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      Aurelia “Bree” Makena, Duchess of Danforth, reined in her battle mare, Lioth. The two made quite a sight as the pure-white horse pranced in the waves at the edge of the Cascadian Sea. Bree’s azure-blue surcoat bore the golden image of the Lion of Bendi, an honor that had been passed down through the Danforth familial line for five generations. No other duchy but hers could use the symbol, which proclaims the bearer the Defender of the Crown.

      She lifted a hand to shade her eyes as she studied the Orgundian fleet arriving off the shores of Anacafria. The habitual gesture did little to help, as the sun hadn’t yet made an appearance through the dense fog the ships’ masters had used as a shroud to hide their silent approach. The fog painted them as ghost ships to those watching from the shore, their billowing sails barely discernible behind a sheer curtain of near invisibility.

      But now their bowsprits broke the leading edge of the heavy mist, the sails on their foremasts, mainmasts, and mizzenmasts gradually emerging one after the other until the entirety of each galleon appeared as a dark silhouette on an even darker backdrop of a foggy dawn.

      Bree’s spies had already reported most of the ships sailing her way were hulking, four-masted vessels. As such, their keels ran deep, and they’d be forced to use landing boats to bring their soldiers close into shore.

      Bree absently noted Queen Desdamea’s standard flying from the foremast of each ship; a yellow shield with serpents coiling around the blades of two crossed swords. She counted ten ships in all, each one capable of carrying two hundred soldiers—one hundred if they carried cavalry. The ships spaced themselves evenly along approximately one-half mile of shoreline.

      Deckhands ran this way and that, furling great, oversized sails as the ships heaved to. Enormous chains snaked over the sides sending anchors plummeting into the sea. Each of the mainmasts fell and Bree could faintly hear the captains of each ship shouting orders in the controlled chaos that ruled aboard a sailing ship-of-war.

      King Leopold’s spies had warned him that over the past several months, Desdamea, the Queen of Organdy, had amassed an army of unprecedented proportions. She’d conscripted or captured the ships of free merchants and had recalled every ship in her fleet in order to deliver the largest landing force to ever land on Anacafrian’s shores. She intended to rule Leopold’s kingdom, and if Bree couldn’t completely stop her today on this stretch of the shoreline, then she’d at least cut their numbers down by half.

      She swiveled around to view the fifteen hundred soldiers waiting in battle formation on the beach. This group, under the command of Marshal Kilrik Sandresin, made up half of her troops. The other half, under Marshal Andris Toker, hid in homes, shops, and warehouses throughout Port Emnal.

      Marshal Toker was the Baron of Lakeland, but both Lakeland and Port Emnal were part of his father’s Duchy of Salth. Bree had taken advantage of the fact that the people in the port city knew and trusted him. Despite his arguments that Salth was his father’s duchy and he should be the first into battle, Bree used his familiarity with the populace to smooth ruffled feathers when she’d commandeered homes, businesses and warehouses to hide half her troops.

      Bree looked to the north, toward Port Suliet. Even though several hard days of riding separated them from the port, she could still picture the layout of the city. King Leopold had accompanied Jathez and his three thousand troops to confront the largest of two invading armadas. She wished the queen’s tactics weren’t quite so sound. Desdamea had effectively divided Leopold’s forces by attacking from two fronts.

      Looking back at the ships, she wondered about the rectangular rank flag of the prime fleet admiral flying from the mainmast of the second ship of the convoy. Desdamea only had one prime. Bree would have bet twenty gold rions he’d lead the armada invading Port Suliet due to its strategic location as a jumping off point to attack the king’s castle in Cafria. Instead, here he sailed with the secondary landing fleet north of the lesser maritime city of Port Emnal.

      When the spy masters named Emnal as the queen’s second target, Bree had known exactly where to place her troops. The sheer faces of the towering grey cliffs of Stonetalon bracketed the port city both to the north and to the south. Emnal lay in the opening of a mile-wide chasm that extended from the sea all the way back to King’s Crossing on the Le’ena river. After studying the nautical charts of the area, she’d placed her people to the north in the only plausible location to launch landing boats. Because of the shallow, rocky shoreline of Black Boulder Bay to the south, it would be nearly impossible for a ship to get close enough to launch an amphibious assault.

      Lioth danced in place, eager for battle. Bree put her hand on her neck to quiet her, and as she did, her banner, fluttering behind and to her left, drew her attention.

