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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.




  





  The Author   




  





  





  This work is dedicated to
the writers and authors,
composers, musicians,
and movie makers,
storytellers all, ancient and new,
with names that are known,
and with names unknown,
who have nourished my spirit,
kindled my imagination,
enlightened my mind,
and opened my heart.




  





  Prologue




  Banis







  









The Fifth Unknown King of Duinnor kept his reign only ten years more after Tulith Attis fell to the Dragonkind. The fall of Tulith Attis was a severe blow to his secret plan. It was worrisome that the body of his agent, who was at the fortress when it was overrun, had not been found amongst the slain, nor was he with the few prisoners that Queen Serith Ellyn's army freed during the Battle of Saerdulin. The King felt betrayed, and assumed that his agent had failed utterly, and that Lyrium and Heneil managed to escape with the objects that he coveted. While others sought to find and recover the lost treasure of Tulith Attis, the King of Duinnor sent his Kingsmen and other less honorable men to scour all the Realms for Lyrium and Heneil. They were ruthless in their zeal, even reckless. Seventy rode brazenly into Nasakeeria. They never came out, though their bones did, raining down from the upward blast of fire that consumed all flesh, rattling onto the gruesome ring that surrounded that forbidden land. The King sent out more men who were just as determined in their search for Lyrium as they were in their hunt for those who were foretold might someday challenge the King, those whose names were unknown to any living person. His men rode down through the plains, into Sudamoor and Masurthia. Some went into Altoria, while others infiltrated the court of Glareth. More were sent to the war-ravaged Eastlands and Tracia, looking for survivors who, it was rumored, had escaped Tulith Attis before its gate was mysteriously opened to the besieging horde.




It was the Bloodcoins that he desired to possess, those jewel-centered gold disks that Aperion delivered into the world and gave to the Elifaen as a means of their escape from the strife of the world. The Forty-Nine, they were called, seven sets of seven dazzling and hypnotic objects, each no larger than could fit into the palm of one's hand, each made of heavy red gold cast with strange symbols. Seven embedded with diamond-white, seven of emerald-green, seven of amethyst-purple, of amber-gold, of ruby-red, of topaz-orange, and seven of sapphire-blue. As long as any Bloodcoins were free in the world, Men would not gain ascendancy over the descendants of the Faerekind, could not subjugate the Elifaen. The King already had two sets of seven, and he expected a third set would be delivered to him when an expedition returned from the frozen wastelands of the far north. And, besides those still held by Serith Ellyn, he now knew the location of two more sets, those that had belonged to Lucinda of Faircedar and those that had once belonged to Ormace of Fairbirch. He would have Serith Ellyn's soon enough, but all would be useless to him without Lyrium's.




He was determined to have them all.




While the Fifth Unknown King had his men scour the earth for the Bloodcoins, others who served him dealt with those who might take his throne. To that end, both in Glareth and in Masurthia, the King's ruthless assassins located and eliminated seven boys and three girls whom, it seemed, had no True Name. The agents of the King asked questions, such as, "Are there people in this region who hold with the old ways, who give their newborn to dying relatives for naming?" But such questions often raised suspicion, and many claimed, or feigned, ignorance of any such practice.




Some may have wondered at the men who came and went from the High Tower of Duinnor, summoned by the Avatar to have their thoughts sifted and scrutinized by the King only to be sent back out into the world.




Five years after the fall of Tulith Attis, they still searched for Lyrium and Heneil and the Seven precious objects that the House of Fairfir had safeguarded. Forty-two intrepid Kingsmen hacked their way into Forest Islindia, but like those who dared to cross Nasakeeria's border, none of these were heard from ever again, and not even their bones were found. The King even sent agents along secret and circuitous routes into the Dragonlands. These were laden with precious gems and gold, and their aim was to find any who may have fought at Tulith Attis and who also made it back to their own lands. They found very few, and with their gold they bribed them to tell their stories, and to tell if they knew of any survivors among the Elifaen defenders of Tulith Attis. But these agents failed to learn anything, either.




Seven years after the fall of Tulith Attis, the Fifth Unknown King recalled his men, and turned his mind to other matters. He had other grand plans and magnificent schemes to carry out, and with patience and determination, he would increase the power of Duinnor and assure its dominion over all other Realms.




Then came the unexpected challenger, one who had eluded his men. One who knew the secret Name and how to use it. The struggle was not quick, and it was not merciful. After a fearsome battle that lasted three days and nights, filling the sky over Duinnor with fiery bolts of lightning and thick smoke, the Fifth Unknown King was dead. It was spring's first day, and the first day of the Royal Year. The Golden Mantle, that robe which obscured the King's visage and befuddled the minds of those in its presence, passed from the Old King to the New King. Thus, as the Avatar changed its form from one thing to the next, the Year of the Quill ended, and it became the Year of the Golden Chalice.




At first, the Sixth Unknown King seemed satisfied with all of the officers of the court, the lords of the land, the generals of his armies, and his judges and magistrates. It was a great relief to the people of Duinnor that very little changed, and life went on pretty much as it had before. Perhaps the New King was content to follow the ways of the previous one, and maybe under his leadership the Dragonkind could be held within their own lands. And so the first years of the Sixth Unknown King of Duinnor passed without great change and with lessening anxiety of his people.




Then, in the ninth year of his reign, during the Year of the Golden Ring, there came pouring out from obscure and secret places demons and witches, bogles and wraiths, goblins and haints, filling the forests and the plains with their terror and dark magic as they had done in the time of Cupeldain. Flesh eaters, they were, and those who fell under their spells who were not consumed outright were taken away, never to be heard of again. The gates of the city were closed, but some of the foul creatures still made it within, killing and eating their human prey, making sickness and vile enchantments on the people of Duinnor as they did throughout the world. For years, the forces of Duinnor and all the other realms had little success against the awful marauders, for they were cunning and their appetites voracious. But then there appeared a Melnari known as Collandoth, and if it had not been for him and his brave band of eight Men and Elifaen, things would have been much different. They fearlessly hunted the creatures of darkness, giving them no quarter, and came to be called the Nine Banes of Duinnor for their work. They freed Duinnor of the creatures and drove them out from Vanara, too, and they traveled throughout all the Realms to track down the bloodsuckers and marauders, even going deep into the Dragonlands to pursue them.




Surely the King was pleased at this turn, though he did not do much, it seemed to his people, except take the opportunity that those fearsome times presented to make changes in Duinnor. For it was during those dark years that the Sixth Unknown King began replacing the old guard of Duinnor with a new faction of lords more suitable to his designs. Although most of those who now rose to power were Men, one was Lord Banis, a Firstborn Elifaen. It was the same Banis who for a time during the First Age had served King Parthais of Vanara. However, Lord Banis, like so many others, fell victim to the paranoia of Parthais and so lost his position and power and nearly his life. He fled Vanara, and he remained in hiding until Parthais was dead. When Queen Serith Ellyn came to Vanara's throne, and the Second Age began, Banis returned for a time to serve her as a High Judge of Vanara, just as he had done for her father before her. But Banis grew dissatisfied with that position and he resigned his judgeship. A few years later, he moved to Duinnor, joining the Ministry of Justice, and slowly rose in rank and power. During the time of the Fifth Unknown King, Banis watched, preparing his plots and his plans for advancement. When the Sixth Unknown King came to power, Banis was ready. And so, whilst the Nine Banes of Duinnor fought and eradicated the evil beings that plagued the lands, Lord Banis quietly cultivated his following and increased his influence in Duinnor.




For nearly a century, Lord Banis served as Second Lord of the Exchequer and as an advisor to the Sixth Unknown King's First Lord of the High Chamber, Lord Harstaff. Harstaff's power was thereby increased, for Banis always seemed to know when conspiracy brewed, and he was able to bring malcontents to justice before their plots against the King were hatched. The King rewarded Banis, through First Lord Harstaff, and lavished wealth and honor upon him. But Lord Banis was not satisfied, and desired for himself the position of his superior, and the ear of the King. Knowing that he must make himself indispensable to the King, and also that he needed to hide his own secret affairs from the Throne, Banis put his long-brewed plan into action.




It was the 420th year of the Second Age, that is, the Year of the Winecork and the ninetieth year of the Sixth Unknown King, when Lord Banis, on the pretense of taking care of pressing matters at his old estate in northern Vanara, departed Duinnor and traveled south. Once he was beyond the sight of Duinnor's spyglasses, he turned to the southwest and traveled through the unsettled forests and mountains toward the lands of Shatuum. As he neared day by day, he saw numerous signs of Shatuum's sinister presence in those lands. He passed through swaths of forest covered with choking vines, and other places that smoldered, burned entirely away by pitch and fire. He saw bones, many bones, and the remains of hapless travelers who had ventured too close to that land, their impaled bodies picked by vultures. Holding his handkerchief to his nose, Lord Banis continued on determinedly.




At last, as evening vaguely descended on an overcast day, he came before the black wall of Shatuum and halted. No one stirred atop the battlement, and no flag or banner fluttered, for the air did not move, and all was heavy silence.




"I come to speak with Secundur!" he cried out loudly.




No one answered, not even an echo. Banis sat on his nervous buckmarl and waited. Every so often, he shouted his challenge again, again to be swallowed by the breathless air. Still he waited. Day fell, and a starless night blackened the land until Banis could see neither the looming wall in front of him nor even his hand before his face. Then, though the air was warm and heavy, his buckmarl shivered, and a chill crawled up his spine.




"What have you to do with me?" a soft voice spoke into his ear.




Startled, Banis twisted in his saddle, but he could see no one in the blackness.




"It is I, Secundur," spoke the voice. "I watched your approach, and I know from whence you came. I was curious, and so I kept back my subjects who strongly desire your flesh. So, tell me, why do you come, oh foolish Fallen One?"




"Lord Secundur," said Banis, "I know your history, for I was in the world when you served Morgasir and when you escaped his fate. I was in Vanara when, as it was recorded, Parthais gave to you the lands you now occupy. I know your hatred for my race and my people, and yet I also know how you sought the hand of Islindia and blighted her forest when she rebuffed you. Moreover, I have surmised what it is that you most desire, which is revenge upon those of my kind. Revenge and spite upon Aperion, and upon He who made the Faerekind. I come, therefore, with tidings that bear upon all those things, tidings that I think you would wish to know."




"I am listening," Secundur replied.




"I shall beg a boon from you in return for my news," he said. "And, if that goes well, I shall give you something else, too."




"Speak what it is that you wish from me."




"The ear of the Unknown King listens to the thoughts of all who stand before him, and he delves into the hearts of those within his presence as one might read a book. I seek a way of hiding a portion of my heart from him, so that he may not know all that is within my thoughts."




"That is easy enough to do, for the willing and for those strong enough to endure the spell. And I will see it done for you, if what you tell me is valuable. But first I must hear it."




"Then I will tell you: The present King, as the King before him, collects the Keys to the Nimbus Illuminas, and he presently has thirty-five of the Forty-Nine Bloodcoins. He is patient, he is subtle, and he is made immortal, as all Unknown Kings are made who wear the Golden Mantle. So, in the years to come, he will surely acquire those Seven of Vanara and locate the remaining Seven, too, those which Lyrium once held."




Banis felt a cold, sulfurous wind blow across his face, as Secundur breathed down upon him.




"So the King means to open the gate and release the Elifaen from earthly bondage. It is so that the earth will be the domain of Men alone."




"That is what I think, too, oh Lord of Shadow."




"You, who are Elifaen, do not wish that he do this?"




"I care not, for I do not intend to go, even if the King succeeds, and I will not be forced away."




"And why do you think that I would care one way or the other?"




"I think that you do, for you have ever sought to spite the will of Beras."




"Do not speak that name in my presence!"




Banis recoiled at the shriek, and his buckmarl snorted and shifted violently. Pulling the reins tight, Banis regained control of his mount as Secundur came back to him.




"Your news is valuable to me. What you wish to have, I shall grant. In two nights, return here to this very place. I shall send three witches to you, and they shall utter incantations over you, giving you a second heart within your heart, one that only you may see."




"Thank you, Lord Secundur. And I have yet another proposal, for our mutual benefit. Lend to me a few of your black eagles, and give unto me the means to see what they see and hear what they hear, and let me send them forth on the business of the King. In that way, we may both understand what the King plans to do by where he casts his eye."




"That is a greater thing than you know. And I doubt if you have anything of like worth to exchange for them."




"You may be the judge. I offer my daughter, Esildre, to be your concubine, to do with as you wish. It would spite Islindia, and be a pleasure for you, for my daughter is beautiful."




