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      A knight must lead from the front.

      Gareth Arban is now a Knight of the Soulblade and the Lieutenant Constable of Tarlion. It is his duty to lead the men under his command.

      Including the proud lords of Andomhaim and the Anathgrimm orcs, neither of whom are willing to submit to the other.

      But against the dark magic of the spiderling priestesses, the Anathgrimm and the knights of Andomhaim must fight as one, or they will perish...
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      My name is Gareth Arban, and I serve as a Knight of the Soulblade and the Lieutenant Constable of Tarlion.

      This involves many duties, some more pleasant than others.

      Right now, my duties mostly involved tedium since I was watching soldiers emerge from a forest and onto a plain.

      We called the forest the Dwarfwood. According to Lika Stormstrider, the forest had many names – the Wolves’ Wood, Amathur’s Forest, the Bandits’ Forest, the Dwarfwood, and others. Bishop Caius had been with us when Lika had met with my father. Given her amazement at seeing an actual living dwarf after living in the shadow of their ruins for so long, we had all started calling the forest the Dwarfwood, and that was that.

      Since the only reason we were even on the Isle of Kordain was because of the ruins of the ancient dwarves, it seemed only fair.

      “Suppose we were lucky,” said Sir Crake, sitting atop his horse, the haft of his soulhammer Valorforge rising over his right shoulder.

      “Eh?” I said, glancing at him. Crake was a big man, red-faced with curly red hair. There had been a time when we had been enemies, though a lot had happened since then. Azalmora and Xothalaxiar. The bone orcs and the xortami lizardmen. The Dragonskull and now the war upon the Exarch. After all the extremely dangerous things we had survived together, we had become friends.

      He still got on my nerves sometimes. I expect I irritated him as well.

      “I suppose we’re all still alive,” I said. “There was a fair bit of luck in that.”

      “Oh, aye, obviously,” said Crake. “But I was referring to the road.”

      He nodded to the east. We had ridden off a bit to the west, leaving room for the soldiers and wagons emerging from the Dwarfwood to follow the road. A steady stream of both men and wagons emerged from the forest and into the rolling plains north of the Dwarfwood. They spread out almost at once, heading for their campsites. My father had said we would camp a few miles north of the Dwarfwood before we pushed to the village of Stavrodos in the morning, and the countryside was a good place to build a camp.

      It would also make good terrain for a battle.

      The Exarch knew we were here, so I expected that the battle would come sooner than any of us wanted.

      “The road through the Dwarfwood was in good condition,” I said. “Flat, good drainage, and the trees and brush had even been cut back.” Granted, there was only one road through the Dwarfwood, which meant that our horsemen, wagons, and the bulk of the infantry had taken that path. The bottleneck made it an obvious place for attack, and I had worried the enemy might try to ambush us as we emerged from the forest. So had my father and every other lord and knight in the army of Andomhaim.

      But the Exarch had not learned of our presence until the bulk of the army had passed through the forest. The chance for an ambush had passed. If she was going to attack us…

      No. Not if. When.

      When she attacked us, the battle would likely be on the plains between the Dwarfwood and Teramis, a battle of maneuver and position, not ambush.

      “Very thoughtful of the Exarch to leave a well-maintained road for us to use,” said Crake.

      “I doubt she was thinking about us,” I said. “She probably wanted to be able to move her soldiers in haste across the Isle to meet us.”

      “Reckon that’s the trouble with good roads,” said Crake. “We can use them, and so can the enemy.” He nodded to the north. The road leading from the Dwarfwood to Stavrodos and then Teramis was choked with soldiers and horses. “How much longer until the Exarch comes marching down those good roads to fight us?”

      “Not long,” I said, my mood a touch grimmer. Castarium and Amathur’s Tower had both been the largest battles I had ever seen. At Castarium, we had fought thousands of arachar orcs backed by kyralven battle mages and spiderling priestesses. At Amathur’s Tower, we had faced thousands of gnolls, both living and undead.

      I suspected the coming confrontation with the Exarch would make both those battles look like skirmishes.

