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Commit thy way unto the LORD; trust also in him; and he shall bring it to pass. 

Psalm 37:5
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But they know not the thoughts of the LORD, neither understand they his counsel: for he shall gather them as the sheaves into the floor. 

~ Micah 4:12

Roxanna, Queen of Oreias, gazed out over her kingdom toward a glow in the forest below. She glared at this light, for it angered and concerned her. She knew it was from the camp fires of an invading enemy force, the army of Emperor Nikolos of Kalare, and it had been drawing closer by the day. 

That army hadn’t always been present in the Kingdom of Oreias. When Roxanna’s father, King Elias, was alive, enemy forces were kept at the border. It was a good thing too, since the old Emperor of Kalare, Nikolos’s father, was an avaricious conqueror, out to take as much as he could get. Many kingdoms had fallen into his hands. But Elias had been well known as great warrior and accomplished tactician. It also helped that the monarch in the neighboring Kingdom of Achlys, King Vasilis, shared many of the same traits. 

Unfortunately, those advantages had been lost in recent years. King Vasilis died, and his kingdom didn’t last long without him. This put more pressure on Oreias and Elias, who was becoming feeble with age. Elias made the most of it, until he was forced to remain in the safety of his castles. Yet even that didn’t stop him. He had many capable generals in his army, and admirals in his navy. He had also been teaching his daughters how to rule Oreias since they were little girls. Roxanna in particular was given a rigorous education in statecraft, for with her mother’s death, any chance King Elias had of producing a son died with her. He was in no humor to remarry after his beloved Vespera’s death. That left Roxanna his heir, and the future Queen of Oreias.

Roxanna proved to be an apt pupil. Had she been destined to become queen in a more peaceful era, no one would have doubted the success of her reign. However, the growing Kalarian Empire was a serious threat to all in its near vicinity. Yet, Elias and Roxanna hadn’t been entirely without remedy. Elias worked to build up his forces as soon as Achlys fell. His urgency became even greater when he knew his time was drawing to an end. Finally, he instructed that his death, when it came, be kept a secret for as long as possible. The new Emperor, Nikolos, was wary enough of Elias’s skill to hesitate invading. But an untried young queen like Roxanna would likely prove too much of a temptation to resist. 

There had been another remedy, which Roxanna was aware of, but she and her father considered no remedy at all. Emperor Agrios had proposed a betrothal between Roxanna and his son, Nikolos. But the overtures had been sent shortly after Queen Vespera’s death, when it was certain Elias would have no male heir. Such timing was an insult, but even if Emperor Agrios had been more judicious in his timing, the answer would have been the same. Elias had no high opinion of Agrios, and seeing as his son wasn’t likely to be much different, he had no wish to unite his daughter with Nikolos. 

However, Agrios persisted. There was some compliment in these repeated offers. The fact they continued, despite the fact Agrios was no doubt insulted by the refusal, showed that he must have held Roxanna in some esteem. It was no small thing to be chosen as Empress of Kalare. Roxanna’s cleverness was well known. But even when Roxanna became queen in her own right, and the proposal came directly from Nikolos, she still refused. She had no wish to go against her father’s wishes, and didn’t trust that such a union would be a happy one. 

Roxanna thought back to the offer she had received from Nikolos. It was polite enough in its way, but full of arrogance. It showed he was confident he will still have her and her kingdom, even if she refused him. Such behavior had a tendency to raise Roxanna’s ire rather than intimidate her. Therefore, it was no surprise to those close to her that she promptly summoned her army upon writing her refusal. They had enjoyed some success, but the latest battle had resulted in them being scattered and defeated. Her forces weren’t annihilated, so there was still hope. She just had to find them, and bring them together again. 

That was the reason why she was standing at the window at such a late hour. She was dressed in a dark red ridding habit; warm, comfortable, and practical, not as showy as one might expect from such a young queen. But she didn’t want her clothes to cause problems during the dangerous ride ahead. Her sisters would be joining her too, as would her attendants. She wasn’t about to leave them to the mercy of this conqueror. Yes, the trek would be hard and dangerous, but Roxanna was prepared for it. She was no milk toast. 

