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Dedications





from JB Caine


Idedicate the writing of the IRONSHIELD stories to Lea, Sam, Jinny, Jon, Ashton, Riley, Parker, Andrew, Justin, and Cem. These characters live because of you. 

My Sundays will never feel the same.

from Lea Scism


I dedicate IRONSHIELD to my beloved Speech/Debate DnD crew, for allowing me to drag them into the fantasies that once only lived in my head; to JB and Sam, for helping to make our stories flourish beyond what I ever could have imagined; and to my mom, who has always been my biggest supporter. Thank you all for everything you do.

from Sam Hamilton


I dedicate IRONSHIELD to the very first, the best, and largest D&D group I'll ever DM for. To Lea, for allowing me the honor of stepping foot in their world;  and JB, for giving the story a physical form I never expected.  And to Sister, who literally had to help me write this dedication and bio. I wouldn't be here without y'all. 
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A Cast of Characters





Daijera 


The Black Moon was everywhere and nowhere. 

That is to say, operatives of the Black Moon were spread across the four kingdoms like pollen on a summer wind, but their influence — their very existence — was one of the world’s best kept secrets. 

Partly because the Black Moon paid very well.

Partly because revealing its existence was a self-imposed death sentence.

Daijera Haatengati sat in the waiting room of a posh beauty salon, carefully dressed to blend in with the upper-crust clientele while not shining brightly enough to attract undue attention. Fortunately, minor illusion magic was so common in these establishments that no one sensitive enough to notice the enchantment would think to question it.

Salons like these charged top prices for magical beauty enhancement, but Daijera’s illusion was not that sort. She was lovely enough on her own, even stunning when she wanted to be. The illusion magic she cast on herself was for the purpose of light disguise ... to mask the slightly greenish tinge to her smooth skin and the slitted olive-colored serpent eyes under her dark lashes. Both were inherited from her mother, and were an ever-present reminder of the perils of standing out, even amongst the diverse population of Heavenly Skies. 

There was a quiet bustling in the back room, followed by a barely audible whisper to the girl working the reception desk. She nodded in acknowledgement to the disembodied voice. “Savita will see you now,” she chirped, and stepped from behind the desk to pull back a silky purple curtain.

Daijera rose and moved sinuously toward the opening. “A pleasure as always, Breta,” she smiled as she entered the back hallway that paying clientele never got to see. She moved through the dark passage toward Savita’s office and knocked carefully on the door. Knock, knock, swish, knock. Then she placed her hand on the handle and felt the familiar pricking of the locking spell reading her identity before clicking open and allowing her to enter.

Savita, a stately and mature elven woman, looked up as Daijera entered and smiled approvingly. “I do appreciate your prompt response to my summons,” she began, and motioned for Daijera to join her on the couch. “Have some tea, dear.”

Under ordinary circumstances, Daijera wouldn’t accept a drink from someone she didn’t know well, but this was Black Moon business, and the Code guaranteed that Savita wouldn’t have slipped poison or any other compound into her drink. Besides, Savita always had jeren-root tea, which was exceedingly difficult to find this far from the Southern Fields.

“I won’t take too much of your time, dear, because I’m going to need to dispatch you on business this very afternoon.”

“This afternoon?” Daijera raised her eyebrows in surprise. “I wasn’t aware there were any missions on the calendar this week. What’s the mark?”

“I do love how you always cut straight to the heart of the matter. It’s part of what makes you so good at gathering information. You know just what questions to ask. Yes, indeed. And you’re right, this did come up rather suddenly, and in fact, it comes from fairly high up the chain. You’re needed as back-up on a very important courier mission.”

“Courier? Are you sure I’m the right person for that job? I’d never undercut my own skills, but pick-up-and-delivery isn’t really my area of expertise.” Daijera smiled and gestured at her dancer’s physique. Nice legs and long hair were very useful tools for getting people to drop their defenses and share secrets, but not particularly helpful in fighting off road bandits.

Savita chuckled. “This is no ordinary intelligence- gathering operation, dear. I’ll be sending you about two days’ journey to the western border of Rosend, where a wizard named Zaos Craxinna has advertised in a nearby town that he urgently needs a courier three dawns from now. Allistair dispatched two of his delivery agents to answer the advertisement, but since it was open to the public, we’d like to have another agent present who isn’t already associated with the other two. If many people ... or the wrong people, rather ... answer this Zaos fellow’s summons, we may have need of your other skillset.”

