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Chapter 1
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The late afternoon sun cast long shadows over a small grove. An imposing, intimidating being towered over two frightened teenage boys. Their faces showed the bruising and welts of abuse. The being wore a black and red doublet that could barely contain his broad shoulders, massive chest and bulky arms. His sword and dagger remained sheathed, but his fists clenched. With hateful scorn he stared down at them.

“That should teach you pitiful excuse for mortals a lesson. Show gratitude for the mercy you’ve been given.”

“Mercy?” cried Toby, the younger boy.

“Hush,” Judson warned Toby. He then spoke to the being. “He didn’t mean it! We are grateful and will complete our task without another word of complaint.”

“If I have to return, it will be the final time.” The being’s yellow eyes darted to Toby.

Toby paled in fright, which prompted Judson to speak. “You won’t! I swear!”

He sneered with a smile of warped pleasure. He disappeared in a white flash of light. The boys shielded their eyes from the momentary blindness.

“I don’t want to return to work,” whimpered Toby.

“Hush and let me think. We’ll go back to camp and speak to Mordecai. He’ll know what do.” Judson helped Toby to his feet and began the trek back through the forest.

Not until after sundown that they reach the edge of the labor camp. Toby barely stayed on his feet making it difficult for Judson to help. His own injuries compounded his effort. Finally, both collapsed.

“Help!” Judson called in a weak voice yet loud enough to get attention.

Three men took Toby and Judson to a tent at the center of camp where they helped them get comfortable on cots. Henden and Mordecai arrived. They were weathered, hardy men of middle years. Henden served as the camp’s spiritual adviser and Mordecai, the camp leader. 

“By the heavenlies, what happened?” Henden hurried to examine the boys.

“It was him. The large one,” began Judson. “He caught us fetching wood, just like you told us to, Mordecai. We weren’t running away again, honest!”

Mordecai’s jowls flexed in anger at hearing the news.

“It’s true.” Toby wept.

“Easy, Toby,” soothed Henden. “Reb, I need water. Kirk, Curtis, wait outside. As the men left, Henden sent a prompting look of compassion to Mordecai. 

The labor leader spoke to the boys. “I believe you. My anger is for your injuries, not your action. What did he say?”

“He threatened to kill us if he has to return,” said Judson.

Toby sobbed, almost uncontrollably. “I want to go home! I swear I’ll never do a bad thing again!”

Henden knelt by the cot and tried to calm the boy.

“I’ll see what can be done,” said Mordecai.

“How? Dagar sent us here,” said Judson with bitter complaint.

“I won’t do anything bad again! I won’t do anything bad again,” Toby repeated.

Mordecai placed a comforting hand on Toby’s forehead. “Hush. I promise to take you home.” 

Reb returned with two buckets of warm water. 

“Now, let Henden tend to your wounds.” Mordecai drew Reb outside. They joined the other men.

“Well?” asked Kirk.

“The large Guardian again.”

“Are you going to speak to Dagar?”

Mordecai shook his head. “Every time I do, he says he can’t find evidence of who this rogue Guardian is.”

“As if he’d say,” groused Reb.

“Not all Guardians are bad,” said Curtis.

“No, but Dagar is growing less receptive about speaking with me,” said Mordecai.

“So what do you plan on doing? This can’t go unreported. Toby looks lucky to be alive,” argued Reb.

Mordecai’s expression grew determined. “I don’t intend to. Curtis, when is the next load leaving?”

“I planned for the day after tomorrow.”

“Can it be ready by morning?”

“Ay, if we work most of the night, why?”

With compassion, Mordecai glanced to the tent. “I promised to take Toby home. Judson should go as well.”

“That’s risky. Both still have a year of work on their sentence.”

Mordecai’s temper exploded. “The risk is worth taking since he threatened to kill them if he returns!”

Curtis’ brows grew level at the rebuff. “The load will be ready by dawn.” He took Kirk with him as they left.

Reb drew closer to Mordecai. “Home is the first place Dagar will look for them when he discovers they’re gone.”

Mordecai slyly smiled. “Leave that to me. Just be ready an hour before dawn. I’ll need your help.
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TWO LUMBER-FILLED WAGONS, each pulled by a pair of draft horses, backed up to the tent. A hollowed-out portion of each wagon was made to accommodate the boys and keep them hidden from view. Mordecai, Henden and others made the boys comfortable in the wagons. Toby and Judson slept through the move.

“Are the wounds so bad they remain unconscious?” asked Reb.

“I gave them an extra dose of poppy juice in their wine. They should sleep for most of the journey,” said Henden.

“Good. Time to leave.” Mordecai saw Curtis hop onto the driver’s seat of one of the wagons. “No, Curtis. I need you to stay here and make certain the schedule is met. Heaven knows Pratt and his crew would take advantage of us both being gone.”

Curtis grinned in agreement and hopped down from the seat.

“Reb.” Mordecai signaled him to the other wagon then climbed onto the driver’s seat. “Any words of encouragement, Henden?”

“May the blessings of Jor’el go with you.”

“Ay.” He snapped the reins. Reb followed with the second wagon.

