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Description
An inexperienced squire faces battle.
Gareth serves as a squire in the court of the High King of Andomhaim, determined to fulfill his duties honorably.
But when savage orcish invaders land upon Tarlion's shores, it will take more than honor to defeat them...
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The First Riding
Gareth Arban did not expect his life to change the day he met Sir Daniel Toraemus.
It was early March in the Year of Our Lord 1497. The winters in the royal city of Tarlion and along Andomhaim’s southern coast were usually mild, and spring brought rain to the city and the surrounding villages. In his duties as a squire of the High King, Gareth frequently walked the walls of the Citadel, the High King’s fortress sitting atop the crag at the heart of the city. From the walls, he could see the coasts stretching away to the east and the west, and the River Moradel flowing south into the sea like a broad ribbon of glinting gray steel. To the south of the city lay the harbor, and it held more ships than Gareth could ever remember seeing there in his sixteen years.
It helped that the wreckage of the Heptarchy warships had at last been cleared from the harbor. For nearly six years, the problem of the harbor had often dominated discussion at the High King’s court, along with the subsidiary problems of cost and manpower. Some of the quays had been cleared soon after the defeat of the Heptarchy invasion, but fully removing all the burned ships from the harbor had taken the better part of five years. With more and more men taking to the sea, copying the designs and sea compasses of the captured Heptarchy warships, Tarlion’s harbor had become more vital than ever. Indeed, a shipyard had sprung up outside the walls to the east, with bold men taking to the sea in search of new lands and treasures.
For his part, Gareth could never look at the sea without a shiver of misgiving. When he had been a boy, everyone had known that the sea was impassible and no one could cross it and live, thanks to the ever-shifting ocean currents. But then the Heptarchy invaders had come with thousands of ships and tens of thousands of warriors. Whenever Gareth looked towards the sea, he wondered if he would see the black sails of Heptarchy warships drawing closer. It was not an unreasonable concern. The Heptarchy had been driven from Andomhaim, but they still held the Isle of Kordain to the south as an outpost, ruled over by a high priestess who called herself the Exarch of the Seven Temples. Many nobles and the High King himself wanted to assemble a fleet and an army and seize the Isle of Kordain, but the high cost and the realm’s exhaustion after the Heptarchy War had so far made it impractical.
But on the day Gareth met Daniel Toraemus for the first time, he was not thinking about the sea or the Heptarchy.
He was in the courtyard of the Citadel, thinking about swords.
Morning arms practice had just finished, and Gareth had bested all the other squires who had come against him. The Citadel’s master-at-arms, a dour middle-aged knight named Sir Basil, was always grudging with his praise of those he trained, and he usually expressed approval by moderating his criticism. He had responded to Gareth’s practice bouts by telling him not to get a big head, as arrogance was unbecoming in a squire.
Gareth had just put away his practice sword in the armory and had walked back to the courtyard of the Citadel. The white walls rose above him, tall and strong, and the ancient Tower of the Moon rose far overhead. At night, the Tower soaked up moonlight like a sponge and radiated it outward, so Tarlion never lay in total darkness. Gareth was walking towards Sir Basil when a group of horsemen rode through the gate and reined up. Pages and grooms ran from the royal stables to take their horses, and the riders dismounted and handed over their reins.
“Gareth,” grunted Sir Basil. “That knight at the gate is expected. Go and conduct him to the southern garden. The High King awaits him there.”
“Who is he, sir?” said Gareth, bracing himself for the answer. Basil sometimes responded to questions with withering sarcasm unless the query was related to a squire’s duty.
