarrassing himself. But he couldn’t retrace his steps back the way he had come—he knew that route didn’t have outside access. Alright, maybe this garden had another door somewhere. He walked inside and took a closer look. The setup seemed to subscribe to the same pattern he had seen in other gardens—a large water fountain in the center with benches surrounding it, pots with flowers standing here and there. This one had a raised arbor over the benches with vines growing along the wood. There were only two walls, both with fountains carved in the stone and a trickle of water flowing out and into a small dish at the base. The sound of trickling water was quite soothing, actually. His irritation eased as he stood there and listened. 
But the part that truly interested him lay ahead. Instead of being enclosed, the other two walls were pillars with a stone staircase leading up between two of the pillars. Stairs were promising. Stairs tended to go from one place to another. 
He headed straight for the staircase. The last time he’d gotten lost, he’d seen a flight of stairs leading up toward the roof. Maybe this was the same staircase. If that were the case, he might remember enough to get back to his suite. Maybe. 
“General?”
Amalah? He froze on the second step and looked at her with mixed feelings. She stood near the base of the stairs, a book in her hand, and she’d obviously been heading up toward the garden when she’d spotted him. He was always happy to see her, as he liked being in her company, but this was the second time he’d stumbled into her while lost. And that was not the impression he wanted to leave on this woman! Clearing his throat, he smiled and offered pleasantly, “Raja Amalah, what a pleasant surprise.”
“Yes, it is,” she responded as she continued to climb the stairs. “I thought that only I knew of this particular garden. I’ve never seen anyone else up here.”
Alright, so he hadn’t intruded on someone’s private garden this time. Phew. At least he had that in his favor. Darius widened his smile. “I just chanced upon it. It’s quite pretty.”
For some reason, she paused and really looked at him, as if his innocuous words had hidden meaning to them. “You’re lost again, aren’t you?”
Curses. Why is she so good at reading me? Growling, he waved the crumpled map in the air. “I had a map this time. An inaccurate one.”
She bit her bottom lip as if struggling not to laugh. 
“Oh go ahead and laugh,” he said in resignation. “Everybody else will when they hear about this. Doesn’t this palace have at least one accurate map?”
“I doubt it,” she responded frankly. Gesturing to the paper still in his fist she asked, “May I?”
He handed it to her and watched as she smoothed it out and looked it over. “I think I see the problem,” she said after a moment of study. “This is based off the blueprint for the original palace structure. Or at least, I think it is, considering what’s not drawn here.”
“The original structure, eh?” Darius looked around him but he couldn’t begin to discern between the original and the renovated areas. His specialty lay in breaking into buildings, not building them. “And that would make this map…?”
“About fifty years out of date,” she answered with a sympathetic smile. “No wonder you got lost.”
Well, it might give him a good excuse, but it didn’t change the facts any. “Raja Amalah, I want to take this moment to assure you that I do have a good sense of direction. Truly.”
She handed the map back to him with a hint of mischief in her smile. “General Bresalier, the evidence speaks against you.”
His shoulders slumped. “It’s alright. If I were you, I wouldn’t believe me either.”
Amalah lost her control and started giggling. “If you wish, I can guide you back.”
A stubborn part of him wanted to just bull ahead and find his own way back. But he had to leave tomorrow for the harbor, so he couldn’t afford to be wandering around all night until someone found him. Resigned to being teased about this, he nodded. “Please do.”
She took his arm, eyes laughing, and led him down the stairs. 
He followed her lead and his eyes searched for the woman she had been with last time. But for the first time, Amalah had no one with her. “I believe this is the first time I’ve seen you alone. You normally have an older servant with you, don’t you?”
“You mean Hali?” Amalah shrugged, unconcerned. “She’s been my nursemaid and companion my entire life. My elder sister will be married next month and at the moment, my household is in a frenzy trying to prepare for it. Even Hali’s hands were drafted to help.”
Darius’s attention sharpened. She’d never mentioned her family before this. “Does that mean you’ll be the last child married?”
“Hmm? Oh, no. I have a younger brother.” The stairs branched off into two different directions and she led them to the right branch. “My father was only blessed with one son.”
A frown passed over his face. “I’m afraid I don’t understand that way of thinking. To Arape, any child born is a blessing. My father praised Shaa for her mercy in giving him only three sons. Daughters were less destructive.” 
She paused on the last step and gave him a strange look. “In Arape, daughters are as valued as sons?”
“Yes.” He’d thought with a queen reigning, that Niotan would appreciate women more, but apparently not. It had been culturally ingrained to believe men had more value at some point. Darius thought it ridiculous. Women had every bit as much intelligence and talent as men. The only thing that barred them from certain occupations was physical strength. “Actually, I think my father had a soft spot for his daughters. Not that you could ever get him to admit that.”
“I wish my father thought that way.” She sounded a little sad and wistful. “He’s always complaining that we’re expensive.”
“Women are expensive,” Darius responded dryly. When she pouted at him, he laughed and added, “But a beautiful woman is always worth the expense. Your father, especially, has nothing to complain about.”
She blushed at the sideways compliment and couldn’t seem to meet his eyes. “You flatter me, General.” 
“Truth is hardly flattery, Raja.” 
Amalah clearly didn’t quite know how to respond to that, as she silently directed him to a different hallway that led them into the palace. He watched her out of the corner of his eye. Did no one compliment her? She was so awkward under the words, as if she had limited experience with them. Hmmm. True, he’d seen more beautiful women. But no one could accuse her of being plain. In his eyes, the quiet intelligence and charm she had made her truly beautiful instead of the artificial beauty of most court women. It seemed wrong that she couldn’t see herself that way. 
Trying to ease her past her awkwardness, he asked lightly, “So what present do you want this time?”
As he expected, she blinked at him in confusion. “Present?”
“You’re rescuing me, aren’t you?” he asked mock-seriously. “I always give something to people that help me. It encourages them to do it again. Well, that and it’s just good manners. Last time, I took a wild guess as to what would please you. But I think we know each other well enough that I can ask you directly this time. Is there something you want?” 
She shook her head at him. “You don’t need to give me a gift every time you get lost, General.”
“You make it sound as if I get lost all of the time. I take umbrage at that accusation!”
She bit her bottom lip again and carefully didn’t meet his eyes. “I didn’t say that.”
“Then why are you trying not to laugh?” he accused, silently pleased that he had gotten her to smile again. 
Amalah batted her dark brown eyes at him innocently. “But I’m not.”
She’s teasing me back, he realized with a start. Shaa preserve him, had he finally managed to win her trust? “Your eyes are laughing.”
“A trick of the light,” she offered, innocence firmly in place. 
“Ha!”
“Don’t worry about a gift,” she ordered firmly. 
“Oh, then I can pick anything,” he responded as if he didn’t hear her. “Hmmm, as I understand it, it can’t be related to clothing. Perhaps a book?”
“That’s too expensive!” she protested in shock. 
Darius nodded, pretending to be deep in thought. “It’s true I don’t know all of the books you have. It might be dangerous to randomly pick one.”
She sighed in exasperation, dragging him to a stop in the middle of the hallway. “Will you listen to me? You don’t need to buy me a gift! Especially not an expensive one.”
“I’m sorry, Niotanese gives me trouble from time to time,” he said apologetically. “Did you say you needed an especially expensive present?”
Amalah stamped her foot, crossed both arms over her chest, and glared at him. “Darius Bresalier, you are the most impossible man!”
She’d never called him by his full name before, and without any honorific or title. His smile became more genuine even as he continued to tease. “Yes, my mother often complained about me being just like my father. But truly, won’t you give me a hint? Men do better picking out presents when they have hints. Detailed hints, with actual names of what you want, are the best.”
Taking in a deep breath for patience, Amalah said slowly, “I don’t need a present.”
He nodded just as seriously. “A book it is, then.”
Amalah stared at him, incredulous, eyes wide. “This is the first time in my life I’ve ever felt the urge to hit somebody.” 
Placing a hand over his heart, he swore, “I’ll stop teasing when you give me one good hint.”
“What kind of compromise is that?” she groused, mouth flattening. 
“Take advantage of my generosity,” he encouraged, sincerely this time. “Since I doubt I’ll get lost again.”
That put the spark back in her eyes. “Why don’t we bet on that? If you get lost again, and I have to rescue you, then you can buy me a book.”
His grin was outrageous, but he couldn’t control it. “A bet, eh? Alright, I’ll accept those terms.” He extended a hand and she accepted it, sealing the deal. 
“But for now,” she took his arm again, “I’ll make sure you get back to your suite.”
“I appreciate that, considering I’m leaving tomorrow.” He fell into step with her, paying careful attention to which hallways she took. 
“Leaving?” she asked in surprise. “Where are you going?”
“The harbor. I have a suspicion that we’ll eventually be attacked from that side, and I need to come up with a good defense for it.” He smiled to ease her worry. “It’s just a precaution on my part, really. Brindisi couldn’t begin to attack from that side until next spring, earliest. But if I want good, strong defenses, then I need to see the land for myself and start building fortifications.”
“If…,” her mouth worked over the words before she released them slowly. “If Brindisi has the ability to fight a naval battle, why haven’t they done it before?”
“Because I was three months away from winning,” he answered steadily. “If I hadn’t been taken away from the Niotan front lines when I was and re-assigned, then this country would already be under Brindisi’s rule.” 
Her eyes were wide with horror. “You were that close?” she whispered. 
“Yes. That mad king’s greed and impatience saved you. I thank Shaa every night that I didn’t stay and conquer this country. It would have been a disaster if I had.”
“Shaa…is that the name of your god?”
Darius nodded. “That’s right. Shaa is the god of all that is good. We believe in another god, as well: Darr. He is the source of all evil. We don’t pray to him, though, just curse him when things go wrong.”
Her head canted a little to the side as she thought. “Most people believe that their gods only have power within their country. You don’t believe this?”
“Heavens, no. Wherever there is light, Shaa can be there. For that matter, wherever there is darkness, Darr can be there as well. The boundaries that humans establish have nothing to do with the affairs of the gods.” 
“That makes a great deal of sense.” She gave him an odd look as if he had once again confounded some preconception. “I overheard your steward say that you are a religious man, but I wasn’t sure what to make of half of what he said.”
“I’ve overhead him a time or two as well.” Darius still didn’t know how to curb the man either. “So far, everything he said about me is true. Sometimes exaggerated, but generally true.”
She watched him from the corner of her eye, brow quirked. “He said that you regularly eat breakfast with your bodyguard.”
“I do.” He laughed at her incredulous expression. “It’s dangerous to do that, though. Bohme eats like a starved horse. Some days, I’m lucky to get a piece of bread and some fruit. It’s likely to get more interesting since I have another bodyguard now. I might be without breakfast altogether.”
“Another? When—”
From the far end of the hallway, Payam appeared at a dead run. When he saw Darius, he lit up in relief and increased his pace. Amalah saw him as well and cut herself off.
Darius looked at him in resignation. Once again, he never seemed to get more than a few minutes with Amalah before someone intervened. And judging from that look on Payam’s face, the boy had been looking for him for a while. Probably on Sego-the-slave-driver’s urging. 
“Sir!” Payam skidded to a stop in front of him and ducked into something that might have been a bow. 
“Payam,” Darius greeted dryly. “Raja Amalah, this is my runner, Payam. Payam, Raja Amalah Sebresos.”
Payam’s eyes widened in recognition. He clearly had heard the story of Amalah’s previous rescue from somewhere. Bohme, likely. His bow this time was much more proper. “Raja.”
“Payam,” she greeted kindly. “I have heard much of you from your Raj. He speaks well of you.”
Darius looked at her in approval. So, she might be surprised by the way that he treated the people under him, but she clearly did the same thing. Perhaps not on the same level, but with the same kindness. He didn’t think her the type to be callous. He glanced at Payam and found the boy looking at him with a stunned expression. 
Reaching out, he gently smacked the boy on the side of the head. “Focus, Payam. You were looking for me, right?”
“Oh. Uh, yes. Sir.” He had to blink and shake his head a little to get himself back on task. “Master Sego says he needs you. He’s chalant. Prolly no road by dawn’s bells.”
“Sego’s worried about the situation,” Darius translated for Amalah’s benefit. “He doesn’t think we’ll leave by daybreak like we planned.”
“You understood that?” she demanded in amazement. 
He flashed her a grin. “I told you Payam was teaching me slang, didn’t I?” Granted, he had a lot to learn yet. To Payam he said, “Twig. Seg’s a rasp but won’t diddle. Adit in a clock’s tick.”
Clearly relieved, Payam said, “Euu.”
“Now you’re showing off,” she accused although she didn’t seem irritated by that, just amused. 
He flashed her a grin. “I told him that Sego’s a worrier but I won’t dawdle. I’ll be there soon.” 
“You really do enjoy it, don’t you?” she wondered. 
“Yes.” He grasped her hand and gave a short bow over it. “But not as much as I enjoy your company.”
She gave him that look again, the one that said she didn’t believe him and thought him only to be teasing. And he was, but only in part. He knew she wouldn’t believe him if he tried to convince her so he slowly let go instead and said, “Duty clearly calls. But I hope that we can meet and talk again.”
“Hopefully under different circumstances than today,” she offered slyly. 
He grimaced at her, which made her laugh. “On that auspicious note, I’ll take my leave. Payam, let’s go.” 
Payam took off in a quick walk, which Darius easily kept up with. He glanced back and waved, which Amalah returned before she retraced her steps. No doubt going back to the water garden as she had planned. 
His runner clearly saw the exchange as he offered, “Pretty gyne.”
“She certainly is,” Darius agreed. “She certainly is.” 
 



 
Chapter 17


Despite Sego’s pessimistic predictions and worrying, they were on the road heading out of Khoor just as the sun started flirting with the horizon. Half of the trouble upon leaving had occurred because the two bodyguards didn’t have horses and Sego didn’t think it appropriate to borrow from the palace stables. Darius didn’t understand all of the protocol behind this opinion. After all, they were traveling out on official business and with the queen’s blessing. Why would borrowing two horses be inappropriate? But Sego let him know in decisive terms that it Would Not Do, and so Darius had headed out with the two bodyguards on a hasty shopping expedition. 
They’d found two geldings with solid staying power and even dispositions for a decent price. (Not that that stopped Darius from haggling, to his bodyguards’ amusement.) With Payam riding in Sego’s chariot and he aboard his own warhorse, the party had the means to leave. 
Sohrab seemed especially delighted to leave the palace walls. He pranced out of the main gates at a rolling pace that wouldn’t be out of place in a parade. Darius would know, as he’d been in several. He tried to encourage the horse to settle into a more normal walk, but nothing he did lasted for more than a few seconds. Giving up, he let the stallion have his fun. This mood of his would wear off soon enough. 
Izeh Harbor lay a day and a half away from Khoor. With this dawn departure, he expected them to arrive somewhere around noon the next day. Darius had every hope of simply looking over the lay of the land, making some notes and sketches for himself, and leaving again a few hours later so that he could sleep in his own bed three days from now. He had brought enough money with him to pay for an inn and several meals just in case Darr decided to meddle though. 
They rode the first day in a companionable way, making idle talk between them as they rode. The roads here were paved with square stones, wide enough that two wagons abreast could pass each other with space in between. Darius had expected as much of a trader’s highway. This close to the coast, the days didn’t get unbearably hot, fortunately. 
He did notice in passing that the land changed as they steadily went westward. Khoor sat on several natural springs (or so it had once been explained to him) that sustained the city’s populace, but it still had desert on every side. But here, things grew without excessive watering. He saw grapevines and small orchards, tufts of wiry grass that clung stubbornly into the soil, and less sand. The architecture changed as well, subtly, becoming more flat and angular instead of perfectly round. The pointy roofs didn’t change, though. 
But still, by the time they reached the inn at Soohr, it almost looked like a different country. Looking at this green environment and feeling the slight humidity against his skin, he could almost believe that the desert land he had traveled in this morning had been a mirage. Either that, or this more lush countryside was the mirage. 
They stayed at a respectable inn that night that apparently saw every nationality of traveler. Darius knew this for a fact because, for the first time since entering Niotan, he didn’t warrant a second glance. It relaxed him enough that he slept soundly and rose early the next morning with the sun, feeling oddly refreshed. The party even lingered long enough to indulge in a large breakfast of flat bread, cheese, fruit, and boiled eggs before reluctantly dragging themselves back onto the road. It all felt a little like a vacation, really. 
After an hour or so on the road, Darius had this urge to find out a little more about his new bodyguard. Yesterday the man hadn’t said much, leaving Bohme and Sego to do most of the talking. Darius glanced at Tolk, who rode on his right side and a little behind. Sego had somehow managed to find a tailor that would make a House uniform in just two days. The shirt and pants were in the loose-fitting style that Niotan preferred, with the pants tucking into black boots. But the shirt was the color of moonstone, his crest on the left breast, and the pants a blue-grey. The tailor had even, somehow, managed to make the clothes look like they fit right on Tolk’s too-thin frame. The man had looked a little rough when Darius first met him. Now he almost looked respectable—in a soldier-for-hire sort of way. 
Bohme and Payam had the exact same clothes, Payam in sandals instead of boots, but Sego had opted for a sleeveless coat that went over his own clothes in the House colors and with the crest on the left breast. He didn’t know why there would be a difference and he didn’t really care. Sego knew more about protocol than he did in this country. If the steward felt his choice more appropriate, Darius trusted his judgment. 
Darius waved Tolk to ride right next to him. He didn’t know much about the man, but traveling like this gave him plenty of time to ask some questions. 
“Tolk, I don’t see any weapon on you except that long dagger at your back. Do you fight bare-handed?”
He nodded easily. “Yes, sir. Aase style.”
Aase style? Darius knew it, as he had tangled with a master of that style once before. He let out a low whistle. “I am now impressed. I fought with a man once that knew that style. I almost lost my nose. I think the only reason why I walked away alive is because he was drunk.”
Tolk shot him a brief grin. “It’s formidable style.”
“Indeed it is. I understand there’s two branches in the style: one that trains with weapons and one that doesn’t.”
“Yes. Bohme did weapons. I always fumbled with them, so Master had me train in the other way.” 
Oh-ho. Darius didn’t believe for one second that not being armed made him an inferior fighter in any way. That drunk master he’d tangled with hadn’t been armed either. Darius had been and still barely walked away from the encounter. If the master had been sober, he wouldn’t have stood a chance. “I’m surprised a man of your skills wasn’t already employed by someone.”
“I taught with Master,” Tolk answered easily. For some reason, he shot his friend a dark look over his shoulder. “Until Bohme called in favor.”
Darius bit back a laugh. Ahhh. He could see the whole picture now. Just what kind of favor had Bohme called in, anyway? He made a mental note to ask later. “I’m glad he did. I’m afraid I was pushing him too hard. He needed your help.”
Tolk looked at him steadily. “Yes, I see that. You are energetic man, very hard to pin down. Even two men might not be enough.”
He should have seen me at eighteen, Darius reflected ruefully. I’ve actually slowed down a little in the past ten years. “Well, I can defend myself when the occasion calls for it. All I need you two to do is keep an eye out so that I can rest. Two people are enough for that.” 
The bodyguard didn’t respond but he didn’t need to. Tolk’s expression spoke volumes. He clearly didn’t agree. 
“Alright,” Darius capitulated, “I’ll think about hiring one more. I know it has to be harder to guard me on a battlefield. Give me a list of candidates when we’re back home and I’ll think it over.”
Satisfied, Tolk nodded. “Yes, sir. Will also think about getting wife, sir?”
WIFE? Darius twisted in his saddle and stared at the man, flabbergasted. “Tolk, I’ve been in this country a whole month and a half. My House has barely existed for a month! Not to mention that I’ve got an impossible war to somehow win. Don’t you think I should worry about beating Brindisi first?”
Tolk shook his head before Darius could even finish. “No, sir. A woman gives strength to man’s heart. A good raja would make your House flourish.”
“I second that, General!” Sego called from behind. 
“Third!” Bohme chimed in. 
Darius raised his head and both hands to the heavens, wondering what he had done to deserve this heckling. Were they better or worse than Queen Tresea? He couldn’t quite tell at this moment. “After I win this war, I’ll think about it,” he said firmly. 
“A pretty gyne,” Payam suggested cheekily. “Like one yesterday.”
“Payam,” Darius asked mildly, turning in his saddle even further to give the boy a quelling look, “Do I need to tie that mouth of yours shut?”
Clearly not fazed by the threat, Payam grinned at him. “No, sir.”
Sego looked between the two of them, eyebrow quirked. “What pretty woman from yesterday?”
Payam made a show of putting a hand over his mouth. He wouldn’t say anything in front of Darius. No doubt his mouth would be flapping out of Darius’s sight, though. There were apparently downsides to having a runner. He wished he’d realized that before Sego had conned him into hiring people on. He’d have taken precautions. 
Well, it was out there now. When Sego turned that inquiring look on him, he sighed and admitted, “I met Amalah Sebresos by chance yesterday.” 
“Ahhh.” Sego, mercifully, didn’t say anything more than that. But the wheels were clearly turning in the man’s head. 
Darius didn’t particularly want him to jump to any conclusions, especially since every person around him was eager to get him married off. But nothing he said right now would convince them to leave it alone, either. In fact, saying anything more at this point could very well make it worse. Clearing his throat, he changed the topic. “As I understand it, there are a few Arape merchant stalls in the port city.”
The expression on Sego’s face promised that this topic wasn’t finished, not by any means, but he played along. “There are several. I know of two in particular that have a good reputation. Do you wish to stop at one of them?”
“There are a few things I’d like to buy. Or order, if they aren’t available here.” He mostly wanted to buy Amalah a present without arousing suspicions. If he were sneaky enough about it, no one would know that he’d gotten lost (again) and had to be rescued (again). If he bought a few other things for himself at the same time, he might be able to get it past all of these watchful eyes. Maybe. 
 
 
Part of the reason why Darius had delayed going to the harbor had been because he’d scheduled a meeting with the Izeh Port Council. Or at least, one of the councilmen. City managers liked pre-made appointments and Darius had a habit of scheduling things ahead of time and giving them a warning of what he wanted so that when he did arrive they weren’t flustered or doing delay tactics to get the information he required. It usually worked in his favor. 
This meeting, however, had become one of the exceptions. 
They’d arrived in the city just at noon, as he had expected. Starving, they’d stopped at the first tavern they saw and ordered enough food to feed a small army. With Bohme in the mix, they’d actually finished it, too. Darius had been secretly delighted that Sego had rubbed elbows with Tolk on one side and Payam on the other without thinking twice about it. Whatever engrained opinions he had about rank and station were slowly being worn away. Or maybe Sego had just resigned himself to dismissing them altogether, since Darius did. 
After lunch they went straight to Councilman Sabido’s office. It had all of the splendid grandeur that ministration offices seemed to have. Instead of being built by wood, or mud bricks like the rest of the city, this had been built of riverstone. It stood a grand two stories tall with white pillars framing the main doorway. It did not, however, look like it had the size to accommodate everyone in the same room. The building was very narrow, so that it seemed squeezed between a courtroom and a record’s hall. 
“I give you the choice,” he said to his bodyguards and runner. “Do you want to come inside and be invisible for the next hour or two, or do you want to stay out here?”
“Out here,” Payam answered instantly. 
Tolk and Bohme looked at each other and then at the building with measuring eyes. They were clearly weighing out the possibility of danger versus being stuck to a wall in a stuffy building. “Out here…?” Tolk ventured. 
Bohme nodded slowly. “Don’t think empty shacksh like them are much threat.” 
Darius tended to agree. Most ministers weren’t threatening even to flies. “Then just Sego and I go in. Hopefully, this will be quick.” 
No one believed him. Actually, he didn’t even believe him. Meetings like this never lasted a single hour, not unless someone set the roof on fire. (Which Darius had been tempted to do, a time or two.) Marshaling up his patience, he ascended the three steps to the main door and stepped inside. 
He had to pause for a moment in the doorway as he transitioned from the stark sunlight of the outdoors for the dimmer lighting of the office. As his eyes adjusted, he saw a long desk on the right with a timid looking man sitting behind it, with two plush benches jammed against the wall on the left side. Beyond that, he could see only a single door, which presumably led to the main offices for the councilmen that worked here. 
Darius approached the desk and said to the clerk, “I am Darius Bresalier. I have an appointment to see Councilman Sabido.”
The clerk looked up with the air of a mouse hovering within range of a mountain cat. “G-g-general. We’ve been expecting you. Ah, um, if you could have a seat? Councilman Sabido should see you shortly. I mean, will, will see you shortly.”
He raised an eyebrow at the man. I’m not that scary, am I? Well, he was used to striking fear in people on a battlefield, but he was actively trying to be scary then. He hadn’t even given this man a mean look yet and already the clerk quaked in his chair. 
But he nodded as if nothing was unusual, turned and took one of the benches. Sego settled in next to him with a slight grunt as he extended his leg out. Leaning closer, he murmured, “That was not a good reaction.”
Darius nodded in agreement. No, it hadn’t been promising. But he tried not to jump to any conclusions. Darius stood a little taller than most of the men in this country and he had a fierce reputation in Niotan. Maybe the man had been spooked by the rumors that he’d heard. Hopefully, his boss had more spine. 
So he sat back and waited for Sabido to come fetch them. And waited. And…waited. He had no real way to track the time in this dim room, but the light from the window had noticeably moved, which meant a significant amount of time had passed. The clerk had not once moved from his desk to inform the councilman that they had arrived, either. 
No, this didn’t look good at all. Annoyed, Darius stood and went to hover in a threatening manner over the clerk’s desk. “Go inform the Councilman that we are here to see him. Now.” 
The clerk shot up from his chair, croaked something that might have been “Rightawaysir” and darted for the door. 
Sego turned to watch the man’s flight from the room and the frown he’d been wearing since their arrival deepened. “I don’t like the look of this, General.”
“Neither do I. It speaks of power games that I do not have the time to play.” Nor the patience to play. 
Within a few minutes the clerk reappeared and hovered in the doorway. He didn’t quite meet either man’s eyes as he announced, “The Councilman will see you now, sirs.”
Smoothing out his face, he followed the clerk out of the room and up a narrow flight of stairs. The wood of the floor and the walls had been polished to a gleam, but the place didn’t speak of power and influence like it should have. For some reason, Darius only felt a hollowness, as if this building were only for show.
The clerk knocked quickly on the last door in the hallway before shoving it open. Before Darius could come anywhere near it, he sped back down the hallway towards his desk, not even bothering to announce them. 
Sego exchanged a significant look with him at this breach of etiquette but Darius had come too far to stop now and he went inside. 
The room beyond the door looked…plain. It had a wide desk in front of the window, two benches lined up parallel to the desk and a massive portrait of three sailing ships coming into the harbor hanging on the wall. Nothing looked particularly expensive or even well cared for. In fact, the air had a musty smell as if the room hadn’t been exposed to fresh air in months. 
Behind the desk sat a man that could have been forty or fifty, his age almost indiscernible. The stark white shirt and sleeveless coat said expensive in the cut and the fabric but they did nothing to flatter the flabbiness of his puffy face or belly. He struck Darius as a man that tried to look like a man of power but didn’t know how to go about it. I think I just wasted a trip coming to this office. “Councilman Sabido,” Darius greeted with a courteous half-bow. 
Sabido rose from his desk and came around before giving a deeper bow to Darius. “General Bresalier. We have been expecting you.” He gestured to a padded bench. “Please.”
Darius gave his host’s face a quick study as he took the seat. He might have been expecting me, but he clearly didn’t want me to actually come. Well, this attitude didn’t surprise him. Other people he’d met had clearly not been comfortable talking civilly to a former enemy. As long as Sabido could remain professional, he could work with him. “Thank you, Councilman.” 
Sabido took another bench that faced Darius and pasted a smile on his face. “I understand that you have some questions about our harbor.”
So, the Councilman wouldn’t be offering any refreshments or hot towels to wipe away the dust of the journey? His superficial cordiality became more flimsy with every moment. “Indeed,” Darius agreed calmly. He glanced at Sego who had not bothered to sit and found the man frowning. His steward had also noticed the lack of hospitality and clearly didn’t like it one bit. Darius prayed that Sego’s political upbringing would prevent him from making a fuss and kept talking. “I have reviewed a few plans and descriptions of the harbor’s construction, but I found them to be too general to be useful. I need more detailed information.” 
“Ah, I see. Well, I will be happy to explain.” Sabido sat back a little with his hands clasped over a pudgy belly, smile never reaching his eyes. “There was no natural cavity for a harbor here along the coast, as I’m sure you’re aware. We built walls on two sides, taking advantage of a natural curve in the land, to build up the water level. Over the years, we’ve extended the wall several times to make the water deeper as the ships grew larger. We can now accommodate almost any vessel provided that it’s not overly loaded with cargo.”
I do believe he just recited the original report that I was handed. Darius cleared his throat and fought to keep a frown off his face. “Yes, the information sent to me said something along the same lines. What I need to know is, is it possible to add locking gates in between the walls? Is it possible to drain the water if needed? How exactly were the walls constructed?”
“The harbor was designed with free passage for vessels in mind,” Sabido answered, tone evasive. “The walls have a very sound construction, I assure you, and will last for many years with the proper maintenance.”
That really didn’t answer any of his questions. Darius read the situation for what it was: he wouldn’t be able to get any answers out of this man. Well, not unless he applied a few torture techniques, but you weren’t allowed to do that to allies. Without reason, that was. Or at least, a better reason than But he was irritating me!
He took in a deep breath, reining in his anger, and stood. “Councilman Sabido, I realize your time is valuable. I will not take up any more of it.”
Sabido also stood, a flicker of relief darting over his face. “Thank you, General.”
With a nod to Sego, he led the way out of the door and into the outside air. “I do believe that man thought I was a spy for Brindisi,” he noted to Sego over his shoulder.
Anger flushed Sego’s fair skin an unhealthy bright red. “I can’t believe the gall of that man,” he fumed, cane slamming into the ground with every step. “His safety, the entire safety of Niotan, depends on you getting the information you need. And what does he do? Plays some petty power game with you!”
“We’ll find someone else to answer my questions,” Darius soothed. “I doubt he knew the nitty details that I need to ask about anyway.” He lifted his head to the sky and checked the position of the sun. It seemed to be somewhere around mid-afternoon, which meant he had just wasted an hour. He’d probably spend another hour just hunting down the right man to ask his questions. “Sego, go find us a good inn and book three rooms.”
“For how many nights?” his steward inquired dryly. 
Darius waggled a finger at him. “Don’t jinx us. I’ll find someone in this city to talk to me, even if I have to sit on them to get the answers I need.” As an afterthought he added, “Take Bohme and Payam with you. I’ll take Tolk.” 
“And where are you going to begin searching?” Sego asked. He clearly wanted to know where to start looking for Darius if he needed to.
He stood closer to the south side of the harbor than he did to the north. “Right here. I’ll work my way northward.” Darius ran a hand through his noticeably blond hair and sighed. Even in this city of foreign merchants and visitors, he’d stick out like a black horse in a desert. The odds of any native willingly talking to him were dismally low. “Wish me luck,” he sighed. 
“Water and light be with you,” Sego offered, a little tentatively. 
Darius stopped dead and snapped around, eyes wide. He hadn’t heard the traditional good wishing since he left Arape. Where and how had Sego learned it? Somehow, the words touched him deeply with a bittersweet feeling. “Thank you,” he responded a little huskily. 
“I did get that right?” Sego asked uncertainly.
“Yes.” Darius cleared his throat to ease the tightness. “Yes, that was exactly right. I haven’t heard it in a long time. Where did you learn it?”
“There is a book of Arape customs in the palace library,” Sego admitted. “I’ve been reading it recently when I have a spare minute.”
A book of customs? He didn’t know that such a thing existed. “I’d like to take a look at it.”
“You probably should,” Sego said ruefully. “I don’t know how accurate this book is. It also claims that Arapeens only drink water, which I don’t think is true. I’ve seen you drink other things.”
Well, they did drink water more than anything but they didn’t solely drink just that. It would be very boring if they did. “Ahh…yes, I’d better read that book. I don’t think the author has everything straight. But for now, I’ll accept your well-wishing. Tolk?”
The bodyguard stopped relaxing in the shade of the building and came to stand at his side. 
“After you’ve booked us in a good inn, try talking with some of the other officials here,” Darius suggested to Sego. “Maybe you can make more headway than I can. I need specifics on how these walls were constructed. I specifically need to know if we can add a gate to them and ports so that we can drain the harbor quickly.”
Sego’s brows furrowed a bit. “Of course, I’ll ask.” Although he clearly didn’t understand why Darius would need this information. 
“I’ll explain it later,” he promised with a half-smile. “But we’re losing daylight. Go.” With a wave, he turned on his heel and started heading for the docks. “Tolk, if you were an old construction worker that had helped build this harbor, where would you be?”
“Harbor is forty years old,” Tolk pointed out dubiously. “Odds of any worker still being alive is slim.”
He unfortunately had a good point. “Alright, if you needed to know how the walls were built, who would you ask?”
Tolk thought about it for a long moment. “City maintenance crew?”
Darius felt like an idiot. Of course. Even the harbor walls would fall under the city to maintain and repair. “Tolk, you’re a genius. Where would their office be, I wonder?”
“No, don’t ask the officers,” Tolk corrected hastily. “They never know anything. Ask the actual crew. At this time of the day, could be at any tavern near the docks.”
Clearly, keeping Tolk with him had been a wise choice. “As you seem to know where to go, why don’t you lead the way and ask the questions?”
Tolk nodded and set off at a brisk walk. Darius followed and prayed they wouldn’t have to walk the length and breadth of the harbor before finding the right people that had the answers. 
 



 

