
[image: image]

[image: AllonMap_web.jpg]

Allon ~ Book 3 ~ Heir Apparent 

by Shawn Lamb

Published by Allon Books

209 Hickory Way Court

Antioch, Tennessee 37013

http://www.allonbooks.com

This book or parts thereof may not be reproduced in any form, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the copyright holder, except as provided by United States of America copyright law.

Cover and map designs by Robert Lamb

Copyright © 2011 by Shawn Lamb

All rights reserved.

Table of Contents

List of Characters

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Mortals

[image: ]


King Ellis, age 38

Queen Shannan, age 37

Prince Nigel, age 16

Princess Ellan , age 15

Princess Tristine, age 12

Princess Necie, age 10

Lady Arista, wife of Darius, age 39

Angus, son of Darius & Arista, age 11

General Wess, age 32

Council of Twelve

Vicar Archimedes . . . . . . . . . . . . . Region of Sanctuary

Darius, Duke of Allon, age 41 . . . .Southern Forest

Baron Erasmus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Delta

Baron Mathias . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . West Coast

Baron Hollis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .East Coast

Lord Zebulon . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Lowlands

Sir Gareth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .South Plains

Lord Malcolm . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . North Plains

Baron Ned . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Northern Forest

Lord Fagan . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Highlands

Lord Allard . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Meadowlands

Lord Bosley, age 30 . . . . . . . . . . . Midessex

Foreign Visitors

Lord Bijan – Ambassador for Emperor Kamu of Morven

Princess Kaleana – royal daughter of the emperor, age 16

Ambassador Lanzo of Tunland, age 33

Immortals

Guardians

Captain Kell – Commander of the Guardians of Jor’el and King’s Champion

1st Lieutenant Armus – Overseer of Princess Tristine

2nd Lieutenant Avatar – Overseer of Prince Nigel

Mahon – Overseer of Princess Necie

Morrell – Overseer of Princess Ellan

Vidar – Overseer of Queen Shannan

Eldric, Guardian Prime Physician

Phoebe, Eldric’s assistant

Trio Leaders

Gresham . . . . . . . . . Midessex

Priscilla . . . . . . . . . .East Coast

Chase . . . . . . . . . . . West Coast

Egan . . . . . . . . . . . . Northern Forest

Wren . . . . . . . . . . . .Southern Forest

Jedrek . . . . . . . . . . .Delta

Zadok . . . . . . . . . . .Region of Sanctuary

Zinna . . . . . . . . . . . Meadowlands

Barnum . . . . . . . . . .Highlands

Derwin . . . . . . . . . . Lowlands

Mona . . . . . . . . . . . North Plains

Auriel . . . . . . . . . . .South Plains

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​[image: image]

[image: ]


The twentieth year of the reign of King Ellis of Allon experienced a number of challenges. It began with a petition for military aid from an ally in fear of being overrun by a warring neighbor. The resulting complications from the aid brought a wave of diplomatic envoys coming and going from Waldron Castle. Due to the great political tension, Ellis decided to take his family on a holiday to the East Coast before the situations impacted their relationships.

For two young girls, ages twelve and ten, fun replaced the business of diplomacy and war. They scampered over the rocky dunes along the beach near Leith in a game of hide-and-seek. Tristine and Necie were trying to elude their brother, sixteen-year-old Nigel, who at any moment would come looking for them.

Necie was the youngest of Ellis’ four children and a slip of a girl with brown hair and large doe eyes easily capable of melting her father’s heart when she chose to use her girlish wiles. She didn’t hike up the skirt of her dress to climb the dune and squeezed under a rock to hide.

At twelve, Tristine was third born and the most unlady-like of Ellis’ three daughters. She would wear breeches, shirt, and doublet all the time if it was permissible, but being a princess required decorum. For today, she placed aside convention and wore breeches to frolic on the beach, her long golden hair partially pulled back. She climbed the highest dune to lie in wait, hazel eyes alert to any movement.

Not far from where the girls hid, two Guardian warriors sat on a large flat rock at the base of the dunes. When standing they reached seven-and-a- half feet tall. One was burly and ruggedly handsome with brown hair and unusually bright chestnut eyes, the other blond-headed with vivid light blue eyes set in a boyish face. Instead of the royal uniforms of blue and silver, they wore the Guardian suit of their station, embossed tan close-fitting, knee-length jackets trimmed in gold with slits in the side from the hem to the hip. The tan breeches were tucked into leather boots and armed with swords and daggers. They appeared amused in their watchfulness of the girls.

From the inland pass Nigel came jogging toward the dunes. He was tall and athletic with golden brown hair and blue eyes set in a pleasant face. His doublet was partially opened and he wore shoes instead of boots. He did carry a small-sheathed dagger on his belt. All gentlemen used a dagger for various reasons during the day, be it for cutting an apple or opening a letter. 

He frowned at seeing the Guardians and said, “You’re not supposed sit where I can see you. Now I know the girls are not far off.”

“How do you know we’re sitting anywhere near them, Highness?” teased Armus, the burly one.

“Ay, this may be just be a ruse,” said Mahon with an impish smile.

“If you believe that, then I’m not here either,” said Avatar, the bronze-haired, goateed Guardian warrior who followed Nigel. His silver eyes twinkled in merriment. He took a seat beside Armus.

Nigel continued his trek up the dunes, shouting, “I’m going to find you both! You can’t be far.” Hearing a familiar yet stifled giggle, he stopped. 

Necie. She never could hide well, too anxious to be found. He followed her giggles until he noticed her left foot sticking out from under a rock formation and feinted a disappointed sigh. 

