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Chapter 1
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A crisp, late fall breeze stirred the waters as the ferry to Gilroy reached its destination. Mid-morning sunlight sparkled off the gently flowing waters and dewy bank. Once the ramp was clear to disembark, Nollen led his pony off the ferry. He mounted to ride the last mile to Gilroy. Since the defeat of Elector Javan three years ago, much had changed in Eldar. Commerce became easier. Nollen no longer needed to take secret routes, and freely traveled the country. 

Now age twenty-three, his youthful features matured into a comely young man with brown hair and blues eyes. Still, habits formed over a lifetime of alertness kept him aware of his surroundings. He gave the watch a friendly smile as he passed through the town’s southern gate. He barely steered Gilen through the busy streets since the pony knew the way to the inn. In a corral adjacent to the main building, he dismounted. 

A seventeen-year-old lad came from the barn. “Nollen, welcome.”

“Bart.” Nollen gave the lad a quick embrace. He motioned around the corral. “I see a few more horses. Business picking up?”

“A bit.”

Nollen softly smiled at the tacit response. He removed the saddlebag. “Don’t feed him too much. We still have a ways to travel today.”

Gilen snorted and stomped his front leg in mild protest.

“I’ll give you an apple,” Bart partial whispered to Gilen.

Inside, the small breakfast crowd began to leave. Nollen placed the saddlebag on the bar to watch another teenager and older woman tend the remaining guests. He widely smiled when she noticed him.

“Nollen!” She greeted him with a warm embrace.

“Sharla.” He kissed her cheek.

“Abe, tell cook to fix a special plate.”

Being twins, Abe bore a strong resemblance to Bart. “Aye, Mama. Welcome, Nollen.”

Sharla escorted Nollen to the booth nearest a roaring fire. He removed his cloak to place over the saddlebag on the bench. 

“How is everything at Far Point? Is Ida well? How are the children?” Sharla asked in rapid questioning.

Abe arrived with a tankard. “Mulled cider. Breakfast should be ready shortly.”

Nollen drank before answering Sharla. “Ida is well. Of course, Jarred is excited to become a father again. He thinks Dinah looks like Ida.”

“Corey? How is he doing?’

Nollen drank again. “A rambunctious two-year-old. He is curious about his baby sister but doesn’t understands what being a big brother means.”

Cook arrived with breakfast. She happily smiled at Nollen. “Eggs and potatoes cooked just the way you like them.”

“Thank you, Meara.” He glanced around the room. “Where is Jonas?”

Sharla’s heavily sighed, which prompted Abe to place a supportive hand on his mother’s shoulder. “Back in his room,” she lamented.

“Why? He’s been doing so well the past year,” said Nollen, confused.

Sharla didn’t directly answer the question. “Abe and Bart have been wonderful in helping me run the inn. Abe has his father’s old exuberance.” Her voice trailed off.

Nollen reached across the table to take her hand. “I’ll talk to him.”

She flashed a plaintive smile. Hearing a patron call, she left. 

Abe occupied the seat she vacated. His voice low yet harsh. “Galt returned, and stirred up others against Papa.”

Nollen paused in eating. “I thought he moved his family east?”

“Aye, but business brought him back. He can’t forgive Papa for what happened to Destry. That’s what drove Papa back to his room.” Abe fought to contain his anger when a patron passed in departure. “Have a blessed day,” he made the usual parting comment.

Nollen’s features turned hard. “Destry’s own treachery is to blame.”

“We told Papa so, but Galt launched such a vicious verbal attack that even Alderman Flynn joined in the condemnation.”

When Sharla returned, Nollen changed his expression to encouragement. He patted his saddlebag. “I have something that will greatly interest Jonas and help him recoup.”

“I hope so.” She then spoke to Abe. “Time to clean up and prepare for luncheon.” They left Nollen alone to eat.

Once finished, Nollen placed the saddlebag over his shoulder, and grabbed his cloak. He winked at Sharla, as he made his way to the main staircase. Aside from the family quarters, the inn had six guest rooms. He knew which door. He waited for an answer to his knock. Nothing. 

At the second rap on the door, he said, “Jonas, it’s Nollen.” To his identification, he heard the scaping of a chair, footsteps, and finally the door opened. Immediately, he noticed discouragement had taken its toll on Jonas’ appearance. He tried not to let personal dismay show in his smile. “Hail, cousin.”

Jonas grinned, but a dull sadness remained in his eyes. “Come in.”

Nollen noticed a small brazier barely warmed the room, but he was more interested in Jonas. The voice in greeting sounded weak and weary. He mustered a smile of encouragement. “I see more horses in the corral, and patrons enjoying Meara and Sharla’s cooking. That’s good.”

“Aye, business is picking up. Slow, but better.”

“Because it is you they come to see. Your reputation for hospitality is known throughout The Doane.” Though he spoke with enthusiasm, Nollen kept a keen eye on Jonas for reaction.

A brief smile, like of old, appeared, and even reached Jonas’ eyes. It faded when he said, “Those days are gone.” He returned to a table upon which sat a pitcher, cup, and book.

Nollen sat opposite. “All the days under Javan are gone. A new age of Eldar has enlivened those in The Doane, and other provinces.”

For a moment, Jonas regarded Nollen. The expression weary, but a small grin appeared. “It is good to see you so cheerful.”

“It grieves me to see you so dejected. The cousin I always admired for his jovial nature, even in the dark times.” Nollen seized Jonas’ arms. “You must let the past go. Please! We need you to do that.”

Jonas closed his eye with a heavy sigh of lament. “I’ve been trying.”

“Galt,” Nollen spat the name with indignation.

Jonas’ eyes snapped open, guarded, and quizzical.

“Abe told me,” Nollen answered the unspoken question. “He’s as bad as Destry – for whom you are not responsible.”

“I have come to accept that, at least in part,” droned Jonas.

“If that is true, why let Galt send you retreating to your room?” Nollen spread his arms.

“You don’t understand!”

“What? Guilt?” Jonas’ sharp glare prompted Nollen to say resolutely, “Oh, I do understand.” He thumped his chest over his heart. “I carried it inside for years. Guilt for not protecting them.” His eyes grew misty. “Watching them dragged away as traitors to be executed.”

Jonas grew sympathetic. “You were a boy, and no match for Javan’s soldiers.”

