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1 When the Children Are Sent Away
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THERE IS SUCH A thing as being alive. It is quite another to truly live. Until you have discovered something worth dying for, you will not know what it is that you are living for. 

In this sense, the lives of the Prophecy’s Heirs did not really begin until the twilight of the Second Age of Awakútan​[1]. As the Final Witness, it is my task to record for the Archives their deeds and lives. For the Tapestry of Time weaves on, and in a few centuries, there will be none left to remember them. 

Their lives before were for the most part unremarkable. And so we will enter their story on that fateful day in their drawing room at their home in Thornhurst Castle​[2].

The girls said afterwards that it was Walter’s fault. Airdella and Amy had just been served their dinner when Walter came upstairs to join them. Due to the spring thunderstorms outside, he had been training with the other youth and squires downstairs in one of the great big halls. 

His main goal at this point in his life was to be made a squire. And yet his father, the king, had not yet permitted it. For what reason, Walter could not fathom. Nor could he really ask. Their father had been aloof and distant from his children for many years now. 

Amy and Airdella both grimaced a little as Walter entered the drawing room, still dripping with sweat.

“Oof, Walter,” Airdella​[3] choked. “You stink. I don’t suppose you could have changed before coming to dinner?”

“I’m starving!” Walter ignored her, grabbing a hot roll of bread and scarfing it down. 

Amy handed over a plate already piled high with food. 

“Thanks, Amy.” Walter had a soft spot for his younger sister.

Most people did. Though she was eleven years old, Amy had become very quiet since their mother had died, rarely speaking even to people she did know. 

Walter shoveled a few bites into his mouth, hunching over the table, and then paced around the room. He continued to alternate between eating a few bites and swinging his blunt training sword about. 

“Please be careful,” Airdella said without bothering to look up from the book she was reading while eating. 

Walter gave a crooked grin. “You’re just jealous.”

Airdella’s eyes shifted briefly before returning to her book. Walter was right. It was one of the greatest disappointments in her life that she, a girl, was not allowed to train to be a knight. And Walter teased her mercilessly about it. Not that he hadn’t also held secret training sessions with her in the drawing room when he was bored and had no one else to spar with. 

“Please stop,” she said between her teeth as Walter continued to recklessly parry and thrust and slash the air with his sword. 

“Are you trying to order me around?”

“I can order you around if you’re going to force me.”

“You can’t make me!” Walter bounced from foot to foot, goading her on.

Airdella snapped her book shut. “Oh, yes, I can! I’m sixteen years old, and you’re more than a year younger than I am!”

“And I’m the crown prince!” Walter swung his sword to the side in a victorious arc, not looking where his blade was. 

It swept into a side table and their porcelain tea set, sending them all to the floor where they shattered into dozens of tiny pieces.

“Now, look what you’ve done!” Airdella groaned.

“Good riddance,” Walter muttered. He hated tea.

Airdella made a dive for the fire poker. 

Amy disappeared under the table. She had seen enough of their fights to know not to get close, especially when training swords and fire pokers were flying around in the air. Peeking out from underneath the tablecloth, she looked towards the doorway. But there was no clear escape from the room past the two combatants as their fight moved them from one end of the room to the other, their swords occasionally swiping into things that went crashing to the floor. 

A sharp exclamation of “Now see here!” brought the fight to a sudden stop. Airdella’s governess and a very stern looking knight, Sir Roderick, both stood in the doorway, their mouths agape in astonishment. I need not describe the lecture Walter and Airdella got before being sent off to bed. Amy was retrieved from under the table by her maid and given a calming cup of tea as she too was tucked into bed.

The next morning, all three of them woke to find their clothes being packed into traveling trunks. 

“What’s all this?” Walter rubbed his eyes, trying unsuccessfully to keep his bushy sandy hair out of his eyes. 

“Being sent away, Your Highness,” one of the servants said. 

“What? Where?” Walter threw off his blankets. Where indeed? He and his sisters had never been anywhere outside of the castle grounds, save for a few excursions into the town. 

But he never received a response. The servants were already carrying the trunk out of the room. He stood alone, wondering for a moment, before throwing his clothes on and hurrying down to the drawing room. 

Amy was already there, sitting by herself at the breakfast table, her already pale face growing paler by the moment. Now why would the servants have left her all alone? Everyone knew she grew scared very easily. Her maid should have stayed with her and helped to explain things. 

Although, he was beginning to suspect...

Airdella came stomping in and scowled as she plunked down into her seat at the table. 

“They didn’t tell you anything either, did they?” Walter asked. 

Airdella shook her head and folded her arms across her chest, only uncrossing them to brush an unruly strand of dark wavy hair out of her face before crossing them again. “Only thing they’ll say is that we’re being sent away. When asked where to, the answer is ‘out in the country somewhere.’ When asked for how long, they only say that they didn’t know, that it all depends. What it’s dependent on, no one will bother saying.”

“All seems a bit... sudden.” Walter chewed on some sausage in his mouth as he chewed on the thoughts in his head. “Well, only one person to ask.”

“Not like he’s going to tell us anything,” Airdella sighed

“Worth a shot.”

––––––––
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AND SO, AFTER BREAKFAST, they went to the one person who they knew would be behind all of this and might or might not be willing to tell them. Their father, King Conrad, stood by the gate of the castle talking in hushed tones to Sir Roderick.

Walter’s gut twisted at seeing Sir Roderick, his suspicions growing stronger. Had Sir Roderick been complaining to their father about yesterday’s incident. But then again, Sir Roderick and the king were close friends. It may not mean anything that they were talking. Grownups usually did.  

