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1 Midnight Shenanigans 
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GREATNESS IS OFTEN FORGED in the fires of great challenge, though do not confuse it with goodness. For goodness and greatness are two different things. As the Final Witness, I shall record in this second volume for the archives the events that tested the mettle of both for the Prophecy’s Heirs.

In all the windows across Thornhurst Castle that night, not a light was shining – except for the ones gathered in the drawing room where the Knights of the Order of the Roses held their secret meeting. One by one, little bits of lantern light had moved down stairways and through hallways until they were gathered on the coffee table in the middle of the drawing room. 

“Right then, this meeting has officially come to order,” Airdella said, rubbing her hands together. 

Tired as he was, Aaron had to smile at her enthusiasm. 

They all sat on the floor around the table, leaning close into the light from their lanterns. Except for Gail, who was curled up in an armchair behind Aaron. 

Aaron leaned back against the armchair for support. “What are you reading?”

“There was a book on spiders I wanted to finish.” Gail looked up briefly with a smile at his brother before turning his attention back to his book. 

“Spiders, huh?” Aaron desperately wished he could sleep, but now Gail had put the image of spiders into his mind. And of course, going to sleep meant he might have the dream again, which was almost more exhausting than being awake.

“Would be great if we could have snacks,” Walter commented. 

Aaron’s stomach grumbled. “You had to say it.”

Amy giggled as she put a cloth bundle and a small clay jug on the table. “I thought about that earlier and rounded up some cookies and cider from the kitchens.”

“You are the best! Shall we light a fire to heat the cider?”

“Honestly, it’s too hot.” Aaron’s shirt was already damp with sweat, even in the coolness of the evening. “I’d rather just have it cold.”

“Speaking of fires,” Airdella said past a mouthful of cookie, “do we have any new information on that?”

It had been an unusually hot summer. As the months dragged on without any rain, the land had turned dry and crisp, only adding fuel for the alarming number of wildfires that broke out across the country. 

Which is why the children were holding this meeting in the first place. 

As Amy fetched four cups from their tea set across the room, Walter laid a map on the table. 

“I’ve added the latest fires.”

Marked in red ink were all the locations of fires that had been breaking out since the start of the summer. 

“Do we know how the latest one started?” Aaron sipped on his cider, hoping the sugar would help wake him up a little. 

Walter slurped at his own cup of cider. “Same as most of them. A fire left unattended that got out of control.”

“That’s a bit anticlimactic and boring.” Airdella’s shoulders slumped as she rested her chin in her hands. 

“You were hoping for something a bit more dramatic?” Aaron yawned.

“No wonder the adults won’t admit to them being in the least bit suspicious.”

Amy broke a bite-sized bit off of a cookie. “There are a few started by lightning.” 

“I was hoping it would be something fit for a Proving Quest,” Walter scowled. 

“You’re not still worried about that, are you?” Amy looked over at him as she poured herself another cup of cider.

Aaron pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to relieve the ache in his eyes. And the stress of thinking about Proving Quests, which Walter had been obsessing over for the last month. “We only just became squires a year ago. We don’t have to rush into getting a knighthood. Plenty of time for that. And if you’re in a hurry, you could always do a Proving Tournament. Lots of people do that.”

“Exactly! I want to do something different.”

“We’ll think of something,” Amy assured him.

Walter swished air from cheek to cheek. “I just had really thought we were onto something with the fires. I agree that wildfires during a summer like this are not unusual, but – ”  he gestured to the paper on the table, “ – if you look at them on a map, it cannot be coincidence can it?”

Aaron blinked his aching eyes and stifled a yawn as he studied the swath of red dots marked across the Arualian countryside. They may have started randomly along Arualia’s northern borders on Gaya’s Fury, but then they became more concentrated in a wide band leading southwards. “Where was the first one?”

“On the fields of Shal’mett, below Fort Northgate. Then over here by Sundown.”

“I do hope Jacob’s Lake Lodge didn’t burn down,” Amy said. “Again.”

“Then there was another one at Grass Creek.”

“Almost as though they were following us,” Airdella frowned. “Almost all of these are places that we have been.”

“And coming closer,” Aaron added. 

Walter sighed and waved a hand in the air. “And unfortunately, we have no proof or evidence of anything.”

“Suspicious, but we have no idea what to do about it,” Airdella finished. 

Aaron would have agreed. But his mind wondered at too many coincidences, even as his eyes screamed in pain at being awake in the middle of the night. “Are you bringing the map with us to Riverscrest?”

“Yes,” Walter said. “We will just have to continue to keep our eyes and ears open. Perhaps, someone at Kayrow or Fort Northgate will have more information.”

“Speaking of tomorrow, we should probably go get some sleep before them.” Airdella yawned and stretched. 

Amy set her teacup on the table. “Gail’s already asleep.”

Aaron smiled up at his brother who had fallen asleep with the book over his face. Rising and stretching, he moved the Dzil Mountain Field Guide and gently shook his brother awake. “Come on. Time for bed.”

