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      A bowsprit came into view as a large, two-masted warship rounded the eastern end of Constance. It was much slower than the ship they pursued, but the ballistae mounted on its deck could wreak terrible damage if they got close enough. Understanding the threat, the Sprite kept a sufficient distance between them to avoid an engagement. Their new southerly bearing looked like a safe course for escape.

      "This is all so frustrating," noted Charlaine. "To have them so near yet be unable to close."

      "It won't be long now." Danica turned to the south, scanning the horizon. "There," she said, pointing. "Do you see it?"

      In the distance, another ship was closing, this one similar in size to the Valiant.

      "Is that the Vanguard?" asked Charlaine.

      "It is. You know your ships."

      "It was an easy guess. What other ships have we with a triangular sail, other than Valiant?"

      "If I have my way, there'll be many more like her." Danica chuckled. "I considered re-rigging the Vigilant, but it's too difficult to get out of Grazynia's hands."

      "I knew Vanguard was supposed to be fast, but I never imagined she'd be so sleek. I bet she could even outrun this ship."

      "It's quite possible. We built her to the same specifications. You might say she and the Valiant are sister ships."

      "Quite fitting,” said Charlaine, “considering they both belong to the order. Are you looking at building more of the larger vessels?"

      "Not in the immediate future," said Danica. "The new shipyard at Temple Bay isn't adequate for a hull of that size. We have the five ships Halvaria donated to our cause, so there’s more than enough for now."

      Charlaine laughed. "Donated?"

      "Well, captured. It amounts to the same thing."
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            PURSUIT

          

          SUMMER 1102 SR* (SAINTS RECKONING)

        

      

    

    
      The bow dug deep, sending water cascading over the Valiant's foredeck. Charlaine clung to the rail, her eyes glued onto the ship in the distance. It had taken months to track down the Sprite, and they'd finally located it, only to be confounded by the fast sailer. She glanced at Danica, who seemed far calmer than she would have expected.

      "They’re getting away," said Charlaine.

      "Not yet, she's not. She may be fast, but that doesn't mean she can outrun a net."

      "Meaning?"

      Danica’s smile was most curious. "Those Halvarian ships we captured have proven useful these last four years, don't you think?"

      "They have. Is that why you're smiling?"

      "The island of Constance lies to the north, while Amity is to the south, which means they can only go east."

      "Unless they choose to turn and seek battle with us."

      "True, but I'd wager the presence of our Temple Knights would be a huge factor in dissuading them from that course of action. I only hope our timing is spot on."

      "If something’s going to happen, it better be soon. The Sprite will be out into open water before long."  The enemy vessel began turning to the south. "What’s this?"

      "It appears they've spotted something," said Danica. She stood on her toes as if doing so would somehow improve her vision. "There she is, the Fearless."

      A bowsprit came into view as a large, two-masted warship rounded the eastern end of Constance. It was much slower than the ship they pursued, but the ballistae mounted on its deck could wreak terrible damage if they got close enough. Understanding the threat, the Sprite kept a sufficient distance between them to avoid an engagement. Their new southerly bearing looked like a safe course for escape.

      "This is all so frustrating," noted Charlaine. "To have them so near yet be unable to close."

      "It won't be long now." Danica turned to the south, scanning the horizon. "There," she said, pointing. "Do you see it?"

      In the distance, another ship was closing, this one similar in size to the Valiant.

      "Is that the Vanguard?" asked Charlaine.

      "It is. You know your ships."

      "It was an easy guess. What other ships have we with a triangular sail, other than Valiant?"

      "If I have my way, there'll be many more like her." Danica chuckled. "I considered re-rigging the Vigilant, but it's too difficult to get out of Grazynia's hands."

      "I knew Vanguard was supposed to be fast, but I never imagined she'd be so sleek. I bet she could even outrun this ship."

      "It's quite possible. We built her to the same specifications. You might say she and the Valiant are sister ships."

      "Quite fitting,” said Charlaine, “considering they both belong to the order. Are you looking at building more of the larger vessels?"

      "Not in the immediate future," said Danica. "The new shipyard at Temple Bay isn't adequate for a hull of that size. We have the five ships Halvaria donated to our cause, so there’s more than enough for now."

      Charlaine laughed. "Donated?"

      "Well, captured. It amounts to the same thing."

      "I'm sorry I haven't had more time to visit. I hear the settlement is coming along nicely."

      "It is," said Danica. "The toughest part was recruiting the shipbuilders. Once we made it clear we wanted their families to join them, things moved quickly."

      Having spotted the Vanguard, the Sprite began turning back to the west.

      "It appears you shall get that fight after all," said Danica. "I suppose the Sprite's captain felt he had a better chance against us than potentially taking on two ships at once." She turned aft to order the Temple Knights to prepare, but they were already donning their helmets in anticipation. There were only six of them, yet their plate armour was almost impervious to anything a pirate was likely to carry.

      The enemy vessel turned into the wind, causing it to slow considerably. It was always a risky manoeuvre, for if they didn’t do it correctly, the ship would lose its momentum, quickly becoming dead in the water. The Sprite, however, navigated the turn with an expert hand and was soon heading straight towards the Valiant, although at a significantly reduced speed.

      Danica ordered her own ship to take in sail, slowing to prepare for boarding. Sister Celine removed the tarp covering the arbalest and loaded a grapnel. The five remaining sisters moved to the railing on the port side, taking up crossbows and preparing to unleash a volley. There would only be time for a single bolt each, for once they closed the distance, they would draw swords and board the enemy vessel.

      The Vanguard changed course, following the Sprite as it clawed its way westward. Being a less nimble sailer, the Fearless reduced sail and maintained its course, its presence acting as a deterrent should the enemy attempt to flee eastward.

      Arrows flew from the enemy, a volley proving wildly inaccurate in the pitching waters of the Great Northern Sea. Celine let loose with the arbalest, the grapnel sailing across the distance to bounce off the enemy's deck and careen into the railing on the far side. Sailors rushed to take up the slack on the rope and hauled away, pulling the Sprite towards them.

      At this point, the enemy had two choices: either cut away the rope or embrace it and attempt to board.

      Charlaine shook her head. As had happened too many times in the past, the pirates decided to fight. Had the Valiant been a ship from one of the Petty Kingdoms, they might have stood a chance, but the Temple Knights of Saint Agnes were not the typical seaborne warriors employed by the kingdoms littering the coast.

      As the Sprite pulled closer, it was easy to see the men clustered by its railings, eager to come to grips with their foe. Crossbows sang out, taking down three of the pirates, and then the enemy ship’s hull came alongside, bumping up against the Valiant. The impact sent people scattering on both ships, many falling to the deck.

      Having secured herself against the expected impact, Charlaine drew her sword and rushed down the deck, ready to fight off any attacks.

      Someone on the Sprite threw down a boarding ramp while his crewmates tossed their own grappling hooks, eager to ensure the two ships remained locked in place.

      Charlaine waited for the spiked ramp to dig into the railing, then rushed across it, ready to deliver holy vengeance upon the enemy. A sailor blocked her way, but the swing of her sword soon took him down. She advanced, dropping to the Sprite's deck, her blade seeking any who resisted.

      A sword careened off her helmet as her own weapon took a man in the chest. He staggered back, mesmerized by the blood staining his shirt, then slumped to the deck. An axe crashed into Charlaine's forearm, denting her armour and knocking the blade from her hand. She withdrew, seeking some space to draw her dagger, but then her foot slipped on the bloodied deck, sending her crashing to her knees.

