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            AND SO IT BEGINS…

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlaine stood. “Master Rurlan, to what do I owe the honour of this meeting?”

      The Dwarf smiled back, though a hint of sadness lingered in his eyes. “Why, correspondence, of course.” He dug through his satchel, retrieved a sealed letter, and placed it on the table. “This comes from the Royal Court of Hadenfeld.”

      “From Prince Ludwig?”

      Rurlan lowered his voice. “That’s King Ludwig now.” He snatched up the missive. “My apologies. In my haste, I almost forgot to unseal it.” He touched his phoenix ring to the seal, then broke it open, revealing another sealed document, which he placed directly into Charlaine’s hand.

      “Please,” she replied. “Have a seat. Would you like something to eat?”

      “I should be delighted. Do I just help myself?”

      “Grab a platter and line up over yonder.” Danica nodded towards the food line. “The sisters on duty will look after you.” The Dwarf headed to the front of the room while she turned to Charlaine, who was reading over the letter. “News?” she asked once her friend finished.

      “Much has happened in Hadenfeld,” replied Charlaine. “Ludwig has seized the Throne, and he and Charlotte were crowned king and queen.”

      “Any word of Frederick?”

      “Yes. He’s doing fine, although I expect it’ll take time to adjust to life in the capital.”

      “Anything else I should know?”

      “The Temple Knights of Saint Mathew supported his claim. According to Ludwig, the previous king, Morgan, grew paranoid and began executing people as traitors.”

      “And you trust his accounting of events?”

      “I have no reason not to. Ludwig has never been the type to covet power, and I harbour no doubt that Lady Charlotte wouldn’t put up with such nonsense if he did.”

      “You only met her for a short time.”

      “True, but I’ve been told I possess a knack for quickly taking the measure of a person, and she seemed a most earnest and forthright individual.”
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            BEGINNINGS

          

          SUMMER 1105 SR* (SAINTS RECKONING)

        

      

    

    
      Charlaine stood, staring out the window of her office. Most days, the magnificent view of the harbour greeted her, but today’s overcast sky brought rain and rough seas. Her grand mistress had sent her to Lidenbach three years ago to assume command of the region, but no one had foreseen Halvaria attempting an invasion.

      With the empire’s defeat came peace, and the kingdom now prospered, but a dark cloud hung over them, everyone knowing the old enemy would one day return.

      A knock at the door interrupted her musings. “Who’s there?” she called out.

      “Danica.”

      “Come in,” replied Charlaine, returning to her desk. She waited for her friend to sit before continuing. “How are repairs going on Fearless?”

      “They’re progressing, though not nearly as fast as I’d like.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “The ship's been leaking more than usual. We discovered shoddy workmanship when we pulled her ashore to examine the hull.”

      “You’re not suggesting the shipyards in Temple Bay are responsible?”

      “No. The poor construction is from the Halvarians. They rushed building her, and the timber warped over time.”

      “Warped?”

      “Yes,” replied Danica. “They could’ve prevented that with more ribs but took shortcuts to get her to sea faster.”

      “That sounds serious.”

      “It is. It’s meant tearing down the hull to add additional supports. Thankfully, the shipbuilders in Lidenbach can handle it.”

      “How things have changed,” said Charlaine. “Not so long ago, shipbuilding had come to a standstill here, but with the empire's defeat, sea traders have returned in droves.”

      “Speaking of the empire, any news on them?”

      “The border’s been quiet, if that’s what you're asking.”

      “You’re the regional commander,” said Danica, “which means you have ears in Rudor and here in Arnsfeld. You must have heard something?”

      “There’s no sign any of their legions are mustering on our borders, but I wouldn’t expect there to be.”

      “You don’t think they’ve given up, do you?”

      “Not at all. When the time comes to launch their next invasion, it’ll be farther south, in Gotfeld or Oberfeld. And those, my friend, do not fall under my supervision.”

      “Do we have Temple Knights in either place?”

      “I don’t know. Admittedly, the order is somewhat lacking in keeping its Temple Commanders informed about other regions. Come to think of it, the grand mistress has been quiet of late; something must be keeping her busy.”

      “Perhaps there’s nothing to report?”

      “That would make for a nice change, and under other circumstances, I’d be glad of the respite.”

      “But?”

      “I wrote some months ago asking her for more Temple Knights to be sent to the border kingdoms and have received no reply.”

      “You don’t suppose we got ourselves a new grand mistress, do you?”

      “I certainly hope not,” replied Charlaine. “Now is not the time for a timid leader.”

      “What makes you think anyone new would be timid?”

      “Have you forgotten what happened when we visited the Antonine?”

      “Not at all,” said Danica. “However, that threat is over and done with, isn’t it?”

      “I wish it were. Unfortunately, there are others like Temple Commander Hjordis still out there.”

      “I don’t know about you, but all this thinking has given me an appetite.”

      Charlaine smiled. “And here I am, keeping you from your breakfast. You should have said something earlier.”

      “There was much to discuss.”

      “There’s no reason we couldn’t talk while we eat.” Charlaine stood. “Come on. Let’s get some food into that belly of yours.”

      “Are you proposing we eat in the mess hall? I’m surprised you don’t have someone bring it to you.”

      “How long have we known each other?”

      “Ten years. Why?”

      “In all that time, have I ever given the impression of someone who enjoys lording their position over others?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Then let us humble ourselves by eating with the other sisters of the order.”

      

      The morning patrols had risen early to be on the streets of Lidenbach before dawn, leaving the dining room half-empty. Charlaine and Danica got their food and then sat near the back, the better to hear each other over the friendly banter of the other sister knights.

      Danica dug in, relishing the freshly baked bread in particular, but Charlaine picked at her food, her thoughts elsewhere. Things had been calm of late, particularly regarding the Empire of Halvaria, but she couldn’t shake a sense of foreboding. It’d been two years since she’d commanded the army that defeated the invasion, and it wasn’t like the empire to sit back and do nothing. A storm was gathering somewhere, and she wouldn’t rest until she knew where.

      “Can I have that?” said Danica.

      Her words brought Charlaine out of her musings. “I’m sorry?”

      “That bread. You’re obviously not going to eat it.”

      “It’s all yours.”

      “Something on your mind?”

      “I was thinking about the empire.”

      “Ah, politics. The world would be a better place without it.”

      “Politics happens when one group of people decides to force their will on others.”

      “An interesting concept,” said Danica, “but necessary, unless you want the Petty Kingdoms to fall into chaos. Even our order is political when you think about it. After all, we use our strength to protect women, which is another way of forcing our will on others.”

      “I suppose it is, now that you mention it.”

      Sister Maeve entered, glancing around the room, then set her sights on the two of them, moving to stand at the edge of their table. “Temple Commander, you have a visitor.”

      “Who is it?”

      “A Dwarf. He claims to be carrying letters for you.”

      “And does this Dwarf have a name?”

      “Rurlan,” replied Maeve.

      “Bring him in here.”

      “Here? To the dining hall?”

      “Yes. Why? Are you confused about where we are?”

      “No, Commander, but…” She paused. “He’s a male.”

      “And that’s a problem because…?”

      Maeve stood, mouth agape, at a loss for words.

      “Sister,” said Danica. “You’re not suggesting he’s going to ravage our fellow knights?”

      “Go and fetch him,” insisted Charlaine, keen to quell Maeve’s rising panic. “I think you’ll find him a most civilized visitor.”