      “Well, we beat her at Castarium, and we’ll beat her again here,” said Crake. “Then the Isle of Kordain will be part of the realm of Andomhaim.” He grinned. “Maybe the ladies of the Isle will be grateful to their liberators.”

      “I’m married.”

      “Well, I’m not,” said Crake. “And Lika Stormstrider is fair enough…”

      “Lika?” I said, surprised. “I didn’t think she would be to your taste.” In point of fact, Lika was rather pretty, but there was something unsettling about her. Something haunted in her eyes, like she knew that she was going to her doom, but walked that path willingly. There had been something similar in Niara’s eyes before she had killed Xothalaxiar.

      “Lika?” said Crake, and he shuddered. “Don’t get me wrong, southron, she’s pretty enough, but you heard what she said. Her power is ripping apart her mind, and I wouldn’t want to take a sorceress to my bed.”

      “I did,” I said.

      “Well, you’re a braver man than I am,” said Crake.

      “Shall I take offense on Niara’s behalf?”

      “Don’t be daft,” said Crake. “Niara’s brave and bold, but I’m not so proud to say that she scares me. It’s only sensible to be frightened of a woman who can set things on fire with her mind.”

      Well, that wasn’t entirely unreasonable.

      “So, definitely not Lika Stormstrider,” said Crake. “But if she has a sister or a cousin who looks a lot like her…”

      I was spared further speculation on the matter by the approaching sound of hoofbeats. I turned and saw a group of riders heading toward us. Niara wore the armor she had made herself all those centuries ago, her staff propped into the stirrup like a lance. Her white hair had been bound back from her lean face, and her blue-purple eyes were watchful. Like me, she expected an attack at any moment. My brother Joachim, Sir Philip Aemilius, Sir Jerome, and Sir Telemachus Valaros rode with them. We had all gone on the quest of the Dragonskull together, and no sooner had we returned to Andomhaim than the Exarch had launched her raids on Taliand.

      Since my father had made me Lieutenant Constable, I greatly appreciated having friends around me that I could trust absolutely.

      “Any luck finding the fire drakes?” I said.

      “Saw some of them,” said Philip. He had his mother’s cold blue eyes and his father’s curly brown hair, though like his mother, his speech varied between taciturn and eloquent. “They didn’t want to hang around and fight.”

      “The priestess riding the drake flew away to the north as soon as we were close enough,” said Niara. She looked disappointed, but my wife hated wielders of dark magic, and would not shy from a fight with them. I remembered a story my tutors had told me about the women of Sparta on Old Earth, how they told their husbands and sons to return with their shields or upon them.

      Niara would have understood that.

      “I suspect the Heptarchy has only a limited number of drakes,” said Telemachus, grave as ever. “They would not want to waste them without gaining something in return.”

      “Aye,” said Crake. “If all the devil Agravhask’s,” he paused and spat, as he did whenever someone mentioned Agravhask, “drakes died out years ago, then it probably took years more to raise these. Don’t want to throw away all that work for nothing.”

      “The drakes are more valuable as scouts than combatants,” said Philip. “One priestess on the back of a fire drake, if she flies high enough, can see the territory it would take a group of scouts hours to survey. That is likely how the Exarch learned of our presence. One of the drakes spotted us from a distance and reported it in.”

      “Lucky us,” said Crake. “I’m surprised Lika didn’t know about the drakes.”

      Niara shrugged. “The Exarch let Lika learn many of the Heptarchy’s secrets…but the priestesses always kept a few more. That’s how they think.”

      “Disappointed you didn’t get a chance to say farewell to Lady Lika?” said Jerome.

      “Don’t be absurd, she’s not to my taste,” said Crake. “Besides, she’s a noblewoman, or the closest thing to a noblewoman the Isle has, you can’t talk about her that way.”

      I met Niara’s gaze. She grinned at me, and I rolled my eyes.

      “She might be a noblewoman, but she’s still pretty,” said Jerome.

      Telemachus shook his head. “If you wish to pursue her, I fear both of you shall be disappointed. A heavy doom lies upon her, I deem. She will either become the new Guardian, or she shall perish.”