It was hard to read beyond their father’s usual worried and vague expression, one that he had taken on and carried for years since the death of their mother, the Queen. His retreat into a reserved aloofness had created some distance between him and his children, a chasm they never seemed to be able to reach across anymore. But they could still see it in his eyes, hard as he might try to mask the rest of his face – the pain, the same pain they all felt deep inside. 

“There you all are,” he said. “I was just about to come and bid you farewell.”

“Farewell?” Airdella said. “Father – ”

“I know you probably have many questions.” Their father’s face took on a stern expression. “But I should think that my children were aware enough to come to an intelligent conclusion. It has been brought to my attention the disgraceful behavior and lack of discipline that you have fallen into. This may very well be my own doing, having failed to oversee your education more closely. But it is something that I will not continue to permit any longer. Perhaps a change of scenery will help to correct where your education here has failed.” 

“For how long?” Airdella asked.

“For as long as... is necessary.” 

Walter watched his father’s lips move, as if there was something else he was going to say, but no words came. The king swallowed hard and gave a brief glance over at Sir Roderick. The knight’s face was drawn tight as he watched the king and the children, creased with lines of pain and worry. 

King Conrad was saved by the carriage that came rolling across the courtyard towards them. “Ah, here is your carriage. I hope that you will have a safe journey. And when...” the king paused for a moment. “I will see you again.”

––––––––
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AMY SAT NEXT TO AIRDELLA, white-faced, a few sobs escaping her as she struggled to hold back her tears. Walter sat across from them, his brow furrowed much like his father’s into lines of worry. He did not say anything, but he was picturing very vividly the scene in the drawing room the night before. But if they were being sent away as a punishment for bad behavior, then why would Amy be coming as well?

Airdella was probably thinking the same thing, but she never told me, so I do not know for sure. Walter told me that her face had drawn into its inscrutable mask of tight lips and hardened eyes, a mask she had learned to wear over years of court politics and expectations. 

“Any ideas, Walt?” she asked after an hour of bouncing on seat cushions.

Walter’s eyes shifted to the window. “We must have really messed up this time to get sent away like this.”

“They’ve never done so before,” Airdella countered. “And why would they be punishing Amy as well?”

Walter had no answer, and so they continued to ride in silence.

They stopped at an inn for the night, and early the next morning, before the sun was fully up, they started off again. They were all too tired to care when they first got into the carriage, but an hour later, they had turned off the main road and onto a country one, and every rock and hole announced its presence with a jarring jolt. By the second night, they were all too glad to leave the carriage to sleep in the rough country inn. They were off before dawn the next morning, rattling down even more remote country roads. The landscape changed from gently rolling slopes of sweet thick grass and deep woods to more pronounced and rocky hills of coarse grasses dotted with pecan and mesquite trees.

It was midafternoon on the fifth day when they arrived at a large stone wall covered with grape vines which continued as far as they could see in both directions. A strong gate was the only thing that interrupted the greenish gray mass, except for a vine-covered turret to the left of it.

Walter stepped out of the carriage, glad to be free of it and its merciless jostling, and breathed in the scent of clover and roses. “Where are we?” he asked, turning to the coachman.

“Dorrian’s Cottage,” the man answered, pausing for a moment from helping the footman remove their trunks. “Sir Dorrian is a retired knight, Your Majesties.”

The gate swung inward a small way, complaining loudly on its hinges, and an old man came out. The first thing they noted about him was his height. He was the kind of person that is easy to spot in a crowd. And though he was obviously old, he was neither wrinkled nor weak looking. When he spoke, it was in a surprisingly soft voice. “Well! Welcome to my cottage, Your Majesties!”

He did not sound as surprised as they felt.

“My Lord Dorrian,” the coachman said, bowing low.

“Enough! No need for the whole bowing business, my good man.”

“No, sir.” The coachman quickly straightened. “His Majesty, the King Conrad, commanded that I give this to you.” He held out a letter sealed with the king’s signet.

“Yes, thank you. Now that the ceremonies are over, you must all come in and have some tea.” Sir Dorrian turned and pushed both the gates wide open.

They were greeted again by the strong scent of clover and roses. Inside the walls lay a vast expanse of grassy fields, stands of trees, and a small pool. A stone house stood a small way from the gate. It was a long, two-story building, covered with vines and morning glories and roses. A chimney smoked at each end, and a fountain splashed on the stone patio.

Amy timidly reached up and held her small pale hand beneath the sparkling droplets that tumbled down.

“Do you like them?” Sir Dorrian asked.

She nodded in reply.

“It is beautiful here,” Airdella sighed. “It reminds me of the East Wing back home.”

A pang of sadness hit them all as they suddenly realized how much they missed home. They had never been more than three miles away from the castle grounds in their entire life, and now, they found themselves five days from home, with no notion of where they were or why they were there. Walter was the only one who caught the worried glances that the coachman, footman, and knight exchanged.

The tea was refreshing to all except Walter. He was a little intimidated by the knight, and so he had no intention of asking for something besides tea. He forced down one cup and stuck to the blueberry muffins.

The coach left soon afterward, and then Dorrian showed them upstairs to their rooms. The girls had rooms across the hall from each other at the east end, and Walter had a room at the west end. The rooms were simply furnished with old but solid oak bedsteads, plain white coverlets, and carved cedar wardrobes to keep their clothes in. Plain as it was, it was refreshing and clean feeling, instead of the cluttered stuffy rooms at the castle they had grown up in.