      A shape pushed past her, followed by another as the Temple Knights of Saint Agnes fought their way onto the enemy vessel.

      Charlaine looked around, but the fighting was over. Three men lay dead and another five wounded, but they held no desire to continue, for they’d dropped their weapons.

      "That was nice and quick," came Danica's voice. "And not a single injury to our own knights." She looked down at Charlaine. "You're not wounded, are you?"

      "Only my pride."

      Danica helped her to her feet. "You know, we have knights to do all the fighting. You didn't need to be the first across."

      "I was trying to set an example."

      "Of what? Being impetuous?"

      Charlaine smiled. "You know, I would take that as an insult from anyone else."

      Sister Vivian pushed a man forward, forcing him to his knees. "This is the captain," she said. "I found him hiding below."

      Charlaine looked the fellow over. He was rail thin, sporting a face with a very patchy beard. "You're the notorious Captain Booker?"

      "The very same," he replied. "Captain Elgar Booker, at your service."

      "I was expecting someone taller."

      "Sorry to disappoint."

      "You’re remarkably calm for somebody with a death sentence hanging over them."

      Booker shrugged. "It was bound to come to an end eventually. I made my bed, and I'm not afraid to lie in it. I am curious, though. To which port are we headed?"

      Charlaine looked at her companion. "That's your choice, Admiral, although I doubt it makes much difference. The penalty for piracy in any of the Petty Kingdoms is death."

      "We'll bring him with us to Korvoran," said Danica. "We need to get you back to the commandery there anyway." Danica turned to Sister Vivian. "See that he's properly bound before you take him aboard Valiant. We'll hand him over to the authorities once we're in Korvoran."

      "Aye, Admiral," the knight replied, hauling the prisoner to his feet and marching him off.

      "The Sprite is a fast ship," said Charlaine. "Will you take her into the fleet?”

      "No, she's too small, although I suppose she might do for running dispatches."

      "Have you the crew for her?"

      "A ship like that would only require a handful of men. I'm certain we can scrape together enough to put her into service. Of course, I'd put a sister knight in charge."

      "I'm sure there are many to choose from," said Charlaine. "You might even consider putting a Mathewite in charge."

      "Why would I do that?"

      "The Temple Knights of Saint Mathew are respected everywhere. Not even the Halvarians would attack a ship flying their flag, especially when it’s not a ship of war."

      "That would make us reliant on another order."

      "And we aren't now? I might remind you they look after our sick and wounded, and we know we can trust them to keep the location of Temple Bay secret. It's only a suggestion, of course. You're the admiral."

      Danica chuckled. "And you're the Temple Captain of Korvoran. Technically, I still report to you."

      "You know as well as I that's only an administrative convenience."

      "True, but one of these days, the order will reassign you, and there's no guarantee your successor would look at things the same way."

      "Nonsense. I've been here for almost five years. If they were going to reassign me, they'd have done it by now."

      

      The Valiant sailed into Korvoran Harbour with little fanfare. As usual, the sisters secured the ship, then posted a guard to keep onlookers at bay. The Sprite had sailed ahead and now lay tied to the dock alongside the spot reserved for the order's ships.

      Charlaine stepped ashore to find Sister Marlena waiting for her, not an unusual occurrence, given her position as the Temple Captain's adjutant. Still, something in her stance gave the impression there was news of some sort.

      "Well?" said Charlaine. "Why the long face?"

      "There are dispatches from the Antonine."

      "We get messages from there all the time."

      "True,” replied Marlena, “but one is marked urgent."

      "Then we best return to the commandery and see what's so important." She was about to head down the dock, then thought better of it. "Danica?" she called out. "I need to speak with you about something. Come to my office when you get a chance, will you?"

      "Of course. I'll just see to the Valiant's restock first."

      Charlaine made her way into town, accompanied by her aide. "Anything else of interest happen while I was gone?" she asked.

      "A couple of replacements came in, but Leona has them well in hand."

      "And the duke?"

      "More congratulations from his court. It appears sweeping the sea of pirates has been good for trade."

      "So, no bad news for once?"

      Marlena smiled. "I'm afraid you're not getting off that easily. Somehow, he discovered we've been stealing some of his shipwrights."

      "We didn't steal them, merely hired them away. Besides, the duke doesn't maintain his own fleet."

      "I think he's just annoyed that we didn't ask him first. Speaking of shipwrights, how did the Vanguard fare?"

      "Quite well. She's a fine addition to the fleet."

      "Will we build more?"

      "I think so, although that would be the admiral's decision, not mine. Any more problems with the Cunars?"

      "No," said Marlena, "which concerns me. Ever since their new captain arrived, they've grown quiet. They don't even bother showing up at court anymore. It's as if they're withdrawing from the world of politics. Did you know they reduced their garrison here?"

      "They've been shrinking their garrison for the last four years. I'm surprised they haven't pulled out completely."

      "And if they do?"

      "That's hardly our concern, unless you're suggesting we make up the numbers?"

      "Is that even possible?"

      "I don't know," said Charlaine, "and in any case, only the grand mistress can make a decision like that.” As they rounded the corner, the commandery came into view. "Ah. Home, at last. It'll be nice to put my feet up."

      "There’s still that dispatch to read," said Marlena.

      "Don't remind me. It's probably another warning about fraternization outside of the order."

      "I doubt that would be marked urgent."

      "Good point."

      

      Charlaine sat behind her desk. Most Temple Captains passed the bulk of their time in a room such as this, but she found it much more engaging to spend time amongst the sisters. After all, this was a fighting order, and to her mind, the most effective leaders led from the front.

      The letter sat there, daring her to open it. "Ah, well," she said. "I can't keep putting it off."

      She used her dagger to remove the seal before carefully unfolding it. Inside was a two-page letter, written in a fine hand she recognized as belonging to Sister Nicola, the grand mistress’s aide.

      The message was of immense interest, and Charlaine read it twice before finally putting it down. She rose from the chair, walking over to the windows facing west where the setting sun hung over the city, casting long shadows in the streets.

      The door opened, revealing Marlena. "I brought you some dinner, Captain."

      "Thank you. Put it on the desk, will you, and then please inform Leona I wish to see her."

      She heard the door close but remained where she was. She’d spent the better part of five years here in Korvoran, and she would miss it dearly.

      Charlaine had no idea how long she stood there, mulling things over until the door opened, revealing Sister Leona.

      "Come and sit, Sister," she said. "There is much to discuss."

      "Am I in trouble, Captain?"

      "Not at all. Why would you think that?"

      "You must admit, it's not every day I get summoned to your office."

      Charlaine chuckled. "No. I suppose it isn’t, but let me put your mind at ease. You are not here to be punished for some transgression of the rules."

      "Then why am I here?"

      "You'll find out in a moment. We're just waiting for the admiral to join us."

      "She's here?"

      "She will be shortly. I saw her coming down the street." Charlaine turned from the window to where her food sat on her desk, likely cold by now. She sat down, looking at her treasurer. Leona’s leg was missing from the knee down, but her injury hadn’t prevented her from contributing to the order’s welfare.

      Marlena opened the door. "The admiral’s here, Captain."

      "Good. Come in, both of you. We have things to discuss."

      Charlaine waited as they entered. "I received word from the Antonine," she began. "I've been promoted to Temple Commander and reassigned."

