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The vibrant colors of autumn leaves stirred in the afternoon breeze. Prince Nigel, Princess Mirit, and young Prince Eli rode with Sir Chad to the walled city of Hagley. The city served as the capital of the North Plains, one of the twelve provinces of Allon.

Nigel and Mirit chose not to wear their uniforms as the King and Queen’s Champions, rather rich royal traveling attire. After all, this was a holiday and not an official trip. Their nephew, fourteen-year-old, Eli, also wore casual clothes.

At age forty, Nigel kept himself in peak physical condition. His station as the King’s Champion and First Jor’ellian Knight of the Temple demanded dedication and diligence. His golden-brown hair was trimmed and face clean-shaven. Keen blue eyes took notice of the surroundings. Years of conditioning taught him to make quick, decisive observations.

With Eli being the youngest son of Nigel’s sister Tristine, family traits were visible in facial structure. Eli’s hair was a few shades darker, while his eyes deep brown.

Although Mirit wore breeches, feminine touches accented her attire. Long auburn hair hung loose beneath the matching hat.

At age twenty-seven, Chad stood in marked contrast with bright red hair and vivid green eyes. After becoming Nigel’s squire at age eight, he rose in the ranks of service. Last year, King Tyrone named him Lord of the North Plains.

The Guardian warriors, Virgil and Skylar accompanied the mortals. Virgil’s light blond hair shimmered in the sunlight. Icy blue eyes shone with unnatural brightness; a trait common to Guardians. Skylar’s neatly groomed golden locks reached his shoulders. His robin’s egg-blue eyes remained watchful for the welfare of his charge, Eli. Both warriors had flawless skin and handsome features.

Guardians not only had unusual colored eyes, but also were endowed with perception equal to their heavenly station. At seven and a half feet, Virgil and Skylar towered above the mortals. They wore impressive swords and daggers, as they walked just behind Nigel, Mirit, Eli and Chad. Being accustomed to seeing Guardians, the populace took little notice of them.

The city streets thrived with commerce. Near a butcher shop, chickens squawked from small cages. Pig squeals came from a tightly packed pen. Merchants shouted about their wares to get attention from the passing throngs. The group turned north from the market to navigate the winding street toward Chad’s home at the city’s apex.

Passing a large self-contained establishment with an open archway, they heard the laughter of children. Younger ones played while older ones did chores.

“Are there more children than before?” Nigel asked.

“Sadly, there are,” Chad answered, doleful.

A slender, clean-shaven man in his mid-fifties emerged from the archway. He hailed the group. “Sir Chad!”

Chad drew rein and turned in the saddle. “Master Platt.”

In his urgency, Platt ignored Nigel, Mirit and Eli. “I was at the manor yesterday, only told you wouldn’t be home until this evening, but you must know!”

“Know what?”

“Darnel is the in area,” he spoke with dread anxiety.

Chad’s brows leveled with chagrin. “You’ve seen him?”

“No, Archie did while fetching wood for lumber. He hurried back to tell me.”

“Who is Darnel?” asked Nigel.

“A hard-bitten brute of a man, who only sees orphans as profit,” chided Platt, though his focus remained on Chad. “I spoke to Lady Magan and Captain Dunsmore.”

“Good. Dunsmore will see there is an extra patrol of the orphanage area. Now, what about the special provision I left?”

“Oh,” began Platt caught off guard at the change of subject. He then smiled. “The children were so excited, yet disappointed by your absence.”

“I’ll stop by tomorrow, and with their Highnesses.”

Platt colored with embarrassment at finally taking notice of Nigel. “Oh, Highness, I didn’t recognize you. I’m sorry.”

Nigel chuckled. “I understand your concern is for the children.”

“He does look different out of uniform,” teased Mirit.

