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            AND SO IT BEGINS…

          

        

      

    

    
      "You're a Temple Knight," she said. "Or at least you were."

      “I was Brother Mateo Harnbringer, a Temple Knight of Saint Cunar."

      "Was?" said Charlaine. "Brothers don't leave that order by choice."

      "Nor did I." He held up his hand to forestall any arguments. "I know what you're thinking, that I'm nothing but a troublemaker, but there's something you need to know."

      "I'm listening."

      He lowered his voice. "There's a rot inside the Church, one that's eating away at the moral fibre of the place."

      "And you know this for a fact?"

      "I tried to do something about it, but it cost me my knighthood. Now I am an outcast, doomed to wander the Continent without the blessings of the Church."

      "And you chose to speak to us?" said Danica. "If what you say is true, we're forbidden to talk to you. How dare you put our souls in danger!"

      Charlaine reached out, placing her hand on her companion's arm. "Calm yourself, Danica. There's no harm in simple talk." She returned her attention to their visitor. "Please, tell us more."

      At that precise moment, the door burst open,  revealing an armoured man in a green cloak. His eyes wandered the room, while his hand remained on the pommel of his sword.

      "Mateo!" he called out. "Where are you, dog!" The dishonoured Cunar ran for the back door, pushing the crowd roughly aside.

      "There you are!" yelled the newcomer, drawing his blade. Those near him backed up in fear while Charlaine stood up and moved towards the armed intruder, placing herself in his path.

      "By what right do you threaten this man?" she demanded.

      "It is none of your concern."

      "Ah, but it IS my concern. My order is dedicated to protecting women everywhere, and as you can plainly see, there are women present."

      "Stand aside, I say, and let me have at him."

      "Put down your sword, man. This is no place for violence. If you wish to speak with this fellow, then do so outside, where the risk to others is minimized."

      He glared back. "Who do you think you are?"

      "I am Sister Charlaine deShandria, Temple Knight of Saint Agnes.”
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            CAST OF CHARACTERS - TEMPLE CAPTAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Members of the Church in Reichendorf/The Antonine

      Anton Schulinger - Primus, head of the Church

      Arnold - Lay brother of Saint Mathew

      Avalyn - Lay mother of Saint Agnes

      Brigida - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes, serves Commander Hjordis

      Bryson - Temple Knight of Saint Ansgar

      Collette Fontaine - Newly promoted Temple Captain of Saint Agnes

      Dimas - Temple Captain of Saint Cunar

      Ebert - Temple Knight of Saint Mathew

      Eustace - Temple Knight of Saint Cunar

      Hjordis - Temple Commander of Saint Agnes

      Hywel - Holy Father in charge of the Mathewite mission in Reichendorf

      Isabeau - Newly promoted Temple Captain of Saint Agnes

      Jamarian - Temple Commander of Saint Mathew

      Julianne Rydel - Matriarch of the Order of Saint Agnes

      Kaylene Gantzmann - Grand Mistress, Temple Knights of Saint Agnes

      Lara - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes, serves Commander Hjordis

      Leamund - Temple Captain of Saint Cunar, naval architect

      Loretta - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes

      Meteo Harnbringer - Ex-Temple Knight of Saint Cunar

      Nicola - Temple Captain of Saint Agnes, aide to the Grand Mistress

      Selena - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes

      Septimus - Temple Knight of Saint Cunar

      Stramond - Temple Commander of Saint Cunar

      Thorley - Temple Knight of Saint Mathew, archivist

      Zander - Temple Captain of Saint Ansgar

      Kaylene Gantzmann - Grand Mistress, Temple Knights of Saint Agnes

      Temple Knights of Korvoran

      Adriana - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes

      Anya - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes, assigned to Valiant

      Damora - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes

      Felicity - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes

      Goya - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes

      Grazynia - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes, assigned to Valiant

      Josephine - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes

      Klavel - Temple Knight of Saint Mathew

      Laurel - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes, assigned to Valiant

      Leona - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes

      Leonov - Temple Knight of Saint Mathew, Hails from Ruzhina

      Marlena - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes

      Nadia - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes, assigned to Valiant

      Salvatore - Temple Commander of Saint Mathew

      Vivian - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes, assigned to Valiant

      Waleed - Temple Captain of Saint Cunar, Kurathian by birth

      Winifred (Deceased) - Previous Temple Captain of Saint Agnes

      Zivka - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes, assigned to Valiant

      

      People In Korvoran

      Aleksy - Lay brother of Saint Mathew

      Ansel Dulworth - Merchant Captain of the Barlowe

      Asborn Henrickson - First Mate of the Lydia

      Augustus Conwyn - Governor of Thansalay

      Azreth - Halvarian Necromancer

      Barbek Stoutarm - Dwarven smith in Korvoran

      Brendan - Member of the crew of the Lydia/Valiant

      Draclin Winfyre - Halvarian Ambassador to the Court of Reinwick

      Edgerton - Captain of the Monarch

      Elena - Poor woman

      Eloise Rundak - Farmer

      Elsbeth Fel - Sacred Mother of Akosia

      Enid - Servant in service to the Duke of Reinwick

      Exius (Deceased) - Fire Mage

      Fernando Brondecker - Son of the Duke of Reinwick

      Gernik - Dwarf apprentice to the Dwarven smith Barbek Stoutarm

      Gilford (Deceased) - Member of the crew of the Lydia/Valiant

      Hergran Longrit - Captain of the Millicent

      Jean - Poor woman

      Kurlan Stratmeyer - Baron of Blunden

      Larissa Stormwind - Water Mage at the Court of Reinwick

      Len - Husband to Jean

      Lyle Handley - Captain of the Lydia

      Marwen - Soldier in service to the Duke of Reinwick

      Miranda - Poor woman

      Rascalian - Bard

      Rayden - Holy Father of the Order of Saint Mathew

      Rovantis - Halvarian Fire Mage

      Taggert - Captain of the Sea Wolf

      Theodora Brondecker - Duchess of Reinwick

      Wilfhelm Brondecker - Duke of Reinwick

      

      Other People

      Aeldred - First King of Therengia

      Akosia - Goddess of Water

      Argano - King of Ilea

      Aurelia (Deceased) - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes, served in Ilea

      Charlaine deShandria - Temple Captain of Saint Agnes, served in Ilea

      Claudia - Holy Mother of Saint Agnes, serves in Rizela

      Cordelia - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes, served in Ilea

      Cyric - Temple Knight of Saint Mathew, investigator

      Danica Meer - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes

      Dedrick - Fisherman from the village of Littlecliff

      Deiter Heinrich - Duke of Erlingen

      Delmont - Lay brother of Saint Mathew, at the Battle of Erlingen

      Erika - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes, served in Ilea

      Erskine - Temple Commander of Saint Cunar, at the Battle of Erlingen

      Erkson Tane - Smith in Reichendorf

      Francesca Gratuli - Baroness of Rizela

      Frederik Altenburg - Baron of Altenburg

      Galrath - Knight of Erlingen

      Giselle - Temple Captain of Saint Agnes, served in Ilea

      Gwalinor - Sea Elf and Life Mage

      Helena (Deceased) - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes, served in Ilea

      Ludwig Altenburg - Son of Baron of Verfeld

      Luther - Fisherman from the village of Littlecliff

      Marius - Father General of Saint Cunar, Admiral Holy Fleet in Corassus

      Marcy - Associate of Brother Mateo in Reichendorf

      Nina - Temple Captain of Saint Agnes, served in Ilea

      Otto - King of Hadenfeld, cousin to Ludwig

      Radwell - Commoner in Torburg

      Rolf Wilkerson - Commoner in Torburg

      Rordan - King of Abelard

      Rupert - Fisherman from the village of Littlecliff

      Sarin - Kurathian Admiral, victor of the Battle of Grey Cliffs

      Sartellian - Last name given to Fire Mages trained in Korascajan

      Sebastien - Marlena 's brother

      Severn - Commoner in Torburg

      Spirit (Spirit of the Sea) - Danica's horse

      Stormcloud - Charlaine’s horse

      Stormwind - Last name given to Water Mages trained at the Volstrum

      Tavio deLuna - Self-proclaimed King of Calabria

      Teresa - Temple Knight of Saint Agnes, served in Ilea

      