      Maeve hurried off, eager to be about her business.

      “Some things never change,” said Danica.

      “It wasn’t so long ago we were that young.”

      “Were we so full of ourselves at that age?”

      “Don’t be too eager to dismiss the passion of youth; you’re not much older yourself.”

      Danica grinned. “In amongst all these sisters, I feel positively ancient.”

      “You’re twenty-seven!” replied Charlaine. “Hardly what I’d call old. For a Temple Captain, you’re young, and that’s not even considering your position as Admiral of the Temple Fleet!”

      “Still, you can’t deny our recent recruits look younger.”

      “As young as you were when we first met?”

      “I’ll admit I may be overdoing it a bit, but I feel like we’ve been through so much.”

      “No one ever said service to the order would be boring.”

      Danica chuckled. “That’s putting it mildly. I wonder what our instructors would say if they knew the path we’ve walked?”

      “They’d probably say we were exactly where we were needed most.”

      Sister Maeve returned with the Dwarf in tow.

      Charlaine stood. “Master Rurlan, to what do I owe the honour of this meeting?”

      He smiled back, though a hint of sadness lingered in his eyes. “Why, correspondence, of course.” He dug through his satchel, retrieved a sealed letter, and placed it on the table. “This comes from the Royal Court of Hadenfeld.”

      “From Prince Ludwig?”

      Rurlan lowered his voice. “That’s King Ludwig now.” He snatched up the missive. “My apologies. In my haste, I almost forgot to unseal it.” He touched his phoenix ring to the seal, then broke it open, revealing another sealed document, which he placed directly into Charlaine’s hand.

      “Please,” she replied. “Have a seat. Would you like something to eat?”

      “I should be delighted. Do I just help myself?”

      “Grab a platter and line up over yonder.” Danica nodded towards the food line. “The sisters on duty will look after you.” The Dwarf headed to the front of the room while she turned to Charlaine, who was reading over the letter. “News?” she asked once her friend finished.

      “Much has happened in Hadenfeld,” replied Charlaine. “Ludwig has seized the Throne, and he and Charlotte were crowned king and queen.”

      “Any word of Frederick?”

      “Yes. He’s doing fine, although I expect it’ll take time to adjust to life in the capital.”

      “Anything else I should know?”

      “The Temple Knights of Saint Mathew supported his claim. According to Ludwig, the previous king, Morgan, grew paranoid and began executing people as traitors.”

      “And you trust his accounting of events?”

      “I have no reason not to. Ludwig has never been the type to covet power, and I harbour no doubt that Lady Charlotte wouldn’t put up with such nonsense if he did.”

      “You only met her for a short time.”

      “True, but I’ve been told I possess a knack for quickly taking the measure of a person, and she seemed a most earnest and forthright individual.”

      “I trust your instincts.”

      “There’s more,” continued Charlaine. “Someone named Koldan Sartellian was involved. Ludwig assures me that Stormwinds and Sartellians are no longer welcome in Hadenfeld.”

      Rurlan returned, his plate filled high with bread and cheese. “Good news?” he asked.

      “From all accounts, King Ludwig is thriving, but I’m not certain I can say the same about Hadenfeld. It’s experienced a great deal of strife in recent years.”

      “Ah, I was hoping it would prove cheerful.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m afraid I bear a second letter for you, one more sombre in tone.” He placed his plate on the table, then pulled another note from his satchel, unsealed it with his ring, and handed it over.

      Charlaine carefully unfolded it, then began reading. The more she read, the more the colour fled her cheeks.

      “Charlaine?” said Danica. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s my father,” she replied. “He’s dead.”

      “Dead? How?”

      “He led Malburg’s militia in the uprising that put Ludwig on the Throne. It says here he saved them from disaster.”

      “He died a hero,” said Rurlan, “although I doubt that gives you any solace.”

      “What else can you tell me?” asked Charlaine.

      “King Morgan sent Ludwig east to a place called Eisen, which lies in the territory formerly part of Neuhafen. Officially, he went to punish the eastern barons but took it upon himself to forgive them their past transgressions. Morgan didn’t take kindly to that and ordered him to make arrests. It soon became apparent the two didn’t see eye to eye, and the result was… well, I’m sure you know the rest.”

      “Where did the battle happen that claimed my father’s life?”

      “Northwest of Verfeld Keep, at Erhard’s Folly. Are you familiar with it?”

      Charlaine nodded, too overcome to reply.

      “I think you need some time to absorb this,” said Rurlan.

      “Good idea,” agreed Danica. “Come, Charlaine. Let’s go to your office. Master Rurlan, could you remain here for a while longer? There may be letters to carry back to Erlingen.”

      “Of course.” He turned to Charlaine. “Commander, please accept my most sincere condolences. I know this comes as a shock.”

      Charlaine stood unsteadily. “A question, if you would,” she said.

      “By all means,” replied the Dwarf.

      “There was no mention of my mother?”

      “She lives still. Don’t you worry. The guild will look after her, and rumour is, the new king awarded her a widow’s stipend as well.”

      “I must compose a letter of thanks.”

      Danica took Charlaine’s arm, guiding her from the room.

      

      That evening, Charlaine stood, once more staring out her office windows. The storm had subsided, and the lights of the bay now flickered in the darkness. “We must do something to celebrate my father’s life.”

      “What about a memorial service?” suggested Danica. “Are you familiar with Calabrian customs in that regard?”

      “I am. When news arrived that a good friend of my father’s had died, he held a gathering where we all ate, drank, and celebrated his life.”

      “Calabria was by the sea. What if we gathered aboard a ship and committed his soul to the depths?”

      “Yes! He would’ve liked that. Perhaps we could invite Orlina Day? He’d be tickled pink if he knew a sacred mother of the old Gods was involved.”

      “I’ll get started on it first thing tomorrow, but it will take a while to send word to her.”

      “There’s no hurry,” replied Charlaine. “I’d prefer we take our time and do things properly.”

      “Understood. Anyone else you’d care to invite? The king, perhaps?”

      “No. I’d prefer to keep this as informal as possible. Maybe Brother Gatan, and as you’re going all that way to find Orlina, you might see if Bethiel would be interested.”

      “The Elf? That will raise some eyebrows.”

      “It’s time we Humans stopped pretending they don’t exist. Now, what about the ship? It’s not as if Fearless will be done with its repairs, unless there’s something you’re not telling me?”

      “No secrets here. Fearless is unavailable for the next few weeks, but Illustrious is due any day. I’m sure Zivka wouldn’t mind us using her for the ceremony.”

      “Good. Oh, and ensure Marlena gets an invitation, will you? It feels like ages since we last saw each other.”

      “You’re the one who sent her company to the border.”

      “Only because I needed someone I could trust to report the truth.”

      “Speaking of which, don’t you think it’s time you acquired a new aide?”

      “I’m more than capable of doing this by myself.”

      “It’s not that you aren’t capable,” replied Danica. “However, having somebody to assist you would give you someone to bounce ideas off of.”

      “Isn’t that what you do?”

      “When I’m in town, yes, but I spend most of my time out at sea or up at Temple Bay.”

      “I keep meaning to visit, it’s just that my duties keep me too busy.”

      “Even more reason to get yourself an aide.”

      “You’re one to talk. Whatever happened to Sister Grace?”

      “I gave her command of the Redoubtable.”

      “That’s not even built yet.”