“That fact didn’t lessen the guilt. Instead, it drove me to prove myself. To be as good as my father in our clandestine ventures.” Nollen grew reflective in recollection. “Not until meeting Axel did I begin to understand what guilt had done to me. He challenged me, and once I let go of it ... well,” he smiled, “you know what happened at Sener on the day of battle, and since that victory.”

Jonas smiled, this time, his eyes reflected genuine affection. “You became the Royal Officer of Commodities.”

Nollen chuckled. “Aye. With Ida and Jarred taking over daily operations of Far Point, I freely travel in my new endeavor. But,” he stressed, and returned to the main point. “If I had not let go of the guilt and moved forward, I wouldn’t be where I am today.” He looked earnestly at Jonas. “We need you. True, Sharla and the boys are capable of running the inn, but you are the heart of it. Jonas of Gilroy, proprietor of renown. Let the world see that again. Ignore Galt, Flynn, and others.”

“It’s not so easy.”

“I didn’t say it was. In fact, I know it’s difficult, but you must start somewhere. Now is a good time since I, the Royal Officer of Commodities, rely upon your knowledge of quality goods.”

Jonas laughed. “You don’t need my help in that.”

“I do,” said Nollen emphatically. “I’ll prove it.” He pulled a box from the saddlebag. “What do you think of these?” He lifted the lid to show the contents.

Jonas’ eyes grew wide with astonishment. “Are those—?”

“Palleteen diamonds. At least, I believe they are. I want your expert opinion since I remember Uncle Oberon had one.”

“A fragment from an ancient priestly vestment.” Jonas lifted two precious cut stones out of the box for examination. “These are more refined.”

“Do you still have it for comparison?”

“No, it’s long gone. Given as Tribute.” Jonas grew curious. “Where did you get them?” 

“A group of foreigners passed through on the way to Gorland. I happened to be in Edison where they paused for supplies.”

Jonas glanced up from admiring the gems. “Foreigners?”

“I haven’t seen their like before, nor had Rafe, the innkeeper.” 

“I know Rafe. He’s part of the Guild.”

Nollen motioned to the diamonds. “They claimed these are Palleteen diamonds and wanted to use six of them to trade for what they needed.” 

Jonas hurried to a dresser where he scrambled to find a magnifying glass. He returned to closely examine the diamonds. “You must have traded a fortune for these.”

“Actually, I didn’t trade anything.” At Jonas’ skepticism, Nollen explained. “Since Rafe wasn’t familiar with them, he asked my advice. I might not know about diamonds, but I do know trading,” he said with emphasis. “I noticed a difference in the box originally shown, and the one placed on the counter after Rafe agreed.”

Jonas cocked a wry smile of understanding. “Bait and switch.”

“Aye. So, I asked to see the diamonds in the original box. Of course, he insisted it was the original, so I played coy while Rafe wanted to call off the exchange. Along comes another foreigner, who whispered to the first in their language, and the original box was handed to Rafe.” Nollen sly grinned. “I got these as a reward. I want to present them to Axel.”

Jonas heartily laughed. “And you said you need my help.”

“I said I noticed the different boxes. Despite having only a fragment, you should know real from fake.”

Jonas again picked up the magnifying glass to look at the gem. “Hand me your dagger.” He held out a hand, though still focused on the gem. Once he had the dagger, he placed the point against the gem. 

Nollen seized Jonas’ arm. “What are you doing?”

“Glass will scratch, a Palleteen diamond won’t. A nick will not diminish the value of a real one. The fragment father had, paid a whole year of Tribute for The Doane.” Jonas turned the diamond over to the bottom part. He used the tip of the dagger to scrap along the gem. He placed the dagger down and lifted the magnifying glass to view the area. He turned the gem over several times.

“Well?” asked Nollen with impatience.

Jonas widely smiled. “This is a real Palleteen diamond. The rarest of them all.” He placed the gem back in the box.

Nollen smiled with triumph. “Now, I can tell Axel these are authentic.” 

“You’re off to Sener again?”

“Aye.” Nollen donned his cloak and hefted the saddlebag over his shoulder. “I just stopped for breakfast.” He held out his hand to clasp Jonas’ arm. “Your help is always appreciated, cousin.”

Jonas took hold of Nollen’s arm. “I will see you on your way.”

At the bottom of the stairs, Nollen caught Sharla’s surprised look at seeing Jonas. He carefully patted the saddlebag slung over his shoulder.

Sharla happily smiled, and told Nollen, “You’ll find a bag of provisions on the bar. I included a loaf of Meara’s apple bread.”

“Woman, see to lunch preparations,” Jonas said in his normal well-meaning gruff manner. He steered Nollen from the inn to the corral.
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Chapter 2
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Nollen casually rode north up the Freeroad on the east bank of the mighty River Leven. Despite bordering Ha’tar territory, the Freeroad was now alive with traffic. In the past, traveling the main highway required stealth and alertness. The same proved true for the west bank highway that ran alongside Leven in Nefal territory. Dragons, bandits, and harpys ignored the law regarding safe passage on the Freeroads. 

Since the defeat of Javan and Dolus, the Eagles drove the harpys from Eldar while all adult dragons were killed during the conflict. King Axel ordered the remaining Ha’tar to turn over all dragon eggs to the royal hatchery to control the population. One Ha’tar breeder would be assigned to aid the caretaker to help train the hatchlings to defend Eldar. Becoming protectors of the Kingdom was the only way for the Ha’tar to remain in the country. Two dozen agreed to the condition. The majority returned to their ancestral home far beyond the Black Mountains.

Nollen glanced across the river. The Nefal numbers became decimated by battle. All that remained were women, children, and a few older men. The last chieftain signed a pact of non-aggression, so Axel dealt mercifully with them. Previously, he avoided the province. Now, he frequently visited Nefal in his new role. He used his skills to encourage farming in exchange for vegetables and fruits to serve at the King’s table.

Indeed, Eldar changed for the better. There were times he wondered if he would live to see it restored, especially when aiding Axel and Gunnar in fleeing Javan and Dolus.

Around the bend, the magnificence of Sener came into view. The royal castle and fortified city gleamed with a splendor dimmed during the two-hundred-year reign of Electors. Marble gleamed in the daylight. Sunlight sparkled off the colored windows while gold ornamentation of the buildings dazzled the eyes. Each year, he spent the winter months in Sener. For two months, he visited family at Far Point, with the rest of year spent traveling Eldar on royal business of commodities.

