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For the past four years, Lord Ranulf’s Highland castle at Clifton served as the summer palace for King Ellis and Queen Shannan of Allon. They normally left in early autumn for the journey to Baron Erasmus’ castle in the southern Delta region to hold court in a more moderate climate during winter. The royal castle of Waldron, located in Midessex, would not be completed for another year. However, the queen was heavy with the first royal child, delaying departure from the Highlands until early winter. Traveling from Clifton Castle to Waldron took nine long days on horseback and up to two weeks when traveling in a carriage with a royal procession. Given the time of year and shorter days it could take longer. 

Eldric, the prominent Guardian Physician, estimated three weeks until the birth and most of that time would be spent travelling. Over the course of the journey, the remedies he prescribed to ease Shannan’s discomfort grew less effective. 

At twilight of the twelfth day, the royal carriage raced down the road to Waldron. Even incomplete, the castle was an impressive sight, encompassing fifty acres on a plateau set in the midst of an open plain. This gave clear visibility of an approaching enemy from any direction. Large wrought iron oil lampposts lined each side of the road for the last mile to the castle. Eventually an elaborate oak-and-iron gate would stand between the half-finished gatehouses. The planned fifteen-foot high walls rose only five to eight feet in places, with two of the four intersecting square corner turrets finished. The white marble cobblestone of the Grand Courtyard was half laid and the large marble fountain dry of water. Directly beyond the main gate stood the completed Great Hall, a stone structure of grand proportion. To the right of the fountain was located the Chapel of Jor’el with elaborate carvings, stained glass and awe-inspiring architecture.

A less ornate gate stretched diagonally between the Great Hall and Chapel. The gate separated the armory, stables, carriage house, army barracks and servant’s quarters from the Grand Courtyard. Another smaller wrought iron fence and gate ran between the Chapel and the right gatehouse. This area housed the Jor’ellian Knights and priests’ quarters and the gardens. Accessible to the Chapel, yet outside the main walls, lie the family cemetery and royal crypt. 

A completed two-story enclosure connected the left front side of the Great Hall to the west wall. This corridor served to divide the Guest Quarters from the Family’s Private Quarters on the west and south walls. The lower level served as a galleyway, while the second story housed Waldron’s offices, the king’s study, Captain of the Guard’s office and the private quarter’s of the King’s Champion. This galleyway completed the final section enclosing the Family’s Courtyard and Garden. Each bedchamber and guest room had a private privy, including a tub, basin, mirror, toilet, water pump and a small stove for heating the water. The army barracks and servants’ quarters had communal privies for men and women that were less ornate but up-to-date innovations.  

In the carriage, Ellis tried to encourage Shannan. “Not much longer.”

Darius, Duke of Allon, and Lady Arista accompanied the royal couple. She was a comely young woman of twenty-three, two years older than Shannan and well certain of her mind yet discreet. Arista was Shannan’s favorite of her six ladies-in-waiting. Being foster brothers Darius and Ellis bore little resemblance. Ellis’ golden hair and bright blue eyes were in contrast to Darius’ dark brown hair, brown eyes and more rugged features. They focused on comforting Shannan in her growing distress. She clenched Ellis’ hand while biting back another pain.

The royal carriage came to a clattering halt on the uneven pavement. Eldric jumped down from the driver’s seat and almost got the door slammed in his face when Ellis exited. Darius helped Shannan climb down. Arista came from the opposite side of the carriage to help. Instead of hurrying upstairs, Eldric lifted Shannan in his arms and vanished in a flash of white light of dimension travel, the common method used by Guardians. 

“Captain! General!” Ellis shouted before he, Darius, and Arista rushed inside with Vidar, the queen’s Guardian protector, at their heels.

At age forty-four, General Iain was a strong athletic figure with dark red hair and whiskers, dressed in his royal blue and silver uniform. “Secure the castle,” he ordered soldiers and Knights.

Like all Guardians, Kell was extraordinarily handsome and tall at seven and a half feet. His hair was midnight black and his eyes a brilliant gold. “Elgin! Sorrel!” He summoned two vassal Guardians. They were shortest of Guardians at seven feet tall, lesser in strength compared to Kell and other warriors, and wore no weapons while the uniforms were steel-blue and silver. “Prepare messengers for immediate dispatch to the Council once the child is born.”

Both saluted with a clenched right fist striking the left breast before hastening to follow orders.

In a sumptuous royal apartment still in the process of decorating, Eldric reappeared with Shannan. She was unconscious. Dimension travel wasn’t easy for mortals, often causing them to faint or become sick, but in this case it was necessary to ensure the safe arrival of the child. She woke when he placed her on the bed.

“It’s time, Majesty.”

“You’re telling me?”

Ellis, Arista, Darius and Vidar entered. Two maidservants and another female Guardian accompanied them. She was dressed similar to Eldric in professional robes with a skirt reaching her ankles.

“Majesty, you remember my assistant, Phoebe,” said Eldric.

Shannan nodded, biting back the pain.

“Sire, Your Grace.” Eldric motioned toward the antechamber door.

“Leave?” chided Ellis.

“For the good of Her Majesty and the child.” Eldric’s violet eyes were prompting. Guardians not only had unusual colored eyes, but with a glance could compel or command. 