Six miles, three hours, and eighteen taverns later, they finally found a group of men that worked for the city maintenance crew that were willing to talk. 
Tolk went ahead of Darius—they discovered early on that questions coming from a native Niotanan went over better—and Darius hovered just inside the doorway, waiting. For the first time, his bodyguard turned and gave him a nod, waving him forward. Relieved, Darius weaved his way in and around the tables. In this poorer section of the city, there were no chairs—simply low wooden tables and thin mats that men of every occupation sat on. Half the room remained empty at this early hour of the work day but it had signs of wear and tear on every wooden surface that he passed. A popular place indeed. 
The group that sat around the table looked worn in. Skin leathery and tough from constant exposure to the sun, hair almost a light brown from being bleached by the sun’s rays, and they smelled strongly of salt. In fact, some of their shirts were still a bit damp which made Darius think they’d just gotten off shift. 
There were five men altogether, and they looked up at him as he stopped at their table. Some of them were wary, some curious, but all watchful. Darius had no idea what Tolk had said to them to convince them to talk and he looked to his bodyguard for a cue of some kind. 
“This is the General of the Niotan Army,” Tolk introduced quietly. “Raj, these men are part of the maintenance crew: Albak—” a balding man with a long scar along his right cheek nodded respectfully “—Babar—” the younger man sitting next to him had frizzy black hair and bulbous nose but a kind smile as he ducked into a seated half-bow “—Dara, his brother—” and they clearly were brothers as they had the same nose but Dara gave him a cautious look instead of a welcoming one. “Ehsan—” a scrawny man that looked barely out of his teens gave the barest hint of a nod, dark eyes narrowed in mistrust “—and Gabr.” Gabr struck Darius as the leader of the group as he studied Darius in a neutral way, clearly waiting on more information before passing judgment. His eyes were framed with several wrinkles, hair balding on top, hands scarred from a lifetime of work. Darius liked the look of him. If he approached Darius for a job of some sort, he’d likely hire him on the spot without checking his qualifications too carefully. Something about the man shouted trustworthy.
Darius gave them a very respectful inclination of the head. “Masters, I have some questions that I need answered.” Deciding a bit of flattery couldn’t hurt, he continued, “I tried speaking with the councilmen but they didn’t know how the city really works. So I thought I would track down the honest men who keep the city repaired and ask you instead.”
Gabr let loose a grin that revealed several missing teeth. “Smart. But I don’t trust a man that won’t give his name.”
Praying this wasn’t a mistake, Darius locked eyes with him and said frankly, “My name is Darius Bresalier.”
Every man at the table went taut. One of them let out a low whistle. Gabr just stared right back at him, grin in place, and let the silence stretch to the point of being very uncomfortable. “And what,” the man asked in a challenging tone, “is a high-falutin’ general doing asking questions of men like us?”
“The leaders of your city don’t trust me. I can understand why. But I have to know how this harbor is constructed. Your lives depend on it. My future in this country depends on it.”
Gabr still had that unreadable smile on his face, not letting any other emotion through. “Heard about what you did on the border. You fancy saving a country you nearly conquered? Strange if you do.”
“Is it?” Darius challenged in return, not backing down. “Niotan offered me a home when no one else dared to. All your queen asked for in return was my oath of loyalty and my military expertise. I think that gives me every right to save it.”
For a moment, Gabr’s smile became more genuine. He liked this answer. Extending a leg, he nudged a thin pillow next to him. “Sit down, General Darius Bresalier, and tell an old man how knowin’ how the port was built will help save me country.”
He felt like he’d just overcome some major hurdle. He sat down, gesturing for Tolk to join him at the table, which the bodyguard did although he kept a close eye on everyone and everything around him. Darius stole a look at the other four men as he crossed his legs comfortably. They were clearly not happy with him there but respected Gabr enough to let him sit. Or maybe their curiosity compelled them to hear him out. 
I wish I had a huge tankard of water and about five minutes to plan this out. An idle wish, as they clearly didn’t want to wait even five seconds. Darius prayed that this wouldn’t be confusing or jumbled, opened his mouth, and just started talking. “Niotan doesn’t have a navy or even the ships necessary to cobble one together. Brindisi, being land-locked, doesn’t either, but the difference is that the Sovran can hire a navy or borrow one from one of their conquered countries if they need to. Brindisi will not win by coming by land—I promise you that. I’ve stopped them before when I had limited troops and time to plan. This time, I have months to plan and to train more soldiers. The next time that Brindisi marches against us, they will not come anywhere near that border. After that, I think they’ll realize that they can’t win against me on land.” Rubbing at the back of his neck he added, “Well, it might take more than just one battle to convince them of that. But they’ll realize it fairly quickly. When they do, they’ll be forced to choose between one of two options: either give up on conquering Niotan or come again by sea.”
“And you think,” Dara said slowly, “that they’ll come by sea.”
“Yes,” he answered honestly, splaying his hands in a helpless shrug. “Yes, I do. But as I said before, we don’t have a navy. If they come into this harbor, we won’t be able to fight them off. Unless…” here he turned to meet each man’s eyes as he spoke “…I find a way to turn a naval battle into a land battle.”
Babar tapped a finger on the table, deep in thought. “Yep, I’m followin’. I follow up til you needin’ to know how the port’s made.”
Darius raised a finger. “The only way to turn a naval battle into a land battle is to ground the ships. I need to know if I can add a gate onto the port walls so that I can lock their ships into the harbor and trap them here. Once they’re inside, I need to let as much water as I can out, quickly, so that they can’t maneuver the boats around and break out first. Do you see?”
With a weather eye on Darius, Ehsan leaned closer to Abak and whispered, “Cracy’s riddled. Megalo blue for bunko like that.”
He turned a look on the man that froze him stiff. “I realize I don’t know much about this situation, but I’m not crazy.” Both men turned red when they realized he’d not only overheard them, but understood them. “There’s a lot of water, yes, and this idea of mine does depend on the element of surprise. But that’s why I’m talking to all of you, to see how feasible this is and if you can think of a better plan.” On instinct he switched to slang to add, “Not yabbering. Tonly rough-hands give ballyhoo—twig?”
Gabr banged a hand against the table, making everyone jump, threw back his head and laughed outright. “Whoo! What a general ya be to come talk to honest folk in their own tongue. You’re good people, Darius Bresalier.”
Darius gave him a flourish and a bow. “You honor me, good master.”
The man flashed his gape-toothed smile again. “Your plan has a few flaws, but you’re right to come to us. Ya mind gettin’ wet?”
Now how did he answer that question? Hoping he wouldn’t regret this later he said cautiously, “No. Why?”
“Cause you’re about to.” Gabr stood up with a grunt of effort. “Let me show you why it can’t be done.”
~~~
He’d done crazier things in his life but at this particular moment, he couldn’t think of a good example. Climbing into a rickety row boat with two men he barely knew and a bodyguard that didn’t know how to swim and then rowing to the opposite end of a harbor seemed a bit…risky. His paranoid side insisted that if they wanted to kill him and dump his body, it would be the perfect site for it. After all, there would be no witnesses. 
After all of that talk in the tavern, though, he couldn’t back out without raising some questions. And he didn’t dare pass up this opportunity. He’d never get another like it. 
So he sat like a good little general in the back of the boat and waited patiently as they rowed over the water. The unfamiliar scent of salt and sea water filled his nose to the point that the back of his throat itched a little. This late in the evening, the air glided over the water and brushed against his skin with a slight coolness to it that promised much colder air later. He just hoped the water hadn’t lost much heat yet considering he’d be in it shortly. 
Darius studied the wall as they rowed closer to it. He couldn’t see much of it over the water, but it seemed to be constructed of wood. Very thick, flat planks of wood that were tightly fitted together. He saw a few places that glinted in the waning sunlight, so there were metal joints here and there, but from this distance he couldn’t make out what they were. 
But he could see the opening between the walls well enough. The two walls were curved out, coming out from the land in a natural arch so that it extended from the natural cavity in the land. The opening between these artificial walls was so wide that four shipping vessels abreast could pass through easily with plenty of room in between them. “If we tried to add some kind of gate to those walls, would the walls be able to withhold the weight?”
Gabr didn’t stop his steady rowing as he answered, “No. The walls were meant to hold the weight of the sea, it were. It canna do more than that without breaking.”
Darius let out a sigh and rubbed at his chin. “This is why I insisted on coming here myself,” he noted to Tolk, who sat next to him. “Just looking at the charts, the idea seemed feasible. It’s not until I’m here, with a pair of experts across from me, that I see it’s not.”
Tolk nodded in understanding, a troubled expression on his face. “So what can we do instead?”
“I don’t know. Not yet.” He shifted his hands to rub at his eyes, feeling weary. It seemed like he’d done nothing but problem solve ever since he’d stepped foot in this country. “I ran in to a similar problem on the eastern front. I had an army on my doorstep without the proper time to build barricades to stop them. I used oil then but I don’t know what I could use on moving water.” 
“Oil?” Babar asked curiously. 
“Oil burns for long periods of time,” Darius explained absently, his mind already chewing away at the problem. “I had the men pour large barrels of oils in random spots along the border. When they were lit on fire, it prevented the Brindisi army from charging at us in formation. It broke them up so that we could fight them individually. It worked very well.”
Babar and Gabr shared a look that spoke volumes. Babar cleared his throat and offered, “Oil floats.”
Darius paused and lowered his hands to look at the man. “Oil floats. How well does it float?”
“Always floats,” Gabr assured him. “Saying goes: oil on troubled water. ‘S how we tell how the water moves, by watchin’ the oil.”
“So it clumps together?” Darius asked, trying to pin down the specifics. “It doesn’t break up and disperse with the water?”
“Clumps,” Babar nodded in agreement. “Don’t know if it burns, though.”
Gabr looked toward the sky, arms still rhythmically rowing as he thought. “Bet it would.”
Darius made a promise to himself that he would experiment with that later. Maybe tomorrow morning. “It’s a good thought, though. If it doesn’t do what I need it to, I’ll have to think of something else.” Maybe chains? That begged the question, though: attached to what? 
“Here’s close enough,” Gabr announced, bringing in the oar. Reaching behind him, he grabbed up a rope and reached out for a large metal ring hooked into the top of the wall. Babar maneuvered the boat around until its side rested against the wall, and Gabr tied them tight. 
Darius figured this was his cue and pulled off both of his boots before shrugging out of his jacket. Tolk really didn’t like the idea of his master diving into the sea with some man he barely knew, but since he couldn’t swim, he couldn’t follow along. Darius didn’t think it’d do much good even if he could follow along. He’d prefer it if Tolk stayed and made sure the boat remained there. He had no desire to swim back toward shore. 
Down to his pants, he stopped and looked to Gabr for direction. The old man had a funny smile on his face as if he found the sight of a lead general in his skivvies to be hilarious but knew he couldn’t laugh. The old man had only needed to kick off his sandals and shrug out of his shirt before he was ready to dive in and had paused to wait on Darius. 
“Let’s go,” Darius encouraged. 
“Water will sting your eyes,” Gabr warned cheerfully. 
“It’s saltwater,” Darius said dryly. “I didn’t expect anything else. After you.”
Gabr took in a breath and fell over backwards into the calm water. Darius imitated him and fell in. The water had looked a sort of blue green from the surface and seemed inviting. His opinion radically changed as soon as he broke the surface. It was, in fact, rather chilly and a brownish color (that did indeed sting his eyes fiercely), and tasted terrible. Every poet that has written some romantic thing about the sea has clearly never been in it.

He came up spitting out sea water and slicked his hair away from his face. 
Tolk hovered along the edge, brows in a flat line, looking poised to leap into the water whether he could swim or not. “Sir?”
“It tastes terrible!” Darius said, still trying to spit the taste of salt and grime out of his mouth. 
Gabr and Babar both laughed outright. 
“Get used to it, you will,” Gabr assured him. 
Darius eyed him dubiously. Who would want to get used this sort of foul taste? Although they were probably paid rather well to do the job they did. In their shoes, he might feel that getting used to the taste would be worth the money. 
Gabr motioned for him to follow and they swam around the side of the boat and to the back. “Deep breath,” he advised before he ducked under the surface. 
Taking as deep a breath as his lungs could hold, he dove after the older man. In this murky water, it was hard to see for any sort of distance, but he didn’t need to go far. Gabr caught his wrist when he swam close enough and pulled him along easily to the wall. There, he guided Darius’s hand so that he could feel. 
Between the poor lighting from the setting sun, the dimness of the water, and his limited tactile senses, he couldn’t be completely sure he understood the construction in front of him. But he had a clearer picture of it than he had when looking at it from up top. Satisfied, he pulled at Gabr’s hand and tried to communicate to the man through body language that they could go up again. 
They kicked their way up to the surface. Darius had kept his mouth tightly closed this time, so he didn’t have that horrible taste lingering, but he still had to take a breath before he could talk. “The feel of it was, the walls are somehow joined together?”
Gabr nodded and lifted his hands above the water to illustrate. “One side built a little larger with a lip extended, the other side a little smaller and wedged in between.”
“And the large metal clasps that join them just in case,” Darius finished thoughtfully. “The wood struck me as being airtight, though, so shouldn’t it be floating?”
“Would, if it were hollow,” Gabr responded with a shrug that made the water roll a little. “How they got it here in the first place, by building it and floating it out. But now it’s all rock and gravel and cement in between to keep it strong and weighted.”
Darius listened to this carefully and frowned as he took the information in. “So you’re saying that even if I had someone undo all of the clasps on the sides, then you couldn’t pull up any of these sections.”
Gabr nodded in confirmation. “Too heavy. Even if they were hollow, it’d be a right challenge. The weight of the sea presses in from both sides. A man could throw his back out trying to pull it free again.”
He felt like bashing his head against a hard surface, only he wasn’t next to anything handy. “I now understand what you mean, Master Gabr. This truly won’t work. I thought if I could remove certain sections of the wall at will, I could lower the water level quickly. But this…,” he turned slowly in the water to look at the wall as it stretched out, “this would be a mammoth task and certainly not something done within a day. I’ll have to find another way to pump the water out quickly.”
“Aye,” Gabr agreed. “And pump it back in quickly, too. Ya don’t want the enemy stranded too long in this place after all.”
“No,” Darius agreed with a wry smile. “We want them to retreat when the time comes. You make a good point. I’ll need to consult with several engineers and architects to see if we can’t come up with a solution. When we do come up with an idea, can I talk with you again and see how feasible it is?”
Obviously pleased with the respect Darius was showing him, Gabr nodded. “Ya can. I’ll listen and chime in with me bit of wisdom, for what it’s worth.” 
“Thank you, I appreciate it.” Darius turned for the boat and swam for it. “Let’s get back to shore, shall we? If we’re too late, and Sego has to go hunting for me, he’ll never let me hear the end of it.” 
 



 

They did not, in fact, make it back to the docks before Sego went searching for them. He’d apparently figured out their location fairly quickly, as he stood just on the edge of the longest wooden dock, face impassive, both hands braced on his cane. Bohme and Payam stood in his shadow, taking in the sight, and struggling not to laugh. 
When Sego saw Darius, dripping wet, sans shirt and boots, his eyes rolled expressively towards the heavens in an obvious bid for patience. 
“Hello Sego,” Darius greeted him cheerfully, as if nothing were unusual. “I found out a great deal about the harbor walls. Did you have any success?”
“Hello, my wayward Raj,” Sego greeted deadpan. “Aside from locating a good inn, I’m afraid I have nothing favorable to report. I see that you’ve made some new friends.”
“This is Gabr and Babar from the maintenance crew,” Darius introduced with a wave. To the two men he continued, “The frowning one is my steward, Sego, the dark haired giant is Bohme and the boy is Payam.”
Babar looked askance for the introductions, as if he didn’t understand why Darius would do such a thing, but Gabr fell in stride and nodded to the three men. “Pleasure, masters.”
Proving that he had, in fact, spent too much time around Darius, Sego looked Gabr in the eye and said apologetically, “I’m afraid our raj is a bit rash and impulsive. Thank you for indulging him.”
Gabr nodded sagely. “He’s that. But the sight of seeing a lead general swimming around in his breeches was well worth the time.”
Darius, not insulted by this by-play, laughed outright. “Did I give you a good story to tell, Gabr?”
“Oh, it be that,” Gabr assured him with a wink. 
He probably would tell the story to anyone willing to bend an ear to him. In fact, if Darius wasn’t already famous in this country, he would be by the end of today. “Well, I won’t begrudge you the fun.” The rowboat had come close enough to tie off at this point so he cautiously stood and extended a hand. Bohme caught his arm in a firm clasp and heaved him onto the dock. 
Darius shifted his shirt and coat to one hand and rummaged in a pocket until he found his purse. Then he dug out two gold coins. “I’m sure I made you miss dinner with this little jaunt,” he told the two as they also climbed onto the dock. Extending a hand, he put a coin into each man’s hand. “So, get a good meal somewhere on me.”
Babar couldn’t quite hide his shock at having a whole gold coin in his hand. “Th-thanks, sir.”
“Don’t think anything of it,” Darius assured him sincerely. “You were very helpful, more than that idiot councilman.”
Gabr gave him a measuring look before tucking the coin away in a shirt pocket. “General, you need help again, you look me up, yah?”
“I will,” Darius promised. He extended a hand and clasped the man’s arm, Gabr returning the grip just as solidly. “I will probably come to you again in a few weeks.”
“We’ll be here.” Gabr grinned at him, squeezed once, and then let go. “Good evening, sirs.”
“Good evening.” Darius turned to his own party and gave a circular wave of the hand. “Let’s go to that inn. After I get dry again, I want to visit the merchant stalls before they close for the evening.” 
~~~
The inn (bless Sego) sat on the same street as the two Arapeen merchant’s stalls. Darius got cleaned up and into dry clothes in record time before snagging Bohme and going straight back out. He didn’t plan to take more than a few minutes, partially because if he dawdled too long it would raise suspicions and partially because Bohme hadn’t eaten dinner yet. He’d already discovered that a hungry Bohme was a cantankerous creature to be avoided at all costs. 
This late in the day, the streets buzzed with last-minute shoppers. Market streets more or less looked the same no matter what country a man found himself in. Merchant stalls were crowded in next to each other with not even a hand’s width of space in between. The stores all had the same rounded architecture as Khoor’s did, and if not for the strong smell of the sea wafting in on the cooling breeze, Darius would have believed himself to still be in the capital city. Between the crowded conditions of the streets and the multitude of people shopping, he had to bob, twist, and weave just to get through.
He stopped in the first merchant’s shop and paused in the doorway, looking all around. This man seemed to be of the opinion that if he carried a little of everything, then surely someone would be interested in something. Just from the doorway he could see bolts of cloth, swords, scabbards, oils, books, and some of the religious candles of Shaa. There were only four tables inside, one dominating each wall with a narrow space to walk in between. Two grown men would have found it difficult to share the area without bumping into one another. “Ah, Bohme, why don’t you stay outside?” Darius suggested. 
Bohme took a good look inside, eyeing the bored merchant who sat on a corner stool, and then grunted. “Prolly besht.”
Relieved, Darius stepped inside and started browsing. Some things he picked up automatically and started setting them on the narrow table at the merchant’s feet. Four white candles, a Book of Songs that held all of the teachings and stories of Shaa, two jars of a special lotion that protected the skin from the sun, and a square rug that had the silver knot of harmony and peace woven into a blue background. Every Arapeen household traditionally had the symbol somewhere in their home as it invited good feelings and made a house a welcoming place in spirit. It hadn’t felt right to Darius that he didn’t have the symbol somewhere in his rooms. The rug needed to go in his foyer. Hmmm or maybe his bedroom. He’d have to see. 
But in spite of the things he saw that he wanted, he didn’t see anything right for Amalah. The books were out—she had been quite firm on that point. The bolts of cloth, as beautiful as they were, were also not appropriate in this culture. The hairpins were also borderline although he rather liked the look of that golden one with the dangling pearls. Maybe he could pick it up now and find a way to give it to her later…? 
It didn’t solve the problem of what to buy her this time, though. 
Undecided, he put the hairpin in the pile anyway before continuing to browse. 
The merchant stirred, grey eyes narrowed under his bushy eyebrows. “Are you looking for something in particular, good master?”
With a weather eye on the door, he lowered his voice and confided, “A gift for a young woman. A Niotanan woman.”
“Ahhh.” The merchant clearly understood the difficulties this invited. “It’s a tricky thing, a man giving a woman a present in this culture.”
Darius groaned and rubbed at his temples. “Yes, it is that. I gave her an aromatic oil before so I can’t do that again. And she expressly forbade me from getting her a book.”
The merchant pointed with a gnarled hand toward the hairpin. “The pin?”
“For a later time,” Darius explained. “I don’t think she’ll accept it from me now.”
“Hmmm.” He turned and looked at his own wares for a moment before getting slowly to his feet. He had to twist sideways to get past Darius, but the man was thin enough that they barely brushed each other. From the table, he lifted a hand-held mirror. “What about this?” 
Darius stared at it in amazement. This was not the polished brass that most mirrors were, but actual glass, which he’d rarely seen. It was oval in shape, set in a frame of polished wood that had been shined to a gleam. The lines of it were simple but elegant. From what he’d seen of Amalah’s taste, he thought it would suit her perfectly. “Does it come with a case?”
“Indeed, sir.” The merchant reached underneath the table and pulled out a wooden case that matched the mirror perfectly. Rectangular in shape, it barely had the size to house the mirror, but the craftsmanship was exquisitely done. 
That present is going to cost quite a bit of silver. He didn’t need to ask the price to know that. It would, in fact, cost almost as much as the book that Amalah had refused to let him buy. But now that he had laid eyes on it, he couldn’t imagine not being able to give it to her. “Master,” Darius started with his most charming smile, “since I’m buying so much from you at once, won’t you give me a bargain?”
Ten minutes later, he left the shop satisfied. He’d paid more than he should have, but he hadn’t done too badly. And the merchant promised to wrap everything up and have it delivered to the inn before nightfall so he didn’t have to figure out how to pack it all up for the trip home. All in all, he’d done well. 
Bohme fell into step with him as he exited the shop. They’d gone all of three steps when he laconically stated, “You bought her preshent, didn’t you.”
Sands, he hadn’t been that obvious, had he? Darius plastered an innocent expression on his face and asked in confusion, “Who?”
His bodyguard shot him a look out of the corner of his eye, clearly not fooled. 
Darr take it. He let out a sigh and confessed, “So maybe I did. How did you know?”
“Whenever we can’t find you, you’re with her,” Bohme said simply. 
Surely not every time…. Darius started to run his encounters with Amalah through his head and frowned when he realized that Bohme was right. The few times he’d been with her, he hadn’t had anyone from his own House with him. How strange. It wasn’t like he had planned it that way. 
“Thish woman,” Bohme said each word with careful neutrality, “will you chooshe her?”
“What, as my bride?” Darius shook his head in exasperation. What was it with their fixation on getting him settled? Did they really think that he’d take off as soon as the war with Brindisi had been won, never to be seen again? For that matter, where did they imagine that he would go? No other country would quite dare to offer him sanctuary, not knowing who he was. “Bohme, is it really so strange that I can just enjoy a woman’s company without wanting to court her? Amalah Sebresos is a lively, intelligent woman and I enjoy conversing with her. I’m not particularly interested in taking our relationship any further than that.”
“Hmmm. Sho you buy a woman you’re not courting giftsh.” Bohme didn’t believe this for one second and the expression on his face made that clear. 
Darius knew very well that under that rough and scarred exterior lay a very quick mind. He started fervently praying that Bohme wouldn’t put the pieces together and figure out what the present was really for. 
Shaa apparently wasn’t listening as a second later Bohme started chuckling. “You got losht again.”
Whirling on the man, he shot back, “Who said I had? I’m merely buying a beautiful woman, who is my friend, a gift while I’m away. Is that so strange?”
“Only time I shee you buy preshentsh ish when you have favor to return,” Bohme responded, shaking a playful finger in a mocking manner. “You got losht again. And she had to reshcue you.”
Now the man was clairvoyant? Growling, Darius punched him the arm. “Shut it. This time, it wasn’t my fault.”
For some reason, that made Bohme laugh even harder. 
Darius lifted his eyes and both hands toward the heavens, praying for patience. Or at least the restraint he needed to refrain from smacking his bodyguard in the head. “Bohme, if I promise to feed you, will you shut up?”
The man made a great show of pressing his lips together, not a sound of mirth coming from his mouth. Darius decided to ignore the laughter still dancing in his eyes. “Fine. Let’s go eat.”
“Does Shego know?”
“Bohme, one more word out of you, and you’ll be for dinner.” 
“Hahahaha.”
Darius stalked toward the inn, silently swearing to do something mean to Bohme later when the man least expected it. 
 



 

They left early the next morning and traveled back to the palace. With the fair weather and clear roads, they made good time and reached the palace gates on the second day, just as the bells tolled the noon hour in deep, ringing tones. One of the guards waved them to a stop before they could ride all of the way through. 
Darius kept Sohrab in check as the man came closer, snapping out a salute. “General. The queen wishes for you to report to her immediately.”
No doubt to hear whether his idea would work or not. To the guard, Darius gave a nod. “Understood. Thank you.” Mentally, he groaned. He didn’t like reporting to his superiors with only negative news. Bad news was always more palatable when you had a good alternative to suggest instead. And why did she always send for him when he had just spent hours on the road? Although this time wouldn’t be as bad as last time, fortunately, because of his bath last night. 
Resigned, he urged Sohrab back into motion and rode straight for the stables. As he dismounted, he told everyone, “Go home ahead of me. Once I’ve reported to the queen, I’ll return as well.”
For some strange reason, when he said this, Bohme and Tolk looked at each other and shook a fist at each other three times before stopping with their fingers in odd configurations. Their expressions indicated they were quite serious, but he couldn’t fathom what they were doing. “Ah…what was that?”
“Child’s game,” Tolk explained simply. “Called rock-paper-scissors.”
“Shince we were kiddensh, it’sh how we deshide on who doesh what,” Bohme further explained. “I losht, sho I go with you.”
I see. So that’s how they decide who’s going with me when I don’t give them any orders. Childish, certainly, but if it worked…. Shrugging, he responded, “But here it’s not necessary. We are inside the palace, after all.”
Bohme’s eyes crinkled up mischievously. “You don’t have good hishtory walking around alone, shir.”
Darius gave him a glare hot enough to melt steel. “Shut it, Bohme.”
“Rather not have to go looking for you later,” Bohme added with mock concern. 
“Oh for the love of—!” Darius ran an agitated hand through his hair and gave up. “Fine, come with me.” Without waiting for the man, he turned on his heel and stalked toward the nearest door. Just because he got lost once (fine, twice, but the second time hadn’t been his fault) no one trusted him anymore. Or at least, they were getting a good laugh at his expense. 
Bohme stretched out those long legs of his and quickly caught up, grinning like a fool. Darius steadfastly ignored the snickering behind him. 
Once inside, he quickly realized that he had no idea where the queen might be. She took great delight in meeting him in different rooms, at all different times, proving to be very unpredictable. He stopped the first palace runner he saw, asking for the queen’s whereabouts. It took two tries before he found someone who knew, and fortunately she was in her private garden, which he knew how to get to from here. Feeling a little triumphant, he walked confidently there, silently proving to Bohme that he could navigate his way around without help, thank you very much. 
Bohme had a sardonic smile on his face that said he knew what Darius was thinking but he didn’t say a word. Wise man. It would have started a fight if he had. 
The private garden of the queen didn’t look like any other garden in the palace. Most of the palace gardens had tile and planters of flowers with a water fountain here and there. Her garden had actual grass with a few paving stones forming paths, lush fruit trees, and a small brook winding its way through the center that ended in a small pond. In this desert land, keeping the place so green and lush must be an unending challenge. Darius always enjoyed being here, as the smell of growing plants and water filled his head and reminded him of other places he had been. The air felt moister here too, reminding him of home. Whenever he did buy a house, maybe he should put a garden like this in his own yard.
Queen Tresea sat in the shade of one of the trees on a mound of pillows, a stack of reports near her feet that suggested she hadn’t retreated here to escape work, but had simply changed venues while she worked. One of the reasons why Darius admired her was because of her work ethic. When he saw her, he gave a hail, “My Queen.”
She looked up, the parchment in her hands lowering. “Ah, Darius! You’re back. Tell me what you have discovered.”
He stopped a foot away from her and gave her a bow before responding frankly, “The ideas that I had in mind will not work. I went out to the harbor walls personally and looked them over. Trying to attach any sort of gate would put too much strain on the walls and it will cause too much damage. I can’t modify the walls to let out water when I wish, either.”
“Darius,” Tresea responded with false mildness, “I want good news.”
“Apologies, My Queen,” he sighed. “I didn’t like my discoveries either. But I did talk to some local experts and they gave me several ideas. With your permission, I will recruit a few specialists and do some experimentation to see if I can come up with another plan.”
She sighed and waved a hand. “Permission granted. And the defenses you are building along the Dakan Pass? How do they progress?”
“The plans were finalized a week ago and the supplies are being gathered and sent there as we speak,” he assured her. “We are well within schedule.”
“And my army’s training?”
“I haven’t checked with them for several days, of course, but the last time I stopped in and spoke with my commanders, they were doing well. Between the rest and the new methods, the men’s stamina has improved and they are becoming better at fighting with the new shields. I do not think we will lose as many troops the next time that we fight.” Darius hoped not, at least. He had a great many plans and tactics in place to make Brindisi’s larger numbers meaningless but the tides of war were never predictable. 
She nodded but did not appear satisfied. “I worry for my country, Darius. It is only the trade that we do through Izeh Port that sustains us. If Brindisi finds a way to block our trade, we will become bankrupt within months.”
After spending so much time in war, Darius well understood that it wasn’t troops or equipment that really won a battle, but how much money you had backing you up. He had conquered one country simply by blocking their trade routes and waiting until they had bankrupted themselves and simply couldn’t afford to fight him off. “I know, My Queen. I swear to you, I will not let it come to that.”
“I trust that you will not.” She smoothed out her expression and gave him a carefree smile, the one he usually saw. “I am satisfied. You may go.”
With a bow, he turned and left her, praying he could keep all the promises that he had been making. 
~~~
Darius had every intention to stop by his rooms, quickly change clothes, and then go out again to start gathering the experts he needed. He managed a whole two feet inside of his door before being greeted by Sego, who had a strange smirk on his face. It didn’t escape his notice that Payam hovered nearby, ostensibly “studying” but keeping an eye on the door, and that Tolk lounged on a nearby cushion idly polishing a dagger. A dagger he normally wouldn’t use, at that. 
Before he could really wonder what they were doing, Sego greeted, “Welcome back, General. How did your conference with the queen go?”
“Well, all in all,” Darius responded carefully. What were these three up to? 
“Excellent.” Sego beamed at him with a very suspicious glint in his eye. “We were settling your new acquisitions in the rooms but came across two items that quite baffled us.” 
What items? Oh. Uh-oh….
With a flourish, Sego stepped aside and revealed the hairpin and the mirror that were sitting on the table. Innocent expression still firmly in place, Sego inquired, “Are these for Amalah Sebresos, by chance?”
Why, why did Queen Tresea have to summon him before he could hide those? Wait, why did Sego even know who they were for? Darius bent a glare at Bohme for tattling even after he’d fed the man a sumptuous dinner. 
Bohme raised both hands in a placating gesture. “Washn’t me.”
The only other person who could possibly have figured this out would be…. Darius turned his head and gave Payam that same evil glare. The boy, undaunted, grinned at him cheekily. 
“These are not, precisely, courting gifts,” Sego continued as if Darius weren’t thinking murderous thoughts. “But they are rather borderline. Do I need to ask your intentions?”
Darius deliberately ignored the question. “Bohme, you’re off duty. Payam, study and stop grinning at me like a mindless gopher. Tolk, I’ll be heading out shortly so get ready. Sego, I will deal with the presents myself so do not meddle.”
Sego put a hand to his heart as if hurt by the accusation. “General, I am only here to aid you.”
“And meddle,” Darius added dryly. Ignoring his steward’s crestfallen expression—really, the man could be an actor he feigned it so well—he went into his bedroom and quickly changed into a clean uniform. Coming out, he snatched up the hairpin and stashed it in one of his trunks. Then he went to his office and penned a quick note. 
It read simply: It’s not a book. 
He almost signed it but paused. If her parents realized that she had gotten a gift from the same man twice, a man with a very conflicting reputation, would they give her grief over it? The way that she reacted to things made him think so. Well, with the message, she’d likely realize who sent it to her regardless. 
Satisfied, he wrapped note and mirror and sent it off with Payam with orders to be sneaky on handing it over to her. 
With that done, he grabbed Tolk and headed for the Army Offices before Sego could corner him again. 
 



 

Darius sat in his war room, his commanders all around him, with the charts and reports of the harbor spread on the table in front of them. He’d pulled everyone from their daily training routines for this meeting but no one complained about escaping the brutal heat outdoors for the relative coolness of the room. 
“—and that’s as much as I know at this point. I’ve requested an engineer to look over our plans once we’ve made them and tell me which ones are feasible. What we need to come up with now is several possible plans.” 
No one at the table immediately launched into an idea. Kaveh sat to his left, one hand idly tracing the chart in front of him, drawing an invisible line along the harbor wall in an absent way that suggested the man was deep in thought. Navid took up the other head of the table, as he typically did, arms crossed over his chest and eyes blankly fixed on some point on the table. Ramin didn’t sit like a statue as the other two did, but had pulled a piece of parchment toward him and started quickly jotting things down. 
“You said—” Navid started slowly, making everyone start a little at the sudden break in silence “—that oil floats. Does oil burn?”
“Yes.” Darius amended this by adding, “At least, the right oil compound on salt water will burn. Not for as long as it did on the desert floor during our last battle, because you can’t get it to clump in such dense pockets, but it will burn. I tested that myself before I left.” 
“So can we do something similar to what we did in the last battle?” Kaveh stopped tracing with his finger and looked up. “Put pockets of oil here and there to break up their ships’ formations?” 
“No,” Ramin responded instantly, before Darius could even get his mouth open. “The tides of the ocean will move the oil around. We won’t be able to control where it goes. It’ll likely wash up against the shoreline, eventually, which won’t do us any good.” 
“Even if we put it out only a few hours before the ships actually enter the harbor?” Kaveh objected. “No…,” he paused and traced his chin in a thoughtful manner. “No, you’re right. It took us nearly a full day to pour the oil out on the desert, and that was with everything laid out beforehand. Doing it by boat will be even harder and take more time. This isn’t feasible.”
“No,” Darius agreed in a long sigh. “That was the conclusion I reached as well.”
“But we can still shoot fire arrows at ships,” Navid suggested. 
“They’re very quick to put out such fires,” Ramin negated with a shake of the head. “Fire is the thing most feared by sailors. They take a lot of precautions against it.” 
Darius could well understand why. Most sailors couldn’t swim. If ever the ship they were on caught fire, they would be forced to abandon it, only to face a slower death by drowning. “Ramin, you know something about ships?”
“Grandfather was a fisherman,” he admitted with a shrug of the shoulders. “As a child, I spent quite a few summers with him.”
At least he had one person on his staff that understood the basics of ships and tides. Shaa be blessed for that. It would save him from asking a lot of tedious questions later. 
Darius locked his fingers together and rested his chin on his hands, eyes studying the chart as he thought. “If we could somehow force them to offload their soldiers a few boats at a time, we’d stand a chance of fighting them off. But if they do more than five or seven boats at once, then they’ll quickly overwhelm us.”
Navid shook his head before Darius could even finish. “Not good plan, General. Street fighting is ugly.”
“Very ugly,” Darius agreed, feeling a headache brewing between his eyes. “I’ve been forced to do it once. What should have taken a day or two took weeks. And I don’t even want to remember what it did to the citizens living in that city. It’s a tactic to be avoided at all costs.” 
Kaveh reached out and traced an invisible line with his forefinger, connecting the harbor walls. “You said that adding on a gate or something along those lines would put too much strain on the walls, correct?” He didn’t wait for an answer or even look up at Darius before continuing. “But what if the gate wasn’t a real one?”
Darius’s mind stopped whirling in a mad spiral and abruptly sharpened on his commander. “A fake gate?”
“As you explained it, the walls were made of boards with a hollow pocket inside. They were so airtight that the workers just floated them into place before filling them.” Kaveh started illustrating with his hands, drawing the image in the air. “If we had more walls made up like the ones already in place, they wouldn’t weigh but a fraction of the harbor walls but they would look just as solid.”
Ramin nodded, head bobbing in growing excitement. “Yes, yes that might work. I mean, if they tried to bust through, they’d be able to do it easily, but it still might work.”
Indeed it might. The trick would be to convince them that they couldn’t openly maneuver in and out of the harbor because of that new gate. “Kaveh, I think you might have solved half of our problem. Talk with the engineer and see how plausible this will be. Also confer with the city maintenance men and see how fast they could put those fake walls into place. If they can do it within a quarter or a half hour’s time span, it might work.” Any more time than that, the armada would have the time to turn around and at least one ship would be able to ram its way through, re-opening the path. 
Kaveh started writing down notes as he gave him orders. “You said you spoke to one person specifically, sir?”
“Gabr,” Darius supplied. “He’s expecting someone to come and confer with him again. You’ll find that he’s a sensible man with a great deal of experience. You’ll also find him at the Three Shoal’s Tavern near the docks in the afternoons.”
For some reason, this information earned him some interesting looks from the other three, as if they couldn’t fathom why he would know this. Darius shot them a quick grin. “Well, how do you think I found the man, anyway? Certainly not at work. His superiors are less than helpful.” 
A tight, unhappy expression passed like a shadow over Kaveh’s face. “I’m sadly not surprised to hear that, sir. But I’ll remember to go directly to this Master Gabr.”
“Good.” Now, what else? They might need to walk away and think about this for a while before anyone else had a good idea to offer. “Let’s all think on this and come back tomorrow to discuss. But before I end the meeting, is there anything that I’ve missed?”
Shared looks between the men, like they knew someone should say something, but no one wanted to be the one to actually speak. Finally, Kaveh sighed and faced him directly. “Sir, I should tell you that there’s a movement in the court to replace you.”
Darius blinked at him, completely not expecting this abrupt left turn. “Haaah. And what is their reasoning?”
“That a foreign general doesn’t have the right to represent all of the Niotan soldiers or the patriotism to lead them,” Kaveh answered with strained neutrality. 
The brewing headache had arrived in full force. Darius rubbed at both temples, hard, trying to think clearly. This political maneuvering didn’t come as a surprise. Even in Brindisi, when he’d been the favorite, there had always been some person or another that hadn’t liked his tactics and had campaigned to remove him. These people were usually men with limited ability and large ambitions who were frustrated by his success. Here it could be more dangerous and serious because of his history with Niotan. Anyone campaigning against him would have more material to use in a political battle. Unfortunately. Some part of him felt like complaining: I’m busy trying to save their lives! Can’t they leave me alone long enough for me to do that before they start throwing their tantrums? Alas, the foolishly ambitious were typically more foolish than anything. “And how is this being received?” he asked wearily. 
“I don’t think anyone knows how to take it, not yet,” Ramin answered frankly. “Before we won the battle at the eastern front, it might have drawn more support, but you pulled off a miracle there, sir. A lot of people think you should stay as lead general if you can keep winning like that. Ahh…are you alright, sir?”
Darius released a hand so that he could wave away Ramin’s concern. “I’m fine. Alright, I will have Sego investigate this.” The man would know more about the intricacies of the players involved and he seemed to adore political maneuvering so he’d likely jump at the chance to play. “Thank you for pointing it out. Anything else?” He fervently hoped not. 
“No, sir,” Navid assured him. 
Good. “In that case, dismissed.” 
~~~
Even though he really, truly didn’t want to, Darius went to dinner that night. Queen Tresea often encouraged him to come to the formal dinner (actually, she outright ordered him to) but half the time the choice to come was left to him. He did, after all, have a great deal of work to do in order to prepare for Brindisi’s next attack. There were days when he couldn’t think straight because of all the questions being asked of him. But there were also those odd days when he’d delegated everything out, which left him sitting there, waiting for an answer. 
Since he had nothing better to do with his time, he’d thought it best to go and see if he couldn’t at least identify who wanted his position as lead general. 
The hallways nearest the formal dining room were full of nobility as usual. He paid no particular attention to this, just weaved his way in and around people, exchanging greetings as he moved until he spied a very familiar head of black hair. Stepping up the pace, he dodged an elderly couple and finally had her in his sights. For once, she had no escort except the matron Hali which followed in her wake. Normally, Amalah had her parents with her. 
A proper gentleman, when seeing a young woman walking unescorted, should offer his arm, right? It sounded like a good justification to him. Biting back a devious smile, he lengthened his stride and took a half-step in front of her. “Raja Amalah.”
She stopped dead, surprised by his sudden appearance, but a smile lit up her face almost instantly. “General! You are back from your trip already?”
“I arrived yesterday,” he admitted. “But I see that you are without an escort. Will you do me the honor?”
A hint of pink colored her cheeks as she accepted his arm. Hali glared at him from behind, but he ignored her. Satisfied, he led her toward the dining hall. 
Amalah pulled him closer and leaned up a little to whisper, “I must warn you, there are people here that are not happy with your position. They are trying to undermine you.”
So, even she had heard about it? He smiled at her in reassurance. “My staff alerted me. I appreciate your warning, though.” Darius made a face, as if he had a mouth full of vinegar. “Court politics seem to come hand in hand with my position.” 
She made a similar face. “I, too, do not enjoy them.”
“What is there to enjoy?” he asked in a rhetorical fashion. “Back-stabbing—sometimes literally—and bribes and rumors and gossip, none of which brings about any good. My steward thinks it fascinating. I find it frustrating.”
They entered the main doors of the room and conversation naturally lagged as they had to fight their way through the throng. Darius observed in bemusement that the layout of the room had changed. Before, the main table where the royal family sat had been at the front of the room with several very long tables arrayed perpendicular to each other taking up the rest of the area. Now, the tables were arranged to where they hugged the walls, leaving a clear space in the center. Did these random changes often happen? 
Amalah looked all around her before admitting to him in an aside, “I’ve never seen this arrangement before.”
Hmm. Alright, so this was new. No one else seemed to know how to react to this new arrangement either as they were milling about for a long time before finally finding a seat. Darius escorted Amalah to an empty position nearby, his mind racing. He couldn’t help but feel that this re-arrangement of the furniture had some ulterior purpose. The way that the queen sat on her raised dais and watched everyone with a half-smile on her face rather confirmed the theory. That expression spoke of trouble. 
Feeling uneasy, he took a seat beside Amalah and waited for everyone else to settle. It took longer than usual, but eventually everyone found a place and sat. The servers came out with their platters of meats, breads, cheeses, fruits, and the mulled ciders this country was famous for. When they were served the queen waved a hand to give them permission to eat. 
Darius made sure that Amalah’s plate was full before seeing to himself. He had just raised a handful of bread to his mouth when his dinner partner murmured, “My non-book is quite extraordinary.” 
Oh-ho, so she did like it. He peeked at her from the corner of his eye and found her to be smiling ruefully. “It had to belong to you. It told me so.”
She raised a hand to her mouth, looking mock-surprised. “Mirrors are capable of conversing?”
“Anything on a merchant’s table is capable of conversing,” he assured her dryly. “And every merchant in the world is willing to convey their words, if you aren’t capable of hearing them.”
She bit her lip in an effort not to laugh, but one escaped her anyway. “Is that what happened?”
“Well, no. It was just the first thing I saw that I thought you’d like that wasn’t a book.” The second, actually, but he’d find a way of giving that to her later. 
“I’ve never seen one quite like it. The maker’s mark on the box looked very unfamiliar to me as well. Was it made in Brindisi?”
“Arape, actually. I bought it from—”
“Darius!” Tresea called from the front table.
He stopped mid-sentence and turned to look at her. Even from this distance, he could see the calculating gleam in her eyes. “Yes, My Queen?”
“It occurs to me that even though you have fought on my land many times, I have never seen you in combat.”
“That is true, My Queen,” he agreed. What by Darr’s name is she up to? She certainly was leading up to something. 
“This is disagreeable to me. I have heard that your swordsmanship is no less brilliant than your strategies. I wish to see if this is true with my own eyes.”
Hmmm, so she was aware of the murmurings within her court about him. A martial arts display would likely shut up quite a few of them but not the most hardcore dissenters. Unless she had some follow-up plan in mind? Knowing her, she likely did. Wanting to see how she’d handle this, he decided to play along. “Even if you say so, My Queen, it’s rather difficult to display my skill without having a partner to fight with.”
“You raise a valid point,” she responded with a thoughtful frown. “But we have many officers of my army here, and surely I can find someone suitable.” She looked to her left, slowly panning the room as if searching for someone. 
Darius wasn’t fooled in the slightest. She already had someone in mind. 
“My Queen,” a tall man with thinning black hair stood and gave her a deep bow. “If I may?”
“You have leave to speak, Raj Kurush.” Uh-oh. Judging by that hint of satisfaction in her face, Kurush had just fallen into a trap. Darius darted a look at the man. Lean, with a hawkish nose and immaculate dress. Looking at him, the term empty sack came to mind. Was this man the main contender for having Darius removed? If not, he certainly played some part in it, judging by Tresea’s expression. Although, Kurush himself didn’t seem to be aware of walking into a trap. He seemed…rather too eager, actually. 
“My Queen, I confess that I have always wished to cross swords with General Bresalier. If I may be so bold, would you allow me to challenge him?” Kurush practically oozed sincerity. 
Oh yes. The man was neck deep in it somehow. “I have no objections, My Queen.”
Tresea clapped her hands in excitement like a giddy girl would. “Excellent. Then do come forward. Do you think that you can fight here, in between the tables, without endangering anyone?”
He’d fought in tighter quarters than this. He couldn’t speak for Kurush’s skill, though. 
“We have sufficient space for a non-serious fight, My Queen,” Kurush assured her confidently. 
Hopefully the man had the skill necessary to back up that confidence. Darius didn’t see it from here. Kurush moved in a solid, almost stodgy manner that hinted of technique but no speed. His instincts said this man was not a match for him. As he stood, Amalah caught his arm and gave him a worried look. He winked at her in reassurance. She let go, a forced smile on her face, but clearly she was still worried. Well, she’d see soon enough. 
Clear of the padded bench, he turned to Bohme and held out his hand. The bodyguard clearly understood the silent request and slung off Darius’s sword from his shoulder, handing it over without a word. Most of the rajs here were not armed, not even the soldiers, but Darius had never walked around completely bare. If he were in a position where he could not openly carry a sword—such as a formal dinner like this one—then he always had his bodyguard hold it for him. 
Kurush had clearly anticipated the fight somehow as well, as his bodyguard had also handed a weapon off to him. 
The two men maneuvered their way between the tables and into the open center. It took three long paces to reach the middle, giving them a rectangular space of clear flooring to fight. Darius marked off the dimensions in his head. He would not be able to take more than five steps back in any direction without endangering the people around him. 
He slipped the sheath into the belt at his waist before giving a short bow to the queen. Kurush did the same although he made a show of giving her a deeper bow of reverence. She nodded back in acknowledgment. “Begin at any time.” 
Darius turned to face his opponent when out of the corner of his eye he saw a swift motion. Instinctively, he sank into a wide stance and unsheathed his sword at lightning speed. Had that fool just—?! Yes, he had! He’d actually unsheathed his sword before ever bowing and then struck out at Darius as quickly as he could. Granted, in war his tactics would not be questioned. On a battlefield, you took down your opponent as quickly and ruthlessly as possible. But here, for a court demonstration? 
Years of fighting had honed Darius’s instincts to where he met the first three strikes before his feet could even properly settle into a stance. The clangs of the swords meeting and then sliding free sounded abnormally loud in the stillness of the room. Apparently even the spectators had been caught off-guard by Kurush’s actions. 
For a moment, Darius didn’t press the attack and just let Kurush come to him, giving him ample time to evaluate the man’s skill. His impression from before had been right on—the man had had good technique pounded into him, but no real speed or strength. The fact that he could fight this well came about because of a good sword instructor and not from any particular talent or dedication. If he weren’t an officer, someone who didn’t fight on a regular basis, then he’d likely already be dead. 
Bored with the match already, Darius stopped defending and started pressing the attack. Since this was not supposed to be serious, he altered the angle of his strikes so that the flat of the blade hit Kurush instead of the sharper edge. Still, the man jumped in alarm when Darius struck Kurush on his arm, thigh, and other arm in quick succession. He’d softened the blows so that they would only bruise instead of breaking bone but the message was clear—if this had been serious, Kurush would already be down. 
At that moment, Kurush realized just how outmatched he really was. The fear could be seen in his eyes. He’d gotten up here to show Darius as being inferior—if he failed, the political fallout would not be pretty. Darius had no sympathy for him. The fool had thought that by grabbing a tiger by the tail, he need not worry about the teeth or claws. 
Kurush’s swings became wilder, more desperate, as he strove to match Darius’s speed. His desperation made his technique sloppy and even his footwork suffered as he half-stumbled to the side. Darius took a half-step back as well, giving him enough space to recover, not wanting a wild strike to get any closer to the table behind him. 
Then Kurush did the unthinkable.
Instead of using the opening Darius gave him to recover his balance, he charged, sword swinging wide in an overhead arc. 
Darius watched the flash of steel coming toward him, two thoughts racing through his head. Amalah is sitting directly behind me. If I dodge, she’ll be hit. Panicked, he did the only thing he could think to do—he charged as well, sword up to guard against Kurush’s blade coming down, and hit the man high in the chest, free hand grabbing the man’s chin and pushing up with all of his strength. 
Kurush’s balance, already upset, deserted him entirely and he half-flew a foot before coming down hard on the tile. He grunted as his back slammed into the ground, his head making a sick sound as it impacted. Darius didn’t care that he’d just rattled the man’s brains. Lowering his sword, he whirled around, taking a half step toward the table, his eyes frantically searching for some damage done to Amalah. She stared back at him with wide eyes, both hands pressed to her heart. 
“Raja Amalah, are you well?” he demanded. 
She seemed dazed for a moment before shaking her head in short bursts, her eyes never leaving him. “I am not hurt,” she assured him breathlessly. 
It had been a near thing. A second later, and she would have been hurt. Fatally so. He put his heart back in his chest and took a deep breath to sooth his rattled nerves. Only then did he turn to his opponent who still lay sprawled on the floor. He had no idea what his expression looked like just then, but it plunged the room into an icy silence when people saw it. Kurush stared up at him like a man facing the god of death, almost shaking. 
“You utter fool,” Darius snarled in a tone that sounded menacing even to his own ears. “You are a soldier of the Niotan Army. Your first duty, always, is the protection of every man, woman, child and beast of this country. The fact that you would put your own pride above a young woman’s life is beyond appalling.”
“I quite agree.” Tresea stood from her seat and walked calmly toward them, her eyes like chips of obsidian. “If not for Darius’s skill, Raja Amalah would quite likely be dead because of your carelessness, Kurush.” 
Already shaken, this public rebuke made the man go a sickly grey. 
“I think that we have had enough demonstrations for this evening. You are dismissed, Kurush.” Queen Tresea’s tone added And do not try to come back until I have summoned you. Kurush heard the unspoken words and pushed himself clumsily to his feet. Without even trying to collect his sword, he stumbled out of the room. 
Turning, she looked at Amalah, her eyes softening. “I am sorry you were frightened, Raja Amalah. I did not anticipate this course of events.”
Amalah clearly did not like being the center of attention but she managed a smile at her monarch. “Fortunately, My Queen, the General was quick to protect me.” 
“This is true.” Tresea gave him a wide smile. Darius did not think that she entirely disapproved of the way things had turned out. It had sent a message to her court far better than she had likely predicted. “We are grateful to you, Darius.”
Playing along, he gave both women a short bow. “Think nothing of it.” 
“I cannot do that,” she murmured for his ears only. With that thrice-cursed twinkle in her eyes, she waved him back to his seat. “Let the dinner continue!”
Darius re-sheathed his sword before handing it back to Bohme and returning to his seat. As he sat, he looked at Amalah. She still seemed a little wide-eyed, one hand pressed to her heart. He knew the expression on her face well. “Heart still thumping?” His certainly was. 
She swallowed hard before saying, “That was terrifying. I can’t believe you face men like him on a regular basis.”
“It’s a little different when you’re also armed,” he assured her wryly. 
“I think I’ll take your word for it.” This time, when she smiled up at him, it seemed more natural. 
Darius had this insane urge to put an arm around her and just hold her close for a moment. He couldn’t do that, of course. It would be wildly inappropriate if he did. But it seemed wrong, somehow, to expect her to act like nothing was wrong after being scared out of her wits. On the other hand, he could hardly say or do anything obvious with a roomful of gossiping witnesses. 
Or couldn’t he? 
The tablecloth draped a good distance over the edge, puddling in their laps. He glanced every direction but no one was paying attention to them now, as they were busy discussing what had happened. It should be safe enough. He carefully reached under the cover of the cloth and lightly gripped her hand. 
She started slightly at the contact, eyes flying up to meet his. He saw it clearly then—she was still a little rattled and had put up a good front for his benefit. His grip on her tightened unconsciously, offering a comfort that he knew she needed but would never ask for. 
Then, to his surprise, her fingers tightened over his as she whispered on the barest hint of a breath, “Thank you.”
“You know that I would never let any harm befall you,” he whispered back. 
She rallied enough to give him a small smile. “If I didn’t before, I do now.” With one last squeeze, she let go and drew her hand back. 
Taking her cue, he also withdrew his hand and resumed eating. Politics were expected at court, and power struggles just came with the territory, but Darius swore to himself that if those morons ever put Amalah in danger like that again, they wouldn’t live to see the next sunrise. 
 



