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THE RIDER RAN HIS HAND down the sleek neck of his dapple-gray corsair as it tossed its head and snorted. A gift from his mother. The warhorse was a little high-strung. It stood nearly seven hands high, dwarfing the other horses in his party. 

Leaning down, he whispered. “Patience, my friend.” 

“Something amiss, my lord?” The rider to his left asked.

“I think not, Jamie. He just does not like standing still.”

“Perhaps he smells water. There is a spring-fed stream on the far side of the village.”

“I’m sure that is all it is.” 

The three riders sat their mounts on the hill overlooking the small village of Eldon. The village itself wasn’t much; a mixture of small buildings made of thatch and wattle nestled between three large hills. 

The rider on the right leaned forward in the saddle. 

“Not much to look at. I don’t see any crops. I mean, there are a few gardens scattered about, but no real crops. What is there to tax?” 

“They raise sheep, Randel. They trade with the other villages. It’s too hilly for anything except sheep.”

Randel looked around. Then back at Jamie. 

“So, where are the beasties?” 

Flanked by the others, Henry Lackland, crown prince to the throne of Cent, turned and smiled at Randel. 

Henry was an athletically built man in his late twenties. He wore his dark hair cut squarely, just above his shoulders, and his short beard accentuated his ruggedly handsome face. 

“They don’t raise sheep in Eudell, Randel?”

Sir Randel, a man of similar age and build to the prince, looked at Henry. 

“They do. But not many. My father’s lands are either farmed, mined, or used to raise cattle. Neither the farmers nor those who raise cattle care much for sheep. They eat the grass too short, pull it up by the roots.”

“Try raising goats. Those damn things eat everything,” Sir Jamie Mercier said with a chuckle. He was the son of the Baron of Tilden, whose lands these were. A little younger than the other two, Jamie was a powerful knight and a good friend to both men. He too wore his blond hair cut at the shoulder, but his fair beard was thicker than the others, so as not to disappear on his face.

“The sheep will graze along the hills, Randel. Beyond the village.”

Henry looked at Jamie. “Is this a prosperous village?” 

Jamie nodded. “They have always been so. The people do well selling their wool and mutton. And the women have been known to spin excellent threads. We have never had a problem with them paying their taxes on time before.”

“And yet they did not attend the gathering.” 

Henry looked at the village again. 

“I see no damage to the place. If raiders caused their absence, I would expect them to have torched the village. And I see no bodies.”

He turned and called out to those who were waiting behind them at the base of the hill.

“Bruce, take James and William and ride to the far side of the village. No one is to leave until I have spoken to them.”

“Aye, Your Highness.”  

Bruce Son-of-Bruce, Henry’s man-at-arms, turned to two of the waiting men. They spoke for a moment, then Bruce spurred his mount toward the southeast side of the village as the other two went to the north.

“Something amiss, my lord?” 

“I see no people, Randel. If all is well, there should be folks about at this time of day. This is an oddity that needs investigating.” 

He smiled. “We have been comrades and friends for many years, Randel. No need for titles when others are not about.”

Randel smiled. 

“As you wish ... Henry.” 

He looked down at the village. 

“Do you think they hide?”

“I don’t know. This whole thing is strange.”

“These are good people, Henry,” Jamie said. “I have visited here many times with my brothers and have always found them to be open and friendly. And more importantly, loyal to my father and the crown. I do not know what is going on. This is not like them. And their headman, Edward, takes his responsibilities seriously. I cannot see him refusing to pay his village's taxes. At least not voluntarily.”

“Well, I think it is about time we discovered what goes on here.” Henry turned and called down the hill. 

“John, bring a spear and tell the other squires to do the same.”

John Mercier was Henry’s squire and the younger brother to Sir Jamie. A well-built young man in his late teens, John had served Henry since he was a boy of ten summers. He was a strong warrior of good character, and Henry had learned to depend upon him. Maybe too much for too long. Had he delayed considering if John was ready for his spurs out of selfishness? 

They waited until the squires arrived with spears. 

John handed Henry the long shaft with the tapered steel blade and his kite shield, the lion of Cent prominently displayed on its outer surface. Henry tested the broadsword at his waist to ensure he could easily free it from its scabbard if needed. 

Henry raised the spear and tightened his grip.

“In line.”

“Do you think this is necessary?” Jamie asked.

Henry looked at him, knowing that his young friend felt responsible for the people below.

“Considering we know not what happened to these people, I think it wise we are prepared for any eventuality.”

Jamie hesitated for a moment, then adjusted the strap on his spear.

“I understand, Your Highness.” 

Henry hid the smile as he returned his attention to what lay ahead, knowing Jamie called him by his honorary because of the arrival of the squires.

Holding their spears up, the six warriors slowly made their way down the hill, their horses so close to each other that the legs of the men nearly touched. 

Looking down at the village, Henry saw Bruce had left the two archers on either side of the small collection of huts to make sure nobody tried to leave the village while he examined the buildings. He also noticed the sword in his man-at-arms' hand. 

Never one to take chances. Henry thought. And I know he does this not for himself, but to keep me safe.

People appeared as Bruce began kicking open doors. Soon, the men, women, and children of the village crowded around the community well, looking around nervously. As the riders approached, Bruce nodded that all was clear.

The horses came to a halt a few yards from the frightened people.

From amongst the crowd, a man stepped forward and bowed his head.

“I am sorry, Sir Jamie. We did not know it was you on the hill. Strange things been happening, and we did not know if you were a danger.”

“A danger so bad you felt it was necessary to hide. This is not like you, Edward. Has something happened?”

“Daemons, my lord. Daemons have come from the valley.”

“The valley?” Henry asked.

Looking up at the big knight, Edward said, 

“Yes, my lord. The Valley of Storms.”

“Edward,” Jamie said. “This is Prince Henry.”

Edward dropped to his knee. Seeing what he had done, the others of the village followed suit, bowing their heads. 

“Forgive me, Your Highness. I did not know.”

Henry stepped down from his horse and handed his spear to John. “To your
















































































































[image: ]






































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
OF STORMS

THE RIDDLE OF THE STORM





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





