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“For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake will find it.” – Matthew 16:25








  
  Song of the Grey Riders


Seven they are, the Riders Grey,
who come to serve the Holy Way.
Seven they are of varied flight,
on winged steeds of dark midnight.
The Riders Grey, the warriors brave,
who seek to stem the Evil Wave:
One with sword from dwarves of old
and one fair maiden with hair of gold.
To aid the ones who follow the Three 
comes another of the Silver Tree.
One with hawk of sharpened claw,
one forest guide of Christian law.
One small and swift, silent and light;
another the same with magic bright.
North they go to face Cold Fire
to battle the dragon and quench her ire.
When ogre's rage meets its end,
then does their true quest begin.

In tower cold and cavern deep,
the Diamond Eye they now must seek.
For good or evil all must choose 
or choosing none, their lives to lose. 
When gold to red at passage end, 
then Halfling toy upward must send. 
Golden sorrow, heart's true Love, 
pray to God in Heaven above. 
That she may see, and all may learn, 
what Truthful Eye cannot discern. 

Holy relic, giver of life, 
meant for tresses of carpenter's wife. 
Ancient Evil, Good to slay, 
seeks to thwart the Holy Way. 
Relic's might of love is wrought, 
so evil's will avails it naught. 
One Dark Rider fights seven of Grey, 
yet Queenly Crown shall win the day. 
Seven they were, from varied flight, 
on winged steeds of dark midnight. 
Seven they were, the Riders Grey, 
who came to serve the Holy Way.
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  Chapter one
The Long Hunt


If this goes badly, I’m going to need a pine box… 
Connor Lomin wrapped his cloak around himself and turned aside as a gust of ocean wind whirled snow in a cloud of white flakes. He felt thankful for both his doublet — and the combat leathers hidden underneath the doublet. The comforting weight of his sword, Tiuz, rested at his hip under his cloak. 
After waiting for the snow to settle, he resumed his watch of the battered-looking inn across the street. The cold pale light of a winter’s afternoon did little to illuminate either the thoroughfare or the snow-dusted buildings. When dark fell, the lamplighters would bring the streets alive with brightness but, even so, Connor didn’t really want to be in this part of town after dark.
The leaden skies weighed on him. He waited. A slight movement on the roof of the inn drew his eye and he saw a pair of tall figures, so tall that Connor’s head would only reach their midsections. The larger of the two on the roof touched a hand to his head and the pair moved towards the left side of the roof, stopping near the edge.
Connor made a face under his hood. We put the humans, the tallest and heaviest of our group, on the roof. Why? I have no idea. This is the last time I let Dar Cabot buy me a Dwarven brandy before planning the assault.
“Humans,” he said under his breath, feeling the word roll off his tongue. “What would the world be like without you?”
The name of every race on Damora means something in the languages of Elves or Dwarves, but not “human”. Where did they come from? No mention of them before the Skyfire, thousands of years ago, but now, humans appear everywhere.
He frowned, refocusing his thoughts on their mission. Connor scanned the street, looking for his other allies. 
Only a few other figures moved about in the wintry air. Two stood under the awning in front of a potter’s shop. A slim man with short-cropped blond hair, slightly pointed ears and violet eyes leaned back against a post. He put an arm around his fair companion, a young woman with long blonde hair of her own and amber eyes. Two amethyst earrings flashed in the dim light.
He smirked. Well, there would be no children who had human and Elf parents, for one.
The woman glanced up at the man and kissed him on the cheek. 
Connor acknowledged the signal by pulling his hood over his head. He let out a deep breath, then headed across the street and into the inn. As he closed the door behind him, warmth surrounded him immediately. He stamped his boots on the grate at the entrance.
A human woman of middle years ambled through a door on the left side of the entryway, carrying a knapsack. As she opened a door on the opposite side, Connor caught a glimpse of a bar, a roaring fire, shadowy figures and the glint of steel mugs. Tantalizing aromas of meat, bread, ale and vegetables wafted in as the door closed behind the woman.
Connor appraised the interior of the Hawk’s Perch Inn. It’s definitely seen better days. 
A wooden counter with faded blue paint stood across from him and a couple of oil lanterns burned merrily in tarnished cases on either side. Like many establishments in this town, the inn catered to folk of all sizes, so the counter had a high counter for dealing with Elves and humans and a lower one for Halflings and Dwarves. Connor stepped up to the lower counter, hand reaching for a tarnished brass bell.
“No need for the bell,” said a man’s voice. Footsteps on wooden boards sounded behind the counter. A Halfling man like Connor — all three and a half feet of him — stumped up with a ledger in his hands and wary eyes. 
With some degree of satisfaction, Connor realized he stood a couple of inches taller than the clerk. Well, here’s one place where I’m not the shortest.
“What’ll it be?” asked the clerk in a clipped tone. His clothes, though clean, looked frayed and patched and his black hair showed streaks of grey.
“I’m told that a man named Patian is in one of your suites,” Connor said, placing a gold piece on the counter. “I am expected.”
The coin disappeared almost as soon as it hit wood. “Your name?” asked the clerk.
“Neville Pennyhand.”
The clerk’s eyes narrowed and his lips formed a thin line as he consulted the ledger. With a nod, he disappeared behind the taller counter for a few heartbeats before reappearing.
“Room eleven,” he said, jerking a thumb at a set of stairs to the left of the counters. “Second floor and third door on the left.”
Without further fanfare, Connor walked up the stairs and to Room Eleven. He fiddled with his cloak, undoing the clasp but surreptitiously examining the area in front of the door. He swirled the cloak to settle it on his arm. As he did so, his wrist flicked out twice, making small marks in the doorframe with a knife hidden in his sleeve. He drew himself up to his full height and replaced the wrist knife.
He knocked.
The door eased open and two Dwarven males blocked his path. They looked every bit the bodyguards: burly, strong and alert, openly wearing brigandine, with swords and hand axes in their belts. Bearded like many of their race, their dark eyes showed no emotion as they looked down at him.
Connor smiled. Even though his head only came up to their chins, he took the measure of them and knew he could take them easily. “I am here to see Richard Patian.”
“Your name?” one of them rumbled.
“Neville Pennyhand.”
“Let him in,” said a male voice from inside the room. 
Connor entered, giving the chamber a good look. Well, Patian apparently likes to live in style. Based on the furnishings and light fixtures, this is the best room in the Inn — which still wasn’t saying much. 
The ceiling towered over Connor. The tall windows let what remained of the day’s sunlight and provided a view of a warehouse across the street. A fire burned merrily in a fireplace and the soft glow of magical lights twinkled from glass balls in metal holders on the walls.
Connor nodded. “Mister Patian.”
