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Off to Battle
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Kimnor stood in the staging area, slapping his riding crop against the fine wool of his red uniform trousers, crunching his riding gloves in his other hand. His company joined him, some shuffling, others ambled, while a few trudged into the courtyard. Each tugged on the reins of his steed, all impressive animals.

Kimnor’s squire ran from the stable door after them with the reins of Kimnor’s horse in his hands. His magnificent, tall, shiny black horse, Midnight, pranced behind the boy, last again.

If he were to be honest, he would admit that Midnight often caused problems for the boy. On those rare days when Kimnor saddled his own horse, Midnight pranced and kicked, forcing Kimnor to jump and skip away from his flying feet. The horse habitually filled his stomach with air until the saddle girth had been tightened. If the boy didn’t remember to slap him on the stomach before completing his tightening, Midnight would let the air out and the saddle would slide off to the side.

“Chemish, you fool, what has taken you so long,” Kimnor growled through clenched teeth. “Why are you always the last out of the stable with my horse?”

Chemish stood still, holding on to the reins, staring at his feet.

“Well?” Kimnor demanded.

The other guardsmen stood by the head of their horses. Kimnor heard a snigger not quite cut off.

Kimnor spun on the heel of his boot. “Silence!” He shouted. He turned back to his squire. “I’m waiting for your answer.”

Chemish lifted his eyes to look at Kimnor’s knees. “He kicked over the stool and pinned me against the stall wall. He must have got out last night, for there were burrs in his coat that needed extra brushing before I could saddle him. I would have been ready, but even after I punched him in the stomach to push out the air, he sucked it back in. The saddle slid off to the side as I started to bring him to you. I had to tighten his straps again.” Chemish glanced up into Kimnor’s eyes and then darted back to the dirt. “I’m sorry, sir.”

“Sorry. You should be first every time, and you always seem to be last. Do I need another squire?” Kimnor lifted a clenched fist.

“N-No, sir. I’ll do better. I promise.” The boy quaked as he fought to stand still.

“You’d better.” Kimnor lowered his voice to a whisper, “or I will find someone else and send you back to your slave father.”

“Y-y-yes, sir.”

Kimnor stared at him a long breath before nodding. “Don’t be late again.” He turned to the men of his company. “Mount up.”

He stepped into the stirrup and swung up to sit on Midnight and watched the rest of the men smoothly swing up onto their mounts. When every man sat on his horse, he gave the signal and trotted out the gate and down the street toward the city gates and a battle.

Women and children stopped what they were doing as the company passed. Kimnor knew they looked sharp, dressed in their red uniforms, and smiled when a few men cheered. None took up the cheer, however. He grimaced as they rode through the streets in silence, watching the citizens of Nod stare at them as they passed.

Though a look of a calm demeanor had been pasted on his face, inside his emotions roiled. He and his men would soon enter the battle outside their gates that would determine if these people would become slaves or if they would continue to be free.

The battle had raged for months. Kimnor had fought beside his company in other engagements. They had returned to their barracks at his home three nights earlier. Now they were returning, ready to give their lives for these ungrateful people. Did they not see?

The city guard saluted as they opened the gate barely wide enough for them to ride through one at a time. The enemy, tall men from Opities, believed the houses in Nod were all built of solid gold. Hah! Solid gold. The weight of it would crush any who tried to lay blocks of it. No walls could hold up roofs made of gold. Stupid men from Opities. Kimnor spat the dust from his throat.

The battle had raged outside their gates for so many days before this battle. After four months, the citizens of Nod grew tired of shouting and clashing swords outside their gates. The men of Opities camped all around the city, hoping to bring the people of Nod to their knees thinking they prevented food and water from entering the city.

Unknown to them, the River Po did not provide all the water for drinking in Nod. Rather, as the Po had too often been used to dump the refuse and filth of the citizenry, deep wells had been sunk many years before. Plentiful drinking water would not be a problem. Food had been stored for many years.

The Opities’s siege caused the citizens of Nod some discomfort, as they were unable to travel between Nod and other cities. For the guards and their families who had been drafted to fight this battle, the greatest challenge was losing members of their guards, brothers, and friends.

Kimnor belonged to his father, Crites’ guard. The Red Guard had been called early to protect the city from the invaders. Other guards, belonging to the priests and those raised by individuals like Crites, soon joined in the battle to protect their home.

For families like his, farms had been overrun. Some horses from their farm had been brought to the city, but they lost too many to the Opities raiders who used them for mounts or food. His grandfather, Orak, and grandmother, Lilah, lost animals and their lands had been trampled by both armies. Kimnor had fought across their lands in previous battles. He sighed at the thought of the work that would be required to return that land to producing the grains and meat needed to feed Nod.

He still wondered at the trust the city leaders held in these military groups controlled by other men. How could they depend on men whose loyalty had been sworn to others? The Red Guard swore allegiance to Crites. Each of the other guards swore allegiance to the man or cult god who recruited him.

For now, Kimnor knew he would fight for his city. He had no other choice. He had not been offered more coins from another than he received from his father. He wondered if he could leave his father, with all the rights and comforts being his son brought, for more money. It would have to be a lot of money for him to leave. But he didn’t dismiss the thought.

Red Guard standards flew high above Crites’ tent. Kimnor sat straight in his saddle as he led his company toward it. As he neared, his father stepped through the tent flap followed by Leo, his head Captain.

“We’ll hit them on their left as soon as Kimnor’s company arrives— Oh, there you are, son. Come with me, I’ll show you what we are planning.” Crites turned on his heel and marched into the tent.

Kimnor slid off his mount and tossed the reins to the boy by the tent. He followed Crites into the tent.

“The Opities have left an opening here,” Crites pointed to a place on the map. “We’re going to hit them up the middle. Your company will hit them here, on the left, with Zelk and Kiba. Others from other guards will hit them on the right. We think this will break their siege. Hit them hard. Don’t hold back. We need them to be frightened off, at last.”

Kimnor saluted. “Yes, sir.”