Sir Dorrian let the children have a quiet dinner to themselves upstairs in a small sitting room. They did not say much. They were quite tired at this point. Amy fell asleep before they had finished dinner, and Airdella had to wake her up so that she could put her to bed. When Airdella returned to the sitting area, she found Walter asleep as well. She woke him up and told him they may as well all go to bed. A light rain was falling outside, and the beds were oh so soft. The pitter patter of rain on the roof was just the right touch to lull them off to sleep.
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2 Breakfast with Sir Dorrian
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AMY WAS THE FIRST one awake the next morning. She was used to sleeping by herself in her own room, but the fact that this was distinctly not her room disturbed her a little. This bed was incredibly soft and warm, the room clean, the air fresh, but oh, how she wished to be home. Her nurse would have been in the room next to hers, just behind a curtain. The faces of the servants would be familiar, and so would the routine. She had no idea what to expect here.

At least, she reminded herself, Airdella was across the hall and Walter was at the far end. It was a simply constructed house, one she was not likely to get lost in, but she still had that uncomfortable feeling of being a guest in an unfamiliar house that was distinctly not her own.

The room was barely lit with the early morning dawn, and the house was silent and still. No one else was up, increasing the feeling of her loneliness. She could not go back to sleep now, but the air was slightly too cold to get out from underneath the blankets. But she did not want to be by herself in the room any longer. She crawled out from underneath the covers, quickly wrapping one of the blankets around herself. Tiptoeing out the room, she stopped short in front of Airdella’s door and hesitated. Here was her dilemma: whether to risk waking Airdella up. Airdella was not a morning person, and in general did not take kindly to being woken up. Amy did not want to be by herself anymore, but she also did not want Airdella to be grumpy with her for the rest of the day. She settled for being as close as she could get without waking Airdella up. The door itself.

When Dorrian walked past the foot of the stairs a little while later, she was sitting on the top step leaning against the doorframe. All he could see of her was a white face in a ball of white blankets.

He paused and peered up at her, making sure she was awake. “You didn’t sleep there all night, did you?” he asked.

She shook her head and then froze as her stomach rumbled very loudly.

He looked relieved and smiled a gentle kindly smile. “Breakfast it is then. Come along. Bit chilly too. Some hot tea will do us both good.”

He turned to go in the direction of the kitchen, and she padded down the stairs after him. The fire had died down to embers during the night, but with some kindling and new logs, Dorrian soon had it blazing to life and lit a few candles to help them see in the early morning light. Amy watched him from the doorway as he filled the kettle and set it on the grate. Then he filled a little pot with water and put it next to the kettle. After bustling around the kitchen some more, he produced a cast iron skillet, a dish of butter, two links of sausage, a cutting board, and a knife.

He stopped when he saw that Amy was still watching him from the doorway. “It’s warmer by the fire now,” he said, pulling up a chair for her. “How would you like to keep an eye on the water for us?”

Amy shuffled across the kitchen floor, blanket trailing behind her, and settled into the chair. Dorrian stood at the table, slicing the sausage links and dropping them into the skillet.

“What kind of tea would you like?” he asked as he chopped. “There are different kinds in that wooden box next to you. Or would you prefer a warm cup of milk? No? Tea it is then. Your brother doesn’t care much for tea, does he? I noticed he forced down one cup but not with much relish. Any ideas as to what he would prefer?”

He continued as if she had answered him, saying something about coffee or perhaps hot apple cider. He kept up a quiet and sporadic conversation, describing where to find a few things in the kitchen should she need them. He talked mostly about the house and their surroundings. As the sun rose higher, he pointed out the different types of birds that were gathering on the patio outside. Whenever he asked a question, he would always give her a moment to answer, then carried on as if she had. He did not seem to mind that she was very quiet, but instead acted as if they had been friends for years. In the short amount of time it took for the water to boil, he had her measuring out some white granular mixture he called “grits”, adding a stick or two to the fire, and pointing out the right birds when he asked their names.

She showed him which tea she wanted, and as he was now frying the sausages, he asked if she wouldn’t mind measuring it out for him. He told her how to measure out the tea leaves to put in her mug, then told her what kind of tea he wanted so she could do so for him.

By this time, Walter’s dreams had been invaded by the smell of sausages, so he came clambering down the stairs, slipping numerous times and bumping into things. He was always a little clumsy in the morning before he was fully awake.

“G’mornin’,” he paused and yawned from the doorway. He looked with some surprise at his sister, who was now stirring the grits into the boiling water.

She looked up and gave him a smile.

“Perfect timing!” Dorrian greeted him. “A few more minutes and breakfast will be ready. Would you care for coffee or hot apple cider?”

Walter was grateful no one had offered him tea. “Cider, thank you.”

“I thought as much.” Dorrian poured some cider from a jug into a little pot and put it on the grate next to the stove to warm up.

Now that the sausages were warmed up, he scrounged around the kitchen and produced a stack of bowls and some spoons. “And what about your other sister?” he asked as he set them on the table. “I don’t suppose we should wake her up?”

Amy immediately shook her head with a wide-eyed expression.

“Nooooo,” Walter shook his head in agreement. “We’d best just let her get up on her own.”

The three of them sat down to a breakfast of sausage and grits. It was simpler food than the children were used to, more considered peasants’ food or soldiers’ fare. But it was hearty, warm, and tasty.

Strong stomping footsteps echoed in the hallway above them, booming down the stairs, and Airdella came stalking through the kitchen, following the smell of the sausage. Wordlessly, one hand reached out from beneath her blanket, grabbed a piece of sausage, and put it in her mouth. Walter passed her the last empty bowl, and she sloppily spooned some of the grits into it, grabbed a handful of sausages, and plopped down, shoving the food into her mouth.