“I see,” Daijera nodded. Other skillset meant they might need someone to die a mysterious death. She dragged her tongue across the venom sac in the roof of her mouth. One more gift from mother. Viper’s Breath. Very rare, and after about five minutes, completely undetectable. Assassin work wasn’t Daijera’s favorite thing, so she didn’t generally pick up those jobs when they came available. There were plenty of operatives who were willing to take up killwork because the paycheck was about five times what smuggling, secret-brokering, or even infiltration jobs commanded. But when it came to stealth, Viper’s Breath was an unparalleled weapon. 

Savita pulled out a map of the Heavenly Skies/Rosend border. “Zaos has a residential tower here,” She pointed to a wooded area just inside the kingdom of Rosend. You’ll need to arrive at first light in three days. The other two operatives should arrive at about the same time, presumably with a passel of other people who respond to the flyer. Zaos is offering 500 crowns for successful delivery of a package to an as-yet-unspecified location.”

“Wizards and their towers,” Daijera sighed. “So cliché, really. But 500 crowns? What’s in the package?” 

“We aren’t really sure, but we have intercepted some intel through the library system that this Zaos fellow has been studying some extraordinarily powerful arcane magic. If he’s willing to pay that much to have something delivered, it must be something of enormous value. The three of you are to determine what the contents of that package are, and if it happens to be a particular item Black Moon is seeking, you are to find a way to get it into Allistair’s hands instead of the intended destination.”

“What if the item isn’t the one you want?”

Savita shrugged and sipped her tea. “Then you make the delivery and collect the fee. A nice bag of gold and well worth the trip, wouldn’t you say? But if it is the item we seek, then agents of King Godfroy from Ironshield also seek it. They must not get their hands on it under any circumstances.”

Daijera’s eyes grew wide at the mention of Ironshield’s king. If Godfroy was planning something with this mystery object, then it would be a great pleasure to dispatch any of his genocidal minions who crossed her path.

“And as I said, dear, the advertisement was public. There is no telling how many fools will show up, if only for the gold.”

“Ah, so I’m there in case there are too many other interested parties.”

“You do catch on so quickly, dear. Yes, you do. Keep track of your activities and how many of the extra individuals you have to dispatch. You’ll be well compensated when you report to Allistair. Off with you now, my dear, and here’s a small down payment for your services as well as covering your passage across the Dividing Sea. It’s the faster route, and you are in a bit of a hurry,” Savita smiled, pulling out a small satchel of coins. She patted Daijera’s knee, indicating that business had been concluded. “You’d better get going. Many miles to travel.” 



Dalgis




Dalgis waited patiently. He was very good at waiting.

This morning he had also waited, watching the salmon in the river as they swam around his sinewy brown legs as though he were a tree. They swam around him until, in a burst of strength and speed, he thrust his two sword-like foreclaws straight down, impaling a fish on each. He drew his arms forth and inspected his catch with satisfaction. 

Splashing up to the shore to enjoy his breakfast, he lay the fish down on the rock and began the arduous process of trying to cut it into pieces with that same foreclaw. It would be much easier to gulp the fish down whole or tear them apart with the cone-like teeth that, when he wasn’t eating, created a menacing grin. But that wasn’t how civilized people ate, and his father and brother had always wanted him to try and be civilized. So he awkwardly cut the fish into chunks before chomping it down.

Unfortunately, his attempt at politeness also meant he ate more slowly than was natural out here in the deep forest, and the combination of the splashing sounds of his catch with the scent of fresh fish blood had attracted the attention of a very unwelcome visitor. 

The bear crept toward Dalgis uncertainly, no doubt because it wasn’t at all sure how much of a threat this unusual-looking beast might be. Dalgis was larger than the bear, certainly, but he was also covered in green and brown feathers with an eye-catching frill around his elongated face, and rather resembled a very fearsome looking goose. It was no wonder the bear hesitated, and that hesitation was all the time Dalgis needed. 