Vidar took Ellis by the arm and escorted him to the antechamber. Darius followed them. Kell and Armus were already in the room. They stood three inches taller than Vidar. His appearance reflected his station as the premier Guardian archer with clothes of forest brown and green that complimented his auburn hair and vivid copper eyes. Armus was Kell’s lieutenant since the Beginning over two millennia ago. He was strong and brawny with ruggedly good-looking features, brown hair and bright chestnut eyes. 

Iain entered. “All is ready, Sire.” When Ellis only gave him a preoccupied and passing nod, he moved to stand beside the Guardians. His six-foot athletic frame appeared puny next to them.

Ellis winced in anxiety at hearing Shannan’s cry.  “She sounds like she’s dying!”

“She’s just having your baby. The one you wanted to be born here, remember?” said Darius.

“As if I’d forget. Prophecy says the Royal Child will be born at Waldron.”

“Indeed, Sire. But is this the child to be born here?” said Kell.

“What does that mean, Captain?”

“I sense there will be more royal children.”

“I should hope so.”

Darius took the two mugs of the mulled cider brought by a servant and handed one to Ellis. He wryly smiled at Kell and spoke. “The stress is making him edgy. He’s never been a father before.”

Ellis flashed a teasing smile. “Neither have you. You’re not even married. Or is there something I should know about, brother? Lady Arista, perhaps?” Darius choked on his drink and Ellis laughed.  “I jest. I could never image you fathering a child out of wedlock.”

Darius recovered quickly and spoke in a deadpan tone. “I could never image you as king, but it’s reality.” Hearing another cry from Shanna, he soothed Ellis. “Easy. Eldric will see she and the baby are well.”

For the next hour Ellis paced the antechamber. Darius also manifested nervousness, crossing to a window then back to his seat near the hearth. A servant brought food, but Ellis ignored it while Darius picked at some morsels.

Hearing an infant’s cry, Ellis bounded for the antechamber door and met Eldric in the threshold. The Guardian smiled and said,  “You have a fine healthy son, Sire.”

“Shannan?”

“Tired, but well.”

“A son. Congratulations.” Darius thumped Ellis on the back.

“Aye, Sire,” agreed Iain.

Ellis proudly smiled and entered the bedchamber. Shannan reclined against the pillows, her hair matted to her forehead, appearing pale and tired, but smiling. Phoebe and Arista tended to the babe, wrapping him in blankets after wiping him clean. Arista carried him to Shannan. He grew fussy at movement then quieted in his mother’s arms.

Ellis tentatively touched his son’s face. “He’s so small.”

“But handsome, like his father, and with the same blue eyes,” said Shannan.

“Dark of hair, like his mother. I didn’t know babies had so much hair. It’s fine and soft.”

“Since his hair is dark, born at night and Jor’el has heard our prayer for a son, he shall be called Nigel.”

“Nigel,” Ellis repeated and smiled with approval.

“Hail, Prince Nigel,” said Darius. Iain, Kell, Vidar, and Armus mimicked his speech and bow.

“Sire, Her Majesty and the prince should rest,” said Eldric.

Ellis kissed Shannan on the forehead. After looking at his son again, he, Darius, Kell, Armus and Iain returned to the antechamber. Vidar remained with Shannan. 

“This a fine day. I haven’t felt this proud and happy since Shannan and I were wed,” said Ellis, although his frown didn’t match his words.

“But?” asked Darius.

“I hope Nigel’s birth will solidify the unconditional support of the Council.”

“Ellis, the Council pledged their allegiance. For any of them not to recognize Nigel, they would be foresworn and disgraced.”

“I understand that. My hope is they will see the symbolic meaning. Even with the walls of Waldron not yet complete, the House of Tristan is reestablished.”

“Zebulon and Gareth must acknowledge that.” Darius clapped an arm about Ellis’ shoulders. “Do not let this interfere with your joy. You and Shannan are blessed with a son.”

“Ay.” Ellis glanced slyly at Darius. “What about you?  I saw the smitten grin as you watched Arista when she held Nigel.”

Darius roguishly smiled. “I won’t deny I have taken a fancy to her.”

“But have you told her?”

Darius grew sheepish. “I’m getting around to it.”

Ellis laughed. “You can bravely face battle, stand up in the Council and confront Zebulon, but you can’t tell a woman that you’re in love with her.”

Darius waved a brotherly scolding finger at Ellis. “You can be irksome.” Ellis’ laughter increased, making him grumble. “Very well. I’ll tell her. In my own way and time.”

“Come. Now I can eat. Gentlemen, spread the word: Prince Nigel, heir to the throne of Allon is born.” He steered Darius from the antechamber.

While Iain left to comply with the order, Kell detained Armus. “Stay close to Nigel. I’ll dispatch Elgin and Sorrel,” he said, his face and voice were less than enthusiastic.

“As his Overseer or is something wrong?”

“I don’t know about an Overseer yet. Like Ellis, I’m hoping this does quiet the tension among some of the mortals.”

“You’re not certain.”

Kell snorted an ironic chuckle. “You and I both know how fickle mortals can be even when good things happen. You and Vidar stay extra vigilant until I’m certain all is well.” He left the antechamber and Armus returned to the bedchamber.