      Places

      Petty Kingdoms

      Abelard - Kingdom on the Northern Coast

      Andover - Kingdom on the Northern Coast, birthplace of Danica

      Ardosa - Kingdom known as the heart of the Petty Kingdoms

      Braymoor - Kingdom on the Northern Coast

      Carlingen - Kingdom on the Northern Coast, Saint Agnes training site

      Corassus - City State on the Southern Coast, home to the Holy Fleet

      Ebenstadt - City State on the eastern reaches

      Eidolon - Kingdom on the Northern Coast

      Erlingen - Duchy, south of Andover

      Galoran -  Kingdom north of the Antonine

      Grislagen - Kingdom southwest of Hadenfeld

      Hadenfeld - Central Kingdom, birthplace of Charlaine

      Holstead - Duchy on the eastern reaches

      Ilea - Kingdom on the Southern Coast

      Novarsk - Kingdom on the eastern reaches

      Regensbach - Petty Kingdom where the Antonine is located

      Reinwick - Duchy, northern Petty Kingdom

      Ruzhina - Kingdom on the Northeastern Coast

      Ulrichen - Kingdom southeast of Erlingen

      

      Cities/Towns

      Blunden - City of the Duchy of Reinwick

      Chermingen - City in the Duchy of Erlingen

      Draybourne - Capital city of the Duchy of Holstead

      Galmund - City in the Duchy of Erlingen

      Gossenveldt - City of the Duchy of Reinwick

      Harlingen - Capital city of the Kingdom of Hadenfeld

      Herenstadt - City of the Duchy of Reinwick

      Karslev - Capital city of Kingdom of Ruzhina

      Korvoran - Capital city of the Duchy of Reinwick

      Littlecliff - Fishing village in Andover, birthplace of Danica

      Malburg - City in Kingdom of Hadenfeld

      Reichendorf - Capital city of the Kingdom of Regensbach

      Rizela - Port city in Ilea

      The Antonine - The Holy City, within the city of Reichendorf

      Torburg - Capital city of the Duchy of Erlingen

      Wintervale - Town in Kingdom of Andover

      

      Other Places

      Alantra - Capital of Calabria

      Amity - Smallest of the Five Sisters Islands

      Calabria - Kingdom, occupied by Halvaria

      Constance - One of the Five Sisters Islands

      Cunara - Training facility in Calabria used by the Halvarians

      Drumhollow - Island off the shore of the Kingdom of Eidolon

      Dun Galdrim - Dwarven stronghold fell to the Halvarians fifty years ago

      Eiddenwerthe - The world in which everything exists

      Fair Wanderer - Inn in Torburg

      Grand Sanctum - Oldest building in the Antonine

      Great Northern Sea - North of the Petty Kingdoms

      Grey Cliffs - On the Eastern Coast of the Southern Continent

      Halvaria - Large empire west of the Petty Kingdoms

      Korascajan - Magical Academy for Fire Mages

      Kouras - Kurathian Island

      Kurathia - Series of Southern Island ruled by princes

      Patience - Largest of the Five Sisters Islands

      Providence - One of the Five Sisters Islands

      Scattered Isles - Series of Islands north of Halvaria

      Shimmering Sea - South of the Petty Kingdoms

      Temple Bay - On the Island of Patience

      Thalemia - Ancient kingdom on the shores of the Shimmering Sea

      Thansalay - Province of Halvaria

      The Anchor - Tavern in Korvoran

      The Beacon - Tower built by the rulers of Reinwick

      The Five Sisters - A series of five islands, northeast of Reinwick

      The Oarsman - Tavern in Korvoran

      Therengia(Old Kingdom) -Destroyed roughly 400 years ago

      Urichen - Large, untamed wilderness that is sparsely populated

      Verity - Easternmost of the Five Sisters Islands

      Volstrum - Magical Academy for Water Mages

      

      Battles

      Battle of Alantra (1096 SR) - Between Ilea/Holy Fleet and Halvaria

      Battle of Erlingen (1093 SR) - Between Andover and Duchy of Erlingen

      Battle of Grey Cliffs (Unknown)- Between Kurathians and the Sea Elves

      Battle of Krosnicht (1090 SR)Civil war in Kingdom of Abelard

      Battle of Temple Bay (1097 SR)Between Halvaria and Northern Fleet

      Campaigns of Aeldred (Ancient History)- Military Campaign of the first Therengian King

      Hidden Crusade (Unknown)- Between Cunar Temple Knights and the High Elves

      

      The Church

      Council of Peers - Ruling council of the Church of the Saints

      Order of Saint Agnes - Protector of women

      Order of Saint Ansgar - Internal investigators of the Church

      Order of Saint Augustine - Guardians of the Holy Relics

      Order of Saint Cunar - Primary warriors of the Church

      Order of Saint Mathew - Protectors of the poor and sick

      Order of Saint Ragnar - Dedicated to eradicating Death Magic

      Temple Knight - Holy Warrior of the Church

      The Primus - Ultimate Church authority elected by Council of Peers

      

      Ships

      Triumphant - Flagship of Holy Fleet in Corassus

      

      The Northern Holy Fleet

      Barlowe - Merchant ship, part of the Church expedition to Patience

      Millicent - Merchant ship, part of the Church expedition to Patience

      Monarch - Merchant ship, part of the Church expedition to Patience

      Peri - Merchant ship, part of the Church expedition to Patience

      Rose - Merchant ship, part of the Church expedition to Patience

      Valiant (Lydia) - Flagship of the Northern Fleet

      Vigilant (Sea Wolf) - Warship of the Order of Saint Agnes

      

      The Halvarian Fleet

      Annihilator - Double-masted warship

      Devastator - Double-masted warship

      Invincible - Double-masted warship

      Ravager - Double-masted warship

      Terror - Double-masted warship

      Vengeance - Double-masted warship

      Warrior - Double-masted warship

      Water Drake - Single-masted warship

      

      Things

      Crossed Swords - Mercenary company

      Moonfish - Fish that glows slightly, found in the Great Northern Sea

      Phoenix Ring - Rings used by smith’s guild for secure correspondence

      Shadowbark - Heavy dark-coloured wood
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      The rain came down in sheets, flattening the grass and soaking the two riders. Undeterred, they pressed on, determined to reach their destination by nightfall.

      "By the Saints," called out Danica. "Have you ever seen weather like this?"

      In answer, her dark-haired companion risked a glance skyward. "This is nothing compared to what the fleet faced after Alantra."

      "You think so?"

      "Yes," said Charlaine, "but we shouldn't need to bear it much longer. That inn is around here somewhere." A distant flash lit the sky, then, a few moments later, the expected rumble followed.

      "They say storms like this are an omen of big change."

      Charlaine laughed. "We're going to the Antonine to see the head of our order. How much bigger can it get?"

      "I see some light over there," yelled Danica. "That must be it."

      They angled their mounts southward, and soon, the grey shadow of a large country inn came into view. They trotted past the gates and into the cobbled courtyard, their hoofbeats echoing off the brick walls.

      Charlaine dismounted first, passing the reins to a stable boy, who stood there gaping at her scarlet tabard with the three white waves that marked her as a Temple Knight of Saint Agnes.

      "Take our horses to the stables," she said. "We'll check in on them later." Danica followed suit, her waterlogged boots squishing as she walked.