With a roar that sounded more like a deep and resonant honk, Dalgis charged. The bear was still unsure what it was fighting, but it knew it had to fight or die. With a bone-crushing crunch, the two predators slammed into one another. Dalgis’s girth and momentum was an enormous advantage, and as the two beasts grappled, snarled, and snapped at each other, it became quickly apparent to the bear that it was outmatched and should have sought to catch its own breakfast. Its aggression turned to fear and desperation, and it fought like a creature possessed, biting at Dalgis’s arms and shoulders.

Dalgis pulled one arm back to try and run the bear through with his fearsome claw, but the bear unexpectedly thrust its neck forward and buried its teeth in the meat of Dalgis’s bicep. He threw his head back and roared in pain. The bear, thinking it may have secured an advantage, clamped down harder, but that was to be its undoing. It had failed to account for the flexibility of Dalgis’s long neck, and was completely unprepared when his massive maw closed around its snout and eyes. The bear tried to let go, but it was too late; the strength in Dalgis’s jaws was inescapable. Crunch and the bear went limp, its skull split and its head crushed. 

[image: This is an image of Dalgis fighting with a bear.]

Once he was sure it was dead, Dalgis opened his mouth and let the bear fall to the ground. He looked at its body grumpily. He hated to waste a kill, but he had no taste for bear meat. Ah, well, most likely some of the forest scavengers would find the bear before too long, and it would still serve to feed other creatures. Still, he felt a twinge of regret that he hadn’t been able to reason with the bear, but bears weren’t people, and they didn’t reason when it came to fish. 

And Dalgis hadn’t been about to give up his breakfast.



It was going to be a splendid day; of that he was certain. A little bit of salmon and a hearty tussle could not but bode well. Adventure awaits you today, said the little voice in his head. It is the beginning of exciting things, and the path of your destiny is that much closer. The truth was, Dalgis felt that most days were splendid. But there was something different in that feeling this morning: a feeling that today would be ... IMPORTANT. And so, after savoring his breakfast and washing off the remnants of the morning’s battle, Dalgis set forth, moving quietly among the trees and parallel to the great trade road that ran from the northern ports of the Dividing Sea through the center of the Kingdom of Rosend. There were quite a few travelers today; mostly carts taking their wares to markets in the capital city of Galantus, but merchants weren’t likely to lead him to his destiny, so he kept his eye out for individual travelers, particularly those who looked like they were ready for an adventure.

If he had been anyone else, he might have been discouraged after four hours of thoroughly dull people- watching. No one he had seen thus far had an aura of destiny, which was disappointing. But Dalgis never doubted what his father had called his internal compass. Dalgis always trusted that he was exactly where he should be, exactly when he was meant to be there. 

So when he spotted the man with mottled deep brown skin, he knew his waiting was over.  He moved toward the edge of the trees and waited for the man to come closer. The stranger was finely dressed in chain mail and a cream-colored cloak, with a hammered silvery breastplate glowing in the afternoon sun. He looked to have some sort of elven ancestry, but the features weren’t quite a match for the other elves Dalgis had seen. When the man drew close, Dalgis extended his massive upper body out of the treeline.The knight started at the sight of the unusual beast before him, drawing his longsword so quickly that it was nearly a blur. His bushy black eyebrows rose and his eyes widened.

“Now, now, my good man, I assure you there’s no need for that. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Dalgis Warclaw.” As he spoke, Dalgis slowly stepped out of the trees and into the light. He drew himself up to his full height, nearly twice that of the man, and then bowed deeply. He attempted a friendly smile, but he feared that the result looked a bit more pointy and threatening than warm and welcoming. “I seek a great adventure, and my instincts tell me that with you as my companion, I shall surely find it.” 

The man lowered his weapon slightly, but maintained his defensive stance. “What manner of beast are you, Dalgis Warclaw? I have traveled the four kingdoms, and never have I seen anything at all like you.”

“That is because there is no other like me. My father was a great sorcerer, and he fashioned me into a unique being before magically incubating and hatching me.” Dalgis raised himself from his bow and stood at his most comfortable height, somewhat taller than the man but not so much so that the man would have to crane his neck to have a polite conversation. “He was a genius, my father. I miss him terribly.”

“I see,” said the knight, “and was he famous for his genius? Would I know his name or the story of his deeds?”