By midmorning they reached the crossroads. The main road continued alongside a small river and turned south. The second road went due west. Mordecai pulled his wagon off the main road to stop at the water’s edge and let the horses drink. He got down from the driver’s seat and moved to the rear of the wagon. 

“I want to check on the boys,” he said.

“Haven’t heard a peep from Judson.” Reb did the same as Mordecai.

“Nor have I from Toby. I just want to make sure.” Looking inside, he found Toby still asleep. He made his way to the other wagon where Reb reported the same about Judson. “Actually, I wanted to tell you my plan.”

“I wondered when you would,” said Reb with a grin. “It was obvious you didn’t want Curtis involved. I still say he’s the one giving Dagar bad reports.”

“I’m sure of it. That’s why I didn’t want him to know we’re not taking them home, rather going to the Fortress. With Dagar not being receptive, I’m going straight to the source.”

“Jor’el?” said Reb in surprised awe. “You’re going to speak to the Almighty?”

“I’m going to speak with Captain Kell. Which I suppose could be almost the same since it’s reported he speaks to the Almighty on a daily basis.”

“Going over Dagar’s head is risky.”

Passion made Mordecai motion to the wagons. “This can’t keep happening! Whoever this rogue Guardian is, Dagar is either unwilling or incapable of stopping him. He may not have even told Kell. The boys’ condition will show the truth of our situation. Two years of hard labor for stealing a loaf of bread is disproportionate. I know them. They are not criminals rather caught in foolish childhood mischief.”

“Have you forgotten I know them also?”

“No.” Mordecai signed in an effort to bring his temper under control.

Reb clapped Mordecai’s arm. “We should continue.”
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THE REGION OF SANCTUARY was the smallest of Allon’s twelve provinces. Thus by sundown the next day, Mordecai and Reb neared the Fortress compound. 

In a plain surrounded by four majestic hills stood the Temple of Providence. Each of Allon’s twelve provinces contributed to the Temple. The pillars of marble came from a quarry in the far range of the Northern Forest where it bordered the foothills of the Highlands. Carved on the pillars were images of Verse. The pillars guarded massive wooden doors hewn and gilded by the craftsmen of the Southern Forest. Twin bell spires of gleaming white marble topped with golden steeples rose to the heavens. The bells were from the sister provinces of the North and South Plains. White marble dominated the entire facade of the Temple with gold accents. Arch-shaped windows contained colored glass blown and assembled in Midessex. At certain times of day, the Temple reflected the sun’s rays in a brilliance of white with a kaleidoscope of gold and rainbow effects dazzling the eyes.

Adjacent to the Temple stood the Fortress of Jor’el. The towering battlements gleamed of white marble. Self-contained, the Fortress housed two thousand mortal soldiers, five hundred Guardian warriors and two hundred priests. The position of Vicar of the Temple was the highest honor a mortal could achieve, and reserved for the most dedicated priest of Jor’el. Each man who served was subject to the Almighty’s approval.

The major city in each province housed a Fortress for local worship. These also served as the Guardian seat of governing. The construction of these Fortresses depended upon the region’s terrain and natural resources. Large towns had smaller chapels under the direction of the regional Fortress.

The magnificent palace of Jor’el-l`ahair completed the holy compound. In the Ancient tongue of the Guardians the palace name means Jor’el With Us. Here the Almighty resided among the people. From the Throne Room, Jor’el conducted daily affairs. However, only the Vicar and Captain Kell were admitted into the Almighty’s presence on a continuous basis. Jor’el granted audiences, but always in the company of either the Vicar or Captain.

Most of the Guardian population congregated at Jor’el-l`ahair and Melwynn. Also known as the Castle of the Guardians, Melwynn dominated a mountainside in the Highlands, away from the mortal population. They used the castle for times of refreshing and training. Jor’el’s palace served as the place of command and going forth on various assignments.

Since the greatest concentration of Guardians could be found at the compound, they were easy to spot among the mortals. They were beautiful and handsome beings of perfection in feature and form. The shortest stood seven feet tall. At seven and a half-feet, the warriors towered above mortal males, who averaged around six feet by standard measure. Some mortals reached six and half feet. The Guardians’ eyes showed another difference from mortals by unusual brilliance and striking colors, capable of evoking heavenly insight when needed.

Neither the Guardians nor mortals paid much attention to Mordecai and Reb as they steered the wagons to the Fortress gate. Two mortal guards motioned for the wagons to stop.

“State your business.”

“My name is Mordecai. This is Reb. We come seeking Captain Kell.”

A loud moaning came from the back of the wagon.

“Who’s back there?” demanded the guard.

“One who seeks sanctuary,” said Mordecai quick and anxious. “It is on his behalf, and another, hidden in the other wagon, that we must speak with the captain.”

“Why hidden?” asked one guard. The other guard moved to inspect Mordecai’s wagon.

“To save their lives from one who would kill them.”

At the rear of the wagon, the guard found the safety flap and removed it to reveal Toby. “This one looks badly hurt.”

“They were nearly beaten to death. Please, have mercy, they’re just boys!” pleaded Mordecai.