 

Shift to a wide stance, arms outstretched, hold. Darius kept his breathing slow and even as he moved through the forms of the Setting Sun. The sun had already started to beat on the garden and he could feel the heat building. Especially doing this form, the sweat had beaded on his skin long ago and trailed down his temples and back. It felt good, though, compared to the hours he’d spent in his office yesterday going through reports. Stacks of reports. Too many reports that he hadn’t finished going through which meant he had to face the rest of them today. 
What kind of peace offering would it take to get Darr to stop torturing him like this? 
He shifted slowly into the next form, knee up against his chest, arms up in a guard position. Of course, Sego chose to enter at this moment, with his balance at its most precarious. 
“General,” the steward seemed fit to be tied as he stalked into the garden. “What’s this I hear about a martial arts display at the dinner last night?”
Darius gave him an incredulous look. “Good gods, man, breakfast hasn’t even been served yet! Don’t tell me it’s around the palace already.”
“Of course it is,” Sego snapped in exasperation, slamming his cane against the tile in a sharp crack. “The lead general of the country gets into a fight with one of the up and coming commanders of the army—”
Oh. Kurush had been a promising candidate for something? Oops.
“—and in the process of the fight protects a woman from getting seriously injured! Of course the staff is having all sorts of romantic flights of fancy right now. What did you think would happen?”
Obviously he wouldn’t be able to finish this form. Sighing, he relaxed the stance so that both feet were on the ground. “Might I point out that this is not my fault? The queen had this whole thing scripted out before I even entered the room.”
“No, the actual fight was well planned,” Sego denied impatiently. “It’s reaffirmed that you are a capable soldier and know how to fight.”
“Then what’s the problem?” Darius reached for a towel to wipe the worst of the sweat off, moving toward the cooler shade of his rooms. 
“The problem is the woman you saved, Amalah Sebresos. There’s all sorts of rumors cropping up because of your actions last night. Especially since you sat next to her during the rest of the night. Her family is not happy that you are now linked to her in rumors.”
Hmm. True, he should have considered what would happen if he stayed next to her. It wouldn’t have changed his behavior any (he didn’t cater to people’s opinions) but he’d have thought to warn Sego so the man didn’t get blindsided like this. “Ahh. How powerful is her family, anyway?”
“Powerful isn’t the right word,” Sego denied in resignation. He apparently realized from Darius’s lack of concern that nothing he said would make much of a dent. “They’re a very old family, tracing their ancestors to one of the very first families to found Niotan. They’ve been granted land several times by the royal family over the generations.” 
Interesting. Amalah had never said or done anything to indicate any of that to him. He stopped just inside the doorway and gave Sego a thoughtful frown. “I saved her from getting beheaded,” he pointed out with false mildness. “Surely they’re not that upset.”
Sego rubbed his forehead as if it were paining him. “They’re rumbling. That’s not surprising, considering. But General, I beg of you, stay away from the woman for a while and let these rumors cool off? Especially do not give her any more presents, no matter how lost you get.” 
The advice was sensible. But he didn’t want to take it. Instead of promising anything, he slung the towel over his shoulder and headed for his bedroom to get dressed for the day. “I have reports to get through.”
Behind him, Sego let out a growl of frustration and slammed his cane into the ground again. 
~~~
Sego didn’t leave it there, of course. He kept hounding him about it, in a sneaky and sideways manner. As the first evening bell rang, Darius gave up and escaped his office for the quiet of the water garden he’d gotten lost in last time. Right now, he needed that stillness and relative seclusion from the rest of the world.
It was either running away or strangling Sego. 
Once he reached the garden, he sank onto a bench with the writing tablet he’d taken with him. He had half a mind to write a letter to his family by moonlight but once situated, he couldn’t turn his mind to it. The burbling and trickle of the water in the fountains distracted him, as did the sweet scent of the jasmine trees, and the slightly cool breeze drifting over his skin. The evening seemed to draw him in so that his mind couldn’t focus on anything. 
“Tell me, General—”
Amalah? Darius jerked around, head snapping up to see her. She walked slowly along the path toward him, the inevitable book in her hands, a soft smile on her face. Unusually, no one shadowed her footsteps. 
“—how is it that we keep meeting here?” she asked with a timber of amusement in her voice. 
“Probably because we come for the same reasons,” he responded, setting his letter aside and rising to meet her. “This is one of the few places we can retreat to when other people’s demands become too much.”
Her smile became more complex, as if part of her doubted his words. “But you love the company of people. I’ve seen the way you interact with them.”
“That doesn’t mean I don’t need to escape now and again.” He gestured for her to join him on the bench, which she did, although at a frustratingly close but just-far-enough distance. “Especially when I’m trying to do something, and I can’t seem to find a moment’s peace to finish it. Today particularly,” he groaned in renewed aggravation. “It seemed like every time I turned around, Sego was pestering me.”
“We were all surprised by how much he’s taken to you.” Amalah set her book aside, shifting so that she faced him more directly. “Before, he seemed very…aloof.” 
“Oh, he was like that with me at first,” he assured her. Mouth quirking up at the memory of those early days, he continued wryly, “But I don’t believe in working with people that you can’t be on good terms with. I had enough of that in the Brindisi Army. So one morning, when he came to meet with me, I offered him bread and had him join me.”
Her eyes grew wide, mouth dropping a little. “You shared bread…with a servant?”
“That was his reaction.” Darius chuckled, seeing with his mind’s eye that moment. “But simply having people around as servants is such a cold feeling. It’s much better when they are friends as well.”
“Well, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised since you eat breakfast with your bodyguards. But still, such a relationship is rare here. I am amazed you managed it with him. He’s from a family with a very established tradition of serving in the palace.”
He shrugged in a deliberately casual manner. “It only took about four pieces of bread to get it through his head.”
Startled, she dropped her confusion and laughed softly. 
There. That was the smile he had been working for. He wanted to ask why she was here alone. For that matter, he wanted to ask if he’d troubled her and if he needed to intercede with her family on her behalf, but he didn’t want that smile to disappear so he changed to a different topic instead. “Tell me, where are you getting all of these books to read? Every time I see you, you have a different one.”
“There is a book finder in town,” she answered with building enthusiasm. “He manages a sort of revolving library. You can borrow any book from him, for a monthly fee, as long as you return the volume within two weeks. It’s truly marvelous how extensive his collection is.”
That was a very good businessman to come up with such a system. Of course, he could probably only cater to the very elite and educated, but even they didn’t want to pay the hefty price a book would cost. Especially since they might only want to read it once or twice. “I don’t suppose you would introduce me to him?”
She blinked, caught off-stride. “You enjoy reading, General?”
“I do,” he assured her, a little amused at her surprise. “You actually have a great deal of time for it as an officer. Battles never happen entirely on schedule, you know. It seems like all you do on duty is hurry up and wait. Having a book on hand is a habit that I’ve developed over the years.” It would be especially good to read more Niotese considering his lack of schooling with the written language. If this country would truly have his tomb one day, then he needed to become as thoroughly comfortable here as any native. Reading more of their literature would be a good step to take in order to become that. 
“Are…,” she hesitated, watching his expression carefully as she spoke, “all generals as educated as you are?”
“Heavens no!” he responded with a laugh. “Some of the worst half-wits I’ve ever met had the rank of general. Worse, I had to work with them. But you always have a few in any occupation that got their position through connections rather than ability.” Considering her question again, he added honestly, “And I’m not really that educated.”
She regarded him steadily, eyebrows furrowing a little. “You’re determined to throw one surprise after another at me today, aren’t you?”
He tried not to smile. “I suppose I have been, at that. Raja, you have heard that I’m a merchant’s son, haven’t you?”
“I have,” she admitted. Shrugging slightly she added wryly, “But I didn’t really believe it, not after having spoken with you. You seemed too educated for such a background.”
“My father traded information more than goods,” he explained, rather complimented that her opinion of him was so high. “My schooling was very haphazard, but thorough in its own way. I didn’t receive any formal education until I entered the military academy in Brindisi at seventeen. The only reason I know as much as I do is because I read whenever I can get my grubby hands on a book.” 
She didn’t look like she entirely bought this story. “Just by reading? I don’t think I believe that. I’ve seen you ask many questions from everyone around you after all.”
That was the third time that she’d remarked on some habit of his with such confidence. Just how much did she notice about him? Was she observing him as closely as he did her? I truly hope so. “Do I? But then how else am I to learn?”
“You make it seem easy.” She reached out and with light fingertips stroked the hardcover of the book. “I rely on the written word.”
“Not true,” he denied, tilting his torso forward in order to catch her eyes and draw her back to him. “You asked me a great many questions when we first met, remember?”
She gave him quite the look. “You charmed me into talking to you.”
“Ah.” And here he thought he’d been subtle about it. “You, ah, noticed that.”
Her tone became very dry. “Oh yes. But I didn’t mind. You’re very easy to speak with.”
“You say that,” he said softly, “but I see an unasked question in your eyes. It seems every time I talk with you, it’s there, hovering but never spoken.”
Her eyes swept down and away, staring at the tiles of the courtyard. “You don’t wish to speak of it.”
In a flash of intuition, he knew what she wanted to ask. “You want to know the full story of when I left Brindisi.”
“You don’t wish to speak of it,” she repeated, firmer, although her eyes didn’t leave the ground. 
Again. Again she was putting up a wall between them. More than speaking of his past, he hated this distance. If telling her the story would erase it, then he would certainly do so. “Amalah.”
Her body went taut at the use of her given name. After a shaky breath she slowly turned to look at him. He met her eyes steadily and repeated, “Amalah, I consider us to be friends. But if I need to go fetch some bread to make it more official for you, I will certainly do so.”
For the longest moment, she stared at him as if she didn’t know how to respond. Then her eyes gleamed with unshed tears and she shook her head. In a husky voice she said, “No need. We are friends.”
Daring to reach out, he slowly laid a hand over one of hers. When she didn’t flinch from the contact, he gathered up her hand in a gentle grip. As limited as the contact was, the feel of her warm skin gave him a sense of comfort that he’d rarely felt since leaving home. Just as slowly, she shifted her hand to return the grip, eyes searching his as if trying to discern if he had some ulterior motive. 
He didn’t, not really. Well, any man would enjoy holding hands with a beautiful woman, but in this case he wasn’t thinking anything carnal. It just became easier to speak of that dark time while being connected with her. “Then as my friend, will you hear my story?”
Amalah tightened her grip on him even as she nodded. “I will.”
“In order for my story to make sense, I must ask, are you aware of the deceased king’s plans for a northern conquest?”
She responded like any child listening to a new bedtime story. She leaned even further forward, attention riveted. “I had heard rumors.” 
Rumors, eh? “They were true. He had been focused on the northern countries for quite some time, but his council of generals always convinced him that the timing wasn’t right. Perhaps he grew tired of hearing that. Last spring, he ordered me to take a conquering force and go north. I argued with him—it was not wise. The only path open at that time of the year is a narrow mountain pass. The snow coverage wasn’t melted by that point. Just a two month delay would make a great deal of difference. But he wouldn’t hear of it. 
“For hours, I tried to reason with him but to no good end. The best I could do was draw a promise from him. He swore to me he would reinforce the capital’s garrison by the time I left.” 
“Why was that necessary?” she interrupted.
Oh. Right. She wouldn’t know. “Because of his impatience, he only gave me two weeks to prepare. I had to draw heavily on the local garrisons in order to have the troops I needed.”
She nodded in understanding. “So the capital had a skeletal guard. I see.”
“The reinforcements had not arrived by the day I needed to depart. But he assured me they were on their way. I believed him.”
“You should not have?”
“No,” he sighed with remembered regret. “He never sent for them. But I marched northward with every belief that my home was safe. The campaign was the disaster that I had predicted. Muddy roads slowed our advance, the only path northward that was clear was so narrow that it acted as a fatal funnel—half of my force was decimated just trying to get through. I would have lost them all if I had not retreated when I did. I came back barely three weeks after I had set out. And in that time…,” he clenched his free hand into a tight fist, nails biting into his skin as he fought back a wave of renewed anger. “In that time, the Roran barbarians had managed to somehow get to the capital.”
Darius looked up at her, and his lips drew back in a feral snarl. “Because that man broke his promise with me, half of the city was laid to waste. I lost most of my friends and family to the conquering force. I even had to reconquer it!”
She almost flinched at his roar of anger, but her eyes held his steadily. “So that’s why.”
“A king is not above the laws of the land,” he spat out harshly. He took in a deep breath to try and regain his composure. He didn’t regain it, but continued anyway.  “When he breaks a promise, he must pay a consequence. When his actions lead to the deaths of others, then he must be punished. Because of that man’s arrogance and stupidity, thousands died. I could not ignore that.”
“So you killed him,” she summarized quietly. Her hand squeezed his, the other coming around to lightly stroke his skin. The action, as simple as it seemed, calmed him a little. It grounded him and silently reminded him that he was here and not there.
He gave a hollow laugh. “It sounds so simple when you say it. When I finally did win back the city—and that took almost two weeks of some of the dirtiest fighting and tactics I’ve ever seen—I pulled him out of a dungeon cell. He congratulated me. He threw a banquet that night in my honor, as if he had done nothing wrong. As if he had not done anything to apologize or make atonement for. I couldn’t stand it.” He took in a harsh breath and pushed it out again slowly, trying to regain his temper. When he felt calmer he continued in a huskier tone. “I snuck into his room that night and killed him in his sleep. Then I went to the chamber next to his and woke up the prince. I told him what I had done and ordered him to be a better ruler than his father.”
She lifted her free hand and clasped in front of her mouth, eyes flaring wide. “You told him?”
“Of course. How else do you think everyone knows it was me that did it? There were no witnesses when I killed the king. I could have walked out of that palace and none would have been the wiser.”
He had astonished her. For several seconds she didn’t know how to respond, although judging from the way her mouth opened and closed several times, she wanted to. Finally she croaked, “Then why did you say anything?!”
“Amalah, I am not above the laws of the land either. I killed a man in cold blood. I took upon myself the title of judge and executioner, which I do not have the right to do. I must be punished for that.”
“Then why run?” 
“It was not my intention. But when I woke up the prince, he ordered me to try and survive. He could not absolve me of my deed that night, not without a political uproar, but he knew of the promise that his father made and broke. He gave his own forgiveness and ordered me to run with the intent to live.”
“And so you ran,” Amalah said, almost in a rhetorical fashion. “But…was there not another way?”
“There’s always a better path. I was just too angry to see it at the time,” he admitted ruefully. “I still am.”
Her dark eyes became unreadable, expression smooth. “I suppose in your place, I might feel the same. What did the queen think, when you told her the story?”
“I didn’t.”
She stared at him as if his words didn’t make any sense. “You didn’t…you didn’t tell her what happened?!”
“No. Well, not the full story. I only told her about the oath I made. She knew enough of the other pieces to form the picture on her own.” His eyes fell to their joined hands. He found it hard to look at her at that moment, for some reason. “The only person I’ve told the full story to is you.”
Her mouth opened and closed several times as if she wanted to respond but couldn’t think of what to say. What finally emerged was, “I can’t believe that Queen Tresea didn’t demand the full tale. That’s so unlike her.”
“She did want to know,” Darius corrected with a crooked smile. “But I didn’t want to tell her.”
“So you didn’t.” She shook her head in disbelief. “Then why tell me?”
“I didn’t want there to be any room for doubt to grow in your heart.” Even to himself, he couldn’t explain why that was so important. It just…was. She needed to know, and he had to be the one to tell her.  “If ever you hear a different version, you’ll know the truth.”
Amalah clearly didn’t know how to respond to that, either. “I—”
“Raja Amalah!” a voice called from below. Darius recognized it instantly—that particular screeching tone belonged to Hali, Amalah’s maid/chaperone/watch dog. 
The moment between them broke and shattered as if it were never there. Forcing a smile, Amalah drew back her hand and stood. “I must go. Thank you, for telling me the story.”
Cursing Hali soundly in his head, he stood with her, fetching the book off the bench and handing to her. “Thank you for listening.”
“Raja!” Hali called again, a note of impatience in her voice. 
Grimacing, Amalah took the book from him. “Perhaps we’ll be able to talk soon.”
“I look forward to it,” he assured her. He stood and watched her leave the water garden, hand flexing open and closed. These stolen moments of chance meeting were both heaven and hell. Why couldn’t he spend more than five minutes with her without someone interrupting? Of course, the only way that a single man of status could be in the company of a young woman of equal status without causing a fuss would be to court her, which would be…
Darius froze when he couldn’t immediately finish that thought. Which would be, what? He’d avoided any entanglements with women in the past for various reasons ranging from the political to simple personal preference. But Amalah didn’t have any unwanted baggage that he knew of. And he certainly didn’t find anything about her to be lacking. Sego and Tresea were both subtly pressuring him into choosing a bride anyway. Actually, his whole House was. Would Amalah be a bad choice? 
He slowly sat back down on the bench, mind racing. On a personal level, he thought he would be quite happy having her as a wife. She would be a good companion. But he hardly knew anything of her background or current situation. Usually, a young woman with her status was betrothed from a very early age. He had seen no sign of a fiancé but what he knew of the court’s interrelationships couldn’t fill a thimble. She could very well be attached to someone and he wouldn’t know of it. 
Making a snap decision, he hastily gathered his letter, quill, and ink. Before making any decisions, he needed to ask some very pointed questions. Hopefully, he’d get the answers he wanted. If not, well…if not, he’d think about it then. 
 



 

He didn’t, of course, get to go investigating like he wanted to. In fact, he didn’t even have a foot inside of his own door when Sego ambushed him. 
“Don’t do that,” Darius complained to him. “It’s bad for a man’s heart to jump out at him like that.” 
Sego irritably waved this away as inconsequential. “The queen has summoned you.”
“Now?” At this late hour of the evening? Most people were either finishing up some gossip at the formal dinner or heading for bed right now. “Did she say why?”
“Only that she wanted you to come now,” Sego responded with a shake of the head. 
“Did she mention where I needed to go?” 
“Her personal garden. Where were you anyway? Lost again?”
“Just because I’m not within your line of sight doesn’t mean I’m lost, Sego.” He rolled his eyes and pivoted on his heel, heading back out the door. 
“So where were you?” Sego called after him from the doorway. 
“I ran away from home, something wrong with that?” he called back over one shoulder. 
He could hear Payam giggling so at least one person appreciated the joke. Sego no doubt had a dark glare aimed at the back of his head. 
Ignoring them both, he headed straight for the queen’s personal garden. It felt very secluded with the shadows of the trees and walls casting long shadows. The moonlight could barely penetrate the darker corners. In fact, if not for the four torches burning near the center, he probably wouldn’t have been able to see much at all. 
Tresea had not sat in her usual cushioned place under the trees, but instead paced slowly back and forth, a rolled parchment in her hands. She’d shed the crown, fur mantle, and the elaborate hairstyle she normally wore. In the pale blue gown with her hair tied simply to rest over one shoulder, she look strangely vulnerable. Or maybe the pinched, worried expression on her face made her seem so. 
“My Queen.” He gave her a short bow when she whirled about, stopping her pacing abruptly. “You wished to see me.”
“Yes.” She took in a deep breath and the lines in her face smoothed out into her usual, controlled expression. “King Baros has written me.” She waved the parchment in illustration. 
Already? Jahangir must have reported Darius’s arrival on the front lines almost instantly for Baros to get the news that fast. Even then, it would have taken a very determined courier and a string of horses to get a missive here so quickly. Not sure if he wanted to hear the contents, he hesitated before asking, “What did he say?”
“More or less what one would expect.” She started counting things off with her fingers, folding them down as she made each point. “He wants you back because of the crime you committed, I shouldn’t be harboring a criminal, I’ll invite the full wrath of Brindisi if I continue to shelter you, etc. Darius, does he have the necessary manpower to come here as he’s threatened to?”
Ah, that’s what she was worrying about. “No,” he answered immediately. “He has too many other campaigns in motion at this moment. He has, in fact, overextended himself. Even if he wins every battle, it will only free up part of his force. He has to leave at least some troops in place in every nation he’s conquered otherwise they’ll immediately rebel and he’ll have to start all over.”
Her eyes were studying him intently. He felt uneasy under that intense regard. What else did that letter say? 
“So you think the letter is just posturing?”
“Yes.” Feeling like she needed more reassurance, he added, “Sending ten thousand troops to your door is possible, but only just. He’s having to borrow a great deal of troops from different nations just to manage that. If he robs any of his other armies of their men to send here, he will lose a great deal of time and effort he’s already invested. Worse, he might never recover if he pulls out now. He can afford to send assassins after me, but a whole army? It’s not possible.”
“I see.” She stared at the parchment in her hands as she added, “He offered me a trade. If I give you to him, he’d sign a treaty with me.” 
For a moment, he forgot to breathe. A treaty. A treaty of non-aggression or an actual peace treaty? Did it even matter which? Tresea was just as strapped for men and resources as Brindisi, in her own way. Darius could talk until he was blue in the face but even he couldn’t guarantee that he’d win every battle. He couldn’t airily promise her that all would be well. 
He swallowed his first instinctive response, to somehow convince her not to take it. No. She’d given him more power and freedom than anyone else. He’d sworn an oath to her that he would do everything to protect her and this country, no matter what the sacrifice. If his life and freedom were the price…. Taking in a deep breath, he tried to sound normal. “Seems like a bargain in your favor.” 
Tresea abruptly crumpled the letter in a ball and threw it with as much force as she could muster to the ground, where it bounced once before rolling away. “You stupid fool! You know as well as I that the moment he has you in his hands, he won’t follow through on whatever treaty I sign!”
He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. Yes, he’d known that. But if she had ordered him to go, he would have. “I know. I had to give you the option.”
She threw both arms into the air, absolutely incensed. “You are the most aggravating man! Why wouldn’t you at least argue with me about it?”
“It wouldn’t have been convincing,” he pointed out. His heart still beat like a hammer in his chest from the fright. “Anything I said would have sounded self-serving.” 
She crossed her arms over her chest in a huff and snubbed him. “I didn’t want to make the decision. I wanted you to make it for me.”
Ahhh. That was why. He gave her a short, slightly mocking bow. “Apologies, My Queen.”
She wrinkled her nose up at him, still peeved. “I should betroth you to a fat, nagging woman as punishment.” 
Ah…she was joking…wasn’t she? He couldn’t quite tell by that look on her face. 
She abruptly grew quite serious, facing him squarely. “Darius, when word of Baros’s offer gets out, then there will be some that demand we take the chance for a treaty. It will be worse than that silly scheming to get you removed from your position. I won’t be able to squash it as easily. You’ve assured me before that you can win any battle, no matter whether it comes by land or sea. Are you still that confident?”
“Yes,” he answered steadily. I just haven’t fully figured out how to do everything yet…no, I better not mention that. 
She let out a long breath. “Alright. I will keep my confidence in you. On the morrow, tell me how we’ll win a sea battle. I am too tired to hear it tonight.”
Darius swallowed hard. He didn’t know how they’d win that battle yet. I have twelve hours to figure it out though. “Of course, My Queen.”
~~~
Bohme found him thirty minutes later in his war room, hunched over the maps and charts, the room blazing with light. Darius had found every white candle he could lay hands on and set them up in the room. A jug full of water sat near his right elbow and he drank from it steadily. He’d offered a prayer before even looking at the maps, pleading for inspiration. So far, Shaa had been slow in answering. 
The bodyguard took a good look around the room before venturing, “Shomething go wrong?”
Darius looked up at him with tired eyes, neck already trying to cramp from his slumped position. “Oh, Bohme. Good. I need someone to talk to. Sit.”
The bodyguard obediently pulled up the chair across from him and sat, repeating, “Shomething wrong?”
“Queen Tresea wants to hear my plan for winning the sea battles tomorrow.” He dropped the quill in his hands and rubbed at his face briskly with both palms. “Only I don’t have a plan. I just have a notion or two.” 
After listening in on so many strategy sessions, Bohme knew the drill well enough. “What notionsh?” he prompted. 
“Kaveh came up with the idea of creating a fake gate, something that looks like the harbor wall, to fool the armada into thinking they were trapped inside the harbor.” He lowered his hands again to stare at the chart, but his eyes didn’t focus on it as he continued talking. “He’s still checking to see if it will work, but I think it will, from what Gabr told me. If it doesn’t, I have another idea that I think will work just as well. The problem I’m facing is I don’t know what to do with them once I’ve got them trapped. I can’t pump out the water like I’d originally planned—there’s no method in the world fast enough. They’d break out before the water level really dropped to dangerous levels.”
Bohme gave a grunt to indicate he followed this. Strangely encouraged, Darius continued. “I’ve got this urge to use burning oil on the water—did you know that oil not only floats, but burns? You did? Strange, I had no idea that would work so well until I tried it—anyway, but I’m not sure how. We can’t use it to break up the ships’ formations as the tides of the sea will move the oil around. Not to mention, it will be impossible to light as archers from shore wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between sea and oil at a distance.” 
His bodyguard frowned at him in a way that suggested he either didn’t follow or Darius had said something stupid. Probably the latter, with the sluggish way his mind worked right now. “I don’t undershtand why you need to put oil in patchesh,” Bohme said slowly. “If you put oil over the whole harbor, wouldn’t that work better?”
Darius had his mouth open to object only to freeze. Wait. Why wouldn’t that work? “It would take a lot of oil…,” he trailed off, thinking hard. 
Scratching at the back of his head, Bohme nodded. “True. And it would be hard to clean up, after.”
“Also true.” But that assumed they didn’t light the fire and burn it clean off the water. Granted, burning the oil would create other problems. Like preventing the fire from spreading to the city. But even that, with the proper preventions in place, could be avoided, couldn’t it? 
“Maybe not shush a good idea,” Bohme rescinded with a grimace.
“No,” Darius refuted slowly, “I think it’s a good one. After all, if I can pull this off, I could probably just threaten the enemy into surrendering. With them sitting on wooden ships like they are, being surrounded by oil that I could light afire at any time would be terrifying. If I play this right, I might well be able to win the battle without a single sword leaving its sheath. Bohme, you’re a genius.”
The bodyguard raised both hands in a protesting manner. “But we don’t know if it will work!”
“True, I need to do some research and figure out how much oil this will take.” A ton of it, certainly. They’d probably have to buy multiple cargos and ration the whole nation’s supply to pull this off. “But I think it’s plausible and it will save a lot of lives.” Reaching over, he clapped the man on the shoulder and beamed at him. “You just saved me a lot of agonizing, Bohme. Now go wake up Payam. I need numbers to crunch.” 
~~~
When Tresea summoned him around noon the next morning, he had an answer for her. Well, not completely, as parts of the plan hadn’t been ironed out yet. Kaveh still needed to confer with Gabr on the gates, after all. But he was certain the rest of it would work. 
He splashed water on his face, dove into a clean uniform, grabbed up his charts, and walked quickly toward her garden. He probably had dark circles under his eyes but he’d sleep after he had her briefed. 
When he did enter her garden, she had resumed her usual seat under the tree, although this time a very low table had been moved in front of her. No doubt for his benefit, as nothing sat on the surface. She looked up at his approach with a greeting of some sort that died instantly when she got a good look at his face. “Good grief, Darius, did you stay up all night?” 
It’s confirmed. I definitely have dark circles under my eyes. “I wanted to make sure that the numbers supported the plan I had,” he answered half-truthfully. “And good morning to you too, My Queen.”
She snorted. “Stop with that silliness and sit down. Tell me what your plan is.” 
He didn’t so much as sink to the grass as fall onto it. He’d been able to do all-nighters and still run around the next day as a teenager. It must be a sign of age that missing one night of sleep made him feel forty instead of thirty. Tresea didn’t say a word to him as he rolled out his map and the close-up chart of the Izeh Harbor. “Before I start—”
“You don’t have all of the details planned out yet and there’s some information that you’re missing, so you might have to change a few things later,” Tresea supplied with a maddeningly dry tone. 
He paused and looked up at her in confusion. “Surely I don’t say that every time.”
“You do. Every time.” Her eyes were sparkling now with amusement. “But your disclaimer has been said. I await with baited breath.” 
Alright. Here went nothing. “My Queen, the plan that I have is…a bluff.” 
“A bluff.” Tresea looked at him neutrally as if she knew she’d heard him correctly but didn’t actually want to believe that she had. 
“We cannot fight a naval battle,” he answered seriously, bracing his forearms against the table and leaning forward. “We don’t have the ships or the means to do so. Trying will only waste good men’s lives and gain you nothing. That’s why I’ve been so focused on somehow turning a naval battle into a land battle, where we do stand a chance. But I cannot find a way to enclose the harbor walls without straining the structure to breaking or making it a permanent fixture, which defeats the whole purpose.” 
Her eyes narrowed as she listened to him. “Go on.”
“But they don’t know that I can’t do that. If I had walls made, hollow ones, that looked just like the other sea walls and had them quickly lifted into place, it would look very solid to anyone on a ship. But it would still be light enough to not add strain to the walls. They would think I’d trapped them inside the harbor, limiting their space to maneuver.” He took in a deep breath. “Then, once I had them inside and supposedly trapped, I would make sure that they were aware that I’ve poured oil on the water of the harbor.”
The queen’s brows compressed, head cocked slightly. “You’ve lost me, Darius. Oil?”
“Oil floats.” His lips curled back in a feral smile. “Even on water, oil burns.”
Her mouth opened in a gasp of horror. “Great sands. You’d threaten to burn them?!”
“Wooden ships are very combustible, I’m sure.” He shrugged so nonchalantly that it clearly unnerved her. “It’s a ruthless tactic. But it’s because it’s so ruthless that they won’t want me to use it. They cannot get off the ships and to the safety of land before the fire reaches them. Would you risk it?”
She had to swallow, twice, before she could speak in a hoarse voice. “No, I wouldn’t. But if you have to use it….”
“I will.” He didn’t like it, either, as it was borderline murder to his mind. “My Queen, you don’t understand. If I let them unload their marines and deploy on shore, we’d have to fight them one boat at a time. They’d overwhelm us eventually and street fighting is the ugliest thing in the world. In that crowded harbor city, it would quickly become a bloodbath. I will take every precaution to make sure that the harbor fire will not reach the city. But even if it did, we would still come out ahead.” 
She blew out a long breath and buried her head in both hands for long seconds. Without stirring she murmured, “You are just as ruthless now as you were three years ago.”
“Did you think I’d changed?” He felt like laughing for some strange reason. “Sego claims I am kind, and I am to the people nearest to me, but I have limited kindness for people trying to conquer my country. If they dare to face me on a field of battle, I will use everything in my power, every dirty trick that I know, to destroy them.” 
“I see that.” She lowered her hands and looked at him. Tresea had a gentle heart so the idea of burning thousands of men alive clearly made her queasy but her mind understood the necessity of it. There was regret in her eyes but she met his gaze steadily. “I approve your plan, Darius. But please…make sure they buy your bluff.”
“I would also prefer for things to work out that way,” he assured her with a reassuring nod. “I will do everything I can. With your permission, I will set the plan in motion today.”
She waved a hand wearily. “Granted.”
In a flash of insight, he understood how she felt in that moment. He hesitated, wondering if he were perhaps overstepping his bounds, but finally offered a quiet reassurance. “It will end.” When she looked up at him, confused, he repeated, “This war will end. When I have proven to them that they cannot win, no matter how they approach, they will give up. They do not have the resources and the unity of manpower to keep battering against us.” 
“I pray you are right.” 
 



 

With the plan approved, he had a great deal to get into motion. He had to verify just how much oil it would take to cover the harbor’s surface, first. From there, he had to figure out how to somehow get his hands on enough oil to cover most of the harbor. And then he had to come up with a defensive plan for the city just in case the bluff failed or in case he really did have to light the oil and the fire spread to the city. 
Getting back to his office, he sat down and wrote up orders for each of his commanders for Payam to deliver. With his runner dispatched, he thought he might as well take a closer look at the city’s layout before taking his nap. His subconscious mind had come up with some rather ingenious strategies before while he slept. If he were lucky, Shaa would guide his dreams so that he would wake up with a brilliant plan. 
Alright, that might be pushing it, but he’d be grateful for just a nudge in the right direction. 
From the doorway, someone cleared their voice. Darius looked up with bleary eyes to find Sego standing there, giving him an exasperated look. For some reason, faced with that expression, he felt like defending himself. “I’m just taking one last look so that my mind can be mulling it over while I’m sleeping.” 
Sego heaved a patient sigh. “General, you sent Payam off close to a half hour ago.”
Had he really? It seemed like five minutes to Darius. 
“You’ve been sitting there in a daze ever since,” Sego added unmercifully. 
Darius held up his hands in surrender. “I’m going, I’m going.” 
“Before you go,” Sego’s mouth twisted as if he had something sour in his mouth, “you should know that your enemies in court have somehow already heard about your plans for the sea battle. They’re advocating to have you removed.”
They’d heard already? How in the world…? No, he shouldn’t be surprised by this. In the palace, any palace, news could travel faster than a galloping horse could carry it. He also knew full well that things that were sworn to secrecy were normally told first. He raised both hands to his grainy eyes and rubbed at them tiredly. 
“Granted, the idea seems ludicrous on the surface. They probably have a lot to complain about. But there’s no other way to fight this. What do they want to do, go meet the enemy on the shore in some glorious clash of swords?”
Sego snorted. “That’s probably exactly what they think should be done.” 
Yes, and that was why Darius had almost conquered this country once. That idiotic thinking. He hadn’t minded when on the other side as it made his job easier, but now that he had to work with the fools… “Sego,” he asked in mock seriousness, “is there a court assassin that I can borrow for a few days?”
“There is,” Sego confirmed with the same level of mocking sincerity, “but he’ll only take orders from the queen.”
 “Curse the luck.” All banter aside, he’d have to find a way to deal with them before they stirred up too much trouble and prevented him from doing what was necessary. But later. Sego had a point about him trying to think while sleep deprived. “Alright, later today we’ll sit down and think about how to deal with them.” 
“After you sleep.”
“After I sleep,” Darius agreed around a yawn. Getting up, he trudged to his bedroom, stifling several yawns as he moved. Really, why was he this tired? Just because he’d been up for two days straight without getting any sleep…he truly was getting old. 
As he fell face first into the bed, his last thought was I really have to investigate whether Amalah is engaged or not. 
~~~
He woke up bleary eyed and groggy, as he always did from mid-day naps. After eating a late lunch (breakfast?) he dressed and headed out the door. There were too many things yet for him to do so he couldn’t just stay in bed the rest of the day, as tempting as the idea sounded. 
At this hour of the day, he had Tolk with him as Bohme still slept. As they headed for the library, he turned to ask of the man behind him, “Did anything happen while I slept?”
“Largely quiet,” Tolk assured him. “Master Sego not happy about a few things, though.”
Darius grimaced. “Yes, he told me what was happening before I laid down. Really, don’t these people have anything better to do than hassle me? We are fighting a war, after all.” 
Tolk seemed to find this amusing as his eyes crinkled up in a smile. “Yes, but problem is—” he stopped abruptly, eyes cutting to the hallway beyond Darius. “Raj, stop.”
Instinct had Darius spinning around in his tracks, looking for the trouble Tolk saw. It didn’t take more than a second to see it. From a rarely used side hallway, three men had appeared. They looked a little rough—clothing frayed along the edges, stubble on their chins, heads nearly shaven. Street thugs or brawlers, by the look of them. 
How had they even managed to get into the palace? Darius shoved that question to the side as unimportant at the moment and went to the second, more urgent question: why were they targeting him? They obviously were, as they were approaching in a steady manner, pulling daggers free of their sheaths. 
Tolk moved, putting himself in front of Darius so quickly that it made his nerves jump a little. Darius reached for the sword hilt above his shoulder and then paused, reconsidering. The hallway they stood in didn’t have much width to it. If he drew, he wouldn’t have any real room to wield it in. I really should start carrying a dagger with me for situations like this. Not that he planned to have thugs attack him in the palace, exactly….
The thugs had clearly done this before as one of them stepped back automatically to let the other two surge forward. Tolk stood his ground, back leg sliding into position so that he had a wider stance. A part of Darius’s mind evaluated the motion and admired the precision in which Tolk moved. The perfect economy of movement was almost beautiful to watch. 
Thug One darted forward, knife held at the ready, other arm up as a guard. He didn’t get a chance to move before Tolk efficiently hit him in the sternum and then again on his temple as he buckled over his stomach. The man was still grunting with pain and half-way toward the floor when Tolk spun on his toes and hit the other thug. Thug Two got the knife into motion before Tolk hit his arm near the shoulder, knocking the knife away from both of them, and then hitting him directly in the neck. 
Gasping, choking for breath, Thug Two wheeled backwards and hit the wall with a loud thud before sliding down it. 
Thug Three, after seeing what had been done to his compatriots, clearly had second thoughts about the venture. With wide eyes, he took a hesitant step back. 
Tolk met his eyes with a cold smile. He swept his back leg into position again, settling into that wide stance, arms up in guard. His leading arm gave a little wave, beckoning the man forward in a taunting manner. “Come play,” Tolk murmured, the promise of death in his tone. 
With a minute shake of the head, Thug Three gulped, glanced at his fallen comrades, and then turned tail and disappeared at a run. 
With a disappointed sigh, Tolk relaxed from his stance. “They never accept invitation to play,” he said in disappointment. 
Darius smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s alright, my friend. I’ll play with you later.”
Tolk put a hand over his heart and gave his raj a heartfelt smile. “You are kind, Raj.” 
Chuckling, he looked at the two lying unconscious on the floor. “But this is rather unexpected. Maybe my enemies at court are more upset than Sego realized.”
“Maybe,” Tolk agreed, brows drawn together. He didn’t seem entirely convinced. “But it seems strange to see them now. Why not earlier?”
“Revenge for me defeating what’s-his-name at dinner the other night?” Darius suggested, not entirely convinced himself. He didn’t think those men had the spine to hire assassins to attack him in broad daylight. And in the palace, no less. When Tresea heard about this, she’d descend like the Goddess of War. 
“Maybe,” Tolk repeated, still a little doubtful. 
Sighing, Darius rubbed at his forehead. “We can ask them when they wake up. For now, let’s call the Guard and let them deal with this.” 
~~~
“You were attacked in the palace?!” Sego demanded incredulously. 
“You know, that’s almost verbatim what the queen said,” Darius remarked off-handly. 
“General,” he sighed in exasperation. 
Darius collapsed onto the bench in the main room of his suite, taking a second to breathe. It felt good to be horizontal, too, after two hours of running around reporting to people what had happened and repeating the story dozens of times over. “I’m fine,” he offered as he let his eyes close. “Tolk very efficiently dealt with them. I didn’t even have to intervene.” 
“Just thugs,” Tolk offered from his position against the wall. “Not skilled at all.”
“Yes, that makes everything entirely better,” Sego snapped, out of sorts and irritable. Really, the way the man carried on, one would think he had been the one attacked. “Who did this?”
“They haven’t woken up yet.” Darius tried not to smile, as Sego wouldn’t appreciate the humor, but he found it funny in a darkly humorous way. “Apparently, when Tolk knocks someone down, they stay down.” 
Sego let out a growl, sounding like a wounded tiger. “So we don’t know who’s behind this yet. Did you report it?”
“Did report to guard and queen,” Tolk assured him. 
“Queen Tresea is on a warpath.” Darius didn’t mean to smile when he said that but the memory of Tresea’s expression had been priceless as she tore into the Captain of the Guard. She had not been happy that three street thugs had gotten into the palace interior without raising any alarms. She especially didn’t like it that they’d gone after her lead general. Heads would roll before she’d be satisfied. 
“I’ll join her shortly,” Sego promised ominously. “From now on, you don’t go anywhere alone, not even to see Raja Amalah.” 
At that, Darius cracked open an eye to look at him. “Might I remind you that I’ve been fighting for fifteen years and technically I don’t need a bodyguard?” Although he would start carrying a dagger so that he’d be better prepared for the next close-quarters fight. 
Sego gave him a look that he hadn’t seen in years. In fact, the last time he’d seen that particular expression, he’d said something stupid to his mother. She hadn’t said anything back, just looked at him. He had, wisely, quickly found something else to do out of her sight. 
Darius rolled his eyes and asked Shaa silently what he did to deserve having such a nagging worry-wart for a steward. “Alright, alright, I’ll keep a bodyguard with me.”
“Thank you.” Turning to the bodyguard still leaning against the wall, Sego ordered, “Remind him if he forgets that promise and make sure that Bohme knows to stick with him as well. Until I have this figured out, I don’t want anyone going around alone, for that matter. They might try to use one of us against our raj.”
“Good thought, sir,” Tolk agreed with a frown. “We’ll keep an eye out for everyone.”
Sego let out a breath. “Good.”
“Now, with that settled, I still need to get to the library and gather up a few resources.” Largely the annual reports of the queen’s personal storage. He had to know how much oil they had on hand and how much he could afford to order before it looked suspicious. “Tolk, let’s go.” 
 



 

The attack on Darius was, of course, the main topic at the formal dinner that night. Dozens of people that he barely knew approached him to get a more accurate account of what had happened. Darius repeated himself over and over until he could tell the story by rote and without any thought on his part. 
Dinner brought a small reprieve as he could only talk to the people on either side of him but as soon as it ended, they swarmed him again. 
Being in such tight quarters with so many people put Bohme on edge. He had not been happy to hear that his master had been attacked while he slept. He stuck closer to Darius than his own shadow could have and glared at anyone that got too close. Darius would have said something to him, but really, Bohme’s glares gave him breathing room. 
As Darius told the story once again, a pained smile on his face, he had to wonder why everyone had latched onto this event. Because it had happened in the palace interior and they were afraid of being attacked next? Because it had become the most scandalous event after Raja Betha had had an affair with her brother-in-law last week? Some mix of the two? 
Gossip was the main source of entertainment in a formal court. He knew that. (Well, that and political back-biting.) But he hoped to heaven that he never fell to the point that he would latch onto events like this. I will never retire, he swore to himself right then and there. I will die of boredom if I do. 
“General!”
Amalah? He turned instinctively, searching for her in the crowd. She had to fight the press around him to get through. He reached out, grasping her hand, and pulled her closer. The crowd, no doubt thinking that they would get a show of some sort, amiably drew back a pace to give her room to approach. 
Darius eyed them—not a familiar face in the lot—with a sort of frustrated resignation. So, the court still believed them to be lovers, apparently. 
“General, you are well?” Amalah’s eyes were searching him head to toe, looking for any signs of injury.
“I am,” he assured her, the first genuine response he’d had all evening. “In fact, I didn’t even get a chance to defend myself. My bodyguard took them down quite efficiently.”
She put a hand to her heart and breathed out in relief. “I am glad to hear it. Do you know who was behind it?”
“Not as yet.” He was beginning to think the two thugs were feigning sleep just to avoid being interrogated. Either that, or Tolk had put them in a permanent sleep. “But I’m sure that we’ll figure it out soon,” he assured her. “Queen Tresea will not let it rest otherwise. You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her livid before.”
“It’s rare,” she responded with a grimace. “And scary when she is.” 
Truly. He’d almost felt like defending himself when speaking with Tresea earlier and he knew full well she hadn’t been mad at him. 
“Amalah!” a deep voice called impatiently from nearby. “Where did you go?”
Darius turned to see who hailed her. Whoever the man was, he had to be close enough to her to drop all honorifics. What approached from the crowd was a bear of a man, stocky and very casually dressed for such a formal occasion. Darius couldn’t put his finger on it, but he almost instantly disliked the man. His clothes were that of the latest style, but he wore them in disarray, with nothing properly fastened. Dark hair cut short, but a half-shadow on his chin as if he hadn’t thought to shave. In this world where appearance mattered, he did not give a good impression. 
He ignored Darius outright and went straight to Amalah, almost roughly grabbing her by the arm. “Where are you disappearing off to when my back is turned, eh?”
Darius clenched his jaw to keep from telling the man off. It didn’t look like the grip hurt her, but he didn’t like the rough way this man was handling her. “I’m sorry, I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure of meeting,” he said quietly.
The man stopped dead and eyed him from head to toe before speaking. “I’m Merikh Grygotis, Raj of Ardakan. I am Amalah’s betrothed.”
Darius’s heart went cold. So she was betrothed. And to this beast of a man, no less. He stole a glance at her. Amalah wouldn’t meet anyone’s eyes, her gaze steadfastly pointing at the floor, her face expressionless. 
“You must be that Brindisi General,” Grygotis observed tactlessly. 
He knew better than to get riled up at such a provocation. He stared Grygotis down like a bumbling greenhorn, eyebrow cocked an nth degree, making the other man flinch back instinctively. “I am Darius Bresalier, Lead General of Niotan, yes. I do not believe you were in court on the day of my Oath-giving.” 
Grygotis heard the challenge in his words and almost snarled out a response. “I was at my estate that day. Pity I wasn’t there.”
My me my, what a bad temper you have. Especially for a man that grew up in court politics like you have, you should have been able to respond better than that. Darius could play him like a wind flute without trying at this rate. But he saw from the corner of his eye that Amalah had recoiled from this scene. She didn’t like it, and he didn’t blame her. In an effort to draw her back out of her shell, he smoothed out his voice and directed his next words to her. “Raja Amalah, I hear that you are teaching the children here in the palace how to read and do arithmetic.” A venture that Darius wholeheartedly approved of and he smiled at her to show it. 
She couldn’t quite seem to meet his eyes and her cheeks were pink as she responded. “Yes, I find it quite enjoyable. They’re very eager to learn.”
“Teaching street rats and the classless to read?” Grygotis gave her a disgusted look. “I can’t believe you’re wasting your time like that. You’ll not be doing that again.”
Amalah stiffened and shot him a glower but didn’t defy him. 
Darius tensed as well, staring at the man incredulously. Waste of time? Educating anyone was never a waste of time. “I’m afraid I must disagree with you, Raj.”
Grygotis didn’t quite sneer, but his eyes were narrowed into slits. “Oh?”
“One of my commanders hailed from the streets. He’s one of the most brilliant strategists that I’ve had the privilege to serve with. Without him, your country might well have been conquered.” Darius sharpened his tone. “You cannot make any judgments about a man’s potential based upon his birth.” 
He gave a dismissive snort. “Well of course you would say that. You’re a merchant’s son.”
“I believe there’s quite a few people in this room alone that would agree with me,” Darius retorted mildly, “because I am a merchant’s son.” 
“I would be one of them.” Amalah met her fiance’s eyes steadily, cheeks hot with anger. “He was chosen as the lead general for this country for a reason. Where would we be, if no one in the world would have been willing to educate him fifteen years ago?”
Grygotis didn’t like her defense, not one bit. He stared at her with open anger in his eyes, jaw working. 
Darius didn’t know what his reaction would have been if they weren’t at formal court, but he knew that it had only been delayed. Later, out of sight of everyone else, Amalah would likely pay for her defense of him. The thought made his heart sick. 
“Darius!” Tailli appeared from the crowd and elbowed her way to his side. “There you are.” She gave him a practiced, polished smile. “I am sorry to steal you away, but would you come and assure my mother that you are well? She cannot move freely today because of a sprained ankle.”
He probably needed to extract himself from this situation soon to avoid making Amalah’s situation any worse. But he hated to abandon her with Grygotis. I can’t do anything about that, she’s betrothed to him after all. To Tailli he gave a short bow and a smile. “Of course. Raja Amalah, if you would excuse me?”
Amalah smiled and waved him on. 
Pointedly ignoring Grygotis—the man fumed at the insult—he offered his arm to Tailli and escorted her away from the avidly listening crowd. 
When they were far enough away, Tailli leaned up to murmur in his ear, “She does want to see you, but I was really trying to get you away from Grygotis before you came to blows.”
Wise woman to read the situation as she did. He very nearly had. “Was I that obvious?”
“No. Well, only to someone who knows how to read you. The last time I saw that smile on your face, you were reaming my father for abandoning his family near the front lines.”
Ah. Well, that was good. “Why is Amalah betrothed to that cocked fool?”
“Her dowry is a rich stretch of land that is adjacent to Grygotis’s estate,” she answered on a sigh. “Their betrothal was set almost before she was born. Poor girl. We all feel sorry for her.” 
In that case, he hoped that Grygotis met with a fatal accident. Soon. 
~~~
Darius came back to his suite in a foul mood. Half-formed ideas of helping along Grygotis’s demise played through his head as he shed the formal uniform. He had half a mind to go to the baths and soak there for a while, but…no. Despite the mid-noon nap he had, he felt strangely tired. He’d go in the morning. Tonight, he needed proper sleep. 
The main door opened and closed. “General?”
Sego? Now what? The man couldn’t possibly need anything from him at this ungodly hour. It had to be close to midnight by now. Unless… Stepping out of the bedroom, he said, “Here.”
Sego greeted him with a tired nod. “The thugs woke up an hour ago.”
Oh, so Tolk hadn’t managed to kill them after all. “And?”
“The Captain of the Guard himself interrogated them. He didn’t get much.” Sego grimaced. “And believe me, with the methods he was using, he should have. If they actually knew anything.” 
Yes, this was the perfect ending for a thoroughly rotten day. Somehow, he just knew they wouldn’t be able to find out anything. 
“The investigation has hit a dead end.” Sego threw the cane carelessly onto the bench as he plopped down on it. He looked beyond tired as he ran a hand roughly over his hair. “They don’t know who hired them. Just an anonymous note with your name and description, instructions on how to get in, and the money to pay them with.” 
Darius nodded, not surprised. 
“Those spineless twerps have more spine than I gave them credit for.” 
He hesitated before speaking but he felt he was right. “I don’t think this attack was for political reasons.”
Sego gave him a funny look. “Then why?”
“I think it was personal.” He hesitated again before continuing. “I think Merikh Grygotis sent them after me.” 
Both of Sego’s eyebrows rose. “Jealousy over how close you are with his betrothed?”
“Possibly. Possibly as revenge for the rumors spreading around court about the two of us.” He shrugged, silently saying he wasn’t sure. “I don’t have any concrete evidence to give you, it’s just a hunch. The way that he looked at me when we were first introduced made me think he was surprised to see me unharmed.”
Sego mulled that over for several minutes. “It fits what I’ve seen of the man’s character. He’s petty enough to hire thugs over something like that.” 
Yes, he’d had the same impression. “Well, either way, we can’t prove it.” Darius relaxed back into his seat with a resigned sigh. “We’ll just have to go on and keep an eye over our shoulders until everything dies down.”
 



