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      The novella SHIELD KNIGHT: CALLIANDE’S TALE takes place between the events of SEVENFOLD SWORD: WARLORD and SEVENFOLD SWORD: NECROMANCER. Note that this novella will contain spoilers for the first three books in the SEVENFOLD SWORD series.
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      Forty-three days after the quest of the Seven Swords began, forty-three days after the day in the Year of Our Lord 1488 when the cloaked stranger came to the High King of Andomhaim’s court, Calliande Arban spent the afternoon teaching her apprentice Kalussa.

      At the moment, that involved answering a great many questions.

      They traveled northwest, moving closer to the city of Trojas where the sorcerer known as the Necromancer awaited them. Though come to think of it, Calliande hoped he wasn’t awaiting them. Their best chance of victory against Taerdyn was surprising him and killing him before he could use the powers of the Sword of Death or bring his necromantic magic to bear.

      Calliande’s eyes roved around the countryside, listening as Kalussa talked. They were northeast of the city of Talyrium, one of the Nine Cities of Owyllain, and the landscape was a rolling plain, frequently dotted with small, wooded hills and rocky tors. Thick grass covered the ground, and a dry breeze came down from the north, rustling the grasses. It was a hot day, and Calliande felt herself sweating beneath her clothes.

      She didn’t mind. The heat was uncomfortable, but she remembered the cold. There had been times in her life when it seemed like the cold would never end, when she had been so cold that she feared that her fingers would fall off…

      “Then the Magistri are not allowed to kill with magic?” said Kalussa.

      Calliande forced her attention to the present.

      They walked in a long column through the grasslands. Tamlin and Aegeus led the way, talking and joking with each other, their bronze armor flashing in the sun. The gray elf Kyralion followed, his golden eyes roving endlessly over the plains as he sought for foes. Sir Calem Whitecloak walked with him, stiff and expressionless, though from time to time he shot glances at Kalussa. Calliande and Kalussa walked next, and Sir Krastikon Cyros brought up the back, his face distant. Perhaps he was thinking of his dead father.

      Ridmark and Third had gone to scout ahead, as they did several times a day. Calliande supposed they would be back by sundown. She worried for her husband, though truth be told, anyone who tried to hinder him and Third would regret it. She also worried about her children, though she knew they were safe behind the walls of Aenesium, and if Calliande thought about that too long, she would start brooding.

      Fortunately, teaching Kalussa provided an excellent (if occasionally annoying) distraction. In the morning, she taught Kalussa the practical side of wielding magical forces, and in the afternoon, she answered questions.

      “They are not,” said Calliande, looking at the younger woman. Kalussa was beautiful, confident, and smart, with golden hair and bright blue eyes. Little wonder Calem kept glancing at her. Kalussa walked with vigor, swinging the dark length of the Staff of Blades with every stride. She had thought to become Ridmark’s first concubine in the realm of Owyllain, an idea that Calliande hadn’t liked at all.

      She had forgiven Kalussa for that. Forgetting would take some more work.

      “But if the magic of the Well of Tarlion can only heal, defend, and seek,” said Kalussa, “then the law against killing is just a formality, isn’t it? Why ban the Magistri from doing something they cannot do anyway?”

      Kalussa was many things, but stupid was not one of them.

      “That’s a good point,” said Calliande. “There are two reasons. One, the Magistri are forbidden from using any other sources of magical power, save for the apprentices of the Keeper. So, no elemental magic, and you know that it is a simple matter to kill with elemental magic.” Kalussa nodded. “Two, to discourage the Magistri from seeking out other sources of magical power. If you are forbidden from killing with magic, then there’s no point in learning to employ sources of power that can kill. As a sign of that oath, that Magistri are banned from killing with bladed weapons.” She shook her head. “Though that doesn’t stop them from using clubs. I knew a Magistrius named Camorak, one of the best healers in Andomhaim. But I saw him beat enemies to death with a club several times.”

      “Then the Magistri serve mainly as healers?” said Kalussa.

      “Some of them, yes,” said Calliande. “Not all of the Magistri have the mental and physical stamina for healing. Some are better at warding spells or communication spells. The magic of the Well cannot harm living mortals, but it can destroy creatures of dark magic, and some of the Magistri devote themselves to hunting down such creatures.” Calliande shrugged. “It depends on the individual Magistria or Magistrius in question. I was always skilled at healing, so that was how I thought of myself. At least at first, before the Keeper found me.”

      Kalussa blinked. “When was the first time you healed a wound?”

      “Oh, in Tarlion, soon after my power manifested,” said Calliande. “I was thirteen at the time, I think. I was an initiate of the Order, and I studied in a hospital set up to treat the wounded from the war with the Frostborn.”

      “No, I mean, when was the first time you healed a wound on a battlefield?” said Kalussa. She shook her head. “I’ve seen you do it. You make it look so easy, though I know it cannot be that simple. To heal wounds in the midst of a battle…”

      “On the battlefield?” said Calliande, and then she recalled. “Yes, I remember the first time I healed wounds on a battlefield.”

      She started to tell the story to Kalussa.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            WAR WITHOUT END

          

        

      

    

    
      I was sixteen years old when I had to heal wounds on a battlefield for the first time.

      It was a very, very long time ago, Kalussa. I told you how I put myself into the long sleep to face the Frostborn when they returned. My first battle would have been…the Year of Our Lord 1247, I think, or maybe 1248.

      A long time ago.

      I was sixteen years old, and I had just been raised to the rank of a full Magistria of the Order. That seems young, I know, but it was necessary. The war against the Frostborn had been raging for decades, and they seemed to get a little stronger with every year. More and more Magistri and Swordbearers were needed. It wasn’t uncommon for a soulblade to have three different wielders over the course of a year, with the sword passing to a new bearer each time its previous wielder fell in battle.

      I finished my formal training in haste, though in truth working in the hospital gave me a more comprehensive education in healing wounds than I might ever have wished. After my training was finished, the Master of the Order assigned me to the army fighting against the Frostborn in the Northerland and the duxarchate of Caerdracon.

      I rode north from Tarlion with a troop of men-at-arms and my mentor and teacher Marius.

      He was the one who had found me after my magic had manifested and brought me to the Tower of the Magistri in Tarlion for training. In my memory, he is always old, but I suppose he would have been younger then. He looked like a big bear of a man, with gray hair and a gray beard that always needed trimming. It made him look wise, like the way a venerable old Magistrius is supposed to look. Marius had been sent to help the High King’s army as well, and I was grateful for his presence. I might have been a Magistria, and I might have known how to heal wounds…but I was still only sixteen years old, and I didn’t want to be alone among thousands of soldiers.

      It was bitterly cold, and it grew colder as we rode north. The hills of the Northerland are rocky and cloaked in pine trees, which means there are a thousand places to launch an ambush. I kept watch for any enemies, but the scouts thought that the Frostborn raiders had not yet come this far south. Of course, I had healed wounded men who had nearly been killed by foes who had appeared where they were not supposed to be, so I knew better than to lower my guard.

      Our escort met us a few miles south of the town of Dun Calpurnia, which at the time was the fortified northern boundary of the realm of Andomhaim. The army had raised its winter quarters there, and the Dux of Caerdracon had sent a troop of horsemen to greet us.

      “Rein up here,” Marius instructed our escort. “Calliande, let me do the talking.”

      “I wouldn’t dream otherwise,” I said.