Father and son walked out of the tent together. Kimnor knew they looked impressive together, both standing taller than the other men around them. Their pecan-colored skin, sable-colored eyes, and medium-brown hair with red streaked through it stood out. Few other men had the color of the setting sun streaking through their hair.

“Remember, hit them hard,” Crites said as they mounted their horses.

“We will.” Kimnor raised a hand to signal to his company. “We are to hit them on the left—hard. We won’t hold back.”

The men in his company nodded and gathered their reins into their hands. Kimnor raised his hand to signal them to move out, then led them off toward the upcoming battle.
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Marcella stood looking out the window as Kimnor prepared to return to the war being fought outside the gates of Nod. She sighed deeply, unsure if she was frightened that her mate was leaving to fight men who could injure or kill him or hopeful that it might happen. It didn’t matter much how she felt about him leaving, he would go, regardless.

She could see Kimnor’s ears redden as he clenched his jaws in an effort to avoid yelling at the boy, his cousin, when he finally brought out his tall black stallion. He couldn’t yell at him here, though she saw his desire to shout and beat him. Marcella held her breath, waiting to see if he would hit the boy.

The men in the company watched for his reaction. Marcella knew it would come when others weren’t watching. Kimnor shook his head and growled at his squire. He would find a way to punish Chemish. He always did — whether he believed Chemish deserved a beating, or he believed she needed a beating. It was a rare day when she could talk him out of beating her when he decided she needed one. It would not be good for Kimnor to hit the boy, especially in front of others. A tension between the families already existed because of Kimnor’s arrogant ways.

“Good riddance,” Marcella thought as Kimnor finally mounted Midnight and led his company out the gates of Casa Alegre. “Joyful Home,” she snorted. “Not with Kimnor in it. Perhaps this time he will make me a widow.”

She pushed the window open to listen for the shouting people. When the men rode from sight and none of the locals cheered, Marcella knew her mate would be angry, although he wouldn’t show it. He liked to hear women cheering and children shouting his name. He liked to be the center of attention. She listened to the silence and imagined the emotions raging through her mate. His face would express calmness to the crowds, but internally it would be different.

She smiled. Someone else could suffer for their silence. It would not be her this time.

Marcella understood that her mate needed attention for his efforts in fighting against the Opities. The battle had raged for months. Without men like her mate, the people of Nod would already be slaves to the big men.

“Those stupid Opities,” she growled. “Thinking houses in Nod are built of gold. Hah! Gold.” Not even her father wasted his bricks of gold in building his house. He had better uses for it. The men of Opities had been lied to so they would fight. Certainly, nothing unusual about that. Men always lied to get their men to fight for them. It now meant that Marcella and the other women of Nod paid for their stupidity.

Marcella understood the silence of the people between their home and the city gates. She saw the emotions and exhaustion in the women around her during her infrequent visits to the market. Many men died in the battle, trying to protect the city. Widows cried on corners, seeking assistance to care for their children. They had learned the price of their men’s pride. 

She lay her head against the wall beside the window. Would she be a woman in mourning for her mate before this all ended? Would she care? She fingered the bruise beside her eye and groaned at the pain it brought her. Would she never learn to keep her mouth shut? Probably not.

Sighing, Marcella turned from the tall window. Her duty completed, she could move on to other tasks, some more interesting than watching her mate leave for battle. 

Alwyn kicked in his little basket beside her. He had played for longer than usual. Good thing. She didn’t need his crying to increase his father’s rage. Now, for a few days, she could let the nurse care for him.

She picked him up to return him to the nursery and crooned into his ear. “All is well, little one. Your father is gone off to battle. He will return to us. He won’t do anything to get hurt. He might sell out, but he won’t do anything to get hurt. We aren’t that lucky.”

The baby relaxed against her breast as she crooned to him. She knew he would be old enough to remember her complaints before long. When that happened, she would need to find another way to express her feelings. However, for another few months, she could share her fears and anger with him.

Feeding little Alwyn gave her a convenient excuse to withdraw from the family and Kimnor when she wanted a break from them. Sometimes, Crites and Ziva and their many children could be overwhelming, especially for a woman like Marcella.

Kimnor had chosen her carefully, searching for a woman whose attitudes and temperament closely mirrored his. He found one in Marcella.

As daughter of Leddicus, Governor of Nod, her life had been easy. People paid attention to her and deferred to her wishes. However, in those days as a child, if it did not happen soon enough, her father suffered. While a little girl she screamed and threw raging tantrums. He would give in, thinking her attitude and tantrums came from losing her mother at birth. He mated another woman when Marcella was six, thinking she needed the care and attention of a woman.

She may have made a difference, if she had been kinder, and if Marcella had wanted a mother. She enjoyed the attention of the servants, the way the doted on her and gave her her way. She did not like the way Gweneth, her father’s new mate, expected her to control her temper or listen to her diatribes on appropriate behavior and dress.

Finally, Gweneth and Marcella had come to an agreement. Marcella would control her tantrums as long as she got her way.

***
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Dust swirled around Kimnor as he rode into another mass of opposing foot soldiers. He called his men forward, shouting encouragement to his men. His swinging sword caused death or injury to the enemy. They had raced through the men on the left flank, staying in sight of Zelk’s and Kiba’s companies.

The red of their leather tunics and leggings stood out in the crowd of fighting men, drawing the enemy toward them. Kimnor liked it that way. It meant more glory for him. He didn’t really mind not being with Captain Leo like his brother, David. He could show Captain Leo and his father his leadership skills better without being under their direct scrutiny.

An enemy rider appeared out of the swirling dust, sitting tall on his horse. He rode directly toward Kimnor. Kimnor grinned. Someone with whom he could battle. Their swords clashed together, jarring his arm to the shoulder. He gripped Midnight between his knees and pulled out his long knife with his left hand.

The two men slashed at each other, their horses circling and jerking away. The enemy caught Kimnor’s sword and jerked. The impact pulled him off Midnight. Kimnor landed on his knees and jumped up, ready to beat off the attack as the other man leaped from his horse. The horses shied away, leaving the two men space to battle. The other man had no leather to protect his body, but his fighting skills were as good, if not better, than Kimnor’s. Still, Kimnor reached out and slice the enemy’s unprotected skin.