The first guard told the second, “Fetch the Vicar.” He then said to Mordecai, “Pull through the gate, and stop over there.”

With a grateful smile, Mordecai and Reb and followed instructions.

“You four!” the soldier called to fellow guardsmen “We have two for the infirmary, one in each wagon. Be gentle. They are badly injured.”

A tall, lean man, of eighty years, arrived. Dressed in his daily robes of royal blue and silver, Vicar Avram appeared spry and agile in step. He kept his full head of white hair neat and trimmed. Keen intelligence shown in the hazel eyes while his grandfatherly features belied a man of stout heart and courage. 

“What is the problem, Sergeant?”

“They brought two abused boys for sanctuary. I’m having them taken to the infirmary.”

The four guardsmen removed Judson and Toby from the wagon. In a semi-conscious state, the boys squirmed in pain caused by the movement.

“Merciful heaven!” Avram hurried to the litter on which Toby lay. The boy appeared horribly pale and lowly moaned. “How did this happen?”

“Please, Vicar, I beg your indulgence, and would ask for Captain Kell, then I’ll explain,” said Mordecai.

Avram waved the soldiers carrying the boys to continue before confronting Mordecai. “Kell? Is this a Guardian matter?”

“Ay.”

“Sergeant, fetch Captain Kell. You two come with me.”

“One of us should stay with the boys. They may become frightened, especially Toby. He’s the younger boy,” said Mordecai.

The Vicar kindly smiled. “They will be well cared for. You both need refreshment and rest. Now, come. Kell will be here shortly.”

The sergeant performed his duty in a prompt fashion. However, keeping pace with the mighty captain of the Guardians proved difficult. He jogged or risk lagging behind. Ageless and knowledgeable, Kell stood just past seven and half feet. His midnight black hair linked with strong handsome features, made an impressive setting for golden eyes. The white richly embroidered close fitting jacket was trimmed in gold and reached to mid-thigh. The jacket had side slits from the hem to the hip for ease of movement. The white breeches were also trimmed with gold and purple braids and tucked into leather boots. A large, gold and purple leather belt held a handsome gold scabbard and sword. He wasn’t alone. His lieutenant, Armus, accompanied him.

Also perfect in feature, Armus was brawny in appearance with brown hair and brilliant chestnut eyes. He wore the same uniform as Kell, but with a few differences due to rank. From a fine brown leather belt hung a embossed scabbard complete with a sword. The boots matched the belt. Around his neck he wore his medallion of authority. Both Guardians appeared serious when entering the Vicar’s private chamber.

Mordecai and Reb stopped eating and swallowed hard upon sight of the Guardians. The Vicar noticed their discomposure. “Be at ease, you have nothing to fear. This Captain Kell and Lieutenant Armus.”

“Captain.” Mordecai rose and bowed. Reb mimicked him.

“Do not bow to me, Mordecai,” said Kell. His expression softened into a smile. “The sergeant told me something of your disturbing tale. Please, sit while we speak.”

Mordecai and Reb sat, though they still appeared uncertain.

Kell sat at the table opposite Mordecai and Reb. Armus took a seat beside Kell. “You are the foreman of the labor camp at the north end of Lake Joram.”

“Ay, Captain,” said Mordecai with surprise. “How do you know?”

Kell grinned. “I am acquainted with many things that go on in Allon.”

“Of course, Captain. I’m just surprised you take interest in the misguided,” he said with discretion.

“All mortals are of interest to me, and to Jor’el.”

“I didn’t mean to imply otherwise.” Mordecai became unsettled.

Kell’s friendly smile widened. “Truly, be at ease, Mordecai.”

“Rather difficult with you being a Guard—who you are,” Reb corrected himself in mid-sentence.

“Please understand this is difficult,” said Mordecai.

“Since you requested me, I assume the situation involves Guardians.”

“Have you spoken to Dagar?” asked Armus.

“He is part of the problem,” began Mordecai. “Although, I have tried. He is not receptive, so after this latest incident, I had to protect the boys. The other threatened to kill them when he returned!”

“The other? A Guardian?”

“Ay. Dagar thinks he’s a rogue. I’m not so sure.”

“Can you describe him?” asked Kell.

Mordecai heaved a shrug. “I’ve not seen him.”

“Nor I,” said Reb. “But this isn’t the first time he’s beaten the boys, and others at camp. We don’t know when or where he’ll show up.”

“I approach Dagar after each encounter, only he claims he can’t find him,” groused Mordecai, a hint of disbelief in his voice. “That’s why I brought the boys here for sanctuary, and to speak to you, Captain. If Dagar can’t deal with him then maybe you can.”

Thoughtful, Kell’s golden eyes shifted between Mordecai and Reb, lingering on Mordecai. “You said Dagar hasn’t been receptive to your concerns.”

“No,” chided Mordecai. He shied away from Kell’s steady glance, more from anger than intimidation.

“You don’t believe he cares enough to learn the truth.”

Mordecai showed guarded surprise yet remained silent.

