
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 SHIELD KNIGHT:
WAR MAGES

Jonathan Moeller

***

 



 Description








Rilmael is the Guardian of
the elven city of Cathair Kaldran, and for fifteen thousand years
he has defended the world from the powers of dark magic.

And often those Rilmael helps
know nothing of his involvement.

Or of the cost it exacts upon
him...

***

 



 Shield Knight: War Mages

Copyright 2020 by Jonathan
Moeller.

Smashwords Edition.

Cover image copyright ID
47842247 © catiamadio | Dreamstime.com & ID 159146928 ©
Scaliger | Dreamstime.com.

Ebook edition published
February 2020.






All Rights Reserved.

This novel is a work of
fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the
product of the author's imagination, or, if real, used
fictitiously. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted
in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including
photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and
retrieval system, without the express written permission of the
author or publisher, except where permitted by law.

***

 



 Chapter 1:
Guardian








My name is Rilmael, and I
have been the Guardian of Cathair Kaldran for a very long time.

Fifteen thousand years, in
truth.

I can remember it all, though
I must concentrate to recall events from a long time past.

In those fifteen thousand
years, the world has changed a great deal.

When the Liberated came here,
the nation the men of the Frankish Empire call the cloak elves,
this world was empty and untouched. Indeed, thanks to the nature of
this world’s magic, no one was ever intended to live here. But the
cloak elves built great kingdoms and mighty civilizations, and for
a time, it seemed that the Liberated might do what they intended,
that they might raise a powerful realm free from the threefold law
of the high elves.

But in the end, the evils the
cloak elves fled from on our homeworld followed us here.

The dark elven prince called
the Dragon Imperator came to this world, and he brought all his
vassals and armies. As they did on our homeworld, the dark elves
opened gates to other worlds and summoned kindreds to be their
slaves and soldiers, the goblins and the ogres and the gnolls and
the jotunmiri. The xiatami snakemen found their way here and built
a mighty empire of their own, warring against the dark elves. The
tide turned against the cloak elves, and surrounded by their
enemies, they would have been destroyed.

I managed to save some of
them. Not as many as I would have liked, but more than I would have
expected. The cloak elven kings and lords resented me, for I kept
them from seizing the tomb in the valley of Cathair Kaldran and
using its power. It was for their own protection, though they knew
it not, for entering the tomb and opening the door that must never
be opened would have destroyed the world. Nevertheless, I convinced
the remaining cloak elves to abandon their realms and retreat to
Cathair Kaldran, to make it secure against all their foes.

The strategy worked. For
thousands of years, ringed by mighty walls and wards, Cathair
Kaldran has stood against its enemies. Given the chronic treachery
of the dark elves, the Dragon Imperator could never hold his armies
together long enough to assail Cathair Kaldran. Or the xiatami
attacked his flank, or one of his goblin or ogre lords rebelled.
Cathair Kaldran stood fast…and the door that must never be opened
was defended.

Then the humans came to this
world, men of the Frankish nation led by Count Roland of the Breton
March.

Some of the ruling Council of
the cloak elves thought I ought to leave the humans to their fate.
That I ought to let the Malison consume them, or leave them to be
annihilated or enslaved by the dark elves.

I did neither. Rather, I came
to them, and I explained the nature of this world’s magic and the
deadly danger of the Malison. The Frankish newcomers, as good sons
of the church of the Dominus Christus, feared that they had been
possessed by devils, or that they had died and gone to some bizarre
hell where the sky burned and men became dragons. I taught them
that the power of this world’s magic came not from dark forces, but
was an aspect of nature. Just as an apple falls to the ground and
water flows downhill, so too did power manifest on this world.

And I taught them the Seven
Spells, giving them enough discipline to keep the Malison at
bay…and magic enough to make them a threat to the dark elves. It
worked better than I had hoped. Count Roland founded a new Frankish
Empire, which grew powerful enough to drive back the dark elves.
Some humans even survived the ordeal of the Malison to become
Dragontiarna Knights, and one of the human Dragontiarna killed the
Dragon Imperator himself.

Though there were
consequences, of course.

There are always
consequences.

The dark elven sorcerer
called the Theophract moved among the humans, founding the Dragon
Cult. Some of the humans delved too deeply into magical lore and
became necromancers, fueling their spells with the blood of the
innocent, and they created the Order of Blood.

Still, I would have done it
again. Some among the humans whispered that I had only aided them
out of self-interest, that I had taught them magic and the Seven
Spells to guard Cathair Kaldran against the dark elves, to make
humanity into a shield for the Liberated. I will not deny that has
been one of the results.

But that is not why I helped
the humans.

I helped them because I took
pity upon them. They were thrust in a strange world they did not
understand, given powers they did not understand. It is a great
error of the dark elves (and the cloak elves, to a lesser extent)
to assume that humans are inferior due to their shorter lifespan
and weaker connection to magical forces. The humans have the same
capacity to choose good or evil that elves do – and that is what
endures. Strength and power and wealth all pass away in the end,
but the responsibility to choose between good and evil never
does.

