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Prologue


 


“Where did you get this?”


The harsh question caused Arik to
straighten his back. “It has been in my family for generations,” he said
defensively.


The questioner grunted dubiously,
but said nothing further for several moments. He stared into the leather pouch
as if it simultaneously contained the greatest treasure in the world and the
thing he feared most.


Arik studied the giant form before
him—a man doubled over from habitual stooping. Arik wondered if that was from
his work at the forge or from the years of suffering that had clearly broken
the man.


“Has it ever been touched?” the
former Forger asked next.


Arik’s shoulder jerked guiltily,
but it went unseen by the giant man staring into the pouch. “No,” Arik lied.


Arik’s grandfather had given him
the leather pouch when Arik had come of age. It was a family heirloom—their
greatest pride. Arik had not believed that it was truly the eye of a chimera.
After all, the creatures had been extinct since his father was a child.


His grandfather had warned him
never to touch it, and so Arik had first dumped the lump of metal-looking
material on his bed. It looked so ordinary. So… disappointing.


But then, he had reached out to run
his fingers over the smooth surface.


Arik shuddered involuntarily at the
memory.


It had been like an explosion of
fireworks in his mind, full of vivid colors and strong emotions. The rush of
adrenaline was unlike anything Arik had ever experienced before.


Over the next few years, Arik spent
much of his private time holding the chimera eye. He reveled in the flow of raw
magic that emanated from the stone. He obsessed over the possibility of
harnessing that power. He studied every known text concerning the forging of
magical items, searching endlessly for the elusive Forgers.


Finally, his searching had paid
off.


“What do you want from me?” the
former Forger asked, tearing his gaze away from the contents of the pouch.


“I want you to turn that into a
weapon,” Arik answered promptly.


The large man’s expression
darkened. “I am no longer a Forger, boy. You should have been told that by
whoever gave you my name.”


Arik wrestled down the desperation
in his voice. “But surely you still know how it is done,” he said quietly.


The former Forger’s brow contracted
sharply. “Yes,” he whispered, “I remember.”


Arik switched to a soothing tone,
as if speaking to a wild animal. “It would be such a waste to let this
beautiful material remain as it is. It was meant to be something more.”


The giant man nodded slowly. “He
has been waiting…”


Arik wasn’t sure what the Forger
meant, but he could sense that he was close to getting what he had wanted for
so long.


“I should not,” the man murmured to
himself, “but it truly would be such a waste of the sacrifice that was made.”


Arik held his breath, waiting for
the Forger to convince himself it was the right thing to do. Arik knew it was
only a matter of time. All of his research had shown that the Forgers had
strict beliefs regarding magical materials.


“I will do it,” the large man said
finally. “But I do not do it for you. I do it for him,” he nodded to the
pouch.


Arik’s rush of elation was so
powerful that he could hardly contain himself. It didn’t matter to him what the
Forger’s motivations were. All that mattered was that he would finally have a
weapon of power. He would be able to wield the magic that had been at his
fingertips for so long.


And then, nothing would stop him…


“Will you give it a name, like all
those other famous magical weapons?” Arik asked excitedly.


“He already has a name,” the former
Forger said softly. “His name is Savion.”











Chapter One: Leave Taking


 


Idris’s eyes were already open when
the knock sounded at his door. In spite of Captain Cowan’s urging that he get
some rest, Idris had been unable to sleep. He had heard the soft sound of
footsteps approaching from down the hall.


“Idris?” a familiar voice called.


He sat up immediately. “Just a
moment, sir.”


Idris pulled on his boots and
walked across the room to open the door. Captain Cowan stood on the other side,
his heavily scarred face pinched and weary.


Idris straightened his scarlet
tunic. The dragon and starburst embroidered in gold on his chest glimmered in
the lamplight. “Are we going to see King Nikolas now?” he asked his superior
with more confidence than he felt.


Cowan shook his grizzled head. “I
have already spoken to the king.”


Idris was secretly relieved. He
suddenly understood why the captain of the Royal Guard looked so harried. “What
did he say?”


“He has given his blessing,” the
old soldier answered shortly.


It was clear to Idris that it
hadn’t been as simple as that, but he knew better than to pry for details. King
Nikolas the Bold was a warrior in every sense of the word, and he never gave
ground without a fight. Captain Cowan had likely engaged in a lengthy argument
in order to gain the king’s approval.


Idris felt a surge of anxiety as
his thoughts naturally turned to the journey they were about to take—the reason
they had needed the king’s blessing. Captain Cowan and the three youngest
members of the Royal Guard were about to depart from Marath for an unknown
length of time during a turbulent period in the king’s capital city. There were
less than a dozen members of the Royal Guard to begin with. Losing almost half
of their number would leave the royal family more vulnerable than any of them
would like.


Yet, it had to be done. If they did
not undertake the journey, they would lose one of their number permanently.


Cowan handed Idris a bundle.
“Change your clothing.”


“Yes, sir,” Idris answered
automatically.


The captain walked away and Idris
closed the door to his room. He set the bundle on his bed before unwrapping it.
He found it contained the clothes he was expected to wear. The tunic was brown
and nondescript, as was the rest of the ensemble. It could have been worn by
just about anyone, which was probably why Cowan had selected it. The belt that
went around the waist had a couple of pouches attached to it. Idris filled them
with items that would be of use as they traveled—a flint, a small knife, a
medical kit.


Idris changed his clothes, then
tidied his topknot of black hair. When he was finished, he pick up the weapon
that had gained him admittance into the king’s most elite group of soldiers.


It was a partisan, with a black
lacquered shaft about six feet in length and the bottom capped in etched steel.
The top of the polearm was sculpted steel overlaid with gold and jewels to form
a dragon’s head, and the blade looked like a tongue of flame issuing from the
dragon’s mouth. Idris admired the beauty of the priceless weapon, just as he
always did when he set eyes on it. 


The craftsmanship of the weapon was
extraordinary, and the detailed expression on the dragon’s face made it look
alive. The glittering rubies of the scales and the sapphires of the eyes were
so bright they almost glowed. Idris knew that was due largely to the power of
the weapon.


Is it time, farmer?


The voice sounded in his mind like
a familiar melody.


“Yes, Iona,” Idris answered aloud.
“It is time.”


The partisan—like all magical
items—was sentient and worked in partnership with Idris. Not long ago they
could barely exchange a civil conversation, but now Idris was pleased to
acknowledge that they were friends.


Idris gently pulled a fitted
leather covering over the head of the partisan, tying it closed. The cover hid
the riches from view. There was no way to hide that he was carrying a polearm,
but onlookers would not suspect its true worth.


Idris attached the partisan into a
holder which he then strapped to his back. He glanced around the room to see if
there was anything else worth taking, pausing as he looked at the mantel over
the fireplace.


When he had first come to Marath to
train with the Royal Guard, his family had given him a bundle of gifts. Among
the items was a chain of colorful yarn with beads woven into it—each bead
representing a member of his family. The family chain was a traditional gift to
those who left home, so they could symbolically carry their family with them as
they traveled. Idris picked up his family chain and tucked it into the pouch on
his belt.


How sentimental, Iona
commented. Her voice had a teasing tone, but it was affectionate as well.


“I do not know when I will be back
again,” Idris explained needlessly.


With a final glance around his
room, he walked to the door and stepped out to the hallway beyond. A small
group of Royal Guards stood waiting near the exit. Captain Cowan was speaking
quietly to Drusi, his second in command, and Farah, Idris’s primary instructor.
Aherin, one of the other new members of the Royal Guard, stood slightly to the
side talking with Demas and Palti.


Idris’s eyes fell on Hildar, a
young woman with the chestnut hair and fair skin that told of noble bloodlines.
Her delicate face was pale and her eyes were weary with strain. She looked at
Idris and nodded in greeting, a show of their recent friendship.


He smiled in return, but his
stomach gripped with anxiety. Hildar was the bearer of a weapon of power that
had been corrupted at some point in its history. That dagger was fighting to
take control of her. Idris had seen firsthand how destructive Hildar’s weapon
could be. He had no desire to witness it again.


His eyes automatically dropped to
the belt around Hildar’s waist, where she normally kept her dagger. 


“Where is Savion?” he asked in what
he hoped was a casual tone.


Hildar’s hand moved to her belt,
clutching at the empty air. Her expression became one of chagrin as she became
aware of her reflexive action. She cleared her throat and determinedly dropped
her hand to her side. “Captain Cowan has sealed the dagger in a special case.”


Hildar gestured as she spoke.
Idris’s eyes followed the motion to the case in Cowan’s hands. It was long and
narrow, just the right size for a dagger. Idris couldn’t tell what the box was
made of, but it looked like crystal. The case looked to be solid, without seams
or hinges. If the outline of the dagger hadn’t been visible, Idris wouldn’t
have known that the rectangle was anything more than solid rock.


Captain Cowan overheard the
exchange between Idris and Hildar. He turned to address the group. “Now that we
are all assembled, I shall share with you the plan for our journey.”


An expectant hush settled over the
hall.


The captain of the Royal Guard held
up the crystal case in his hand. “This is a special item taken from the king’s
personal treasury. It was made during the time of Lyndham, the first king of
Calaris, and has been handed down through the royal family. It acts as a
barrier around magical items, rendering them useless until released. In this
way, Hildar’s dagger will be contained during our journey.”


Idris breathed a sigh of relief. It
was as though a large rock had been lifted from his chest. He was relieved to
know that Savion couldn’t hurt Hildar anymore.


Cowan continued. “King Nikolas has
given me permission to take Hildar, Idris, and Aherin on a journey to reforge
this dagger. I have been told that it is a dangerous process, and we are not
guaranteed success. However, I believe that it is necessary for us to try.”


Several heads nodded in agreement.


“Drusi is in charge while I am
away,” he went on. “The remaining Royal Guards are to stay vigilant in
protecting the royal family. We know that there are traitors in the Water
Palace, and it is likely that war with Roshum is approaching. It is not
possible to be too cautious when it comes to the safety of the king and his
heirs.”


Idris could see that Cowan’s
warnings were unnecessary. Every member of the Royal Guard took a solemn oath
to protect the royal family. The fervor of that vow shone in each soldier’s
eyes. In fact, the reason that Jerin and Roth were not present for this meeting
was because Cowan had ordered that the king never be left unattended. 


“Where will you go?” Drusi asked
quietly. “The art of forging weapons of power was lost long ago.”


Cowan gave a small smile. “There
are people who may know where to find what has been lost.”


If Drusi was bothered by the
cryptic answer, she gave no indication. Instead, she nodded as if he had said exactly
what she expected to hear. “I wish you luck on your journey.”


Her statement signaled the end of
the brief meeting, and everyone broke into smaller groups to say goodbye.


Demas and Palti walked over to
Idris. The former clapped Idris heartily on the shoulder.


“I wish I was coming with you,”
Demas said regretfully. “Adventure and glory awaits you, while I stay here to
keep an eye on the royal children.”


Idris grinned at his friend. “I
think you mean that mud and snow and scant rations await me, while you get
comfort and hot meals.”


Palti chuckled. “He has a point,
Demas.”


“Just think of how the ladies will
swoon when you recount your harrowing tales of blizzards and danger,” Demas
pressed on with a theatrical tone of voice.


Idris felt a small catch in his
throat as he laughed. “I will miss you, my friend.”


Demas’s expression became more
sincere. “I wish you safety on your journey.”


Palti reached out and gripped
Idris’s hand. “As do I, duwado.”


The large man’s affectionate
nickname for Idris meant ‘little brother’ in his native language. He truly
treated Idris like a younger brother, which was something that Idris treasured.
Being away from his family had been a difficult transition, but the friends he
had made during that time had made it bearable.


Captain Cowan gestured to his three
youngest Royal Guards. “Let us waste no time. Our ship awaits.”


Do not worry, Iona said
comfortingly. You will see them again, in this life or the next.


Idris knew she meant well, but her
words were anything but comforting.


He turned and followed his
companions as they walked out of the quarters of the Royal Guards and into the
winter’s cold.











Chapter Two: Favorable Tides


 


Few people were out and about so
early in the day. The small group crossed the grounds of the military compound
without incident.


Idris’s glance slid across a pair
of soldiers standing guard near the outer wall. He recognized one of them as a
young man who had come from the same village as Idris. Meic’s expression was a
mixture of curiosity and resentment as he watched Idris walk by. Idris gave him
a wide grin as they passed.


Meic’s eyes narrowed and he
determinedly turned away, as if indicating to Idris that he didn’t care what
the other was doing. Idris knew it was childish to goad Meic, but he enjoyed
doing it anyway.


I hope that boy does not get
into trouble while we are away, Iona commented.


Idris was taken aback by her
concern. Do you think it likely?


Iona considered her words
carefully. I think that youth are eager to prove their worth, and they do
not often count the cost.


Idris waited for her to go on, but
she fell silent. Her statement left Idris feeling unsettled, but he pushed the
sensation away. He knew he needed to focus on his present situation instead of
what Meic might do in the future.


Cowan led them down the path that
stretched through the city of Marath and down to the harbor. Idris felt his
stomach clench as he realized where they were heading. He had only been on a
boat once before in his life. It had not left a favorable impression.


Idris cleared his throat,
addressing his leader. “Do we have to travel by ship?”


Cowan’s sharp eyes rested on the
young man and a flicker of amusement passed over them. “Afraid of the ocean,
young farmer?”


Idris’s face flushed. “No,” he
answered quickly. “But the motion of the water makes me… ill.”


Cowan nodded in understanding. “I
have some herbs you can chew to help with that. A ship will get us to our
destination in half the time it would take traveling by land.”


Idris said no more, but the sinking
feeling didn’t go away. He knew that they were in a hurry, but it was almost
worth it to him to take the extra time and avoid the ocean.


Unlike the sleeping city, the
harbor was a bustle of activity. Fishermen were bringing their boats into the
docks, their nets filled with the day’s catch. Merchants were setting up their
booths for the day. Impoverished men and women hurried forward to offer their
services—doing any work that needed to be done in exchange for a fish or two.


“Which ship are we seeking?” asked
Aherin, glancing down the long row of docks.


To Idris’s surprise, Hildar was the
one that answered.


“That one,” she pointed.


Most of the ships in the harbor
looked sturdy and purely functional, made of weathered wood blackened with
pitch. The vessel that Hildar pointed out looked as different from the others
as a horse did from a pig.


The design was sleek and beautiful,
clearly made for speed. The wood was lacquered to look red, with dark green
accents painted along the railing and masts. The name of the ship was painted
in gold on the side. The letters were elaborate, and it took Idris—who had only
recently learned how to read—several seconds to figure out what it said.


Dagmar


“Is that one of your family’s
ships?” Aherin asked Hildar.


Her expression was rather rigid as
she replied, “It is mine.”


“You own a ship?” Idris was unable
to keep the disbelief from his voice.


A faint flush colored Hildar’s
cheeks. “It was a gift from my grandmother when I came of age.”


Two footmen in livery stood at the
bottom of the gangplank, their backs straight as nails. They gave elaborate
bows as Hildar approached; she nodded absently in acknowledgement.


“Who is Dagmar?” Idris asked,
staring at the gleaming letters.


Hildar stiffened, but didn’t turn
as she muttered, “She was my younger sister.”


The young woman hurriedly marched
up the gangplank, avoiding any further questions. Idris could have kicked
himself for his thoughtless question. His face burned with shame at the
inadvertent pain he had caused Hildar. Aherin shot Idris a sympathetic glance
before following Captain Cowan onto the ship.


Idris was reluctant to leave solid
ground, but he knew that he would be scolded if he delayed them needlessly. He
clenched his eyes shut and took a deep breath, walking forward stiffly as if to
his own execution.


Hildar was standing just at the top
of the gangplank, waiting for the approach of a stocky man in a tidy uniform of
green and red. His black hair was streaked with grey, falling loosely around
his shoulders. His brown eyes crinkled around the edges, as if he habitually
squinted.


“My Lady Hildar, welcome to your
vessel,” he said in a brusque tone.


“Thank you, Captain Morn,” Hildar
responded carelessly. “I trust all is in order.”


“The tides are with us, m’lady,”
the ship captain answered. “We can depart at your command.”


“Have the horses been brought
aboard?” Cowan inquired.


“Yes, sir,” answered Morn.


“Prepare to set sail immediately,”
Hildar ordered.


“Very good, m’lady,” Morn
acknowledged with a bow. “Shall I have Lennon show you to your quarters?”


The sea captain gestured to a young
man standing just behind him. The youth had curly brown hair and liquid brown
eyes, with his intense gaze fixed on Hildar’s face.


Hildar waved her hand as she
brushed the suggestion aside. “I know my way,” she said, walking away without
looking at the young man.


Lennon’s lips tightened and anger
flashed through his eyes. The emotion quickly passed, leaving his expression
calm. “I doubt any of you know where to go,” he said with a small smile.
“Follow me.”


As they walked, he introduced
himself. “I am Lennon, the second-in-command on this fine vessel. If there is
anything you need during your journey, please feel free to ask for my
assistance.”


“You are quite young to have such a
post,” Cowan observed shrewdly.


Lennon nodded amiably. “Yes, it was
quite an honor to have Lady Hildar ask for my service.”


“She requested you for the
position?” Aherin asked with a sly smile creeping across his face.


“She did,” confirmed Lennon. “I
have known Lady Hildar since we were children. I suppose she wanted to help an
old friend begin his career.”


“That probably did not put you in
the favor of other sailors,” growled the captain of the Royal Guard.


Lennon shrugged. “If there were any
hard feelings in the beginning, I have since proved my worth.”


The young man led them to the aft
of the ship where a cabin sat on the deck. A set of stairs led to the top of
the cabin, and Idris could see the ship’s wheel located at the far end. The
nearest door of the cabin had gold letters painted on the red door that read Captain.
Lennon led the small group around the side to another red door, which he opened
without ceremony.


“Lady Hildar’s room is around the
back,” Lennon explained. “These will be your quarters during the journey.”


Idris stepped through the door and
looked around the room. It wasn’t spacious, but it was comfortably furnished. A
pair of bunk beds were attached to the wall in the far right corner of the
room, and a hammock had been strung up in the opposite corner. Drawers had been
built into the base of the bottom bed, where they could place their belongings.
A small looking glass was mounted on the wall, a pair of padded chairs were
bolted to the floor, and an enclosed case held four books—a clear sign of the
luxury of the vessel. The one window in the room looked out to the foredeck,
where Idris could see the sailors preparing to cast off.


“Is there anything I can get for
you?” asked Lennon politely.


Cowan shook his grizzled head. “No,
this should be just fine.”


Lennon gave a brisk nod. “Then, I
will leave you to get settled.” He exited the room, closing the door behind
him.


Captain Cowan sat down on the
bottom bunk, pulling out one of the drawers to put his things away. That left
the two young men to decide between them who would get the other bed.


“I do not mind sleeping in the
hammock,” Idris said quickly.


Aherin shrugged. “I do not mind
either.”


Idris gave a small laugh. “What I
mean is that I would be happy to take the hammock. I slept in one for most of
my childhood, so it is quite comfortable to me.”


Aherin smiled. “Very well.”


The ship gave a sudden lurch and
Idris suddenly found himself down on one knee. He felt the blood drain from his
face as the motion sickness set in.


We have not yet left the dock
and already you are ready to lose your stomach, Iona said with a tangible
chuckle in her voice.


“I think I need some fresh air,”
Idris blurted as he rushed for the door.


He didn’t stop until he ran into
the railing, clutching it with both hands and clenching his jaw shut. He took
several deep breaths through his nose and closed his eyes, willing his head to
stop spinning.


Marlais loved the sea, Iona
said softly. He said reminded him of his home.


The partisan rarely spoke of her
former master—the pain of his loss was still too recent for her—so it caught
Idris off guard to have her volunteer such information. He was always eager to
learn more about the legendary Marlais Dragonspear, even in the midst of
feeling ill.


“His home?” Idris asked, his eyes
still closed tight against the waves of sickness that rolled over his body.


Marlais was born in a small
village along the coast. Whenever he could not sleep at night, he would think
of the sound of ocean waves and it would soothe him.


Idris found himself focusing on the
sound of the water below. “It is a nice sound,” he admitted.


His father was a ship captain
and Marlais rarely saw him as a child. As a result, Marlais developed an
irrational resentment of all boats. But he always loved the sea.


Idris couldn’t help but smile. Iona
made Marlais seem so ordinary, in spite of the amazing stories that were
told about him.


“I thought he was the son of a
banished warlord,” the young man commented.


Iona snorted. Hardly, she
said in an irritated tone. His mother was part of the local gentry, but she
was cut off from her family when she decided to marry a sailor. She lived a
life of poverty and rarely saw her husband after they wed.


Idris’s brow contracted. “That is
sad,” he said quietly.


Yes, it is, agreed Iona.


“Why are you telling me this?”
Idris asked.


To prove a point.


“What point?” he urged.


That you are only as sick on
water as you choose to be, farmer.


Idris was startled by her blunt
words. “What?”


Open your eyes.


Idris complied and saw that the
ship had pulled away from the harbor without him noticing. The Dagmar was
sailing smoothly into the open water.


He laughed. “You told me about
Marlais to distract me.”


Yes, and it worked, Iona
said smugly.


The motion of the ship began to
grow with their increasing speed, causing Idris’s stomach to rebel.


Stop thinking about it, Iona
ordered sharply.


“I cannot help it,” Idris moaned.


You are a weak and foolish farm
boy, Iona reprimanded.


Idris didn’t dispute her statement.
“Exactly,” he said through clenched teeth, “and farm boys belong on land.”


Perhaps you should go lay in
your hammock and pretend the rocking has nothing to do with the ocean. Iona’s
voice was laden with disgust.


Idris was quite willing to follow
her suggestion. But not before he emptied his stomach into the rushing water
below.











Chapter Three: Borrowed Power


 


Idris awoke to a rough hand shaking
his shoulder. 


The majority of the night had been
spent curled up in a tight ball in the center of his hammock, wishing that he
had never set foot on that cursed ship. He was surprised that he had been able to
sleep, and was momentarily disoriented by the direction the sunlight streamed
in through the window.


He looked up into the scarred face
of his leader in dismay. “Is it evening?”


Cowan shook his head with a smile.
“No, the day has just begun. We have changed our heading to full south.”


Idris nodded weakly and endeavored
to sit up.


“Here,” Cowan barked, thrusting a
flask in Idris’s hand. “This will settle your stomach enough for you to have
those herbs I told you about.”


“I certainly could have used them earlier,”
Idris said ruefully.


“They would not have done you any
good chumming the waters,” Cowan answered shortly.


Idris took a tentative sip from the
flask. He was pleasantly surprised that he began to feel better immediately.
The room ceased spinning and his stomach didn’t feel as though it was trying to
turn itself inside-out. Cowan watched Idris for a couple of minutes, then he
handed him a large leaf with purple speckles along the edge.


“Do not swallow it,” the captain of
the Royal Guard warned. “Only chew it until you cannot taste it anymore. When
that happens, spit it out and I will give you another leaf.”


Idris placed the herb in his mouth
and tentatively began to chew. The flavor was almost unbearably sour, but the
motion sickness diminished at once.


Cowan chuckled at Idris’s
expression. “You will get used to the flavor, lad.”


“I hope so,” grimaced the young
man.


His leader waved a rough hand.
“Come along. We have work to do.”


Curious, Idris followed Cowan out
of the room onto the open deck. The fresh air was invigorating after the
stuffiness of the cabin. Idris took a deep breath, finding that he was able to
enjoy the brisk weather.


Aherin and Hildar were waiting for
them by the mast of the ship. Aherin was holding his bejeweled bow; Hildar’s
hand seemed conspicuously empty without her dagger.


Cowan wasted no time with needless
talk. “This journey gives us valuable time to continue your training. You will
need every moment of practice you can get.”


“How can I train without Savion?”
Hildar asked in a subdued tone.


“Idris’s partisan was willing to
work with you in the past. Perhaps she would be willing to do so again,” Cowan
suggested. “If not, Fenris has agreed to help train you.”


“Is it effective to train with a
weapon that is not your own?” inquired Hildar.


Cowan shrugged. “Not as effective
as training with your own weapon, but it is better than no training at all.”


Idris felt distinctly uneasy. “Iona
said that using someone else’s weapon always came with a price.”


“That is true,” admitted Cowan,
“but Fenris has agreed to cooperate, so the price will not be as high as it
would be otherwise.”


“What will that price be?” demanded
Hildar.


“You will be utilizing more of your
own energy to use magic, so you will become tired faster,” explained Cowan. “It
is a small sacrifice to gain your necessary training.”


“What are you going to train us to
do?” Aherin asked eagerly.


“I will teach you how to fight with
your weapons,” their leader said in a clipped tone.


Idris experienced a swooping
sensation in his stomach. He wasn’t sure if it was disappointment or the motion
of the ship. “We have already learned to fight with our weapons. We even helped
defend the king.”


Cowan cocked an eyebrow at him. “Is
that so? Well, then you will surely be able to repeat one of the attacks you
used during that fight.”


Idris stared blankly at his
partisan, his mouth working soundlessly. He reasoned that it shouldn’t be
difficult to replicate what he had already done. And yet, he had no idea where
to even begin.


“Exactly,” Cowan grunted.


Idris got the distinct impression
that Iona would be smirking if she had a face. He may have been on friendlier
terms with his weapon, but he still felt she could be unbearably smug from time
to time.


“First I will show you the
practical application of your training exercises,” Cowan said, straightening
his shoulders. “This would have been the next step in your training if you had
stayed in Marath.”


He made swirling motions with the
tip of his bo staff to gather a ball of glowing energy in the air. The ball
grew brighter with each pass of the weapon. “In your training you were taught
how to pass energy to a teammate. Here, you use the same principles but with
more force. You turn the ball of energy into a projectile.”


Cowan flicked his bo staff forward,
sending a bolt of lightning crackling over the open water. Idris jumped and he
could feel his heart pounding in his chest. The slightest miscalculation in
Cowan’s aim could have been disastrous.


“How do you give it more force?”
Aherin asked.


“The same way you would do anything
else with more force,” Cowan said unhelpfully. “You think it, then you do it.”


“That hardly illustrates how to do
it,” Hildar pointed out.


The captain shrugged. “Imagine what
you want to accomplish, then make it happen.” He pointed past the railing of
the ship. “Over the water, if you please. Let us not set fire to the vessel.”


Idris turned to face the open
water. He chewed on the sour herbs more quickly, as if that would help with the
sudden anxiety he felt. His stomach did settle down, which was a minor victory.


Gather the energy first, Iona
suggested. You can worry about what to do with it afterwards.


Idris nodded. He thought back to
his training—calming his mind and focusing on the flow of power between himself
and his partisan. He imagined the magic pooling in the end of his polearm. He
only needed to swirl it into a ball.


“Good, Idris,” Cowan approved. “Let
the power build.”


Idris imagined that he was churning
butter, adding layer upon layer to what had already formed. The ball of energy
slowly grew brighter.


Interesting technique, Iona
mused.


“Now cast it over the ocean,” Cowan
urged.


Fire likes to leap through the
air, Iona said. Right now you are holding it in place, but you can set
it free.


The image of Idris’s fireplace in
his quarters at the palace came to mind. He could see the flames dancing in his
thoughts. He pointed the blade of his partisan, as if directing the movement of
the blaze.


The glowing orb of energy
transformed into an arc of fire, shooting into the air with a flash of heat and
smoke. It swirled like a fiery tornado before plunging into the ocean water and
extinguishing itself.


Aherin clapped and cheered. “Well
done, Idris!”


Idris grinned, feeling his cheeks
glow. “I did it,” he gasped in amazement.


Cowan nodded with a proud gleam in
his eyes. “Very impressive, Idris. It seems you have finally caught up with
your fellow students.”


Idris would have danced a jig if he
had not been concerned with appearing dignified. He often felt like he
struggled to do every simple thing that came easily to Aherin and Hildar. This
time he had done what was needed without having to fight for it. He had done it
on the first try.


“Now you, Aherin,” Cowan
instructed.


Aherin held his phoenix bow with
both hands, closing his eyes as he concentrated. However, instead of the energy
forming in a ball, it began to gather along the drawstring of the bow. It grew
brighter and brighter until it was a line of pure light.


“Interesting,” Cowan murmured.


Aherin drew back the string and
released it, sending an arrow of fire out over the sea. Idris stared at his
friend. “That was incredible,” he exclaimed. “How did you know how to do that?”


Aherin’s smile stretched across his
face. “I am not sure. It just felt right to do it that way.”


Cowan clapped him on the shoulder.
“Very good, Aherin. Such intuition is essential when using a weapon of power.”


The captain of the Royal Guard
turned to Hildar next and offered her his bo staff. “I know that Fenris is not
your partner, but you can still learn much by training with him.”


Hildar accepted the weapon, but her
grip on the staff was weak. She looked at the staff as if she found it
disappointing. “It is more cumbersome than I like,” she muttered.


Idris felt a burst of irritation.
“Polearms are just as effective as daggers,” he said defensively.


Cowan silenced Idris with a wave of
his hand. “Do your best, Hildar.”


She furrowed her brow and tightened
her grip on the staff. For several moments she stood very still with her eyes
clenched shut. Beads of sweat began to form on her face. She exhaled sharply.
“I cannot do it,” she declared.


“You must try harder,” Cowan said
without sympathy. “It will not come as easily when using someone else’s
weapon.”


Hildar closed her eyes again,
holding tightly to the golden staff. Idris and Aherin watched with bated
breaths, but still nothing happened.


“Concentrate,” Cowan snapped. “Your
magic will be weak if you are weak.”


“I am not weak,” Hildar almost
hissed through clenched teeth.


“Prove it to me,” her teacher
demanded. 


Hildar shot Cowan a venomous glare,
but her determination increased. She held the staff so tightly that her hands
began to shake. Her face turned red as she held her breath.


A tiny ball of light sputtered into
existence at the tip of the bo staff. It vanished almost immediately, but there
was no doubt that it had been there.


“You did it,” Aherin congratulated
her.


“Barely,” Hildar sniffed with
disdain. “I can do better.”


“Then do it,” Cowan replied.


Hildar shifted her feet to a
bracing stance. She took a deep breath and set her teeth. It looked to Idris
that she was clenching every muscle in her body.


She is trying too hard, Iona
observed. She is accustomed to forcing Savion into doing what she wants.


The flicker of energy appeared
again, but just as before, it didn’t last. Hildar swore softly, glaring at the
staff. “You said your weapon was willing to work with me, but I can feel him
fighting against me.”


Cowan took back the staff and
rubbed it gently with his weathered hands. “Fenris does not wish to fight you,
but he will defend himself when he is attacked.”


“I didn’t attack him,” Hildar
hissed.


“Savion has taught you to force
your will on your weapon, but that is not how to create the necessary bond
between a weapon and its master.” Cowan shook his head slowly. “Both must be
open and vulnerable to the other.”


Hildar’s eyes widened and she took
a step backward. “I cannot…”


“I know,” acknowledged Cowan, “but
you must learn how to.”


Idris experienced a flash of
intuition, moving him to step forward. “Hildar, may I help you?”


She stared at him with a hint of
challenge in her eyes. “Do you think you can?”


He felt self-conscious as everyone
stared at him, but he nodded. “If you are willing.”


Hildar’s shoulder jerked in a
half-shrug. “Why not?” she muttered.


What are you planning? Iona
asked, sounding intrigued.


Idris moved to stand next to
Hildar, holding his partisan between them. “I understand your fear of giving
your weapon power over you. I struggled with it from the beginning of our
training.”


Hildar’s light brown eyes fixed on
his, and Idris felt for a brief moment that he was speaking to a frightened
child. He took her hand and placed it on the shaft of the partisan, next to his
own.


“Perhaps it is too much to ask you
to trust a weapon you do not know,” Idris admitted, “but you can trust me. I
will not let anything happen to you.”


A few weeks ago, King Nikolas had
been attacked in the Water Palace. The Royal Guards had been called upon to
defend their monarch. During the fight for all of their lives, Idris and Hildar
had been able to jointly use Iona. Idris was counting on that experience to aid
Hildar now.


Hildar studied Idris’s eyes,
looking as though she may be weighing what she saw there. Idris simply waited
for her to be ready. He knew that something like this couldn’t be rushed. It
was impossible to force trust between two minds.


“I do trust you, Idris,” she said
finally.


Idris felt his heart leap in his
chest. He couldn’t help but smile at his newfound friend. “Close your eyes and
try to connect with Iona,” he encouraged her. “I will act as mediator between
you.”


Hildar nodded and did as he
suggested. Idris was drawn into the experience with them, witnessing first-hand
the struggle in Hildar’s mind. Iona reached out tentatively, but Hildar shied
away. Idris felt that Hildar was trying to grasp at Iona’s power from a
distance, which simply wouldn’t work.


Idris closed his eyes and imagined
himself standing between Hildar and Iona—the human version of the partisan that
Idris had created in his mind. He imagined himself taking Iona’s hand and then
reaching out to Hildar.


“I will not hurt you,” he reassured
her.


Hildar’s mind hovered before his
own, flitting back and forth in fearful indecision. Idris could feel the
anxiety like a halo around her. Her physical eyes opened, staring at him. Idris
looked back at her, keeping his face as calm as possible.


“Iona will not hurt you, either,”
he promised.


Hildar pressed her lips together
firmly and nodded. She closed her eyes. Idris could feel her reaching out to
him—not to his weapon. Idris visualized himself as a bridge between Hildar and
Iona, letting the power flow through his body.


“It is working,” Hildar breathed.


Once Hildar had control of the
stream of energy, she worked effortlessly. She formed a ball in the air faster
than either of the other two had, sending a surge of fire shooting over the
ocean water. A satisfied smile crossed her face as she let go of Idris’s
partisan.


“I did it,” she exulted.


Cowan grunted, but did not
congratulate her. “There is still much work ahead of us,” he warned. “You
should be able to conjure the attack without needing to gather energy
first—that is your goal.”


“How?” Aherin asked.


“Just by getting faster,” Cowan
explained. “The two actions eventually become simultaneous.”


He pointed his staff at the water,
sending a bolt of lightning crackling through the air. There had been no hint
of preparation on his part. One moment he had been talking, the next his weapon
had unleashed its power. Idris and Aherin grinned at each other eagerly.


“Get to work,” Cowan ordered. “I
want all three of you to be proficient in this attack by the time we reach our
destination.”











Chapter Four: Yearning


 


Idris was exhausted. The necessity
of his role as a bridge between Iona and Hildar had meant that he had spent the
day working twice as much as anyone else. He felt wrung out like a wet rag.


He had crawled into his hammock
hours ago, falling asleep instantly. However, his body had awoken him with the
need to relieve himself. Grumbling to no one in particular, Idris stumbled out
to the deck to find a private opening to the ocean water.


Once Idris finished his business,
he started back to the cabin where he slept, but the sound of an urgent voice
caused him to slow to a stop.


“Just listen to me!”


“Keep your voice down,” hissed a
second person, “or I am leaving this instant.” Idris recognized the voice as
Hildar’s.


“No, wait,” pled the first voice.
“I have been waiting to talk to you since you arrived.”


“Then you wasted your time,
Lennon,” Hildar snapped.


Idris could see their shadowy
figures standing by the railing at the back of the ship. Hildar had a blanket
wrapped around her shoulders, as if she had come out from her room with little
warning. She turned back in the direction of her cabin, but Lennon reached out
and grabbed her shoulders. Idris felt a jolt of adrenaline enter his system. He
stepped forward to assist his friend.


Lennon leaned down and kissed
Hildar.


Idris came to a sudden halt, his
mouth agape, staring at the pair with wide eyes. He backed up hastily, hiding himself
from their view. The last thing he wanted was for them to see him intruding on
their private moment. He needn’t have worried, though. They both seemed
oblivious to their surroundings.


Hildar gently pushed Lennon away.
“Please, no…”


“Why?” he asked with desperation in
his voice. “Your father is not here to stop us.”


Hildar stepped away from him,
shaking her head. “I do not need my father to keep me from making mistakes.”


“Mistakes?” Lennon repeated
faintly. “Is that what I am to you?”


“Yes,” Hildar answered coldly.


Lennon closed the distance between
them. “That is not what you said to me when we last saw each other.”


“I know,” admitted Hildar, “but I
should have. I should have told you the truth instead of letting you believe in
a lie.”


“A lie?”


“That I care for you,” Hildar
explained ruthlessly. “That we have a future together. We do not, Lennon. We
never did.”


Lennon backed up slowly, shaking
his head. “But, you said…”


“I said what you wanted to hear,”
Hildar interrupted. “I was angry at my father and I used you to enrage him.”


“I do not believe that,” Lennon
choked.


Hildar stood stiff and proud as a
statue. “I cannot force you to believe me, but it is the truth.”


“It cannot be true,” Lennon
insisted. “You cannot have been lying since we were children.”


 


“I considered you a friend back
then,” Hildar agreed, “but I had so few playmates. Anyone would have filled
that place for me.”


Idris couldn’t believe what he was
hearing. He knew that Hildar could be haughty and harsh—he had been on the
receiving end of her foul moods more often than he cared to remember—but he was
astounded that she could be so unfeeling. Could she not hear her own words? How
heartless and abusive she sounded!


If Lennon was hurt by her callous
attitude, he didn’t show it. He shook his head stubbornly. “I know you, Hillie.
You only talk like that when you are afraid.”


“Why would I be afraid?” Hildar
asked in an incredulous tone.


“Because you do love me,”
Lennon answered, “and you think that makes you weak.”


“You are a fool,” Hildar muttered,
glaring at the deck.


Lennon stepped forward and took her
by the shoulders again. For a moment it looked as though she would lean into
his embrace, but she straightened her back and pushed his hands away.


“I am not afraid,” she said firmly,
“I am just tired of pretending.”


Lennon made an angry sound in his
throat as he turned to grasp the ship’s railing. A heavy silence fell between
the two figures, and Idris thought it would be a good time for him to sneak
away.


“There is someone else,” Lennon
grated. “That Idris fellow you are traveling with.”


Idris almost tripped over his own
feet, stopping his forward movement. The idea of Hildar being in love with him
was so ridiculous that Idris would have laughed if he hadn’t been hiding.


“You are an idiot,” Hildar scoffed.


“I saw the two of you this
evening,” Lennon insisted. “You were holding his hand while you practiced.”


Hildar’s voice became defensive.
“He has been helping me with my training. We were seeing if I could hold the
partisan on my own.”


Idris doubted that Lennon
understood what Hildar was saying. How could anyone know what it was like to
wield a weapon of power unless they had done it themselves?


“Oh, he is your teacher, is he?”
Lennon mocked.


Hildar spoke through gritted teeth.
“No, he is my peer.”


“And lover?” came the challenging
question.


Idris’s face burned. In the village
where he grew up, such relationships outside of marriage were scandalous. He
knew that attitudes in the cities were less…restricted…but the idea still made
him squirm uncomfortably.


“If I am above such a relationship
with you,” Hildar shot back, “then you should also assume that I am above a
relationship with a farmer.”


“He is not a farmer,” Lennon
argued.


“Yes, he is!”


The sailor shook his head. “He is a
Royal Guard, like you. I may never be good enough for you, but he is now.”


Idris’s mouth dropped open as he
stared at the young man. He never would have thought that a handsome and
well-placed person such as Lennon could ever be envious of a simple farmer—even
if that farmer was now a Royal Guard.


Hildar made a sharp gesture with
her hand. “This conversation is pointless,” she snapped. “Even if I took a dozen
lovers, it would have no bearing on you. I do not love you. I never have, and I
never will.”


Lennon stiffened at her words.
Idris could see that he finally believed what Hildar was saying. When he spoke
again, his voice was trembling with anger. “I hope you do take a lover,” he
rasped. “And I hope he treats you the way you have treated me.”


Lennon stormed away in the opposite
direction that Idris was hiding. Idris breathed a silent prayer of relief that
he hadn’t been discovered. He genuinely felt he would rather jump into the
ocean than have Hildar know that he had been listening to her private
conversation.


Idris was about to sneak away when
another sound arrested his movement. He looked over his shoulder to where
Hildar was still standing. She faced the ship’s railing, holding on to it for
support. Her head was bowed low and her shoulders shook with suppressed sobs.


Hildar was weeping as though her
heart was broken.











Chapter Five: Lonely Warriors


 


Idris found himself watching Hildar
and Lennon closely the next morning. Neither of them would look at each other
for any reason. Lennon went about his duties as if he didn’t have time to think
about anything else. Hildar excused herself from their morning meal, declaring
that she needed to check on the horses.


Idris watched her leave with a
furrowed brow. “Aherin,” he began slowly, “I know Royal Guards are allowed to
marry, but what about other relationships?”


Aherin followed the line of his
gaze with a startled expression. “Are you and Hildar…?”


“No,” Idris exclaimed, waving both
hands. “No, nothing like that. I was just wondering.”


“Relationships between Royal Guards
are discouraged,” Aherin started. “Not that there is much opportunity for that,
in general.”


“But what about with other people?”
Idris pressed.


A grin spread across Aherin’s face.
“Do you have someone in mind?”


Idris’s cheeks began to grow warm.
“I…well, maybe someday.”


Aherin nudged him with his elbow.
“I am just teasing, Idris. No need to be embarrassed.” He grew thoughtful. “It
is not forbidden, but it is certainly difficult. Protecting the royal family
fills our every waking hour. I personally feel that soldiers should not have
families.”


Idris recalled hearing Aherin
express that opinion before. He leaned forward. “Are any of the members of the
Royal Guard married?”


Aherin’s eyes narrowed and he
scratched his chin. “Roth is married and has a son. He rarely sees his family.
They live with Roth’s parents in Crest.”


Idris knew little about geography,
but he recognized the name of the biggest city in the Hills Province. Those who
decided to leave Rest Stone Valley often ended up in Crest.


“Why have a family if you never see
them?” Idris wondered softly.


“I think he did it for his father’s
benefit,” Aherin mused. “Roth is the only son of the Duke of the Hills
Province, so having a son himself provided his father with an heir.”


“What if Roth’s son becomes a
member of the Royal Guard, too?” Idris posed.


Aherin shook his head. “Roth’s son
is a grown man now, so there is no fear of that happening. Besides, wielding a
weapon of power is not hereditary.”


I wonder why, Idris thought
to himself.


Because integrity and talent are
not hereditary, Iona responded.


I suppose that makes sense, Idris
admitted.


Of course it makes sense, Iona
said in a short tone. I know what I am talking about.


Hildar returned from checking on
the horses, hurrying to the solitude of her cabin. Lennon caught sight of her
as she went by, causing his face to stiffen with momentary anger.


How difficult it must be to
love, Iona sighed with amusement.


Idris smiled. You say that as if
you have never loved.


I have not.


He shook his head. That is not
true. You loved Marlais.


Idris could feel the entertainment
rolling from his partisan. Not in that way, Iona chuckled. I loved
him as one would love a family member.


You have never loved
romantically? Idris asked Iona as he finished his morning porridge.


She snorted softly. Romantic
love is for those who wish to procreate. A weapon does not have that need or
ability.


Idris frowned at the partisan. Love
is for more than just procreating.


He got the sense that if Iona had
shoulders she would’ve shrugged. Perhaps, perhaps not. Either way, I have no
use for it. I doubt I could feel it even if I wanted to.


He mulled over her words. “That is
sad,” he said quietly.


Aherin looked over at him. “What is
sad?”


Idris quickly shook his head.
“Nothing. I mean, I am just talking with Iona.”


Aherin grinned. “If you are not
careful, people will start to think you are crazy,” he teased.


If they do not already, Iona
added.


“Very funny,” Idris muttered,
getting to his feet. “Let us get to our training.”


As Idris practiced summoning a ball
of energy and shooting it over the water, his mind kept returning to his
conversation with Aherin. How strange it must be to spend one’s life protecting
a family, yet never having time for a family of one’s own. He could understand
why so few of the Royal Guards chose to marry. Idris would not wish to have a
wife, knowing that he would rarely see her.


Perhaps that was why Hildar was
pushing Lennon away. Perhaps she thought he would be better off falling in love
with someone else.


Only humans can be so selfish and
so sacrificing at the same time, observed Iona.


Idris frowned. What do you mean?


Has it ever occurred to you that
to some people the love would be worth the separation? Iona’s voice
was as sharp as a winter’s wind.


Idris froze in stunned silence.


Iona went on relentlessly. You
act as though it is a decision you can make on your own, but in doing so you
are denying another person the opportunity to love.


Idris turned his gaze to Lennon,
who was helping another sailor reposition a large barrel. Lennon must realize
what Hildar’s future would entail, Idris reasoned. He must know that she would
be gone every time the princess left the Water Palace and that Hildar’s
personal time when the princess was at home would be limited. Hildar would
probably never have children, since that would take too much time away from her
duties.


Was it possible that Lennon had
weighed all of those things and decided that he would still rather love Hildar
than lose her? Idris found himself smiling at the thought. He knew his own parents
would have made a choice like that. They had always been devoted to each other.


The smile slowly faded from Idris’s
lips. There were ten members of the Royal Guard, counting himself. How many of
them had chosen to love, in spite of the necessary sacrifices? None of them.
Even Roth’s choice to marry had not been for love, but out of a sense of duty.
Idris doubted that any of the members of the Royal Guard had ever allowed
themselves to start loving someone.


The lives of the royal family
before our own, Idris thought to himself. The impact of the words settled
on his mind in a way it never had before. It wasn’t just that he had promised
to die for his king. He had promised to live his life in the manner that would
best benefit the royal family—even if it meant his personal unhappiness.


Now, now, soothed Iona. Do
not be so dramatic. You can still live a happy and purposeful life. It is not
as if you have been sentenced to your doom.


I know, Idris thought
defensively.


Even so, the future he saw for
himself suddenly seemed rather grim. He had always taken it for granted that
someday he would marry and have a family. He had imagined himself buying a
small home in Marath, where he could return at the end of each day.


That scenario seemed rather naïve
now. The royal family needed to be protected both day and night. Once he
finished his training, he would have very little personal time. Idris thought
about that for several moments, growing more and more solemn.


Well, Iona ventured after a
while, at least you will never be alone.


Idris snorted softly. Being in
the presence of the royal family is not that different from being alone. You
are expected to stand in silence and keep watch for any threats.


There was a short pause, during
which Idris felt an unusual emotion passing through his partisan.


What I mean, she said, is
that you will always have me.


Her quiet words filled him with so
much warmth and gratitude that he felt he could burst. He found himself wishing
that Iona was in a different form, so he could embrace her. In his mind, he
imagined her in human form—the same form that he used when he needed to
visualize them working together. She always appeared to him to have the same
sort of features as his sisters. Idris closed his eyes and imagined him hugging
that human version of Iona. Somehow, it felt as though he were doing it in
reality.


Thank you, he thought to
her.


Idris could tell that Iona was
rather pleased with his reaction to her words. Of course, she replied
simply.


Idris resumed his training with a
much more optimistic frame of mind. His life may not turn out like he had
imagined it as a child, but he already knew that would be the case. After all,
he had never thought that he would be anything other than a farmer. He had
assumed that he would work with his father on the family farm, slowly taking
over as his parents aged. That would never happen now, but that didn’t mean
that he couldn’t find happiness in another way.


The work he was doing really
mattered—not more or less than running a farm, but in a different way. He was
surrounded by a nontraditional sort of family, for the members of the Royal
Guard truly thought of each other that way. And, he had Iona to be his friend
and companion. It was a life that could be just as happy as any other.


Smiling at the realization, Idris
summoned a ball of energy with hardly any thought. He flicked his partisan
forward, sending an arc of fire over the water.
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Chapter Six: The Three Sparrows


 


Idris never would have thought it
possible for him to lose track on time when traveling by ship. The first day
had been so unpleasant for him that he assumed each hour would be burned into
his mind. Happily for him, the herbs given to him by Cowan kept his seasickness
at bay, leaving his mind free to focus on the training he received.


The days passed by quickly,
bringing Idris ever closer to calling fire at will. Aherin was also excelling,
and even Hildar had overcome the first difficulties she had experienced. She
was now able to work with Cowan’s staff—although, not as well as when she
worked with Iona. 


They trained a large portion of
every day, alternating between physical exercises and practicing with their
weapons. The first few days were exhausting to Idris, but he steadily began
building his stamina. Even with his improvement, it left little time for Idris
to do anything else.


Idris wasn’t exactly certain how
many days they had been at sea when his training was interrupted by a bustle of
activity on the deck of the ship. The lookout high above their heads was
shouting something that Idris couldn’t quite understand.


“What is happening?” he asked
Hildar.


An expression of relief crossed her
face as she listened to what was being yelled. “Our destination is in sight. We
should land by nightfall.”


Idris raced to the foredeck, straining
to see any hint of land. On the horizon he spotted a dark line rising up out of
the endless water. His heart gave a leap in his chest. “I see it,” he
exclaimed.


At first, Idris wanted to stay by
the railing and watch the approaching shoreline. However, there was so little
change from one moment to the next that he felt his shoulders sinking towards
his feet. It would be hours before he could escape the unforgiving motion of
the ship—and the accompanying nausea.


He was about to go back to his
training when he saw Hildar speaking to Captain Cowan. “The horses seem to be
in good health,” she reported. “We should not push them, of course, but we can
leave the port right after we land. Shall I order the ship to wait for us?”


“Yes,” answered Cowan. “I do not
know where our ultimate destination will be, but it will be good to have your
ship as an option for transportation.”


“Where will we be going?” Hildar
asked.


“South,” Cowan said unhelpfully.


“Into Jish?” Hildar inquired.
“Because there is a port we could sail to just past the border.”


Cowan shook his head. “No, we will
be staying in Breen.”


Idris’s eyes widened. “We have left
Calaris?” He had never been outside of his native country before.


Hildar shot him a look of disdain.
“We left Calaris once we entered the open ocean. The seas belong to no one.”


Idris hated when she used her
all-knowing tone of voice. “You know what I mean,” he grated.


“We will be landing in Breen,”
Cowan interrupted, “the homeland of King Nikolas’s mother.”


Queen Roana had died when King
Nikolas (then, Crown Prince Nikolas) was sixteen years old. Idris had only ever
seen a portrait of the beautiful lady, in one of the main halls of the Water
Palace. He had been struck by her rich red hair and kind expression. Although
the latter may have simply been an invention of the artist, it was generally
accepted that Roana had been a good and generous queen.


“My father has cousins among the
Breen gentry,” Hildar offered. “Will we need a place to stay?”


Cowan shook his grizzled head. “No,
our accommodations will be cared for.”


Idris and Hildar exchanged curious
glances, but their leader offered no further information. He walked away,
leaving the two young soldiers on their own.


“Well,” muttered Hildar, “now we
know that we are going to the south of Breen.”


“Do you know the area well?” Idris
asked.


She frowned. “No, I have only
visited Breen a few times. Father was considering betrothing me to one of the
nobles in the northern province, but negotiations fell through.”


“Lucky for you,” Aherin said as he
walked up to them. “I hear Breenites are insufferably arrogant.”


Hildar gave him a small smile. “No
more than any other group of nobles.”


Idris tried to get Hildar to tell
him more about Breen, but she soon grew impatient and said she didn’t have time
for his questions. She left Idris and Aherin to pass the slow hours on their
own.


Idris marveled that time could seem
to gallop past at one moment and then appear to stand still the next. He could
hardly focus on his training, he was so anxious to reach the port. When they
finally were close enough that Idris could make out some of the details of the
city, he stopped his training and returned to the railing.


The city reminded him of the harbor
in Marath. There were boats of all sizes, used for a variety of purposes. There
were stalls where people could buy fresh fish, catering to a steady stream of
customers. Idris was still too far away to hear any noise, but he could imagine
what it was like.


They pulled into harbor just as the
sun was setting. Idris was among the first to run down the gangplank, a wide
grin fixed on his face. He didn’t even care about the amused chuckles that his
actions brought to the experienced sailors.


Cowan looked at the sky with a
slight frown. “It is too late in the day for us to set out. We will find an inn
for the night.”


Captain Morn, who was arranging for
their horses to be brought ashore, paused to offer some advice. “Down that
road,” he said, pointing, “there is an inn called The Three Sparrows. It is
quite reputable.”


Cowan nodded his thanks and took
the reins of the nearest horse. “You are to stay in this port until you receive
word from us to do otherwise,” he instructed the sea captain.


Morn made a small bow. “Of course,
sir. I will follow any instructions from you or Lady Hildar.”


All of the horses were ones loaned
to them by King Nikolas, so it didn’t matter who rode which one. Two of the
horses had beautiful bay coats, one was a sleek dun, and Captain Cowan was
holding the bridle of the black mare. Idris approached the dun mare with a
smile. She reminded him of one of the horses his father used on the farm.


“Hello, there,” he said softly,
rubbing the horse’s nose. “Would you mind carrying me around on this journey?”


The horse didn’t seem to mind at
all. She investigated his hair and hands for a moment before nickering. Idris
grinned. “I wish I knew your name,” he murmured.


“Come along, farmer,” Aherin
teased, clapping him on the shoulder. “No need to commune with the horse.”


Idris tied his bag and his covered
partisan to the saddle of the dun, then took hold of the reins. He felt
slightly self-conscious as he mounted; the others were waiting for him. The
small group rode down the street in the direction Captain Morn had indicated.


“What is this city called?” Idris
asked Hildar.


“Acko,” she answered. “Although, it
can hardly be called a city.”


“Well, it is certainly bigger than
Rest Stone Valley,” Idris commented.


A small smile touched Hildar’s
lips. “Most places are.”


Idris chuckled. “I suppose so.”


There were a number of things that
Idris noticed about Acko. The climate was warmer than in Marath, making it feel
like spring was approaching. There was also a much larger number of animals
roaming around. Some were stock animals, but most of them appeared to be pets.
Idris saw a woman with a large lizard perched on her shoulder as she walked
down the street. The people were dressed in a similar style as natives to
Calaris, but the cloth used had a wider variety of color.


The Three Sparrows Inn was a short
ride from the harbor. They dismounted and handed their reins to the stable boy
who came out to greet them. They each took their bags and weapons before
walking into the wooden building.


The common room was spacious, with
chairs and tables set in even intervals. A wide staircase led up to the
bedrooms, and a door at the back of the room led to the kitchen. Everything was
clean, as if it was scrubbed daily. A large fireplace on the side of the room
crackled merrily, sending out waves of warmth.


A plump serving girl with a wide
smile walked up to them, her hips swaying as she moved. “Welcome to The Three
Sparrows,” she said with a curtsy. “Are you looking for beds or a meal?”


“Both,” Cowan answered.


Her smile widened as she studied
Aherin. “Of course,” she nodded, “it would be an honor to serve you. I will go
fetch the proprietor and tell the cook to prepare your food.”


A middle-aged woman with abundant
curly hair was already approaching them. “Thank you, Maren,” she said to the
girl. “Return to your duties.”


The serving girl gave Aherin a
lingering glance before walking away. The middle-aged woman’s lips tightened
slightly, and Idris had the feeling that the girl would be getting a lecture
later.


“I am Goodwoman Tale, the owner of
this inn. How may I assist you this evening?”


Captain Cowan bowed to the woman.
“I am Kieran,” he lied smoothly, “a traveling scholar, and these are my
students. We would like rooms and a meal, Goodwoman Tale.”


If the inn owner suspected
anything, she gave no indication. “Separate rooms, or all together?” she inquired.


“Separate.”


Goodwoman Tale nodded, waving over
a wiry lad who was adding wood to the fire. “Boy, take the bags of our guests
to their rooms. Use the four rooms at the end of the hall.”


The lad did as he was told, lugging
all four bags up the stairs. While Cowan and Goodwoman Tale discussed price,
the serving girl reappeared from the kitchen with a tray. She gestured for the
young soldiers to come take a seat by the fireplace.


“It is so cold outside,” she said
sympathetically, placing a plate of rice and stew in front of Aherin. “It is a
pity you came to our town during the winter. The summers here are quite
beautiful.”


“It seems warm to me,” Idris
replied.


Maren glanced at him in surprise.
“Oh, are you from the mountains?”


Hildar shot him a warning look,
which he caught just in time to change what he was saying. “N-yes. Yes.”


“Which ones?” Maren asked as she
placed a plate in front of Hildar.


Idris’s mind was racing, trying to
come up with something believable to say. Luckily, the serving girl seemed more
eager to talk to Aherin. She chatted on, sparing Idris his embarrassment.


“I have never been to the
mountains, myself,” she said with a giggle. “Perhaps you think me a bumpkin for
admitting that. I have always wanted to go, though. I want to travel the
world.”


Maren leaned in to hand Aherin a
tankard of cider, lingering just a moment longer than necessary. Hildar looked
thoroughly irritated with the attention Aherin was receiving. She cleared her
throat and said in a brusque tone, “Thank you, girl, we will call you if we
need anything.”


Maren pursed her lips and sniffed,
sweeping back to the kitchen as if deeply affronted. Cowan sat down to join
them, taking in the situation with a glance. “Aherin,” he rumbled, “I would
rather you focus on our task instead of flirting with the locals.”


Aherin held up his hands. “I was
not flirting,” he insisted.


“You were not discouraging her,
either,” Hildar snapped.


“Who am I to turn away a friendly
conversation?” Aherin asked innocently.


“And you,” Hildar hissed, rounding
on Idris, “telling a complete stranger the details of our mission. You should
have gathered from what was said to the innkeeper that we are not sharing why
we are here.”


Idris’s jaw dropped open. “I did
not tell her anything,” he defended.


“You told her enough,” Hildar
sneered.


Aherin leaned forward and spoke in
a low voice. “Why are you so angry, Hildar? Nothing has happened to merit this
kind of reaction.”


Hildar’s face flushed scarlet.
“Nothing except encourage a girl that probably throws herself at every sailor
that comes to this miserable port,” she seethed. “I would not be surprised if
she is on her way down to the harbor to flirt with every member of the crew of
my ship.”


A stunned silence settled over the
table. Cowan took a long drink from his tankard of cider before answering
Hildar’s accusation. “Finish your meal,” he said to her, “then go get some
sleep. We are all tired, and we will need our strength for the days ahead.”


Hildar’s mouth worked silently for
a second before she stood up. “I am not hungry,” she said through gritted
teeth.”


The three remaining Royal Guards
watched her storm away without comment. Idris was completely baffled. “What is
wrong with her?” he muttered.


“Maybe being away from her dagger
for so long is affecting her thinking,” Aherin suggested.


Cowan shook his head. “No, that is
not the problem.”


“What is it, then?” Idris asked.


Cowan placed a spoonful of rice and
stew in his mouth, chewing thoughtfully. After he swallowed, he simply said, “I
think she is concerned about her ship staying here while we are gone.”


