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Madelyn “Maddy”– age 17, daughter of Dunham

Garrick – age 12, son of Dunham

Elias, Vicar of Jor’el 
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Atop a gently rising plateau surrounded by four majestic hills stood the Temple of Providence. Each province in Allon contributed to the Temple. The pillars of marble were quarried in the far range of the Northern Forest where it bordered the foothills of the Highlands. Carved on the pillars were images of Verse and Allon’s history. 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 came from the sister provinces of the North and South Plains. The entire facade of the Temple consisted of white marble with gold accents. The arch shaped windows of colored glass were 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.

Gold, white and crimson were the colors of the interior décor. Metal workers of the Highlands forged the golden lamp stands. Tapestries from the Lowlands hung on the walls. The crimson carpet leading to The High Altar came from the weavers in the Meadowlands. Sun cascading through the windows made a bright mosaic of color on the white marble floor. Each window represented a province with six on each side of the Temple. The incense was supplied by the West Coast, exclusive importers of such finery. Not to be outdone, leading merchant families of the East Coast donated exquisite Altar furnishings. Wood for the High Altar came from the oldest tree in Allon harvested in the Delta.

Late into the night, Vicar Elias sat at the desk in his study. The amount of candles told the importance of his task. Two spent candles lay on one side of the single candlestick providing him light for writing. Three unused candles lay on the other side. The candle in the stand grew dim. He took a new candle and lit it with the flame of the dying candle. He blew out the old candle, removed the nub from the stand to place it beside the spent ones. He put the new candle in the stand then went back to work.

At one hundred forty-nine years old no one would have guessed his age past eighty. Having some Guardian blood inherited from his father, helped him to stay in good health. There remained patches of golden hair among predominately white strands. His handsome mature features showed the resemblance to his father, which made King Ram and Magelen suspicious. Fortunately, no open confrontation happened since his position as Vicar of Jor’el shielded him from reprisal. Thus under divine protection and mandate, he diligently rewrote the holy books to replace all the manuscripts destroyed during the Great Battle. Now that Magelen had Ram’s permission to act against the local Fortresses, Elias felt hard pressed to finish the Book of Prophecy and have copies secretly distributed to the faithful.

With a deep sigh of fatigue, he placed down the pen. He rubbed his aching right hand. He might have appeared eighty, but his joints betrayed his full age.

“You really need to get some rest.”

Startled, Elias pulled out a dagger hidden under his robes. Once on his feet, his unusual height of six and half feet became visible.

“Easy, Father. It’s just me.” A tall man in a black hooded cloak stepped into the light. He pushed back the hood to reveal a golden-haired young man of twenty. His winning smile stretched from ear to ear.

“Tristan! What are you doing here?” Elias tossed the dagger onto the desk. 

“Visiting you.” He approached the desk. The lamplight revealed bright blue eyes as merry as his smile. Standing beside Elias showed he stood the same height as his father.

“You shouldn’t be here. It’s dangerous.”

“No one followed me. I know how to move silent and unseen.” Using a black-gloved hand, he pushed the cloak over one shoulder to show his complete black attire. Tristan took a closer look at the writing. “What’s this? 


Those after his own heart shall he seek and find. From the fowls of the air, to the beasts of prey and the faithful shall he gather to himself the hope of Allon. 

Among them shall be one whose birth shall be linked to his by a season. Whose soul shall mirror his own and the twain shall become one in desire and purpose.”


“Prophecy concerning Jor’el’s promise of a son to restore the truth.” Elias picked up another piece of paper and read. 


“And by her shall the path be made straight for the strength of Jor’el’s host to return. And he shall give the Guardians charge over Allon.”


“The Guardians will return? When?” Tristan asked with excitement.

“When the prophecy is fulfilled by the birth of the Daughter of Allon.” Elias sat and took up his quill pen.

“Daughter of Allon,” repeated Tristan. “When will she be born?”

“I don’t know.” Elias absentmindedly twirled the quill in his fingers as he spoke in remembrance. “Before she died, my mother told me how the blessing of my birth was just the beginning of Jor’el’s promise. From their descendants will come a son to take back what Dagar usurped, and a daughter to restore the Guardians. I’m simply making the promise known.”

Tristan sat on the desk to eagerly listen. “How did she know? Did Jor’el tell her directly?”

“No, Kell did.”

“As in Captain Kell? She saw the captain?”

Elias chuckled. “You’re forgetting Guardians were in charge of Allon at the time. They interacted with mortals on a daily basis. That was one hundred and fifty years ago. Oh, and in that time, how we mortals have suffered.”

“Ay,” Tristan heartily agreed. “It’s not enough taking action against the Fortresses; he has summoned the lords to Ravendale to once more swear allegiance.”

Moved by urgent concern, Elias seized Tristan’s arm. “You’re not going with Dunham, are you?”

“I’m his squire, of course I am.”

“You must not! One look at you and Ram, if not Magelen, will know who you are. Except for the height, you look more like him than I do.”

“They haven’t moved against you.”

“They dare not because I am the Vicar. You have no such shield.”

“I can’t refuse to go.”