“Your encounters with him and this rogue have made you both wary of Guardians,” continued Kell. When angry passion prevented Mordecai’s reply and Reb appeared uncertain, Kell kindly added, “Your faith made you act despite your fears. Let you hearts and minds be at ease, you did well. The boys will be granted sanctuary.”

“Thank you,” said Mordecai, relieved.

“Now, for your own safety from this rogue, neither of you will return to the camp. You and your families shall be secretly relocated.”

“But I’m the foreman.”

“Fret not. Trust us, and Jor’el. Now, finish eating. Vicar Avram will see to your comfort until the arrangements can be made.”

Again Mordecai and Reb rose to bow as Kell and Armus left. 

Avram followed the Guardians into the hall. “Kell,” he began with some disconcertion. “One of the boys is my nephew, Toby.”

“What was he doing at the labor camp?”

Avram colored with embarrassment. “They claimed he was caught stealing, but I never believed it. However, when they brought him before a court of mortals and Dagar, I did not interfere, and risk being accused of favoritism. The harsh sentence of two years devastated my sister. Since then, I have conducted a secret investigation, and found no evidence of Toby stealing. Oh, he was present along with Judson, only they were in the wrong place at wrong time, and with the wrong people.”

“Guilt by association.”

“Ay. Now this! He looked awful.” Avram gripped Kell’s arm. “I have never asked a favor before. But if you could find a way to heal Toby, I would be in your debt.”

With a gentle smile Kell replied. “You would owe me nothing. If he and Judson suffered injury at the hands of a Guardian, then it is my duty to see they are cared for and the situation set right.”

“Thank you.”

“Can you tolerate accompanying me to the infirmary? I want to see the boys. Talk to them, if I can.”

Avram told the guards, “Make them comfortable. I’ll return shortly.”

At the Fortress infirmary, a mortal physician met them. “I finally got the boys to sleep, Vicar. Captain.”

“We won’t disturb them. I do want to see what wounds they suffered,” said Kell. 

The physician continued with grave concern. “It is only by Jor’el’s mercy the youngest is still alive. He has internal bleeding that I can’t stop. I’ve tried everything and don’t know what else to do.”

“Merciful Jor’el,” muttered Avram in prayer.

Armus laid a hand on the Vicar’s shoulder in attempted comfort.

Kell moved past the physician to stand at the foot of the bed where Toby slept. Judson lay in the next cot. Their faces remained swollen and they wore bandages around their heads. Kell’s jowls flexed and his brows leveled in compassion at sight of the serious injuries. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. A moment later, he opened his eyes when a white flash of light appeared beside him. 

From the light emerged another Guardian. Eldric, the premier physician, stood a head shorter than Kell with black hair, violet eyes and dressed in a muted blue suit of his station. “You summoned me, Captain?”

Kell motioned toward the cots. “These boys sustained their injuries at the hand of a Guardian.”

“Guardian?” echoed Eldric in surprise.

“Ay.” He leaned closer to speak in a lower voice. “The younger is the Vicar’s nephew. He bleeds inside. Use your skills to heal them.”

“Ay, Captain.” Eldric enquired of the mortal physician as to the exact injuries.

Kell stepped back to join Avram and Armus. “Eldric will tend to them. No need to fear for your nephew’s survival.”

“Thank you.”

At a brisk pace, Kell and Armus left the infirmary to return to the palace. In the captain’s office, they found Vidar waiting. The premier Guardian archer was of a trim and athletic build, with auburn hair reaching his shoulder. Brilliant copper eyes gazed keenly at his surroundings. He wore a forester green jerkin with a brown cowl. The breeches were of identical color to the jerkin and tucked into knee-high leather boots. A brown leather belt gathered the jerkin around his waist. A plain-sheathed dagger hung from the belt. Instead of a sword he carried a magnificent bolt-action crossbow for easy loading and firing. A handsome quiver was full of arrows.

Vidar spoke the moment they entered. “I know what happened to the boys.”

Armus paused in closing the door to ask, “How?”

“The labor camp is on the border of my province. I sensed trouble and went to help.”

“You saw who did this to them?” demanded Kell.

“No, I arrived too late, but the sense of a Guardian felt very strong. No individual essence, just a general presence. I kept watch over the boys as they returned to camp.” When Kell scowled with great annoyance, Vidar added, “It doesn’t mean I can’t find who. I first wanted to make sure the boys arrived safely.”

“How could Dagar allow this?” chided Armus. 

“I haven’t seen him to ask him. Jor’el must be told.” Vidar spoke the last sentence to Kell.

“He knows. Dagar started acting strangely over a century ago.”

“This shows his behavior is getting worse. You must do something.”

“I intend to act. Despite his increasingly erratic behavior, Dagar is one of us. As such he is clever, powerful and—”

“Unpredictable,” groused Armus.

“Which is why we must act with discretion. He may not be capable—”

“Unwilling,” said Armus with impatience. This drew a look of ire from Kell, who continued speaking, only in a more emphatic tone for Armus’ benefit.

“To stop the Guardian terrorizing the mortals!” Kell raised a quick, stern hand, which made Armus clamp his mouth shut. Kell took a deep breath to calm his temper.

“How are the boys?” asked Vidar.