Amy put a mug of tea within Airdella’s reach, and then she and Walter sat back and left her alone. Sir Dorrian simply sat and watched them all in amusement, while he stuffed his pipe and lit it.

“Hmmm,” he chuckled softly. “Is she always like this in the morning?”

“Generally,” Walter nodded. “Basically, she’s like a cat. Don’t touch her or talk to her until she’s ready, or she’ll scratch and hiss and possibly bite you.”

“I don’t bite,” Airdella protested, settling into a more congenial and approachable mood.

“Duly noted,” Sir Dorrian said. He took a few puffs on his pipe. “Now that that’s out of the way, the coachmen are long gone, and you’re more rested up, let’s get a few things out on the table, so to speak, shall we? I won’t pretend I haven’t spent time around royalty. Goodness knows I’ve had my fair share, and I’m not much one for formalities, the Ekunai dishon Zathulon​[4], or manners of court. So, I will leave it up to you. How would you prefer me to address you?”

The three children looked at each other. They had never been asked what they preferred to be called before. They had only been told what they were to be called. Did those titles still apply here? What did “here” even mean?

Walter and Airdella were both surprised when their younger sister was the first one to respond.

“Amy,” she stated simply.

“Amy,” Sir Dorrian pursed his lips. “Short for Amaryllis? I like it.”

Airdella kicked Walter underneath the table, but he shrugged. So long as Amy was comfortable with it.

“Walter,” he decided.

“Good strong name,” Sir Dorrian approved. “Wouldn’t Sir Walter be more fitting? Are you yet a squire? No? Hmmm. We’ll have to work on that one.”

Airdella was the only one left. She struggled with wanting to hold onto her dignity and title but was also intrigued by the chance to live a more informal lifestyle here. But she was a princess and mustn’t forget that! “Lady Airdella,” she finally decided.

“As you wish,” Sir Dorrian acknowledged. “Miss Amy, Sir Walter, and Lady Airdella. As for me, you may call me Sir Dorrian, as that’s generally how people refer to me now. Retired knight, or as I like to term it, ‘adventurer’.

“Now, there are some rules of the house, so to speak. You may go anywhere on my lands, which are all enclosed by that wall. There are some hundred acres for you to explore and roam to your hearts’ content. But stay within the walls and do not go out the gates. Plenty of room in here. No need to go out there.

“As far as the house is concerned, you’ve pretty much seen the whole thing. My quarters downstairs are the only area that are off limits. Your rooms, the kitchen, study upstairs, and so on and so forth, are all open for your use. There is never any shortage of food around here. Mealtimes will be regular, but feel free to come make yourself something in the kitchen should you get hungry. Young ones, as I recall, often are when going through a growing spurt.

“Beware of the goats. They are somewhere hereabouts, roaming around. They aren’t dangerous, but they do kick and head butt, and I just want you to be aware of that. There are also deer, squirrels, and other creatures.

“Anything else I’m forgetting? I think that about covers it. These first few days I shall leave for you to get your bearings, and then we need to talk about schedules.”

“Schedules?” the children echoed.

“Yes. Lessons or whatever you call them don’t stop just because you’ve left home. We’ll have to figure out a routine and line of study, especially in the area of skill sets...”

Airdella looked around briefly. “Do you not have any servants?”

“Servants? I’ve no need of them,” Sir Dorrian shrugged. “Not much they could do for us that we can’t do for ourselves. I’ll warrant we’ll survive.

“Any other questions? No? Good. Now, it is looking to be a glorious morning, and it would be a shame for it to be wasted. I’ve found that the best way to adjust to new surroundings is by taking a good walk outside to explore it all. Provided, of course, that you’re not being waylaid by enemy soldiers or sprites... but that is highly unlikely to happen here. So, the day is yours. I leave you to it. Feel free to pack some lunch if you would rather eat outside. I’ve got some planning to do.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3 A New Order of Knights

[image: ]


SIR DORRIAN LEFT THEM and ambled off, puffing on his pipe and muttering something about archery, maps, and arithmetic. They heard a door open and shut on the far end of the house, then they were alone, sitting at the kitchen table.

Walter and Airdella looked across the table at each other, unsure of what to make of Sir Dorrian and their new surroundings. Of course, the question they had all wanted to ask, why they were there, had not been asked, as they were fairly sure they would not get a satisfactory answer. But Amy was already out of her seat and opening the window – Sir Dorrian had been right, this was a glorious spring morning, with a hint of summer adventure in the air. In a moment, Walter and Airdella had thrown all their questions to the wind and were instead exchanging excited and mischievous glances. Amy was right – they were not going to waste this opportunity to go exploring completely on their own.

The breakfast table was abandoned as they darted upstairs to their rooms. Trunks were thrown open in search of the best clothes for outdoor exploration. These were quickly donned, walking shoes were buckled and laced on. Snacks were grabbed from the kitchen and stuffed into pockets. And then they headed out the great oaken door into that wide unknown hundred acres.

They spent hours exploring, got lost multiple times, tore their clothes on a fence, splashed around in the creek, and finally got unlost enough to find their way back. Sir Dorrian did not see them again until teatime, but he approved of their ruddy cheeks and scratched up clothes, saying they were adjusting well.

Of course, all this adventuring made them hungrier than they had ever remembered being, but as Sir Dorrian had said earlier, there was plenty of food to go around. Blueberry muffins seemed to be his specialty, and they were good muffins.