We all face the same
burden.

That, in the end, is why I
aided the humans. To help them with that burden, when new ones were
thrust upon them.

Mercy is more powerful than
vengeance, I have seen this again and again.

Here was one such time.








###








According to the calendar of
the Frankish Empire, it was July of the Year of Our Lord 1203.

The Empire was mostly at
peace, but it was an exhausted peace. After decades of campaigning,
what the men of the Empire would call the Great Serpent War was
finished. A vast xiatami army had invaded the Empire, sweeping
through the duchy of Talgothica to the gates of the Imperial
capital of Sinderost itself. But the Empire had rallied, the five
Imperial Orders marching under the command of the Emperor, and
Talgothica had been retaken. The xiatami had suffered such a defeat
that the Empire seized the desert of Mourdrech and the city of
Tamisa, once the northernmost stronghold of the xiatami dominions.
The xiatami had been soundly defeated and forced south, but neither
side was in any position to fight the other.

Of course, the term “peace”
was relative. I had long ago realized that the default state of all
men of all kindreds was war, with peace being something of an
anomaly. Unless kings and lords and rulers actively worked to
maintain peace, war was all but inevitable. And the Empire suffered
from chronic internal minor wars when not confronted with a
powerful adversary. The Dukes of the Frankish Empire were all but
minor kings and sometimes warred with one another when the Emperor
could not restrain them. The Imperial Free Cities were sworn
directly to the Emperor, which the local nobles hated, and
sometimes battle broke out between the proud nobles and the haughty
burghers. And the xiatami might have been defeated and the Dragon
Imperator was rebuilding his forces, but that meant nothing to the
muridachs, or the rogue goblin tribes, or gnollish raiders, all of
whom fought each other and the Empire.

During all these minor
conflicts, I came to the northeastern corner of the duchy of
Swabathia, following the line of the River Nabia northwest towards
Monoloch.

I was hunting for the
Theophract.

He had been my chief foe
across the millennia I had served as Guardian, but I knew much less
about him than I would have liked. He had once been an apprentice
and a vassal of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch, and he had followed
the cloak elves here. I also knew beyond all doubt that his purpose
was to destroy Cathair Kaldran, seize the tomb, and open the door
that must never be opened. Likely he wanted the power for
himself…or he had been enslaved and wished to claim it for his
master the Warden.

Either way, the Theophract
preferred to avoid confrontation, and used others as his weapons.
He had manipulated the Dragon Imperator into attacking the Empire
again and again, hoping to carve a path to the gates of Cathair
Kaldran. Among the goblins and the ogres and the muridachs, he had
founded cults worshipping the dragons as gods, using that to
transform the cultists into new dragons for the dark elves’ armies.
I knew that he had founded the Dragon Cult among the men of the
Empire, and I was reasonably sure that he had a quiet hand in the
creation of the Order of Blood, though most of the human
necromancers would have been horrified to learn of it.

The Sight had come to me in a
vision, showing me the Theophract moving through Swabathia near a
village called Tanzdorf. I had gone to Swabathia on the chance that
I might catch the Theophract, though I knew it was unlikely. The
Theophract had probably worked whatever evil he intended and then
departed. Like me, he could transport himself through magic, and
the few times I had managed to force a confrontation, he retreated
rather than risk open battle.

Frustrating, but serving as
Guardian for fifteen thousand years does teach one patience.

So on that July day in the
Year of Our Lord 1203, I strode from the forest and looked at
Tanzdorf.

The village occupied a bend
in the River Nabia as it flowed southeast to join the River Bellex.
Water surrounded Tanzdorf on three sides, and the fourth was
defended with a tall stockade. A stone keep rose from the center of
the village, tall enough that a watchman could observe the
countryside in all directions for several miles.

The defenses were robust, and
they were necessary. This part of Swabathia was close to the forest
of Monoloch, the home of several the gnollish tribes. The Imperial
Church of the Empire had sent missionaries among the gnolls with
varying degrees of success. Some of the gnollish tribes had refused
to listen to the missionaries but sent them on their way unharmed,
fearing to offend the gods of the humans. Others had listened and
decided to heed the missionaries, worshipping the Dominus Christus
alongside their traditional gods and serving the Empire as
mercenaries.

And others had killed the
missionaries and eaten them on the spot.

The gnolls of Monoloch were
the most violent of the gnollish tribes, their gods bloodthirsty
and cruel. They raided the lands of the Empire constantly, and the
Duke of Swabathia and his counts and knights ever had to keep a
wary eye on their neighbors to the north. Tanzdorf had strong
defenses, but they were vital so close to Monoloch.