Aherin looked more confused than
ever, but Idris suddenly understood. The Dagmar would be in port for an
indefinite period of time, meaning the crew would be on leave. The sailors
would be free to spend their time however—and with whomever—they pleased. Idris
doubted that Hildar would care under normal circumstances, but Lennon was
likely to cross paths with Maren the serving girl.


Idris stared down at his plate,
stirring the rice and stew together. Hildar had gone out of her way to push
Lennon away—telling him that she didn’t love him and that they had no future
together. And yet, here she was raging against the possibility that he meet
anyone else that might interest him.


Women are strange, he
observed to Iona, who was propped against the wall next to the table.


Love makes all people strange,
Iona answered simply.











Chapter Seven: Hollow Cry


 


Hildar seemed much calmer in the
morning, to Idris’s relief. She didn’t offer any apology for her behavior, but
she didn’t reprimand Aherin for smiling at Maren over their morning meal. Idris
rode away from Acko feeling better than he had since leaving Marath. It was
pleasant to done with the sour herbs that had kept the seasickness at bay.


The group headed south, along the
coast of Breen. To their right were rocky shores and grey ocean waves; to their
left was a wide stretch of grassland. At first Idris was excited to see this
new country. He studied the land around them, his head turning from side to
side in eager motions. But his enthusiasm faded as the scenery grew monotonous.
There was very little variety in the plant life, and there were few bird or
animals to observe. Idris eventually found himself staring at his horse’s dark
ears and letting his mind wander.


Do you think we are wasting our
time trying to reforge Hildar’s dagger? he asked his partisan.


Iona hesitated before answering. I
think it is a dangerous mission with little chance of success.


Idris had known that Iona didn’t
support what they were trying to do, but her blunt words still surprised him. So,
you do think it is a waste of time.


I did not say that.


Idris frowned. Is that not what
you meant, though?


She chose her words carefully. It
is never a waste to help those in need. Marlais lived by that belief.


Even if we do not succeed? he
challenged.


Even then, she affirmed.


A smile tugged at the corner of
Idris’s mouth. Your words do not exactly inspire confidence.


It is not my duty to reassure
you when you have chosen to act against my advice, Iona said tartly. I
told you back in Marath that I thought this mission was a bad idea.


Idris nodded slowly. Why is
reforging a weapon of power so dangerous? Have you seen it happen before?


Idris could feel a twinge of
reluctance from Iona as she answered. No, I have not seen it myself. But one
hears stories…


He couldn’t help chuckling at his
weapon. Are you not the one who is always scoffing at the unreliability of
second-hand tales? Every time I mention something I have heard about Marlais
you mock it.


This is different, she argued.
Your versions of the tales of Marlais have been twisted and exaggerated over
generations. The horrors of reforging magical items were spoken in hushed tones
by those who had met the victims of the process.


But you never met one of the
victims yourself? Idris asked.


There are some stories you dare
not question, Iona murmured.


Idris was tempted to tease his
partisan for her superstition, but he never got the chance. The wind around the
travelers stirred up suddenly, bringing with it the most haunting sound Idris
had ever heard. It was a high-pitched wail, like a woman driven to the brink of
madness through sorrow. The horses all shied nervously at the sound. Idris
clutched at the reins, finding it difficult to breathe normally. 


The only person that didn’t appear
alarmed was Captain Cowan. His scarred face remained free of any expression.
“What was that?” Hildar gasped.


“Come,” Cowan replied, “I will show
you.”


He nudged his horse forward,
heading toward an upward slope to the south. Another cry drifted through the
air, sending a shiver down Idris’s spine. He exchanged glances with Hildar and
Aherin before reluctantly following their leader.


The gradual incline led them higher
and higher above the coastline. Before too long the ocean waves were crashing at
the base of a cliff far below. Idris felt his stomach tighten as he pictured
himself falling down to the icy depths.


Oh, stop it, Iona said
sharply. The only way you would fall is by acting like an imbecile.


The wailing sound grew louder as
they came to the top of the cliff. Idris couldn’t suppress the shudder that
swept through him. “Is it a siren?” he asked fearfully.


“Of course not,” Hildar snapped.
“Sirens have been extinct for generations.”


Idris noticed that Hildar was
rubbing her palms on her thighs. Her expression didn’t seem as confident as her
words.


“It is not a siren,” Cowan
confirmed. “Look.”


Their horses had brought them to
the edge of a deep and narrow ravine. It ran inland from the ocean shore as far
as the eye could see. Idris dismounted so he could get a closer look. The
ravine was bare rock all the way to the bottom, with no plants or moss to be
seen. The floor of the ravine was a clutter mass of stones, damp from the
frequent ocean spray.


The wind swept in from over the
water, down the ravine—resulting in the haunting wail that filled Idris’s ears.
It was hard for him to believe that the wind could make such a sound. 


Cowan smiled grimly at the stunned
faces of his students. “This place is called Hollow Cry. Locals say that the
wind stirs up the ghosts that live in the ravine.”


“I can understand why they would
think that,” Aherin muttered.


Hildar snorted in derision, but
Cowan gave a small shrug. “Such superstition serves its purpose. It keeps this
area free from unwanted visitors.”


“Why would that be important?”
Hildar questioned.


Cowan pointed in the direction
opposite of the coast, to a spot in the ravine that was wider than the rest.
Looking as though it had been carved from the rock of the cliff, a dark tower
rose up from the bottom of the ravine. Its highest point only came two-thirds
of the way up the cliff, but the tower was imposing even from above.


“Hollow Cry Tower,” Cowan said
simply.


“I have never heard its name
before,” Hildar said with a frown.


“That is the idea,” their leader
replied.


Cowan gestured for Idris to remount
his horse, then he led the young soldiers a short distance to the east. Then,
without warning, he turned his horse toward the edge of the ravine and rode off
it.


Idris’s heart jumped to his throat.
He cried out in alarm before his mind could process the fact that Cowan was not
falling to his death. Idris’s face flushed bright red as Aherin guffawed at
him. Hildar shook her head in disgust, following Captain Cowan down the side of
the cliff.


Aherin followed next, leaving Idris
by himself. He could still feel his blood racing, even though it was clear that
there had been no danger. He inched his horse forward bit by bit until he could
get a clear view of the path downward.


Idris instantly regretted his
thought that there was no danger. He closed his eyes, leaning back and gulping
big breaths of air. “This has to be a cruel joke,” he whispered to no one in
particular.


The path down the cliff had been
carved out of the rock, zigzagging back and forth until reaching the bottom.
However, the road was not wide, nor was it gentle. One misstep could cause them
to slide off the path altogether. 


You have never been bothered by
heights before, Iona pointed out unsympathetically.


“I have never had to ride a horse
down a cliff before,” Idris said through gritted teeth.


Do not be afraid, Iona
assured him. I will protect you.


He opened his eyes again. “You can
do that?”


Yes.


Idris couldn’t tell if she was
telling the truth or just trying to make him feel better. She had kept him from
falling down a well once before, but falling off a cliff seemed like a
different matter entirely.


Trust me and trust the horse. We
know what we are doing.


Idris nodded, urging his horse
forward before he had a chance to change his mind. The dun mare stepped onto
the path as calmly as if she were walking on flat ground. Idris had to lean
back in his saddle to keep his balance as they began the steep descent.


“I really could use a distraction
about now,” Idris said to his partisan.


Well, tell me one of your
ridiculous stories about Marlais, and I will correct it for you.


Idris gave a nervous chuckle. “My
sisters’ favorite story was about when Marlais courted the Princess of the
Enchanted Wood.”


What?


He laughed at Iona’s tone of
disbelief. “There was a forest full of magic, where anything was possible. The
Enchanted Wood was ruled by a woman of unspeakable beauty. Every man who laid
eyes on her fell instantly in love.”


Iona groaned, which sent a wide
grin across Idris’s face. He went on in a stronger voice. “Marlais heard
stories about the beautiful princess and decided that he would win her heart.
But first, he had to fight his way through the Enchanted Wood.”


I always think I have seen the
limit of how ridiculous your stories can be, but then you prove me wrong,
Iona ranted. Where did such lies even begin?


“I take it Marlais was not married
to a princess,” Idris chortled.


Of course not, Iona answered
tartly. A forest full of magic…what a foolish idea!


“But that is where he gets the
talismans he needs to save his beloved from the claws of Death,” Idris went on
in mock solemnity.


Every tale worse than the last, moaned
Iona.


Idris laughed again. “Very well,
tell me about his real wife.”


She was the daughter of a slave,
Iona said shortly. Marlais was asked to bear witness against her in a court
of law.


Idris’s mouth dropped open. “For
what?”


For committing murder.


“Had she done it?” he asked,
aghast.


Yes.


A hundred questions flooded into
Idris’s mind. He had never heard any story that came close to what Iona was telling
him. One would think that such a tale would survive the ages. “What happened?
How could Marlais fall in love with a murderer? Did he give testimony against
her? Is that how she died?”


He did give testimony, but that
was before he truly understood what had happened. A series of events prevented
Velia from being executed, and Marlais was charged with keeping her in custody.
When he learned the truth of the circumstances surrounding the murder, he
allowed Velia to escape.


“And what were the circumstances?”
Idris prodded.


She had acted out of
self-defense, was Iona’s simple answer.


Idris rolled his eyes. “You are
terrible at telling stories.”


What more do you need to know?
Velia was a good woman, but her life was filled with hardship. She did the best
she could, no matter the circumstances.


“Did she die before Marlais?” he
asked quietly. “The stories say she did.”


Yes.


“Did Marlais find a way to bring
her back to life?” Idris had a hard time keeping the excitement from his voice.
He realized too late that his attempts to control his voice didn’t matter. Iona
could sense his emotions.


He certainly tried, Iona
answered. Idris could feel a wave of disapproval from her at his obvious
enthusiasm.


“I am sorry,” he apologized. “I do
not mean to seem unfeeling. Marlais has always been my favorite hero in bedtime
stories. Sometimes I forget that he was real to you.”


He still is, Iona corrected
softly.


Idris didn’t know what to say. He
silently berated himself for being so insensitive to his partisan. She had been
in a sort of trance for centuries, not realizing that Marlais Dragonspear was
no more. To her, the news of his death was recent and painful.


A jarring motion brought Idris’s
attention to the path his horse was walking. They had made it to the bottom of
the ravine much faster than he had thought possible. Cowan and the others were
quite a distance ahead of him, approaching Hollow Cry Tower. Idris clucked his
tongue at the dun mare, urging her to catch up with them.


It wasn’t an easy task for the
horse. The bottom of the ravine was uneven and covered with jagged rocks. The
path grew less precarious as they drew closer to the tower, allowing them to
move at a steadier pace.


There was a single wooden door that
led into the tower. It wasn’t grand or interesting in any way, which made it
strangely more ominous to Idris’s eyes. Cowan dismounted at the foot of the
stairs that led up to the wooden door. The others followed his example. They
tied their horses’ reins to a stone pillar that appeared to be for that purpose,
then they walked up the steps.


Cowan raised his gnarled fist and
pounded three times on the door. “I declare that you shall open to me,” he
shouted in a powerful voice. “I am a wielder of a weapon of power, as are my
companions. It is our right to enter.”


Idris hardly had time to wonder at
Cowan’s words. The door creaked open, revealing a black tunnel beyond.











Chapter Eight: Hidden Knowledge


 


Cowan strode into the darkness of
the tunnel beyond the door without hesitation. Idris followed quickly,
primarily because he didn’t want to lose sight of his leader. Once they were
out of the bright midday sun, Idris’s eyes adjusted to the dim light of the
tower interior.


The tunnel they were walking
through was really a stone corridor. Small alcoves along their path held
flickering candles to light the way. They passed a handful of wooden doors on
either side before coming to a staircase that curved upward. Cowan mounted the
steps, appearing to know exactly where he was going.


Idris could feel Iona growing
uneasy. Something is wrong here, farmer, she murmured.


He placed his hand on the shaft of
his polearm, ready to draw it at a moment’s notice. Are we in danger?
Idris asked her.


I am not certain…


They came to the landing of the
next floor and stepped off the spiral staircase. A door stood between them and
the rest of the floor, which Cowan pushed open and walked through. The
torchlight on this level lent much more light than the ground floor. They were
greeted on the other side by the first human they had seen since leaving Acko.


“Welcome,” said the man in a
pleasant tone. The man’s face appeared to be both young and old, which
fascinated Idris. He wore a simple grey robe, belted at the waist with a
leather thong. His white hair was shorn near his head, as was his well-trimmed
beard. His expression was neutral, but his hazel eyes seemed to smile at them.


Cowan bowed respectfully. “Master
Emeric.”


Emeric opened his arms and embraced
the captain of the Royal Guard. “Cowan, my friend. It has been too many years.”


“Twenty,” Cowan acknowledged.


“Yes, twenty,” Emeric agreed. “I
was surprised to hear your call at the door. I see you have brought some young
ones with you.”


Cowan turned to introduce his
companions. “This is Master Emeric, the keeper of this tower and the most senior
known wielder of an item of power.”


Emeric nodded to them amiably.
Cowan continued, “This is Lady Hildar, daughter of Lord Wythe of the Hazelwood
Province. She is the wielder of the dagger Savion.”


Master Emeric’s quick glance seemed
to take in every detail of the young woman standing before him. He studied her
eyes last, searching them so intently that Hildar shifted uncomfortably.
Whatever it was that Emeric saw, he appeared to be satisfied. “Welcome to
Hollow Cry Tower, my dear,” he said in a friendly manner.


Cowan went on as if nothing was
amiss. “This is Aherin, son of Dins. He is the wielder of the bow Liuz.”


Emeric’s assessment of Aherin was
much quicker than Hildar’s. “Welcome, young man.”


“And this is Idris, son of Cadell.
He is the wielder of the partisan Iona.”


Emeric’s eyes widened. “Really? How
interesting.”


Idris found himself under a
scrutiny as intense as Hildar had been. He could feel his cheeks growing warm
as he did his best to return the gaze of Master Emeric. The older man’s hazel
eyes delved into his own, and Idris wondered if his thoughts were as easy for
Emeric to see.


He is using magic on you, Iona
noted.


Idris’s insides jolted. What?


Do not worry, Iona
continued. It is harmless. That ring on his finger is an item of power. It
allows him to gain insight into those he sees.


That didn’t seem harmless to Idris.
He looked down at Emeric’s hand—he had not noticed the ring earlier. It was
made of braided gold, with a stone that shimmered like an opal. The large
majority of the items of power Idris had seen were weapons.


Idris found his eyes drawn back to
Emeric’s gaze, as if compelled to do so. Emeric studied him for a moment more
before smiling gently. “Welcome to Hollow Cry Tower, Idris.”


“Thank you,” Idris breathed.


Master Emeric turned his attention
back to Cowan. The two of them began walking down the corridor, leaving the
others to follow. “Three new Wielders found within a year of each other,”
Emeric commented. “How unusual.”


“Yes,” Cowan agreed. “I thought
so.”


“Is that why you brought them
here?” Emeric asked.


Cowan shook his head. “No, we came
to visit the library.”


“Excuse me,” Hildar interrupted,
“but what is this place? We have only been told its name.”


Emeric paused in front of a large
door with engravings on the wood. “That is what I am about to show you,” he
said.


He pulled open the door, gesturing
for the others to pass through. Idris’s jaw dropped at the sight that met him.
They appeared to be standing in the center of the tower, which was open to
every level all the way to the top. There were at least a dozen floors that
Idris could see; some appeared to have books, while others had glass cases with
items in them. Glass lanterns filled every available space, making the entire
tower feel warm and bright.


Idris’s excitement was dampened by
the growing tension emanating from Iona. The feeling is worse in this room, she
warned. Whatever is causing this sense of foreboding is getting closer to
us.


He shifted from foot to foot. Can
you not tell what is wrong?


It is so familiar, Iona
muttered to herself, and yet completely alien.


Idris wanted to give his partisan
more of his attention, but the rest of the group was moving on. He had to walk
quickly to catch up with them.


“This tower is a repository for all
of the information we have collected on magical items,” Emeric was explaining.
“A great deal of knowledge has disappeared through the centuries, and this
place is our attempt to regain what has been lost.”


“What kinds of information do you
have?” Aherin asked enthusiastically.


Emeric made a broad gesture.
“Almost anything you can name. We have inventories of every item ever made, we
have lists of their last know locations, we have histories of specific items,
we have information on the magical creatures used to make items of power…” he
trailed off suggestively.


“What about these?” Aherin
inquired, moving off to the side where there were a series of glass display
cases.


Idris went to stand by his friend,
looking at the same item. It was a set of gauntlets made to look like the body
of a hydra with the heads twisting up the arms of the wearer. Like all magical
items, they were richly ornamented with gold, silver, and jewels. 


“Yes,” Emeric nodded, “we have many
items of power stored here as well.”


Hildar’s brow furrowed. “How are
these items ever to find new masters if you keep them locked up in this tower?”


“Some, like these gauntlets,”
gestured Emeric, “are too dangerous to ever be used again.”


“And the rest of them?” Hildar
challenged.


Master Emeric smiled, but without
humor. “Items that are meant to be used will always find their master, young
lady.”


It seemed to Idris that Emeric was
just trying to placate Hildar without really answering her question. Hildar’s
dissatisfied expression indicated that she felt the same. They both turned their
eyes to Captain Cowan, but he didn’t indicate that he saw anything wrong with
Master Emeric’s evasiveness.


Emeric walked on, continuing with
his explanation of the tower. “We have men and women all over the world
searching for information that we can add to our collection. If a valuable text
is found, we try to acquire it. If it cannot be purchased, we have a copy made.
We also keep records of rumors surrounding items of power, just in case it
proves to be true.”


“How very thorough,” muttered
Hildar.


“And you do all of this in secret?”
Aherin asked.


Master Emeric shrugged. “We do our
best to keep to ourselves. Such knowledge is powerful. In the wrong hands, it
could be used for great harm.”


“How did you learn about this
place?” Idris asked Cowan.


“The royal family of Breen have
helped keep this tower safe since it was established,” Cowan said.


“They also provide funds, when
needed,” added Emeric.


“Queen Roana told me about Hollow
Cry Tower when she first arrived in Marath,” the captain of the Royal Guard
went on. “She was surprised that I had never heard of it, since I wielded a
weapon of power myself. I was granted permission from my captain to come here
and see what I could learn.”


“A very pleasant year for you, if I
remember correctly,” Emeric said with a sly grin.


Cowan cleared his throat. “No need
to bring up the past.”


“What was her name…?” Emeric mused,
ignoring Cowan’s hint.


The captain of the Royal Guard
turned, walking away with determination. “The section of the library we need is
on the fourth floor,” he said.


Emeric winked at the young soldiers
and followed his old friend. A second set of stairs was located on the far side
of the tower, which was where Cowan headed. The amused expression on Master
Emeric’s face faded as Cowan’s words sunk in.


“The far side of the fourth floor?”
Emeric asked. “That is where we keep the information regarding the Forging
process.”


“Yes,” Cowan acknowledged.


“Why do you seek such information?”
Emeric inquired with a frown.


“We seek to reforge Savion,”
answered Cowan.


Idris was surprised by the blunt
honesty of his leader. He had been under the impression that they were sharing
as little information as possible regarding their mission. Master Emeric
stopped midstride. “I would not have thought you so foolish, Cowan,” he said in
a harsh voice.


Cowan didn’t slow his pace, forcing
Emeric to catch up to him. “It is necessary,” he grated.


“Why not just kill the girl now and
be done with it?” snapped Emeric.


The weathered soldier sighed
softly. “Do not be so dramatic. I wish to find all of the information I can
regarding the process. Once we know what we face, Hildar can decide if she
wants to proceed.”


Emeric pressed his lips together
for a moment, then shrugged. “Well, I suppose it does not matter. No one has
seen a Forger in a century, and you cannot enact your plan without one.”


Cowan nodded. “Yes, that is the
first step. We must find where the Forgers were last seen.”


“If it has been a century, how will
we find one?” asked Hildar. “Will they not have all died by now?”


“The Forgers are part-giant, which
gives them a longer lifespan,” Cowan explained. “The real question will be if
the secrets to Forging have been passed down or not.”


“What if they have not?” Hildar
murmured.


Aherin patted her on the shoulder.
“Let us first see what we can find. No need worrying prematurely.”


While the group ascended the
winding staircase, Idris felt his breath growing shorter. At first Idris was
surprised that he had tired so quickly, but he soon realized that the reason
lay elsewhere. Iona’s growing anxiety was like a bubble of pressure pushing on
Idris’s mind. He clutched at his chest, feeling his racing heart. As they
reached the landing to the fourth floor, there was an abrupt shift in Iona’s
emotions. She suddenly became extremely excited.


Idris! Keep climbing the stairs!


The rest of the group was walking
on to the fourth floor, discussing which texts to examine first. Idris froze in
place, uncertain what to do.


What are you waiting for?
Iona demanded.


“I…need to keep going up…” he said
faintly.


Aherin was the only one to hear
him. “What? Why?”


Aherin’s startled inquiry brought
everyone else to a stop. Cowan frowned at his young student. “What is it,
Idris?”


He shook his head slowly, “I am not
certain. Iona says I need to keep going.”


Understanding flashed in Master
Emeric’s eyes. “I do not think that is a good idea, young man.”


No more talking, Iona
shouted. Run!


Idris had never heard her sound so
desperate. He turned and sprinted up the spiral staircase. He started feeling
dizzy from the circular motion of his running, but he dared not slow down.


Keep going, Iona panted as
if she was running, too. Higher, still higher.


What is it? Idris asked his
partisan. What has happened?


He kept running until he reached
the highest level of the tower. His lungs burned with the exertion, and his
legs felt weak. He reached out to steady himself, using the stone wall next to
him.


Here, Iona whispered. She
is here.


“Who?” Idris gasped, struggling to
catch his breath.


My sister.











Chapter Nine: Ismene


 


“Your sister?” Idris asked in
bewilderment. “What do you mean?”


My sister, Iona repeated
impatiently. One of the items of power that was created from the same
magical creature as myself.


Idris’s thoughts automatically
turned to the vision he had experienced not long ago. He had seen the beginning
of Iona’s existence, starting with a dragon sacrificing its own life to create
the materials to craft five items of power. Iona had been made from the
dragon’s heart. An eye, wing, claw, and some scales had made up Iona’s sisters.


“Which sister?” Idris asked,
amazement filling his voice.


That way, Iona commanded. Go
toward the window.


Idris did as he was told, following
the wall on his right until he came to a window that let in a fair amount of
light. There wasn’t much of a view out of it—the window faced the wall of the
ravine—but it was nice to have sunshine to see by.


There she is, Iona blurted. That
case right there!


The glass case held a pedestal with
a breastplate resting on it. The steel of the armor was plated with gold, with
silver along the edges. It had been sculpted to look like a dragon was ready to
burst from the breastplate, its mouth open in a roar and its wings extended.
The scales of the dragon were made from tiny rubies and the eyes were two
sapphires. The teeth were diamond chips, as were the claws.


As Idris drew closer to the glass
case, he noticed that something was wrong with the breastplate. In spite of the
ornate decorations, the armor looked dull. The silver was tarnished, while the
gold looked as though it had the residue from a fire on it.


Ismene, Iona called to her
sister. Ismene, answer me!


“This is not right,” Idris
muttered. “Something is wrong with her.”


Silence, farmer, Iona
snapped. Ismene! Ismene!


A leather-bound book sat on a stand
next to the display case. The title of the book was imprinted on the cover with
gold foil.


“The Gifts of Calaris”


“Look,” Idris pointed to the book.
“It is about my nation.”


Do not be a fool, Iona said
in a distracted tone. Calaris is the name of the dragon from which I was
born.


Idris stared at the cover of the
book. “You mean King Lyndham named his kingdom after that dragon?”


He could feel Iona’s impatience
crackling. Yes, farmer. Lyndham was a recipient of one of my sisters. He
knew of his debt to Calaris and wished to honor her. Now be quiet while I try
to reach Ismene.


Idris slowly opened the book to a
random page. He had been reading for less than a year, so it wasn’t easy for
him to understand all of the words. Even so, he felt compelled to try.


 


There were those who prompted
Marlais to use all five gifts for himself, but he declined. He stated that the
task was too great for a single man to accomplish. The gauntlets were given to
Gavril Ironfist, the breastplate was given to Tarak Fireshield, the bow was given
to Amitola Flamedart, the circlet was given to Lyndham Farsight, and the
partisan was kept by Marlais Dragonspear.


 


Idris was startled by how few of
the names he recognized. He had considered himself somewhat knowledgeable when
it came to stories surrounding Marlais Dragonspear, and yet, he didn’t know the
people who had fought beside him. He glanced up at the breastplate in the
display case with a frown. “Do you know what happened to Tarak Fireshield?” he
asked Iona. His partisan didn’t answer, so he flipped to a different page and
started reading again.


 


Amitola was the first to gain
mastery over her weapon. It is conjectured that this is because it was she who
had shared the strongest bond with the dragon Calaris. Others theorize that
Amitola’s aptitude is due to the fact that she possessed mixed blood from her
ancestry. Others still…


 


Idris stopped reading, turning to a
page nearer to the end of the book. If there were any answers on what had
happened to Ismene, it would have been after Marlais and Iona had been
separated. He scanned the pages, searching for the name of Ismene’s master. His
stomach jolted when he spotted the name at last.


 


Tarak Fireshield tried to
intervene, but was soon overwhelmed. He received the attacks of two dozen dark
weapons, which was more than even his breastplate could bear. Ismene was burned
away and Tarak was instantly killed.


 


Idris frowned at the words. “Iona,”
he said hesitantly, “what does it mean for a weapon of power to be burned
away?”


The silence was so heavy that Idris
could feel the weight of it on his chest. Iona’s emotions were a torrent on the
edge of his mind. He understood instinctively that she knew what he had read in
the book.


She is dead, Iona moaned
softly. My sister is dead.


The sorrow the partisan felt was
crippling. Idris sank to his knees, unable to escape sharing in her feelings.
Tears overflowed from his eyes before he had time to recognize that they were
forming.


Oh, my sister, my sister, Iona
sobbed. What have they done to you?


A firm but gentle hand pressed on
Idris’s shoulder. He looked up into the face of Master Emeric. The old man’s
eyes were filled with compassion. “I am sorry you had to learn of this, lad. If
I had a choice, I would have hidden it from your partisan forever.”


Idris shook his head. “You would
have been wrong to do so,” he choked.


“Perhaps,” allowed Emeric, “but I
would have done it all the same. I did not realize Iona would still be able to
sense Ismene.”


“They always had each other,” Idris
wept quietly. “They always had each other…”


Emeric nodded. “Yes, I know.”


He helped Idris get to his feet,
then he led him back down the stairs of Hollow Cry Tower.











Chapter Ten: Unexpected Meeting


 


Idris awoke early the next morning
in an unfamiliar room. He sat up slowly, staring at his surroundings. A
washstand and chair stood in the corner opposite to the door. The cot he had
been sleeping on was low to the ground, furnished only with a wool blanket.
Idris’s bag of personal belongings sat on the ground at the foot of the cot. A
small square window above the bed filled the room with the grey morning light.


Idris didn’t remember lying down to
sleep. Honestly, he didn’t remember much from the night before. He looked down
and saw his hand resting on the shaft of his partisan. It was lying on the bed
next to him. “Iona?” he said gently.


He could feel her presence in his
mind stirring, but she didn’t answer. The aching sorrow in her soul echoed in
Idris. He didn’t urge her to speak to him. Instead, he got to his feet and
strapped the partisan to his back.


“Let us go for a walk,” he
suggested.


Stepping outside of the bedroom
showed him that he was on the ground floor of the tower. The doors lining the
hall must each lead to a sleeping area, he surmised. Idris walked down the
corridor to where he knew he would find the spiral staircase. As he approached,
he noticed a simple door on the opposite side of it. Idris paused for a split
second, then changed the direction he was heading. He walked up to the door and
quietly pushed it open. 


The room beyond was a large
rectangle, with an enormous fireplace on each of the long sides. Only one fire
burned; the other hearth stood empty. The walls were filled with alcoves where
food and cooking equipment were stored. A long, narrow table stood in the
center of the room where meals could be prepared or eaten.


As Idris stood in the doorway,
studying the room, a figure appeared from the pantry on the opposite side. It
was a young woman, carrying an armload of firewood. She walked straight to the
fireplace, feeding the wood to the flames one by one. She didn’t notice Idris,
which gave him the opportunity to get a good look at her.


She looked to be close to his age,
maybe a bit older. Her clothes were simple—a pale blue dress with a belt
cinched around her ribs, leaving the skirt to flow freely as she moved. Her
long hair was a rich shade of red, loosely braided down her back. Her form was
lithe but strong, and her skin was as fair as porcelain. The left side of her
face had a gold nose ring, which was linked to a ring at the top of her ear by
a fine golden chain.


Having finished with her task, she
turned away from the fireplace, catching sight of Idris. Her eyes widened and
her mouth parted slightly. Idris had planned on saying something to excuse
himself, but every coherent thought fled his mind as he got a clear view of the
young woman’s face.


She looked like a piece of art
brought to life. Idris felt rather foolish thinking something so sentimental,
but it was true. Her heart-shaped face was perfectly balanced with each of her
stunning features—her dark blue eyes and full lips drawing Idris’s attention
first. He was confident that he had never seen a woman as beautiful as this
one.


“Who are you?” she demanded.


A surge of heat flooded his face as
he realized he was staring. Idris stumbled over his words in his haste to
apologize. “Forgive me…I did not mean…that is, I was only…”


Her expression softened into a kind
smile. “Are you new to the tower?”


The young woman’s pity made Idris
feel even more flustered. “No. I mean, yes. That is, I am just visiting.”


She nodded, pulling a large basket
of eggs out of one of the alcoves. “That explains why I do not recognize you. I
was certain I knew everyone living in Hollow Cry Tower.”


“Do they let you leave the kitchen
that often?” Idris asked, immediately cringing at how foolish he sounded.


The young woman paused. “Excuse
me?”


He hurried to explain himself. “I
am friends with one of the kitchen maids at the Water Palace, and she says that
sometimes she feels like she never gets to leave the kitchen. I mean, I know
that this place is not like a palace, but if it is just you working here then
you must be busy. I suppose I do not know how many people live in this tower…so
maybe the work load is not too great…” he trailed off.


A small smile touched the corners
of the young woman’s mouth. “I suppose I do spend a great deal of time here,
but the scholars come down often. There are no group meals, so they tend to
appear whenever they remember to eat.”


Idris frowned, feeling resentful on
her behalf. “That must make a lot of extra work for you.”


She shrugged. “I just make a large
batch of something that they can eat whenever they are hungry.”


Idris watched as the kitchen maid
cracked several eggs into a bowl and began to beat them with a fork. “Can I
help you with anything?” he offered.


She glanced up in surprise. “If you
wish. I am making some egg tartlets…”


Idris began gathering ingredients
and setting them on the table next to the maid. She stared at him with eyebrows
raised. “Do you know how to cook?” she asked him.


“A little,” he answered. “I have
seen my mother make these before, though, so I know what is needed.”


The young woman gave him a funny
look. “I do not believe I have ever met a Wielder quite like you.”


Idris felt his heart jolt, and not
in a pleasant way. “Is that bad?”


She laughed merrily—a musical sound
that sent warmth through Idris’s chest. “No. You just seem so young.”


“I am almost sixteen,” he said
defensively. Although, the knowledge that he was still months away from his
birthday made his ears grow hot.


“I just mean that most of the
Wielders I have known are veterans,” she soothed.


“Oh,” Idris responded, feeling more
foolish than ever.


“What is your name?” the kitchen
maid inquired.


He was glad to change the subject.
“Idris,” he blurted.


She gestured to herself with a
graceful wave of her hand. “I am Lenora.”


Idris experienced a swooping
sensation in his midsection. Even her name was beautiful. “Have you worked here
long?”


Lenora smiled to herself, as if
enjoying a private joke. “I used to come here as a child with my mother, so you
could say that I have been working here for years. However, I began coming on
my own once I came of age.”


“So…a year?” he ventured.


“Two,” she corrected.


Idris nodded, feeling a surge of
relief. That meant she was only around a year and a half older than him.


“What did you do before becoming a
Wielder?” Lenora inquired.


“I helped out on my family’s farm,”
he answered.


Lenora’s expression was one of
approval. “So you are accustomed to the hard work that comes with being a
Wielder.”


Idris’s chest puffed out. “I
suppose so,” he began, but feeling his partisan pressing against his back
brought recent memories to mind. “In truth, it is a lot harder than I realized
it would be,” he admitted.


Lenora paused her mixing to study
his face. “I imagine that would be true,” she acknowledged.


Iona’s silent suffering washed over
Idris’s mind, catching his breath. He placed a comforting hand on the shaft of
the polearm, hoping that his weapon knew she wasn’t alone. After a moment,
Idris went on in a lighter tone. “There are also those who hold my origins as a
farmer against me.”


Lenora’s eyebrows went up. “Why?
Farmers are vital to the success of a kingdom.”


Idris laughed, “You sound like my
father.”


She shrugged. “Well, he is right.”


“It is uncommon for members of the
Royal Guard to come from such a low position,” Idris explained.


“You are one of King Nikolas’s
personal protectors?” Lenora asked.


Idris was surprised that she knew
that. “Yes. Well, not exactly. I was assigned to protect Princess Zorina.”


Lenora looked up sharply. “Is she
here?”


Idris wasn’t certain what to make
of Lenora’s reaction. “No,” he answered slowly. “She is still at the Water
Palace with the remaining Royal Guards.”


“Oh,” Lenora said in a soft voice.
“I have never seen Princess Zorina. I wonder what she is like.”


Idris grinned thinking of his small
charge. “I once thought that princesses were always prim and proper, but Zorina
is not like that. She is just a normal little girl in a lot of ways.”


“Most members of royalty are more
ordinary than people think,” Lenora agreed. “Just like some Wielders are
farmers at heart.”


Idris chuckled. “I suppose everyone
feels a little trapped by their position in life.”


Lenora’s face turned solemn as she
continued baking. “Yes, they do.”


He stared at the stunning young
woman in front of him, realizing that he must have said something wrong. He
frantically searched his mind for something to help him recover. “I did not
mean you, of course,” he stammered. “Being a kitchen maid can be so
versatile. That is…you could work anywhere you wanted. Especially if you are
good at it, which I am certain you are. You could travel anywhere in the world,
and there would always be someone looking to hire a kitchen maid.”


There was a flicker of confusion on
Lenora’s face before a slow smile spread across it. “I suppose you are right.”


“Of course I am,” Idris went on
eagerly. “And think of all the interesting things you get to learn about—herbs,
spices, baking, different types of game.”


Lenora laughed lightly. “Yes, it
truly is interesting. That is one of my favorite things about it.”


Idris was just starting to feel
confident again when the door leading to the hallway opened. Hildar stepped
into the kitchen, jerking to a stop when she saw the two of them. Her eyes
widened and she appeared to be momentarily speechless.


“Oh,” she said finally, “I did not
know you were busy, Idris.”


“We were just talking,” he
explained hastily. “It is my fault for distracting her.”


Hildar’s brow furrowed slightly.
“Well…Cowan is looking for you. He wants us to begin our research.”


Idris nodded, calling over his
shoulder as he walked away, “It was nice to meet you, Lenora.”


“And you, Idris,” she replied.


Hildar shut the door behind them,
immediately grabbing Idris by the elbow. “What do you think you are doing?” she
hissed. “You cannot talk to her like that.”


He felt a flash of anger and pulled
his arm out of her grasp. “It is not as if we are better than her just because
we are members of the Royal Guard.”


Hildar stared at him. “What are you
talking about?”


Idris walked to the spiral
staircase and began climbing. “Just because she is a kitchen maid does not mean
she is below you, Hildar.”


He heard a soft groan behind him. A
glance showed Hildar with her palm against her forehead. “Oh, you imbecile,”
she said softly.


“What?” he asked her angrily.


She jabbed him in the back, venting
her frustration. “That was no kitchen maid, idiot. That was Princess Lenora
Varash, granddaughter of the king of Breen!”











Chapter Eleven: Mourning


 


Idris froze in his steps. “What?”
he gasped.


“Did you not see the jewelry?”
Hildar snapped, pointing a finger at her own face.


He frowned. “Do you mean the chain
connecting the earring and the nose ring? What about it?”


“Do they teach you nothing on the
farm?” Hildar exploded. “That jewelry is the equivalent of her wearing a crown
here in Breen.”


“Why would a farmer need to know
something like that?” Idris demanded.


“To keep you from making idiotic
mistakes like this one,” she shot back, pushing past him to climb up the
stairs.


Idris wanted to defend himself, but
his mind was too absorbed with recalling what had been said. Had he offended
the princess? Had he said anything foolish? Idris shook his head angrily. Of
course he had appeared to be a fool. He had treated her like a kitchen maid.


Lenora hadn’t seemed offended. If
anything, she had acted amused. Idris groaned, feeling even more mortified.
What a simpleton she must think him.


“Cowan is waiting for us,” Hildar
called down to him, not slowing her step.


Idris, Iona said softly, I
would like to go see my sister, please.


His eyes widened slightly, but he
nodded right away. “Of course.”


He hastened to catch up to Hildar,
setting aside his personal feelings with some difficulty. “I have something I
need to do first,” he told her. “Please tell Captain Cowan I will join you as
soon as I can.”


Hildar made an exasperated sound.
“I am not your messenger, Idris.”


He passed her, taking the stairs
two at a time. “Please,” he called to her as he hurried onward.


Idris wasn’t able to maintain his
hurried pace for more than a couple of floors. The glass case that held Iona’s
sister was at the very top of the tower, which was quite a climb for anyone. He
kept going, though, moving steadily upward.


He reached the top floor from the
opposite side of the tower than the day before, so he had to weave his way
through stands of books and display cases. Idris couldn’t help studying
everything he passed with interest. He had never seen so many books in one
location before. Some of the tomes were as large as his entire upper body,
sitting on stands so the reader would not have to move them. Others looked more
like pamphlets, with no protective cover over the pages.


The items in the glass cases were
even more interesting. Some held weapons or pieces of armor, which looked
familiar to Idris. They were the type of items of power that he was accustomed
to seeing. Others, however, didn’t appear to be used for fighting. Idris
wondered what purpose they were meant to serve. There were wearable items, such
as jewelry and circlets, but there were a number of items that couldn’t be worn
by the person wielding them. There were ornate boxes, shards of colored
crystal, small figurines, engraved spheres, and other items that Idris couldn’t
identify.


“Hildar is right,” he commented,
mostly to himself. “It does not seem right that all these things should be kept
here, unused.”


Iona didn’t answer him. He could
tell that her thoughts were focused elsewhere. Idris didn’t try to engage her in
conversation. He made his way to the window where the breastplate was displayed
in silence.


Once again, Idris was struck by how
dull the piece of armor seemed. Even with its gold and jewels, the breastplate
looked dim. He shook his head sadly. “I never thought it would be so clear when
the life of an item of power is extinguished.”


Yes, Iona agreed. It is
apparent to any eye that Ismene is no more. I should have seen it right away.


“It is understandable that you
still hoped she was there,” Idris defended.


I suppose.


They stood in silence for several
moments before Idris spoke again. “What was your sister like?”


Iona considered his question. It
is said that an item forged from a magical creature gains some of that
creature’s personality. Marlais once said that speaking to me was like
conversing with Calaris again.


“I did not know that,” Idris said,
raising his eyebrows.


I suppose my sisters and I were
all different aspects of Calaris’s personality, Iona mused. We were
similar to each other, but by no means the same.


“That makes sense,” he nodded.


Ismene was the least outspoken
of my sisters, but the most stubborn by far.


Idris chuckled. “I do not envy her
master.”


He sensed that Iona would be
smiling sadly, if she’d had a face. Yes, Tarak and Ismene did not always get
along. Sometimes Ismene would simply refuse to respond, leaving Tarak to
resolve the conflict between them on his own.


“I can relate to that,” Idris said
wryly.


To a lesser degree, perhaps, Iona
allowed.


“Not that much lesser,” he
muttered.


Iona sighed. You still hold on
to the delusion that you are persecuted in some way. Please trust me when I
assure you that you are not.


Idris knew that arguing would do no
good, so he kept his retort to himself. Iona went on, as if she couldn’t sense
exactly what he was thinking.


Tarak and Ismene developed a
very close bond over time. All of us did, really. Any member of that group of
warriors could use myself or any of my sisters without issue.


“Really?” Idris blurted.


It did not happen often, Iona
explained, but it was possible.


“What were they like?” Idris urged.
“Everyone in that group.”


Marlais was the leader, the
partisan said. It was he that was entrusted with the task of destroying dark
items of power.


Idris nodded. He had already known
that much.


Amitola was Marlais’s oldest
friend and most trusted companion. He relied on her to take command whenever he
was away. Lyndham and Tarak were fellow soldiers that were trained in the same
military group as Marlais. Gavril was a stranger that saved Marlais’s life when
he was a young man. They became friends after that incident.


Idris gave a heavy sigh. “You
really are terrible at telling stories. You gave the minimum amount of
information, without truly answering my question.”


What do you want to know?
Iona demanded with a raised voice.


“What were they like?” Idris
repeated.


Iona’s words sped through Idris’s
mind with a hint of a growl. Gavril enjoyed anything that made him laugh, no
matter how juvenile. Amitola was slow to trust her fellow humans, but was
fiercely loyal to her friends. Lyndham was an idealist and took disappointment
too hard. Tarak was protective, to a fault.


Idris couldn’t help but chuckle.
“Thank you for that.”


Did that answer your question?
Iona quipped.


“Well enough, I suppose,” he
replied.


What does it matter what they
were like? Iona asked coldly. They are all dead now.


Her tone gave Idris pause. “I am
certain they would be glad to be remembered by someone who knew them as well as
you did,” he answered gently.


The silence between them was laden
with emotion. Idris could feel a wave of pain and loneliness swirling around
Iona. He wished there was something he could do to comfort her. “Perhaps we can
try to find your other sisters,” he suggested.


That will not bring Ismene back,
she said morosely.


“I know,” acknowledged Idris, “but
at least you would not be mourning alone.”


Iona mulled over the idea for a few
moments. It would not be an easy task. They could be anywhere in the world.


“Is there any way you could sense
them?” asked Idris.


Not unless we were close to each
other, Iona replied. It would also depend on if they were dormant or
serving a new master.


Idris felt his heart drop. “Well…we
could still try.”


They both knew that their chances
of success were small. Iona seemed to appreciate the gesture nonetheless. Yes,
we could try, she agreed.


“Shall we go join the others?” he
asked his partisan.


I suppose we should, was her
reluctant reply.


Idris hesitated. “Now that we know
where to find Ismene, we could come back and visit again,” he offered.


I would like that, Iona
admitted.


“And if we do find one of your
sisters,” he added, “we can bring her to visit Ismene, too.”


Ismene was dear to all of us, Iona
said quietly. She always protected us. Always.


Idris nodded, but said nothing. He
knew that words meant little at a time of such sorrow. Instead, he imaged
himself putting his arm around the human-version of Iona. He hoped that she
would feel it through the connection of their minds.


You are a very sympathetic
person, farmer, Iona observed. Marlais would have liked you, I think.


Idris experienced a glow of warmth
in his chest at her simple statement. It was the most sincere compliment that
Iona could’ve given. “Thank you,” he murmured.


Together they walked away from the
glass display case, making their way to the stairs. They had a lot of work
ahead of them, but Idris was glad that they had taken the time to see Ismene
once more. It was uncertain when they’d be able to come back, and Idris knew
that Iona needed that sense of closure.


As the breastplate disappeared from
sight, he felt the barest whisper brush across his mind.


Goodbye, sister.











Chapter Twelve: The Secrets of Forgers


 


Hildar and Aherin were already
immersed in research when Idris joined them. Captain Cowan walked over so he
could repeat his instructions to the latecomer. “Sit here,” he ordered gruffly,
pointing to a desk next to one of the windows.


Idris did as he was told. He
unbuckled the holder that strapped his weapon to his back and propped the
partisan up against the wall. Then he waited for Cowan to speak.


“The Forgers were a very secretive
group of people,” the grizzled soldier began. “The knowledge we have gathered
about them is limited. We know that they were part-giant, which is what gave
them their abilities. We know that they preferred to live in seclusion.
Everything else I have heard has yet to be proven.”


Idris nodded to indicate that he
was following what Cowan said. The captain gestured to Idris’s peers. “Aherin
is reading through the history of the giants, looking for any mention of the
Forgers. Hildar is reading a collection of journals written by those who have
wielded items of power. I am reading through the history of the wars
surrounding the dark items that were created.”


Cowan set a large book down in
front of Idris. Its leather cover was worn and faded, but it was still in good
overall condition. Idris opened up to a random page, looking at the aged
parchment with interest. The handwriting looked formal and archaic, making it
difficult for Idris to read.


“This is an account written by a
Forger,” Cowan explained. “It is unlikely that the author will directly state
where Forgers can be found, but you are to look for any clues that might help
us find them. Make a note of any locations mentioned, no matter the reason.”


“Yes, sir,” Idris answered.


Cowan walked back to the book he
had been reading, leaving Idris to muddle through on his own. The young man
struggled through the first several words, but it slowly grew easier as he
learned to recognize each stylized letter.


 


I am Didrika, daughter of Senta,
daughter of Hedda. To my people these names have meaning, but perhaps that
meaning shall be lost with the years. I shall give reference, should these
writings fall into the hands of strangers. 


My grandmother was the first of
the giants to form an alliance with humankind. She was small for a giant—merely
eight feet tall—and considered weak among her people. She was cast out from the
society of other giants, left to fend for herself. In the midst of a harsh
winter, Hedda almost perished. She was taken in and cared for by a kind human,
who later fell in love with her. That human was my grandfather.


It may surprise you, reader,
that a human and a giant could peacefully coexist. However, I attest that it is
possible. My grandfather and grandmother were devoted to each other for as long
as they lived. My grandfather was able to withstand my grandmother’s bouts of
violent temper, and my grandmother learned to become more gentle than her
innate tendencies. Such things are possible with love.


 


Idris paused for a moment to rest
from the intense concentration it took to read such unfamiliar writing. He
rubbed his eyes, taking a deep breath. As he did so, this new information
turned over in his mind. All of the stories he had heard about giants told of
their ruthlessness and cruelty. It was astounding that there was a giant so
different from her peers.


“Iona,” he said quietly, “how big
were typical giants?”


Some were as large as twelve
feet tall, she answered. I would say the average would have been around
eleven feet tall.


“Interesting,” he mused.


Hildar looked over with a sharp
glare. “Hush,” she reprimanded him. “I am trying to concentrate.”


Idris felt his ears grow hot.
Normally, he was good about speaking to Iona silently when they were around
other people. “Sorry,” he muttered.


He turned back to his book once
more, bending over the pages as he focused on each word. The book told briefly
of Didrika’s childhood in a remote human village. The village didn’t have a
name, but Didrika stated that it was located north of a city called Yuul. Idris
paused to write down the name on the piece of slate that Cowan provided.


Didrika went on to recount how
various groups of part-giants eventually came together to form a village of
their own. She only referred to it as the Forger Village, as if it was the only
of its kind. She gave no specific location, only that it was to the far north
of the continent.


 


I learned the use of runes from
my grandmother. Hedda was particularly skilled in using runes, and many wished
for her to teach them her secrets. The other Forger children envied me, for I
was her only student. At first I did not realize that my grandmother meant to
teach me. We began when I was quite young, using only household runes. I
learned to mend things that were broken and how to keep food from spoiling.
From there, Hedda taught me how to use runes for healing. It was not until I
had grown to my full stature that she began to teach me the secrets of rune
forging.


 


Idris stopped, frowning. “Captain Cowan?”
he called. “What are runes?”


Cowan got to his feet and walked
over to Idris. “It is a type of magic that uses specific symbols to accomplish
a desired effect. Where is it mentioned?”


Idris pointed out the passage.
Cowan’s eyebrows drew together as he read the words. “That cannot be right,” he
said to himself.


“What is it?” Aherin asked, looking
up from his text.


“This states that runes are used
when forging an item of power,” Cowan explained.


Hildar shrugged her shoulder. “Why
is that a problem?”


“Because,” Cowan said, holding out
his bo staff, “there are no runes on our weapons.”


Idris’s stomach jolted as he
realized Cowan was right. There were no markings on Iona that looked like any
sort of writing. Aherin picked up his bow to take a closer look. He slowly ran
his fingers over the surface of his weapon. “Maybe they are hidden in the
designs,” he suggested.


Idris grabbed his partisan to
examine it as well. He once again marveled at the exquisite details in every
part of the weapon, but there were no runes to be seen. “Nothing,” he reported
to the others.


“Same here,” agreed Aherin.


Cowan grunted. “One more reason we
need to speak directly to a Forger.”


Hildar rubbed her forefinger along
the bridge of her nose, staring at nothing in particular. “Perhaps there was
more than one way to forge an item of power,” she murmured.


“Possibly,” nodded Cowan, “but I
hope that is not the case.”


Idris frowned. “Why?”


Cowan sat down heavily. “If there
are multiple ways to forge a weapon, then it is possible that it has to be
reforged in the same manner. If that is the case, we need to find a Forger that
can use the exact technique that was used to forge Hildar’s dagger. That makes
our task much more difficult.”


Idris and Aherin exchanged looks.
Hildar seemed stunned. “The chances of us finding a living Forger are small to
begin with,” she said in a voice that verged on despair. “Now we have to find a
Forger with a specific set of skills?”


Their captain held up his hands in
a calming motion. “We do not know that is the case. It may be that there is
only one way to forge items of power, and we simply do not recognize what the
runes look like.”


Hildar rested her head in her
hands, looking defeated. “What will happen if Savion cannot be reforged?”


“Then the dagger will have to be
destroyed,” Cowan said in a brusque tone.


Hildar’s head snapped up. “What?”


“The dagger is a corrupting
influence,” the captain said without pity. “If it cannot be reforged, it cannot
be used.”


Idris could see Hildar’s face grow
pale. “And what happens to me?” she whispered.


Cowan studied the young woman
before him for several moments. He turned back to his book as he answered. “We
will make that decision if the need arises.”


Although it was clear that their
leader was done talking, the three young soldiers stood rooted in place. They
stared at each other with a mixture of emotions. Idris felt a surge of pity for
Hildar. He could not imagine how difficult it would be to feel that his entire
future was at risk. It had been hard enough when Idris had been forced to
decide if he wanted to join the Royal Guard. How would it have been if
someone—or something—had made the decision for him, regardless of how he felt?
Hildar may be forced to leave the Royal Guard, no matter how much she wanted to
stay.


That may be the preferable
option, regardless, Iona stated.


What do you mean? Idris
asked her.


Hildar may not wish to have the
dagger reforged once she knows what is required, she replied.


Idris took a deep breath. Well,
we will not know what is required until we find a Forger.


True.


Hildar slowly went back to her
book, and her peers followed her lead. It added a sense of urgency to their
task, being reminded that Hildar could lose so much. Idris read and reread each
paragraph of Didrika’s journal, making certain that he didn’t miss any
important information. He completely lost track of time as he studied his book.
He didn’t even notice the sound of approaching footsteps a few hours later.


“Master Emeric told me you were
here to do research,” a familiar voice said.


Idris whipped around to see
Princess Lenora standing near the group, holding a tray with freshly baked hand
pies. His face immediately burned with embarrassment, recalling the events of
the morning.


The princess set the tray on an
empty table. “I thought you might appreciate something to eat.”


“Thank you, your highness,” Captain
Cowan said respectfully. “You are very thoughtful.”


Idris’s companions all set their
books aside for a much-needed break. However, Idris bent back over his task,
feigning that he was too busy to stop. He secretly hoped that the Breenite
princess would leave, sparing him from humiliating himself further.


“Here,” Lenora said, standing
directly behind him.


Idris jumped guiltily, staring at
the hand pie she offered him. “Uhhh…”


“Are you not hungry?” she inquired.


“No,” he blurted. “I am. I mean, I
am very grateful, your highness…”


She reached out to take his hand,
placing the pie into it. “You may still call me Lenora, if you wish.”


He flinched away from her touch,
but accepted the food. “Thank you, Princess Lenora.”


Lenora sighed softly. She stepped
away to fetch an unused chair, then set it next to Idris. “Were you not the one
who spoke of the unfairness of being judged by one’s position?” she asked,
sitting down on the chair. “Does that not apply to me as well as you?”


Idris instantly felt contrite. “Of
course it does,” he answered. “I just feel like an idiot for not realizing that
you are not a kitchen maid.”


A beautiful smile crossed Lenora’s
face. “To be honest, I am glad that you made the mistake. It was nice to be
treated like a regular person.”


Idris’s heart leapt in his chest.
“Really?”


Lenora nodded. “That is why I come
to Hollow Cry Tower so often. Master Emeric and the other scholars let me do
whatever I wish, so I can do all the things that my mother and father feel are
beneath my dignity.”


“You really do like to cook?” Idris
asked her, taking a bite of the hand pie.


“Yes, I do,” Lenora laughed. “I
wish I was a kitchen maid.”


Idris’s eyes widened as he chewed
the flaky crust and savory vegetables. “You are very good at it,” he said with
enthusiasm.


A flush of pleasure colored her
delicate face. “Thank you.”


Idris caught a disapproving glance
from Hildar, quelling his desire to continue the conversation with the
princess. “I should get back to work,” he said. “Thank you for the food.”


“What are you researching?” Lenora
asked curiously.


Idris hesitated before answering.
He wasn’t sure how much Cowan wanted outsiders to learn of their task, but
someone like Lenora might have additional information to give them. “We are
looking for the Forgers,” he told her. “We hope to find one still living, so we
can talk to them.”


Lenora frowned thoughtfully. “The
last known Forger community was here in Breen, but it was destroyed generations
ago. Local lore says that the survivors fled to the mountains.”


This statement got the attention of
the entire group. “Which mountains, your highness?” Cowan asked, leaning
forward.


“Get me a map, and I can show you,”
she instructed.


The captain immediately did as she
asked. He walked over to a shelf that held several rolls of leather, reading
their labels carefully. He selected one and brought it over to Idris’s table,
unrolling it as gently as possible. The square of leather held a detailed map
of Breen that had been burned into the surface. Idris was amazed by the
intricate work that had been put into creating it.


Lenora stood, leaning over the map
with her brows knit together. She pointed to a small range of mountains on the
eastern border of Breen. “The Forger village was near the base of these
mountains,” she told them. “If the stories are true, it would be most likely
that the Forgers used those mountains for shelter.”


“That is assuming that the Forgers
did not choose to leave Breen all together,” Hildar pointed out. “That is not
far from Jish.”


“It is possible they went to our
neighboring nation,” Lenora allowed.


Cowan straightened. “Either way, it
gives us a starting point. Thank you, your highness. Your help has been
invaluable.”


“Perhaps I can be of further
assistance,” Lenora suggested lightly.


The captain spoke cautiously. “Oh?”


“I have visited the ruins of the
Forger village before,” she explained. “I can take you to them.”


Cowan immediately shook his head.
“That is not necessary, your highness. I would not wish to inconvenience you.”


Lenora waved a hand. “It is no
inconvenience. I have business in Koyo anyway.” She pointed to a city just
north of their destination.


Captain Cowan pressed his lips
together for a moment. “Your highness,” he began, “I do not think-”


“Do not concern yourself, Captain,”
she interrupted with a bright smile. “I shall be quite safe making the last leg
of the journey on my own. I am accustomed to traveling alone. Now, if you will
excuse me, I shall go prepare for our departure. We can leave first thing in
the morning.”


Before Cowan had a chance to
object, the princess had swept away. She left in her wake a stunned silence.
Aherin stifled a snicker. “I guess we are doing as she says,” he ventured.


Hildar’s face was a thundercloud.
“She is certainly skilled at manipulation. She knows we cannot refuse to let
her join us now—not without insulting the royal family of Breen.”


Cowan sighed softly. “I suppose it
does no harm to let her guide us to the base of the mountains. However, I would
advise all of you to take care in what you tell the princess. She has ulterior
motives in coming with us, whatever they may be.”


“Yes, sir,” his students replied in
unison.


“For now,” Cowan continued, “let us
finish reading these books. Any additional information we find will be
important.”


“What about other books about the
Forgers?” Hildar asked. “Should we not stay until we have read them all?”


“Very little has been written about
them,” Cowan explained. “They were a very secretive group of people, and they
did not want information falling into the wrong hands.”


Aherin frowned. “How will we find
them?”


Cowan shrugged slightly. “All we
need is a starting point, really. Local lore will tell us the rest.”


“That does not seem very reliable,”
Hildar pointed out.


Their captain raised his eyebrows.
“It is all we have.”


Idris turned back to the Didrika’s
journal, but his thoughts were distracted. Even if the Forgers had fled to the
mountains, what was the likelihood that they were still there? If they had been
running from danger or disaster, they probably would have gone farther away.


Will we ever find what we are
looking for? Idris wondered silently.


For Hildar’s sake, I hope not, Iona
responded.











Chapter Thirteen: Eyes of Malice


 


A darkened figure slipped away from
an alcove. He kept his eyes on Idris and his companions, making certain that
they didn’t notice. The figure silently made his way to the stairs, then
climbed to the sixth level of Hollow Cry Tower.


He wound his way through the rows
of bookcases, coming to a solitary display case in a lonely corner. His eyes
settled on the golden circlet resting behind the glass. The metal was sculpted
to look like insect wings, woven together across the brow. The edges of the
circlet were lined with small emeralds that twinkled in spite of the dim light
of the room.


The figure cast a quick glance
around the area, making sure he was alone. Then he opened the glass case and
gently removed the circlet. Walking to a window facing east, he placed the
circlet on his head. The man’s eyes clenched shut as he focused every thought
on the brother circlets connected to the one he wore.


It took a few minutes before he got
a response.


I am here, came the voice of
his leader.


As am I, added the
second-in-command to their Order.


“I have grave news to report,” said
the spy.


We gathered as much, the
second-in-command replied drily, since you are contacting us outside of the
usual timeframe.


“There is a group of people here
researching the Forgers,” the spy blurted.


A moment of silence followed.


How many people? asked the
leader.


“Four,” answered the spy. “They are
from Calaris, but the leader of the group spent time here at the tower.”


What is his name?


“Cowan.”


Interesting, mused the
leader. I have heard of this man.


Who are the others? asked
the second-in-command.


“His students,” the spy said
dismissively. Then he hesitated. “But…the Breenite princess has offered to help
them.”


The royal family is interfering?
That is grave news, indeed, said the second-in-command.


“I would not say that the princess
is knowingly interfering,” the spy amended hurriedly. “I think she is just
trying to be helpful.”