Elias stood, and drew Tristan to his feet with a strong grip on his son’s shoulders. “Don’t you understand? You are my only surviving child. For this prophecy to come to pass you can’t go to Ravendale.”

“If it is Jor’el’s promise, then nothing will happen to me.”

Elias groaned in vexed frustration. “You are more taxing in your stubbornness than any of your brothers! You are also the most faithful and trusting. Still, I’m too old to father more children. As the last one, you must carry on the line!”

“I will. Yet I can’t shrink from my duty; not only to Sir Dunham, but more so to Jor’el. You are not the only one who hears things.” Tristan motioned toward the writing.

“Meaning?” asked Elias in guarded apprehension.

“I am compelled to go to Ravendale. I believe my future; our future depends upon it. Besides, we know his time is short. This may be the only opportunity to save him.”

Overcome, Elias sat. Tristan knelt beside the chair and took hold of Elias’ hand. “Father, this is what I came to tell you. The plan is in place. Sir Dunham is awaiting my return. Don’t be afraid for me. With Jor’el’s help, I will not fail you or Grandfather.”

Elias stared at Tristan, words difficult. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Your blessing would be nice.” Tristan smiled like when he first arrived.

Elias embraced Tristan to hold him close. He then took Tristan’s face in his hands. “Go with my blessing and Jor’el’s strength, my dear son.” He kissed his son’s forehead.

Tristan’s smile grew. “Armed with that I know I will return, and with Grandfather.”

“Oh, you are too taxing on old nerves!” said Elias with exasperation. “I’ve heard nothing to say he is still alive after five years.”

“There is rumor of a prisoner the King can’t kill for with it comes his own death.”

“You know I hold no stock in rumors.” He reached for his pen to continue writing, dismissive in attitude.

“The only person the King would think twice about killing is his twin.”

Frustrated beyond measure, the quill snapped in Elias’ hand. “Now look what you made me do?” He tossed it aside. When Tristan chuckled he added, “This is no laughing matter. It was my last quill. How will I finish tonight?”

Tristan mischievously grinned. “You won’t. This means you can rest and harass your clerk in the morning about new quills.” He drew Elias to his feet. Holding his father by the arm, he picked up the lantern. “I will see you to bed. Once you are asleep I will leave.”

“So you make me responsible for your departure?”

“If it’s the only to way to make you stop and rest.”

[image: AllonDingbat.tif]

HE SAT ON THE LOG WAITING at the rendezvous with seeming indifference. Two saddled and tethered horses grazed beside the log. He lowered the hood of his black cloak for better visibility. He had dark hair with youthful clean-shaven features that hid his true age of twenty-seven. Along with wearing a sword, a bow and quiver were slung across his back over the cloak. His indifference vanished upon hearing the sounds of approach. His sword was instantly in hand.

“It’s me, Ethan.” Tristan appeared with his hands up.

Ethan sheathed his sword. He stood four inches shorter than Tristan “Took you longer than I thought.”

Tristan chuckled. “I had to make certain he really fell asleep and not just pretending. I love my father, but he is stubborn and crafty.” 

“Not unlike his son,” said Ethan with the easy smile of one accustomed to mirth. “At least you know your father. All I remember of mine is his beard was scratchy and he had huge hands.” He made a gesture to indicate size.

Tristan cocked a contrary, teasing grin. “Hands that large?”

“To a four-year-old boy anyway.” Ethan looked at his gloved hands. “Even as a grown man, my hands aren’t nearly as large.” 

Tristan mounted and headed east, further into the woods. 

Ethan grabbed the reins and leapt into the saddle to follow. “Did you learn anything?”

“No.”

“No? Then why did we come all this way from the Southern Forest? Just to say ‘Hello, Father, how are you? ’”

“Something like that.”

“You dragged me all this way just to say hello? I should have stayed in bed.”

“Ethan.”

“Ay?”

“Shut up.”

“Are you saying I talk too much?”

Tristan snorted an ironic chuckle. “Not for the night animals. But for those of the day, who wish to sleep, you are disturbing them. Not to mention giving away our position.”

“That wasn’t what the Fortress Guard said. He actually appreciated my talking since it alerted him to trouble. He took charge of the man.”

Tristan drew rein, which allowed Ethan to pull alongside. “What guard? What man?”

“A brigand who stumbled upon me.”

“Did he follow us?”

“I don’t believe so. He acted surprised to see me. I was about to dispatch him when the guard showed up and took him into custody.”

“You believed this guard?”

“Why shouldn’t I? He wore the uniform. However, when I looked at him, I felt I could trust him without question,” he spoke the last sentence with thoughtful unction.

“You feel you can trust anybody!” Tristan lashed out in frustration.

“That’s not fair. Just because I like to jest, you know I take your safety seriously.”

Tristan took a moment to calm his temper. “Did you get a good look at this brigand? Any identification?”

“No. He dressed for night travel, like us, without badge or crest.”

“So he could have followed us.”

“No. I believe him a thief or woodsman, who innocently ran afoul of me. I was grateful the guard came. I didn’t want to kill him, though I would have to prevent discovery.”

Tristan sarcastically scowled. “Anything else happen that I should know about?”

“No. We have a long way to the border.” Ethan kicked his horse to take the lead.

