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  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
Red Sky at Morning


Flying horses aren’t much good in fog and rain… Eric Indidarc slowed his coal-black pegasus. A light rain fell around him, wetting his cloak. He raised a gloved fist overhead to signal the others.
“Easy, Niveral,” he whispered to the winged horse, giving him a pat on the left wing, folded over his own leg.
Eric put a hand to his sword and scanned the area, his other hand hefting his spear. Other hooves crunched on the gravel next to him. 
Dar Cabot slowed and halted his own pegasus and leaned on his saddlebow. He peered at the ground before dismounting and running a hand over the road surface.
He’s found something, Eric thought. He gave the air a long, careful sniff. He detected prairie grass, heather, oakwood, hartberry and fern, moss and fungus — but also something else, something musty and animal-like. It reminded him of a dog. 
Eric kept a careful eye on the tall grass on either side of the road. A couple of gnarled oaks brooded over the path ahead and some bushes clustered near the trees. 
“What do you think?” he asked Dar.
Dar Cabot carried a bastard sword on his back. With a shrug, he slid the long scabbard to his side and drew his weapon. “Tracks, but incomplete ones, as if a skilled ranger made an effort to wipe them out. But something’s out there. Several somethings. Did you pick up anything with those Elven senses of yours?”
“Yes.” Eric described what he had smelled on the air and Dar frowned. 
A light jangle of harness next to him signaled the arrival of the others.
“Anything going on?” asked Andyn. She shook her head lightly, scattering rain droplets from her helmet. She kept her hands near the maces at her belt.
“Nothing but gawking from what I can tell,” interrupted Buck Bydecy from his mount next to her. A pigeon sat on his shoulder, looking none the worse for wear despite the damp. Buck reached a hand to his helmet and swung down a metal arm with a lens at the end. He positioned the lens in front of his right eye, the gemstone within it glittering with many-colored lights.
“Don’t bother the scouts,” Dar told him, with a wry look, “We, at least, are working.”
“Well, I don’t see anything with the Eye of Truth,” Buck concluded after scanning the nearby area. He flipped the arm back up to point the gem skyward. “Of course, whatever is out there might just be out of range.”
Another pegasus sidled up next to him. Two small figures, each a few inches over three and a half feet tall, sat in the saddle, one behind the other. Eric could distinguish them by Hlerv’s neatly trimmed beard, just visible under the hood of his cloak, and Connor’s more muscular build.
“This feels wrong,” said Connor Lomin, pulling on the reins. Hlerv, seated behind Connor on the pegasus, nodded vigorously.
Dar explained about the obscured tracks and the scents on the air.
“Use your new toy, Eric,” Andyn suggested.
Eric put his hand on the silver brooch at the shoulder of his tunic. He whispered a word and the brooch transformed into a brown hawk with black-tipped wings, alighting on Eric’s armguard. It watched him with dark eyes. 
“Go, Stealth. Find out what’s out there.” He lifted his arm and the hawk soared up into the mist and clouds.
Instantly, a ghostly image of the surrounding area leaped up in Eric’s vision. He saw himself and his friends, the road, and the oak trees. The hawk looped around. He saw other birds and small mammals.
Then he picked up darker, larger shapes moving through the tall grass on both sides of the road, slinking closer. He counted at least ten.
“We have company!” Eric hissed. “Both sides.” 
Buck swung to his right and flipped the Eye of Truth back down in front of his helmet. The gemstone flared red. “Five over here.” He drew a sword that rippled with golden fire and readied his shield.
A chorus of snarling echoed out and burly, armored figures with spotted fur and canine faces hurled themselves at the riders from the tall grass. Eric spun Niveral to face a leaping figure and threw his spear. The spear thumped into the creature’s scale mail and it felt to the ground with a howl, taking Eric’s weapon with it. Another leaped out of the tall grass to take its place. 
Kaftu! Hyena-folk…
A bruising force hit Eric from behind and he almost lost his seat. A Kaftu grappled with him, clinging to his back. Niveral bucked and lashed out with his wings, trying to dislodge the attacker. Eric gasped at a sharp pain in his side and kicked free of the saddle, rolling to the left and crouching on the road. His assailant likewise landed on its feet and whirled around. The sounds of battle rang out behind him and he heard the crackle of magic.
Two creatures faced him. The Kaftu appeared like large, spotted female hyenas— except hyenas didn’t walk on their hind legs or wear brigandine armor or use weapons in remarkably human-like hands. Powerful muscles rippled under their fur and they yapped something to each other.
Eric felt a rent in the side of his chain armor and his hand came away bloody. He gritted his teeth against the pain. The edge of his sword glittered with a silvery sheen. 
One Kaftu jerked Eric’s spear out of the dead enemy and threw it back at him. Eric knocked it aside with his sword. Leering, the Kaftu hefted an axe and lunged forward. Eric raised a hand and spoke a quick word in Arcana. Three tiny, glowing comets sprang from his fingers and shot out at the Kaftu, detonating with sharp cracks and hurling her to the ground.
The other Kaftu chanted something harsh and vile. A whirling cone of air leapt up in front of Eric and he retreated, feeling Niveral behind him, rock-solid. Pebbles and rocks lashed him and he shielded his eyes. He tried to use a counterspell but he couldn’t concentrate in the maelstrom.
Damn it. The Kaftu have mages!
Niveral neighed and reared, lashing out with his front hooves. Eric heard the impact and shriek from one of the Kaftu. On instinct, he spun to the left, sword out.
A thin bolt of lightning shot through the tiny whirlwind. Niveral screamed in pain.
Now you’ve done it!
