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Chapter One: Idris
 
The first time Idris heard about the Treasury he was five years old. His favorite cow was being led away by his father, and he had asked his mother why.
“Do you remember that Grandpa died last summer?” she asked kindly.
Idris nodded his small head.
“Now that a year has passed, it is time for us to pay his death tax.”
His mother’s words were a mystery to the young boy.
“What is a death tax?” he inquired.
Prydwen sat down on the stool that she used when churning butter, and set her son on her knee, just as she always did when she was about to explain something to him.
“Idris, do you know that we have a king?”
Idris nodded with enthusiasm. He had been told of their great and generous king, Nikolas the Bold. The king had won the war with the barbarians to the east, and because of his bravery Idris and his family remained safe.
“Calaris has always been ruled by wonderful kings and queens,” his mother continued. “A very long time ago, one of the kings looked at his vast treasury and decided that it was more than he could ever need. He loved his people, and he decided that all of the riches of the kingdom should belong to them, too.”
Idris looked around with wide eyes, expecting to see piles of gold hiding among the haystacks of his father’s field. “Where is it?”
Prydwen laughed merrily. “It is still in the Treasury, but when each child turns fifteen years old they are allowed to go and choose something to keep.”
Idris’s eyes grew even wider. “Anything?”
“Well, anything in the Treasury,” she explained. “I got a beautiful necklace of sapphires that I wore at my wedding. Your father chose a pouch of gold with which he built our house and the new barn. Your grandpa got a beautiful milk cow, and that was the beginning of this farm. Now that Grandpa has died, though, we must repay what he took. We must give it back to the Treasury. That is called a death tax.”
“But that was not Grandpa’s cow,” argued little Idris. “That was our cow!”
His mother smiled gently. “The cow that Grandpa received from the Treasury is long dead. Everything we have on this farm is because of what Grandpa did with that one cow, and so we wanted to give our very best cow back to the Treasury.”
She looked at the horizon with a thoughtful expression on her face, and there was a rueful tone to her voice that Idris didn’t understand.
“My necklace will be returned to the Treasury when I die, because we have nothing of equal value to give in exchange. Livestock and gold die or are traded, so we can’t return the exact cow or coin. We just need to give the same type of thing back to the Treasury.”
A fierce frown spread across Idris’s face. “Do you mean that my cow will not come back?”
“No, my darling.”
Tears welled up in his brown eyes and his voice rose with childish anger. “I love my cow! I want her back!”
 
 
 
 
Prydwen enfolded him in her warm embrace. “I am sorry, Idris. I know you love that cow, but it belongs to the Treasury now. We must give back what we received, otherwise there 
would be nothing left. If we did not give our very best, then we would be taking away from the boys and girls who will be going to the Treasury this year.”
Idris’s slight shoulders shook with his sobs, and he sniffed as he spoke. “When I get big, I am going to get my cow back. I will get her from the Treasury.”
She smiled down at him. “We shall see.”
 
***
 
The bright sun filtered through the dusty window into Idris’s bedroom. He muttered sleepily and turned over on his side, away from the light on his face.
Incoherent thoughts drifted in a confused jumble across his mind, and then he sat bolt upright in his bed.
If the sun was up, that meant he was very late in beginning his chores.
Why hadn’t his father called him?
Idris scrambled off of his cot and pulled on his clothes. It took him a moment to realize that his best clothes had been laid out instead of his usual work clothing, and he stared at the carefully cleaned trousers in bewilderment.
A soft knock sounded at his door and his mother stuck in her head.
“Oh, you are already awake,” she commented.
Idris began to stammer an apology. “Mother, I did not mean to sleep in…”
“Sleep in?” she repeated. “Idris, dear, you are not doing chores today.”
“I am not…?”
A wide smile spread across her face. “Idris, have you forgotten what today is?”
The last bits of sleep faded from his brain and his thoughts cleared. He returned his mother’s smile sheepishly. “It is my birthday.”
She leaned forward and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Happy birthday, my darling.”
Idris waited until Prydwen left the room and then he hurried to finish getting ready. It was his fifteenth birthday, and that meant that he would be traveling with his father to Marath, the city of King Nikolas.
He brushed his long black hair and twisted it up into a topknot, as was common with the farmers of the area. Then he walked out of the bedroom and climbed down the ladder that led to the main room of the house.
His mother was baking bread, and two of his younger sisters were helping to knead the dough. Elain and Dafina both looked up when he walked towards them and chorused, “Happy birthday, Idris!”
He grinned in return. “Thank you.”
“I saved you some breakfast,” his mother said, pointing to a covered plate on a shelf.
“Deri tried to eat it,” Dafina added, eager to report on the wrongdoings of her twin brother. “He said he needed it more since he was doing chores and you were not.”
“Yes, well, he ate plenty even without it,” said their mother, not looking up from her task.
The fare was simple, as it always was. It consisted of a bowl of hot cereal made from roughly cut grain, three boiled eggs, and some bread topped with marmalade. Idris sat down at the table and chatted with his mother and sisters while he ate.
“Where is Adwen?” he asked.
Prydwen dusted the bread dough with more flour and continued kneading. “She is out gathering eggs.”
Idris was the eldest of seven children, and Adwen was the youngest. She had always been rather pampered, and pouted whenever she was given chores. Idris was glad that she was being given more work to do, though. After all, she was seven years old, and when Idris was that age he had been doing chores for half of his life.
As if on cue, Adwen flounced into the kitchen looking sulky and carrying a basket full of eggs. Her long black hair was plaited into two braids just like her older sisters’, but her clothes looked less worn and her hands didn’t bear the calluses of hard work.
“Is this enough?” she demanded plaintively.
Their mother didn’t even glance at the basket. “Did you get them all?”
“How am I to know where they all are?” whined Adwen.
“The henhouse is not big, dearest,” said Prydwen patiently. “Just be sure to look everywhere.”
Adwen scowled. “Make Idris do it. He is just sitting there.”
“Idris will be leaving shortly with your father.”
With a huff of displeasure, the small girl stomped out of the house and back to the yard. The older children exchanged smiles, but said nothing about it.
“What do you think you will pick from the Treasury?” asked Elain.
She was two years younger than Idris, but already she was trying to decide what she would choose when her turn came. She talked about it at length with anyone who was willing to listen.
Idris’s brow furrowed and he felt a familiar weight in his chest. He had been giving it a lot of thought over the last month, but he was no closer to a decision. “I am not sure,” he said slowly.
“I am going to get a beautiful necklace like Mother’s,” declared Dafina.
Prydwen shook her head. “Oh no, darling. Do not waste the opportunity like that.”
Her children stared at her in surprise.
“What do you mean?” asked Elain.
There was a moment of silence while they waited for her to speak. When she did so, it sounded as though she was choosing her words with care.
“I was very vain when I was young. I had often been told I was the most beautiful girl in Rest Stone Valley, and I believed it to be true. I hated that my family was poor, though. I wanted beautiful things like dresses and jewelry, and I wanted to go to fancy parties and dances.”
Dafina’s expression became dreamy and she nodded with enthusiasm.
Their mother went on. “When it came time for me to go to the Treasury, I knew I wanted to pick out something beautiful to wear. That sapphire necklace was exactly what I had dreamed of having, and I chose it without hesitation.”
Elain was watching Prydwen’s face and said shrewdly, “But you regret it.”
“I have only worn that necklace a handful of times since it became mine,” she said in a practical tone. “It is not something to wear while milking cows.”
Idris and his sisters laughed at their mother’s comment, but she went on seriously.
“I could never sell it, because we would never be able to earn back enough money to repay the Treasury. All I can do is keep it safe until I die, and then it will go back from whence it came. I could have chosen something that would have been a benefit for the rest of my life, but instead I chose a few moments of vain glory.”
She reached over and placed her floury hand over her eldest son’s. “Do not make the same mistake that I did.”
“I will not,” he assured her.
Her smile became more lively as she said to Dafina, “If you wish to have something beautiful to wear, you may borrow my necklace. You do not need to get one of your own.”
“Can I wear it next week?” Dafina asked eagerly.
Elain snorted. “To the barn-raising for Selyf? That does not seem the time to wear priceless jewels.”
Dafina looked crestfallen, and their mother put her arm around her shoulders.
“Not next week, but perhaps for your first valley-wide dance.”
The glow returned to the girl’s eyes, and she resumed kneading bread dough with vigor.
“Prydwen,” shouted a deep voice from outside the house. “Prydwen, is that lazy boy up yet? It is time to go.”
Idris grinned at his mother and went to answer his father personally. He walked to the open door and began to pull on his boots. “I am ready, Father.”
Idris looked almost exactly as his father had at the same age. He was tall and slender, with hardened muscles and rough hands from working on a farm. His skin was the color of cinnamon, and that was only partially due to the days spent in the sun. His father shared all these traits, only maturity had given him a broader figure. Not a single grey hair marred his father’s black topknot, and it would be easy to mistake the two as brothers instead of father and son.
Idris took the pack that was handed to him by his father and slung it over his back. Between the two of them, they carried enough supplies to easily make the journey to Marath and home again.
Idris’s mother and sisters appeared at the door to wave farewell, and Prydwen kissed her husband and son with tears in her eyes.
“Now, now,” scolded Idris’s father gently. “There is no need for tears. We will be back in a few days.”
She nodded as she embraced her firstborn. “I know, but I just cannot believe that my baby has grown up so quickly.”
Idris patted his mother awkwardly on the shoulder and looked to his father for some clue as to how to respond.
His father simply smiled and shrugged.
“Well, hurry along,” urged Prydwen, as if they were dawdling. “You have a long way to go before dark.”
There was another slight delay when Adwen came running out of the henhouse.
“Papa, take me with you!”
Their father chuckled indulgently and swept the child into his arms. “You know I cannot, poppet. Your mama needs you here with her.”
“Only to sweep floors and gather eggs,” Adwen answered darkly.
“Such important tasks would never be entrusted to me,” said their father with mock solemnity.
“I never get to do anything fun,” wailed the girl.
Prydwen took Adwen from her father’s arms and said, “You will have plenty of fun when you get older. Cadell, you really must get going.”
Idris’s father nodded and raised a rough hand in farewell. Idris did the same and turned to follow his father down the dusty dirt road.
The path led them past their fields, where Osian, Deri, and Rolant were busy at work with their uncle and cousins. Idris waved to his brothers, who paused from their labors to watch him leaving the farm.
“Safe journey, Cadell, Idris,” called his uncle, Tegryn.
Tegryn was married to Idris’s father’s sister, and they ran the farm together. Tegryn had brought land to the partnership and Cadell had brought livestock. Together they had one of the most prosperous farms in Rest Stone Valley. Idris was proud to be a part of such a family.
Cadell clapped a hand on Idris’s shoulder and looked at his son with pride in his eyes. “Are you ready for your first adventure as a man?”
Idris tried to seem confident and excited, but deep down he was wondering that very same thing.
 



Chapter Two: Journey to Marath
 
Rest Stone Valley was surrounded by several low mountains, barely taller than hills. It was given its name due to the large stone in the center of the valley that vaguely resembled an enormous bed.
The fertile grasslands of the valley had been claimed by farmers over the generations, until it had been transformed into neatly plowed fields for as far as the eye could see. Occasional trees dotted the landscape, as did the tidy homes of those who cultivated the land. Down the center of the valley was a small river from which numerous irrigation canals spread outward.
A soft breeze swept down from the mountains, bringing the scent of pines with it. Idris took a deep breath and enjoyed the smell of it mixed with scent of freshly overturned earth.
“I doubt there is anywhere as beautiful as our valley,” he said happily.
Cadell smiled at his son’s enthusiasm. “Well, I cannot say I have traveled much, but I would be inclined to agree with you.”
“What is Marath like?” inquired Idris.
“Big,” was the unhelpful reply.
Idris laughed. “And?”
“It is big and noisy and crowded,” Cadell expounded. “There are buildings twice as tall as a house, and the palace is as large as one of our mountains. People there wear clothes made from exotic silks and fine linens, and they ride around in carriages pulled by the finest horses.”
Idris rubbed his hands over his coarse shirt, which had been carefully mended by his mother. How would he look to the rich people described by his father?
Cadell noticed the motion and gave a reassuring smile. “We will only be there for a few hours, and then we will be heading home. The people of Marath are accustomed to seeing visitors from all over the kingdom.”
The road that they walked on began winding towards the west, and Cadell waved to neighbors as they passed them working in their fields. Before long, Idris and his father were joined by another pair of travelers bound for Marath.
Idris tried to hide his dislike as he greeted the boy his own age. “Hello, Meic.”
Meic made no attempt to hide his disdain for Idris, but his father nudged him to reply. “Hello.”
Idris had known Meic his entire life, and had disliked him for nearly as long. They were almost exactly the same age—Idris being one day older—and therefore they were always grouped together during local activities.
Meic did not wear a topknot like the other boys their age, but wore his long black hair in a high ponytail. He did this because that was how warriors were described in the stories they had been told as children, and Meic dreamed of being a warrior as well. He scorned those who were happy with life on a farm and declared that only simpletons chose to stay.
Idris was among the so-called simpletons.
The animosity between the two boys went unnoticed by their fathers. Cadell shook hands with Owen heartily and suggested that they travel together.
“You are not waiting until your birthday to set out?” asked Idris, even though the answer was obvious.
“I will be fifteen by the time we reach Marath,” sneered Meic.
“I know,” said Idris, “but I thought you would want to spend your birthday with your family.”
The other boy sniffed haughtily. “I do not care about that. In a few years’ time, I will not see them anymore.”
“Lucky them,” muttered Idris.
If Meic heard, he chose to ignore the remark. “I am going to get a sword from the Treasury, and when I learn to use it I am going to join the king’s army.”
Idris frowned. “Why not join right away? They have training for people our age, even if you have never used a weapon before.”
Meic looked even more disdainful. “Do you think I want to be grouped in with all of the beginners? No, I intend to join the army when I am ready to be placed ahead of everyone else starting out.”
“Who is going to teach you how to use a sword? It is not as if there are any soldiers in Rest Stone Valley,” Idris pointed out.
His companion waved away this concern. “I will teach myself.”
Idris hid a smile as he thought about the fun that could be had witnessing Meic flailing about with a dangerous weapon. Maybe he would lose a finger and be unable to join the army after all.
At this point, Owen glanced over his shoulder and spoke to his son. “I still think you should get a cow or two pigs. I would be happy to make you a partner in the farm if you were willing to bring something to it.”
Meic’s eyes flashed with anger. “I told you, I am not going to be a farmer.”
Owen shrugged and went back to conversing with Cadell, but Idris thought he glimpsed a hurt expression in the man’s eyes.
“What are you going to choose?” Meic asked, his tone still warm from the confrontation with his father.
Idris tried to sound casual. “I do not know. I thought I would wait to decide until I see what is available.”
Meic was incredulous. “You have not decided?”
“There could be things there that we did not imagine,” said Idris defensively.
“How much imagination do you need to get something for a stupid farm?” Meic shot back.
“If you do not wish to work on the farm,” Cadell said over his shoulder to Idris, “you could get a horse. I am certain that Heilin and Collen would be happy to let you join their business.”
Cadell’s two younger brothers bred and trained horses on a ranch on the other side of the valley.
“I… maybe,” Idris said lamely.
The road they were following began sloping upward, over one of the mountains that protected Rest Stone Valley. Idris had never gone beyond the mountains of their little home, and he looked forward with anticipation to the sight he was soon to see.
The climb was not a difficult one, and the road soon reached the summit. Idris quickened his step and hopped on top of a large rock to the side of the road. Calaris stretched out before his eyes, all the way to the coast.
“I can see the ocean from here,” exclaimed Idris in delight.
Even Meic couldn’t hide his excitement. “Is Marath by the water?”
Owen nodded. “Yes, the western edge of the city is a massive port.”
Idris turned around to take in the entire view. Rest Stone Valley looked peaceful and quiet below, and beyond it lay the rest of the kingdom. Cadell began pointing out different landmarks to his son.
“Just beyond our valley the land turns to fen, all the way to the eastern border of Calaris. Then to the north and south there are grasslands, and that is where you will find all of the cities and villages and farms. Calaris is not a very wide nation, but it is quite long. I once saw a map,” he explained.
They continued walking on the dirt road as it wound downward, away from the mountain. Meic began to pepper his father with questions.
“King Nikolas has to fight to keep invaders out of the Calaris, right? Is he not the first warrior king in three generations? Are we at war with the barbarians to the east? What is their country called? Is it true that King Nikolas encourages all young men to become soldiers?”
Idris could practically see the dreams of glory swirling around Meic’s head.
Owen seemed reluctant to answer his son’s questions. “The country to the east is called Roshum, I believe. It is true that we are often at war with them…”
“Then it is our duty to join the king’s army and fight,” Meic said with satisfaction.
Cadell raised a finger. “Ah, but if we all were soldiers, who would grow the food to feed the kingdom? Even King Nikolas the Bold cannot create grain out of thin air.”
Meic was silenced by his words, and Idris grinned at his father. He knew that Cadell took great pride in his farm, and he often spoke of how it was the greatest occupation a man could have. Idris also loved the farm, but he felt strange when he thought about working there for the rest of his life.
The four kept a good pace throughout the day, stopping only briefly for a quick meal at midday. By the time the sun was beginning to set, they had reached an area just off the road that had been cleared of any plants or rocks. A blackened fire pit sat in the center, and it was apparent that the site was often used by travelers.
Idris and Meic began gathering sticks from the ground surrounding a nearby tree, and soon a small fire was burning in the pit. Cadell and Owen combined supplies, and before long they had a pot full of stew to go around and a loaf of bread to sop up the gravy.
The conversation naturally turned back to their destination, and Meic and Owen got into a heated discussion about Meic’s desire to join the army.
Cadell and Idris gave them a bit of privacy and settled down to talk on their own.
“So,” Idris’s father started, “you have not decided what you want from the Treasury?”
Idris had been reluctant to discuss it with others, but it felt natural to confide in his father. “I have been thinking about it a lot, but I can never seem to settle on anything. Every idea that I come up with just does not seem right for me.”
Cadell’s brow furrowed thoughtfully. “Do you want to join the army, like Meic?”
Idris shook his head. “No, I love the farm. But when I think about getting cows or pigs it just feels… wrong.”
“Well, there are lots of options,” his father said encouragingly. “You could get some gold and buy some land, or the blacksmith is looking for an apprentice. When I was your age I decided to get gold because I was not sure what I wanted either.”
Idris had never known this about his father. “Really?”
Cadell nodded. “Really. My brothers already had plans for breeding horses, and so your grandfather said that the farm would be mine. I did not know what I would need to help the farm along, so I just got some gold from the Treasury. I figured I could always decide later.”
“Maybe I should do the same,” said Idris doubtfully. Even that didn’t feel right.
Cadell fixed his solemn gaze on his son. “If you do, just remember that it will have to be paid back someday. It is tempting to take a large amount of gold, but if you cannot earn it back during your lifetime then you leave your family in debt when you die. Remember: we are only farmers, not lords.”
Idris considered his father’s words as he rolled up in his blanket for the night. He could not understand why it was so hard for him to decide, especially since he knew that he wanted to stay in Rest Stone Valley. He did not have dreams of adventures or glory. He just wanted to stay near his family and settle down. Maybe find a girl to marry…
It seemed that he had only just drifted off to sleep when he was being shaken awake again.
“Wake up, my boy. Time for us to get going.”
They had a cold breakfast of bread and dried fruit, packing up their camp as they ate. Owen pulled out a sweet bun for Meic, declaring it to be a birthday treat. Meic ate it with relish, looking at Idris as if expecting him to be jealous.
Idris smiled blandly and said, “Happy birthday, Meic.”
The weather was as fair as the previous day, and Idris had an enjoyable time walking along the dirt road. A slight breeze rustled through the tall grass on the sides, and soon the small road merged with a larger one that was paved with cobblestones.
Traffic on the new road was heavier, since there were many who had business in the capital of Calaris. There were wagon trains with various goods, patrolling soldiers in charge of keeping the peace, petitioners, and several other duos that looked to be parents escorting their fifteen-year-old children to the Treasury.
It took them half a day to reach the gates of Marath, but they could see the city looming in the distance long before they arrived.
Marath looked just like the cities described in the old war stories, with a wall that was made of thick stone and stood three times the height of a man. Each of the city gates were made of giant logs that had been reinforced with bars of steel, and archers were positioned along the top of the wall at regular intervals.
The four travelers joined in the line of other visitors to the city to be questioned by the guards at the gate.
“What are your names?” The guard who asked the question was wearing a green tunic that bore the sigil of the city—a tower guarded by a dragon.
“Cadell and Idris of Rest Stone Valley,” Cadell answered.
“What is your business in Marath?” the soldier questioned, jotting down a note in an enormous ledger.
“My son is now fifteen years of age. We are here to visit the Treasury.”
The soldier nodded, making another note. “How long will you be in the city?” 
“One day.”
“When you leave Marath you will be required to pass through this same gate so we can verify your information,” droned the guard, waving them past. “Thank you, move along.”
Idris thought briefly about whispering to Meic that his future as a soldier would probably be the same as the guard’s, but the jibe was driven from his mind as he entered the city.
The noise of a thousand voices talking all at once broke over Idris’s senses. The gate opened up to a square that was filled with all sorts of people. Some were greeting visitors they had been expecting, some were watching a group of street performers, some had small handcarts from which they were selling food or trinkets, some were simply standing around chatting. In the center of the square was a statue of a man holding a broadsword. He had a thick beard and he was portrayed wearing elaborate robes.
“King Nikolas,” said Cadell, gesturing to the statue.
Idris studied the statue with renewed interest. He had never seen the king before, nor a likeness of him. The statue certainly gave the man the look of a warrior, and Idris wondered if the same was true in real life.
At this point they were joined by Owen and Meic. The two of them looked just as unnerved by the chaos of the city as Idris felt.
“Shall we go on?” suggested Owen, his voice rather strained.
He pointed towards the center of the city where, even over the tops of the tall buildings, the spires of the royal palace could be seen. That was where the royal family lived, along with the higher nobility and those that served them.
Cadell gave Idris’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “The Treasury awaits.”
 



Chapter Three: The Treasury
 
The home of King Nikolas was called the Water Palace. It had been built from marble composed of various shades of blue, and the design made the building look like an enormous fountain. The spires looked like jets of water shooting towards the sky, and the walls were textured to look like water as well.
If the design of the palace itself were not enough to carry on the theme, the courtyard held several magnificent water features that added to the ambience. A waterfall tumbled down the center of the stairs to the grand entrance, several fountains glittered along the walkways, and an artificial stream flowed through the ground level of the palace.
Idris stared at his surroundings with open wonder on his face. He could never have imagined such wealth and grandeur.
One of the civic soldiers—wearing the green tunic with the city sigil—had been assigned to show them to the entrance of the Treasury, which was also on the ground floor of the Water Palace.
They walked up the stairs to the grand entrance, and through a large set of double doors that bore the royal crest—a dragon with a starburst in one of its front claws. The entrance hall was several stories high, with a glass roof letting in the sunlight. A small golden bridge took them over the artificial stream flowing through the room, and they walked down a hall to their left.
The hallway was guarded by palace soldiers—designated by blue tunics with a silhouette of the Water Palace embroidered on the chest. They watched the progress of the four farmers as they walked along, as if they didn’t trust the civic soldier to keep them under control.
At the end of the hall was a simple wooden door, in front of which stood two more palace soldiers. The civic soldier gestured them forward and then walked away without further explanation.
“You must submit to a search,” declared one of the palace soldiers.
Idris looked at his father in confusion, but followed his lead in allowing the soldier to make sure there was nothing hidden on his person. Their packs were taken to a small room off to the side, where they could pick them up after leaving the Treasury.
Idris and Cadell waited while Owen and Meic went through the same process, and then they were led through the wooden door and down a winding staircase.
At the bottom of the stairs there was a large room with several rows of benches where people could sit and wait for their turn in the Treasury. Next to another wooden door was a desk, where an aged woman with spectacles sat with a quill before her and a bookcase full of thick ledgers behind her.
Cadell led the way to the woman at the desk, and she looked at them shrewdly.
“What is the name of your city or village?”
“Rest Stone Valley,” answered Cadell.
The woman stood up and turned to the bookcase, scanning the ledgers and muttering to herself.
“Rest Stone Valley, part of the Hills Province, west of the Fenn Province…”
She selected one of the ledgers and set it on the desk with an impressive thump. The woman opened the book to the middle and thumbed her way to the last entry. Then, with a soft sigh, she sat down and prepared her quill.
“Name and lineage?”
Cadell nudged Idris, who stammered his answer. “Idris, son of Cadell, son of Garan.”
The woman made a careful entry, and Idris watched her in fascination. He had never learned how to read or write.
“Very well. Please wait there until you are called.”
Idris followed his father back to the benches where half a dozen others waited. He half-listened as Meic went through the same process, but his mind was focused on trying to slow down his racing heart.
The wooden door opened and a haughty looking girl came sweeping out. She was dressed in an elegant silk robe, and she held an elaborate tiara in her hands. A palace guard followed her out and handed the woman at the desk a slip of parchment. The woman nodded as she took it and set it aside to enter into the ledger when she was able.
“Hildar, daughter of Lord Wythe, Duke of the Hazelwood Province,” called the soldier at the wooden door.
Idris looked around and spotted a remarkably beautiful girl making her way toward the soldier. She had wavy chestnut hair and her skin was fairer than any Idris had ever seen. However, the beauty of her delicate face was marred by an expression of supreme disdain.
She went through the wooden door, and it closed behind her. Idris estimated that a half hour passed before she emerged.
The soldier handed a slip of parchment to the woman at the desk, and the process began all over again.
“Sten, son of Sten, son of Pryor.”
A slightly nauseated-looking boy followed the soldier through the wooden door. It was only a handful of minutes before he returned with a leather pouch in his hand.
“Durban, son of Cian, son of Laz.”
Idris found his attention waning. He was tired from the heightened emotions of the day, and he was impatient to be done.
After another hour, he heard the soldier call out, “Meic, son of Owen, son of Cybi.”
Idris leaned over to his father and whispered, “I thought I would be first.”
Cadell shrugged. “They must have mixed up the order. It does not matter.”
Meic followed the palace soldier through the wooden door and emerged several minutes later with a sword in his hands. His smug face shone with triumph as he faced his waiting father.
“Well,” said Owen softly, “I suppose we should head home.” He turned to Cadell and asked, “Would you like us to wait for you?”
Cadell shook his head. “No, you go on ahead.”
Idris could understand why his father had said that. There was an expression on Owen’s face that said he wanted to talk to his son alone.
“Idris, son of Cadell, son of Garan.”
Idris felt his heart leap in his chest and he turned around in a jerky motion.
“Good luck, son,” Cadell said quietly.
Idris nodded his thanks and walked over to the soldier, feeling that his feet were somehow not attached to his body.
He passed through the wooden door and found himself standing in another room, smaller than the last. There were two more palace soldiers standing by a table that held scales and other measuring instruments, and beyond them was a tall and ornate door.
The door was overlaid with gold and the royal crest was depicted with thousands of glittering jewels. The dragon appeared to be made of rubies, with eyes of emerald, and the starburst was made up of diamonds.
“Idris, son of Cadell, son of Garan?”
Idris nodded to confirm his identity, his eyes still glued to the display of wealth before him.
“You may return with a single item or, if you wish for coins or jewels, you may use one of the pouches provided within and fill it to capacity. Return here with your choice and it will be documented.”
He nodded again and one of the guards grasped the golden handle to the door and pulled it open.
Idris forced himself to walk through the opening, once again feeling as though he were not connected to his own body. He came to an abrupt stop as soon as he crossed the threshold, and he barely heard the door close behind him.
The Treasury was easily half the size of the palace itself, and Idris marveled that such a large space could exist underground. More amazing than that was the fact that every reasonable space was filled with valuables.
There were mountains of coins—gold, silver, and copper—and there were veritable rivers of loose jewels. There were several display cases with jewelry and armor, and there were stands holding a variety of weapons. There were bolts of cloth and a stack of rare fur pelts, and there were ornate vases and statues and other works of fine art. There were gilded mirrors and jeweled platters, and sets of fine china in protective cases.
Idris could barely process all of what he was seeing. How could he possibly choose a single item among all of the riches?
On a table to his right there were three stacks of leather pouches in different sizes. The smallest was as large as his fist and the largest was the size of his head. Idris suddenly understood his father’s advice about choosing carefully. It was indeed a great temptation to use the biggest pouch and fill it with gold and jewels, but how would he ever pay such wealth back?
Having become more accustomed to the sight of the glittering abundance before him, Idris took a deep breath and began his search.
To his left there was a curious stand filled with tokens hanging on small silver hooks. The tokens depicted pictures of different livestock, along with a number. Idris didn’t know how to read, but he had been taught to recognize numbers. Farmers used numbers far more than any other written symbol.
He could see that there were many options in regard to animals that could be claimed from the royal stables. One horse or one cow; two pigs or three goats. There were tokens representing sheep, chickens, rabbits, turkeys, dogs, cats, pigeons, and numerous others. There were also a number of exotic animals, such as peacocks or leopards. Idris grinned at the idea of taking home a leopard.
Even though it made the most sense for Idris to take one of the tokens back to the palace guards and go to the stable to claim his prize, it still did not feel right. He slowly walked away from the stand, wondering if he was making a mistake.
He wandered among the piles of valuables, occasionally picking up something to inspect it closer.
There was a filigreed spyglass sitting next to several instruments that Idris did not recognize. There was a vase made of pure crystal. There was a statuette of a man riding a horse.
Nothing stood apart in Idris’s mind.
He stopped in frustration, rubbing his eyes, which were tired from the glare of the gold around him.
How was he to choose?
Suddenly, he felt something.
It was almost like a physical tug on his body. He took a few uncertain steps forward, following the pull but almost wanting to resist.
He didn’t understand what was happening, and that frightened him.
He continued moving forward slowly, his mind searching for a reason for this strange pull. He wove through the Treasury as if he had always known the path he was taking. At the far end he slowed to a stop, staring at a small doorway hidden to the side of a large display of helmets.
Even if Idris had walked right in front of the doorway, he doubted that he would have noticed it. Yet, somehow, he had known it was there.
With a sense of trepidation, Idris walked through the opening into a darkened room. The only light in the room came in from the Treasury, which was not much to see by. Dimly, he could see the outlines of a number of weapons—swords, bows, spears, axes, and other things Idris didn’t recognize.
His eyes fixed on a single silhouette and his hand reached out to grasp the item that had drawn him there.
Almost expecting some sort of trap to suddenly snap around him, Idris hurried out of the dark room and back to the light of the Treasury. Then he stared at the doorway for several heart-pounding moments, waiting for something to happen.
When nothing did happen, Idris began to breathe more normally. He looked down to examine the weapon in his hand.
It was a polearm, almost like a spear but with a larger head. The shaft was about six feet long, and the wood gleamed with a black lacquer finish. The end opposite of the blade had a pointed cap made of steel with designs etched into it. The metal piece that held the head to the shaft was formed in the image of a dragon, and the blade itself looked like a tongue of flame issuing from the dragon’s mouth.
The dragon was overlaid with gold, and dozens of tiny rubies were set to look like sections of its scales. The details etched into the figure were exquisite, and the fierce expression on its face made it seem alive. Two glittering sapphires made up the eyes, and the teeth were tiny diamonds.
Idris stared at the weapon in wonder, amazed at the skill and care that had been put into making it.
Who are you?
Idris almost dropped the polearm in surprise. He looked around, trying to find the source of the voice that had spoken to him. It was a woman’s voice, musical and filled with confidence.
Who are you?
The voice had become more insistent, but Idris hardly took notice of the tone. His mind was whirling with the realization that the voice had slipped directly into his head.
“I…I am Idris…” he stammered.
How dare you take hold of me without the permission of my master!
Idris’s eyes widened as he stared down at the weapon in his hand.
“Are you the spear?”
The voice was filled with contempt. I am not a spear. I am a partisan.
“I am sorry,” apologized Idris. “I am a farmer, and I am not very familiar with different types of weapons.”
A farmer? scoffed the partisan. Then you have no business touching one of the most famed weapons in the world. Return me to my master at once.
“Who is your master?” Idris asked.
He is called Marlais.
“Marlais Dragonspear?”
If Idris had not already been shocked by having a conversation with a weapon, this information would have floored him.
Marlais Dragonspear was a legendary hero, not just in Calaris but around the world. It was said that he defeated the last of the bloodthirsty giants that had terrorized the land. Stories told of his many battles and his glorious victories. There was even a tale that he had fought with Death for the soul of his beloved wife. Such elaborate tales may have been invented by storytellers, but history did say definitively that Marlais Dragonspear helped King Lyndham to found the kingdom of Calaris.
I suppose he is called that by some.
Idris had so many questions rushing through his head he didn’t know where to begin. “What was he like? Were you his magical spear? Were you with him when he battled the giant?”
The voice became rather testy. I told you, I am not a spear. And why do speak of him in the past tense?
“Marlais Dragonspear lived hundreds of years ago. He is long dead,” Idris said carelessly, eager to ask more questions.
You lie, said the voice quietly.
Idris was taken aback. “What?”
You lie!
“Why would I lie about something like that?” he asked the partisan.
There was no response.
“Hello?”
The silence seemed almost deafening, and Idris wasn’t sure what to do next. He briefly considered putting the magical weapon back in the hidden room, but something deep within him rejected the idea.
He may not understand why, but he was meant to take the partisan with him.
Not knowing what else to do, Idris walked back to the entrance of the Treasury and pushed the door open. The palace soldiers were waiting for him, and they waved him over to the table.
“A spear?” asked one of the soldiers, his quill ready to make a note on a slip of parchment.
“She said she was a partisan,” Idris answered.
“What?”
The soldier looked up sharply and took the partisan from Idris’s hands. He only had to glance at it and his eyes widened in disbelief.
“Where did you get this?” he asked harshly.
Idris felt his heart beating faster, and he wondered if he was in trouble. “I found it in a room near the back.”
“How did you find that room?”
“I do not know. I was led there…” Idris tried to explain.
“Led there?”
He made a helpless gesture. “Something inside me took me there.”
Idris didn’t have any other explanation, and he wasn’t sure if the soldiers believed him. They were all staring at him so intensely that he felt uncomfortable.
After several moments, the palace guards began conferring with one another in low voices. Idris could only hear a murmur, and so he had no idea what they were saying. Before too long they seemed to come to some sort of agreement, and the soldier who had been questioning Idris turned back to the boy.
“It is rare that one is drawn to that room. Only the one who is meant to wield a magical weapon can find the room and remove an item from it. If you have brought out this partisan, then it is meant to be yours.”
Idris felt a twinge of doubt. The voice of the partisan certainly didn’t want anything to do with him.
The soldier went on. “However, there is a condition to go along with such a choice. You will be offered the opportunity to train as a member of the Royal Guard—an elite group of soldiers dedicated to the personal service of the royal family. If you wish to keep the weapon, you must go through the training and serve the king for the rest of your life.”
Idris’s chest constricted and he had difficulty taking a breath to speak. “What if I do not want to be a soldier?”
The palace guard shrugged. “Then this weapon goes back to the Treasury and you go on your way.”
“Do I get to pick something else from the Treasury?” asked Idris.
“No.”
The soldier turned and began writing on the slip of parchment. He spouted more instructions as he did so. “The partisan will be kept here for safekeeping. If you choose to train as a member of the Royal Guard, you can reclaim it. You will first go through the same basic training as the army recruits, and then you will begin your specialized training with other members of the Royal Guard. The next training cycle begins in twenty days, and the following cycle begins exactly a half year after that. If you choose to reclaim the partisan, return to the palace by then.”
The soldier walked over to the wooden door that led to the waiting room. He held it open for Idris to pass through.
Idris was so stunned by the events of the past hour that he could barely believe that they had actually happened. He walked back to the waiting room mechanically, feeling dazed and overwhelmed.
His father appeared before him with a smile on his face. “Well, what did you pick?”
Idris was speechless. How could he explain to his father what had happened?
 



Chapter Four: Home Again
 
The journey home was a strained one. Idris couldn’t fault his father for the stunned silence that persisted most of the way. After all, Cadell had never had any reason to believe that his eldest child would ever choose a life away from Rest Stone Valley. Idris had always made it perfectly clear that he loved their home and wanted to stay.
Idris didn’t know what to make of the situation himself, and he was glad for the opportunity to sort out his thoughts and feelings in quiet.
Would he reclaim the partisan?
The partisan itself didn’t seem too keen on the idea of being used by a farmer. And while it was true that Idris would not be able to get anything else from the Treasury, he didn’t necessarily need anything. He could continue to work on his father’s farm and earn a living easily enough that way.
He had every reason to stay in Rest Stone Valley.
Then why did he feel so uneasy about the decision?
The whole family was waiting for them when they arrived at the modest home at the edge of their farm. Idris’s siblings were raking their eyes over him and his pack, trying to catch a glimpse of what he had brought back from the Treasury.
“I see you did not bring back a cow or some pigs,” his mother said with a smile. “Did you choose gold, like your father?”
She noticed Cadell’s somber expression and the smile faded from her lips.
“I think you have something to tell your mother, Idris,” Cadell prompted his son.
Idris had never felt so uncomfortable in his life. It was bad enough to have his mother looking at him so intently, but all of his siblings were staring as well.
“I have been offered a place to train as a member of the Royal Guard,” he said in a subdued voice.
Prydwen’s eyebrows shot upward. “The army?”
Idris shook his head. “No, not the army. They are a special group of soldiers who serve the royal family personally.”
Idris’s brothers all made sounds of awe and envy, but his mother continued to look confused.
“Why were you offered this position?”
Idris shifted from foot to foot. “Because… I chose a… weapon. A special weapon that has magic.”
Silence fell over the room like a heavy blanket.
“Why did you choose a weapon?” demanded Adwen. “That does not seem like a smart choice at all. You cannot use it on a farm.”
He smiled at his sister’s innocent straightforwardness. “I did not mean to,” he explained to his entire family. “I was trying to decide what I wanted when I felt this pull on my body. I was drawn to the weapon, and I knew I had to take it. The palace soldiers said that was why I could train to be a Royal Guard. Only the people meant to use those special weapons can find them and take them.”
“Where is it?” asked Rolant. He was only nine years old, and he was clearly having a hard time containing his excitement.
“I was not allowed to bring it home,” said Idris. “I can only have it if I go and train to be a member of the Royal Guard.”
“Is it a sword like Meic’s?” asked Osian.
“No,” answered Idris. “It is a partisan.”
Deri looked just as excited as Rolant, even though he was three years older. “What is a partisan?”
“It is kind of like a spear, but with a blade for the head.”
His siblings all grinned, but Idris found that he couldn’t share in their enthusiasm. He looked into his mother’s brown eyes and saw a mixture of emotions that he didn’t recognize. He couldn’t tell if she was happy or sad.
“I do not have to go,” he said softly. “I could stay here and work on the farm.”
“Would you get to choose something else from the Treasury?” asked Elain.
Idris shook his head. “No, my choice is already made.”
“That does not seem fair,” she complained. “If you stay here then it is like you did not get anything at all.”
“That is probably the point,” Cadell said abruptly. “They are trying to force you into joining the Royal Guard.”
Idris looked at his father and saw something ugly in his expression. Cadell was not one given to anger, but there was plenty of it on his face as he turned and stalked out of the house.
Prydwen clapped her hands to get the attention of her children. “Well, back to work, my darlings. There is still plenty of daylight, and still much to do.”
They all scattered, going about their various tasks, and only Adwen was foolish enough to whine about it.
Idris’s mother put her arm around his shoulders and looked up at him. “How tall you are getting,” she commented distractedly.
He tried to smile, but his facial muscles didn’t cooperate. He looked at her with pleading eyes and asked, “Mother, what should I do?”
It was a question he had asked countless times throughout his life. She always seemed to have an answer for him, even if it involved him figuring it out on his own.
“What do you want to do, love?”
Idris shrugged unhappily. “I do not know. I always thought that I wanted to stay here and work on the farm. I love our home and I love the work. I never wanted anything else until I touched that partisan.”
Her brow furrowed slightly. “What did you feel when you picked up the weapon?”
He paused, searching for the right words. “I wanted to be extraordinary. She told me that she had belonged to Marlais Dragonspear, and I wanted to go out into the world and become just as famous as him.”
Prydwen frowned. “She?”
“The partisan,” Idris explained. “She spoke to me.”
His mother considered this unusual information for several moments before she spoke. “Idris, magic is not common in our world. Most of it died out with the warriors of old. If you are one of the few who are able to use such power, then you have a responsibility to try and make our world a better place.”
He looked at her in surprise. “You want me to leave?”
She laughed. “Of course not, my darling. I want you to stay with me always, but that could never be. You have become part of something greater, and it is my duty as your mother to help you reach your potential.”
For a moment Idris felt happy again, but then his heart fell. “What about Father? He does not want me to go.”
Prydwen brushed her hand against his cheek. “Just tell him what is in your heart. He will understand.”
Idris knew that it would be better to talk to his father sooner rather than later, so he gave his mother a quick kiss on the cheek and walked out of the house in the direction Cadell had gone.
The first place Idris looked was in the barn, and he was relieved to find his father there. He didn’t really want to wander all over the farm looking for him. Cadell was up in the hay loft when Idris walked in. He knew that his father had seen him, but he went on feeding the cows with unnecessary energy. Cadell stabbed at the hay with his pitchfork and flung it down to the stalls below.
“Father, may I speak to you?”
“It took us a day and a half to come home from Marath,” his father pointed out. “Why did you not speak to me during that time?”
Idris looked down at his worn boots and scuffed the dirt on the ground. “I was trying to sort things out. Everything happened so fast.”
Cadell leaned on the pitchfork and gazed down at his son. “That they did.”
“You know I love this farm,” Idris said, looking up again. “I never wanted to leave before, but now…”
He didn’t know how to go on.
“Now you feel the call to greater things,” Cadell finished for him.
Idris felt it would be disloyal to his home to agree, but he knew that his father was right.
Cadell climbed down the ladder from the hay loft and stood before his son. “Do you not see the danger of your position? The king is trying to force you into accepting the role of Royal Guard. That is why it is not an option to choose something else from the Treasury. It is either serve the king or get nothing at all. The king wants control of all magic in the kingdom, and by choosing the life of a Royal Guard you are letting him decide your fate.”
“I thought you admired King Nikolas,” Idris said uncertainly.
“He is a great warrior and he has kept us safe from those who wish us harm,” admitted his father, “but he is still human. Moreover, he is a king. He is accustomed to getting his own way, and he is willing to do whatever it takes to stay in power.”
Idris frowned at the floor, feeling troubled. “Mother says it is my responsibility to try and make the world a better place.”
“Yes, well, your mother always believes the best will happen,” Cadell said gruffly.
“Is she not right?” Idris asked in a pleading tone. “Are we not supposed to do everything in our power to make this world better?”
“You would not be improving the world,” snapped Cadell. “You would be protecting the king and his family.”
“It would put me near people of power, where I might be an influence for good, just like Marlais Dragonspear.”
Idris’s father paused and looked at his son earnestly. “Do you honestly believe that could happen?”
“It could,” Idris insisted defensively.
Cadell sighed and turned away. “Idris, you are a man now. That is what it means to go to the Treasury—you are of age to choose your own path in life. I have said my piece, and now I will support your decision, whatever it may be.”
Idris didn’t find this any more comforting than if his father had refused to give him permission to go. He felt that he would be going against his father’s wishes if he decided to return to Marath.
He left his father in the barn and wandered through the farm, not really noticing where he was walking. Idris stopped in surprise when he found himself standing in front of the irrigation canal, next to his favorite tree. He climbed into its cradling branches and stared up at the clear blue sky.
What was he going to do?
His mother felt that he should go, his father felt that he should stay. They had both said that they would support his decision, but he was bound to disappoint one of them.
The hardest part about the whole situation was that Idris didn’t know how he felt about it. Part of him was certain that this was all a dream. He was nothing but a farmer, so how was it that he was being offered the opportunity to train as a Royal Guard and wield the legendary weapon of Marlais Dragonspear?
He wanted to see where this new path would take him, but he also wanted to stay at home with the people he loved.
If only it were possible for him to do both.
“Idris?”
He looked down and saw Osian standing at the foot of the tree.
“Mother sent me to find you. It is time for supper.”
Idris hopped down from the branches and fell into step with his brother as they walked back to the house. Osian was only one year younger than Idris, and they had always been close.
“I hope you decide to go,” Osian said suddenly.
Idris looked at him in surprise. “What?”
“I know Father does not want you to go, but I hope that you do.”
Idris flashed a teasing grin at Osain. “Are you that eager to get rid of me?”
Osian smiled widely in return. “Yes.”
They laughed together, and Idris punched his brother lightly on the arm.
After a moment, the smile faded from Osian’s face and he became serious again. “Really, though. No one from Rest Stone Valley has ever done anything but continue with the way things have always been. The most daring thing anyone has ever done was join the army, but you have been offered a position among the king’s elite.”
“It is a great opportunity,” admitted Idris.
“It would be good for the people of the valley to see that there is life beyond these mountains, and we would all be so proud to see you succeed.”
“What if I do not succeed?” Idris asked quietly.
Osian shrugged. “You will never know unless you try.”
Idris nodded, considering his younger brother’s words.
“Besides,” continued Osian, “I want to join the army, and it will be easier for our parents to accept if you do it first.”
Idris’s eyebrows rose. “I did not know that you wanted to join the army.”
His brother’s expression was wry. “Well, I did not think it would be possible. But if you go, then it would not be so hard for me to follow.”
Idris laughed again. “So you want me to break the land so you can have easy planting?”
Osian was completely unapologetic. “Yes.”
“What about the farm?”
Osian waved his hand. “We have two other brothers, and Uncle Tegryn has three sons of his own. There are plenty of men to continue running the farm.”
Idris knew he was right, and he felt better having listened to what Osian had to say. Idris was still undecided about whether or not to join the Royal Guard, but something deep within him said that his uncertainty wouldn’t last much longer.
 



Chapter Five: Decision
 
Idris shared a bedroom with his three brothers, and they all begged him for the details of his trip to the Treasury as they lay in bed that night. They were particularly interested in the description of the partisan and how he had been drawn to it. After Idris had told his story three times, he insisted they all go to sleep.
The next morning Idris joined his brothers and father working in the fields, where he overheard Deri telling one of their cousins about what had happened in Marath. By the next day it seemed that the entire valley had heard the story, and they were all coming to Idris to ask him about it or to give their advice.
“No good will come of it,” warned Selyf, a young man who was only just starting out as a farmer. “You would be better off staying here and leaving the royals to themselves.”
“So, it is true?” came an arrogant voice tinged with anger.
Idris and Selyf turned to see Meic walking down the dirt road towards them. He was wearing his sword strapped to his side, and he made a show of adjusting it as he came to a stop.
“That depends on what you have heard,” Idris said slowly.
There were certain aspects of the tale that had become distorted with the retelling. Some of it consisted only of small embellishments, but there were some stories that had gotten rather ridiculous. Idris had been asked if he had been turned into a dragon by magic and if that was why the king wanted him as a personal bodyguard.
“I heard that you were asked to join the Royal Guard,” Meic said with a sneer.
Idris nodded. “That is true.”
“That is impossible,” Meic spat. “They are the elite among the military. There are less than a dozen of them in the entire kingdom. You are nothing but a farmer, so why would they ask you to join them?”
“Idris has always been special,” said a soft voice from behind them.
They all turned in surprise to see a girl of fifteen approaching them from the field. She had gentle brown eyes and her long black hair was braided down her back. Her brown skin was darkened by the sun and her hands were rough with work, but she moved with a grace that uncommon among the people of the valley.
Meic stood up straighter and puffed out his chest. “Hello, Siani.”
“Hello,” she said with a smile, but her eyes were on Idris.
Meic noticed this and scowled. “Idris is not special,” he insisted. “He is just a farmer.”
Siani raised an eyebrow. “Are not we all?”
“Not me,” he said hurriedly, adjusting his sword again to draw attention to it. “I am joining the army.”
“And you will surely be missed,” Selyf said with a sly grin, looking between Idris and Siani.
Meic’s face flushed a mottled red. “Where is this weapon of yours that is so special, Idris? Because I heard you came back from Marath with nothing.”
“They said I had to leave it at the palace for safekeeping. I can reclaim it if I return for training,” he explained.
Meic made a sound of disbelief. “It seems more likely that you got nothing at all.”
“Why would I go all the way to Marath to come back with nothing?” Idris asked in a scathing tone. “I could have just stayed at home. It is not a requirement to go to the Treasury.”
The other boy switched tactics without pause. “Then maybe you got something that you just do not want your family to know about. I bet this is all a ruse so you can leave Rest Stone Valley and keep whatever you got all to yourself.”
Idris clenched his fists and felt his face grow warm with anger. “My family would let me keep whatever I chose.”
“Then why did you come back with nothing?” taunted Meic.
“I told you,” Idris said in a loud voice. “The soldiers said I had to leave it at the palace.”
“Hmph,” snorted Meic. “The least you could do is tell a believable lie.”
“I am not lying!”
“Now, now,” Selyf said. His voice was authoritative, though his face belied his discomfort.
Siani was the one to step in between them. “Idris is not lying, Meic.”
“How do you know?” Meic asked angrily.
“Because Idris does not lie,” she answered simply. “If you do not believe him now, you will when you both leave to start your training.”
It was the two boys’ turn to look uncomfortable.
“I was not planning on going right away,” muttered Meic.
Idris shifted from foot to foot. “I have not decided if I want to be a Royal Guard.”
“Ha,” said Meic in triumph. “You do not even have the courage to leave your precious little farm.”
Idris probably would have hit Meic right then, but he suddenly heard his father’s voice approaching from behind them.
“I think it is time for you to go home, Meic.”
Cadell’s voice brooked no argument, and his stern expression left Idris feeling somewhat cowed. Meic turned and stalked away, followed soon by Selyf and Siani who made their excuses and left the scene. Soon Idris was alone with his father, and they silently turned to walk home.
After several moments, Cadell spoke to his son. “Staying here does not make you a coward, Idris, nor does going to train in Marath make you brave.”
Idris nodded, but said nothing in return. His father went on without encouragement.
“Courage is not made by a single decision, my son. It is a lifetime of actions that come to define who you are.”
No more was said between them, but Idris’s mind was full of a flurry of thoughts.
He knew that his father was right, and he was glad for the wisdom in Cadell’s words. He wanted to become a man of courage, and now he knew that to do that he needed to choose the life that would enable him to live as he wanted to become.
That night he told his parents of his decision.
“Mother, Father… I think I would like to train as a Royal Guard.”
They looked at him for several somber moments.
“Are you certain?” his mother asked him gently.
Idris took a deep breath and nodded. “I am.”
“Very well,” said his father, looking rather grave. “We shall have to find out what you will need to begin your training. I believe they will provide you with a uniform, and you already have a weapon…”
Prydwen took over with a bustle of energy. “Yes, he may have those things, but he will still need plenty of underclothes and some new boots. We will also need to find out what your living conditions will be like, so we can know if we need to provide bedding or anything like that.”
Idris watched her as she began to move around the house. Now that his decision had been made, it felt like the world had begun moving again.
The next several days passed in a strange blur. Idris found himself busier than he had ever been. He wanted to make sure to do his part in working around the farm, especially since he would probably never participate again. He felt very strongly that he should give his very best effort to his home and his family before leaving them. 
His brothers half-joked that he was making them look bad, to which their father retorted that they should be working like that all the time.
“If leaving home inspires this kind of work, perhaps I should make all of you leave,” Cadell said with a grim smile.
Osian had said nothing about his plans for joining the army, but after their father’s joke Idris glanced over at Osian and saw him looking back with hope in his eyes.
The time Idris had at home passed all too quickly for the young man, and soon the night before his departure had come. Prydwen made a special dinner with all of Idris’s favorite foods and fussed over him when he didn’t take a fourth helping.
After the meal, Idris found himself feeling restless but with nothing to do. There wasn’t much for him to pack, for they had been told that the army provided everything necessary. He wandered around the house aimlessly until he heard his father call to him.
“Idris, come sit with me.”
He obeyed gladly, grateful for any distraction from his own anxiety.
Cadell was repairing part of a harness used in the labors in the fields, and his hands continued their steady work as he spoke. “I have already said my piece concerning this decision of yours, and you know that I will say no more about it.”
Idris nodded. He knew that his father was not one to waste words. He usually stated his opinion once and then left it at that.
“That being said,” Cadell went on, “I do want you to know that I trust you to make this decision. That is why I did not refuse to give you my blessing. You are a man now, and men do not always agree with one another. That makes it even more important that you know your own mind and make the decisions that are best for you. In life you will often be told that you are wrong, but you are a good lad and your heart will lead you aright if you have the nerve to follow it.”
“What if I am wrong in this decision?” asked Idris in a low voice.
Cadell paused in his repair work and looked at his firstborn. An expression of tender affection appeared in his usually stern brown eyes, and Cadell placed a hand on Idris’s shoulder. “Then you will come home in a year or two and resume your work on the farm.”
Idris appreciated his father’s words of comfort, and it was nice to know that he had a place to return to even if he failed as a soldier. But there was something else in his father’s voice that Idris understood all too well.
He had to give his new life everything he had for at least two years before he would be welcomed home again.
Cadell often spoke of the importance of putting in a real effort before drawing any conclusions. A tree stump was not impossible to remove until they had tried everything conceivable and failed.
Idris knew that his father would not accept his return home unless he had first proven that he had done everything in his power to try and succeed.
“Will you come and visit me this winter?” Idris asked.
Cadell shrugged and went back to repairing the harness. “We shall see.”
Idris couldn’t help but laugh at his father’s answer. “You know Mother will make you.”
The farmer raised a rough finger. “I will not make a promise that I do not know that I can keep. We will see what the autumn brings.”
Idris continued to grin. “When you do come, be sure to bring the whole family. I am sure that I will want to share it with all of you.”
Cadell shook his head stubbornly. “We shall see.”
Idris nudged his father’s foot with his own and then dodged the swat he got in return. Laughing, he walked out of the room and into the kitchen where his mother was finishing up her tasks for the evening.
When she saw him, Prydwen pulled out a chair and gestured to it. “Sit down, Idris.”
He complied and watched as she pulled out the wash basin and filled it with water. She set it on a stand that she positioned behind Idris, then she gathered a bar of soap and a towel.
Idris faced forward and Prydwen unwound his topknot, guiding his head back to rest on the lip of the wash basin.
It had been years since Idris had let his mother wash his hair. As a child he had declared that only babies needed help doing it, but there was something special about letting her do it on the eve of his departure. He closed his eyes and relaxed as she lathered soap into his hair and rubbed his scalp with her fingers.
Nothing was said between them as Prydwen washed her son’s hair and rinsed out the suds. She wrapped his hair in a towel when she was finished and took the basin outside to empty the water. When she returned she pulled out a comb and gently worked out any tangles from his long black hair.
A lump formed in Idris’s throat as his mother combed his hair. She had always taken care of him, and now he was going away. He tried to think of a way to put his feelings into words, but nothing he thought of seemed adequate.
Prydwen finished combing his hair and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “It is time you got to bed, my darling.”
Idris stood and faced his mother, still feeling that words weren’t enough. “Thank you,” he said simply.
She smiled and patted his hands. “You are very welcome.”
He caught her hand in his and held it the way he used to when he was a child. They stood there for several moments, looking at each other and savoring the time together. Finally, with a sad sigh, Idris followed her advice and went to bed.
 



