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Sir Niles of Pollux – age 60, King’s Champion

King Berk – age 42

Queen Myla – age 35 

Prince Akilles – age 12, son of Berk and Myla

Prince Blaine – age 10, son of Berk and Myla

Prince Calder – age 8, son of Berk and Myla

Prince Delwin – age 5, son of Berk and Myla

Archimedes – age 63, First Jor’ellian priest

Wilbur, Vicar of Jor’el 

Colin – age 22, son of Sir Niles

Lieutenant Markes

Danior


Council of Twelve


Sir Abner of Garwood – age 30 – Southern Forest

Sir Gordon – age 24 – Meadowlands

Baron Zared – age 35 – Delta

Slater – age 55 – Northern Forest

Lord Patrin – South Plains

Baron Fenton – North Plains

Mather – Highlands

Jarret – East Coast

Rafe – West Coast

Orson – Midessex

Count Hagan, Royal Treasurer – age 40 – Lowlands
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Captain Kell, Commander of the Guardians of Jor’el 

Armus, 1st Lieutenant 

Gresham, vassal

Zinna, archer

Jedrek, warrior

Mona, shape-shifter

Eldric, physician

Wren, huntress

Priscilla, Wind Guardian

Barnum, warrior

Valmar, warrior

Chase, Sea Guardian


Shadow Warriors


Dagar

Tor

Carvel, Shadow Archer Commander

Griswold

Ashby, Shadow Archer

Commander Altari

Commander Witter

Nari

Fitch

Pathas

Martel
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Chapter 1
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Surrounded by rolling hills and forest, Waldron Castle sat nestled in a plain of Midessex. The site was selected for being the most central in Allon. This made the travel almost equal in distance from the far most provinces. 

The plain made Waldron visible for miles, and gave the occupants a clear line of sight to any approaching enemy. The walls rose fifteen feet high with square turrets at the intersections. The entire compound enclosed the thirty acres needed to house the royal family, soldiers’ barracks, armory, castle chapel, quarters for the priests and Jor’ellian Knights and other sundry buildings necessary to the functioning of daily life.

Built during the first ten years of King Tristan’s reign, the splendor of Waldron rivaled that of the Temple of Jor’el. Now, after more than two centuries, the castle showed its age. Portions crumbled due to neglect.

A crisp autumn wind stripped the branches of the remaining leaves. The colder temperatures warned of winter’s approach. Servants busily went about preparing for the upcoming season. With twilight fading, torches and small braziers lit the battlements and corner turrets for the nightwatch.

From the armory courtyard came the sound of swordplay. A boy of twelve years exchanged parries with a man of sixty. The boy stood tall for his age, lanky with shoulder-length blond hair. His baby blue eyes shone with determination against his older more experienced opponent. The lad wore only a jerkin over his linen shirt, no overcoat or cloak. Despite the chill, swordplay required exertion and made him perspire.

Sir Niles barely moved in deftly handling the boy’s determination. Keen dark blue eyes took in every detail of the lad’s movement. Niles wore the overcoat of his leather uniform trimmed with azure blue, complete with insignia and medallion of his position. The breeze ruffled a full head of dark hair. The neatly trimmed beard moved when the corners of his mouth formed a smile.

“Patience, Highness. Moving too fast on the attack will trouble your balance.”

The Prince broke off with a huff of annoyance. “How can I test my balance if you continue to stand there? Move! Do something. Attack me.” He assumed the first position.

“Given your present mood, you will not be able to parry any attack.”

“Arrogant, knave! You are the King’s Champion. If I can’t defend against you, I might as well fight my little brothers!”

Niles drew to his full height for a scolding. “Akilles! What is the first rule of a Jor’ellian cadet?”

Prince Akilles lowered his sword and came to attention. With a proud tilt of his head, he replied. “To respect Jor’el, the King and one’s teacher.”

“Very good. Shall we start again?” It was more a statement than a question.

When Akilles attacked, Niles moved to defend. The Prince stumbled yet quickly regained his balance. Niles’ laughter at the miscue enraged Akilles. The emotion translated to his fighting, which became a bit too spirited. Niles responded to the aggression by using more sophisticated moves. Soon Akilles did all he could to defend against the master.

In a desperate move, Akilles ducked and thrust out. Niles shifted right to avoid being impaled. However, the tip of Akilles’ sword became entangled in the chain around Niles’ neck. Akilles jerked to free the blade. The violent action made Niles’ head and shoulder stooped down, throwing him off balance. The force broke the chain. The medallion fell to the ground.

Frightened, Akilles dropped his sword. “Niles?”

Niles straightened and reached for his throat.

“Did I wound you?”

“No.”

“Here now!” A man rushed over. By his mature features and scattered grey strands in brown hair, he appeared a few years older than Niles. He wore clothes that appeared a cross between priestly robes of blue and silver and a uniform similar to Niles. He wore the same insignia. A sheathed sword hung from the belt around his waist.

“Master Archimedes, I didn’t mean it!” Akilles spoke a hurried apology.

“I know. You reacted to being attacked.” Archimedes sent a scolding glare to Niles.

“We did get a little too spirited,” admitted Niles. He picked up the medallion. The engraved image featured an eagle clenching a crown with a sword through the crown. Niles examined the broken chain.

Seeing the damage upset Akilles further. “I didn’t mean to break it.”

“Of course not. You defended yourself,” said Archimedes. 

Niles examined it again. “Nicked the medallion also.”

“Will you need a new one?” asked Akilles.

“A new chain most certainly, but the medallion is not so scarred as to need replacing,” Niles replied in a reassuring tone.

“That is your responsibility, knight,” said Archimedes firmly. “I think the Prince has had enough for one day. It will be dark soon.”

Niles let Archimedes know his displeasure at the interference. “This was my pupil’s last practice bout of the day.”

Cautiously, Akilles watched the terse exchange. “I do need to get cleaned up for dinner.”

Niles smiled at the Prince. “Run along. We’ll try something less stressful tomorrow.”

Akilles flashed a timid, apologetic smile before leaving.

