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The large and magnificent Waldron Castle stood in the middle of a beautiful open meadow in the province of Midessex. It served as a wonderful reminder of the great victory twenty-five years earlier that restored the House of Tristan to Allon’s throne. King Ellis ruled well and the kingdom prospered. 

In late autumn, the forest surrounding the meadow showed signs of winter’s approach. Most of the leafy trees shed their foliage and the warm summer grasses were dormant. A deep chill hung in the air. Smoke rose from almost every chimney of the castle.

Inside Waldron, Darius, Duke of Allon, sat at a desk in the king’s study shuffling through a stack of dispatches. At forty-six, his brown hair was speckled with gray and he had grown a salt and pepper mustache and small beard. His brown eyes were shrouded under thoughtful brows. Other aspects of his features relaxed with age but he was still healthy and robust. He sighed in weary frustration and turned to the man pacing before the study window overlooking the Grand Courtyard. From this vantage, the king saw all who came and went at Waldron. 

“Ellis, you’re going to need to make a decision soon. Or at least let me reply so they’ll stop sending dispatches.”

Now age forty-three, King Ellis stayed in peak physical condition. His thick golden hair began turning white at the temples and forehead while his features shone with maturity and wisdom. Vivid blue eyes still portrayed his moods, which at present showed irritation.

“We’re talking about the future of Allon and my daughter. If Nigel was alive, this would not be so difficult.” 

Darius grimaced and cast a glance to the ever-present Kell, Captain of Jor’el’s Guardians and the King’s Champion. The mighty Guardian towered above them, standing seven-and-a-half feet tall with midnight black hair, flawless features and impressive golden eyes. He didn’t wear the King’s uniform rather the daily suit of a Guardian warrior, embossed tan, close- fitting, knee-length jackets trimmed in gold with purple accents with slits in the side from the hem to the hip. The matching breeches were tucked into leather boots while finely crafted sheathes held a gold-hilted sword and dagger. The amulet of the King’s Champion, a royal eagle clenching the symbols of the Temple, hung around his neck. The Guardian’s expression mirrored his concern, thus needed to be voiced and Darius obliged.

“Ellis, it’s been five years since Nigel died and two years since Ellan came of age, yet still you persist in trying to fulfill Prophecy on your own.”

Ellis looked askew to Darius, his voice challenging. “Is that what I’m doing?”

“Ay. And driving us mad in the process. Is that not so, Kell?”

Kell was slow to answer, not for hesitation, rather diplomacy. “Sire, however good your intention, Prophecy is Jor’el’s domain.”

“You both accuse me of something I wasn’t aware I was doing. With Nigel gone, whoever marries Ellan will be the next king, and fulfill Prophecy. It is a decision I must make not only as king, but a father. Very often the head and heart don’t agree.”

“It is a decision you need to make on faith, Sire.”

“In my prayers I have sought Jor’el’s wisdom and spoken to Uriah, but he keeps telling me to pray harder and reminding me of Prophecy.” They did not appear convinced so he continued his argument. “Don’t you understand my quandary? With Nigel, I knew to whom I would leave the throne and security of Allon. With my son dead, I seek a stranger to wed my eldest daughter and succeed me when I go to the heavenlies.”

Darius tried to restrain the annoyance in his speech. “We understand that. What we don’t understand is your reluctance to even consider any of these candidates!”

Ellis folded his arms across his chest. “Contrary to your accusation, I am waiting for Jor’el to give me a sign as to which candidate to choose.”

“You can’t know if you don’t look.” Darius waved several pages at Ellis. Met by a stubborn expression, he let his head fall into his hands muttering, “You’re incorrigible.”

Ellis grinned. “Too bad Angus isn’t of the right age. I’d rather he marry Ellan than any foreign prince.”

Daruis’ head came up. “Now it’s my fault for waiting so long to marry and start a family that you don’t have a suitable match for your eldest daughter?”

“Of course. It would have made things simpler.” Ellis’ levity was not well received. 

“Zebulon would argue against it, citing law prohibiting family marriage.”

“The law prohibits blood relations from marriage. You are my foster-brother so there is no blood relation to Angus, thus making it legal. You know that.” He waved a finger at Darius.

Despite his sour mood, Darius grinned. “Well, at seventeen, he may not be old enough for Ellan, and definitely no match for Tristine, but with Necie, there maybe hope.”

Ellis rolled his eyes at the mentioned of each of his daughters and turned to Kell. “Three more different daughters a man could not have.”

“Each blessed with her own unique gifts and talents, Sire.”

Ellis smiled and returned his attention to looking out the window. He heard Darius laugh along with the shuffling of paper. In the Grand Courtyard, his middle daughter, eighteen-year-old Tristine, returned from a hunt. She led her favorite horse, a sorrel gelding, named Dunstan. She reminded him of his beloved wife Shannan, also a skilled huntress and keen forester. In feature Tristine resembled him with long golden hair she braided and coiled behind her head, only she had crisp hazel eyes compared to his blue. She stood tall for a woman at six feet. Most of the time, she favored doublets and breeches, like Shannan once wore. If not out hunting, she enjoyed working with the horses or watching the knights and squires in training, often participating in archery practice.

Ellis noticed her excitement as she hugged Armus, her Guardian Overseer. He equaled Kell in height, only brawny and with brown hair and bright chestnut eyes. He wore the Guardian uniform complete with sword and dagger. A silver medallion with an etching of the Temple hung around his neck, signifying his position as Kell’s lieutenant. Although Ellis could not hear through the closed window, Tristine gestured to her horse. Across the saddle lay an eight-point buck. He threw open the window. 

“Tristine!” he shouted.

“Father! Look what I’ve done.” She eagerly showed him the buck. “Uncle.” She waved to Darius, who joined Ellis at the window.

“How did you get him?” asked Ellis.

“I followed the tracks from the last place you said, and there he was, by the old widow’s place. I could hardly believe it!”

“Neither can I. I’ve been trying for a year. You go out one day and come back with my buck.”

She proudly smiled.

