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Allonians

King Tyrone – age 33

Queen Tristine – age 26

Prince Nigel – age 29

Prince Titus – age 7

Princess Necie, wife of Lord Angus – age 23

Lord Ayers, Zebulon’s son-in-law – age 45

Loran, son of Sir Gareth – age 35

General Wess – age 45

Council of Twelve

Vicar Uriah – age 57


Region of Sanctuary


Angus, Duke of Allon – age 24


Southern Forest


Baron Erasmus  – age 55


Delta


Baron Mathias  – age late 60s


West Coast


Baron Hollis – age 55


East Coast


Lord Zebulon  – age 77


Lowlands


Sir Gareth  – age 67


South Plains


Lord Malcolm – age 52


North Plains


Baron Ned – age 48


Northern Forest


Lord Fagan – age 46


Highlands


Lord Allard – age 63


Meadowlands


Lord Bosley – age 43


Midessex


Tunlundians

Ambassador Lanzo – age 47

Stamos, gypsy tribal chief – age 50

Nadia, Stamos’ wife – age 40

Tamar, Stamos’ daughter – age 20

Jaeger, Stamos’ son – age 23

Lukas, Stamos’ lieutenant – age mid-40s

Mirit – age 26

Ullock, Duke of Misow – age 50

King Dante – age 55






Immortals

Guardians

Captain Kell – Commander of the Guardians of Jor’el 

1st Lieutenant Armus – Guardian Advisor to the King and Queen

2nd Lieutenant Avatar 

Mahon 

Jedrek – Overseer of Prince Titus

Vidar

Gulliver

Eldric – Guardian Prime Physician

Trio Leaders

Gresham


Midessex


Priscilla


East Coast


Chase


West Coast


Egan


Northern Forest


Wren


Southern Forest


Alrick


Delta


Zadok


Region of Sanctuary


Zinna


Meadowlands


Barnum


Highlands


Derwin


Lowlands


Mona


North Plains


Auriel


South Plains


Tunlund

Helmer
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Known for healing spas, the Delta region of Allon boasted of wonderful fishing, a tepid climate and vast wetlands teaming with a marvelous variety of fish and wild fowl. The landscape changed hues of green throughout the year but rarely did snow or harsh winter weather invade the province. 

The splendor of Baron Erasmus’ Deltoria Castle contained spacious open rooms, lush gardens, courtyards, sparkling pools and fountains flowing with the province’s famed healing waters. In late spring the flowers were in full bloom, making a brilliant display of colors surrounding the castle. A hive of activity took place, as Erasmus spared no expense celebrating the marriage of his youngest son, Eric, to Karly, the daughter of General Wess, the supreme command of Allon’s army. The baron’s servants wore lightweight damask and linen uniforms of gold and green, and went about their business alongside royal couriers and servants dressed in heavier royal blue and silver costumes.

The royal family arrived a week earlier to enjoy personal relaxation, something overdue since King Ellis’ death five months earlier. A much beloved king, Ellis won back Allon from the evil Guardian Dagar thirty-four years earlier. His dedication to Jor’el and prowess in battle became renowned at home and abroad. His reputation, joined with the divinely forged Golden Armor and Sword of Allon, kept enemies at bay. 

Despite the king’s death, the wedding was already planned. The new king, Tyrone, insisted the ceremony proceed, citing the celebration as an opportunity to alleviate the country’s grief. Eight years ago Tyrone was a simple country blacksmith, practicing his trade in a remote corner of Allon; until Ellis’ headstrong daughter Tristine came unexpectedly into his life. From the moment they met, his life would never be the same. He helped Ellis put down a coup and married Tristine. Since then, he grew under Ellis’ tutelage, learning the various aspects of kingly duty, trained as a Knight of the Temple and studied Allon’s history and military strategy. His first task was guiding Allon through a period of mourning.

Tyrone stood in the threshold of the terrace door to Erasmus’ study, a refreshing breeze ruffling his black hair. He wore a light blue doublet with a white linen shirt to accommodate the more tepid and relaxed climate of the Delta. An intelligent thirty-three-year old being of half-mortal, half-Guardian descent, his mortal side kept him from reaching the average Guardian height of seven feet. Still, he was six feet, eight inches tall; broad and strong in chest and arms from years of blacksmithing. His eyes were bold evidence of his heavenly half; a striking light gray, a color not seen among mortals. An intense look from him made one aware he possessed a perception beyond mortal comprehension. At present, he tried to hide his amusement in watching Erasmus fuss about the preparations, frustrating an already exasperated steward, who departed to fulfill his master’s orders.

Spry and fashionable even at fifty-five years of age, some yellow strands remained interspersed among Erasmus’ dominant white curly close-cropped hair and mustache. The ruddy complexion darkened to the color of an aging rose but the bright blue eyes never dulled in their merriment. At present his eyes shown in vexation. “I don’t know if this is a good idea.”

“Relax, Erasmus,” said Baron Mathias, an older man in his late sixties, but a dashing figure with a full head of graying brown hair and a neatly trimmed salt and pepper goatee. “You’d think he was the groom by his nervous jitters,” he commented to Wess. 

Wess tried not to laugh too hard and took a drink. At age forty-five, the celebrated general, and father of the bride, was in peak physical condition. His dark eyes observed everything.

“My son’s wedding is a much bigger event than I anticipated. I don’t wish to disappoint anyone.”

Tyrone clapped a friendly hand on Erasmus’ shoulder. “You could never do that. This vacation is a soothing balm. The spas are relaxing and rejuvenating. The color is returning to Tristine’s cheeks, and she is smiling more.”

“She looked better at breakfast.” 

“She took Ellis’ death hard,” said Wess.

“Ay,” said Tyrone with a private smile. “I remember Ellis in fondness, but no sorrow. My hope is Tristine will be able to do so after this visit. She did well when Titus gave us a guided tour of Deltoria. He remembered everything Ellis told him from last summer’s visit.”

Erasmus grinned and shook his head in a wry manner. “Only seven, yet an amazing memory. Ellis was wise to bring him along that summer. A greater gift he couldn’t have given his grandson.”

“Ay. Every member of the Council still speaks of it. How, even though his time was short, Ellis paid us all a last visit,” said Mathias. 

“I’m sorry Erin didn’t live to see it. She would have been impressed by Titus.” Erasmus sighed in great melancholy. It still troubled him to talk of his late wife.

“Speaking of Titus,” said Tyrone, quick to change the subject.  He pointed through the open terrace door to a tall, brown-haired boy racing across the garden toward the study, waving. A very tall, blond-haired being chased the boy.