Chapter Six: A New Life
 
Idris had never before seen his family as solemn as they were during breakfast the next morning. Adwen began crying well before the meal was over, and Elain and Dafina looked as though they wanted to do the same. Rolant and Deri stared at their food with uncomfortable expressions on their faces, and Osian looked between Idris and their parents to measure their reactions to a son leaving home.
When Cadell announced that it was time to go, everyone followed Idris to the front door. He hugged all of his siblings, exchanging a few words of farewell with each of them. When he got to Adwen she let out a forlorn wail.
“Do not go, Idris! I love you so much!”
Tears stung his own eyes as he hugged her tighter. “I love you, too, Adwen. I will miss you.”
As Idris faced his mother he felt his tenuous grasp on self-control slipping. He tried to speak normally, but his voice cracked and betrayed his emotion.
“I will miss you most of all,” he said softly.
Prydwen’s face streamed with tears, but she smiled as she caressed his cheek. “And I will miss you, my sweet son.”
Idris gave a half-laugh and said, “Father says he will not come and visit me this winter.”
Cadell scowled and retorted, “That is not what I said. I said I would not promise to do so.”
Prydwen chuckled. “Well, I promise to come and visit you this winter.”
Idris felt his chest warm with the prospect. “That would be nice.”
“Well, well,” urged Cadell in a husky tone, “say goodbye to your son, Prydwen. We are late getting started.”
She held Idris close and for a moment she seemed unwilling to let go. “I love you, Idris. I love you always, no matter what.”
“I love you, too, Mother,” he whispered back, feeling safe in her arms and suddenly wishing she would never let go.
Prydwen finally released him and made an encouraging gesture with her hands. “Get along. Your father is growing impatient.”
Idris hurried to his father’s side, setting off down the familiar dirt road.
“We are late,” Cadell muttered to himself.
“Late?” Idris asked in surprise.
Cadell didn’t answer, but it soon became apparent why he was hurrying down the path. Owen and Meic were waiting for them where their roads met.
Idris groaned and received a reproving glance from his father.
“Owen,” called Cadell, “I apologize for being late. Saying goodbye to the lad took longer than I thought.”
Owen assured him that they had not been waiting long, and Meic gave Idris his most scornful look.
“Crying over your precious farm?” sneered Meic quietly enough that he wouldn’t be overheard by the adults.
“I thought you were waiting a couple of years before starting your training,” Idris shot back.
Meic snorted derisively. “There is no way I am letting you get seniority over me.”
“Well, there is no possibility of you getting seniority over me. The Royal Guard does not answer to the army. They receive their orders from the king himself,” Idris said with a smug smile.
He enjoyed watching Meic’s face mottle with anger, especially since their private conversation was forced to come to an end. Owen and Cadell had finished exchanging pleasantries, and were now paying attention to their sons.
“Joining the Royal Guard, eh, Idris?” asked Owen. “That is quite an honor. I must admit that I am glad to have another valley boy there to watch over Meic. You two can help one another through your training and keep each other out of trouble. It is good to have a friend close by.”
“Not likely,” Meic said sourly. “Idris will have his special training, so he will not have time for any of us commoners.”
Owen frowned in concern. “You will not be together?”
Idris flashed Meic an angry glance for worrying his father unnecessarily. It was clear that Owen was already having a hard time letting his son go. Why did Meic have to make it harder?
“We will be together for most of the training at the beginning,” assured Idris. “I will not separate completely until I am finished with all of my basic training.”
Cadell gave Idris an approving nod. “See, Owen?” he said in a hearty tone. “The boys will not be alone among strangers.”
Meic and Idris exchanged scowls, and Idris privately thought that it would be better to be alone than to have to deal with Meic.
The journey to Marath was not as Idris had hoped it would be. He had looked forward to some time alone with his father to talk. Instead, he was forced to listen to Meic brag about his budding skills with his sword and how he was sure he would get through training easily. Meic didn’t even stop when they set up camp for the night, and Idris wished that one of the adults would give the hint that no one wanted to hear anymore. Unfortunately, that didn’t happen, and Idris continued to suffer.
As they approached the gates of the city the following day, Meic hurried ahead and Owen followed. He seemed determined to at least arrive before Idris, if nothing else. Idris kept his pace and reached out to take his father’s hand just like he used to as a child. Cadell gave his hand an understanding squeeze and didn’t let go until it was their turn to face the city guard.
“What are your names?” asked the soldier wearing green.
“Cadell and Idris of Rest Stone Valley,” was Cadell’s subdued reply.
“What is your business in Marath?”
“My son is here for military training.”
The city guard nodded as he made a note. “You are just in time. You will need to proceed directly to the Water Palace without delay. Leave your son at the gate and he will be shown where to go from there.”
Cadell’s eyebrows shot upward. “I am not allowed to go with him?”
The guard shook his head. “No. Only members of the military are allowed on the training grounds.”
It seemed as though a cloud of gloom hovered over Idris and his father as they walked toward the palace. Idris couldn’t even find interest in the towering buildings and lively chaos of the city around them.
All too soon they stood at the gates of the palace with two impatient guards motioning Idris on. The young man stared at his father, as if he suddenly had no idea what to do.
Cadell gave an encouraging smile and caught his son up in a tight embrace. “Courage comes in many forms,” he said quietly in Idris’s ear, “but take care that you do not mistake it with recklessness. There will be many who will try to impress by making foolish decisions, but you must always remember that wisdom and caution are more impressive to those who matter.”
Idris nodded, but didn’t trust his voice. He struggled to hold back the tears that were stinging his eyes.
Cadell made no such efforts. His cheeks shone with tears. “Goodbye for now, my son. Be well and know that I love you.”
“I love you, too, Father. Thank you for everything,” Idris whispered huskily.
One of the palace guards cleared his throat and made another impatient gesture. Cadell handed his son a bundle wrapped in rough cloth. Idris tucked the bundle under his arm and walked down the path that was indicated. A glance over his shoulder showed him that Cadell remained at the gate, and he knew that his father would watch him for as long as he was in sight.
The path indicated by the guards led around the main courtyard and off to the side of the palace. A small gate was set in one of the walls, and two guards stood waiting. One of them had a large ledger propped up on a stand and a quill and ink bottle. The other stood by a small cart filled with carefully folded uniforms.
“Recruit?” asked the first guard brusquely.
Idris nodded, not trusting his voice at the moment.
“I need your name, lineage, and the name of your village or city of origin.”
The nervous boy cleared his throat and said shakily, “Idris, son of Cadell, son of Garan. I am from Rest Stone Valley.”
The first guard wrote it down in his ledger while the second guard gave Idris an experienced glance. He pulled a uniform from the cart and handed it to Idris.
“You are to take special care of this clothing, for you will not receive any more until you begin your second year of training. If you are in need of new boots or undergarments you may submit a request after the orientation.”
The uniform seemed to consist of a black tunic and matching leggings. Idris took the clothing and tucked the bundle under his arm. 
The first guard gestured over his shoulder. “The path through this gate will lead you to the training courtyard. Wait there for further instructions.”
Idris walked through the gate and down the cobblestone path, staring at his surroundings with a mixture of awe and anxiety.
The military complex was separated from the palace by a wall that was too high to climb without equipment. Palace guards walked along the top of the wall at regular intervals, watching everything that happened below. It seemed to Idris that the only way to enter the military complex was through the gate he had just walked through, and he thought that odd.
There were several long, low buildings that were labeled as barracks. There was a large structure that appeared to be the stables, and then there was a single tall building next to the wall that separated the palace grounds from the military complex. The rest of the area was dedicated to an open courtyard and various training grounds.
There were at least a hundred recruits milling around restlessly in the courtyard, and Idris uneasily joined the throng.
Most of the recruits were boys about the same age as Idris, but there were a handful that were older. Idris only saw three or four girls among the others, and they each stood apart from everyone else with aloof, determined expressions on their faces.
Some of the recruits knew each other and spoke in quiet voices as they tried to appear confident. Others, like Idris, stood alone among the crowd and watched those with friends enviously. Idris saw Meic briefly, but ignored him as pointedly as he could.
The wait seemed eternal.
Recruits continued to arrive, and soon the number in the courtyard was almost double what it had been when Idris joined it.
Finally, two men and a woman strode through the courtyard and up the steps of a platform that stood at the far end. They were also dressed in black, but their uniforms bore the sigil of two crossed swords wreathed in flames.
“Silence,” called one of the men unnecessarily.
It had been quiet from the moment they had entered the courtyard.
“Welcome to Marath, young recruits. I commend you for your choice to join the king’s army,” the man continued in an arrogant voice.
The man speaking had a thick beard, and his black hair was cropped close to his head. The other man wore his black hair shoulder-length and tied back with a leather thong. His expression was as mild as the other man’s was fierce. Both had the strong features that were common to the citizens of Calaris. The woman’s long black hair was braided and pinned up in a tight knot at the nape of her neck. She had beautiful and fine features, but her expression was hard and cold. 
“I am Instructor Boyar,” announced the bearded man. He gestured to the man next to him, and then the woman. “This is Instructor Brayd and Instructor Larnen. We three are the administrators of this training facility. In a moment you will be divided into groups according to your preferred discipline. For most of you this will be a simple matter of telling us which weapon you chose from the Treasury. For the first few months you will be given basic training, and at the end you will be given an aptitude test. If you prove competent in your discipline of choice, you may continue with it. If not, you will be reassigned.”
This sent a wave of anxiety through Idris. What if he was not skilled enough to keep his weapon? Would he be kicked out of the Royal Guard?
Instructor Larnen took a step forward. “Before we begin any of that, you will each be required to swear an oath of loyalty to our sovereign and our nation. None may join the king’s army without first doing so. To proceed…”
But she stopped before giving any further instruction.
Two figures were walking through the courtyard toward the platform, and every eye turned to fix on them. One was a young man only a few years older than Idris. He had curly brown hair and a magnificent sword at his side. The other was a woman in her thirties, with short black hair and a stern expression. She had an ornate battle axe strapped to her back, and it seemed as though it were a part of her. Both wore uniforms of rich scarlet with the royal crest embroidered in gold on their chest.
Idris was fairly close to the platform, and he could see by the expressions on the soldiers’ faces that the Instructors bore no love for the newcomers.
The scarlet-clad soldiers stepped up on the platform, murmured a few words to the Instructors and then made an announcement to the recruits. It was the woman that spoke, and her voice was as abrupt as her manner.
“I have the names of three recruits that are to come with us immediately. You are to bring all of your belongings with you.”
In the time it took her to take a short breath, the bewildered recruits began casting fearful glances around.
“Aherin, son of Dins, son of Tyll.”
Idris heard a rush of whispers around him.
“Dins, as in the famous soldier?”
“His son is here?”
“The Captain Dins?”
A young man Idris’s age detached himself from the crowd and quietly made his way toward the platform. His head was clean shaven, and his black eyes glittered with pride as he joined the scarlet-clad soldiers.
The woman called out the next name as if she hadn’t paused. “Hildar, daughter of Lord Wythe, Duke of the Hazelwood Province.”
Idris recognized the name and he scanned the crowd to see the beautiful young woman who had been at the Treasury the same day as him.
She tossed her hair in a haughty gesture and walked to the platform as if she was bestowing a special gift on those who stood with her.
“Idris, son of Cadell, son of Garan,” was the last name called by the woman in the red uniform.
For a moment Idris froze, and he heard a boy next to him whisper, “Who in the world is that?”
 



Chapter Seven: The Royal Guard
 
Idris could feel every pair of eyes following him as he walked up to the platform. He could barely force his legs to keep moving. All he wanted to do was run back to the farm where he belonged.
The woman did not waste any time once Idris had joined the group.
“Follow me,” she said shortly.
She walked at a quick pace and seemed to assume that others would keep up. Idris was glad for the speedy exit from all of the staring eyes.
They made their way back to the palace grounds and up the main staircase of the palace itself. From there they passed over a delicate golden bridge that spanned the palace stream, and then up a set of winding stairs. A long hallway took them to a beautifully carved wooden door, which the woman threw open unceremoniously.
The room was large, but not overly so. The walls were covered with colorful maps that had been woven like tapestries. A long table stood in the center of the room, and most of the chairs around it were empty. Five soldiers in scarlet uniforms stood as they entered. They studied the newcomers with unnerving intensity.
The man at the head of the table had a face that was heavily scarred. Everything about him spoke of an experienced soldier, even though Idris could not identify specifically what made that so. His white hair was sparsely peppered with strands of black, and his black eyes were keen and quick.
“Welcome,” rumbled the man. “I am Cowan, captain of the Royal Guard. You have met Farah and Demas,” he gestured to the woman and the young man who had escorted them. “Now you shall meet the remaining members.”
First he pointed to a woman with a long scar across her face and a halberd in her hand.
“This is Drusi, my second in command.”
Then he gestured to a woman with a long braid of black hair and a sword at her side.
“This is Jerin, who is next in seniority.”
Next was a man with dark auburn hair and an ornate bow on the table in front of him. Idris assumed that the man was of noble birth, based on his coloring. Nobility tended to be more fair than commoners since they often married foreigners as part of political alliances.
“This is Roth, and this is Palti.”
The last man was clearly a foreigner, and it surprised Idris that he would be a member of the Royal Guard. He had skin that was so dark it was almost black, and his hair was braided into hundreds of small braids and then pulled away from his face into a knot. Palti wore a beautiful sword at his side and gave the newcomers a wide smile.
“Now,” said Cowan in a voice that was almost a growl, “let us see who you three are.”
All of the members of the Royal Guard, including Farah and Demas, sat down at the table, staring at the newcomers with somber expressions. Idris was uncomfortably aware of his simple garb and the unwieldy bundles in his arms.
Cowan reached down for something that Idris couldn’t see. He set it carefully on the table before him. It was an intricately-made dagger, crafted so that the hilt and the sheath together made up the form of a chimera. The hilt was the serpent-like tail studded with hundreds of tiny emeralds. The sheath was the body and head of the mythical creature, made from gold and topaz and mother-of-pearl.
“Which of you was chosen by this dagger?” asked Cowan.
Hildar stepped forward, looking less confident and brushing back her wavy chestnut hair from her face.
“I was,” she said in a careful voice.
Cowan’s eyes were fixed on the young woman before him, but he seemed to be speaking to all three of them.
“It is rare that the Royal Guard receives new members. Our youngest member joined us three years ago,” he nodded toward Demas. “For there to be three chosen in the same year is unheard of.”
“Do you doubt my words?” asked Hildar, a look of outrage blossoming on her face.
Cowan picked up the dagger and held it out to her. “If this weapon chose you, you have a right to know its name. Tell me its name and you will be doubted no more.”
Hildar swept over to Cowan and took the dagger from his hands. An expression of concentration furrowed her brow as she stared at the sheathed blade.
After a breathless moment she gasped, “Savion. His name is Savion.”
Cowan glanced at Drusi, who looked at a slip of parchment and nodded.
“Welcome to the Royal Guard, Hildar, daughter of Lord Wythe.”
She glowed with pleasure, and Idris thought she looked rather smug.
The Captain of the Royal Guard reached down to pick up the next weapon. 
Idris felt a jolt of panic as he realized that he would be tested in the same fashion. The partisan had not seemed very cooperative when he had spoken to it. What would happen to him if he failed the test?
Cowan lifted an exquisite bow and placed it on the table. The top of the bow was carved into the form of a phoenix, and the shaft was made to look like long tail feathers. The wood was lacquered a fiery red, and the phoenix was overlaid with gold and tiny rubies.
Aherin stepped forward next.
“That weapon is mine.”
A grim smile crossed Cowan’s face. “We shall see.”
Aherin took the bow and the same look of concentration darkened his features. He spoke almost instantly and without the effort that Hildar had needed. “His name is Liuz.”
Drusi acknowledged the truth of the statement, and Cowan’s smile grew wider.
“Welcome to the Royal Guard, Aherin, son of Dins.”
Idris’s heart began pounding and he felt his palms become damp with sweat.
“That leaves our fortunate farmer,” said Cowan as he lifted the partisan onto the table.
The weapon was even more stunning that Idris remembered, especially now that it wasn’t surrounded by the wealth of the Treasury. Cowan extended the polearm to Idris, but he didn’t reach out to take it.
“What is the matter, boy?” growled the captain.
Idris struggled to find the words. “She…uh…she did not…seem to like me when we spoke before. I do not think she will tell me her name.”
The silence in the room was deafening.
Idris desperately wished he could disappear and go back to where he belonged.
Cowan’s expression seemed to soften slightly, although it was hard to tell with the numerous scars that warped his features.
“Boy, if this weapon is meant for you, she cannot refuse you. Take a hold of her and decide within yourself that you will learn her name.”
Idris shifted his bundle and uniform under one arm, reached out a trembling hand, and took hold of the partisan. The smooth shaft felt cool against his skin, and it was strangely comforting.
You again? Why will you not leave me be?
The sharp voice in Idris’s mind was not as shocking this time. He focused on the weapon and willed it to tell him its name.
There was a mocking laugh in his mind. My name? You have no right to such knowledge.
Idris concentrated harder.
He knew he was just a farmer, but he had been led to that partisan. Even if he could never use it as a proper warrior, he had a right to know its name.
The pause seemed like an eternity, even though Idris knew it was brief.
Iona. I am called Iona, farmer.
Idris wanted to give a triumphant yell, but he restrained himself. “Her name is Iona.”
Drusi gave the slight nod, and Cowan seemed unable to believe what had just happened. He slowly got to his feet and made a gesture of astonishment.
“Welcome to the Royal Guard, Idris, son of Cadell. In all my years, I have never seen so many new members in a single year. I did not think it possible in these days of dwindled magic.”
The other members of the Royal Guard seemed to have shared the opinion, and more than one of them looked rather concerned.
“Think you that this bodes ill for our future, Captain?” Roth asked, a deep crease showing on his forehead.
Jerin nodded in agreement. “Perhaps war in on the horizon, that we should need so many new Guards.”
Palti laughed lightly. “So grim, my friends. Perhaps it is merely our good fortune to see so many new faces at this table.”
“Perhaps,” mused Cowan, “but we shall not know the future until we see it with our own eyes. Until then, there is little use worrying about it.”
All of the Royal Guards stood and looked at the new recruits expectantly. Idris shifted from foot to foot nervously, not knowing what he was supposed to do.
Cowan nodded to the Guards on his right and they moved to gather items that were at the far end of the table, out of Idris’s line of sight. Then they approached the newcomers. Palti was the one who stood in front of Idris, and he held in his hands what looked to be some sort of harness.
Palti wrapped the harness around Idris’s chest, cross-wise, and began adjusting the buckles so that it fit snugly. As Palti did this, Cowan provided the explanation.
“It is important that you keep your weapon with you always. Not only will this aid in creating a bond between the two of you, but also you must learn to think of it as a part of your own body. You must learn to move without being hindered by its presence, and you must come to feel incomplete without it.”
Palti took the partisan from Idris’s hand and strapped it in place on his back. The weight felt strange to Idris, and he was very aware of the blade just over his shoulder. After the weapon had been settled into place, Idris heard a strange clicking sound.
Cowan went on in his growling tone. “However, none of you know how to properly use your weapons yet. As you currently stand, you are more of a danger than anything else. Therefore, these have been specially designed to prevent you from removing your weapons from their holder. You may remove the holder from your body when you go to bed at night, but you can only remove the weapon with the aid of your instructor. When you have proven yourselves worthy, you will be freed from this restraint.”
“What if we need to defend ourselves?” asked Aherin.
“Find a stick and use that,” Cowan said without a trace of humor.
“So you would rather that we die defenseless than use our weapons before you have deemed us worthy?” asked Hildar in a scathing voice.
Cowan was unmoved by her tone. “If it truly comes to life and death, you are not likely to face it alone. The other members of the Royal Guard will protect you. Letting an untrained soldier wield a weapon of power is like handing a torch to a child and telling them to run through a hayfield with their eyes closed.”
Aherin and Hildar seemed unhappy with the arrangement, but Idris was secretly grateful for it. He felt so uncertain and so incompetent. He appreciated being told that he needed to take things slowly until he learned more.
“You will join the army recruits for your basic training, and then you will have specialized training with your Royal Guard instructor,” Drusi said briskly. She indicated to the woman who had guided them from the military courtyard. “Farah will be that instructor. The Royal Guard have separate quarters from the rest of the military. Demas will show you where you will be living from now on. Leave your belongings, change into your uniform, and meet back at the palace without delay.”
Demas made a gesture inviting them to follow him, and he began walking back toward the military complex. Once they were safely out of sight of the other members of the Royal Guard, a friendly smile broke across his youthful face.
“Three new members of the Guard. I cannot believe it! I was so excited when we were told that Aherin would be joining us. That was five months ago, you know. I was so impatient for the new training cycle to begin. I am tired of being the youngest Guard, and it has been three years since I was chosen. I suppose I should not complain. Farah was the youngest Guard for more than ten years. But when we received the report that two additional recruits had been chosen, Cowan was certain there had been a mistake.”
“Is that why we were all tested?” asked Hildar, still looking affronted that her word had been doubted.
Demas shook his curly head. “No, I went through that same test. It is part of a long tradition.”
Aherin glanced at the sword strapped to Demas’s hip. The hilt and sheath together had the form of a leviathan. Various blue and green jewels glittered together as the scales, and the eyes were made of opals. The top of the hilt was the creature’s open mouth, and, like Idris’s dragon, the teeth were made of tiny diamonds.
“I see your weapon is not locked up,” Aherin observed.
Demas squared his shoulders and spoke with pride. “I was declared worthy after only six months of training—fastest in the history of the Royal Guard. Of course, most of that is not due to me. Mahira is a good-natured sword, and she took a liking to me right away.”
The crowd in the military courtyard had broken up into smaller groups, which were being led around by instructors.
“Army barracks are there,” Demas said, pointing, “and meals are taken in that building over there. The Royal Guard eats with the rest of the military, even if we sleep separately. It is during meals that announcements are made and assignments are given.”
Idris had the uneasy feeling that he was going to forget something important, and he listened to everything Demas said attentively. He tried not to be distracted by the stares he felt as their group passed the army recruits.
“The path to our quarters is this way,” said Demas, heading toward the tall building that was closest to the palace wall.
The entryway of the building was simple and bare. The room had a handful of benches, but nothing more. On the far end there was a door with a sign that identified it as the medical clinic, and to the left of that was a stairway that led up.
Demas led them immediately to the right of the front entrance and to a stairway that led down. The spiral staircase was tight, and Idris felt rather dizzy as they reached the bottom.
Their guide paused in front of the door at the bottom of the stairs and turned to them, pausing. Idris looked past him at the door. It appeared to be made of some sort of shimmering black stone, with no visible latch or handle.
“The door has magical properties,” explained Demas with a grin. “It recognizes the power in our weapons and allows us entry, which means you have to be holding some sort of magical item to pass through. That gives us privacy and security.”
He pushed on the door and it opened obligingly.
“Yet another reason to always keep your weapon with you,” commented Aherin.
“Exactly,” said Demas.
The hall beyond the door was long and straight. Torches lined the walls, illuminating the underground passage well. Doors lined the wall to the right, each made of the same shimmering stone as the one they had just passed through. Some of the doors bore carvings of mythical creatures, while others were blank.
Demas waved his hand. “Choose a room. They are all the same, so it does not make much difference.”
Idris stared down the hall in confusion. “Any of them?”
“Well,” said their guide, “any with a blank door. The moment you touch one of the doors it will become imprinted to you and your weapon. From that moment on, no one may enter that room except for you. Unless you give permission, of course.”
There were at least two dozen doors, and less than half of them had been claimed. Hildar walked down the hall and chose the room farthest from the other members of the Royal Guard. She pushed open the door and disappeared inside.
Aherin shrugged and chose the blank door that was closest to the entrance. When he touched the door, Idris could see the shape of a phoenix carving itself on the door. Aherin disappeared inside, leaving Idris and Demas alone.
“Well?” said Demas amiably.
Idris’s face warmed and he muttered, “I suppose it does not matter which room I choose.”
A quiet chuckled came from his guide. “No, it does not. But, if it makes you feel any better, I was frozen with indecision when I first arrived.”
Demas walked down a few doors and pointed.
“This is my room, and that one over there is Palti’s. Why not take the one between ours?”
Idris nodded gratefully and walked to the door indicated. He reached out an uncertain hand and touched the shimmering stone of the door. It was smooth and cool at first, but it grew suddenly warm as the figure of a dragon appeared before Idris’s eyes.
Idris pushed the door open easily.
The room beyond was simpler than the other rooms he had seen in the palace, but it seemed more grand than anything Idris had previously called his own. The room was chilly—probably from disuse—but there was an empty fireplace on the left wall that could provide warmth when Idris needed it. The stone floor was covered with an intricately patterned rug covered the stone floor. A sturdy bed sat along the right wall, and in the corner was a simple trunk with a candle and candlestick resting on its lid. There were a few hooks attached to the wall where he could hang a cloak or his weapon harness at night.
Idris had never had a room to himself before, and he suddenly felt very rich. However, even as he smiled in satisfaction at all these nice things he could now call his own, part of him would have traded them all to be back in the room he had shared with his brothers.
 



Chapter Eight: Oaths
 
Idris crossed the room to his new bed and set down the bundle that had been given to him by his father. He was curious what was inside, but he knew that opening it would have to wait. Drusi’s instructions had been very clear, and Idris did not want to keep the Royal Guard waiting.
He clumsily unbuckled his weapon harness and propped the partisan against the wall. Then he quickly donned his new uniform and set his old clothing on the bed next to the bundle. 
A mirror hung on the wall in the corner, and Idris took a hurried glance to make sure that he looked as he should. Black was not a color that Idris was accustomed to wearing, and he felt strange and formal. He strapped the partisan back into place and returned to the hallway where Demas was waiting.
Aherin and Hildar were already present, the latter with a look of distaste as she adjusted her belt.
“How long until we get to wear the uniform of the Royal Guard?” she asked in a haughty tone.
Idris caught an amused expression passing over Demas’s face, but it was gone by the time Hildar looked up.
Demas tapped the hilt of his sword. “You may wear the uniform when your weapon is unlocked for good.”
He beckoned for them to follow him as he made his way back up the stairs and through the training grounds.
Idris looked at the bustle of the would-be soldiers as they went about their tasks, and he ventured to ask a question. “How long do the army recruits train before they are finished?”
This time it was Aherin who answered.
“That depends on the position they are aspiring to achieve.” 
Aherin said it as if he thought the answer was obvious, and Idris felt his face flush with embarrassment at his own ignorance. He didn’t dare ask any more questions, lest the others see how little he knew.
Demas watched the exchange with a measured expression, and then spoke to Idris casually. “All soldiers receive the same training up to a certain point, and after that it becomes more specialized. City guards and those who are assigned away from Marath do not receive the same amount of training as palace guards. And, of course, none of the army receives as much training as the Royal Guard.”
Idris nodded in understanding. He silently wondered which path Meic would choose.
“Any qualified member of the army can apply to become trainers here at the complex,” Demas went on, “but officers must have experience in all three positions before they can be considered for promotion. Most soldiers start in positions away from Marath—in cities or villages, or patrolling roads. From there they request a transfer to be city guards, and then from there palace guards. There are not many positions for officers, so the competition is fierce.”
By this time they were back on the palace grounds and walking toward the magnificent building. The sound of falling water filled Idris’s ears as they climbed the steps that led to the entrance, and he was once again struck by the rich beauty before him.
They followed the main corridor from the entry, which led to double doors that were guarded by four palace guards. The door, like others Idris had seen, was plated with gold and was decorated with the dragon and starburst laid out in glittering jewels.
All of the members of the Royal Guard were waiting off to the side of the corridor. Cowan made an impatient gesture to hurry them along as soon as he saw the approaching.
“The king is waiting,” he growled.
The Royal Guards fell into formation naturally, making up two rows of three with Cowan at the head. Demas moved the three newcomers into place to form a third row behind the rest. Idris was placed to the right of Hildar and Aherin was placed on her left.
Two of the palace guards opened the golden doors, and a servant announced their entrance in a loud voice.
“His majesty’s Royal Guard, commanded by Captain Cowan.”
Idris was glad that all he had to do was follow the lead of those walking in front of him. His mind was overwrought from all of the splendor and formality before him.
The room appeared to be the king’s reception room, and it was certainly designed to impress. The floors were made of pure white marble, which echoed with the sound of each footfall. The walls were covered in gold and elaborately carved along the edges, as was the ceiling. A chandelier of priceless crystal hung from the high ceiling, but the candles within it were not currently lit. Instead, rich curtains had been drawn back from the tall windows to let the chandelier twinkle in the sunlight.
People who Idris guessed were nobles stood in groups throughout the room, all dressed in costly robes of embroidered silk. Ornate headdresses made them seem taller than they truly were, and lacquered fingernails made their hands seem long and strange.
At the far end of the room there was a golden dais, upon which stood a wide throne. It seemed to be designed to allow the monarch to sit or recline according to his desire. The throne was made in the shape of a dragon, and King Nikolas the Bold was relaxed in its embrace.
The king was no less impressive than his reception room. His red silk robe was embroidered with gold and trimmed with some sort of glossy black fur. He wore the famous Sun Crown, one of the greatest treasures of the kingdom of Calaris, and it was just like Idris’s parents had described in the stories they told. It was shaped like a starburst that was fixed to the back of the king’s head by a jeweled band. The effect made the king look like the drawing of some sort of deity.
The king did not bear the coloring of the average citizens of Calaris, nor did any of the nobles. Intermarriage between monarchies was common, and it had endowed Nikolas with dark auburn hair and rather fair skin. He had bright brown eyes and a thick beard that was neatly trimmed.
The most striking thing about him, though, was the expression on his face. Idris instinctively felt that the king was a man of action, and not one to be trifled with. King Nikolas radiated energy and spirit, just as Idris had imagined a warrior king would.
Idris tried to match the expressions he saw on the faces of Aherin and Hildar. He hoped that his own face didn’t betray how uncomfortable he felt when surrounded by such regal persons. It all seemed like a dream—one that was bound to go wrong. He was nothing but a farmer. It did not seem possible that he would be honored to be in the same room as the king of Calaris. Part of him wondered if they would realize that he had no right to be there and would throw him out onto the street.
When the Royal Guard reached the golden dais they each lowered themselves to one knee, and Idris hastened to follow their example. The end of his partisan banged noisily against the floor as he did so, and he felt his face grow hot with embarrassment.
King Nikolas acted as though he hadn’t noticed the jarring sound and continued to look serene and royal.
“Well, Cowan,” he said in a ringing voice, “I see you have brought some new faces with you.”
“Yes, your majesty,” Cowan replied simply.
“It has been three years since you last presented me with a new Royal Guard,” King Nikolas continued. “Before that there had been no new Royal Guards since the reign of my father. Yet now you bring before me three new members.”
“Yes, your majesty.”
“Think you that such an increase in numbers bears an ill omen?” inquired the king.
Cowan seemed to consider his words carefully. “I believe that it is a good thing to gain new Guards, lest you only be protected by old soldiers such as myself.”
Nikolas laughed heartily, and his nobles were quick to chuckle in imitation.
“You have been protecting me since I was a boy,” the king said to Cowan with a kindly expression. “I have no doubt that you are just as able now as you were then.”
“Your majesty is generous to say so,” the captain replied humbly.
King Nikolas’s eyes rested on the new recruits and Idris quickly averted his own gaze. He stared at the floor as he listened to the ruler of Calaris go on with his questions.
“What do you think of the potential of these new Royal Guards?”
Again, Cowan seemed to think over his words before answering. “They are an unusual group, but they bear promise.”
“Bring them forward,” commanded the king, “and let me appraise them myself.”
Idris glanced out of the corner of his eye, watching Hildar and Aherin to get some idea of what was expected of him. They got to their feet, and so Idris did the same. The three of them walked around their superiors to stand next to Cowan before the king.
The captain of the Royal Guards gestured to Aherin, who went down on one knee and bowed his head before the monarch.
“This is Aherin, son of Dins, son of Tyll. He is a native of Marath and the son of soldiers. He bears the bow Liuz, last wielded by Corinne of Taana.”
King Nikolas nodded. “Yes, I know Captain Dins well. I expect great things from his son.”
Aherin did not respond at all, nor did he stand again once his introduction was over. Idris took note of this and was relieved that he would not be expected to speak.
Another gesture from Cowan brought Hildar down next to Aherin, bowing on one knee.
“This is Hildar, daughter of Lord Wythe, Duke of the Hazelwood Province. She bears the dagger Savion, last wielded by Domarre the Corruptor.”
“Yes, I thought I recognized her face,” mused the king. “I hope she can overcome the dark history behind that weapon.”
Cowan waved his hand for the last time, and Idris moved to bow next to his comrades. This time he remembered to shift his partisan so the end didn’t hit the ground.
“Finally, this is Idris, son of Cadell, son of Garan. He is a native of Rest Stone Valley, in the Hills Province. He bears the partisan Iona, last wielded by Marlais Dragonspear.”
A murmur ran through the room.
Idris had his head bowed, and so he was unable to see the expression on the king’s face. However, his voice seemed thoughtful as he spoke to the captain of the Royal Guard.
“Perhaps it has been too long since my lessons as a lad, but I do not recall Rest Stone Valley.”
Cowan’s low voice rumbled a reply. “It is just west of the Fenn Province. It is a community of farmers, primarily.”
The silence the followed was profound, and it made Idris feel awkward. If he could only see the king’s face, perhaps he could surmise what was about to happen.
King Nikolas finally spoke in a tone of quiet disbelief. “A farmer? A farmer is to wield the most powerful weapon in the history of Calaris—a weapon that has acknowledged no master since the man for whom it was made?”
The discomfort that Idris felt was rapidly becoming a deep desire to sink into the floor and disappear forever.
Part of him had known this would happen. What in the world had convinced him that he belonged among elite soldiers and royalty?
Idris glanced up at Cowan, hoping to get some sort of signal to withdraw from the king’s presence. He wanted to get as far away from that room as possible. Unfortunately, Cowan’s eyes were fixed on the king and he did not see Idris’s silent plea.
“Yes, your majesty.”
The silence stretched onward until it was painful.
“Well,” came a feminine voice that was both sweet and strong, “it seems we have much to look forward to.”
Idris looked up to see who his mysterious patroness was. All eyes had turned to the woman, so it was not difficult to identify her.
She was quite tall for a woman, almost as tall as the king. She was a foreigner, with hair the color of ripe corn and eyes the clear blue of a summer day. While she was clearly a beautiful woman, her inner strength was so apparent on her face that it eclipsed everything else. She was dressed in a silk robe of gold-embroidered green, and she wore a headdress that was more magnificent than any other noble’s.
A sharp nudge from Hildar brought Idris’s thoughts back into focus.
“Eyes to the ground, you fool,” she hissed at him.
Idris snapped his head back to a respectful bow, hoping desperately that no one else had noticed him staring like a bumpkin.
“The queen is correct,” said King Nikolas after a moment or two. “Our future holds interesting possibilities.”
The king must have made some kind of gesture, because there was suddenly a flurry of movement around the three newest members of the Royal Guard. Idris followed Aherin and Hildar in rising to his feet, and he found that he was surrounded by several court officials.
One of the court officials was writing. Idris thought that perhaps he was recording the proceedings. Another appeared to be sketching the event onto a large piece of paper. Two more officials were standing at the foot of the dais as attendants to the king, and three others had moved to stand behind Idris and the two other new recruits. A man stood before Aherin, and began speaking. It took Idris a moment to realize that the man was leading Aherin through taking the oath of loyalty.
When it was Idris’s turn to take the oath, he spoke with as much confidence as he could muster. He could hardly believe that he was still standing there, but as he spoke he found that he meant every word he said.
“I, Idris, son of Cadell, son of Garan, stand before the throne of kings of my own free will and accord. I face my ruler, King Nikolas the Bold, and pledge to him eternal loyalty and fidelity. No word is higher than that of the king, and all his wishes will be obeyed. I will place his life and the lives of his heirs above my own. This oath I give will end only with my life, and the service I swear will be given with every breath of my body.”
Idris was the last to give this oath, and when he did a cheer arose from the gathered nobility. King Nikolas looked quite pleased with his new Guards, and his chest puffed out as he stood to welcome them to his service.
Idris caught a glimpse of the queen as she slipped through a back door, and he thought for a moment that she looked unspeakably sad.
 



Chapter Nine: Royal Heirs
 
With the formality of the oaths out of the way, the king became almost jovial. He stepped down from the dais and clapped Cowan on the shoulder, speaking to him like an old friend.
Drusi motioned that the new members of the Royal Guard should return to their position at the back of the group, and Idris was only too happy to comply. He didn’t want to draw any attention to himself, especially after his suitability had been so publicly called into question.
King Nikolas and Cowan exited the throne room out the same door that the queen had passed through, and the rest of the Royal Guard followed. It led to a narrow passageway and then to a door that seemed to be made of the same material as the doors in the quarters of the Royal Guard.
“Each member of the royal family has some sort of magical talisman that allows them through this door,” explained Demas in a whisper. “Everyone else must go around to the other entrance, through extensive security. The members of the Royal Guard may only enter the royal chambers if there is danger or if they are invited.”
Idris was not certain what to expect of royal chambers, but his imagination would have failed him regardless.
The opulence of the throne room seemed positively commonplace compared to the series of rooms that housed the royal family. The walls were not plated in gold, but there was an abundance of riches in other forms.
Priceless rugs carpeted the floor and dozens of chandeliers lent a twinkling light to the rooms. Rich fabrics beaded with jewels were draped around the windows through which Idris glimpsed a beautiful garden. Every corner and alcove that Idris saw seemed to be filled with beautiful pieces of art, and the walls were covered with tapestries and paintings. A curved staircase led to an upper level that appeared to be some sort of study or library, and there were a handful of doors that Idris assumed led to other rooms just as beautiful as this one.
Idris tried his best not to stare, but the amused expression on Hildar’s face told him that he was not succeeding in acting casual. With a flushed face, Idris fixed his eyes on Cowan and ignored his surroundings.
“It is our hope that you will never need to protect these rooms from external dangers,” Cowan said in his growly voice, “but you need to be familiar with them in the event that you do.”
He pointed to a gold-plated door on the wall to the right of the door they’d entered through. “That is the main entrance to these chambers. Outside it is an antechamber where there is usually a Royal Guard on duty at all times, as well as two palace guards. Today there are four palace guards instead. Beyond that, there is an audience room where there are always at least six guards as well as carefully selected servants and the king’s personal secretary. The door to these chambers is specially reinforced for strength, and it can be barred from within. The only other way to gain entrance is through the side door that we entered, which is protected by magic, or through the door that leads to the private royal garden. That door is also protected by magic.”
Idris glanced at the door indicated by Cowan. It was set within one of the large windows on the wall opposite of the golden door. It looked rather delicate, with a multitude of small panes of glass set into the swirling design. Upon closer inspection, Idris could see that the door was not wrought iron, as he had first assumed. Instead, it was the same shimmering stone as the other magical doors that required a talisman to pass through.
“The gardens are carefully guarded by palace soldiers,” Cowan went on, “and there are other security measures in place to keep it safe from intruders.”
“What kind of measures?” asked Aherin.
The captain of the Royal Guard waved a hand dismissively. “A hedge of blood vines around the perimeter, among other things.”
Idris suppressed a shudder. Blood vines were a carnivorous plant that grew in the wilds of Calaris. He remembered as a boy there had been a small vine found at the edge of Rest Stone Valley. It had devoured several grazing sheep before the farmers had been able to kill the resilient plant.
“Does that not place the guards and royal family in danger?” Idris blurted out.
“It is kept under tight control and fed regularly to keep it content to stay in place,” Cowan explained. “There is also a barrier between the hedge and the rest of the garden to keep the children away.”
“Speaking of my children,” said King Nikolas with a broad gesture toward the door closest to the entrance.
The queen had appeared with three young children in tow. The older two were boys and the youngest was a girl. They were all dressed in fine but simple clothes and looked slightly rumpled, as though they had recently been wrestling with each other.
“Queen Arminell, of course,” the king said in casual introduction.
She inclined her head graciously, and there was no sign of the sadness that Idris had thought he’d seen earlier.
“There you see Crown Prince Nikolas II,” the king continued.
The boy appeared to be about nine years old, and he was as fair as his mother. He wore his blonde hair in a style that imitated his father, and his expression was an attempt to show the same spirited confidence as the king.
“Next to him is Prince Aribold.”
The prince was a copy of his brother, and only about a year younger. His expression was bored and arrogant as he looked over the newest members of the Royal Guard.
“And that one is Princess Zorina,” King Nikolas said in a tone that was almost dismissive.
The girl was about six years old, by Idris’s estimate. She had her father’s auburn hair and her eyes were a dark green. Other than her coloring, though, she looked like a miniature version of her mother. She grasped Queen Arminell’s hand and stared at the strangers with open curiosity.
“Most of your time for the first year will be spent training,” Cowan explained, “but there are certain duties that are required of all members of the Royal Guard during times when the royal family leaves the Water Palace. Any time they leave, we go with them. Their safety is our first priority. Each member of the royal family has a specific Guard assigned to them. And now that we have three new recruits, our numbers will allow for two Guards for each member of the family.”
All of the Royal Guard were now listening intently as their new assignments were given.
“Drusi and I will continue to protect the king,” Cowan said, “just as Jerin and Roth will continue to guard the crown prince.”
He turned to King Nikolas and bowed humbly. “If that is acceptable to you, sire.”
The king nodded his approval and the assignments went on.
“Palti will join Farah in guarding Queen Arminell, and Demas will begin guarding Prince Aribold.”
Cowan paused as he considered the newest members of the Royal Guard.
“It is probably best to have Hildar assigned to Princess Zorina, as there will be times when the princess will desire privacy from the presence of men.”
The queen nodded her agreement. “I appreciate your forethought, Captain. I am sure my daughter will come to appreciate it, too. Might I make a suggestion?”
Cowan bowed again. “Of course, your majesty.”
Arminell fixed her clear blue eyes on Idris with a small smile. “Why not have Idris as the second Guard for Zorina?”
Idris’s eyes widened and he forgot to maintain his respectful silence. “Me, your majesty?”
Hildar glared at him so fiercely that he immediately regretted speaking at all, but the queen seemed unbothered.
“Yes, I think that would be best.”
King Nikolas nodded as well. “Yes, let the farmer guard the princess.”
The king’s tone was very different from his wife’s, and it left Idris wondering why Arminell wanted him to guard her daughter. It was apparent that Nikolas thought it a good way to dispense of the lesser talent, but the queen looked strangely confident as she smiled at Idris.
“If that is the wish of the king and queen,” agreed Cowan. “Aherin will join Demas in guarding Prince Aribold.”
The experienced members of the Royal Guard all bowed to indicate their acceptance of their assignments, and Idris automatically followed their example.
“If that is all,” the king said with a wave of his hand, “you may go back to your individual tasks. Cowan, I wish to speak with you.”
Everyone bowed out of the king’s presence. Idris started to do the same, but Drusi indicated that Idris and his companions were to stay with her.
King Nikolas gestured to Cowan, and the two of them walked up the staircase to speak privately on the upper level. Drusi went on with instructions for the recruits.
She pointed to the door from which the queen and the royal heirs had made their entrance. “That door leads to the nursery, and the rooms of the children branch off from there.” She then indicated to the two doors farthest from the main entrance. “The king’s chambers are there, and the queen’s chambers are next to his. They each have a sitting room, a bedroom, and a dressing room. Commit the layout of these chambers to your memory, for the lives of those you have sworn to protect may depend on you being able to navigate them quickly.”
Drusi’s expression was somber, and the long scar across her face added extra gravity to her words.
She turned and walked back through the magical door that had brought them from the throne room. She paused once she was in the narrow passageway.
“If you follow the path down those stairs,” she said, pointing away into the darkness, “you will eventually find yourself in the sleeping quarters for the Royal Guard. We have a direct path to the royal family, and, likewise, they have a direct path to us. The children have been instructed to make their way to our quarters in the event of an attack on the palace. If an alarm sounds, you are to gather your designated member of the royal family and take them to safety. You are not to deviate from that objective for any reason.”
“What if the king is in danger?” asked Hildar.
Drusi appraised the girl before answering. “The king is not your responsibility.”
“But what if you and the captain have been killed and the king is left unprotected?” Hildar persisted. “Is it not our responsibility to go to his aid?”
Drusi raised an eyebrow. “Do you really believe that you would be effective against an enemy that defeated Captain Cowan and myself?”
“Perhaps not now, but maybe in the future,” Hildar said defensively.
The experienced Guard turned and opened the door that led to the throne room. “Then we will discuss it in the future.”
It was clear to Idris that Hildar was not accustomed to being dismissed in such a manner. Her cheeks grew pink and her eyes flashed with anger. Even so, she did not continue to argue. She swept into the throne room, which was now empty, as if Drusi had been holding the door for her.
The others followed her, and the group made its way back toward the training grounds. As they walked, Hildar allowed Drusi to take the lead and then fell back until she was in the rear of the group. Idris was closest to her, and he could hear her enraged muttering in fragments.
“…they assign the most skilled Royal Guards to the most important members of the royal family… just because I am a woman…my abilities are not even taken into account…should be protecting Prince Aribold…everyone knows that magical aptitude runs through the blood of noble families…”
Idris quickened his step and tried to ignore Hildar’s quiet ranting. He could not stop himself from considering what she said, though.
It was apparent that King Nikolas thought along the same lines as Hildar. He had been quick to agree to the suggestion that Idris—a mere farmer—protect the person he considered to be the least important member of the royal family.
And yet Queen Arminell did not seem to hold Idris’s humble origins against him. She had spoken in his favor during the oath ceremony, and she had taken the time to remember his name when she spoke of him later.
Why had she requested that he guard Princess Zorina?
Idris could not begin to understand the intricacies of life in the palace, and that was rather worrying to him. He feared that one day he would find himself in the middle of a bad situation without knowing how he had gotten there. Was his father right in warning him against becoming entangled with royalty and nobility?
Part of Idris felt wary against the plots and intrigues that were associated with the upper classes. In fact, that had been the biggest concern raised by his neighbors in Rest Stone Valley when they discouraged him from joining the Royal Guard.
Idris shook his head and sighed softly.
He had decided to train as a Royal Guard because he wanted to lead the kind of life that would teach him how to be courageous and extraordinary. Conversely, he had heard dire tales of scandals and men being falsely imprisoned for political gain. Idris wondered if it was worth it. Perhaps he simply had to accept all of the less savory things that went along with the opportunities.
He did his best to put all doubts from his mind as he followed Drusi away from the palace, but he couldn’t help but continue to wonder why the queen had specifically asked him to watch over the princess.
Idris and the other newcomers were taken back to their quarters and told they had the rest of the night to settle in. Training would begin first thing in the morning.
Idris was glad to have some time to himself. For a while he stood and stared at the fire, which had been burning merrily in his fireplace when he’d entered the room. He wondered if there were special servants that attended to these quarters or if the room magically knew that it was now occupied.
Eventually, he lowered himself onto his bed to take off his boots and he accidentally sat on the small bundle that his father had given him. He untied the rough string that held the bundle together and opened it.
There was a tidy roll of new underclothes, courtesy of his mother. There were also small keepsakes from the rest of his family. Adwen had given him one of her rag dolls, which Idris knew was a great sacrifice on her part. He recognized an interesting colored stone from Rolant’s prized collection. Osian had given him his best knife, which Idris knew was his dearest possession. Which meant that the little carving whittled from a piece of wood was from Deri. Idris assumed that it was meant to be a dragon, but it took a lot of imagination to interpret it as such. Dafina and Elain had both made him handkerchiefs with colorful cross-stitching along the edges.
Beneath all the other gifts, Idris found a family chain. He knew immediately that it was a joint gift from his parents. The chain was woven of colorful yarn and beads, with each bead representing a member of the family. In Rest Stone Valley, it was tradition to give family chains to those who left home, so that they could take their loved ones with them in their hearts.
Idris discovered that his cheeks were wet with tears, but he did nothing to stop their flow. His heart ached to be home again. He could see in his mind what each of his family members were doing at that moment, and he wondered who was doing his portion of the chores.
He got to his feet and took his gifts to the mantle. Idris carefully arranged them, blinking through his tears, and then stood back to admire his new treasures. He was homesick, but looking at the gifts from his family made him feel that he wasn’t alone. 
Idris didn’t feel like eating dinner, so he got ready for bed and laid down. Starting in the morning, he was determined to work harder than he ever had before. His family was counting on him to do his best, and he wasn’t going to let them down.
 



Chapter Ten: Training Begins
 
Idris felt considerably rumpled when the gong sounded in the morning to wake all of the members of the Royal Guard. He was not accustomed to sleeping on such a soft bed, and he had tossed and turned for a good portion of the night. 
Idris dressed by the light of the embers in the fireplace and twisted his hair into his usual topknot. After he had pulled on his boots, he walked over to his partisan, which was leaning against the wall. He picked it up and listened, as if expecting to hear Iona’s voice the moment they made contact.
The silence in the room seemed rather pointed, and Idris sighed quietly. He buckled the straps of the harness that held the partisan on his back and walked out of his room.
Demas was waiting for the new recruits, looking as though he had been awake for hours.
“Good morning, Idris,” he said cheerfully. “Ready for your first day?”
Idris gave an uncertain nod, feeling anything but ready.
Aherin joined them shortly, and then they waited several minutes for Hildar to appear. She had pinned her chestnut hair into a knot at the base of her neck, which made her look even more formidable. Her beautiful features were darkened with weariness and she scowled at Demas when he greeted her.
“You will need to learn to dress more quickly,” Demas said to Hildar as they began up the stairs. “Members of the Royal Guard are expected to be punctual.”
Hildar’s expression grew stormier, but she said nothing. Idris was not looking forward to spending the day in the company of such an ill-tempered girl.
They were taken to the hall where all members of the king’s military took their meals together. There was a long table at the far end of the room, where the food was served by the kitchen staff. Idris followed his companions to the end of the table. He was given a plate and utensils by a girl with downcast eyes.
“Thank you,” Idris said to the girl, and she looked startled that he had spoken to her. He wondered if it was not considered proper for a member of the Royal Guard to speak to the servants, but his thoughts were interrupted by Hildar’s angry muttering ahead of him.
“It is bad enough that they give us beds that are so lumpy they are barely fit for use, but they also expect us to eat this peasant food?”
Idris looked down the long table to see what Hildar was talking about.
There were plates of toasted bread, fragrant sausages, and eggs cooked in a variety of ways. There were breakfast pastries and bowls of fruit and a dozen jars with all kinds of jam. At the far end Idris could see tall pitchers of milk, fresh juice, and steaming pots of tea.
It was certainly a grander feast than what he was used to eating, but it clearly didn’t meet with Hildar’s standards.
“Is there any hot cereal?” he asked Demas, who was standing behind him.
“What is that?” Hildar demanded sharply.
Demas explained to her. “It is roughly chopped grain that has been boiled until it is soft enough to eat.” Then he addressed Idris. “No, I have never seen any.”
Hildar sneered. “Why would anyone eat such a thing?”
Idris felt his cheeks warm at her derision. “Farmers need food that will not leave them hungry between meals,” he retorted.
“You are not a farmer anymore,” Hildar said coldly. “You do not need to concern yourself with such things from now on.”
Demas had mentioned that the members of the Royal Guard typically sat together, even though there was no rule stating that they couldn’t sit with the other soldiers. Idris sat at a table with his companions, but he placed himself as far from Hildar as he could. He had not thought it possible to like someone even less than he liked Meic, but Hildar was certainly making it seem more possible every moment.
After breakfast Demas showed them where they would be training and left them with the other army recruits. Idris was cautiously optimistic that the day could only improve, but then he heard a familiar voice behind him.
“Well, well,” Meic jeered, “what an honor it must be to train with the elite. I can hardly keep my excitement contained.”
Idris turned to see Meic standing with three other recruits. All of them were staring at Idris with undisguised contempt.
One boy was small and wiry, with short black hair and a scraggly attempt at facial hair on his chin. The other boy was tall and broad, and looked older than the rest of the recruits. The third was a girl with a face that was hard with determination and defiance.
“What is so special about the Royal Guard anyway?” demanded the wiry boy. “Having a fancy weapon does not make you a better soldier.”
“It looks like your weapons are locked in that holder you wear,” said the tall boy. “You cannot even use them.”
“Perhaps they just wear them to appear more special than they really are,” suggested Meic in a poisonous tone.
Hildar stood apart from the rest of the recruits with apparent indifference to what was being said, but Aherin walked over to where Idris was standing.
“Are you suggesting that we are not worthy of our positions?” he asked Meic quietly.
Although it was only their second day in the city, Meic seemed to have been told stories of the famous Captain Dins and knew that Aherin was his son. Meic’s discomfort was clear when challenged by the child of a hero.
“I do not doubt that you are,” replied Meic, leaving no question in anyone’s mind that Idris was not included in his statement.
What might have followed was never to be seen, for the confrontation was interrupted by a firm voice calling them together.
“Gather around me, soldiers,” said a man in his mid-thirties. “My name is Piton, and I will be your instructor for the next year. During this year you will receive your basic training as soldiers before you each separate into your specialties.”
Aside from Meic and his friends and the Royal Guard newcomers there were about a dozen other recruits that were gathered around Piton. Idris silently prayed that they would be easier to work with than those he had encountered so far.
Piton went on without pause. “How many of you grew up in small communities such as farms or artisan villages?”
Roughly half of the recruits raised their hands.
Piton took note of each face and nodded. “All of you have an advantage over your companions. Does anyone know why?”
He was met with blank stares, which seemed to be what he expected. He pointed to two boys, one that had raised his hand and one that hadn’t. They both happened to be Meic’s new friends.
“What are your names?”
The small, wiry boy said, “Cato.”
And the tall, broad boy said, “Leor.”
Piton cleared a wide circle around the two, so all the recruits could watch what was about to happen.
“I want you two young men to face one another,” instructed their teacher. “Each of you is to strive to force the other to the ground and keep them there for three seconds.”
A murmur of anticipation passed through the onlookers, and Idris smiled expectantly. Such matches were common at celebrations in Rest Stone Valley, and he enjoyed watching them. He only regretted that he and Meic had not been chosen for the competition. They were quite evenly matched, and it was always exciting to see who would be victorious.
“It is no competition,” said Hildar quietly. “The larger boy will obviously win.”
Idris didn’t reply, but he grinned. He knew that size was not the most important element in a competition such as this.
It was all over rather quickly.
Cato was smaller, but he was fast and dexterous. He used his legs as a lever against his opponent, throwing Leor off balance and heaving him over his shoulder. Leor landed on the ground with an audible grunt, and before he could get back to his feet Cato had pinned his arm in an awkward position, preventing further movement.
Appreciative applause broke out among the observers, and Piton nodded in satisfaction.
“Every village boy is taught how to wrestle,” their teacher said as Cato and Leor got to their feet. “Therefore, they will already have the foundation for the skills you will be learning first. Those of you who grew up in a different environment will be starting from the beginning.”
Idris saw Leor scowling at the ground, his face flushed. He didn’t see why the other boy was angry. It was as Piton had said—not everyone had the same skills and knowledge.
Piton went on with his instruction as if nothing was amiss. “We will begin by teaching you how to fight without the aid of weapons. You must learn how to control your own body before you can master control of anything else. This will be a particular challenge to those of you,” his eyes rested on Idris and Aherin, “who will have to learn to overcome the obstacles of your uniform.”
Idris felt his earlier satisfaction drain away. It was true that he had learned to wrestle along with all of the other boys of Rest Stone Valley, but he had never had to do it with a six-foot pole strapped to his back.
Aherin would have a similar challenge, since his weapon was a bow. Hildar’s dagger was small enough that it would not hinder her at all.
“First we shall focus on your feet,” announced Piton, pacing back and forth with his hands behind his back. “Your feet are your foundation, and if that foundation is weak then so is the rest of your body.”
Idris found himself looking down at his feet, wondering if his foundation was adequate.
“Form into four lines,” barked Piton suddenly.
Idris jumped slightly and hurried to obey. He instinctively moved to stand next to Aherin, and he noted that Hildar stiffly remained where she stood. It was as if she expected the lines to form around her.
Piton demonstrated the best way to position the feet so as to keep balance while changing direction. The recruits spent the next hour marching around the yard and attempting to follow Piton’s abrupt orders without losing balance.
“Forward.”
Idris trotted forward with his fellows, keeping up with the brisk pace that had been set.
“Left.”
Idris started to change direction, but Piton quickly shouted a new command.
“Right.”
The young man stumbled over his feet and struggled to correct himself without falling over. He was able to save himself, but others were not so lucky.
“Stop,” ordered Piton.
Idris was glad to obey and take a moment to find his own balance again.
Their teacher pointed to an area off to the side. “Those of you who fell, go over there.”
The fallen did as they were told, most with faces that seemed to be flushed with more than physical effort. Piton then proceeded to ignore their existence and went on with the exercise.
Idris frowned and murmured to Aherin, “That does not seem right. How will they ever improve if they are not allowed to practice with us?”
Aherin, who was going through the exercise with a bored expression on his face, shrugged carelessly. “They can practice on their own time. Every soldier needs to learn to keep up or get left behind.”
Idris glanced at his companion and noticed a slight hardening around his eyes. “Is that how your father taught you?” he asked quietly.
Aherin’s expression became distinctly stony.
“Yes.”
The tone in which he answered warned Idris not to pry further. Aherin’s father had probably always assumed his son would grow up to be a soldier, much like how Cadell had always assumed that Idris would be a farmer. Aherin had probably been given his basic training years ago, making this exercise unnecessary for him. Idris wondered why Aherin didn’t ask to be excused to move on to something more challenging.
Hildar also seemed to be at ease with the task they had been given. Her movements made it appear as though she were dancing rather than trotting along with her companions. Idris guessed that it must be due to her upbringing, too, that she was able to keep her balance so well. After all, fine ladies were expected to be filled with grace.
This made Idris feel out of place all over again. He already felt that he was at a disadvantage with his fellow Royal Guard trainees, but this made it appear more pronounced. He had never been taught how to keep his balance like this. Why would a farmer need to know such things?
Now, if the king needed him to mend a harness or plow a field, Idris would be perfect for the job. He could milk cows and slop pigs and build almost anything out of wood. None of these skills would help him to become a better soldier, though.
When Piton finally called for a break, Idris was breathing heavily. He was accustomed to physical exertion, but not to such intense concentration. There had been a number of close calls where he had almost lost his balance, but luckily he had not been banished to the sidelines with those who had fallen.
Hildar and Aherin came together naturally, separating themselves from the rest of the recruits. Idris hovered uncertainly between the two groups, not feeling like he belonged in either. He wanted to make friends with the other would-be soldiers, but their expressions when they looked at him were not very welcoming.
“I wish they would give us something more challenging to do,” Hildar complained, not bothering to keep her voice down. “Anyone with half a brain can keep on their feet.”
This earned her several hostile glances.
Aherin spoke more quietly, but his attitude was not much different. “They have to start at the beginning for the peasants who have never done such things before.”
Idris felt his face flush and he turned away from everyone.
At least if he was a regular recruit he would have others like himself who were starting from nothing. However, being trained as a Royal Guard set expectations on him that he felt he could never meet.
He stared at the ground and wished, yet again, that he was back home where he belonged.
 