Free from the whirling stones and pebbles, he spied the Kaftu shaman preparing another spell and charged. The wounded Kaftu on the ground struggled to rise, leaning on her axe. 
Eric charged the shaman. She gave way, parrying with a dagger, but tripped over the other Kaftu and fell. Eric cut her shoulder with a slash. The prone Kaftu gained her feet and swung. Eric leaped over the axe and thrust down as he went over, driving his blade into her heart.
The shaman regained her feet and barked short words, hand up. Eric focused power in a split second and a glittering shield appeared in front of him. Three fiery darts lanced out at him from the shaman and detonated on his shield with sharp cracks. 
He retaliated with a spell of his own, placing a ball of light on her nose. She snarled and yelped, springing to the side. The ball followed her. Eric pressed forward, slashing. He cut her in the leg and when she fell to the side, he impaled her with his blade. Jerking his sword out, he spun back to his comrades. His wound burned like fire.
Three Kaftu retreated into the tall grass, hurling javelins. One of the missiles stuck in Buck’s shield and Connor and Hlerv dodged another. With a final epithet, the hyena-folk raced away, on all fours this time.
Eric ran to Niveral. The pegasus whinnied as he approached.
“Easy, Niveral. We’ll take care of you.”
Eyes wide, the stallion shied away from him. As Eric spoke with soothing tones, he calmed and let himself be pulled close by the bridle. Eric gently inspected the damage.
Damn. Lightning spear to the wing. It’s a good thing the bolt wasn’t very powerful or the wing might be broken. That’s a recovery time measured in weeks.
“Everyone okay?” he called to the others.
Andyn walked her pegasus up to him, the mount limping noticeably. “I’m fine. Medianox took a club to the foreleg. I’ll have to use magic to heal it. How about you?”
Eric felt the wound in his side. His hand came away bloody. “Damn it… stupid shaman got a knife into me.”
“Stand still then.” Andyn stepped up next to him and peered at his wound. She let out a deep breath and placed a hand on his side. A mild golden light shone for a second and Eric winced as his wound knit together and stopped bleeding. “Better?” 
He twisted to the side, nodding, feeling only a mild soreness. “Yes, but Niveral is grounded. Took a Lightning Spear to the wing. How about the others?”
The rest of the group joined them. Buck tied a bandage around Dar’s forearm.
Dar winced. “Not so tight, Buck! By all the saints, I’m glad you’re not the healer in this group.”
Buck grinned. “So am I. Andyn’s much prettier.” 
Andyn Eleandir rolled her eyes. “Enough with the false flattery, Buck. How about the rest of you?”
The men waved their hands in denial. “Nothing that won’t keep,” Dar said. 
“Good. Now that I’m sure none of you are suddenly going to keel over, I’ll tend to the really important members of this group,” Andyn said with a smirk. She gently put her hands on Niveral’s wing and a mild white glow covered the injury. Then she knelt by her pegasus, applying a glittering ointment that glowed silver where it touched the injured leg.
Buck whistled a merry tune and his pigeon fluttered back to land on his shoulder. 
Eric eyed the bird and shook his head. I still don’t know how that stupid bird manages to stay alive with all the arrows, swords and magic flying around. It should have been made into stew meat by now. He recalled Stealth and the magical construct swooped down to land on his forearm. With another whispered word, it transformed back into a brooch that he pinned to his tunic.
Hlerv lifted back the hood of his cloak, revealing a neatly trimmed beard and mustache, intense black eyes and dark hair. He shook his head. “All things considered, we did okay. Damned Kaftu never saw me or Connor. They were so busy with you big folk that we just sneaked around behind one of them and laid her out, then took out another one fighting Dar.”
“Mostly females,” Dar noted. “Hunting party then. The males aren’t taken along unless the tribe is moving.”
“We’ll check the bodies,” Hlerv volunteered. Connor joined him.
Dar bit his lip, eyes roaming all over the misty grasslands. “The borderlands aren’t safe anymore. What do you want to bet these Kaftu are like the others?” he asked. 
“No comment,” said Buck, hooking his thumbs in his belt, eyes focused down the road.
“Look on the bright side, Dar,” Eric offered. “We avoided an ambush and took out seven of them. That’s seven fewer to attack people on the highway or in the towns.”
Dar shook his head. “I know Zhinia Margoth is behind this.”
“Just because there’s a lich princess hunting us doesn’t mean that she’s behind every bandit attack in Northern Deran,” Eric said. 
“No,” said Hlerv, walking up to them, “But this might.” He held up two small sacks that clinked with coins. “The Kaftu were well-paid. They didn’t get all this from casual raiding.” 
“And look at this,” said Connor, flipping a metal object to Eric.
He caught it. Made of pewter, it depicted a fanged skull with a crown of flame.
“Like I was saying,” Dar with a look at Eric.
Eric sighed. “Okay, so maybe Margoth is behind this gang too. It just means we have to get to Twinspire Peak before she finds out what we’re up to.”
Andyn led Niveral and Medianox to them. “I think we just have to face up to it,” she said, handing Eric the reins to his pegasus. “The prophecy says there will be a great battle between us and Margoth. These raids are her attempt to get us before we can find out how to beat her.”
Eric inspected Niveral’s wing. Aside from a mild scar, it looked untouched. “Nice work, Andyn.” 
She smiled her thanks at the compliment. 
“The raids could be probing attacks before an invasion,” said Dar. 
Eric felt his stomach tighten. “Yes, I know. I’m more afraid of that.”
“Well,” said Hlerv, hefting the sacks. “We aren’t going to figure anything out standing in the road. We have to report this to the authorities and keep moving.”