      We came to a halt, the hills rising to our right and the frozen River Moradel to our left, and a dozen horsemen approached us. A knight of Caertigris named Sir Hadrian Aurelius led them, and…

      Yes, Hadrian. The same name as the Emperor of the Romans on Old Earth in ancient days. Sir Hadrian was the youngest son of the Dux of Caertigris, and the House of the Aurelii had ruled the duxarchate of Caertigris in the High King’s name for centuries. The Dux of Caertigris had a friend named Hadrian, and so when his youngest son was born, he was named Hadrian. Sir Hadrian hated the comparison to the Emperor Hadrian, became annoyed when anyone pointed it out, and refused to grow a beard so he would not look like the ancient Emperor. It could have been worse, though. What if his father had named him Marcus Aurelius?

      Hadrian’s men-at-arms reined up, and the knight approached us. He was about twenty-five at the time, big and strong, with close-cropped brown hair and a heavy cloak lined in wolf fur over his armor. Steel armor gets painfully cold in winter, which is not a problem you have in Owyllain.

      “Sir Hadrian,” said Marius. “Good to see you again.”

      “And you, my friend,” said Hadrian.

      “What news from the Northerland?” said Marius

      “New Magistri are sorely needed,” said Hadrian. “The Frostborn and their creatures have dug in behind their fortifications at the Black Mountain, but they still send raiding parties on a regular basis. I hope the High King can find allies soon.”

      “As do I, sir,” said Marius. “If we do not take the offensive against the Frostborn soon, they shall spend the next fifty years slicing apart the realm mile by mile.”

      “Indeed,” said Hadrian. “But that is for the High King and the Duxi to decide. How many Magistri have you brought?”

      “Myself,” said Marius, “and one other.”

      “Just one?” said Hadrian, blinking as he looked at the men. “Where?”

      Then his eyes fell on me, and he frowned.

      I admit I probably was not an impressive sight. I was wearing the white robe of the Magistri, which was made of bleached wool that started white and gradually turned grayish over time. Beneath the robe I wore a long coat, a jerkin, thick trousers, and heavy boots, and over the robe I had a long green cloak. I likely looked like a bundled-up child.

      “The girl?” said Hadrian, incredulous.

      “Sir Hadrian Aurelius, this is Calliande of Tarlion, a new-made Magistria of the Order,” said Marius.

      “The girl?” said Hadrian again. He gave an irritated shake of his head. “We asked for Magistri, and they send us a girl.”

      “She passed the trials and is a Magistria,” said Marius.

      “Is she?” said Hadrian, turning his horse to look at me. He wasn’t happy. “Tell me, girl, have you ever healed a wound? Have you ever looked into a man’s eyes as he begged you to kill him?”

      I hesitated. My initial impulse was to let Marius do the talking. But I knew that if I did not make a stand now, Hadrian would walk all over me.

      “The worst wound I ever healed,” I said, “was a man who had been stabbed through the gut. A javelin, I think. It ruptured his bowel, and by the time he made it to the hospital, it was crawling with maggots. It was one of the worst things I had ever smelled in my life, and he was delirious with fever and agony.” That had been a bad one. I had felt the agony of the wound in his belly, the fever and the infection spreading through his flesh. “I don’t know how he survived long enough to reach us, but he did. And I was able to heal him.” I made myself meet Sir Hadrian’s eyes. “And when you speak to me, Sir Hadrian, you will address me as Magistria.”

      Years later, I still can’t believe I said that.

      Don’t laugh, Kalussa. I’ve treated with kings and lords since, but back then I was a frightened girl, and I had never done anything like that before. But I was a Magistria, and I had an obligation to stand up for the Order. Besides, a sixteen-year-old girl alone among an army was one thing…but a Magistria was something else entirely.

      For his part, Hadrian only looked amused. “Very well. I suppose we must observe the proprieties even in battle. Come along, Master Marius, Magistria. Our Magistri have quarters inside the walls of Dun Calpurnia, and…”

      Right then, things went to hell.

      I didn’t have the Sight back then, but I felt the surge of icy power in the air, and I looked at the hills rising over the road just in time for the first attack to come. A blast of glittering magical ice shot out of the trees and killed two of Sir Hadrian’s men-at-arms, flinging their bodies to the ground. A second shard of spell-driven ice killed a horse, and a third came right at me.

      I reacted in time, and I cast a warding spell around myself. The shard of ice hit the ward, and it felt like getting punched in the stomach. But I knew if my will broke that I was going to die, so I held on.

      Sir Hadrian shouted commands, and Marius started casting a spell, and I looked up the slope of the hill and saw our attackers.

      There were three cogitaers. What were cogitaers? The Frostborn ruled an empire of many kindreds, and they used some of those kindreds as their soldiers or slaves, just as the Sovereign and the other dark elven lords used orcs and muridachs and kobolds. The cogitaers were small, delicate creatures, each one barely five feet high. They had pale blue skin, and their ears came to sharp points. They wore flowing gray robes, and they floated a few inches above the ground, the way that we saw Khurazalin and Urzhalar glide over the earth.

      And the cogitaers could use magic as naturally as you and I walk or run or breathe. It was part of their nature, and that made them into dangerous enemies.

      Two of our men had been killed, but the men-at-arms were all veterans and knew what to do. Hadrian bellowed orders, and his men scattered, preparing to charge up the hill from different angles. I managed to get my frightened horse under control and turned the animal to join Marius.

      “Warding spells!” he called to me. “We’ll need to defend the men-at-arms as they charge.” I nodded and started gathering power for a warding spell. I would only be able to ward one man at a time, but if I timed it right, that could decide the fight then and there.

      Things had already gone to hell, but then they got worse.

      Dozens of points of blue light appeared in the snowy trees, and the revenants marched into sight.

      They were undead, but not like the kind of undead Archaelon or the High Warlock of Vhalorast created, or those Bronze Dead warriors that Taerdyn is pulling out of the Sovereign’s burial mounds. These undead were created not with necromancy, but with a twisted form of the magic of elemental ice. They were as fast and as strong as normal undead, but they could also kill with a touch. If they touched exposed skin for too long, their victim’s blood froze.

      It was a horrible death, and one I saw too many times.

      There were dozens of the revenants, and they surged out of the pine trees, a cold blue light in their eyes and on their hands. The horses panicked. Horses have better noses than we do, and while they don’t like the smell of the undead, they absolutely hated the scent of the revenants. Horsemen were useless against the revenants, and the best defense against them was either a well-drilled wall of infantrymen or Swordbearers.

      Unfortunately, we had neither, and the men-at-arms struggled to keep their mounts under control in the face of the onslaught.

      My father had been a fisherman, not a farmer, and while I know how to tie every single kind of knot known to the men of Andomhaim, I had only just learned how to ride the year before, and I still wasn’t very good at it. I could keep my saddle, but trying to keep control of a terrorized mount was beyond me.

      So, I could do nothing but cling for my life as my horse screamed in panic and galloped into the trees.
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      I cursed (using language inappropriate for a Magistria, I should add), and tugged at the reins, trying to get the horse to stop. It was useless. The scent of the revenants had put unreasoning fear into the animal, and I could have yanked on the reins until the bit sawed into the poor horse’s mouth, but it would have done nothing. The horse galloped past the revenants and deeper into the hills, snow and pine needles churning up from the steel-shod hooves.

      I don’t know how far we went as I fought to get the mount under control. Five or six hundred yards, perhaps, or maybe as far as half of a mile.

      Then the horse stumbled and reared up with a scream.

      I lost my seat, my boots sliding backward out of the stirrups. I just had time to remember to tuck my shoulder as my instructor had taught me, which probably saved my life. I hit the rocky ground hard, rolled, and slammed into a tree with enough force to blast the air from my lungs.