This time, Basil proved talkative. “Sir Daniel Toraemus. Cintarran man. I think he was a merchant. Fought off some raiders from the Isle of Kordain last year during the royal visit. The High King was so impressed that he gave Daniel a knighthood and lands here. He’s now a knight of the royal household and a merchant.” He coughed a laugh. “Though not a successful merchant, since he’s not that rich. But merchants becoming knights. This is what the realm’s come to.” So many nobles had been killed during the Frostborn War before Gareth had been born and then during the Heptarchy invasion that many new men had become knights and lords, a fact that vexed a traditionalist like Sir Basil to no end. “Well, don’t stand here with your mouth hanging open. Go greet Sir Daniel and take him to the High King.”
“Yes, Sir Basil,” said Gareth, and he hurried across the courtyard to Sir Daniel’s party. Three of the men had the look of household retainers, middle-aged and a bit stout. The tallest man, Gareth thought, was Sir Daniel. He wore boots, trousers, a long tunic, and a scabbarded sword on his belt. His blond hair was fading to white, and he had a leathery, sun-lined face and keen blue eyes. His gaze shifted to Gareth, and a kindly smile went over his face.
“Sir Daniel?” said Gareth.
“Yes, I am Sir Daniel,” said the man with the sword belt.
“The High King is awaiting you,” said Gareth. “Please, follow me. The pages and the grooms will attend to your horses.”
“Of course,” said Daniel. “Lead the way.”
Gareth offered a polite bow, and he led the newcomers across the courtyard. The squires who stood before the armory gave them curious glances as they passed, but they knew better than to ask questions.
“What’s your name, son?” said Daniel. He spoke Latin smoothly, with a Cintarran accent. “I feel like I’ve met you before, but I’m sure I haven’t.”
“Gareth Arban, sir,” said Gareth. “I have the honor of serving as a squire here.”
“The Arbanii,” said Daniel. “Of course. I met Dux Tormark when he came to Cintarra with the Constable of Tarlion. And Archbishop Caelmark, God rest his soul. You have the family look to you.”
“I’m told the resemblance is strong, sir,” said Gareth. He had conversations like this fairly often. His uncle and his father were prominent lords of the realm and had met many people. His father, in particular, seemed to have saved a lot of people’s lives. Those who had known his father when he had been Gareth’s age often remarked on the resemblance.
“I wonder if your ancestors looked the same,” said Daniel. “The line of the Arbanii can be traced back to the founding of Tarlion, I believe.”
“Yes, sir,” said Gareth. “Taliand was the first duxarchate the High King founded, and he gave it to one of his household knights, a man named Arban. My family can trace its ancestry to him.”
“It must be interesting to know one’s lineage back that far,” said Daniel. “Do you enjoy your duties in the Citadel?”
“It is a great honor to serve the High King, sir,” said Gareth, as they circled around the base of the great hall and the central keep.
“Indeed,” said Daniel. “But you are a son of one of the oldest and most noble families in the realm. Those of us who are new men must make our own way in the world. My daughter is about your age. I shall have to impress those lessons upon her.”
Gareth suppressed a smile. He wasn’t surprised that Daniel had worked the fact that he had a daughter, presumably unwed, into the conversation. That had been happening more and more of late. Gareth suspected that men like Daniel might be placing too much hope in the connection. His father was the Constable of Tarlion, but the only lands he held in his own name were the town of Castarium and the surrounding villages a few days to the west. While Castarium was not poor, neither was it rich, and after the Heptarchy war, Gareth’s father had spent most of his income on strengthening the town’s defenses. Besides, when the time came to wed, Gareth expected his mother and father would find him a bride.
He hoped that she was pretty and good-natured. Gareth could just imagine his mother lecturing him how a kindly heart was better than a pretty face, but Gareth really wanted that kindly heart to come inside an attractive body.
Though Sir Daniel’s daughter was likely not a candidate. If Daniel had been a merchant before he had been raised to knighthood, then his daughter was probably a typical example of a merchant’s child – fat, shrewish, ill-tempered, abusive towards her servants and sycophantic to nobles while secretly hating them. Most likely, Sir Daniel’s daughter had a face that could curdle milk and a temper could melt steel.