“You’re very generous, Princess,” said Platt with a slight bow. “I know the children look forward to seeing both of you.” He slyly grinned at Nigel, “The boys still speak of the Champion’s—”

Nigel raised a swift hand. “Ahh!” he said yet kept a bantering tone. “We have vowed to never speak of that again, Master Platt.”

Mirit and Chad fought to contain their laughter, which piqued Eli’s interest.

“Speak of what, Uncle?”

Nigel made the same curt teasing gesture to his nephew.

Platt fought to curb his amusement. “As you say, Champion.”

“Until tomorrow, Master Platt.” Chad kicked his horse to continue their trek.

“What was that about?” Eli quietly asked Mirit.

“I’ll tell you later,” she said with a mischievous grin.

Nigel ignored them to move his horse beside Chad. “This Darnel poses a threat to the orphanage? How?”

“Not the orphanage, the orphans. He’s not exactly a slave trader but snatches unsuspecting orphans to sell or barter to farmers, merchants, or whomever will pay for them.”

“How is that not a slave trader?” asked Mirit with offense.

“Slaves usually have families they were taken from, or those separated during a sale. Darnel targets those without families. The defenseless, whom no one will miss or attempt to find. This enables him to circumvent the law since no one will press charges.”

“That’s horrible!” chided Eli. “He should be arrested and charged.”

“He will. Once I find him.” Chad’s jowls flexed with painful anger.

Nigel noticed the harsh expression along with the strident tone. “How did you end up at the farm you ran away from before we met?”

Chad briefly pursed his lips before replying. “Someone like Darnel. One day, while playing, I wandered too far from the orphanage. The next thing I knew, I was in a wagon that took me far from any place familiar. I don’t know the bargain made, as he just left me with the farmer.”

“How old were you then?” asked Mirit.

“Six. I became an orphan at age five. I was eight when I met Nigel.”

“After a year of wandering the roads,” added Nigel.

Mirit’s visible disturbance increased, so Chad said, “It was a long time ago. My life has taken many unexpected turns since. Still, I haven’t forgotten where I came from.”

“Your generosity and patronage of the orphanage is a testament to that,” said Nigel.

“I’ve simply built upon what Malcolm started.”

“Done with the heart of one who knows.”

“Ay.” Chad again went to change the subject. “Today I am blessed with a good wife, and now a third son, who I can’t wait for you to meet.”

“We could hardly stay away after receiving the news that you named him Niki after our Tunlund escapade.” Nigel winked at Chad.

“He did not,” said Mirit in lighthearted refute. 

“Better Niki than Yitzak,” said a new voice from behind.

They turned to see another Guardian had joined Virgil and Skylar.

“Avatar,” said Mirit with delight. “What brings you here?”

Avatar grinned. His bronze hair and goatee contrasted his shiny silver eyes. Instead of the warrior’s daily tan uniform, he wore a white and gold with purple trim for his station as Commander of the Jor’ellian Guard. “When I heard you and Nigel were coming to Hagley, I decided to join you.”

“Avatar is a frequent visitor,” Chad explained.

Virgil spoke to Avatar. “Yitzak means a joke. Why would anyone use that for a child’s name?”

Nigel heartily laughed. “That was Avatar’s name for our Tunlund mission.”

Virgil and Skylar fought the impulse to laugh.

“Wasn’t Tunlund where you rescued Titus?” asked Eli.

“Ay,” replied Avatar. “The name wasn’t my choice,” he stressed to his Guardian comrades.

“Nor was being shaved and having your ear pierced,” said Chad.

Virgil and Skylar lost the battle, and heartily laughed.

“According to the king,” began Avatar flippantly to his fellow Guardians, “Nigel couldn’t wait to get away from Waldron after enduring Titus’ wedding.”

“Really?” asked Chad, a bit surprised.

With an embarrassed frown, Nigel admitted, “Ay. I don’t know which was worse—Titus’ jitteriness or Tristine’s fussing. I’ve never seen her so nit-picky. Even Tyrone had difficulty pleasing her demands.” He quickly spoke to Eli, “Don’t tell your mother.”