Even so, the
second-in-command argued, the king will be angered when we have to eliminate
her.


The spy paled. “Surely such
measures are not necessary.”


Anyone who seeks to uncover the
knowledge of the Forgers must die, the second-in-command insisted.


The spy’s mouth worked soundlessly
for a moment. “But…the princess…”


She will die to ensure the
greater good, was the merciless reply.


Enough, interceded the
leader. We will not kill anyone needlessly.


But, sir, the
second-in-command began.


Silence, the leader snapped.
Then he spoke to the spy. What information were these people seeking?


“The last known location of the
Forgers,” the spy answered readily. “They wish to find a living Forger.”


Why?


“They mentioned reforging a weapon
of power.”


See? said the
second-in-command. They wish to revive the dark arts of the Forgers. They
cannot be allowed to live.


The leader ignored the comment. What
was the Breenite princess’s part in this?


“She was told they were looking for
the Breen Forger village,” the spy explained. “She offered to show them the
way.”


Was she a part of the plan to
reforge the weapon?


“No, sir,” answered the spy.


The leader sounded satisfied. Then
it might be possible to preserve her life.


The spy felt a wave of relief, but
the second-in-command protested. Sir!


It would be foolish to wage war
with the royal family, the leader insisted. The king allows us to
fulfill our purpose. We should not incite his vengeance if it can be avoided.


The second-in-command snorted
angrily, but didn’t argue. The spy was grateful that he would not be bringing
harm to one who had always been so kind to him.


The others will have to die, the
leader went on. That cannot be avoided. But we shall first see if they can
lead us to any surviving Forgers. 


They will not find any, the
second-in-command pointed out. Our forebears hunted the Forgers down.


Perhaps, allowed the leader.
Perhaps not. If any remain living, Cowan would be able to find them.


Who is that man? demanded
the second-in-command.


He is a warrior of great renown,
the leader explained. He has been a Wielder for longer than any living
soul, save for Emeric. He serves King Nikolas of Calaris.


The descendant of Lyndham the
Treacherous, spat the second-in-command. For that alone this Cowan
deserves death.


We will not kill a man for
serving a corrupt master, cautioned the leader, but we will kill to
prevent the knowledge of the Forgers from ever being spoken.


“They are leaving in the morning,”
the spy told his leader. “Princess Lenora said they would take the road that
eventually leads to Koyo.”


You have done well, the
leader said in an approving tone. We will intercept these seekers of
darkness after we know that there are no Forgers to be found.


“And the princess?” the spy asked.


We will let her live, the
leader affirmed.


Unless she interferes with our
purpose, the second-in-command added.


“Sir?” prompted the spy.


The second-in-command’s tone was
grim. The girl will forfeit any protection if she attempts to prevent our
purpose.


The spy hoped that the leader would
refuse, but his hopes were futile.


Those who seek to uncover the
knowledge of the Forgers must die, the leader repeated. Nothing will
stay our hand—even should the Breenite princess place herself between us and
the seekers of darkness.


Nothing will stay our hand, the
second-in-command agreed.


After a reluctant pause, the spy
nodded. “Nothing will stay our hand.”


 











Chapter Fourteen: Stronger


 


Fortunately for Idris, the ride out
of the ravine the following morning was much less harrowing than the descent.
Princess Lenora—whose simple riding clothing somehow made her look more
beautiful than ever—led the small group away from Hollow Cry Tower as if the
Royal Guards were her own protectors. Idris certainly didn’t mind, but Hildar
looked rather disgruntled.


“What is wrong?” he asked her
quietly.


She shook her head. “Nothing.”


“Hildar,” he urged, “I can see that
is not true.”


For a moment, Idris didn’t think
that she was going to answer. Then, a stream of irritated words spewed from her
mouth. “She is acting like she is the one in charge of this expedition, and she
does not even know what we hope to accomplish.”


Idris raised his eyebrows. “Well, I
think she is simply accustomed to giving orders.”


“We are not her servants,” Hildar
retorted.


He gave a small shrug. “We swore to
protect the family of King Nikolas. She is his cousin.”


“Her father is his cousin,”
corrected Hildar.


“Even so,” he dismissed, “they are
family.”


Hildar pursed her lips. “The oath
we took is meant to include the king’s immediate family, not his extended
family.”


Idris chuckled. “I was just trying
to make you feel better about the situation.”


“You failed,” she snapped, nudging
her horse to go faster.


Idris didn’t try to keep up with
her. He grinned, shaking his head. Aherin took Hildar’s place riding next to
Idris. “What is wrong with her?” Aherin asked.


Idris shrugged. “I never know the
answer to that question.”


Aherin chuckled. “Good point.”


Captain Cowan moved his horse so he
could speak to his young soldiers as they rode. “As we journey, I will teach
you the next stage of your training.”


Idris immediately perked up. He and
Aherin exchanged grins. Even Hildar managed to set aside her expression of aggravation
to appear pleased with the announcement. Cowan continued, not taking notice of
their reactions. “In your initial training, the second step was to exchange
energy with your fellow student. Two Royal Guards working together are
significantly stronger than those who fight alone. That is, as long as you know
how to combine your powers correctly.”


The captain pointed in a direction
away from where they were riding. “Aherin,” he instructed, “send some fire that
way.”


Aherin nodded, holding his bow with
a look of concentration. As he pulled on the drawstring, Cowan pointed his bo
staff at Aherin and sent a ball of yellow light at the young man. The fiery
shaft that exploded from Aherin’s bow as he released the drawstring was larger
than any he had made before. It was a blazing white color, with a tail of
lightning following behind it.


Aherin’s eyes widened and Idris’s
jaw dropped. “How did you do that?” Hildar gasped.


“The mindset you have when creating
energy makes a difference when wielding a weapon of power,” Cowan explained.
“If you create energy with the intent to give it to another, your weapon will
help you to achieve that.”


“So,” Aherin ventured, “you cannot
accidentally give energy to someone.”


“No,” their captain answered.


That is not to say that energy
cannot be taken, Iona clarified.


Idris frowned. What do you mean?


There are items with the ability
to drain the energy from a living entity, she told him. They can do so
against the will of the target.


“Captain Cowan,” Idris said
uneasily, “Iona says that there are weapons that can drain energy from a
warrior.”


Cowan’s mouth pressed into a thin
line. “That is true. There are items that can block magical abilities as well
as those that take other’s energy for their own. However, such weapons are
rare. I doubt you will ever be faced with such an opponent.”


“Is there any way to guard against
such an attack?” demanded Hildar.


Cowan held up his hands. “Let us
focus on the matter at hand. I have been protecting the royal family for almost
five decades, and I have never come across such a weapon. On the other hand,
the transferring of energy has saved me and my fellow Royal Guards on numerous
occasions.”


All three students nodded, but
Idris still felt unsettled. He didn’t like the idea of someone—anyone—having
the ability to render him powerless. Captain Cowan may have dismissed the
possibility, but it seemed to be an important thing to guard against.


Idris and Aherin were paired
together to try this new technique. Aherin volunteered to send Idris energy, an
enthusiastic smile on his face. Idris pulled his partisan out of the holder on
his back. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.


“Timing is important,” Cowan
rumbled. “If you send the energy too soon, it will throw Idris off balance. If
you send it too late, it will do no good.”


“What am I supposed to do?” Idris
asked, feeling a twinge in his stomach.


Cowan’s answer wasn’t exactly
helpful. “Be receptive.”


Iona must have sensed Idris’s
nervousness, but her response lacked sympathy. Stop fidgeting, farmer, she
snapped. Just practice what you learned on the ship.


Idris understood that Iona turned
waspish when she was feeling emotional, but that didn’t stop him from scowling
at the weapon in his hands. 


“Well, Idris?” urged Cowan.


The young man shook his head, trying
to calm away the distracting emotions coming from Iona. He began gathering his
energy, visualizing it pooling along the shaft of his polearm. As he felt the
energy growing, a sudden burst of power jolted his senses. He cried out
involuntarily, dropping his weapon on the ground. Idris was surprised that he
didn’t fall of his horse as well.


Idris looked over to see Aherin
looking distinctly sheepish. “Sorry,” he mumbled.


Princess Lenora laughed lightly,
and even Hildar looked amused. Captain Cowan simply shook his head. “Too soon,
Aherin. Try again.”


Idris started to dismount to
retrieve his weapon, but Cowan called for him to stop. “Summon your partisan to
you, Idris. It is a skill you need to develop.”


Idris nodded. He held out his hand,
visualizing that Iona was already there. With a warm surge flowing down his
arm, the partisan appeared in his grip. Lenora gasped as she watched. “I did
not know such a technique was possible.”


“Are you going to teach us
how to do that?” Aherin asked, sounding disgruntled.


“I did not teach Idris how to do
that,” Cowan told him. “His weapon taught him, just as Fenris taught me. I do
not know if it is possible for all those who wield items of power. You will
have to ask your weapons later. For now, try transferring energy again.”


Idris began focusing his energy
once again. And, once again, an unpleasant shock jarred his body before he
could finish the process. This time he was able to keep hold of his weapon.


“I am sorry, Idris,” Aherin
exclaimed.


“Perhaps you should gather energy
slower,” Cowan suggested. “It may be easier for Aherin to see the changes that
occur.”


Idris sighed softly, but nodded. He
started over, this time keeping a pace more akin to when he was first learning.
It seemed arduous now that he had an easier time gathering energy, but he did
it anyway.


“There,” Cowan said suddenly. “Do
you see that shift in the light?”


“Yes,” answered Aherin with
excitement.


“Send it now,” the captain
instructed.


Idris concentrated on his own task,
but he felt when Aherin’s energy joined with his own. He immediately felt like
a bag of water on the verge of bursting. He couldn’t have held the power in,
even if he had wanted to try. The bolt of energy exploded from the blade of his
partisan, a torrent of fire blazing through the air.


The horses were startled by the
rush of heat, but they quickly recovered. After all, every horse trained in the
royal stables had to be accustomed to the aspects of battle. Lenora applauded
with a wide smile. “Well done,” she congratulated them.


“May I try next?” Hildar requested.


Cowan nodded. “Aherin, you will be
receiving.”


Idris nudged his horse so he was
riding next to Hildar, then he handed his weapon to her. She took the partisan
with one hand and clasped Idris’s hand with the other. Idris watched her
closely, looking for the shift that Cowan had mentioned.


The change was subtle. Idris
would’ve missed it if Cowan hadn’t pointed it out to Hildar. It looked as
though the glowing light of energy became more solid—like it was hardening, if
that was possible. Hildar sent her ball of energy to combine with Aherin,
resulting in an arc of fire that swirled over the fields of grass next to them.


Lenora cocked her head to one side.
“I have never seen Wielders share an item of power. Were you both chosen by that
weapon?”


Hildar shot Idris a warning glance
before he answered. “No, Hildar is just borrowing my weapon for now.”


“What happened to hers?” the
princess inquired.


“I do not have it with me,” Hildar
said shortly.


“Strange that you should go on a
journey without it,” Lenora mused. “Why is it you must hold hands?”


“It makes it easier for her to use
Iona,” Idris replied.


“Enough discussion,” Cowan cut in.
“Idris, it is your turn.”


The three students spent the rest
of the morning taking turns giving and receiving energy. It made the time
riding pass by quickly, and it was soon time for them to stop for their midday
meal. They dismounted from their horses, setting them free to graze. Captain
Cowan delved into the supplies they received from Hollow Cry Tower and handed
out rations.


Idris accepted his round cake of
cooked grains—their Breenite substitute for travelers bread—then he set his
partisan on the ground and sprawled on the warm grass to relax. His heart gave
a small jump when he saw Lenora coming to join him. He scrambled to sit up,
feeling rather foolish in her presence.


“It is interesting watching
Wielders train,” she commented as she sat next to him. “I have never had the
opportunity to do so before.”


“I would think your Royal Guards
would let you watch them train, if you asked,” Idris replied.


Lenora smiled at him, causing his
insides to dance. “The royal family of Breen does not retain the services of
Wielders. At least, not permanently.”


Idris raised his eyebrows.
“Really?”


“We are the patrons of the society,
which grants us certain privileges, but they are free to pursue their own
objectives.” Lenora took a delicate bite of her grain cake.


“Are there many Wielders here in
Breen?” Idris asked.


Lenora tipped her head briefly to
the side. “I have seen as many as thirty at Hollow Cry Tower, but I do not know
if they were all native to Breen.”


“Thirty?” Idris blurted. “There are
only ten Royal Guards in the whole of Calaris.”


“As I said,” Lenora reminded him,
“I do not know if they were Breenite. Master Emeric sends out seekers to find
those with the potential to be Wielders. I do not know how far the seekers
travel.”


Idris leaned forward, frowning
thoughtfully. “Are the potential Wielders brought back to the tower?”


Lenora shook her head. “No. They
are informed of their potential so they can decide if they wish to join the
society. Some come to Hollow Cry Tower, but then leave if they do not find the
item of power they are meant to wield.”


“How do the seekers know how to
identify potential Wielders if they do not have the item meant for that
person?” Idris asked.


“I am not certain,” Lenora
admitted. “I believe there is some sort of magical item that aids in the
process, but I was an infant when I was tested.”


Idris rested a hand on his weapon,
suddenly feeling possessive. How would he have felt if he had been told that he
had the potential to wield a weapon of power, but no one knew where it was? It
had been difficult enough coming to terms with his role in life having Iona in
his hands. He couldn’t imagine how lost he would feel knowing that part of his
destiny was hidden from him.


“It would be terrible,” he said
aloud, “never knowing what you could have become if you had found your item of
power.”


Lenora nodded in agreement. “I
believe many of the potential Wielders become scholars at Hollow Cry Tower.
They help gather and preserve the knowledge kept there. Some become travelers,
searching the world for their item of power.”


Idris could easily imagine the
drive to make such a journey. Wondering what could be was powerful
motivation. 


You would have stayed on your
farm, though, Iona asserted.


Idris smiled. How do you know
that? 


Because you are not one to be
discontent, she answered. You were happy in Rest Stone Valley, and the
abstract idea of possibly finding a weapon of power would not have tempted you
long.


And yet, Idris sighed
internally, I decided to join the Royal Guard.


Yes, Iona allowed, but
there is a difference between being told that you have the potential to become
a Wielder and having a weapon placed in your hand.


True, Idris agreed.


“Iona does not think that I would
have searched for my weapon if I had been told that it was somewhere out
there,” Idris told Lenora. “She says I would have stayed on my family farm.”


A smile tugged at the corners of the
princess’s mouth. “That is a nice sentiment.”


“You do not think that makes me
weak?” Idris asked in surprise. “Less dedicated?”


Lenora shook her head. “No, I do
not.”


Idris felt a warm glow start in his
chest and spread outward. He wasn’t sure how to respond, so he merely grinned.
Hildar would’ve mocked him and Aherin would’ve stared in disbelief, but
Lenora’s approval meant more to him. Perhaps he was not as foolish as he
sometimes feared.











Chapter Fifteen: The Forger Village


 


It took six days for them to travel
from Hollow Cry Tower to the base of the eastern mountains. Idris and his
fellow students spent most of their time practicing the new skills Cowan had
taught them. It was encouraging for them to be making such progress with their
training, and it also helped the time to pass more quickly.


On the morning of the seventh day,
they stood on a hill overlooking a low valley. The sun gave everything a golden
glow, and a soft breeze stirred the tall grass. Idris sighed quietly. “It is
beautiful.”


Lenora glanced over at him with a
pleased expression in her eyes. “Yes, it is.”


“Where is the Forger village?”
Hildar asked, sounding a bit impatient.


“There,” the princess said,
pointing, “just before the trees begin.”


Hildar’s eyes narrowed. “I do not
see it.”


Lenora simply nodded. It was
Captain Cowan that offered an explanation. “No one has lived there for many
years. The structures must be overgrown.”


“Shall we go down?” suggested the
princess.


“We?” Hildar repeated sharply.


“We do not wish to inconvenience you,
your highness,” said Cowan. “Thank you for your assistance, and may you travel
safely to Koyo.”


Lenora mounted her horse in a
graceful motion. “It is no inconvenience, Captain. I am certain I can provide
useful information once we arrive.”


She nudged her horse forward before
anyone could object. Hildar stared at the retreating figure with a darkened
expression. “I think she is going to force us to speak bluntly about her
presence in our group,” she observed.


Cowan nodded grimly. “I believe you
are right.”


“Is it really such a problem for
her to ride with us to the village?” asked Idris.


The captain mounted his horse,
indicating that the others should do the same. “It is not her presence on this
leg of the journey that concerns me. However, things could become more
dangerous very soon.”


They urged their horses into a
canter, slowing once they caught up with Lenora. The princess smiled brightly
at Idris, causing his heart to skip a beat. “I do not know what it is you are
looking for, but I know several interesting facts about the village that you
may find helpful. Did you know that there is no forge in the entire village?
Not a single one. Do you not find that strange?”


“Very,” Idris answered honestly. “I
wonder why.”


If you gave it the tiniest bit
of thought, the answer would be obvious, Iona said in a sour tone.


Idris sighed quietly. His partisan
had been in a foul mood ever since they had discovered the remains of her
sister. And while he couldn’t fault her for being upset, he was displeased to
have returned to the role of her whipping boy.


Would you explain it to me?


No, she answered shortly.


Lenora took note of Idris’s
expression. She maneuvered her horse next to him, so their knees were almost
touching. “Are you upset with me?” she asked softly.


Idris’s eyebrows shot upward. “Of
course not.”


“I would understand if you were,”
she went on. “I keep stepping in where I have not been invited.”


Idris cast a quick glance at his
companions before answering. “I cannot speak for the others, but I do not mind
having you here.”


Lenora’s eyes sparkled. “I am
glad.” They rode for a moment in silence before the princess continued. “Have
you ever had a feeling in your heart, but your mind could not rationalize it?”


Idris nodded, but didn’t give any
examples.


“My mother’s grandmother was the
most celebrated seer in the history of Breen,” Lenora said with a hint of
pride. “I do not have many memories of her, but I remember the last thing she
said to me before she died. She said that anyone could have glimpses into the
future, but a true seer knew how to act on the knowledge given.”


Idris frowned thoughtfully. He had
never considered that before, but it made sense to him. “Do you ever have
visions?” he asked her.


Lenora slowly shook her head. “Not
exactly. But I have always had a strong sense of intuition, and my
great-grandmother told me to trust that.”


“I see,” Idris said, trying to be
polite. He didn’t know why the princess was telling him any of this.


“I do not know why I am determined
to continue on with you,” Lenora admitted, “but my heart tells me that I
should.”


Idris’s eyes turned to his fellow
Royal Guards. None of them were riding close enough to hear the princess’s
words. “Why not tell this to Captain Cowan?” he asked her. “I am sure he would
understand.”


Lenora sighed. “I am not so
certain. Either way, it is more important to me that you understand.”


Idris straightened slightly. “Why?”


Because she likes you, you
idiot, Iona snapped.


Idris’s insides danced at Iona’s
words. He studied the princess, looking for some sort of confirmation to what
his partisan was saying. Lenora was staring at her saddle horn, a delicate
blush touching her cheeks.


“I just think that you are the most
likely to empathize,” she answered finally. “And the others listen to you.”


Idris snorted. “Not really.” When
Lenora looked up in surprise he pointed to his chest. “I am a farmer,
remember?”


Her expression softened into a
smile. “I remember,” she replied softly.


Cowan’s gruff voice broke the
silence that settled between them. “I can see the village border.”


Idris looked ahead, searching
through the tall grass for some sign of inhabitance. Now that they were closer,
he could see the outlines of a few abandoned buildings against the tree line.
The border that Cowan referred to was a series of wooden posts outlining the
village. As they rode past, Idris could see that the same two symbols had been
burned into each of the posts.
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“What do they mean?” Aherin asked.


“My father said they were some sort
of protection spell,” explained Lenora.


Hildar scowled at the posts. “Much
good it did them,” she muttered.


The village border was actually a
fair distance from any structural remains. For a few minutes there was nothing
else to see but grass. Idris would’ve missed the first ruins if Lenora hadn’t
pointed them out. Nothing was left of the building but its foundation, which
was comprised of smooth stones.


“Where is the rest of it?” Idris
asked Lenora.


The princess pointed west. “There
is a village in that direction that was built after this community was abandoned.
The people in that village stripped this place of every useful material.”


“That makes sense,” Idris
commented. “Why cut down trees to form new planks when there are some already
made?”


The only buildings that were still
standing were made from blocks of stone. They were covered in vines so thick
that they were mostly obscured. Lenora gestured to each of them as she spoke.
“This one was where they held village councils or received important guests.
These two were storage buildings, built to protect valuable materials.”


“How do you know any of this?”
inquired Hildar, just barely keeping her voice civil.


“There was a cartographer that once
visited the Forger village,” Lenora explained. “The map he drew of the
community is in the Breen royal library.”


“How convenient,” Hildar murmured.


Captain Cowan’s expression was also
tinged with suspicion. “Why would you have studied such a map, your highness?”


The princess shrugged. “After I
visited this place as a child, I became very interested in the Forgers. I looked
for every bit of information I could find.”


Cowan grunted in response, but
didn’t look very convinced. He dismounted his horse and began walking around
the remains of the village. He pulled his weapon out of its holder, using it
like a walking staff. Hildar and Aherin followed their captain’s lead, but
Idris paused uncertainly. He didn’t want to be rude by leaving the princess by
herself.


Lenora slid out of her saddle,
landing smoothly on the ground. She waved her petite hand at Idris. “Follow
me,” she invited. “I will show you around.”


Cowan didn’t object, so Idris
dismounted. Lenora grabbed his hand and led him over to the stone buildings.
Idris was so shocked by the familiar gesture that he didn’t even think about
protesting.


“Look,” Lenora said, pointing to
the foundation stones. “There are more symbols here. My father said that they
kept the materials stored here safe.”


Idris studied the runes,
fascinated. His thoughts turned back to the journal written by Didrika. She had
mentioned that the Forgers used rune magic for simple tasks as well as
important ones. It was an aspect of their lives that permeated everything. It
was an exciting idea—especially to one who came from a culture where magic was
rare.


“What do you think they stored here
that needed protecting?” Lenora asked with a childlike expression on her face.


Idris had a pretty good idea of
what had been stored in the buildings, but he wasn’t sure if Cowan wanted the
details of forging weapons of power to be known. Instead of answering, he shrugged
uncomfortably.


Lenora didn’t seem to have expected
a reply. She went on with the same enthusiasm as before. “My father and I sat
here and guessed what the Forgers treasured most. It is said that Forgers never
provided any of the materials used for making items of power, so it would not
have been jewels or gold. Of course, I did not know that at the time, so I
imagined a room full of diamonds and precious metals.”


“What did your father think?” Idris
inquired.


Lenora ran her fingers along the
worn stone. “He believed that this was where they kept newly forged items that
had not been taken by their Wielders yet.”


“That makes sense,” Idris agreed.


“It would make more sense if there
was some sign of a forge anywhere in this village,” Lenora said, almost to herself.
“How can there be no forge? It is not something that could be taken with them.”


Her musing was once again
interrupted by Captain Cowan. “Well, your highness, I really must insist that
we go our separate ways. I do not wish for you to delay your journey, and we
have much work to do.”


Lenora lifted her chin slightly,
her dark blue eyes flashing with determination. Idris got the feeling that the
princess had been putting off this confrontation for as long as possible, but
now she was diving in. “I have decided that I will be joining you on your quest
for the foreseeable future, Captain.”


“No,” Cowan flatly refused. His
eyes narrowed as he spoke. “You have no business with us, nor do you have the
right to demand that we comply.”


“I do not need your cooperation,”
Lenora said simply. “All I have to do is keep following you.”


Hildar’s face flushed scarlet. “You
cannot do that.”


Lenora raised an eyebrow. “How will
you stop me? Tie me up and leave me stranded?”


“We can make it so you cannot
follow us,” Hildar growled.


The princess looked amused. “Drug
me? Knock me unconscious? I am an excellent tracker, so it would only be a
matter of time until I caught up with you. Besides, I do not believe King
Nikolas would approve of you attacking his cousin.”


Cowan held up a hand. His grizzled
features spoke volumes of his disapproval. “I cannot stop you from following
us, and I will not refuse you shelter or protection. However, you will not be
given any information regarding our quest, no matter how small. And you will not
be allowed to join our private conversations.” The captain’s warning was for
all of them, not just the princess.


Lenora made a gesture as if she
didn’t care, and the argument appeared to have come to an end. Idris caught
sight of Lenora’s face as she walked away, which was clearly unhappy. He could
tell that she hadn’t enjoyed forcing Cowan’s hand.


“Idris,” the captain said, waving
for him to join the other members of the Royal Guard. They stood in a huddle,
speaking quietly so as not to be overheard. “I was hoping to find something
more useful here in the village, but there is nothing left,” Cowan admitted.


“Like what?” Idris asked.


“Any indication of where the
survivors may have fled,” their leader explained. “I had Fenris searching for
trails that can be left behind by magic, invisible to the eye.”


“Nothing?” Aherin surmised.


Cowan nodded. “Nothing.”


“What now?” Hildar sighed, looking
weary.


“Now we go into the mountains,
searching for more clues,” replied Cowan. “There has to be some sign of their
passing—temporary shelters or local stories of people who saw them.”


“What will we do about Lenora?”
Idris asked, half fearing the answer.


Cowan’s expression darkened. “We
will keep to ourselves as much as possible. It would be best if she is simply a
bored princess looking for adventure, because then she will eventually lose
interest.”


“What if that is not the case?”
Aherin posed.


“The other possibility is that she
was set in our path to spy on us,” Cowan said grimly. “If that is the case, we
may be forced to deal with her.”


A chill shot up Idris’s spine. Part
of him wanted to ask what the captain meant, but most of him didn’t want to
know.











Chapter Sixteen: Treasure Seekers


 


There wasn’t a clear path that led
up into the mountains, so they simply chose the direction with the fewest
obstacles. At first they were able to ride their horses without too much
difficulty. After about an hour, they reached a point where they had to
dismount if they wanted to continue.


Idris was the only one who was
concerned if Lenora would be able to keep up with them. He hesitated, holding
to the reins of his horse more firmly than necessary. The princess looked
completely unruffled by the situation. She simply tied her red hair into a knot
at the base of her neck before joining the others on the ground.


They climbed over boulders and
fallen logs, helping their horses to find footholds. They only stopped when the
horses needed rest, pressing on again as soon as they were able. Each of them
kept within eyesight of the others, but they were spread out to cover more
ground as they searched for clues. The only exception was the princess, who
stayed close to Idris. 


No one complained, but Idris kept a
close eye on Lenora. He didn’t want her pushing herself too far. The rest of
the day’s travel passed in that manner, leaving Idris feeling exhausted by
sunset. 


He filled his water bag in a small
creek, then stepped back so his horse could drink. “It feels like we should
have reached the peak by now,” Idris murmured, rubbing his aching back.


“I suspect we have only traveled a
fraction of that distance,” Hildar replied. She was lying stretched out on a
nearby log.


“What a dismal thought,” Aherin
groaned.


Lenora gave the group a shrewd
glance. “I take it you did not find whatever it was you were looking for.”


The three young soldiers all looked
to Cowan to answer her. He finally shook his grizzled head. “No, we did not.”


“You might be more effective if you
allowed me to help,” the princess suggested.


“No, thank you, your highness,”
Cowan responded curtly.


Lenora sighed, but didn’t argue.
She began clearing rocks from the ground so she could set up her small tent. As
she worked, Cowan gestured for the others to gather around him.


“It would be helpful to have
another set of eyes,” Idris said in a low voice.


Hildar made a cutting motion with
her hand. “Absolutely not,” she insisted. “It is bad enough that you have been
coddling her all day. She is not even supposed to be here.”


“I have not been coddling her,”
Idris retorted. “She has done an excellent job keeping up with us.”


“Hildar is still right,” Aherin
admitted, looking apologetic. “She is not supposed to be with us anymore.”


“She is just following her
intuition, like her great-grandmother told her to,” argued Idris.


Captain Cowan frowned. “What do you
mean?”


A surge of guilt made his stomach
feel heavy. Lenora had spoken to him in confidence, and he wasn’t sure if she
would appreciate him sharing with the others. “Her great-grandmother was a
seer,” Idris muttered. “Lenora’s intuition told her to stay with us.”


Hildar rolled her eyes. “Are you
trying to tell me that she is destined to follow and annoy us?”


Idris scowled at his companion.
“That is not what I said. She did not have a vision, she just has a feeling.”


“Well, that is much different,”
Hildar said sarcastically.


“Enough,” Cowan growled. “Intuition
or no, I am standing by my decision to keep as much information from her as
possible.” He waited for each of his students to acknowledge his words before
going on. “We are covering the most likely range of distance that any surviving
Forgers would have followed during an escape. So far we have not found
anything.”


“How far up the mountain should we
climb?” inquired Aherin.


Cowan shook his head. “I do not
know.”


“Excuse me,” Lenora’s voice cut
through their discussion, “but I think you should see this.”


Idris was at her side immediately,
placing a protective hand on her elbow. “What is it?”


The princess pointed up the
mountain through the trees. It took Idris a moment to see what she was trying
to show him, but he soon noticed a dot of light in the distance. After a pause,
another light sprang into existence. Then another and another.


“Is it a village?” Hildar wondered
with excitement in her voice.


Cowan began gathering the supplies
they had unpacked. “Let us go and see,” he suggested.


Idris helped Lenora pack up her
tent. The terrain remained too uneven to ride their horses, but they still had
to re-saddle each of the animals. The group began hiking again, their energy
returned by their apparent change in fortune. It was full dark before they
reached the first of the lights, which was a lantern set on a pole.


Just beyond the lantern was a
bustling community. A large area of trees had been cleared away to make room
for small wooden houses and other structures. There was a water wheel that
diverted the flow of a river into one of the buildings, reducing the stream
into the low creek that Idris had filled his water bag from below. No one in
the community appeared to be stopping their activities for the night. In fact,
it looked as though they were all just getting started.


Idris and his companions were soon
spotted, and a small group of people came to greet them. The women wore
trousers instead of skirts, with their hair tied under a square of cloth on
their heads. The men were all bearded, with broad figures that filled out their
simple brown clothing.


“Welcome, strangers,” the lead
woman said genially. “What brings you to our village?”


“Forgive our intrusion,” Captain
Cowan began politely. “We are merely travelers that have stumbled across your
community.”


“Not merchants?” one of the men
asked in surprise. “We usually only get merchants up here.”


Cowan answered the negative. “No,
we are not merchants.”


“You be soldiers,” another woman
stated, taking note of the covered weapons carried by the Royal Guards.


“We mean no harm,” assured Cowan.


“They are my protectors,”
interrupted Lenora. “I am the daughter of Lady Elissa, on my way to visit my
cousins in Jish.”


Idris’s eyes widened slightly. He
looked at Cowan and the others, gauging their reactions. No one appeared
inclined to contradict what the princess had said.


“Jish?” repeated the second man.
“You cannot reach Jish from here. No offense intended, but you should know
that, m’lady.”


“I know most roads lead around the
mountain,” Lenora said lightly, “but I wanted to see what it would be like to
go over the mountain.”


“Forgive me, m’lady,” said the
second woman, “but you could have saved yourself a great deal of trouble. There
is no way down the back of this mountain.”


“There is not?” Lenora asked,
looking as though she was surprised.


The woman shook her head. “No,
m’lady. We call this peak Half Mountain, because the entire back portion is
nothing but cliffs—as if the mountain had been cut in half.”


“Oh dear,” Lenora murmured,
shooting a brief smile to Idris.


Idris experienced a surge of
gratitude for Lenora’s interference. She may not have known it, but she had
just provided them with valuable information. Now they knew for certain that
any surviving Forgers would not have crossed over into the neighboring nation
from this direction.


“We would be happy to offer you
shelter for the night,” assured the first woman. “Although, you may find it
more disruptive than restful.”


Hildar’s eyes narrowed. “Why is
that?”


The second man pointed to a nearby
outcropping of rock. “We work that mine, yonder. Due to the nature of the cave,
we can only mine at night. We are only just starting our work, and it will
continue until morning.”


Idris tipped his head slightly to
the side. “Really?”


The first woman nodded. “We mine
nightsilver. The ore is only visible after the sun sets.”


“Do you smelt the nightsilver
yourselves?” Cowan asked, just a bit too casually.


“We do,” affirmed the first man.


Cowan nodded thoughtfully.
“Interesting. Well, if it would not be an inconvenience, we would be glad to
pay you for a place to spend the night. If there is a bed farther away from the
noise for the lady…”


“Of course,” said the first of the
two women. “Please, follow me.”


“Hildar, escort our lady to the
quarters and help her get settled in for the night,” instructed Cowan. “Aherin,
see to the horses.”


No one appeared to be happy with
their orders, least of all Lenora. She gave the captain a sharp look. “Should
we not all stay together?”


“Certainly, m’lady,” Cowan
responded smoothly. “I will join you as soon as I settle payment with our kind
hosts.”


“Idris-” Lenora began.


“Idris will stay with me,” the
captain interrupted. “Do not worry, m’lady. Hildar will keep you quite secure.”


And keep you from wandering
where you are not wanted, Iona added.


Are you implying that I would
have let Lenora wander around? Idris asked his weapon.


Iona snorted. You would let that
young woman do anything if she smiled at you.


He felt a surge of indignation. That
is not true!


The partisan’s suggestive silence
made Idris’s face grow warm. She made him sound like some sort of love-struck
fool, when that wasn’t the case. Idris acknowledged that he liked Lenora, but
he had only recently met her. They could barely be considered friends, let
alone anything more personal. 


He tried to hide his embarrassment
as the two miner women led Hildar and Lenora away. The second of the men
offered to help Aherin with the horses, leaving the final three to finish
conducting business. Coins changed hands while Idris stared at his boots.


“I hope is it not an imposition,”
Cowan began, “but I was wondering if I could speak to your blacksmith.”


Idris’s head snapped up, his eyes
widening. The miner seemed surprised as well. “I suppose so. Is there anything
I can help you with?”


The captain of the Royal Guard
waved a hand. “Oh, no. I just had a few questions. Nothing important, really.”


The miner nodded slowly. “He lives
over this way,” he gestured in the direction opposite of the rock outcropping.
“He does his work at night, too.”


Cowan and Idris followed the miner
down the sloping path to a small cottage with a large forge behind it. Before
they walked around the house, Cowan held up a hand to Idris. “Stay here, lad. I
will not be long.”


“Yes, sir,” Idris stammered, but
his thoughts were muddled with confusion. Why had the captain insisted that he
come along if he was just going to stand alone and wait?


Probably to separate you and the
princess, Iona guessed. It would be good for you to distance yourself from
her.


“I doubt that is the reason,” Idris
muttered, but he didn’t believe his own words. He kicked at the dirt with the
toe of his boot, feeling more frustrated with each passing moment. “Lenora is
not a spy or saboteur,” he insisted. “She just wants to help.”


Iona chose not to answer, leaving
Idris feeling like he was trying too hard to defend Lenora’s actions. In a fit
of restlessness, he turned on his heel and started walking toward one of the
other houses.


Each of the wooden homes were
fairly uniform, distinguishable only by small decorations on the doors. Idris
found himself studying the doors with interest—one had a small wreath of pine
needles, another had a string of feathers. He stopped abruptly, staring at a
door that had a strange symbol burned into it.
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“Can I help you, son?” a gravelly
voice demanded.


Idris whipped around, facing an old
man with long white hair. He was dressed as a miner, with the broad physique to
match, but he didn’t act as though he was getting ready to go to work. He sat
in a wooden rocking chair nestled between two of the houses. His green eyes
were narrowed, looking at Idris in an unfriendly manner.


“Do you know who lives here?” Idris
asked, pointing to the house with the symbol on the door.


“Of course I do,” the old man
snapped. “I know everyone who lives in this village.”


The man didn’t offer any more
information, even though Idris felt that it was obvious he wanted to know more.
Idris took a small breath, smoothing over the impatience he experienced. “Can
you tell me where I can find them?”


“Why would I want to do that?” the
old man challenged.


Iona silently chuckled at Idris’s
frustration. “Please,” he said as politely as he could manage, “this is very
important. I need to know the history of this house.”


The old man’s expression was
inscrutable. “Why would you need to know something like that?”


Idris pointed to the symbol. “I
think this is a rune. The Forgers used rune magic, and we are trying to follow
their trail from the village at the base of this mountain. I need to know if
they came this way.”


The old man pursed his lips. “The
Forgers died out centuries ago, boy. What does it matter if they passed this
way?”


“It matters a great deal,” Idris
assured him. “My friend’s future depends on it.”


“Bah,” the man spat. “Every youth
thinks their interests are the most important in the world.”


Idris’s frustration blossomed into
anger, expanding through his chest like a wildfire. “I do not need your
help,” he said through gritted teeth. “I can find someone else to tell me what
I need to know.”


The old man made a sharp gesture.
“Go on, then, boy. Stop wasting my time.”


“Idris,” Captain Cowan called from
a short distance.


“Here,” Idris answered.


Cowan approached them with his
usual purposeful stride. He held his weapon in his hand once more, using it as
a walking staff. Idris pointed to the symbol burned into the door. “Look, sir.”


The captain studied it with a
furrowed brow. “We may be closer than we realized,” he murmured.


“Well,” the old man said in a quiet
voice, “I never thought this day would come.”


Fenris flared with a swell of
power, causing Cowan to stare at his bo staff in surprise. “What is it?” he
asked the weapon.


The old man got to his feet,
revealing that he was alarmingly tall. The top of Idris’s head barely came up
to the man’s lower ribs. His build—so broad a moment before—now seemed almost
slender when paired with his height.


The man took Fenris from Cowan’s
grasp, not bothering to ask permission. The captain let him, frozen with an
expression of shock on his scarred face. “Who are you?” Cowan whispered
hoarsely.


“I am Kurag,” the old man answered,
holding the bo staff reverently in his large hands, “and I was there the day
Fenris was born.”











Chapter Seventeen: Taint


 


“You are a Forger?” Idris blurted.


Kurag made a hissing sound. “Quiet,
boy. You never know who is listening.”


“No wonder the blacksmith seemed so
reluctant to give me any information,” Cowan said quietly. “He was trying to
protect your identity.”


The Forger nodded, handing Fenris
back to his master. “I have known everyone in this village from the day they
were born. They are my family, and they would rather die than betray my
secret.”


“You really would have let us leave
without telling us who you are?” Idris asked incredulously.


Kurag’s expression was
unapologetic. “I had no reason to believe that you meant me anything but harm.”


“May we speak to you now?” Cowan
requested, using a tone filled with sincere respect.


The Forger considered his options
for a few moments before making a curt motion. “Into my home,” he ordered.


They filed through the door with
the rune on it, into a one-room shack. A long cot filled one corner of the
room, and a small cooking stove sat in the other. There were only two chairs in
Kurag’s home, which he offered to his guests. He sat on the edge of the bed,
speaking as if to himself.


“My mother put that rune on the
door. Although, the door belonged to a different house back then. We lived
higher up the mountain, where we thought we would be safe from the Hunters.
After my mother died, I decided to come down again. I was tired of being alone,
so I thought I would search out other survivors. That is when I first came
across the small group of miners that founded this village.” Kurag’s eyes were
filled with the weight of his memories. “I was afraid they would try to kill
me, too, but they did not. They befriended me and allowed me to build a life
here with them.”


“How long ago was that?” Cowan
asked softly.


Kurag rubbed his chin. “Oh, I would
say about seventy years ago.”


Idris’s eyebrows shot upward. “How
old are you?”


The Forger’s mouth hinted a smile.
“Two hundred fifty-four—certainly not a young man anymore.”


“Why did you not seek out
Wielders?” Cowan inquired. “They would have protected you.”


Kurag held up a finger. “Some
of them would have, but how could someone like me tell the difference between
light and dark Wielders?”


“Surely the people using dark
weapons would have died out by now,” said Idris.


The Forger raised an eyebrow. “You
think so, boy?” He sounded amused.


“It has been hundreds of years…”
Idris explained lamely.


Kurag crossed his arms against his
chest, leaning back against the wall. “The forging of items of power began four
hundred six years ago, when Hedda made a protective charm as a gift for her
husband. In less than fifty years, the art began to be corrupted and dark items
became known to humankind. By the time I was born, the conflict between light
and dark Wielders had turned into an outright war. Marlais Dragonspear and his
companions were given the task of destroying as many dark creations as they
could, which spanned the ten years before I was born to the ten years after I
was born. After the death of Marlais Dragonspear, all hope for eradicating evil
items of power was lost. The second decade of my life was filled with a
darkness you cannot imagine. Only a fool would think that such power would
simply die out with the passage of time.”


Idris felt Kurag’s words like a
slap to the face. To him, the stories of Marlais Dragonspear and the wars of
the time were things of the distant past. But to this Forger, they were times
he had lived through—memories that still haunted him. “I am sorry,” Idris
whispered.


Kurag nodded, acknowledging the
apology. “I am glad to see that Fenris remains as pure as the day he was forged.”


Idris’s gaze turned to Cowan’s bo
staff. “Did you forge him?”


The Forger chuckled. “I may be old,
but I am not that old. I was only a child when Fenris was born, but I
was allowed to watch the process. It was the first forging I ever witnessed. My
mother was truly an artist.”


“Did you ever forge any weapons
yourself?” asked Idris, leaning forward with interest.


“On my own?” Kurag clarified. “No.
I was just finishing my apprenticeship when the Hunters destroyed the Forger
village.”


“Who are these Hunters you keep
mentioning?” Cowan frowned.


“They are an organization that grew
in power during my third decade of life. I believe they called themselves The
Order of Tivan. They blamed the Forgers for all of the terrible things that
happened over the years. They resolved that every Forger—along with the
knowledge of forging—needed to be destroyed.”


“That is terrible,” exclaimed
Idris.


“There were many terrible things
going on at that time,” Kurag said bluntly.


Yes, there were, Iona
murmured.


The Forger turned his attention to
Idris’s partisan. “Let us see which trinket you ended up with, boy.”


“She is not a trinket,” Idris
responded warmly.


Kurag didn’t argue, but waved an
impatient hand. Idris reluctantly pulled Iona from the holder on his back and
untied the cover that kept the upper portion of his polearm hidden. He gently
removed the leather sheath, setting it on the ground.


There was a sharp intake of breath
as the Forger laid eyes on the partisan. “Lady Iona,” he whispered reverently.
“I thought she had been lost.”


“Marlais left her in the keeping of
Lyndham while he went to visit her Life Flame,” Idris explained.


Kurag’s brow furrowed. “Yes, I know
the story. His purpose for going, though, is still unknown.”


“I do not even know what it is,”
admitted Idris.


“I would think not,” Kurag agreed.
“It seemed to be a closely guarded secret.”


Cowan leaned forward. “It is for
some of those Forger secrets that we have undertaken this journey to find you.”


Kurag drew his lips into a firm
line. “Yes, your apprentice said that you were looking for help.”


“One of our number has a weapon
that is tainted,” Cowan went on. “We need your help to reforge it.”


Kurag made an incredulous noise.
“You do not know what you are asking.”


“Perhaps,” acknowledged Cowan, “but
it needs to be done all the same.”


The Forger’s expression was grim.
“If you have a tainted weapon, the best choice you can make would be to destroy
it. You have the means,” he gestured to Iona.


“We cannot do that,” the captain
insisted.


Kurag stared at them for several moments
with an unreadable expression. Idris was certain that the Forger wouldn’t agree
to help them, which filled him with a sudden desperation. “Please,” he begged,
“we cannot help Hildar without you. She wants so much to do something truly
worthwhile with her life. If she was forced to give up everything she has
worked for, it would break her heart.”


“Better that than breaking her
soul,” Kurag replied, but his expression had softened somewhat.


Idris looked down at the weapon in
his hands. He wished that he had been better educated as a child, or that he
had been gifted with some measure of natural eloquence. If only he could put
into words the feelings in his heart—feelings that he knew Hildar shared—about
standing with the Royal Guard to make a difference. Not long ago he and Hildar
had played a vital role in protecting members of the royal family from death at
the hands of traitors. He had kept Queen Arminell and Princess Zorina safe more
than once. But how could he put into words his conviction of what they were
trying to accomplish?


Kurag sighed quietly, getting to
his feet. “I suppose there would be no harm in looking at the weapon and its
Wielder. If the taint is not too deep…well, we shall see.”


The Forger led the way out of the
small house, where they were met by the man who had guided them to the
blacksmith. His expression was stiff as his eyes darted over each of them.
“Kurag,” he said slowly, “is everything alright?”


The part-giant nodded. “I am fine.
We are going to speak to the others, but there is no cause for concern.”


“They are in Juna’s home,” the man
offered.


“Thank you,” Kurag replied, walking
in the appropriate direction. His gait was long, forcing his companions to trot
to keep up. They didn’t have far to go before arriving at the house where
Hildar and the others were waiting.


Princess Lenora appeared to have
already gone to bed, but the other two were standing outside the door with
bored expressions on their faces. That immediately changed when they spotted
the Forger approaching them.


Captain Cowan made the
introductions. “Kurag, this is Hildar. She is the one we were discussing. That
is Aherin, one of my other students.”


Kurag didn’t seem to care about
Aherin. He didn’t even acknowledge the existence of anyone other than Hildar.
The old man stared into Hildar’s eyes, leaning down to study her. She frowned
in confusion, but didn’t look away.


“Who are you?” she demanded.


Kurag didn’t answer her question.
He looked into her eyes for five minutes or so—long enough that the young
members of the Royal Guard began to shift uncomfortably. Cowan stood with his
arms crossed against his chest, watching the process with just as much focus.


The Forger finally gave a curt nod.
“Now show me the weapon,” he ordered.


“Aherin,” Cowan instructed, “get
the box from my saddlebag.”


“Yes, sir,” the young man answered,
walking to the small house next to the one where Lenora was resting.


“Have we been split up?” Idris
asked in surprise.


“Of course,” Hildar answered,
looking irritated by his question. “We would not all fit in a single shelter.”


Aherin returned quickly with the
crystal box that held Hildar’s dagger. Kurag’s face darkened when he saw what
the young soldier held in his hand. “Is it really so dangerous that you must
imprison it so?” he asked Cowan.


Cowan raised his bushy eyebrows. “I
knew no other way to keep it contained.”


The Forger grunted, taking the box
from Aherin. The captain took a step forward, as if to offer his assistance,
but Kurag waved him away. “I am familiar with how these prisons work,” the old
man said.


Kurag placed a hand on the top of
the crystal box for a brief moment, then he closed his hand around the hilt of
the dagger and pulled it out. It happened so quickly that Idris wasn’t certain
how it was managed. One minute the box was solid, completely encasing the
weapon. The next, the upper portion of the box was gone as if it had never been
there.


Hildar gasped involuntarily when
the dagger was pulled from its container. Her hand flew to her sternum,
clutching at the front of her blouse. Idris and Aherin were instantly at her
side. “What is wrong?” Aherin asked.


Hildar shook her head. “I had
forgotten the weight of Savion pressing on my mind.”


Kurag studied the dagger, bringing
it close to his eyes. He looked at every detail, turning the weapon at every
angle. He finally sighed. “This dagger should never have been forged.”


Cowan frowned. “What do you mean?”


“The material was tainted before it
was ever made. The Forger should have been able to see that,” Kurag explained.


“But it was not tainted on
purpose?” Cowan queried.


Kurag shook his head. “No, it was
not made with a dark purpose. That is something, I suppose.”


“Does that mean there is hope?”
Hildar asked, looking frightened of the possible answer.


Kurag rested his gaze on the young
woman before him. “That depends on you,” he replied. He gestured to her. “Walk
with me, child.”


Hildar and the Forger walked away
from the others, into the trees beyond the village. Idris could see them sit on
a fallen log, speaking in hushed tones. Kurag’s expression was earnest, and
Hildar looked scared.


“What do you think he is saying to
her?” Aherin wondered aloud.


“I would assume he is telling her
exactly what reforging the dagger will entail,” Cowan answered, scowling.


The fool is actually considering
doing it, Iona hissed. How could any Forger consider doing such a thing?


What is so dangerous about
reforging a weapon? Idris demanded. Tell me what you have heard.


Iona was silent for a moment. It
is said that the soul of the Wielder is ripped from their body, leaving it an
empty husk. The body lives on, but the person is dead.


Idris felt a shock of cold take
over his senses. His mind was numbed by such a terrible idea. Why would that
need to happen? How does it help fix the weapon? Why would anybody choose to do
that?


I have asked myself those very
questions, farmer, Iona murmured.


Idris watched Hildar’s face as
Kurag spoke; it grew pale and taut. Her eyes were fixed on the Forger’s, as his
were fixed on hers. Whatever it was he was telling her, Idris could see that
Kurag was sparing no details. When Kurag ceased talking, the two sat on the log
in silence. Hildar stared down at her clasped hands, turning them over in her
lap. After a while she spoke, which caused Kurag to look grim. Then the two
stood and rejoined the group.


“What have you decided?” Cowan
asked.


Kurag never had the chance to
answer the captain’s question. As he opened his mouth to speak, a nearby
explosion knocked all of them to the ground.











Chapter Eighteen: The Hunters


 


Kurag was on his feet again in an
instant, moving with dexterity that defied his age. He sprinted away from the
members of the Royal Guard, offering no explanation. The door to the miner’s
house behind them flung open with a bang. Princess Lenora appeared among them.


“What has happened?” she demanded,
looking frightened.


“Stay inside,” Cowan barked. “Bar
the door and open it for no one until one of us comes to get you.”


Lenora only hesitated for a moment
before doing as she was told. Cowan gestured to his young students, then hurried
after the Forger. They ran across the small community to the outcropping of
rock where the opening to the mine was located.


Dust and smoke filled the air,
choking Idris’s ability to breathe. He picked his way through the rocky debris,
coughing and sputtering. Kurag stood where the opening to the mine had been
located. With the strength of his ancestors, he shifted entire boulders out of
his way. Cowan had nearly reached the Forger when an arrow shot out of the
trees, piercing Kurag’s right shoulder. The old man howled in pain.


Idris dropped to his knees, his
eyes darting over the border of the village looking for the source of the
attack. He didn’t have to search for long. Half a dozen more arrows streamed
through the air with deadly accuracy, aimed at the members of the Royal Guard.


Iona flared with power, sending up
a wall of fire to deflect the arrows. “Thank you,” Idris gasped at his weapon.


Eight shadowy figures separated
from the trees, sprinting at the Royal Guards with swords raised. Once they entered
the halo of light that surrounded the village, Idris could see that they all
wore cloaks with the same insignia embroidered on the hood—a snake impaled on
the blade of a dagger.


“Hunters,” Kurag hissed when he saw
them.


Cowan twirled his staff, sending a
bolt of lightning at the nearest assailant. The Hunter barely flinched as the
lightning exploded out of existence before it touched him. The captain of the
Royal Guard gave a guttural snarl. “They have some sort of shield,” he warned
his students.


Idris felt a rush of fear as he
stood to ready his weapon. He had been training as a soldier for less than a
year. Iona had always made up for his shortcomings, but what was he to do with
her powers rendered useless?


Cowan was the one to provide Idris
with an answer to his dilemma. The experienced soldier raised his bo staff and
simply attacked. He whipped his weapon around with practiced efficiency,
knocking aside the sword of his enemy.


Aherin’s bow was useless without
its magic—he didn’t carry any arrows, since the bow made ones of fire—so he
picked up rocks from the piles around his feet. He began throwing the stones at
their attackers with impressive accuracy. Idris would’ve thought the sight
ridiculous had it not been so effective.


One of the thrown rocks hit a young
Hunter’s hand, causing the man to cry out and drop his sword. In a flash,
Hildar snatched up the weapon. She turned on the balls of her feet, bringing
the blade to bear. 


What are you waiting for,
farmer? Iona snapped.


Idris stumbled forward, his chagrin
making him momentarily clumsy. He came face to face with a Hunter holding a
wide sword that looked as though it had been broken in half. The jagged edge
may not have been as sharp as the tip of a normal sword, but it looked just as
intimidating. Idris raised his polearm reflexively, turning aside the falling
blow.


Idris took a step back, giving
himself the necessary distance to wield the partisan to full effect. He made a
sweeping motion with the tip of the blade—earning a defensive reaction from his
foe—then he moved to the side and jabbed his weapon under the sword arm of the
Hunter. The Hunter spun out of the way, then lunged with an attack of his own.


Idris gave silent thanks for all of
the practice on footwork he had been required to do in his early training as a
soldier. His ability to move quickly on his feet was all that saved him from
having his ribs sliced open.


Idris formed a small ball of energy
at the base of his partisan, flicking it at his enemy. The streak of fire
extinguished against the invisible shield that protected the Hunter, but it was
enough of a distraction to allow Idris to move into a better position. He leapt
across the scattered rocks at his feet, thrusting his weapon forward as he
moved.


The Hunter blinked against the
sudden bright light of the fireball, which proved to be a dangerous reaction.
He was only able to divert Idris’s attack by sacrificing his arm. The blade of
the partisan stabbed through the upper portion of the Hunter’s forearm, leaving
a spattering of blood on Iona. The Hunter gritted his teeth against the pain,
swinging his broken sword in a counterattack.


Idris jumped back. He could feel
Iona flaring with power, strengthening Idris’s legs to aid with his balance as
he landed. A smile touched the corners of his mouth. It was comforting to know
that Iona was helping him in every way she could.


Even without being able to use the
full extent of his weapon’s abilities, Idris felt he was able to defend himself
rather well. Too well, in fact. The Hunter didn’t seem as interested in
defeating Idris as he should have been.


He is distracting you, Iona
said abruptly.


Idris’s gaze flew to his
surroundings, trying to ascertain what it was that the Hunter was keeping him
from doing. Each of the members of the Royal Guard had a single opponent, but
Kurag had four Hunters closing in on him. Idris cried out in dismay, turning to
give aid to the Forger, but the Hunter with the broken sword blocked his path.


No matter which direction Idris
tried to run or how many times he used his partisan to attack, the Hunter
simply fended off his blows and barred the way. “Kurag,” Idris shouted, his
voice filled with desperation.


The Forger held two thick branches,
one in each hand. He kept the Hunters at bay, but his eyes had the wild gleam
of a trapped animal. He swung the branches, scraping the ground as the Hunters
dodged his makeshift weapons.


After a dozen or so such attempts
to defend himself, Kurag dropped the branches on the ground. He had a strangely
satisfied expression on his face as he raised his arms in the air. He began
chanting in a deep bass voice, the lilt of his words sounding almost like a
song. 


The scrapes left on the ground from
the branches began to glow, together forming two large runes. Idris’s mouth
dropped open as he realized what the Forger had done. The Hunters had the same
realization, and they scrambled for cover.


The ground began to rumble as Kurag
chanted louder. Idris was forced to his knees, just to keep himself from
falling over. The air vibrated with a high-pitched hum, growing stronger and
stronger until Idris had to press his palms against his ears. He clenched his
eyes shut as the pain in his head increased.


Suddenly, there was silence.


Idris looked up to see that the
opening to the mine was free of the boulders that had buried it. All of the
rocks appeared to have been turned into a fine dust that was now piled on the
ground. The members of the Royal Guard—as well as the Hunters—stood still in
shocked silence, but Kurag was moving with long-legged bounds.


He grabbed a metal pole that was
hidden just to the side of the outcropping of rock. Idris noticed that it was
the same kind of pole that was used to hold the lanterns that circled the
mining community. Kurag plunged the end of the pole into the ground, chanting a
new set of words. The pitch of his voice was higher than before, but the words
were more staccato as they rushed from his lips. 


A hidden rune on the metal pole
began glowing, with counterparts on the surrounding poles doing the same. Idris
was amazed that the Forger had had the forethought to prepare a secret rune
spell built right into the village.


With a flash of light, Idris felt
an invisible force pull against his body. He could feel himself flying through
the air, then he was suddenly lying on the ground. There had been no sensation
of him landing. He was just no longer moving.


He sat up, dazed. A quick glance
showed that he was sitting just outside the border of the village made by the
lantern poles. All of his companions were within sight, including Lenora
and—surprisingly—their horses. Even their saddlebags were present.


“What happened?” Lenora asked,
sounding bewildered.


“I am not certain,” answered Cowan
slowly.


The sound of feet tromping through
the underbrush brought them all around sharply. Kurag approached them with a
thunderous scowl on his face. “You had best get moving,” he warned. “The
Hunters need only to circle around the village to find you.”


Aherin repeated Lenora’s question.
“What happened?”


Kurag pointed to the nearest lamp
post. “Years ago I placed runes around the village as a way to protect those
who were kind enough to shelter me. When activated, the spell pushes everything
out of its boundary that does not belong in the mining community.”


Idris’s eyebrows shot upward.
“Including you?”


Sorrow flashed across the Forger’s
expression before it became stony. “Including me.”


“Where are we going now?” Cowan
inquired as he got to his feet.


“We?” Kurag burst out. “We
are not going anywhere. You led Hunters to my home and endangered the only
family I have left. You may go wherever you please, but I am going to find a
new place to hide. Alone.”


“You cannot do that,” Idris argued.


Kurag ignored him, sifting through
the saddlebags to find a simple shoulder pack with a rune burned into the
leather. He hefted the pack over his arm, then started to walk away. Hildar
darted forward, grabbing the Forger’s hand.


“You promised,” she said in a voice
that trembled with emotion. “You said if I was brave enough and strong enough
then you could help me. You said if I was willing, you would be willing, too.
You promised…” her voice trailed off.


Kurag’s rigid expression softened.
He gently touched Hildar’s head, as one would a tiny child. “Even now you ask
for such pain?” he asked her.


Hildar’s lower lip trembled. “I do
not want Savion to be destroyed. He could be great, if given the chance.”


“Very well,” Kurag sighed. “I
cannot abandon you when your resolve is so strong.” He turned to start walking
down the mountain. “We must hurry to keep ahead of the Hunters.”


Idris rushed to saddle his horse
and attach his bags. Then he grabbed the reins to lead the mare after Kurag.
“Are we going back to the Forger village?” he called as he hurried forward.
“There was no forge there.”


“Hush,” Kurag hissed, waving an
angry hand. “Do you want our enemies to know our plans?”


Idris’s cheeks blazed as he
realized how foolish he had acted. “I am sorry,” he stammered.


The Forger cast a nervous glance
over his shoulder to the forest behind them. “We will discuss our plans once we
know we are safe from being overheard. For now, we must hide our trail from the
Hunters.”











Chapter Nineteen: Tales of Old


 


Kurag led them to a path that took
them across the side of the mountain instead of going down to the valley below.
They maintained a northern direction, passing from Half Mountain to its
neighboring peak. As the sun began to rise, the Forger slowed to a stop.