In another part of the woods, the Fortress Guard held the struggling man, who insisted on being let go. The guard swung the man around by the shoulders, looked directly at him and said, “A steach do cadal rach agus cuimhne no.” Immediately the man fell asleep. 

The guard lowered him to the ground. The guard exhaled with fatigue as he sat back against the trunk of a tree. The façade faded from the image of a Fortress Guard into the form of an unusually tall and brawny being. He wore a muted tan and gold-trimmed uniform complete with an impressive sword and dagger. He was thick-necked with massive chest, broad shoulders and bright chestnut eyes set in a handsome clean-shaven face. 

Hearing footsteps, he pushed himself to his feet. He stood seven and half feet tall. Before he drew his sword, someone grabbed his arm in support not aggression.

“Armus. I think you need to rest.”

“Kell! Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

The Captain of the Guardians chuckled. He stood the same height with black hair; linked with strong good-looking features, made an impressive setting for golden eyes. “You are tired if you didn’t sense me before hearing me.”

“Being at half strength is taxing when forced to use our power.” Armus rubbed a weary hand over his face.

Kell motioned to the unconscious mortal. “I hope they don’t suspect who you are or that they’re being watched.”

Fatigue made Armus glared crossly at Kell. “No. I took him from Ethan while in the uniform of a Fortress Guard. It drained me of energy, but needed to be done to keep them from being discovered. Taking on the appearance of a mortal used to be so easy.”

“Did Tristan meet with Elias?”

“Ay. Now I must go.”

“Wren is waiting at the border.”

Armus again became cross. “Are you changing my orders of protecting them?”

“No, simply informing you in case you need help.”

Armus’ frustration came forth. “When will this punishment end? When we will be restored to our full strength and walk among the mortals again?”

Kell shook his head. “I don’t know. Jor’el told me a change is coming. What form it will take or how it will affect us and the mortals, he didn’t say.”

“Will the mortals be ready when it does? And will they be grateful? Over the last century and a half, most have forgotten the old days.”

Kell clapped Armus’ shoulder as a gesture of encouragement. “We’ll know when it happens, old friend. Until then we remain legends, yet ever watchful for their welfare.”

“Speaking of them, I better be going, so they don’t get too far ahead.” 

Kell released him and watched Armus run off in an easterly direction.
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One hundred fifty years ago, the Great Battle among the immortal Guardians of Jor’el ended in their banishment from Allon. This left the mortals defenseless against the Dark Way. Dagar, Guardian of Jor’el’s Temple, held deep-seated jealousy along with an unquenchable desire for dominance. His rebellion tore through the ranks of the Guardians, leading to the unexpected defeat of those loyal to Jor’el. 

With Dagar’s success also came his punishment in the Nether Dimension. His last act before being restricted was to place his son, Ram, upon the throne. By various means of communication and conduits to the mortal realm, Dagar used Ram and others to unleash his supernatural power. For his part, Ram ruled with a heavy hand. He ruthlessly employed the feared Shadow Warriors to silence critics. He issued edicts against further promulgating of the Old Faith. 

For the mortals, the change brought more terrible consequences than ever anticipated. Their relatively easy and abundant life under the Guardians dramatically changed. Living to the ripe old age of two hundred fifty to three hundred years became shortened by half. Unity of the twelve provinces descended into a feudal society. Each province looked to their local lords or prominent merchants for direction and protection. Trade between the provinces grew minimal, due to unregulated competition, corruption and thievery. The peaceful and prosperous country turned into one of oppressive resentment. 

As time passed, the general population drifted from Jor’el, feeling it more advantageous to live peaceably with the king than fear reprisal. Memories of the Guardians faded into legend. Still, a remnant of faithful mortals remained. No matter the effort, Ram and Dagar could not destroy the Temple of Jor’el or provincial Fortresses. These stood as bastions against the evil.

Then, slowly, almost unnoticed, a coming change gave rise to a seed of hope for those who had not embraced the Dark Way. The sense of change intensified to the point of unsettling Ram. For this reason, he took bold action against the priests and faithful remnant. The buildings might stand, but mortals were flesh and blood. 

King Ram’s Castle of Ravendale stood in the province of Midessex. The grounds and walls covered twenty acres, taking thousands of men and twenty years to build. Every turret, gate, window, rampart and battlement heralded the strength of Ravendale. Large stone ravens and two legged dragons called wyverns guarded the massive front gate and four smaller side gates.

Now one hundred sixty-eight years old, Ram looked his age. For decades his Guardian side retarded the mortal aging process, giving him longer life than the new normal lifespan. Lately, he suffered cruelly from illness. The years took a toll on his mind, or so people told him. His white hair grew brittle while his goatee unkempt. The once bright blue eyes appeared dull and his cheeks hollow. Swathed in royal robes for warmth, he sat slumped in the chair at a desk listening to his son, Ramsey. 

Conceived late in life by Ram’s second wife, the sixty-year-old Ramsey appeared the picture of health and vitality. His face and unusual height of six feet seven inches reminded people of Ram in his youth. Ramsey had the light brown hair and hazel eyes of his deceased mother. He wore his royal station as fashionably arrogant as his elegant regal clothes.