Secundur thought upon this for a long while. Then, in a fading voice, he said as he withdrew, "Be here two nights from hence. The witches shall bring my answer to you."




• • •




A week later, Banis was recovered from his ordeal with the witches, and he made his way back to Duinnor. He was weak, exhausted from the loss of blood that they required of him, and he was uncertain if Esildre would do as he instructed.




She did. Her eyes had seen too much at Tulith Attis and at Saerdulin, and her love of the world was gone from her.




"What better place than Shatuum to withdraw to?" Banis said to her. "I have been given to understand that Secundur is pleased by your beauty, and surely he will give you all that you may wish for."




Thus, by such words and many others, Esildre was easy to convince. She went to Shatuum, and Secundur took her unto his bed. He lavished his desires upon her, though she was cool toward him. And so it was that the black eagles, in return for Esildre, came for the first time to serve Duinnor. For some years, their roost was upon the high roof of Banis's house within Duinnor City. But when First Lord Harstaff suddenly and mysteriously died, and when Banis was made the new First Lord by the King, those birds found a new perch atop the highest tower of Duinnor.




Slowly, steadily, Lord Banis removed those who questioned his authority under the King, and those who opposed Duinnor's growing dominion over Vanara. And, discouraging the King from going forth into the city, Lord Banis came to speak for the Throne in many matters, seldom requiring that anyone but Banis go up to the High Chamber. With the gift from Secundur, Banis shielded a portion of his heart from the King, and he was able to guard his own activities from the scrutiny of others. Thus he garnered ever more power as the years passed. Using the black eagles, he kept watch on the happenings of the world, forewarning the King, when it suited him to do so, of events far and near, long before news came to Duinnor.




Yet Lord Banis did not have an easy time with his ambitions. Not only was he continually failed by incompetent associates, but there were vexing aspects to his pact with Secundur. For one, the eagles ever yearned to go to Shatuum, and it was often that Lord Banis wished he could keep the news that the eagles shared to himself, not wishing for even Secundur to know. And, for another, the spell that the witches of Shatuum had put on him, that enchantment which gave him a secret room within his heart into which the King could not see, affected him in a most peculiar and nagging way. As the years passed, he took to locking himself in his chambers late at night, falling into a trance of paranoia and desperation. During these bouts, he feverishly took quill and ink to paper and wrote down all those things that he had done that day, all those most secret plots he had planned and hatched, and all of their outcomes. Afterwards, gripped with panic, he hid those scribblings in secret places within his chambers. As the years passed, the writings were too many to keep in his apartments, but Banis could not bring himself to destroy them. So he took over the old prison at Northgate within the city in order that he could not only torture and intimidate his enemies away from the eyes of watchful Kingsmen, but also lock away his trunks of journals and diaries within the cells of that vile place.




Then, in the Year of the Loom, his own son, Navis, threatened to undo all by traveling to Shatuum to release Esildre. Banis could no longer do without the black eagles, and he pleaded with Navis to put such notions out of his head. But Navis was hotheaded and determined to free his beloved sister from Secundur, and his prowess at arms knew no equal. It was Navis, after all, who had slain Jatarak the Ogre, pursuing the creature into the Crevasse of Fire to do so, returning with the monster's head. It was Navis, too, who single-handedly slew a legion of Dragonkind at the Battle of Saerdulin. If any could enter Shatuum and bring Esildre out, it was he. Lord Banis therefore consented, but, since he had grown dispassionate of all but his own ambition, he enlisted the help of one called Bailorg to stop his son. Navis went on his expedition, and Bailorg went with him as a guide to the borders of Secundur's domain. Only Bailorg returned, saying, as he was instructed to do, that Navis had entered Shatuum. It was a lie. Navis was dead. Esildre remained in Shatuum, and the black eagles would remain at the beck and call of Lord Banis.




Many, many years later, when Esildre emerged from Shatuum by her own means, Banis once again thought that he was undone, and he fully expected Secundur to withdraw the black eagles. However, to his surprise, the eagles remained to do his bidding. Perhaps Secundur needed them too much, for once they delivered their messages to Lord Banis they always flew away to the southwest, presumably to say to Secundur what they had told Banis. Meanwhile, Banis grew confident that Esildre suspected nothing of the true fate of Navis, and he was smugly pleased that she debauched herself in her castle far off in the Vanaran frontier. Secundur had evidently left his mark on her, and Banis relied on that curse to keep her out of his way.




All was well. The years passed, and the power of Lord Banis steadily grew. He even came to hold the reins of the Duinnor Regulars who were ever keen to march into Vanara and on into the desert lands for King and glory, and for spoils. By the time of the Year of the Red Door, everything was ready for the last piece of his plan, one that would assure he would never be forced to leave the earth, in spite of the King's secret efforts. It was the year that Queen Serith Ellyn showed her Seven Bloodcoins to her people, as was her tradition to do every twenty-four years. Within a fortnight, she departed for Glareth, and, as very few knew, she took her Seven Bloodcoins with her. Banis knew, through his spies and his eagles, and he sent his agents to ambush the Queen's party. Soon he, and not the King, would have her Seven, and even if Lyrium's missing Seven were found, Banis would be certain they could never be used, for all Forty-Nine Bloodcoins were needed to open the Nimbus Illuminas.




Lord Banis waited patiently for the arrival of his agent with the fabled objects. Weeks passed into months, and he slowly grew worried. Then came the night when all the bells of Duinnor rang of their own accord and panic swept the lands. The great gates of the city were shut and barred, and all the Kingsmen and all of the Duinnor Regulars were called to the defense of the walls. Banis, as did all of Elifaen blood, was filled with a terrible urge to fly eastward, to take up arms and to fight all comers, though he could not say why he felt as he did. For nearly an entire day, he was so stricken with grief and worry that the King could hardly speak with him, so confused and incoherent were the feelings of Banis's dark heart. The King was sorely displeased at the uselessness of his highest official at such a time, and the sting of his harsh rebuke bit Banis so keenly that he feared he would be removed from his position of power.




The crisis passed without incident or attack, and Banis regained control over himself, having been humiliated before the King. Yet the merciful King retained Banis as First Lord. In the city, panic subsided, and the skittish population of Duinnor slowly returned to their usual ways and concerns. But Banis was restless and distracted, and he worried that the King was now mistrustful of him. He had too many secret irons in secret fires. Perhaps the strange event with all the bells somehow weakened Secundur's spell, and the King had glimpsed something amiss in Banis's heart. Doubts and mistrust nagged Banis, and they made him more dangerous than ever.




Then word came to him reporting the failure of his plot against the Queen of Vanara. Just as his agents, led by the zealous Captain Faradan, had closed in on Serith Ellyn's sleeping camp far out on the plains and were ready to attack and take the precious Seven, disaster struck. That was the night when all of the bells of Duinnor rang. As Lord Banis would later learn, it was the same night that the Bell of Tulith Attis tolled. The profound tolling of Heneil's bell served to raise the alarm in Serith Ellyn's camp, far away out on the plains, just as it had done in Duinnor, and Faradan was forced to withdraw without the Seven.




Banis was furious. His anger was tempered only by a new fear, one that now made him the King's strongest ally: the certain knowledge that the Bell of Tulith Attis had at last been rung could only mean that someone of great power had come into the world. Someone who might threaten King and First Lord alike.




When the black eagle that he sent to Bailorg, his old accomplice, finally returned, Banis learned much, and did not withhold it from the King. Bailorg was dead, killed by the Bellringer himself, who was a mere boy. The eagle witnessed the killing, and heard, too, the boy's confession. A second eagle arrived only a few weeks later, reporting that a party of travelers that included the boy was making its way west through the Thunder Mountains. And Collandoth of the Nine Banes was with him. They were on their way, the King was convinced, to take the throne. And the King wanted the boy captured before they reached Duinnor so that all conspirators could be identified and dealt with. Banis was not so certain. Why should they come directly to Duinnor? Would they not first seek aid from Vanara? The more Banis thought on it, the less convinced he was of the King's fears.




So while the King sent out his Arrest Summons to all Kingsmen along the plains and other routes the boy might take, Banis secretly sent word to his man in Vanara, Count Dialmor. If the boy showed up there, he was to be eliminated at all costs and without hesitation. This time, Captain Faradan must not fail.




But, as we know, he did.
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  Chapter 1




  The Better Man






  





   





As Prince Carbane sent forth his many ships, a mighty fleet bound on a long voyage, his son, Prince Danoss, and Mr. Robigor Ribbon rode hard for ten days to catch up with the Glareth army already dispatched and quickly marching toward Formouth. Two weeks later, the Glarethians met with those mustered from the region around Formouth, swelling their forces to nearly four thousand strong, and they encamped in the woods and fields on the north shores of Lake Halgaeth. After two busy days of organizing, Mr. Ribbon, Prince Danoss, and five hundred soldiers of Connassa boarded onto eighty lake boats. While the bulk of the Prince's army set out on the road that ran around the western side of Halgaeth, the boats sailed swiftly southward. Owing to the skill of the Lakemen, to the nimbleness of their sturdy boats, and to Sir Wind's persistent encouragement, the boats made the trip in only a few days. By the morning of their fourth day, they could see the fiery braziers lit by an advance party of Lakemen, held aloft by the two ancient welcoming arms of the old landing of Surthquay. Taking turns, they landed their boats, maneuvering carefully to and from the dock throughout the day until all of the Lakemen under Prince Danoss and those of Glareth under his command had disembarked with their weapons and supplies and a fair number of horses that were glad, indeed, to be upon unshifting land once more. Waiting for them was a delegation from Passdale and County Barley, brought there by the party of Lakemen who had reconnoitered the region ahead of the expedition's arrival. They were Frizella Bosk, Mrs. Greardon, Mr. Clingdon, Mr. Furaman, Captain Makeig, and Mr. Winterford, all come to see a certain Barleyman whom they were assured would soon be arriving.




Mr. Ribbon was aboard one of the last boats to make its approach. He saw and recognized his old friends standing on the quay and moving back and forth to keep out of the way of the disembarking soldiers and those unloading the boats. As his own boat at last made its approach, Mr. Ribbon felt certain by the fact of their presence, if not by their somber bearing, and by the absence of his wife, that the news they had for him was dire. When he finally stepped from the boat that carried him, Frizella's cheeks were already running with tears as she came and threw her arms around him.




Prince Danoss watched from only a few feet away as Mr. Ribbon and Mrs. Bosk both sank to their knees, still embracing, and wept. Captain Makeig, his hat in his hand, solemnly and correctly greeted the Prince, and briefly told him of the death of Mr. Ribbon's wife. As Mr. Clingdon, Mr. Furaman, and Mrs. Greardon gathered around Frizella and Mr. Ribbon, offering their own condolences and support, Captain Makeig and Mr. Winterford held back, and the Prince waved away his captains, and put off his own duties so that he could remain nearby to Mr. Ribbon. He ordered his tents immediately set, and for them to be made available to these people without reservation, and for all their needs to be attended without question. But the Prince was needed by the urgencies of his army, and it was not until a few hours later, when all were encamped for the night and food was being prepared, that he was able to return to Mr. Ribbon. The Barleyman was sitting in the Prince's own chair, surrounded by his friends and by the Hill Town men, his head down, wiping his eyes continually with his handkerchief. So touched was Prince Danoss that he struggled to keep his own eyes clear.




Kneeling and putting his hand on Mr. Ribbon's shoulder, he said, "My dear friend. I offer my deepest sympathy. I cannot say how sorry I am to have held you so long from here only to be greeted by such terrible news. The Captain has related to me, though, that you could not have prevented your wife's death. The blame rests upon none but me alone for not rushing immediately with my personal guard, to come at once against the Redvests."




"I've told the Prince, Mr. Ribbon, that it would've only been a bloody massacre of the Prince's men," said Makeig softly. "To come in great force was the only prudent thing."




Mr. Ribbon nodded, and looked at the Prince, trying to smile.




"Ye do me great honor, Prince," he said. "But, had ye done as ye say, ye most likely would be dead, an' Glareth wouldn't have been warned. I thank ye for sayin' so, though."




Prince Danoss sighed, gave Mr. Ribbon a firm squeeze on the shoulder, and stood.




"Please let me know what you may need," he said to the sad group. "You should all eat, and there is plenty hot and ready. And there are tents with bedding reserved for you. We march tomorrow toward Tallinvale and shall go through Passdale on the way. I'll leave a small group there, and send another to Janhaven, to serve in what way you deem best. Please. Eat, and try to get some sleep."