“Well, Mahon, I guess Necie found a good place to hide this time because I don’t see her.”

“Keep looking, Highness,” said Mahon playing along.

Nigel sat on the rock where Necie hid and pretended to grow concerned. “I don’t know. She may really be lost this time. What will I tell Father and Mother if I can’t find her?”

Underneath, Necie covered her mouth to stop a squeal and moved in reaction to what Nigel said, inadvertently kicking his leg. 

“What’s this? An animal?” Nigel got down on his knees to look under the rock.

“I’m not an animal,” she insisted while giggling.

“You must be, that hole is only big enough for a mouse.” He laughed and helped her to crawl out.

“You always find me first.”

“You give yourself away by laughing.”

“I can’t help it. Hiding makes me giggly.”

Nigel chuckled. “Wait with Mahon while I find Tristine.”

“You won’t find her,” she said before going to join the Guardians.

Nigel rolled his eyes. Whereas Necie was not good at hiding, Tristine was a master. With her, he must be more diligent and alert. He climbed further up the dune, his eyes shifting about for movement or strange shadows. When he reached the top, there were no signs of her. She may have gone down the other side and out of Armus’ view. Typical. She constantly vexed him with her ability to slip off unnoticed. Armus often bore the brunt of jokes by mortals and Guardians about a girl eluding an elite Guardian warrior, and not just any warrior, but the second-in-command. No, with Tristine, Nigel had to be careful. He took his time searching the top before beginning to go down the other side. 

Someone jumped him from behind and both went tumbling to the sand. Tristine ended up on top of him, pinning his arms to the ground.

“You have to be more careful,” she teased.

“You have to stop being so aggressive.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you can’t tackle every man who comes along and expect him to like it.”

“Who’s a man?” She roughly released him and stood.

He frowned and wiped off the sand from his hair. “Some day soon we won’t be able to play games like this and you’ll to have to start acting more mature. You’re going to be thirteen in a couple of months and you know what that means.”

Hurt, she scowled. “Why do things have to change?” She ran back down the dune.

“Tristine!” He scrambled to rise and follow her.

She didn’t reply and kept running, past the Guardians and up the inland path.

Nigel wasn’t far behind her and Armus asked, “What happened, Highness?”

“I don’t know! She’s acting touchy and temperamental; just like Ellan when she proclaimed she was a woman.” Before Nigel finished speaking, he realized what he was saying and groaned. 

Avatar patted Nigel’s shoulder, yet attempted to curb a wry smile. “Happens to every mortal female.”

“What does?” asked Necie.

“You’ll learn soon enough,” said Mahon.

She didn’t like the answer and tugged on her brother’s sleeve. “Nigel?”

A fond smile appeared as he gazed at her. “Please don’t grow up too soon. I don’t think Father and I could take it.”

“Why?”

Instead of answering Nigel lifted her on the rock and turned around to offer her a piggyback ride. “Time to return.” She climbed on his back and repeated her question. “Ask Mother to explain.” They all headed back up the inland pass.

Inside a large manor house at the end of the inland pass a quarter mile from the beach, Queen Shannan relaxed before an open window in the drawing room doing some needlepoint. At age thirty-seven she was a pretty woman with fawn colored hair, green eyes and a rosy complexion. The front door flew open and Tristine rushed in.

“Tristine?” she called, but was ignored when Tristine ran upstairs, followed shortly by the sound of a slamming door.

Ellis entered from an adjacent room shuffling through papers he carried. He was a year older than Shannan—six feet, two inches tall, handsome and in peak physical condition. Tristine favored her father with golden hair and medium complexion; only he had blue eyes compared to her hazel. “Who was that?”

“Tristine.”

The front door opened again and this time Nigel and Necie entered, followed by the Guardians. Armus continued upstairs while Nigel and Necie entered the drawing room. Avatar and Mahon waited in the hallway. 

“Did something happen on the beach?” Shannan asked Nigel. The resemblance between mother and son was strong.

“Tristine had a girlish reaction to a comment I made about how she needs to grow up,” he sarcastically replied.

Ellis snickered, shaking his head.

Shannan gave her husband and son each an admonishing glance. “Becoming a woman isn’t easy.”

“Nigel won’t tell me why,” said Necie.

“Because you’re still young. And we’d prefer you stay that way,” said Ellis, indicating himself and Nigel.

“Nigel said the same, but why?”

Shannan placed aside the needlepoint to take Necie’s hand. “I’ll explain when I talk to your sister.”

At the bottom of the stairs Shannan and Necie met Ellan, the eldest girl at age fifteen. She was a brown-haired, blue-eyed beauty with all the feminine charms and grace Tristine lacked. “Mother, you have to speak to Tristine she’s being unruly.”

“I’m just on my way upstairs.”

Ellan entered the drawing room and glared at Nigel. “What trouble did you let her get into this time?”

“I didn’t let her get into any trouble. She’s very capable of doing that on her own.”

Ellis sat on the window seat and tried to hide his amusement behind the papers, but Ellan noticed.

“Father, why do find her antics amusing?”

“Because most are harmless. Tristine maybe independent and headstrong, but she is intelligent and has a good heart—not unlike someone else I know,” he said with a fond smile.

Nigel sat in the chair. “You mean Mother.”

“Ay. She used to romp about Dorgirith with the same reckless stubbornness, confronting anything and everything that moved.”

Ellan sat beside Ellis. “It’s hard to imagine Mother acting like Tristine.”