He surprised them all by asking if they wanted to help catch dinner. By this he meant settling down by the creek that ran through the property with fishing poles until they had caught enough fish for dinner. They had not been fishing for a long time and thoroughly enjoyed it; that is until Sir Dorrian tried to show them how to scale and gut the fish. Walter was the only one who took any interest in this, but Sir Dorrian warned them it came with the territory. If they wanted to fish and eat it for dinner, they were going to have to scale and gut as well.

After they got all cleaned up, Sir Dorrian made a wonderful if simple dinner of fried fish and boiled potatoes, which they ate of to their hearts’ content. Then Sir Dorrian heated up some apple cider and sent them upstairs.

“So, what do you think of it all?” Walter asked, flopping down on the sheepskins by the fire in the upstairs sitting room.

“He is rather nice,” Airdella said slowly. “And it’s really beautiful here. But I have a feeling we haven’t been sent here because of what went down in the drawing room but something much more serious.”

“Agreed.” Walter frowned. “Nobody quite hesitates to tell us when we’ve been behaving badly. They would definitely have told us if that was why we were leaving.”

“That’s about the only thing they tell us,” Airdella scowled. “I say, do you have a lot of cinnamon in your cider? Mine tastes very strong.”

A spark jumped in Walter’s head as Airdella compared her mug of cider to Amy’s.

“Maybe, we should doctor up our own cider tomorrow,” Airdella said.

“How would you all like to be knights?” Walter asked.

Airdella and Amy stared at him in surprise. Amy felt a tingle go up her spine, and Airdella’s eyes got a familiar gleam in them.

“Knights?” Airdella echoed.

Walter talked faster in excitement. “Yes! There’s no one but us. Do you realize the amount of freedom we’re going to have? No servants constantly watching and waiting on us hand and foot. No court politics. We’re on our own here.”

“We have a chance to be normal children for once,” Airdella said.

“Exactly. And as to the mystery of why we’re here – we could be our own group of knights, always keeping a lookout for clues. If we put our minds to it and work together, maybe we can find out what nobody wants to tell us.”

“And keeping a watch out for each other. There’s no telling what dangers we might encounter this deep in the country. And we can do quite a bit of exploring too. This place is huge!”

“What do you think, Amy?” Walter asked.

Amy nodded enthusiastically, nearly spilling her cider.

“What shall we call ourselves?” Airdella asked. “The Knights of the Cottage of Dorrian? Or Dorrian’s Cottage?”

Walter was silent for a moment. “How about the Knights of the Order of the Roses? After all, there are tons of roses here.”

“Excellent! What can we use for a sword?” Airdella asked. “You know, for the knighting.”

“They packed the sword I got for my last birthday,” Walter answered. “I saw them put it at the bottom.”

In a moment, he had returned with the sword and told Amy to kneel. “Do you vow to protect your fellow knights of the Order of the Roses, to be brave in the face of danger, to stand firm when opposed, and to do what needs doing when others won’t do it?”

Amy simply nodded to each of them, and Walter tapped her gently on each shoulder with the sheathed blade of the sword (he would have taken it out of the sheath, but Airdella insisted that swords were dangerous enough without having the ability to cut).

Then he turned to Airdella and did the same thing, only Airdella repeated the vow herself, and he tapped her a little less gently than he had tapped Amy. Then Walter knelt, and Airdella knighted him.

“But most important of all,” he said afterward, “we must keep this to ourselves. We shall be knights in secret, for no one can know our identity.”
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4 Sir Dorrian’s School of Thought and Training
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THE NEXT MORNING, SIR Dorrian entered the kitchen to find the children already there, fully dressed and busy as bees. Amy was measuring out tea leaves, while Walter was uncertainly slicing a loaf of bread and Airdella was more vigorously slicing some summer sausage.

They all looked up when he came in and greeted him.

“Good morning,” he returned. “You all look ready for an adventure!”

For not being much of a morning person, Airdella certainly seemed to be enjoying herself as she wielded her knife against the helpless log of summer sausage. Walter was having less success, but Sir Dorrian quickly deduced what the problem was.

“Here, try this knife,” Sir Dorrian suggested, pulling a different knife out of the knife block. “See, for breads and other thick-skinned things, you’ll need a knife with a serrated edge like this. There you go!”

Walter returned to slicing his loaf of bread with renewed vigor now that he had a better knife. Airdella moved on from slicing the meat and onto the cheese. Amy handed Sir Dorrian a mug of tea, having remembered what kind of tea he liked.

“Why thank you, Miss Amy,” he smiled.

She smiled back up at him and then pointed out the window at the collection of birds on the patio.

“Ah, they’re back!” he nodded. “They like to play and drink from the fountain. But it looks like we have some newcomers today.”

Airdella and Walter set a plate heaped with bread, summer sausage, and cheese in front of him.

“Ah, wonderful! Thank you,” Dorrian exclaimed.

The children stood beaming back at him. They were quite pleased with the results of their efforts, especially considering it was their first time ever actually fixing breakfast for themselves, let alone for somebody else.

Airdella and Walter divided the rest of the food onto the remaining three plates, and they all ate a hearty breakfast together. Sir Dorrian watched the children hurry through their meal, their minds clearly on all their plans for the day.

Finally, he cleared his throat. “Well, I was going to teach you three about doing dishes today,” (here their faces fell a little in trepidation as doing dishes did not sound at all pleasant), “but considering that the three of you fixed breakfast for all of us, I think you deserve to get off on doing dishes.” (Here their faces brightened again.) “You are obviously in a hurry to be somewhere, so I won’t keep you. I will say that if you’re planning on packing a snack, there are some scones leftover from yesterday’s tea that you are welcome to take with you.”

