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  Preface




  Welcome to The Year of the Red Door.   For those of you who are curious, I invite you to visit the accompanying web site,





www.TheYearOfTheRedDoor.com.







  There you will find maps and other materials pertaining to the story and to the world in which the story takes place.






  The road to publishing The Year of the Red Door has been an adventure, with the usual ups and downs and rough spots that any author may encounter. The bumps and jostles were considerably smoothed by the patient toil of my editors who were, I'm sure, often frustrated by a cantankerous and difficult client.   Nonetheless, I have upon occasion made use of their advice, which was sometimes delivered via bold strokes, underlines, exclamation points, and a few rather cutting remarks handwritten across the pristine pages of my manuscripts. Therefore, any errors that you encounter are due entirely to my own negligence or else a puckish disregard of good advice.


  

  For those of you who might be a bit put off by the scope and epic length of this story, I beg your indulgence and can only offer in my defense a paraphrase of Pascal (or Twain, depending on your preference):




  I did not have time to write a short story, so I wrote a long one instead.
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Albert and Billie




  





  Prologue




  The White Dragon





  





  Dalvenpar Tallin, Robby and Ullin's uncle, was killed in the Dragonlands years before Ullin was even born. He died during a shoddy retreat from what proved a disastrous invasion of the desert lands. Crying "Remember Tulith Attis!" the attackers managed to sack and pillage the Green Citadel, one of the chief cities of the northern desert provinces. Although the invading forces would be defeated and ultimately repelled, few lessons would be learned from either side, and history would repeat itself in but a few years.




However, six weeks after the useless death of Dalvenpar Tallin and so many others, a group of seven mysterious riders moved along the final stretch of dusty track toward Kajarahn, the Free City in the northwestern desert. They were mysterious because they were dressed in black robes and coverings, such as assassins of the city sometimes wore, and they rode under no banner or standard. The guards of the city saw them while they were still far off, wavering in the heat, and they examined them carefully with their spyglasses. They were not renegades, clearly, since they rode handsome horses and were all dressed alike. No, not renegades, but it was unusual, and risky, not to ride under some banner, for without the protection of a powerful or influential house, few travelers stood much of a chance within the city, unless of course, they had plenty of gold for bribes. Indeed, soon enough, each guard held several coins of Dragonkind gold, and their captain a double amount, and the visiting riders were permitted to enter. They knew their way, and rode on through the bazaar and past the fine palace of the ruling lord of the city. They continued on beyond the gardens and baths and rode into the district of the town where merchants lived. They entered a small courtyard, and as the clatter of horse-hooves bounced from the surrounding walls, the owner of the house, seeing them from a window, hurried his wife and his young son into hiding. He then girded a sword and rushed out with many of his servants to challenge the arrivals. The son broke away from his mother, picked up his own small sword, and ran to join his father. The merchant glowered at the boy, but it was too late to send him back in, and he turned his attention to his unexpected visitors. The lead rider dismounted, approached, and bowed low.




"Peace," said the dusty stranger, loosening the coverings from around his face.




"I hope it is in peace that you come," said the merchant, bowing curtly. "Pray, who are you? And why do you disturb my home's tranquility?"




"Forgive us, good sir," said the stranger, bowing again, "but we come at our master's bidding. You may call me Tareef. Are you not Emal the Merchant?"




"I am. And is your master so low that you dare not ride with his standard?" asked the merchant sharply, eyeing the stranger and the others who came with him. His keen eye did not miss much, not the bearing of the strangers before him, the make of their saddles, the cut of their robes and light armor, nor the workmanship of their sword-hilts or even the stitching on the stranger's gloved hand. He saw clearly that these were no ordinary men since, for Dragonkind soldiers, they were fine of frame and had little sign of the desert sickness. Only a powerful master could provide the darakal elixir in such amounts to make his servants so strong. He also noted that a long bundled object, perhaps seven feet long, was strapped to the side of one of the horses. Tareef sensed the merchant's assessment, and he seemed oddly at ease with it.




"I assure you that we are here on peaceful business," he said to Emal, "but it is such that our master must keep to himself, as much as may be possible, as you may soon understand. He, our master, says that Emal of Kajarahn is a shrewd merchant and a wise trader. Furthermore, he says that Emal is an honest man who lives not in the way of so many of this city, but is proud to have his fortunes rest with his own acumen and skill rather than upon swindles and lying."




Emal's eyes narrowed. His son stepped up.




"The flattery and praise of strangers has no merit but is to soften the cheat which follows!" the boy declared defiantly.




"Radasa!" Emal said harshly, pushing the boy back. "Know your place to speak when spoken to! I beg you forgive my son's outburst. I fear he listens to the sayings of his father too much, but has not yet learned the wisdom of silence."




Tareef only grinned and looked from the boy back to the father.




"I bring a commission for transport," he said as he produced a small folded parchment and offered it to Emal. Emal studied it for a long moment, then squinted back at Tareef.




"What your master asks will be difficult to do without arousing many questions," he said. "And it is a long way to go and will require many bribes. The only roads north are closed to our kind since the great battle of Calamandor, so I must commission trustworthy northmen to carry out this task."




"My master quite understands the difficulties," said Tareef, gesturing to one of his comrades nearby. Immediately two saddlebags were brought. The stranger took one and removed from it a purse and handed it to Emal.




"There is here twenty such purses to defray your costs and to yield some profit to yourself and to those you deem trustworthy to undertake this commission."




Emal nodded as he looked inside the purse. Then Tareef handed him the saddlebag.




"As well, I am instructed to also give you this," he said, holding out the other, much lighter saddlebag to Emal. Emal gave Radasa the first saddlebag, so heavy that the boy had to hastily put away his sword so that he could hold the bag with both arms. Then Emal took the second saddlebag that was offered, undid the flap, and looked within. His expression went from puzzlement to surprise then to astonishment. Inside was enough refined darakal to supply his family with the precious life-saving elixir for two years at least. Emal quickly closed the flap and glanced around to be sure no one else nearby had seen its contents.




"A king's ransom," he said, gesturing at the bag his son held, but meaning the one he himself still clutched. "And the object to be transported and delivered?"




Tareef turned and gestured to his men. They quickly untied the long object from the horse, and two of them brought it forward, handling it with great care. It appeared to be a thin carpet, rolled and tied within a sheet of heavy linen. The two men placed it gently and ceremoniously on the ground before him. Then they bowed and backed away. Emal noted that they bowed to the object and not to him.




"I pray you deliver this on behalf of my master," said Tareef. "And that you see to it that his note is included with it."




Emal took the note and read it.




"I do not understand it," Emal said.




"It is not for you to understand," said Tareef. "Does my master have an accord with you for the transportation of this object to the destination that he stipulates?"




Tareef held out his hand. Emal slowly reached out and took it, holding it for a long moment, making sure of the sincerity in Tareef's eyes.




"It shall be the honor of my House to do so," he said at last, bowing. "Rest assured, it shall not be tampered with in any way, nor shall it be examined by anyone acting on behalf of this House."




At this, Tareef bowed very low, putting his hand to his breast. He looked at the boy, at Emal, then down at the long bundle on the ground before turning and climbing back into his saddle as his men did likewise. Just as he started to rein away, Emal stepped up.




"I hope," he said, not too loudly, "that all is well in Almedian."




For the first time, Tareef frowned.




"I do not know what you mean, sir."




Emal nodded and backed away. Tareef turned his horse around, then paused.




"But," he said to Emal, "should I pass that way, I shall relay your good wishes. Peace!"




And with that, the secretive riders rode away, disappearing from the courtyard and down the street.




"Father," asked Radasa, "who were those men? And what is this thing they wish you to send northward?"




Emal slung the light saddlebag over his shoulder, took the heavy one from his son, and said, "Take the other end of it, son, and we shall carry it in together."




"My lord," said one of the servants, stepping up, "allow us to carry this thing!"




"No. My son and I will see to it. You may dismiss everyone back to their work."




Emal and Radasa lifted the long object and carried it into the house, up the stairs, and into Emal's bedroom. Hearing them enter, Emal's wife emerged tentatively from her closet as the two were putting the object down on the floor. With a finger held up, Emal stopped her questions and turned to Radasa.




"My son, hear me. You are not to ask after this object again, nor may you ask after those men or who their master might be," Emal said.




"But, Father—"




"Listen to me!" Emal said gently. "Only you and your mother are of greater worth than this object. But if any surmise what this thing is, or that you might know who this comes from, or where it is bound for, they will do cruel things to you and to your mother to make you tell all that you know. Even friends of this House would do so, I fear! By taking this commission, I place our House in great danger for the rest of its days, and all its servants likewise, long past the end of my own life. So I must keep it a secret from you and from your mother, insomuch as I can. And I will say this, too: I marked those men correctly, and I would do this for their lord merely for the asking, and I would consider my purse brimming with the pride of doing so. Count yourself blessed if ever you should have such esteem for another!"




"Father," said the son, "I know where Almedian is. And who lives there."




"Ah." Emal, distressed, glanced at his wife. "I see you have been at your maps. Very well, then. Let your lips be sealed!"




• • •




It was three weeks later that Emal completed the arrangements. The long object was carefully rolled into yet another carpet and sent northward in a shipment of goods bound for Vanara. Indeed, only goods from Kajarahn could make it out of the desert and into the north, unless they were goods taken as spoils of war, for Kajarahn was far from the centers of power, and its status as a Free City meant that trade could take place between its merchants and any they chose to deal with, be they Dragonkind, Man, or Elifaen, as long as payment was had and tribute was given. So it was a large, well-armed party of Men who departed Kajarahn with the long bundle that Emal sent north, Men who were paid well to defend their goods from renegades and Dragonkind soldiers alike, and who would also defend their goods from the Elifaen should they attack the train in the mountains. Their arms were put to use, too, for hardly had the train entered the foothills than they were attacked by renegades. But Emal's men were zealous in their duty and determined in the defense of their goods, and they beat back the robbers easily. An early snow made their way treacherous, so it was another month before the company made it through the mountains to Ladentree, in the western reaches of Vanara. In Ladentree, Emal's representative and long-time trading partner took charge of the goods, disposing of them according to Emal's careful and well-paid-for instructions. Thus the bundle from Emal, seemingly an ordinary carpet, was crated and sent eastward to the icy River Strayborn, and then by boat down to the River Iridelin where the crate was loaded onto a southbound barge destined for Altoria.




It remained in the Altorian port city of Draymoor for two months until it departed within the hold of the Selkie, a Glarethian merchantman. The ship made the passage to Solsorna, in Masurthia Realm, in good time, and was shortly afterwards back at sea, laden with trade goods and manned by a crew that was eager to see their families once again in far away Glareth by the Sea. Winter storms battered the Selkie, forcing it into Forlandis of Tracia Realm for almost two weeks. A few days after departure, the ship was again almost lost when it was nearly driven into the rocks of Grisland Strait by a sudden violent squall and was only saved by its quick-thinking captain, who ordered a bow anchor dropped, which spun the Selkie into the wind and permitted its crew time to reef its sails. The squall passed, the ship safely cleared those treacherous waters, and the crew made good sail with fair winds so that the heavily laden ship lumbered easily northward. Two weeks after departing Forlandis, the Selkie docked at Colleton on the coast of the Old Eastlands Realm. By now it had been over five months since the contents of the crate began its journey.




In Colleton, the crate and much of the cargo in the ship's hold were unloaded and stored in a warehouse along with many other goods to await the passing of winter and early spring rains so that the roads might be better for transport wagons. Eventually, the roads cleared of snow and ice, and spring mud dried away. So it was early summer before the crate was uncovered within the warehouse and then consigned, along with many other goods, to a wagoneer for transport overland. Thus the crate slowly bounced and jogged across the Old Eastlands countryside, passing through one town or village and the next. The wagoneer stopped at virtually each and every hamlet to barter and to trade, and the long crate at the bottom of his wagon was shifted around, shoved over, covered and uncovered by various sacks, boxes, and bundles as he went. The season passed by as he traded and negotiated his way westward, driving through broad croplands and teeming woods and camping under starlight when no inn or barn was near. At last, in early autumn, the wagoneer came to the Saerdulin River. Crossing over by way of a ferry, he made his way up the Old South Road along the river and turned west again before reaching Passdale to carry the battered and travel-bruised crate on the final leg of its journey. He thus arrived in Tallinvale almost a year to the day after its contents were delivered to Emal in Kajarahn.




The housekeeper of Tallin Hall accepted the shipment, and he had it brought into the grand foyer while a footman went to notify his lord of the arrival of the unexpected item. Lord Tallin entered the foyer as workmen waited with their tools.




"What can this be?" asked Lord Tallin.




"Shall we open it and see, my lord?" asked the housekeeper.




"By all means."




Soon enough the crate's lid was removed and from it was taken a long roll of what appeared to be thin, low-quality carpet. But when they unrolled it and found yet another bundled roll of thin carpet, they were further baffled.




"Perhaps these rugs are for the Hall?" Lord Tallin asked.




"Not any that I have ordered," said the housekeeper. "They appear entirely unsuitable, if I may say so. The wagoneer said that it came from Colleton."




Meanwhile, at the housekeeper's gesture, the bindings on the second carpet were untied, and, as it was unraveled, they were all surprised when a long pole rolled out of it and across the floor, its metal caps ringing. In its wake unfurled a long green standard, hemmed in gold, with a white dragon finely embroidered upon it. Tallin stared as the servants backed away.