• • •




They struck camp at dawn, formed their lines, and marched south toward Passdale on the road that traced its way alongside the old Bentwide. Mr. Ribbon, none too eager, after all, to go home, rode at the rear of the column with Frizella and Mr. Furaman and the others of Barley, while Martin Makeig and Winterford rode at the front with the Prince, giving him as much news as they could. When the army came to the outskirts of Passdale, they were greeted by all of the people, relieved to see them at last, hoping that they might prevent another invasion. They were already quite busy trying to pick up the pieces of their lives and quite literally the pieces of their town. The Redvests had made the place a mess, having vandalized all of the homes and shops, making off with virtually everything that was not nailed down, and fouling the place with the litter of their occupation. But Captain Makeig's mission prevented the town from being burned, and for that everyone was grateful, and so he and the Prince were greeted by cheers as they rode in. The Passdale people watched, hugging each other, as the gallant Lakemen marched by, but after the army passed on through, and they saw Mr. Ribbon coming along, they became subdued and somber. They offered their salutes and bows, those who wore hats removed them as he passed by, and the womenfolk curtseyed. He hardly looked at the charred remains of the bridge, parts of its deck still hanging by stubborn cables and other timbers a-jumble in the shallow stream below. And he did not seem aware of the heartfelt gestures of those he rode past, for his eyes were as if made of stone, looking ahead toward his store and home. He saw the fine horse tethered to the hitching post, but had only a passing curiosity about it as he dismounted and tied his own mount beside it. Swallowing a thick lump in his throat, he looked at the shattered doors as he stepped onto the porch. Just then, a little girl ran up to him and gave him a posy of winter blossoms. He took them, giving the girl a little pat on the head, then took off his hat and walked into the gloomy store.




His home was very nearly empty. All of the goods were long stolen away, and most of the shelves and cabinets were gone, broken for kindling or other uses, while others were turned over and shattered. The floor was littered with broken glass, splintered wood, and, having been left open to the elements, his feet crunched on dry windblown leaves and glass shards. But what received his attention as soon as his eyes adjusted to the dark interior was not the wrecked condition of the store, but the figure of a man who sat hunched on the only remaining stool, facing somewhat away from the door with his head turned, gazing up the stairs. He was dressed in a plain brown coat, his travel cloak thrown across his knees, and Mr. Ribbon could see that he had only one arm. His hair was long and white, hanging loose and shaggy over his shoulders and down his back. Mr. Ribbon recognized him, and when he stepped closer, Lord Tallin stirred from his thoughts and turned his head to his son-in-law. They looked at each other for a long time.




"I would give all to not be sitting here, looking at the home where my daughter spent her happiest years," Tallin said at last. "I would give all. Even my memories of her."




Mr. Ribbon stepped closer and stood beside Tallin.




"I look at the place of her true happiness," Tallin went on, "and I have met those who were her friends. They were more of a family to her than I ever was. Yet, I always thought, that is, I always hoped…"




His words trailed off, then he stood.




"I must return to Tallinvale. I will not disturb you any longer," he said. "Only, I wish to say that if I hadn't been such a fool for so long, I think I should have enjoyed your company, and the company of your family. Please forgive me."




"Capt'n Makeig told me that ye tried to convince her to go to Tallinvale," said Mr. Ribbon. "But that she wouldn't do it."




"That is so. She was committed to her people. And, alas, Tallinvale was not such a safe place, after all."




Mr. Ribbon glanced at Tallin's empty sleeve. "I suppose not."




"What will you do?"




Mr. Ribbon shook his head. "I dunno. I imagine she'd a wanted me to keep on. But it hardly seems worthwhile."




Tallin nodded. The silence between them spoke more than words could, as silence sometimes does. So he went to the door, pulling on his cloak, and struggled for a moment to fasten it with his remaining hand.




"I dread goin' up thar," Mr. Ribbon said, looking up the staircase.




Tallin turned back to him, following Mr. Ribbon's eyes.




"I once thought that memories were a curse," he said. "They are painful. But they are also sweet. It's in the fighting of them, though, wherein evil lurks. I am the sorry example of that. If only I had listened to them, to guide my heart, instead of blaming them, perhaps I would have been a better father. A better man. You must indulge the memories, and endure them, if they are ever to stop hurting. It's unbearable, I know. But there's nothing else to do. I have a feeling they will fade soon enough. Too soon, perhaps. I never thought I'd say that."




"Yer an odd feller," Mr. Ribbon said.




"I know," Tallin nodded and was about to leave, then paused again, turning his head to speak over his shoulder. "Would you mind if I came to see you? From time to time. Just to talk."




"I reckon that'd be alright."




"Did Mrs. Bosk tell you that Robby came to Tallinvale on his way west?"




"She did."




Tallin nodded again.




"A fine man. One that any father would be proud of."




Tallin glanced at Mr. Ribbon, who was nodding, then strode off the porch to his horse.




• • •




After Lord Tallin rode away, Frizella and Furaman came to the door and saw Mr. Ribbon sitting at the bottom of the stairs. In his hand he held a small box that he had found there. He had almost stepped on it, but when he picked it up he instantly recognized it, even though it had been over twenty-one years since he had last seen it. Frizella tugged Furaman's sleeve, and the two decided to leave Mr. Ribbon alone a little longer. He had just opened the lid of the box and was looking at the many loose jewels it contained.




When Mr. Ribbon had last held this box, giving it back to Lord Tallin after a year of not even opening it, it contained only a speck of Lord Tallin's wealth. And Tallin would not have missed it one bit if Mr. Ribbon had thrown it into the Bentwide. Now it held all the wealth left to Lord Tallin after he had poured out his riches to his people. Throughout all those years since Mr. Ribbon handed it back to the stern lord, Tallin kept it just as it was. He never removed a single jewel, and every emerald, every diamond, every ruby and sapphire was still there. At first, they served only to goad and irk Lord Tallin. In those years, he almost hoped that Mirabella would come back home, having come to her senses concerning the ordinary life she had chosen to live. Then, slowly, the small box and its contents came to be a symbol of things more valuable than gold. And, later, in the last years of Mirabella's life, the small box sitting on Tallin's desk was a reminder of who was the better man, the great and powerful lord, or the not-so-simple Barleyman. It was sometime in those last years that Lord Tallin scrawled out a short note and put it within the box.




Mr. Ribbon puzzled over the box and the jewels, knowing nothing about the loss of Tallin's fortunes. As he fingered the stones within, he saw tucked behind them the slip of parchment placed there years before. Taking it out, he held it up in the dim light and squinted to read what was written upon it.








To Whomever It May Concern:





Be it known that this box and its entire contents are the property of Mr. Robigor Ribbon of Passdale and County Barley.

Danig Saheed Tallin







  Chapter 2




  That Other Place






  







  Day 184






  61 Days Remaining







   





Eldwin stood just inside the door of the same room that Robby had occupied when he visited Tallinvale. He watched and listened, and he remained silent, not wishing to intrude. Across the room, Esildre sat in a chair beside the bed, holding Tyrin's hand with her head down upon his arm. She had not left Tyrin's side since he had been brought here from the infirmary, waiting upon him day and night. At first, the physicians gave him little chance of survival, owing to the severity of his wounds and his great loss of blood. After two days, Tyrin briefly woke, and seeing Esildre beside him, he said weakly, "You must've dearly missed our conversations to have traveled so far to continue them." She laughed, nearly bursting into tears of joy as she stroked his brow.




"You do have the most beautiful eyes," he added. But it was all that he could manage, and after a short while of smiling, he lost consciousness once again. By the end of the third day, it was apparent that some poison had worked its way into him, for his body was racked by chills and fever.




Esildre did not sleep or eat, and she had neither the need nor any desire to do so. Several times each day for the next week, Eldwin looked in upon them, often sitting with Esildre to keep her company. But his words of encouragement gave her little comfort, and now as he stood by, he had none left to give. She knew, as Eldwin did, that Tyrin was dying. Though her head was down and he could not see her face, Eldwin heard her speaking to Tyrin.




"…and so we shall go to Glareth. We shall look upon the sea together, and walk along the shore, and you will recover your strength. Whenever it is a fine day, you will take me out upon the old canal in a punt, and we shall float along the oak-lined waterway amongst the lily-pads. If it is cold, our hearth will blaze, and we'll make jokes, and you will make me laugh most unlady-like. And should you ever think to take a wife, I hope it shall be me. I shall give you fine, joyous children. You will spoil them, I know, giving them whatever they want, playing every manner of game with them, climbing trees, and lying upon the hillside with them, pointing at the sky, studying the animal shapes in the clouds with a long stem of grass in your teeth. In the summer, when it is hot, we shall picnic upon the windy bluffs overlooking the bay and watch the dolphins dance. At night, we shall all gather around you to hear whatever story you may spin of your adventures, until the children are asleep on the floor at your feet and in your lap. We shall take them up to their beds and tuck them in, one by one, saying our blessings over them, and kissing their brows good-night. When the lamps are at last extinguished, and Lady Moon and her children light our bedroom window, we shall make love once again, and lie in each other's arms until dawn comes and our children fling themselves upon us to begin a new day. If I should scold them for being so rambunctious, you would scold me for being so severe. Then we'll dress and have our breakfast until they drag us away to another day filled with love."




Eldwin could hardly bear to listen, yet could not tear himself away. He thought of his own family and how he missed them so. His fellow Nowhereans had departed days ago, to return home and to ponder what they should do next. Esildre had sent her great-nephews back with them, to give Eldwin's people some modicum of protection. But Eldwin could not bring himself to leave Esildre. She had no one else, it seemed, besides Tyrin. She had not said much to Eldwin about Tyrin, but Eldwin knew that she was in love with him. It was this man, he had realized, that she had mentioned to him back in Nowhere, while sitting beside the Pool of Desire. How unfair it was, he thought, for her to find him in this manner, mortally wounded. Or was it? At least she was able to be with him. Eldwin fingered the locket that he still wore, remembering the soldier who had given it to him, dying alone with no one but a stranger to hear his last words, no one but a stranger to give him some small bit of comfort. At least Esildre gave Tyrin a last look at love's eyes. It could not be enough, could it? Enough to make up for the lost days of a future together?




He pondered the question, and she grieved. Time does not pass for the Elifaen as it does for mortals. A day may as well be an eyeblink, and a moment might seem a year. These past days, at Tyrin's side, were a terrible joy to her, stretching moment by moment as one bittersweet eternity into the next. Never could she have hoped that their paths would cross again since he left her at the Temple in Duinnor. If it was to be that he should die, as all mortals do, then the next best thing was for her to find him before he did, to stay with him as long as he had the breath of life in him, to utter words of love to him, to pet him, and to soothe him. What more had she to hope for? What more had she to give?




Finally, after her long sorry history, full of violence, madness, and regret, cursed and scorned, she finally understood. Somehow, she knew that he loved her. She did not need to understand why, nor did she need to understand how love had entered her heart somewhere along the road to Duinnor. She only understood that they did love each other, with the kind of love that few would ever know. The kind that she would never know again. It was more than she had ever hoped for. As he lay dying, he healed her. She could not loathe herself any longer if she was to be true to him. She did not deserve his love, but that was his gift to her. That is what she finally understood without even thinking about it. She did not think about the next moment, or the previous one. She remained by his side simply because she could not bear to be parted from him ever again.




"Oh, Tyrin, my love," she cried out suddenly, raising her head and looking at him. "Do not die yet! Not if you have the strength to live but a little while longer." Her voice softened, her tears rolled from her eyes, and she whispered, "But if you are too weary of life, sweet love, then go to sleep. Go to sleep, my dear, go to sleep. Find the peace and healing that abiding here with me cannot give. But, please, I beg you, do not go just yet!"




But he was gone.




Glassy-eyed, Esildre stared at Tyrin for a long while, her shoulders drooping and her head bobbing as if she was growing faint. Eldwin took a step forward. He watched her put her head down upon Tyrin's shoulder. She heaved a long final sigh. Her eyes remained open, but it was only a moment before Eldwin realized that she, too, was gone.




• • •




Eldwin picked a place on the north hills overlooking Tallinvale, a place that would not be disturbed for an age. He did not want them to rest within the barrows now being constructed for the dead of battle. Let the brave soldiers have that honored place.