Bloody wounds seemed to increase the man’s strength, rather than wearing him down. At last, Kimnor stepped forward, closing the space between them. He stabbed the man below the bone covering his heart and jerked the knife upward. The enemy’s eyes widened as he fell, dead at Kimnor’s feet.

Kimnor turned to see who would attack him next. None rushed at him as he fought to breathe. He whistled for Midnight, who trotted through the mass of men to his side. Kimnor pulled himself up and surveyed the fighting. Some of his men were on their feet, fighting as he had. Others continued to slash and stab from atop their horses. Where were the rest? There should be more than those he could see. He would dress them down for not staying with the company when they returned to camp.

Kimnor whistled a command, and his company moved toward those on their feet, fighting off the enemy who would keep them away. Slowly, they managed to surround their brothers on foot. Men on horses assisted those on foot until all the enemy fell, either dead or dying. Some pulled their friends onto the back of their horses and turned toward the enemy once more.

Now, they were encircled. Hundreds of screaming men raised their weapons, threatening to kill the men of Kimnor’s company. Even with the enemies’ greater numbers, he believed they could win. They had the advantage of height and mobility with their horses.

He whistled another command, and the company turned together, riding toward the mass of men. They battled through them, their swords bringing death and injury to the enemy. He heard a yell and turned to see one of his men fall from behind his friend. An arrow protruded from his body.

Others of his men fell to the archers. Where were they? Why had no one told him of archers? Kimnor cursed. He couldn’t do much about it now. The arrows hit the enemy as well as his men. He stabbed another man through the heart and turned to the next.

Many spans later, Kimnor sat on Midnight, breathing deeply and covered with the blood of his opponents. He gazed around him, searching for his company. Men lay in heaps on the ground. Among the dead, some men wore the red of the Red Guard. He whistled the command to gather to him. He waited. None came. He whistled again. Out of the haze of dust, three men in red rode toward him. Kimnor cursed.

The three riders picked their way through the piles of bodies until they reached Kimnor. None were without injury. Their bodies were splattered with blood. Their faces were grim.

“Is this all? Where is everyone else?” Kimnor barked.

“Dead.” Antitum stared at him.

“Dead? All of them?” Kimnor’s lips curled. “Did you see them fall? All of them?”

Galan’s flinty eyes stared back at him. “I saw many fall to the arrows.”

Antitum lifted his chin and swept his arm out toward the bodies. “I managed to escape when they pulled the ones around me from their horses and fell on them with fists and knives. There were five against one.”

A vein along Ahira’s temple pulsed. “I fought out of many attacks like those. We had five of us standing in a circle, protecting each other. All fell but me. I escaped and found a horse. The enemy kept coming.”

“They attacked our horses. Sliced their legs. Stabbed them. Pulled them down to kill them. All to drag us to their level. How did you not see this? Where were you?” Galan said in a low, controlled voice.

“It is not for you to ask where I was. I am the leader.” Kimnor shouted. “I fought off the men who fought against me, as all of us were taught.”

“As did we all, sir. As did we all. Their numbers were greater than ours. Where are the men of Zelk and Kiba?” Ahira stared around.

“I do not know.” Kimnor’s eyes slid away from theirs. “I don’t know.”
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Fighting the Opites
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David watched as Kimnor walked with their father into the command tent. He knew their father, Crites, trusted Kimnor and wanted him to be like him. David knew better. Kimnor would betray them for the right price. He had seen it in his brother. He had tried to warn their father, but he would not listen.

David shook his head and followed Leo toward the stepping off point. He would need to be focused on this battle, not worrying about his brother, if he planned to survive. These Opities were wild and ferocious, fearing nothing. If he let his focus slip for even an instant, he would fall.

Like his leader, Leo, who led the way riding tall in his saddle, David’s long dark hair was pulled back into a tail and covered with his red leather helmet. His short red leather robe and tight red leather trousers helped to protect his body. He carried a copper shield and a sturdy, sharpened, long pole. A sword hung at his side, a bow and a bundle of arrows hung from his back, and knives nestled in his boots, up his sleeve, and in sheathes at his waist. All these weapons comforted him. If one weapon broke or fell in the charge, he had another.

Choice, his war charger, was protected, as well, with a leather mask covering his head and leather and copper chains hanging across his back in red and black. The horses had been trained as a weapon to charge through men and needed the same protection as their riders.

Leo held up his hand, directing the company to stop. David reined in Choice and slid to a stop, fighting against the sneeze from the dust thrown up by a hundred horses. He wiped his eyes, then narrowed them to better.

“Men,” Leo said in a calm voice that carried across the mass of men. “If we can break them here, we can break the siege. This is their strongest point. We must take courage and fight as one unit. Watch your brother’s back and he will protect yours. Remember your training. Stay together. There is no time for heroics today. We can slash through them to their Captain General and end this today. Are you with me?”

David added his voice to the roar of men.

They had trained many months to fight together. This had saved them in other battles, it would save them today. If only it were the last battle. He hoped Leo and his father had the correct information. Nothing to do about it now, though. Leo turned and held up his sword, the signal to prepare to move forward together.

David settled himself in the saddle and muttered a quick prayer to Jehovah. He heard similar muttering around him as others of the guard prayed to their gods. He heard “Jehovah” among the named gods more often. They should be protected.

Leo’s sword dropped to face forward. As one, the mass of men moved forward at a trot. Leo’s whistle urged them into a gallop. David saw the enemy raise their swords to face them. Wearing loose short robes of thin fabric and a girdle around their private parts, little protected them. Some wore a green uniform, although most wore a mismatch of clothing and colors. None had protection for their heads.

Men on foot held up weapons to protect themselves as the mounted men ran them down, slashing and stabbing as they passed. Few enemy managed to maintain their feet. After five rows of racing horses and slashing men passed, the enemy had scattered or lay in a broken heap on the ground.

The company rode forward, into the center of the enemy’s army. David held his sword, stabbing and slashing at those who stood in his way as the horses raced past.