Amy guided Gail half stumbling out of the library, bidding a goodnight to the others. 

“See y’all in the morning,” Walter yawned as he followed them.

Airdella picked up her lantern. “Are you coming, Aaron?”

“In a moment.” Aaron’s mind was already elsewhere as he sank into the armchair where his brother had been and stared at the flame of his own lantern.

Much as he wanted to sleep, Aaron was also anxious about what might come with it. Something he had not told the others about. The nightmare that plagued his dreams, somehow appearing to coincide with the timing of nearly every fire. Was it merely coincidence? What could the dream mean? 

And then he was running, down the long dark corridor, searching for something – with fire and shadow coming after him. The heat burned into his back and legs, singing his hair. He tried running faster to get away from the fire, but it was almost as if it were alive, chasing him, and there was no escaping it, no matter how many corners he turned or how fast he ran. His skin burned and his lungs screamed for air, but he just was not fast enough. As the flames engulfed him, a brilliant blue light exploded in front of him.

“Aaron!” someone screamed in his dreams. 

He jerked awake, drenched in sweat. 

“Aaron!” Airdella screamed again from the other side of the coffee table. 

Between them, the coffee table blazed high with golden-orange flames. The unbearable heat was scorching his cotton trousers as it licked at his legs. Aaron jumped, flipping backwards onto the floor with the armchair. He rolled to his feet, and Airdella grabbed him, pulling him away from the flames.

The two of them stood staring for a moment. There was no bucket of water close by, nothing to use immediately to extinguish the fire. The rug on the floor was also on fire. Walter’s map that had been sitting on the table was nothing but ashes. 

“Go fetch some water!” Aaron said, his voice already hoarse from the smoke. 

He leaned down and grabbed at a corner of the rug, flipping it inwards. If they could at least isolate the burning mess and keep it away from anything else. He did the same with the next corner. At the other end of the rug, he grabbed and pulled, dragging the burning pile towards the hearth and the fireplace. 

Airdella appeared with a bucket of water, struggling beneath its weight, and poured it straight into the heart of the fire. Steam mingled with the smoke already clogging the air. 

One more tug and Aaron had the rug fully onto the stone hearth. Scorch marks blackened the wooden floor where it had been. Airdella returned with another bucket of water. But they were going to need something more than that. Every time she doused it, the flames recovered quickly and flared outwards, as though intentionally lashing out at her. They needed something large and heavy to smother the fire. 

Aaron leaped towards the curtains. The draperies stuck fast to their iron rings until he dislodged the curtain rail from its place. He dragged the heavy fabric across the room and spread it over the flaming heap by the fireplace. Airdella helped him wrap it around the fire, tugging it down around the remains of the coffee table, smothering it. As she fetched another bucket of water, he decided to grab more curtains. More layers wouldn’t hurt anything, and the curtains were going to need to be replaced anyways. Most of the stuff in the room would have smoke damage. 

Airdella dumped a fresh bucket of water onto the first layer of curtains. Aaron wrapped more curtains on top. They stepped back, hearts still pounding. So far, the flames had not burned through the heavy fabric. The bells in the North Tower tolled the first hour of morning as the light began to grow outside the windows. 

“What are you doing up so early?” Aaron asked. 

Her dark eyes flashed at him. “Is that really all you have to say? Just be glad I am!”

He shook his head. “I didn’t mean it like that.” He took the bucket from her, gently loosening her grip on it, and set it on the floor. “Thank you. Come on. Let’s open the windows.”

A gentle morning breeze was stirring as the light continued to grow, and it drew the heavy smoke out into the air above the courtyard. 

“No, I was genuinely curious why you were awake so early,” Aaron said. “And grateful. I know you’re not a morning person.”

Airdella sank into a chair at their breakfast table. “There was this raven tapping at my window. It wouldn’t leave it alone. When I woke up and went to go chase it off, I smelled the smoke.”

The air was almost cleared now, but a slight haze hung in the room. 

“What happened? How did the fire start?”

Aaron sat down across from her. “I’m guessing from my lantern. I fell asleep without remembering to put it out.”

“The fire shouldn’t have been able to jump from your lantern, should it?” Airdella asked. “They’re made to be shielded.”

“I suppose it could have. That’s how everyone’s going to see it anyways.” Aaron groaned and rubbed his face, thinking of the lecture he would be sure to receive about nearly burning the castle down.

“We don’t have to tell them, you know,” Airdella said, as though guessing his thoughts.

“How else would they explain it? Besides, if not me getting the blame, it would be one of the servants.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes, staring at the pile wrapped in curtains. 

“Interesting, isn’t it?” Airdella said finally. “We were just talking about the fires and how suspicious they were and how they seem to be following us. And then the next fire is right here in this room.”