Nollen reached the gatehouse on south side of Lake Helivan. The settlement of Wyckton had grown into a village named after the inn’s owner. With so much traffic coming and going from Sener, he steered Gilen on and off the bridge that connected the royal city to Wyckton. From the wide main square, he guided Gilen up the winding levels to the apex. In the main castle courtyard, an older groom scurred to meet him.

“Welcome back, sir.”

“Ben. Feed him and rub him down well. Traveling in the cold is not good for the old boy.”

Gilen snorted, his breathing a bit heavy.

“He’ll be well taken care of,” Ben said. 

Saddlebags in hand, Nollen headed to a door nearest the eastern wall. He walked through a small foyer and up two flights of stairs. Down the hall, he entered a spacious apartment. A flurry of activity went on, as men set about cataloguing commodities, taking inventory, or other tasks related to the daily supplying of the castle.

An older man in his forties dressed in fine clothes, looked up when the door opened. “Ah, Nollen.”

“Sir Hastins.” Nollen set the saddlebag on a desk. From the bag, he withdrew two ledgers. “These are the accountings of my summer route.”

Hastins took them. “We’ve already received some of shipments.”

“Good. See they match the agreement.”

Hastins cocked a wry grin. “Nefal or Ha’tar?”

“Ha’tar. Oh, and Gair of the Highlands. He stills tries to pass off diseased sheep or inferior wool.”

Hastins gave the ledgers to a clerk. He drew Nollen aside. With a sober expression, he asked, “Have you seen Arctander yet?”

“No. Why?” Nollen asked, immediately concerned.

“Let’s just say, it’s good you’re back.”

“That bad?” A hint of fear slipped into Nollen’s voice.

Hastins tried to offer a sympathetic smile, only short-lived.

Nollen grabbed his saddlebag and headed to the chapel. Workers, and lay clergy, cleaned and repaired the interior. During the Electors’ reign, the chapel fell into disrepair, doing only minor renovations when absolutely needed.

Nollen made his way through the sanctuary to the rectory behind the altar. Arctander, sat near the front window. Beside him, stood Lord Leon, a fifty-year old man from The Doane.

“Nollen,” Leon greeted him. “Your grandson is here,” he told Arctander.

Stiffly, Arctander rose from his seat. “My dear boy.”

Nollen quickly put down his saddlebag to escorted Arctander to the hearth. “It would be warmer for you by the fire. Where is your robe? The room should be warmer. Mendel!” he shouted. “Mendel!”

“You fuss over me like I’m an old woman,” Arctander complained. He embraced Nollen. “It is always good to see you, my child.”

A young cleric quickly arrived. He carried a fur-lined robe. “Sir?”

Nollen snatched the robe. “It is too cold for him to be without it.”

“I’ve been telling The Reverend that all morning,” Mendel said. 

“What about the fire?” Nollen wrapped the fur robe around Arctander.

“I sent for more wood,” replied Mendel. 

“Where are his gloves?” demanded Leon. “He should be wearing them at all times. The cold badly affects his joints.”

“Gloves are in the pocket.” Mandel indicated the robe.

Leon pulled out the gloves. They were knitted fingerless gloves with a short string and buttons on the glove and end of the string.

“Those look new,” observed Nollen.

“Aye. He lost the others.” Leon buttoned the gloves to the sleeve of Arctander’s robe then helped put the gloves on Arctander’s hand. “I had these specially made so he wouldn’t lose them again.” He turned to Mendel. “Why were these in the pocket?”

“Greta cleaned the robe.”

Leon rolled his eyes. “Leave us,” he dismissed Mendel.

The young cleric sent a hapless glance to Nollen before he left.

Leon noticed the exchange. “Incompetence,” he chided to Nollen.

“Mendel? He’s always been dedicated.”

Leon shrugged. “Lately, he’s been derelict.”

“Strange,” Nollen muttered in consideration.

“He ignores my instructions concerning Arctander’s care.”

“Your instructions?”

“We are friends,” Leon proudly insisted. “It is only right I help him in your absence. After all he has done to help me. Greta isn’t much better than Mendel.”

“You can tell Ida it won’t work,” Arctander argued. 

“What?” Nollen asked with confusion.

Leon leaned closer to speak quietly. “He confuses Greta for Ida.”

“Now where are my glasses,” Arctander complained.

Nollen hid a painful express when his grandfather looked curiously at him. “You’re wearing them.”

Arctander felt his face. “Oh, so I am.”

An older woman entered with a tray. “Time for supper, Reverend,” she announced. “Master Nollen, welcome back,” she happily greeted.

“Greta.” He flashed a plaintive smile. With painful sympathy, Nollen watched Leon escort Arctander to a table for supper. He heard the wall clock strike the hour. “I must see the King to give my report. I’ll be back afterwards.”

“The Reverend usually takes a nap after he eats,” said Greta.

Nollen kissed Arctander on the head. The old man simply grunted an acknowledgement. He retrieved his saddlebag then waved for Greta to accompany him into the hall. “Has he been taking his medicine?”

“Only when forced.”

With distress, Nollen glanced back at the open door. 

“Sir.” Greta touched his arm to get his attention. “Even when he does, the effect is minimal. His mind grows more confused. Daily he mistakes me for your sister, and believes he is either at Far Point or in the forest. The King—”

“What about the King?” Nollen pressed.

“It may be best coming from him.” 

Nollen blinked back a sudden wave of fearful tears. “I need to see the King anyway.” He readjusted the saddlebags to head for the royal study. He knew Axel was there since guards stood at the door. “The Royal Commissary to see His Majesty.”

Nollen listened, as the inside guard announced him. He heard Axel give permission to enter. He tried to keep the dismay from being seen.

Axel sat behind a large wonderfully crafted desk. In three years, he had not changed. Strong handsome features, tall and sturdy frame, with black hair, trimmed beard, and clear hazel eyes.

“Sire.” Nollen stopped before the desk to bow.

“Welcome back, my friend.” Axel warmly smiled and rose in greeting.

Nollen let down the saddlebag to receive the embrace.

Axel’s smile faded. “Something troubles you.”

Try as he might, he couldn’t fool Axel. “I just came from the rectory to visit Grandfather.”

