
  
    [image: Temple Knight]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AND SO IT BEGINS…

          

        

      

    

    
      Suddenly, a Sister Knight staggered out of the building and fell to the ground, blood pouring from an arm wound. A large man, easily topping the knight by a head or more, followed her out, his bloodied axe raised for a death blow.

      Charlaine acted instinctively, drawing her weapon and rushing forward while the others simply looked on in horror, frozen by the spectacle that was unfolding before them.

      The axe came down, but instead of sinking deeply into the flesh of the knight, it scraped along a sword blade, deflected at the last moment. Its wielder turned on Charlaine in shock and annoyance, the rage upon his face now directed solely at her.

      She backed up slightly, giving herself some room to effectively wield her sword. As he lifted his axe for another strike, she stabbed forward with the point of her blade, a clean, efficient stroke that punctured his thigh. Her attacker cried out in pain as he continued his attack, but she easily avoided the blow as he stumbled. Charlaine immediately struck again, this time sinking the tip of her blade into his stomach.

      Her opponent smashed into her ribs with his elbow, trying to rush past, but she reacted quickly and extended her leg to trip him. He fell to the ground with an audible grunt. Charlaine moved in, placing the tip of her blade against the back of his neck.

      “Cease in the name of Saint Agnes,” she ordered, “or I shall be forced to kill you.”

      The axeman went still, releasing the grip on his weapon.

      Moments later, two armour-clad knights appeared, grabbing his arms and hauling him to his feet. One of them looked at Charlaine. “Good work, Initiate. Do you know who this is?”

      Charlaine stared back. “No, Sister, I was only doing my duty.”

      “That is Taren Ghul, a notorious slaver. We’ve been hunting him for years. He was the whole reason for this raid.”

      “I'm glad to be of service.”

      “What’s your name?” demanded the knight.

      “Charlaine deShandria, Initiate of Saint Agnes.”

      “Well, congratulations, Charlaine. I shall be sure to mention this to your superiors.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GET BATTLE AT THE RIVER FOR FREE

          

          HOW DO YOU WIN AN UNBEATABLE BATTLE?

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Paul J Bennett’s newsletter members are the first to hear about upcoming books, along with receiving WIP updates and exclusive content.

      

        

      
        Receive Battle at the River, a Mercerian Short Story, when you register for Paul’s newsletter.

      

        

      
        Enjoy this book, then check out the sign-up details at the end of the novel.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      TEMPLE KNIGHT

      POWER ASCENDING: BOOK ONE

    

    
      
        PAUL J BENNETT

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Map of the Continent]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapterhouse]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapterhouse]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            INDUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Spring 1095 SR*

        (Saints Reckoning)

      

      

      

      Charlaine deShandria stood motionless on the street, her sword resting loosely within its scabbard, ready at a moment's notice. Her fellow initiates were there with her, each dressed in the white cassock of a knight in training, bearing the scarlet waves of Saint Agnes, the colours reversed from that of a full Temple Knight.

      Of those gathered, she was the oldest by far. Most joined the order between the ages of sixteen and nineteen, but at twenty-four, she had started much later in life. The Archprioress had assured her that such a thing was not unheard of, but her experience thus far said otherwise.

      Charlaine looked to her fellow initiates who were standing nearby, nervously watching the run-down boarding house before them. Their orders had come early that morning. Stand guard and keep any spectators at bay while the knights of the order searched for a criminal.

      A Temple Captain of Saint Agnes, resplendent in her plate armour and scarlet tabard, looked their way. “You are only here to keep people back. Do not enter the building, is that clear?”

      “Yes, Captain,” they echoed back in unison.

      The knight, satisfied her instructions were understood, joined the other members of the order as they moved forward, shields to the front with weapons drawn. The captain advanced, kicking open the door as she led her contingent of six into the building.

      The sounds of fighting quickly drifted towards them, the ring of metal on metal, the grunting and yells that accompanied such things. One of the other initiates yawned, but Charlaine remained focused on the front door.

      Suddenly, a Sister Knight staggered out of the building and fell to the ground, blood pouring from an arm wound. A large man, easily topping the knight by a head or more, followed her out, his bloodied axe raised for a death blow.

      Charlaine acted instinctively, drawing her weapon and rushing forward while the others simply looked on in horror, frozen by the spectacle that was unfolding before them.

      The axe came down, but instead of sinking deeply into the flesh of the knight, it scraped along a sword blade, deflected at the last moment. Its wielder turned on Charlaine in shock and annoyance, the rage upon his face now directed solely at her.

      She backed up slightly, giving herself some room to effectively wield her sword. As he lifted his axe for another strike, she stabbed forward with the point of her blade, a clean, efficient stroke that punctured his thigh. Her attacker cried out in pain as he continued his attack, but she easily avoided the blow as he stumbled. Charlaine immediately struck again, this time sinking the tip of her blade into his stomach.

      Her opponent smashed into her ribs with his elbow, trying to rush past, but she reacted quickly and extended her leg to trip him. He fell to the ground with an audible grunt. Charlaine moved in, placing the tip of her blade against the back of his neck.

      “Cease in the name of Saint Agnes,” she ordered, “or I shall be forced to kill you.”

      The axeman went still, releasing the grip on his weapon.

      Moments later, two armour-clad knights appeared, grabbing his arms and hauling him to his feet. One of them looked at Charlaine. “Good work, Initiate. Do you know who this is?”

      Charlaine stared back. “No, Sister, I was only doing my duty.”

      “That is Taren Ghul, a notorious slaver. We’ve been hunting him for years. He was the whole reason for this raid.”

      “I'm glad to be of service.”

      “What’s your name?” demanded the knight.

      “Charlaine deShandria, Initiate of Saint Agnes.”

      “Well, congratulations, Charlaine. I shall be sure to mention this to your superiors.”

      

      She sat, waiting beside the door that led into Commander Raphaela’s office. As an initiate of the order, it was not unusual to meet with their leader, but she couldn’t help but feel that this was something else. Her last assessment had been a mere three months ago, but to be called here again on such short notice did not bode well.

      The door opened, revealing the Commander of the Forge. Charlaine chuckled inwardly at the reference. It was said that initiates were raw material, forged into warriors, but to Charlaine, raised and trained as a smith, the allusion struck her as particularly fitting. A forge heated metal, allowing it to be worked into steel, and this place certainly put the heat onto its initiates.

      “Come,” said Commander Raphaela.

      Charlaine rose, entering the office and taking the offered chair.

      “This will be an informal assessment of your progress so far,” noted the commander as she took her seat behind her desk. Raphaela peered over a stack of papers and books to look her charge in the eyes. “Charlaine, you came to us as a trained smith,” she started. “A background that gave you the physical strength and stamina to master the basics of melee in a short time. You could also ride, requiring only minimal instruction in mounted combat.”

      “And what of my religious indoctrination?” asked Charlaine. “Has it been adequate?”

      “You know the teachings of Saint Agnes well,” noted Raphaela, “perhaps even better than I do. Your progress has been remarkable, but tell me, what do you know of the other fighting orders?”

      “Where would you like me to begin?”

      “Tell me about the Order of Saint Mathew.”

      “They are dedicated to helping the sick and poor. They wear ancient chainmail rather than plate armour, as a symbol of their poverty, and wield the axe, a commoner's weapon, to show their humility.”

      “Impressive. Anything else?”

      “They often work in conjunction with our order since our responsibility, to protect women, often overlaps with theirs.”

      “Very good,” said the commander, “and let’s not forget that we have cooperated together since the formation of our respective orders. Now, which order is the largest?”

      “That’s easy,” said Charlaine, “the Order of Saint Cunar.”

      “And why is that?”

      “They form the bulk of the Holy Army, which includes the fleet. They are the senior order.”

      “Which means?” prompted Raphaela.

      “Other orders defer to their wisdom and experience when it comes to battle. Also, when meeting on the road, lesser orders will show deference, moving aside to let them pass uninterrupted. When Temple Knights of mixed orders fight together, it will be under the command of a Cunar Commander, or father general.

      “Does that preclude others from commanding?”

      Charlaine thought for a moment. “No, a senior sister, say a captain or a commander such as yourself, will still take precedence over a mere knight of any order.”

      “I see your education has increased significantly since the last time we met, but let’s see how deep it goes, shall we? Tell me of the Ragnarites.”

      “The Order of Saint Ragnar hunts down Necromancers and other illegal practitioners of magic. They will often eschew their green tabards and metal armour in favour of more regional garb, allowing them to carry out their missions in the shadows, where their enemies lie.”

      “Anything else you can tell me about them?”

      “Only that a sister of our order can spend their entire career without ever meeting one.”

      The commander smiled. “That is not quite correct. Chances are you will meet them, you just won’t be aware of it. That’s how secret they are. Now, where was I?”

      “We were talking of all the orders?”

      “Oh, yes,” continued Commander Raphaela, “the Augustines?”

      “They protect the Holy Relics of the Church,” said Charlaine, “and wear white surcoats emblazoned with a black sun, the symbol of their order.”

      “You wear white, does that make you an Augustine?”