“Father!” Titus reached the door and promptly turned bright, light blue eyes up to his pursuer, who towered over him at seven-and-a-half feet tall. “I told you I’d beat you.”

“Ay, my prince.”

Tyrone looked askew to Titus’ pursuer, a youthful fair-haired Guardian warrior with bright amber eyes. He did not wear the King’s uniform rather the suit of a Guardian warrior, beige trimmed in gold, tan breeches, leather boots with an large leather belt holding a handsome sword and dagger. “Jedrek, haven’t I told you about letting him win too often? If he doesn’t learn his limitations against a Guardian while he’s young, it will be difficult when his real training begins.”

“Sorry, Sire,” said Jedrek, casting an indulgent glance to Titus.

Mathias chuckled. “I’m still amazed to see a thousand-year-old Guardian playing with a seven-year-old boy.”

“Jedrek knows his duty,” said Wess.

“Indeed, General,” began Jedrek with a cocked grin. “Making my duty clear to a seven-year-old mortal is the difficulty. He can hide in places I’m hard-pressed to stick my arm through.”

They laughed. 

In eagerness, Titus tugged on Tyrone’s arm. “Father, can Jedrek take me fishing at first light? I know a great place not far from here that Grandfather showed me last summer.”

“Just Jedrek?”

Titus shied. “It was Grandfather’s secret place. I promised I wouldn’t tell. Although he said Uncle Nigel knows.”  He grew thoughtful.

Tyrone smiled. “Far be it from me to make you betray your grandfather.”

“Why isn’t Uncle Nigel here yet?”

“I told you, he has business at the Temple. He’ll be here for the wedding in a couple of days.”

Titus accepted the answer with a nod. “Can I go fishing, Father?”

Tyrone tossed a casual side-glance to Erasmus, who carefully nodded. “Very well, but return by supper time.”

“We will. Thank you.” Titus ran off and Jedrek followed.

“I showed Ellis that spot years ago. It’s a quarter-mile up river,” said Erasmus with a large smile.

The steward entered. “Sire, Ambassador Lanzo is here.”

“Lanzo?” questioned Tyrone, receiving shrugs of ignorance from Erasmus and Mathias. Wess became guarded, assuming his general’s façade. Tyrone turned to the steward. “Send him in.”

An elegant man of forty-seven entered. His hair was dark, and a shrewd expression to his pale blue eyes telling of his expertise in diplomacy. His clothes were wrinkled and dusty from the haste of travel. “Sire.”

“Lanzo. What brings you to Allon?”

Lanzo spoke in deep unction. “Word was slow to reach me concerning King Ellis. Alas, I had difficulty leaving as Dante grows more mad each day.”

Tyrone’s agreeable expression grew wary. “More trouble in Tunlund?”

“The worst in years,” began Lanzo, barely able to contain his concern. “Despite my lord king’s ill will toward Allon, I had to come. This is a personal journey, Sire. Although I apologize for my untimely interruption of this festive event.”

Tyrone took note of Lanzo’s unusual agitation. However, this was not the place to conduct state business. To do so would be an imposition to his host and possibly place a damper on his family’s need for a holiday. All the same, he could not completely ignore Lanzo. “You are most welcome, personal or official. At the first opportunity, you will have my undivided attention. Where are you staying?”

“I rode here straightway and have not secured lodging.”

“I can find a bed, but I can’t spare a guest room,” said Erasmus.

“A bed is all I need, Baron.”

Erasmus instructed his steward to find suitable lodging; after which the steward escorted Lanzo from the room.

“What say you of this visit, gentlemen?” asked Tyrone.

“I don’t recall seeing Lanzo so shaken,” said Wess.

“Ay,” agreed Mathias. 

Erasmus scowled so Tyrone said, “Have no fear, I will not ruin this holiday for any of us. As Dante taxed Ellis’ patience, it is now my turn. I will deal with Lanzo in due time.”

Tristine entered. “I just saw Lanzo. What is he doing here?”

“Nothing to worry about,” said Tyrone.

Where Tyrone was dark, Tristine was fair, with long golden hair and crisp hazel eyes. Her charming smile held an impish edge, and her height of six feet reminded many people of her father. Her youthful features matured into an attractive woman of twenty-six. Since becoming queen, the breeches and doublet of younger days gave way to the required gowns of a monarch. The exceptions were on hunts or days she played with their three sons, Titus, five-year-old Fraser, and three-year-old Eli. Today was an exception. At present the loose gold locks were partially pulled back and a bit disheveled.

Tyrone plucked grass from her hair. “Tumbling or practicing wrestling?”

She laughed. “Wrestling. Only Titus raced off with Jedrek. I came looking for him when I saw Lanzo.”

“I hope you didn’t let him win too often.”

“One out of three, so he wouldn’t be discouraged. Fraser jumped on my back tying to help, so I yielded to superior numbers. Now what about Lanzo? He must have come for a reason.”

He replied in a casual tone. “To pay respects.”

“Oh,” she murmured with a look of disconcertion.

He caressed her cheek. “Don’t get upset. We’re here to relax. Your face is glowing and you’re smiling again.”

She nodded, maintaining her composure. “Should I see him?”

“No. He said he will wait until after the wedding.”

“Very well. We shall see him together then.”

“That’s my girl.” He kissed her.

“I suppose I should find Titus,” she mewed under his kiss.

“Jedrek is with him. Scheming up an early morning fishing trip, to which I agreed.”

“Where?”

“A quarter-mile upriver. Close enough for safety, but far enough for an adventurous boy.” Tyrone played with the hay in Tristine’s hair.

The others quietly left the royal couple.
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THAT EVENING, THE ROYAL family and all members of the Council of Twelve attended a grand feast. Lanzo declined the invitation claiming fatigue.

Lavish decorations graced the grand hall. Tantalizing aromas of many delectable dishes and beautiful floral arrangements filled the air. The open terrace doors allowed a refreshing breeze to cool the crowded room. Two massive chandeliers, each containing sixty oil vials, illuminated the hall, along with strategically placed lamp stands. The pomp and circumstance was evident in the music and bright costumes of the participants. Dressed in mauve and gold, Tyrone cut a most regal figure with his black hair, gray eyes, and a gold coronet upon his brow. Tristine contrasted her earlier casual dress, wearing a gown of peacock blue with silver accents. Her golden hair was pampered and adorned by a tiara of diamonds and peacock blue stones.