"Gurasa," he muttered.




For years, tales of this name had filtered north out of the Dragonlands, tales of glory told on the lips of captured Dragonkind, stories breathed with fear by renegades in the badlands of the desert, and exploits related by smugglers and mercenaries. Gurasa. He who smote the rebellious Dragonkind generals that defied their Emperor. Gurasa, who swept across the fabled southern deserts like a sandstorm, scouring the land free of criminals and discontents, annihilating larger armies by dint of his cunning and bravery. It was said that no army that marched under Gurasa's banner would ever know defeat. A green banner emblazoned with a white dragon. The battle standard of Gurasa, who had once been a guest of this very Hall.




Seeing a bit of parchment wrapped around the pole's base and tied with twine, the housekeeper tentatively unfastened it and handed the curled paper to Lord Tallin. Tallin took it absently, his eyes still fixed by those of the white dragon, his mind full of the image of his eldest son, whose death had only recently been reported to him. Dalvenpar died, he had been informed, when a truce between Gurasa and the forces retreating from the Green Citadel was broken. Lord Tallin had too many questions, ones that would never be answered for him. Finally, he broke his gaze and looked at the small note. Upon it were written only five words, brushed in a careful, almost delicate hand with distinctive flourishes.




"In exchange for one ring."









  
 
 





  Part I




  





  Chapter 1




  Micerea




  





 

Not far from Janhaven, in the rustic environs of Mr. Furaman's stockade, within the meeting room of the main building, the small group of Robby's friends, along with his mother, made a decision. By doing so, though it was farthest from their intent, they made themselves traitors of the King, rebels against the ruler of Duinnor, forming a secret pact around a secret purpose. Though they agonized over their deliberations, and remained baffled by the revelations that led them on, afterwards it seemed inevitable that they should make the plan they made. It was as if it had been written somewhere long beforehand, and they were only fulfilling some prior design. And though it was outrageous in its audacity, given the circumstances as well as the facts brought to light by their discussions, there seemed little else to do.




It was resolved, then, that Robby would depart Janhaven along with his companions to seek out the hidden place called Griferis, if it still existed, and there to try himself against the tests of kingship and to be judged of his worthiness to become King of Kings, Lord over all the Realms. If possible, Duinnor would be warned of the treachery of the Tracian Redvests, of their invasions and of the alliance with the Dragonkind. And if the present King chose not to act and refused aid to the east, or if he failed to prepare for the defense of the other realms, a New King might be the remedy.




As the weight and implications of this conspiracy fell upon the group, Sheila and Billy became taciturn. Mirabella retained a pale look of fear, and Ullin was far away in thought. Robby and Ashlord merely looked at each other, sympathetic to the group and the mood that had settled over them, each unwilling to break the silence. For what seemed a long while, they abided quietly, turning over their own thoughts until Frizella Bosk arrived, and she clearly saw the strained faces. But she had her own concerns, and she explained that help was needed to distribute firewood to their people. As Ullin and Robby moved to the door, Billy told her briefly, what they had been discussing, mentioning nothing about kingship, but only that they needed to go to Duinnor for help, and he promised to tell more after they had gotten the wood delivered. Frizella, seeing that Mirabella and Ashlord had no desire to leave just yet, asked Sheila if she would help her with the sick until they could be settled somewhere. And so Ullin and Billy and Robby went to join Ibin, already at work chopping and sawing and splitting. Sheila went with Frizella to tend the sick and wounded, relieving some of the other women so that they could rest, asking everyone along the way if they had seen Raenelle, Frizella's missing daughter. But none had.




Ashlord stirred the fire, his back to the table, letting Mirabella mull through her thoughts. Sooner than he expected, she spoke, and he turned to face her.




"Yesterday," Mirabella started, "when you and Robigor rode out to meet the Redvest general..."




She paused, looking away, as if trying to remember, though Ashlord knew that she had perfect recall and was instead looking for words.




"I was loading the wagons in front of the store," she went on. "There was a moment, when I looked across the river and up at the hills of Barley, where the enemy on the crest stretched across the skyline like jagged red shadows, the sharp glint of their steel in the sunrise, their war-drums like hammers upon my heart. There was a moment, when I saw you and my husband riding back to the bridge, that I knew what was about to happen. It seemed to me—I thought to myself, 'The end has come.' "




Ashlord nodded, seeing her ageless concern and the dark despair of her green eyes.




"So think any who see the closing of one age and the beginning of another," he said gently. "All things come to an end, just as all things must have their beginnings. Some easily and without notice, and others with great turmoil. In that way beginnings and endings are not so different."




Mirabella nodded. "Yes. Perhaps that is so. All my life I have feared the future. Those of my bloodline are naturally cautious, and our dreams are rarely comforting. After you and Robigor returned across the bridge, he looked at me from many yards away, where you and he and the men spoke together, and he nodded and smiled at me as he listened. I knew, then, at that moment, what was to come, and what I must do. As we looked at one another across the distance that separated us, I knew that it might well be the last time I ever looked into his eyes. I could not go to him. He could not come to me. Time was too pressing, and our duties were upon us. He smiled at me, over his shoulder, nodding as someone said something to him," her voice broke as she struggled to go on. "I saw it in his eyes. He was having his last look at me."




Few loves ever touched Ashlord's heart as did that of Mirabella and her husband Robigor, for he had recently made it his business to learn their story, and he understood the transformation it had brought to Mirabella. He felt through her words and saw in the pool of her eyes their love for each other, the strength of it, and the pain of their parting so, in the confusion before battle, without even a kiss, a touch, or even a word for each other. His heart, too, broke for them.




"All I wanted... He is the only man in all the world," she went on, continuing her struggle to speak, swallowing often, her voice cracking. "The only one who gave me peace and taught me joy. Through him, modest man, I learned of the greatness of Men, of their true strength and power. Through him, I found serenity and humble purpose. All I wanted was to spend my days with him, to see him through until the end of his own, then, afterwards, afterwards...I could carry him in my heart until, until..."




She stopped, her eyes a sea of anguish as she looked up at Ashlord. He was leaning on his stick, his shoulders slumped, old and wise and tired, his eyes a deep and dark well, and he smiled painfully. Her own watery eyes could not see the sympathetic mist in his.




"I watched him take his place on the bridge. When I heard that he rode away north, I have since had a kind of peace. Or perhaps it is resignation. In spite of my fear. But now that my son is going away, my fears are greater, and my anxiety cannot be expressed in words. I do not know how I am to go on. But go on, I must."




"Yes," Ashlord replied softly, "you must. You must have hope, and it is up to you, now, to give it to others, just as your husband would want you to do."




"I have little!"




"You may have very little of it, but it is more than many here possess. And, like friendship, hope is not weakened by the sharing of it."




• • •






By torchlight, Robby worked through the night, chopping and loading firewood onto a cart and driving it through the camps and distributing his loads along with blankets. He and the other men who labored with him spoke very little in the misty darkness. And though they were not sullen, they toiled with little enthusiasm. When dawn began to dimly show in the east, Robby found himself on the far side of Janhaven, having returned the cart to its owner, and it was a long walk back to the stockade. Fires burned lowly in the fields along the roadsides, and smoke hung in the motionless predawn air. He could hear the people stirring on the cold ground—a cough here and there, a baby crying in the distance—and he picked his way carefully through the campsites, trying not to trip over slumbering forms or tangling himself in the ropes of improvised tents that caught against his leg. More than once Robby stopped, recognizing a face huddled before a fire, and he asked after the folk there. In this manner, he saw the blacksmith, a bandage covering a gash on his head, lying on his side, smoking his pipe, staring into his small campfire. Later he spoke with Mr. Arbuckle, the former bridge tender, and his wife, and several others as he went along his way. He passed the Greardon nephews, too, who had labored so hard to put the mill back into operation after the terrible storm that killed their uncle. Mrs. Greardon, though, was nowhere to be seen. The heavy mill wagon, which used to haul flour and seed, was now their home, a tarpaulin thrown over the top of it as a roof. Stopping, Robby asked after Mrs. Greardon.




"We don't know where she is," said one of the boys. "She left Jay with us to look after, an' went back to the house for something."




"We think she got taken by them Redvests," said the other.




"Oh. I'm sorry to hear that. I'm sure she'll be fine, or turn up soon," Robby said, trying to be encouraging. They nodded, and he continued on his way.




It was a sad lot, indeed, and Robby grew more depressed as he went. He wondered at the misery that had befallen everyone so suddenly. Over and over he asked himself whether there was something else that he could do, something other than run off on some unpredictable adventure. The idea came to him of leading an attack on Passdale, perhaps winning back their town, driving out the Redvests and returning these people to their warm homes. His mind filled with grandiose visions of a well-organized offensive, with himself at Ullin's side, sweeping down on the unsuspecting invaders. "Let them have Tulith Attis," he muttered, "but surely we can take back Passdale and keep it!"




Out of the smoky mist ahead emerged the shape of a wagon parked near the edge of a field under some trees, and he heard a lonely pipe. It was from one of the minstrel's vans, lately belonging to Thurdun's people and given to the musicians when the boats departed. Robby paused, listening to the plaintive voice of the pipe, wavering through the melancholy air, and in the half-light of predawn he could just make out the player sitting on the back step of the wagon. His hand brushed Swyncraff about his waist, and he remembered Thurdun and the Queen. Her words came back to him.









"When you do what you must, it is as it should be, and leads to the next and the next."









He knew that if he stayed here to serve his people, to help organize a resistance and to take back their homeland, many things could be possible. After all, they were a resourceful people and, as the recent floods showed, they knew how to work together. But the darkness of his heart told him that even if he did so, and had every success against the invaders, it would be folly in the end. A more formidable opponent was stirring in the world, against which no army could withstand.




• • •




It was a difficult decision for Billy Bosk, who was beginning to feel the burdens of his duties as leader of Boskland. His initial inclination, in spite of the discussion of the evening before, was to take a few men and ride in search of his sister, going around the back ways toward the southern parts of Barley. Frizella dissuaded him, saying it would be a foolhardy quest, and that as the new laird, he had a greater duty to the land.




"Ain't nobody left what can speak for the House of Bosk," she told him. "An' if a great war is upon us, then somebody's got to get word to Duinnor an' bear witness concernin' these things. Yer sister's got a head on her shoulders, an' we must trust that she'll use it. An' though I hate to see ye go, I'd be comforted that ye'd be goin' off with the likes of Ashlord an' Ullin to see to things. I already talked to Mira 'bout all this. Robby's goin', too. At least ye'll be with good friends what'll look after one another."




So Billy was resolved to go with Robby. He consulted with several of his kinsmen who had survived the attack and were at Janhaven, and, with his mother, he explained to them that he was called away to Duinnor, to take warning and to seek aid.




"I'll not say this goes easy on me," he said to them at dawn. They had gathered together in a hut which was given over to them by a farmer who had been a childhood friend of Billy's father. "Yet Bosks have sworn allegiance to Duinnor, an' it's with Duinnor that our hope lay. The fate of Barley'll be shared, an' the Redvests turned back only by might greater than we an' Glareth can muster. If I stayed, me sword an' me voice would only harry the enemy. But if I go west, I'll carry with me the full word of our need. If chance an' fortune favor, I'll return with aid, or, should the way show otherwise, I will do me utmost to wrench the enemy from these lands by other means. But the two of ye, Tonifor Bosk an' Parth Bosk, elder cousins of mine, have all to do with fightin' an' keepin' our people. If ye honor me father an' the House of Bosk, ye'll do honor to the name of Bosk by what means ye have."




Hearing Billy speak thus, with stern determination, was new to them, for they well knew his reputation for sport and jest. And the fire in his eyes was fiercer than his words. The cuts and bruises about his face, his bandaged head, and the reluctance with which he spoke of his ordeal with Bailorg only filled them with a kind of awe of his transformation. Seeing him thus, and hearing his words, softly spoken yet full of authority, they could not but be moved, even though his cousins were older by nearly a generation.




"Aye, Bilaylin," they nodded vehemently, using his given name, and said, "we'll see the House of Bosk restored."




Ibin sat in the corner by the meager fire, a blanket draped over his shoulders, his face unusually void of the smile that he lost somewhere on the road to Janhaven and had not yet recovered. He understood least of any the talk going on about him and repeatedly asked Billy what was the matter. Billy gave an earnest and urgent explanation, lacking only in certain details he thought best kept to himself. Ibin listened carefully, full of effort to comprehend as they made their way to the hut.




"ThenIwillgo, I'llgotoo, Billy," Ibin said.




"Ye'll be needed here, good friend."




"But, but, butIdon't, butIdon'twanttostayhere!" Ibin pleaded. Billy could not say no. Ibin had as much a right to go as anyone. Though Robby had made it clear that he wanted no one to go with him except Ashlord, Billy and Ullin insisted they would be going along, too, regardless of Robby's objections. Billy sighed and put his hand on Ibin's thick shoulder.




"Well, I reckon one more'll do no harm."