The three children gratefully took this suggestion, excused themselves, and bolted out the door. And who could blame them with such a wonderful place to explore?

––––––––
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ON THE THIRD DAY, SIR Dorrian began implementing the schedules he had talked about, although there was a lot of irregularity to his definition of “schedule” and “education”. Part of this involved what he called “survival skills”. These included building fires and cooking meals. None of them had had any training in these areas, but they learned quickly through necessity. They did fairly well when he showed them how to cook breakfast; they were finally made to do dishes. It was the cooking over open fires outside that they struggled with more. Their first few tries ended up in burnt messes but improved quickly after they were forced to eat the charred mess-ups. Building fires came easily to them.

While they were staying with Sir Dorrian, they would also learn to take care of the goats. They learned to milk the goats and to make their own cheese and butter. When Sir Dorrian needed to slaughter one of the goats for them to have meat to eat, he had them help to tan the hide of the goat and learn how to make leather.

There was training with weapons for all of them, not just Walter. The girls were both pleased and thrilled when Sir Dorrian invited them over to learn some basic swordplay. Walter’s training here was a little more in depth, but Sir Dorrian did insist on the girls learning as well. They had all been trained in archery at home, but their instructors had not been nearly so demanding or creative. One morning, Sir Dorrian called them out for archery practice, but there were no bows ready. Sir Dorrian had them go hunting through the woods for just the right wood in order to make their own temporary bows. He taught them how to make arrows for themselves, and how to properly care for their bows should their bowstrings get wet. One of his favorite things to do was to put out an assortment of random blunt weapons, let them pick one, and have them duel each other. After watching their initial approach or tactic, he would step in and give instructions as to how that particular weapon was used, its strengths and weaknesses, as well as advice as to what would have been a better choice of weapon from that particular selection.

He taught them navigation and how to use a map, how to build shelter, and what kinds of plants in the woods were edible and which were poisonous. There were endurance hikes to locations outside of Sir Dorrian’s land, where they had to carry progressively heavier loads while they walked progressively longer distances. Some of these hikes even took place at night, where they had to learn to navigate by the stars. And when they returned, they would gather round a campfire beneath the stars and drink hot cider while listening to Sir Dorrian tell epic tales of his adventures and hunting expeditions. They themselves learned to hunt, skin, and butcher.

Airdella, although enjoying it immensely, asked him what use a princess would have with these skills. 

“My dear, if there is one thing I have learned in my adventures,” Sir Dorrian answered, “it is that a lady needs to be able to defend herself. The world is a dangerous and ever-changing place. You never know what fortune the winds may blow your way. Trust me, there is little more terrifying to a man than a self-sufficient and capable woman.”

These trainings happened regardless of weather conditions. Walter was surprised the first rainy day after their arrival when Sir Dorrian called him out for sword training in the courtyard.

“What, have you never trained in the rain?” Sir Dorrian asked.

“No,” Walter admitted, almost reluctantly.

Dorrian muttered something about going soft. “Why when I was a young squire, knights would be out jousting during thunderstorms! The defense of Arualia​[5] against the Uprising of the Southern March didn’t happen because knights were afraid of a little rain, I can tell you that! We were camping in mud that was ankle deep during a storm that didn’t stop for seven days, whilst stones from the enemy’s catapults landed amongst us. And when our rations ran out, we continued on to scale their stone walls in the rain at night. They don’t make them like that anymore,” he sighed wistfully. Then he turned his eyes back to Walter. “Hence the reason to train in all weather. You know not what the battlefield will bring you, or under what circumstances you will be called to defend your country.”

Walter would have loved to hear more about the Uprising of the Southern March. But Sir Dorrian was already preparing to attack.

The other part of their “education” was a little more traditional. The moment they walked into the study upstairs, they were captivated. A room filled from top to bottom with books, scrolls, desks, and rich carpets. Any bare wall space was covered with maps; maps of Arualia, maps of the city state of Chalef on the eastern coast, maps of the isle Caprika and the Sunrim Ocean, and maps of countries to the south and west of Arualia. Even a detailed map of Dorrian’s own land. It smelled of ink, old books, and freshly sharped pencils. It held such an air of mystery, with adventure and knowledge on every page; it made you want to know things, to question, to wonder. Many a day, especially those with bad weather, was spent exploring the shelves of knowledge in perfect contentedness.

Here, they read literature, translated works from the Olden Tongue​[6] to Arualian, debated history, performed science experiments, and solved mathematical puzzles. Sir Dorrian’s method of teaching was quite different from any of their former tutors and far more relaxed. They spent more time sprawled out on the floor than at the desks. All the subjects were jumbled together rather than being strictly delineated. They would seize on a particular topic and study it in depth for weeks if any of them were interested. Amy’s reading skills increased dramatically as she was reading the same materials as Walter and Airdella.

While most of this education was traditional for a squire or knight of King Conrad’s court, Walter was curious at some of the unusual additions that Sir Dorrian made. Lock picking, for one. Best methods for concealing different kinds of weapons. How to disguise oneself in a pinch. Pick-pocketing. 

Curiosity tugged at the back of his mind about where Sir Dorrian had learned these things and why he felt a need to pass on this information. But he didn’t dare to ask while Sir Dorrian was holding a dagger. 

He stared at the lock on the door to Airdella’s bedroom as they drank their cider one evening. “Do you find it curious some of the things he’s teaching us?” 

“You would know better than I,” Airdella said. “What things specifically?”

“Lock picking? Why would we need to learn that?”

Amy yawned from her corner of the sofa where she was curled up in a blanket. “They don’t usually teach that to squires?”