Also in attendance was Grand Master Magelen. Even at age eighty, he cut a fine figure of a man, tall and straight in back with broad shoulders. His keen light blue eyes observed everything. He kept most of his short blond hair hidden under the skullcap. He wore robes of deep blue over his long matching jacket, with both highlighted in black and silver. Draped from his shoulders across his chest, hung a large heavy silver chain holding a raven-crested talisman.

“Enough!” snapped Ram. “I know what it is you both want me to do, but I cannot!”

“Sire, it is the only way,” began Magelen. “Without the information he can provide our attempts to discover the source of this unrest is fruitless.”

“Rumors.” Ram made a feeble, dismissive wave.

“You know it is not.”

Ram glared at Magelen. When their eyes met, Magelen carefully reached for the talisman. Anger brought the aged King to his feet. “Do not try your Dark Way wiles on me! Or have you forgotten who I am?”

In a casual gesture, Magelen let his hand fall from the talisman. “I have not forgotten, Sire. However, I think you forget who he is and the threat he poses.”

“My brother! The man who was supposed to be your king!”

“I’m aware of that.”

“Father, we know the history of his betrayal, of how you became king because of it. But you must face reality. Razi knows more than he is saying.”

“Razi only knows as much about Prophecy as we do.”

“Because his son, Vicar Elias, writes it,” said Magelen with scorn.

“What proof have you brought me to confirm your conclusion?”

“Sire, you have only to look at Elias to see the strong family resemblance. Nor is my conclusion solely based upon my own observation. You voiced the same belief. Why else order me to take action against the Fortress save to thwart him?”

Frustrated, Ram lashed back. “You know I cannot mar a single stone of the Temple! By Jor’el’s will it survived the Great Battle, and by divine power it is sustained. Being Vicar, Elias is off limits to us.”

“Which is why the Prince captured your brother.” Magelen indicated Ramsey, who stood smug with pride.

“Against my wishes!” Suddenly overcome with weakness, Ram sat. Neither Ramsey nor Magelen appeared concerned. This did not escape notice. “You wait like vultures for my death.”

“Sire, Allon will grieve your death,” Magelen spoke with indifference.

For a moment Ram stared at Magelen. Whereas Ramsey was a product of his upbringing and possessed the natural vanity of his station, there was much more to Magelen. More than Ramsey knew, and more than Ram had the ability to deal with at present. After a resigned sigh, he stood. “I’ll speak to him again.” In slow, deliberate steps, Ram left the study. 

Ever since Razi’s capture five years ago, Ram experienced many fitful nights of dreams filled with painful memories. Every incident from early childhood until the horrible day of Razi’s betrayal replayed in his mind. Ram knew that with the help of a disowned young mortal woman, Dagar put his plan into action. He hoped for one son. Having twins was welcomed news, at least at the time. 

Ram and Razi were close as children, doing everything together. In the original plan, the shrewd Razi would be King with the stronger Ram serving as his general. They felt no jealousy concerning the arrangement. However, when Razi fell in love with a mortal female named Janel, their world changed. 

After the discovery of a clandestine marriage, Ram and Dagar learned that one of Dagar’s Guardian Trio Mates had secretly tutored Razi in the ways of Jor’el. The girl merely became the final catalyst for Razi to break free and betray them to Kell. To Dagar’s delight, Razi’s defection did not prevent victory. 

Ram spoke to Razi on several occasions, but his brother remained stubborn. Now time was of the essence. Of that single fact, he must convince Razi.

In the dungeon, Captain Murdock made his rounds. A fifty-five-year-old grizzled war veteran, his wounds kept him from the battlefield. Being assigned to the royal prison provided a relatively easy task that fluctuated from boredom to demanding, depending upon the number of prisoners. Few stayed longer than several months since being here usually meant death. Other veterans considered it a demotion to serve as a jailer, not Murdock. He witnessed enough battle to last a lifetime. Being a childless widower, he didn’t mind the peace and quiet that came with the job. Everything about his duties changed with Lord Razi’s capture. 

The daily routine consisted of guard changes ever two hours. Grand Master Magelen wanted to curb Razi’s contact with anyone to lessen his attempts of swaying a weak-minded soldier. Being made personally responsible by the King for Razi’s welfare, Murdock had the most interaction with him. Whereas his subordinates weren’t aware of Razi’s relationship to the king, he knew; not by way of Magelen or Ram, rather Razi. The longer Razi remained a prisoner, the finer line Murdock walked in taking care of him.

Murdock just finished changing the guard when Ram reached the bottom of the steps out of breath. “Sire?” 

“I’ll be fine in a moment. I want to speak to him.” He motioned Murdock to the door.

Although a dungeon, a high window opened to the outside world for light, thus the cell wasn’t as dark, damp and dingy as expected. Razi lay on a cot made from leather straps with a thin mattress. The similarity was striking; only Razi appeared in better health. His white hair was dirty and an unkempt from being in the dungeon, yet full and supple compared to Ram’s thin, brittle strands. Razi’s clean-shaven features showed age and fatigue but nowhere near the decline displayed on Ram’s face. With gritted teeth of pain, Razi carefully sat up on the cot.

“Something wrong?” asked Ram. “Captain, have his needs been neglected?”