“Be glad it was me who witnessed this spirited bout and not the King. He warned you about going too hard on the Prince,” said Archimedes.

Niles pocketed the medallion and accosted Archimedes. “If you were the King’s Champion, would you go easy with him? Would you jeopardize the life of the future king with casual lessons? Enemies give no quarter.”

Archimedes didn’t immediately reply, the frustration clearly seen in his expression. “You would have made a poor priest.”

Niles burst out laughing. He clapped Archimedes on the shoulder. “Then I guess Jor’el knew where we both belonged. You as a priest and me a knight.”

Archimedes spoke with sarcasm. “I was this close to beating you.” He made an indication with his thumb and forefinger. He chuckled. “You’re right, of course.”

“Oh, now that was worth having the chain broken to hear you admit.”

“In reference to Jor’el! Not how you handle Akilles.”

Niles heaved a casual shrug, smiled and left. After moving a short distance from Archimedes, a younger man of thirty years joined Niles on trek to the armory. The young man’s hazel eyes twinkled when he smiled.

“You and Archimedes still going at it?”

Niles grinned. “I don’t think he’ll ever get over me being victorious.”

“I don’t think you would have been content as a priest.”

He glanced along his shoulders at the younger man. “Archimedes said something similar. I do prefer being the King’s Champion compared to the First Jor’ellian.”

They reached the armory just as a soldier emerged. “Pardon me, Champion. Sir Abner.” He moved aside and made a brisk salute.

Niles gave a quick acknowledgement, as he and Abner went inside. He took hold of Abner’s elbow to draw him into a nearby office. After locking the door, he asked, “Any news?”

Abner shook his head. “Nothing. At least that makes a connection to Zared.”

Niles tugged at his lower lip. “Something uneasy is stirring, and I’m certain it deals with Zared.” He withdrew the medallion from his pocket. His brows deeply furrowed as he stared at the image.

Abner came alongside Niles’ shoulder. “How did the chain break?”

Niles made a curt wave of impatience. “Not important.” His thumb rubbed along the etching. “If I didn’t know better I would swear ...” he moved close to Abner, his voice lowered to a dreaded whisper, “it’s the Dark Way.”

Abner didn’t flinch or refute, rather gave a sober nod.

“The problem is how to tell Berk. Zared has practically taken up residence here.”

“Would Berk believe you?”

“That question gnaws at me.” Niles’ expression turned worried. “Zared so pollutes his mind with circular reasoning that he’s grown apathetic to his faith.” He laid hold of Abner’s arm. “What about the Council? Can you, Gordon or Slater speak to the issue of Zared’s influence?”

“We’ve tried. He rebuffs us by citing Zared’s superior intellect,” replied Abner with frustration.

Niles’ concern grew deeper then turned hopeful with a suggestion. “Enlist Patrin’s aid. Surely Berk will listen to his dear friend. A man who named his infant son after the King.”

With dreaded emphasis, Abner said, “Patrin now sides with Zared.”

The news startled Niles. “What caused his shift?”

Abner shrugged. “I don’t know. Slater, Gordon and I noticed the change in attitude after he returned from the harvest. We can only surmise something happened during the summer, for he stood with us in the spring session.”

Niles once more stared intensely at the medallion. “What about the rest of the Council? Has anyone else changed his stance?”

“No. Fenton remains indifferent to anything while Mather’s quiet attitude makes it hard to determine his thoughts. Jarret and Rafe are too preoccupied with pirate raids on the coasts. Orson is weak of mind, agreeing with whoever makes the strongest argument. Hagan is stubborn and obstinate.” Abner sighed with resignation. “With Berk barring Wilbur from our meetings, I fear we have lost our collective voice to one man.”

Niles moved to the window. Now dark outside, torches illuminated the armory courtyard. He hoped for a more favorable report. Alas, the situation had grown worse. His attention shifted between looking out the window to the main building and his medallion.

After a moment of heavy silence, Abner asked, “What about the Queen?”

Niles answered over his shoulder. “Still firm in her faith, but her influence is also being overshadowed by Zared.”

“Well, that isn’t hard to manage since she and Berk never had a good relationship.”

“Ay,” groused Niles. “When they first married, Wilbur believed she could bolster him. Alas, that hasn’t happened.”

“Have you spoken to the Vicar about your concerns? In his position, he may provide answers we can’t uncover.”

Niles left the window to return to his desk. “He advises caution.”

Abner flashed a wry smile. “You haven’t taken his advice.”

The humor was met with Niles slamming a fist on the desk in rebuke. “Nor will I until I uncover what darkness is threatening the stability of the royal family!”

“Easy, my friend. I jest, perhaps poorly, but you know I fully support you.”

Niles attempted to calm his temper and cocked a small grin. “I do know. And I can’t thank you enough.”

“No thanks are needed. Being Jor’ellians, we have taken the same oath. As friends, well ... that goes without saying.” Abner smiled.

“I’m afraid dangerous days ahead will test our friendship.” 

Abner scowled in refute. “You know the history of Garwood. Like my ancestor, Dunham, I will not waver in support of the House of Tristan.”

Niles noticed the truth of the younger man’s word reflected in his eyes. “Then let us make a pledge. No matter what happens, we will fulfill our sworn oath to Jor’el and the king.” He held out his hand to take Abner’s arm.

Abner grabbed Niles arm at the elbow. He looked straight at his friend. “I so swear! Jor’el take my life if I forfeit my oath.”

“May he do the same to me.”

The watch called the time of six in the evening.

“Go. Berk doesn’t like anyone being late for a banquet,” said Niles.

“Aren’t you coming?”

Niles made a weary shake of his head. “Council members only.”

Abner appeared puzzled. “As the King’s Champion, you’re present at all meetings and banquets.”

“So I argued, but to no avail. The King will be without my protection this night.” Niles escorted Abner to the exterior door of the armory. “Keep your wits sharp and your ears open.” 

“You can depend upon me.”

Niles patted Abner’s shoulder in sending the younger man on his way. He watched until Abner entered the main building. Sounds of activity resonated from the Great Hall. 