      "To where?" asked Danica.

      "Arnsfeld. Do you know it?"

      "Yes, though I've never been there myself. I believe it's one of the westernmost Petty Kingdoms. If I'm not mistaken, it borders Halvaria."

      "It does," said Charlaine. "And that's one of the reasons I'm being sent there. It appears the Temple Knights of Saint Cunar have withdrawn from the area."

      "Surely, you jest?" said Leona. "They're the only thing keeping the empire at bay."

      "The grand mistress is well aware. I am to take command of the commandery there and those in the neighbouring realms. We’re increasing our presence to compensate for the deficiency."

      "Any word on your successor?" asked Marlena.

      "Yes. She left the choice up to me, and I've decided to promote you, Leona, making you the order’s senior representative in Reinwick. You're more than ready for the role."

      "And what of me?" said Marlena.

      "Don't worry. You're coming with me. I'll be dealing with the court of Arnsfeld and need your expertise." She turned to Danica. "As for the fleet, I shall prevail upon you to deliver the two of us to my new command."

      "Of course. Will we be maintaining a presence there?"

      "That is for you to decide, but at the very least, you should take the opportunity to learn more about Arnsfeld's defences. I suspect it won't be long before the empire takes advantage of the Cunar’s withdrawal."

      "So, it's true, then?" said Leona. "The Temple Knights of Saint Cunar are falling apart?"

      Charlaine held up the letter. "According to this, they're reassigning their forces to better reflect a defence in depth in the event of an invasion."

      "This is terrible," said Danica. "It also puts the Petty Kingdoms in a very precarious position."

      "I agree, but we must work with what we’re given."

      "When do you want to leave?"

      "I'd like to be out of the harbour by week's end. Can you arrange that?"

      "Of course."

      "Good,” replied Charlaine. “In the meantime, I must put my affairs into order."

      "You should alert the smiths guild," said Danica. "They'll need to know where to send the correspondence."

      Charlaine nodded. Since her arrival in Korvoran, she'd been using the guild's messenger service to deliver important and confidential information instead of trusting the Church's couriers. Her time in the Antonine had revealed traitors in her order, and she'd spent the intervening years building up a network of trusted confidantes.

      "I shall talk to Barbek," she said at last, "and trust that he can make the appropriate arrangements."

      "If I am to command here," said Leona, "have you any special orders?"

      "Yes. Trust your instincts. There may come a day where we can no longer remain neutral in the affairs of the Petty Kingdoms."
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      Charlaine stepped aboard the Valiant and then turned, taking one final look at Korvoran. The city had been her home for the past five years, and it was hard to think she must now leave it behind.

      "You'll miss it, won't you?" said Danica.

      "I shall, but at the same time, I'm looking forward to getting to know Arnsfeld."

      "I hope you don't mind, but I arranged to transport your horses aboard the Barlowe. The Valiant is much too small a ship for them."

      "That's fine. I doubt we'll be needing them straight away. Any idea on how long they'll take to catch up?"

      "A bit, I expect. Captain Dulworth wants to make stops along the way to buy and sell cargo."

      "Oh? He's not just shipping other people’s goods?"

      Danica laughed. "No. He found out there was more to be made speculating."

      "And how's that working for him?"

      "Well, he's not ready to retire just yet, but he has made some improvements to his ship."

      "Excellent," said Charlaine. "It's nice to see trade flourishing. That's a testament to the good work you and the fleet have been doing."

      "I shall accept the compliment, though I would claim there's still work to be done. The sea east of Reinwick is much safer than when we started this endeavour, but the coast to the west? Well, that's an entirely different matter, which is why I'm taking two ships to deliver you to your new assignment."

      "Two? But I thought you said the Barlowe would make stops along the way?"

      "I did," said Danica, "but the Vanguard will accompany us."

      "Not the Vigilant?"

      "No, I'm leaving Grazynia in command of the region while I'm away. Besides, Nadia needs a bit more experience commanding her own ship, and what better way to learn than by an extended sea voyage?"

      Charlaine moved aside as Marlena and two other knights carried her belongings on board.

      "Looking forward to a little reading?" asked Danica.

      "Every commander is expected to know the contents of those three books." She lowered her voice. "Truthfully, most of it’s useless, but there is a smattering of wisdom to be found on occasion."

      "Perhaps you should write your own book?"

      "I would need the time for such pursuits, and I have a feeling I'm about to be very busy."

      "I'm a little concerned," said Danica. "You're going into a potentially hostile environment with very few allies."

      "Marlena will be with me, and I'm sure the fleet won't be too far away."

      "Speaking of the fleet, I've been thinking about what you said."

      "I've said a lot of things," said Charlaine, chuckling. "What, specifically, are you referring to?"

      "If our ships are to have a presence to the west, we'll need to secure permission to re-provision at a port."

      "And you feel Lidenbach is the best option?"

      "I've been talking to some merchant captains here."

      "And?"

      "They tell me it has a natural harbour and shipbuilding facilities."

      "Shipbuilding? Does that mean Arnsfeld has a fleet?"

      "I don't know," replied Danica. "My understanding is they build mostly trade vessels, but a cog is a cog, whether it's used as a merchant or warship."

      "I shall bear that in mind when I visit their king."

      "Speaking of which, what do you know of the fellow?"

      "Very little. The grand mistress admitted they had sparse information on the area. Until now, nothing was of interest to our order there save our normal promise to protect women."

      "I suppose that all changed once we received word the Cunars had withdrawn. Do you truly believe this whole 'defence in depth' thing, or has the order been compromised in some fashion?"

      "After what we witnessed in the Antonine," replied Charlaine, "I'm leaning towards the latter, but regardless of the reasons, someone has to take up the responsibility of ensuring people's safety, and I don't see any other order stepping up to assume that burden."

      "Perhaps we should send more knights? I could ship them from Temple Bay?"

      "And strip the fleet of its Temple Knights? I think not. I've been promised additional sisters. We'll just have to pray they arrive in time to avert any potential disaster."

      "You believe it's that bad?"

      "I won't know for certain until we get there," said Charlaine, "but I doubt the grand mistress would give me this much authority if the situation weren't dire."

      "You were made a Temple Commander. How much more authority can you hold?"

      "I was permitted to name my successor here in Korvoran. Have you ever heard of such a thing?"

      "No, never."

      "Nor I, which only emphasizes how bad things have become. The grand mistress obviously didn't want anyone interfering in our plans."

      "Because she didn't name your successor?"

      "Remember," said Charlaine, "there were those in the Antonine who saw us as a threat."

      "You mean Temple Commander Hjordis? But she failed, surely?"

      "She did, but that doesn't mean her influence didn't spread, and even the best of us does not live forever."

      "What are you trying to intimate?"

      "Eventually, they’ll replace the grand mistress, and when that happens, there's no guarantee her replacement will feel the same way we do."

      "Then we must do all we can while we're still able," said Danica.

      

      The Valiant set out from Korvoran, accompanied by the Vanguard, making excellent time as they headed up the east coast of Reinwick, for the weather remained fair for the first few days of sailing.

      They rounded the peninsula, and then contrary winds forced them to claw their way down the west coast. The ships weathered it well, but the crew was exhausted by the time Gossenveldt came into view.

      They rested in port overnight before setting out early, seeking the coast of Langwal. Charlaine came up on deck to find Danica staring off to the south.

      "Trouble?" she asked.

