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      The Frostborn war is over, but not all the servants of the Frostborn have been defeated. 

      When Third of Nightmane Forest comes across a medvarth warband, she prepares to fight her old enemies.

      But the undead will hunt them both...
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      My name is Third of Nightmane Forest. 

      There are powers and creatures in this world older than me, but I am likely the oldest woman in the realm of Andomhaim. Certainly, I am old enough to have seen how history repeats itself and how the past sometimes returns to torment the present. 

      That, perhaps, is the great weakness of mankind. The life of a man is short enough that the bitter lessons of the past are forgotten, and hard truths must be relearned in every generation.

      And in a life as long as mine, the past returns again and again.

      The battle of the Splintered Tower was once such event. 

      It was in the first month of the Year of Our Lord 1490, in the bitter heart of a cold winter, not long after I returned to Andomhaim from my journey to Owyllain. 

      I was wandering alone through the northwestern hills of the Northerland, sometimes traveling on foot, sometimes using the burning song of my blood to travel hundreds of yards in the blink of an eye. My main purpose was to scout the borders of Nightmane Forest for enemies. The Frostborn had been defeated years ago, but some of their armies had been left behind. The khaldjari had built a stronghold in the valley of Dun Licinia and sometimes issued forth to raid. Tribes of medvarth still held half of the Northerland. Sometimes they allied with the khaldjari, sometimes they warred upon each other, and sometimes they sent warbands into Andomhaim or towards my sister’s city of Marhosk to the south. Mara regularly sent patrols of Anathgrimm through the hills of the Northerland, but they could not move as fast as I could.

      I also felt like solitude, at least for a while. I loved my sister and was grateful for her presence, but my journey to Owyllain had changed me, and I wished to think on it. In my centuries as an urdhracos, I had spent much time alone, carrying out the malevolent will of my father, and those times of solitude had been the closest I had ever been to peace while I had been an urdhracos. While I was grateful for my friends, I still preferred solitude on occasion. 

      But I did not yet realize that I would not be alone on this journey. 

      I called on the fiery song in my blood, the song that had appeared when I had transformed from urdhracos to half-human, half dark elven hybrid. Once my father’s song had dominated my thoughts, filling my head with its terror and beauty, and compelling me to obey. Or, at least, that had been how my mind had interpreted my father’s aura. After I had transformed, my own song had filled my blood like fire. With that song came power, and I could use it travel short distances, covering dozens of yards in a blink of an eye.

      Blue fire filled the world, and when it cleared, I had reappeared in one of the countless small, rocky valleys in the Northerland. It was a bleak winter’s day, and the sky was the color of iron, dull and heavy with coming snow. Thick white snow mantled the rocky hills, though I saw plenty of green. The trees of the Northerland were pines and kept their needles throughout the winter. The snow-cloaked trees reminded me, oddly enough, of the skirts of some the noblewomen of Tarlion, at least those who could afford elaborate garments. It was beautiful, in a stark sort of way, and I had often taken comfort in that during my centuries as an urdhracos.

      Right now, though, the scenery was a minor concern. 

      The tracks held my attention.

      Hundreds of footprints marked the snow, so many that the center of the valley had become a trampled path. I turned a critical eye over the tracks, noting their size and shape. I knew the tracks of every kindred and creature in the Wilderland, learned over centuries of experience, but I had first seen footprints of this nature less than ten years ago. 

      Medvarth tracks. Their footprints looked a bit like bear footprints, albeit larger and somewhat narrower. I had a sudden vivid memory of walking with Ridmark Arban, tracking medvarth warbands during the first year of the Frostborn war, and I put it aside. Ridmark was my closest friend, save for Mara, and he was currently in Tarlion since Calliande was pregnant again. 

      Hopefully, this pregnancy went better than the last one. 

      To judge from the tracks, it looked like hundreds of medvarth had traveled through this valley, perhaps even a thousand of them. An entire tribe on the move? For a moment, I debated whether I should follow them. They were moving northwest, and that would take them past the Black Mountain and away from both Andomhaim and the Nightmane Forest. If a medvarth tribe wanted to migrate into the Wilderland, I would not stop them. Yet they might think to circle around and try to attack Nightmane Forest from the north. 

      Best to find out what they were doing. 

      I drew on my power and traveled, and when the blue fire cleared, I stood atop one of the rocky hills. The trail continued to the northwest, and for the next two hours, I alternated between traveling and walking, recovering the strength of my power as I walked. I took in more details of the trail as I followed it, noting the differing sizes of some of the tracks. Females and young were traveling with the medvarth warriors. It was an entire tribe on the move. 

      One more jump and I traveled atop another hill.





OEBPS/images/psdshieldknightthirdstower.jpg
A SHIELD KNIGH”IkNOVELLA ;

THIRD’S

JONATHAN MOELLER





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