Eric mounted up, feeling the grayness of the clouds and damp weather weigh on his spirit. He shuddered. “Let’s get to Athor. Maybe the town guard there can tell us something.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Connor Lomin dropped his saddlebags onto the bunk. “Not too many housing options in this town, but this will have to do.”
Hlerv waved a hand. “Just good enough until tomorrow morning.”
Eric flopped onto his own bunk. “Do you think the Captain of the guard will be satisfied with what we told him?”
Connor shrugged. “He let us stay in the barracks, didn’t he? We should just be glad that he had extra space, with all the troops out on patrol.”
“It doesn’t hurt that Lord Nolan gave us all the rank of brevet sergeants in his militia.” Eric laid his backpack on the floor next to another bunk. “And the letter of introduction helped.”
Dar sat in a nearby chair. “Yes, but we all could sense he wanted to ask more. Not that I blame him. We’re a pretty diverse group: two humans, two half-Elves, a Gnome and a Halfling.”
Buck gave a lopsided grin. “Sounds like the beginning of a limerick.”
That got a chuckle out of everyone, even Hlerv. The Riders lapsed into silence, arranging their gear in the barracks room. 
Connor watched his companions. They’re nervous and unsure, just like me. And I don’t blame them. Everything seems to have us moving along a road designed by some unseen hand.
As he settled into the bunk, he reflected on their lives together. I suppose we should count ourselves lucky. After all, we have pegasi, and most free-lance mercenaries can’t afford them. Hell, they’re beyond the means of a lot of nobles too. 
Thoughts and memories chased each other in his mind. Sometimes it almost makes my head hurt, even this many weeks after the victory over the Ja’al at Whitehorse Peak. 
While battling the Ja’al, they found an ancient prophecy called The Song of the Grey Riders, which seemed to predict many events in their lives. The most alarming verses told of a climactic battle between the Grey Riders and a Dark Rider. Now they knew that an undead sorcerer-princess named Zhinia Margoth had designs on conquering the northlands and she had taken the name of “Dark Rider”.
“It's hard to believe we only just secured the pegasi in the spring,” he mused to no one in particular, interlacing his fingers behind his head. “Now it’s summer and autumn is only a few months away. And if Margoth is going to conquer anything, she’ll have to move soon, before the autumn rains make travel conditions a lot worse.”
“It’s giving me second thoughts about heading off to Evendale,” Andyn Eleandir replied. “I mean, what if the Dark Rider shows up and attacks?”
Buck Bydecy shrugged, unrolling his blankets on his bunk. “There’s no guarantee we’d be able to stop her even if we stayed.”
They sat quietly for a while. All eyes turned to Dar. He gave them all a wan smile and laid out his blankets.
Dar’s quest is weighing on him, on top of all this Zhinia Margoth nonsense, Connor thought. Somewhere in the wilderness near a place called Twinspire Mountain are the clues to the fate of Dar’s grandparents, who disappeared when he was a boy. It just so happens that the path to Twinspire leads back through Evendale. And one of the verses in the Song of the Grey Riders mentions Halflings. So, off we go, back to my homeland, my family, my past. And Janey and Rose’s graves. 
Connor let out a deep breath at the thought of his deceased wife and daughter.
Dar sat on the edge of his bunk. “Still sure that my family mystery is the right path? I know the Song says something about a Halfling toy, but that doesn’t mean it’s in Evendale. We can divert to something more pressing, like stopping the Dark Rider’s plans.”
Eric shook his head. “There are too many questions that need answering and Evendale is the place we need to go. It’s on the way to Shadow Lake and Twinspire Mountain. We can hit two Goblins with one arrow.”
“So how long do we stay here in Athor?” Buck asked. “If we linger, it will be easier for spies to catch sight of us.”
Andyn sighed. “I know it will sound odd, knowing how I like a hot bath and nice room, but we should push on right away, in the morning, early.”
Hlerv rubbed his beard and rummaged in his backpack for a map. He unrolled it on his lap. “How far can we get in one day?”
Dar shook his head, leaning over to look at the map. “Even if we push it, we can’t make Dwarfshire in a day. We spent too much time on the road this morning, looking for signs of Margoth’s crew and then there was the battle with the Kaftu. We’ll have to stop in North Corner and then get to Dwarfshire the next day.”
“Unless we skip the towns and camp,” Eric offered. “It would be faster and we can just go straight to Glen. The only reason we’ve been following the North Road is so we can get information. Now we have plenty of that.”
Connor recalled the territory of Evendale from his earlier years. “That’s a good idea,” he said. “It’s mostly farmland and small hamlets between here and the Evendale border. We won’t have to worry so much about an ambush. But can Andyn do without a bath for a few days?”
The sole female Grey Rider shot Connor a look. “It’s not me I’m worried about,” Andyn said tartly. “It’s all of you. I thought I’d die when we were escaping the Dark Elves near Darlon, and not from combat, mind you. I should have just stood the lot of you upwind of the Dark Elves. They would have passed out for sure.”
The men chuckled. 
“You’ll just have to stand it for a couple of days,” Buck said with a homespun smile. “In exchange, you can lead us.”
Andyn returned his smile. “Deal. On to Evendale.”






  
  Chapter two
Homecoming


Andyn Eleandir reined in Medianox on the crest of the hill and breathed deeply of the summer air. She smelled grass, grain, herd animals, flowers and crops on that light breeze. 