“No, Sire.”

Razi flashed a rueful smile. “Murdock is not to blame. You haven’t noticed my new adornment?” He indicated the ankle fetters.

Ram swore at seeing the dark metal iron. “Who ordered the stygian chains?” he demanded of Murdock.

“Grand Master Magelen, Sire.”

“Take them off!”

Murdock promptly complied. He tossed a compassionate smile to Razi before backing away with the chains. 

Razi rubbed his ankles. His words to Ram came laced with heavy sarcasm. “Thanks, but they had their intended purpose. I don’t have the strength to do anything even if I wanted to. You’re in no danger.”

Ram ordered Murdock out then sat in the cell’s only chair. “How long have they been on?”

Razi stared at Ram, skeptical. “Six months. Since the last time you came to visit me.”

The answer annoyed Ram. “He didn’t tell me.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

“I would never order stygian chains to be used. Just like I didn’t order your capture.” When Razi continued to stare at him, Ram became frustrated. “I swear I didn’t!”

Razi heaved a careless shrug. “If you say so.”

“By the heavenlies, Razi, what will it take for you to believe me?”

Razi’s attitude changed to hot annoyance. “I once asked you the same question when I tried to explain why I married Janel. You were too angry to hear what I had to say. A bit of an ironic reversal, don’t you think?”

Ram moved to sit on the cot beside Razi. He spoke low and urgent. “Those memories have haunted me since your capture.”

Razi surveyed Ram’s deteriorated appearance. “I can see that.”

“What you see isn’t a result of memories. Like ordering the chains to weaken and break you, Magelen has been slowly poisoning me this last year. When I think I figured out how he’s doing it, he finds another way.” He winced with great lament. “The worst part is I believe Ramsey is involved. My own son.” When Razi didn’t speak, Ram asked, “Don’t you understand what I’m trying to tell you?”

“You’re being poisoned, and the only way to stop it is for me to betray my family.”

“No!” Ram seized Razi’s arm. “I’m the only one keeping you alive. Once I’m dead, they will kill you whether you tell them what they want or not! Yet if you tell me, I can protect them.”

Razi laughed in disbelief. He knocked away Ram’s hold. “I’m not so foolish as to believe you. My life is near its end, same as you. I won’t help him to keep hold over Allon any longer.”

“Magelen will stop at nothing to make you talk.”

Razi’s eyes narrowed in deadly earnest. “I don’t mean Magelen, I mean our father! I know Dagar works through the talisman Magelen wields to keep his influence strong.”

Ram returned Razi stare and said, “Magelen is our brother.”

“What?”

“You forgot the arrangement. The bride of the king is brought to the Cave for Dagar’s use. The first-born male is made Grand Master when he comes of age. How else can Magelen use the Dark Way if he weren’t part Guardian like we are? No mortal can control it.” His tone turned regretful. “Sadly, it cost my first wife her life in giving birth to him.”

Razi let the news sink it. “I had forgotten.”

Ram shook off the remorse to continue. “Dagar hates you as deeply as he hates Kell. He will spare no one to destroy you and your family. He knows you had at least one son with the female.”

“Janel!” snapped Razi with great offense.

Ram ignored the objection. “Magelen suspects Elias is that son.” He saw Razi’s unguarded fretful reaction. “I see you don’t deny it.” 

Razi turned away to cover his indiscreet reaction. 

Ram again took hold of his brother’s arm. “Elias is safe in his position. But, if you have other children or they have children-none will be safe from Dagar and Magelen. Tell me and I swear to protect them.”

Razi’s voice grew harsh with intense personal pain. “A little late for that promise don’t you think, brother? You can’t bring back the dead!”

“What are you talking about?”

Outrage brought Razi to his feet. “Don’t pretend ignorance. The blood of thirty-three of my family, children, their wives, husbands, grandchildren and great-grandchildren already stain Magelen’s hands! Now you tell me he wants more. Well, I won’t give him any more!” Impassioned, he bolted to his feet to cross the cell with his back to Ram.

Astonished, Ram remained momentarily silent. “I didn’t know. I swear, Razi, I didn’t know! It would account for my haunting dreams, sometimes accompanied by prophetic warnings.” In urgency, he said, “If I’m to stop the bloodshed between our houses, I must protect what remains of your family.”

Razi’s tone matched his very sarcastic expression. “If you die from this poisoning then how will you protect them? If any more exist.”

“I’ll find a way, I swear!”

For a moment, Razi studied Ram then shook his head. “No. Jor’el is the only real protection. You don’t have the power to withstand our father. That’s already been proven. You came here for nothing.” He again turned his back to Ram.

Deeply pricked by the refusal, Ram lashed out. “You don’t know what you’re doing. The consequences your refusal will have on all of us.” Razi remained silent. Ram shouted, “Murdock!” He headed for the door.

After Murdock closed and locked the cell, Ram drew him across the corridor to speak privately. “See he receives extra portions of food to recover his strength. Next time Magelen orders chains or anything suggesting punishment, tell me immediately.”

“Ay. I’m sorry, Sire. I tried not to comply. However, if I didn’t, someone else would. Maybe even my replacement.”

“We can’t have that. Find a way to get word to me next time.”