 

The library in the Niotan Palace had the most impressive collection of books, charts and scrolls that he had ever seen bar the one in the Brindisi Palace. He liked the building, the way it had been designed, and the quietness of it that inclined a man to think before acting. That was why he looked for excuses to come here as much as he could. 
He took in a deep lungful of air as he stepped through the doorway. The smell of leather, parchment and cool air swept over him. Ahhhh. How peaceful. Maybe it would take longer for him to fetch what he needed today. 
Now, if he remembered correctly, the charts he wanted were on the second level. He’d rarely found anything of interest on the main level, as most of the area had tables set up for people researching, and the back shelves were full of the popular books, mostly love poetry and things of that nature. So as soon as he cleared the door, he headed instantly for the stairs on his left. 
He’d taken all of three steps when he spied Amalah in the library. She didn’t notice him, though. She’d squirreled herself away in a corner near a window, legs tucked up near her body, open book in her lap. Whatever she had in her hands had captivated her attention and she remained completely oblivious to the outside world. He maneuvered his way for the stairs and stole glances in her direction. She never looked up, though. 
Well, he’d stop by as he left and talk with her. Maybe even sneak up behind her and scare her a little. The second level wrapped around the back end of the room before leading to another staircase that led downwards on the other side, near where she was sitting. He could make a simple loop and end up near her oh-so-casually. That shouldn’t rile that obnoxious fiancé of hers. 
He went to the now very familiar shelves and gathered up the books and the two charts that he needed. Then he went back toward the railing to check and make sure she hadn’t moved yet. 
She hadn’t, but another player had entered the field when he wasn’t looking. 
Grygotis now stood near the center of the room, in a circle of women who were vying for his attention. Darius recognized several of them—none of the women there enjoyed a particularly wholesome reputation, to say the least. They were pressed closer than they should have been, and the smile on Grygotis’s face had a lecherous slant to it. Clearly, the man enjoyed this feminine attention. One of them said something to him and he threw his head back and laughed much louder than he should have within the sanctity of the library’s silence. 
Darius’s poor impression of the man soured by several degrees. Bad enough this idiot treated Amalah poorly but he actually dallied with other women? Before they were even properly married? Darius found the double standard ironic, too. Here Grygotis stood in open view, flirting with several women, and apparently didn’t think anything of it and yet he’d castigated Amalah for flirting with Darius. And she hadn’t been flirting with him. (Unfortunately. Darius would have rather enjoyed it if she had.) 
Grygotis never once glanced up in his betrothed’s direction, which inclined Darius to believe that he didn’t know she sat nearby. He stole a glance toward her. Amalah had obviously heard him, as the book had been lowered and she watched him silently as he played. A statue would have had more expression than she at this moment. This lack of response worried Darius far more than rage or pain would have. How many times had she seen this that it no longer affected her? Or did she hate the man so much that she didn’t care where his attention turned to? 
Darius didn’t like either possibility. 
Without a word, Amalah slowly closed her book and walked quietly out of the library. Darius watched her go, not sure whether to feel anger on her behalf or sorrow. To be tied to a man like that…. 
She’s not my fiancé, he reminded himself as he took several deep breaths. I have no power here. I can’t fix this, as much as I wish I could.
With Grygotis’s crude laughter ringing in his ears, he turned for the door, forcibly turning his mind back toward war. 
~~~
In an effort to avoid thinking about Amalah, he buried himself in work, often taking on tasks that he normally would have delegated. It did not escape the notice of his staff or his household as everyone gave him odd looks now and again. Darius normally looked for excuses to escape his desk for a few minutes at least once a day but now he’d chained himself to it willingly and made no complaints. It would naturally cause a few raised eyebrows. 
But because of that single minded dedication, the plans for both his sea bluff and his land battle came along nicely. With Kaveh’s help—not to mention Gabr’s—they calculated how much oil they needed and Darius did the necessary forms to requisition what they needed. Even with the insane order, however, it wouldn’t quite be enough so he also had to request that the queen ration oil for the next month for all of Niotan. 
Gabr assured them that hollow walls could be easily floated into place and would not put undue strain on the walls. That wouldn’t remain true if a ship tried to ram through them, of course, and damage would likely incur then. But if a ship really did ram its way to freedom, damage to the harbor walls would be the very last of their worries. 
The walls would be done in two weeks and from that point on, a special crew would be in charge of them. Their sole task would be to practice putting the walls up so that they could do so at lightning speed. Gabr volunteered to head the crew and Darius approved it. He could trust that man to see things properly done. 
Kaveh and Ramin he put in charge of the city’s protection. In case the bluff failed and they had to light the oil, he wanted lots of water in place to prevent it from spreading. They worked with the local city’s inhabitants to make sure that everyone was prepared to grab up water quickly. He and Navid tackled the unpleasant possibility of street fighting. If, somehow, something went wrong and troops really did land on the docks, Darius didn’t want the city to fall just because he hadn’t been prepared. They bent over a detailed map of Izeh and spent hours discussing tactics and deployment. 
They weren’t truly ready to fight a naval battle at this point, but he didn’t mind that. Darius believed that Brindisi would come across land one more time, with a larger force, before they would try their hand at sea. That was part of the reason why he had put his plans for the next land battle into play before even trying to figure out how to fight invaders from the coast. 
Because the plans for the land battle had been started well before, it had progressed further. The barriers along the eastern front were all rebuilt and ready for battle. The battlements in the pass were very close to being completed. Another month, at most. Kaveh thought it would actually only take another two weeks, assuming that the fair weather would hold. The mountains’ unpredictable nature made it hard to guess anything. It had been known to snow at the highest peaks even during summer months. 
Darius put his forehead down on the cool wood of his desk and let out a long sigh. He’d been right here in this chair for almost two weeks solid, nailing down plans and reading reports, and he didn’t feel like he’d accomplished anything. Even though a lot of work had been done. But unless he saw the progress for himself, it just didn’t seem real to him somehow. 
Maybe Sego had a point. Maybe getting out and taking a look at the northern battlements would be a good trip for him. 
A tap came at his door. Looking up, he called out, “Enter!”
Sego walked inside with the strangest look on his face. He looked…perturbed. In his footsteps was a man that Darius had only met once before. Ashtad of Holdaway, the Master of Spies for the queen. 
Darius stood up abruptly, instinctively on edge from this unannounced visit. Ashtad looked just as perturbed as Sego did. Worse, he looked as if he hadn’t rested properly in days. His grey hair stood up in every direction in a deranged style, circles under his eyes, pale skin almost waxy. When Darius had first met him over a month ago, he’d worn a perfectly tailored uniform but now it hung on him as if he had been recently skipping too many meals. 
“Ashtad,” Darius greeted with a short nod of the head. “I think you bring me bad news.”
“I don’t know if it’s bad or not,” Ashtad responded with a raspy voice. “It depends on how prepared you are.”
The words did nothing to reassure him. Silently, he waved both men to the table to sit. He fetched three metal goblets and a pitcher of water from a side table and poured them each a glass before joining them. Sego, used to his methods of receiving bad news, took the glass and tossed the water down. 
Ashtad regarded it for a moment before picking it up. “So the information about your religious beliefs are true.”
“They are. I think we need all the help we can get.” Pointing to the glass, he gestured for Ashtad to drink up before tossing back his own glass. The pitcher had been placed in the room early this morning, so it had been sitting there for several hours and had become lukewarm. It still felt pleasantly wet against Darius’s throat as it slid down. Taking in a breath, he set the glass deliberately in front of him before meeting Ashtad’s eyes squarely. “What do you know?”
Ashtad also drank the water before speaking. “We just received word from two different spies that I have in Brindisi. You guessed wrong, General. Brindisi just hired a mercenary fleet from Ilam. They sail for our shores in a month.”
Darius rubbed at his throbbing temples, trying to stave off a headache. “Good thing I didn’t bet on it, then. How long will it take for them to reach Izeh Port?”
“A month, if the winds favor them.” 
“So two months left to prepare.” Maybe a little more time than that, although he shouldn’t count on it. 
“Tell me that you will be ready for them when they arrive,” Ashtad almost pleaded. 
“We should be,” he answered almost absently, mind already whirling with logistics and timelines. “We’ve already put many plans into motion. The only thing that I can’t speed up is the arrival of the oil, which is what our whole plan hinges on. But even that is due to arrive at the end of next month.”
“Two weeks before the arrival of the fleet.” Ashtad’s eyes closed in relief. “That should be enough time, surely.”
“Especially since we’re not depending on just that oil.” Darius gave him a reassuring smile. “We’re rationing oil here in Niotan too. It will be well. They won’t catch us unprepared.”
Ashtad let out a low breath, worry draining from his expression. “You have no idea how glad I am to hear that, General. Is there anything that I or my department can do to help?”
Darius thought about that for a moment before responding. “Do you know the strength and size of the armada?”
“The message I received was brief,” he apologized with spread hands, “so I have nothing more than the bare facts to give you at this time. The armada is fifteen ships, five of which are Aksaran Corvans, nine Ilam Warships and a Trevel Flagship.”
He let out a low whistle of admiration. Darius had spent half his time in the past few months researching battleships from what resources were in the library. He recognized the ships Ashtad had just rattled off. Aksaran Corvans (named from the bay where they were built and deployed) were the main stay of any fleet. They were mid-size compared to the other ships in the world, with two tiers of rowers to move them about, and they normally held the supplies for the rest of the convoy. Only having five to support ten other ships said that no one expected much resistance from Darius. They would have enough supplies to reach Niotan’s shores, perhaps another few days to plow through any resistance, and then be able to land and re-supply. 
Ilam Warships were considered to be the light cavalry of the open sea. They were smaller, requiring only a hundred rowers, but they were highly maneuverable. They could also fit in the narrow sea passages that most ships couldn’t, making them the ideal ship to use to deploy marines with.  The fact that they took up the bulk of the armada clearly said what state of mind their commander was in: attack.
The Trevel Flagship, though, that worried Darius. No ship on the open sea could compete in sheer size. It stood three levels tall, with rowers on each level, and could house several complements of marines without strain. If that ship chose to ram the hollow “gate” on the harbor wall, it could smash through it easily. 
My bluffing skills just became vital. Trying not to worry more than he needed to, he asked, “Do you know who their commander is?”
Ashtan shook his head regretfully. “You now know as much as I do. I have, of course, requested more information but it’ll take weeks to get here. Are you sure you can withstand a convoy like this?”
“I’d planned on anywhere from fifteen to twenty ships,” Darius assured him. Just not the Trevel Flagship. “For one thing, the Izeh Port can’t hold more than that and still give room to maneuver.”
“A good point, General. Then…,” he stood and offered a half-bow. “With your permission, I want to go back to work.”
“Certainly. But take tonight and get some good rest, alright?” Darius smiled to soften his words as he didn’t want to sound nagging. “I need your mind at its sharpest.”
Ashtan blinked, a little startled, but a rueful smile tugged at his mouth. “I will do so. Shaa’s blessings with you, Bresalier.”
Darius gave him a thankful nod for the blessing, so rarely heard this far from home. “My thanks.” I’ll need it.
As soon as Ashtan had turned and left the room, Sego gave him a penetrating look. “You don’t think we can win this easily.”
“You’ve gotten far too good at reading me,” Darius responded mildly, already scribbling out a note to call his staff to him for an emergency meeting. “No, I think that our plan will still work.”
“Then why do you look worried?”
“That flagship is outside of my expectations,” he admitted frankly. “We’re going to need a lot more oil.” 
 



 

Darius walked through the hallways of the palace, heading back to his suite after a meeting with the queen. He felt like he’d had a constant headache threatening ever since hearing that they were under imminent threat of being invaded through Izeh Port. His leisurely plans of preparing had suddenly been sped up and now, if he didn’t have three very good commanders to depend on, he’d have lost control of all of it.
He took in a breath and let it out, then repeated it, trying to calm himself down. When a man got into too much of a hurry to think things through, some very fatal mistakes were made. He, of all people, had to stay in control. He glanced at the runner faithfully dogging his footsteps and asked, “Payam, the queen said that the price for oil is skyrocketing because of our rationing. How bad is it?”
“Bad,” Payam admitted with a grimace. “Shade finder’s say a drop of oil dickers for eight coppers.”
Ouch. A month ago, a bottle of oil would go for that price. “The common people can’t afford that.” 
Payam nodded glumly. “Any burnies goin for steep.” 
It made sense. If oil was taken away from you, then the common man would search for the next substitute. Darius imagined that not one abandoned stick of wood could be found in this city. This situation wouldn’t last much longer, not more than another month or so, but he still didn’t like for the people to suffer like this. Oil sometimes meant not being able to eat or not having enough light or heat in the evening. He rubbed at his chin as he thought. “We need to think of a different approach to this…,” he trailed off as a familiar voice came from up ahead. 
He had passed through the main section of the palace without truly noticing. In the heat of the day, such as now, this was the coolest place to be. The thick walls on all sides kept out the heat and the different layers of wooden latticing forming the ceiling kept direct sunlight from entering but still allowed light through. A very elaborate water fountain dominated the center of the courtyard and threw out cool water in every direction. If anyone had a choice, they were always here before and after the noon meal, enjoying the cool air and court gossip. 
Amalah tended to be here with her family on a fairly regular basis, or so she’d mentioned once to him. She could very well be ahead of him and his ears weren’t playing tricks on him. But the tone hadn’t been a happy one. And he’d never heard Amalah raise her voice before. 
A little worried, he lengthened his stride, forcing Payam to jog in order to keep up with him. As he turned the corner and stepped into the courtyard, he couldn’t quite believe the scene that met his eyes. 
Amalah, her parents, and Grygotis were gathered at one bench near the entrance. In Amalah’s hands was the mirror he’d given to her, and she clutched it protectively to her chest. Grygotis loomed over her menacingly, hand raised as if poised to strike her. 
“Give it back,” he hissed at her in a tone that carried. Several rajs and rajas nearby drew away from the scene, clearly unnerved at the menace in his voice. 
“I will not,” Amalah responded curtly. “It is an appropriate gift, given to me in return for a favor.”
“You shouldn’t be accepting gifts from other men!” he thundered.
 “As you do from other women?” she responded with false sweetness, a brittle smile on her face. 
Grygotis actually reeled a step back, shocked that she had dared retorted. Darius didn’t find anything surprising about it. Amalah was sweet natured and had an even temper, but if you pushed her far enough, she would match fire for fire. It just took a lot of effort to get her mad enough to fight back. 
Apparently, Grygotis had never pushed her hard enough before. 
Enraged, and probably a little humiliated, he reached out and grabbed her arm, jerking her to her feet. “You’ll give that mirror back to him,” he snarled between clenched teeth. “And everything else he’s given you!”
Amalah winced and tried to yank her arm back. “I will not.”
“YOU WILL!”
Alright, he’d had enough. Darius couldn’t do anything about the oath of betrothal between those two, but he absolutely wouldn’t stand there and watch her being manhandled like that. Darr strike him dead if he ever tolerated such brutality. Hand clenching, he stalked forward, red clouding his vision. 
At that moment, the unthinkable happened. 
Angry, beyond caring about the audience around them, Grygotis reared back a hand and slapped her across the cheek. Amalah’s head snapped to the side under the force of the blow and she staggered a little. 
He faltered for a moment in sheer disbelief. That thrice-cursed, son of a mother-sucking goat actually hit her?! 
Almost without pause, Amalah fell backwards, snatching up the book lying on the bench with her free hand. With a snarl on her face, she stepped forward and slammed the book against Grygotis’s ear with all of the force she could muster. 
Grygotis, probably more stunned than hurt, lost his grip on her and sank to one knee, hand rising reflexively to cover his ear. “You hit me?” he gasped out incredulously. 
Darius shook off his own surprise and quickly moved in between them, putting Amalah safely at his back. 
“Darius,” she whispered. 
He risked a quick smile over his shoulder. “You did well. But let me fight the rest of this, eh?”
“You don’t have the right to interfere, much less fight me.” Grygotis slowly regained his feet, glaring at Darius as he moved. 
“She is my friend,” Darius returned steadily. “That gives me every right.”
“Oh?” Grytotis’s lip curled in a mocking sneer. “I thought you were the savior of all women.”
“If I need to be. It’s ridiculous, really, that I’m forced to take on that role. Especially against you. You should be the first man to respond to her distress, not the cause of it.” 
From the side, Raj Sebresos cleared his throat in a meaningful way. Darius shot him a glance. The man had been powerfully built at one point, with a large frame. Now, it had largely deserted him as old age crept in, leaving only the traces of his glory days behind. Amalah had his eyes, but that was the only similarity between them. “Even if you are her friend, General Bresalier, you do not have the right to come between them.”
“And you,” Darius responded acidly, “should be the second man to automatically come to her defense. And yet here you sit, calmly watching her public humiliation. Does the love of a daughter not exist in this country?”
Sebresos flushed in shame and refused to meet his eyes after that. 
“I will properly escort her home,” Darius informed them with cold finality. “If I find another mark on her, the first person to pay for it will be you, Grygotis. You will be the second, Sebresos. I will not tolerate this.”
Grygotis stepped toe to toe with him. Since the man stood a half hand taller, he used his advantage of height to loom over Darius. If he wanted to intimidate the shorter general, it failed miserably, as Darius met him head on. “You won’t do anything of the sort,” Grygotis breathed. 
“You can give me your word, right now, that you will never raise your hand against her again,” Darius snarled back, “or I can break both your arms. Your choice.”
Grygotis faltered under the weight of the stare and his eyes flinched away. No surprise there. Bullies never had the confidence to really fight against someone stronger than them. That was why they always preyed on those weaker. 
“Your word, Grygotis,” Darius demanded. 
“Fine,” he spat out. “You have it.”
“Good.” Turning, he offered his hand to Amalah. She took it with a grateful look, her grip on him far stronger than it needed to be. He read the body language well enough: Get me out of here. NOW.
Payam darted around them to pick up the discarded mirror box and the book. He gave the boy a thankful nod before turning on his heel and leading them out of the deadly silent courtyard. 
In the silence of the hallway, with no one around them, Darius didn’t quite know what to say to her. She was hurt, and embarrassed, and probably still a little angry. He predicted that she’d either start raging or crying in a minute, when the emotions truly hit her. 
In a rattled, shaky tone, Amalah said, “I think I broke the cover of the book.”
To Darius, that wasn’t important. He studied her from the corner of his eye as he responded, “I’ll get it fixed. Was it a borrowed one?”
“No.” She took in a breath. Let it out. “A gift from my grandmother.”
“Ah. I’m sure they can restore it, like new.” 
“Yes. I’m just glad the mirror wasn’t broken in the struggle.” She still had it in her hand, clutched against her chest in a vice-like grip. 
“So am I. It would take a special trip to Izeh in order to replace it.” He studied her expression. Was she ready to talk about this yet? “Amalah. What was that truly about?”
“They wanted me to publicly give back the things you have given me. A way to cut all ties with you.”
Political maneuvering and a way to cut the rumormongers off in their tracks? It might have worked, handled correctly. Although it also had the potential of blowing up in their faces if handled wrong. Which it had. 
“Payam, will you put the mirror back in the box for me?”
They paused long enough for the boy to juggle the burdens in his arm until the mirror was safely stowed again. Payam watched her with open worry on his face. 
She blinked rapidly, lip trembling, obviously trying not to cry. 
Swearing softly, he pulled her toward the first open courtyard he saw. “Payam, stand guard.”
“Yes, sir!”
Startled, she stumbled a little. “Darius, what—”
No one was there. Good. Without a word of explanation, he pulled her toward him, one arm around her waist and another rubbing soothing circles on her back. “Just cry it out. You have every right to be upset. For that matter, I’m upset.” 
Her hands slowly gripped his sides as she let her head sink onto his chest. “But you’re not crying,” she objected with a sniff.
“We can take turns,” he offered. “You’ll comfort me next, right?”
She gave a watery laugh and tightened her grip on him. “Of course.”
He bent so that his head lay next to hers, sheltering her as much as he could from the outside world. When she’d collected herself again, he wanted to put a cool cloth against her cheek, maybe a salve to prevent any bruising. But right now, in this moment, she just needed to know that someone cared about her. 
Her tears soaked through his shirt, feeling damp against his skin. He tightened his arms around her. The thought that she’d probably face this again in the future left his heart cold. I can’t do this. I can’t leave her in that man’s hands.
But Grygotis and Sebresos were both correct. He had no power to interfere in their betrothal oath either. It almost felt like he was standing alone, weaponless, with enemies on all sides. The hopelessness of the situation made him want to rage and weep and rail at the unfairness of it all. 
Maybe I need to help Grygotis have that fatal accident. 
~~~
Darius spent several hours with Amalah, partially to make sure she did get that bruising salve, partially because he couldn’t bear to part with her. Not like this. He found excuses instead—to take the book to a reputable repairman, to catch an early dinner while they were out in the city, to help him find a good portrait or landscape to hang in his suite. The walls were too bare otherwise. 
By the time he escorted her home, she was laughing again, her usual good spirits restored. He saw her off with a promise to get lost again, just for her benefit, which had her laughing all over again. Then, reluctantly, he went home. 
Of course, by the time that he got back, the story had spread all over the palace and Sego had probably heard a dozen different versions. In fact, his steward was almost camped at the front door, waiting for him to return.
Payam, wisely discerning his mood, darted for the safety of his corner as quickly as he could manage. Bohme and Tolk, who were more stout of heart, chose to lean unobtrusively against the wall and listen in. 
Sego, foolhardy man that he was, charged right into the thick of it. “General, I heard the most astonishing account—”
“It’s probably true. Or at least most of it.” He tried to keep from snapping. In truth, he didn’t want to talk. He didn’t want to be around anyone right now, in fact. 
“You hit Grygotis, then?” Sego had a half-anticipatory wince on his face. 
“No.” His lips quirked into something like a smile at the memory. “Amalah did.”
“She did?” all three men demanded incredulously.
“I’m sorry you missed it,” he responded as he headed for the nearest pitcher of water. “It was truly a sight. I wonder why the rumormongers didn’t get that part right, though?”
Sego waved that part aside as unimportant. “But he did strike her.”
“Yes.” The cup in his hands trembled as his hand clenched in anger. 
Tolk reached over and calmly pried the cup out of his hand. The damaged cup, now. Darius had dented it in on all sides. “I’m surprised you didn’t kill him.”
“It was a near thing.” Agitated, Darius ran a hand roughly through his hair. “I can’t talk about this right now. I need to think. Just…,” he waved his hands in a staying motion, “Just leave me alone and let me think, alright?”
The three exchanged confused glances before nodding reluctantly. Relieved, he headed for his garden, seeking the coolness and peacefulness of the night air. 
He sat at the first bench he reached, the cold stone biting through his pants, and looked blindly ahead. Darius sat almost slumped in on himself, feeling like even breathing took too much effort. Half-formed thoughts jumbled in his head, not making sense even to him. How—? What—? Could he even…no, he shouldn’t even be thinking about this. 
I can’t leave this alone. 
The thought should have surprised him, and maybe it did, but he had been slowly coming to this conclusion ever since he’d learned of Amalah’s betrothal to that pig’s son. He knew full well what trouble he invited by contesting Grygotis for Amalah. His position at court had never been stable. He had many enemies that would love for him to leave an opening like this one for them to exploit. If he bulled in, Queen Tresea would likely not be able to protect him as she already had been. 
Foolhardy. Reckless. Stupid. 
He had to think. He had to think this through. He’d put his entire House at risk if he pursued her, he knew that. He also knew that they would staunchly support him through it all. No, that wasn’t what he needed to think about. 
Oaths. That’s what mattered. 
Darius raised his eyes and looked at the night sky, torn between weeping and wailing. He’d killed a man because he’d broken an oath with him. And yet here he sat, thinking of breaking another man’s oath for his own benefit. The irony was laughable but he couldn’t see the humor just then.  Really, what was the difference between him and that dead king? Intent? He could honestly say that he would do this for Amalah’s sake, to protect her from a very bleak future, but he couldn’t claim that to be his sole reason. He wanted her for himself just as badly. His intentions were not wholly pure.  
He felt like he should pray about this, seek for some higher answer, but he didn’t know if he could even receive any divine guidance right now. Likely submersing himself in a large bath surrounded by a dozen open bonfires wouldn’t help. Oath-breaking lay in Darr’s domain, not Shaa’s. He knew that painfully well. 
Instinct had him turning toward the door, looking up to see who had just entered the courtyard from his suite. With only the moonlight for illumination, it took him a second to recognize who stood there. The last person he expected to come hesitated for a long second before stepping fully into the courtyard. “Sego?”
His steward approached in a steady stride, cane making a staccato sound against the smooth tile. “In the time that I have known you, I have never once heard you ask for time to think by yourself. On the contrary, you are constantly surrounding yourself with people. You always talk through your ideas with anyone that’s at hand. To see you seclude yourself like this with such a defeated posture troubles me.” He stopped directly in front of Darius, forcing him to crane his neck upwards to meet a pair of dark, thoughtful eyes. “I can only think,” Sego continued softly, “that whatever it is troubles you so much that you don’t want to admit it, even to yourself. Am I right?”
Darius’s eyes flitted away to the shadowy corners of the courtyard, the tile under his feet, anywhere but Sego’s eyes. 
“Ahhh. I thought as much.” His voice gentled into a mellow, inviting tone. “Darius.”
He froze. Sego had never called him by his first name before. Swallowing, he looked up hesitantly. 
“Darius,” Sego repeated in that same tone. “We have shared bread together many times. Will you not confide in me?”
For a moment, he lost his voice and couldn’t respond. Then he blew out a breath and rubbed at his eyes, feeling defeated. “You shame me, my friend. I should have come to you sooner.”
“Yes, you should have,” Sego agreed calmly. He sank onto the bench beside Darius, bad leg stretched out. A slight grimace passed over his face as he settled himself. 
Darius caught the expression and frowned. “Did you hurt yourself?”
Sego waved the concern away with a careless hand. “I have been on my feet most of the day. It’s of no consequence.”
You mean, Darius translated with an internal sigh of resignation, that you pushed yourself too hard trying to get the truth of what happened today and hurt yourself in the process. He’d find a way to make it up to Sego, later. Subtly, less the man get offended and bite off Darius’s hand. 
“Alright, what’s wrong?” Sego prompted. 
Darius once again rubbed a hand wearily over his eyes, wondering where to even start. “I don’t…it’s just…,” he puffed out a breath and started over. “My entire life, I’ve been focused on achieving something, whether that was under my father’s tutelage or in my career as a soldier. Maybe too focused. I’ve enjoyed the attentions of a woman many times over the years but…for the first time, I’ve met someone that truly captivates me.”
Sego abruptly sat up straighter on the bench, a half-formed smile of delight and relief on his face. 
“You’re no doubt happy to hear this,” Darius drawled. 
“You have no idea,” Sego responded, this time smiling more openly. “I thought I’d never hear those words out of your mouth. But…,” his smile faded into a worried frown. “You’re troubled by this instead of pleased.”
Darius found himself staring intently at the tiles. Tiles were nice. They didn’t demand complicated explanations out of you. The words were like acid in his mouth as he answered shortly, “She’s betrothed.”
“I think…I know who you are speaking of.”
“You probably do.” He almost smiled for a moment, ruefully. “I know very well the folly of tangling with an oath,” he rasped, still unable to look up into the other man’s eyes. He didn’t need to look up to know that Sego was intently watching him. “I was raised to respect any oath made, but especially the oath that bound the lives of two people together. If I knew that she was happy with the match, I’d leave her alone.”
“She’s not,” Sego said decisively. 
“When she looks at her betrothed, there is only fear in her eyes,” he responded steadily. “It hurts me just to see it. Sego.” He abruptly turned, words tumbling out of his mouth as his control cracked. “In all honor, I must leave her alone and not try to separate her from the man she is sworn to. But my heart screams in denial. I feel like I am abandoning her for even thinking of looking the other way.” His voice fell again into a bewildered whisper. “For the first time in my adult life, I do not know what to do.”
“Fortunately, I think I do. But I must be sure we are speaking of the same woman. Tell me her name.”
Something about the way he said this made Darius pause and really look at the man. The condemnation that Darius half-expected to see didn’t appear in Sego’s expression. Instead, his steward seemed to be calculating something at high speeds. Darius’s eyes narrowed and he demanded suspiciously, “What do you know that I don’t?” 
“Tell me her name,” Sego reiterated, “and then I’ll explain.”
Heart in his throat, nerves jangling, he answered, “Raja Amalah Sebresos.” 
Sego gave a satisfied smile. “I thought as much. Still, it surprises me in a way. I knew that you enjoyed her company, but I never thought it went deeper than that. Odd, that’s not the type of woman that I thought would catch your attention.”
Momentarily sidetracked, Darius rolled his eyes. “What did you think would attract me?”
“Someone a lot more sociable, to start with,” Sego answered frankly. “I’ve met Raja Amalah several times. She’s quite lovely, and intelligent, but she’s very shy. I don’t think I’ve heard her say more than a sentence or two at a time.” 
“You should have gotten her one-on-one.” Darius shook his head, not surprised at Sego’s impression of her. “Away from a crowd, with someone that she trusts, she’ll talk your ear off. But answer my question. What do you know that I don’t?”
Sego still gave him an odd look, as if some internal calculation had just been skewed, but he answered. “There is a custom here, seldom used I might add, that a man may challenge another of equal station for anything that he owns. This can be something as large as a piece of land or something as trivial as a teaspoon. The challenger does have the right to refuse with grace, but most of the time it’s accepted.” 
Darius had to swallow hard around the lump in his throat. “Even betrothals?”
“Challenge for a betrothal is actually the most common,” Sego admitted with a wry shrug. “It’s a perfectly honorable way to break a betrothal and change it to a different partner.”
He’d never heard of such a thing and the very concept seemed beyond odd, but…if there was a chance….
Sego raised a warning hand. “There’s just one problem.” 
He didn’t like where this was going. Sego’s tone alone said that he wouldn’t. “Yes…?”
Sego’s mouth flattened in an annoyed line. “You are not quite Grygotis’s equal in station. You have the position, certainly, but you are not landed. In order to be an equal challenger, you must possess land that is granted to you by the queen.”
He stared at the other man for a long second, waiting for the words to make sense. When they did, he felt like going to the other bench and banging his head against the stone, repeatedly. “Darr take me for a fool.”

Confused, Sego ventured, “What?”
Not sure whether to scream or cry, he responded hoarsely, “Queen Tresea offered me an estate when I came back from the front lines and I turned her down.”
“WHAT?!”
“She said it was a reward for the battle won,” for some reason he felt like defending himself even though he was mentally screaming, “but the look on her face said she was scheming something and I wouldn’t like it. So I turned her down, saying she should reward me with that when I won the war. It…seemed like a good idea at the time,” he finished lamely. Never before had he regretted a past decision like he did this one. 
Sego’s eyes were large enough to fall out of his head. After a terribly long moment of silence he managed to croak, “New rule: you are not allowed to make decisions of this significance without me.” 
He could hardly disagree, not under the circumstances. “What are the odds that I can get her to change her mind?”
Sego sat back with a thump, stroking his cane absently and clearly thinking hard. “I think…,” he started only to pause for a long moment. “I think that if we put a romantic spin on it, we might stand a chance. She’s still bent and determined to tie you more firmly to Niotan.”
For some reason, Darius’s darker sense of humor found this funny. “What, me wanting to break another’s betrothal to have a bride isn’t romantic enough?”
“Add a line of ‘love at first sight’ and you’ll set the hook more firmly,” Sego advised dryly. “I’ve seen it work before with her.”
He almost protested that it hadn’t been love at first sight, and should he really say something like that? But then his mind recalled that moment when he first set eyes on her. Maybe…maybe it had been, and he’d failed to realize it. 
“Wait,” Sego studied him carefully. “Was it like that?”
Not wanting to answer that question, he just cleared his throat. “Alright, do you think you can get me an audience with her tomorrow?”
Sego clearly wanted an answer but he set his curiosity aside. “I think so, considering. I’ll certainly try. What will you ask for?”
“Just land granted to me. Err…the size of the land doesn’t matter, right? Just an acre will suffice?”
Sego raised his eyes to the heavens, clearly praying for patience. “You wouldn’t really ask for a simple acre of land, would you? I know that you don’t really care for material things, but think of your future! You’ll need more than an acre to support a family with.” 
“If I want a house and land, I can pay for that myself,” Darius pointed out patiently. “The income of a lead general is very generous. It’s why I turned her down to begin with.”
“I’m going with you tomorrow,” Sego concluded with a tone of finality that brooked no room for disagreement. “I can’t trust you in negotiating, obviously.”
There were so many cultural quirks that he could run afoul of that this insistence seemed more of a blessing than a hindrance. “Fine. But Sego…this is truly alright? She won’t be dishonored by this, will she?”
“No, it’s fine,” Sego assured him patiently. “Rather, since she’s tied to that brute Grygotis, you truly are saving her from a dreadful future. Um…,” he hesitated and openly searched for the right words before venturing, “I feel I must ask. Does she return your regard?”
“I don’t know,” he was forced to admit. “I know she prefers my company over his, but more than that? I don’t know.” 
“That’s not much of a compliment, considering who you’re being compared against.”
“I know.” Darius left it at that. 
“Well.” Sego thumped his cane against the ground and gave his general a confident and supportive nod. “It’ll be fine. If you can win an impossible war, surely you can win over one woman.”
Give me a battle any day. 
 