He removed their linen-wrapped bodies from the wagon by himself, carried one and then the other on his small, strong shoulders, and he laid them gently down. The wagon driver offered to help, but Eldwin refused, thanking him and telling him that he would not need a ride back to the city. He dug the grave near an oak sapling that he thought might someday shade the place. He worked without rest, then carefully placed Tyrin and Esildre side by side, and he began the work of covering them over. When he was finished, he leaned against the spade for a long while, not yet ready to leave them. They were together, given back to the earth. Perhaps, he thought, they were now in that other place, too. He had seen too much, by now, to hope for anything other than simple peace when death came. If there was some other realm, some other place beyond hurt and pain, beyond hatred and strife, then his hope was that Esildre and Tyrin were there. Maybe, if he had been able to read, and if he had the right books to read from, he might be more certain about the hereafter from the writings of wiser men who were learned about such things. What pained him the most was that he did not understand how Esildre could be so hurt, so ruined by life to give it up so easily. Eldwin had seen death come in all its varied ways, from the fatigue of long illness to the terrible violence of war. But he had never seen life leave a body as Esildre's had done. Did the loss of Tyrin pull at her heart with the sad weight of an unbearable millstone, a weight too much for even an immortal Elifaen to bear?




"Surely yer love for Tyrin must have been great," he said aloud, looking at the grave. "Why else may it have seemed unbearable to be without him? But how could it have come to this? What manner of pain was done upon ye so that ye could not carry forth Tyrin's memory, letting yer love of him speak through life to others? Who hurt ye so badly that death might seem preferable to becomin' love's widow, so to say? Ye once told me, back months ago, that ye cared about yer blind servants, an' that ye wished to return to them so that ye could take care of them as ye promised to do. What is to happen to them, now, dear lady?"




He turned to look over the battle-wrecked north fields, the strange trolls standing in the pits amongst the rubble and mire of the collapsed fields. They stood like a thousand moving columns, thick and tall, but with only their square heads and shoulders visible, turning to look this way and that as if bewildered. They bothered none of the workers who were already rebuilding the bridges and clearing away mangled bodies and equipment. It was an awful sight, but Eldwin, owing to his long life, could and did imagine that it was once a beautiful place, and he thought that it might be so again, someday. It would be a nice view, in future years, for any who might sit under the grown-up oak, looking across the valley in company with Tyrin and Esildre. He put his hat on, and turned back to the grave.




"I suppose if ye could have stayed," he said, "ye would have. So I reckon it is up to me, now, to carry on. An' I hope ye won't mind if I look into things for meself, to see what I might see. So, I bid ye goodbye, an' I wish ye both peace and rest."




He snapped his fingers and departed. His aim was to return to Nowhere to see Esildre's kin who were there. Then, if they could not answer him, he meant to go west and find Robby or Ullin Saheed, or maybe the wise Ashlord, or any one of his companions so they might tell him something of Esildre's story. This Eldwin was determined to do, for he had a powerful notion that some form of revenge was in order, and he meant to be the bringer of it.




  Chapter 3




  The Scathing






  







Ullin spent several days camping nearby to where Ayreltide had left him, and he spent much of that time fishing with good success. Being careful not to slip from the ice-covered banks into the frigid stream, he fashioned several lines from the thread and needles of his sewing kit, and made some fish traps out of sticks bound together with some of the cords from his pack. Between the lines and his traps, he caught a fair number of trout of reasonable size. After eating his fill on his second day in camp, his exhaustion truly caught up with him, and he slept all the rest of that day and through the night, rising only occasionally to stoke the fire. The next few days he rested and fished, and even managed the work of smoking some of the fish to carry with him. He also found walnuts not yet ruined by the winter or taken by chipmunks. Encouraged by Micerea to stay as long as he required to regain his strength and to treat his painful wound, he enjoyed the solitude, and, though wary, he was reasonably unafraid. This region, north of Shatuum but still far west of Duinnor, was bountiful, indeed, with water aplenty, good wood for fire and shelter, and fish and nuts to eat. So the quiet, snow-blanketed forest provided for him, and though it was cold, especially at night, he did not worry about freezing or starving. At first, he moved about only with great pain from the wound that Shatuum's captain had inflicted on him. But, with care and by treating it with the salve that Robby had obtained in Vanara, his wound began to heal and the pain subsided. As the days passed, he stayed busy, catching and smoking fish, gathering and roasting the nuts he found, and mending the tears in his shirt and vest, preparing himself to continue his journey. And, after several days, he began to feel his old self, again.




On his seventh night in camp, when Micerea took him to her palace rooms, he asked about Robby.




"What news is there from Griferis?" he asked. "Do you see Robby very often?"




"Not since he took me to Islindia," she answered. Ullin sat upon the windowsill looking out at Almedian, Micerea's home, its people fast asleep, the windows of their quiet houses dark under the bright stars. She stood beside him, put her arms around his neck, and kissed him tenderly on his temple. Sensing that he was preoccupied by something, she sat beside him on the other side of the broad window. "Robby has other worries, and he trusts me to aid you. So there is little need for Robby and me to see each other right away."




"I see. And are you beginning, as I am, to recover some of your rest?"




"Yes. We are not together very long, these nights, and I feel much better."




"And do you go elsewhere? Besides to see me?"




"Yes. I must look in upon those things happening in other parts. I travel, by dreamwalking, to the far southeastern reaches of my land. Most of the armies of my kind have been ordered there, and they gather in great numbers near the coast and along the mountains west of Altoria. A mountain is nearby, high up on the Altorian side of the range. It spews fire and ash, and puts out wide flowing streams of molten rock into the Hinderlands, and the ground shakes well into the desert lands. But the armies gathering beneath its clouds do not seem afraid of it. They are told it is their Dragon Father who puts forth his fire as prelude to their invasion. I fear they prepare to move very soon. They gather great stores of weapons and supplies, and they deplete all the lands of food and take many slaves to serve them. Yet I have not been able to delve how they intend to cross into Altoria, whether by sea or through the mountains."




"You have told me that the mountains are impenetrable, and that your kind have no ships worthy of the Craggy Sea on the southern coast of your land."




"That is so. Most of the trees suitable for shipbuilding have long since been cut. Small boats are used by our fishermen, but they do not venture far, owing to the poor wood they are made of and the deadly rocks and currents along our coast. As for the mountains, I have learned that several large parties of soldiers somehow did make it through them, but became lost in the marshy Hinderlands. I do not know how the generals think they can move their armies without great loss before they even encounter the Altorians."




"Well, they must have found a way and have a plan of some kind. I do hope that you are not exposing yourself to risk of discovery by your efforts."




"I am careful."




"And your father? You told me last night that this is his house. I am curious how much he knows about us."




Micerea nodded. "He knows. I share much with him. He knows how we feel about each other, and he does not disapprove. He is indebted to you for saving my life. And it was he, remember, who suspected that the new King of Duinnor might come from the House of Fairoak. He thought it might be you, and instructed me to keep an eye on you. That's how I found Robby."




"Yes, as you have told me. And what of your father's associates? Those who wish for better things than what your leaders are inclined toward? Do they communicate with their counterparts in the north? Those for whom we once carried dispatches?"




"He tells me nothing about them. Not even when he meets with them or how he communicates with them. I have not been to the Free City for some time, and did not carry messages the last time I went. I think that whoever those people are, they must be highly placed, powerful people."




"I see."




"What worries you, my Ullin?"




"Everything. It would be nice to know if your father's league has any hope of making any change, should they get the chance."




"Hm, yes. I wish we could know. Sometimes I think that it is too much to hope for, since my people have lived in bondage for so long and are tied by tradition and blood to their ways. As long as the king and his priesthood control the darakal herb, and mete it out only as a way of retaining power, there is little that others can do. Sometimes I wish the herb would go away, except that suffering would be too great without it, and, anyway, I and many others are the beneficiaries of its properties."




Ullin shifted his posture, and looked at Micerea.




"I am thinking that I will ask Robby to release me from service, once I deliver these items that I carry to Duinnor."




"Oh?"




"Yes. And then making my way back to Kajarahn. Would you meet me there?"




"If you were there, how could I stay away, my love? But don't you need to go back to Tallinvale? And go to see the little ones in Nowhere, to accept the treasure that is there and release them from their curse? And what about going to Nasakeeria, as Robby wishes you to do?"




"I suppose I would need to do all that. But that would not keep me. I could do all that and be in the Free City within a year, or a year and a half at the most."




"We have talked before of such possibilities," Micerea reminded Ullin, "and of the dangers we might face in Kajarahn. I think it is too soon to say if that is the best thing. There is much we must do beforehand."




"Yes. I know."




• • •




The next morning, filled with restlessness, Ullin prepared his things, packed his supply of food, and broke camp. After a few hours of trudging through the varied terrain of the mountains, along frozen streams and up through deep drifts of snow between the slopes, he altered his course to go uphill seeking to gain the ridge above him. His course was eastward, and he did not wish to become boxed in or forced back the way he had come by snow too deep to go through. Hoping, too, that he could see the best way to proceed from the heights, he filled his water flask and began the arduous and slippery climb. Fortunately, trees for grasping hold of were plentiful, and it happened that the way he went became less steep after an hour or so. He reached the top of the ridge well before sundown, and was relieved to see that it ran more or less east before him. But it was unprotected from the icy wind and topped with crusty layers of snow that would make walking hazardous and slow.




"Oh, what would I not give for a warm bed!" he exclaimed, his words carried off by the wind. "I don't even know if Duinnor is straight east, or somewhat north or south. I must ask Micerea tonight if she can tell me."




Whichever way it was, Duinnor was still a very long way off, he knew, so he pulled out Swyncraff to use as a walking stick and, wasting no time, resumed his trek.




• • •




That day, when Micerea took her afternoon nap, she went to Griferis to see Robby, but was surprised when, before she could locate him, Finn stepped into her dream.




"May I help you?" he asked.




Somewhat taken aback, she hesitated, not knowing how to respond.




"You are Finn, are you not?" she asked. "I have seen you with Robby, and he told me that he was teaching you to dreamwalk."




"Yes, I am Finn. And I am Chamberlain of this place, by King Philawain's order. He has appointed me to see to any who may come here."




Micerea tried to move around Finn, looking for Robby, but Finn moved, too, and put himself before her.




"May I help you?" Finn repeated.




"I have come to see Robby."




"Please address him as King Philawain, or His Majesty. May I ask the nature of your visit?"




"Nature? I'm not sure I like being put off in this manner."




"If your business is pressing, I shall pass along your desire to see him. Then, if he wishes, I shall inform you when you may do so. Or, if he wishes to do so, he will come to you himself."




"I don't understand," Micerea said. "Robby, I mean, King Philawain has always seen me. We saw each other just over a week ago."




"I am as uncomfortable with this as any," Finn said, his expression remaining blank, "but I am determined to do as the King has instructed, if it is in my power. I know that you may go around me, as it were, and wait until I am no longer asleep or dreamwalking, when I cannot act as I do now. But I trust that you will honor my lord's wishes, too. Is your need to see him urgent? May I help you with anything?"




"No. I mean, it is not urgent that I see him right away."




"Please do not be upset, Lady Micerea," Finn said, "or else you will attract cindergnats, and possibly other creatures that enjoy anxious dreams. When I am free to do so, I should like nothing better than to tell you more as to why the King cannot see you just now. And it may be several days before I, or he, may do so."




No one had ever addressed her as Lady Micerea before now, and she thought at first that Finn was being sarcastic. But there was nothing in his tone or expression to support that notion, and she realized that Finn was actually being respectful of her.




"I do not have that title," she said. "Am I to understand that Rob, I mean King Philawain makes Griferis his sovereign domain?"




"He already has made it so. And I was instructed to address you as Lady Micerea."




"I see. But what of Duinnor? Has he given up his ambition for that throne?"




"That remains to be seen, but I would not assume that he has. The King of Duinnor is sometimes referred to as 'King of Kings' because he reigns over all the Seven Realms. I believe King Philawain has it within his power to take that title, should he desire it. Whether he does so, and whether he rules from here or from Duinnor, are matters for him to decide."




Micerea looked at Finn and glanced around him at the palace. She perceived a disturbance, a reddish-purple glow that indicated a dreamer surrounded by varying swarms of cindergnats as well as the more pleasant blue insects that feed and are fed by dreams. She had seen this before, and knew it to be evidence of a dream that wavered back and forth from nightmare to pleasant visions.




"Is the King ill?" she asked, and in response to her question Finn's expression changed. He sighed.




"I can see that it will be difficult to withhold from you the situation," he said. "I believe he is being Scathed. He has, for the past many days, been in the throes of a terrible malady. It is like nothing I have ever encountered. Come, then, and I shall show you."