      “True,” said Danica, “but it takes time to assemble a crew. She’s sailing around with Grazynia to learn more about commanding a warship.”

      “I would think you’d post a more senior captain to such a large vessel.”

      “Oh, I tried, believe me, but you know how possessive our captains can be when it comes to their ships.”

      “That reminds me, in my last message to the grand mistress, I suggested she promote you to Temple Commander. It’s a little strange having you serve as admiral when you’re only a captain.”

      “I’m more concerned with my fleet captains being ranked as knights. I’ve never been one to worry too much about titles, yet it’s difficult for them to be taken seriously when they go ashore on fleet business.”

      Charlaine laughed. “You’re a victim of your own success. When she sent you north to assemble a fleet, she never imagined how effective you’d be.”

      “What can I say? I’m an overachiever, not that the same couldn’t be said of you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For always being there for me,” replied Charlaine. “You’re the only family I’ve had these last ten years.”

      “Your mother’s still alive.”

      “My mother and I never really got along. I always saw myself as my father’s daughter.”

      “You must have had something in common?”

      “I wish I could say we did. She never liked the idea of me becoming a smith. It’s not that she disliked a woman working a trade; it was more that she felt I could do better.”

      “And by better, you mean getting married?”

      “How did you know?”

      “It’s an old tale. Sometimes, it feels like half the fleet joined the order to avoid marriage.” She hesitated. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to imply anything.”

      “No. It’s fine,” said Charlaine. “And to be accurate, I joined because I wasn’t allowed to marry, not the other way around. Still, I can’t complain. I found my calling.”

      “If you had it to do all over again, would you change anything?”

      Charlaine shook her head. “No. I am who I am today because of the choices I made.” She smiled. “Besides, if I’d remained in Malburg, I never would’ve met you!”
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      The Great Northern Sea was calm as if Akosia herself had seen fit to honour the occasion. Charlaine stood on the starboard side of Illustrious as Orlina Day spread herbs over the water.

      “We all come from nature,” said the sacred mother, “and when our time upon this mortal world ends, we return to it.” Her ceremony complete, she turned to Charlaine and offered a bow before joining the others at the stern.

      Gideon, the Holy Father of Saint Mathew, moved to take up his position beside the ship's railing. He cleared his throat, looking around at those assembled. “We are gathered here today in remembrance of Tomas deShandria, master smith and Elector of Malburg. I know many here never met Tomas, but we are all connected in Eiddenwerthe, a chain of life stretching from the Shimmering Sea in the south to the Great Northern Sea, where we find ourselves today.”

      He paused, considering his words before continuing. “Tomas was an accomplished smith and advisor to Eugenia, the last Queen of Calabria. He and his wife, Estelle, fled the realm following the Halvarian invasion, settling in Hadenfeld, where they raised their daughter, Charlaine. I shan’t go into why she joined the Temple Knights of Saint Agnes, but I will say, without her presence in Arnsfeld, we, too, may have fallen under the oppression of Halvarian rule.”

      Once more, a pause, and then he looked skyward. “Oh, blessed Saint Mathew, guide thy faithful servant Tomas deShandria to the Afterlife and embrace him as your own.” He lowered his arms and gazed out to sea. “Saints be with us.”

      “Saints be with us all,” echoed those gathered.

      Father Gideon turned to face Charlaine, standing directly before her. “May the blessings of Saint Agnes guide you this day, and may you find comfort in the knowledge your father led a good life.”

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      “Would you like to say a few words?”

      “I would.” Charlaine stepped up to the ship's railing and then faced everyone. “Thank you all for coming. I understand this may seem strange to some of you, but we Calabrians have our own customs for celebrating life and mourning those who make the ultimate journey to the Afterlife. Although my father’s passing brings me great sadness, I am heartened by the love and support of my friends, both new and old, who’ve embraced me for who I am. He has always been a part of me, and without his presence, I wouldn’t be the person I am today.”

      Finding herself tearing up, she turned to face the water. A hand touched her shoulder.

      “We’re here for you, Charlaine,” said Danica.

      “Thank you. You’ll never know how much that means to me.”

      “I’ll always have your back. Let’s get inside, shall we? You can take a little break while Zivka brings the food out on deck.”

      Charlaine nodded, then let her dearest friend guide her aft, towards the captain's cabin.

      

      Charlaine returned to a quiet and sombre gathering of her friends.

      “This is a celebration of life,” she said, “not a day for mourning. Let us partake of this food and remember my father for his contributions. I would have happy thoughts of him on my mind this day.”

      “Your father would be proud of your accomplishments,” said Orlina Day. “Was he a religious man?”

      “He was. He read a passage from the Book of Saint Mathew every day before opening the smithy, a habit he acquired while serving at the Royal Court in Alantra.”

      “His faith served him well.”

      “I’m surprised to hear you say so. Most worshippers of the old religion look down upon those who follow the teachings of the Saints.”

      “That’s your influence,” said Orlina. “Before you came along, I would’ve agreed, but you’ve taught us there’s room in Eiddenwerthe for both our religions, and that when we work together, we accomplish great things. Perhaps that is your legacy, Temple Commander.”

      “Please, call me Charlaine.”

      “I’d be honoured to do so.” Orlina plucked a morsel of meat from a passing crewman carrying a tray. “I rather like this custom of feasting in honour of the fallen. You say this is Calabrian?”

      “It is, although it’s not typically done at sea.”

      “What convinced you to add that particular flourish?”

      “My father’s love for open water. He grew up on the coast and often went to the docks to see what the morning catch brought in.”

      “Yet he fled to Hadenfeld, a realm in the middle of the Continent?”

      “He wanted to get as far away from the empire as possible.”

      “Why not go farther east?”

      “My parents didn’t talk about it, but I got the impression they were short of coins once they reached Hadenfeld and had to settle down.”

      “Lucky for us, they did,” replied Orlina, “otherwise you wouldn’t be here today. Father Gideon may have been long-winded, but he made a good point—we are all connected somehow. Take your father, for example. When he and your mother settled in Hadenfeld after fleeing Calabria, he set in motion a chain of events that led to you coming to Arnsfeld precisely when you were needed most.”

      “Are you suggesting my parents’ misfortune benefited everyone here?”

      “It’s a lot to absorb, but the Gods, or the Saints, for that matter, are said to move in mysterious ways. Ask yourself this: would you have been so dedicated to defeating the empire had they not driven your father from his home?”

      “His faith convinced me to read the words of Saint Agnes, not his hatred of Halvaria.”

      “Yet the two are entwined. I suggest that a man with less faith would’ve remained in Calabria despite its being under the empire’s rule. Instead, he believed he and your mother could build a new life elsewhere. Perhaps your Saints guided him, or maybe he needed the strength of will to make the effort?”

      “Perhaps he, too, went where he was needed most,” said Charlaine. “I’m told he played a crucial part in the recent civil war back home.”

      “Did he, indeed? How interesting. Might I ask how he was involved?”

      “He supported the new king’s claim to the Throne, leading the militia of Malburg to help out at a crucial point in the battle.”

      “So he supported the usurper?”

      “Is one truly a usurper when they are victorious?”

      “That’s an interesting observation,” noted Orlina. “I assume you agree with King Ludwig seizing the Throne?”

      “I do. From the accounts I received, there was little choice.”

      “I’m surprised you still take an interest in such things. I’ve been told that most Temple Knights leave their past behind when they join an order.”

      Charlaine shrugged her shoulders. “I’m not like most members of my order. As for Hadenfeld, I did not choose to leave.”