      “I am merely an initiate of Saint Agnes. Augustines also wear full plate armour where we, as trainees, wear only chainmail.”

      “You impress me, but tell me, have I missed any of the orders?”

      “You have,” said Charlaine, “though I suspect that was intentional. You have neglected to mention the Order of Saint Ansgar.”

      “And what is their task?”

      “To investigate internal matters for the Church.”

      “Such as?”

      Charlaine had to think before answering. “I would imagine such things as corruption or malfeasance? Anything requiring a dispassionate third party, really. Oh, and they wear blue surcoats.”

      “It appears you have a firm grasp on the organization of the Church, Charlaine.”

      “Thank you, Commander. Is that all?”

      Raphaela smiled. “No, it’s not.” She consulted her notes once more, then returned her gaze to her initiate. “You came to us later in life than most. I am curious to know how you would rate your own progress?”

      “As a smith, I always strived to improve my craft. I see my time here in a similar vein.”

      The commander made a note.

      “This is more than a simple assessment,” said Charlaine.

      “It is,” the commander remarked, though she failed to elucidate further. “Now a final task for you. Explain the ranks of the order.”

      “The lowest rank is that of initiate,” said Charlaine. “Once their training is deemed complete, they are elevated to the rank of Temple Knight, sometimes informally referred to as Sister Knight. Knight is the lowest active rank within the order, initiates being relegated to service only in places of training, such as this.”

      “And above knights?”

      “The next rank is that of Temple Captain, in charge of smaller detachments, typically those of two dozen knights or less. Above that sits the rank of commander, such as yourself. Captains may often be found in staff positions beneath such a rank. Above that is the rank of grand mistress, of which there is only one. She reports to the council of peers that runs the entire Church, along with the Primus himself.”

      “What about the regional mistresses?”

      Charlaine smiled. “Mistress is a position, not a rank. They are senior commanders that carry on the regional governance of the order under the direction of the grand mistress.”

      “And a Temple General?”

      “Such a position does not exist. The Order of Saint Cunar has father generals, is that what you mean?”

      Now it was Commander Raphaela’s turn to smile. “It is a common misconception that only the Cunars can command armies. There is a doctrine that establishes the position of Temple General for our order, but it has never been invoked, so yes, you are correct, up to a certain point. I commend you for your insight. You have proven to be an outstanding initiate.”

      She looked down at her notes once more, moving them around until she found what she wanted. “The weapons master feels you can learn no more here at the Forge, and the riding instructor feels the same." Raphaela paused for a moment before continuing, "What are you still doing here, Charlaine?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “It is my opinion that you are ready to join the ranks of the Temple Knights of Saint Agnes. What say you?”

      “Me? Ready to be a knight? Surely it takes years?”

      “Ordinarily, I would agree, but you have shown yourself to be more than capable in all your studies, and your maturity serves you well. I think you shall do well within the order, Charlaine, you’ve got a passion for it. The question is, are you ready to accept your destiny?”

      “I am, Commander.”

      “Good, then we shall announce your ascendancy. The ceremony will be held two days hence. Until then, you are to prepare yourself.”

      “Prepare? How does one prepare oneself for such an honour?”

      “Make the most of your remaining time here,” Raphaela suggested. “Seek out your instructors if you wish or spend time in quiet contemplation. The choice is yours.”

      “Thank you, Commander.”

      “No, thank you, Charlaine, for showing us that our investment in you was worthwhile.”

      

      As a soon to be knight, Charlaine had risen early, bathing and eating a modest meal of bread and water, as was the custom. Now she stood waiting in her white initiate robes while Sister Verona, the swordmaster, stood ready as her sponsor.

      “Do you know why they call this place the Forge?” she asked.

      “Yes,” said Charlaine, “you’ve drilled that into our heads on multiple occasions.”

      “Good, then I’ll never have to fear that you’ll forget. Nervous?”

      “Does it show?”

      “Not really, but I remember my own ascension. It was terrifying, what with all those people watching?”

      “Now you’re just trying to make me feel worse.”

      “And did it work?”

      “No,” said Charlaine. “I admit to some nerves, but I’m not afraid.”

      “No,” said Verona, “I don’t suppose you are. You’re fearless, I saw it the first day you arrived. It’s not often we get people like you, Charlaine.”

      “You mean old?”

      The knight laughed. “No, I mean mature, mentally, that is. You’ve seen the other initiates, they’re all young and timid. You, on the other hand, are fearsome in your own right. You’ve experienced life, you know what to expect, and yet you don’t back down from a challenge. All qualities that will serve you well.”

      “I certainly hope so.”

      Sister Verona moved to the door, opening it only a little to peer outside. “Looks like everyone’s in place.”

      Off in the distance, they heard Commander Raphaela’s voice echoing, “Bring forth the initiate.”

      “That’s our cue,” said Sister Verona, throwing the door wide open.

      They solemnly walked forward, down an aisle formed by the members of the Forge, both initiates and staff. Charlaine noticed more Temple Knights off to her left, likely those stationed in Eidenburg, itself.

      Her commander stood beside a lectern, on which rested the Holy Book of Saint Agnes. Verona led her forward, then halted, with Charlaine maintaining her position behind.

      “Who speaks for the initiate?” asked Commander Raphaela.

      “I do,” said Sister Verona, then stepped to the side, allowing Charlaine to walk forward, taking her place.

      The commander lifted the Book of Saint Agnes from the lectern, holding it before the initiate. Charlaine placed her left hand on the sacred tome, placing her right over her heart.

      “Do you swear, by all that is holy, to uphold the tenants of Saint Agnes?” asked Commander Raphaela. “To protect all women, regardless of age, infirmity or religion?”

      “I do.”

      “And do you promise to put the needs of the order above your own?”

      “I do.”

      “Do you swear to keep your word and never lie? To show mercy to enemies of the Church and to be kind, brave, and generous to others?”

      “I do so swear.”

      The commander returned the book to the lectern, then nodded to a nearby knight who stepped forward, a bundle of cloth in her hands.

      “Kneel,” Raphaela commanded.

      Charlaine knelt, feeling a sense of euphoria as if Saint Agnes herself was looking down on her.

      The knight unfolded the bundle, revealing the scarlet tabard of the Temple Knights of Saint Agnes. With Sister Verona’s help, they lowered it over Charlaine’s head.

      Verona turned her back for a moment, then faced her again, a sword and scabbard in hand. These she belted in place, a task made all the more difficult by her kneeling position.

      “Arise, Sister Charlaine,” said Commander Raphaela, “Temple Knight of Saint Agnes.”
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      Charlaine topped a rise, spotting a small outpost in the distance. She had expected to find her fellow sisters lodged within the city of Rizela, but there was no mistaking the order's flag flying over the place; its distinctive scarlet backdrop clearly showed the three white waves that represented Saint Agnes. Impatient to learn more about her first assignment, she rode forward.

      It didn’t take long for the sisters within to spot her, and by the time she rode into the courtyard, half a dozen were milling about, eager for news.

      Looking around, she quickly took in the stables to her left, while directly ahead stood the chapel, easily the tallest structure in the area. To her right stood the chapter house, which was where most of the sisters had appeared from.

      “Give her some room,” came a voice.

      Charlaine looked at the woman who was slightly older than herself, with her blonde hair tied into a single large braid that hung down her back.

      “Welcome to our humble outpost,” the woman said. “I’m Sister Cordelia.”

      “Sister Charlaine,” the newly arrived Temple Knight said as she dropped from her saddle, “Charlaine deShandria. I’ve come from Eidenburg.”

      “You’re new to the order?” asked Cordelia. “You surprise me, I would have taken you for a veteran.”

      “Why is that?”

      “It’s your age. Sorry, I don’t mean to insult you, but our recruits are usually younger.”

      “Are you the Temple Captain here?” asked Charlaine.

      “Me? No, that would be Sister Nina, I’m simply one of the knights. Can we take your horse for you?”

      “I need to get my things,” said Charlaine.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll take care of it. First, we’ll get you something to drink, and then you can meet the captain.” Cordelia turned to one of her compatriots, a young woman with long black hair. “Danica, see to Sister Charlaine’s horse, will you?”

      “Of course, Sister,” the raven-haired knight replied.

      “I’ll introduce you to all the others later,” said Cordelia. “For now, follow me, and I’ll show you around our little home.”

      Cordelia began the tour by leading her towards the largest building. “This,” she said as they entered, “is the chapter house. It holds the kitchen, dining hall, dormitory, and, of course, the captain's office and quarters.” Sweeping her hand to indicate the large room they entered, she continued, “And this is where we eat. The sisters take turns running the kitchen, everyone except the captain, that is. Two of us work the stoves each day on a rotating shift.”

      “How many sisters have you here?” asked Charlaine.

      “We’re supposed to have a complement of a dozen, thirteen if you include the captain, but we’ve been short for some time.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, now that you’re here, we’re only two under strength. Your fellow sisters will appreciate your arrival, it means less kitchen work for them.”

      Charlaine laughed. “I suppose that will make me popular.”