Chapter Eleven: After the First
 
The morning gong sounded, and Idris opened his eyes feeling weary and discouraged. He had been training for a week now, but he didn’t feel like he was making any significant improvement.
He climbed out of bed and began to dress in his uniform.
The regular army trainees were given a half-day off once a week. They were expected to use the time to wash and mend their uniforms, bathe, and catch up on any training that they missed. For Idris and his fellow Royal Guard trainees, such personal tasks had to be fit in during the week. Demas had informed them that their half-day would be spent on training specifically as members of the Royal Guard.
Knowing that, Idris had stayed up late the previous evening to bathe and wash his uniform. He did not want to meet the captain covered in a week’s worth of sweat and dirt.
Demas stood waiting for them in the hall outside of their rooms, something he had not done since their first day of training. In fact, Idris had not seen Demas at all for the last week. Not even at meal times.
Demas gave Idris a warm, friendly smile. “Good morning, Idris. I hope you rested well.”
Idris was spared having to answer, since Aherin and Hildar arrived at that moment. Demas greeted each of them and then gestured for them to follow him. He led them to the meal hall and encouraged them to eat a hearty breakfast.
“You will need your strength,” Demas said with a grin.
Idris was prepared to move through the line without much thought to what he put on his plate, as he had every morning for the past week, but a soft voice stopped him.
“Master?”
It was the serving girl who was usually in charge of plates and utensils. She held out a bowl to Idris, which was filled with a generous helping of hot cereal.
Idris took the bowl, but he was so surprised he didn’t know what to say. He stood and stared at the girl, really looking at her for the first time.
She had long dark hair that she wore in a single braid down her back, and her brown eyes were fixed on the ground. Her skin was not the dark cinnamon tone of that of farmers, but it was not the light complexion of the gentry either. She had a narrow tattoo that ran along her brow, which made it look like she was wearing a circlet of braided vines.
“What is your name?” Idris asked her gently.
“Jui,” she replied, lowering her head even more.
“Thank you, Jui,” he said with sincerity.
She appeared to be startled by his tone, and their eyes met for a brief moment. Idris saw something familiar in Jui’s expression, and it made him feel less homesick.
Idris noticed that Demas was watching the exchange in apparent amusement, and he hurried to move down the table.
“Well,” Demas said lightly, “I wish I had known that we could order our meals. There are days when I have cravings…”
Idris interrupted him. “I did not ask for that.”
Demas seemed even more entertained by his discomfort. “And yet you did not refuse it.”
“Should I have?” Idris was suddenly worried that he had been in the wrong.
Demas’s face became thoughtful. “I do not think there is any harm in a bowl of hot cereal.”
“But?”
Demas smiled. “But, you need to be careful about accepting favors from others. When you are a member of the Royal Guard, there will be those who will try to place you in their debt. That can be a very dangerous position to be in.”
Idris felt troubled as he sat down to eat. His brow furrowed in thought as he wondered why the serving girl had gone to the trouble of making him hot cereal. However, as he ate he was reminded of his home and his family. The familiar taste made him think of the simple days of hard, honest work alongside his father and brothers. It made him recall the loving face of his mother, flushed from the warmth of the cooking fire.
Idris’s chest swelled with gratitude for Jui and her thoughtful gesture. Demas may think of it only as a bowl of hot cereal, but to Idris it was a reminder of why he wanted to work so hard. It was medicine for his lonely heart.
He was in good spirits as he followed Demas and the other Royal Guard trainees to the training yard. Demas led them to a secluded part of the yard, near enough to the western wall that Idris could hear the ocean in the distance. 
Farah was there waiting for them, her arms folded across her chest and her eyes fixed on their approaching figures. Her pose gave Idris the distinct impression that she considered all of them late and that she was not pleased to be kept waiting. Idris found himself increasing his pace, and he was not the only one. Demas was the only one who continued with his steady tread.
“Good morning, Farah,” Demas said pleasantly. “I have brought your new students.”
“I can see that,” she replied shortly.
Farah studied each of them intently, and Idris felt beads of sweat forming on his brow under her scrutiny. He stood at attention and did his best not to fidget.
Her eyes were so dark they looked black, and they were set close together, which gave them a pointed look. Her short black hair stood up in spiked sections, and her prominent nose gave her a hawkish appearance. Idris would not have called her beautiful, but there was something attractive in the strength of her expression.
Strapped to Farah’s back was a large axe with an unusually shaped head. Idris was unable to get a good look at it until she turned her back to the waiting students and moved to another position in their training area.
The blade of the axe was plated in gold, and it had the shape of a rearing unicorn. The horn was a jeweled spike protruding out of the top, and the sharp hooves looked menacing. Idris wanted to study the details of the weapon, but Farah turned back to face them and the axe was again hidden from view.
“Your time for training is brief, so we must not waste it,” Farah said with clipped words. “The first and most important step to using a magical weapon is to develop a bond. Your weapon is your partner, and you cannot reach your potential unless you work together.”
Out of the corner of his eye, Idris saw Demas nod in agreement.
Farah squared her shoulders and frowned at the new recruits. “You have had your weapons for several days now. You should be accustomed to speaking with your weapon and should have begun developing a relationship with it.”
Both Hildar and Aherin answered in the affirmative, and Farah gave a curt nod.
“Aherin, report on your progress,” she commanded.
Aherin cleared his throat softly and then spoke with simple confidence. “Liuz seems to be a very amiable weapon. He is eager to begin and assures me that he has much to teach me.”
Farah raised her eyebrows. “That is good, but you must remember that you are the master of your weapon. It is important to establish your roles from the beginning. Otherwise there could be trouble later. There have been magical items that have consumed their user because they became too powerful and gained too much control.”
Aherin shifted his weight, looking slightly nervous. “Yes, Farah. I will establish boundaries.”
“Good,” she replied. “Hildar?”
Hildar’s brow was furrowed as she spoke. “Savion is rather…stubborn. He speaks to me as though I were a child and is insistent that he knows better than I do.”
Farah didn’t seem surprised. “Savion has a difficult history. He is accustomed to masters who have forced him to bend to their will. You must show him a different way of working together. Otherwise your fate will be the same as those who have gone before you.”
“How?” demanded Hildar.
“You must be gentle and gain his respect,” Farah explained. “He must want to work with you.”
Hildar scowled at the ground. “He does not seem very willing at the moment.”
Idris saw a ghost of a smile on Farah’s lips, but it disappeared as quickly as it was born. “Things are always most difficult at the beginning.”
Idris felt his heart sink into his stomach as Farah turned to face him.
“Idris?”
His throat was so dry he could barely speak at first.
“Yes, Farah?”
“How are things going with Iona?” she asked with a touch of impatience.
Idris felt his cheeks turn hot as he answered. “I, uh… I think she is ignoring me.”
The silence that followed made Idris want to be anywhere else in the world but in that training yard.
“She is ignoring you?” asked Demas in surprise.
Idris stared at his hands, which were clasped in front of him. “She does not speak at all, even if I try to talk to her.”
“When did she last speak to you?” inquired Farah.
“When she told me her name.”
“And before that?” prompted the instructor.
“Just in the Treasury,” Idris answered miserably.
Farah fell silent again for several moments. It seemed like an eternity to Idris.
“You mean to tell me that you have not spoken to your weapon at all since she became yours?”
The young man felt the need to defend himself. “I have tried, but she just…”
“Ignores you,” finished Farah.
He nodded.
Farah came to stand in front of Idris and her voice became softer. “Idris, your role in the future of your weapon is vital. Do you know why?”
He slowly shook his head.
“Because you are her second master,” she explained. “Iona has known only one master, and her loyalty was absolute. I know this because of the extraordinary things they accomplished together. Iona still feels that loyalty and therefore will have trouble accepting a new master.”
Idris had not considered that before. He felt a sudden surge of pity for the magical partisan who had only recently discovered that her only master, Marlais Dragonspear, was long dead.
Farah went on. “You, as her second master, are vital to her future because you must teach her to transfer her loyalty. If she develops a good relationship with you, she will be more willing to accept her future masters. If she cannot let go of her first master and accept you, she will become a dormant magical item and never be used again.”
Idris stared at his instructor. “You mean that her entire future rests on whether I can get her to like me?”
Farah’s smile was without humor. “Essentially, yes.”
A dozen different protests ran through Idris’s mind, but the steely glint in his instructor’s eyes told him they would do no good.
“I will do my best,” he said without any real confidence.
Farah’s head jerked in a single nod. “Good. Go back to your quarters and begin immediately. What I have to teach will be of no use until you and your weapon have agreed to work together.”
Idris could hardly believe what he was hearing. “You are sending me away?”
“Yes.”
Farah turned her back on him and began speaking to Aherin and Hildar as if Idris no longer existed. Idris had never felt so humiliated. He turned to walk back the way that they had come.
Part of him wanted to unbuckle his weapon holder and hurl Iona away. It was clear that she wanted nothing to do with him, so why should he force the association? He wasn’t even sure that he wanted to be a Royal Guard anymore.
His father’s words came back to his mind. 
Surely his father wouldn’t refuse to let him come home again if Idris was unable to train as a Royal Guard. After all, it wasn’t Idris’s fault that his weapon was ignoring him.
But even as he tried to rationalize going home, he knew it would be his fault if he gave up without trying.
Idris sighed and kicked a pebble that sat in his path. It skittered forward and came to a halt. Idris kicked it again.
“I did not ask for any of this,” he said resentfully.
He wasn’t sure if he was addressing the partisan on his back or talking to himself. The continued silence made him feel like it didn’t matter either way.
Idris passed through the doors of the administrative building and walked down the stairs that led to the living quarters of the Royal Guards. He pushed open the magical door, which gave way without any resistance. His eyes lingered on each of the creatures imprinted on the doors as he walked past.
He thought about the stories of the age when such creatures actually existed—before they all died out. Idris had loved hearing the stories that his parents told him as a child, and the ones that involved Marlais Dragonspear had been among his favorites.
If he had known as a child that he would be given the opportunity to hold the legendary weapon of Marlais, he would have been speechless with excitement. However, now that he found himself in that very situation, he wished he was back on his father’s farm with a pair of pigs or a cow that he could call his own.
Idris arrived at the door that bore the image of a dragon on it. He let his eyes trace over the image as he thought about the past several weeks.
His thoughts lingered on his family, as they often did. He knew deep down that he could not return to them knowing that he had not tried his hardest to succeed. He had made his decision to come and train with the Royal Guard. He couldn’t let his discouragement change his mind.
Taking a slow breath, Idris pushed on the door that led to his quarters and walked through.
 



Chapter Twelve: Iona
 
Idris unbuckled his weapon holder and sat down on the edge of his bed. He held the exquisite partisan in his hands and stared at it for several moments.
He didn’t know what he should say to her. His friendly comments in the past week had been so pointedly ignored that it seemed useless to try again. When he did speak, it was more to himself than to the weapon he held.
“My mother and father used to tell me stories when I was young. They would tell me of the great heroes of the past and of the age when magical creatures still walked the earth. They were such good storytellers. I could close my eyes and see the adventures as they unfolded.”
Idris smiled at the memories.
“The stories of Marlais Dragonspear were my favorite. He was our hero, you see? He was the hero of Calaris. He helped King Lyndham to found this kingdom, and he kept it safe as long as he lived.”
Idris felt a slight change. He could not describe it, even to himself, but it was as if he could feel Iona listening to him. Not the begrudging listening of one who cannot help but hear, but rather the listening of one who is interested in what is being said.
“My father said that Marlais was a giant among men—a full head taller than any other man of that time. He had hair as black as midnight, but eyes as blue as the sky. His body bore the scars of a thousand battles, and his face was so fierce that he was no longer able to smile.”
He stopped and listened intently, staring at the glittering partisan in his hands. He could have sworn that Iona had snorted softly at this description. Idris continued talking, hoping to get more of a reaction.
“I grew up in Rest Stone Valley. My mother told me that it was the site of the great battle between Marlais Dragonspear and the bloodthirsty giant Drid. The valley used to be a great mountain, and Drid had taken refuge there after destroying the village where Marlais had lived as a boy. With all of his family murdered, Marlais grew wild with fury and swore vengeance on Drid.”
This time the snort from Iona was unmistakable.
Idris smiled and kept going. “Marlais rode up to the base of the mountain and shouted for Drid to face him, but the giant would not meet him in a fair fight. Instead, he waited for Marlais to climb up to the mouth of the cave, where the cowardly giant had laid a trap.”
Idris went on to describe the fight in great detail, as his parents always had when they had told the story to their children. Many improbable things were said to have happened during that fight, which ended with the mountain crushed and flattened in the middle—a valley surrounded by smaller mountains.
Really, this is too ridiculous. How did such stories become so exaggerated? Iona demanded.
Idris couldn’t keep from smiling. “I love that story.”
That is because you are a simple-minded fool who does not appreciate the elegance of real battle. The details must become gaping lies for you to be entertained.
Idris was so happy that Iona was finally talking to him that he didn’t even take offence at her insults.
Dryth was merely an ordinary giant, without the necessary strength to flatten a mountain. Marlais did fight him, but not alone and certainly not out of vengeance.
“Who fought with him?” Idris asked eagerly.
He was one of five companions who were given the duty of protecting this land from those who would wish to harm the innocent. They all bore magical weapons forged from the same source.
Idris frowned. “I have never heard that before.”
No, I suppose the truth would be too boring to remember. Iona’s voice was scornful.
“Was that before or after he helped to found Calaris?”
Calaris?
Idris’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Yes, Calaris. You know. This kingdom where we are living. Legends say that Marlais helped King Lyndham to found this kingdom.”
There was a heavy pause.
Oh. Lyndham’s land. It was not called Calaris when I was last with Marlais.
Another pause followed, and Idris felt whispers of emotion that were not his own.
Marlais and his companions defended this land long before it was a unified kingdom. The founding of… Calaris… was the last thing that I ever did with my master.
“What happened?” Idris asked softly.
Are there no stories to answer that question for you?
Idris readily excused her waspish tone. It was clearly an unhappy topic for her.
“There are plenty of stories about how Marlais died, but none of them seem to agree with each other. None of them mention that you were not with him when it happened.”
I was left in the care of Lyndham while Marlais went to visit my Life Flame. I have been waiting for him ever since.
“Did you not assume that Marlais was not coming back?” Idris asked hesitantly. “It has been centuries since he died.”
Time is meaningless to me. I would only notice if time depleted my power or eroded my parts. I assume that is why humans are so aware of it.
Idris pondered this for a few moments. He wondered what it would be like to be so unaware of the passage of time—to be young and strong forever. He remembered watching his grandpa grow feeble with age, and he had shuddered at the thought of that happening to him.
Another thought passed through his mind unexpectedly.
“Why did Marlais have to leave you in the care of King Lyndham? Why could he not take you with him?”
Another pause followed, but this time it seemed to be laced with reluctance.
Once a weapon of power is forged, it is dangerous for it to be reunited with its Life Flame. The result is… unpredictable.
“What do you mean? What is a Life Flame?”
It is clear that you do not have the necessary knowledge to wield a weapon such as myself, farmer, Iona snapped. You should put me back where you found me.
This time, her superior tone stirred up a flash of resentment in Idris.
“You want to go back to the Treasury?” he asked sarcastically.
What Treasury?
Idris explained to her about the custom of the Treasury in Calaris and how he had come to find her. When he was finished there was a long pause, and Idris wondered if Iona had decided to ignore him again.
I wonder why Lyndham did not come and tell me himself. He must have known that Marlais died.
The young man’s brow furrowed. “Would he have been able to speak to you? I mean, if Marlais was your master…”
I can communicate with anyone who has the ability to wield a weapon of power, even if they are not my master. It is not a common practice, but it is not unheard of. And under the circumstances, I would have thought that Lyndham would want me to know.
“Wait,” Idris said slowly. “Do you mean that King Lyndham had a magical weapon of his own?”
Yes.
“I never knew that.”
Idris knew that he was not the most educated person, but he had paid attention to the lessons he had received. He could not recall a single mention of King Lyndham bearing a magical weapon, and he was fairly certain that a king would not have hidden such a thing from his subjects. Magical items were rare, and people who had the ability to use such items were even more rare. Most people would boast of having that ability rather than keep it to themselves.
I imagine that there is a great deal that you do not know about the world you presume to join.
Idris felt his temper flare again.
“I did not ask for any of this,” he said in a heated tone.
So you claim.
“Do you think I am lying?” he demanded.
I think that any young boy dreams of becoming a great warrior, and that a farmer boy would grasp at any opportunity to step up out of the mud.
Idris’s grip on the partisan grew rigid. He had to fight back the urge to fling it across the room.
“I am not ashamed to be a farmer,” Idris grated, struggling to keep his voice under control. “It is honorable work and essential to the wellbeing of the kingdom.”
Then why did you not choose to stay? Iona retorted.
Idris found himself sputtering in response. “Because I wanted… because my mother… I… I thought I was meant for something else.”
Very eloquent, she said drily.
“You cannot act as though I am the only one to blame,” he declared, shaking the glittering weapon. “I was drawn to that room in the Treasury, and since you are the one with the magic I think it is reasonable to say that you are responsible for that.”
Once again you prove how little you know about weapons of power.
“Well, if I am behind in what I am supposed to know,” shouted Idris, “it is because you refuse to teach me.”
Why is it my duty to teach you? Iona asked in a scathing tone. Marlais learned all that he could about weapons of power before he approached a Forger, and he was already an accomplished warrior before he laid a hand on me. He knew he could not enter such a partnership with nothing to offer, but you seem oblivious to that fact.
Idris could not keep the bitterness out of his voice. “I am not Marlais Dragonspear.”
I am painfully aware of that fact, farmer.
Idris was unable to control his temper any longer. He didn’t want to. He was tired of being humiliated by everyone around him, and he wasn’t going to let some talking spear do it, too.
“You know, maybe I will take you back to the Treasury,” he said as he got to his feet. “Perhaps in another few centuries you will get a master who is worthy to replace your beloved Marlais Dragonspear.”
Anyone would be an improvement over you, she said spitefully.
Idris went on. “And in the meantime, you can sit in a hidden room, gathering dust and doing no good to anybody. You can tell yourself that you are fulfilling your purpose by having a higher standard of master while other magical weapons are being used to fight evil and create a better world. Their accomplishments probably mean less since their masters are not as amazing and lofty as the Great Marlais.”
Iona’s anger swept over Idris like a palpable wave of heat.
Do you dare reprimand me like a child?
“You are a child,” he spat back. “You are more childish than my youngest sister. Marlais is not coming back, and you do not honor him by refusing to fulfill the purpose for which you were made.”
Her wrath was growing into a violent storm that swirled around Idris.
Do you think yourself capable of mastering my power? she challenged in a voice that seemed barely able to contain her rage.
All of Idris’s former doubts about his own worthiness gave way to his furious reply. “You would be surprised what we lowly farmers are capable of.”
Then by all means, try.
Iona’s threatening tone wasn’t lost on Idris, and he realized too late that the angry heat he was feeling from the partisan was physically warming the room.
The polearm took on a golden glow that was tinged with red, and the blade began to shimmer with power.
Idris had the presence of mind to marvel that his hand wasn’t burning, but soon the overpowering wave of energy that coursed through his mind made it impossible to think of anything else. He heard a voice yelling, and barely had the sense to recognize the voice as his own.
The glow of the partisan grew brighter and brighter until the light was blinding. Idris raised his free hand to shield his eyes. He tried to let go of Iona, but he was unable to open the hand wrapped around her.
A wave of energy pulsed outward from the partisan, taking on the appearance of a firestorm. Idris’s bed was immediately consumed by flames and turned to a heap of ash in less than a minute. The stone wall behind it was scorched and pitted, and the rug on the floor was only a charred remnant. 
Idris looked around his room, stunned. The trunk with his belongings was blackened but not seriously damaged, and everything else was surprisingly untouched. Idris himself had felt the heat of the torrent, but a quick check revealed that he was not so much as singed.
The silence of the room was deafening. 
Idris was so shocked he could not move. He was amazed that his legs did not collapse beneath his own weight. His head was ringing from the surge of energy that had just passed through it, and his vision was filled with spots from the intense light.
All of these things faded into the background as a single thought chilled his heart.
What kind of monster had he unleashed?
 



Chapter Thirteen: Sealing
 
Idris did not look forward to asking for a replacement bed, nor was he looking forward to giving the necessary explanation that would follow. He even considered simply sleeping on the ground until he could come up with some sort of excuse, but he soon discovered that he couldn’t hide what had happened.
He stepped out into the hall of the Royal Guards’ quarters, reluctantly taking his partisan with him. He wanted some distance from the weapon, but he wouldn’t be able to return to his room without it. Idris found that a thick haze of smoke had permeated from his room, making it obvious that something was amiss.
He waited miserably for the return of Demas or Farah, trying to think of what to say. 
He didn’t have to wait for long.
The entrance door crashed open and Idris saw the four highest ranking Royal Guards rushing in. Captain Cowen led the group, his fierce eyes flashing. In his hand he held an ornate bo staff, and for a moment Idris thought that the captain would attack. Instead, his rumbling voice burst forth like a clap of thunder.
“What happened?” he demanded.
Idris was speechless. How had they known?
Cowen answered the question without it being asked. “Do you think we would leave these quarters unmonitored?”
“I… I did not mean to…” he stammered.
The captain cut him off before he could finish. “Open the door to your room,” he ordered.
Idris obeyed without hesitation. He pushed open the door and then stepped back miserably as his superiors filed into his scorched room. Drusi and Jerin walked past without sparing him a glance, but Roth gave him a troubled look that turned Idris’s heart cold. All three of them were gripping the handles of their weapons as if they were expecting danger at any moment.
A period of silence followed as the four Royal Guards examined Idris’s room. Each second was torture to the waiting young man, and he felt sweat beading on his forehead.
Finally, the silence was broken.
From the hallway, Idris could hear the low murmur of voices as the guards conferred with one another. He could not distinguish the words, but he could tell by their tones that he was in serious trouble. He waited anxiously for their verdict on what was to be done.
Idris had no idea how they would treat him. Would he be sent away in disgrace? Would he be arrested for damaging the king’s property? Would he be executed as a dangerous criminal? None of these possibilities seemed unlikely to Idris at that moment.
After what felt like an eternity, Cowan and the others walked out of the room. The captain gave Idris a sharp glance and barked a single word.
“Come.”
He then swept out of the Royal Guards’ quarters with his subordinates following right behind him. Idris stumbled to catch up, lengthening his stride to keep pace with Captain Cowen.
The young man stared down at the partisan that he still held in his hand, the buckles of the holder clinking as they dragged on the ground.
The deceptively beautiful weapon had brought him nothing but misfortune since it had officially become his. Idris clenched his jaw and fought down the emotions that were welling up in his throat. He desperately wished he had never laid eyes on Iona.
Captain Cowen led the group across the military compound and back toward the Water Palace. Various Nobles walked among the water features, talking idly and enjoying the summer weather. Idris wondered how anyone could feel relaxed at a time like this. Couldn’t they sense that everything was going wrong?
The Royal Guards ignored everyone they passed. Idris had learned since his arrival that, although regular members of the king’s army were required to nod respectfully to Nobility, the members of the Royal Guard were above such formalities.
As Idris followed his superiors up the palace steps, he was blind to the beauty of the king’s residence, which had made such an impression on him before. Cowan led them to the room where Idris had been asked to discover Iona’s name. The map tapestries on the walls—once so fascinating to Idris—were nothing more than faded colors in the background. The large table and the empty chairs seemed ominous.
Roth and Jerin took a place on either side of the entrance, as if barring any chance of escape. Drusi stood slightly behind Idris, and Cowen stood facing him.
“Your lack of control has become a danger to others, Idris,” growled the captain.
Idris stumbled over his words in an effort to explain. “It was not my doing, Captain Cowen. Iona was angry. She did that all on her own.”
Cowen raised a square finger and jabbed it in Idris’s direction. “That is exactly the problem. You may not be able to use your weapon yet, but you should be able to stop it from causing harm. You are not the master of your weapon, and that makes you a danger.”
Idris didn’t know what to say. He knew that the captain was right, and he had no defense for what had happened.
“What are you going to do with me?” he asked miserably.
Cowen’s dark eyes were fixed on Idris’s face with an intense expression that wasn’t easy to identify. He seemed to be weighing the options.
“What is it you want, Idris?” he suddenly asked.
The young man wasn’t prepared for the question, and he had no ready answer.
“What?”
The captain made an impatient gesture. “What is it you want? Do you want to be a member of the Royal Guard? Do you want to dedicate your life to serving the king? Or do you want to go home to the simple life of a farmer?”
Idris wasn’t certain of the answer.
Cowen went on. “The idea of being a member of the Royal Guard is appealing, but now you have experienced the reality of it. Not many are given a second chance to leave with honor. I am giving you that option.”
Idris’s immediate reaction was to accept that he just wasn’t meant to be a soldier and go back home to his family. Hadn’t he been thinking that for the last several days? He knew how to be a farmer. He was sure he would be good at it. It would be the easier path, and he would be surrounded by the people and tasks that he had always known.
It would be the easier path.
That thought gave him pause. Is that what his parents had taught him to do—take the easier path?
No, they had taught him the value of hard work. They had taught him to challenge himself and to work for his goals.
Iona and Cowen were giving him a convenient excuse to go and hide in the life he had always known. It was a good life, and he would be happy, but part of him would always wonder what could have been.
In that moment, all of Idris’s doubt and self-pity fell away. He squared his shoulders and looked his captain directly in the eye.
“I want to be a Royal Guard.”
Idris was surprised by the conviction with which he spoke, but the words felt right as soon as he said them. 
Cowen gave a single satisfied nod. “I believe you have made the right choice, Idris. I see much potential in you, if you are willing to refine it. The hardest paths in life often are the ones most worth taking, and those who can overcome their fear will always find a way to succeed.”
The captain adjusted his grip on his bo staff and extended it to stand before him. Idris stared at the magnificent weapon and saw that it was shaped like a feathered serpent. The entire staff was plated in gold, with tiny pearls and diamonds accenting the engravings all long the shaft. The carved serpent head was hypnotically beautiful, with sapphires for eyes and glittering diamonds for fangs.
“Fenris and I have been together for forty-seven years,” said Cowen. “He is my friend and ally, but I am still his master. We have learned much from each other—the most important lesson being to trust each other as if our lives depended on it.”
The surface of the staff looked as though it was beginning to move, undulating like a living snake. A golden glow spread downward from the head of the staff, growing brighter and brighter.
“Such a trust can only grow over time,” the captain continued, “but it is essential to develop it as soon as possible. Without it, you will never be able to wield your weapon.”
The air began to crackle, and tiny bolts of lightning flickered outward from the staff. Idris flinched away, but Drusi was suddenly there holding his shoulders in an iron grip which kept him from stepping back.
“If you cannot forge a bond on your own, one must be forged on your behalf.”
Cowen’s voice grew louder and more powerful, ringing in Idris’s ears.
“Iona, firstborn of Calaris and Soul Speaker, you have rejected the worthy heir of Marlais Dragonspear. For this you are stripped of your agency and are bound to the life of Idris, son of Cadell. This I do with the authority of Ramat the Just, and by his mighty power.”
A forked bolt of lightning shot out of the bo staff and struck Idris and Iona at the same time. Idris felt the electricity surge through his body. Every muscle became rigid. His bones felt that they were on the verge of shattering.
He felt the ear-splitting scream tear from his throat. It echoed from every corner of the room, but his was not the only voice. A scream that he knew to be Iona’s tangled with his.
Then, it was over.
Idris opened his eyes and found that he was lying on the ground. Drusi helped Idris sit up, and a wave of nausea overcame him.
His right fist was white from clutching the shaft of his partisan, and it took effort for him to relax his fingers and set the weapon on the ground. Idris stared at Iona, feeling that something was different about her, but unable to identify what it was.
“What did you do to me?” Idris croaked, his voice giving way from the strain.
Cowen looked tired, but his eyes were still filled with the electricity that he had conjured. He leaned on his bo staff as if it were the supporting arm of an old friend.
“I bound your lives together. If you die, she will fade away. If she is destroyed, you will die.”
Idris’s heart began to pound against his ribs.
“Why would you do that?” he demanded.
Cowen sat down on the nearest chair, pulling it away from the long table. He rested his staff across his lap and breathed a heavy sigh.
“Iona should be just as concerned for your welfare as she is her own,” the captain explained. “Even if you are learning to work together as a team, you should be concerned for each other. As long as Iona is indifferent to your entire existence, you will never be able to wield her. By binding your lives to each other, I have forced her to take an interest in whether you live or die.”
It took Idris several moments to process this information. He was tired and overwhelmed, and he was not thinking clearly.
“You are forcing her to keep me alive?”
The captain of the Royal Guard inclined his head. “If you are ever in danger, she will protect you. Also, she will never do anything that will put you into harm’s way.”
Idris’s brow furrowed. “How do you know? What if she does not care if she dies?”
“She cares,” assured Cowen. “It is in her nature to preserve herself and her powers. All weapons of power are made that way.”
The young man shook his head. “It seems wrong. She should want to protect me. Forcing her like this makes her into a slave.”
The captain nodded his agreement. “It is an extreme measure, but a weapon of Iona’s power cannot be treated lightly.”
Idris couldn’t shake the feeling that he had been a part of something that violated everything he believed in.
“She should want to,” he repeated softly.
Cowen sighed again and got to his feet. “Someday she will. Someday she will acknowledge you as her master, and you will be able to reach your joint potential. When that happens, the judgment I passed will be rendered unnecessary and the sealing between the two of you will be broken.”
There was something in the captain’s voice that kept Idris from feeling reassured.
“What happens if she never acknowledges me as her master?” he asked.
Cowen had been walking toward the door, and he slowed to a stop. There was a moment of silence in which Idris stared at the back of his leader and waited for an answer. Cowen did not turn around when he spoke.
“If that happens, you will never be able to wield her as you must in order to be effective as a Royal Guard. You will never be more than a novice, and your powers will always be but a shadow of that of your peers.”
Captain Cowen didn’t wait for Idris to ask any more questions. He walked out of the room, followed closely by Drusi and Jerin. Roth stayed behind. He gestured for Idris to follow him. 
Idris turned to pick up his partisan, but hesitated to touch it. It felt strangely repulsive to him now that he knew his life was bound to it, and something told him that Iona felt the same way about him.
He forced himself to reach down and close his fingers around the black lacquered shaft of the polearm. He stared at the dragon-shaped head with all its riches, and he realized what was different about the partisan.
The once-gleaming jewels appeared to be dull and lifeless, as did the gold plating. It looked to Idris like the physical manifestation of what he could feel in his soul.
Iona’s spirit had been broken.
 



Chapter Fourteen: The Stone
 
As Idris walked back to the training grounds, the weight of the partisan felt like a millstone tied to his back. Roth didn’t speak the entire time, and Idris felt more like an outcast than ever.
When they arrived, Aherin and Hildar were hard at work under Farah’s instruction. They stopped and stared at Roth and Idris in surprise.
Roth pulled Farah aside and spoke to her for several tense minutes, while Idris focused on his boots and tried not to listen. Out of the corner of his eye, Idris could see that Demas was subtly moving closer to his superiors and that Hildar and Aherin were studying him with interest. All three of them looked anxious to learn what had happened.
A small leather pouch passed between the two Royal Guards, and the conversation was at an end. When Roth turned and walked away, Farah fixed her shrewd gaze on Idris.
“Well,” she said slowly, “it seems we have a change in plans.”
“What change is that?” Demas asked eagerly.
“Idris has been sealed to his weapon. Therefore, his training cannot be put off for any reason.”
Hildar’s expression was a mixture of curiosity and disdain. “What does that mean?”
“This,” said Farah.
Then, without further warning, she snatched a throwing knife from her belt and hurled it directly at Idris. Her aim was true, and for a split second Idris was certain that he was going to die.
A hot glow flared up from Iona, and a wall of flame surrounded Idris. The blade was knocked off course, leaving Idris safe but with heart pounding.
“How did you do that?” asked an amazed Demas.
Idris shook his head. “I did not do anything.”
“Idris and his weapon have been bound together,” explained Farah. “Each will only live as long as the other does.”
The shocked silence exactly represented how Idris was feeling.
“So,” began Aherin, “in protecting Idris, the partisan was protecting itself.”
“Exactly.”
“Why is his training so important, then?” demanded Hildar. “Would that not give him an advantage over the rest of us?”
Farah raised a finger. “What is the most important rule of using a weapon of power?”
“Control,” was the chorused answer.
Clearly, Idris had missed this lesson after he had been sent away.
Farah nodded. “Control is the key to using a weapon of power. Without it, a Royal Guard will never be more than ordinary. And even worse than that, a lack of control opens up opportunities for dangerous or even deadly situations. Idris may be bound to his weapon, but he does not have control over it.”
She walked over to Aherin and locked his bow back in its holder, then she approached Hildar and did the same for her dagger.
“We are through with practicing grounding stances for today. For the remainder of today’s lesson we will begin practicing mental control.”
Farah held up the small leather pouch that Roth had given her. She untied its drawstrings and eased its contents into her hand. It appeared to be a stone the size of her palm. It was a flat oval, smooth around all its edges. It had a beautiful purple sheen that changed to blue as the light shined on it.
Their instructor placed the stone on the ground and motioned the three students to stand in a circle around it.
“This is a small sample of one of the materials used to forge a weapon of power,” Farah told them. “It has not been given any specific properties yet, so it could be considered a purer form of magic than your weapons.”
In spite of the anxiety of the past couple of hours, Idris found himself deeply interested in what Farah was saying. He stared at the stone and could almost feel the power radiating from it. A glance at his two companions told him that they felt the same energy.
Farah went on. “As masters of weapons of power, you have already proven your ability to use magical items. This stone may not be yours, but you should still be able to use it.”
Her features tensed and she stared at the stone on the ground with a focused expression. The stone began to glow brighter and brighter, and then it disappeared with a flash. Idris looked around, trying to see where it went.
Farah held up the stone, which had reappeared in her hand. “This stone can be summoned, as long as it is in your sight.”
She set it back on the ground in the center of the three students. “I would like each of you to try and summon it. It will be more difficult when others are trying to do the same thing as you. It will be a mental strain, but it will force you to learn a more keen sense of control.”
Idris tried to hide the look of dismay that was certainly crossing his face, but a quick glance at Demas told him that he had failed.
“At least you are only going against each other,” Demas said with a grin. “I had to learn by going up against Farah. The stone kept disappearing before I could properly focus on it.”
Farah waved a hand at Demas, and he obediently fell silent.
“Place all of your attention on the stone and wrap your mind around it. Then picture the stone appearing in your hand.”
That was all the instruction they received. Aherin and Idris exchanged puzzled looks, but Hildar was already staring at the stone as if her life depended on it.
Idris stared at the sheen of the stone and found the shifting color to be slightly hypnotic. His mind began to drift and his body relaxed. He was almost at the point of shutting his eyes when the stone disappeared with a flash.
He started as he looked up and saw Hildar holding the stone with a smug expression on her face.
“Well done, Hildar,” Farah said, congratulating her.
“It was not hard,” Hildar said dismissively. “These two do not seem to be trying.”
Aherin’s face flushed and his eyes narrowed, but Idris was secretly glad that he was not the only one who had failed this time.
Farah inclined her head. “That is probably true. It takes a bit of practice to focus as needed. The stone may be without specific properties forged into it, but that does not mean that it is benign. Its innate magic still affects humans.”
At Farah’s bidding, Hildar placed the stone back on the ground and they all began again.
This time, Idris tried to ignore the color of the stone and focus on its shape alone. He thought about Farah’s instructions, but he didn’t really understand what she had meant. He found himself chanting over and over in his mind.
Appear in my hand. Appear in my hand. Appear in my hand.
What are you doing? came Iona’s voice, tinged with curiosity.
Idris’s eyes widened in surprise and he had to stop himself from answering her aloud.
I am trying to summon that stone.
There was a brief pause, and Idris could tell that if Iona had a face she would be rolling her eyes at him.
It is not connected to you in the way that I am. It will not respond to commands—especially commands that are not spoken.
The stone flashed and vanished again, this time appearing in Aherin’s hand. “Ha,” he burst out, looking both triumphant and relieved.
Hildar scowled at Aherin and clenched her fists as if preparing to strike him. Instead, she jabbed a finger at the ground, wordlessly ordering him to put the stone back in its starting place.
Idris felt a mixture of panic and despair closing in on his mind. He couldn’t be the only one to not accomplish today’s goal, especially when the lesson was mostly for his benefit.
Calm down, Iona said peevishly. Your abilities radiate your emotions. If you are convinced that you cannot do something, it becomes true that you cannot. Look at your companions. They are determined to accomplish their task, and they leave no room for doubt.
Idris’s eyes went from Hildar’s face to Aherin’s. Both of them were completely absorbed in what they were doing. Their breathing was strained and their expressions were almost as if they were engaged in a physical struggle.
The only thing that can conquer such determination is the knowledge that you have already succeeded.
Idris frowned. But I have not succeeded yet.
The stone began to glow, and as it grew brighter, the looks of effort on Hildar and Aherin’s faces grew more pronounced. When the stone flashed and disappeared, Idris had no idea which of his fellow students had won over the other.
Hildar’s expression became intolerably smug as she held up the stone.
“Again,” ordered Farah, keeping the gloating to a minimum.
Idris took a deep breath, feeling more discouraged than before.
Pay attention, snapped Iona. You are thinking too much. You need to let go.
Idris shook his head. Farah said that the point of this exercise was to learn control. I cannot learn control by letting go.
He could feel Iona’s impatience. You do not need to put a strangling hold on yourself in order to accomplish what you wish. Let your abilities fly free, and you will be surprised by what you can do.
The young man was starting to feel uncomfortable with Iona’s advice. It went against what Farah had said, and it seemed like a recipe for danger.
That does not seem like a good idea, he thought to her slowly. I think I should do it the way Farah said.
There was a brief pause, and Idris got the distinct impression that Iona was offended.
What do I care? Your failures mean nothing to me.
The stone flashed again, appearing in Hildar’s hand.
Farah nodded in approval. “Very good, Hildar. And you, Aherin. Our training time is over, but we will do this again next week. You may go and join the other recruits for the midday meal.”
Idris began to gather his things along with the others, but Farah placed a hand on his shoulder.
“Idris, please stay for a while.”
His heart dropped, and he braced himself for what he assumed would be a lecture on how he wasn’t trying hard enough.
After Demas had left with Aherin and Hildar, Farah turned her keen eyes on Idris and pressed her lips together.
“I must say I was hoping for better results from you today, Idris.”
He felt his face flush and he lowered his gaze to the ground. “I did my best, Farah. It was just hard for me to focus. Iona was trying to tell me what to do, but…”
“Your weapon was giving advice?”
There was a note of concern in Farah’s voice, and it made Idris wonder if something was wrong.
“She told me I was doing it wrong, but the advice she gave me went against what you had said.”
Farah’s brow creased. “What did she say?”
Idris exhaled slowly. “She told me that I needed to let go and stop trying to control my abilities. I told her that the entire point of the exercise was to learn control, and she did not seem happy with me.”
His teacher spoke carefully after a moment of deliberation. “You must be wary of what your weapon says to you, now more than ever. Its continued existence depends on you, and it may try to push you to do things that are not in your best interest.”
Idris frowned. “If her life is bound to mine, would she not be more concerned with my interests?”
Farah tapped her fingers against her thigh. “You need to understand that there are certain paths that will lead you to greater power, but at the cost of your humanity. Your weapon does not understand the importance of integrity or morality. It does not understand the mental and emotional toll of certain actions. Your weapon may try to ensure your safety by directing you toward the more… unsavory elements of magic use.”
A chill passed through Idris’s chest, and the pressure of the partisan against his back suddenly felt like a very different kind of weight.
“What should I do?” he asked faintly.
Farah gripped his arm and gave him an encouraging smile. “Do not fear, Idris. You are strong, and now you know to beware. You just need to remember that you are the master of your weapon and that you determine the path of your abilities.”
She held up the iridescent stone and placed it in Idris’s hand.
“Take this with you for now. Whenever you have a spare moment, practice with it. You truly will need strong mental control sooner than the others.”
Idris stared down at the stone and felt the weight of discouragement pressing on his shoulders.
“I could not understand your instructions on how to summon it. How am I to practice if I cannot do it in the first place?”
“It is difficult to describe how to summon it,” admitted Farah, “and the process is slightly different for each person. However, if you keep trying, you will succeed. I am confident that by next week you will be able to summon the stone with ease.”
Idris nodded slowly and respectfully took his leave. He walked back to his quarters, thinking about the instructions Farah had given and pondering how he could better focus on the stone.
When he arrived at his room, he saw that the ashes had been swept away and replaced with a new bed. The scorch marks were still evident on the wall, but everything else had been cleaned. A stick of incense burned in the corner, covering up the smell of smoke.
For a brief moment, Idris had forgotten about what had happened only hours before. Now it was brought forcibly back to his mind and he was anxious that make sure that such a thing never happened again. He needed to learn to control Iona. If he didn’t, he would always be putting others in danger.
He stared down at the stone and then set it on the ground. He unbuckled his holder and propped the partisan up in the corner of the room. Then he sat down on the edge of his new bed.
Farah had told him to wrap his mind around the stone and then to picture it appearing in his hand.
Idris physically tensed, straining to cling to the mental image of the stone. He pushed away all other thoughts and visualized himself with the stone in his hand.
Slowly, the stone began to glow.
He strained even harder, and the glow became brighter.
Just when Idris felt he was about to give up from mental exhaustion, there was a flash of light and he felt the smooth surface of the stone resting in his hand.
He laughed and sighed at the same time.
I could help you to do that more easily, Iona murmured.
The feeling of triumph drained away suddenly, and Idris flinched away from her silent words.
“I can do this without you,” he said defensively.
There was something of a smirk in her voice as she replied.
No, you cannot.
 



Chapter Fifteen: The Well Fight
 
Idris dragged himself out of bed the following morning, unable to shake the feeling of impending doom that lurked in the back of his mind. He pulled on his black uniform and hurried out of his quarters while still tying up his hair, hoping to avoid running into anyone on his way to breakfast.
Unfortunately, he passed Jerin in the hall. She was walking toward her room, and Idris assumed that she had been on guard duty all night. Idris ducked his head and rushed past her, but not before seeing the expression on her face. Her look was both pitying and condemning.
Idris took the stairs two at a time, holding onto the lower half of his partisan to keep it from bouncing against his shoulder.
Even though it was early in the morning, the training compound was already busy with activity. There were plenty of young soldiers who felt the need to spend as much time as they could training, and Idris did not blame them at all.
He walked over the building where meals were held, doing his best to keep from drawing attention to himself. He noted that Jui was at her usual place, and she greeted him shyly as he approached.
“Here, master,” she murmured, holding out a bowl of hot cereal.
Idris took it, but he paused uncertainly.
“You do not have to do this for me,” he said finally. “I appreciate it, but I do not want to give you more work.”
Her brown eyes widened slightly. “It is no work at all, master. There is always a big pot of hot cereal for the servants’ breakfast. I just keep a bowl warm for you.”
Idris found himself laughing, and it was a welcome sensation. He became more aware of how heavy his heart had been feeling of late, and he was relieved to have a moment where it was lifted. Jui grinned in response, and he suddenly felt that they were friends.
“I suppose it is suiting that I would want the same meals as the servants,” he mused.
Jui seemed warm to his friendly response. “Why is that?”
Idris shrugged. “Because I am a farmer. Or, at least, I grew up one.”
“There are many soldiers that start out as farmers,” Jui said dismissively. “The difference with you is that you do not pretend to be something more than what you are.”
As if to emphasize Jui’s words, Meic and his cronies came swaggering up to the table of food, looking haughty and superior.
“Befriending the help?” Meic asked with a sneer. “I suppose she is more your level, but I would think that you would want to at least try to live up to the position you have been given.”
Jui’s face grew pink, and she hurried back to her work.
Idris gave Meic the most scathing look he could muster. “Even if I were to become the king’s personal guard, I would rather speak to her than to someone like you.”
Idris had said worse to Meic in the past, but now Meic had a reputation to maintain in front of his new peers. He puffed out his chest and jabbed a finger in Idris’s direction.
“It was nothing more than luck that placed you in the Royal Guard, farm boy. I have always been a better fighter than you, and I will always be a better soldier.”
Idris was still fuming over Meic’s treatment of Jui, and so his reply was impulsive.
“Would you care to prove that?”
Cato and Leor nudged each other, clearly hoping for the entertainment of a fight. The girl, whose name Idris had learned was Jola, merely looked bored.
Meic glanced over at Jola, and Idris surmised that she was the one he was most concerned with impressing. Seeing her expression of disinterest, Meic shrugged.
“I already know the outcome, so why miss training over it?”
Idris balled his fists. “You are a coward.”
A stunned silence greeted his words. Now Meic couldn’t walk away, even if he had wanted to.
“I am no coward,” Meic hissed. “Beating you will not only be easy, it will be a pleasure.”
“Shall we go to the old well?” suggested Leor.
Idris frowned. “The old well?”
“It is the traditional place for challenges between first year trainees,” Jola drawled.
Idris knew a lot of things that the other army trainees didn’t, but he had not been told about the old well. Meic seemed to find Idris’s gap in knowledge amusing, which only goaded Idris on.
“Sounds perfect,” he grated.
The five of them left their meals behind and walked outside. Idris followed the other trainees toward an area behind the barracks, where they would be out of sight from the casual passerby. Down a gentle slope, close to the outer wall, was an old stone well, disused and in disrepair. The mortar around the stones was crumbling and the system for lowering a bucket was completely gone.
Leaning against the outer wall were two wooden staffs, each about five feet long. Meic tossed one at Idris and picked up the other. He hopped on top of the well and adjusted his balance.
“First to fall loses,” Cato said with a smile that Idris found distrustful.
Idris climbed up on the well. His footing was shaky at best. The stones wobbled as he stepped on them and they seemed close to falling to the ground.
“What are the rules?” Idris asked uncertainly.
Meic bared his teeth. “No rules.”
With that, he swung his staff at Idris’s feet. Idris hopped to avoid the blow, but his haste made him land awkwardly. He struggled to regain his footing, but not before Meic had swung again and hit him soundly on the shoulder.
Idris reeled forward, his gaze fixed on the well opening between the two young men. The well went down so far that he couldn’t see the bottom. He couldn’t even see if there was any water to break a fall. He dropped to a knee and looked up at his opponent.
“Meic, this is dangerous. One of us could die.”
Cato and Leor snickered, elbowing each other. Meic’s eyes narrowed and he said, “Exactly.”
Idris brought up his staff to fend off the blow that Meic aimed at his head, but his mind was stunned.
He knew that Meic had never liked him, and he certainly bore no love for him, but he had never entertained the thought that Meic wanted to kill him. The worst they had ever done to each other was trade punches or humiliate one another. Had life in the city with these new friends really changed Meic so much?
Idris thought about Meic’s poor father, Owen, and what he would think if he could see his son at that moment. The thought made Idris angry, and he whipped his staff at Meic’s legs in response.
Meic dodged the blow easily, but his movements became more careful now that Idris was fighting back.
Every farm boy knew how to fight with a staff. It was one of the few weapons available in such remote areas, and it was a way to pass time during the winter season. Sometimes there were even tournaments to see who was the best in the valley. Idris knew from these tournaments that he and Meic were fairly evenly matched, which meant Idris would have to find ways to turn his additional Royal Guard training into an advantage.
They circled each other a couple of times and evaluated the situation. The forced proximity of the well wall made any thought of fancy maneuvers seem like a bad idea, so Idris kept his movements simple. Meic seemed to have the same idea.
Idris jabbed with the butt of his staff at Meic’s ankles. Meic swiped away the blow and returned one of his own with the opposite end of his staff. The attack was aimed at Idris’s shoulder, but a quick sidestep prevented contact.
The clack of wood sounded loudly as the two young men traded blows in rapid succession. Idris twirled his staff to knock an attack from Meic off course, and then he thrust forward with one of his own.
The staff made contact with Meic’s stomach. The boy exhaled forcibly and sagged to one knee. Idris moved around the well to attack again, but the indirect movement cost him the advantage. Meic recovered enough to ward off the blow and get back on his feet.
The clack of wood filled the air again, and Idris began to feel frustrated that he was not able to gain an advantage over his opponent. After all, he was training to be a member of the Royal Guard. It was true that he was still at the beginning of his training, but it seemed to him that he should still have the upper hand over a regular army trainee.
Meic also seemed to be getting frustrated, and his brow furrowed in concentration. His attacks were growing fiercer, and he threw all of his energy into each movement. Idris had to use more of his own energy to ward them off.
After defending against a particularly tricky move, Idris glanced at Meic just in time to see him give a small nod to his companions. 
Cato nudged one of the stones that Idris was standing on, causing it to slip from its place and tumble to the ground.
Idris’s arms wheeled in a vain effort to maintain balance, but he knew that he could not stop himself from falling. To his terror, he found that he was heading toward the well opening. His heart pounded wildly in his chest.
Just as he was about to fall forward into that dark opening, a wave of light and heat swept around him. The force of it propelled him out of harm’s way, and he landed hard on the ground. Iona’s irritated voice sounded in his head.
How many times do I have to save you from stupidity, farmer?
Idris had no answer for her. He was too busy catching his breath and trying to overcoming the shock of what had just happened.
“You cheated,” shouted an outraged Meic.
Idris looked up to see that the wave of power that had saved him had also knocked everyone else to the ground.
“What?” he sputtered as he sat up, struggling to get his partisan out of the way.
Meic was on his feet again, his face mottled with fury. “You cheated, you worm. You cannot use magic in a fair fight.”
Idris jumped to his feet and rushed to grab Meic by the front of his tunic. “I cheated? I was not the one who had his crony knock a rock out from under your opponents’ feet!”
“I do not know what you are talking about,” Meic lied unapologetically.
Idris flung his hand in Cato’s direction. “I saw what he did,” he shouted.
Cato came forward and pushed Idris away from Meic. “Are you calling me a cheater?” he demanded.
Idris clenched his jaw and spat out his reply. “That is why I pointed to you.”
“How dare you question my honor,” Cato said, his face a mask of outrage and disbelief.
“I did not see him do anything,” Leor shouted, adding to the lie. 
“You are just trying to cover up the fact that you cheated with magic,” accused Meic. He jabbed Idris sharply in the chest with his fingers.
Idris could not believe what he was hearing. “I did not cheat,” he yelled. “You said there were no rules.”
“So you admit to using magic,” Meic said triumphantly.
“Of course he used magic,” Jola said, rolling her eyes. “That was never a question.”
How dare they? Is there no honor left in this generation?
Iona sounded as angry as Idris felt.
Meic smiled smugly and folded his arms across his chest. “I am going to tell everyone what a cheater you are, Idris. Everyone will know.”
“I DID NOT CHEAT!”
Extend your hand to them, Iona urged him. Let them feel the power of my wrath.
Part of Idris was tempted to do as Iona said, but then he remembered the smoldering remains of his bed. Would Iona set them on fire out of revenge?
Idris honestly didn’t know what his partisan was capable of, and he already knew that she had a temper.
Extend your hand, Iona repeated. Let me work through you.
Idris’s anger was replaced with fear. He kept his arms pinned tightly at his side.
“No.”
Meic and his friends were so busy congratulating each other on their perceived victory that they didn’t notice the change in Idris.
“No, what?” asked Cato with a taunting grin.
Do it, farmer. Make them pay for their lies.
Idris could feel Iona’s emotions swirling through his mind, and it was becoming difficult to separate them from his own.
They are without honor. They would defame you. You cannot let this pass.
He knew she was right. Meic and his friends would twist what had happened to cast Idris in the worst possible light. By the end of the day he would be known as a cheater and worse.
The only way to stop them was to teach them a lesson.
Idris began to raise his hand, and he could feel Iona’s power tingling down his arm. He could see the light from his partisan over his shoulder, slowly growing brighter and brighter.
Jola was the first to notice. She got the attention of the others, and Idris watched Meic’s smug expression waver.
Make them pay.
“Idris!”
The unfamiliar voice jolted Idris out of the daze that he had been falling into. He immediately let his arm drop back to his side.
The entire group of trainees looked up the slope that led to the barracks. Idris saw an imposing figure silhouetted there. He recognized the dark face of Palti, and he had never been so relieved. Palti strode purposefully toward them, and Idris could tell from his expression that the man recognized the danger of the situation. 
“Such fighting has been banned among trainees,” Palti said to all of them. “Report to your instructor and request proper punishment.”
Even Leor was dwarfed by Palti’s height and build, and there was a fierce look in the man’s eye that commanded obedience. Meic and his friends hurried away, too intimidated to argue or say anything contrary to what they had been told.
Idris was about to follow them, but Palti placed a hand on his shoulder.
“I want you to come with me, Idris.”
Idris’s stomach dropped when he thought of what might happen next. Once again he had placed others in danger, and he did not think Captain Cowan would take kindly to the news.
“Yes, sir,” he choked, barely able to speak from the dread that pushed at him from all sides.
 