“We cannot travel during the day,”
Kurag informed them. “We must keep out of sight of the Hunters at all costs.
They would follow our trail across the world and back again. They will not give
up until we are all dead.”


“Why?” demanded Lenora. “Why are
they so determined to harm us?”


“It is their sole purpose, your
highness,” Kurag said, appraising the young woman before him with narrowed
eyes. “They live for nothing, save to destroy all Forgers.”


Lenora’s expression became somber.
She seemed to fully appreciate the gravity of the situation for the first time.
“Surely they would not threaten the rest of us,” she said, sounding uncertain.


“You have been seen helping me,”
Kurag answered flatly. “In the eyes of the Hunters, you have declared
yourselves their enemies.”


“I cannot believe that the Order of
Tivan still exists,” Lenora murmured. “Most people believe that the last of the
Forgers were destroyed more than a hundred years ago.”


“That is probably true, for the
most part,” Kurag assented. “I have not seen others of my kind since the Forger
village was attacked.”


“How did you survive?” Lenora
asked, not having been present when Kurag had told his history.


“You can ask questions later, your
highness,” Cowan interrupted. “For now, we need to find cover.”


Kurag nodded in agreement. “If I
remember correctly, there should be a small cavern nearby. We can hide there
until dark.”


His memory proved to be just as
reliable as his forethought. The cavern was hidden behind a thick covering of
vines. It was barely big enough for the travelers and their horses to fit
inside, but no one was about to complain. The recent Hunter attack made them
all grateful for any shelter at all.


Idris took the opportunity to
carefully go over his partisan. He looked for any damage to the weapon’s bright
surface.


That is unnecessary, Iona
commented. Damage does not appear on the exterior of a weapon of power until
the internal damage is beyond repair.


Idris frowned. What do you mean?


Iona sighed, but she didn’t insult
Idris’s intelligence. He took that as an encouraging sign that she was
recovering from her melancholy. The physical form of a weapon of power is a
reflection of the weapon’s soul. One cannot physically damage a soul, and so
one cannot physically damage a weapon of power.


Idris replaced the leather cover
over the head of the polearm, cinching up the ties. But it is possible for a
weapon of power to be damaged or destroyed.


Yes, acknowledged Iona, but
not with a normal attack. One must attack the core of a weapon to destroy it.


Idris’s silent conversation with
his partisan was interrupted by Cowan’s gruff voice addressing Kurag. “Where
are we going, if not to the Forger village?”


Kurag was leaning against one of
the cavern walls, bringing his long legs as close up to his body as possible.
It was impressive to Idris that such a large man could fold himself into such a
small space. “One cannot use simply any forge when creating an item of power,”
Kurag explained. “It is a process that requires a great deal of power—the kind
of power that cannot be made by mortals.”


“You are referring to a
Wellspring,” Cowan surmised.


Kurag’s eyebrows shot upward.
“Yes.”


“What is a Wellspring?” Lenora
asked.


The Forger took a slow, deep
breath. “To answer that question, we must go back to the days of the creation
of the world.”


A reverent silence settled over the
cavern as everyone leaned in to listen to what Kurag had to tell them—a history
that hadn’t been spoken in hundreds of years.


“In the beginning, the universe was
a single mass of magical energy. There were no separate beings or planets or
stars—all was one.” He closed his eyes, as if imagining such a peaceful state
of existence. After a slight pause, he went on. “No one knows why the Great
Separation began, only that it did. Slowly, at first, portions of the great
mass detached from the whole to become their own entities. These became the
very first stars. Others followed over time, creating the universe as we know
it, including our world.”


“How do you know all of this?”
Aherin asked, his voice filled with awe.


Kurag smiled. “These are the
beliefs that were held by the giants, passed down through the generations. I suppose
humans are taught differently.”


Cowan waved a dismissive hand.
“Humans are taught that the world has always been.”


Kurag nodded. “Well, in a way, that
is true.”


“But the Wellsprings…?” Lenora
urged.


“Yes,” Kurag continued. “When our
world separated from the whole, it immediately began to solidify into the form
it has now. The process happened so quickly that the different elements of the
world did not have the chance to equalize with each other. Had that happened,
the world would have been smooth and exactly the same everywhere. As it is, we
have mountains and oceans, all manner of climates.”


Idris’s thoughts turned to when he
used to watch his mother on baking days. Often she would put several
ingredients into a bowl before mixing them together. Eventually every
ingredient would be evenly distributed, but at first there would be clumps of
flour or fruit or eggs.


You truly are simple, farmer, Iona
chuckled.


Idris didn’t mind her teasing
words. He knew that the image his mind had conjured was just as accurate as if
he had come up with something more complex or sophisticated.


Kurag went on with his explanation,
unaware of the exchange between Idris and Iona. “As the world solidified, there
were also pockets of pure magic trapped among the other elements. These are
what we call Wellsprings. They are undiluted sources of the creative magic from
which all life was born.”


Lenora’s eyes narrowed slightly.
“So you need one of these Wellsprings in order to forge an item of power.”


“Or reforge,” Kurag added.


The princess leaned back with a
thoughtful expression. “I did not know that it was possible to reforge an item
of power. Why would something like that be necessary?”


Cowan interrupted before the Forger
could answer. “That is not something you need to know, your highness.”


Lenora looked annoyed. “You might
as well tell me. It is not as if I could be more of a threat to you than those
Hunters.”


The captain shook his head
stubbornly. “You are not a member of this team. You do not need to know any of
this information.”


“I may not have started out as a
member of your team,” Lenora argued, “but I have become one now. Those Hunters
are just as set on killing me as the rest of you. Besides, what if I am able to
help you in some way?”


“Are you suggesting that you know
more about forging than Kurag?” Hildar spat.


Lenora’s face flushed. “Well, no…”


“Exactly,” Hildar said with
satisfaction.


Captain Cowan’s face was set. “You
were correct in assuming that we would not abandon you,” he said to the
princess, “but that has not changed your role in our company. We will see you
safely to a place you will be protected from the Hunters, but that will be the
end of our association.”


“We could drop her off in Trys on
our way back to Calaris,” suggested Hildar.


“I am not going back to the
capital,” Lenora insisted hotly.


Kurag’s brow furrowed. “Why would
we be going to Calaris?”


“We know of a Wellspring there,”
Cowan answered carefully.


“What kind of Wellspring?” Kurag
inquired.


There was a sudden pause as the
members of the Royal Guard exchanged looks. “I was not aware that there were
different kinds,” admitted the captain.


“Just as there are different
mineral deposits,” the Forger nodded. “Unless your Wellspring has a natural
source of heat, it is not the kind that will help us.”


Idris felt the weight of
disappointment pushing down on his stomach. “It does not,” he answered glumly.


Kurag didn’t look surprised. “The
closest Fire Wellspring that I know of is to the far north of this continent.”


Idris’s jaw dropped. “So far? Why
build your village in the south?”


“To keep the Wellspring secret,”
Kurag answered with a shrug. “Items of power have never been forged in large
quantity, so we did not often have need to travel there.”


“Where in the north?” Cowan asked
sharply. “To the far east? To the west?”


“In the central area, but I suppose
more to the west,” answered the Forger.


Cowan passed his hand over his
eyes. “That would be within the borders of Roshum.”


“Is that a problem?” Kurag frowned.


“Calaris is not on good terms with
Roshum,” Idris explained.


“There is no way we would be
allowed to cross into their land,” Aherin added.


Cowan nodded his agreement. “Not
without starting a war.”


“Well,” Lenora said, tossing her
red locks over her shoulder, “Breen is not at war with Roshum.”


“Congratulations,” Hildar answered
sarcastically. “That does not help our situation, though.”


The princess raised a finger.
“Actually, it does.”


“How?” demanded Cowan.


A smile spread across Lenora’s
lovely face. “My father has been urging me to take a greater part in spreading
good will with our neighbors. No one would think it amiss if I were to visit
the king and queen of Roshum in a gesture of friendship.” She paused for
effect. “The capital city is to the north. And, of course, I would need to have
protectors with me as I traveled.”


All eyes turned to Captain Cowan,
who was scowling at the ground. He considered Lenora’s words for several
moments before speaking. “I suppose that would work.”


Hildar looked as though she were
trying to swallow a large rock. “There have to be better options than that.”


Cowan made a gesture with his rough
hand. “I am open to all suggestions.”


“We could try sneaking in,” Aherin
said, not looking very convinced by his own idea.


The captain shook his head. “Roshum
has been guarding its borders since our last war with them.”


“We could use my boat and go by
sea,” Hildar offered, sounding a little desperate.


“You cannot reach the Wellspring by
sea,” Kurag spoke up. “It is barely reachable by land.”


Lenora was looking rather smug, and
Idris couldn’t help but feel disapproval. He knew that she wanted to stay with
their group, but it was starting to feel like Lenora was taking advantage of
their problems as a means to accomplish her personal goals—whatever they may
be. His disappointment must’ve shown on his face, because Lenora appeared
surprised when she glanced over at Idris. He quickly averted his gaze, but he
found he couldn’t change his expression.


“I want your word,” Cowan growled
at Lenora, “that you will not attempt to accompany us any farther than the
capital of Roshum.”


Although Idris wasn’t looking at
Lenora any longer, he had the feeling that her eyes were still on him. “I
promise,” she answered softly.


“Very well,” Cowan agreed
grudgingly. “We will head for Koyo, where you can send the appropriate
letters.”


“As an added bonus,” Aherin piped
up, “we may lose the Hunters by crossing the border.”


“I would not count on that,” Kurag
said with a dark expression on his face.


Idris didn’t say anything aloud,
but he privately agreed with Kurag. He had glimpsed the bloodthirsty gleam in
the Hunters’ eyes. That was not something that was extinguished by something as
small as distance.











Chapter Twenty: Chosen


 


Idris jerked awake, feeling
disoriented. He instinctively grasped the shaft of his partisan, which was on
the ground next to him. He remembered going to sleep in the small cave with his
traveling companions close by. Yet, he now found himself lying in the center of
a grassy field.


It was night time, with a full moon
shining overhead. The sky was clear and the stars each seemed to be clamoring
for attention. Idris had never seen so many stars out together. The air was
warm and humid, but not uncomfortable. He breathed deeply, taking in the scent
of nearby wildflowers.


Where am I? he wondered to
himself.


Idris climbed to his feet, brushing
blades of grass from his clothing. As he leaned down to pick up his weapon, he
heard three voices arguing loudly, drawing near.


“…should know better,” came a
distinctly feminine voice.


“Leave him be. You can never pass
an opportunity to argue with him, can you?” asked a deeper tone.


“Someone needs to point out
his idiocy,” snapped the woman.


“It was a simple question,” came
the third voice, sounding deceptively mild.


Idris jumped as another voice spoke
right behind him. “Those fools will let every enemy in the area know where we
are.”


Idris whirled around, coming face
to face with a man who looked to be in his late twenties. He had a nose that
was much too large for the rest of his narrow features, and his eyes were in a
perpetual squint. His coloring was dark, very similar to Idris’s, and his hair
was kept away from his face with a long braid. 


The man’s garb was archaic—Idris
didn’t know how else to describe it. He wore some sort of skirt, where the back
portion of the cloth had been pulled between his legs and tucked up in his
belt. The result was somewhere between baggy pants and an infant’s cloth
diaper. The man’s loose shirt was open at the chest, and his feet were shod
with simple leather sandals. 


The man gave Idris a friendly smile
before turning his gaze back to the three figures emerging from the shelter of
some nearby trees.


The two men were dressed in the
same manner as the one standing next to Idris, only one of them didn’t have his
skirt tucked into his belt. He had a thick beard, while the other was clean
shaven. But both wore their dark hair in long braids down their backs. The
woman’s raven hair flowed freely to her knees, swaying with the gentle motion
of her stride. Her face had a masculine cast to it, making her look strong
rather than beautiful. Her clothing consisted of a simple cotton robe, belted
at the waist to accentuate her figure.


The three walked to where Idris and
the other man were standing, coming to a halt with simple words of greeting. The
man next to Idris took each of the newcomers by the hand, one by one.


“You should not let them goad you,”
he told the woman.


She tossed her hair angrily. “You
should take your own advice.”


The man with the beard was the
third voice that had sounded so mild. “You know we only act so because we are
each dying of love for you.”


The woman snorted. “If only you
would die quicker.”


The bearded man thumped a fist
against his chest. “Ah, you wound me, Amitola.”


“Not in the way I wish to,” she
muttered.


“That is enough, Gavril,” smiled
the man who had been standing next to Idris.


The clean shaven man gave Idris an
appraising glance. “Still dressing like a foreigner?”


Idris found that he didn’t know
what to say. He looked down at his clothing, but he didn’t see anything amiss.
It was the simple brown garb that he had been wearing before finding himself in
this strange dream.


“It certainly helped us to cross
the border,” asserted the narrow-faced man who had been standing with Idris.


“Is that one of them?” Amitola inquired,
nodding at Idris’s partisan.


“This?” Idris asked dumbly.


“I thought you were going to wait
for all of us to arrive before claiming one,” the clean shaven man said,
crossing his arms over his chest.


“He has not claimed it, Tarak,”
intervened the angular man. “He was just holding it.”


“Well, put it down, Marlais, and
let us get on with this,” Gavril urged, rubbing his hands together eagerly.


Idris froze in place. The names
they had been using had been tugging at the back of his mind, but it wasn’t until
that moment that he made the connection. His eyes turned to the woman—Amitola.
The man with the beard—Gavril. The clean shaven man—Tarak. And finally to the
narrow-faced man who kept to Idris’s side.


“Lyndham,” he murmured.


The man gave him a puzzled look.
“Yes, Marlais?”


Idris suddenly found it difficult
to breathe normally. “I am Marlais?” he whispered.


Lyndham gripped Idris by the
shoulder. “Are you ill?”


“No,” he blurted out. “No, I
just…I…” He trailed off, feeling like a fool.


Tarak quirked an eyebrow at him,
then gestured to the polearm in Idris’s hand. “Shall we?”


Idris turned to put the partisan on
the ground, seeing that there was a length of soft cloth laid out for it. On
similar pieces of cloth were four other items, glittering in the moonlight.


Immediately next to Iona was a
golden circlet. A stunning sapphire encircled by diamonds was set so that it
would rest on the wearer’s forehead. The gold of the circlet was shaped to look
like dragon wings wrapped around the head. Idris marveled at the fine detail
etched along the surface to make it seem so lifelike.


Next was the breastplate that Idris
recognized from Hollow Cry Tower. However, unlike the burned out version he had
seen, this plate shone with the inner luminescence that could be found in every
item of power.


On the fourth piece of cloth rested
a bow. The top of the weapon was shaped like a dragon head, with the length of
the bow shaped like a long flame issuing from its mouth. The bow was covered in
red lacquer, but the dragon head had tiny rubies for scales and diamond chips
for teeth.


The final item was a pair of
gauntlets, each designed to look like a dragon head flowing down the wearer’s
arms. All of the elaborate details surrounding the dragon were done in gold and
silver. The dragon itself was covered in rubies, with eyes of sapphire.


“I have never seen a group of items
look so alike,” Tarak murmured.


Gavril clapped him on the shoulder.
“Well, they all come from the same source. Makes sense they would share
attributes, no?”


“Who should go first?” Amitola
asked, looking to Idris—or, rather, Marlais.


Idris shook his head. “I do not
know.”


“Does it matter?” Lyndham pointed
out. “We have all been chosen by Calaris for this task, so we know we are meant
for these tools.”


“I will go first,” Gavril
volunteered, grinning impishly. “More choices for me.”


Amitola rolled her eyes. “That is
not how this works. You do not choose whichever you wish. The item chooses
you.”


Gavril waved a dismissive hand at
her as he stepped up to the five items of power. “Alright, you beauties,” he
said boldly, “which of you wants me?”


Tarak frowned uncertainly. “I think
the request is meant to be made with more humility.”


“Bah,” Gavril shrugged. “Calaris
knew what she was getting, making me a part of this group.”


There was a brief moment of silence
while Gavril surveyed the items before him. Then, slowly, the gauntlets began
to glow. The bearded man grinned as he scooped them up. “What be your name,
lovely?” he crooned. Gavril paused to listen. “Ilana, eh? Nice to meet you.”


“Amitola?” Lyndham suggested,
gesturing for her to step forward.


Instead of speaking, she simple
waited for one of the items to manifest itself to her. She gracefully leaned
over to pick up the bow before Idris had noticed it starting to glow. “Izel,”
Amitola said with a smile, backing away from the others.


Tarak was the next to be chosen. He
lowered himself to one knee, bowing his head in respect. “Great daughters of
the dragon Calaris, I implore one of you to accept me as a companion and fellow
warrior.”


Gavril chuckled, shaking his head.
“No woman likes a beggar, friend.”


The breastplate began to glow,
prompting Tarak to pick it up. He immediately tried it on, fumbling with the
gold plated buckles. The armor fit him as perfectly as if it had been made just
for him. Tarak’s handsome face broke into a wide grin. “Ismene,” he nodded,
“our enemies will tremble before us.”


“That they will,” Gavril laughed
merrily.


Lyndham turned to Idris, speaking
quietly. “I believe I know which one is to be mine.”


Idris nodded in return. “As do I.”


“Would you like to go next?”
Lyndham offered.


Idris inclined his head, stepping
forward. He almost simply picked up his partisan, but he restrained himself.
Even though he knew that Iona was meant for Marlais, he felt he should follow
the others’ example by letting the weapon express her wishes.


As with the others, the partisan
began to glow softly. Idris picked it up with a smile. “Hello, Iona,” he
murmured.


Greetings, my master.


Idris was startled by her formal
tone. He knew that he wasn’t himself in this dream, but part of him had assumed
that Iona would still recognize that he was Idris rather than Marlais. It felt
unexpectedly lonely to realize he couldn’t talk to her as himself.


As Idris turned around, he caught
sight of Lyndham’s face. The man’s expression was rigid and his eyes were wide.
He hurriedly tried to hide his shock with a smile as soon as he saw Idris
looking at him, but even his smile was stiff.


“I suppose I assumed I would get
the partisan,” Lyndham said with forced casualness. “I mean, I am more
practiced with a polearm than you.”


“It is true,” Gavril piped in.
“Honestly, I was surprised there was no sword for our illustrious leader. Do
not leaders always have swords?”


“Oh, be quiet,” Amitola snapped at
him. “Must you ruin every somber moment?”


“Yes,” Gavril answered immediately.


Lyndham stepped forward, cutting
off their bickering. He knelt before the circlet, his hand hovering over the
beautiful workmanship. At first nothing happened, causing a tense silence to
fall over the group.


“Am I to be chosen at all?” Lyndham
whispered, mostly to himself.


Finally, the circlet began to glow.
Lyndham exhaled loudly, picking up the item with haste. His expression was
humbled as he spoke softly to the circle of gold and jewels. “Forgive my lack
of understanding…Innis.”


Idris cast his eyes over the group,
each standing with the item of power that had been entrusted to them. For a
brief moment, they didn’t appear to be individuals. They were each part of a
greater whole—making up the majestic creature that had sacrificed her life to
begin this essential work. Idris could see the dragon Calaris standing with
them, her eyes glittering with satisfaction.


“She is here,” Amitola whispered,
her voice trembling with emotion. “Calaris is here once more.”


“As if she never left,” Tarak
agreed.


“Let us stand together,” Idris
suggested suddenly. He didn’t know what had prompted his words, but he knew
that it was right.


The others nodded in agreement,
drawing into a circle of bodies. They each placed their free hand on the
shoulder of the person standing next to them, with their items held in the
middle. As they did so, the items of power began to glow brighter and brighter.
Idris squinted against the light, but didn’t break the circle to shield his
eyes.


With a final burst of radiance, the
figure of a dragon appeared before them made entirely of soft light. Idris
instantly recognized Calaris from the vision he had been given in the
Wellspring months earlier. Her red-scaled form was smaller than in life, but
her green eyes had lost none of their intensity. Her strangely musical voice
sounded in their minds.


Well done, my dear friends. You
have honored and assured my legacy.


“What are we to do now?” Tarak
asked. “How are we to begin?”


You must find Marfa, the Spirit
of the Flame. She will teach you how to use the tools I have given you. She
lives in the heart of the Burning Mountain, far to the south. She will
recognize you through the items you bear.


“And once that is done?” prompted
Gavril.


Once that is done, the true war
will begin.


Calaris’s words hung in the air.
The five companions looked at each other with grim expressions on their faces.
Idris didn’t have much by way of formal education, but he did know that the
time leading up to Marlais Dragonspear had been filled with war and conflict.
Not just in the land that would be named after the dragon before them, but
across the entire continent.


These five will begin the battle
against the darkness, Calaris went on, but it will end with you.


Her glowing eyes turned to Idris.
He knew that in this dream he was standing in the place of Marlais, but somehow
he also knew that the dragon wasn’t speaking to the long-dead hero. Calaris was
speaking to Idris.


“Me?” he whispered.


The dragon nodded. You must
prepare for what is to come. The Flame of my Legacy must purge the evil that
poisons the world, and your hand must direct it.


“I do not know how,” Idris
exclaimed in a shaking voice.


Calaris’s expression was kind, but
firm. You must learn. Iona will teach you; your heart will teach you. Trust
the friends who fight at your side, but beware those whose words do not match
their actions. They will betray you in the end.


“What if I fail?” Idris wondered
quietly.


You must not fail, Calaris
insisted. The darkness must be destroyed or all will be lost.


Idris felt small in the face of
such a charge. He was barely a man, come of age for less than a year. How could
he end a war that began centuries before he was born? Even if Iona
taught him everything she learned while with Marlais Dragonspear, how could one
person stand against a world of darkness?


The power of darkness is an
illusion, Calaris interrupted his thoughts. It seems overwhelming and
without end, yet it flees before the smallest candle. You bear a beacon brighter
than the sun. The darkness cannot win against you unless you cease to fight.


Idris looked down at the partisan
in his hand. “I know that Iona is powerful, but I do not know how to bring her
to her full potential.”


A small smile curved the edges of
the dragon’s mouth. The tools I have given are, indeed, powerful. However,
that is not the beacon of which I speak.


Idris frowned. “Then what do you
mean?”


You will learn to recognize it
in time.


He felt a surge of dismay. He
leaned forward, speaking more urgently. “How can I prepare for the war if I do
not even know how you want me to fight?”


Trust in yourself, young
warrior. You were chosen for this task just as surely as Marlais was chosen for
his.


“I am only a farmer,” Idris cried
with a hint of anguish.


As are we all.


With that cryptic statement, the
dream dissolved around Idris. He awoke with a start, finding himself sitting
once more in the cavern where he had fallen asleep.


 


 


 


 











Chapter Twenty-One: Broken Bonds


 


Kurag awoke everyone once the sun
had finished setting. They left the hidden cavern under the cover of darkness,
moving as quickly and quietly as they were able.


Idris found himself lost in thought
as the group of travelers climbed down the mountain and made their way to Koyo.
It was less than a day’s ride to the city, leaving Idris plenty of time to
think but without the necessity of conversation that a longer journey would
have brought.


His thoughts swirled around the
dream he had had. He could see the faces of Marlais’s companions, the glittering
items of power that they had each held. He could hear the dragon’s voice
speaking those ambiguous words.


As are we all.


What did Calaris mean by that? She
obviously didn’t mean it literally, for even in her time not everyone had been
a farmer. As far as Idris knew, there had never been a time when everyone
had been a farmer. So, what did she mean?


Iona’s voice sounded in his head. You
seem worried. What is wrong?


Idris’s brow creased. Did you
not see my dream?


No, Iona replied simply.


His frown deepened. I wonder why
that is.


Do not put too much thought into
it, Iona said with amusement. While we share many things, there are
still thoughts and experiences that are private to each of us.


But you were there in my dream, Idris
argued.


Iona chuckled softly. So? Just
because you dream about someone does not mean that they were actually present
in your dream.


Idris stared at the reins in his
hands, feeling somewhat sheepish. I thought it would be different for you
than for other people.


It is, generally speaking, acknowledged
Iona. However, dreams follow their own sets of rules.


Idris looked away, over the
darkened grasslands through which they were riding. I dreamed about Calaris.


You miss your home, Iona
said in a knowing voice. That is understandable.


Idris shook his head. No, not
about my home. I dreamed about Calaris the dragon.


A brief pause followed. I see, Iona
finally said.


He visualized the dream, actively
trying to share it with his partisan. He could feel Iona’s emotions swooping up
and down as she experienced what he had seen. She felt a surge of joy being
with her sisters again, followed by the sharp pain of remembering that Ismene
was now gone. She was happy to see the faces of Marlais’s companions, and
excited that Idris stood in the place of her former master. Yet, it was
followed by the sorrow of knowing that all of the people she had known were
long dead.


When Idris began to recall the
message from Calaris, Iona’s emotions became even more complex. He wasn’t
certain he could accurately identify what she was feeling.


How could you have seen all of
this? Iona murmured.


Idris’s stomach did a small flip. You
mean that really happened?


Most of it, Iona confirmed. There
are slight differences. And Calaris’ message to you is different than what she
said at the time.


Idris blew out his breath, passing
his hand over his eyes. What does it mean?


Iona’s tone became wry. I think
Calaris was rather clear in what she said.


No, Idris argued, she was
not clear at all.


It is simple, the partisan
explained. If you do as I say, all will be well.


He couldn’t help but chuckle at her
words. That is not what Calaris said at all.


Perhaps not in those words
exactly, Iona grudgingly admitted. But it is still sound advice.


Idris shook his head. It is
terrible advice, he said with a smile.


He could feel her indignation
flowing out in waves. When have I ever given you reason to doubt my
judgment?


There was that fight at the
well, Idris pointed out, when you wanted to set Meic and his friends on
fire.


That had been early on in their
relationship, before Idris and Iona had become friends. There had been many
tempestuous moments between them where they didn’t agree at all, but that one
stood out above the rest in Idris’s memory.


Iona’s voice sounded as if she was
smiling. I was not going to set them on fire. Just…singe them a bit.


Idris laughed out loud, causing his
traveling companions to glance at him quizzically. He immediately felt
self-conscious, giving them an embarrassed smile. “Sorry,” he muttered,
clearing his throat.


Princess Lenora appeared to find
his outburst encouraging. She nudged her horse forward, moving to ride next to
Idris. “I am glad to see you in a better mood,” she said to him quietly. “You
have seemed so somber this night.”


Idris didn’t feel like talking to
her, but he knew it would be rude to ignore her. He compromised by giving a
brusque sort of grunt. He inwardly cringed at how it sounded to his own ears.
He knew he was still being rude.


Lenora lowered her head, staring at
her horse’s mane. Her expression looked sad as she spoke again. “Are you angry
with me, Idris?”


He found himself at a loss for
words. How could he tell her that it wasn’t anger he felt, but disappointment?
He felt foolish wanting to tell her that he had expected her to be better than
manipulating Captain Cowan into agreeing to let her join the group. He had only
known her for just over a week. He hardly knew her, and had no right to expect
anything of her.


Yet, even knowing that, he did. He
did expect more of her. He held her up to the standard of perfection that he
had created in his mind of her. It wasn’t that she was a princess—he knew all
too well of the mistakes royalty could make. It was that she had expressed to
him her dreams of being more than her title. She understood what it was like to
be judged by her position, just as Idris did. She had shown that she could be
kind and understanding, but then treated Cowan with a clear lack of respect.


Idris glanced over at Lenora to see
that her blue eyes were fixed on him. His expression must have given her the
answer to her question. “No,” she murmured, “not angry. The emotion you feel is
much more painful. You are disappointed with me.”


“I am not,” he denied in vain.


“Is it because I do not always act
the part of a royal princess?” she asked. “Do you expect me to be more
dignified?”


Idris shook his head. “I do not
expect anything of you.”


“Then why do you act as though I
have lost your friendship?” Lenora pursued. “You can barely look at me.”


“I thought you were different,”
Idris finally blurted.


Lenora’s brow furrowed in
confusion. “Different?”


He sighed, speaking in a quieter
tone. “I have spent the last several months in the presence of royalty and
nobility. I have seen the way they manipulate others to get what they want. But
you…you were a princess that wished she was a kitchen maid. I thought that made
you different from the others.”


Lenora’s voice became stiff. “You
think I am manipulative?”


Idris felt his jaw tighten. He
couldn’t believe that she was offended when she was the one who had insisted on
finding out why he was upset. “You have been manipulating all of us since the
moment we met you,” he grated. “All so you could escape your privileged life
and go on some sort of adventure.”


“That is not what this is about,”
she snapped.


“Well, forgive me if I find that
difficult to believe,” Idris retorted.


Lenora huffed angrily and jerked
her horse’s reins. The poor animal swerved away from Idris’s mount, taking the
princess away.


Hildar moved her horse closer to
Idris, a self-satisfied smirk on her face. “Lovers’ quarrel?” she suggested
with sarcasm.


“I do not love her,” Idris
shot back. “I could never love someone like that.”


“Not enough cow dung on her boots?”
Hildar said acidly.


Idris’s anger burst from the
tenuous hold he had on it. “Why not go find another sailor to kiss?”


Hildar’s expression was as though
he had slapped her. She paled visibly, her mouth silently working. Then,
pressing her lips together, she wheeled her horse and galloped far ahead of the
group.


Kurag, whose long-legged strides
easily kept pace with the horses, moved over to take her place next to Idris.
He gave a low whistle. “It is quite impressive that you were able to drive away
two women in as many minutes.”


Idris ground his teeth together.
“Please go away.”


“I will,” Kurag assured him, “but
first lend me your ear.”


The Forger took Idris’s silence as
acquiescence, lowering his voice so that his words could only be heard by the
young man riding next to him. “I do not claim to have wisdom, but I have
learned some important things during my long lifetime. The most vital of those
lessons is of the necessity of the bonds we create with those around us.”


Idris made a voiceless noise of
frustration. “I am not in love with Lenora,” he insisted.


Kurag held up a calloused finger.
“I am not speaking of love alone, young one. There are many kinds of bonds
between living creatures, all of which must be treated with care. Even the
bonds we form with enemies serve their purpose.”


The indignation Idris felt slowly
faded, leaving behind the feeling of being lost. He turned to the Forger,
seeking the advice that he normally would have gotten from one of his parents.
“I do not want to have enemies,” he said, sounding wistful.


Kurag chuckled. “That cannot be
helped. Even the greatest among us have those who resent them.”


Idris sighed. “Well, if I cannot
avoid having enemies, what does it matter if I make others angry by speaking my
mind?”


“One should never actively try to
drive others away,” Kurag replied, “even in the name of honesty.”


“Are you saying I should lie about
how I feel?” demanded Idris.


“No,” Kurag answered. “I am saying
that you should not say things that are designed to hurt, even if they are
true.”


“What does it matter, if I am going
to make enemies anyway,” Idris muttered to himself.


The Forger reached out to pat
Idris’s horse on its neck. “The bonds we have with our enemies play a part in
shaping who we are, even if we would wish to be without such influences.
However, the bonds we share with family and friends are the most important we
will ever have. When harming those bonds, we harm ourselves.”


Idris’s gaze turned to Lenora, then
to Hildar. He knew he had hurt both of them, and he suddenly felt ashamed. With
Lenora, he could have told her how he felt without resorting to accusations.
And with Hildar, he could’ve ignored her petty jabs.


“They hurt me, too,” Idris pointed
out defensively.


Kurag nodded. “Yes, we often hurt
the ones we care about. We let them see who we are, without the pretenses we
show to the world. That much honesty makes the pain of hurt go so much deeper
than it would otherwise.”


“Exactly,” Idris said forcefully.


Kurag raised an eyebrow. “But the
same goes for them. They have allowed you to see them when they are vulnerable.
They have shown you parts of their true selves. They have trusted you by
forming a bond of friendship.”


His words brought Idris’s mind to
an abrupt halt. All of the self-justification that had supported Idris’s
thoughts suddenly fell away.


“I am not saying that they were not
in the wrong,” Kurag went on, “but you should keep in mind that willfully
breaking the bond of a friendship brings more harm to one’s soul than a world
full of enemies.”


With that, Kurag walked away,
leaving Idris alone with his thoughts. 


The young man didn’t have long to
muse over his situation, though. The group rode out of the large valley through
which they had been crossing, bringing to their sights a circle of lights
twinkling in the night. Idris recognized them as torches atop a city wall.
Lenora lifted a slender hand and pointed. “Koyo,” she said unnecessarily.


Captain Cowan nodded. “If we hurry
we can reach the city before it gets too light.” 


Dawn was already approaching,
filtering away the darkness bit by bit. It was difficult to see many details,
but Idris attempted to study Koyo anyway. The city appeared to be built on a
steep hill, overlooking twin lakes. As they drew closer, it became apparent
that there was something surrounding the city’s lighted outer wall.


“What is that?” Idris frowned.


“What?” Aherin asked.


Idris pointed at the sprawling land
surrounding the city proper. “Those dark patches.”


Cowan was the one to answer his
question. “They are villages that have been built up against the wall of the
city.”


Idris nodded slowly. “Oh, so it is
an extension of the city.”


“They are not part of Koyo,” Lenora
disagreed quietly. “The city is contained within the outer walls.”


“Why does that matter?” Aherin
inquired. “The city border could easily be changed.”


“It matters to those living in
Koyo,” Captain Cowan replied. 


“Elitists,” Kurag snorted with
derision.


To Idris’s surprise, Hildar was the
one to defend the city’s philosophy. “The leaders of Koyo did not ask for those
people to build homes there. How can they be expected to provide protection or
amenities to those who ignored proper protocol?”


“Exactly,” Lenora agreed. “If they
wanted to live in Koyo, they should have moved into the city. Instead, they
decided to live outside the city limits to avoid some of the laws in place
within Koyo. As a result, they are considered outsiders.”


“Perhaps they could not afford to
live in city housing,” Idris pointed out sharply.


Lenora turned her gaze on him,
looking calm and unattached. “Then they should reevaluate their priorities and
find a way to live within their means. Elsewhere, if necessary.”


“She does have a point,” Aherin
said apologetically.


Idris couldn’t believe his ears.
How could they be so unfeeling? They had no idea what it was like to live in
poverty.


Neither do you, Iona
reasoned.


Idris experienced a jolt of
indignation. What do you mean?


You may have grown up on a farm,
but you have never been impoverished, explained Iona. Your family has
always had plenty of food and warmth.


Yes, and I know how much work it
is for that to happen, Idris defended warmly.


Iona’s voice sounded amused. The
vast majority of people know the work involved in earning their own living. Few
people truly know what is involved earning someone else’s. You seem upset that
Lenora does not know how much work goes into running a farm, but do you know
how much work goes into running a kingdom? Is it fair to say that her father
knows less about hard work than your father? I think it would be more accurate
to say that they simply know about different kinds of hard work.


Idris mulled over Iona’s words. She
had a good point, even though he didn’t particularly feel like admitting it. It
was easy for him to point out that the others had led privileged lives, but in
a way, Idris had as well. He had never gone without food or clothing or
shelter. He had been loved and respected by everyone in Rest Stone Valley—save
for a few, such as Meic. Wasn’t he just as unqualified to understand those
struggling to make a living in a city that treated them as outsiders?


Your attempts at empathy do you
credit, though, Iona added gently. It is a vital characteristic for
people to cultivate.


The sun broke over the horizon,
bathing the grasslands in light. As the travelers entered the outer villages,
they could see that everyone was already awake and about their day. Idris
assumed that many of these villagers worked in Koyo, so they had to take into
account the time needed to walk into the city. 


Idris studied his surroundings with
interest. He had never traveled before becoming a member of the Royal Guard,
and every new place he visited was exciting. He marveled at the similarities of
Breen to Calaris, as well as the differences.


His eyes passed over a vaguely
familiar face, then whipped back to fix on it. The man stepped back out of
sight, but not before Idris had gotten a good look at him. The man’s square
face and blocky features might have been ordinary enough to blend into a crowd,
but the broken sword at his hip was unmistakable.


Idris brought his horse to a sudden
halt, his heart racing and his eyes darting over the area. Cowan noticed his
sharp movement, moving his horse closer to speak to the young man. “What is
wrong?” he asked quietly.


“I saw the man I fought in the
mining town,” Idris blurted.


The captain of the Royal Guard was
immediately on alert. He looked in the direction Idris was facing, scanning the
crowd for signs of danger. “Are you certain?”


Idris nodded, swallowing hard. “The
Hunters have caught up with us.”











Chapter Twenty-Two: Escape


 


The group drew together into a
tight huddle. “What should we do?” Hildar demanded in a low voice.


“We need to get away from all of
these people,” Kurag insisted. “I do not want them to get hurt.”


Cowan held up a hand. “That is
exactly why we should stay. From what I understand, the Hunters do not wish to
harm innocents either. If we stay in the city, we have a better chance of
avoiding open conflict.”


“Are you certain of that?”
challenged Kurag with a haunted look in his eyes.


Cowan hesitated, but only for a
split second. His expression firmed as he began issuing orders. “Princess
Lenora needs to send that message if we are to enter Roshum without being
challenged. Hildar and Idris will accompany her to the Wordway, keeping her
safe from any potential dangers. The rest of us will travel straight through
the city, and wait for the others at the northern gate. With any luck, the
Hunters will wait until we have left Koyo to attack. If not, perhaps they will
ignore the group with the princess and focus on Kurag.”


“I would rather be in your group,”
Hildar protested.


Idris felt the same, but probably
for different reasons than his comrade. He wanted to be where he could be the
most useful, of course, but he also still felt the urge to avoid being in
Lenora’s company. Not that he would admit such a thing.


“It would be best if Hildar
stays close to me,” Kurag supported, to the surprise of the others. “We share a
purpose now. Our hearts and minds need to develop a connection with each other,
which is best done with proximity.”


Aherin appeared skeptical. “Are you
saying that you can do something like that just by standing next to someone?”


Kurag turned his powerful gaze on
Aherin, which caused the young man to shift from foot to foot. “I am saying
that it is easiest to learn to work together when in the same company.”


Aherin flushed and muttered, “Of
course.”


Captain Cowan made an impatient
gesture. “Aherin will go with the princess, Hildar will come with me. Now,
move!”


Kurag, Hildar, and Cowan broke away
immediately, disappearing down a side street. Idris and Aherin were left staring
at Lenora expectantly. “Which way, your highness?” Aherin prompted.


Lenora clicked her tongue at her
horse, setting it into motion. “This road is the most direct into the city.”


Idris found himself studying the
growing crowds of people nervously. The Hunters could be anywhere—he didn’t
know what most of them looked like. Lenora’s unhurried pace made Idris feel
antsy. He wanted to draw his weapon as a precaution, but he refrained.


The princess glanced at him with
amusement. “We cannot go galloping through the city without drawing attention
to ourselves.”


Idris pressed his lips together,
knowing she was right. Aherin, riding on the other side of the princess, leaned
over to enter the conversation. “We kind of stand out anyway,” he pointed out.
“No one else is riding a horse.”


Lenora nodded. “That will change
once we pass through the city gate. Once we do that, we can try to lose whoever
is following us.”


Idris’s heart gave an anxious jump.
“Are you certain we are being followed?”


“Of course,” the princess answered
calmly. “They will not lose sight of us if they can help it.”


Idris started to turn around in his
saddle, hoping to catch a glimpse of their pursuer, but Iona’s sharp voice
reprimanded him. Do not turn around! Your behavior is drawing attention to your
group, farmer. Act calm and keep your eyes forward.


Idris did as he was told, but he
itched to take action. Our enemies could be right behind us, his
thoughts grated.


They could be in front of you as
well, Iona replied unsympathetically.


Idris’s level of anxiety increased
again. He could feel his heart pounding against his ribs, and a fine sheen of
sweat appeared on his face.


Calm down, Iona snapped. I
will protect you against unseen attacks.


“How far is it to the Wordway?”
Aherin asked Lenora.


She reached up a slender hand to
brush away some strands of red hair that had blown across her face. “It is in
the center of the city, next to the administrative offices.”


Idris jumped into the conversation,
eager for a distraction. “I have never heard of a Wordway. What is it?”


“It is a center through which one
can send messages,” Lenora explained. “They keep a special breed of carrier
pigeons that are faster and smarter than average, with better endurance as
well. A Wordway pigeon could carry a message two hundred leagues in a single
day, if necessary.”


Idris’s eyes widened. “That is
amazing,” he exclaimed. “Why do we not have Wordways in Calaris?”


Aherin grinned at his enthusiasm.
“A Wordway is a public resource here in Breen. In Calaris, only wealthy
families have a collection of birds to use for sending messages. The king has
one, but he prefers to use human messengers.”


Princess Lenora inclined her head.
“The royal messenger birds belonged to the king’s mother while she lived. My
great-aunt was a skilled trainer, and took them with her when she married King
Lukas.”


“It seems a shame that King Nikolas
does not use such a valuable resource,” Idris observed.


Aherin shrugged. “Perhaps he feels
that human messengers are more trustworthy.”


The conversation dropped off as the
three companions approached the city gate. The walls surrounding Koyo were made
of stone—huge blocks carved from a nearby quarry. The gate itself was a curious
contrast to the security of the wall, for it was little more than a large door
made of wooden planks. It was as if the citizens of Koyo were more concerned
with people sneaking into the city without permission than an actual attack on
the city.


The wooden gate stood open, with
two city guards monitoring those who passed through. The people walking past
the guards each held up a square token, which was apparently proof that they
were allowed into the city. Anyone without tokens was stopped to be questioned
by the guards.


Lenora nudged her horse through the
crowd of people, ignoring the glares she got in return. The guards seemed
startled as they looked up. “Your highness,” stammered one of the guards. “What
an unexpected pleasure.”


The mass of people parted around
Lenora’s horse once they realized who she was. The princess smiled politely.
“These two are with me,” she said, waving her hand toward Idris and Aherin.


“Yes, of course, your highness,”
bowed the second guard. “Would you like an escort to the King’s manor?”


Lenora made a soothing gesture.
“No, thank you. I am only passing through today.”


There was much bowing and scraping
as the three companions passed into the city. Lenora didn’t seem to give it a
second thought as she urged her horse up one of the streets that climbed the
massive hill on which Koyo was built.


There was a small scuffle in the
crowd behind them, drawing Idris’s attention. He caught sight of a cloaked man
pushing his way past the guards. Urgent whispers were exchanged before the man
was allowed through. This allowed Idris to get a good look at him.


The man looked to be in his
mid-twenties, with feathery hair the color of a mouse. Everything about his
face was long and thin, making him appear more anxious than he probably felt.
His dark eyes darted in Idris’s direction, then, seeing he was being watched,
the man ran down a side street.


“Well?” Lenora asked quietly, not
turning her head.


Idris returned his attention to
her. “Hmmm?”


She sighed. “Despite what you may
think, I do not make it a habit of being rude just because I am a member of the
royal family. I forced our way through the line of people entering the city so
that our pursuer would have to do the same. Did you spot someone?”


Idris’s eyebrows climbed up his
forehead. “That was a very good idea…”


“Thank you,” she smiled.


“And?” Aherin urged.


“I did see a man push his way
through,” confirmed Idris. “He went down a side street.”


“Which means he will be waiting for
us at the next intersection,” concluded Lenora. 


“I could waylay him,” Aherin
suggested. “Stop him before he has a chance to follow you two.”


“You do not know what he looks
like,” Idris argued.


Aherin shrugged. “You could
describe him to me.”


Idris immediately shook his head.
“No, I should be the one to go.”


Aherin started to protest, but
Idris dismounted his horse and tossed the reins to Lenora. “With any luck, he
will not notice I am not with you until it is too late.”


Lenora’s face looked strained. “It
sounds dangerous, Idris.”


He tried to laugh off her concern.
“All I have to do is distract him long enough for you two to slip away, right?”


Idris didn’t wait for either of his
companions to answer. He turned and jogged up the street where he could get a
good view of the nearest intersection. He took his partisan from the holder on
his back, leaning on the polearm as if it was a walking stick. He loosened the
ties that held the leather cover over the head of the weapon, but he didn’t
take it off.


Do you know how to fight when
there are bystanders potentially in the path of danger? Iona asked with a
measure of uncertainty.


“Not exactly,” Idris murmured, “but
I do not plan to go in throwing balls of fire.”


What one plans to do is rarely a
problem. What actually happens once a fight begins is an entirely different
matter.


“I will be careful,” he assured
her.


I believe that you think that is
true, Iona responded solemnly, but what if you feel that Lenora is in
danger? What if you have to choose between saving her and saving a bystander?


Idris didn’t answer her query, but
he shifted uncomfortably. That was a situation he had never found himself in
before. He had always been given orders to protect a specific person, and never
had been required to do so while endangering innocents. True, in the past he
had unfortunately brought harm to others while fulfilling that duty. But this
time he was walking into a situation knowing the danger he could cause.


Idris’s train of thought came to a
sudden halt as the young Hunter stepped into view. He busied himself by
perusing a merchant stall until Lenora and Aherin rode past, just a few moments
later. Then, the Hunter began to follow.


What is your strategy? Iona
asked.


But Idris was moving before Iona
spoke, acting off of impulse. He hurried up to the Hunter, making to grab the
man’s arm. Before he could contact, though, the Hunter twisted out of his reach
and whirled to face him. 


The man didn’t hesitate once he
recognized Idris’s face. He balled his hand into a fist and punched Idris as
hard as he could in the sternum. Idris’s breath was forced out of him with the
impact, then again as he fell flat on his back. He laid there for a moment,
stunned. Meanwhile, the Hunter dashed away from the crowded street.


Get up, Iona snapped. He
is escaping.


Idris stumbled to his feet, still
gasping for air. Clutching his chest, he ran in the direction the Hunter had
disappeared. The road was perpendicular to the one Lenora and Aherin were still
on, meaning one side of the street was higher on the hill than the other. It
gave Idris a disoriented feeling, running on a slant.


Somewhere along the way, Idris lost
the leather cover that protected the head of his partisan. The glittering
jewels in the sunlight made the young soldier even more conspicuous, which was
not good when in pursuit of an enemy. Idris was still scanning the surrounding
area for his opponent when Iona’s voice rang in his mind. Look out!


The Hunter came at him from the
side, wielding two long knives. He slashed Idris’s right upper arm just as the
young Royal Guard was turning to dodge the blow. The blade didn’t cut as deeply
as it would have if Idris hadn’t been warned, but it still sliced through cloth
and flesh. 


Idris’s frantic attempt to get out
of the way caused him to ram into a stranger, who happened to also be walking
down the street. The man was thrown to the ground, looking shocked and angry.
Idris didn’t have time to apologize. He switched primary hold of his weapon to
his left hand, using it to sweep at the legs of his opponent.


I warned you to be careful, Iona
reprimanded him. Find a way to take this fight to where there are fewer
people.


The Hunter easily danced back out
of harm’s way. He then leapt forward, his blades glinting in the sunlight. He
moved past the head of the partisan, but Idris simply used the butt of his
weapon to jab the Hunter in the stomach. The end of the polearm was tipped with
steel, making the attack even more effective.


The Hunter’s breath was knocked out
of him with a grunt. Idris followed up his attack with a spin of his partisan,
bringing the blade upward to slice across the man’s chest. The Hunter cried out
in pain, but his eyes lost none of their determination.


The Hunter’s left arm curled across
his chest, instinctually covering the wound. He jumped to the side with several
quick movements, which made it difficult for Idris to follow him with his eyes.
The Hunter made as if to slash at Idris’s face with the knife in his right
hand. However, while Idris used his weapon to block the attempt, the Hunter
used his left hand to drive his blade into Idris’s side. 


A flash of light from Iona diverted
the point of the knife at the last moment, but the dampening effect that the
Hunter had on weapons of power prevented her from stopping it altogether. Idris
still felt the flesh over his ribs part painfully.


In such close quarters, Idris
wasn’t able to use his weapon as he’d been trained. So, he did the first thing
that came to his mind instead—he wrapped his arm around the Hunter’s neck in a
hold that he had learned as a boy for wrestling tournaments in his home
community.


The man flung his head back,
breaking Idris’s nose. Idris was proud of himself for not letting go, in spite
of the pain. Unfortunately, he did lose grip of his partisan, which clattered
to the ground.


Idris redirected all of his
strength to tightening his hold around the Hunter’s neck. When the man shifted
the knives in his hands, though, Idris had to let go to avoid getting stabbed
again. The Hunter paused for a brief second, gasping for breath and coughing.
Idris used the precious time to snatch up his fallen weapon and attack once
more.


He lunged forward in a simple
motion, forcing the Hunter to back up as he parried. Idris repeated this
several times, maneuvering his opponent off of the main road and down a more
secluded alley. Idris felt a pulse of brief satisfaction as he noted that there
weren’t any bystanders in harm’s way now.


The Hunter also seemed to notice
this fact, which made him nod to Idris with appreciation. The small gesture
gave Idris pause.


“Why are you trying to kill us?” he
blurted to the stranger.


The Hunter bared his teeth. “If you
do not know that answer to that question, then you are a fool as well as a
danger to this world.”


The man flipped one of his knives
around so that the blade was facing up his arm. Then he rushed forward to
attack, each movement smooth and precise. The Hunter moved so quickly that it
took all of Idris’s concentration just to fend off each blow. There were a
couple of times that he wasn’t quite fast enough, resulting in several stinging
nicks to his skin.


“We are not hurting anyone,” Idris
shouted, once the barrage stopped. “We are trying to right a wrong.”


The Hunter shook his head. “You
cannot right a wrong by committing another wrong.”


Idris gritted his teeth, preparing
his partisan for a spinning attack. “Not all Forgers are evil. Some of them
dedicated their lives to helping fight the dark arts.”


The Hunter jumped out of the path
of Iona’s blade, his eyes widening into a wild expression. “They are an
abomination,” he shrieked. “Every single one of them!” He emphasized each word
with a clanging strike of his knives against the shaft of Idris’s polearm.


Idris made one last desperate
attempt. “We do not need to be enemies,” he pled.


The Hunter gave a feral snarl. “My
brothers and sisters will give every drop of blood in their bodies to see you
and your kind destroyed. As will I!”


Ignoring the danger of the weapon
he faced, the Hunter barreled into Idris, knocking him to the ground. For a
split second, Idris was convinced that his life had come to an end. His heart
stuttered with terror, and he suddenly wished he had apologized to Lenora
before leaving her.


“You there! Halt!”


The unfamiliar voice sounded from
the mouth of the alley, followed by the tromp of several pairs of boots. The
Hunter apparently judged the situation to be against his favor, for he promptly
turned and fled. Idris laid on the ground for another moment, hardly believing
that he had survived that final attack.


He was roughly pulled to his feet,
his hands tied with thick rope and his weapon confiscated. Half a dozen
soldiers in the uniform of city guards stood around him, their expressions
fierce. Idris stared at them with his mouth open slack.


“You need to go after that man,”
Idris said once he had gathered his wits.


“Silence,” snapped the soldier that
appeared to be in charge. He turned to the two guards holding each of Idris’s
arms and commanded coldly, “Take this prisoner to the Peak, where he will be
executed.”











Chapter Twenty-Three: Prisoner


 


“Wait, you need to listen to me!”


Idris was dragged out of the alley,
barely able to keep to his feet. Two of the soldiers marched him back the way
he had come during his pursuit of the Hunter. The other four city guards had
gone on to attempt to chase down the man who had escaped their custody.


“We do not tolerate such
lawlessness in Koyo,” lectured the guard to Idris’s right, who carried Iona in
his free hand. “You were warned before entering the city, and now you will face
the consequences of your actions.”


“I was not warned-” Idris
began.


The soldier interrupted him. “Everyone
is warned. It is part of the process of gaining admittance through the city
gates.”


“I came into the city with Princess
Lenora,” Idris explained desperately. “That man was trying to harm her. That is
why I was fighting him.”


The guard to his right snorted. “A
likely story. The princess is not even in Koyo this time of year.”


The second guard intervened
hesitantly. “Actually, sir, I heard a report that Princess Lenora did come
to the city this morning.”


“I am one of her personal
protectors,” Idris said eagerly. “She will be very angry if you have me
executed.”


His words gave the first guard
pause. “A convenient lie, since we do not have a way to verify it.”


“You can verify what I say,”
insisted Idris. “I know where you can find the princess. She will vouch for
me.”


The city guards exchanged worried
glances. “Perhaps we had better…” said the second one.


The first soldier cleared his
throat gruffly. “Very well, prisoner. We will give you this one chance.”


Idris nodded with energy. “Yes, of
course. Princess Lenora was going to the Wordway. We will find her there.”


The two soldiers directed Idris up
the street where Lenora and Aherin had continued after Idris had split off from
them. They walked quickly, but the steep climb still took longer than Idris
would’ve liked. His heart raced with more anxiety every passing minute.


What if it took them too long to
get to the Wordway? What if Lenora was gone by the time they arrived? Would the
city guards be willing to track down the princess in order to spare Idris’s
life?


Idris had never seen a Wordway
before, but he recognized the building immediately. The entire structure was
painted white, setting it apart from every other building in the area. Three
cote-like towers rose above the main square, through which messenger pigeons
flew in and out. The large door was flanked by two statues depicting birds in
flight. 


“Wait here,” ordered the guard to
Idris’s right. “I will go inquire within.”


The second guard snapped a salute.
“Yes, sir.”


It almost seemed to Idris that the
departing guard was taking a leisurely pace on purpose. He took several deep
breaths in order to calm himself, but to no avail. He couldn’t free his mind of
the fear that Lenora wouldn’t be found in time to save him from execution.


“What will happen to me if you
cannot find the princess?” Idris asked the guard with a tremor in his voice.


“Doubting your clever plan to
escape punishment?” the guard asked coldly.


“The princess has many things to do
today,” Idris said in a defensive tone. “Will I be kept in prison until my
identity can be verified?”


The guard chuckled without humor.
“Koyo has no prison. We have only two ways of dealing with those who disturb
the peace of our city.”


Idris felt as though the ground had
dropped out from beneath him. “What are those ways?” he asked hoarsely.


“Those who cause significant
disruption, but harm no others, are banished from the city. Those who cause
harm to others with their disruption are executed.”


“That seems really harsh,” Idris
choked.


The guard shrugged. “It works.
There have been only three banishments in the past year, and no executions…yet.”


“Can you not just banish me?” Idris
pled.


The soldier’s expression was
without pity. “No. You injured the man you were fighting, as well as an
innocent bystander.”


Idris was starting to feel angry.
What kind of idiotic system supported such merciless punishments? “He attacked
me first!”


“It does not matter,” the guard
responded. “If you had reported the attack, only the other criminal would have
been punished. However, you returned the act of violence. Therefore, you are
just as guilty.”


Idris seethed at the injustice of
it all. He had been protecting their princess, and he was going to be executed
for it. When he saw Lenora again, he was going to tell her exactly what he
thought of the stupid laws of her kingdom.


That is, if he saw her
again…


Just as his anxiety began to
surface once more, Idris spotted the guard holding his partisan emerge from the
Wordway. He was accompanied by Lenora.


Idris breathed a sigh of relief.
“There they are.”


“You have not been pardoned yet,”
warned the guard next to him. 


Idris could see that Lenora’s
beautiful face was white with worry as she drew near. He knew he probably
looked terrible, covered in blood and bruises after his fight with the Hunter.
He followed the city guard’s example, bowing low to the princess as she
approached.


“This young man is my personal
guard,” Lenora said to the soldier she was with. “You may release him into my
custody. Thank you for your diligent service.”


Both city guards bowed again. “Of
course, your highness.”


The soldier that had been holding
Idris’s weapon returned the partisan to the Royal Guard. Idris couldn’t hide
how relieved he was to be reunited with Iona. He gave the partisan a quick
inspection, even though he knew she had not been injured or altered in any way.


Lenora waited for the two city
guards to walk away before turning to Idris. “How badly are you hurt?” she
asked in an urgent whisper.


Idris shook his head. “It looks
worse than it is.”


“I doubt that,” Lenora retorted. “I
did not think you would try to fight the Hunter. I thought you were
going to hit him over the head to give us time to escape.”


Idris cringed at her tone. “It…did
not turn out as expected.”


“You are lucky that they did not
take you to the city leaders, because even I could not have saved you then,”
Lenora went on relentlessly. “My grandfather allows local leaders to make their
own laws, provided that they do not conflict with the laws of the kingdom. I do
not have the authority to override them. You would have been executed if the
soldiers had not brought you directly to me.”


Idris’s recent brush with death was
still fresh in his mind. He found that he had no desire to argue with Lenora
over his uninformed decisions. In fact, he found that he didn’t want to fight
with her over anything ever again. “I am sorry,” he said quietly.


Lenora looked slightly mollified.
“Well…I suppose I should have warned you.”


Idris reached out and took her
slender hand. “I am sorry,” he emphasized, “for everything.”


Lenora’s eyes widened at his touch,
but she didn’t pull away. “I am sorry, too,” she finally responded. “I should
not have forced Captain Cowan’s hand in the way that I did.”


A comfortable silence settled
between them. Idris reluctantly let go of Lenora’s hand, but he continued to
smile rather foolishly. He wished that they were someplace less public, where
he could’ve gone on holding her hand. As it was, it would not do for the
citizens of Koyo to see their princess being so familiar with her guard.


The silence was broken when Aherin
walked up to them, leading all three of their horses. “Idris,” he blurted,
“what happened to you?”


“Perhaps it would have been better
if you had gone in my place,” Idris said with a grimace. “Apparently, I am no
good at waylaying.”


Aherin’s grin was still touched
with concern. “We are going to need to stop somewhere to see to those wounds.”


Idris nodded. “First we should meet
up with Captain Cowan and the others.”


“I agree,” Lenora replied.


Even though the day was warm, Idris
pulled out his cloak from his saddlebags. He put it on and pulled up the cowl,
effectively hiding his injuries from the casual observer. Aherin watched him
closely as they mounted their horses, looking as though he wanted to give Idris
a helping hand.


“Was the Hunter arrested, too?”
Aherin asked.


Idris shook his head as he settled
into the saddle. “No, he got away.”


“I cannot believe they were going
to execute you,” Aherin said indignantly. “What kind of a city is this?”


Lenora began explaining all of the
reasoning behind the laws that ruled Koyo, as well as citing the results of
such strict measures. Idris only half-listened, having heard most of the
information from the city guard. True, Lenora was more thorough in her
explanation; but the core facts were the same.


Instead, Idris turned most of his
attention to the city around them as they rode toward the northern gate. The
Hunter was still out there, somewhere. He could appear at any moment to attack
them again. Idris promised himself that he would not be caught unawares.


They rode down one of the slanted
streets that wound around the hill, instead of going up and over. Once they
were on the northern side of the hill, they were able to see the twin lakes
beyond the city. The view was breathtaking from where they stood. The sunlight
glittered off of the smooth surface of the blue bodies of water, surrounded by
the vibrant green of grasslands. Even the villages that surrounded Koyo took on
an idyllic appearance from that high on the hill.