In the shadows of the trees to the west of Waldron, he watched the castle. Even in the darkness, he stood unusually tall. Fingers nervously tapped the hilt of a sheathed dagger. He wore no sword. The violet hue of his narrow eyes glowed with the effort of concentration. He muttered under his breath in a different language. Suddenly, he drew his dagger, ready to confront danger.

“Relax, Gresham,” said a voice a moment before he appeared from the deeper shadows of the forest.

“Kell! You could have given me warning.” Gresham slammed the dagger back in the sheath for emphasis.

“No, something uneasy is causing a disturbance. Any communication could be hazardous.” Kell stood six inches taller than Gresham, making him seven and half feet by standard measure. He wore both sword and dagger, looking every inch a warrior. Golden eyes shone with authority.

“Good to know you feel it too. What about the others?”

“Ay. They complain of it interfering with any attempts to discern the source.”

“Indeed! No matter how hard I try, I can’t discern anything from Berk or Myla.” Gresham put up a staying hand to still any reply. “I know Berk is weak in faith, if he has any at all. But Myla is devout. I should be able to get some sense of her. Some feeling regarding her state of mind.”

Kell’s black brows knitted with concern at the report. “What about Archimedes or Niles?”

Gresham shook his head then hastily added at noticing Kell’s displeasure, “A fleeting sense of angst on their part. Yet, when I try to push further, the repelling happens.” He drew close to Kell to continue in a hushed whisper. “I swear it’s the Dark Way.”

Kell didn’t answer; he didn’t have to. Agreement showed in his expression.

Gresham groused, “Surprised it took Dagar this long. I never considered him the patient type.”

“Nothing is done outside of Jor’el’s timing.”

“You hope—”

“I know!” snapped Kell.

Gresham didn’t back down at the outburst. “Kell, you’ve been affected by the punishment like the rest of us—if not more so being captain. So don’t try to fool me. Remember, I’m an Original also.”

Kell exhaled to regain his temper, yet slow to respond. Gresham’s continuing direct gaze made him admit, “Ay, it has been frustrating at times.”

“Kell—”

This time the captain raised a silencing hand, his expression stern. “I do not waiver in my conviction that Jor’el’s timing is perfect! Nor should you.”

Gresham recanted. “I don’t. However, being a legend is tiresome. I long for our restoration.”

“Time for our return is sooner than it was.”

The response made Gresham’s ire flare again. “Oh, stop being cagey! You’re our captain. Jor’el doesn’t keep you ignorant.”

“In this case, he has! I don’t know when, just that it will happen.” 

At the rebuke Gresham softened his attitude to ask, “Why not tell you?”

Kell hesitated, not for annoyance rather how to answer. “Perhaps my ignorance is part of the punishment for the Great Battle. Yet I’m certain Jor’el will keep his promise to us—and the mortals.” With a hand on Gresham’s shoulder, Kell directed his attention back to Waldron. “Despite the failing of Tristan’s descendants, the kingdom has experienced two hundred and sixty years of relative peace. Now the Dark Way threatens it. The form of threat is what we need to discover.”

“Agreed, but I’m not sure whether I should push past the block or not; especially if Dagar is behind the hindrance.”

Kell focused his attention on Waldron. Like Gresham, Kell’s golden eyes began to glow with effort. Suddenly, he winced in pain.

Gresham grabbed the captain in support. “Kell?”

He blinked several times to recover. “The blocking is unusually strong. Yet I sense what you do in regards to Archimedes and Niles. Going further could be hazardous, more for discovery than actual effort.”

“So what do we do?”

Kell thought before replying. “Keep watch. I have someone to meet.”

Disturbed in spirit, Niles made his way to the castle chapel located along the western wall. Very few people frequented the chapel these days. The priest in charge wallowed in discouragement bordering on disinterest. Oh, he saw to duty when required, but barely kept the chapel clean. Each day, Niles discovered more signs of neglect. It pained his heart to witness the deterioration. However, he needed renewal in his spirit to fight depression. 

Two lit candles illuminated the altar. The rest of the chapel remained in darkness. Being familiar with the layout, the dimness didn’t trouble Niles. He easily moved from the entrance to the altar. He knelt and bowed his head. Usually, he prayed for strength and wisdom on how to serve an increasingly apathetic king. Tonight was different. His soul felt burdened like never before.

“Jor’el, there is a troubling darkness I cannot discern. Is this a threat to Berk or to you? Help me understand so I can act on your behalf and that of your appointed king.”

Niles took a seat on the front pew to meditate. His mind was drawn back to the history of how Tristan became king. He knew it well for having studied history and Verse most of his life. However, what Tristan accomplished during his one-hundred-year reign became undermined by the weakness of his descendants.

The deterioration began with Tristan’s grandson Lewin. Whereas his grandsire and father remained devout, Lewin acted out of duty. Being sixty years old when crowned king, Lewin was already set in his ways thus accomplished little during his twenty-year reign. 

Having no son, Lewin’s eldest daughter, Reena, became queen. She married Gowin. This proved a bad match from the beginning, which grew worse over a forty-year reign. Scandal plagued the royal family due to Gowin’s desire for other women. The crown passed to their only legitimate son Segar, who exceeded his father’s lechery. 

With each succeeding monarch, the generations drifted further from Jor’el. They kept the institutions Tristan established, and the kingdom remained unified in commerce and purpose. However, by the time Berk succeeded his father, the secular trumped the sacred.

Niles blinked back tears during his meditation. Only three hundred and fifty-two Jor’ellian Knights remained faithful to their oath to defend the Almighty’s honor and protect the kingdom. “How much longer can we continue?” he asked with distress.

“You already know the answer.”

Niles bolted up at hearing the voice. Darkness hid the speaker. “Who’s there? Show yourself.”

Footsteps came from the direction of the nave. Niles held the hilt of his sword ready. An unusually tall man stepped into the rim of light coming from the altar candles. He had black hair and light colored eyes that reflected the golden glow of candlelight.

“You’re not a priest, so who are you?”