“Ay, Sire. Shall I escort you upstairs?”

“Ay. My legs aren’t working so well today.” Ram held onto Murdock’s arm.
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The building site for the castle at Garwood sat upon the highest peak in the Southern Forest, overlooking the town from which it took the name. When completed, the castle would act as a sentinel protecting the town and the road leading to Jor’el’s Fortress. The ramparts offered a commanding view of the countryside. Although rich in timber and the craftsmanship such resource offers, the Southern Forest was the least wealthy of Allon’s twelve provinces. 

Sir Dunham, lord of the province, oversaw every detail of construction. The fortified manor house his great-grandfather built at Dunlap served the family well for over one hundred years. However, the house needed many repairs. The time was right to construct a new castle rather than spend the time, money and effort to reconstruct the old castle. Garwood’s size doubled Dunlap by enclosing four acres.

The living quarters, stables, barracks, carriage house and servants quarters were complete. Even though the defenses remained unfinished, the family moved in two months ago. Dunham considered it a gesture of goodwill for the people in area. However, his seventeen-year-old daughter Madelyn expressed displeasure about having to establish the household in a half completed castle. His son, twelve-year-old Garrick, had great fun scampering among the timbers and stones of construction while harassing the workers. 

As if “Maddy” didn’t have enough to contend with, keeping track of Garrick and his nonsense proved irritating. She complained to her father. He stood at a table in the courtyard barely listening. Construction went on all around them. Behind Maddy waited a comely young lady of twenty-three, with auburn hair and hazel eyes.

“It’s all Tristan and Ethan’s fault! If you had more responsible squires, Garrick wouldn’t be taxing on me. They are supposed help tutor him.” Exasperated, Maddy sat on a crate beside the table.

Dunham chuckled. At age forty-two, he was a strong man standing six feet tall with neatly trimmed brown hair, beard and light hazel eyes. His voice matched his size. “I thought you liked Tristan?”

Maddy flushed. She averted her brown eyes while brushing away a wisp of brown hair the wind blew onto her face. “He’s tolerable,” she said with embarrassment. At his amusement, she spoke in dispute. “That’s not the point. Garrick needs a firm hand, and you made them responsible. I have enough to contend with trying to keep the kitchen maids from making googly eyes at the workers.”

Her description only increased his mirth. “What do you expect me to do about that?”

“I expect more help in establishing my place as lady of the manor! Since mother died, I’m laughed at.”

His humor faded at her distress. “I can command them to listen to you, but only you can earn their respect.”

“I’m trying! Mother was so good at organization. I’m beginning to think I’m not cut out to run a household.”

He sat on the crate beside her. “You didn’t pay attention when she tried to teach you. Too busy with your nose in books.”

She looked stricken. “I thought you encouraged learning?”

“I do. Yet there are other methods of learning than from books. You chide me about my squires tutoring Garrick. Can you not accept the same criticism when it comes to your lack of interest?” When Maddy frowned at his rebuff, he said, “I brought Karryn here to help you,” he spoke of the other woman.

“I have tried, my lord,” said Karryn with a hint of exasperation.

“I know,” he said in wry agreement before returning to Maddy. “That is why I haven’t interfered. You wouldn’t learn from your mother so I gave you a companion to help. If you spurn Karryn’s influence, you’ll have to learn on your own.”

Their attention became drawn to the main gate upon hearing shouting along with the sounds of a horse. A royal rider arrived. Hadwin, Dunham’s master-at-arms, greeted the man. A fifty-year old veteran of surprisingly meek countenance, Hadwin took his duty seriously. He seemed to argue with the rider.

“I wonder what he wants?” asked Maddy.

Dunham sent Karryn a sharp warning glance. He gave a firm pat on Maddy’s shoulder before moving off to greet the rider. “How is the King this fine day?”

The man smiled, humorless and formal. “He sends you this, my lord.” He pulled a letter out from a saddlebag to give Dunham.

Dunham signaled to a nearby servant, and indicated the rider. “Water.” The servant responded by bringing a bucket with a ladle to the messenger. While the man drank, Dunham read.

“I’m to await a reply, my lord,” he said after swallowing.

“Tell His Majesty, I will make haste as soon as I can get away from construction.”

“If you please, my lord, that was your answer last week.”

Dunham made no polite pretense in his response. “It is the same answer now! I cannot leave with my defenses incomplete. His Majesty will understand that even if you do not.”

The messenger tossed a hasty bow as far as the saddle permitted. “My apologies, my lord. It’s been a long a difficult journey to the provinces.”

“Are you making the journey to all twelve by yourself?” asked Maddy.

Dunham frowned at her arrival. Karryn followed Maddy, and didn’t look pleased.

“Ay, my lady.”

“Perhaps I can offer you more than a drink. Food—”

“We are not set up yet for guests,” said Dunham, much to Maddy’s surprise and the messenger’s chagrin. 

The man again bowed at the waist. He flashed a kind smile. “Thank you for the offer, my lady.” His smile faded when speaking to Dunham. “I will convey your excuse to the King, my lord.” He jerked the reins and left Garwood.

“Father, why—” His rebuking snarl stopped her question. She obeyed when he bade her to follow him back to the table. 

