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Praise for the Grey Riders Series!

Book 1, Whitehorse Peak


“...Whitehorse Peak excels, standing out from the crowd of fantasy adventures...a riveting, emotionally powerful story line...vibrant with realistic action” – D. Donovan, Midwest Book Review




“...an excellent balance of worldbuilding and introduction...fully lavish and exciting, with atmospheric moments of high, epic fantasy that smack of tradition and the old favorites, but then also more modern inclusions and plenty of witty humor... Highly recommended: fantasy fiction at its best.” – K.C. Finn for Readers Favorite (5-star review)



Book 2, Eye of Truth


“...a real treasure ... Think Dungeons and Dragons or Tolkien, throw in a dash of Patrick Rothfus ... recommended for any reader who enjoys high fantasy spiced with a bit of mystery” — D. Donovan, Midwest Book Review



“... a charming and rich tale of magic, loyalty, friendship, and secrets, .... I enjoyed the complexities of the plot and characters, and their development and alterations as secrets are uncovered...good world-building...Danger, action, threats, and camaraderie will keep the reader engaged...” – K.J. Simmill for Readers Favorite (5-star review)



Book 3, Helm of Shadows


“...wraps its cloak of fantasy around an atmosphere of mystery and intrigue... Impressively vivid...” — D. Donovan, Midwest Book Reviews



“...an even bigger and better addition to the Grey Riders series... Helm of Shadows is an excellent addition that once again lifts the series to new heights: a highly recommended read for fantasy fans everywhere.” – K.C. Finn for Readers Favorite (5-star review)



Book 4, Assassin Prince


“P.G. Badzey has created a complex, absorbing atmosphere ...fast-paced and thoroughly engrossing... a compelling saga... satisfying action... whets the reader’s appetite for more to come in later sequels.” — D. Donovan, Midwest Book Reviews




“I am always delighted to return to the works of author P. G. Badzey and the fantastic Grey Riders series, and this new addition is no exception... As always, the worldbuilding and atmosphere are solid, and the closer we get to what is sure to be an epic conclusion, the less I want the series to end.” – K.C. Finn for Readers Favorite (5-star review)
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Book 5, The Skull Gates


“...rivals J.R.R. Tolkien's Middle Earth in cultural and genealogical complexity... will have fans clamoring for the saga's next chapter.” – Kate Robinson, US Review of Books (Recommended)




“Badzey keeps this novel in perfect balance, shifting action to keep readers following the different threads of the story and giving each of the Riders time to shine with their unique skills, whilst also building to a fantastic magical conclusion. Overall, I would highly recommend The Skull Gates...” – K.C. Finn for Readers Favorite (5-star review)




Book 6, Gate of Stars


“...compelling... epic in scale... Readers familiar with the Forgotten Realms books will feel right at home in Badzey’s fantasy environment... an entertaining adventure...” – M. Heisey, US Review of Books



“Epic fantasy surely doesn’t get more epic than this... P G Badzey wastes none of the potential of this incredible setting, consistently demonstrating gorgeous prose that brings the world of Damora to life... This is a powerful and exciting adventure through a fantasy conflict like no other and is an incredible read...” – K.C. Finn for Readers Favorite (5-star review)
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​Chapter One – Nothing Comes Easy
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Relax, Brandawyn Aldenar told herself. Breathe. Center. 

She brushed a few snowflakes off her banded mail and stalked through the snowy woods. Mist clouded the tree trunks and curled around her boots. Despite the wintry conditions, she felt only a mild coolness on her exposed upper back. She let out a slow breath, extended her senses and put hands to her swords. 

Her earring tingled and a smooth alto echoed in her head. Ready, Your Majesty?

As I’ll ever be, Johanna, she answered mentally. And please, no titles. You’re the teacher and I’m the student. I have a lot to master.

In her mind’s eye, she imagined her mentor’s wry smile. Don’t underestimate yourself. But I will defer to you and dispense with the honorifics.

Thank you.

Now, remember what we’ve taught you, Johanna continued. Patience is part of your Elohir legacy. Take time to perceive.

I just hope you let me keep this earring after training is over, Brandi thought back. I could really use it.

Perhaps.

The contact faded and Brandi relaxed, slipping into a state of near-trance, reaching out with her otherworldly senses into the cold forest. For long moments, she detected nothing but the aroma of pines and spruce.

With startling suddenness, she sensed movement. 

There! A woman glided on bat wings just above the treetops, a hundred yards to Brandi’s right. The newcomer wore blue-black chainmail; twin scimitars hung from her hips. Wicked points of dark spines shone on vambraces and greaves. Red eyes glowed behind a chainmail veil attached to a black, spired helmet. Her dragon tail lashed the air. 

A War Fiend. This will be interesting. 

Brandi whispered under her breath, concentrating on her upper back and reached out to the Other Space. Slowing her breathing, she focused on an impression of light and air and flight. Energy poured into her. She opened her eyes and extended her wings. Snow-white pinions with tips of deepest black curved around her. She drew her blades.

She was about to take to the air when another creature glimmered in her enhanced sight. It lurked among the bushes, low to the ground in the mist, seventy yards away. Shapeless, it warped and shifted as it glided towards her.

Brandi paused, frowning. The amorphous creature advanced with alarming speed, resolving into a blob of dark grey fog with silvery tendrils and multiple red eyes.

Death Mist! There are two daemons!

Closing fast, the War Fiend fired two red-glowing spines from the armor plate on her forearm. Brandi leapt into the air and swerved to the left. One spine sizzled into the snowy earth, cutting a blistering furrow in the frozen ground amid a cloud of steam. The other slammed into a boulder, turning half of it into glowing molten rock. 

The Death Mist hurtled up to meet her. Brandi banked away. The War Fiend pursued, unleashing an apple-sized comet of purple fire that sizzled past. The pungent odor of brimstone stung the air.

Brandi remembered more of Johanna’s advice: The Fallen Ones are aggressive and savage. Use that against them.

Brandi dodged between trees as another of the War Fiend’s fiery spines blasted a sapling in half. The Death Mist surged after her, tentacles extended. Thin lightning bolts crackled out and she spun out of the way. 

The two Daemons lunged and swooped, trying to get her between them. She evaded, slashing them with her blades several times. Though she managed to keep them in line with each other, she still took a couple of hits from lightning and blade.

Cold seared her injuries, so intense that it burned. That actually hurts... a lot. Do they have to make it so realistic?

Brandi veered behind a copse of spruces as a glowing spine sizzled past. She stopped, hovering. The Death Mist wavered and sank towards the ground, leaking a black vapor from where she had cut it.

The War Fiend swooped around the trees. Brandi soared to meet her, slashing. They danced in mid-air, short swords and scimitars ringing like bells in the forest. The War Fiend snarled obscenities.

Out of the corner of her eye, Brandi saw the Mist rising up toward her. 

Time it right...