 



Chapter Sixteen: Fellow Strangers
 
As they began to walk, Palti explained how he had found them.
“Demas reported that he had not seen you when training began this morning, and I volunteered to come find you. I am glad that I did, for you seem to have a knack for getting into trouble.”
Instead of leading Idris back to the palace, Palti made his way to the section of the training grounds that was nearest to the coast. The tall stone wall that surrounded the entire military compound separated Palti and Idris from the ocean, but there were steps built parallel to the wall that allowed them to climb to the top. From there they could look down the cliff to the crashing waves below.
Idris kept expecting some kind of lecture, but Palti remained silent for several minutes. He simply looked out at the ocean, breathing deeply and calmly. His silence gave Idris a chance to study him in detail, taking in his foreign features.
Palti was a head taller than Idris, and his shoulders were broad and muscled. His face had wide, blunt features, and his black eyes sparkled with life. His scarlet uniform was a striking contrast to his dark coloring, and it was clear that he wore the uniform with pride.
Palti’s sword was without a sheath, exposing a forward-angled blade that was wider at the tip than at the base. It was shaped like a basilisk, with emeralds jutting out the back like spikes and the tail curving around the hilt. The head of the basilisk formed the tip of the sword, and the detail etched into the blade gave it an eerily lifelike appearance. It had eyes of ruby and fangs crafted from inlaid diamonds.
Idris glanced up to see that Palti was looking at him, and he flushed with embarrassment. However, Palti didn’t seem to mind the scrutiny. He gave a friendly smile to the young man and returned to looking out at the water.
He gestured west with his hand. “Across the sea is the kingdom of Zoma, which is ruled by Queen Arminell’s father. North of that land is a nation called Dia, and that is where my parents were born.”
Idris knew very little about the world outside of Rest Stone Valley, and he listened with great interest.
Palti’s expression grew wistful as he went on. “I have never been there myself, but my father and mother describe it as a beautiful land filled with ancient trees and flowing rivers. They loved their home very much.”
Idris’s brow creased. “Why did they leave?”
“In the years before I was born, Dia was at war with itself. The young emperor had died without an heir, and two powerful families were each fighting to take control. The city where my parents lived was destroyed. Many thousands were left without a home. My father secured passage on a ship headed for Calaris, and he married my mother so that she could come with him.”
Idris’s eyes widened slightly. “They only got married in order to escape?”
Palti chuckled. “They were very fond of each other. They had grown up as good friends. My mother had no family living, and my father did not want to leave her behind.”
Idris nodded slowly. He could understand that.
“They settled here in Marath,” Palti continued. “Many refugees did. King Nikolas’s father was very kind to those fleeing from the war, even though he remained neutral in regard to the power struggle. Then, the year after I was born, the war in Dia ended and most of the refugees went home again.”
“But not your parents,” Idris guessed. 
“No,” agreed Palti. “Not my parents. They had built a life here, and they were happy. Also, since I was born here, I was a citizen of Calaris by right. They knew there would be opportunities for me here that were not available in Dia.”
“Like the Treasury,” said Idris.
Palti smiled and nodded again. “My parents had to bring proof of my birth here in Marath in order for me to be allowed in the Treasury, but allowed I was. And Tahir was waiting for me,” he said with a hand on the hilt of his sword.
Idris grinned. “It must have been a shock to Captain Cowan when you joined the Royal Guard.”
“It was a shock to everyone,” Palti laughed. “The captain at the time was a woman named Cybil, and she was very rigid with tradition. She would have refused to allow me to join the Royal Guard if the king had permitted her.”
The thought was sobering.
“She did let you join, though,” Idris said with a frown.
Palti made a sound of thoughtful agreement. “Yes, but it was a terrible disappointment to her. You see, Roth had joined the year before and he was the eldest son of the Duke of the Hills Province. He gave up his title to join the Royal Guard, and so Captain Cybil was still enjoying the prestige that had come with such a situation.”
Idris could relate. Everyone expected people like Roth, Hildar, and Aherin to join the Royal Guard, but not a farmer or the son of refugees.
“I am glad Cowan is the captain now,” he said fervently.
“Yes,” assented Palti. “Cowan is much more open-minded than Cybil was.”
He turned his back to the ocean and faced Idris directly.
“I have lived in Marath my entire life, but there will always be those who see me as an outsider. There will always be those who resent my success and secretly hope that I fail. I cannot allow their malice to taint what I hope to accomplish with my life.”
Idris understood what he was saying, and he was grateful to hear it.
Palti placed his large hand on Idris’s shoulder. “You were born a farmer, but now you are a protector of the royal family. To some you may always be an outsider, but that does not change the fact that you have been chosen to be a member of the Royal Guard.”
Idris lowered his head. “It feels like everyone wants me to fail, not just some. Even my weapon wants nothing to do with me.”
“I do not wish you to fail,” Palti said softly.
Idris’s throat felt tight and his vision became blurry.
“Those born with more fortunate bloodlines bear the burden of high expectations,” explained the older man. “Those such as you and I, we bear the burden of prejudice. Our triumphs are usually dismissed and our mistakes are attributed to unworthiness.”
“How can we live that way?” Idris asked miserably.
“Because we must,” was the simple reply. “We must work harder than our peers. We must live above reproach. We must surprise those who doubt our abilities and determination.”
Idris suddenly felt weary. “It is not fair that it should be harder for us when we were chosen for this life, just like the other Guards.”
Palti gave his wide smile. “No one said that life is fair, duwado.”
A puzzled expression crossed Idris’s face. “What does that mean?”
“Duwado means ‘little brother’ in the native language of Dia,” Palti explained. “We are family now, and we must help one another. It may not be fair for us to be treated as outsiders, but at least we do not have to face our fate alone.”
A warm sensation flooded Idris’s chest. He liked being called brother again, and he was glad to have someone to call family.
“Come,” said Palti, “let us return. You are missing valuable training, and that cannot be allowed.”
They climbed down from the wall and walked back across the compound. 
Idris’s group was working with practice swords, and the trainees were all paired off for sparring. Piton walked among them, making comments and correcting mistakes. When he spotted Palti and Idris, he called for a break.
All of the trainees looked at the arrivals with interest, especially Hildar and Aherin. Their expressions said that they very much wanted to ask what had happened. Meic and his friends appeared nervous, as if they weren’t sure how much trouble they were in.
“I see you found the last of the truants,” Piton said to Palti. “Thank you for returning him.”
Idris probably never would have noticed before his conversation with Palti, but now he saw the dismissive attitude in which Piton addressed his superior. He was certain that if it had been any other member of the Royal Guard, Piton would have saluted and spoken with much more respect.
Palti gave no indication that he noticed anything amiss, but spoke with calm and authority. “I have seen to the discipline of Idris. Did the others speak to you as I instructed?”
Piton waved his hand. “Oh, there is no need. If they choose to fall behind, it is punishment enough.”
Idris could hardly believe his ears, and he could tell that he wasn’t the only one. Aherin and Hildar exchanged dark glances, and a wave of whispers passed through the other trainees. Piton was normally so harsh in his training that he bordered on cruel. Why would he let Meic and the others off without punishing them?
Palti’s eyes narrowed. “What did they tell you happened?”
There was a moment of hesitation as Piton chose his words carefully. “They said there was a… disagreement… with young Idris here.”
“They said he cheated during a challenge,” interjected Palti.
Piton looked decidedly put out. “Well, yes. They said they were having a friendly competition, and Idris cheated in order to win.”
“What?” Idris burst out.
Aherin looked equally insulted. “That is preposterous.”
Palti held up a hand to silence them. “And you felt that it only right that your trainees put the conceited Royal Guard apprentice in his place.”
The instructor squared his shoulders. “I do not condone fighting, but cheating would not be allowed in the king’s army.”
Idris couldn’t understand how Palti could just stand there smiling. He wanted to shout that Cato and Meic had been the ones cheating. He wanted to find a way to rid Piton of the superior expression on his face.
Palti nodded in agreement. “Yes, cheating is a very serious offense. There seems to be opposing stories on what took place, though. Idris will tell you that he did not cheat.”
Piton sniffed and turned to the waiting trainees. He called Meic and his friends forward. “These four tell me that he did. And since there are no uninterested parties to state what happened, I am inclined to go with those who have witnesses.”
Some of the watching trainees nodded their agreement, and others shook their heads. Meic tried to hide his smile as he fixed his gaze on Idris.
“There you are incorrect,” Palti said, raising a finger.
“Oh?”
“Yes,” he went on. “I saw what happened.”
Piton looked as if he had a bitter taste in his mouth. “Did you?”
“I trust you can rely on my statement as unbiased,” Palti said quietly.
The instructor looked as though he would rather do anything than listen to what the Royal Guard had to say.
“Of course,” he said through clenched teeth.
The smug expression melted off of Meic’s face, and his friends exchanged concerned looks.
Palti turned his dark eyes on Meic, and his features became unyielding. “I want you to tell everyone here what happened down at the well. If you say anything that is untrue, you shall be banned from the king’s army and sent home in disgrace.”
“Now, see here,” objected Piton.
The Royal Guard ignored him and continued to pin Meic with his hard stare. The boy swallowed noisily and looked as though he couldn’t decide if he was furious or fearful.
Idris could see Meic weighing his options. Their eyes met for a moment, and the hatred on Meic’s face was apparent.
“I challenged Idris to a fight at the well. He lost his footing and used magic to regain his balance.”
“And why did he lose his footing?” urged Palti.
The silence was thick with expectation.
Finally, Cato stepped forward. “Because I knocked one of the stones loose.”
Murmurs broke out among the trainees, and Piton shouted for them to be quiet.
“I see,” Piton said after a pause. “Well, there appears to be equal fault.”
“No,” Palti said sharply. “The fault lies solely with the boy who cheated and the boy who encouraged it. Since you seem reluctant to deal out the proper punishment, I will do so on your behalf. These two boys will be given the choice of either resigning from the army or taking on the duties of servants for a month in addition to their regular training. They will be allowed six hours of sleep each night, but every other moment will be used in training or in serving their fellow trainees. Perhaps this will teach them to respect their peers.”
“Well,” said Piton in a poisonous tone, “it is clear to me that those training to be members of the Royal Guard can do no wrong.”
Palti gave him a level gaze. “I have already said that Idris has been disciplined.”
“How?” Piton demanded.
Several tense moments passed as Palti considered the furious man standing before him.
“I can see that you are unhappy with this situation,” the Royal Guard said mildly, “and perhaps this is not an ideal position for you at this time. I will speak to your superiors and see that your talents are used elsewhere.”
Piton stared at him dumbly, his mouth working silently. Then he snapped his lips shut and spun on his heel. He marched away as if the ground were Palti’s face, and he didn’t look back.
The stunned silence of the trainees extended long after their instructor was gone. Palti seemed completely unconcerned with what had just happened. 
“Aherin,” he said calmly, “you will continue with today’s lesson. Tomorrow you will have a new teacher.”
“Yes, sir,” Aherin replied automatically.
As Palti walked away, Idris felt a surge of mixed emotions wash over him. His cheeks were warm and his heart was pounding, as if he was simultaneously happy and relieved and shocked and bewildered. He couldn’t separate the feelings from each other, but he did know one thing—his newfound brother, his fellow outsider, had fought for him and won.
 



Chapter Seventeen: Royal Anniversary
 
Time passed quickly for Idris. Each day was packed with physical and mental training, and each night he fell into bed exhausted. Before he knew it, the summer was gone. A sudden reminder of how much time had passed came upon him one evening after his Royal Guard training.
“Before I dismiss you for the evening,” Farah said to Idris and the others, “I have some good news for you.”
Idris paused in wiping the sweat from his face. He could use some good news. His attempts at drawing Iona’s power into a tangible form had not gone well, and his mood was rather sour.
“Tomorrow is the king’s anniversary, marking the fifteenth year of his reign. There will be special celebrations all over Marath, and the four of you have leave to go out and enjoy them.”
Demas grinned widely and clapped Aherin on the back.
Hildar scowled. “What about our duties protecting the royal family?”
“That will come later,” assured Farah. “Tomorrow evening there will be a ball, and all Royal Guards will be required to attend and protect the royal family. Until then, they will be in a confined area making preparations. Captain Cowan believes that the higher-ranking Royal Guards will be sufficient protection.”
In spite of all the frustration that had come with the day’s lesson, Idris found himself smiling along with Demas. He hadn’t left the military compound since his training began, and he was excited to get out and have some fun.
That evening, Idris took the time to wash his uniform and bathe, knowing that he would want to look his best for the celebrations. Aherin walked into the bath house just as Idris was washing his hair.
“You know,” Aherin said casually, “it would save you time if you were to cut your hair like the other military trainees.”
Idris looked up from between the wet strands of hair as he rubbed soap into his scalp. “What?”
Aherin kept his own head shaved clean, and he pointed to it as he gave it a quick wash with a cloth. “You could save time.”
Idris smiled and shrugged. “I suppose.”
“I mean, no farmer keeps their topknot once they become a soldier,” Aherin went on as he washed himself. “Most of the recruits cut their hair within the first week. You are the only one holding on.”
It was said as a joke, but it caused Idris to frown.
“I am?”
Aherin paused and gave Idris an appraising glance. “Have you not noticed? Even your friend Meic finally cut his hair short. I was sure he was going to hold on to his ancient warrior style out of pure stubbornness.”
Idris’s fingers slowed. “I had not noticed.”
There was a small pause.
“Does the king have a preference to how we look?” Idris asked.
Aherin shrugged. “Not really. As long as we look tidy and intimidating.”
The conversation came to an end as Palti and Demas came striding in.
“I see you both had the same idea as us,” the former said with his wide grin.
Idris finished washing quickly and went back to his quarters alone. He was sure that Aherin had meant well when he had commented on Idris’s hair, but it still made him feel uncertain.
What does it matter how you look? asked Iona in a waspish tone. A farmer is a farmer no matter the length of hair.
Idris found himself smiling at her words. She may not have meant to, but she had put his mind at ease. “You are wise, Iona,” he said simply.
Her surprised silence made him chuckle.
Idris slept well that night and awoke with a feeling of excitement. He put on his clean uniform and twisted his long hair into his customary topknot. His anticipation for the day ahead made him rather giddy, and he grinned at his reflection.
“A farmer is a farmer, no matter the change of occupation,” he said lightly.
So true, was the sullen reply.
“Oh, Iona,” he laughed, “do not be so sulky. Today is a day of celebration.”
The voice in his mind simply snorted in response, which made Idris even more amused. He buckled the partisan across his back, and walked out of the room with a bounce in his step.
Palti was waiting in the hall outside and greeted Idris with a friendly expression. “Good morning, duwado. I thought you might like to see the sights of the city with one who grew up here.”
Idris nodded enthusiastically. “That would be great.”
They stopped to eat a hurried breakfast, and then they joined the crowd of other trainees leaving the military compound.
Palti began pointing the moment they passed through the gates. “These gardens around the palace wall are technically open to anyone, but people do not come here often. The increased security does not lend to the aesthetic.”
Idris looked at the patrolling palace guards. He could understand the sentiment. It would be difficult to enjoy a garden while having a soldier stare at your every movement.
Palti went on as they moved farther away from the palace. “Do you see all of these estates surrounding the royal grounds? They are the homes of the Nobles who are too important to live in Marath on a permanent basis. Most of the time these buildings are only occupied by the servants in charge of maintaining them.”
Idris frowned. “That seems like a waste.”
Palti nodded in agreement. 
The houses were like small palaces of their own, with sweeping architecture that made the most of the available space. Each one could easily house two or three families.
Idris followed his friend down a road that led southeast.
“These estates belong to the less important Nobles. They have no land or other holdings, so they stay in Marath throughout the year.”
The young man pursed his lips thoughtfully. “If they have no property, what do they live off of?”
“Oh, they have other businesses that bring in income,” Palti said in a slightly pinched tone. “Not all of it is as… worthy… as one might hope, but all of it is profitable.”
The feel of the city began to change as they moved onward. The overly elaborate estates gave way to more moderate homes, and those gave way to shops and open markets. Palti pointed out several buildings that had large bells installed in the roofs.
“Those are public buildings, and can be used for various purposes—weddings, performances, educational lectures, and so forth. The bells are meant to serve as a warning, should Marath ever come under attack.”
They were entering the part of the city where most of the celebrations were taking place, and the difference was marked.
Marath was draped in scarlet and gold, with the king’s banner hanging on every street. Women carried bouquets of red and yellow flowers, and the men wore braided ribbons around their necks. The streets were fairly bursting with people—residents and visitors alike—and the press of bodies all around him made Idris suddenly anxious that he would be separated from Palti.
“What do you think?” asked Palti, shouting over the din.
Idris shook his head in amazement. “I think there are more people on this single street than in the whole of Rest Stone Valley.”
Palti laughed merrily. 
They pushed their way forward, passing vendors and food stands. Most of the wares were centered around the royal anniversary. There were the ribbons and bouquets for sale almost everywhere Idris looked. There were also small portraits of the king and queen, carved wooden pendants, sashes, and even specially decorated sweets that were apparently the king’s favorite.
“Do you see anything you like?” Palti inquired.
There were several things that caught Idris’s eye. He would have loved to send home little gifts for each of his family members, but he didn’t have any money. He didn’t want to make it seem like he was hinting for favors, so he didn’t mention it to Palti. Idris merely smiled at the question and turned away.
Palti got a box of sweets from one of the vendors and held it up with a grin. “My mother has a weakness for such treats.”
Idris chuckled. “So do my sisters.”
“Would you like to get a box for them?”
He quickly shook his head and then turned his attention to the area where the street performers were gathered. 
Two boys, probably no more than seven or eight years old, were juggling and tossing balls back and forth. Their young faces were pinched with concentration, but merry grins lit their features.
A wizened man stood in the center of a wide circle, setting off sparks of brilliant color. Idris had heard of fireworks before, but had never seen them. He rushed forward to join the circle. The cylinders seemed so ordinary, but the shower of glittering light that burst forth set the crowd cheering. After setting off two or three of the fireworks, the man would pause and offer to sell the audience small bundles of firecrackers. Once the snaps and pops of the purchases died down, he would put on another display to draw in the masses.
Palti tapped Idris on the shoulder. “Have you ever had sweet ice?”
Idris was so enraptured by the fireworks that he answered before thinking. “No, I have not.”
“Good,” responded Palti. “I will get some for us.”
Idris turned toward Palti, meaning to stop him, but he was already out of earshot. Idris rubbed his hands together anxiously as he waited for his friend to return, mentally berating himself for not being open about his lack of money.
Palti appeared moments later with two cups made from twisted leaves. The cups were heaped over with shaved ice that smelled like sweet fruit. Palti handed one to Idris with a wide smile on his face.
“I think you will like this,” he said confidently.
Idris stared down at the cup in his hand and spoke quickly. He could feel his face burning with embarrassment. “I should have been more clear, Palti, but I do not have any money. I cannot pay you back for this.”
He wasn’t sure what he expected to hear, but it certainly wasn’t the burst of laughter that rumbled out from his friend.
Idris looked up in surprise. “What?”
“Idris, you are a member of the Royal Guard,” Palti said, as if that explained everything. When it was plain that the young man didn’t understand, he went on. “The king covers all of our expenses. Most of these vendors will give us anything we want for no charge, but those who wish to be reimbursed can send a bill to the palace and rely on getting paid.”
Idris stared at him dumbly. “They can?”
Palti laughed even harder and slapped him on the shoulder. “How do you think we support ourselves? Not all of us come from rich families like Roth and Hildar.”
Idris felt foolish that he had never given it much thought. “I suppose I assumed we would be given a wage once we finished our training.”
The older Guard shook his head. “None of us are given wages, no matter how long we serve. Instead, the king covers all of our expenses and provides us with food and shelter.”
Idris could hardly believe what he was hearing. “So, if I wanted to, I could go and hire a gold palanquin to take me around the city?”
They both guffawed over the idea.
“You could,” allowed Palti, “but I would not advise it. Jerin oversees expenses to make sure no one is abusing the king’s generosity.”
Idris lifted the hand that was holding the cup of sweet ice. “But this is fine?”
Palti grinned and shrugged. “It is a holiday. We are allowed to indulge a little.”
After that, Idris felt he was able to enjoy himself more fully. He savored each bite of the cool, delicious ice without any guilt on his mind. He selected small gifts for each of his family members, paying close attention to Palti’s suggestions of what was most popular.
Each vendor did nothing more than glance at Palti’s uniform and the bejeweled partisan on Idris’s back before handing them whatever they asked for.
Idris was in the middle of choosing some pretty beaded necklaces when he looked up and saw Aherin and Demas approaching them.
“Gifts for the lady of your favor?” Demas asked jovially.
Idris smiled. “My sisters.”
Demas nodded his approval. “They are a good choice. I got one for my lady fair.”
“You are betrothed?” Idris asked in surprise.
The young man laughed. “Well, not quite yet. She understands that everything has to wait until I am finished with my training.”
Idris had never considered if any of the Royal Guards had families—spouses and children of their own. 
“Are we allowed to marry?” he questioned Palti.
The older man shrugged. “If we wish. It is complicated, though. We are required to live in our quarters, regardless of marital status.”
“Soldiers should not marry,” Aherin said with conviction. “Either their duties suffer or their families do.”
Palti and Demas exchanged understanding glances and turned to go about their shopping, leaving Idris and Aherin by the beaded necklaces.
Idris cleared his throat uncomfortably. “So… your father…”
“He was rarely at home,” Aherin responded, trying to appear unconcerned. “When he was, he only seemed to care how my training was progressing. He told me when I was very young that I was to join the military like him. He wanted me to be the best.”
Idris nodded and looked down at the jewelry in front of him. “He must have been proud when you were chosen to be a member of the Royal Guard.”
Aherin snorted softly. “He seemed more concerned in making sure I did nothing to disappoint his expectations.”
Silence settled between the two boys, and Idris had no idea how to break it. Aherin solved the problem by forcing a laugh.
“If becoming a Royal Guard cannot make him proud, then I should assume that nothing will.”
Idris gave a halfhearted smile in return. “My father did not approve of my decision to come here and train. He felt I should stay at home on the farm where I belonged.”
Aherin gave him a searching glance. “Do you agree with him?”
Idris chuckled wryly. “Usually. But when he left me here, he basically told me that if I did not give my training my best effort I would not be welcomed back home.”
Aherin laughed outright. “He did?”
Idris joined him. “My father never does anything by halves.”
“Neither does mine,” Aherin replied.
The two boys smiled at each other openly, and Idris had the feeling that he had made another friend. The knowledge meant more to Idris than he could have expressed, and his enjoyment of the day increased tenfold.
“How many sisters do you have?” Aherin asked, turning back to the necklaces.
“Three,” Idris answered.
Aherin raised his eyebrows. “Do you have any brothers?”
“Three,” Idris answered again, with a grin.
A wistful expression crossed Aherin’s face. “It must be nice to come from such a large family. I have no siblings. It was just me and my mother most days.”
Palti and Demas returned in time to hear that, and Demas slapped Aherin on the shoulder.
“Well, you have brothers and sisters aplenty now that you joined the Royal Guard.”
Aherin looked at his three companions and his eyes widened slightly. “I suppose I do.”
Idris gave a definitive nod. “Yes, you do.”
 



Chapter Eighteen: The Ball
 
Idris and the others were due back at their quarters by late afternoon. Once they arrived, they were given the order to dress in the formal uniform of the Royal Guards.
“Tonight is the king’s anniversary ball,” Cowan said. “The entire royal family will be present. You are to remain unobtrusive, but do not let your charges out of your sight.”
Idris felt a knot of anxiety forming in his stomach. From the captain’s tone of voice, one would think that they were marching into battle. He had never been to a ball—he didn’t even know what it was—but he assumed from the name that it was some sort of competitive game. He knew from growing up with Meic that there were those who would take advantage of a sport to cause harm to others. Idris would have to be vigilant.
He went into his room and unbuckled the partisan. Then he pulled off his black training tunic and put on the scarlet one that was neatly folded on his bed. The fabric was stiff and the gold embroidery on the chest was scratchy, but Idris felt unusually impressive wearing the uniform. He returned the partisan to its place across his back and then stood in front of the mirror.
Idris almost didn’t recognize himself. For the first time, he felt that he actually looked the part of a Royal Guard.
He allowed himself a pleased smile before returning to the hallway where Demas was waiting for him. Aherin and Hildar soon joined them, and the four of them walked briskly toward the palace.
“Captain Cowan makes it sound like there will be assassins hiding under the robes of the Nobles,” Hildar said with a smirk.
Demas gave a small shrug. “There is always more danger when there are more people gathered. Also, the captain was present when King Nikolas’s uncle was assassinated, so his caution is understandable.”
Idris had never heard that story and he looked to Aherin for an explanation.
“King Nikolas’s uncle was the eldest and heir to the throne,” Aherin whispered. “A week before his coronation he was murdered.”
“By whom?” Idris asked as quietly as he could.
Aherin shook his head. “No one knows the man’s true identity, and no one knows who paid him to do it. He committed suicide before he could be questioned.”
Hildar looked over at them and arched an eyebrow. “What are you two whispering about?”
“Nothing,” Aherin said indifferently.
Idris was grateful for that. He was tired of Hildar making comments about his ignorance.
They walked up the stairs of the Water Palace and through the main floor. Then they made their way to the main entrance of the royal chambers, where the golden doors stood open and servants bustled in and out.
Several harried-looking guards looked as though they were trying to keep tabs on everyone coming and going, but without success.
“What a disaster,” muttered Demas. “They should not be allowing so much traffic into the antechamber.”
They strode past the guards without slowing and found that the antechamber was packed with people.
“What is the meaning of this?” Demas demanded of one of the king’s personal assistants.
The slender man looked supremely annoyed. “The queen has made several last-minute changes, and she insists on overseeing them herself.”
As if summoned, Queen Arminell appeared in the doorway from the royal chambers and glided into the fray. Palti and Farah followed close behind her, scanning each face that approached the queen.
Demas bowed at the waist, and Idris and his fellow recruits did the same.
“Your majesty,” Demas said respectfully, “is there anything that we can do to be of assistance to you?”
The queen’s gaze lingered on Idris for a split second before she shook her magnificent golden head.
“No, Demas, go see to the children.”
They did as they were told and entered the royal quarters. It was much more orderly beyond the reinforced doors, and the noise ceased abruptly as the doors closed.
Demas led the way into the nursery, where Jerin and Roth were already waiting. They stood near the crown prince, but their eyes were on all three of the children.
Prince Aribold was sprawled on a chaise with a disgruntled expression on his young face. When he took note of the entrance of the Royal Guards, he stood up with a huff.
“It is about time,” he snapped. “I have been forced to wait here until you arrived and I am bored.”
He said it as if it were the worst possible fate.
Demas and Aherin bowed to the prince. “Forgive us, your highness,” Demas said politely. “Where would you like to go?”
“Out to the city,” the boy said immediately.
Demas shook his head solemnly. “I apologize, your highness, but that is against the queen’s wishes.”
Aribold must have been expecting that answer, but he rolled his eyes all the same. “Fine,” he grumbled. “We can go out to the stupid garden.”
“As you wish, your highness.”
The boy stomped out of the room, followed by his two Guards. Princess Zorina looked up from the book she was reading and called out, “Ari, can I come, too?”
“No,” was the petulant reply.
Zorina made a face at the back of her retreating brother, but didn’t seem otherwise put out. She turned her sweet little face toward Idris and Hildar, studying them. She was younger than Idris’s youngest sister, Adwen, but had unusual focus for a six-year-old.
“Mommy told me your names,” she said after a moment. “You are Hildar and you are Idris,” she stated, pointed to each of them.
“Yes, your highness,” Hildar said in a patronizing tone. “What an exceptional memory you have.”
Idris darted a glance at Hildar, wondering if he was expected to treat the princess that way, too. There must have been something in his expression that was amusing, because Zorina giggled when she saw it.
“I am not a baby,” she teased Hildar good-naturedly. “You do not need to talk to me that way.”
Hildar’s cheeks tinted pink. “Of course, your highness,” she said stiffly.
If Zorina was aware that she had embarrassed Hildar, she showed no sign of it. “This is my first ball. Mommy said I am finally old enough to attend one, and she had a special dress made for me.”
The princess stood and twirled to show off the magnificent gown. The silk robe was emerald in color, which complemented her auburn hair beautifully. The embroidery was gold, forming flowers and birds all along the full sleeves and skirt. The sash was also gold, wrapped around her tiny waist and tied elaborately in the back. Zorina wore a headdress of gold and small emeralds, which looked like a bouquet of bejeweled flowers on her head.
“You look very pretty, your highness,” Idris said sincerely.
She cocked her head with a coy smile. “Only pretty?”
He couldn’t help but grin. She reminded him very much of Adwen. “I said very pretty.”
Zorina seemed satisfied.
Evening soon fell and it was time for the ball to begin. King Nikolas led the way with his queen on his arm. The crown prince escorted his little sister, and Prince Aribold brought up the rear. Every member of the Royal Guard was present. Idris made sure to follow his instructions to keep out of the way, but his eyes continually scanned for any sign of danger.
When they entered the grand ballroom, Idris’s eyes widened in shock. Gold glittered on every surface and a dozen crystal chandeliers twinkled overhead. The room was crowded with Nobles wearing their finest, and an orchestra played from a platform above.
Trumpets sounded the entrance of the royal family, and every person bowed respectfully. King Nikolas stood on a raised dais, which also held a smaller version on his throne.
“The Nobility have always been the friends and family of the ruler of Calaris, and I can think of no better way to celebrate the fifteenth anniversary of my coronation than to be surrounded by such people. Thank you for being here and please enjoy yourselves.”
Several faces in the listening crowd looked immensely self-satisfied with the king’s words, as if he were talking to them specifically.
Once the king was finished speaking, he sat down and signaled for the music to resume. The Nobles paired off and began walking together to the tempo of the music, making elaborate circles across the floor. The rest of the royal family took their seats, and the Royal Guards stood in a line behind them.
Idris stared around the room in confusion. This gathering was nothing like he had expected. He turned to Hildar and asked quietly, “What is this?”
She looked at him as if he had said something silly. “This is a ball. A dance. Surely you have heard of them.”
Idris snorted. “This is a dance?”
Hildar frowned. “Of course.”
He shook his head. “No, this is not a dance. If you ever go to Rest Stone Valley, I will show you what a real dance is like.”
Hildar tossed her head haughtily. “How are your country dances better than the king’s ball?”
Idris merely smiled. He couldn’t explain to someone like Hildar what she was missing. He couldn’t put into words what was lacking in the well-ordered movements of the Nobles walking around the dance floor.
Princess Zorina turned to the crown prince. “Nik, I want to dance. Please dance with me?”
Prince Nikolas II looked irritated by her request. “It is not polite for girls to ask boys to dance.”
She clasped her hands together. “Please, Nik!”
“No,” he said flatly.
“Mommy!”
“Zorina, darling,” Queen Arminell said gently, “if you are old enough to attend a ball, you must also be old enough to act as you should. Do not make a scene.”
The little girl pressed her lips together and took a deep breath. “Nik, I have been practicing my dancing for weeks now. Will you please dance with me just once?”
“No.”
Queen Arminell intervened. “Nikolas, dear, it is expected that both you and Aribold should dance with your sister. There are no other children here, and it would be sad if she did not get to dance.”
Idris could see the boy’s anger welling up.
“I did not ask to come to this stupid ball, Mother,” he hissed. “You made me come.”
Arminell’s eyes flashed, but her voice remained calm. “You will dance with your sister once, and then you may retire if you wish.”
The ten-year-old boy walked stiffly out on the dance floor, leaving Zorina to hurry after him. The Royal Guards assigned to the two children all moved to new positions so they could follow the two as they danced.
Idris and Hildar had barely been off the dais for a minute when a girl about their age flounced over. Her face was painted and her nails were long and lacquered. Her headdress and clothing were fussy and overly elaborate, making her look almost comical.
“Oh, Hildar,” she said in a high, false voice, “I did not recognize you. I did not know that you were working tonight.”
It was clear to Idris that the young woman was lying, and the expression on Hildar’s face said that she thought so as well.
“Hello, Laur.”
The girl gave Hildar an exaggerated look of concern. “Why, how tired you look. You look positively ragged, poor thing. I pity you, I truly do. I cannot imagine the indignity of having to work for my living. Is your father having trouble with his holdings? Is that why he sent you to work for the king?”
Idris felt outrage boil up from his chest. “It is an honor to serve as a member of the Royal Guard.”
Laur turned her gaze on him as if she had just noticed he was standing there. She appeared both amused and puzzled. “Who is this creature, Hildar? Is he your friend?”
Idris’s face flushed. She was talking about him as if he were a stray animal that had wandered into the palace.
“He is also training to be a Royal Guard,” Hildar said in a tightly controlled voice.
Laur giggled. The sound grated on Idris’s nerves.
“How funny! He looks like a peasant, but surely they would not let such riffraff train as the king’s personal guard. I mean, since it is such an honor.”
Idris was about to whip out an angry reply, but Hildar interrupted.
“You will have to excuse us, Laur. We are watching over the princess, and she is moving away from here.”
Hildar grabbed Idris’s elbow and forcefully steered him away. Her grip was unnecessarily tight, and as soon as they were out of sight of the snobbish girl Hildar hissed in his ear.
“Were you trying to humiliate me, farmer, or are you really as ignorant as you seem?”
Idris couldn’t believe his ears. “What?”
Hildar’s expression was deeply disgusted. “If you are too dim-witted to understand the nuances of life among the Nobles, then perhaps you should keep out of it.”
With that, she turned and marched away, leaving Idris hurt and bewildered.
Roth, who was keeping an eye on the crown prince, walked over and patted Idris’s shoulder. “It is difficult for a Noble to give up their birthright in order to serve as a Royal Guard. Other Nobles are either resentful or envious, and few of them are kind. It will take Hildar a while to grow accustomed to being treated like an outsider.”
Idris was having a hard time feeling sympathetic for her. “If that is true, then Hildar should stop slapping away the potential friends that she does have.”
Roth smiled sadly. “Yes, well, we are not always wise when we are emotional.”
He walked away, and Idris was glad to be alone. He often felt that he was out of his depth living away from Rest Stone Valley, but this experience had taught him one thing for certain. Until he had a better understanding of life in Marath, he would follow Hildar’s advice and stay out of other people’s business.
Princess Zorina got her two dances with each of her brothers, and then all three of the children left the ball to return to the nursery. Idris and Hildar were assigned to guard the children for the rest of the night, and not a single word passed between them during that entire time.
 



Chapter Nineteen: Offers of Power
 
Hildar still wasn’t talking to Idris during training the following day, but Idris thought her silence was an improvement over her usual snide remarks about his struggles to control Iona.
“I do not understand,” Idris said to Aherin in despair. “What am I doing wrong?”
Neither of them were doing as well as Hildar in the day’s exercises, but at least Aherin was showing progress. His bow showed a faint glow of power, while Idris’s partisan remained stubbornly dull.
Aherin shook his head. “I do not know, Idris. Are you asking her politely?”
“Yes, but she keeps arguing with me. She says I am doing it wrong.”
“Are you?” asked Farah.
Idris wasn’t aware that Farah had been listening. He turned to look at her. “I am doing what you told me to do,” he said defensively.
Farah held up a finger. “I gave you guidelines to follow. Wielding a weapon of power is an individual process.”
Idris grumbled under his breath and tried again.
Please, Iona, will you cooperate with me?
Her reply was terse. Not as long as you are being a fool about it.
I am just trying to do as my teacher instructs.
Then she is a fool as well.
Idris let out a hard, frustrated sigh. He fought down the urge to throw the partisan into the ocean.
Farah watched his reaction impassively, then she walked over and adjusted Idris’s grip on the polearm. “You hold your weapon as if it were a venomous snake that could bite you at any moment. You need to stop being afraid, Idris. Your weapon is not your enemy unless you make it so. Think of it as a tool that you can work with.”
Perhaps she is not such a fool, Iona mused.
Idris took that as Iona’s approval of the new tactic, so he decided to give it a try. He closed his eyes and imagined that he was back home on his family’s farm. He pictured his mother’s vegetable garden, where he had first learned to till the earth and where his mother had taught him how each tool served its own purpose.
It was useless to use a tool for anything other than what it was made for, especially when a different tool would serve the purpose better.
The thought came to him, then: Iona was not meant to change Idris into a warrior. She was meant to enhance who he already was. With this realization he felt his mind opening up, and a rush of energy swept through his body.
“Idris,” Aherin cried.
Idris opened his eyes and looked down at the partisan in his hands. It was glowing even brighter than Hildar’s dagger.
“Well done,” Farah said warmly.
Demas clapped him on the back, but Hildar merely sniffed and turned away.
“Keep practicing,” encouraged Farah. “Next week we can begin doing team exercises.”
“Assuming he can remember how he did that,” Hildar muttered spitefully.
The smile slid from Idris’s face as her words sunk in. In a way, she was right. He didn’t know exactly how he had connected to Iona’s power, so how could he repeat it in the future?
Aherin noticed his expression and tried to reassure him. “Do not worry about what Hildar says. If you can do it once, you can do it again.”
Idris nodded and began going through the drills he had been taught by his other teacher during his military training. They had finished the basics of swordplay and had now moved on to polearms. Idris was glad to finally learn how to use his partisan properly.
As he went through the motions of smoothly twirling his partisan, Iona’s voice stole through his thoughts.
You are worried you cannot do it again.
Idris clenched his jaw. It would be easier to do if you would cooperate with me.
He could feel her amusement. I am not your problem.
Oh? Then what is?
You are, she said simply.
Idris almost fumbled, and he hurried to regain his grip. He couldn’t decide if she was playing off of his own insecurities or if she was telling the truth. 
What do you mean?
Iona’s tone was matter-of-fact. Your teacher is right. You treat me like I am dangerous, but I am not. At least, I am not dangerous to you. You need to stop trying to have such rigid control over our joint actions. Let go, farmer.
Idris snorted. Not dangerous? You tried to burn down my quarters.
That was before, Iona said dismissively.
Before what?
Before our lives were linked. Now protecting you means protecting myself.
Idris didn’t find her words comforting. That does not mean that you do not have ulterior motives.
Everyone does, Iona allowed.
What is it that you want? Idris asked.
There was a moment of silence before the partisan answered his question.
I want to be great again. Marlais and I changed the world together. Many generations have passed since his death, and he is still remembered. You could be just as great, farmer, if you would try.
Idris jabbed at the air with the blade of his weapon, trying to vent his frustration.
I am trying, he insisted.
Not as hard as you could be.
Idris spun and brought his partisan down in a slashing movement.
Why do you suddenly care if I succeed or not? he asked bitterly. I thought you wanted me to put you back in the Treasury to wait for a different master.
Another pause passed between them.
You intrigue me, farmer. Perhaps there is more to you than meets the eye.
Idris grunted, letting his doubt speak for him.
Iona went on in a more subdued tone. Also… I want Marlais to have a successor that is worthy of his legacy.
Idris paused and wiped the sweat from his brow. That will never happen, he thought, his discouragement clear in every word.
It will if you just learn to let go.
Idris could feel his resentment welling up inside.
That seems to be the only advice that you have to give. Well, let me tell you something—you are not helping!
He could feel Iona’s temper flare up in return.
My advice would be more helpful if you were not such a dunce.
Idris began swinging the partisan harder than was necessary. You know what I think?
Please, do tell, Iona shot back sarcastically.
I think you want me to relax control so you can take it for yourself. I have heard stories of weapons of power that take over their masters and use them as puppets.
Iona was deeply offended, and Idris could feel it.
I am no dark creation. I was forged in the heart of a pure Life Flame, and I was made from an untainted Source.
Idris had no idea what she was talking about, but he didn’t feel that it was a good time to ask questions about her past. He felt guilty about accusing her, but he couldn’t shake the suspicion that he was right.
“May I be excused?” he called to Farah, panting slightly as he caught his breath.
She nodded and crossed the training field to him. She took Iona from his hand and locked the partisan back into its holder.
“You have made good progress today, Idris,” Farah said to him. “Try to limit your interactions with your weapon for a while.”
She must have guessed from his expression that he was in a foul mood, and her warning was not without merit. Idris knew that he needed to leave Iona to herself for a while until his own temper was back under control.
Idris began walking back across the training compound, scowling at the ground and muttering angrily to himself. Farah may have said that he was making progress, but Idris felt that the opposite was true. Working with Iona was the most frustrating thing he had ever attempted. And worse, it was beginning to feel pointless.
Two pairs of boots came suddenly into his frame of vision, and he looked up just in enough time to stop himself from walking into the two soldiers. He instantly recognized Piton, and he regretted not noticing them soon enough to avoid this encounter.
“Well, well,” Piton said softly. “The farmer of the Royal Guard.”
The other soldier was a middle-aged woman who wore her long dark braid coiled around her head. She wore the blue tunic of a palace soldier, so Idris wasn’t sure what she was doing in the training grounds. Her dark eyes sparkled with interest.
“Oh, this is the famed farmer, is it?” she asked, her voice mocking.
Piton nodded. His expression was steely. “Yes, it is, Revelin. I lost my promotion because I got on the wrong side of the Royal Guards’ mongrel.”
Idris did feel bad about Piton losing his position as an instructor, but he didn’t feel it was unjustified. 
“I apologize for interrupting,” Idris said. He forced his voice to be calm and respectful. “It was careless of me not to look where I was going.”
“Stay,” Revelin said with a grin. “I would love to hear how my friend was so unlucky as to get bitten by this puppy.”
Idris was still in training, which meant that these two were still his superiors. It didn’t matter that he would outrank them in a year. For now, he was still required to follow their orders. So he stayed where he was, breathing slowly and reminding himself that it didn’t matter what they said. It didn’t matter that they were insulting him and the Royal Guard. It didn’t matter that they kept referring to him as an animal.
The only thing that mattered was that he keep his temper and stay out of trouble.
“Tell me, Idris,” Piton said slowly, “do you think you are better than the rest of us?”
He immediately shook his head. “No, sir.”
The sneer on Piton’s face was almost unbearable. Idris wanted to punch him in the nose, but he knew there was no way to avoid getting in trouble for something like that.
“Your fellow Royal Guards do not think so, either. You are angry that I call you their mongrel, but anyone can see that they do not treat you as an equal.”
That rang too true for Idris’s comfort, and he shifted back and forth on his feet. “I am still a trainee, sir. I am not their equal.”
“Oh, so they treat Hildar and Aherin the same as you, do they?”
Idris paused. “Well…”
Piton’s voice was triumphant. “They pretend to be so honorable with their talk of the weapon choosing the wielder, but they have never had anything other than Nobles and soldiers in their ranks. Now that they are faced with a farmer, they are doing all that they can to shunt you to the side.”
Idris frowned. “No. My instructor is working very hard to train us all equally.”
“It is a show,” the man insisted. “Soon they will not even make that effort anymore. They will leave you behind with a token task while they win glory for themselves, and you will see how abandoned you truly are. What will you do then? After all, that business with the fight at the old well has severed your ties with any friends you might have had among the regular soldiers.”
For a moment, Idris stopped and really thought about it. Was Piton actually telling the truth, or was he just being spiteful? Idris already knew that he was not on the same level as Aherin and Hildar. He struggled so much more with his training than either of them did. And Iona kept telling him that he was nothing more than a farmer with a weapon. Is that all he would ever be?
“Piton,” Revelin said in false pity, “do not be cruel to the poor boy. There is such a thing as too much truth.”
Piton reach out and grasped Idris’s shoulder. “I tell you this so you fully appreciate my offer.”
It took Idris a moment to process those words. “Your offer?”
“You need a bridge back to those who will respect you—those who come from similar backgrounds and do not look down on it. You need to reconnect with the soldiers that make up the king’s true strength, instead of standing above them with those pretentious hypocrites.”
Idris’s brow furrowed. “What are you saying?”
“I can be that bridge,” Piton said as if it were obvious. “I can help you to make friends and connections in the king’s army.”
Idris was dumbfounded.
“Why?”
Piton laughed in a way that didn’t sound natural. “I know I was hard on you, Idris, but I am not heartless. I hate to see a lad mistreated in such a way.”
Idris’s mind was suddenly flooded with a feeling of disgust. He recognized it as Iona’s a moment before her voice rang out in his thoughts.
If you are still listening to this imbecile, farmer, then perhaps you are meant to be friends. It is clear that he is trying to convince you that he is doing you a great favor so he can ask for favors in return.
Although Idris wasn’t always confident that Iona was telling him the whole truth, he had no doubt that she was being perfectly honest now.
He cleared his throat uneasily. “Thank you for your offer, Piton. I will certainly keep it in mind.”
Before either of the older soldiers could object, Idris hurried past them and back to his quarters. He didn’t stop moving until he was safe in his own room.
“Demas was right,” he murmured. “There will always be people trying to take advantage of me and my position.”
Perhaps you should not make it so easy for them, you fool.
Idris unbuckled the holder and threw it on the bed, partisan and all. “Stop calling me a fool!”
Then stop acting like one.
“I suppose you have a way for me to change the way everyone thinks about me,” Idris said acidly.
As a matter of fact, I do.
Idris knew where she was going with that, even before she spoke again.
Let me help you to reach your full potential, farmer. You could be so powerful that no one would think to underestimate you ever again. Marlais also had humble beginnings, but no one remembers that now.
Idris pressed the palms of his hands against his temples. “Stop! I will not allow you to take control of me.”
Based off of what I just witnessed, it would not be hard for me to do.
Her words chilled him to the heart, and that sure knowledge came back to him—that certainty that she was telling the truth.
 



Chapter Twenty: Winter Surprises
 
As autumn faded into winter and snow began to cover the ground, Idris continued to struggle with his training. Although he had had a breakthrough with his partisan, he found that he was unable to replicate it. Farah assured him that it would simply take time, but he was barely able to keep up with his peers. 
Aherin often took pity on him and helped him continue practicing when everyone else was dismissed from training.
“Try to relax your shoulders more, Idris,” Aherin suggested. “Keep your grip firm, but allow the rest of your body to move fluidly.”
Idris pressed his lips together and nodded. He started to relax the muscles in his body, but the moment that he did he could feel the warmth of the partisan’s power creeping up his arms. He immediately tensed and forced the power back down into the weapon.
Stop that, he said to Iona tersely.
You are a fool, farmer, was her only reply.
“What is it?” Aherin asked.
Idris shook his head in frustration. “Iona keeps fighting for control.”
Aherin’s brow furrowed. “Maybe you should talk to Captain Cowan about that. If there is something wrong with your weapon you should not be forced to use it.”
“Without a weapon I could not train to be a member of the Royal Guard,” argued Idris. He stared down at the glittering partisan. “She cooperates some of the time. I think I just need to be stronger to deal with her.”
Aherin shrugged, looking uncomfortable. “If that is what you want. But that struggle does not seem normal to me. I do not have such trouble with Liuz.”
Idris looked at Aherin’s phoenix bow, feeling a touch of envy. “You and your weapon seem to get along really well.”
Aherin smiled. “Yes, we have become good friends.”
Their conversation was brought to a sudden end when they saw Hildar approaching. Her very presence brought a feeling of repression for Idris. She looked at the two of them with her usual haughty gaze and adjusted her fur-lined cloak as she spoke.
“It is bad enough that I am forced to work with people like you without also having to deliver messages for your kind.”
Idris knew she was talking about him. She had never forgiven him for embarrassing her at the king’s ball, and she also blamed him for holding the group back in their training.
Aherin looked as though he wanted to say something in Idris’s defense, but Idris waved his hand and said, “You have a message?”
He found that it was easiest to not engage Hildar when she was feeling sorry for herself. It only made her lash out more viciously.
Hildar tossed her hair and spoke over her shoulder as she walked away. “There are some beggars at the palace gate asking for you.”
Idris frowned, not certain what beggars she could possibly mean. During his time in Marath he had made a handful of friendly acquaintances, but most of them were the owners of businesses that he favored. He wasn’t sure he even knew any of the beggars that lived in the city.
Aherin locked Iona back into Idris’s holder, and Idris did the same for Aherin’s bow. Then they returned the key to Demas, who was doing training of his own a short distance away.
“Did anyone see you?” Demas asked.
“Hildar,” they answered.
Demas pursed his lips together. “I suppose I should expect a lecture from Farah later today for not supervising your training personally.” He shrugged, apparently not bothered by the idea, and went back to what he was doing.
Idris and Aherin continued on their way to the palace gate, keeping to the narrow path where the snow had been cleared. As they walked, Idris saw two figures heading toward them in the opposite direction. He stifled a groan when he recognized Piton and the same palace guard that had been with him on their last encounter.
Idris had been doing everything in his power to avoid further contact with his former instructor, and he felt the sudden urge to plow through the untouched snow to get on a different path.
“Idris,” Piton said with an oily smile as he passed.
Idris nodded in acknowledgement, but hurried on. Aherin saw the exchange and frowned.
“You are on speaking terms with Piton now?” he questioned.
Idris shook his head and mumbled, “I would rather not talk about it.”
Aherin laughed. “Why?”
He shrugged uncomfortably. “Piton offered to be my friend and introduce me to other soldiers.”
“That does not seem underhanded,” Aherin ventured.
“I know,” Idris said, “but it was weird. I do not know how to explain.”
He was glad that he was spared further explanation as they drew near the palace gate. Idris spotted the huddled figures waiting there, and he gave a glad cry of welcome.
“Mother, Father! You came after all.”
Idris ran to the waiting arms of his family. Not only were his parents there, but all of his siblings as well. There was such a tangle of arms that Idris wasn’t sure who he was hugging, but he didn’t care. He was thrilled to see them all again.
Prydwen cradled Idris’s head against her chest and stroked his hair. “Oh, my sweet boy. How I have missed you.”
Tears welled up in Idris’s eyes, but he found himself grinning as well. Cadell clapped him heartily on the shoulder, showing none of his usual reserve.
“We have all missed you, lad. You have grown since leaving home.”
Osian nodded in agreement. “You are taller.”
“And your shoulders are wider,” added Elain.
Adwen poked his midsection. “I think you are getting fat, Idris.”
They all laughed at that.
He was certainly not as lean as he had been when he had been doing the work of a farmer, but he was still in excellent shape.
“Who is that?” asked Dafina in voice that seemed a little too interested.
Idris turned and realized he had completely forgotten about Aherin. His friend was standing back, looking uncertain and also a bit wistful.
Idris waved him forward. “Everyone, this is my friend, Aherin. He is training to be a member of the Royal Guard, too. Aherin, this is my family.”
Adwen tugged on Idris’s arm and said in a pleading voice, “No more talking, Idris. Come show us the city!”
They all chuckled, but Cadell looked at his oldest with raised eyebrows. “Can you take the afternoon off from your training?”
“Of course he can,” Aherin replied. “I will tell Demas, and he can fix it for you.”
Idris turned to Aherin and gave him a grateful smile. “Thank you. I will see you later, then.”
Idris heard his brothers cry out in surprise, and someone took hold of him to keep him in place. It took Idris a moment to realize why—his brothers had gotten a good look at the partisan on his back. 
Their excited voices garbled over one another.
“This is your magic weapon?”
“Look how big it is!”
“Is that gold? Are those jewels real?”
“Can I hold it?”
“Is it sharp?”
“Of course it is sharp, Rolant. It is a weapon.”
“But if it is magic, then it should not matter if it is sharp!”
Idris felt the excited hands let go, and he turned around to see Cadell holding onto the shoulders of Osian and Deri. “Calm down, you lot. Idris will answer your questions better if you take the time to listen.”
So Idris began by telling them about Iona and how his training had been going. He found himself glossing over the struggles he had been having, and he could sense Iona’s smug satisfaction at his omissions. He hated feeling that he was being less than honest, but he wasn’t sure his family would understand.
Idris told them about each of the Royal Guards and about the other trainees in the king’s army. He told them about Jui and Princess Zorina, and about his living quarters and day-to-day tasks.
“I am even learning to read,” Idris said proudly. “Palti is teaching me.”
Prydwen’s eyes glowed as she looked at her son. “I am so happy for you, darling. You are doing wonderful things with your life.”
Idris led them down to the harbor, where all of the ships were docked. Only Cadell had ever seen the ocean before, so everyone in the family was chattering with the excitement of seeing the water and the huge vessels bobbing on the rippling waves.
“Where is the other side?” asked Rolant.
“Zoma is the kingdom on the other side of the ocean,” explained Idris, “and the king of the nation is our queen’s father. It is very far away, though. You would have to sail in a ship before you could see it.”
“What is the queen like?” asked Dafina breathlessly.
“She is very kind, and she is very beautiful,” he answered. “Her hair is yellow, and her skin is very fair. She has blue eyes and is quite tall.”
Adwen scowled thoughtfully. “Why does she look like that? No one looks like that. Are you teasing us, Idris?”
He grinned at her. “People in Zoma look like that. I am told that most people there have yellow or red hair.”
“I wish I had yellow hair,” sighed Dafina, tugging on her dark braids.
Next Idris took them up to the market in the center of the city. There were markets all over, but the center market was the biggest. 
Prydwen began to look rather anxious and urged her children to stay together. However, her request was openly ignored. Each of Idris’s siblings saw something that caught their fancy, and they all scattered. Prydwen grabbed Adwen before she could get away, but the other children managed to make their escapes.
Prydwen seemed to be deciding which child to chase after first, but Idris placed a calming hand on his mother’s arm. “If we stay here, they will know how to come back to us.”
She nodded, but still didn’t appear to be at ease.
“Mama,” whined Adwen, “I want to go over there.”
“Not right now, darling,” their mother said distractedly.
Cadell cleared his throat. It was clear that he was fighting back a smile. “Prydwen, I will stay here and look out for our wandering lambs. You go with Adwen and Idris to see the market.”
“Do you really think that is a good idea?” Prydwen fretted. “We will be easier to find if we stay together.”
Idris gently took her arm. “Come along, Mother. We can look for the others as we go.”
It didn’t take long for them to find the first of Idris’s siblings. Dafina was in the first booth they came across, looking at beaded jewelry. When she looked up and saw them, she immediately began asking questions.
“Is this where you bought our necklaces for the king’s anniversary, Idris? I am wearing mine, see? It is so beautiful, and it was so nice of you to send it. Mother said that you should not spend your wages on such things, but I am glad that you did. Are girls in the city still wearing this style? I do not see any like it here.”
Idris and his mother exchanged amused glances.
“No, I did not buy the necklaces here. That style was special made for the king’s anniversary, so you will not see any being sold, but they are still being worn by girls in the city.”
He looked at his two youngest sisters and then over to his mother. “May I get each of you something to take home with you?”
Adwen and Dafina clasped their hands together and laughed with excitement, but Prydwen frowned softly.
“You should not spend your money on frivolous things, my son. Your gifts during the autumn were more than enough. Now you must think of yourself and your future.”
“All of my needs are taken care of,” he reassured her. “I would like to do something nice for you.”
Dafina and Adwen didn’t wait for their mother to object any further. The former picked out a beaded comb she could wear in her hair, and the latter picked out a pearl ring. Idris took the two pieces of jewelry to the owner of the booth, who wrapped them in soft cloth and handed them over with a smile.
“Thank you,” Idris said simply, and walked back to his family.
Prydwen was in the middle of a whispered lecture to her two youngest daughters when Idris rejoined them.
“…be sure to thank your brother for being so generous, and do not ask for anything else. I will not have my sweet girls becoming vain and selfish.”
Idris cleared his throat to get their attention, then he handed over the gifts.
“Thank you, Idris,” his sisters chorused sincerely.
“Now you two go back to your father and wait for us to find Elain and your brothers,” instructed Prydwen.
Adwen and Dafina skipped away, looking light-hearted and happy.
Prydwen couldn’t help but smile. “You should not have bought them those trinkets, darling, but I am glad to see you are so giving.”
Idris shrugged. “It is their first visit to Marath, and they will probably not come back again before they visit the Treasury. They should have something to remember the trip.”
His mother snorted softly. “They will have their memories to remember the trip. They do not need their brother spending all of his money on them.”
They walked through the market, arm-in-arm. They talked quietly to each other, and Idris enjoyed looking at the market through his mother’s eyes. If there was something that interested Prydwen, they would take a closer look, but Idris could not persuade her to choose a gift that she would like to bring home to Rest Stone Valley.
They found Rolant at a booth staring at stacks of sweets, and Osian looking over some sturdy work knives. Both were sent back to their father with the objects of their desire in their hands.
Deri was looking at some sheep that were for sale. Idris was tempted to go ahead and buy him a lamb, but Prydwen drew the line there.
“You will not buy livestock for your brother, Idris. If you must get him a gift, be reasonable.”
“Idris is buying us gifts?” Deri asked, finally giving them his attention.
Their mother held up a hand. “No sheep. I mean it.”
Deri shrugged. He had not expected anything like that, and so he was not disappointed. He picked up a shepherd’s flute and his eyes lit up. “May I have this, Idris?”
“Of course,” Idris replied.
He got the attention of the woman attending the stall and asked her to wrap it up for him. She gave him an appraising glance.
“How do you plan to pay for it, young man? I do not see a coin pouch on you.”
It was the first time Idris had encountered anyone unfamiliar with the practice of sending bills to the palace. He explained it to her, but she remained skeptical.
“The king will cover the cost, you say? I may be new to the city, but I think I can spot a trick when I see one.”
“You can ask any merchant here in Marath,” Idris assured her.
“What if they are in on it?” she asked, pointing a finger at him.
“They cannot all be,” he reasoned.
“Cannot you just give me the coppers for it?” the woman complained.
Idris refrained from rolling his eyes, but only just. “Just a moment,” he said.
He walked over to another booth and explained the situation to the owner. The man chuckled and handed Idris the amount for the flute out of his change bag.
“Thank you,” Idris said sincerely. “When you send the bill, double the amount. I appreciate your help.”
The merchant touched his forehead in respectful salute. “Thank you, sir.”
Idris went back to the woman by the sheep pen and handed her the coins. She had watched the whole transaction incredulously.
“He just gave you the coin,” she stated in disbelief.
“May I have the flute now?” Idris asked, starting to feel impatient.
The woman gave it to him and he brought it to Deri, who took it with a grin. Prydwen gave Deri the same instructions as she had give the others and then she and Idris moved on to find Elain.
“Was there trouble?” Prydwen asked her son.
Idris shook his head. “The woman was just unfamiliar with how the Royal Guard pay for things.”
Elain wasn’t far from the sheep pen. She was deep in conversation with a woman selling wool.
“I should have known,” Prydwen said with a smile. “Elain has decided that she wants to get gold from the Treasury to buy a loom. She wants to make cloth to sell for a living.”
Idris looked at the earnest expression on his sister’s face as she talked with the merchant about types and quality of wool. He was proud of her for making that decision on her own, and he found that he envied the life that such a future would bring.
He walked up to Elain and put his arm around her shoulder. She looked up in surprise, but grinned when she saw him.
“Do you have any hand carders?” he asked the merchant.
The woman nodded. “Of course. Are you looking for anything specific?”
“Your very best,” said Idris.
Elain hugged him around the waist. “You do not have to, you know.”
“I know,” he replied, “but I want to. Mother told me your plans, and I want to be the first to contribute to your business.”
The merchant handed him a pair of beautifully constructed hand carders, and she included a small bundle of wool.
“I would like to contribute as well, miss. In a couple of years I will start coming by Rest Stone Valley, and I am counting on your business.”
Elain’s face glowed with happiness. “Thank you both.”
The merchant woman shrugged. “It is not often that I have the chance to do business with the family members of a Royal Guard.”
Idris and Elain turned to rejoin their mother, but stopped when the peal of bells filled the air. It started in the direction of the palace, but then the signal was picked up and carried by public buildings on every street.
At first an unnatural hush fell over the people in the marketplace, but then the spell was broken and chaos reigned. Merchants rushed to close up their shops or secure their carts, children scrambled to find their parents, voices shouted the names of family or friends in growing panic.
“What is it?” Elain asked in wonder, shouting over the sound of the bells.
Idris felt as though his heart had dropped into his stomach. “The bells are a warning for all citizens to get indoors. Marath is under attack.”
 