      My horse screamed again and galloped off, leaving me alone in the snowy woods.

      I said some more words that were inappropriate for a Magistria and got to my feet, brushing the snow from my robe and cloak.

      For a moment, I had no idea what to do next.

      I wasn’t lost. The River Moradel was to the west, and even with the sky overcast, it was easy enough to see the afternoon sun. I would just have to walk to the west until I found the Moradel road, and then make my way to the town. It was only another five or six miles, and I could manage that on foot.

      But I didn’t like that idea. Marius was fighting the revenants and the cogitaers, and I couldn’t abandon him. For that matter, I had a duty. I was a Magistria, and while the Knights of the Soulblade were the most effective against the revenants, a Magistria could destroy them as well. The magic of the Well cannot harm living mortals, but it can destroy creatures like the revenants.

      I decided to head west until I found the battle, and then see if I could do anything. If there was anything, anything at all, I could do to aid Marius and Hadrian and the others, then I would do it. And if not…I would go to Dun Calpurnia and make sure they were avenged.

      The thought of Marius’s death upset me. After my father died, the old Magistrius had been the closest thing to a father I had found. If the revenants and the cogitaers had hurt him, they would regret it.

      I trudged westward through the snow, grateful that I had worn so many layers. I climbed the slope of a hill and was a little out of breath before I got to the top. Now I can walk from dawn until dusk and think nothing of it, but back then I wasn’t much more than skin and bones. The cooks at the Tower of the Magistri said I needed fattening up, but my stomach was often upset after healing, so I skipped more meals than I should have. Years campaigning against the Frostborn and healing the wounds of the injured men would toughen me up, but that was all in the future.

      After the crest of the hill, I picked my way down the slope into the ravine between two hills. Pine trees cloaked the hills, and I couldn’t see very far in any direction. Nor could I hear the sound of fighting. Was the battle over already? More likely the snow muffled the noises and kept it from traveling.

      Then I saw a blue light in the trees, and I froze in dread.

      Three revenants shambled out of the trees, converging on me. I wondered how they had found me. Perhaps they could see my life force or the heat of my body. Or, more likely, they had followed the footprints of my panicked horse. Which was what I should have been doing, come to think of it.

      Terror stabbed through me, and I wanted to run and hide and wait for them to pass.

      But I didn’t.

      I was suddenly too angry to be afraid. The revenants were going to try to kill Marius. They would try to kill the men-at-arms, who were fighting to defend their homes and their realm from the Frostborn.

      Ridmark once told me there are three ways a man can react the first time he finds himself in danger – he can fight, he can freeze, or he can flee. I suppose that applies to a woman, too, because at that moment I was too angry to do anything but fight.

      I called the power of the Well and threw a shaft of white fire at the first revenant. The magic of the Well slashed at the creature, and the icy magic binding the dead flesh collapsed. The second revenant came at me, and I hit it with the same spell. I had used enough of my strength in the first spell that I couldn’t hit as hard, but I still struck with enough force to dispel the cold magic and destroy the undead.

      The final revenant strode towards me. I think it had once been a human man-at-arms, and it still wore leather and chain mail. I struck it with a shaft of white fire, and the creature recoiled. But I had used too much of my strength, and I didn’t destroy it.

      The revenant lunged at me, the cold blue glow around its fingers brightening.

      I screamed and cast a warding spell, calling a shield of translucent light before me. The revenant walked into it and rebounded, the cold magic within it repulsed by the power of the Well. I dropped the ward, drew in all the power my tired mind could hold and thrust out my hands.

      The blast of white fire struck the revenant, threw it backward, and shattered the spells upon the creature before it hit the ground.

      I lowered my hands, breathing hard. I was annoyed that I was sweating so much. Once I cooled off, that was going to be unpleasant in the chill. But standing here to rest would get me killed, so I pushed onward.

      I made it about three steps before I heard a man’s hoarse shout and the sound of steel clanging against bone.

      I sucked in a freezing breath and started running, and I reached the top of the hill to see a battle underway.

      Sir Hadrian Aurelius stood at the top of the hill, a broken shield at his feet, a battle axe in his hands, blood streaming down his side and right leg. Three revenants circled him, and even as I looked, he bellowed and whipped the axe in a two-handed blow.

      Magic was the most efficient way to destroy a revenant, but cutting off their heads with an axe worked well too.

      Hadrian shouted again and stumbled, falling to one knee. The wound in his side had taken its toll on him. One of the revenants lunged for him, hands reaching for his throat. I yelled and called the power of the Well again, and I hit the revenant with a blast of white fire. I struck the creature with enough force to destroy it, and the empty body fell to the hill.

      With a roar of effort, Hadrian surged to his feet, axe raised over his head, and split the remaining revenant’s skull in half. That proved just as effective as cutting its head off, and the creature collapsed, Hadrian’s axe still buried in its head.

      With a groan, Hadrian fell to his knees, wheezing, his face going gray beneath its coat of sweat.

      “Girl,” he croaked. I stepped closer, looking at his wound as I flexed my gloved fingers. It looked like he had been stabbed in the side, and the blade had penetrated his armor, hit his bowels, and angled up to strike his lung and perhaps his heart. If his heart didn’t give out first, he would die in a great deal of agony in a few days. “I’m done for, girl. Go. Get back to the road and head to Dun Calpurnia. Tell the Dux…tell the Dux…”

      “Stop talking,” I said, stepping closer as I summoned magic.

      He frowned, tried to look affronted, but let out another wheeze of pain.

      I clamped my hands on his temples and cast the healing spell.

      That really hurt. I never enjoy casting the healing spell, but already I was used to pulling the pain into myself. I gritted my teeth and clenched my jaw as the healing magic poured into him and the agony flooded into me. I felt the blade plunge into my belly, felt it shear through my innards and rise to nick my lung. I would have screamed, but it never helped, so I rode through the agony, enduring it in silence as I clenched my jaw.

      By the way, don’t get into that habit. I’ve spent so much time clenching my jaw that the joint is sprained, and sometimes it gives me the nastiest headaches.

      The agony roared on and on for an eternity, and then it winked out as if it had never been.

      I sighed in relief and stepped back, and Hadrian looked up at me, bewildered.

      Then he looked at his side and patted it, and blinked in surprise.

      “It will leave a nasty scar,” I said, “but you won’t die. It will make an interesting story to tell your wife when she sees you next.”

      “I don’t have a wife,” murmured Hadrian, still stunned.

      “Also,” I said, “I told you to call me Magistria.”

      He blinked again, looked at his side, and nodded.

      “As you say, then, Magistria,” said Hadrian. He got to his feet and wrenched his axe from the destroyed revenant. It made a gristly, crackling noise.

      “I have a question,” I said.

      Hadrian nodded.

      “What are we going to do now?” I said.

      “That,” admitted the knight, “is a very good question.”
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      Hadrian looked to the west and then nodded.

      “Let’s follow my tracks back to the road,” he said. “If the battle is still underway, we shall aid our men and the Magistrius. And if not…”

      He let the sentence trail off. He didn’t need to finish it.

      If not, we would have to bring news of their fate to the Dux in Dun Calpurnia.

      “Lead the way,” I said.

      We started back, following the trail that Hadrian’s horse had hammered through the snow in its terror. He was a good seven or eight inches taller than I was, and I had to work to keep up with him.

      “How did you end up here?” I said, though I could guess the answer.