Almost instantly, Finn guided her to Robby's bedchamber. He thrashed about in his bed, as in a delirious fever, and she was appalled to see that he was tied by his wrists to the bedposts.




"Why is he bound like that?"




"Because I have four times only narrowly prevented him from doing himself great harm," Finn answered.




Robby cried out, wailing in a most animal-like way. Around him exploded sudden violent dreams that almost immediately collapsed or transformed into other dreams in which he floated joyously over beautiful forests and mountains. In one moment, he participated in the most ghastly violence, swooping down on broad, feathered wings, plunging his sword into innocent Dragonkind, and pulling out their guts with his bloody hands as he flew off. In the next, he groaned with remorse as he ascended. Suddenly, his wings hardened and cracked like glass, shattering into millions of shimmering splinters as he plummeted from dizzying heights, screaming as he fell. Just before he struck the earth, he would awake, crying out in terror, then sinking into sobs until, as exhaustion overtook him, he would fall back into sleep, briefly dreaming of sweet freedom and joy until nightmares came once more.




During all this, red and blue cindergnats swarmed around Robby, as confused over the violent coming and going of his visions as Micerea was. She also noticed dark shapes on the edge of his dreamscapes, hunched on all fours like wolves, pacing back and forth, sometimes stepping closer when Robby's dreams were most violent, only to retreat, as if disappointed, when they turned pleasant.




"His body is feverish," Finn told Micerea, "and I must bring him water quite often, and force him to drink. Yesterday, he hardly slept at all, sitting peacefully in his bed staring at the window for hours without moving or speaking. Although he did not respond to me when I spoke to him, I thought he was recovering. But, today, the illness has returned, and it seems to have the upper hand."




"I must go to his mother," Micerea said. "She will know what to do for him, since she, too, went through it."




"You cannot. She is dead."




"What?"




"The King told me that his mother was killed by the invaders of his homeland. She was alone when it happened, sent by him on a mission to stop a Tracian man who threatened to uncover the secret plans of his mother's people."




"Oh, no! This is awful news!"




She immediately thought of Ullin, and her heart sank further at the prospect of telling him. They watched Robby in silence for a few moments as he was racked by a violent fit of anger, gnashing his teeth and pulling on his restraints.




"Isn't there someone we can go to for help?" Micerea asked.




"I do not know of anyone," Finn shrugged. "When I realized what was happening to him, I hurriedly consulted what books I could find to see if anything was written about the Scathing. But they do not say much, except to attend to the obvious needs of the person, with a mind to safety, primarily, since many take their lives during the change."




"What of his back? Have the scars formed? If so, he must be in great pain."




"Yes, they are forming. It was when I saw the blood running from his back that I realized what was happening to him. It is as if the flesh was torn away where some kind of long appendages were. Wings, I suppose. During the first day, he lost a great deal of blood. You can see how pale he is. But after a day, the bleeding stopped. I have applied salve and have changed the bedsheets repeatedly. Today, the scabs have begun to fall away. I see no sign of infection, but I continue applying the salve. I do not know what else to do."




"What about the girl who lives here? Does she know what is happening?"




"No. I have not told her, only to say that he is under the weather. I don't think she would understand. But I am certain she senses my anxiety."




"I think you should ask her to help you," Micerea said with sudden sympathy for Finn, for now she saw how truly exhausted he appeared.




"I have thought of it. But I am reluctant to allow her to see him this way."




"I don't think you have much choice. You cannot watch over him every moment."




"I know. It has been difficult. But you are right. I shall enlist Celia, if she is willing."




"Have you tried to visit him in his dreams?"




"Time and again. To try to calm him, to ease his anxiety. But, though we may see somewhat of his dreams, I have not been able to penetrate them."




Without asking, Micerea immediately tried. When she put her hand upon the bubble that was Robby's dream, it was as if it was made of glass, hard and cold. She pushed harder and as she did so, some of the cindergnats gathered around her hand, as if they desired to get their stingers into Robby. It was no use.




"Is this the way it is with the Elifaen?" Finn asked.




"No. I have dreamwalked with one recently. Her dreams are no different, essentially, than anyone else's. Melancholy, she was, forlorn, and prone to dwelling upon the past."




"You must be speaking of Islindia. He told me that he took you to meet her."




"Yes, and her dreams were just as easy to enter as anyone's. This must be something peculiar to one while being Scathed."




"Hm. Perhaps the barrier to us will pass once he recovers somewhat. I hope so, anyway."




"You need to rest," Micerea said to Finn. "I will watch over him for a while."




"Very well," Finn agreed. "Please forgive my earlier reluctance to bring you before him. King Philawain instructed me, before all this began, to shield him from visitors. He has been quite busy, going hither and yon, and gathering himself to act. I think he wanted some privacy to think, without having to answer questions."




"I understand," Micerea said. "And I will honor that wish. I will watch over him until you feel ready to resume. Get some rest. When I see that you are up and about, I shall retreat. He knows how to find me. And, I suspect that you do, too."




"Thank you."




  Chapter 4




  Recoveries and Discoveries






  







  Day 190






  55 Days Remaining







   





Micerea avoided Ullin's dreams for two nights because she could not bear to tell him about his aunt's death, though she still watched over him as he made his way slowly eastward. In the meanwhile, she went to Passdale and looked in on Robby's father, finding him alone, sweeping the floors of his store and his house, and cleaning out the debris left over by the Redvests. She followed him when he left the store and walked around back to an old garden plot where there was a new grave. He sat on the stool that he had left there, and reported his day's activities.




"I've got some good news," he said. "Frizella's been reunited with her husband. It seems that when the roof fell in on his manor, Garend was already off it, along with some of his men, an' were makin' thar way through the cellar along the tunnel that went over to the spring house. They all got clean away, an' almost immediately set at work robbin' an' attackin' the Redvests along the road south of Buckman's Ferry. It's been a fine reunion, too! They both came by to see me this mornin'. Now if only Robby an' Billy'd come back, all might be on a fairly even keel again. But I imagine they've got their hands full, wherever they may be."




Mr. Ribbon sat for a very long while, saying nothing, his hands on his knees, and his head bowed.




"Well," he said suddenly, "I thought I'd just fill ye in a little. Seems like I'm needin' more rest, these days, than ever I needed afore. So I'd best get back to my sweepin' an' cleanin'. Ye know I miss ye most terribly. But I keep me tears down to a minimum, on account of that's how ye'd want it. I reckon I'm used to bein' lonely by now, so don't fret. We'll chat again tomorrow, if not sooner."




• • •




Micerea watched him go back inside, then she went to Griferis to look in on Finn and Robby. Robby was sitting up in bed, unbound, laughing hysterically, tears running down his face. Outside his door, Finn took a tea tray from Celia before entering Robby's room. Celia remained outside in the hall for a few minutes, then reached down and picked up her rabbit before walking away. It seemed to Micerea that Robby was beginning to recover, for the bouts of severe emotion, from insane joy to abject depression, seemed less frequent these past few days. So she went away to Ullin, and found him making his camp for the night. When he was asleep and began to dream, she knew she could put off no longer. She took him to her chambers to experience the illusion of a warm place, but he immediately sensed that something was wrong.




"I have terrible news," she said. Her heart was suddenly full of Mr. Ribbon's grief, and she burst into tears. "Your aunt Mirabella is dead."




Ullin stared at her, his eyes welling.




She reached out to touch Ullin, saying, "She died at the hands of the Redvests. I am so sorry, Ullin."




The dream they shared darkened with his sadness. Suddenly he woke up from her, and sobbed into his blanket beneath his improvised shelter of pine boughs.




"I should have remained in Janhaven!" he cried out. Micerea watched helplessly, her tears flowing freely across her face to soak the pillow where she slept.




When the shock of what she told him had somewhat passed, Ullin fell asleep once again, and again Micerea took him away.




"You should not blame yourself," she told him. "You may not have been able to prevent it, and your friends needed you with them."




Ullin shook his head, unconvinced.




"Your aunt's husband has recently returned to Passdale from Glareth," she said. "He has been back for a few days. Let me show you something."




She took Ullin to Passdale and showed him Mirabella's grave.




"This is where she was buried by her friends," she said. "Her husband sits on that stool every day and speaks to her, telling her about his day. I was here today, and I listened as he spoke. He said that Billy's father is not dead, but has spent these past months harrying the enemy along the south road with his band of Boskmen."




"Oh. Billy will be overjoyed to hear that," Ullin said, looking somberly at the stool. "I look forward to telling him the news when I see him in Duinnor."




"I have been to Tallinvale, too," she said to him. "Shall I take you there to see it?"




"I don't know if I have the heart," said Ullin. "Is it destroyed?"




"No. But there was a costly battle, and many died. Your grandfather was wounded, but survived. And he prevailed over the enemy."




"Then show me."




She took him, and they stood on the hill from which Eldwin had just recently departed. Indeed, they stood not ten feet from the grave of Tyrin and Esildre, though they did not notice it. By now, much of the water that covered the north fields was draining away so that the work of cleaning the battlefield could begin. Ullin was pained by the devastated forest, where only a few saplings still stood here and there, among a vast sea of stumps, the litter of the abandoned camps, and smoking brush. But the city's streetlamps were lit, and Ullin could see in the distance the lighted windows of Tallin Hall.




"What happened here?" Ullin gestured at the north fields. "It looks as though the ground sunk in all across there."




"I do not know what happened," Micerea answered. "I was not witness to the battle. The landscape has vastly changed from when I last viewed Tallinvale."




"Did the Nowhere people come?"




"I cannot say. I have not looked for them. But I did see many soldiers wearing the uniforms of Kingsmen."




"Kingsmen? Here?"




"Yes."




"Now that is something! Where did they come from?"




"I have not looked into it, and I cannot guess. I have been busy, Ullin."




"I'm sorry. Of course you have. Forgive me. But, Kingsmen!"




"There is something else you should know," Micerea said. "Your cousin undergoes the Scathing."




"He does? Oh, dear. How does he fare? Does he suffer much?"




"Yes, he does suffer. It was terrible to see him. I think he begins to recover, though. He has a friend named Finn who takes care of him. And there is a little girl that is in their charge, too, who helps somewhat, I think."




"I remember Robby telling me about Finn. Can you take me to see him?"




"I am not permitted to do so."




"Why not?"




"Because, Ullin, he is no longer Robby. He was no longer the Robby that we knew before the Scathing began, since he re-entered Griferis. You saw how he was changed. He is now Philawain, Lord and King of Griferis. He has taken Griferis from those before him to make it his own domain."




"Philawain, did you say? King? Is Philawain his true name?"




"It must be. It is what Finn said I was to call him. It seems our friend has become a king, only not the king that we thought he would."




"What about Duinnor's throne?"




"I asked Finn about that," Micerea said, "but he could not say. Or would not say. I am not sure which. Perhaps Finn does not know. But we should not go to Griferis without being invited. Robby, or Philawain, that is, will summon us when he is ready to, I am sure."




They looked at the dark valley and the lights of the city for a while longer as Ullin took in what Micerea had told him. Ullin had known all along that Robby would suffer the Scathing sooner or later. But how it might affect him was beyond Ullin's experience. And it was a worry that he had made himself lord of Griferis, calling himself king.




"I think he has outgrown us," Ullin said at last. "I doubt whether we should even try to guess his next move."




"I agree."




"What about my other friends, Ashlord, Sheila, Ibin, and Billy? Have you looked in on them?"




"No. Our King has asked me to leave Duinnor to him until the time came for me to do my part. That was over a week ago, before his present ordeal began."




"I see. Our King. Sounds strange to hear you say that."




"If I am to hope for a just king, then I must place my hope in Griferis. Should the King of Griferis become also King of Duinnor, then all the better."




Ullin looked at Micerea, nodding in agreement.




"I thank you for all that you have done for me," he said, "and for our King."




"I love you, Ullin Saheed. And I have come to love my King. Only in a different way, as is fitting for a subject to do. And, speaking of what is fitting, I should return you to your sleep. You need your rest."




• • •




The next morning, as Finn entered Robby's room, he was somewhat baffled by the smile on Robby's face. Robby followed Finn with his eyes as he put down the tray and poured a cup of tea.




"Finn," said Robby, "how goes the dreamwalking?"




Finn was surprised. It was the first intelligible sentence from Robby since the Scathing began.




"I am becoming quite good at it, my lord," Finn said tentatively, handing Robby a steaming cup. "How are you, today?"




"I am different," Robby said, taking the teacup. "Thank you."




"Different, sir?"