The War Fiend drew back. One of the spikes on its armor glowed. The Death Mist lunged towards Brandi, grey tentacles reaching. Two lightning bolts jolted one of Brandi’s wings and she gritted her teeth against the pain.

The War Fiend shot the spine at her. 

Brandi folded her wings and dropped straight down. The spine shot through the air where she had been and blasted through the Death Mist. Unable to even shriek, the fog-Daemon simply evaporated, its tentacles falling to hiss and dissipate in the snow. A sudden blast of sulfurous air made Brandi’s eyes water.

Panting, Brandi landed near a trio of young pines, her wings tingling. She wished she could communicate with Johanna but she felt no signal from the earring.

The War Fiend stooped to follow and released her last two spikes. Brandi flinched, but the spines didn’t arc towards her — they slammed into the trees. 

Too late, Brandi realized her peril. One of the pines splintered and toppled over onto her. It was all she could do to protect her head. She tried to dodge, but the trunk slammed her into a drift of snow. She hit the frozen ground beneath with a jolt that rattled her teeth. Her swords flew into a nearby bush.

Her vision swam. She tried to lift herself up, but the tree trunk pinned her legs. She was glad she could still feel them.

The War Fiend alighted. “Ah, little queen. Can’t fly anymore?” she said in a sultry voice, stalking forward like a panther. “That’s too bad.”

“I can still take you,” Brandi shot back, pushing at the tree. She poured all her otherworldly strength into it. The trunk rolled aside and freed her legs. She rose, limping. Her eyes flicked to her weapons behind the War Fiend. 

“I don’t think so.” The Daemon clucked in mock sympathy. Her scimitars made lazy circles in the air, the edges flaring crimson. “Say! I have a great idea! First, I’ll cut off your ugly head, then maybe I’ll take your lovely little husband next, eh? Cutting off all his parts will be entertaining.”

Red tinted Brandi’s vision. No! You will NEVER have Eric! 

She extended her wings, fighting against a sudden rage burning within her. Again, she remembered Johanna’s words: Elohir nature is stronger than the Daemonic, always.

“Nothing to say, little queen?” The Fiend sounded disappointed. “Oh well. Goodbye then. I’ll give your regards to your little man-toy.”

Brandi’s composure broke. Wild, unbridled savagery surged into her. She shot up and backwards. The War Fiend lunged and missed. 

Brandi threw out her hand, calling for one of her swords. The blade jumped to her fist and she parried.

“I’ll carve out your innards, Daemon!” she screamed. She thrust out her free hand, glowing now with golden fire. A blast of light thrust the War Fiend back.

The Daemon hovered, her armor smoking. “It seems I underestimated you. But look, you’re becoming one of us now! Splendid. You can join the Cause.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Brandi caught a glimpse of one of her wings. The feathers darkened from white to grey. Her heart skipped a beat. 

No. I can control this. She called for her other sword and let out a deep breath, willing the red haze to diminish. It started to fade.

Eyes flashed behind the Fiend’s chainmail veil. “I’ll have you. You and your whole family,” the Daemon taunted. “Tortured, dead, chopped into morsels for hell hounds to enjoy.”

The Daemon sprang forward. Brandi spun, her blazing sword lashing out. With a clanging thump, she severed one of the fiend’s arms. Not even waiting for her to scream, Brandi drove the other blade into her midsection.

The Daemon fluttered to the snowy ground with her free hand pressed to the cauterized stump at her shoulder.

Brandi landed, breathing hard, battling against the remnants of Daemon rage.

The Daemon raised her good hand. “Mercy...” she managed.

Hot anger still lingered despite Brandi’s attempts to control herself. There should be no mercy for enemies, she fumed. I have to destroy it! It wants Eric.

“Mercy,” gasped the Daemon again. “I repent. I surrender.”

Brandi fought for control, willing her fury to be still. She heard Johanna’s counsel again. “Abandonment of the virtues corrupted our people into the Fallen Ones. Do not give in to that temptation.”

Brandi took a deep breath and let it out. Our Father, who Art in Heaven...

Her demon rage faded and the haze in her sight melted away. She gazed at the Daemon, who looked more pitiful than dangerous now. 

“Very well,” Brandi said. “Mercy is yours.”

Instantly, the War Fiend winked out of existence. Brandi’s injuries likewise disappeared and she sighed with relief. The ruined trees shimmered and vanished. 

“That was better,” announced a now-familiar male voice. Two Elohir strode out of the snowy trees towards her. Despite the cold, they wore only short robes with golden belts. Ivory wings tipped with tan curved over their shoulders. The dark-haired male clasped hands with his blonde companion.

Brandi leaned back against a tree, her hands still trembling from adrenaline. “Did you have to make it so realistic, Lord Petrus?”

“Well, you don’t want to be unprepared when you meet the real thing, do you?” he replied. 

“No, I don’t. And I know why you’re doing it, but...”

Johanna smiled, her agate eyes kind. “But it’s painful. I know. Growth always is.”

“I understand.” Brandi straightened. She glanced up at the pair, more than a head taller than she. She opened her mouth, then closed it again. 

“But?” Johanna prompted.

Brandi sheathed her swords. “I feel like I should be better at this but I’m not. The Daemon rage is very difficult to manage.”

Petrus chuckled. “Brandi! You only started training after you returned from the honeymoon. That was only, what? Five months ago?”

Brandi shook her head. “Yes, but the people of the southern kingdoms — my people — suffer under the oppression of the Dark Faiths while I fumble around, trying to figure out my skills. I have to get better at this for their sake.”

Johanna put a hand on her shoulder. “Leaping into danger before you’re ready isn’t going to help them. This takes time, especially with people of mixed blood.”

Brandi bit her lip in frustration and forced herself to unclench her fists. “I can’t keep training forever.”

Johanna gave her shoulder a squeeze. “You’re making wonderful progress. You’ll be flying off with the other Grey Riders in no time.”

Flying...

“Speaking of flying,” Brandi said, dismissing her wings into the Other Space. “Discovering latent abilities is one thing, but I think I would have noticed something in the last thirty years that told me I had the ability to summon wings.”

Petrus joined his wife at Brandi’s side. “Elohir abilities have to be awakened for people with mixed heritage. It’s especially difficult with you and your sister: part human, part Elven, part Elohir and part Daemon. I assure you there are very few guidelines of how to assess — much less train — people with your pedigree. Also, there is no sure formula for which abilities any given person might have, so even we didn’t know until we started training you.” 

“I bet Megan isn’t having this much trouble.” Brandi tried and failed to keep the envy from her voice.

Johanna tilted her head to the side and gave her a wry look. “You would lose the bet. Ask her. Your sister has a list of complaints to rival yours. She’s just more vocal about it.”

Petrus’ eyes flicked to something in the forest behind Brandi. “Speaking of family...Hello, Eric.”