 

Darius took more pains with his appearance that morning than he normally did. He had sent a carefully penned request to meet with the queen off with Payam before breakfast. He had received a reply almost before he could finish eating. It had been set for an hour later, giving him plenty of time to dress. Too much time, actually. He’d tried working some in his study but couldn’t focus. Now he just wandered aimlessly around the central room, picking things up and setting them down again without much interest. 
Sego tapped his cane against the floor and gave him a stern look. “It doesn’t do any good to pace around the room. You look like a caged tiger.” 
I feel like one too, Darius grumbled to himself. “Can’t we leave yet?”
“Yes, General, we can leave,” Sego responded like a parent indulging a child. 
Relieved, he headed directly for the door, avoiding the curious eyes of everyone else. He didn’t want to talk about it, not yet. He feared jinxing himself. 
At this early hour, most of the palace was still asleep. They passed some of the palace staff but none of them paid any attention to the general heading for the queen’s study. He often saw her, so his visit with her wouldn’t seem remarkable to anyone. 
The guards, queued to his appointment, nodded to him respectfully before opening the door and announcing him and Sego. 
Tresea sat in her usual seat at the head of the table, but this time she had only one book out instead of the stacks that normally cluttered the surface. She set the volume aside as he stepped in, her eyes studying both of them carefully. “Darius, Sego, welcome. I admit that I am surprised by your request for an audience. Is something amiss with my army?”
Darius swallowed hard and forced his voice to be even and not crack. “I’ve come regarding a personal matter, My Queen.”
“Oh?” She waved them both to a chair, her manner sharp and alert. “Do continue.”
He took the chair, clasping his hands together on the surface of the table to keep them steady. With a deep breath for courage he started, “My Queen, may I be perfectly blunt with you?”
Tresea adored bluntness in all forms so her eyes lit up at this request. “I thought you’d never ask. Please do.”
“I have known for some time that you wish for me to create firmer ties with Niotan,” he stated with no trace of accusation. “One of the methods you thought of was finding me a bride. Another was giving me an estate.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Hooo so you were aware of my plans. I suspected you were, as you evaded me so neatly each time.” 
“I no longer wish to evade.” He gave her a crooked smile. “My Queen, I have found a woman that I want to be my wife.”
She clapped her hands together with a squeal of delight. “Finally! Who?”
Why was this more nerve-wracking than going to a battlefield with only a dagger in hand? “Amalah Sebresos.” 
Tresea froze, mouth opening and closing several times without sound coming out. Darius didn’t quite know what to make of her response. Did she react this way because she knew that Amalah was betrothed? Did she expect him to name some other woman instead? 
Sego, thankfully, stepped in at this point. “My Queen, I’m not sure if you are aware of the full situation. You do know that Amalah Sebresos is betrothed?”
Regaining her composure, she focused briefly on Sego. “Yes, to Merikh Grygotis, I believe.”
“Are you also aware of his exact status as raj?” Sego continued neutrally. 
She must have seen where these questions were leading her as the surprise faded from her face and the light in her eyes became calculating. “Indeed I do. He is the second son of the Grygotis family, and came into an inheritance through his mother, inheriting her land dowry. I believe it to be a modest estate but nothing to boast about.”
“I double checked the records last night. The estate he inherited was granted to the family by your great-grandfather.”
Tresea clearly understood what Sego truly meant. Her eyes shifted to Darius, eyebrows quirked. “Even with the position that you have in this court, you do not have the necessary right to challenge Grygotis.”
He gave a grim nod and kept going with the speech he had mentally planned out. “I am not asking you to interfere on my behalf. All I ask is that you give me the right to fight for her. A simple acre will suffice.”
Under the table, Sego smacked him in the shin with his cane. Darius grimaced at him but didn’t retract the statement. To him, a simple acre really would be enough.  
Tresea caught the exchange and giggled. “I do not think that your steward agrees with you, Darius. But then, he has been working very hard to build up the reputation and power of your House. An estate granted by my Word would be very helpful in moving things along, would they not, Sego.” 
Sego managed an elegant half-bow despite the table top in his way. “It is my selfish wish, My Queen.”
She gave a hum of amusement. “I could only wish that your Raj would be as selfish.” The look she gave him made him want to squirm in his seat a little. 
“Very well.” She clapped her hands together in open satisfaction. “Darius, I will not give you a small amount of land. The very idea is preposterous. You will, in fact, accept the estate that I wanted to give you in the first place.” Her eyes narrowed in warning. “And when you do have it, you will immediately see to governing it. Every available estate that I have has been without a ruling family for at least a decade and needs a great amount of work to restore to its former glory.”
Wait, she made it sound as if she didn’t have a specific estate in mind for him. Strange, he had been under the impression that she wanted to give him one in particular. “Of course, My Queen.”
“Very good.” Standing, she went to a long bell hanging from the side of one of the bookshelves and gave it a solid clang. “I thought of simply choosing an estate and giving it to you,” she stated as she made her way back to her seat. “But then I realized that these estates are in different areas of the country and some of them are in more obscure locations. I didn’t know if you wanted to be in a certain strategic location or not.”
Truly, that was a question. Did he want his home in jeopardy whenever war hovered on Niotan’s doorstep? But at the same time, did he dare choose an estate that would leave him days away from the front lines? A general of his rank could not afford to be out of reach. “I do not want to fear for my family’s safety while I am away,” he told her honestly. “But on the other hand, I dare not live in an area that would leave me isolated. It would be folly to do so. Perhaps an estate near the center of the country, where I can be assured of my family’s safety, but also be able to respond quickly?”
She nodded in approval. “There are two estates that I think would be a good choice. Now if Tomes would ever get here…,” a quick knock at the door interrupted her and she looked up with anticipation. “Ah, there he is. Enter!”
A short, unremarkable man scurried inside and with his eyes on the floor, he bobbed a quick bow. His hair was so wispy as to be insubstantial and he seemed to hunch in on himself.
“Tomes, fetch the estate map,” Tresea commanded. 
He scurried back outside, disappearing into the hallway for a long moment before returning with a long, rolled up cloth in both hands. Without looking at anyone, he gave a short bow before heading directly to the table and rolling out the cloth in his hands. 
It was, in fact, a very detailed map of Niotan with the names of the individual estates and the boundaries it occupied. It almost filled the table from end to end, colored in the brightest tones that Darius had ever seen on a map. 
“Tomes, which estates are available near the center of the country?”
“This one,” Tomes responded in a voice so soft that Darius could barely hear him, “and this one.”
He’d pointed so quickly and in such a general manner that Darius didn’t know if he really knew which estates the man meant. But Tresea knew more of her court and she clearly did understand. “Ahhh. I did remember that correctly. Darius, which would you prefer? The Tavalas estate which is here, just north of the capital, or the Soohr Estate which is closer to the harbor?”
Both seemed like prime locations. Tavalas sat more toward the Songhorn Mountains and seemed to be rather sizeable. As he had never ventured to that side of the country before, he had no idea of what the land looked like. But the estate did lay only a half-day’s travel from the capital, so it would be a good location for him. The other one, Soohr, he knew a little more about because he had travelled through that general area to get to the harbor. Hmmm. Actually that was a thought. A great deal of traffic went through there because of the trading going on between the capital and the harbor. If he were on an estate that lay near a major trade route—which this one would be—then he would never have to worry about economic problems. He was, after all, a merchant’s son. If he couldn’t do at least some business and come ahead, his father would disown him completely. 
“Soohr,” he said confidently. 
Tresea gave him a sideways look. “That estate has not had a reigning family for almost twenty years.”
If she thought that the amount of work would scare him off, she was sadly mistaken. “Soohr,” he repeated with a half-smile. “Because I want the trade routes it offers me. Even if I fall in battle, I believe that my wife and family can continue to make their home into a prosperous place.”
Her eyes crinkled up at the corners. “You truly do think like a merchant at times.”
He shrugged, unapologetic. His knowledge of trade routes and accounting had saved him more times than any amount of battle tactics would have. 
“Very well, Soohr.” She gave a significant nod to Tomes. “Let it be recorded that at this hour, of this day, Soohr was granted to Darius Bresalier of the House of Bresalier.”
Tomes gave her a deep bow. “It shall be recorded as so.”
“Very good. Darius.” Her eyes softened and warmed in an almost maternal manner. “Amalah Sebresos is not a woman that I would have ever chosen for you. But I believe that she would be a good choice. Because of that, I will support your decision. But if you cannot get Grygotis to accept the challenge, then I want you to promise me something.”
This woman had just granted him a huge favor and did it without making him grovel for it. He owed her more than he could possibly repay. So without hesitation he responded, “Name it, My Queen.”
“Promise me that if you cannot win her, then you will choose someone else. I think you have earned some measure of happiness.” 
He had absolutely no intention of losing Amalah. If Grygotis didn’t choose to accept the challenge, Darius would find a way to goad him into it somehow. From what he’d seen of the man, it wouldn’t take much to make him lose his temper. But he did not attempt to reassure her. “I promise.” 
“Good. Then go. I will have Tomes send the official paperwork to you later,” she waved her hand to Sego indicating who the paperwork would really go to. “But as of this moment, you are officially the Raj of Soohr. Please manage it well.”
He stood from the table and crossed both arms over his chest before giving her a deep bow from the waist. It was the most formal version of thanks and gratitude that an Arapeen could do. “I can never repay this generosity, My Queen.”
“Oh, you’ll find a way,” she responded dryly. “You always do. Go. Go get your chosen bride. And when you do set the challenge, tell me.” Her eyes sparkled with anticipation and she bared her teeth in a feral way. “I want to see that man get just what he deserves.”
So she had no love for Grygotis, eh? Perhaps that had also weighed in his favor. Regardless, Darius had what he wanted, which meant it was time to set the next part of his plan in motion. With one last bow, he took his leave of her, Sego in his wake. 
When they had gained the relative silence of the hallway, he turned to Sego and asked, “Where do you think we can find Grygotis at this time of day?”
“He’s normally in the inner gardens, currying favor with his betrothed’s family,” Sego responded quickly.
Darius gave him a baffled look. “Why do you always have the answer before I can even ask the question?”
“You’re predictable.” 
Odd, his enemies on the battlefield never seemed to think so…. “Am I, now?” 
“Oh yes. In matters regarding the heart, at least.” Sego seemed quite pleased with himself at that moment. But then, the man had cause to be. 
Deciding to think about that comment later, Darius shook his head and headed for the inner sanctum of the palace. 
~~~
Proving to be a creature of habit, Grygotis was in the very garden that he’d been in the previous day. In fact, he even sat at the very same bench, with his future parents-in-law on either side of him. Amalah stood cautiously to the side, out of his reach. 
Darius walked directly to him in that quick stride that devoured ground. Grygotis saw him coming and stopped mid-sentence, turning to face him. 
Without any preamble, Darius launched into the prepared speech. “Raj Grygotis, I issue a right of challenge under the law of this land. I challenge you for Raja Amalah Sebresos’s hand.” 
Raj Sebresos looked ready to bust a blood vessel, his wife waffled between fainting from the shock or screeching, and the bystanders around him were just frozen with disbelief. He really couldn’t care less what everyone around him thought. The only woman whose opinion mattered hadn’t responded. 
Amalah was rooted to the spot, her eyes wide with surprise, one hand covering her mouth. She looked…almost terrified with hope. That expression told him that he had not, after all, jumped to any conclusions. The fist clenching his heart eased and let him breathe again.   
“Now wait a minute!” Grygotis took two steps forward, putting himself directly in front of Darius, brows slammed together in an expression of epic fury. “Challenge me? You think you can?”
Darius took in a breath and reminded himself to be patient. Losing his temper would make him look just as idiotic as this fool in front of him. “The queen granted me land this morning. I have the legal right necessary to challenge you.”
“Land-greedy are you?” Grygotis sneered at him in an arrogant tilt of the head. “You think that you can win more land easily by claiming a woman with a good dowry?”
In this situation, if the roles were reversed, the very last thing that Darius would be worried about would be the dowry. Shaking his head in pity, he turned to the woman watching this scene, and caught her eyes with his. 
“Amalah,” he started and ignored the gasps for his dismissal of honorifics, “what would you have me do? I do not really care anything about your dowry. I will challenge him for just you, if you so wish.”
Grygotis and the rest of her family spluttered, staring at him as if he had just sprouted a second head. Darius spared them a glance but nothing more than that. 
Amalah looked confounded for a moment as well. Then her eyes softened and her hand lowered to reveal the gentlest smile he had ever seen from her. “I don’t care about the dowry either.”
“Amalah!” her father barked in disbelief. 
The look that she shot her sire had enough heat to melt steel. She clearly hated that dowry, as it had forced her into a betrothal with a man she loathed. Darius hadn’t thought she’d care much about it, but he felt it only fair to ask. It was her dowry, after all. She turned to face Grygotis, her head high, like a woman geared for battle. “If you will consent to release me from our betrothal, then I will give you the dowry outright.”
Like a penalty for a broken contract? Not a bad idea. One look at Grygotis clearly said he wouldn’t go for it, though. He was so red in the face that Darius half-expected steam to start escaping from his ears. 
“So, you think that you can buy me with my own land?” He took a menacing step toward her, hands balling into fists at his side. “You shameless woman! You and your dowry are already mine, you have no power here!”
By the laws of this land, Grygotis was unfortunately correct. Darius had to challenge him for that reason alone. “Then my challenge stands, Grygotis.”
The man whirled on him and snarled, “Accepted.”
Amalah clapped her hands in delight, smile radiant. 
“Amalah,” her mother said slowly, studying her daughter as if she were some foreign creature, “are you so sure the General will win?”
“He’ll win,” she responded matter-of-factly, as if it were already a forgone conclusion. “I’ve seen both of these men spar. Darius is clearly the better swordsman.”
Hearing her say that so confidently made him blush a little. And yet, he felt himself stand a little taller at the same time. 
Grygotis verged on turning purple, his rage was so uncontrollable. In contrast, his voice came out raspy, as if he were straining to keep from bellowing. “You want him to win.”
It clearly took courage and effort on her part but she didn’t retreat before him and met his eyes squarely. “Any woman would prefer to have a husband who is kind to her and respects her.” 
His head would swell uncontrollably at this rate. Darius cleared his throat slightly to prevent this from becoming an argument. “Grygotis, as I issued the challenge, the time and place are up to you.”
Without looking away from her, Grygotis gritted out, “Tomorrow morning, daybreak. The inner courtyard of the palace. And I insist on swords.”
The man’s pride would cost him the duel. Darius had also seen him spar—Grygotis had power, but no speed and his technique was rough. Amalah was right. He couldn’t compare to Darius in swordsmanship. “Tomorrow morning, then.” Stepping forward, he caught Amalah’s hand and squeezed it gently. 
She looked up at him with that soft smile that made his heart melt every time. He had to strangle the instinct to just take her away right now. “I will see you tomorrow.”
Taking insult at the contact, Grygotis snarled, “Let go of her. She isn’t yours!”
“Yet,” Darius agreed calmly. He probably would have let it go at that, but as he slowly released her hand and turned to go, he caught the look on her father’s face. He had been quiet this entire time—he couldn’t do much because the challenge was against Grygotis after all—but he clearly didn’t like this. The look that he gave his daughter made every protective instinct in Darius rear up and scream in alarm. 
In this country, a daughter did not have the same status as the men in her family. Her father could beat her within an inch of her life and no one would think it odd. Darius, as Arapeen, had a wholly different perspective on the situation. Amalah still lived with her family, and her father had access to her for eighteen hours until she came under Darius’s protection. At the moment, this seemed like a terrible state to leave her in. 
“Let me make this clear to both of you.” Darius favored them with the same look that he would’ve a barbarian captain, the one that made any man feel like death was breathing on the back of his neck. “If I find one bruise on her tomorrow, you will have broken bones. I do not care what the custom is in this country, in mine we do not ever lay our hands on a woman. She has done nothing to earn your wrath. You will not vent your frustrations out on her.”
From the side, Sego said in a voice loud enough to reach every corner, “Your concern is not necessary, General. The rules of a challenge states that the prize must be safeguarded until the duel is complete and the victor has claimed it. Raj Sebresos is honor-bound to protect his daughter from any harm until the duel is over. I am sure that she will be in perfect health tomorrow, as he is an honorable man.”
Darius shot him an admiring glance. Well said, Sego!
Sebresos grimaced as if he had just bit into a sour lemon but nodded reluctantly. “I will ensure my daughter’s well-being, General Bresalier.” 
“I thank you, Raj,” Darius responded courteously. With a last smile at Amalah, he turned on his heel and walked away, Sego in his wake. 
Whispers and outright stares followed them as they exited the area. Darius waited until they were well out of earshot of everyone and back inside his wing of the palace before asking, “Is that really part of the rules of a challenge?”
“Under the circumstances, a reminder seemed…prudent.”
Prudent, eh? Darius shook his head and let out a breath. “Sego, what would I do without you?”
“I’ve often asked myself the same question,” Sego responded mock-seriously, lips quirked in a hint of a smile. “The answer is terrifying.”
Caught off-guard at this unusual display of humor, Darius laughed out loud. This man truly was worth his weight in gold. 
 



 

After years of pre-battle nights, Darius had learned how to make himself fall asleep when he truly needed to. He woke up well before dawn fully rested and completely ready to resolve this whole situation. 
Everyone in his household was up with him, bright eyed and bushy-tailed. Well, except Bohme, who had been guarding the entire night. They were all so excited about having a mistress that they talked amongst themselves as Darius headed for the courtyard, ruminating on what it would be like when Amalah had married in. Darius listened to them with half an ear as he walked, smiling at their enthusiasm. Not to mention their confidence in his victory. To hear them talk, it was like the idea of him losing the duel had never entered their minds. 
He entered the courtyard a solid half hour before daybreak. The location that Grygotis had designated stood in the very front of the palace and gave the most room for two fighters. There were no water fountains or flowers of any kind—a novelty here—and so the open space made it a central stage for any event. Someone, at some point in time, had added two tiers of wooden benches along the outer edges to give people room to sit. At that moment, half of the courtyard was filled to capacity.
Darius stopped dead, looking around him incredulously. I know that I issued that challenge in front of several witnesses, and word spreads fast in the palace, but…this is ridiculous! Turning, he caught Sego’s attention. “I thought it was a cardinal rule that members of the court don’t rise before noon.”
Sego’s eyes were laughing as he responded, “Clearly, they think today’s fight will be more entertaining than the back of their eyelids.”
Great. Now the man thought himself a comedian. Darius shook his head and continued to walk across the courtyard. 
Someone had been here ahead of him and prepared the area. In the center of the benches a raised dais sat, a chair waiting for its queen. On either side of the dais were two standalone benches for the challengers and their staff. Payam, carrying his flag, darted ahead and hung it upon the iron rings in the wall. 
This early, Darius really didn’t have anything to do. Prudently, he took the time to stretch and limber up. Then, because he still had time, and Grygotis hadn’t shown up yet, he borrowed Tolk and they sparred a little, which sufficiently got the blood pumping. 
“You’re in high spirits,” Tresea greeted as she approached.
Darius and the rest of his household turned and bowed to her. “Good morning, My Queen.”
“Good morning.” She looked him over from head to toe, mouth quirked in her habitual half smile. “You’re not worried at all, are you?”
Darius scratched at the back of his head. “This will be very insulting to my opponent to say this, but…no, not one bit.” 
She laughed outright. “So Amalah is right? You are a better swordsman?”
“I’ve never fought the man, but I would think she is right.” He shrugged. “Grygotis has strength, but poor reflexes and he’s not quick on his feet. I’ll beat him with speed alone, I think. Unless he somehow surprises me.”
“For her sake, and yours, I hope he doesn’t.” She leaned in closer, smile becoming sharp. “And I hope you realize that you cannot ever lose a fight publicly. It would not do for the general of this country to lose.”
He held up both hands in a placating gesture. “I understand, My Queen.”
“Good.” All cheer again, she made her way to the dais. 
The next several minutes dragged for Darius. Grygotis arrived in an arrogant huff, sneering at Darius all the while. He ignored the man, eyes peeled for Amalah’s arrival. She came in shortly before daybreak, looking serene. Apparently, some care had been taken with her appearance this morning, as she looked particularly lovely. The gown she wore flattered her immensely but he also couldn’t help but note that it matched his house colors perfectly. Her silent proclamation of whose side she was on heartened him. When she saw him, she lit up in a smile bright enough to put the sun to shame and waved. 
He couldn’t help but smile and wave back. 
His steward sidled up to him and murmured, “General, you have a besotted smile on your face.”
“Shut it, Sego,” Darius responded without losing his smile. 
From her dais, Tresea clapper her hands. “It is time! Challengers, step forward!”
Darius slid his sword out of its sheath a bare inch and back again, a habitual check he always did before a fight. Satisfied, he gave a nod to his allies, who nodded back in encouragement. Then he walked to stand directly in front of the dais. 
Grygotis didn’t look at him as he stepped to the man’s side. He and Grygotis in a near simultaneous movement unsheathed their swords and swung them to the side, at an angle to the ground. With a fist over their hearts, they bowed to their queen. 
“Rajs, you honor me by holding to the laws of this land. Fight well,” she formally. 
They bowed once more before stepping back. Darius took an even further step back, giving himself ample room to maneuver. When he’d sparred in front of Tresea before, it had been in a place with very limited space, and so his techniques had been narrowed to just four. Now, with this wide open courtyard, he had the room to fight full out. 
Grygotis laughed and pointed at him with a mocking wave of his sword. “See how cautious he is!”
Some of his compatriots in the crowd laughed in support of the jeer. 
Your sword is shorter than mine, of course you’re going to like close combat! Darius almost shook his head in pity for the fool. But in truth, he had no sympathy to spare for the man. In fact, if Grygotis caught fire this very moment, he’d likely throw kindling. Returning the goad, Darius lifted his sword in front of his face in a mocking salute. “Come dance, Grygotis.”
Those dark eyes narrowed to a menacing slant. “You’re cocky, Brindisian.”
“Is it arrogance when I always win?” he asked rhetorically. 
Both of his bodyguards, standing off to the side, chuckled. Well, alright, maybe he didn’t always win. Those two had caught him more than once. Of course, Grygotis didn’t get the inside joke. He thought the bodyguards laughed in support, as his own lackeys had done. The perceived slur went to his head and ignited his short temper. Snarling, he darted forward, swinging downward in an overhead arc. Darius met the blade with his own, but didn’t try to parry it. Instead, he used his own sword as a shield as he turned into Grygotis, left elbow coming up and ramming against the side of the man’s nose in a smooth motion. 
His opponent grunted at the impact, whirling away, but the man had a hard head. He quickly put his feet back under him, sword at the ready, even as he put a pace between them. “That’s against the rules, Brindisian!”
“Arapeen,” Darius corrected wearily. “I’m Arapeen. I’m not going to follow your rules of dueling. The love of my life is on the line, here. Of course I’m going to fight you with everything I have.” 
Grygotis opened his mouth to object, but the queen clapped in approval, cutting him off. 
“Well said, Darius!” she called to them. “For this duel, there are no rules! Just don’t kill each other.”
Darius was fairly sure only Grygotis had to obey that rule. He didn’t think the queen would be too upset with him if he accidentally-on-purpose killed this idiot. He stole a look at her and found her eyeing him in a pointed way. Alright, so maybe she would. He sighed regretfully. 
“Fine!” Grygotis gritted out, eyebrows slammed together, sword almost shaking in his rage. “No rules.” Proving not to have learned his lesson, he raised his sword high and charged again, swinging downward with more force. 
This time, Darius timed it so that he could hit the middle of Grygotis’s sword, slapping it casually to the side, which threw off the man’s balance as well. His body, well used to this motion, almost automatically brought his sword back up at an upwards angle, slashing straight for the man’s throat. Sands, I’m not supposed to kill him! At the last second, he turned the blade so that it hit Grygotis flat against the edge of his jaw, pulling the power and strength from the blow as much as he could.
It struck the man squarely, sending his head snapping back, his legs staggering to the side as he fought to stay upright. In terms of combat, it was nothing more than a love tap, really. But a little harder, and it would have broken his jaw. 
Proving himself to be a man with great endurance, Grygotis quickly resumed his stance, although he did tenderly move his jaw a little. 
“You have to be more careful,” Darius warned him, not entirely joking. “I almost killed you.”
This not-friendly warning pushed the man over the edge. With an animalistic roar, he brought his sword in low and off to the side, swinging before he even reached Darius. 
Darius didn’t even bother to touch blades with him this time. He took a single step back, evading the blade, then spun on his toes to the left, twirling his sword up and around to the other hand as he moved. With the sword in his left hand, he rammed the hilt between Grygotis’s shoulder blades, sending him sharply down and forward. But that kicked up his legs to a higher angle. Even as his opponent gasped in pain, Darius tossed the sword back to his right hand and coldly slammed the flat of the blade against Grygotis’s thigh. In a sickening crunch, the bone snapped. The sound was so loud that even the spectators could hear it and they flinched and gasped in response. 
Grygotis held back a scream but the sound that came through his teeth spoke of nothing but pain. He hobbled three steps forward, dragging his left leg behind him, before painfully turning around to face Darius. The expression on his face was that of a wounded animal who had been cornered by this unexpected and hungry predator. 
Fortunately for him, Darius wasn’t a hungry tiger looking for a nice snack. He left his blade angled and to the side, clearly not in a threatening stance. “I think I’ve won, Grygotis. Will you yield?”
Perhaps it was wounded pride. Or perhaps desperation. Whatever the case, Grygotis shook his head like an angry bull, lifting his sword in a firmer grip. “I will not! I WILL—”
Darius moved, closing the distance between them so quickly that air vacuumed in his wake. He stopped a hair’s breadth away, his blade under Grygotis’s chin, the edge of his blade just resting against skin. Grygotis’s words died as he sucked in air on a screech of alarm. Darius looked up with the promise of death in his eyes. “You will yield or I behead you where you stand,” he breathed. 
Grygotis didn’t even dare gulp. His tongue darted out to lick dry lips. He knew that if he said “No,” Darius truly would kill him then and there and wouldn’t lose an ounce of sleep over it afterwards. “Y-yield,” he croaked. 
First good decision the man had made all day. Carefully—lest he slit the man’s throat by accident—he stepped back and lowered his sword. Grygotis faltered as well, trying to avoid putting weight on that bad leg, no doubt.
Tresea rose from her seat and clapped three times loudly. “I am satisfied. The winner of this duel is Darius Bresalier, Raj of Soohr!”
The crowd broke out in thundering applause. Darius didn’t expect this open approval and looked about in astonishment. He caught sight of even some of his enemies at court clapping, with grudging smiles on their faces. Apparently, in Niotan, everyone appreciated a good fight. Or perhaps he had won a measure of acceptance with them for following one of their more ancient traditions? He’d have to ask Sego for his impressions later. 
Grygotis’s men scurried to his side and quickly helped him from the field. Darius watched him go for a moment. It sat ill with him, leaving an enemy like that alive. He hoped that it wouldn’t come back to haunt him later. 
Tresea waved her hands downward, trying to get them to settle down enough for her to continue speaking. “As winner of this duel, Raj Bresalier will of course claim his prize of—oh!” she cut herself off and lifted a hand to her mouth, almost laughing.
Huh? Darius turned to see what had caught Tresea’s attention. Amalah, apparently too impatient to wait for the official announcement, had climbed out of the spectator’s seating and was running toward him. He barely had time to make sure his sword was well out of the way before she threw both arms around his neck and hugged him tight. He put a supportive arm around her waist and hugged her back just as hard, burying his face against the sweet curls of her hair. Then he just breathed, soaking the moment in. All of his worrying, all of his planning, all of the fighting…it had been worth it, just to win this moment. 
The romantics in the crowd cheered even louder at this but Darius ignored them. To Amalah, he whispered against her ear, “I thought you were sure I’d win?”
“I was sure,” she responded against his shoulder, her arms tightening. “I’m also relieved you won and ecstatic that you won!”
Chuckling, he kissed her forehead and gently set her feet back to earth. “Yes, I can see that.” 
“Ahem.” Tresea smiled at them indulgently. “I was about to say that you are awarded Raja Amalah Sebresos’s hand and dowry.”
Amalah, belatedly realizing that she had perhaps made a spectacle, untangled herself enough to stand properly on her own two feet. She kept an iron grip on Darius’s hand, though. 
“I thank you, My Queen,” Darius responded formally, bowing. “I have a correction to make, however.”
“Oh?” Tresea had that look in her eye that suggested this had better be good. She didn’t like being publicly corrected. 
Darius shrugged apologetically. “I did not, perhaps, clarify the matter when I informed you of it last night. I did not challenge for Amalah and her dowry, but simply for Amalah herself. Grygotis may keep the land.”
That got the crowd stirred up. People were talking to each other in quick murmurs, mostly shocked that he would turn a rich dowry down. They rumbled like an approaching storm. 
Tresea had a patient look on her face, the same one that a mother would have when their child had just said something stupid. “Darius, in this land, the dowry cannot be separated from the woman except by death or inheritance. Raja Amalah’s dowry came with her automatically by law when you challenged Raj Merikh. When you won, it automatically became yours in turn.”
Huh. So he got it regardless. Turning, he looked at Amalah for her opinion. She gave him a firm shake of the head, mouth pursed. Right. She didn’t want it. Now, how did he make everyone happy? “My Queen, in my homeland we do not have dowries. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. We offer a bride price to the woman’s family when we propose.”
Tresea’s eyebrows lifted. “Ohhh. How novel. Is that why you are uneasy with this?”
He gave her a sheepish smile. “It seems very backwards to me, My Queen. That is why I’m reluctant to take it. If it truly is mine at this point, might I offer it back to Raj Sebresos? As my bride price.”
Her eyebrows remained quirked, although she seemed more amused than anything. “I don’t see why not. Raj Sebresos.” She turned until she found the man, seated on the far side of the courtyard. “Is this agreeable to you?”
Darius turned to see the man’s reaction. Sebresos watched him with unfathomable eyes for a long moment. He knew full well that his method of winning Amalah would put him at odds with his in-laws. That might never change. Then again, when they saw that he was a good husband for their daughter, it might. 
“I wish to add something to this bride price,” Sebresos stated finally. “Bresalier, my only son is twelve years old on this day. I wish for him to inherit a seat at the General’s Table. Will you mentor him so that he may do so?”
Take Amalah’s brother on as a student? The thought had never crossed his mind to take any students. But if he were truly to leave this country in the hands of capable men that would protect it in future generations, then he should pass down everything he knew. He looked at Amalah, silently asking what she thought of this idea. 
She nodded eagerly, eyes shining in excitement. 
Well, if she agreed, then… Darius turned back to his future father-in-law and nodded. “I will accept him.”
Sebresos nodded in satisfaction. “Then the bargain is struck.”
“Excellent,” Tresea purred. “On this day, at this hour, I declare Amalah Sebresos and Darius Bresalier betrothed. Let no man break this binding.” She eyed the couple in front of her thoughtfully, one finger playing with her bottom lip. “Are you sure that I can’t just marry you right now as well?”
Amalah froze and stared at her in unadulterated panic. 
Darius coughed to disguise a laugh. “My Queen, I think that my bride to be would like to have at least a little time to prepare.”
“Darius,” she responded mildly, “you’re taking all of the fun out of this.”
It took iron control to keep from smiling. “My apologies, My Queen.”
She rolled her eyes, clearly not believing him. “Oh, off with you both!”
 



 

“Tolk.”
“Yes, Raj.”
“I will personally strangle the next person that comes through that door.”
Tolk very carefully didn’t smile. “I will guard with my life, Raj.”
“Good man.” All he wanted was an hour of peace with Amalah. Was that really so much to ask for? 
Amalah giggled behind him. Alright, perhaps he was blowing this out of proportion a little, but still. Why couldn’t anyone understand that after going through a duel this morning, he wanted some one-on-one time with his fiancé? 
“I have the perfect remedy,” she assured him, taking him by the hand and leading him further into his study. 
He’d retreated to his own suite with her in the hopes that it would discourage people from randomly stopping them. It had worked, but only with casual acquaintances. The others were of the opinion that since they knew him well enough to pry, they could. But having to hide in his own war room was a little ridiculous. 
She led him directly to the open bench in front of the window. “Here, sit and put your head in my lap.”
Oh? He perked up hopefully. Was she going to do what he hoped? As soon as she settled, he put his back to the bench and pillowed his head on her thighs. He didn’t quite have enough room to stretch out, so he bent one leg up and put the other on the floor to balance out. Then, as he’d hoped, she started carding her fingers through his hair. With every stroke, it seemed that the tension in him fled a little more. His eyes fell shut as he basked in the feel of the rhythmic tug and pull of his scalp. 
“Amalah.”
“Yes, dearest.”
“Can you do this every night for the rest of my life?”
She shook a little with a silent laugh. “Only if we can take turns.”
“Sounds fair to me.” He left his eyes closed even as he smiled. 
“I…,” her hand faltered for a moment before resuming. “I didn’t think you’d fight him.”
He couldn’t let that one pass. He opened his eyes to meet hers. Her smile looked almost rueful. “Well, at first, I didn’t know I could. We don’t have that tradition anywhere in Brindisi. But why didn’t you think so?”
“You have such a strong opinion of oaths and oath-breaking.” She couldn’t quite meet his eyes, and her fingers slowed. “I wasn’t sure what you would do because of that.”
Ahhh. Well, she had a good point. “I really wrestled with myself,” he admitted, letting his eyes fall closed again. “In the end, I couldn’t let you go to him. I could kick myself for not talking it over with Sego sooner, though. If I had known about this tradition, I would have come for you well before this.”
“I don’t really mind the timing, though. You told me you’d never let any harm befall me and I believed you. Even if you had to cross that goat’s son to do it.”
Very true. “You don’t think he’s going to cause trouble for us later, do you?”
“He’ll probably try.” She let out a long sigh. “Not openly, as he’d lose more face that way.”
“I unfortunately agree with you.” But he didn’t want to think about that now. He’d won a day where he could think about only happy things. “So when do you want to be married? I’m amiable to either a month from now or three months from now.”
She looked down at him in confusion. “Why not two months?”
“We’re fighting a naval battle in two months,” he replied simply.
Her eyes flew wide. “And you’re still considering a marriage ceremony before then?!”
 “Why not? I’ve done most of the work I can. It’s been all delegated out to the right people. All I have to do is ride herd on it and make sure things happen when they should. And actually, my staff can do that almost as well as I can. That’s why I had the time to duel with Grygotis, actually. If it had happened even a week before, I would have had to put off dealing with him.” He thanked Shaa that hadn’t happened, actually. It would have killed him to make her wait even a second longer. He wouldn’t have had a choice, though. The safety of the whole country depended on his plans. 
Her incredulous look hadn’t faded. After a long moment, she finally managed, “I think I feel better about three months.”
“Alright,” he agreed amiably. After living with five females during his formative years, he knew better than to argue with a woman about wedding plans. Actually, if he had three months to plan with, he might find a way to get his family here…or at least be able to get a portrait of her commissioned and sent to them. “You might need that time more than you think anyway,” he added thoughtfully. “The estate that I was given hasn’t had a reigning family in it for almost 20 years. I understand it needs some work.”
“Some work,” Amalah repeated in despair. “It’s likely in a very poor condition.”
“I’ll save the country if you resurrect the house,” he offered with an ingenious smile. 
His betrothed gave him a suspicious look. “How is it that when you say it in that way, it sounds like you have the easier job?”
“Because I’ll have more help than you will?” he offered artlessly. 
She shook her head in resignation. “It’ll fall to me regardless. You have no idea what to do with a house.”
Very true. Although he was an expert at destroying them. “Keep Sego with you. He’s excellent at this sort of thing. And you can hire whatever help you need, of course.” As an afterthought he tacked on, “Just don’t bankrupt us.”
“Sego and I will figure it out,” she assured him. “Hopefully in time for our wedding day although I can’t promise that until I see the place. Have you?”
“No, haven’t had the time. It’s a five hour trip from here, after all. All I know is that it lies on a regular trade route between Izeh and Khoor.” 
“Trade routes,” she echoed thoughtfully. “Ahhh. That’s why you wanted the place. Sego mentioned that you had a pick between six different ones.”
“Trade routes means posterity even for future generations,” he pointed out. “If it’s managed right, that is.”
“Yes, likely so.” She bit her lip, brow furrowed a bit, as she thought things through. “Will you have my brother live with us?”
“Probably. He’ll likely follow me around in battle situations as well, learning the ropes. What is his name, anyway?” He’d yet to hear it.
“Roshan.” She smiled as she said the name. “I’m very glad you took him on. With you teaching him, he will learn how to be a kind man.”
Ahhh. That was why she wanted him to take the boy as a student. Well, true, under Darius’s tutelage he wouldn’t have that women-are-inferior belief drummed into his head. “I don’t mind it,” he told her frankly. “Really, I need to pass on everything I know to the next generation or my victories of today will be meaningless. I just hadn’t thought about it until your father asked it of me.”
“You’ve impressed him. He might not show it, but you must have impressed him for him to entrust Roshan to you. He is very protective of his only son.” No trace of bitterness shadowed those words, as if it were only natural he feel that way. “Father has a high regard for anyone that will follow the old traditions and fight for what they want. He believed Merikh to be that sort of man, which was why he chose him for me. I think…I think he regretted it. What you said to him the other day shamed him.”
“But he couldn’t do much about it, as the oath was already given,” Darius summed up tiredly. “Amalah, I’ll tell you now, if our daughters—assuming we are blessed with them—are ever in a similar situation, I’ll kill the man myself before giving her over.”
She smiled and bent far enough to lightly kiss his forehead. “I hope we have a dozen.” 
A dozen little Amalahs? He would be fine with that. In fact, that sounded very much like paradise, having a dozen beautiful girls to spoil. He’d need two dozen bodyguards to beat the men off with, though.
Someone very timidly tapped on the door and stuck their head inside. Darius turned his head just enough to glare in that direction, but of course the desk blocked his view. 
“Uhhh, sir?”
Sighing, he sat up and then stood up fully. From here, he could see his runner hovering near the doorway, a nervous Tolk standing just behind him. Sending the child, eh, knowing full well that Darius had a soft spot for him. He shot Tolk a glare before saying, “Payam, you realize that if you put just one foot inside this room, you’ll be taking your life in your hands.”
His runner gave him a game smile. “Yes, sir. But Queen’s orders, sir. She said, need to have an emergency meeting about oil.”
Oil? What oil…oh, wait. That was right. Two days ago, they’d been discussing the insane price of oil and how it had affected the people. He was supposed to think of some way around it but had been completely sidetracked by Amalah. He rubbed at his forehead and controlled the urge to bang his head against the nearest hard surface. 
“Sir?” Payam ventured uncertainly. 
Amalah stood and laid a hand on his arm, catching his attention. She gave him a smile and rueful shrug. “Duty calls, I think.”
Yes, so it did. Darius truly wanted to throw a childish fit and lock himself in here with her, but sadly, he was a responsible adult that didn’t do things like that. Besides, he owed the queen a major favor after everything she’d done for him. “Yes, so it does. It’s alright, Payam, I’ll let you live.”
The runner snapped out a sharp salute. “I’ll tell her you’re coming.” Without waiting for a response, he turned and darted back out the door. 
Before his mind completely turned to the problem of oil, he said, “I won’t need Sego for any of this, so feel free to borrow him. Find a time either late today or tomorrow for me to sit down with your parents, too. I feel like I need to have a good talk with them.”
“Probably for the best,” she admitted. “Alright. Go save the country. I’ll start in on the house.” 
Despite what she says, she has the easier job. She doesn’t have a committee to argue with every time she wants to implement a change. “Right. If you need me, then send Payam for me. Actually, if you don’t need me, send Payam anyway. It’ll save me from sitting through a very boring meeting.”
Laughing, she put her hands on his back and started pushing him toward the door. “Just go, will you?”
He turned back long enough to kiss her on the forehead, laugh at her blush, and then he headed for the door, calling for Tolk as he went.  
~~~
A month of days sped past in a blur of activity. Darius became bogged down in the details of planning, as he inevitably did, and the constant argument about oil rationing. By the time he won the argument, he could lift the ban, and the normal market prices reinstated themselves without any effort on his part. 
He found time to have dinner with his in-laws-to-be twice. The first occasion was a very strained affair but the second one went smoother. In part, perhaps, because of the bolts of embroidered cloth that he gifted to the family. It showed good will on his part and the means necessary to stand in their circle. He met Roshan at the first dinner and found the boy to be just as intelligent as Amalah. His dark hair had a rebellious curl to it, as his sister’s did, black eyes shining with humor, traces of baby fat still on his cheeks. Amalah must have told him stories, as Roshan almost vibrated with enthusiasm on their first meeting, and he pelted Darius with endless questions during the meal. After that, he had no qualms about taking the boy on. With the right training, he had the potential to be a very good strategian. Roshan had four months of schooling left but after that, he would come to live with Darius and Amalah. 
Try as he might, he couldn’t get over to the estate, though. Amalah went several times with Sego and Bohme. She assured them that the caretaker had done an excellent job keeping the multiple farms and businesses running, but the house itself stood in a sad state of neglect. Every piece of furniture inside had dry rotted, the doors were sagging on their hinges, and a few windows needed to be replaced. At least the main structure, made of solid stone, hadn’t needed anything more than strong soap and a scrub brush. 
The sad state of the house proved to be a blessing, in a way. With Darius prepping for war, and Amalah prepping for a wedding, they were both very busy. The only task they really had in common was the house. Darius discovered that “Amalah and I need to talk about the house” was a magical phrase that could make the most insistent leave. In fact, he started saying it when it wasn’t entirely true, just to buy him an hour’s time to spend with her. If not for that, they likely wouldn’t have been able to spend any time with each other at all. 
In fact, he had to be careful to not neglect anything in this whirlwind of activity. He’d snuck out this morning to ride Sohrab before the poor stallion went mad with the lack of exercise. He’d probably been gone too long, actually, as he’d been enjoying the fresh air as much as the horse and neither one of them had really wanted to return. 
He strode through the hallways, taking the shortcut back to his suite, mind ticking off points as he walked. They still had a month or so before expecting that armada on their shores, but for prudence’s sake, he should probably leave for Izeh in two weeks to check on everything personally. The last of the rationed oil should have left for Izeh this morning, and Navid had assured him the citizens there were drilling for an hour each day on putting out fires, just in case. If they could finalize their plans on where to deploy the troops in the city streets, then—
“SIR!”
On instinct, Darius stopped dead in his tracks and whirled around. The only time he ever heard that note of panic was when something had gone dreadfully wrong. 
From a side hallway, Ramin ran for him at full tilt, sliding to a stop on the slick tiles, barely stopping in time to avoid hitting Darius. “Sir,” he said quickly, eyes wide, sweat beading on his forehead. “The Armada’s been sighted off the coast.”
For a moment, the words simply didn’t make sense to Darius. “Sighted off the coast,” he parroted in a blank tone, as if he were repeating some unknown phrase.
“Yes, sir.” Ramin nearly vibrated in place, his need to move on the information obvious. 
This came so far outside of Darius’s expectations that he almost couldn’t believe it. Then it did sink in and he swore, turned around, and headed for his office at a run. “How far out?” he demanded of Ramin as they sprinted through the halls. 
“Three days, four at most with the tides,” Ramin answered, not even breathing hard as he kept on Darius’s heels. 
Three days?! Good thing I didn’t talk Amalah into the one month wedding time frame. He mentally smacked himself for the irreverent thought.
Shaa preserve them, that wasn’t enough time! He had plans in place for a sea invasion, yes, but he should have had at least three more weeks before they showed up. “Ramin, get Kaveh and Navid moving now. I want their men prepared to leave for the coast in three hours.” It took almost two hours for the message to reach the barracks alone. With a group that large, it’d take them almost three days to reach Izeh Harbor and be in position on time. If he were lucky. If nothing went wrong. They’d be cutting it close.  
“Yes, sir!” Ramin peeled off down a different hallway and, impossibly, picked up his speed. 
It took precious minutes for him to reach his own suite of rooms. He hit the doors at a dead run and skidded to a stop inside. Sego, Tolk and Payam all looked up at him in alarm, pausing in mid-motion. “Armada has been spotted off the coast,” he said without preamble. “We need to leave in an hour. Move!” After that first, knee-jerked reaction, they exploded into motion. Darius wrote a short message to Amalah about what was going on and then quickly headed for the palace interior. He had to report this to the queen, now, and then rush back to help get everyone into motion. As he ran, he prayed they’d be fast enough. 
 