A tall, spare human male with dark hair, piercing blue eyes returned the gesture. Connor noted Patian’s saber and dirk and dark leathers under a velvet indigo cloak, as well as a gold ring on each hand. Two humans stood to either side of Patian, armored in dull chainmail. A man and a woman, both carried swords and daggers. A Halfling woman in a black skirt and blouse sat atop a table, booted feet swinging in the air. She looked at him with blue eyes and smiled, twining a finger in her curly brown hair.
Yes. Hired muscle, in human and Dwarven flavors, with an innocent-looking Halfling lass thrown in to boot. 
Patian smiled. “Mister Pennyhand. The note, if you don’t mind.”
Connor carefully pulled a note from under his doublet. He held it out to Patian but the female human guard took it instead. She read it and handed it him.
Patian ran a finger alongside his narrow nose and sniffed as he perused the parchment. The guards eyed Connor, hands near their weapons. The Halfling woman gave him a coquettish wink. 
He gave her a genial smile in return. In any other scenario, I might have been interested, except that she probably earns her living by seduction and murder.
Patian pursed his lip and slipped the note into belt purse. “George Walters recommended you? I’m surprised he’s still alive.”
“It could be a forgery,” remarked one of the Dwarves.
And a very good one at that, thought Connor.
“I haven’t heard from Mister Walters in quite a while,” said Patian, leaning back against the edge of the desk. “When and where did you last see him?” He indicated a chair.
Connor sat. “Two weeks ago, in Seacrest,” he answered, “but I got the impression he had to keep moving.”
“Naturally,” Patian replied with a lazy smile of his own. “Given his line of work.”
“Naturally.”
“This doesn’t feel right,” said the human woman. “It could all be faked.”
“Yes, it could,” said Patian.
Connor made as if to stand from his seat. “Well then,” he said, “I could just take my business elsewhere. I’m sure the Whiteclaw or the Shrikes would be happy to receive my coin in exchange for their services. They aren’t nearly so picky who hires them to kill.”
Patian waved a hand. “No, no, don’t be offended. We just want to make sure you’re not a Deranese agent. You must realize we get plenty of those, what with the “sort of person” sitting on the throne nowadays.”
“Of course,” said Connor, settling back in his seat. His right hand itched to go to the special brooch pinned under his doublet but he waited, biding his time.
“That’s a nice sword you have there,” noted the human man standing next to Patian. 
Connor nodded. “Thank you. A gift from my aunt. Charming old lady. Didn’t even know what it was when she bought it at an estate sale. Magic sword, too.”
The Dwarves exchanged impressed glances. 
Patian drew back his cloak, a casual gesture that freed his saber and dirk for quick access. Connor noted his hand position. “So, what do you offer to settle our nerves and assure us you’re not a filthy royal spy, Mister Pennyhand. You must know that we have to be cautious.”
Connor listened with one ear for the sound of his companions but heard nothing. Okay Dar Cabot… now would be a good time to come charging in…
“Naturally,” he replied. “Well, I’m only one person, armed with one sword and there are six of you. I came here on your terms. I believe the advantages are all in your favor. I would have to be a bold spy indeed to walk into the teeth of the wolf, as it were, all by myself.”
“And exactly why are you here?” asked the Halfling girl.
Connor flicked a bit of dirt from his trousers. “Because my dear old aunt may be a little daft, but my cousins are not, and they suspect something. If they’re dead, I get the inheritance, and they know it. They also know my somewhat unconventional past. It was no easy task to lose the agents they had tailing me.”
“That’s interesting,” the leader agreed. “However, I think we need more. Your bona fides, now — where did you say your aunt resides?”
Connor lounged in his seat. “In Dwarfshire, Evendale. Her name is Elisa Fortuna. She lives on Handmaiden Way.”
Patian considered this. “Tahni, does that ring a bell?” he asked the Halfling.
Tahni kept her innocent blue eyes on Connor. “It sure does. I’ve been up and down Handmaiden Way a whole bunch of times.”
Connor nodded, relaxing.
“However,” she continued, “It’s an industrial section with blacksmiths shops and foundries. Lots of Dwarves too. But no houses.”
Crap…
Patian drew his saber and his companions straightened. “So, your Halfling aunt is a blacksmith then?” he asked, eyes now hard as flint.
“Not her, but she inherited four shops from my uncle’s side of the family,” Connor lied. “Where did you think she got all the money from, selling flowers on street corners?”
“Sure. And I’m a Royal Guard,” spat one of the Dwarves, drawing a sword that glimmered red.
A faint thud sounded from the window. Reflexively, everyone turned.
Two armored figures clung to ropes just outside the glass. The figures kicked away from the building and then swung forward to crash through the windows. Behind Connor, a blast of magic fire blew open the door.
Thank Irial! That’s Andyn and Eric!
Connor whispered a word and touched the magic pin under his doublet. A shimmering, ghostly sword sprang up in mid-air. Tahni and the Dwarf with the red-glowing blade stumbled to a halt as the ethereal weapon bobbed in front of them. 
“What in Vardu’s crotch is that?” growled the Dwarf.
Tahni gasped. “Spectral Sword — a high honor given to heroes of Evendale.”
The room rang with the clashing of steel, shouts and curses but Connor kept his eyes fixed on the two before him. 
The Halfling girl stalked left.
Connor drew Tiuz, calling its blade to fiery life. He smiled, seeing the alarm in their eyes. “See? You’re outmanned, so to speak. Just lay your weapons down. There’s no shame in giving up.”
In answer, they charged. Connor’s spectral sword attacked Tahni, driving her back in a flurry of cuts and thrusts. Unsure of what to do, she dodged, parrying the ghostly blade.
For his part, the Dwarf lunged at Connor. Connor sidestepped and cut at the assassin’s legs. The Dwarf leaped over the arc of his flaming sword and Connor spun, slashing out. The Dwarf parried and Connor let his blade bounce back a little, twisting his wrist to stab at the Dwarf’s stomach. The Dwarf hammered the strike downwards, so Connor turned his wrist again, curving his blade up at the Dwarf’s neck. A red flash of light told him he hit enchanted armor and the Dwarf weaved back, eyes wide.
Connor didn’t miss a beat. He whipped Tiuz around again to knock aside a thrust, then reversed, punctured the Dwarf’s brigandine and buried the fiery blade in his side. The assassin shrieked a curse at him, slashing Connor in the arm and kicking him away. Connor almost lost his grip on Tiuz but managed to pull it free, stumbling back and bouncing off a table. His arm stung and warm blood dripped down his left bicep. The Dwarf grimaced in pain, his side covered in blood and flames. He lurched forward, sword upheld and eyes wild.
Connor dodged the overhand blow and ran him through.