Brandi’s senses tingled a split second after Petrus spoke and she spun. Her husband strode through the trees toward them, his short blond hair like burnished gold in the morning sunshine. He flipped the edge of his cloak over one shoulder and vaulted over a thick tree stump, not even breaking stride. His eyes danced when they alighted on her. 

“Hello Petrus, Johanna,” Eric Aldenar said.

Brandi’s tension and anxiety dissipated away at the sight of him. He held out a hand. She fairly ran to meet him, drawing him close. His warm lips met hers and she lost herself in a brief and deep kiss, feeling heat and electricity surge through her all the way to her toes. She swore that the season changed to spring.

“That’s a very fine hello,” he said, drawing back. 

She gazed into his violet eyes. The corner of her mouth curved up and she tapped his chin with her finger. “And a regular occurrence as long as you behave yourself.”

“You have a deal, Your Majesty.” He gave her a look that promised far more than kisses but she tore herself away and led him to Petrus and Johanna.

The Elohir stood arm in arm. “How was the meeting with King Phillip, Eric?” asked Petrus. 

“He gave me his perspective on international relations. There’s an entire world I didn’t know about. He said Queen Ahlana wanted to meet with me but she wasn’t feeling up to it.”

Brandi made a face. “Morning sickness. Ugh. I am not looking forward to that.”

Eric looked at her in surprise, eyebrows raised. “Something I should know?”

Longing and disappointment wrestled for dominance and disappointment won. She looked down at the snow-covered ground for a second, then back at him. “No, my love. Sorry.”

Again, he gave her his knee-weakening smile. “Don’t be.”

Petrus and Johanna exchanged a knowing look. “Well, with that, we’ll take our leave of you,” Petrus said. “Keep up the good work, Brandi. You have made great progress and we are confident in your abilities.”

Brandi and Eric bowed. “Thank you again,” Brandi said. “I know I don’t say it often enough.”

Johanna laid her palm on Brandi’s cheek and kissed her forehead. “Don’t mention it. It is our pleasure.”

The Elohir couple spread their wings and flew up through the trees into the wintry sky.

“How did it go today?” Eric asked. She felt the touch of his lips on the crown of her head.

Brandi sighed but remained quiet, memories of her rage still fresh in her mind.

“Tell me.” He turned her towards a white-frosted glade. Two black, winged horses waited patiently on the far side. 

Brandi strolled with him silently. Finally, she sighed and described her training session. “The worst part is that, half the time, I feel like I’m only seconds away from losing control,” she finished.

“But you haven’t, have you?”

She opened her mouth to answer and closed it. He had a point. 

He patted her arm. “Did you talk to Saren when she was out here last week? You have something in common, after all.” 

“Yes, your sister has been very helpful, but information and implementation are different things. I have to get past this. Too many people are counting on me.”

“Don’t you think you’re being a little hard on yourself? Saren has had to deal with her Daemonic side for decades and you’ve only been at it for five months.”

“Maybe, but this is only practice. I can’t afford to make mistakes in real-life situations.”

They paused at the edge of the glade. The pegasi’s heads came up and the mounts walked towards them, hooves crunching through the snow. Brandi refused to let go of Eric, holding him in silence.

“There’s something else, Bran. I can tell.”

She only nodded. 

“Is it children?”

She gave him a mock scowl and pushed his shoulder. “Men are supposed to be oblivious.”

He grinned. “That was an educated guess.”

She waited a long moment before answering. “With the War over, I see more pregnant wives and new babies. People feel confident about starting families and I want one of our own, but how are we going to do that when my homeland is controlled by evil cults, hundreds of miles away? A campaign to reclaim a lost kingdom is no place for a child.” 

He hugged her. “I agree. And I want kids too, but you’re right. It’s not a good time.” 

She didn’t answer, thoughts straying from children to training against mock Daemons and back again.

He kissed the top of her head. “I’m here with you all the way. Never forget that.”

Brandi tried to submerge the memories of the savage Daemon rage. The intensity of it frightened her, even though she had once again conquered it, as before. What if I lose my temper with him? What if I hurt him? God help me! What if I hurt our children? Her stomach twisted.

Unbidden, she recalled yet another bit of Johanna’s advice. Your Elohir and Elf and human blood are far stronger than any evil.

“I don’t want to burden you or worry you,” she said after a long pause. Her pegasus minced through the snow to her, nosing her shoulder bag for a treat. She smiled, stroking Amicus’ nose. 

“I’m here to help, sweetheart.” Eric kissed Brandi’s cheek. “Besides, I’ve seen you as a vampire. This is a lot less worrisome.” He gathered the reins and swung into the saddle. “Come on. The others are waiting.”

​​
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​Chapter Two – Restless Lies the Crown


[image: ]


Connor Loemin adjusted the clasp of his cloak and pulled his gloves tighter against the cold. Despite the fire blazing in the fireplace and newly rebuilt walls, winter’s chill managed to seep into their guest room.

At least they brought some furniture sized for Halflings, he thought.

“Ready?” asked Hannah Loemin, smoothing the sleeve of his velvet doublet. Her chestnut hair glowed in the reflected firelight.

“For yet another meeting? As much as I’ll ever be.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I know how much you dislike them and especially waiting for results,” she replied. “But it will be part of the job when you eventually become king. Just remember you won’t have to do it alone. I’ll be there to help.”

“Thank the great god Irial for that.”

He ran his fingers through his hair, thinking over past council meetings. Well, we have a backup proposal this time, just in case.

Hannah glanced into a nearby mirror and settled the circlet on her brow. “Think of this as training. You will have to step into your father’s role someday, though I pray it will not be soon.”

“You and me both,” he replied, taking her hand. “I’m not in a hurry to be King.”

Hannah kissed his cheek. “It will come in time, love, and you’ll be ready.”

She accompanied him to the door of their chamber. Connor tapped on a star carved into the surface. The symbol flared white and the portal opened of its own accord. Human soldiers in blue and red hauberks of the Palace Guards came to attention and saluted with gleaming halberds. 

Connor nodded up at them and the pair proceeded along the hallway. Two guards detached from the squad and followed at a discreet distance.

“And that’s another thing,” he whispered to her. “I know they want to keep us safe, but having guards follow us everywhere is unnerving.”

“Well, I am certainly glad they’re here. So are Brandi and Megan and everyone else.”

As they walked, Connor’s eyes flitted to walls and ceilings under repair as well as restored areas of the Royal Palace of Deran. Though wreaths and holly no longer adorned the chambers and hallways of the palace, Connor still detected the faint aroma of pine, cinnamon and nutmeg.

Even war and devastation didn’t keep the Christians from celebrating their Christmas, he mused. Or maybe it spurred them to do so with more fervor.

Thoughts of hearth and celebrations and home brought his thoughts to the town of Glen. He wondered how much of his family manor or his mother’s temple still stood.

Knowing the Ja’al’s savage and vengeful nature, he doubted much remained of either.