      “Most likely the same way that you did,” said Hadrian. “My horse panicked, and when I got it under control, I was attacked by a group of revenants that followed me from the road. My horse panicked and threw me from my saddle, and one of the revenants had a spear. I landed right on it.” He grimaced. “The damned things hardly ever carry weapons. Just my luck, I suppose, that I encountered one that did.”

      “Our luck has been ill this day,” I said.

      “Not entirely,” said Hadrian. “If you hadn’t been there, Magistria, I would have bled to death, or the revenants would have killed me.” He paused. “How did you heal that wound? I was sure you wouldn’t have the strength…”

      “Because I’m a young girl?” I said.

      “Well,” said Hadrian. “Yes. I’ve known Magistri thrice your age who would not have had the strength to heal that wound or would have been flat on their back with exhaustion after. Yet you were no more than winded.”

      I shrugged. “If you are familiar with the Magistri, sir knight, then you know that not all of us are equally skilled in all areas of magic. Some are better at warding. My particular talent is healing.” My voice grew quieter. “From the very beginning, in fact.”

      I was spared the need for further conversation when we crested the hill and looked down at the road and the River Moradel.

      Though given the sight that greeted us, I might have preferred more conversation.

      The snow was trampled and churned. A dozen horses were milling around in confusion, but there was no sign of the cogitaers and the revenants. For that matter, there was no trace of Marius and the men-at-arms.

      “God and the saints,” I said, feeling a lump in my throat. “The revenants killed them all.”

      “Maybe,” said Hadrian. He sounded more thoughtful than alarmed. “But maybe not. I want to check something.”

      We hurried down the slope and came to the churned snow that marked the battle. Hadrian stooped, ran his gloved hand through the snow, lifted it to his nose, and nodded.

      “Smell this,” he said.

      I did, and my nose crinkled in disgust. It wasn’t a pleasant smell, like sulfur mixed with rotting vegetation.

      “What is it?” I said.

      “Gas,” said Hadrian, his voice grim. “A weapon the khaldjari brewed up for their Frostborn masters. The cogitaers carry it in clay spheres the size of a man’s fist. When the spheres break, the gas comes roiling out, and it knocks out anyone who breathes it.”

      “Then our men are alive?” I said.

      “Aye,” said Hadrian. He stared at the ground for a bit. “Looks like…aye, the revenants carried them away to the northeast, deeper into the hills. They probably want to avoid the fortifications at Dun Calpurnia.”

      “Why would they take captives?” I said.

      “The Frostborn take slaves, you know that,” said Hadrian. “They raid Caerdracon for slaves, and even the orcish kingdoms of Khaluusk and Mhorluusk when they can get away with it.” He grimaced and shook his head. “Then they’ll work the slaves to death, and raise their corpses as revenants.”

      I didn’t like that thought at all. Marius was vigorous for an old man, but he was still an old man. How long would he last at forced labor? For that matter, it was a cruel fate for the men-at-arms.

      “Can we do anything about it?” I said.

      Hadrian hesitated. “We should return to the Dux in Dun Calpurnia and tell him what happened. Perhaps he can send men after the captives.”

      I took a deep breath. “Or we could go after them ourselves.”

      Hadrian frowned. “We are one knight and one Magistria. There were three cogitaers and dozens of revenants.”

      “In the scriptures, did not Gideon and the three hundred Israelite men defeat the Midianite horde?” I said.

      “Gideon still had three hundred men,” said Hadrian.

      “True,” I said. “Another question. Can you in good conscience leave those men to their fate? When we might have the power to help them?”

      Hadrian grimaced. “No. Nor can you, I think.” He glanced at the sky. “We have some hours of daylight yet. Come. Let us put them to use.”

      We took the reins of two horses, calming the beasts.

      “The horses will help us follow the revenants,” I said, “but won’t they panic at the scent of the creatures?”

      “There is a precaution we can take,” said Hadrian. “No revenants have been seen this far south for months. Had I known they were here, we could have been better prepared.” He reached into the saddlebags of his horse, rummaged for a bit, and then pulled out a small clay jar. I watched as he pried off the lid, and a strange odor came to my nostrils.

      “Ugh,” I said. “What is that?”

      “It numbs the nostrils of the horses,” said Hadrian, dipping a finger into the paste within the jar and rubbing it around his horse’s nostrils. “They don’t like it, but it doesn’t hurt them, and they can’t smell anything for a few hours. The miners of the Northerland thought it up so their pack horses wouldn’t be spooked by urvaalgs.”

      I had claimed the horse of a man-at-arms, so I opened the saddlebags and found another jar of paste. The Dux of Caerdracon must have ordered all the horsemen in the army to carry it. I cracked the jar open and started applying the paste to my horse.

      It was nearly two hundred and forty years ago, but I can still smell it. God, but that was nasty-smelling stuff! Still, it smelled better than the man with the ruptured bowel I had mentioned to Sir Hadrian.

      “Did I do that right?” I said, wiping off my hand on the horse’s side.

      “Yes,” said Hadrian, glancing at my horse. “Let’s go.”

      We mounted up and rode to the northwest, following the trail the revenants had left behind.

      “A question,” said Hadrian.

      I frowned at him. “Should we be talking? The enemy might overhear us.”

      “The revenants aren’t stealthy,” said Hadrian, “and we’ll hear them long before they hear us. And voices do not carry far in a snow-choked forest.”

      I hoped he was right about that. “All right. What did you want to know?”

      “You were born a commoner, yes?” said Hadrian.

      “That’s right,” I said. I knew some of the common-born Magistri were embarrassed by their origins and secretly wished they had been born noble, but I didn’t care. I was who I was, and that was that. “My father was a fisherman. We lived in a little village on the western bank of the River Moradel, just across from Tarlion itself.”

      It seemed so very far away now.

      Hadrian frowned. “I see.”

      “Why is that troubling?” I said.

      “It isn’t,” he said. “It is puzzling. How does a young girl become a Magistria capable of healing a spear wound like that?”

      “Life is full of mysteries,” I said.

      We rode in silence for a while. The trail climbed into the hills, weaving past the pine trees.

      I opened my mouth, closed it again, and started to speak.

      “When I was younger,” I said, “my mother died of plague. A few years after that, my father died. His heart gave out. I tried to save him, but I didn’t know what to do. I prayed to God to save him, but the answer was no. But it felt like I was on fire, and I didn’t know what to do with the flame.”

      “The magic,” said Hadrian, voice quiet. “That was the magic manifesting.”

      “Yes,” I said. “Marius found me and brought me to the Tower of the Magistri to be trained. He says I’m one of the best healers he’s ever found, and he thinks it is because…”

      “Because of your father,” said Hadrian.

      “Aye,” I said. “Every time I cast the healing spell, I think about my father. I think about how I might have been able to save him, if I had known more. You have to pull the pain into yourself for the healing spell to work, to feel the pain of the wound as if it were your own, and some of the Magistri simply can’t endure that. But I can. I can always endure it. Because if I had understood, I might have been able to save my father.”

      “You should not blame yourself,” said Hadrian. “You were only a child.”

      “I don’t blame myself for anything,” I said. “But I still wish it could have been different.”

      “For a fisherman’s daughter,” said Hadrian, “you are most wise, Magistria.”

      I snorted. “Fishermen are the wisest men in the world by necessity. Stupid fishermen drown.”

      “A practical argument, Magistria,” said Hadrian. He hesitated. “And now, I think, we should be quiet.”

      I offered no argument, and we eased our horses forward. Hadrian gestured, and we slid from the saddle and crept forward, climbing towards the crest of another rocky hill. I feared the horses would bolt, but they were well-trained enough to stay put, and the paste around their nostrils kept any scent of the revenants from reaching them.