Rolling hills stretched away from her towards a city surrounded by a patchwork of farmland. Birds winged by, chirping. A few wagons and riders headed in and out of the town via one of the four winding roads. In the center of the town, a neat arrangement of colored awnings encircled a marketplace. To her right, a stockyard bustled with activity in a cloud of dust. Late afternoon sunshine washed over the scene, casting deepening shadows. A clock tower loomed near the square, next to an imposing town hall.
“Evendale. Just as I always imagined,” she announced. The town of Glen, Connor’s old home.
Dar Cabot pulled Virasi to a halt next to her. He grinned. “What’s not to like? Farmland, neat and orderly towns, peace and quiet. They may be on to something.”
She smiled. “It must have been hard for Connor to leave.”
Dar turned in the saddle to look at the other Riders coming up behind them, his face more somber. “No, actually, Andyn, I think it was a relief.”
Remembering Connor’s tale of the death of his wife and daughter from a witch-plague, Andyn felt a pang of sadness. “Well,” she said, shaking the reins. “Let’s make this a more positive homecoming.”
She rode down the hill and onto the highway into town. The other Riders joined in behind her and they approached the town gate, two abreast.
As they melded into traffic (a couple of wagons and a rider or two), Halflings stared at them with incredulous, wide eyes, whispering to each other. She nodded and smiled but kept her pace. 
At the gates, the town guards sized them up, not appearing aggressive but not loosening their hold on their spears either. One of them, a jolly-looking Halfling with a scar running down the side of his face, stepped forward with a hand up.
“Now, I usually don’t do this,” he said, “But I have to ask your business in Glen, if only for the mounts you’re riding.”
Connor clattered up next to Andyn, his pegasus prancing. “Family reunion, Sergeant Kirtle.”
The guard’s mouth dropped open in amazement. “By the Hand of Irial! Connor Lomin! It’s been an age!”
Connor smiled. “Which means it’s high time I paid a visit.”
“Well,” the sergeant said, rubbing his chin, “You’ll find not much has changed, unless it’s the new children and the weddings since you left. You know the town rules well enough.”
He motioned the other guards aside and they moved back, one or two of them nodding to Connor.
“Welcome home, Connor Lomin,” Kirtle said as he stepped back. 
Connor started to drop back towards his place in the line and Andyn stopped him. “Shouldn’t you be leading?” she asked. “You’re from this country. We’re only guests.”
“No. In Halfling culture, it would look like I’m leading an armed band of foreigners. You lead. Go to the main square and turn right towards Temple Hill. My parents’ home is just at the base of the hill.”
More townsfolk came to see them as they rode down the main street. She smiled at them, trying to maintain a nonchalant air.
It’s the pegasi that are causing such a stir, not us. Halflings are used to travelers. I’m sure many free-lance sell-swords passed through Glen every year, either on their way to the wilderness beyond the borders or to more civilized areas in Terenai and Evendale. 
To her surprise, she saw more than one building on Temple Hill. Along with the largest, dome-topped structure that had to be the Heather Temple of Irial, an elegant, roofless ring of pillars surrounded a copse of trees, denoting a Verian chapel. A blocky structure that looked like a Kurental shrine of the dwarves occupied one side of the hill. 
She turned to Dar with a smile. “Sorry, but it looks like your coreligionists aren’t here. You won’t be able to attend services on Sunday.”
He shrugged. “Father Ander told me there were only a few churches in Evendale, like in the capital, Lakeview. The Church makes allowances for those whose careers take them far from a parish. Besides, God understands.”
The Heather Temple appeared not so much an imposing official edifice than a large, comfortable mansion. The grounds looked impeccable, with a manicured lawn, trimmed flowering bushes and shrubs, healthy trees, and a few statue-fountains of Irial heroes. The outer paneling of the building itself alternated with diagonal sections of dark and light wood, pleasing to the eye. The dome curved above them in golden grandeur, ending with a box-like frame containing a suspended, burning flame.
Andyn liked it immediately.
“My parents’ home is there,” Connor said, pointing. “It’s only a short walk to the temple.”
“Convenient,” remarked Hlerv.
Connor nodded. “It helps if you have approval from the town to put your house anywhere you want.”
They rode around Temple Hill along the winding street to Connor’s family home. Andyn gave the place a good once-over. A low, rambling structure painted white with dark blue trim, it stood in the shade of large fruit and maple trees.
The front door opened at their approach and a pair of Halflings in their middle years came out to greet them. The Grey Riders dismounted.
Ah. Andy thought. Now I see the family resemblance. Connor’s mother’s face reflected his fine, even features and dark hair, greying now. She wore a pure white robe with a heather-flower pattern at the hem, throat and shoulder-straps. A golden circlet glittered on her brow, marked with a symbol of Irial: a spinning wheel behind a crossed wheat sheaf and sickle.
She also saw Connor’s features in his father: his dark eyes, muscular build and nimble step. He wore dark brown trousers, black boots and a loose-fitting white shirt.
The reaction from Connor’s mother startled Andyn. At first, tears started in her eyes and her jawline tightened. Then her expression became peaceful and benevolent.
Connor cleared his throat. “Mother, Father, I am returned to visit. I hope that my friends and I are welcome.”
“Of course,” said Connor’s mother with a brilliant smile. “Any friends of yours are welcome, Connor.” 
She turned to regard the Riders. “I am Miriam. This is my husband, Seamus.”
Andyn bowed as Connor introduced each of them in turn. For once, Buck didn’t launch into his typical, grandiose introduction. He took in everything with lazy grey eyes. He didn’t even mention his pigeon, nestled in the hood of his cloak.
Seamus beckoned to them. “Welcome. Come inside. You must be tired from your journey.”
Andyn patted Medianox on the nose. “Wait for me here, girl,” she whispered, “Fear not. We are in a good place.”