Joining the king and queen at high table sat Erasmus, his son Eric, the spitting image of his father when he was young, the blushing bride, Karly, Wess and his wife Lady Glenda. Vicar Uriah, the fifty-seven year old high priest of Allon, sat beside Tristine. Beside the Vicar sat the youngest member of the Council, twenty-four-year-old Lord Angus, Duke of Allon and Lord of the Southern Forest. Angus’ father, Darius, had the honor of being Ellis’ foster brother. Although not related by blood, Angus called Ellis uncle and married his youngest daughter Necie.

Gathered at one of the lower tables were five members of the Council: Lord Malcolm of the North Plains, Lord Zebulon of the Lowlands, Sir Gareth of the South Plains, Lord Allard of the Meadowlands, Lord Bosley of Midessex and their respective wives and sons. 

Plagued by illness, Malcolm’s normally pale countenance became flushed with merriment. “Tristine looks well and radiant.”

“Ay.” Allard smiled. At sixty-three, he still appeared fit and trim, and the green eyes clear and sharp. Patches of white invaded his strawberry blond hair. 

“I think it’s a good match,” said Bosley, uncle of the bride, and a jovial, generous man.

Zebulon appeared his full age of seventy-seven, white hair dull and thin, features grim and sagging jowls. He gruffly spoke, his mouth full of food. “Eric is getting the better end of the deal.”

“My nephew is in love with the young lady.”

Zebulon heaved a dismissive shrug and kept eating.

“My father-in-law means it in a practical sense. No offense,” said Lord Ayers, Zebulon’s forty-five-year-old son-in-law. He wore a festive red and blue suit in an attempt to soften his sharp features, dull brown eyes, and pasty complexion.

Ten years separated Zebulon and Gareth in age, but compared to his older brother, Gareth cut a robust figure with his salt and pepper hair well receded, while the beard and mustache neatly trimmed.  “You don’t have to defend him. Zebulon means what he says.”

“I understand, but Lord Bosley—”

Zebulon scoffed. “Bosley knows what I meant.”

Annoyed, Bosley began to rise but Loran stopped him.

“Peace. You know it’s no use arguing with either of them.” At age thirty-five, Loran favored his father Gareth, only not as tall and broad but his hairline followed his father’s.

“Indeed there is no need to leave. We have unfinished business from arrival.” Gareth stood. “Loran.”

For a moment Loran locked eyes with his father, then frowned and tossed aside his napkin. “Come, Ayers. Duty calls.”

Ayers gulped down his drink. “You should be in bed, sir,” he said to Zebulon, who sneered so he added, “Too much rich food isn’t good for you.”

Zebulon grumbled his reluctance, then joined them in leaving

At another table sat the remainder of the Council and most of their families; Lord Fagan of the Highlands, his older brother Baron Ned of the Northern Forest, Baron Hollis of the East Coast, and Mathias. Only Mathias was a childless widower.

“I wonder what Zebulon said to prompt so early a withdrawal?” said Hollis, a fifty-five-year-old man of simple taste and suntanned features.

“Practically anything,” added forty-six-year-old Fagan, bright blue eyes dancing under golden brows. “Though I’m sure he heard Lanzo is back in Allon. Hates foreigners.”

“Lanzo declined to attend, why should that send Zebulon from the banquet?” 

“Who knows?”

“He should retire and give Ayers his seat on the Council,” said Ned, older brother of Fagan by two years so the family resemblance was strong.

Mathias snorted a laugh. “Ayers lacks backbone. That is why Zebulon doesn’t retire. I grow tired of his constant badgering and caustic tongue at Council meetings. I couldn’t imagine having to put up with it day in and day out. It could wear any man down over time.”

“You’re being generous. Ayers doesn’t have your mettle.”

A servant tapped on Hollis’ shoulder and whispered in his ear. He listened, brows level and expression turning worried and vexed. With a curt nod, he waved the servant away. “I must leave.”

“Has something happened I should know about?” asked Rowena.

“No, but I must deal with it promptly.” Hollis left.

Mathias, Ned and Fagan exchanged rueful glances at Hollis’ treatment of Rowena then Ned asked her, “Do you know what the matter is about?” 

“No,” she replied in concern. “He’s short and moody of late.”

Ned glanced to Fagan. “Doesn’t sound like Hollis.”

“No, indeed.” Fagan rose.

She seized Fagan’s arm. “If he sees you, he’ll be angry with me for saying anything.”

He flashed a confident smile. “He won’t know.”

Mathias diverted Rowena’s attention while Fagan and Ned left.

At high table, Uriah noticed Zebulon and his group leave, then Hollis, followed by Ned and Fagan. “I hope the feast is not to their distaste.”

Tyrone turned from listening to an amusing story being told by Angus. “What was that, Vicar?”

“Nearly half the Council has left, Sire.”

“Most didn’t arrive until this afternoon. Gareth is probably putting Zebulon to bed. Ayers and Loran tagging along.”

“Baron Hollis looked disturbed.”

Tyrone chuckled in mild disbelief. “Hollis? You must be mistaken.”

“No, Sire. Ned and Fagan were hot on his heels.”

Tyrone’s brows furrowed with curiosity. “Well, if there is anything to be concerned about, they will ferret it out and we’ll know soon enough.” Riotous laughter brought his attention back to the others.  “I missed the end of the tale.”

“I’ll tell you later,” said Tristine, trying to catch her breath.
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IN THE DARKNESS, THREE cloaked figures waited outside a small boathouse on the opposite shore of the river flowing past Deltoria. One figure did not wear his hood up, the other two did. Of the two hooded individuals one was tall and of medium build, the other a head shorter and slender. At seeing a stout cloaked and hooded figure approach, they became alert. The hoodless one gave his companions a satisfied nod and wave. When the fourth joined them, they all went inside the boathouse. A single candle on a small table illuminated the room. The light showed the hoodless man in his mid-forties, blond hair, beard and pale blue eyes. 

“All is in readiness,” he said to the newcomer.

The deep shadows of the hood hid his face. “How will you do what is necessary?”

He brought out a black and silver arrow from under his cloak. “With this.”

The fourth reached with his left hand to inspect the arrow. The hand was bare except for an impressive signet ring. The arrowhead appeared jagged, capable of doing more damage coming out than going in. “Lethal either way.” He gave the man a purse. “That should cover expenses.”

The man felt the weight of the purse. “You are generous.”

“Generosity has nothing to do with this.” The newcomer left.
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Jedrek sat in a chair by the door with fishing poles, tackle, and bait bag on the floor. His fellow Guardian warriors, Kendrick and Skylar, stood nearby, watching over their sleeping charges, Fraser and Eli respectively. All royal children were assigned Guardian Overseers.

Shafts of light filtered through the curtains and Titus jumped out of bed, already dressed for having slept in his clothes. “Ready.”