“She did, which is why I hold out hope that Tristine will someday mature into a sensible and confident woman like your mother. Besides, it took you time to adjust to being an adult and look how well you are doing.”

Ellan slightly blushed. “You think I’m doing well?”

“Ay,” he said, smiling and squeezing her hand. “By extending some patience to Tristine and helping her, she might do as well as you.”

Upstairs, Tristine sat on the bed and wiped tears from her face. 

Armus stood beside her. “What upset you?”

She snorted in annoyance, but didn’t answer.

“It can’t be the fact Nigel found you.”

She shook her head. The door opened and she sneered at seeing Necie enter with Shannan. “Why did you tell?” she accused Necie, who looked hurt and pouted.

“Necie didn’t tell me anything. Your blustery entrance and slamming the door did,” began Shannan. “Why did Nigel’s comment about growing up upset you so?”

Tristine set her lips, reluctant to answer.

“So that’s it,” Armus said. He explained to Shannan, “They were playing hide-and-seek on the dunes. He wasn’t certain what upset her, only mentioned her behavior was touchy like Ellan once acted,” he said with emphasis on the word touchy.

Shannan flashed a smile of understanding and sat on the bed. She took Tristine’s hand. “Answer me. What did he say to upset you?”

“He said someday we’d have to stop playing games and I needed to act more mature since I’m going to be thirteen.”

“Was he mean?”

Tristine shook her head.

“He’s right. He is heir to the throne.” She gently brushed the hair off Tristine’s shoulder. “Despite these clothes and childhood games, you are a princess.”

“I know! I just hate that things have to change. We have so much fun together.”

Shannan chuckled. “You can still have fun, nothing’s stopping that.”

Necie crawled onto the bed to sit beside Tristine. “Nigel and Father say I’ll change too.”

Tristine rolled her eyes in frustration. “Of course, you’re a child.”

“You’re not an adult yet. And you’re crying because you can’t play any more children’s games,” Necie lashed back.

“That’s not true! You don’t understand!”

“Peace,” warned Shannan.

The girls clamped their mouths shut. Tristine cast an angry side-glance at Necie, who folded her arms and turned away in a huff.

“Both of you will mature,” Shannan firmly began to get their attention. Once she did, her voice grew kind. “Many things change as we get older, but some things will never change. Nigel will always be your brother, you will always be sisters, and we will always be your parents.”

“How long does it take to change from a girl to a woman?” groused Tristine.

Shannan smiled. “Depends upon the person. Ellan blossomed quickly but I took longer.”

Armus chuckled.

“I don’t think it’s funny about Ellan. She’s annoying,” Tristine chided him.

“He’s amused because of me,” said Shannan. “He met me when I was young and exploring the forest, honing the skills I would one day need to fulfill my destiny.”

“You are much like your mother, skilled with a bow and keen to nature,” said Armus.

Tristine smiled, large and pleased. “I’d like to think so.”

“You haven’t become that way on your own,” said Shannan. “I’m teaching you just like my grandfather taught me. But, I also had to learn how to adapt those skills and apply them to being queen. Same as you will do in becoming an adult.”

“I suppose,” she groused. “Father says I remind him of you as a girl. But was he cocky like Nigel when growing up?”

Armus heartily laughed and said; “Your father was much more stubborn and thickheaded than Nigel.”

“Indeed,” agreed Shannan. “It took nearly being gouged by a boar for him to admit I was a better archer than he.”

The girls laughed and Tristine said, “I can’t imagine Father not being good at anything.”

“I didn’t say he wasn’t good, just I was better.” Shannan again stroked Tristine’s hair. “Since Nigel wasn’t mean, you need to come down and apologize for your rude behavior.”

“Only don’t tell him about the boar,” teased Armus.

In the drawing room Ellis sighed and tugged at his chin, his focus on what he read. Nigel and Ellan remained only Ellan now sat in a chair near the window reading a book. 

Nigel approached at hearing Ellis’ sobriety. “Is the news bad?”

Ellis cocked his head and indicated the papers. “Not good. These are reports from Iain and Roarke dated a month ago. I just got them earlier this morning while I’ve not heard from Darius in two months.”

“It’s doesn’t mean anything has happened to Uncle,” Nigel tried to sound encouraging.

“It doesn’t mean it hasn’t,” muttered Ellan.

“Ellan,” scolded Nigel in a hushed voice.

She was surprised at being heard and Nigel’s warning glance to Ellis, her father looking stern. “Father, don’t imagine the worse about uncle.”

For a moment Ellis’s gaze shifted between Nigel and Ellan. Nigel tried to be supportive, and her apology sheepish. All the same, he was concerned about Darius; but for his son’s sake he flashed a cheerless, forced smile. “You’re right. Darius is too ornery.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

Ellis pursed his lips, once more regarding the papers wondering how much he should tell of the situation. Before he could say anything further, Ellan groused.

“Why did you go to war anyway?  It’s Tunlund’s problem, not ours.”

This time Nigel forcefully rebuked her. “The king responded to a petition for help from an ally.”

“Indeed. A king must honor his word, whether verbal or by written treaty,” said Ellis, looking from Ellan to Nigel.

“I understand, sir,” said Nigel.

Ellan capitulated. “Ay, sir.”

A Guardian warrior appeared in the threshold. His hair was black, and linked with strong amber features, made an impressive setting for golden eyes. Although he wore the Guardian uniform, he also wore the amulet of the King’s Champion, the royal eagle clenching the symbols of the Temple, a crown surrounding a sword. 

“What is it, Kell?”

The Guardian smiled. “His Grace has returned.