However, seeing life slowly return to normal calmed his mind and made it easier to forget what Oakmoor had looked like after the War. The sad part was that twenty percent of the city’s population weren’t alive to see it. 

He continued on in silence, content to have Hannah’s arm entwined in his own. At the council chambers, he squared his shoulders. “Let’s pray for better results this time.”

“Have faith, dearest,” she replied.

They entered. A seneschal rapped his staff on the floor and announced their names. 

King Phillip and seven ambassadors looked up from their seats at the horseshoe-shaped table. Connor and Hannah bowed to the King. The emissaries rose and bowed as one.

“Welcome, Your Highnesses,” King Phillip said with a nod. “Please join us.”

The couple climbed into high seats at the table and Connor took stock of the assembly. Emissaries sat in high-backed chairs, sifting through documents. A globe of blue crystal glittered on a pedestal at the center of the arc of the table. The area smelled of candle wax and fresh varnish.

“Well, everyone’s here,” Hannah whispered. “All the Northern Alliance nations as well as the realms of Gorostol and Merdail.”

“Now all we need are my parents.” Connor took up a sheaf of papers, scanning over the figures and paragraphs. It told him the same story as the last council: rebuilding was taking longer than anticipated and was far more expensive. Each of the represented nations struggled under the waning effects of a cold winter as well as the devastation of the War of the Dark Wave. The world needed time to heal.

Connor let his eyes drift to the ambassadors. They avoided looking at him or Hannah, concentrating on the papers in front of them. How committed are they? Will they stand by their pledge to help us reclaim Loemin, not to mention Turis Rhi and Alenar? Will they try to back out? Or, worse yet, merely string us along with nothing but promises? We certainly don’t have any resources to bear... just our names and our right to rule.

King Phillip, of course, would support them as much as he was able. The other nations needed to be convinced, especially the ones that had taken a severe beating during the War.

A combination of impatience, frustration and lingering fears assailed him and he made an effort to control them. He knew life was difficult for everyone and that they were doing their best, but still...

“Will the Aldenar and Rhivan families be in attendance?” Hannah asked King Phillip.

“No. We had our meeting with them yesterday,” the King replied. 

And we’ve already heard about that from Brandi. Well, here it goes, then...

The seneschal’s staff rapped on the floor again. “Their Majesties, King Seamus the Fourth and Queen Miriam the First of Loemin.”

Connor rose as his father and mother entered, clad in the forest green and gold raiment of Loemin, coronets glittering on their heads. King Phillip and Connor’s parents bowed to each other at the same time. His mother took a seat next to Connor and gave him an encouraging smile. 

“Welcome, everyone.” King Phillip announced. “Continuing on from yesterday’s council, we are here to consider material support from the Northern Alliance to the Kingdoms-in-Exile of Alenar, Loemin and Turis-Rhi. Lady Navarre, please proceed with the summary.”

A slender elven woman in a grey dress with burgundy trim bowed to King Phillip. She raised both hands overhead and then moved them down. A holographic map sparkled into being above the blue orb. 

[image: image]

She read from a parchment. “First, we have an assessment of readiness of the Northern Alliance, Merdail and Gorostol to support the liberation of the ancient Southern Paragon Kingdoms from the rule of the People’s Republic of Torosc. Turning our attention to Exhibit One, the Veriani Patriarchate of Eldir reports that their losses prevent them from contributing more than ten thousand gold northmarks and two companies of heavy infantry before Aprilis, but that they could increase this two-fold by the summer — the end of Augustus, to be exact...”

Connor’s mind wandered as Lady Navarre continued reciting her notes. He knew them by heart and the conclusion worried him as much as it had a week ago. His parents and the other exiled royals could expect no significant aid before the summer’s end, and probably not even by the beginning of autumn. Though the onset of winter meant less in the southern realms than it did in countries like Deran, it still presented logistical challenges, mainly in transport.

He kept quiet as the ambassadors from the other nations spoke next, outlining rebuilding projects, their misgivings about the progress of recovery efforts, and concerns about Fallen Ones potentially lurking in wild places. Connor paid less attention to their words than he did to their tone and body language. None of them addressed the Loemin family directly. Their eyes focused on anything other than the Halflings and their voices seemed a bit on edge.

They can’t commit... or won’t. Connor concluded. Not unexpected, but I think it’s time for the alternative.

He waited until everyone had finished, then looked to King Phillip.  

The King met his gaze. “Yes, Prince Connor?” 

Here it goes, Connor thought. He surreptitiously wiped his palms on his trousers before rising.

“My lords and ladies,” he said, “I feel it necessary to speak now that all the information is on the table. I acknowledge everything that has been said and I understand the situation. I feel we cannot delay the operation in order to accommodate a buildup of resources as Lady Navarre has just related. To do so would allow the authorities of Torosc time to regather their strength. If that happens, we would be set back years and miss a golden opportunity to bring freedom to the Old Realms.”

“We understand your eagerness, Prince Connor,” replied the ambassador from Rokon. He stroked his greying beard. “But surely you realize that the current state of affairs makes it very difficult to provide resources for major expeditions beyond our borders.”

Connor’s mother gave him the tiniest of smiles.

“I do indeed, Sir Alphaeus,” he replied. “But I would ask all those here present: where did the Dark Wave originate? Where were the Skull Gates invented? And where did the Ja’al hide their research facilities where they figured out how to close the Celestial Gates and bar the Elohir from coming to our aid?”

No one spoke. King Phillip steepled his fingers before his face and Sir Alphaeus gazed into the distance. The Halfling representative from Evendale opened her mouth and then closed it. She shifted in her high seat, frowning.

Connor swept the council with his eyes. “Yes,” he nodded. “You know it as well as I do. All of that malignancy started in the People’s Republic of Torosc, in what used to be the old Paragon Realms. If we don’t excise what evil remains there, it will regenerate and hatch yet another vile plot. It may not happen in our lifetimes, but it will surely happen in our children’s. We must act to retake those lands and make them safe so that our enemies cannot inflict another Dark Wave on the world."

"You leave out one important point, Highness,” noted the Dwarven ambassador from Merdail. She pointed at the map and a mild shimmer outlined the section corresponding to Torosc. “The catalyst for the Dark Wave was the plan of the Ja’al, but, thanks be to Kurental, the Ja’al cult is no more. Their temples are razed to the ground, their high clergy slain, and their military units scattered. I doubt if they have even a quarter of their former strength.”

Connor caught his father’s eyes and bowed to the Dwarven emissary. Without another word, he settled back into his seat.

They’re hedging, like before. Connor forced himself to unclench his fists. This is the part I can’t stand. Why can’t they see the danger? 

Hannah rose. “What you say is true, milady,” she said, gesturing to the map. “Yet you know as well as I do that nature abhors a vacuum and the Ja’al are not the only force for evil in the world. The other Dark Faiths will step in to take their place and will find ready volunteers.  There are plenty of people greedy and selfish enough to join whoever promises them what they want.”

