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 Chapter 1:
Exhaustion








Gavin wasn’t sure what to do,
so he went to the bakery.

He was a Swordbearer, a
Knight of the Order of the Soulblade, but the city of Tarlion was
the best-defended place in the High King’s realm of Andomhaim. He
held a benefice as a vassal of his friend Dux Constantine Licinius
of the Northerland, but the Northerland was far away. Gavin would
have preferred to leave for the Northerland weeks ago, but as long
as the Keeper was in Owyllain, Antenora would remain at the Tower
of the Keeper.

Should Gavin leave for the
Northerland without Antenora and the children? He disliked the
thought immensely. Gavin had duties in the Northerland, and Dux
Constantine needed his sword. But Antenora also needed his help,
and if he left, Gavin feared that she would neglect both herself
and the children. She loved their sons, but she could get so
wrapped up in her work that she forgot about everything else.

Perhaps he would ride with
Tarlion’s garrison on its patrols. Tarlion was the heart of the
realm, but there were still entrances to the Deeps along the coast,
and sometimes kobolds and deep orcs emerged to raid the outlying
villages and farms. Gavin didn’t hope for any trouble, but it would
give him something to do.

To clear his mind, he went to
the bakery.

It was a little past dawn,
and the streets of Tarlion were full of traffic. Tradesmen went to
their workshops, while laborers went to the docks. Fishermen hauled
their catches to the forums to sell, and messengers in the colors
of various nobles rode through the streets, their horseshoes
ringing against the flagstones. Most of the houses of Tarlion were
built of brick or white stone quarried from the nearby bluffs,
roofed in fired clay tiles or greening copper. Gavin saw the proud
battlements of the Citadel rising on its crag, the pale shaft of
the Tower of the Moon tall against the blue morning sky. Below the
Citadel he saw the spires of the Great Cathedral, the Tower of the
Magistri and the Castra of the Swordbearers, and the white shape of
the Tower of the Keeper as well.

Martia’s bakery was on the
Via Panem off the Forum of the North, and the air smelled of both
wood smoke and baking bread. Some of the bakeries specialized in
elaborate cakes and tarts, while others produced loaves of rough
bread in great quantities to sell to the poor of the city. Martia’s
bakery was one of the larger ones, a squat building of red brick
with a dozen chimneys for its various ovens. Gavin opened the front
door and went inside, and the wave of heat hit him like a physical
blow. Martia’s apprentices and workers had completed the baking for
the day, and hundreds of loaves were stacked on tables, waiting to
be picked up or delivered.

“Gavin, lad!” said a rough
voice.

Gavin turned and grinned.
“Camorak.”

The Magistrius stepped
towards him. When Gavin had met Camorak nine years ago at Dun
Licinius, Camorak had the bloodshot eyes of an excessive drinker
and the gaunt frame of a man who did not take care of himself very
well. Camorak looked much healthier these days. In fact, he was
getting downright paunchy, probably because his wife liked to make
cakes and he liked to eat them. Most Magistri wore the white robe
of their order, bound with a black sash around the waist. Camorak
never liked that, so he instead wore boots and trousers and a tunic
beneath a long white coat that was turning gray at the hems from
dust.

“Magistrius,” said Gavin. “I
hope I’m not interrupting.”

“Nah, I was just on my way to
the Tower of the Magistri,” said Camorak. He clapped Gavin on the
shoulder. “Martia! We’ve got a visitor.”

Camorak’s wife hurried over
and smiled when she saw Gavin. Martia was a sturdy woman with a
pretty face – not fat, but strong, likely from years spent kneading
dough with her hands. She wore a gray dress with an apron, her
graying hair tied back from her face with a kerchief, a faint sheen
of perspiration on her forehead.

“Sir Gavin,” said Martia, and
she performed a quick curtsy. “It is good to see you. How are the
children?”

“Healthy,” said Gavin. “And
loud. Well, Philip is loud, anyway. Carlon mostly watches his
brother shout at things.”

“Aye, sir knight, boys are
like that,” said Martia. “Our boy Mallister is at the parish school
today, learning his numbers and his letters from the priest. It
will be good for him, but he had a devil of a time learning to sit
still long enough.” She smiled. “Would you like to join us for some
breakfast?”

“That would be very kind,”
said Gavin.

They retreated to a table in
the corner of the bakery, and Martia produced a tray with some
bread and a pitcher of watered wine. The bread was fresh and hot,
and the wine spiced. Gavin ate, noticing that he drew a few odd
looks from the workers. Not many Swordbearers would visit a bakery
themselves. Which Gavin thought was a shame, since it would do many
of his fellow Knights of the Soulblade good to visit the people of
the city. Then again, he didn’t draw as many odd looks as he would
have thought since he visited Martia’s bakery whenever he was in
Tarlion and Martia herself was married to a Magistrius.

“I hope you don’t mind that
the loaves are misshapen,” said Martia. “These are the ones we
can’t sell at full price, the ones that don’t turn out quite
right.”

“Not at all,” said Gavin.
“They are delicious.”

“Besides,” said Camorak
around a mouthful of bread. He still had a soldier’s rough manners.
“Sir Gavin is worried about something.”

“Aye,” admitted Gavin.

“What troubles you, sir?”
said Martia.

“Antenora,” said Gavin. “She
is working too hard trying to find a way to bring the Keeper and
the Shield Knight back to Andomhaim.”

“If anyone can work out how
to do it, she can,” said Camorak. He broke off another chunk of
bread. “When it comes to magic, I’m like a candle, but she’s a
forest fire.”

“Literally,” said Gavin,
remembering the time Antenora had burned down a large part of the
forest in the Vale of Stone Death to cover their escape from the
Anathgrimm and the Mhorites.

“Heh,” said Camorak. “True
enough. Besides, I’m only really good at healing. She’s good at all
aspects of magic.”

“But I think this is beyond
her reach,” said Gavin, voice quiet. “That will not stop her. She
will try to build a mighty spell or a magical device to reach
across the miles and bring Ridmark and Calliande back here, but I
fear that is beyond the limits of her strength. She shall exhaust
herself in the effort, and I worry that she will do herself harm.”
He shook his head. “I have duties to Dux Constantine in the
Northerland, and I should have left for Castra Marcaine weeks
ago.”

“You could go without her,”
said Camorak. “Common enough for the womenfolk to remain behind
while the men go to war. Hell, it’s even normal unless your wife is
the apprentice of the Keeper of Andomhaim. You have those halfling
nurses, aye? Rotrude and her daughters?” Gavin nodded. “They’ll
look after the children.”

“Yes, but I don’t want to
leave Antenora,” said Gavin, staring into his wine. “She might push
herself too hard. I think it is impossible for even her to find a
way to transport Ridmark and Calliande through magic, and if I am
not here to remind her to eat and sleep, she will work herself
until she is ill.” He took another long breath. “And if those
Maledicti sorcerers come after her again…”

“Heard about that,” said
Camorak, the good cheer vanishing from his voice. “Some undead
warlocks from across the sea tried to kill Antenora and the dwarven
ambassador from Khald Tormen, didn’t they? Lord Corbanic was right
furious.”

“They were there to kill
Antenora because she had been aiding the Keeper against these
Maledicti creatures,” said Gavin. “And if I hadn’t been there, they
might have done it.”

“Those Maledicti transported
themselves here from Owl…from Owe…” said Camorak.

“Owyllain,” said Gavin.

“That place,” said Camorak.
“Could Antenora…I don’t know, work out how they did it? She’s
clever enough to do it.”

“Maybe,” said Gavin. “But the
Maledicti are centuries old, and they were more powerful than her.
Calliande told me that undead creatures can often summon greater
magical force than living men and women since the undead don’t have
to worry about accidentally killing themselves.” He shook his head.
“I’m worry she’ll push too hard and hurt herself.”

“You are a good man, Gavin
Swordbearer,” said Martia, her voice quiet. “Some men, if their
wives frustrate them…they would beat their wives into
obedience.”

“That would be unknightly,”
said Gavin. And he loved Antenora, though she exasperated and
baffled him at times. No doubt he did the same to her. He loved her
and couldn’t imagine himself hurting her for any reason…which was
why he did not want her to hurt herself.

“It seems improper for me to
offer counsel to a knight and a Swordbearer,” said Martia.

Gavin smiled. “I don’t think
that would stop you.”

“Probably not, no,” said
Martia. “But she might need you to distract her.”