Yet as I approached, I saw
that the stockade’s gate had been ripped open and that several of
the houses within the walls had been burned.

The village had been sacked,
and I saw no sign of its people.

***

 



 Chapter 2: Mage
Duel








A short examination of the
village told me what had happened.

Gnollish tracks were
everywhere. I could see that the gnolls had attacked the stockade,
holding the village’s militia in place. While the fighting had been
underway, a group of gnolls had swum the river, scaled the
stockade, and attacked from behind. I saw their tracks, but even if
I had missed them, the overpowering odor of wet dog that lingered
would have been an obvious giveaway. With gnolls in the village,
the defense had collapsed, and the raiders had forced their way
inside.

I saw no corpses. Intact
ones, at least. I did see bits of jagged bone and torn gristle in
the main square, along with massive bloodstains. Gnolls will eat
almost anything, and they frequently consume the corpses of their
slain foes. For that matter, they think nothing of eating their own
slain, believing it a way of honoring their valiant dead.

But there wasn’t nearly
enough blood. The gnolls had eaten the dead and then taken the rest
of the villagers captive, herding them to the northwest. I could
follow their trail easily enough. A mile from the village, the
tracks disappeared into the dense forests of Monoloch.

The trail was fresh, too. I
suspected that the gnolls had departed with their captives no less
than five or six hours ago. I wasn’t far behind them.

So I loosened my sword in its
scabbard, held my magic ready to strike, and headed into the
forest.

The Council of Cathair
Kaldran and many of the cloak elven nobles would call me a fool for
that. I could already hear their arguments in my head. Why was I
risking myself over a few hundred humans? Humans only lived seventy
years under ideal circumstances anyway, and they reproduced so
quickly that any dead would soon be replaced. For that matter, I
was the Guardian of Cathair Kaldran. I ought to concern myself with
the fate of nations, and I had the responsibility of protecting the
power in the tomb from misuse. To risk myself pursuing the gnollish
raiders and their captives was not only risky, it was downright
stupid.

They were wrong. My
responsibility was to guard the door beneath Cathair Kaldran, the
door that must never be opened. But I had power, and the
responsibility of power was to protect. To do otherwise was a
dereliction of duty.

I walked into the forests of
Monoloch, following the trail the gnolls and their captives had
laid down.

Monoloch’s forests are old,
dense, and damp. The gnolls will eat almost anything, but their
basic nature is of that of a pack predator. They prefer to stalk
their prey from concealment, encircle their quarry, and then attack
in a swift rush. That was why most of the trees of Monoloch still
stood, though the gnollish tribes had fields and slaves to work
them. They like the forest too much as a hunting ground. The Empire
had never managed to conquer the gnolls in their preferred terrain,
and even the Dragon Imperator and the dark elven lords had decided
it was less bother to hire the gnolls as mercenaries instead of
conquering them. Given how much the gnolls loved to fight, they
tended not to charge very much.

I expected the gnollish
raiding party to put out scouts, and I was not disappointed. Soon I
was aware of gnolls flanking me on the right and left and one
circling ahead of me. I assessed the ground and kept walking until
I came to a small clearing. Massive trees rose on all sides, their
trunks green with moss, their heavy canopies blocking out most of
the sky fire. Shafts of harsh light fell through gaps in the
branches.

This ought to serve.

I came to a stop, drew my
longsword, and lifted the weapon. The blade had been forged from
the golden steel created by the master smiths of Cathair Kaldran,
stronger and sharper and lighter than normal steel. I considered
what language to use for a moment and then settled on the common
tongue of the forest goblins of the north.

“You might as well come out,”
I called. “I’m sure you’re in a hurry.”

There was a startled pause,
and then three gnolls came into sight.

Gnolls are taller and wider
than elves or humans, their bodies heavy with muscle. Golden-brown
fur covered these three gnolls, though the color of gnollish fur
can range from black to nearly white, depending on the tribe. Claws
sprouted from their fingers and toes, though they had opposable
thumbs and no difficulty using weapons and tools. Their heads
looked like a hyena’s, though a bit broader. Each gnoll would have
been a physical match for me with their claws and fangs alone…and
they wore chain mail and carried swords.

“Greetings,” I said. “I
assume you were looking for me?”

“Little cloak elf,” growled
one of the gnolls in the northern goblin tongue. “You are lost. You
are a long way from home.”

“I am a very long way from
home,” I answered. Far more than they could understand, I’m afraid.
“And I’m not lost. I know exactly where I am.”

“Should we take him back to
the chief?” said the second gnoll to the third in their native
tongue. I could understand the gnollish language without
difficulty, but elven and human throats cannot produce the
necessary sounds to speak their tongue.

“No, let us kill him here,”
said the third gnoll. “We found him. The kill is ours. The flesh of
elves is delicious.”

“Your chief will be wroth if
you do not bring me before him,” I said.

The three gnolls looked at
each other.