A stinging pain hit him in the low back and he cried out, feeling poison spread in his body. Dizzy and nauseous, he stumbled over the corpse of the Dwarf. He turned. Tahni drew back twin daggers for another strike. The spectral sword intervened, slashing, and she stepped back. Connor snatched a vial of pink liquid from a belt loop and downed it, tasting a bizarre combination of onions, cinnamon and bacon. The sickening feeling faded and the sting of his injuries diminished. Tahni tried to get to him but the spectral sword danced and darted and she retreated, banging aside attack after attack. 
Connor lunged to disarm Tahni. Instead, she turned full on him, slashing. Her clothes turned ghostly and spectral, like his sword. He parried and dodged, then thrust, only to find she wasn’t there any more. 
Connor’s ghostly weapon lashed at her from behind, cutting through her phantom armor. The misty sheen faded and she cursed, then dodged, right into Connor’s thrust. She staggered and tried to spin away. The spectral sword stabbed her and she fell. Prone, she still slashed Connor in the calf and he lurched, catching himself against a table with a grimace, expecting more poison. She raised a dagger to throw it and the dancing sword stabbed her in the chest. She screamed, flopping back on the floor.
Connor called his Spectral Sword as the sounds of battle subsided around him. The blade turned to a cloud of glowing, pale mist and flowed back into his brooch. He pointed Tiuz at Tahni.
“It’s over,” he said, the flickering light of his magic blade casting weird shadows on Tahni’s pale face. “Drop your weapons. I promise I won’t hurt you if you surrender.”
She grimaced and crawled back to prop herself up against the couch. “Well,” she breathed in gasps. “You’re right that it’s over. It’s too bad, though. A tumble with you would have been great fun. But the Crossed Swords never surrender.”
She pulled a tiny knife from her bodice and, before he could move, slashed her own wrist. A pale green gas puffed up and her eyes rolled back in her head.
“Andyn!” cried Connor.
A golden-haired half-Elven woman with amethyst earrings knelt next to him. Silvery chainmail glowed under her grey cloak.
“It’s poison,” he said.
Andyn Eleandir nodded, removing her helmet and gloves. “Understood.” She closed her amber eyes and murmured under her breath. A faint blue light glowed in her palm and she placed her hand over the Halfling woman’s wrist.
Connor stood, favoring his injured leg as his companions joined them.
He looked up at a slim, muscular human with dark hair. 
“Any prisoners, Dar?” Connor asked.
Dar Cabot shook his head, sheathing a black bastard sword. The blade glittered with stars. “They attack too hard to use stunning techniques, almost as if they have a death wish.”
“They do,” said Eric Indidarc as he joined them. In one hand he held a spear of light grey wood with a shining golden head. A white hauberk emblazoned with the gold angel wings and sword of Saint Michael’s Order lay over his white-enameled chain mail.
“Fidelis,” he said, holding out the spear. The haft shrank down until the weapon was the size of a dagger. He placed it in a sheath in his belt.
Eric looked down at Andyn and Tahni. “One of the Hylar family gods is Torvu. One of his domains is death, so it makes sense that they’d devote themselves to killing, even if it’s themselves.”
Connor made a face, then shook his head. “Eric, this is going to be tough. Your family has quite a hold on its slaves and lackeys if they would rather die than give up any information.”
“Any luck, Andyn?” Dar asked, rubbing at a blood stain on his dark green tunic. A medallion of Saint Kira’s Order lay against his chest. 
Andyn stood up with a sigh. “No good. The poison was too fast-acting and I think it was magically augmented. I’d have to be a high matriarch of Verian or one of your Christian bishops, Dar, in order to counteract that kind of venom.”
Connor regarded Andyn and his friends and the dead Halfling girl, suddenly struck by the dichotomy — a priestess of Verian and followers of the New Faith, trying to save someone who moments ago had tried to kill him.
A sandy-haired human wearing banded armor strode over to them. He held a round metal shield on one arm and a golden-hilted longsword of Dwarven design in his hand. On his helmet, a metal arm curved around the front, ending in a round setting before his left eye that contained a sparkling diamond. He towered over most of the party, standing a full three or four inches taller than Dar. 
“Well, I’ve finished a scan,” said Buckminster Bydecy, sheathing his weapon and rotating the metal arm so that the jewel pointed at the ceiling. “There aren’t any illusions or hidden items in here and we already know those guys were evil, so there’s not much more that the Eye of Truth can tell us.” 
“Did you search them?” asked Andyn.
Buck nodded. “Coins, gems, armor, weapons, all worth a pretty penny, though a few of the weapons are cursed so I doubt if we could sell them. Nothing else, though.”
He handed a roll of parchment to Eric. “I think it’s in Elven. Connor’s contact in the black velvet doublet had it.”
Eric nodded, unrolling the document.
Connor sighed. “We’re zero for six now.” He winced at the of pain in his back and arm and flopped down on the couch.
Andyn fixed him with a critical eye. “Let’s have a look at you.”
He removed his doublet and unstrapped the battle leathers underneath, then took off his slashed boot without complaint, relaxing as her gentle hands touched his injuries. 
“You have Verian’s own hand on you, Connor Lomin,” she murmured as she examined his back. “A few inches up and she would have hit your kidney instead of your hip, and that would have been very bad.”
She whispered words of comfort and peace. A pleasant warmth spread from Connor’s back to his arm and then his leg as she touched each injury. He could almost see his muscles and skin and blood vessels knitting back together under the influence of the healing energy Andyn directed into them. He looked down. 
Only a faint pink scar remained on his calf. Judging by the amount of blood on the floor and on his boot, it had been a substantial wound.
“The shoemaker will be able to take his wife out to a nice dinner tonight,” he muttered, holding up his slashed boot. 
Andyn helped him get his doublet and armor back on. “Stop your griping, you big baby,” she said with a grin, slapping him on the shoulder. “You’ll be fine. And we’re going to get plenty of cash from this loot, so you can get yourself a really nice pair.”
Dar put a booted foot up on a chair. “Well, now what? Any ideas?”
Buck shrugged. “Eric’s the lead on this mission.”
Connor finished with his armor and raised an eyebrow at Eric. “Well, Mister Eric Hylar Indidarc, son and heir of Harkin Hylar, Master of the Crossed Swords Assassins Guild?”
Eric chuckled. “You make it sound so regal and important.” 
“This scroll is important,” he continued, rolling the parchment back up again. “It’s in Elven all right, but it’s also in code. I’ll take a stab at deciphering it back at the base. My father took a lot of care to re-locate all his operations after I ran away and I’m sure he changed ciphers.”
Dar clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll get him. The Guild of Crossed Swords will be ended, and we’ll make sure of it.”