      “And with a new king on the Throne, will you return now that your work here is done?”

      “My devotion to the cause is as strong as ever, and I shan’t rest until the empire is defeated.”

      “As a sister of Saint Agnes, aren’t you free to leave the order at any time?”

      “While some women choose to leave, others remain to serve our blessed Saint for the rest of their days.”

      Orlina Day nodded. “You show a wisdom far greater than I expect for one of your modest years, but it serves you well.” The old woman glanced around the deck of the Illustrious. “If you’ll excuse me, I wish to speak with Father Gideon about matters of faith.”

      “You want to argue with a Holy Father?”

      “No. I seek only to find common ground.” She wandered off.

      Charlaine focused on Temple Captain Gatan. The Mathewite soon noticed her attention and moved closer.

      “My condolences,” he offered before he realized what he’d said. “Sorry. I forgot that is not the Calabrian custom.”

      “It’s fine,” she replied. “I’ve had ample time to mourn his loss, and celebrations like this are for the living, not the dead.”

      “I like the idea of celebrating the life of the departed; it helps us remember the good people have done, don’t you think?”

      “It does.”

      “I sense something else is on your mind.”

      “It is,” replied Charlaine. “I hoped you might give me some insight.”

      “Into what, may I ask?”

      “Are you familiar with recent events in Hadenfeld?”

      “Ah,” said Gatan. “I assume you refer to the civil war?”

      “I do.”

      “And you’re wondering why we supported Ludwig’s claim to the Throne?”

      “I am. I’m not complaining, but I am curious why your order defied Church doctrine.”

      “Not so long ago, both our orders defied the Church to fight the empire.”

      “True,” replied Charlaine, “but that was for the common good. This was a civil war in Hadenfeld. Taking sides in such a conflict could be seen as a grievous breach of protocol.”

      “I agree, but there were extenuating circumstances that our regional commander addressed in a recent correspondence. King Morgan was displaying signs of mental decline, and whether that was his natural state or outside interference is still up for debate. However, my superiors felt something had to be done to avoid needless suffering on behalf of our followers.”

      “You speak of outside interference. Does that mean they suspect the empire of meddling?”

      “They never explicitly acknowledged that, but that was my impression. It would make sense, given that Hadenfeld traditionally had one of the larger armies in the Petty Kingdoms. There’s also the proven battle record of Ludwig Altenburg, one of the more seasoned army commanders of the Continent.”

      “While I might not always agree with how the Church handles things, I believe they made the correct decision.”

      “Oh, it wasn’t the Church,” replied Gatan. “In fact, the Antonine was most displeased.”

      “But I thought your order supported his claim?”

      “The regional commander of that area made the decision. Our grand master wasn’t even consulted until after the fact, but he agreed with them, which did not please the Council of Peers.”

      “This bodes ill,” said Charlaine. “Back when Danica and I visited the Antonine, forces were at work seeking to reduce the role of the temple orders.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me, especially considering the actions of our brother knights, the Cunars. It’s one thing to remain apart from secular matters, quite another to actively interfere in another order’s pursuits.”

      “Do you refer to my order's trouble with them, or is this something newer?”

      “This is much more recent,” replied Gatan. “A movement is afoot to place all orders under the command of the Temple Knights of Saint Cunar. A case could be made that a unified command would benefit the Holy Army, but I can’t help feeling it would be detrimental to us as an organization.”

      “How would that work? What would happen to our grand mistress?”

      “Presumably, she’d be removed from her position, as would our grand master. Not that it’s likely to be a problem in the short term. The Cunars are one of six orders of Temple Knights, and a majority vote from the Council of Peers is required to make a change of that magnitude.” He glanced around. “I fear I have taken up too much of your time. You have other guests to see to.”

      “I thank you for your opinion, Brother. It has proven most insightful.”

      He offered a slight bow. “I live to serve, Commander.”

      

      That evening, Charlaine and Danica sat aboard the Fearless. With her repairs almost complete, the ship was now afloat in the bay, though it was still awaiting its new rigging and sails.

      “She’s getting old,” said Danica, “and the sea has not been kind to her.”

      “I’m surprised to hear you say that,” replied Charlaine. “I thought she’d be good for a while with these repairs.”

      “Over the last few years, I’ve come to the conclusion Halvarian ship designs have some serious shortcomings.”

      “Which are?”

      “Their ships are not intended for life on the Great Northern Sea.”

      “Isn’t that where the empire uses them?”

      “Oh, they’re fine for hugging the coast, but leave sight of land, and the waves are too rough. Unfortunately, that’s where the Temple Fleet spends most of its time.”

      “What about the non-Halvarian ships in our service?”

      “You mean like the Valiant? They’re fine. In fact, they thrive in the open waters.”

      “Then what’s your answer to the problem?”

      “The Redoubtable and her sister ships. Our shipwrights have learned what makes the Valiant a good ship and melded that with some of the Halvarian techniques.”

      “So the empire ships possess some redeeming qualities?”

      “They work fine when considering Halvaria’s seaborne strategy. They’re primarily a land-based power, so in their eyes, the fleet is only there to augment the army.”

      “Like they did at Lidenbach?”

      “Precisely. Our strategy, however, is more focused on controlling the sea lanes, including tracking down pirates who try to sail into deeper water to avoid getting caught.”

      Charlaine chuckled. “So we need to thank piracy for making our ships better than the empire’s?”

      “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it. I prefer to think we spent more time studying the past and identifying shortcomings.”

      “You’ve learned so much about ships.”

      “I have, but there’s so much more to know. If we weren’t so busy watching for the empire, I’d return to the Antonine and meet with the naval architect, Temple Captain Leamund.”

      “Even though he’s a Cunar?”

      “He never impressed me as someone interested in Church politics. If you recall, he refused a promotion to concentrate on ship design. He also helped me plan out the Temple Fleet despite his own order’s opposition to it.”

      “My apologies. I’ve grown so accustomed to considering them our opponents that I now assume the entire order is corrupt.”

      “Our own order wasn’t immune,” Danica reminded her. “I wonder whatever happened to Hjordis? When we last saw her, she was under arrest.”

      “She was presumably dismissed, although she might have spent some time in a prison first.”

      “The Antonine has a prison?”

      “How else would they punish those who abuse their power?”

      “I assumed they banished them.”

      “That’s only for less-serious infractions,” replied Charlaine. “I’m surprised you didn’t know about the prison. It was part of our training.”

      “Was it? I don’t remember anyone mentioning it.”

      “Didn’t you read the books the grand mistress gave us?”

      “No,” said Danica. “I was never a strong reader.”

      “But you read reports all day.”

      “I do, but those are pertinent to the day-to-day running of the fleet.”

      Charlaine chuckled. “I’ll admit some of those books make for dry reading, but they hold a wealth of information.”

      “Such as?”

      “They explain the entire structure of the Church, along with everyone’s responsibilities.”

      “How does that help a Temple Captain?”

      “I’m not certain it does,” replied Charlaine, “but now that I’m a Temple Commander, I’ve found it useful. That, in turn, would seem to suggest you should learn it. After all, they won’t keep you a Temple Captain forever.”

      “I was all right with you teasing me with that once, but it’s becoming a habit.”

      “Sorry. I just think you deserve recognition. I know no other admiral who defeated two enemy fleets.”

      “Temple Bay was hardly even a flotilla, let alone a fleet.”