      "Not at all," replied the admiral. "I was just taking in the view."

      "Haven’t you sailed these waters before?"

      "I have, although admittedly not for a while. The last time I was here was back in ninety-nine, when I took Ludwig and his new wife to Burgemont."

      "That feels like ages ago. You know he has a son now."

      "Does he?"

      "Yes, Frederick."

      "Will he have more, do you think?"

      "That's hard to say, but I doubt it. Charlotte had a difficult birth. I don't imagine he'll be eager to see her go through it again."

      They remained silent, staring out at the coast as they sailed past.

      "That could have been your son," Danica finally said. "Tell me, do you regret losing Ludwig?"

      "We each have our own paths to tread. In Ludwig's case, he had the responsibility to continue his line. I don't begrudge him that or the happiness of taking a wife."

      "That's not what I asked. Don't you sometimes wish you had children of your own?"

      "But I do, don't you see? The entire order is my family now." Charlaine looked at her companion. "And what of you?"

      "I feel the same way. I never had a sister growing up, but if I did, I'd like to believe she would have been a lot like you."

      "Now you're just trying to butter me up for a promotion."

      "No, I'm serious. You're the closest thing to a real sister I've ever had."

      "I feel the same, but we'd best change the subject before we both start tearing up." Charlaine cleared her throat and turned to stare northward. "Aren't we close to those two islands?"

      "You mean The Eyes? Yes. They're just on the horizon, though admittedly, they're not much to look at. I've heard smugglers and pirates like to hide amongst the inlets there, but I doubt they'd trouble us. Who in their right mind would take on a Temple ship, let alone two?"

      "I see a ship."

      "Yes. The lookout spotted that first thing this morning."

      "Do you think she’s shadowing us?"

      "More likely sailing in the same direction, but we'll keep an eye on it to make sure."

      "Perhaps we should move closer. If these waters are as unsafe as you say, they might be placing themselves in danger?"

      "That's a good point, but I wouldn't want to delay your arrival in Arnsfeld."

      "I think it worthwhile to keep people safe, don't you?"

      "Very well. I'll alter course."

      Danica gave the command, and the Valiant veered north. The Vanguard, spotting their change, reduced sail and kept their distance.

      As they drew closer to the ship, Charlaine could make out more details. In design, it was very much like the longships of old, with a single square sail and a side tiller. It had a wide beam shorter than the Valiant but struggled to keep a straight course despite the favourable wind.

      Only two people were aboard—a man and a woman, by the look of it, although it was difficult to tell for sure at this range.

      Danica leaned on the railing. "Who are you?" she called out.

      "The Cygnet," replied the man. "Out of Vilnitz."

      "You're a long way from home."

      "We're on our way back from Gossenveldt, but we ran into some trouble."

      "Pirates?"

      "No, our tiller broke. It's making it very difficult to keep on course."

      "Lower your sail," said Danica, "and we'll come aboard and see if we can be of assistance."

      "And you are?" the man called back.

      "The Temple Ship Valiant, out of Korvoran."

      "Thank the Saints," said the woman. "Our prayers have been answered." Moments later, they began taking in the sail.

      Danica brought the Valiant alongside, keeping just enough distance to avoid bumping into one another. They lowered the ship's boat, and Danica, Charlaine, and two sisters rowed to the stricken vessel.

      "Greetings," the man called out. "My name is Sandro Ripley, and this is my wife, Nadine."

      "I’m Danica, and this is Temple Commander Charlaine. May we board your vessel?"

      "Of course," said Sandro, "but watch your step. I'm afraid there's not much room to move around."

      Danica stepped onto the ship’s deck. "This is a lot of cargo for such a small ship. Aren't you afraid you might tip it?"

      "The Cygnet can bear the weight as the wide beam makes it quite stable."

      "The waves here seem to indicate otherwise."

      "We normally sail much closer to shore," offered Nadine, "but without the tiller, the wind blew us out to sea."

      Danica made her way aft to inspect the damage, leaving Charlaine to ponder their cargo. "What is it you're shipping?"

      "We brought silver, copper, and tin to Gossenveldt," said Nadine, "along with linens from back home. We then used the funds to buy up these finished goods."

      "Such as?"

      "Candlesticks, cups, lanterns, you name it. Luxury goods, mostly, targeting the wealthy."

      "And does that make you a decent living?"

      The woman shrugged. "We've seen better days. The prices have fallen considerably these last few years, as you can probably tell by the condition of this ship. What about you? Is your ship heading to Vilnitz?"

      "We're on our way to Lidenbach. Do you know it?"

      "Aye. We've traded there once or twice, but I hear there's little profit to be made there these days."

      "Why would that be, do you think?"

      "Couldn't tell you, and to be honest, we're about ready to give up shipping altogether." She looked around at her small ship. "Look at the Cygnet! It's not as if it gives us much protection against the weather."

      Danica returned from examining the tiller. "The wood looks rotted. I imagine the salt water hasn't been kind to it."

      "So that's it?" said Sandro. "We're out of luck?"

      "Not quite. We can fashion a new one back on the Valiant, but it'll take a bit."

      "And what do we do in the meantime?"

      "With your permission, we'll tow you until we can complete your repairs."

      "Won't that slow you down?"

      "It will, but it's our sacred duty to help those in need."

      "Yes, it is," added Charlaine, glancing westward. "Though I wonder what those dark clouds portend."

      "We’re south of one of The Eyes," said Danica. "We'll tow them there and take shelter from the coming storm in an inlet."

      "And what of pirates?" asked Nadine.

      "Don't worry. Our ships are more than capable of dealing with any threat that might materialize."

      

      The evening found them sheltered in a small bay, barely large enough to fit the three vessels. The rain came at midnight, but it was light, and the clouds passed well before sunrise.

      At first light, Danica had three of the Valiant's crew aboard the Cygnet, installing the new rudder on its starboard side. The Ripleys were thankful and promised to make a donation to the order upon their return to Vilnitz.

      Danica accompanied them until the coast of Burgemont was in sight, then took both the Valiant and Vanguard farther out to sea. Charlaine watched as the Cygnet disappeared from view. "An unusual ship to take on the open sea.”

      "That was all we had centuries ago."

      "If the design is that old, why is it still used?"

      "It's not about the design, but the cost. A ship like the Valiant here would easily cost ten times the Cygnet."

      "And those large Halvarian warships?"

      "Too expensive for my tastes, and that's not including the gold leaf we removed from the larger vessels."

      "So, you're saying the Halvarians have lots of coins to waste?"

      "Yes," said Danica, "and it saved us a tidy sum when we captured them."

      "At least we had the people to crew them."

      "We did,” said Danica, “but it’s stretched us to the limit."

      "Because we don't have enough knights?"

      "Knights aren't the problem—it’s the sailors. There are enough sisters to form the fighting complement, but it takes an experienced crew to work the ship. I thought about training our knights for such work, but it defeats the purpose of having them aboard in the first place."

      "Sounds like you’ll need to recruit more sailors for any future ships."

      "We will."

      "Perhaps you'll find some in Lidenbach."

      "Only time will tell."

      "How much farther have we to sail?"

      "Around the coast of Burgemont," replied Danica, "then we're there, although I must warn you, that will put us dangerously close to Halvarian waters."

      "And if we encounter their warships?"

      "You tell me. We're not at war with them. So as long as they don't threaten anyone, I suppose we'll have to leave them alone. That doesn't mean we won't keep an eye on them, though. You and I both know they can get up to all sorts of mischief."