Ellis too smiled. “Take it to Cook. We shall feast tonight. And have the head mounted to hang in the Hall.”

“Thank you!”

Ellis chuckled in mild disbelief and left the window. “My buck. One day and she gets my buck.”

“Maybe she can teach you something about hunting,” teased Darius.

“Teach,” Ellis repeated then frowned. “Remind me to speak to her later. Master Hampton is very cross about her lack of effort. He believes she neglects her duty. Sometimes I think he’s correct. At her age, she’d still rather romp in the forest, tend the horses and watch knights and squires, than see to her royal responsibilities.” His mood soured. “She’s the next to be married.”

“Let’s get the more important one out of the way first.”

After a brief knock, the door opened and Armus entered. He carried a satchel. “The morning dispatches, Your Grace.” He handed the satchel to Darius.

“Next time Tristine wants to go hunting, don’t let her,” Ellis huffed at Armus.

“How?”

Ellis was briefly stymied. “I don’t know! You’re a Guardian. Figure out something. Tie her up, lock the door or throw away the key.”

“She’d cut the ropes, pick the lock, or find another way out.”

Darius and Kell tried not to laugh. 

Ellis looked askew to Kell. “You were saying about my daughter’s unique gifts and talents, Captain?”

Kell removed the smile from his face.

“You were no different at her age,” said Darius.

“I certainly was. I was on the road to becoming king, not playing in the forest.”

Darius looked at him, a twinkle in his eyes. “No, I mean stubborn, pigheaded and independent.” He indicated the dispatches.

Ellis threw up his hands in surrender. “Answer them as you will.” He left.

“Answer them,” groused Darius. “Well, there is one of which a doting father would approve.” 

Armus chuckled. “If you’re having this much trouble with Ellan, I hate to see what it will be like when it comes time for Tristine.”

“That is a task Ellis and I would gladly defer to your expertise. You know her better than anyone.”

“I’m not her father. Just her watchdog, go-between and general whipping boy.”

Kell laughed and clapped Armus on the shoulder. “You’ve loved every minute.”

Armus’ smile widened. “What’s not to love? She has her mother’s spirit and her father’s heart and courage.”

“Not to mention Ellis’ sharp tongue,” quipped Darius.

Armus amusement vanished. “That’s it! She’s too much like him and he can’t tolerate it.”

“Now who’s sounding like a doting father?” said Darius to Armus’ embarrassment and Kell’s amusement.

“Come, Armus. Let’s leave the duke to work. Shall we send supper up, Your Grace?”

“No, I’ll need a break.”

Ellis descended the gallery way stairs to the west corridor intent on going to the kitchen to see the buck. To the right side of the corridor was the Great Hall and behind that, the Council Chamber. To the left were doors leading to several state receiving rooms.

Upon reaching the rear intersecting corridors, he heard a familiar squeal. His youngest daughter, sixteen-year-old Necie came racing around the corner. Her brown hair loose, complexion flushed, and doe eyes wide in fear. Tristine followed her.

“Don’t touch me! Father!” Necie hid behind Ellis. “Tell Tristine to leave me alone with her bloody hands.”

“They’re not bloody,” refuted Tristine. She raised her hands for Ellis to see. “She became nearly hysterical because I touched a dead animal. I offered to show her there is nothing to be afraid of when she started running away.”

“No,” Neice argued to Ellis. “She began chasing me, saying she would trap me like a scared rabbit.”

“Father, you need to do something about her unreasonable fears and constant tattle-taling.”

“What about the older sister who torments her? What should I do to her?”

“I wasn’t tormenting.”

“You were,” insisted Necie.

“No, I wasn’t.”

He waved his hands in annoyance. “Enough! Necie, what were you doing before Tristine began chasing you?”

“I was returning to the family salon after ordering Mama’s afternoon tea,” said Necie snobbishly.

“ ‘Returning to the family salon ...’ ” mimicked Tristine, but stopped at seeing Ellis’ disapproval.

“You?”

“Leaving the kitchen, where I brought the buck,” she said, tossing a glance to Neice and continued to Ellis, “to go to my chambers and clean up.”

“Then do so. Both of you.”

“That means we have to go the same way until the back stairs,” complained Necie.

“I think your sister can behave until then.” He shooed them along, continuing on his original course to the kitchen.

“No she can’t,” said Necie, and stuck her tongue out at Tristine. The latter responded by her raising her hands in a menacing fashion. Necie screamed and went running to the backstairs.

“Tristine!” shouted Ellis, without looking back.

She chuckled and went her way.

Although Tristine preferred breeches, doublet and boots, for family dinners and state ceremonies she was required to wear a gown. Still, she kept her attire simple, nothing overly ornate or fancy. She flinched when her maid drew the bodice tight. The maid then brushed out Tristine’s golden waist-length, wavy locks and pulled the side strands back with ivory combs. In all, she was a pretty young lady of good proportion for being six feet tall, which proved her most striking feature when first met. Her height also proved to be a drawback in dealing with young men her age. Few reached her father’s stature of six-foot-two or taller; at least the noble ones. Some of the knights and squires were strong, tall men, but any relationship past casual acquaintance was frowned upon.

Like her elder sister, Ellan, Tristine knew someday she would be married to a powerful nobleman, or prince of a foreign land. Her parent’s marriage was foretold in Prophecy and came with a deep abiding love. She hoped for similar love with her husband, but duty came first. If Ellan’s marriage wasn’t a good one, she didn’t hold out much hope for her own. For the time being, she enjoyed her freedom, at least as much as royal protocol allowed.

The family dining hall was an intimate room of rosewood paneling located at the rear of the west wing on the first floor. A fire crackled in the hearth. When Tristine arrived, most of the others were present, though not yet seated rather milling about. Ellis spoke to Darius. She privately smiled. Their strong bond reflected in the family relationship. She loved Darius, his generous wife, and even their son Angus, who at seventeen, favored Darius and was beginning to lose the gangliness of youth and show signs of maturity. As her gaze passed from them, she noticed Ellan’s absence. Typical. A new gown arrived from Lord Allard’s tailor and she probably wanted to make an entrance.