“Mmm. That’s not the only coincidence.” Aaron leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “I’ve been having... dreams. There’s always this fire chasing me. I’m running through a cave or a tunnel of some sort. I usually wake up right as there’s a sudden burst of cold blue light. This time, it was you bursting in. But almost every time I have the dream, there’s an actual fire.”

Airdella’s smoke-stained brow wrinkled into blackened lines. “You’re sure?”

“Could be nothing.” Aaron didn’t want to claim for sure that there was a connection. “It could be that I started having the nightmares after we heard about the first fires and it’s all merely coincidence. Or stress. But the timing always suspiciously coincides with an actual fire.” 

Footsteps and voices echoed down the corridor towards them. 

“Good gracious!” Airdella’s handmaid Everly stared aghast at the room and scorched floorboards. 

“It’s alright,” Airdella assured her. “The fire’s out.”

“Though you might have a few buckets of water brought up so we can make certain.” Aaron rose to go inspect the remains of the table inside the curtains. 
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IT ONLY TOOK A FEW minutes for word to travel through the castle. Walter and Amy were the first ones to arrive, besides a handful of servants bringing buckets of sand and water in. Aaron noticed that Walter looked as sleep-deprived as he was feeling, with bloodshot eyes and a strained expression. 

“What happened?” Amy asked. 

“This.” Aaron waved towards the charred remains of the coffee table that the servants were cleaning up. 

“Are you two alright?”

“Everyone alright?” the king’s voice broke in. 

“Yes,” Airdella assured them both. “We’re fine.”

Her father studied her face for a moment before kissing her forehead. 

Aaron felt a sudden tinge of desire to do the same. Without her, he’d have been burned to a crisp by now.

Then from the other direction came Aaron’s mother Lady Ellanor, stirred from her chambers next to Airdella’s by the commotion and smoke in the hallways. “What happened?” 

“It was probably my lantern, which was sitting on the table,” Aaron told them. “I had come down here and was having trouble sleeping. The fire must have... jumped from it somehow. Onto the table. I had fallen asleep in the chair and didn’t even know the table was on fire until Airdella woke me up.”

“Jumped from it?” his mother raised her eyebrows. “Sounds unlikely. The lanterns are made to be shielded.”

“Anything is possible in this dry season, as we have seen all summer.” The king combed his dark locks out of his face with his fingers. “I don’t know that there would have been any other source.” Seeing Aaron’s worried face, King Conrad gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze. “I suppose you already understand how dangerous this might have become. You’re certainly not the only one to leave a lantern lit unattended, and it’s the first accident I’ve heard of where something went amiss. So let’s not dwell on it. Only be more mindful and careful in the future. Now, why don’t we take our breakfast in the dining hall downstairs together? We only have a few hours before the boat leaves.”
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2 The Voyage of the Ponderosa 
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ALL THE CHILDREN FELT their spirits rise as the ship left the docks. They were finally journeying back to Riverscrest Castle and Old Arualia. It was nearly the first anniversary of Arualia’s victory over Clint Starnor at the battle at Fort Northgate, and the king had decided this year’s celebration should be held at Riverscrest. So all of them had piled eagerly onto the ship after breakfast, beating Lady Ellanor, King Conrad, Sir Dorrian, and Sir Roderick to the gangplank. 

The rippling waters of the Everclear River gurgled below them and sparkled in the sunlight, the wind whipped from behind, and the current pushed the ship along its merry way. The ship herself, The Ponderosa, was a neat three-masted schooner, even sporting a little crow’s nest at the top of the mainmast. 

They passed by forests and farms and towns, where all the local children would run up to the edge of the river and shout and wave at the ships. And everyone on board would wave back, and there would be a great fanfare to salute the king as he passed by. The crew would return the salute with trumpets, and sometimes the sailors would sing a tune as they went by. 

When it got too hot on deck, the children would be allowed to jump from the bow into the cool river’s waters, floating the current as the boat glided past them, and then catch a rope trailing along the stern. The crew would pull them back onboard ship, and the children would race back to the front of the ship to do it all over again. 

They found the crow’s nest to be the most conducive to holding secret meetings. The four of them could barely squeeze into the narrow basket with their legs dangling, but it was the only place where they could be out of earshot from all the adults below. 

Airdella dragged them up there mid-afternoon on the first day of the voyage. 

“Tell them what you told me,” she said. 

“Tell who what?” Walter yawned. The gentle movement of the ship was almost enough to put him to sleep.

“About your dreams.”

Walter bolted upright out of sleepiness. “How did you know about my dream?”

“Wait, you had a dream too?” Aaron asked.

Walter looked at him in confusion. “I don’t understand. What really happened with the fire in the drawing room?”

“I fell asleep. Woke up to Airdella screaming at me, which saved all our lives. But I was having a dream before then where I was being chased by fire, running through a cave or something.”

“Could it have been because we were just talking about the fires?” Amy asked. 

“I don’t know. But I have been having the dreams for months now. And every time I do, there’s been another fire.”