“Bad. The youngest is Avram’s nephew, and bleeds internally. I told Eldric to heal them.” Kell thought for a moment before speaking again. “Double your efforts. I want this rogue found! Only don’t act unless absolutely necessary. I will deal with him personally.” His set features and narrow gold eyes made his intent clear.

“Ay, Captain.” Vidar made the Guardian salute of right fist to left breast. He stepped back and vanished in a flash of white light.

“Will you tell Jor’el about this incident?” asked Armus.

“To approach him again without proof may be foolhardy.”

“Why? If he already knows about Dagar’s attitude—”

“He says Dagar needs to come to terms with his behavior. I’m afraid of what may happen when he does,” said Kell in exasperation.

“Surely Jor’el won’t allow that?”

Kell sat at his desk. A weary, thoughtful sigh escaped. “I hope so, but I don’t know. Nothing like this has ever happened in our ranks before. Among the mortals such behavior is common, almost expected, but not with us.”

“Have you tried talking to Dagar directly?”

“Of course. He either doesn’t see the problem or is in denial. With proof I can convince him before bringing it to Jor’el. Of course, there maybe no connection between Dagar and this rogue.”

“And that is what you’re hoping for.”

Kell regarded Armus with sobriety. “He’s not just one of us, he’s my peer, as entrusted by Jor’el as I am. Naturally, I hope and pray for the best. We all should.”

Armus flashed a pricked frown. “Ay. I guess I’m protective.”

“We’re supposed to protect the mortals.”

“No, I mean of you, of how this could affect you if the worst happens and he outright rebels. His unsettling behavior is already causing you angst.”

Kell smiled, touched and grateful. “I want to protect you and the others from the worst—including Dagar.” His expression grew optimistic. “And I might have a way to do that.”

“How?”

“A meeting of the Trio Leaders to bring the problem into the open.”

Armus looked skeptical. “I think that will anger him more than help.”

“It will force him to recognize this as a serious problem. With counsel, we can help him deal with the situation. However, before that, I want you to organize a secret transfer of Mordecai and Reb’s families. Once they are secure, I’ll call the meeting.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I must try!” Kell stood. “The alternative is unthinkable. Now, go. The sooner the better.” He escorted Armus to the door.

“And before Dagar realizes they’re not returning,” groused Armus, who promptly received a nudge out the door for his comment.

Kell returned to his desk. Indeed, the alternative was unthinkable, yet he had to give it serious consideration. Dagar’s unusual behavior had grown worse. A knock followed by an entrance interrupted his pondering. To his surprise, Dagar arrived. Not that Dagar coming to see him was unusual just awkward timing under the circumstances. 

“Dagar.”

“Kell,” said Dagar with a wry smile. He too wore the warrior’s uniform only minus the purple piping. His features stood in marked contrast to Kell. He had sun yellow hair, matching small beard and mustache with bright mahogany eyes. “You seem surprised to see me. Is something wrong?”

“No,” said Kell with a forced chuckle. “Just meditating.”

“Sorry to interrupt.” Dagar sat on the corner of the desk.

Now recovered, Kell assumed a more relaxed posture. “What do you want?”

“Nothing in particular. I happened to notice the way you and Armus made a hasty departure earlier and wondered if something was wrong?”

So that’s the reason, Kell thought but spoke aloud, “No. The Vicar needed to speak with me on a matter.” Not exactly a lie, nor the complete truth. In fact, lying went against a Guardian’s character. They could often tell when a mortal lied. With Dagar being clever, Kell needed to be alert, thus he spoke with discretion.

“Really? Must have been urgent.” Dagar sarcastically chuckled. “Or the typical mortal making a mountain out of a mole hill, as they say.”

Kell tried to maintain a casual appearance while continuing to gauge Dagar’s attitude. “I suppose it depends upon your perspective. Some things they think are urgent, we view differently.”

“Please, Kell, don’t placate me with platitudes. A mortal thinks the sky is falling if it rains too hard and damages his crop.”

Kell leaned forward on the desk to regard Dagar. “What has changed your attitude towards them?”

“I haven’t changed. Mortals have grown more fickle and capricious over the centuries. Some play us for fools or magicians, and we let them, doling out our power to satisfy them. Don’t you ever get tired of it?”

“No, I find them fascinating creatures.”

Dagar laughed. “I mean limiting your power to a lesser creature’s whim.”

Kell rose to confront Dagar, his expression stern. “Dangerous talk, Dagar. We were created to serve.”

“In all your years of existence, have you once wondered what it would be like to freely use your power for whatever you wanted?”

“No.”

Dagar sighed with a frown. “I should know better than ask you. So dedicated to duty, it would never cross your mind to use your power for pleasure.”

“I consider it a pleasure to serve.”

Dagar placed an arm around Kell’s shoulders. “Kell, my friend, you have a lot to learn about enjoying your existence.” 

“As your friend, I’m concerned about you.”

“Me?” Dagar laughed. “There is nothing to be concerned about. I’m merely enjoying myself. You need to learn to relax. Do like Armus and find yourself a hobby. He says cooking releases tension. Vidar enjoys wine. A little too much maybe, ” he added with a snicker. “You are always so serious. Take earlier for example.”