Chapter Twenty-One: Treachery
 
Idris held tightly to Elain and Prydwen as they ran through the panicked crowd to join Cadell. His shoulders bumped against strangers as they all rushed to safety, and there were a couple of times that his grip on his sister and mother almost slipped. Idris looked back at them with wide eyes as he secured his hold, seeing his fear reflected back on their faces.
His younger siblings were all huddled around their father, watching the chaos around them with fear in their eyes. Adwen was crying and clinging to Cadell’s arm, and Deri had his arms protectively around his twin sister. Cadell’s face was taut, and his stance was that of a man ready to fight for his family.
“What is happening?” demanded Idris’s father fiercely.
Idris pointed in the direction of the closest ringing bells. “Go to the building where the bells are ringing. They will give you shelter. Stay inside until you are told it is safe to come out.”
Idris only waited to see that his father nodded, then he sprinted away. He had to get back to the palace immediately. It was his duty to protect the royal family from whatever danger he might find there.
Faster, farmer, Iona urged.
Idris didn’t need her encouragement, but it was difficult for him to move as quickly as he wished.
The path to the palace was just as chaotic as the marketplace had been. Crowds of people pressed all around Idris, hurrying to get to the safety of their homes without giving much thought to the fifteen-year-old boy trying to push past them. He shouted for them to let him through, but his voice was lost in the shouts and the endless clang of the bells. 
The crowds thinned as he reached the part of Marath that housed the Nobles, and he was able to run the rest of the way to the palace, the pole of his partisan drumming against his back with every step, echoing the panicked thrum of his heart.
There were no guards at the palace gate, which caused Idris’s stomach to drop in dread. The bells in the city had stopped ringing and Idris could hear the shouts and clangs of fighting echoing through the main entrance of the palace. The idea of having to fight his way to the royal family made him feel physically ill. More than that, it made him want to turn around and run away.
For all his training, he was just a farmer. He had never before run into danger—especially the kind that involved enemy soldiers intent on killing him. His palms grew sweaty and he rubbed them against his thighs in an attempt to dry them.
Do not be a coward, farmer, Iona snapped.
Idris’s chest contracted and he could feel his face flush with shame. 
He was a coward. He could barely keep himself from running to hide.
Something like a sigh passed through his thoughts, and Iona spoke more gently. Courage does not mean that you are not afraid. Courage is doing what is right in spite of your fears.
Warmth entered Idris’s heart and he suddenly felt he was no longer frozen in terror. His heart still pounded against his ribs, but he was able to move and think again.
Instead of going through the main entrance, Idris turned and ran toward the quarters of the Royal Guards, remembering the narrow passage to the royal chambers that Drusi had shown them on that first day—the day that felt like it had happened a lifetime ago. 
His footfalls echoed through the empty rooms of the military compound. There wasn’t a soul in sight. Idris’s legs ached, and every panting breath was painful, but he didn’t slow. He could only think of reaching the young princess whose life was in his hands.
He raced down the stairs and through the familiar black door that led to the quarters of the Royal Guards. Then he dashed down the hall and through the other black door that led to the secret passage.
Idris burst into the royal chambers and skidded to a halt. He was facing the sharp points of several drawn weapons.
“Idris,” gasped Aherin, “I thought an enemy had gotten through. Where have you been? Is your family alright?”
Idris nodded. “I sent them to find shelter. We were in the central market.” His breath was coming in hard puffs. He pressed his hand to his aching side. His clothing was soaked through with sweat. “How could I be an enemy? They would not be able to get through that door.”
“Whoever they are, they have brought soldiers that can use magical weapons,” Farah said grimly. “Nowhere in the palace is safe. We must evacuate these rooms and split up the royal family. They cannot be found all together.”
Jerin was already issuing commands, instructing the Guards where they should take their royal charges. Idris did his best to pay attention, but his mind was a tangle as he tried to make sense of Farah’s words. Enemies in the palace, attacking the royal family using weapons of power. How was any of that possible? How had they gotten past the city guards and the palace guards? Idris hadn’t seen any fighting until he had reached the palace grounds.
Suddenly, Queen Arminell was before him with Princess Zorina in her arms. She kissed the tear-stained face of the princess and gently transferred the small figure into Idris’s arms.
“She is all I have,” whispered the queen. Her voice trembled. “My sons belong to their father, but she is mine. She is my only joy. Please, protect her, Idris.”
Idris stared at the raw terror he saw in the queen’s eyes, and his arms tightened instinctively around Princess Zorina.
“I will. I promise.”
As the queen turned away, Idris could hear Hildar asking, “Are you going to unlock our weapons?”
In answer, Farah handed each of them a simple sword. “You are still more of a danger to yourselves than you are a help to others.”
Indeed you are, agreed Iona sourly.
Idris held the sword in one hand and held Zorina with his other arm. The combined weight was a strain on his strength, but he was aided by the adrenaline pumping through his veins.
With nothing else to be said, the group began to divide and go in different directions. Aherin and Demas led Prince Aribold out through the gardens. Arminell insisted that she rejoin the king, so she and her Guards headed toward the war room. Idris, Hildar, and the guards assigned to the crown prince cautiously opened the door to the main entrance, prepared to fight their way out.
There was not a soldier to be seen, and the sound of fighting was distant. Roth picked up the crown prince and he and Jerin dashed down the hall. Hildar nudged Idris and started moving in the opposite direction.
Idris followed, holding the trembling princess close. Her green eyes were wide with fear, but she didn’t cry or speak. She clasped her arms tightly around Idris’s neck. He could feel her shallow, silent breaths.
The shouts and sounds of metal clashing against metal grew nearer. Hildar ducked into an alcove, and Idris followed, drawing back into the darkness where they wouldn’t be seen.
“Down this way,” called an unfamiliar voice. “The king has to be near.”
A small group of soldiers dressed as palace guards trotted past them. Idris knew they must be enemies, despite the uniforms. He held Zorina close and felt the princess bury her face against his neck.
As soon as the soldiers were past, Idris felt a surge of relief. He slipped out of the alcove and started to hurry in the opposite direction of the enemy soldiers. He turned back to make sure Hildar was following. She was still standing by the alcove.
“What are you doing?” he hissed. “We need to get out of the open.”
Hildar’s face was twisted in a look of indecision. “They are going after the king.”
Idris moved closer to her, not wanting his voice to be heard. “Of course they are. That is why they attacked the palace.”
“We need to protect him.”
Idris shook his head. “Hildar, no. Our duty is to get the princess to safety.”
“Our first duty is to King Nikolas,” Hildar argued in a whisper. “The Royal Guards protecting him will be outnumbered. They will need our help.”
Idris couldn’t believe his ears. “What are we to do with Zorina? We cannot take her into the fight like that.”
Hildar’s expression began to harden as she made her choice. “Find a place to hide her. She can stay out of sight until it is safe.”
“No,” Idris said, refusing to yield.
“Our first duty is to the king,” Hildar repeated as she turned away.
“Hildar, wait,” Idris called desperately, but she was already running after the enemy soldiers.
Zorina’s small arms tightened around him. “Idris, do not leave me,” she whispered, her voice tiny and terrified.
His hold on her tightened in return. “I will not leave you, little one. But we need a place to hide.”
A new sense of panic began rising in him. He was on his own, and he hardly knew his way around the palace. How would he find a safe place for the princess?
“That way,” Zorina whispered, pointing towards the next alcove down. “There is a secret staircase that leads up to the water tower.”
Idris didn’t pause to question the girl. He moved quickly and silently toward the alcove and immediately scanned the small space for the promised stairs.
“Behind the tapestry,” she clarified.
Idris looked around to make sure they were alone, and then he lifted up the edge of the tapestry. As promised, there was an opening in the wall with a spiral staircase leading upward.
Idris adjusted his hold on Zorina and slipped behind the woven covering. He took the stairs two at a time. He realized as they ascended that this was one of the decorative towers of the Water Palace. Although it was designed to be awe-inspiring from the outside, the interior was purely functional, so it was filled with exposed beams, machinery, and thick pipes, as well as an enormous water tank. 
Zorina pointed to the tank. “That is what makes the river,” she explained simply.
Idris gave her a reassuring smile. “Well done, your highness. No one will find us here.”
He set her down and stretched his tired arm as he did a quick sweep of the room. There was nothing too dangerous, assuming Zorina knew to keep away from the machinery. There was a spot next to the top of the stairs that was ideal for standing guard. The position also provided a view of the outside through some decorative openings in the tower face.
“I am going to stand here, your highness,” Idris said to the girl. “I will keep you safe. You can play, if you wish, but keep away from the water tank and the pumps.”
Zorina walked to Idris and sat down by his feet. “I do not feel like playing. I will stay by you.”
He crouched down beside her and stroked her auburn hair, just as he would have if Adwen had been frightened. “It will be fine,” he reassured her. “The Royal Guards will defeat the attackers, and then we will find the queen.”
“Mommy is safe?” Zorina asked, looking up at him with complete trust in her eyes.
Idris hesitated. “Palti and Farah will do everything in their power to keep her safe.”
She nodded, content with his answer. Then she began tracing the designs in her embroidered dress with her finger and humming softly to herself. Idris straightened and turned his gaze out the narrow window. He tried to get some sense of where he was in the palace.
The window looked out on what appeared to be a courtyard of some sort, but Idris didn’t recognize it. As he searched for something familiar, he heard a distant shout from below. A group of soldiers ran across the courtyard with their weapons drawn. Idris realized: The king. This must be near the war room.
Idris couldn’t tell at first whether the soldiers were friend or foe. But then he saw Drusi move into his field of vision from the opposite direction. Her halberd flashed in the sunlight. 
The soldiers rushed to attack her, but she did a rapid spin. Bolts of lightning shot out of her weapon, fanning out in every direction. More than half of the soldiers dropped to the ground and didn’t stir again.
Idris watched a glow gather around Drusi. She began moving faster than humanly possible. A streak of light followed her movements as she seemingly disappeared from one spot and reappeared yards away. Her halberd flashed as it swung and stabbed, and soon Drusi was standing alone among the dead.
Idris had never seen anything so powerful, and it sent a thrill through him. This was what it meant to be a Royal Guard. This was the power that they possessed. He would have shouted and cheered for Drusi if he hadn’t been hiding with the princess.
It took Idris a moment to notice that Drusi didn’t appear to be ready to celebrate. In fact, she stood as though she was preparing to fight another enemy.
An instant later, that enemy burst into Idris’s sight with a shower of exploding earth. The man had a war hammer, which he slammed against the dirt, sending the ground under Drusi flying.
Drusi would have been thrown into the air as well, but she disappeared with a streak of light, reappearing out of harm’s way. 
Idris’s gaze was locked on the battle in the courtyard. His heart raced with a mixture of excitement and fear.
Drusi jabbed her halberd in the direction of her enemy and a bolt of lightning shot out of the spike on the end. The man was thrown backward and crashed into the ground. Although the other soldiers had fallen dead after such an attack, this man seemed only stunned.
Idris watched Drusi move toward the man to follow up with another attack, but before she could strike a sphere of earth rose up around the man like a stone shield. The courtyard flashed as Drusi sent bolt after bolt of lightning, hammering the shield as she moved closer.
Suddenly, the earthen sphere heaved upward, and Idris could see the man meant to crush Drusi. He nearly called out to her, but the she leapt out of its path just in time. The sphere cracked as it struck the ground, and Idris saw the enemy’s arm rise out of it. He saw the war hammer, watched as the man hurled it toward Drusi, who was still on the ground. It struck her in the side. Idris could hear her scream of pain ring through the courtyard. 
Idris took a step toward the window as if he could help somehow, but he felt Princess Zorina shudder and wrap her small arms around his leg. He sat down next to her and put his arm around her shoulders.
“It will be alright,” he said gently, though he wasn’t certain if he believed his own words.
Whoever it was who had planned this attack, they had been clever enough to get past the palace guards and close to the king. If Drusi was in the courtyard fighting it meant King Nikolas was in immediate danger.
The enemy soldiers had at least one warrior among them who was skilled in using a weapon of power. How could Idris possibly defend against that? Iona was still locked in his holder because he could barely use her during training, let alone during a crisis. How much protection could he really offer the princess?
Zorina looked up at him with complete trust in her eyes, and it made Idris feel like he had lied to her. A dozen horrible scenarios flashed through his mind, all of them involving his failure to keep her safe.
He fervently wished again that Hildar hadn’t left them alone. At least she showed some aptitude as a Royal Guard, whereas he…
Do not worry, farmer. I will not let you fail.
Idris was surprised by the sincerity in Iona’s tone. Her words didn’t feel like an insult to Idris’s abilities, but simply a promise that she would help make up for his weaknesses. It comforted Idris to feel that he wasn’t alone in defending Zorina.
Idris stood to glance out the window again, but Drusi and the man with the war hammer were nowhere to be seen. He was relieved that he didn’t see her lying among the fallen enemies. He settled back down next to the young princess and gripped the hilt of his sword tightly. 
It seemed like days before the sounds of fighting died down, even though Idris knew it must have only been a few hours. Zorina sat with more patience than most children her age would have been able to manage. She leaned up against him and played with a lock of her auburn hair. 
More time passed, and finally the bells rang out once more, signaling to the citizens of Marath that the forces of King Nikolas the Bold had prevailed.
Zorina looked up at him when she heard the bells. “Are we safe now, Idris?”
He smoothed her hair back from her face and nodded. “Yes, your highness. We are safe.”
Idris led the way down the spiral staircase, holding his sword at the ready. He knew he couldn’t let his guard down until he had the princess safely back in the royal quarters.
They reached the bottom of the stairs and Idris motioned for Zorina to wait quietly for his return. Then he slipped out from behind the tapestry and carefully looked around.
Wall hangings had been torn and statuettes had been smashed. Broken glass from several of the windows was scattered on the floor, and furniture had been overturned. Idris was amazed by the change that had taken place in so short a time.
No one was in their immediate vicinity, but there were some servants further down the hall who had begun cleaning up the mess left from the fighting.
“You may come out now, your highness,” Idris called softly.
Zorina stepped into the alcove and glanced around. “They have broken my home,” she said sadly as she observed the damage that had been caused. She walked over to where a marble figurine of a horse lay broken in two, and she touched it with a forlorn expression on her small face.
Together they walked back in the direction of the royal quarters. They had to make some small detours to avoid heavily damaged areas, but everything else seemed as though it was more or less back to normal. The servants they passed looked shaken and overwhelmed, but they smiled joyfully and bowed to the princess. It was clear that they were glad that she was safe.
When Idris and Zorina arrived at the rooms of the royal family, the other Royal Guards and their charges were already there.
Queen Arminell spotted them first, and she rushed forward to embrace her daughter. “You are safe! Oh, my sweet one, you are safe.”
For the first time since she’d been placed in Idris’s arms, Zorina began to cry.
“Mommy, I was so frightened,” she sobbed.
The queen held her child close and murmured comforting words into her ear. Idris left them, feeling he should give them some privacy, and joined the other Royal Guards.
He could see that all of the other Guards were injured in one way or another. Hildar was holding a blood-soaked cloth to her head, and Aherin had a deep gash on his cheek. Palti was binding up Demas’s wrist with a strip of cloth, while Roth inspected some burns on Jerin’s arm. 
Idris marveled that he had been spared. He gave his comrades a shaky smile, but all of them looked grave. He was about to ask Drusi to tell him how her fight ended, but the king stood and started to speak.
“Well,” said King Nikolas softly. “It appears that our fortunate farmer has graced us with his presence. And not a scratch on him, lucky fellow.”
There was something about the way the king spoke that made Idris’s blood run cold. He felt as though he was standing trial, but he didn’t know the crime he was accused of committing.
“It is clear,” the king went on in a ringing tone, “that this attack was carefully planned and executed. It is also clear that it could not have been done without the help of someone within the palace walls.”
Idris nodded. He had suspected the same thing.
“We have a traitor in our midst,” roared Nikolas, “and I will not rest until that traitor is brought to justice.”
Idris glanced over at Cowan and saw that his expression remained somber. “What would you have me do, your majesty?” Cowan asked as though he already knew the answer.
“The traitor could not have been a stranger,” the king said as he held up a finger. “The traitor would have to be well-positioned in the palace for such an attack.”
“Yes, your majesty,” Cowan agreed gravely.
“The traitor would have to be someone in authority, with the means to coordinate stolen uniforms. Someone who would know the gaps in schedules so that they could synchronize attacks.”
“Yes, your majesty.”
Idris found himself frowning. Everything the king was saying made sense, and yet, something seemed wrong. Something Idris couldn’t quite identify.
“In short,” King Nikolas barked, “the traitor must be among my most trusted soldiers—my Royal Guards.”
“I assure you that none of us was involved in this attack, your majesty,” Cowan said calmly.
“But of course you would say that,” the king snarled impatiently. “If you refuse to find the traitor yourself, I have no choice but to place every member of the Royal Guard under arrest for treason.”
Nikolas made a sharp motion with his hand and several palace guards marched in from the anteroom. Any of the Royal Guards could have defeated the soldiers easily, but they all quietly submitted to arrest. They were stripped of their weapons of power and their wrists were bound.
Idris could hardly believe what was happening. Before he could properly react, he was also separated from his partisan and roughly dragged from the royal chambers. 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two: Prisoners
 
The dungeon was located under the palace, down several flights of stairs. Idris was pulled away from the other Royal Guards and taken through a doorway into a room with a cell like a barred cage against one wall. One of the guards held him as the other unbuckled the harness that held the partisan. The guard then opened the door of the cell, and the other pushed Idris inside. They locked the door behind him. His partisan was hung on a hook in the corner of the room where he couldn’t reach it through the bars.
The guards left, pulling the door to the room shut behind them, leaving Idris alone and dazed.
There was a narrow cot in the corner of the cage, and Idris slowly sat down on it. His mind could barely process what had just happened. That morning he had been training with Aherin, just like every other day. Then he had been surprised with a visit from his family.
He had been so happy to see them. And he thought of them now, waiting for him to return. He thought of how worried his mother must be.
“I wonder if my family will be told what happened to me,” Idris said, bewildered.
I doubt it, Iona said in a clipped tone. The king will not want it sounded abroad that he has arrested his most trusted soldiers.
“He cannot keep it a secret forever,” Idris pointed out.
No, but he can put it off until he has proof of guilt or innocence.
Idris leaned forward and cradled his head in his hands. “I do not understand. My duty was to protect the princess, and that is what I did. Why am I imprisoned?”
In my experience, rulers are rarely rational.
Idris shook his head and fell silent. He wasn’t in the mood to argue with Iona. He knew that she had more experience with kings than he did, but he simply couldn’t believe that King Nikolas’s actions were normal for a monarch.
Idris sat on the cot for a while, then he paced up and down the cell. After a while, he stood with his forehead pressed against the bars, and then he sat down again.
He supposed the dungeon wasn’t bad, as dungeons went. It wasn’t dark, dank, or haunted by the moans of tortured prisoners. His room was well-lit with lanterns, and the air was only slightly musty.
He had lost track of time when the door opened, admitting two palace guards and the king’s personal secretary.
The secretary was a fussy-looking man, but he was very efficient. He lost no time in getting down to business.
“You are Idris, son of Cadell, son of Garan?”
“Yes,” Idris answered somewhat hoarsely.
“You are a native of Rest Stone Valley of the Hills Province?”
He cleared his throat and responded in a clearer voice. “Yes.”
“And are you currently training to become a member of the king’s Royal Guard?”
“Yes.”
The man’s expression was satisfied, as if there had been a question of Idris’s identity. He shuffled through some pieces of parchment that he held in his hand, skimming over what was written on them.
“Tell me, Idris, how did you come to possess that partisan?” he inquired, pointing at Iona.
Idris shifted his weight. “I was led to her.”
“Led?”
“There was a feeling inside me that showed me where to go,” Idris clarified.
The secretary made a politely incredulous noise. “Can anyone verify that?”
Idris frowned. “No.”
“Are you certain that you were not instructed on where to find that weapon?”
Idris was baffled by the question. “Who would instruct me?”
The secretary made a casual gesture with his hand. “It could have been mentioned in passing by a friend or by one of the guards positioned in the Treasury. Perhaps someone came to you and asked that you retrieve the weapon on their behalf.”
Idris’s expression darkened considerably and he balled his fists in anger. “If it were that easy to get a weapon of power, none would remain in the Treasury.”
The man leaned forward eagerly. “And how do you know that? Have you heard of a plot to take all of the weapons from the Treasury?”
Idris made a disgusted sound. “No, it is simply common sense. There are ambitious people everywhere, and I am certain that they have tried to get a position among the Royal Guards through dishonest means.”
The secretary held up a finger. “You are correct in saying that there are many who seek to be a member of the Royal Guard. So, how is it that a mere farmer was given that opportunity?”
Idris’s face flushed. “Luck,” he said shortly.
“I do not believe that,” the secretary responded in a soft, significant tone.
“I do not either,” Idris shot back, “but I am afraid that I do not have any other answer for you. I do not know why I was chosen. I only know that I have striven to do my best since beginning my training.”
“Your best,” mused the other man. “Interesting.”
Idris frowned. “What?”
He shrugged. “Well, it just does not seem to me that your best would be abandoning the king during an attack on the palace.”
“I did not abandon the king,” Idris retorted. “I was doing my duty in protecting Princess Zorina.”
“Your companion did not feel the same conflict,” the secretary said in a reasonable voice. “She knew that her first duty was to King Nikolas.”
“Are you saying that I should have left a six-year-old girl all by herself when the palace was under attack?” Idris asked, outraged.
“It is not an ideal choice,” admitted the secretary, “but as a member of the Royal Guard you will often be placed in difficult situations. The king has to know that you will make the right decisions in such scenarios.”
“Leaving the princess to defend herself alone is the right decision?” demanded Idris.
“The princess is not the king, nor is she his heir. Perhaps it would be different if you were charged with protecting the crown prince.”
Idris felt like wringing the man’s scrawny neck. “She could have died,” he shouted.
The man’s eyebrows shot upward. “But she did not. And that brings us to another interesting point. How is it that of all the Royal Guards you were the only one who remained unharmed?”
Idris stopped short. “What?”
“You alone evaded any sort of hostile encounter,” repeated the secretary. “That seems very lucky indeed,” he said, throwing the word back at him. “Unless you knew where the enemy soldiers would attack.”
Idris couldn’t remember ever being so angry before. He could hear his blood ringing in his ears and his mouth felt strangely dry. His instinct was to lash out and strike at the smug man on the other side of the bars. However, since that wasn’t possible, Idris clenched his fists and closed his eyes.
After a moment, Idris ventured to speak. “Princess Zorina told me of a passage that led up to one of the towers. She said that few people knew of it, so we went there to hide.”
“No one found you there?” prompted the secretary.
“Obviously not, since you have already pointed out that I did not encounter any enemy soldiers,” Idris said scathingly.
“Interesting,” the man said again.
Idris gritted his teeth. “You can verify my story with the princess.”
The secretary shrugged. “She is quite willing to sing your praises, but she is still a child. She can only relate the events as she perceived them.”
“It seems to me that you have already made up your mind that I am a traitor,” Idris said stiffly.
“I would not put it that way,” the secretary replied in a tone that was probably meant to be reassuring but instead came across as sly. “But perhaps you find yourself under the influence of others with less honorable intentions. It is not your fault, you know. You are young and inexperienced. How could you be blamed?”
This made Idris even angrier. The man was trying to manipulate Idris into admitting to something that he hadn’t done. He was more or less promising that Idris wouldn’t get into trouble if he named the “others with less honorable intentions.”
How was that justice? Even if Idris had been guilty, what kind of justice would allow them to let him go as long as he gave them information?
Idris looked at the man with utter contempt. “I have nothing to say to you.”
The secretary sniffed haughtily. “Suit yourself, Idris. You will not be so proud when your friends give you up.”
He and the guards left, once again leaving Idris on his own.
“Can you believe them?” Idris raged at Iona.
Unfortunately, I can. It is not uncommon to allow the release of lesser criminals in order to obtain information on more dangerous criminals. I believe you humans call it the greater good.
“I was talking about the fact that they think I am a traitor,” Idris said.
Well, that cannot be avoided. The king must be suspicious of everyone, especially those new to the palace.
“It just does not seem right,” he muttered.
Right or wrong is not the issue.
“That is always the issue,” Idris argued. “We were chosen to be the protectors of the royal family, and that is what we did. We protected them during an attack, and many of the Guards were injured in the process. If that does not prove that we are loyal to the king, what does?”
Marlais had that same unyielding morality when we first set out together.
There was something in the way that Iona said that that made Idris uneasy. “Are you saying that he lost that over time?”
There was a thoughtful pause.
He grew to understand that things are not always as we would wish. I suppose we both learned that…
Idris sighed and shook his head. “That does not change the fact that I am in the dungeon for following orders. Even the most ruthless ruler could not wish their own child to be left alone in danger. Why is King Nikolas doing this?”
He is afraid, Iona answered. And you should know that creatures are most dangerous when they are afraid.
Idris sat down heavily on the narrow cot. “I am already in prison. What else could they do to me?”
A sense of apprehension radiated from the partisan.
In a situation such as this, being imprisoned is the least of your worries, farmer.
Idris’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”
I have seen hunts such as these, where those in power are desperate to find someone to blame—anyone at all. They never end well for anyone.
The cold fingers of dread crept over Idris’s chest, and he could feel the blood drain from his face.
“Do you mean…?”
I mean that your life is in danger, farmer. Not only your life, but the lives of those closest to you.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three: Letting Go
 
Idris kept expecting the king’s personal secretary to return and continue the questioning, but days passed and nothing happened. Or at least Idris assumed that they were days. The only way he had of telling time was when the serving boy brought him bread and water. The boy was the only person he saw.
After Idris had spent more than a week in prison, the door to the small room opened and Captain Cowan stepped through. He was dressed in his scarlet uniform and he held his bo staff, but he looked more tired than he ever had before.
“Good afternoon, Idris.”
Idris hurried to his feet and stood at attention. “Good afternoon, sir.”
“Are they treating you well, boy? Have you been harmed in any way?”
He shook his head. “No, sir. I have hardly seen a soul since coming here.”
“Well, that is something,” Cowan said, more to himself than to Idris.
Idris balled his fists, not out of anger, but as a way to vent some of the anxiety welling up in him. “Do you have news of my family, sir? I did not have the opportunity to see if they were safe.”
Cowan’s brows knit together as he searched his memory. “I believe they went back to Rest Stone Valley. There were no reported injuries from Marath on the day of the attack, so I assume they are well.”
It was not as definitive as Idris would have liked, but it was enough to set his mind at ease.
“Have you come here to release me, sir?” he asked. “Surely they must know by now that I am innocent.”
Cowan’s shoulders sagged as if under a heavy weight. “I am sorry to say that the king is less certain of anyone’s innocence now than he was before. It has taken a great deal of effort on my part to secure the release of the senior Royal Guards, but he refuses to let any of the junior Guards go.”
“The king’s secretary seemed convinced that I was a traitor,” Idris said bitterly. “I am certain that is not helping the situation.”
Cowan smiled sadly. “I would not worry what the king’s secretary thinks of you. He and the rest of the king’s personal staff were arrested as soon as I was cleared. I am in charge of the investigation now.”
Idris was baffled by this news. “If you are in charge of the investigation, then why can you not release the rest of the Royal Guard? You know that we are innocent.”
“All decisions must be made by King Nikolas. I merely gather information.”
Idris felt weighed down by defeat. He slumped. “Is there nothing we can do?”
“You can tell me everything you remember from the day of the attack,” Cowan answered.
The young man rubbed his eyes. “I already told the secretary everything. He did not believe me.”
Cowan raised a finger. “The difference is that I do not believe that you are the traitor. Now, think back and tell me what you remember.”
“The princess said she knew of a place where we could hide,” he began.
“No, before then,” interrupted Cowan. “Where were you before the attack?”
“I was down in the city’s main market with my family. They had come to visit and I was showing them around.”
“Did you see anything out of the ordinary? Did anything happen that struck you as odd?” pressed the captain.
Idris frowned and shook his head. But then something stirred in his memory. “There was a merchant that did not know how the Royal Guards pay for goods. I had to borrow money from another merchant to cover that purchase.”
Cowan scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Was it a young person? Perhaps someone new to the city?”
Idris shrugged. “I would guess she was a similar age to my mother, but she did seem new to Marath.”
“How long before the attack did you see her?”
“Not long,” answered Idris. “I doubt she could have left her booth and gotten to the palace in that amount of time.”
Cowan inclined his head. “Anything else out of the ordinary?” 
“No, I do not think so,” Idris said uncertainly. “I do not go into Marath very often, though, sir. I am not familiar enough with the city to know if something is amiss.”
“What about before your family arrived?” he went on.
“I had been training with Aherin,” Idris said.
“Did you see anything or hear anything?” prompted the captain.
Idris searched his memory, but nothing presented itself. He shook his head, disappointed that he didn’t have anything more to offer the captain. “No, there was nothing out of the ordinary.”
Cowan sighed softly. “Well, keep thinking on it. If there is anything you remember, no matter how small it may seem, please let me know.”
Idris nodded, but he could feel himself losing hope. He rested his forehead against the metal bars of his cage and stared at the ground.
Cowan placed a weathered hand on Idris’s shoulder. “Do not give up, boy. Dark times pass, and the king will soon remember the faith he has placed in us. I have been guarding him since he was a child. He has never failed to trust me yet. It will just take time.”
Idris didn’t feel very hopeful, but he nodded anyway. “Thank you, sir.”
“There are two guards just down the hall,” Captain Cowan told him. “If you think of anything, call them and ask for me.”
“Yes, sir.”
The captain of the Royal Guards left the room as quietly as he came. 
Idris started pacing his well-worn path across his cell.
“It is starting to look like I will be spending the rest of my life in this dungeon,” he said grimly.
Only if you wish it to be so.
Idris gave an exasperated sigh. “You know that I do not want to stay here.”
Then you know what you must do.
He gestured angrily with his hands. “Can you speak plainly for once? What is it I am supposed to already know?”
If you wish to prove you are innocent, you must escape this dungeon and find the traitor yourself.
Idris laughed outright. “Escape? How can I possibly do that?”
I can help you.
Idris quickly sobered as he realized that Iona meant what she said. She was right. He began to pace more quickly as he turned the idea over in his mind.
“Captain Cowan did not seem very hopeful of finding the traitor. How could I succeed where he cannot?”
He is restricted by the king’s involvement. You would not be burdened the same way.
“What would I do when I found the traitor?”
Arrest him.
“I am still training to be a soldier. I do not have the skills to arrest anyone.”
I told you, farmer, I can help you.
Idris tossed up his hands in frustration. “I cannot even reach you from this cell. How could you help me?”
That is the simplest part of this plan.
“Oh, really?” Idris snapped.
Yes, really, she replied serenely.
“How?”
Think of the stone that your teacher used to help improve your mental control.
Idris remembered that day, the way the stone kept disappearing just as he was connecting with it. “What about it?”
You were told that it was made of the same sort of material from which weapons of power are forged.
“Yes.”
So, if it is possible for you to summon a simple stone with which you share no meaningful connection, would it not be possible for you to summon me?
Idris stopped pacing and stared at the glittering partisan. “Is it?”
He could feel Iona’s aggravation. That was meant to be a rhetorical question.
With one long stride he crossed his cell to the corner that was closest to his weapon. “How do I do it?” he asked eagerly.
You must unblock that wall you have built up around your mind, farmer. If you had not been fighting me on everything, you would already know how to do this.
“You have been the one fighting me,” Idris argued.
I keep telling you to let go, Iona said heatedly.
“And I keep telling you that is not helpful advice,” he shouted.
A tense silence settled between them.
Idris took several calming breaths before addressing his partisan again. “Perhaps if you explain what you mean…”
Iona made a sound of disgust. You are a fool, farmer.
“Yes, yes,” Idris rolled his eyes. “But maybe you can condescend to teach this fool instead of just assuming that I should know what you mean.”
He got the feeling that she was searching her memory for something to aid in what she was trying to teach him.
Do you have much experience with horses?
“Yes.”
Very well. Think of your potential as if it were a horse. You are trying to exert so much control over it that you are effectively pinning it to the ground with a net. You may be keeping the horse from running wild, but you are also preventing it from being of any use to you.
Idris was surprised to find that what she was saying made sense to him. “But if I get rid of the net, how can I keep it from taking over? Is it not better to have too much control than no control at all?”
You need to find balance within yourself, Iona reasoned. Neither extreme will allow you to reach your full potential.
Idris rubbed his chin. “That does make sense,” he murmured to himself.
Hence, I assumed you knew what I meant without this explanation, the partisan retorted.
“How do I do it?”
Let go.
Idris gritted his teeth together. “That is not helpful, Iona. Tell me how.”
Close your eyes. Take a deep breath. Relax. Let go of any thought of control, and just open yourself to all that you are.
He shifted uncomfortably. “That sounds dangerous.”
It would be if you lived your entire life that way. I am not suggesting that you do so. Simply open yourself for a moment and see all that you can be.
Idris closed his eyes as he had been instructed. For a moment he felt a surge of panic that he couldn’t immediately quell.  He told himself that he was being unreasonable, but that didn’t make it any easier.
He took a deep breath and deliberately let his guard down. He visualized his mind as a great fortress, and he imagined the gates opening wide. He could feel Iona waiting just outside the barrier he had put up in his mind, and he could sense her entering in.
Iona had said that she could take control of him if she really wanted to, and yet she had never tried. Idris had the feeling that if he didn’t start trusting her, they would never learn to work as a team. And if they could not work together, they would both be rendered useless as Royal Guards.
He could feel Iona’s presence in his thoughts, stronger than ever before. It was as if she was sitting next to him on the seat of a wagon and she could take the reins from him at any time. It was frightening to have her there, and Idris’s heart began to race with growing panic.
Calm yourself, farmer. Think of me as one of your family.
Idris latched onto that thought as if it were a lifeline. What if Iona were not some strange magical weapon? What if she was his sister?
He imagined Elain, Dafina, and Adwen standing in front of him. Then he pictured a fourth figure standing with them that represented Iona. She looked like a younger version of Prydwen, but her smile was anything but motherly. Her expression gave the distinct air of good-natured mischief.
Idris imagined himself opening his arms and embracing all of them.
He trusted them. He loved them.
Without warning, a dam burst within Idris, flooding his mind and body with power. His eyes opened wide with shock, and he could see that Iona was glowing. More than that—he himself was glowing, radiating a light brighter than the lanterns. 
Now call me to you, Idris. That is where I belong.
As with the stone, he imagined Iona in his hand and willed it to be so. With a flash of light, the partisan disappeared from the holder hanging on the wall and reappeared in Idris’s grip. He looked down at the dazzling weapon and grinned.
“Now what?” he asked with playful casualness.
Now we break free.
The words sent a surge of power through Idris that was so wonderful he almost laughed. Idris raised Iona and pointed her at the bars of his cage. A tongue of fire lashed out and cut through the metal as if it were nothing more than air. The superheated pieces fell to the ground with a clatter, and Idris carefully climbed through the hole that was left behind.
Iona spoke with firm determination. 
Let us go find the traitor.
 



Chapter Twenty-Four: Escape
 
Which way should I go? Idris thought to his partisan.
Whichever way is opposite of the guards that Captain Cowan mentioned, Iona advised.
Idris quietly opened the door to his room just enough to peek out. The exit was to his left, and there were no guards in sight.
They must be walking their rounds, Idris said silently.
Fortune favors you.
He stepped into the hallway and cautiously began edging toward the stairs that led upward. He was halfway there when a voice rang out.
“You, there. Stop!”
Brace yourself, farmer.
Idris barely had time to register what Iona had said to him when a wave of light burst outward from the partisan and knocked the guard to the ground. The force was so powerful that Idris also lost his footing and fell backward against the hard stone.
“What did you do?” he demanded breathlessly.
Get up and run, you fool!
Idris scrambled to his feet and dashed up the stairs. He took them two at a time, following them upward until he reached the main level, afraid that at any moment the guard might appear behind him.
The palace had its usual assortment of people going about their business. There were messengers scurrying about, counselors having involved discussions, and Nobles who enjoyed being seen in the Water Palace.
Down that hall. Get out of sight.
Idris was already aware that he was drawing more attention than was desirable during a prison escape. He tried to look confident and casual as he hurried down the hall, despite his pounding heart and the fear and excitement flooding through him.
As he neared a corner, he glanced over his shoulder to see if anyone was following him. There was no one there. But the moment he turned a corner he crashed into someone.
Idris stumbled backward and prepared to run away before the fallen person could realize what happened, but he then he recognized the face of Jui and he stopped short.
She immediately recognized him as well. “Master?”
He froze. Did she know that he had been arrested? Would she be willing to help him without asking too many questions? Or would she feel obligated to turn him in?
Jui got to her feet, seeming unperturbed that he didn’t offer a hand to help her. “Did they finally set you free, master?”
That answered one of his questions.
Idris hesitated and then slowly shook his head. “No, they did not…”
Understanding flashed in Jui’s dark eyes and she gave a quick nod. “I see. Well, then.” She paused for less than a heartbeat and then nodded again. “You had better follow me.”
She turned and walked back the way she had come, and Idris stared after her.
Can we trust her? he asked Iona.
I do not know that we have much choice at the moment.
Jui glanced back and saw that he wasn’t following her. She gestured impatiently with her hand. “Hurry, master.”
Idris tightened his grip on Iona and trotted down the hall after the serving girl. She led him to a set of stairs that led up to the living quarters of the palace staff.
“In here,” Jui hissed, opening one of the many doors.
Idris obeyed and ducked into the modest room. It was simple to the point of being barren, and there were three beds in different corners of the room. There was no one in the room at present, but Jui’s tense expression made Idris certain that someone could walk in at any moment.
“Wait here, master,” the serving girl instructed him.
She disappeared back out the door, and Idris passed several anxious minutes waiting for her to return.
Part of him wondered if she had gone to get soldiers to arrest him again, but when the door opened again he could see that she was alone.
Jui was carrying several bundles, which she dumped unceremoniously on one of the beds. She picked one up and shook it out and then tossed it to him.
“Put this on,” she said.
It was a coarse brown tunic much like the ones he had worn as a farmer. He pulled it on over his head while Jui separated the other items she had brought with her.
She picked up his partisan, and Idris immediately felt uneasy.
“Uh, I think I should do that. She does not like being touched by strangers.”
Jui seemed surprised by his words, but handed him the partisan. “She?”
Idris nodded. “All magical items have a personality, just like people. And… she is a she.”
The serving girl’s eyebrows lifted. “I did not know that.”
He cleared his throat. “What would you like me to do with her?”
Jui spread out a bundle of firewood. “Your weapon is too conspicuous. You need to tie these sticks around it to hide the head. Then we can tuck the shaft under this cloak that you will wear.”
It was a good plan, and Idris told her so as he followed her instructions. “How did you come up with this so quickly?”
Jui’s expression looked carefully controlled. “I have some experience with keeping out of sight.”
It was apparent that she didn’t want to talk about it further, so Idris didn’t ask any more questions. He busied himself arranging the firewood so that it hid the partisan’s glittering blade, and then he tied the bundle together with twine.
What will you do if you find yourself in need of a weapon? Iona challenged. 
Idris knew she had a point, but there was no better alternative. If I get caught, it will not make much of a difference.
Are you certain? Iona asked sourly.
Jui helped him put on the simple winter cloak and then strap the wood bundle to his back. She arranged the sticks and folds of fabric so that the partisan couldn’t be seen at all.
She pulled the cowl over Idris’s face. “Keep your head down and follow me.”
He reached out and caught her hand as she turned away. “Thank you, Jui. I do not know how I will ever repay you.”
A touch of pink spread over her cheeks and she shrugged. “You have always been kind to me. I know you are innocent. It is the least I can do.”
Jui led the way back down the stairs and toward the exit of the palace. At one point they had to duck into one of the many alcoves in the Water Palace to avoid a group of military trainees. Idris heard a familiar voice as the trainees walked past.
“…going to ask if I can take a shift guarding the dungeon. I know it is not usual for trainees to do that, but I would love to see that idiot in chains.”
Idris clenched his fists and wished he could step out into the open and punch Meic in the face.
“Why do you hate him so much?” asked another voice. “He seems nice to me.”
“That is because you do not know him,” Meic shot back. “I grew up with that pig, and I am so tired of everyone thinking he is gifted. Well, they will not think that anymore. You should have seen the looks on his family’s faces when I told them that he had been arrested for treason.” Meic let out a rough bark of a laugh. “They went back to Rest Stone Valley in disgrace.”
Hot anger flashed through Idris, and he started forward out of his hiding place. Jui had to grab his arm to hold him back. He was so furious that he could hardly think straight.
“Master, please,” whispered Jui. “If we are caught we will both be arrested.”
Idris almost didn’t care if he was arrested again, but the thought of Jui being dragged away as well brought him up short. He couldn’t do that to her. Especially when she had gone to so much trouble to help him.
He squeezed his eyes shut and willed Meic to keep walking far, far away from them.
“It is safe now,” Jui said after several moments.
Idris nodded and took a deep breath, opening his eyes. Anger still hummed through him, but he felt more in control now. He followed Jui out of their hiding place and down the path toward the stables. They passed them and continued on to a private harbor.
“There is a rowboat that is used by some of the servants,” Jui explained as they walked. “You can take it and sail down the coast to safety.”
Idris didn’t like the idea of fleeing the city, but he couldn’t think of a better plan at the moment.
Do not worry, farmer. We will come back as soon as it is safe to begin our search for the traitor.
Idris was about to ask Jui for some advice on which direction to go, but the words died in his throat. He slowed to a stop, staring at the path ahead of them and the figure that blocked it.
It was Palti.
There was a fraction of a second where Idris had the wild hope of ducking behind a tree to avoid being seen, but it was clear that the Royal Guard was waiting for them.
Jui’s eyes darted up to Idris’s face, trying to discern what he wanted her to do. 
We could fight him, suggested Iona. However, I have the feeling we would not be victorious.
Idris knew that he couldn’t fight his friend. He couldn’t even entertain the thought. Instead, he took a deep breath and steeled himself for what was to come.
“Thank you for everything, Jui,” he said quietly. “I think you should go back to the palace now.”
She didn’t even try to argue with him. She turned on her heel and briskly walked away, only glancing back once.
Idris waited until she was out of sight and then closed the distance between himself and Palti.
“How did you know I would be here?”
Palti’s face was grave. “I followed you.”
Idris nodded and fell silent.
“What are you doing, duwado?” Palti asked solemnly.
There was something in Palti’s tone of voice that cut Idris to the core. It was as if Idris had betrayed Palti by trying to escape.
“I am innocent,” Idris said desperately. “Do you believe me?”
“I know you to be innocent,” Palti stated, “but that does not excuse what you are doing.”
“I have to find the real traitor,” insisted Idris. “That is the only way the king will believe me.”
Palti shook his head. “No one will ever believe you if you leave this way.”
Idris’s eyes began to sting. “Do you expect me to just sit and wait while the traitor is still out there?”
The Royal Guard reached out and gripped the young man’s arm. “I expect you to have courage in the face of adversity, duwado. Do not flinch, do not run. Prove that you are innocent by standing fast.”
Idris’s shoulders drooped in defeat, but his heart began to feel stronger. He knew that Palti was right, and part of him was glad to be told to stay.
“Will you escort me back to the dungeons?” Idris asked in a subdued voice.
After a moment, Palti answered. “No.”
Idris looked up at his friend in surprise.
“I will do what I should have done long ago,” Palti went on. “Come with me.”
The two soldiers walked back to the palace and up the familiar halls that led to the room where the Royal Guards held council. Idris didn’t know what Palti intended to do, and the uncertainty made him feel slightly sick to his stomach. His whole life had been turned upside-down, and the well-known sight of the council doors brought up a myriad of emotions. 
Part of him was still angry at the accusations leveled against him, part of him was afraid of what would happen now that he had been caught, and part of him still had hope that he would be exonerated.
Palti pushed open the council door and moved to stand before the table where all of the senior Royal Guards were seated. Seeing the familiar faces intensified every emotion that Idris was feeling.
Captain Cowan stared at Idris in disbelief.
“Palti, why have you brought him here?”
“I caught him escaping,” Palti admitted frankly.
Murmurs ran through the room.
“How is that possible?” asked Roth. “Did he have help?”
Idris tensed. He didn’t want Jui to get arrested for trying to help him.
“Yes, he had help,” answered Palti.
Idris was about to protest, but then Palti reached for the firewood that was strapped to Idris’s back, extracting the partisan from its disguise.
“His weapon aided in his escape.”
Jerin shook her head. “He is not trained well enough for his weapon to be of much use to him in that situation.”
“I saw the broken prison with my own eyes,” insisted Palti.
This prompted a longer pause as the Guards seemed to consider Idris.
“How did you do it, Idris?” questioned Drusi.
Idris was unaccustomed to having so many of the Royal Guard look at him as if he had done something extraordinary. But instead of enjoying the attention, Idris felt very uncomfortable.
“Iona did most of it,” he said humbly. “She just taught me how to summon her.”
Cowan leaned forward, touching his fingertips together. “Summon her? How… unusual.”
“It is unfortunate that after all that you will just be going back to prison,” Farah commented.
“No, he will not,” Palti said in a calm tone.
Cowan’s eyebrows went up. “Oh? Why is that?”
“Because we already know that he is innocent. Just as we know that Demas and Aherin and Hildar are innocent as well. It is wrong for us to keep them imprisoned just because we cannot find the true traitor.”
Cowan spread his hands. “It is the king’s orders.”
“And the king is wrong,” Palti said boldly.
Roth’s expression became cold. “Careful, now.”
Palti pointed to Idris. “This boy could have escaped the city, but he chose to come back with me. He chose to fulfill his duty, even though he had been imprisoned for it. All of us have chosen to stay and continue protecting the royal family, when any of us could have left at any time. The king knows that his dungeon cannot hold us if we do not allow it. He needs to trust that we honor our oaths of loyalty. Why else would we choose to be imprisoned?”
The silence that followed was profound. Every pair of eyes was fixed on Captain Cowan as he mulled over the situation.
“You are right,” he said finally. “I will go and speak to the king.”
Drusi frowned. “What will you say to him?”
Cowan got to his feet and squared his shoulders. “I will tell him the truth. With our weapons of power, we could have taken over the kingdom long ago if we wished to do so. We never have because we have never wished to. We are his loyal subjects, and his dedicated guards. If he cannot trust us, then we serve no purpose here.”
“What if he refuses to let the others out of prison?” asked Jerin.
Cowan’s eyes had a steely glint. “Then we will leave his service.”
“You cannot threaten him like that,” objected Roth.
“It is not a threat,” replied the captain. “It is simply a fact. The Royal Guard cannot exist if we are not trusted by the royal family.”
Idris agreed with Cowan, but he didn’t envy him the task of saying it to King Nikolas.
Captain Cowan waved his hand at Idris. “Come along, boy.”
Idris jumped slightly and stared at his leader. “Sir?”
“I said, come along. You are coming with me to see the king.”
Idris couldn’t be sure, but he thought that he heard Iona chuckle at his misfortune.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five: Fire
 
Idris stared down at his black training uniform as he adjusted his partisan on his back. Cowan had ordered him to shed his disguise, but Idris didn’t feel he looked any more presentable to see the king. More than a week in prison—even a well-kept prison—had left him looking dirty and rumpled. 
His heart pounded against his ribs and he found it difficult to breathe normally. Idris looked over at Captain Cowan and wished that he could act so calm in the face of such a situation.
King Nikolas was in the throne room, and there was quite a bustle of soldiers as Idris and Cowan approached. Some of them were being positioned to protect the king, and others appeared to be organized into search parties.
“I am willing to bet that news of your escape has reached the king,” Cowan said drily.
Based on the number of soldiers that were gathering, Idris knew that the captain was right. He braced himself for the king’s fury.
There were more soldiers waiting for them in the throne room. They parted to let Idris and Cowan through, creating a long, disquieting corridor of armed guards poised to arrest Idris at a word from King Nikolas.
The man himself sat on his golden throne, wearing his fine robes and his formal crown. He was so grand and impressive that Idris felt smaller than ever as they approached him. Cowan stopped at a distance of several paces, and Idris realized the wisdom in that. When they were this far away, it was less likely that the king would feel threatened. He lowered himself to a knee, following Cowan’s example.
“I see you have apprehended the prisoner,” Nikolas said in a booming voice.
“No, your majesty,” Cowan replied. “He has returned of his own accord.”
The king frowned. “And why would he do that when he knows he will be executed for his escape?”
Idris’s heart began to pound in his chest. No one had told him that an attempted escape was punishable by death.
“Because, your majesty, he is loyal to you and would rather die at your hands than abandon his duty.”
Idris couldn’t say that he agreed with Cowan’s statement, but he trusted that the captain knew what he was doing.
King Nikolas stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Is that so?”
Captain Cowan went on. “Idris has illustrated the point that I have been making since the attack, your majesty. It is our dedication to you that keeps the Royal Guard in check—not fear of prison or death. If we cannot serve and protect you, then we have no purpose and should be disbanded.”
“You would surrender your weapons back to the Treasury?” inquired the king.
“Yes.” Cowan didn’t hesitate, but Idris thought he saw the hand holding his staff twitch slightly.
“That is clearly the safest course,” Nikolas pointed out. “Why should I do otherwise?”
Cowan extended his hand in a beseeching gesture. “I have been protecting you since you were a child, your majesty. I have served the royal family for forty-seven years. If you cannot bring yourself to trust Idris and the other young Royal Guards, then I ask that you trust me. I swear that I will watch them and take responsibility for their actions.”
A hush settled over the room while the king considered them carefully. Idris could feel beads of sweat forming on his brow, and he started to wonder if these were his last moments before being executed.
After what seemed like an eternity, King Nikolas spoke. “Very well.”
Idris’s breath exploded out, and he closed his eyes in relief.
“However,” the king conditioned, “if I sense any hint of disloyalty from any one of the Royal Guards, you will all be executed as conspirators.”
“Of course, your majesty,” Cowan said readily.
“You may resume your duties immediately,” the king said with a wave of his hand. “Send Drusi and Jerin to me while you see to your junior Guards.”
Cowan and Idris bowed out of the room and hurried back to the room where the other Royal Guards were waiting. A rush of elation swept through Idris, and an extra spring started showing in his step. 
As soon as they had entered the council room of the Royal Guards, the captain began issuing orders.
“Drusi and Jerin, you are to go and attend to the king until further notice. The rest of you are to see to the royal family. As long as the traitor is still out there, they remain in danger. I will go to the dungeon and secure the release of the others, and then I will take the trainees to the Sanctuary.”
Every set of eyes turned to Cowan in surprise.
“Does that not seem premature?” inquired Roth. “They have not even finished their training yet.”
Idris looked around at the faces of the Royal Guards, uncertain what they were talking about.
“They will need every advantage we can give them,” Cowan said. Idris heard an ominous tone in his voice, and it sent chills through him.
No one asked any more questions. They all got to their feet and left to follow the orders they had received.
“Come along, Idris,” Cowan urged.
The king’s command for the release of the prisoners must have preceded Idris and Cowan, because Demas, Aherin, and Hildar met them at the top of the stairs that led down to the dungeon. Demas and Aherin merely looked tired and unkempt, but Hildar’s eyes burned indignant fury.
“Has the traitor been caught?” Demas asked his captain.
Cowan shook his head. “Not yet. You are to resume your position guarding the royal family, Demas. The rest of you, follow me.”
If Demas was taken aback by being dismissed so quickly, he didn’t show it. He simply nodded and headed toward the royal quarters.
“If the traitor has not been caught, why are we being set free?” asked Hildar, her voice sharp and bitter. 
Cowan gave her an appraising look. “You are being set free because I asked the king to trust my judgment.”
Hildar was clearly dissatisfied with his answer. She looked away with a scowl and folded her arms tightly against her chest.
The captain took a moment to study each of them. “I am about to take you to a place that only a handful of people know about. You must each swear that you will never mention this place to anyone, even the other members of the Royal Guard.”
Idris’s brow furrowed. “But they all know about it, do they not?”
“Yes,” Cowan answered, “but we do not speak of it. You must vow that you will not speak of it either.”
Idris and Aherin promised readily. Hildar agreed as well after some petulant reluctance.
Cowan seemed satisfied. “Follow me.”
They were led up to the royal chambers, which was not what Idris expected. The main room was empty, and he assumed that the queen and her children were in the nursery with their protectors.
Cowan walked through the doors that led out to the private garden of the king and toward the wall that ran parallel to the ocean.
In the far corner of the garden there sat a large boulder covered in vines. Cowan pushed the vines aside and pressed his fingers against something on the side of the stone.
A low grinding sound filled the air, and the boulder moved to the side, shifted by some unseen mechanism. In the place where the rock had stood, there was a set of stairs leading down into an opening in the ground. Idris stared at it in amazement, and he glanced at the other trainees to see that they felt the same.
As they began to descend down the carved stone steps, Cowan offered an explanation.
“There is an underground cavern that originally could only be reached from the ocean. One had to swim under the water to come up into the cave. The palace was built over the cavern, and these stairs were built as another way to access it.”
Cowan’s bo staff started to glow, providing light as they went deeper into the tunnel. The boulder shifted back into place after a few moments, shutting out any hint of sunlight.
The stairs made a series of switchback turns, and Idris had the impression that they were going deep underground. Idris had never been bothered by small spaces, but the narrowness of the stairway and the thought of all that earth above them made him feel like he couldn’t get enough air. Finally, the path opened up to a large cavern with a massive pool at the lowest point. A ghostly light rose from the water, giving the atmosphere a sense of supernatural beauty.
Oh, farmer, breathed Iona, this place is sacred.
“What is this place?” asked Aherin.
Idris heard the wonder in Aherin’s voice. He, too, was overcome with a sense of awe.
Cowan smiled sadly. “This is one of the last known Wellsprings. It is a natural source of magical power.”
“Savion is stronger here,” Hildar said distractedly, as though something was on her mind. “I feel I could do absolutely anything.”
Idris had a similar sensation in regard to Iona.
“Yes,” agreed the captain. “All magical items are stronger here.”
“Why?” inquired Idris. “What is the purpose of such a place?”
“We do not know,” admitted Cowan. “We do not know how they came to be, and we do not know how ancient humans used them.”
“What do you know, then?” Hildar asked sharply.
The captain of the Royal Guard raised an eyebrow at her, and she had the grace to look abashed.
“When a member of the Royal Guard completes their training,” Cowan explained, “they are brought here. For it is here that a weapon of power can be fully awakened.”
Aherin’s forehead wrinkled in a look of confusion. “They are not fully awake now?”
“No,” replied their leader. “Losing their former masters caused them to become dormant, and they can only reach their full potential when they have a new master.”
“But we already are their masters,” Hildar pointed out.
“Not yet,” Cowan said with a smile. “Not fully.”
He walked up to Aherin and Hildar, unlocking each of their weapons from their holders.
“Normally, you would all be too inexperienced to go through this ritual. However, the royal family is counting on us to keep them safe, and to do so we must all be at our best.”
Cowan pointed to the glowing pool in the middle of the cavern.
“Stand in the water with your weapons.”
Idris carefully made his way down the rugged slope and stepped into the edge of the pool, ankle-deep in water.
“Now,” Cowan said, “open yourself up to your weapons and witness the truth of their birth.”
A flash of light caused Idris to close his eyes, and he felt the stomach-wrenching sensation that he was falling. He reached out to catch himself, only to discover that he wasn’t really moving.
When he opened his eyes, he was standing in a place he had never seen before. He was high atop a mountain, and he could see the world laid out before him. His back was to the mouth of a cave, and when he turned he found himself face to face with a creature both terrifying and beautiful.
It was the size of a house, with scales that glittered like rubies and eyes like glowing green orbs. Idris recognized it as a dragon, but none of the pictures he had ever seen truly did it justice. There was an aura of majesty that no image could capture. Idris felt completely inconsequential next to this creature.
“You are late, Marlais,” the dragon said in a strangely musical voice.
Idris whipped around and stared at the human form climbing over the rocks to reach the cave.
It was a young man, probably in his early twenties. He had short black hair and a well-trimmed beard. He was tall and swarthy, and remarkably ordinary in every way. Idris couldn’t see the strength or manly beauty that was often attributed to the legendary Marlais Dragonspear.
“I was not sure I would come,” Marlais admitted.
Even his voice was unremarkable.
“You know what must be done,” the dragon prompted. “The time has come for the weapons to be forged.”
Marlais’s face was clouded with doubt. “I am not ready.”
The dragon’s eyes were kind. “You will never feel ready, young one. You must still move forward.”
“You do not have to do it this way,” Marlais said. Idris could hear the edge of desperation in his voice. “You do not have to sacrifice your life.”
“I know you are frightened of being left alone,” the dragon said, “but you do not need to be. This will ensure that part of me will always be with you.”
Marlais laid five blankets on the ground reverently. Idris could see tears streaming down his face as he did so.
The dragon’s expression became firm. “One for the vision of what must be,” it chanted slowly.
The dragon reached up its foreclaw and gouged out its own eye. Idris watched in horror as it set the eyeball on the first blanket.
The dragon’s voice rasped with pain, but it spoke with continued determination. “One for the force to reach the heavens.”
The dragon reached back and tore off one of its wings, laying it on the second blanket.
“One to protect those in need.”
Its sharp claws raked across its belly, scattering jewel-like scales across the third blanket.
“One for the power to uplift the mighty.”
The dragon bit off one of its claws and set it on the fourth blanket.
Marlais was openly sobbing, and Idris could feel tears running down his own cheeks.
“Goodbye, my friend,” Marlais choked.
The dragon chanted the last words of the ritual.
“One for the fire of life.”
It plunged its remaining foreclaw into its own chest and pulled out its heart. Then, with its dying breath, the dragon placed the heart on the last blanket.
Golden bursts of light scattered through the air, and the dragon began to burn out of existence. As the dragon’s body dwindled, the body parts on the blankets glowed with the same golden light. They shrank and cooled, and when the light was gone, Idris saw that they had turned into hunks of unrefined metal.
Marlais continued to weep as he wrapped each blanket carefully around its precious cargo and tucked them into the sack that he had brought with him on his back.
The scene shifted before Idris’s eyes, and he was suddenly standing next to an enormous forge. A giant man with strange tattoos all over his bare chest was pumping the billows.
Marlais looked weary, as if he had traveled for days without stopping. He reached into the sack and pulled out one of the blanket bundles.
“Begin with the heart,” he instructed the Forger. “That is how this work should be born.”
The Forger took the bundle and unwrapped it, careful not to touch the hunk of metal within. “Who are you?” he asked it quietly.
The giant man paused to listen, staring intently at the raw material. Slowly a smile spread across his blunt face.
“You are Iona.”
Idris felt his eyes widen in shock at the unexpected declaration. Something told him he had just discovered the most intimate and private thing about his partisan, and that knowledge brought them closer together.
Yes, farmer, the voice in his mind confirmed. That is me.
There was another blinding flash of light, and Idris was back in the cavern with the Royal Guards.
Cowan seemed to recognize that the visions were finished, because he began to speak to all three of them.
“You have seen the truth of your weapons,” he stated. “They are not born from ordinary metal, but from the life of magical creatures—the same creatures that they are fashioned to resemble. All magical items are born this way, and that is why they are living.”
Idris stared down at the partisan in his hands.
You were the heart of a dragon.
Iona’s feeling of wistful sadness passed through Idris’s chest.
I still am.
“You now know your weapons for who they truly are,” Cowan continued. “If you can embrace all that they are, you shall become their masters in truth.”
Idris brought the partisan close to his chest. 
I had no idea, he thought to Iona gently. I could not have imagined the treasure that was entrusted to me.
Idris felt a surge of warmth, and he didn’t know if it was coming from himself or from the partisan in his hands. A golden glow burst out, enveloping Idris and Iona, swirling around them so powerfully it was like being caught in a violent storm. When the light and the rushing power faded, Idris felt lighter than he had in a long time—lighter than he had felt since Cowan had performed the sealing between him and his weapon. And he knew, without question that the forced binding between him and Iona had come undone.
It was no longer needed.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six: Heart
 