Axel’s gaze shifted from Nollen to the guard. “Close the door behind you.” Once the guard let, he guided Nollen to the hearth. “Sit.” He indicated a chair. He sat opposite. Sympathetic, he said, “Arctander has changed much in the few short months of your absence.”

Nollen fought to find his voice. “Aye.” His gaze grew pleading. “Is there nothing that can be done? Alfgar? Surely the lord of the unicorns can help. Othniel? The Great White lion brought you back from the dead.”

“What happened with me, was by the Almighty’s design, to fulfill prophecy, and save Eldar. Though Arctander is a loyal and faithful servant, it is the way of all creatures due to age. Thus, beyond unicorn power or Othniel’s intervention.”

Nollen bit his lip to contain a sob at the news. “How much longer?”

“Only the Almighty knows. But he wants for nothing.”

“Who will ... I mean when he ...”

“Verner. You know he’s been Arctander’s dedicated assistant these past three years. In fact, he has already assumed many duties of the High Priest. What Arctander does throughout the day is minimal routine to keep him occupied.” Axel compassionately regarded Nollen. “It is good you have returned for the winter. Spend all the time you can with him. Send for Ida and Jarred.”

Nollen soberly shook his head. “She gave birth to a baby girl two weeks ago. She won’t risk traveling in the cold with a newborn.”

Axel happily smiled. “Another child. How wonderful.”

“Bittersweet. She already laments being unable to visit Grandfather this summer.”

Axel drew Nollen to his feet. “Refresh yourself with food and drink then visit him this evening. Tomorrow will be soon enough to hear your report.”

Nollen gathered his saddlebag and left. The word bittersweet repeated in his mind. He roused himself enough to direct his steps to his grandfather’s bedchamber. Mendel had difficulty with a combative Arctander. Nollen dropped the saddlebag on the dresser to intervene. 

“Here, let me. Stop fighting,” he calmly said to Arctander.

“Oh, it’s you.” Arctander partially smiled. He sat on the edge of the bed. He turned on Mendel. “Now, I have someone who will do as I ask.”

Mendel fought vexation. “I will return in the morning, Reverend.”

“Bah!” Arctander roughly waved at Mendel.

“You shouldn’t be so harsh with him. He’s just trying to help.”

Arctander tugged on Nollen to sit beside him. His voice a harsh whisper. “They think I don’t know. But are wrong. I fight a battle daily ... in here.” He motioned to his head. “Something they can’t understand.”

“We want to.”

Arctander dolefully sighed. “No, you don’t. It’s more disturbing than dealing with any physical malady.”

“Grandfather—”

Arctander seized Nollen’s face between his hands. In a voice of desperation, he urged, “You must be strong! They need you to be strong. I need you to be strong.”

The imploring made Nollen momentary speechless.

“Do you hear me, my dear grandson?”

Nollen swallowed back his discomposure to reply. “Aye.”

Suddenly drained of all energy, Arctander’s hands fell away. “I’m tired. So very tired.”

Nollen aided Arctander under the covers. When he pulled up the blankets, Arctander grabbed his hands.

“The Almighty has allowed me to see Prophecy fulfilled. To see my grandchildren blessed. Do not forget that. Remain faithful, and call upon Gott, and He will answer.”

“I will remember. Now, please, rest.” Nollen kissed Arctander’s forehead. 

He watched the rising and failing of the blankets. Assured his grandfather truly slept and nothing more, he blew out the lamp on the nightstand. He sat in a cushioned chair between the hearth and bed. He wrapped the cloak about him to get comfortable. This time, he didn’t fight back the tears. You must be strong, he heard Arctander again. Bittersweet followed those words. He already lost so much in his young life that he believed all would be well when Axel became king. Of course, he knew it naïve to believe Arctander would live much longer, especially considering his advanced age.

A small smile appeared, as he thought about Ida, Jarred, Corey, and Dinah. His sister finally married the man she loved and had children. Far Point prospered like never before, while he gained the friendship and trust of the King. Indeed, the Almighty blessed him, and his family. In truth, all Eldar now lived in a state of peace not seen in hundreds of years. Images filled his mind until he fell asleep. 
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Chapter 3
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Ronan, Lord of Ganel, walked in hurried steps beside Axel. His long black hair tied back; his blue eyes worried. Ronan held a lantern, as they hastened from the King’s bedchamber down darkened halls of early morning.

“I tried to calm him, but he repeats your name with urgency,” Ronan said.

“He told you nothing more?” asked Axel

“No, though he kept mumbling sirin. Whatever that means.”

When they arrived in the guest room, Cormac, another Ganel with long brown hair, fought to restrain the man thrashing upon a bed.

Ronan rushed to help. “What happened?”

“I don’t know. He became combative and began screaming.”

Axel pushed Ronan and Cormac aside. He took the man by the shoulders and pinned him to the bed. “Sylvan, be still! I am here,” he forcefully declared.

Sylvan’s eyes snapped open. His wild gaze glanced around. He breathed heavy, and his body drenched in sweat. His eyes finally came to rest on, “Ax ... el?”

“Aye.”

Sylvan smacked his lips and panted.

“Water!” Axel snapped at the Ganels.

Cormac rushed to comply. Axel supported Sylvan’s head to help him drink. He gently laid Sylvan back on the pillows. He gave Cormac the cup before he sat on the bed.

“Better?” he asked.

Sylvan nodded and brought his breathing under control.

“Ronan said you called for me. Why? What happened to you?”

The wild look returned, which caused Sylvan’s eyes to wander. 

Axel again seized Sylvan. “Look at me!”

Sylvan battled to comply. “Sire?”

“Focus on me. Nothing else,” commanded Axel. “Now, what happened?”

“Horrible! Sirin!” He grew agitated.

“I said focus on me,” Axel repeated his command.

Sylvan again did so.

“Did you reach Kranston?”

Sylvan frantically shook his head. “No. Black Mountains. Sirin!”

“What is sirin?”

The wild look began to overtake Sylvan, but Axel wouldn’t allow it. “By the Almighty, begone whatever ails him and restore his wits!”

Sylvan took in a sudden gasp of air. When he exhaled, his whole body relaxed.

Cormac and Ronan watched with anxious fascination. Ronan flinched with dread when Sylvan mentioned the Black Mountains.

Keen to Ronan’s reaction, Cormac whispered, “Do you think—?” 

Ronan made a curt wave for silence.

Unaware of the exchange, Axel asked Sylvan, “Can you answer me now?”