“Your Highness, are you ready?” asked one of her guards. 

“Yes, Bedros, I am ready,” Roxanna replied. “May God grant us the strength and speed to escape Nikolos’s forces.” 

“Amen,” agreed Bedros.

Roxanna then followed the captain of her bodyguard down the stairs and to the stables. There she found her lady’s maid Alecia, wife of Bedros, sitting on a horse, along with several soldiers, and a few other attendants. Bedros himself handed Roxanna the reigns of her steed. Animals would be harder to detect on sensors than transports, so though slower, they were safer than trying to outrun imperial vehicles. 

Roxanna’s two younger sisters, Estella and Celena were mounted too. Both looked fearful, though Celena more so than Estella. This was no surprise to Roxanna. Estella, with her practical mind, had already calculated the risks of this flight, and accepted them. But Celena, who was rather timid, and disliked any danger at all. Roxanna straightened her back and firmed her lips. She had to be strong for her youngest sister. 

“Have the rest of the household begun their flight?” she asked in her most queenlike voice. 

Bedros smiled a little, as if amused. “Yes, they have, Your Highness. Your wish that they reach safety has been attended to.” 

“Very well then, let us ride,” said Roxanna. 

The party turned their horses toward the back gate of the castle. They chose the back gate because it was less obvious to see from the campfires of Nikolos’s army. But upon leaving its protection, the party urged their mounts into a gallop. They then turn so as to journey parallel to the fires, but kept their distance, so as not to be discovered easily. 

Roxanna kept a sharp watch for any indication that they had been spotted. They were more or less going around Nikolos’s army, but if any Kalarians had strayed from the main body, Roxanna and her friends would be spotted, and she didn’t doubt Nikolos would follow in hot pursuit. But she had reason to believe most of her army lay in the same direction, so she had no other choice. In order to drive Nikolos out, she had to take the risk. 

For the first hour or so, everything seemed fine. There were no sounds other than the galloping of hooves. But just as Roxanna began to relax, Bedros looked searchingly into the surrounding forest. 

“Trouble?” asked Roxanna.

“Yes, the horses and dogs are pricking their ears, as if they hear something we cannot,” he said. “It may be nothing, or it may be the enemy on our track. It would be best if we increased our speed.” 

Roxanna spurred her horse on. She too began to notice the animals’ ears perking up. It was possible that what they heard was harmless, but there was no good reason to risk finding out. 

Bedros turned out to be correct. After riding hard for a few minutes, they began to see the shadowy forms of other riders. The forest seemed to echo with the sound of churning hooves. Strangely, the forest seemed extra echoey, for Roxanna thought for a moment that the sound was coming from in front as well as behind her. 

Suddenly, another rider appeared from her right. She was forced to quit the road to avoid being caught. She searched for her sisters and saw them frantically looking for her. She rode by them and gestured for them to follow. She wouldn’t leave them behind, no matter the danger to herself. 

But as she fled, she saw the same rider was gaining on them. She urged her horse to run faster, but it was no use. They were soon surrounded, and forced to stop. 

“Who are you,” she demanded of the rider, whom she took to be the leader, “and why have you stopped us?” 

“I might ask the same of you,” said the rider in an amused tone. “What would three women, clearly well born, be doing riding through the forest at this hour?” 

Roxanna narrowed her eyes. There was something about the man’s voice that caught her attention. It was the accent. 

“You are Achlysian,” she said. 

“Yes, and you are Oreiasan,” responded the rider with an obvious smile. 

Roxanna was a little taken aback by his reaction. Why would this man be smiling? She was perfectly serious. 
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He taketh the wise in their own craftiness: and the counsel of the froward is carried headlong. 

~ Job 5:13

Vasilis didn’t quite know what to make of these newcomers. He didn’t doubt that the three girls were Oreiasan nobility, but he would have preferred to have more clue as to their identity. Emperor Nikolos was clever, and Vasilis wouldn’t put it past him to send out unwitting spies to infiltrate Vasilis’s band, the Lystra Gang. 