“Shhh.” Jedrek motioned to Fraser and Eli. “Put on your boots and cloak.”

In the hall they met Armus, who was twice as old as Jedrek, with darker brown hair and light chestnut eyes. Around his neck hung the silver Temple medallion signifying his rank as second-in-command of the Guardians. Brawny in arms and chest, the white and gold tunic barely covered his bulk. A large leather and gold belt held a handsome scabbard with an intricately craved silver sword and impressive dagger, also an indication of his rank and strength. 

Armus’ smile and his glance passed from Jedrek to Titus. “The king said you were going fishing this morning, Highness.”

Titus frowned. “Father said we could go alone.”

“Just wishing you luck in catching many fish.”

“I intend to catch enough to feed the castle,” said Titus, making Armus laugh.

Once outside, Titus took the lead. Ever watchful, even in fun, Jedrek observed the surroundings as he followed Titus through a thick patch of undergrowth to a clearing alongside the river. Jedrek knew Armus met them to let him know the other Guardians were alert to the young prince leaving Deltoria. Only a handful of Guardians accompanied the royal family from Waldron, Armus, Jedrek, Skylar, Kendrick, Mahon, and Gulliver. Perhaps the old seafarer Gulliver would be nearby disguised as a fisherman so Titus wouldn’t recognize him. Such an old man sat on a rock across the stream.

“We’ll compete to see how many fish we each can catch. Only no Guardian tricks,” said Titus, drawing Jedrek’s attention from the old man. Titus baited the hook and cast the line into the river. 

Jedrek mimicked the action. “The last time I fished was centuries before your grandfather was born. Gulliver,” he said a bit loudly, “taught me.”

“Hush! You’ll scare the fish.”

Jedrek smiled, turning back to the old man, but he was gone. Twang! A black and silver arrow struck Jedrek deep in the left breast, staggering him. When he grabbed it, searing pain shot through his body, sending him to his knees in agony, the arrow still in his chest.

“Jedrek?” exclaimed Titus in fearful surprise. A sack covered his head and he was lifted off his feet.

Jedrek heard Titus’ cry and saw a slender, black-clad, masked figure flee with Titus into the wood. Gritting back the searing and strength draining pain, he tried to stand, but couldn’t. He gripped the arrow in both hands and pulled it out. In great pain he shouted, “Gulliver!” before collapsing.
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GULLIVER, THE SILVER-haired, green-eyed Sea Guardian, carried Jedrek into Deltoria’s grand hall. Two royal guards accompanied him as one of Erasmus’ servants led them to a large bench where Gulliver gently laid Jedrek down.

Tyrone, Tristine, Mathias, Armus, Angus, Erasmus and Wess rushed over. “What happened?” demanded Tyrone.

“I don’t know, Sire. I heard Jedrek call and found him with the arrow beside him.” Gulliver indicated the arrow a guard carried.

Tyrone took the arrow from the guard and let it drop, shaking his hand as if stung. 

Armus knelt beside the bench to better examine Jedrek’s serious wound. The arrow dropped next to him, and the moment he saw it, he recognized it with alarm. “Stygian arrow?” He stood and shouted, “Mahon!” A blond-haired Guardian warrior of tall, lean build quickly appeared, vivid blue eyes alert to duty and danger. “Fetch Eldric before Jedrek succumbs.”

In a flash of white light, Mahon disappeared.

“Where’s Titus?” Tyrone asked Gulliver.

“I don’t know, Sire.”

Fearful, Tristine seized Tyrone.

“We’ll find him,” he assured her and turned on his heels to leave.

Armus, Gulliver, Angus, the two soldiers, Wess and Mathias followed Tyrone out of the hall. Tyrone called for horses. A mounted troop patrolling the ground responded to the king and four soldiers yielded their mounts.

Tyrone snapped the reins and led the group from Deltoria. Guardians easily outran horses so Armus and Gulliver reached the fishing spot first. 

Gulliver waded into the river until the water reached the top of his boots. Armus knelt to inspect the ground where Jedrek fell. He placed a hand on the ground, took a deep breath and closed his eyes. 

Tyrone leapt from the saddle, watching Armus. After a moment, the Guardian stood and pointed in the direction the figure took Titus. 

“That way.”

“Go!” ordered Tyrone.

Wess, Mathias and the soldiers disappeared into the brush. Angus remained with Tyrone.

Gulliver shook his head to the contrary. “They won’t find him. The water carried him toward the ocean.”

“Land or sea will make little difference when I find who is responsible!”

“Until then, you must keep your wits,” began Armus. “They used a stygian arrow but the only Guardian presence I sense is Jedrek, which means they know how to take down a Guardian.”

Tyrone wasn’t about to be subdued. “He is my son! I won’t rest until he is found and those responsible brought to justice.”

Armus’ reply remained calm, not phased by the outburst. “Naturally. Only we must proceed with caution until we know why. Whoever took Titus wants something. In time they will make their demands known.”

“I’m not going to wait!” Tyrone started to mount when Armus seized him.

This time a firm tone replaced Armus’ earlier calmness. “Running around the countryside will accomplish nothing. They have you where they want you, blinded by passion, willing to risk anything and everything. Yield now and you risk any possibility of recovering Titus.”

Gulliver joined them, adding his urging. “Armus speaks wisdom, Sire. We have seen enough over the centuries to know mortal motives and actions.”

Tyrone glared at Armus, his passion slow to cool. “You want me to abandon any attempt to find my son?”

“No. Every effort will be made, only quietly,” he said in a prompting tone and expression.

“I think he means Wren,” said Angus.

“Ay. She possesses more tracking sense than Gulliver and I combined,” he replied to Angus then spoke to Tyrone. “The heart of a father stirred you to action, now let the mettle of a king rule that action, for Titus’ sake and others, including Tristine.”

Pricked, Tyrone frowned in regret. “She must be frantic with me rushing out like I did.” He looked skyward. “Jor’el, protect my son. Grant me wisdom and strength to find him.”

“Fetch the others,” said Armus quietly to Gulliver.
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ERASMUS TENDED TO THE agitated guests as word of trouble spread. Tristine and Mahon remained to aid Eldric in treating the semi-conscious Jedrek where he lay. The wound was too serious to move him. 

She brushed the hair from his cool, clammy and pale face, speaking soothing words of encouragement. To think beyond what she did filled her with unspeakable fear and dread. She lost her father five months earlier. The thought of losing her eldest son to unknown kidnappers was horrifying. She consoled herself in the knowledge that Tyrone and Armus were searching for Titus. If anyone could find them, they could. Tyrone would not give up until he found Titus; and Armus, the loyal Guardian of her youth, was the most determined and tenacious being she ever met. More than once she challenged his patience. He nearly died eight years ago during the attempted coup. Tears filled her eyes, regarding Jedrek.