      “Truth is, we’ve been waiting on replacements for months, but the order is loath to send us anyone.”

      “Why is that?” asked Charlaine.

      “Well, we’re out in the middle of nowhere,” offered Cordelia, “and not much happens in these parts.”

      “Yes, I noticed that. I was expecting to be posted in the city. Aren’t we supposed to guard the Temple of Saint Agnes?”

      “Ordinarily, but the local baroness is a strong supporter of the Church and insists that her soldiers take on that honour.”

      “And so we’re way out here?”

      “Yes,” said Cordelia, “ostensibly to keep an eye on the farms in the area, but that doesn’t really give us much to do.”

      They moved towards the rear of the building, where a single door waited. “Back here is the dormitory,” she said as she led Charlaine in. The room took up the back third of the building with rows of beds separated by low wooden dividers. “I hope you weren’t expecting much privacy.”

      Charlaine shrugged. “It's not much different from training, really. I assume the captain is strict about bedtime?”

      “Not as strict as you might think,” offered Cordelia under her breath.

      “What was that?”

      “Let’s just say that Sister Nina has a more hands-off view of leadership.”

      “Which bed is mine?” asked Charlaine.

      “One of the three at the end. It really doesn’t matter which, but we’ll take care of that later.” Cordelia continued past, stopping at a thick wooden door. “This outside door leads to the chapel. You’ll be expected to attend prayer every morning, unless, of course, you're on duty.”

      “On duty?”

      “Yes, sentinels must be armed and armoured at all times. We maintain two shifts here, each of two people, midnight until noon and noon till midnight, once again on a rotating basis. Don’t worry, we post a duty roster each week. I hope this isn’t too overwhelming?”

      “Not at all,” offered Charlaine. “I’m used to a heavy workload, I used to be a smith.”

      “A smith? That’s quite unusual. Did you get tired of making horseshoes?”

      “I made weapons,” clarified Charlaine, “usually swords.”

      Cordelia stopped in her tracks. “I wasn’t expecting that! Most of the new sisters sent here are barely of age.

      “We all have our reasons for joining,” said Charlaine.

      “True, and I won’t pry, a sister's reason for joining is her own business. I only mention it because there is a smithy here, though my understanding is that it hasn’t been used in years.”

      “Why is that?”

      “This outpost used to belong to the Temple Knights of Saint Cunar,” Cordelia explained. “They abandoned it over a dozen years ago when they completed their new commandery in Rizela.”

      “Is that when our order moved here?”

      “No,” said Cordelia, “it lay dormant for six years before we came along.”

      “Who conducts the services here?” asked Charlaine.

      “The captain, though occasionally Mother Claudia will visit. She’s the lay mother from the city.”

      “You’ve given me a lot to absorb. Anything else I should know?”

      “Not off the top of my head. Now, steel yourself, and I’ll take you to meet Sister Nina.”

      Wandering back through the dining hall, Cordelia continued her tour. “The front third of the chapter house has everything else. Back there is the kitchen,” she pointed, "while to the other side are the captain's quarters, including her office. She’ll be there now.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “That’s where she always is this time of day. Come on, I’ll introduce you.”

      She led Charlaine across the room, coming to rest before a plain-looking door. Cordelia rapped, then waited.

      “Enter,” came the command.

      She opened the door, beckoning the new Temple Knight inside first.

      “This is Sister Charlaine,” announced Cordelia. “She’s only just arrived.”

      The haggard-looking captain glanced up from her desk. “You have your orders?”

      “Of course, Sister,” said Charlaine, fishing into her tunic to retrieve some papers. She handed them over, waiting as her new superior perused them.

      The captain looked up at her suspiciously, then spoke, “It says here you’re twenty-four."

      “Twenty-five, actually,” Charlaine corrected. “I’ve had a birthday since that was written.”

      “Hmmm,” said the captain, “I find it a little strange that you should be sent here for your first assignment. It says you were recruited in Hadenfeld. Surely Malburg would have been a more convenient place to send you?”

      Charlaine blushed. “It was one of the conditions of my joining the order that I be sent some distance away,” she confessed.

      The captain looked up at her in surprise. “I hope this doesn’t mean you’ll be trouble?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Captain!” corrected Sister Nina. “You always address me as Captain, do you understand, or do they no longer teach such things to recruits?”

      “They do. Sorry, Captain.”

      “I see I shall have to keep a close eye on you, Sister Charlaine. Make sure you give me no reason to regret your posting here.”

      Charlaine nodded. “Yes, Captain.”

      “Take her away, Cordelia, and see that she’s added to the duty roster. I’ll leave it to you to arrange everything.”

      Cordelia stood to attention. “Yes, Captain.”

      “In that case,” added Sister Nina, “you are dismissed.”

      Sister Cordelia wheeled about, an action that Charlaine copied. They then marched from the room, closing the door behind them.

      “Your tour is complete,” said Cordelia, “now that you’ve met the captain.”

      “She appears to have taken a dislike to me.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about it. Just do your job, and you’ll soon become another face.”

      “What’s the order of seniority here?” asked Charlaine.

      “After the captain, comes me, then Sister Erika. After that, it's anybody’s guess.”

      “Where to now?”

      “Let’s get you a bed, and then you can unpack your things. After that, I’ll take you around and introduce you to your fellow sisters.”

      

      The life of a Temple Knight was meant to be one of austerity. As a Sister of Saint Agnes, Charlaine had little in the way of belongings, save for a change of clothes and her weapons. It took mere moments for her to switch out of her dusty travelling clothes and into a fresh cassock, and only slightly longer to wash the dirt from her face. Cordelia stood watching her as she wiped her hands.

      “How long have you been here?” Charlaine asked.

      “Almost two years,” said Cordelia. “That’s longer than anyone else, save for the captain.”

      “And is this your first posting?”

      “As a matter of fact, it was. Like you, I had a career before I joined.”

      “Oh? Doing what if I might ask?”

      “I helped my family raise horses, but the wars took everything from us. The Church was a place of refuge for me.”

      “For me, also,” said Charlaine, “though I think the circumstances were quite different.”

      The door to the dormitory opened, revealing two more sisters of the order. One was petite, with sandy coloured hair and a scar under her left eye, while her taller companion had brown hair, cropped short by an obviously amateur hand.

      “Well, well,” said the shorter of the two, “what have we here?”

      “Sister Erika,” said Cordelia, “meet Sister Charlaine, who’s joining us from Eidenburg.”

      “So I’ve heard,” replied Erika. “Another new knight to break in, just what we needed.”

      “This,” interrupted Cordelia, “is Sister Aurelia.” She pointed at Erika’s companion. “She came to us from the east.”

      “How do you do?” said Aurelia, extending her hand.

      Charlaine shook it. “That’s quite a grip you have there.”

      Aurelia smiled. “I do a lot of woodwork.”

      “Aurelia is our resident carpenter,” explained Cordelia. “If it wasn’t for her, we’d have run out of serviceable chairs long ago.”

      Charlaine gave them a puzzled look.

      “The outpost came with little in the way of furnishings,” explained Aurelia, “and we've had to rely on donations.”

      “Yes,” agreed Cordelia, “and donations, in this case, means rickety old chairs that people couldn’t wait to get rid of.”

      “Oh, no,” said Charlaine.

      “It wasn’t so bad,” noted Erika, “some of them were quite serviceable.”

      “And Aurelia has been slowly replacing them with new ones,” added Cordelia. “Now, let’s go and find the others, shall we?”

      She led the way through to the chapel, where the room was awash with colours as the sun shone through the ornate stained-glass windows. Inside, two sisters, one with a tangled mass of red hair and the other similarly coloured, but wearing an eyepatch over her left eye, were busy sweeping the floor.

      “These are Sisters Rowan and Miranda,” said Cordelia.

      Charlaine nodded her head in greeting, but before she could properly meet them, she was led back outside.

      “Helena and Bianca will likely be in the stables,” continued her tour guide. They walked across the open courtyard, to where the smell of horses greeted them. Inside the stables, a sister worked, shovelling dung.

      “This is Sister Teresa,” said Cordelia. The woman looked up, her blue eyes in stark contrast to her long, ebony hair.

      “Where are Bianca and Helena?” asked Cordelia.

      “They’re on kitchen duty,” replied Teresa.

      “Is that our new member?” asked a voice. The youthful woman stepped from the stall, a brush still in her palm. She transferred it to her left, then wiped her hand on her cassock, before extending it. “I'm Sister Danica,” she said, “I took care of your horse if you remember. She’s been rubbed down, watered, and we’ll soon get some food into her.”

      “Thank you,” said Charlaine. She looked at the girl in surprise. “You look young for a Temple Knight?”

      “I’m seventeen,” said Danica, defensively, “old enough to serve.”

      “I meant no insult, you just surprised me.”

      “She is our youngest member,” offered Cordelia.

      “I find it strange that the complement here is so young,” said Charlaine. “Are there no older sisters?”

      “Normally, there would be,” said Cordelia, “but no one with influence wants to be posted here, so we only get the greenest recruits. Still, it’s not all bad. The area is pretty peaceful, barring the odd sea raider.”