Then as one, they
charged.

But I was ready for them.

I sprang to meet the nearest
gnoll, my staff of office in my left hand, sword in my right.
Fighting with both a sword and a staff simultaneously is
challenging, but I’d had a few thousand years to get used to it. I
caught the descending sword on my staff, deflecting it to the side,
and stabbed my blade into the unfortunate’s gnoll’s throat. Blood
sprayed along the golden steel, and I ripped my sword free and
stepped to the side as the gnoll died.

The second gnoll charged at
me, sword raised, while the third stepped back, free hand coming up
in the beginning of a Lance spell. I considered their positions for
a half-second, then sidestepped and swung my staff. The metal end
of the staff caught the charging gnoll in the knee with a crack,
and the impact knocked the gnoll a few steps to the side.

Right into the path of the
third gnoll’s Lance spell. A burst of elemental flame burned into
the second gnoll’s back, and the creature loosed a howling cry of
pain, thrashing to extinguish its burning fur. I raced past it and
attacked the third gnoll as the creature began another spell. It
was too slow, and I killed it with a quick thrust of my blade. The
second gnoll had managed to extinguish its fur, but it was still
off-balance, and I dispatched it swiftly.

Silence fell back over the
gloomy forest as the last gnoll slumped dead to the ground.

The Council of the cloak
elves might have wondered why I simply didn’t use overwhelming
magical force to destroy the three gnolls. I could have killed them
all with a wave of my hand. Unlike other users of magic on this
world, I didn’t need to fear the Malison. The mantle of the
Guardian protected me.

But a long time ago I had
been a battle mage of the high elves, a wielder of both swords and
spells, and swordsmanship had to be practiced to be retained. The
mantle of the Guardian might have made me immortal, but it wouldn’t
make me strong and skilled, and humans and elves both forget that
it is easier to keep a sound mind in a sound body.

Besides, I hadn’t wanted to
kill the gnolls. I had wanted them to take me captive, so they
would bring me to their chief and I could free the villagers.
Still, if the gnolls had set a rearguard to watch their backs, I
was close.

I took a step forward, and a
voice rang out, speaking the tongue of the umbral elves.

“So, a cloak elf Ranger comes
to Monoloch! Such a long journey to die.”

This was another reason I
hadn’t used any magic.

Best to reserve your strength
for when you really need it.

An umbral elf stepped from
around a massive trunk, smirking at me.

The umbral elves were a
kindred born on this world, sundered from the dark elves. When the
dark elves followed the Liberated to this world, they had both
nobles and commoners. After several millennia of fruitless wars,
often against other nobles, the commoners grew disgusted with their
lords and rebelled. The commoners split away, rejected the shadow
of Incariel, and became the umbral elves. They were not as powerful
as the dark elves but were less prone to insanity, sadism, and
generally self-defeating treachery. Some of the umbral elves
remained under the control of the Dragon Imperator, but others had
broken away to found their own realms, usually republics.

The umbral elf strolling
towards me had pallid gray skin and harsh red eyes, as all his
kindred did. His head was completely hairless, and he wore blue
dark elven armor and a black cloak flung back from his shoulders.
In his right hand, he carried a staff of polished black wood, the
symbols cut into its length giving off a purple glow. The Sight
showed me the aura of power around him. The umbral elf was a battle
mage, as I had once been, a warrior who specialized in using
elemental magic to strike down his foes.

He would be skilled and
dangerous…and I was far beyond his ability.

“I fear you are twice
incorrect,” I said. “I have neither come here to die nor am I a
Ranger of Cathair Kaldran.”

“Oh?” said the umbral elf,
stopping a dozen paces away. “I am Talryst, battle mage of the
Republic of Sygalynon. Just who the devil are you, then?”

“Rilmael of Cathair
Kaldran.”

Talryst threw back his head
and howled with laughter. “A likely tale! If you are the Guardian
of Cathair Kaldran, then I am the Warden of Urd Morlemoch and the
High Conciliator of the xiatami.”

“Really?” I said. “For a
xiatami priest…well, you look singularly uninspiring. I thought you
would have more scales.”

“How very droll,” said
Talryst. He grinned. “Fortunately, the Escheator pays a bounty for
every cloak elven head we bring to him.” The Escheator was here?
“This miserable expedition has been a waste of time, but I shall at
least turn a profit by bringing him your head. And that peculiar
staff of yours will make an excellent trophy.”

“I would advise against
this,” I said. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”

Talryst laughed again. “How
gracious of you. I suggest you surrender. It will go easier on you
if…”

He attacked in mid-sentence
without any warning. An old trick, but an effective one.
Unfortunately for him, I had been waiting for it. And the Sight had
shown me the magic he gathered around himself. He hurled a Lance
spell empowered with elemental earth at me, which took the form of
a fist-sized sphere of roiling acid. I gestured with my staff and
cast the Shield spell, creating a half-dome of flickering purple
light in front of me. The sphere splashed against it and dissolved
into nothingness.