“Tristine,” said Shannan, a pleased smile on her face. At forty-two, her brown hair adorned her head in a braided crown. Vivid green eyes still commanded attention in their regard and perception. “Your father tells me the venison tonight is your doing.”

“Ay, Mama.”

From a door opposite the hall entrance, the head chamberlain entered and announced dinner. They all took their places. Tristine, Angus and Necie sat on one side, opposite Darius, Arista and a vacant seat for Ellan. Shannan and Ellis sat at either end. For family meals, the only Guardians present were Kell, standing in his customary place near the king’s chair and Avatar, who had not arrived yet. The rest of the Guardians waited in the hall. 

Servants brought in the dishes to place on the sideboard. They would wait until the blessing to serve the meal before departing to allow the family privacy. 

“Smells good, doesn’t it?” said Tristine proudly. “Father, must we wait for Ellan?”

As if on cue, Ellan entered, and followed by Avatar. The bronze-haired and goateed Guardian warrior with the beautiful silver eyes was reassigned as Ellan’s Overseer after Nigel’s death. Whereas he and Nigel got along very well, his relationship to Ellan was rocky at best. Avatar moved to stand beside Kell.

Ellen bent to kiss Ellis’ cheek. “Sorry, I’m late, Father.” She gave her mother a smile and assumed her seat.

There. The entrance Tristine anticipated. Twenty-year-old Ellan was a brown-haired, blue-eyed beauty wearing her new red-and-gold gown like a strutting peacock, smiling like she owned the world. Well, at least Ellis. 

“Ellan, what a lovely gown. Lord Allard’s tailor’s outdid himself this time.”

“You say that every time she receives a new gown,” said Tristine.

“Perhaps it’s not the gown, but the one who wears it,” said Ellis.

Tristine balked at his statement and retorted. “If she were dressed any better than my buck, she still wouldn’t smell as good.”

“Tristine. You will ask for forgiveness during the blessing.”

“Ay, sir.”

“I’m certain Lord Allard would have his tailor design you a suitable gown. Perhaps in forest green or autumn brown,” said Ellan and forced a smile. 

Tristine bit back a reply to Ellan’s mocking when Ellis frowned at them.

“Shall we pray?” he firmly said. “We thank you, Almighty Jor’el, for your provision this night. For blessing Tristine with a successful hunt and allowing us to safely assemble at the end of the day to partake of your provision. Thank you for all we received this day. Taingeil. ”

While the servants prepared and distributed the plates of food, Angus questioned Tristine about how she downed the buck. After her colorful rendition, Ellan spoke.

“Generous of you to let Tristine down your buck, Father.”

“I had nothing to do with it.”

“Armus then.”

“I did it alone.”

“Did Mother allow you to use her gold bow?” continued Ellan in her haughty manner.

“No,” said Tristine, tight-lipped, the taunting irritating.

“She tried to smear her bloody hands all over me earlier,” Necie told Ellan.

“I did not.”

Ellis grinned and said, “You teased her.”

“Maybe, but my hands weren’t bloody.”

“True,” he agreed, and winked upon catching Angus’ amused glance.

Darius’ announcement quelled the humorous exchange. “I think I found a suitor.”

“Really? Who?” asked Ellis.

Fretful, Ellan awaited the answer.

“Prince Sullivan of Gorham. He’s been in Allon studying for the past three years.”

“I didn’t know Perciles had a son. Why haven’t I met him before? Especially if he’s in Allon.”

“Nephew. As I said, he is a student. Didn’t want to make a fuss, I suppose. All the same, I sent an invitation for him to visit Waldron.” 

Ellan appeared disquieted by the conversation so Tristine pressed the matter. “Did his dispatch give any indication of what he’s like, Uncle?”

“He’s twenty-five, and sounds more stable than any of the others.”

“Twenty-five and still a student?” inquired Shannan.

“He fought in the Border Wars before returning to finish his education in the arts.”

“An artistic warrior. Should be an interesting combination, don’t you think?” Ellis asked Ellan.

“If you say so, Father,” she made the appropriate reply.

Ellis’ features grew frustrated. “This hasn’t been easy. Being the eldest and heir, you must wed soon. After two years the country grows restless and I grow impatient. Tristine is now of rightful age and I need to begin looking for her suitor.”

“There are some inquiries among the dispatches about Tristine,” said Darius, a teasing wink at Tristine.

She nearly choked on her drink. “What?”

“Indeed. A few even mentioned Necie.”

“I don’t want to get married!” squeaked Necie.

Angus placed a supportive hand on Necie’s arm. “Don’t worry. You’re not old enough yet.”

“Your sisters must first do their duty.” Shannan’s stern regarded shifted between Tristine and Ellan.

Both knew the implications and said, “Ay, Mama.”

Ellis chuckled into his tankard as he took a drink.

The door opened and Vidar entered. He served as the Queen’s Protector, yet wore the green and brown uniform of his station as the supreme Guardian hunter complete with a lethal and impressive bolt-action crossbow. He stood a few of inches shorter than Kell and Avatar with auburn hair and bright copper eyes. Everyone noticed his serious expression.

“What is it, Vidar?” asked Ellis.

“The creature struck again, Sire. This time killing a cow and goat on a farm a few miles away.”

“Three farms in two weeks,” said Darius. 

Ellis asked Vidar, “Any indication of its present whereabouts?”

“No, and I’ve been out since the sighting two hours ago, but nothing.”

“Where is this farm?”

“Not far from the old widow’s place.”

“Then I did see it,” said Tristine, more to herself than anyone.

“What? When?” demanded Ellis.

Tristine was startled at being heard, and sheepishly replied. “I thought it was a bear at first, but I found unusual tracks. Actually,” she became hesitant under his steady scolding stare. “I was following the tracks when I stumbled on the buck.”

“That was foolish!”

“If I found it, this wouldn’t have happened.”

“You don’t know that! You could have been injured or killed.”