On they rode, striking out at men, leaving them broken and shattered. The huge army seemed never to end. David slashed out at a man dressed in black leather with a black leather helmet on his head. The man raised his sword, meeting his with a jarring clash. The swords slid off each other as David rode on to face the next soldier. He hoped the men behind him could dispatch the man in black.

A line of men dressed in black like the one behind David encircled a low hill.

This must be it, the command center. Why else would it be so well guarded?

The men in black crouched, ready to slash out at the horses’ underbellies. Leo whistled a command, and the company surrounded the hill and the men in black. They did not slow, but raced around the hill three times. The crouching men stared up at the riders. David could see confusion and determination in their faces. He knew his face reflected the same determination.

At a whistled command, David and his company sheathed their swords and brought up the long, sharpened poles. They had practiced this, too. On the next whistled command, the horses wheeled toward the center and raced toward the men in black. David aimed his pole at the enemy in front of him, impaling him on it. He dropped the pole and grabbed for his sword. Some enemy avoided the poles and stood, waiting for the onslaught.

A breeze brushed across his face, carrying the coppery odor of blood, the stink of death, and a scent of lilacs to his nose. Lilacs? David shook his head. No time to think of that now. One Opitie in black sidestepped the racing horse and slashed out at David. He brought up his sword in time to meet the blow. Then, with a twist, he pulled his sword away and slashed at the man’s head. The defender stepped back into the sword of the man riding beside David. Surprise and hatred filled his eyes as he fell to the ground.

David dragged his eyes away from him and faced another. The horses had slowed in the melee of battle. Stabbing and slashing, the men on horseback managed to overwhelm those on their feet. The scream of a horse nearby ripped through David’s awareness. He glanced to the side to see Haji slide off the injured horse. Like all the Red Guard, Haji knew how to fight on foot. He would continue to fight.

David slashed out at another defender. There weren’t many left. Although Leo bled from a wound to his leg, he attacked the leader of the Opities with a vengeance. He slid off his horse with his sword raised, parrying and hacking at the tall leader. David turned his attention to the defender in front of him. His horse stepped back as the Opitie soldier lunged. The black tip of the sword touched his shield.

He urged his horse forward and brought his sword down on the attacker’s head. Blood and brains hemorrhaged from the gash. David put his foot in the man’s chest and pulled to drag his sword from him. Choice moved, stepping on the foot of an Opities attacker. The man cried out as David brought back his sword, hitting him in the face with the hilt. Choice pushed against him, causing him to fall.

Only three men defended their leader. Men on foot wearing Red Guard uniforms surrounded the three in black. David sighed and sat on Choice, watching the battle surge and ebb outside the circle of men on horses encircling the men on foot. They could not fail their leader by allowing others into their personal battle with the leaders of the enemy.

A screaming man ran toward him, shouting something David could not understand, while wildly swinging his sword. David considered lopping off his head, then thought better of it. A guardsman near him still held his long pole. David nodded at him. The guardsman reached out with the blunt end and knocked him on the head. The scream ended as the man crumpled to the ground.

Others ran to join the fight to protect their leader. These, too, were toppled or downed. David shoved his sword into its sheath and pulled his bow from his back. He shot into the crowd of men surging toward them. Others of the Red Guard followed his lead, turning away the press of men.

A loud cry from within the inner circle stopped all fighting. The Opities turned and ran. David watched them lope away from Nod, dropping their weapons as they ran. A few stooped low to pick up dropped weapons, others searched a fallen man before running on. All around the field, men in red, green, blue, and the other colors of private guards stood staring at the running men. Soon, only guardsmen from Nod stood on the field. Fallen banners and abandoned encampments littered the field, along with the dead and injured. 

David turned his attention to the center of the inner circle. Leo held a man dressed in silver, his hands tied behind his back. None of his black-clothed guards continued to fight. The circle opened as Ikram brought up Leo’s charger and assisted their leader in mounting his horse. Leo bent to say something to Ikram, who nodded.

“Find a horse for Orban, the Opitie leader, to ride,” Ikram called.

David saw a gray stallion standing beside a fallen Red Guard. He urged Choice to the gray’s side and caught up his reins. He spoke gently to the horse. “He’s gone, buddy. You have a need to carry someone new for now. Not forever, for this man is the enemy. Come.”

He led the gray to Leo. “This one will allow Orban to ride on him, for now.”

Leo nodded.

David held onto the gray charger as Orban mounted him. He would not hand the reins to the man unless ordered to do so by Leo. He glanced at his leader, whose face had gone pasty white. They needed to get back to a healer, now.

Leo raised his arm in signal for the company to depart. David rode beside him, leading the gray carrying Orban. Others of the company rode in front, leading the way back to their camp and a healer.

***
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Daphne turned from the window. Her mate’s brother put on quite a show for everyone. Easy enough for him. Kimnor returned home to sleep in his bed, love his mate, and bounce his baby on his knee more frequently than any other officer in the Red Guard. He liked to put on a show when he returned to the battle, enjoying the accolades of the women on the streets and the shouts of the little boys.

This battle had dragged on for weeks. The women no longer cheered when Kimnor passed them on his way back to the city gates. Had they finally got wise to his comings and goings or were they just as tired of the battle as she was?

She shook her head and unconsciously set her hand on the swell of her stomach. The babe within her grew bigger every day, making her uncomfortable. Would this one be a boy? She loved Adrienne more than she ever thought she could love a child. So did David. He hadn’t seen his little daughter for more than two-and-a-half months. No return trips home to sleep in a comfortable bed warmed by his mate for him.

It was difficult for Daphne to explain to her little girl why her Papa had to stay outside the city walls to fight the mean Opities when her Uncle Kimnor and his company marched through the gates to Casa Alegre every other week.

“He’s gone again,” she murmured to the babe. “One day, it will be your father who marches through those gates.”

“Papa?” Adrienne asked.

“Not yet, sweet thing. Papa will come, soon.”

“Where Papa?” the little girl asked. Little girls who had lived but two years didn’t understand ‘soon,’ or battles. Adrienne missed her father.

“He is with Grandpapa Crites and Captain Leo. Maybe today they can find a way to drive those mean Opities away. Papa and Grandpapa Crites are smart and brave. They will win this battle and come home to see you.”