“Distract her?” said
Gavin.

“Get her pregnant again,
lad,” said Camorak.

Martia’s gave her husband an
arch look. “Or find something else to hold her attention. Maybe
something with the children, or perhaps something in the city. Or
maybe someone who needs healing.”

“She hasn’t been to the Court
of Novices in the Tower of the Magistri for a while,” said Gavin.
It was customary for the Magistri to sit there and offer magical
healing to anyone who needed it, though many of the commoners were
so frightened of the Magistri that they only came to the Tower when
desperate. “Perhaps that could…”

Camorak snapped his fingers.
“I’ve got an idea.”

“What is it?” said Gavin.

“Caius is coming to the city
this afternoon,” said Camorak.

“Caius?” said Gavin, and he
smiled. “As in Brother Caius?”

“Bishop Caius, now,” said
Camorak. “The bishop of the dwarves, they’re calling him. But after
the Maledicti tried to kill the dwarven ambassador, High King
Arandar sent a message of apology to King Axazamar in Khald Tormen.
Caius and his escort are carrying Axazamar’s answer, and they’re
due to arrive this afternoon.”

“How did you know this?” said
Gavin. “I hadn’t even heard that.”

“Well, one of the novices
I’ve been teaching is the youngest son of the new Comes of
Westhold,” said Camorak. “His older brother is a knight of the High
King’s household, and he heard it in the Citadel when the advance
messenger came from the dwarves.”

“It’s a wonder anything can
be kept secret in this city,” said Martia in a dry voice.

“It is,” said Camorak. He
took another drink of the watered wine. “It really is.”

“She would like to see Caius
again,” said Gavin. “In fact, she would feel obligated to see him.
We traveled to a lot of different places in the old days.”

“We did a lot of mad and
dangerous things in the old days,” said Camorak, “and we’re only
still alive by the grace of God. How we didn’t get killed a dozen
times over, I’ll never know.”

“You weren’t even with us for
Urd Morlemoch and Khald Azalar,” said Gavin.

Camorak shuddered. “Now
there’s something I don’t regret.”

Martia smiled and squeezed
her husband's hand. “Well, I am glad you survived.”

“That is a good idea,
bringing her to see Caius,” said Gavin. “Thank you. I think I’ll do
that.”

Camorak grunted. “I give
advice to young people all day. About damn time one of them
listened!”
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A half hour later, Gavin
walked into the library of the Tower of the Keeper.

It was a round room of stone,
with ample light admitted by the narrow windows. The walls between
the high windows were lined with bookshelves, and the shelves
overflowed with books and folios and scrolls and even a few small
stone tablets. Here were found rare and forbidden books located
nowhere else in the realm of Andomhaim.

Gavin’s wife sat at a table,
surrounded by a dozen books, a frown on her pretty face as she
read.

Antenora was fifteen
centuries old, but she did not look it. She looked like a woman of
Gavin’s own age, maybe even a little younger. She had vivid blue
eyes and black hair that hung to her hips in curly masses, though
at the moment, it was tied back to keep it out of her eyes. Today
she was wearing a simple blue gown, her staff propped next to her
against the table. Her expression was intent as she read a book,
and from time to time she scribbled something down in a small
notebook. Gavin glanced at the book, but he didn’t recognize the
words or the alphabet.

“A good book?” said
Gavin.

Antenora blinked, looked up
at him in surprise, and smiled. “Not particularly, I fear. One of
the first Keepers found it in a dark elven ruin. I suspect it is an
orcish translation of a dark elven book of spells.” She grimaced.
“I had hoped to find clues to working a spell of travel here, but
the orcish warlock who translated this book inserted his own
commentary. His thoughts, I fear, are neither comprehensible nor
brief.”

“That is unfortunate,” said
Gavin. He wasn’t sure what to say, so he decided to plunge right
in. “Caius should be arriving in Tarlion today.”

Antenora blinked again. “Is
he?”

Gavin nodded. “The dwarven
ambassador reported the attack of the Maledicti to Khald Tormen,
and King Axazamar sent a message back. I think he chose Caius to
bring it.”

Antenora laughed. “Likely
King Axazamar wants a few weeks of peace and quiet without
preaching. I understand the church in Khald Tormen has been
growing, and King Axazamar is very aged by dwarven standards.
Likely Caius wants to baptize the King before he dies.”

“Probably,” said Gavin. “Lord
Corbanic will be greeting Caius at the gate, and I thought we could
meet him there. Maybe bring Philip and Carlon.” Antenora frowned.
“We went into a lot of danger with Caius in the old days, so it
would be good to see him again.”

“The old days,” murmured
Antenora. “It still seems very recent for me. I suppose we see time
differently.”

“I suppose,” said Gavin. “But
I know what you mean, at least a little. It’s been nine years since
we met, I know…but it sometimes seems like yesterday.” He had
traveled so many miles and seen so many battles since he had left
Aranaeus with Ridmark and Calliande all those years ago, but it
sometimes seemed like it had only happened this morning.

“I do recognize your
stratagem, husband,” said Antenora, getting to her feet.

“Oh?” said Gavin.

“You think I have been
working too hard,” said Antenora, meeting his eyes, “and you think
to distract me from my frustrations.”

Gavin sighed. “Am I that
transparent?”

She touched his face. “To me,
anyway.” It was her turn to sigh. “And perhaps you are right. I
have been working too hard. I owe the Keeper a great deal, and I
want to bring her home.” Unease went over her face. “But I have
been neglecting you and the children. I love our sons, Gavin, but
sometimes I simply do not know what to do with them. This,” she
waved a hand at the books, “this I know how to do.”

Gavin shrugged. “It’s not
hard to tell the children what to do, Antenora. Don’t let them get
into trouble or disobey you, but don’t be cruel, either.”

“You are better with them
than I am,” said Antenora.

“You’re too hard on
yourself,” said Gavin. “My father was a priest of an urdmordar cult
and sacrificed travelers to Agrimnalazur, and my stepmother was a
spiderling. So that helps me keep perspective.”

“Now that is high praise,”
said Antenora, though she smiled. “I am a better mother than a
spiderling.”

“I still think you’re too
hard on yourself,” said Gavin. “You might be overthinking this.
Let’s just go to the Forum of the North, bring Philip and Carlon,
and greet an old friend. It will be fun.”

“Fun,” said Antenora. She
always said the word as if it was an alien concept. “All right. You
have persuaded me.” She looked at the book and sighed again. “And
perhaps a break will do me good. I cannot see a solution.”

“If there is one to be found,
you will find it,” said Gavin. “But maybe there isn’t a way. Maybe
Ridmark and Calliande will have to find this Guardian Rhodruthain
and force him to send them home.”

“If anyone can do it, they
can,” said Antenora, and she picked up her staff. “Well, let us
collect the children, and make ready to meet the bishop.”

***

 



 Chapter 2:
Crossbow








Antenora walked north along
the Via Borealis towards the Forum of the North, Gavin on her
right, Philip walking between them, and Carlon cradled in the arms
of his nurse Rotrude, an elderly halfling woman who was both
apple-cheeked and slightly apple-shaped. Despite her age, she was
still vigorous, likely since halflings lived longer than
humans.

It had not taken Antenora
long to prepare, but she had made the effort nonetheless. There
were proprieties to be observed, and it was not every day that she
met both the Constable of Tarlion and a bishop. She had donned a
fine blue gown with black scrollwork on the sleeves and bodice and
had done up her hair and donned silver earrings and a golden
necklace. She was still surprised at the face that gazed at her
from the mirror. Antenora had been used to thinking of herself as
the yellow-eyed, half-dead creature that she had been, so it
shocked her to see a beautiful young woman staring at her from the
glass.

It unsettled her, too. She
had been a beautiful young woman long ago in Britannia upon Old
Earth, and in her arrogance, vanity, and pride, she had let Mordred
Pendragon seduce her. And she had paid for that folly, paid and
paid for centuries.

She didn’t deserve the second
chance at life she had found, didn’t deserve the loving husband who
walked next to her.

Or the children.

Philip chattered away as they
walked, mostly to Gavin, though from time to time he looked to
Antenora. He was looking for her approval, she knew, and she tried
to smile when he looked at her, complimenting him when he recited
one of his lessons. Antenora wasn’t sure if she was doing it right.
Gavin was so much better with the children than she was.

So much better with people in
general, really.

