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And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose. 

Romans 8:28
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But God will redeem my soul from the power of the grave: for he shall receive me. Selah. 

~ Psalm 49:15

“King Elias is dead,” announced the doctor after he checked the king’s pulse. 

This announcement was met with the sound of quiet crying. Had King Elias’s death been more unexpected, like if it had happened on the field of battle, there might have been more outcry. But the King had been in decline for some time. He had taken to his bed months ago, and had shown signs of failing health in the years prior. His death wasn’t unanticipated. The only mystery that had remained in his inevitable demise, was when it would occur. But that question had at last been sadly answered. 

Still, there was grief, and there would be mourning. Elias had been a beloved king in Oreias. Had he been unpopular, the distress shown for him might have been louder, but less sincere. The attendants at his deathbed were respecting his wishes, by keeping their sorrow as restrained as they were. He had ordered that news of his death be delayed for as long as possible. Oreias was in danger, and the duty that now rested on the shoulders of his oldest daughter, Roxanna, would be heavy. 

Roxanna took the announcement rather well. She was at her father’s bedside when he passed, along with her two sisters. She didn’t cry, though her eyes filled with tears at the declaration. But she managed to suppress her sobs, and maintain her composure. As the oldest child of the king, and trained up to be his heir from an early age, Roxanna had long been in the practice of concealing her feelings in situations like these. A queen had to be resilient for her people, and in such a time as now, she had to be as strong as possible. 

Once she had collected herself enough to feel she was no longer in danger of bursting out in sobs, she was able to look around the room and see the reactions of the others. Her sister Estella, the middle child of the three, was nearly as quiet as herself. This was no surprise to Roxanna, for Estella preferred to focus on facts rather than emotions. But Estella still had feelings, and the telltale wet tracks that ran down her cheeks, showed that even Estella was not as stone-faced as Roxanna. 

Celina, the youngest of the three, had lost all composure, and was crying by Roxanna’s side. This wasn’t unexpected, for Celina was a sensitive, gentle soul. She felt all emotions strongly. But Celina was able to quiet her sobs enough that they didn’t escape the room. Even she was able to make the effort, to ensure that news of her father’s death didn’t leak beyond the castle walls. 

The rest of the servants and attendants ranged between the three sisters in their reactions. None were as overcome as Celina, but nor were they as stoic as Roxanna, with the exception of a few of the guards, and even they seemed more moved than she was. But Roxanna took this as more of a sign that she was performing her duty, rather than an indication that she was exerting herself too much. She was queen now. She must be strong. 

The three sisters were pulled away by their attendants, when the doctor and his assistants began preparing the body for burial. Roxanna hadn’t noticed, or she would have moved without prompting. She silently scolded herself for not paying better attention. But considering the circumstances, she supposed it was to be expected. Still, as Oreias’s new Queen, she couldn’t afford to be so inattentive. 

She met the eye of Bedros, her personal bodyguard, as she exited the bedchamber. He looked at her enquiringly. She nodded to him, to show she was alright, which satisfied him. He had long watched over her, and her welfare was close to his heart. She wasn’t hiding her emotions now either. If anything, she felt more numbness than sadness. 

Roxanna and her sisters were taken to a secluded chamber, where they were allowed to express their grief, without alerting anyone else to what had just taken place. Estella began crying out loud, and Celina’s sobs now came out in shrill, wailing tones. Roxanna had a harder time keeping her own tears in check, but she must. She had to be steady for her sisters too, not just her subjects. 

After about a half an hour, Estella was able to console herself enough that Roxanna felt safe leaving her. Celina took more comforting, but even she was able to compose herself enough, that there weren’t likely to be anymore outbursts. She hadn’t been able to check the tears rolling down her cheeks, but that could be attributed to the anticipation of their father’s death, rather than its actual occurrence. Once satisfied her sisters were sufficiently comforted, Roxanna left them, to go to the study her father once used for his royal duties. It was hers now, and much needed to be done. 

When she reached it however, and realized she was alone, Roxanna collapsed into the chair, and buried her face in her hands. She cried quietly, not wanting to alert anyone to the true state of her feelings, but weep she must. Her father was dead. He had been her support, her protector, and the one person she felt she could show her true feelings towards, without danger to their nation. Now he was there no longer. She had to protect herself, her sisters, and their kingdom. It was all on her. 

In more worldly terms, King Elias’s death was unfortunate in the sense that it left her, a young woman, scarcely eighteen years in age, in charge of a kingdom that was on the brink of being invaded by a much larger and wealthier enemy, the Kalarian Empire. Roxanna didn’t doubt this fact had something to do with her reaction now, for her father’s study reminded her of just how much depended on her. But that would be dealt with soon. For now, she just wanted to mourn in solitude, the death of her beloved father. 
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The hand of the diligent shall bear rule: but the slothful shall be under tribute. 

~ Proverbs 12:24

A tall figure in a dark cloak made his way around the forest surrounding Oreiasan Castle. Such a sight might have been seen as an intimidating threat, for the man underneath the cloak was clearly well-built. But he took care not to be seen. He seemed content to merely observe, rather than act. 

When he pulled the hood down, it revealed the face of youth, rather handsome, with tousled blonde hair and twinkling blue eyes. At least, the eyes probably would have twinkled, had they not looked so serious. Indeed, Vasilis had good reason to be serious at the moment, for he could well guess what had just taken place. The servants of the castle were talking in hushed tones, and many looked as if they had been crying. They made a noble effort to suppress their feelings when outside the castle’s concealing walls, but it wasn’t enough to shield them from the observation of someone like him. 

Vasilis bowed his head and said a silent prayer for Oreias when he realized what had just occurred. King Elias was dead, and at the worst possible time. The Kalarian Empire was poised to invade Oreias. The only reason it seemed to hold back, was King Elias. But now that he was dead, and his daughter the new monarch, Oreias would prove too tempting a target for the Kalarians to resist. 