“Don’t give up, Jedrek. Titus will want to see you when he returns.”

In grim sobriety, Eldric shook his head at her. “If he had not pulled it out with such force—”

“No!” snapped Mahon, his features sharp in rebuke. “There must be something you can do. You are the Guardian physician. Heal him!”

Pain reflected in Eldric’s expression and tone. “He is beyond my normal skills and I am prevented from healing him with my power.”

“Why?”

Eldric shied from Mahon with a futile shake of his head. “I don’t know, but Jor’el has a purpose. Our ranks will lose another.”

Tristine kissed Jedrek’s forehead, which made him stir. “Thank you, brave warrior.” 

“The king,” said Mahon when Tyrone and the others returned.

Tristine stood, anxiety at almost fever pitch. “Did you find Titus?”

Tyrone embraced her and answered, “Not yet. I sent for Wren. She won’t let them get far. How is Jedrek?”

She swallowed back emotions to answer. “The arrow landed close to the heart. If he hadn’t pulled it out, Eldric might have been able to withdraw it safely.”

“Sire,” began Eldric, indicating Jedrek, who fought unconsciousness. “He hasn’t much time, and wishes to speak to you.”

Tyrone knelt beside the bench and touched Jedrek’s shoulder, speaking the warrior’s name.

Jedrek’s shrouded eyes snapped open. “My king! I’m sorry.”

“No apologies. I know you did everything you could.” He patted the hand that seized his arm.

“Sire.” Wren, the beautiful auburn-haired, green-eyed Guardian huntress, arrived. Unlike the warriors, she wore forester brown and green, armed with a crossbow and quiver. 

Tyrone turned to Wren then felt Jedrek’s hand move. When he looked back, Jedrek vanished in the grey light of demise.

Tristine leaned against Armus, sobbing. He held her in a supportive embrace, his own pained glance to Wren, who wiped her eyes and fought to maintain her composure. Mahon’s usually easy-going features turned grim in grief and anger.

Tyrone stood. “Be careful, Wren. Rescue Titus if you can, but take no risks and send for help. This is a dangerous enemy.”

Wren saluted and left on foot. 

“Mahon, find Avatar and tell him to fetch Nigel.” 

The warrior saluted the same as Wren did, right fist sharply to his left breast and left.

“Sire—” began Mathias in sympathy.

“Not now, Mathias!”

Tristine caught Mathias’ wounded expression at the rebuff before he left. She motioned Wess to follow him.  “You didn’t have to be rude to Mathias.”

“I’m concerned for you and Titus. I’ll deal with the Council later.”

“It wasn’t about the Council. Do you remember Father telling you about the Battle of Aydin?”

“Ay.”

“In retaliation, Tunlundian pirates raided the West Coast. In their wake they took hostages, one being Mathias’ daughter, his only child, and one of my dearest friends. Father sent him and Gulliver with ships in pursuit. Three of the five pirate ships were sunk and all hands lost. The other ships escaped. Mathias never found his daughter.”

Tyrone’s expression grew somber. “I’m sorry I didn’t know.”

“Mathias doesn’t want your pity. I believe he wanted to offer sympathy. He understands the pain of a missing child—” her own grief stopped her from finishing.

He held her when she wept again. “I’m taking her to her chambers to rest,” he said to the others, eyes specifically on Angus, Armus and Eldric.

In the sumptuous chamber, Tyrone lead Tristine to sit on a large cushioned sofa by an open terrace door. He held her hand. “We’ll find Titus, I promise, but I need you to be strong.”

“I wish Kell were here.”

“At your command, Daughter of Ellis,” said a familiar voice beside her and a hand caressed her head. She bolted up and embraced the mighty Guardian captain. 

Ageless and knowledgeable, Kell stood just past seven-and-a-half feet. His hair black as midnight, and linked with strong amber features, made an impressive setting for golden eyes. He wore the Guardian formal white tunic trimmed in gold and purple braid, tan breeches, leather boots along with a large leather and gold and purple belt from which hung a magnificent sword and dagger. 

“It’s good to see you, Kell,” said Tyrone.

Armus, Angus and Eldric entered after a brief, unanswered knock. Eldric held a cup. Armus flashed a wary glance at Kell and the captain nodded to his lieutenant.

“Majesty.” Eldric held the cup toward Tristine.

“I don’t need it,” she said, releasing her embrace of Kell, yet holding his hand. “I’m glad you’re here, Kell.”

“I came because I felt Jedrek’s spirit cease. What happened?”

“A stygian arrow, resulting in Titus’ kidnapping. By whom, we don’t know,” said Armus.

“He would have survived if he hadn’t pulled it out,” said Eldric.

“He couldn’t go after Titus with an arrow in his chest!”

Eldric clamped his mouth at Armus’ rebuke.

Tristine tightened her hold of Kell’s hand. “Tell me you are here to find Titus.”

“I’ll do what I can.” 

“Wren is on their trail,” said Armus.

Kell nodded in approval and led Tristine back to the sofa and made her sit. “Then we should have some idea of which way they went soon.”

A commotion in the hall, and the sudden opening of the door stopped further conversation. Lanzo arrived in a rush, with Mathias and Wess trying to regain control of him.

“I told him not to disturb you, Sire,” said Mathias.

“Sire, hear me! This is why I’ve come!” Again Lanzo tried to shake free of them.

Tyrone waved off Wess and Mathias then demanded of Lanzo, “What do you mean?”

Lanzo fell to his knees. “Forgive me, Sire. At first I didn’t understand what Dante meant when he swore vengeance.”

“Dante is responsible for this?”

“I can’t say for certain, but ever since he learned of King Ellis’ death, the vow of vengeance he swore long ago resurfaced with renewed vigor. He summoned Duke Ullock from the north, and for two days held secret conference. I tried to learn what transpired, but Dante banished me from court, and stripped of my title! I fled in fear of my life and to warn you.” He hung his head with a heartfelt whimper. “I should have told you when I first arrived. Perhaps precautions could have been taken and the prince kept safe. Forgive me, Sire! Dante has grow mad since he made his pact with Helmer.”

“What pact?”

“If Dante allows Helmer to control Tunlund singularly as our supreme god, he will live forever. Become immortal.”

“Dante believes this?” asked Angus, incredulous.

“Dante is mad! He’ll believe anything. The more he yields to Helmer, the madder with greed and power he becomes. Many who opposed him have paid the price. Heaven forbid any who embraced Jor’el should name the Allonian god, they die on the spot for blasphemy.”