 

He grabbed Ashtad on his way to report to the queen, pumping information from the man as they moved. Ashtad explained how this had gone so wrong as they half-jogged for the queen’s study. The spy that had originally reported in had made one very costly assumption. Most armadas of that size took time to gather sailors, rowers, and supplies together before they could leave. This took, on average, a month to do. But this time, they’d pulled everything together in barely two weeks, speeding up the process considerably. Also in their favor, the winds and tides had been strong and so the ships travelled faster than first estimated. 
Ashtad had one more piece of very vital information, gained the night before. The commander of the armada was none other than Adad the Hammer, so nicknamed for his brutal tactics. The man was famous for sailing into a harbor, pulverizing any sign of resistance, and then quickly pulling out again before anyone could do damage to him. If Darius gave him any opening at all, he’d take it, and they might not be able to recover from it. 
He absolutely could not let that man get anywhere near Niotan’s shores. 
The queen asked a great many questions, which slowed him down further, but she eventually realized that keeping him here was folly and ordered him to go. He wasted no time in leaving. Darius reached the stables at a dead run, eyes automatically scanning the area as he moved. The area was awash in sound of horses snorting, metal jingling, servants running around, Ramin shouting orders. A contingent of fifteen guards finished loading up horses, tightening girths. Bohme and Tolk stood quietly talking in a corner. Sego stood nearby, but clearly had no plans to go with him. Good, he wanted the steward to stay and help Amalah. She had too much work to shoulder. 
A stableboy handed him Sohrab’s reins. The stallion, having been infected by the mood all around him, pranced a bit in place, anxious to be off. Darius smoothed a hand along his neck to calm him even as he threw the reins over his head and prepared to mount. 
“Darius!”
He automatically turned to respond to that voice. Amalah rushed toward him, weaving her way in and around horses, soldiers, and equipment until she reached him. Her eyes looked a little worried, and he didn’t blame her. None of this had gone according to plan and he frankly didn’t know if he could get everything set up in time to meet the armada breathing down their necks. 
She surprised him by not saying anything, just throwing her arms around his neck and tugging him down far enough to plant a swift kiss against his mouth. “Shaa go with you.” Releasing him, she gave him a brave smile. 
No worried questions, no demands for reassurance, just a blessing of safety as he went to war. I don’t know what I did to deserve this woman, but I’m offering a sacrifice to Shaa at the first opportunity. He caught her by the back of the head and kissed her in return, soft and sweet. “If all goes well,” he said huskily against her mouth, “I’ll be back in a week.”
“Alright.” Her smile faltered a little. “If it doesn’t?”
“It’ll take longer than a week.” He gave her a cocky smile, more confident than what he actually felt. “They won’t land one ship on Niotan’s soil, I promise you.”
“I know.” She stepped back and shooed him on. “Go fight. I have a house to finish.”
This calm, half-teasing expression soothed his heart as nothing else could have. He reached out with one arm just long enough to hug her hard against him. She squeaked at the unexpected movement. Against the top of her head he whispered, “I really love you.”
“I love you too,” she murmured against his chest. “Now, go.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Stepping back, he put a foot in the stirrup and swung himself aboard with practiced ease. As he settled into the saddle, he caught Sego’s eye. The man gave him a reassuring nod and smile, silently promising to take care of things here. He looked back to Amalah who gave him the same look. Yes, he could trust these two to handle the things that he could not. With a breath, he raised his right hand and waved it in a circling motion. “FORWARD!” he bellowed in command. 
The men of the Niotan Army moved out at a trot, hooves ringing against the stone, and not one man looked back. 
~~~
They rode hard for the coast, stopping only when necessary to rest the horses. Darius and his men arrived midmorning, the sun obscured by clouds but no less hot for it. Without pausing to rest, they instantly dismounted and started checking on everything. Darius had given standing orders to start pouring the oil into the sea when the ships were sighted, but he went straight there to make sure they had already started that. Even with an army of volunteers such as this, it would take a considerable amount of time to pour in enough oil to cover most of the water of the harbor. 
Fortunately, they had, and had every intention to work through the night until every last drop of oil had been poured in. Relieved, he went back to the city and started worrying about their preparations instead. 
Almost around the clock, he and his staff worked, coordinating all of the individual units to make sure that all of the pieces would fall into place when the time came. Tolk and Bohme took turns sitting on him and forcing him to take time and eat. Since they only got to eat when he did, he allowed this. 
In his frantic state to get everything done, he barely thought of what he would do when everything was ready. But early on the third day, it abruptly happened. He checked with the last unit commander and stood there, belatedly realizing that all preparations were complete with half a day or more to spare if the gods were kind. 
Standing on the docks gave him a clear view of most of the city. He turned slowly, studying everything within his line of sight. Each street had water buckets and huge barrels of water collected, just in case a fire spread in that area. All of the boats had been pulled clear of the water and heaved onto the docks or onto the shore, safely out of harm’s way. The civilians were talking uneasily among themselves, but they were clearly ready to pitch in and help in any way they could, as no one tried to resume their daily routine. All that was left was waiting for the troops to arrive.
“I have nothing left to do,” he said to Bohme in something of a daze. 
“Take a nap,” Bohme suggested helpfully.
“I don’t like naps,” Darius responded grouchily. “They make me sluggish.”
“You shound like a two year old, shir.”
He felt like one, too, saying that. 
“Been up for two daysh shtraight,” Bohme pointed out patiently. “Everyone elshe hash shlept but you. You need to be able to think.”
He had a really good point, but Darius hadn’t been kidding. Naps made him groggy. Especially now, when he’d gone without sleep for two days, it would do him more harm than good. “I’ll lay down at the inn and rest,” he compromised on a sigh, turning around. “But I’m not sleeping.”
~~~
“Sir! Sir, wake up!”
A persistent hand shook him by the shoulder, jostling him out of a sound sleep. Darius flailed, half-awake and not at all coordinated. He pried open one eye through sheer willpower and managed to focus it enough to see Ramin leaning over him. His mouth felt glued together as he managed to stutter out, “W-what’s going on?” 
“The armada has been sighted, sir. They’re within view of the harbor’s gates.”
In less than a second, Darius came fully awake. Swearing, he wrenched himself out of the bed and headed straight for the door. “Why didn’t anyone wake me up sooner? And where are our troops?  Have they arrived yet?” he demanded irritably. 
“They arrived an hour ago, it’ll still take the ships another hour to get into place, sir,” Ramin assured him as they took the stairs two at a time down, “and you needed the sleep.”
“I need more than an hour to double check readiness, Ramin!” he snapped, hitting the ground floor with a loud thump. 
“We did that sir,” Navid assured him at the inn’s main door. At this hour, and with an armada breathing down their necks, no one else had stayed inside and the multitude of chairs and tables stood empty. 
Darius knocked a chair aside to make way for him. As he reached the door, he tugged his uniform straight and demanded, “Troops?”
“All standing ready.”
“Water brigade?”
“Standing ready,” Navid repeated patiently. “Oil in place, gate crew in place.”
“All under control,” Ramin soothed from behind him. 
Darius stopped and slowly turned, giving the man quite the look for that tone. 
Bohme watched this play out for a moment before reaching out and giving Ramin a friendly pat on the shoulder. “Alwaysh wakesh up grumpy,” he assured the commander in a loud whisper. “Don’t mind.”
“I feel sorry for Raja Amalah, then,” Ramin dared to mock-whisper back. 
Swearing under his breath, Darius reversed directions and thumped back up the stairs. Alright, fine, he had a half hour before he actually needed to be at the docks. If that were the case, then he would shave off this two day beard. If he didn’t have to go through a battle while scratching like a dog with fleas, then he wouldn’t. 
 
 
A half hour later, in a fresh uniform that someone—probably Sego—had thoughtfully packed, Darius stood on the docks and calmly watched the armada sail in through the port’s open gate. Navid had taken the south side this time, with Kaveh taking the north, leaving Ramin the center. Darius wanted a front and center seat for this battle, so he chose to stay on the central dock with Ramin. Payam, as always, hovered nearby in case he needed to pass along a message. 
From behind them, not a trace of sound to be heard. Usually a city of this size could produce a cacophony of noise, almost deafening at times. But now not a soul stirred, everyone intently watching the enemy approaching. 
The sun had started for the far horizon long ago, turning the sky into molted colors of dark golds and reds. They had, at best, another two hours or so of daylight left. Darius stood on the docks and watched the armada intently. Right now, he didn’t know if they would choose to sail into the harbor at this point or not. Having never fought on the sea, he didn’t know if they had different rules of combat. If this were a land battle, Darius would wait just outside of the enemy’s range and wait until the next day, where he would have plenty of light to fight with. 
But would the admiral in charge of that armada do the same? 
Turning, he asked Ramin, “Has his position changed in the past half hour?”
“No, sir.” 
Hmmm. Suspicions raised, he lifted his spyglass from the pouch at his waist and extended it before lifting it to his eye. Peering carefully at the ships, he looked for a tell-tale chain…there. “They’re anchored,” he muttered to himself. 
“Sir?” Ramin asked, moving forward a step.
Raising his voice to a more audible level, Darius repeated, “They’re anchored. They have no intention to start a battle today.”
“So they’ll wait until daybreak tomorrow?” Ramin peered at them intently, hand raised to shield his eyes from the waning sun. “That’s what I would have done. They’re certainly in a good position to do so.”
Yes, they were. The armada lay in a half circle in front of the harbor walls, blocking anyone from coming in or going out. In fact, they could safely sit there for several days, blocking all trade, and Darius wouldn’t be able to do one thing to stop them. 
Hopefully they wouldn’t do that, though. 
Darius blew out a breath and collapsed his spy glass again. With the enemy hovering like this, no one would be able to sleep well tonight. But hopefully, they wouldn’t need the energy to fight tomorrow. “Ramin. Set watchers in place to make sure that they obediently stay in place and then have everyone else retire for the night.”
“Yes, sir.”  
~~~
Darius, after many years of battle situations, had learned to fall asleep when he truly needed to. Even then, he woke before the birds could even stir, taking the time to properly shave and put on a clean uniform. 
As no else in the inn had awoken yet, he chose to go to the waterfront for breakfast, a yawning Tolk and Bohme in tow. He spent the early morning hour talking to the night watchmen and anyone else awake. 
Over the course of the next hour, the sun steadily rose in the sky and burned off the cool morning mist that hung over the harbor. By the time that the city’s inhabitants had awoken, he had enough daylight to see that it would be a clear day without a single cloud in the sky. Truly a perfect day to sail—or fight. He went to the same dock he had been on the night before and stood there enjoying the ocean breeze as he waited for his enemy to sail to him. 
As dawn faded into day, the ships pulled up anchor and moved out. There was no pre-arranged signal for putting the gate in place, just a standing order to do so as soon as the last ship had sailed through. Darius shifted his spyglass so that he could see in between the ships as the crews on the other side of the wall went into action. All of the drills in putting the floating gate into place had paid off. He watched in satisfaction as the men pulled the gate into place and then secured it, all within minutes. Of course, it didn’t really have the weight to it that the rest of the wall did. And if a battering ram from one of the ships struck it, it’d probably give quite easily. But Adad didn’t know that.
Someone on his flagship spied the now walled off gate and sent up a cry that Darius could just hear from this distance. Adad whirled around to see for himself. Darius couldn’t see his face from that angle, but he didn’t need to. The man’s body language said it all. Adad the Hammer thought himself well and truly trapped. His usual hit and run tactics wouldn’t work here. 
Darius hardly needed his spyglass to see such a short distance, but he rather enjoyed being able to zoom in and see the horror on Admiral Adad’s face. The man had looked quite smug at first, sailing into a defenseless harbor with only a thousand or so troops standing ready on the docks. 
“General,” Ramin’s tone held steady but had a hint of laughter in it. “Try to contain your evil smile. You’re scaring the men.”
Darius cleared his throat and tried to smooth out his face into a bland expression. Judging from Ramin’s reaction, he didn’t quite succeed in looking impassive. 
Adad ran from one end of the ship to the other, looking in every direction. It rather reminded Darius of a rat trapped in a cage. Through his glass, he saw the Admiral looking more worried with every moment until finally the man stopped on the prow of his ship, snatched up a megaphone, and yelled through it, “DARIUS BRESALIER!”
“Payam.” Darius pointed to his own megaphone laying nearby. The runner snatched it up and passed it to him, exchanging it for the spyglass. “My thanks.” Lifting the piece to his mouth he called back, “GREETINGS, ADMIRAL!”
The cordial response, for some odd reason, infuriated Adad even more and he yelled back angrily, “DO YOU REALLY THINK THAT LOCKING US IN WILL HELP YOU?!”
In a very exaggerated gesture, Darius pointed toward the water. “LOOK DOWN CAREFULLY!”
Adad lowered the megaphone, stared at him for a long moment before reluctantly turning and looking over the side. He probably meant to just glance in that direction, but he froze with one hand on the rail, seemingly rooted on the spot. 
“I think he just realized that the water is covered in oil,” Ramin observed to no one in particular.
Yes, he had. Darius expected him to start panicking any second now. Without looking away from Adad he said, “Ramin.”
“Yes, sir.”
“You’re smiling evilly.”
“I learned how to from the best, sir.”
Chuckling, Darius raised the megaphone to his mouth and called, “I WILL BE GENEROUS WITH YOUR TERMS OF SURRENDER, ADAD!”
That shocked the Admiral back in motion and he whirled away to snatch up his megaphone once again. “WHO SAID I WOULD SURRENDER?!”
Darius picked up a burning torch from a holder nearby and lifted it high above his head. “DO YOU PREFER TO BURN INSTEAD?”
Adad didn’t answer immediately. In fact, he lowered his megaphone and turned to speak rapidly with the ship’s captain instead. Darius didn’t need to hear the conversation to know more or less of what they said. Even if they launched the landing boats with soldiers aboard right this minute, it would take a good hour to get everyone off. Worse, they couldn’t time the landing so that all of the boats would reach the docks at the same time. Darius’s troops would be able to overwhelm each boat as it came to them and pick them off, one by one. 
But even if, by some miracle, they managed to get the boats to quickly launch and reached the shore before the burning oil destroyed the boats, they would be trapped. The Ilam soldiers would be stuck on land without any way to retreat or receive support from the mother ships. They might have enough men to take over this city, but the whole country? 
Ramin leaned in closer and whispered, “Do you think our bluff is working?”
“He hasn’t once glanced back to look at the gate,” Darius muttered back. “He doesn’t think he can charge it and break through. Or he doesn’t think he can reach it in time. The oil will carry the fire straight to his ships. I’ve seen a house burn before—it was nothing more than charcoal and embers in minutes. I doubt a ship will burn any different. I bet Adad knows that, too.” 
“Shouldn’t you be adding on some pressure?” Ramin asked in worry.
“No, no. First rule in bluffing, Ramin—never, ever talk more than you need to. The trick is to give the other side just enough information to think that you have the upper hand. Then you silently wait them out, as if you have every confidence that you’ll win no matter what they do. Silence sells the idea. Talking, as if you have to convince them, that’s what spoils it.” He lifted his spyglass again to get a better look at Adad’s face. The man looked very angry, but he also had no color to his skin, complexion a sick grey. “He’s almost ready to cave in,” he observed almost to himself. “Wait for it….”
Adad milled about the prow of the ship again, clearly looking for an exit of some sort. He stopped in the same spot, shoulders slumping. Very reluctantly, he picked up the megaphone and growled, “A THOUSAND CURSES ON YOU, BRESALIER! YOU AND YOUR HOUSE!”
This time, he didn’t bother to try and hide his evil smile. “OFFLOAD YOUR MEN AND COME ASHORE, FOUR BOATS AT A TIME! WE’LL DISCUSS THE TERMS OF SURRENDER WHEN YOU LAND.” Turning his head, he ordered Ramin, “Put together some crews to go and inspect the ships first. He might think to sabotage them in some way to prevent them from falling into our hands.”
“Yes, sir.” Ramin turned and started calling out orders to people as he walked off the dock. 
Darius handed the megaphone off to Payam, grinning all the while. He’d just won a major battle without a single sword leaving its sheath. 
This one would go down in the history books for certain. 
~~~
“Darius!” Tresea called to him, tone irritable, waving a piece of paper in the air. “Your reports leave much to be desired! ‘We won. The bluff worked.’ Is that really all you had time to write?!”
He waited until he had reached the foot of her dais, bowed properly, and straightened back before responding seriously, “It was. But I bring you good news so I pray that you are not angry with me for long.”
She sat back with a huff. “I’ll judge that after I hear your news.”
“Thirteen warships were captured in your name.” He somehow managed to keep his face straight saying this. Really, all he wanted to do was smile.
It took a moment to sink in and then her eyes flew wide. “You captured the armada intact?”
“All but two,” he corrected with a resigned shrug of the shoulders. “They sabotaged them before we could get to them. But the other thirteen are in prime fighting condition. Adad signed an agreement of unconditional surrender. As of yesterday, you have a navy at your command.” 
She threw her head back and laughed in sheer joy. “You marvelous, marvelous man! Sit, sit, and tell me the full story.”
He crossed to the bench nearby that she pointed to, obediently sat, and spun the story for her. Previous experience had taught him that when she said tell me the full story, she meant every detail, and so he weaved his words into a colorful tale. Tresea leaned further toward him with every word, literally sitting on the edge of her seat as the story reached a climax, even though she knew how it would end. As he wound down, she relaxed back into her throne with a satisfied sigh, as content as a cat that had finished off a prized dish of cream.
“You deserve another estate for this victory,” she informed him with a pleased smile.
Darius shook his head in panic. “My Queen, I beg you, refrain from that. Amalah has her hands full with the Soohr Estate as it is.” 
“Darius.” Uh-oh. She had that half-smile on her face that scared him down to his toes. “Why do you always argue with me when I want to reward you?”
He gulped nervously and ventured, “Because your rewards are usually excessive?”
Tresea’s fingers tapped against the arm of her chair in an irritated rhythm. “And what do you think is an appropriate award?”
“I think you’ve already very generously given me an estate,” he said frankly. “I honestly cannot wish for anything more in this moment.”
Her eyes narrowed to angry slits. “You will name something in the next five seconds or I will decide for you.”
She would, too. Probably that estate that he didn’t want. Something he wanted, something he wanted…no, nothing came to mind. Although Amalah had mentioned something in passing as a joke…oh, right! “Er, actually My Queen, there is something that my betrothed wanted.”
Tresea waved an impatient hand. “Well?”
“Can we borrow the court painter to re-do the murals in our home?” He gave her his most charming smile, that one that always got him out of trouble. “Some of them were destroyed by weather and age and are beyond recognition now. We thought about hiring someone, but truly, you have the best artist in the country.”
“I do,” she acknowledged with no false modesty. “It took me some time to find him. Once again, you have asked for something of far less value than the thing I wanted to give you. But that,” she sighed in resignation, “is partially why I trust you. You are not a greedy man.”
He scratched his head and wondered how to respond to that. 
“Oh very well, Darius, you may borrow my court painter.” Tresea rolled her eyes heavenward, praying for patience. “But in return, next time, you will not argue with me.”
He bowed in acknowledgement. “Of course, My Queen.” He prayed right then and there that she changed her mind before that point about giving him a second estate. He hadn’t been joking earlier—Amalah truly did have her hands full with just one. Two would be impossible. His bride-to-be would not be pleased with him if he doubled her workload. 
 



 

It felt a little strange being back at his desk. With two months of celebrations (one for his wedding and the other for the victory at Izeh Port), moving into the new house, and trying his hand at estate managing, his military duties had been pushed off to the side. But he couldn’t ignore them forever and so he and Amalah had returned to the palace yesterday. Now, looking at the charts and maps and books that he had abandoned, the desk looked a little lonely and neglected. 
Well, it wouldn’t be that way for long. He called for Payam, sending a message along to his staff that he wanted updates on their progress since his last report from them. Then he started clearing off the surface, sorting it into piles of unneeded information, maps and reports he still wanted access to and books that could be returned. 
“General Bresalier.”
Darius turned from his desk and looked up. Ashtad stood in the doorway, and one look at the man’s face made it clear what sort of news he had to report. “Ashtad,” he acknowledged, waving the man inside and to a seat. “Just once, I want you to come visit me with good news to report.”
Ashtad grimaced at the mild rebuke as he sank into a nearby chair. “Actually, when you don’t see me is the good news. I report the worst news myself.”
The worst news, eh? Darius sat down at the table, because he felt like he needed to, and braced himself. “I’m all ears, Ashtad.”
The Master of Spies took in a breath and met Darius’s eyes without flinching. “You told me that you didn’t think Brindisi had the means to pull together an army of more than ten thousand to march against us. And even then they’d have to scrounge around for the numbers.”
Darius went very, very still. “Was I wrong?”
“No, you were right.” Ashtad had the strangest expression in his eyes as he said the next words. “Brindisi dropped their war against Serrati.”
A feeling of ice coldness washed down his spine, making him shiver. The campaign against Serrati was as old as he could remember, the war that every soldier had fought in at least once. Darius had once remarked to then Prince Baros that by the time a king had funded the campaign for five straight years, he could have bought the country instead of trying to conquer it. It was a waste of manpower and resources. He apparently took that advice to heart. Wetting dry lips, he forced himself to think and speak. “Freeing himself from that campaign has won Baros anywhere between twenty to thirty thousand troops that he can reassign as he pleases.”
“Twenty-seven thousand precisely,” Ashtad answered in a mechanical tone. “The other eight thousand he’s taken from the Baiji horsemen.” 
For an odd moment, he couldn’t understand what Ashtad said, as if he’d forgotten every word of Niotese that he’d learned. Then, in a rush, he added everything together and it all made too much sense. “You’re telling me that I have an army of thirty-five thousand heading my direction?”
“Yes.” 
Thirty-five thousand…Brindisi really wanted him dead, didn’t they? Or they were that humiliated that a former general had stopped them so completely from conquering a small country like Niotan. Perhaps it was both. 
Their motivations didn’t really matter right now, though. What did matter was numbers. Darius had eight thousand troops to his name at this moment. He could always employ the mercenary Night Raiders again, but they were only five hundred. Not enough to really tip the balance against those odds. 
His mind whirled, tactics and geography and past experiences flashing through his mind’s eye. He didn’t have the numbers to go head to head with a force of that size, but he didn’t believe in fighting battles like that to begin with. 
“Bresalier.” Ashtad gripped his hands on the tabletop together so hard that the knuckles showed white. “Tell me you can win.”
“I don’t fight hopeless causes.” He grinned at him, then almost laughed at the shock on Ashtad’s face. “We can win. But to do it, we have to move now and I need every piece of information that you can get for me. Specifically, which route they take to get here and if they’re picking up the Baiji horsemen on the way or if they’ll meet them at Dakan Pass. Also, who’s the leading general for this one. If it’s someone I know, it’ll help me when planning tactics.”
Ashtad nodded jerkily in confirmation. “O-of course. I’ll find out. But we only have eight thousand troops. You really think we can fight off thirty-five thousand?”
“Ashtad, I swear to you that by the time the Brindisi Army makes it through Dakan Pass, there won’t be thirty-five thousand.” 
~~~
Darius had made preparations for Brindisi in more ways than one. From the comfort of his new home, he’d sent out several letters and even made a few visits to some of the generals that he knew regarded him favorably. Some of them had been more hesitant than others, but winning the eastern front and then the sea battle at Izeh Port had gained him their respect at least. The others just became more sour at his success and refused to acknowledge him at all. After he won this last battle, he’d have to do something about them. But for now, he focused on the men willing to help. 
The whole purpose of him returning to Khoor when he did was to hold the first War Council since he’s assumed position as lead general. With only four generals in attendance—five including himself—it hardly seemed a real council, but at this point, Darius would work with what he could get. 
But with the new information, he could not wait for the previously scheduled time of tomorrow afternoon and instead called for an emergency session to be held within an hour. Then he dove into a uniform, grabbed the latest reports, and headed straight for the council room, Sego and Payam in tow. 
The Council Room lay deep within the heart of the palace. It took him several minutes to get there. The doors were wide open when he reached it, and for the first time, he crossed the threshold and stepped inside. 
For a room that decided the victory or defeat of a country, it had no impressive features about it. A long table surrounded by chairs dominated the center of the room. A very large map had been painted into the wood of the table in bright golds and reds. Two large windows were on either end of the room, letting in a great deal of light and looking out over a tranquil garden, but Darius noticed in amusement that the windows did not open. Traditionally, most council rooms had an adjoining courtyard to them so that the men could get up and walk around, taking breaks from their discussions. But whoever had designed this room wisely had not followed tradition. The courtyards were typically used for duels more than anything else as the generals had a bad habit of fighting out their differences in opinion. 
He stopped just inside the doorway and gave a polite bow to the two men already seated at the table. “General Mihr, General Bahram, I’m glad you came.”
Mihr, now looking properly rested after several months of being home, gave a slight smile and stood, returning the bow. “I am glad you called, General Bresalier. But I worry at this early summons. Has something happened?”
“Yes. But I don’t wish to go over this multiple times. Please wait until the other two arrive.” He acknowledged the bow that Bahram gave him and then gestured to Sego, who had the reports stacked up in the corner of his elbow. “If you would, go through these and tell me if the numbers have changed in the past month or so. I need the most accurate information possible.”
“Of course,” Bahram assured him. 
Darius went to the head of the table, dragging the chair back in a slight scrape against tiles before settling into it. As he sat, he truly looked at both men. He’d only met Bahram briefly before now but he’d exchanged several letters with him over the past few months. Before Darius, Bahram had held the dubious privilege of being the youngest general on the council. At the age of forty, he had been promoted to his current rank by Queen Tresea for his excellent service. Sego told him that Bahram was one of the few that had gained his rank by merit alone instead of connections. Even Mihr had practically married into this career. 
Bahram certainly didn’t look like a brilliant strategist. Actually, he had the small and wiry build of a horseman. In fact, if Darius hadn’t known better, he’d have almost pegged the man as Baijian because of his dark, leathery skin, bushy black hair and that hooked nose. 
Sego passed both men the reports before quietly blending into the shadows behind Darius. Payam just as quietly took up the same position, waiting for Darius’s orders. 
Generals Ormad and Delshad came in almost at the same time. Delshad was still tucking his sash into itself around his waist, and he looked as if he had dressed on the run—literally. His hair, uncommonly long for a military man, tangled around his face and kept falling into his eyes. He kept reaching up to brush it away, only to have it spring back. For such a tall man, his voice came out in an unusually high pitch as he greeted, “General Bresalier. General Mihr. General Bahram.”
No one had a chance to respond as Ormad boomed out, “Bresalier, what’s going on?”
“Take a seat,” Darius invited calmly. “I’ll tell you.” He watched Ormad yank back a chair and drop into it. The man had the size of a small bear, and the temperament to match. He was always bellowing something, it seemed, but under that tough exterior lay a man with common sense. He didn’t have the instincts of a good strategist but he knew how to obey orders and how to work with what he was given. 
With everyone seated, Darius nodded to them. “Thank you for coming so quickly. Niotan’s future depends on it. Not an hour ago, Ashtad came to me and reported that Brindisi has gathered together an army and is marching them here.”
“Already?” Delshad objected, eyes wide. “It can’t be much of a force, surely.”
“Thirty-five thousand,” Darius corrected grimly.
Bahram let out a low whistle. “Now how did they pull that off?”
“They ended the campaign against Serrati.” Darius gave them a rueful shrug when they all groaned in understanding. “That won them back considerable manpower and resources alone. But I think they’ve also gained some troops in a few other places. Serrati’s war alone didn’t consume that many men.”
The four men exchanged glances between themselves. 
“Bresalier, correct me if I’m wrong, but those barriers of yours won’t handle thirty-five thousand,” Mihr said in a steady, calm tone that belied the worry in his eyes.  
Darius nodded confirmation. “Not even close. They might be able to handle twenty thousand, if we had more layers to them and more troops, but we don’t have the ability to meet that large of an army head-on and win. We need to whittle down those numbers before they even reach Niotan’s borders.”
Omar’s eyes were narrowed. “You have an idea?”
“Several. But it would require me to be in about three places at once, hence why I need your help.” He flashed them a smile. “Gentlemen, I realize that it’s your policy in this country to rotate the generals so that one serves every three months. But for this to work, I need all of you deployed at once. So I hereby propose that during the duration of this war, we abolish the rotational system.”
“Agreed,” Mihr said without hesitation. “To me, it never made sense to begin with.”
Omar slapped the table with a loud bang, startling everyone and announced happily, “If it means getting in the field faster, I’m all for it! What about you two?”
For a moment more, Bahram considered this before finally shrugging. “As long as the chain of command remains clear and intact, I don’t see a problem. Agreed.”
“We’ll go by seniority,” Darius assured him. “I won’t let there be any confusion. But most of the time, you’ll actually be doing separate duties. Other than conferring with each other and keeping the others abreast of your progress, you won’t be crossing paths much. Delshad?”
The man looked around, eyes darting nervously from face to face, clearly uneasy. “W-well, this is highly untraditional.”
Really, Darius had a majority vote. He didn’t need Delshad’s but he also didn’t want the man to just go along with the flow. That usually created problems later. “It’s alright if you don’t agree. But I still need you to be willing to work.”
His nervousness faded and he straightened in his chair to give Darius a level look. “I will always be willing to do that.”
“Good enough. Then here’s my idea.” He stepped away from his chair so that he could lean over the table and trace the route with his finger. “The Tran Highway is the only way for them to approach Niotan. If we ambush them from both sides, using the Elburz Forest for cover, then we can whittle down their numbers that way. If we play our cards right, we can also make the whole army paranoid about sleeping, or eating, or doing anything else that lowers their guard.”
Omar bared his teeth in a feral smile. “A sleep-deprived army makes a lot of mistakes. I like it. How many do you think you can get this way?”
Darius splayed his hands to either side in an open shrug. “I hope five thousand or so. With that large of an army, it will move very slowly, so we should have plenty of opportunities. I also plan on taking out their siege equipment at this stage.”
Reaching out with one finger, Bahram tapped the map himself. “And when they reach the mouth of Dakan Pass?”
“Then it gets more interesting. Here is where I need one of you to take over. I’m sure you all know about the armaments and fortifications I’ve had built up there?” He looked around the table, double-checking that they actually had heard about that. Army Intelligence didn’t always update people as they should and generals had a nasty habit of ‘losing’ recent reports before actually reading them. But he got a consensus around the table, so he continued, “They’re ready, but not armed. I need someone to go up there with the troops and run them through the drills until they’re all sure of what to do.” 
Mihr tapped the table in a quick drum of fingers. “I should probably do that. I have a little experience with such fortifications.”
He did? “From where?”
“Hamms.” Mihr flashed him a rare smile, showing crooked teeth. “Product of a misspent youth.”
Ohhh? Is that where Mihr’s sometimes unorthodox strategies came from? That certainly explained a few things. “Then you’re in charge there. Speak with Commander Kaveh. He’s the one that oversaw their construction.”
“I will. What do you have set up there exactly?”
“The fortifications are overlapped so that every angle is covered. You will, of course, have most of the archers. But there’s also several sizes of ballistas up there, and caltraps ready to be dropped into the pass below. Kaveh has several rockslides rigged as well.” Darius went back to the map, tracing the route through the pass with his forefinger. “I believe that we can take down another ten thousand or so in here. But I need someone else to be in charge of the eastern lines. Our men on the mountain and in the forests will be badly out of position to protect the eastern lines. Really, I need all three of you there.” Darius tapped each section as he spoke. “North section, middle section, south section. The line is too long for any one commander to keep track of it, as I discovered personally. But you saw for yourself how the barriers can be used the most effectively. Can I leave it to you?”
“I’ll take the northern section,” Bahram volunteered quietly. “I’m from that area and know it well. In fact, my estate is nearby. We can use it to store supplies if needed.”
Darius gave him a grateful look. “I leave the details up to you, but we can use all the help we can get at this point. Thank you. Omar? Delshad?”
“I’ll take the middle,” Omar said as he leaned back in his chair, making the chair creak. “Delshad, that leaves south section to you.”
With a nod, Delshad agreed, “I’ll take it. General Bresalier, who was your commander over that section previously? I want his input before I plan anything.”
“Commander Ramin.” 
“Bresalier, I hate to be the one to point this out, but that still leaves about twenty thousand for us to take care of and I don’t think these barriers of yours can do that much in one push.” Omar scratched at his chin. “Unless there’s some other part to your plan?”
“Well, the troops from the forest and the mountain will come down and do a flanking maneuver to harry their back lines,” Darius assured him. “Of course, I won’t leave the last stage of the battle just to you. But you’re right, it’s a bit much to face. There’s just one thing I’m betting on.” He sank back into his chair with a wry smile. “You see, eight thousand of those Brindisi troops are actually Baiji horsemen.”
Delshad went three shades of pale at this information. “On that flat, open area the horsemen will be deadly.”
“If they choose to fight,” Darius lifted a finger in a correctional fashion. “I plan on having a little one-on-one talk with their commander and negotiating. The Baiji have always been very unwilling allies and if they can find a way to get out of fighting, they’ll take it. If we offer them a free surrender and a safe passage home, I think they’ll agree.” Although his first proposal would be something radically different. But this was the one he’d fall back to and accept if it came to that. 
“Surely not,” Omar objected.
“Trust me,” Darius assured him with a sour grimace. “I learned this from personal experience as well. I once had four thousand Baijians in my command that worked out a separate agreement with the opposite force and walked away without lifting a single blade.”
For the first time since entering the room, Sego asked, “So what did you do?”
Darius turned enough to answer, “Not much I could do at that moment. I had my hands full of some very upset barbarians. I cursed Darr for his interference, vowed to strangle their commander later, and went back to fighting.” Although he never did manage to get his hands on that commander. “The point being, if you approach a Baijian in the right way, with the right offer, he will abandon Brindisi in a heartbeat. They’ve never taken being ruled by the Sovran well. If it works, it evens the odds considerably in our favor. If not, I tried.”
“If not, we’ll add another layer to the barriers just in case,” Bahram corrected. “We have time to do that, I think.”
“You do,” Darius approved, relieved they were thinking ahead.
“So how should we divide up the troops?” Omar asked. He tapped the map with a blunt finger. “Parts of this will take a lot of manpower, I think. How many do you need for your ambushing, Bresalier?”
“A thousand should do it, I think.” Darius sat back and started counting things off on his fingers. “There are, technically, eight thousand able bodied soldiers that we can call upon. But one thousand of that are in vital guard positions and I do not dare leave the capital completely unprotected.” He had nightmares of doing that after what happened in Brindisi. “And five hundred of them are still dealing with the captured armada.”
“So really we have sixty-five hundred to deploy,” Mihr finished with a frown. “We’ll definitely have to fight smart, otherwise they’ll just flatten us. You said a thousand, Bresalier?”
“Yes, but they’ll serve a dual purpose,” Darius assured him. “After I’m done within the Elburz Forest, I’ll retreat into the mountains and at that point, the men I have with me will be at your command.”
“Hmmm.” Mihr leaned forward and stared at the Dakan Pass for a long moment, the wheels clearly turning in his head. “So all I really need is enough men to get comfortable with the routine up there and to finish up anything left undone. In that case, I’ll take five hundred with me. I think that fifteen hundred can handle the pass with all of the fortifications that are in place.”
Darius had to agree. That was roughly the number he’d figured as well. “So the front lines have five thousand at your disposal.”
Delshad dragged his hair away from his face with both hands. “I think the bulk of the troops should go to the northern section. They’ll be hit the hardest.”
“That is a point.” Omar looked up at Bahram. “How many do you think you’ll need?”
“How many do you think you can spare?” Bahram countered. “I’ll take as many you as you can give me.”
“Let’s divide it up this way,” Delshad suggested with an uncertain look between the two men. “I’ll take a thousand. Omar, you have fifteen hundred and Bahram, you take twenty-five hundred. Will that do?”
Bahram took a moment to think about it before nodding slowly. “Actually, it might be perfect. I won’t give a final agreement to that until I can look at the land myself, though, and see how those barriers are laid out. If we need to shift some men around, I’ll let you know then.”
“Fair enough,” Omar agreed. “In fact, let’s go together so we can talk about it more on-site.”
“That might be for the best,” Delshad agreed, clearly relieved that his suggestion had been taken so well.
Darius blew out a secret breath of relief himself. He hadn’t been sure if these three could cooperate considering their very opposite personalities, but they were all professional enough that their different views wouldn’t cause problems. Thank Shaa for small favors. “Good. Is there anything else that we need to discuss?”
Mihr cleared his throat slightly before saying, “You are aware that while you were at your estate, Feroze and Angra started an active campaign to have you removed from your position?”
He couldn’t quite bite back a groan. The two generals had been sneakily maneuvering behind his back for quite some time, practically since his instatement. But the most open thing they’d tried had been that dinner with their friend dueling Darius between the tables. They’d had a drastic setback at that moment and hadn’t been as outspoken since then. Darius had mistakenly assumed that he could safely ignore them for a while longer. 
“No, Mihr, I had not been aware of that. How serious is this?”
“They didn’t make any headway with Queen Tresea and I’ve spoken to them personally.” Mihr didn’t sound happy which meant the talk hadn’t gone well. “They might stir up the men a little to cause you some trouble, though. I would watch your back.”
He could do that. But hopefully they wouldn’t be able to make much headway with the soldiers now that he wasn’t the one personally commanding most of them. Involving the other generals might be more of a godsend than he’d initially thought it would be. “Thank you, Mihr. I shall.” Taking a breath, he mentally flagged that potential problem and moved on.  “Gentlemen, we have very limited time to prepare, as I’m sure you’re aware. This plan of mine is rough. Do you have any suggestions?”
A moment of silence fell before Mihr spoke up. “I think we need to survey the areas and talk to your commanders before we can say one way or the other.”
“Probably best. In that case, meeting adjourned. We’ll meet again in a week’s time.”
~~~
Darius felt beyond tired. Really, after a day like this, he should have just fallen face first into his bed and fallen asleep. But strangely enough, his mind wouldn’t settle. 
He retreated instead into the garden, cold and still at this late hour of the evening. After a day of sitting, he avoided the benches and instead paced aimlessly around for a meaningless stretch of time before he eventually slowed to a stop of his own accord near the doors. 
Darius almost started as someone caught his hanging hand with an iron grip. He turned sharply to find his wife staring up at him with worried eyes. He squeezed her hand and managed a smile for her in reassurance. “It’s about to get interesting, beloved.”
“I’ve only been hearing bits and pieces,” she responded, bottom lip caught between her teeth. “Brindisi is coming.”
He’d never sugar coated the truth for her before and he wouldn’t do it now. “Thirty-five thousand troops.”
Her eyes closed in horror, grip on him tightening. 
“I can win.” Her eyes shot back up to his. “I can win,” he repeated, confidently. “But I can’t fight the way I did the last time. I can’t meet them on the eastern front. If I do, we stand no chance.”
“Then how?”
“I have to harry them, ambush them, whittle down their numbers before they even reach the Dakan Pass.” He looked back out at the moonlit garden, letting the serenity overflow his tired mind. “It will take them another month to gather all of the troops and supplies together before they can start the march here. It will take three months for them to actually reach Niotan’s borders. If I leave here in a month, I can make the logistics of this work. But Amalah, this won’t be a quick campaign, not like the last two. This can take anywhere between five to seven months, depending on what they do.”
She drew in an uneven breath, chin lifting in determination. “Then it takes seven months.”
He knew her well enough by now to know that she wouldn’t demand, or whine, or even show any doubt. He also knew that inside, her heart must be shaking in terror. His certainly was, despite his confident words. If this didn’t work, if the general they sent against him was one that knew his tricks and moved to prevent them, then his job became that much harder. If the other generals, the ones that didn’t support him, decided to move against him and use his absence to their advantage, then he didn’t know what would happen. 
For her sake, and his, he wrapped both arms around her and just soaked in the feel of her for a long moment. She returned the embrace, hands clenching in his shirt hard enough to threaten the seams. 
“Your commanders, they looked determined as they left the office today,” she said softly. 
They’d spent five hours in that room, going over ideas and making plans. Payam and Sego were both run off their feet fetching reports, maps, and the like. Darius had a very broad outline to go off of now, but nothing finalized enough to give to Queen Tresea. Although she had already demanded he come to her tomorrow afternoon and give her the plan anyway. He’d have to get up early tomorrow to finalize what he could before then. 
“Let’s go to bed,” she suggested, pulling away and tugging him along with her. “You’re exhausted.”
“Exhausted enough to warrant an oiled massage?” he asked hopefully. 
She glanced back over her shoulder with dancing eyes and gave a low laugh. “If my raj-husband so wishes.”
He followed her docilely into their bedroom with a grin on his face. The day might have started out horribly, but it would certainly end well. 
~~~
For eight days, he planned and schemed and researched and reported to Queen Tresea. That morning, he and Amalah were up with the sun, both focused on getting dressed before his staff arrived so that he could begin another day of planning. But even though his mind was so focused on war, he couldn’t help but notice that his wife fairly glowed that morning. In fact, did he hear humming? 
She had been worried and trying to hide it for the last several days until…yesterday come to think of it, when she had abruptly gone out and then came back with a bounce in her stride. Beyond curious, he snuck up behind her as she started pinning her hair up and swooped her up in his arms. 
“Darius!” she protested, half-shrieking, half-laughing. “Put me down!”
“Not until you tell me what that happy smile is about, wife.” He belied his own words almost immediately by returning her to her feet. 
She looked at him with calculating eyes. “I’m not sure if I should just now.”
“I will tickle you,” he threatened, lifting a hand and wiggling his fingers in a threatening manner.
Amalah eyed the appendage in apprehension. “Err, I planned to tell you tonight….”
“We have a few minutes until my commanders arrive,” he assured her benignly. “You have time.”
For some reason, that made her roll her eyes. “A few minutes, he says.” Blowing out a breath, she shrugged in resignation. “Alright. Darius, I’m with child.”
For a moment, the words didn’t make any sense. Amalah? With child? That couldn’t be. They’d only been married two months or so. He’d expected they’d have children in the future, of course. The semi-distant future, that was, after he’d secured Niotan’s independence and they had a chance to properly renovate their home estate. Then he wanted to have a whole passel of children, or at least as many as his wife would be willing to give him. 
But now? He lifted his hands and gently cradled her face. “Are you certain?”
She put her hands over his, eyes shining with joy. “Yes. I went to a midwife yesterday and she confirmed it. She said I’m almost two months along, and perfectly healthy.”
Two months. The plan he had would take nearly five. Perhaps more, if things went a little askew. Five months of leaving his wife on her own during her first pregnancy. He’d been nearly ten when his youngest sister had been born and he remembered how hard those last three months were on his mother. She’d assured him it was normal, but if that was normal, then Amalah would face the same. He did not like that idea one bit. 
No. This wouldn’t do. He had to fix this somehow. 
From outside their bedroom door, he heard the main door open and his staff come in, talking to each other in casual tones. Oh good. They were here. 
For his wife, he kissed her gently on the forehead and whispered, “I am very happy, Amalah. Tonight, we will have to properly celebrate.”
She nearly bounced on her toes, her excitement uncontainable. “I want to start preparing today.”
“Of course,” he assured her. “I will send Sego out with you as he knows the best shops. But first…,” letting go of her, he walked quickly to the door and yanked it open. “Commanders.”
His staff, half in the study, all stopped and looked at him in surprise. “Sir?” Ramin asked. 
“Scratch the plan that we have,” Darius ordered firmly. “We’ll win this in three months.”
They all broke out at once in alarm. 
“—Sir?—” 
“—Is something wrong?—” 
“—Three months?!—”
“—What happened, sir?—”
Amalah caught him by the arm and tugged him around. “Darius! Why are you saying such a thing?”
Ignoring his men for a moment, he turned back to his wife. “What do you mean, ‘why?’ Because I don’t want to leave you alone, heavy with child! Isn’t that obvious?”
Sego timidly cleared his throat. “Ah, a child is expected?”
Sidetracked, Amalah stepped fully out of the bedroom so that she could see him and respond. “The child is due in seven months,” she announced with a particularly radiant smile. 
The steward actually looked more relieved by this news than anything. “Congratulations to you both.”
“Thank you,” Amalah said, only to keep repeating herself as every man in the room offered heartfelt congratulations and well wishes. Darius felt his heart warm at the feeling of happiness and anticipation in the room. Truly, if he’d had a choice, he’d not have chosen to have a child now, but…he’d do what he could to keep that smile on his wife’s face. 
“So you understand now?” he asked them in an almost rhetorical tone. “I can’t leave her alone for seven months, so we’re going to have to devise a plan to win this in three. Two would be better, really.”
“Again you’re saying that!” Amalah objected, smile fleeing. “You told me that you weren’t sure if even five months would be enough time. You thought it would take seven. That doesn’t change just because we’re expecting a child.”
He turned a frown on her. “Of course it does.”
“It does not!” she retorted. 
“My love,” he said with as patience as he could muster, “if you think that I can leave you on your own, with our first child, you are sadly mistaken. I don’t like the fact that I have to leave you for even three months.” 
“I will be fine,” she said with a determined lift of the chin, arms crossing around her stomach as if silently saying that they both would be fine. 
“Even if you are, I will not be,” he responded, almost snapping out the words as he lost patience with the argument. “I will, in fact, be a nervous wreck the entire time. I am not leaving you on your own, Amalah, not one moment longer than I need to. That is the end of it.”
“It is not.” She pointed a finger to the hovering commanders that were watching this scene with silent unease. “They do not think it can be done in three months. I can see it on their faces.”
“I say it can.” 
“You are being rash and impulsive.”
“So it’s wrong for me to want to be with you?”
“When it endangers your life and the lives of all those that depend on you, yes it is!” 
He didn’t know who was shocked more that she had actually yelled out those words. The only time he’d seen Amalah raise her voice was when she’d called to him from a distance. It stopped him cold. He’d just sworn to himself that he’d do whatever it took to keep a smile on his wife’s face, and here he’d scared her so badly that she was actually yelling at him. 
“Amalah,” he trailed off helplessly, not knowing what to say to reassure her. 
Amalah grabbed his arms with both hands, eyes pleading. “Darius, don’t do this. I don’t want to lose my husband. I can survive without you for seven months. It’s the next fifty years without you that I can’t face.” 
He raised a shaking hand to cover his eyes. “You’re stronger than me, then.”
“Stick to your original plan,” she urged him. “Use the tactics that you are sure will work. Come back to me alive. That’s all I ask.” 
Pulling free from her grip, he walked three steps away and stopped, mind whirling. He didn’t want to leave, not at all, but he knew that she and their child would be in greater danger if he didn’t. That was the only thing that kept him from staying. And she was right—he knew that. Three months would be ludicrous and impossible to pull off. But he didn’t have to like it. 
The whole room seemed to be holding their breath, waiting for what he would say next. He blew out a breath, head dropping back so that he stared blankly at the ceiling. Five to seven months. He could very well miss the birth of his first child altogether. He felt like cursing something, but couldn’t decide on a strong enough word. 
The inevitability eventually sank in and he bowed to it, as much as he hated it, and turned toward her again. Amalah had both hands clasped tight in front of her, knuckles white, and her eyes took in every nuance of his expression. 
“Alright,” he said wearily. “Alright, you win.” Her eyes closed in relief, hands loosening their stranglehold. “But you will keep Sego and Bohme with you at all times,” he added firmly. 
“I will be very glad for Sego’s help,” she admitted with a quick smile at the steward. Sego nodded back, accepting the compliment. Licking her bottom lip, Amalah carefully chose her words before saying, “But surely I don’t need a bodyguard. You will be the one in danger, so I think you should take him with you.”
“This is not negotiable, Amalah.” His tone brooked no disagreement. “I’m not going to sleep well as it is. If Bohme and Sego are with you, I know that they can handle any emergency between the two of them. And Bohme has experience with guarding pregnant women. You will keep him with you.”
“But it takes two bodyguards to keep up with you!” she objected, clearly not scared of him or his increasingly bad mood. “And Bohme said it’s even harder on a battlefield. Do you plan to run Tolk into exhaustion?”
“I’ll be fine and so will Tolk.”
“Darius.”
“I’m not arguing this point, wife.” He stepped toward her, arm flinging out in a westerly direction. “I know you. You’ll be just busy running all around the house and the capital, shopping and preparing for the child. You won’t let Sego have more than a moment’s rest. It takes two people to keep track of you as well. No wife of mine is going to be running around with only one escort. You’re keeping Bohme.” 
Her eyebrows slammed together and her mouth set in that mulish way that spoke of trouble brewing. “You are not going into war with only one bodyguard!”
“I will have a whole army to protect me, it’s not the same!”
“I will not be the one that has assassins after me,” she shot back. 
Sego cleared his throat, delaying the argument into becoming a full-scaled fight. “Might I suggest simply hiring another bodyguard? You’ll need to do so anyway for when the child is born. He can simply be assigned to your son or daughter at that point.” 
Darius rubbed at his throbbing temples. Now why hadn’t that occurred to him? “Amalah, if I hire someone new to take with me, will you stop arguing with me about keeping Bohme?”
She eyed Sego sideways before nodding in consent. 
“Good.” He blew out another breath. This morning had had too many ups and downs for a man’s peace of mind. 
“I’m taking Sego with me this morning to go hire someone,” she added stubbornly. 
Why did people think that Amalah had a shy and retiring nature? Really, nothing could be further from the truth. She was usually charming about it, but she always got her way. “Fine,” he capitulated. “Take Tolk with you, though. You’ll need him to determine the bodyguard’s skills.” 
Happy to have won, she gave him that beautiful smile he loved to see. “I will.” 
Shaking his head, he pulled her in for a brief kiss. “You drive a hard bargain, beloved.” 
Her eyes were laughing when she responded. “Only when I need to. Now, go work. And don’t take any shortcuts.”
“Yes, ma’am.”  As he released her, he caught Sego’s and Tolk’s eyes and let them silently know that if anything happened to her, he would have both of their heads on a platter. They clearly understood the message as they gave him reassuring nods in return. Satisfied, he went into his war room. 
His commanders had fled from the outside scene at some point and escaped here, where they had focused on pulling out the maps and reports. Only Navid had the courage to look at him as he entered and offer, “Wish timing were different.”
“You and me both,” he sighed as he plopped into his regular chair. “My mother always claimed that babies came in their own time and never the right time. I believe her now.” Which reminded him, he needed to write a letter home updating them on the news. 
Kaveh looked at him cautiously. “So, three or five months, sir?”
“Five,” Darius answered in resignation. “She’s right. I cannot force the enemy to accommodate me and I’ll get a lot of men killed trying to. We’ll stick with our original plans.” That didn’t mean that he wouldn’t take advantage of any opportunity that arose, though, if it meant getting him home a little faster. Shaking his head, he got his mind back on to business. “Alright, where do we stand?”
“Night Raiders have replied and they’ll meet us at Dakan Pass,” Navid assured him. 
“Troops will be ready to march in three weeks,” Ramin responded, handing him a report with the exact figures. “I think the supplies might actually be ready before everyone is ready to march.”
Darius turned to Kaveh, who accepted the verbal baton. “My engineers have drawn up plans based on your request and they assure me it will be very easy to do what you want.”
“Good. Kaveh, have you met with General Mihr yet?”
“Yes sir. I actually leave this afternoon so that I can walk him through everything.”
That would take a good six days, but Darius didn’t think to question it. The fortifications on the mountains had to be run correctly or they would be between a wall and a spear point. “Don’t leave the man with any unanswered questions. Ramin? I understand that Delshod had you walk him through the southern end of the barriers as well.”
“Yes, sir. He’s solid, sir.” Ramin reached over the table to tap the area. “I suggested building a few more barriers here, toward the cap, and here, as the ground is more solid there than anywhere else.”
“Actually, construction of more barriers is in progress all along the line,” Kaveh inputted, searching through the reports in front of him until he found the one he wanted and sliding it toward Darius. “They will be ready probably before we can get out of the Pass.”
“Excellent. Alright, with the other generals taking on the rest of the plan, let’s focus on the first stage of it, shall we?” He sat back for a moment, staring sightlessly at the map in front of him. Strange how an hour ago this had looked like the perfect plan. Now he felt almost trapped by it. 
Kaveh cleared his throat before offering, “We hope that the enemy makes many careless mistakes, sir.”
Darius shot him a smile. “You and me both, Kaveh.”
 



 

Fighting in Niotan changed the usual rules of war. Typically, in areas of the continent that experienced four seasons, the only time for warfare was late spring to early fall. The rest of the time, the soldiers were needed to help plant fields and harvest. The winter months were just impossible to fight in because of heavy snowfalls (if one was in the northern areas) or heavy rainfall (which happened more toward the south). But Niotan, as a desert land, didn’t have any real changes in weather. They had brief rain storms in the end of spring, with higher temperatures in the summer, but the rest of the time the weather stayed more or less the same. Because of that, an army could fight practically all year round. 
Darius sat on a boulder near the foot of the Songhor Mountains, eyes absently roving around and taking in the men around him with a commander’s veteran eye. They’d been out here nearly two months now. Darius had spent most of his time in Dakan Pass, overseeing the construction of several nasty traps and helping Mihr drill the men on them so everything went smoothly. He’d only just descended out of the mountains altogether for this last stage of the ambush-on-the-road strategy. 
Navid’s archers and the Night Raiders had spent the past two months lurking in the forest that bracketed the Tran Highway. When moving an army of that size, the only road wide enough was Tran—but that meant that Darius had ample time to set his men up in key positions along the road before Brindisi ever got there. The Niotan archers and Night Raiders had a fine time lurking in the forest and shooting any soldiers not wary enough to keep a shield up. The Brindisi force of thirty-five thousand had dwindled down to thirty thousand under this constant erosion. 
Now Brindisi was within sight of the mouth of the pass. They’d halted briefly to meet up with the Baiji horsemen, who had taken up position at the front. It only made sense—cavalry always moved faster than foot soldiers and so the best place to put them was the front. The brief rest had also given time for the siege engines being towed along at the very back to catch up. With the slow, cumbersome constructs on wheels, the siege equipment and their engineers inevitably were the last to leave in the morning and the last to arrive at night. They were also perfect to ambush as they usually wound up separated from the main group at some point during the day’s march. 
Darius had ordered Navid to leave the siege equipment alone to lull them into a false sense of security. He didn’t want them tightening their guard on the rear. It would limit him on how much he could destroy. He didn’t want one or two pieces—he wanted all of it gone. 
And tonight, it would be.
He sat there on his boulder and watched the sun set over the trees. On this side of the Songhor Mountains, there were proper trees. Mostly pine, actually, with branches that started nearly from the ground and going straight up to the top. The archers had set up camp in those trees as it gave them a clear vantage to shoot from. Darius would have thought they would be limited by the small space up there, and that the branches would get in the way, but they apparently had found some way to get around that. 
He took in a deep breath. Funny, how night time had its own smell. The day smelled of sunshine and baking rock, but the night smelled of earth and the sweet scent of pine. The shadows under the trees lengthened until he could barely see patches of moonlight flirting with the forest’s floor. 
Time to go.
Standing, he motioned to Ramin, Bohme and Tolk, indicating it was time. He didn’t want to move with a larger force than that, as too many men moving in the trees would surely draw the wrong attention. Brindisi’s troops had left caution behind weeks ago and were now downright paranoid. They twitched if they so much as heard a sigh in the trees. 
The three men took up their weapons and fell in with him. Ramin led the way, as he knew this forest better than Darius did and had met with Navid often enough to know precisely where the other man was. Bohme and Tolk were right behind Darius. They melted into the shadows of the forest a mere stone’s throw away from the enemy encampment and started the very slow journey of circling around it to reach Navid and his Night Raiders. 
As they moved, Darius kept track of the enemy with one ear, and with the other, the men around him. Just to himself, he had to admit that he was glad Amalah had once again put her foot down and insisted he take Bohme with him. They’d only managed to find a new bodyguard with the right skills a bare two weeks before he’d had to leave. It made him a little uneasy to take a man he barely knew into battle and then trust that same man to watch his back. She probably knew that, too, hence why she’d kept the new man with her. 
Shaking the thought away, he tried to focus. Darius moved quietly through the forest, placing his feet very carefully to make sure to make no sound. This proved to be challenging as the trees in this area of the country had low, whip-like branches that were quite flexible. They would bend easily as he pushed through, and then snap back into place with a crack. 
Hardly helpful. 
From ahead, Ramin murmured, “Duck.”
Duck? What ducks? He didn’t see any—wham! Darius wheeled, a hand flying instinctively to his nose, where stars of pain were shooting from. 
Bohme caught him instantly, supporting him by the shoulders as he found his balance. “Shir?!” he hissed in alarm. 
“Fine,” Darius assured him, the sound muffled behind his hand. Owwww. He gingerly moved his nose and found it not to be broken, but it would surely be an interesting color by tomorrow. 
Ramin turned back, saw the situation, and retreated as quickly as he dared to Darius’s side. “Sir?” he asked in worry.
“Ramin,” Darius growled in a low tone, “you could have warned me that you were sending a branch flying in my direction.”
His commander gave him a blank look. “I did.”
“Really. All I heard you say was there were ducks—” he cut himself off when Ramin gave him a strange look. 
“I told you to duck,” Ramin said slowly.
“What do ducks have to do with branches?” Darius demanded in exasperation.
“No, shir,” Bohme said, voice suspiciously strangled sounding, “when shomeone shaysh ‘Duck’ it meansh there’sh shomething dangeroush coming your direction and you need to dodge it.” 
Darius just looked at him for a long moment. The throbbing in his nose tapered off into a dull ache and he lowered his hand before retorting in a scalding tone, “Oh, I see. That makes perfect sense. When I hear the name of waterfowl I of course automatically think ‘danger, look out’!”
This proved to be too much for Ramin, as he slapped a hand over his mouth to stifle a burst of laughter. 
Bohme seriously thought about that one before offering, “Culture gap?”
Darius wordlessly growled, mentally consigning Darr and his sense of humor to the underworld. “Let’s just move forward, shall we?”
Ramin pulled himself together enough to ask with a mostly straight face, “Should I say a different word for danger, sir?”
“The meaning for ‘duck’ has left a lasting impression on me, Commander,” Darius drawled, making Ramin fall into a silent laughing fit again. “I know what you mean now. Carry on.”
Words were beyond Ramin. With a nod and a salute, he turned around and started leading Darius forward again. 
Darius shot a look at the Brindisi camp, but as painful as the experience had just been, they’d apparently been quiet enough that no one else heard them. Good. The situation had been embarrassing enough without bringing a whole army down on their heads. 
It took an endless amount of time to make it to the end of the Brindisi encampment. Thirty thousand men would of course take up quite a bit of space, but half the reason why their camp extended as far as it did was because the highway didn’t have any clearings near it. The Tatvan government had contracted woodcutters that came through every three months or so to keep a wide swath clear on either side of the highway. If they didn’t, the large caravan trains would bottle up the road on a regular basis simply because they couldn’t pull off anywhere. But that meant that thirty thousand troops had to somehow find enough space on the shoulder of the road to set up camp. ‘Cramped’ would be putting it mildly. 
Ramin turned and signaled that they should turn toward the left, further away from the enemy soldiers. Darius could barely see him in the darkness and it only got worse as they went deeper into the woods. He had fair night vision, but he still stumbled over deadfall and random dips in the ground. Ramin never faltered once. Was the man part cat?
Finally they entered a mini-clearing, caused by a huge tree that had fallen some years ago, taking down the neighboring trees and leaving an open area behind. There were no fires or torches, but the moonlight lit the place up well enough. Several men milled about, napped in the shadows, or tended to their gear while talking to each other in low tones. Navid had situated himself in the crook of the fallen tree, making himself a comfortable seat. When he spied the visitors, he leaped lightly to the ground and headed straight for them. 
“Sir.” Navid exchanged a short salute with Darius. 
“Where do we stand?” Darius asked quietly. Even with this distance, he didn’t feel comfortable talking too loudly. “Are they guarding the siege equipment at all?”
“A light guard,” Navid answered with a wolfish smile. “More concerned with their own skins.”
Ah-ha, as he had hoped. “Is everyone in position?”
Navid nodded. “Ready at your signal, sir.”
“Where’s a good place for me to be so that I can see?”
Navid thought for a moment before gesturing him to follow. With all of the trees and foliage here, Darius half-expected that he’d have to climb something before he could see the road. Instead, and to his complete surprise, Navid led him to the highway itself, albeit at several hundred yards away from the last posting. They hunkered down right at the edge of the tree line, sinking down to blend in better with the shadows.
Darius put a hand on Navid’s shoulder and leaned close to demand softly, “It’s actually safe being this close?” 
Navid nodded, the movement barely discernible in the poor lighting. “Camp’s too long,” he whispered in explanation. “Patrol spread too thin protecting it.”
Ahh, that made sense. With a camp spread over that much ground, and so close to a forest that they knew harbored the enemy, anyone on patrol must feel it better to watch their immediate surroundings than focus on the deserted highway behind them. Still, it was a very stupid decision. That left their backs wide open. 
Navid set the thief’s lantern down on the ground with a soft clink before slinging the bow off his back. Darius backed up a pace to give him room as he drew an arrow out. Bending, he lifted the lid on the lantern just enough to light the tip of the arrow before letting it clink shut again. Then with swift, sure motions he knocked the arrow, raised the bow at an upwards angle and let the arrow fly. It soared with a slight whistling sound into the air, arching up and then back down, hitting the nearest catapult with perfect accuracy. At this distance, and with such poor lighting, that was quite the shot to pull off. 
“Good shot,” Darius praised Navid with a light tap on his shoulder. 
“Thank you, sir.” Navid shot him a quick smile, but his attention was on the road ahead.
Almost before the arrow could find its mark, dozens of similarly lit arrows were released into the sky with twanging sounds. They all hit the siege engines sitting on the shoulders of the highway with ease. Of course, the siege engines were largely wood. Dry wood, at that, that had been exposed to the hot sun for months on end. It took no encouragement for them to instantly catch fire. 
The soldiers—and no doubt engineers—that had been asleep nearby awoke and sent up a cry of distress and frustration to see their equipment go up into flames. With no water on hand, the only thing they could do was grab shovels and try to throw enough dirt on it to smother the fire. But they could not reach the tallest parts of the catapults and those quickly burned down to the ground, taking anything nearby with it. 
Darius felt an evil sense of satisfaction as he watched everything burn. It took only minutes to accomplish. In this dense forest, the engineers could of course cut down more trees and construct new equipment. If they had all of the tools they needed to start from scratch. If they had the enough time to build with. 
If Darius would let them. The last would be the real reason. The men had strict orders to shoot anyone that tried to take an axe to any part of the forest. And heaven forbid if a man got too close to the forest with a torch in hand, too. He would instantly drop dead. The only way to defeat ambushers in this situation was to burn the forest down and destroy their cover. Every man in both armies knew that. Darius didn’t even have to issue any commands to protect the forest—the men did it automatically. 
Satisfied, he prodded everyone back into motion and started back for the main camp in the Songhor Mountains. His second objective had just been completed. 
Tomorrow it would be time for the third. 
~~~
Darius woke up that morning with a terrible crick in his neck. Even as he groaned and slowly rolled out of his blankets, he thought to himself, I’m getting too old for this.