      The interior of the place was warm and inviting, chasing off the chill of the rain. Those packed inside huddled in small groups, talking and drinking ale. A stout individual with a protruding belly and a red face rushed forward to greet them.

      "Can I help you, Sisters?"

      "Have you a room available?" asked Charlaine.

      "Of course. If you'd like to have a seat, I'll have someone prepare it." He leaned to his side, peering around her to take in her raven-haired companion. "Is it only for the two of you, or will any others be joining you?"

      "Just us two." She turned to Danica. "Come on. Let's take a seat, shall we?"

      They made their way through the crowd to find a free table by the fireplace. Charlaine threw her wet cloak over the back of the chair and sat with an audible sigh.

      "I can't wait to get some sleep. I'm exhausted."

      "So am I," said Danica, "but we've work to do before we rest."

      "We do?"

      "Yes. We need to dry off our armour. You, of all people, should know that."

      "Let's hope I'll have the energy once I've eaten."

      A young woman appeared at their table. "Good evening, Sisters. Are you on your way to the Antonine?"

      "We are," said Charlaine. "Do you know if it's much farther?"

      "No, not far at all. If you left first thing in the morning, you'd be there long before noon."

      Danica smiled. "I expect you get a lot of us Temple Knights in here."

      "Not as many as you might expect. Did you travel far?"

      "I'll say. We came from Ilea."

      The girl frowned. "I don't know where that is."

      "It's on the southern coast," said Charlaine. "About as far away as you can go and still be within the Petty Kingdoms. We've been on the road for months."

      "When did you leave?"

      "Late last winter, if you can believe it."

      "You must be here on important business to travel so far."

      Charlaine smiled. "We go where we're ordered. Can we get something to drink, perhaps a couple of ales?"

      "Of course," replied the girl. "Anything to eat?"

      "What have you got?"

      "There's the mutton pie?"

      Charlaine turned to Danica. "What do you think?"

      "I don't know. The last time you had that, it gave you terrible indigestion."

      "Just some bread and cheese, then."

      The girl ran off without another word.

      "Well, that was rude," said Danica.

      "Nonsense," said Charlaine. "She's just busy."

      Danica stared down at her hands. "Don't look now, but it appears we've garnered some attention." Her eyes flitted over to the side.

      A tall man approached, dressed in nondescript clothing, yet he carried himself like a warrior. His scarred countenance lent credence to the idea he was, in fact, a seasoned fighter, prompting Charlaine to turn and face him.

      "Can I help you?"

      "I don't think I've seen you around these parts," he replied.

      "That's because we've only just arrived."

      "Have you been to the Antonine before?"

      "What makes you so sure that's where we're heading?" asked Danica.

      "Where else would two sister knights be going around here?"

      "We could be on patrol."

      "Just the two of you?" he said. "Don't be daft. Temple Knights travel in groups of six."

      Charlaine scrutinized the man in more detail. His boots were sturdy, his tunic worn but serviceable. Everything about him screamed danger, yet something in his eyes gave his face a hint of honesty.

      "You're a Temple Knight," she said. "Or at least you were."

      He grinned, revealing a not unpleasant smile. "That I was. I was known as Brother Mateo Harnbringer, of the Temple Knights of Saint Cunar."

      "Was?" said Charlaine. "Brothers don't leave that order by choice."

      "Nor did I." He held up his hand to forestall any arguments. "I know what you're thinking, that I'm nothing but a troublemaker, but there's something you need to know."

      "I'm listening."

      He lowered his voice. "There's a rot inside the Church, one that's eating away at the moral fibre of the place."

      "And you know this for a fact?"

      "I tried to do something about it, but it cost me my knighthood. Now I am an outcast, doomed to wander the Continent without the blessings of the Church."

      "And you chose to speak to us?" said Danica. "If what you say is true, we're forbidden to talk to you. How dare you put our souls in danger!"

      Charlaine reached out, placing her hand on her companion's arm. "Calm yourself, Danica. There's no harm in simple talk." She returned her attention to their visitor. "Please, tell us more."

      At the precise moment he was about to explain, the door burst open, revealing an armoured man in a green cloak. His eyes wandered the room, while his hand remained on the pommel of his sword.

      "Mateo!" he called out. "Where are you, dog!" The dishonoured Cunar ran for the back door, pushing the crowd roughly aside.

      "There you are!" yelled the newcomer, drawing his blade. Those near him backed up in fear while Charlaine stood up and moved towards the armed intruder, placing herself in his path.

      "By what right do you threaten this man?" she demanded.

      "It is none of your concern."

      "Ah, but it IS my concern. My order is dedicated to protecting women everywhere, and as you can plainly see, there are women present."

      "Stand aside, I say, and let me have at him."

      "Put down your sword, man. This is no place for violence. If you wish to speak with this fellow, then do so outside, where the risk to others is minimized."

      He glared back. "Who do you think you are?"

      "I am Sister Charlaine deShandria," she replied, "Temple Knight of Saint Agnes. And you?"

      "Brother Eustace, Temple Knight of Saint Cunar. That makes me the senior order. Now, stand aside, I say!"

      The room fell silent as everyone watched the drama unfold. Danica appeared at her companion's right, her hands resting on her weapon.

      "Is he giving you trouble?" she asked.

      Charlaine locked eyes with Brother Eustace. "What say you, Brother? Is there to be trouble this day?"

      There was the briefest hint of defiance in his eyes, and she fully expected him to launch into an attack. But then he stepped back, raising his arms to indicate he had scabbarded his sword.

      "It appears he has made his escape," the Cunar said. "I shall leave this establishment, but I promise you I will report your actions to your superiors."

      "See that you do," said Charlaine.

      They stared at each other until Brother Eustace finally looked away before turning and leaving abruptly.

      "What was that all about?" asked Danica.

      "I'm not exactly sure, but I imagine it has something to do with Brother Mateo."

      The inn quickly returned to its previous noise level while they headed back to their table to find two ales waiting for them. Danica sat down and reached out for her tankard.

      "Well," she said, "I don't know about you, but I'm content to leave all this behind us."

      Charlaine lifted her ale but didn't drink. Instead, her eyes had a faraway look.

      "What are you thinking?" asked the raven-haired knight.

      "That this bears investigating," replied Charlaine.

      "You can't be serious? The man's an exile!"

      "I understand that, but tell me, why would an exile try to warn us?"

      "Perhaps he's simply mad?"

      "No," said Charlaine. "He seemed to have his wits about him."

      "And?"

      "And what?"

      "Come now," said Danica. "I know you too well. I can tell when that mind of yours is thinking."

      "I'm curious as to why Brother Eustace was here. Brother Mateo is an exile, by his own admission, yet here is another knight of the same order that cast him aside, actively seeking him out."

      "Yes," said Danica, "and it definitely didn't look like he wanted to chat. What do you make of that?"

      "Clearly, he intended to silence the man permanently. The real question is why?"

      "I imagine it has something to do with the reason he was dismissed from the order."

      The server returned, setting down a plate of bread and cheese. "Anything else?" she asked.

      "No," said Danica. "That will do for now. Thank you."

      "Hold on a moment," added Charlaine. "The man who was here earlier, do you know him?"

      "The man you faced down?" asked the girl. "No. Why?"

      "How about the other fellow? The one who came to our table?"

      "I think I've seen him once or twice, but he never sets foot inside."

      "Why do you think that is?" asked Danica.

      "Maybe he wants to avoid people?"

      Danica turned to Charlaine. "Makes sense, I suppose. Fellow knights are forbidden to talk to him."

      "I'm not convinced that's it," said Charlaine. "When was the first time you saw him? Do you remember?"

      The girl looked decidedly uncomfortable. "I don't know, three weeks ago? Maybe a little longer?"

      "That's all, thanks. You may return to your duties."

      The girl scampered off as fast as she could.

      "Well," observed Danica. "That was certainly strange."