“Well done!” said Talryst.
“But you will need more to defend against this!”

He cast another spell. The
spell tried to turn the earth beneath my boots to quicksand,
trapping and possibly asphyxiating me if I sank down far enough. I
countered it with a quick burst of elemental water, freezing the
quicksand and making the ground beneath my feet granite-hard.

For the first time, Talryst
looked taken back, his crimson eyes widening, and then he threw
himself into the battle. His talent lay with elemental earth, and
he flung more spheres of acid, tried to transmute me into a statue,
and called the roots of the trees to strangle me. I defeated every
one of his attacks, countering them with spells of my own. It
wasn’t hard. On my homeworld, I had battled the greatest lords of
the dark elves, I had fought against the urdmordar, who were living
fountains of dark magic, and I had survived the experience, though
I would never be free of the dark memories.

But that was no reason to
become complacent, or underestimate Talryst.

At last, fatigue took his
toll on him, and he made the move I had been expecting. He cast a
spell that charged his staff with the power of elemental earth,
swinging the weapon at me. Getting hit by that staff would be like
having a thousand-pound boulder land on my head.

I used a spell of earth magic
of my own, one that charged my staff with the power of iron. I then
sent a surge of magical lightning through it, which had the effect
of making the staff act like a powerful lodestone. I directed the
power at Talryst, focusing on his armor.

The sudden magnetic
attraction on his cuirass yanked Talryst forward, and he stumbled
with a yelp and landed on his face in a singularly undignified
fashion. The staff bounced from his hand, the purple light fading
as the charge of earth magic faded. Talryst grunted and started to
roll onto his back, trying to get back to his feet.

Before he could, I rested the
end of my staff against his throat, elemental fire crawling up and
down its length.

He sneered at me, but I saw
the fear in his blood-colored eyes. “Kill me, then.”

“Let’s talk first,” I
said.

***
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Pact








“What is there to discuss?”
said Talryst. “We are foes. You have overcome me. Slay me and be
done with it.” He snarled. “Or do you intend to take me captive? I
would fetch a high ransom.”

“Why are you here?” I said.
“Helping some pagan gnolls carry off human captives? It seems like
the waste of a battle mage’s time.”

“Why should I not?” said
Talryst. “The humans are the enemies of Sygalynon.”

“Yes, but so are the gnolls,”
I said. “They’ll fight for anyone who pays them…including the
Dragon Imperator.” Talryst tensed a little at the mention of the
ruler of the dark elves, and I knew my suspicions were correct.
“So, if I were to guess, I think that the Dragon Imperator has
hired the gnolls of Monoloch to raid the Empire. The Empire’s
forces are exhausted after the Great Serpent War, but the Dragon
Imperator’s armies are in ruins as well. Instead of sending his own
soldiers, he hired the gnolls to raid for him, and he dispatched
the Escheator to oversee it.”

Talryst flinched. “How the
devil do you know that the Escheator is here?”

I had heard the gnolls
discussing it before they tried to kill me, but Talryst didn’t need
to know that.

“I am the Guardian of Cathair
Kaldran,” I said. “I have tremendous powers of the Sight. It is
hard to conceal anything from me.” Something of an exaggeration,
true, but from the disturbed look that went over Talryst’s
features, an effective one.

“You…know of the Escheator?”
said Talryst.

“I’ve fought him since before
you were born,” I said. “He likes to collect powerful undead, and
the Dragon Imperator sends him to carry out his errands. Likely the
Escheator came to Sygalynon to demand aid from the umbral elves,
and you were dispatched to assist the gnolls in their raids against
the Empire.”

Talryst’s lip twisted in
disgust. “Disgusting beasts. By the founders, the stink of the
things! They all but wallow in their own filth.”

“I am surprised,” I said.

Talryst snorted. “About what?
That the forces of Sygalynon would raid against the Empire?”

“No, I thought better of
you,” I said.

That caught him off-guard.
“What?”

“I’m the Guardian,” I said.
“I’ve been here for fifteen thousand years. I was there when the
umbral elves were born.” I couldn’t take credit for that. I’d given
their revolt a little push, but it had spiraled out of control.
Rather like my experience with the humans, I suppose. “You rebelled
against the Dragon Imperator. You broke away from the
self-destructive madness and pride of the dark elves, and you
founded nations and realms of your own. Yet you are still doing the
bidding of the Dragon Imperator?” I shook my head.
“Regrettable.”

Talryst glared at me. The
insult to his national pride offended him more than his mortal
peril. “The Dragon Imperator is the most powerful dark elf in the
world. Not even you are strong enough to face him, Guardian.” He
had accepted that I was the Guardian. “Sygalynon would be too much
trouble for the Dragon Imperator to conquer, but we dare not
provoke him too much.”