He smiled, friendly and reassuring. “You have nothing to fear from me, Sir Niles of Pollux, King’s Champion.”

“You know who I am, but I don’t know you.”

“Well, let’s just say the one who knows all, knows us both.” He nodded toward the altar.

Niles’ curiosity turned to realization. “A Guard—”

“Friend. Let’s leave it at that.” He again smiled.

The momentary reassurance passed, as Niles studiously regarded him. “Dark times are ahead. That’s what you came to tell me.”

“Dark times are here. You must be ready.”

Niles assumed a braced posture. “I will keep my oath.”

The glow of golden light in the eyes grew intense. “You and your oath will be sorely tested.”

“Jor’el knows my heart is loyal, why else send you?”

“As divine favor to bolster your courage. More than that,” he briefly glanced from Niles to the altar, “I cannot say.”

Niles heard pain behind the words and tried to offer encouragement. “Can you at least tell me if a legend has a name?”

A bittersweet grin appeared. “Kell.”

Shock registered on Niles’s face. “Captain!” He began to kneel, when a hand caught him.

“No. Give homage to him who is worthy.” When Niles straightened, Kell continued. “Once I leave, you will not remember our conversation, only that Jor’el has strengthened you to face what is to come.” The Guardian captain stared earnestly at Niles. “Defend and preserve the House of Tristan, King’s Champion.”

Niles made the Jor’ellian salute. “As Jor’el commands, Captain.” He watched Kell retreat into the shadow. Suddenly, Niles flinched as if struck with a headache. He staggered and sat on the front pew. After a brief moment, he looked up at the altar. “By your strength, I will fulfill my duty.” He bowed to the altar and left.
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Chapter 2
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Inside the Great Hall, merry voices rose in laughter and conversation. King Berk and Queen Myla sat upon their thrones at the high table. With heavy lines of age and a full head of gray hair, one would hardly believe Berk’s age of forty-two. Many men of similar age appeared in better health than the King. 

Queen Myla starkly contrasted her husband in appearance. Seven years younger, her fair beauty inspired much admiration at court, and much jealousy. She smiled at the entertainment, and applauded when finished. While the tumblers cleared the floor, she leaned close to Berk.

“Everyone is present save Sir Niles. Is he ill-disposed that he cannot attend us this evening?” she inquired.

Berk’s amusement turned to immediate annoyance. “Why interrupt my enjoyment with tedious questions?”

“Hardly tedious. He is the King’s Champion, your protector, and always present—” She stopped when he slammed his fists on the table.

“I grow tired of his oppressive presence!” Berk’s bellowing drew attention.

Myla fought displaying irritation. “There is no need to shout and disturb our guests”

“I’ll shout if I want! This is my banquet.”

To contain her exasperation, Myla gripped the arms of her chair. Berk’s temper grew worse of late. Reasoning was of little help.

Those present watched the royal couple, some with concern, others quietly snickering. Bravely, a thirty-five-year-old man approached the high table. He bore his tall sturdy frame with a graceful command of movement. He smiled, a pair of bright blue eyes fixed upon the King. 

“Sire, your banquet is the envy of all. I don’t know how you continue to outdo the last one, but each time you succeed.” He crossed his hands over his chest in a gesture of humility yet clutched at the collar of his doublet. He bowed his head.

Berk guffawed a merry laugh. “Ah, Baron Zared, you always find the words to soothe me.”

“I speak only truth, Sire.”

A loud clearing of the throat caught attention. Zared and Berk turned to the person responsible, a twenty-four-year-old golden brown-haired nobleman.

“You have something to say, Sir Gordon?” demanded Berk.

“No, Sire. A piece of food became stuck.” Gordon took a lengthy drink in pretended recovery. 

Unconvinced, Berk stared at Gordon. Abner sat beside Gordon. Berk’s interest prompted him to slap Gordon between the shoulder blades. 

“Is that better?” asked Abner.

“Ay. Thank you.” Gordon then spoke to Berk. “My apology, Sire.”

Berk’s intense gaze shifted between Abner and Gordon.

“Musicians, play the King’s favorite!” said Lord Patrin. He sat nearest the high table. He nodded to Zared, who assumed a more pleasant disposition.

“Perhaps, we shall start the dancing a little early,” Zared suggested then appeared embarrassed by his own idea. “Unless the Queen is too fatigued from her recent misfortune?” 

Myla flashed a thin smile at the obvious jab. “My lord, I would not deny the King if he chooses to dance.”

“What if I choose to defer the honor to the Baron, how would you respond, Madam?” Berk’s challenge once more raised the level of concern among the guests.

Myla and Berk locked eyes in an obvious battle of wills. The knuckles on her hands turned white from clenching the arms of the throne. Abruptly, she faced forward and said, “I would comply, Sire.” 

“I’m sure of it.”  Berk smirked in triumph. He signaled the musicians to begin.

At the strike of the first note, Zared held out his hand to the Queen. With elegant dignity, Myla rose to join Zared on the dance floor.

Gordon shifted uneasily in his seat. He used his hand to cover his mouth in a gesture of swallowing when reality he muttered to Abner. “His goading of her is insufferable.”

“She can hold her own.”

Gordon squarely looked at Abner. “Do you really believe that?” When he didn’t answer, Gordon pressed him. “Abner.”

“No,” he replied under his breath before shoving a piece of bread into his mouth.

At the proper point in the music, other couples joined in the dance. Being bachelors, Abner and Gordon remained seated. 

Niles made his way from the chapel to the main hallway running the length of the Great Hall. Being cooler weather, the doors were closed to maintain the heat in the room. During the warmer months, the doors stood open to allow for cooling breezes. Niles didn’t enter the Hall. Defying the King would cause Berk’s anger to explode. In fact, he heard Berk bellow about something. Although he couldn’t hear clearly, he became concerned for the Queen. The increasing hostility of Berk toward Myla created uneasiness on her behalf. Duty compelled Niles to stay close in case of need, but, oh, how he wished the doors stood opened for ease of listening!