      She glanced back at Baron Humphries, from the Barony of Tessarod, whom she’d chosen as her standard bearer. He looked impossibly young. Who am I kidding? She thought. He is impossibly young.

      He had somehow managed to wrestle his mass of curly black hair under his helm, but a few inches still brushed the bevor protecting his shoulders and neck. He sat tall and straight on his piebald gelding, the butt of the standard held solidly in his boot cup with the pennant snapping in the ocean breeze. He was a well-built, but not powerful man, suited more for finesse in battle than for any type of fighting that might involve the use of brute force.

      He noticed her scrutiny and studied her face to see if she needed something. When he realized she didn’t, he respectfully dipped his chin.

      Smiling to herself, she remembered Jathez approving of her appointment of Humphries and how he’d nearly lost his teeth when she’d told him she’d assigned Liris and her followers as her personal protection detail. She’d been lucky the Estians had earned the respect of the rest of the troops. Very few Anacafrian soldiers had complained. In fact, two of Bree’s best soldiers—a swordsman and a woman renown for her archery skills—had asked for and received permission to serve in Liris’ squad.

      Lookouts shouted warnings from the top of towers built near the water’s edge. “Landing ships! They’re launching the troop ships!”

      Bree turned back to the ships and muttered under her breath, “Finally.” She’d given orders for all of her units to be in formation before sunrise. She worried that the discipline would begin to weaken with each hour the Orgundians made them wait.

      She wasn’t concerned about the standing armies of the various duchies the king had placed under her command. They were comprised of seasoned soldiers who would stand through a blizzard until they dropped as solid blocks of ice if so ordered. But mixed in among them were members of individual town militias. The king only required these civilian units to train quarterly, so they’d have plenty of time to farm or work their shops and smithies. Unfortunately, those weeklong sessions didn’t engender the same level of discipline as the standing army.

      She rode out of the surf and cantered back to where Humphries sat facing her troops on his gelding. Turning Lioth so she had a good view of the enemy, Bree felt the battle calmness settle over her. Her shoulders relaxed, and her focus sharpened. The world narrowed to nothing more than this battle and the tactics she’d need to defeat her enemy.

      Humphreys backed his horse until its head came even with Bree’s knee. This way, with him facing the army and his back to the sea, he could hear her slightest command and relay it to the officers in charge.

      Bree quietly ordered, “Archers.”

      Humphries bellowed, “Archers.”

      Three hundred archers ran to the water’s edge and assembled according to bow type. Those with longbows formed three rows, leaving a space between rows. They spread out far enough that Bree could just make out the last person in line in either direction.

      Inserting themselves behind each row of longbows, crossbowmen knelt in three rows of their own.

      Behind the formations of archers, a row of shield bearers took their places and settled in to wait.

      Humphries wheeled his horse around so he faced the Masters of the Bow.

      Bree watched as boat after boat descended the sides of the sailing vessels. Each of the ten ships launched four boats at a time, loaded them with soldiers, then lowered four more when the first four pushed away from the hulls. She marveled at how quickly the sea resembled bees swarming the surface of a honeycomb.

      For what seemed like the hundredth time, Bree scanned the horizon looking for sails of the ships the king had assigned to patrol this part of the shoreline. To her growing discomfort, the Orgundian fleet had sailed into the shallows completely unmolested.

      Not a sound could be heard on the beach except the occasional cough or creaking of leather or armor.

      Liris rode forward on her mule, which she’d named Fancy, and she and her squad formed a semicircle between the Duchess and the oncoming hoard. She unsheathed her falchion and quietly commanded, “Draw.”

      In unison, all eight riders drew their swords.

      Bree only heard the shick of what sounded like one sword leaving its sheath. She smiled slightly at the sight of Liris on the back of a huge gray mule that the Master of the Stables had counseled against using in battle. Liris had countered that the mare had a fighting spirit and ‘attitude,’ which the Estian said she valued highly when in the midst of a fight.