“So here you are, helping the
Escheator send gnollish mercenaries to raid the Empire,” I
said.

“Indeed,” said Talryst.

“That seems beneath your
dignity,” I said.

His chest inflated. “Are you
mocking me?”

“Stating a simple fact,” I
said, stepping back and dismissing the spell around my staff. “Get
up.”

Talryst gave me a dubious
look but grabbed his staff and levered himself to his feet. “Don’t
you fear that I will strike you down?”

“No,” I said. “Why would you?
There is an opportunity for mutual gain.”

He blinked several times.
“Are you negotiating with me?”

“The Dragon Imperator is
forcing you to aid him,” I said. “But if the gnollish mercenaries
failed and the human captives escaped…well, you could hardly be
blamed for that, would you? It would be the Escheator’s fault for
hiring mercenaries of such low quality.”

“Are you proposing that I
sabotage the efforts of our lord the Dragon Imperator?” said
Talryst.

I smiled. “Certainly not. The
Guardian will attack the mercenaries, and all the humans will
escape. You counseled the gnollish chief against his course of
action, but he failed to heed you. Indeed, you were fortunate to
flee with your life, and only by boldness and cunning did you
survive the disaster to tell the Escheator of the incompetence of
his hirelings.”

We stared at each other. I
hoped I wouldn’t have to kill him.

But at last, a slow smile
went over Talryst’s gray face.

“I believe, Guardian,” said
Talryst, “that we have an understanding.”

***
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We hastened to the northwest,
following the trail the gnolls had left.

I kept a firm grip on the
Sight, keeping watch on Talryst. I didn’t expect trouble from him,
but I had been wrong before. Perhaps he might try to stab me in the
back and present my head to the Escheator to curry favor. But I
didn’t think he would. The umbral elves disliked the cloak elves,
but they absolutely hated the dark elves and desired to be free of
them entirely.

It seemed that once Talryst
had decided to betray his gnollish mercenaries, he committed to the
decision. The Sight showed me a faint aura of magical power around
him, but he was holding his strength ready to defend himself in
case I decided to attack. His paranoia amused me, but it was
probably wise of him. The umbral elves were not nearly as
treacherous as the dark elves, but they weren’t above backstabbing,
especially during elections to various offices in their
republics.

And I was the Guardian
Rilmael, a fearsome legend to the umbral elves. Talryst had also
decided that I really was the Guardian and that he had been
fortunate I hadn’t annihilated him. Given what the umbral elves
thought of me, it was just as well he hadn’t fled screaming into
the forest.

That was the price of both my
responsibility and my immortality. I had many friends and helped
many people since I had become the Guardian…but I had outlived them
all. The tales that circulated about me were often distorted to
exaggerations. To listen to some of them, you would think that I
was a colossus striding across the world, hurling lightning and
fire in all directions. The reality – that I was one man, often
tired, trying to make the best decisions he could in dangerous
situations – was rather less romantic.

I had grown accustomed to the
loneliness a long, long time ago. Before I even became the
Guardian, when I was still a high elf, my wife had fallen in battle
against the enemies of the high elves. That had been so long ago
that it was something like thirty or forty times longer than the
entire history of the Frankish Empire.

It is amazing what you can
get used to if you must.

But right now, I needed to
focus. I could just imagine what my wife would have said if I got
myself killed while I was thinking of her instead of paying
attention to the dangers in front of me.

“Why were you scouting with
the rearguard?” I said. “Shouldn’t you have been with the gnolls to
keep them under control?”

“Yes,” said Talryst. “But, by
the founders, the smell of the damned things. I fear my clothes and
armor are saturated with their reek. I will have to burn my clothes
when I return home. And I was tired of listening to Nalshrak.”

“The gnollish chief, I
assume.”

“You assume correctly,” said
Talryst. “Stupid for even a gnoll. We of Sygalynon sometimes hire
gnollish mercenaries of our own. If I am ever elected to office, I
will push to ban the gnolls from the borders of Sygalynon.”

“That will be tricky,” I
said, “given that the lands of the gnollish tribes border Sygalynon
on the north and the east.”

“At least humans smell
better,” said Talryst. He thought about it. “Usually.”

He started to say something
else, but I lifted my hand for silence.

I heard the harsh barking
growl of gnollish voices in the forest ahead.

“I think we’ve almost caught
up to them,” said Talryst. He frowned. “It sounds like they’ve
stopped. The lazy vermin. They would never get anything done if I
were not there to drive them.”

I thought about pointing out
the incongruity of Talryst complaining about the laziness of the
gnolls while he was actively betraying them but decided that would
not be helpful.

“I want to have a look,” I
said. “Stay here. I will return momentarily.”