“Father, I was so close. I can find it again—”

“No! If I knew you were really hunting this beast instead of the buck—” he couldn’t finish for anger. “To your chamber. We’ll discuss this later.”

The abrupt dismissal stunned Tristine. Even Shannan appeared taken back and Darius frowned in disapproval but Ellan wore a smug expression. Tristine desperately tried to hold back tears of anger and humiliation. She pushed away from the table and left. 

“Ellis, she only did what you would have done at her age,” said Shannan.

“Done? Will do,” he rebuffed and turned to Vidar. “Tell Wren we leave at dawn to hunt down this beast.”

“I’m coming,” declared Darius.

“Take Tristine,” said Shannan.

“No!” snapped Ellis. 

Irate at the rebuke, Shannan stared at him. 

The outburst made Vidar pause in leaving, tossing a look of uncertainty to Kell. The captain made a slight shrug of ignorance.

Ellis stood and motioned for Shannan to accompany him to the antechamber. After closing the door, he forestalled her initial words. 

“First, let me apologize. I should not have spoken to you in that manner.”

“Accepted. Neither should you scold Tristine and dismiss her like a child. She is a grown woman.”

“I wish she’d act like it.”

“She did. It took great skill and courage to go after such a beast. To down the buck you couldn’t.”

“Are you suggesting my hunting skills are rusty?”

“No, but your diplomatic skills in dealing with your daughter are. You react rather than listen.”

“She is pigheaded and stubborn. She seems to go contrary to everything I say or do.”

“I remember a boy who acted very much the same. His manner changed little until he became king and took on tremendous responsibilities.”

He plopped into a chair. “So looks aren’t all we share.”

She smiled and knelt beside him. “She is so much like you.”

He caressed her cheek. “I thought she was more like you, traipsing around the forest, her natural abilities with animals. Even her smile.” 

“There is a bit of both of us in all our daughters. But Tristine is most like you in appearance and character. As such, you two clash more. With Ellan you are in command, the king grooming his successor. With Necie, you are indulgent.”

He guffawed. “Don’t speak to me about indulgence.”

She smiled. “Very well, we both do. She sees the good in everything. She and Ellan strive to please us in dress and speech, in all manner of study. Especially since Nigel’s death.” He repined at her statement. “After all these years, it still pains you.”

“He was our son. Allon’s future, and I lost him.”

“When will you accept what happened was not your fault?”

He stiffened and bit back a reply.

“So,” she began in rigidity, “You shun us for a memory.”

“Shun?”

His scrutinizing gaze made most men balk, but never Shannan. She boldly continued. “For five years you have poured yourself into Ellan, teaching and grooming her for the throne. And she has responded, changing into the person you want her to be.”

“You find fault with that?”

She pursed her lips to restrain her answer to his rising ire. “A great responsibility is fallen to her. However, unlike you and Nigel, who accepted without question, she is resistant, almost to the point of rejection.”

His features grew taut. “Reject the throne?”

“Reject the manner in which you thrust it upon her. You expect her to fill Nigel’s place. No one can.”

Offended, he pushed himself off the chair and paced, tossing glaring looks at her in an attempt to curb his temper. “What does this have to do with taking Tristine to hunt this beast?”

She stood to answer. “By focusing on Ellan, and holding onto Nigel’s memory, you neglect her. I believe she resents that and tries to get your attention any way she can.”

“So she takes up arms to convince me she’s a warrior while hunting and training horses to live up to the Daughter of Allon’s expectations?”

She grew frustrated at his lack of understanding. “Ellis, it’s much deeper. You know why Dunstan is her favorite horse.”

He snorted a sarcastic chuckle. “He suits her temperament.”

She gaped, stunned by his curt remark. “Oh, Ellis, you don’t remember?” To his look of mild confusion, she proceeded. “Dunstan is the horse Nigel gave her on her thirteenth birthday. The horse you helped him select.”

The reminder was a staggering blow that immediately drained his anger. “How could I have forgotten?” he murmured, his expression woeful. “Have I been so foolish all these years?”

“More since searching for Ellan’s suitor. Which is why I said to take Tristine. The last time you took her on a hunt was before beginning the search for a suitor, nearly two years ago.”

His earlier rigidity returned. “Which you insisted.”

The sudden change gave her a flash of insight. “You fear a repeat of Nigel with Tristine.”

He gnawed on his lower lip, staring into the empty hearth. 

His reaction provided the answer. “Ellis. You must let go of the past and not fear the future.”

“I don’t want to lose another child. She could have been killed hunting that beast,” he said, a tremor of fear in his voice.

“You won’t lose Tristine. She is a better hunter than Nigel. Remember, I help to hone her skills.”

His shoulders sagged. “This is an argument where you won’t yield, isn’t it?”

She shook her head. “I give no quarter where my children are concerned, not even to their father.”

“You leave me no choice.”

“No, Ellis. I give you a chance to correct the past and mend the relationship before it’s too late.”

“So, you suggest I spend more time with Tristine, lessen my demands on Ellan, and try not to overindulge Necie?”

“Ay.”

He stroked her cheek “I can never resist your smile or those green eyes.” He kissed her.

“One more thing,” she said during his advance, to which he muttered “What?” into her neck. “Don’t send Vidar, tell Tristine yourself. Now.” She gently eased him away.

Upon rounding the corner to take the backstairs to her chamber, Tristine found Armus sitting on the bottom steps. She frowned and wiped away her tears of anger. “You heard, didn’t you?”

“Kell said you and Ellis had another argument.”

She grunted in frustration and sat beside him. “Why does he treat me like a child? No, strike that question. He treats Necie better than a child and me—aggh!” she whimpered, fighting back new tears. “I can take care of myself, doesn’t he realize that by now?”

“He does. He just doesn’t want to see you hurt, or worse.”

“How can that happen when you’re never far away? Or Mahon with Necie and Avatar with Ellan? Vidar’s never far from Mother.”

“Do you resent us Guardians?”

“No.” She leaned against him. “I just want him to trust me. To believe in me and my abilities.”