After the ritual in the Sanctuary, Cowan had sent the young Royal Guards back to their quarters. Idris sat cross-legged in front of the fireplace in his room with his partisan lying across his lap.
It seemed to Idris that his mind was spinning with all of the new information he had just been given. He stared down at the black lacquered shaft of his polearm and could see part of his reflection staring back.
You are unusually quiet, farmer, Iona said. I expected you to be asking hundreds of questions.
The corners of Idris’s mouth curved into a brief smile. “I do have hundreds of questions,” he admitted. “I suppose I do not know where to begin.”
He could sense Iona’s amusement. 
Start with a mundane question, she suggested. It will help to organize your thoughts.
Idris was startled that she was inviting him to ask about her past, but he was eager for the opportunity.
“Marlais was nothing like I expected,” he began. “Was he really so ordinary?”
Iona laughed, and Idris was once again surprised by her reaction.
I told you your stories were foolish, farmer. He was just a man, not a god.
“But he did so many amazing things,” Idris protested.
Ordinary people can do extraordinary things when given the right tools, Iona pointed out. Perhaps that is why the weapons of power were forged in the first place.
“You do not know?”
I was not the first weapon forged, Iona answered. I do not know everything about why the practice began or how it was discovered.
Idris thought back to his vision of Iona’s birth and he experienced a renewed wave of sorrow. “That dragon must have felt that the weapons were important. She gave up her life to create them.”
Weapons and other magical items were used for a variety of purposes—some more noble than others.
“Marlais said to her that she did not have to die,” Idris began.
Yes, Iona said in answer to his implied question. Most of the time a magical creature could give a part of itself to be forged into an item and go on as before. However, I was created under unusual circumstances.
Idris frowned. “What do you mean?”
Five magical items were created from the same source. That was unheard of before I was born. Occasionally, there would be two items from a common creature and rarely there would be three. But five was something that had never been done before, and it was never done again.
“Why?”
A special bond exists between items that share a magical source, and that can create complications. It splits loyalty between the item and its master.
Idris raised his eyebrows. “It does?”
What would you do if you had to choose between following an order from your captain and saving the life of your brother?
Idris had no answer. 
Exactly, Iona said in satisfaction.
“So, somewhere in this world you have four sisters?” Idris asked, amazed.
Yes.
He leaned forward in excitement. “Where are they?”
There was a pause and Iona’s tone became subdued.
I do not know.
Idris felt abashed. “Oh.”
He could feel her stronger emotions, and he knew that he had caused her pain. It was something that Idris could easily understand. He would be devastated if he lost his brothers and sisters and didn’t know how to find them.
Several moments of silence passed before Idris decided to ask another question.
“Cowan said that going through that ritual in the Sanctuary was part of helping you reach your full potential. Why is it so important that I know how you were born?”
I think you can work out the answer to that, farmer, Iona replied.
“I can?” Idris asked dubiously.
Is there a difference between how you work with a tool versus how you work with an animal?
“Of course.”
Well?
“A tool is used however it is needed,” Idris explained, “but an animal is something you have to work with.”
In the past you have only viewed me as a weapon, Iona stated. Is that any different now that you know how I was created?
Idris considered her question carefully before answering.
He had seen the dragon—alive and talking. He had seen her speak to Marlais and observed the bond between the human and dragon. Iona may be made of metal and jewels, but Idris had seen when she had been a dragon’s heart.
She had said she still was a dragon’s heart.
“I think I understand,” he said slowly.
Good, she replied. It does grow wearying to have to explain everything to you.
Idris chuckled. “Well, I am a simple farmer.”
Even farmers must have some level of intelligence, she shot back.
He shook his head ruefully. “I am glad to see that you have lost none of your sting. I was worried that our experience had made friends of us.”
I believe that you think you are somehow persecuted, but I do not treat you any worse than I ever treated Marlais.
“Then he was a stronger man than I thought,” Idris muttered.
The stories that you are so fond of embellishing are all from Marlais’s life after we had been working together for almost twenty years. It is important that you understand my origins, but that does not mean that things will be simple between us. There is still a lot of work to be done.
“I am beginning to see that,” Idris admitted, “but you could make things a bit easier.”
Iona sounded genuinely perplexed. What do you mean?
Idris rolled his eyes. “I mean you could stop being so petulant.”
I think you are exaggerating.
He snorted. “I assure you I am not. There are times you are as childish as Adwen.”
In the Sanctuary Idris had experienced a deepening of his connection to Iona, and now he had cause to regret it. He had a clearer idea of what she was feeling, and now it was anything but complimentary.
I think you would understand my reluctance if you had gone from being a part of a beautiful being like a dragon to being forced to work with humans, Iona threw at him.
Idris raised his hands. “Why are you getting so angry? I was just saying that we both have much to learn.”
No, you were saying that I needed to change who I am—what Marlais made of me—in order to make you feel better.
Idris was speechless.
He couldn’t understand how they had gone from having a positive, bonding experience to arguing like this again. Part of him felt bad for what he had said, but he hadn’t been wrong. There were times when it seemed that Iona was doing everything in her power to make his life harder.
Idris carefully got to his feet and propped the partisan against the wall in the corner. He started changing from his uniform into his nightclothes, musing over what Iona had said.
Was he trying to change her?
If he was, surely it couldn’t be a bad thing. After all, everyone changes over time. They were meant to work together, and Idris felt that meant that both of them would have to make compromises.
So far, it felt that Idris was the only one being required to sacrifice.
Stop feeling sorry for yourself, farmer, Iona snapped.
Idris’s face flushed and he could feel his temper getting the better of him. “You should take your own advice.”
I am not the one burdened with an abundance of human flaws.
He clenched his jaw. “No, but you are the one who will not let go of the past. You have already made it perfectly clear that I am not Marlais, and I think you should stop expecting me to be him.”
You will never be like Marlais!
“I know,” shouted Idris. “So why are you punishing me for that?”
You are not a martyr, Iona said with finality.
“And he was not a saint,” Idris added.
I never said he was, she insisted.
Idris made an incredulous noise. “Yes, but you act as though he were. No matter what I do, I will never measure up to what you think of him.”
Well, at least we agree on that.
Idris felt like punching something, and he vented his anger by stoking the fire more vigorously than what was necessary.
He had never had a more tempestuous relationship than the one he had with Iona. One minute they were getting along just fine, and the next she was calling him an idiot and refusing to cooperate with him.
None of the other Royal Guards had ever mentioned such difficulties, which indicated to Idris that his problem was unique.
“Perhaps it would be better if I returned you to the Treasury,” Idris murmured to the partisan.
Do not be a fool, farmer. Iona sounded upset by his suggestion. We both know that will not solve our problems.
Idris was baffled by her reaction. “It seems to me that nothing will solve our problems.”
There was a pause in which Idris could sense that Iona was feeling a tinge of remorse.
Go to sleep, Idris. We will try again tomorrow.
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven: Leaving the City
 
“You have much to learn and not enough time to learn it,” Farah said briskly.
The predawn light filtered across the sky behind Farah. Idris rubbed the last of the sleep from his eyes. He hadn’t gotten much rest the night before, being too wound up after his fight with Iona. Also, he hadn’t gotten up this early since living on his family’s farm.
“There are four steps to this training exercise,” she went on. “Once you have mastered all four steps, you will have enough knowledge and control to use your weapons in combat.”
“Our training will be over?” Idris asked.
Something like a snort came from Iona, and Idris surmised she found his question ridiculous.
Farah shook her head. “No, your training will continue for several more years. However, successful completion of these exercises will prove that you are ready for your weapons to be unlocked permanently.”
She gestured to Demas, and they stood parallel to each other. “Demas and I will demonstrate the exercises first, and then I will teach them to you.”
Farah and Demas took their weapons in hand. A faint glow began emanating from each of them, radiating from their bodies and their weapons. The glow surrounding Farah was shimmering white, and the halo around Demas was vibrant blue.
“As the first exercise, you will make the magic tangible by imagining it to form into a pool of light. Remember: action follows thought. Then you will gather the power and exchange it with your partner, like so.”
Idris watched as Farah began to make stirring motions in the air with the handle of her axe. Demas did the same using the blade of his sword. Some of the light surrounding them began to come together slowly, winding in on itself to form into a sphere beneath the circling tips of the weapons. It reminded Idris of his sisters forming bread dough on the counter at home. Then, Farah and Demas gently pushed the balls of light toward one another. Farah extended the handle of her axe to accept the sphere of blue light from Demas, and Demas brought the tip of his sword to accept Farah’s sphere of white. The spheres dissolved, and each Guard’s glow of power grew brighter.
“For the second exercise, you will join your flows of power together.”
Both of the Guards’ faces took on a look of concentration. Idris caught his breath as a stream of light flowed out from each of them. The white and blue joined in a pool between them, shining brightly as it swirled. Idris couldn’t help but think of the water he’d stood in the night before, when he’d learned the truth about Iona. The streams of light parted and returned to their sources.
Farah wasn’t even breathless, even though Idris would have imagined it took a great deal of effort to perform these tasks. “Next, you will transform your power into a tangible expression of yourself.”
Demas and Farah both closed their eyes. Their looks of concentration deepened. Idris could feel the power crackling off of them from where he was standing. The light that surrounded Farah and Demas began to draw together again, but this time, instead of a ball, the light took different forms. Farah’s light became a school of fish swimming in circles around her. Demas’s became a frolicking dog. Idris broke into a grin. It was unlike anything he’d ever seen before, and it felt like a glimpse into the hearts of the two Royal Guards—Farah, many parts coordinated into beautiful, controlled motion; Demas, warm and playful. 
Farah didn’t open her eyes yet, but her voice was still calm and even. “Finally, you will join your expressions.”
The light shifted again. Farah’s light formed a stream, and the fish followed the smooth course toward Demas. Demas’s dog took a splashing leap into the stream, sending sparks of light scattering like a shower of water.
The glowing visions faded from sight, and Farah and Demas opened their eyes.
“Each of these exercises will aid you in developing a different vital skill that you will need to wield your weapons,” Farah explained. “The first is to carefully control the power you draw from your weapon. The second will teach you to work in harmony with another magic user. In order to complete the third exercise, you must deepen your connection with your weapon’s magic. And the last exercise bonds two magic users together in a way that is not unlike how you bond with your weapon. Such bonds are important in a group like the Royal Guard, for our lives will often depend on one another.”
Idris adjusted his grip on his partisan and took a deep breath, preparing himself for the exercises.
“To begin, open yourself up to your weapon. Channel the power into the form of light,” instructed Farah. “Visualize it appearing before you.”
Idris closed his eyes and focused as hard as he could.
You are doing it again. Let go, farmer.
Iona’s tone was much more understanding than usual. Idris assumed she was trying to make up for her harsh words the night before.
He pursed his lips together and let out a slow breath. He told his muscles to relax. He took in a breath and tried to let his mind open. He made another attempt, this time trying not to think too hard about what he was doing. He just let it happen.
“Good, Idris,” Farah said as she walked past him. “Allow a larger flow.” She continued on to the other trainees. “Not too much, Hildar. You might lose control. More focus, Aherin. Your power is dissipating.” Idris let her voice fade into the back of his mind.
It took Idris most of the morning to get enough control to form the sphere of light. When it finally took shape, he noticed that it was a golden color, like the color of ripe wheat in the sunshine. He grinned when he succeeded, but Iona quickly robbed him of his triumph.
Do not celebrate just yet, farmer. You are still behind your fellow trainees.
The smile slid from his face and he looked over to see Hildar and Aherin trading spheres of power. Hildar’s glow was a deep red, and Aherin’s was a light green. The exchange between them was shaky, but they were still able to complete the exercise.
Demas walked over to where Idris was standing. He clapped Idris on the back and congratulated him on his sphere. “Would you like to do your exchange with me?” he offered.
Idris nodded and knit his brow together in concentration.
Iona made an exasperated noise. Have you learned nothing? Stop pushing so hard.
A good portion of the afternoon was dedicated to Idris passing his orb of power over to Demas and receiving one in return. By evening Hildar and Aherin were able to express their power in recognizable forms, but Idris was a step behind, still struggling to get his flow of power to join with Demas’s.
Aherin studied the form his power had taken—a majestic tree with a river flowing next to it. “This is where my mother and I used to go when we wanted to be alone. We would pack a basket of food and spend the day together, just the two of us.”
Hildar’s power took the form of a miniature herd of horses prancing daintily in a circle. “Yes, these are from my memory as well.”
Idris tried not to let his frustration show as he once again attempted to channel his stream of energy to merge with Demas’s.
“Do not worry, Idris,” Demas said softly. “It takes a lot of practice to master these exercises. Every day you practice will be a bit less of a struggle. Soon it will come to you easily.”
Idris returned to his quarters that night in a foul mood.
“I thought this would be easier now,” he said to Iona darkly.
Just because I am willing to work with you does not mean that you will suddenly transform into Marlais at the height of his power, Iona reminded him. Even he had to start from the beginning.
Her superior tone made Idris feel even grumpier. He flung himself onto his bed and buried his face in his pillow.
The following day was not much better, nor was the next. Every day they had to begin at the first exercise and work their way up, but Idris didn’t take much comfort from the fact that Hildar and Aherin were starting from the beginning with him again. After a little practice, Aherin and Hildar were able to replicate their progress from the previous day and move on. Idris, on the other hand, continued to battle against himself.
You just might be the most stubborn creature I have ever come across, Iona commented without humor. It is almost as if you do not wish to succeed.
Of course I do, Idris retorted silently, but it is not as easy as you make it seem.
On the afternoon of the fourth day of their new training, Farah called for a break. Idris opened his eyes to see Palti approaching them.
“The king wants to meet with all of the Royal Guards,” Palti announced. “I was sent to fetch all of you.”
Instead of heading toward the king’s council room, Palti led the way back to the room where the Royal Guards met. The king and queen were waiting for them there.
Idris bowed with his fellow guards and waited for permission to be seated. King Nikolas granted it by waving a hand in their direction and then turned his attention to Captain Cowan.
“Would you care to share with your subordinates the events that just transpired?” the king asked tersely.
Cowan’s expression was grave. “A servant was found dead. It is believed that she was poisoned by tasting some food meant for the king.”
Idris felt his blood turn cold. Jui’s face immediately flashed into his mind. He gripped the table and leaned forward in his chair. “Which serving girl?” he asked the captain urgently.
He felt all eyes turned to him, and he knew he’d asked the wrong question. But he couldn’t stop the fear rising in him.
“While your concern is very touching,” Roth said, “I believe there are more pressing matters at hand.”
“Of course,” Idris managed to say, forcing himself to sit back in his chair. “I apologize.”
“Am I correct is assuming that you are no closer to discovering the identity of the traitor?” inquired King Nikolas.
Cowan inclined his head. “You are correct, your majesty.”
The king scowled at the table, deep in thought. He drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair rhythmically.
“While the search continues we must protect the royal line,” Nikolas said after several moments.
“Of course, your majesty,” agreed the captain. “How would you like us to do so?”
“We must send the children away,” was the decisive answer. “They cannot be targets if they are hidden.”
Idris glanced over at the queen. Her expression was calm, but he saw fear in her eyes. “Where would you suggest sending them?”
“The crown prince will be sent to your father in Zoma,” the king said to the queen. “I can think of no safer place for him.”
Queen Arminell only relaxed marginally. “Yes, young Nikolas will be safe there. What about the other two?”
“Aribold can be sent to Tollan. It is a strong military outpost, and he will be well protected there.”
“Very wise, your majesty,” approved Cowan.
“And Zorina?” prompted Arminell. “What of our daughter?”
The king shrugged. “She may stay here in Marath. I doubt she is in any real danger.”
The queen’s face stiffened. “If your sons are in danger, then your daughter must be as well.”
“She is not an heir,” Nikolas pointed out.
“But she is still your child,” Arminell shot back.
An idea came to Idris and he spoke before thinking it through.
“What about Rest Stone Valley?”
Once again, everyone stared at him as if he had said something completely outlandish.
“Explain yourself, boy,” the king ordered, looking both bored and impatient.
Idris stumbled over his words in his haste to do as he was bid. “It is a small farming community where I grew up. It is quiet and safe and… well… no one would ever think to look for the princess there.”
The queen looked thoughtful for a moment. “That is an excellent idea.”
King Nikolas shrugged. “If you wish. I have no objections.”
“And I will go with her,” Queen Arminell suddenly declared.
The king quirked an eyebrow. “That does not seem necessary, my dear. She will be safe with her Royal Guards.”
She gracefully got to her feet. “All the same, I shall go with our daughter.”
King Nikolas gave an irritable sigh. “Very well. Now we must see to preparations for the princes’ departures. They must be carried out in absolute secrecy. None must know but those in this room.”
“Idris,” the queen beckoned, “come with me. We will make our own preparations to leave.”
Idris jostled the table as he got to his feet, and he could feel his cheeks burning again. “Yes, your majesty.”
They stepped into the hall, and Queen Arminell spoke to him in a voice so low it was almost a whisper. “What will we need to make the journey to your home?”
Idris did some quick thinking. “Farmers’ clothing for us to disguise ourselves, some supplies for the journey, and a simple wagon. That really should be all.”
“Can you discreetly arrange for all of those things?”
“Yes, your majesty.”
She gave him a confident smile. “Then do so.”
Idris bowed his head amenably, but when he hurried away it wasn’t to complete the queen’s tasks. There was something else he needed to do first. He hurried down to the palace kitchens and stopped the first servant he could find. He grasped the man’s arm anxiously.
“Who was the serving girl that was poisoned?”
The servant shook his head mournfully. “That would be Hana, master. Poor thing.”
Relief flooded through Idris. He let out his breath in a burst and loosened his hold on the man. “Where can I find Jui?”
“Comforting Hana’s sister. Over yonder.”
Idris hurried in the direction the servant had pointed. He spotted his friend after a few turns down the corridor. She was sitting on the ground beside a young girl, patting her hand.
“Jui,” he called softly.
She glanced up in surprise. “Master?”
Idris beckoned her over, and Jui murmured something to the girl beside her before standing. She brushed the dust from her skirt and came to meet Idris. 
“Jui,” Idris said with a sigh of relief. “I am so glad to see you. I heard news of what had happened. I am so sorry.”
Jui frowned and looked down at her hands. “It was a shock to all of us, master. Hana was a very kind girl. That is her sister.” Jui said, looking over her shoulder at the girl. She turned back at Idris. 
Idris nodded. “It is kind of you to help her, Jui.” He smiled kindly. “You have been such a help to me.” He realized, then, that this trip to find Jui might be connected to the queen’s tasks after all. “I may need your help one more time.”
Jui looked at him curiously, then moved closer so that he could whisper in her ear.
“If I gave you some money, could you get farmers’ clothing to fit the queen, the princess, and all their Royal Guards?”
Jui drew back to look at him. Her eyes were slightly wide. “Yes, master.”
Idris smiled gratefully. He was grateful to have someone that he knew could be trusted. “Thank you, Jui. Do not mention this to anyone at all.”
“No, master.”
Idris got Jui the money she needed from the queen. Then he went into the city to procure a wagon and the supplies they would need for their journey. By the time night had fallen, he had everything they needed to leave the city in secret.
The queen had given instructions to Idris and Hildar—and to her own guards, Palti and Farah—to meet after dark in a supply room just off of the stables. When Idris slipped in with his bundles, he found the queen and the princess there with the other guards. He handed disguises to Palti, Farah, and Hildar. He knelt down to help Princess Zorina put her disguise on.
The princess was wearing a simple cotton dress under her fur robe. 
“I am sorry, your highness,” Idris said with a comforting smile as he unfastened the fur robe. “I am afraid we cannot bring your warm furs with us.”
Zorina shivered against the cool winter air and looked at him with wide, curious eyes. “Why not, Idris?”
He smiled, helping her into the short jacket that went over the top of the dress. He buttoned it snugly around her. “Because we are pretending to be farmers, and farmers cannot afford things such as furs.” He tied the coarse brown skirt over her dress, adding another layer of warmth.
“How do they stay warm during the winter?” she inquired.
Idris held up the wool cloak that was just her size. “This is very much like what my little sister wears.”
“Then I will wear it, too,” Zorina said simply.
Idris fastened the cloak around the princess’s shoulders and then stood, ready to help the queen with her attire. To his surprise, she had already removed her own fur robe and was dressed as a farmer’s wife. She looked quite comfortable in the clothing.
She smiled at the expression on his face. “I have some experience with dresses like this.”
Idris wanted to ask her questions about what she meant, but he wasn’t sure if that would be appropriate. He knew that the queen liked him, but he didn’t know if that made it acceptable for him to ask her anything personal.
He turned and saw Hildar struggling to get her skirt on straight. He did his best to keep his expression neutral as he gave her a hand. She allowed him to help her, but she looked as though her pride suffered for it.
Each of the Royal Guards put cloth covers over their weapons to make them less noticeable. It was impossible to hide the fact that they were carrying weapons, but at least the gold and jewels were not visible.
Once everyone had changed and put on their woolen cloaks, they stepped outside to where the wagon was waiting.
Idris and Palti helped Queen Arminell and Princess Zorina climb into the bed of the wagon, where there was a small space they could sit between their supplies. Idris tucked blankets around them and patted the little girl on the shoulder.
“We need to be very quiet as we travel,” he told her. “Try to get some sleep, yes?”
Zorina nodded and cuddled up to her mother.
Queen Arminell smiled up at Idris. “Thank you, Idris.”
Idris returned her smile and bowed his head respectfully. “Of course, your majesty.”
Palti gathered the Royal Guards around him. “Farah, you will drive. Hildar, you will sit as a passenger and keep an eye on the queen and the princess. Idris and I will walk. In a few hours we will trade places.”
This plan seemed to be to everyone’s satisfaction, and they moved into position. Farah picked up the reins and clucked at the cart horse, putting the wagon into motion.
Idris took a deep breath. His stomach was a tangle of nerves. He was excited to see his family again, but he was nervous that something would go wrong with their plan. As they began their journey, he silently prayed that they would make it safely and secretly to the valley where he had been born.
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight: Returning Home
 
They traveled all through the night without encountering anyone. Queen Arminell stayed awake with the Royal Guards, but Princess Zorina slept peacefully. Idris was driving the wagon when he heard the princess stirring behind him. He glanced back and saw her sitting up with her eyes open and excitement on her face.
“Where are we, Mommy?”
The queen glanced around. “I believe we are just entering the Hills Province.”
“Is that far from home?”
She smiled at her daughter. “Not very, my love.”
Idris smiled at the princess before looking back at the road. “Have you ever left Marath before, your highness?”
Zorina shook her head. “No. I always stay in the boring old palace.”
He grinned over his shoulder at her. “Well, soon you will get to see the place where I grew up.”
“Where?” she asked. He could hear the impatience in her voice.
Idris pointed to the distance. “Do you see those low mountains way over there? In the center of those mountains is a valley filled with farms. That is where I was born.”
When he glanced at her again, Zorina’s small face scrunched thoughtfully. “A farm is where you grow grain?”
“Most of them,” agreed Idris. “But some have fruit orchards, and some only have animals.”
“What do they do during the winter when there is no grain to grow?”
He chuckled. “There is always work to do on a farm.”
“Like what?” Zorina demanded.
“When we get there, I will show you,” he promised.
Now that they were far from Marath, the likelihood of them encountering other travelers diminished. Idris felt like he could breathe easier, and he could tell that the other Royal Guards were relieved as well.
By midafternoon they were ascending the hills that surrounded Rest Stone Valley. Idris handed the reins to Palti and hopped down from the wagon. He jogged ahead of the wagon where he would be most visible.
Anxious to be among your people again? Iona asked.
She sounded more curious than disdainful, and Idris answered her honestly.
Yes, I am.
“We will go to my family’s home first,” Idris told the others, “then we will go to see Elder Gwydol. He is the unofficial leader of Rest Stone Valley.”
They attracted a lot of attention as they descended into the valley. Idris was quickly recognized, and many came out to welcome him back, although he suspected that it was just an excuse to stare at the newcomers.
When Idris looked back at the wagon, he saw that Queen Arminell kept her hood up and her face down, but Zorina stared openly at the onlookers. 
Hildar moved to walk next to Idris and spoke to him in a low voice. “Are you certain it is safe to hide them here? It only takes one idle bit of gossip to bring unwanted attention, and it looks as though there are gossips here by the dozen.”
At the very least, Iona added.
Idris waved to the family whose farm they were passing. They had stopped their work and were turning to look with interest.
“Do not worry,” he told Hildar confidently. “By letting them all in on the secret we ensure that they will guard it with their lives.”
You seem very sure of them, but Hildar is right to worry, Iona cautioned. You cannot be too careful.
Trust me, Idris thought cheerfully.
They continued on for another moment, and Idris looked around, smiling at all the familiar sights. Suddenly he felt Hildar tense beside him.
“Who is that?”
Idris looked forward to see a small group running down the path toward him. He recognized them immediately, and his heart jumped in his chest. He felt a rush of gratitude for whichever farmer had seen Idris and thought to send a messenger ahead.
“It’s my family,” he said breathlessly. He rushed forward to meet them, and soon was in his mother’s arms.
“Oh, my darling boy,” Prydwen cried, “Meic said you had been arrested.”
Idris felt a renewed surge of anger at Meic, but it was overpowered by his joy at seeing his family again. He shook his head. “It was a misunderstanding. The king ordered my release.”
“Did they harm you?” Cadell asked gruffly. “Were you mistreated in any way?”
“No, Father,” Idris answered.
Cadell’s expression lightened somewhat, but he still looked concerned. “Have you… been sent home?”
“I am still a member of the Royal Guard,” he assured his father.
“You are not a traitor, Idris?” inquired Adwen, who had wrapped her arms around his leg.
He smoothed back her hair and smiled at her. “No, I am not.”
At this point the wagon caught up to them and slowed to a stop. Idris immediately made introductions.
“Your majesty,” he said softly, “may I introduce my family?”
Queen Arminell climbed down from the wagon as if it were a golden chariot. She gave them a gracious smile. “Of course.”
Idris named off each of his family members, trying hard not to laugh at their stunned expressions. Then he introduced the members of the traveling party to his family.
They all dropped to respectful bows.
“Your majesty,” Prydwen said breathlessly, “we are so honored to have you here.”
“Thank you for providing shelter for my daughter and myself,” Queen Arminell said with true sincerity.
Idris turned to his mother, who was looking at him with startled eyes. Idris felt a little bad for not being able to warn her about their royal visitors, but there hadn’t been enough time. “I was thinking they could stay in Grandpa’s old cottage.”
Prydwen winced, and Idris knew she was thinking about the dust and cobwebs that had gathered over the years it had stood empty. They only used it for storage these days.
“Yes, of course,” his mother said smoothly. “It will just need some tidying. If you would please excuse me and my children, your majesty, we will go prepare it for you.”
The queen inclined her head, and Prydwen ushered all of her children away. Idris knew that they would all be ordered to scrub that cottage until it shone, and he didn’t envy them their task.
“Elder Gwydol will wish to see you,” Cadell said. “I can take you there.”
The wagon was redirected down a branching path, and the group continued at an unhurried pace.
Gwydol was the oldest person in Rest Stone Valley, and while Idris sometimes suspected that he was not the wisest man, he was certainly the most respected. He lived in a small cottage on a farm that belonged to his grandson, where he settled disputes and meted out punishments when rules were broken.
News of the visitors must have already reached him, because he was waiting for them at his front door when they arrived.
“Well, young Idris, whom have you brought with you today?”
The queen didn’t need Idris to speak for her. She stepped forward and lowered the hood covering her golden hair.
“I am Arminell, wife of King Nikolas the Bold and Queen of Calaris.”
Gwydol’s eyes widened in shock and he clumsily made a low bow. “Your majesty, forgive my impertinence. I did not know we had such an esteemed guest in our humble valley.”
She inclined her head graciously. “I did not wish my arrival to be generally known. My daughter and I are in need of a quiet place to hide from the enemies of my husband. Idris said we might find refuge here.”
“Of course, your majesty,” the elder exclaimed. “There is no safer place in all of Calaris than Rest Stone Valley.”
“I am counting on every resident in this community to help keep us safe,” Arminell cautioned.
Idris’s mouth curved into a slight smile. Queen Arminell couldn’t have handled the situation more perfectly. She had drawn every person in Rest Stone Valley into her confidence, and now they would do everything in their power to guard her from danger.
Elder Gwydol bowed again. “I will send word to every family in Rest Stone Valley. We shall all keep watch and make sure no harm comes to you or the princess.”
“Thank you,” Arminell said sincerely.
The aged man rubbed his hands together absently. “Of course, of course. It is our honor, your majesty. Would it be acceptable to you if we were to put together a small celebration this evening to welcome you to our home?”
The queen smiled. “That would be lovely.”
“It shall be done,” declared the elder. “I trust Idris has arranged for adequate lodging for you and your daughter.”
Idris nodded hastily. “My mother is seeing to it now.”
Gwydol seemed satisfied. “Prydwen is quite a capable girl. If there is anything we can do for you, your majesty, do not hesitate to ask. We are but humble farmers, but we are happy to give of what we have.”
You know, Iona said thoughtfully, I believe he means that.
Of course he does, Idris thought in surprise.
It seems obvious to you, but few are so open with what they have. I have seen enough of humankind to know that the need to survive overpowers the desire to be kind.
A frown passed over Idris’s face. Perhaps you just have not met the right people.
There was a brief pause before Iona answered.
Perhaps.
Cadell led the way back to his farm, speaking to the queen in the same respectful tone that he used when talking to his peers.
“I imagine you had a tough journey,” he observed. “The celebration will most likely be at sundown, so you have a few hours to rest before then. I hope you will forgive my leisurely pace. If we arrive before my wife has had the chance to finish cleaning, I will never hear the end of it.”
Arminell appeared amused. “I understand.”
“Is this your home, Idris?” asked Zorina.
He nodded. “Yes, this is where I grew up. While we are here we will be staying with my family, so you will see the house where I was born.”
“Mommy,” Zorina said to the queen, “may I get down from the wagon? I want to walk.”
“I suppose, my dearest,” she replied.
The princess held out her arms to Idris, and he lifted her to set her on the ground. She took his hand and skipped along next to him happily.
“What is your littlest sister’s name again?” Zorina asked Idris. “She looks my age.”
“Her name is Adwen,” he reminded her. “She is one year older than you.”
Zorina looked momentarily disappointed and slowed to a walk. “Will she still want to be my friend, even though I am younger?”
“I am certain that she would love to be your friend.”
“I suspect that you will have many friends here in our valley,” Cadell said with a wink. “It is not every day we have a princess come to visit.”
That idea seemed to make Zorina happy, and she resumed her skipping with renewed energy.
When Idris’s family’s farm came into view, Idris was nearly as happy to see it as he had been to see his family. He could see his mother and siblings scurrying to finish up the last touches on the old cottage that had once belonged to Cadell’s father. It was a simple structure, consisting of two bedrooms, a kitchen, and a living room. When Idris and the rest of the group reached the doorway, he saw that the house had been cleared of all the storage it had been holding, and every speck of dust had been scrubbed away.
Idris recognized the beds and furniture as the ones from his family’s home. His brothers must have been instructed to haul them over and exchange them for the older furniture that had been in the cottage. He understood there wouldn’t have been time to refresh the straw in the old mattresses and wash the coverings, so his mother had done the next best thing.
Idris knew better than to mention any of this to the queen, but she seemed to sense the sacrifice all the same. She gave Prydwen a grateful nod. “Thank you so much for your hospitality.”
“It is our honor, your majesty.”
“We will leave you to rest,” Cadell said, nudging his younger children back toward the main house. Prydwen gave Idris’s arm a loving squeeze as she passed him.
When Idris’s family had gone, Queen Arminell glanced around and began issuing instructions. “Zorina and I can share a room. I would prefer to keep her close to me. Farah and Hildar can share the second room. Palti can sleep here in the living room. Idris, would you prefer to stay with your family?”
Idris shook his head. “My duty is with you, your majesty. I would prefer to stay near. I can string up hammocks for Palti and myself.”
“Very well,” the queen said with an air of satisfaction. “I will leave the arrangements to all of you. Zorina, come with me. Let us rest before tonight’s celebration.”
“But, Mommy,” protested the princess, “I wanted to go look at the animals.”
“No, my love,” Arminell firmly replied. “You need to rest, and so do I.”
The grumbling princess followed after her mother, leaving the Royal Guards alone. Palti and Farah exchanged glances before studying the cottage purposefully. Idris knew they were inspecting it so they could decide how best to defend it.
Idris fetched the promised hammocks and tied them up in the corners of the living room. Hildar stood near the door that led to the queen’s room, looking uncertain of what she should be doing.
Idris noticed her discomfort. “You can go rest, if you want.”
“No,” Hildar said stiffly.
He made an exasperated noise. “You have been up since yesterday morning. Resting does not make you weak.”
“No one else is resting,” she maintained stubbornly.
“Because we have not had the opportunity yet,” he shot back. “As soon as I am done with these hammocks, I am taking a nap.”
Hildar scowled at him. “We should be standing guard.”
Idris rolled his eyes. “There is no need. No one knows we are here, and there is no danger from within Rest Stone Valley.”
“You trust your fellow farmers too much,” she said in a dire tone. 
Palti and Farah returned from walking around the outside cottage, conferring quietly with each other about the strengths and weaknesses of their location.
“It is not really a matter of trust,” Idris argued. “It is simply a fact. Rest Stone Valley is not a place people visit. The only people here are people who have been here all their lives. We get no strangers, and most people who are born here stay here until they die. There are no conspiracies or plots in a place like this.”
“That seems like a naïve point of view,” Hildar muttered.
“And yet,” Idris responded with a shrug, “it is true.”
Idris turned to Palti and Farah, who had finished talking with one another. “Palti, what would you like us to be doing?”
The senior Royal Guard smiled at Idris. “I overheard what you said to Hildar. In general, I agree with you, but we still need to be cautious. You and Hildar can rest for a few hours while Farah and I stand watch. Then we will trade places.”
Idris shot a jaunty grin at Hildar and hopped into his hammock. “Sounds good to me.”
Hildar turned on her heel and marched into the second bedroom. The door closed sharply, and Idris chuckled to himself as the hammock swung gently.
“She may be a bit overzealous,” Farah commented, “but she does have a point. We cannot let our guard down no matter where we are.”
“Yes, Farah,” Idris replied obediently.
Even so, he closed his eyes with a relaxed sigh. He simply couldn’t imagine anything going wrong in Rest Stone Valley.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine: Humble Celebrations
 
The sun was just dipping below the mountains when Idris and his companions arrived at the common land where gatherings were held. The uncultivated field was beautiful in the summer when it was covered in low grass and wildflowers, but now it simply looked like a barren plot of land.
Fallen logs were arranged around the edge of the lot so that the honored and the elderly could have a comfortable seat. Fires were burning in every corner, ready to provide warmth and light to those in attendance.
Queen Arminell and Princess Zorina were led to the most prominent log where a beautifully woven blanket had been draped to pad their seats. Elder Gwydol was there to greet them. He immediately began to apologize for the humble arrangements, but the queen graciously accepted as if the seat had been a throne of gold.
Farah and Palti took their places directly behind the two royals, while Hildar and Idris each took a place on the sides. 
Idris watched as all of the families he’d grown up with in Rest Stone Valley gathered together to form a line, stopping before the queen and princess to swear their loyalty and to express their gratitude of being in the presence of royalty. Queen Arminell asked to know everybody’s name, and she thanked them individually for their kind words and fidelity to the monarchy. Not once did she seem bored or indifferent, and Idris felt a deepening respect for his queen.
When all of the formalities were over, Elder Gwydol stood and called for the musicians. They gathered in a corner and struck up a lively tune, punctuated by the joyful cries and stomps of the listeners. The first number was given the full attention of all who had gathered, and the second song drew out those who wished to dance. Young farmers cajoled their wives into joining them, and daughters wheedled their fathers. Courting couples took the opportunity to draw near to one another, all under the watchful eye of their chaperones.
The third and fourth songs brought even more people to the open area, and soon it seemed like the entire valley was dancing.
Idris glanced over and Hildar, and he could see that she was comparing the dance before her with the ceremonious balls of Marath. And, instead of judging it to be beneath her, Idris guessed by her expression that she was almost delighted.
“I told you that I would show you a real dance someday,” he said to her quietly.
Hildar gave him a wry smile. “I can see how you would feel the balls of Marath to be lacking.”
Princess Zorina heard this exchange and she turned to frown at them. “You do not like our dances in the city, Idris?”
“I only meant that I think a dance like this is more fun, your highness,” he explained.
Zorina pursed her lips together and furrowed her brow as she considered his words. “I think you may be right,” she finally assented, “but it is difficult to tell from here.”
If she had been any other little girl, Idris would have offered to dance with her. However, she was a princess, and he dared not be presumptuous.
“Hildar,” Zorina said suddenly, “I want you to dance with Idris. Then you can tell me if this is more fun than a ball in Marath.”
Everyone within hearing thought this arrangement to be terribly amusing, except for Hildar. Idris chortled at the strained expression on her face.
“Oh, your highness… I…”
Idris turned to Hildar. “If you do not think you can keep up, I will not hold it against you.”
Her face flushed briefly. “It is not that. I mean, of course I can keep up.”
“Very well,” said Zorina, as if it were settled.
Idris adjusted his partisan in its holder and tightened the straps that held it to his back. He knew it would be cumbersome to dance while wearing his weapon, but he couldn’t leave it behind either. With a small flourish, he held out a hand to Hildar, as if he were some fine gentleman. 
She knew he was teasing her, because she scowled at him and walked into the mass of dancers without looking back. Idris had to hurry to catch up with her.
The dance was one that he had grown up doing. Every child in Rest Stone Valley knew the steps. Idris fell into the rhythm easily and worked his way over to where Hildar was standing uncertainly.
He grabbed her hand and pulled her into place next to him. He began shouting instructions at her over the music, and those dancing nearest to them grinned and joined in helping the city girl along.
“Four steps forward, then four steps back.”
“Light on your feet!”
“Spin and change partners.”
“Hand over hand, around the circle.”
“Light on your feet, m’lady!”
At first Hildar seemed aggravated by her mass of dance instructors, but their laughter and the joyful atmosphere soon had her smiling in spite of herself.
The song came to an end and Idris gave Hildar a final spin. She gave a breathless laugh and looked around expectantly. However, instead of striking up another tune, the musicians settled themselves on a nearby log. The dancers all moved to the side and sat on the ground.
“Is it over?” asked Hildar. “In Marath the dances last all night.”
Idris smiled at her superior tone. “If this were a regular dance, it would go longer. But it looks as though they have prepared other entertainment to honor the queen and the princess.”
He returned to his place at the side of the princess, and Hildar followed him. Idris knelt on the ground so that he would be out of the way of the entertainment but ready to jump into action if necessary. Hildar sank down next to him.
“Well?” Zorina asked.
Hildar’s expression seemed to be conflicted between her usual stiffness and the enjoyment she had just experience. “It is amusing, your highness.”
A hush settled over the members of the farming community, and Idris spotted Siani taking center stage. She was wearing her best clothes and her long dark hair fell loose around her face. Idris was startled by how womanly she looked. He was accustomed to thinking of her as his childhood friend, but like him, Siani had left childhood behind.
As she began to sing, Idris marveled once more. It had been a long time since he had last heard her sing, and her voice had matured into a lovely alto.
 
Sweet is the face that I see,
Oh, child, precious child,
Sweeter than the honey o’ t’bee,
Oh, child, precious child.
 
I would take thee far away,
Far from the cares o’ t’day.
I would take thee in my arms
And hold thee while I pray.
 
The musicians picked up the tune and began to accompany her as she sang.
 
Pure are the eyes that I see,
Oh, child, lovely child,
Pure and open and beautif’ly free,
Oh, child, lovely child.
 
Thou’rt a’new and without a care,
What I would give to keep thee
As free from trials and from woe
As thou’rt now, so sweetly.
 
Idris felt a small hand touch his arm, and he looked down to see that it belonged to Princess Zorina. She beckoned him to lean closer, and he quickly obliged her.
“What is she singing about?” the princess whispered.
Idris smiled at her perplexed expression. “She is singing about a baby, your highness.”
“Her baby?” was the follow-up question.
He shook his head. “Siani does not have a baby of her own, but the song is one that her mother sang to her when she was young.”
Zorina’s brow furrowed. “Did you hear her mother singing to her?”
Idris chuckled softly. “No, but all mothers here in Rest Stone Valley sing it to their children.”
Hildar was listening to the exchange, and a strange expression crossed her face. Idris would have called it envy in any other person, but he could not believe that Hildar would feel envy for simple farmers.
You really are quite fortunate, farmer, Iona said sincerely. You have always been surrounded by such love.
Siani began to sway back and forth, and a gentle breeze stirred her loose hair. She closed her eyes and continued to sing with all of her heart.
 
Small is the hand that I hold,
Oh, child, tiny child,
A touch more precious than o’gold,
Oh, child, tiny child.
 
Ye hold me tight as ye sleep,
Ye trust I’ll ne’er let go.
And I hold thee close to me,
And promise it to be so.
 
I promise it will always be so.
 
As the last notes faded, applause thundered forth. Idris joined the cheers, and he saw Siani flash him a blushing smile. Idris smiled back, and his heart gave a little jump.
Zorina clapped her little hands as hard as she could, and Arminell nodded her approval while pulling her youngest child into her embrace.
Elder Gwydol got to his feet, leaning heavily on his cane, and waved the crowd to silence.
“Once again, I would like to express how honored we are by the presence of our royal guests,” he said, bowing to the queen and the princess. “We know you have had a trying journey, and we do not wish to deprive you of a good night’s rest. However, before we disperse, I would like to invite Royal Guard Idris to come and share some of what he has learned. He honors Rest Stone Valley with his service to the royal family and I, for one, would like to see what he has been taught by his skilled instructors.”
Idris could feel the blood draining from his face at Gwydol’s words. His eyes darted over the faces of the people who had known him his entire life, all staring at his expectantly.
“Well?” Hildar nudged him with her elbow. “Your people call for their mighty hero.”
Idris turned and hissed in her ear. “I cannot! What could I possibly show them?”
Hildar gave a dismissive shrug. “Wave Iona around and let them ogle at her jewels.”
Do not dare to disgrace me by parading me in such a useless manner, Iona warned.
He shook his head. “She would not like that.”
The crowd was beginning to get restless, and Elder Gwydol made an impatient gesture at Idris.
Farah leaned over and whispered, “Hildar, go up with him. Go through your team training exercises.”
Hildar rolled her eyes, but stood up without further complaint. Idris was so grateful to have someone going up with him that he could have hugged Farah right there on the spot.
He got to his feet and brushed the dirt from his trousers. He eased his partisan from the holder on his back and removed the cover, revealing its jeweled head.
A rush of whispers washed over Idris as the people of Rest Stone Valley beheld Iona for the first time. Their astonishment was palpable, and Idris could easily empathize with what they must be feeling. After all, he had felt the same sense of wonder when he had first laid eyes on the beautiful weapon.
Hildar’s dagger also received quite a bit of attention, but her weapon was not as visible as the polearm.
Idris and Hildar stood beside each other. Just as they had in practice, they angled their bodies so they weren’t quite facing each other, but were still able to watch one another. Idris extended his partisan in front of him, and Hildar did the same with her dagger. Idris closed his eyes for a moment and focused on the exercises that he had been practicing.
At first nothing happened, and Idris began to sweat from his anxiety. He reminded himself that his weapon was not merely a tool, but the living heart of a dragon. He did not try to force the power to flow, but invited it to draw near to him, as he would have a skittish animal.
You wish to impress your fellow farmers?
Iona’s voice was amused and slightly condescending.
I wish to make my family proud, he responded in his mind.
To his surprise, that answer seemed to be enough for her. The partisan began to pulse gently, and he felt the power flow through his hands.
The steps of the exercises ran through Idris’s thoughts as he put them into action.
First, exchange power.
He used the shaft of his polearm like a giant spoon, stirring and condensing the glow until it was a sphere. He opened his eyes and softly propelled the sphere of power in Hildar’s direction. Then he used Iona to receive the sphere that Hildar had sent to him. He felt Hildar’s power join with his and strengthen it.
Sounds of excitement arose from the crowd, and many of them applauded as if that was all there was to see.
Idris closed his eyes again and focused on the next step, praying that he would have more luck now than he had experienced in the past.
Join flows.
Idris gathered the glow of energy that surrounded him and slowly guided it out toward Hildar. It looked like a stream of molten gold as it moved and pulsed. Hildar’s magic was a dark red, and when the two streams met it became a pool of vibrant orange power.
Idris could feel the energy of the pool trembling, and he clenched his weapon tighter in an effort to increase his control.
Be careful, farmer, warned Iona. 
But it was too late.
The pool of joint magic sparked and exploded, dissipating into a thousand tiny lights. Idris felt a cold hand of fear clutching his heart, and he looked at Hildar to see if she felt it, too. 
Her expression was stony and determined, which was not a comfort to Idris.
The onlookers cheered as if the explosion was part of the performance. They didn’t understand that if the pool of magic had been any larger, someone might have gotten hurt.
Idris was about to take a bow and be finished, but he saw Hildar moving on to the next step in the training exercise. He felt he had little choice but to follow her lead.
Express and transform.
This particular exercise was all about internalizing the magic and making it personal to the wielder. Idris started to panic. He had not yet been successful in this exercise, and that knowledge pressed down on him.
Calm down, farmer. Look at where you are.
Startled by Iona’s command, Idris obeyed. His eyes swept around him. Every face he saw was familiar, every feature of the common land on which they stood was etched into his memory.
He was home.
Idris’s chest expanded, and he could feel the rush of power fill him. He took in as much of the energy as he felt was safe and channeled it into his hands—the hands that had worked so many years alongside his father and brothers. He held his partisan as he would a long-handled dibber and touched the head to the ground.
Long tendrils of glowing power shot out to form a circle on the ground around him, splitting and weaving until it looked like Idris was standing in the center of a large wreath. Another surge of energy from Iona allowed the tendrils to grow upward and turn into delicate pillars of fire in the shape of growing grain.
Idris experienced a tidal wave of exultation and his thoughts reached out to Iona.
We did it!
Iona’s voice was both surprised and pleased. Yes, we did.
The cheers of the farmers brought Idris back to the present, and he couldn’t help but grin at their enthusiasm.
Hildar’s tiny horses were prancing around her in glowing lines, and she looked quite satisfied with the reaction of the crowd. She surveyed Idris’s fiery plants and gave him a rare smile.
“Well, well,” she said just loud enough for him to hear.
It was as close to praise as she had ever come, as far as Idris was concerned. He smiled broadly at her and accepted it as a compliment.
“Now for the final exercise,” Hildar said.
Idris nodded.
Joint expression.
He had never attempted this exercise, due to his inability to express and transform his power. Normally, he would have balked at the idea of making his first attempt in front of so many people, but he was feeling triumphant and confident.
He sent tendrils of power out toward Hildar and watched them blossom into flames of grain. She directed her tiny horses to trot out to meet the stalks of grain, and the two expressions of magic merged.
At first, it was a glowing display of horses galloping around a field. It took all of Idris’s concentration to maintain his part in it, but he also felt what Farah had described to them during their lessons. He was as close to Hildar as he sometimes was with Iona, and he experienced a sense of deep camaraderie that hadn’t been there before. He felt like he could join his thoughts with Hildar’s, if he only knew how.
However, that warm, connected sense of peace soon began to waver. The trembling that Idris had felt earlier returned. The golden grain and the red horses swirled and merged into a fiery orange monster with a gaping maw and ferocious claws. The beast swirled and darted so quickly that it was difficult to tell exactly what it was, but it struck fear to the core of Idris’s being.
Stop him, Iona shouted in his mind.
Idris didn’t know whom she meant. He tried to withdraw his share of power from the flaming beast, but he found that he couldn’t. 
“What is happening?” he asked aloud, his voice trembling with terror.
Stop Savion, Iona cried. He is trying to take over.
The monster raced in a circle, pushing closer and closer to the watching crowd. Many of them were growing uneasy and backing away. The fire creature paused just long enough for Idris to get a good look at it, and he finally saw what shape the beast had taken. It was a chimera.
Just like Hildar’s dagger.
Idris held on to his partisan with both hands. His body was beginning to shake with effort, and he could feel his control wavering. His desperation to maintain the tenuous hold he had on the fiery monster caused sweat to form across his face.
“Hildar,” he called to his partner. “Hildar, what are you doing?”
She didn’t answer.
In the flickering light of the beast, Idris could see that Hildar’s eyes were glazed over and her expression was slack.
“Hildar,” he shouted, his voice hoarse from the effort. “Hildar, wake up!”
He heard Farah shouting for the audience to move to safety. Out of the corner of his eye, Idris saw Palti moving toward the queen and the small figure of Princess Zorina, and he realized—the chimera was not interested in the crowd. Idris opened his mouth to cry out to Palti in the same moment that the fiery chimera lunged at them.
There was a flash of white light as Farah whipped her battle-axe out and deflected the monster. Palti lunged at Hildar and tackled her to the ground.
The beast vanished.
A deafening silence followed as all eyes fixed on the two figures sprawled in the dirt.
Hildar slowly sat up and held her head with both hands. “What happened?” she asked. She sounded dazed.
Idris could do nothing but stare at her in fear.
 