      “Sea raider?”

      “Yes,” said Cordelia, “we’re on the coast of the Shimmering Sea. Have you not seen it?”

      “No, I’m afraid I’ve had little free time since I’ve arrived in the area.”

      “Well, we’ll have to see if we can get you down to it tomorrow.”

      “Is it very far? I’ve never seen the sea.”

      “It’s close enough to walk to,” offered Danica, “but we usually take our horses.”

      “Why is that?” asked Charlaine.

      “We’re required to keep up on our riding,” explained Cordelia. “It's the captain's idea.”

      “Anything else I should know about?”

      Her guide laughed. “Lots, but let’s not overwhelm you.”

      “You mentioned a smithy,” said Charlaine, “could I take a peek?”

      “Certainly, but it’s not much to look at. It’s up this way, north of the stables.”

      They exited the building and made their way around its perimeter until a small workshop came into view.

      “It doesn’t even have proper walls,” noted Cordelia, “only a roof held up by four posts.”

      “Likely to fend off the sun,” explained Charlaine. She knelt, looking at the forge. “Seems in decent enough shape, though it could use a good cleaning.” She stared at the pile of charcoal that had, over the years, become nothing but a mass of dirt and ash. “That’ll take some scrubbing,” she announced, then turned her attention to the rest of the work area. “There are hooks here for tools, but I don’t see any. Did you say this used to be a Cunar outpost?”

      “I did.”

      “Then they likely took their tools with them. I wonder if I could get some new ones in the city?”

      “Couldn’t you just make them?” asked Cordelia.

      “What would I make them with? I can’t produce them from thin air. I’d also need an anvil… no, this would be far too much work, and that part of my life is over.” She cast her eyes around what was left. “I’m a Temple Knight now, it’s time for me to move on from this.” She turned to her host. “Who’s the local smith?”

      “We work with a blacksmith in Rizela, not that he sees much business from us.”

      “And he comes out here when needed?”

      “Saints, no,” said Cordelia. “We have to go to him. He has a full workshop in the artisans' district.”

      “Is he good?”

      “He’s not bad, once you get past the surliness.”

      “Not exactly a ringing endorsement.”

      “Thankfully, we don’t have need of him very often. He maintains our armour, what we have of it.”

      “You don’t have full armour?”

      “Recruits like you have to leave their training armour behind once they finish. As your first assignment, we’re supposed to equip you.”

      “But?”

      “But the smith is slow, and many of our order are still waiting.”

      “Is there nothing we can do about that?” asked Charlaine.

      “We’ve tried, but the captain doesn’t want to ruffle any feathers. I’m afraid it’s hurry up and wait.”

      “This smith, is he not being paid?”

      “He is,” said Cordelia, “but it’s complicated. The Church pays him a stipend to produce whatever we need.”

      “I’m assuming he gets paid whether the work is done or not?”

      “Yes, how did you know?”

      “Back in Malburg, the guild tried to stop that type of contract, it leads to idleness and ruins the reputation of honest smiths. I’d love to meet this smith of yours.”

      Cordelia laughed. “He’s your smith now, too,” she said, “or did you forget you’re one of us now?”

      Charlaine looked down at her cassock. “I could hardly forget that with this wardrobe.” Unexpectedly, her stomach growled. “Sorry, I’ve been on the road since sunup, and I’ve had little to eat.”

      “Well, that,” said Cordelia, “is something I can easily take care of. Come with me, and we’ll find you some food.”
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      The next day, after prayers, Charlaine made her way to the dining hall for breakfast. A line of sisters waited by the kitchen door where a short, red-headed woman spooned porridge from a large pot. Charlaine took her place behind Danica, watching with interest.

      “Here,” said the young knight, handing her a wooden bowl and spoon, “you’ll need these. Sister Helena’s serving today.”

      “Meaning?”

      The raven-haired woman smiled. “Meaning, we’ll get larger portions.”

      They advanced and held out their bowls. Helena poured a scoop into Danica’s bowl, then turned her attention to Charlaine.

      “You’re the new girl,” she said, dipping the ladle back into the pot.

      “I am,” said Charlaine as she watched the porridge get deposited in her bowl. It fell in a clump and sat, unmoving, like a pile of mud.

      “Move along,” urged the red-head, “others are waiting to be served.”

      Charlaine held the bowl before her as she looked at the table. Sister Danica pointed out a spot. “Come,” she said, “you can sit with me.”

      They moved across the room and sat. Metal goblets rested on the table along with pitchers of water. Danica poured two cups, setting one before the newcomer.

      Charlaine sniffed her bowl, wrinkling her nose.

      “You get used to it,” said Danica, her face full of mischief.

      Charlaine shrugged. She had never been a picky eater, and so she grasped the spoon, ready to dig in.

      “Wait,” said Danica, “the captain has to say the blessing.”

      Charlaine looked around, seeing all the sisters sitting at the table, their eyes watching the captain's door expectantly.

      Time appeared to slow down, and Charlaine started to think that her hot porridge would likely be cold by the time their leader appeared, but just as she was about to mention this, the door opened.

      Sister Nina, the captain, walked to the end of the table and stood still, bowing her head. The Temple Knights all stood, adopting a similar pose.

      “May the spirit of Saint Agnes bless us this day,” the captain intoned, “and guide us in our sacred duty. We give thanks in her memory and swear to uphold the vow we have taken in her name, Saints be with us.”

      “Saints be with us all,” they chanted.

      Charlaine, ready to sit back down, started to lower herself, but Danica grabbed her arm, pulling her back up.

      The captain, a flash of annoyance on her face, continued her speech. “Let us welcome our new sister, Charlaine, and see that she is introduced to our simple ways.”

      She paused, looking at each Temple Knight in turn before continuing. “You may eat,” she announced.

      The sisters all sat, eagerly digging in. Charlaine, never one to shy away from a meal, picked up her spoon, ready to follow their lead.

      The captain, rather than remaining to eat with her charges, disappeared back into her office.

      “Is that normal?” asked Charlaine.

      Danica shrugged. “Normal enough, she doesn’t spend much time among us.” She returned her attention to her meal, dipping her spoon into her porridge and then taking a tentative bite. The look on her face betrayed her emotions. “This is disgusting,” she called out. “What did you put in this, Helena?”

      “It wasn’t my fault,” her fellow sister called out. “It was Sister Rowan, she’s the one that insisted on using up the old oats.”

      “Waste not, want not,” added Rowan.

      “I think they were bad,” muttered Danica. She sat back. “I can’t eat this.”

      “Give it here,” said Teresa. “I’ll eat it.”

      The table broke into laughter. Charlaine looked at her companions but failed to understand their humour.

      Danica passed over the bowl, then looked at Charlaine. “Teresa is notorious for eating anything,” she offered.

      All around her, the others were picking at their food. Charlaine took a bite, finding it passable, if not entirely appetizing. She was soon finished.

      “Looks like you’ve got a healthy appetite,” said Danica.

      “I’m used to eating much more than this, then sweating it all out during the day.”

      “Sweating it out? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I was a smith,” Charlaine explained. “I used to spend most of my day in front of a forge.”

      “And so you gave that up to join the order? You must be extremely pious.”

      Charlaine smiled. “Let’s just say that Saint Agnes has always held a special place in my heart.”

      The other knights began rising from the table, each taking their bowl, cup, and spoon.

      “Come on,” said Danica, “we have to go and wash our things. They don’t clean themselves, you know.”

      Charlaine followed the younger knight outside to where a rain barrel sat where the other sisters were dunking their bowls and swishing them around in the water, then setting them on a table to dry. She waited for them to finish, then repeated the action with her own bowl.

      Her task complete, she turned to Danica, “Now what?”

      “Now, we check the duty roster. It’s this way.”

      Back inside they went, then over to the captain's office. Beside her door was a scribbled note detailing everyone's responsibilities.

      “You and I are on stable duty,” said the young knight. “I hope you don’t mind getting dirty.”

      “We had a horse back home,” said Charlaine, “I’m used to it.”

      “Looks like we're going to get some rain,” mused Danica as they crossed the courtyard.

      Charlaine looked skyward to see dark clouds rolling in from the west, promising a heavy downfall. “Do you get much rain here?”

      “No, it’s usually hot and dry, but when it does rain, it comes in a torrential downpour.”

      “Where would you like to start?” asked Charlaine as they entered the stables.

      “There are bales of hay down that way,” Danica replied, pointing. "You grab the pitchfork, and I’ll start mucking out the stalls.”

      “How often do we do this?”

      “It’s done every day, but the work rotates.”

      “And do I always work with the same person?”

      “Usually, but the captain mixes us up on occasion.”

      Charlaine wandered back towards the hay, searching for the pitchfork. She soon found it and whiled away the morning in physical labour.

      

      Sister Erika poked her head into the stables. “The captain is going into town. Charlaine, get her horse ready.”

      “I can do it,” offered Danica.

      “No,” Erika replied. “I told Charlaine to do it.”

      “She’s new.”