“Sounds suspicious to me,” Airdella said. 

Walter and Aaron exchanged exhausted looks. 

“You had a dream too?” Aaron asked again. 

Walter’s heart immediately quickened at the memory. He looked off to the side of the ship where the light reflecting off the river’s surface hurt his eyes. “Yep. Yeah, I had a dream.”

“Was it the same thing?” Airdella asked. 

Walter shook his head. “No. Mine was... Just a nightmare. That’s all.”

He really didn’t want to tell them about it. About how the prison walls of Riverscrest had closed in around him. The strange woman’s voice that was somehow eerily familiar coming from the flames licking at the door to his cell. It had been over a year since he had been held captive by Clint Starnor. While the others had helped to free him from the prison’s physical walls of stone, his mind still struggled to be free of the fear he had felt, plagued at night in his dreams. The visions of the dream flashed now in his mind again. And he was reminded vividly of an aspect he could not ignore. 

“There was fire,” he admitted. “I don’t know if it means anything. But there was fire around the doorway. And I thought I heard... I heard a woman laughing.”

“Any woman you know?” 

Walter shook his head. “I’m not sure. Thought I recognized it for a second. But I can’t quite place it. You know how it is with dreams.”

They sat for a moment, watching the rolling fields of blooming cotton on either side of the river. 

“I don’t think the rest of it is a coincidence at least,” Walter said. “We are in that room talking about the fires and then that very table catches fire? That can’t just be coincidence.”

“Almost as though it was searching for us,” Amy said. 

“I suppose my map was still on the table?”

“Yep,” Aaron said. “It’s gone.”

“Well, I’ll do my best to try to make another copy. Going to be hard to find a place to do it on this ship, though. There’s too many people and not enough room.”

“Could you give it a try up here?” Airdella asked. 

Walter snorted. “You try writing up here! I’d never have a flat surface or a steady enough hand. Speaking of which, we should probably go back down now. I’m already tired, and I don’t want to slip and fall when I’m even more tired.”

––––––––
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THE BOW WAS ANOTHER wonderful place to pass the time. Here they could look towards the oncoming horizon, discuss all their plans for when they reached their destination, and watch the water creaming and bubbling below. Gail half-listened to them, his pile of reading material forgotten as he became glued instead to his notepad and pencil, scribbling down notes and diagrams. The sailors and captain were constantly interrupted by him asking questions about the ship and the sails and what that thing was for and what did a bobstay do? The sailors did not mind much, as they were generally intelligent questions and Gail was a good listener. He only needed to have it explained once and jot it down in his notebook to have the fact permanently imprinted in his brain. Sir Dorrian would hang about, reading over notes and letters from Euciphidus​[1] or teaching them the best methods of fishing while smoking his pipe.

“So, what’s the plan for when we get to Riverscrest?” Airdella asked her father the next morning as he sat with them on the bow, their fishing lines trailing in the water.

"Oh, something about a feast and a banquet. The details of which I have left up to Stormchaser Hornblower. Meetings. Lots of meetings, all about treaties and fishing rights and bridge access." The king laughed as Airdella groaned and all the children's faces fell. "Relax. You won't be required to attend the meetings. And there will be plenty of other things to do. What is it you lot were planning?" 

"I suppose Sir Dorrian will be wanting to visit the Gazer’s Cave first thing?” Walter directed his question at their tutor. 

“Mmm?” Sir Dorrian looked up. “Yes, Euciphidus is back again working on his translations."

“Good. He still owes us an explanation of the philosophy of architecture,” Airdella said.

Amy chuckled. “Hopefully we will get to be there when they hold a Festival of the Full Moon. I’m also looking forward to seeing Erkun​[2] and Arundel​[3] again.”

Airdella pulled her fishing line out of the water to find her bait had disappeared. “We haven’t seen him in several weeks now.”

The griffin had become one of the main messengers between the two Arualias on either side of Gaya’s Fury. Much faster and more efficient for a griffin to fly back and forth than it was for others to have to make the journey on foot. 

“I for one,” Aaron said, “am just looking forward to being able to ride around and explore without worrying about getting shot at.” 

And to just having a vacation. Walter could stress about Proving Quests if he wanted to, but Aaron was just looking forward to spending some time in peace. No training or lessons. Hopefully no dreams or fires. Just some time to relax and think about things. The voyage was already doing wonders for that. 

Airdella found him one morning up in the crow’s nest as he sat enjoying the breeze. 

“You’re looking chipper,” she remarked, settling onto the wooden platform. “Been sleeping better?”

“Finally.” He closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the mast. “Been able to sleep the whole week.”

“No more dreams?" she asked.

"Nope." 

“Hopefully that means no more wildfires either.”

Aaron allowed himself to think on it again, the potential connection between his dream and the wildfires. And Walter’s dream. He chewed on his cheek as he remembered Walter’s face when describing his own dream. Walter might have been reluctant to admit what he was having nightmares about, but it was not hard for Aaron to guess. “I hope Walter’s been able to get some sleep as well.”