Niles turned the corner of the rear corridor that ran behind the Great Hall to the kitchen. Servants used this hallway for transport of food or anything needed by the royals and their guests. Buffets with food, cups, pitchers and other necessities lined the wall. Several servants walked toward the kitchen, thus didn’t spy the ten-year-old boy sneak toward one buffet. Recognizing the lad, Niles chose to watch. He tried not to smile.

The boy glanced to where the servants headed, snatched a meat tart off the buffet and began to run off with his prize. Niles stepped forward to block the boy’s path. Looking over his shoulder for danger, the boy didn’t see Niles and ran into him. Niles caught the lad to keep him from falling.

“Going somewhere, Cedric?”

The boy gaped in fear. “S-Sir Niles!” He looked at the tart in his hand and quickly hid it behind his back to pretend innocence.

“Cook makes delicious meat tarts.”

Cedric lowered his head in shame. He brought his hands forward to hold the tart up to Niles. “I’m sorry. With my father so busy, I didn’t get dinner.”

“I know Alvin tends to get overwhelmed in his duty sometimes, but are you certain he didn’t leave you anything to eat?”

Cedric lifted his head, his large eyes filled with hurt. “I swear he didn’t. For some reason this banquet troubles him more than usual. I went to meet him for dinner like usual, only he wasn’t there, and no food on the table.”

The hurried, upset answer made Niles ask, “What of your mother and sister?”

“Earlier, Father told Mama to take Janna into town for the night. He doesn’t like Mama to be here when there is a banquet.” Cedric shrugged, obviously disturbed by the situation. “I don’t know why.”

Niles knew. Some of the noblemen became rowdy when drunk, and no woman was safe. As royal head chamberlain, Alvin made certain female servants were never alone or totally absent during a banquet if possible. When a worried Cedric glanced up at him, Niles flashed a reassuring smile. 

“Go. Enjoy the tart.”

Cedric’s eyes grew wide with surprise. “Really?”

Niles chuckled. “Ay. Go quickly, someone is coming.”

Cedric briefly glanced over his shoulder at hearing footsteps then bolted in the opposite direction.

Alvin arrived, and appeared very curious. “Why is Cedric running off?”

Niles made a lopsided grin. “Just being a boy.”

Alvin grew suspicious. “What did you let him get away with this time?”

“Dinner.”

The answer deflated Alvin. “I came to find him for that reason.”

Niles drew Alvin into an alcove to speak confidentially. “He’s concerned for you and uncertain why you sent Candice and Janna to town.”

“You know my reason, so don’t play coy.”

“Then why not send Cedric also?”

“Because the boy needs to learn his duty.” 

Niles scowled with disapproval. “How? By being forgotten?”

Offended, Alvin began to leave when Niles prevented him. 

“What about this particular night troubles you more than usual?”

Alvin hesitated due to obvious anxiety. Niles’ jerk on his arm prompted a response. “Everything,” he replied in a harsh whisper then changed to discrete. “The baron’s influence is interfering with my duties. I can barely get near the King, save to be given orders; which mostly come from him even with the King standing there.” He sighed with painful regret. “I should have sent Cedric also.”

“Doubtful he would have gone. He’s as stubborn as his father.”

Alvin huffed a chuckle. “So what did he take?”

“A meat tart. Pretend you don’t know,” Niles said with a wry smile.

Commotion from the main hallway caught their attention. Both men made their way to the corner. A door to the Great Hall stood open with a lady-in-waiting at the threshold.

“Your Majesty!” she called.

Myla hastened from the Hall down the corridor, away from Niles and Alvin.

“Leave her be and shut the door!” they heard Berk shout. 

The lady complied.

“I wonder what happened now?” groused Alvin.

“I intend to find out.” Niles followed Myla. He avoided rushing in an effort not to draw attention, yet diligent enough to overtake her at an intersection to another hallway. He simply smiled when she noticed him fall in step beside her. 

They continued to the family quarters on the opposite side of the castle. Two Jor’ellian Knights guarded the entrance to the royal wing. They came to attention to salute the Queen and King’s Champion.

Upon passing the stairs leading up to the bedchambers, Niles asked, “Are you not retiring to your quarters?” 

“No,” her answer came short and sharp.

Further down the hallway was the family salon and dining room. Noise of conflict came from the dining room. 

“The boys!” Myla exclaimed. She lifted her skirt to start running.

Niles stopped her just short of the door. His protective warning made her comply about not entering. He drew his sword and rushed into the room. His blustery entrance startled the young princes. To Niles’ relieved annoyance, Akilles and his brothers engaged in roughhousing. Ten-year-old Blaine and eight-year-old Calder joined together in attacking Akilles. The eldest managed to keep them at bay by using chairs for defense along with a long wooden spoon for a sword.

Myla appeared from behind Niles. Her fear turned to irritation. “What is going on here?”

At her scolding, the boys dropped their weapons of spoons. 

“It was all Akilles’ idea!” said Blaine.

“You two attacked me,” refuted Akilles.

“You boasted about defeating Sir Niles and dared us to fight you.”

Niles roughly cleared his throat and sent an admonishing glare to Akilles.

The Prince flushed red. “I didn’t say defeat exactly.”

“You did. Calder heard you, didn’t you?” Blaine nudged his brother.

Calder shyly shrugged, obviously still embarrassed at being caught.

Myla gave a motherly scowl. “It’s growing late. Time for bed.”

“Is the banquet over?” asked Akilles.

“The banquet is none of your concern. Setting a good example for your brothers is your responsibility!” she rebuffed.

Akilles went to object when Niles again cleared his throat along with a shake of his head. The Prince took the warning and spoke with formality. “Ay, Ma’am.” He turned to his brothers. “You heard Marmi, off to bed.”

Blaine frowned, yet made the obligatory formal goodnight to his mother. Calder acted more willing in bidding her goodnight. He took hold of Akilles’ hand. “Can we play this again tomorrow?”

Akilles flashed an indulgent smile. “Ay.”

“Not in the dining room. I suggest the armory. It is better suited with fewer items to break,” said Niles.

“Ay,” Akilles agreed. He left with Calder.