The sun had already risen, although barely, and the men around him were stirring and getting ready to face the day. He sat there for a moment and watched them. Not one man looked like he’d gotten a restful night’s sleep. They all staggered around, rubbing at their faces and looking around for hot water so they could have a strong cup of tea to wake up with. He empathized completely. 
They could not afford to have anyone clutter up the road winding through Dakan Pass. At places, the road became so narrow that a wagon could barely squeak through. Darius couldn’t have any movements impeded and he had so many traps and ambushes set up along the way that he didn’t think it safe for his men to camp down there anyway. Perforce, everyone had to sleep up in the mountains. 
That’s when the situation became even more complicated.
With the armaments built up there, and the multitude of trees and rocky outcroppings, flat ground was at a premium. Officers ruthlessly pulled rank to get any flat space they could. Putting up tents was impossible from the start, so officers and foot soldiers alike were usually lying next to each other with barely a hand’s space between them. Even Darius didn’t fare any better, as the one section he’d found he had to share with his two bodyguards. Fortunately Sego wasn’t here to see this. He’d have had heart failure if he did.
Darius creaked noisily to his feet, joints popping as he moved, and carefully stepped over a sleeping Bohme. Tolk stepped into his shadow as he made his way down a little ways and to the nearest cook fire. 
The safest thing to do with an army cook was to accept whatever the man handed you with a smile (dire consequences came with not smiling) and to eat it quickly before your tongue could adequately taste it. Even a lead general was not above these rules. Cooks were known to be very underhanded and evil in dispensing revenge. So Darius accepted the plate of sludge—really, no other word could describe it—with a smile, sat down and mechanically ate it as fast as he could before handing it back with a cordial word of thanks. The cook beamed at him, revealing several missing teeth, and offered him some hot tea to wash it down with. He even sprinkled a little sugar into the tea. (Something the rest of the men nearby grumbled about, but they hadn’t smiled.) Darius accepted the cup with more honest thanks before heading to the cliff’s edge. 
Mihr had beaten him there. He stood with a hand shielding his eyes from the bright morning sun, intently watching the Brindisi camp below. 
“Good morning, Mihr,” Darius offered as he joined the man. 
“Morning, Bresalier.” 
Darius stared downward for a long time, evaluating everything. The soldiers down near the ravine were slowly breaking camp and forming up into their squads. The Baiji horsemen were already saddled up and ready to go. But then, the Baiji believed in being up with the sun and they were always the first to be ready. He knew that from experience, as he’d fought several wars with the Baiji in his army. 
In fact, it was their habits that he counted on to make this next stage of the plan work. 
“They’ll be ready to move very soon,” Darius remarked. “Are we ready?”
“Have been since sun rise,” Mihr assured him. “I had everyone rise a little earlier this morning, just in case.”
“Good.” It had apparently not been necessary, but better to play it safe. 
They watched without speaking as the rest of the Brindisi Army formed up and started moving. As soon as they did so, the leader of the Baijian horsemen waved his own men forward. Of course, with horses under them, they moved much faster and a gap between them and the foot soldiers quickly opened up. 
He’d planned for that to happen, too. 
Darius held his breath, the tea in his cup forgotten, as he watched. It took some time for eight thousand horsemen to ride past him, even with them moving two abreast. 
As soon as the last one was clear, Mihr gave the order. “NOW!”
From both sides of the pass, the men knocked out the logs holding up stack of boulders and rocks. Their false avalanche of stone came tumbling down, gaining speed as it moved, and went crashing downwards. 
Alarmed, the soldiers at the front instantly stopped, some even backing away. The Baiji horses spooked at the noise and tried to dart forward, but couldn’t get far without running into the horses right in front of them. 
Fortunately for all, the Niotan engineers under Kaveh’s command were very good at their jobs. The rocks fell more or less into the position intended, clogging up the mouth of the pass without hitting anyone in the process. Not that Darius would have really cared if it had landed on any enemy soldiers, but he did not want any Baijians injured at this point. 
The last few rocks came tumbling down, clacking and grinding against the pile already at the bottom. When the dust settled, Darius peered over the edge to get a good look at the situation. The Baijians had stopped in their tracks, milling about as much as they could in the tight quarters of the pass, calling out to each other in confusion. Their leader—easily distinguishable from the rest by his bright red coat of rank—stood in his stirrups at the very head of the line and peered backwards, trying to see for himself what the situation was. When he did, he swore loud and long—so loud that even the Niotan soldiers could hear him. 
“Mihr, pass my compliments to your men,” Darius said with an admiring whistle. “That couldn’t have been done more perfectly.”
Mihr’s gave him a cocky smile. “I will. Thank you.”
Flashing him a smile, he turned back toward the camp. “Now, let’s go down and see if we can’t have a nice talk with the Baijian leader, shall we?” 
~~~
There were three iron clad rules when dealing with Baijians. Darius had learned all of them the hard way. The first was to never compliment their women—they took it as a challenge. The second was to always offer them food and drink when hosting them. If you didn’t, they considered it an insult and went out of their way to make life difficult for you. But the third would come into play this morning: when negotiating, always do so from horseback. They wouldn’t take you seriously otherwise. 
He took a squad of trusted men, Tolk, Kaveh, and Mihr with him down to the ground floor and made sure that every man was mounted. Sohrab hadn’t been ridden much in the past month, as he had been largely in the mountains the entire time, and the stallion felt a little feisty this morning. With Darius on his back, he pranced in a showy manner, head tossing a little from time to time. Normally, he’d check this, but the Baiji respected a man that rode a spirited horse. 
Kaveh held a flag of truce up as they slowly rode toward the front line. Darius focused on the leader, as he had never met the man before and had very little information on him. He seemed to fit the description of his people perfectly—a small man, wiry and tough, the top part of his hair grown long and caught in a ponytail, the bottom part shaved. The red coat he wore had signs of wear to it, so he had held the position as leader for some time. 
Darius stopped several feet away, keeping a firm check on the reins as Sohrab still felt feisty and wanted to charge at the stallions nearby. “I am Darius Bresalier, Lead General of the Niotan Army.”
In response, the other man lifted his hand, palm flat so that everyone could see the tattoo of a sun on his skin. Oh-ho! A clansman leader? That just made things interesting. “I am Tunheim of Windsweep, Second Clansman.”
“Tunheim,” Darius greeted with a cordial half-bow. 
“General Darius Bresalier, Kingslayer of Farros the Great,” Tunheim returned the greeting in a loud voice and with an extravagant wave of the hand that swept into a bow. “I have orders to capture you, you know.”
“I’ve no doubt.” Tunheim struck him as a man that enjoyed plain speaking. Darius dropped the elaborate argument he’d prepared and went with a more direct approach. “Tunheim, do you know why I am serving as a lead general for Niotan?”
Tunheim’s eyes narrowed. “Because they offered you refuge?”
Darius shook his head, a sly smile on his face. “Because our wishes are the same. We both wanted to rebel against the Sovran.”
“Madness.” The word should have been scoffing but instead he sounded intrigued.
“Is it? The only reason why you were deployed was because they ended a campaign.”
“A retreat.”
“A loss,” Darius corrected. “Serrati is now independent because Brindisi couldn’t afford to keep fighting them. They’re stretched too thin, Tunheim. You’ve seen this for yourself.” 
“A logical argument,” Tunheim acknowledged with a wave of the hand, as if granting him a point. “But you’re very outnumbered here, Kingslayer. Do you really think you’ll win this battle?”
“I won a naval battle without having a navy,” Darius pointed out. “Why do you think a force of twenty-two thousand will challenge me?”
Tunheim’s brows compressed in confusion. “He has thirty thousand.”
“Oh? The Baiji horsemen that I know are too independent to tolerate another’s rule. I thought you would join me in rebelling.”
Tunheim knew good and well he was being manipulated. But the idea of breaking free of Brindisi had the sweet flavor of temptation. Baiji had always been a restless conquest, constantly bucking against Brindisi’s iron rule. They’d just lacked the organization to present a cohesive front against the conquering force. They dealt better when they combined with another army. Darius knew this. So did Tunheim. 
The horseman sat for a long moment pondering before speaking again. “Bresalier, you have this pass lined with ambushes.”
Hardly a question, but Darius answered anyway. “Yes. Brindisi will lose anywhere from five to ten thousand before they’re free of the mountains.”
“Hooo?” Tunheim scratched at his chin, leaning back in his saddle as he thought. He could do the math as well as Darius could. If the Baiji horsemen truly did defect, then by the time Brindisi made it to Niotan, they would only have twelve to seventeen thousand left. With Darius’s force of sixty-five hundred and the eight thousand of the Baijians, it would be a clash against an almost equal force. Worse, Brindisi would have lost the advantage of the highly maneuverable cavalry. 
Darius decided to sweeten the pot. “The fighting prowess of the Baiji is legendary. We would be very glad to have you join us for this battle. But if you do not wish to, I will guarantee you safe passage home. Just swear to not fight against me.” 
Tunheim went very still. “You give me the choice.”
Darius spread his hands in a shrug. “A man can sooner halt the tides rather than force a Baijian.” 
A murmur went through the horsemen. They rumbled like an ocean wave as their sense of pride kindled. 
Tunheim slapped his hand against his thigh, sending a sharp crack echoing in the narrow pass. “Kingslayer, I like you! We will join your rebellion.” 
A raucous cheer went up from his men. 
Brindisi—twenty-two thousand.
Niotan—thirteen thousand five hundred.
Darius out and out grinned. 
 



 

The Baiji horsemen were practically useless in this narrow pass so Darius had them relocate to the back of the lines. There they rested (after two months of marching, they needed it) and discussed the best strategies for joining in later. Well, at least, that’s what they were supposed to be doing. Knowing the Baiji, they were eating, partying, and getting drunk every night. He’d probably have to send a message to them the day before he needed them so they’d be sober for the battle. 
Brindisi was forced to camp right outside the mouth of the pass, slowly clearing away the rubble. Their progress moved at a snail’s pace because anyone trying to move boulders had to be guarded by at least two shield bearers or risk catching a Niotan arrow. Even then, the shields didn’t always work. As Darius had previously discovered, Niotanese archers were the most formidable in the known world. And heaven help the enemy when those archers were bored because then they would take on the most challenging shots for the sheer entertainment of it.  
After two and a half weeks of constant work, they broke through. Another day or two of effort would clear a wide enough gap that the army could pass through. 
Darius decided this would be the opportune moment to try negotiating a truce. Brindisi had seen enough of the pass to know that the cavalry they’d been cut off from was now gone. Probably defeated before their carcasses were dragged away to clear the pass for fighting. At least, Darius hoped they assumed that. He planned to use the cavalry as a nasty surprise for later. 
Hoping for the best, he picked up a megaphone and called down the mountain, “General Behnam! This is Bresalier.”
A long pause as the army below stirred restlessly and then a very familiar voice thundered back, “I hear you, Kingslayer!”
Why does everyone insist on calling me that? Darius shook off the thought and responded, “I wish to meet and talk!”
“Then come down! We will talk!”
“Bresalier…,” Mihr shifted uneasily, clearly not happy with this.
“It will be fine,” Darius soothed, already turning for his horse. “He is an honorable man.” 
“You know him?”
“Indeed I do. We served together several times.” He mounted as he spoke, absently checking that both bodyguards mounted at the same time. Turning back he added, “I do not think it will come to this, but if I am taken, you are in command. But don’t plan a rescue, alright?”
Mihr gave him quite the look. “You just said he’s an honorable man.”
“Nothing about war is predictable.” With a shrug, he let the other man take that statement as he would and started down.
Darius rode calmly down through the trees, following a trail so narrow that only a goat would find it favorable. Both Tolk and Bohme were anxious and shifty following him down, trying to see everything at once. But then, neither of them trusted this offer to talk peaceably. They thought Behnam had something up his sleeve. Maybe he did. But the man that Darius had served with never offered with one hand and took with the other. He didn’t expect trouble while they were negotiating. When negotiations failed, well…that would be the moment to worry. 
They safely reached the ground floor. Brindisi soldiers—or those who were conscripted as such—were all around, watching him with silent eyes. The muttering didn’t start up until after he’d passed them. They kept their voices soft, too soft for him to hear more than word here and there, but he didn’t need to hear them to know what they said. No one approached, though. For now, that was enough. 
Behnam had, no doubt as a good faith gesture, set the location for this very close to the mountain side, as close as he could get to Darius’s men. He stood from a collapsible stool as Darius rode to him and for a long moment, the two men eyed each other. Behnam hadn’t changed in the past three years since he’d last seen the man. Still a little gangly looking, with head too big for his shoulders, muscles wiry, skin like tanned leather from being in the sun too long, red hair grayed to white. He’d looked like that for the past ten years, so no one could guess how old the man really was. 
Actually, he had been promoted since Darius’s departure. The Living Oak medallion pinned his half-cloak in place on his shoulder, silently proclaiming him to be a First General now. Had the promotion been possible because Darius had left, or had something else happened? It would be rude to ask, although a part of him wondered. 
After a long moment, he inclined his head in greeting. “Behnam. You haven’t aged a day.”
Behnam snorted, planting both arms on his hips. “And you look remarkably fit for a fugitive.”
“It’s my wife’s tender love and care,” Darius responded easily as he slid lightly to the ground. Both bodyguards instantly followed his example before sticking close to his back. 
The other general’s eyes narrowed. “You’re married.”
“Recently, yes.” Darius met his eyes steadily. Behnam’s reaction proved to be rather interesting. His pet theory that Brindisi somehow wanted to take him back might have a basis after all, judging by that expression. Behnam looked a little disappointed and unhappy to hear he’d made personal ties with Niotan. He hadn’t meant to imply that when he’d mentioned Amalah, though. What he had been trying to say was that he now had every personal reason to make sure that his wife and country never fell into Brindisi’s hands. 
“I suppose I should congratulate you, although really, I pity the woman. You seem determined to make her a widow.” Behnam cocked a brow at him, tone condescending. 
Darius grinned at him. Behnam had always been one to stab at the snake poised to strike. His negotiating skills left much to be desired. “I’m afraid I don’t see it that way.”
“You’re outnumbered,” Behnam responded patiently. “You’re certainly outmatched. Niotan has done amazingly well to withstand the Sovran for as long as it has. I doubt it has the resources to continue on much longer. You’re losing this war in slow degrees and you know it.”
“If that were really true, I wouldn’t have routed the last force in seven days,” Darius pointed out with a slight shrug.
“Jahangir is a spineless fool and we both know it. If he weren’t in charge, you wouldn’t have been that lucky.”
“True,” Darius acknowledged sincerely. “It would have taken me ten instead of seven.”
Behnam frowned at him oppressively. “Don’t play a naïve fool, Bresalier. We both know how this will play out. I’ll overwhelm you with sheer numbers and then plow straight to the capital, unchallenged, and take it in the name of King Baros. I’m offering you decent terms of surrender to avoid wasting the lives of your troops. Will you take them?”
“Why should I?” Darius asked simply. “I’m winning.”
Taking a menacing step forward, Behnam snarled, “You think your luck will hold out forever?”
“My success has nothing to do with luck and we both know it.” Darius stepped forward so that he was toe to toe with the other man, craning his neck up a little to meet him squarely in the eyes. “I’ve reduced your numbers almost by half in the past two months. Do you honestly think that my bag of tricks is empty now just because you’ve made it to the mouth of the pass?”
For the first time, Behnam actually looked a touch nervous. He darted a look over Darius’s head, no doubt wondering what lay ahead. He could keep wondering or find out for himself—Darius certainly had no intentions of explaining it to him. 
“I’ve been fighting losing battles and impossible odds since I was twenty-two, Behnam. You should know how well I handle those situations—you’ve been right beside me several times and seen me in action. Do you really think that I haven’t prepared for every eventuality? Do you really think I’ve sat idle these past several months when I knew that Brindisi would send an army marching for me at any moment?” He flung out a hand to indicate the soldiers quietly listening to this exchange. “Count them now, Behnam. If you continue down this course, I swear to you that by the time you reach Niotan’s border, you will only have half of them left.”
He believed every word. Behnam clearly knew that Darius would do exactly that and there would be little that he could do to stop him. The terrain worked against the Brindisi Army—they would be forced to continue on or die trying. Darius had marched through here several times and had never found a way around that. Behnam wouldn’t be able to either. 
His eyes closed fatalistically for a moment. “Bresalier, I have orders to take you no matter the cost. If you will not surrender, I must force myself through your traps and defeat you.”
“My wife and unborn child are directly behind me,” Darius responded levelly. “I cannot afford to let you through. You will not take me, Behnam, I promise you. I will fight until my last breath.”
“A child.” For a moment, Behnam softened slightly. “You always wanted a family. I remember you speaking of it.”
Darius relaxed a half step and smiled, a little embarrassed. “I finally found a woman crazy enough to marry me. She seems to think that having several children for me to raise will keep me at home and out of mischief.”
Did Behnam look wistful? But then, the man had married once early on and lost his wife due to an epidemic that swept through the capital. He’d never remarried that Darius knew. “I would wish you joy, but it’s my job to make sure you never see that child.”
“I understand.” Darius stepped back a full foot. “I think we’re at an impasse. Won’t you reconsider, Behnam? You will lose this battle and most of your men’s lives if you continue.”
Behnam shook his head, a wry smile on his face. “From any other man, I would think him arrogant to say that to me. But you…you can pull it off. I cannot retreat, Bresalier. I must fight on, no matter the cost. Our king’s pride demands it.”
“It was his father’s pride that got him killed.”
“I thought you were the reason he was killed,” Behnam returned levelly. 
Darius shook his head wearily. “If you ever can get Baros alone, ask him for the full story. It’s quite different from the popular version that is making the rounds.”
“Why don’t you tell it to me?” the older man suggested mildly.
“We don’t have a day for me to sit here and spin you a tale. I’m tired of repeating myself, regardless.” Resigned and a little saddened by Behnam’s stubbornness, he turned away. “I will face you again on the morrow. I cannot wish you luck,” he paused with his hand on his horse’s nose, reins in hand, and looked back one more time at Behnam, “but try not to get killed.” 
Behnam half-bowed in acknowledgement. 
~~~
Darius returned to the mountain camp with a sort of resigned weariness. Three months he’d been at this. He’d really hoped that he could talk Behnam into surrendering so that he’d be home quicker than his five month deadline. So far, everything had gone according to plan, so he didn’t expect this to take the dreaded seven months instead. Still…not the results he hoped for. 
This late in the day, no one wanted to start a battle, so the camp instead focused on the hundreds of little camp chores that never seemed to go away. While he was gone, a courier had come through and delivered letters for him. Darius found an open seat near the fire and opened the one from Queen Tresea first and found it to be a standard demand for an update on the situation. He wrote a concise report, sealed it with wax, and set it in the courier pouch at his feet. 
With duty out of the way, he broke the seal to Amalah’s letter next and read it through with a smile on his face. He had discovered that his wife had an amazing ability to paint pictures with words. She made the every-day events of her life entertaining and he chuckled as he read. 
He read it through twice before finally putting it away. So, she hadn’t been able to find it, eh? Twisting about, he grabbed his letter writing kit from behind him, pulled out a fresh sheet and the bottle of ink, dipped in the quill, and started writing a response.
“Bresalier!” a hearty voice greeted cheerfully.
Darius stopped in mid-word and twisted about. “Tunheim!”
“I came up to see how things were going,” the Baijian clan leader said as he walked toward him. “The men say you tried to parley with Behnam. Didn’t work.”
He didn’t sound surprised. Darius wasn’t either, really, as Behnam had always been stubborn. “I had to try,” he confessed with a shrug and wry smile.
“Every good general does.” Tunheim, without any hesitation, plopped down beside him, a bag of sweet wine in one hand and a joint of some sort of meat in the other. He situated himself comfortably with both legs crossed, sighing in satisfaction as he settled. Happy, he pointed to the letter Darius was writing with his leg of meat. “Writing your new Queen?”
“No, actually,” Darius admitted absently. “I’m writing my wife.”
“Hoooo? You finally got caught by a woman, eh?”
Darius shot him a quick smile. “I had to catch her, actually. She was betrothed to another when I met her.”
The Baijian’s eyes lit up. The only thing they liked better than a good bottle of wine was a good story. “How did you steal her away?”
Putting the quill aside, he stopped the bottle of ink before launching into the story. It didn’t escape his notice, either, that several men nearby all paused in what they were doing and were listening intently. But then, no doubt there were all sorts of variations of this tale going about. They were lucky to hear the true story from the man himself. 
Tunheim listened intently, absently pulling at his flask as he listened. When the story wound down to a close, he let out a loud cheer of approval. “Good man! A wife is nothing to trifle with. She’s always worth the battle. But this must be a pretty woman, to be fought over by two men.”
“She’s quite lovely,” he admitted with frank prejudice. 
The other man nodded smugly, as if he had already met the woman himself. “I thought as much. You are a good husband to write to her. I write to my wife daily, and bundle the letters before sending them off whenever I can.” He leaned forward as if imparting some grand secret. “The trick to keeping a wife happy is letters and gifts, my friend. Do not believe otherwise.” 
Darius chuckled. “I have to agree. It’s funny you say that, though. This letter is about a gift I forgot to give her.”
“Forgot?” Tunheim demanded in surprise. “How can you forget a gift?!”
“Well,” Darius scratched at his cheek and wondered how to explain. “I bought it for her before we were betrothed, you see, while she still belonged to that goat’s son. I planned to give it to her later, when I found the right moment. But then I got tangled up in the duel to win her, and fought the Izeh Battle, and then we were married and moved into a new house, and…,” he trailed off sheepishly, shrugging. “It got lost somewhere in the shuffle. I told her that if she can find it, she can have it.”
“A treasure hunt.” Tunheim’s eyes lit up like a child’s. “Has she?”
“Not yet. Actually, her last letter to me demanded a description of what she’s looking for and an idea of where I saw it last.” He thought about it for a moment before offering, “I have no idea where I put it, actually.”
Tunheim threw back his head and laughed. “That poor woman. For your sake, I hope she finds it before you return home.”
Yes, he hoped so too. “Your men are doing well at the estate?” He’d put them at Surat, the Quetel’s estate, as it was very close to the Dakan Pass. 
“They’re fine,” Tunheim assured him with a careless wave. “Good food, good wine, and kind women. You are a good host.”
Phew. He hated to think of what would have happened if Quetel hadn’t met the Baijian standards. “Glad to hear it.”
“I had a good look at your forts as we rode to Surat.” Tunheim gave him an admiring look. “Formidable, those. The way you staggered them, no man can get through the pass without being in danger of catching an arrow.”
Darius shrugged. “That was the idea. I’ve been up against forts like these before. It took a month just to get through and I lost a good portion of my troops managing it.”
“Ahh. That’s how you know he’ll lose half.”
“Hard-won experience,” Darius agreed with a grimace. “The harshest teacher.”
“True, my friend. But you never forget the lesson!”
“Also true,” Darius sighed. “The pass here isn’t as long as the one I went through, so I expect it won’t take a month. Two weeks, maybe, before he’ll bull through.” If Behnam only had ten thousand, Darius’s archers could hold them off longer. In this particular instance, numbers truly played in Behnam’s favor. Darius’s archers, after all, only had so many arrows and could only shoot so many times in a day before they ran out of light. Behnam would be able to force his way through eventually. 
“We’ll be ready in two weeks,” Tunheim promised him. “Send word if you need us before then.” Standing, he chucked the stripped bone over his shoulder. “But until then, I shall be with my men.”
“It’s late,” Darius protested. “Why don’t you stay here tonight before going down?”
“Ah, you’re a true friend, Bresalier. But I shall return. For one,” Tunheim leaned forward in a confidential manner and winked, “the food is much better down there, yes? And there’s softer beds to be had. My stallion is the wind itself. He shall get me back before it’s truly dark.”
Well, he’d offered. Standing, he extended a hand. “Then safe return, my friend.”
Tunheim clasped his forearm with a grip that could crush boulders, grinned at him, and then sauntered off with a bow-legged stride. 
Shaking his head, Darius went back to his letter. 
 