“What about our ambassador and the Jor’ellians with him?” asked Tyrone.

Lanzo shrugged with uncertainty. “In my effort to learn is when Dante acted against me. I fear for their lives.”

Tyrone went rigid. “He would not dare to harm them.”

“He is mad, Sire!”

“They have Guardians to protect them,” said Kell to Tyrone.

“No. Helmer claims victory over the demons—”

“Demons?” thundered Kell, drawing to his full height and scaring Lanzo into silence.

“How?” asked Tyrone.

Lanzo shook his head, nervous eyes on Kell. “I don’t know. I swear, Sire. Captain!”

“Ellis should never have trusted Dante—even the little he did,” chided Wess. 

Enraged, Mathias sneered, gripping the hilt of his sword. “Once more he sends pirates to raid our shores. Say the word, Sire, and I shall set sail and crush them!”

Tyrone patted Mathias’ shoulder. “All in good time, my friend. We must wait for Wren to confirm Lanzo’s tale. If the Tunlundians have Titus, there could be war.”

“I wouldn’t be so hasty to war, Sire,” warned Kell.

Tyrone’s expression was sharp. “I won’t, but neither will I allow my son to rot in a Tunlundian prison or worse.”

“Kell’s right, Sire. War would be playing into Dante’s hands,” said Wess.

“I don’t fear Dante.”

“Helmer is powerful,” warned Lanzo.

“I doubt he is more powerful than Jor’el.”

“Perhaps that is what Dante wants to show,” said Armus.

Tyrone grew thoughtful at the statement.

“Ay. Don’t play into his hands, Sire. We’ll find a way to secure Titus,” said Kell.

Conflicting emotions played across Tyrone’s face. “Leave me to consider. To consult my wife and seek Jor’el.”

[image: image]

AT THE FISHING SPOT, Wren knelt and touched the earth. She flinched in pain at sensing Jedrek’s agony. Her eyes grew misty and she clenched a fistful of earth. “I won’t let your death be in vain.”

Composing herself, she let the dirt fall and picked up the fishing pole Jedrek dropped. She turned her attention to across the river and moved to the water’s edge. Her eyes narrowed in contemplation. The pole fell when she vanished, reappearing on the spot the old man occupied. She squatted to examine the ground, a hand against the earth. 

“Jedrek thought you were Gulliver, but you weren’t, you’re mortal.” 

A sudden sense of direction drew her observation downstream. She followed the sense to a bend in the river and found a boathouse directly across from Deltoria. She went inside. The candle was extinguished.

“You were here also, along with others.”

Back outside, her senses divided. One sense moved further downstream while the other, closer. She pursed her lips in momentary consideration before following the closer sense. To her dismay, she moved back across the river, through woods and to the rear lawn of Deltoria. Amidst the hive of activity at the great manor, one could easily slip in or out unnoticed. It bears further investigation, but she didn’t believe Titus returned to Deltoria.

She made another brief pause at the boathouse before heading downstream. Gulliver told her what he sensed from the water. She didn’t doubt him, rather always began tracking at the spot of trouble. By doing so, she discovered the boathouse and the trail leading back to Deltoria.

She continued three miles to the mouth of the river, a half-mile from Panos Point. The windswept dunes, long white sand beaches, and natural harbor made for an ideal port. The inlet was named for the man who founded the village at the furthest southern extreme of Allon and turned it into a seaport. Beyond Panos Point lay the isle of Wauford.

Relatively shallow waters lay behind the reef surrounding Panos Point. The depth of the water proved hazardous for large commercial trading vessels, but wonderful for the smaller fishing boats giving the port its reputation for exceptional variety of seafood. Between Panos Point and Delwin, the Delta’s largest city, lay miles of uninhabited terrain, marshes and some treacherous bogs capable of swallowing anyone unfamiliar with the area. 

A foreign enemy considering invading Allon from the Delta had to contend with land hazards and a shallow harbor incapable of accommodating war ships. However, the island of Wauford, three miles off the coast within territorial waters, was perfect for a staging area of large ships, whether for trade or war. Ferries ran three times a day between the mainland and the island.

Wren arrived in Panos Point at the height of morning commerce. No one took much notice of her since Guardian presence was commonplace among the mortals. This proved helpful when she spoke to innkeepers, fishermen, dockworkers or anyone in the course of her investigation. Traveling further into the city, her sense grew stronger, until she felt certain she knew the dock from which they left. She approached a young seaman and his middle-aged mate. He sat on the dock mending a net, the older man in a small fishing boat.

The young man smiled, admiring Wren. Guardian or mortal, she was a stunning woman with long auburn hair, forest green eyes, and flawless complexion. “How may I help you, lovely lady?”

“She’s a Guardian,” said his mate.

“She’s still a lady.” He again eyed Wren.

Wren was unaffected by the mortal’s banter. “I’m looking for someone I believe left this dock within the last few hours. An old man accompanied by a boy of seven.”

The young man scratched his chin in thought. He looked down to his mate, grinning. “Have we seen any one like that?”

“Stop gawking. Guardian females aren’t interested in mortal males,” scolded the elder.

“Is that a fact?” He curiously looked to Wren.

“That’s right. Now, I would appreciate an answer.”

“How appreciative?” 

The older one cuffed his companion behind the neck. “Mind your manners! Have you no respect for the Almighty’s servants?”

“I was only making polite conversation.”

“We saw them,” said the older one. “Though, I could tell they didn’t want to be seen. Early this morning, at the end of the dock.”

“Did you see what happened or know where they went?”

“We try not to be nosy, but he wasn’t the only one with the boy. There were three, four including the boy.”

“Was he hurt or frightened?”

“Not that we could tell. Subdued perhaps, but it was early. Tell her about the strange words you heard,” he said to his younger companion.

“Something about a ton of laundry.”

“Ton of laundry?” she repeated. “Tunlundian, maybe?”

“Tunlundian,” the younger one repeated thoughtfully. “Ay. Makes more sense than a ton of laundry. The boy kept saying he didn’t understand them. They sailed off in the direction one would take to Tunlund.”

“Thank you.” Wren turned to leave.

“A token of appreciation would have been nice,” grumbled the young man going back to his net. Suddenly, five large albacore jumped into the boat, making it lean to one side.

“Compliments of Jor’el,” she said over her shoulder. 