Myla sighed with great relief as she sat in the chair. 

Seeing her emotional turmoil, Niles shut the door. “What happened to make you leave the banquet so early?” She hesitated to speak, so he sat on the footstool. “You know you can trust me.” 

Her small shaky smile showed confidence while her voice disturbed. “Oh, Niles! He grows worse! He made me dance with that ... baron!” She fought against speaking anything worse by tugging on her fingers.

Her unusual disturbance brought forth his concern in the form of a question. “Did Zared act inappropriate?”

“His whole manner is inappropriate! The way he manipulates Berk with smooth words and idle flattery. I asked about your absence, which immediately angered Berk. He approached and proceeded to work his wiles. But his manner—” her voice grew low and hushed. “There is something odd that I have noticed of late. Whenever Zared speaks to Berk, he reaches for his collar, almost grasping it.” She demonstrated. Niles mimicked her action, which made her say, “Ay, like you reaching for your ... Wait, where is your medallion?”

He slightly colored with embarrassment. “A bout with Akilles became rather spirited and broke the chain.” He pulled them out of his pocket to show her.

With renewed vigor, she held his arm. “Don’t let Zared turn his attention to my son! If you can’t serve Berk in your appointed capacity, protect Akilles.”

Niles’ brows leveled. Her fear ran deep enough to cause worry for her son like Alvin for his family. Indeed, Zared’s growing influence proved unsettling.

She mistook his brief silence. “Niles, please!”

He softly smiled. “I will. Now tell me what was said, for you are not a woman easily intimidated.”

She waved him off. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is the safety of my sons, especially Akilles.”

Niles’ faced grew harsh. “You feared the commotion in here because he threatened them! At a public banquet? The cad.”

“Not exactly.”

“Then what exactly did he say?”

The battle to speak or remain silent played across her face. “I can’t tell you.”

“Before Jor’el, you know I will keep your confidence.”

She flashed a thin smile. “I know, but I can’t.”

Everything within Niles wanted to force the issue, for anything threatening the royal family he took personally. True, as the King’s Champion he swore to protect them, but Myla and the princes held a special place in his heart.

“I see my reluctance to speak has wounded you,” she said.

He didn’t reply; he couldn’t due to frustration.

She took his hands. “Cousin,” she began with sympathy.

“Shhh!!!” he warned, and cast a glance at the door. He leaned down close to speak. “We agreed to keep it secret when you came to court, remember?”

“I need an ally in the place,” she replied in a private plea.

“You have one.” He squeezed her hand. “Our agreement was so I can act freely. More than ever, it is paramount to be discrete.”

She swallowed back her emotions. “Please, promise to protect my sons.”

“I promise. I’ll escort you to your chamber to rest.” 

“No, I’ll be fine. Go to Akilles.”

Niles stood then thought to ask, “Where was Delwin?”

She lightly chuckled. “The day’s activity so wore him out that he fell asleep before dinner.”

He smiled. “I didn’t think so active a five-year could ever grow tired. He’ll certainly be hungry come morning. And,” he stressed, “I will escort you to your chamber, since it is on the way to Akilles’ room.”

Akilles finished changing for the night when his valet answered a knock.

“Sir Niles, Highness,” announced the valet. He moved aside for Niles to enter.

“Leave us, Gilby,” Niles instructed the servant.

“Who will see to the prince?”

“Me.” Niles nudged Gilby out the door.

After Gilby’s departure, Niles noticed the way Akilles stood, braced and warily eying him. For a moment, neither spoke then Akilles broke the silence.

“Why are you not with Father? It’s your place to be with him at state functions.”

“He did not require my presence.”

“You mean he threw you out,” groused the Prince.

Niles raised an arched brow at the surly comment. “I never entered the hall to be thrown out.”

Akilles confronted Niles “Something happened at the banquet that upset Marmi, didn’t it?” 

“Ay,” Niles replied in a level voice. 

Akilles’ frustration came spilling forth. “How could he be mean to her?”

Niles shrugged. “That is something only he can answer.”

Akilles sat on the bed with a hard plop. “He’s grown so angry lately.”

“A king has much on his mind. It sometimes effects his emotions—”

“No! It’s not like him! It’s ...” Akilles turned from Niles. Even in profile, the angst was obvious when he bit his lower lip.

Niles approached the bed to inquire. “It’s what?”

Akilles vigorously shook his head. “Not what.”

Niles sat on the bed to continue the probing. “A person, then?”

The Prince gave a reluctant nod.

Niles took hold of Akilles to get his full attention. “Akilles. By my vow to Jor’el, you know you can trust me.”

The Prince leaned closer. His voice barely above a whisper, “Zared! I can’t see my father without him being there. It didn’t used to be that way. Why is he even around?”

“I’m afraid I don’t have the answer to that question.”

“But you’re the King’s Champion and always with Father!”

Niles tried to temper his words. Akilles was already upset. No need to agitate him further. “I’m only around when the King summons me. Being a knight, I’m not privy to Council meetings or private discussions. My duty is the safety of the royal family. To that end, I concentrate my energies.”

Sudden understanding shone upon Akilles’ face. “Marmi sent you here for my safety.” 

Niles held Akilles’ shoulder for reassurance. This was not a statement he could, or would, deny. 

Discomposure made Akilles look to his feet. His spoke with dreadful resignation. “I must fear my own father—”

“No! Others seek to reason with him, so we act out of caution. That is all.” Niles’ attempt at reassurance did little to ease Akilles’ mood, as told by the welling tears in the lad’s eyes. “Let us recite the Jor’ellian Creed to ease your mind so you can sleep.” He began and Akilles repeated. 


“There is one Lord.

He is the Infinite, the Almighty.

By His will, I live.

By His power, I serve,

And His honor, I defend.

My mind, heart and strength belong to Him.”