“Gampa?” she asked.

“Yes, Grandfather is gone, as well. Shall we visit Grandmama Ziva? She would love to see you.”

“Gamma! See Gamma!”

Daphne looked around the room. Some things sat out, not in their right place, but the apartment looked reasonably clean—considering the joy Adrienne took in scattering her toys around.

“Come, darling. Let’s go visit Grandmama Ziva.”

Adrienne’s little song bounced off the walls as they walked through the house. “Gamma! We come. Gamma!”

Daphne hoped this would be a good time to visit. She needed to visit as much as Adrienne did. The babe kicked. Daphne set her hand on him and rubbed the spot. He would not wait many more weeks to be born. He grew heavy, and her body felt awkward. She needed the petting and attention she usually received from her mate. Maybe, just maybe, Captain Leo and Crites would find a way to break the intent of the Opities and send them home.

Ziva glanced up from the books on her desk when her maid showed Daphne into her sitting room. Daphne sighed in relief at Ziva’s genuine smile. She needed the company of someone who loved her.

“Gamma!” Adrienne called as she toddled as fast as she could into Ziva’s arms.

Ziva picked up the little girl and hugged her. “So, they are off again?”

“Who? Oh, Kimnor and his company? Yes. They are gone. I am sorry. You are busy. I can come back later.” Daphne held out her arms to take her daughter.

“No, dear. Stay. I need a rest from all these numbers. Besides, you will want to learn to run David’s businesses someday soon. I should teach you.”

“I probably should. David said something about that before he left. It has only been weeks, but it feels like years since we sat together without the threat of a battle outside our gates.”

“This battle has been long. It will end. They all do. I pray that Jehovah will bring our men home to us safely.” Ziva said.

“I do, as well. Oh, Mama Ziva, do you really believe they will return home safely?”

“I can only hope they do. We need that hope to survive the wait.”

Adrienne wriggled off her grandmother’s lap and ran over to pester the cat, laying in a patch of sunlight. The big gray cat stretched on his toes, then curled his fluffy tail around his body.

“Be nice to Akiva,” Daphne bent to help her. “He will let you pet him if you are gentle.” She helped Adrienne pet the cat.

“He rumbles,” Adrienne squealed.

“Yes. When you are gentle, he purrs.”

Adrienne giggled. “Purr, kitty.”

The cat rumbled a bit more, then stalked away to hide under a chair.

Adrienne toddled after him. “Kitty.”

Daphne pushed herself up and walked to the desk where Ziva sat, rubbing a spot on her back. “This babe wants to take more room than Adrienne did.”

“I found every child lay differently in my belly. You wouldn’t believe David’s antics while he grew within me. I swore he had a swing inside me.”

“That describes it fairly accurately.” Daphne pressed her stomach. “He could rest once in a while.”

She sat next to her husband’s mother for the next span, learning from her the methods of keeping track of the money spent and received by those who ran the family businesses.

Adrienne found the dolly her grandmother kept in the room for her and other little granddaughters who visited her sitting room. She cuddled the dolly and rocked it. Her slow, soft breathing indicated she slept with the little doll.

“I remember when my little girls loved on that baby doll the way she does,” Ziva said in a soft voice.

“Grandmama Teomna had a dolly for me to play with when I was little, too.”

“Many of us provide little dolls for our little girls. It helps them prepare to be mothers.”

Daphne smiled. Some sadness and loneliness of missing her husband had been eased by the love of her mama Ziva.

***
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David stepped out of the sick tent the next morning and surveyed the battlefield. Injured men sat or lay under the few trees. Some wore bandages. Others waited to see a healer. A few had friends assisting them. The stench of blood and infection, along with their moans and cries, invaded his senses. The cloth he wore over his nose and mouth did little to block out the foul odor.

Dead men lay together farther away, arms and legs bent in odd directions, jumbled together. Some arms appeared to be thrown out to protect their friends as they lay across the other dead. The stench of the dead blew toward the living when the winds changed. The bodies would need to be buried or burned soon, or everyone in the camp would suffer illness.

David strode from the tent where Leo lay, fighting off an infected leg. While his commander slept, Crites had called him to a meeting.

He wended his way past the injured. One man moaned pitifully, begging for a drink. Someone had left a bucket of water and a dipper near his head, but he had not the strength to help himself. David knelt beside him and dipped up water from the bucket. He lifted the man’s head into his lap and helped him drink.

“Thank ‘e, sir. Thank ‘e,” the man said.

“It is my pleasure.” David gently set the man back on the ground. “I must meet with my father. I will check on you when I return.”

The man opened an eye and gazed up at him. “Father? You are his son?”

“I am. I am David. And I have been called to meet with him. I will return when I can.”

The injured man lifted a shaking hand to his chest in salute. “I will be here.”

David nodded and hurried toward the command tent. Too many of their men were injured.

Crites stood next to the table with the battle map, along with generals from all of Nod’s guards. Red Guard company commanders stood near Crites, including Zelk and Kiba. David glanced around, searching for his brother, Kimnor. As a company commander, he should be reporting, too.

David took his place next to Kiba and looked at the map. Small pockets of enemy markers stood amongst the fallen markers of both enemy and fighters for Nod.

“Many Opities left the field during the night,” one company commander from another guard, Abasi, said.

“Some took their dead with them, but many left them on the battlefield,” another man reported.

Crites glanced at the map and pointed at the markers for some men. “Although Leo and his men took Orban captive, some of his men continued to refuse to put down their swords.”

“What should we do about them?” the Captain General from Lorca asked.

“We don’t want any of these to attack our men in the night,” a company commander from another guard said.

“Why should we risk our men to kill those men? If we leave them alone, they will leave,” another said.

The men around the table argued loudly until Crites called them to order.

“You want to destroy them?” he asked. “Who wants the responsibility to eliminate them?”

The noise in the tent silenced. Men stared at the map. These pockets of fierce fighters could cause severe losses for the team sent to battle them.

The Captain General of the guard from Balg spoke first. “My men are near this pocket of men.” He pointed to one pocket. “We will eliminate them.”