      We reached the top of the hill and peered down into the valley.

      The revenants waited.

      The creatures had gone motionless as statues. I noted that there were only twenty or twenty-five of them left. The men of Andomhaim had put up a fierce fight before the cogitaers’ gas had overpowered them. The captured men-at-arms lay bound on the earth, and I spotted Marius’s white robe among them.

      The cogitaers themselves…

      I blinked in surprise.

      I wasn’t sure, but I thought the cogitaers were sleeping.

      At least, it sure looked like it. They lay motionless upon the ground, wrapped in their gray robes, some of the revenants standing guard over them.

      “They’re resting?” said Hadrian, baffled.

      I nodded. “They used a great deal of magic. Perhaps they need to recover their strength before they can travel.”

      Hadrian rubbed his jaw. “Makes sense, now that I think about it. We’re far enough from Dun Calpurnia that no one will come across them by accident, and most of our patrols go north, not south.”

      “But if they’re resting,” I said, “can we go to Dun Calpurnia and have the Dux send men?”

      Hadrian hesitated and then shook his head. “Not enough time. It’s seven miles to Dun Calpurnia from here. By the time we get there, rouse the Dux, and return, the enemy and the prisoners will be long gone.”

      He frowned, tapping the haft of his axe.

      “Then what can we do?” I said.

      “Those men,” said Hadrian. “Do you think you could wake them up?”

      “Certainly,” I said. “Healing them from the effects of the gas would not be hard.”

      Hadrian nodded. “Did you mean what you said about helping them?”

      I met his eyes. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “Then I have an idea,” said Hadrian.
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      I crept down the slope, trying to be as quiet as I could. I didn’t know if the revenants could hear or not, but I knew that the cogitaers could, and I didn’t want to wake them up. I moved from tree to tree, trying to keep out of sight. The revenants didn’t rush me, so I must have succeeded.

      At last, I settled down behind a pine tree at the base of the hill, only a dozen yards from the unconscious prisoners, and I waited.

      I didn’t have to wait long.

      A rumble of hooves came to my ears, and Sir Hadrian Aurelius galloped into the valley. His horse exploded from the trees, and he hurtled towards the revenants like a thunderbolt. With the paste around its nostrils, the horse couldn’t smell the revenants, and it leaped towards the revenants without fear.

      The axe flashed in Hadrian’s hand, and he beheaded two of the revenants as he passed.

      That sure got their attention.

      The revenants began running after him, and the cogitaers woke up, levitating off the ground. They cast spells, hurling blasts of magical ice at Hadrian, but he avoided them all, and he even managed to behead another revenant in the process.

      I should mention this to you. Hadrian was from Caertigris, and the men of Caertigris are the best horsemen in the realm of Andomhaim. They have to be, since western Caertigris is all flat, grassy plains, and there are some dangerous animals to hunt. So, the revenants chased Hadrian, and the cogitaers started flinging spells at him, but he kept ahead of them all.

      That wouldn’t last long, though, so I hurried forward.

      The revenants and the cogitaers, focused on Hadrian, didn’t notice me.

      I ran to Marius first, dropped to my knees next to him, and cast the healing spell. Healing the effects of the sleeping gas didn’t hurt, not really. It just made me feel woozy and unfocused for a few heartbeats like I had drunk too much wine.

      But it worked. Marius blinked, sat up, looked around in confusion, and started to draw breath to ask a question.

      I realized that if he was too loud, that could be disastrous, so I clapped a hand over his mouth before he could speak. His beard felt wiry and bristly beneath my fingers. I wondered if it made his face and neck itchy. Strange the things you sometimes wonder in the middle of a fight, but you’ve learned this by now.

      “We need to wake the others up,” I whispered into his ear. “Hadrian can’t distract the cogitaers for long.”

      My old teacher nodded. He had been in many fights, and he knew what to do.

      “I’ll start on that side,” he whispered, “and you take that one.”

      We set to work, waking up the men-at-arms and cutting their bonds. They, too, were veterans, and they knew what to do. The cogitaers hadn’t yet had time to take their weapons, so the men drew their swords and rushed into the fray.

      But by then the cogitaers had recovered from their shock, and they began casting spells. They unleashed magical ice and lightning, striking down several men-at-arms with volleys of killing force. If we didn’t stop them now, they might win the fight.

      “Hadrian!” I shouted.

      He looked up from the revenant he had just beheaded and met my eyes across the battlefield. I pointed at the cogitaers, and Hadrian nodded and spurred his horse at them. The cogitaers whirled towards him, casting spells, and I drew on every bit of magic I could muster, white fire blazing around my fingers.

      I cast the warding spell, and a shell of translucent white light appeared around Hadrian. And his horse, too. One of the most effective tactics for fighting a mounted knight is to kill his horse, and the cogitaers knew that. But warding both Hadrian and that massive horse at the same time was difficult, and my body started to shake with the effort of maintaining the spell.

      Fortunately, I didn’t have to hold it for long. Like I said, Sir Hadrian Aurelius was a superb horseman.

      He crashed his horse into the first cogitaer. The slender creature went down, and I saw its skull shatter beneath a steel-shod hoof. The second cogitaer threw a bolt of ice at Hadrian, and I felt the impact against my warding spell, but I held the magic in place.

      His axe blurred around and took off the second cogitaer’s head.

      The final cogitaer began a spell, and Hadrian’s horse reared up, its hooves lashing at the air like clubs. A hoof caught the cogitaer in the chest, and the creature jerked back, stunned.

      Hadrian’s axe came down and ended the battle.
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      So that, Kalussa, was the first time I ever healed someone on a battlefield.

      My first battle, too, come to think of it.

      What happened next? Well, we returned to Dun Calpurnia. Marius and I healed those men-at-arms who could be saved, and we rode to the town and the army’s camp. The Dux of Caerdracon was alarmed to learn that revenants had gotten past the camp, so he sent out patrols. I rode with some of them, and I soon learned far more about battle than I ever wanted.

      Oh, I see. You’re asking if I ever saw Sir Hadrian again. The dashing knight and the inexperienced young Magistria, is that it?

      Life is never that romantic.

      Oh, very well. If you must know, Hadrian did approach me, once.

      It was the day after the fight with the cogitaers. I was walking the walls of the town, getting a look at the countryside. There were guards on the walls, and I was a little unsettled at how they all bowed when I passed. The Magistri are both respected and feared in Andomhaim. Also, the only thing that travels faster than dysentery in an army is gossip, and so news of my part in the skirmish had spread. And, no doubt, been exaggerated.

      But it was a deserted stretch of the wall where I found Hadrian.

      “Sir Hadrian,” I said.

      “Magistria,” he replied.

      “How’s your side?” I said.

      “An impressive scar, as you said would happen.” Hadrian patted his side, his armor clanking. “But there is no pain. Without your magic, a wound like that would have taken months of recovery. If I even survived it at all.”

      “I am glad,” I said.

      He hesitated as if debating something with himself, and then nodded.

      “The Dux is giving a dinner tonight for his nobles and knights to celebrate the start of the Advent season,” said Hadrian. “I would like you to accompany me if you are willing.”

      I blinked, baffled. “Why?”

      “It is an informal affair,” said Hadrian. “But the food is good, and…I would enjoy your company.”

      I blinked a couple of more times, and then my eyes went wide. “Oh. I…am not sure that would be appropriate.”