Armus moved his arm around her shoulders so she leaned against his chest. “Your father once told me the greatest love, joy and frustration comes from one’s children. He loves you, Tristine. No matter how many arguments and disagreements you both have, he loves you.”

“I wish he would show it more often. I wish I could talk to him the way I do you, instead of getting angry at each other.”

“Have you tried?”

“Some.”

“Really?”

“Perhaps not as hard as I should,” she admitted. “Since looking for Ellan’s suitor he’s been so preoccupied and distant.”

“Remember, he is also king. He not only wants the best for his daughters, but for Allon. Which is why he’s taking so long in choosing.” He chuckled. “Poor Darius.” He looked with sobriety at Tristine. “You’ll be next, little one.”

“Will you still be with me after I wed?”

His response was slow and uncertain. “I don’t know.”

She sat up, seizing his arm. “You must! I can’t imagine doing anything in life without you. You’ve been with me since I was born. You feel more like my father than—”

“Don’t say that! Ellis is a good man and loves you dearly. I have never sought to take his place, only do my duty.”

She was pricked; hazel eyes rueful. “All I am to you is duty?”

He frowned at her ploy. “You know what I am. How Jor’el created Guardians to serve him and mortals. And I have for over two thousand mortal years. Being charged with your well-being is one of the more pleasant tasks. But I am not your father.” She shied away and he gently lifted her face to meet his gaze. “He is Jor’el’s chosen. He and your mother are highly favored.”

“I know all that.”

“Then why belittle it by your attitude?”

“I didn’t mean it.”

Ellis appeared at the banister. “I thought I’d find you in your chamber.”

Tristine stood and threw her arms about his neck. Ellis tightened his embrace.

Armus slipped away. Lost in thought, he walked down the corridor toward the main entrance, until Vidar came dashing from a side hall, colliding into him. He caught the lighter and more agile archer to keep him from falling at the impact. 

“What’s the hurry?”

Vidar shook his head to clear his senses. “Ellis wanted to leave at dawn to find the creature terrorizing the countryside. It was spotted earlier near the old widow’s place.”

“Widow’s place?”

“Ay. Tristine said she was following it when she stumbled upon the buck.”

A low throaty growl escaped and Armus glared over his shoulder. 

“Fooled you again did she?” teased Vidar, to Armus’ chagrin.

“What news?” 

“I received a report of another sighting near the ruins of Ravendale. I go to tell Ellis. He may want to leave at once rather than wait till morning. Have you seen him?”

“He’s at the back steps with Tristine.” Armus looked up to the ceiling as Vidar hastened off. “Thank you, Jor’el, for not allowing me to be her father. I think I’d throttle her.”

“I knew you’d never let her out of your sight if you realized her true intention,” said Kell.

Armus met the captain’s arrival and humor with an annoyed scowl. “Why didn’t you tell me what they argued about?”

“Tristine usually does.” Kell took note of Armus’ annoyance. “What’s troubling you?”

“Something she said.”

“More than her usual surliness?”

Armus lashed out. “Why are Guardians forbidden joys mortals are allowed?” Not letting Kell answer, he stormed off, but Kell followed.

“What’s wrong?”

Armus drew Kell into a nearby deserted room off the main Gallery. “She said I am more like a father to her than Ellis.”

“Ah,” said Kell in understanding. “In some ways perhaps.”

“She also asked if I will remain with her after she weds. When I didn’t have an answer she said she couldn’t imagine her life without me. I’ve not heard that before, nor felt what I’m feeling.”

“What are you feeling?”

“Confused, angry, hurt. I don’t know! What I do know is I wouldn’t mind being her father.”

Kell smiled. “There’s nothing wrong with your feelings. Mortals called it ‘parental love’.”

Armus tossed an askew glance at Kell. “Is this the type of ‘love’ you and Vidar have for Shannan?”

“I can’t speak for Vidar, but for myself, ay. She is my daughter in spirit, like Tristine is yours.”

“Is that why you assigned me to her rather than Nigel? I thought it odd Avatar was chosen ahead of me to guard the next heir.”

Kell shook his head. “Jor’el made the assignments. Only don’t minimize Avatar. Remember, Nigel’s death nearly devastated him.”

“You know I didn’t mean that. What about this beast?”

Kell grew thoughtful. “I’m not sure. Vidar and Wren will find out. We must wait until then.”
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In the lower level of a small manor hidden in a forest of Midessex, four large, iron candle stands illuminated the room which was devoid of windows and accessible by a single door. The room contained an elaborate laboratory, where a short woman of fifty-five was hard at work. Once shimmering blonde locks were now streaked by generous white strands and neatly bound upon her head. She managed to maintain most of her fair beauty despite the evidence of age lines in the usual places and relaxing jowls. A large talisman hung from a chain about her neck. Deep mossy green eyes glanced up in anticipation when the door opened.

An extremely tall female entered. She was an imposing figure in black breeches and tunic, close-cropped black hair and almost colorless eyes containing only a trace of blue. She wore a short dagger at her hip. “Mistress Musetta. They’re on the move.”

Musetta slyly smiled. “You know what to do, Nari.” 

“Ay, but we will have to be careful. Vidar and Wren accompany them.”

Musetta gave a dismissive wave. “Doesn’t matter. Although a permanent solution is desirable, debilitating them will serve just as well before we make our move. Has my son returned?”

“Ay, and received a reply.”

“Excellent. Our long awaited plan of revenge is about to be set in motion. Go”

Nari bowed and vanished in a flash of white light.
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NO ONE NOTICED THE flash of light in the distant trees. Vidar took the lead on foot. Wren, the tall, beautiful, long auburn-haired, green-eyed Guardian of the Animals followed close at his heels. Next to Vidar, she was the best Guardian hunter and archer. She also wore forest green and brown. The Guardians ran so fast that Ellis, Darius, and Tristine pressed their horses for speed to follow. Across Ellis’ back and shoulders were slung Shannan’s gold bow and quiver, symbols of her power and authority, and famed for its power against magical beasts. Darius and Tristine carried the most excellent mortal bows available.