“Aye,” he replied in a weak yet resolute voice.

“You and Gunnar never reached Kranston?”

“No, at least not before ...” he forced himself to continue, “before meeting—,” he couldn’t say the word.

“The one you kept mentioning?” Axel discreetly asked.

Sylvan nodded. It took great strength of will not to revert to the wild state. “Gunnar told me to return. Too dangerous. I didn’t want to ... but that one ... I couldn’t continue.”

“Did Gunnar go on alone?”

Sylvan nodded then shook his head. 

“Well, which is it? Aye or no?”

“Aye, until captured.”

Axel flinched at the news. “Who captured Gunnar?”

Sylvan’s struggle became visibly more difficult. “Don’t know ... I saw when leaving ... Fear! Fled!” With hysteria, he cried out then fainted.

When Axel tried to rouse Sylvan, Ronan stopped him. “No, Sire.” The Ganel lord motioned Axel from the bed. “I need to consult the Ancient books, to find a clue to this sirin. However, I do know, there is great evil in the Black Mountains.”

“I know! Gunnar and I crossed the mountains on our journey to Eldar,” Axel sternly rebuffed.

“No doubt the Almighty kept you safe.” Ronan’s glance brief went to Sylvan. “I heard tales of many, who were not so fortunate.”

Axel took a breath to calm down. “Aye, we found a route less traveled through the lower elevation. I’m sure Gunnar will take that path. He would not knowingly place anyone at risk.”

“Sir Gunnar’s loyalty and bravery are not in question. Yet something terrible happened to Lord Sylvan. He is struggling to maintain his sanity.”

“The same incident may be responsible for Sir Gunnar’s capture,” Cormac suggested.

For a long, silent moment, Axel stared at Sylvan. Without looking at Ronan, he issued instructions. “Consult the Ancient books. I have deep prayer and meditation to consider this dangerous turn of events.” 

Axel didn’t take a candle or lamp to his bedchamber. A small adjacent room served as his private chapel. Many times, since becoming King, he spent hours in prayer and meditation for wisdom. None felt more urgent than now.

Panic gripped him when Sylvan spoke of Gunnar’s capture. Naturally, a return trip involved more risk, yet necessary to fulfill a promise. Gunnar never hesitated. Then again, Gunnar didn’t back away from any challenge. Axel’s prayer went so deep and fervent that he did not realize someone stood beside him until a voice spoke.

“Son of Eldar.”

Axel knelt with his head touching the altar platform. He pushed himself back onto his knees. “Othniel?” He balked in wonder at sight of the Great White Lion of Eldar. The door to the room remained shut.

Othniel bowed his head to touch Axel’s forehead in greeting.

“What are you doing here?”

“Where else would I be when the King is in need?”

Axel came off his knees to sit on the floor. “It is not I who needs help.”

Othniel also sat. “You fear for Sir Gunnar.”

“The Almighty said it was time to fetch them, so he went. I should have accompanied him,” Axel chided.

“Your place is here. Gunnar knows that. So did Lord Sylvan. Do not minimize them with such a selfish statement.”

“I don’t mean that. Ronan’s right, the Almighty protected us when we traveled the Black Mountains. My presence might have spared Sylvan such torment, and Gunnar ... from an unknown fate.”

“Concern for those in your charge is admirable. However, as King, all of Eldar needs you more than individuals.”

Distressed, Axel rebuffed, “How can you speak so about Gunnar?”

“I speak from reality, you from the heart. Those don’t always agree.” When Axel went to protest, Othniel placed a paw on his shoulder. “That does not mean you are prevented from taking action.”

“Sire!” Ronan anxiously called a moment before he burst into the chamber. He paused in astonishment. “Othniel.”

“Your appearance does have a profound effect upon humans,” Axel wryly commented to the lion. He stood to speak to Ronan. “I take it you found something in the Ancient books to be so agitated.”

“Aye. Sirin is an old monster long thought vanquished.”

“Sirin?” repeated Othniel with concern.

“Sylvan’s condition is due to an encounter with it,” Ronan explained.

The Great Lion growled. “It is not simply a monster, rather an evil spirit banished for rising up against the First Ones when the world was young!” Othniel turned to Axel and spoke with dread. “If it has reached the Black Mountain, the intent is to return to Eldar for revenge.”

“How do we stop it?”

Othniel’s mane shook with a negative indication. “I don’t know.”

“Eldar just came out darkness. It can’t happen again,” Ronan said with desperation.

Axel gripped Ronan’s shoulder. “We shall do everything to prevent it.”

“Finding Sir Gunnar, and completing the task, is vital to that end,” a new voice spoke. A large white alpha wolf joined the group.

“Bardolf. Welcome,” Axel greeted.

“Alfgar and Artair await us in stables. We have matters to discuss,” Bardolf announced.

Axel stiffened with anticipation at the mention of the Unicorn lord and eagle king. They followed Bardolf to where Alfgar and Artair waited.

“Greetings, noble First Ones.” Axel saluted.

“Son of Eldar.” Alfgar lowered his noble head to where his horn nearly touched the ground.

Artair spread his wings and bowed his head in acknowledgement. He tilted his head quizzically at Ronan.

At the eagle king’s regard, Axel spoke. “Ronan became my First Minister and Counselor last year. I trust him implicitly, as should the First Ones.”

“I do not doubt his loyalty or discretion. I sense uneasiness,” said Artair.

“Indeed, I am uneasy with the discovery of what I read in the Ancient books about Sirin. The thought of Eldar threatened should concern all,” said Ronan.

“Sirin is why we are here,” said Alfgar. “However, what is said cannot go past these walls.”

“Upon my word, it won’t,” insisted Ronan.

“Will you take the blood oath?”

“Alfgar—” began Axel in refute, only stopped by Ronan.

The Ganel Lord spoke resolutely to Alfgar. “I will take the oath.”

“Hold out your left hand.”

When Ronan did so, the Unicorn Lord used the tip of his horn to prick Ronan’s palm. The Ganel flinched but did not withdraw his hand.

“Now, swear.”

Ronan held up his pricked left hand with a trickle of blood visible on the palm. “By my life’s blood, I swear to keep all secrets entrusted to me.”

Axel took hold of Ronan’s hand. “You should not have had to take it twice.”

“He took the oath?” Artair asked Axel.

“The day he became my First Minister and Counselor. That is what I tried to say earlier.”