      Liris’ Spirit Guide, Legan, appeared and stood by her side. As a Fisher Cat, he resembled a weasel or marten. The difference being where an adult male weasel might weigh eight to thirteen pounds, Legan weighed in at close to forty. His sleek, seal-brown fur bristled with anticipation of the coming battle. Denabi asks you to inform the Imperial Commander that as many Spirit Guides as she can spare from the battles in the other Realms stand ready should the Teivaiedin side with your enemy. He glanced back at Bree, then once again spoke to Liris. The fighting is brutal, Apprentice. We’re having a difficult time returning to this Realm, because inevitably, when we do, the Teivaiedin seem to get the upper hand. We’ll come if we can, but…

      Liris acknowledged his warning with a slight nod. She hadn’t considered the threat the Teivaiedin posed in the upcoming battle. Turning toward Bree, she brought her fist to her chest and, quite inappropriately for the occasion, felt the familiar longing that had been growing for the past several months. She’d watched Bree riding Lioth through the waves earlier in the day and marveled at how badly she’d fallen for a woman completely and utterly unattainable in every sense of the word.

      Bree acknowledged her with a lift of her chin.

      Liris conveyed the message and then once again turned to face the oncoming hoard.

      In a calm, confident voice, Bree said, “Ready bows.”

      Humphries bellowed, “Ready bows!”

      The archery masters repeated the order, with the voice of each successive commander sounding like an echo down both sides of the formations leading away from the center.

      Bree watched the boats as they neared the shore and did a quick tally of the numbers she was facing. Six rowers in each boat faced away from shore, their muscular backs straining with each pull of the oars. The oarsmen sat two abreast: two in the bow, two amidships and two in the stern. In between the bow and midship rowers she counted three rows of three soldiers each and between midship and stern, another three rows of three.

      Each soldier wore a red leather helmet consistent with the yellow and red of Desdamea’s standard. The leather on the back of the helmets extended down to the shoulders providing a modicum of protection for the warrior’s neck. Each helmet had a single, silver spike no longer than the length of Bree’s little finger jutting up from its crest.

      The soldiers sitting next to the gunnels held compact, perfectly round shields that hung over the sides as a protective barrier against her archers. Bree thought it telling that Desdamea’s forces were so well-organized that the shields alternated red and yellow down the length of each gunnel. She glanced down the line of boats and couldn’t find a single instance where a color had been placed in the wrong position.

      Shaking off her musings, she quietly continued with her calculations. “So, nine twice is eighteen plus six rowers.”

      Humphries nodded.

      “Twenty-four to a boat, four boats launched from ten ships in the first wave, that’s—” She stopped to think.

      Humphries, who excelled in math, supplied the answer. “Nine hundred and sixty.”

      Bree blinked at the number and then nodded. “So…. twice that number with the second wave they’re launching is more than we’d hoped for, but our archers will cut the numbers to our advantage.”

      While she waited for the boats to approach, she stroked the leather of her reins with her thumb, the only outward manifestation of her growing unease. She’d counted on the king’s navy to either sink or engage some of Desdamea’s ships, but obviously something had happened to keep them away.

      After years of serving in the Queen’s Brigades during the Estian Wars, she knew the longbow’s range intimately and intended to wait until the last possible moment to give the order to fire.

      Humphries, who had no battle experience and therefore no understanding of patience and timing, kept nervously glancing at Bree, who flicked an irritated glance in his direction.

      She addressed him while continuing to mark the distance of the landing craft. “When I made you my standard bearer, what did I say would be the most important thing for you to remember?”

      Humphries blushed furiously when he realized his mistake. “Never, ever, show fear, nervousness or a lack of faith in you or your orders.” He noticed the banner he held was leaning forward slightly, and he quickly pulled it erect. He riveted his gaze onto the advancing army and made sure not to glance her way again.

      Bree watched the oarsmen pull toward shore. Well-trained, the boatswains made sure their crafts advanced steadily in rows of eight, with none of them pulling ahead of or lagging behind the others.

      Bree quietly ordered, “Nock and mark.”

      Relieved she’d finally given the order, Humphries shouted with slightly more conviction than necessary, “Nock and mark!”

      Masters repeated the command up and down their lines and archers fitted arrows to their strings.

      “Draw.”

      “Draw!”

      A line of bows lifted toward the sky.

      Bree waited a few moments to make sure her calculations were correct. “Loose.”

      Humphries repeated the order.

      At that, the masters took over and began issuing their own commands. The first wave of arrows soared into the sky, reached their apex and descended on the landing craft. Well-trained, the invading troops locked their shields together above their heads to block the rain of arrows.

      The instant the shields lifted to the sky, the first row of crossbowmen rose, stepped into the gaps left between the long bowmen and loosed their arrows directly into the unprotected bodies of the soldiers holding their shields aloft. Despite the shields mounted on the bows of the boats to protect the front pair of rowers, the majority of the arrows found their mark.