Over the next two months, Waldron Castle became a hive of activity. The Council of Twelve arrived to pay homage and celebrate Prince Nigel’s birth. Feasts, private banquets, gaming and merrymaking of all kinds happened at Waldron and across Allon. Vicar Archimedes pronounced blessings upon the infant prince. Foreign monarchs sent gifts in honor of the royal heir.

After another long day Ellis and Shannan paused by the nursery on their way to retire. As usual, Vidar followed. Armus and Lady Faline, a mother of four, were in the room while Nigel slept in his crib.

“How is he?” whispered Shannan.

“He is well, Majesty. He has a healthy appetite and sleeps soundly once fed,” replied Faline.

Shannan kissed her son and softly said, “Sleep. Jor’el is watching over you.”

Kell entered, accompanied by Avatar, a Guardian warrior. He was leaner in bulk than Armus with bronze hair and a small goatee framing his lips. Vibrant silver eyes reflected his mood, which at present was jovial.

“Avatar? Is all well?” asked Ellis.

“Ay, Sire.”

“I asked Avatar to accompany me,” said Kell.

“And where have you been all day, Captain?”

“I was summoned to the heavenlies for instructions concerning the appointment of Prince Nigel’s Guardian Overseer.”

“Overseer?” asked Shannan.

“What I have been doing in watching over the prince,” said Armus.

Kell explained. “According to Jor’el, each royal child will have a Guardian Overseer. It was the same with your ancestor Tristan and his family. Armus had the privilege of being assigned to Tristan. Other Guardians served in the similar capacities. If you recall, Wren kept close vigil over you in Dorigirith.”

“So Armus is to oversee my son the same as he did my ancestor.”

“No, Avatar is.”

“Avatar?” asked Armus in surprise.

“It is Jor’el’s will.” Kell’s glance shifted from Armus to Avatar then back again.

“Then it shall be done.”

Shannan noticed Avatar was thoughtful and looking at the crib. “You dislike your assignment, Avatar?” 

“No, Majesty. I’ve never been an Overseer before. Although I’ve seen many mortal infants and children over the centuries, I only interacted with them on a casual basis.”

Armus chuckled and clapped Avatar on the shoulder. “It’s not too difficult when this small. It grows more complicated as they get older. Mortals call it a nanny.”

Kell smiled, shaking his head at Armus but speaking to Avatar. “You make certain no harm comes to the child, either from an enemy or of their own making. Sometimes you offer advice, but mostly, you blend with the background and stay alert for trouble.”

“I know you’ll do well, Avatar. Shannan told me how you lead the rescued Guardians from Ravendale. And I saw you rally the flank during battle. Your wounds didn’t stop you,” said Ellis.

Avatar bowed to the compliment.

“Is that all of Jor’el’s instructions?” Shannan asked Kell.

“A few minor points dealing with the Guardians, but nothing more of royal concern.”

She tried to suppress a yawn. “Good, because I’m tired.” She and Ellis left with Vidar. 

“You may rest also, my lady. Avatar will summon you when needed.”

“Thank you, Captain.” Faline wearily smiled before speaking to Avatar. “I’ll be in the antechamber.”

A smirk at Avatar, and Armus followed Kell in leaving.

Once alone, Avatar approached the crib. For a long moment he watched the sleeping Nigel. He was so small and helpless, yet with a look of innocence. Carefully, he reached down and used a finger to brush Nigel’s cheek. The babe stirred, making a soft contented mew. Avatar smiled and gently laid his hand on Nigel, nearly covering his entire body.

“According to my heavenly charge, my sword, my friendship and my loyalty belong to you as your constant companion and protector. No harm shall come to you from friend or foe, mortal or Guardian for as long as I have strength and breath. This I pledge in Jor’el’s name.”

In the hall, Armus laid hold of Kell, slowing the pace, but not stopping their course.  “Why Avatar?”

“Do you object to his selection?”

“No, although I had grown accustomed to the child, and, well, I expected it to be me. I did it before.”

Kell cocked a brow. “You sound jealous.”

“I am not,” Armus insisted louder than intended as told by the curious eyes of guards and servants turning toward them. He lowered his voice. “I’m surprised. Avatar is our Trio Mate, a mighty warrior and one I’m proud to serve with, but watching an infant? That takes patience, understanding and ... ” Kell’s laughing stopped his protest and he scowled.

“I asked Jor’el the same about your temperament on your first assignment. It did wonders for your patience.”

Armus’ scowl changed to a smirk. “Well, if Nigel inherits any of Ellis’ impatience and Shannan’s stubbornness, Avatar will have his hands full.”

“Perhaps sooner than later.”

“Why?”

Kell looked about before replying. The royal guards returned their focus to duty but a few servants lingered so he drew Armus into the shadow of a doorway to speak privately. “Nigel’s birth may have stilled some voices, but there is a growing uneasiness.”

“Zebulon and Gareth are always contentious. I sometimes wonder why Jor’el allows such mortals to exist.”

“It goes beyond them. There is darkness to this unrest. Remember, I couldn’t find Dagar’s talisman after the battle.”

Armus’ brow leveled in concern. “Have you told Ellis and Shannan?”

“No. I want to wait until I get a better sense if the talisman is involved. I ordered the Trio Leaders to do a search of their provinces.” 

“Any word yet?”

“No, only I won’t leave anything to chance. Keep alert and spread word to the others.”