“Alas, no, my new friend. My father was executed for his genius, not celebrated. It is a great tragedy. I was very young at the time and, had I not fled Ironshield’s borders, I do not doubt that I would have been killed and served to King Godfroy himself as a great feast.” Dalgis’s eyes grew wistful. 

“Well, you do rather resemble an extraordinarily large goose, albeit one with arms instead of wings, and your legs look a bit like they belong on a young dragon. I don’t wonder that Ironshield came for your father; Godfroy tries very hard to maintain only human occupants within Ironshield’s borders. I can’t imagine he would appreciate or condone the creation of new beasts through magic, particularly ones with the powers of speech and reason.” His words were flat and practical, perhaps even a shade unkind, but the knight seemed to decide something, and sheathed his sword.

“Right you are, good sir. And one day I shall avenge my father and the impostor king will meet my claws. I will watch the light die in his eyes, just as I had to watch it die in my father’s.”

“You seem rather ... open ... about your past, Dalgis. Are you sure that’s wise? You don’t know anything about me. I might not be very trustworthy.”

Dalgis grinned. “I have excellent instincts.”

The knight’s face broke into a smirk and he chuckled. “So you do, so you do. My name is Ren, and I would be pleased to walk with you, Dalgis. My destination is another full day’s walk from here, I believe. You are welcome to accompany me. I am not sure how much adventure we will find, but I am certain that traveling with you will be anything but boring.”

“Well met, Sir Ren! I shall be most honored to walk with you. I deduce that you are a man with many stories to tell, and I do love a good story. What is this destination of which you speak?”

“I travel to a wizard’s tower on the southwestern border of Rosend. The wizard I seek has collected a great deal of research that, should it fall into the wrong hands, would be catastrophic. He reached out to me a fortnight ago and asked if I would consider delivering it to a library in Galantus.”

“That sounds like a marvelous adventure,” Dalgis replied cheerfully.

“Let’s hope so,” Ren smiled. “The old fool is impatient and impetuous. He asked me to arrive at dawn, two days hence. I fear that if I am delayed, he will try to transport the research himself. He’s too tempting a target for highway bandits. He may be a wizard, but he’s an old and addle-brained one.”

“Then we make sure to arrive on time, Sir Ren! Fear not! Dalgis is with you, and you shall not fail in your task.”

Ren chuckled again. “You have the heart of a knight, Dalgis.”

For a moment (but ONLY a moment), Dalgis was speechless. It was the greatest compliment he had ever received.





Ekko




Attempting to remain motionless while suspended from a rafter is no small task, even if the person attempting it is, indeed, quite small. Ekko tensed all her muscles, her limbs splayed out like a flattened spider. She was close enough to the wall to press the big toe on her right foot against it, which more or less stopped her from swinging, but even in her gray tights and tunic, she wasn’t sure how well she blended into the shadows of the high ceiling.

It wouldn’t have been a problem if the tavern owner hadn’t come back in after closing to search for the earring he had dropped at some point during the night’s business. But here he was, going back and forth behind the bar with a candle, hoping to find the twisted gold hoop his wife had given him for his birthday. He was very proud of it, and talked about it incessantly to any of the bar patrons who would listen. He loved to tell the story of how his wife had secretly taken on extra mending jobs for nearly six months while he was at work so she could buy the lavish gift. Gold was rare, he said, and an industrious woman was even more so. It was that last part that had raised Ekko’s ire two nights ago. Braggadocio was fine, even admirable, but levying a blanket insult against womankind in the process was foul play. 

The man searched for several minutes and then finally gave up, cursing the darkness and promising himself to find the hoop in the morning when Hohn woke the sun and called it high into the sky. He kicked over a chair in frustration, then let himself back out.

Ekko let out a deep breath and let her body go limp, her muscles already twitching with exertion. Then she let loose the clamp on her belt and rolled horizontally down the semi-taut rope, landing silently on the tavern floor. She pulled a small satchel out of her backpack and crept behind the bar where were two shelves well-stocked with spirits above and beyond the cheap ale and wine most of the tavern’s customers ordered. Most of the bottles on these shelves were rare, expensive, and untouched, waiting for high-class patrons to come and toast a new title, a pregnancy, or a lucrative business deal. Ekko smirked at the man’s hubris. No self-respecting noble would ever make his or her way into this small tavern on the outskirts of Galantus, closer to farms and fields than it was to estates and villas. Another failing of attitude against the tavern owner. It was time he learned that there was a fine line between ambition and arrogance.