Fifteen centuries spent
wandering the face of Old Earth and fighting dark magic had given
her a great deal of knowledge about a variety of topics, but it had
not given her the gift of dealing comfortably with people. Antenora
never knew quite what to say, and overthought things. She
appreciated formal occasions and the demands of noble courtesy –
there were always clear rules about what to do and say. But Gavin
had an easy touch that she did not.

Maybe it was because he had a
gentler heart than she did. He hadn’t stained his soul with crimes
the way she had, nor had he been bound with a curse of dark magic
for a millennium and a half…

Antenora could almost hear
Gavin telling her that she was overthinking things again, and she
laughed at herself.

“My lady?”

She blinked and looked at
Rotrude. Carlon was squirming in her arms, reaching for
Antenora.

“I think he wants to go to
you, my lady,” said Rotrude.

“Yes, of course,” said
Antenora. “Will you take my staff?”

She traded her staff for
Carlon, though Rotrude held the staff gingerly as if fearing it
might explode. Antenora lifted Carlon, and the boy smiled, hugged
her, and rested his head against her left shoulder. A sudden wave
of warmth rolled through her, and to Antenora’s surprise, she felt
the sting of tears in her eyes.

She wasn’t always sure what
to do with her children, but it was worth it.

“How come Carlon gets to be
carried and I have to walk?” said Philip, petulance in his
voice.

Gavin opened his mouth, but
Antenora spoke first.

“Because Carlon is two and
you are seven,” said Antenora. “In another year you will be old
enough to be a page in the High King’s court. Do you think squires
and knights get carried?”

“No,” said Philip. “They ride
on horses.”

“Well, you cannot ride on a
horse if your mother is carrying you,” said Antenora.

Philip’s petulance turned
into thoughtfulness as he considered this. Gavin winked at her, and
Antenora smiled back. After seven years, Antenora still wasn’t sure
she understood motherhood, but sometimes she got it right.

They reached the Forum of the
North. It was a large plaza before Tarlion’s northern gate, lined
with shops and taverns. Merchants set up their stalls throughout
the Forum, hawking their wares, and four men in the tabards of the
city militia patrolled the market, iron-bound cudgels in hand.
Before the northern gate waited a dozen men-at-arms in blue tabards
adorned with the red dragon sigil of the Pendragons. A knight on
horseback waited with the men-at-arms, scowling at the gate. He was
a graying old man with a permanent scowl and a barrel chest, still
strong despite his years.

The knight turned as they
approached and blinked in surprise.

“Sir Gavin, Lady Antenora,”
said Corbanic Lamorus, the Constable of Tarlion. “This is a
surprise.” His eyes narrowed. “You’re not expecting more trouble,
are you? More of those damned Maledicti warlocks?”

“No, my lord,” said Gavin.
“It’s just that Brother…ah, Bishop Caius is an old friend, and we
wish to see him.”

Corbanic grunted. “That’s
right. I remember when you lot turned up in Coldinium when I was
still the Comes there. That damned traitor Tarrabus Carhaine. If we
had killed him then and there, we might have averted much
evil.”

“The obvious is only obvious
in hindsight, Lord Constable,” said Antenora.

“There’s God’s own truth,”
said Corbanic. Antenora liked the gruff knight. Corbanic was old
enough that he spoke his mind and did not give a damn what anyone
thought, which Antenora found refreshing. “Well, once the bishop
gives his message to the High King, you can catch up and get
drunk.”

“Caius is a bishop now,” said
Gavin. “Wouldn’t getting drunk be inappropriate?”

Corbanic’s smile was cynical.
“You haven’t known many high churchmen, have you? They’re not all
as dour as old Caelmark Arban. Anyway, my outriders say that the
dwarves should be here at any minute.” He looked at Antenora and
grunted. “Let’s hope this goes better than the last time we met
some dwarves, aye?”

“You have my full and fervent
agreement, my lord,” said Antenora.

She feared the children would
get antsy, but fortunately, it was a short wait. A few moments
later a party of twenty dwarves on horseback rode through the gate.
The dwarves rode the shaggy Kothluuskan mountain ponies they
preferred for long journeys. The ponies could not travel as swiftly
as the horses of Andomhaim, but the beasts had nearly bottomless
stamina. Most of the dwarves wore bronze-colored armor of dwarven
steel, axes and swords at their belts. The lead rider wore only a
simple brown robe and a wooden cross on a leather cord around his
neck. The only sign of his rank was the bishop’s ring on his left
hand.

Caius had not changed in the
nine years since Antenora had met him, but dwarves aged far more
slowly than humans. His skin was the color of gray granite, and his
eyes an eerie shade of blue that reminded Antenora of polished
marble. His receding hairline and bushy beard were entirely
gray.

“Bishop Caius,” said
Corbanic. “In the name of High King Arandar, I bid you welcome to
Tarlion.”

“Thank you, Lord Constable,”
said Caius, his voice calm and resonant, and then he smiled. “I
daresay these are more pleasant circumstances than our first
meeting.”

Corbanic snorted. “Aye, no
Mhorites are prowling through the streets this time. Though I
suppose that depends on the contents of your message.”

“Fear not, sir,” said Caius.
“I must give my message to Lord Varaxar to relay to the High King.
But King Axazamar places no blame for the attack on his ambassador
upon the men of Andomhaim.” His eyes shifted to Antenora and Gavin,
and he smiled. “Indeed, based on Lord Varaxar’s report, it seems
the men of Andomhaim fought fiercely to defend him from these
Maledicti sorcerers.” He smiled. “Sir Gavin, Lady Antenora, it is
good to see you again.”

“And you, bishop,” said
Gavin.

Caius laughed. “I am still
not used to that. But given how the church in Khald Tormen has
grown, the other bishops felt that the time had come to appoint an
overseer for the faithful there. And we thought the dwarves would
be more likely to accept a bishop of their own kindred, just as the
orcs of Rhaluusk, Khaluusk, and Mhorluusk have their own
churchmen.”

“I suppose when you give a
sermon, then,” said Gavin, “the other priests have no choice but to
listen.”

“Alas, loquaciousness is one
of the temptations of my heart,” said Caius. “Has there been any
news of Ridmark and Calliande?”

“Quite a bit,” said Antenora.
The last she had heard, Calliande and Ridmark and the allies they
had made in Owyllain were attempting to enter Urd Maelwyn in hopes
of finding Irizidur, the mad dwarven smith who had forged the Seven
Swords for the Sovereign. Antenora had been unable to contact
Calliande since. She hoped that meant Calliande was within the
wards of Urd Maelwyn, which would block Antenora’s efforts to reach
her through the enspelled bracelet.

It might also mean that
Calliande was dead.

Caius nodded and looked back
to Corbanic. “Lord Constable, I should deliver my message to Lord
Varaxar as soon as possible. Then I must pay my respects to the
High King and his Queen.” He looked at Gavin again. “But I should
very much like to dine with you and Lady Antenora as soon as
possible. Could you come to the dwarven embassy tomorrow night? I
would like to see Camorak and his wife and son as well. Then you
can share your news of the Shield Knight and the Keeper.”

“I would be glad of it,” said
Gavin. He grinned. “It will be just like the old days. Except we
won’t be sleeping in a forest. And you and Kharlacht won’t spend
hours arguing theology.”

“Discussing theology,” said
Caius with placid calm. “We were discussing theology. It…”

Gavin frowned and looked to
the left.

Antenora followed his gaze
and saw him looking at an inn on the other side of the Forum. It
was a four-story building of white stone and red tiles, and there
was a flash of metal from a window on the top floor.

A crossbow.

“Look out!” shouted
Gavin.

Even as he spoke, there was a
flash of metal, and a crossbow quarrel shivered to splinters at his
feet.

***

 



 Chapter 3: Red
Mask








Motion erupted around Gavin,
but it was organized.

Caius and the dwarves leaped
from the horses, the dwarven soldiers raising their shields.
Corbanic barked orders to the men-at-arms, and they drew swords and
lifted their shields. Shouts and screams rang through the Forum,
and Gavin yanked Truthseeker from the scabbard at his belt. He
looked at Antenora, terrified that a crossbow quarrel might have
struck her or the children, but they were unharmed. Antenora had
already cast a spell, and the pale white haze of a warding spell
covered both her and Philip and Carlon and Rotrude.