      “Well, I don’t know why you’d wish to chase her,” said Crake to Jerome. “Myself, I would prefer a good woman of the Northerland with wide hips, a strong back, and…”

      “Who can bathe in the snowmelt and skin and dress a moose in under an hour?” said Niara, who had heard similar speeches from Crake numerous times by now.”

      “Precisely,” said Crake. “See, southron? You were wise enough to wed a woman of discernment.”

      “As enjoyable as it is to watch Sir Crake talk himself in circles,” said Philip, and Crake made a rude gesture, “perhaps our time would be better spent elsewhere.”

      “I suppose he has a point,” said Crake. “What next, Lieutenant Constable?”

      “We had better head to the camps and make sure there’s no trouble,” I said. We were only days away, probably less, from a decisive confrontation with the Exarch and her army. And even in the face of imminent danger, quite a few of the lords and knights would still take the opportunity to squabble about trivialities.

      “We should make sure no one picks a fight with the Anathgrimm,” said Joachim.

      Crake snorted. “No one with a brain in their head picks a fight with the spiny orcs.”

      “And those who lack such brains?” said Telemachus. “God knows we have no shortage of them.” He did not have much of a sense of humor, not after everything he had endured and survived, but when he did make jokes, they were almost always bone dry and dark as a moonless night.

      “Let’s just say they don’t do it twice,” said Crake, and Telemachus snorted.

      “Follow me,” I said, and we rode to the east, following the line of the forest. I wanted to check on the rest of the traffic heading out of the Dwarfwood before I turned north to visit the camp. I had learned that armies were lumbering, cumbersome beasts, and a marching column could stretch for miles. If there were any problems on the road, I wanted to deal with them at once. A fallen tree, a dead horse, a broken wagon, all of them could cause a delay that would last for hours, and I suspected that such a delay might prove dangerous.

      Perhaps even deadly, if we tarried long enough.

      Come to think of it, I wasn’t seeing anyone emerge from the forest road, whether footmen, riders, or supply wagons. Had the entire army passed through the forest already? Either things were going better than I had anticipated – and that hardly ever happened – or something had held up traffic.

      I opened my mouth to say that I wanted to investigate, and then I heard the shouting.
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      “What the hell?” said Crake.

      I kicked my horse into a trot, my mind considering the various scenarios that might have gone wrong. Had the Heptarchy gotten behind us to launch an attack? I didn’t think they could have circled behind our army, but I had been wrong before. Or perhaps we had all been wrong, and the Exarch had decided to march clockwise around the Three Spires to attack us from behind. If that had happened, we were in very serious trouble. The arachar orcs would have retaken Lithios already, and our stronghold at Amathur’s Tower would be under siege. The villagers of Amathur who had helped us might all have been put to death, and we would have to fight a battle here and now.

      I rode onto the forest road, the dense trees rising on either side, and I reined up in confusion.

      A horse-drawn wagon had come to a stop in the middle of the road. The reason it had halted was obvious enough – the front left wheel was at an angle. Either the axle had sundered, or the wheel had worked its way loose from its bolts. A group of men-at-arms were clustered around the wagon, and a nobleman in armor stood in their midst, a short, wiry man with dark eyes, graying hair, and a commanding voice. I recognized Lord Coram Velirius, who was the Comes of the town of Velirium on the western coast of Taliand. His wife Tytha stood next to him, wearing the steel armor and red cloak of a sister of the Arcanii. I had found Lord Coram to be a reasonable and fair-minded man, and Tytha had handled herself well in the fighting.

      I couldn’t imagine how a man like Coram had ended up with a daughter like Marina Velirius, who had nearly alienated our allies among the people of the Isle.

      A dozen Anathgrimm orcs stood facing Lord Coram and his men, their anger evident.

      The Anathgrimm orcs had the green skin common among all orcish tribes and nations, though their tusks were black, not bone-white. Masks of the same black bone covered the upper half of their faces, and more of it wrapped around their torsos and jutted from their forearms in dull spikes. They had been created by a dark elven lord called the Traveler a very long time ago, and he had mutated them to make them tougher and stronger than normal orcs, who were already tougher and stronger than most humans.