Ellis looked greatly relieved, as did Nigel and Ellan. “Where is he?”

“I’m here.”

Darius, the Duke of Allon entered the drawing room covered in road dust and appeared weary, but in one piece. Being foster brothers there was little resemblance between Darius and Ellis. Darius was three years older with dark brown hair, brown eyes and more rugged features while Ellis stood four inches taller and more athletically built compared to Darius’ broad frame.

Ellis embraced Darius. “Thank Jor’el. That took too long.”

“Ay,” agreed Darius, although his expression exceedingly burdened.

“It’s good to see you whole, Uncle,” said Nigel.

Darius embraced Nigel and also greeted Ellan.

“Uncle!” exclaimed Tristine. She rushed to embrace Darius. Shannan and Necie arrived with her.

For a moment Darius held onto Tristine and kissed her cheek before embracing a chattering Necie. “No, I’m afraid all I brought back from this trip is myself,” he replied to Necie’s question.

“That is enough.” Shannan eyes grew misty. “It is good to have you home.” She embraced Darius and kissed his cheek. “You look tired. I’m sure you’d like to rest.”

He shook his head. “Not yet. We need to speak.” His prompting glance passed to Ellis.

Ellis steered Tristine and Necie toward the door. “Run along. You’ll see Uncle at supper.” He also motioned for Ellan to join her sisters.

Darius crossed to a side table upon which sat a pitcher of ale and tankards. He helped himself to a drink. 

“I can tell the news is bad,” said Ellis. He, Shannan, and Nigel waited in anticipation of the answer while Darius greedily drank.

Darius drained the tankard and sat, a poignant glance to Ellis. His voice was thick with emotion. “Jasper is dead. So are, Iain, Ferrell and Roarke.”

Ellis winced at hearing about Jasper, the loyal master-of-arms of Garwood, who helped his foster father Angus rescue him as a baby. Jasper taught him and Darius how to fight using all manner of weapons, and helped to guard his identity until he came of age to claim his royal birthright. Jasper even lost his left eye in defense of Ellis. Iain commanded the royal army while Ferrell and Roarke were prominent Jor’ellian commanders. He regretted their loss, but Jasper’s death was painful.

The sorrowful news forced Shannan to sit and Nigel bit his lower lip to contain his emotions. As soon as Nigel could hold a sword, Jasper helped train him in combat just like he had Ellis and Darius. 

“How?” Nigel forced the word from his mouth. 

Darius shrugged and drank before answering. “The campaign was hard fought and our losses higher than anticipated.”

“How many?” asked Ellis.

“Almost three thousand killed, over fifteen hundred wounded, and six ships lost with all hands.”

Shannan’s breath caught in her throat and she grew teary-eyed. Nigel placed a hand on her shoulder in an effort to comfort her yet he too was distressed.

Ellis swore under his breath. “What about Hollis and Mathias?”

“Mathias suffered serious wounds, but will survive. The six ships lost came from Hollis’ command and he’s taking it hard.” Darius grew passionate, pushing himself up from the chair. “I wish to heaven you had ordered Jasper to stay home! Why didn’t you? You knew his remaining sight was failing.”

Visibly pricked, Ellis turned to the window, battling to maintain his composure.

Shannan took Darius’ arm, her face and voice sympathetic. “Do not be cross with Ellis. Jasper came to him a few days before departure asking him not to agree with you and forbid him to go. He knew it would be his last chance to serve Ellis and protect you before completely losing his sight.”

“We didn’t protect him when he needed it.”

Ellis turned from the window to face Darius. “If you were in his position, would you have done any different for those you love?”

“No,” droned Darius.

“Which is why I didn’t have the heart to refuse him.” 

Darius went back to the chair, plopped down and took another drink.

“Where are Hollis and Mathias now?”

“In Leith. The surgeon forbade Mathias from traveling until he is recovered.”

“Tomorrow you, Nigel, and I will ride into Leith.”

Darius nodded, trying to stifle a yawn, despite his grief and agitation.

“Maybe now you’ll rest,” insisted Shannan.

“Only if Kell tells Eldric to put some Guardian concoction in this drink to make me unconscious.”

Ellis drew Darius to his feet. “Please, do as she says. You’ll need all your faculties to help me in honoring Jasper and the others.”

“Some question why we aided Tunlund since they didn’t seem very appreciative.”

“We’ll address the matter after speaking to Hollis and Mathias. For now, rest.” Ellis escorted Darius to the threshold where he motioned for Kell, who took charge of the duke.

Shannan moved to comfort Ellis. “I’m so sorry about Jasper.”

He blinked back tears. “I had a hunch something terrible would happen to him.”

“Before or after you agreed?” asked Nigel.

For a moment Ellis regarded his son, then replied, “During our conversation. But you heard the reasons I couldn’t refuse. In fact, Jasper said, if he died, he did so without regret and for me not be remorseful in granting permission.” He moved from Shannan to Nigel, taking his son by the shoulders. “Sometimes a king must make personally painful decisions for the good of others. Jasper didn’t want to spend his remaining years as a useless blind man.”

“He wasn’t useless.”

“In his mind he was since he couldn’t do what he had all his life: be a soldier and pass on those skills.” Ellis took a steadying breath to quiet his passion. “Despite my hunch, knowing he died in service is far easier to accept than watching him lose all hope and desire for life.”

Nigel’s face was somber. “I understand why this is so painful for you, especially considering Uncle’s reaction.”

“Let’s not speak of the matter at supper, rather enjoy the meal and celebrate Darius’ return. Tomorrow will be soon enough to deal with such matters.”