“But the forces of Evil need time to coordinate,” interjected the emissary from Eldir. “The region is turbulent. If they are spending half the time we are in rebuilding, it will be many months before the remnants of the People’s Republic can think to mount any kind of new offensive.”

Hannah sat and Queen Miriam spoke up. “True,” she noted. “They face significant obstacles. But realize also that several of the Ja’al gods remain. They will not sit idly by.”

“Who?” asked the ambassador from Astarel. He raised an elegant eyebrow. “Gudarta? Neralia? After the Grey Riders found the lost Gate of Stars, the forces of evil took quite a beating at the hands of the Elohir. I hardly think they’d be eager to repeat that.”

“Gudarta or Neralia might not,” Miriam replied. “However, do you think that other evil religions pass up the chance to absorb the remnants of the Ja’al cult? We could potentially face new federations of evil. Do not forget that some of the evil churches stayed out of the War and are still very strong.”

The Dwarven emissary waved a hand. “With all due respect, Your Majesty, that is highly unlikely. The infighting amongst the Dark Faiths is well known and one of the few things we have been able to exploit.” 

Again, more talk and no action... Connor just managed to keep himself from grinding his teeth in frustration. Hannah’s hand covered his own and she gave him a squeeze. He let out a slow breath.

King Phillip tapped the arm of his chair. “Supposing what you say is true, Queen Miriam, it does not mean what it did previously. Even in concert with other Dark Faiths, Ja’al goddesses such as Gudarta and Neralia would have difficulty hatching another conspiracy like the Dark Wave.”

“Indeed Majesty,” Seamus now jumped into the fray. “However, the only factor limiting the numbers of either Elohir or Daemon agents here on our world was The Ban. When Daemons invaded at the outset of the War, that agreement between Hades and Celestia became null and void. Now there is little holding back the Fallen Ones from installing fresh forces on Damora, in wild places or even the seamy underbelly of large cities.”

“But Elohir also live among us in secret,” the emissary from Astarel protested. “The Daemons would be defeated before they began.”

Seamus nodded. “If we or the Elohir could get at them. But Torosc is far away and still a formidable foe despite their losses. There is nothing to stop them from declaring themselves as a sanctuary state for Daemons and hosting entire platoons of Fallen Ones.”

Utter silence reigned.

The ambassador from Astarel shook his head. “None of this is certain. Those are dangers that have not yet — and may never — come to fruition. Our present predicament, however, is very real: food shortages, a harsher winter than normal, illness among the population and depleted militaries. We cannot invade Northern Torosc. It is simply beyond our means.”

“There does not have to be an invasion,” Seamus replied.

The ambassadors exchanged glances.

“What are you suggesting, Majesty?” the Halfling emissary asked.

The King of Loemin stood. “Even during the War, we heard of disaffected elements in the People’s Republic. If they can be rallied, we can turn them against their former masters. Any forces we send to the Southern Lands would not need to do all the fighting, but merely support the rebels in freeing their own lands. Then, after the people have joined with us, our allies to the North would send support — a move that would gain goodwill and enable future new alliances, I might add.”

“How does Your Majesty propose to implement this plan?” asked the Eldirite ambassador, her brow furrowed.

Seamus smiled. “We can be the catalyst for the oppressed to take action. Some people in the south believe that the royal houses have been found while others do not and still others are skeptical. If we were to convince them that we are there to help them, then we can rally the countryside to our cause. I propose that Queen Miriam and I, as well as the Queen and High Princess of Alenar, travel south to lead the rebellion.”

A tumult of discussion arose. 

“You cannot mean that, Majesty,” protested the Dwarven representative. “You cannot risk yourselves. Send emissaries instead.”

Seamus held up a hand. The room quieted. “Intelligence indicates that rebel leaders will accept no one but us, personally. They have had other, false ‘saviors’ in their midst in the past, only to find out they were Ja’al agents sent to root out elements of discontent.”

“How will you prove your identities?” challenged the emissary from Rokon. 

Miriam spoke up. “The Aldenar sisters have proof positive that they are the heirs of their ancient kingdom. I can say no more without their leave.” 

“Are you sure that is enough?” asked the Halfling ambassador.

Seamus shrugged. “Actions speak louder than words. To prove ourselves, we will join with the rebels in their struggle. In addition, we will take with us officers from the Northern Alliance with militia experience who can serve as liaisons.”

No one spoke.

“I must protest,” said the Elven envoy from Terenai. “I agree with my colleague from Merdail. While the Aldenars may be able to prove their identities and you might be able to convince the leaders by word or deed, it is too risky to send all of you.”

And now I play my last card...

Connor and Hannah stood, hand in hand. “You make a good point, my lady,” Connor said. “How would the Council feel if the Crown Princess and I were to go in place of my Royal Father and Mother? Hannah and I are well-accustomed to the rigors and dangers of the life of a sell-sword.”

The ambassadors exchanged surprised looks.

Finally, the Dwarven ambassador barked a short laugh. “Did Queen Brandawyn put you up to this? Never mind. Don’t answer that. You’re all Grey Riders. Of course you’re working together.”

A thrill of hope surged through Connor. Now, maybe, we can end all the discussion and get on with it.

King Seamus smiled. “Naturally. Now, I would propose that we concentrate on Loemin and Alenar first. We would use those regions as a foothold to get to Turis Rhi, farther south.” 

The emissary from Astarel shook his head. “It is sheer madness to thrust yourselves into the most dangerous place in the world without an army at your back.”

Hannah nodded. “It is audacious, but ironically, that will be in our favor. We don’t think the leaders in Torosc would suspect it. They are used to commanding from behind, not risking themselves for others.”

“The Torosci intelligence service will detect you,” warned the Halfling ambassador.

“They are vigilant, but if you help us, we can distract and misdirect them,” replied Seamus. “All we require is supplies, intelligence, and a few well-played diversions. The Grey Riders will do the rest, but they need your help for the initial step.”

“It seems you have thought all this out,” the Dwarven representative said, “In my opinion, it borders on the foolhardy. However, it is your own necks that you risk so I cannot insist on you abandoning the idea.”

Connor let his eyes rest on each representative. Maybe, just maybe, they would go for it. The plan required minimal investment to begin with and then a vital hammer-stroke at the right time. It needed attention to detail, great timing and commitment, but it could work.

His mind flew back to his short time in northern Torosc, when he and the Riders tried to rescue Megan. The squalor, fear and despair of the communities weighed on him. It has to work. We have nothing else at this point. And everything we’ve said is true. The alternative is...

Images of daemons rampaging through Oakmoor now came to the fore.

No. Never again.

Seamus removed a page from his belt pouch. “This plan shows how we can accomplish our goals with minimal impact to your nations.”