      Cries rang out from the injured and dying.

      A volley of arrows from the second row of archers immediately streaked skyward, not giving the boatswains time make the tactical adjustments necessary to avoid the crossbowmen’s arrows.

      Once more, as soldiers raised their shields toward the heavens, a second line of crossbowmen stepped forward and loosed their arrows. The first line stepped back, knelt and reloaded.

      It took another volley before the boatswains organized half the soldiers to hold their shields forward while the other half protected them from the arrows raining down from the sky.

      So, Bree thought, not so well trained after all. Granted, not many armies utilized crossbowmen quite like she did, but they should have been prepared none-the-less.

      As is the case with many landing forces, Bree knew most of the people in the first boats would never make it to shore. Her gut twisted as she watched the normally pea green sea turn red with Orgundian blood. Such a waste of good men and women, most of whom had probably been conscripted for just such a position.

      With grim determination, she ordered, “Shift right.”

      Humphries gave the order.

      In unison, three hundred archers turned forty-five degrees to the right. This move allowed the crossbowmen easier access to their targets through the gaps between the enemy’s shields, which were more accessible from an angle than from a straight on shot.

      Once more, the masters gave the order and hundreds of arrows streaked through the sky. Next came the crossbows.

      Bree nodded as most of the arrows found their mark.

      As the oarsmen continued to row the boats closer, Bree prepared her next offensive move. All of her archers shot with deadly accuracy, but none held a candle to the small contingent of Royal Archers she’d appropriated from the king’s elite troops. She’d requested all sixty, but King Leopold held back half for his defense of Port Suliet.

      Several days earlier, Bree had ordered Ruthok, the Master of the Bow for the king’s contingent, to calculate the points where the waters ran shallow in the early morning hours—an educated guess as to where the attacking soldiers would probably disembark. Now, at each of those points, triangular pennants waved from the top of the nine and ten foot saplings Ruthok’s people had embedded deep into the ocean floor.

      Bree had given very specific instructions to the Royal Archers; hold their fire and watch the soldiers in the boats. To the best of their ability, they were to pick out the men and women they guessed were the leaders among the twenty-four people in each boat.

      As the oarsmen pulled the last few lengths and drew near to the blue and gold pennants, she glanced to her left where Ruthok waited. He held three arrows knocked and ready to fire, each with three long, orange streamers attached just behind the arrowheads. The first pointed left, the second straight and the third to the right.

      She calmly said, “Ruthok.”

      The master immediately lifted his bow, angling it high and turning it sideways so the shaft ran parallel to the sandy beach. He loosed the arrows, each soaring over the incoming boats in three, predetermined directions. Once the arrows were away—the signal for his people to fire at will—he ran forward and added himself to their number.

      As the sea became shallow enough for the invaders to leap from their boats, Ruthok and his archers systematically picked off every person they believed held some kind of leadership role among the invaders. Almost in unison, in every boat, at least one, if not two, of their targets fell.

      The muscles in her jaw rippled as she watched the unending stream of soldiers leaping over the gunnels into the chest-deep water, holding their swords high to keep from losing them in the pull of the breaking waves. They slogged through whitecaps and oncoming arrows with fierce determination.

      Even though her archers had managed to cut down hundreds of men and women, Bree knew the sheer numbers were going to make this a long and tedious battle. Desdamea must have emptied her towns and villages of anyone who could walk or carry a sword to be able to field this many people in what was only one of two invading forces. Arrows still cut down people left and right, but she could see the damage her archers were inflicting wasn’t going to be nearly enough.

      Even as the rowers of the first contingent turned their now empty boats and rowed away from the killing fields, the second wave of boats neared the markers. Unfortunately, these brought experienced soldiers carrying bows fitted with compact but deadly arrows. In practiced moves, they loosed their arrows even as they pushed themselves off the gunnels, leaping high enough to allow them to fire midair, gaining valuable time to fight their way toward the beach as Anacafrian archers fell to the Orgundian attack.

      Bree turned to Humphries. “Shields.”

      “Shields!”

      From behind the archers, the row of men and women carrying huge shields rushed to the front and planted them in the ground forming a tightly constructed wall of protection.

      At the next command to fire, the long bowmen fired into the air. When the arrows reached their apex, the crossbowmen stepped up and rested their fists in the “v” between shields. They sent a wave of death straight into the oncoming hoard.