Now, as Billy explained to his kinsmen that he would not be back before spring, Ibin sat silent, looking on as still as a statue. He was accustomed to being treated as if he was not present, left out of conversations, remembered as an afterthought, or smiled at with the same tolerant condescension given to children. Though it was impossible for him to articulate, Ibin felt this treatment just the same, and had done so all of his life. It did not bother him as it might have bothered someone else, owing to his good nature, and he rarely felt any sense of offense or cruelty. Though he paid intense attention, as was his way, he rarely gained much understanding about the many deep concerns and interests that those around him discussed. Thus he had come to feel that many things were simply beyond his comprehension. He had little trouble with "whats" and he was a master of "whens," and he never forgot a name or a face or the link between the two. However, "whys" were often a puzzle to him, and "hows" he often failed to grasp. Ordinary things seemed something of a mystery to him, like why folks worked so hard, always making even more work. To them, these activities seemed a-purpose to something else, always something else. But to Ibin all activities were a joy, even if those who worked with him seemed not to find joy in the work. They acted as if chores were a distraction from having a nice time, from dining and singing, drinking and playing. To Ibin all these things were just as natural as leaf and limb, and he hardly saw the difference, though he had to admit he took particular joy from mealtimes. There were things that he recognized as ordinary and self-evident, so much so that he took them for granted, but he was seldom ever able to express those things in words, and his efforts to do so only seemed to mystify others.




These late events had upset all of his routines and all of his expectations of what each day should be like. It was hard for him to grasp the idea that his old room in Bosk Manor was forever gone. And, though he was quicker to adapt than most, due again to his affable and acquiescent personality, he knew the feelings of confusion and anxiety that he suppressed were shared by everyone, and that, at least in some small way, he was now no different than all the rest. So he sat patiently and waited for the Bosks to finish their chat.




Those gathered in the hut concluded their discussion, and Billy's kinsmen departed. Billy looked at Ibin and sighed. Ibin sensed the heaviness on Billy's sagging shoulders, and his own feelings of weariness were nothing compared to the expression on his friend's face. Billy nodded, though, and tried to smile. However, it was Ibin's smile, appearing at last, that gave the most comfort.




"Iwillgo, Iwillgowithyou, BillyBosk," he said.




• • •






"I must stay, Robby," said Mirabella that same hour in the hastily prepared building that would serve as a ward for the sick and wounded. Pulling her son aside to be out of the way of the men bringing in cots, she spoke in low tones. "I would have you stay, or flee after your father to Glareth, except I see that your mind is made up to go. And I would go with you if I could, but the need here is so great. These are my people, too, and I will not abandon them. Not only are there women and children and hurt ones to attend to, but I think my sword will be needed again."




"I understand, Mother." Robby nodded. "I do not want you to go with us. I want you to be here when Daddy returns, and I want you to keep safe, if you can, and be with those that need you. The winter will be hard, I know, and the Redvests stubborn."




"The winter will not be as hard nor the enemy so stubborn as we, I think." She managed to smile. "When do you depart?"




"We meet tonight for more reckoning on that. But I think as soon as we can make ready."




"Come to me as soon as you know."




• • •






"Find a place an' get some sleep, dearie," Frizella ordered Sheila. It had been a long night, making and applying clean bandages, soothing the wounded, and holding the hands of the dying. Sheila cried with the survivors as eyes closed for the final time, and she cooled brows of the delirious with wet rags to somewhat ease their pain. Now, away from the wounded and the sick, her thoughts were as muddled and indistinct as the gray predawn light, and she walked without knowing which way she went. She stumbled into a small throng of lost children being tended by Mr. Broadweed. Seeing her weariness, he invited her to have some blankets and gestured at a place under a wagon where she could lie down and rest. She accepted his offer, in spite of her dislike of the schoolmaster, and curled up on the ground between the wagon wheels. Sooner than she knew, she slipped into a deep and profound sleep. She never noticed when Broadweed came and gently covered her over with several more blankets. It was Broadweed, too, who woke her midmorning to offer her a bowl of steaming-hot oatmeal.




"Wake up, Sheila Pradkin," he said to her, touching her shoulder. She roused herself and saw him crouching under the wagon on his knees to reach her, two small boys peering cautiously at her from behind him. "That's a decent sleep you've had, I hope. And here is a modest breakfast for you."




Sheila sat up on one elbow and took the bowl and spoon he offered.




"Thank you for your kindness, Mr. Broadweed," she said.




"Not at all, my dear!"




She ate a couple of spoonfuls of the honey-sweetened stuff and felt life come back to her. Mr. Broadweed was clumsily backing out from under the wagon when she asked, "Who are these children you have with you?"




"Why, I suppose they are my charges," he said, stopping to kneel next to a wagon wheel so that he could chat. "Younger students at my school who are separated from their parents, or, in the case of Sam and Tom, here, those who have none. I suppose they look to me, now, for things other than letters and numbers. At least for a while, anyway."




Sheila understood something she had missed all her life. There were adults who would not abandon children, or beat them, or do other worse things. There were a few to be trusted, and there always had been. She should have known this, from her knowledge of Mr. Ribbon and Mr. Bosk. As a brat, she had revolted against Mr. Broadweed and his school. But now she realized that his school had been a shelter for his students, even if only for a few hours each day.




"You have no children of your own, do you?" she asked.




"If I take your meaning, no. Alas, Mrs. Broadweed and I have none." he sighed. "But I try to treat any child who comes to me as my own as far as I can."




"I remember you," she said. "I remember you and your wife coming to see my uncle. I was very little, I think. Maybe only six or seven years old. He abused you most severely, as I recall."




"I came to see your uncle many times," Mr. Broadweed said. "But he would not force you to attend my school, and I had no power to force you, either. Yes. He was a difficult man. I'm afraid I do not think of him with much fondness."




"That's fine. I hated him. And now I hate the memory of him."




"I can understand."




"Oh, can you?" She made no effort to keep the sarcasm from her voice even though she knew he did not deserve it.




"Yes," he said with no sign of noting her tone. "You see, like you, my parents died when I was too young to remember them. My uncle and my aunt kept me as a house servant until I was ten years old. That's when I ran away." A look of pain crossed Mr. Broadweed's face. "I should have, well, I should have made more of an effort for you, my dear. I am so sorry! Yet, as I have heard, you have taught yourself to read and write. That is a great accomplishment! You did not need me at all. Still, I wish I could have offered you something."




Sheila was astonished.




"You did all that you could do," she said. "What more could you have done? I blame only my uncle and myself for my misfortunes. I should have done as you did and run away from him. If only I had." She shrugged. "But I didn't. Not until it was too late. Anyway, I did not teach myself. Robby Ribbon and Ashlord taught me. I'm sorry, too, for all your wasted efforts on my behalf."




"There, there. It is all done and in the past," he said as his pained face turned tender. "I'm afraid we have much else to worry about, now. Well, I need to go and see to the new schoolroom being prepared for us. I hope to see you again soon!"




Sheila watched him get to his feet, noting that he did not look as old as she once thought. There was something in his face, too, a certain droop of his cheeks, perhaps, or turn of his lips, that before she had taken as a kind of timidness. Now she saw him differently; his face, the same as ever it was, seemed to her framed with a quiet but powerful reserve. She suddenly remembered seeing him, the day before yesterday, loading books into the wagon along with as many children as he could muster. She had not been paying a lot of attention to him, though. The fight was beginning as the Redvests poured down the hill to the bridge. She remembered, too, during the flight from Passdale, seeing a man, sword in hand, standing over a crying child as he swung against three Redvests coming at them. She now realized that it had been Mr. Broadweed. She watched him recede, a bloody bandage tied around his left leg, trailing a gaggle of little boys and girls as he limped along, and she felt the bitter irony of coming to know these people only now that all had been lost to them. And she wondered, not for the first time, how her life might have been different if only her parents had lived a little longer. At least long enough for her to remember them.




• • •






Ullin stood at the high outcrop that overlooked the roadway, the place from which the Thunder Mountain Band made their headlong descent the day before. It was a hard climb, and he, along with Winterford and one of Billy's kinsmen, stood together, still panting with the effort. Glancing around, he quickly realized the value of this position.




"Let's get some signal fires up here, ready to light," he said. "And by day, some brightly polished looking-glass to signal warnings down to our points along the road and at the Narrows."




"Aye, but at night it might be better to use a covered lantern," suggested Winterford. "Like the kind we use. Ye can open a shade on one side and point the light. That way ye can wave all ye like and none behind ye can see it. No sense in lettin' onto the Redvests they've been spotted."




Ullin nodded and smiled. He liked the way this fellow thought.




"You Thunder Mountain men have a number of things to teach, I imagine," Ullin said.




"Well, we've gotten along pretty well by being careful, if that's what ye mean."




"And this path, here," Ullin pointed south. "Where does it go?"




"Back along this here ridge. 'Bout six mile er so on, it splits away west across the south road at Fox Gap an' then on up into the mountains," Winterford explained. "An' the other way, along the east side of the ridge for 'bout two miles, crossin' down to the bottom of the ridge goin' on southward that way. We don't use these paths much, except for keepin' out of other folks' way. Anyway, as ye can see, ain't nobody gonna come up the paths without givin' off plenty of notice, either way."




"And a fine command of the West Road below, going both ways," Ullin said turning back around. "Almost within long arrow shot. This is a great place for a watch. It's bound to get icy cold up here, though."




"That it will, for sure. Already pretty chilly with this breeze."




"I'd say it'd be worthwhile to go ahead and start working on some kind of keep. With four men up here standing watch, a small shelter can keep them warm as they take turns."




"Good idea. Maybe build it right up on the side of that rock face right over there," Winterford gestured at a flat, fairly smooth cliff just above and behind them. "Plenty of stone up here to make it with."




Several hundred yards below and to the east, Mr. Furaman was pulling up a wagon to the Narrows along both sides of which his men and others from Passdale were building log walls. Their intention was to make places from where archers could command the road between the two. Here, the road cut deeply through a gap in the ridge, rising steeply to it from the east then, passing through, making a long slow descent westward toward Janhaven. The men already had both walls up and were working on scaffolding behind them for platforms where the watches would stand. A thick rope had been passed between the two walls, some forty feet above the roadbed, and a system of blocks and pulleys allowed the passage of messages and supplies from one side to the other. Mr. Furaman brought with him food, blankets, and more rope, along with casks of oil for torches. He watched with satisfaction the progress that had been made since yesterday and realized that fear increased their efforts.




• • •






Ashlord remained alone the entire night after the others had left. He sat by the fire, smoking his pipe and thinking. Every so often, he would suddenly stand from his stool and pace about the room muttering or shaking his head, only to take his seat by the fire again as it died lower and lower. Hour passed hour, and he cared not when the last flame licked out, leaving only dull coals, and was not concerned at the dense chill that soon after crept into the room. When morning came, the men of the stockade began stirring to their wagons and to their tools, coming and going through the room with their things and talk. Still Ashlord sat, seemingly oblivious to the increasing bustle. But he noticed all those things and more; he simply gave them little attention, putting his mind's ears and eyes instead to stirrings of greater subtlety and moment.




"Excuse me, sir."




Ashlord turned and looked blankly at the man before him, standing with his arms full of wood for the fireplace.




"Excuse me," the man repeated.




Ashlord realized that he was sitting in the way and jumped up.




"Pardon me!"




The man dumped the wood into the box near the hearth and dusted his hands.




"Ye must be Ashlord."




"I am."




"I'm Durlorn, buildin' foreman." He shook hands with Ashlord.




"Oh, yes."




"We'll be usin' this here room for breakfast in a little bit, Mr. Ashlord, sir, if ye don't mind. Our usual place across the way is kind of crowded an' there ain't 'nough room," he explained. "Mr. Furaman always has breakfast with his top foremen. Goes over accounts, gets the men ready for the day, sort of. He's already out, though, takin' stuff to the men buildin' the gate at the Narrows. But he left instructions for his foremen to gather here for breakfast anyways."




"Well, I'll be moving along, then," Ashlord said, pulling on his cloak and lifting his walking stick.




"Won't ye have somethin' to eat with us?" Durlorn asked. "We'd be honored to have ye."




"Thank you very much for the offer. But I have some things I should see to."




Ashlord walked out into the chilly morning air, smoky with the many campfires that now surrounded the stockade, and made his way across the interior grounds to the far buildings. He hardly noticed when Certina landed on his shoulder, only nodding as she clucked in his ear.




"Yes, yes," he mumbled as he pushed open the door to the old warehouse. Inside, folk were busy creating a makeshift hospital, and he saw Robby speaking with his mother across the room. Robby watched her go back into the main room to help make beds, and then he turned to see Ashlord in the doorway. Ashlord noted the wear in Robby's face as he neared.




"How are you this morning?"




"I don't think I slept a wink," Robby said, looking back over his shoulder at his mother. "In fact, I know I didn't."




"That makes two of us," Ashlord said. "Perhaps you should find a place to get some rest. The last few days have been a trial for you, I know. You will need your strength, and it will do no one any good for you to falter."




Robby followed Ashlord back outside where the sun was burning away the morning mists and blue sky was emerging.




"I am tired," Robby said, pulling his coat around him against the chill. "But there's so much to be done."




"Yes, there is much," Ashlord nodded, looking around. "Not only here, but elsewhere."




Robby looked at Ashlord blankly.




"We must make our preparations to depart, Robby."




"I know. It's just that I feel, well, I dunno," Robby shrugged and shook his head.