The Elven emissary from Terenai chuckled, shaking her head. “I do believe we’ve all been maneuvered into position, King Phillip. Who am I to say? Maybe this will end well for everyone. Please, Majesty, show us what you have in mind.”

​
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Chapter Three – Chess Pieces
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Captain Alex Fejer gazed out the window. Troops marched in formation on the drill field below. Workers swarmed over scaffolding that embraced a tower just beyond and he readily discerned scorch marks on the walls of the citadel. He contemplated partially collapsed houses, damaged fortifications and charred neighborhoods in the vast city scape in the background. 

Well, at least Oakmoor survived the War. That makes two of us. 

“Were you here during the siege, Sergeant?” he asked without turning his head.

“No, sir,” answered a male voice behind him. “I was up north, in Darlon.”

Alex turned on his heel and clasped his hands behind his back. “Darlon...How badly was it damaged?”

The young human in a navy blue and silver surcoat averted his eyes to study the paper on the desk in front of him. “Not as bad as Oakmoor, sir, but then, the Daemon army had its eye on the capital anyway.”

“So, you were a bit more fortunate.”

The sergeant tapped his pen on the desktop. “Many were not, begging your pardon, sir.”

“Too true,” Alex murmured. A pretty face framed by golden hair flashed in his mind for a second and his heart clenched. “It is up to us to honor their memory.”

Before the sergeant could answer, a tiny blue crystal on his desk flashed once.

“The Major will see you now,” the sergeant said, rising to open the door to the inner office. 

“Thank you.”

Alex entered the office but didn’t see anyone in the large chair behind the massive desk. Tall glass windows dominated the far wall. Two bookcases stood on either side of the windows, lined with neat rows of tomes and cubbyholes crammed with scrolls. He looked left and right but only saw two more empty chairs and a plain side table. The mild aroma of mint tea lingered in the air, along with a vaguely familiar musky odor. 

“Captain Fejer reporting, sir,” he said, coming to attention.

A dry chuckle sounded from behind the chair. “At ease, Captain,” said a low, guttural voice in halting Humana. “Please take seat.”

A short, wiry Goblin stepped around the chair. 

Fejer’s eyes widened. “Major... Gorlak?”

“Yes, I am.” Sharp black eyes appraised him from a round, simian face. Three stubby horns on his forehead gleamed in the morning sunlight. He carried a long dagger in his belt. Alex’s eyes flicked to the silver medallion of a pegasus resting against Major Gorlak’s white and gold hauberk. 

White and gold? That means he serves the Papal Nuncio. And the medallion means he’s someone important to the Grey Riders. But he’s a Goblin! 

The Goblin vaulted into the chair, which Alex now noticed had a padded wooden platform installed on the seat. Gorlak rested his forearms on the desk and nodded at a chair opposite him.

“Oh. Sorry. Thank you, sir.” Alex sat, his mind spinning.

Gorlak folded his hands and raised an eyebrow. “Something wrong?”

“I... no... beg pardon, Major. It is nothing.” Memories of fighting Goblin commandos surged to the surface and Alex regained his composure with an effort.

“Nothing? Ha! I take a guess,” Gorlak said, picking up a paper from the desk. “You spend much time during War of Dark Wave fighting Goblins and now you talk to me as superior officer. I am supposed to be enemy. I speak right?”

“Well, sir, I wouldn’t put it quite that way.”

Gorlak’s amused expression didn’t waver. “But I would if I am in your place. Not to worry. I understand. Much changed now.” 

Alex’s eyes flicked to Gorlak’s livery again. “Major, if you don’t mind my asking, how did you come to serve the Papal Nuncio? The Church and Goblinkind haven’t exactly been on friendly terms since the New Faith arrived at the time of the Skyfire.”

“That is a long story,” Gorlak replied. “But for now, I can tell you I changed by interaction with Grey Riders and Father Edward, previous Nuncio.” His eyes grew distant and, Alex thought, a little sad.

Alex regarded Major Gorlak, trying to come to grips with this new reality. Christianity arrived thousands of years ago and I can probably count on two hands the number of Goblins who have turned from evil and joined the Church. Now, one of them is my commander.

Gorlak shook himself as if waking from a dream. He turned his attention to the paper in his hands. “You pronounce surname in Elven fashion?”

And he knows Elven? “Yes, sir. It’s pronounced Fay-air; the ‘j’ is pronounced as a ‘y’.”

“Hmm...” Gorlak mused. “Name is very old. I think Lord Melinor tell me of a region with that name, from Paragon Era. A barony, I think, somewhere here in Deran. Hard to tell after thousands of years.”

This is not your usual Goblin. “Yes, sir. My ancestors probably originated from there.” 

Gorlak nodded. “Name means ‘those of magic’ or ‘the magical ones’, yes?”

“Yes sir.” Alex tried to square his past experience of Goblins with the calm and almost scholarly officer behind the desk. He failed. 

Gorlak’s eyes returned to the paper. “You served with Hannah Loemin at Siege of Meridian, in last days of War.”

“Yes, sir, before her marriage. She was Hannah Lervion then.”

“Yes. The wedding days were great celebrations.” Gorlak smiled, showing sharp little fangs. “The Crown Princess is good officer. She not have lot of experience but that will come.” His eyes flitted over the paper. “I see here you were captain in Gorostol Army, took command of militia company when commander die in battle.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You only four and twenty years old.”

Alex took a breath before answering. “Yes, sir. I understand that I’m young for my rank but —.”

Gorlak held up a hand. “I do not mean that. I mean you do good service for one so young.”

“Oh. Thank you, sir.”

The Goblin officer examined the paper again. “You have skill in riding flying creatures, like hippogriff and pegasus.”

“Yes, sir. I was trained just as the war broke out. I did have some combat experience but then a lack of mounts put me on a list of reserves.”

“Hmm...” Gorlak observed Alex for a while with piercing black eyes. “So, why do you want to go with us to Republic of Torosc and be liaison officer for Crown Princess Hannah? Torosc is dangerous place.”

Alex met his gaze unflinchingly. “It is a great opportunity, sir. I have no family and I can make a name and a future for myself if I help her family reclaim their homeland.”

“I see. You know you will work with the Grey Riders, yes?”

Alex nodded.

Gorlak laid down the paper carefully on the desktop. “This does not bother you?”

Alex sat up a little straighter. “Should it?” he asked.

Gorlak leaned back in his chair and interlaced his fingers, settling them on his chest. “Captain, how much you know about the Riders?”

Alex shrugged. “As much as anyone, I guess. They were free-lance sellswords who made a name for themselves in Deran. Then they found the last surviving Celestial Gate during the worst days of the War. Once they opened the Gate, they brought in an army of Elohir to defeat the Ja’al cult and their Daemonic allies. And, of course I know Princess Hannah is married to one of them, Connor Loemin.”

Gorlak nodded slowly. “All true, but you should know few more things.” He hopped down out of his seat and strode to a wall map. He clasped his hands behind his back. “Grey Riders have fame and title, but also many enemies.”