      “You still defeated them. You’re also responsible for building the Temple Fleet into what it is today. How many ships do you have now?”

      “I’m not entirely certain.”

      “Liar,” said Charlaine, although her tone was friendly. “You know exactly how many ships sail under our banner.”

      “Thirteen,” replied Danica, “not including those currently under construction. However, the fleet won’t be getting larger any time soon.”

      “But you’re building new ones.”

      “Those are to replace the ones aging out. You could always take a little trip to Temple Bay and see them yourself.”

      “I’d love to, I really would, but I’m needed here. Regional commanders don’t have the luxury of taking trips just because they feel like it.”

      “Fair enough,” said Danica. “But I tell you what; I’ll have Grace bring the Redoubtable down here to Lidenbach on its maiden voyage, then you can see her for yourself. I think you’ll be impressed!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            ORDERS

          

          SPRING 1106 SR

        

      

    

    
      After a harsh winter, the reprieve of the warmer spring weather was welcomed by all, especially the Great Northern Sea, which offered calm waters for weeks, a most unusual experience for those traders who chanced an early season.

      Charlaine watched the Fearless enter the harbour from her office and used it as an excuse to see Danica. Thus, she waited as the ship’s boat pulled up to the dock. “Greetings, Admiral. I hope all is well?”

      “That depends,” replied Danica.

      “On what?”

      “The contents of these sealed orders.” Danica held a large envelope covered in sealskin to ward off the water. “They’re from the grand mistress via Korvoran.” She glanced around, noting the presence of others on the dock. “Best open them back at the commandery, I think.”

      “That sounds ominous.”

      “I was given a message indicating I should deliver them with all haste and be present when they’re opened.”

      “This grows more interesting with each breath,” noted Charlaine. “Is there anything else I should be aware of?”

      “Not that I can think of.”

      “Let’s return to my office, where we’ll have more privacy.”

      Danica called back to the boat crew. “You can go back aboard the Fearless. I’ll send word when I need you.”

      “Yes, Admiral,” replied the Temple Knight commanding the boat.

      Charlaine and Danica headed east on the road running along the edge of the bay.

      “Any news on when that new ship of yours will visit?” asked Charlaine.

      “I’m afraid it won’t be anytime soon. We’ve run into a bit of a problem.”

      “What sort of problem?”

      “We need to enlarge our shipyard to accommodate her sister ships.”

      “How does that affect Redoubtable?”

      “We’re using her as a framework for the others, so she needs to stay in the shipyard for reference.”

      “Don’t you have plans for her?”

      “We do,” said Danica, “but we made adjustments as we built her, and we don’t want to miss out on applying them to the rest of her class.”

      “That sounds complicated.”

      “It is, but they’ll be the finest ships on the Great Northern Sea when they finally launch.”

      “You’re enjoying being an admiral far too much.”

      Danica grinned. “Is it that obvious?”

      They turned onto a side street, heading towards the commandery. “I can’t imagine what’s in that letter,” said Charlaine. “Surely it’s not a reassignment?”

      “Isn’t a normal assignment for a Temple Commander five to ten years?”

      “Ah. I see you’ve finally gotten around to reading those books.”

      “Some, but they give no clue why someone would go to the trouble of sending a message to the two of us. And why send it through me? You’re the senior member of the order.”

      The guards on the commandery doors acknowledged their arrival with a simple nod as they passed through. They were soon upstairs in the regional commander’s office, where Charlaine wasted no time breaking open the sealskin bag to peruse its contents.

      She looked up at Danica. “We’ve been summoned to the Antonine.”

      “Does it say why?”

      “No, but it stresses we should proceed with all haste.”

      “You don’t think this is the doing of Hjordis, do you?”

      “No,” replied Charlaine. “Grand Mistress Kaylene signed it, with Temple Captain Nicola as a witness.”

      “Witness? That’s a little unusual, isn’t it?”

      “Very much so.”

      “Any word on who’s to command in our absence?”

      “She left that to our discretion. Have you someone in mind as acting admiral?”

      “Yes, Grazynia. She’ll complain about it, but she’s the most suitable candidate. How about yourself? Will you put Marlena in charge?”

      “No. I have no doubt she’ll make a fine Temple Commander eventually, but she’s still struggling to come to grips with her role as Temple Captain. Florence will take over in my absence.”

      Danica nodded. “A good choice, but that leaves us with a difficult decision.”

      “That being?”

      “What route will we take? The Antonine is far from here, and we must cross half the Continent to get there.”

      “That’s true.”

      “What if we sailed back to Reinwick and then headed south?”

      “I’m not certain that would save us much time. I thought we’d leave from here, then head east, through Angvil and Erlingen, eventually turning south.”

      “We could go south and cross through Hadenfeld if you like?”

      “No,” said Charlaine. “The grand mistress used the phrase ‘with all haste’, so we’d be wise not to take unnecessary detours.”

      “I’m not opposed to travelling through Angvil and Erlingen; it’s what comes afterwards that worries me.”

      “Why? Have you heard something?”

      “Only rumours of unrest in the Five Kingdoms.”

      “Five Kingdoms?”

      “Yes: Ardosa, Galoran, Menzen, Kingshaven, and Regensbach. We travelled through a few of them to our assignment in Reinwick. If you recall, the Antonine is in Regensbach.”

      “Yes, but we saw little of those other realms. The road we travelled was mostly wilderness, and I never took the time to learn about their politics. When you say unrest, what does that mean? Are they rising up against their rulers?”

      “No,” said Danica. “From what I understand, they’re arguing over their borders, which appears to be a common problem in many Petty Kingdoms.”

      “I doubt a border dispute would threaten members of the Church.”

      “True, but it could clog the roads with refugees.”

      “You’re overthinking things,” said Charlaine. “And they’re only rumours. Let’s wait until we get closer; then, we can decide based on facts.”

      “When do we leave?”

      “Did you want to ship your horse here?”

      “Spirit? No, she’s far too comfortable running around the pasture back in Temple Bay. If it's all right with you, I’ll take one of your spares.”

      “Of course. There are several to choose from, although none are as fast as Stormcloud.”

      “Are you suggesting it’s a contest to see who can get to the Antonine first?”

      “No,” replied Charlaine with a smirk. “That wouldn’t be a fair race.”

      “Then I’ll need to be content with having a fast ship.” Danica’s breath caught in her throat. “You don’t think they’re going to take away my fleet, do you?”

      “After all the work you’ve put into it? That would be the height of folly.”

      “I agree, but you know as well as I that a new grand mistress could change the direction of the order.”

      “Nothing in that letter indicates Sister Kaylene might be replaced.”

      “Nor is there anything to suggest another subject requiring our presence.”

      “Let’s indulge that a little, shall we?” said Charlaine. “Suppose we have a new grand mistress, or one will be appointed soon. How does that require our presence in the Antonine?”

      “The new appointee might see fit to replace us.”

      “True, but why summon us there to do it? Wouldn’t sending orders to that effect be far simpler?”

      “Yes, but if that’s not the case, then why?”

      “You tell me.”

      Danica sat in silence while she considered the possibilities. “It’s likely related to the corruption we uncovered.”

      “That was my thought. I think the grand mistress needs someone she can trust for something. The question is, what might that something be?”

      “Could it be trouble with another order?”

      Charlaine chuckled. “You know, you can just say Cunars. It’s not like any others have ever given us trouble.”

      “My question still stands.”