"It's just that you feel torn," Ashlord said. "You feel responsible, somehow, about all this. You are having doubts about last night, and you think you should stay here and help your mother and the others. I understand your feelings, Robby, believe me, I do. But it would be folly to stay and foolish to delay."




"But, my friends, my home." Robby faltered for a moment thinking of his father, wondering what had become of him, and thinking of his mother doing her best to hold things together.




"I know that you feel pain at the thought of leaving here. It will not go away when you depart. The things you miss are those that you love. But others may have little hope to regain what has been lost, whereas you have a chance to do so. The right thing to do is almost always the hardest thing to start. Get something to eat, then find a quiet place and sleep for a time. Go in yonder and ask for Mr. Durlorn. Tell him that you come to eat breakfast in Ashlord's stead. He'll understand, and I'll wager he'll set a hearty plate before you. Ask him if there is a place where you can sleep undisturbed. Ullin and I will meet with you this evening and work out our plans."




"Have you seen Sheila?" Robby asked as Ashlord turned to go.




"Not since last night," Ashlord said. "I believe she will want to go with us."




"I think she ought to."




"Why? She would be of great service here. And there will be many dangers on our road," Ashlord said. "Do not mistake me. Sheila is capable of taking better care of herself than most full-grown men. I only wonder if it is best."




"I don't know, Ashlord." Robby shoved his hands into his pockets. "I only think I'll, well, I think I need her. I know I want her to come along. Maybe I'm mixing the two up."




"It should be her choice," Ashlord said. "I'll not object, if that is your fear."




Robby watched Ashlord head for the gate and then turned to find his breakfast. After introducing himself to Durlorn and giving him the message from Ashlord, a place was quickly set among the men at the table who had come in from their early morning work. At first, Robby thought them a rough group, but as he chatted with them over eggs and bacon, answering their questions about Passdale and Barley, he came to understand that they were just tired and worried, like everyone else. When they discovered that Robby was the son of Robigor Ribbon, the "great man of business," they warmed to him, saying that since Ribbon opened his store, a flourishing trade had been established with Barley, giving many besides themselves good work to support their families. One foreman, on in years but bright-eyed and friendly, even went so far as to say that if it hadn't been for Mr. Ribbon, "Janhaven might've dried up an' blown away years ago." This was surprising to Robby, for he had never considered what his own hometown might be like without the store.




"Oh, not the store only, no, no!" said the man. "But the bridge, too, an' all his works. Yer father's known far an' wide, er, at least nearby, as a man of acumen. Aye! Ac-u-men!"




"Hear, hear!" nodded a couple of the other men. "Ac-u-men!"




The talk turned to the Redvests and the refugees, and the group speculated on their trade routes south and north. They got around to wondering how long it would be before the Lakemen and their allies, the powerful Glarethians, fell upon the Redvests.




"It'll be summer, earliest," said one brooding man. "They ain't got the men like they used to."




" 'At's right," said another, talking with his mouth full. "Them Redvests ain't stupid. They'd a never come this far north if they had any fear of Glareth by the Sea!"




"Naw," said another. "I'll wager they'll be pourin' through afore the last frost. They's still a mighty people, them Lakemen an' their kin. An' with Passdale taken, the trade route's been blocked. Now I ask ye: how long ye think they'll stand for that?"




"Well, not afore we run short here, is what I say. More an' more folk're comin' in every hour, stragglin' from over the north ridge, mostly, some up from south parts, too."




"What d'ye think, son," one of the men asked Robby. "I seen that Kingsman 'round yesterday. Is thar gonna be an attack on Passdale to roust out them Redvests?"




Robby swallowed his coffee and wiped his mouth.




"I don't think we're in much shape," he said. "We've been licked pretty good, and it's as much as we can do right now just to take care of one another." They had all stopped eating, some with bits of sausage halfway to their mouths, and were all looking at him, listening. "But with arms provided by you folk, and a little preparation, I'll warrant that the Redvests will soon feel the sting of Barley steel," Robby added bravely.




"Thar ye go!" said one man.




"Hear, hear!" cried another, raising his cup of coffee in salute.




"Barley steel!"




"Aye!"




The men nodded and smiled, and Robby was impressed by how much encouragement they seemed to have taken from his words. But one man kept eyeing him without reacting at all, silent as he had been during the whole of breakfast. The others finished eating and hurried out to their duties, bidding Robby a good day as they went, but this man was the last to rise from the table. He was a big swarthy man with short-cropped hair and a matching beard of graying-blond. He stood, finished his coffee, then came around the table to stand next to Robby.




"Ye talk a brave talk, lad," he said without smiling. Robby realized that he knew the man, one of Furaman's wagoneers that often came to Passdale on deliveries.




"Only, is it good to give folk hope where there is little?" the man went on.




Robby did not answer at first, but slowly stood to face him.




"I'll not say there is always much hope," Robby said. "But it is better to have what hope there is, I've been told, and let a candle serve when there is no sun."




The man nodded as a careworn smile crossed his face. He took a step toward the door, then hesitated.




"My sister an' her husband lived in Barley," he said. "They have a little place down river-way, on the south Bosk line. They have two little girls, one's four years old. The other's not yet two."




Robby knew the place and realized that if Boskland had fallen so quickly, this man's relatives were probably captives, or worse.




"Went after 'em soon as word came," the man went on. It was terrible to see the man's face quake with all the restraint he could muster, and Robby's throat suddenly went dry. "Found me little nieces, down in the storm cellar hidin' 'mongst broken barrels an' the like. Took 'em up, one under each of me arms an' ran as fast as I could. On past where they mother lay. On past where they father lay. Holdin' the little one's faces close so they couldn't see."




The man went to the door and opened it, put his hat on, then turned and faced Robby.




"I mean to go back to Barley," he said, and never had Robby heard any simple phrase uttered with such black and certain threat. The man turned away and stood in the doorway a moment longer, looking out at the light of morning, then stepped away. Durlorn shut the door on the cool air and brushed past Robby, picking up plates and cups.




"If he ain't careful," he said to Robby, "he'll get himself done in like was his sister an' her husband. Mr. Furaman's gonna have a time keepin' a hand on the men now that war is on us."




"I guess so," Robby nodded. "Thank you for the breakfast, Mr. Durlorn. I wonder if I might trouble you to show me a place where I can get some sleep. Somewhere out of the way, I mean."




Durlorn straightened up from the washing tub where he had dumped the plates and wiped his hands on his apron.




"Well," he said, "thar's bound to be a good bit of business 'round here, today. Hm-m. I reckon the best place I can think of is Mr. Furaman's upstairs back room. Right this way, Mr. Ribbon. Thar's a cot, an' it's on the back side of the buildin', away from comin's an' goin's. Mr. Furaman catches a nap thar sometimes, but I doubt if it'll be used at all today."




"Just for a few hours," Robby said as he followed Durlorn up some side stairs and down a hall to the back of the building. Durlorn pushed open a door and showed Robby a small room with a desk, some chairs, shelves with account books, and the normal things that one might expect in a clerk's office. And in one corner was the cot, covered with quilts. Durlorn went to a small window and pushed back the shutters to let light in.




"I'll light a far in the little stove, thar," Durlorn said. "An' bring in a wash basin for ye."




"Oh that's not needed. Please don't trouble. I only want to get a bit of sleep."




"No trouble. Ye go ahead an' lay yerself down. Don't mind any stirrin' ye may hear. It'll only be me an' the men."




Robby sat down on the cot and took his boots off, then unbuckled his belt and removed his coat and tunic. Straightening out Swyncraff, he leaned it against the wall beside the cot and sank down into the straw mattress, fiddling with his shirt buttons. That is as far as he got before he closed his eyes. He vaguely heard Durlorn come back and the squeak of the stove door, but after that he heard nothing for a long, peaceful while.




• • •




While Robby slept, the people of Barley and Passdale continued their efforts, much aided by the Janhaven folk, finding accommodations and sizing up their situation. More people had trickled in overnight and into the morning, with some being happily reunited with friends and family. There were impromptu meetings among the people, striving to discover what they were to do. Furaman and others of Janhaven tried to reassure them that they would not be abandoned to fend for themselves, or left to the mercy of the elements, but this was of little solace to people so suddenly uprooted from their lands and shops and homes. Ashlord and Ullin spoke, too, telling them what they knew of the Redvests, and that the enemy would more than likely be gone by spring, perhaps even before. There was the inevitable talk of striking back at the Redvests, and at a large gathering just outside the stockade, many of the displaced people debated, with tempers and passions rising quickly.




"There are at least two or three thousand trained soldiers to face, perhaps many more," Ashlord shouted. The crowd turned toward the commanding voice. "They are armed, they are organized, and by all accounts they are well led," Ashlord went on. "They would be a match for any similar, well-trained and seasoned army, and to go openly against them with less would be folly!"




"What would ye have us do?" shouted back a particularly agitated man of Barley. "Give up our homes without a fight!"




"We ain't done no such thing!" came a shout from Billy who suddenly appeared at the back of the crowd, pushing his way through and climbing onto a wagon so that all could see him. "Good men whar lost in the fightin' at Barley an' Boskland, more in Passdale an' on the road. Would ye dishonor thar blood by uselessly pourin' out more?"




Sheila, coming up from behind the wagon, could hardly believe that it was Billy who addressed them so adamantly.




"This is what I say to all me kinsmen an' all else who'll listen," Billy said. "Look first to survive the winter. Make warm camps for the children, our elderly, an' our sick an' wounded. Take care of what ye still got!"




"Then what? Sit on our arses 'til them Redvests come trampsin' up the road to take us? What'll we do then, eh?"




"We shall fight!" called someone from the other side of the crowd. The crowd parted, and Sheila saw Mirabella, her sword hilt over her shoulder, striding to the wagon where Billy stood. Any who had not seen her take on the Redvests on the road had by now heard of her valor. All were in awe of the fighting skill she had displayed. There was even a rumor going about the camps that Mirabella was a Faerekind warrioress of old, and every imaginable tale was being circulated about how she came to live in Passdale all these years as a lowly storekeeper's wife.




"Fight, I say! But not as the enemy may expect. If you are anxious to fight, then join with me! Let us first make our place here secure. Then, if you will follow my command, I will show you how to make the Redvest fear us! We will reform the militias, and we will not wait for the Redvests to come to us. But here is where our first fight is, here in Janhaven. We must fight sickness and cold. We must fight hunger and disease. If we cannot win against these things, we cannot win against the Redvests!"




Ashlord leaned against his walking stick with an expression of satisfaction. Ullin shook his head with a chuckle.




"I think my aunt will fall upon the old ways of our people if she is not careful," Ullin said.




"And not a moment too soon, if you ask me," Ashlord replied.




Frizella then appeared, adding with her strident voice the ways in which people could help each other and demanding that each send a representative of their family to meet with her and Mirabella at the stockade this very afternoon.




"We get ourselves good an' organized-like," she said. "An' ain't nobody gonna go hungry nor freeze. We all got worries 'bout missin' an' hurt kinfolk an' friends, but we gotta get on with managin' our situation. So, let's do what we must to keep ourselves fit for what's ahead. This day at mid-afternoon! Let everyone know! We'll make articles of law, if needed, bindin' our fates, just like in Barley when we took our oaths. Now, get on with yer chores! Go on! Time's wastin'!"




Effectively breaking up the crowd, Frizella turned to Mirabella.




"Just what on earth d'ye have in mind, missy?" she asked her slyly. "If I didn't know better, I'd say ye've got a bit of soldierin' on ye mind."




Sheila eased over to Ashlord and caught his arm.




"Do you know where Robby is?"




"I last saw him this morning," Ashlord said. "I think Mr. Durlorn, at the stockade, might know where he is."




Ullin approached, and as she turned to go, he spoke to her.




"Sheila," he asked, "do you mean to go with us?"




"Yes."




"It may not be safe for you. That is, less so even than for the rest of us."




"Because I am not a man?"




"There are many rogues, and worse, along the roads we may take," Ashlord put in. "We may not be able to avoid them."




"I am strong," Sheila said, defensively. "And no more can be done to me than what has already been."




Ashlord looked at her and nodded.




"I am also concerned for Robby's sake," he said. "If he had to choose his own safety or yours—"




"Robby would choose anyone's safety over his own, as I think you know," Sheila retorted before Ashlord could finish. "Can you foresee it would be me in the choice and not some other of his friends?"




"No-o, no," Ashlord said. "If you are determined in this, then your bow and your wit will be welcome, and put to good use. Only of that am I certain."




"Then I will come," Sheila said, turning away and walking off, leaving Ashlord and Ullin looking after her.




"I have misgivings about her coming along," said Ullin. "But no more than I have about Billy and Ibin."




Ashlord nodded. "I am concerned, too. But those three have as much at stake as anyone, and they may be a comfort to Robby later on. I doubt if much good would be served by leaving any one of them behind. But if we do not depart soon, others may wish to join us, too."




"You may be right," he said. "Then let us make all our arrangements as soon as we can. Tonight? In the place where we met before?"




"Yes."




• • •




Sheila walked on, perturbed by the brief conversation. Although she readily admitted that Ashlord and Ullin had sincere concerns for her safety, she wondered at the implication about Robby and possibly the others.




"Do they actually think they'll have to protect me?" she muttered to herself. "As if I haven't been the one protecting them! Where do they think those arrows came from? And where were they looking during all the fighting? Was I invisible? Did they not see me there? Did I not fight as hard and as valiantly as any man? Do they say the same about Mirabella?"