Crites stared at the other commanders.

The Captain General of Nimm spoke up. “My men are near here. We will take out these three groups.”

The governor’s Captain General spoke last. “My men are near this last group. We will eliminate them.”

“Kill or capture them,” Crites said. “Captured is as good as dead.”

The discussion turned to timing, and soon all the men from other guards left Crites’ command tent.

Crites turned to David. “How is Leo doing? Will he live?

“He will, but he will be sick for a long time. The injury in his leg is infected. It stinks. The healer has him sleeping now.” David slumped against the table.

“Leo is tough. He has been through more than this, and Shamgar is a good healer. He will live.” Crites drummed his fingers on the table.

“Leo is tough, and he will live,” David agreed. “But we have another problem. The stench around the healer’s tent is overwhelming. If the dead aren’t buried or burned soon, we will all be sick. Have you been over there near the healers’ tents?”

“Not recently.” Crites turned to a messenger. “Tell Daron to take a squad and bury the dead. Be sure to have them list their names. Their families will want to know.”

The messenger nodded and left the tent.

“What about the injured?” Crites asked.

“They fill the healer’s tent and spill out under the trees and all over the empty space around it.” David waved his arms around.

“Too many injured and dead,” Crites murmured.

Kimnor entered the tent. “What is going on here,” he grumbled. “I saw all those head men leaving your tent.”

“You are late, Kimnor. Where have you been?” Crites asked.

“Fighting. We just returned to camp. What happened?”

Crites turned to face him. “You just returned? The enemy left the field yesterday afternoon. What took you so long?”

“We were in the middle of the field when darkness fell on us. It took this long to find our way back. What is going on here?”

“Leo and his men captured Orban yesterday. Most Opities have laid down their arms and given up the battle. Only a few still fight. Do you and your men want to stop a pockets of resistance?”

“Not possible,” Kimnor said as he plopped into a chair. “I have only three men left in my company.”

“Three?” Crites turned on him. “What happened to your men? You took a hundred men with you. And you only bring back three?”

“We were caught in a trap. Hundreds of men surrounded us. Some shot arrows into the middle of our company. Others cut the tendons of our horses and killed them. They surrounded our men. Though they fought valiantly, the enemy killed them.” Kimnor kicked a leg across the other and kicked it.

“And you live?” Crites asked, his voice raising in incredulity.

“I fought my way through. Only Antitum, Galan, and Ahira survived.”

Crites shook his head. “Did you not listen to the instructions I gave you? You were to stay in line with Zelk and Kiba. You ran ahead. You went off ahead on your own. What did you think you were doing?” His anger caused his voice to be harsh and loud.

“I ... I fought through on the left, as you commanded.” Kimnor dropped his legs to the floor. “I was told to hit them hard. I did.”

Crites spread his legs wide and leaned on the table. “You were told to care for your people, to battle with the other companies. Fighting through the enemy was not the objective. The objective was to work together and convince them to stop fighting.”

Kimnor stood and clenched his fists at his sides. “I stopped their fighting. They cannot fight when they are dead.”

“And your men can fight when they are dead?”

“They did their job. They killed many enemy, who no longer choose to fight.” The volume of Kimnor’s voice raised.

If David had been closer to the door, he would have left the tent. He didn’t like listening to the shouting. He agreed with his father. His brother had been in the wrong. His team had taken prisoners. Men died on both sides, but he had brought back more than three of his company.

Crites stood straight, his face red. “Go retrieve your men. Start with those lying near the healer’s tents. Find them. Label them with name and company. Make a list so you can send letters to their families. Then go into the field. Locate every one of your men and bring them back.”

Kimnor kicked the table between them, knocking it over and tossing the markers to the floor. “I will not!”

David stared at his father, wondering how he would respond to this behavior.

Crites' voice became cold as ice. “You will. Or you will be ejected from the Red Guard. No one is allowed to go off on a rampage, even through the enemy, especially through the enemy when his men are at such risk. You were to be aware of your men. You were to support them and bring them home safely.”

“Men die in battle.” Kimnor spat and stomped his foot.

“Not this many of the Red Guard. Not when their commander is thinking as he should.” Crites’ voice lowered. “If you choose to be part of the Guard, do as you were commanded. Otherwise, remove all insignia and all parts of your uniform, then leave.”

Kimnor stopped raging and stared at his father. “You wouldn’t?”

“Try me.”

The two men stared at each other across the upended table.

At last Kimnor dropped his eyes. “I will find them. May I take my men to help?”

“You will need them.”

Kimnor turned and stomped out of the tent. He would obey, but not willingly.
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Aftermath
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A messenger brought Ziva a message. She sent him to the kitchen for food before she broke the seal and untied the red and white braid. Her heart filled her throat, and she struggled to breathe. Why would Crites send her a message in the middle of a battle? He hadn’t done this before.

Her hands shook a bit as she unrolled the message, praying the news was good. A tear trickled down her face as she read:

My darling Ziva,

Orban has surrendered, and his people have fled the field. Our days of fighting these people are almost at an end. Of course, there are final things to do before we can return home, but it should not be much longer—perhaps a week or two.

Captain Leo received an injury to his leg and cannot travel. David acquitted himself on and off the battlefield, in his support of Leo. He stays by his side to help.

Kimnor, on the other hand, thinks a mountain of dead enemy and the loss of nearly all his company is something to be celebrated. It is not. I have him searching for his dead and missing comrades.

I miss you. I miss your lips. I will be home to taste them again soon.

May our God bless you,

Crites

Ziva smiled and unconsciously dropped her hand to pet Akiva. The battles were ended. Her family would return home soon — and unscathed. How wonderful for them. But how sad for the families of the men Kimnor led into battle who died.

A celebration would need to be planned and offerings of gratitude given to Jehovah. She slid to her knees and poured out her gratitude to Jehovah in a long and tear-filled prayer.

Daphne would want to know about this. She missed her husband as much as Ziva missed her mate. Ziva opened the door and walked down the hall and up the broad stairs to the apartment Daphne shared with David. As she passed a window, she glanced out toward the home Nat’s company built for Kimnor. Would Marcella be interested in her news or would Kimnor tell her?