      Right now, they looked furious.

      I still had difficulty telling Anathgrimm faces apart. The trick was the bone masks. They all looked identical, but the bone masks had different shapes, and I was getting better at it, though I wasn’t as good at it as I needed to be. Nevertheless, I recognized the leader of the group of Anathgrimm orcs. He was a tribune named Khorvacht, and he was foul-tempered, rigidly controlled, and rejoiced in battle.

      In other words, similar to many of the other Anathgrimm. I don’t think Khorvacht liked humans very much, but he had listened to me during the siege of Amathur’s Tower.

      “The repairs will be complete momentarily,” said Coram. “We would have been finished already if you hadn’t interrupted us.”

      “These delays are unacceptable,” growled Khorvacht. “Unhitch the horses and drag the wagon off the road. Repair it later.”

      “The ground is too uneven,” said Coram. “If we take the wagon off the road, we’ll never get it back on again.”

      “Unacceptable!” bellowed Khorvacht. “If…”

      Both Coram and Khorvacht began talking at once, Tytha trying to calm them down.

      “What is the cause of this delay?” I said, raising my voice over the arguing men.

      Every eye turned toward me. Khorvacht glowered, but he always looked like that.

      “This wagon blocks the road,” said Khorvacht. “My entire cohort is waiting behind us, and we are already delayed. We need to reach the camp and begin building our fortifications, but we cannot,” he glared at Coram, “because this wagon has broken!”

      “The repairs will be finished soon,” said Coram. “We would have been done already, but the tribune insists on these interruptions.”

      “Why not move it off the road?” I said.

      Coram let out a breath, took another one. I could tell he wasn’t happy about being questioned by a man my age, but I was a Swordbearer and the Lieutenant Constable of Tarlion, and my cousin Carridan was his liege lord. He couldn’t just ignore me. “A significant part of my supplies are in this wagon. If we take it off the road, I’m not sure I’ll be able to get it back on again, and if we lose these supplies, we will have to draw on those prepared for Dux Carridan’s men.”

      “Perhaps a compromise, Sir Gareth?” said Tytha, gazing at me with calm eyes.

      “What did you have in mind, my lady?” I said.

      “The repairs would go far quicker if there was no weight upon the damaged wheel,” said Tytha, “and the Anathgrimm are strong warriors. If they could but lift the wagon for a few moments, I’m certain the repairs could be completed swiftly.”

      “This wagon is not our responsibility,” said Khorvacht.

      “No, but it is your problem,” I said. “Tribune Khorvacht, please lift the wagon so Lord Coram’s men can complete the repairs. Sir Crake?”

      “Aye, Sir Gareth?” he said. All traces of his usual jocular manner had vanished, and he was gazing at the confrontation with a stern face. I had to suppress a smile at that, but he did look impressively annoyed.

      “You are a smith,” I said. “Please make sure the wheel is reattached properly. Then Lord Coram and his men can be on their way, and Tribune Khorvacht and his cohort can resume their march without delay.” I looked between the Comes and the tribune. “I trust no one has any objections to Lady Tytha’s sensible plan?”

      No one did.

      Khorvacht gave orders, and a half-dozen of the Anathgrimm came forward and lifted the wagon, the thick muscles in their arms flexing. Despite the weight of the wagon, the Anathgrimm did not look unduly strained. The horses whinnied, unsettled by the proximity of the spiny orcs, but Lady Tytha soothed them. Some of the men-at-arms pulled the wheel off, and Crake went to supervise and promptly took over the work.

      “Right, there’s your problem,” said Crake. “The bolt stripped. You lot bring any spares?”

      Soon they had the wheel remounted, and Crake produced Valorforge and pounded it back into place with a few precise swings of the soulhammer. It was odd to see a weapon forged to destroy creatures of dark magic being used for wagon repair, but men could not fight the forces of dark magic without food. Crake stepped back, squinted at the wheel, and nodded.

      “Off you go, then, Lord Coram,” said Crake. “That should bear the load.”

      “Thank you, Sir Crake,” I said. “Tribune Khorvacht, thank you for your assistance as well.”