      "It was, wasn't it? I think the timing of great interest, don't you?"

      "In what way?"

      "Word was sent ahead that we were coming. It might merely be a coincidence, but I can't help but feel he was specifically searching for us."

      "Why would you say that?"

      "Judging from the looks of this place," said Charlaine, "I'd say it isn't a common gathering place for Temple Knights. It also lies on the road to the southwest, and we know from our own travels, there's not much in that direction except the open road."

      "How would he know we were even coming?"

      "I'm sure word of our exploits in Ilea preceded us—it's not as if it's a secret. The real question is, why us?"

      "He was trying to warn us," Danica said. "Do you think that has something to do with it?"

      "Likely."

      Danica snapped her fingers. "I know why. I bet it has to do with the victory. You're a hero with a reputation for being honest. If you remember, he warned about something eating away at the… how did he put it?"

      "The moral fibre of the place?"

      "Yes," said Danica. "What do you suppose that means?"

      "I don't know, but I intend to find out."

      "All right, I'm in. What's our first step?"

      "Well, to begin with," said Charlaine, "we need to report to whoever commands the local garrison of our order. That is, after all, our duty."

      "I thought we were supposed to meet the Primus?"

      "And we likely will, but our first responsibility is to report to the senior member of our order."

      "Wouldn't that mean the Grand Mistress?"

      "It would," said Charlaine.

      "That's intimidating."

      "Not at all. She's still a fellow sister, regardless of rank."

      "Easy for you to say. You're used to mingling with the rich and powerful."

      "Why would you say that?"

      "You presented your plan to the Baroness of Rizela, not to mention dealing with the Admiral of the Holy Fleet."

      "I might remind you I wasn't the only one there. Correct me if I'm wrong, but as I recall it, you were there at my side on both those occasions."

      "Oh yes," said Danica. "I suppose I was. Still, the Mistress of the Order? I don't think I've ever met someone that important in my life. Do we tell her anything about Brother Mateo?"

      "I'm not sure that would be wise at this point. And let's be honest, what has he really told us? All we have are some cryptic words of warning."

      "True, but surely you're not suggesting we simply ignore them?"

      "Not at all," said Charlaine. "Once we get settled in, I'd like to see what we can dig up about Brother Mateo. That might give us some idea of what's going on around here."

      "And if it doesn't?"

      "Then we'll dig deeper, but we'll need to be careful. If he's right about this, we may have a hard time telling friend from foe."

      "And if he's wrong, we're just being overly cautious?"

      Charlaine chuckled. "Better safe than sorry."

      

      The next morning found them approaching Reichendorf, one of the larger cities of the Petty Kingdoms, its massive walls dominated by still larger towers. Even Danica, who'd seen the great fortress of Corassus, was impressed.

      Despite its intimidating nature, their entry was unremarkable. Being peacetime, the gatehouse guards paid little attention to the comings and goings of its citizens. Apparently, a pair of Temple Knights was a common enough sight in these parts.

      Several times through the narrow streets, they were forced to slow their progress as the press of people became worse. Danica fidgeted in the saddle.

      "At this rate, we won't reach the Antonine till well after dark."

      "It's not as if we're in a hurry," said Charlaine. "You should relax and try to enjoy the scenery."

      "Scenery? What's there to see? The only thing in sight is all the people crowding the streets."

      They turned down a side alley in an attempt to avoid the traffic. Charlaine's head snapped around as the sound of a hammer striking steel rang out.

      "Do you hear what I hear?" she asked.

      "If you mean the sounds of a smithy, yes. Let me guess, you'd like to investigate?"

      "Of course." They rode on, the sounds growing louder. Finally, they spotted the hammer and anvil, the universal sign of the smith. Charlaine dismounted, tying off Stormcloud's reins to a post.

      "Coming?" she asked her raven-haired companion.

      "Do I have to?" groaned Danica. "It's not as if I haven't seen a smithy before. Anyway, why are you so interested? You have your own."

      "Correction, I HAD my own. There's no guarantee our next posting will let me continue my work."

      "And so we must investigate all the smiths in Reichendorf?"

      "Not all of them," said Charlaine, "but I want to get the lay of the land and find out if the guild has a presence here."

      "Why?"

      "Call it common courtesy if you like, but the tradition is for a smith to announce their arrival to the guild upon reaching a new city."

      "You didn't feel that urge in all the other cities we passed through on the way here."

      "True, but then again, we never stayed for more than a single night. This time, however, we'll likely be here for weeks."

      "Well, when you put it that way," said Danica, "we'd better mind our manners and say hello." She climbed down out of her saddle and tied off Spirit. Her task complete, she stepped up to the door and opened it, sweeping her other hand in a grand gesture. "After you."

      "Why, thank you," said Charlaine, exaggerating her manner as well.

      Outside, the sound of hammering was loud enough to echo down the street, but it was downright deafening here, inside the building. Three forges blasted away, flooding the room with oppressive heat.

      "By the Saints," said Danica. "I can hardly breathe. How do they stand it?"

      "You get used to it," noted Charlaine.

      "Can I help you?" called out a voice.

      A bald, thick-set individual moved closer, extending his hand. "I'm Erkson Tane."

      Charlaine shook his hand, briefly pressing her own thumb between his thumb and forefinger—the secret handshake of the smith's guild across the Petty Kingdoms. If this fellow was a member, he failed to respond in kind.

      "Are you looking for armour or weapons?" the man asked.

      "No, we're just here to have a look around. Tell me, do you do commissions for the Temple Knights?"

      "Not unless they pay upfront."

      "Why is that?"

      "Why do you think?" replied Tane. "They're notoriously slow at paying their tab."

      "And do the other smiths feel the same way?"

      "I don't know. You should ask them."

      "Might I enquire as to where I could find them?"

      "You can enquire, but it'll do you no good."

      "Why is that?"

      The man's face contorted into a look of disgust. "I'm not in the habit of sending business to my rivals. Now, if you're not interested in commissioning a work, you'll need to leave. I'm a busy man."

      "My apologies," said Charlaine. "I didn't mean to intrude."

      The man stomped off as the Temple Knights stepped outside.

      "He didn't look too happy with us," noted Danica. "And what was all that business about not settling tabs?"

      "I have no idea," replied Charlaine, "but it sounds like someone isn't doing their job. Either that or the Church is short on funds."

      "We'd best get on our way to the Antonine unless you want to find another smith?"

      "No, not until I find out more about what's going on here."

      "You think there's more to this, don't you?"

      "Of course," said Charlaine. "Don't you? First, we receive this mystic warning from Brother Mateo, and then we learn the smiths don't trust the Church to make payment. I've never heard of such a thing."

      "Your father was a master swordsmith. Did he ever deal with the Church?"

      "He did."

      "And?"

      "They were always most accommodating when it came to payment. Something is going on here that gives me an uneasy feeling. You?"

      Danica shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe we're overreacting? The Church is a giant bureaucracy. Perhaps that accounts for the late payment?"

      "From Temple Knights? What kind of precedent does that set?"

      "I suppose you'll just have to take it up with the Grand Mistress."

      Charlaine laughed. "I'll just wander up to her and say, 'Pardon me, Your Grace, but are you having trouble paying your bills?'. I can think of no easier way to find myself back in the middle of nowhere."

      "Hey, now," said Danica. "If it hadn't been for your first posting, we never would have met."

      "That's true, and I wouldn't change that for anything."
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      Located in the heart of Reichendorf, the Antonine was a city unto itself, surrounded by fortified stone walls the colour of dull steel. A single massive gate was guarded by Temple Knights of Saint Cunar, resplendent in their grey-and-white tabards overtop their gleaming plate armour.

      Unlike the guards of Reichendorf, these sentinels took great interest in the approach of the two sister knights as they halted before the gate, waiting as one of the Cunars drew closer.