Chapter Thirty: Fear and Loss
 
The heavy silence was broken when Elder Gwydol stood and began to speak to the residents of Rest Stone Valley. Idris was dimly aware by his tone that Gwydol was attempting to soothe any fears that had arisen, but he had no attention to give his former leader. His focus was completely on Hildar and Palti, who were both still kneeling on the ground.
“What happened, Hildar?” Palti’s voice was quiet but intense.
She shook her head. “I do not know. The last thing I remember is doing the training exercises with Idris…”
“Then what happened?” Palti prodded.
Hildar’s face twitched, as if she had just experienced physical pain. “I could feel Savion getting stronger.”
“Has this ever happened before?” Palti demanded.
Tears welled up in Hildar’s eyes and she nodded. “At first it was so easy to work with him because he was eager to teach me. He said we could do much together.” She spoke slowly at first, but the words came faster as she continued. “He said I had more potential than any of his previous masters, and he promised to help me reach that potential. I started doing what he told me to do, because it made me better than Aherin and Idris. I was learning faster and becoming stronger, so I assumed that Savion was right.”
Palti’s expression was grim. “And then?” he urged.
“I started losing track of time,” Hildar admitted. “And it became harder and harder to control what Savion was doing.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, as if she was afraid her dagger might hear. “I started to fear that I was a danger to others.”
“Why did you not say anything?” asked Farah, who had joined them.
“Savion kept saying that I needed to be stronger,” Hildar said in a trembling voice. “I thought that I could regain control if I kept doing what he told me to do.”
Idris felt sick to his stomach. Everything he had feared about Iona had actually happened to Hildar. He tried to imagine what it would be like to have unexplained lapses in his memory or to find that his actions were not his own. The idea filled him with horror. 
He also felt guilty that he hadn’t noticed that something was wrong with Hildar. It was true that they had never been on friendly terms, but maybe if he had made more of an effort he would have seen warning signs earlier.
Idris was still trying to wrap his mind around the revelation as Palti sighed and got to his feet. “Let us take the queen and the princess back to the cottage,” Palti said. “Then we will decide the best course of action for Hildar.” He held his hand out to help Hildar stand.
Elder Gwydol approached them cautiously. Idris hadn’t even realized the leader had stopped speaking. Now most of the families were leaving, heading back to their farms.
Elder Gwydol paused beside him. “Is everything alright, young Idris?”
Idris did his best to appear unconcerned. “Yes, Elder Gwydol. Thank you so much for arranging this celebration. We should take the queen and the princess back now. We all need rest.”
It was clear from Gwydol’s expression that he knew something wasn’t right, but he didn’t question Idris. He went to Queen Arminell and Princess Zorina and bowed as he wished them a pleasant night.
They walked back to the cottage in silence until the queen spoke. Her voice was perfectly calm.
“What happened back there?”
“I was scared,” Zorina piped in, shuddering from the memory.
Palti glanced at the young princess. When he spoke, he seemed to be choosing his words carefully. “Hildar is having trouble controlling her weapon, your majesty,” he said to the queen. “Farah and I will keep a close eye on her and rectify the situation.”
Arminell’s eyes were concerned. “Are you certain there is no danger to myself or my daughter?”
Palti hesitated before answering. “I do not believe so, your majesty. Even so, we will be cautious.”
The queen went straight into the cottage as soon as they arrived, taking the protesting princess with her. 
Palti turned to Idris. “Idris, stay close to the queen. Farah and I need to talk with Hildar.”
Idris nodded and went inside the cottage. It was peaceful and familiar after the frightening events that had just taken place. He tapped quietly on the door to the main bedroom and waited for the queen to answer.
The door opened after a moment. “Yes?”
“I just wanted to let you know I will be standing watch, your majesty. If you need anything, just call.”
The queen gave him a weary smile. “Thank you, Idris.”
The door closed again, leaving Idris to his thoughts.
Are you afraid of me again?
Iona’s voice was both accusatory and morose.
It took Idris a moment to come up with his answer. I do not know, he responded honestly.
I have never tried to seize power, she pointed out. I have never tried to manipulate you.
I know.
Even as he thought it, doubts tugged at his mind. Farah had warned them against giving too much control to their weapons, but Hildar had fallen into Savion’s trap by following his instructions in how to grow stronger. Iona had also offered advice on how Idris could wield her more effectively. What if it had been his resistance that had kept his mind safe?
Idris’s musings were cut short when the bedroom door opened and Queen Arminell emerged. She walked into the living room and sat on one of the chairs there, beckoning for Idris to join her.
“Zorina is asleep,” the queen said with a sigh. “I worried that she would be too afraid to rest, but she seems perfectly at ease here.”
Idris sat down as he was bid, but he felt distinctly uncomfortable. He had never been alone with the queen before, and he didn’t know what was expected of him.
“Rest Stone Valley has that effect on people, your majesty,” Idris said respectfully. “It is easy to feel safe here.”
Arminell nodded and looked out the front window. “It is very much like the village where I grew up.”
Idris frowned. “I thought your father was the king of Zoma.”
She smiled. “He is.”
For a moment is seemed that she wasn’t going to give any further explanation. She stared out at the starry sky, lost in thought. Just when Idris had decided that she was probably done talking, she spoke again.
“It was my father’s practice to send his children away from the capital city when they were young. He wanted us to be raised elsewhere. He believed that we would be safer away from the political maneuverings of city life. He also felt it protected the royal line to keep us all apart instead of presenting a single target to would-be assassins.”
Idris nodded to show he was listening, though he wasn’t certain why the queen was confiding this to him.
“I am my father’s oldest child,” she went on, “and I was sent away the day after my younger brother was born. No one was told where I had gone, and my identity was kept a secret. I was raised as the daughter of a lesser Noble.” She looked at him. “Even I did not know the truth of my birth.”
Idris leaned forward with interest. “When did you find out that you were a princess?”
The queen’s expression clouded over and she looked toward the window again. “I found out on the day I was told that I had been promised to King Nikolas of Calaris.”
He frowned. “How old were you?”
“It was just before my eighteenth birthday,” she replied. “The next day I was taken back to the capital to be fitted with gowns and jewels and every fine thing. I was introduced to my mother and father after sixteen years apart, and within a month I was sent here to Calaris. Our marriage was designed to secure a peace treaty between our nations.”
Idris was surprised that she didn’t sound more bitter. If he had been in her situation, he would have had a hard time accepting it so calmly.
Arminell’s eyes became wistful. “My foster parents were part of the Nobility, but they endeavored to practice equality between the social classes. They worked alongside their tenants whenever possible, and they were kind to everyone they met.”
Idris finally understood why the queen had always been so kind to him, and why she seemed at home among the farmers of Rest Stone Valley.
 “There was a family that farmed the land on which our estate sat. My father worked most often with them, and I was encouraged to join them whenever I could.” As the queen continued, she seemed lost in thought, almost as if she had forgotten that Idris was there at all. “My foster sibling and I were taught all of the things Nobles must know, but we also learned how to live like farmers.”
There was a pause laden with sorrow.
“There was a boy who belonged to that family. He was my friend from the time we were children, and he took it upon himself to teach me everything he knew. I saw him almost every day of the sixteen years I lived there, and the day before I was told my true identity he kissed me. He told me he loved me.”
Idris stared at the queen, astounded that she was sharing her past with him and feeling a sense of loss along with her. He never would have guessed that the graceful and refined wife of King Nikolas the Bold had ever loved a farmer.
“What happened to him?” Idris asked softly.
Arminell was startled by his question. She looked as though she had been talking to herself and was embarrassed to be overheard.
She cleared her throat and sat up straighter. “I do not know what happened to Zorin,” she said. “I assume he married a nice girl from the village and went on with his life.”
Queen Arminell stood and clasped her hands together. “Thank you for your company, Idris. And thank you for bringing us to your home.”
Idris also stood and bowed. “It is my honor, your majesty.”
She gracefully walked across the room and back into the bedroom where her daughter slept, closing the door gently behind her.
Idris stayed where he was, reflecting on all that the queen had said.
He supposed it was easy to idealize the life of a monarch—to focus on all their privileges and opportunities. He had never stopped to consider the sacrifices that went along with such a life. Queen Arminell had riches and attendants, and she had never gone without food or shelter. Yet she had been required to give up her love and the only family she had ever known.
Idris couldn’t help feeling that she had gotten the worse of that bargain.
The front door opened then and the other Royal Guards returned from their private meeting. Hildar and Farah went straight into the second bedroom, and Palti came over to sit next to Idris. He breathed a soft sigh and shook his head.
“It is difficult to see how much damage Savion has caused. Hildar’s memories are fragmented, and her emotional state is not helping the situation.”
Idris frowned. “Do you think it is possible that she is the traitor?”
Palti pressed his lips together. “I am afraid that it is possible, but there is no way we can know for sure.”
“Are the queen and princess safe?” asked Idris. “Do we need to move them somewhere else?”
Palti rubbed his hand across his eyes. “I do not know, Idris. Hildar is horrified by what happened, and she swears she will not allow it to recur. However, I am not certain how much control she maintains over her dagger.”
“It is unfortunate we are not in Marath where she could get better help,” Idris said.
“I could use Cowan’s wisdom,” Palti admitted, “but we shall have to make due without it for now.”
“What do you plan on doing?” Idris inquired.
“If Hildar is the traitor, changing locations will not make the queen and princess any more safe,” Palti pointed out. “We must first find a way to help Hildar regain control over herself.”
“How?”
“Hildar has always lived a life of privilege,” Palti explained. “She has had everything given to her, simply because of who she is. She took it for granted that Savion would give her what she needed because she is his master. It never occurred to her that he would try to overpower her.”
Idris indicated that he understood, and waited for Palti to go on.
“She needs to experience a different way of life,” Palti stated. “She needs to learn mastery over herself, and not just because she expects to be master. I believe she can learn that while we are here in Rest Stone Valley.”
“If she is willing,” Idris said dubiously.
“What do you mean?”
He gave a half shrug. “I just mean that Hildar does not seem to think much of farmers or this way of life. I have a hard time believing that she will be interested in learning anything here.”
Palti’s eyes were solemn. “Hildar has just been through a very frightening experience. No one feels the gravity of this situation more than she.”
“I know,” Idris said quickly. “I just think that she underestimates the value of simple folk.”
“Well,” Palti answered, “we will just have to teach her otherwise. Will you help me, Idris?”
The young man’s confidence in what he had been saying faltered. It was one thing to observe that Hildar didn’t appreciate what it meant to work for a living, but it was something else entirely to endeavor to change that. “What do you want me to do?”
“I want you to teach her how to work on a farm.”
Idris’s eyebrows shot up. “What?”
“Show her how to work,” Palti repeated. “Show her the value of sweat and struggle. Teach her how to leave behind the expectation that things will happen simply because she wants them to.”
“I do not think we will be here long enough for her to learn all of that,” Idris said wryly.
Palti chuckled. “Perhaps not. Still, I would like you to try. Hildar’s journey will be a long one, but the sooner she begins, the better.”
Idris still felt uneasy. “I do not know if it is safe for her to work with my family.”
Palti inclined his head. “I understand your hesitation, but I do not feel they are in danger from Hildar. As long as we do not do anything that requires her to use her dagger, there is no reason to think that it will have the opportunity to take over again.”
Idris wished he felt as certain as Palti, but he agreed all the same. “First thing tomorrow?”
The Royal Guard nodded. “Yes.”
“Would you like me to take the first watch?” offered Idris.
Palti smiled. “Thank you, duwado. I would appreciate some sleep.”
As he kept watch, Idris thought over what Palti had said. There was plenty to do on a farm, even during the winter. However, not all of those things could be done by someone without any experience. Hildar was just as likely to hinder as to help.
Even so, Idris understood what Palti wanted Hildar to learn. They were principles that every child in Rest Stone Valley had to learn at some point in time—usually at a young age. He didn’t relish the thought of teaching them to Hildar, though.
Idris built a fire in the hearth to chase away the winter cold and keep the others warm as they slept. After he was finished, Idris sat down again and placed his partisan across his lap.
“If you were Hildar, would you listen to me?” he murmured, not really expecting an answer.
No, Iona said truthfully, but Hildar may be wiser than I.
 



Chapter Thirty-One: Farmers and Nobles
 
Idris awoke early the next morning when his hammock began to swing. He felt two little hands push him again. 
“Wake up, Idris!” Princess Zorina gave him another push. “I want to see the farm animals.”
He opened his eyes groggily and was momentarily confused how he had gotten in his grandfather’s old cottage.
“Good morning, your highness,” he yawned.
“I am not a princess here,” Zorina declared. “I am a farm girl, and I want to see my animals.”
Idris couldn’t help grinning as he carefully climbed out of the hammock. “Is that a fact?”
The little girl put her hands on her hips. “Yes, it is.”
“Well, farm girl,” he said as he pulled on his boots, “I think we need to eat breakfast before we start on our work.”
“That is a good idea,” Queen Arminell agreed as she entered the living room. “Is there a fire lit in the kitchen, or shall I make due without?”
There was something about the queen offering to make them breakfast that made Idris grin in a very informal way.
“Oh, no,” he cautioned. “If I know my mother, she has been up for hours preparing a feast for us. She would never forgive me if I did not take you over to the house for the meal.”
As if on cue, a knock sounded at the front door. Idris crossed to open it and found his sister Elain standing on the other side.
She curtsied respectfully and addressed the queen. “If it would please your majesty, my mother has prepared a morning meal and would like to invite you to join us.”
Queen Arminell inclined her head. “We would be happy to.”
Everyone prepared to exit the cottage, and Idris saw Hildar for the first time since the previous night. Her face was pale and drawn, and she looked as though she hadn’t slept at all. With her farmer’s clothing and her hair tied back, Hildar appeared more vulnerable and forlorn than Idris could remember. Her dagger was still worn on her hip, but he noticed that she was careful not to touch it.
The trust between them has been broken, Iona observed, and it may never be regained.
Idris wanted to say something comforting to Hildar, but her eyes hardened when she saw him approaching. She purposefully turned away and acted like he wasn’t there.
Idris breathed a quiet sigh and moved to stand by Elain until everyone was ready to go.
The group walked over together. When they arrived, Idris saw that his father had cleared out the living room and set up the long table that they used during large family gatherings. Several nervous glances were directed at Hildar from Idris’s family, but they treated her with respect. Hildar acted as though she didn’t notice, but Idris could see by her expression that she did.
Cadell ushered the queen to a seat at the head of the table, and Zorina sat at her right.
“I want Idris to sit by me,” the princess demanded.
Adwen, who was farther down the table, protested. “No, I want Idris to sit by me.”
“He is my Guard,” Zorina insisted. “He has to stay by me to keep me safe.”
“But he is my brother,” Adwen said, as if that settled the matter.
“My brothers never want to sit by me,” the princess said forcefully, “so maybe Idris does not want to sit by you.”
“Idris loves me,” Adwen argued hotly. “He wants to sit by me.”
“Zorina,” the queen said gently, “mind your manners. We are guests here.”
“But, Mommy,” Zorina cried, “Idris keeps me safe!”
Adwen turned her big brown eyes to Idris and put on her most pleading expression. “Please sit by me, Idris. I love you more!”
Idris couldn’t help bursting out laughing. “I have never been so popular.”
Prydwen swept in from the kitchen and solved the matter by changing Adwen to a seat on the other side of Idris. Both girls looked extremely satisfied and occasionally shot each other smug glances.
Breakfast was a feast, indeed. Prydwen had made enough food to feed twice their number, and Idris noticed his brothers gleefully eating to their hearts’ content. There were breads and jams and eggs and sausages. There was porridge, preserved fruit, fresh milk, juice, hotcakes, cheese pastries, and even the vegetable broth that his grandmother had been known for making.
Idris ate until his stomach ached. He hadn’t realized how much he had missed his mother’s cooking.
“I like this better than the food at the palace,” Zorina decided.
Queen Arminell smiled at her daughter and then looked meaningfully at Prydwen. “As do I.”
Idris’s mother blushed and looked extremely pleased.
Finally, Cadell stood and called to his sons. “Alright, that is enough, boys. If you eat any more you will not be able to move. We have work to do, so let us get to it.”
Idris automatically stood with his brothers, but Cadell waved him off. “You have other duties that are more important.”
“I want to see the animals,” Zorina reminded everyone.
“And so you shall,” Idris said with a grin. “Come along, Hildar. Let us accompany this farm girl to see the animals.”
Hildar was still looking pale and exhausted, and she had hardly eaten anything. Even so, she did an admirable job mustering a scowl for Idris.
“I do not think her highness needs both of us to go with her.”
“Go with them,” Palti encouraged. “It will do you good.”
Hildar didn’t argue anymore, but she continued to look displeased. They put on their warm winter cloaks and the three of them walked out to the barn.
Idris’s family owned a variety of livestock, and the care of the animals took work all year round. There were two cows—each with a calf—four goats, one pig, a couple dozen chickens, and two barn cats.
Zorina was in raptures over the calves, and she ran to the nearest one to pet it.
“Be careful, your highness,” Hildar called in alarm. “It might bite you.”
Idris’s brothers all exchanged amused glances, and Idris had to fight to keep the smile from his face.
“Our cows are very gentle,” he assured her. “The princess is perfectly safe.”
“As long as you are here, Idris,” his father said, “why not pitch down some hay for the cows?”
“Of course,” Idris replied.
He was just starting up the ladder to the hayloft when he saw Adwen walking toward the hen house with a basket and a sulky expression. An idea crossed his mind, and he took a moment to consider it.
Idris admitted to himself that he was scared by what had happened to Hildar the night before, and he didn’t like the idea of her being near his family. That being said, he also trusted Palti’s judgment. The senior Royal Guard said it was safe for Hildar to be on the farm, and so Idris felt that he should act as though that were true. 
He called to his sister. “Adwen, come here.”
She diverted from her course and skipped gladly over to him, clearly happy for the distraction. “What is it?”
“Why not take Hildar with you to gather eggs?” he suggested. “She has never done it before, and you can show her how.”
Idris glanced over at Hildar. Her scowl had become even more pronounced. 
“Why are you trying to put me to work?” she demanded.
Idris gave a careless shrug. “Many hands make light work,” he quoted.
Adwen was thrilled with the idea of having someone to gather eggs with her, and didn’t seem to connect the events of the previous night to Hildar. 
She grabbed Hildar’s hand and led her away. As they departed, Idris could hear Adwen’s loud question, “Have you really never gathered eggs before?”
Idris chuckled as he climbed up the ladder. When he reached the top he looked back and saw that Zorina had followed him. He offered his hand and helped her into the hay loft.
“The cats tend to sleep over in that corner,” he said, pointing.
Zorina clapped her hands in delight and waded through the hay to search for the furry creatures.
Idris picked up the pitchfork and set to work scooping up hay and tossing it down to the cows below. He could see Deri milking one of the cows and Rolant tending to the goats. His father and Osian were working together to mend some of the farming equipment that was used during the warmer months.
Glad to be home? Iona asked him.
Idris could feel a bubble of happiness swelling in his chest. He was more content than he had been in a long time.
Yes, he answered. I am very glad.
Idris glanced over to check on Zorina. She had located one of the cats and was ignoring its protests as she cuddled it close. He laughed and turned his eyes back to his family working below. 
Rolant paused to look up, meeting Idris’s gaze.
“Is it hard to work with that spear on your back?” he asked.
“She is a partisan, not a spear,” Idris corrected automatically. “It was very hard at first, but I have gotten used to it now.”
“What is the difference between a spear and a partisan?” Deri inquired.
“The length of the shaft,” Idris explained, “and the shape of the head. A partisan has a head that is more like a blade, whereas a spear is a simple point.”
Rolant looked at the partisan admiringly. “Why do you keep it covered up? It looks so pretty with its jewels and gold.”
Osian answered for Idris. “They are trying not to draw attention to themselves, mud ears.”
Idris’s youngest brother looked affronted.
“I do not have mud in my ears,” he argued. “I was listening, I just forgot.”
“Boys,” Cadell warned quietly.
That single word was enough to stop the fight before it really began.
“What have you learned so far as a soldier?” Deri asked, changing the subject.
Idris thought. It felt like he’d learned so much in the months he’d been gone. “How to fight without weapons,” he began, “starting with how to use a sword and a polearm. Next we will be learning how to use a bow and arrow. We are also being taught basic healing techniques, just in case we need to help our fellow soldiers.”
Cadell grunted. “Well, at least you have learned one useful thing.”
Idris smiled down at his father, but didn’t say anything. Zorina’s little voice piped up from the corner of the hay loft.
“Do you not like soldiers, Cadell?”
Idris’s father looked up in pretend amazement. “What is that I hear? Is it the voice of an angel?”
Zorina giggled and made her way to the edge where she could look down. “No, it is me.”
Cadell continued with his teasing. “It is an angel!”
The little girl laughed harder, the sound ringing prettily through the barn. “I am just a regular person.”
He shook his head. “I think you are too pretty to be a regular person.”
Zorina looked quite pleased with the compliment. “Prydwen is pretty, too, and she is a regular person.”
Cadell lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Ah, but that is how I know I am right. You see, Prydwen is an angel as well!”
Idris grinned as he propped the pitchfork against the wall. “Come along, farm girl. We are done up here.”
Zorina willingly followed him down the ladder to the ground and then ran over to look at the goats. Idris walked over to Osian and offered to lend a hand.
“You know, I could buy you some new equipment,” Idris said casually.
Cadell’s expression became stern. “This will do just fine for many seasons to come.”
“What else am I going to be spending my wages on?” Idris pointed out.
“Not us,” was the stubborn reply.
“Maybe I can buy some new equipment with gold from the Treasury,” suggested Osian.
Idris glanced at his brother in surprise. “Oh? Is that…your plan?”
Osian smiled. “I told Father I had been thinking about joining the army, but I have changed my mind.”
Idris felt a twinge of disappointment. He would have liked having his brother in the city with him. “Why is that?”
“I realized when we came to visit you that the city really is not for me. I am a farmer, and I am happy to stay that way,” Osian said with a shrug.
“It is definitely overwhelming at first,” Idris replied slowly, “but it gets easier with time.”
“Now, Idris,” Cadell reprimanded, “do not start trying to change your brother’s mind.”
He held up his hands. “I am not trying to change his mind. I am just pointing out that it is not impossible to adjust.”
Osian grinned at Cadell. “Father is just worried that I will change my mind back and join the army.”
Cadell didn’t deny it. “Rolant and Deri talk of little else these days. It seems that none of my sons want to take over the farm.”
“Do not worry, Father,” Osian reassured him. “The idea of the city is very enticing, but the reality of it was not to my liking. I am meant to be a farmer.”
“Good,” Cadell said with satisfaction.
“Good,” echoed Idris.
He wished he could see his family more often, but he knew that they would all be happier in Rest Stone Valley.
You would be, too, commented Iona.
Yes, he admitted. I wish I could stay here.
Just then, Hildar came stomping back into the barn. Her clothes were covered in dirt and there was straw in her hair.
“Idris,” she fumed, “I do not care what Palti told you, I am not going near chickens ever again.”
“What happened?” he asked, perplexed.
“Those horrid birds attacked me,” Hildar declared.
Idris was bewildered. “They did?”
Adwen came skipping into the barn with a merry expression on her face. “Idris, your friend is funny! She thinks she has to use a stick to move the chickens.”
A stunned silence followed this statement, and then Idris burst out laughing. Everyone else joined in the peals of laughter. Everyone, of course, except Hildar.
Idris tried to find other ways to involve her throughout the day, but she stubbornly refused to do anymore work with the animals. Under normal circumstances, he would have been amused by her inability to perform the simple chores. But there was a shadow in her eyes that continued to fill Idris’s heart with fear.
 
 



Chapter Thirty-Two: United
 
That night, Idris took the second of the four guard shifts. Palti gently tapped him at midnight, and Idris rolled out of his hammock wearily. His body was exhausted from putting in a full day’s work on the farm.
Palti gave him an appraising look. “Are you going to be awake enough to keep watch, duwado?”
Idris nodded. “Do not worry. I just need a moment to get moving. I will be fine.”
The older Guard accepted the assurance and climbed into his own hammock. It wasn’t long before Idris heard Palti’s breathing slow and deepen, and he knew his friend was fast asleep.
As Idris began to move around the cottage, trying to work his sore muscles loose, he idly wondered how long it had been since Palti had gotten a full night’s sleep. Even before they had left Marath, the man had been splitting his time between guarding the royal family and aiding Cowan in his search for the traitor. It would be just like Palti to sacrifice his own rest in order to do what he felt was necessary.
Idris sighed as he strapped his partisan to his back and pulled on his boots. He stood and paced the room to help himself wake up, stretching his muscles as he went.
He stopped suddenly, listening intently. He’d thought he had heard a noise outside but now everything seemed to be still. He was just about to chide himself for being paranoid when he heard it again.
After the events of the previous night, it was difficult to feel perfectly safe in Rest Stone Valley, and he thought it better to be cautious. He slipped out the front door and circled around to the back of his grandfather’s cottage, straining to see in the dark of the night.
As he came around the corner of the house, something shifted in the moonlight. It was the shadowy outline of a human figure, fiddling with the window of the second bedroom of the cottage.
Farmer, Iona said warningly.
Idris pulled Iona free of the holder on his back. “You there!” He called to the figure. "Identify yourself.”
The figure turned, and Idris recognized it as Hildar. Instead of relaxing at the sight of her familiar face, he felt even more alarmed. “Hildar?” he said slowly.
She didn’t respond in any way. Idris frowned and took a cautious step toward her.
“What are you doing out here?” he asked. As he drew near, he could see that slack, blank expression that Hildar had shown at the gathering. It was the look she’d had when Savion had taken control. Idris tightened his grip on the handle of his partisan and stayed where he was.
“Hildar?” he called softly again.
In a flash of movement she drew her dagger and lunged at Idris.
He brought up his partisan in just enough time to deflect the blow she had aimed at his throat, but the momentum of the attack sent him staggering backward. One of his hands released Iona and flew outward to keep himself from falling. 
It was a mistake.
Hildar jumped into the air and performed a spinning kick. She brought her heel down forcefully on Idris’s weapon and knocked it from his hands. Idris lunged out of the way of a second attack and sent a panicked glance to where his partisan had fallen.
“Iona,” he shouted.
The weapon disappeared with a flash of light and reappeared in his hand. Idris was momentarily startled by his immediate success in summoning his weapon, but he didn’t have time to reflect on it. Hildar was moving again, and his survival instincts kicked in.
Idris leapt backward with an agility that surprised even him. He brandished his weapon as a warning, not wanting to injure his fellow Royal Guard. The covering that had been wrapped around Iona’s bejeweled head had fallen off, and the partisan glittered brightly in the cold winter moonlight.
“Hildar,” he called to his friend, “what are you doing?” He kept the partisan raised between them. He didn’t really expect an answer, but some part of him hoped that if he kept talking to her that something might break through the trance she was in.
“Idris! What is happening here?” 
Idris felt a flood of relief when he heard Palti’s voice behind him. He didn’t dare take his eyes off Hildar, who looked like she was preparing to attack again.
“It is Savion. He has taken control of Hildar,” Idris called back to Palti. 
“Hildar,” Farah’s voice said, “can you hear me?”
Hildar made a slashing motion with her dagger, and Idris felt a wave of heat at his back. He glanced back just long enough to see a wall of flames shoot up behind him, cutting Palti and Farah off from him. Idris’s heart began to pound harder in his chest. He was now alone in confronting Hildar and the corrupt weapon of power that had control over her.
You are not alone, Iona reminded him.
Her words sent courage spreading through his body like a warm liquid. He narrowed his eyes at Hildar and shifted into a fighting posture.
Hildar sprinted forward, her chestnut hair streaming behind her. She punched the air with the fist that clenched her dagger, and a bolt of fire shot out from her hand.
Idris raised his partisan instinctively, and Iona flared as she absorbed the incoming energy. By some instinct, Idris knew what to do next. He planted his feet and jabbed his partisan in Hildar’s direction, sending the bolt of fire back at her.
Hildar made a motion as if she were pushing the flames upward, diverting the attack to the skies.
“Hildar,” Idris called again, though he had little hope of reaching her. “Do you know who I am? Can you remember where—”
He cut off as Hildar ran toward him. Before she reached him, she dropped purposefully to the ground and slid. Idris had just enough time to react before she lashed out at his legs with her dagger. He planted the end of his polearm in the dirt and vaulted into the air, aiming a kick at Hildar’s head. He winced as his heel made contact with her skull. 
Hildar flew backward and slammed into the ground. Idris took a step toward her. Hildar was not in control of herself, and he couldn’t help but be worried he’d really hurt her. 
Under normal circumstances, a person would have needed to take a moment to recover, but Hildar sprang up, immediately regaining her footing. Idris leapt back as she launched herself into another attack.
Hildar gripped her dagger in both hands and swung it back over her head as if she were readying herself to chop Idris right down the center. She brought her arms up and over, creating an arc of fire that shot toward Idris. 
Before Idris could react, his partisan sent out a burst of golden light that formed a shield around him. The arc of fire struck the shield and flared brightly, but Idris felt nothing. He had done nothing. Iona had created the shield on her own.
“Thank you,” he gasped when he realized he was safe.
Iona sounded startled when she replied, Of course.
The shield dissipated and Idris was about to throw himself back into the fight when he was interrupted by a loud rumbling. The ground beneath his feet shifted sharply, and he fell to the earth. At first he thought it was another attack from Hildar, but when he looked up, he saw that she had fallen, too. A sharp wind rose up from the still night, so cold and sudden it almost took Idris’s breath away. The wall of fire and went out, like someone had blown out a candle.
Farah stood among the residual smoke, holding her shining battle-axe. She swung the blade through the air and another sharp wind gusted toward Hildar, knocking the dagger from her hand.
Beside Farah, Palti dropped gracefully to one knee and, in a single fluid movement, drove his sword blade into the earth. Cracks of light spread out from the buried blade and darted toward the spot where Savion lay in the dirt. A small patch of ground opened and swallowed the dagger, burying it in a split second.
For several moments no one moved. Silence settled over them like dust.
Hildar finally sat up, and Idris could see the wild terror in her eyes. Her whole body was shaking as she reached out to grab his arm. Her hands felt like ice.
“I could see what was happening, but I could not stop myself,” she sobbed. “Forgive me, Idris.”
Palti and Farah knelt next to the trembling girl.
“What happened?” Farah asked gently.
Hildar shook her head. “I do not know.” Her voice shook and tumbled over itself. “I only remember going to sleep, and suddenly I was climbing out of the window and I had no control over my body.”
Palti’s eyes narrowed. “Did you go to sleep wearing your dagger?”
“Yes,” Hildar answered. “I always keep it with me. I thought that as long as I did not try to use it…”
Palti pressed his lips together. “We must separate you from your weapon for now. Until we know how to put you back in control, you must be removed from the dagger’s influence.”
“Will that stop Savion from taking over me again?” Hildar asked desperately. She reached out and clutched at Palti’s sleeve.
“I do not know,” Palti said in a grim tone. “We have never dealt with a problem like this before.”
“You do not know?” Hildar echoed. She put her face in her hands. “Perhaps there is no way to cure me,” she said. Her voice was coming faster and faster. “Perhaps there is no way to stop me. I am a danger to everyone around me. The only way to stop me is to kill me.” She dug her hands into her hair and curled in on herself, rocking back and forth. “Do it!” She was sobbing again. “Oh, please, end my life!”
Farah put her arms around Hildar and cradled the crying young woman, softly hushing her.
“Take Hildar back to bed,” Palti told Farah. Farah nodded and gently helped Hildar to her feet. Idris had never known Farah could be so kind.
After Farah and Hildar had gone, Palti got to his feet. “I will go and report to the queen. We will need to start making arrangements tomorrow.”
Idris frowned. “Arrangements for what?”
Palti gestured to the area around them that had been charred by Hildar’s flames. “I fear we have announced our presence to everyone within a hundred leagues. Anyone who saw the lights in the sky or felt the earth move will know that magic users are here, and most will know that the only magic users in Calaris are those who guard the royal family.”
Idris hadn’t considered that. “We put the queen and princess in danger?” he murmured, more to himself than to anyone else.
Palti nodded. “Yes, duwado. I am afraid that we have.”
It was kind of Palti to include himself in the statement, but Idris knew that it was his and Hildar’s fault.
Not yours, Iona argued. Not even Hildar’s. Savion is to blame for all of this.
Idris couldn’t shake the weight that pushed down on his heart. “Where will we go?”
Palti sighed and walked to the mound of dirt where Hildar’s dagger was buried. “I will discuss that with Queen Arminell. Perhaps we will go to one of the military outposts.”
He tapped his blade against the ground, and the earth yielded the chimera-shaped weapon. Palti picked it up gingerly and muttered, “What say you, Tahir?”
Idris assumed Tahir was Palti’s sword, so he waited quietly while they communed. He shivered and wrapped his arms around himself.
After a few moments, Palti nodded. “I will find a place to secure this,” he said to Idris, “then I will go to the queen. Please protect the queen and princess until I get back.”
“I will,” Idris promised, but his brow furrowed as he watched Palti walk away carrying the dagger. “Will locking Savion away do any good?” he asked Iona. “I was able to summon you to me. I have seen Hildar summon the stone in training.”
It is possible, she conceded, but it seems unlikely. There was a time when the knowledge to summon one’s weapon of power from a great distance was common among magic users. Now, it seems that knowledge has been lost.
“Is that why Cowan was surprised when I told him I had done it?”
I believe so.
“But it is still possible for Hildar to figure it out,” Idris reasoned. “Especially if Savion shows her how to do it.”
Iona thought this over for a moment. It is possible, in theory. However, I do not think it likely. One must desire to summon a weapon of power, and it does not seem to me that Hildar would wish such a thing.
“What if Savion makes her do it?” Idris could see Hildar’s blank eyes again. He shivered, and it had nothing to do with the cold.
It is not possible to make someone want something. Savion may have learned how to control Hildar’s actions, but he cannot control her desires.
That was comforting, at least. Idris stood and circled around the cottage to the front door. He stepped into the living room.
Queen Arminell was there waiting. Her face was tense and she looked at Idris expectantly. “What is going on?” she demanded.
Idris hesitated. “Palti has gone to… do something… but he said he would talk to you as soon as he gets back.”
He worried that she would order him to tell her everything, and he didn’t really feel up to the task. The queen regarded him intensely for several moments before giving a reluctant nod. To Idris’s relief, she turned and walked back to her bedroom.
Idris stared at the closed door feeling rather lost. He had thought that there was no safer place in the whole of Calaris than Rest Stone Valley, but danger had followed them there. He sank into a chair and placed Iona across his knees.
“Is there a way for Hildar to be cured?” he asked his partisan.
Time will heal the girl, Iona said, but making Savion whole again is not so simple.
“What do you mean?”
As you know, weapons of power are forged from pieces of magical creatures. The weapons take on personality traits from their source. A weapon can become the very best of the creature, if forged correctly. Unfortunately, a number of things can go wrong in the process, which can cause the weapon to be flawed. In extreme cases, the weapon can become a conduit of darkness instead of light.
“Is that what happened to Savion?” Idris wondered.
I do not know. I can only assume that some sort of flaw exists.
Idris passed his hand across his eyes wearily. “What kinds of things can go wrong?”
A weapon must be forged from material that is given willingly, and the material must be untouched by any hand but that of the giver. Then the forging process itself is quite complex. True Forgers were not common, and it took many years for them to master the necessary skills.
Idris stood again and began to pace slowly across the room. “So, assuming there was some sort of flaw that was forged into Savion, is there anything we can do to correct it?”
There was a heavy pause, and Idris felt Iona’s reluctance in answering him.
Yes…
“There is?” He looked down at the partisan excitedly. “What is it?”
It is possible for a weapon to be reforged. However, it is difficult and dangerous. Few have ever attempted it. It is easier to simply destroy a corrupt weapon.
Idris’s heart fell, heavy with disappointment. “Then there’s nothing I can do to help Hildar?”
No, farmer, Iona said kindly. There is nothing you can do for her right now.
Palti walked into the cottage carrying a small wooden case. Idris recognized it immediately as the case that normally held the necklace his mother had gotten from the Treasury. The case was secured with a lock, and the key now hung around Palti’s neck.
The senior Royal Guard didn’t say anything, but Idris knew Savion was now tucked into that case.
“Go to bed now, Idris,” Palti instructed as he knocked quietly on the queen’s door.
Idris doubted that he would be able to sleep after all that had happened that night, but he did as he was told and climbed into his hammock.
 



Chapter Thirty-Three: From the Marsh
 
It seemed to Idris he had only just dozed off when he was shaken awake by Palti the following morning. Hildar was pale and silent, while Palti and Farah were bustling about with their preparations to leave Rest Stone Valley. 
When Zorina emerged from the bedroom, she trotted over to where Idris stood with a somber expression on her small face. “Mother says we are leaving. You must talk to her, Idris, and tell her we need to stay much longer. I have not met all of the animals yet!”
Palti saved Idris the trouble of explaining why they couldn’t stay. “We must keep you safe, your highness. We must go to a new hiding place.”
“But I like it here,” whined the princess. “No one here will hurt us.”
Palti smiled sadly. “We are not worried about these people hurting us, your highness. We are worried that others will come here and hurt everyone they find.”
That gave Zorina pause. “So… we must leave to keep the people here safe?”
“That is part of it,” acknowledged Palti.
The princess considered this. “I want everyone to be safe,” she said uncertainly, “but Cadell said that he would take me to see the horses on his brothers’ ranch today. There is a new foal.”
She turned her big eyes to her mother, who was standing in the doorway between the living room and the bedroom.
Queen Arminell regarded her child before looking to Palti. The Royal Guard shrugged.
“I suppose a few hours will not make much of a difference. It might be better to leave under the cover of darkness anyway.”
The queen returned her gaze to Zorina. “Very well,” she consented.
Zorina jumped up and down and squealed in delight. “I love horses the most,” she shouted.
Idris and the princess walked over to his family’s house to eat a quick breakfast before setting off. While Zorina settled down to be doted upon by Idris’s sisters, Cadell and Prydwen pulled Idris aside.
“What happened last night, son?” Cadell asked quietly. “I was certain the valley was under attack, and then your friend came and asked for a box with a lock on it.”
Idris took a deep breath, uncertain how much he should tell them and disliking the fact that he had to be careful in what he said to his parents.
You are protecting them, Iona said comfortingly.
Am I? Idris wondered in return.
“Hildar is having trouble controlling her weapon,” he began slowly. “Palti decided it would be best if the dagger was secured until we get back to Marath.”
Cadell’s brows came together sharply. “Are we in danger?”
Idris wanted to reassure them, but he didn’t know the answer himself.
“We will be leaving today to find a new place to hide the queen and princess,” he told his parents. “Everything here will go back to normal.”
Prydwen reached over and patted her son’s arm. “It will take a while for things around here to be normal again, my darling.”
Idris and Zorina spent the day with Idris’s father and uncles, riding horses and petting the new foal. Idris’s aunts and cousins all fawned over the young princess, and Zorina basked in the attention.
Cadell, Idris, and the princess set out to return to Cadell’s farm late in the afternoon with Zorina looking both tired and content.
“You are lucky, Idris,” she said wistfully. “I wish I could live here forever.”
He smiled down at her. “I think most girls here would say that you are the lucky one for being a princess.”
She looked thoughtful. “I suppose it is nice to have pretty dresses and to live in the Water Palace, but I still like it here better. Do you think Mommy and I can come and live here someday?”
“King Nikolas would miss you if you did,” Idris pointed out.
Zorina gave a careless shrug. “I do not think he would mind it as long as my brothers stayed with him.”
There was something about the matter-of-fact way in which the little girl spoke that made Idris’s chest contract with pity. It didn’t seem right that a daughter should feel she mattered less to her father than her brothers—even if it was true. Idris looked over at his father, and he could see by Cadell’s expression that he felt the same.
As Idris started to turn his gaze back to the young princess, something in the low mountains nearest to them caught his attention. 
At first glance, Idris thought he saw the glint of armor, but he knew that couldn’t possibly be true. He looked again, straining his eyes to take in the details, and he saw that he had been right—it wasn’t armor. 
Two-dozen men on horses were thundering down into the valley with their weapons drawn.
Run, farmer!
“Father,” Idris said, pointing.
Cadell’s eyes widened. “What in the world…?”
Idris scooped Zorina into his arms and broke into a run. They were still a fair distance from his father’s farm, and he knew that the only way they would make it to the safety of the house before the soldiers arrived was if the men were delayed by some miracle. Zorina wrapped her arms around him tightly, and he could hear his father’s footsteps keeping time with him as they ran.
Idris veered off the dirt road. He knew going through fields and hedges would make him lose precious time, but he also knew that he didn’t want to be caught out in the open when those soldiers arrived.
“Idris,” Cadell called breathlessly, “in there.”
He pointed to a woodpile that was stacked against a neighbor’s barn. Idris obeyed without thinking, helping the princess to squeeze into the narrow gap between the pile and the building. When Idris looked over his shoulder, he could see his father running on to carry warning to the queen.
“Idris,” Zorina said in a trembling whisper, “what is wrong?”
He hurriedly unbuckled his partisan from his back and slid it into the hiding place. Then he crawled in and tucked his legs up by his chin.
“Hush, Zorina,” he whispered, taking her hand. “We need to stay as quiet as possible.”
Her small fingers clenched his, and she pushed her face against his arm.
“What about Mommy?” she whimpered.
“My father has gone to warn them,” Idris reassured her.
“Will she know where we are hiding?” Zorina asked.
Idris gave her hand a squeeze. “He will tell her.”
The princess lifted her head to look at their surroundings. “How will everyone fit in here?”
He could see that she was genuinely concerned and he reassured her, “They will find a different place to hide.”
They both fell silent as the sound of hoof beats got closer. The door of the neighbor’s house opened, and Idris knew that the farmer had come out to face the men on horses.
“Welcome, strangers,” the farmer said calmly. “What brings you to our home?”
“We are looking for your special guests,” rumbled the unfamiliar voice.
“Special guests?” The farmer sounded bewildered.
“Do not play the fool, old man,” the soldier snapped. “We saw the lights coming from this valley last night. We know there are magic users here.”
“I really do not know what you are talking about,” the farmer maintained. “We are just a small community of farmers.”
“Then why did we see two men and a child running when we rode down the mountain?” queried the stranger.
“You must have scared one of the youngsters,” the farmer answered. “We are not accustomed to seeing soldiers in these parts. No one comes here unless they are interested in buying grain or livestock.”
“Well, you will not have either for much longer,” the soldier said viciously. His next words made Idris turn cold. “Burn everything to the ground until we find them.”
Idris’s heart pounded frantically against his ribs. His family’s farm wasn’t very far away, and the enemy soldiers would reach them before Idris could. He knew he couldn’t stand by and watch while those men destroyed his home, and yet the words of his oath rang through his mind: No word is higher than that of the king, and all his wishes will be obeyed. I will place his life and the lives of his heirs above my own. 
Princess Zorina’s face was buried against his arm. He could feel her trembling.
He didn’t know what to do.
Your family would not thank you to throw away their sacrifice by endangering the princess.
Idris felt a surge of helpless anger at Iona’s words, but he knew she was right. The citizens of Rest Stone Valley, including his family, had sworn to protect the queen and the princess. They had all welcomed the royals into the protection of their valley, and they would not forgive Idris if he put the princess in danger.
Idris heard the men’s coarse laughter mix with the sound of torches being lit. For several panicked moments Idris was certain that his hiding place would be set ablaze along with the barn, and he began looking for a way for the princess to escape.
The farmer cried out, and Idris’s hand clenched reflexively around the shaft of his partisan, and he clenched his teeth in fury.
Idris hated the men who were causing harm to his neighbor, but he hated himself more for doing nothing to prevent it.
He glanced quickly out of the woodpile to see if the way was clear of enemy soldiers, then he grabbed Zorina’s hand and led her into the barn. The soldiers hadn’t set it on fire yet, and Idris knew there was a small door at the rear of the structure.
Once they were out of sight, Idris strapped his partisan back into its holder and leaned down to speak to the princess.
 “Zorina, we need to run. Now.”
She reached for Idris immediately and wrapped her arms tightly around him.
Idris dashed through the barn’s back door and down the trail through the trees that eventually led to his father’s farm—the same trail he must have traveled hundreds of times over the years. He didn’t have to think about where he was going. His memory guided him over every dip in the ground and beneath every low-hanging branch.
When they finally reached the edge of the woods, there was a scene of chaos lying just beyond the trees.
His grandfather’s cottage was ablaze, and even from his place in the woods Idris could see it was too far gone to try and save. Idris’s brothers were rushing to get their livestock out of the burning barn, and his sisters were gathering up the chickens. Cadell and Prydwen were running to the animal troughs with buckets in hand, then rushing back to fling the water on the flames that were enveloping the house.
Adwen stood at a safe distance, crying hysterically and clinging to one of the chickens. Idris was certain the men had already passed through, so he hurried out of the covering of trees, running to Adwen. He set Zorina down so he could put his arms around his sister.
“I am here, Adwen. I am here.”
She looked up at him, her face smudged with ash and tears. “Oh, Idris! Look what they did to our home.”
Zorina put her hand on Adwen’s arm, stroking her sleeve. “Do not worry,” she said, her voice soothing and solemn both at once. “My daddy will send soldiers to punish those men, and then they will rebuild your home.”
Adwen’s tearful eyes widened. “Really?”
“Yes, really,” Zorina promised.
“Adwen,” Idris said gently, “where are the queen and the other Royal Guards?”
“Daddy came running and told them they needed to hide.” His sister loosened her hold on the chicken to point with a trembling finger. “They went that way.”
Idris nodded. “I need to go after them,” he told her.
Adwen hugged the chicken to her chest again. “Can you stop the fires, Idris? Can you use your magic?”
Idris stared at his burning childhood home.
You really cannot walk away, can you, farmer? Iona’s voice was kind, but there was an edge of reprimand.
Idris could feel the flow of Iona’s power.
Imagine the fire flowing toward you.
Idris took a deep breath and pictured the flames flying in his direction in flowing pillars. No sooner was the idea fixed in his mind than it began to happen. Juts of flame gathered into columns and rushed toward him. He heard a scream—Zorina or Adwen, or both of them at once.
Face me toward the fire, Iona commanded.
Idris grabbed the girls and turned his back to the incoming flames. Both girls were screaming now as they buried their faces in Idris’s chest.
The partisan grew so hot that Idris could feel it burning a line on his back, but there was no other heat. He lifted his head and looked over his shoulder. 
Iona was glowing so brightly he could hardly look at her. Beyond, the flames were rushing toward them like a river that had broken free of a dam. But instead of pouring over Idris and the girls, the fire was flowing directly into the partisan. Iona was absorbing every spark and lick of flame. 
Suddenly, it was over, and all that remained was smoke.
Idris remained kneeling for a moment, still holding on to Adwen and Zorina. The girls were still clutching his shirt, panting with terror. “Do not be scared,” he whispered to them. “It is over.” He loosened his hold and got unsteadily to his feet. He turned to face his family. All of them were staring at him with expressions of awe.
Adwen hugged him tightly around the waist. “Idris, you saved me!”
He reached down and smoothed her hair back from her face. “Iona saved you. She did most of the work. You should thank her, not me.”
His sister loosened her hold on him so she could pat the shaft of his polearm. “Thank you, Iona.”
Idris got the feeling that the partisan was surprised, but pleased.
“We need to go,” he said, and he wasn’t sure whether he was saying it to his family, to Zorina, or to himself.
Cadell and Prydwen rushed to Idris. Prydwen threw her arms around him. Cadell wrapped his arms around both of them at once. Idris could smell the smoke on their clothes. All three of them burst into tears, and Idris couldn’t help reflecting on how close he had come to losing the people he loved most.
He looked over to make sure each of his siblings was accounted for, and he noted that none of them seemed seriously injured. Idris marveled that they had been so fortunate.
We should not linger,  Iona reminded him gently.
“I will find a way to let you know when we are safe,” Idris promised.
He pulled himself out of his parents’ arms and turned to lift Zorina again. His arms were sore from carrying her, but he knew this was the best way to move quickly and safely. He gave his family one last look and then ran in the direction Adwen had indicated. 
They had barely passed beyond his family’s farm when a horse galloped into their path and forced Idris to skid to a halt.
The man riding the horse was a big brute, with a crooked nose and an unkempt thatch of brown hair. His unusual clothing was covered with mud. Idris guessed he was from Roshum, across the marshlands just east of Rest Stone Valley.
“I thought I saw signs of magic around here,” the man growled. He leered at the glittering partisan on Idris’s back, then at Zorina. “No need to guess the identity of that brat you are holding.”
The soldier raised his serrated sword, and Idris scrambled to set Zorina down and draw his weapon. He realized it was too late to block the blow that was coming, and he extended one arm to shield the princess from harm.
Before the sword could fall, the man went flying off his horse and slammed into a nearby tree.
Idris stared at the empty space that had recently been occupied, too stunned to make sense of what had happened. It wasn’t until he spotted Farah running toward them that he understood.
“Thank goodness you are safe,” Farah said as she slowed in front of them. “The queen is frantic with worry.”
“Where is Mommy?” Zorina demanded, scrambling out from behind Idris.
Farah gestured. “This way, your highness.”
It was a short journey to the abandoned shed where the queen was waiting with Palti and Hildar. As soon as they were in sight of the shed, Queen Arminell burst out and ran to embrace her child, falling to her knees on the dirt. She gathered Zorina up in her arms.
“We saw you running by,” Palti explained. “I sent Farah to bring you back.”
“It is a good thing you did,” Idris said. “Otherwise, I would have lost an arm at the very least.”
“Are you hurt, my darling?” the queen asked Zorina. Her arms were still wrapped tightly around the girl, as if she might slip away at any moment.
“No, Mommy,” Zorina answered. She drew back from her mother’s embrace to look at her, then to look up at Idris. “Idris protected me. He always protects me.”
Idris gave her a weary smile. “That is my purpose, your highness.”
“Thank you,” Arminell said. Her words seemed to include all of the Royal Guards. She turned her attention back to her daughter, fussing over her and smoothing back her hair. 
Palti drew closer to Farah and Idris, and Hildar trailed after him.
“Where can we go to hide?” Farah asked Palti.
“What about the fen?” Idris suggested.
All eyes turned to him.
“The fen?” Farah repeated.
He nodded. “That soldier that attacked us had mud from the fen on his clothing. The marshlands cover all the land from Rest Stone Valley to the border of Roshum.”
“Yes, I know,” Farah said. “But why would we go toward our enemies?”
Idris hurried to explain himself. “Well, they are coming in this direction. They would not expect us to go back the way they came.”
There was a long moment of quiet. Idris silently berated himself for speaking again without thinking it through.
“I think that is a good idea,” Palti said unexpectedly.
Idris’s eyebrows shot up. “You do?”
The senior Royal Guard nodded. “I do. We will hide in the marsh until the immediate danger passes, then we will make our way to a more secure location.”
They discussed the logistics of the plan, and then Palti presented the idea it to the queen. She agreed, and so they began the next step of their journey. Palti did a sweep of the area first to check for enemies, and then led the way onward to the east.
Idris and Hildar brought up the rear, doing their best to erase any sign of their passing.
“I hope you are right about this,” Hildar muttered, but her tone didn’t have its usual bite.
Idris felt her words were not criticisms, as they tended to be, but a genuine wish for his suggestion to be the best option. 
He looked at her solemnly. “I hope I am, too.”
 
 



Chapter Thirty-Four: Plots
 
There was only one eastern path out of Rest Stone Valley that provided any sort of cover for travelers, and that was because the path was such a difficult climb that no one had ever bothered to clear it. Idris was practically on his hands and knees as he struggled to ascend the slope.
Princess Zorina was right in front of him, and he stayed at the ready to catch her should she begin to slide backwards. Idris glanced up at Queen Arminell, who was reaching back to give her daughter a hand. The queen’s face was dirty and covered in sweat, and her hair was escaping the bun at the nape of her neck. In spite of her clear exertion, her face was set and determined.
“You can do it, my darling,” she encouraged Zorina.
The princess couldn’t spare any breath to reply, but she redoubled her effort and caught up to her mother. 
It was dusk when they finally reached the peak of the low mountain, and everyone seemed relieved to stop and rest. They had not taken any supplies with them in their rush to leave, but Idris knew of a small spring where they were able to drink and wash their faces.
Palti only rested for a moment before he continued on to scout the path down into the fen and make sure it was clear of any enemies. When he returned, he spoke to Arminell apologetically. “We cannot afford to rest any longer, your majesty. The path is clear, and we must take advantage of that.”
The queen nodded. “I understand.”
“Idris,” Zorina said wearily, “will you carry me?”
Idris was much more accustomed to physical exertion than the princess, and even he was tired. He imagined that the little girl was exhausted after such a climb.
“Of course, your highness,” he said.
He picked her up and interlocked his aching arms, then they all began their descent into the marshlands.
By this time, night had fallen and the darkness served as their cover. The downward slope was much gentler than the path leading to the peak, and the group was able to move carefully in the fading light. As they moved away from the summit Idris could see the distant glow of fires still burning in Rest Stone Valley, and he mourned for his home and his neighbors.
I never should have suggested hiding here, he thought to himself.
How could you have known? Iona asked reasonably.
I should have known there would be danger no matter where we went, he pointed out. If we had gone to a military outpost we would have been surrounded by soldiers who could help protect the queen and princess.
You thought you would be safer if no one knew where to find you, Iona maintained.
I was being selfish, Idris thought bitterly. I wanted to see my family again, and it was a perfect excuse.
There was a brief pause before Iona said, Why can it not be both reasons?
Idris merely shook his head. He wanted to believe that Iona was right and that his motive had not been compromised, but he couldn’t help but feel that every fire in Rest Stone Valley was a result of his own careless actions.
The ground softened as they entered the fen, and soon they were wading through mud and water. It made the journey even more difficult. Every step felt like it took twice as much effort. Idris’s legs were exhausted, and his arms burned from carrying Zorina’s weight. Even when they reached patches of semi-dry land, the way was made difficult by the scraggly bushes and stringy trees that seemed determined to trip Idris.
The winter night was frigid in the marshlands, and Idris was soon shivering from the damp. He tried to lend as much warmth as he could to the princess, but he could hear her teeth chattering before long.
Palti looked up at the night sky and appeared to take direction from the stars. He pointed northeast and said, “There is an old military outpost that way. I remember seeing it on a map.”
It took them half the night slogging through the unforgiving terrain, but they finally reached the abandoned tower. The princess had finally fallen asleep and she felt heavier than she really was. Idris’s arms begged to lower Zorina to the ground, but they were still surrounded by mud. He shifted, hitching her higher up for what felt like the thousandth time.
“Why is this outpost empty?” Idris asked.
Palti gestured to the base of the stone building. “The tower is sinking into the mud.”
Sure enough, as Idris got closer he saw that the entrance was several inches shorter than it should have been. They all had to duck to get through the doorway.
They had been struggling through the marsh for hours, and seeing the inside of the tower flooded with mud and icy water was almost more than Idris could bear. Every muscle in his body was screaming for relief, and his determination to stay positive had long since abandoned him. He was grateful that he was not required to speak to anyone at the moment, because he was certain that he had nothing pleasant to say.
It was apparent that Hildar felt the same, because she simply turned and walked up the stairs that led to the upper levels without speaking a word. Her expression was bordering on murderous, and Idris thought it best to leave her to herself.
Everyone followed her example and made their way to the dry second floor. Moonlight shone through several windows, lending light to the abandoned room at the top of the stairs. It was difficult to tell what the room had been used for originally. There were a couple of dusty old cots and several damaged chairs. In the corner there was a table, and one wall had an empty fireplace.
Idris walked over to one of the cots and gently laid the princess down. She remained fast asleep. He sat down on the ground and stretched his trembling, aching arms, marveling that he had been able to carry her as long as he did.
The queen sat down quickly as well, gingerly removing her shoes and wincing over the large blisters on her feet. No complaint escaped her lips, but Idris could see that she had suffered on their journey.
She turned her attention to her daughter and reached over to brush a lock of hair from Zorina’s face.
“Thank you, Idris,” Queen Arminell said sincerely. “I owe you a great debt for everything you have done for me and my daughter.”
“Oh, no, your majesty,” he responded automatically. “It is my honor to serve you.”
She gave an exhausted smile and moved to lay down by Zorina. Idris hauled himself to his feet and crossed to where the other Royal Guards sat resting.
“Idris and Hildar can sleep,” Palti was saying, “while Farah and I keep watch. We will guard in pairs tonight, so we can help each other stay awake.”
Idris was glad to be able to rest first. He could barely keep on his feet. He found another rickety cot and collapsed onto it, only finding enough energy to remove his boots and weapon before falling asleep.
He was shaken awake at dawn by Palti, who seemed relieved to take Idris’s place on the cot.
“Do not wake the queen,” Palti cautioned as he prepared to sleep. “Let her rest as long as she needs.”
Idris acknowledged his instructions and moved to the door that led to the stairs. He held his partisan in his hand instead of strapping it to his back, and he carefully rubbed away the dried mud that had spattered over the weapon. Hildar was already in place by the window overlooking the entrance to the tower, and he could tell by her brooding expression that she didn’t want to talk.
You would not want to talk either, if you had been through what she has experienced over the past several weeks, Iona pointed out.
I know, Idris acknowledged, but it does not help her situation to be so isolated.
Idris was just about to settle in when he heard soft whimpering from the corner of the bare room. He glanced over and saw that Princess Zorina was sitting up in bed. He beckoned for her to come closer, and she slid from the bed and padded over to him. She snuggled up next to him and he put his arm around her.
“What is wrong, your highness?” he asked quietly.
“I am a bad person,” she whispered, looking as though her poor little heart was breaking.
Idris stared at her in surprise. “Why do you say that?”
Tears overflowed from her eyes and streamed down her cheeks. “It is because of me that all those nice people’s houses got burned.”
He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her close. “Oh, no, your highness. That was not your fault.”
“But I said I wanted to see the horses,” she insisted tearfully. “If I had not done that, we would not have stayed and those men would not have found us.”
“We hid in the woodpile,” Idris reminded her, “and those bad men did not see us. They did not know we were there. They would have done the same thing if we had already been gone.”
Zorina looked up at him with wide eyes. “Really?”
“Really.”
“What he is really saying is that it is my fault,” Hildar said bitterly from across the room.
Idris hadn’t known that she could hear them talking.
“No,” he said truthfully, looking over at Hildar. “It is not your fault, either.”
Hildar snorted. “You do not need to lie in front of the princess. She should know exactly what kind of Royal Guard has been assigned to her. That way she can request a new one when we get back to Marath.”
“I am not lying,” Idris argued. “You never would have done any of the things you did if Savion had not made you.”
“I do not want a new Guard,” Zorina declared simply. “I like you.”
Hildar to fell silent, but Idris couldn’t tell if she believed them or not.
Now if you could only believe your own words, Iona said, you would understand that it is not your fault either.
Zorina leaned against Idris again and they were quiet for a long moment. “What did Prydwen do when you were little and frightened?” the princess whispered.
Idris smiled. “My mother would hold me close and sing me a song.”
“Would you sing to me?”
He chuckled. “I am not very good at singing.”
“Please,” the princess implored, tipping her face up to look at Idris.
At that moment, every song Idris had ever learned fled his mind. He thought desperately for a moment and grasped at the first tune that entered his thoughts. He cleared his throat and sang as quietly as he thought Zorina would allow.
 
Jen, oh, Jen,
Sweet and fair Jen,
Free as a bird
Flying o’er the glen.
No hand touch thy heart,
No lips close to thine,
Jen, oh, Jen,
I wish you were mine.
 