      Khorvacht grunted. “The Queen commanded our cooperation with the men of Andomhaim.” He hesitated, his scowl easing ever so slightly. “And perhaps Lord Coram is correct. Men cannot fight on empty stomachs, and if we needlessly cast away supplies today, we may bitterly regret it tomorrow.”

      “Indeed, tribune,” said Coram.

      A few moments later we were out of the forest, with Lord Coram’s wagons rolling toward the camp, and Khorvacht’s cohort marching out of the trees. I intended to ride past the wagons to the camp, but Lord Coram and Lady Tytha rode out to join us.

      “Sir Gareth,” said Coram. “Could we have a word alone?”

      “Of course,” I said, glancing at the others. Joachim, Crake, Philip, Jerome, and Telemachus moved off. Niara remained with me, but she was my wife.

      “I apologize for my short temper,” said Coram. “It was unknightly of me.”

      “The days have been long and frustrating of late,” I said. “And that wagon wheel did pick the worst possible location to break.”

      “My frustrations do not come from the wagon,” said Coram. “I tried to send another message to my daughter, asking her to speak with me, and she declined to respond.”

      “I see,” I said. Having a daughter like Marina Velirius would try even the most patient soul.

      “I don’t know where I went wrong with her,” said Coram, some frustration in her voice. “Her sisters aren’t like her at all, and neither is my son, who I left to govern Velirium in my stead. But I am to blame for her follies. I think I overindulged her too much after her mother died. She was my firstborn, and for a while, everything at Velirium revolved around her. When she manifested magic and joined the Magistri, I hoped that would teach her wisdom. But she reacted with such rage when I remarried. I should have done things differently with her.”

      “You cannot blame yourself, husband,” said Tytha. “Marina is a grown woman and a sister of the Magistri. She must be responsible for her own choices.”

      “Perhaps this war will teach her wisdom,” said Niara. “Healing the wounds of others has a way of doing that, and she is skillful with the healing spell.”

      “That is something, at least,” said Coram. “Sir Gareth, when you have children, do not make my mistake. Do not indulge them too much. Do not frustrate them, but neither indulge them.” He sighed. “The payment for such folly can last for years.”

      I said nothing, but I glanced at Niara. During the quest of the Dragonskull had I realized how much of a trial I had been to my own mother and father. I had pursued a woman who was betrothed to another man, fought a duel over it, and been more or less been banished from Tarlion to the Northerland until I was knighted after the siege of Toricus. And even then, I had refused to listen to them about Iseult Toraemus, even though they had been entirely correct and Iseult and her father had been followers of the Spider Cult.

      Then again, I couldn’t see Niara permitting that kind of behavior in our children. When Joachim and I had been boys and we had quarreled all the time, my father had been the stern one, and my mother the one willing to listen to us. Perhaps Niara would be the stern one.

      Though we first had to survive this war long enough to have children.

      God and the saints, I hoped Niara had not survived everything she had endured only to die here.

      “Well,” I said, “as the Lady Tytha said, we are all responsible for our own decisions, my lord. Right now, we should…”

      Right about then, a horn blew to the east, and I heard the sudden clamor of a battle.
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      Joachim and the others rejoined us at once.

      “That was an alarm,” said Philip. “Someone has spotted the enemy.”

      “Lord Coram, please gather what men you can and follow us,” I said. I urged my horse closer to the road, to where the Anathgrimm were emerging from the Dwarfwood. “Tribune Khorvacht!”

      “The enemy comes,” growled Khorvacht, the red glaze of orcish battle rage beginning to appear in his black eyes.

      “We are riding to fight them,” I said. “Gather what men you have and follow us.”

      For once, I did not have to threaten or persuade the Anathgrimm to heed me. But, then, what they really wanted to do was to fight the enemy. Khorvacht turned and shouted commands to his men, and by then my friends, Lord Coram, Lady Tytha, and a dozen of Coram’s mounted men-at-arms had gathered around me.

      “This way!” I said, and I urged my horse to a gallop.

      We rode east, and a few minutes later, I saw the skirmish underway.