      “Nor would I wish to do anything inappropriate,” said Hadrian. I was pretty sure that he was mostly telling the truth. “I am not certain what the custom is among the commoners of Andomhaim, to be honest. But among the nobles, if a man sees a woman he has come to, ah, admire, he can invite her to accompany him to dinners and tournaments and other such events. Usually, such things have to be arranged, but you have no family, and I am the youngest son, so my father doesn’t care much what I do.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Then…you want to pay court to me?”

      “Yes,” said Hadrian.

      I hesitated. He was handsome, in a sort of rough way. He wasn’t a coward, I had seen that much.

      But, no. That wasn’t what I was here to do.

      “I am sorry, Sir Hadrian,” I said. “Maybe in another time and place, I would like that. But I am a Magistria. I have my duty, and I must attend to that.”

      I was afraid he would get angry. Or that he would mock me, or bluster. Instead, he only studied me for a moment, and then nodded. He was a brave man, and he wasn’t a fool.

      “Is that all you want, Magistria?” said Hadrian.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Well.” Hadrian offered a polite bow. “Perhaps you shall have the opportunity to heal me again one day.”

      I laughed. “For your sake, I hope not.”
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      Calliande fell silent, looking over the rolling plains and the rocky hills of northern Owyllain.

      That battle felt like it had been a long, long time ago. Of course, it had really been long ago. Nearly two and a half centuries. Hadrian Aurelius had been in his grave for as almost long, as had everyone she had met and known at Dun Calpurnia.

      A deep wave of melancholy rolled through her.

      “Then,” said Kalussa, her tone thoughtful. “You were…letting him down gently, was that it?”

      “Hmm?” said Calliande, shaken out of her reverie.

      “You didn’t want to hurt his feelings,” said Kalussa.

      “No,” said Calliande. “No, I meant it.”

      Kalussa looked startled. “Truly?”

      “I didn’t have any interest in a husband or children,” said Calliande. “I had my duty. I was there to heal wounds and help the army defeat the Frostborn. In time, I became the Keeper’s apprentice, and then the new Keeper. My duties expanded, and my duty was all I ever thought of doing.”

      They walked in silence for a while.

      “Sir Hadrian,” said Kalussa. “What happened to him?”

      “Oh, he survived the war,” said Calliande. “Sadly, his elder brothers did not. So, he became the new Dux of Caertigris, much to his surprise. He married soon after that, and I think his wife was pregnant with their first child when I went into the long sleep below the Tower of Vigilance.”

      “Can I ask something?” said Kalussa. “It might be a…little strange.”

      “Since I am teaching you, I suppose I should insist that you ask,” said Calliande.

      “You said you were focused on your duty,” said Kalussa. “That it was all you ever thought of doing. So…why did you marry Lord Ridmark?”

      Calliande said nothing.

      “I am glad you did,” said Kalussa, hastily. “If you hadn’t, Archaelon would have killed me. But…I wonder what changed your mind.”

      What could Calliande tell her? She could not fit ten years of history into a single answer. Calliande had been devoted to her duty as Keeper, so devoted that she had sealed herself below the Tower of Vigilance for two and a half centuries. And when she had awakened, she had been powerless and lost, and if not for Ridmark, she would have failed in her duty and died on that day.

      If not for Ridmark…

      He had never given up, even when he had wanted to die. If not for him, she would have failed. If not for him, she would have died a hundred times over. If not for him, she would not have her sons, she would not have Gareth and Joachim. Calliande had been infatuated before, but she had only fallen in love once in her life, and she had never fallen out of it.

      “What changed my mind?” said Calliande at last. “Ridmark did.”

      Kalussa snorted. “Ah. Speaking of Lord Ridmark, I think he has returned.”

      Calliande looked to the west and saw Ridmark and Third approaching, and she headed towards them. Third looked as she always did, face pale and expressionless beneath her dark hair, her short swords resting in their scabbards upon her belt.

      Calliande’s eyes settled on Ridmark, on the hard face with the deepening lines and the brand of the broken sword, the close-cropped black hair turning gray at the temples, the confident, fluid way he moved.

      “Nothing of interest,” said Ridmark as she approached. “We found the tracks the Bronze Dead left, but they headed straight to Trojas. We won’t…”

      She smiled at him, wrapped her arms around him, gave him a kiss, and then pressed her head against his shoulder.

      “What’s this?” said Ridmark, though he hugged her back, and she heard the surprised smile in his voice.

      “No reason,” said Calliande. “I’m just glad to see you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SHIELD KNIGHT: DUEL

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR'S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The events of SHIELD KNIGHT: DUEL take place between the novels SEVENFOLD SWORD: UNITY and SEVENFOLD SWORD: SORCERESS.
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      Ninety-nine days after the quest of the Seven Swords began, ninety-nine days after the day in the Year of Our Lord 1488 when the cloaked stranger came to the High King of Andomhaim’s court, Calliande Arban sat down, pulled her boots off, and dipped her feet into the stream’s rushing waters.

      A sigh escaped her lips. 

      God, but her feet ached. 

      She was a fit woman, and she had rebuilt the strength she had lost during her long illness and depression after her infant daughter’s death. But Calliande had been traveling every day for weeks, and those travels had been interspersed with deadly battles against powerful enemies. That had been exhausting when she had done it ten years ago, when she and Ridmark had been trying to find the secret of the Frostborn.

      It was even more exhausting now.

      Still, she thought with wry amusement, that it was probably a good sign she felt the same as she had ten years ago. Just slightly more tired, that was all. 

      Around her, the others prepared to camp for the night. They had left the Illicaeryn Jungles and returned to the Takai Steppes, and while the steppes were hot, they lacked the oppressive humidity of the jungles. A stream ran over the plains here in a shallow gully, no doubt flowing towards the River Morwynial and the Serpent Marshes. 

      Ridmark was talking to Magatai, consulting him about the path ahead. Tamlin, Krastikon, and Tamara stood talking in quiet voices. Third stood perched at the edge of the gully, keeping watch, while Calem waited next to her. Third kept watch because it was her nature to remain vigilant. Calem kept watch because he and Kalussa were trying to stay away from each other, and Kalussa was standing at the edge of the creek, trying not to look at anything. Calliande supposed she should do something about that, but anything she did would just make it worse. Kalussa and Calem had to work things out for themselves. 

      Ridmark walked towards her, and Tamlin followed him.

      “Enjoying yourself?” said Ridmark. 

      “Immensely,” said Calliande. “The stream is cold, though I don’t know why.”

      “Ah,” said Magatai, steering his struthian mount Northwind towards her. “Magatai knows the answer to this riddle. Far to the south, the Illicaeryn Jungles end in mighty mountains. When there is much snow in winter, the snows melt and rush south. Likely that is why the stream is cold.”

      “Not that it matters,” said Tamlin. “You seem able to conjure as much ice as you want.”

      “It’s more useful as drinking water,” said Calliande.

      “We shouldn’t camp here,” said Ridmark. “The gully is too exposed. On the far bank, I think.”

      “I know,” said Calliande with a sigh. She picked up her staff and got to her feet with a grunt, stepping out of the water. Cramps shot through her legs, and she grimaced and paced until they subsided. “At least we can wash here. Ah, but I miss horses.” She looked at Magatai. “Pity your struthians cannot bear the weight of humans.”

      Magatai grinned and patted Northwind’s neck, the gangly lizard letting out a squawk. “Magatai thinks humans are too tall, anyway.” 

      “I wonder what use horses would be, though,” said Tamara. 