The older man laughed. “Praise the Almighty! No need to fish today.” He prodded his young mate, who was stunned mute.
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In the Region of Sanctuary, atop a gently rising plateau surrounded by four hills, stood the Temple of Providence. In construction, the Temple rivaled the splendor and majesty of Waldron Castle. Each of Allon’s twelve provinces contributed to the Temple. The pillars of marble were quarried in the far range of the Northern Forest where it bordered the foothills of the Highlands. Carved on the pillars were images of Verse and Allon’s history. The massive wooden doors were hewed and gilded by the craftsmen of the Southern Forest. Twin bell spires of gleaming white marble topped with golden steeples rose to the heavens. The sister provinces of the North and South Plains donated the bells. The entire facade was fashioned from white marble with gold accents. The arch-shaped windows of colored glass were blown and assembled in Midessex. At certain peeks of the day, the Temple reflected the sun’s rays in a brilliant kaleidoscope of gold and rainbow effects, dazzling the eyes.

The interior proved as magnificent as the exterior. Gold and crimson dominated the decor with lamp stands forged by metal workers of the Highlands. Tapestries from the Lowlands hung on the walls, while a crimson carpet from the weavers in the Meadowlands led to the High Altar. Sun cascading through the windows made a bright mosaic of color on the marble white floor. Each window represented a province with six on each side of the Temple. The incense used in the Temple was supplied by the West Coast, exclusive importers of such finery. Leading merchant families of the East Coast donated the altar furnishing. Wood used to fashion the High Altar came from the oldest tree in Allon, which at the time grew in the Delta.

Adjacent to the Temple stood the Fortress of Jor’el, built on a grand scale with towering battlements of gleaming marble decorated with symbols of Allon’s past. The Fortress was self-contained, housing two thousand Jor’ellian Knights and one hundred priests. Not all knights were priests and not all priests were knights. Only a handful of unique individuals qualified as both. To serve as Vicar of the Temple, being both was a requirement.

All twelve provinces had a Fortress of Jor’el located in, or near, the province’s major city. Construction depended upon the region’s terrain and natural resources. Large towns had smaller chapels under the direction of the regional Fortress. Each regional Fortress was subject to The Fortress.

In The Fortress’ rear courtyard, daily practice in armed combat took place. A dozen knights and squires were paired under the watchful eye of their instructor, a tall man a few inches past six feet, with golden brown hair and clean-shaven features tanned by the summer sun. Keen blue eyes scrutinized his pupils. Some were older than his twenty-nine years, some younger. Unlike them, he wore no light armor only a leather tunic and breeches. In the heat of the day, he was shirtless under the tunic fastened at the waist by a leather belt. Around his neck he wore a fine gold chain with five stones of different colors and one black stone each surrounded by a thin gold setting. He carried a light practice sword and circled the combatants. 

“Chad!” he called in disapproval and moved alongside a lanky, red-haired, green-eyed sixteen-year-old. They broke off sparring upon his approach. He forced the lad’s sword arm into position. “How many times have I told you to keep your elbows in? Otherwise you open your body to attack. Try again.” He backed away to let them spar.

Chad briefly lost his concentration thus made his elbow move. He barely got back into position to parry an attack.

“See.” He mimicked a slice to Chad’s mid-section. “You may not have been killed, but it would hurt. Practice.” He waved them to continue and stepped back. Someone called his name. “Nigel!”

Across the yard stood a Guardian warrior the height of Armus, only leaner in bulk. Medium-length bronze hair and a small goatee framed his lips. Silver eyes reflected his moods, which at present appeared serious.

Nigel smiled as he responded, “Avatar.” He then said to his pupils, “Enough for now.” He thrust the sword in his belt to greet Avatar but grew concerned at the Guardian’s sober expression. “What is it?”

“Tyrone sends for you. Titus was kidnapped a few hours ago and Jedrek killed. Wren is tracking them, yet it is suspected the Tunlundians are behind it.” 

Nigel’s jowls tightened in anger at hearing the news about his nephew. “What of Tristine?”

“Terribly worried.”

“Chad!” Nigel waved the lad to him. “Tell us what happened as we fetch our things.”

Avatar began informing them as they moved from the compound into Nigel’s private quarter. While listening, Nigel kept thinking about Tristine and the pain and fear she must be experiencing. Of his three younger sisters, she was his favorite. A bond forged between them from the moment she could walk and talk. At every opportunity she followed him, imitating everything he did.

For her thirteenth birthday, the age every royal child becomes an adult, he gave her a feisty sorrel gelding named Dunstan. The following month, he was believed killed in a hunting accident that sent his family into mourning and the nation looking to a new heir, his sister Ellan. In actuality, the accident was a trap set by a Guardian named Morrell to rid Allon’s of its heir. Nigel survived, but the entire left side of his body was crushed and severely crippled.

Now a new evil threatened his family, and this time he wasn’t a helpless cripple but a fully trained Jor’ellian Knight and the King’s Champion. His wore the traditional uniform of a high Jor’ellian, a rich azure blue, close-fitting, knee-length jacket with side slits trimmed with silver and gold braid. Embroidered upon the left breast was a large crest divided into three parts, each containing an ancient symbol, an eagle, a wolf, and a crown surrounding a sword. Around his neck he placed the medallion of his position as King’s Champion; a six-sided oblong piece of dark blue marble set in a gold frame with a golden royal eagle clenching a crown with a sword through the crown. Garnet stones served as the eagle’s eye and ornaments on the sword pommel and crown.

Chad changed to his royal squire’s uniform to compliment Nigel, though less ornate in detail.

“You won’t need horses,” said Avatar when they finished dressing.

“I hate dimension travel,” grumbled Chad.

“In this case, it is necessary.”

“Ay.” Chad positioned himself on one side of Avatar, Nigel on the other. Avatar placed an arm around each of their shoulders and they all vanished in a flash of white light.
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THEY REAPPEARED OUTSIDE Deltoria’s main foyer and Avatar held onto Nigel and Chad until they recovered. In the private salon they found Erasmus, Mathias, Wess, Lanzo, Angus, Kell and Armus with Tyrone and Tristine.

Tristine rushed to Nigel. He held her close, kissing her cheek and speaking supportive words. He acknowledged Tyrone and asked, “Any further news?”

“Wren found evidence of Tunlundian pirates at Panos Point.”

“How is Necie?” Nigel asked Angus.

“I haven’t written her yet. With her time so close, I convinced her not to leave Waldron. She didn’t like missing the wedding, but now I’m glad she stayed behind.”

Tristine guided Nigel to sit with her on the sofa.

“We’re discussing options,” said Tyrone to Nigel then spoke to Kell. “What do you know of this Helmer?”

“Jor’el is the only eternal god I know. It is from Allon the rest of the countries were formed back when the world was young, and by mortals who followed Dagar’s first rebellion and left to seek their own kingdoms.”