Dunham carefully looked around. Workers and servants paid attention to their task. Still, he kept his scolding voice low. “I’ve been trying to avoid this summons. Your offer was ill-timed and inappropriate to that avoidance.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Of course not, because you don’t pay attention to what is happening around you! Did you not understand my gesture to stay put?” He placed a hand on her shoulder and forced her to sit on the crate.

She became abashed. “I guess I’m not keen in the ways of subtlety.”

“I tried to stop you,” said Karryn.

“To understand the ways of the world you must study people, how they move, speak, act, react and interact. You can’t get that from a book,” he rebuffed.

Maddy unsuccessfully fought back tears. “I’m sorry I disappoint you.”

Dunham sat beside her. His tone softened now that he made his point. “It’s not disappointment, rather concern. Just like your mother, I won’t always be around. You must learn to handle yourself.”

She wiped away the tears. “I’ll do better, I promise.”

“You can start by taking command of the household. Don’t compromise or reach a consensus. You are the lady and they are the servants.”

“The Book of Verse says to treat everyone with equal respect.”

“That doesn’t mean letting them take advantage of you for their own purposes or tolerating ridicule. There is an order to life. An order of submission to each other and Jor’el.”

“I think I understand. In order for them to respect me enough to obey, I must show I have respect for my position and myself. Not in a haughty way, rather with firm resolve.”

He smiled. “Ay. It doesn’t mean it’ll be easy,” he added in warning.

“That I already know,” she groused.

He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Now off with you. I have a lot of work to do.”

“What about the summons?”

He scowled in displeasure. “I can’t do anything until Tristan and Ethan return.”

“Where have they gone anyway?”

“On an errand.”

“They left nearly a week ago.”

“And should be back any day. Enough talk. It’s time you should be overseeing dinner preparations.” Dunham made a shooing gesture.

Returning to the house, Maddy thought about what her father said. Indeed, she spent long hours reading or studying to avoid life lessons and chores her mother insisted upon. When her mother unexpectedly died six months ago, Maddy became thrust into a position she felt woefully unprepared to handle. All those books proved to be of little practical use in dealing with rowdy, unruly servants; most of whom she had known all her life. They treated her kindly when a child since they considered her the cute girl with a penchant for books. Upon becoming lady of the manor, the relationships changed. Karryn, the butler, Hadwin and a few others tried to help. Some took advantage of her soft nature and inexperience. These were the same ones her mother often scolded and kept in a tight line. 

Karryn’s strong self-possessed character bolstered Maddy’s timidity. Karryn also knew the inner workings of a manor. However, she wasn’t mistress of Garwood. Any authority was Maddy’s responsibility. This is where the difficulty occurred.

“Will you finally heed your father?” asked Karryn.

“I must. I just don’t know if can.”

Karryn stopped Maddy at the kitchen door. “You have only to act with the confidence instilled by your position, and the instruction your father referred to in Verse.”

“It’s so hard.”

“You make it hard because you fear people thinking ill of you. This allows others to dominate. Even those heroes in your books stood up to opposition, regardless of criticism.”

From the kitchen, they heard female giggling along with a male speaking in teasing tones. Inside, they spied a maid and a worker at the exterior threshold wrapped in each other’s arms. Five other kitchen maids continued working yet cautiously watched the couple.

Fire rose in Karryn’s eyes, yet she waited for Maddy to act.

“What is going on here, Edith?” demanded Maddy.

Edith flashed a wry smile. “We were just talking.”

Continuing her staunch manner, Maddy said, “Is this how you spoke to my mother; with an insolent tone and sarcastic smile?”

“That was different.”

“No difference. She was the lady of manor then and I am the lady of the manor now. I will not tolerate what she did not tolerate. Get back to work,” she ordered Edith then spoke to the man. “Don’t show your face in the kitchen again or I’ll have my father discharge you.”

“Ay, my lady.” The man tossed her a hasty bow and left.

“We are engaged,” insisted Edith.

“Only after her father found them together and forced the engagement,” one of the maids said to Maddy.

“You mean ... together?” stammered Maddy with embarrassment.

Edith scornfully spoke, “Being with a man might do you some good.”

“Mind your tongue!” Karryn jerked Edith away from Maddy.

Maddy fought to cover her discomposure. “This is your last warning, Edith. One more act of insolence and you are discharged. Do I make myself clear?”

Edith flashed a toothy smile. “Very clear, my lady.”

Maddy left the kitchen. In the corridor she leaned against the wall in an effort to regain her composure. She knew it would be difficult, but not ridiculed to her face in such a base manner. She shied away when Karryn arrived and made as if to speak. Karryn complied and fell silent.

Beatrice the cook approached. “Miss—I mean—my lady, I must apologize.”

Maddy looked curiously at Beatrice. “Why? You did nothing wrong.”

“Oh, I have. Your mother—may she rest in Jor’el’s peace—was a good woman. She too had difficulty when she first arrived. I took it upon myself to help her. Alas, I failed to do the same with you. For that I apologize. As head of the kitchen, Edith is my responsibility. If she acts up again, I will resign so you may appoint one of your choosing to run the kitchen.”