      “Oh?” said Calliande, looking at her. Tamara was tall and strong-looking with thick black hair bound in a braid, her right eye a cold blue and her left eye a strange shade of purple. She wore a long coat of scutian leather, which never seemed to make her warm, and carried a staff of golden metal in her left hand.

      “They seem like such a strange animal,” said Tamara. “Tamlin was telling me about them.”

      “Tamlin has never seen a horse either,” said Ridmark, his voice dry. 

      “Aye, but they seem so fragile,” said Tamara. “With hooves that need steel shoes, and ankles that can break easily.” She reached over and patted Northwind’s shoulder, and the struthian let out an approving squawk. “The struthians of the Takai seem much more resilient.” 

      “If we had horses,” said Calliande, crossing to a low boulder, “we wouldn’t have to walk everywhere.” She sat down and pulled her boots back on. “And if King Hektor had horses, the War of the Seven Swords might have been over by now.” Memories from a hundred different battles flashed through her mind. “Footmen can repel a charge of horsemen, but only if they do everything right, and they usually don’t.” She stood back up. “Horses have a thousand different weaknesses, aye, and require much care, but their strengths are very strong.”

      “That just seems…wrong, somehow,” said Kalussa, shaking her head. She and Calem might have been trying to ignore each other, but Kalussa Pendragon rarely passed on an opportunity to share her opinion. “The men of Owyllain, commoner and noble alike, fight on foot. Riding on the backs of animals is for servants.”

      “The warriors of the Takai fight on the backs of animals,” Magatai pointed out. 

      “Aye, but you are halflings,” said Kalussa. Magatai snorted. “You don’t even live in cities as we do.” 

      “In the right time and the right place,” said Ridmark, “a few horsemen can decide a battle.” 

      “Just as a few warriors of the Takai, mounted upon the backs of our struthians,” said Magatai, “can win a fight.”

      “Exactly,” said Ridmark. 

      Tamara smiled. “You’re about to tell a story, aren’t you?”

      “I might as well,” said Ridmark. “We need to set up camp anyway.” He gestured towards the far side of the creek. “I’ll tell you about the time a few horsemen decided the fate of a village.”
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      It was twenty years ago, and I was a new-made Swordbearer in the court of Dux Gareth Licinius of the Northerland. I was good with a sword but young and reckless, and too stupid to realize it. 

      But the Northerland is a good place for a young, reckless man with a sword. It needs reckless young men with swords. It is the northernmost reach of the realm of Andomhaim, and it is a dangerous land. Bone orcs raid from the Qazaluuskan Forest to find sacrifices for their god, and other tribes of pagan orcs move through the Wilderland to attack villages. The dvargir and the kobolds sometimes launch raids, and there are entrances to the Deeps hidden everywhere in the Northerland. Creatures of dark magic like the urvaalgs and ursaars are more common in the Northerland than anywhere else in Andomhaim. 

      The orcs of the Anathgrimm forest used to be a threat, but now that Third’s sister Queen Mara rules in Nightmane Forest, they only attack if someone attacks them first, and Mara is an ally of Andomhaim. So that danger is gone. But medvarth tribes still control the northern half of the Northerland, and the khaldjari have built themselves a citadel on the slopes of the Black Mountain and held it against all foes. 

      But twenty years ago, the Frostborn hadn’t returned, the Traveler still ruled in Nightmane Forest, and the Northerland was surrounded by foes on all sides. The Northerland was as dangerous then as it is now, and the knights and men-at-arms of Dux Gareth Licinius rode out regularly to hunt down warbands of orcs and kobolds. 

      Not long after I came to Dux Gareth’s seat at Castra Marcaine and entered his service as a household knight and a Swordbearer, the Dux received a call for help. There was a new village called Dun Licinia at the utter northern edge of the Northerland. It was a dangerous place, for many orcish tribes regarded the nearby Black Mountain as sacred, but the farmland and pastureland in that part of the River Marcaine’s valley were good, and some freeholders were willing to take the risk. 

      I suppose the men of Dun Licinia were like the men of Kalimnos, Tamara, willing to make their homes in a harsh land in hopes of a better life for their children. 

      Anyway, the village was governed by a Comes, a nobleman sworn to the Dux. The Comes at the time was an old knight named Stephen Aurelius. He and the Dux had been squires together long ago, and Gareth had kept him as a knight and then a Comes, rewarding him with Dun Licinia. Comes Stephen sent a message to Castra Marcaine, saying that pagan orcish warbands from Vhaluusk had been moving through the hills near the village. The Dux preferred to stop raiders at the border of his lands, lest they penetrate deeper and do harm, and so he sent a force out to investigate and drive off any raiders. 

      It was a strong force, fifty knights and Swordbearers accompanied by one hundred men-at-arms. We were mounted, so we made good time, even though the roads in that part of the Northerland were often questionable. Sir Tagrimn Volarus commanded the force. He’s a fierce old man now, but back then he was middle-aged and at the height of his strength, and the Dux frequently relied on him. Sir Tagrimn was sour, unpleasant, and did not like me at all, but he didn’t really like anyone, and he was a good soldier. 

      I knew most of the other knights and Swordbearers who rode with us. Most of them were men of my own age, and we had been squires together at Castra Marcaine. I was the youngest Swordbearer in the party, one of the youngest Swordbearers in the history of the Order of the Soulblade, and so, of course, my friends gave me no shortage of grief about that. One of them was Sir Joram Agramore, who became High King Arandar’s quartermaster during the war against the Frostborn. 

      Another was Tarrabus Carhaine.

      You’ve heard me mention him before. He murdered his father, became the Dux of Caerdracon, pledged his soul to the corrupting dark power of Incariel, and assassinated High King Uthanaric and tried to seize the throne of Andomhaim for himself. But back then, all of that was in the future. Tarrabus and I were not friends, but we were rivals in the way that young men are. Some of it was because he was ruthless and brutal, and I thought that unknightly, and I suppose he thought I was priggish and arrogant. But most of it was because we were courting the same woman, the Dux’s eldest daughter Aelia. Tarrabus had a circle of friends around him, men loyal to the future Dux, and they were just as brutal as he was. 

      It seems strange to speak of it now. Tarrabus and his men started a civil war that killed thousands of men and nearly handed Andomhaim to the power of the Frostborn. Yet back then, I knew nothing of such things. I thought that Tarrabus conducted himself in a manner unfit for a lord and a knight and a son of the church, and we both wanted the same woman for our wife. 

      But for all that, we worked together well in those days. We didn’t like each other, but we respected each other, and while Tarrabus was many things, he wasn’t a coward. 

      The day we came to Dun Licinia, I was riding not far from the head of the column. Sir Tagrimn rode at the front, scowling at everyone in sight, and the standardbearer rode after him, carrying a lance with the banner of the Licinii, a white hart upon a field of green. Since I was one of the Dux’s household knights, I was riding one of the Dux’s horses, a destrier named Vanquisher. He was an irascible bastard of a horse, prone to biting and kicking, and needed a firm hand to keep him in check. 

      I rode next to Sir Joram. The road, such as it was, veered through a valley filled with pine trees, rocky hills rising in the distance. The valley continued northwest until it reached the valley of the River Marcaine, where Dun Licinia and its surrounding farms stood. 

      “Another hour, I think,” said Joram with good cheer, “and we’ll be there.” Back then he was on the heavy side, with curly red hair. Nowadays his hair is mostly gray, and he lost most of the weight during the campaign against Tarrabus and then the Frostborn and never gained it back. He looked healthier with the weight, but I suppose he wheezes less now. “I wonder if they’ll have women there?”

      I snorted. “That’s all you think about, sir.” Though if I am honest, when a man’s eighteen years old he thinks about that quite often.

      Joram laughed. “Well, we can’t all have caught the eye of the Dux’s eldest daughter, can we? Any peasant lasses up here must be lonely. They’ll be staring wide-eyed at dashing knights.” 

      “Yes, as soon as we find some dashing knights, I’ll let the lasses know,” I said.

      “You slew an urdmordar in single combat,” said Joram. “Surely that is enough renown to impress a peasant girl.”

      I grimaced. “I had help.” I didn’t like talking about my fight with Gothalinzur. I hadn’t faced her alone, though I had dealt the killing blow. She had been the first to warn me of the return of the Frostborn. I had spoken with a few Magistri and nobles about it, and they had all assured me that the Frostborn had been destroyed and would not return. 

      If only I had known.

      Joram started to answer and then fell silent as Tarrabus Carhaine and Paul Tallmane approached. 

      Tarrabus looked like a proud young knight, with blond hair and blue eyes, his armor polished to a mirror sheen and his blue surcoat crisp. Next to him, Sir Paul Tallmane looked thuggish, but he always looked thuggish, right up to the day we fought for the final time in the Iron Tower. He had close-cropped blond hair and flat black eyes that looked like those of an angry dog. Which made sense, because he was Tarrabus’s right hand. If a freeholder or a commoner annoyed Tarrabus, he didn’t dirty his hands by settling his grudge himself. No, he sent Paul to settle scores for him. 

      “Really, Joram,” said Tarrabus with a smile. “Lusting after these peasant wenches? I would say you could do better…but, well, that seems unlikely. Just make sure you don’t confuse the peasant wenches with their pigs. They look so alike that it’s easy to get confused.” 

      Paul let out a rough laugh. He always laughed at Tarrabus’s jokes. “Suppose their squeals sound the same, don’t they?” 

      “We all can’t send Sir Paul to collect whores for us,” I said. 

      Paul glared at me, but Tarrabus only smiled.

      “Actually, if you’re here, Sir Ridmark, I don’t see why the rest of us need to be here at all,” said Tarrabus. “Surely the mighty Swordbearer who slew Gothalinzur doesn’t need the help of mere mortals like us. Ride forth yourself, and no doubt the enemy will disperse in dread of you.” 

      “And let Sir Ridmark win all the renown?” said Joram with a tight smile. “I’m sure Lady Aelia would be amused to hear how Sir Ridmark won the battle, and Sir Tarrabus remained behind to watch.”

      “I’m sure you would have no idea what would please Lady Aelia, Joram,” said Tarrabus. “Or any woman.” Paul laughed again at that.

      (I should mention that Joram has been married for twelve years and has four children and a wife who dotes on him. Paul has been dead for nine years, Tarrabus for eight.) 

      “Perhaps we should keep score,” said Paul. “Let’s cut the ears from the orcs we slay. Whoever presents Lady Aelia with the largest necklace of orc ears is the winner.”

      Tarrabus and I shared a look. 

      “I somehow doubt that would impress her,” I said.

      “As do I,” said Tarrabus.

      Joram laughed. “Then the age of miracles has not yet passed from the world if the two of you agree on something.”

      “Though I don’t even know why we had to come out here,” said Tarrabus, looking at the pine forest with disdain. “This far from the heart of the realm? Any man foolish enough to live here deserves whatever…”

      “We’re here because the Dux commanded it!” snapped Sir Tagrimn. We had drifted close enough for him to overhear our conversation. “And if you don’t stop your damned yapping, I’ll put my foot so far up your backside you’ll taste my boot. Now close your damn mouth and keep together. The scouts haven’t come back yet, and I don’t like it.” 

      Tarrabus scowled, his eyes narrowing to blue slits. He never liked it whenever someone of lower birth spoke to him like that. But Tagrimn was in command, and Tagrimn was unimpressed by both Tarrabus’s birth and Tarrabus himself. 

      Then Tarrabus’s eyes widened, and he straightened in the saddle.

      “Look, sir,” he said, pointing. “A fire.”

      Tagrimn glared but turned his gaze. To the northwest, stark against the gray sky of early spring, I saw black smoke just rising above the pine trees. Quite a lot of black smoke, come to think of it. Something had to be burning. Either an accidental fire had started in one of the barns near Dun Licinia, or raiders had put the buildings to the torch. 

      “Damnation,” said Tagrimn. He turned and began bellowing orders. “Form up. Form up! We’ll advance at a canter. Move!” 

      We obeyed his orders, forming up into as wide of a line as the road would support, and then hurried forward. It didn’t take long. The men-at-arms were veterans of many fights, and the younger knights had been trained well. We rode forward and soon came to the broad valley of the River Marcaine and the village of Dun Licinia.

      These days, Dun Licinia is a deserted ruin, the valley contested between the khaldjari and a half-dozen different medvarth tribes. Back then, a few dozen small farms dotted the landscape, and the village itself was a stone keep with a market square. Years later, the keep was built into a small castra, and a stone wall raised around the town, but for now, the village’s only defense was that stone keep.

      And a half-dozen of the farms were burning. Plumes of smoke rose from the plain, dark stripes against the gray sky, and I saw a smaller pillar of smoke rising from near the keep. Ahead of us, the road led out of the forest and toward the river, and one of the burning farms was nearby. I saw a mob of terrified people rushing towards us, men with spears and swords, women holding small children.

      Orcish warriors in fur and leather pursued them, brandishing weapons and jeering. Even as I looked, one of the orcish warriors cast a spear. The weapon punched into the back of a limping old woman and burst from her chest with a spray of blood. 

      She was dead before she hit the ground. I still remember her expression. She looked more confused than anything else. At least it had been quick.

      “Take them!” roared Tagrimn, lifting his war hammer. “Cut them down, then converge on the farm! Go!” 

      His standardbearer lifted a war horn and blew a long, wailing blast, and we shouted and charged forward. 

      Either God and the saints or simple luck had been with us because we had caught the orcish raiders at a bad time. They were scattered in pursuit of the freeholders, which is absolutely the worst way for footmen to fight a band of cavalry, especially disciplined, experienced cavalry. One of the orcish warriors began bellowing orders, trying to call together the orcs to form a defensive line.

      “For Mhalek!” he roared in the orcish tongue. “For Mhalek! For Mhalek and victory!”

      That was the first time I heard the name of Mhalek, but not the last.

      We thundered out of the trees, and I drew Heartwarden from its scabbard. It was a soulblade, similar to Oathshield, though not quite as powerful. A soulstone had been set in the tang of the blade just above the crosspiece and hilt, and it flickered with white light from time to time. The blade did not burn with white fire, which was good. That meant no creatures or wielders of dark magic were nearby.

      I put my heels to Vanquisher’s flanks, and the big horse let out a furious whinny and surged forward, the steel-clad hooves tearing at the ground. One of the orcish spearmen sprinted towards me, and I rode towards him, drawing Heartwarden back to strike. The orcish warrior stabbed with his spear, but his blow missed. The trick on horseback against an isolated foe isn’t to ride him down but to ride past him. I swung my sword, all Heartwarden’s power lending my arm its strength. Between the soulblade’s power and Vanquisher’s momentum, I took off the orcish warrior’s head with a single blow, his green blood fountaining into the air from the stump of his neck. 

      I turned to seek another foe, but the fight was already over. The rest of the horsemen surged forward, and the orcish warriors had been overwhelmed in short order.

      Smoke still rose against the sky, and I heard the distant clang of steel on steel.

      This fight was over, but the battle was far from finished.
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