      The scarred warrior cast a venomous glare at the young knight before speaking, “That doesn’t excuse her from her duties.”

      “That’s not fair,” the young knight responded.

      “Don’t talk back to your seniors,” Erika warned.

      “I’ve got this,” said Charlaine. “Does the captain have a particular horse, or is it first come, first serve?”

      “The captain's horse is over there,” said Danica. “Come, I’ll show you.”

      Sister Erika watched them for a moment. “Make sure it’s ready in time,” she said, “or there’ll be trouble.” She left without another word, returning to the chapter house.

      “Is she always like that?” asked Charlaine.

      “Who, Erika? Yes. She likes to throw her weight around from time to time. It used to be me she picked on, but now that you’re here…”

      “I’m the new target?”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “That’s all right,” said Charlaine, “I have broad shoulders.”

      “I’ve never heard that term before,” said Danica.

      “It’s quite common where I’m from.”

      “Which is?”

      “A city called Malburg. Ever heard of it?”

      Danica frowned. “Can’t say as I have, but then again, I don’t know much about the Continent. I was raised on a farm in the Duchy of Andover, way up on the northern coast.”

      “The northern coast? And they sent you all the way down here?”

      “I was trained in Corassus, to the east,” the raven-haired knight explained.

      “That’s fairly unusual, isn’t it? I would have thought Eidenburg would have been closer, that’s where they trained me.”

      “Normally, that would have been the case,” said Danica, “but there were extenuating circumstances.”

      “Ah,” said Charlaine, “you needn’t say anything else, I’m more than familiar with that phrase.” She walked to the wall, where saddles sat on frames. “Does the captain have a particular saddle she likes to use?”

      Danica laughed. “Yes, you might say that. Our captain is exceedingly particular when it comes to such things.”

      “I had no idea,” said Charlaine. “This is all still quite new to me.”

      “You must have worked with saddles before?”

      “I have,” Charlaine admitted, "but when I arrived in Eidenburg for training, I had never used a fighting saddle. We only had one horse growing up, and she was a riding palfrey. I had no idea the saddles would be different.”

      “But you rode in on just such a saddle!”

      “I did,” Charlaine confessed with a grin, "though I must admit my behind still hasn’t recovered.”

      “War saddles are the only thing we have around here,” explained Danica, “but if you want to know more, I‘d suggest you talk to Cordelia, she’s the expert on such things.”

      Charlaine lifted the saddle, carrying it across to the captain's horse. The beast shifted nervously at her approach.

      “There, there, Warlord,” said Danica, trying to soothe the animal. She looked at Charlaine. “He’s a bit nervous around strangers.”

      “Understandable, I can’t say I’d enjoy letting strangers dress me.” Charlaine had said it in jest, but she saw the effect it had on her young comrade. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I didn’t mean to give offense.”

      “It’s not you, it’s me,” said Danica. “I have a… troubled past.”

      “That’s all right, you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.” She could see the look of distress on the young woman’s face. “Perhaps you can show me how to do up these straps?” Charlaine knew well enough how to equip a horse, but the request appeared to bring her fellow sister out of her melancholy.

      “Watch carefully,” said Danica, beginning the process.

      They finished equipping the horse and were walking it out of the stables when Captain Nina exited the chapter house. Taking the reins, she hauled herself into the saddle without a word, then dug in her spurs and galloped off in a hurry to get to her destination.

      “I wonder what that was all about?” said Charlaine.

      “Church business, I would expect,” said Danica, “but that means Cordelia’s in charge now.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      “It is for you and me. She doesn’t put up with Erika’s attitude towards new knights.”

      “Well,” said Charlaine, “we're done here, for now, though doubtless, we’ll have to water the horses later this afternoon.”

      “Yes,” her companion agreed, “and make sure they have lots of clean hay to eat.”

      This brought a startled look from Charlaine. “What do you mean by ‘clean hay’? Isn’t all hay clean?”

      “You’d think so,” said Danica, “but about six months ago, the horses all got sick, and Cordelia said it was the hay. We got it from a nearby farm, you see, and it caused us no end of trouble. Lucky for us, she’d seen it before, and we nipped it in the bud. She always says to smell the hay when it’s delivered.”

      “Is all your food from local farms?”

      “It has to be,” said Danica. “We don’t grow any of our own, we haven’t the people.”

      Charlaine felt a drop of water hit her face. “Looks like the rain’s finally here.”

      Danica laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “It appears our captain has a wet ride ahead of her!”

      

      If Charlaine thought her afternoon would be any less strenuous, she was sorely mistaken. They had entered the hall just as Cordelia was delegating more duties. When she saw the two new arrivals, she smiled. “Just in time,” she said, “I need someone to clean out the chapel.”

      “I could have sworn that was done yesterday,” said Danica.

      “It was, but there’s a leak, and with this rain, you’ll need to move some of the benches around.”

      “Couldn’t we fix the leak?” asked Charlaine.

      “Do you know how?” asked Cordelia.

      “No, but it can’t be that difficult.”

      The senior knight looked at her a moment, trying to determine if she was jesting. “If you’re serious, then, by all means, do your best.”

      “I’ll need help.”

      “How much help?”

      “One or two people, I should think.”

      “Take Danica and Teresa, they’re not otherwise engaged.”

      “Who’s in charge?” asked Teresa.

      Cordelia pointed at Charlaine. “Unless you know how to fix a roof?”

      The blue-eyed woman shook her head.

      “Good, then it’s settled.”

      “Where’s the leak?” asked Charlaine.

      “Along the centre line, about halfway between the entrance and the pulpit. Teresa can show you where. She had to mop up after the last storm.” Cordelia turned to the other sisters. “The rest of you come with me. We need to batten down the outpost in case it gets worse.”

      “Where do we start?” asked Danica.

      “We’ll need a ladder,” said Charlaine, “and I need to get a look at the roof. What type of covering does it use?”

      “Temple tiles,” offered Teresa with a twinkle in her eyes. “Appropriate, don’t you think?”

      “Never heard of them.”

      “They’re formed of clay in half-cylinders. They alternate their sides, allowing the water to sluice away on the concave side.”

      “Ah, yes,” said Charlaine, “I see what you mean. Do we have any spares?”

      “Not on hand, and they’re made in Rizela.”

      “Then we’ll have to improvise,” said Charlaine.

      “I’ll get the ladder,” offered Danica.

      “We’ll meet you in the chapel,” said Charlaine. “Now, come show me where this leak is, Teresa.”

      The chapel was not a large building by Church standards, though it did have a vaulted ceiling. It didn’t take long to identify the leak, for a puddle of water was already forming beneath it.

      “That looks like plaster,” said Charlaine.

      “Adobe, actually,” said Teresa, “but the leak will be above it.”

      Danica arrived with the ladder, carrying it awkwardly.

      “Bring that outside,” said Charlaine. “You,” she pointed to Teresa, “call out when we’re even with the dripping water. We have to find the exterior location of the leak.”

      She moved outside, Danica in tow. They settled the ladder up against the side of the structure when Teresa called out, and then Charlaine climbed up and onto the roof.

      The rain had begun in earnest now, making her cassock heavy and wet. Charlaine had to wipe the water from her face to examine the roof in more detail. It was soon evident what the problem was, for one of the clay tubes had cracked, allowing water to leak through. She climbed back down, and they went inside, leaving the ladder in place.

      “What’s the verdict?” asked Teresa.

      “One of the top tiles is cracked, we’ll need to replace it.”

      “But we have no spares!” reiterated Teresa.

      “I don’t understand,” said Danica.

      Charlaine cupped her hand. “The roof tiles are made up of hollow tubes made of clay. They’re cut in half to form a trough, which allows the water to run off. Over top of this, the troughs are rotated,” she said as she placed her other hand in a cupping motion then inverted it, holding it over the edge of her first. “The inverted tube is like a wave shape, driving the water to its edge.”

      “Where it’s picked up by the troughs,” said Danica. “I understand now, but how does that help us?”

      “One of the waves is broken,” said Charlaine. “What we need is something to divert the water back into the trough.”

      “What do you suggest?” asked Teresa.

      “I have an idea, but it will take some effort. Danica, find me an axe.”

      “What can I do?” asked Teresa.

      “I need a log to split,” Charlaine said, “preferably something about my height.”

      “There’s a wooded area to the north, behind the outpost, but it’ll be difficult to cut wood in this weather.”

      “We have little choice if we’re to repair the roof,” said Charlaine.

      It didn’t take Danica long to procure an axe, and then they all made haste for the rear of the outpost where they crossed a field to find shelter beneath the branches of the small copse of trees. Teresa immediately began scanning the area for likely prospects.

      “Over there,” said the blue-eyed knight.

      Charlaine peered through the rain, struggling to keep her hair from obstructing her view. They dashed from their temporary shelter, to once again find respite beneath the boughs of a tree and quickly got to work.

      Charlaine's well-muscled smith’s arms saved the day, allowing her to make short work of the tree trunk. The resulting log was no thicker than her thigh, and they chopped it down to her own height in length. Now came the difficult part, splitting it in half. It took some trial and error on spare logs before they finally settled on a solution. The trick ended up being to make small cuts and insert wooden wedges, necessitating a trip back to the outpost for additional tools.