“We are safe!” said Antenora.
She must have read his intention in his eyes because she nodded.
“Go! I will look after the children!”

Gavin nodded and raced
forward, drawing on Truthseeker for speed. He caught a flicker of
motion from the inn’s window. The unknown crossbowman was fleeing.
Gavin gritted his teeth and ran faster, wishing he had thought to
wear his armor today.

He burst through the door and
into the inn’s common room. It was a pleasant place, with a
flagstone floor, wooden tables and benches, and polished rafters.
There were only a few men in the common room. The innkeeper, a
stout man in an apron, gave Gavin a horrified look.

“My lord,” he said, shocked.
“I…”

Gavin ignored him, raced up
the flights of stairs to the inn’s top floor, and looked around. A
corridor ran the length of the top floor, and Gavin found the door
to the room that overlooked the Forum. It was partly ajar, and
Gavin kicked it open and went inside, Truthseeker held before
him.

But the room was empty.

It was furnished with a bed,
a wooden chair, and a small table. The shutters had been thrown
open, and Gavin saw the Forum of the North through the window.
Below the window lay the crossbow. On the table rested a quiver of
bolts, several small glass vials, and a red mask carved in the
shape of a skull.

A very familiar-looking red
mask…

Gavin heard a clatter in the
hallway.

He whirled, Truthseeker
coming up in guard, and saw another stairwell at the back of the
corridor. The sound of boots striking the stairs came to his ears,
and Gavin realized that the crossbowman was racing down the steps.
He sprinted forward and hurtled down the corridor, leaping down the
steps two at a time. These stairs lacked the polish of the main
stairwell, and Gavin supposed the inn’s servants and workers used
them.

The stairs ended at the inn’s
kitchen, and Gavin looked around. A half-dozen shocked women in
aprons looked at him, some of them shying into the corners or
hiding behind the work tables. There was a door in the far wall,
leading to the alley behind the inn, and it was ajar. Gavin raced
for it and came to a stop in the alley, looking up and down.

He just had time to see a
dark form vanish into the ground.

Gavin strode closer. A metal
hatchway on the ground had been torn open, and he saw an iron
ladder descending into the darkness. It must lead to either the
city’s sewers or the ancient catacombs. The catacombs, most likely,
to judge from the lack of stench coming from the hatchway.

The assassin had escaped.

Gavin shook his head,
sheathed Truthseeker, and stepped back into the kitchen.

“My lord,” said the oldest of
the women, likely the innkeeper’s wife. “We didn’t do
anything.”

“The man who ran through here
before me,” said Gavin. “Did any of you get a good look at
him?”

The innkeeper’s wife looked
at the other women.

“A black cloak,” volunteered
one.

“He had a sword,” said
another.

“He moved so fast,” said the
innkeeper’s wife. “As fast as you, my lord.”

Gavin nodded. “Thank
you.”

He walked past them and into
the common room. Corbanic, Caius, Antenora, and a dozen dwarven
soldiers and a dozen men-at-arms had filed into the room, facing
the flustered-looking innkeeper.

“I don’t know,” said the
innkeeper, terror on his face. “I don’t know what any of this is
about.”

“Come, Master Esser,” said
Corbanic. “You must have seen something.”

“But none of the rooms on the
top floor are occupied at the moment,” said Esser. “It…”

“I saw the assassin,” said
Gavin, and all eyes turned towards him. “He was in a room on the
top floor, but he fled out the back and escaped into the catacombs.
Lord Corbanic, I think you had better see for yourself.”

“Very well,” said Corbanic.
“Lead the way.”

Gavin looked at Antenora.

“I sent Rotrude back to the
Tower of the Keeper with the children,” said Antenora. “It seemed
safe enough, and two of the Constable’s men-at-arms are with
her.”

“Your wife is persuasive at
times, sir,” said Corbanic.

Gavin nodded. “This way.”

He led the way to the stairs.
Corbanic followed, as did Caius, Antenora, and a half-dozen of the
dwarven warriors. It made for a crowded stairwell and a lot of
creaking. Gavin walked into the room on the fourth floor, and
Corbanic, Antenora, and Caius followed him. Caius raised a hand,
and his guards waited outside.

“Well, lord bishop,” said
Corbanic, “it seems someone wants to assassinate you.”

Antenora picked up one of the
vials and examined it. “This is a potent venom. The head of the
quarrel that struck the ground outside was smeared with this
poison.”

“Bloody hell,” said Corbanic,
striking his fist against his sword pommel in annoyance. “Can’t we
go a single damned year without someone trying to assassinate an
ambassador to the High King?”

“That mask,” said Caius,
pointing at the wooden mask on the table. “You’ll remember those,
Gavin.”

“Aye,” said Gavin with a
chill. “It looks like the masks worn by the Red Family of
Cintarra.”

Corbanic scowled. “Someone
hired the Red Family to assassinate the bishop?”

“It wouldn't be the first
time I fought with the Red Family,” said Caius. “We dealt with them
harshly when I was traveling with the Shield Knight before the
Frostborn war. Frankly, I am surprised they never tried to take
vengeance upon Lord Ridmark or any of the rest of us.”

“As far as I know, they
haven’t,” said Gavin. “Maybe we killed so many they decided to cut
their losses.”

“Maybe,” said Caius. “But the
mask looks wrong.”

“You’re right,” said Gavin.
“The assassins of the Red Family always wore masks and helmets of
red metal. This is just painted wood.”

Antenora stooped and sniffed
the mask. “Fresh-painted wood. Within the last few days, I
think.”

“Like someone wanted to kill
you,” said Gavin to Caius, “and make it look as if the Red Family
was responsible.”

“But who?” said Caius. “I
cannot think of anyone who has a sufficient grudge against me to
attempt such a thing. Not all the dwarves of the Three Kingdoms are
pleased with the religious changes that have come to our kindred,
but as far as I know, there has not been a single instance of
violence between the baptized dwarves and those who keep to the
ways of the gods of stone and silence.”

“There is dark magic here,”
said Antenora, straightening up from the mask.

“Where?” said Gavin, reaching
for Truthseeker’s hilt. Was the mask enspelled? Or was there some
other object of dark magic in the room? Or, worse, was there a
creature of dark magic nearby? Urvaalgs and some other creatures of
dark magic could make themselves nearly unseen.

“An echo,” said Antenora. “A
creature of powerful dark magic was here.” She turned her head,
gazing down the corridor. “The echo goes that way.” Her fingers
tightened against her staff. “It will dissipate soon. If we move at
once, we can follow it.”

“Then by all means, lead on,”
said Corbanic.

“Let me go first,” said
Gavin, stepping in front of Antenora.

Gavin led the way down the
corridor, Antenora, Caius, Corbanic, and the dwarven warriors
following him. At Antenora’s direction, he went down the back
stairs and through the kitchens. The innkeeper’s wife and her
workers stared at them in alarm, and Gavin felt a stab of sympathy
for them. They had done nothing wrong, and they didn’t deserve this
kind of upheaval.

They came to the hatch to the
catacombs and stopped.

“The creature of dark magic
went this way,” said Antenora.

“Why would a thing of dark
magic use a crossbow?” said Corbanic. “Never heard of an urvaalg or
an ursaar that could do that.”

“An urshane could,” said
Gavin. “Or an urdhracos.”

“I do not think it was one of
the creatures of the dark elves,” said Antenora, frowning, her eyes
hazy as she drew on her Sight. “I think it was a human user of dark
magic, one who has been so corrupted by the power that he has
developed mutations.”

“Such a man might well use a
crossbow to assassinate a bishop,” said Corbanic.

“Aye,” said Antenora. “I will
have to follow the trail at once. Or else it shall soon
dissipate.”

Corbanic frowned. “You’re not
going down there alone.”

“Of course not,” said Gavin.
“I will go with her. A Swordbearer has the best defense against a
creature of dark magic.”

“And I shall accompany you as
well,” said Caius.

“For God’s sake,” said
Corbanic. “You almost just got assassinated. You are not tramping
through the damned catacombs of Tarlion!”

“My lord Constable, I have
some experience with underground tunnels,” said Caius. He lifted
his mace of dwarven steel. “And some experience with weapons. If
this assassin has come for me, I will not expose anyone else to
danger. Besides, if Gavin Swordbearer and the Keeper’s apprentice
cannot deal with this assassin of dark magic, then a guard of
soldiers would make no difference.”