Walter shook his head. “No, I’ve gone through some of the training lists. And pick pocketing. Not that it wouldn’t be handy in a pinch, but that’s definitely not common.”

Airdella sat up straighter. “So, what you’re saying is that this is another prime topic of investigation for the Knights of the Order of the Roses?”

“What is?”

“What kind of knight was Sir Dorrian? He has many fun stories of ‘adventuring’, but what was it that he was really doing?” 

“You’re going to ask him that?” Walter asked.

Airdella shrank back into her chair a little. She too knew better than to put the question directly to Sir Dorrian. “We just need to be subtle about it.”

They all tried to listen more carefully to Sir Dorrian’s stories, to read more closely the histories he assigned, and to study keenly the skills he taught. What uses would a knight possibly have for that? Was there some hidden meaning to that historical account?

But as the days turned into weeks, and the weeks into months, they were lulled into forgetfulness and distracted by the excitement of their life at Sir Dorrian’s. 

They had never enjoyed being “educated” quite as much as during that summer. There were plenty of hikes they were allowed to go on of their own volition to places they wanted to go, and many picnic lunches carried to the creek or the cave in the woods. And while they missed their father and their home, they almost forgot to investigate the reasons for why they were sent away. What was there to miss that could compare to anything at Dorrian’s Cottage?
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5 Mysteries in the Library 
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“NO, NO, YOU’RE DOING it all wrong.” Airdella spread her arms protectively over the map on the table, blocking Walter and his pencil. “That’s not where the Triple Cleft is.”

“It is according to this map,” Walter protested, waving a sheet of parchment in her face.

“Well, that map is wrong!” Airdella said.

“How would you know when you haven’t even taken a look at it?” Walter asked.

“Sir Dorrian told us to create and label a map of the D’zil Mountains​[7], using this one to help us.” Airdella grabbed another sheet of parchment to her right. “There, if you look at our map and the one Sir Dorrian gave us, you can clearly see where we need to label the Triple Cleft.”

Walter frowned and leaned in over the two maps. “You drew it wrong,” he decided.

“No, I didn’t,” Airdella rolled her eyes.

“Yep, you missed this bit.”

It was Airdella’s turn to lean in over the two maps. Now that it was pointed out to her, she could see that a section of the mountains was indeed missing. She straightened and pursed her lips.

“How do you miss an entire section of mountains?” Walter asked.

“I was helping Amy.”

Amy sat at a different table, painstakingly translating “The Ballad of Tallenor” from Arualian back into the Olden Tongue and doing her best to ignore the arguing of her brother and sister.

Walter set his map down on the table. “The Triple Cleft is part of this outcropping from the D’zil Mountains,” he pointed out. “If you just erase everything north of where you left it out, then we will have less to redo.”

“But then where are we going to put the End Chasm?”

“Well, it’s not like the End Chasm is actually a part of the mountains, and I’m pretty sure everyone knows where the edge of the world is and not to fall off it, so I think we’ll be fine not including it. Just draw an arrow pointing to the North where it would be off the paper.”

Airdella sighed. She hated doing what she thought was incomplete work, but she also did not want to redraw an entire map. So, she got out an eraser and rubbed at the top of the map.

Within an hour, they had the map corrected and had finished labeling the key locations and features of the D’zil Mountains. Having finished, they set their map aside for Sir Dorrian to inspect the next day and rolled up the other maps to put away.

“I sometimes wonder what’s the point,” Airdella said as they carried the maps over to the cabinet.

“Of?”

“Why do they make us study geography and maps and such. Not saying it’s not interesting. But the D’zil Mountains? It’s not like I’m ever going to go there.”

Walter shrugged, unsure of how to respond, and opened the map cabinet. An avalanche of maps and scrolls came flying and rolling and tumbling out of it, falling into a heap at their feet.

“The cabinet of death strikes again,” Amy announced ominously in a low voice from behind them.

Airdella and Walter let their shoulders sag in defeat. Airdella dumped the maps from her arms, adding them to the pile at her feet. “I hate this cabinet.”

“I’m hungry,” Walter sighed.

“Why are there no shelves in here?” Airdella demanded, shaking her fists at the cabinet.

“It would be handy to have some kind of rack with individual slots for them.”

“I guess we will just have to stuff them back in there. Is there anything that didn’t fall out?”

Walter reached into the cabinet that was just above his head to feel around. His hand found a few small scrolls, which he rolled out of the cabinet, and a folded-up piece of leather wrapped around a wedge-shaped stone.

Airdella sat on the floor and sorted the maps by size and content. “Arualia,” she muttered, setting one of the smaller maps aside. “Caprika. D’zil Mountains. Why are there so many maps of that place? This isn’t even a map. This is about the types of fish in the Wantu River. Who even cares about that? What’s that thing in your hand? It looks like animal skin.”

“It is a map,” Walter announced, unfolding it and examining it.

“A map of?”

Walter frowned. “Well, that’s rubbish. Supposed to be Arualia, but it’s got it all wrong.”

“Why are you so critical of everyone else’s maps?”

“It’s got the names mixed up. Here, see for yourself!”

Airdella frowned over the map. It was a map of Arualia and some of the Western Nargani​[8] lands, crudely drawn, with the size of certain geographic features distorted, the names of key locations were labelled differently, and instead of being depicted as the dark shadowy edge of the world, the End Chasm was labelled as Gaya’s Fury​[9]. This map also showed a land beyond the edge, simply labeling it as “Ko’atzalon”​[10]. It labeled a few specific locations within this unknown northern land, including a few rivers, a waterfall, and some mountains.

Amy gladly left her translation work to come take a look.