      Soldiers up to their waist in churning water died before taking more than a few steps from their boats. Bodies littered the waves like so much cordwood. Still, more boats pushed their way through the carnage. Despite the best efforts of her archers, hundreds were climbing out of the surf onto the shore.

      When her archers began to fall from enemy arrows, she gave the order for Sandresin to bring his forces forward. “Companies advance.”

      Humphries turned his horse around, stood up in his stirrups and waived the pennant so that even the commanders furthest down the beach would see the signal. He yelled at the top of his lungs, “Companies advance.”

      Commanders echoed the order and for a quarter-mile in each direction twelve hundred soldiers jogged forward and formed up in orderly lines behind the archers. Each wore an azure and gold leather helmet and tabards bearing the standards of their lords, front and back.

      Where Desdamea’s troops wore spiked helmets, everyone fighting in Bree’s formations had short plumes of stiff horsehair, dyed a midnight blue, running from the front of the helm, up and over the headpiece and down to the base. They also carried a shield emblazoned with one of three types of crests: King Leopold’s Teyvardian Mountain Goat, if they belonged to the Anacafrian regulars, the golden Lion of Bendi if they fought under Bree’s colors, or the coat-of-arms of whatever duke they served.

      Bree ordered the archers to withdraw. The masters began an orderly and well-practiced retreat. The first line of longbowmen ran behind the assembled troops and took up a position on the edge of the beach. They immediately knocked their arrows and fired to give the second and then the third lines cover as each row followed the first.

      Since their weapons were useless once they engaged with the enemy, the crossbowmen ran to their swords and shields they had stacked at the back of the formation. The swords were stabbed tip first into the sand with the shields resting upright against them. Each crossbowman quickly cut the strings on their weapons, preventing the enemy from using the weapon against them. They then grabbed their swords and shields, formed into their own squads and joined the ranks of soldiers waiting for the order to attack.

      With the withdrawal of the archers from the front lines, hundreds upon hundreds of enemy soldiers redoubled their efforts, pushing through the waves and floating corpses as they made their way toward the beach. White foamy waves propelled them forward one moment, only to pull them back the next as the breakwater streamed back from the shore.

      Bree was counting on the rough, cold waters to tire them before they reached her lines. To augment their fatigue, in the days leading up to the invasion, she’d had mounted soldiers dragging sharp, two bladed plows up and down the beach, softening the sand to make it difficult to traverse.

      Marshal Sandresin rode up next to her on his muscular bay. He waited patiently by her side, watching the enemy slogging their way through the ridges and dips of the sandy furrows as they advanced. Their fatigue became more and more pronounced as they struggled to cross the mere fifty paces of sand that swallowed their feet with each new step.

      The shield line steadily pulled back until they stood as a barrier between her forces and the enemy arrows.

      Ruthok’s archers must have guessed well because chaos reigned among the first soldiers to gain the beach. Officers should have been organizing the troops into cohesive units by now, but thanks to precisely placed arrows, most of their carcasses floated as shark bait on the blood red waters.

      Not wanting to lose that small advantage, Bree drew her sword. When she judged the time right, she raised the blade high and spurred Lioth forward. The big mare reared once before leaping forward into the oncoming hoard. “For Anacafria and the king!”

      Behind her, Humphries bellowed, “Forward…Attack!” He drew his sword and followed her into the midst of the enemy. He, or more precisely, Bree’s standard, needed to keep near her at all costs. Above all else, her colors could not fall. To that end, two soldiers flanked him, ready to defend the standard should Humphries come under attack.

      In a prearranged tactic, Sandresin nodded to his standard bearer and the two of them galloped off to lead the far left side of the charge.

      Already positioned on the right, Commander Shirin, the daughter of a prominent guild master from Thadon, heard Humphries’ command, turned her battle mare in a circle, lifted her sword high and yelled her family’s battle cry. “Our blades hunger! None shall remember our enemy!”

      A great roar echoed her words as men and women bellowed in unison and rushed forward to meet their enemies.
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      Liris deflected a blow from a battle axe, then took off her opponent’s head with an overhead, backhanded swing. Trying to fight off attackers while protecting the duchess felt as though her head was swivel mounted on the gunwale of a ship.

      As the next soldier ran at her swinging a long-handled mace, she parried the blow upward and took advantage of the man’s awkward stumble into the side of her mule to locate Lioth’s bright white coat out of the corner of her eye.