      After splitting the wood down the middle, they carried both pieces back to the outpost. Only one would be needed, of course, but Charlaine feared a mistake could set them back significantly and so they returned with the extra one, just in case.

      Back up the ladder Charlaine went, climbing onto the now treacherous, rain-slicked roof. Teresa and Danica passed up a log, and she placed it over top of two existing tiles, curved side upward, allowing the water to run off to either side, then stream through the troughs. Next, she used some rope to tie off the wood. It wasn’t a permanent solution, but ought to hold in place until after the storm.

      Her work completed, she climbed back down, slipping, as fate would have it, on the last rung of the ladder. She banged her shin, letting out a curse.

      Danica laughed, causing the older knight to turn towards her.

      “What’s so funny?” Charlaine yelled, trying to be heard over the intense downpour.

      “You made it through all this,” the girl replied, “only to hurt yourself on the last step.”

      Charlaine looked at her. She wasn’t sure why she did it but overcome with a sense of mischief, she pushed Danica, and the young knight fell backward, splattering into a pool of muddy water.

      Danica let out a shriek, and Charlaine was overcome with a feeling of remorse. She held out her hand to the girl, who took it in a firm grip… and pulled. Charlaine went down, sprawling into the mud, the dirty water splashing into her face.

      Danica was laughing hysterically, but then Charlaine saw a sudden look of fear on the girl's face as she looked down at her own clothes and noticed her soaked and muddied cassock. Something snapped, and tears came to Danica's eyes, followed by great racking sobs that dug into Charlaine’s very soul.

      Charlaine rose to her knees and crawled forward, embracing the young woman in a hug and holding her close. Danica hung on as if her very life depended on it, too overcome with emotion to say anything. Something was going on here, and the older knight tried to think what it might be.

      Teresa suddenly appeared beside them. “Come on,” she called, as thunder echoed in the distance, “let’s get you both inside.”

      

      It was late evening when Cordelia came to see her. Charlaine had changed out of her wet cassock and was sitting on the edge of her bed, attempting to read the Book of Agnes by candlelight.

      Cordelia looked down at her. “May I sit?”

      “By all means,” said Charlaine, shifting over to make room. “How is Danica?”

      “She’ll recover.” Cordelia looked around, wary of those close by. “I wanted to talk to you about something,” she said, “but maybe here’s not the best place?”

      “All right,” said Charlaine, “then where?”

      “Come with me. We’ll use the captain's office.”

      “You won’t get in trouble?”

      “No,” said Cordelia, “she won’t be back until morning. She stays with the lay sisters when she travels into town.” She rose, nodding at the candle. “Bring that, but be as quiet as you can, I don’t want to wake the others.”

      They left the dormitory, crossing through the dining hall where Rowan and Helena sat in their armour, passing the time in a game of cards.

      “Sentinels,” said Cordelia, leading them to the captain's office where they were soon inside. “Please have a seat,” she said. “I thought it best to explain what happened today with Danica.”

      Charlaine grew concerned. “Is she all right?”

      “Normally, a sister's reasons for joining the order are her own business, but I thought, in this case, you deserve an explanation, and she agreed.”

      “Are you sure?” asked Charlaine.

      Cordelia nodded her head, then paused, looking decidedly uncomfortable. “What do you know of her background?”

      “She said she was from somewhere up north, Andover, I think it was. She was raised on a farm if I remember correctly?”

      "All of that is true," said Cordelia. "She had been the victim of repeated attacks and cruelly treated. I'm told the weather was much like this when they found her."

      They sat in silence. Charlaine struggled to say something, anything that might help.

      “I think,” continued Cordelia, “that she might have been pregnant at the time. She described a lot of blood, but her mind is not clear concerning the details.”

      “That’s horrific,” said Charlaine. “She’s only seventeen.”

      “Fifteen at that time,” said Cordelia. “The Holy Mother lied about her age to allow her to escape her tormentors.”

      “Tormentors? What are you suggesting?”

      “Her parents had died years before, and she was staying with relatives. It was her own cousins that attacked her.”

      “Merciful Saints,” said Charlaine. “The poor girl has suffered so much. Who else knows?”

      “Only you and I,” said Cordelia. “It took months for me to gain her confidence, but she seems to have taken to you quite quickly.”

      “But I barely know her!”

      “Be that as it may, you look to be the one she’s connected with.”

      “Then I’ll look out for her,” said Charlaine. “No girl should have to endure what she did.”

      “Agreed,” said Cordelia. “You know, in our line of work, we see many sad tales, but this… this is personal, it affects one of our own. I’m going to rearrange the beds. I’d like to move you two closer together if that’s all right with you?”

      “Should we bring this to the captain when she returns?”

      “No,” said Cordelia, “I fear it wouldn’t help. In fact, it might make matters worse.”

      “How so?”

      “Sister Nina is more concerned with her own position than those under her command. She’ll see something like this as reflecting badly on her ability to lead. I see a lot of promise in Danica, but if this were reported, it would likely be the end of her time as a Temple Knight, and that would crush her.”

      “I understand,” said Charlaine.
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      Two days later, Cordelia organized a patrol. With less than a dozen sisters housed at the outpost, it was, of necessity, small, consisting of herself, Charlaine, Danica, and Aurelia.

      “Normally,” explained Cordelia, “I would take only two fellow sisters, but we tend to pair up the new recruits, so you’ll ride up with me, Charlaine, leaving the other two to ride together.”

      They mounted up and rode south, towards the coast, a trip of only a few miles. The warmth of the morning sun bore down on them until a faint breeze arose, cooling them slightly.

      “The water is close now,” said Cordelia. “You haven't seen it yet, but up ahead, there are some cliffs that overlook the Shimmering Sea."

      "Where I’m from, the kingdom is landlocked. The best we have is rivers.”

      “Then keep your eyes trained to the south, you’re about to get the sight of your life.”

      The wind picked up suddenly, and then the land before them dropped off abruptly. As they drew near the edge, Charlaine looked out over the cliffs that fell straight down to the sea below. Its azure waters ran south, as far as the eye could see.

      “Breathtaking,” she uttered.

      “Isn’t it, though,” said Cordelia.

      “How big is it? It looks to go on forever.”

      “The Shimmering Sea stretches for hundreds of miles to the south, and they say that its eastern approaches are almost two thousand miles away.”

      “I can’t even begin to imagine that kind of distance,” said Charlaine.

      They had halted at the top of the cliffs, allowing them to look to the south, where distant sails struggled to make headway.

      “It seems there are ships at sea this day,” said Cordelia.

      “Is that common?” asked Charlaine.

      “Common enough. They usually sail within sight of the coast. I’m told it makes navigation easier. Have you ever seen a ship before?”

      “Once,” said Charlaine. “Well, only the wreck of one, but it was one of the smaller craft that frequents the riverways. Those ships look enormous.”

      “And so they are. They carry cargo from the port of Rizela to cities up and down the coast, though it's rare to see them going westward.”

      “Why is that?" asked Charlaine. “Wouldn't the western cities have goods for sale?”

      “Yes, but we lie on the very edge of the Petty Kingdoms. To the west lies the Empire of Halvaria, and we don’t trade with them.”

      A silence fell over Charlaine, something that was noticed by her leader.

      “Something wrong?” asked Cordelia.

      “Halvaria conquered my homeland,” she confided.

      “I thought you said you were from Hadenfeld?”

      “I am, but my parents were from Calabria. It was conquered by Halvaria just before I was born.”

      Cordelia nodded her head. “A common enough story, the Empire has been expanding for generations.”

      “Can nobody stop them?”

      “Many have tried, but their army is massive. Only the combined might of the Petty Kingdoms could do so, and even then, the outcome would be in doubt.”

      “But what of the Church?” asked Charlaine. “Aren't the Temple Knights the best-trained warriors on the Continent?”

      “They are, but we lack the numbers needed to take on such a power.”

      “And the Petty Kingdoms?”

      “Too self-absorbed to organize themselves,” said Cordelia. “They spend all their time squabbling over things that, in the long run, are unimportant.”

      “Is this part of our normal patrol route?”

      “As a matter of fact, it is. We’ll typically come here, then turn either east or west, depending on what strikes us as interesting,” Cordelia said, turning her gaze eastward. “The city of Rizela lies about half a day's ride away.”

      “And to the west?” asked Charlaine.

      “The coast is pretty barren in those parts, so there's not much there. It curves north, and if you kept going west, you’d eventually get your feet wet.”

      “How steep are these cliffs?”

      In answer, Cordelia dismounted. “Get off your horse and take a look.”

      Charlaine did as she was bid, handing off the reins to Sister Danica, then made her way to the edge of the cliffs, peering down at the beach below. “Not as steep as I would have suspected,” she said.

      “There’s a path a bit east of here that allows easy access.”

      “And an inlet,” offered Danica.

      “Yes,” agreed Cordelia, “that’s right, shallow enough for small boats to pull in if the weather turns bad.”