“Earlier?” asked Kell, his suspicion returning. 

“The Vicar sends for you and you rush over as if it demands your immediate and full attention.” He did a mimicked exaggeration of Kell’s walk. “Rather than taking time to deal with it. You said it wasn’t of great importance.”

There! The visit to the Fortress again. Dagar never made idle chatter, and a master at either masking his true intention or using decoy topics to make one think he wasn’t interested in a certain subject. Eventually he discovers what he wanted. Not this time. 

Kell casually smiled. “No. I needed to get away from Hueil’s pestering.” True, since he and Armus were with Hueil where the sergeant found him.

Dagar guffawed. “A good reason to walk with such determination, or rather, agitation.”

“I’m not one to complain about a fellow Guardian.”

Dagar continued to laugh, only now with a mocking tone. “Where Hueil is concerned there is always room for complaint. Or better yet Priscilla, Gulliver, Elgin, or any other vassal or caste not a warrior.”

Kell’s ire rose when Dagar expressed degrading sentiments towards his own kind. He covered it with a half-grin when Dagar tossed him a probing side-glance. “Well, if there is nothing specific you wanted, I do have work to do.”

Dagar clicked his tongue and shook his head. “Poor Kell. So blindly dedicated to duty you can’t relax.”

“We each function in our own way.” He took Dagar’s shoulder to steer him to the door. “Still, I will consider what you suggest.”

“Glad to hear it.” Dagar left and Kell closed the door.

Already troubled by Dagar’s deteriorating attitude and behavior toward mortals, his distress deepened at hearing verbal scorn for fellow Guardians. Hopefully Armus would be quick in his task. He didn’t want to wait too long to call the meeting.

Kell got a strong sense of summoning in his spirit and left his office. With long, hasty strides he crossed the compound to the main building. He passed the Guardian warriors standing their posts at various points in the Palace from the front door to inner sanctum of the Throne Room.

A large opulent room gleamed with white marble pillars and floor. Polished gold and silver lamp stands flanked the elevated platform and entry. Six lavishly stained-glass windows dazzled with color in the sunlight. A single throne of magnificently crafted gold inlaid with jewels stood on the platform five steps above the floor. 

The throne was empty. Not unusual. Jor’el always appeared after he arrived. Kell knelt at the bottom of the platform and bowed his head. 

“I hear and obey, Almighty One.” He knew Jor’el arrived when he saw a warm glowing radiance flickering on the steps and floor.

“Rise, my captain.”

Whenever the Almighty became manifested, he appeared in glowing heavenly light, creating the appearance of a male, but obscured from any clear view. Only a pair of opalescent eyes was visible. Unlike Guardian eyes, Jor’el eyes saw all, knew all, always invoked the knowledge and power of the eternal to whomever stood before him.

“When were you going to tell me of Toby and Judson?”

“I—” Kell sighed and admitted, “I first wanted to learn if Dagar was aware of this rogue Guardian abusing mortals.”

“Dagar always knows more than he tells.”

“Ay.”

“So do you, Kell.”

Pricked, he said, “I didn’t mean to lie, just not be caught by his clever speech.”

Jor’el’s eyes kindly smiled. “I gifted him with cleverness and you with the strength and determination to protect, with both equal to the task required. Dagar needs to be able to discern the hearts and minds of those allowed into my presence, while you possess the iron will to defend. Now he abuses his station by wrongfully employing his cleverness.”

Kell began to speak, only stopped when Jor’el raised a hand and said, “I acknowledge your concern. Dagar’s heart is becoming hardened. Your plan to call the Trio Leaders is good; only do not be surprised if Dagar is not receptive. His growing pride is affecting his spirit.”

“He asked me if I ever thought about using my power to get what I wanted. I told him no.”

“Beware such thoughts. They can lead to actions that turn upon comrades.”

“No, Great One, never!”

“I mean Dagar. You heard how he scorns those he believes to be of lesser power and importance than he.”

“Surely, you can turn his heart! You created us,” said Kell with desperation.

Jor’el spoke in a calm and tender reply. “To do as you suggest would take away the ability to choose. I allow the mortals to make choices.”

“They make choices based upon the knowledge you give through the scribes. We already know who you are and why we were created.”

“Exactly,” said Jor’el with emphasis. “Dagar is making his choice with full knowledge.”

Disturbed by the implication, Kell gripped the hilt of his sword to maintain his composure enough to ask; “Then, there is no hope if he makes the wrong decision?”

Jor’el’s eyes stared at Kell, firm and unyielding. “No.”

The simple, unnerving word brought Kell to his knees. “May it not be so, Great One!”

“I gave Dagar life, full knowledge of myself and allow him total access to my throne. I withheld nothing from him, just as I have withheld nothing from you. There is not a single Guardian who cannot claim the same. From the mortals I have withheld full knowledge, for they are not capable, in their present form of accepting the eternal. Mercy and grace is shown them for their frailty and acts of ignorance. Upon the acceptance or rejection of the truth they are given, they will receive judgment or mercy. Upon what can I judge Dagar when he possesses unhindered knowledge and truth? To do so would compromise my holy honor.”