Ekko had inspected the building closely and had found a loose roof board that allowed her narrow frame to slip into the rafters above. From this perch, she had watched the proprietor close down the tavern for the last two nights, and had planned her entry and exit very carefully. Sadly, there would be no cash in the strong box because the owner had been wise enough to take any crowns with him when he went home for the night. There might still be a few coppers, but that was hardly worth the time and effort it would take to pick the lock, so she had targeted another way to ensure herself a decent payday at his expense. 

Climbing nimbly on to the counter behind the bar, Ekko began removing the most ornate and expensive bottles and placing them carefully into her satchel, sliding slips of fabric between them to keep them from clinking together. The bag was not a large one, but she managed to fit eight of the bottles into it, and was still able to secure the flap. There were many places in the royal forest (a small copse of trees which created a bit of a fence between the working class and aristocratic neighborhoods of Galantus)  where the young nobles gathered for their little bonfire parties, pockets full of crowns, but too young to purchase spirits. They weren’t supposed to be there, but as long as they didn’t cause too much trouble, the militia paid them no mind because of their parents’ power and influence. Ekko knew these bottles would fetch a pretty price with the youths, no questions asked.

She slung the bag over her head cross-body and looped her leg deftly around the rope, climbing once again into the shadows from whence she had come. She wound up the rope, slipped out through the loose roofing, and shimmied down a nearby tree. Almost too easy, she thought, as she sauntered down the back streets and toward the royal forest. Yes, she’d easily sell all eight bottles within the hour. 

Smiling to herself, she reached into the hidden pocket in her vest and ran her thumb across a small bit of soft and twisted metal, easily nicked out of the ear of an arrogant and brusque tavern owner as he’d thrown her out for being too young to be inside the bar. Tomorrow, she thought, perhaps she’d find a nice goldsmith’s apprentice who could melt it down and make her a pretty ring. Indeed, that seemed like a very good way to spend the money she was about to earn.



It took Ekko about three days to spend the money she’d earned from the sale of the liquor. She’d bought some new boots, slept in three different inns, and feasted like it was the Autumn Festival. She also had a lovely gold ring set with small red stones that glinted like blood droplets in the sunlight. She was a smart thief, though, and a smart thief knew when it was wise to blow town for a while. Besides, she wanted to hunt, and that meant heading into the woods.

She hiked into the low hills outside of Galantus and followed the setting sun to the clearing with the ancient angel oak. She loved this tree because it didn’t just grow UP, it grew OUT, its lower branches arching upward, but then curving back toward the earth and stretching parallel to the horizon. She leapt onto one of its sideways branches and walked it like a beam until she reached the massive trunk. She smiled to see that the little climbing notches she’d cut into the bark were still there, and she scampered up until she found the hollow space she’d cut into the trunk at the junction of two massive branches. She laid her satchel into the hollow, then piece by piece removed her weapons and clothing, folding them meticulously, wrapping them in her short cloak and placing the cushion-shaped package into the hollow as well. 

The sun was just kissing the horizon, and she stretched and felt the day’s last rays on her skin. She took a deep breath and rolled her shoulders, calling to the beast within to come forth, to run, to hunt. She felt the familiar tremor begin deep in her gut and spread through her like an itchy heat. She crouched on the massive branch so she wouldn’t lose balance as her bones began to morph into new shapes. Then came the familiar tickle as the fire-colored fur burst forth and covered her new frame. Finally, there was a little popping sound as her tailbone exploded to ten times the length it was in her humanoid form. The entire transformation took less than a minute, and where a small human-looking girl had climbed into the tree, a slender and agile fox hopped down.

Ekko sniffed the air to get a sense of what she’d be chasing tonight, and she couldn’t help being disappointed. She smelled boar and deer, but both of those were too big a quarry to go after. Even if she could manage to down either of those, she’d never be able to eat that much. She trotted into the forest, searching for more suitable prey, and it wasn’t long before she caught the scent of a nearby rabbit warren. Her whiskers twitched in excitement. It wouldn’t be long before the cottontails came out for the evening to forage. The hunt was on.