Connor’s father led them to padded couches with a smile.
“Your appearance has caused quite a stir,” he said, eyes watching Connor. “Pegasi are very rare.”
“Yes, they are,” Eric remarked before anyone else could say anything. “We were blessed to get them. We had to take several weeks of training just to learn how to control them and they take a bit of extra care, more than horses. These were held in the care of a Dragon family for generations, but it’s a long story.”
“Of course,” Seamus replied as he brought in a silver tray bearing fruit, small cakes and a ceramic pot that steamed with a pleasant, invigorating aroma. 
He offered Andyn a cup of the steaming beverage and a tiny plate with a cake, some grapes and a small brown pear. She tasted the tea, a mildly stimulating variety with a hint of some kind of flower or fruit. Miriam asked questions of all of the Riders, playing the gracious hostess and including everyone in the conversation.
Andyn sipped and snacked, watching the interplay between Connor and his parents. Connor spoke respectfully enough, asked a few questions of his own, and seemed at ease, yet Andyn felt a tension in the air.
Why? Was it his wife and child? I know his parents had their misgivings about Janey, but Connor said they eventually accepted her.
She took a bite of the cake, tasting hints of chocolate, blueberries and pecan. The Halfling reputation for mastery of the kitchen came through instantly. I’m going to gain weight here, I can see that coming.
With a start, she realized Miriam spoke to her. “You will be glad to know that Verian is well-represented here in Glen. The Orchard Temple is just there, on the lee side of the hill. I know the high priest myself, a very friendly and wise Elf named Elethor.”
“Thank you, High Priestess,” Andyn replied. “I will make sure to pay my respects.”
“How long will you be staying in Evendale?” Seamus asked Eric.
“Well, long enough to rest before heading out towards Twinspire Mountain. Since we were in the area, we decided to stop and let Connor visit.”
“Twinspire?” Miriam frowned. “That is a dangerous area. Very uncivilized and wild. I daresay you will have an easier time of it if you can fly, and it seems that you are well-equipped as any group that has come through here recently.” She shot a worried glance at Connor. “Still, it is not going to be easy.”
“You’re right,” said Dar, “We hope some of your folk might have information about the area, seeing as how it is not far from your northern border. We should also ask their advice to ensure we have the right supplies for the area in this time of year.”
“A sound plan,” Seamus agreed, setting down his own teacup. “We can discuss that after dinner tonight. I will inquire around in the meantime.”
Miriam stood with another smile. “I am so glad to have met all of you. It is good to see that Connor is in good company and with such an obviously accomplished group. Connor can show you the guest rooms. Our son Brendan and his family will be with us tonight and they have young ones, so you might want to rest up. Deena and Darren are very energetic.”
Andyn followed Connor to a guest room sized for a larger person, neat and tidy with a small bed (she figured she could curl up into it if she turned just the right way), flowery window curtains, and polished wood furniture. She dropped her saddle bags in a corner and her backpack on the bed.
Interesting. They’re used to entertaining the larger races. Well, it makes sense. High Priestess, after all.
As she unpacked, she thought over the discussion at their arrival and wondered, both about Connor’s family and their interactions with her companions.
For instance, as a rule, Hlerv never spoke to new acquaintances unless absolutely necessary. However, Miriam’s habit of engaging everyone in conversation forced him into it and his response surprised Andyn. Although Hlerv only answered Miriam and Seamus in the most basic manner, offering nothing more than what was socially acceptable, he had better manners than Dar and Eric, both of whom had experience with nobility. As a Gnome, Hlerv could claim both Halfling and Dwarven blood, yet he made no mention of his family background, only saying that he came from Oakmoor. Based on everything Andyn knew about the importance of family rankings and social connections in Halfling society, this seemed very odd. 
We all know Hlerv is hiding something about his past, and his family, but what? Hlerv is not a Dwarven or Halfling name. She mulled this over as she removed her armor, changed into something more casual and arranged her clothes in the bureau.
One of the paintings on the wall caught her eye. It depicted the Lomin parents and sons in an earlier time in front of the home. She picked out Connor right away. They all smiled together, the picture of a happy family. Then she realized something.
Since we arrived here, Connor hasn’t smiled once.

      [image: image-placeholder]She felt wind moving through the trees moving in the wind as if she were a tree herself. Her senses became attuned to every bird in the air, every insect on the ground, every movement of the breeze. Though her eyes remained closed, with her inner sight she saw the hill outside and looked towards the nearby Heather temple of Irial. Late afternoon sunshine cast shadows that she felt, not just saw.
Andyn continued breathing deeply and slowly, drawing life and energy within her. The scent of leaves, flowers, grass, earth, and animals drifted to her, amplified by her meditation.
Following the sacred rubric, she centered her thoughts on the things nearest to her heart: her parents back home in Eleth-Anor, then her expectant sister and brother-in-law, her other siblings, then Dar, Eric, Connor, Buck and Hlerv, then the Alenar sisters off on their secret mission far to the south. Her mind drifted to the urgency of their own quest to unravel the Song of the Grey Riders, her worries for the people of these lands, her unease about the signs of rising evil they had seen and the specter of the Dark Rider.
These last thoughts clouded her mind and she forced herself to relax. She focused on the tiled floor underneath her, her hands on her knees, the air on her skin, the gentle breeze.
Letting out a deep breath, she offered it all to Verian and prayed his guidance and protection on them all. 
She opened her eyes. A dark-haired Elf with sea-green eyes smiled at her from his seat on a bench. “Did you have any success with the meditation technique?” he asked.