Kell winced with intense emotional pain. He could barely speak. “I understand. However, it’s not easy to accept that one of my kind could be lost forever.”

“I grieve also, my dear Kell. Proceed with the meeting, only be wary of what you discover in its wake.”

Kell bowed his head. The fading light signaled Jor’el’s departure. It took several moments to gather his emotions, hard to digest the disturbing reality if Dagar chooses wrongly. Perhaps if I told him the dreadful consequence, he would reconsider. He may not be aware of them. Bolstered by the thought, he left.
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Chapter 2
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A rooster crowed. Dew glistened in the early morning sun. Smoke rose from several chimneys at the house of a wealthy farmer. The smell of breakfast filled the air. Soon family members and servants would start the day.

He darted from the trees to the rear wall of the barn. He peeked around the corner toward the house. Even at age eighteen he stood unusually tall for a mortal, close to six feet eight inches. He had handsome clean-shaven features, golden hair and bright blue eyes. He wore a rich burgundy and black brocade tunic worthy of his station. A mischievous, yet winsome smile appeared at seeing her leave the house and head for the barn. A willowy brunette of his same age stood about a foot shorter, with pleasant features. She wore daily work clothes. In each hand, she carried a bucket for the morning milking.

He entered the back door of the barn. The cow lowed. He ignored the animal to hide behind the haystack and watch for her arrival. He drew back when the door opened. Didn’t want to give away his presence too soon.

“Easy, Mabyn,” she spoke. She put down the buckets to pat the cow. “I’m here to ease your discomfort.”

“How about easing my discomfort first?” He sprung out from behind the haystack to snatch her in his arms.

She let out a startled cry of surprise then grunted in mock anger. “Razi! Why scare half the life out of me?”

He smiled. “Just having a little fun.” He kissed her; a long, lingering kiss. “Oh, how I’ve missed you, Janel.” He held her close.

“Ay. You were gone longer this time.”

“It couldn’t be helped,” he said with dismay.

“If you told me where you were, I would have written, every day.”

He kissed her right hand. “I would have cherished your letters. Alas, I’m not at liberty to say.”

Mabyn mooed louder so Janel led Razi out the back door. “Why can’t you tell me where you go? Are we not betrothed?”

“Not officially.”

“My family would approve.”

He avoided eye contact. “You know my father would not.”

She touched his face to make him look at her. “If I could talk with him, I know I could win him over.”

He let out a sharp ironic laugh. “Impossible.”

“Why? Are you so ashamed of me that you won’t introduce me?”

“No!” He took her in his arms. “You are the best thing that has ever happened to me! Subjecting you to my father is not something I want to do. For your sake, not his.”

Concerned filled her blue eyes. “You make him sound so awful.”

He struggled for words. “He’s—difficult. All my life I have tried to please him; be what he wants me to be. Since knowing you this past year, I realize what he wants is not what I want.” He stroked her cheek.

“You fear he would disown you?”

He cocked a wry grin. “That’s putting it mildly.”

She withdrew from him, her voice hurt in speaking. “So you’re afraid to tell him you’ve fallen in love with someone beneath your station while continuing to visit me and play with my heart?”

“No! No.” He snatched her hands to stop her retreat. “My fear is for you. He is powerful, and the harsh repercussion on you and your family is something I want to avoid. That is why I tried to stay away. Permanently. To protect you, but I can’t. My heart won’t let me. Your love and faith are a balm to my soul. Without you I am lost and incomplete.” He swallowed back his rising emotion. “The problem is I don’t know how much longer I can keep our relationship a secret, and when he does learn—”

“My dearest Razi, I’m not without resources. My father is well-respected in the province, and you know my uncle is the Vicar.”

He grimaced. “My father would be enraged beyond measure to learn of your uncle.”

She compassionately regarded him. “He sounds like a man full of hate.”

“You have no idea.” He tenderly touched her hair. “For your sake, perhaps it is best ...” Her swift hand on his lips stopped further words.

“Don’t say it! Don’t ever say it. I love you and I don’t care who your father is. I too am incomplete without you. Whenever you say, I will leave my family to marry you.”

“Pray it can be soon.” He kissed her, more urgently than before.

Upon hearing the insistent mooing coming from the barn, Janel began to laugh.

“Wonderful. After all this, a cow comes between us,” he snickered.

“Mabyn running off brought us together. Me knee deep in mud trying to get her out of the bog, and you laughing before agreeing to help me.” She playfully struck him.

“Janel!” the voice of her mother called. “What’s wrong with Mabyn?”

“Go quickly. I need to be about my chores.” She shoved him toward the woods.

“First you scold me for being gone too long, now you tell me to leave,” he teased.

“Tonight. The usual time and place.” She hurried to the barn door where she paused, blew him a kiss then waved him away.

In deep consideration, Razi wandered back into the wood. What began as a chance meeting a year ago blossomed into something wonderful and unexpected. He didn’t seek romance. In fact, he had no agenda save to get away and wander the countryside unhindered. Those rare times he relished the freedom. Coming upon a girl struggling to get a cow out of the mire was amusing at first. His strength came in handy to help, yet not before both became caked in mud from head to toe. 