      "Your names?" he demanded.

      "I am Sister Charlaine deShandria, and this is Sister Danica Meer. We've been ordered here by our superiors."

      "Have you any proof of this?"

      "I do, in the form of written orders. Would you like to see them?"

      He nodded, waiting as she fished through her satchel and then handed the document to him. The guard scanned the contents before eyeing them suspiciously.

      "It says here you were summoned by the Primus himself."

      "That is correct," said Charlaine. "We've recently come from Ilea, where we fought alongside the Holy Fleet."

      "The fleet put out to sea?"

      "It did, and won a great victory over the Halvarians."

      "Praise to the Saints," replied the guard. He turned to his companion, who stood nearer to the closed gate. "All right, you can let them in."

      "Tell me," said Charlaine, "is the gate always closed?"

      "It is now and has been for the last three weeks. We've had some trouble with the locals, you see. Nothing we can't handle, but there's a desire to avoid further bloodshed, hence the precautions."

      The gate began opening, the chains clanking as the winch turned.

      "You've come a long way," the guard added. "I expect you're eager to make your commandery."

      "Indeed."

      He turned to face the gate. "Once the doors open, you're going to ride straight through and take the first road on your right. That'll take you past the Mathewite commandery and through the gardens. Once you see the fountain, you'll need to turn left. Your commandery is just a few hundred paces beyond."

      "Thank you," said Charlaine.

      The squealing chains halted. "You can ride through now. May the Saints watch over you."

      "And you."

      They urged their horses forward through the gatehouse. The doors protested once more as the great mechanism closed behind them. Danica waited until they were well out of earshot before speaking.

      "Did he say what I thought he said?" she asked.

      "You mean about the bloodshed? I'm afraid so."

      "What in the name of the Saints could explain that?"

      "I don't know," said Charlaine, "but the farther into the Antonine we go, the more uncomfortable I'm becoming."

      They rode past a group of Cunars practicing their melee skills, then turned to the right. The commandery of the Temple Knights of Saint Mathew watched over them as they continued on their path.

      "Quite the building," noted Danica. "I wonder if our own is as ornate?"

      "It won't be long before your question is answered."

      "Strange, isn't it?"

      "What is?"

      "You'd think the Order of Saint Mathew would have a less decorative exterior. They take a vow of poverty, don't they?"

      "You know they do," said Charlaine, "but that's an individual vow, not the order as a whole. You're right, though. It is a little unexpected."

      The fresh scent of flowers drifted towards them, eliciting a smile of appreciation.

      "That must be the gardens," noted Charlaine.

      "They're beautiful."

      "Yes, and well looked after. Someone has gone to great trouble to maintain them."

      "They're immense," said Danica. "I wonder how far back they go?"

      "We can find out later. I don't know about you, but I'm sore from being in the saddle."

      "Me too, and hungry as well. I hope we haven't missed mealtime."

      The road formed a circle around a fountain in the middle of their route.

      "This must be our turn," said Charlaine. Off to the left they went, past a large green field where a number of sister knights trotted back and forth.

      "Looks like riding practice," said Danica. "Some things never change."

      "I must admit, it seems strange to see such training on an individual level. Captain Giselle always had us practice in groups."

      "Not everyone is as dedicated as her."

      "No, I guess not," said Charlaine. "I only hope our next assignment gives us someone who knows her business."

      "I'm sure it will," said Danica. "They wouldn't bring us all the way here just to send us back to the middle of nowhere, would they? I was hoping to go to one of the big cities in the north."

      "That's where you're from, isn't it?"

      "More or less. I'm actually from Andover, but there are lots of other Petty Kingdoms that border the Great Northern Sea. What about you? Have any preferences over where you'd like to go?"

      Charlaine smiled. "I'm content to serve wherever needed. If that happens to be in the north, then so be it."

      "Maybe the Primus would be open to suggestions?"

      "He's not the one who determines our assignments. That's the duty of the Grand Mistress."

      "I suppose that means we need to get on her good side."

      "Why? Were you thinking of arguing with her?"

      "No, of course not," said Danica. She was about to say more, when she noticed her companion's look of mischief. "Ha ha. Very funny."

      "In all seriousness," continued Charlaine, "our new assignments were probably decided on months ago."

      "That makes sense. I only wish I knew what they were. We don't even know if we're going to the same place. What if they break us up?"

      "Then we'll deal with it. You and I will always be great friends, Danica, regardless of any distance that may separate us." She could sense her comrade's mood darkening. "In any event, you're likely worrying over nothing. We made a great team at Alantra. Surely the Church wouldn't want to break that up?"

      The raven-haired knight forced a smile. "No, I suppose not."

      "Oh look," said Charlaine. "There's the commandery."

      Before them stood an immense structure, with huge columns lining its front.

      "Saint's alive," said Danica. "I never expected it to be so enormous."

      "They say there are five entire companies stationed here." Charlaine pointed to their right. "Look over there. You can see the entrance to the stables."

      "We should probably head in that direction, don't you think?"

      "I suppose we should," agreed Charlaine.

      They trotted off the road and across the grass. Other riders took note of their presence but made no move to intercept or welcome them. Soon, they entered the massive stables, a large room occupying fully a third of the commandery.

      An older sister noted their entrance and walked over to them. "New arrivals?"

      "Yes," said Charlaine. "We've just come in from Ilea."

      "Stable your mounts in the back two stalls on the left. You can visit them as often as you like during your stay, but my people will be responsible for looking after their care and feeding. Any questions?"

      "I do have one," said Charlaine. "Who should we report to?"

      "That would be the watch commander. Once you see to your horses, there's a door nearby leading into the commandery. Just beyond that is the duty office. You'll find her there."

      Charlaine was about to thank her, but the woman turned unexpectedly, yelling at one of her stable hands.

      "Looks like it's this way," said Danica.

      Finding the stalls was easy enough, and then a stable hand came to take over the job of brushing down and feeding the horses, freeing up the two Temple Knights.

      The watch commander proved to be a sour-faced individual, who appeared to be put out by having to deal with two new arrivals. All attempts to engage her in conversation failed, but at least she did her duty and assigned Charlaine and Danica rooms on the upper floor. Then came the time-consuming process of actually finding them.

      "This place is an absolute maze," complained Danica.

      "Oh, come now. It's no worse than the Temple of Saint Agnes in Rizela. That place had a terrible layout."

      They rounded a corner, almost colliding with another sister knight.

      "I'm sorry," said Danica. "I didn't see you there."

      "The fault was entirely mine," replied the sister. "I'm afraid I wasn't watching where I was going. I'm Sister Selena. You?"

      "I'm Danica, and this is Charlaine. We just arrived from Ilea."

      "Ilea? Why does that sound familiar? Wasn't there a big sea battle down there recently?"

      "Yes," said Charlaine, "the Battle of Alantra. We were there."

      "You must tell me about it sometime. Are you here for long?"

      "I'm not sure. We were summoned by the Primus. Other than that, we know very little."

      "Well, if he summoned you, you'll be here awhile yet. Nothing ever moves quickly in the Antonine."

      "Are you stationed here?" asked Danica.

      "No, they sent me here for training. I was told I'm in line for a captaincy, and you know what that means."

      "Leadership classes," said Charlaine. "Have they started yet?"

      "Not for another few days, I'm afraid. They're waiting on the arrival of some others. Still, it gives me time to enjoy the inner city."

      "Inner city?" asked Danica.

      "Yes. That's what they call the Antonine."

      "I suppose it makes sense. It is inside Reichendorf."

      "I should let you get to your rooms. I'll see you around?"

      "By all means," said Charlaine.

      Sister Selena continued down the hallway, leaving them alone.

      "There's my room"—Danica pointed—"and yours is across the hall." She stepped forward, opening the door to reveal a single room with a bed, table, and a small basin. "This reminds me of the cells back in Rizela. Do you remember?"