She sighed. She would need to cross the distance to Kimnor’s house and visit with his mate. It’s not that I don’t like her. She never seems happy to receive me. She’s not as welcoming as Daphne.

At Daphne’s door, Ziva hesitated a moment, listening to the sounds of a little girl shouting and playing. Good sounds. She tapped gently on the door. After many breaths, Daphne pulled the door open.

“Hello, Mother Ziva,” Daphne’s face lit at the sight of her.

“The battle has ended. Our men should return home in a week or two.”

Daphne fell into her arms. “It’s over?”

“Yes. I received a message from Crites not long ago. It is over. They will return.”

“And our men? Are they uninjured?” Daphne bit her lip, waiting to hear her response.

“As of the time Crites sent the message. He said our David did well in his battle and after. Leo has been hurt. David is helping to care for him.”

A tear traced the outlines of Daphne’s face. “He lives. He will return to us. I could not ask for more from Jehovah.”

The women sat in comfortable seats.

“We should plan a celebration for our men. We have a week or two before they return.” Ziva crossed her ankles and allowed one to bounce.

“Will it be a family celebration, or do you plan to invite others?”

“I thought we should invite the families of our guard. No one seems to remember who did the fighting. They always remember the generals and leaders, but forget those whose swords did the most work.” Ziva’s foot began to bounce.

“An outside party, then? Do we want a picnic or a more formal meal?” Daphne asked.

“I’m thinking a picnic in the courtyard, something informal, where the men can have a good time with their families. Some have wives and children, others only have parents or brothers and sisters.”

“I have spoken with a few who don’t even have that,” Daphne said. “Their families were killed by roving bands of robbers or in a war. War is so sad. Why must men kill one another?”

Ziva glanced at little Adrienne, playing quietly with a toy. “I have no idea why they would leave the joy of their homes to raid the homes and cities of another land. I suppose they think they can steal our life.”

“Papa used to say the men who always fight are in the hands of the Destroyer. Who else would encourage such violence and grief?” Daphne lifted a shoulder in a shrug.

“I think your papa was wise. Who else would want to cause havoc and the destruction of people’s lives and happiness?”

After sharing and planning for nearly a span, Ziva stretched her arms above her head. “This has been wonderful. I think I should go tell Marcella the good news of the end of this war.”

“Do you need me to go with you?” Daphne raised an eyebrow and stood with Ziva.

“No. I can do it. After all, this is good news.”

Ziva hugged Daphne and Adrienne, then walked down the stairs and out the door toward the home she and Crites had built for their son. She could not understand how he could struggle so with all the things they had done for him. Of all the things they gave him, their love had been strongest, and most important in his life, though Kimnor didn’t understand that. For some reason, he thought he needed something more than love. He wanted things.

Ziva snorted. Things have no real value in the end. Love of things is encouraged by the Destroyer. Sadly, I fear the Destroyer has influenced our son.

She rounded her shoulders and rolled them back to stand tall again. She would need strength to speak with this woman. She lifted her hand and knocked on the door. After many heartbeats, a servant opened the door a slit and peered out.

“Hello Hagos. Is your mistress home?”

“Yes, Mistress Ziva. But ...”

“May I see her? I have good news for her.” Ziva set her foot between the door frame and the closing door.

“Um, I will see. Would you like to come in?” Hagos glanced back into the house and shuddered.

He didn’t want her to come in, Ziva recognized that. Still, she smiled and nodded. “Yes, I think I should.”

Hagos opened the door only wide enough for Ziva to squeeze through it, scraping her hip on the door frame.

“Wait here.” Hagos indicated a seat in the foyer.

“No. I think I’ll wait in the sitting room. I know where it is.” She swept past the man leaving him gaping in her wake.

She jerked the door open and gasped.

***
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Kimnor stomped from the tent shouting for Antitum, Galen, and Ahira. The three men came running with a meat pie in hand. Galen had one for Kimnor.

“We thought you would be hungry, too, sir,” Galen said, “after that long, hard-fought battle. We hear the enemy is routed.”

“It is,” Kimnor growled, “except a few pockets. We could have had the honor of taking out the last pocket of enemy, except we are too few.” He shook his head and looked at his men. “Instead, we have a different task—a more odious task.” He took the meat pie from Galen and shoved some into his mouth.

His men made inquisitive sounds as they swallowed the last of their food.

“We are to find and retrieve all the men lost from our company. They are to be labeled, and a list made. I will be writing letters home to their families.” Kimnor spoke around the food in his mouth.

“That will bring their families some sense of comfort. No one wants to be left wondering. How good of you to think of doing that,” Antitum said.

Kimnor swallowed back the bile of bitterness along with the meat pie. “Thank you.” No way would he share that this had been an order from the Captain General in order to maintain his standing in the Guard.

“Let’s begin with the men near the healer’s tents. Perhaps we will find some of our men there, injured but alive.”

The four men trekked to the tents and spread out, searching among the injured for their comrades. In the end, they found seventeen who had been injured severely and ten whose injuries were not life-threatening. Ahira kept a list of men they found.

They turned next to the dead. The men pulled scarves across their noses and mouths to keep the stench out. Ahira added fifteen more names to the list.

The men stopped searching long enough to refill their travel flasks with water, or some other manner of drink, before mounting their nearly rested horses to ride back into the field of battle. Chemish stood beside the big black, Midnight. He’d fed all four horses and given them water.

Kimnor and the three remaining healthy men from his company retraced their steps toward the beginning of their battle. They ranged back and forth across the width of the field assigned to them, searching for the distinctive red uniform that would identify their mates.

Galan shouted out. “They have stripped Leax of all his uniform!”

Kimnor rode to where Galan stood. The man lay in bloody, small clothing. None of his uniform remained. Kimnor swore.

“We will have to check each man, not just those wearing the red of our guard. Curse those Opities.”

Ahira added Leax to his list of the dead while Galan marked his location, so they could retrieve his body after they were all found.