Eric smiled wryly. “It’s not my father I’m worried about. My mother is the really nasty one.”
“Well,” said Connor, stretching. “Let’s clear out and notify Command. I need a bath and an ale.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Dar removed his cloak as he entered the safehouse antechamber, stomping the last of the snow from his boots. An orderly in the blue and white livery of the Duke of Alrihan took the cloak. Three guards in scale mail with maces and swords stood next to a pair of double doors at the end of the chamber.
“His Lordship is here already, Sir Dar. Shall I inform him of your arrival?” the orderly asked.
“Yes, Fielding. And thank you.”
Fielding bowed and left. Dar joined his companions, already striding towards the doors.
The Crown located this outpost well, he admitted. From the outside, it looks like an old warehouse in the waterfront district of the city of Alrihan. From a storage area to an old meat locker, then a secret door in the floor and down a ladder here. 
Dar sighed as the double doors opened. Despite knowing benefit of planning, coordination, and analysis, though he still fought the urge to fidget.
No longer just a free-lance sell-sword, Dar Cabot, he told himself. Knights of Saint Kira don’t get to just wander off when they feel like it, even if they have flying horses to ride. 
Buck, Connor, Eric and Andyn preceded him into the meeting hall. Cherry wood paneling reached from floor to ceiling, broken by immense cork boards with a myriad of charts, diagrams and lists arranged in neat rows. Oil lamps burned in cressets, casting a warm light around them. Across a long table, a dusky-skinned, angular man with a mustache and beard talked with a thin, middle-aged woman. A pile of papers and maps lay scattered on the table. A stocky Dwarf peered through a magnifying glass at one of the maps, his fingers tracing a line on the paper.
Dar stopped at the table. “Grey Riders, reporting as ordered,” he said with a bow.
The dark-skinned man straightened. “Ah, yes, Sir Cabot. I’ve been expecting you. I understand you had another run-in with the Crossed Swords.”
He motioned to the Dwarf and woman, who bowed and left.
Andyn nodded. “Yes, Colonel Gerardo. At the Hawk’s Perch Inn. Unfortunately, just like our last encounter, they preferred to die rather than be captured.”
Colonel Lord Gerardo Benitez of the Royal Deran Intelligence Service came around the table to greet them. His narrow face and dark eyes gave him a sly appearance and formed the basis for his nickname: The Fox.
“Do not be discouraged, Lady Andyn,” he said. “After many years of fighting against the Crossed Swords, I have only a handful of captives to boast about.” He bowed to kiss her hand. 
Dar kept the smile off his face. The manners and etiquette of knights and lords still felt new to him and his friends — only recently elevated to noble rank due to their role in the defeat of the lich-princess Zhinia Margoth. 
It feels as if we were knighted yesterday, thought it’s been months since Andyn hammered her ass at the Battle of Hillton. 
He knew Andyn was both flattered and unnerved at the courtesies paid to her with her new honors, the highest of any of the Riders. She not only carried the hereditary title of Lady of the Order of Mindra of the Elven Empire of Terenai, but also the name of Lichslayer and Light of Justice. This last honor marked her as unique among nobles and royalty of the lands of Damora. Protocol demanded that even kings show her special respect. Not a dozen Lichslayers lived in Deran among its million and a half souls and maybe three score lived in total among the nations of the Northern Alliance.
She better get used to this. She even out-ranks Buck, who has a hereditary knighthood.
“Be that as it may, My Lord Colonel,” she said with a shy smile, “we feel we are making no progress against the Guild of Crossed Swords.”
Gerardo shrugged. “In finding the chapter house of the Guild, perhaps, but not in rooting out those evildoers. You slew six today, correct? Six fewer to terrorize, enslave and murder the people of Deran.”
Dar shot a glance at Eric Indidarc, who held his peace. And Eric wants more than anything to bring his family to justice. They have much to answer for, including the murder of Andyn’s husband, years ago. But they’re proving a lot more slippery than we thought.
Lord Gerardo continued. “You have been on the trail of the Crossed Swords now for how long? Three months, correct, since the last week of Setamber? Mostly you’ve been in Oakmoor but also here in Alrihan from what I understand. And all this after you fought at the Battle of Hillton. That’s a lot to ask anyone, Grey Riders or not.”
The colonel picked up a map on the table and looked at it, pursing his lip. “Six safe houses of the Crossed Swords broken up in that time. I’m not sure how you do it, but your source of information, whoever it is, provides good intelligence.” He raised an eyebrow at Dar
And no, my Lord Colonel, I’m not telling you about Eric’s birth parents or his heritage. Dar smiled. “Our source must remain confidential, my lord. I’m sure you understand. Rest assured that it is very reputable and reliable and has useful knowledge about the strategies and tactics of the Crossed Swords.”
“You don’t have to remind me of that,” answered the Colonel. “Six lightning raids, all successful and without losses to our side, yet you are still, I think, a bit weary?” 
Dar said nothing but looked at his companions and shrugged. 
Lord Gerardo nodded. “I did not get these grey hairs yesterday. You need a rest. May I make a suggestion, as your ‘concerned superior officer’? Since it is the Christian season of Advent and Christmas is only a few days away, you should all return to Oakmoor and recuperate. After the holiday and some time to think, you can consider your next move.”
“The scroll that Sir Indidarc deciphered does indeed have a few clues,” the Colonel continued, “One points to Harlinsville, a suburb of Oakmoor, and mentions the Sign of the Serpent, though I’m not sure exactly what that means. If you return to Oakmoor for the Christmas season, you can pick up your search in Harlinsville thereafter.”
Dar met Eric’s eyes. His friend let out a breath and nodded.
“I think I can speak for all of us,” Dar offered, “We will take your suggestion to heart, my lord. We have had little rest during these last few weeks and perhaps we need some time to gain perspective.”
“Excellent,” replied Lord Gerardo. “I didn’t want to have to make it an order.”
“Besides,” Andyn said with a raised eyebrow at Dar and Eric. “I’ve heard that the Christmas season is quite festive. Perhaps Sir Cabot and Sir Indidarc will escort me and Sir Buck and Master Lomin to a celebration or two.”
Dar had an unnerving vision of Buck and Connor on the loose at a Christmas party but smiled back at her anyway. “It would be my honor, O Light of Justice.”






  
  Chapter two
Comfort and Joy


Must be getting old , thought Buck. Winter didn’t used to bother me so much.
He continued meditating, seated on the carved log, eyes closed. He listened to the soft hiss of snowfall through the trees and tried to concentrate. He felt the intricate patterns etched into the log beneath him, knowing that the magical symbols warded evil things away from the grove. His thoughts turned to the Earth Mother and her gifts to all peoples, both those who believed in her and those who didn’t. 