Finding a pool of water, they cleaned the cow then submersed themselves, clothes and all. Under the warmth of the sun, they sat and talked until sundown. Not until the second meeting did he learn her name. From that day, he took every available chance to leave his seclusion and visit the farm. They laughed and shared childhood stories, those he chose to tell. When they first kissed, nothing else existed. He became anxious for the next time he could see her. When duty interrupted his visits, he grew frustrated by a soulful longing he fought hard against. 

During those times apart, he tried to deny his love for Janel. The more he tried to resist, the more he realized how deeply she affected him. To take their relationship any further was dangerous. He came to tell her they were better off apart. Upon sight of her, his heart leapt for joy. Being near her provided a balm to his troubled mind and spirit. Hearing that she felt the same incompleteness and willing to be with him no matter what, bolstered his heart. Unfortunately, it didn’t change the situation. Very soon a choice would have to be made. She mentioned her uncle the Vicar. Right! The Vicar of Jor’el. What irony.

“Well, you look deep in thought.”

Startled, Razi reached for his sword, ready for danger. He snarled in annoyance at seeing his twin brother Ram. The only physical difference between them was the thin goatee Ram wore. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

“I can ask you the same thing. She is pretty, by the way.”

Alarmed, he snatched Ram’s arm with a hard jerk. “What do you know?”

Ram removed Razi’s hand. “You are playing a dangerous game.” When Razi marched off Ram followed. “Father will want to know.”

Razi stopped to confront him. “Not a word to him or ...”

“Or what? You’ll fight me? Your twin? You haven’t got it in you.”

“Push me and you’ll know what I do or don’t have in me.”

Ram slyly grinned. “So the wench has given you courage.”

“Mind your tongue!”

Ram’s smile faded into a warning expression. “If the relationship is a dalliance, I will keep your secret. Move to something more, and I will tell Father.”

Razi’s fists clenched to contain his reaction at the threat. However, the statement told him of Ram’s ignorance to the seriousness of the relationship. This meant Ram only observed and didn’t hear the conversation. It also meant Ram was sent to spy on him. Not surprising. Their father kept them in seclusion, only allow them to see the light of day on his whim or when they managed to get away unnoticed. Razi thought he eluded anyone following. The fact it was Ram may be advantageous, since his brother considered himself a ladies’ man. Keeping Ram believing Janel was just a dalliance would protect her and gain him time before making the final decision. Thus, he forced himself to relax and say, “Agreed.”

Ram smiled. He tossed an arm about Razi’s shoulder to steer him in a certain direction. “Word reached him that her time is short. He has given permission to visit her. Which is why I came to find you.”

“I suppose this is his last gesture of good will toward her.”

“You can’t blame him. She is weak minded and annoying,” said Ram with indifference.

“She’s our mother!”

“She gave us life. He’s given us purpose. Don’t forget that.”

Razi bit the inside of his mouth to keep from replying. Ram goaded him about their mother to start an argument. Only four times since their weaning, were they permitted them to visit her. Over the last eighteen months her health deteriorated to the point of dying. Razi wanted to see her when word first came, only his father forbade it. This change of heart was welcomed, yet also cause for suspicion. His father would hardly turn merciful toward a woman he scorned and only used to give him an heir, or two, in this case.

They arrived where Razi tethered his horse. Ram’s horse was there also. Razi asked, “When can we leave?”

Ram’s arm came off of Razi’s shoulder so they could mount. “When we like, I suppose. He didn’t say. I had to find you after you snuck off.” 

“You could have given me the whole day to be out,” chided Razi.

“Oh, you have another rendezvous with the wench?” Receiving warning glare from Razi, Ram put up his hand in mock surrender. “I said I won’t mention her to Father, but can’t I tease you?”

“Since when is your teasing good-natured?” Razi jerked his horse’s reins to turn its head for departure.

“Oh my. You are touchy. I do not let my liaisons get to me. It’s easier to deal with them. A lesson you should learn, little brother.”

“Stop calling me little!”

“You were born a minute after me, which makes you the youngest. Besides, you are a bit smaller than me.”

“Not much. What I lack in comparative brawn, I make up for in brains.”

Ram laughed, this time with affection. “That is why Father has great plans for us. With my strength and your brains, we are unstoppable!”

Razi grinned. He may have reservations about their father, and worried about the discovery of Janel, but they were twins. He loved his brother. He sheepishly smiled. “Speaking of stopping, I need breakfast.”

[image: image]

WHEN JANEL FINISHED milking Mabyn, she placed some milk in a churn for butter and another portion in a curdling crock for cheese. She carried one full bucket back to the kitchen for the day’s usage. She found her Uncle Avram in the kitchen with her parents, Clare and Dolan. Her two older brothers were also present: Kerwin, age twenty-two, and twenty-year old Mace. Her father tried to comfort her weeping mother.

“What’s wrong?” asked Janel.

“Uncle brought bad news about Toby,” said
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