He was about to go on to the second verse when Hildar made a hissing sound. Idris looked over in surprise, and she made a frantic movement with her hand.
“Someone is coming around to the entrance of the tower,” she breathed.
Idris got quickly to his feet, pulling Zorina to her feet as well. He moved as swiftly and quietly as possible to rouse the queen and the senior Royal Guards. They rushed up the stairs silently, with Palti and Farah bringing up the rear, weapons drawn. No sooner had they reached the landing of next floor than voices sounded from the room they had just vacated. 
Palti and Farah stood just past the curve in the stairs, where they couldn’t be seen by whoever was on the floor below. They held their weapons at the ready. Idris stood on the landing with Hildar and the queen and princess, tense and expectant.
The newcomers must have assumed they were alone, because none of them ventured up the stairs.
“What is this place?” asked a male voice.
“An old outpost,” answered another voice. “No one uses it anymore, though. We can stay here until dark, then we will travel onward.”
Idris was startled by how clearly he could hear their conversation. It made him painfully aware that any noise they made would be heard just as clearly by their enemies.
“How far away is Marath?” queried the first voice.
“About two days,” grunted a third.
“Will we get there in time?” the first voice asked. Idris could hear a note of anxiety in the voice. 
There was a rumble of laughter.
“This your first mission, son?” asked a rough voice.
The man’s reply was mumbled, so Idris didn’t hear what it was.
“Well, do not worry,” the rough voice went on. “They cannot start without us. Every group of soldiers must be in place before we can take Marath.”
“But I thought the attack has already begun,” the young soldier said uncertainly.
“Oh, it has,” affirmed a different voice. “Our friend in the Water Palace has been hard at work for the last several weeks. There are plans in motion that King Nikolas will never see coming.”
“Our friend,” one of the voices echoed with a note of irritation. “I would feel better about all of this if we knew the name of our ally.”
 “Bah,” the rough voice spat. “Even I do not know that. Nor do I need to.”
Idris clenched his fists. These men couldn’t even give them the name of the traitor. His disappointment left a sour taste in his mouth.
“All I need to know is that in three days’ time,” the rough voice continued, “King Nikolas will be dead, and there will be a new ruler of Calaris.”
“Temporarily,” sneered another voice.
There were several murmurs in response.
 “Temporarily,” the rough voice agreed with a dark chuckle. “Calaris and Roshum are meant to be united under one king—our king. First we will take over Marath with the help of this friend, then we will gain control of all Calaris.”
Cheers erupted.
Idris felt cold with dread, and he sense that Iona felt it, too. He looked over at Queen Arminell, and her face was pale. Her blue eyes flashed with a mixture of fear and anger.
“We must warn the king,” she whispered, her voice covered by the cheers below.
“We do not even know the traitor’s name,” Hildar whispered back. “His majesty already knows he is in danger. There is nothing we can tell him that he does not already know.”
Arminell shook her head, her eyes fierce. “He does not know that an attack is as near as this. He will need as much protection as possible, and there are four Royal Guards here with us. Four more Guards could mean the difference between life and death.”
“Your majesty,” Hildar hissed between clenched teeth, “we would be walking into a trap. We must protect the royal line, and that means keeping you from endangering yourself and your child.”
Idris was shocked to see Hildar arguing with the queen. She had always been so insistent on obedience to the crown and especially on protecting the king.
Downstairs, the Roshumin soldiers began singing something Idris didn’t recognize.
“What is the point of preserving the royal line when we allow the king to be murdered by his enemies?” challenged Arminell. Though her voice was still a whisper, it was sharp as a sword.
 “You were the one who said that our duty to the king comes first,” Idris reminded Hildar.
She shot him a scathing look. But after a moment she pressed her lips together and shook her head. Her reply came through clenched teeth. “As you wish, your majesty.”
“Go get Palti and Farah,” the queen whispered to Idris. “We need to make plans immediately.”
Idris hurried to do as he was told. If what the enemy soldiers had said was correct, they had less than three days to get back to Marath and uncover the traitor, or else the entire country would fall.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five: By the Sea
 
“I am hungry,” Zorina whispered to her mother.
Idris had just come back to the center of the third floor of the tower from his shift guarding the stairs, and his own hunger was clawing at his stomach. They had eaten nothing since the previous day, and they were unable to even look for food while the enemy soldiers were still in the tower.
Queen Arminell nodded sympathetically, but did not speak. She pulled the princess into her arms and smoothed her auburn hair.
At nightfall the enemy soldiers climbed out of the tower and went on their way, heading toward the city of Marath. Idris and the others watched them move farther away, finally feeling that they were able to breathe normally, then they descended the sinking tower themselves. 
Palti offered to be the one to carry the princess, and she agreed with obvious reluctance.
“I am as strong as Idris,” Palti told her.
“Stronger,” Idris corrected.
“I know,” Zorina said as she climbed onto Palti’s back, “but I like Idris the best.”
Queen Arminell gave a strained smile. “You have quite a way with her,” she said to Idris.
“Thank you, your majesty,” he replied.
“It must be a gift,” Hildar muttered sarcastically.
“I just have had practice with my own sisters,” Idris answered.
Hildar stomped away, and he watched her with a frown. There had been moments over the past few days when he’d felt like they were finally understanding each other. At times like this, though, she seemed more hostile than ever.
She is afraid, Iona said wisely. She knows no other way to cope with her fear.
I wish she would cope with somebody else, Idris thought ruefully.
“I am hungry, Mommy,” Zorina said again.
“I know, my darling,” Arminell responded, “but we did not have time to bring any food with us. You will need to be brave until we get back to Rest Stone Valley.”
Idris quickly looked over at Palti. “I thought we were going straight to Marath.”
 “We simply cannot make the journey without supplies,” Palti said. “We will not stay long.”
Idris didn’t argue, but his chest constricted at the thought of putting his family and neighbors at any more risk. He had already let danger into his childhood home and he was ready to do just about anything to prevent it from happening again, even if it meant going hungry all the way to Marath.
Unfortunately, he knew that he couldn’t force such determination on the six-year-old princess.
They waded back through the marsh, once more enduring the frigid water and icy winter air. All of the rest they had gotten in the tower seemed to evaporate, and Idris felt exhausted much sooner than he anticipated. The walk back to Rest Stone Valley seemed even longer than before, and Idris could see he was not the only one to feel that way. It was close to midnight before they reached the foot of the mountains.
They slowly ascended the slope and as they neared the summit, they found a surprise waiting for them. Half a dozen farmers with pitchforks and torches stood guarding the way. It was such a change from the Rest Stone Valley that Idris had grown up in that his heart ached. 
One of the men called to them to identify themselves, and Idris stepped forward into the torchlight.
“Idris,” one of the farmers sighed, as if a weight had been lifted. “Thank goodness you are safe.” His eyes looked past Idris, and he bowed low. All the men with him followed suit. “We are glad you escaped unharmed, your majesty.”
Queen Arminell thanked them warmly, but her physical and mental fatigue showed through her words. “I am so sorry for what you have suffered,” she said in a voice humble and sincere.
“Our losses were in service to the king,” one of the men said. “It will be hard, especially during the winter, but we will recover. We always do, your majesty.”
“And it was our honor to do our part to protect you,” added another, bowing again.
The other men all murmured their agreement.
“I fear we are in need of your help again,” Palti said. “We are in need of supplies and horses, if you can spare them. We cannot pay you right now, but you will be compensated after our return to Marath.”
“Do not worry, sir,” a farmer said. “Whatever we have is yours.”
Generous farmers, Iona commented approvingly.
Idris smiled at her continued surprise that there were people in the world who did not think of themselves first and foremost.
Idris’s own uncles provided them with the finest horses they had, and several families gave up their only saddles. The saddle bags were filled to bursting with food, blankets, and everything else they would need for the journey.
Idris felt a hand on his arm as he tightened the strap of one of the saddles. He turned to see his father standing beside him. 
Idris was flooded with a rush of emotions that he didn’t know he’d been holding back—exhaustion, fear for himself, fear for his family, fear for the kingdom. He held on to his father tightly, unashamed of the tears in his eyes.
“Is anyone hurt?” Idris asked anxiously.
“We are all fine,” Cadell reassured him.
Idris’s father turned his attention to the queen. “Your majesty, I fear you may have trouble getting back to Marath. I overheard the soldiers from yesterday saying that they would search the roads between here and the city to find you.”
Arminell furrowed her brow. “Then we shall have to find a different way to get into Marath.”
“What if we go to the coast and find a boat to take us down to the city harbor?” suggested Farah.
Palti nodded thoughtfully. “That is probably the safest course.”
“I agree,” said the queen. “It will cost us the time we save by using horses, but I see no other alternative.”
“Some of us could come with you, your majesty,” Cadell said. Idris turned to look at his father—the man who had been so opposed to his training as a Royal Guard. “We are not soldiers, but our presence might lend to your disguise. And we would gladly give our lives to keep you and the princess safe.”
Arminell looked touched by the offer. “Thank you, Cadell, but I think that a small group would be best.”
Cadell bowed his head. “As you wish, your majesty.”
The queen mounted her horse and Idris lifted Zorina and placed her on the saddle in front of the queen. The other Royal Guards mounted their own horses, but Idris remained with his feet on the ground a moment longer.
“Tell the family I am safe and that I love them,” Idris said to his father.
Cadell nodded and pulled his son into another rough hug. Idris could hardly bear to pull away, but he forced himself to turn and climb into his saddle. 
They rode as quickly as they dared, keeping in mind that they didn’t want to attract attention or harm the horses. They left the road to travel across the grasslands, heading northwest toward the ocean.
Idris had never traveled northwest before, but he could hardly enjoy the journey for its own sake. His thoughts were wrapped up in the dangers they could face. He wondered if he would be able to rise to the challenge.
At dawn they stopped to get a few hours of sleep before pressing on again. Even though they had the use of horses, Idris could still feel his body suffering from the exertion of the past couple of days. He could barely keep himself from sliding out of his saddle, and he was amazed that he succeeded. 
By that evening they were able to see a small fishing village up ahead, and Idris breathed a sigh of relief.
We still have a long way to go, farmer. You seem prone to premature celebration.
Idris’s reply to his partisan was rather sour. I am not celebrating. I am just glad that this leg of the journey is over.
Their arrival in the village caused quite a stir, and Idris was afraid for a moment that they recognized the queen or the princess. Then he realized it was likely that these people did not see many visitors, much like Rest Stone Valley. Most of the residents stood and stared at them as they passed, but one craggy old woman came to meet them.
“Welcome to Green Reed,” she said pleasantly. “I am May, the leader of this little community. I assume you want to buy some fish.” She looked around at the village, then back at Palti, who was riding in front. “We do not have much around here other than fish.”
“Actually,” Palti said, “I was wondering if one of your boat captains would be willing to sail us to Marath.”
May looked at them shrewdly. “That there road leads straight to Marath. You could ride there in half a day.”
“We need to get to the harbor,” Palti said calmly.
There was a pause while the woman thought over their request.
“I see you be the foreign type,” she observed. “Same with that and her daughter, for all they be dressed like farmers,” she said, nodding toward the queen. “What business have you in the king’s city?”
“It is a personal matter,” Palti answered.
“Well,” May said in a light tone, “I am not accustomed to conducting business I do not fully understand. Perhaps you can try another village along this coast.”
Palti started to speak again, but Queen Arminell placed a hand on his arm.
“I know you are acting out of loyalty to King Nikolas,” she said to the old woman. “You do not trust our motives, and you wish to do what you can to protect all those that live in Marath.”
“Something like that,” May admitted.
Arminell smiled. “I am so pleased to find that my husband has such honorable and dedicated subjects.”
Farah reached out and touched the queen’s arm in alarm. “M’lady,” she said in urgent warning.
It took May a moment to process what the queen had said.
“You mean…?”
“Yes,” assented Arminell, ignoring the looks of her Royal Guard, “but please do not speak of it. There is trouble in Marath, and we are trying to help the king before it is too late. We must keep our presence a secret for as long as possible.”
Idris could feel his heart racing with anxiety. It was very risky for the queen to be revealing her identity to a complete stranger. There was no way of knowing if the woman would guard their secret or expose them to even more danger.
May’s eyes narrowed. “How do I know you are telling me the truth, m’lady? No offense, but I would not know the queen from a milkmaid.”
“I am afraid I do not have any proof to offer,” Queen Arminell confessed. “All I can say is that these men and women with me are Royal Guards, and they have their weapons of power with them. You must know that only members of the royal family have such protection.”
“True enough,” said May, rubbing her chin. “And I suppose that if you were up to no good you would have taken the time to make false documents to prove your story or some such.”
“So,” Palti said uncertainly, “will you help us?”
“What do you plan on doing with your horses?” asked May. “They will not fit on a fishing boat.”
“If you will take us to Marath and care for the horses for a few days, you may keep one of them as payment,” Arminell offered.
“Which one?” she countered.
The queen gestured with her hand. “Any one that you wish.”
The old woman rubbed her hands together and grinned. “Well, now we are talking. I will agree on two conditions.”
“Yes?” urged Palti.
“I want to see one of them weapons,” May said, “and I want you to prove that they are really magic. If you Royal Guards will swear that this is the queen, then I will say no more.”
Idris could hear Iona snort in disbelief.
Why do people always treat magic like some sort of street performance? It is not meant for entertainment.
Palti’s expression was reluctant, but eventually he nodded and glanced around. “Is there somewhere we can go that is private?”
“Follow me,” she replied.
They dismounted their horses and led them along the path May took toward the beach. The old woman chatted as they walked. She seemed to be directing it at Idris, but he was nearly certain it was only because he was closest to her.
“Never seen a bit of magic before. Never met a queen, neither. My father and I were among the first settlers in Green Reed,” she said proudly. “That is why my house is so close to the water. Newcomers like to be up in the village, but there was no village to speak of when I first came here as a girl. My mother had just died, along with my baby brother, and my father left everything behind so we could have a fresh start in a new home.”
May gave Idris a studious look. “I see you are a local. Where are you from, young man?”
“Rest Stone Valley,” he answered.
“Ah, farming community,” she said with a sage nod. “Good folk, up there.”
May went on speaking, barely pausing for breath.
“At first it was just me and my father, but then my uncle joined us. He was a carpenter and soon learned to build boats. His wife and all of her family came along. Then my father remarried, and my step-mother’s family all came along. Before you knew it, we had a little village of our own. Now we only get newcomers if they are feeling crowded and want space to breathe. Here we are.”
Idris looked up in surprise and found that they were standing in front of a small, one-room building made of driftwood. There were nets hanging from the ceiling beside strings of shells that swayed in the wind. An old fishing boat was pulled up on the sand.
“Do you sail all by yourself?” Idris asked in amazement.
“Of course,” May chuckled. “I have always fished for myself. It does not make much sense for me to start relying on others now.”
Palti started unwrapping his sword. “If we meet your conditions, when can we leave for Marath?”
“Right away,” May said with a shrug. “No reason not to.”
“Very well.”
He pulled off the last of the cloth that covered the sheath and hilt of his sword. The jewels glittered in the fading light, and May breathed in sharply.
“Now that is a king’s ransom,” she murmured.
Palti slid the sword gently from its sheath and pushed the tip of the blade into the sand. There was a subtle pulse of light from the weapon, and the sand around it began to shift. A soft hiss sounded through the air as the grains rearranged themselves to form the design of a seashell. When it was finished, Palti returned his sword to its holder.
Idris watched the movements of the senior Royal Guard with awe. He had only ever thought of their weapons as, well, weapons. It was amazing to see Palti use Tahir for something so lovely.
“How beautiful,” marveled May.
“Are you satisfied?” the senior Royal Guard asked.
With great effort, the old woman lowered herself to her knees and bowed her head. “Forgive my doubt, your majesty.”
“Of course,” Queen Arminell said kindly.
May flapped her hand at Idris, indicating that he should come closer. He complied, and she used him to pull herself up from the ground. She brushed the sand from her hands. “Well,” she said briskly, “let us get going. If we hurry we can arrive in Marath before morning.”
They tied the horses up at May’s shanty with enough food and water to last them until the old woman returned. Zorina and Arminell were placed in the boat with May, and the four Royal Guards pushed the old fishing vessel into the water. Idris had a little trouble getting into the boat once it was floating, but Palti reached down and helped him in.
It was crowded inside the boat, but they all fit. May provided two oars, and the Royal Guards took turns rowing.
At first, Idris felt exhilarated. But soon, the constant motion of the vessel began to disagree with him and his stomach began to roll unpleasantly in time with the waves. 
“Never been on a boat before, eh?” cackled May.
Idris would have answered, but he had to lurch for the side of the boat to empty his stomach.
Palti gave him a sympathetic slap on the back and Zorina patted his arm. Idris clenched his eyes shut and groaned as he thought about the long night ahead.
 



Chapter Thirty-Six: Allies
 
“Idris,” whispered a voice, and a hand gently shook his shoulder.
He opened his eyes reluctantly and saw Farah leaning over him.
“We will be docking in Marath in a moment. Prepare yourself. We need to get out of sight as soon as possible.”
Idris sat up, and his stomach gave another protest. The boat lurched as they reached the dock, and he gripped the side of it tightly. 
Farah got out of the boat first and helped Queen Arminell and Princess Zorina onto the dock. Hildar climbed out after them. Idris hauled himself up and staggered after them. It was a relief to have his feet on solid ground again. 
Once Idris had some of his wits back, he glanced toward the boat. Palti had remained in the boat and was discussing something quietly with May. After another glance at their surroundings, Idris noticed that they were already attracting attention from some of the sailors. Arminell and Zorina were keeping their heads covered and their faces to the ground, but it was still unusual for a group of people to disembark from a fishing boat so early in the morning.
Palti hopped from the vessel and murmured to the waiting group, “Let us go.”
They hurried away from the harbor and into the city. The pre-dawn light was only just filtering across the sky, and the citizens of Marath were barely starting to stir. Once they got away from the early-rising sailors, they were relatively alone. 
Queen Arminell lifted her face and looked around as if trying to spot the danger that they had come to warn against.
“Everything seems so normal,” Idris murmured to Palti as they walked.
The senior Royal Guard nodded. “Yes, it appears that way. But I know that it is possible to overthrow a ruler without disturbing the rest of the kingdom too greatly. My parents witnessed it happen when they lived in Dia.”
“How is that possible?” persisted Idris. “Nikolas is the king.”
“Yes, and he got to be that way through his birth,” Palti answered. “However, most of the Nobles share common ancestors with the royal family. It could be argued that any of them have a right to the throne.”
“Do not say such things,” hissed Hildar, looking around furtively.
Idris looked at her, surprised by the vehemence in her voice. He would have thought that she would be proud to share family ties to royalty.
Palti held up his hands. “I am not saying that I agree with the argument, just that it exists.”
“Your words are bordering on treason,” Hildar said darkly.
Palti’s face was grim. “Well, we are here to stop the actions of those who are actually committing treason.”
The changing of the guard was taking place at the palace, resulting in a fair amount of bustle. Arminell and Zorina hid their faces once more, and Palti stood in the forefront.
“Let us through,” he ordered the guards standing at the gate.
“Who are you?” demanded one of the guards, looking affronted by Palti’s command.
The second soldier appeared to recognize the Royal Guards, and he reached over to grip the other man’s arm. “Do as he says.”
The first soldier looked at the second in surprise. “What?”
“Just let them by,” the second insisted.
Palti waved his companions through and murmured to the second guard, “Not a word of this to anyone.”
 “Where are we going?” Idris whispered to Farah.
Farah didn’t look at him. Her eyes were scanning the area continually, searching for threats. “We must secure the queen and princess before we do anything else,” she answered quietly.
Idris was going to ask how they were going to accomplish that, but it soon became apparent.
Palti led them straight into the military compound next to the Water Palace. Their pace was so fast that little Zorina had to run to keep up. They kept to the outer wall to avoid any encounters with any soldiers who were out and about, and eventually they arrived at the administrative building.
“This way, your majesty,” whispered Palti, gesturing down the stairs that led to the Royal Guards’ quarters.
They descended to the lower level rapidly, and the senior Royal Guard pushed open the black door. Once they had all entered and Palti had shut the door behind them, Idris breathed a little easier.
“Where are we?” Zorina asked, looking around.
“This is where we live, your highness,” Idris explained. “Each of these rooms belongs to one of the Royal Guards.”
“There are too many rooms for all of you,” the princess pointed out.
Idris smiled. “Yes, you are right. Some of these rooms are empty.”
Palti began removing the cover from his sword. “We need to warn the king as soon as possible.”
“Are we to stay here?” inquired Queen Arminell.
He nodded. “This is the safest place for you right now. Hildar will stay with you.”
Hildar’s expression was a mixture of fear and outrage. “What if Savion tries to take control again?” she asked.
Palti shook his head. “Savion will not be with you.”
The look of outrage won out over the fear on Hildar’s face. “So I am to be pushed to the sidelines because I am of no use?”
Farah frowned at Hildar. “Protecting the queen and princess is of no use?” she challenged.
Hildar’s face flushed. “Of course not. That is not what I meant.”
“You will do as you are told,” Palti said firmly.
He walked over to the door that was his and pushed it open. Idris only got a glimpse of the interior, but it appeared to be filled with all sorts of interesting and exotic items.
“You will stay in my room until I come to tell you it is safe,” Palti instructed. “Do not come out for any reason until you are certain the danger has passed, and please try to make as little noise as possible.”
“What if we are attacked?” Hildar asked, her voice still angry.
“There is a sword in my room that you may use,” Palti replied.
“My husband,” the queen began, then she trailed off as if uncertain what to say.
Palti’s voice was reassuring. “Do not worry, your majesty. We will go straight to him from here.”
Zorina tugged on Idris’s arm. “Will you keep my daddy safe?”
He looked down at her expectant face and suddenly felt overwhelmed by the trust she was placing in him on top of everything else that was happening. “I will do my best,” he stammered.
With the queen and the princess as safe as they could be in Marath, the remaining Royal Guards walked briskly down the hall to the far end of the row of rooms. Another black door led out to the underground tunnel that connected the Royal Guards directly to the Water Palace. Idris had never seen the path before, even though he knew it existed.
The passage was dark, and Palti and Farah lit the way with their glowing weapons. Idris glanced down at his partisan.
Would you be willing to do that, too?
Iona radiated surprise at his request. Idris realized he was not in the habit of asking for her help right away. He usually tried to do it on his own and complained that she wasn’t cooperating.
Of course, she answered simply.
The polearm began to glow as well, and Idris couldn’t help but grin despite everything. The glow was a reminder that he wasn’t alone in this. He had the heart of a dragon with him.
Thank you.
The tunnel had been built with blocks of stone, and their footsteps echoed as they hurried along. After a while the path began to angle upward until they came to another black door. Palti pushed it open, and they ascended the winding stairs that were just beyond it.
Idris recognized the hall at the top of the stairs. They were in the passage between the royal chambers and the king’s receiving room.
“Stop,” demanded Cowan’s rough voice. “Identify yourselves!”
“It is Palti,” Palti answered. “And Farah and Idris. We must speak to the king.”
Cowan stepped into view. The captain looked startled, then concerned.
“Where are the queen and the princess?” he asked. “Where is Hildar?”
“They are safe,” assured Palti, “but we need to speak to the king as soon as possible.”
Cowan tensed. He looked like a man ready to dash into battle. “Why? What has happened?”
In a moment, Palti related the events since they had left Marath. Captain Cowan didn’t interrupt, but listened with an intent expression on his face. 
“Are you certain it was safe to leave Hildar alone?” Cowan asked when Palti had finished.
“We did not have much choice,” Farah explained.
“Where is the dagger?” Cowan demanded.
Palti gestured to his partner. “I gave it to Farah to put in her room.”
Cowan sighed. “Well, I suppose that is all we can do for now. Come,” he barked, and turned toward the royal quarters.
The quarters were empty when they stepped into them. 
“I will get the king,” Cowan said. “Palti, go get Drusi.”
Palti headed directly for the main entrance of the chambers. The two Guards returned in less than a minute, engrossed in a murmured conversation that seemed more like an argument. Idris didn’t have the opportunity to hear what it was about, because they fell silent as they approached.
King Nikolas appeared after several more moments, tying his embroidered robe with a golden cord. 
“Cowan tells me that you have come to warn me of danger,” he said to Palti.
“Yes, your majesty,” he answered with a bow.
“While I appreciate your efforts to return quickly,” the king said in a wry tone, “I already knew that I was in danger.”
“Yes, your majesty,” Palti assented, “but we believe that an attack is imminent. We chanced to overhear a group of Roshumin soldiers plotting to murder your majesty and put a ruler of their choosing in your place.”
Drusi’s grip on her weapon tightened.
King Nikolas’s brow knit together, but he did not seem as alarmed as Idris thought he would be. “Are you certain they were from Roshum?”
“Yes, sire,” Palti said. “We heard them say so, quite clearly.”
“And they were not simply saying it to deceive you?”
Palti shook his head. “They did not know we were listening.”
“Sire,” Cowan stepped in, “according to what was overheard, several groups of enemy soldiers have been brought into the city by the traitor. For all we know, they could be inside the palace. We need to get you to a secure location where we can defend you while we search out those that wish you harm.”
King Nikolas looked more annoyed than anything else. “Oh, very well,” he grumbled.
He returned to his room while Cowan began issuing orders.
“Drusi, arrange for a squad of palace guards to join us in the council room. Farah and Palti, make sure that the council room is secure before we arrive. Idris, you will stay with me and we shall accompany the king.”
Idris squared his shoulders and tried to look confident, but his stomach felt like he was on the fishing boat again.
Calm down, farmer, Iona said. Your captain will keep you from doing anything too idiotic.
Her words did nothing to still his fears.
Eventually, King Nikolas returned from his bedroom. Instead of wearing his usual formal robes, he was wearing the same uniform as the Royal Guards. Idris couldn’t help but stare in surprise.
“What do you think, old friend?” the king asked, clapping Cowan on the shoulder. “Will I blend in with the rest of you?”
“It should be enough to give our enemies pause,” Cowan said conservatively.
“Well, a pause is all I need.” Nikolas grinned savagely, buckling a jeweled sword around his waist.
Idris studied the glittering hilt of the king’s weapon.
It is not a weapon of power, Iona told him. It is merely a rich man’s sword.
How can you tell? Idris asked her.
Can you tell the difference between a living human and a rotting corpse? Iona asked tartly.
Idris pursed his lips, but didn’t bother to answer her. He decided that he just needed to accept that she would always treat him like an ignorant bumpkin.
The doors to the main entrance to the royal chambers opened and Drusi appeared. “We are ready, your majesty.”
“Let us go,” Nikolas said calmly.
The four of them walked out of the room and down the hall as if nothing was out of the ordinary. The palace staff was starting to move about, and servants were going about their duties. No one seemed to regard them too closely, and Idris marveled that the king went unrecognized.
They reached the doors that led to the council room, and Idris noticed that the two guards standing outside were Piton and Revelin, the woman soldier that he had met on the training grounds. Idris barely had time to register that it was odd to see them again under the current circumstances before he had passed them to walk into the room.
Something is not right, Iona said in warning.
Idris agreed with her, but he could not identify what it was that filled him with a sense of foreboding.
A dozen palace guards lined two sides of the room, waiting at attention to receive their orders. Farah and Palti stood at the far end of the room, appearing tense and expectant. They both looked relieved when they saw the king.
Piton and Revelin followed them into the council room and barred the door behind them. Cowan turned to them with a scowl.
“What are you doing?” he barked. “You are to stay outside and make sure no one enters.”
A wide smile spread across the woman’s blunt face.
“Oh, do not worry. The rest of my men will make certain that we are not disturbed. After all, one does not like a fuss when eliminating a king.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven: The Traitors
 
Idris felt as though he had been dropped from some great height. First his stomach rose to his throat, and then he found himself jarring back into reality. It took him several seconds to process what Revelin had said, and even then he could hardly believe what he had just heard.
Cowan and the other Royal Guards were much faster to recover. They all drew their weapons and the sound of singing metal pierced the air. 
“Who are you?” the captain demanded.
The woman’s face twisted into a sneer. “How typical of you Royal Guards. I have served in the palace for almost a decade, and you do not even know my name.”
“I am asking for it now,” the captain said, unruffled by her accusations.
“You may call me Revelin,” the woman said with a toss of her head.
“What are you doing here, Revelin?” Cowan asked.
She bared her teeth. “I am here to kill King Nikolas.”
Idris looked over his shoulder at King Nikolas, wondering how he would react to those words. Nikolas’s face was nearly expressionless. His eyes darted around the room, but he showed no hint of what thoughts and feelings were passing through him.
Palti and Drusi shifted to either side of Nikolas, shielding him from the rows of enemies with their own bodies, and Farah moved to stand in front.
Keep yourself between Piton and the king, farmer, Iona warned.
Idris followed her advice and fixed his eyes on his former instructor, making certain that there was no clear path to King Nikolas.
“Why would you wish harm upon our king?” Cowan went on, keeping Revelin’s attention on himself.
She shrugged. “It does not matter to me who sits upon the throne of Calaris. I only care about the mountain of gold I have been promised if I make certain it is empty before the new monarch settles in.”
Out of the corner of his eye, Idris could see Cowan shift his weight subtly. “And who is our new monarch to be?”
Revelin raised a finger. “I am not stupid, Captain. I know better than to give away such information.”
“Would you be willing to sell it?” 
Revelin smirked. “Not to you.”
Cowan slowly brought his hands down to rest on his thighs. A year ago, Idris wouldn’t have given the movement a second thought. However, his training as a Royal Guard told him that the captain was about to draw his weapon.
Revelin’s expression became smug. “Now, now, Captain Cowan. Do you think I have allowed this conversation to take place merely to gloat? I am not so foolish as you believe.”
She held up a long, burnished rod that looked like it was made of copper.
“This delightful little object was given to me by the king of Roshum,” she purred. “It has to be within a certain distance of its target for a period of time before it can activate. Once it does…”
Revelin gave the rod a flick, and the next thing Idris knew he was sprawled out on the floor. He looked around, dazed, and saw that he was not the only one. Every Royal Guard had been knocked from their feet. And he saw something else, too—something that sent a jolt of panic through him. One of the enemy soldiers at the side of the room was holding his partisan.
Somehow, that rod had ripped Iona away from him.
Farmer, Iona cried in alarm.
Revelin was basking in the astonishment she had caused. “You see, the rod can call or banish magical items,” she exulted. “And when paired with the rings worn by my companions, the items cannot be taken forcefully from the person who now holds it.”
Idris and the other Guards slowly got to their feet. He felt incomplete and vulnerable, with no means to protect himself or the king.
King Nikolas cleared his throat. It seemed that witnessing all of his Royal Guards being disarmed had finally been enough to provoke a response from the proud ruler.
“Surely there must be some way for us to come to an arrangement,” the king began.
But Revelin was not interested in anything he had to say.
“I have already found the arrangement best to my liking,” she spat.
“Do all of your fellow soldiers feel the same?” Nikolas inquired, looking around with a knowing smile.
Idris looked around as well. None the soldiers surrounding them looked very encouraging. He looked back at the king, who appeared much less certain now. Idris didn’t blame him. The young Royal Guard had no idea how they were going to keep the king safe from so many enemies, and he couldn’t help but fear for his own life as well.
“King Nikolas the Bold,” Revelin spat. “If only your people could see you now.”
The enemy soldiers began moving in on the king, and the three Royal Guards closest to Nikolas closed ranks around him. Palti looked just as impressive with his bare hands as he did with a weapon, and the expressions on Drusi and Farah’s faces were enough to give anyone pause. Even so, Idris could feel his heart pounding out of fear for the king’s life.
Cowan straightened his back and looked as if he was gathering his strength. “Idris,” he said softly, “I believe that it is up to us.”
Idris fixed his eyes on his leader, and the young man could feel his desperation mounting. “Sir?” he asked, bewildered.
“One cannot forcefully take an item that is already in one’s possession,” the captain said cryptically. He glanced over at Idris and met his gaze for a moment as if he were willing Idris to understand something in those words.
Idris searched his mind, trying to understand what Cowan was trying to tell him. He was about to cry out in frustration when he recalled something Iona had said to him.
Call me to you. That is where I belong.
His eyes widened as he finally understood, and he looked at the captain of the Royal Guard with one question on his mind. Was it possible that Cowan possessed skills that the other Guards thought to be lost?
Cowan seemed to sense that Idris had understood him, and he nodded in response. He held out his hand and thundered, “Fenris, come!”
His golden bo staff appeared in Cowan’s hand. 
Idris grinned as a wave of excitement rushed through him. He held out his own hand and called, “Iona!”
It was as if she had already been in his grip. He simply had needed to recognize that she was there.
Cowan was moving even before Idris hand a good hold on his weapon. The captain spun his staff and lightning crackled outward.
The unfortunate soldier standing in front of Cowan didn’t have time to react before Cowan jabbed the end of the staff into the man’s chest, sending electricity coursing through his body. The soldier dropped to the ground, releasing Farah’s battle axe.
Cowan swooped down to pick up the weapon and threw it to where Farah stood waiting. She caught it with a look of fierce satisfaction, and then she sprang into action.
Revelin waved her copperish rod, and four unfamiliar weapons of power came crashing through the windows next to the ceiling. Two of them flew into the hands of enemy soldiers facing Farah and Cowan. The other two headed straight for Piton and Revelin.
Revelin pocketed the rod and used her weapon to swipe at the captain of the Royal Guard, her lips parted in a hateful grin. Cowan deflected her blow and then spun to divert the one from the other enemy soldier attacking him.
Idris watched the captain’s expert movements with awe.
What are you waiting for, farmer? Iona demanded.
Idris berated himself as he whipped around to face Piton. The man had just caught a jeweled halberd with a blade that was shaped like a flaming lizard. He fixed his gaze on Idris and bared his teeth.
“Do you wish you had accepted my offer now?” Piton asked spitefully.
Idris lifted his chin. “No.” The word carried all the weight of finality.
Piton growled and whipped the halberd outward toward Idris, sending an arc of blue-tinted fire. Idris held up his partisan and felt it warm as it absorbed the flames.
Iona hissed. That weapon is a dark creation. It was made for the purpose of channeling dark magic.
Idris could feel Iona’s hatred for the weapon, and her emotions overflowed into his own. He felt anger welling up in his chest when he thought about the sacrifice made by magical creatures to make weapons of power, only to have that sacrifice purposefully tainted.
He opened his heart and mind to Iona, sharing in her grief and fury. He could feel the difference between the flow of Iona’s power and the corrupt fire that had been thrown at him, and Idris knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Iona was free of darkness.
Shall we? Idris thought to her.
Iona spoke with resolve. Yes.
Like a dam bursting, power rushed from Iona to Idris and then back again. The flow between them was so effortless that Idris didn’t know what parts of it belonged to him and what was hers.
It didn’t matter anymore.
It was theirs.
The partisan exploded into golden flames that traveled up Idris’s arm. Idris didn’t flinch. He knew that the fire couldn’t hurt him.
He saw the fear flicker in Piton’s eyes, but Piton rushed forward to attack anyway. He held his halberd with two hands and thrust the point at Idris’s face.
Idris deflected the blow with the blade of his partisan and aimed a jab of his own. He wasn’t as skilled with weapons as Piton, but he had the advantage of Iona’s help. 
“Where did you get that weapon?” Idris asked his former instructor. “I thought that only those who are worthy could wield magical items.”
Piton’s face flushed with anger. “You idiot boy,” he growled. “Anyone can use a weapon of power.”
At a price, Iona added.
As if to illustrate his point, Piton made a stabbing motion in the air and sent a fireball flying toward Idris.
Idris instinctively flung the point of his partisan outward, mirroring Piton’s action. His own fireball collided with the other, causing both to explode in a shower of embers.
Idris averted his face to protect it from the sparks that flew around them, and he momentarily caught sight of the battles going on around him.
King Nikolas had drawn his jeweled sword and he was fighting alongside Palti and Drusi, both of whom had found regular swords to use. Cowan looked as though he had been knocked to the ground, and Farah was struggling to get to his side.
“You Royal Guards think you are so special,” raged Piton, bringing Idris’s attention back, “when really you are just the random recipient of a weapon that anyone could use.”
Even as Piton spoke those words, Idris could see him falter. Piton’s left leg wobbled and he hurried to recover his footing. He looked momentarily surprised, but covered it with another attack.
Piton swiped at Idris’s legs with the halberd and fire sizzled from the weapon’s head. Idris jumped back to avoid the blow, but the blue flames singed his clothing.
His body is already suffering from using that weapon, Iona said.
Then, without warning, the marble beneath Idris’s feet shifted and caused him to lose his balance. He fell backward, landing hard and feeling his breath leave him forcibly. Somewhere nearby Idris could hear Revelin laugh, and his mind spun with confusion.
How was she able to spare the attention to attack Idris? Had she defeated Cowan? How was that possible?
Idris struggled to regain his footing, but Piton lunged at him and the point of the halberd sliced into Idris’s chest. 
Idris cried out in pain, only dimly aware that Piton was crying out as well. Idris staggered backward and pressed a hand to his chest to staunch the flow of blood. He looked down to see that the cut was deep, but not deep enough to immediately endanger his life.
Piton didn’t lunge at him again. He dropped his weapon as if it had burned him.
“Piton,” Revelin shouted. She rushed toward him. 
Piton opened his clawed hands. Through the red rush of pain flooding through him, Idris could see blisters rising on the man’s palms. Piton spoke through clenched teeth as he picked the halberd up again.
“Let us finish off this mangy pup.”
Revelin turned her gaze to Idris, twirling the glittering scythe that she now held in her hand. She raked the blade across the ground, sending deadly shards of stone flying at Idris.
Idris moved on instinct again. He spun his partisan and a wave of fire burst from it, knocking the projectiles off course.
His mind was split between the pain of his injury and the energy required to fight of Revelin’s attack that he didn’t realize Piton had moved behind him until it was too late. Something sharp sank deep into Idris’s left shoulder.
Idris screamed in agony and dropped to his knees.
“Idris!”
Hildar. Through the haze of pain, Idris recognized her voice.
There was a sharp clash of metal, and Idris looked up to see that Hildar had knocked the scythe from Revelin’s hand and was preparing to face Piton with nothing more than a simple sword in her hand.
Idris’s heart leapt in fear. There was no way that Hildar could fight off two soldiers with magical weapons when she didn’t have one herself.
Farmer, Iona said urgently, Hildar must join her power with ours.
Idris barely registered Iona’s words. He struggled to get to his feet, knowing he had to help Hildar. She couldn’t fight against Piton and Revelin on her own. He tried to take a step forward, but he faltered, dizzy from the loss of blood. 
Idris! Iona cried. Hildar must join her power with ours, she repeated. You must hold on to me together. I can see it now. She has a heart of fire, just like you.
Idris didn’t have time to make sense of Iona’s words. But he trusted her. He did as she said.
“Hildar,” he called weakly, hoping she could hear him over the clash of metal and cries of battle. He held to Iona as tightly as he could with his bloody hand and extended the shaft outward to her. “Take this.”
Hildar was close enough now that she could have done as he instructed, but she hesitated. 
“Do it,” Idris gasped.
Piton and Revelin were closing in quickly, and their weapons were glowing as they prepared to attack.
Hildar placed her hand over his. Idris could immediately feel the rush of Hildar’s life force pulsing next to his own. In an instant, the pain faded by half. His mind cleared.
You must be the bridge between all of us, Iona said to him. You are the common bond.
Idris took Hildar’s free hand in his own and looked into her eyes. He could fear there, and knew that she could feel the same rush of power that he could, but she was fighting against it. He could see the terror and distrust that Savion had planted in her. 
“Do you feel that,” Idris asked her. He gripped her hand tighter in a reassuring squeeze. “Hildar, we are stronger together.”
Hildar hesitated for another moment, then slowly nodded and closed her eyes. As she did so, Idris felt the flow of power expand. He could feel a flickering fire in his chest that was hotter and wilder than anything he had ever experienced before. His wounds burned from the heat of it.
As the power rushed over him, a flash of insight passed through Idris’s mind—a memory that didn’t belong to him. It was Iona’s. 
He heard the voice of the dragon that had sacrificed her life to give birth to the partisan in his hand.
It must be done, Marlais. Every dark creation must be destroyed. You must not rest until this work is finished.
He opened his eyes and saw that flames had risen from Iona again, but this time they didn’t just travel up his arm. The fire had spread into a torrent of golden flame that swirled around both Idris and Hildar.
He understood what he had to do. He understood why Iona was created.
He lifted the partisan and pointed it at Piton and Revelin, who were standing dumbstruck.
No, he did not point it at them. He pointed it at their weapons.
“Purify them,” Idris commanded in a voice that was not entirely his own. The words held all the power of Marlais Dragonspear.
Piton and Revelin both dropped their weapons and leapt backward with cries of fear. The flames surrounding Idris and Hildar gathered into a narrow beam so bright that Idris had to narrow his eyes against the brilliance. The beam divided, the two halves rushing to consume the halberd and the scythe that lay abandoned on the floor. 
When the light faded, there was nothing but ash behind.
Piton and Revelin stood shaking, pale with shock. They turned and fled from the council room.
The remaining enemy soldiers looked bewildered by the flash of light, but didn’t seem to know where it had come from. When they saw that their leaders were gone, they started to panic and tried to escape as well.
Palti moved to intercept them at the doorway, and he was joined by Cowan. Idris felt a rush of relief when he saw the captain with only minor injuries. 
Palti made a circular motion with his sword, and the ground rumbled. It buckled and cracked around the enemies’ feet, and in a moment they were up to their ankles in rubble and unable to move.
Cowan sent out bolts of lightning, and one by one the enemy soldiers collapsed, unconscious. Soon the only people standing were the king and his Royal Guards.
Silence settled over the room.
Idris’s breathing was ragged. He realized the fire had cauterized wounds, but the pain caught up to him now that he wasn’t filled with the rush of power. Beside him, Hildar lowered herself to a knee, looking exhausted.
“Hildar, what are you doing here?” Idris asked faintly.
“Queen Arminell insisted that I come join you in protecting the king,” she explained simply.
It is a good thing that she did, Iona said. She saved your life.
“Thank you,” Idris said to Hildar sincerely.
She gave him a rare smile and nodded.
Idris looked around, surveying the damage. Farah’s leg was bleeding profusely, and she was using a strip of cloth to try and tie it off. King Nikolas’s crimson uniform was tattered, and Idris could see that the king had several scrapes and burns. His sword was covered in the blood of one of the soldiers. Idris was honestly surprised to see it. He’d forgotten that Nikolas wasn’t play-acting—that he really had won wars.
“What was that light?” asked King Nikolas the Bold. “If they had not been trying to escape, we would not have been able to overcome them.”
Cowan nodded towards Hildar and Idris. “The light came from these two defeating the enemy leaders.”
“It was really just Idris,” Hildar corrected.
The king’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “The farmer?”
“Yes, your majesty,” Cowan said with a small smile. “The farmer.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight: Honor
 
Idris tugged on his scarlet uniform nervously, even though it was already straight and tidy, then he adjusted the partisan on his back. Hildar looked over at him with an amused expression.
“You know it does not mean much,” she reminded him. “It is really just a token of gratitude.”
“I know,” Idris replied, “but it means a lot to the citizens of Rest Stone Valley.”
“If only my family cared half as much as your distant neighbors,” Hildar muttered.
Idris was surprised to hear envy in her voice. “Your reward will mean more than mine,” he pointed out.
She gave a careless shrug. “Nothing will remove the embarrassment of me choosing to be a Royal Guard instead of marrying the future Duke of Wherever.”
Idris was about to respond when the doors in front of them were flung open and the roar of cheering crowds crashed over them.
A temporary platform had been built in the front courtyard of the Water Palace. The royal family stood waiting for them. 
Idris and Hildar stepped out into the bright winter sunlight. It took Idris’s eyes a moment to adjust, but as soon as they did Idris saw that the courtyard was crammed full of people despite the cold. There were even people perched on top of the wall surrounding the palace.
King Nikolas stood on a miniature dais, wearing a fur-trimmed cloak and the Sun Crown. Queen Arminell stood off to the side with all three of her children, wearing a genuine smile on her lovely face.
Princess Zorina made eye contact with Idris and she bounced on the balls of her feet in excitement. The two princes looked more interested in the roaring crowd than in Idris or Hildar.
King Nikolas held up a hand, and slowly a hush fell over the mass of people.
“Many weeks ago,” the king said in a ringing voice, “our beautiful city came under attack, and it was suspected that there were traitors among us.”
There was a murmur of dismay from the audience.
“Not long after that,” Nikolas continued, “a second attempt was made on my life. The king of Roshum swears he knows nothing of these attacks.”
Shouts of disapproval rose up from the crowd.
The king raised a finger. “But my Royal Guards witnessed proof that the king lies. And it is thanks to my Royal Guards that his sinister plot failed.”
The masses cheered again.
“I am grateful for the dedication and loyalty of my Royal Guards,” King Nikolas declared. “Especially to these two, for preserving my life against the evils of our neighboring nation.”
Idris felt his cheeks flush and his chest puffed out with pride.
You remind me of Marlais, Iona commented, after our first successful mission.
Idris knew that Iona could give him no higher praise, and his face split into a grin.
“Lady Hildar,” called the king, “daughter of Lord Wythe, Duke of the Hazelwood Province.”
Hildar moved forward and knelt before King Nikolas. The monarch reached over to his personal secretary, who handed him a small gold medal attached to a black ribbon.
“I give you the medal of King’s Honor for your self-sacrifice on behalf of the ruler of Calaris and the royal family.”
Idris joined the crowd in clapping and shouting for Hildar. The king pinned the medal to the front of Hildar’s uniform, and she bowed to King Nikolas in humble appreciation. Then she stood and turned to acknowledge the audience, who continued to cheer loudly.
The king drew his jeweled sword, which caused the noise to die down once more. 
“Idris, son of Cadell, son of Garan.”
Idris felt a little wobbly as he moved to stand before the king. He sank to his knees as he had been instructed to do and took a deep breath in an attempt to calm himself.
“For your continued efforts in protecting Queen Arminell and Princess Zorina, and for your essential role in defeating the enemies of your king, I name you Lord of Rest Stone Valley and give you stewardship over all who live and work there.”
King Nikolas touched Idris on each shoulder with the blade of his sword, then returned it to its sheath.
Idris hadn’t thought it possible for the audience to be any louder, but they proved him wrong with their shouts and stomps. He stood and waved at the crowd, noticing the beaming faces of his family and friends near the edge of the platform.
Cadell and Prydwen’s eyes were filled with tears, and Idris’s brothers and sisters were jumping up and down with joy.
In that moment, Idris could see only his family—only the faces of the people he loved most. He could see that they were proud of him, and that mattered more than any title the king could give.
Well done, farmer, Iona said warmly.
Idris couldn’t help but chuckle. I am not technically a farmer anymore.
You will always be a farmer to me, she maintained.
Her statement made Idris feel immeasurably happy. 
Idris wanted to go to his family, but Cowan was waiting for him and Hildar when they exited the platform. He gestured for them to follow him and led them to the meeting room of the Royal Guards. Drusi and Jerin were absent, since they were keeping watch over the king, but everyone else was seated around the table.
Idris took his place next to Demas, who jovially slapped him on the shoulder. Unfortunately, it was Idris’s injured shoulder, and he winced in pain.
Hildar sat down next to Aherin, who eyed her medal with envy, though his congratulations were sincere.
Cowan took his place at the head of the table, but did not sit. Instead, he leaned with his fists on the table’s surface.
“It appears that war with Roshum is inevitable,” he growled. “We must prepare for its coming.”
“Has the king formally declared war?” Roth asked.
Their captain shook his head. “The king of Roshum insists that he had nothing to do with the attacks, and his ambassadors are trying to preserve the peace between our kingdoms.”
“That will not last if King Nikolas is convinced that Roshum is to blame,” Farah observed.
“The king spent the first five years of his rule continuing the war that his father began,” Cowan said. “The Royal Guard was reduced to half its number during that war, and we cannot afford for that to happen again.”
“What do you suggest we do?” Palti inquired.
“We must increase our strength as individuals, so that we also increase the strength of us as a group,” Cowan answered. “The king of Roshum gives weapons of power to the soldiers he trusts, even if they are not meant to be paired. That makes them weaker than they would be if they were compatible. There may be more Roshumin soldiers with magical items, but we have more skill and more power.”
“So,” Farah said with a frown, “you just want us to train harder?”
“You must do more than that,” Cowan urged. “You must expand what is possible.”
“Will you teach us how to summon our weapons?” Palti asked eagerly.
“I will tell you the concept behind it,” Cowan inclined his head, “but you must learn that on your own.”
“Why?” Roth asked with a furrowed brow.
“Because I will not be here for your training,” Cowan announced.
The Royal Guards exchanged glances of surprise and concern. Idris felt a surge of dismay. How could Cowan expect them to continue on without him?
Farah leaned forward. “Where are you going?”
Cowan fixed his eyes on the three youngest Guards. “I am going to convince the king that it is in his best interest for him to allow me to take Hildar, Idris, and Aherin on a journey with me.”
Idris stared at their captain. “Us? Where?”
“To reforge Hildar’s dagger.”
All eyes turned to Hildar, who looked dumbfounded.
“What good would that do?” she asked, her voice cracking from the strain of her emotions.
“It would mean you could use Savion without risking him taking control,” Idris answered.
It cannot be done, Iona stated. Or, rather, it should not be done. It is too dangerous.
“A flaw was formed when your dagger was made,” Cowan explained. “It is that flaw that corrupts Savion. In order to correct the flaw, the dagger must be remade.”
“How long will that take?” questioned Farah.
“I do not know,” Cowan admitted. “Fenris says he can offer some guidance, but it has been generations since the last weapons of power were forged.”
Roth rubbed his chin. “Why do you need all three of them to do it?”
Cowan gave a mysterious smile. “I saw something between Idris and Hildar when we were protecting the king. I would like to explore my theory.”
Idris thought back to the bond that had been created between himself and Hildar, and once again he marveled that they had been able to join their powers together. Cowan made it sound like they could learn to replicate that result, and Idris was excited by the idea.
“King Nikolas will not like the idea of losing four of his Royal Guards during a time like this,” Palti pointed out.
“I know,” acknowledged Cowan, “but if we are to be at full strength when the war with Roshum comes, this must be done.”
Hildar’s voice trembled. “I would like to find a way to work with Savion, if it is possible to remake him.”
That seemed to be enough for Cowan. He gave a decisive nod. “I will speak to the king and send word with his answer.”
The meeting broke up, and the three youngest Royal Guards walked with Demas back toward their quarters.
“I wish we had been here to help out during the attack,” Demas said regretfully. “Instead, we were stuck in the most boring military outpost available.”
“It was very uneventful,” Aherin agreed. “I would have liked to have been of more use.”
“And Hildar got the first King’s Honor medal since the last war,” Demas said, shaking his head ruefully. “That could have been mine.”
“Not likely,” Hildar said with a smile.
“It would have been nice to have you with us,” Idris admitted. “There was a point during the battle I was certain we would fail.”
“And now you three get to go off adventuring with Captain Cowan.” Demas shook his fist in mock outrage. “Why do you get all the luck?”
Idris knew that Demas was teasing them, but it brought up feelings of sadness all the same. Idris didn’t feel that he was lucky to have been in the middle of everything that had happened. He fervently wished he could have gone on with his training, with nothing unusual to interrupt it.
A small group of trainees was walking toward them. Idris recognized Meic and his little band of friends.
“Well, well,” Meic said sarcastically, “perhaps I should curtsy for the new Lord of Rest Stone Valley.”
Idris was caught off guard by Meic’s verbal attack. He usually saved his rancor for when there were no witnesses other than his cronies.
“It is proper for a lord’s subjects to bow,” Hildar commented, as if she had taken Meic seriously.
“I am not his subject,” Meic spat. “I am never going back to that pigsty.”
“You never know,” Demas mused. “You could be stationed there after your basic training is over. A lord can request specific soldiers to protect their holdings.”
Meic’s face mottled with growing anger. “His title means nothing, and everybody knows it.”
“And yet,” Aherin put in, “he has power over what happens to you.”
For a moment it looked as though Meic was going to hit one of them. His fists were clenched into knots and his face took on a deeper shade of red. His eyes darted between the four of them, as if he couldn’t decide which one he hated the most. 
Idris must have won, because Meic took a step toward him.
“What is going on here?”
Palti approached the group with a face of thunder, looking as impressive as ever.
Meic and his friends may have thought they could take on a group of Royal Guard trainees, but they withered at the appearance of a senior Guard. Muttering under their breaths, they all made a hasty retreat.
Idris waited until the Royal Guards were alone, then he burst out laughing. The others joined him, and they all started walking toward their quarters once more.
I think you enjoyed that more than you should have, farmer.
He knew that Iona was right, but he didn’t care. He had just come through a very trying ordeal, and he felt that he needed to grasp at every happy moment he could.
The future seemed uncertain, and Idris knew that whatever it held would not be easy. Only a few short weeks ago that thought would have filled Idris with the desire to return to his family’s farm. Life there was simple and predictable.
He smiled as he thought of his family and the expressions on their faces when they saw the king honor him. They were so proud of him for what he was doing.
Someday he would go back to Rest Stone Valley—not to stay, for he would always be a Royal Guard—but to visit the home of his childhood.
For now, he was surrounded by his friends. And for the first time, he knew that he was exactly where he belonged.
 
 
 
 
 



Glossary:
 
·         Adwen (ad-WEEN): youngest daughter of Cadell and Prydwen, sister to Idris.
·         Aherin (ah-HAIR-in): a new member of the Royal Guard, along with Idris. He is the son of a famous soldier, and he wields a magical bow named Liuz.
·         Arminell (ar-mih-NEL): wife of Nikolas the Bold and queen of Calaris. She is the daughter of the king of Zoma, a kingdom across the sea to the west of Calaris. Her marriage to Nikolas was part of a peace treaty.
·         Blood vines: a form of carnivorous plant that grows in the wilds of Calaris.
·         Boyar (bo-YAR): one of the three administrators for the training facility for the king’s army.
·         Brayd (braid): one of the three administrators for the training facility for the king’s army.
·         Cadell (cah-DEL): father to Idris, a farmer in Rest Stone Valley. His farm is among the most prosperous in the area, and he runs it jointly with his brother-in-law, Tegryn.
·         Calaris (ca-LAR-is): the land in which this story takes place. It is a kingdom ruled by King Nikolas (also called Nikolas the Bold).
·         Cato (CA-toh): a recruit for the king’s army and friends with Meic.
·         Collen (COH-len): brother to Cadell and uncle to Idris. He breeds and trains horses on a ranch in Rest Stone Valley.
·         Cowen (CO-wen): Captain of the Royal Guard, wields a magical staff.
·         Dafina (dah-FEE-nah): daughter of Cadell and Prydwen, younger sister to Idris and twin to Deri.
·         Demas (deh-MAS): a member of the Royal Guard and friend to Idris. He wields a magical sword named Mahira.
·         Deri (DEH-ree): son of Cadell and Prydwen, younger brother to Idris and twin to Dafina.
·         Drusi (DROO-see): a member of the Royal Guard who wields a magical halberd.
·         Duwado (doo-WAH-doe): a word that means “little brother” in the native language of Dia.
·         Elain (ee-LAYN): daughter of Cadell and Prydwen, younger sister of Idris.
·         Farah (FAIR-ah): a member of the Royal Guard and teacher to the newest recruits.
·         Gwydol (GWI-dol): the Elder of Rest Stone Valley, and the unofficial leader.
·         Heilin (HEY-lin): brother to Cadell and uncle to Idris. He breeds and trains horses on a ranch in Rest Stone Valley.
·         Hildar (HIL-dar): daughter of Lord Wythe, Duke of the Hazelwood Province. She is among those chosen to train as a member of the Royal Guard, due to her choice of a magical dagger named Savion.
·         Idris (IH-dris): son of Cadell and Prydwen, and grew up on a farm in Rest Stone Valley. From the Treasury he chose a magical partisan named Iona, which earned him a place to train as a member of the Royal Guard.
·         Iona (eye-OH-nah): a magical partisan shaped like a dragon, claimed by Idris from the Treasury. Her former master was the legendary warrior Marlais, and she has a deep distrust for her new master.
·         Jerin (JAIR-en): a member of the Royal Guard who wields a magical sword.
·         Jola (JO-lah): a recruit for the king’s army and a friend to Meic.
·         Jui (JOO-ee): a serving girl in the military section of the Water Palace.
·         Larnen (LAR-nen): one of the three administrators for the training facility for the king’s army.
·         Laur (LAH-ur): a young lady Noble who dislikes Hildar.
·         Leor (LEE-or): a recruit for the king’s army and a friend to Meic.
·         Liuz (LEE-ooz): a magical bow shaped like a phoenix that is wielded by Aherin.
·         Lyndham (LIND-ham): the first king of Calaris, which was founded with the help of Marlais Dragonspear.
·         Mahira (ma-HEE-ra): a magical sword shaped like a leviathan that is wielded by Demas.
·         Marath (mar-ATH): the capital of Calaris, and the location of the Treasury.
·         Marlais Dragonspear (mar-LAYS): a legendary hero that is said to have battled with giants and even Death itself. He is given historical credit for helping to found the kingdom of Calaris, and he is the former (and first) master of the magical partisan, Iona.
·         May: the matriarch of the small fishing village called Green Reed.
·         Meic (meh-IK): a boy the same age as Idris, also from Rest Stone Valley. He dislikes Idris, and has dreams of joining the army.
·         Nikolas the Bold (NIH-ko-las): king of Calaris and famed warrior.
·         Osian (OH-see-an): son of Cadell and Prydwen, younger brother of Idris.
·         Owen (OH-wen): a farmer from Rest Stone Valley, father to Meic.
·         Palti (PAL-tee): a member of the Royal Guard who wields a magical sword. He looks like a foreigner, but he was raised in Marath by his refugee parents.
·         Piton (PIH-ton): one of the instructors in charge of training recruits for the king’s army.
·         Prydwen (prid-WEEN): wife of Cadell and mother to Idris. 
·         Rest Stone Valley: a valley surrounded by low mountains, where there are numerous farms. Idris grew up in this valley.
·         Revelin (reh-veh-LIN): a soldier who has served as a palace guard for almost a decade.
·         Rolant (RO-lant): son of Cadell and Prydwen, younger brother of Idris
·         Roshum (RO-shum): a nation directly east of Calaris. Tensions between the two lands are high, and there are occasional conflicts.
·         Roth (roth): a member of the Royal Guard who wields a magical bow.
·         Savion (SA-vee-on): a magical dagger shaped like a chimera that is wielded by Hildar.
·         Selyf (SHE-lif): a young farmer in Rest Stone Valley.
·         Siani (see-AH-nee): a girl from Rest Stone Valley, the same age as Idris and Meic.
·         Tahir (tah-HEER): Palti’s magical sword, shaped like a basilisk.
·         Tegryn (teh-GRIN): uncle to Idris and brother-in-law to Cadell. He runs a farm jointly with Cadell, and it is among the most prosperous in Rest Stone Valley.
·         Treasury, the: repository for the wealth of the kingdom of Calaris. It was decided by the third king of Calaris that the treasures of the kingdom should belong to the people. So each subject, upon their fifteenth birthday, is allowed to enter the Treasury and choose any item (or items, depending on what it is) to keep. The only requirement is that the value is repaid to the Treasury upon the death of the recipient.
·         Water Palace, the: the primary residence for King Nikolas (and his family), and the location of the Treasury.
·         Wellsprings: locations around the world where magic flows as if from a spring.
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