A soldier hastened up to Kell. “Captain, the king sends for you. He’s in the bedchamber.” He pointed down the hall.

Kell wasted no time in making his way to see Ellis, Armus at his heels. Ellis wasn’t alone. Darius, Iain and Baron Erasmus were with him. Erasmus was the lord of Delta region and member of the Council of Twelve and a merry individual who kept his curly blonde hair close cropped for manageability. Rarely did he wear gray or black clothes, rather lively colors to suit his personality. However, at the moment he looked troubled.

“Good, Kell. The time of celebrating has brought out the worse in some people. Erasmus received a report of an uprising in Chandler,” said Ellis.

“What kind of uprising?” Kell asked Erasmus.

“Rabble-rousers, yet causing significant damage and fright to warrant the sheriff employing the militia to quell it.”

“What does Jedrek say about it?”

Erasmus shrugged. “I’ve not heard from him.”

Ellis keenly regarded Kell. “Do you think there is more to this than a celebration that got out of hand?”

“I’m always suspicious of any trouble, Sire.”

Armus glanced at Kell upon hearing the cryptic reply and discreetly said, “Captain.”

Ellis’ gaze shifted between the Guardians. “Kell, is there something you’re not telling?”

“No, simply asking questions to make an assessment.”

Armus tried to be casual in averting his eyes from Ellis’s probing glance but Ellis confronted Kell. “Armus isn’t convinced by your statement, nor am I. Not to mention the fact Guardians are supposed to be above lying.”

Kell kept his voice benign when replying to Ellis. “I’m not lying, Sire. I’m truly not aware of any specific trouble, merely a sense of disturbance. I asked the baron about Jedrek to determine whether it is solely of mortal making or otherwise.”

“You mean the Dark Way?” asked Darius.

Armus fought to keep from reacting upon catching Kell’s warning eye. Their attention was brought back to Ellis when he spoke.

“There haven’t been reports of Dark Way activity in years.”

“I know,” began Kell. “As I said, I am always suspicious of trouble. Since the night of the prince’s birth the sense has grown stronger, so I instructed the Trio Leaders to search their provinces.”

“Which Jedrek would have reported if he found any,” said Erasmus.

“Ay. However, since neither of us have received word from him, it may well be mortals squabbling, or as the king said, a celebration that got out of hand.”

Darius gave an ironic laugh and spoke to Ellis, “If we hear of trouble from the Lowlands then it could just be in response to Nigel’s birth, which solidifies your authority, and Zebulon’s already surly about it.”

Ellis rolled his eyes concerning the most gruff and mean-spirited Council Member. “General, have you received any reports of trouble?”

“No, Sire,” replied Iain.

“You may be right about Zebulon, and where he goes, Gareth will follow,” Ellis spoke to Darius.

“Allard would remind you of Owain.”

“He doesn’t have to, I remember well what he did.” Ellis scowled and waved a finger at Darius. “And I’ll be watching for any misstep.”

“The Vicar vouched for him, Sire,” said Kell.

“Ay.” Ellis paced while considering out loud. “Erasmus says the situation in Chandler is under control, Kell can’t sense anything specific and there hasn’t been word of trouble from the Trio Leaders or to Iain’s knowledge.” He stopped and looked at Kell. “You’re right to be suspicious of everything with too many possibilities to be certain of where the trouble lies.”

“Your orders, Sire?” 

“Stay alert and report to me if anything else should happen.”

“Should we tell the other Council Members?” asked Erasmus.

“Not yet. Why encourage the likes of Zebulon and Gareth to even think about causing trouble when they are capable of doing it themselves?”

Darius chuckled. “I hope someday to hear you say that to Zebulon.”

“Indeed,” agreed Erasmus.

Ellis smirked in ironic annoyance. “Goodnight, gentlemen.”

In the hall, Armus confronted Kell. “Why didn’t you tell him about the talisman?”

Instead of answering, Kell led Armus to his private chamber located off the galleyway and away from prying eyes and ears. “I don’t want to cause undo alarm. And where was your discretion and support?”

“I was surprised by your lack of forthrightness. Notice I didn’t say lying.”

Kell scowled. “You know I speak when I’m certain and not before.”

“Well, you made Ellis suspicious.”

“Maybe I should have left you with Nigel and appointed Avatar my new second-in-command.”

Armus laughed. “Never happen.”

Despite his irritation, Kell smiled. “Go. Tell the others to keep alert.”
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Three members of the Council of Twelve took advantage of a clear winter’s morning and left Waldron, heading south. Approximately thirty servants, men-at-arms on horseback and carriages transporting their families followed them.

Sir Owain of Midessex was thirty-eight with a ruddy complexion, trim body, and rough hands that showed his love for the outdoors and farming life. He rode a placid mare between the others. Lord Zebulon of the Lowlands was eldest of the trio at forty-nine, gruff-looking with a salt and pepper beard and dull brown eyes. His brother Sir Gareth of the South Plains was ten years younger, stout, with coarse whisker stubble that serve as a beard. The spark of youth in his hazel eyes began to fade.

“That went better than I expected,” said Zebulon.

Gareth snickered. “How? Did you expect Ellis to have a girl?”

“Wouldn’t be his first mistake.”

“Why are you so critical of the king?” asked Owain.