      “We’ve definitely had our troubles with them, even before the Halvarian incursion, but they’ve been quiet of late, at least in Arnsfeld. However, they no longer maintain a garrison here, which might have something to do with it. Your fleet is always on the lookout for news. Are there any updates on that score?”

      “They say Therengia has risen from the ashes in the east.”

      “Truly? Where?”

      “Near a place called Ebenstadt. Ever heard of it?”

      “No,” replied Charlaine.

      “Neither had I.”

      “Do we have a presence there?”

      “I couldn’t say,” replied Danica, “but it’s too distant to worry about right now.”

      “Still, it might be worth mentioning to the grand mistress.”

      “To what end?”

      “For her to send a company of Temple Knights.”

      “To Therengia? I doubt that would be well-received by the other Petty Kingdoms. Not when they fear a resurgence of the Old Kingdom.”

      “Has this new Therengia threatened retaliation for the fall of the Old Kingdom?”

      “Not that I’m aware of,” replied Danica.

      “Then they’re worrying over nothing. Right now, I’m more interested in the actions of the Temple Knights of Saint Cunar, not a new kingdom to the east.”

      “You asked if I’d heard anything.”

      “Yes, I did,” said Charlaine, “and I value what you’ve learned; I just don’t think it’s of immediate concern.”

      “Fair enough. On a different topic, how long do you need to make arrangements?”

      “At least a week, I’m afraid. I must gather all my captains stationed in Arnsfeld, not to mention send dispatches to the neighbouring realms which fall under my jurisdiction.”

      “I can help you with that. I’ll take Fearless down to Braunfel and bring back Temple Captain Florence.”

      “That would help immensely. Thank you.”

      Danica rose. “I’d best be on my way, then. See you in a few days.”

      

      The Fearless returned in less than a week, the summoned officers assembling in the dining hall in the old Cunar commandery. Three Temple Knight companies protected the kingdom: two in Lidenbach, commanded by Florence and Bernelle, and the third, commanded by Marlena, responsible for watching the border in Braunfel. Danica and Zivka, captain of Fearless, added to their numbers.

      Charlaine waited until all were seated before beginning. “Doubtless, you’ve all heard the rumours, so I’ll get straight to the point. Yes, the grand mistress has called Admiral Danica and I to the Antonine, so I am appointing Temple Captain Florence to temporary command of the region. A new commander typically receives training, but unfortunately, our presence is urgently required. Florence will eventually travel to the Antonine to receive the necessary instruction, but I’m afraid you’ll have to make do for now.”

      She let her words sink in before continuing. “There is the possibility the Church will assign a new regional commander.”

      “Does that mean you’re not coming back?” asked Bernelle.

      “That’s impossible to say. Certainly, Admiral Danica will be needed to continue her work with the fleet, but they might see fit to send me elsewhere.” This statement brought grumbles from everyone.

      She let them voice their complaints, then cleared her throat, silencing them. “I’ve spent the last few years securing this kingdom from the Halvarian Empire. I expect you all to do your part to ensure the region's safety.”

      “Will the fleet remain here?” asked Florence.

      “At least one temple ship will remain in port at all times,” replied Danica. “My current instructions call for a second to be out at sea watching for any signs of Halvarian intrusions. Since we cannot predict how long Charlaine and I will be gone, I’ve issued orders that the fleet liaise with acting Temple Commander Florence regularly. Captain Zivka is to be your advisor on naval matters.” This last statement was directed towards Florence, who looked a little nervous.

      “You all know what needs to be done,” continued Charlaine. “You’ve done an exemplary job since the empire’s incursion, and I have complete confidence you will continue to be vigilant.” She consulted her notes. “Seeing as how Florence is new to the position, Captain Marlena will return to Lidenbach to act as the order’s representative at the court of King Handrik. She has the advantage of working with him before, so I expect it to be a smooth transition. Bernelle, you’ll assume command of the company in Braunfel. Are there any questions?”

      “Yes,” said Florence. “What if the empire returns?”

      “I doubt that will happen, but if it does, you do whatever it takes to safeguard this kingdom. If that entails fighting, then so be it, but if you’re outnumbered, conserve your strength for when you can stop them. Remember, you’re the regional commander, which means there are three other kingdoms to draw support from. There are also our brothers, the Temple Knights of Saint Mathew, to lean on, if necessary, so don’t hesitate to contact them if trouble is brewing.”

      She scanned the room, confident these experienced captains could look after things in her absence.

      “Will you require an escort to the Antonine?” asked Marlena.

      “The admiral and I are more than capable of making the trip on our own.”

      “You should at least allow us to escort you to the border.”

      Charlaine nodded. “I will accede to that request, but let’s make it small, shall we? I don’t want anyone getting carried away.”

      “And if a Halvarian ship enters the bay?”

      “That won’t be a problem,” replied Zivka. “The king already banned the empire from seeking shelter here and gave his blessing to detain or repulse any attempt to anchor their ships in his waters.”

      “Even if it means war?” pressed Bernelle.

      “Yes,” replied Danica. “When word reaches the Halvarians that there’s been a change of command in Arnsfeld, they’ll seek to gain the advantage, which could mean encounters at sea or people crossing the border in small groups. Whatever they do, take decisive action to address it before it gets out of hand. Remember, you have the king’s backing, and unlike his predecessor, King Handrik has a large standing army at his beck and call.”

      “That’s all well and good,” said Florence, “but what if they try something in Rudor or a seaborne assault on Langwal? Those are still under my jurisdiction.”

      “We can’t predict every eventuality,” replied Charlaine, “but considering the loss they suffered in oh-three, I doubt they’ll be back.”

      “What makes you so certain?”

      “If I were in charge of their legions, I’d attack through Gotfeld or even Oberfeld. Attacking there allows them to drive deep into the heart of the Petty Kingdoms.”

      “But that’s not their way,” insisted Bernelle. “They’ve always gone after one kingdom at a time.”

      “That’s been true in the past, but with the Temple Knights of Saint Cunar no longer protecting the frontier, the situation has changed dramatically. While we have a presence here in Arnsfeld, I doubt it's the same farther south.”

      “Surely the order would’ve reinforced the area as they did here?”

      “We’re not a large order,” replied Charlaine, “at least not on the scale of the Cunars. Reinforcing this region took a great effort, and most of those who came here during the emergency were recent recruits. I don’t think we have enough spare Temple Knights to do the same in Gotfeld. If an invasion seems probable farther south, confer with King Handrik. Remember, you can’t be everywhere at once, so you must balance your responsibilities here with the desire to help our sisters in the bordering realms.”

      She looked at each in turn, noting their sadness, and it touched her. She struggled to maintain her composure in the face of such devotion. “I leave knowing this command is in good hands,” she said at last. “I wish you all well.”

      “You’re all dismissed,” added Danica, saving Charlaine the heartache.

      With much to discuss, the three captains moved towards the other end of the room, where food was laid out.

      “Thank you,” said Charlaine. “I couldn’t take much more of that.”

      “That’s what friends are for,” replied Danica. She paused, watching her comrade’s features. “You don’t believe you’re coming back, do you?”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “Only to me.”

      Charlaine lowered her voice. “I’ve been thinking about this ever since we received that letter. I can’t imagine the grand mistress summoning me to the Antonine simply to send me back here, can you?”

      “We talked about this; it’s probably something to do with the corruption in the Church.”