      

      With the storm’s passing, the skies cleared, and they were blessed with fair weather for the remainder of their journey.

      Once they were off the coast of Arnsfeld, the number of ships in the area increased, although most were small fishing vessels. Danica steered well clear of these boats, not wishing to interfere with their catch.

      The city of Lidenbach was nestled within a natural harbour with no defences, just a jut of land around it where someone had taken great pains to build a signal tower to mark the harbour's position.

      They sailed Valiant around this arm to see a city spread along the shoreline, but of more immediate concern was the presence of a ship bearing the flag of Halvaria. The immense vessel was easily the size of the Fearless, the empire's flagship at the Battle of Temple Bay.

      Danica had left the Vanguard at sea, well out of sight of the harbour, but now she wondered if it would’ve been better to keep it close at hand. Rather than sail up to the docks, she anchored in the bay, then ordered the ship's boat to be made ready.

      Charlaine approached as the admiral supervised the lowering of the ship’s boat.

      "Well," said Danica. "We're finally here."

      "Anything of interest?"

      "Not that I can see, but there's likely plenty more city behind that hill over yonder."

      A large castle dominated the hill, giving it a commanding view of the bay, where buildings similar to those in Korvoran clustered along the waterfront, though not as many. Even the docks appeared to be a less-grandiose version of Reinwick's capital, indicating much less sea trade found its way here.

      Of all the things to see, the Halvarian ship stood out the most, its stern detailed with copious amounts of gold leaf.

      "That's no merchant," said Danica. "In fact, I'd say it's the same design as the Fearless."

      "Yes," added Charlaine, "which confirms it's no provincial ship. I wonder if it has a full complement of warriors?"

      "Hard to say. We’re currently at peace, so there’s a decent chance not."

      "Conqueror. An interesting name for a ship, wouldn't you say? Not exactly the most welcoming name for a diplomatic expedition."

      "What makes you think it's here for diplomacy?"

      "Why else send a ship of that stature? I wager the price of that gold leaf alone would buy out half this city. I exaggerate, of course, but not by much."

      A few men clustered around the aft end of the Halvarian vessel, the Valiant having drawn their attention.

      "It looks like they've taken an interest in us," said Danica.

      "I wonder what its purpose is here."

      "Intimidation, perhaps?"

      "That would be my thought. The question is, what are they trying to enforce?"

      "We know the empire likes to cause dissent prior to an invasion. Could that be the case here?"

      "I hope not," said Charlaine, "or my tenure as the regional commander will be very short."

      Marlena appeared at the railing. "I hate to interrupt, Commander, but there's something I think you ought to see." She pointed at a large cog entering the bay.

      "By the Saints," said Danica. "She's huge. I don't believe I've ever seen such a large ship!"

      "The Triumphant was larger," said Charlaine, "but that was a warship."

      "How much cargo do you think that thing could carry?"

      "Easily twice as much as the next largest ship. Whatever they're bringing to trade, there's a lot of it."

      The great ship slowed until it finally dropped anchor.

      "Well," said Danica, "at least they're not unloading warriors."

      "Yes, but imagine how many it could carry if they set their minds to it."

      "Quite a few, I wager, but I think it’s a poor sailer."

      "What makes you say that?"

      "It lacks sufficient sail for its size," said Danica. "I imagine it would wallow in rough seas. We could easily outpace it."

      "Let's hope it doesn't come to that. I don't much fancy the idea of trying to board a ship with sides that high."

      "I'm with you on that."

      "I'm sure the giant ship is most interesting," said Marlena, "but I must remind you we're here on a mission."

      "Yes, of course," said Charlaine. "Admiral, will you join us ashore?”

      "I would be delighted."
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      Charlaine stepped onto the wooden dock, noting how it groaned beneath her weight. The other two followed, freeing up the ship’s boat to return to the Valiant.

      Marlena wrinkled her nose, drawing her cloak tighter against the chilly morning air. "Something stinks."

      "Rotting fish," said Danica. "Someone's abandoned their catch."

      "Why would they do that?"

      "Perhaps they fell ill? In any case, we should get going to the commandery."

      "Any idea where that is, precisely?"

      "There's an easy way to find out," said Charlaine, moving farther up the dock to where an old woman sat, fixing a net. "Excuse me. Could you tell us where we could find the Saint Agnes commandery?"

      The woman looked up at them, spat on the ground, and then resumed her work. Charlaine wondered at the scornful reaction but felt it best to seek out her fellow sisters for answers.

      "Not the response I'm used to," she said as she stepped onto the cobblestone streets of Lidenbach.

      "This is most unusual," said Danica. "Do you suppose someone is trying to discredit our name?"

      "You mean like the Halvarians? I suppose it's possible."

      "If you'll pardon my saying so," offered Marlena, “it's far more likely this is a result of the Cunars leaving. These people likely feel abandoned by the Church."

      "If that's the case, then we’ll have a difficult time trying to put their minds at ease."

      "How are we going to find the commandery?" asked Marlena.

      "We'll start by climbing that hill. It should give us a good view of the city, and as we know, a commandery has a rather distinct appearance."

      They made their way through the streets of Lidenbach, garnering much attention from those they passed.

      "Odd," said Marlena. "These buildings are quite run down."

      "A sign of hardship," said Charlaine. "I'm guessing the city has seen better days."

      "Because of the condition of these houses?"

      "Not only that. If you recall, that couple on the Cygnet said there was little profit to be made here. That seems to indicate a general lack of coins hereabouts."

      "Yet there are businesses here," offered Danica.

      "True," replied Charlaine, "but none appear busy."

      "How long do you think this has been going on?"

      "Quite some time, I imagine. At least long enough for people like the Ripleys to hear of it."

      "The harbour has seen better days if that dock is any indication."

      "You noticed it too?" said Charlaine.

      "I could hardly miss it. I thought my boot would go right through the planks."

      "Yet the harbour here is large. It should, by all rights, be packed with ships. You're the expert in such things—any ideas?"

      "Nothing solid," replied Danica, "although it wouldn't surprise me to learn the Halvarians are somehow involved."

      "Come now," said Marlena. "I realize the empire is our enemy, but you can't blame them for everything."

      "What else could cause this?"

      "The king might’ve taxed his subjects into poverty, or maybe there's a preponderance of storms off the coast, scaring away merchants?"

      "She makes a good point," said Charlaine. "It might be best not to dwell on the subject until after we've gathered some details. In any case, we still must find the commandery so I can—" A woman shouting at something up the street interrupted her thoughts. Following the voice, she noticed a small crowd gathered, but their presence blocked her view of the affair.

      "Something's happening," she said. "We'd best go and take a look."

      As they advanced up the street, an angry man's voice echoed off the buildings.

      "What's going on here?" shouted Charlaine. She pushed through the crowd to where a woman stood, her back to a storefront, facing off against three men holding cudgels. At the sight of the new arrivals, they all turned.

      "Who are you?" one of the men demanded.

      Charlaine was surprised that he’d failed to recognize the trio as Temple Knights but then remembered their cloaks concealed their scarlet cassocks.

      "I am Sister Charlaine deShandria, Temple Commander of the Order of Saint Agnes. What is your business here?"

      "Not that it's any concern of yours," replied the taller of the three, "but this woman failed to live up to her part of our business arrangement."

      "And what arrangement might that be?"

