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In a world where words can be as sharp as steel and
diplomacy as complex as warfare, Alcibia stands at the razor's edge
between conflict and resolution.

Trained by a diplomat father to master the art of
conflict resolution, he understood that true power lies in
neutralizing conflict at its root, making confrontation obsolete
through wisdom, insight, and strategic thinking.

Cutting through conflict with precision learned from
generations of strategic minds. When words fail, he becomes the
unspoken solution, turning unspeakable conflicts into unbelievable
victories.

When dialogue reaches its limit, negotiations
crumble, and peace hangs by a thread, Alcibia becomes more than a
diplomat. He becomes a persuader—knowing that sometimes the sword
must speak when words fall short but wields that sword only when
every other path is exhausted.
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In the beginning, there was nothing, but a handful of
tents clustered near the river bend, where traders would pause
their journey to rest and water their animals. The spot was
unremarkable save for two gifts of nature: a gentle rise that kept
the ground dry during the river's seasonal floods and a natural
harbour where boats could easily dock against the sloping bank.
These simple advantages would shape an empire of commerce.

The first permanent structures appeared like
mushrooms after rain—rough wooden shelters where enterprising
merchants stored goods between trading seasons. Soon these
merchants realized that waiting for traders to come to them was
more profitable than endless journeys, and the first true buildings
rose on the hillside: warehouses of stone and timber, with living
quarters above where merchants could keep watch over their wealth.
The rise became known as Agriene, after the first trading family to
settle permanently. Its residents began to replace dirt paths with
gravel, tired of their goods being mired in mud during the wet
season.

As wealth accumulated, the settlement grew in
concentric rings around the rise that dominated the landscape. The
first ring held the homes and shops of those who served the
merchants—metalworkers who repaired wagon wheels and boat fittings,
ropemakers, carpenters, and providers of food and drink. Beyond
them, the labourers who loaded and unloaded the endless stream of
goods, their modest homes creating a patchwork of neighbourhoods
that spread like ink through a cloth.

Each decade brought new wealth and new walls. The
first was little more than a wooden palisade, hastily erected after
raids by river pirates showed the settlement's vulnerability.
Within five years, it was obsolete, the city having spread well
beyond its boundaries. The second wall was stone but crude, built
more to define the city's limits than to truly defend it. The third
incorporated towers and proper gates, though its builders had more
experience constructing warehouses than fortifications.

The city's architecture told the story of its growing
prosperity. Mud-brick homes gave way to stone houses with tiled
roofs. Wooden shops were rebuilt in stone, with bright awnings and
elaborate signs competing for attention. The warehouses grew
taller, their walls thicker, with iron-bound doors protecting the
treasures within. Streets that had been muddy tracks were paved
first with gravel, then with cobblestones worn smooth by countless
cartwheels.

On Agriene, the change was most dramatic. Simple
merchant homes evolved into virtual fortresses of commerce—three
and four stories tall, with private courtyards and separate wings
for business and family life. Their walls, once plain stone, now
boasted elaborate carvings and painted decorations, each merchant
competing to display their success. The old waterfront warehouse
district transformed into a grand marketplace, with covered arcades
protecting shoppers from sun and rain, and permanent shops
replacing temporary stalls.

The river itself was tamed and harnessed. Wooden
docks gave way to stone quays that stretched for miles along the
riverbank. Cranes and hoists, first of wood and later of iron,
lined the waterfront, capable of lifting even the heaviest cargoes
from ship to shore. Channels were dug to create internal harbours
where boats could shelter during storms, and these harbours soon
became surrounded by specialized markets—the grain harbour, the
timber harbour, the silk harbour, with its own community of
merchants and labourers.

The final walls were a statement of civic pride as
much as defence. Built of massive stone blocks, with towers rising
every hundred paces and gates decorated with bronze and iron, they
encompassed an area large enough for the city to double in size.
These walls were crafted by expert masons brought from distant
lands, their construction techniques making them far stronger than
their predecessors. When raiders attacked them and failed, the
city's confidence soared. Each repelled attack reinforced the
belief that the walls alone ensured safety, though it was always
the vigilance of guards and the skill of defenders that truly
protected the city.

The city's sounds evolved with its structure. The
early silence of the riverside camp gave way to the bustle of
commerce, the shouts of traders, the creaking of wagon wheels, the
clinking of coins, the hammering of craftsmen, and the endless
negotiations in a dozen languages. The wealth whispered about in
the early days became the subject of wild tales in distant lands,
drawing more merchants, traders, and countless fortune-seekers to
the city's gates.

Markets that had once been weekly became daily, then
continuous. Goods that had once been luxuries—spices from afar,
dyes from coastal cities, fine textiles from desert kingdoms—became
commonplace. The city's own artisans learned to copy and then
improve upon imported goods, adding their own flourishes and
techniques until "made in the city" became a mark of quality sought
throughout the known world.

Yet this very success planted the seeds of
vulnerability. The merchant princes who now dominated city life,
grown fat on decades of prosperity, forgot the lean and hungry
years of their ancestors. They came to see their walls as
invincible, their wealth as eternal, their position as
unassailable. They forgot that walls are only as strong as the men
who defend them, that wealth must be protected by more than locks
and bars, and that success attracts not only trade but
predators.

The city's growth was written in stone and wood, in
silver and gold, in the faces of its people and the height of its
walls. But its greatest wealth lay in its position—that perfect
spot where a river met a road, where goods could flow from north to
south, east to west, where anyone with courage and wit could
transform a handful of coins into a fortune. It was this promise of
opportunity that drew people from every corner of the known world,
making the city a tapestry of languages, customs, and dreams, all
woven together by the endless flow of commerce.

Each stone in the city's walls, each cobble in its
streets, and each beam in its warehouses told a story of ambition
fulfilled, of risks rewarded, of humble beginnings transformed by
determination and luck into grand success. But as the walls grew
higher and the streets grew wider, as homes became mansions and
shops became empires, something crucial was forgotten; that
prosperity must be protected by more than stone and mortar, that
true security lies not in the height of walls but in the will to
defend them.
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The two commanders met in a small tavern outside the
city walls before the siege began. The autumn evening cast long
shadows through the windows, the light catching the steam from
their mulled wine.

"I know a lot about you, but I do not know you,"
Aurelius said, studying the man across from him with the practiced
eye of a veteran soldier. "Nothing like putting a face to the
legend." He took a measured sip of his wine. "They call you the
Fox, the Bear, the Ghost, the Killer of women and children, the
liar, the two-faced offspring of pigs, goats and other animals,
excrement of various levels of solidity, and the compliments go on.
Have I missed anything?"

Alcibia's eyes never left those of Aurelius calm and
steady as a winter lake. "You have not mentioned the comments on my
parentage, my sexual preferences or the ungodly vigour with which I
pursue these preferences." A slight twitch at the corner of his
mouth betrayed his amusement.

"Ah yes, but if I was to include these, we would be
here until next month. Besides, if all that were true, you would
have bags under your eyes larger than potato sacks."" Aurelius's
delivery was dry as desert sand.

The absurdity of the moment struck them both.
Alcibia's smile broke through like sunrise, followed by his deep
booming laugh that seemed to shake the wooden beams above. He
slapped his hands on the rough-hewn table, and with that, the
tension between
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