“Not surprising, sir, considering their history.”

“Indeed. They faced many evils.” Gorlak pointed at various sections of the map. “They defeat lich princess, Assassins’ Guild leaders, dragons, Daemon princes. You fight Daemons before, Captain?”

Alex’s memory flashed back to desperate days on the walls of Meridian, fighting for his life against wave after wave of howling enemies. He forced himself to unclench his jaw.

“Yes, sir,” he replied in an even voice. “Dwerrolves and Skreets made repeated assaults on our position. We repelled them but at great cost. We lost...” The faces of his friends hovered in his mind, their eyes closed in death. His voice trailed off.

Even Eleanor.

Gorlak turned to face him. “I understand sacrifice, Captain,” the Goblin said in a soft voice. To his amazement, Alex saw sympathy in his eyes. “I also fight against Dark Wave, in Oakmoor.”

Alex could think of nothing to say. 

“I point this out because Grey Riders have equally dangerous enemies in future,” Gorlak continued, raising a finger. “If you become attaché for Princess Hannah, you face same perils – become target of the enemy.”

Assassins’ Guild leaders, liches, dragons, Daemon lords... Alex remained silent for a while.

Gorlak studied him, black eyes impassive.

I have to throw the dice or get out of the game... Alex shook his head. “Yes, Major, but weren’t all the Daemons chased back to Hades by the Elohir?”

Gorlak gave him a grim smile. “Not so. Not all Fallen Ones retreat. We just not sure where they are. Also, much of Torosc Republic government remains. They will not stand by and let Grey Riders free old kingdoms.”

“I might have to end up fighting Daemons again?”

Gorlak nodded. “Perhaps, and enemies from War, and servants of Dark Powers. Not an easy assignment, this.”

Captain Alex considered that. General Watson said I could have a command in his division if I decided not to go. 

“You still volunteer?” Gorlak prodded.

Alex’s thoughts drifted to the friends and comrades-in-arms he had lost — and Eleanor. 

A new start. 

He took a deep breath. “Major, some of my friends died in the War. If the Grey Riders succeed in what they’re trying to do, we can prevent another conflict like it. Also, I grew up around orphans and I see many orphans today. They deserve better.” 

Gorlak nodded slowly. 

“Besides,” Alex finished, “to be part of the retinue of a Crown Princess is an opportunity few people will ever get.”

“Indeed.” The twinkle returned to the Goblin’s eyes. He selected a different parchment from the desk and handed it over. “This is list of personnel for journey. Attaché for Queen Brandawyn of Alenar is Captain Khyla Dearborn. You know her?”

“No, sir,” Alex shook his head, scanning the page. He looked up at the major sharply. “We have dragons?”

“Yes. Two young dragons, grandchildren of a hero from the War.  They named Tholerios and Kindriana. Not as powerful as their grandfather, but still plenty strong, I think.”

Even dragons! This will be quite the mission. Alex handed the paper back. “It looks like everything is ready.”

Gorlak grinned. “Almost. We needed one more liaison, and now we have you. Welcome to the Grey Riders, Captain.”

Alex’s smile broadened as waves of relief, excitement and trepidation competed within him. Excitement won out. “Thank you, sir! I should probably get to the quartermaster.”

Gorlak chuckled and held out his hand. Alex took it, surprised at the strength of the Goblin’s grip. “Good idea, Captain. We leave tomorrow morning...”

––––––––
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How far the mighty Ja’al cult has fallen, Lady Arlene Culver mused. First, they’re trying to take over the whole world and now this. Maybe I should have thought twice.

She swept into the room. Hewn stone walls festooned with Ja’al graffiti greeted her eyes. A large bed leaned against the far wall next to another wooden door. Wall sconces held guttering torches and a cold firepit occupied the center of the room. Two trunks and a table and chair were next to the bed, near a water barrel and a rickety wardrobe. She doubted the place had been dusted in a fortnight. 

“This is the best they have?” she sniffed.

“Apparently,” answered Arless Octavio. His red eyes swept the chamber. “From what we’ve seen of the rest of the complex, it’s better than most.” He gave her a smile, his fangs glinting.

Arlene sighed, then beckoned to a pair of Hobgoblins hauling her luggage. She waved to one side of the room and the muscular, half-simian soldiers set down her trunk, then stood at attention, hands on their scimitar hilts. One Hobgoblin’s black eyes flitted to his companion and his baboon-snout twitched.

“That will be all. Return to your captains,” Arlene ordered. 

Both soldiers hesitated.

“Go,” Arlene repeated. “We don’t need to be guarded.”

The Hobgoblins bowed and departed, shooting a glance at Arlene as they did so.

“Their chieftain doesn’t trust us,” Octavio said after they left. “Or maybe he just doesn’t like humans.” He grinned.

“Or vampires.” Arlene replied with an arched eyebrow at him. She removed her cloak and waved a hand at the firepit. A spark leapt from her fingertips and lit the blackened wood within. A feeble flame started up and smoke rose towards a crack in the ceiling.

“See if you can get some firewood,” she said. “You’d never guess there’s a whole forest surrounding us. Lazy Hobgoblins.”

Octavio stepped to the door, but it opened before he got there. Instead of a Hobgoblin, a golden-haired male Elf stood in the doorway. A silver medallion depicting a whip and tongs glittered against his scale mail.

The Elf bowed. “A visitor just arrived to see Your Ladyship.”

Arlene sighed. “Who is it?”

“Archon Golvadu, milady.”

“Really?” She exchanged a look with Octavio. “Very well. Escort him to us.”

“Of course, milady.” The officer departed.

Octavio looked thoughtful as the door closed behind the Elf. “Golvadu. I wonder why he’s out and about — though I can guess.”

“And your guess?”

Octavio smirked. “The defeat of the Ja’al Cult during the Dark Wave depleted his power base. Our esteemed Archon needs new allies.”

“Agreed. The religion of the Ja’al is no more. I foresee new alliances between their remnants and the other Dark Faiths.”

Octavio shrugged. “I am not so sure. Take the Church of Vardu, for example. They kept out of the War and you know they’re just as likely to fight against us as they are against one of the Religions of the Light, like the Christians or Veriani. Old rivalries die hard.”

If he only knew. Arlene smiled. “Do not discount greed or the lust for power, Arless. Some allies just need the right incentive.”

“We will see, then.”

“Indeed.” Arlene folded her hands at her waist. Golvadu. That old goat better bring something to the table besides arrogance. By the gods, he’s not hiding out here if I can help it. 

As if in answer, the door opened again and the Elven officer bowed. “Second Archon Golvadu.”

A Dwarven man in dark purple wizard’s robes marched into the room, eyes darting around, his staff clutched in his hand.

“Your Grace.” Arlene bowed and Octavio followed suit. 