      "This man," the woman insisted, "demands I pay him, else he'll damage my property."

      Charlaine moved in, placing herself between the storekeeper and the trio of thugs. "Is this true?"

      The tall one smiled, his grin revealing a mouthful of broken teeth. "It's common for merchants to contribute towards the community fund. Now, stand aside and allow us to conduct our business. This is none of your concern."

      "You there!" came a woman's voice. "Stand down." Six Temple Knights of Saint Agnes rode through the crowd, pushing the onlookers to either side.

      The one leading the patrol flipped up her visor, revealing an aged face that bespoke of years of experience. Her eyes locked with those of Charlaine. "New recruits are to report to the commandery, not throw their weight around on the streets of Lidenbach."

      "This woman is in trouble," replied Charlaine.

      "Her distress is none of your concern. Stand aside, Sister, or I shall be forced to discipline you."

      Danica snickered. "She thinks we're recruits. I don't know whether to be flattered or insulted."

      "I am Temple Commander Charlaine deShandria, the new head of this region. Your name?"

      "Sister Johanna. Sorry, Commander. We received no news of your appointment."

      "Is it not the sworn duty of our order to protect women?"

      "It is."

      "Then why would you not seek to intervene in this matter?"

      "Our commander has issued orders to the contrary."

      "And your commander is?"

      "Temple Commander Nina."

      Charlaine stared back in astonishment. "Did you say, Nina?"

      "I did, Commander."

      "By any chance, did she serve in Ilea?"

      "She did, as commander of a detachment," replied the knight.

      "Am I missing something?" asked Marlena.

      "She was the captain of our first posting," replied Danica. "That doesn't bode well for what we're likely to find at the commandery."

      "Do not speak ill of your superiors," warned Sister Johanna.

      "This," said Charlaine, "is Admiral Danica Meer. You'd do well to remember that."

      Sister Johanna tried to hide her embarrassment at her mistake by snapping at those in her command to remain quiet. A moment later, she cleared her throat, turning back to her new superior. "What would you like us to do, Commander?"

      "I want two knights stationed here to see to the well-being of this establishment. These men are to be arrested and turned over to the authorities."

      "Begging your pardon, Commander, but the king's men won't take them."

      "Pardon me?" replied Charlaine.

      "The king’s soldiers will not take them into custody."

      "Why not? Are they not sworn to uphold his laws?"

      "I am not an expert in such things, Commander. You’ll need to ask Commander Nina."

      "Then send two sisters to see them off with a stern warning to never again threaten this business, or any other, for that matter."

      "And the rest of us?"

      "You will escort us to the commandery."

      "Very well." Johanna issued orders to the other Temple Knights.

      "This is proving to be very interesting," said Danica. "Perhaps I'll keep the Valiant close at hand for the foreseeable future."

      "And by ‘interesting’, you mean?" asked Marlena.

      "She means," said Charlaine, "that our job here likely became a lot more complicated."

      "Captain Nina might have changed," offered Danica. "Anything's possible."

      

      Sister Johanna led them through the streets of Lidenbach, passing by the Royal Castle before turning left to skirt the edge of the great hill upon which it sat. Once they reached its northern extremity, and turned east, the commandery came into view.

      In design, it was nearly identical to that of Korvoran, save for a slightly different pattern to its doors. Traditionally, the captain's office would face westward, though the regional commander's room would take precedence in this case.

      They arrived to find no guards posted, necessitating one of Johanna's knights to dismount and open the door to the centre courtyard. Charlaine left their escort, entering the building from the alleyway that granted access to the horses. Danica and Marlena followed, struggling to keep pace with their commander.

      Their brief trip through the commandery raised the eyebrows of those stationed there, but none saw fit to challenge the individuals marching past as if they owned the place. They only stopped when they stood before the commander’s door.

      "Where's the guard?" asked Marlena.

      "Good question," replied Danica as she knocked on the door.

      "Who is it?" came a familiar voice.

      "The new regional commander," replied Charlaine.

      "What nonsense is this?" Someone pushed a chair back, scraping the floor, and then footsteps approached. The door opened, revealing Temple Commander Nina. Grey now tinged her brown hair, while dark shadows lay beneath her eyes and lines etched her face, but there was no mistaking her stern countenance. She stood there, mouth agape.

      "Commander Nina," said Charlaine. "I'm here under orders from the grand mistress. I’m to assume command of the region."

      "I’ve received no such commands.”

      Charlaine turned to Marlena, who’d already dug through her satchel to find the necessary documentation. She took the scroll, offering it to Nina. "These are your orders, Commander."

      A look of resignation flooded Nina's face. "You'd better come in while I read this over." She sat behind her desk.

      Charlaine entered the room, noting its fine furnishings and elegantly laced curtains. A commander, or captain, for that matter, can decorate how they wish, but it was unusual to see such an overt display of wealth. It begged the question of where the funds came from to pay for such extravagant tastes, but she kept such thoughts to herself.

      "This says I am to report to the Antonine,” said Nina.

      "That is correct."

      Nina raised an eyebrow. "I was unaware my next assignment was any of your business?"

      "The grand mistress herself informed me of it, Commander."

      "Oh? Privy to the order’s internal workings now, are we?"

      Charlaine remained silent.

      "Well, it appears my days in this rat-infested city are at an end. For once, the future looks bright." Nina’s forced smile did nothing to hide her anger. "I assume you'll want to address the sisters?"

      "There’s no hurry if you want to say your farewells?"

      "That’s unnecessary. However, I have several administrative details to see to before I relinquish command of this region."

      "I understand completely."

      "Tell me, will you replace my captains?"

      "I don't know," said Charlaine. "That largely depends on what I find here. However, the order will be increasing its presence in Arnsfeld."

      "I take it you have armour and horses?"

      "Our armour is aboard the Valiant, and our destriers will be here in a week or so."

      "It is a poor knight who doesn't travel with their mounts."

      "My orders stressed that I should assume command as soon as feasible. I thought it best to favour a quick arrival over making an impression."

      "Shall I assign someone to give you a tour of the commandery?"

      "I doubt that will prove necessary," said Charlaine. "Unless the layout of this place differs from others somehow?"

      "Not at all. Tell me; is there anything else you would like to know while I'm still here to answer your questions?"

      "What of the other orders?"

      "The Cunars, as you are no doubt aware, abandoned their commanderies."

      "And the Mathewites?"

      "There are lay brothers within Lidenbach, but very few Temple Knights to my knowledge."

      "To your knowledge? Are you suggesting you didn't bother to enquire?"

      "Why would I? Their order’s activities are of no interest to us."

      "They are our allies," said Charlaine. "They, like us, help to protect women."

      "In times of war, yes, but we don’t possess the numbers needed to patrol the streets properly."

      "So what do you do?"

      "Our very presence oft times acts as a deterrent to would-be criminals. Thus, we send out daily patrols to make our presence known."

      "Yet those same patrols refuse to intervene when trouble threatens?"

      Nina stood, her nostrils flaring. "Do not lecture me on my duty. We possess no power here or permission from the king to arrest criminals even if we wanted to." She forced herself to take a deep breath. "In time, you’ll see what a hopeless situation we are in, here in Lidenbach."

      "Hopeless?" said Danica.

      "Yes. The people of Arnsfeld barely tolerate our presence, and the king would prefer to see us gone from this land."

      "Surely he’d want us to counterbalance the threat of the Halvarians?"