But Vasilis didn’t have time to learn more. He could hear one of Nikolos’s scouting parties getting closer. 

“You need to follow us to our camp,” he said. “Imperial forces are not far off.” 

The girl he was speaking to opened her mouth to protest, when her guard interrupted her. 

“We should go, Roxanna. He is right,” said the soldier. 

Roxanna reluctantly turned her horse to follow behind Vasilis. She checked to see that the two other young women, probably her sisters, were nearby. 

Vasilis kept an eye on them, but most especially the one called Roxanna. She seemed the most likely of them to bolt. It wasn’t that he thought she was spooked easily, for anyone could see she was composed enough to be able to weigh the risks of a possible flight. But she still didn’t trust Vasilis, and the feeling was mutual. 

They reached Vasilis’s camp fifteen minutes later. The arrival of such a large party caused a stir, but the members of the Lystra Gang kept their exclamations to a hushed murmur. They too knew that Nikolos’s forces were on the move, and it wouldn’t do to attract attention with unnecessary noise. The horses were taken and tended to. The people were led to the fireside and given something to eat. Vasilis made sure Roxanna was satisfied with the arrangements that had been made for her sisters before he took her to an open tent with a lamp. He left the large flaps open, so her guards could ensure her safety, but Vasilis wanted to talk to her alone. He could tell she was the leader of the party, and their purpose would best be learned through her. 

Roxanna followed him without saying a word, though she was quick to be sure she wasn’t being led into a trap. Upon reaching the tent, Vasilis turned up the lamp and stoked the stove within. The greater light would convince her that he had no ill intentions, and he wished to be able to see her better. He would be able to tell if she was lying by the expression of her face, and he thought he might be able to identify her if he had a better look at her. 

The heat from the stove caused her to push back her hood, revealing fiery red locks. Her eyes, which had been merely dark before, were something between brown and amber now. She seemed to radiate warmth and fire, like the dawn. No wonder she had been named Roxanna. Vasilis had thought she wasn’t bad looking before, but now that he could see her better, he realized she was quite beautiful. He also thought she looked familiar. 

“You are safe here,” he began. “You will find we are no supporters of Nikolos. But I must be certain you feel the same way. Who are you?” 

“Roxanna,” she said with a stubborn look in her eyes, “and I would like to know who you are. You cannot reasonably expect me to take your word at face value, when you are a complete stranger to me.” 

“I am Vasilis, the leader of the Lystra Gang, of whom I’m sure you have heard,” he said. “My gang’s behavior is proof enough of my animosity toward Nikolos, and on personal level, I have reason to resent him. But the name Roxanna is not sufficient for me to be able to identify who you are. There are many Roxanna’s from Oreias, but you are clearly one of the higher-ranking ones. What is your family’s landholding?” 

Roxanna continued to look obstinate. Clearly, she wasn’t going to tell him anything useful if she could help it. Vasilis starred back at her, not budging. He was not a forceful man by any means, but he would find out the truth, either directly, or through trickery. It was how he had avoided capture for so long. 

He noticed she was wearing a ring around her first finger, as was typical of nobility from this planet. But it was no ordinary ring. From what he could see of it, it was finely made, and seemed to bear some sort of symbol on top of the dark blue stone. The jewel was probably a sapphire, the gem that represented Oreias. But the symbol interested him more than the value of the jewel. If he could figure out what that symbol was, he would know who Roxanna was. 

“Coffee?” he asked, holding a cup toward her. 

She hesitated. Though the idea of warm drink on a night like this clearly appealed to her, she still wasn’t trusting enough to take the mug instantly. She probably feared it was poisoned. To soothe her fears, he poured himself a mug from the same pot, and drank deeply. Now she took the cup willingly, for he wouldn’t poison himself. As she did, he saw the symbol on her ring. It was a mountain, the symbol of the Kingdom of Oreias. 

“You know,” he began slyly, “had I known I was going to entertain the lovely Queen Roxanna of Oreias, I would have prepared a better reception.” 