      "Of course, how could I not? It's definitely a far cry from our shared accommodation back at the outpost."

      "What shall we do now?"

      "I don't know about you, but I'd love a good wash."

      "Excellent idea." Danica disappeared into her room but left the door open. Her voice soon drifted out to the hall. "I have a pitcher of water, you?"

      "The same. Give me a hand to get out of this armour, then I'll return the favour."

      

      They stepped into the dining hall to be met by dozens of voices echoing off the walls. It was a two-storey affair, with high windows that let in a reasonable amount of light. Along the front stood a long table with iron pots full of stew and plates with bread and cheese. A trio of sister knights stood by to lend whatever assistance was necessary but simply ended up looking bored. Charlaine and Danica picked up some platters and made their way down the line.

      "This stew smells delicious," said Danica, helping herself to a wooden bowl into which she ladled some food, then laughed as her stomach gurgled.

      "You must be hungry," said Charlaine.

      "What can I say? This certainly beats Sister Helena's porridge." She fell silent, a tear rolling down her cheek.

      "She died doing what she loved," Charlaine reminded her.

      Danica nodded, unable to speak as she wiped her eyes, then set down the bowl. "I know. It's just hard to believe she's no longer with us. It's the same with the others. I keep thinking they're going to walk through a door someday, and we'll all laugh about things."

      Charlaine placed her hand on her comrade's shoulder. "I know, but we must cherish the happy memories we have, not dwell on the sadness." She stared into Danica's eyes, seeing them settle once more into determination.

      "You're right, of course. Look at me, blubbering away like a complete idiot."

      "It's not idiocy to mourn family. They will always be here with us, in our hearts. Now, pick up your food, and let's get a seat before everything gets cold, shall we?"

      Just as Charlaine dipped her spoon into the stew, a shadow fell across her bowl. Looking up, a middle-aged woman stood, staring down at her."

      "Are you Sister Charlaine?" the newcomer asked.

      "I am," she replied. "And you?"

      "Temple Captain Nicola. I was sent to fetch you."

      "Now?"

      The captain grinned. "Unless you'd like to explain to the Grand Mistress why she had to wait?"

      Charlaine cast a quick glance at her bowl. "No, of course not." She pushed it towards Danica. "Here, you have it." She stood, straightening her cassock. "Lead on, Captain."

      The Grand Mistress was housed on the top floor, her windows to the west, as was the tradition. It was said that this was to face the Holy City of Herani, but here in the middle of the Continent, that was more to the south than west. Still, tradition was tradition.

      Outside her office stood two sisters of the order, their armour gleaming, their tabards clean and crisp. Charlaine wondered if they had ever seen battle, then chided herself for her churlish thoughts. Members of the order were sisters, regardless of whether or not they had fought in service to their Saint.

      Captain Nicola knocked on the door, then opened it slightly, peering within. "Sister Charlaine is here, Your Grace."

      "Bring her in," came the reply.

      With a wave of her hand, the captain bid Charlaine to enter before taking up a position by the door, closing it behind her but remaining to witness the exchange.

      "Sister Charlaine," began the Grand Mistress. "So good of you to come."

      Charlaine was unsure of how to respond. After all, it wasn't as if she could refuse the summons.

      "You wished to see me, Your Grace?"

      "I've read several accounts of your experiences down in Ilea, and I'm impressed. Captain Giselle talks highly of you, as does Holy Mother Claudia. There's even a letter here from Father General Marius singing your praises. I must admit this is the first time I've received correspondence from an admiral."

      "I only did what was necessary," said Charlaine.

      "You did much more than that. In the short time you were in Ilea, you demonstrated great leadership. It only seems fitting I make you a Temple Captain."

      "Temple Captain? Are you sure? I've only had the one assignment so far."

      "You earned it," said the Grand Mistress. "We need more sisters like you, Charlaine. You and your kind are the future of our order."

      "I am humbled."

      "As well you should be, considering your vows. The official ceremony won't be until the end of the week, but from this moment hence, you will carry out the duties and responsibilities of your new rank. Have you any questions?"

      "Might I ask if Sister Danica will be given a similar reward for her service?"

      The Grand Mistress's eyes flicked to Captain Nicola for the briefest moment before returning to Charlaine. "It's admirable you should show such concern for a fellow sister. There is no position of captain available to her at this time. However, there's another option I've been considering. Tell me, would you consent to have her under your command?"

      "Of course," said Charlaine. "I would be honoured."

      "Good, then it's settled." The Grand Mistress dipped her quill and began writing. Charlaine waited for an explanation, but none was forthcoming. The silence dragged on, and then the Grand Mistress passed the note to Captain Nicola. Her gaze returned once more to her newest captain.

      "I shall be sending you north… eventually, but in the meantime, you must complete your training as a captain. There's a leadership course beginning shortly. Both you and Sister Danica are to attend."

      "Yes, Your Grace."

      "I'll have more news for you concerning your next assignment at the conclusion of your training. Now, you've taken up too much of my time already. You'd best be on your way."

      Charlaine bowed. "Of course, Your Grace."

      She turned, leaving the room with a feeling of euphoria.

      Captain Nicola entered the hallway after her, closing the door quietly. "Congratulations, Captain."

      Charlaine grinned. "I don't know what to say."

      "The usual response is 'thank you', but failing that, a simple handshake is sufficient." Nicola held out her hand.

      Charlaine shook it. "Thank you. I certainly didn't expect this. After all, I've only been a knight for a couple of years."

      "I have a feeling this won't be the last we see of you. Keep up the good work, and may the blessings of Saint Agnes go with you."

      "And with you."

      

      Charlaine returned to the dining hall, where Danica was finishing up her meal.

      "How did it go?" asked the raven-haired knight.

      "She promoted me to captain."

      "Congratulations! Any word on a new assignment?"

      "Some vague mention of the north, but other than that, no. Oh, and you're going with me."

      Danica smiled. "That's excellent news indeed. If we had some decent wine, I'd suggest we toast it."

      "Wait. There's one other thing."

      "Yes? Go on, I'm listening."

      "You and I are both to take those leadership classes."

      Danica frowned.

      "Something wrong?" asked Charlaine

      "I'm not so good in a learning environment."

      "Don't be absurd. You learned a lot just by being in Ilea."

      "That was different. There, I was amongst fellow sisters. I don't have difficulty learning day to day, but put me under the tutelage of a teacher, and I'm lost."

      "How would you even know that? Ever been tutored before?"

      "No, I'm merely a simple country girl, raised by the sea."

      "So what you're saying is you're intimidated by the thought of being told what to do?"

      "I suppose so."

      "That," said Charlaine, "is just plain silly. You spent all your time down south following orders. If that isn't the very definition of being told what to do, I don't know what is."

      "You're right. Sorry, I just feel so out of place here."

      "So do I, Danica, so do I."
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      An early morning knock on her door drew Charlaine's attention. Before she could get up, a sour-faced Temple Knight with her hair pulled back in a severe bun, barged into the room.

      "Are you Sister Charlaine?" she demanded.

      The woman's unwelcome interruption irritated her. "I am Captain Charlaine deShandria. And you are?"

      "Sister Loretta. You're to come with me."

      "To what end?"

      "As you are aware, you were chosen to participate in leadership training."

      "And that starts today?"

      "Only the assessment," said Loretta. "I must judge your current capacity to handle various tasks and then decide what training is necessary to compensate for your weaknesses."

      "And do all candidates go through this procedure?"

      "They do. Now, have you finished your interrogation, or do you have more questions?"

      Charlaine stood. "Will I need my armour and weapons?"

      "Of course. What do you expect? That you'll be working with lay sisters?"

      "Then I shall need some time to dress appropriately."

      "Make it quick," said Sister Loretta. "I haven't all day. I still need to find someone named Sister Danica."