“Ay, sir.”

Supper came and went with no military talk since all were eager to welcome Darius home. Normally the family dined together three times a week with the rest being state or private dinners meant for adult members of the family: those thirteen and older. On those nights Tristine and Necie either dined in the family salon or in their chamber. When a royal child reached the proper age, a banquet was held to announce their coming of age. In two months, they would celebrate Tristine’s birthday with a Coming of Age Banquet.

It was very late when Darius retired to his chamber. He found Tristine in her dressing gown curled up in a chair asleep. The oil lamp on the table next to her was turned low. Despite the lack of blood relation, the strong bond between Darius and Ellis reflected in their families. He smiled, sat on the footstool, and touched her cheek. 

“Tristine.”

She stirred and woke. “Uncle.”

“What are you doing here? You should be asleep.”

“When we were going to bed, I heard Father say something about you leaving in the morning. I was afraid I wouldn’t get to talk to you before you left for who-knows-where.”

Darius chuckled. “Silly child, we’re going to Leith to visit Baron Hollis and Baron Mathias.”

“Oh,” she muttered with embarrassment.

“What do you want to talk to me about that you couldn’t say at supper?”

She grew sheepish. “It’s about my banquet. I don’t know that I want to grow up. It means everything is going to change. It did with Nigel and Ellan.”

“Ay. They joined the adult world—but still indulge a clever little sister.”

“Not Ellan,” she said with a deep, sour frown.

“Nigel does.”

“He says that will change.”

“Has Nigel changed since his banquet?”

Her brows grew level in through and she frowned. “Some. The older he gets, the more responsibility father gives him.”

“I mean in the way he treats you. Does he ignore you? Bully you? Or does he treat you the same as before?”

She sighed in resignation. “The same.”

“So what makes you think he’ll change after your banquet?”

“Nothing, I guess.”

“Not in your relationship, but there will be changes regarding your responsibilities as a princess.”

“Mother said the same thing.”

Darius gave her a mild, scolding glance. “Did you expect me to tell you something different than she? I think you know better.”

She flashed an impish smile. “Ay.”

He shook his head with a snorting laugh. “One of these days, you’ll try my patience.”

“No, I won’t.” She giggled and hugged him.

After a quick knock at the door, Armus enter. The Guardian grinned. “I’ll take her back to her room now, Your Grace.”

“Ay, but can you keep her there?”
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Graydon Castle, the home of Baron Hollis, Lord of the East Coast, dominated Leith from the heights about a mile from the harbor. Gun emplacements on the battlement pointed out to sea, although nearly ninety years past since Allon was attacked. Ten years ago the small aging cannons were replaced with newer more effective artillery. Ellis encouraged military advancements along with growth in commerce, medicine, and education for all Allonians regardless of class or rank. The amount of education was tailored to the different areas of commerce, science, medicine, etc.

Leith prospered more in the twenty years of Ellis’ reign than it did in the previous century. Trade expanded and brought a variety of goods from the far off corners of the world. Allonian wool, timber, cloth, iron and woodworking were in high demand. Fortunately, the sending of military aid to Tunlund did not have a detrimental impact on trade since the campaign only lasted a year. Quite the contrary, it produced a positive affect by contracting ship merchants to haul cargo and troops to Tunlund and back.

Although the war proved successful in the commercial arena, the loss of five ships and crew proved a harsh blow to the inhabitants of the East Coast. Ellis would make his appreciation known by having the local priest arrange a memorial service so he could address the families and personally thank them. He also issued an order for each Fortress Master of the Twelve Provinces to hold a memorial service for the fallen sailors and included a hand written statement expressing his gratitude.

Darius, Ellis, and Nigel joined Hollis in the drawing room. Kell and Avatar stood by the door. Hollis was a forty-year-old man of moderate disposition and average looks.

“That is very generous of you, Sire,” he said.

“It is a small thing to do after such suffering.”

After a short knock, a servant entered. “Sire, Baron Mathias is awake.”

Ellis left the drawing room to follow the servant upstairs to Mathias’ chamber. Darius, Nigel and Hollis accompanied him. Outside the chamber a heavy-set middle-aged mortal man in physician’s robes met them. 

“Please be brief, Sire. He needs to rest.”

Ellis said to the others, “Nigel only.”

In a well-furnished chamber, Mathias lay upon a large bed. He appeared older than his early forties. In peak health he was a dashing man with dark hair and neatly trimmed goatee. Although dulled by pain and fatigue, the green eyes watched Ellis approach. He began to sit up.

“Sire.”

Ellis stopped him. “No, Mathias. You need to save your strength for recovery.” 

Mathias slowly and painfully settled back into bed. 

Nigel observed Mathias’ pain. “Where do you hurt?”

“Everywhere, Highness.”

Nigel flushed with embarrassment. “Sorry. Silly question.”

“We came to thank you. Your service is greatly appreciated and we’re glad you survived,” said Ellis.

“Maybe I shouldn’t have,” groused Mathias. “If not for my blunder, Hollis would not have been forced to cover my mistake and lose so many ships.”

“You made a decision in the heat of battle that saved more lives than were lost.”

The statement puzzled Mathias. “Did Hollis say so?”

“Ay. So did Darius, other commanders, and a personal note from Ambassador Lanzo commending your actions. According to them, if you had not made the defensive maneuver most of the fleet would have been lost and changed the outcome of the war.”

Mathias’ brows furrowed, trying to let the news sink in. “I don’t remember much past giving the order. Captain Banning told me of our losses when I briefly woke in my cabin.”