She gasped, and then realized he had seen her ring. Her eyes shot sparks of anger, but she knew she had been beaten. 

“Well, now that you know who I am, you should have no objection to telling me who you are,” she said. “You couldn’t have always been an outlaw. The Lystra Gang only became active in the last ten years.” 

“But I very much do,” said Vasilis. “Who I once was is of no importance to you. But rest assured, I never much liked the idea of your becoming Nikolos’s bride.” 

She narrowed her eyes, not missing this hint of his interest in her. 

“You are safe, so do not pay any mind to my history,” he concluded. 

She glared at him, obviously not satisfied with his answer. He hid a grin in his coffee cup. She looked as if she were about to fly into a passion and demand he give her his life story. But he would do no such thing, even if he thought she looked bewitching when she was angry. 
​
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And call upon me in the day of trouble: I will deliver thee, and thou shalt glorify me. 

~ Psalm 50:15

Roxanna didn’t know what to make of this Vasilis. That he refused to tell her anything about himself, other than the obvious, irritated her. She hated that he knew who she was, while she still felt he was hiding an important part of his identity. When facing a new situation, she preferred to be in control of it. But Vasilis was very much in control at the moment, which irked her. 

As she left the tent, she pondered just how much trust she could put in the leader of the Lystra Gang. That he wasn’t out to cause her harm, seemed apparent, but that might only be because Bedros was present. Yet, Vasilis had met with her in an open tent, where it was easy for her attendants to observe. Such an act was consistent with his claims that she was safe with him. He seemed to want to make her easy, even if he was obviously attracted to her. 

She joined her sisters at one of the fires, where she was given a bowl of soup and mug of zomos. Zomos was a mixture of lightly salted broth and herbs, heated together to make a hearty drink. It was perfect for cold weather, and didn’t keep one awake like coffee and tea did. The soup was potato, thick and smooth, with plenty of bacon and cheese. It was more of a stew than a soup. The aristocrats of the Kalarian Empire would have turned up their noses at such a dish, declaring potatoes were too common a food to suit their noble pallets. But Roxanna was willing to take what was freely offered. 

She saw that her sisters were well attended to by the women of the camp. It was a good sign that Vasilis and his compatriots weren’t hardened criminals. Few women were a part of such groups. They appeared to be married or related to the men of the gang, considering the strong resemblance between some of them, and the affection shown between those who didn’t look alike. More than likely, the Lystra Gang was made mostly of refugees who fled when Achlys fell. 

Roxanna and her sisters were conducted to their own tent when they finished their meal. Their attendants were also given tents nearby. Even their animals seemed to be well cared for. So far, Roxanna had nothing to complain of concerning their treatment. Her tent proved small for three people, but she supposed it was the best that could be offered. The cloth was thick enough to keep out most of the cold, and small heated water bottles were included with the cots, to ward off what chills managed to blow through. Their trunks had been moved into the tent and placed at the foot of their cots. There was even a small dressing table sitting on one side. 

Once the three girls had assured their attendants, and their hosts, that they wanted for nothing, they were left to themselves for the evening. Roxanna sighed with relief. While she couldn’t criticize their reception, except where Vasilis was concerned, she hated meeting so many new people at one time. Too many new things at one time drained her. 

“They seem nice,” said Celena after several minutes of silence. 

“Decent enough,” said Roxanna. “I think they are members of the famous Lystra Gang, but more from necessity than choice. My guess is they were born to higher stations than they occupy now. The Kalarians wouldn’t have treated them well had they chosen to remain on their lands in Achlys.” 

“They seem to be doing well regardless,” said Estella. “They are well provisioned, and they didn’t begrudge us anything.” 

“True,” said Roxanna. “But I don’t like their leader, Vasilis. He is too impertinent.” 

Estella and Celena shared a look. 

“You just don’t like that he got the better of you, and ruined your plans,” said Estella. 

“Perhaps,” said Roxanna coolly, “but I question whether we should trust him or not.” 

“He seems fine to me,” said Celena. 

“Seeming and actually being are two entirely different things,” said Roxanna. 

“While it would be unwise to trust him fully, until we know him better, I think we may assume he means us no harm. As an Achlysian, he would have little desire to hand us over to the Kalarians,” said Estella. 

“True enough,” said Roxanna, “but I still don’t like him.” 

The three girls then settled down for the night. Roxanna listened to the sound of her sister’s breathing, to be sure they were sound asleep, before attempting to drift off herself. Since their mother’s death, Roxanna felt it her responsibility to ensure they were well cared for. Her sense of duty was especially strong, now that she had taken them out of the safety of Oreias Castle. Once she was satisfied they had drifted off peacefully, she began to think over their situation again, trying to see if she could discover something new, that she might have overlooked earlier. 

They certainly could be worse off. While Roxanna doubted Vasilis would let them leave just now, it was probably more out of concern for their safety, than any wish to make prisoners of them. Certainly, if they were in Nikolos’s custody, it would have been worse. 

As for Vasilis himself, Roxanna still didn’t know how she felt about him. That he was impertinent, she was already assured of. That he was charming and handsome, she had felt the effects of. That he was hiding something, she was certain of. But whether that thing was harmful to her or not, Roxanna couldn’t say. That so many followed Vasilis suggested it wasn’t. The members of his gang treated him with respect and honor. 

The secret probably had something to do with Vasilis’s past. Perhaps he was the son of a Achlysian noble, but having lost his lands in Nikolos’s conquest, he had no wish for her to know the truth. It suggested he had some sense of shame, even though his impudence disguised it. Still, there was little Roxanna could say for certain about him. She supposed it was best to place a tentative trust in him, but look for more clues as time passed. No doubt, she and her sisters were going to be stuck with him for at least a few weeks. Kalarian forces would be searching for them.
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Only by pride cometh contention: but with the well advised is wisdom. 

~ Proverbs 13:10

The next morning, Vasilis looked over the camp, to ensure its continued security and prosperity. As he did, he noticed Roxanna and her sisters. Roxanna was directing their attendants in the unpacking of their bags, as any competent queen would. It was a pity, he thought, that her reign should come about during such troublesome times. 

That brought Vasilis back to the thoughts that had closed his eyes the night before. What should he do with Roxanna, Estella, and Celena, for such were the names of the three Oreiasan princesses? Under normal circumstances, Vasilis would let the girls go, and provide them with an escort. He would have attended to them personally. But Vasilis had learned years ago that Nikolos was no ordinary foe. 

Vasilis guessed Roxanna planned to reunite with her army near the border between Oreias and Achlys. Vasilis knew that there had been fighting there, which was why he moved the Lystra Gang into central Oreias. But Nikolos had also come to the heartland of Oreias, with the intent of cutting Roxanna off from her army. Had Nikolos been foolish or careless, Roxanna would probably succeed. But Nikolos was notoriously diligent in his efforts, and had a terrifying knack for figuring out what his opponent was going to do next. The thought that Roxanna would be bold enough to try to reunite with her soldiers, had probably occurred to Nikolos, and he would prepare accordingly. 

It was good the girls were found by the Lystra Gang before they proceeded further. They would, no doubt, have been captured by one of Nikolos’s scouting parties, and Roxanna forced into a loveless marriage with the tyrant. Many knew the Kalarians wished to make the Oreiasan Queen their empress, so as to ensure their new conquest remained in their hands. Her sisters would probably face a similar fate. But with the Lystra Gang however, Roxanna and her sisters would remain free and in some measure of safety. 

So, letting Roxanna and her sisters leave was out of the question at the moment, and barring some surprising change in the Kalarian Empire’s leadership, it didn’t seem likely they would be leaving anytime soon. No, better they were integrated into the gang, where they would at least be safe, rather than risk reuniting with their forces. There was no stopping Nikolos now that he got his claws into Oreias. The kingdom was as good as lost. But Roxanna would at least be in a position to help her downtrodden subjects. 

It saddened a usually cheerful Vasilis to give up Oreias so easily, but he had learned with Achlys that Nikolos’s victory was inventible. Once Nikolos decided he wanted something, he would get it. So far, the only time he hadn’t succeeded was in obtaining Roxanna’s hand. Vasilis hoped to keep it that way. It was easier to keep three girls out of sight than an entire kingdom. They were easier to keep track of than enemy soldiers in hundreds of miles of land. 

Vasilis was soon approached by his brother, Theodoros. No doubt, he too wanted to discuss what to do with Roxanna and her party. 

“We can support them,” confirmed Theodoros, when Vasilis inquired into the sustainability of keep the party with them. “Praise be to God; our stores are large enough for that. But whether they will be able to stay with us for an extended period of time, is less certain. Nikolos won’t give up Roxanna easily.” 

“Of course, he won’t,” said Vasilis. “No man in his right man would.” 

Theodoros smiled knowingly, but didn’t venture any remark. 

“So then, what is the plan?” asked Theodoros. “I don’t think we can hide their presence among us forever.” 

“We have fared pretty well,” said Vasilis. 

“But our case requires less delicacy,” pointed out Theodoros. “Nikolos would prefer us dead, but he sees us as more of a nuisance than a danger right now. Roxanna, he wants as a wife, and more than likely he wants her sisters married into his family as well. It’s much harder to rebel when the people ruling you are descended from both the conquers, and well-beloved past monarchs. Nikolos has more reason to investigate their whereabouts than ours. The only advantage we hold is that he wants Roxanna alive. But the longer she remains free, the more dangerous she becomes to him.” 

Vasilis chuckled. “You act as if she can summon an army out of thin air to defeat him.” 

“She can, provided she marry the right man,” said Theodoros. “Her husband would naturally seek to regain what is hers for her own sake, and for his own as well. We cannot marry princesses with large forces, for we are too poor at the moment.” 

“Nor would we, unless we loved the girls in question,” said Vasilis. 

“So that brings me back to my point, what do we do with Roxanna and her sisters?” asked Theodoros. 

“We keep them with us, of course,” said Vasilis. “Beyond that, I do not know. They will have to serve some purpose. We can’t afford to have idlers in our gang. But they seem able enough. Roxanna was able to get them this far. It’s just a matter of discovering where their true talents lie.” 

So, Vasilis and Theodoros observed the three girls over the next several days. They saw Celena, while generally timid, was such a sweet person, that she was able to make others feel better with just her presence. She had some skill in the art of healing too, and she was no stranger to housekeeping. Yes, she would fit well with the housewives of the gang, along with the doctors and nurses. 

Estella was clearly the logistical expert of the three, much as Theodoros was for Vasilis. The two brothers often heard Estella giving Roxanna reports about supplies and soldiers. Estella would make an excellent advisor given enough time. Vasilis saw Theodoros’s admiration for her grow, for he was probably the one most able to recognize and appreciate her talents. The two therefore, quickly became friends, much to the surprise of their older siblings. 

Roxanna’s place was more difficult to determine. Her talents were apparent enough. She was a natural leader, able to get those of her party to do what needed to be done, out of their own free will. She also had something of Celena’s ability to make people feel better, but Roxanna was more inspiring than comforting. Again, Vasilis was struck with just how qualified she was to be a queen. Her skills were actually quite similar to his own. But her greatest weakness seemed to be her tendency to become controlling when under duress. His weakness couldn’t be more different, or at least, so he had been told. 

But dwelling on his own faults didn’t give him the answers he sought. The question still remained, what to do with Roxanna?
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A man’s pride shall bring him low: but honor shall uphold the humble in spirit. 

~ Proverbs 29:23

Vasilis wasn’t the only one watching another. Roxanna was observing him closely. She quickly saw that he was a natural leader, able to inspire those around him to follow him, through the sheer power of his personality. He also seemed to be clever, for he and the men of the Lystra Gang, went on several raids over this period of time, and managed to return in one piece. They obviously attacked Nikolos’s forces, for they never brought back anything that belonged to the Oreiasan or Achlysian people. It confirmed her opinion that he was some sort of displaced Achlysian noble, for that was the best way to explain this odd omission. 

She learned other information too. It didn’t take long for her to figure out Theodoros, Vasilis’s closest advisor, was his brother. Anyone could have guessed they were related, for they had the same light hair and green eyes, though admittedly Theodoros was the darker of the two. Their comradery, despite Vasilis’s boyish nature, and Theodoros’s more serious temperament, suggested that they were siblings, even before Roxanna heard them call each other brother. One might have thought Theodoros was the older of the two, since Vasilis was so carefree. But Vasilis had physically matured into a man, while Theodoros was still growing. 

Speaking of Theodoros, Roxanna was quick to notice the liking that was developing between him, and her own sister, Estella. Anyone could see they were like two peas in a pod, both having a love of mathematics, and the boring minutiae of administration. Roxanna understood such things were vital, but she saw tending to them as a necessity rather than a pleasure. Vasilis didn’t even seem to consider them important. But back to Theodoros, Roxanna could tell it would be easy for him and Estella to fall in love, and that concerned her. Hopefully they would be free of the Lystra Gang, before Estella’s feelings became an issue. 

In the meantime, Roxanna began to consider how she should go about getting her kingdom back, now that her first plan had fallen through. The first thought that struck her was to wait a few weeks, and then try to reunite with her army again. Perhaps then, Nikolos’s forces would be off her track. But that hope soon proved futile. Bedros, the faithful captain of her bodyguard, joined in some of the raids the gang conducted, and came back with bad news. 

“The number of Kalarian forces here, is much larger than we were aware,” he said. “Our own soldiers cannot hope to drive them out. We need a bigger army.” 

That deflated Roxanna’s spirits significantly, but she was not one to stay despondent about unexpected problems for long. Hers was an active mind, that sought to find solutions as quickly as possible. Surely there was a way for her to regain her home. She just had to find it. 

If it was a larger army she needed, well that could be achieved. Despite conquering many of the kingdoms surrounding it, the Kalarian Empire hadn’t been able to achieve complete dominion. Nations from other planets, had long looked at Kalare’s aggression with unfriendly eyes. But because Nikolos and his forebearers had been so successful, these nations were far away, too far to be able to reach without a great deal of time, effort, and expense. 

There were other problems with this solution as well. Roxanna didn’t want her nation to be indebted to its rescuers. Oreias was a wealthy kingdom, but who knew what foreign monarchs might expect in return for their help. There was also the matter that many of the rulers who were powerful enough to oppose the Kalarians, were men. They might wish to secure an alliance with Oreias through more permanent measures. Roxanna didn’t want to marry for political reasons. She wanted to marry for love. So that was another strike against the plan. 

But perhaps it wasn’t such a bad one after all. There was one person within her reach that could help her, and if she helped him in return, a marriage of obligation might not be necessary. Roxanna took stock of the gold they had brought with them. It was one hundred drachmae, enough to pay a king’s ransom, or enough to pay and supply a body of soldiers large enough to free Oreias. There was also the possibility of adding more to the sum once Oreias was free. King Elias had several hidden stores of gold in the kingdom, and Roxanna had added to them during the short time of her own reign. If more was demanded, she could provide it once she had control of her kingdom again. 

Roxanna approached Vasilis with the offer shortly after. 

“I can pay you and your men richly, and can help you free Achlys as well,” she said when concluding the offer. 

“No,” said Vasilis simply. “You can stay with us as long as you need to. But I will not fight for you.” 

“Why not?” asked Roxanna, trying not to let her hurt and anger show. She didn’t like being refused so bluntly. 

“Because we cannot drive Nikolos’s forces out of either kingdom,” he said. 

“So, you aren’t even willing to try?” demanded Roxanna. 

“Not for a hopeless cause,” he said. 

Roxanna considered pleading with him, but thought better of it. She wasn’t willing to wound her pride any more than it already was. She also knew, somehow, that his answer would remain the same. There was a certain look in his eyes that said, though he was usually lighthearted and easy, he could be quite stubborn when he chose to be. 

So instead, she turned on her heel and left, her opinion of him sinking. He was nothing but a coward, too scared to be a
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