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Rules of Engagement




Manderian year 2462




Halazar rose from the wooden chair, tugging at her shirt. The green mourning band she’d wrapped too tightly around her left arm cut into her scales on purpose, distracting her from the grief that threatened to crush her spirit.

Danar was gone, his funeral over. She wished she could archive the event as she would a status report.

Her brother’s death meant not only pain and sorrow, but it also brought change. Something she was not yet ready to face. Perhaps this is part of my mourning process, she told herself, but the expressions on her parents’ faces made her gut move.

‘We must talk about the future,’ her father said, an omen of bad things to come. He stood by the polished wooden table in the common room of their farmhouse—a musclebound eighty-year-old carrying too much weight around his abdomen. The daylight streamed in through the wide windows, making the curtains dance in the warm breeze of the early Mander Prime afternoon.

A visceral hatred grew inside her, and she knew herself well enough to give it a name: rage.

Rage towards her brother for leaving her in this mess.

Rage towards her parents for bringing up the future.

And rage towards life for being so complicated.

Her father sat, his black eyes pressing her to do the same. She resigned herself to obey. He said, ‘With Danar’s death, the farm …’

Halazar only half-listened to his words. She remembered the song. As the last offspring of the Meviz family, she would inherit the farm. But what would a soldier want with a farm?

‘… and he agreed to marry you.’ Her father’s last words slapped her back to reality. She’d been prepared for a lecture about her duties towards the farm, but this went beyond all of her expectations. At sixteen, she was already sexually mature and had experienced mating rituals with a cadet or two, but a betrothal wasn’t in her plans. The conversation reminded her of a scene from a comedy digi-book she’d read as a child, except there was nothing amusing about this.

Her father’s eyes flickered down to her hand and back up, staring at her face.

She forced herself to stop tapping her fingers on the table. ‘Father, with all due respect, I do not intend to abandon my training as a cadet.’

‘Hal, don’t be unreasonable. Karis Partak has agreed to wed you,’ her mother said, her voice calm as a surgeon’s after a successful operation.

Aedar Meviz stood by the window on the table’s right. The green, fitted robe enhanced her curves and accentuated her waist and hips. Her long black hair was pulled back from a still beautiful face.

Halazar’s hand resumed its tapping. Why would a member of the Partak family—rich, prominent, and with a reputation for disdaining humble families like ours—marry someone like me? Not for my good looks, that’s for sure. My family has no money, either. What would the Partaks get from this union that they couldn’t get from another marriage? Only one answer came to mind: punishment for a rebellious son.

Marriage to a mate who loathed her for her low origins did not fall on her checklist.

‘You should have asked me my opinion about getting married.’ She spat the words out.

‘We are aware of your modern ideas about weddings, Daughter, which is why we did not ask your opinion.’ Her father’s lips pressed together until they were almost white. He pronounced the word modern as if it were venomous, speaking in the thick Manderian accent typical of their region, which she’d laboured so hard to eliminate from her own speech.

‘I will not marry Karis Partak, nor anyone else. I swore to protect the Halden, and that’s what I intend to do until I die. It is my duty as a citizen of the Halden and as a soldier.’

He brushed his coal-black fringe back with one hand. ‘I had no choice. Family comes first.’

Halazar snapped and banged her fists on the tabletop.

‘You should have asked me.’ She picked up the sound of her mother stepping forwards and turned to stare at her. Aedar’s mute expression sent Halazar an obvious message: calm down.

She matched her mother’s stare without backing down. The older woman smoothed her robe over her hips.

Her father waved his hand. ‘Forget about the academy and the army, Daughter. We let you pursue your dream to be a soldier, against my better judgement, but that is over now. We need you at the farm, and your husband Karis will need you here.’

Blind anger rose inside Halazar. Why can’t they understand? As a soldier, it’s my duty to defend our home-world, not to tend a farm.

‘I cannot ignore the oath I made. You shouldn’t ignore it, either. I live by those words. I see them in every training room and recite them every breakfast routine.’ Her voice rose one notch. ‘Besides, I don’t understand what gave you the liberty to find me a mate. I wasn’t looking for one. I’m no farmer. Why can’t you see it?’ She raised her arms and stretched them ahead of her, opening her palms as if to show the bloodstains on them. ‘I will kill the enemies of our people with these hands—’