Corbanic let out an irritated
grunt, but he did nod. “Very well. However, I am sending a runner
to the Castra of the Swordbearers. I will send every available
Knight of the Soulblade to your aid.”

“Thank you,” said Antenora.
She looked at Gavin. “The trail will not last long. We must move at
once.”

Gavin took a deep breath.
“You know, when I was talking about the old days, I didn’t miss
them that much.”

“Fear not,” said Caius. “It
is nothing we have not done before.”

He was right. Gavin also knew
that no battle was guaranteed, that chance and misfortune could
take anyone. Had the mysterious dark-magic using crossbowman aimed
a little better, Caius might now be lying dead.

Or Antenora, if his aim had
been worse. Or even Gavin himself.

But Caius was right. Gavin
was a Swordbearer, and Antenora was a Magistria and the apprentice
of the Keeper. It was their responsibility to deal with something
like this.

Sometimes Gavin found himself
wondering what Ridmark would do in a dangerous situation, and this
was such a time.

“Let’s go,” said Gavin
without preamble, and he reached for the iron ladder.

***

 



 Chapter 4:
Kobolds








Silence ruled in the
catacombs below Tarlion.

Antenora held both her Sight
and her magic ready, following the faint trail the dark wizard had
left in his wake. It was a challenging task. The catacombs
themselves were within the bounds of the ancient warding spells on
the walls of Tarlion. Those wards kept creatures of dark magic from
entering the city and hampered the use of dark magic within the
walls. It was extremely difficult to use dark magic within the
bounds of Tarlion.

Difficult, but not
impossible.

The catacombs themselves had
been built of brick and stone, with round arches overhead. Niches
lined the walls, filled with bones. Some niches had been filled
entirely with bones, while others held only skulls. Inscriptions on
the walls noted the names of those who had been interred here.

With a minor effort of will,
Antenora summoned a small globe of fiery light. It hovered over the
top of her staff, and it cast flickering shadows on the walls.

“I had no idea this was all
down here,” admitted Gavin, Truthseeker ready in his right
hand.

“They were built before the
Orders of the Magistri and the Swordbearers were founded, before
Andomhaim fought the urdmordar,” said Antenora, concentrating on
the ripple of dark magic. “In the early days of the realm, plagues
broke out several times in Tarlion. The dead were very numerous,
and catacombs built to house their bones. In time, the High Kings
stopped building catacombs below the city, fearing they would
provide a secret passage for foes to traverse the walls.”

Gavin snorted. “You’re not
even from Andomhaim, and you know more of its history than I
do.”

“Yes, but I like to read,”
said Antenora.

“You aren’t from Andomhaim,
either,” said Caius. “You were from Aranaeus in the Wilderland. You
visited Andomhaim proper exactly once before you became a
Swordbearer. I suppose not many Swordbearers can say that.”

“Only four, to my knowledge,”
said Antenora, who had read the chronicles of the Order of the
Swordbearers.

“Then you are in rare
company,” said Caius.

Gavin snorted again. “So it
would seem…wait. Is your mace enspelled?”

It was. Caius’s mace of
dwarven steel had a pyramidal head. Dwarven glyphs had been carved
into both the head and the shaft of the mace, and Antenora saw the
glow of potent magic within the weapon thanks to the Sight. She
avoided looking at it since both Caius’s mace and Gavin’s soulblade
were distractions from the faint, decaying trail of dark magic she
wanted to follow.

“Aye, it is,” said Caius.
“Enspelled by the stonescribes of Khald Tormen. A gift from my
brother, soon after the siege of Tarlion and the end of the war
with the Frostborn.” He smiled. “Narzaxar said that if I was so
foolish as to follow someone like the Gray Knight into the
Wilderland and back again, then I might as well be armed properly
for the challenge.”

“A thoughtful present,” said
Gavin. “I…”

He came to a sudden stop,
Truthseeker coming up in guard.

“What is it?” said Antenora.
The Sight showed her no immediate dangers

“Do you smell that?” said
Gavin, sniffing the air.

Antenora smelled dust,
moisture, crumbling bone, and the other odors she expected to
detect in a place like this. But a peculiar dusty scent came to her
nostrils, something like the scales of a serpent…

“Kobolds,” said Caius.

“Aye,” said Gavin, voice
grim. “I’d recognize that smell anywhere.” He looked at Antenora.
“I see why the High Kings stopped building catacombs beneath the
city.”

“The kobolds must have crept
into the catacombs from somewhere outside the wall,” said Caius.
“Maybe that’s how this dark wizard got into the city as well.”

“After the war with the
Frostborn but before the northern gate was rebuilt,” said Antenora,
“there were rumors that some of the enslaved creatures of Tarrabus
Carhaine’s dvargir mercenaries fled into Tarlion and hid in the
city. I’ve never seen or heard any proof of it, though.”

“Perhaps we are about to see
the truth of it for ourselves,” said Caius.

Ahead the tunnel widened, and
Antenora saw that it opened into a wide chamber that looked like a
funerary chapel. At the edge of the glow from her staff, she
glimpsed something gray and scaled lurking in the shadows.

“Kobolds,” said Gavin, voice
grim. “Looks like the rumors were right. We’ll have to fight.”

“Perhaps not,” said Caius,
his tone thoughtful.

Gavin looked at the bishop.
“They may be minions of this would-be assassin.”

“They may,” said Caius, “but
it occurs to me that if they have been hiding in the catacombs for
this long, they will have learned a good deal of caution. If we
question them, we may learn more about the assassin. Perhaps where
he has been hiding. For he is almost certainly hiding in the
catacombs.”

Gavin hesitated. Antenora
could tell that he wanted to take the fight to the kobolds, but he
was not ruled by bloodlust.

“Agreed,” he said at last.
“But be careful. They might try to kill and eat us.”

“If they attempt it,” said
Antenora, “they shall be in for an unpleasant surprise.”

They stepped into the
funerary chapel. It looked as if it had been built as the tomb for
some long-dead noble. A stone sarcophagus rested in the center of
the chapel, the lid carved in the effigy of an armored knight.
There was an altar on one wall, where no doubt a funerary priest
had once said masses for the dead. Crumbling frescoes on the walls
showed scenes from the scriptures and the life of the Dominus
Christus, with the largest picture showing the Dominus Christus
raising the daughter of Jairus from the dead. The frescoes had been
done in the old style of Andomhaim, similar to that of the Romans
of Old Earth, and Antenora would have liked more time to look at
them.

The three kobolds crouching
near the sarcophagus made that unlikely.

They were gaunt, scaled
creatures, with long, low bodies, waving tails, and lizard-like
skulls crowned with crests of red scales. Their venomous yellow
eyes glared at Antenora, and their fingers and toes ended with
sharp claws. The kobolds were all naked but given their scaly hides
they did not need clothes the way that humans did, and each kobold
bore a glyph burned into their chests. It was the glyph of Great
House Tzanar of Khaldurmar, the city of the dvargir, and Great
House Tzanar had provided Tarrabus with mercenaries during the
siege of Tarlion.

It seemed that the rumors
were true, and some of the kobold slaves of the dvargir had indeed
escaped into the catacombs.

“More humans!” hissed one of
the kobolds. It spoke Latin, though with a thick, harsh accent.

“What do you want, humans?”
said a second kobold. “We have left you in peace, yes? We have not
ventured into your city. Why will you not leave us alone?”

“We do not mean you harm,”
said Caius. “Which one of you leads?”

“I do,” said the
oldest-looking of the kobolds. His gray scales had lost their
luster and many scars marked his sides and tail. “I am Naltaph. We
have left you humans in peace. Why do you come here? We have not
disturbed you.”

“You were slaves of Great
House Tzanar, were you not?” said Caius. “You must have escaped
after Tarrabus Carhaine was defeated.”

“Great battles,” hissed
Naltaph. “Many great battles. When the cold ones broke the gate, we
fled into the city. After the cold ones were defeated, we fled into
the catacombs, and have lived here ever since. It is a good place.
The city of humans draws many rats, and the rats are fat and
delicious. But we wish no trouble with the humans. If you leave us
in peace, we will leave you in peace. Why have you come to trouble
us?”

“Permit me to make a guess,”
said Caius. “There has been a human living down here for the past
few weeks. He stinks of dark magic and kills any of you who draw
too close.”

“How did you know?” hissed
Naltaph. “Are you his ally?”