      Our army had one significant advantage over the enemy – we had far more horsemen, and our horsemen were better skilled and equipped. A knight of Andomhaim was more than a match for a Heptarchy cavalry trooper. Unfortunately, the arachar orcs were so disciplined and skilled as infantry soldiers that they could often negate the advantages of a cavalry charge. I had heard my father and others who had fought against Agravhask’s invasion talk about how sometimes the arachar had formed a shield wall with enough skill to push back charges of horsemen.

      But the arachar orcs on the Isle of Kordain did have some horses, and they were using them to launch quick raids.

      I saw what had happened. A group of our mounted scouts had been riding west to join the main host, following the line of the forest. A band of mounted arachar orcs had struck from the north, and now forty of our mounted scouts were striking against fifty of the enemy horsemen.

      Plans flashed through my mind. We were slightly outnumbered, but Khorvacht and his Anathgrimm orcs were coming up fast behind us. If we attacked now, and drove through the arachar horsemen, mostly likely the enemy would withdraw when they saw the Anathgrimm approaching. And if they decided to stand and fight, we would be able to repulse them.

      “Charge!” I said, yanking Stormshield from its scabbard and pointing it at the arachar horsemen. The soulblade did not burst into white flames, which was a good sign. There were no wielders of dark magic nearby, and none among the arachar.

      We thundered towards the enemy, and Niara and Tytha struck first. Tytha gestured and cast a spell, and a glittering shard of ice leaped from her hand to punch through the neck of an arachar orc. Green blood burst from the wound, freezing as it touched the ice, and the orc fell out of his saddle and disappeared among the stamping hooves.

      Niara’s spell was more impressive. She thrust her staff and a sphere of flame leaped from the end of the weapon, landed among the arachar, and exploded in a blast of fire. The explosion hurled a half-dozen arachar from their saddles, their corpses burning, and their terrified horses bolted in all directions. Tytha gave Niara a look of wide-eyed astonishment, and then Crake whooped, Valorforge in his hand, and we smashed into the arachar.

      I galloped at an arachar orc who started to raise his shield, but I was faster. Stormshield’s strength drove my arm onward, and combined with the momentum of my horse, I took off his head in a single blow. The shock traveled up my arm and into my chest, and I could smell the coppery tang of orcish blood as his head rolled away into the battle.

      Niara and Tytha cast more spells, fire and ice ripping into the enemy. I saw Philip strike down one of the arachar, Jerome open the throat of another, and Telemachus cast one of his spells, a net of lightning raking across the rest of the arachar.

      I think the arachar wanted to stand and fight to the death. They had the orcish love of battle that all the orcish tribes and nations shared, but it seemed the Exarch wanted to safeguard her cavalry forces. An arachar voice rose in hoarse command, and the enemy horsemen turned and began galloping away to the north.

      “Hold!” I called as the mounted scouts began to pursue. “Hold! They might lead us into a trap. Hold!”

      The scouts subsided, and their leader urged his horse forward, a weathered-looking middle-aged man in leather armor, a bloodied sword in his hand.

      “You’re Sir Gareth, aren’t you?” he said.

      “Aye,” I said. “This is Lord Coram Velirius of Velirium,” the Comes bowed from his saddle, “and coming up behind us is Tribune Khorvacht of the Anathgrimm. What is your name?”

      “Decurion Tertius, in service to his lordship the Dux Carridan of Taliand,” said the leader. “Didn’t expect those arachar dogs to hit us so hard. We were on our way back to report when that band came out of nowhere.”

      “The enemy has been sending scouting parties back and forth across the plains,” I said. “Sometimes they’re backed up by fire drakes. Come, return to the camps with us. I expect the Constable will have new orders for the scouts tomorrow.”

      We would need them. I expected the Exarch would keep her fire drakes well away from our main army, but they were still deadly dangerous to isolated bands of scouts.

      Even as the thought crossed my mind, Stormshield shivered in my hand, and a felt a pulse of anger from the sword.

      A creature of dark magic was drawing near.

      “Gareth!” said Niara, pointing her staff.

      I turned my head and saw the winged shape flying towards us from the north.

      A spiderling priestess approached, riding on the back of a fire drake.
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