During the reciting, Akilles relaxed, which made Niles hopeful. “Now, rest with ease, my prince.” 
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Chapter 3
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Kell made his way north from Waldron Castle. He mulled over conversations from earlier in the evening. Being at half-strength while dealing with trouble the last four hundred and ten years proved frustrating. Gresham wasn’t the only one wondering when they would be fully restored. Kell heard the same complaint from the others. Unfortunately, the answer proved elusive, for no matter how many times he inquired of the Almighty, Jor’el gave him the same answer: when the time is right. True, Jor’el provided clues in the Book of Prophecy about the return of the Guardians. This would happen in connection with the Daughter of Allon and a male descendant of Razi through Tristan, but gave no timetable.

Over the centuries, the Guardians passed from legends into oblivion. The idea that such powerful immortal beings existed and interacted with mortals became viewed as nonsense or childish whimsy. The dismissive attitude increased the Guardians’ angst and desire for the time of restoration. 

Although Tristan reinstated the worship of Jor’el and established a mortal government dedicated to the old traditions, the Guardians remained covert, waiting for the fulfillment of prophecy. 

Interaction with the faithful remnant became infrequent. The most activity for the Guardians since Tristan happened during Segar’s reign. Gowin’s illegitimate sons posed continual threats. Despite Segar’s dissolute character, he was the direct descendant of Tristan thus needed protection. In clandestine roles, the Guardians interceded to prevent the royal family from completely falling apart. 

When the threats grew too deadly, Jor’el sent two others to aid the twelve: Egan, a warrior, and Ridge, a ranger. Although bolder in their intervention, Egan and Ridge maintained the secrecy of being Guardians. After the danger passed, Egan and Ridge returned to the heavenlies. This once more left the twelve to fend off any threats. 

The past year, a new unsettling sensation renewed apprehension regarding the fate of the kingdom. Subtle attempts to gain covert intelligence were met by a repelling force. This increased anxiety. Direct contact maybe the only way to gain intelligence. Yet, as the disinterest grew among the mortals, granting of divine insight or perception became severely limited. Niles was among the few select mortals given such privilege.

Kell smiled in recalling Niles’ inquiry. Can you at least tell me if a legend has a name? For a brief moment, it felt good to speak to a trusted mortal, yet also grievous. He came to warn the faithful Jor’ellian of impending trouble. Now, he traveled to the Region of Sanctuary to bring the same ominous message to the Vicar.

Before the Great Battle, transcending the physical realm to journey from place to place did not drain a Guardian’s lifeforce. Now, dimension travel had to be used sparingly to conserve energy, thus reserved for times of dangerous urgency. They could still outrun any living creature to cover vast amounts of miles on foot. Kell made the normal mortal four-day horseback journey in one night.

For a moment, Kell paused at the tree line to observe the Temple of Providence. Each of Allon’s twelve provinces 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. Images of Verse and Allon’s history were carved onto the pillars. These guarded massive wooden doors hewn and gilded with gold 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. White marble with gold accents composed the entire facade of the Temple. Arch shaped windows of colored glass were blown and assembled in Midessex. At certain times of day, the Temple reflected the sun’s rays in a brilliance of white with a dazzling kaleidoscope of gold and rainbow colors.

Kell winced with distress, as so many memories filled his mind. It used to be that on any given day, a hive of activity came and went from the Temple. No more. Despite its majestic reason for existence, the gates remained close when before they stood open for all to enter. The magnificent bells once tolled every hour. Now they rang three times a day, morning, noon and sunset. 

Tristan also rebuilt the Fortress of Jor’el for training Jor’ellian Knights. At present, it too suffered from lack of numbers. Two thousand once inhabited the compound. Now, the most dedicated Jor’ellians served at Waldron, with scarcely two hundred living at the Fortress. Just over three hundred Jor’ellian Knights remained loyal to their oath.

Kell bowed his head and cupped his hands together. He spoke a low prayer in the Ancient language of the Guardians. A glow between his hands shone through the gaps of his fingers. When the light faded, he glanced up to the sky. “Your will be done, Almighty One.”

Kell boldly proceeded to the Temple. Without being seen, he passed the Jor’ellians at the front entrance. Inside the magnificent Temple, he paused halfway down the aisle. A man knelt almost prostrate in front of the altar. With compassion, Kell watched. Although he couldn’t hear any spoken words, his spirit sensed the mortal’s great burden. This is why he came, in response to another heartfelt prayer.

No sound of footsteps echoed in the chamber when Kell walked the aisle to stand beside the man. “Wilbur,” he spoke with tenderness.

Startled, Wilbur struggled to sit back on his knees. The aged white head lifted to see who spoke. His eyes widened. “Kell!” he spoke with awe. When Wilbur struggled to rise, Kell helped the old Vicar to his feet. Wilbur cast a cautious glanced toward the front door. “Were you seen?”

“No. This time I came as myself and not as Captain Seul.” Kell took a deep, burdened breath before proceeding. “I have a message. Dark times are ahead.”

“That I know,” said Wilbur in a tone of futility. “It is my daily prayer for Jor’el to fulfill his promise quickly.”

“We both know Jor’el will do so in his time. Until then, be strong and have faith.”

The anguish of worry joined with the weight of the news made Wilbur sit on the front pew. “I am too old to endure much longer. My strength fades—though my faith remains,” he added.

“Which is why I am here. Jor’el has chosen your successor.”

Wilbur’s worry turned to imploring, almost on the verge of tears. “Please tell me it is not Odell!”

“No, it not Odell,” replied Kell with reassurance. 

Wilbur sagged in relief. “Who?”

“Even now, he senses his calling, yet battles within himself. When the time comes, you will know him.” Kell raised his right hand, which remained clenched at his side in holding something. “Jor’el sends this for safekeeping.” He opened his fingers. In the palm of his hand lay an amulet attached to a chain.

Wilbur took it to examine both the chain and amulet. The gold chain appeared old and the amulet an odd shape with an oval knotted appendage. “I don’t recognize the symbol. What is it?”

Kell shrugged. “It was forged in the heavenlies. For what purpose, I am ignorant. However, like your successor, you will know what to do with it when the time comes. For now, keep it safely hidden.”

Wilbur placed the amulet under the neck of his robes. When he withdrew his hand, he patted the robe just above his heart. “It will be safe.”