The knife’s-edge chill of morning even cut through his thick cloak. Fingers of iciness reached their way through his tunic and between seams in his armor. In the past, I would have counted it an honor to visit a druid’s grove. Now, though, I’m wondering why I’m sitting out here in the snow, trying to meditate. 
He pulled the cloak tighter around himself. The scent of pine, earth, and lichens wafted to him. Maybe I’ve been hanging around Mrs. Andyn Creature-Comforts too much, he continued with a wry sense of humor. I swear she’s part Halfling.
He sensed, rather than heard, someone moving through the grove behind him and tried to focus his thoughts. He sat motionless, using his other senses to attempt to discern direction, weight, pace, and relative agility. He felt no danger, only a presence that watched and gauged him.
Light footsteps stopped next to his log.
“Druid Anthan?” Buck guessed. 
An amused alto voice answered. “No. Druidess Carine.”
Buck opened his eyes.
A dark-haired woman in heavy black robes stepped around the log. Green eyes twinkled at him from a delicate face with a small nose and graceful eyebrows. “You’re getting better though.” She leaned her brown staff against a nearby tree and sat next to him on the log.
He shrugged. “I hope so. I haven’t been to a grove in a long time.”
“How long?”
Buck searched his memory. “Last Februar, before I met Eric in Wit’s End. It was near Darlon.”
“Ah. Druid Heraz cares for the grove there.”
“Yes.”
The druidess looked out beyond the snowy field towards the glittering city of Oakmoor. The metropolis covered three hills, split by the two large rivers, the East and Lonmar. It looked like some elegant sculpture in the early morning light, the winter sun shining off grey walls and towers dusted with snow. Even now, traffic moved out along the road: caravans getting an early start, wagons full of goods, individual riders on errands, even a column of cavalry leaving from the south gate of Tallemar, the westernmost suburb. River traffic glided on the frigid waters, mostly barges and merchant craft joined by an occasional Port Authority patrol boat. Boatmen pushed clots of ice away from their craft.
“Tell me,” Carine said, resting her hands on the log and leaning back, “Do you feel any different now that you have seen the bones of the earth as well as the trees and hills and lakes and rivers of the surface world? Does your time in the underground give you a new perspective on nature? What do you perceive of the natural world that lives in darkness?”
He considered that for a while, then nodded at the city of Oakmoor. “I’d have to say it makes me appreciate this setting all the more, though we haven’t been in a truly large city until just recently. I was in Tyler last winter, but I’m not sure that counts. Even with over a hundred thousand people, I think it’s still less than a third of the size of Oakmoor.”
Carine nodded but remained silent. Buck watched the metropolis of Oakmoor for a while. A pair of hippogriffs launched from a tower on the east side of the easternmost hill. Half eagle and half horse, their odd shapes made them conspicuous as they winged away to the north. Metal armor modified to the unique anatomy of the hippogriffs gleamed in the pale sunlight.
Probably military if they have barding, he mused.
“How was your experience traveling with the other Grey Riders?” Carine asked, tossing her head so her raven hair fell back over her shoulders. “Journeying with Christians and a Verian priestess can be educational, but also a bit challenging. After all, your companions don’t follow the Earth Mother, except your Halfling friend, Connor.”
Buck’s brow furrowed. “We usually don’t discuss religion unless it has a bearing on our mission,” he replied. 
“And the Christians don’t try to convert you?” Carine asked. 
He shook his head. “No. They accept me as I am and don’t make an issue of it.”
Carine watched him for a few heartbeats, then turned to look at the city again. “This is good. Some followers of the Druidic path still find Christians difficult to comprehend. Recall that Christians arrived with all the other humans during the Skyfire, eons ago, yet we know few details about what happened.” 
Buck brushed a hand over his jaw. “Well, I guess we’ve all had our differences, especially at first, but I feel like I can discuss most things with Dar and Eric. And Andyn is from the Church of Verian, who have been allies of the Druids for hundreds of years. We all get along well.”
She nodded and appeared lost in thought, then gave him an amused look. “Listen to the two of us. Isn’t it odd that we are both human but still don’t know how our race arrived on Damora?”
Buck grinned. “Four thousand years is a long time and wars burn a lot of documents.”
“Just so.” Carine nodded and said no more for a while.
He said no more, content for the time in quiet and stillness, enjoying the peace and the presence of a pretty woman at his side. He wondered. 
Could I ever stop exploring the wide world and settle down, maybe have a home of my own? If someone like Carine were with me, I might be able to do that.
“That is a remarkable city, isn’t it?” Carine remarked finally.
“Yes.”
She stood, taking up her staff again. “Its Christian rulers are careful to manage the growth of the city so that it does not become destructive or polluting. Still, it is a city, and they cannot help affecting the environment. They have their challenges.”
Buck stood with her.
“It is a reflection of their philosophy and outlook,” she continued, eyes still on Oakmoor, “based on their belief that the world is to be subdued. Philosophy and outlook define behavior. Though the Christians are relatively benign, I don’t need to remind you that there are others of differing philosophies who are not quite as benevolent.”
He felt a certain unease now, remembering. “I have seen that already, Druidess Carine. The Ja’al are destructive and evil.” 
She turned to face him. “Yes. They exploit without caring about the cost and do not think beyond their own greed and desires. However, I am not speaking of them. Though the Druids do not take sides in the wars of Good and Evil, we can be affected by them, and there are some in our faith with very pointed opinions about associations with nonbelievers, whether Christian or Ja’al. Their philosophy and outlook may not be as forgiving. You may be pressed into a choice of sides. Choose wisely.”
Buck dropped his gaze to the snowy ground. “It will not be easy, Druidess.”
She nodded. “I understand. I am also troubled by more than mere philosophical differences. There is a shadow growing in the land, and the Earth Mother is uneasy. Something stirs, something unwholesome, something twisted and unnatural.”
Carine held out her hand. He took it and looked up, eyes narrowing. 
“Why are you telling me this?” he asked.
Her eyes held an intensity, a flame of spiritual quality that bored into his soul. “You have achieved standing in the world and have allies of great ability. You can do much to preserve the Earth Mother from harm and protect all the living. We depend on you to aid all Nature as a sword-knight of Astarel.”
Her voice took on an urgent tone. “Always have the preservation of the world and of nature in your mind, no matter what. Do not fear: I think you will find that your goal aligns with that of your Christian friends and the Verian priestess. But be vigilant. There are those, even among the Old Faith, who hold enough of a grudge for past hurts to be tempted by silken words and honeyed lies. I fear all religions will discover they have a similar problem in their ranks.”
Unable to tear his gaze away, he could only nod.