Once they were in the northern half
of the city, they took a road that led down the slope. They had to move at a
slower pace in order to keep their footing, but it gave Idris the opportunity
to watch their surroundings more closely.


He noticed that Lenora had
concluded her explanation, so he asked a question of his own. “Were you able to
send the messages you needed?”


The princess inclined her head.
“Yes. I sent a formal request to King Lot, as well as notice to the border
guards at the mountain pass through which we will travel.”


“You have to request to
visit the king?” Aherin asked, his eyebrows raised. “I thought members of
monarchies could visit each other whenever they wanted.”


“It is the polite thing to do,”
Lenora responded. “I have never heard of a request being denied, even during
times of conflict.”


“What if he does deny us?”
Idris posed.


“Well,” she answered slowly, “then
I suppose I will return to Trys and you will have to find a different way to
get into Roshum.”


Idris felt a warmth of appreciation
spread across his chest. He understood what it meant to Lenora to stay with
their group when her intuition demanded it. For her to honor her promise to
Captain Cowan was, to her, a sacrifice. He met her eyes with a smile, nodding
his head to her. He wanted her to know that he understood her decision for what
it was.


The northern gate of Koyo was just
like the southern one, through which they entered the city. It was an opening
in the stone wall, covered only by a simple wooden door. People leaving the
city were given a quick search by the city guards before passing through,
presumably to ensure that nothing was being taken from the city without the
proper paperwork.


Idris scanned the crowds of people
near the gate, some waiting to leave and others simply passing by. He didn’t
see any faces that he recognized, friendly or otherwise. “Where is Captain
Cowan?” he murmured.


“It is likely that they are waiting
just outside the city gate,” Lenora observed. “The guards do not approve of
loitering.”


The princess was identified
quickly, with the guards of the gate urging the crowd to make way for her. Lenora
smiled kindly at everyone she rode past. Idris and Aherin kept their horses
close to hers, making certain they did not get separated.


As soon as they were through the
gate, Idris felt a hand touching his boot. He looked down at the grizzled face
of Cowan, which was covered with fresh bruises. His limbs and head were
bandaged with clean strips of cloth, and he favored his side as if his ribs
were bruised or broken.


“This way, lad,” the veteran
rumbled.


Idris got the attention of his
companions, then turned to follow Cowan down a narrow side street that ran
parallel to the city wall. As soon as they were away from the crowds, the
captain raised his voice to a normal level.


“I see you got through without too
much trouble,” Cowan said, his eyes taking in Idris’s injuries. “That is a
relief.”


For a moment, Idris was speechless.
He had been stabbed and sliced and his nose was broken. If Cowan considered
that to be minor, what kind of fight had the other group encountered?











Chapter Twenty-Four: Wounded


 


Cowan led them to a nondescript
building far from the main thoroughfare. Idris was surprised when the captain
stopped, indicating they should dismount. A boy appeared out of nowhere to lead
their horses to a small stable behind the building.


“He will bring your bags inside
after he has cared for the animals,” Cowan assured them.


Lenora frowned, staring at the
building. “What is this place?”


“The home of a woman we met upon
leaving the city,” Cowan answered briefly. “We paid her to give us temporary
shelter.”


“Can she be trusted?” Aherin
inquired.


The captain shrugged. “Just about
as much as anyone here.”


The four of them walked through the
low door into the main room of the humble home. The only seats available were
two benches that sat on either side of a wooden table. The kitchen appeared to
be no more than a corner of the room, close to the fireplace. There was a
curtained off doorway that presumably led to a bedroom, but that was it for the
simple structure.


Kurag and Hildar were sitting at
the table, tending to their wounds. Kurag appeared to be writing runes on
strips of bandage, then wrapping them around injuries while singing softly.
Hildar had a gash along her hairline, several cuts on each of her arms, and
what appeared to be a broken wrist. Kurag had an alarming number of stab wounds
on his legs, as well as a worrisome-looking bruise on his side. Idris guessed
that he, like Cowan, had injured his ribs.


Lenora rushed forward to kneel
beside them. “I have some medicine in my saddlebags,” she offered.


Kurag shook his head as he
continued his work. “That will not be necessary. Save your medicine for when I
am absent, or unable to use runes.”


Hildar gave Idris an assessing
glance. “What happened to you?”


Idris shrugged, feeling
self-conscious. “There was a Hunter following us. I got into a fight with him.”


“Just one?” Hildar inquired.


His eyes dropped to the ground.
“Well, yes…”


Lenora interrupted, sounding eager
to explain the situation. “Idris drew the Hunter away while Aherin and I went
on to the Wordway.”


“You fought a Hunter by yourself?”
Kurag asked sharply.


Cowan’s brow furrowed. “It is
fortunate there were not others waiting just out of sight. You could have been
ambushed.”


The thought hadn’t even crossed
Idris’s mind, which made him feel rather foolish. There were some situations in
which it was painfully obvious that he still thought like a farmer.


Yes, you do, snapped Iona
suddenly.


Idris could understand her anger.
He had rushed into the situation without thinking it through first. As a
result, he had almost died twice—first by the hand of the Hunter, then as a
prisoner of the city guards. He had acted like a stupid, reckless idiot.


“I am sorry,” he said softly,
speaking to his captain as well as Iona.


Cowan nodded, looking satisfied.
“Every new soldier has much to learn. There are things that cannot be taught in
a training session, for they are unique to every individual. You have learned a
hard lesson today, but it will help to make you into a better Royal Guard.”


“Come sit down,” instructed Kurag.
“I will see to your injuries in a moment.”


Idris did as he was told, propping
his partisan against the table. “What happened to your group after we parted
ways?”


Cowan raised his eyebrows and
sighed, settling down on the ground with his back to one of the walls. “We
passed through the villages to get to the western gate, which turned out to be
a mistake.”


“You could not have known,
Captain,” Hildar assured him.


Cowan went on as if she hadn’t
spoken. “We were attacked by five Hunters in a lane between two of the villages.
Apparently, once you are outside of the borders of the city or a village, no
one cares what happens to you.”


“There were villagers standing near
the fences to watch,” Hildar growled. “As if it were a sport.”


Cowan scowled at the floor. “Well,
we survived. That is the important part.”


Kurag grunted. “It was not until we
passed through the gate that we were warned that any sort of fighting was
against the law within Koyo. We might have avoided the conflict all together if
we had entered through the southern gate.”


“Perhaps,” Idris said slowly,
“perhaps not. The Hunter I encountered seemed to have no reservations with
striking me first.”


“Were you reprimanded for fighting
in the city?” Kurag asked Idris as he finished bandaging Hildar.


Aherin made an incredulous noise.
“A couple of the city guards tried to have him executed. Luckily, Princess
Lenora was able to intervene.”


“It was lucky,” Lenora agreed.
“Under normal circumstances I do not have the authority to overturn such a
sentence.”


Cowan studied the princess
thoughtfully. “Thank you, your highness.”


Idris could see that Lenora was
quite pleased with the captain’s acknowledgment. “I am glad to help,” she said
sincerely.


Kurag turned his attention to
Idris’s wounds, quickly deciding which needed to be attended first. “Remove
your tunic,” he instructed the young man.


Idris did as he was told with
reluctance. He was not accustomed to being partially undressed in the presence
of women. He distracted himself by looking at the rune Kurag drew on the bandages.
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“What does it say?” he asked the
Forger.


Kurag pointed to the rune. “It is
called chir. It means ‘heal.’”


The Forger wrapped the strip of
cloth around the gash on Idris’s right arm, singing softly to activate the
rune’s magic. Idris felt a surge of warmth soothe the pain of his injury. “Is
it healing me?” he asked in amazement.


Kurag gave a half shrug. “Not
completely. It mostly helps your body to heal more quickly. Even runes have
their limits.”


“Do runes ever work on their own?”
Idris asked. “Or do you always have to sing?”


Kurag seemed to appreciate his
interest. He smiled as he explained. “All runes have innate power. Each line
and angle serve a specific purpose, and must be drawn with precision. The
mental and emotional process of drawing runes also plays an important role in
creating them.”


Kurag paused his speech as he
wrapped a second bandage around the cut on Idris’s ribs, singing the same song
as before. Once again, the pain of the cut disappeared in a flash of warmth.


“That being said,” Kurag continued,
“words have no meaning if they are never read. They have no life if they are
never understood. The same applies to runes. The meaning of each rune must be
connected to a living soul if its potential is to be realized. The simplest and
most powerful way to connect to a human soul is through music, and so we use
music to awaken the runes.”


“What a beautiful art,” Lenora
observed.


Kurag’s expression grew unusually
soft. “Yes, it is.”


The Forger finished the last
bandage meant for Idris, tying it around his head to cover his broken nose.
Lenora watched the process with interest. “Will the runes straighten it as
well?”


Idris’s fingers flew up to gingerly
touch his face. “My nose is crooked now?”


“Only a little,” Lenora replied
absently.


Kurag shook his head. “No, the
runes will not straighten it. If it were a broken limb I would know how to set
it, but I do not know how to set a broken nose.”


“Well, do not worry,” the princess
said to Idris. “In Breen, a crooked nose is a sign of a fighter. Many women
find it attractive.”


“Only, I do not live in Breen,”
Idris pointed out, “and I do not know if the women of Calaris are of the same
opinion.”


“That is simply one more reason for
you to come and live in Breen,” Lenora answered lightly.


The two exchanged smiles, but the
moment was interrupted by a soft snort from Hildar. “As if Idris would give up
being a member of the Royal Guard for such a silly reason.”


“There is nothing wrong with
seeking a fresh opportunity,” Lenora pointed out.


“Being a member of the Royal Guard is
a fresh opportunity,” Hildar argued. “He used to be a farmer.”


Lenora’s blue eyes narrowed. “You
do not need to say that as if it was something disgraceful.”


“I did not,” denied Hildar.


“A kingdom would crumble without
its foundation of farmers and artisans,” Lenora pointed out.


“I am aware of that,” Hildar said
sarcastically, “but you cannot tell me you would give up your position to go
work on a farm.”


Before Lenora could answer, Kurag
held up a hand to silence both of them. “This argument serves no one. We have
more important matters to discuss.”


Both women looked chastened as they
nodded in agreement. The Forger finished seeing to his own injuries, then he
motioned for Hildar to come sit next to him. From his bag he pulled out the
crystal box that held the corrupted dagger. Hildar’s eyes fixed on it, as if it
were a venomous snake.


“I have explained to you what will
be required to reforge this weapon,” Kurag said gently.


Hildar gave a jerky nod. “Yes.”


“And you are still determined to go
forward?” he asked.


Some of the color drained from
Hildar’s cheeks, but she nodded again. “Yes.”


The Forger gestured to the other
members of the group. “We are all here to support you in this endeavor.
Remember that you do not take this burden alone.”


Hildar’s gaze passed over each of
her fellow members of the Royal Guard. Idris thought he saw tears of gratitude
shimmer in her eyes. “I know,” she whispered.


Kurag motioned to the crystal box.
“You have cut yourself off from Savion. It is an understandable reaction, but
it is ultimately counterproductive. You need to tie yourself to him as tightly
as you can between now and the reforging.”


Any remaining color in Hildar’s
face fled. “But…what if he takes control again?”


Kurag drew his lips into a firm
line. “That is why you cannot do this without the support of your friends. They
can watch you—make certain that you are not acting out of character in a
dangerous way.”


The Forger reached down to pick up
the dagger, once again extracting it from the box without any physical opening.
He balanced it on his palm, offering the blade to Hildar. She shuddered as she
stared at it, her expression filled with terror.


“It is not too late for us to
return to Marath,” Captain Cowan said softly. “We can give the dagger to Kurag
to be destroyed.”


“No,” Hildar blurted. “I cannot
give up the only thing that has ever made me special.”


Idris drew his brows downward. “The
dagger is not what makes you special, Hildar.”


She turned to look at him, her
hazel eyes filled with disbelief. “I will not give it up,” she insisted.


“Then, take it,” Kurag urged.


Hildar extended a trembling hand,
grasping the dagger by its jeweled handle. Her breathing grew rapid, causing
Idris to worry that she was having an anxiety attack. Aherin took a step
forward to steady her, but she shook her head. “I am fine,” she said sharply.


“Do not refuse a hand given in
friendship,” Kurag warned. “It could be the only thing to save you.”


For a moment, Hildar’s expression
was conflicted. Finally, she accepted the Forger’s words. “I understand.”


“Keep the dagger with you at all
times,” instructed Kurag. “You may speak to him if you wish, but know that he
will fight against being reforged. Do not be afraid to share what he says to
you, for we are the balancing force against his arguments.”


“Or you could just ignore him,”
Aherin said with a smile. “How hard could that be?”


Idris knew that he meant it as a
joke, but Hildar’s face was anything but amused. Idris knew that she had a
battle ahead of her that would be the hardest she had ever face—one she may not
survive.











Chapter Twenty-Five: Fire Visions


 


Idris and his companions left their
hiding place under the cover of night. The stranger who had given them shelter
seemed glad to see them go, which was understandable. Neither the woman nor her
children entered the house while Idris and the others were there. They waited
outside with the horses, keeping watch for any signs of trouble. Captain Cowan
paid the woman again as they left, thanking her for her kindness.


They rode out of the village,
heading slightly northwest in order to circle around the twin lakes. Even in
the dark, Idris could see that the area was beautiful. The breeze that blew
across the lake was fresh, carrying the scents of spring. It made Idris glad to
be this far to the south. His home in Calaris was still under the blanket of
winter this time of year.


“It must be nice to have shorter
winters,” Idris observed to no one in particular.


Lenora was riding closest to him,
so she was the one to answer. “Yes, our climate in Breen is quite mild all
year. Especially in the south, where Trys is located.”


“Trys is the capital city?” Idris
asked.


“Yes, it is,” Lenora acknowledged.


“What is it like?”


“Gathering information about your
new home?” Hildar snapped from across the group.


Idris was trying to be
understanding of Hildar’s method of coping with her situation, but he was
getting tired of her sarcasm. “I am not going to live in Breen,” he said with
exaggerated patience. “I am just curious.”


“Well, perhaps you should focus more
on things that matter,” Hildar shot back. “Maybe you can work on training with
your weapon instead of flirting.”


Idris felt his temper flare up.
“How can I possibly train right now?” he demanded. “It is nighttime and there
are Hunters chasing after us. You really want me to send out pillars of fire to
show everyone where we are?”


“There is a way you could train
without alerting anyone to our presence,” Cowan offered.


Aherin perked up at the suggestion.
“Really?”


“I do not think I would recommend
it for Hildar, though,” the captain amended.


Hildar glowered at him. “Why is
that?”


“It involves deepening the mental
connection between yourself and your weapon,” explained Cowan. “I do not
believe that to be a good idea at the moment.”


“I am fine,” Hildar said impatiently.


“No, you are not,” Cowan disagreed.
“You have not been required to fight against Savion’s influence for the last
several weeks, so you are no longer accustomed to the strain. The full weight
of your task is on your mind once more. It will take some time for you to
remember your strength.”


“One might argue that I am stronger
now that I have had time to rest,” Hildar pointed out.


“And you would be wrong,” Cowan
said flatly. “Mental strength is not the same as physical strength. They are
built differently and they are challenged differently. You will not gain mental
strength by pushing yourself in this way.”


“Perhaps you and I could talk while
they train,” suggested Kurag, indicating a small distance away from the rest of
the group.


Hildar agreed, but Idris could see
that she was still angry about it. She followed Kurag, muttering as she went.
Cowan waited until she was out of earshot to begin his instruction. “The third
part of your initial training was having your energy manifest in a recognizable
form.”


Idris nodded readily. “Yes, mine
was a field of grain.”


“And mine was a tree,” Aherin
added.


“Good,” Cowan said encouragingly.
“The purpose of that exercise is to personalize the magic that is being
channeled through your weapon. This is a skill you will need if you are ever to
advance beyond the basic use of an item of power.”


“Why is it so important?” asked
Idris.


“Anyone can use an item of power to
a certain degree,” Cowan explained. “However, it is the personal connection
with an item that releases its full potential. That is why it is best to use
the weapon that is meant for you, even though we can use each other’s. A
warrior will never be more than average when using a weapon that does not
belong to them.”


Aherin frowned. “How will creating
the illusion of a tree help me to be a better Royal Guard?”


Cowan raised a finger. “It is not
the tree itself that will unlock your potential, but the mental process that
goes with it. If you are able to take the magic that is channeled to you and
turn it into something that is your own, infinite possibilities awaken. Your
creativity is the only limiting factor.”


“Is that what we were doing when we
were fighting by instinct?” Idris inquired.


“Yes,” Cowan answered. “Intuition
plays an important role in this skill. In desperate circumstances, it is not
uncommon for untrained soldiers to do things that are beyond their conscious
ability.”


“How do we gain the ability to do
those things on command?” Aherin asked, sounding excited.


“Start by closing your eyes and connecting
to your weapon,” Cowan instructed. “Visualize the image that appeared when you
made your energy manifest. Imagine yourself within that image.”


Idris did as he was told, closing
his eyes and taking a deep breath. It was easy for him to imagine himself
standing in a field of grain. That was something he had done thousands of times
in his life. He could almost feel the sun on his shoulders. In his mind’s eye
he could see the field stretch out to the horizon in every direction. 


Upon closer inspection, Idris could
see that each stalk of grain was made from flickering yellow flames. It wasn’t
as if the plants were on fire—rather, they were vessels to hold the fire. There
was no heat coming from the stalks as Idris brushed his hand over the tops, nor
were the flames overly bright. The vision filled him with serenity, even though
he could make no physical sense of it. It was simply right.


Is this the home you imagine for
me? Iona’s voice floated next to him, without form.


“For us, I suppose,” Idris answered
her within the vision.


There are no structures, Iona
pointed out. No defining characteristics. Why would you wish for a place
that is nothing but a field?


“I like it,” Idris said with a
shrug. “It seems perfect the way it is.”


Where are we to go when it rains?
Iona queried.


“It does not rain here,” Idris said
simply.


That is stupid, Iona
snorted. You cannot avoid something like rain.


Idris bent over to take hold of
some of the fiery stalks. He braided them together, weaving them into a little
arch over the ground. “See?” he said. “I made us a shelter.”


Foolish farmer, Iona said
fondly.


In spite of her teasing words,
Idris found himself staring at the arch he had made. He had the strangest
feeling that he could use that braid in the real world. He pulled the stalks
out of the ground, which took a surprisingly small amount of effort. Then, with
a flick of his wrist, he spun the straw in a circle, transforming it into a
flaming shield.


The piece of armor no longer
resembled the stalks of grain from which it had come. It looked like a proper
piece of military equipment. In spite of it being made of fire, no heat touched
Idris as he held the shield. He found himself laughing in amazement.


With a flinging motion of his arm,
Idris changed the shape of the shield into a sword. The blazing blade formed
with the grace of natural flames. Idris twirled the sword in a circle, then
struck the ground. He found the weapon was solid, even though it looked to be
made of nothing but fire.


“How is this possible?” he asked
Iona.


I assume a great many things are
possible here, she replied unhelpfully.


Idris purposefully extended his
hand and dropped the fiery sword. The weapon flickered back to its original
shape of braided grain stalks as it fell to the ground.


“Interesting,” Idris murmured.


He picked up the braid once more,
spinning it to return it to the shape of a shield. “I wonder…” he mused.


Idris opened his physical eyes,
drawing himself out of the vision he had created. As he did so, he imagined
pulling the shield with him.


“Idris, put it out!”


Cowan’s sharp voice startled Idris
into letting go of the connection he had been holding with his partisan. He
suddenly realized that he had been holding a shield of fire—not just in his
imagination, but in reality. It blinked from sight when he severed his link to
the magic creating it, but not before he had illuminated the entire area.


“I am sorry,” stammered Idris. “I
was not thinking…”


“That much is clear, you imbecile,”
Hildar raged, bringing her horse back to the group. “You have given our
position to everyone within a league.”


“Perhaps it would be best to get
some distance from this location,” Kurag suggested uneasily.


Captain Cowan gave a curt nod.
“Agreed.”


Kurag broke into a run, keeping
pace with the galloping horses. They followed Lenora’s lead as she headed in
the direction that would take them to the border of Roshum. They pushed their
mounts as hard as they could for as long as they dared. Idris wasn’t able to
speak to anyone over the sound of galloping hooves, nor would he have wanted to
if he could. He silently reprimanded himself over and over again for his
foolish actions.


I am a complete idiot, he
told himself.


Perhaps, Iona acknowledged, but
an idiot with talent. You are learning at a faster pace than Marlais did.


It was so rare for Iona to
compliment him, especially when compared to Marlais, that Idris found himself
momentarily stunned. 


Of course, the partisan went
on, his instructor was not as readily available to teach him. And he had
many responsibilities taking his time.


Of course, Idris responded,
unable to keep the bitterness from his words. We would not want to have me
thinking that I have the slightest chance of measuring up to Marlais
Dragonspear.


Do not sulk, Iona
reprimanded. You may ask me to reevaluate my opinion after we have been
together for a couple of decades.


Idris chuckled in spite of himself.
“Fair enough,” he muttered.


The group of travelers approached a
copse of trees, which offered the only shelter for miles. Cowan signaled for
everyone to slow to a stop. “We will pause here before continuing on,” he
stated. “Our horses need the rest.”


“I am sure Kurag does as well,”
Lenora added.


The Forger didn’t answer, but found
a tree against which he could comfortably sit. The stab wounds on his legs had
started bleeding again. He pulled out fresh bandages, writing runes on them and
singing as he applied them.


There was a small pool of water in
the middle of the copse. All of the horses were led there to drink. Idris
rubbed his mare’s neck, whispering words of encouragement and thanks. Aherin
walked over to stand next to Idris.


“How did you do that?” he asked in
a hushed voice, looking furtively toward where Cowan stood.


Idris raised his eyebrows. “Do
what?”


“How did you make the shield of
fire?” Aherin pressed. “I was just starting to get a firm grasp on my vision
when we had to start running. How did you figure it out so quickly?”


Idris struggled to find the right
words. “I…am not sure. Perhaps it was instinct…?”


Aherin sounded disappointed. “Oh.”


“I do not mean to sound cryptic,”
Idris went on hurriedly. “I just do not know how else to explain it. I was only
experimenting at first. Then I wondered if I could bring things back to the
real world with me. It was like…waking from a dream…but bringing the dream with
me.”


Aherin’s eyes narrowed
thoughtfully. “I think I understand.”


“You do?” Idris asked, relieved.


“Enough to give it a try,” Aherin
said, smiling grimly. “When we are not so exposed, that is.”


“It may not work the same for
everyone,” Idris pointed out, thinking about how he had woven the stalks of
grain together. “Did you see a tree in your vision?”


“Yes,” acknowledged Aherin. “My
mother’s tree…”


Idris rubbed his hand across his
forehead as he thought. “Maybe you could use the leaves.”


“The leaves?”


“The leaves of the tree in your
vision,” Idris clarified. “I used stalks of grain to shape the shield. Maybe
the leaves would serve the same purpose for you.”


Aherin grinned. “Seems logical. I
look forward to trying it.”


“When will you try?”


Aherin shrugged carelessly. “Why
not now? We have some time to rest. We might as well use it wisely.”


Idris couldn’t help but smile back.
“Just make sure not to bring anything back with you.”


Aherin laughed softly. “Yes, I will
avoid doing that.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six: Crossing Over


 


The entire border between Roshum
and Breen was protected by a range of mountains. There were two mountain passes
used by travelers, both closely monitored by soldiers of both nations. Lenora
had led the group to the eastern pass, almost directly north of Koyo. The pass
was in a natural canyon, with steep walls of rock on either side.


Idris studied the jagged formations
with no small amount of trepidation. He couldn’t help but wonder if there were
Hunters nearby, planning an ambush of some sort. The canyon could easily be
turned into a fatal trap. Idris knew he wasn’t the only one considering the
possibility. The grim expressions of his fellow Royal Guards mirrored his own.


Lenora chatted lightly as they rode
through the pass. Either she wasn’t aware of the anxiety of the group, or she
chose to do what she could to alleviate it. “The capital city of Roshum is
Bunarat, which is about eight days’ ride from the border. I have only visited
there once before, when I was a child. The peace between Breen and Roshum has
been rather strained ever since my grandfather sent his daughter to marry King
Lukas. My father says that King Lot had wished to marry Roana himself, although
there is no documentation of that.”


“Is that why Roshum fights with
Calaris?” Idris asked.


To his surprise, Hildar was the one
to answer his question. “No,” she shook her head. “The conflict between our
nations has existed since the time of King Nikolas’s grandfather, although it
was not until recent years that wars were fought.”


“King Nikolas is the first warrior
king Calaris has seen in generations,” Aherin added.


“Yes, he is,” Lenora said, sounding
distinctly unenthusiastic.


“Do you not approve?” challenged
Hildar.


The princess chose her words
carefully. “I think there is enough fighting without seeking it out.”


Hildar’s expression stiffened. “Are
you calling King Nikolas a warmonger?”


Idris hurried to interrupt the
brewing argument. “Why did Queen Roana choose King Lukas over King Lot?”


The two women turned their eyes on
Idris. For a moment he wasn’t sure if they were going to redirect their anger
at him. After several tense breaths, Lenora’s face softened noticeably. Hildar
appeared to decide against upbraiding him at the same time, which caused him to
sigh with relief.


“King Lot never made a formal
request for her hand in marriage,” Lenora pointed out. “But I would think that
the idea of being a king’s fourth wife is less appealing than being another
king’s only wife.”


Idris’s eyes widened. “King Lot has
three wives?”


“He has five wives now,” Lenora
nodded, “but at the time he had three.”


Idris was speechless. Hildar
laughed rather unkindly at the expression on his face. “It is a common practice
in Roshum, Idris. But I suppose a farmer would not know such things.” 


“Why would a man need more than one
wife?” Idris sputtered.


“It is not just polygyny,” Lenora
clarified. “Polyandry is commonly practiced as well.”


Idris experienced a flash of heat
to his face. “I do not know what those words mean,” he muttered.


Hildar gave him a glance of disdain
at his admission, but Lenora simply nodded in understanding. “Polygyny is
having more than one wife. Polyandry is having more than one husband,” the
princess explained.


“In simple, farmer’s terms,” Hildar
said coldly, “men and women in Roshum may have as many spouses as they wish.”


“As long as they abide by the laws
surrounding marriage,” added Lenora.


“What are those laws?” Aherin
inquired with interest.


“Roshum has very strict and
specific rules defining marriage,” Lenora gestured with her hand. “Any
violation of those laws results in imprisonment and dissolution of the
marriage. For example, all parties involved in the marriage must be adults.”


Idris frowned sharply. “Is that not
common sense?”


“There was a time when powerful
families in Roshum were marrying their young children together in order to form
alliances. King Lot’s father put an end to that practice.” Lenora went on, “The
marriage contract also specifically states which rights and properties will be
shared between the two parties. So, Queen Tilna’s contract with her second
husband states that he will have no right to the throne should she ever come to
power. And the properties that Queen Tilna took to her second marriage cannot
be touched by King Lot as her first husband. He could take something as king,
of course, but he does not have natural right to the properties as her
husband.”


Idris rubbed his forehead. “It
sounds complicated.”


Lenora shrugged. “Not terribly.
There are marriages of rights, which tend to be political in nature. There are
marriages of properties, which has to do with combining wealth. And, of course,
there are marriages that involve both aspects.”


“What about love?” Idris demanded.
“Does that not matter in Roshum?”


Lenora smiled gently. “I am certain
that many people in Roshum marry for love. Those marriages are protected by
strict laws, too. Infidelity is punishable by death, as well as abuse of one’s
spouse. The Roshumin take their marriage relationships very seriously. Any
breach of the marriage contract automatically dissolves it, and the offending
party is imprisoned.”


While Idris couldn’t fault the
practice of protecting marriage, it all seemed so cold to him. Would it not be
better if spouses acted out of love instead of fear of punishment? His own
parents would never even consider infidelity, but not because they were afraid
of being executed. 


“We are approaching the border,”
Captain Cowan announced.


Idris looked ahead, but he was
uncertain what to expect. He had spent the majority of his life in the same
farming community, so his experience with travel was limited. This journey was
his first time leaving Calaris, and part of him expected to see some sort of
wall at the border of Breen. Instead, there were two guard houses, one on
either side of the border. 


Each building was well-made, with
strong wooden beams outlining the entire structures. The two guard houses were
identical, save for one detail—one building flew the flag of Breen, the other
flew the flag of Roshum.


Breenite soldiers watched their
group approaching, waiting patiently in an orderly line. They saluted and bowed
when they recognized Princess Lenora. “Your highness,” said the group leader,
“it is an honor to have you here.”


“You received my message?” she
questioned.


“Yes,” confirmed the group leader,
“and we shared the message with our counterparts in Roshum.”


“Excellent,” Lenora said,
satisfied. “I presume you send daily reports to your superiors.”


The soldier nodded. “Yes, your
highness.”


“I would ask that you send a copy
of today’s report to the palace in Trys,” Lenora went on. “My mother likes to
receive progress reports when I am traveling.”


“Of course, your highness.”


“Thank you,” Lenora said with a
small smile. “If there is nothing else you require, we will pass over to
Roshum.”


“We only need the names of your
companions, your highness,” the soldier replied, sounding apologetic.


Lenora waved a hand at Cowan, “My
protector will see to that.”


Cowan nodded, dismounting his horse
so he could speak to the soldier face-to-face. While he did so, the princess
nudged her horse forward to lead the group across the border. The second guard
house was perhaps a hundred feet from the Breenite one, with Roshumin soldiers
waiting for them.


“Greetings, travelers,” said the
group leader. “Welcome to Roshum, sovereign nation of King Lot. What brings you
to our fair land?”


“I am Lenora, granddaughter of King
Hernan of Breen. I travel to Bunarat to visit the court of King Lot as a friend
of Roshum.” The words were spoken simply, but Lenora’s natural dignity made the
statement seem regal.


“Welcome, Princess Lenora,” the
soldier said with a courteous bow. “We were informed of your intentions to pass
through. If you would please come with me, there are some formalities to
observe.”


The members of the Royal Guard
dismounted with the princess, but Lenora waved them off. “You may wait here,”
she told them. “I will not be long.”


Lenora followed two of the Roshumin
soldiers into the guard house, while Idris and the others watched her uneasily.
Idris suddenly found himself thinking of all the dangers that could befall the
princess without the others to protect her. The Hunters were still after them.
What if they had an agent within the Roshumin guard?


“She will be fine,” Kurag assured
him, smiling at the expression on Idris’s face. “She is probably answering
questions for a report that can be sent on to the king.”


“Yes,” confirmed one of the
Roshumin soldiers that had stayed behind, “that is what she will be doing.”


“Please forgive my companion,”
Kurag said to the soldier. “This is his first assignment protecting the
princess.”


The soldier nodded in
understanding. “I thought he seemed rather young for his task.”


Idris wanted to argue, but he bit
back his words. He gripped the shaft of his polearm, which was strapped to his
back. The leather cover for the head of the partisan had never been recovered,
so the glittering jewels and gold were in plain view. Idris would’ve thought
that the possession of such a weapon would be proof enough of his capabilities,
but the Roshumin soldier didn’t even glance at the partisan.


Why are you offended? Iona
asked. You are young.


I may be young, Idris
grumbled, but I am not incompetent.


That soldier said nothing about
your abilities, Iona pointed out.


Idris was not pacified. How could
his partisan possibly understand the sting that came from being so readily
dismissed by a peer? Yes, Idris was young, but he had been training hard for
almost a year. He had saved the lives of the members of the Calaris royal
family more than once. He knew he still had a lot to learn, but that didn’t
detract from how far he’d come.


“You one of those cliff jumpers
from Tannin?”


The soldier’s unexpected question
pulled Idris out of his reverie. He looked at Kurag, to whom the query had been
directed.


“What makes you ask that?” the
Forger said cautiously.


The soldier shrugged. “You just
match the description that I have heard of those people. Does he not, Bram?” He
nudged the soldier closest to him, who nodded in agreement.


Kurag’s brow drew downward. “You
have heard of others who look like me?”


The soldier grunted an affirmative.
“So tall that most men come only to their chest, strong bodies but gentle eyes.
Yes, you fit their description, alright. They are said to live in the mountains
and avoid contact with other people, so I guess you would not be one of them.”


Idris could see the tension
building in Kurag’s body. The Forger’s fists were clenched tight at his side.
In spite of the apparent strain he was under, Kurag’s voice remained calm. “I
had not heard of such a community. Do you know where in Tannin?”


The soldier rubbed his chin
thoughtfully. “Not sure,” he murmured. “All they say is ‘the cliffs,’ which is
not very helpful to a foreigner.”


“Thank you for the information,”
Kurag said softly.


Idris found himself staring at the
Forger in disbelief. Was that all he was going to say? How could he remain so
unruffled at the news that there might be other Forgers living in the
neighboring country?


“Kurag?” Idris began.


“I am fine, young one,” Kurag
answered the implied question. “I am simply surprised that such rumors exist.”


“Surprised?” Idris repeated. “That
is all? You are not happy?”


Kurag let his breath out slowly,
closing his eyes. “If there were others like me, they would not survive long by
letting their existence generally known. The Hunters would have tracked them
down by now. It is likely that such a community once existed, but no more.”


“I am sure there are ways we could
find out more information,” Idris encouraged him.


Kurag shook his head. “No, there
are more important tasks before us at the moment.”


Idris’s eyebrows shot upward. “More
important than finding your people?”


The Forger settled his steady gaze
on Idris, speaking with quiet determination. “I have committed to purging
Savion of his flaws. I have taken it upon myself to correct the mistake made by
a Forger in the past. Such a duty is not taken lightly, and it cannot be turned
aside because of my personal desires.”


Idris swallowed hard. He admired
Kurag’s dedication, but the idea of the Forger passing up the chance to be
reunited with his people made Idris’s chest feel unbearably tight. “Perhaps you
can look for them after the dagger is reforged,” he suggested faintly.


Kurag smiled humorlessly. “If the
Hunters have not heard of this community before now, they will when they follow
us through this pass. There will be nothing I can do to stop the Hunters from
sending others to pursue the rumor.”


Idris’s mouth worked soundlessly
for a moment. The Forger placed a large hand on Idris’s shoulder. “I accepted
long ago that there were no others like me. My fate was sealed when I was a
child. Now, at least, I have been given the opportunity to use my skills for
good. That is the best that a Forger can hope for in these times.”


Idris’s heart went out to the aged
man. Kurag’s form suddenly seemed more stooped and frail than before. It was as
if his sorrow drained his body of the vitality that came naturally to the
Forger. 


Idris placed his hand over that of
Kurag’s. “Do not worry,” he said comfortingly. “You are not alone, even without
others like yourself.”


Some of the light returned to
Kurag’s eyes as he inclined his head to the young Royal Guard. “Yes, Idris.”


Even though Idris was glad to see
Kurag’s response, his heart still ached for the loneliness that remained.











Chapter Twenty-Seven: Loss


 


In the mouth of the canyon on the
Roshum side of the mountain pass, there sat a surprisingly large city. Idris
had been under the impression that big cities were never built near borders,
due to the difficulty in keeping them secure from enemy attacks. Apparently,
the presence of the mountain range made this city an exception.


“The city is a large trade center,”
Lenora explained as they drew near. “Not just between Roshum and Breen, but for
Jish also.”


Hildar frowned unhappily. “Is there
any way for us to go around it?”


“Why would you want to do that?”
Aherin asked, his eyes bright with enthusiasm.


Hildar held up her jeweled dagger
in a sharp motion. “We have more important things to do than shopping for
trinkets.”


Cowan waved his hand at them in a
calming motion. “We will not be stopping in the city, but we must pass through
it. The city fills the entire exit from the mountain pass.”


Hildar fumed silently at the
buildings ahead of them, as if they had purposefully conspired to block her
from her task. Lenora traded a glance with Idris, hiding a smile behind her
slender hand. 


They passed through the gates of
the city without being stopped. A few token guards stood on raised platforms,
but they seemed to do nothing but observe the people below. There weren’t many
people going through the gate, but the crowds swiftly grew as the travelers
moved toward the city center.


Idris could see that the city had
been built around commerce. The only residential buildings were along the outer
sections, as if they had been added as an afterthought. The center of the city
was made up of several large marketplaces, each with specific wares. 


“This district is for various types
of cloth,” Lenora pointed out. “That one over there is all woodwork.”


The atmosphere was exciting to
Idris, completely unlike anything he had experienced before. The crowds were
noisy, shouting over one another to attract custom or to haggle over the price
of wares. Everywhere he looked there were people pushing past each other with
little regard.


“Is it like this every day?” Idris
asked Lenora.


The princess nodded. “It has been
like this every time I have visited, anyway.”


The group of travelers were not the
only ones on horseback, but most people preferred to walk. Idris quickly understood
why that was. It was difficult to navigate a horse through the masses of people
moving to walk around anything that might cause a delay. He couldn’t help but
think in irritation that he would get out of their way faster if they would
stop cutting him off from his desired path.


“I think we should dismount,”
suggested Captain Cowan. “It seems we will move faster if we are leading our
horses.”


Everyone nodded in agreement,
following his advice. Idris patted his mare’s neck as he moved the reins over her
head. He checked to make sure his partisan was secured to his back, once again
regretting the loss of the leather cover for the jeweled head.


Perhaps you could buy a
replacement here, Iona offered.


Idris shook his head. Cowan says
we will not be stopping anywhere. Also, I do not have any coin with me.


Well, if there is no solution,
then there is no point in worrying, she said lightly.


Idris snorted. You know very
well that is not true. Ignoring a problem does not make it go away.


I said there was no point to
worrying, Iona expounded, not that the problem would not exist.


Idris shook his head, the corners
of his mouth curving into a slight smile. If only letting go of worries was
as simple as that.


It was much easier for Idris to
move through the crowds while leading his horse, but it made it difficult for
him to keep an eye on the rest of his companions. He instinctively moved closer
to Lenora, taking her arm to keep them from being separated.


A delicate blush colored her ivory
cheeks at his touch. “You know,” she said softly, “in Breen such contact
between two people is reserved for those who are betrothed.”


Idris’s eyes widened and he
immediately let go of her arm. “I am sorry,” he stammered, his face aflame. “I
did not mean…that is…I was not attempting…”


Lenora laughed lightly. “I do not
mind, Idris. Perhaps I should, but I do not.”


Idris could feel the heat from his
face moving into his ears and down his neck. “I…what do you mean?”


She took a step closer to him so
that their arms brushed against each other as they walked. She ducked her head,
speaking in a murmur. “I mean that I do not mind being close to you.”


Idris’s heart thumped so loudly in
his chest that he was certain it was audible to anyone standing near him. He
was vaguely aware of the foolish grin that spread across his face, but in that
moment he didn’t care.


He was searching his mind for what
to say next, when the flow of the crowded street came to a stop. Idris raised
himself to stand on his toes, looking over the heads of those nearest to him to
see why people were no longer moving.


Not far ahead of them there
appeared to be a small group of men whose argument had turned to blows. Idris
and Lenora tried to edge closer, but it was difficult with so many spectators.
Unlike Koyo, street fights were not forbidden in this city. Many people seemed
entertained by the prospect of watching the outcome.


“What is happening?” Lenora asked
Idris, who had a better view than her.


Idris frowned as he peered through
the gaps available to him. “Four men are fighting,” he told her. “One of them
has been pushed to the ground, and now two of the others are grappling.”


Lenora pressed her lips together.
“What is the source of the conflict?”


Idris shrugged. “I do not know.”


The crowd suddenly surged backward
as the fight moved toward where Idris was standing. With fewer people in his
way, Idris was able to see the fight more clearly. The two grappling men were
red in the face, shouting angry words at each other. The other two men involved
hurried forward to try and break up the scuffle.


Lenora gasped, gripping Idris’s
forearm. He instinctively turned to protect her, raising his arm to shield her
from the bodies pressing around them. As he did so, his glance turned to her
face, trying to assess what had caused her alarm. Lenora’s eyes were fixed on
one of the men in the fight, so Idris turned to look as well.


The man she appeared to be staring
at looked to be only a few years older than Idris. He was quite handsome, with
straight features and a strong but slender build. His hair was dark red, tied
back away from his face, and his eyes were startlingly familiar.


They were exactly like Lenora’s
eyes.


“Neron,” Lenora whispered in a
strangled voice.


Idris leaned closer to her. “What?”


The princess pushed past Idris as
if he wasn’t there. She struggled to get closer to the group of fighting men.
“Neron,” she called desperately. “Neron!”


The red-haired young man looked up,
clearly startled. His eyes fixed on Lenora, and the color drained from his
face. He grabbed the man he was with—the one in the middle of the
fight—speaking a few forceful words into his ear.


Then, without warning, the fight
between the two men ceased. All four members of the conflict disappeared into
the crowd. A few of the spectators murmured in disappointment, but then the
flow of traffic resumed as before.


“Neron,” Lenora screamed, pushing
toward where the man had been last seen.


Idris hurried after her, bringing
both horses with him. “Lenora,” he said in a worried voice, “what is wrong?”


After several moments of uselessly
searching the masses of people, Lenora slowly turned back. Her face was
streaked with unchecked tears. “Neron,” she sobbed, crumbling to her knees.


Idris rushed to her side. “What is
wrong?” he asked again. “Who was that man?”


“My brother,” she cried into her
hands. “He is my brother.”


“Your brother?” Idris repeated
dumbly.


Lenora reached out to grasp the
front of Idris’s tunic. “We have to find him,” she insisted. “I have to speak
to him.”


“But, they are gone,” Idris
stammered. “All of those men have left.”


Lenora buried her face against
Idris’s chest. “We have to find him.”


He knelt with his arms around her,
uncertain what to do next. Part of his mind told him that it wasn’t proper for
him to be holding her, but he didn’t know what else he could do to comfort her.
At the same time, he couldn’t help noticing how perfectly she fit in his
embrace. Then he silently chided himself for such thoughts.


“Idris!”


Captain Cowan’s voice carried over
the crowd. The tone of his call immediately caused Idris to scan the area for
danger. The young soldier stood to let his captain know where he was.


Cowan spotted him, looking
relieved. He gestured to a side street where the masses of people were less
dense. Idris nodded in acknowledgement, then turned to help Lenora to her feet.
“The others are waiting for us,” he told her gently.


“I have not seen Neron for five
years,” she said, almost to herself. “I thought he was dead.”


“We will find him,” Idris assured
her, even though he doubted his own words.


He gathered the reins of their
horses, then softly led Lenora over to the side street where Cowan and the
others were waiting for them. Hildar was pacing the alley, breathing hard and
pulling at her chestnut hair. Aherin was searching through saddlebags, while
Kurag spoke quietly to the distraught Hildar.


“I am glad to see that you have
your partisan,” Cowan said to Idris. “You need to check your belongings to make
sure nothing is missing.”


Idris furrowed his brow. “Of course
I have my partisan,” he said. “I always keep it with me.”


“What happened?” Lenora asked,
sounding weary.


Cowan’s expression was grim. “It
appears that the fight on the street was meant to be a distraction.”


A feeling of dread weighed down
Idris’s chest. “A distraction for what?”


“Savion is gone,” Hildar burst out.
“Someone stole it.”











Chapter Twenty-Eight: Shadowed Pain


 


“What?” Idris gasped. “How is that
possible?”


“What is there to explain?” Hildar
raged. “I was distracted by that stupid street brawl, and someone slipped
Savion out of his sheath.”


“I mean,” Idris went on, “how is it
possible to separate a weapon of power from its master? Why did Savion not warn
her? Can Hildar simply summon her dagger back?”


Cowan rubbed his scarred chin. “It
appears that the bond between Hildar and her weapon is weaker than it should
be. Savion should have warned her.”


“It is obvious why he did not,”
Hildar’s voice cracked like a whip. “He wanted to be taken.”


Aherin looked up from his task of
searching through the saddlebags. “What do you mean?”


Hildar gestured wildly, her tone of
voice rising. “He knew we were planning on having him reforged. Every time he
spoke to me he tried to convince me to change my mind. He would not warn me of
someone trying to steal him, because to him it was the best way to escape what he
considers to be death.”


Kurag shook his head. “The dagger
cannot influence the actions of a passerby like that.”


“But he could just let it
happen,” Hildar shot back. “And he did.”


“What do we do now?” Idris asked
their captain.


“We will track the weapon down,”
Cowan answered grimly. “We have two means of accomplishing that, although I
would prefer one over the other.”


Hildar abruptly stopped pacing at
the captain’s words. A flicker of hope passed over her tormented face. “What is
the first one?”


Cowan crossed his arms against his
chest. “The first is to find information about the thieves.”


Aherin’s eyes narrowed. “But we did
not see who it was that took the dagger.”


“True,” agreed Cowan, “but I got a
good look at the four men involved in the street fight. I am certain they were
all working together.”


“What makes you say that?” Lenora
asked, breaking her introspective silence.


“The fight began and ended far too
quickly to be natural,” Cowan explained. “There were no city guards approaching
to break up the brawl, so why did both parties suddenly run?”


Idris looked at Lenora. The
princess didn’t offer any information, so he decided to refrain as well.
“Perhaps one of them spotted trouble,” he said instead.


Cowan pressed his lips together.
“That does not explain why all four men acted at the same time. There was no
continuation of the argument, no further struggle to break up the fight. They
simply stopped and fled the scene, as if responding to a prearranged signal.”


Idris could feel his stomach
sinking with the implication. He studied Lenora’s face, but the princess’s
expression was tightly controlled. The only indication of emotion was a slight
tremor of her lips, but even that was quickly corrected.


“How does this knowledge help us?”
Kurag asked quietly.


“I will find out if the thieves
live in the city or if they are simply opportunists,” Cowan said. “If they have
a base of operation close by, I will pay them a visit.”


“What will the rest of us be doing
while you investigate?” asked Hildar with a challenging tone.


The captain of the Royal Guard
turned his steady gaze on her. “You will wait for me on the other side of the
city, just outside the gates.”


Idris could see Hildar’s fists
tighten and her expression harden, but before she could speak, Cowan cut her
off with a gesture. “Any time spent arguing is time wasted. A single person is
more likely to be given information than a group, and I can move more quickly
on my own.”


Hildar’s mouth snapped shut, but
her eyes still flashed with indignation. Kurag placed a comforting hand on her
shoulder. “What is the second method of finding the dagger you mentioned,
Captain Cowan?”


The old soldier eyed Hildar before
answering, “I would rather wait to see what we can find by asking around before
employing the other option.”


“What is it?” demanded Hildar.


Cowan sighed quietly, but he
answered her question. “You can open yourself to the mental connection between
you and your weapon, making it easier to sense the dagger’s location. However,
it will also make you vulnerable to Savion’s influence.”


Hildar shuddered, but made no
objections. “We cannot turn back now,” she stated simply.


Cowan took his bo staff in
hand—which was wrapped in cloth to hide its jewels and gold—and tied the
group’s coin purse to his belt. “Move quickly,” he instructed them. “Do not
stop for any reason. Keep a close watch for any other thieves that may target
you.”


Without any other words of parting,
Cowan turned to join the throng on the main street. Aherin and Idris exchanged
uncertain glances. None of the remaining Royal Guards had seniority over one
another, so there was no clear leader of their group.


Hildar, of course, had no such
hesitation. “What are you waiting for?” she snapped. “I will clear a path,
Aherin you follow behind the group. The rest of you take care of the horses.”


Idris took Aherin’s horse, while
Kurag took the reins for Cowan and Hildar’s. The group left the shelter of the
side street, joining the bustling crowds. Idris walked next to Lenora, watching
her expression closely.


“I am certain your brother has
nothing to do with the theft,” he said, trying to sound more confident than he
felt.


Lenora gave him a wan smile. “It is
kind of you to say, but not even I know what Neron is capable of doing
anymore.”


“Surely he cannot have changed that
much since you last saw him,” Idris comforted her.


The princess sighed, smoothing back
her vibrant red hair from her face. “I was twelve years old when Neron left
home. Perhaps my memories of him are idealized because of how much I looked up
to him.”


“You would not have looked up to
him if he had been a bad person,” Idris reasoned. “If he was a good man then,
it is safe to assume he is a good man now.”


Lenora’s eyes drifted downward,
looking troubled. “Maybe.”


Idris rubbed the palms of his hands
against the leather of the reins he was holding. “Do you mind if I ask what
happened?” he ventured.


For several moments it seemed that
Lenora wasn’t going to answer, but she finally took a deep breath to speak.
“Neron is three years older than me. We have no other siblings, so we were very
close when we were young. I was a timid child, and Neron was my protector. He
lent me courage.”


Idris smiled as he thought of his
own siblings. He came from a large family, but he had special relationships
with each of his brothers and sisters. He could easily relate to this portion
of Lenora’s history.


“My mother and my brother did not
get along,” Lenora continued slowly. “She had a strong hand in all her dealings
with me, and Neron felt she should be gentler. My mother was never cruel,” she
added hastily, “but she could be, at times, unsympathetic.”


“I see,” Idris murmured.


“It was rarely a problem when we
were still in the care of our nursemaid,” Lenora explained, “but when I was ten
years old my mother said it was time for her to take my training into her own
hands.”


Idris pressed his lips together. “I
assume Neron did not take that well.”


Lenora smiled humorlessly. “No, he
did not.”


“How did your father feel about all
of this?” asked Idris.


She shrugged. “He felt it was not
his place to interfere. I was not being mistreated, so he told Neron that my
mother’s methods were up to her.”


“What did your mother say?”


“She said that Neron spoiled me,
and that I would never gain the strength I needed if I was not pushed,” Lenora
said simply. “She was right, of course, but it was a point of discord in our
family.”


Idris nodded thoughtfully. “That
must have been difficult for you,” he said sympathetically.


“It would have been fine, if that
had been the only problem,” Lenora went on. “But from that initial disagreement
stemmed many other conflicts. What started out as brotherly concern for me
gradually turned into anger over what Neron called negligence. He said my
father and grandfather allowed terrible things to happen in Breen. He said that
his training had revealed to him many injustices, but that the monarchy turned
a blind eye to what needed to be done. Finally, just after Neron’s fifteenth
birthday, he left home. We did not know where he went or what he was doing. We
did not even know if he was alive.”


Idris could hear the pain in
Lenora’s voice. He started to reach out a comforting hand, but he was suddenly
very concerned about Breenite propriety. Was it proper for him to touch her
shoulder? He didn’t know. The last thing he needed was to embarrass himself
again. Idris let his hand drop back to his side. “Well, at least you now know
he is not dead,” he said lamely.


“Yes,” Lenora agreed, but she
didn’t appear comforted by the fact.


After a moment of thought, Idris
spoke again. “There was a boy that I grew up with who was shy and often left
out. He lived next to a family with a son close to his own age, and he wanted
so much to be friends with that other boy. The neighbor boy talked him into
doing a series of harmful things, some of which were downright dangerous. He
did them because he wanted to belong.”


A small smile played at the corners
of Lenora’s mouth. “Is that so?”


Idris nodded eagerly, speaking even
faster. “I know your brother is not some farmboy, but everyone wants to feel
like they have a place. Maybe the thieves have taken advantage of him. Maybe he
just does not know how to get free of their influence.”


“I hope you are right,” Lenora
said, sounding wistful.


A thoughtful silence fell between
them for the remainder of their walk across the city. Idris kept glancing at
Lenora’s face, trying to gauge how she was feeling. She looked rather sad, but
he couldn’t tell if that was because she missed her brother or if it was
something more troubling.


I do not suppose you have any
advice to give, Idris thought to Iona.


Oh, I have plenty of
advice that you would benefit from hearing, Iona countered.


Idris almost rolled his eyes. I
mean in helping Lenora.


Tell her that humans always act
foolishly, and that with any luck his decisions will lead him to an early
demise. Thus, her family’s discomfort at her brother’s poor choices will not
last long.


I cannot say that to her, Idris
thought in outrage.


He could hear Iona chuckling in his
mind. I suppose it would not endear you to your lady-fair. How long do you
intend to pursue this infatuation? Iona asked, sounding uneasy.


Idris’s eyebrows shot upward. What
do you mean?


Iona’s voice took on an edge of
impatience. You know exactly what I mean. You have been fawning over this
girl ever since you met her, but you must know that nothing can ever come of
it. She is the princess of Breen and you are a soldier in Calaris. Even a
simple-minded farmer like you should see that the situation is hopeless.


I just want to protect her, he
insisted. I want our time together to be a happy memory that she always
treasures.


It seems like a lot of effort
for something so trivial, his partisan observed.


Idris slowly shook his head. Choosing
to care for someone is never trivial.


In spite of his insistence, Idris
found himself imagining what would happen if Lenora decided to visit her cousin
in Calaris. Perhaps she would decide that she liked it there and ask King
Nikolas if she could stay.


Foolish farmer, Iona sighed.


The group reached the city gates on
the northern side, passing through to wait for Cowan away from the masses of
people. Idris took a deep breath, grateful to not be crowded and pressed from
every side.


They didn’t have to wait more than
an hour before they saw Cowan approaching from the city. The captain had a grim
expression on his scarred face. Hildar took several steps forward to meet him,
unable to wait a moment longer than necessary.


“Well?” she demanded. “What did you
find?”


“The thieves are not based in this
city,” Cowan announced. “Apparently, they show up every few months to cause
trouble, but then they leave again.”


“So, they are probably already
gone,” Kurag said.


“That is likely the case,” agreed
the old soldier somberly.


“What do we do now?” Hildar asked,
looking as though she was afraid of the answer.


Cowan took a deep breath. “Now, we
must track them down using your connection to the dagger they stole.”


Hildar closed her eyes, taking a
moment to calm herself. “If that is the only way, let us get started. I do not
wish to delay.”


Aherin reached over to place a
comforting hand on her shoulder. “We will help keep you safe,” he promised.
“You are not facing this alone.”


Kurag nodded his agreement. “I can
make you some talismans to strengthen you through the process, if you wish.”


A look of relief passed over
Hildar’s face. “I would like that.”


“Let us get to work, then,” Cowan
growled. “We must recover that dagger as soon as possible, or risk losing it
forever.”











Chapter Twenty-Nine: Pursuit


 


“The natural reaction to having an
outside being invade one’s thoughts is to set up barriers,” Cowan explained to
Hildar and the others. “There are things about us that we do not wish to share
with anyone, so we hide those things away. In order to open the connection
between yourself and your weapon of power, you must lower those barriers. You
must allow your weapon to see everything that you are—no matter how private.
That, in turn, allows you to know your weapon so well that it cannot be hidden
from you.”


Hildar looked pale at the very
idea. “How can I open myself to him when he has already shown that he cannot be
trusted?”


“That is a great challenge,”
admitted Cowan. “I am afraid that I have no useful advice for you. I only
remind you that we have few other options.”


Hildar took several deep breaths
before nodding. “I will do my best.”


Cowan raised a finger. “I must also
warn you that the closer we draw to your dagger, the harder it will be to
maintain control.”


“It should only take me a few hours
to make you an anchoring talisman,” Kurag added. “That will aid you in staying
centered in your own mind.”


“What do you need to make the
talisman?” Cowan asked.


“I need a stone,” Kurag answered.
“Something with quartz would be best, because it is strong. I have all of the
other tools that I need already.”


Cowan gave a single nod. “Very
well, get started on that process.”


The Forger walked away to begin his
search for the stone he wanted. As he did so, Cowan indicated that Hildar
should sit on the ground. “Get comfortable. This will probably take a while,”
he told her.


Hildar settled down with her back
against a section of the city wall. She folded her legs underneath her, looking
up at the captain expectantly. “What should I do now?”


“Close your eyes,” he instructed.
“Push away your fear and open your mind to Savion. Invite him to see all that
you are. The process is not as simple as it sounds, so do not be discouraged if
it takes you a while to establish the connection.”


“What would you like us to do while
she does that?” Aherin asked their leader.


Cowan waved a dismissive hand. “You
have your own training to see to, I believe.”


“Yes, sir,” Idris and Aherin
answered together.


Idris began going through the
motions of his exercises, but his eyes kept turning back to Hildar. She sat
perfectly still, looking calm and relaxed to the casual observer. The more
Idris watched her, however, the clearer it became to him that she was
struggling. The corners of her mouth kept twitching and her eyes were closed
tighter than necessary. He could almost feel the anxiety radiating from her
body.


“Are you sure there is nothing we
can do to help?” Idris asked Cowan.


The captain shook his head. “No,
this is her task.”


Kurag reappeared with a stone in
hand, setting to his work immediately. He used a small tool kit from his bag to
shape the rock into a vaguely human figure, then he carved three runes onto it.
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As the Forger began chanting, the
runes glowed and deepened into the stone’s surface. Kurag surveyed his work
with an expression of satisfaction. He held it over his heart, closing his eyes
and whispering a few additional words. Then he touched Hildar’s hand. “Early in
the history of the Forgers, there were several items of power that were made by
apprentices. Their techniques were flawed, and the results were unstable.
Talismans such as these were made to strengthen the users of those items, thus
counteracting the unpredictability.”


Idris, who had been listening,
frowned. “Why did they not simply destroy the flawed items?”


Kurag’s features were grave.
“Destroying an item of power is not to be done lightly. And the creations were
not corrupt, they were simply incomplete.” He turned back to Hildar. “While
Savion does not pose the same challenge, this solution will still be
effectual.”


Hildar received the talisman from
the Forger. “How do I use it?”


“When reaching out to connect with
your dagger,” Kurag explained, “first attach your thoughts to the talisman.
Think of it first, then extend your thoughts to Savion.”


Hildar seemed to take heart from
having the talisman to aid her efforts. “It will protect me?” she verified.


Kurag gave her an encouraging
smile. “It will strengthen you.”


She immediately closed her eyes to
make another attempt at locating her dagger. “It is warm,” she murmured,
rubbing the stone with her fingers.


“That means you are using it correctly,”
Kurag told her.


“I feel him,” Hildar blurted. “I
feel Savion.”


Cowan leaned forward. “Where?”


Hildar pointed to the northeast.
“That direction.”


The captain motioned to everyone
else in the group. “Let us move quickly,” he ordered.


They all mounted their horses,
letting Hildar take the lead as they rode away from the city. She chose their
path with confidence, keeping her eyes fixed somewhere in the distance. Idris
moved to ride next to Lenora, speaking to her in a low voice.


“Does this detour take us away from
the Roshumin capital?” he inquired.


Lenora hesitated before shaking her
head. “Not as far as I can tell. Bunarat is about eight days’ ride to the north
from here, and it is fairly well centered between east and west Roshum. I will
have to pay attention as we travel, of course, but as of right now we are on
the correct path for our proclaimed destination.”