Nearing the trees, Vidar caught a glimpse of an unusually large beast skirting the trees. He raised his crossbow and snapped off a shot. An unearthly howl told them of a hit before it disappeared into the trees.

“Good shot!” called Darius.

Vidar shook his head. “A superficial wound at best.” He and Wren took off after the beast.

Ellis drew his horse to a halt short of entering the wood, and signaled Darius and Tristine to do the same. “We’ll wait for them.”

“Why?” asked Tristine.

“Because I said so.”

A few anxious moments passed with no sign of Vidar and Wren. 

“You don’t think it got them?” Darius asked Ellis.

“Vidar and Wren? Not likely.”

“It didn’t look like any beast I’d ever seen. The way it tore apart the cow and goat—” 

“Look!” Tristine pointed to the trees. Vidar emerged.

“Well?” asked Ellis.

“I wounded it all right. We chased it into a ravine. Wren is keeping watch. Best to leave the horses here.”

Ellis, Darius and Tristine dismounted and armed their bows before following Vidar in the woods. The archer slowed and became cautious, signaling they were close. Crouching, they joined Wren behind a crop of trees and bushes.

“The beast is on the other side of that mound,” she said.

“Did you get a good look at it?” asked Ellis.

“Ay. It isn’t completely natural.”

“I had hoped we’d seen the last of the Dark Way years ago,” complained Darius. He double-checked his bow and quiver.

“That’s why you brought Mother’s bow,” said Tristine.

Ellis cocked a grin. “I killed a Dark Way-enhanced bear with my own sword, but ay. Still, the three of us will flush it out and contain it, leaving the killing to Vidar and Wren. I’ll take the right. Darius, go left with Tristine. Wren, you stay here. Vidar, circle around to stop its flight north.”

“Give it a wide berth,” said Vidar.

The large ravine contained several mounds and cracks providing good hiding places. Keeping the offending mound in view, Darius led Tristine around it. At one point they caught sight of yellow eyes watching from the mound. Darius winced in pain and seized his chest.

“Uncle?”

He didn’t answer until the pain subsided. “I’m all right.”

“Are you sure? You look terribly pale.”

“I said, I’m all right,” he snapped, then flashed an apologetic smile. “Come.” 

They resumed their course, using the trees for cover to draw closer to the mound. Again they saw the eyes. This time the pain in Darius’ chest made him stagger and fall hard to the ground at the base of a tree. He clenched his chest, laboring to breathe.

Tristine knelt beside him disturbed at seeing his stricken, pale features. “Uncle?” When he couldn’t respond, she looked about, frantic in trying to catch sight of someone. Unable to spot any of the others, she stood. “Father!” she shouted. A painful moan and grip on her pant leg brought her back down to Darius. He shook his head, unable to speak. 

A menacing growl startled them. An extremely large mountain lion with overly pronounced shoulders and haunches, extra long fangs and red froth salivating from its mouth, stood about thirty feet away. Vidar’s dart lodged in its side just behind the right shoulder. The yellow eyes seemed to glow. The lion launched at them and Tristine shielded Darius.

Simultaneously two arrows and a crossbow dart struck the beast in mid-air. The force of the weapons bisected the lion in flashes of light and power. With a hard thud, it landed two feet from them.

“Tristine! Darius?” Ellis raced towards them, the gold bow in hand. 

Vidar and Wren came from other directions.

“He collapsed, gripping his chest in awful pain,” said Tristine.

“His heart?” asked Ellis, but Darius, who still couldn’t speak, held Ellis’ arm and shook his head. “A wound?”

Darius shook his head again, and spoke with difficulty. “Evil!”

“He means the beast.” Fearful, Tristine looked at the lion.

Vidar examined the beast. He gave a confirming nod to Ellis. “The lion was altered by the Dark Way.”

“Help me with Darius,” said Ellis to Vidar.

Once Darius stood, Vidar took charge and carried him back to the horses. Ellis held Tristine by the arm, more for comfort and support than being in need of aid. Wren brought up the rear, armed and alert for danger.

When they reached the horses, Vidar helped Darius mount. Once astride, he began to feel better and said so.

“Not so fast. I want Eldric to have a look at you. I’ve never seen you look so horrible,” said Ellis.

“I never felt so horrible. Although I can’t say I approve of Tristine shouting for you.”

“What else could I to do?” she said.

Ellis gave her an encouraging embrace. “You did right, no matter how stubborn Darius may be.” He guided her to her horse. “You were very brave protecting him.”

“I knew I couldn’t have gotten off a very good shot.”

“I’m glad we did.” He kissed her cheek. “Run ahead and alert Eldric,” he instructed Wren.
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AT WALDRON, ARISTA and Angus waited with Shannan, Tristine, Necie and Ellis in the antechamber of the duke’s apartment. Arista was fretful, Angus and Shannan reassuring her. Tristine was unusually quiet and slightly pale. Ellis tried to encourage her.

Eldric emerged from the chamber and said, “The duke is resting comfortably.”

“Was it his heart?” asked Arista.

“I could find nothing to suggest a problem with his heart. Still, something severely impacted him and he is greatly weakened and agitated in mind and spirit. I prescribe a week of bed rest, no aggravation of any kind, along with a strengthening tonic I will administer twice a day.”

“Can I see him?”

“Best wait until morning since I gave him a sleeping draught.” Eldric kindly smiled. “Rest easy, my lady. He has a strong constitution, and, Jor’el willing, a long life ahead.”

“I’m so relieved,” said Shannan.

“Ay.” Ellis looked to Tristine. “I know someone else who needs to rest. Come.” He escorted her from the chamber.

Ellan rounded the corner in time to see Ellis and Tristine pause at the door to Tristine’s chamber. Ellis embraced Tristine and kissed her forehead. 

“I’m proud of you,” he said. 

The scene raised a lump in Ellan’s throat. Bracing herself, she approached. Her features went from disturbance to sympathetic before speaking. “Father.”

“Where have you been?” asked Tristine.

“At my lessons. I came as soon as I heard,” replied Ellan in feigned piety. “I’m so relieved to learn Uncle will recover.”