The fire in Carine’s eyes faded and she smiled, embracing him. “Return to your path, Buckminster. You are welcome here any time.”
Buck took both her hands and bowed over them, kissing each. “Thank you, Carine.”
Her cheeks flushed a little as she placed a hand on his head in blessing. Then she swept away. Her form shimmered and warped. Buck blinked. A gorgeous black doe with piercing green eyes regarded him for a second, then bounded away.
He shook himself, unable to break a chill that had nothing to do with the winter temperature. Those eyes... I’ve known other druids, but she’s not like them. I wonder if she feels anything towards me. 
Buck watched the doe until she disappeared among the dark trees. 
He picked up his bow and turned back towards Oakmoor. Choosing an arrow with a shiny purple arrowhead, he walked away from the grove onto the snowy field, aimed straight up and loosed. The missile soared upwards, then flared in a burst of faerie lights.
Away over the forest, a winged horse rose up and soared towards him over the trees.
I think the others might be interested in what Druidess Carine had to say.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Buck is late, as usual,” Dar said, shrugging his cloak over his tunic and chainmail. He patted the side of his pegasus, Virasi, with a gloved hand.
Eric laughed from his saddle, turning Niveral before he could nip Virasi. “Ease off, Dar. He said he was going to the grove. Besides, my sister said to come any time we’re ready.”
Connor Lomin shrugged. “I’m ready now. It’s been a while since breakfast.” 
Phantom tossed her head and Connor lifted his hands. “See? Phantom agrees with me.”
Dar snorted. “We just ate breakfast. I think Phantom is taking on Halfling traits.”
Connor smiled. “And well she should. She’s an uncommonly intelligent pegasus. Aren’t you, Phantom?”
The winged horse tossed her head again and nickered.
Andyn Eleandir shook her head, patting Medianox on the neck. “Now I’ve seen everything.” 
The four of them sat their mounts in the massive market square of the suburb of Tallemar, near a snow-covered fountain of four angels. Townsfolk swirled around them, visiting stalls, shops, and street vendors. Smoke wafted from chimneys and braziers alike, sending up exotic smells of meats, vegetables, spices and baked goods. Pale light from the cloudy sky shone on glass windows and metal cook-pots, silken cloaks and homespun robes, wrinkled elderly faces and sleeping babies. Despite the press of humans, Elves, Dwarves and Halflings, everyone gave the four Riders plenty of space.
After this much time, Dar and his friends scarcely took notice of the stares, whispers and furtive glances they and their unusual mounts attracted. Each pegasus stood out immediately, armored in studded leather barding and sporting a grey caparison. The Riders themselves also drew attention in their livery of grey and black, the badge of their group on the left breast stitched in white. 
Dar sniffed the cooking food and secretly agreed with Connor. Some of the dishes smell heavenly. Well, Oakmoor attracts products in trade from all over the world, so I shouldn’t be surprised that a lot of it ends up in Tallemar too. 
A small boy and girl walked away from a street vendor with their mother, carrying paper bowls steaming in the morning air. Their clothing looked well-made yet simple — probably an artisan’s family. The boy met Dar’s gaze and tried to hide behind his mother, his eyes shy and excited all at once. The mother coaxed him to a seat by the fountain. The little family noticed Dar.
He nodded gravely at the children and winked. The mother curtseyed. He smiled back as the little ones attempted to mimic their mother, then settled down to their meal.
“You are Sir Dar Cabot of Saint Kira’s Order,” noted Eric with a jaunty grin, “yet you gain admirers wherever you go — despite your reputation and obvious lack of style.”
“Not so, Sir Eric Indidarc of Saint Michael’s,” Dar responded haughtily. “They know quality when they see it.”
“Then they would be looking at me, thou ignorant lout.”
Dar opened his mouth for a retort but Andyn interrupted him.
“He’s here,” she said.
A pegasus with a single rider floated down at them, adjusting his course to avoid the crowd.
Connor nudged Phantom forward to clear a path. He didn’t need to. The townsfolk hurried to provide space for Buck and Shadowbane, whispering to each other. 
Buck landed Shadowbane and clattered over to Dar. “Sorry I’m late,” Buck said, brushing a bit of snow from his sandy hair. “Druidess Carine had some information for me.”
Andyn raised an eyebrow. “I can’t wait to hear it.”
To Dar’s surprise, Buck didn’t respond with his characteristic bravado and merely nodded. “I’ll tell you later. Where’s Puup?” As if in answer, a white pigeon fluttered down, landed on his shoulder and preened its feathers.
“Well then,” said Eric with a smile, “Now that our most important member is here, follow me.”
Buck pointedly ignored him and urged Shadowbane into a canter. Dar followed Buck. He scanned storefronts, windows, rooftops and alleyways more by habit than a feeling of danger. 
A few months of dueling with the cult of the Ja’al and hunting Crossed Swords assassins will do that to you. 
Their path led from commercial districts to neighborhoods with tall apartment buildings and then to larger homes with gardens and yards. The street climbed the side of Oakmoor’s westernmost hill to a wide boulevard lined with large, ornate homes and barren, snow-sprinkled trees. 
A line of fluted columns led down the middle of the street to a tall iron gate between two towers of worn white stone. An imposing wall encircled a dark grey manor house with a slate roof and two more glowering towers. Dar saw a large garden in the courtyard, robed in winter’s white mantle.
Guards in burgundy and grey hauberks and banded armor snapped to attention at their approach, raising their spears in salute. Another soldier with the insignia of a sword and star on his collar opened the gate.
“Welcome to the Manor, Sir Indidarc,” he said to Eric, placing his fist over his heart. “Lady Saren awaits you and Lord Terenil is on his way.”
“Thank you, Sergeant,” Eric replied. “We’ll stable the pegasi first.”
The soldier motioned to other troops near a barracks. “We will take care of them for you, sir, if you’d prefer.”
Dar raised a hand. “I’m sure you are well-versed in taking care of horses, but pegasi can be particular. We’d prefer to do it ourselves, though you can come along if you want to learn.”
The sergeant bowed. “Of course, Sir Cabot.”
The Riders dismounted. Dar held one side of the bridle as a soldier held the other side. Virasi rolled his eyes at the trooper, but Dar placed a hand on his neck.
“Calsha,” he whispered in soothing tones, “Calsha, Eynem.”
The pegasus became less agitated and the soldier looked impressed. “What did you say, Sir?”
“It’s Elven,” Dar answered, patting his mount. “It means ‘Be calm, my favorite’. My, er, someone taught it to me months ago.”
Once in the stables, Dar showed a young blond corporal how to remove the special pilot’s saddle and blanket, then inspected Virasi’s wings and cleaned them with a special brush.