      "You would think so, wouldn't you?" said Nina. "You should try raising that issue with His Majesty, assuming he even agrees to see you."

      "Are you suggesting you carry no influence at court?"

      "That's putting it mildly. Ever since word came of the Cunars’ abandonment, we've been publicly ostracized. The king refuses to send his own warriors to keep the darker elements of society at bay. Quite honestly, it's enough to make one cry."

      "I'm sorry to hear that," said Charlaine. "I had no idea things were so dire. What was it like before the brothers left?"

      "The influence of the Church on matters of state has been dwindling for years. I'm surprised we didn't join the exodus ourselves." Nina looked around the room. "I would be lying if I said I would miss this place. It had its charms initially, but I’ll be glad to be rid of it. Do you know how they mean to employ me back in the Antonine?"

      "I'm afraid not."

      "Ah, well. I shall go where I'm needed, although it would be nice to receive an assignment where I could make a real difference for a change."

      "How long do you need to hand over your command?"

      "A day, at the most, I would imagine. I'm sure we can find you rooms here in the commandery while you wait."

      "That's quite all right," said Charlaine. "We'll remain aboard the Valiant."

      "Very well. I shall send word once I've vacated my office."

      "What of these decorations?" asked Danica. "Do you wish to take them with you?"

      "And carry them all the way to the Antonine? No, consider them a gift. You may deal with them as you see fit. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have much to do."

      Dismissed, they made their way out to the street.

      "Well," said Danica. "That was not what I expected."

      "Are you suggesting it went better than expected?" asked Marlena. "Or worse?"

      "At this point, I'm not entirely sure."

      "Was she like that in Ilea?"

      "No. In a sense, she was worse. Back then, she didn't care about anything other than her own position."

      "And now?"

      "It appears all her attempts to make changes were rebuffed." Danica turned to Charlaine. "I don't envy you. It sounds like you'll have a hard time of it."

      "So it would seem, yet I can't help but feel there's more to this place."

      "Meaning?"

      "Nina suggested the king was uninterested in enforcing his own laws. Does that sound reasonable to you?"

      "You mean, regarding the king, or Nina's claim?"

      "Either or both, if you like."

      "Well," said Danica, "an illness might explain the king's indifference to the plight of his subjects. Or perhaps he's recently lost his wife or child? Grief can have far-reaching implications."

      "And Commander Nina?"

      "I think she feels slighted by her superiors, yet she was promoted to Temple Commander. She was either very effective, like you, or possesses some powerful friends."

      "Couldn't she be both?" asked Marlena.

      "Yes," said Charlaine. "I suppose she could. We remember her as an ineffective leader, but our memory is tainted. Perhaps she’s learned to thrive since her reassignment?"

      "You'll find out soon enough. You'll have access to all her logbooks when she hands over command. That should give you a good idea of what they've been up to for the last few years."

      "Assuming she's kept them up to date," said Danica.

      "I remember her as a stickler for details," said Charlaine. "And if I recall, she constantly kept notes back in Ilea. If anything, I'd expect those logs to be very thorough."

      "So what do we do now? Return to the Valiant?"

      "It's only mid-morning. Can you think of nothing better to do?"

      "I can," offered Marlena.

      They both looked at the adjutant. "Well?" said Charlaine. "I can't read your mind."

      "I propose we return to the Valiant and change into plainer clothes."

      "To what end?"

      "It would serve us well to get a better idea of how this city is organized, and our cassocks would make us stand out."

      "There is some wisdom in that," said Charlaine. "We could walk around the city without drawing undue attention."

      "Yes," said Danica, "but what else is there to see? It's not as if we could enter the Palace without the king's permission."

      "True, but we could see what remains of the Cunar commandery."

      "To what end?" asked Marlena.

      "The grand mistress promised us more knights."

      "And?"

      "What better place to house them than a commandery."

      "But it’s a Cunar commandery."

      "I fail to see why that matters. The layout of all the Temple Knight commanderies is identical."

      "I suppose that makes sense, but that being the case, why visit it at all?"

      "To ascertain what condition it’s in. Doubtless, the walls and doors will be in decent shape, but we must be mindful of other things."

      "Such as?"

      "Beds, tables, chairs, not to mention the state of its kitchens."

      "Good point," said Danica. "How long until the extra knights arrive?"

      "My orders don't say."

      "Which means?"

      Charlaine shrugged. "They might take months, or they could arrive before the end of the week."

      "Then I suppose we’d better make equipping it our top priority."

      "And how do we pay for all that?" asked Marlena. "It's not as if we have any wealthy patrons here in Lidenbach."

      "Then maybe it’s time we found some," suggested Danica. "I can start by making enquiries down by the docks. Perhaps we'll get lucky and find a merchant willing to sacrifice some of his ill-gotten gains."

      "And if we don't?"

      "Then I shall take the matter to the king," said Charlaine.

      "Speaking of the king, why do you believe he won't enforce his laws?"

      "I suspect he has his reasons, although what those would be is anyone's guess."
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      Marlena stared at the wide-open door. "This doesn't bode well."

      The entrance to the old Cunar commandery revealed a passageway strewn with discarded clothing, broken furniture, and scraps of paper. Charlaine moved in cautiously, scooping up a letter as a gust of wind disturbed the rest.

      "Anything of interest?" asked her aide.

      "These look to be orders of some sort. It appears the Cunars left their home in some haste." Charlaine perused the paper. "It's a patrol schedule. Certainly not the type of thing they should’ve discarded carelessly."

      "But they abandoned the place. What does it matter that they left such things behind?"

      "Every Temple Captain has specific instructions on how to shut down their command, should it prove necessary. The doors are to be locked, and the contents secured. In addition, they should have destroyed any correspondence left behind."

      "Could these notes have been accidentally lost?"

      "Perhaps, but we should make an effort to gather them. If nothing else, it'll give us some idea of how they operated here."

      "I'll close the door," said Marlena. "That, at least, will stop this incessant wind from blowing them all over the place."

      There turned out to be almost twenty pages, although some were in worse shape than others. Marlena dutifully tucked them under her arm.

      "Where shall we start?" she asked. "The stables?"

      "I think the captain's office might provide more answers, don't you?"

      Treading the halls of this abandoned commandery was an eerie experience, as the layout was identical to theirs back in Korvoran. Here, however, disturbing signs indicated something was amiss, for although it was common amongst the Cunars to hang their banners in the upper halls when not carried into battle, there were at least three abandoned here, an unforgivable sin within any order of Temple Knights.

      "How do you account for this?" asked Charlaine, staring at one such flag.

      "Could their rush to leave have been so hasty as to avoid their duty?" Marlena moved to the closest door, opening it to reveal a barracks room with furniture broken and unusable, fit for little more than firewood. A shutter that used to open onto the courtyard was broken in half, with the other side off its hinges, lying on the floor. "Such destruction."

      "It seems they didn't want anyone else using it."

      "But the doors are all intact."

      "Yes," said Charlaine, "but they're thick oak, made to be defensive positions in case of an attack. I doubt they'd be easy to break. I suspect we'll find more of the same as we explore. I'm afraid it will be expensive to get this place up and running again."

      "I don't understand why they would do this?"

      "We all think of the Cunars as a highly disciplined order, but recent events paint them in a different light. I believe this is an indication of just how low they've sunk."

      "Couldn’t someone have come in after they departed and destroyed all of this? After all, they left the door wide open."