Fortunately, by then they had reached the southern gardens, and Gareth was spared the need for further conversation.
“The High King awaits you, sir,” said Gareth.
The southern gardens of the Citadel were not large. The Citadel’s hill was solid rock, and the Citadel itself rested upon a platform of worked stone and concrete. One of the ancient High Kings, fearing the possibility of a siege, had dug a garden in the courtyard, filling it with soil from outside the city and planting vegetables. The seneschals of the Citadel had tended to the garden ever since. Tarlion’s climate was warm enough that crops could grow year-round, the farmers rotating their fields, and right now, the spring vegetables were almost ready to harvest.
Accolon Pendragon, the High King of Andomhaim, sat on a stone bench facing the gardens. The High King was almost forty, with olive-colored skin, dark eyes, a hawklike beak of a nose, and thick black hair going gray at the temples. He wore a simple red tunic, trousers, and dusty boots, though as always, he carried the ancient sword Excalibur in a scabbard at his belt.
“Your Majesty,” said Gareth, and he bowed. “Sir Daniel Toraemus.”
Sir Daniel and his men bowed, and Accolon smiled and rose to his feet.
“Welcome, Sir Daniel,” said Accolon. “I am pleased you have come. How are you finding your new benefice and domus?”
“Very pleasant,” said Daniel. “I never thought I would be lord of my own benefice, but I find it an enjoyable experience. If challenging. It is like overseeing my pottery workshop back in Cintarra, but on a larger scale.”
“Indeed,” said Accolon. “You may find that the more honors you accumulate, the more responsibilities that come with them. Is Iseult settling in well?”
Gareth supposed that was the name of Daniel’s daughter.
“She is,” said Daniel. “Though she is accustomed to the bustle of Cintarra. I think she enjoys Tarlion more than our benefice in the countryside. But since she is of an age to wed, perhaps that is just as well.”
Accolon smiled. “The Keeper of Andomhaim is in Durandis, but when she returns, you should speak to her. She can find a worthy husband for your Iseult. And a second wife for you if you are of a mood to remarry.”
Daniel shifted. “I…thought the Keeper of Andomhaim oversaw the Magistri and advised you on matters of magic.” Gareth stifled a frown. His mother’s immense magical power meant that people sometimes mistrusted her and misjudged her motives. It always annoyed him when that happened.
He had seen her use her magic to heal wounded men until she had collapsed from exhaustion.
“She does,” said Accolon. “She also enjoys arranging marriages. But, come. We can discuss such matters later. One of the duties of a knight is to advise and offer counsel to his lord. What is the mood in Cintarra towards raising an army and fleet and launching an assault upon the Isle of Kordain?”
Daniel hesitated. “I would say it is…mixed, Your Majesty. Certainly, the Heptarchy is fiercely hated within Cintarra. There is not a man, woman, or child within the city who has not lost someone to the red orcs. Yet the city is also exhausted and nowhere near as rich as it was before the Heptarchy crossed the ocean. I think the realm may lack the strength to raise a fleet to assault the Exarch and the Isle of Kordain.”
Accolon let out a frustrated sound. “Yet we cannot allow the soldiers of the Heptarchy to retain control of the Isle of Kordain. They have been driven from the shores of our realm, yes. But the isle is only three days away from Cintarra by ship. The Heptarchy will cross the ocean again one day, we all know this. If we take the Isle of Kordain, it could be a shield against further invasion. Right now, it is a dagger at our back, one the foe might plunge home at any moment.”
“Letting men arm and equip ships at their own expense and sail to raid the isle does seem to be a good middle ground,” said Daniel. “It keeps the Exarch off-balance and prevents her from gathering forces for another assault upon the realm. The isle might be a dagger at our back, but the heartland of the Heptarchy is still three and a half thousand miles away across the ocean. The Exarch’s strength is limited, and given enough time, we shall wear her down and claim the island as a duxarchate of Andomhaim.”