“If he’s losing sleep over anything lately, it’s obviously his Proving Quest,” Airdella grinned.

“He seriously needs to stop worrying about that. We are supposed to be on holiday.”

“He does seem very concerned about it. Maybe we should be more proactive in helping him come up with ideas."

Aaron waved a hand lazily at the water below. “Meh. Plenty of time for that.”

“You don’t seem to be in too much of a hurry.” Airdella squinted down at the reflection of the morning sun on the water below. 

“Well, we complete a Proving Quest, get a knighthood, and then what?” Aaron shifted his head to face her. “Be a knight? Serve in the regiments?”

Airdella stared at him. “How could you not want to be a knight?”  

“Not that I’m not grateful to your father for the opportunity,” he said quickly. “I just... I don’t even know if it’s what I want to do with my life. You know? Always being at war. I wasn’t even asked about it.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes, watching the water foam under the bow. 

“I guess I never really thought of it like that,” Airdella said. “I wasn’t asked about being Regent. I hate it. Hopefully, it doesn’t last forever. If I had been asked, I would far rather have chosen to become a knight. But choice was never something I was going to have. Royalty has its privileges, but also its requirements. What would you do instead?”

Aaron shrugged. “I don’t know. Could return to the farm. Work as a scout for caravans crossing the Nargani Lands.”

“Well, if being a knight is something you’re not interested in, all you have to do is speak to father. I’m sure he’d understand.”

Aaron opened his mouth to reply but was interrupted by a loud whistle.

Just a few hundred feet upriver was a stretch of wooden docks and stone piers jutting out into the water, bustling with activity. Behind the docks were many buildings and wagons and people shouting and cranes for loading and unloading of ships. 

“Must be Kayrow,” Aaron said. “Ain’t it a sight?”

Kayrow was one of the largest ports along the Everclear River, providing access to the trade routes in and out of Fort Northgate as well as shipping to the interior, northern, and southern Arualia. The town itself was not very big, but the docks and harbor that had been built certainly were. It was mostly a town that people passed through, from teamsters with their large wagon trains and caravans to the ships that sailed up to Hope’s Landing and back down to the Sunridge Mountains. If you traveled due west, you would reach Fort Northgate in about a week. 

The whistle that had sounded from The Ponderosa was returned by the town, and there was a flurry of activity on board the ship as they made their way towards the docks. 

The children, Lady Ellanor, the king, and Sir Dorrian disembarked first, wobbling as they went down the gangplank, then staggering around a bit until their legs adjusted to being on shore again. They were greeted with great cheering and as much fanfare as the busy sailors and dockworkers could take the time to muster. 

The owner of the large tavern close to the docks, Mr. Otis P. Sully, greeted them quite graciously and cleared an entire section of The Mottled Oyster’s front porch for them to rest and eat lunch. They sat in the shade and drank tea and lemonade while watching all the boxes and crates being unloaded and put onto great big wagons and carts that would carry the supplies to Fort Northgate. There was plenty of activity to watch and many ships leaving or arriving at the docks. And a fleet of canoes that Aaron spotted. 

“Voyagers!” he exclaimed. 

“Whatyers?” Walter asked. 

“The Voyagers! Will they be stopping here?” Aaron asked their host. 

Mr. Sully nodded. “Aye, sir. They’s got their own docks, camp, and warehouse way down the line.”

Sir Dorrian looked up from his ever-present stack of notes from Euciphidus. “I remember traveling with them in my younger adventuring days. Fascinating works of art, those canoes!”

“Can we go see it?”

“Of course!” King Conrad said. “It’s quite impressive, so please enjoy yourselves. Just stay out of trouble.”

“Us? Trouble?” Airdella said. “Whatever gave you that impression?”

“Reputation mostly.”

The children all laughed as they left the porch following Mr. Sully’s directions. 

“So, what are the Voyagers?” Airdella asked. 

“An elite company of canoeists.” Aaron quickened his pace. “Long before Kayrow became the port it is now, the Voyagers were transporting goods up and down the rivers in their canoes, navigating sections of rivers that were almost impossible for anyone else. And they still do! I wanted to be a Voyager when I was a kid.” 

“It was all he used to talk about,” Gail added. 

“Sounds exciting!” Airdella gave Aaron a raise of her eyebrows. 

Aaron paused for a moment, pondering their earlier conversation, before resuming his stride. He had not thought of the Voyagers since coming to live at Thornhurst Castle last year. But now the eagerness and admiration he had felt in his childhood surfaced again. “They are some of the most respected men on the water. They build all their own canoes, and their speeds are unmatched.”