Once more, the four men started at the battle’s edge, this time picking their way through the bodies, turning over those whose faces lay in the dirt. Insects had begun their attack on the bodies, as had birds and other scavengers. Even Kimnor bent over as he lost his meal into the dirt.

Though the men tried to hurry through the task of discovering all their dead, it could not be rushed. They prodded and turned hundreds of men with little clothing on them, as well as men with trousers or tunics of red. Some were men from their company. Many were Opities.

They found ten of their company in a pile, arrows protruding from their bodies, attacked while defending each other. In another location, they found seven in a circle, beaten so badly about the face that identification became difficult. They had now found all but sixteen of their men.

Kimnor ordered them to spread out once more, searching among the scattered remains for their friends. Once more, they bent over naked bodies, searching for some indication the man was one of theirs, marking the spot of each body they found.

At last, the men converged on the high spot where Kimnor had stood when the battle ended. All their men but two had been accounted for and their locations marked on the battlefield. 

“How do we get this many men off the field and to a burial spot?” Ahira asked as he stopped the ink bottle and tucked it and the pen in an inside pocket of his tunic then rolled the page with the record of names to be placed beside them.

The four men stared around at the scattered debris. 

Galen spoke first. “There are fallen tents and the poles and stakes. We can attach tents to the poles.”

“I have heard of these men pulling their goods attached to dogs this way. We can attach them to our horses.” Antitum walked toward a tent.

Galen followed. “It is worth a try. I don’t want any more of our men to be attacked by scavengers.”

Kimnor shrugged and took a deep breath before following his men. He wondered if Midnight would agree to pull anything, especially a load of dead men. He would have to do this, like it or not.

With some difficulty, the men managed to tie pieces of a tent to two poles. When they had four of these, they drug them through the field and across the dead enemy until they reached their men. Between them, they managed to pile men onto the tents.

The horses were war horses, used to being ridden, not dragging anything behind them. Galan and Ahira managed to tie the poles of one contraption to his horse. The horse sidestepped and complained but finally settled down. Ahira’s horse submitted to the indignity of pulling dead men behind him next. Then Antitum and Kimnor managed to get Antitum’s horse attached to the poles.

Midnight stood among the others, nose flaring and whuffing.

“Shall we give this a go?” Antitum said, nodding to Midnight.

“I’ll cover his eyes,” Kimnor said, “if you three will get the poles attached quickly.”

The other men breathed in deeply. They knew Midnight’s temper.

“Well?” Kimnor growled.

The other men moved to the back of Midnight, wary of his wicked kick. Kimnor pulled off his tunic and wrapped it around the horse’s eyes. Midnight tossed his head back and forth, fighting the cover on his face, and stepped sideways.

“Be still, Midnight!” Galan shouted. “I don’t need you to step on me.”

The horse settled and allowed the men to tie the ends of the pole to Kimnor’s saddle without moving again. Kimnor allowed his hands to drop, bringing his tunic with them. Midnight turned to stare at the contraption behind him.

Kimnor patted his neck. “I know, boy. This is an indignity, for you and for me. Let’s get it over.”

The men mounted their horses and slowly made their way back to camp, bumping across the bodies of the enemy as they crossed the battlefield. Along one side of the camp, many steps from the living, men from the guard had begun digging a deep trench for the bodies of their dead. Kimnor and his men dumped their men into this trench.

The return to the battlefield was more difficult, with the empty poles bouncing behind the horses, causing them to shy and dance. Kimnor grabbed a shovel and piled dirt onto the end of his tent. When it kept the poles from bouncing into Midnight’s heels, the other men found shovels and added dirt to the end of the tent behind their horses.

At the edge of the battlefield, the men dismounted and lifted one of their comrades into each pole and tent contraptions., leaving the dirt behind. This helped keep them from bouncing at the horses’ heels. Once more, the four men worked their way across the field, searching for their markers, and loading the bodies of their men onto a tent to be carried back to the camp.

The sun was near setting as the four men returned the third time with their last load of their dead and rolled them into the trench. They stood beside their horses with their heads bowed in exhaustion.

“The dead must be covered tonight, or sickness will invade the camp worse than any other enemy,” one healer demanded.

Kimnor slowly lifted his heavy head and nodded. “After we care for our horses, we will return to help.”

Chemish silently appeared to take Midnight’s reins. “I will help, sir.”

Kimnor nodded and followed the boy toward the picket line.

***
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David spent the morning between the tent where Leo lay, burning with infection, and assisting in digging the trench for the dead. He would work a span, then rush back to the tent, wash himself carefully, and check on his captain. The healer spent his time working to save the lives of injured men. He did not have time to always be at Leo’s side. David lay cloths soaked in cool water across his leader’s face and body, attempting to reduce the heat.

When the heat dissipated, David whispered his need to assist in the burial of the dead into Leo’s ear, then stripped off his tunic and ran to the trench to join the others who dug. Once, Kimnor and his three remaining men found the trench with their contraptions of tents and poles carrying the bodies of their men. They rolled the men into the end of the trench before remounting to return to the battlefield.

David watched the horses react as the contraptions bounced into their feet. He shook his head, fearing that Kimnor would be thrown by his wild Midnight. Kimnor jumped off Midnight and grabbed a shovel from a surprised guardsman. He shoveled a few shovels full of dirt onto the end, weighing it down. When Midnight moved, the tent no longer bounced. His men grabbed shovels and followed Kimnor’s example before riding back to the battlefield.

Each time David returned from digging, he carefully washed himself and replaced his tunic to protect Leo from the trench’s filth. When he returned the fourth time, the heat in Leo’s body had increased, and he rolled back and forth in his cot.

David dragged the now-warm cloths from his leader’s body and dropped them into the bucket of cool water. The head healer, Ashdod, came in to check on Leo as David began to drape cool cloths across Leo’s face once more.

Ashdod lifted an eyelid and gazed into Leo’s red eyes. When he dropped the eyelid, he shook his head. He set his hand on Leo’s forehead, removing it with another shake of his head. He held on to Leo’s wrist many long breaths, sighing when he let go.

“How is he?” David asked.

“Not as well as he should be. I need
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