“Do you know where you are now?” asked Nigel. Mathias simply looked at him, making the prince frown. “Sorry. Another silly question.”

Mathias smiled, weak and thin.

The door opened and the physician entered, giving Ellis a prompting glance.

“You did well, Mathias. Rest and recover,” said Ellis.

“Take care, Baron.” Nigel and Ellis left.

“How is he?” asked Darius.

“He only remembers giving the order and is unaware of anything else,” replied Ellis. 

“The surgeon wondered if he’d it make back alive,” said Hollis, growing melancholy. “It was hard enough losing the others, I couldn’t image losing Mathias also.”

Ellis clapped Hollis’ shoulder. “Jor’el dealt mercifully with him.”

“Ay, and Mathias would scold me for brooding. Will you be staying to dine, Sire?”

“Not this time. We leave for Waldron tomorrow. But the holiday was much appreciated and needed.”

Hollis smiled and a bowed to the compliment. “I shall order your horses.”

Ellan sat lounging on the manor terrace overlooking the beach. The aroma of fresh bread and roasting meat floated on the breeze. She took a deep whiff. “Smells like a good dinner, Morrell,” she said to her Guardian warrior overseer.

He sat on the terrace stonewall gazing out to sea. Although good-looking like all Guardians, he had a slight weather-beaten aura to his face, golden haired, a thin beard and bright amber eyes. He cocked a grin. “I wouldn’t know, Princess. Armus is a better judge of mortal food than I am.”

“You have a sense of smell,” she teased.

“Ay,” he chuckled and turned back to the vista.

“What are looking at with such interest?”

“Nothing really, just taking in the view.”

“You have no appreciation for food but enjoy a good view? You’re a hard Guardian to figure out.”

He heaved a casual shrug. “I could say the same about mortals. Especially one as unpredictable as Princess Tristine.” He pointed over the wall.

Ellan moved to join him. Tristine trudged up the inland path, soaked from head to toe, face smudged and looking fretful. As usual, Armus followed her. “What have you done now?” she asked when Tristine reached the terrace. Instead of a reply, she received a withering glare. Ellan’s displeasure turned to Armus, but the Guardian said nothing.

Nigel hurried from the house “Tristine? Are you hurt?”

“Hurt? She’s completely ruined her clothes,” chided Ellan.

Tristine made an angry, upset snarl at Ellan and began to bolt toward the house when Nigel caught her. “No. Father and Uncle are in the study talking to Mother about the visit. Go through the kitchen and up the back stairs.”

Tristine sniffled a sob and nodded before changing course, Armus following.

Ellan prevented Nigel from leaving by stepping in front of him. “Why do you indulge her?”

“I’m not indulging her.”

“Of course you are. You don’t even know what happened yet you’re shielding her. Just like you always do!” 

Nigel’s temper flared. “Didn’t you see how upset she is? I think she’s lucky only her clothes are ruined.” 

“Because she did something she wasn’t supposed to.”

“Or could have been hurt by something not her fault.”

“It’s always her fault.”

He snarled in annoyance. “You may not care about her welfare, but I’m going to find out what happened before Father sees her.” He pushed past Ellan to return to the house.

“I do care—only differently!” she called after him but was ignored. Her scowl of disapproval turned from the departing Nigel to Morrell. “I don’t know who is more incorrigible, Nigel for protecting her or Tristine for being reckless.”

A hive of activity took place in the kitchen during preparations for supper. Being wet and looking miserable, the servants didn’t seem to recognize Tristine, and said nothing as she made her way around them to the back stairs. Even the sight of Armus didn’t stir much attention. 

He snatched a towel and pitcher of water before heading upstairs. In the room, Tristine removed her doublet. He poured water into a basin, but stopped when the door opened. Nigel quickly entered and shut the door.

Tristine grew anxious at his entrance. “Did anyone see you?”

“No, and you haven’t much time to clean-up and change before supper.”

“Finish undressing. I’ll fetch your clothes,” said Armus. She moved behind a changing screen and he went to the wardrobe.

“What happened?” asked Nigel. She made an angry snort, but didn’t reply. He turned to Armus for an answer. 

The Guardian took a dress and other garments from the wardrobe and placed them on top of the screen for Tristine to reach. “She wanted to take a last walk on the beach before leaving. The queen only agreed to give permission if she promised not go too far and be back in time for supper.”

“How far did you go?” asked Nigel, but again she didn’t answer.

“The wading pool,” said Armus.

Nigel huffed in exasperation. “The only way in and out of there is to climb.”

“Ay. When Tristine realized she would be late, she tried to hurry, but slipped—”

“And fell into the water,” Nigel concluded.

Tristine loudly growled at his sarcasm, still behind the changing screen.

“She narrowly missed hitting her head on the rocks,” said Armus with emphasis, his chestnut eyes direct on Nigel. “She was out of my reach to prevent the fall. I jumped in after her and pulled her up before rocks dislodged by her climb could strike her.” 

Nigel’s brows drew level in fearful concern. “So it could have been worse.” 

“Ay. Thank Jor’el it was not.”

“Indeed,” murmured Nigel, momentary discomposed by the statement. “How did you get back in time?”

She came out from behind the screen wearing a loose fitting dress and turned so Armus could finish lacing up the back. She spoke for the first time. “Dimension travel from the pool to the end of the house path.” 

“I’m glad you weren’t hurt,” said Nigel in all sincerity. 

She nodded and moved from Armus to the vanity to brush her hair.

“How did you expect to get inside without being seen?”