“It feels so old.” Walter rubbed the edge of the leather between his fingers. “I wonder where Sir Dorrian got it.”

“We can take it down to dinner and ask him,” Airdella said. “What’s the stone?”

“It’s a stone.”

“Yes, but why was it inside the map? Is it important?”

“Again, we will have to ask Sir Dorrian about that.”

The three of them gathered up the maps on the floor and tried to put them back in the cabinet as neatly as possible, based on Airdella’s sorting, but it was a hopeless cause without additional shelves. They finally finished stacking the scrolls and shut the cabinet doors without much hope that it would not explode again the next time they opened it.

They brought the map and stone downstairs with them when they went down to dinner. Sir Dorrian was leaning over a pan, checking to see if its contents were fully cooked.

“Ah, there you all are!” he said. “The chicken appears to be ready.”

“We have got to get new shelves for the map cabinet,” Airdella said.

“Oh, yes, I’ve been meaning to do that.”

“It took us a half hour to put it back together!”

“More like ten minutes,” Walter said.

“I’m pretty sure I got paper cuts from some of them.”

“She does love being dramatic doesn’t she?” Sir Dorrian turned to Walter and Amy. “Hello, what have you got there?”

“We’re not sure.” Walter held up the leather map for him to see. “We were hoping you could tell us.”

Sir Dorrian let out a low whistle. “I haven’t seen that for many a year. I was wondering where it had got to.”

“It was at the bottom of the map cabinet.”

“Well, there you go. Aren’t you glad we don’t have proper shelves in there yet? Otherwise, you’d never have found it.”

Airdella groaned and buried her face into the table.

“What kind of map is it?” Walter asked.

“This is something I picked up during my old adventuring days,” Sir Dorrian said, gingerly unfolding the leather. “Bought it off an old gypsy traveler who claimed to have found it in an abandoned troll’s hoard.”

“Trolls aren’t real,” Airdella lifted her head.

“No?” Sir Dorrian asked her, cocking an eyebrow. “Just cause you’ve never seen one doesn’t mean it’s not real.”

“You think they really exist?” Walter asked.

“There are so many varying legends and myths of trolls, even different versions of the same story, from all over the known world,” Sir Dorrian pointed out. “Maybe there is some truth behind all the old stories.”

“What about the map?” Amy asked.

“Well, what I do know is that it’s very old,” Sir Dorrian said. “Many of these names and labels appear to be based off the Olden Tongue. Gaya is similar to Gashaya​[11], the Olden Tongue for earth or caretaker. Ko’atzalon is Olden Tongue for unknown or wilderness. Others are older names that haven’t been used for these places in more than forty years.”

The three contemplated the possibilities that the map brought up.

“Do you think it’s possible there is a land beyond the End Chasm?” Airdella asked.

“I have no idea,” Sir Dorrian said, but his eyes gleamed. “But I would be willing to take the risk to try to find out. Had I been younger when I bought this map, I certainly would have tried. As it was, it was near the end of my adventuring days that I acquired this. What I was really after at the time was the stone.”

“What’s the stone for?” Walter asked.

“Watch this.” Sir Dorrian picked up the stone from where it sat on the table and tossed it in the air. It landed in almost the exact same position. No matter how many times he did this, it always ended up pointing in the same direction. “It’s an enchanted stone called a starstone. Extremely rare. No matter what, it will always point north towards the Dragon Star. Pretty handy in a tight spot for figuring out direction. Very few of them out there in the world.”

He fiddled with it for a moment with a nostalgic smile. “Not much use to me now, though, I suppose. Why don’t you hold onto it? You may find it handy one of these days.”

As Walter took the stone back, his stomach rumbled loudly.

Sir Dorrian chuckled. “I know what that means. Thankfully, the chicken is ready.”

“So what were you doing when you found these things?” Airdella asked, spinning the stone on the table. It always stopped in the exact same position, pointing northwards.

Sir Dorrian seemed to give a momentary pause as he was serving the rice and chicken onto the plates. “Tracking down an old fugitive from the Uprising,” he said. 

Walter cocked his head, exchanging glances with Airdella. There was a hesitation in Sir Dorrian’s voice, and an air of forced nonchalance. As if Sir Dorrian didn’t want to talk about it and was trying to shrug it off as unimportant. And the Uprising? That had been nearly twenty years ago. Walter hadn’t thought of the knight as having been retired for that long. 

“When’s the last time you got outside these walls?” Airdella asked, giving a strange look. 

“Last week on our hike to the lake.” Sir Dorrian gave a chuckle. “The adventure you’re asking about really wasn’t that long ago. I’ve only been retired a couple of years now.” 

“That’s an awfully long time to be hunting down a fugitive from the war,” Walter said. “He must have been done something fairly heinous.”

“They were all traitors,” Sir Dorrian said. 

“What was his name?” 

Sir Dorrian chewed thoughtfully on his bite of chicken before swallowing. “Clint Starnor. His family was a lesser house of nobles from the Southern March. Might have been shown leniency if they hadn’t tied themselves so closely to Sir Frederick Lawhead, the leading house of the rebellion. Clint’s father became Lawhead’s righthand man. And Clint his protege.”

Amy reached for the pitcher of peach juice to refill her cup. “Did you catch him?”

“No.” Sir Dorrian replied softly, as if lost in memories of the adventure or haunted by his failure to complete his mission. Eyes fixed on the window, he sat back and stroked his chin, his meal forgotten. He failed to catch the looks exchanged by the three Knights of the Order of the Roses. 

––––––––
[image: ]


AFTER THEY WASHED UP the dinner dishes, Sir
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