“Because in my esteemed brother’s eyes, Ellis is a young whelp who is wet behind the ears,” said Gareth.

Zebulon grew terse. “It takes one with experience and knowledge to rule. You don’t get those playing in the forest all your life.”

“Angus did well raising him,” said Owain. 

“Angus isn’t here to advise him, Darius is.”

“Darius is more like Angus than you want to admit,” said Gareth.

“That’s the problem.”

“I suppose he would do better to have someone older, wiser, and more cynical as advisor. Yourself, perhaps?”

“Ay.”

“He has the Council, and often seeks advice, together and individually.”

Zebulon laughed, loud and mocking. “Ned isn’t old enough to grow a beard. What wisdom can he offer?”

“Growing a beard doesn’t make one wise. And I’m beginning to wonder if being old does,” grumbled Gareth.

Zebulon snarled and had to look past Owain to glare at Gareth, which made Owain check his mount and venture into the argument.  

“My lord, if you were less critical, your advice would be better received.”

Zebulon’s glare changed from Gareth to Owain, causing the mild-mannered lord to repine.

“Don’t be offended. He’s only speaking the truth,” Gareth chided Zebulon.

“You’re all incorrigible! Ellis is a boy pretending to be king, Owain a sniveling lack beard willing to lick anyone’s boots while you nip at people’s heels like a annoying little dog without backbone to stand up face-to-face.” Zebulon kicked his horse and rode ahead.

“How do you put up with him?”

There was a heavy pause before Gareth answered. “He’s my brother. It’s just his way.”

Silence fell between them for the rest of the morning. The few comments exchanged dealt with directions or the weather. By midday, they reached the crossroads where Owain and his family took leave of the brothers. 

With an icy rain falling, Owain joined his wife, Lanay, and their eldest daughter, seventeen-year-old Gwen, in the carriage. Gwen favored her mother in looks with dark blonde hair and hazel eyes. She stared out the window watching the departing brothers.

“Why is Lord Zebulon always in such a foul mood?” she asked.

“Not all men are soft-spoken and generous like your father,” said Lanay. She noticed Owain frown at her comment. “Did he say something to upset you?”

“Let’s just say, not everyone shares your opinion of my attributes.”

Lanay huffed. “The nerve of him.”

He patted her hand. “Now, my dear, Zebulon has many faults, but he is still a fellow Council Member.”

“The king tolerated him when he grew too loud and boisterous last night, claiming it was good to keep an enemy closer than a friend,” said Gwen.

Owain raised a brow at her. “I thought you retired early?”

She blushed. “I—I ...”

He kindly smiled. “I understand. Being your first trip to Court, you didn’t want to miss anything so you went exploring on your own.”

She smiled in relief then continued, “Why doesn’t the king discipline Lord Zebulon for his disrespectful attitude?”

Discretion and deliberation made him slow to reply. “That is a question asked by others. The king replied it is better to know about open hostility then be caught off guard by a friendly hand.” He chuckled. “Quite a wise statement coming from a whelp who is wet behind the ears according to Zebulon.”

Gwen gaped in surprise. “He said about the king?”

“Among other things. Ellis keeps him on the Council for political reasons.”

“What about Lord Zebulon’s statement concerning an enemy? 

He fidgeted in his seat, his expression growing annoyed. “That is an entirely different matter.”

“Why? It sounded much like what the king said about him.”

He abruptly turned away, the irritation on his brow changing to discomfort.

Lanay placed a supporting hand on Owain’s arm while speaking to Gwen. “Enough political talk.”

Gwen wouldn’t be put off and lashed out. “That’s not what troubles me, it’s how I was treated.”

Her statement brought his focus from the window to her. “What do you mean? Did Zebulon say something to you?”

“No, but most barely spoke to me, especially after learning I am your daughter.”

He growled in anger.

Lanay attempted to calm him. “It doesn’t have to mean anything.”

“No? I’m only mildly tolerated now they treat my daughter with contempt.”

Lanay flashed a cautious glance to Gwen then back to Owain.  “Most of the nobles at Court are arrogant and self-righteous, you know that. Zebulon and Gareth are the worst.”

“No, it was Lord Allard and Baron Mathias,” said Gwen.

To this Owain grew red-faced, muttering unintelligible words.

Lanay scolded Gwen. “Enough. You’re upsetting your father.”

“So you accept my ill treatment?”

Lanay hissed in outrage, but Owain replied, “No, she does not and neither do I. However, I will handle it at the appropriate time.”

Lanay regarded him in surprised concern. Seeing her expression, he gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Leave it for now.” He could see she didn’t agree, but yielded with a nod.  When he looked to Gwen for the expected answer, she scowled and turned to the window without speaking.

Presley Manor, a fine sturdy home of wood and stone, stood in the southeast part of Midessex eighty miles from Waldron Castle. The two younger girls, twelve-year-old Candice and ten-year-old Katlyn, were eager to hear about Court; so after greeting their parents, pressed Gwen for details. 

Owain sat to relax in his favorite chair by the hearth while the girls moved to another side of the drawing room to talk. They were a lively trio and brought a smile to his lips. It pleased him that they inherited their looks from Lanay, all having various shades of blonde hair and hazel to blue eyes. Despite only being twelve, Candice considered herself knowledgeable in the ways of the world, while ten-year-old Katlyn’s independent streak made for many clashes. Gwen had a brooding nature, but all more talkative and argumentative than he liked. Lanay dealt better with conflict.