      "She's right across the hall. Shall I fetch her?"

      "I'm more than capable of doing that myself. Now get into your armour."

      Charlaine felt her resolve stiffen. "Captain."

      "Pardon?"

      "You will address me as, Captain. That is my rank."

      "Duly noted… Captain. Now, if it's not too much trouble to ask, would you please begin getting into your armour?"

      Charlaine smiled. "Of course."

      Loretta turned, crossing the narrow hallway to rap on Danica's door. As Charlaine pulled on her gambeson, there was some back and forth between the two women, but the voices were muffled. Her head poked out only to hear the exchange escalate.

      "Well," Danica was saying, "who pissed in your porridge?"

      "How dare you speak thus to me! I am your superior."

      "No, you're not! You're just a knight, like me. Don't you dare claim otherwise!"

      Charlaine stepped into the hallway. "Is there a problem here?"

      "This woman is disrespecting my authority," claimed Loretta.

      "And what authority is that? Are you not a Temple Knight, like her?"

      "Yes, but—"

      "There are no buts, Sister. Either you are a Temple Knight or not. Unless, of course, they've seen fit to promote you to captain?" She watched as the woman's face reddened. "Come now, you might have had a rough morning, but that doesn't excuse your lack of manners."

      "The fact still remains that Sister Danica is proving to be obstinate."

      "You're the one who was obstinate," countered Danica. "What with your 'Get dressed immediately', and 'Hurry up, woman'. You'd think there was a war on or something."

      Charlaine looked at each in turn, recognizing the frustration behind their eyes. "I believe we'd be better served if we all took a deep breath. Danica, come and help me armour up, then I shall return the favour." She looked at Sister Loretta. "To where shall we report?"

      "The north field. Horses are waiting."

      "We don't bring our own?"

      "Part of the evaluation is determining your skill at riding," the knight snapped. "We can hardly do that with an unknown horse." Loretta paused a moment, taking a breath. "Sorry. As you surmised, it's been a rough morning."

      "Then let us hope it gets better. Sister Danica and I will be there directly."

      "Very well, Captain." Sister Loretta turned and left, her footsteps echoing down the hall.

      Charlaine looked at her companion. "What's got into you?"

      Danica's face reddened. "Sorry. She woke me from a fitful sleep, and then she was all over me, barking out orders."

      "You could've handled it better."

      "You're right. I should have, but she reminded me so much of Sister Erika before she mellowed out."

      "You mean when she bossed you around?"

      "Exactly. I know I shouldn't let it bother me, but I just felt the need to strike back."

      "It's only natural, considering your background. You were treated terribly before you joined the order, and that part of you still resides within your heart. Those scars will never heal, but you can learn to live with them."

      "And I'll do my best to do so. I promise."

      Charlaine stared into her eyes, observing her honesty. "Very well. Now, help me get into this armour, or we'll be late for this evaluation."

      "Evaluation?"

      "Yes, didn't you hear Sister Loretta?"

      "Sort of," said Danica. "But all she told me was to hurry up and get out of bed. What's this about an evaluation?"

      "She's going to assess our abilities and then recommend what we need training in."

      "Are you telling me I just argued with the very person who has to determine our weaknesses?"

      "I'm afraid so."

      Danica's shoulders slumped. "Great! What else can go wrong today?"

      Charlaine laughed. "Look at it this way; it can only get better!"

      

      The northern field was several acres in size, an area of green filled with riders in armour trotting back and forth. Charlaine watched them perform precise manoeuvres for a bit, then turned towards them, coming to a halt before Sister Loretta.

      The sister turned toward her assembled charges. "As you can see, it takes skill and discipline to perform these types of tactics. Now, we know the sisters here are more than capable of carrying out orders. The real question is if any of you are up to the task?" She looked around at her students, meeting their gazes. "Who wants to go first?"

      "I shall," said Charlaine.

      The leader of the riders dismounted, walking the mount over and handing the reins to her. Charlaine placed her hand on the horse's neck. The beast was a little skittish, most likely excited by its previous movements.

      "Well, what are you waiting for?" called out Sister Loretta.

      "What manoeuvres would you like me to lead?"

      "Move the sisters down to the end of the field in column, then deploy into a double line and advance. Keep the lines straight before breaking into a charge at the midpoint."

      "I should like a moment or two to get used to this horse."

      Sister Loretta was taken aback. "You what?"

      Charlaine mounted. "Only a fool would take an unknown horse into battle. If one is to seek combat, they must be familiar with their mount. After all, their very life may depend on it. I shall just be a moment."

      She turned her mount around, trotting it across the width of the field. Charlaine was an accomplished rider due to her Calabrian upbringing, but something about this horse bothered her. She dismounted, then checked the straps, finding the girth to be too tight. This would result in the horse being uncomfortable, especially at the gallop, as it would be unable to breathe properly. Looking at the leather straps, she could easily see the most commonly used buckles and made the adjustment. Likely this had been done on purpose, to give the students some trouble. It saddened her to think the horse must pay the price for such a trick.

      She remounted, then trotted back across the field, feeling the horse falling into a comfortable gait. Upon returning, she took up a position to the right of the formation.

      "Column of march," she called out. The sister knights fell into pairs, a common formation on the roads of the Petty Kingdoms, for such pathways were generally narrow. In rare cases, they would ride four abreast, but only across fields where no obstacles stood in their way. Such a formation was also, of necessity, loose, allowing those following to speed up or slow down with little chance of colliding with their colleagues.

      As they approached the end of the field, she wheeled them, waiting for the tail end to make the turn before ordering them into a double line. Once the movement was completed, she ordered the advance. Under battlefield conditions, a depth of four knights was preferred, but given the limited numbers here, she thought two more efficient.

      They began at a slow pace, increasing gradually until they were halfway down the length of the field. She withdrew her sword, holding it aloft before sweeping it down, the signal to begin the charge.

      Many thought of the charge as a mad rush to engage the enemy, but Captain Giselle had driven home the need to maintain discipline in the ranks. Thus, they did not go full out, which would have caused the faster horses to meet the enemy first. Instead, they maintained a coordinated advance as they thundered past Sister Loretta, who watched in stony silence.

      Having completed their manoeuvres, Charlaine slowed her knights, adjusting their ranks before pivoting into a column once again to return to their starting point.

      She halted them and dismounted, passing the reins off to one of the waiting knights. Removing her helmet, she then advanced to stand before Sister Loretta.

      "Impressive," the woman said. "I assume you've done this type of thing before?"

      "My last captain insisted we all learn the basics."

      "She obviously had some experience. What was her name?"

      "Giselle."

      The effect was immediate but far from what Charlaine expected. Instead of recognition, she saw only loathing.

      "You should be careful," Loretta warned. "Such advice could lead to heavy casualties."

      "Quite the reverse, actually. Captain Giselle's training is what allowed us to defeat the Halvarians."

      The sister stepped closer, lowering her voice. "You're loyal, that's understandable, but I wouldn't go about invoking her name if I were you. Many in the order are dismayed by her actions in Erlingen."

      "It was a battle," said Charlaine, "and the actions of her knights proved crucial to victory."

      "Be that as it may, she alone survived."

      "Only due to the assistance of a Mathewite."

      They stared at each other.

      "You have the makings of a great leader, Charlaine. See that you don't ruin it with your politics."

      "Politics?"

      "Yes," said Loretta. "Like any large organization, the sisterhood consists of many individuals with sometimes varying opinions."

      "I'm well aware."

      "But you're a captain now. It's plain to see you're well qualified for the position, yet there's more than ability at play here. If you want to advance any further in the order, you'd better learn to tread the fine line between perseverance and insolence."

      "I only seek to serve my Saint."

      "Well said, but it's not your Saint who forms the hierarchy of our order; it's people, and that means decisions you may not agree with."