Then she caught herself, and quelled her old temper. Her months with Ashlord, gentle and always sincere, came back to her. His teachings. "You must calm yourself," he had told her on more than one occasion, "and think of what is as it is, not as what you take it for."




So she came full circle, realizing that Ashlord and Ullin worried about much. That she was included in that worry somehow soothed her. Suddenly she felt the weight of their concern and realized for the first time what difficulties must lay ahead. She had stopped walking, and found herself standing in front of a little shop, one of several on a small alley along the edge of Janhaven. Through the dusty window of this shop, past her own grimy reflection, two women were cutting pieces of linen cloth from bolts and fitting the bits together on a table in preparation of a garment. She walked on a few steps, then suddenly turned back and entered.




• • •






"Soon, you must be on your way. Forces are gathering to oppose you and there is much you must accomplish."




Robby stood on top of the dune facing the Dragonkind woman. He could see only her eyes, gold and cat-like, gazing at him from under her shemagh-wrapped face face. Her eyes were soft, but the way they narrowed at him told of her forehead, creased with concern. The air blew hard, tugging at her robes, revealing her feminine shape, in spite of her copper-hued light armor, while the low sun bathed the desert in orange hues. She pulled her robes back to her, but not before Robby saw the sword hilt at her side. Though the sand was hot, the gust of wind was cool, as if telling of the coming night.




"Who are you?"




"That is not important. You will know me soon enough."




"Am I dreaming?"




"Yes, after a manner," she said. "But this is the only way I may speak with you."




"You are one of the Dragon People."




"Yes."




"Do all your kind have this power?"




"Yes. And no. That is to say, all creatures have this power. They need only to find it. You are beginning to find it yourself."




He was frightened of her, yet strangely assured that she would do him no harm.




"Do many travel abroad in this manner?"




"No. Very few discover this gift. Fewer still survive its discovery, for it is seductive and may entice an unnatural desire to remain asleep. Many have starved to death, lost in dreams. Many more have died in their tombs or upon the pyre made for them by those lacking wit to see they were merely asleep and had not yet died. Very few of us walk the dream place. I have only ever met with two others, my Kundorlu—my teacher, who instructed me—and another student of his."




"Why should I trust you?"




"There is no need of trust. I do what I must for my people just as you do for yours."




"Our people are at war with one another," Robby insisted. "Why should I heed one of the enemy?"




"Our people are at war, but you and I are not," she said. "And the war at hand is but a skirmish compared to what may come. I fear for my people as you fear for yours. We have much in common, actually. You seek to displace a powerful but unwise ruler of your lands. I strive for the freedom of my people from even harsher tyranny. I think our interests may make us allies."




"You are afraid of me."




"Yes."




"Why?"




"For the same reason you should fear me. Betrayal. If I let it be known who and where you are, word would spread beyond my lands, and you would not live much longer. There are many who would wish to stop you from your quest. However, among those who would wish to stop you may be those who would wish to discover me. The things that we seek are bound up in each other. So it is that I cannot betray you unless I also betray that for which I strive."




"And I cannot betray you, either," Robby said. "For one, you are only a dream. And, for another, I do not know who you are or who it might be that I could betray you to."




"That is why I come to you in this way, directly, rather than through some messenger that may be untrustworthy."




"I have had dreams before, some that recurred."




"You mistrust your senses. That is understandable. I ask nothing of you. That time may come. If you do not wish to meet me in this way, or in any way, you have it within your power to wake from this dream. You only need to will it so."




Robby thought about this. He felt her presence fade and the sensation of a blanket over him, and he felt oddly horizontal.




"You sense what I say is true."




Robby redirected his attention back to her and saw her become solid and clear again, and the sensations of the bed where he slept faded away.




"I think you have the better of me," he said. "For you obviously know the ways of this dream-realm, and I do not. You must know I am full of doubts about all this and whether you be real or some spirit, or worse, come to misguide me."




"Perhaps," she said. "But I will give you a sign so that you may know I am no mere dream."




She lifted her hand and held it out, palm up. In it was a ring of black, banded by interwoven strands of gold, and set with a stone the color of dark wine. Just as Robby beheld it, a black form swooped down from the air, snatching it from her hand. Robby, alarmed, stepped back, and watched the large bird flap away swiftly into the sky. But the woman was unperturbed.




"When you go westward, insist that you go first to a place your people call Tulith Morgair. It is an abandoned keep near Bletharn Plain. There, look to the hand of your great grandfather. I leave there a sign for you. A token of my reality and my earnestness."




"My great grandfather?"




"Yes. I must go, now. You will not see me again until you have found the sign I speak of. Remember, look to your great grandfather. Until then, may care guide your steps!"




She turned to walk away into a cloud of fading scenery, then paused. Turning back to him, she said, "I will tell you my name. It is Micerea."
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Robby woke with a start and was even more startled to see a boyish figure squatting on the floor across the room, back against the wall, head down, with brown shoulder-length hair. Hearing Robby stir, the figure looked up.




"Sheila?"




"Hello, sleepyhead."




"Your hair!"




"Yes, it's nearly all gone."




"It looks awful!" Robby blurted out. "I mean, oh, your hair! It was so long and beautiful! Why did you cut it?"




"Actually, a seamstress cut it for me."




"Why?"




"It was too much to worry with, what with everything else to take care of," she said. "It'll be easier to keep clean this way. And I don't think any of us can count on many niceties for a while."




Robby continued to stare at her until his face lost its sadness and went blank.




"I guess so," he nodded.




"You were dreaming," she smiled.




"Yes, of a desert princess," he said.




"Oh?" She stood and came over to him. "And was this desert princess beautiful?"




"I don't know," Robby replied. "She was covered in robes and a scarf was across her face."




"Oh, mysterious! That's even worse."




"No more mysterious than you!" Robby chided.




"What's so mysterious about me?" she said, slipping onto the cot and pulling the blanket over the two of them. "I think you should not try to understand me so much, and just take me at face value. Or however you wish to."




• • •




Afterwards, they talked, and they gave each other a fuller accounting of their experiences over the last few days. There was much to say and for each to ponder. As Sheila related her story, Robby was impressed by her strength and stalwartness, though her words were far from boastful.




"During the fight at the bridge," she said, "I think I killed six men. Each fell with one of my arrows and did not move afterwards. I had to aim for their necks or their faces, so covered with armor and shields they were. Nine more I managed to stop with an arrow in their legs or hands. It was horrible. I did not know I could do such a thing. It wasn't like the fight we had on the way back from Tulith Attis. This was slower. It was more...intentional. I can't explain."




She talked for a long time about how confusing and useless the fighting had been. About the mad retreat from Passdale, how the night was spent on the road making traps for their pursuers, and about trying to make a defense at the Narrows, and how the mounted Redvests broke through so easily. She described seeing Robby amid the wild horsemen, the Thunder Mountain Band, that poured onto the road ahead of her.




When Robby's turn came to tell his tale, she thought it very interesting. She shook her head when he expressed guilt over breaking his oath to tell the truth.




"You lied because you thought it was the only way to save Billy's life," Sheila said. "Don't worry about it. You may have to lie again before our journeys are done, and do other dreadful things besides. I only wish you had not killed Bailorg."




"Why? I would think you of all people would want him dead, after what he put your uncle up to."




"My uncle put himself up to that," retorted Sheila. "I only mean that it would have been good to see what Ashlord might do with Bailorg, what news or knowledge Bailorg might have given up to him."




"Oh."




Robby went silent. Sheila realized she had hit a nerve.




"I'm sure he deserved to die," she said, trying to recover. "And I'm sorry that you had to fight him. One of Martin Makeig's men said you fought like a lion."




"Oh? They told you about it?"




"Well, of course Billy told his story of it all, about being captured and how you rescued him. When I had a chance, I asked a Hill Town man who was there when you killed Bailorg. Lantin Rose, I think the man's name is. He told me how well you fought."




"Well, Ullin's training certainly helped."




"He said you used a dagger and what he called a living staff. Is that the staff over there?" she nodded at Swyncraff leaning against the wall. "I thought it was only an odd-looking piece of rope. Ashlord says there are few like it, and that Bailorg had one, too, or something of the sort. He said you got yours from Queen Serith Ellyn."




"Yes, from her brother, actually."




"I still find it hard to believe that you really met a queen."




"Me, too. Anyway, yes, that's it. Its name is Swyncraff," Robby said. "What it actually is, I'm still not sure. Only it does what I want it to do, taking shapes that I bend it to, sometimes like rope, sometimes like a rod. And watch this."




Robby rolled over onto his side and stretched out his arm, hand open, toward Swyncraff. Sheila saw him close his eyes for a moment, and his hand and arm trembled as if every muscle was straining against some invisible force. Swyncraff stiffened visibly, and the end leaning against the wall began tapping. Suddenly it bowed into an arc and sprang across the room into Robby's hand so fast that Sheila instinctively ducked behind him. But he held it firm and now relaxed, breathing heavily from the effort.




"It is hard to do," he said, sitting up and laying it across his lap. "But I'm getting better at it. Though—funny thing—it's as if it is learning what I want. Like we're getting to know each other."




"You speak as if it is a living thing."




"I know. It's the only way I can explain it. In a way, I have come to think of it as alive. More than that. Like one would think of a horse or a favorite dog. I actually think it wants to please me."




He handed it to her and she examined it closely.




"It is some kind of wood? Oak, maybe? And what are these iron caps on the ends?"




"I don't know." Robby touched it, and when it flopped into a rope-like object across her hands, she jumped in surprise. Robby touched it again, and it stiffened into the dangling shape.




"It is truly magical!" she uttered in amazement. "And it will only do these things for you?"




"Yes, that's right," Robby said. "Magical? I don't know. Maybe that's as good a way as any to put it."




"I daresay it's a useful thing to have along with us, even if only you can use it."




Robby took it from her, straightened it, and leaned it against the bed. When he reclined, Sheila put her head on his shoulder and nuzzled against his cheek.




"So you are coming?"




"Yes."




Robby nodded.




"It isn't a trip for a girl to undertake, even during the best of times," he said mildly.




"I've already had this conversation with Ashlord and Ullin," Sheila answered. "I have been taking care of myself for a long time, now. I haven't always done too well, but I've survived. And I'm as good a fighter as any of us, I think, except maybe Ullin. I'll hide my girlishness as best as I may when we are around others."




"I'm not sure that's possible," he joked.




She turned and raised herself on an elbow, looking down at Robby's face.




"You know I'm not like other girls," she said. "I'll not miss the niceties that I never had, at least never had until I lived with your family. I can hunt and fish and clean what I catch and cook it, too. Without even a pot! I've slept outside more times than most men I've met. I can ride hard and run fast and walk far without tiring. You know all that."




"I dare say I do!" Robby smiled, fingering the edge of her newly shorn hair. "And I doubt if any among the company can do any better. I just wonder if you would not be safer staying here, at Janhaven with my mother and Mrs. Bosk, than wandering off into goodness knows what."




"As long as I know what I know, about you, that is, I'll not be safe anywhere. If I come with you, at least I'll be with others who share the same danger. Are you against me coming?"




"No, my love," Robby said. "I'd worry about you if you came or if you stayed. And, well, I've been thinking about things, and I'm wondering if I should just go alone."




"You're joking!"




"No, I'm not."




"But you don't even know the way."




"That's a problem, I admit. Perhaps Ashlord could instruct me concerning the way to go."




"Don't be silly! Even Ashlord is unsure of the way. You'll need help. And, no matter what you think, you'll probably need protection, too."




"I know, I know. It's just that so many will be at risk."




"At risk either way," Sheila countered. "You should let people decide for themselves how to deal with their own risk. You're not King, yet, you know."




"And unlikely ever to be."




"Don't say that! If it is not your fate to be King, perhaps it is only your fate to try. Then so be it. And if you are determined to try, your friends are determined to help if they can."




"So I guess that's that."




"I think so," Sheila said, kissing him on the lips.




• • •




When the two finally came downstairs into the great room below, Durlorn was clearing away the plates from the mid-afternoon meal. He offered them each a serving of ham and bread along with a bowl of gravy, which they took and thanked him for as they sat down at the long table across from each other.




"I need to go see my mother," Robby told Sheila. "I forgot to ask her if she managed to save any of our maps."




"I think she might have," Sheila told him. "I remember seeing a cart full of books and scrolls, anyway. I don't know how much of it was from your place and how much of it might have been from Broadweed's school or from the Common House."




"I hope the Redvests haven't gotten hold of them."




"Why's that?"




"Because they show Barley and these parts very well. Roads, streams, crossing points, even most of the farms and houses are marked on some. The Redvests would find them very helpful, I'm sure. But if they were saved, I'd like to look them over. Especially the maps of the west country, Thunder Mountains and farther off."




"To get an idea of where we're going, I suppose."




"Yes."




"Well, I think Ashlord will want us to meet again tonight," she said. "I've never seen him so anxious or so grave. I think he's more worried about things than all the rest of us put together, yet..."




"Yet, what?"




"I don't know," Sheila shook her head. "He has a kind of faith, I guess. No matter how grim things are, and no matter how angry he gets, there's always some sort of confidence that he has in things. That things will somehow work out. That, in the end, all will be well."




"Could've fooled me! His talk never ceases to frighten me!"