“Certainly not,” said Caius.
“He is an outlaw, and he tried to murder a guest of the human High
King. The man and the woman with me are a Swordbearer and a
Magistria.” The kobolds cringed at that. “They will deal with this
dark wizard and leave you in peace.”

“What do you care?” said
Naltaph. “You are a dwarf, not a human. This is not your city.”

Caius smiled. “I was the
guest that the dark wizard tried to kill.”

That seemed to take Naltaph
aback, and the kobold leader conferred with the other two creatures
in their own language for a moment.

“Very well,” said Naltaph at
last. “We offer a deal. We will lead you to the dark wizard, but in
exchange, you will leave us in peace.”

“So long as you do not
disturb the humans living on the surface,” said Gavin. He did not
trust the kobolds, though he suspected self-interest would lead
them to cooperate. “But if I hear word that you are attacking
anyone living in the city or the nearby villages, we will return
for you.”

“Fear not, Swordbearer,”
hissed Naltaph. “Why should we attack the humans? The waste of this
city draws many rats, and they are far easier to hunt and kill than
humans.” He beckoned with a clawed hand. “This way. We will show
you the way to the human wizard’s lair.”

He and the other two kobolds
scuttled towards an archway on the far side of the funerary
chapel.

“Antenora?” said Gavin.

“The path does go in that
direction,” said Antenora. “I do not think they are leading us
false.” Though given how swiftly the echo of dark magic was fading,
they might have no choice but to follow the lead of the kobolds. “I
believe that Bishop Caius is right. The kobolds simply wish to
dwell in the darkness and eat the rats that come to scavenge in the
city. Why should they seek trouble? The sooner we can rid them of
this dark wizard and be gone, the happier they will be.”

“Very well,” said Gavin,
though she could tell he was not happy about it.

“Are you coming, humans?”
called Naltaph.

“Lead the way,” said Gavin,
and they followed Naltaph into the next corridor.

***
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& Heralds








While Gavin would have
preferred that Caius remain in safety on the surface, he was
nonetheless glad the dwarven bishop had accompanied them into the
maze of the catacombs.

He wasn’t sure they would be
able to find their way back to the surface without Caius’s
help.

Gavin hadn’t realized how
extensive the catacombs were or how deep they descended. Antenora
said that proper maps of the catacombs had been lost when the
urdmordar had besieged Tarlion, so no one knew just how far the
catacombs went. Rumors said that thieves lurked in hidden places
below the streets, or creatures of dark magic.

Once this was over, Gavin
resolved, he would ask the Constable to consider sending men to map
the catacombs and perhaps seal up some of the entrances. He could
not help but think that a clever foe could dig a tunnel to the
catacombs and create a secret entrance to the city.

“Here, humans,” rasped
Naltaph after a half an hour of walking.

They were in another corridor
with an arched ceiling and walls lined with skulls. Ahead the
corridor ended in an archway, and a shallow flight of stairs
descended to another funerary chapel. Unlike the other funerary
chapels that Gavin had seen, a pale blue glow came from within.

The dark wizard was a short
distance away.

“This is the place, humans,”
hissed Naltaph. “The wizard makes his lair within this chapel.” His
tongue flicked over his fangs, his nostrils flaring. “He stinks of
dark magic.”

“Thank you,” said Gavin, but
the kobolds had already turned, vanishing back into the darkness of
the catacombs.

“It seems they don’t wish to
see the outcome of the battle,” said Caius.

“Sensible of them,” said
Antenora.

Gavin took a deep breath, his
fingers tightening against Truthseeker’s hilt. “I’ll go first.”

He led the way down the
stairs, Antenora and Caius following him.

The funerary chapel was the
largest and the grandest that Gavin had seen yet. The sarcophagus
had been carved from pale marble, and in some of the crumbling
frescoes on the wall, he saw the red dragon sigil of the
Pendragons. Had a member of the royal house been buried here? A
dusty altar rested against the far wall, a crucifix hanging over
it.

A twisted creature stood near
the altar, glaring at Gavin.

The thing had once been a
human man and wore only a dark cloak and a ragged pair of stained
trousers. The cloaked man’s skin had turned a corpse-like gray, and
all his hair had fallen out. Strange misshapen growths dotted his
arms and legs and face, giving off a pale blue glow, and the same
light shone from within his eyes. The man snarled, and Gavin saw
that his teeth had turned the color of obsidian. Black claws
sprouted from his fingers and toes, and in his right hand, he
carried a sword.

And the creature looked
somehow familiar. Gavin could not place it, but he was sure that he
had seen this man somewhere. At least before dark magic mutation
had twisted him.

“You,” rasped the man, and
black slime leaked beneath his teeth as he spoke. “It seems my fake
mask has failed to throw you off the trail. Well, no matter. It was
foreordained. Or does chaos rule all?” His voice was a twisted
gurgle, and even from across the chapel, his rotting odor came to
Gavin’s nose.

“You tried to assassinate the
bishop,” said Gavin.

The cloaked man let out a
wheezing laugh. “Is that what you think happened? No. You don’t
remember me, do you? Perhaps I should not be surprised. Incariel’s
blessing has left its mark on me. But I saw you at Castra Carhaine,
and again during the battle for Tarlion…”

“Incariel?” said Gavin, taken
aback. The Enlightened, the cult that Tarrabus had tried to use to
take over Andomhaim, had called upon Incariel. But when Tarrabus
had been defeated, the Enlightened had been destroyed. “Are you…no.
Wait. I do remember you.” The recognition came. “Sir Avitus
Rhoniar, knight and vassal of Dux Tarrabus Carhaine.”

Avitus let out that croaking
laugh again. “Aye, and I was one of the initiates of the inner
circles of the Enlightened of Incariel.” He snarled. “We would have
saved the world! We would have made mankind into living gods! But
you and that wretched Keeper ruined everything.”

“I had help,” said Gavin,
watching Avitus.

“It matters not,” said
Avitus. He began to stalk back and forth, muttering to himself.
Gavin suspected that his sanity was as twisted as his flesh.

“How are you even still
alive?” said Gavin. “The Enlightened were destroyed.”

“I fled and hid when Tarrabus
fell,” said Avitus. “When the Frostborn broke the gate, I took
refuge within the catacombs. And here I have been hidden ever
since, alone in the darkness.” His laughter turned to a giggle.
“Alone with the darkness. I have no need for food or drink. The
shadow of Incariel sustains me. My throat burns with thirst and my
belly twists with hunger, but no food or drink will ever satisfy.
The power of darkness is my meat and wine.”

“It’s over, Sir Avitus,” said
Gavin. “Surrender and come with us. You will have to undergo trial
before the High King for attempting to kill the bishop, but perhaps
the Magistri can burn the dark magic from your flesh…”

“Fool!” snarled Avitus,
whirling to face him. “I didn’t come to kill the wretched dwarf! I
came to kill you.”

“Me?” said Gavin. “Why? For
vengeance?”

Avitus laughed. “No. As a
blood sacrifice to the New God.”

“What?” said Antenora.

“Explain yourself,” said
Gavin.

“You, the Keeper’s
apprentice,” said Avitus, pointing his sword at her. Black slime
dripped from his clawed hand. “I saw you fight the undead sorcerers
outside the walls. And in their auras of power, I saw the answer.
The Enlightened failed, but the New God is coming.” Madness and
glee bubbled in his twisted voice. “The New God is coming, and it
will enslave the world.” His glowing eyes shifted to Gavin. “That
is why I will kill you, Swordbearer. The life of a Knight of the
Soulblade will be a worthy sacrifice to lay upon the altar of the
New God.”

“You are mad,” said Antenora,
and Gavin heard the growing anger in her voice. “You would murder
my husband to gain the favor of a dark power like the New God?”

Avitus let out a reedy laugh.
“I will murder all of Tarlion to gain the favor of the New God, for
it shall rule the world forever! All shall kneel to the New God.
All shall bow to the New God! And I will start with you three. Kill
them!”

The air rippled on either
side of the sarcophagus.

“Urvaalgs!” shouted
Caius.

The blur cleared, and two
urvaalgs appeared. They looked like the numerous other urvaalgs
that Gavin had fought, twisted, corrupted hybrids of wolf and ape.
The creatures bounded forward with a tearing, metallic shriek,
their claws rasping against the stone floor.

But Gavin was already
moving.