“The same way I’ve gotten in before—my Guardian shield.”

“You are fortunate Armus was there, but one of these days you’ll get him into serious trouble for helping with your little covert acts.”

“Like Avatar helps you?” she shot back, looking at him in the mirror.

“Don’t change the subject. This is about you; not Avatar and me.”

“Did I hear my name?” asked Avatar.

She gasped in fear at seeing Avatar’s reflection in the mirror as he stood in the threshold. She whirled about. “Did anyone see you come in here?”

“The king asked where Nigel went; so I said I’d find out.”

Her worried look passed to Nigel, who said, “I’ll tell Father I went to freshen up for dinner.” He turned to leave.

“Wait, Highness,” began Armus. He tossed Tristine a prompting glance. “Are you going to let him lie for you?”

“No. I’ll say Nigel was visiting me.”

Armus didn’t relent in his stern regard. “You may have changed clothes, but your hair is wet and it won’t be dry in time.”

She grew fretful. “I’ll get in trouble if I tell the truth.”

“Falling into the pool was an accident.”

“I went too far!”

Armus gripped her shoulders, making her look up at him. “Part of growing up is accepting the consequences of your actions, whether right or wrong. You didn’t mean to go so far, but you did, which caused you to hurry and fall into the pool. Now you must admit to making a bad choice.”

“I’ve learned it’s better to tell Father the truth. He may get angry at first, but he prefers to deal with issues directly than learn the truth later,” said Nigel.

Hesitant and indecisive, she bit her lip before asking, “Will I still be punished?”

Nigel shrugged in uncertainty. “Maybe. Only the punishments I’ve received were less severe when telling the truth than being caught in a lie.”

“Really?”

“Ay,” he replied with a soft grin.

She sighed in resignation. “Let me finish brushing my hair then we’ll go downstairs.” Being wet and tangled her hair was hard to brush and difficult to style, so she simply pulled the sides back from her face using ivory combs. 

They were the last to arrive in the drawing room. Proper attire and decorum for dinner was part of training, so she knew her wet hair would be noticed. Nervous, she gripped Nigel’s hand.

Sure enough, Shannan looked puzzled and asked, “Tristine, did you wash your hair before supper?”

Tristine felt Nigel squeeze her hand for support. “No, Mother,” she began, her voice a bit stressed. “I had an accident on my outing.”

“Accident? Were you hurt?”

“She wasn’t hurt. She came back wet from head to foot. Her clothes are ruined,” said Ellan in contempt.

Angered by the callous comment, Nigel refuted. “She fell out of Armus’ reach and he jumped in to pull her out before rocks fell into the water on top of her.” 

“What?” Ellis’ concerned glance changed from Nigel to Tristine. “Tell us everything.”

Nigel encouraged Tristine with a smile, and she replied; “I asked Mother for permission to go on one last walk along the beach. She said I could if I didn’t go too far and was back by suppertime. Well, I went further than I intended and when I realized I wouldn’t be back I time, I tried to quickly climb out from the pool. The rocks gave way and I fell.”

“It could have been worse if Armus wasn’t there,” said Nigel, tossing a scolding glance to Ellan, although his primary focus was on Ellis.

Ellis cocked a brow and turned to Armus, who stood by the door. “I take it after pulling her from the water you brought her back.”

“Just to the end of the path, Sire.”

Nigel spoke, “She arrived on the terrace looking very upset and I went to see if she was hurt. Thankfully not. I urged her to calm down and change before telling you what happened.”

Tristine bit her lip, on the verge of tears but spoke when Ellis’ gaze shifted to her. “I’m truly sorry, sir. It was unintentional. Are you going to punish me?”

Ellis pursed his lips to the question and Shannan said, “Ruined clothes are a small price to pay for an innocent mistake in judgment that could have been more serious.”

“Besides, he did something similar as a boy,” said Darius, pretending to speak into his cup while taking a drink, yet loud enough to be heard.

“You did?” asked Tristine in guarded curiosity.

Ellis frowned at Darius. “As I recall, you lent a helping hand in the stunt resulting in ruining my clothes and leaving me bruised and sore for a week.”

Darius laughed. “You have a selective memory.”

Tristine’s curious, yet guarded gaze shifted between Ellis and Darius. “Then you won’t punish me?”

Ellis smiled. “For clothes ruined in an accident? No. Thank Jor’el Armus was present. And it took courage to admit your mistake.”

Tristine was relieved. She received a cup of mulled cider from Darius, along with a wink.

Nigel noticed Ellan frown and approached her to speak privately. “Did you expect her to be punished?”

“She usually does things worthy of punishment.”

“This was an accident.”

Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Did you know this earlier?”

“No. By her expression I didn’t think what happened was on purpose.”

She sarcastically snickered under her breath. “I think everything she does is on purpose.”

“There’s the difference. Father and I give her the benefit of the doubt, you don’t. Tristine isn’t mean, just reckless at times. You may try being a little kinder and a more supportive. I helped you during your transition and you’ve done well. Even Father complimented you.”

Ellan’s shoulders sagged and she nodded. “I’ll try.”

When dinner was over, they went back to the drawing room, signaling time for Necie and Tristine to withdraw for the night. Before leaving, Tristine approached Ellis.

“Thank you for understanding, Father. I truly didn’t mean to be late or ruin my clothes.”

“I know. However, the time is growing short for such antics.”

“I only hope I don’t disappoint you too much when I try to act like an adult.”

Ellis chuckled. “Just make the effort to minimize those mistakes.”