She uncrossed her legs and sat with her hands over her knees. “Yes, in a way. I was able to focus better and feel Verian’s Hand on creation around me. I could almost feel what nature was feeling, then, well…”
The Elf nodded. “Do not be troubled, Priestess Eleandir. The cares of an itinerant priestess and missionary in the world are more complex than those of a temple priest in a quiet town. The fact that you were able to focus so well is a good sign.”
Andyn smiled wistfully and stood. “I have had few chances to visit a temple and pray lately. While it is true that there are fewer of our facilities in Deran, I have been very busy and worried and scattered.”
Elethor to her and took her hands. “That is not surprising. Just remember: Verian’s voice is to be found in the quiet, not the clamor. Take time to remember that and all will be well. He aids those who are faithful.”
She bowed low and pressed her lips to his hands. “I thank you for your kindness and instruction, High Priest. Praise Verian! Please include me and my friends in your prayers.”
“Consider it done. Now, though I sense that I cannot ask for the reason for your visit, may I offer what assistance I can?”
Andyn straightened and looked out to the north, beyond Temple hill and towards the Evendale borders, not answering. She stood in silence for a while. “What do you hear from the borders, High Priest? Are the lands of Evendale quiet?”
He joined her, brow furrowed. “Yes and no. Here in Glen, all seems peaceful, though we have had a rash of burglaries recently. But from the borderlands?” His voice trailed off.
She nodded. “Let me guess: raiders, unrest among the Goblin tribes, Kaftu bandits, slavers, Ja’al or Vardish cults?”
He sighed. “Yes. And I fear something is coming, something dark and malevolent. My auguries to Verian tell me to be watchful and provide help to those who need it.”
“Like me?”
He laughed. “Yes, like you, though you don’t seem to need much.”
She gazed out over the hills and fields, smelling the grass, trees and flowers. “And what of the Lomin family?”
“Ah, that. Well, I could give you my perspective, but I have only been here for five years and much of what goes on in that family pre-dates me.”
“Please enlighten me.”
Elethor put both hands behind his back. “You are doubtless aware that Halflings place a premium on family lineage and heritage. In Connor Lomin’s case, this is particularly important because of his mother’s high position in the Church of Irial. Did you know that she is 6th in the line of authority to the High Patriarch of the entire religion? In any event, Connor’s choice of a wife and the way he went about it were not viewed with great favor. As a matter of fact, I believe there was considerable friction between him and his parents on the manner of his relationship to Janey. Of course, after the child was born, all seemed better.”
She nodded. “Then the witch plague.”
“Yes, the Whispering Death. It caught everyone by surprise, and opened the nation up to a considerable amount of trouble afterwards. The forces of Evil have an instinct for weakness. When Connor’s small family perished, some took it as a sign that Irial was trying to turn him along a different path and didn’t approve of the union. I paid it no heed as spurious gossip, and deep down I think his mother was of a like mind, but it seems Connor held it against her that she didn’t act forcefully enough in his support. They did not part on good terms.”
Andyn nodded. “That is sad.”
“Indeed. But again, it is also only my personal view of the way things stand. You would do well to acquire other perspectives, if you feel inclined to dig further. It is obvious that Connor has a claim on your heart, as do your other friends.”
She bit back tears, remembering their sacrifices to protect her in the torture chambers of the Dark Elves and their dogged determination to bring her husband’s killer to justice. She still felt a pang of regret for all their sufferings, yet knew they would repeat it in an instant to save her – as she would immediately sacrifice her life for them. “We are close friends and love each other, like family.”
Elethor smiled and took her hand, giving it a squeeze. “Then thank Verian for sending you such constant and true companions.”
She brushed at her eyes.
“Now,” said Elethor, releasing her hand, “what will you do?” He raised an eyebrow and began to lay out flowers on the altar.
“Well,” she said, “We have to find something, a magical toy.”
He stopped. “That is an unusual quest.”
“It’s in the prophecy I told you about.”
“Ah. Well, magic toys are not exceedingly rare, but they are not common either. Any number of well-off families could have one. Do you know anything more, such as the age or function?”
“It’s from the Esten Imperial Period and it flies.”
He finished laying out the flowers. “That is very specific and rare indeed. Are you sure? If that is the case, you may be better off in Lakeview, the capital. There are scholars at the university who might help.”
She nodded. “We knew it was going to be very difficult, but Glen was the place to start. We may have to search elsewhere. I just figured that since we were here already it was worth an attempt.”
“Your hosts, then, may be the best source of information here in Glen,” he replied. “Speaking of which, I see by the clock tower that it is almost time for you to return.”
She bowed low to Elethor. “Yes. It’s nearly six. Then I take my leave of you, Honored One, with gratitude for your kindness and help.”
Elethor returned the bow. “Serve Verian well and go in peace.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The other Riders arrived at almost the same time as she did, in the fading twilight. She hurried to the dining room to find not only a supper laid out on the table, but also Connor’s brother and wife and two children as well. Then Andyn saw the warmth and affection she expected earlier as Brendan Lomin and his wife Cerys greeted Connor with hugs. The two children, Darren and Deena, fairly hopped into his arms with big smiles and laughter.
Still Connor’s mother and father stood apart, their smiles not matching the pain Andyn saw in their eyes. Do they mourn their lost daughter-in-law and granddaughter still?
Connor introduced all his kinfolk to the Riders.
Little Deena, only six years old and a little more than eighteen inches tall, held onto Andyn’s hand. “You can sit next to me, Mistress Eleandir. I can tell you everything about our house.”
Charmed, Andyn gave her friends a quick smile and let herself be led to a seat next to the girl. Interestingly, larger-sized chairs sat at one end of the table, which had been adjusted to fit their heights by an ingenious set of latches and hinges.