He charged and swung
Truthseeker in a two-handed blow, catching the first urvaalg in the
neck. The soulblade sank into the corrupted flesh with a sizzle,
and the urvaalg shuddered and went limp. Gavin ripped Truthseeker
free just as Avitus cast a spell. Shadows poured from his sword in
a rippling torrent, but Antenora cast a ward. A shimmering wall of
pale white light appeared before them, and Avitus’s shadows
shattered against it.

Caius fought the second
urvaalg, his mace rising and falling with vigor despite his age.
The urvaalg was limping, its right foreleg broken, and the creature
reared back on its hind legs to attack. Gavin charged and thrust
Truthseeker, and the blade stabbed between the urvaalg’s ribs and
sank into its chest. White fire poured from the sword and into the
urvaalg’s heart, and the creature screamed and collapsed to the
floor.

Another blast of shadows
leaped from Avitus’s hand, and again Antenora blocked it, her face
tight with strain. Avitus snarled and began a new spell, and Gavin
charged, calling on Truthseeker for speed. The former Enlightened
snarled and raised his sword, and Gavin attacked. Avitus parried
the first three blows of Truthseeker, his sword ringing.

Gavin’s fourth blow plunged
into his chest.

Avitus’s mouth went wide, and
he howled in pain. White fire spread through him, the glow in his
tumors and eyes vanishing into white light, and he screamed again.
The flames poured from his mouth, and Gavin ripped Truthseeker free
and swung the sword with all his strength.

The blade sheared through
Avitus’s neck and took off his head. The head rolled away. The body
staggered a few steps back, smoke pouring from the charred stump of
the neck, and then collapsed motionless to the floor.

Silence fell over the
funerary chapel, and Truthseeker’s fire dimmed and went out.

There was no more dark magic
nearby.

“Well,” said Caius into the
silence. “I daresay my visit to Tarlion has been rather more
eventful than I expected.”

***

 



 Chapter 6: The
Coming War








A short time later, Gavin
stood in the Forum of the North, watching the activity. A party of
Swordbearers had arrived from the Castra under the command of old
Master Marhand himself, and they were going to sweep the catacombs
in search of any more rogue Enlightened.

At Antenora’s request, they
agreed to leave the kobolds in peace.

“I should have known,” said
Gavin.

“Known what?” said
Antenora.

“That the evil of the New God
could reach Andomhaim,” said Gavin. “Rhodruthain came here and
kidnapped Ridmark and Calliande. The Maledicti tried to kill you. I
suppose it makes sense that the New God would gain followers here.”
He took a deep breath. “We shall have to be ready to face more of
them.”

“Aye,” said Antenora, and she
squeezed his hand. “But we shall face the coming trouble together,
husband. Whatever happens, we shall face it together.”

Gavin nodded, and they went
to join Caius, Corbanic, and the bishop’s guard of dwarven
warriors.








THE END







Thank you for reading
SHIELD KNIGHT: APPRENTICE.

If
you liked this story, please consider leaving a review at your
ebook site of choice. To receive immediate notification of new
releases, sign up for
my newsletter (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1854),
or watch for news on my Facebook
page (http://www.facebook.com/pages/Jonathan-Moeller/328773987230189).
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The Demonsouled
Saga

MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK is a
wandering knight, fearless in battle and masterful with a
sword.






Yet he has a dark secret. He
is Demonsouled, the son of the ancient and cruel Old Demon, and his
tainted blood grants him superhuman strength and speed. Yet with
the power comes terrible, inhuman rage, and Mazael must struggle to
keep the fury from devouring him.

But he dare not turn aside
from the strength of his blood, for he will need it to face
terrible foes.

The priests of the San-keth
plot and scheme in the shadows, pulling lords and kingdoms upon
their strings. The serpent priests desire to overthrow the realms
of men and enslave humanity. Unless Mazael stops them, they shall
force all nations to bow before the serpent god.

The Malrag hordes are coming,
vast armies of terrible, inhuman beasts, filled with a lust for
cruelty and torment. The Malrags care nothing for conquest or
treasure, only slaughter. And the human realms are ripe for the
harvest. Only a warrior of Mazael’s power can hope to defeat
them.

The Dominiar Order and the
Justiciar Order were once noble and respected, dedicated to
fighting the powers of dark magic. Now they are corrupt and
cynical, and scheme only for power and glory. They will kill anyone
who stands in their way.

To defeat these foes, Mazael
will need all the strength of his Demonsouled blood.

Yet he faces a far more
terrible foe.

For centuries the Old Demon
has manipulated kings and lords. Now he shall seize the power of
the Demonsouled for himself, and become the a god of torment and
tyranny.

Unless Mazael can stop
him.

Read Demonsouled
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=880) for free.
Mazael's adventures continue in Soul of
Tyrants (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=911),
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of Serpents
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(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1845), Soul of
Skulls (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2808),
and Soul of
Swords (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3599),
along with the short stories The Wandering
Knight (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3073),
The
Tournament Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3677), and The Dragon's
Shadow (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2635).
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The Ghosts
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Once CAINA AMALAS was the shy
daughter of a minor nobleman, content to spend her days in her
father’s library.

Then sorcery and murder and
her mother’s treachery tore her life apart.

Now she is a nightfighter of
the Ghosts, an elite agent of the spies and assassins of the
Emperor of Nighmar. She is a master of disguise and infiltration,
of stealth and the shadows.

And she will need all those
skills to defend the Empire and stay alive.

Corrupt lords scheme and plot
in the shadows, desiring to pull down the Emperor and rule the
Empire for their own profit and glory. Slave traders lurk on the
fringes of the Empire, ready to seize unwary commoners and sell
them into servitude in distant lands. Yet both slave traders and
cruel lords must beware the Ghosts.

The Magisterium, the Imperial
brotherhood of sorcerers, believe themselves the rightful masters
of the Empire. With their arcane sciences, they plan to overthrow
the Empire and enslave the commoners, ruling all of mankind for
their own benefit. Only the Ghosts stand in the path of their
sinister plans.

And the Moroaica, the ancient
sorceress of legend and terror, waits in the shadows, preparing to
launch a war upon the gods themselves. She will make the gods pay
for the suffering of mankind...even if she must destroy the world
to do it.

Caina Amalas of the Ghosts
opposes these mighty enemies, but the cost might be more than she
can bear.

Read Child of the
Ghosts (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1057)
for free. Caina's adventures continue in Ghost in the
Flames (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1265),
Ghost
in the Blood
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in the Stone
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the short stories Ghost
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Ghost
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Ghost
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The
Fall of Kyrace
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4258), Ghost
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Ghost
Undying (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4662),
Ghost
Light (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5653),
and Ghost
Dagger (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2371),
and the prequel novels Blade of the
Ghosts (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6220)
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(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6304). Get the
first three books bundled together in The Ghosts
Omnibus One
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4484).








The Ghost Exile
Series








Caina Amalas was a
nightfighter of the Ghosts, the spies and assassins of the Emperor
of Nighmar, and through her boldness and cunning saved the Empire
and the world from sorcerous annihilation.

But the victory cost her
everything.

Now she is exiled and alone
in the city of Istarinmul, far from her home and friends. Yet a
centuries-old darkness now stirs in Istarinmul, eager to devour the
city and the world itself.

And Caina is the only one
that stands in its way...

Read Ghost in the
Cowl (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4903),
Ghost
in the Maze
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5090), Ghost in the
Hunt (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5244),
Ghost
in the Razor
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5553), Ghost in the
Inferno (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5759),
Ghost
in the Seal
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5924), Ghost in the
Throne (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6145),
Ghost
in the Pact
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6629), and Ghost in the
Winds (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6694)
along with the short stories Ghost
Sword (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4911),
Ghost
Price (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5105),
Ghost
Relics (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5265),
Ghost
Keeper (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5481),
Ghost
Nails (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5504),
Ghost
Lock (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5776),
Ghost
Arts (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5937),
Ghost
Vigil (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6153),
Ghost
Mimic (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6648),
and Ghost
Vessel (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7028),
and read the combined short stories in Exile of the
Ghosts
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7936).








The Ghost Night
Series








Caina Amalas was once a
deadly Ghost nightfighter, a spy and agent of the Emperor of
Nighmar. Now she only wishes to live quietly with her husband.

But civil war grips the
Empire, and Caina's skills are needed against the cruel sorcerers
of the malevolent Umbarian Order.






And Caina has a dangerous
connection to the Umbarians.