The Voyagers’ camp was just downriver from the rest of Kayrow, the rows of docks sitting lower down than the ones built for the larger sailing ships. Some of them were floating docks, sitting on level with the canoes and loosely tethered to the shore to allow them to rise or fall with the water level. There were a few solid wooden docks. But most of the canoes were pulled up onto the beach, and their paddlers unloaded and carried their contents straight up to the warehouse.  

There were log cabins that served as warehouse, bunkhouse, and office. But in the center of all of them was an enormous pavilion where men stood working over large wooden frames and steaming, bubbling pots. 

“What are they doing?” Amy asked. 

“They’re building canoes,” Aaron said.

“Aye, sir,” one of the men looked up. “Watch clear of the pots now; ya don’t want none of that spillin’ on ya.”

Amy wrinkled her nose at the smell rising from the pots. “What is it?” 

“Pitch, made from boilin’ tree sap.”

Gail flipped through the pages of his notebook, trying to find a blank page. “And that’s what you use to seal up the canoes?”

“Aye. Won’t melt in the summer nor crack in the winter.” The man turned to a long metal trough filled with water and pulled out a board. “Cedar is light and don’t decay fast like other woods. This piece I’ll be usin’ to make one of the ribs. And these long pieces here,” he pulled out another board, “are gonna be the thwarts and railin’s.”

“And then you make the walls of the canoe out of birch bark?” Aaron asked.

“Yep. Smokey Joe over there is preparing it.” He led them over to where another man was unrolling what looked like long swaths of leather. “Smokey Joe, you want to explain what you’re doin’?”

“Well, this bark is fresh collected,” Smokey Joe said past the pipe that was perfectly balanced in the corner of his mouth. The children saw that the rolls were bark, not leather. “First thing we got to do is clean it off, scrape it like so, and then put it on to steam. The heat and moisture help make it flexible so we can form it without cracking it. Just like that.” 

He pointed to the next table over, where some men were bending a long roll of bark up the sides of a small cedar frame. The frame was weighed down with stones in the center. Stakes were stuck into the table all along the sides of the canoe to hold the bark in place.

“Now they’ll add another cedar frame along the top and clamp it to the bark,” Smokey Joe explained as the men continued working and Gail darted in around them with his notepad and pencil. “This makes the inner railing, and then another cedar plank on the other side of the bark will make an outer railing, pinching the bark between them. Come over and look at this one here.” 

He led them to a finished canoe that sat drying in the sun outside the pavilion. Rolling it slightly, he pointed out little cedar pegs driven into the railings to hold them together. “Wood pegs will swell when they get wet and plug their holes better. Then, the railings are lashed together in between the pegs. Stable and sturdy as you please.” 

The pieces of bark had been sewn together, then all the seams sealed with pitch. The inside of the canoe was lined with cedar planking, with several thwarts along it, strengthening and shaping the canoe. 

“It is quite an art that you do,” Amy said. 

“The tradition of the Voyager canoe has been carried on for hundreds of years.” The first man straightened his shoulders and puffed out his chest. “The Voyager’s canoe is his pride and joy, his paddle his close companion. On waters and in weather where no others dare to take their boats out, the Voyager will carry onwards.”

“I really wanted to be a Voyager when I was a boy,” Aaron said again, rubbing his hand along the canoe’s gunwales. 

“And why not become one now?”

Aaron shifted, his other hand brushing across the hilt of his sword. “I have been training as a squire for the last year. Now I’m eligible to seek a knighthood.”

“A worthy callin’ indeed,” the man assured him. “But if you ever feel the callin’ of the waters and the blade of a paddle as opposed to a sword, the Voyagers are always in need of good men.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Perhaps, you might have information to share, sir,” Walter said before they left. “The wildfires over the summer. You travel far and wide and might have heard something. Have you heard anything suspicious about them? Or do they seem to be fairly typical for such a dry season?”

The man scratched his beard and thought for a moment. “Only thing some folks are sayin’ is that the fire almost seems... contrary. There’s some claims the fire don’t behave like fire. It flares out and grabs at people. It’s harder to put out than normal fires. But people say things – it don’t always mean much. Sometimes it’s just superstition. I can’t say one way or the other as I haven’t been there to witness one myself. Which I count myself lucky for. Why I stick to the river.”

“Well, thank you anyways, good sir.”

Before they left, the man gave them each a patch of leather that was branded with the Voyagers’ logo, a “V” over a set of crossed paddles.

Aaron rubbed his patch between his fingers as they walked back along the docks. His sword tapped against his thigh as he walked, a reminder of another calling on his life. But which would he prefer to pursue? He tucked the patch into his pocket. 

Upon their return to The Mottled Oyster, they found that the ship’s crates and trunks and bundles had all been unloaded from the ship. These now filled the teamsters’ wagons that were to caravan west with them to Fort Northgate. So after they had gotten permission to climb onto a wagon piled high with cotton bales, the children settled in for a ride along the second leg of their journey. 
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3 At The Prickly Pear 
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AIRDELLA BOUNCED EXCITEDLY ON top of the bales of cotton as the caravan rolled through the eastern city gates of Fort Northgate. The town was bustling with activity and shouting and people crossing the street without regard to the traffic and dogs barking and oxen mooing. It almost put Kayrow to shame with its energy, though to be fair, far more people lived in Northgate than in Kayrow.