Idris, who had lived his life in
Calaris, was accustomed to seeing a landscape of grasslands. Even Breen had
been familiar in that respect. Roshum, in contrast, had the largest forests on
the continent. The travelers had barely ridden past the area surrounding the
city when they entered into the trees. 


Idris had never beheld trees quite
like the ones that met his eyes. They looked to be several hundred feet tall,
with trunks that were so wide at the base that the entire group could hold
hands and they still wouldn’t be able to encircle it.


Kurag breathed deeply with a faint
smile on his face. “This forest has not changed since I was a child.”


“I have never seen its like,” Idris
told him. “How old do you suppose these trees are?”


Kurag tilted his head to the side.
“Well, if my mother was to be believed, they have been here for thousands of
years.”


“Amazing,” murmured Aherin. “My
mother would love this place.”


Idris nodded, thinking of his own
family. His siblings would be wild with excitement from the opportunity to
visit someplace new. His parents weren’t what one would call travelers, but
they would appreciate the beauty of that forest. He could almost hear his
father comment about being grateful that he didn’t have to clear this land for
farming. Idris chuckled at the thought.


“What is it?” Lenora asked, raising
an eyebrow at him.


The smile on his face widened. “I
was just thinking about my family—what they would say if they were here.”


“What would they say?” the princess
prompted.


“My mother would simply say the
forest was beautiful, but her eyes would sparkle with a thousand unspoken
thoughts,” Idris replied. “My father would assess the area for its farming
potential.”


Lenora laughed with him. “They
sound charming.”


Idris went on, “My brothers would
challenge each other to see how high they could climb one of these trees, and
my sisters would make predictions on injuries during the attempt. Adwen—she is
the youngest—would complain that she was being left out of the fun.”


“How many siblings do you have?”
inquired Lenora.


“Six,” he answered. “Three brothers
and three sisters.”


Lenora’s eyebrows shot upward.
“That is quite a collection.”


“Farmers need large families,”
Idris pointed out. “There is a lot of work to be done.”


Lenora tapped her finger on the
pommel of her saddle. “I am not certain that having more children means less
work.”


Idris laughed again. “Well, we do
keep our mother busy.”


“What is the age range of your
siblings?” asked Lenora.


He frowned thoughtfully. “I was
eight years old when Adwen was born.”


Lenora’s eyes widened. “I commend
your mother for her fortitude.”


Idris grinned. “By that time, Osian
and I were old enough to be helping with chores on the farm and Elain could
help my mother in the house. The twins were old enough to occasionally help out
as well,” he added. “All of us learned to work early in our lives.”


Lenora’s expression grew pensive.
“It sounds so…idyllic.”


“Mucking out stables, then
fertilizing the fields?” Idris challenged.


“Perhaps not that part,” Lenora
allowed, “but the family life you describe.”


Idris thought about what he had
said, in comparison to what Lenora had told him about her own childhood. Even
though he knew it wasn’t rational, he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of guilt
that his early life had been so much happier than hers. Weren’t farmers
supposed to envy the lives of royalty? And yet, somehow, their roles had been
reversed.


Lenora took note of the expression
on his face and hurried to smile. “You do not need to feel sorry for me, Idris.
Every life balances out in the end.”


“I suppose,” he agreed slowly.


“I daresay that your later life
will be filled with conflict, while mine…” her teasing trailed off. Idris
looked over to see what had caught her attention. 


Lenora’s face had lost its color.
She brought her horse to a halt, staring at a bush growing up against one of
the enormous trees. On one of its twisted branches was tied a red ribbon that
had tips blackened with ink.


“Captain,” Idris called ahead.


Cowan waved for the group to stop,
bringing his horse around to stand next to Idris. “What is it, lad?”


Idris shook his head, gesturing to
the princess. The captain of the Royal Guard nudged his horse forward, speaking
gently to the young woman. “Your highness?”


Lenora pointed to the ribbon on the
branch. “That was a signal between my brother and I when we were young.”


For a moment Cowan looked confused,
but then Idris leaned in to whisper to him, “Her brother was with the group of
men who caused the distraction in the city.”


Understanding flashed in the
captain’s eyes. “I see,” he said grimly. “What does this signal mean?”


“It means he wants to meet with
me,” Lenora said in a choked voice. “He has something important to tell me.”











Chapter Thirty: The Prince


 


Lenora sat with her hands in her
lap, but that was the end of her appearance of calm. Her body was tense and her
expression was rigid. Idris felt nervous just looking at her. He almost wished
that she would start pacing instead of holding herself so still.


After much complaining from Hildar,
the rest of the travelers had set up camp a safe distance from where the ribbon
had been left. The sun was starting to set, casting long shadows through the
forest. Hildar may have been right about losing time by stopping, but Idris was
certain that Neron’s information would prove vital to their mission.


Lenora had asked to meet with her
brother alone, but no one had supported that decision. Captain Cowan had wanted
the entire group hidden at the ready, should the meeting prove to be a trap.
The compromise of having Idris stay with Lenora had only been accepted
reluctantly by both parties.


The last rays of daylight
disappeared below the horizon. Idris felt a flood of anxiety crashing against
his mind. What if the meeting was a trap? Would he be able to protect
Lenora from a group of hardened thieves?


“Idris,” Lenora’s voice parted the
growing darkness, “come sit next to me. Your fidgeting is making me nervous.”


He smiled in spite of himself.
“Your stillness is making me nervous.”


The princess laughed softly, moving
over to make room for him on the large root where she was sitting. “It is a
result of my training. My mother said that I would often find myself in stressful
situations, but that I would need to bear it calmly. My mother could look calm
in the middle of a battlefield, as though she was only mildly inconvenienced by
the noise. I, on the other hand, do not share that level of skill. Mother says
I will improve with practice, but for now to simply focus on keeping still.”


Lenora shifted so that she was
leaning against Idris ever so slightly. He could feel his heart thumping
noisily against his ribs, and he worried that she could hear it, too. If she
could, she didn’t mention it. Instead, she looked up at the small section of
sky that was visible through the forest canopy.


“He offered to come back for me,”
Lenora said quietly.


Idris turned his head to look at
her. “Neron? When?”


She sighed. “Right before he left he
said that he would come and get me when I turned fifteen. He said we would
travel the world, free from any obligations. He told me to meet him in our
special place—a tree where we used to play as children—at midnight on my
fifteenth birthday.”


“What happened?” Idris asked
gently.


“She never came,” said a nearby
voice.


Idris and Lenora both started,
turning to face the source of the words. Neron walked toward them, making no
noise as he moved. His face was a strange mixture of anticipation and
reluctance as he studied his sister. 


“I waited until dawn,” Neron added.


Lenora slowly got to her feet.
Idris could feel her trembling. “I was only twelve years old when I agreed to
meet you,” she said. “By the time I was fifteen, I realized that I could not
leave. I could not put our parents through that again.”


Neron’s expression twisted with
disgust. “I see Mother succeeded in shackling you with obligation.”


“Mother cried for a month after you
left,” Lenora told him earnestly. “Father, too, when he thought no one could
see.”


“How touching,” Neron said in a
flat voice.


Idris could feel hot anger flash
outward from his center. He stood quickly, gripping his partisan in one hand.
“You may not care about the sorrow you gave your parent,” he said between
clenched teeth, “but have you given any thought to how your absence hurt
Lenora? If your mother cried for a month, how long do you think your sister
cried?”


Lenora touched Idris’s arm with the
tips of her fingers, silently calming him. Neron watched the motion with narrowed
eyes. “Who is this?” he demanded.


“This is Idris,” Lenora answered
simply. “He is my friend.”


“Why is your friend here?”
asked Neron. “Did you not trust that you would be safe?”


“Why would we trust someone who
spends their days street brawling and stealing from others?” Idris shot back.


Neron took a step forward, his
hands balled into fists and his expression thunderous. Lenora moved to stand
between the two young men, placing a gentle hand on her brother’s chest. “I
trust you,” she whispered. “I always trust you.”


Neron’s face softened immediately
as he looked down at his younger sister. Idris could see the love that he felt
for her in his eyes, even after all of their years apart. “I know you must be
disappointed in what I have become,” he muttered.


Lenora shook her head. “The world
is a much harsher place than we once imagined. I have learned that for myself.”


Neron studied her intently. “When
did you become so confident and wise?”


“Mother is not the monster you
believed her to be,” replied Lenora softly.


Her brother stepped away, shaking
his head. “I am certain she worked hard to make you believe that.”


“Neron,” Lenora said in a pleading
tone.


He waved a hand. “This is not what
I came here to discuss. I want to know why you are following us.”


Idris scowled. “I would think the
answer to that obvious.”


Neron raised his eyebrows but
didn’t respond. Lenora finally prompted him, “The dagger, Brother.”


“What does the princess of Breen
care about gold and jewels?” scoffed Neron. “Go have the royal jewelers make a
new one for your friend.”


“It is not that simple,” Lenora
told him. “That dagger was special.”


“I assumed as much when we were
offered so much for it,” Neron answered unfeelingly.


Idris’s eyes widened. “You have
already sold it?”


“Of course,” Neron shrugged. “We
never leave a city still carrying the goods we have procured.”


Idris reached out and grabbed
Neron’s sleeve. “Who bought it?” he demanded.


Neron shook him off with an
expression of irritation. “We do not exchange names, boy.”


“Where did you meet them?” Idris
pressed. “What did they look like?”


For a moment it seemed that Neron
would refuse to answer his questions, but then Lenora touched her brother’s
arm. “Please, Neron. Any information you could give us would be helpful.”


The young man answered reluctantly.
“They were strange fellows. They wore matching cloaks, with an insignia
embroidered on the cowl.”


The cold hand of dread gripped
Idris’s heart. “What insignia?” he asked in a strangled tone.


“A dagger stabbing a snake,” came
the dreaded reply.


Idris groaned softly. “The Hunters
have the dagger.”


“What should we do?” Lenora asked
in an anxious voice.


“I do not know,” Idris admitted.
“Perhaps Captain Cowan will have an idea. We need to tell him immediately.”


Lenora’s features took on an
uncertain expression. She glanced between Idris and her brother. “Yes…”


“What is wrong?” Idris asked her.


Her face became more decisive. “You
go on and tell Captain Cowan what has happened. I will catch up with you
later.”


Idris was shaking his head before
she had finished talking. “I was told to stay with you.”


“I am not in any danger,” the
princess insisted. “I just want to talk with my brother alone.”


“Then I will stand over here while
you do so,” Idris said stubbornly, walking a short distance away.


He could feel amusement rolling out
from his partisan, which didn’t help with his mood. 


Why are you jealous of her
brother? Iona asked with an irritating chuckle.


I am not jealous, Idris
retorted. I just do not trust him. I would not be surprised if he would be
willing to sell his sister for a profit.


I, on the other hand, would find
that very surprising, Iona countered. It is clear that he cares deeply
about her welfare.


Idris grunted sourly, but decided
not to answer. He shifted slightly, listening hard to the quiet conversation
between the estranged siblings.


“You could come with us,” Lenora
was saying. “We could spend some time together.”


Neron shook his head. “I am never
going back to Breen.”


“But I am going to Bunarat for a
short visit,” Lenora pointed out. “We would have at least two weeks there.”


“Father would get news that I was
with you,” Neron said darkly. “He would send an army to force me home again.”


“We could pretend you are one of my
bodyguards,” Lenora suggested weakly. But even Idris knew that wouldn’t work.
It was obvious at a glance that they were siblings.


“You could come with me instead,”
Neron offered. “We do not have to stay with my companions. We could venture out
on our own, just like we talked about when we were young.”


Lenora twisted a lock of her hair
over her fingers. Her delicate features were strained with indecision. “Mother
and Father really do love you,” she whispered. “They miss you.”


Neron sighed. “I am certain you
believe that, but it does not change my decision. If I returned to Breen, I
would only become the next in line to uphold the corrupt laws and traditions of
the monarchy.”


“You could make changes when you
are king,” Lenora insisted.


A sad smile crossed his face.
“There are too many people and policies in place to prevent that from ever
happening.”


“So, instead you leave me to that
fate?” his sister challenged.


Neron took an eager step forward.
“No, I am offering you a chance to escape with me.”


“That would undermine the security
of the monarchy,” Lenora argued.


Neron waved a careless hand. “There
will always be someone willing to take the throne. Even King Nikolas could take
over, if no one else was available. Breen will continue on with or without us.”


Lenora slowly shook her head. “I
cannot live like that, Neron. I cannot turn my back on our family and our
people. They deserve better than that.”


“What about what you
deserve?” he countered.


Lenora thought about her words for
a moment before answering his question. “I deserve to fight for the changes
that Breen needs to see. I deserve to give myself a chance to succeed.”


Idris saw Neron’s eyes fill with
respect. A slow smile crept across his face. “When you are queen, little
sister, I will come and see that happen.”


“Not before then?” Lenora’s own
eyes were filling with tears.


“Not before then,” Neron affirmed.


Idris could hear the stifled sobs
of the princess as she leaned into her brother’s arms. He suddenly felt
uncomfortable listening to their words of farewell. Idris moved farther off,
where he wouldn’t be intruding any longer.


Maybe he is not as bad as I
assumed, Idris admitted grudgingly to Iona.


His partisan snorted. You only
say that because he is leaving. If he had agreed to join our party, you would
still be complaining about him.


I would not, Idris argued.


You cannot keep her to yourself
forever, Iona pointed out. In a matter of days we will arrive at the
capital, where we will part ways. Do you honestly believe that we will see her
again after that?


Idris hated that he wasn’t able to
dispute Iona’s words. He glared at the ground, thumping his fists on his
thighs. It wasn’t as though he had any real expectations regarding their
growing relationship. He understood that she was in direct line for the throne
of Breen, while he was little more than a glorified farmer. And even though he
had been given a title by King Nikolas, it would mean nothing if he decided to
leave Calaris permanently.


Those were the most important
facts. Everything else was peripheral to those unchangeable things. It didn’t
matter that Lenora saw him for his personal worth, rather than his place in
society. It didn’t matter that she was the most beautiful girl he had ever
seen. It didn’t matter that she was kind and intelligent and resourceful and
determined. It didn’t matter that he was starting to think that he wouldn’t
mind sacrificing a few parts of his life in order to be near her…


A few parts? Iona asked
sharply. Such as your position as a Royal Guard? Or your right to wield me
as a weapon? You think such sacrifices bear no consequence?


Idris could tell that Iona was
genuinely angry. He spoke to her in as soothing a tone as he could manage. I
would not really give you up, he promised. I know that I have a duty to
you and to my king.


How gracious of you, Iona
said sarcastically. Thank you, great master, for not REALLY considering
tossing me aside for the attention of a pretty girl.


Idris sighed in frustration. He
doubted he could make Iona understand. There were some things that were simply
impossible for her to experience, so she could never truly appreciate their
worth.


Lenora appeared at his side, taking
his hand and looking a bit like a lost child. “Let us go,” she whispered.


Idris gave her hand a squeeze,
trying to ignore his fluttering heart. “Are you sure you are ready?” he asked
gently.


The princess nodded, wiping away
her tears. “Yes. There is nothing more to say.”











Chapter Thirty-One: Lonely Road


 


Captain Cowan had led the group to
set up camp in a sheltered gully a safe distance away from the meeting spot. A
pit had been dug for a small fire; bedding had been laid out. Yet, no other
signs of sleepy restfulness could be found in the camp. Hildar stalked the
perimeter like an angry cat, while Aherin paced closer to the fire. Kurag
frowned at his hands, rubbing them together with nervous energy. Cowan stood
perfectly still, listening carefully to Idris’s report on the meeting with
Lenora’s brother.


The captain’s aged face was grim as
he considered the new information. “Why would the Hunters want to steal
Savion?”


“I would think the answer to that
obvious,” Hildar said as she continued her manic circling of the camp. “They
want to destroy all items of power, right?”


“Yes, but do they have the means to
destroy it?” Cowan pursued. “It is not a simple matter that can be accomplished
by regular methods.”


“Perhaps they are trying to gather
all the items of power to a single location,” suggested Aherin. “That way they
can guard them from being used ever again.”


“Then why did they not try to take
my weapon?” Idris pointed out. “Or yours? Or Cowan’s?”


Kurag spoke, his low voice a rumble
through the darkness. “The dagger is bait.”


They all turned to look at him.
“Bait?” prompted Cowan.


The Forger gestured as he replied.
“The Hunters know that we want the dagger, so they are using it to bring us to
them.”


“Why?” Aherin asked. “If they know
we want the dagger, they must know that our mission fails without it. Is that
not enough?”


“If there is a leak in a boat, one
must plug the hole before bailing out water,” Kurag explained. “Eliminate the
source to prevent further damage. If they can kill all the remaining Forgers,
then they know the source of their bane is gone.”


“Either way,” Hildar snapped, “they
are forcing a confrontation. So, let us finish this and be done.”


“Maybe we can find a way to get the
dagger back through stealth,” suggested Idris.


“Why?” burst Hildar. “What is the
point of putting off what is inevitable?”


“No fight is inevitable,” Cowan
said softly, but firmly.


Hildar made an impatient noise.
“The Hunters will not leave us alone as long as they live. Defeating them has
become a necessary part of our mission.”


“We can defeat them without killing
them,” Cowan insisted. “As long as we succeed in keeping Kurag safe and
reforging Savion, the Hunters will have failed.”


“That is not enough,” Hildar
yelled. “They will never leave Kurag in peace, no matter what kind of life he
is trying to lead. We took away his sanctuary, and he will never be able to
find another one because they will always be following him.”


Idris could see tears forming in
her eyes, yet she sounded furious instead of sad. He wasn’t sure which sign to
trust. Past experience with his sisters had taught him that assuming the wrong
emotion could be disastrous. It would be better to wait until he had a clearer
idea of how to react.


Kurag didn’t seem to have the same
reservations. He walked over to Hildar and put his arms around her, as if she
were a small child. She certainly looked like one when standing next to the
part-giant. Hildar leaned her head against him, allowing a sob to escape her lips.


Kurag spoke in a low voice. “You
cannot blame yourself for the situation I am in. I could not have hidden in the
mountains forever. If anyone is to blame, it is the Order of Tivan. Their
willful misunderstanding of Forgers has destroyed many lives. You cannot take
responsibility for something like that.”


Hildar nodded, but tears continued
to flow down her cheeks. “I know.”


“Well, then,” Kurag said simply,
“let us come up with a plan.”


Cowan gave a decisive nod.
“Agreed.”


“What can we do?” Lenora asked. “We
do not even know where they are hiding.”


Kurag dismissed her concern.
“Drawing them out will be simple. After all, their goal is to kill me. If I
make my presence known, they will come.”


“What if they do not bring the
dagger with them?” Lenora challenged.


“They probably will not,” the
Forger acknowledged. “However, Hildar should be able to track her weapon down
easily.”


Hildar’s expression firmed. “Yes, I
can.”


“So, we will need two groups,”
concluded Cowan. “One to distract the majority of the Hunters tracking us, and
one to retrieve the dagger.”


“I should go alone,” Hildar stated.
“A group would only draw attention.”


“Do not be stupid,” argued Aherin.
“Going alone is too dangerous.”


Hildar’s voice grew louder. “They
know how many people are in our group. They will be suspicious if only half of
us are present.”


“She does have a point,” Kurag said
to Cowan.


The captain nodded with a frown.
“Yes.”


“Send me alone,” Hildar insisted.
“It is our best chance for success.”


“What if you run into trouble?”
Idris asked her. “You will have no one to help you.”


Hildar gave him a look which
clearly stated she didn’t appreciate his interference. “If I am discovered,
then I will have failed my mission. In which case, it will be easier to escape
capture if I do not have to worry about anyone but myself.”


All eyes turned to Cowan for a
final decision. He rubbed a hand through his grizzled hair, weighing the
options in his mind. “Very well,” he said to Hildar. “You will retrieve the
dagger on your own.”


“But, sir-” Idris and Aherin both
protested.


Cowan raised a hand, cutting them
off. “You will use extreme caution,” he warned her. “Your safety is more
important than the weapon.”


“Of course, sir,” Hildar readily
agreed.


The captain’s expression was as
skeptical as Idris felt, but he said no more on that matter. “Our other concern
is keeping Princess Lenora safe during this confrontation,” he went on.


“And Kurag,” Lenora added, looking
self-conscious.


“I am quite capable of protecting
myself,” Kurag said in amusement.


A flash of color washed over
Lenora’s face. “I can protect myself as well,” she answered defensively.


“This will be a different situation
than anything your training has covered, your highness,” Cowan told her. 


“I could stay by her,” Idris
offered.


The captain didn’t even consider
that option. “No, you will be needed elsewhere.”


“I could create a hiding place for
her and the horses,” suggested Kurag. “It would be a sort of curtain of
illusion. It would not keep enemies from entering, but as long as she stayed
within its boundaries she would be hidden.”


“It would be logical for you to
desire to keep me away from unnecessary danger,” Lenora admitted reluctantly.
“The Hunters would know that. And if they are keeping a headcount of our group,
it could be assumed that Hildar has been tasked with protecting me.”


“It seems to be our best option,”
Cowan nodded. “How long would it take to create the hiding place?”


Kurag frowned as he made some quick
calculations. “I could be finished by dawn.”


“Very well, get started on that right
away,” Cowan ordered.


Kurag left the camp to search for
the ideal location. Meanwhile, the captain issued more instructions. “Hildar, I
need you to sit and meditate. You need to discover the location of your
dagger.”


“I can give you the direction right
now,” Hildar replied.


“I know,” Cowan said, “but I need
more than a general direction. You need to concentrate, focusing on discovering
an exact position.”


“How?” Hildar frowned.


“Deepen your connection with
Savion,” he urged. “Reach out to sense his surroundings.”


“What would you like us to do?”
Aherin asked eagerly.


Cowan gave them an appraising
glance. “Get some sleep,” he said simply. “You will need it.”


Idris felt his stomach drop.
“Sleep?”


Aherin appeared to share his
disappointment. “That is it?”


The captain pointed to the bedding
that had been laid out. “You will be of more use if you are well rested.”


The two young men exchanged unhappy
looks, but they did as they were told. They laid down next to the small fire,
while Lenora primly chose bedding opposite to them. Idris knew that he should
be tired, but he found that his mind was wide awake.


He reached over to rest a hand on
his partisan next to him. What do you think will happen if we cannot
retrieve Savion?


I do not know, Iona
answered. Hildar may need to simply accept the loss.


Idris frowned at the night sky. There
is nothing simple about losing a weapon of power. Hildar’s entire identity is
wrapped around being a member of the Royal Guard. If she cannot do that…


Iona made a small noise of amusement.
She survived the first fifteen years of her life without being a soldier. I
am certain she can adjust.


She hated her life before this, Idris
stated.


Then she will have to find
something new to give her life meaning, Iona replied solemnly. As do we
all when we suffer a loss.


Idris sighed in frustration, but
didn’t pursue the conversation. He knew that it really was that simple for the
partisan. She didn’t seem to take into consideration the emotional toll that
such a loss would have on Hildar. There could be thousands of options for
Hildar, but none of them would do any good if she lost the will to try.


Idris tried to sleep, but the best
he was able to accomplish was a light doze. His mind was too full to properly
relax, and every time he heard Cowan or Hildar speak he would snap awake to
listen.


“I did it,” Hildar declared some
time near morning. “I know where Savion is being kept.”


“Where?” Cowan’s voice asked
urgently.


“Half a league to the north the
forest comes to an end and a stretch of grassland begins. The Hunters are
camped on a hill beyond the trees, where they will be able to watch for us to
emerge.”


“How many Hunters are there?” Cowan
inquired.


Hildar’s voice became less
confident. “Roughly, a dozen.”


“Can you not tell?”


“Many of them come and go. It is
difficult to tell them apart because Savion does not care.”


“Most of them will take part in the
confrontation against Kurag,” mused Cowan, “but the location will make it
difficult to retrieve the dagger.”


“It is rather exposed,” Hildar
agreed.


“Can you draw the layout for me?”


Both voices fell silent, replaced
by the sound of a stick being dragged through the dirt. Idris suppressed the
urge to walk over to where Cowan and Hildar were crouched. They would only send
him away again, insisting that he needed his sleep.


About an hour later, Kurag returned
to the camp. “It is finished,” he said wearily. “The illusion will last for a
single day.”


“Thank you,” said Cowan sincerely.
“I know such complex rune work cannot be easy for you.”


Kurag snorted. “I may be old, but I
have plenty of years ahead of me yet.”


“Let us wake the others,” Cowan
instructed. “It would be best to get started.”


Idris got to his feet immediately,
followed quickly by Aherin and Lenora. They shared rueful smiles, realizing
that none of them had followed the captain’s suggestion to sleep. Cowan said
nothing of their wakeful response, but simply gestured that they begin packing
up the camp.


The group was ready to go in a
matter of minutes. Kurag led them westward to a set of smaller trees. They were
still as large as any tree Idris had seen in Calaris, but they seemed
distinctly unimpressive when compared to their giant peers. Kurag raised his
hand to bring everyone to a halt. “Look,” he said to them.


The Forger took several steps
forward, then he suddenly was gone. There had been no transition or indication
of change in the environment. He simply disappeared from sight. “What do you
think?” Kurag’s voice called.


“Brilliant,” breathed Aherin.


Idris grinned and nodded in
agreement. It seemed a perfect solution to keeping Lenora safe while they
confronted the Hunters.


“How long does it last?” Cowan
asked.


Kurag reappeared before them. “A
day,” he answered. “Perhaps a little less.”


“The location is good,” Hildar
observed. “The undergrowth makes it unappealing to walk through, which means it
is less likely that someone will stumble in by accident.”


Kurag nodded. “It was the best spot
I could find in the vicinity.”


“Well,” Cowan said briskly, “let us
get on with it.”


Idris picked his way through the
tangle of brush at his feet, looking for some sort of indication where the
illusion began. He was through the border before he realized he had arrived.
Once within the circle, Idris could see the glowing runes on the surrounding
trees. The space was small—just large enough to hold Lenora and the horses—but
it looked comfortable enough.


“Tie the horses up there,” Cowan
said, pointing. “If there is anything you need from your saddlebags, get it
now.”


Idris did as he was told. He
retrieved his waterskin and his medical kit, then moved outside of the illusion
to keep out of the way of the others. Lenora made her way over to stand next to
him, her hands twisting in front of her.


“I am nervous about being left
alone,” she admitted quietly. “What if something happens to all of you? How
will I know if I need to go on to Bunarat by myself?”


“Well,” Idris replied, “I would
think that once the illusion wears off there would be no point in waiting
here.”


“What if something happens to you?”
Lenora repeated faintly.


He shifted closer to her so their
arms were touching. “I am more concerned with making sure you stay safe.”


“But I am not,” she said with a
flash of anger in her eyes. “Do you suppose for a moment that I value my own
life over yours?”


“You should,” Idris answered
honestly. “I am just a soldier, but you are the heir to Breen.”


Lenora made an impatient noise.
“You are speaking like a fool.”


Idris couldn’t help but smile. “I
can be quite foolish from time to time.”


“This is not a joking matter,” she
reprimanded him.


“I know,” Idris acknowledged more
seriously. “I am sorry.”


“The plan is for you to distract
the Hunters while Hildar sneaks into their camp to get her dagger, but it is
not as if you can disengage whenever you are finished,” Lenora pointed out.
“The Hunters are intent on killing Kurag—probably all of you, at this point.
Once you engage them, you will have to see the fight through.”


“Captain Cowan understand that,”
said Idris. “We all do.”


Cowan’s voice called out to the
group, gathering them together. “Time to get going. Your highness, is there
anything you need before we part ways?”


Lenora shook her head. “No,
Captain. I will be quite comfortable while I await your return.”


She started to walk into the circle
of illusion, but Idris hurried to catch up with her. “I will come back for you.
I promise.”


Lenora paused only long enough to
give him a small smile. Then she disappeared into the perimeter of the rune
protection. Idris stared at the point where he had last seen her, wishing that
he had been brave enough to say more.


“This way, Idris,” Aherin called
amiably.


Cowan led the way to the north,
eventually coming to a faded dirt road that intersected with their path. “I
believe this road goes to our destination,” Hildar offered, sound much less
certain than Idris would’ve wished.


Kurag shrugged. “It leads north, so
it cannot be too wrong at this point.”


“Once we break from the trees,
Hildar will split from our group,” Cowan instructed. “We will follow the tree
line northward until we meet the Hunters. I am certain they will not make us
wait long.”


“How will we know if we have
succeeded?” Aherin asked.


Cowan’s expression was grim.
“Anyone who survives will meet back at where Princess Lenora is waiting for
us.”


His words sent a chill down Idris’s
spine. He knew that they were walking into a trap, but he had always relied on
Cowan’s strength in dangerous situations. Now the captain was saying, if we
survive…











Chapter Thirty-Two: The Blood Dagger


 


Idris felt strangely exposed
walking in the grassland just outside the edge of the massive forest. The faded
road had left the protection of the trees not long after they had started
following it. Hildar had left the group with nothing more than a nod, leaving
the four men to continue on their own.


“How far away do you suppose the
Hunters are waiting?” Aherin asked in a low voice.


“Not far,” Kurag answered. “I would
be surprised if they are not watching us at this moment.”


Idris could also feel the prickle
on the back of his neck that warned him they were being watched. He suppressed
a shudder. “I wish they would just get on with it.”


As if responding to a summons, half
a dozen men in dark cloaks stepped out of the trees just ahead of them. They
were all heavily armed, with expressions that were dark and determined. A glance
over Idris’s shoulder showed him that four more men had taken position behind
them.


Idris’s instinct was to slow to a
stop, but Cowan kept moving forward. He walked up to the Hunters looking as
confident as always. “You have something that belongs to us,” the captain of
the Royal Guard announced.


The Hunter in the front was a man
with long black hair and a full beard. His eyes were unusually narrow, which
contrasted strangely with the rest of his round features. He crossed his arms
against his chest, looking proud and disdainful. “Those abominations do not
belong to anyone, except the Prince of Darkness.”


Idris frowned in confusion. He had
never heard of such a being before. Was the Hunter referring to the Forgers? Or
perhaps some sort of evil deity? If Cowan was equally perplexed by the cryptic
reference, he didn’t show it. “An item of power that has been forged correctly
is only as evil as those who wield it.”


The Hunter leader sneered at the
captain’s words. “Is that so? Well, perhaps a review of that dagger’s history
will shed some light on the matter.” He held up a finger. “That weapon first
came to knowledge in the hands of Arik the Bloodless, who used it to murder his
entire family.” The Hunter held up a second finger. “Next it was wielded by Tian
Iceheart, who took it from the hand of her master after he had gone insane. She
killed him with his own dagger, then spent the next ten years terrorizing every
village she could find.”


Cowan gave a weary sigh. “I am
familiar with Savion’s history…”


The Hunter would not be stopped now
that he had begun. His voice rose steadily to a shout. “Let us not forget Haran
the Divider, who gutted his victims, or Killian Fireking, who burned anyone who
displeased him, or Domarre the Corruptor, who almost overthrew the kingdom of
Calaris.”


“What of Helena, daughter of Wis?”
interrupted Cowan. “She was a healer.”


“Yes,” scoffed the Hunter, “and she
became so insane that she burned down an entire village. If the dagger is not
to blame for so many evil acts, as you claim, then I can only surmise that it
attracts evil wielders. In either case, it must never be used again.”


“I said a correctly forged
weapon bore no evil,” Cowan stipulated. “The dagger you have taken from us was
flawed in its creation.”


Exultation flared in the Hunter’s
eyes. “You say I am right!”


“No,” said Cowan, “I am trying to
explain to you our purpose. The dagger was flawed in its creation, and we wish
to correct that flaw. We have asked Kurag to reforge the dagger, purging it of
darkness. We do not wish to create more items of power, we only wish to purify
one that already exists. In this respect, our desires are similar.”


The Hunter looked deeply offended.
“How dare you compare your corrupt enterprises with our holy purpose!”


“You wish to remove dark creations
from existence, and we are doing exactly that,” Cowan insisted. “We are taking
a weapon that has been primarily used for evil and changing it into one that
could be a force for good.”


“SILENCE,” roared the Hunter, a
flare of spittle flecking his beard. His eyes were wide and his body rigid. “I
will bear no more blasphemy. A cloth cannot be cleaned in a pool of mud.
Neither can the fount of darkness be used to cleanse darkness.”


It sounded to Idris like the man
was raving. He had been raised with a strong moral code. He liked to think that
he could tell the difference between good and bad. Yet this man made it sound
like anyone who used a weapon of power was a monster. Iona may have her faults,
but Idris knew beyond any doubt that she was not evil. It bothered Idris that
the Hunters were assuming that all items of power were bad, based only on a few
examples.


“You will not let us pass in
peace?” Cowan asked quietly.


“Never,” hissed the Hunter. “I will
not rest until ever Forger is buried in the ground and every abomination has
been thrown into a volcano.”


Cowan brought his bo staff to a
defensive position. “Very well,” he replied.


 


***


 


Hildar crawled forward on her
stomach, trying to get a better view of the Hunters’ camp. It had taken her
longer than she would have liked to get into position without being seen. There
was little cover in the area surrounding the lone hill, which was probably why
the Hunters had chosen the location.


From what she could tell, there
were only three Hunters that remained in the camp to guard her dagger. She
toyed with the idea of rushing forward to attack them, but eventually discarded
it. It would be smarter to take them out one by one, using stealth.


Hildar could feel Savion’s presence
in her mind. Once she had confirmed the location of the camp, she had tried to
shut him out again. However, that was no longer as simple as it had once been.
She had been forced to give herself to him in order to connect deeply enough to
locate him. Savion now owned her soul, just as she now owned his.


Horrific memories flashed through
her mind—memories that were not her own. Visions of blood and fire; unearthly
screams filling her ears. Hildar clutched at her chest, trying desperately to
calm her racing heart.


She had done more than seen Savion’s
dark past. She had lived it. She had felt his twisted exultation every time he
had conquered his master’s mind. Some of them had given control to him
willingly, but the ones Savion truly savored were the wielders who had started
out with noble intentions—wielders such as Hildar. He loved manipulating every
situation to see what kind of advantage he could gain. He loved seeing the slow
corruption of the human mind, for who could tell how it would turn out?


It was a game to the dagger, one
with higher stakes than Hildar could face. She wondered if they would all be
better off leaving the weapon for the Hunters to destroy.


Come now, Savion’s oily
voice slid through her mind. Do you not think you are overreacting? I admit
that my past is not ideal, but that was before I met you. I truly have never
seen a human with as much potential as you hold. We could alter the course of
history together! I swear to you I am not trying to control your mind. I just
wish to work together so we can discover all that we are capable of doing.


Hildar had heard this all before,
in one form or another. At first it was just the flattery, coupled with hints
on how to get the most out of her training. Her quick advancement had excited
her, which made her willing to believe what Savion told her. Perhaps she was as
talented as he claimed. Perhaps they were meant to do extraordinary things
together.


The helpful hints had slowly turned
to suggestions of letting Savion direct their power. After all, he had much
more experience than her. He could show her the best ways to go about doing the
tasks they were performing.


Then there was that terrible night
in Rest Stone Valley…


Savion had spent a good deal of
time since then trying to convince Hildar that he wasn’t a threat to her. He
showered all sorts of promises down on her, insisting that what had happened
was simple a transition stage for when she would be the one holding all of
their joint power.


So many promises made to so many
different people. Yet, they were all lies. The only one who ever benefitted was
Savion, if one could call his results beneficial. 


You need not enter the camp to
retrieve me, Savion whispered to her. I have told you this before. I
will fly to you on wings of fire!


Hildar shuddered as another set of
memories passed through her mind. Savion was not speaking of the instantaneous
transportation that Idris somehow managed with his partisan. Rather, the dagger
shot through the air, causing as much damage as possible along the way. Tian
Iceheart had razed entire villages using that technique alone.


No, Hildar swore to herself. She
would not use Savion’s power until he had been reforged. That would be the only
way she could do so safely.


I do not need to be reforged, Savion
insisted. Your mentor is trying to destroy your potential. He knows it
cannot be done without addling your mind.


Be quiet, Hildar finally
snapped at him. I need to concentrate.


Yes, Savion agreed, but
not on the task you currently survey.


Hildar didn’t have any desire to
consider the dagger’s purposefully vague statement. It was just another mind
game. He wanted her to wonder what he meant, to ask him to clarify. He wanted
her to think about what she ‘should’ be concentrating on, rather than what she
was doing. She would not allow him to manipulate her anymore. 


Hildar thought about what Kurag had
said to her during one of their private conversations. There is a reason
items of power are created as they are, he had told her. They are
sentient, and yet they cannot act without a master. While it is true that Savion
is strong, he is not stronger than you. If he were stronger than you, he would
not need you. You are the life that gives him strength, for without a master an
item of power is never truly awake. Without you, Hildar, Savion is nothing.


The Forger’s words had comforted
her then, and they buoyed her up now. Savion had told her the truth about one
thing: she was more powerful than she imagined. She would use that strength now
to see this mission through to the end.


 


***


 


Idris found himself facing two of
the Hunters that attacked from behind. One was a short, squat man who looked as
though a hurricane wouldn’t knock him over. The other was a person that Idris
couldn’t easily identify as either male or female. The Hunter was thin, with
sharp features and a shaved head. The squat Hunter wielded a wide axe, while
the androgynous Hunter held a spear. They each began moving in opposite
directions, taking slow deliberate steps.


Do not let them flank you, Iona
warned.


Idris shifted his position,
choosing an opponent to attack. He lunged toward the Hunter with the axe,
thrusting the blade of his partisan at the man’s body. The Hunter blocked the
blow easily, but then Idris swung the butt of his polearm around to strike the
Hunter’s shoulder. The man grunted, taking a step back.


Quickly, Iona urged, before
he recovers.


The Hunter with the spear was
already advancing on Idris. The young Royal Guard followed through with his
momentum, turning to face his other enemy. He used the flat of the partisan’s
blade to force the spear tip down to the ground, lodging it in the dirt. Then,
taking a quick step backwards, Idris jabbed the end of his partisan into the
stomach of the Hunter with the axe.


The androgynous Hunter dug the
spear even deeper into the ground, then used it to flip dirt and pebbles up
into Idris’s face. Idris’s eyes stung from the tiny projectiles, momentarily
disorienting him. He spun away from his two opponents, frantically trying to
clear his vision.


The Hunter with the spear charged
at Idris head-on. Idris turned aside the spear with the length of his partisan,
followed by a sharp kick to the Hunter’s knee. A loud crack sounded through the
air, joined by the howl of agony from the Hunter.


The squat Hunter brought his axe to
bear, making a chopping motion at Idris’s arm. Idris dropped down below the
attack, using his partisan to sweep at the legs of his enemy. The Hunter
stumbled out of the way, losing his footing.


Idris had no chance to press the
attack, as he found himself facing the androgynous Hunter once again. The
Hunter’s injured leg seemed only a slight impairment as the spear whistled
through the air in a downward slice. Idris was narrowly able to dodge out of
danger’s path.


I think it is time for you to
change your methods, Iona advised. At this rate, you will not be able to
hold them both off much longer.


I am doing fine, Idris
thought grimly.


Fine is not enough in a battle, Iona
insisted.


Idris had to keep in motion to
avoid being flanked by the two Hunters, who were trying to maneuver him into a
disadvantaged position. 


What do you expect me to do? Idris
demanded. They are wearing talismans to void magic.


Iona considered the situation for a
brief moment. Perhaps you can use magic as a distraction instead of an
attack.


Idris liked the suggestion. He
began to gather his energy in preparation for something flashy. He feinted with
his partisan, trying to draw the Hunters into attacking prematurely, but
neither of them fell for his ruse.


Then, without warning, both Hunters
rushed forward. Idris took several steps backward, raising his weapon
instinctually to a defensive position. His surprise caused him to lose his
concentration, which resulted in an unintentional burst of fire shooting from
the end of the partisan.


The flaming ball of energy rocketed
to the ground between the two Hunters, exploding with shocking force.
Superheated rocks and dirt shot in a barrage at the Hunters, filling the air
with their cries of pain.


Idris stared at his enemies with
wide eyes. Of course, he thought, reprimanding himself for not seeing it
sooner. We can use indirect attacks.


Get moving, Iona snapped.


Idris spun his partisan in a
vertical circle, sending a wall of fire between the two Hunters. He knew that
the flames wouldn’t harm them, but he hoped that their natural instincts would
still cause them to panic.


Idris dashed through the fire,
protected by Iona’s magic, toward the androgynous Hunter. As he had hoped, the
Hunter was cowering from the blaze and not watching for additional danger.
Idris grasped his partisan just below its head, swinging the shaft of the
polearm as hard as he could. With a loud crack, the weapon made contact with
the side of the Hunter’s head, sending him/her sprawling to the ground.


The Hunter with the axe recovered
more quickly than his partner. He marched purposefully through the wall of
fire, relying on the talisman to protect him. As if encased in a bubble of
protection, the flames extinguished before touching the Hunter. The squat man
grinned without humor, swinging his weapon as he charged at Idris.


Idris pointed the end of his
partisan, sending a ball of fire shooting at the ground near the Hunter’s feet.
The earth exploded, sending the Hunter flying through the air. Idris caught the
man while still in motion, slicing the Hunter crosswise with the blade of the
partisan. Idris didn’t know if the wound was fatal, but it was certainly enough
to end the fight.


Breathing heavily, Idris turned to
see if he could help any of his friends. Several pairs of eyes were fixed on
him, staring in shock at his effective use of magic against the Hunters. A slow
smile passed over Captain Cowan’s face as he twirled his bo staff in his hands.
Then, as if it had been coordinated, a flurry of lightning and fire rained down
to surround each of the remaining Hunters.


 


***


 


Hildar reached the edge of the
Hunters’ camp, keeping a close eye on the sentry circling the perimeter. The
other two Hunters were sitting next to the remains of a fire, chatting idly
about the state of their food supplies. Savion was nowhere to be seen, but
Hildar could sense that he was near.


She moved into position behind the
only tent, then waited for the sentry to pass by. She grabbed a fist-sized
stone from the ground, listening intently to the sound of approaching steps. As
soon as the Hunter moved into view, Hildar cracked him on top of the head with
the rock. The man dropped to the grass with a thump, without so much as a
change in his expression.


Hildar knew she only had a few
minutes before the other two Hunters realized the sentry was missing. She
slipped from behind the tent to where the horses were picketed, making soothing
noises as quietly as she could. The mounts still shifted nervously at her rapid
approach, which forced her to duck down and wait to see if the Hunters had been
alerted to her presence.


Hildar could hear that their
conversation had paused. They were aware that something had happened,
even if they weren’t sure exactly what it was. Her chance to catch them by
surprise was dwindling rapidly.


With a small sigh of displeasure,
Hildar pulled out the two throwing knives she kept in her boot. She launched
herself out from behind the horses, sprinting in the direction of the Hunters.
She had not been training to throw knives for very long, so her aim wasn’t as
accurate as she would’ve liked. The first blade grazed the nearest Hunter’s
arm, while the second blade landed firmly in his shoulder. 


Hildar had been trying to hit both
Hunters, but her attack was enough to accomplish her purpose. The injured
Hunter was distracted enough to offer little resistance as Hildar barreled past
him to tackle his companion.


Using a series of quick blows with
her fists, Hildar sent the youth—merely a boy, really—sprawling to the ground.
A powerful downward kick was aimed at his stomach, then she finished him off
with the sweep of her boot across his face. He laid where he had fallen,
unmoving.


By this time, the wounded Hunter
had recovered sufficiently. He pulled the knife from his shoulder, turning it
back on Hildar. The young woman eyed her opponent warily, wondering how she was
going to manage without a weapon of her own.


Call me to you, Savion
whispered in her mind.


Hildar gritted her teeth, doing her
best to ignore the dagger’s pull. The distraction was just enough to slow her
defense as the Hunter lunged forward with the knife. The blade slashed into her
side, sending shocks of pain through her body.


Hildar tried to spin out of the
way, but the damage was already done. She grabbed at the wound, trying to feel
how deeply it had been cut, but she was unable to give it her attention. The
Hunter was pivoting on his feet, using the knife to come at her again.


Hildar grabbed the Hunter’s arm,
stepping to the side and using his momentum to bring him forcibly against her
raised knee. The man grunted painfully as he tumbled to the ground. Hildar
aimed a punch at his head, but the Hunter rolled out of her reach.


He brought himself to his knees,
brandishing the knife as Hildar pressed the attack. Using the dancing skills
that had been forced on her as a youth, Hildar darted to the side then used a
sweeping kick to knock the blade from the Hunter’s hand. Then, with a graceful
spin, she roundhouse kicked him in the face, knocking him out.


Savion’s disappointment was a
bitter tang that seeped through her mind. That took twice the effort than it
should have, and you were injured in the process. Why do you not allow me to
help you?


Hildar suddenly felt as though she
might vomit. She swallowed back the bile with some difficulty. “Where are you?”
she asked aloud.


Buried in the fire, was the
dagger’s petulant answer.


Hildar grabbed a stick of firewood,
using it to push aside the embers in the pit. The dagger gleamed at the bottom,
hardly appearing sullied by the ashes. Without considering her actions, Hildar
reached down and grabbed the dagger by the hilt. In spite of its location, the
weapon was cool to the touch, as she had somehow known it would be.


Well, we are reunited, Savion
said in a spiteful tone. What do you propose we do now?


“Now,” Hildar answered with words
that felt heavy in her mouth, “we find a way to cleanse your taint.”


 


***


 


Idris walked wearily through the
forest, back toward where Lenora had been left with the horses. He had
volunteered for the task, but now he was wishing that he had taken the
opportunity to rest and recover with the others.


You know you would not have been
easy without knowing that Lenora was safe, Iona reminded him, sounding
kinder than usual.


“True,” he murmured in response.


He knew that he was getting close,
but he wasn’t exactly sure where the rune circle was positioned. He was about
to call out, but Lenora’s sudden appearance made it unnecessary. She burst into
view, running to throw herself into Idris’s arms.


“You came back,” she gasped,
sounding emotional.


Idris reflexively returned her
embrace, but his jaw dropped at her disregard for her usual propriety. “Did
something happen while we were gone?” he stammered.


Lenora shook her head, her face
buried against his neck. “No,” she admitted, “but I thought I would never see
any of you again. Your goodbye seemed so…final.”


The shock Idris had experienced
began to fade, replaced by the warmth of affection. He held her closer. “We
would not just leave you to fend for yourself, you know.”


“You would not have had a choice if
you were dead,” Lenora retorted.


A grin spread across Idris’s face.
“Fair enough.”


Lenora pulled back, taking his face
between her slender hands. “Promise me you will not leave me like that again.”


Idris wasn’t sure how to respond,
but the princess didn’t appear to expect an answer. She pulled him to her,
pressing her lips against his. A shock of warmth jolted through his body,
making his thoughts fuzzy.


Idris had never been so surprised
in all of his life. He was unable to recover his facial expression by the time
Lenora stepped back away from him. She laughed merrily when she looked at him.
“Come on,” she said, not acting demure in the slightest. “Help me gather the
horses.”











Chapter Thirty-Three: Bunarat


 


It took six days for the group to
travel to the capital of Roshum, but the time flew by for Idris. Lenora had
returned to her usual proper behavior, treating Idris as no more than a friend.
However, there were times when the two of them shared glances that sent Idris’s
heart skipping. His head felt light, and there were times he couldn’t stop
himself from smiling.


Why not simply announce what
happened to the entire group? Iona had teased him the day after Lenora had
kissed him. Your face all but tells the story anyway.


After that he had made a greater
effort to act casual, but he still noticed occasional amused looks from Aherin.
Thankfully, Idris was not asked anything directly. He wasn’t certain he’d be
able to prevent himself from blushing.


Bunarat was an enormous city. Idris
could see its sprawling outline before he realized what he was seeing. The city
was more than twice the size of Marath, which was exciting to Idris as they
approached. He had never before seen a city so large, and he couldn’t wait to
tell his family about it.


All of the main roads that led into
Bunarat were walled in, which forced travelers to walk to the center of the
city before going on to their destination. The result was that the layout of
the Bunarat was like a wagon wheel, with King Lot’s palace in the middle.


“What a strange way to build
roads,” Idris commented to Lenora.


“It was done as a courtesy to
travelers,” Lenora told him, pointing meaningfully over the road wall.


If Idris had been walking, he
wouldn’t have been able to see what was on the other side of the wall. But
while riding horseback, he was just tall enough to see over when he stretched
his neck.


The outer ring of buildings that
surrounded Bunarat appeared to be slums. The houses were only half-built,
leaning up against each other. Filthy children picked through heaps of garbage,
while equally filthy adults sorted what was found. The smell of the area was
strong enough that even the road walls couldn’t hold it back. Idris covered his
nose and mouth with his hand.


“They built walls around the roads
so people would not have to look at the poverty in the city?” Idris asked,
incredulous.


Lenora nodded. She didn’t say
anything, but her flashing eyes and narrowed lips spoke volumes of her
disapproval.


Idris was ready to voice his own
outrage, but he was interrupted by the approach of a small group of
well-dressed men and women. The woman in the lead spoke, bowing low. “Bunarat
is most honored to welcome Princess Lenora of Breen, granddaughter of the
illustrious King Hernan, Roshum’s most valued friend.”


Lenora nodded graciously in return.
“I am grateful to be received with so much courtesy, given the sudden nature of
my arrival. King Lot is truly the soul of kindness.”


The woman bowed a second time.
“Your arrival, while not long planned, has been much anticipated by the royal
court of King Lot. It is the dearest desire of the king to welcome you with a
formal reception tomorrow evening. However, that is only if your highness is
feeling well enough rested. The comfort of your highness is of paramount
concern to King Lot.”


“I would be honored to attend the
reception,” Lenora answered. “My travels have not been taxing, and I am looking
forward to conveying my personal thanks to the king and queen.”


The woman bowed a third time. “We
have taken the liberty of bringing the Breenite ambassador with us to welcome
you,” she gestured to a short man standing to the side of the group. “King Lot
would have been deeply gratified to offer your highness accommodations during
your stay, but the honorable ambassador suggested you would be more comfortable
in separate housing.”


“King Lot is truly generous,”
Lenora said delicately, “but I believe my mother has been in contact with the
ambassador to make arrangements.”


The woman bowed a fourth time. “It
is, of course, as you wish, your highness. We again extend our most sincere
welcome on behalf of King Lot.”


That seemed to be the cue for the
Breenite ambassador to take over. He was a round man with thinning hair, but
his face was lively. He took his turn bowing to Lenora, which she acknowledged
with a nod.


“Welcome to Bunarat, your
highness,” the ambassador smiled. “If you would be so kind as to follow me, I
shall lead you to the manor where you will be staying.”


The entire procession continued
along the walled road, as there was no other option at the moment. The Breenite
ambassador walked at the front of the group, while King Lot’s representatives
walked in the back. Idris wasn’t certain if it would be considered proper for
him to ride next to Lenora, since he was posing as her personal guard. He
looked to Captain Cowan for guidance.


Cowan gave his head a small jerk,
indicating that Idris should fall back with Hildar and Aherin. Then the captain
moved his own horse forward to ride just a fraction behind the princess. It was
completely natural for the captain to be the one closest to Lenora, but Idris
couldn’t suppress the twinge of regret that passed over his mind.


He suddenly became very aware of
what their arrival in Bunarat meant for their little group. Lenora intended to
stay as a guest of the king for a few weeks before returning to Breen. She
would not be remaining in their group as they continued onward to reforge
Hildar’s dagger. Idris’s heart dropped down to his stomach. It would soon be
time for him to say goodbye.


You knew that this would be
happening, Iona reminded him, not unkindly.


I know, Idris responded
somewhat defensively. I just did not realize how little time was left.


Iona’s voice was surprisingly
sympathetic. Yes, we never have as much time as we would hope.


Idris stared moodily over the walls
surrounding the road, watching the slow progression of the city from slums to
shops. The buildings became nicer as they approached the center of Bunarat, but
everything still seemed dirty and worn. Marath was neat and well cared for by
those who lived there. That is what Idris had expected to see in the capital of
Roshum. 


It wasn’t until the shops gave way
to a residential area that Idris began to see a change. Here the houses were
replaced by opulent manors, in Idris’s view, which is when Bunarat began to
shine. It was as if only the wealthy cared about the appearance of their
property.


The walls along the road came to an
end once King Lot’s palace was in sight. Its golden domes glittered in the
fading light of day, looking dazzling among the native trees that populated the
palace’s grounds. Idris would have loved to take a closer look, but the
Breenite ambassador turned off the main road and kept walking.


He led them along a smaller road
that wound through the heart of the rich manors surrounding the palace. Eventually,
they came to a house made of sparkling white stone with black roof tiles and a
manicured garden. A trio of musicians was seated on a stone bench beneath a
tree, plucking at stringed instruments for the enjoyment of those in the
vicinity. Idris didn’t see anyone listening at the moment, but the musicians
carried on regardless.


A groom appeared, as if out of
nowhere, to hold Lenora’s horse while she dismounted. The other’s followed her
lead, allowing the man to take the horses away. The ambassador waved them
toward the house with a smile on his face. “This way, if you please.”


The interior of the house was also
white stone, which made their steps echo. The ceilings were intricately carved
with forest scenes, featuring a wide variety of animals. A servant was in the
process of lighting the lamps along the walls, while others were setting up the
dining room.


“I assume you would like
your…guests…to be in rooms near your own, your highness?” the ambassador asked.


Idris noted the man’s shrewd glance
and knew that their pretense of being Lenora’s guards had not fooled him. The
ambassador knew that something else was going on, but he didn’t require any
details.


“Yes, thank you,” Lenora said
simply.


They were taken upstairs to a
series of elaborate rooms. Lenora was given the one at the end of the hall,
which was clearly reserved for the most important visitors. Hildar was put in
the room to the right of the princess’s, while Cowan was put in the room to the
left. Kurag and Aherin were given the next pair of rooms, and Idris was placed
nearest to the stairs.


Idris stood in the doorway of his
room, staring at the luxury before him. The floor was carpeted with beautifully
woven rugs, jeweled lanterns illuminated the delicate pieces of art scattered
throughout the room, and the large canopied bed was filled with down pillows
and fur blankets.


“They expect me to sleep here?” he
muttered incredulously.


You are a guest of the king, Iona
reminded him. 


“No,” Idris contradicted, “Lenora
is a guest of the king. I am just a foreign soldier following her around.”


Well, the Roshumin do not know
that.


Idris frowned at his surroundings.
“A house this size has to have a regular room somewhere.”


You wish to sleep in the
servants’ quarters? Iona sounded amused.


“Why not?” Idris shrugged. “I am
not much more than a servant myself.”


Iona’s amusement vanished. You
bear the weapon of Marlais Dragonspear, she pointed out sharply. You are
a great deal more than a common servant.


“Do not be angry,” he urged her.
“There is nothing wrong with living a life of service.”


Serving others does not make you
a servant, Iona maintained. Marlais dedicated his entire life to others,
but no one would dare call him less than what he was—a warrior and a hero.


“I suppose you are right,” Idris
conceded. “But I am still a long ways from being the kind of soldier that
Marlais was.”


Everyone starts somewhere, Iona
replied.


The partisan was rarely so
encouraging about Idris’s potential. He felt a surge of affection for his
weapon, which he knew she could feel.


You had better clean up and
return downstairs, she said brusquely. Do not keep the others waiting.


Idris used the marble washbasin to
scrub his hands and face. He wasn’t sure what else he could do to freshen up
his appearance, so he simply left it at that. He walked out of his room,
meeting up with Aherin as he made his way downstairs.


“Is your room as ridiculous as
mine?” Aherin chuckled quietly.


Idris was relieved that he wasn’t
the only one who thought so. “Yes,” he laughed.


They met Hildar at the bottom of
the stairs, who was looking quite satisfied. She smiled when she saw them. “Is
it not refreshing to finally have proper accommodations?”


Idris and Aherin avoided looking at
each other, each suppressing the urge to laugh again. “Yes,” they both murmured
with twitching smiles.


The three young soldiers walked
into the dining room, where Cowan and Kurag were already waiting. Lenora was
nowhere to be seen yet, but that didn’t seem to surprise anyone. Idris knew
that she would need to fully assume her role as a Breenite princess while she
was in Bunarat.


When Lenora did appear, she looked
absolutely stunning. Her vivid red hair was still wet from her bath, but it was
coiled elaborately on the top of her head. The simple golden chain that
connected the rings on her nose and ear was replaced with one that had dangling
jewels. Her dress was made of dark green silk, with gold embroidery glittering
in the lamplight.


Hildar jabbed her elbow into
Idris’s ribs. “Do not stare,” she hissed.


Idris honestly didn’t know how to
stop himself. He caught Lenora’s eye, which only caused him to stare more. Her
dark blue eyes were filled with lively confidence, animating her entire face.
She flashed him one of their private smiles before gliding to the head of the
dining table.


Everyone else sat down once the
princess was seated. The Breenite ambassador and Captain Cowan were closest to
Lenora, while Idris was at the opposite end of the table. Idris decided that he
didn’t mind, as it gave him the opportunity to look at Lenora without being too
obvious.


A stream of servants entered the
room, carrying plates of food to be offered to each of the guests. Idris didn’t
recognize most of the dishes, so he simply took a little of everything that was
available. He hadn’t had anything other than traveler’s fare since leaving
Hollow Cry Tower, so his appetite was welcoming to the change.


Once the servants left the room,
the ambassador cleared his throat. “While I am always pleased to see your
highness,” he began politely, “I am wondering the purpose of this visit. Your
royal mother did not seem clear on your intentions either when she wrote to
me.”


Lenora turned her gaze to Cowan,
inviting him to speak with a wave of her hand. The captain was surprisingly
candid in his response. “We are members of the Calaris Royal Guard, on a
mission sanctioned by King Nikolas. We crossed into Breen to visit Hollow Cry
Tower, where we discovered we would need to travel to Roshum. Since Calaris and
Roshum are on the brink of war, Princess Lenora offered to use her position to
sneak us over the border.”


If any of this information startled
the ambassador, he didn’t show it. He simply chewed his food with a thoughtful
expression on his face. “Your intention is to leave Bunarat during the
princess’s stay?” he clarified.


“Yes,” acknowledged Cowan.


“How do you propose to explain the
sudden disappearance of the princess’s guards?” queried the ambassador.


“I can use some of the Breenite
soldiers stationed here,” Lenora said with a small shrug. “I doubt King Lot
will notice the different faces, as long as the number is the same.”