Talryst frowned but nodded. I
lifted my hand and cast a spell, summoning the power of elemental
air. I wrapped the magic around myself, vanishing from sight, and
Talryst’s eyes widened again. The spell was a simple one, and while
it was not quite invisibility (there was a blur if you watched for
it), it was close enough and quite effective in an environment like
the dense forests of Monoloch.

The difficult part was that
the gnolls relied on their noses and ears as much as they did their
eyes. If I got too close, they would smell me or hear me, and they
might start throwing Lance spells in my general direction. I didn’t
want to wipe out the entire gnollish warband unless that was the
only option – God only knew how many of the women and children from
Tanzdorf would be killed in such a fight.

I am not opposed to violence,
but there are often more efficient ways to achieve an end.

I moved from tree to tree,
and I came to the camp of the gnolls.

There was a small clearing
ahead, and gnolls and humans filled it. I counted about one hundred
and fifty gnollish warriors, and perhaps two hundred human women
and children. The gnolls were dispersed among the humans, keeping
watch over them. It was a necessary precaution. Human women did not
generally have the physical strength of human men and were less of
a threat to the gnolls in hand-to-hand combat. But human women were
also subject to the Malison and could use magic, and magical power
was not dependent on physical strength. The gnolls hovered close to
the children, and the threat was clear. If the women fought, the
gnolls would kill the children.

I spotted Nalshrak at once.
The big gnoll was older than the others, his fur going gray and
marked with white streaks from old battle scars. Unlike the others,
he wore plate mail crafted to fit a gnollish form. He stalked up
and down the camp, snarling commands at his warriors. I could
overhear him, and he was commanding his men to hurry up and eat
their rations, for they needed to reach the Escheator’s camp by
dawn.

I watched the gnolls for a
moment, thinking it over, and then nodded to myself as a plan
formed in my mind. It was a bit of a risk, but I thought it would
work. It depended on how well Talryst would cooperate. I thought he
would, but if he didn’t…

Well, if he didn’t, I would
have to resort to brute force.

But if Talryst cooperated, I
thought I could save most of the prisoners.

I turned and walked back to
Talryst. The battle mage stood with one hand on his staff, his
fingers drumming against its length. He looked impatient, and he
jumped with surprise when I dropped my concealment spell and
reappeared in front of him.

“Well?” said Talryst once he
recovered his poise. “What did you think?”

“I think I can free the
prisoners and throw the gnolls into disarray,” I said. “Tell me,
though. Just how badly do you want the Escheator to fail?”

“Quite a lot,” said Talryst.
“We of Sygalynon would like him to return to the court of the
Dragon Imperator at Urd Mythruin in abject failure.”

I told him what I had in
mind…and a slow smile spread across Talryst’s face.

“Yes,” he murmured. “I think
that would be perfect.”

***
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Mighty Hosts of Cathair Kaldran








Five minutes later, I moved
through the trees west of the gnolls and the prisoners, wrapped in
my concealment spell. I didn’t want to get too close since the
gnolls would smell me, but I needed to be close enough to bring my
magic to bear with speed.

I stopped twenty yards from
the gnolls and waited, both hands wrapped around my staff. I
wondered if Talryst would betray me, but I didn’t think so. He was
afraid of me…and he hated the Dragon Imperator and the Escheator
and the other dark elves. For him to act against those two emotions
would have been surprising.

I did not wait long. Talryst
sprinted into the clearing, shouting at the top of his lungs.

“Chief! Chief! Chief!” he
yelled in the northern goblin tongue, heading for Nalshrak. The
actual gnollish word for “chief” has four syllables and a growl
incapable of reproduction in an elven throat.

Nalshrak turned and snarled,
showing his fangs for a moment before he got himself under control.
He clearly did not like Talryst, but he knew better than to provoke
the Escheator’s umbral elven allies. “Lord Talryst. You return so
soon from the rearguard?” Another growl came from his throat.
“Where are the men I sent with you?”

“Gone!” said Talryst,
skidding to a halt before the gnollish chief.

“What?” said Nalshrak.

“We are under attack!” said
Talryst, his eyes wide as he gestured for emphasis. I thought he
was overdoing it, but gnolls did not always pick up on the emotions
of other kindreds. “A thousand cloak elves in golden armor pursued
us into the trees. They will attack at any moment! You must
prepare!”

That was my cue.

Still holding my obscuring
spell in place, I raised my staff and called upon my magic. Power
surged through me, and I fed it through the mantle of the Guardian,
augmenting and magnifying the spell. I finished the spell of air
magic, and lightning ripped down from the sky fire and struck the
branch of a large tree. There was a boom of thunder, a spray of
embers, and the heavy branch fell with a resounding crash.

It looked rather more
impressive than it really was, but that was the point.

The gnolls reacted at once.
Swords came out of scabbards and axes and spears were hefted. Some
of the gnolls cast Shield spells, preparing for battle, while
others gathered power for Lance spells. My Sight showed the flows
of magical energy like lines of fire written in the air.