She hoped she got a chance to enjoy it. Father had said something about meetings with the fort commander, which she would be required to attend as Regent. Pity she could not tear up the town with the others, but duty called. 

The wagons pulled into an empty lot where the drivers would leave them for the night. 

Sir Roderick came walking down the line of wagons to find them. “Ah, there you all are! Having a pleasant ride?”

“More comfortable than being in the carriage,” Airdella said as Aaron gave her a hand down from the wagon. 

Sir Roderick chuckled. “I myself much prefer being on my horse to riding in the carriage. Now, your father has instructed me to tell you that he will be meeting you at The Prickly Pear Lodge. That’s where the whole entourage will be staying for the next few days. You can’t miss it. Straight down this main road. Look for the largest collection of bison skulls you’d ever care to see. And try to stay out of trouble on the way. They’ll be serving supper there in about two hours, so if you’d like a chance to bathe the dust of the road off, you’ve just enough time before we eat.”

“That actually sounds quite lovely,” Amy said, adjusting her straw hat she had bought off of one of the merchants in the caravan. She hadn’t had one at home to pack into her trunk, and her pale skin tended to turn red in the blaring summer heat. “But about this trouble. Where’s the fun in staying out of it?”

“We all know it will find you anyways,” Sir Roderick winked. “And then I’ll be finding you to try to get you out of it.”

They headed down the road, sticking to the boardwalks to get some shade and to avoid being run over by the many wagon drivers. A few blocks further down, they found the large two-story building of cedar planking with a dark orange sign. Yellow lettering denoted it as The Prickly Pear Lodge. Bison skulls adorned the front of the building, as well as the walls inside. 

Lady Ellanor waved them over from where she was talking to a tall bald man with a handlebar mustache. “The rooms are ready! I’ve asked them to start drawing some baths up for you, if you’d like that.”

“Oh, thank you!” Amy said. 

Airdella had to admit – a bath did sound nice. Bathing on The Ponderosa had consisted more of dumping buckets of cold water over each other on deck. There hadn’t been much opportunity since leaving The Ponderosa back at Kayrow. So having a bath before dinner did sound refreshing. After cleaning up, they could enjoy the evening to their heart’s content without worrying about it later. 

The owner had prepared a grand feast for the royal entourage. It felt like half the town showed up to partake. Airdella loved the relaxed atmosphere here at Fort Northgate. Though obviously offering their best for the royal family, there was no pretentious stuffiness or decorum. Everyone around them was respectful but relaxed. No extra servants popping up out of nowhere to wait on them hand and foot. Airdella had come to find servants almost an inconvenience after spending months at Sir Dorrian’s. 

And then to go upstairs and be able to sleep in an actual bed. Ah, what a wonderful night’s sleep that was.  

For Airdella and Amy, anyways. Airdella was just raising a spoonful of the best grits she had ever eaten in her life to her mouth when she spotted Walter and Aaron coming down the stairs. One glance at Aaron’s face, and she began to get a sinking feeling about the day. 

Aaron slumped into the seat beside her.

“Don’t tell me,” she said.

“Yep. Nuther dream,” he mumbled, still trying to wake himself up. He slapped his face a few times. 

“Can I get you anything?” Amy asked, her forehead wrinkling in concern. 

“Food,” Walter replied. His face was pale with a tinge of green. Whether from lack of sleep or from hunger, they would not know until he was fed.

“I’ll rustle up some grub for you.”

Aaron had a different immediate interest. “Where can I get some coffee?”

“They have a pot of it over there to serve from,” Airdella said. “I’ll go get it. You stay put before you keel over. You want some too, Walt?”

By the time she returned with two mugs of coffee for the boys, Amy had found them steaming piles of hash browns, bacon, and pancakes. 

The girls gave them a few moments to get some coffee and food into their bodies.

“What about you, Walter?” Amy asked. “Did you have dreams again?”

Their brother had perked up a little bit. His lethargy must have been due to the hunger. “Yes! Well, probably not related. I was having a dream we were on a Proving Quest.” He stabbed at his pancakes hungrily. “We were fighting this giant crab thing, but for some reason the crab was out here in the prairies. And it had you in its pinchers,” he pointed the fork at Airdella. 

“Why me?”

“I don’t know why dreams do what they do. Anyways, you were screaming and Amy started screaming and doing a Nargani war dance and there was a giant seagull that sounded like Gail – ”

“Was I in this dream?” Aaron interrupted. 

“Yeah, you were a snake. Then a jellyfish. We were back at the beach somehow. And the crab disappeared. I think we were worried about making it to Riverscrest in time for the celebration, so we were trying to figure out how to get there fast enough.”