“Perhaps,” said Accolon. “Many of my lords have argued the same thing. We raid back and forth, but time is on our side. Unless, of course…”
He trailed off as the sound of running footsteps came to Gareth’s ears.
Another squire ran into the garden and offered a quick bow to the High King.
“Aye, what is it?” said Accolon.
“Urgent news, my lord King,” said the squire. “A message from the praefectus of the city. We are under attack from Heptarchy raiders.”
Even as the squire spoke, church bells began ringing in the city below. It wasn’t the ringing of celebration or the summons for worshippers to come to Tarlion’s many churches.
It was the call to arms.
The enemy had been sighed outside the city.
   
* * *
Gareth rushed through the courtyard, joining the general chaos before the gate of the Citadel.
It was chaos, but organized chaos. He and the other squires rushed to attend the High King and the knights of his household who were currently staying at the Citadel. Accolon strode from the doors of the great hall, clad in steel plate, Excalibur upon his belt. Knights, squires, and men-at-arms packed the courtyard, mounting horses, lifting shields, and wrapping sword belts around their waists.
Gareth jogged after the High King as he strode across the courtyard, carrying his shield and his lance. Accolon swung into his saddle with fluid grace, and Gareth handed up the lance and the shield. He ran back and mounted his own horse. It was smaller and less aggressive than the High King’s magnificent war horse, but it had been trained for battle. Gareth wore chain mail and a conical helmet with a nose guard, and over his armor, he had donned a blue tabard adorned with the red dragon sigil of the Pendragons of Tarlion. He would ride into battle as the High King’s squire, responsible for assisting Accolon as needed and carrying out his commands.
It was a great honor, but Gareth was under no illusions that he would be safer with the High King. He was only sixteen, but he had been in a number of battles riding at the High King’s side, and he knew that fortune and mischance ruled battle as much as valor and skill. The High King would be surrounded by Swordbearers and his household knights, but Gareth would keep his sword and shield in hand.
“Sir Basil!” said Accolon. “Are we ready?”
“We are prepared for battle, my lord King,” said Basil. Next to him, the household knights had gathered in armor and surcoats adorned with the Pendragon sigil. Gareth spotted Sir Daniel Toraemus sitting atop his horse, clad in chain mail, hand resting on his sword hilt. Daniel might have been a pottery merchant, but he held himself in the saddle with easy skill.
Likely the Heptarchy invasion of Cintarra had forced him to learn to fight.
“Then we ride for the Yards,” said Accolon.
The royal standardbearer blew a blast upon his trumpet, and Accolon and a hundred knights rode from the gates of the Citadel. Gareth followed the High King and the standardbearer, carrying Accolon’s lance and concentrating on controlling his horse. Sometimes the animals became skittish when they went through the gate and saw the city far below them.
The horsemen rode down the ramp that encircled the Citadel’s stony hill and came to the Forum of the Crown. The Cathedral of Tarlion rose upon one side, and the Castra of the Swordbearers on another. Fifty Knights of the Soulblade awaited atop their horses, and the Swordbearers joined the High King’s party. They rode along the Via Orientalis to the Forum of the East, the great market square before the city’s eastern gate. Statues of long-dead lords and High Kings upon horseback stood throughout the square, and two hundred men-at-arms on horseback awaited them. They joined the High King’s column, and they rode through the gate and headed east along the coast, making for the Yards.
Before the Heptarchy War, there had not been much shipbuilding in Tarlion. Nor had there been very much interest in the sea, and most of the realm’s shipbuilding had been in Cintarra or in the duxarchates of Arduran and Tarras to the east. After the reconquest of Cintarra and the discovery of the sea compass, the device that could navigate the twisting ocean currents, shipbuilding had exploded, and a massive shipyard had gone up in a cove about a third of a mile east of Tarlion’s walls.
The Yards came into sight.