Eli wryly smiled. “Why do you think she suggested I accompany you?”

“Tristine knows?” Nigel asked with surprise.

Mirit giggled. “You can’t fool the women in your life.”

“She’s not with child again, is she?” asked Chad.

“No. Father believes it is because her eldest got married.”

Nigel shrugged with indifference. “It’s as good excuse as any for a woman to use.”

“I hope she doesn’t act so when I get married,” Eli complained.

They arrived at the manor. It sat upon the highest point in Hagley overlooking the city and surrounding countryside. Grooms rushed to greet them and take the horses. The steward joined the grooms.

“Ambrose. Has the royal baggage arrived?” Chad asked,

“Ay, my lord. The apartment is ready, Highness.” Ambrose bowed to Nigel and Mirit. “My lord,” he paid respects to Eli.

In the foyer, they met Magan, Chad’s wife. A tall, slender woman with pleasant features, raven hair and hazel eyes.

“Highness. I’m so glad you could come.” She went to make the customary bow when Mirit embraced her.

“Don’t stand on ceremony. You know we seek every opportunity to visit.” She took Magan’s arm to move further into the house. “How was your labor?”

“Easier than the twins.” With a large smile, Magan looked over her shoulder to Chad. “He has his father’s red hair, fine ginger lashes, only blue eyes.”

“Did you name him Niki?” Mirit asked in a teasing tone.

“We thought about it,” Magan joined in the fun.

The others laughed while Nigel huffed a wry chuckle. 

“Truth be told, I chose Nigel,” said Chad.

Surprise brought Nigel to a halt. “What?”

“Did you really name him Nigel?” asked Mirit.

“We compromised. Magan wanted to honor her father Leslie, so we combined them and named him Niles.”

“My great-grandfather,” said Nigel.

“Sir Niles of Pollux,” Eli said in a statement rather than question seeking confirmation.

“Ay,” Nigel replied with fond remembrance. “Mother spoke very highly of him. He helped Father on his quest to restore the House of Tristan. Alas, Dagar killed him before he could see my parents crowned.”

Chad gripped Nigel’s arm. “I know. We felt it fitting. If it isn’t too presumptuous?” He spoke in a tone suggesting he knew the answer.

Nigel tossed an arm about Chad’s shoulder. “This calls for a toast!”

Chad began to steer Nigel to the drawing room when Mirit’s inquiry stopped them.

“Can we see him first?” 

“Don’t you want to rest from the trip?” asked Magan.

“No. I’d like to see him.”

“Why not? It’s not every day I have half-a namesake. Lead on,” said Nigel.

Magan took them upstairs to the nursery. Three-year-old twin boys, Chandler and Ephrim, happily played in a corner. Both were brown headed with brown eyes. Two nurses attended them while a third woman sat beside a cradle.

“Papa!” Chandler ran to Chad. Ephrim quickly followed.

Chad got down on one knee to greet his sons. “I told you I would only be gone a couple of days.” He stood and held each boy by the shoulder. “What do you say to His Highness?”

“Good day, Highness,” they said in unison while attempting bows.

“Good day, Masters Chandler and Ephrim,” Nigel formally replied.

“Oh, silly men. Come here, boys.” Mirit knelt. The twins giggled when they hugged her. “How you both have grown.”

“I’m bigger! Ephrim puffed out his chest, which made Chandler scowl. Ephrim pointed to the cradle. “Baby brother.” He took Mirit’s hand to lead her across the room.

“Ephrim’s talking more,” Nigel commented to Chad.

“Ay. Eldric’s treatment has helped, along with Avatar’s suggestion of taking individual time with the boys.” With a fond smile, Chad regarded the twins. “I’ve learned much about my sons during those separate times. It’s also helped me understand their interactions when together. The dynamic is so different apart and together.”