Vasilis shook his head and walked back into the woods. The rain and mist concealed his movements, so no one was alerted to his presence. As he walked, he began to contemplate, and the thoughts that occurred to him were not of a pleasant sort. 

Some might wonder why Vasilis was so interested in the goings-on of Oreias, for he himself wasn’t Oreiasan, but rather, Achlysian. But Achlys had long been a close ally of Oreias, right up until it had been conquered five years ago by the Kalarians, upon the death of its own king, also a Vasilis. But young Vasilis felt a sort of duty to look after the welfare of the Achlysians, including those who had fled to Oreias. There was also the matter that the old alliance hadn’t been forgotten by him, and he had no wish to see Oreias, or its new queen, fall into Kalarian hands. 

But what could be done? Vasilis was the head of a band of thieves, known as the Lystra Gang. The gang’s mission was to harass the Kalarians as much as possible, but a handful of thieves wasn’t enough to repel the invading army of Kalare, as Vasilis well knew. He also didn’t think Roxanna, the new queen, would be able to withstand the Kalarians for long. Though Vasilis had no reason to believe her incapable, indeed, from all he had heard, she would make a fine queen. But the Kalarians were such an enemy, that Vasilis didn’t think anyone left on the planet would be able to hold them back for long. Kalare would soon dominate the whole sphere, with only a few bands of resistance left, trying to survive in an ever more dangerous land. Vasilis hated to think about it, yet he knew it was coming. 

But then Vasilis’s attention was caught by something. Another cloaked person, a man if he were to guess, was making his way through the woods, as if trying to conceal his presence. Vasilis had no idea who this person was, but he didn’t think he was friendly. Vasilis began to follow him, trying to figure out what he was up to. When Vasilis got close, he caught a glimpse of a gold ring with a ruby in the setting, covered by the image of a sun. A Kalarian ring! 

Vasilis picked up his pace in order to apprehend the man, for he now knew the stranger to be a Kalarian spy, and had no doubt the infiltrator had pieced together what Vasilis himself had. Vasilis silently chided the man for dressing in peasant’s clothes, but failing to remove his courtly ring. How careless of him. 

But before Vasilis could reach the spy, he heard a snap beneath his own feet. In his haste, Vasilis had failed to pay as good of attention to his surroundings as he should have, resulting in him stepping on a twig. The spy heard the sound, and seeing how close Vasilis was to him, darted off. Vasilis gave chase, but was unable to catch up. The infiltrator disappeared before Vasilis could apprehend him, showing just how experienced the agent actually was. 

Vasilis let out a growl of frustration when he realized he had lost his quarry. Though he may have just admitted to himself that he felt the Oreiasan cause was hopeless, that didn’t mean he was willing to let it fall so soon. The Oreiasans needed as much time as possible to prepare to flee, and this informant was going to cut that time down considerably if he succeeded. 

But Vasilis had lost the track, and he had no idea where the spy went. He decided to return to the camp of his gang, but tell them to keep an eye out for the enemy agent. They might not be able to stop Oreias from falling, but they could cause Emperor Nikolos and his Kalarians trouble in the process. Vasilis had moved the gang to the Oreiasan border, with the intent of helping the Oreiasans, when they inevitably had to flee. Now it looked like Vasilis would play a much larger role in the conflict than he was expecting. Vasilis had no intention of doing anything as serious as joining the Oreiasan Army, or conducting any kind of significant military campaign. But he smiled at thought of causing Nikolos annoyance. Yes, that was what he wanted, and apprehending the spy would be a good way to do that. 
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Children, obey your parents in the Lord: for this is right. 

~ Ephesians 6:1

By the next morning, Roxanna was composed enough to be able to see to her duties without interruption, including preparing her father’s funeral. Steps had been taken ahead of time, to get the necessary supplies into Oreiasan Castle, so as not to alert the Kalarians to his death. But the chapel needed to be equipped, and other arrangements made as well. The funeral must be respectful, as was due to her father, but also secretive. 

Roxanna would have liked something much grander for her father, out of esteem and love for him. But he had specifically instructed her to keep his funeral a quiet affair, so as not to tip-off the Kalarians to his passing. If they knew he was dead, they would invade Oreias immediately, since a newly made, young queen would prove to be too tempting a target. Indeed, the Kalarians were going to invade eventually, regardless of whether Elias continued to live or not. But they were much more cautious while he was still alive. Such was his reputation. Roxanna wasn’t willing to sacrifice the safety of her kingdom for her own personal feelings, so the funeral was kept small. But she did make sure it was as stately as it could be. 

Estella was a great help in this. The most meticulous of the three sisters, Estella excelled in planning events, and overseeing anything that involved a lot of detail. She was the ideal secretary, and Roxanna had often used her in such a capacity. The two found some comfort in this work as they oversaw the transformation of the chapel. 

Celina was different. In temperament she probably resembled Roxanna the most. Had Roxanna not been destined to be queen, they might have borne a stronger likeness. But Roxanna had the timidity taken out of her by her training. Celina was left more to her own devices, as she was never expected to rule in her own right. Celina couldn’t even be near the chapel, for she knew she would start crying as soon as she saw it. Instead, she meandered through the familiar rooms of her father, rather like a ghost, silently weeping in her grief. She visited their mother’s apartments too sometimes, for her father’s death reminded her of her first source of grief. Queen Vespera had died six years ago due to an incurable illness. Though the Queen had lingered for some time, the death caused many profound changes in the family. 

For one, though Roxanna had always been educated in the belief she would become a queen, her mother’s passing meant that there would be no brother to take her place. King Elias would never remarry. The training therefore, never changed, but only intensified. 