Still, quiet simplicity was more to his liking than the grandeur and complexities of Court. However, what Gwen said about her treatment disturbed him. Since being reinstated to his position, he kept a low profile, tending to estate and provincial duties rather then meddling in the affairs of Allon. He hoped it would be enough to quell the voices of objection to his reinstatement. Apparently, it did not.

His considering gaze passed to Lanay upon hearing her speak to Wade, his valet, about supper. She was a well-organized and accomplished woman. In his case, he saw the wisdom of an arranged marriage. Instead of repelling each other, her strengths countered his weaknesses and she found his soft-spoken manner to be refreshing and calming. Not that they didn’t clash, only those times were rare. He didn’t like being harsh with her in the carriage, but the discussion had to end. He didn’t want to deal with the vexing subject. However, learning the focus changed to his daughter, he would have to.

Images of the conversation with Zebulon and Gareth flashed through his mind.  Although he disliked confronting bullies, he would sooner deal with the brothers than Allard or Mathias. Allard’s shrewd intellect was capable of talking rings around even the most astute scholar. He felt inferior and intimidated by Allard. At least he knew Zebulon’s mind by what he said while Gareth always agreed with his brother. He never knew Allard’s mind and motive.

Mathias was a swaggering and dashing man whose handsome features belied the cunning mind of a trained sailor and soldier.  Where Allard used words and reason to deal with people and situations, Mathias employed charm and craftiness. Against these two he faced his greatest challenge. For Gwen’s sake, he had to find the fortitude and means to confront them.

Loud laughter drew his attention to where the girls sat chatting.

“Oh, it must have been grand seeing all the lords and ladies in splendid dress,” said Katlyn.

“Of course. You don’t expect them to wear country rags at Court.” Candice tugged on Katlyn’s dress sleeve.

“These aren’t rags,” said Gwen. The girls wore rich, fine day gowns with higher necks on the bodices for decorum. “Besides, I saw the queen and her ladies dressed very similarly during the day.”

“The queen wouldn’t be seen in these,” insisted Candice.

“The queen is more modest and practical than you are.”

Katlyn giggled and Candice stuck her tongue out at Katlyn. The youngest fumed and stuck her tongue out in retaliation.

Gwen huffed in disapproval and rolled her eyes. “Children.”

“Listen to you! Just because you’re old enough to go to Court doesn’t mean you’re better than us,” chided Candice.

“I never said better. I simply know how to behave. You must practice your manners before you are presented at Court next year.”

“I know my manners.”

“Do not,” rebuffed Katlyn.

“Do too!” Candice mercilessly pulled one of Katlyn’s hair curls, making her cry out.

Gwen seized Candice. “Stop it! You won’t impress anyone with your temper much less attract a husband.”

“Father says he’s put enough money aside in dowries to pay for whomever we want.”

“He told you?”

Katlyn sneered at Candice. “He didn’t tell her. She was sneaking around and overheard he and Mother talking.” When Candice went to smack her, Katlyn jumped out of the way. “He’ll have to buy you a husband. You’re too mean to get one by yourself.”

“That’s enough!” Lanay snapped, stepping between the girls. “Such talk is inappropriate. Your father will make the decision when the time comes. Now go to your rooms until supper and let him relax.”

“But ...”

“But nothing, Candice.”

Candice stomped her foot and marched out of the room, a pouting Katlyn followed her.

Gwen paused in leaving to speak to Lanay. “I hope whoever Father chooses for Candice will be strong enough to tolerate her.”

“Or love her enough to temper her behavior.” Lanay nudged Gwen on her way. She waited until the door closed before approaching Owain. He stared strangely at her. “What are you looking at?” 

“You, my dear. I marvel at how you handle them. At times I’m at a loss to understand what they’re talking about much less what to do.”

She softly smiled and took a seat beside him. “After all these years, you still don’t understand women?”

The door opened and Wade entered, accompanied by a blonde-haired, blue-eyed nobleman of twenty-five. “My lord, Baron Erasmus.”

Erasmus removed his hat and handed it to Wade.

“Erasmus? This is surprise,” said Owain.

“I was on my way home and I didn’t think you’d mind.”

“Of course not. Wade, food and drink for the baron.”

“Drink only. I won’t be staying long enough to eat.”

“Where is Erin?” asked Lanay.

“At a nearby inn.”

“Yet you came here, why?” she asked in suspicion.

“Council business, for which I beg your pardon to speak with Owain in private.”

She frowned at the request, yet withdrew. 

“Did something happen after I left?” asked Owain.

“Ay. Word reached Waldron of civil unrest.”

“Unrest? You mean rebellion?”

“No, not outright rebellion,” Erasmus quickly replied then frowned. “It began when some hot-heads took to the streets of Chandler –”

“In your province?” said Owain in surprise.

“Ay,” grumbled Erasmus. “But the day after I reported the occurrence to Ellis, word came from Malcolm, Allard and Hollis of rumblings in their provinces. Ellis ordered us to take charge of the situation and report our findings by the end of the month.”

“So much for the prince’s birth quieting matters.”

Erasmus appeared pensive in his observation of Owain and asked, “Have you experienced any trouble?”