I lifted my staff and sent
four more lightning bolts hammering down, ripping branches from the
trees. Gnolls were predators, hunters (though they were not averse
to scavenging carrion), and hunters hated surprises, loud noises,
and bright lights. I saw the alarm go through the gnolls like a
wave through a still pond, their instincts urging them to take
flight.

Now, if Talryst would just do
his part…

“I see them!” he shouted.
“Cloak elven battle mages! Defend yourselves!”

He cast a Shield spell, and I
hurled a Lance of elemental lightning at him. I didn’t do a very
good job of it. I put insufficient power into the spell and made
its focus too wide. Of course, that made the spell look far more
visually impressive than it would have otherwise, and a globe of
lightning six feet across slammed into Talryst’s Shield.

The lightning didn’t have
enough power to break his Shield, but Talryst played his part
perfectly. He dropped his Shield with a flash of light and threw
himself backward, shrieking in feigned agony. A pity the umbral
elves had no tradition of theater among them. He would have made a
superb actor.

Another wave of fear went
through the gnolls. They knew that Talryst was a more powerful
wizard than any one of them, and they had just seen a single spell
strike him down. Nalshrak roared a command, and the gnolls turned
and fled, abandoning their terrified captives. I sent more
lightning bolts raining down onto the fleeing gnolls, just enough
to throw up clods of dirt and shock a few of them. I wanted the
gnollish mercenaries to think they had enjoyed a narrow escape.

The thunder died away, and I
dropped my obscuring spell and ran into the clearing. Cries of
surprise rose up from the women and children as they saw me, and
Talryst sat up with a grunt, rubbing his back.

“Are you injured?” I said.
Maybe I had hit him harder than I thought.

“I landed on a root,” he
grumbled. “I might have overdone it.”

“Who are you?” said one of
the women, clutching two children against her skirts.

“Hear me!” I called in Latin,
my voice rising over the clearing. “My name is Rilmael, the
Guardian of Cathair Kaldran.” That got their attention. “Follow me
if you want to live.”

***
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I did get all the surviving
villagers out of the forest.

Tanzdorf was not safe for
them, so I wound up sending them to the castle of the local count,
which was a few miles southeast along the River Nabia. The count
had already received word of the gnollish raids and had summoned
his vassal knights and called out the local militias. In another
year, Tanzdorf was rebuilt, stronger this time, ruled by a knight
whose task was to monitor the boundaries of the forests of Monoloch
for gnollish excursions.

When we got the humans out of
the forest and on the road southeast to the count’s castle, Talryst
paused at the boundary.

“I can go no further,” said
Talryst. “I will have to find Nalshrak and get his men under
control again.”

“Will you be in any danger
from the Escheator?” I said.

Talryst smirked. “Whatever
for? I heroically survived a cloak elf ambush and returned to
report of it to the Escheator. It’s not as if his lordship is going
to hear a coherent account from Nalshrak and his mangy dogs. You
know as well as I do that cloak elven Rangers rove over the land at
all times…and besides, even if the Escheator realizes I am lying,
he can’t do anything about it. The Dragon Imperator’s army is
weakened enough that he cannot offend the umbral elves of Sygalynon
just now.”

“Good,” I said.

Talryst grinned. “It was
worth it to vex the Escheator. And you denied him the use of the
slaves.”

“And we saved the lives of
the surviving villagers,” I said.

Talryst stared at me, and I
saw the utter bafflement go over his features.

“I don’t understand,” he
said. “You are the Guardian. You are one of the most powerful men
in the world. Why should you care about some dirty humans? They’ll
all be dead in another forty or fifty years anyway. Why trouble
yourself about them?”

I shrugged. “I have several
reasons, and you wouldn’t like any of them. They were made in the
image of God, as elves were, and no one made in the image of God
should be enslaved. Their husbands and fathers were murdered, and I
had no wish to see them suffer further. Because I taught their
ancestors the Seven Spells, and I feel responsible for them. Any
one of those reasons, if you wish.”

“You used many words to say
you showed mercy,” said Talryst. He spoke the final word with a
mixture of contempt, amusement, and confusion. “I would scorn you
for it…but you just showed me mercy. You shouldn’t have, but you
did.”

“And because I did,” I said,
“the villagers are freed, the gnolls are retreating, and our mutual
foe the Escheator has suffered a setback. None of which would have
happened if I had killed you.”

Talryst shook his head. “You
speak strange thoughts, Guardian…but I will think on them further.”
He stepped back. “Good fortune to you, though I suspect fortune
will favor me if we never meet again.”

“Farewell, Talryst of
Sygalynon,” I said.

Talryst bowed with a flourish
of his black cloak and vanished into the woods.

I watched him depart, and
then I turned and left to join the villagers, intending to see them
safely to the castle.

A Guardian’s work is never
done.








THE END
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