A small forest of timbers and frameworks surrounded the cove, encrusting something like thirty half-built ships, most of them copied from the designs of Heptarchy warships captured after Cintarra had been retaken. Warehouses for storing timber and pitch had been thrown behind the wooden cradles, and a small village had grown up near them, housing for the carpenters who toiled to build the ships. A wooden church with a tall tower rose from the center of the little village, and the church’s tower also served as a watch post. Gareth heard the church’s bell ringing, summoning the villagers to arms.
The reason for the alarm was apparent.
To the south floated three Heptarchy warships.
Gareth had seen enough of the sleek black ships to recognize them at sight. They had three masts, their great black sails adorned with the crimson spider sigil of the Heptarchy. Rows of oars jutted from the sides of the ships. Their forecastles and sterns carried ballistae and catapults, though the vessels were too far from the shore to fire their engines.
The reason for their distance was the small keep rising over the side of the cove, a square tower built of stone. Two catapults waited atop the keep, ready to fire burning shot at any ships drawing too close. The men operating the engines were skilled, but they could not hit small, fast-moving objects.
Such as the longboats rowing out from the warships, each one loaded with arachar orcs.
The High King’s force rode around the northern boundary of the Yards and circled to the east, towards where the arachar orcs would land. Militiamen had formed up there, waiting in ragged lines, spears and shields in hand. Gareth knew that the High King had the best-trained and best-equipped soldiers in all of Andomhaim and that often the soldiers of other lords could not match them. Yet he thought the militiamen looked ragged, their formation a bit blurred. Had Sir Basil been in command of those soldiers, he would have shouted himself hoarse.
Accolon reined up behind the lines of the militiamen, and the horsemen came to a stop around them. Sir Basil gave orders, and the knights began to move out, forming up on either side of the militiamen.
“Who is in command here?” said Accolon.
“I am, High King,” said a middle-aged man in a leather jerkin, a bow in his hand. “My name’s Marius. The villagers of the Yards elected me their praefectus.”
“You’ve done well to rally the men so quickly,” said Accolon.
“We don’t have a choice, your Majesty,” said Marius. “If the arachar orcs land, they’ll burn the Yards, and we’ll lose our homes and our livings.”
“We shall defend our lands today,” said Accolon. “Hearken!”
He took command of the situation. The militiamen firmed their lines, spearmen going in front, the archers behind them. The rest of the horsemen moved to the left and the right wings of the footmen, drifting back a little. Accolon, Gareth, and some of the Swordbearers remained behind the footmen, watching the battle. Gareth soon realized the High King’s plan. He would let the Heptarchy soldiers land, and they would move to engage the footmen. The archers would thin their numbers, and while the spearmen engaged the arachar orcs, the horsemen would strike from the flanks.
The men rushed to carry out the High King’s commands, and Gareth watched the longboats move closer. The sun glinted off the helmets and chain mail of the arachar, and he heard the hoarse voice of their commanders shouting instructions.
“You seem confused, Gareth,” said Accolon.
Gareth hesitated. “It is not my place to ask questions.”
“Perhaps not, but it is your place to understand,” said Accolon. “Soon you will be a knight, and it will be your responsibility to lead men into battle. Ask your question.”
“Why didn’t we move closer to the beach, your Majesty?” said Gareth. The beach where the longboats would land was wide and broad, sloping up gently to the grassy plains outside of Tarlion. “We could have fought the orcs before they landed, attacked them as they tried to get out of their boats. Instead, we’re letting them form up.”
“Why, instead, did I choose to offer battle here?” said Accolon.
Gareth looked over the ranks of the waiting men, thinking, and the answer came to him.
“Because we couldn’t use our horsemen in the surf,” said Gareth. “And because it would be harder for the militiamen to fight the arachar.”
“Individually, the red orcs are stronger and more skilled than our militiamen,” said Accolon, watching the approach of the longboats. “Discipline and formation are needed to match them. Plus, you are correct. The horsemen would be useless in the surf, and they are our greatest advantage.”