“Ay, Father. Goodnight.” Tristine and Necie left.

“It’s going to take more than effort to change her ways,” murmured Ellan to herself.

Ellis cocked a scolding brow. “That’s the second derogatory remark you’ve made about your sister this evening. Why?”

Although surprised he heard, Ellan had to answer. “She’s headstrong and stubborn. I can’t imagine her changing just because she turns thirteen.”

“You didn’t change overnight,” said Nigel.

“I’m not reckless.”

“Recklessness doesn’t make her incapable. Believe me, I understand what a reckless, younger sibling is like,” said Darius.

Ellis frowned in rebuke at the reference.

“I thought you said Tristine is like Mother?” Ellan asked Ellis.

“There is a bit of both of us in her. Each of you do to one degree or another.”

“Yet you are also individuals,” began Shannan. “You will each mature in your own way and time. You are doing well, even though you needed help at the beginning. Tristine may require a little more patience.” She spoke the last sentence to Ellis.

“The patience of Jor’el,” he snickered.

“Which is what Father said about you,” quipped Darius.

In spite of his earlier annoyance, Ellis laughed.

“Mother and Uncle are right. We need to be patient with Tristine,” said Nigel to Ellan.

“With help, she too will do as well as you,” added Ellis.

“Ay, sir.”

Kell entered. “Sire. Baron Hollis is here.”

“Send him in.”

Hollis was booted and spurred, and looking serious. “Sire.”

“Hollis. Do you bring news of Mathias?”

“Mathias is well. An envoy from Morven arrived in Leith about an hour ago. My men brought him to me when he requested directions to Waldron with a message for you from Emperor Kamu.”

Ellis’ questioning glance passed to Darius who said; “I have no knowledge of the emperor wishing to have a dialogue.” 

“According to Lord Bijan, he means no harm, only to offer tribute to the victor,” said Hollis.

“Is he alone?”

“Ay, Sire. He yielded his sword and submitted to being searched for any hidden weapons.”

“Is he still in Leith?”

“No. I took the liberty of bringing him here under guard in case you wanted to speak to him.”  Seeing Ellis’ disapproval, he added; “I thought it would be better to deal with him here where he could be put on a ship and sent back if there were trouble, rather than inland at Waldron.”

“Stated that way, I appreciate your consideration.”

“Ellis, the Morvenians are not inclined to deal openly around women. In fact, they view it as an insult,” said Darius, tossing a wary eye to Shannan and Ellan.

Shannan took mild offense. “Why?”

“Morven is a patriarchal society. Women are treated with respect but not permitted to be included in the affairs of men.”

She set her chin. “This is Allon. Here men and women are treated equally in all aspects of life.”

“I know, but—” began Darius but was stopped by Ellis, who addressed Shannan.

“I will be certain to let Lord Bijan know about the difference. However, for the first encounter, let me feel him out and learn what the Morvenians want.”

Shannan wasn’t pleased by the suggestion, yet yielded. “If you insist. Come, Ellan. We’ll leave the men to the affairs of state.”

Ellis snorted an ironic chuckle yet waited until his wife and daughter left. “You may bring him in, Baron.” Ellis spoke to Kell. “This should be interesting.”

Lord Bijan was a short man with thin, wiry black hair, beard and dark brown eyes. He wore an ornate red, gold, and green robe over a long dark green tunic with a large red sash. The gold pants were bloused at the top and draped over the top of the black leather boots. On his head was a red, green, and gold feathered skullcap. 

“Sire, Lord Bijan of Morven,” said Hollis.

“Most noble king,” said Bijan in heavily accented Allonian. He offered Ellis a low, deep bow. He gave a respectful nod to Nigel and Darius.

“His Royal Highness, Prince Nigel and the Duke of Allon,” said Ellis.

“Most Exalted Highness,” said Bijan, bowing to Nigel. “My Lord Duke, it is pleasure to meet you again.”

“Lord Bijan, this is an unexpected visit, especially so soon,” said Ellis.

“It is emperor wish time not pass too much before making tribute for great victory.”

“Indeed, the powder is not yet dry,” mused Ellis yet saw by Bijan’s puzzled look he didn’t understand the expression. 

“How soon after we left did the emperor dispatch you?” asked Darius.

“Next day. After tribute was decided. I was sent before tribute to make certain to be received by king. Often enemy not received well by victor who is suspicious of trouble.”

“According to Baron Hollis you willingly placed yourself in his charge,” said Ellis.

“It is of little trouble when duty to respect emperor and king.”

“What are the emperor’s intentions?”

“His Imperial Majesty Emperor Kamu wishes to make gift to king by offering an alliance by marriage to royal princess.”

Ellis took note of Nigel’s surprise at the offer and the young’s man attempt to curb his surprise when they made brief eye contact before Ellis replied. “The emperor is generous. However, I’m already married.” 

“King have one wife?” asked Bijan in confusion.

“Ay.”

“Young prince also have one wife?”

Nigel flushed with embarrassment at the question. “I’m not married yet.”

“Prince is age of man, no?”

Ellis pursed his lips to stop a laugh before speaking. “My Lord Bijan, His Highness is not yet of age for marriage according to Allonian custom, and when he marries, he too will only have one wife.”

Bijan appeared to be trying to comprehend. “Emperor have many wives and many children. King have one wife, one child?”

“I have four children. All from one wife.”

Bijan was surprised. “This is different. In Morven, it is one wife for one child.”

“How many children does the emperor have?” asked Darius.

“One hundred and three,” replied Bijan.

“What?” exclaimed Nigel in astonishment.
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