Robby sipped, closing his eyes. The flavor was new and intense, and he could almost see in his mind the leaves collected to make it, and taste the sun that shown upon the plants, and smell the soil from which they had grown.




"Yes. Different. I feel very long. Long in coming, long in going. But things fade. I remember everything, and I do mean everything, up until going for a walk along the parapets. Then, well, all is a muddle. I think if I did not have so much to do that I might be content just to sit here for months and try to remember it all. Everything seems very slow. It is as if an entire day has passed since you poured this cup. It is difficult to explain. But it is a terrible temptation to do nothing at all. To just enjoy the sun and moon, to enjoy this tea, to bask in every moment leading into the next."




"Hm. Perhaps it is just as well for you to rest, sire."




"No. In the first place, I don't need any rest. I've had enough. And, in the second place, I am no less determined than I was before to do what I set out to do. Perhaps even more so. Definitely more so. Now I know the terrible cost that the Elifaen pay each and every day. To anyone else, it could be overwhelming. I imagine it is, in fact. And that's why they are so prone to black moods and terribly dark dreams. But I am not anyone else. I have already died once, in a manner of speaking, and have had a glimpse across the void. And, besides, I have a chance to change things. I don't mean to squander that chance. How long has it been since I fell ill?"




"It has been about five days, my lord."




"Five days! Oh, my! An eternity, indeed! I must get up!"




"Then I take it you might wish for us to resume our work?"




"Absolutely. I do."




"And, if you need little rest, as the Elifaen seem to be constituted differently than the rest of us, will you still be able to sleep? And to dreamwalk?"




"I feel sure of it. I have never had much of a problem sleeping. And I feel that, should I wish to, I could close my eyes right now to a nice nap. That's another way I feel different. I feel I may be able to do things that I could not do before. It remains to be seen, though. Thank you for the tea, Finn."




"Celia made it for you, my lord."




"Oh?"




"Yes. I have taught her, of necessity, somewhat about certain chores."




"She helped you with me?"




"Yes, my lord. Only minor things. I would not permit her to enter your room. Frankly, sire, I was afraid to permit it."




"Hm. I can't say as I blame you. Well. I should get dressed, don't you think?"




"Yes, my lord. And, sir, perhaps we should first discuss the matter of the approaching party. Those prisoners who are being brought along the ledge from the south."




"Yes, a priority. How far along have they come during my absence?"




"I'm afraid they are rather close by. In another day or two at the most they will be at the low point in Shatuum's walls, the place where ladders are put down for them to climb."




"I see. Yes, we need to address that situation right away. Allow me to dress, then we'll plan their rescue and reception."




"Certainly, my lord."




"Finn?"




"Yes?"




"I have been taken care of so many times," Robby said, looking earnestly at Finn, "even by complete strangers. What I mean to say is thank you, Finn. Thank you."




• • •




When Sheila suddenly sat up in her bed, Ashlord put his book onto his lap and looked at her. She stared at the open window across the room, not seeming to notice his presence. Ashlord waited, hoping that the worst was over, but not trusting that it was. Certina nudged her way out from behind his collar and looked, too. Sheila suddenly flung her bedcovers off, leapt up, and raced straight at the window as fast as she could go, her arms out to dive through it. Halfway there, the tether around her ankle pulled taut, and she fell flat onto the floor with such a hard thud that Ashlord winced. He shook his head as she clawed her way closer to the window, dragging the bed to which she was tied. Sighing as he stood, he put his book down, went to her, and lifted her up. She did not fight him as she had after her previous attempts, which was something, but she looked at him with an expression of pleading confusion.




"I need to go," she said. "I must fly away with Cupeldain to fight the Dragonkind."




"That fight is over," Ashlord told her, as he had said to her before, and he coaxed her to her feet and back to the bed. She complied, nodding.




"Oh, yes. That's right. Then I should go with Aperion," she said, trying to turn back to the window. "He calls."




"He and his host have already departed. You will have to await your turn, my dear."




"Oh. I don't know if I can wait."




"Ah, but you must. I am sorry. Perhaps he will call again."




Ashlord sat Sheila down on the bed and examined the back of her nightgown, noting that there were hardly any bloodstains since changing her shredded clothes the night before.




"Lie back," he said, easing her down onto the mattress. He covered her over again with the cast off blankets, felt her brow, and went to the door. Outside in the hall, Farby stood up from his chair, as did Billy and Ibin when Ashlord put his head out.




"Billy, would you be so kind as to tell Miss Tarrier that we shall have yet another bout momentarily? But tell her that I think the worst has passed."




Billy nodded, put his book on his chair, and hurried downstairs. Before he had gotten down even the first flight, he heard Sheila's bloodcurdling wail. By the time he turned the last landing, Miss Tarrier appeared at the bottom of the stairs.




"Again?" she asked.




"Yep," said Billy.




"That's four times today."




"Don't I know it! But Ashlord says the worst of it's done with."




"Oh, I hope so! I dearly hope so for our neighbors' sakes!"




Billy turned to go back when suddenly Sheila's cries ceased. Freezing, he glanced back at Miss Tarrier, then took the stairs by twos all the way up. Panting as he came around the top landing, he saw Ibin and Farby on down the hall peering into Sheila's room. Ibin turned and put his finger on his lips as Billy hurried to them.




"Look!" Ibin said in a whisper.




Inside, Ashlord was bent over Sheila, one hand up to halt anyone from entering while the other rested on her brow. He breathed a sigh of relief, tossed off the covers around her ankle, and untied the tether. Coming to the door and into the hall, he closed the door softly behind him.




"She sleeps," he whispered. "Her fever is gone. And at last she truly sleeps!"




"Whew!" said Billy.




"That's, that'sgood, that'sgoodisn't it, Ashlord?" asked Ibin.




"Of course it is, old man!" grinned Farby, slapping Ibin on the back.




"Yes, it is," agreed Ashlord. "Mr. Farby, I thank you for your dedication to Lady Shevalia these past many days. Now that she begins her recovery, I'm sure that you may wish to resume your routine. And I happen to know that your parents wonder what has become of you."




"Yes. I suppose I should go. But only if you assure me that if anything changes for the worse, or if there is the slightest need, that you will send word by the quickest possible courier."




"You have my promise."




"Well, sir, I shall relinquish your room. I thank you for allowing me to stay. Please, should the opportunity arise, give Lady Shevalia my fondest regards."




"I shall do so. Oh, and would you be so kind as to tell Miss Tarrier that Lady Shevalia is now resting easy, but to send up a change of bedsheets when it is convenient."




As Farby departed homeward to his own bed, a bath, and a change of clothes, Miss Tarrier sent Reysa up with breakfast for the men. They ate in the parlor, as they had been doing so that they could be near Sheila at every moment, and their spirits were very much lifted. None had gotten much sleep, nor had Miss Tarrier or Reysa, owing to the fierce screaming and carrying on coming from Sheila's rooms at all hours for the past several days and nights. During that time, Miss Tarrier constantly went back and forth to the neighbors, pleading their indulgence and patience, explaining that the fever that gripped Lady Shevalia was sure to pass at any hour. After so many days and nights without rest, they all now felt the heaviness of their fatigue. It was not long after breakfast that everyone within the house except Ashlord was sound asleep. He needed no sleep, and he paced back and forth in the parlor, engaged in a fierce debate with himself.




"So she is Elifaen," he muttered as he paced. "And if Steggan brought her out of Tracia, as we were told, then those Bloodcoins that the Starharts had, that Steggan paid them with, must have come with her. But how did that come about? If her mother was Elifaen, which she most certainly was, then who was she?"




Certina watched from the mantel, following Ashlord's movements back and forth across the room. Ashlord stopped and turned to her.




"It actually would explain much," he said to Certina. "Much indeed. How easily she learned, her bearing, her yearnings and sensibilities, the speed of her healing, her resilience from suffering. Her sadness. It seems that I was right all along, old girl. I should have been more certain. I should have! Yes, yes. I know. A deeper mystery now surrounds her."




• • •




Banis pounded the table with such violence that his plate and utensils jumped and his wineglass was nearly upset. The soldier that stood at the far side of the dining table winced at the interruption of his report.




"Of course they are in the city by now," Banis said smoothly and calmly in counterpoint to his clenched fist.




"My lord," ventured the soldier, "we watch all of the men that you instructed us to watch. No one fitting Collandoth's description has been seen. No one but the tenants of Raynor's apartment house has been seen there, with the exception of those visiting them."




"What tenants? Who are they?"




"A lady called Shevalia. Two of her servants and her guardian, my lord."




"Shevalia?"




"Yes, my lord. A young lady."




"Of what House?"




"House of Pradkin, my lord."




"Pradkin? I have never heard of it. Where is their estate?"




"I do not know, my lord."




"Then you must find out, mustn't you? They have visitors, you said."




"Yes, my lord. The usual social greeters. One young man who seems to seek the attentions of the young lady. And Lady Highleaf, sir."




"Highleaf, eh? That busybody! It's not enough that her father was a thorn in my side for years. Now his meddling daughter blunders onto the scene. Be careful around her. She may seem foolish, but she is very powerful and influential. As for Lady Shevalia, find out who she is and what business she has in the city."




"Yes, my lord, but she has been ill, it seems. At least that is what the neighbors say. Some fever."




"And her guardian? What is his name?"




"Sootking, my lord."




Banis stared at the soldier with such a look of incredulity that the man winced again.




"Yes, my lord. An odd name, indeed, sir."




"Sootking. Soot. King. You stupid fool! Ash. Lord. Have you no intelligence whatsoever?"




"But, my lord, he is a red man. His hair, his skin, all red! The description we have is of a man with long black hair and beard."




"He disguises himself! That is Ashlord. It must be. Lady Shevalia must be the girl."




"But what of the others? There are only two men with them, not four, Lord Banis, and neither are a Kingsman."




"The other two must be nearby."




Banis rose suddenly and went to a nearby bureau and wrote a note in his careful hand. He put his seal on it and gave it to the soldier.




"Use your girl to put Ashlord out of the way," Banis commanded. "And use this writ for the rest of them."




  Chapter 5




  Thunderfoot






  





"Our King needs your help," Finn said to Micerea. She was surprised to see him so soon, and assumed that Finn came to fetch her to Griferis to see Robby, or King Philawain, as Finn insisted that he be called. But, at his statement, she suddenly worried that Robby had taken a turn for the worse.




"What has happened? I thought he was recovering," she said.




"Oh, he has fully recovered, but there is an urgent matter that he would like for us to take care of. And there isn't much time."




"What can I do for our King?" she asked.




Finn smiled, glad to hear her address Robby in that manner.




"He wishes us to work together to free some prisoners being brought to Shatuum."




Finn quickly told her about the approaching party that traveled along the precarious ledge that lined the Crack Between Worlds, and that some of the prisoners were Dragonkind. As he spoke, he took her to see them. They were a pitiful group, barely able to walk a few steps without being struck or whipped by the wraiths that drove them on. Finn also showed her on ahead to the place where they were to climb up ladders to a low rampart and thus enter Shatuum.




"It is King Philawain's wish that they be freed, then led on to Griferis. He will put out ropes for them to climb up from the ledge to the gate upon Algamori. From there, they will be permitted to cross the causeway into Griferis, which the King will put out for them."




"But they are chained. And they appear quite weak. How are they to overcome their guards and be free of them?"




"King Philawain says that he will see to their chains," Finn explained. "Once free, they should have little problem overpowering their guards, if they work together. But they must be forewarned so as to be ready. That is where we come in. We are to go to them and enter their dreams, Man and Dragonkind together, and tell them what to do. They are bound not to trust one another, but if we stand before them together, we should convince them to unite against their captors."




"I see. But are they permitted to sleep?"




"Yes. Their guards are as weak as they are, and must frequently rest. At each stop, the prisoners almost immediately fall asleep. So we must watch and be ready."




"Very well. I will do whatever I can to convince them," Micerea nodded. "And when they get to Griferis, what is to become of them?"




"They will be offered sanctuary, or, if they wish, they will be allowed to leave, but must then make their way on their own. I know. It doesn't seem like much of a choice, but our King wishes them to know that they will not be forced to stay within Griferis. Those who stay will be asked to serve Griferis for a time."




"How do you know that you can trust them?"




"We do not know. But King Philawain wishes to deny Shatuum anything, or anyone, that is within his power to keep from there. He is convinced that these prisoners will soon become like the guards who bring them, transformed by Secundur's dark arts to be his servants."




"Look, they stop."