The longboats drew closer and finally beached.
Arachar orcs scrambled out, forming up for attack.
Gareth had seen arachar orcs during previous raids, and he knew what they looked like. Most orcish nations had green skin. The mutations of the arachar orcs that served the seven urdmordar of the Heptarchy had given them greater strength and endurance, but it had also turned their skin the color of human blood. The arachar carried curved swords, round shields, and wore chain mail hauberks and spiked helmets. Gareth glimpsed their fierce faces behind their white tusks and knew that their black eyes would shine with the crimson haze of orcish battle rage. All orcs loved to fight in a way that humans did not, and the arachar were no exception.
One of the arachar shouted a command, and they began to advance, shields raised to protect them.
“Archers!” boomed Sir Basil, pointing his sword at the enemy. “Release!”
The militia archers drew back their bows and released, and a flight of arrows soared overhead and fell like steel-tipped rain among the enemy. Most of the arrows caught in shields or rebounded from the spiked helmets. But some of the arachar grunted as the arrows plunged into flesh, and a few of the orcs fell dead from arrows to the throat or eye.
The enemy advance did not slow in the slightest.
The archers kept sending volleys at the enemy. The militiamen in front of Gareth shifted, gripping their spears, holding themselves ready for battle. He saw the fear in their faces, mixed with determination, and realized he felt the same things himself. Gareth realized he might die in the next few moments, that if the battle went awry, he might fall to an arachar sword. No knighthood, no glory, no chance to marry a pretty but good-natured girl.
Only a flash of agony, and then he would stand before the throne of the Dominus Christus to answer for his life.
It was a terrifying thought. But somehow exhilarating at the same time. If he lived to be a hundred, he would never forget the sound of the tramping arachar boots and the twang of bows, the smell of salt and horses, the way his heart thundered against his ribs in anticipation.
He remembered something his father had told him when Gareth had asked about one of his battles. It was well, his father had said, that war was so terrible, or else men might come to love it too much.
In that instant, Gareth understood.
And then everything exploded into bloody chaos.
The arachar commanders shouted something, and the orcs abandoned their methodical advance and charged, howling battle cries. Before the militiamen could react, the arachar orcs slammed into them, and suddenly a hundred individual duels raged in front of Gareth as the spearmen fought for their lives. Accolon shouted a command at the top of his lungs, and the horsemen thundered forward, wheeling around to strike at the sides of the arachar formation.
But the spearmen reeled back before the furious onslaught of the arachar, and before Gareth realized what was happening, some of them broke through and rushed at the High King.
The Swordbearers guarding Accolon reacted at once, drawing their soulblades and attacking. The High King himself drew his sword. Excalibur flashed in the sunlight, though the blade was somehow darker than a normal soulblade. One of the arachar lunged at him, and Accolon brought Excalibur down in a diagonal slash. The magic of the ancient sword let it cut through anything, and the blade went through the arachar without slowing.
The orcish soldier fell dead at the feet of the High King’s mount, head and left shoulder severed by the blow.
Gareth spurred his horse towards the High King’s side, and one of the arachar rushed at him.
His mind noted details, even as his training took over his muscles and he lifted his shield and drew back his sword to strike. The orc was tall, nearly seven feet, and wider in the shoulders than a human would have been, the neck thicker. The height would give the arachar warrior an advantage against a man on horseback. The black eyes in the red face gleamed with crimson fire, and the arachar orc lunged at Gavin.
At the last second, he realized the orc intended to aim for his leg, not his torso or his chest, so he dropped his shield. The shield was designed for horsemen, kite-shaped with a long, descending point. Gareth lowered his shield, and the orc’s curved blade struck the thick wood and rebounded.
Gareth felt the shock all the way up his arm and into his shoulder. The orc was stronger than he was.
Of course, it would have hurt a lot more if Gareth hadn’t gotten his shield in place in time.