“You can curry his hide while I do this,” Dar instructed, “and comb out his mane and tail. It takes a lot of practice to maintain the wings unless you have experience in falconry.”
The soldier looked a bit apprehensive. “Of course, Sir. What shall I feed him?”
“Oats, alfalfa, and strips of meat.”
“Meat?” The corporal turned a shade paler.
“He is part bird, you know. Raptor characteristics. But don’t worry. They’re quite dainty about it and don’t bite except in defense if that’s what you’re thinking. They only have a few pointed teeth.”
The corporal scratched his head. “I’ll see what I can do. But, Sir Cabot, this is a stallion. Is it wise to have him close to the other stallions? They may compete for the mares.” He indicated Andyn’s Medianox and Connor’s Phantom.
Dar shook his head. “In that respect, you have nothing to fear. Pegasi won’t mate while in captivity or in service. The males have nothing to compete for.”
The corporal looked thoughtful. “So how do we actually capture any of them? I mean, even an armored pegasus is supposed to be very fast, and it must be impossible to catch one in the wild.”
“Only nearly impossible. You can’t trap them because the entire herd descends on the trapped one and defends it. The purpose is to capture one and tame it, not fight the herd.”
“So how — ?”
“Very patiently. A handler sets up camp near their herd lands and the pegasi grow accustomed to him or her. After the foaling, the handler can select one foal or filly and the herd won’t cause much of a fuss. Some handlers are even good enough to get two. But no more than that. It’s no wonder they are so expensive, agreed?”
The corporal nodded and Dar went to join his companions. The soldier departed and Dar waited with Eric for the others.
“Terenil and Saren don’t have their own riders, do they?” he asked.
Eric shook his head. “Too expensive. Only a duke or marquis of a large city like Darlon or Alrihan could have the means to maintain their own squadron. As it is, most of the time the air force is part of a national military because of the cost.”
“We’re lucky we’ve been given training in their care. And the extra money from Zhinia Margoth and the Crossed Swords sure helps,” noted Connor.
“We do have an advantage,” said Eric, leading them across the courtyard towards the double doors of the manor house. “I’m not sure I could keep Niveral when I retire though. I’d need a serious income to afford him.”
“I won’t have a problem with that,” said Buck, adjusting his sword belt. “I’m going to be independently wealthy. You’ll see.”
Andyn rolled her eyes. “Let’s get inside before Buck goes off and claims a small country. Saren’s probably waiting for us.”
Connor tapped Eric on the shoulder. “Why did you rename your pegasus? He was Falcon for the longest time.”
Eric made a face at Dar and Buck. “Those two kept after me because I picked a ‘mundane’ name. Buck, in particular — he insisted he hadn’t seen any coal-black falcons. So I named him Niveral. I think Niveral likes it better too.”
“And Niveral means?”
“Snow-bright,” Eric answered with a grin. “Just to tweak Buck.”
Dar waggled his eyebrows at Connor, who smirked in response. 
The doors of the manor swung open and a beaming woman in a white dress and matching boots held out her hands to them. Tiny ivory horns peeked out from her forehead under silky raven hair. Her face looked positively angelic, delicate and refined, with a small nose and high cheekbones and shining black eyes. From her upper back, two ivory bat wings lay furled against her shoulders. 
She reminds me of Melissa the Elohir from Celestia, as if Saren were her dark shadow — except with a little bit of sinister to go along with the whole “embodiment of beauty and grace” idea.
Saren’s smile held warmth and affection as she took Eric’s hands in her own and drew him close in a warm embrace.
“Finally, you come to visit us, you rogue!” she teased, closing her eyes as she held her adopted half-brother in a long hug. “How long has it been?”
Eric hugged her back, then held her at arm’s length. “Too long for me, probably not long enough for your security officer.”
She wrinkled her nose at him. “Captain Resal is just a worrier. But that’s why we have him around.” She turned to the other Riders. 
Connor started to bow to her and she put her hands on her hips.
“Connor, what did I say about that last time?” She knelt to hug him.
Connor grinned sheepishly. “I’m sorry, Lady Sa — I mean, Saren. We’ve been meeting so many lords and high officers lately it’s a reflex by now.”
Saren nodded gravely. “I know what you mean. I have to deal with that every day. That’s why I don’t want any of that from you.”
She gave each of them affectionate hugs. She’s so sweet: more like an anti-Daemon instead of a half-Daemon. 
Buck accepted her embrace with a bit of a wary look but smiled nonetheless. 
He’s still uneasy around her, Dar thought. It’s as if he come to grips with who she is: Eric’s half-sister, an orphan child adopted by Melinor Indidarc, a half-Daemon, a Christian, a Countess, a wife of a Lord of Deran — and as opposed to evil as anyone I’ve ever seen. But she treats him like family, just as she treats the rest of us.
“Come in out of the cold,” Saren offered, sweeping back into the entrance hall with them. A pair of servants arrived to take their cloaks.
Eric gave her a questioning look, one hand on Fidelis at his belt.
She shrugged. “I don’t mind if you’re armed, but you have little to worry about here, and I think some of the heavier items will be a burden on you. Maybe you can bring them into the library. I’ll have tea brought in.”
Dar agreed. “Thank you, Saren. It’s just that our current mission…” he trailed off.
She smiled again, showing perfect white teeth and fangs. “I understand, Dar. Don’t worry. I’m not offended either way. We’ll take care of you.”
Her eyes flashed for a split second. Dar remembered a day of fire and blood on the battlefield at Hillton, when Saren defended the Grey Riders with all the deadly ferocity of her Daemonic bloodline. 
She has a point. Even unarmed and clad in a dress, she’d be a nasty surprise for any assassins. 
They followed her down the great hall, their boots echoing on white marble floors. Paintings hung on the walls, each depicting a previous Earl or Countess of Tallemar. In a nod to the upcoming holiday, poinsettias and holly branches decorated the hall, along with a finely-carved Nativity scene on a side table near the vast, arching staircase. 
Dar took a closer look at the creche as he went by. A magical light hovered over the stable where the Child lay, a symbol of the Star that guided the Magi. The small donkey and cow and sheep seemed almost alive — indeed, tiny puffs of fog curled from their mouths in imitation of their breath in chilly air.
Melinor’s handiwork, he thought with amusement. He sure does dote on his children, even after they’ve grown up.
Saren led them through a side door into a library with tall windows, bookshelves and display cases of warm wood. Dar took in light-colored curtains, elegant vases with curving Elven designs in gold filigree, and comfortable padded furniture in the Tallemar house colors of burgundy and grey.
A maid and a butler brought a cart with tea and two platters of colorful little cakes no bigger than Dar’s thumb, along with a bowl of apples, oranges and persimmons. The servants began to slice the fruit and arrange plates for each of them.