      “Maybe, but what if she’s sending me somewhere else where I’m needed more?”

      “Such as?”

      “You tell me,” said Charlaine. “You’re the one with ears in every port.”

      “I know of no place currently threatened by the empire.”

      “The crusade in the east failed. What if she sends me there?”

      “That’s been over for a while,” replied Danica. “The Cunars were given a thrashing at the Battle of the Wilderness about a year and a half ago. Their losses were said to be great.”

      “But wouldn’t that make the Church eager to see them revenged?”

      “Quite possibly, but you’re an Agnesite; no Cunar will agree to put you in charge of a Holy Army. I’m afraid it’s looking more and more like we’re heading to the Antonine to deal with trouble within the order.”
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      A cloudless sky hung over them as they set off from Lidenbach with their escort. The trip to the border would take ten days, a little less if they hurried, but Charlaine was more concerned with setting a steady pace for the sake of their mounts. Temple Captain Marlena insisted on commanding the escort, a recognition of all her mentor had taught her.

      Three days of riding brought them to Dubrow, where Charlaine had first encountered the Royal Army of Arnsfeld while it was still mustering. She’d taken command of it there, leading them to the edge of the Brinwald, where they made their stand to repel the Halvarians. The battle had been close, and had it not been for the defences Orlina Day had prepared, it might have ended much differently.

      Another four days brought them to Kurtzenberg, one of the larger cities of Arnsfeld. It reminded Charlaine of Malburg, particularly when they passed through the artisan district. Then it was on to Meirshoff and the border with Angvil, the trip ending up being eleven days in total instead of the ten they’d estimated.

      A stone engraved with the duchy’s name was the only indication they were about to cross into Angvil. They halted here to say their goodbyes to their escort.

      “You’ve served me well,” said Charlaine, speaking to Marlena. “But perhaps even more importantly, you are a good friend. I hope that we will meet again.”

      “As do I,” replied the Temple Captain. “You’ve taught me so much and promoted me despite my fears.”

      “You have a bright career ahead of you, I’m certain.”

      “Any last words of advice?”

      “Yes,” said Charlaine. “When making hard decisions, let your heart guide you.”

      “And there’s no way I can convince you to allow us to accompany you to the Antonine?”

      “You’re needed here. It may not seem like it now, but great changes are coming to Eiddenwerthe. The Kingdom of Therengia has been reborn, and the empire will one day return. In days such as these, we must be as vigilant as ever.”

      “I shall remember your words,” replied Marlena.

      “Goodbye,” said Danica, “and keep an eye out for Zivka. She’ll be spending a lot of time in the region.”

      “I will.”

      Marlena called out, and the Temple Knights drew swords, offering a salute. Charlaine acknowledged it with a nod, then turned Stormcloud south, heading down the road into Angvil.

      “Don’t worry,” said Danica. “I’ll look after her.” She then trotted her own horse after her comrade.

      
      The countryside was pleasant, the sky clear, and the afternoon sun warmed them as they rode.

      “This is getting harder and harder,” said Charlaine.

      “You mean the road?” replied Danica.

      “No, leaving friends. It seems as if all we do is go somewhere, meet people, then get shipped off.”

      “Except we’re on horses, not a ship.”

      “Spoken like a true admiral. Remind me again how long we were in Ilea?”

      “I arrived late in ninety-four, but you didn’t show up until the summer of ninety-five.”

      “And when did we leave?”

      “Winter of ninety-six.”

      “Was that all?” said Charlaine. “It feels like longer.”

      “Well, we did travel to the Antonine, and that alone took almost six months.”

      “And here we are doing it all over again.”

      “You’re the expert in these things,” said Danica. “What’s the usual length of an assignment?”

      “For Temple Knights, typically ten years. Captains and commanders, however, tend to move around much more frequently.”

      “How frequently?”

      “Generally, any time after five years.”

      “That’s how long you were in Reinwick.”

      “Was I? Funny, now that I look back, it feels like less. Still, Arnsfeld was a shorter posting, only three years.”

      “That’s what you get for being so successful. Had you not defeated an invasion, you’d likely still be back in your old office, watching over Lidenbach Bay.”

      “You can blame that on the Halvarians. I wouldn’t have interfered if they'd minded their own business.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “And what about you?”

      “Me?” replied Danica. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve been Admiral of the Temple Fleet since we arrived in Reinwick. That makes my current assignment longer than yours.”

      Charlaine laughed. “All right, it’s not a competition.”

      “Nervous?”

      “Who, me? I’m an accomplished Temple Commander. What have I got to be worried about?”

      “Plenty, chief amongst them, where the grand mistress will send you.”

      “What are your thoughts? Aside from troubles in the Church, I mean.”

      “My guess is somewhere where they expect trouble. Thanks to our recent success, the northern border with the empire is pretty secure, so you’ll likely go south to the Shimmering Sea. I wonder if Halvaria has begun rebuilding a fleet there.”

      “The Holy Fleet would be more than capable of dealing with it if they have.”

      “Perhaps east? After all, Therengia represents a potential threat, especially considering they defeated a Holy Crusade.”

      “They’re a young realm,” replied Charlaine. “I doubt they represent much of a threat.”

      “Tell that to the Cunars.”

      “The Temple Knights of Saint Cunar had no right to invade their land. Only the primus has the authority to order a Holy Crusade, and even then, he needs the support of the Council of Peers.”

      “True,” said Danica, “but it’s easier to beg forgiveness after the fact than get permission beforehand. They likely believed the Church would be happy with them after a successful campaign.”

      “Except that they failed,” replied Charlaine. “And from what I’ve heard, there wasn’t much support for it. The Mathewites certainly weren’t happy, failure or not, and I agree. What message does it send if you invade your neighbours whenever you feel like it?”

      “You’re talking about Halvaria.”

      “Exactly. There’s no point in opposing the empire if we’re just going to adopt their methods.”

      “My goodness, you’ve become outspoken of late.”

      “Only with you,” said Charlaine. “This isn’t the sort of thing one discusses with Church superiors.”

      “Well, for the record, I’m in complete agreement. To my mind, the Church should have spoken out sooner against Halvaria rather than trying to maintain a neutral position, especially the followers of Saint Agnes. Our oath is to protect women. For Saint’s sake, we can’t do that if we look away whenever a kingdom is threatened.” She drew in a quick breath. “You don’t suppose we’re being called to task for interfering in Arnsfeld, do you?”

      “No. If that were the case, she would’ve summoned us sooner. Besides, we both know the grand mistress supported our choices.”

      “What I don’t understand is why her summons was so secretive. Surely she could have given us some hint about what to expect upon our arrival?”

      “That’s an excellent point,” replied Charlaine, “and one I hadn’t considered before. How was the summons delivered?”

      “The Prior of Korvoran placed it into my hands himself.”

      “Not a courier?”

      “No,” said Danica, “but we can trust him; he’s a Mathewite.”

      “Unfortunately, we don’t know whose hands it passed through before him. Church correspondence isn’t protected like that of the smiths guild.”

      “So you think the grand mistress feared someone getting hold of it?”

      “When I was assigned to Arnsfeld, my orders were clear. That’s completely the opposite of what we got this time.”

      “An interesting point.”

      “Yes,” continued Charlaine, “and who would have access to Church couriers?”

      “Other members of the Church.”

      “Precisely.”

      “If what you’re saying is true, it means the old serpent has raised its head again.”

      “You have a strange way of saying things.”