"You don't know him well enough, yet. But you'll see what I mean. He's good to have around. He's good to be around."




Sheila got up and took her plate over to the tub and dumped it in with the rest.




"I think I'll go make myself useful, if I can. My guess is that I'll see you later tonight."




She kissed Robby and he watched her go. A pang of desperation seized him for a moment, wishing everything could just go back to the way it was before.




"I'd ask her again to marry me," he thought. "I'd take her to Glareth with me, to be there while I go to school. Afterwards, we'd find some little place somewhere not too far from Passdale. Close enough to town for me to walk to the shop and close enough to the woods and fields for Sheila."




Then he wondered how anything could ever be as it was before, heaving a sigh and pushing his plate away. After a moment of thought, he left, determined to find Billy.




• • •




"We had a short meetin' this afternoon, just so as to clear the air a bit. But a lotta folk warn't thar. So yer mother's askin' all to gather at the stockade two days from now."




Mrs. Bosk talked to Robby and Billy as she pulled a few potatoes from a sack. She had a kitchen of sorts set up in an abandoned stone hut on the edge of Janhaven, and with other wives and daughters helping, it was cleaned and set up with rough tables for preparing and cooking meals. It was cramped and hot inside, and as she bent over to push the sack back into its bin, her ample bottom nearly toppled a pile of bowls resting on a stool behind her. Billy dodged out of the way of a little girl hauling a bucket of water to pour into the great cauldron, and Robby reached out suddenly to catch an iron pan from striking another woman when it was knocked off the nail from which it hung on an overhead rafter.




"She's gonna ask folks to sign a pact," Frizella went on, pushing Billy out of the way so that she could get to a high table where she began washing and chopping vegetables. "I think she's over at the woodshop down near the mill. Went down thar with me carpenter from Boskland."




Having finally gotten the bit of information they wanted, the boys moved to the door.




"Will ye be back to see me?"




"Yes, ma'am," Billy said. "I'll be back soon to help ye out here." He dashed back to her quickly and kissed her on the cheek. "Don't ye worry."




Robby caught the misty look in her eyes, and he knew it was not from the onions.




"I'm just goin' down to the camp," Billy said to Robby once they were outside. "Me aunt's thar, an' I need to square away some things with the kinfolk. If ye see Ibin, tell him to get on over to the kitchen!"




Robby nodded and waved as they parted at the fork. Billy headed down the east road, while Robby walked along a little track that ran beside a stream behind Janhaven and on down toward the old mill. The mill itself was about a mile away, and Robby had the track to himself. There were bright orange and golden-yellow and burnt-red leaves blowing across the way and still falling from the thick overhanging poplars and sweet gums that were just beginning to prepare for winter. There was still plenty of green, though, and Robby thought it unusually warm for the time of year; he had not yet seen any frost, though each night was colder than the one before. Still, in the shade of this path in the late afternoon, the light breeze bore the slight scent of coming winter on its breath, mixed with the dry mustiness of autumn.




Coming over a rise, Robby looked down and through the trees at a few buildings at the edge of a clearing near a stream. He surmised from the cords of wood and planking piled neatly up against one shed that this must be the woodworker's place, and as he turned to take the path downward, he saw his mother emerge from the shop and stride up the path toward him. She had changed her clothes and was now wearing the same sort of buckskin breeches that Sheila commonly wore and a blouse of equal ruggedness made of thick dark-green linen. Her hair was braided and fell over her left shoulder like a scarlet rope. Behind that shoulder jutted the hilt of her sword, and the fletchings of a quiver full of arrows jutted up behind her right shoulder, over which was strung a bow. Robby imagined her as a stranger, and wondered what impressions might be inspired in any who first saw her like this. Her expression was stern, she had not yet seen Robby, and her stride determined. Robby decided she was a dangerous beauty. He continued on down the path into her view, and when a smile lit up her face, she did not look as dangerous as before.




"Hullo!"




"Hello. I didn't expect to see you here."




"I wanted to talk with you," Robby said as they came together. She took his hand, they kissed, and they began the walk back to Janhaven.




"I'm sure you have a lot on your mind. More, even, than the rest of us," she said.




"Different things, is what I would say, not more. Though I am still bothered by leaving."




"You have to go. That has been decided. You cannot help us here by staying, especially if it brings strife our way from those who look for you."




Robby nodded, feeling a pang at the hardness in her tone. "I know."




"Remember," Mirabella went on, "that you will be taking no fewer risks than the rest of us, and probably more. If you become, well, what it is that you go to become, then you will be able to help us in ways far greater than you ever could if you stayed."




"Yes, I realize that."




"Well, then."




"Mother," Robby put his hand to her arm, and they stopped, facing one another. "Well. It's just that I'm scared, Mother. I don't know if I am capable. I'm afraid something will happen to my friends. I'm afraid I'm not worthy to be a king. And it all seems so pretentious! And I'm afraid I'll not know what to do."




Mirabella searched Robby's face for a long moment.




"You do your best," she said at last. "It sounds so simple, but truly that is the hardest thing in life, to do one's best. Keep your wits and do not forget to use them. Use your knowledge. Use your friendship with others to help you understand new people. Use your strength of body and the fortitude of your own mind. Be determined to do your very best to be patient not only with others, but also with your own self. When the right thing to do is revealed to you, do it in full measure, though all others may oppose you. When the right thing to do is hidden from you, trust in hope."




"Hope," Robby repeated. They continued on, each bearing the burden of their own mind in silence until at last Robby asked.




"Where did you learn to fight, Mother?"




Mirabella looked at Robby and smiled.




"When I saw you the other day," he went on, "you were so terrible! I've never seen anyone so full of wrath!"




"It was an awful thing, Robby," she answered. "And I am as surprised as any to have taken up the sword again after all these long years."




"You see," she continued, "when my brother Aram, Ullin's father, went to Duinnor to become a Kingsman, I ran away from home and followed him. Aram did not know that I followed him until it was too late, and too far, to send me back. From my youngest days, he taught me the use of the sword and the bow, and while Aram studied at the Academy in Duinnor, I studied, too, taking private lessons and furthering my skill at arms. When he graduated and became a full Kingsman, he was sent south to Vanara, and I followed. Once there, Aram and I learned war, and we fought many skirmishes together. We fought together, made merry together, worked and toiled together. His commander ordered Aram to send me away, but I would not go. His comrades called me his red-haired shield maiden. Aram laughed, and warned them not to say that to my face. But I didn't care. I longed to fight the Dragonkind, to have vengeance, as Aram did, for our older brother's death. And the Kingsmen respected that."




A weak smile crossed her face, but it faded quickly.




"After a year of soldiering, we found ourselves taking part in a great conquest. Two hundred thousand men and Elifaen crossed the Biradur Waste to lay siege to the desert city called the Green Citadel. It was the second time we of the north sent an army against that city, the same city that cost the life of our brother and many others. I saw many terrible things in that place. Even before we sacked the city, many were slaughtered. It was senseless. There were atrocities. We freed many slaves, Men and Elifaen, who were in bondage there. There were enslaved Dragonkind, too. But they were slain, or left to the ruin of the great city and to the retribution of their masters."




She paused in her tale, and they kept walking until she stopped abruptly.




"You need to know," she said earnestly, "that people are capable of the vilest acts. Although our enemy was the creature of the deserts, I witnessed honor and dishonor on both sides. When the battle was over, and our armies retreated victorious, there was no satisfaction in our victory. And fewer than one in three of us made it home. Soon, our withdrawal turned into a rout as avenging bands of the enemy marauded and harassed our retreat. And it was in the Blue Mountains of Vanara, at a place called Gory Gulch, that my brother died, pierced through with arrows. I took up his sword, it is here on my back, but I had to leave his body for the carrion. He died in the very same manner as our older brother before him, during a shabby retreat from a shabby victory against the same great city. Perhaps this sword is fated," she added, touching its hilt protruding over her shoulder and turning to resume her walk. "Every member of our family who has ever wielded it in battle has died. It was taken from my older brother Dalvenpar's body by a survivor and sent to our house with news of his death. It was then taken up by Ullin's father, Aram. And now, your mother wields it."




Robby was pale with shock and surprise at these revelations, But many strange and mysterious aspects of his mother's behavior now seemed explained, at least in part.




"Perhaps you ought to get rid of it, Mother."




She smiled and nodded.




"Perhaps I shall. When it is truly no longer needed. Let me tell you more. After my brother's death, when I made it back to Vanara, I just kept walking. Sick with grief and sadness, I abandoned the army and slowly wandered, desiring no company, relying on no one to help me along my way. A year later, I came home to Tallinvale. The wretched news I brought with me was the death of my mother, so grieved was she at the loss of her last son. My father became hardened in his sternness, and I became a recluse, existing only in the gardens of our estate or in the high chambers of my father's manor. Years passed. More than I counted. My father invited many suitors to our home. Elifaen and high-born Men. They came, and they went, but I rejected them all. Eventually my father tired of trying to marry me off.




"That's the way it was until, one day, a young man came to sell grain. While he waited to receive his silver, he wandered into the gardens of Tallin Hall, and it was there we met. Thinking I was a maidservant of the house, perhaps because of my plain way of dressing, he was rather fresh with me, though kind and witty, telling me about his home and the plans he had for his future. His way of silence was in his prattling on, ever watchful of my reactions. My way of screaming in pain was my silence, yet he pierced my soul with his bright smile and his laughing brown eyes. He was simple without being a simpleton, and sincere while at the same time of irrepressible spirit. His talk made me laugh, and I could see that my laughter pleased him. I did not tell him who I was, not even my name. When my father's purser came to pay him, I shrank away into the hedge as coins were counted out to him. The young man looked around for me, and then he departed. My sadness immediately returned to take his place, and my melancholy thoughts returned, too. Even so, all that afternoon, my thoughts wandered back to the bright-eyed country fellow. I made it a point to find out where he was from, and when he might come back, but none could say for sure. That night, my heart was troubled by the memory of his company, and I was sadder than ever. I remember crying myself to sleep, so lonely I felt.




"But, guess what? He came back the very next morning, asking for the cheery maidservant with red hair. When he was told there was no maidservant with red hair, he was thoroughly abashed. They told him, 'There is only one woman with red hair in this hall, but she is hardly a maidservant and, anyway, she is anything but cheery, being none other than the Lady Tallin who has shunned the merry company of all for many years, and is as dour and gloomy as a dark wood on a rainy day.' He was not convinced at first, thinking they made jest with him. Eventually they prevailed, so he reluctantly departed. When I learned of all this later that afternoon, I was mortified that I had missed him and immediately rode out to catch up to him. I found him on the road, letting his mules pull his cart without even bothering to hold the reins while he slouched back on the bench lost in thought with his eyes closed. So engrossed in his own cares was he that he did not notice me riding alongside gazing at him. Nor did he seem to notice when I slipped from my saddle and onto the bench beside him. I spent a long while looking at his face. He was not the most handsome young man I had ever seen, nor the best dressed, and certainly not the most graceful as he slouched there with his head tilted back to the sky, his eyes closed and his brow furrowed with some problem he was trying to work out, and the long curly locks of his hair wild in the breeze. But I thought his was the most beautiful face I had ever seen, though I could not say why. When he opened his eyes, he was not startled to see me sitting there right beside him. He sat up slowly, and smiled.




" 'Are ye some kinda sprite? Er, spirit-like creature?' he asked easily. 'For I was just thinkin' on ye, an' wonderin' what kind of charm was laid on me. I suppose yer a garden sprite, inhabitin' the gardens of the Tallin place an' capturin' what hearts might happen along?'




" 'No, I'm flesh and blood,' I assured him. 'You came back to look for me.'




" 'Yes, I did. I had somethin' to ask ye. But I was told ye don't exist.'




" 'And you believe that?'




" 'No, I don't. I don't pretend to understand the ways of folk what live in fine castles an' great estates. But ye exist for me regardless of what they say,' he said, 'if even in a dream.'




" 'Why did you come back to find me?'




" 'Well, that's easy to answer: I wanted to ask if ye was spoken for.'




" 'Oh! Well, the answer to that is, no, I am not.'




" 'Well, in that case, I'd like to ask if ye'd have me for a husband an' if ye'd consent to bein' me wife?'




"Well, I nearly fell off the cart! Your father—for naturally that is who I am talking about—he saw that I was greatly perplexed and began telling me, all in the most gentle of ways and perfectly at ease, all about his plans for a store and how he promised a comfortable life, though full of hard work, and that he'd be the best father to my children that a man could be, and on like that."




" 'I'm afraid I cannot speak yes or no this moment,' I told him. I told him I had to think about it. But, in truth, I had already made up my mind. I had already fallen in love with him, just as, I suppose, he had fallen in love with me. 'Though I am not a maidservant to Fairoak, I owe my fidelity to that household unless I am released from it. If you can gain the consent of Lord Tallin to release me, I will be your wife.'




" 'I will present meself afore Lord Tallin this very night,' he said to me.




" 'Then I wish you well, good sir,' I told him. 'And I leave you my name. It is Mirabella.'




"So I joyfully leapt back onto my horse and galloped home. I remember I had no care of my father refusing him. I thought that he would be so relieved to be rid of me that he would readily assent. But things didn't quite work out in the way I hoped they would.