For Caina's mother had many
deadly secrets, secrets that might yet kill Caina herself...






Read Ghost in the
Ring (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7928),
Ghost
in the Glass
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7954), Ghost in the
Amulet (https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8895),
and Ghost in
the Tower
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10346).
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RACHAELIS MORULAN is an
Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But
to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the
Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials
they endured.

Those who fail the Testing
are never seen again.

And now the Magisters of the
Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And
there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.

And creatures that yearn to
devour her soul.

If Rachaelis survives the
Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the
astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for
themselves.

And some Adepts of the
Conclave are eager to help them.

Read The
Testing (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1538)
for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The
Assassins
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1540), The Blood
Shaman (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1542),
The
High Demon
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1544), The Burning
Child (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2756),
The
Outlaw Adept
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3341), The Black
Paladin (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3343),
and The Tomb of
Baligant (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3345).
Read the entire series in The Third
Soul Omnibus One
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4021) and The Third
Soul Omnibus Two
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4061).








The Frostborn
Series








A thousand years ago, the
last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain
through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high
elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the
descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and
prosperous under the rule of the High King.

But a shadow threatens to
devour the kingdom.

RIDMARK ARBAN was once a
Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast,
stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.

But he alone sees the danger
to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped,
they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter.

CALLIANDE awakens in the
darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power
hunting her.

For she alone holds the
secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.

The secret of the
Frostborn.

Read Frostborn:
The First Quest
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4439), followed by
Frostborn:
The Gray Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4069), Frostborn:
The Eightfold Knife
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4437), Frostborn:
The Undying Wizard
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4776), Frostborn:
The Master Thief
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5007), Frostborn:
The Iron Tower
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5183), Frostborn:
The Dark Warden
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5330), Frostborn:
The Gorgon Spirit
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5330), Frostborn:
The Broken Mage
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5860), Frostborn:
The World Gate
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6028), Frostborn:
The High Lords
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6403), Frostborn:
The False King
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6865), Frostborn:
The Dwarven Prince
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7270), Frostborn:
Excalibur
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7414), Frostborn:
The Dragon Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7549), and Frostborn:
The Shadow Prison
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7803), and the
prequel novels Frostborn:
The Knight Quests
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6384) and Frostborn:
The Bone Quest
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8069) along with
the short stories The Orc's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5661),
The
Mage's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4784), The Thief's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5012),
The
Assassin's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5186), The
Paladins's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5328), The Knight's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5865),
The
Soldier's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6045), and The Soldier's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6409).
Read the first three books combined in Frostborn
Omnibus One
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5671).








Sevenfold Sword








Ridmark Arban is the Shield
Knight, the defender of the realm of Andomhaim.

The realm is at peace after a
long and terrible war, but dark powers threaten other lands.






And when a mad elven wizard
comes to the High King's court, Ridmark finds himself fighting not
only for his own life, but for the lives of his family.






For the quest of the Seven
Swords has begun...

Read Sevenfold
Sword: Champion
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7831), Sevenfold
Sword: Swordbearer
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8067), Sevenfold
Sword: Warlord
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Sword: Necromancer
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Knight: Duel
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10165), Shield
Knight: Rhodruthain
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10821), and
Shield
Knight: Apprentice
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=11039).
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Series








The histories of Old Earth
record that in the Year of Our Lord 778, Charlemagne’s rearguard
under the command of Count Roland of the Breton March was ambushed
and slain to a man.

But Roland and his men were
drawn through another magical gate, to a new and strange world of
magic and deadly creatures. A world where every man, no matter what
his estate or rank, no matter how poor or common or rich and
powerful, was born with the power of magic.






But the magic of this world
carries a deadly curse, and the price for abusing its power is
ruinous.






This, then, is the story of
the kingdom they built, and the knight who would decide its
fate.






Read Malison:
Dragon Curse
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10509) and
Malison:
Dragon Fury
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10525).








Mask of the
Demonsouled Trilogy








MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has
prevailed over terrible foes and now rules the Grim Marches with
firm justice. Yet ancient evils are stirring in the shadows, freed
at last by Mazael's own hand. Unless Mazael fights with all his
strength, the world will fall.






SIGALDRA is the last
holdmistress of the Jutai nation, the final defender of her people.
Now the darkness comes to devour the final remnant of Sigaldra's
home and family. Even Sigaldra's courage may not be enough to turn
aside the darkness.






Read Mask of
Swords (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5429),
Mask
of Dragons
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6511), and Mask of
Spells (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7196)
along with the short stories The Ransom
Knight (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5446),
The
Bronze Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6531), The Serpent
Knight (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5856),
and The Rune
Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7183).








The Tower of Endless
Worlds








THOMAS WYCLIFFE just wants to
finish his dissertation in peace and quiet. So when a man in a
black robe appears in his closet, claiming to be the last of the
Warlocks, Wycliffe figures it is a bad joke.






But he soon realizes the last
of the Warlocks can give him power beyond imagining.

And all it will cost is his
soul.

SIMON WESTER needs a job.
Badly. So when a rich and powerful Senator offers him employment,
he jumps at the chance. Sure, Simon expects to find some
corruption, some shady deals.

He doesn't expect to find
black magic.

LIAM MASTERE is a Knight of
the Sacred Blade, defender of the mortal races. But can swords
stand against guns? As bullets and bombs destroy his kingdom, Liam
must risk everything to save his homeland's one chance of
salvation.

By daring the horrors of the
Tower of Endless Worlds…

Read The Tower of
Endless Worlds
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2073) for free. The
saga of the Tower continues in A Knight of
the Sacred Blade
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2076), A Wizard of
the White Council
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2078), and The Destroyer
of Worlds
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2080).








Cloak Games








The High Queen of the Elves
has conquered Earth, but I don't care about that.

I don't care about the High
Queen, or the Rebels seeking to overthrow her. All I care about is
getting my baby brother the treatments he needs to recover from his
potentially fatal disease…and those treatments have a steep
price.






Fortunately, I have magic of
my own, and I'm a very, very good thief.






Unfortunately, the powerful
Elven lord Morvilind has a hold over me. If I don't follow his
commands, my brother is going to die.






Of course, given how
dangerous Morvilind’s missions are, I might not live long enough to
see my brother’s death…






Read Cloak Games:
Thief Trap
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5969), Cloak Games:
Frost Fever
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6072), Cloak Games:
Rebel Fist
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6225), Cloak Games:
Shadow Jump
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6713), Cloak Games:
Shatter Stone
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7325), Cloak Games:
Truth Chain
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7426), Cloak Games:
Tomb Howl
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7598), Cloak Games:
Hammer Break
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8121), Cloak Games:
Blood Cast
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8140), Cloak Games:
Last Judge
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9259), Cloak Games:
Sky Hammer
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9493), and
Cloak
Games: Mage Fall
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9681), along with
the short stories Wraith
Wolf (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6735),
Dragon
Pearl (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7473),
and Iron
Image
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8142).








Cloak &
Ghost








Caina Amalas meets
Nadia Moran in this epic crossover novel from USA Today bestselling
author Jonathan Moeller!

My name is Nadia, and
I'm a shadow agent of the High Queen of the Elves.

When the High Queen
sends me to take down a corrupt Congressman, it should be an easy
job.

Except someone else
is coming after the Congressman.

And Caina Amalas
might be a powerful ally or a deadly enemy...

Read Cloak &
Ghost: Blood Ring
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10014) and
Cloak
& Ghost: Lost Gate
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10027).








The Silent Order
Series







The galaxy is at
war, but wars are won and lost in the shadows.

To
the galaxy at large, Jack March is a privateer of the interstellar
Kingdom of Calaskar and a former Iron Hand commando of the
malevolent Final Consciousness. In truth, he is an alpha operative
of the Silent Order, the most efficient and feared intelligence
organization in human space. When there is a crisis, Jack March is
the man to call.





But
there are many forces that wish to enslave or destroy
humanity...and Jack March stands in their way.





Read Silent Order:
Iron Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8468), Silent Order:
Wraith Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8470), Silent Order:
Axiom Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8472), Silent Order:
Eclipse Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8474), Silent Order:
Fire Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8476), Silent
Order: Wasp Hand
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8986), Silent
Order: Master Hand
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9314), Silent
Order: Image Hand
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9724), and
Silent
Order: Ark Hand
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9726), and the
short stories Rail Gun
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8988) and False
Flag
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9848).
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