Maddy softly smiled. “I appreciate the offer. Where you may bear some blame, more falls to me in not following my mother’s lead in dealing with such matters.”

“If I might say, that was a good start, taking charge like you did. I will see Edith doesn’t accost you with such contempt again.”

Maddy’s smile was a bit shaky, as she still battled for control. 

Karryn dismissed Beatrice then once again tried to speak.

“No! Leave me to prepare the dining room. I must deal with this myself.” Maddy rushed down the hall to the private family salon. Her knees grew weak, which made her collapse into a chair. Her hands trembled. “Why am I so frightened?”

“Because you are tenderhearted. Being tough goes against your nature.”

“Karryn, I said—” began Maddy before looking up. The speaker wasn’t Karryn, rather a beautiful woman with long auburn hair and bright green eyes. Tall, perhaps her father’s height and dressed in a clothes of a forester. She wore a crossbow and quiver across her back. It took her a moment to recognize her. “I’ve seen you before.”

“Ay, my lady. I live in the forest.”

“Indeed. You helped me when I got lost.”

“On several occasions,” she said, widely smiling.

Maddy chuckled with embarrassment. “Thank my brother for that. He’s always wandering off. What are you doing here?”

“I brought meat. With such a large crew of workers I thought venison would serve nicely.”

“That was kind of you. What can I offer in return?”

“Nothing. Consider it a neighborly gesture. If I may continue, don’t be troubled by having to deal sternly with others. When done in a right manner it gains respect.” 

“How do you know what is right?”

“Let knowledge and truth guide your actions. You know Edith’s behavior was wrong so confronting it was right. Such unchecked behavior can have a bad influence on others.” 

“Others I’m responsible for.”

“Ay.” She smiled, her bright green eyes direct upon Maddy.

Maddy shifted at bit uncomfortable in her seat. “Your counsel and meat are appreciated.”

“Then I will leave you to enjoy the one and consider the other.” 

“Stop by the kitchen and help yourself to whatever you need before leaving.”

She just smiled and withdrew.

For a moment Maddy remained in the salon, considering what the woman said. True, she had a soft nature, and not good at confrontation. Responsibility to deal with unpleasant situations came with being in charge. She returned to the kitchen. To her surprise, she didn’t see the woman while kitchen maids busily portioned out the venison.

“Did she get what she needed so quickly?”

“Who?” Beatrice asked.

“The woman who brought the venison.”

Beatrice appeared perplexed. “We found it outside the door. We don’t know who brought it, and it is almost completely dressed.”

Maddy stared at Beatrice trying to comprehend the answer. The woman existed, as the venison proved she was not a figment of imagination. Why hadn’t the kitchen servants seen her? And how did she know she scolded Edith if not a witness?

“My lady!” A male servant rushed in from the exterior kitchen door.

The shout startled Maddy from her pondering. “What is it?”

“Master Garrick took his pony and headed northwest. He mentioned something about exploring unknown territory. We tried to stop him. ”

“Unknown territory?” she repeated then grew concerned at what he meant. She hastily asked, “Have you told my father?”

“He left with Hadwin for the quarry. Word came of trouble with the shipment.”

“Have the squires returned?”

“No, my lady.”

She snarled in anger. This was so like Garret to cause trouble while others were away. He wouldn’t get away with it this time. “Saddle my horse!” She ran from the kitchen up the back stairs to her chamber.

Maddy rushed to change from a day dress into breeches and tunic. If Garrick headed where she feared, a riding habit would be of little use. She quickly tied back her hair, took a sheathed dagger from a vanity drawer and placed it on her belt. She ran from the house to the stables.

The man held the reins of her horse. He took note of her change in clothes. “Should I send men with you, my lady?” 

“No. Just tell Karryn, my father or the squires when they return.” She mounted.

“Where shall I say you went?”

“To tan my brother’s hide!” She kicked her horse.

“But where?” he insisted, running after her.

“Dorgirith!” she shouted over her shoulder.

“My lady, it is forbidden!”
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​Chapter 4
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Garrick pressed his pony hard. The border of Dorgirith lay five miles from Garwood. He had an opportunity and intended to make the most of it. After all, exploring the forbidden held a sense of danger no adventurous twelve-year-old boy could resist. Not that he wanted to come into conflict with this father, but being so occupied with construction, Garrick believed he wouldn’t notice. He wanted to go with Tristan and Ethan on their errand. His father denied permission, once more citing his young age. Actually he was closer to thirteen since his birthday was in three months. He knew how to defend himself. He began instruction with a sword at age five with other weapons added along the way. He couldn’t wait to get off his pony and onto a real soldier’s horse. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t happen until he turned thirteen, the age signaling the beginning of adulthood. Maddy on the other hand, would notice. The thought made him scoff. His sister tried to coddle him since their mother died. Naturally he missed their mother only Maddy’s sensitive nature irritated him.

Seeing the destination on the horizon, he snapped the reins for more speed. The pony protested. It already ran at top speed. Within fifty yards of Dorgirith, the pony suddenly stopped and became greatly agitated. Garrick fought to bring the animal under control. 

“Colter, calm down!”

The animal threw him. He landed hard on his buttocks and back. The pony ran off. 

“Colter
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