I was right. They’re used to entertaining big folk.
The meal renewed her appreciation for Halfling prowess in the kitchen. Glazed roast pork, carrots, potatoes with herbs, crusty brown bread, honey, beans and leeks, green salad, roasted tomatoes, mellow cheeses, and plump sausages filled the table, accompanied by crystal decanters of dark and light wines. Andyn took care to sample and comment on everything but not stuff herself, mindful of the legendary Halfling desserts. Deena chattered away, telling her the names of each recipe and asking all kinds of questions about magic and flying horses. Andyn made sure to answer every one.
She saw the shining excitement in Deena’s eyes and felt a pang in her heart. I so wanted to have children with Larad.
“Grandmama is a healer,” Deena said, “Are you a healer too?”
“Yes, I am,” said Andyn, wiping the corner of her mouth with a napkin. “I am also a mage. But there are others of us who can heal, though they are new at it.”
“Who?” asked Deena, craning her neck at the other Riders.
With a smile, Andyn nodded at Dar and Eric. “Those two. As scout-rangers, they have to learn some healing in order to take care of people lost and hurt in the wild places. When we were in Darlon recently, they received training.”
Overhearing her, Eric smiled at Deena. “So, if you get a cut on your knee or sprain your ankle or have a bad headache, I’m your man. If it’s anything more than that, ask Andyn.”
Deena smiled back. 
“Everything is so fresh,” Dar commented.
“Yes,” said Miriam. “It is. On that score, we cannot claim any racial art or advantage. Much of our harvests are kept safe through a Preservation spell, pioneered by Melinor Indidarc, I believe.”
Seamus Lomin looked at Eric. “Any relation?”
Eric nodded. “Adoptive father. He found me as an orphan on the streets and raised me.”
Miriam made as if to speak, but then only smiled and took a sip of wine.
She knows something. Andyn watched Eric, now engaged in an animated conversation with Darren. 
Technically, Eric is lying about being an orphan, Andyn mused. His blood-parents still live, master and mistress of the Crossed Swords assassin’s guild… the same guild who killed my Larad so many years ago. How much does Miriam really suspect?
Andyn expected at least some comment, but Miriam said nothing further, instead chatting with Hlerv about the local shops, especially the herbalist and the magic shop, which seemed to pique his interest.
Connor spoke mostly to Brendan or Cerys, not to his parents.
“So, tell us about these pegasi of yours,” Seamus said to Dar as Cerys brought out the pie and teapots.
Andyn listened, taking a slice of peach and a slice of berry pie for herself with a cup of lemony-scented tea.
“It’s straightforward, really,” said Dar, “A cleric of the Ja’al cult found an ancient scroll telling him that a herd of battle-trained pegasi were somewhere in the region of Forester in Deran, my hometown. He set out to find them, razing a hamlet in the process. We came upon the ruins of the village and were commissioned by Lord Nolan Hanford of Forester to find the perpetrators. By the time we found the pegasi in the charge of a gold Dragon named Iron Thunder, the cleric had also kidnapped two dragonlings who were Iron Thunder’s grandchildren. We freed the dragons and got the pick of the herd in exchange.”
“I see,” said Seamus.
“What happened to the rest of the pegasi?” asked Brendan in a soft voice. 
That’s right. Connor said Brendan survived the Whispering Plague. 
“In the Royal Air Force of Deran,” said Eric. “Instead of buying the herd outright, the Crown gave us riding training.”
Miriam’s eyes widened. “How many were in the herd?”
“Over forty.”
Seamus’ eyes flickered to his wife for a second. “That is quite a number.”
“We’re just glad we have ours,” said Buck, wiping his mouth. “They’re not much use in bad weather but otherwise, we do just fine.”
“Which leads me to my next question,” said Seamus, setting down his cup. “You said you wanted to go to Twinspire. I don’t have any information here, but a friend of mine down the road is a retired sell-sword himself and might have maps. I spoke to him earlier and he’d be delighted to show you what he has. Shall we go now?”
The meal finished, Dar and Buck exchanged a look and nodded.
“No time like the present,” said Buck, rising and taking care not to hit his head on the chandelier.
“Coming with us, Andyn?” Hlerv asked as he rose. “I’m going to see that magic shop Mrs. Lomin told us about.”
She felt a sudden tiredness. Maybe it’s seeing children, or maybe the comfort of a home, but I don’t want any part of adventures or intrigues tonight. “I think I’ll stay here and entertain Darren and Deena, if that is okay, Mister Lomin.”
Seamus smiled at her. “It is an excellent idea. They would be bored within a few minutes anyway.”
“Would you like that?” Cerys asked her children, who both nodded, eyes shining.
“Can you tell us stories of your adventures?” asked Deena.
For an instant, memories surged to the surface of Andyn’s mind: the bodies of massacred villagers at Westhaven, the torture chambers of the Dark Elves, a raging Fell Bear, and a hamlet ravaged by a frost Dragon. She felt a chill.
Not those stories.
She smiled at the little girl. “How about an exchange? I tell you one of the tales of our adventures and you bring me some of your favorite story books and I can read to you.”
Deena and Darren raced off.
Brendan grinned. “It appears this will work out just fine.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Hlerv spread the map out on the table, following the dim lines carefully. He peered at the column of letters and numbers along the right margin, trying to make out the words. “This is kind of faded,” he noted.
“Aye, that’s true,” said the portly Halfling across the table. “Most of them are, unfortunately. It was a long time ago and we didn’t have access to the kinds of papers and vellums you have nowadays.”