“Please, sit,” Saren offered, resting in a tall chair next to a small burnished table holding the crystal figure of a pegasus. “Terenil will be home any minute. Ministry meeting.”
Dar felt his residual tension and wariness fading even as he rested his sword against a table. He sat back on the couch next to Buck and accepted a hot cup of tea and a plate with two cakes and slices of fruit. He particularly enjoyed the cakes: one of cinnamon and chocolate, the other with raspberry and lemon. He let his eyes roam around the library as he sipped his tea. A large desk sat under one of the windows. Fading sunlight shone on the padded window-benches, the impressive array of books, the paintings on the walls, and a prominent silver crucifix behind the desk.
Elegant, but this is home to them. 
The air of warmth and comfort enfolding him had little to do with the merry blaze in the fireplace. Saren’s calm happiness affected him as surely as a magic spell. She even held out her hand with some crumbs for Puup, smiling as Buck’s pigeon ate from her hand.
Love lives here, Dar mused, sipping his tea. His eyes and his mind wandered. When will I have my own home? When will I stop wandering around on dangerous missions, settle down and have a place of my own? It doesn’t have to be a manor. A little sea-side cottage would be fine with me… and Megan. If God wills it.
Andyn and Eric sat next to Saren, who soon engaged them in animated conversation about their recent activities — at least, the part that they were permitted to tell her. 
Dar hid a smile. She’s been around the block with respect to government security arrangements. She known enough when to pry and when not to. Besides, there are some things that can’t be voiced in the presence of servants, some of whom might certainly gossip with other servants and then, who knows? The assassin’s guilds of Damora are famous for their ability to pry information from people.
“How is your family?” Saren asked, turning to Dar.
He swallowed a bite of persimmon. “They are well. Lord DeGrance has made sure that they are attended and guarded daily.”
“I am glad to hear it. It must be a rude shock for them to be brought so suddenly into the world of free-lance blank-shields, monsters, war and danger — though I suppose you are hardly blank-shields any longer, now that you are knighted.”
Dar grinned. “Yes. Actually, I think my parents find it rather exciting, though my brother less so with a wife and children. His profession seems so mundane by comparison, but he likes it that way, though I think he’s secretly glad for the people watching over him.”
Another voice came to them from the door to the grand hall. “And what’s wrong with a little excitement, Sir Cabot?”
Dar stood with the other Riders as a trim man with dark hair and grey eyes strode into the library, removing gloves from his hands. He wore a silver tabard over black trousers and matching woolen shirt, shiny black boots on his feet. A golden circlet wound around his head, the pointed tips of his ears just visible next to the shiny metal. 
Saren glided over to him, her smile luminous. “How did you get away from the meeting so early? Did you have to use The Spell of Forty Winks on the councilors or just turn invisible?” she asked as she unbuckled his sword belt and planted a firm kiss on his lips.
“I bribed some and got the others drunk,” he replied, hugging her tightly. She laughed.
Dar grinned as Terenil, Earl of Tallemar winked at him. It’s amazing that he’s an Earl, what with that wry humor and irreverence for rank. Or maybe that’s why King Phillip and Queen Ahlana trust him. He is unimpressed by accolades and can’t be bought. 
“The Riders Grey are looking warm and well-fed,” he said, releasing Saren but keeping his arm over her shoulders. “This is scandalous. What’s to be done?”
“You could bring us some mulled wine, I suppose,” offered Connor brightly with an innocent smile. “And some cold chicken and pickles.”
Andyn gave Saren a martyred look.
“We’ll have something more than that for lunch,” Saren replied, kissing Terenil’s cheek. “We knew Connor was coming so we prepared.”
Eric embraced his brother-in-law. Terenil greeted each of the Riders in turn, accepted a kiss from Andyn and plopped down in another chair, looping his sword belt over the arm.
“So, will you fly off on another mission of derring-do or are you really going to take some time to rest?” he asked, taking a cup of tea.
“We received a pointed suggestion that we recuperate for a while,” Eric answered. “I think we were getting a little frayed around the edges and the Command took note. It’s my fault, really. I’ve been pushing too hard.”
Eric… Dar shook his head. “Not just you. We pushed ourselves just as hard and we didn’t try to slow you down.”
Terenil inquired about their progress, omitting any reference to specifics in much the same way as Saren. Dar watched his expression.
Knowing Terenil, he’s probably filling in the blanks. 
Dar found himself marveling at the scene before his eyes: he, the son of a county clerk, taking tea and cakes in the library of the Earl and Countess of Tallemar. His eyes drifted to his companions: Buck, a former refugee from the law and the son of a shopkeeper, Andyn, an army brat and widow, Eric, adopted son of a famous wizard and prince of an assassin’s guild, and Connor, a widower and the son of a high cleric of the Church of Irial. 
He smiled. What an odd bunch…
His thoughts brought other memories to mind and his mood turned more somber. He saw the Alenar sisters, half-Elves like Eric. He heard their voices in his mind, saw their lovely figures as they walked alongside the other Riders near Whitehorse Peak so many months ago: Brandawyn — serious and virtuous and brave, a warrior and combat medic, the love of Eric Indidarc, and Megan, the woman Dar loved — vivacious, brilliant, wise, a wizard of amazing ability for one so young.
More recent and somber memories intruded. Dar saw in his mind’s eye the small figure of Hlerv the Gnome, a half-breed himself, part Dwarf and part Halfling. Dar still remembered the look on Hlerv’s face, a look of resolution and, he thought, regret. 
Why did you do it, Hlerv? We all knew that Margoth’s Helm of Shadows was evil, yet you used it to teleport away to God-knows-where anyway. What drove you to it? 
Lost in his musings, he found his hands tightening on the teacup and forced himself to relax. We will find you, Hlerv, and help you out of whatever trouble you’re in. 
He shook himself from his mood as Terenil addressed Buck.
“I hear that you met with one of the druids this morning,” the Earl said. “What did he or she have to say?”
Buck nodded and took a deep breath. “Carine senses something very wrong, and I don’t think she’s the only druid who does so. This is unnerving. Here’s what she told me.”
Dar listened with a nagging feeling of unease as Buck described his meeting. He exchanged a look with Andyn, who raised her eyebrows.
Terenil digested Buck’s information. “This suggests that there may be subversives within each of the churches. Well, the druids have their finger on the pulse of the world in ways that we do not. We will have to be vigilant. I’m glad you told us, Buck. I will pass this along to the cardinal archbishop and the patriarchs of Verian, Kurental and Irial in the city — and to the King.”
Dar exchanged a look with Andyn, who raised her eyebrows. Everyone remained silent, digesting Buck’s account of Carine’s warning.
Saren finally rose. “I’ll have
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