Indeed, the staggering line had halted. The prisoners sat and leaned against the cliff. As soon as the first one dozed off, Micerea and Finn went to work. It was not easy. In the first place, it was difficult to convince the dreamers that they were not illusions of their fatigued state of imagination. And, just when they had delivered their message to the second one, the guards were rousing everyone back up onto their feet.




"Drat!" Micerea said.




"We must give them a sign to share with one another," said Finn, "so that they may know with only a few words that they have all received the same message."




"What sort of sign?"




"I don't know."




"I know! A word. An unusual word or name. Or something of the sort."




"Yes, we shall do that."




• • •




Robby also watched the group. At the pace they made, it would be less than a day before they reached the rendezvous place, where it would be too late to do anything. His plan depended on freeing them before they got that far. It would then be up to the prisoners to overpower their guards and rush as fast as they could beyond the ladders of Shatuum. Meanwhile, between dreamwalking naps, he searched frantically to find the items he needed to fashion some means by which they could climb up to the gate at the Landing and thus gain access to his causeway. He only hoped that this side of Mount Algamori still had some quality about it that kept Secundur from sending his forces to it, but he could not be sure. At least he knew from the memory of his forebears, memories given him when he learned his true name, what tools and devices to look for in Griferis. And, after searching a dozen large storage rooms, pushing a wheelbarrow from room to room, he found what he needed. He tossed several long coils of rope into the wheelbarrow, and also put in two large blocks, the kind used to hoist heavy weights. He hurried off, awkwardly pushing the unwieldy wheelbarrow as he went, stopping to carry the load, then the wheelbarrow up stairs.




"We truly need an apparatus like Lord Tallin has in his house!" he muttered as he dragged the wheelbarrow up yet another flight. "Or like in Linlally, powered by the waterfalls."




He sat down for a little nap, immediately fell asleep, and went to look in on Finn and Micerea. They were presently engaged in conversation with one of the Dragonkind women. Satisfied that they had things in hand, he woke himself and stood to continue his work. He knew Finn would come to him as soon as he and Micerea had accomplished their task.




"Now, to put out the causeway," Robby said to himself. Rushing up to the east tower, he climbed the stairs to the topmost floor and entered a circular room windowed all the way around. On the wall was a small glass case from which he removed a long glass key. He placed the key into another cylinder, also of glass, that jutted up from the floor of the room and gave it a turn. The cylinder began to glow with a pale blue light, and a low hum filled the room. Although he knew what to do, from studying the texts in the library, he did not know what to expect.




Next he went to the broad window. Below he could see the palace gate, a broad courtyard on this side of it and an abyss on the other side, and he looked out across the wide empty space to the far shelf where the gate stood upon Algamori. He placed each of his hands on top of copper posts that rose up from the floor to either side of him.




"I am Philawain," he said softly. "King of Griferis. Let those rightfully invited come to my domain."




A painful blare of trumpets hit his ears, and he flinched and closed his eyes as a jolt of lightning shot up the copper poles and through him. The bolt traveled out from the tower into the sky, and suddenly a mighty storm raged all around Griferis. Opening his eyes, he could see that a star-like light emanated from the distant gate at the mountain and the causeway now spanned across the abyss from there to Griferis. He pulled his hands away from the copper posts and the storm froze. Looking through the windows, he saw jagged lightning hanging in the billowing clouds, their blinding glare coloring the scene in an eerie blue-white light.




"Whew!" he said, hurrying to the stairs. "I wasn't sure that it would work, in spite of what the book said!"




It took him much longer than he expected, owing to the great distance that he had to haul the ropes and equipment. But within two hours, he had the blocks wound with rope, fixed to one of the uprights of the arched gate, and another knotted rope thrown over the side to the ledge below. Satisfied that all was ready, he jogged back across the mysterious bridge to his castle in the air.




• • •




"The two strongest must climb up first," said Micerea. "At the top you will find those things needed to hoist the others up."




"When all of your companions are up, immediately cross together over the causeway," instructed Finn. "You will be greeted at the gates of the King's Palace, wherein you will be safe."




"Once you are free of your chains, you cannot hesitate," added Micerea.




The Dragonkind man whom they addressed shook his head.




"I am baffled by this dream," he said, "although you have shown me that this is no ordinary dream."




"The King of Griferis is King of Dreams," said Micerea, "and it is he who sends us to you."




"Know by the words of your companions that this is no ordinary dream," said Finn. "Say aloud the word, 'Celia,' and your fellows will answer you with the word, 'Boxer.'"




"The word 'Celia' is always to be answered by 'Boxer,'" said Micerea. "Do this and you will know what kind of dream this is. Heed our words and be saved."




"Heed not, and become like those who take you to Secundur!"




This Dragonkind man was the last to receive their message, and when he awoke, kicked by a foul wraith wielding a serrated sword, he cried out, "Celia!"




Immediately, those around him muttered, "Boxer."




Then one of the women nearest to him said, as they got to their feet, "Celia."




"Boxer is the reply," he said in return.




"Quiet!" cried one of the wraiths, turning upon him with a grin. "Or I will fill my hungry belly with your guts."




They shuffled on, shivering in the cold, the chains around their ankles and wrists rattling dully. Soon they were all once again too miserable to have any glimmer of hope from a strange, fleeting dream.




"What's that odd light?" one wraith asked another, pointing far ahead to the bright glowing clouds.




"Must be that accursed castle," was the answer.




Then, just when the lead wraith pointed with his sword to the ladders a few yards away, the prisoners' shackles began to burst asunder, falling from their feet and hands.




"What's this?" said the wraith, staring at the chains that the man just behind him was now swinging. Before the creature could react, he was knocked off the ledge, joined almost immediately by two other guards as the remaining guards were knocked senseless.




"Let's go! As fast as we can!"




"Stay together!"




They could not go very fast simply because they had little strength left to them. But they were heartened somewhat by the mysterious light that drew them on, though it was several hours before they were close enough to see any details of it. Yet, as they neared, they were filled with increasing wonder and more than a little fear. It was as if a vast painting hung in the air, depicting a terrible storm surrounding a castle above them. But the wind did not blow, the lightning simply hung in the clouds like blinding jagged cracks, and the raindrops they now encountered did not fall to the ground.




"Surely this is a place of great power!" said one of the women.




"Or else a terrible trick."




When they came directly underneath the causeway, they found the ropes that were foretold. One of the men went up first, not without some difficulty, and after another hour, all of the others had been hauled up. At first, they were hesitant to go onto the causeway, for the storm still hung in the air, and, besides, there were no supports for the long span. Indeed, the causeway appeared spindly and insubstantial compared to the gulf that it crossed and the peaks surrounding. And the distant castle to which the causeway led was truly weird, hanging among the storm clouds, like the bridge, without any visible reason that it should not plummet into the abyss. Cold and hunger and the greater fear of pursuit coaxed them to give it a try. First one then another cautiously stepped across the threshold of the gate and onto the causeway, and soon all were hurrying along it, sometimes glancing over their shoulders to see if they were being pursued. After a while, they were far enough along the bridge to see a figure standing at the far end. As they neared, they saw he was dressed in a magnificent suit of green and gold velvet, a broad, dark blue sash over his shoulder, and a glittering hat, flecked with specks of gold and emeralds. He stood with one hand upon his hip and another hand upon a tall staff of spiral-banded gold. When they reached him, they all fell to their knees.




"King, we beseech thee to give us shelter in your strange and mysterious domain!" implored one of the women.




"The King of Griferis sends his welcome to you," said the figure. "But do you not recognize me? I am Finn, who was sent to you by my King to give you tidings and instruction through your dreams. I am the King's Chamberlain, and I come to bring you forth into Griferis, to have succor from my King, who rescues you from Secundur. I bid you enter!"




Finn gestured for them to come past him into the courtyard. They did so, wide-eyed and amazed, but the last one to pass turned to Finn.




"My lord," he said, "will we not be pursued into this place along yon bridge?"




"No. You are safe, for behold the power of King Philawain!"




Finn pointed through the gate at the causeway. Suddenly there was a deafening boom of thunder, and a powerful wind swept the scene with hard drops of rain. Then, just as suddenly, all noise ceased, the air cleared, and the causeway was gone with nothing but clear air beneath a blue sky between them and the edge of the chasm.




Finn led them into the palace and along a corridor to the north wing. There he took them to a dining room where a long table was set with food and drink.




"Eat," he said to them. "To each of you a room is provided. You will also have new clothes and the means to tend to your wounds. But first, eat. I, myself, will come again to see you after a little while."




"My lord," asked one of the young Dragonkind, who was no more than a girl, "can you tell us about your King? None of us have heard of him, or of this realm. Is he a conjurer-king?"




"You will learn of him in due time, when you are ready to present yourselves to him."




• • •




They ate as if they were famished, which, of course, they were. And they were so weak that they began to feel the heavy fatigues of their tortured journey almost as soon as a few morsels had been consumed. Finn, knowing this would be the case, returned in but a short while, and he took them to an adjoining foyer between two halls.




"I direct you ladies to go to the right," he said, "and the men to the left. You will each have your own room. Each room has a lock set into the door. The key is on the bedside table. You may lock your door or not, as you wish. Within each room you will find clothes that the King hopes will be suitable to your needs, at least for the time being. There is also wood and coal for the hearths, warm blankets, and, it is hoped, a comfortable bed. You are free to come and go as you wish within this wing, to the dining room to have an additional repast, or to visit with each other. However, I warn you: The King will not tolerate any ill-will amongst you, and he will not abide any rude behavior betwixt the men and the ladies. Is that understood? Good. One final warning: You may not attempt to leave this wing. You will succeed only in being cast out from this place. That said, I bid you good-night."




• • •




Later, when Finn locked the doors leading into and out from the north wing, he went to find Robby in the library, to have their usual meeting. Robby grinned as Finn entered, and rushed up to shake his hand.




"I congratulate you, my Chamberlain!" said Robby enthusiastically. "Well done! Splendid work! Almost as splendid as your outfit!"




"Thank you, sire. I fear my clothes are a bit overblown. They mistook me for you!"




"I know. I was looking on. No, I think they were suitably impressed," Robby said, guiding Finn to their table. "I only hope that I can do half as well when I greet them."




"I'm sure you will exceed my performance, sire."




"I wouldn't bet on it. By the way, I've been thinking. I should move out of my little bedroom and into the upstairs south wing. Don't get me wrong. I love my room. But I think I have a role to play, and I'll eventually need rooms befitting. So I may as well move tonight, if that is not too much trouble."




"No, sire. Whatever you wish. I agree that you deserve more suitable accommodations. It will be easier, in the long run, anyway. At least in the south wing you can be assured of your privacy and security. Besides, sire, it should also be much more comfortable."




"Then I'll do it. Now, let's talk about my upcoming meeting with our guests. You know what I have in mind to discuss with them. I do not wish to reveal too much too soon. And, whether they accept my offer or not, we still need to bring more people here. I have a notion as to how we may accomplish that, though it will only bring us a few at a time. First things first, though. Tell me again what you know of our guests, and add anything new that you and Micerea may have learned."




Once Robby and Finn completed their business together, and they were prepared for the morrow, Finn helped Robby gather all of his meager belongings from his bedchamber.




"I must say I'll miss the place," Robby said, closing the door behind them. "After all, it has been my cozy little home for the past twenty-eight years."




"Yes, sire," answered Finn, following along with some of Robby's books. "But I have a feeling that your new rooms will suit you better, once you are accustomed to them."




When they got to the upstairs south wing, Finn showed Robby to the rooms that he felt were suitable, and Robby liked what he saw. It had been a few weeks since he had explored this part of Griferis, and he remembered being somewhat taken aback at the opulence of the rooms. Indeed, even the hall leading to the suite that would be his was impressive, richly carpeted floors, wonderful drapes, and even a fountain located in the foyer where several hallways came together.




His personal rooms were no less lavish, but what impressed Robby the most was the spectacular view from the windows and balconies. The snowcapped peaks either side of the void receded southward, and the great chasm itself, filled with clouds, disappeared into the horizon. Standing with his arms still full of his things, he nodded.




"Yes. I think I could get used to waking up to this each morning!" he said. "Thank you, Finn. I know you are tired and need rest. Just as Micerea always reminded me, dreamwalking takes it out of you, doesn't it?"




"I must admit that I am quite done in," Finn answered, putting the books onto a desk. "Your bedrooms are just through that door, sire. The other door leads to a small library. I'll just turn down your bed for you."




"No, that is alright. Thank you, but I'll manage. I think that will be all. I have a few errands to run, if you know what I mean, so I bid you a good-night."




"Good-night, Your Majesty."




"You know, don't you, that I'll never get used to your way of addressing me? I wish you'd just call me Robby."




"If that is your command, I shall do so, sire."




"It isn't a command, Finn. Just a request."




"Then I shall endeavor to change my ways, sire."




Finn smiled, and Robby chuckled.




• • •




Almost as soon as Robby was alone, he flung himself into one of the comfortable chairs, went to sleep, and then raced eastward across the earth, diving down into the troll caves near Janhaven. They were still clogged with the reeking bodies of the Redvests killed in the intense battle that had taken place over two weeks earlier. Robby tried to ignore them as he found his way between a crack in the stones and continued down into the depths of the hidden chambers far below. There, Thunderfoot lay chained, and he was asleep. As soon as the King of the Trolls began to dream, Robby approached.




"It is time, King Thunderfoot," he said.




"Time?" bellowed Thunderfoot in a low gravelly voice. "Time does not impress me."




"Then let this! And remember our bargain!"




Robby swept his hand through the massive cuff that was forged around the troll's ankle. It rang so loudly that Thunderfoot instantly awoke, as if a great bell was struck, and he saw the iron burst asunder, scattering the heavy links of chain that passed through its ring.




Thunderfoot stared at the shards at his feet, picking up the heavy iron scraps in his massive hands. His blockish head turned and looked around his prison chamber in disbelief. He stood, free of his bonds, and raised his arms in a great stretch, yawning.




"I am impressed!" he cried, the rumbling of his statement bringing dust down from the high ceiling. "And I think I shall do as I said I would do!"




Thunderfoot tore into the walls, striking out the heavy blocks one by one until he came up to the place where the old hall was, the place where Bailorg had been killed. Thunderfoot stomped from the caves, squishing and crunching through the bodies that littered the place, and came out on the west side into the broad daylight. There, again, he stretched and yawned, then strode off southward, his footsteps giving back the name of the Thunder Mountains, his rock-crushing feet shaking the snow from the trees and making drifts slide down the slopes. With a stride as long between footfalls as an ordinary man was tall, he quickly made the south road to Tallinvale and pounded his way along it, scattering deer and foxes ahead of him. From time to time, he roared out his name, sounding like the word it was made of, and he took great joy in doing so.




Long before he reached Tallinvale, his people felt his approach, the bump of his footfalls coursing through the ground and coming up through their feet. Still standing where they had since they cast aside the lintels they had held aloft for so many years, they turned their neckless heads and looked northward at the hilly rim of the valley. Around the trolls, the workers who labored to repair the bridges and clean up the debris of war fled back to the city, as alarmed soldiers rushed to the north walls prepared for battle. Hearing that the blockheads, as the Tallinvalers had come to call the trolls, were at last stirring, General Teracue hurried to the north gate with Weylan and found Lord Tallin and Prince Danoss already there just as the booming was felt and heard from the distance, growing rapidly closer. As for the trolls, they did not move except to look toward the hill, or to scratch themselves. Thunderfoot appeared at the ridge, as tall as two men, and he halted to survey the scene.




"It is a great troll," said Teracue, peering through a spyglass. "He wears fine clothes and appears to have a square hat of gold."




"The hat is a crown, made to fit his head. It is Thunderfoot," said Tallin.




"Thunderfoot?" asked Weylan. "King of the Trolls?"




"Yes, the very same."




"Then he is not just legend," said Teracue, quickly looking up and down the wall to see that the soldiers were preparing for their next engagement.




"Our weapons will avail us nothing," said Tallin. "Should he decide to lead them against us, there is very little we may do to withstand them."




"I hope I didn't come all this way," said Danoss, "only to be pounded into mush by rock trolls."




"Then it was his people who built these walls," said Weylan. "My lord, what manner of bargain did you make with Thunderfoot?"




"I made no bargain with him," said Tallin. "And that's my worry."




At that moment, Thunderfoot rumbled out a long low growl merely by clearing his throat. The sound set the walls of Tallin City buzzing so that dust rose up from the entire scene, as sand might dance on the head of a kettledrum.




"Cooooooooommmmmmeeee toooooooo meeeeeeeeee!" Thunderfoot then bellowed. All of those not of his kind threw their hands over their ears at the intense rumble. Several windows in the city shattered, horses bucked and neighed, and every bird within miles took to the air. Immediately, the thousands of trolls, who until recently had served Lord Tallin's purpose, began climbing from the pits in which they stood and made their way to stand before their king, the thunder of their shuffle like a great storm cracking and booming over the valley. This lasted a good while, but faded away as the trolls gathered before Thunderfoot, who stood above them on the hill with his hands on his hips. He was pleased by their obedience, and he nodded.




"Folloooooow meeeeeeeeee hoooooommmme!" he said, and he turned and strode off westward, right through the wreck of the decimated forest. The trolls ordered themselves into a line and followed, every one of the thousands of them, and it was a mighty procession, making an earthquake by their tromping. Everyone was greatly relieved that the creatures were going away, but none more so than Lord Tallin, who breathed an audible sigh, as if he had been holding his breath.




"Well," he said, "I hope that is the end of a long-held worry!"




  Chapter 6




  The Forty-Nine






  







"Tell me again when you last saw Ullin?"




Lyrium adjusted her cane and stiffly turned to look at Ullin's mother. Both women looked frail, but Ullin's mother was truly so. Lyrium put her empty teacup and saucer on the sideboard. By now, she was accustomed to Lady Sharyn's lapses and did not mind at all repeating.




"I'm sorry, my lady," said the maid, who was hurrying back into the room after closing the shutters. "I should have taken care of that for you."




"It is no bother, thank you," said Lyrium.




Mortals grow old in different ways, Lyrium knew, and some more quickly than others. Truly, when Lady Sharyn's husband, Aram Tallin, died, she began to age rapidly. Unlike most mortals married to Elifaen, her youthfulness did not outlast her husband's death. Though she was barely sixty, something inside had been irrevocably broken when Aram died, setting off a sort of chain of upsets. First went her hair, once as brown as walnut and now entirely white. The rest of her body followed. Her eyesight rapidly diminished, and whereas she was once a strong, hefty woman, she was now as spindly as Lyrium's cane, hardly able to walk without assistance. And, finally, these past few years, her mind began to falter. Although Lyrium had only met Lady Sharyn soon after seeing Ullin and his friends at Tallin Hall, and was at first shocked by her condition, she quickly had the story of her decline from Sharyn's maid and from others.




Having taken a cottage nearby for the seclusion it offered, Lyrium was happy to learn that her nearest neighbor was Lady Sharyn. Since her arrival in Glareth, Lyrium had visited Lady Sharyn almost every day, walking the mile or so along the path that ran atop the bluffs to do so. With each visit, Sharyn's maid prepared tea for them and patiently waited upon the two old ladies while they chatted, Lyrium often reminding Sharyn of things she had already been told.




"It was this past autumn," she said, coming over to Sharyn's chair and bending over to kiss her on the top of her head. "I must go, now. I shall miss our visits."




"Oh, yes. You are going away, aren't you? I had forgotten. Will you be seeing my son again?"




"I hope to. And I hope to see you again, too."




"Aram will be sorry that he missed you," said Sharyn. "He's away in the deserts, you know."




"Yes, I know. I am sorry that I missed him, too. Please take care and mind your maid."




"Did I tell you that Ullin came to see me? When was it? Oh, yes. It was last summer, wasn't it, Jenny?"




"Yes, ma'am, it was," answered the maid.




"Yes, Sharyn, you told me. Goodbye."




Jenny saw her to the door, saying, "She will miss you, Lady Lyrium. Your visits have removed much tedium from her days."




"Thank you, Jenny. Please watch after her for me. And take good care of yourself, too."




Lyrium departed, and with her cane to help her, she hobbled along the bluff back to her own cottage. It was a blustery day, the sea foam blew thick along the beach far below, and there was a scattering of wind-driven snow. As she went, her back straightened, her cane thickened to a worthy walking stick, her wrinkles vanished, and, under the hood of her cloak, her hair thickened, becoming long and black as coal. When she came within sight of her cottage, she saw her daughters standing outside at the gate, their long cloaks pulled close against the wind.




"Welcome, our mother," said Belmira. "We have it all ready."




"The floor is swept clean," said Elmira, "and the fire burns steady."




"We hope that your vision will come to you soon."




"Though clouds are quite thick and will block Lady Moon."




"Indeed, it is a heavy blanket of clouds," nodded Lyrium, "but I thank you, my daughters. I will try one last time, with or without Lady Moon. Then we must go to the Queen. Is everything ready for our departure?"




"All is quite ready, and by your request…"




"…our coach comes at dawn to carry us west."




They went inside, and Lyrium saw that her daughters had cleared away the furniture, pushing it to the side of the great room. A fire blazed in the hearth, with ample wood to stoke it as night fell. Belmira took Lyrium's cloak as Elmira handed her a small rolled-up rug. Lyrium unrolled it onto the floor in the center of the room, revealing a small cloth sack within. She knelt on the rug, facing the fire, and began removing small stones and bones from the sack, arranging them carefully in groups before her. Her daughters retreated into the shadows to watch and to attend, if needed.




"Blood of my blood, bone of my bone," Lyrium said as she took a dagger from her belt and made a quick cut across her palm. Holding her hand like a fist, she squeezed the dripping blood out, making a circle of splattered dots on the floor before the wound healed. "Quicken mine eyes. Show me what you will, what I need to see."




She picked up a bone and a stone and dropped them into the circle.




"Quicken mine eyes."




She picked up another set, and dropped them into the circle.




"Show me what you will. What I need to see."




She went on for a while, scattering bones and stones, chanting her refrains as her daughters watched. They knew that with each passing year their touch with the world faded somewhat more than the year before. And with each year, Lyrium's Sight grew dimmer and more difficult to summon. It was many years, indeed, since she could enter the Place of Sight without preparation, having once been able to call upon the skill whenever she wished. Once, she could look at the stars and See, or at the flowing water of a sparkling stream. She once could See in her sleep, through dreams, or Sight might come to her suddenly, while turning over a leaf, or holding a seashell to her ear. Her skill was something from the old days, the Time Before Time, when all things spoke to the Faerekind of all other things. But, as that Time faded away from memory, so too did the ways of the world fade from the Fallen Ones. These late years, there were many nights when Lyrium chanted until dawn, trying to summon her waning skill without success.




This night, a long while after sunset, her daughters knew by the tone of her voice when she neared the Place of Sight. Now, her voice low and hoarse, she crouched over the circle, still on her knees, propped up with one hand while she picked up and dropped her charms, her long black hair draped downward on the floor, hiding her face. Then, as she reached to pick up a pair of stones, she froze, her hand inches away from them, and she ceased chanting.




To her eyes, the pattern of bones and stones formed a moving scene, their small shadows dancing in the flickering firelight. She abruptly straightened up, putting her hand before her eyes as she gazed at the fire, squinting, as if looking into the sun.




But it was not the sun, nor was it the firelight that made her squint so. It was the bright background of a clear blue day. The figure she saw was only a shadow against this background, standing on a high wall. As her eyes grew accustomed to the light, she saw that it was a man, probably in his late-forties, judging by his graying hair and beard. He looked out from the wall, his arms crossed. The flags that blew from masts around the wall attracted her gaze. They were dark blue, as the night sky, bordered in white. In the center of each flag was embroidered seven stars, each with seven points, all in a circle with the top star the largest, and in the center of the circle of stars was a winged key. When Lyrium's Sight turned back to the figure standing at the wall, he turned to face her, and she recognized the man as Robby Ribbon. Upon his head was a circlet of gold, set with seven glittering diamonds. Her vision blurred as the scene receded. Dizzied, she instinctively reached out for something to hold to, and her daughters, alarmed, took a step toward her. But Lyrium steadied herself before they could reach her, and now she stared at the flickering shadows dancing from the stones she had cast.




Suddenly she jumped up and dashed across the room for the pewter water pitcher. Going back to the circle, she swept away the bones and stones with her hand and poured water into the circle. Tossing aside the pitcher to bang and bounce across the floor, she knelt back down, and swirled the water-thinned blood as a child might do a finger-painting. After a moment, she recoiled, then bent closer to stare at it. The firelight shimmered through the pink puddle, and Lyrium felt herself being pulled into the cloudy water. She saw, standing before her, a woman attired in royal robes, a queen, bearing in one hand an arrow of gold and in the other a mirror, held so that Lyrium could see her own face, glowing with flickering firelight. The queen's hair was golden-brown, her eyes like honey in sunlight, and her face stern. