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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
Fate of the Prophesied


With a sigh, Andyn Eleandir tossed her helmet and weapon-belt on the quilted bed-covers. She leaned a hand against the window sill and looked down at the street below. A burly man pushed a hand-cart full of tools down the avenue. She watched as he trudged next to a stone sewer-cover that wound down the middle of the cobbled street. 
In front of one of the stores, a circle of four children swirled around their parents. Their shrill voices echoed in the street as they pleaded to go look at the horses at the stables. Andyn watched them with a little smile.
She eased the shutters and curtains closed. With a wave of her hand, a candelabrum on the bureau next to a tall mirror flared into life.
Andyn removed her hauberk and tossed it on the bed. She took extra care unbuckling her chainmail armor, wincing a bit as she did so. She wriggled out of it and the underlying padding. Then she pulled off her mail leggings, her boots and the rest of her clothing. She looked at her nude reflection in the mirror. 
Ogres sure hit hard.
A blonde - woman gazed back at her with tired amber eyes. Those eyes — and the little point at the top of her ears — marked her as a Kired-Nai, or half-Elf in the Elven tongue. Her physique, toned and fit from years of training, could have marked her as a laborer or soldier, yet her background included years in study and meditation, learning the ways of the Elven god Verian.
The scar under her left breast and the bruise on her right thigh appeared to be fading, finally. She frowned, turning sideways. Well, I may be a battered wreck, but with all this crashing around in the wilderness, I'm staying in shape.
She turned away from the mirror and dropped a couple of soap beads into a full bathtub at the foot of the bed. A handful of fragrant herbs followed the beads. She dipped a finger into the water and frowned. I’ll have to talk to the maids about this.
She spoke a gentle word and waved her hand over the water. A faint wash of red light rippled over the surface. Steam rose from the tub and she tested it again. Perfect.
Andyn let out a sigh of complete satisfaction as she eased herself into the steaming water. She lay there unmoving for a while. Her eyes followed carvings in the ceiling beams: centaurs and Halflings in a wooded glade.
The men complained about spending the extra gold to stay here, but even they have to admit it’s worth it. Just because we’re free-lance sell-swords doesn’t mean we have to live like brush tramps all the time. 
She closed her eyes. Thank Verian for a chance to take a breath. Hunting down a gang of Ogre bandits in the borderlands isn’t easy work and it’s even tougher in the summer heat. At least we got the job done. Buck and Connor should be happy. Lord Nolan rewarded us well. 
Cloth brushed on wood behind her and she tensed, then relaxed, shaking her head. "Connor Lomin, if that's you trying to steal my clothes again, I'm going to bounce your little Halfling rump all the way back to Forester."
Andyn opened her eyes. A leering, bearded face hovered over her. A dagger plunged downward.
She gasped and twisted sideways, grabbing a hairy wrist and twisting it. She heard a grunted curse.
She sensed something behind her and she ducked into the water. A blade whistled over her head. Giving the first attacker a final twist of the arm, she jumped out of the tub and half-slid, half-fell on the bed. Grabbing her two maces from her weapon-belt, she spun to one side as a knife thumped into the headboard. She stood on guard, naked and dripping.
Two short men stalked her intently, each about four feet tall, bearded, and dark-eyed. Dressed in servant’s garb, they bore short curved swords and dirks.
Gnomes?
One of them charged and jumped on the bed, bouncing behind her. She took a swipe at him. He sprang backward out of the way, hitting the headboard. The second assailant charged, swinging and stabbing. She parried each blow. Her first assailant lunged and she leaped to the side. He hurtled past, slamming into the wall next to the window with a curse of frustration.
The second charged again. She dropped a mace on the bed and pointed at him with a short arcane word. 
A pair of glowing darts shot out and hit him in the chest, detonating with sharp cracks. He staggered, grimacing in pain.
The other Gnome stepped in, swinging. She vaulted the bathtub. He jumped after her and she gave him a hearty whack in the legs, throwing him to the floor. Andyn skipped around the tub and grabbed her second mace from the bed. 
The one she had shot with the firedarts lunged forward. She slammed aside the sword and crushed his skull with a right-hand blow of her mace.
A searing pain lashed across her ribs on the right side and she gasped, lurching forwards and hitting the wall. She spun aside and a dagger bit into the wood where she had just been.
The limping Gnome pressed his advantage but Andyn brought her knee up in a vicious kick and he flew backwards. A wave of weakness and colored lights danced in front of her eyes. She tried to steady herself against the wall. Oh Verian's mercy! Poison blade!
The Gnome hurled himself at her with a shriek and she felled him with an overhand stroke.
Her vision blurred. She collapsed on the mattress, hearing her door crash open. Assassins. Others will finish me off, I guess. Larad, my love, I'll be with you soon.
Strong hands lifted her up. Though she struggled, someone snatched her weapons away.
"Andyn! It's us! What happened?" asked a concerned male voice.
A young human man with dark eyes and short-cropped dark hair peering at her with alarm.
"Dar. Poison," she whispered.
"Poison? Oh great! Eric!"
Another male voice came to her, sounding strangely distant. "Okay, okay," it said. "I got it."
A cool smoothness caressed her wound. Instantly, the pain receded and she the fire diminished.
“Oh, Lord. Eric!" said Dar, "Get it all over the place, why don’t you?"
"Relax," replied the other. "I’m not a medic. Just be glad I know what to do with this stuff. Besides, I think I got it."
The pain faded to a mere memory. Andyn opened her eyes. Dar Cabot, in travel clothes of dun and brown but without his chainmail, knelt on the bed next to her.
He helped her sit up, his face still worried. He slipped off the bed, then picked up a long-handled bastard sword and sheathed it. "Are you okay?" he asked, looping the sword belt over his shoulder.
She nodded, then shook her head, clearing the last of the colored lights.
A blond half Elven male gave her a measuring look with intense violet eyes as he replaced the top of a tiny white jar. He wore a dark green tunic and matching trousers, a longsword at his hip.
"Sure, she's okay, but we're not going to be when she lets us have it for breaking in on her bath," Eric Indidarc said. He closed the door.
Andyn put her head in her hands. I can't get a moment's peace! We killed Halkith months ago and still the Ja'al hunt us.
Dar's gentle hands settled on her shoulders. "Hey, are you sure you're okay?"
"Yes, I'm sure," she said, her frustration and irritation boiling over. She shook him off. "Stop pawing me."
Dar's mouth dropped open. "Hey, Andyn, I’m not—"
Tolan’s Tears! Why did I do that? I’m such an idiot. She felt instantly ashamed. "Dar, I'm sorry. Please… It's just that I'm so tired. We thought we were free of the Ja'al after we found the pegasi, and now this. I can't even have a bath in peace."
Dar sat down next to her and handed her a towel. She began drying herself off, then looked at him sheepishly. "Friends again? I'm really sorry. I didn't mean it."
Dar gave her a wry look, then grinned and stroked her hair. "Yeah, friends again, though I'm sure I'll regret it soon. You had me worried, Andyn.”
Eric sat next to her on the other side and patted her hand. "I'm tired myself, Andyn, but I don't blame Nolan or the King's other lords for trying to get as much use out of us as they can. We're kind of rare, you know: pegasus riders and free-lance blank-shields. But it won’t last forever. As soon as we've paid off the debt we owe for the pegasi, we'll be on our own again."
She sighed. "You're right. I know you're right, but it's not only that. That prophecy haunts us wherever we go, this Dark Rider is lurking out there somewhere, and the Ja'al would just love to make us into wall trophies."
Dar gave her a gentle shove in the shoulder. "You wouldn't be our Andyn if you didn't get worked up over this."
Eric grinned. "Naw. Actually, she's just upset because we saw her naked."
Dar looked shocked and Andyn giggled, realizing again that she wore not a stitch. Fine Christian lads. Remarkably calm about this, but then again, they’ve known me for a while. 
She whipped her towel at their heads. "All right, now get out of here so I can get dressed. The city guards are going to be all over this place and I have no intention of meeting them without clothes."
"You're right.” Eric winked as he and Dar headed out. "The last thing we want is trouble with the locals."
Trouble? thought Andyn, looking at the mess of her room. How could I possibly get into more trouble?

      [image: image-placeholder]"I need information," said the young sandy-haired man.
The bearded young Gnome smirked at him from across the table. "Doesn't everyone?" His black eyes glimmered in the dim light.
Buckminster Bydecy, free-lance warrior and pegasus rider, shrugged. "I guess. Can you get information from Tyler, in Astarel?"
"Information about what?"
Buck leaned forward, his voice dropping to a whisper. "I need to know about someone named Derek Feller, a jeweler's apprentice. And also about a warrant for someone named Buck Bydecy."
The Gnome shifted the hood of his cloak forward, over his brown hair. "That wouldn't happen to be you, would it? Never mind. Don't answer that. It'll be fifty in advance, with a hundred extra when I finish the job."
Buck slid a purse of coins to the Gnome. "Just be sure you wait for me to return here and don't tell anyone else what you find."
The purse slithered out of sight into the Gnome's dark clothing. "You can count on it," Buck's new hireling stood to go.
"Wait," said Buck. "I need to be able to find you. What's your name?"
The Gnome hesitated for a moment. "Hlerv," he said, then slipped into the crowd of people swirling around the worn wooden tables and chairs.
Hlerv? thought Buck. Sounds like a disease.
The room smelled of ale, roast meat, sweat and an occasional whiff of perfume. He leaned back in his chair, lifting a tankard of ale to his lips. His eyes roamed over the young serving girls with appreciation. The blonde one with the white blouse is nice: a good shape, pretty smile, and very quick reflexes. 
He enjoyed the opportunity to relax by himself for once. It’s easy to blend in here. Not that the others are insufferable, but if I’m going to go to the more adventurous parts of Darlon, I can’t have Andyn, Dar and Eric around. No offense to them or their religions, but their ideals are stifling.
Four men and women wearing tunics of forest green and white over scale mail heralded the entry of the Darlon city guard. The roiling, dense river of customers curled around them as if they were rocks in a stream.
Buck stared down at his mug, watching the guards through hooded eyes. After they passed, he stood, buckled on his sword belt, and lifted a backpack hanging on his chair.
A young red-headed barmaid swung by and he stopped her, pressing a couple of silver coins into her hand. Stepping through the tavern's double doors, he blinked in the afternoon sun, then moved to the side. Traffic flowed past him: wagons, carts, many pedestrians and the occasional horseman, usually an armored warrior or a military officer. Then, convinced no one paid him any heed, he slipped off to a side street.
Only a grubby drunk eyed him for a second as he passed down the alleyway. Buck stopped at the next corner. Looking up, he put his fingers to his mouth and gave three short, sharp whistles.
A grey-and-white pigeon fluttered down to land on his shoulder. He patted the bird on the head, feeding it a bit of crusty bread.
"Come on, Puup," Buck said, scanning the area. "Let's see what everyone else is up to."
With that, he joined the traffic on the next major street. He wound through wide boulevards, junk-crammed alleyways, and meticulous avenues decorated with trees and flower-boxes. 
He followed a torturous path, changing direction often and counting his steps. Finally, he emerged on a nearly empty street in a respectable part of town. There, he stopped in front of a leatherworker's shop and pretended to look at the new saddlebags in the window.
Instead, he watched the reflection of the Saber's Edge Inn behind him. Three city guards lounged next to a horse and cart in front of the porch of the establishment. A few moments later, a sergeant stepped out of the lobby, waving to someone inside and nodding. The guards clambered aboard the cart and headed off down the street away from the inn.
Buck waited until the cart turned a corner, then strolled across the street to the porch.
A notice on the bulletin board caught his eye and it took a lot of effort not to jump in alarm. His heart racing, he read the other notices, then reached into his backpack and withdrew a blank sheet of paper. Pretending to post it next to one of the notices, he fumbled with the other notice, dropping both onto the boards of the porch. He replaced the printed paper with his blank sheet and stuffed the notice into his pack.
Can't be having that around for casual bounty hunters to find.
Dar Cabot looked up as he entered the lobby. "Buck!" He said with relief. "Thank God. Come on, the others are waiting."
Buck followed him into the empty tavern, where Andyn and Eric waited at one of the tables. Andyn looked lovely as usual in dark green livery and chainmail, her golden hair bright against dark cloth.
"What's going on?" Buck asked as he slid into a seat.
Andyn smiled at him. She looks a bit sad, he thought.
"We have to leave," she said.
What? Buck raised his eyebrows. "But we just got here."
Dar plopped into a seat next to Buck. "Andyn was attacked by two assassins in her bath. She killed both of them but got poisoned. It's a good thing Eric carries that healing ointment around with him or we'd be minus a group member."
"Assassins?" Buck asked. He felt a chill, remembering Hlerv, then dismissed the feeling. That would be too much of a coincidence. Besides, the Saber's Edge and the Golden Lady are on opposite sides of the city.
A voice at his elbow startled him. "Bloodswords, or at least that's what I've been able to find out."
A dark-haired male Halfling vaulted into the seat next to Buck. Unlike Hlerv the Gnome, he sported no beard or mustache. Black leather armor protected his vitals and a cloak, colored black on the outside and patchy with camouflage colors on the reverse side, covered his shoulders. A broadsword hung from his left hip.
"Bloodswords, Connor?" asked Andyn.
Connor nodded. "An established assassins guild, favorites of our friends the evil religions.” He reached for Andyn’s ale tankard. “Bloodswords don't come cheap."
Andyn slapped his hand away. "Do we know who hired them?"
Connor turned a brilliant grin to her. "That would have been pricey and dangerous. I’ve had enough of dangerous for a while. Just be glad I found out what I did."
Dar leaned back in his chair. "The bottom line is that we have to find another inn, and quickly. We need some rest before we go see this Count Telmin tomorrow. The owner of this place doesn't want us here. Pitched battles are not great for business."
Buck spoke up. "I know of a great inn down in the south of town, the Golden Lady."
Andyn shot him a withering look.
Buck sighed. He already knew her opinion of the south end of town.
"Let's get going then," said Dar, rising from his seat. "I'll see if maybe the barkeep has any recommendations while the rest of you get your gear together."
Buck and Connor stayed at the table, the Halfling sipping Andyn's ale. Buck absently fed Puup a bit of bread. The bird gulped it down and began cleaning his feathers.
"You know," Connor noted, paying a lot of attention to the designs on the tankard, "I've seen your name in print lately."
Buck felt a chill. "Have you?"
Connor fixed him with sharp black eyes. "Look, Buck, I don't know what kind of trouble you had in the past, but you'd better come clean, and soon. It'll be worse for you the longer you hide it."
Buck gauged him, then looked down at the table. "Can I trust you not to tell anyone?”
Connor grinned. “Always.”
Buck had his doubts, but he shrugged. “Derek Feller was a friend of mine and a jeweler's apprentice. One night, he showed up at my father's house, telling me he had just gotten a great break. I asked to see it and he showed me a bag of gems. I knew he had stolen them from his boss. Unfortunately, the city guard were right on his heels. I told Derek to get lost and he did, but not before planting the gems in the house. They caught him later, but he fingered me and claimed I was the guy they were looking for. I didn't have time to break his nose, seeing as how I was already heading south on a fast horse. I found out later that Derek slugged his master from behind and lifted the gems. When the guards started searching, he decided to stash them at my place, but blamed me when he got caught."
Connor said nothing.
"I was framed, honest,” Buck continued. “The gems weren't worth that much anyway. Derek was just being stupid."
"I believe you,” Connor said, “You haven't given me any reason to doubt you, but the others follow Verian and Christianity. I don't have to remind you those faiths have pointed ideas about stealing and lying. The sooner you tell them, the better it will be."
Buck looked out the tavern window that looked out onto the street. An old man shuffled past, gnarled fingers gripping his cane. "But will they believe me? And why should they risk everything just to help me, especially after I've kept this from them all this time?"
Connor gave him a wry grin and hopped off his chair. "If you don't know the answers to that, it was somebody else named Buck Bydecy who fought alongside them, saved their lives and helped beat Halkith and the Ja’al. You’re one of the reasons we even have pegasi to ride. Don't sell yourself short." He clapped Buck on the shoulder and left. 
Buck Bydecy sat there long after he departed. “You know, Puup,” he said to the pigeon, “I should have turned west instead of east back at Wit’s End those months ago.”






  
  Chapter two
To Face Cold Fire


Dar Cabot tapped his foot against the ornate, carved baseboard and paced back to the others for about the hundredth time. He cast his eyes around the anteroom, lined with cherry wood paneling. Paintings of country scenes hung on the walls and an inlaid ceramic vase sat on a side table. 
The paneling alone is probably worth the price of my parents’ old house in Forester.
Andyn and Eric reclined on an immaculate white divan in front of one of the two windows in the room. She had opted for her finest dark green tunic over chain armor but disdained long breeches in the warmth of late spring, instead leaving her legs bare from mid-thigh to shin. Twin steely maces hung from her weapon-belt and her holy symbol, a silver tree, rested between her breasts, winking in the sunlight. She and Eric occasionally cast glances down onto the castle courtyard and made quiet comments to each other. Buck stood next to them, the ever-present Puup on his shoulder. 
Dar shook his head. Of course, we had to bring the bird. He’s just the size to fit in Buck’s shoulder sack, luckily enough. The guards wouldn’t have appreciated it — and even less, the housekeeper. 
Buck leaned his rangy six-foot-two frame up against the window-frame. A sandy-haired fellow, observers often mistook his lazy grey eyes as a sign of boredom. He, too, wore his finest: dark grey hauberk over chainmail, his boots shined, and the Dwarven sword Khelios polished to radiance at his hip.
Eric nodded at something Andyn said, smiled, and stretched. 
Dar noted Eric’s blue hauberk with a white cross. In honor of his absent lady, Brandawyn. 
He wandered back to the vase on the table, examined it, and wandered back to the window. Brandi and Megan. When will I see Megan again? 
Connor perched on a nearby windowsill and gave him a wry look. "Pacing won't make this move along any faster," he remarked, turning back to a map in his hands.
Dar sighed. "I know. He's a count. He's got important people in there. We're next in line. Etcetera, etcetera. I just hate waiting."
Connor grinned. "Boy, are you going to have an aggravated life. Wait until you have children."
Dar’s eyebrows rose, his interest piqued. "And how would you know about that?"
A click echoed in the room. A pair of tall double doors chased in silver opened on the other side of the narrow room.
A purple-liveried servant held the doors open. "His Excellency will see you now."
The companions smoothed their clothing and followed the servant into an office. Bookshelves lined the walls. A massive, polished table and matching chair dominated the center, on top of a huge rug woven with capering centaurs.
A slim young human with a thin mustache eyed them as they entered, a parchment in his hands. His splendid forest green doublet and black trousers caught Dar's eye, as did a heavy gold chain of office and four rings on his fingers. His ornate jeweled dagger could probably cut bread but little else. The man looked at the companions and sniffed.
Dar disliked him instantly.
The servant indicated Dar and his friends. "Your Excellency, these are Dar Cabot, Eric Indidarc, Buckminster Bydecy, Connor Lomin and Andyn Eleandir, the Grey Riders, in the service of Lord Nolan of Forester. Riders, this is His Excellency, Count James Telmin, Lord of Riverbend, Vassal of the Duke of Darlon."
Telmin waved a hand and the servant departed, closing the door.
"Well, well," he said in a droll, affected voice. "Grey Riders is it? I wonder, were you named in ‘ancient legend’ or is it some backwoods folk tale? Or maybe a minstrel’s tale?"
Andyn's eyes flashed for a second, but she bowed. "None of the above, Excellency. A dragon wizard, Iron Thunder, named us."
Telmin's eyes widened and he coughed. "Yes, quite. Well, I see from Baron Hanford's letter that you are his air squadron, trained pegasus riders. Good. I have need of your services."
He stepped around the desk. "There has been some unrest in the mountains on the northern Astarel-Deran border," he continued, walking over to a map of Deran on one wall of the office. He swept a languid hand at a region north and west of Darlon. "Brigands, Kaftu, Trolls and similar rabble. There is a bandit prince in the region who seems to have designs on carving out a territory for himself. The Duke has sent two air squadrons along with a couple of his regiments to root them out."
Dar looked at the map with interest, noting where Darlon sat between the confluence of the Deor and Lonmar rivers. That area is at least a day's flight away. If the squadrons have to keep pace with ground units, it’s more like a week.
[image: image-placeholder]
Telmin stepped away from the map. "Simply put, with regard to air cavalry, we are undermanned. There seems to be a virus or other pestilence in some of our feed grain. Most of the pegasi and griffons are under veterinary attention. You are the closest squadron in the vicinity, which is why His Grace the Duke decided to send a message to Lord Hanford by Tele-Post."
He watched them for a reaction. "However, your mission has nothing to do with the bandits. There is a region immediately north of Darlon, along a minor trade route to Kareth, in Astarel. A patrol and a small caravan have disappeared in the area. Whatever is attacking them is leaving nothing behind but pools of water, dried blood and a few bits of armor."
Dar blinked at the strange combination of evidence, especially the pools of water. He looked at Andyn.
Telmin cleared his throat, toying with the medallion against his chest. He looked down at them. "You are to find out the source of this trouble and eliminate it. Do you think you can handle it?"
Andyn nodded. "Of course, Excellency."
Telmin raised an eyebrow, smirking. "My, confident, aren't we? No matter. The reward is two thousand gold crowns for the lot of you to divide up as you see fit, along with anything you might manage to procure on the way."
Eric looked at the others, who nodded. "That is acceptable."
"I dare say," the Count replied. Now he looked as if he had tasted something bitter. "Were you one of my elite units, you would be doing this for your nation, not gold."
Yes, thought Dar, so elite that they didn't have their feed grain inspected by clerics before giving it to their mounts.
Andyn smiled. "We are doing it for our nations, milord. Since we are free-lances, we just get paid less regularly."
The noble sniffed again. "Quite. Well, that is all." He waved a hand to dismiss them.
What an idiot. Dar considered telling him where to put his attitude, but kept his mouth shut. A servant escorted the companions out to another room, down some stairs, through a grand hall and out into the sun-splashed courtyard.
"Sword of Saint Michael!" Dar exploded as they stopped next to the castle well. He cast a baleful eye up at the tower. "Are we sure he doesn’t work for the Ja'al?"
Eric smiled. "You may have something there."
Dar shook his head. "Those kinds of people really bother me. I guess growing up with Lord Nolan and his father kind of protected me from smug blockheads like that."
Andyn blinked in the afternoon sun. "Well, most nobles I've met have been somewhere between the two, more towards Nolan's side. They try to treat most people with some kind of respect, even if they feel otherwise. After all, they can't do everything themselves and people are more educated nowadays than they were back in the time of the Paragon Kings."
"Let's get going," Connor said, heading for the main gate. "Whatever it is that's attacking people doesn't care how arrogant Telmin is."
The others followed him.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kalar Cintos, courier of the Ja'al, wound through the dark, web-filled corridor, cursing both his luck and his superiors. Why can’t Margoth find a better place to hide out? And she insisted I come alone. Why? 
He imagined all manner of reasons why the undead sorceress would want him to come by himself. He conjured more vicious epithets as he ducked under a fallen beam.
Being the liaison between the Ja’al command and Margoth probably won’t count for much if it’s bad news, he thought sourly. The old bitch probably wants to fry me anyway.
The hallway yawned above him: tall, wide, and decrepit. At the far end, massive arched stained-glass windows had once stood above a throne dais. Now, empty window frames gaped, replaced by creepers and vines where designs and figures once caught the sunlight. Boulders from the ceiling stones lay among the shattered, dusty floor tiles, and more plants coiled up around massive marble pillars.
Kalar surveyed the scene, faintly impressed. Well now. This must have been quite the showplace in its day. It isn't Thul Mardil - that old palace has long since crumbled to dust and it’s much farther south. 
He picked his way down the hall, avoiding the more noisome-looking growth. The hall remained deathly quiet. Dim moonlight mingled with the flame of his flickering torch and the place spelled of musty, rotting things.
His skin crawled in that unnerving quiet. Despite the wild and verdant forest outside the confines of these ruins, he heard no animals or insects. The silence felt heavy, as if the stones resented any sound.
A hiss sounded from his left and he jumped into a defensive stance. He whipped out a short sword. The weapon flared with red light. He stared.
A skeleton in ornate plated armor stood before him, bearing a massive two-handed sword. Tiny balls of flame burned where its eyes should have been and a filthy crown sat on top of a yellowed cranium.
The thing bowed. "Captain Cintos, from the Ja'al High Command, I presume," it rasped.
Kalar swallowed. "Y-yes. I have a report for Her Highness."
The skeletal creature straightened. "Wait here." It stepped away from him with fluid grace and headed off to a side door.
Kalar felt the sweat run down his back. I can summon skeletons to do my bidding, but that creature moves much faster and more gracefully than the mindless automatons I can command. What the hell is it?
Before he could give it a second thought, the side door opened. Four hulking Ogres entered, glowing orange eyes locked on him and halberds at the ready. At least eight feet tall and horned, their tusks protruded from black lips. A skeletal figure in rich purple and gold floated in after the guards, a glowing crown lighting her features.
Kalar fought against an overwhelming feeling of panic. Even though he knew it was a spell effect, he still had trouble preventing his hands from shaking. Instead, he bowed low. "To Zhinia Margoth, Princess of Thul Mardil, Priestess of Garon-Zith, I bring respectful greeting from the Ja'al High Council."
He brought his eyes up and shuddered.
Margoth's eye sockets, unlike those of her knight, burned from within with tiny points of purple light. Her skull still retained some few strands of hair, as if to make a last, desperate attempt to deny her un-living state. She wore a high-necked gown in richest purple with thread-of-gold symbols and piping along its hem and seams. The diamonds and rubies in her twelve-pointed tiara glittered with some kind of weird inner fire.
"I accept your greeting," she said in a musical, feminine voice, raising a skeletal hand. "I extend the hospitality of this glorious estate bequeathed to me by your liege lords of the Ja'al."
"I am honored," he replied. He couldn't miss the ironic tone of voice as she noted that her current hideout came courtesy of Kalar's masters.
Margoth extended her hand to the side and spoke a word. A glittering vertical strip of light appeared and in the blink of an eye she held a staff of intertwining black wood with a large clear crystal at the top.
"So, how do the Ja'al's recruiting efforts go?"
"We can provide two thousand mercenaries," he answered. "We have signed on a few new free-lances from the academies and universities. There are also three more Goblin tribes who have sworn fealty to Your Majesty, bringing their total to sixteen hundred."
She nodded, taking a seat in the throne. "Does Philip of Deran suspect anything?"
"We do not think so. The escapade with the pegasi of Whitehorse Peak seems to have distracted him. They think they have thwarted our latest plans. Our sources indicate the Deranese leadership feels the pegasi were the ultimate goal and, since Halkith is dead, that particular battle has been won."
Margoth chuckled but said nothing.
"As for our other efforts," Kalar continued, "Many minstrels and troubadours are favorably disposed to our agents. Some artists, as well, appear to be ripe for subjugation with the correct inducements. Certain elements in the artistic professions apparently have felt suppressed under Philip, who has insisted on certain, shall we say, standards. None of them know the true source of our suggestions. Some songwriters have begun to insert lyrics into their latest works intimating that Philip is an oppressive tyrant."
"As for the brothel owners and drug smugglers, they have been very cooperative. They are a prime source of income for our effort. Two assassins’ guilds, the Crossed Swords and the Shrikes, have tentatively agreed to support us when the time is right."
Margoth stood, nodding. "Excellent. Your cult may yet redeem itself after the bungled pegasus project. Now, tell me the bad news."
Kalar shuddered. How does she sense what I’m going to say? 
He kept his eyes averted. "Even though our allies in the communities of Deran are well on their way to lulling the populace into complacency, our enemies have not been idle. The Order of Saint Thomas, from the Christian church, and the Followers of Mindra, of Verian, have sponsored various artists who oppose our efforts. We have tried various subtle means to discredit them, but they are attaining a strong following."
She rapped the heel of her staff against the shattered tiles and spun away from him. "Cursed lap-dogs of Mindra! How are this ‘Order’ and the Followers being dealt with?"
He tried to respond with deference. "There are various avenues. Some of our sympathizers in the government are endeavoring to bribe the local town-criers and printers to refuse to advertise them, a route which has had some success. Many of the people in those professions already sympathize with our cause. We have also organized free-gift offerings to the more famous of the artists communities to entice them to support our agenda."
Her eyes flared. "Why do we not just slay their leadership?"
Kalar nodded. "Ah yes. We could do so if Your Majesty were already in power. However, in the current climate, we cannot move openly. Philip would suspect something and, whatever you may think of him, his lady queen is no fool. No, Majesty, persecuting our enemies subtly from popular and admired segments of society is the best course of action at this time. Rest assured, any amount of confusion and internal bickering can only help us. When you finally strike, they will feel your power."
She nodded and turned back, a nimbus of fairy-flame coursing over her tiara. "Quite so. I will make additional funds available for your use if the need arises. But there is more, I can tell."
"Darlon's duke has responded to our forays in the northwest of Deran, as we expected, but our assassins were unsuccessful in slaying Andyn Eleandir. We have word that the Grey Riders were seen at the court of one of the Darlon counts, which could bode ill for us if we are to conduct any searches in the mountains north of there."
She hissed. There were a few moments of silence, then she shook her head. "Veriani bitch. First she and her band of simpering mercy-workers take my pegasi for themselves and now they blunder right where we don't want them."
Kalar shrugged. "There is always the alliance with the Fallen Elves, Your Majesty. The Grey Riders are heading into their territory. Your agent there, Liander Tolin, could set up something for us."
She considered this, stroking the crystal on the staff. "Yes. The Dark Elves need something to do while Darlon's army is off chasing our bandit friends."
Kalar shrugged. "I would recommend that Your Majesty not delay. The opportunity is ripe, with the Riders in the north of the country. The prophecy of Irial states, 'North they go, to face cold fire...'"
A vise-like band constricted around his throat and he wheezed. He stumbled backwards, then an unseen force lifted him up and slammed him into the nearest pillar. When the spots cleared from his vision, Margoth stood not five feet from him, eyes lit fiery purple.
"Do not mention that blasphemous drivel in my presence!" she shrieked.
He fought for air, then the force on his throat vanished. He collapsed to kneel on the floor, gasping.
"I am well aware of the prophecy and all it contains, idiot!" Margoth swept away from him and spat on the ground. Her spittle smoked and sizzled where it contacted anything living, eating away at the vines and creepers.
Kalar held his tongue. He too, knew many of the verses, only because the High Command made it part of his training. The Song of the Grey Riders foretold of a Dark Rider of great power — he was sure it was Margoth —  but they also prophesied her eventual destruction at the hands of seven grey riders.
And that's what she fears more than anything. She knows they could take her down if they ever figured out whatever the hell that damned Song means.
She spun back to him. "Is that all?"
Kalar stood and nodded. "Yes, Majesty."
She raised herself to her full, skeletal height. "Very well, then. Report back to your masters that I have received their information and concur with the approach. I will have Liander contact Queen Ildrisana of the Dark Elves and strike an alliance: magic, gems and gold in exchange for the capture of the Grey Riders."
She turned away. "You are dismissed."
Kalar bowed and slipped away down the hallway, towards the passage and freedom. As he left, he shot a look back at the ruined and now-empty throne room.
I have to get into a new line of work, he thought, feeling his throat. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Dear Verian, I hope not, thought Andyn, looking down at the village from her vantage point high in the air.
She pulled Medianox into a hover and waved a hand at her companions. Her pegasus slowed some five hundred feet above the ground with even strokes of black wings.
The other Riders gathered around her.
"Look!" she pointed. "The village!"
Dar nodded and wheeled Virasi, heading down. The others followed.
About four feet above the ground, Medianox beat her wings hard and stopped for a split second, then dropped into a canter, folding her wings next to her ribcage, over Andyn's legs.
Andyn reined in and petted the pegasus on the neck, her mouth set in a grim line.
A shattered blacksmith shop greeted her eyes first, then a collection of leaning timbers and burnt wood that might have been another shop. Dark figures lay on the ground nearby in either pools of water or mud. Jumbles of cloth, paper, weapons, bodies, and wood littered the main street.
The other Riders landed ahead of her in the village, looking for survivors. Andyn dismounted and picked her way forward, checking the bodies. She slipped into a spell trance and tried to gauge the time of death. Dead more than twelve hours. Why hasn't the water evaporated by now?
She looked up at the bright sky. The sunshine made this little roadside place warm, at least a hundred yards from the nearest shade.
"No luck, Andyn," said Dar, walking his pegasus towards her. Sunlight glinted on his helmet. “There are sixteen people, all dead, and parts of about six others."
She sighed. "Well, at least we know we're on the right track."
Buck, Connor and Eric joined them.  
Eric took off his helmet and ran a hand through his hair. "The street is so churned, I can't pick out any prints."
Dar nodded. "The ground is really wet."
"Rain?" asked Buck.
Andyn shook her head. "Haven't had rain clouds over this part of the range in a month. Why would there still be water? Unless it was ice —"
A memory clicked in her brain. Her eyes widened. "By the Tree..."
Connor looked around quickly. "What, what?"
She took Eric and Dar by the arms. "Look for tracks, really big tracks. Back, away from the ruins, closer to the trees.” They strode off.
Buck petted Puup, who flapped his wings in agitation. "What's going on?"
Andyn waved him to silence and he looked at Connor with a shrug. She moved off to check other bodies.
Dar shouted to them and Andyn raced to his side, joined by Buck and Connor. Eric and Dar waited for them away from the main street, behind ruined shops and homes. 
Dar shook his head. "You called it, Andyn."
Eric knelt down to touch a deep, three-clawed footprint in the earth, fully two feet long.
"What is it?" asked Connor, patting the nose of Phantom, his pegasus.
Dar and Eric exchanged a look. 
"A dragon,” Dar said, toeing the track with his boot. “Too small for a True Dragon or a Drake, but by the size of it, probably a Balar at the least."
Andy’s heart clenched. "Ice Balar."
"How do you know that?" asked Buck.
"These people have been dead for a long time, and with no rain, the only way we'd have water here is if there were a great amount of ice."
“But why an Ice Balar here?” asked Eric. “They don’t even like warm climates. It should be far away in the north this time of year.”
No one spoke for a long moment. Eric stood, eyeing the silent forest behind the town, then the towering peaks a few miles away. They heard only soft scurrying sounds
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