"That evening, your father appeared again at our gates and bid his way into the manor house, saying he had business with none other than the Lord and Master himself. While I watched from the far shadows, he was led into the great hall of our home and before my father who was seated on his chair.




" 'What business have you with me?' my father demanded.




" 'I bid ye release the one called Mirabella from yer service and from yer fidelity so that she may become me wife,' is what I heard your father boldly state. You should have seen the stir it caused! My father sat bolt upright. His chief lieutenant of the guard stepped forward as if to strike Robigor, but my father's gesture stayed him. Others, hearing the commotion, pushed into the room and watched.




" 'You are most impertinent!' my father said. 'Do you know what it is that you ask?'




" 'A man may have no peace if long separated from his love, nor may any woman, good lord,' said Robigor Ribbon, unmoved by the glares given him. 'I will provide for Mirabella's welfare an' well-being as well as any, an' better as years go by. What work an' toil she may do will be of her own pleasure an' desire, an' not at the pleasure an' whim of others. I ask only that ye release her to her own decision, that she might say yea or nay her own self.'




" 'Do you know who it is that you ask to marry?' asked my father indignantly.




" 'I care not, sir, what family, high or low, she might have. Nor do I care for any dowry or boon from her family, however great er small. I care not if she be useful to ye or a burden, whether she be clumsy an' witless, or whether she be careful an' diligent in service to ye. Neither do I care whether she be a joy to ye or a shame upon yer house.'




"Oh, I was truly in love then! Never had I seen anyone speak so to my father. And never had I heard words so ardently spoken.




"My father thought about it for a moment and even conferred, over his shoulder, with his counselor. Then he looked at Robigor for a long while.




" 'How will I be assured of you?' he asked at last. 'What means have you to support her and what honor can you bring in union with her?'




" 'What means I have will, like me honor, only increase as the years pass.'




" 'I will consent, then, only if you succeed in carrying out one task,' my father said.




" 'Name the task, an' I will abide by yer word if I succeed or if I fail,' your father said.




"Well, the task he was given was this: My father bade Robigor wait while he and his counselor departed the room. After a short while they returned. My father gave to your father a little chest, no bigger than two hands wide and one tall. The box was not sealed, nor was it locked, but my father instructed Robigor not to open it for one year. He was to return with the box so that it could be examined. My father gave his word that if the contents of the box were still within it after one year, he would give his consent to marry me, if I also then consented."




"What was in the box?" Robby asked.




"That is getting ahead of the story somewhat," Mirabella answered. "But in fact it was full of precious jewels. Anyway, I did not know at the time what the box contained, and I did not understand what my father was about, either. Soon after Robigor took the box and departed, my father came to me.




" 'Mirabella,' he said, 'I have turned away a suitor this day whom you would have surely scoffed at, just as you have scoffed at all those who have come before.'




" 'Why do you tell me this, Father? Do you think I care?' All the while, I was trying with terrible determination not to let him see my worry!




" 'No, I do not think you care,' he said. 'But he may be back. And if he does return, it may be that I will give my consent to his marriage to you, should you then have him.'




" 'Why should it be different when he returns than when he left?' I asked. 'Will he be handsomer? Will he be a king? Will he be more worthy of me than now in any way?'




" 'I cannot say. I only tell you this because I think I saw in him something I have rarely seen in my fellow mortals. I set for him a simple task, knowing it is in the simple things that men most often fail. If he succeeds, he will have proven his honor and will set himself somewhat apart from other men. At least in my estimation.'




" 'What task did you set?' I asked him.




" 'To abide one year and to remain an honest man.' "




"What did he mean by that?" Robby asked.




"He meant that your father was not to take any jewel from the box, not one, much less run off with the entire treasure. He was not even to look within the box. My father was testing him, you see. As I learned later on, my father and his counselor laid obstacle after obstacle before Robigor. They sent their agents to buy at a higher price the trade goods that your father had deals for. They took notes of exchange from all the farmers and made them to sell not grain nor product to any but them. So Robigor struggled to live, you see, and yet, with each obstacle before him, he found some other way to profit. When the farmers sold all their goods to my father's agents, rather than to Robigor, they had no way to transport the material. Robigor had in the meantime made a deal with Mr. Furaman for contract on all the wagons and carts as agent, and so any transport costs were paid to Robigor. When my father realized that Robigor could not be outwitted that way, he turned against Robigor's neighbors, or so one tale of it goes. It is said that three witches from the north were hired to brew hail and storm against all of Barley. I doubt if that is so, but it is true that there were awful storms. Houses were destroyed, crops were ruined, and Passdale starved. My father then sent his agents, pretending to be emissaries from Tracia offering the sale of badly needed goods. But they would only take jewels or precious metal in exchange. The people came from all over with their meager rings and bracelets and their gold combs. Each was made to sign a deed naming themselves as rightful owners of the item exchanged. But no diamonds, no sapphires or emeralds appeared, none of the jewels from the chest. However, it came to pass that Robigor approached the men and offered to buy all their grain and all their blankets, in fact all of their goods, on the spot, wagons included, for one hundred pieces of gold. Well, my father's agents agreed, thinking he had sold the jewels, and they took Robigor's gold. But it wasn't Robigor's gold at all. Robigor had bargained with the Passdale masters to allow him to use the town treasury for the relief of the townspeople. Passdale was so grateful to him that they talked to him about becoming mayor, but he declined."




"He did become mayor, didn't he?"




"Yes, he did, but that was later."




"So a year passed."




"Yes, and all kinds of tribulations, though Robigor never knew they were aimed at him. During that year, I met a person who lived in Barley and who knew Robigor, and through her I was able to find out what had been happening. I'm talking about Frizella, who at the time was a young house servant for hire. I hired her and paid her to be my housemaid, but instead of working at my father's estate, I arranged for her to take employment in Barley, too."




"So she was your spy!"




"Well, more like a hired busybody. And we became fast friends. Though very different, we both had certain romantic interests that we shared with each other. Her eye was on a certain Boskman, and you know how that turned out. Anyway, Robigor returned the little chest after a year and repeated his bid for my hand. My father counted out every jewel, twice. And even he was amazed, I think, at your father's integrity and honesty. But I'm afraid my father was quite shocked when I actually consented."




The two had by now made it to the main road leading through Janhaven and they walked along between the cottages at a good pace.




"On the day of our wedding, held in the gardens where your father and I met, my father bid me farewell. He told me that my world was now the world of Barley. My father never told Robigor who I truly was. No one did. Robigor was obviously taken aback by the pomp of the ceremony, though it was a small, private affair. And, though he was a happy man that day, he was perplexed by the way I was treated, with such fine elegance for a mere servant. And Robigor may have even thought it impertinent that I kissed the Lord of Tallinvale when we parted. I did not tell him until that night that I was the daughter of the Lord Tallin. Your father was shocked, at first. Then we laughed until we cried."




Robby and his mother smiled at each other.




"Why did you never tell me before now? It is a wonderful story!"




Mirabella shrugged and nodded.




"We kept too much from you, Robigor and I," she said. "We thought it was better that way. We were wrong. I'm sorry."




"Well, I don't resent it. I might have done the same. Tell me, have you heard from your father recently? Do you think the Redvests have attacked him, too?"




"I have not seen him in years. As for the Redvests attacking Tallinvale, perhaps they have. His is a powerful land, and it would take a powerful army to threaten it. At any event, he should be informed of these events. When things settle down around here, I'll send word even though he has likely already heard what has happened."




They drew to a halt in front of Mrs. Bosk's kitchen.




"I suppose you will be meeting with Ashlord and Ullin soon?" she asked as she pushed a strand of curly hair from his brow.




"Yes. I expect we'll be leaving any day. As soon as we can pull ourselves together."




"Do you know who will be in your party?"




"I have a good idea. Ashlord, Ullin, and Billy. Ibin, I expect. And Sheila."




"Sheila?"




"Yes, she insists on going with us."




"Is that wise?"




"Maybe not, but she's determined, and I think I want her to come along. In fact, I know I do."




Mirabella shook her head, shrugging. "We'll miss Sheila's abilities. It's bad enough to lose five good men."




"I know, Mother. I'm sorry."




"Don't be. There's no getting around it. You need Ashlord and Ullin. Billy's determined, and Ibin cannot be without his friend. And Sheila has apparently made up her mind. Alas! I wish I could come!"




"I wish you could, too. Truly, I do."




• • •




That night, they all met again at the same place and made their plans. Ullin said they would need horses for each and two pack animals, since their journey would be long and the ways rough, and winter was coming.




"If I understand right," he told them, "Ashlord means to take us west, to Vanara, and then northward from there to Duinnor. Under the most favorable summer conditions, it would take us at least a month and a fortnight to reach Vanara. If we only had to contend with the road and the weather. This time of year, who knows? From Vanara to Duinnor won't be so long or hard. Once we leave here, there are few places to lodge or to reprovision until we reach Vanara. So we will have to travel light, carrying only clothing, blankets, weapons, and food. Fodder should not be a problem, but we should take some, just in case. Our mounts and two pack animals, at most."




"That is so, Ullin," Ashlord said. "I think we should stay off the roads as much as possible, especially the well-known ones, and travel cross-country as much as we can. Yes, yes. I know that will slow us even more, but we should risk the fewest encounters as possible. We will have a hard enough time explaining ourselves. The curious or the well-informed may see through any yarn we may spin. Our story should be like this: We travel from the Eastlands to Duinnor to plea for aid against the Tracian Redvests. If asked why we travel the way we do, we say that we take a circuitous route in order to baffle those of the enemy who may try to stop us from reaching Duinnor. Let us not try to explain too much, nor spin too much yarn to tangle ourselves in. We have our own business, and it is ours alone."




"What about the people here?" Sheila asked. "They are bound to ask why we're leaving."




"We tell 'em the same," said Billy. "We go to Duinnor. That's what I've told me kinfolk already."




"Others may want to join us," Robby put forward. "There are many here in Janhaven who have seen too much bloodshed. Some have already lost everything, their homes destroyed and farms, too, from what they say. Some are talking of putting more distance between themselves and the Redvests. They may want to come away with us."




"We cannot permit that," Ullin spoke up immediately. "We will have to move quickly, with few comforts. As it is, we cannot make the pass of Loringard for the snows, and must go the long way around the Carthanes, through the Thunder Mountains and territories held by warlords and bandits. We will have enough to manage looking after ourselves. Others, if they go, must find their own way west."




"That is something that only haste on our part may take care of," Ashlord said. "Let us try to be ready by noon tomorrow. Each of you must see to warm clothes and gear this very night. Furaman knows that we plan to depart and will provide packs and mounts for us. He is willing to provide more if there is anything we think of that he has. Ullin and I will select horses and have them here by first light."




"Bring only what you can wear or carry on your back," Ullin continued. "We'll have horses each, and two more for our supplies and food. But anything may happen and we may lose our horses."




Ashlord looked around the room. Ibin sat at the end of the table, closest to the fireplace, with a blank look on his face. Billy and Sheila stood beside him and nodded.




"Then we are agreed," Ullin said. "We gather our horses and supplies at daybreak. With luck, we can depart even before noon."




They all nodded.




"One last thing," Ashlord said, seriously. "Arm yourselves. Light, strong, quick weapons."




• • •




Later, in the upstairs room that Robby was permitted to use, Mirabella held out a vest.




"I want you to wear this," she said.




Robby had been stuffing the other pieces of his clothing into a pack, along with a few other small things, when his mother came back into the room. She had earlier dropped off a bundle of clothes for him to pick through and had just returned, closing the door behind her.




"It is a good, sturdy vest made of heavy cloth. Let me show you."




She turned the vest inside out and revealed a flannel lining and showed him several slyly-sewn patches around the bottom of the vest. "Feel," she said, handing it to Robby. He took it with a quizzical look and felt along the patches. Through the cloth he could feel the shape of large round discs.




"Coins?"




Mirabella nodded. "The coins. When you have a chance, show them to Ashlord. I meant to do so, but never did. Show them to Ashlord privately, with no one else around. Let no one else know that you have them, not even your other companions. Not unless there is special and urgent need."




"I understand," Robby said. "I'm sure they are of great value."




"Yes, Robby. I think they are. I think they..." Mirabella paused, then changed her mind about what she was about to say. "I fear to think how valuable they may be, and that you will be carrying them. But I know they are too valuable to stay here with us. Remember, show them to no one except Ashlord, and mind what he says about them."




"Yes, Mother."




Robby slipped the vest on for size, and buttoned it up.




"Here is some silver and gold, about twenty-weight of silver and ten of gold, in various coin."




She handed him a small leather purse, such as the kind he had often carried on his routes to collect or pay bills of the store.




"For more ordinary needs," she added. "Do you have all of the other things that you'll need?"




"I think so. It will be getting cold, so I'm leaving behind all the light stuff," he told her. "Just heavy shirts, sweaters, and a coat. And lots of socks. And Mr. Furaman gave me a travel cloak with a good hood for bad weather."




"Did you get the sewing kit from Mrs. Bosk?"




"Yes. Sheila dropped it by a while ago."




"It's good that you each should have one. I hope you will only need it for clothes."




"Me, too, but I'm carrying along some grayhort root salve and a little bit of brandy to clean any wounds that may need stitching."




"Have you ever done that, Robby?"




"No, but I watched Sheila do it once, to a little baby rabbit that we rescued from a cat. It was only a small wound, though I imagine the method would be pretty much the same."