      "To what end? If they wanted firewood, they could have just carted it away. And the furniture in this place could have fetched a tidy profit if it were still intact. No, this seems more intentional."

      "What if Halvarian agents were responsible? They bear no love for the order."

      "True, but if that were the case, wouldn't they have taken those papers?"

      "Was this a regional command?"

      "Not to my knowledge," replied Charlaine. "Their commander is based out of Burgemont, but I’m not aware if that still holds true."

      "Do you think their other commanderies look like this?"

      "I shouldn't like to speculate at this point. Let's find the captain's office, shall we? Perhaps we'll discover more of those papers."

      They made their way upstairs, stopping at three more rooms along the way, but they all told the same story: the destruction of furniture and damaged shutters.

      The captain's office proved a surprise, for whoever had commanded here had seen fit to install a heavy desk made of shadowbark, possibly the most expensive wood on the Continent. It was undamaged, which was not surprising, considering its robust construction, but its drawers were open and devoid of contents. Even the curtains were removed, although a rickety-looking armour stand remained off to one side.

      Charlaine moved to look out the window. "There's a clear view of the bay from here, and we're only a block or two from the docks."

      "Are you suggesting we make this your regional command?"

      "Not until we get more knights, but it's worth looking into."

      Marlena moved to stand beside her, taking in the view. "I can see Valiant out in the bay."

      "Yes, but of more interest are the Halvarian ships, particularly the Conqueror."

      "Why so?"

      "It's most unusual for a warship of that size to sail into port without an invitation. Many might consider it an act of war."

      "Do you think it’s here at the king’s behest?"

      "We'll know more once I meet with him."

      "And when are you to do that?"

      Charlaine chuckled. "Let's get settled in first, shall we? We’ve yet to officially take office." She was about to say more, but something out the window caught her attention. "It appears the Valiant is sending a boat towards the docks. How about we head down there and see how Danica fares?"

      They left the commandery, making sure to close the great doors behind them. The docks were easy to find, and before long, they were watching the ship's boat as it rowed up to the pier.

      "Didn't expect to see you here," said Danica. "Any luck with the commandery?"

      "That's a discussion best left for later. You?"

      "I made some enquiries concerning the presence of a shipping guild, but the trade here looks to be unregulated.” She paused to reach into her cassock. "I also have a letter from Temple Commander Nina for you."

      "And they took it out to you?"

      Danica shrugged. "They thought you’d gone back aboard the Valiant. The messenger seemed surprised you weren't there, but I assured her I'd deliver it into your hands."

      Charlaine took the letter and broke the seal. "It appears she’s vacated the commandery."

      "That was quick."

      "I assume she was eager to be on her way."

      "Still," said Danica. "I would’ve thought she'd at least formally pass over the command."

      "I might remind you we had no such welcome in Korvoran."

      "True, but if you recall, that was different. They sent you to make up a shortfall in command, whereas Nina was a regional commander. Surely that accounts for something?"

      "We can complain all we like, but that won't see things sorted. Better to put this behind us and get on with our assignments here."

      "Our?" said Danica. "Does that mean you want the Valiant to remain in the area?"

      "The Vanguard, too, if that's all right with you. I suspect the Halvarians are up to something, and it would be nice to have some eyes I can trust out at sea."

      "You could always hire some local fishermen?" offered Marlena.

      "I doubt I could expect them to give an honest account, particularly after the reception that woman gave us when we first arrived."

      "True," said Danica, "but that makes me wonder what the king will make of having Valiant in port. I doubt the Halvarians will like it."

      "I'll be sure to put that at the top of my list when I meet him. In the meantime, I must now assume command of the region."

      "Mind if I tag along? It wouldn't hurt to have an ally."

      "What do you call ME?" said Marlena.

      "Sorry. I should’ve said an additional ally. I hope you'll forgive me."

      "Of course, Admiral."

      Charlaine smiled. "Then come along, you two. There’s work to be done."

      
      They returned to the Agnesite commandery to see three sister knights guarding the doors, a far cry from their first visit. At Charlaine's approach, two of them stood at attention while the third disappeared inside, no doubt to inform the Temple Captain of their approach. She must’ve been close by, for mere moments later, the guard returned, followed by a short woman with streaks of grey running through her red hair.

      "Commander Charlaine," she said. "Welcome to the Lidenbach commandery. I'm Temple Captain Bernelle, and this is my aide, Sister Octavia. I'm sorry I wasn't here to greet you earlier, but Commander Nina had me busy elsewhere."

      "Nothing serious, I hope?"

      "A minor misunderstanding with a local horse breeder. You may rest assured it's all been settled."

      "Glad to hear it. May I introduce my adjutant, Sister Marlena, and Temple Captain Danica, Admiral of the Fleet."

      "Pleased to meet you," said Bernelle, then turned to Charlaine. "We've been expecting your return. I hope you don't mind, but I took the liberty of ordering the knights to assemble in the courtyard. I thought you'd like to address them."

      "Most definitely. Lead on, Captain."

      The building was a hollow square, with a courtyard in the centre, where the entire company had assembled, resplendent in their cassocks. Captain Bernelle ordered them to attention as their new commander made her way to stand in front of them.

      "Sisters," began Charlaine. "We find ourselves in unprecedented times. The Temple Knights of Saint Cunar have abandoned the region, and we’ve been called in to take their place. Now, I know what you're thinking: we lack the resources to assume the task, but the grand mistress has assured me reinforcements are on the way."

      She paused, using the moment to search the faces staring back at her. They were eager for news, yet what else could she tell them? Charlaine had no idea how many Temple Knights the Antonine would send or when they’d arrive.

      "As regional commander, my duty is to ensure those under my command are ready and able to respond to any threat that might present itself. To that end, when you are dismissed, proceed to the armoury immediately. I want to see each and every one of you back here in full armour and weapons as quickly as possible. Is that clear?"

      A few mumbled responses drifted towards to her.

      She raised her voice. "I said, is that clear?"

      "Yes, Commander!" came the reply.

      Charlaine turned to Captain Bernelle. "Is this everyone?"

      "All except for two in the infirmary."

      "Injured?"

      "A slight fever. Nothing contagious as far as we can tell."

      "I shall make a point of visiting them later. Dismiss the company so they may don their armour." Charlaine turned, walking over to where Danica and Marlena stood watching.

      "Dismissed!" called out Captain Bernelle.

      The Temple Knights hurried into the building, eager to don their armour.

      "Anything we can do?" asked Danica.

      "As a matter of fact, yes. While this lot gets dressed, I'd like you two to inspect the stables. You know what to look for."

      "And if we find anything amiss?"

      "Unless it affects the well-being of the horses, you can tell me later in my office. There's no sense in discussing such things in front of anyone else."

      "And you?"

      "I'll be having a chat with the good captain here."

      Charlaine waited for them to disappear into the stables before waving the captain over. Bernelle walked stiffly, uneasy in the face of her new commander.

      "Do you have a patrol roster?" asked Charlaine.

      "Yes, Commander. Back in my office. Shall I fetch it for you?"

      "Not at the moment. I'm not so interested in names as I am in how you carry out the patrols."

      "I send them out in groups of six, each led by a senior sister."

      "And how many times a day?"

      "Only once, Commander."

      "Yet there’s an entire company to call upon."

      "Your predecessor didn't wish to cause undo hardship on the population of Lidenbach."

      "And how, might I ask, did our patrols cause hardship?"

      "Ever since the Cunars left
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