      Not surprisingly, Bree had moved out of her circle of protection…again. No one heard Liris’ mumbled complaint as the mule swung in a circle, trapping the man close to its body until Liris could plunge her falchion down into his unprotected back. “Tane’s blood, Duchess. Can’t you ever just stay in one place?”

      Jabbing her left calf into the side of her mount, she swung Fancy in the opposite direction to dislodge a woman who’d leapt at her from behind. The mule slammed its withers into the woman’s chest and sent her flying.

      At a second signal from Liris, the mule reached around and snapped a mouthful of large, powerful teeth in the Orgundian’s direction. If the woman had fallen a hand’s width closer, she would have found herself missing a good portion of her face. As it was, she tripped over a fallen body and landed on her back, only to be trampled into the dirt by Fancy’s very sharp hooves.

      No other immediate threat presented itself, which allowed Liris time to move in closer to Bree. Seeing two of her men had inadvertently strayed too far into the surf, she shouted loud enough to be heard over the melee, “Leez, Magnus! To me!”

      Both men immediately disengaged from their opponents and galloped back to where Liris and the others had once more formed a loose phalanx around the duchess.

      As Magnus rode up next to Liris, he ran his longsword through the neck of a man who stupidly tried to grab his horse’s bridle. He grunted as he jerked the sword free. “Getting over…run.”

      He kicked a second attacker away with the flat of his boot before giving his mare the command to strike out with her deadly front hooves. He’d trained with this high-strung mare for a fortnight, learning the specific commands to wield her like the weapon she was. His doubts about her ability to keep her head in the thick of battle vanished when she reared just high enough to plant her forehoof in the man’s pugnosed face. He nodded approval, praising her while quickly looking for the next attack. “Nice one.”

      Liris growled at him. “Stay closer to the duchess, Magnus. Don’t be drawn off into the battle.”

      Magnus, who thrived in combat, grinned. He called over to her as his horse transferred its weight to its front legs and planted both rear hooves into a giant of a man’s chest. “Apologies.”

      Every few seconds, Liris saw a wall of arrows lift into the sky from the archers who’d pulled back behind the fighting. She hoped they would slow the overwhelming numbers of soldiers making it out of the waters and up onto the beach. It almost seemed the big ships had disgorged a third wave of landing craft, but that had to be impossible. The ships couldn’t safely transport that many soldiers.

      Once more she moved toward the duchess who continually pushed into the thick of battle, meeting upward strikes with her sword on the right, and parrying attacks from the left with her shield.

      Her guards knew to stay clear of Lioth, who’d been trained by the best horsemen of the Silvermoor Steppes. Unlike their mounts, Lioth fought both in concert with and independently of her rider. Her hooves killed and maimed as many as Bree’s sword, and when an opponent went down from a strike by a battle mare, they stayed down.

      As the fighting continued, Liris wondered when Bree would call for the troops hidden in Port Emnal. The sheer numbers of the enemy worried her. She’d fought in many battles where she and her troops had been outnumbered, but never to this extent. Still, as she looked around, she realized what the duchess had probably already seen.

      The Anacafrians were holding their own.

      Most of the tabards, tunics and gambesons worn by the bodies sprawled up and down the beach were the yellow and red of Organdy. Now that she thought about it, the attacks against her had all been fairly amateurish. Even though this fleet flew the colors of the Prime Fleet Admiral of Organdy, it seemed as though they’d sent their second rate soldiers to land at Port Emnal.

      Off to the side she noticed five rough-looking soldiers huddled together talking and gesturing toward Humphries, who had somehow lost his two protectors. His training at Tessarod must have been exemplary because he fought with a wicked slashing stroke of his rapier—a weapon Liris had never actually seen taken into this type of battle—while still maintaining a grip on Bree’s standard.

      Not really having the time to take care of Humphries she quickly looked back at the men. One of them, a tall, gaunt, skeleton of a man noticed her watching them. He lifted his short sword in her direction, bared his yellow teeth at her and slowly licked the blood from his blade.

      One of the others, a man whose ragged, greasy blonde hair hung down over his eyes, grabbed the skeleton and pulled his attention back to Humphries.

      All of this happened in the time it had taken her to wheel her horse in a complete circle. The skeletal man raised his sword and with a roaring battle cry sprinted directly for Bree’s standard. With wild, rictus grins the other four quickly followed. They slashed and pushed their way through foot soldiers who, oblivious to the import of the men’s passage, fought deadly battles of their own.