"Oh, I see. Probably so."




Mirabella watched Robby finish packing and said nothing else for a long while. Robby, too, was silent. There was so much to say, so much more to ask about, but Robby could not think of anything in particular that was most important. Finally, after cinching up the straps on the pack and checking the bedroll tied to it, he turned back to his mother, who had by now taken a seat on the plain wooden chair near the dark window. The candle burned steady and the unwavering light silhouetted the soft contours of her face. Though she smiled, Robby saw immense sadness in her face, and she uncharacteristically clutched her hands pensively in her lap. Robby sat down on the edge of the bed, his knees touching hers, and he took her hands in his.




"I love you, Mother."




"Oh, Robby!" she cried. "How I pray for strength! To be parted from the two I hold most dear in all the world!"




Robby's eyes burned with all his effort to hold back the water forming there.




"I'll come back and rejoin you and Daddy," he said. "I think you will see him sooner than you believe. He is proud of you, and will be prouder, still, when he returns. As for myself, I carry with me the good fortune to have two such parents. I will always strive to honor you both and to carry in my heart the gentle goodness that you have taught me. I will miss you and long for your counsel, just as I miss and long for Daddy. Although I know it will be otherwise, I ask that we try not to worry too much about each other and keep a mind to the business we have at hand, for that may be worry enough."




Mirabella tossed her hair and smiled, nodding.




"You are starting to sound like Collandoth," she said. "And you are right. Oh, I love you so much! In spite of what you say, I shall worry for you each day and every night!"




• • •




The night was an active one for all the company, each busily putting together their travel gear and attire. That did not take very long, so the rest of the night was spent sharpening blades, sorting through arrows and spare bowstrings, resewing straps, buckles, and buttons, remembering the odd little thing or two, and wondering what they would forget to bring. Although they were making their preparations in different places around and about Janhaven, they all felt a sense of urgency, and each was determined to be ready by dawn.




Billy and Ibin spent the night in the hut taken by the Bosk kinsmen. Ibin peppered Billy with questions about Duinnor: the distance, whether they would meet other Kingsmen like Ullin, how they might trudge through winter snow, and what kind of food they would eat along the way. Billy answered in short but not unkind statements. Ibin saw that Billy was busy and preoccupied, but he could not help himself and kept thinking up more questions that seemed important. Would they see any lions? Was Billy sure there were no more trolls? Would they have bacon or sausage for breakfast? And why, again, were they going?




Ashlord and Ullin had the most to do. Besides getting their own things together, Ashlord put himself in charge of food, and Ullin moved about Janhaven selecting the best mounts and saddles he could find at that late time of night. Anerath, he decided, would stay and serve Mirabella. There would be little reason, he felt, to outpace the others, and Mirabella may have more need of his speed and intelligence. He delivered Anerath to her as she returned to the infirmary, whispering in Anerath's ear. He stroked his mane and scratched under Anerath's chin as the two nodded at each other.




"He'll obey you," he told Mirabella. "Trust him. He has a knack for picking a way through rough terrain, and a good sense for danger."




Mirabella took the reins and hugged Ullin.




• • •




By the fifth hour after dark, all of their tasks were accomplished. Sheila, Billy, and Ibin turned in for a few hours of sleep, each to their own borrowed cots or bedrolls. Ashlord, bringing packs into Furaman's great room, found Robby poring over all of the maps his mother had taken from their home and the Common House before fleeing Passdale. She had done so to keep them from the Redvests, and Robby was grateful that she could not bring herself to burn them.




Robby nodded at Ashlord when he came in and continued studying while Ashlord checked over the pile of saddlebags and packs he had assembled on the floor near the door. When he was satisfied that he had brought in everything, he lit his pipe and turned to Robby.




"What do your maps tell you?" he asked.




"Well, not much, really." Robby sighed and shrugged as he straightened up from hunching over the table. He waved his hand over the dozens of charts and maps strewn before him. "Most of these maps are old, and few have much detail about what is between here and Vanara, and nothing as to what lies beyond. Any way we look at it, we have a long way to go!"




"Indeed, we do."




"What can you say of the way to Griferis? Have you ever been there?"




"No-o," Ashlord smiled. "I have not. But I can tell you this concerning the travels before us. Keeping off the main paths, we must first pass through the Thunder Mountains, a place of warlords, mercenaries, and other threats.  Beyond the mountains, we will move swiftly across the broad grassy plains, bearing ever westward. Then we will likely come before a vast and deep forest, which we will strive to go around, if we can, for we may not be welcome there. On the other side, we will be in the Vanaran frontier. Then our way will be more arduous, for we must go up, up into the high western mountains. We shall certainly take every care to avoid the shadowed lands of Shatuum, and continue on and up through snowy passes and across icy peaks until, at last, we shall come to the very edge of the world. Thus will end the easy part of your journey."




"The easy part?" Robby blurted out. "Then what's the hard part?"




The door opened, and Ullin strode in.




"There you are!" Ashlord said.




"And there you are!" Ullin replied. "Our horses are stabled across the yard. I think they will be good mounts. Ah! I see you have the packs ready. What are you looking at?"




"Maps."




"Maps?" Ullin bent over the table, looking over the charts as he took off his cloak.




"All paths look easy when drawn in ink," he commented. "This chart isn't so bad," he touched one, "if only we were going north!"




"We were just discussing our route," Ashlord said. "I think we should make our first stop at Hill Town, where Makeig's people are. We may be able to gain some knowledge from them as to the safest way to avoid trouble with the warlords. I'll count us lucky if we can make it through the Thunder Mountains without being waylaid. Once on the other side of the mountains, we should be able to make fair distance each day, especially across the plains."




"What of a place called Tulith Morgair?" Robby suddenly asked.




"It is an old watchtower, long in ruin," said Ullin.




"Where is it?"




"I have only seen it once," Ullin said. "It is along here, overlooking the River Missenflo."




"It is at the highest point of a line of hills bordering the foothills," Ashlord said, who had eased up behind Ullin and Robby. He reached between them and put the stem of his pipe on a map indicating a place west of the Thunder Mountains. "It overlooks a ford of the River Missenflo and the plains beyond. Built during the early years of this age. It is the largest of a line of such places that once crossed the Thunder Mountains. From its heights it could give fair warning by beacon fires of armies approaching from the west or southwest across the plain toward the gap."




"Will we be going that way?" Robby asked the two.




"It is somewhat off of what I expect to be our course," Ashlord said, tentatively. "The Damar have made the area dangerous, though they do not control the place, it being north of their strength and there is little of value to them there."




Robby nodded and turned back to the map while Ashlord and Ullin exchanged questioning looks.




"Is there something special about that place?" Ullin asked.




"I'm not sure," Robby told them. He did not want to talk about his dream, not before he had something more tangible. He tried not to show his nervousness as he went on. "I think I need to go there, but," he hesitated, "I cannot tell you why. Not yet."




"Is it important?" Ashlord asked. "It may be difficult."




"I wish I could be certain," Robby answered. "It could be very important, or it may turn out not to be important at all. Finding out is one reason I need to go there. Perhaps as we get closer I will know more."




"Very well." Ashlord shrugged. He was clearly troubled by this addition to their plans. "We shall see."




"Thank you."




"I suggest we try to get some rest," Ullin said, stretching out on the floor next to the hearth. "We will need more than we will get as it is, I'm afraid."




Robby bade them good night as he climbed the stairs to his room. Entering, he was surprised to see Sheila's pack and travel gear leaning against the wall. Sweeping his candle around, he saw her form under the covers of the cot.




"It's about time," she muttered as he undressed and slipped in beside her. "Oo! You are cold! Here, let me warm you."




Robby gladly spooned her and put his arms around her.




"This probably won't work out very well on the road," Robby whispered.




"I know," she said. "But I want you to know that I love you. Even if things have not worked out for us, and even if they never do. When we are on the road, I will do what I can to look out for you. I will do my part to protect you and to get you to your destiny. I will strive to be your lover, if you want one, and your guardian, should you need one. I will try not to make the others feel awkward or embarrass you by clinging to you. When it is time for you to let me go, I'll not protest, and I'll try not to cry."




"I'll never let go of you!"




"I hope not," she pulled his arm around her tighter. "But, if ever you must, I'll not question it."




• • •




When Robby awoke, Sheila and her things were gone. He hurriedly got up, dressed, and rinsed his face in the wash basin. When he came downstairs, he found a gathering about the table, breakfasting. Mirabella was there as was Frizella and two of her nephews, and there was Sheila and Ibin and Ashlord. Mr. Furaman was there and also Captain Makeig. They greeted Robby and as he sat down to a plate put before him, Billy and Ullin entered from outside. Together they were all served a large breakfast of eggs, honeycakes, ham, fried potato slices, and coffee. As they ate, they talked of plans for harassing the invaders, of the journey west, of the camp conditions of the Barley and Passdale folk, and of the coming winter and all the work that needed doing. Ashlord and Makeig discussed the first leg of the journey, to Hill Town, in rather guarded tones, for Ashlord did not want Furaman or Billy's cousins to know too much of their direction of travel. Meanwhile, Robby and Mr. Furaman talked of business and the Ribbons' shop and what may have become of the stock there.




"I am more concerned with the building itself," said Robby. "That was our home, too, you know. I just hope they don't do too much damage."




Frizella shook her head and laughed with Mirabella about some of the more inexperienced Passdale women who were trying to cope and to be helpful in their present situation, but they were doing poorly at both in spite of their good efforts.




Ullin listened quietly while he ate, saying very little. Billy talked with one of his cousins while the other cousin chatted with Sheila, the one conversation about the use of bows and the other about the making of arrows. Ibin hardly said anything unless it had "pleasepassmethe" in it, and he paid little attention to the conversations around him, preferring instead to concentrate his efforts on cleaning plate after plate after plate. As the meal progressed, and by the time most (but not Ibin) had pushed their plates away, the mood was less jovial, though still of good spirit, and at last the two cousins pushed their chairs back and stood. They bade the company safe journey, and Billy shook their hands and hugged them before they departed to go to their guard duties.




"Billy, let's bring around the horses," Ullin said. The two thanked Mr. Furaman for the breakfast and departed for the stables.




"Did you and Billy bring the things you'll be taking along?" Robby asked Ibin.




"Yes," Ibin swallowed a half-chewed sausage, "yeswe, yeswe, yeswebroughtourstuffits, yeswebroughtourstuffits, ourstuffitsoutside."




"And you?" Robby asked Sheila.




"My packs are by the door, there."




"Well! I guess I'd better start packing!" he said, turning to go up the stairs.




"Ye ain't packed yet?" Frizella said incredulously.




"Ha ha! Gotcha!" Robby laughed. "I just need to fetch my things from upstairs."




"I knew Billy'd be a bad influence on Robby!" Frizella said to Mirabella, shaking her head.




Sheila admonished Ibin to stop eating and to help her clear away the table while Captain Makeig and Mr. Furaman and the two ladies conferred about the situation among the new arrivals in Janhaven. It was not long before the horses were saddled and brought around and the two packhorses were loaded. Ullin assigned each to a horse and each traveler got their saddles and stirrups adjusted, tied on their packs and saddlebags and, lastly, buckled, belted, and slipped on their weapons, their swords over their shoulders, quivers hanging nearby, and knives sheathed in their belts and boots. Captain Makeig, who would guide them to Hill Town, assured Mirabella and Frizella that he would be back in two or three days, and was the first to mount up. He then waited while the others made their farewells.




They did so quietly, with tight hugs and tender kisses and strained smiles, and each got astride their mounts until only Robby stood before his mother, his reins in his hand.




"I will be back," he said to her bravely. His voice was steady and determined, and Mirabella looked deep into his dark eyes.




"I will be waiting for you," she said.




"If I can, I will send word as we go along."




She nodded and gave Robby another hug and kiss.




"Your father and I are very proud of you and love you very much," she said into his ear.




She watched Robby get into his saddle as Frizella's arm slipped around her. Together they waved as the company passed through from the gate and out of sight. Mrs. Bosk watched Mirabella turn away toward the infirmary, taking only a couple of steps, then falling to her knees like a little girl, weeping most bitterly, clenching the dirt in her hands. Frizella hurried over and knelt beside her, pulling Mirabella's hair from the dust and hugging her, their tears mixing on the ground.




"I will never see either of my Robbys again!" Mirabella sobbed, clutching handfuls of dirt against her breast, the soil running out between her fingers as she rocked back and forth.




"No, no, no, sweet dear. Don't ye say such a thing!" said Frizella through her own tears. "Whether ye think ye will or ye won't ain't important, but how ye stand up to it is. Ye must live to see them again, for if ye do, they will need ye strong. An' if never ye do again, ye need to honor thar strength with ye own. An' others are needin' ye now, too, me heart!"




• • •




Outside the gate, people stood along the way, having heard that a party was leaving for the west to seek help, and they wished them well as they went. Many familiar faces impressed themselves upon Billy, Sheila, and Robby, people they had grown up with and had known all their lives. It made Robby proud to be doing what he was doing, yet he had a pang of guilt, too, for leaving them.




As they came to the intersection of roads, several voices called Sheila's name. Pulling on their reins, they turned and saw Mr. Broadweed hurrying along toward them with a few small children running before him, calling and waving for her to wait.
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