With her adrenaline flagging and her belly full of rabbit meat, Ekko made her way back to the great oak. Though she was full, she managed to leap onto the branch and walk along its length until she had returned to the hollow with all of her possessions. She stretched her vulpine limbs and nestled into the cushion of clothing she had made. Before long, she drifted off into a deep and dreamless sleep.



As dawn painted the sky, Ekko woke up and stretched, yawning so widely that her pointy little teeth were all dappled in pink sunlight. She gave a satisfied little yip, and prepared to shift back to human form and make her way into Duckwallow, a small hamlet just south of her clearing. The fiery fur receded, and the sun warmed her fair skin. She dug through her backpack, and selected a purple and crimson riding dress and breeches. She’d look significantly less thief-y, and might be able to pick up a little legitimate employment if there were a tailor or jeweler in town. If she could find some work, she could stay a little longer in town.

The problem with being a dual-natured creature is that it was difficult to remain satisfied. The part of Ekko that was fox loved stalking prey and running in the woods. She liked drinking from cool, fresh streams and the adrenaline rush of swiping unwary chickens from farms on the outskirts of town. But the part of her that was human craved civilization and the society of others. She liked festivals and music and fine clothes and comfortable beds. 

She hopped down from the tree with her bags expertly re-packed, except for a small bag with five crowns in it, which she tucked safely back into the hollow of the tree. She had several of these small stashes in similar spots all over southern Rosend: some with money, some with fake documents, some with disguises, some with all three. One can never be too prepared in case one needs to leave somewhere in a hurry.



The town of Duckwallow was relatively small, with maybe 400 residents if one included the outlying farms (some of which had marvelous chicken coops). The sun was high in the sky as Ekko strolled up the main street. The town center had a sundial and a waterpump, as well as a small raised gazebo which was probably used for town gatherings and festivals. Gazebos like this one were fairly common, and often had a part of the base dedicated to town postings. In such places, one might find postings by townspeople looking to buy or sell a goat, notices about upcoming events, or even (Ekko hoped) announcements about businesses looking to hire a little extra help.

Today’s notices were more meager than she would have liked. There was a sign offering a reward of 100 crowns for the capture or killing of a group of highway bandits (good money, but Ekko felt it would be hypocritical to take such a job), a flyer calling on followers of Epi (the Goddess of Purity) to gather together to discuss how they might better serve the town, and a job posting offering 500 crowns to deliver a very important package to a location to be disclosed at such time as someone was chosen to complete the job.

Ekko’s eyes grew wide. 500 crowns was a small fortune. She could live in luxury for months with that kind of money! She reached up and snatched the announcement off the community board. It instructed her to be at a tower belonging to the wizard Zaos Craxinna at dawn, three days hence. If the package was small enough, it would be an easy job, though the high pay indicated that the wizard anticipated danger, which also probably explained why the advertisement was still there. Not many farmers would be fool enough to take such an errand, knowing it was probably deadly or illegal. Or quite possibly both. If she couldn’t get the parcel to its destination, though, she could probably resell it for a decent enough price to one of the questionable merchants she knew. Pretty stupid of Zaos Craxinna to advertise this way; any manner of shady characters might answer his summons. That thought gave Ekko a chuckle. Shady characters indeed.







OEBPS/images/8269b005-486f-4e2d-8a7c-30821e9de0b6.jpeg





OEBPS/images/88d177f1-bb25-4450-aa9f-16a92a599c49.jpeg





OEBPS/images/2e6d041f-fdcf-474a-901c-8c9e6f43257d.jpeg
IRONSHIELD'S SHADOW BOOK 1

BEGINNINGS

JB CAINE

WITH
LEA SCISM AND SAM HAMILTON

\J

=

D>
| A





OEBPS/images/12c597ca-9654-417c-a28d-50fdd4d041ec.jpeg
& x





OEBPS/images/5c38c0ad-fe1e-4d42-b339-0dd4b7f85ccd.jpeg
g&zewf*

I'!JA‘A\NLQN

STAINS

0= Sw@ S

\WHEATEIELDS

\ NIGHTVELL
|