“No,” he answered before seeing Erasmus’s expression. “You have a problem with that?”

“Not I. However, others do.”

Owain scowled in annoyance. “Allard. He objected to my reinstatement.”

“He wasn’t the only one voicing concern.”

“Mathias.”

“And Ranulf.”

Stunned at hearing of the formidable Highland lord’s involvement, Owain repeated, “Ranulf? Why would he join Allard and Mathias?”

Erasmus titled his head and cautiously replied, “You have a reputation.” 

Agitated, Owain crossed to the hearth and glared at the fire. The tense and unsettling situation with Gwen was worse than his originally thought. Learning of Ranulf’s involvement told him the suspicion and mistrust was spreading. What more could he do to counter it than he already has? Befuddled, his shook his head and spoke aloud his frustration.

“I have done nothing these last four years. I’ve been a model of obedience to the Vicar and king.”

“With what is happening, it is natural for suspicion to be raised and questions asked. Darius mentioned Zebulon.”

He glanced over his shoulder to Erasmus. “Did he mention me?” 

Again, Erasmus hesitated in answering. “We spoke of many possibilities and options.”

Not satisfied by the evasive answer, Owain turned to face Erasmus and forcefully repeat his question. “Did he mention me?”

Erasmus sighed and gave an affirming nod. “Ay.”

Owain swallowed back his concern to ask, “What did Ellis say?”

“I came to tell you about the unrest along with conveying his orders.”

Owain seized Erasmus. “Stop avoiding the issue! I must know.”

He steadily looked at Owain. “Ellis didn’t comment on any single possibility, only everything must to be investigated and the source of this unrest discovered and stopped.” 

Owain roughly released Erasmus and began to pace, momentarily gnawing on his lower lip. “So you came here to warn me I am one of those possibilities. I don’t think the others will be pleased about it. I’m already condemned in their eyes.”

Erasmus stopped Owain to speak to him directly. “Answer me truly and I will defend you to the others, including the king. Do you know anything about what is happening?”

“Before I answer, tell me why, when all the others are lining up against me, you are taking this risk to warn me?”

“Because I believe everyone deserves a second chance. You said yourself you have behaved properly the last four years and done nothing to arouse suspicion. And,” he said, growing a bit reticent. “I observed unwarranted and rude behavior toward Gwen.”

“Was it Allard or Mathias?”

“It doesn’t matter who. Whereas I understand questions based upon the past in regards to you, it was troubling to see your daughter treated in such a manner.” He grew reflective and melancholy. “Erin endured such base treatment because of Kemp betraying Ellis. It took much patience, love and care to soothe her wounds. I don’t want that to happen to your wife and daughters.”

“Nor do I, which is why I have behaved.”

“I know. Now, answer me. Do you know anything about what is happening?”

Owain squared his shoulders. “I swear to you, I do not.”

Erasmus smiled in relief. “Ellis wants our reports in one month.” At that moment Wade returned bringing refreshment and Erasmus greedily drank. After a sigh of satisfaction he said, “Now I must leave. I told Erin I would return promptly after speaking with you.”

“As you wish.” Owain escorted Erasmus to the door.

“Will there be anything else, my lord?” asked Wade.

Owain shook his head and waved for Wade to leave. Alone, he sat in the chair beside the hearth. Although a generous offer by Erasmus to defend him, he didn’t believe it would help to shift the rising tide against him. Zebulon and Gareth confronted everyone. Ranulf joining Allard and Mathias left only Darius, Malcolm, Ned, Hollis and Archimedes. The Vicar would not choose a side, so he could be eliminated. Beside, he recommended Owain’s reinstatement. Malcolm had been ill since Marcellus summoned the Council only to spring a trap to prevent them from joining Ellis. He was among those captured and thrown in the dungeon where he contracted his illness. Ranulf managed to escape. Erasmus’ father and Hollis’ father died incarcerated. This move only briefly silenced the Council. Ranulf’s short imprisonment cemented his determination while Hollis and Erasmus wanted to avenge their fathers’ deaths. Weakened and infirmed in body, Malcolm was sent home to the North Plains to serve as an example of Marcellus’ power. However, when given the opportunity, he joined Ellis. The only ones who did not offer immediate fidelity were Kemp and Owain.

Despite his betrayal, Kemp died trying to protect his sister, Erin, during the coup. Ned, Kemp eldest son, denounced his father in favor of Ellis and assumed the Northern Forest seat on the Council. Owain didn’t believe his forced cooperation with Marcellus went as far as Kemp, but others did. Then again, his attempt to capture Ellis ended with him being taken prisoner and used by Ellis for surety in leaving Midessex. During the botched prisoner exchange one of Ellis’ men died. Not a way to ingratiate yourself to a future king, although he felt he had no choice to protect his family. Ellis’ mercy in granting the probation surprised him. Ellis claimed he didn’t want any more bloodshed and hoped his action would unite the Council of Twelve and help Allon to heal. 

So engrossed in his pondering, he didn’t realize Lanay entered until she spoke to him.

“I heard Erasmus left. Is everything all right?”

He didn’t look at her when replying. “He told Erin he would return after delivering the king’s orders.”

She sat opposite him. “What are the orders?”

He still didn’t look at her. “The Council is to ferret out the source of unrest and send him a report in one month.”