Alfgar made a low whinny and bowed his head. “I should have known, and not questioned you. Forgive me, my lord,” he said to Ronan.

“There is nothing to forgive. Loyalties are often tested under great threat.”

“To the matter at hand,” said Bardolf. 

Othniel made a low roar then announced, “We are free to speak. None shall hear us.”
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Chapter 4
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Nollen fought drowsiness, as the guard escorted him to the King’s study. He reckoned about three hours of sleep while watching over his grandfather. Arctander didn’t move when the royal guard informed him of the King’s summons. At the study door, he tried to straighten his wrinkled clothes from spending the night in the chair. The attempt was short-lived when ushered inside. Ronan and Othniel were with Axel.

Nollen pushed aside momentary surprise at sight of Othniel to address Axel. “You sent for me, Sire?”

“I take it you didn’t rest well.”

Nollen colored with mild embarrassment. “I stayed up with him last night.”

Axel kindly grinned. “Understandable.” He motioned to a table with food and drink. “Take a moment to eat before we discuss why I summoned you.”

Nollen removed his cloak to place it, and his saddlebag, on a windowsill. He proceeded to enjoy some food.

Othniel approached and sniffed the saddlebag. “What have you in the bag?”

Nollen swallow the food. “Precious gems for the King.”

“Show us.”

He rose from the table to comply. “A rare find. Palleteen diamonds.” He opened the box.

“Palleteens? In Eldar?” Othniel growled.

The anger of the Great White Lion startled Nollen. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen a Palleteen.”

Axel seized the box. “Where did you get them?”

“A group of foreigners stopped in Edison—”

“Where is Edison?” demanded Axel.

“A southern border town with Bertrand. Is something wrong?” 

“You got these from them? In trade?” Axel continued the interrogation.

“Not me. Rafe, the innkeeper. They wanted supplies in exchange and claimed those are Palleteen diamonds. I simply kept them honest during the negotiations when they tried to switch fake for real. Rafe gave me two for helping.”

“You’re certain these are real?”

“Aye. They passed the dagger test.”

“What?”

“Glass will scratch, Palleteen diamonds won’t. What is the problem?”

“They may have been scouts,” Ronan told Axel.

“Aye.” Axel slammed the lid shut.

“Scouts for what?” asked Nollen, frustrated.

Axel crossed to the hearth where a fire warmed the room. He tossed the box into the flame. 

Nollen gasped in astonishment and hurried over. Axel stopped him from doing anything to retrieve the box. Othniel breathed upon the flame, which caused the fire to glow with white hot heat. The intensity made them back away.

“Why did you do that?” asked Nollen, utterly confused.

“Intense fire is the only way to destroy them,” replied Othniel.

“But why?”

“He obviously doesn’t know,” Ronan said to Axel and Othniel.

“Before we explain, describe the foreigners,” said Axel.

“Physically they were swarthy with dark hair, beard, and eyes. Never seen their type of clothing before. A bit more colorful than ours.” Nollen indicated his waist. “Used a cloth sash rather than a belt to close the inner vest and shirt.  Lots of embroidery on the long outer coat. The hat was round and flat on top.”

“Were the swords curved?”

Nollen shrugged. “I didn’t see any weapons other than elaborately carved dagger hilts. The one who talked to Rafe and me, had an unfamiliar accent.” Then with thought, he added, “They spoke to each other in a language I’ve not heard before. And I know Markitan and Bertrandian.” 

“Sounds like Palleteens,” Ronan said to Axel.

“Now, tell me why you destroyed the diamonds, and are concerned about the Palleteens?” Nollen firmly said.

“Have you even seen a Palleteen diamond before?” asked Axel.

“Only a fragment Uncle Oberon had. He claimed it came from a priestly vestment once worn by one of our ancestors.”

Othniel took up the explanation. “Rare diamonds were gifts to Eldar’s first king by Emperor Beldon of the Palleteens. Eventually, the diamonds were used as ornamentation on royal and priestly garments.”

“Aye, and so valuable Jonas used the fragment to pay a year’s tribute for The Doane when gold became scarce. I believe them a kingly gift.” Nollen motioned to the hearth where the fire returned to normal.

“Valuable, and deadly,” stressed Othniel. “Within a year of the gift, strange things began to happen. Things even the First Ones were hard pressed to explain.”

“Such as?” Nollen listened with rapt attention.

“Unknown plights upon crops, mysterious human illnesses, and creatures behaving unnaturally.”

Ronan spoke. “My ancestor was the High Priest then. During study at the Mathena University, he stumbled upon the truth. The diamonds contain evil properties that mesmerize the wearers. He hurried to King Nandor with the information. Alas, the King had ridden to battle when word came of a Palleteen invasion from the east through Nefal.”

“Back then it was called Greenlands, due to the lush forest,” said Othniel. “By the time the Palleteens reached Leven’s river plain, many innocent Eldarians died. The First Ones rallied to fight against the enemy.”

“When my ancestor reached the King, he urged Nandor to destroy the diamonds with fire in hopes of stopping the evil. Just like Axel did,” said Ronan. 

“Destroying them, turned the tide of battle. It ended in utter defeat for the Palleteens. Sadly, also costly for Eldar in lives,” said Othniel.

Axel retrieved a very old book from a shelf, opened it, and placed it on the desk. “Through the High Priest, the Almighty cursed the Palleteens for their treachery. And placed a supernatural blight on the barrier between Palleteen and Eldar to ensure such invasion would not happen again.” He beckoned Nollen to the desk. The page was a map. With his index finger, he pointed to location.

Nollen looked up from the map to Axel. “The Black Mountains.”

“Aye,” Axel grimly confirmed. 

The young man still appeared confused. “To reach Eldar the Palleteens would have to pass through Markita.”

“They did so last time,” Othniel stoutly said.

Nollen’s gaze shifted between the Great White Lion and the map. “With our treaty, it is doubtful King Montre would allow that.”

“There is more,” said Axel in a tone suggesting a complication. “The only way to Kranston is through the Black Mountains by way of Markita. It is how we came to Eldar. And where Gunnar went two months ago.”

“Gunnar? Why?” asked Nollen, surprised. 

“To fulfill a promise. Sylvan went with him, only returned in a horrible state. Driven the point of madness by an encounter with Sirin.”

Hearing Axel’s lament, Nollen asked, “What is Sirin?”