Estella handled her grief at that time by retreating into her books. Always the bluntest of the three sisters, she never really learned to moderate her words, because her mother wasn’t there to address them. Roxanna and their father had been too busy, and Celina was in no position to lecture her older sister, if she ever had the courage to do it, that is. 

Celina, though she had often been a happy child, had moments of anxiety before her mother’s death. Afterward, she became more withdrawn and fearful. Roxanna did the best she could to bring Celina out of her shell. But she could only do so much, as she too was grieving, and had even more responsibilities thrust on her. Roxanna sometimes wondered how things would have turned out had their mother remained alive. 

But it was useless to dwell on that which couldn’t be changed. Roxanna had duties to attend to. Her father’s funeral plans were going well, but they needed to prepare the nation for the invasion that would inevitably come too. Here, Roxanna consulted Estella in how to go about getting weapons and supplies to the various locations covertly. They both knew Kalarian spies were about, and it was fortunate they had been able to conceal their father’s death so far. 

Roxanna told Estella where the transports needed to go, and Estella mapped out routes. Roxanna then deleted the routes that were impractical for one reason or another, or brought up difficulties that might arise. Estella devised solutions to these problems. Between the two of them, they were able to get men and supplies where they were required, so Oreias would be ready for when King Elias’s death was inevitably discovered. Celina did her part by making sure that they were all eating, sleeping, and taking regular exercise, instead of just staying couped up in the study. Though Roxanna was the one who assumed most of her mother’s duties, Celina was a motherly little thing in her own right, and often reminded her older sisters to take care of their personal needs, when various obligations made them forget. 

The night before the funeral, the arrangements were complete. The chapel was prepared, the priest practicing the rites, the body in state, and the army and navy on standby. Once the funeral was over, they knew they wouldn’t be able to conceal the truth for much longer. Roxanna, though exhausted, was proud of what she, her sisters, and their servants had accomplished. If their parents knew what they had done, they would be proud too. 

“We are nearly there,” she said to her sisters as they looked over the chapel one last time. “After this, and my coronation, we will be ready for the Kalarians, come what may.” 

“I don’t want to hasten their arrival though,” said Celina. “The longer they stay away, the better.” 

“I don’t want to either,” agreed Roxanna. “But they are going to come, and it is relief to me to know we will be ready for them soon.” 

“Yes, once you are coronated, they won’t be able to claim the kingdom through some odd legal recourse,” said Estella. “Matters will be more straightforward then. It will be you versus Emperor Nikolos.” 

“Yes, then I can focus purely on keeping our kingdom together, rather than on ceremonies,” said Roxanna. “As much as I enjoy the grandeur, I’ll be glad to be done with it. I want to be able to turn all my attention to what is most important.” 
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Seest thou a man diligent in his business? he shall stand before kings; he shall not stand before mean men. 

~ Proverbs 22:29

Vasilis told the Lystra Gang what he had discovered. It wasn’t difficult to convince them to help in his cause. The Lystra Gang was made of Achlysians, and they too hadn’t forgotten the old friendship with Oreias. Even if they had, the Oreiasans had helped them many times before. The alliance was still alive in many ways. 

Vasilis’s brother, Theodoros, was quick to pin down places where the spy was likely to be hiding. 

“Do you think he was impersonating a servant at Oreiasan Castle?” asked Theodoros. 

“No, I think he was only trying to look like a peasant, though doing a bad job of it,” said Vasilis with a grin. He then mentioned the ring. “I think, he was trying to give the impression he was staying nearby.” 

“He was probably lodged in one of the nearby hotels,” said Theodoros. “We should check them and the taverns.” 

Theodoros wrote out a list of establishments within walking distance of Oreiasan Castle. Vasilis was always impressed with how much his brother was able to remember, for he would have forgotten several of the locations. Some, like boarding houses known to take guests, wouldn’t have occurred to him at all. 

Then select members of the gang went off to investigate the different locations. Vasilis and Theodoros teamed up to search a border town. They were recognized at the first tavern they reached, though their affiliation with the Lystra Gang wasn’t generally known. From there, Vasilis asked about the spy, pretending they were friends of the stranger. No one had seen the Kalarian agent. So, Vasilis and Theodoros moved on to another location, and then another. But their lack of success continued. By the time evening fell, they had little to go on. The infiltrator had been spotted, but he kept mostly to himself. While he seemed friendly enough, he was careful to cover his tracks. In other words, he hid his true purpose, without picking up acquaintances who could have discovered what he was up to. The brothers were feeling tired when they reached the last location. Vasilis was ready to give up. 

“I don’t think we are going to find anything,” said Vasilis as he eyed the hotel, which was located in the middle of the village. “This place is too nice for your average peasant to stay in. One of the others probably found what we need to know. We should go back to camp.” 

“No, it’s possible he disguised himself as a merchant, and changed his clothes when he was in the forest,” said Theodoros. “We still must try.” 

Vasilis groaned. “Fine.” 

So, the two entered the hotel, though they took care to brush themselves off before they did. They were wearing something similar to a forester’s uniform, so they could blend in without rousing suspicion themselves. This inn was the sort where only people of certain rank would be welcomed. They had to look presentable if they wanted their questions answered. 

Theodoros gave the description of the man they were looking for. The clerk at the desk didn’t seem to recognize who it was, until Theodoros mentioned that he may be in disguise. 

“Our friend sometimes takes up the clothes of a peasant when he is traveling through thieve infested forests,” said Theodoros. “But considering the reputation of this establishment, we would expect you to see him dressed as merchant.” 

“Now him I have seen,” said the clerk. “It’s a wise precaution to take. That must be why he is doing so well.” 

Vasilis did his best to conceal his excitement. To think he had been so close to giving up! 

“Would you happen to know where he is?” asked Theodoros, who was the more composed of the two, and guessed what his brother was feeling. 

“Sadly, I don’t,” said the clerk. “He just checked out this afternoon.” 

“Did he happen to say where he was headed?” asked Vasilis, unable to keep silent longer. 

The clerk looked thoughtful. “He said something about Achlysian Castle, so I would guess he is heading in that direction. But he could take any number of routes that way. Anyone conducting trade in that direction would want to avoid the authorities, unless they are dirty traitors.” 

“True,” said Vasilis as he tried to hide a smile. The clerk had hit closer to the truth than he realized. “But I think we will still be able to find him.” 

They then thanked the clerk and left. As soon as they were out of sight of the hotel, they hastened back toward the camp. 

“The spy must know the truth for sure,” said Theodoros as they ran. “He wouldn’t have left unless he was certain.” 

“Yes, we will have to catch him before he reaches Kalarian lines,” said Vasilis. 

“How though?” asked Theodoros. “Like the clerk said, he could take any number of routes. Once he is safely with his fellow Kalarians, he can make a beeline to Achlysian Castle. But in the meantime, he has to avoid Oreiasan patrols.” 

“Yes, but as a peasant, he isn’t as likely to be stopped,” said Vasilis. “If he is as proud as I think he is, he will rely on his disguise, and go straight for the border. We will wait for him on the shortest road. 
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The wicked is driven away in his wickedness: but the righteous hath hope in his death. 

~ Proverbs 14:32

The funeral proceeded without complications. The ceremony was conducted with proper solemnity. The burial, in the royal vault, which was but a few steps away from the chapel, took place without drawing any attention from the outside. However, the event wasn’t completely sad. They all felt some hope, for they knew King Elias had gone to heaven, and was happy there. Even Celina felt this, for her tears weren’t as heavy as Roxanna expected. 

The three sisters returned to their living quarters, with a sense of peace that they hadn’t felt in some time. Yes, they knew their father had gone to a better place. Despite all the trials and tribulations they had gone through, and would continue to go through, there was much to look forward to. 

But this peace didn’t last long. Shortly after their return, a messenger came with news from the border. The Kalarians were building up their army. Not only was the number of soldiers increasing, but the Kalarians seemed to be stockpiling supplies too. 

“Then they don’t yet know Father has passed,” said Roxanna, “but they have guessed he will soon. As Father had predicted, they are wary enough of him, to wait until they are certain he would no longer be a problem, before invading.” 

“It’s a good thing your coronation is soon,” said Estella. “You will need to have complete and unquestioned authority in order to get Oreias through this.” 

“Indeed,” agreed Roxanna, “but I wish circumstances had been different, that I had been given the full period of mourning before officially becoming queen, rather than having to hasten my coronation, so we don’t risk any complications. Even though Father told us not to mind the traditions, and have me crowned as soon as possible, it still feels disrespectful, even if it is necessary.” 

“You will do everything you can to ensure Father’s memory is respected,” said Celina. 

“Yes, but therein lies another problem,” said Roxanna. “It won’t be long before the Kalarians figure out that I’m queen now, and that he is gone. As soon as they know, they will attack, and I don’t think it will be long enough to cover the forty-day mourning period that we usually observe. I know it’s not our fault that this will likely happen., it’s the Kalarians, and specifically, Emperor Nikolos. But it still hurts to know we won’t have the time to properly grieve Father.” 

Estella and Celina nodded in agreement. Roxanna’s words were too true for denial. But they soon had another distraction that kept them from focusing on their grief. The supplies that had been set aside to celebrate Roxanna’s coronation, though small in amount, had been destroyed by a mysterious fire. They had been kept in an outbuilding near the outer wall, so it was possible they caught fire by accident. The storage was in an area that wasn’t paid much mind to. But Bedros, Roxanna’s bodyguard, thought differently. 

“Arson,” he said decidedly. “Someone burned these intentionally. There is no other reason why they could ignite.” 

“Arson!” exclaimed Roxanna. “Then they have destroyed the supplies in hopes of delaying my coronation! If that is the case, we have a spy in our midst, who is probably heading toward Kalarian lines with news of my Father’s death, if not there already!” 

“You will have to be crowned sooner than we were planning,” said Bedros. “We can’t afford to enter this conflict with any doubts concerning your right to rule.” 

Roxanna sighed. “Unfortunately, the quietness of the coronation might give excuse to those who choose to doubt my right.” 

But Roxanna’s worries turned out to be needless. Estella, clever girl she was, managed to bring in more supplies over the next two days, and in such a way that no one outside the castle would know the circumstances. All their attendants were sent out to buy small amounts of food or decorations. They went to different shops in different villages so the citizens of no one location could figure out what was going on. It merely looked as if some of the inhabitants of Oreiasan Castle wanted to stockpile a little extra. Such behavior wasn’t usual, when everyone knew they were about to enter a war. 

This relieved Roxanna of a heavy burden, but her relief was soon absorbed by pressing cares concerning the army and navy. They were on standby, and she had alerted them that the war was imminent. The arson had taken place days before it was discovered, so no one knew just how far the spy had gotten. Once the message was out, Roxanna was kept busy studying maps and battle tactics, so as to arrange the defense of her nation as best as possible. She only had a little time to practice the coronation. 

Estella relieved her of the duty of planning the ceremony, to which Roxanna was grateful, even if she didn’t express it. Celina made sure they both were fed and received adequate sleep, and got outside for air and exercise on a daily basis. Though still the quietest and most timid of the sisters, Celina could be rather persistent when it came to making sure they were taken care of. Though they were all still grieving, they had to set that aside to ensure that their nation was able to defend itself. It was another case of how Roxanna felt they were being cheated by the Kalarians. They had to win, for their sake, and their father’s. 
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And we desire that every one of you do shew the same diligence to the full assurance of hope unto the end:

~ Hebrews 6:11

Vasilis and Theodoros hastily returned to the camp. The others who had gone out, were waiting for them. They had found little information beyond that the spy had been seen, but they had no idea where he had been staying, or if he was even still around. Therefore, the brothers’ news was both welcomed, and disturbing. 

“We have to stop him before he reaches the border,” said Vasilis when he finished giving the intelligence, with Theodoros filling in the details he missed. 

There was no objection. Everyone wanted to help the Oreiasans, even if they knew as he did, that a hostile takeover by the Kalarians was inevitable. Outside of genuine good heartedness, it was in their best interests to keep Oreias independent for as long as possible. Once it was conquered, life would become much harder for the Lystra Gang. There would be no running into Oreias for a short time until the heat died down. They would have to retreat deep into the forest after each incursion, and those woodlands would slowly disappear as Kalare industrialized the land. But that wasn’t going to stop Vasilis from doing everything he could to delay the inevitable. 

Vasilis appointed one man to be in charge of the camp, and some others to guard it. Theodoros was no doubt joining Vasilis in his mission. From there, some of the best scouts were chosen to join them. Vasilis would need their skills to track down the infiltrator. 

They set out that night, intending to catch some sleep on the road. Half of the men could drive the transports, while the other half slept. It wouldn’t be the most comfortable ride, but they couldn’t afford to delay. The spy had a head start on them, and though he wasn’t as familiar with the landscape as they were, which would probably be the saving of this operation, he was competent enough that it was still going to be a race to the end. Vasilis couldn’t say for sure whether they would catch him, or he would elude them. But they would at least be able to bring news to the Oreiasans before the invasion began, and even that short period of warning could mean everything. 

Vasilis tried to sleep while his brother drove the transport, but it was futile. His mind was too busy thinking of how they could stop the spy. He could only sit with his eyes closed, and even that was proving to be a challenge. He couldn’t keep his eyes shut for long. It was better when Theodoros finally quit delaying the changeover, and decided he needed to get some sleep. Vasilis would need his brother’s keen mind for the details to come. Vasilis could function on little sleep, Theodoros couldn’t. 

They didn’t stop for meals either. The only time they came to a halt, was when they wanted to examine the trail more closely. Having lived on the lam for several years, the group was quite experienced at picking up trails, and predicting which direction the spy was going. They soon discovered they were gaining ground on him, and were within an hour’s reach of him by the time evening closed in again. 

When they stopped again to check the trail, it was quite fresh, fresh enough that they were probably within hearing distance of the spy. Vasilis ordered that they now proceed on foot, since the transports couldn’t be silenced enough to hide their presence. Two men were left to watch the transports, for Vasilis didn’t doubt the Kalarians had sent out scouts of their own to keep an eye on Oreiasan activities. Vasilis hoped these scouts wouldn’t reach the spy before they did. 

The men silently crept forward. As longtime forest dwellers, they knew how to move quietly through the woods, despite the thick coating of leaves and twigs. Vasilis paid attention this time. He wouldn’t make the same mistake that had given him away previously. 

As they inched closer, they began to hear the sound of footsteps crunching against the leaves. The infiltrator apparently wasn’t as good at getting through the forest as they were. Vasilis shook his head in disappointment. Though he was glad the spy was so careless, he had expected better from someone Nikolos clearly trusted and held in high esteem. Perhaps this was some nobleman with too high an opinion of his skills. Such a thing wasn’t uncommon among the Kalarians. Nikolos was smart enough to see through such things, but this may be the best he could get. Trust was a rare thing among the high-ranking Kalarians, for they were a cutthroat bunch. 

At last, they were within striking distance of the spy. They carefully crept forward, keeping an eye out for any movement. They didn’t know if the spy knew they were there or not. 

They didn’t have to wait long. He was soon spotted. He clearly didn’t know they were there, for he moved along with about as much caution as anyone who didn’t wish to be seen, but didn’t think he was being followed. Vasilis nodded for his men to get in front of the spy, and surrounding him. Vasilis meanwhile, edged closer. He was so close he could have tackled the infiltrator with a flying leap. But there was no guarantee he would catch him. He must get nearer. 

Finally, Vasilis felt he was within striking distance. He jumped forward and grabbed the spy from behind. They struggled, but years of living in the woods had made Vasilis strong. The spy was clearly used to easy living, for though not weak, he wasn’t as hardy as he ought to have been for the job he had taken. Vasilis soon had him tied up. The spy had tried to draw his sword, but even if he had gotten the weapon out, it wouldn’t have mattered. Vasilis was a superior swordsman, so such a tactic wouldn’t prove as effective as it might have against someone else. 

When they faced each other, Vasilis saw his guess had been correct. The spy was a Kalarian nobleman, for his features were too unblemished to be your usual scout. The spy stared at him quizzically. 

“Have we met?” he asked. 

They probably had. Vasilis had fought against Kalarian nobles many times before. 

“I don’t know, probably,” said Vasilis. 

“Ah, an Achlysian noble,” said the spy, clearly recognizing Vasilis’s accent. “I should have known. But as such, you must know your cause is pointless. Emperor Nikolos can and will conquer Oreias.” 

“I know,” said Vasilis calmly, “but that doesn’t mean I won’t do everything I can to stop him.” 

The spy was then blindfolded and led back to the transports. Vasilis sighed in relief and smiled. They had succeeded. Oreias would have that extra time. 
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But as for you, ye thought evil against me; but God meant it unto good, to bring to pass, as it is this day, to save much people alive. 

~ Genesis 50:20

Roxanna’s coronation took place without issue. The ceremony was a simple one, but regal, which was much to Roxanna’s taste. A sermon was preached, the oaths read and taken, and Roxanna crowned by the priest. She maintained a queenly composure throughout, but before she walked down the chapel hall, she had some misgivings. Was she really ready to become Queen of Oreias? Was she capable of ruling as she ought? True, she had been performing the duties ever since her father’s death, and some even before. His failing health had limited his mobility, and he had wanted her to practice even before he took to his bed. But this coronation was causing her to doubt herself. 

But what could she do? She couldn’t resign. She couldn’t refuse the position. Though Estella would make a good queen, she was neither prepared to lead during a war, nor did she wish for the position. Celina, whom Roxanna felt was capable of more than most people realized, wouldn’t feel she could handle the position, and in her current state, Roxanna doubted Celina could either. No, Roxanna had to do it. No one else was as ready as she was, to get Oreias through the war that was to come. 

But Roxanna still felt some doubts. She often did in such important matters. She would start confidently, but when the time finally came, she had to battle with herself. She knew she had done everything she could to ready herself for the responsibilities that came with her position. There was nothing else she could do. But would she still succeed in getting Oreias through the dark days that were to come? She didn’t know. She would do everything she could, but she still didn’t know. She prayed that God would give her what she needed. 

At last, the time came. She knelt before the altar as the priest prepared the book of oaths. This part made Roxanna especially nervous, for oaths were very important, and she didn’t want to break her word in any point. But there was nothing unexpected in them. They simply came down to doing what was best for the kingdom, and following God’s will to the best of her ability, all of which she intended to do, and had no problem swearing to. 

She then sat on the throne and was crowned. She had once heard that crowns were weighty items, but new methods and materials had made the headgear much lighter. Still, she felt a crown was a heavy burden to bear. The fate of an entire nation rested on her head. It was a rather overwhelming thought. 

But she had to do it. This was her purpose in life, her destiny. When she rose from the throne as her reign was proclaimed, she felt a surge of confidence. She would do this. She would lead Oreias as her ancestors, and her father, had done before. 

Once the ceremony ended, and Roxanna was leaving the chapel, Bedros pulled her aside. 

“Your Highness, I bring good news,” he said. 

“Oh?” asked Roxanna. Her mind flitted to all sorts of possibilities, most of which she felt were unattainable, but she hoped could happen anyway. 

“Our arsonist has been captured,” said Bedros. “A group of Achlysians brought him here, all trussed up and ready for questioning. Their leader told us that the spy hadn’t divulged his news to his compatriots yet.” 

“Praise be to God!” exclaimed Roxanna. “The old alliance still holds strong. Where are the Achlysians? I wish to thank them.” 

“They left before the guards could ask them to stay,” said Bedros. “The captain said the leader didn’t seem to wish to stick around. Though pleased, he appeared uneasy with being thanked.” 

Roxanna shook her head but smiled. She wasn’t used to such humility. 

“Well, despite his modesty, I hope we meet again,” said Roxanna. “It would be good to know who my allies are.” 

“It would indeed,” agreed Bedros. “But we have this comfort, we will not be fighting alone. The Lystra Gang has been more active from what I hear, and we now know they are Achlysian. The rest of Achlys will probably follow their lead.” 

Bedros words hit Roxanna in a way that he hadn’t intended. Yes, she wasn’t alone. God would be with her, even if no one else was. Though she was used to feeling as if she had to do almost everything herself, it was nice to have this fellowship every once in a while. She wished she could experience it more, but there were other matters to attend to before she started on self-improvement. She returned to her apartments, changed out of her coronation gown, and set to work executing the plan of Oreias’s defense with her top generals and admirals. Oreias would survive this challenge as it had all the others. They would win this. Roxanna, filled with greater faith and determination, had the chaplain open the meeting with a prayer. 

“And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose,” quoted the priest. 

Roxanna wondered why the priest chose to use this verse both now, and during her coronation. Perhaps he was getting an inkling of important events to come? She didn’t know, but she hoped they wouldn’t have to go through many trials during this war. She hoped the war would end quickly and easily. 
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He becometh poor that dealeth with a slack hand: but the hand of the diligent maketh rich. 

~ Proverbs 10:4

Vasilis was certain that Roxanna of Oreias had been coronated. The jubilation of her attendants, though quiet enough not to reach beyond the walls of Oreiasan Castle, was sufficient that Vasilis was able to detect it. He was glad to see the merriment. It meant that he and the Lystra Gang had stopped the spy in time. While it wouldn’t keep Oreias safe forever, Nikolos would eventually figure out that his agent had been captured, and proceed to invade. It did, however, buy Oreias precious time. 

Still, Vasilis didn’t believe Oreias would be able to hold out forever. Oreias and Achlys combined hadn’t been able to withstand the tidal wave that was the Kalarian armed forces. Achlys was conquered shortly after Emperor Argos’s death. Argos’s son, Nikolos, then took a few years to consolidate his power, and reinforce his position. There had been much fun to be had harassing the Kalarian soldiers. Vasilis smiled at the thought. But he knew Nikolos hadn’t waited until now to act, because he wished to provide Vasilis with amusement. On the contrary, if Nikolos knew who Vasilis was, he might have brought in the Kalarian troops sooner. 

But Vasilis had come to the conclusion that Nikolos was more wary than his father, Agrios, had been. Where Agrios would have immediately followed up his conquest of Achlys, with attempts to do the same to Oreias, Nikolos chose to wait, to build up his forces, and to ensure that he wouldn’t be blindsided by a surprise rebellion. Yes, Nikolos was cautious, and in any other person, this might have made him seem less intimidating. But Vasilis knew better. Nikolos was calculating, and given enough time, his plans were often lethal. Having the largest army on the planet to back you up certainly helped. It didn’t hurt either that Nikolos was an accomplished warrior in his own right. But Nikolos seemed to have had enough respect for old King Elias’s abilities, to wait until he was gone, before proceeding beyond Achlys. 

But Vasilis knew Nikolos was ready to take action. The troop buildup had been occurring for some years, but accelerated when King Elias was generally known to be approaching death. As soon as Nikolos knew he was gone, the invasion would begin. 

This brought a troubling question to Vasilis’s mind. What should his role be in the upcoming conflict? He and the Lystra Gang would do what they could to help those fleeing, and cause as much trouble for the Kalarians as possible. But hit-and-run tactics only went so far, and providing temporary shelter for those leaving the planet wasn’t that effective either. No, if Vasilis were to make a big difference, he would have to take a more active role in the conflict, as in, a more combative and dangerous one. 

But Vasilis hesitated. A part of him wanted to do this. He had been courageous before. He was familiar with the ways of the Kalarians, having spent so much time deceiving them. He could serve as an effective spy himself. He was also a skilled warrior in his own right, though in a different way than Nikolos. He would be useful to the Oreiasan Army. Many Achlysians, who had fled to Oreias, had signed up to serve in that capacity. 

Unfortunately, Vasilis wavered. Every big campaign he participated in didn’t end well. If he went beyond hit-and-run operations, or elaborate plans of thievery, somehow or other, things went terribly wrong. Vasilis didn’t want this to happen again, for odds were good he would be putting more than himself at risk. A person like him would be given a position of great trust, and Vasilis didn’t trust himself enough to believe he should be given it. Somehow or other, Vasilis always missed some important detail, and that detail would come back to bite him. 

Still, Vasilis wanted to help Roxanna and the Oreiasans. Their cause was near hopeless, but they would still need to flee. The old alliance was still important to him, and he didn’t want to see Roxanna suffer because of circumstances out of her control. But Vasilis knew he was incapable of being her knight in shining armor. Her hidden friend was the best he could do. But that he would do. 

So, Vasilis began to think of how best to help the Oreiasans. He and the Lystra Gang would pass on whatever information they came across. Vasilis always liked to keep an eye on nearby enemy troops, so the odds were high of obtaining vital intelligence. Handing over important prisoners, should they gain any, would be useful too. Vasilis didn’t like detaining captives anyway. There was too much risk, for the prisoner was sure to learn something consequential about the gang’s location, and tell it to his superiors if he escaped. It would be preferable to trust the Oreiasan prisons to contain their enemies. 

Vasilis had already relocated the Lystra Gang’s camp to be near the border, so they could help any refugees fleeing the coming conflict. A place to rest and resupply in safety, could be the difference between leaving the planet, and being captured. The gang couldn’t do much, but that little might make a difference. In time, they might even help Roxanna and her sisters. 

So, Vasilis satisfied himself with these small deeds. Deep down, his conscience whispered that he could and should do more. But he ignored this feeling. Yet, something stirred within him saying that if he trusted God to make up for his weaknesses, he could do more. But Vasilis preferred to think this was his own unreasonable expectations of himself. In his mind, God had made it clear that Vasilis was never meant to be anything other than a thieving forester. It was what he was best at, though he did sometimes wish for more. 

He doubted these thoughts, however, when he heard his brother reading the Bible. 

“And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose,” said Theodoros aloud. 

Was God trying to tell Vasilis that he would use his failures to help him? Vasilis didn’t know. He didn’t want to know. 
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Chapter 1
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Let your conversation be without covetousness; and be content with such things as ye have: for he hath said, I will never leave thee, nor forsake thee. 

~ Hebrews 13:5

Estella held back tears as the sheet was pulled over her father’s face. He had died. It wasn’t an unexpected death. He had been in slow decline for years. But the finality of it still hit her hard. No matter how much she tried to prepare herself, to reason with herself into accepting the inevitable, it still hurt when it finally happened. 

Estella took a moment to compose her feelings. Tears rolled down her cheeks, but she didn’t cry out. Celina, her younger sister, made no attempt to hide her feelings on the matter, and wept openly. Celina only went so far as to keep her weeping from becoming too loud. It wouldn’t do for her cries to be heard beyond this room. It was dangerous for their father’s death to be known outside the trusted attendants and advisors who were now gathered. While he lived, the Kalarians halted the invasion of the kingdom, Oreias. But with his passing, everyone knew the Kalarians would no longer hesitate. 

The power of the kingdom now rested on the slim shoulders of Estella’s older sister, Roxanna. She took the death better than Estella did. While Roxanna seemed to be struggling not to cry, she maintained her composure. Estella supposed that Roxanna was trying to preserve her self-possession for the sake of everyone present. As the new queen, Roxanna would want to project confidence to their people, so they wouldn’t despair. 

Estella was glad she wasn’t in her Roxanna’s place. Estella often thought that she had a better grasp of domestic administration than Roxanna did, but she wouldn’t trade positions with her, especially now. Roxanna couldn’t always give into her feelings the way Estella could. Estella might not often indulge in periods of anger or sadness, but when she did, she knew she needed to. Roxanna couldn’t. She had to put the kingdom first. Estella didn’t doubt Roxanna would find some place where she could cry alone. But in the meantime, she had to remain strong. 

Estella soon felt she had enough control of her feelings, to be able to console Celina. Once Celina was sufficiently calm, though the tears were still rolling down her cheeks, Roxanna left them to attend to matters of state. Decisions had to be made concerning defenses, troop movements, and ship courses. Estella felt she would have been just as good at these tasks as Roxanna was, but she was glad to leave them to her sister. Such important decisions, when so much was at stake, were not something Estella wished to deal with at present. It was more consoling to organize her books, or inventory the kitchen pantries, than to decide the fate of soldiers. 

In the meantime, plans needed to be put in motion concerning their father’s funeral. Much had already been done ahead of time. Estella had assisted with these preparations, so she knew what was to come. But still, Roxanna would need help getting everything ready. This was where Estella shone. 

Estella set about mobilizing the supplies. Everything was already within the castle walls, but it was best that as few people were involved in the funeral preparations as possible. Roxanna, despite her tendency to micromanage when under distress, hadn’t thought of this issue. So, Estella set to work figuring out the best way to get the necessities for the service into the castle chapel. 

She walked several routes, made note of how exposed the routes were to guests, and those servants who were not among the trusted. Then she finally decided on the best path. She informed the butlers of what she wanted done, and they hastily complied. 

“Are these your sister’s orders?” asked one brave soul. 

“No, these are my own,” said Estella. 

This put the men more at ease. Though Roxanna could be quite effective when it came to planning, sometimes, she became such a vexation that she wasn’t as successful as she should be. Here, Estella was better. Estella made the best use of everyone’s time and effort. Roxanna, in her worst moods, focused too much on one or the other. 

Estella was soon satisfied with her work, as she watched the progress in the chapel. It was rewarding to see it slowly transform, even if it was only to be covered in black. Celina soon joined her. 

“It’s sad to see the chapel covered in such gloomy decor,” said Celina. “But at least we know father will be honored.” 

“Not as much as he ought, but he requested that the ceremony be simple, and we will all comply with his wishes,” said Estella. 

“Poor Roxanna! To be locked up in his study working, instead of being left in peace to mourn,” said Celina. “I’m glad I’m not queen.” 

“I’m glad I’m not queen also,” said Estella. “As much as I disagree with Roxanna sometimes, I wouldn’t want to be her right now. I wouldn’t be allowed to sneak off to the store rooms to count whenever I needed comfort.” 

Celina giggled in spite of her sad face. 

The two then left to go for a walk in the gardens. They were isolated and protected. So as long as the two girls didn’t let anything about their father’s death slip, they would be safe in expressing their grief. No one could see the gardens from the walls anyway, since they were hidden buy the living quarters. 

As was often the case, Celina and Estella were left to themselves, while Roxanna attended to her duties. Such had been the case for many years now, and though Estella and Celina were rather different in personality, indeed, in her younger years, Roxanna had been more like Celina than she was now. But Estella and Celina got along well, and each valued what the other contributed. 

Roxanna soon joined them. She looked as if she had indulged in a good cry, but had washed her face and composed herself. Hers was a look that would indicate something tragic had happened, but not necessarily a death. They then walked hand in hand down the paths in silent grief. Sometimes words were unnecessary. 
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He that loveth his brother abideth in the light, and there is none occasion of stumbling in him. 

~ 1John 2:10

Theodoros sighed with satisfaction as he looked around the camp of the Lystra Gang. It was clean and in good order. The food was cooking for dinner, and would be served at the appropriate time. The children were running around, laughing and playing. The adults, despite their hard lives living in the forests of Achlys and Oreias, were smiling. Yes, life was good at the moment. It could, however, be better. Theodoros had to admit it should be. But taking it for what it was now, it wasn’t so bad. 

Normally the camp ranged between two moods; lively, and the quiet of terror, much like the gang’s leader, Vasilis, Theodoros’s older brother. Vasilis could be rowdy and bold, or silent and intensely nervous. The latter mood was often the result of his being too careless. Theodoros hoped Vasilis wasn’t being negligent now. But considering how easy-going Vasilis was, it seemed almost impossible for him not to be. 

Theodoros decided to not reflect on his brother’s mistakes, and just enjoy the moment. He wasn’t very good at it, for he was always thinking ahead to what should be done, and to what ought to have been done. But despite his best efforts, Theodoros couldn’t help but consider again how likely to was Vasilis was going to bring trouble. Vasilis tried, genuinely tried, to do better. But he usually failed, and brought others down with him, Theodoros being one of them. But Vasilis was his brother, and it wasn’t wise to hold a grudge. Still, he wished his brother would improve. 

Regardless, the peace that now pervaded the camp wasn’t likely to last long. Vasilis had left a few days ago, to journey into Oreias. He wanted to find out the fate of King Elias of Oreias. If the king was now deceased, Vasilis would need time to learn of it, for the Oreiasans had every reason in the world to try to hide the truth. It was common knowledge that the Kalarians were holding back their invasion, because they felt it would be easier to wait than to try to take on the wise Elias. They probably could have defeated the king eventually, but they seemed to think his young daughter would be an easier opponent to overcome. There might be some logic to their strategy, for though Theodoros believed Princess Roxanna to be capable, she lacked the experience of her father. But Theodoros rather wondered if the girl, or rather woman, for she was the same age himself, would surprise them all. Roxanna had been known to be a good ruler, whenever her father gave her charge of some county or other. Theodoros had observed with pleasure how orderly her realms were kept. Vasilis thought she imposed too many restrictions, but Theodoros didn’t agree. 

Still, it was doubtful anyone, whoever they were, could defend Oreias against such an onslaught without outside help. Considering Oreias was the last independent kingdom on the planet, that outside help wasn’t likely to come. No, Roxanna would have to look in unconventional places for assistance. Question was, where? Theodoros, if he had his way, would have volunteered the Lystra Gang for the job. But Theodoros, despite his better ability to keep order, knew that he lacked the skill to be a military leader. His brother had it, but Vasilis refused to get deeply involved in the conflict. It was for the best, Theodoros thought. Vasilis didn’t pay attention as well as he should have, and would have led the Oreiasans to their doom. 

Theodoros turned his thoughts back to the rumors that had caused his brother to leave in the first place. King Elias was reported to be on his deathbed, if not dead already. These rumors had probably spread within Kalarian hearing, shortly after they reached the Lystra Gang. The Kalarians must think quite highly of King Elias, for even with this report, they hadn’t started their conquest yet. They didn’t exactly fear the king. The Kalarians feared few. But they were cautious of him. Vasilis wanted to know for certain whether King Elias was dead or not, so he set out for Oreiasan Castle to see if he could discover the truth. 

He hadn’t taken anyone with him, which caused Theodoros a little concern. His brother was capable of
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