      “Sorry,” replied Danica. “It comes from spending so much time at sea. Aside from that, though, it appears our original fear was correct; Hjordis has reared her head again, or at least her faction. We need to figure out what the grand mistress expects us to do.”

      “That’s difficult when we don’t know the details. There’s also the time involved in travelling to the Antonine. It’ll be months before we get there, during which this so-called faction could cause untold damage. We don’t even know if Kaylene is still the grand mistress or when these orders were issued. They could be months out of date.”

      “Yes. I noticed there was no date on them, which is unusual, to say the least. Then again, this whole situation is unusual.”

      “Well,” said Charlaine. “There’s plenty of time to think it over.”

      “What’s our next stop?”

      “We pass through Neiburg, the capital of Angvil.”

      “Do we stop to pay our respects to the duke?”

      “I’d prefer not,” said Charlaine. “If we are heading into bad news in the Antonine, I’d like to deal with it sooner rather than later.”

      
      The sun was throwing long shadows across the landscape when they spotted a roadside inn. They tied their horses up out front and entered the place. Judging by the numbers within, a village must be nearby, although they’d spotted no sign of it on the way here. Conversations halted as they entered, for the sight of a Temple Knight, let alone two, was rare in these parts.

      The barkeep, however, had no reservations concerning visitors. “Would you be looking for a room, Sisters?”

      “Yes,” replied Charlaine. “And stabling for our horses, if you would be so kind.”

      “I’ll get the stable boy to look after them. Charlie!” His shout filled the room. Outside, a youthful voice responded as the fellow waved them over to a table. “I’m afraid we’re busy tonight, but if you don’t mind sharing a table, I can bring you some food.”

      “That would be nice,” replied Charlaine. “Thank you.” They moved over to the proffered table, where two men and a woman sat, but one man rose as the Temple Knights took their seats.

      “You’ll excuse me,” he said, “but I’ve lost my appetite.”

      “Not on our account, I hope?” asked Danica.

      His sneer indicated his true feelings. “I’ll not break bread with troublemakers.”

      “Troublemakers? My order helped save Arnsfeld from Halvarian aggression. Were it not for us, the empire would be breathing down your necks.”

      “And you think standing up to them was wise? They’ll be back in even greater numbers next time. All you’ve done is delay the inevitable, which makes them all the nastier.”

      “Are you suggesting you’d prefer that Arnsfeld had surrendered?”

      “You sisters should leave military matters to the Cunars. At least they’re trained for such things.”

      Danica opened her mouth to respond, but Charlaine placed her hand on her companion’s forearm, forestalling her. “People should be free to express their opinions.”

      The fellow moved to another table, dragging his chair with him.

      “Never mind him,” said the woman. “He thinks he knows everything.”

      “Is that a common attitude around here?” asked Charlaine.

      “People fear what they don’t understand.”

      “And what do you think?”

      “The empire is coming whether we want it or not. I’d prefer it be in the distant future, but it’s not as if I’ve got any control over such things.”

      “Do you fear Halvaria?”

      The woman shook her head. “I doubt the lot of us commoners would be all that different under their rule. We still farm the land, while nobles take the greater portion of our crops. What difference does it make whether those in charge are the nobles of Angvil or the empire?”

      Charlaine directed her gaze to the remaining fellow. “What do you think?”

      He hesitated before answering. “I don’t know enough about the Halvarians to have much of an opinion. Do they conscript locals to fight their wars?”

      “They do,” supplied Danica.

      He lowered his voice. “Then they can rot in the Underworld, as far as I’m concerned.”

      “I assume that’s not a popular opinion?”

      “Folks around here don’t much like the idea of women doing our fighting for us.”

      “Plenty of men were on the battlefield,” replied Danica.

      “Still, it’s unsettling.”

      “So they’d prefer all their men died in battle?”

      “I doubt they’ve given it that much thought,” he said. “To most of us, the empire was a distant threat, but having them on our borders is too hard for us to take in.”

      “Then it’s a good thing these sister knights stepped up,” said the woman.

      “What I’d like to know,” added her companion, “is when the Holy Army’s going to show up.”

      “What makes you think they’re coming here?” asked Charlaine.

      “It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? They pulled back from the empire’s border so they could respond to any invasion with the full might of their order.” He looked at his companion. “What did that fellow call it?”

      “Defence in depth,” she replied.

      “Aye, that was it.”

      “What fellow was this?” asked Danica.

      “He were a tall one, dressed much like you two, but in grey, rather than red.”

      “Was there a sword emblazoned on his surcoat?”

      “There was—in white.”

      “That means he was a Temple Knight of Saint Cunar. I’m surprised he didn’t announce himself as such.”

      The woman elbowed her companion. “I told you he was someone important.”

      He shrugged. “How am I supposed to tell the difference between the duke’s men and a Temple Knight? It’s not as if they pass through here every day.”

      “How long ago was this?” asked Charlaine.

      “Three days.”

      “Four,” corrected the woman. “It was just after you got kicked by that mule.”

      “Yes, that’s right. He came down the road from the north.”

      Charlaine looked at Danica. “That’s the one we came down. It leads to Arnsfeld.”

      “The Cunars don’t maintain a presence there, do they?”

      “No, not officially, but that doesn’t mean they can’t send people across the border.” Charlaine sat back in her chair. “I can think of only one reason why a Cunar might be heading along this road.”

      “Let me guess,” said Danica. “He’s bringing word that we’re on the move?”

      “Precisely.”

      “We shall have to be careful, going forward.”

      “Why?” asked the woman. “Does this fellow mean you harm?”

      Charlaine stared back, unsure how much she should say. Revealing Church problems to a local would do little good, but how else could she explain herself? The day she was sworn in as a full-fledged Temple Knight, she’d taken an oath to be truthful, yet the truth here could only damage the Church. How, then, should she proceed?

      Danica answered for her. “We’re not aware who this fellow is, but it appears he’s been spying on us.”

      The woman knitted her brows. “But I thought you said he was a Temple Knight?”

      “From your description, he wore the garb of one,” added Charlaine, “but there’s always the possibility he was an imposter.”

      “You think he’s working for the empire?”

      “That is unlikely.” At that point, the barkeep appeared, setting down two bowls of pottage and spoons.

      “Here you go,” he said. “Nice and hot. Dig in and warm your innards.”

      “Thank you,” replied Charlaine. “It smells delicious. Might I ask how far it is to Neiburg?”

      “Two days, maybe three,” answered the barkeep. “Just take this road east, and it will lead you straight there.”

      “Are there any towns along the way?”

      “A few villages and a couple of roadside inns, but I doubt you’ll see much traffic. Folks seldom come out this far.”

      “Why’s that?” asked Charlaine.

      “They say most traders prefer the road farther to the south that heads into Rudor.”

      “You’re here?”

      “That can’t be helped,” he replied. “My family’s been here for generations. My great-grandfather built this tavern.”

      “You must have a few tales to tell.”

      “Who, me? No. I keep to myself.”

      “You have travellers here, surely?”

      “On occasion, but most of my business is from the local village.”

      “And that would be?”

      “Sternhelm, about two miles south of the road.”

      “Sternhelm?” said Danica. “That sounds Dwarvish.”

      The barkeep chuckled. “Dwarvish? No. It dates back to the Old Kingdom. Grey-eyed folk still live there.”

      “And how do people take to that?”

      He shrugged. “Us common folk couldn’t care less. They work the
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