“A creature of darkness. Many such creatures are said to inhabit the Black Mountains,” Ronan explained.

“What happened to Gunnar?” Nollen asked, wary of the answer.

“Captured. That’s what Sylvan said,” replied Ronan.

“By whom?”

Ronan shook his head. “Sylvan didn’t say. Or more rightly, couldn’t say. His mind almost gone.”

“Like Grandfather,” murmured Nollen with despair.

“No!” insisted Axel. “Arctander suffers from old age. Sylvan’s condition is the result of evil. Two different things. Do not connect them.” He sent a nod to Ronan and Othniel. The Ganel lord and Great Lion withdrew.

Nollen didn’t speak until Axel stared at him in a way he took to mean trouble. “You have something to tell me you either don’t want them to hear, or they already know, and I’m about to be told.”

“You have grown into an astute young man. Keen in ways beyond your years. Yet it is your other expertise that is needed, as pathfinder and trader extraordinaire to avoid trouble with Montre.” 

Nollen returned the direct gaze. “You want me to find Gunnar.”

“I need you to find him, so he can finish his mission.” 

“Why keep it from Montre?”

“For reasons I cannot tell you at present.” Axel took hold of Nollen’s shoulders to look at him directly. “You are the only one I trust for this task. It is extremely dangerous, so I will understand if you refuse.”

“How can I refuse? Gunnar is missing. I nearly brought evil to Sener with those diamonds. And Palleteens again threaten us.”

Axel’s expression softened to a kind smile. “An innocent gift for me.” The smile faded. “Will you go?”

“Aye.”

Grateful, Axel embraced Nollen. “Now, rest. I mean really rest. Meet me an hour after supper in the corral behind the stables.”
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Chapter 5
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Despite upset at his grandfather’s condition, Gunnar’s reported capture, and the impending journey, Nollen managed to get six uninterrupted hours of sleep. The remainder of the day, he tended to his duty as royal commissary then personal preparation for departure.

Fully dressed for travel, he slung a saddlebag over his shoulder. In one hand he carried a small loaded sack, while in the other, he held his crossbow. With the early sunset of late autumn, most had gone indoors for the evening. Soldiers made rounds while a few servants scurried between buildings.

At the corral, Nollen found Axel along with Othniel, a white wolf, and an eagle. Yet one thing struck him as odd—a beautiful black horse with a star on its forehead fully saddled. A small crossbow sheath was attached to the front of the saddle by leather straps. A quiver of arrows hung from the saddle horn. Two more leather straps held a bedroll in place behind the saddle. He put down the sack.

“Why is Alydar saddled? Is someone else going?” he asked.

“No. For this journey, Alydar is your mount.” Axel patted the horse’s neck.

“I haven’t traveled anywhere without Gilen in over a decade.”

“A most noble pony, indeed. However, Alydar is an unusual horse.”

“I’m a unicorn. Or rather was,” lamented Alydar.

Briefly surprised by the speech, Nollen asked, “Why haven’t you spoken before now? I’ve seen you in the stables the past two years.”

Othniel explained, “Alydar lost his horn in the battle to restore the Son of Eldar. That day, he became a mortal horse, in years of life and loss of magic.”

“Like Teva?” asked Nollen in reference to the Queen of the Unicorns.

“Teva was my sister,” said Alydar. “I still have my strength, speed, and centuries of knowledge.”

“While speech has been restored for this task,” added Othniel.

“Being among the original herd, Alydar knows the secret pass through the Black Mountains to Kranston.” Axel again patted Alydar’s neck. “In fact, he accompanied my ancestors when they fled.”

“Then why do you need my pathfinding skills?” asked Nollen.

“For the rest of the journey, and any deviation that might occur. The secret pass requires knowledge you do not possess, nor can I adequately impart the location.” Axel pointed to the sack. “I assume those are items for trade.”

Nollen cocked a grin. “No, food and supplies. Trade items are in here.”

He picked up the sack to finish preparation. He placed the arch of the saddlebag under the bedroll to hold it in place. He put the crossbow in the sheath then slung the quiver across his back. He made certain everything was secure.

“I hope I didn’t tighten the girth too much,” he said to Alydar.

“I would let you know, if you did.”

“Alydar is not your only companion for this venture,” began Axel. “Callie is the youngest of the Halvor White Wolves. Ajax is Artair’s son.”

“Hello,” Nollen greeted each.

Axel proceeded to give instructions. “Even in Eldar travel mostly at night. Callie will be your ears and eyes in the darkness. Ajax will keep the day watch.”

“Why in Eldar?”

“If Palleteens have infiltrated The Doane, there is no telling how much further they have travelled. Leave by the back gate and cross over to the Freelands via the north bridge. Only, don’t enter Stellan. Travel the eastern border until you come to Ashton Station then cross into Markita.”

“I haven’t forgotten my secret paths so soon,” Nollen wryly said.

Axel ignored the statement to continue. “Once in Markita, avoid as many settlements, cities, and towns as possible. Trade only for what you need. The journey to the Black Mountains, could take as long as three weeks.” He took Nollen’s face in his hands. “The Almighty bless you and guide you, my dear young friend.” He kissed Nollen’s forehead.

Nollen flashed a timid smile. He reached inside his pocket and withdrew a sealed letter. “If anything should happen to me ... see this is delivered to Ida.”

Axel accepted it. “I will. Now, off with you.” He and Othniel accompanied them to the rear gate. He ordered the guards to remain silent about the departure.

Once away from Sener, Ajax landed on the bedroll behind Nollen.

“Eagles don’t fly at night?” asked Nollen.

“Why fly when I can ride?” Ajax countered. 

“Humpf. He rests while we walk,” complained Callie.

“I need to rest sometime if I’m to keep watch from above during the day while you sleep, she-wolf,” Ajax retorted.

“Callie. My name is Callie, not she-wolf.”

“If we’re to travel at night, silence is best,” Nollen stressed.

“So says the human who doesn’t want to talk to animals,” chided Callie.

“I didn’t say that. During darker times, night travel was always done in silence. To avoid detection by jackals and bandits.”

“The King said Palleteens may be in Eldar,” Alydar reminded Callie.

“And,” began Nollen with emphasis to Callie, “while talking animals are common in Eldar, it might not be so in Markita.”

“You can’t argue with that logic ... she-wolf,” Ajax purposely said.