      “Does that happen frequently?”

      “No, at least I’ve never seen it happen, but then again, I’m not usually out in bad weather. Shall we go down to the water?”

      “Perhaps another time,” said Charlaine. “I’m curious to see what else you have around here.”

      “Very well, I’ll take you to see the farms that lie just off the main road.” Cordelia began climbing back into the saddle. “Our main job here is to keep them safe.”

      “Is that difficult?” Charlaine asked as she hauled herself onto her horse.

      “Hardly,” said Cordelia. “The coast is calm these days, with little to keep us busy. I wish the rest of the Petty Kingdoms were so peaceful.”

      “I thought you said the Halvarian Empire was close?”

      “It is. Close being a relative term, as it’s still some two hundred miles or so away.”

      “Doesn't that make them a threat?”

      “They certainly have the strength, but there’s little of value for them in Ilea, and Rizela would be a difficult prize to seize.”

      “Why is that?”

      “It has massive walls, and a large fleet, not to mention the difficulty of approaching the harbour.”

      “I would have thought a port easy to enter,” said Charlaine.

      “And in most cases, you’d be correct, but the shoals around Rizela make navigation difficult. As a result, they’ve marked off a channel to make things easier, and to either side, they’ve built towers out amongst the rocks.”

      “Sounds fascinating.”

      Cordelia smiled. “I'm sure you’ll get to see them one day. We do visit Rizela from time to time.”

      “I’d like that,” said Charlaine.

      “Now, ready for a ride? We won’t reach the nearest farm for some time yet.” She spurred on her horse, galloping eastward, leaving her charges struggling to catch up.

      They paralleled the shore for a while, then turned inland after passing another inlet.

      “Are there many more of those?” asked Charlaine, indicating the tiny bay.

      “This part of the countryside is littered with them,” Cordelia answered. “They’re a haven for smugglers, but that’s not our concern.”

      “It isn’t?”

      “No, that’s the responsibility of Baroness Francesca. We look after the farms in these parts.”

      Cordelia slowed, looking down at the ground.

      “Trouble?” asked Charlaine.

      “There are tracks,” she answered. “Cunars by the looks of it, they must be on patrol.”

      “Is that unusual?”

      “No, not really. We run across them once in a while, but they don’t speak much.”

      “Must be their vow of silence,” said Aurelia, breaking into a grin.

      “Or their vow of obstinance,” offered Danica.

      “That’s enough out of you two,” said Cordelia. “We must show proper respect for our Holy Brothers.” She urged her horse onward, picking up speed slightly.

      “Do they really take a vow of silence?” asked Charlaine.

      Danica chuckled, the sound coming out like a snort.

      “No,” said Cordelia, “the sisters are just making things up.”

      “They ARE obstinate,” added Danica.

      “Now, that,” said Cordelia, “is true.”

      “Why do you suppose that is?” asked Charlaine.

      “It's said they’re the premier fighting force of the Church. It gives them a sense of superiority.”

      “And are they?” asked Charlaine. “The premier force, I mean.”

      “Their history would certainly seem to suggest so,” Cordelia answered, “but the other orders have not been idle, either. Our own has seen battle several times in the last few decades.”

      “I was aware of that, but I was under the impression that it was always in small numbers.”

      “Did you not hear of the battle of Erlingen?”

      “No,” said Charlaine, “the instructors in Eidenburg tended to concentrate on older campaigns. Why? Were there sisters present?”

      “Yes, an entire company, and they played a significant role in the battle. I’m surprised they didn’t teach you about it.”

      “Was it a great victory?”

      “Blood bath might be a better description,” said Cordelia. “We lost almost an entire chapter.”

      “Where were the Cunars that day?”

      “They were there too, along with the Mathewites.”

      “Ah, yes,” said Charlaine, “our healing brethren. I learned we do a lot of work with them.”

      “Not here, we don’t. They do maintain a small mission in Rizela to help the poor, but we don’t interact with them much.”

      “I take it we’ve never had wounded?”

      “Not from battle,” said Cordelia.

      “But Sister Erika had a scar that looked fairly recent. Surely someone had to look at that?”

      “That was a training accident. She let her guard down while working with a new knight. In any event, she refused to have it seen to.”

      “How long ago was this?” asked Charlaine.

      “About three months ago.”

      “And who was she training?”

      In answer, Cordelia turned to look at the two behind them. Relieved that they were far enough away, she returned her attention to her companion. “It was Sister Danica.”

      “Oh, dear,” said Charlaine, “no wonder the woman hates her.”

      

      The sun had reached its zenith by the time the first farm came into view. It lay just north of the main road, though perhaps calling it a road was overstating its usefulness. Charlaine travelled along the rocky path with the rest of the patrol, the ancient cobblestones pitted and worn by constant erosion.

      “That,” said Cordelia, “is the Venucci estate.”

      “Estate? Are they nobles?”

      “No, worse,” said Cordelia, with a chuckle, “vintners, though I must confess they do produce the best wine in these parts.”

      “Will we stop and talk with them?”

      “Not today. They’re never any trouble, and we have many more to visit before we return to the outpost.”

      “So, you have some farms that are trouble?”

      “I see you picked up on that,” said Cordelia. “You’re quite observant.”

      “I’ve always been detail-oriented. It's part of being a smith, I suppose.”

      “It's the Travarre farm that gives us the most trouble.”

      “And by trouble, you mean?”

      “The patriarch is quite callous to the women in his household. We’ve had a number of complaints over the years.”

      “What kind of complaints?”

      “He uses his fists to settle matters,” said Cordelia, “and he doesn’t like it when the unexpected happens, prefers to blame others. We’ve talked to him on multiple occasions, even had to warn him we’d intervene if he didn’t mind his manners.”

      “And did he? Mind his manners, I mean?”

      “It’s complicated,” said Cordelia. “There are no laws preventing him from taking things out on his wife, but our order takes a dim view of such things. Luckily, the baroness is a devout follower, and she detained him in the city for a couple of months, but it didn’t do much to improve his mood.”

      “I assume he’s back?”

      “Has been for about two weeks now, and he’s due for another visit. Down the road here, there’s a secondary path, heading north, and the farm is just a little farther on.”

      Charlaine, looking behind her, noticed that Danica and Aurelia were riding along in silence. Turning her attention back to her leader, she said, “Am I asking too many questions?”

      Cordelia laughed. “You keep asking away. It’s refreshing, and it helps pass the time.”

      They turned up the side road after passing an enormous olive tree that stood nearby, its twisted trunk poking out of the ground as if some ancient god had pushed its way out of the dirt. Not far past the tree, the Travarre farm came into view, its adobe walls lending it a reddish hue.

      “This is it,” said Cordelia, riding through a massive iron gateway to halt in the courtyard, followed by the other three knights. An old woman, her back bent with age, came out of a doorway, bearing a tray of cups.

      “Some refreshment for you,” she said, offering them a drink.

      “Thank you, Mama Travarre, you are most generous," said Cordelia, taking a cup, then waiting as the others were served. "To your health,” she added, raising her drink to her host.

      “You are too kind,” the old woman said.

      “How is Estabar?”

      Mama Travarre shrugged her shoulders. “Who can say these days?”

      Charlaine thought it an odd answer, but Cordelia quickly dismounted, finished her drink, and then placed the cup back on the tray. Looking at her companions, Cordelia nodded. Danica and Aurelia both dismounted, followed moments later, by Charlaine, suddenly on alert as a noise drifted out to the courtyard.

      The sound of pottery breaking was followed by a man shouting, "Stupid girl!"

      Charlaine looked at Cordelia, but the knight raised her hand, indicating she should wait. Moments later, a shriek issued from the house, followed by a young woman in her early twenties, dashing out of the doorway, with an older man hot in pursuit. He slowed as he entered the courtyard, caught unawares by the presence of the sisters.

      “What’s this?” he called out.

      The woman ran to the side of Mama Travarre, looking in fear at her pursuer.

      “Estabar,” said Cordelia, “it seems we meet again.”

      A look of disdain crossed the man’s face. “You have no rights here, this is my home!”

      Cordelia moved towards him, closing the gap. Charlaine, sensing danger, followed, remaining only two steps behind.

      “Have you been misbehaving again?” asked Cordelia.

      Estabar cast a quick glance at the young woman, then returned his gaze to the Temple Knight. “It is none of your concern,” he said in defiance.

      “I’m afraid it’s very much my concern,” said Cordelia. She briefly turned her view to the young woman, looking for signs of distress.

      Estabar chose that exact moment to act. He stepped forward, striking out with his fist to hit Cordelia in the face, taking her by surprise. The Temple Knight staggered back, her nose bloodied.

      Charlaine, acting without thinking, stepped up, seizing the man’s wrist and twisting it, driving him down to the ground, pinning his arm behind his back. He held up his other arm in supplication.

      Cordelia shook her head, then advanced, looking down at him. “You struck a Temple Knight,” she declared. “That’s a serious charge, Estabar.”

      “You have no rights here!” he insisted.

      Cordelia, ignoring the man’s diatribe, looked at Mama Travarre. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to arrest him again.”