“Lady Arlene.” Golvadu stumped to the chair by the table and settled himself in it as if it were a throne, brushing a hand over his dark beard. His face screwed up in distaste after a survey of his surroundings. Dirt stained his formerly resplendent clothes. Mud and moss crusted his boots.

She smiled. “I’m sorry we don’t have the usual amenities.”

His lip curled in a sneer. “Your obsequiousness does you credit.”

A spark of anger brought words to her lips but her common sense bit them off. Instead, she inclined her head. “Perhaps Your Worship would like other accommodations? Maybe at another outpost? I can arrange for a travel escort.”

Golvadu ground his teeth and slammed the butt of his staff into the stone floor. “Bah! You’ll do no such thing.”

Arlene gave him a sweet smile. “To what do we owe the honor of this visit?”

Golvadu tapped his foot vexedly, scattering bits of dried mud on the stone floor. “I am touring the provinces to see who is still loyal to the People’s Republic of Torosc and who is a traitor.” He fixed her with a baleful eye. “Which are you?”

Arlene maintained her calm demeanor. “To be frank, Great Archon, we serve whomever gives us greater rewards. Though I admit that accepting a vampire into the ranks is normally an impediment.” She nodded at Octavio, who flashed his fangs in a broad smile.

Golvadu made a face. “Don’t be daft! They will accept whomever I damn well tell them to accept.”

Arlene remained silent. 

With a grunt, Golvadu stared at Octavio and nodded at the table. The vampire hefted it like a child’s toy and set it in front of the Archon. Golvadu waved dismissively at a chair and Arlene sat.

“Let’s get to the point,” Golvadu growled, pinching the bridge of his nose with two fingers. “There are still many in Torosc loyal to the Republic. I have sent liaisons to the regional governors. We have plans to raise an army to march on Gorostol within a year.”

“March on Gorostol?” Arlene gasped. “That’s madness!”

“It is not!” Golvadu snapped. “Our long-term plan has not changed, despite the failure of the Dark Wave. We are already starting our rebuilding efforts. The situation to the north is just as difficult for our enemies as it is for us, even more so. The regime that acts quickest will have the advantage and I mean to take it to the full.”

Arlene scanned his face for any sign of irony or jesting but he looked serious. Is he mad? The war ended not five months ago. 

She leaned back in her chair. “That will be a tall order. Some districts, like Coastwatch and Bluevale, are turbulent, particularly since word has reached them of the Houses-in-Exile to the north. The heirs to the ancient thrones of old won’t wait long before trying to reclaim them.”

Golvadu sneered. “As if they could just walk in here and jam crowns on their heads! We know about their plans. We have a few surprises waiting.”

Arlene nodded.  “I’m sure you do, but my point is that many provinces are restive and require constant monitoring and patrol. Our resources are not as plentiful as in times past.”

“That may be true.” Golvadu twisted his staff in his hands. “However, we can recruit from the Wild Lands. Perhaps there might be Dark Elven communities that did not join in the initial assault with whom we could negotiate.”

Arlene shrugged. “I am not sure. You would have to ask one of the Dark Elves here. I imagine there might be opportunities, but it would take time to entice them into an alliance and coordinate planning.”

Golvadu muttered something profane and glowered at the tabletop. 

Time to play my card. Arlene leaned her forearms on the table. “With regard to alliances, at least, I think I have an opportunity. We have been approached by those who would join us in common cause.”

“Who?” snapped Golvadu.

“Arless, tell the guard to go to the guest chamber and request the presence of my special visitor.” 

Octavio’s brow furrowed. She nodded. The vampire walked to the door and spoke to a guard outside, then returned to his place at Arlene’s side. 

Golvadu’s eyes narrowed. “What are you playing at, Lady Arlene?” 

Someone rapped on the door and opened it. A burly, grey-haired human man with a neatly trimmed beard entered. He wore bone-white robes over chainmail. A medallion of pure ebony depicting a skull and crossed swords rested against his tunic, glowing with a ghostly aura.

“Greetings,” he said with a bow, then swept them with cold, dark-blue eyes.

“Your Grace,” Arlene announced, sweeping a hand toward the new arrival, “I would like to introduce Ilyan Kalik, emissary of the Church of Vardu. I have heard his proposal and feel it would be mutually beneficial to all concerned.”

Golvadu scowled. “A proposal from Vardu? Ha! Where were you during the War? I have a hard time believing you would throw in your lot with us now.”

Kalik smiled. “It is true that we kept our distance during the Dark Wave but this means we have resources you lack. My leadership believes it is time to create new alliances lest the so-called Religions of the Light gain the upper hand, as friendly realms in the Torosc region would undoubtedly enable them to do.”

Golvadu didn’t speak for a while, tapping his boot against the floor. Kalik returned his stare impassively. 

Finally, the Dwarf grunted. “And what can you bring to the table?”

Kalik gave a slight shrug. “Five full-strength divisions of troops unmarred by the recent conflict, alliances with the Blood Star Goblin Confederacy and the Dark Elven city-state of Minrikard, plus three Troll tribes and some, shall we say, potent allies from other quarters.”

Golvadu sat up. “Five divisions? You would contribute that much?”

Kalik inclined his head and Golvadu’s eyes glinted. 

Arlene hid a smirk. Maybe the old goat’s plan will work after all... 

The Dwarven Archon’s eyes narrowed. “Your offer is very significant. What is the cost for such generosity?”

Before Kalik could answer, Arlene bowed to Golvadu. “If you will indulge us for a while, Your Grace, all this will be revealed when we go over Ambassador Kalik’s proposal. I believe it has great merit. Let us discuss it, shall we?”
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​Chapter Four – Best Laid Plans
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Dar Cabot twisted in the saddle, scanning the darkening evening skies behind him for enemies. None pursued. 

The other Riders flew ahead of him through murky clouds, with Eric and Brandi leading the formation. His eyes flicked to Connor and Hannah riding above and to the right. Their pegasus labored, despite only carrying two Halflings. 

A lightning bolt to the chest armor will slow you down, Dar thought grimly. Damn it. Retreating for the fifth time in a week. We need a different plan.

A golden-brown dragon swooped below him, turning coppery eyes in his direction. Gorlak crouched in a special saddle on the dragon’s back. 

Dar waved. The Goblin nodded and tapped Tholerios between the wings. The dragon swung lower, then looped around towards their back trail.

Dar cast about for Tholi’s sister but saw no sign of Kindriana. 

When the available light made it difficult to make out his fellows flying nearby, he tapped the pendant resting against his surcoat. His vision shifted from visible light to infrared in a heartbeat. Now he clearly saw not only the other Riders riding their pegasi, but Captains Fejer and Dearborn on their own mounts. More importantly, the dim lights of the city of Duarvar now glimmered in the distance, becoming stronger every second.

Dar glanced over his shoulder and relaxed when both young dragons came into view. This close to their base of operations, away from the dangerous borderlands, they were probably safe. He turned his face back
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