“So Helmer is a mortal manipulating Dante by using false promises of immorality?” asked Angus.

“I suppose.”

“We don’t know how reliable Lanzo’s report is concerning Tunlundian internal affairs. Things could have changed and his passionate rendering no longer accurate,” said Wess.

Lanzo chaffed. “You want a cold calculating report about my people being slaughtered, General?”

“About my son’s kidnapping?” chided Tristine.

Wess tempered his reply at her painful annoyance. “A report to impartially evaluate the situation, Majesty. For the prince’s sake.”

She bit her lip, looking away. Nigel gave her hand a supportive squeeze.

Tyrone frowned at Wess. “How do you suggest we verify the report, General?”

“Someone must go to Tunlund—”

“A spy?” snapped Lanzo, anger bringing him toe-to-toe with Wess.

Wess kept his temper by clasping the hilt of his sword and firmly said, “No, Ambassador, reconnaissance.”

“For an Allonian to observe Tunlundian internal strife without being noticed will be difficult.”

“Not for someone accustomed to living an unobserved and solitary life,” said Nigel using a peculiar inflexion in his voice and facial expression that did not go unnoticed.

“You?” asked Tristine in trepidation.

“Who better to find Titus?”

Concerned, she turned to Tyrone, but he appeared to agree. Most of the others also seemed inclined to the suggestion, except Lanzo, who watched in skepticism.

“Sire, I do not question the prince’s concern for his nephew, but can he do all that is required?”

Tyrone grinned. “You have been gone too long, Lanzo. Nigel is The First Jor’ellian Knight of the Temple. A cunning warrior with the spiritual intuition needed to deal with Helmer. He wears the uniform of the King’s Champion.”

“I thought Captain Kell was the King’s Champion.”

“I retired toward the end of King Ellis’ reign. As such, a Contest was held. It is a three-day event that tested every aspect of a knight’s physical, mental, and spiritual mettle. The final day saw the remaining contestants battle each other. The last one standing faced me.”

In surprise, Lanzo turned back to Nigel “You defeated the captain? How many knights did you slay before meeting him in combat?”

“We don’t fight to the death, only to defeat. The bout ended when I disarmed Kell.”

Lanzo still appeared skeptical. “I heard a report of how your father killed a Guardian. Did he have a hand in your victory?”

Nigel’s jowls flexed with insult and he stood, making him a good four inches taller than Lanzo. “Neither he nor Kell knew my identity until I removed my helmet. Legend says a Jor’ellian is the only mortal capable of killing a Guardian, but exaggerated my father’s accomplishment. Kell dealt Dagar the fatal blow while my father defeated Marcellus and Latham.”

Lanzo studied Nigel, as if seeing him for the first time. “Your mother’s spirit reflects in your eyes, while you have your father’s size and strength. I welcome your aid.”

“The aid is for my nephew, Ambassador. What good it does Tunlund is secondary.”

“I understand, Your Highness.”

Tristine’s grip of his hand brought Nigel to face her. “You won’t be going alone, will you?” 

His features soften into a small smile. “No. Chad and Avatar will accompany me.”

Lanzo glanced up and down at Avatar, his eyes hard and judging. “There are no Guardians in Tunlund anymore.”

“What happened to the ones Captain Kell left?” asked Avatar.

Uncertain of what to answer, Lanzo hesitated so Kell replied. “According to the ambassador, Helmer somehow neutralized them. Correct, Ambassador?”

Lanzo just nodded to the inquiry, Kell’s gold eyes fixed on him and Avatar silver gaze intense and leery.

“Avatar will accompany me,” said Nigel. “I may be a Jor’ellian, but this Helmer is unknown. It would be unwise to enter such a situation without a Guardian, especially if other Guardians are unaccounted for.”

Once again Lanzo regarded Avatar, only now in consideration. “He’s a bit tall, but in the proper disguise he could pass as a musklivite.”

“What’s a musklivite?” asked Avatar. 

“Gypsy servants specially bred and trained for feats of strength. Only you will have to shave the beard.”

“Shave?” 

Armus began to laugh, but coughed to cover his amusement when Avatar sent him a scolding side-glance. Nigel widely smiled and Chad chuckled.

Lanzo ignored the reactions to continue. “You’ll need new clothes also. There are certain particulars that must be incorporated if they are to blend with Tunlundian society. Sire, if granted a courier, I can dispatch a message to the compatriots who helped me flee.”

Tyrone nodded at Erasmus. “The baron will see to whatever is required.”

Erasmus steered Lanzo from the salon asking questions concerning the manner of clothing.

“Now, gentlemen, to the real planning. Mathias, Gulliver, how long for you and the sea Guardians to bring ten warships and six frigates to Wauford?” said Tyrone.

“A week, Sire,” replied Mathias, with an agreement from Gulliver.

“Good. Wess, have Commander Dysen attach a battalion of marine and foot to Mathias. Kell, assemble the Council in the baron’s study.”

Tristine tugged on Nigel’s hand, making him sit beside her. “I thought he wasn’t set on war.”

Tyrone heard her. “I’m not. I want to be ready at a moment’s notice for whatever word Nigel sends back about Titus. Be it ill or good, I can either dispatch the forces or order a stand-down.”

“First they have to get into Tunlund.”

“Gulliver can take of that,” said Kell. 

“Before or after the ships?” quibbled the Sea Guardian, but amended his comment at Kell’s disapproval, “I can do both.”

“But definitely after they are fitted for disguises,” said Tyrone, tossing a wry smile to Avatar.

“Sire, for over eighteen hundred years I’ve had this beard. I was created as you see me.”

Nigel chuckled. “It’s not so bad.”

Avatar looked askew to his former charge. “Do you recall the first time you shaved? I do. You were fourteen and chose a dull hunting knife for practice. I hid you from your father for an week to let your face heal.”

Nigel took the rebuke in good humor. “You’re dodging the issue. It’s you who must shave not me.”

Avatar colored in mild embarrassment. “I don’t know how.”

Nigel had trouble calming his laughter. “I’ll teach you. Only I’ll use a sharp blade.”

“I have a better idea,” said Kell, taking pity on Avatar. “Eldric knows many mortal skills.”

“When Eldric is finished, report to Erasmus for proper musklivite clothes,” said Tyrone, wiping the smile from his face.

Avatar made a quick bow and left.

“That was cruel,” said Tristine with an irked smirk.

Nigel shook his head. “I’m not the one depriving him of his eighteen hundred-year-old beard.”

“But enjoying it too much.”

“To your tasks, gentlemen. I want us quick about this business,” said Tyrone.

Tristine prevented Nigel from leaving with the others. She waited until the room cleared before
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