      The old woman shrugged. “You must do what you think is best.”

      “Might we trouble you for some rope?” asked Cordelia.

      In response, the old woman whispered something to her companion, sending her into the house. They all stood in awkward silence as they waited, then the young woman returned, passing a rope to Cordelia, who then advanced on Estabar.

      “Keep his arm pinned,” she said, “while I tie his hands.”

      Once she had bound him securely, she looked to the other knights. “Danica, you ride with Charlaine, we’ll use your horse for the prisoner.

      Charlaine, who was still restraining Estabar, lifted him to his feet. “Are we taking him to Rizela?”

      Cordelia looked skyward, judging the sun. “No, it’s too late for that. We’ll take him back to the outpost and keep him in the stables overnight. It’ll mean the inconvenience of keeping him under guard, but at least he won’t be causing trouble here.”

      “And then?”

      “And then tomorrow, we’ll take him into Rizela, and you’ll get your chance to see the city.”

      

      The journey back to the outpost was a sombre affair. Everyone knew what kind of man Estabar was, and as a consequence, felt obliged to watch him closely. It was late in the day by the time they rode into their enclosure.

      Sister Teresa, having seen their approach, came forward to take charge of the prisoner.

      “Watch him closely,” said Cordelia, climbing down from her saddle. “He’s already assaulted a Temple Knight.”

      Sister Nina stood in the doorway to the chapter house, staring as they turned over their horses to others.

      “Trouble?” she finally asked.

      “He struck me,” said Cordelia.

      “A serious offense. What do you intend to do about it?”

      “We’ll take him into Rizela tomorrow. Until then, he will remain under guard.”

      The captain frowned. “I'm sure they won’t keep him long.”

      “True, but at least it gives his family some respite.”

      “And who will you take to the city?”

      Cordelia looked around at the others. “Might as well keep it simple. I’ll take the same as today.”

      “Aurelia has guard duty.”

      “Then I’ll only take Charlaine and Danica,” said Cordelia, “providing you approve.”

      “It should suffice,” said the captain, “but keep an eye on our new sister, I don’t want any trouble. You’ll have to stay at the temple overnight, you won’t have time to make it back by sundown tomorrow.”

      Cordelia nodded. “Understood.”

      “You think he’ll cause problems?” asked Charlaine.

      “I do,” said Nina. “His type always believes they have the law on their side. He won’t take kindly to being kept in the stables.”

      “He should have thought of that before he struck Sister Cordelia,” said Aurelia.

      The captain's eyes turned back on Cordelia. “How could you let this happen in the first place?”

      “He took me by surprise, that’s all.”

      “I trust you reacted?”

      “Actually,” said Cordelia, “it was Sister Charlaine that subdued him.”

      “Really?” said the captain, raising her eyebrows. “Perhaps there’s hope for her yet!”

      “Was I wrong?” asked Charlaine.

      “No, most definitely not. When confronted by violence, it is often most appropriate to respond in kind. I hate to admit it, but your behaviour today acquitted you well.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      “Now, the lot of you get inside and get something to eat. Cordelia, once you’ve eaten, I want to see a guard roster. We don’t want our prisoner making any trouble.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      Without another word, Nina disappeared inside. Danica, standing to Charlaine’s side, tapped her on the arm. “Look at you,” she teased, “making friends with the captain!”

      Charlaine almost laughed at the remark, but with the captain so close, she tried to smother it. What came out instead was a noise that sounded quite a bit like a snort.

      Danica, on hearing it, laughed hysterically, leading the entire courtyard to break down into a series of chuckles.

      

      “You have no right to do this,” insisted Estabar.

      Sister Danica sat opposite him, seated on a stool. The man was in one of the stalls, his hands tied before him, allowing him to at least eat.

      “Quiet,” said Danica, her voice soft.

      In answer, Estabar spit at her, “You’ll pay for this. One day I’ll catch you unawares, and then you’ll wish you hadn’t made an enemy of me.

      Danica didn’t speak, but the sudden paleness of her features emboldened him.

      “You’ll suffer for this, just you wait and see. I have powerful friends in Rizela.”

      “Funny,” came Charlaine's voice from the doorway, “they didn’t help you last time. Those who offend the Church often find their friends vanishing.” She moved closer as she spoke, keeping a close watch on Estabar. “You think your friends will help you when they learn you’ve struck a Temple Knight?”

      She could see the look of loathing in his eyes, but he backed down, turning sullenly silent.

      Charlaine turned to Danica. “Has he been like this all night?”

      “More or less,” the young sister responded.

      “He should learn to keep his mouth shut if he wants any sympathy. No one likes a braggart. Mind if I join you?” asked Charlaine.

      A look of relief flooded Danica’s features. “Are you on duty now?” she asked.

      “No, but I’ve nothing else to do, and Sister Helena isn’t due to take over for some time.”

      “Do you want this stool?” said Danica, half rising.

      “No, you keep it, I’ll simply sit on the floor.” Charlaine placed her back against the wall and let her legs slide out slowly until she was sitting.

      “How do you like being a sister?” asked Danica.

      Charlaine smiled. “I was about to ask you the same question. It hasn’t been all that bad, so far.”

      “You sound almost disappointed.”

      She stared at the younger knight for a moment before continuing, “It hasn’t quite been what I expected.”

      “I sometimes feel the same,” said Danica. “I suppose I expected it to be more… military?”

      “Yes,” agreed Charlaine, “precisely what I was thinking. It almost feels like we’re simple lay sisters. I haven’t drawn my sword since I arrived.”

      “Neither have I. You’d think, as Temple Knights, we’d be constantly fighting.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t say that," said Charlaine. "I imagine most knights would spend the majority of their time in places like this, battles aren’t as common as you might think. Still, we must be prepared for any eventuality.”

      “Yes, but if that’s true, shouldn’t we be spending the rest of our time preparing?”

      “That’s a good point,” noted Charlaine, “but who would teach us? I certainly don’t have the experience for that sort of thing.”

      “Nor I,” her companion agreed, “and the captain certainly doesn’t seem interested in such things.”

      “What about Cordelia?”

      “She’s a good leader, but even she lacks experience in battle.”

      “From the sounds of it,” said Charlaine, “very few of our order have that kind of experience.”

      “The Cunars do. They’re fighting all the time.”

      “Well, they DO form the Holy Army. It would be a little disappointing if they got into a battle and didn’t know how to fight.”

      Danica chuckled. “I suppose that’s true. Say, do you think the Cunars would train us?”

      “I doubt it. From what I’ve heard, they’re awfully full of themselves. I don’t think they believe that women belong in armour.”

      “But we’re trained Temple Knights!”

      “Yes,” Charlaine agreed, “who lack the experience of battle.”

      “What did you imagine it would be like, joining the order?”

      “I’m not sure I ever really gave it much thought. It was the Prioress’s idea for me to become a Temple Knight, I was willing to be a simple lay sister.”

      “What changed your mind?” asked Danica.

      “Mother Ophelia thought it would be a better fit. ‘The order needs smiths’, she said, as if that was all there was to it.”

      “And after that, they sent you to Eidenburg?”

      “Yes,” said Charlaine, “At the time, I was under the impression that’s where all the sisters are trained, but you went to Corassus, so there must be at least two locations.”

      “Actually, there are three. Aside from Eidenburg, there’s one up north in Carlingen, and of course the one at Corassus. That’s where I trained, though I’m told it’s not as busy as it was.”

      “Why is that?”

      “The Cunars took over the responsibility of the fortress there. For years it had been occupied by Sisters of Saint Agnes, but that all changed when the fleet arrived.”

      “Where did the fleet come from?” asked Charlaine.

      “Here, in Rizela.”

      “Why did they move it?”

      “I think they were worried it was too close to the Halvarians. Corassus, on the other hand, is much farther away.”

      “When did all this happen?”

      “Years ago,” said Danica, “I don’t remember the exact date.”

      “You seem to know a lot about all of this.”

      “I find ships particularly interesting. My parents fished for a living, you know, up on the Northern Sea. I could sail a boat before I could walk. Well, not really, but I did take a shine to it. Unfortunately, when they died, I was sent to live with my cousins on a farm.” She shuddered.

      “Can I ask how they died?”

      “A storm at sea that rose up unexpectedly. How about you, are your parents still alive?”

      “They are,” said Charlaine. “My father’s a smith in Malburg, that’s where I learned the trade.”

      “And your mother?”

      “Still there by his side. She deals with the finances.”

      “That’s quite unusual, isn’t it?” asked Danica.

      “They’re Calabrians, it’s in their blood.”

      “I’m afraid I’m not familiar with Calabria. Should I be?”

      “No reason why you would. It lies in the southern part of Halvaria, it was conquered the year I was born.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Danica. “Where I come from, they’re all afraid of the Halvarians.”

      Charlaine nodded. “With good reason. They’re like a giant snake that keeps swallowing up kingdoms and spitting out the bones.”

      Danica made a face of disgust. “That sounds awful.”

      “Don’t worry, Cordelia told me there’s nothing in this area they’re interested in.”
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