“I credit your sister with saving his life.” A spark of pride rose in Ellis’ eyes and he again embraced Tristine.

“I thought you, Vidar and Wren killed the beast?” asked Ellan, casting a sharp side-glance at Tristine that went unnoticed by Ellis.

“If she had not called out, we would not have known anything was wrong. When she shielded Darius against the charging beast ... well, I thank Jor’el both were not killed.”

At Tristine’s smile of pleasure, Ellan’s facade began to crumble. Still, she managed a faint smile when Ellis looked at her. “It would have been a shame to lose them both.”

Unseen by Ellis, Tristine flashed a mocking sneer at Ellan. It vanished when Ellis turned back to her and said, “Rest. I’ll see you at breakfast.” He kissed her cheek. “I love you.”

“I love you too. Goodnight,” she replied, before entering her chamber.

“What of you, Father? Will you rest?” asked Ellan.

“Unfortunately, no.” He gave her an affectionate pat on her arm and left.

The door opened a crack and Tristine peeked out to see Ellis leaving and Ellan glaring at him. She pulled hay from the back of Ellan’s hair. “Are your lessons often held in the stables?” Ellan knocked her hand away, but she was undaunted by the action. “You were with Jace. One day Father will discover your ‘tutor’ is a groom, then what will you do?”

“Blame it on you, like usual.”

“This is one thing I could have no hand in, your whoring.” 

Ellan slapped Tristine, making her stagger back in surprise, then glower in anger. 

“I hope I’m around when Father finally sees you for the wretch you are!” Tristine slammed the door.

Armus and Mahon waited in the hall along with Vidar and Wren. Mahon was Necie’s Guardian’s Overseer. His fresh-face youthfulness and the easy-going expression in his light blue eyes were in marked contrast to his warrior status. The Guardians observed the scene between Ellis, Tristine and Ellan. Armus began to move toward Tristine’s chamber after witnessing the assault when Morrell arrived and stopped his departure. He was a golden haired and bearded Guardian warrior with deep amber eyes. A small royal medallion hung about his neck, a sign of his position as Supervisor of the Overseers. 

“What’s all the commotion about?” he asked Armus.

“Where have you been that you ask that?”

“Seeing to my duty when I heard about the duke being injured.”

“He and Tristine were nearly killed by the beast terrorizing the countryside, but we took care of it,” said Wren in reference to Vidar and herself.

“Tristine?” Morrell turned a scolding eye to Armus. “Why didn’t you tell me she left?”

Armus became offended. “You may be the Supervisor, but you’re not my superior. A fact you frequently forget.” He began to push past Morrell but the latter caught his arm to prevent departure.

“If I’m to do my duty, you can at least cooperate and let me know what is going on once in a while. Avatar and Mahon do so.”

Armus jerked away but before he replied, Kell arrived, and didn’t look pleased.

“Keep your voices down. You two need to stop arguing about this once and for all. Morrell was appointed to his position after Nigel’s death because someone needed to keep track of everyone. You know that,” he said in emphasis to Armus. “As for you,” he said to Morrell. “If you can’t keep proper accounting of everyone’s whereabouts without badgering them, perhaps I need to appoint someone else. Say, Elgin?”

Morrell flushed and his jowls tightened at the insult of a warrior being replaced by a vassal. “No, Captain. I can, and will, be more diligent.” He gave Kell a sharp salute and left.

“Stay near Tristine and Necie,” said Kell to Armus and Mahon then to Vidar and Wren, “Remain alert until I can determine if this is an isolated incident or the Dark Way re-emerging.” He turned to leave, and in doing so, noticed Avatar hurrying down the hall. “Keep up with your charge!”

“I’m trying, but she would rather I didn’t exist,” he replied in angry exasperation.

Kell motioned down the hall. “Her chamber.”

Avatar didn’t even look at his comrades as he passed them to Ellan’s room.

Kell continued his course from the family’s quarters to the king’s study. Vicar Uriah, High Priest of the Temple of Jor’el and Wess, General of the King’s Army were waiting. Although a nephew of the late General Iain, Wess worked his way through the ranks. His youthful, ruddy features made Wess appear younger than thirty-seven. Dark eyes viewed everything with scrutiny. Fifty-year-old Uriah was a man of moderate temperament and short stature, but devout, well learned, intelligent and amply qualified to replace Lord Archimedes. 

“That is good news, Sire,” said Uriah to Ellis’ report regarding Darius. 

“Ay. However Eldric confirmed it wasn’t his heart, rather something that greatly impacted his body and spirit.”

“I dispatched Ewert and Bailey to investigate,” said Wess.

Kell made no comment to Wess utilizing Guardians. Over the years they worked out a chain of command to combine Guardian and mortal forces to be deployed as needed. Instead, he said, “If this is a re-emergence of the Dark Way, we need to find the talisman to stop it from increasing.”

“Have there been any clues other than this beast?” asked Uriah.

“Nothing of significance. Whoever possesses it has been clever and careful to avoid detection these past twenty-five years.”

“Other than Owain’s attemped coup,” said Wess, his face tight.

“We never learned his accomplice’s identity. Dagar’s talisman is a powerful source of evil. However, I won’t know until Ewert and Bailey return if this is an isolated incident or the return of the Dark Way.”

“What about Dagar? Could whoever holds the talisman, bring him back?”

“I’ve never heard of a mortal summoning a vanquished Guardian in such a manner.”

“But there could be a possibility of his return in some form?”

“I honestly don’t know, but I doubt it.”

“With Nigel dead and Ellan poised to marry the next king, this individual may seek to thwart the marriage and prevent the next phase of Prophecy,” said Ellis.

“I suggest you choose her husband carefully, Sire,” said Uriah.

“What do think I’ve been trying to do?” Ellis pursed his lips in vexation before asking Kell, “Is it possible some Shadow Warriors escaped their imprisonment in the nether dimension?”

“Not likely. I imprisoned them myself.”