“There is one more thing, though it will not be easy in Berk’s current state of mind. You must go to Waldron and warn him of the danger to come if he doesn’t change his ways.”

Wilbur’s face showed the inner conflict at the instruction. “To approach him without being summoned is dangerous.”

“It is Jor’el’s instructions,” insisted Kell.

“Oh, I do not say that to suggest I will not obey. Merely wondering out loud if I have the strength to complete such a perilous task.” 

“Be of good courage, Wilbur. Strength will be given you, and your faithful service will be rewarded.”

“In the heavenlies, you mean.” Seeing Kell’s compassion, Wilbur smiled as he added, “I do not fear death. It is but a transition.”

Kell nodded with understanding. “When that time comes, speak only of my visit to your successor and Sir Niles.” He warmly smiled. “Blessings upon you, dear Vicar.” This time, Kell disappeared in the white light of dimension travel.

When Kell reappeared in the forest surrounding the Temple, he sensed the presence of multiple individuals. He drew his sword.

“Easy, Captain,” said a female.

Kell relaxed at seeing two fellow Guardians: Zinna, a female archer with bright russet eyes, and Jedrek, a warrior with clear amber eyes. Both were blonde haired with Zinna wearing hers in a thick braid. A longbow and quiver hung slung across her back. 

“What are you two doing here?” Kell demanded.

“Gresham told us you headed north, so we followed.” She smiled.

Kell’s annoyance showed in the slamming of his sword in the sheath. “I didn’t leave a trail to follow.”

Zinna’s smile widened. “It isn’t hard to guess where you would go when heading north. You are in charge of the Region of Sanctuary.”

Kell turned to Jedrek. “You haven’t answered me.”

The warrior spoke with grave concern. “The sense has turned ominous in the Delta. It has something to do with Zared, but I can’t clearly discern what?”

“First Midessex, now the Delta,” Kell mused under his breath.

“And the South Plains,” stressed Zinna.

Kell questioning glance prompted her to continue.

“That dark and familiar sense of doom.” 

“I think this confirms Dagar has found a way to unleash his power again,” said Jedrek with dreaded certainty.

Kell didn’t answer. Instead, he turned his attention to the Temple of Providence. Jedrek and Zinna waited, respectful of the captain’s focused concentration. Kell remained silent for longer than expected. 

Jedrek broke the silence to ask, “Will Jor’el send us aid to stand against this new tide of darkness?”

Kell looked directly at them to reply. “No.”

“We are only twelve! Surely, he won’t abandon—” Zinna began in disturbed protest. She stopped when Kell placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Regardless of numbers, we do our duty.”

“Of course. I’m just concerned for the mortals. There aren’t many faithful left to withstand the Dark Way.”

“There will be enough. It is those remaining we must aid and protect.”

Jedrek snarled in anger. “Then Dagar has won—”

“No!” Kell’s golden eyes flashed with intensity. Jedrek and Zinna recoiled at his forcefulness. Kell softened his tone to encouragement. “Dagar has been defeated before, and will be again.”

“As you say, Captain,” Jedrek spoke in a weary voice of uncertainty.

No need to speak further on the matter. Dejection seemed the order of the day, thus Kell said, “Return to your provinces and keep watch. Any confirming sign of the Dark Way, alert me immediately.”

They made the Guardian salute before going their separate ways.

Kell headed due west from Temple. Again, he covered great distances in a short period of time. He stopped at the foothills of the mountain range that ran from the Highlands to the Lowlands. It served as the natural border between several provinces included the Region of Sanctuary and the North Plains. 

Instead of crossing the mountains, Kell found an alcove in the rocks near the border marker. He drew his sword and sat to assume the Guardian meditative position with legs crossed, sword on his lap, hands on knees and eyes closed. With his senses, he reached out in search of several essences. He flinched after each contact. Finally, he exhaled and rubbed his eyes at the energy drain. He hoped no one other than the individuals sensed him.

Hearing something nearby, Kell stood with his sword ready. She appeared from around an outcropping. He grinned and he put up his blade. 

Mona stood six inches shorter than Kell at seven feet. Aquamarine eyes beautifully complimented her rich dark brown hair. She wore breeches and tunic, armed only with a dagger. “You summoned me, Captain?”

“I have a task for you. One that is dangerous, but greatly needed.”

“Who? And when?”

“Return with me to the Temple so we can speak privately. I took a risk summoning you as I did.” 
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TWO TORCHES PROVIDED light in the secret vault underneath the Temple. Kell stood before Mona, who sat on a bench lining two walls to create an “L” shape. She stared at the floor in deep consideration. 

He spoke with unction. “I would not ask, if it were not vital.”

She simply nodded.

The others Kell contacted where also present: another warrior and a physician. Second-in-command of the Guardians, Armus had a more muscular physique than Kell. His bright chestnut eyes showed alertness for duty. Eldric, the prime physician, stood the same height at Mona. His violet eyes showed wary skepticism of the plan.

Eldric questioned Kell. “Is there is no other way?”

Frustration came out in the captain’s reply. “Do you really believe I haven’t considered other options? That I would carelessly place another Guardian in jeopardy?” He then added with emphasis, “We need intelligence!”

Armus took hold of Eldric’s shoulder to speak. “Mona isn’t going alone. We will all be vulnerable by taxing our energy force.”

Mona approached Eldric. “I depend upon you to keep her safe so I can freely act in her place. If not ...”

“I will! As long as these two maintain security.” Eldric jerked his thumb at Kell and Armus.

Exasperated, Kell looked to the ceiling. “Why didn’t you leave Phoebe instead of him?”

“Because someone needs to keep you in check, Captain,” retorted Eldric.

Mona coughed aside a laugh. Armus cleverly used a hand to hide his smile.

Kell scowled. “We act immediately! There can be no delay.”

“We should tell Gresham,” said Armus.

Kell nodded. “Ay. Although being here gives us added strength, we don’t need to arrive in dimension travel and possibly alert the enemy to our presence. We’ll proceed on foot, contact Gresham then execute the plan.”
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