She was surprised. “There has been trouble?”

He nodded, staring at the fire. With a resigned sigh, he admitted, “Some believe I’m the source of the trouble. That was Erasmus’ true reason for coming, to tell me.”

She grew angry. “You? What could make the king think you’re the cause?”

“Not Ellis. Allard, Mathias, and Ranulf. I have a reputation, and it is hard to argue the past.”

She reached over to take his hand. “Courage. Do as the king orders and still the voices that wrongly accuse you.”

For the first time, he looked at her, his eyes determined. “For your sake and the girls, I will do what is necessary.”

The next morning and with great zeal, Owain dispatched his militia to scour Midessex for any signs of trouble. Erasmus’ report gnawed at his brain. However, he couldn’t let the opinion of others sway him like it did in the past. The only way to still the private gnawing and silence the voices raised against him was to prove not to be the weakling and coward they branded him. Thus, for three-and-a-half weeks he coordinated the search from Presley, receiving, compiling, and sifting through the reports. He barely slept, ate little and fretted much.

The night before his report was to be dispatched to Waldron, he worked on the final draft by the light of a solitary oil lamp and dying fire. The lack of personal care showed in his scruffy face, ruffled hair and unkempt clothes. Food was brought and left on the corner of his desk. Only the bottle of wine was consumed.

Lanay entered. She wore a heavy winter dressing gown and carried a small candle. He hadn’t noticed her arrival. “Owain. You can’t keep this up.”

He replied without looking up from his work. “I’m almost done. Come the morning, I’m off to Waldron.”

“What? Not in your condition. Send Wade or Lieutenant Milner.”

Owain looked up. Although tired and pale, his resolve was unmistakable. “Nothing short of my personal appearance and effort will satisfy.”

She could not argue. “Very well. Still, you must sleep and have a good breakfast before you leave. At least humor me in that.”

He wearily smiled. “Ay. I have only to sign and seal the report to be finished.”

Clean, fed and a bit refreshed from a few hours sleep, Owain ordered his driver to leave. With the bad weather it was wiser to take the carriage than ride on horseback. Wade accompanied him.

“Do you believe your report will please the king, my lord?”

“Ay. Although it’s not Ellis who concerns me.”

“Lord Allard.”

Owain looked side-ways at Wade. “Ay. I must maintain my wits and not let myself be rattled.”

Wade slyly smiled. “Have no fear, my lord. I will keep a sharp eye and ear.”

Owain chuckled. “I know you will, only I am the one who must stand my ground. Allard is clever, Mathias a swaggering braggart, Ranulf a stubborn Highlander. I can only hope they haven’t convinced Zebulon and Gareth against me.”
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The king’s study was located on the upper galleyway between the Great Hall and the Family’s Private Quarters. The construction of the room only required some finishing touches on plaster moldings, curtains and furnishing remaining. Departing workers, both mortals and Guardians, tried not to disturb Ellis, who sat at his desk reading through the reports from the Council.

Kell stood in his customary place not far from the king observing all activity. He heard Ellis sigh for the fourth time. “Something disturbing, Sire?”

“I can’t find a single thread to give a clue to this unrest. Oh, they mention various reasons of discontent. Some claim they were financially better under Marcellus and Latham. Others are rabble-rousers who make trouble at any opportunity.” He shook his head in consideration. “There is more. I feel it. So does Shannan. Only it’s indistinguishable. At least before we knew the source.”

Kell pursed his lips in consideration before speaking. “There is something else.”

Seeing the expression, Ellis leaned back in his chair to give Kell his full attention. “What?”

“After Dagar vanished I searched for his talisman. Latham wore a copy made to act as a conduit for power. Unfortunately, I couldn’t find it.

“Why haven’t you told me this before?”

“Because I don’t know if it still exists. Despite the recent trouble, there is no proof of the talisman. It may have been destroyed along with Dagar.”

“That hardly accounts for our sense of disturbance.”

“Which is why I haven’t said anything, because I don’t know for certain yet.”

“Did Jor’el mention it?”

“No.”

Ellis snatched up a report and flipped through the pages. “Malcolm’s men ran across remnants of the Dark Way, although the place appeared abandoned. Ned mentions relics. Can someone trained in the Dark Way be using the talisman?”

“Ay, Latham and his predecessors did. The extent or potency of the power without Dagar is the unknown.”

“Just Dagar, or any Guardian?”

Kell brows grew level at the disturbing question. “I’m not sure since Dagar infused it with his powers to defeat Jor’el. The Guardian would have to possess equal strength, power, and desire. I can’t think of anyone who fits the description.”

“But it’s still possible?”

“I suppose. However, the mortal wouldn’t have access to the nether dimension and the creatures of infrinn since I sealed it.”

“Creatures of infrinn? You mean kelpies and the like?”

“Those are nuisances and can easily be manipulated by a mortal well-trained in the Dark Way. However, other creatures are more fierce, and terrible and require great power and energy to control which no mortal can achieve.”

Ellis was baffled. “Could Dagar access these creatures?”

“Ay, he enhanced them, which is how he gained the upper hand in the Great Battle.” Kell’s face grew harsh and somber in remembrance of Dagar’s rebellion and the banishing of Guardians from Allon.

Wary of the captain’s reaction
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