Callie lowly growled at Ajax.

“Silence,” Nollen snapped in frustration. “I think Gilen may have been better for this,” he muttered the last sentence to himself, or so he thought.

Alydar did a short whinny-laugh. “I know what Gilen would tell if he could.”

“Excuse me?” began Nollen, offended. “Gilen is very special to me. I treat him like a member of my family.”

“He returns your affection. However, you didn’t always listen to him when he tried to steer from trouble - to protect you.”

Nollen scowled. “There were times I didn’t have a choice of how to react.”

“Silence!” Callie took up position in front of them.

Alydar abruptly stopped, and raised his head, with ears straight up to listen.

Nollen leaned down to whisper to Alydar, “What is it?”

An owl swooped down in front of him. Startled, Nollen sat back in the saddle, which made him pull on the reins. Alydar tossed his head in protest. Ajax hopped off to avoid Nollen’s backward movement.

“It was an owl!” Ajax chided Callie.

“I know. I just wanted to quiet the human.”

“Next time, do it in a less dramatic way,” complained Alydar. “I’m still getting used to the bit.”

“We will all be quiet,” Nollen chided. He waved Callie to take the point. He waited until Ajax settled back on the bedroll to follow.
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THE GREY LIGHT OF PRE-dawn peeked over the eastern horizon. They reached the north bridge, which crossed the narrowest part of the Stille into the Freelands. Nollen yawned and rubbed his eyes.

“Do you wish to stop and rest here or over the bridge?” asked Alydar.

“There is an old shed in a forest grove a mile from the bridge. I’ve used it multiple times in the past.” Nollen fought another yawn in reply.

“Very well, only we should hurry before you fall asleep.” Alydar began a lope that for any normal horse, would equal a gallop.

Taken back by the speed, Nollen woke enough to hold on. At the spot to turn off the road, he jerked Alydar’s head. “This way.”

“Easy on the bit!” Alydar complained, as he changed direction.

By the time they arrived at the shed, Nollen felt sleepy again. He slid off the saddle. “I thought my clandestine night rides were over.” The shed door creaked when opened. “There is enough room for everyone.” He went to take the reins, but Alydar proceeded inside on his own.

Callie sniffed the shed floor. “Others have been here, not just you.”

“It served as a common hideout for the Brethren.” Nollen removed all his gear and saddle from Alydar.

“No, recently,” insisted Callie.

Nollen paused in removal of the bridle to ask, “How recent?”

“The scent is strong. A day, maybe two.”

“Replace the saddle for quick escape,” said Alydar.

“No. Let Ajax explore the area first,” replied Nollen.

Ajax hopped out of the shed before he took flight.

Alydar shook his head when Nollen completely removed the bridle. “I hope you can hold on tight enough if we need to leave in a hurry.”

Nollen sat on a roughhewn stool near a small fireless hearth. He tried to stifle a yawn and blinked his eyes to concentrate on the bridle.

“What are you doing? You need to rest,” said Callie

“Taking off the bit to reposition the reins.” He looked at Alydar. “It will more comfortable when I’m done.”

“Gilen is right. You are a merciful and kind human.” Alydar nudged Nollen.

“At least, he said something good about me.”

“He said many good things. Especially sorrow when the King fetched me instead of him.” Alydar lowered his head to meet Nollen’s gaze. “In truth, he is not fit for such a journey. Age is catching up with him.”

“I know,” droned Nollen with lament. “In the spring, I plan to turn him out in the pastures around Far Point.” He stretched and yawned.

“Sleep.” Alydar nudged Nollen so hard that he fell off the stool.

Nollen fetched his bedroll. Callie laid beside him while Alydar laid down in front of the closed door.
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Chapter 6
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Following the instruction of night travel, it took five days to reach Ashton Station on the border of Eldar and Markita. At the break of dawn, Nollen stopped inside the tree line. Activity at the inn showed signs of beginning for the day. Smoke rose from the chimney, accompanied by the smell of cooking.

“I need to stop at the inn,” said Nollen.

“The King told us to avoid settlements,” refuted Ajax.

“I only packed enough supplies for a week. Now that I know how long to expect, I’d rather resupply in Eldar than risk any trouble in Markita.”

“Can’t argue with that logic ... eagle whelp,” Callie said.

Annoyed, Ajax spread his wings and cried at Callie.

“Quiet!” Nollen scolded. “When I am done at the inn, we cross the border.”

“In broad daylight?” asked Alydar.

“I haven’t decided yet. With traffic, we can enter unnoticed. At night, we could draw patrols, if we’re not careful,” replied Nollen, though considerate in tone. “Still, someone may recognize me.”

“You have visited Markita before?” asked Callie.

“As Royal Commissary, Axel sent me, Gunnar, and two others to negotiate a trade treaty with King Montre. Of course, we dealt with Archduke Boric first since his duchy is the border territory. We stayed a month before he finally decided to take us to Montre. Since then, I’ve been to Markita on three different occasions.”

“Getting supplies is risky enough,” said Alydar sternly.

Nollen didn’t immediately reply. He stood in the stirrups to survey the surrounding area. “There are remains of a ruined outpost on that ridge. We can stop there when I’m done. Ajax, keep watch from above. Callie, wait here. Sight of a wolf might scare them.” He made a slight kick for Alydar to continue.

They arrived just as the innkeeper opened the shutters and front door. “Hail to the house, Friend Danika,” Nollen greeted.

It took a moment to recognize him. “Why, Nollen of Far Point, it’s been ages. Welcome.”

Nollen dismounted and tied the reins to a post. He retrieved his supply sack and saddlebag. “How goes it, Danika? Is Oscar recovered?”

Her face fell. “Alas, no. He passed four months back.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“Thank you. It was for the best. His pain is ended, and he rests with the Almighty.” She waved him inside. “Come. Breakfast is ready.”

Nollen took a big whiff. “Smells wonderful. Tell me, do you still make raisin cakes?”

Danika laughed. “Of course.” She then called, “Ron! Three raisin cakes, eggs, and bacon for Nollen.” After receiving an acknowledgement, she escorted him to a table. “Morning cider or light ale?”

“Cider. Thank you.” He sat at a table with his back to the wall in such a way as to view the door. Another old habit honed over years of clandestine travel. Of course, this was a secret mission, his first in years. His wandering gaze of surveillance changed to a smile when Danika returned
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