      Not willing to leave Bree’s side, but also unwilling to allow the standard to fall, she dispatched the one man she knew not only had a fighting chance to take on all five and survive, but who would also understand the imperative of keeping Humphries upright in his saddle.

      She turned and yelled, “Magnus! The standard!”

      Magnus fought as close to the duchess as he dared while keeping away from Lioth’s hooves. He’d heard about the Silvermoor battle mares—everyone in every country had heard about them—and he knew enough to realize that Lioth would do her best not to injure any of Anacafria’s soldiers. He also knew if his horse strayed too close, accidents could happen.

      At the sound of Liris’ voice, he chanced a glance in her direction before slicing downward to deflect a spear someone had thrown straight at his horse’s chest. He looked in the direction she pointed then flashed her a wicked smile full of dazzling white teeth.

      Magnus simultaneously spurred his horse in their direction and shook off the shield he held in his off hand. He let it fall to the sandy beach, then reached down and pulled his dirk from the cuff of his knee high leather boots. With a primal roar, he flew at the men, waiting until the last minute to fling the knife into the shoulder of the skeleton before barreling through their haphazard formation and scattering them like a frightened flock of sheep.

      One of the men, nimbler than the others, continued straight for Humphries who had his back turned as he fought off an attacker.

      Hearing Magnus’ roar, Humphries automatically reacted, swinging the standard down in time to block the assassin’s attack. The blade hacked into the wooden staff and stuck fast. Now Humphries fought in two directions, stabbing at the man on his right while desperately holding onto the standard with his left.

      The second man yanked on the hilt of his sword trying to either dislodge it or pull the standard down and away from the horse. The sinews of his taught muscles stood out like whipcords as he jerked this way and that. He’d completely forgotten about Magnus, or the battle or even his comrades. His world had narrowed to pulling on the grip of his sword.

      Unfortunately for him, the altercation hadn’t gone unnoticed by Bree. She could see that Magnus, who had pulled a short sword from a sheath between his shoulder blades, had his hands full with the remaining four swordsmen. She pointed her sword at Humphries’ attacker and yelled, “Lioth! Arás!”

      The battle mare responded instantly, turning and leaping in the direction Bree indicated. That command required immediate obedience without hesitation, regardless of what might be standing in her way. The muscles of her flanks bulged as she powered through the white sand. Soldiers wearing both the red and yellow of Organdy and the blue and gold of Bree’s duchy leapt to the right and left trying to get out of her way.

      Bree knew her people were in her way, but she also knew battles could be won or lost by the simple act of pulling down an opponent’s colors. When soldiers were too far away to see their Lord Commander, they looked to the banner. If it still waved, they took heart, knowing their leaders still lived.

      Humphries quickly twisted his wrist and flicked the sharpened point of his rapier through the air, relieved that he’d finally managed to open a gash in the throat of the man on his right. As the man fell away, Humphries turned to deal with the other soldier still trying to wrest the standard from his hand.

      His eyes widened in surprise as Lioth slid the final distance between them. He instinctively ducked as Bree’s longsword whistled through the air and sliced through the soldier’s arms, severing them just above the elbows.

      A brief look of startlement crossed the man’s features as he stared down at the blood fountaining upward from his two ruined stumps. He turned questioning eyes on Bree before sinking to his knees, his corpse coming to rest against Lioth’s foreleg.

      Never allowing anyone but her rider to touch her during a battle, the mare swung around and kicked with such force the man’s head sailed off his shoulders and landed at the feet of his friends.

      There was a slight lull in the fighting as soldiers on both sides stared at the duchess and her standard bearer, who pulled himself together and reset the end of the standard firmly in his boot cup. The pride he felt when the duchess turned fierce eyes on him and nodded her approval caused his heart to leap painfully in his chest.

      Unfortunately, his elation was short lived as all around him the sounds of battle resumed.
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      Before rejoining the fighting, Bree backed a distance away and took a moment to assess her surroundings. She, too, had noticed how Desdamea had sent her lesser-trained troops to this location. The intensity was there, but the expertise was not. Swords clanged all around her and cries of pain filled the air as hundreds of the enemy still fought with her people, yet even so, something just didn’t feel right.

      Her gaze traveled back to the rectangular rank flag of the Prime Fleet Admiral. She could easily make out the five red vertical bars against a solid yellow background. The Prime shouldn’t be here with the second armada. He should be with the bulk of his fleet as they attacked Port Suliet.