      "Understood," said Charlaine, "and I thank you for the guidance. I shall take it under advisement."

      Sister Loretta turned to the rest of the students. "Sister Charlaine has set a high standard. Let's see if everyone else can do as well."

      

      The exercise continued with each taking their turn. Charlaine's anxiety built as Danica waited for her turn, but it ended up she'd fretted for nothing. Giselle's training allowed the young knight to sail through the ordeal without any trouble at all.

      When the last student finished, it was well past noon, and everyone was dismissed for their midday meal. The dining hall was busy, but she and Danica were soon seated, digging into thick slabs of beef.

      "This," said Danica, through half a mouthful of food, "is some of the best meat I've ever eaten."

      Charlaine watched her dig in. "It seems training gives you an appetite."

      "Mind if I join you?" They looked up to see Sister Selena.

      "By all means," replied Charlaine. She waited for the woman to sit before continuing. "I couldn't help but notice you're having some difficulty this morning."

      "I'll say. My last assignment gave me next to nothing in the form of command experience. If I hadn't been watching the others, I never would have known what to do."

      "Well, that's what the assessment is all about—finding your weaknesses and building upon them."

      "True," said Danica, "but I'm relieved it's finally over. It wasn't half as bad as I thought it was going to be."

      "It's not over," warned Selena. "In fact, it's barely begun."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "They'll be testing us for days."

      Danica's mouth fell open. "Days?"

      "Oh yes. Didn't they tell you?"

      "They most certainly did not!"

      "This afternoon, they'll be evaluating our prowess with weapons."

      "That doesn't sound too bad."

      "Agreed," said Charlaine. "We've had more than ample training with them."

      "Those are the easy parts," said Selena. "Then we must be assessed on all manner of things."

      "Such as?"

      "History of the order, standing orders, teachings of Saint Agnes, not to mention all the administration that goes with being a captain."

      Danica looked intrigued. "What do you mean, administration?"

      "Well, you'll need to be able to handle the finances of your command, set duty rosters, post sentinels, and so on."

      "That sounds complicated."

      "Not so much," said Charlaine. "I used to help my father with the finances back when I was a smith." She paused a moment. "Well, that's not entirely true—it was my mother. My father never really had a head for them."

      "Tell me," said Selena, "is there anything you can't do?"

      "Lots. For one thing, I'm at a complete loss when it comes to ships. Oh, I can fight on them, but as to sails and the wind? That's a whole different matter."

      "Luckily for you, none of that will be on our assessments."

      "How about you, Selena?" asked Danica. "What was your last assignment like?"

      "I was stationed in Harlingen."

      "That's the capital of Hadenfeld," said Charlaine. "I was born in Malburg. Do you know it?"

      "I've heard of it but never actually been there. I did once meet King Otto though."

      "What did you make of him?"

      "A jolly, old fellow," replied Selena, "but getting on in years. As a consequence, he can sometimes be a little out of it."

      "You mean not in his right mind?"

      "Precisely. I'm told he suffers from bouts of melancholia, but I never witnessed it myself. You say you were born in Malburg; was your family merchants, then?"

      "My father was a smith, as was I, although I suppose that's more of a trade."

      "You were a smith?"

      "Yes," said Charlaine. "Why? Is that so hard to believe?"

      "Not particularly, but it is rare. You do have a foreign look to you, however."

      "My ancestry is Calabrian."

      "Ah, well, that would explain it," said Selena. "Your people are much more accepting of such things." She paused briefly. "I mean no offence, merely that—"

      "I know what you meant," said Charlaine, "and you may rest assured I take no offence. As to my heritage, I've been called a foreigner more times than I care to admit. And to my being a smith, it was quite common for women to take up a trade back in Calabria."

      "It's a pity the Continent isn't more like that," said Danica, "then there would be less work for our order."

      "I'm not sure I follow," said Selena.

      "Our prime responsibility is to protect women, right? There would be less need if they were in more positions of authority."

      "Nonsense. There are plenty of noblewomen."

      "True, but few who have any real power. How many of the Petty Kingdoms are ruled by a female?"

      "She has you there," added Charlaine. "Not that there's much we can do about it. Our job is not to play politics but to ensure the safety of our charges."

      "An interesting argument," noted Selena, "but we are Temple Knights. Our actual duty is to protect the places of worship. Looking after women is the job of the lay sisters."

      "How can you be so callous?" said Danica. "Have you never known a woman in need?"

      "Can't say I have nor do I wish to. It would only interfere with my duty to the order. You'd do well to remember that yourself." She smiled. "You're still young, Danica, and full of passion, a trait that serves you well, but as you age, I think you'll begin to see the wisdom in following the rules. I assume you want to one day be a captain?"

      "What has that to do with anything?"

      "It's quite simple, really. Advancement in the order involves doing what you're told and not asking too many questions. Do that, and nothing can stop you."

      Danica frowned. "If we followed the rules, we never would have defeated the Halvarian fleet!"

      "Come now, fighting aboard a ship is different, but I'd hardly call that breaking the rules."

      "You don't understand. We weren't just shipboard troops; Charlaine here helped plan the whole thing."

      Selena's eyes swivelled to Charlaine. "Is this true?"

      "Many were involved. I would be remiss if I didn't mention the contribution of my fellow sisters, especially Danica, but I'm afraid it's not something I'm at liberty to discuss."

      "What does that mean?"

      Charlaine smiled. "As you so eloquently put it, our job is not to play politics, yet the higher in rank we progress, the more it begins to affect us."

      "Now you're just being cryptic."

      "Suffice it to say, we're all here to become better leaders. That means leading troops, certainly, but there are other duties we must face with equal devotion."

      "Such as?" asked Selena.

      "Being at court."

      "That's the job of a knight commander," said Selena.

      "True, but in smaller detachments, a captain would have that responsibility. Earlier, you asked if there was anything I couldn't do."

      "Yes, and you said something about ships."

      "I've been on ships, and while I don't claim to know much about them, they don't hold any fear for me. The idea of going to court, however, is something I would gladly avoid."

      "You surprise me," said Selena. "I would have thought you a natural in such circumstances. You come across as someone who is calm and collected, and you're amiable enough to carry on a conversation."

      "On a battlefield, definitely, but in a palace, surrounded by nobles? That's a whole different thing."

      "You'll do great," said Danica. "After all, you managed to behave with the baroness."

      "Baroness?" said Selena. "Now that sounds like an interesting story. You must tell me more."

      Charlaine opened her mouth to speak, but as luck would have it, Sister Loretta appeared, ringing a bell to call the knights back to work. They all rose, their meals left unfinished.

      "Looks like it'll need to wait till another time," said Charlaine.
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      The assessments continued over the next two days. With weapon skills out of the way, the focus shifted to administrative capabilities. This involved the ability to read and write as well as organizational skills.

      Added into the mix was learning how to interview a prospective new sister—an important part of recruitment and the only way to ensure their order continued to grow. They also needed to learn bookkeeping to safeguard the financial health of their commands. This particular skill came easily to Danica, who had a mind for details. Charlaine, on the other hand, struggled. She'd helped her mother with the smithy's accounts for years, but the finances of a temple command were far more complex than anything she had ever expected.

      Adding to the pressure was the announcement of a formal dinner at the end of the week following the weekly knights' assembly. On such occasions, all the orders would gather at the great courtyard before the Council of Peers, where promotions were handed out, punishments dealt with, and important announcements made.

      Charlaine was informed she would receive official recognition of her new rank of captain. That alone didn't bother her, but the need to make a speech at the formal dinner afterwards wore on her.

      "Just be yourself," said Danica.

      They sat in Charlaine's room, ostensibly to go over the day's assessment, but they were spending more time letting off steam than anything else.

      "I'm not one for speeches," Charlaine admitted.

      "You've spoken in front
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