Ellis instructed Wess. “I want immediate reports when Ewert and Bailey return. It’s touched my family once. I don’t want it to touch them again.”
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ARISTA KEPT A SHARP vigil over her husband, allowing no one to see him or any disturbing information to reach him. She did not even let Ellis visit, instead conveyed his greetings to Darius. She only allowed Eldric access to administer the strengthening tonic. This isolation continued until the fourth day when Darius sent Arista to fetch Tristine.

Arista paused at the chamber door. “I’m not sure about this, but he is very insistent on seeing you. Please, try not to upset him.”

“I would do nothing to hurt Uncle.”

Arista smiled and touched Tristine’s cheek. “Just between you and me, you have always been his favorite.” 

Darius sat in front of the hearth. He smiled and waved Tristine to him. With open arms he greeted her then indicated the footstool. He still held her hands. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Thanks aren’t necessary, Uncle.”

“Oh, more than you realize, dear child.” He leaned forward. His eyes intent and voice in a hushed whisper. “I must ask. Did you feel it? The evil that gripped me?”

“Darius, don’t,” warned Arista.

Darius waved her off, his focus on Tristine, who appeared worried. “Did you?” 

“Ay. It was cold, frightening, and ... deadly. I thought it would kill you.”

“I believe it was meant to kill us both. I don’t know how, or why, but when I couldn’t move to make defense, it had us helpless and ripe for the killing.”

Fearful, Tristine bit her lip before speaking. “I thought the same, but I dare not voice my thoughts. I don’t know if Father would believe me.”

“Why not?” asked Arista.

Tristine slowly shook her head and heaved a hapless shrug. 

“I understand. Although I’m certain Ellis will try to discover the source, it is best we keep our thoughts to ourselves for now,” said Darius.

“Is there nothing we can do in the meantime?” asked Tristine.

“You can read to me and keep me company. Since your aunt sees fit to act as my jailer, I’ve been bored and lonely,” he said, a teasing wink at Arista.

“I thought Aunt Arista a lively companion,” she retorted, much to Arista’s delight and Darius’ amusement.

“If I were in a more fit condition. Fetch The Prose Comedy by Darrion. I could use a good laugh.”
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The following morning, the family gathered in the private salon after breakfast and before heading off to the day’s activities. The room held special mementos and miniatures of various family members at different ages. The most endearing was a painting of Ellis and Shannon together. Vicar Archimedes commissioned it immediately after the coronation to save for history the likeness of the Son of Tristan and the Daughter of Allon at the moment of their victory. Ellis was nineteen and Shannan, eighteen. Both were dressed as common foresters from their days hiding in Dorigirth until the appointed time in Prophecy. Ellis’ golden hair was longer and a bit unkempt. The sword he held was common, not the weapon of a King or Jor’ellian knight. He stood with hands resting on the pommel with the swordpoint turned down. Shannon stood at Ellis’ left shoulder, her brown hair loose with the sides pulled back. In her right hand she held her bow, and upon her left arm sat Kato, the majestic eagle. A large magnificent wolf named Torin, stood in front of Ellis and Shannan. Together, they toppled the worst evil Allon had seen since Dagar’s Great Rebellion. 

Darius joined the family, tired of being confined and longed to speak to Ellis and learn of any new information. Ellis played cagey at first.

Darius exploded in exasperation of their diplomacy. “Will everyone stop treating me like a weak child! I’m fine. Fit as ever and not an invalid.”

Ellis chuckled. “You call me incorrigible. You gave us a scare, brother. One we hope not to repeat too soon. If you scold us for anything, let it be for caring about you.”

Darius scowled, a bit abashed. “You still haven’t answered me concerning news.”

“Ewert and Bailey found nothing.”

“Such a beast does not appear from nowhere.”

“Agreed.” Ellis sat back in his chair, golden brows furrowed and blue eyes focused on the floor. “Until something else happens, there isn’t any more we can learn.”

“Word went out late last night for the Trio Leaders to be on the alert,” said Shannan nonchalant, which drew a curious eye from Ellis. “Kell told me earlier this morning, while you were indisposed. I said I’d inform you.”

“Since the Guardian leaders know, what about informing the Council?” said Darius.

“I don’t want to start a panic over nothing,” said Ellis.

“Nothing?” chided Tristine. “Uncle could have been killed.”

“I meant no facts to tell us about this beast. A wrong word to the populace and they could be seeing phantom beasts everywhere, destroying any hope of discovering the truth if another one really does appear.”

Ellan assumed an air of superiority. “People of weak minds can be easily swayed by the right or wrong word, depending on the result you want.”

“Where does that leave you?” Tristine shot back.

“Tristine,” warned Ellis.

“I was only concerned for Uncle. I meant no disrespect.”

“That is no reason to speak with impertinence to Ellan. Apologize.”

She pressed her mouth closed, smoldering eyes at Ellan.

Ellis’ ire rose. “Tristine.”

“You want me to apologize for my words, but what of her condescension toward me? I’m not an ignorant child.”

“Then stop acting like one!”

The sting of his accusation showed in her wounded reaction.

Darius intervened. “Ellis, you told me not to scold you for being concerned about me. Tristine expressed her concern. Besides, she would have been the first to feel the beast’s claws for shielding me.”

Ellis’ jowls slackened and he tossed a softened look to a hurt, yet angry Tristine. “Apology is not required, yet you are excused.”

Tristine stiffened at the dismissal but Darius waved her silent. She also saw Ellan’s arrogant expression. Her emotions may have momentarily gotten the best of her, but she would conduct herself properly. She stood and curtsied to Ellis before leaving.

“Ellis,” began Shannan, only he was not in a mood to listen.

“I have work to do.” He rose and left the salon.

Darius gave Shannan an encouraging nod before following Ellis.

Shannan’s irritate expression found Ellan.

“What did I do?” said Ellan in feigned innocence.

“Do not play your games with me, young lady. You goad your sister and unfairly use your father to your advantage. If I have my way, he will see that.”

“Not as long as I’m his heir!” Ellan marched from the room.

Shannan stared in disbelief at the door.
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