“Chandler’s dominant personality was overwhelming Ephrim,” Avatar explained to Nigel’s curiosity.

“Ay,” agreed Chad. “Ephrim is more relaxed and confident when alone.” He motioned to Avatar with an affirming nod. “After a few months of our sessions, he has begun to counter Chandler when Chandler becomes too aggressive.”

“Oh,” they heard Mirit cooed. She lifted Niles out of the crib. “He’s so adorable. Nigel, look.” The baby made contented noises; wide blue eyes opened.

“A good-looking baby.” Nigel gently touched the infant’s cheek. With a tiny hand, Niles grabbed Nigel’s finger. “Strong too.”

Mirit glanced to Chad. “He does look like you.”

“Me!” Ephrim tugged on Mirit’s pant leg.

“Of course. He looks like his big brother also.”

“That makes three.” Chandler held up three fingers.

Niles started to grow fussy and screwed up his face.

“He just woke from his nap and needs to be changed.” The nurse took him from Mirit.

“Come. Refreshment is waiting,” said Magan.

Nearing the door to leave, they hear loud squeals from the twins. The boys decided to attack Avatar. They buzzed about his legs. The Guardian played along with their antics.

“Boys,” Chad half-scolded, but they continued their playfulness. “They do this to him every time, and he indulges them.”

“I did the same. Take down the Guardian,” said Nigel.

As if on cue, Avatar pretended to fall to one knee. Chandler climbed on his back. Virgil went to join in, when Chandler snapped, “No!”

“Chandler!” Chad sternly rebuked.

The boy tried to get down, only ended up falling. He became upset, so Avatar set him on his feet.

“Virgil was just trying to play,” said Avatar. When Chandler looked skeptically at Virgil, Avatar continued, “Don’t pout. You know Virgil.”

With a lively shout, Ephrim snatched Virgil around the leg in an attempt to tackle him. He wasn’t having much success.

“Ouch!” exclaimed Virgil when Ephrim bit him in the leg. He swiftly detached the boy from him.

“Boys, that’s enough!” Chad seized them each by an arm. He glared at one of the women. “Have they had their nap today? They are unusually rambunctious.”

“No, my lord. With all the preparations for arrival ... I’m sorry.” She took a hand of the sulking twins to lead them to their beds on the other side of the chamber.

Once in the hallway, Chad spoke. “My apologies, Virgil. Are you hurt?”

“No, though I can’t recall being bitten by a mortal before. He has strong teeth.”

“I recall someone else doing the same to me at that age.” Skylar sent a sideways glance to Eli. The teenage prince flashed a toothy grin.

Downstairs, they entered the private family dining room. “I prepared a special meal. One I know you shall enjoy,” said Magan.

“We always enjoy your cooking,” said Nigel.

Chad widely grinned. “This is extra special. I managed to get Joby’s venison recipe. Or rather, Wess wormed it out of him by citing you wanted to find a way to have it prepared for the King.”

Nigel smacked his lips. “Magan, if you have mastered the recipe, then the next time Tyrone comes to hunt stag in the province, he will be drooling.”

Although food and drink were not necessary to Guardians, they partook of the celebratory toast and meal.

After the last course of supper, Nigel sat back with a satisfied sigh. “Magan, you equaled Joby in preparation.”

“Indeed,” agreed Avatar. “Even Armus will be jealous,” he said of the Guardian Second-in-Command, known for his acquired culinary skills.

Magan beamed. “Thank you, Highness. Commander.”

“Magan,” began Nigel in kind reproof. “How many times must we tell you, there is no need to be formal in private? You are now Lady Magan, wife of a Jor’ellian Knight and member of the Council. You can call us by our names.”

Magan awkwardly shrugged. “I’m still getting used to it. Being brought up around the Temple and Fortress, there weren’t many informal occasions. We’ve been so busy establishing Chad as the new provincial lord we haven’t really entertained guests
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