 

“He’s not coming.” Darius growled, half-confused and half-irritated. 
Behnam hadn’t moved his army at all in the past three days. He had, in fact, sat there like a stone lizard. At first Darius thought he was just letting his troops rest a little before tackling the very dangerous road ahead. But the forested area wasn’t any safer than the pass. In fact, it could arguably be more dangerous in a way. The Brindisi soldiers had to do everything with a shield covering them, even eat and sleep—no one would consider the area “safe to rest in.” 
Granted, Darius had pulled all of his men from the forest and up to the mountains two days ago in preparation for Behnam’s troops coming through the pass. He didn’t have enough men to leave them in both places. But the Brindisi troops were completely paranoid now and weren’t willing to drop their guard, so they were still milling about camp with shields in one hand. They certainly weren’t getting any rest. 
So what was Behnam doing?
And why did he insist on delaying the inevitable?! Didn’t the man realize that Darius had a schedule to keep? 
Alright, he was being ridiculous. Even Amalah knew that enemies wouldn’t be accommodating for an expecting father’s nerves. But still. 
Darius stood on the edge of the cliff, absently sliding his spy glass open and closed as he thought. Behnam was a seasoned general who had seen just as many campaigns as Darius had. He had any number of victories and losses under his belt. Darius couldn’t see the other general making any careless mistakes. So what could possibly motivate him to stay within this treacherous stretch of forested highway? 
Unless….
Suspicious, he opened the spy glass fully and raised it to his eye again. With the morning sun setting up a glare, it took several adjustments of his stance and the angle of the glass before he could see far enough. When he did, it took even more time to really figure out what the soldiers at the very back were doing. 
When he did understand it, he started swearing viciously. “KAVEH!”
His commander scrambled from behind him, trying to run on uneven ground and loose rock. “Sir? What happened?”
Wordlessly, he handed him the glance. “The very back of the camp.”
Kaveh shot him a worried look before lifting the glass and obediently looking in that direction. For several long moments he looked before he too started swearing. “He’s re-building his siege engines!”
“Yes,” Darius confirmed darkly. “Great sands! I think it’s my fault, too. I was trying to scare him into surrendering the other day by hinting that I had this whole pass fortified. I think I gave him too much information. He knows my habits as well as I know his. If I really do have fortifications built through here, then the only prayer he has of defeating them are—”
“Siege engines,” Kaveh finished with a pained expression. He lowered the glass and handed it back to Darius.
Even as he took it, Darius felt like swearing some more. In his effort to hasten this battle along, he had in fact made things worse. In essence, he’d stabbed himself in the foot. Both feet, really. “Does he have the tools with him to re-build them?”
Kaveh rubbed at the back of his neck with an open palm, thinking hard. “Yes and no, sir. Yes, he can rebuild them. Any good team of engineers would be able to, really. But with the materials he has on hand and the limitations of the time they have to work with? They’re not going to be very high quality constructs. It takes a good month, with a full team, to build one catapult. He doesn’t have the supplies necessary to camp out here for a month while they build something full scale. But if they cut it down to a smaller size, it’s possible. Actually, it’s almost preferable. They’d fit better in the narrower sections of the pass.”
Not the answer he wanted. “So we have to come up with a way to stop him. Truly stop him, so that he doesn’t just fight us off and try it again.”
“Yes sir,” Kaveh acknowledged with a long sigh. “Any brilliant ideas?”
Darius slammed the spyglass all the way closed with a sharp shing. “Not one.” 
~~~
Darius called an emergency meeting with his staff right there on the rocks, within sight of the Brindisi encampment below. Field meetings didn’t have any rank or order to them, especially on this rugged landscape, so they all found a flat section of rock to sit on and made do. 
With everyone settled, he summarized the situation and ended with, “We absolutely can not afford to let him build those siege engines. If we do, it’ll wreak havoc on our forts and it will give them a higher survival rate. I need ideas, and I need them now.”
Ramin rubbed at his forehead as if already getting a headache. “The only thing that I can think of is somehow sneaking our men through the forest and then forming up into ranks at the back of the Brindisi ranks and forcing them forward.”
Darius shook his head before Ramin could even finish. “Won’t work. They outnumber us and there are no natural fortifications on the road that will help us. They’ll just mow us down with sheer numbers and we’d be back to where we started.”
“Set fire to the woods so they don’t have anything to build with?” Mihr suggested. 
He grimaced. “Not the best option. It would cut down on the wood they can use, but it also costs us considerable cover. It will also give them more room to spread out and make a more lasting camp, if they wanted to stay and develop a better plan against us. But I’ll keep the idea in reserve. It might come down to that.” He prayed not, though. In this dry weather, the trees would go up like a torch and it might well burn the whole forest down before something came along to stop it. “Any other ideas?”
Silence descended as the men thought hard, their faces drawn into frowns as they tried to think of some way around this.   
“Cats,” Navid said suddenly.
In this glum silence, the word seemed not only loud but absurd. 
Darius drew on the little patience he had left before saying, “Navid. I know that you like to talk cryptically, but this is not the time for it. Cats?”
Navid grinned at him in a flash of white teeth. “You fought barbarians here,” he tapped his forehead with a finger, “by using cats. We need to fight here too. Brindisi already jumpy and nervous. It would be easy to scare them.”
The idea took root in Darius’s mind. Navid had a good point. Of course, the Brindisi engineers had more education than a barbarian did, so they weren’t as nearly as superstitious. No. Wait. It didn’t take superstitions to do mental warfare. “You’re right. We’re going about this the wrong way. Navid, get back down there with your best archers. These are your orders: fire at anyone that picks up a tool. Only people that handle tools.”
Kaveh let out a low whistle. “You’re going to make them terrified to build anything.”
“Would you pick up an axe if you knew that doing so would get you killed?” Darius pointed out reasonably. “I certainly wouldn’t, no matter what orders my superior officer gave me. I’d rather take whatever punishment he heaped on my head than be dead.”
“Fear is very contagious,” Mihr acknowledged slowly. “Especially in that camp. I’d wager that within a day, no man could be forced into building those siege engines.” 
“I’d wager you’re right,” Darius agreed. “Navid? Get moving. In two days, I want them marching.”
~~~
From his cliff top vantage, and with the aid of the spyglass, Darius could see everything that happened at the back of the ranks. His orders to fire on anyone that picked up an axe or tool had been taken quite literally. Even if the person just intended to move it, they were fired upon. Most of them tried to hide behind shields, or had others hold up shields to form a wall of protection around them, but no one could keep that up indefinitely. Eventually, someone would slip up, and a very patient Niotanese archer would gain another kill. 
Darius panned the area slowly, trying to get the full picture. The men now were shaking their heads, pointing at the woods in illustration, and were obviously refusing to pick up any tools of any sorts. Ha! Self-preservation proved to be stronger than discipline after all. 
Behnam had been right—rebuilding his lost siege equipment was the only way to defeat the forts that Darius had built in the pass. But trying to do it on an open highway with enemy archers on all sides was madness. No one could pull that off. He should have retreated outright to a more open area and rebuilt everything there. 
Of course, if he did, then he’d have to retrace his steps back through the Elburz Forest and I’d whittle down his army some more. Either way, he loses. 
From his elbow, Tolk asked, “Is it working?”
“It’s working,” Darius assured him without ever taking his eye away from the glass. “They’re too afraid to even get close to a tool now. I’m sure their officers are threatening them with all sorts of punishments but they’re still shaking their heads no.”
“Don’t blame them,” Tolk muttered. “Better than being dead.”
Truly. From the edge of the glass, Darius saw a flash of an officer’s uniform. Oh, who was this? He shifted his angle slightly. “Uh-oh,” he said in delight. 
“Uh-oh?”
“Behnam himself has come to straighten it out.”
Tolk pondered that for a moment. “I would think that a bad thing.”
“Normally, I would too, but the men are still shaking their heads. Even an order from that high up isn’t making a dent, huh?” Darius chuckled with evil pleasure. “He’ll have to threaten them with execution to get them to work, and that will cause more harm than good right now.”
“I would think that would work.”
“Oh, normally,” Darius assured him, lowering the glass for a second to meet his eyes. “But normally, there’s no place for a deserter to really go. Most of Brindisi is open plains, after all, it’s hard to hide in them. But here? These men can hide in the forest at any point and escape and Behnam won’t know it until the morning headcount. If they do stumble into us, the worst they’d face, after all, would be capture. And even then we’d just hold them prisoner and use them for ransom.”
Tolk regarded him suspiciously. “You’ve done this before.”
“Many times,” Darius responded with relish. “Funny how it works every time. Oops! No effect, huh?” Through the glass, Behnam gave a depressed heave of the shoulders and a circular motion with his arm. The men around him gathered up into formation and started rejoining the back of the line. “He just gave up on the siege engines,” Darius announced in satisfaction. “He’ll start coming through as soon as he gets everyone formed up. Mihr!”
“What?” Mihr called from a few feet away.
“Coming our way shortly!”
“We’re ready!” Mihr assured him. 
The sun steadily climbed as both sides assumed their positions and formed into their ranks. Darius gave the signal to the trumpeter standing nearby and the man lifted the horn to his mouth and blew one long, mournful note. Especially with how it echoed through the mountain pass, it sounded almost eerie. If Darius hadn’t known better, he’d swear the sound came from a ghost wailing. 
Each fort along the pass also sounded on the trumpet and with each sound the impression became more reinforced. He closed his eyes and counted each trumpet as it sounded. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine…ten? What happened to the last fort? 
A higher note than the others sounded, holding on longer than any previous trumpeter had. Someone back there had a competitive spirit. But that meant that all ten were ready. 
Darius looked down toward Behnam, and even though the man couldn’t see or hear him, he gave him a feral smile and said, “Come on, Behnam. You won’t get past the first two forts today. I promise you that.”
 



 

“Bresalier!”
Darius stopped in mid-step, forgetting about the breakfast plate in his hands, and turned sharply. He’d never heard Mihr sound truly worried before now and that particular note in his voice didn’t sound promising. It took a moment to spot him, as everyone in camp seemed to be milling about. Through the men that were walking back and forth along the narrow mountain trail, he saw the other man standing near the edge of the mountain, beckoning to him in an agitated motion. 
Swearing, he shoved his plate into Payam’s hands and quickly strode forward, ducking in and around people as he moved. He had to shove a few people to the side in order to meet Mihr. “What’s happened?” he demanded. 
“I just got a message from the tenth fortification,” Mihr said without preamble. “Two generals and a force of about fifteen hundred area heading directly for the pass.” 
For a moment, it didn’t make any sense at all. He’d just passed letters with Bahram, Delshad and Omar confirming that all three were ready at the eastern line, holding the position down. So where would fifteen hundred troops and two generals come from…? A terrible foreboding gripped his heart and clawed at it. 
“Which two generals?”
“Feroze and Angra.”
Darius started swearing aloud, gripping his hair with both hands hard enough to prick his scalp. His two worst enemies within the court? He thought he’d stopped them from doing anything with that formal petition signed by Queen Tresea to not let them be in command of any troops until the end of the year, but they’d obviously found a way around that. Darr take it!  “Let me guess. They got their men by stopping by the eastern line and calling them out.”
“Soldiers form loyalties to particular generals,” Mihr said with a weary resignation. “You’re lucky that it was only fifteen hundred that heeded them. It means you’re more popular than we’d initially thought.”
“Don’t really care about that right now,” he gritted out between clenched teeth. Dropping his hands, he tried looking over the edge of the mountain and into the pass, but of course he couldn’t see them from here. “They’re heading straight for the pass, you said?”
“You know what they’re planning to do, don’t you?” The question was clearly rhetorical as Mihr didn’t wait for a response. “They plan to charge in here, somehow defeat twenty thousand troops, and prove you as an incapable fool.” 
“They’ll get their own men slaughtered and make my job harder because I won’t have the necessary force when I really need them!” The outcome was so obvious that Darius had to wonder what sort of idiot would think this would work. Yes, the narrow confines of the pass would make it harder for Brindisi to overpower the Niotan troops but against that sort of overwhelming odds? It would just take more time. 
His mind raced as he weighed different factors and rehashed his plans. “Mihr. How close can we fire on the enemy without endangering our own troops?”
Mihr thought for a moment, tugging absently at a half-grown beard as he thought. “Any closer than five ranks would be too risky.”
Five ranks in between? Closer than Darius had hoped for. That meant that the stupid men in the pass would only have to fight five ranks at a time. Alright, that evened the odds considerably. “Then do so. Buy them as much time as you can.”
Mihr’s expression went smooth, expressionless as a cold statue. “You won’t leave them to fend for themselves?”
He locked eyes with the other man. “When I have a way to save them? That would be tantamount to murder, Mihr.”
“I know.” Mihr clapped him on the shoulder and relaxed into a small smile. “I’m glad you didn’t consider it. Alright, I’ll do what I can from up here. What will you do?”
“Go down and see if I can reason with the idiots.”
~~~
Word must have travelled about what was happening below, because by the time that Darius got to his horse, he found that Tolk had already saddled it and that he and Navid were already mounted and waiting on him. He swung himself aboard without a word and started for the bottom. Of course, the pass took a good three hours to ride through—if a man was on the bottom floor. On top of the mountain like this, with all sorts of rocks, fortifications, and other impediments in the way, it took a little longer than that. 
Darius had a clear view from the top of the trail as he rode and what he saw made his heart sink in his chest. The Niotan soldiers, being a smaller force and not under fire like the Brindisi troops were, had made excellent time forward and had already engaged the enemy. The only thing that prevented them from being outright slaughtered was the narrow confines of the pass on either side. 
The small party reached the bottom of the mountain in a clatter of hooves against stone. Darius instantly turned and spurred Sohrab into the pass. Eager to stretch out and properly run, the stallion lengthened his stride and ran like the wind itself. He had to check the stallion several times to avoid losing everyone else. They didn’t have mounts with the same speed and strength as his. Sohrab tossed his head at this, irritated at the restraint, but obediently slowed his pace to his master’s will. 
Even at this pace, it took a small eternity before he finally reached the back of the ranks. The two generals, of course, had not engaged at the front of the line but were commanding their troops from the very back. The two men sat on horseback, watching through their glasses the actions of the front line. A nearby runner spotted his approach and alerted them with a pointing finger. They turned in their saddles to see him, both looking arrogant and smug. 
Darius pulled up roughly, forcing Sohrab to skid to a stop, his back legs sliding a little on the loose gravel and dirt. Before his stallion could even properly regain his footing he demanded of the two generals, “Are you both mad? There are twenty thousand Brindisi troops bearing down on you! You can hold them off at this rate, but not for long. They will massacre you and there’s not a thing that anyone at the top of the pass can do to stop it!”
Feroze turned his horse completely so that he could face Darius more directly. He didn’t look like a man that had travelled three days to get here. His uniform was fresh and crisp, every dark hair in place, brown eyes empty of any concern. But then, it wasn’t his life that he had put on the line in this insane gamble for power. “Bresalier. I expected you. I assure you, with the narrow passage—”
“You will last the rest of this day at most, but no more,” Darius interrupted harshly. “I watched the actions from the top. You can’t see anything beyond your own men from here. You have no idea what’s coming for you.”
Angra hadn’t bothered to turn around and face anyone. In fact, he had lifted his spyglass and continued to watch the front lines, or what little he could see of it from here. “You think you’re the only general that can win when you’re greatly outmatched? We were doing so long before you came.” He lifted a white handkerchief to dab at the perspiration at his temples. A useless action, considering the heavy formal uniform coat he wore. Not even Darius, as lead general, chose to wear that thing in the field. But then, Angra had been born and raised in a raj household and everything he did and said emphasized that upbringing. He could be used as a model example for how an officer should dress—hair perfectly cut, clean shaven, uniform in pristine condition. To manage that in the field and on the front lines…Darius couldn’t imagine wasting the water or the resources to maintain such vanity. 
He took in a deep breath, strangling his temper, and forced himself to think. Absolutely nothing he said, no argument that he could think of, would sway these men. That much was obvious. But he couldn’t just leave them to it. He didn’t dare. That only left one option. “Navid!”
From behind him, his commander said, “Yes sir?”
“Navid, stand witness.” Both generals whipped around at that last word. Oh-ho, Darius thought with dark satisfaction. I thought that would get your attention. “General Feroze, General Angra, I challenge you to right of command, to be settled by combat of arms. Commander Navid, do you witness this challenge?”
“I do, sir.” Navid’s eyes gleamed, lips parted in admiration. His expression alone said, Well played, sir!
Darius sat still and waited. If Feroze or Angra refused the challenge, then their reputations would take quite the beating. Especially from their friends, who all wanted Darius to lose his position. If those men found out later that these two goats’ sons had a chance to force Darius to step down and didn’t take it, well…the consequences would likely be dire. 
But he had no doubt that if they took up the challenge, he’d win. Their abilities as generals only went as deep as those uniforms they so lovingly fawned over. If either man had tasted more than a month of real combat, he’d eat his boots. 
Fortunately, their ego was such that they only paused for that bare moment of time before assenting with cocky smirks. They slid out of their saddles and tossed the reigns to their waiting servants, also drawing their swords. 
He dropped out of the saddle, handing his reigns up to Tolk, and drew the sword from his sheath. “I don’t have time to handle you separately. Both of you come at me.”
Angra’s eyes lit up at that, no doubt thinking they’d claim an easier victory that way. For the sake of the two men witnessing this, he cooed, “Are you quite sure, Bresalier? You cannot claim a fault later, you understand.”
“For Shaa’s sake, just come on,” he snapped. Every moment they delayed, another life was lost ahead of them. 
Being bullies by nature, they didn’t hesitate in ganging up on one man. With that pretty little speech out of the way, they came at him from both sides. He drew the dagger at his waist to shield the sword coming at him from his left side, and struck out with the sword in his right hand. Angra’s sword was thrown up and to the side at the impact, knocking the man off balance for a few moments. Darius spun on his toes, coming in low as he put himself briefly out of the man’s range, focusing on Feroze. 
The man charged him with his lips drawn back in a snarl, sword slashing at him in a downward angle. Darius blocked it with his own sword, coming in close to rob the man of his full power, almost nose against nose. Feroze had exactly one second to register the danger, his body flinching instinctively away, the white of his eyes showing. Then with the dagger in Darius’s other hand, he drove it hard into Feroze’s shoulder. 
With a scream of pain, the man staggered backward, dropping his sword so that it clattered to the earth. He put a protective hand around the dagger protruding from his shoulder. 
Darius couldn’t spare him any more attention. Angra had recovered by this point and was charging him, sword held low this time and held ready to either slash or thrust. Darius shifted his grip enough to accommodate both hands, and then went on the offensive, aiming for Angra’s unprotected chest. Of course, the man moved to block him, shifting the sword about to act more as a shield. Darius exchanged three lightning quick strikes with him, making the air ring even more with the sound of metal striking metal. It could barely be distinguished among the other echoing noises bouncing between the stone walls around them. 
Angra, a child of luxury, couldn’t match Darius’s speed or war-honed strength. He faltered at the last strike, reacting too slow to fully block the strike. At the last moment, Darius altered the strike so that the flat of his blade struck instead of the edge. He hit Angra’s right arm solidly near the shoulder and could clearly hear the crunch of a bone snapping in two under the force of the blow. 
Angra gasped, sword falling from nerveless fingers, pain robbing him of breath. Without a flicker of hesitation, Darius twisted the sword up and around Angra’s head, coming back around to strike his left arm as well, breaking it just as he had the other. 
Turning white under the pain, Angra let out a short scream behind clenched teeth and sank slowly to his knees, both arms hanging uselessly at his sides. 
Darius stepped back and took in a long, slow breath, blowing out his anger as he did so. He sheathed his sword as he turned around, holding out his free hand toward Navid. “You brought a megaphone, didn’t you?”
“Yes, sir.” Navid dug it out of the saddle bags tied behind him, asking even as he handed it over, “Sir, why didn’t you kill them? By right of law, you can.”
“Tresea would have my head if I did that.” And he didn’t even want to think of what Amalah would do to him. Lifting the megaphone, he bellowed into it, “NIOTAN SOLDIERS! YOUR GENERALS HAVE FALLEN TO ME BY RIGHT OF COMBAT. I NOW HAVE COMMAND OF YOU AND I ORDER YOU TO RETREAT. I REPEAT: RETREAT NOW.”
He stood and waited. Sometimes, orders in the field took a few minutes to be understood and acted on. Slowly, the back of the line turned to face him, looking around in confusion. When they saw their two generals hunkered down on the ground, clearly injured, they started muttering to themselves. 
Darius lifted the megaphone and repeated himself again. This time, the word spread forward of what had happened at the back of the ranks—or some version of it did, at least. It had surely gotten confused in the translation. 
But they started moving, reluctantly turning about and retreating back the way they came. Darius handed the megaphone over to Navid and ordered, “Clean up here. I have to get back on top.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“And Navid?”
“Yes, sir?” Navid paused with the megaphone halfway to his mouth.
“If they won’t follow you, abandon them here. I have no use for a soldier that can’t obey commands and puts his own vanity above the safety of this country.”
Navid nodded grimly. “Yes, sir.” 
~~~
It took three very painful weeks for Behnam to bull his way through the pass. Mihr had employed everything that Kaveh and Darius had planned to full advantage. The fortifications housed hundreds of archers that sent arrows flying from dawn’s bells to nightfall, ballistas firing spears that penetrated even the hardiest shields, and caltraps were thrown into position from the top of the cliff to impede them even further. The four rock avalanches that were triggered at intervals had taken out whole platoons, not to mention slowed their advancement even more to make the Brindisi soldiers sitting targets. Behnam escaped out the other end with only fifteen thousand left. He had lost, by one way or another, twenty thousand troops and the only thing that he had to show for those losses was that he had finally arrived in Niotan. 
Darius, on the other hand, had sixty-three hundred left of his original sixty-five. He’d lost a few to the ambushing tactics they’d employed for two months due to carelessness and snipers. Not to mention the whole fiasco that had happened in the pass. Because his men were on top of the cliffs the entire time, firing safely from a distance, they were never in any real danger. He’d kept his force largely intact that way. 
Behnam had to be fuming because of that. 
Now, the question stood, with his troops free of the treacherous pass, what would he do next? 
The man didn’t have a lot of options. If Darius were in charge of Brindisi’s Army at this point, he’d have frankly turned tail and fled before this as the very landscape didn’t help a conquering force. If Behnam continued toward Niotan, he would run into the barriers Darius had re-built. But doing that would expose his back to the archers still on top of the mountain. But the only other option would be to retreat back into the pass he had just escaped from. 
Darius stood at the wall of one of the fortifications, one hand against the stone as a brace, the other hand holding his spyglass up. The archers around him were taking a short break while they could, resting their arms from days of constant shooting. From behind, he could hear the men as they quickly re-supplied all of the standing quivers with more arrows. Someone had even thoughtfully sent the runners around with flasks of water, which many eagerly took. 
A breeze brushed his face, and with it came a hint autumn chill. They were entering into fall. Whether Darius would make it home in time or not would depend on what Behnam did next. 
He held his breath as the last Brindisi troops made it clear of the pass. Alright, Behnam, all of your men are out. What will you do now? Darius focused his spy glass on Behnam’s face but of course he couldn’t hear what the man said from here and couldn’t decipher anything from reading the man’s lips. Frustrated, he lowered the glass completely and tried watching the movement of all of the troops instead. That would tell him more than just peering at Behnam anyway.
Of course, even with the smaller amount of fifteen thousand men, it took a while for orders to travel down and for the men to obey them. So he stood there watching for several minutes (although it felt like hours) without really knowing what would happen next. Then the individual squads and phalanxes did an abrupt turn, facing the mountain, and he knew exactly what Behnam would do next. 
He would take out the archers on top of the mountain first. 
Swearing, Darius pivoted on his heels and frantically searched the sea of faces around him until he found one of his commanders. “Navid! Tell Mihr to get all of the reserve archers up here now. He’s coming for us.” Darius had put most of his troops on the valley floor, ready for Behnam’s assault on the barricades, but the man had been too smart to fall into that trap. 
Navid snapped out a salute before grabbing the runners and issuing quick orders. 
Darius snatched up his megaphone from the top of the stone wall and bellowed into it, “FIRE AT WILL! FIRE THE BALLISTAS!”
The archers scrambled to their feet and started firing down the mountain slope and toward the enemy. Of course, Brindisi’s troops were expecting this and had their shields up, ready for a barrage of arrows. Darius didn’t expect them to really do much damage. The archers were simply buying him time. 
Darius had assigned the valley troops to Bahram, Delshad, and Omar. They understood barrier warfare by now and would know what to do if Behnam did charge. But he didn’t want them to panic and send most of the troops to Darius’s aid. He waved to a bugler standing nearby. 
The man scrambled to his side, dodging people as he came, and snapped out a salute. “Sir?”
“Signal to the other generals to stay put,” Darius ordered.
The bugler nodded and lifted the brass instrument to his lips before blowing three short notes and then two long ones. 
Good. Now he needed…. “Now, signal to the Baijian horsemen to charge at Behnam’s ranks.” They were still hiding nearby at Surat, so it would take at least a half hour for them to saddle up, assemble, and make it here. 
Darius stopped issuing orders and took another good look around, making sure that he didn’t miss anything important happening in the confusion. Behnam’s men had stuttered to a near halt under the barrage of arrows. Although the main problem for them came from the ballistas. He’d had several brought up here, months ago when the forts were first built, and for occasions like this. Some of the ballistas were large and only capable of firing one spear. But that one spear could go through two men holding shields before stopping. Some of the ballistas could fire multiple spears at the same time, making them even more formidable. 
Under the threat of those shield-piercing spears, even the hardiest foot soldier would falter. They had no defense against it, after all. Brindisi’s forward momentum ground to a halt near the base of the mountain, with only some of their troops actually proceeding up the mountain trail. 
Above the raucous noise of men yelling, the twang of hundreds of bows being released, the ratchet of the ballistas being nocked into place, Darius heard another sound, one pure and clear that rang high. He paused and listened intently and it came again. 
The Baijian horn. No mistake. No other instrument in the world sounded like it. But if they were sounding it now, they were close. Darius grabbed the bugler’s arm and ordered, “Archers cease fire.”
As the bugler sounded out two long notes, Darius lifted his glass again to his eye and peered through it, looking west. They should be coming into view around the bend any moment now….
In a cloud of dust, they appeared, riding at full speed, with spears at the ready. Darius grinned to see it. They had indeed kept their promise and came through for him. 
The Brindisi troops still at the foot of the mountain had enough time to frantically turn about, facing this charge, and overlap their shields before the Baijian horsemen slammed into their front ranks. Even from this distance, Darius could hear the tremendous crash and screams of the wounded. The Baijians cut through the ranks like a carving knife, leaving carnage in their wake. It threw the ranks of the Brindisians into complete disarray and they could not form back together quickly enough to face the next charge. Tunheim led his men free and clear and then wheeled them about, heading right back in at the same ferocious speed. He moved so fast that Darius could barely track him, even with the aid of the glass. 
Under this ferocious charge, Behnam lost almost half his men and under the second charge, he lost half again. 
“Don’t be a fool, old man,” Darius whispered to him. “You’re wasting lives trying to win this. You’ve already lost.”
Maybe Behnam heard him. Or maybe he knew without needing anyone to say it aloud. Before Tunheim could completely make it through his ranks a second time, and before he could turn his men about for a third charge, Behnam raised a flag for surrender. 
~~~
Darius slammed a hand against the table, making the goblets and paper on it jump a little. “Behnam, I am not paying you to go away!”
The other general folded his arms over his chest, an implacable look on his face. “I need the money to buy supplies so that I can get home, Bresalier. Without it, my men won’t survive the trip.”
“You are returning into Brindisi territory,” Darius shot back, at the end of his patience. “You can commandeer supplies from any city that you pass by, we both know that! And why by Shaa’s name did you embark on this campaign without proper funds?”
“The General Council assigned me the funds for this, I didn’t choose the amount,” Behnam retorted mildly. “And you know as well as I do that the first city I can reach is not large enough to feed and re-supply five thousand men.”
Darius sat back with a thump. They had retreated to the Surat Estate, as it was the closest place available for all of the generals to sit and discuss terms. Because this last battle had been under joint leadership, Darius alone could not negotiate terms of surrender. It did, in fact, take almost a half a day to get all of the Niotan Generals as well as Behnam and his staff into the same room. The only place that would hold all of them and give them adequate shade from the sun was nearby Surat. Raj Quetel had graciously given them the use of his dining room, and then unobtrusively took a corner seat to watch the proceedings with wide eyes. Darius didn’t have the heart to tell him that he didn’t need this huge room or want to be in a place that didn’t have windows to let the air in. In fact, part of his bad humor could be that the stuffy air in this place had finally gotten to him.
No. More likely, arguing with Behnam for the past fours was really to blame.
The man had a good point, as much as he hated to admit it. He really wouldn’t be able to get all of his men home without more supplies or the money to buy those supplies. Really, he needed both, as he couldn’t buy everything on the way home. Those fools on the Council no doubt thought that Behnam wouldn’t be in this situation because he would undoubtedly defeat Darius and proceed directly to the capital. 
But getting him supplies and funds would mean contacting Tresea and haggling with her over the proper amount, which would take time, as she would undoubtedly refuse the idea as Darius initially had. And then, when he did get her to agree, it would take more time to collect those supplies and that money and transport it all here. All of that translated to more delays.

Why, why had he promised fair terms of surrender? 
“Ah.” Behnam snapped his fingers as another thought occurred to him. “And one more thing—”
Darius’s hand moved so quickly, so automatically, that no around him had the time to react. His hand reached for the sword leaning against the table and he drew it in a smooth motion, like a viper striking, the blade ending up against the side of Behnam’s neck. The general froze, eyes nervously regarding the three feet of steel hovering near his throat.
“Behnam,” Darius growled in dark voice, sounding like death itself, “let me make this clear. I left behind a wife I love very much, a wife that is heavy with child, our firstchild. She’s due to give birth in three weeks. If you make me miss that birth, I will not be a happy man. It is in your best interest to speed this matter up.”
Behnam raised a hand and cautiously pushed the sword away from his throat before answering. “I’ll give you all of our equipment in return. It’s worth quite a bit. Surely that will balance the scales?”
Actually, the Brindisian armor had a superior grade to it. Niotan badly needed to replace their armor and swords anyway. The trade was a fair one. Now if he could only get Tresea to see it that way when she still had to give money and supplies out of pocket…. “Let’s hope that My Queen agrees with you.”
“You’ll charm her into it,” Behnam said confidently. “You’re good at that.” 
 “If I miss the birth of my first child because of you, I’m coming for your head.”
Behnam waved him down, a smile on his face. “You’ll make it, you’ll make it. You have a month to spare, don’t you? It’ll be fine.” 
Darius slammed his sword back home and seriously considered killing the man after all.
Mihr cleared his throat. “In the interest of everyone leaving this room alive, I have a proposition to make. Bresalier, I believe you have been on duty for over nine months this year?”
He blinked at this question, which came out of thin air. “Err, somewhere close to that, yes.”
Raising a finger, Mihr tsked him. “I’m afraid, General, that it is Niotan policy that no general may serve for more than six months out of the year unless the Queen has overridden that policy. Did she issue such a command to you?”
Having a feeling where this was going, Darius swallowed and responded hopefully, “She did not.”
“Then I’m afraid that as the most senior general here, I must relieve you of command and take over from this point on.” Mihr couldn’t quite subdue a smile at this point. 
Take over days, perhaps weeks, of negotiations and arguing? Darius had to firmly hold on to himself to avoid jumping for joy. “I quite understand,” he somehow said seriously. “In that case, I wish you gentlemen the best of luck.” Before anyone could rethink this, he turned on his heel and headed straight for the door. 
“Oh, and send the Baiji horsemen home, would you?” Mihr called after him. “They won’t listen to me for some reason.”
Darius paused at the door long enough to give him a salute of acknowledgement before quickly disappearing from the room. 
 



 

The veranda in their estate home had somehow gained padded benches and shade trees and awnings in the six months he had been gone. It had become a much more restful place, a quiet space that a person could escape to when they wanted to avoid people and the sun. Darius quite liked it and if he had a choice, this particular bench in the shade of a mimosa tree was where he would be. 
After the noon meal had ended, he’d volunteered to put the baby down for a nap and then absconded with her to this open veranda. There were times, like today, when it felt too surreal to him. After a lifetime of war, having a home and a wife and a daughter without another war hanging overhead seemed too good to be true. When that happened, he came out here with a baby sleeping in one arm and a letter from a king in the other. 
Darius ignored the open view of his lands that lay before him and leaned back into the bench at a comfortable slant. With the ease of long practice, he unrolled the letter from King Baros with one hand and held it up so he could re-read it.
 
Darius-
You might find it strange that I am writing to you personally like this. And perhaps it is strange. But I have reported to you, my mentor, for so many years that I find I cannot completely break the habit. 
The last night that we saw each other, we gave each other orders: I ordered you to live. You ordered me to be a better king than my father and to not repeat his mistakes. I wish now that I had hearkened to your words the way that you hearkened to mine. You have indeed lived and done so more fully than you have ever done within my court. Behnam tells me that you are married and have a child now. I wish you joy in them. Heaven knows you’ve earned that happiness. 
Losing your wise counsel has cost me dearly. Closing the campaign at Serrati I believe was inevitable—we never had a chance of winning it—but doing it has suggested a weakness to my enemies. Of course, that weakness became more blatant when the force I sent against you was repelled not once but thrice! The conquering habits of my family have now endangered what I hold. I have issued orders to stop all campaigns and I have recalled my armies to protect what I still have. I pray that it is not too late to heed your advice.
To that end, I have sent a proposal of treaty and trade agreements to your new queen. I tried to make them fair, as I do not have time to banter back and forth for months until we have reached an agreement, but I do not know her well enough to guess what she wants. I ask that you intermediate if I have failed to give her the terms she seeks. You know me and what Brindisi can offer—come up with terms we can both agree to and I will sign. 
I miss you sorely, old friend. Know that I do not blame you for the death of my father. It only saddens me that because of it, we cannot see each other again in this lifetime. 
I wish upon you continuing happiness. 
Baros 
 
Darius let the letter fall into his lap, where it automatically tried to roll back up again. He had received that letter two months ago. Tresea had received his proposed treaty at the same time. Baros had indeed been fair, and after a few minor corrections, Tresea had signed it and sent it back to him. Darius hadn’t even needed to really intervene. 
The events of the world had come to him in reports from the Niotan spies and in rumors through the markets. Baros was indeed losing his grip on the countries that his father had conquered. Rumor had it that Arape had started gathering an army together. At this point, it wouldn’t take much resistance to win their independence back. The loss at Niotan had cost Baros dearly not just in terms of reputation but in manpower. He did not have the strength or numbers to defend himself on every front. 
What Darius foresaw two years ago was coming true. Unless Baros pulled some miracle out of thin air, then the Brindisi Sovran would fall during his reign. 
 “Darius?” Amalah’s voice came from within the house, sounding a little breathless and worried, her voice accompanied by quick footsteps. “Darius, where are you?”
“Out here!” he called softly, hoping his voice would carry from the veranda.
“Do you have the baby? I can’t find her anyw—” At that moment Amalah rounded the doorframe and stepped into view. She stopped abruptly, taking in the sight with exasperation. “You do have her.”
He knew good and well he was in trouble for having his daughter at that moment but after being apart from his family for six months, it was hard to stay away from either of his girls for long. Especially his daughter. Many people scoffed at the idea of love at first sight, but the love that a parent has for a child is exactly that. Darius had taken one look at his little girl and become hopelessly besotted with her. And at four months old, she had already figured that out and started manipulating him to her little heart’s desire.
“Darius.” Amalah tried to sound patient, but this was the third time she’d caught him outside with a sleeping baby on his chest, and her toe tapped in an irritated rhythm. “We have to teach her how to sleep properly in a bed or we’ll pay for it later.”
“But she cries if I put her down!” he objected.
“Yes, that’s how she’s training you,” his wife responded with an expressive roll of the eyes. “You give her anything when she cries.”
Parisa stirred against his chest, as if sensing somehow that her parents were arguing about her. Darius set the letter aside and lifted a hand to her back and rubbed it in light, soothing circles. 
“Most of the time she doesn’t even have to cry,” Amalah added pointedly.
Darius drew himself up a little, attempting to regain some dignity. “My love, I learned from an early age a very important lesson from my father.”
Amalah gave him a look that said, Oh, this should be good.
He raised a righteous finger to illustrate his point. “The first duty of a father is to spoil his daughters.”
“Well, you’re doing an admirable job,” Amalah informed him dryly. “But your spoiling session is over for the day. Queen Tresea has sent a request to see you. She wants your opinion on how to properly organize her navy.”
Darius frowned at her even as he left his comfortable chair. Was Tresea seriously thinking about using the navy to defend her merchant vessels against pirates, then? It would certainly be a better use of them than having them aimlessly sail around Izeh Port, but… “I don’t know anything about navies. Why does she want my opinion?”
“Probably because you’re her lead general.” Amalah reached out with both hands. “Now, give her here.”
Darius ignored her open arms and regarded the baby still contentedly asleep on his chest. He was pretty sure he could talk and hold a baby at the same time. Surely no one would mind if he just brought her along….
“And no, you may not take her to the meeting with you,” Amalah drawled, a twinkle of laughter in her eyes. 
Well, the meeting probably would take several hours. That might get troublesome, later, trying to take care of a baby and talk. Not to mention he wasn’t sure if he could ride Sohrab and carry a baby at the same time. Resigned, he handed her over to Amalah, who took her with practiced ease. Parisa didn’t so much as twitch at the exchange. 
Resigned, he scooped up his letter and rolled it back into shape, efficiently tying the leather cord back around it. Then he leaned down long enough to give his wife a gentle kiss. “I’ll try to be back by tomorrow morning.”
“Alright.” She smiled up at him. “Have a good time?”
“Oh, you funny, funny woman,” he groused as he headed for the door. “As if these things are ever fun.” He heard her laughing at that, but steadfastly ignored her as he called for Sohrab to be saddled and a bodyguard to go with him. 
If endless meetings were the price for peace, he’d gladly pay it. 
 



 

About eight months ago I had this amazing dream about a man that killed a king because of a broken oath. It was incredibly vivid and I was spellbound by the story. It even came with names—the name of the story and the name of the main character. (My subconscious doesn’t always give me names with the story so when it does, I sit up and pay attention.) 
But I didn’t want to write the story for two reasons: One, I already had twenty stories sitting on my hard drive waiting to be finished and I didn’t really want to start another one; and two, this was obviously going to be a war story. The thing that is the most challenging for me to write is battle scenes. I have to get a lot of help from my brothers to manage it. 
Fortunately, Darius was persistent. Unlike most of my main male characters, he’s a talker, and he gave me lots of scenes and practically talked my ear off until I threw up my hands and said, “Okay, okay, I’m writing! Sheesh.” 
Because of that, I wrote Kingslayer in exactly two months, which is a new record for me. Usually it takes me six.
I am very, very glad now that Darius talked me into this. It’s such a remarkable tale of courage, honor, love, devotion, betrayal and friendships. I felt I learned something from writing this story. 
I hope you learned something from reading it. 
 
See you in the next world~
 
Honor
 



 

adit: enter a room/place
aster: moment of potential, either good or bad, that can be in favor if acted upon
ballyhoo: whole bloody truth
barmecide: something that looks attractive but is deadly
bickie: loves to argue
buckshee: a free service
buff: slap
bunko: a swindle or trick
chalant: to worry about situation
copper's turn: bit of coin
cracy: ruler, one in power
dawn's bells: sunrise (three bells typically ring)
day's eye: show of cowardice (from yellow in eyes)
dicker: bargaining
diddle: dawdling
Dracon: extremely severe or harsh punishment/punisher
dumpers: people with no ability/ambition (only good for gathering up and dumping dead)
empty sacks: people who look the part only
Euu: a sound that means good, pleasant, okay
gate pinched: caught
goobers: babies
gyne: woman
jinko: mild oath
kako: bad, ugly, unpleasant
kiddens: children
lackers: destitute, or short on something
loudies: bullies
megalo: great, large, mighty
muchly: much
myrm: person who blindly follows orders
nebe: NB - noted well
nenter: someone who is stilted, puts on airs
night's first bell: early evening
obit: went away
painted: victims (from colors of bruises)
pannie: all of it
pidgin: business
prolly: probably
rama : wide view
rasp: worrier or nag
riddled: short on intelligence/looks/ability
ruddied: in sun too long
sand dwellers: dead
seamy: less presentable, rough
shade finder: informer or someone with information
skor: dung or filth
slabs: meat
smokes: someone who's always mad
sunder: divide
sunside: in a tight situation
tonly: not only
tween: in between
twig: got it, understand
wowser: doesn't enjoy life and doesn't want you to
yabber: people who talk too much (meaningless noise)
daystar: morning star
dayspring: daybreak
boot them hard: force a retreat, force someone to leave or give up
clock's tick: in a moment, shortly
catawampus: out of kilter, not lined up correctly
 



 
 

Nearly twenty-eight years ago, in the hills of Tennessee, a nice, unsuspecting young couple had their first child. Their home has since then been slowly turned into a library as their daughter consistently brought books home over the years.
No one was surprised when she grew up, went to college, and got her Bachelor's in English. Despite the fact that she has a degree, and looks like a mature young woman, she's never grown out of her love for dragons, fairies and other fantastical creatures. With school done, she's ready to start her career, hopefully by blending two of her loves: books and fantasy.
Her website can be found here: http://www.honorraconteur.com or if you wish to speak directly with the author, visit her forum at: http://z13.invisionfree.com/adventmage/
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