The arachar orc struck the shield again, and Gareth stabbed his sword. The orcish warrior stepped back, raising his own shield, and Gareth’s blade slipped past to slide across the left side of the orc’s face, the weapon grating against the white tusk rising from the warrior’s jaw. The arachar warrior roared in rage, the red haze in his eyes brightening, and came at Gareth again.
He reacted with lightning speed, training and sudden instinct guiding his movements. Gareth raised his shield and hammered it down, and the wooden point hit the arachar warrior’s forehead with enough force to leave a dent in the steel of the helm. The arachar staggered, and before the orc could recover, Gareth stabbed again.
This time his sword point opened the orc’s throat from ear to ear.
The arachar warrior fell to his knees, green blood from the wound sheeting down the front of his armor. There were dark specks in the blood – the corruption of the urdmordar, which gave the arachar orcs their strength and stamina. The warrior tried to lift his sword once more, but the strength left his arms, and he fell to the ground.
Gareth looked at the dying orc, and felt…not guilt, that wasn’t it. Regret. Regret that it had been necessary to kill him, some sense that in a better world, a less wicked one, it wouldn’t have been necessary.
But no guilt, and if he had a chance to do it over, he would have done the same thing.
The arachar orc had been trying to kill him and the High King of Andomhaim, whom Gareth had been sworn to serve.
But the battle raged around him, and Gareth had no more time for thinking, only fighting.
   
* * *
He killed two more orcs before the fighting was over, but in the end, the men of Andomhaim prevailed.
Caught between the horsemen and the militiamen, the arachar orcs had been slaughtered. The survivors had broken and run for their longboats, and the archers had seen them off with volleys. More arachar fell to the arrows, and perhaps a third of those who had landed escaped on the longboats. They retreated to the Heptarchy warships, which turned and sailed to the southwest, making for their stronghold on the Isle of Kordain.
The aftermath of the battle took up most of the afternoon. The High King directed that the wounded be carried to the church, and Magistri came from the city to heal their wounds. Gareth was relieved that his mother was with his father in Durandis, in the far western edge of Andomhaim. Had she been here, she would have insisted upon healing wounds, pulling the agony of them into herself.
Gareth was glad she could be spared that, at least.
Accolon met with the praefectus and the elders of the Yards. Gareth took that opportunity to clean the High King’s armor and tend to his horse, assisted by some of the other royal squires. The High King then visited the wounded and spoke to the families of those who had been slain, and Gareth followed him, ready to carry out his will.
Afternoon faded to evening by the time they returned to the Forum of the East. Crowds lined the forum, cheering as the victorious knights returned. It was odd to contrast their cheers with the weeping of those who had lost husbands and sons in the Yards. Still, Gareth could not blame them. The Heptarchy had almost conquered all Andomhaim, and any victory over their foe was welcome.
Gareth’s eyes moved to Sir Daniel, who reined up before a group of women. Two were older with the look of servants, or maybe low-ranking ladies-in-waiting, and the third was young and slim, perhaps about Gareth’s age.
“Your Majesty?” said Daniel.
“Aye, Sir Daniel?” responded Accolon.
Gareth looked at the girl…
For a moment, he could not breathe.
The rest of the world faded away.
He had never seen anyone or anything so beautiful. Clear green eyes looked up at him beneath gleaming blond hair. Her skin was fair and flawless, the body beneath her rich gown fit and trim. He would have felt like everyone was staring at him, but he could not take his eyes away from the girl.
She gave him a shy smile and then looked down.
“Might I introduce my daughter Iseult?” said Daniel.
Iseult.
Suddenly Gareth knew who he was going to marry.




The End
Thank you for reading THE FIRST RIDING. Gareth and his friends continue their adventures in DRAGONSKULL: SWORD OF THE SQUIRE.
If you liked the book, please consider leaving a review at your ebook site of choice. To receive immediate notification of new releases, sign up for my newsletter.
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