The ambassador didn’t look
convinced. “Except we do not have any female soldiers here,” he pointed out,
“or men of exceptional stature.”


All eyes flickered to Hildar and
Kurag before returning to Lenora. The princess didn’t seem bothered by the
issue. “I am certain I can keep the royal court busy enough so they are not
worried about such details.”


The ambassador dabbed his mouth
with a square of cloth. “Yes, about that. Your royal mother seemed particularly
concerned about the current…social situation here in Bunarat. She instructed
that I keep you clear of it.”


Lenora tilted her head. “Oh? And
what is that?”


“Prince Lotinn, oldest son of King
Lot and Queen Tilna, has declared his intentions to find a wife,” the
ambassador explained. “It has been speculated by certain members of the court
that this is the true purpose of your highness’s visit to Bunarat.”


Idris felt a jolt of anger at the
Roshumin nobility. How dare they assume that Lenora would be so desperate as to
throw herself at the nearest prince available!


“This is perfect,” Lenora declared
unexpectedly. “The entire city will be so distracted with speculation that no
one will care what happens to my companions.”


The ambassador seemed genuinely
distressed. “This is not a game, your highness. If it appears to King Lot that
you desire a union with his son, he will actively pursue it. He may pursue it
even if you do not show interest.”


“That is a problem for my
grandfather to handle,” Lenora said with a shrug.


“Your royal mother will be very
angry if I allow this to happen,” moaned the ambassador.


Lenora gave him a playful smile.
“You are her favorite cousin. She will not have you executed.”


“I would not be so certain,” he
muttered.


“I do not think this is a good
idea,” Idris burst out before he could stop himself.


Every set of eyes turned to stare
at him, each expressing surprise that he would speak out of turn. He could feel
his face flaming, but it was too late to change his words now. “Princess Lenora
has already risked so much to help us,” Idris went on lamely. “This is
something that can alter the relationship between Roshum and Breen.”


“The boy makes a very good point,”
agreed the ambassador.


Everyone’s gaze turned away from
Idris except for Lenora’s. She studied him intently, as if weighing the real
purpose behind his words. He stared at his plate, desperately wishing that his
cheeks would stop burning.


“I will be perfectly proper,”
Lenora vowed solemnly. “I do not believe in toying with a man’s feelings.”


Idris’s eyes flew upward to meet
Lenora’s. Her expression was as soft as a caress, soothing his troubled heart.
He understood what she was trying to say, and it set his mind at rest.


“Well, if this is what you insist
on doing…” the ambassador relented.


The conversation around the table
went on, making plans for the next few days. Idris paid none of it any mind. He
spent the remainder of the meal stealing glances at Lenora, savoring the words
she had spoken.


Their time together may be coming
to a close, but it had meant as much to her as it had to him.











Chapter Thirty-Four: Warmongers


 


Idris was feeling listless the next
morning. He had not slept well on his overstuffed bed, nor had the fancy supper
agreed with his stomach. Most of all, his optimistic attitude about parting
with Lenora had faded, leaving behind a void in his heart.


He got up early so he could take a
bath and wash his hair. He had washed his clothes the night before, so he hoped
that Lenora’s parting memory of him would be favorable. “Not that it really
matters,” he muttered to himself.


Do not sulk, farmer, Iona
reprimanded from across the room. The partisan was propped up against the wall
near the bed.


“I am not sulking,” he insisted. “I
am simply ridding myself of the foolish expectations that I have allowed to
grow in my mind.”


You are sulking, Iona
repeated. Instead of feeling sorry for yourself, why not consider the true
nature of the matter? Suppose you had the opportunity to marry Lenora. You
would have two options: give up your position to stay with her in Breen, or she
could give up her title to live with you in Calaris. In either scenario, do you
think you would be happy in the long run?


Idris hated to admit it, but he
knew that Iona was right. Neither of them would be happy for long. Lenora would
never be content knowing she had turned her back on her family duty, and Idris
would live a life of regret if he chose to give up his partisan. He would
always wonder what might have been.


It is easy to be swayed by the
happiness you would feel now, Iona said gently, but that is only a small
part of the consideration. Many things bring temporary happiness, but only some
things provide lasting joy. You should seek for joy instead of settling for
simple happiness.


Idris smiled ruefully. “When did
you become so wise about human emotions?”


Iona chuckled. Marlais put in a
lot of effort to teach me such things. I suppose it was not entirely a waste.


Once Idris was washed and dressed,
he strapped his weapon to his back while exiting his room. He was startled when
he opened the door to find Lenora standing on the other side with a hand poised
to knock.


“Oh,” she gasped. Then she smiled.
“Good morning.”


“Good morning,” he replied
automatically, even though his thoughts were spinning.


The princess was dressed as
formally as she had been the night before, with jewels and silks accenting her
naturally beautiful features. The Breenite ambassador must’ve taken the time to
provide her with a new wardrobe, because Idris had never seen her wear such
finery.


“I thought it would be nice to
visit the local marketplace,” Lenora explained. “As a princess, it will be
expected that I have an escort.”


“I see,” Idris said slowly.


“Also,” Lenora added softly, “I
would like to spend some time with you before you go.”


Idris’s heart quickened at her
candid words. His disappointment at her motives of propriety transformed into
pure delight. “I would like that, too,” he grinned.


She smiled in return. “Wonderful.
Here, I brought you something to eat while we walk.”


She handed him a small loaf of
bread, which had dried fruit baked into it. Then they turned to walk down the
stairs. Captain Cowan was eating breakfast in the dining room when they
strolled past the door. He took note of their passing, but didn’t say anything.
Idris took that as permission to continue.


The morning was beautiful, with
spring weather in full force. Bunarat was almost as far north as Rest Stone
Valley, which meant that his home would be experiencing similar conditions.
Trees and flowers were blooming, filling the air with delicate scents. As they
walked through the manor’s garden, Idris reached down to pluck a ruffled
blossom from a flower bed. He offered it to Lenora with a bashful grin.


A flush of red touched her cheeks,
but she seemed pleased with the gesture. “Thank you,” she said with a returning
smile. She tucked the flower gently into a fold of her dress, as if she
intended to keep it forever.


Once they passed beyond the borders
of the Breenite manor, they each assumed the role they were expected to play.
Lenora looked every bit the part of royal princess, while Idris stayed half a
step behind her as was befitting a personal guard. 


Apparently, the wealthy citizens of
Bunarat preferred to have a market of their own, away from the lower classes of
the city. It was not a place Idris would’ve felt comfortable venturing had he
been on his own. Everyone was dressed in their finest, including the merchants.
There was no yelling to attract custom; each transaction was conducted with
quiet dignity. Small gifts were given to customers, as if to thank them for
their purchase.


Lenora was given special attention,
as she was easily identified by her jewelry. Merchants offered her gifts, even
when she didn’t purchase anything from them. The only item she did purchase was
a length of rough cloth, which she tucked under her arm without explanation.
Idris offered to carry it for her, but she declined with a smile.


The local nobility was particularly
amusing for Idris to watch. They all looked as if they wanted to introduce
themselves to Lenora, but none of them quite dared. Perhaps it was considered a
breach of protocol. Instead, they hovered near her or found excuses to walk
past her multiple times.


One daring man finally bridged the
social gap when Lenora began inspecting a booth full of strange looking tools.
“Forgive me, your highness, for my lack of manners, but I think you do not need
such devices.”


Lenora turned to him, raising an
eyebrow delicately. “Oh?”


The man looked to be in his
mid-forties, with broad shoulders and strong features. He looked every bit a
soldier, but with the unmistakable refinement of privileged upbringing. His
eyes traveled to Idris’s jeweled weapon, lingering for a moment before
returning to Lenora. “These are tools to aid in securing one’s home, should the
armies of Calaris find their way to Bunarat. As a cousin to King Nikolas, I
doubt you would find yourself in such danger.”


Lenora seemed to be considering the
man’s words, but Idris was more concerned with his motives. The princess inclined
her head. “It is my hope that such devices will not be necessary for anyone.”


Her words seemed to grant the man
permission to continue talking to her. The other Roshumin nobles glared at the
man for accomplishing what they had not.


“I am Lord Samnis,” the man
introduced himself. “I have had the honor of meeting your father in the past,
but I do not believe we have met.”


Lenora’s eyes widened. “We may not
have met, but I am quite familiar with your name. You are King Lot’s most
talented general.”


Samnis waved aside her comment.
“Most stories of me are greatly exaggerated.”


“My father did not believe so,”
Lenora replied.


The soldier couldn’t contradict her
anymore without challenging the word of the crown prince of Breen, so he simply
shrugged and moved on. “Again, I apologize for my terrible lack of manners, but
I am very glad to have met you.”


“Yes,” Lenora agreed, “I am glad as
well.”


Idris expected the conversation to
end there, but it didn’t. Instead, they turned away from the market booths to
stroll down the cobblestone street. Idris followed behind them, scowling at the
back of Samnis’s head. 


Lenora’s brow furrowed thoughtfully
as she spoke. “Do you really think that Calaris will attack Roshum?”


Samnis appeared genuinely hesitant
to answer. “King Nikolas is your cousin,” he began slowly.


“Yes,” Lenora urged, “but I am not
so foolish as to believe that he is without faults.”


“He dreams of the glory of past
kings,” Samnis said finally. “He craves to bring Calaris to a golden age of
power and prosperity.”


“My grandfather has similar desires
for Breen,” Lenora nodded.


“And I for Roshum,” Samnis
acknowledged. “However, most rulers and soldiers count the cost for such
ambitions.”


“You do not think Nikolas is aware
of such things?” suggested Lenora.


Samnis pressed his lips together.
“I do not think the cost weighs enough on his mind. Soldiers are more than just
tally marks in a ledger. Every battle is bought with lives.”


“King Nikolas knows that,” Idris
burst out, no longer able to contain his irritation.


Lenora and Samnis both stopped,
turning back to stare at him in surprise. Idris wanted to stand his ground—to
defend his king—but it was difficult to do under the intense gaze of Lord
Samnis. “Please forgive my guard,” Lenora said with a warning in her voice that
was directed at Idris. “He is new to his post and still learning his place.”


Idris hated that she had to
apologize for him. What did this Roshumin know about King Nikolas anyway? Lord
Samnis spoke as if he was so much better than other soldiers, but a man didn’t
become a general without fighting in many battles.


“I suppose I cannot blame the boy,”
Samnis said lightly, continuing on his walk with the princess. “King Nikolas is
masterful at crafting his image. The Calarisians revere him as an almost deity.
He has them trained to believe that being a soldier is the highest calling, and
that every war they fight is perfectly just.”


“I am certain that not every
person in Calaris is of that opinion,” said Lenora.


“Enough of them are,” Samnis
replied, sounding disgusted. “Just look at this latest confrontation. King Lot
has given his word that he had nothing to do with the attempt on King Nikolas’s
life, but every person in Calaris is still howling for the blood of the
Roshumin. They do not care about the truth, they simply want to go to
war.”


Idris found himself clenching his
fists until they had gone white. Lord Samnis didn’t know what he was talking
about. Idris had been there! He had fought against the assassins that had tried
to kill King Nikolas. He had heard the Roshumin soldiers brag about their plan
to overthrow Calaris. Those were not things that could be excused as some sort
of misunderstanding.


The trio came to the end of the
market street, where Lenora smiled politely. “Thank you for your company and conversation,
Lord Samnis. Will I be seeing you at the reception tonight?”


“Of course, your highness,” Samnis
replied with a bow.


“I look forward to seeing you
then,” Lenora said with a nod, effectively dismissing the man from her
presence.


Lord Samnis bowed a second time,
then returned to the marketplace they had just left. Idris watched the man walk
away, resisting the urge to throw a pebble at his head.


That would be something to see, Iona
chuckled.


“Idris,” Lenora murmured softly.


Her voice brought him around,
anchoring him against the anger that washed through his thoughts. It soothed
him as effectively as if she had reached out to touch him.


“I am sorry,” he apologized. “I
embarrassed you when I spoke out like that.”


She shook her head. “Do not worry
about that. It will give me a convenient excuse should anyone ask why I have
new guards tomorrow.”


They continued along the street,
not going anywhere in particular. Idris scowled at the ground. “I cannot
believe what that man said,” he raged. “He made it sound like everyone in
Calaris is out to pick fights and cause trouble.”


“You should not care what he
thinks,” Lenora reasoned. “He is just one man.”


“But he represents the mindset of
the Roshumin nobility, perhaps the regular citizens as well,” argued Idris. 


“You cannot assume that his opinion
is shared,” she maintained.


“I was there,” Idris choked on the
strength of his emotion. “I heard the soldiers say they had the support of the
king of Roshum. I had to protect a six-year-old girl from being murdered, just
because King Nikolas is her father.”


Lenora grasped his arm firmly. “I
believe you, Idris,” she assured him.


Idris felt strangely deflated.
“Everyone should believe me,” he said wearily, “and yet everyone in this city
would call me a liar.”


“Not everyone,” the princess
murmured.


“Can we go back to the manor?”
Idris asked, sounding a bit like a lost child. “I do not want to see any more
of Bunarat.”


Lenora nodded. “Yes,” she agreed.
“Let us go sit in the garden for a while.”


Idris wanted to feel happy about
the prospect, but the shadow over his heart was too thick for him to shift.











Chapter Thirty-Five: Parting Ways


 


“Whenever King Lot hosts a party
such as the one tonight,” the Breenite ambassador explained to his guests,
“there is a grand procession that circles the palace before anyone enters. This
gives the citizens of Bunarat the chance to see all of the finery, and it gives
the nobles a chance to flaunt their wealth to each other.”


Hildar snorted, muttering under her
breath. “Ridiculous.”


The ambassador didn’t disagree with
her. He simply shrugged. “It provides an excellent opportunity for you to leave
the city while everyone had their attention elsewhere.”


“Good,” Cowan approved. “We will
leave as soon as it begins.”


“I will have your horses waiting
for you,” promised the ambassador, “along with some fresh supplies. You have
half an hour before the procession starts.”


Idris experience a rush of panic. A
half hour wasn’t very much time. How could he be expected to say a proper
goodbye to Lenora without sounding like a fool?


Do not waste time worrying about
it down here, Iona advised.


Knowing she was right, Idris raced
up the stairs to Lenora’s room at the end of the hall. He felt a sudden surge
of confidence as he knocked, but it promptly abandoned him when he heard
Lenora’s voice. “Come in.”


The princess’s room was the most
opulent in the entire manor. Everything was trimmed with gold and crystal, even
the boot scrapers in the corner. Fresh flowers stood in delicate vases on
marble stands around the room, gently perfuming the air. Lenora sat on a
fur-lined chair while a serving maid wove jewels into her hair.


“Oh,” Idris stammered, blushing
furiously. “I did not realize you were still getting ready.”


Lenora was perfectly modest, but
the idea of her sitting before him in nothing but a silken robe made him feel
that he should turn his back to her. “Do you want me to leave?” he asked her.


She laughed softly. “Do not be
silly. Come sit by me.”


The serving maid pulled another
plush chair over to the table where Lenora’s jewelry and makeup were all laid
out. Idris sat down rather awkwardly, uncertain what to do with his hands.
Lenora solved his dilemma by handing him something. “Here,” she said, “this is
for you.”


It was the length of rough cloth
that she had purchased at the market. He turned it over in his hands, noting
that she had embroidered one corner with an elaborate ‘I’ surrounded by
scrollwork. “Thank you,” Idris said in a bewildered tone.


“You can use it to wrap your
partisan,” Lenora explained. “I know you lost your leather cover in Koyo.”


“Thank you,” he repeated, this time
with astonishment that she remembered such things.


“You are welcome,” she replied
simply.


Idris felt the cloth with the judgment
of a farmer, one who values function over aesthetics. It was strong—made to
last. She had chosen well for its intended purpose. “I did not get you
anything,” he admitted, feeling self-conscious.


Lenora shook her head. “I did not
expect you to. I just wanted to give you something to help with this last leg
of your journey.”


“I wish I had, though,” Idris
maintained.


The princess shrugged. “Perhaps you
can give me something when I come to Marath.”


He perked up immediately. “You are
coming to Marath?”


“I think so,” Lenora said, glancing
down demurely. “It has been too long since I saw my cousins. It is important
for us to create strong family ties. That is what keeps alliances functioning.”


“Yes,” Idris agreed solemnly, even
though his insides were dancing like a gleeful child, “it is in the best
interest of both Breen and Calaris.”


“Exactly,” Lenora said with a hint
of a smile playing about her lips.


Idris furrowed his brow as a new
thought occurred to him. “Do you know how one would go about setting up a
Wordway?”


“It takes a great deal of coin to
build one from nothing,” Lenora told him. “The birds must be bred, trainers
must be hired, facilities must be constructed, and so on.”


“I think it would be worth it,”
Idris mused to himself. “I could put one in Rest Stone Valley.”


Lenora looked amused. “I do not
think a farming community could afford to build a Wordway.”


“I could use the funds allotted to
me by King Nikolas,” Idris answered simply. “I have not used them for anything
yet.”


“Does the king pay his soldiers so
well?” laughed the princess.


Idris’s eyes widened as he
remembered he had never told certain facts to Lenora. “Oh…uh…well, I guess I
should mention that this last winter King Nikolas named me…Lord of Rest Stone
Valley.”


Lenora’s jaw dropped in a most
unladylike manner. “You are a lord?”


“I am still just a farmer, really.
Head farmer, over the other farmers in that area,” Idris said, feeling
uncomfortable.


“But you have the title?” she
prodded.


“Yes,” admitted Idris.


A stunning smile bloomed over
Lenora’s face. “Do you realize what this means?”


Idris shook his head, frowning.


“You are a landowner with the title
of lord,” she explained. “That makes you high gentry. Members of the high
gentry can marry members of nobility without special permission from the king.”


Idris didn’t understand why this
news was particularly exciting. It wasn’t as if he wanted to marry someone like
Hildar. “I see,” he said slowly.


A blush colored Lenora’s cheeks as
she lowered her eyes to stare at her hands. “A princess may be royalty in her
own country, but she is only considered nobility while in a foreign land.”


Idris suddenly felt something hard
blocking his throat. He found it difficult to breath and almost impossible to
swallow. “Oh,” was all he managed to say.


Lenora’s expression rapidly morphed
into embarrassment. “I do not mean to imply…that is, I would never assume…”


He hurried to interrupt her. “I
understand, Lenora. It is simply nice to know that there are more possibilities
for the future.”


She looked relieved. “Yes,” she
sighed. “That is all I meant.”


“When I get home, I will have a
Wordway built in Rest Stone Valley,” Idris resolved. “It would be a wonderful
resource for everyone in that area. And it would make it easier for me to send
letters abroad, if I wanted to do so.”


“I hope you do,” Lenora replied.


“Will you send me a regular letter
when you return home?” Idris asked her. “I will need help in getting started on
the Wordway.”


“I will write you often,” promised
Lenora.


“Forgive me, your highness,” the
serving maid ventured, “but I have finished with your hair, and it is time for
you to dress.”


Idris stood hurriedly. “I need to
go anyway. Captain Cowan will be wondering where I have gone.” He held up the
length of cloth. “Thank you for this.”


Lenora gave him a lingering smile.
“Until we meet again, Idris.”


“Safe travels,” he returned,
instantly cringing that he sounded like a bumpkin.


Idris made a hasty retreat, feeling
the urge to knock his head against the wall. Iona, on the other hand, seemed to
be vastly amused. Not bad for your first romantic farewell, she commented.


“Oh, be quiet,” he muttered as he
walked down the hall.


Aherin was waiting for Idris at the
top of the stairs with a sly grin on his face. “The captain told me to come
find you, but I thought it best not to disturb.”


Idris blushed while smiling rather
foolishly. “Nothing happened,” he insisted.


“Of course not,” Aherin replied
with a teasing tone. “You are much too principled for such things.”


“Her maid was in the room with us,”
Idris pointed out.


Aherin nodded solemnly. “As is
proper, m’lord.”


Idris punched his friend playfully
on the shoulder, but the conversation ended there. Hildar was waiting for them
by the entrance, looking out of humor. “What is taking you so long?” she
demanded.


Without listening for an answer,
she stormed outside to where the others were standing by the horses. Cowan gave
the two young men a questioning glance, but didn’t say anything about their
delay in joining the group. “We will exit Bunarat through the northern road.
Keep a steady pace and speak as little as possible. We are trying to avoid
drawing attention to ourselves. Kurag, you will walk in between our horses. If
no one looks too closely, it will appear that you are also on horseback. Idris,
regarding your uncovered weapon-”


Idris held up the cloth in his
hand. “I have a solution for that, sir.”


Cowan nodded his approval. “Very
well. Everyone mount up.”


Taking the length of rough cloth,
Idris bound up the head of his partisan, hiding its wealth of jewels from
outside observers. When the embroidered corner was all that remained loose, he
tucked it under one of the folds. It wasn’t as secure as the fitted leather
cover he had lost, but it would do for now.


With the partisan returned to the
holder on his back, Idris swung up into the saddle of his mare. Kurag took his
place in the center as the four members of the Royal Guard rode away from the
manor of the Breenite ambassador.


The advice they had been give was
sound—the city streets did seem rather empty. The passerbys they did meet were
all hurrying to the center of Bunarat where the parade would take place. No one
seemed to care about the small group of travelers.


“How long is the journey to the
mountains?” Idris asked Kurag in a low voice.


“About a week,” answered the
Forger.


Idris held back a sigh. A week of
travel was a long time for his mind to dwell on the absence of Lenora. He
wished that there was some way for them to arrive sooner. He knew he would not
feel so forlorn if he could only keep busy.


“A week,” Hildar whispered with a
shudder. “If only it were ten times as long.”


Idris shot her a sympathetic
glance. He hadn’t considered the dread she must be feeling for the task ahead.
Kurag reached over to pat Hildar’s arm. “You will be relieved by the time we
arrive, I promise you that.”


A chill swept through Idris’s body.
If the Forger had intended to comfort her, he had not succeeded. His words were
filled with foreboding of the struggled that still lay before Hildar. Idris did
not envy her task.


 


***


 


A long distance from Bunarat, a man
sat in an ancient tower. The left side of his face was scarred and disfigured
from a fire he had survived as a child. The left eye was damaged as well,
giving it a milky appearance. On his bald head he wore a golden circlet,
twisting like a serpent and lined with tiny rubies.


A voice sounded in his mind. Master?


“I am here,” he replied.


I have grave news to report, the
voice went on. The Forger and the soldiers from Calaris have escaped once
more. Tornin’s faction received heavy losses after pressing a confrontation.


“What did they do?” the man in the
tower inquired.


They hired a band of thieves to
steal one of the abominations.


“Am I correct in assuming that the
soldiers reclaimed their weapon?”


Yes, sir.


The man sighed, rubbing the back of
his hand against his cheek. “Foolish Tornin. He should not have taken the
weapon unless he had the means to destroy it immediately. Once again, he shows
poor foresight.”


Forgive me, Master. I should not
have assigned him the task.


“Every member of the Order of Tivan
must be given opportunities to prove their devotion,” the man allowed.
“Perhaps, in the future, we will have to return Tornin to the guidance of
another.”


Yes, sir. I will pass that on.


The man stood, pacing the nearly
empty room. “What news of the Breenite princess? Does she continue to interfere?”


No, she is reported to be in
Bunarat to gain favor with King Lot.


He nodded slowly. “Good. One less
thing to worry about.”


So…we will not be sending
someone to deal with her?


“No,” the man answered. “Keep an
eye on her, but leave her be for now.”


And what of the Forger and the
Calarisians?


The disfigured man frowned at the
floor, considering his options. It was several moments before he came to a
decision. “Send Rue’s faction to deal with it.”


The voice in his mind sputtered. Does
that not seem…unnecessary? There are only five of them.


“Four Wielders and a Forger,”
snapped the man. “That makes them more dangerous than any other threat we have
faced in decades. Send Rue to finish the job.”


Yes, sir.


The man could feel the connection end
between his circlet and the other. He rubbed his forehead, attempting to soothe
the throbbing pain behind his eyes. He knew he should remove the circlet from
his head, but he grew increasingly reluctant to do so.


As if out of nowhere, a cooling
sensation flowed across the man’s skull, sending the pain away. If you were
to remove me, whispered a gentle voice, I could not help you.


“I do not need your help, Kys,” the
man said rather sharply.


Of course not, the circlet
agreed. But you know that I cannot continue without you. I am only half a
creation without your mind to guide me.


There may have been a time when the
man would’ve noticed the external pushes on his thoughts and emotions, but he
was no longer aware of them. It seemed the most natural thing in the world for
him to agree with what the circlet told him.


“Yes,” he nodded. “You are merely
an extension of my mind.”


Exactly, the circlet said
smoothly.


The man found himself frowning at a
blank wall. “What was I saying?”


You were going to order that Rue
use the binding scepter when going to face the Forger, the circlet told
him.


“I was? Why?”


You have your reasons, the
circlet dismissed.


The man’s expression hardened.
“Yes, I have my reasons. You need not question me, Kys.”


Forgive me, Master.


“I am the greatest leader the Order
of Tivan has ever known,” the man proclaimed to the empty room.


Yes, the circlet agreed. You
will bring the world to its knees.











Chapter Thirty-Six: The Halcyon Mountains


 


“What are they called, again?”
Idris asked, staring at the jagged peaks that loomed ahead of them.


“The Halcyon Mountains,” Kurag
answered.


Aherin frowned. “What is a
halcyon?”


“It is a magical bird that
influences the state of the ocean,” the Forger explained. “It can make the
waves calm or violent, depending on its desires.”


The mountains did look a bit like
enormous waves, which made Idris feel uncomfortable. “Why name them after ocean
birds?”


“The coast is just beyond the
mountain range,” Kurag informed them. “Halcyon used to nest in parts of the
cliffs on the other side.”


“Do they not anymore?” inquired
Aherin.


Kurag shrugged. “Perhaps. Magical
creatures of all kinds are rare these days.”


“What does it matter what the
mountains are called?” Hildar snapped. “It does not change the fact that we
will have to climb them.”


She had grown increasingly pale
over the past few days, with dark circles appearing under her eyes. Idris knew
that Savion must be pressing on her mind, making one final push for control
before they reached the Wellspring.


Kurag walked over to where Hildar
was riding, reaching out to take her hand. At first Hildar’s eyes flashed with
anger, but the emotion quickly melted away. Her expression became one of a lost
child as she clung to Kurag’s hand.


“Shall I tell you a story?” he
offered.


Hildar nodded, brushing away the
tears that were forming. “Yes, please.”


Kurag looked thoughtful as he began
to speak. “The first time I saw these mountains was when I was six years old.
Normally, that is much too young for one of my kind to visit the Firespring,
but both of my parents were going and I was given special permission.”


“Firespring?” Idris interrupted. “I
thought it was called a Wellspring.”


“Wellspring is the general term,”
Kurag explained patiently. “Each kind has a specific name as well.”


“How many different kinds are there?”
Aherin asked eagerly.


“Hush,” Hildar hissed at him. “Let
Kurag continue with his story.”


The Forger gave her hand a squeeze
before going on. “My father and mother were both Forgers of great skill. We
have strong family bloodlines, which matters in our craft. My father was a
direct descendent of Hedda, the first giant to ally with humans. My mother
descended from Ull, who did not honor his alliance with humans, but fathered a
son of unusual skill.”


Idris recognized the name of the
first giant. She had been mentioned in the journal Idris had read when they
were researching Forgers. “You descend from Didrika?”


Kurag started at his words. “How do
you know that name?”


“I read her journal in Hollow Cry
Tower,” he explained.


“The journal survived?” Kurag breathed.
“I thought the Hunters destroyed everything.”


“Anything that that was not beyond
saving was gathered to Hollow Cry,” Cowan interjected. 


“Amazing,” Kurag murmured. “I will
have to visit the tower when I return to Breen.”


After a few moments of thoughtful
silence, the Forger went on with his tale. “The journey from our village to the
Firespring had to be done in secret, so as to protect its location. We traveled
only at night, and we used protective runes to hide our presence from unwanted
observers. There were four Forgers making the trip, three of which had brought
their apprentices. I was the only child of the group.”


“At what age did Forgers begin
their apprenticeship?” Cowan asked.


“That really depended on the skill
of the apprentice,” Kurag told him. “Any of my kind could become an apprentice
once they had acquired the appropriate amount of rune knowledge. I began my
apprenticeship at a young age, but I had both of my parents tutoring me from
the time I could talk.”


“That must have been quite an advantage,”
observed Cowan.


Kurag made a sound of agreement,
but his expression didn’t look altogether convinced. “My mother had been
entrusted with the spine of an umatep by a priest of Ramat from Dia. She had
been given very specific instructions on how to transform it.”


“The spine of what?” Idris
interrupted again.


“An umatep is a feathered serpent,”
Kurag told him. “It has the ability to channel lightning, among other things.
The people of Dia used to worship a deity named Ramat, who favored the umatep.
It was a holy creature to them.”


Palti, one of Idris’s friends among
the Royal Guards, had parents from Dia. Idris made a mental note to ask Palti
more about the subject when they returned to Marath.


“My father,” Kurag continued, “had
been entrusted with the feathers of a wind sprite. A material such as that
takes much delicate skill to forge, but my father was known for his deft
touch.” He sounded proud as he spoke. “I do not remember what the other two
Forgers were tasked to make. At that age I was primarily interested in what my
parents did.


“One of the first rules of working
with magical materials is that it should never come in contact with another
living creature,” Kurag said, raising a warning finger. “Raw magic is
incredibly susceptible to its environment. It tends to take on the traits of
those who touch it, but there is no way to control which traits are
transferred. The result can be disastrous. The forging process solidifies the
magic so it may be touched without becoming tainted.”


“So a properly forged weapon can
never become evil?” Idris asked.


“Not necessarily,” Kurag allowed.
“It just becomes harder to do. The first attempts to create dark weapons
involved trying to turn ones already in existence. They discovered it was
easier to forge corrupted materials.”


“Who do you mean by ‘they’?”
inquired Aherin.


Kurag shrugged, looking slightly
uncomfortable. “There were a number of groups using dark arts in an attempt to
gain power.”


“I recall hearing that there was a
group of apprentice Forgers that led the movement initially,” commented Cowan.


“They were among the groups, yes,”
Kurag admitted reluctantly.


Hildar shook her head, pressing her
palms against her temples. “Do not talk about this anymore,” she pled. “Go back
to the story about your parents.”


Idris gave her a puzzled glance. He
wondered what Savion was whispering in her mind to cause such a reaction.


Kurag appeared happy to comply. “My
mother, as the senior Forger of the group, was given the honor of being the
first to step down to the Firespring. She walked down into the cavern carrying
the umatep spine wrapped in a special cloth. Her apprentice, a young man who
had been training for seven years, followed close behind. I stood as close as I
was allowed, straining to see every detail of the process.”


Kurag closed his eyes, envisioning
the memory. “The forge at the Firespring is large, and the heat can become too
intense for a mortal to bear. It was not uncommon for a Forger to be injured
while creating an item of power, in spite of protective runes. I remember my
mother’s face—fixed with determination as she faced the Life Flame…”


The Forger appeared to be lost in
thought for several moments. Idris stared absently at the Halcyon Mountains.
“Iona has mentioned a Life Flame before,” he said slowly. “Was she forged at
this Wellspring?”


No, Iona answered just as
Kurag shook his head.


“No,” the Forger repeated
unknowingly. “I believe that Firespring was located in Tannin, but it no longer
exists.”


Idris turned to Kurag, his eyes
suddenly alert. “What happened to it?”


Kurag sighed quietly. “No one knows
for certain. All that is known is that Marlais Dragonspear destroyed that
Firespring, dying in the process.”


A bolt of shock left Idris feeling
rigid in his saddle. “Why would he do that?” he gasped.


“Why not ask your partisan?” Aherin
suggested. “She might know.”


I do not, Iona answered with
the sharp tone that indicated she was experiencing heightened emotions. I
have told you before, it is dangerous to return items of power to their Life
Flame. Marlais left me in the care of Lyndham.


Idris conveyed what the partisan
said, to which Kurag replied, “It is only dangerous if the item makes direct
contact with the Life Flame. It results in a surge that will either increase
the item’s power or burn it out completely.”


“So, Fenris will be safe as long as
I stay back?” Cowan clarified.


“Yes,” acknowledged Kurag.


Idris looked over at the captain’s
golden bo staff. The delicate etching along the shaft gave it the appearance of
feathers, and the jeweled serpent head at the top glittered with a life of its
own. A realization clunked into place in Idris’s mind. Fenris was the weapon
that Kurag’s mother had forged from the spine of the umatep.


“What happened to a weapon after it
was forged?” Idris asked.


“Everything was always taken back
to the village,” Kurag explained. “We had a protected storehouse, where items
would await the return of the person who commissioned it. We would always give
a large estimate of how long it would take to forge anything, so to allow for travel
and any unexpected delays.”


“Did the priest from Dia come back
for the staff?” inquired Aherin.


“Of course,” the Forger said
simply.


“How did it end up in the Treasury
of King Nikolas?” Aherin wondered aloud  to no one in particular.


“Fenris existed two centuries
before he came to my hands,” Cowan pointed out. “A great deal can happen in
that amount of time.”


“What were Forgers given in return
for making weapons of power?” asked Idris.


“Rare items of personal value,” was
Kurag’s vague response. Idris waited for him to elaborate, but he never did.


“How far into the mountains will we
need to climb?” Hildar demanded. “How much longer will this journey take?”


Kurag patted her hand in
understanding. “We will reach the foot of the mountains by nightfall. After
that, we will climb for approximately a day to get to the edge of the
Firespring.”


Hildar breathed deeply, closing her
eyes and mouthing words to herself. Idris experienced a wave of sympathy. He
could see that every hour was a desperate struggle for her. “You can do this,
Hildar,” he encouraged her.


“Oh, shut up,” she snapped at him.


Idris and Aherin exchanged wry
glances. She certainly didn’t make it easy to feel compassionate toward her.
“You know,” Aherin began, but Hildar interrupted him as well.


“You shut up, too,” she spat. “I do
not need commentary from people so completely outside of what I am trying to
accomplish.”


Kurag spoke to her in a low voice.
“Remember, Hildar, you cannot do this on your own. You will need the support of
your friends if you are to succeed.”


Hildar’s only response was to
clench her jaw and knead her knuckles against her thighs. Idris wasn’t sure if
she was angry because she disagreed with the Forger or because she knew he was
right. Or, perhaps she had a completely different reason for her anger. All
Idris knew was that Savion’s influence made Hildar unpredictable in her
emotions.


“When was the first time you came
to the Wellspring as an apprentice?” Aherin urged Kurag to change the subject.


The Forger gave a small smile. It was
a clumsy attempt by Aherin to divert Hildar’s mind from her troubles, but it
was still sincere. “Let me see. I believe I was seventeen years old…”











Chapter Thirty-Seven: Firespring


 


The night they spent at the foot of
the mountains was a strange one for Idris. Iona seemed restless, which affected
his peace of mind as well.


What is wrong? he demanded
as he settled down into his bedding near the campfire. You are making me
nervous.


Can you not feel it? Iona
asked in hushed tones. I can feel the Firespring, even from here. It is so
different from the Wellspring in Marath…


I would think so, Idris
thought tiredly. The other one was made of water.


Can you not feel it? she
repeated. It sets my mind aflame.


Idris stifled a yawn. No, Iona, he
answered. I do not feel it.


I would wager that you do, she
countered, only you do not realize it.


The young man shifted to lay on his
side. Well, I will let you know when I do realize it.


He dropped off to sleep
immediately, giving no more thought to what his partisan had said. However,
Iona proved to be correct in her observation, because Idris found himself
standing in what he assumed to be a vision.


He looked down at himself, noting
that he was still wearing the clothes he had worn in the waking world. From
what he could tell, he still bore the same face. A quick glance at his
surroundings revealed that he was standing at the edge of a hole that seethed
with molten rock at the center. The heat of his position should have burned his
flesh, but the dream protected him.


Two figures stood at an enormous
forge, easily twice the size of any used by humans. The first Forger was a man
that Idris immediately recognized as a much younger version of Kurag. The
second Forger was a woman who bore a striking resemblance, which led Idris to
assume she was Kurag’s mother.


Both Forgers had runes glowing on
their skin, presumably to protect them from the intense temperature of the
Firespring, but sweat still covered them in steady streams. Kurag seemed to be
the one tasked with the work, while his mother watched him carefully.


Kurag lifted a bundle of cloth,
unwrapping it gingerly so as not to touch the material within. To Idris’s
untrained eye, it looked nothing more than a lump of stone. He had no idea what
it might have been when part of a living creature. Kurag, on the other hand,
looked at it as if it was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.


“Who are you?” the Forger asked the
raw material. He paused, closing his eyes in concentration.


“Do not rush yourself,” his mother
instructed. “Listen to its song.”


Slowly, a smile spread across
Kurag’s face. “You are Settil,” he told the stone.


“Good,” his mother said
approvingly. “Now give it to the Firespring.”


Idris’s stomach jolted with shock
as Kurag dropped the material into the hole of molten rock without any sort of
way to retrieve it.


The Forgers did not seem bothered
by the fact. They turned their backs to the Firespring, setting to work at the
forge. They set out a mold and tools—all of which bore runes on their
surfaces—then began forming what appeared to be a normal weapon, using hot
liquid metal that was waiting for them in a bowl on a natural furnace.


It seemed to Idris to be work that
any beginning blacksmith could do, only they worked at a faster pace. Once they
had the rough form of a sword, they set aside the tools they were using in
favor of chisels and carving blades.


Kurag’s mother held the sword mold
steady—which, at this point, had cooled sufficiently—while Kurag began carving
runes into the length of the metal. Idris took a step closer to see which runes
the Forger was using.
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Kurag made each line with
precision, taking great care in his work. When he was finished, he looked to
his mother for approval.


Instead of answering his unspoken
question, Kurag’s mother returned his gaze. “What do you think of it, my
son? It is your blessing that must be given, not mine.”


“The runes are correct,” Kurag
said, sounding uncertain.


“The runes you have used are
written correctly,” his mother acknowledged.


Idris felt that her careful reply left
a lot of room for doubt. Kurag’s expression showed that he felt the same. The
young Forger pointed to the first two runes. “Zu must be present because
the material was given by a leviathan, and shin is the rune that gives
the weapon life.”


“True,” his mother said
unhelpfully.


“Should I not have used yu?”
Kurag asked, pointing to the third rune.


“What was the request when you were
given this task?” the more experienced Forger urged. “Think of the exact words
used.”


Kurag closed his eyes, quoting from
memory. “The messenger said, ‘The warlord wishes a special gift for his most
loyal general—a sword of great power and skill.’”


Kurag’s mother nodded. “There are
three different ways you can interpret the request, any of which are correct as
long as you feel you are honoring what was intended.”


Kurag’s brow furrowed. “I feel that
the warlord’s focus is on the loyalty of his general, and that the power and
skill is implied in the type of gift being given.” His voice became more
confident. “I believe that yu is the right rune to use.”


His mother smiled, her eyes glowing
with pride. “Then, let us begin.”


The two Forgers positioned
themselves on either side of the sword mold, holding their hands over the rough
creation cooling there. They began chanting in unison, causing the runes on the
edges of the mold to glow. Idris was uncertain of the runes’ purpose, but the
result was that the sword-shaped metal was solid enough to be removed from the
mold.


Kurag took the length of metal to
the edge of the Firespring, where an elaborate stand was planted in the ground.
The sword was set on the stand’s peak, as if on display. The two Forgers stood
on opposite sides of the stand, each facing the pit of lava.


Then, with their hands crossed over
their hearts, Kurag and his mother began singing the most beautiful and
haunting melody that Idris had ever heard. The words were unrecognizable to
Idris’s ears, but that didn’t matter at all. His soul soared with the melody
that echoed through the cavern, twisting with its complex rhythms and
harmonies.


The Firespring erupted in a
dazzling show of lights, flames arching through the air with the grace of a
dancer. The music and the ribbons of fire became a part of each other, unable
to be separated in Idris’s mind. It seemed to the young Royal Guard that the
Firespring itself was singing.


Several of the undulating lights
took on a liquid appearance, wrapping around the sword on the stand. Before
Idris’s eyes, it transformed from a mere length of metal to a gleaming weapon
glittering with jewels. The hilt was the tail of the leviathan, while the
handguard encircled it as the upper portion of the sea monster’s body. The head
of the leviathan hovered over where the user’s thumb would be positioned. As
was the case with all the weapons of power Idris had seen, the detail of the
creature was astonishing. He half expected it to come to life, just as the
flames of the Firespring.


The song of the Forgers slowly
wound down, fading into the shadows before Idris realized it was done. His
heart ached for the music to continue, and he discovered with a start that his
cheeks were wet with tears.


Kurag picked up the sword
reverently, turning it over in his hands. He inspected it closely, making
certain that no flaws existed on the weapon. Then he handed it to his mother
for a second opinion.


“It is perfect, my son,” she
murmured. “I am so proud of you.”


“Does this mean I am no longer an
apprentice?” Kurag asked with a grin.


His mother smiled in return. “Yes,
I think you are ready.”


The two embraced, carefully holding
the sword out of their way. The vision blurred before Idris’s gaze, leaving him
standing alone at the edge of the Firespring. That part of his dream was over,
which saddened the young man. He would have given a great deal to listen to the
Forgers’ song again.


Idris stared at the Firespring for
several moments, silently wondering what his vision would show him next. He let
his mind relax, drifting aimlessly from thought to thought. It was easy to do
when allowing the swirling motions of the Firespring to fill his mind.


“It is a beautiful art, it is not?
The forging, I mean,” said a musical voice next to him.


Idris whipped around, coming face
to face with an enormous red dragon. Even though he recognized Calaris’s
intelligent green eyes, he still felt momentarily stunned by what he was
seeing—and a little bit frightened.


“Y-yes,” he stammered. “Very
beautiful.”


“It was always amazing to me that
two such war-like races could create something so lovely,” the dragon mused.
“And one would not think that such a barren location could give birth to the
sights that have been seen here.”


Idris’s gaze darted around the
shallow cavern that surrounded the Firespring. It was true that it lacked the
natural beauty that the Wellspring in Marath had possessed, but it was
fascinating in its own right.


“Every Wellspring is unique,”
Calaris went on. “There is no pattern to where they are located or what they
will look like. My kind made it their mission to discover every Wellspring on
the planet, but there is no way of knowing if we succeeded.”


Idris simply nodded, finding
himself tongue-tied. After all, what did one say to a dragon? Did she want his
opinion on whether dragonkind were able to meet their goal before they became
extinct? He had absolutely nothing relevant to offer on the matter. His first
time learning about Wellsprings had been less than six months earlier.


He looked over to discover that
Calaris was studying him intently. He could feel his heart thumping against his
ribs as he tried to keep his expression calm.


“Traces of every elemental magic
can be found in every living creature,” Calaris said abruptly. “The presence of
a large quantity of specific elements is what allows a creature to use that
particular magic. For example, dragons have more fire than any other element in
their body.”


Idris nodded jerkily, trying to
show that he was following. “I see,” he said.


“A human with greater than average
fire is more likely be compatible with a weapon born of fire,” the dragon told
him.


Idris stared at her for a split
second before blurting, “Do you mean me?”


Calaris smiled kindly. “Yes, Idris.
I mean you and your companions. The dragon, the phoenix, and the chimera are
all creatures of fire. The fact that you and your companions were chosen by
weapons made of those materials means that you all bear a kinship to fire as
well.”


“I thought it had more to do with
personality or…destiny.” Idris felt foolish as he finished his sentence.


The dragon cocked her head to one
side. “You are not wrong,” she told him. “There are certain emotions and
behaviors that correspond with specific elements. Those strong in wind can be
more decisive, while water makes others adaptable.”


“What about fire?” Idris inquired.


A hint of a smile played at the
corners of Calaris’s mouth. “Use your instincts and tell me what you think.”


Idris answered with the first thing
that came to his mind. “Love?”


The dragon nodded. “Yes. What
else?”


He gave it more earnest thought.
“Courage?”


“Good, Idris,” she encouraged.


“How about anger?” he asked, his
brow lowering.


Calaris nodded again. “Yes, every
element has both positive and negative potentials. This is important for every
Wielder to remember.”


A thought came to Idris as he
considered her words in relation to Hildar’s dagger. “Ambition is the fourth,
is it not?”


Calaris appraised him with approval
in her eyes. “Very good, indeed. There are four traits that are associated with
each pure element, and then there are several that are a mixture of two or more
elements—such as determination, which is fire and earth.”


Idris stared at the Firespring,
mesmerized by the flow of liquid rock in the center. “Why are you telling me
all of this?” he asked the dragon.


Calaris’s music voice became
solemn. “Hildar is attempting something very dangerous. She will not succeed if
she tries to accomplish it with the strength she knows.”


Idris’s eyes narrowed. “What do you
mean?”


“Hildar has a strength that she
chooses to ignore,” Calaris told him. “She will need to embrace it, or she will
fail. It is up to you to help her.”


He felt a flicker of anxiety. “What
is the strength?”


“You will know it when the time is
right,” the dragon assured him.


Idris could feel the dream fading
around him. His chest bloomed with panic. “But what if I do not? How will I
help her if I do not know what to do?”


“Just remember,” Calaris said in a
voice that was rapidly becoming distant, “she has a heart of fire, as do you.”











Chapter Thirty-Eight: The Forge


 


Idris awoke with anxiety still
clutching at his chest. The vision he had been given was burned into his memory
as if he had experienced it in the waking world. He laid on his back, staring
at the predawn sky. He still didn’t know what he was supposed to do to help
Hildar; only what would happen if he failed.


I see you have been visited by
Calaris again, Iona observed.


Yes, Idris answered
absently, his thoughts still focused on the dream.


Do not be daunted by the task
she gave you, advised Iona. It is probably simpler than she led you to
believe. She always had a flare for dramatic presentation.


A smile tugged at the corners of
Idris’s mouth. Were you not once part of her?


Yes, Iona acknowledged, which
means I am qualified to make such observations.


Idris’s amusement grew. One
might argue that anything you say about Calaris can also be applied to you.


One might say such things, Iona
retorted, if one wished to sound like a simple farmer.


Idris sat up with a quiet chuckle,
turning on his knees to roll up his bedding. Kurag had offered to keep watch
during the night, claiming that he never slept well anyway before forging. The
part-giant sat with his back to a tree, but Idris could see that he wasn’t
alone. Hildar sat next to the Forger, speaking to him in an urgent whisper. In
the semi-dark they easily could’ve been mistaken for an adult comforting a
small child.


Not wanting to seem like he was
trying to listen in on their private conversation, Idris made a show of
standing up to stoke the fire. He coaxed a flame out of the embers with some
kindling, then added wood to feed it. Idris figured that he might as well make
some breakfast for everyone, since he was already awake. He pulled out some of
their supplies to set to work.


Idris made a small pot of hot
porridge, then toasted some slices of bread. Aherin joined him shortly,
clapping him on the shoulder with a grin. “I have never had a lord make me
breakfast before,” he teased his friend.


“Take care that its refinement does
not overwhelm you,” Idris joked back.


Kurag accepted a bowl with a nod of
thanks. “This was thoughtful of you. We will all need the nourishment today.”


The group ate quickly, clearing up
the camp as soon as they were done. They took special care to hide any traces
of their presence, to minimize the risk of someone tracking them. They began
climbing up the mountain without ceremony, following Kurag’s lead. The first
few hours were relatively simple, enough so that they were able to ride their
horses without trouble. Eventually they came to a grassy meadow, where Kurag
motioned for them to stop.


“I suggest we leave the horses
here,” he said to everyone. “There is plenty for them to eat while they wait,
and our trail will become much more difficult soon.”


Cowan nodded. “Will they be safe?”


“Yes,” the Forger assured him.
“There are few predators in this area.”


The group continued on foot,
crossing the meadow to the upward incline on the other side. Kurag’s warning of
rough terrain came to fruition much sooner than Idris anticipated. He was soon
using his hands to keep steady, occasionally crawling over obstacles.


They rarely stopped for rest,
pushing through midday and into the afternoon. They ate cold rations as they
hiked, but Idris noticed that Hildar didn’t partake. She looked queasy enough
that he could imagine her disinterest in food.


“Not far now,” Kurag encouraged
them as the sun began to descend.


Idris crested a particularly
difficult stretch of the mountain, remaining on his knees to catch his breath.
He looked up in surprise, noticing that he sat on the edge of a valley shaped
like a bowl. In the center he saw the outcropping of rock that matched what he
had been shown in his dream. The Firespring was within sight.


“There it is,” Idris said,
pointing.


Kurag gave him a curious glance
before nodding. “Yes, there it is.”


The chill of the mountain air
evaporated as they descended. The radiating heat of the Wellspring was pleasant
at first, but Idris knew that would quickly change. By the time they reached
the bottom of the bowl, the atmosphere was hot and humid.


Aherin wiped his forehead with the
sleeve of his tunic. “Are we walking into a volcano?” he asked, half-joking.


“Yes,” Kurag answered seriously.


The attempted smile dropped off
Aherin’s face. “Oh.”


Idris soon found himself wishing
that he had the protection of the dream to shield him from the intense
temperature. His throat burned with the sweltering air he struggled to breathe.
When Kurag signaled the group to stop, Idris sighed in relief. They were close
enough to the Firespring that they could see the glow coming from inside the
shallow cavern that surrounded it. 


“Captain Cowan, I would suggest you
take Fenris no closer,” Kurag said. “Waiting here will still give you a
reasonable view of the reforging.”


Cowan inclined his head. “Very
well. Is there anything I can do for Hildar?”


“No,” Kurag answered soberly.


“I think I will stay here with the
captain,” Aherin said, looking fatigued by the heat.


Idris would have preferred to stay
as well, but Calaris’s words still rang in his thoughts. “I will go with you,
if you do not mind.”


“Why?” Hildar demanded in a harsh
voice.


Kurag’s tone was kinder as he shook
his head. “There is nothing you can do to help her once we begin.”


“I…would still like to,” Idris said
lamely.


“Are you so intent on seeing me
suffer?” Hildar hissed with a wild gleam in her eyes.


He returned her stare steadily.
“No, Savion, I am not.”


Hildar’s eyes widened, the gleam
disappearing in a blink. “I am sorry, Idris,” she exclaimed, tears welling up.


Idris rested a hand on her
shoulder. “I know when it is not you talking.”


Kurag nodded his approval. “Before
we go, you will need to remove your tunic, Idris.”


The young soldier felt rather
self-conscious standing in nothing but his leggings and boots, his body
gleaming with sweat, but he pushed the feeling aside. Kurag pulled out a jar of
thick paint, using it to draw runes on Idris’s chest and back.


“This should keep you from burning
too badly,” the Forger said after chanting for a few moments.


“What about Hildar?” Idris
inquired.


Kurag’s expression twitched. “She
will have different runes,” he muttered.


The remaining three walked toward
the cavern with the Wellspring. When they reached the crevice, Kurag motioned
for Idris to stop. “You will need to wait here,” he instructed. “Any closer and
you will be injured by the reforging.”


The cavern itself wasn’t large.
Idris would be able to see and communicate with the others without any trouble
from his position. He lowered himself to his knees, feeling weak from the
oppressive temperatures.


In spite of the unfavorable
physical conditions, Idris felt a blanket of peace cover his mind. It was the
same feeling he had experienced at the Wellspring in Marath, only stronger. He
connected personally with the Firespring, probably due to his relationship with
Iona. The partisan thrummed with the power that swirled through the air like
smoke.


“Are you ready?” Kurag asked
Hildar.


Hildar nodded, her lips pressed
tightly together. She handed Savion to the Forger then pulled off her own
tunic, leaving her covered by only a thin camisole. Kurag used the tip of the
dagger to scratch runes directly into Hildar’s skin, pressing only hard enough
to draw blood. “With your blood,” Kurag intoned, “you bind yourself to this
dagger, tying your souls together.”


The Forger began chanting in a
flowing rhythm, bobbing his head in time with the words. A vapor of angry red
light rose from the dagger, swirling once in the air before entering Hildar’s
body.


“A weapon of power has a body
stronger than fire,” Kurag thundered. “It need not be remade; for the flaws lie
not there, but in the soul of the weapon. I remove the soul of Savion, binding
it to Hildar’s body. There it shall be purified.”


Idris’s jaw dropped as he realized
what was happening. “No,” he shouted. “It will kill her!”


But it was too late.


Kurag began singing in an
unrecognizable language, bringing the runes he had placed in Hildar’s skin to
life. There was nothing beautiful about this song—a stark contrast to the
vision Idris had seen the night before. The notes were sharp, with searing
counter-melodies that seemed to come from a dozen throats. The echoing music pierced
Idris’s ears, filling his mind with pain.


The tone of the song shifted to a
spreading melody, bringing a flood of light from Hildar’s body. She was lifted
into the air, arms and legs spread wide, floating in a miniature galaxy of
thousands of lights.


There was a wide spectrum of color
among the tiny stars, ranging from a vibrant red to a deep violet. Kurag
stepped forward, studying the lights with a look of intense concentration on
his face. Idris wasn’t certain what the Forger was looking for, but a sense of
foreboding weighed his stomach down like a rock.


A long ribbon of fire rose out of
the Wellspring, moving through the air like a snake in water. Idris watched,
mesmerized, as the length of flame shot itself at one of the dots of light
surrounding Hildar. As soon as they touched, there was a small explosion of
sparks. It would have been a beautiful sight, only Hildar threw her head back
and screamed in agony.


Idris leapt to his feet. “Hildar,”
he shouted.


Kurag’s song called up more streams
of fire from the Wellspring, sending them hurtling toward the doomed stars. The
cavern trembled with Hildar’s shrieks.


“Please,” Idris called to the
Forger, “stop this! You are burning her soul!”


He knows what is happening,
Idris, Iona said softly. He warned Hildar of what she would have to
face.


“She would not have agreed if she
had really known,” he insisted, fighting against the urge to rush forward and
pull Hildar to safety.


You do not have the proper runes
to protect your body, Iona warned. The magic of the reforging will kill
you if you interfere.


Idris clutched at his hair, pacing
back and forth in erratic movements. “She is going to die,” he moaned.


Kurag is not a monster, the
partisan pointed out. He did not want to inflict this pain upon her, but
Hildar insisted. I am certain he told her exactly what would happen, but she
did not change her mind. She thought she would be strong enough to survive.


“She is not strong enough,”
Idris shouted. “No one is strong enough for something like this.”


Suddenly, the words Calaris spoke
in his vision returned to his mind. Hildar has a strength that she chooses
to ignore. She will need to embrace it, or she will fail. It is up to you to
help her.


“What strength?” he asked himself.
“What strength did she mean?”


Calaris would not have given you
this task without first sharing the knowledge that will help you succeed, urged
Iona. What else did she talk about? 


“She talked about elemental magic,”
Idris said, waving his arms frantically. “She did not say anything about
surviving something like this.”


Think, commanded the
partisan.


Idris searched his memory. “She
said that all living creatures have elemental magic within them.”


Yes?


Idris jerked to a stop, his eyes
widening. “Hildar has a heart of fire,” he exclaimed.


But what does that mean?


Calaris had told him that fire was
an element associated with four traits in humans. It stood to reason that
increasing those traits would strengthen the fire within Hildar, which included
her heart. The heart was the core of the human body. If her heart was strong,
the rest of her would be strengthened as well.


Idris’s mind worked hurriedly,
attempting to sort through the rush of thoughts. “Ambition or anger will not
help her here,” he muttered. “Courage has brought her this far, but it is not enough.”


What does that leave? Iona
prompted.


“Love,” Idris blurted. “The only
thing that can save her is love.”


Calaris’s words repeated in his
mind. Hildar has a strength she chooses to ignore…


Idris realized that the dragon had
been referring to love. Hildar was exactly the type of person to ignore
something like love. She would think it to be a weakness. In fact, Idris had
seen her do just that—push love away from her.


Idris’s breath caught in his
throat. He knew what he needed to do to save Hildar from losing her soul to the
fire of the purging.


“Hildar,” he shouted, straining his
voice. It was difficult to be heard over Kurag’s song and Hildar’s screams of
pain. “Hildar, think of Lennon.”


There was a slight pause in
Hildar’s tortured sobbing, which Idris took as encouragement that he was on the
right path.


“Think of Lennon,” he repeated
urgently. “Imagine that he is here with you. He could not take your pain away,
but he would hold you while you suffered. He would tell you how much he loves
you and promise that you are strong enough to endure this. You are
strong enough, Hildar. Lennon would not lie to you.”


Another ribbon of fire collided
with one of the lights surrounding Hildar’s body. However, this time, she did
not scream in pain. Her body jerked and her face clenched, but no sound escaped
her lips.


The halo of light surrounding
Hildar began to grow brighter. Her expression slowly smoothed into one of calm.
Some of the tiny stars orbiting around her winked out on their own, as if they
didn’t need the fire of the Wellspring to purge them away.


Kurag’s song started to shift as
well. The harsh notes transformed to ones of triumph, as if lauding Hildar’s
change of heart. The music took on the same tone as the one Idris had heard in
his vision the night before.


The galaxy of lights started to
swirl around Hildar, going faster and faster with each passing moment. Some of
the light separated itself from the rest, moving to circle the dagger in
Kurag’s hand. Then, with a sudden flare, they winked out, returning to the
bodies from whence they came.


Hildar collapsed onto the rocky
ground, unconscious. Kurag also fell to his knees, drained from the effort of
the reforging. Idris rushed to their side, scrambling to pull his partisan from
its holder. He grimaced from the intensified heat, breathing through clenched
teeth.


He used his weapon to gather
energy, just as his training had taught him, then he transferred it to Hildar.
She wasn’t able to receive it in the normal sense, but her breathing seemed to
steady after the glowing ball passed through her skin.


You are not a healer, Iona
said with amusement. 


I know, he responded
defensively. I just figured that it might help.


Perhaps, the partisan mused,
sounding unconvinced.


Kurag’s large hand rested on
Idris’s shoulder, applying pressure. “Thank you,” he breathed heavily. “You
saved her.”


Idris experienced a surge of anger
directed at the Forger. “Why did you go through with it if you thought it could
kill her?”


Kurag shook his head. “I told her
every step of the process, and she said she still wanted to do it. I knew she
had the strength to do it, but you were the one who told her how to bring that
strength out.”


Idris looked down at Hildar’s face.
She looked peaceful as she slept. “When will she wake?”


“Soon,” the Forger assured him.
“For now, let us leave this valley. Some cool air would do all of us good.”


Give me to the Forger, Iona
instructed.


Idris offered his partisan to
Kurag, which the part-giant accepted gratefully. He leaned on it as he got to
his feet, then used it to steady himself as he walked. Idris picked up Hildar,
cradling her in his arms like a child. 