      Or did they attack Suliet?

      Her heart pounded furiously as her eyes scanned the fog bank to her left.

      Nothing.

      When she looked to her right, her heart actually skipped a beat. “Oh, blessed goddess.”

      The silhouettes of one, two, five, seven nearly invisible ghost ships shimmered just beyond the smoky veil of clouds that hung over the uneasy waters of the Cascadian Sea. They were well beyond the far boundary of Port Emnal, towards Black Boulder Beach and the sheer, southern face of the Stonetalon cliffs.

      She’d no idea what he was planning, but the Prime Admiral had played her for a fool.

      From this distance, she could barely make out the landing boats emerging from the foggy horizon; a child’s toy fleet bobbing on the waves.

      If Toker and his people were watching for a signal from her, as per her instructions, then his attention would be focused away from the landing craft that silently rowed towards the shore behind him.

      She rounded on Liris, who sat guard on her right and called urgently, “Liris. To me!”

      There was a tension in the duchess’ voice Liris hadn’t yet heard that day. Signaling Fancy to gallop to the duchess’ side, she slid to a stop next to her and shouted over the clamor of the battle, “Your Grace?”

      “Marshal Toker is in the North Tower. He’s waiting for a signal from me. I need you to ride to him like you’ve never ridden before. Ride like the fate of Anacafria rides with you. Tell him to immediately take his troops to the southernmost beach, all the way to the cliffs, and make a stand.” She pointed to the landing craft.

      Liris blinked in confusion, her eyebrows descending low as she followed the duchess’ gaze out over the sea. Suddenly she saw the sails of the new ghost ships hiding behind the fog. She turned and called out to her second. “Magnus! Take charge!”

      Without waiting for a response, she spurred Fancy away from the battle, kicking her into an all-out gallop across the wide stretch of beach separating the combatants from Port Emnal.

      Once she’d sent Liris to Toker, Bree immediately began forming new tactical plans to counter the admiral’s brilliant strategy. “Leez! To me!”

      Leez, a thin, wiry man, thunked a woman on the head with the hilt of his sword. Hearing his name, he quickly wheeled his gelding around, jumped him over several downed bodies and rode up next to Bree. “Yer Grace?”

      “I need you to ride back and find Ruthok. Tell him to have his herald sound the recall for the crossbowmen on his horn. The longbows are still firing from formation. Ruthok is to immediately take them at the run to Black Boulder Beach. When the other archers return for their crossbows, have them restring and quickly follow. Tell Ruthok to take charge and loose everything he has left at the landing boats.”

      She glanced out to sea again and spoke more to herself than to Leez. “If they haven’t landed by the time he and his people get there.” She quickly put that thought out of her head. “When the herald finishes the recall for the bowmen, have him mount behind you and sound ‘recall to the banner,’ as the two of you ride back to me. He’s to sound it continuously. Understand?”

      Leez closed his eyes. “Git Ruthok t’ recall all the archers ‘n send’ ‘em double-quick past the port. He’s t’ go an’ take charge o’ the archers t’ stop the boats. Then, I’m t’ plonk the herald on m’ horse, he’s t’ sound ‘recall t’ the banner’ and me’n him hightail it back t’ you.” He opened his eyes and sharply dipped his chin once. “I got it, Yer Grace.”

      He kicked his horse to leave, but Bree stopped him. “Leez.”

      He pulled his horse back around.

      “I need one more rider. Who’s the fastest of your people out of the ones left?”

      Glancing quickly around, he found the one he was looking for. He let out one long whistle and one short.

      A woman, who used her horse as a weapon more than she used her sword, whipped her head around. The chaos of the fighting had drawn her too far away from the duchess and Leez pinwheeled his arm to bring her back where she belonged.

      That done, he turned to Bree. Worry lines wrinkled his forehead. “Thet only leaves five to protect ya, Yer Grace.”

      Bree didn’t have time to discuss the point. “Ride for Ruthok, Leez.” She bit off the last word with a snarl “Now!”

      Straightening in his saddle, Leez nodded, then wheeled his horse and galloped straight for the archers.

      Bree waited impatiently for the guard Leez had called to extricate herself from the fighting and start her way. As soon as the woman killed one attacker, another would take his place. Growling, Bree turned to Magnus. “Go free her up and get her over here.”

      Magnus nodded and rode into the fighting, using his gelding’s massive chest to bowl over an Orgundian who’d managed to come within striking distance of the woman
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