“So, yeah, nothing relevant.”

Walter spat a mouthful of grits back out into the bowl. “Ow. Ith so hoth.” He gulped some cold water to cool his tongue off. “But back to your dream.”

“What should we do?” Airdella asked. “Warn everyone?”

Amy shook her head. “Everyone’s already on edge as it is. I don’t know how much more careful they could be. And it doesn’t necessarily mean there’d be a fire here at Northgate.”

“There’s plenty of cooking fires that could get out of control.” Aaron gave a glance towards the swinging doors that led to the kitchen. “But it’s just a theory at this point.”

Walter sat back, ruminating on a strip of bacon. “If there is a fire here... we might just be onto something about the fires following us.” He jumped as a hand clapped him on the back. 

“Good morning!” his father said with a twinkle in his eye. “Enjoying your breakfast?”

Airdella snickered as Walter tried to recover from choking on his bacon. 

“That smells beautiful.” Sir Roderick plunked down into the seat beside the king.

“Oh, it’s delicious! Have y’all already eaten?”

“We had a bite earlier,” King Conrad said, “but nothing substantial. Where can I get a helping of those hash browns?”

“Over by the counter,” Amy said. “I’ll get you some plates. Oh, hullo, Gail!” she rose and stumbled into Gail, who was not looking where he was going because of the book in his face. “Lady Ellanor, would you like me to grab you a plate?”

“Oh, let me help you with that,” Lady Ellanor said. “That’s going to be too many plates for you to handle by yourself.”

“How many books does that make now, Master Gail?" Sir Roderick chuckled, tipping Gail’s book slightly so he could read the title.

Gail tilted his head back to think for a moment. “I believe this is number seven.” 

“Do you have enough to finish making it to Riverscrest?”

"No," Gail and Aaron responded together.

Aaron drained the last of his coffee. “Trust me. He’ll be done before we even reach the bridge.” 

"Perhaps Euciphidus will have something for him to read,” Sir Dorrian said as he joined them. “I had forgotten how good the pancakes were here. Time for another helping.”

“Oh, shall I go back for another plate?” Amy asked as she and Lady Ellanor returned, setting down plates piled high with steaming deliciousness.

“Goodness, no. I’ll get it. You need to sit down and eat something for yourself if you want to catch up to your brother’s and sister’s heights.”

Airdella laughed again as Amy plunked down into her seat with a small scowl. Though Amy had certainly grown a few inches in the last year, it was still nothing in comparison to the rest of them. The girl had remained small and petite.  

Amy turned to her half-eaten plate. “Trust me, it’s not for lack of eating.” She shoveled another mouthful in.

“Where’s the coffee, Della?” Aaron yawned. 

“You don’t look like you slept well,” King Conrad said.

“Huh? Oh, just... bad dreams. Couldn’t sleep.”

After a few more cups of coffee, Aaron started to perk up. They continued a lively conversation throughout breakfast, and Airdella almost forgot about Aaron’s dream and a potential impending fire.

“Alright, Airdella dear,” King Conrad said finally, rising and stretching. “Duty calls. Time for us to have that meeting with Sir Adam.”

“Oh,” Airdella sighed. “Joy.”

––––––––
[image: ]


SHE FOLLOWED THE KING and Sir Roderick out of the lively dining hall of the inn and out onto the busy dusty streets. Not too far away within the compound of the fort itself was the courthouse, above which Sir Adam had his chambers and offices. Upstairs, Sir Adam greeted them and offered more refreshments as they sat around a long table of carved mesquite wood. 

Airdella leaned on her elbows and breathed in the scent of the wood, trying her best to be respectful of Sir Adam. He had taken up his post less than a year ago, when he replaced Sir Roderick as the fort commander, and this was his first time giving a full report to the king himself. 

Fort Northgate had continued to flourish with Sir Adam in charge, recovering and rebuilding after the siege by Clint Starnor. Adam had successfully negotiated with the Nargani for a new trade route across their lands. The main road ran from the east to the west, connecting Arualia and Sardun to Prashland and the kingdoms of the west. The new trade route would divert from the main road and lead north to the Bridge of Destiny across Gaya’s Fury. 

An area of concern which was cropping up was more that traders and merchants from other nations were curious about what the Arualians had found on the other side of the End Chasm and wanted access to it. Which neither the Arualians nor the Nargani were ready to grant. 

“That would not be our decision ultimately,” King Conrad shook his head. “Stormchaser Hornblower, the griffins, the earthkins, the deermen – it will be up to all of them who they would like to allow into their lands. I intend to discuss it with them at length once we reach Riverscrest.”

They continued discussing trade routes and trade laws and the Nargani. Airdella could not concentrate on all of it. Her mind began to wander. Thinking of the griffins and Gaya’s Fury and the Bridge of Destiny made her impatient to be back on the road again. How long did meetings have to take? Surely they did not need to discuss the same thing over
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