He had no idea when they would know
if the reforging had been successful or what changes it would mean for his
friend. He just prayed that it would be worth the sacrifice he had seen Hildar
make that day.











Chapter Thirty-Nine: True Potential


 


Captain Cowan and Aherin were
waiting anxiously for their return. Idris had never seen the old soldier look
so discomfited. He rushed forward to meet them as soon as they had reached a
safe distance from the Wellspring.


“Is she alive?” Cowan demanded.


Idris nodded wearily. “Yes, she is
alive.”


“She will be fine,” Kurag assured
him. “She just needs to rest.”


Aherin’s eyes were wide as he
spoke. “I have never heard such screaming. It seemed something from a
nightmare.”


“It was not easy to watch,” Idris
admitted.


“Well, let us move to a safer
location,” Cowan said in a gruff tone. “Aherin, help Idris to carry Hildar.”


Aherin took her feet while Idris
held her under her arms. The climb out of the valley wasn’t steep, but it was
still difficult while carrying their companion. Once they had made it to the
trees and the fresh air, they carefully set her down on the ground.


Kurag knelt beside Hildar, placing
Savion in her unconscious hands. When Idris gave him a questioning look, the
Forger smiled. “They will help each other to heal.”


The rest of the group got
comfortable as they waited for Hildar to wake. Idris leaned toward Kurag. “How
are you doing?” he inquired quietly. “You must be exhausted.”


Kurag leaned back against a tree
trunk, closing his eyes. “I am tired,” he agreed, “but I am happy. It has been
many years since I have used my gifts in the way they were intended. I often
felt discontented with doing nothing more than hiding away.” A slow smile
spread across his face. “What I did today…my mother and father would have been
proud.”


Idris thought of Kurag’s mother in
his vision, with her eyes aglow as Kurag worked. “Yes, she would have,” he
murmured.


Kurag opened his eyes, turning them
to study the young man next to him. “You speak as though you knew her,” he
observed.


Idris really wasn’t sure the best
way to respond. Did it matter if he told Kurag about the visions he had seen
during this journey? He licked his lips nervously before deciding to plow
ahead. After all, if he couldn’t trust a Forger, then he couldn’t trust anyone
at all.


“I had a dream about you and your
mother,” Idris told him. “I saw you forging a sword named Settil.”


Kurag drew in his breath sharply.
“When did this vision happen?”


“Last night,” Idris answered. “The
forging song is the most beautiful thing I have ever heard.”


Kurag’s eyes grew misty. “Yes. Few
have been privileged to hear it. I do miss it…”


“After I saw you and your mother
forge the sword, Calaris appeared to speak to me,” Idris went on. “She was the
one who told me how to help Hildar.”


“Have you had such visions before?”
Kurag asked.


“Not often,” Idris replied, “but,
yes.”


“Interesting,” the Forger mused.


Idris suddenly felt a wave of concern.
“Is that unusual?”


Kurag quirked an eyebrow at him.
“Is it unusual to have visions from a dragon long dead? I would say so.”


“Even for Wielders?” he pursued.
“At the Wellspring in Marath we all had visions on the origins of our weapons.”


“Have you been in direct contact
with a Wellspring each time you have seen a vision?” Kurag countered.


“No,” admitted Idris.


Kurag shrugged. “Then that
particular example does not apply. I have heard of the spirits of the dead
visiting seers in dreams, but you are not a seer. It is most curious.”


Idris felt his heart beginning to
speed up. “What does it mean?”


Kurag rubbed his chin, staring at
the ground thoughtfully. “My mother always said that items of power had more
potential than we realized. Perhaps you will be the first Wielder to discover
some new aspect of that untapped potential.”


Idris found his thoughts hovering
around what he had seen occur between Hildar and Savion. “You do not think that
the dreams are a symptom of something wrong?”


“Do they feel wrong?” inquired
Kurag.


Idris thought back to his dreams,
assessing what he had felt when they happened. He had been confused initially,
but then amazed by what he was being shown. Also, there was the undeniable fact
that Calaris’s advice had saved Hildar’s life during the reforging. “No,” Idris
answered firmly. “They feel like a gift.”


The Forger nodded his approval.
“Then they are a gift.”


Did you really need a Forger to
tell you that? Iona asked wryly.


Idris shrugged off her teasing. It
gave him peace of mind to have someone as knowledgeable as Kurag assure him
that nothing was wrong.


On the other side of the
part-giant, Hildar began to stir. She pushed herself up on her elbows, gingerly
holding her head. “What happened?” she croaked.


“Lay back,” Kurag warned her as he
helped her to take a drink from a waterskin. “Let your body recover.”


Hildar looked down at the dagger in
her hand. Her eyes were a complex mixture of hope and disbelief. “Did…did we…?”


“You tell me,” Kurag urged.


Idris noticed that the dagger did
seem brighter than before. It gleamed as though it had only just been made.
Hildar ran her fingers over the surface, her mouth parted in an expression of
wonder. “He feels brand new,” she whispered.


“He is,” affirmed Kurag. “It is as
though you are his first master.”


“His past is gone,” she marveled.
“I can see to his core, and there is no hint of darkness.”


Idris frowned. “He cannot remember
anything?”


Hildar’s head tilted to the side.
“He knows who he is, and he knows who I am. He knows there is a past, but he
does not wish to know it.”


“How do you feel?” Kurag asked,
studying her face carefully.


Hildar crossed her hands over her
heart, searching within herself. Her voice caught as she spoke. “I feel free.”


Idris felt a lump forming in his
throat, too. Hildar’s face was positively beaming with joy and relief. He
hadn’t thought that he’d see a physical change in Hildar after the reforging,
but there was a tangible shadow around her that had finally been dispersed.


Cowan and Aherin moved closer, each
looking relieved to see Hildar awake. “Are there any injuries that need
tending?” asked Cowan.


Hildar shook her head. “No, sir. I
have a bit of a headache, but that is all. I think I will be strong enough to
walk in a few minutes.”


“You do not need to push yourself,”
Aherin told her. “We all could use the rest.”


“I want to get back to Marath as
soon as possible,” Hildar admitted. “I do not like that we have been away so
long.”


Cowan nodded in understanding. “We
will get there soon enough. I suggest we all sleep for a few hours, then
journey as far as we can tonight. If we push ourselves we can cross over into
the borders of Calaris in less than two days.”


Everyone nodded, moving to comply,
except for Idris. He remained seated next to Hildar, turning to speak to her in
a low voice. “How much do you remember?”


Hildar’s expression flickered. “I
remember pain…so much pain. It was not physical pain, but agony in my soul. I
wished my body would tear itself apart, because anything would have been better
than what I was feeling.”


Idris nodded slowly. He couldn’t
begin to understand what Hildar had been through, but his heart went out to
her. He had witnessed her suffering, even if he hadn’t felt it, and that gave
him a unique insight into what she had experienced.


“I remember your words,” she said,
looking over at him, “calling to me from the darkness.”


Idris couldn’t tell from her
expression how she felt about his interference. His gaze dropped to his hands
on his lap. “You were dying,” he told her. “Kurag and I could both see that.
I…”


Hildar reached over to take his
hand. It was a sisterly gesture, accompanied by a warm expression on her face.
“You saved me,” she smiled. “You helped me find the strength I needed to keep
going.”


A small sigh escaped Idris’s lips.
“I am glad.”


“I spent so many years pushing my
love for Lennon away from my heart,” Hildar murmured, almost as if to herself.
“I was afraid of what loving him would mean. I never would have used that love
if you had not prompted me.”


“It was not entirely my idea,”
Idris admitted modestly.


Hildar smiled again, but her eyes
had a distance look to them. She settled back against a nearby tree trunk,
folding her arms across her chest. Her dagger sat in her lap, glittering in the
dim light.


“What are you going to do now?”
Idris ventured.


Hildar’s lips pressed together.
“The reforging changed me just as much as it changed Savion. I embraced my love
for Lennon while passing through fire, and now it is seared into my soul. I can
never pretend it does not exist.”


“Would you want to pretend that?”
asked Idris.


She shook her head. “No. I just
hope that he can forgive me for how I have treated him all of these years.”


“He loves you,” Idris assured her.
“He will forgive you.”


“I will send word to the Dagmar
as soon as we reach Calaris, ordering them to sail back to Marath,” Hildar
resolved.


“That sounds like a good plan,” he
approved.


“In the meantime,” Hildar said,
picking up her dagger, “I have a lot of training to do.”


With a look of concentration,
Hildar gathered energy to her weapon. She formed the energy into the illusion
of a herd of tiny horses, as she had done during their training sessions with
Farah. Idris noticed that the color of Hildar’s glowing power had changed from
a deep red to lighter hue. It reminded Idris of the shades of rose that could
be seen in the sky as the sun began to rise.


“How is it?” he asked her lightly.


Hildar’s voice was filled with
amazement. “Wonderful,” she breathed. “I never imagined it would be so easy to
work with Savion.”


The fiery illusion disappeared as
Hildar let go. She ran her fingers over the surface of the blade, a smile of
anticipation on her face.


“Aherin and I will have to work
hard to keep up with you,” Idris observed.


“You can try,” Hildar grinned.


Idris chuckled as he moved away
from her side. He found a comfortable patch of ground where he could lay down
to sleep, closing his eyes immediately.


When Captain Cowan shook everyone
awake, the light of day was all but gone. They ate some dried rations as they
made their way down the mountain, back to where they had left their horses.
They had to move slower in the darkness, but Idris felt they kept a decent
pace.


Dawn was still a few hours away
when they reached the meadow where the horses were waiting. As they left the
cover of the trees, Cowan slowed to a stop. He held up his hand to indicate
that the others should do the same.


“What is it?” Kurag inquired.


Before the captain could speak, the
answer became apparent. Several shadows detached themselves from the trees on
the opposite end of the meadow, moving into the open. There were six of them,
all cloaked in black.


“Hunters,” Kurag hissed.


Fear gripped Idris’s heart. Even
though it was a smaller group of enemies, there was a significantly greater
sense of malice. Idris could tell that this was no ordinary group of Hunters.


“What do we do?” Aherin asked
Cowan.


The soldier sounded grim as he
answered. “We finish this once and for all.”











Chapter Forty: The Order of Tivan


 


The two opposing forces met in the
middle of the meadow. Idris gripped his partisan, trying to hide his anxiety.
Cowan appeared completely confident as he stepped forward to speak with the
Hunters.


“This needs to end,” the captain
announced. “We have accomplished what we came to do, so it is too late for you
to stop us. Now we just want to return to our homes.”


The foremost Hunter was a
surprisingly young man, with curly black hair and a thin mustache. He held in
his hand a short staff with elaborate carvings all along its surface. “I have
been sent by the holy leader of the Order of Tivan to purge the world of your
evil,” the young Hunter declared. “I care not for your intentions.”


“It seems to me that your leader is
more of a hypocrite than a holy man,” Kurag spoke up. He pointed to the staff
in the Hunter’s hand. “Or does he not know that you are using items made by
Forgers?”


The Hunter’s grip tightened. “This
scepter is a sacred item, given to the Order of Tivan to aid in its holy
purpose.”


“It was made by Forgers, not by
some deity,” Kurag spat. “I would not be surprised to find other Forger-made
items used by Hunters—namely, amulets that protect against magical attacks.”


Some of the Hunters in the back
shifted uncomfortably. “Enough,” shouted the leader. “You are trying to shake
our faith, but it will not work. We are Cleansers, the most dedicated of all.
Our only purpose is to rid the world of your taint.”


“How can you be so blind to the
truth?” demanded Kurag. “You know that you used Forger-made items, so
you know that not all of them are evil. How can you still pursue us when we
have done nothing wrong?”


Instead of becoming angrier, the
young Hunter lost all emotion on his face. He took a deep breath, speaking in
monotone. “We are Cleansers, the most dedicated of all. Our only purpose is to
rid the world of your taint.”


Taking their cue from their
leader’s words, the Hunters slowly began to fan out. Idris and his companions
automatically mirrored their actions, watching their enemies warily. The only
two figures to remain stationary were Captain Cowan and the lead Hunter. Idris
reached up to remove the cloth that covered the head of his partisan, tucking
the fabric into his belt.


Idris found himself standing
opposite to a Hunter holding a curved saber. He was a middle-aged man with
matted hair and a crazed look in his eyes. He wasn’t much shorter than Idris,
but he seemed smaller due to his slight build. Idris nodded with resolve,
sizing up his opponent.


With a sudden movement, Cowan
twirled his bo staff into an offensive stance. He made a jabbing motion at the
ground at the Hunters’ feet, where Idris expected to see a bolt of lightning
explode. Instead, the scepter in the lead Hunter’s hand flashed with light,
nullifying Cowan’s attack.


There was a moment of stunned
silence as every member of the Royal Guard stared at their captain. It was bad
enough that they could not use their weapons to use direct magical attacks, but
now this scepter appeared to block any use of magic at all. 


Can you still fight? Idris
asked Iona anxiously.


In response, a faint glow danced
along the length of the partisan. It appears that the scepter must be
directed at a specific enemy, Iona observed. However, I can still feel a
radiating effect from it. I feel much weaker than normal.


Idris’s expression became grim. I
guess that means we should keep our distance from that Hunter, he
responded.


Captain Cowan tightened his grip on
his weapon, rushing forward with a savage yell. His determined attack spurred
everyone else into motion. The Hunter with the saber charged directly at Idris,
closing the distance between them in mere seconds.


Taking courage from the glow of his
partisan, Idris attempted to send a ball of fire at the feet of his opponent.
But before the energy could take form, the light flickered out.


I am sorry, Idris, gasped
Iona. My strength is being sapped.


Idris didn’t have time to reply.
The saber-wielding Hunter was upon him, thrusting the blade toward Idris’s
abdomen. Idris stumbled backward, bringing his polearm up to deflect the blows.
He was barely able to keep to his feet as he defended himself.


The Hunter changed his method of
attack, sweeping the saber up and down in slashing motions. He moved with a
fluid sort of grace, attacking so quickly that Idris could barely keep up with
him. 


Idris had to use the length of his
partisan to protect his body from harm. His eyes darted to follow the path of
the saber’s blade, trying to anticipate his enemy’s next move. The Hunter made
as if to slash downward again, so Idris shifted his partisan into position.
With a quick shift in his footing, the Hunter changed his attack to a thrust,
burying the tip of his sword into Idris’s shoulder.


A cry of pain escaped Idris’s lips
as he fell backwards, wrenching himself free. The Hunter started to press the
attack, but a fiery arrow suddenly pierced the air between them. The Hunter
wheeled to a stop with a surprised expression on his face.


Idris’s gaze whipped around to the
source of the arrow, seeing Aherin standing at a distance. His friend must’ve
come to the same conclusion that distance from the scepter was vital. Aherin
had positioned himself at the edge of the meadow, where he could fire magical
arrows at the Hunters from afar. The flames extinguished if they came too near
a Hunter, but it provided distractions that the Royal Guards were able to
exploit.


Idris rolled to get to his feet,
getting into position before the Hunter recovered. He brought his partisan to
bear, lunging forward with a counterattack. He moved the head of his polearm in
tight circles, attempting to knock the saber aside and get past the Hunter’s
defense. However, the Hunter’s reflexes were too quick for Idris to succeed.


He is faster than you, Iona
pointed out. You need to do something unexpected.


Acting on instinct, Idris planted
the end of his partisan in the ground, using the weapon to vault through the
air. A heavy kick made contact with the Hunter’s sternum, sending him flying
backward. Idris hit the ground running, flinging his partisan forward to stab
the Hunter just above the collarbone.


The Hunter howled, staying on the
ground to cradle his injury. Idris considered wounding the man again to insure
that he would be removed from the fight, but a bellowing roar behind Idris
pulled his attention away.


He whipped around, gripping his
partisan. Only a few yards away, Kurag was being maneuvered away from the Royal
Guards by two Hunters with halberds. The Forger was swinging a tree branch like
a club, but the Hunters kept out of his range.


Idris gathered as much energy to
his partisan as he could manage—which was still less than normal, due to the
scepter’s presence—sending a series of fiery balls flying through the air at
the Hunters harrying Kurag. They were little more than sparking blobs of light
by the time they reached their destination, proving to be less of a distraction
than Idris had hoped. 


He was about to try again, when a
slight rustle behind him caught his attention. Idris spun back around, just in
time to block the swinging saber of the Hunter behind him. The man ignored his
bleeding shoulder, clearly not as bothered by it as he had led Idris to
believe. The Hunter rained blows down on Idris, his sword whistling as it
sailed through the air. Idris could barely keep up with the speed of the man’s
attacks, retreating with each parry.


Idris’s mind raced, attempting to
form some sort of strategy to help him gain an advantage over his enemy. Help
me, he pled with Iona.


You do not need my help this
time around, Iona replied, sounding strangely amused.


Idris was about to demand an
explanation, when a dark figure rose up behind the Hunter. A lithe arm reached
around the Hunter’s neck, holding him tightly while the other hand drove a
jeweled dagger between his ribs. The Hunter dropped to the ground, leaving
Hildar standing alone.


“You saved my life,” he gasped at
her.


“For a second time,” she pointed
out. “I also saved you from the assassins when you were trying to protect the
king.”


Idris gave a wheezing laugh. “I
suppose you are right.”


Hildar made an impatient motion
with her hand. “Enough talking. There are still four more Hunters that need to
be stopped.”


She melted away into the darkness,
using stealth as her weapon against their enemies. Idris turned to appraise the
situation of his companions. Kurag had moved into a more favorable position,
while Cowan’s fight was quickly becoming precarious.


The leader of the Hunters held the
scepter in his left hand, using it as a sort of shield. In his right hand he
wielded a short sword, which flicked through the air like a tongue of steel.
There was something odd in the way Cowan fought the young man. His movements
were sluggish, as if Fenris wasn’t the only one being drained by the scepter.


A flaming arrow streaked by, once
again drawing Idris’s attention to Aherin’s position. Idris’s gaze shifted just
in time to see his friend fall under the blow of a Hunter’s mace. Idris
sprinted across the meadow, shouting as loud as his lungs were able.


The Hunter, who had been poised to
wound Aherin further, turned instead to meet Idris’s charge. Their weapons had
barely met when a third figure appeared, revealing to Idris that he hadn’t been
the only one to rush to Aherin’s aid.


Hildar slid across the ground,
hamstringing the Hunter with her dagger as she passed. A sharp jab to the face
with the end of Idris’s partisan eliminated yet another of the Hunters from the
battle.


“How are you moving so fast?” Idris
demanded.


Hildar merely smiled as she hurried
on to Kurag’s side. The Forger made sweeping motions with his makeshift club,
forcing his two opponents to duck out of the way. This allowed Hildar to
approach them unnoticed. She engaged the Hunter closest to her, grappling with
a surprising amount of strength.


Idris’s attention shifted to
Captain Cowan and the leader of the Hunters. The young man was approaching the
old soldier, who had fallen to his knees at some point. Instead of delivering a
fatal blow with the short sword, the Hunter chose to use the scepter to beat
Cowan senseless.


Idris’s feet flew across the meadow
to where Cowan had collapsed. He was hardly aware that he had started running.
His only thoughts were focused on causing as much pain to that lead Hunter as
possible.


As Idris drew near to the man with
the scepter, a strange sensation swept through his body. It was as if all of
the vitality within Idris was being wiped away with an invisible hand. He found
himself staggering instead of running, barely able to keep himself from falling
to the ground.


The Hunter watched him approach
with an expression of derision on his youthful face. “I am Rue of the holy
Order of Tivan,” he declared. “I cannot be thwarted by the pitiful efforts of
an evilmonger such as you.”


Idris used every bit of strength he
could muster to swing his partisan at the Hunter. The young man blocked the
attack with his short sword, stabbing Idris in the thigh in what was almost an
afterthought. Idris buckled, landing hard on his knees. He clutched his
injuries, which seemed to burn more than before.


“I was born for this,” the Hunter
named Rue screamed. “I am destined to be Tivan’s Blade, driving into the heart
of darkness!”


Idris gritted his teeth, looking up
into Rue’s blazing eyes. He thought back to the moment he had faced the
assassins with their corrupted weapons of power. Idris could remember every
detail vividly, especially the feeling of cleansing fire as it had burned the
dark creations out of existence. He slowly shook his head. “You will never know
what it truly feels like to purge the world of darkness.”


The Hunter’s face grew strickened.
“How dare you…”


Idris’s voice grew louder. “You
could be a force for good, but you are too arrogant to admit that your
predecessors were wrong in their beliefs.”


Rue continued to sputter, but Idris
overrode him. “I have felt a fire that you will never experience. I have seen
purity that you will never know.”


The words strengthened Idris, for
he knew they were true. He climbed to his feet, holding Iona before him like a
staff. The memory of destroying the corrupted weapons was so strong that Idris
could feel the sensations all over again, building within him. The scepter in
the Hunter’s hand was not enough to suppress it completely.


“Idris,” a voice called from a
distance.


He looked over to see Hildar,
standing with her dagger aglow. She formed the energy of her weapon into a
ball, sending it hurtling toward Idris. He used his partisan to receive it,
just as he had learned in his training.


Idris expected the energy to
disappear, just as his own had when coming under the influence of the Hunter’s
scepter. To his surprise, he could feel Iona flare to life with the shared
power. 


The partisan burst into flames,
shining bright in the pre-dawn light. Swirls of golden energy danced around
Idris, filling him with the certainty of purpose he had felt only once before.
He knew that the energy would not last long in the presence of the Hunter’s
scepter, so he acted without hesitation.


Idris pointed his partisan at the
scepter with a ringing command, “Purify!”


The amount of light that burst from
Iona was not as strong as it had been before, but it still sang with the echoes
of Calaris’s voice. The bright beam collided with the scepter, filling the
meadow with the sound of an unearthly shriek. The Hunter also cried out,
dropping everything to press his palms over his ears. 


When the light winked out, Idris
could see that the scepter was not burned from existence. Regardless, he knew
that it had been destroyed all the same.


The lead Hunter stared at the
ruined weapon with a haunted expression in his eyes. He reached under his tunic
to pull out a pendant worn around his neck. With a look of concentration, he
activated the talisman’s magic. Energy circled him for a brief moment before
the Hunter vanished from sight.


The remaining Hunters stared at the
empty space where their leader had been, looking completely dumbfounded. Then,
without any attempt at dignity, they turned and ran away from the Royal Guards.


 


 


 











Chapter Forty-One: Farewell


 


The silence in the meadow seemed
crushing after the clamor of the battle. Idris’s heavy breathing seemed like a
torrential wind to his ears. He leaned heavily on his partisan, wiping the
sweat that trickled down to his eyes.


Idris saw Aherin stagger toward
them from where he had fallen at the edge of the meadow. His head was bleeding,
but he didn’t seem injured otherwise. Idris felt a fleeting wave of relief
seeing that his friend was safe.


Kurag stepped over the broken
scepter, stumbling to reach Captain Cowan. The old soldier had turned a ghostly
white from his loss of blood. Idris and the others also hurried forward to help
in any way they could.


Cowan was bleeding from several deep
stab wounds, one particularly worrisome one located on his neck. The captain’s
chest had a long slash that ran diagonally from shoulder to waist. Idris stared
at his mentor with wide eyes. “Is there anything we can do?” he whispered.


Kurag pulled out a long bandage and
a piece of charcoal, writing runes on it with a trembling hand.
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He wrapped it around Cowan’s chest,
tying it over the heart. He began singing in an urgent sort of way, using words
that Idris didn’t recognize. Kurag then began binding Cowan’s wounds with
bandages marked with the rune for healing.
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The Forger worked quickly, moving
with expert efficiency. However, Cowan’s pallor didn’t seem to improve at all.
The old soldier shook his head with some effort. “It is too late for me,” he
croaked. “I can feel it. My soul is departing this body.”


“You must keep fighting,” Kurag
urged him.


“Idris,” Cowan gasped, sputtering
on his own blood, “I want you to carry Fenris back to King Nikolas. Tell him…my
debt…is…repaid…”


Kurag chanted forcefully, causing
the runes to glow with power. In spite of his efforts, Cowan’s eyes slid
closed, never to open again.


The three young members of the
Royal Guard stared at their leader. The disbelief that Idris felt was mirrored
in the faces of his friends. Cowan had seemed like a constant—a fact of life
that simply couldn’t be changed. What were they going to do now that he was
gone?


Kurag mechanically turned his
medical attentions from the captain to the younger members of the Royal Guard,
binding their wounds with care.


“He deserves a Wielder’s pyre,”
Kurag murmured, his voice gruff with emotion.


Idris’s bewildered gaze shifted to
the Forger. “What is a Wielder’s pyre?”


Kurag frowned. “Do they not observe
such ceremonies in Calaris anymore?”


“I do not know,” Idris stammered.
“I have never attended the funeral of a Royal Guard.”


His answer seemed to satisfy Kurag,
who nodded briefly. “I will show you how. It would be best to do it here,
rather than carry the body back to Marath.”


Aherin bit his lower lip. “Would it
be right to honor Cowan without the rest of the Royal Guards? I am certain they
would want to take part.”


“I am sure you are right,” Kurag
assented, “but we must also remember that the Hunters will be pursuing us. We
must move quickly.”


Hildar spoke in a consoling tone.
“We can still have a memorial service after we get back to Marath.”


Aherin nodded. “What should we do
for the pyre?”


Kurag traced a rectangle in the
dirt of the meadow, large enough for a man of Cowan’s size. “We will need
enough wood, to begin with.”


Idris and Aherin took on that task,
combing the nearby woods for fallen branches. Hildar helped Kurag to prepare
Captain Cowan’s body, washing away the blood and dirt from his face. The sun
had well risen by the time the pyre had been built to Kurag’s satisfaction. It
stood as high as Idris’s waist, with curious symbols carved on the top four
corners.


“Are these runes?” Hildar asked.


Kurag shook his head. “No, they are
from an ancient language. Each represents one of the four main traits of the
lightning element.”


Hildar and Aherin looked mystified
by his statement, but Idris knew exactly what he meant. He had the advantage of
his previous conversation with the dragon Calaris to give him the background
knowledge he needed.


“What are they?” Idris inquired,
curious.


Kurag pointed to each in turn.
“Vitality, evanescence, intelligence, volatility.”


Idris studied the marks eagerly.
“Do you know the elements in every trait? Or just the main four traits of each
element?”


Kurag gave him a measuring look.
“It is important for a Forger to understand how elements react with one
another. That knowledge works hand-in-hand with rune magic.”


Idris dearly wanted to learn more,
but a gesture from Kurag indicated that the conversation was over—for the
moment, at least. With great respect, Cowan’s body was lifted onto the pyre.
His hands were laid on his chest, with his eyes peacefully closed.


The young members of the Royal
Guard exchanged uncertain glances, but Kurag didn’t appear to expect them to do
anything other than stand back. The Forger closed his eyes and began to sing in
his deep, rich voice.


 


From
sun to sun, from moon to moon,


The
Wielders watch, the Wielders guard.


Their
season passes all too soon,


For
those who serve the Jenerard.


 


When
first the call came for those to serve,


Many
hearts yearned for power untold.


But
few hearts had both strength and nerve


To
turn away glory and gold.


 


From
sun to sun, from moon to moon,


The
Wielders watch, the Wielders guard.


Their
season passes all too soon,


For
those who serve the Jenerard.


 


Only
those whose path is true,


Only
those with intentions pure,


May
stand among the chosen few


And
enter through Jenerard’s door.


 


The music lingered in the air long
after Kurag ceased singing. Idris could feel the weight of sorrow on his heart,
and yet, the song left him feeling hopeful. Several questions passed through
his mind—he wanted to know more about what the words meant. He set aside his
natural curiosity, making a mental note to ask Kurag at a later time.


“Since there are only three of
you,” Kurag said, “Aherin and Hildar will stand on either side of the pyre,
near Cowan’s feet. Idris, you will stand at his head with Fenris.”


Idris walked over to where Cowan’s
bo staff rested, picking it up reverently. He took his place at the top of the
pyre, his vision blurring as he looked down at his leader. A strange sensation
tingled along Idris’s arm, as if something pulled Fenris closer to his master.
Without knowing why, Idris set the staff next to Cowan on the pyre.


Kurag nodded his approval, a sad
smile on his face. “Use your weapons to call forth fire,” he instructed.


Idris connected to Iona, feeling
the energy that made up the core of her being. The length of the partisan burst
into flames, dancing along the surface. He tipped the blade of his weapon
forward to touch the kindling at the base of the pyre.


The fire steadily grew, eventually
forcing Idris to take a step backward from the heat. With a sudden surge of
misgiving, Idris watched Cowan’s weapon through the flames. Would he be
responsible for destroying a priceless item from the king’s treasury?


Do not be a fool, farmer, Iona
reprimanded him. It takes more than fire to destroy such a weapon. You
should know that better than most.


Idris did feel rather silly after
being reminded. Once the anxiety faded, he found his thoughts becoming
surprisingly serene. He looked at the golden staff lying next to Cowan’s
remains. The flames that were transforming the old soldier were also, in a
sense, seeing Fenris to the next stage of his existence. The weapon would shift
into a sort of dream state, waiting for a new master to come along.


That is not what happened to me,
Iona argued. 


Idris raised his eyebrows. You
remember the passage of time after Marlais left you with Lyndham?


Well, no, the partisan
admitted. I mean, I remember some of it. Then it was just…darkness as I
waited.


You did not realize how long
Marlais had been gone when we first spoke, Idris pointed out. 


I suppose I was in a bit of a
daze until you found me, Iona finally acknowledged.


At least Fenris will have that
to numb some of the pain of losing Cowan, Idris thought in a subdued
manner.


Iona’s emotions flared, as they
often did when she thought about Marlais. Nothing will ever take that pain
away.


It took a few hours for the pyre to
burn out. To Idris, the time seemed to pass quickly. He was startled when Kurag
placed a hand on his shoulder. “Fetch Fenris from the ashes. Take care not to
burn your hand.”


Idris pulled a bandage from his
medical kit, wrapping it around his hand several times. He picked up the bo
staff from the remains of the pyre, surprised to find that the weapon seemed
heavier than before.


The surface of the weapon was hot,
but not unbearably so. His hand mostly needed protection from the glowing
embers. Kurag pulled out Cowan’s cloak from his saddlebag, spreading it out on
the ground.


“Wrap Fenris in this,” the Forger
told Idris. “He should not be carried out in the open until he has a new
master.”


Idris obeyed without question. Deep
down he understood that it was the most respectful way to transport Cowan’s
weapon back to the Treasury. 


After the staff was covered and
tied to the saddle of Cowan’s horse, Idris pulled the length of cloth from his
belt to wrap around the head of his partisan. He didn’t think there would be
anyone to gawk at his jeweled weapon in the mountains, but he thought it better
to be safe.


“What do we do now?” Hildar asked
quietly.


Kurag sighed, turning to face west.
“Two days in that direction we can cross over into Calaris and find a city
called Javyln. It seems the most logical destination for now.”


The young members of the Royal
Guards all nodded their agreement. Two days would also give them time to clear
their heads. They needed to form a plan now that they were without a leader to
guide them.


Idris mounted his horse, tying the
reins to Cowan’s horse to his saddle. He adjusted the weapon holder on his back
before turning one last glance at the smoking remains of the pyre.


“Goodbye,” Idris whispered as they
rode out of the meadow.











Chapter Forty-Two: Javyln


 


The trek over the mountains wasn’t
an easy one. The terrain was uncertain for their horses, forcing them to lead
the animals at a slower pace. Idris sank into a gloom as he trudged along, not
feeling inclined to talk to any of his companions. The others seemed to feel
the same, making it a silent journey.


The first words Idris heard during
the two day journey were spoken by Aherin. “Are there no guards patrolling the
border to Calaris?”


Idris looked up to see King
Nikolas’s standard fluttering on a tall monolith that marked the separation
between the two kingdoms. He, like Aherin, noted that there were no soldiers in
sight to guard the border.


“They do,” Hildar answered in a
subdued tone, “but few people come this way. The soldiers must patrol at longer
intervals.”


“How long until we reach the city?”
Idris inquired.


“Only a few more hours, I believe,”
answered Kurag.


The path they followed turned into
a slow decline, making it much easier to travel. It also began to change from a
rocky hunting trail to a well-worn road, making it so they could mount their
horses once more.


Idris kept glancing back at the
horse that was tied to his own, half expecting to see Captain Cowan riding
there. It was strange that he had known the old soldier for less than a year,
and yet he couldn’t imagine the Royal Guard without him. It felt wrong to be
going back to Marath without him.


The group rode around an
outcropping of rock, suddenly coming into view of a city below. Javyln was
filled with buildings that seemed natural outgrowths of the mountain itself.
The spires were made of blocks of dark stone, with trimming of polished wood
around the windows. Beautifully kept gardens lined every street, while the shop
fronts cultivated creeping vines that bloomed with flowers.


The travelers entered through a
residential area, where the homes were mostly made of wood. Every yard had a
neat little garden to raise vegetables, with the occasional fruit tree in the
corner. Some of the houses had beehives to cultivate honey, while others had
looms set out in a sunny patch. All in all, it was a picture of domestic bliss
that soothed Idris’s weary heart. He was glad to be back in Calaris again.


Women cast curious looks their way
as they rode toward the center of the city. Children stopped their games to
openly stare. One toddler pointed at Kurag, whispering loudly, “A giant!” Kurag
smiled at the small boy, waving his long fingers in a friendly gesture. 


The houses gave way to shops, which
was a much busier part of the city. Hildar tapped one merchant on the shoulder,
speaking in a polite voice. “Excuse me, which way to Prince Cyril’s council?”


The man gave Hildar a quick glance,
taking in her aristocratic coloring. He appeared puzzled by her ragged
appearance, but he decided to err on the side of caution. “That way, m’lady,”
he answered, pointing down a road that led north.


She thanked him, leading the group
down the street indicated. Idris moved his horse alongside Hildar’s. “Who is
Prince Cyril?”


Hildar’s expression turned incredulous.
“Are you making a joke?” she demanded.


Idris’s face flushed. “No,” he
muttered.


He expected her to make some
comment on his ignorance, but instead she simply shook her head. “Prince Cyril
is the half-brother to King Nikolas.”


Idris’s eyebrows shot up. “King
Nikolas has a brother?”


“Half-brother,” she corrected. “He
is the son of King Lukas and the dowager Queen Fayren. He was born when King
Nikolas was eighteen years old.”


Idris searched his memory for all
of the stories he had ever heard from his parents about King Nikolas the Bold.
He couldn’t remember a single mention of any siblings, half or otherwise. “When
did Queen Roana die?” he asked.


“King Nikolas was sixteen,” Hildar
told him. “King Lukas married Lady Fayren the following year, and Prince Cyril
was born the year after that. When King Lukas passed away, King Nikolas sent
the dowager queen and her son to live here in Javyln.”


“Why?” frowned Idris.


“Lady Fayren’s father is the Duke
of the Mountains Province,” replied Hildar. “This city is the home of the
duke.”


Idris shook his head, still not
understanding. “But why did King Nikolas send them away?”


Hildar shrugged. “You would have to
ask the king.”


“I am more interested in why you
are leading us to this Prince Cyril right now,” commented Kurag.


Hildar pushed back a lock of
chestnut hair that fluttered across her face. “Prince Cyril can send word to
King Nikolas ahead of us, reporting what has happened on our journey. He can
also provide us with fresh horses and supplies.”


Aherin nodded fervently. “I would
appreciate some fresh food.”


The building that housed the
prince’s council was a square structure made of glimmering white stone. A
single spire rose out of the top, composed of multi-colored glass that glinted
in the sunlight. Idris stared at it admiringly as they approached.


The entrance was flanked by two
soldiers who wore the same blue uniforms as the palace guards in Marath. Aherin
caught Idris’s expression of surprise, answering his unasked question with a
small smile. “King Nikolas always assigns members of the palace guard to
protect royal residences.”


“I thought this was a council
building,” Idris said, furrowing his brow.


“It is,” acknowledged Hildar, “but
Prince Cyril’s family lives in the upper floors.”


The two palace guards signaled the
travelers to halt, which they did. Idris followed Hildar’s suit, dismounting
his horse. Hildar squared her shoulders, speaking with the dignity and
authority that she had been taught since birth. “We are members of the Royal
Guard, returned from a long journey. We request an audience with Prince Cyril’s
council.”


The two soldiers exchanged
perplexed glances. Idris could understand their hesitation. The travelers were
dressed in simple brown clothing, their weapons were covered, and they were
dirty from their passage over the mountains. They didn’t look anything like
respectable soldiers, let alone Royal Guards.


Idris stepped forward, unwrapping
the cloth that covered the head of his partisan. He held out the weapon to the
guards. “Take this to the council as proof of our words.”


The foremost soldier accepted the
polearm reverently. “I will pass along your message immediately, sir.”


Idris tried to keep his expression
calm, but a strange mixture of shock and delight danced through his abdomen. No
one had ever called him ‘sir’ before. His chest puffed slightly as the soldier
turned to enter the building.


Aherin nudged him, whispering in
his ear. “Do you think it was wise to hand over your weapon like that?”


“They would not have agreed to our
request otherwise,” Idris muttered back. “Besides, I can call Iona to me, if
needed.”


The palace guard reappeared
shortly. “The council will meet with you immediately.”


They were led through the entrance,
past a small waiting area, then into a wide chamber. The ceiling opened up into
the colorful spire, filling the room with multi-hued light. A half-circle of five
ornate chairs were placed at the far end of the room, with figures seated in
each one.


The center chair was occupied by a
man in his mid-thirties. He had light brown hair that just brushed the tops of
his shoulders, combed smooth and straight. He wore a black silk robe,
elaborately embroidered with gold thread. He was free of any other adornment,
other than a simple golden circlet resting on his brow. Idris assumed him to be
Prince Cyril.


Idris tried to find some
resemblance between the prince and his half-brother, but Cyril clearly favored
his mother, who sat to his right. The dowager queen also wore black, but with
no embellishments. Her brown hair was tied back with a ribbon of mourning, as
was custom among the nobility. Idris didn’t know how long a woman of her rank
was expected to mourn the death of her husband, but it surprised him to see her
thus attired. It had been more than fifteen years since King Lukas had passed
away.


The man to Prince Cyril’s left must
have been the Duke of the Mountains Province. He also bore the strong family
resemblance mirrored in his daughter and grandson. His robe was made of sky
blue silk, embroidered in silver. His slender hands bore several heavy rings,
and he wore a gold chain and pendant around his neck. He was the one who held
Idris’s partisan, stroking the weapon with the tips of his fingers.


The two men on the outer chairs
were no one that Idris had reason to recognize. He dismissed them as counselors
to the duke and the prince. Hildar came to a stop a few yards away from the
half-circle of chairs. She bowed respectfully, followed by the others.


“I thank you for granting us
audience, honored council,” Hildar spoke clearly. “I am Hildar, daughter of
Lord Wythe, Duke of the Hazelwood Province. I serve as a member of King
Nikolas’s Royal Guard, bearing the dagger Savion.”


“Yes,” murmured the dowager, “I
thought you looked familiar. I have not seen you since you were a child.”


The duke seemed completely
uninterested with what Hildar said. He held up Iona, speaking in a clipped
tone. “Who is the bearer of the weapon of Marlais Dragonspear?”


Idris’s mouth worked silently for a
moment. “I am,” he stammered.


The duke’s intense brown eyes fixed
on him, studying him with a stony expression on his face. He asked no other
questions, but his unbroken stare caused Idris to shift uncomfortably. The
young man was grateful when Prince Cyril addressed them.


“My brother’s personal guards are
always welcome, of course,” he said in a voice that was surprisingly soft, “but
what brings you to Javyln?”


“We are just returned from a long
journey,” Hildar explained. “We humbly request the service of one of your
messengers to send a report to the king ahead of us. We also ask for fresh
horses and supplies to help us to return to Marath speedily.”


Prince Cyril tapped his lips with
the tip of his forefinger. He considered her words carefully, as though she had
asked for something complicated. “I will grant your request,” he said finally.
“More than that, I will join you on your journey to Marath with a small company
of my soldiers.”


Hildar’s eyebrows twitched, but her
expression didn’t otherwise betray her surprise. “That is very generous of you,
your highness.”


The dowager queen laid a gentle
hand on her son’s arm. “Are you certain that is wise?”


“It has been too long since I have
spoken to my brother,” Cyril declared. “Fate has delivered me this opportunity,
and I shall not waste it.”


The matter appeared to be closed to
discussion. The young Royal Guards were dismissed with a careless wave of the
prince’s hand. Idris stayed in place, looking distinctly uncomfortable. His
eyes darted between the Duke of the Mountains Province and the partisan in his
hand.


Prince Cyril took note of the
situation, turning to the duke with an air of deference. “Grandfather?”


The duke sighed softly, passing the
weapon to the counselor on his left. The man stood to bring the partisan to
Idris, giving it to the young soldier with a respectful nod. Idris experienced
a powerful surge of relief as his hands closed around the polearm.


Perhaps that will teach to you
pause before you hand me over to a stranger, Iona reprimanded.


Never again, Idris silently
swore.


Their horses were waiting for them
just outside of the council building, where they had been left. Aherin turned
to Hildar, who seemed to be in charge for the moment. “What do we do now?”


Hildar sighed, looking slightly
frustrated. “We find an inn and wait for Prince Cyril to summon us.”


“Is this not what you wanted?”
Idris asked.


“I did not expect him to come with
us,” Hildar explained. “He has not left Javyln in years.”


“Will it delay our arrival in
Marath?” questioned Aherin.


“Not significantly,” Hildar
grumbled, still looking unhappy.


They led their horses down the
street, stopping at the first inn they passed. A young groom took their horses,
promising to bring the saddlebags to their rooms. Idris untied Fenris from
Cowan’s saddle, not wishing anyone else to touch the weapon. Before they could
walk into the building, Kurag placed a restraining hand on Hildar’s shoulder.


“I will not be joining you, young
friend,” he said quietly.


Hildar’s eyes widened. “What do you
mean?”


“My greatest concern was seeing you
safely home,” the Forger told them, “but I know that you will be safe in the
company of Prince Cyril. Knowing this, there is something else that calls me to
action.”


“Where are you going?” Idris asked.


“Tannin,” Kurag answered. 


Aherin nodded in understanding.
“Because of what the Roshumin soldiers said about the cliff dwellers?”


Kurag inclined his head. “If there
are other surviving Forgers, I must find them. I do not wish to be alone
anymore.”


Hildar tried to blink away the
tears that were forming in her eyes. “You cannot go alone. Why not wait until
we can go with you?”


Kurag gave her a fatherly smile.
“You serve King Nikolas. You will never be at leisure to come on such a journey
with me.”


Hildar didn’t look ready to give up
just yet. “What about the Hunters? They are still out there, searching for
you.”


“All the more reason for me to find
others of my kind,” replied Kurag. “They need to be warned of the continuing
danger.”


Hildar opened her mouth to argue,
but the Forger stopped her with a loving embrace. “You pulled me from the
darkness of solitude,” he told her. “You returned me to my purpose.”


“You saved my soul,” Hildar sobbed
into his shoulder. “Please do not go.”


“Such an experience binds hearts
together,” Kurag told her. “We will never truly be apart.”


Hildar held him tighter, scowling.
“I do not find that very comforting.”


Kurag chuckled. “You will when I
have left. Now, little friend, tell me the promises you have made to yourself
so I will know what your future holds.”


Hildar’s startled expression slowly
changed as understanding filled her hazel eyes. “I have promised myself I will
send a message to Acko, instructing my ship to return to Marath.”


Kurag nodded, as if expecting that
answer. “Yes,” he prompted.


Hildar’s voice faltered for a
moment, but then strengthened with determination. “I have promised myself that
when I see Lennon again I will tell him that I love him. I will declare it to
my father and mother and anyone else who cares to listen.”


A wide grin spread across Kurag’s
face. “That is good, my child. That is exactly what I hoped to hear.”


The Forger kissed Hildar on the
forehead, then stepped back. He shook hands with Idris and Aherin, clapping
them on the shoulder. “Please take care of my little one,” he urged them.


“I do not need them to watch
over me,” Hildar protested.


Kurag merely laughed as he turned
away. “I will see you again,” he promised.


The young Royal Guards watched him
walk down the street, slowly disappearing from view. A forlorn atmosphere
settled over them. They glanced at each other, all looking rather lost. They
might’ve stood there indefinitely, had they not been approached by a young man
in a courier’s uniform.


“Excuse me, m’lady,” he said
politely. “Are you Lady Hildar?”


“Yes,” Hildar answered, assuming a
posture of dignity.


“I was sent by Prince Cyril to find
you,” the young man explained. “I am instructed to take a message from you to
King Nikolas, with all possible haste.”


Hildar handed the group’s coin
purse to Aherin. “Would you secure us some rooms here at the inn? I need to
write up our report.”


Aherin nodded as the courier pulled
out some parchment and writing tools for Hildar to use. Idris followed Aherin
into the building, his nose filling with the scent of warm bread. He smiled at
the thought of a chance to clean up and eat a hot meal.


“At least we know Prince Cyril does
not intend to waste any time in seeing to our requests,” Aherin muttered as
soon as they were out of hearing range.


Idris nodded. He was grateful for
the prince’s prompt action in sending a messenger to them. He felt every reason
to hope that they would soon be in Marath, and his duty as Cowan’s proxy would
be complete.









Chapter Forty-Three: Homecoming


 


Marath looked exactly as it had
before Idris’s journey. He knew that he had only been gone a couple of months,
but it felt like years to him. So much had happened to Idris, he felt that
there should be some matching change in the city he had learned to call home.


In the company of Prince Cyril’s
entourage, they were greeted by a royal reception. The king’s standard flew
along every street, the citizens crowded to see the returning prince, and King
Nikolas himself stood at the gates of the Water Palace to welcome his
half-brother.


Idris couldn’t find excitement in
the festive atmosphere of the city. He rode his horse at the rear of the group,
cradling Fenris in his arms. He felt as though he was carrying Cowan’s body to
the friends who had never had the chance to give him a proper farewell.


Drusi stood to the side of King
Nikolas, her eyes fixed on Idris as they approached. The long scar across her
face puckered slightly, emphasizing the expression of sorrow. Behind her stood
the remainder of the members of the Royal Guard, all looking equally sober.


Queen Arminell stood on the other
side of King Nikolas, looking beautifully dressed in her finest. She gave Idris
a sympathetic glance before turning her attention to Prince Cyril. The two
young princes had their usual bored expressions, but Princess Zorina waved
excitedly at Idris when she saw him.


King Nikolas stepped forward,
prompting a hush over the gathered crowd. “We are most pleased to welcome
Prince Cyril back to Marath after a long absence,” he said in a booming voice.
Although, Idris thought to himself, the king sounded less than sincere. “In a
time of war,” King Nikolas continued, “it is important to have those we trust
close by.”


Idris frowned. A time of war?


He must have declared war on
Roshum while we were away, Iona commented.


This information sat uneasily with
Idris, but he set aside his feelings for the moment. The king was still
speaking to the assembly.


“I declare today to be a holiday,
in honor of Prince Cyril’s arrival,” King Nikolas announced. “And tonight there
shall be a feast and a ball.”


The crowd cheered at the king’s
words, dispersing to spread the news. Cyril mounted the steps of the Water
Palace, bowing as he drew near to the king and queen. “Thank you for your
welcome, brother,” the prince said loudly.


King Nikolas’s expression twitched
at the familiar title used, but he quickly forced a smile. The king and queen
led the procession into the palace, but Drusi did not follow. She stepped to
the side, allowing everyone to pass by except for the three youngest Royal
Guards. She gestured for them to join her.


Once they were alone, Drusi spoke
to them. “I have read your report, but I would like to hear it from your own
lips. The other members of the Royal Guard have questions. Take your belongings
to your quarters, change into your uniforms, then join us in the meeting room.”


Hildar and Aherin nodded, moving
immediately to obey. Drusi stopped Idris by placing a hand on his arm. “Not
you,” she murmured to him. “You will bring Fenris and come with me.”


The new leader of the Royal Guard
walked up the steps of the Water Palace, followed closely by Idris. Their path
took them over a small golden bridge that spanned an artificial river, then
down a hall to the left. As usual, there were two palace guards standing in
front of the door that led down to the Treasury entrance. They saluted sharply
as Drusi approached, opening the door to let her pass through.


They walked down the stairs,
through the waiting area at the bottom, and into the room where the ornate door
to the Treasury stood. While Drusi spoke to the soldiers who guarded the
entrance, Idris’s eyes drifted over the king’s crest depicted in gold and
jewels on the door. 


He knew now that the royal crest of
Calaris was meant to reflect the dragon for which the kingdom had been named.
Yet, the artist that had designed the sigil had definitely taken some liberties.
The dragon in the crest was more serpentine than what Calaris had looked like
in reality. The color of the scales was right, but the eyes were shown as blue
instead of their true green.


“Idris,” Drusi called, gesturing
for him to follow her into the Treasury.


The enormous underground cavern was
just as Idris remembered it. Mountains of coins and jewels dazzled his vision,
along with beautiful pieces of art and other valuables. There were bolts of
cloth, tokens to denote livestock, weapons and armor aplenty. Drusi walked past
all of these things as if they were nothing.


Idris couldn’t help but stare at
his surroundings just as he had almost a year ago. He knew that there was a
constant flow in and out of the Treasury, for everything that was taken had to
be paid back eventually. He was sure that if he were to take particular note of
which pieces of art he saw, they would prove to be different from the ones from
his first visit. Even so, the sheer mass of wealth before his eyes was
staggering.


Drusi took a winding path through
the Treasury, passing down narrow openings between the jeweled displays. Idris,
too, knew the way, even though he had only walked it once before. Tucked behind
a large case of helmets, a small door led to a dimly lit side room of the Treasury.


Drusi held her halberd in her hand,
making it glow with power. The light from the weapon illuminated the small room
where other weapons of power awaited a master. In the past Idris hadn’t been
able to see any of the items with detail, but the glowing halberd made it
possible at that moment. There were three swords, five bows, a breastplate, an
axe, two polearms, a pair of gauntlets, and what appeared to be a torch. Idris
wanted to study the items closer, but Drusi cleared her throat meaningfully.


There were several holders along
the wall where weapons could be placed. Drusi indicated to one of the metal
brackets. “Return Fenris to his place of rest.”


Idris unwrapped the staff from
Cowan’s cloak, taking care not to touch it with his bare hands. He placed the
weapon on the wall, bowing his head with respect.


“That which was taken is now
returned,” Drusi intoned. “That which has faithfully served is now given rest.”


A lump formed in Idris’s throat. He
swallowed hard, trying to rid himself of the sensation. They walked from the
side room, back to the main cavern of the Treasury. Idris handed Cowan’s cloak
to Drusi. “I think he would have liked you to have this,” he offered.


Drusi accepted it with a sad smile.
“Thank you, Idris.”


“I wish we could have brought
Cowan’s body back,” he murmured.


Drusi nodded thoughtfully. “I think
what the Forger said concerning the matter was correct. You did what was right,
and you have fulfilled your final duty to Cowan.”


Idris’s thoughts ranged back over
the events that had occurred since first leaving Marath. They had accomplished
their goal, but the cost had been so much greater than Idris had imagined. It
was difficult for Idris to know if the sacrifice had been worth the gain. He
knew that Hildar was tormented by that very question.


“The king will give Cowan a proper
memorial as soon as the welcome for Prince Cyril is complete,” Drusi went on.
“I know he feels Cowan’s loss very keenly.”


Idris didn’t trust himself to
answer. It certainly hadn’t seemed like King Nikolas cared all that much about
the death of the captain of the Royal Guard. He hadn’t mentioned it at all when
they arrived back in Marath. 


Do not judge him too harshly, Iona
advised. A king must learn to put his own feelings away in order to do what
needs to be done. Think of how Prince Cyril would have felt if he had been
brushed aside after so long an absence.


“Idris,” Drusi prompted. “Are you
alright? I know that what you have been through has not been easy.”


He sighed softly, his eyes fixed on
the stone ground instead of the wealth of the Treasury. “I cannot help but feel
that we failed,” Idris admitted. “We left in order to strengthen the Royal
Guard, but we lost our leader in the process.”


Drusi considered his words for a
moment. “It is easy to think of such situations in terms of numbers. Trading
one soldier for another does not seem like a gain. However, Cowan told me that
he believed Hildar’s potential to be greater than his own. She has much to look
forward to, as do we all. I think he would have seen his sacrifice as an
investment in a greater future.”


When Idris didn’t respond, Drusi
continued. “I fought beside Cowan during the last war. I mourned with him when
we saw members of the Royal Guard fall. I witnessed when the king made him
captain.” She shook her head. “It is never easy to say goodbye to those who
become like family. I doubt that any situation would make us feel like it was
right to lose Cowan, but I can promise you that he would tell us it
was.”


The two soldiers fell silent as
they left the Treasury behind. They walked across the palace grounds to where
the Royal Guards’ quarters were located. Idris pondered what Drusi said as they
went along. She had given him a lot to think about.


Cowan had served the royal family
for almost forty-eight years—his entire life had been dedicated to the king.
There was no doubt in Idris’s mind that Cowan thought nothing of giving his
life for the greater good. But did that make him right? Just because a man was
willing to die for a cause, did that make the cause a worthy one?


That is something only you can
decide, Iona told him. Sacrifice only has the meaning that we give it.


Her comment brought to mind
something that Idris had heard his mother say a couple of years ago. She had
been talking to Dafina, who had been complaining about her fate to do nothing
but live on a farm and have babies.


Prydwen had said, Being a mother
is a dreary fate only if it means nothing to you, my love. It is true that I
have given much of myself to my children, but I would gladly do so again and
again. It is my privilege to take part in shaping the future of the world.


Idris could suddenly hear Cowan’s
voice in his mind saying the same words, only as a soldier instead of as a
mother. Cowan wouldn’t have seen his sacrifice as a burden, but as a privilege.
He had given Hildar the opportunity to shape the future of the world—he had
given that chance to all of them.


Idris could feel his heart swelling
in his chest. Now that King Nikolas had declared war on Roshum, it would be
more important than ever for the members of the Royal Guard to honor the
opportunities given to them by their predecessors. He squared his shoulders
with a small smile on his face, walking upright and proud.


Let us see what we can do, Iona
said with determination in her voice.


 











Glossary:


 


·      
Acko (A-ko): a port on the coast of Breen.


·      
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.


·      
Breen: the country south of Calaris; homeland to the mother of
King Nikolas.


·      
Bunarat (boo-NAR-at): the capital city of Roshum.


·      
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-LAIR-iss): the land in which this story takes
place. It is a kingdom ruled by King Nikolas (also called Nikolas the Bold).


·      
Cowan (CO-wan): Captain of the Royal Guard, wields a
magical staff.


·      
Cyril (SIH-ril): the half-brother of King Nikolas.


·      
Dafina (dah-FEE-nah): daughter of Cadell and Prydwen,
younger sister to Idris and twin to Deri.


·      
Dagmar (DAG-mar): a ship belonging to Hildar, given as a gift
from her grandmother. The ship is named after Hildar’s deceased sister.


·      
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.


·      
Emeric (EM-er-ik): the man in charge of Hollow Cry Tower.


·      
Farah (FAIR-ah): a member of the Royal Guard and teacher
to the newest recruits.


·      
Fayren (FAY-ren): the second wife to King Lukas and
step-mother to King Nikolas. She is the daughter of the Duke of the Mountains
Province.


·      
Firespring: a Wellspring where the magical source is fire-based.


·      
Forgers: a group of people that are part-human and part-giant.
Their giant blood allows them to use rune magic, which is how items of power
are forged.


·      
Goodwoman Tale: the owner of the inn The Three Sparrows.


·      
Hernan (her-NAHN): Lenora’s grandfather and king of Breen.


·      
Hollow Cry: a ravine in Breen where the wind makes haunting
sounds.


·      
Hollow Cry Tower: a repository for all of the accumulated
knowledge regarding magical items.


·      
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.


·      
Hunters, the: see Order of Tivan


·      
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.


·      
Javyln (jah-VIL-n): the main city of the Mountain Province
in Calaris.


·      
Jerin (JAIR-en): a member of the Royal Guard who wields a
magical sword.


·      
Jith: the country farthest south on the same continent as
Calaris.


·      
Koyo (KO-yo): a city in the northern part of Breen.


·      
Kurag (KER-ag): one of the last surviving Forgers.


·      
Lennon: the second-in-command on Hildar’s ship, Dagmar,
and her childhood sweetheart.


·      
Lenora (le-NOR-ah): the granddaughter of the king of
Breen, who often spends her time at Hollow Cry Tower.


·      
Liuz (LEE-ooz): a magical bow shaped like a phoenix that
is wielded by Aherin.


·      
Lot: the king of Roshum.


·      
Lottin (LO-tin): the crown prince of Roshum.


·      
Lukas: father to King Nikolas, former king of Calaris.


·      
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.


·      
Maren: a serving girl at The Three Sparrows.


·      
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.


·      
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.


·      
Morn: the captain of Hildar’s ship, Dagmar.


·      
Neron (neh-RON): older brother of Lenora.


·      
Nikolas the Bold (NIH-ko-las): king of Calaris and famed
warrior.


·      
Order of Tivan, the: an organization that grew in power about
twenty years after the death of Marlais Dragonspear. They blamed the Forgers
for the creation of dark items of power, and decided to take action. They are
sworn to destroy all Forgers, along with the knowledge of forging/rune magic.
They are also called Hunters.


·      
Osian (OH-see-an): son of Cadell and Prydwen, younger
brother of Idris.


·      
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. 


·      
Ramat (RAH-maht): a deity worshipped in Dia, closely
associated with umatep serpents.


·      
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.


·      
Roana (ro-AN-ah): mother of King Nikolas, a princess of
Breen. She died when Nikolas was a teenager.


·      
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: a member of the Royal Guard who wields a magical bow.


·      
Samnis: a member of the Roshum nobility, and a renowed soldier.


·      
Savion (SA-vee-on): a magical dagger shaped like a chimera
that is wielded by Hildar.


·      
Tahir (tah-HEER): Palti’s magical sword, shaped like a
basilisk.


·      
Tannin (TA-nin): the nation to the east of Calaris and
Roshum.


·      
The Three Sparrows: an inn in Acko.


·      
Tilna (TIL-nah): the queen of Roshum, King Lot’s first
wife.


·      
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.


·      
Umatep (OO-mah-tep): an extinct magical creature—a
feathered serpent that could channel lightning.


·      
Velia (veh-LEE-ah): the wife of Marlais Dragonspear.


·      
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.


·      
Wordway: a public center where messages can be sent via a special
breed of carrier pigeon, which are faster than the normal bird.
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