“These are fine, Mister Wallstone,” said Dar. “We realize it’s hard to keep these in good condition over the years.”
“Yes,” said Eric with a slight frown at Hlerv. “We’re glad you have them at all.”
Hlerv shot him a look and withheld comment. They show the elevation lines and locations readily enough, but the notes are really what make this useful to us and that’s what’s most faded. Probably used the maps for wrapping fish or something after he retired. 
He examined the map in minute detail. “From what I see, getting up to the entrance to the fortress would be a tall order. The elevation lines and marked flights of steps indicate a very steep approach, which doesn’t help the pegasi. They need a flat landing space.”
Seamus and Brendan Lomin brought a couple of more scrolls to the table. 
“Maybe these will show something different,” said Connor’s father.
Hlerv had his doubts. Kirk Wallstone led a free-lance group there before Andareth Faldanor and the Four Silvers had made their more famous venture to the area. What we really need are Faldanor’s records, but good luck getting those. We should have asked for them when we were in Deran. Maybe Melinor could have pulled some strings with the Faldanors.
He mulled over various ideas as the Riders pored over the records. Connor, Dar and Eric took notes of their own, making copies of various pages and logbooks.
Hlerv finally decided he had enough. “Well, it seems like everything is in hand here,” he remarked. “Mister Lomin, where did you say the magic shop was?”
Seamus looked up at him, face shadowed in the lamp light. “Oh, it’s very simple to find,” he said, “Go down the road towards my home and turn right at the first street. It’s called the Glen Emporium and Apothecary.”
Hlerv picked up his shoulder bag. “I’ll see you back at the house then.”
Without a backward glance, he left, following the route Seamus described. In the dark of early evening, he passed homes and neat shops with colorful signs advertising their wares. Lanterns and magical lamps lighted the way. Halflings either nodded or eyed him as he walked along the street. Knowing Halfling society, word of the Grey Riders probably made the rounds through the whole of Glen within an hour of their arrival.
He found The Emporium easily enough: a drab-looking building with clean windows and a sign with a mortar and pestle.
A magical lamp flared briefly as he entered. A middle-aged Halfling with a monocle and tiny mustache smiled at him. “Welcome to the Emporium! I’m George Farfan.”
“Fair evening to you, sir,” Hlerv replied with a polite nod. “Seamus Lomin told me I could find magic items here.”
Farfan’s eyes grew a little wider. “Oh really? You’re a friend of the Lomins?”
“Their son, Connor, is a colleague.”
“Ah yes, we all took note of his arrival this afternoon,” said Farfan. Hlerv noticed his eyes now became a bit wary. “Well, always glad to help a friend of that most respectable of families. Is there something in particular you’re looking for?”
Hlerv shrugged. “I’m not sure. Do you mind if I browse a bit?”
Farfan waved a hand at the store. “Be my guest.”
Shelves between the windows held neat rows of items and glass cases on the side walls displayed more items, some of them glittering with magical light. He saw components for advanced spells, some mundane jewelry items enchanted to look magical, a collection of rings in a locked case, wands, scrolls and an entire set of shelves dedicated to potions.
Every doodad, curiosity, gewgaw and bit of magical paraphernalia in this part of Evendale gathered under one roof. Impressive.
Behind Farfan, another, more expansive glass case spanned almost the entire back wall of the store, broken only by a small door. This case held everything from small swords to bucklers, bags, cloaks, staves and belts, all carefully labelled.
I could look in here for weeks, mused Hlerv.
He took his time, strolling among the items. A clock on the wall ticked slowly in the quiet shop. He examined the items tagged as magical as well as the more mundane items of the apothecary’s trade. He left the medicinal rack alone. More of Andyn’s domain than mine. 
His eyes lit up when he saw a rack of spices and herbs by the main counter. He carefully picked out what he needed: black pepper, hot pepper, cinnamon and ground cloves. He hesitated, seeing the essence of swamp-berry, then selected a pouch of that as well. He brought his items to the counter and Farfan smiled at him.
“Will that be all?”
Hlerv’s eyes roamed over the items in the case behind the proprietor and lit on one of the bags. 
“What is that?” he asked, pointing.
“Eh? Oh, a very special item, that.” Farfan moved to the case, did something his hands out of sight. The glass vanished.
Even more impressive!
Farfan took out the bag and gave it to him. “It’s a Quartermaster’s Bag. In this form it can hold the contents of, say two large fruit bowls. If you say the keyword, it will shrink in size to no larger than a coin purse, with the contents preserved in exactly the same condition as when they were placed inside.”
“Watch,” he said. He picked up one of the helmets in the display case and slipped it inside, then whispered a word. The bag instantly shrank down to one tenth its former size. He whispered again and it returned to its original size. Farzan reached inside and pulled out the helmet.
“You see? Perfectly fine.” He replaced the helmet.
“Fascinating.” Hlerv held out a hand and examined the bag carefully. “How much?”
“Well,” George Farfan said, stroking his chin. “Normally, it runs about fifteen hundred, but for a friend of the Lomins I could let you have it for thirteen five.”
Hlerv handed it back to him, making sure to keep an impressed expression on his face. “Wow. That’s a lot of money. Far too much for me, I’m afraid. But I’ll take these.”
Farfan nodded, placing the bag into the case but not reinstalling the glass front. He made notes on a pad and wrapped Hlerv’s spices in brown paper and tied it up. “Twenty-five silver.”
Hlerv paid him, looking at the bag again. “You don’t see too many of those, I suppose.”
“Oh, no, we don’t. It came from Mister Wallstone. Relic of his wandering days, I expect.”
“Well,” said Hlerv with a smile. “Thank
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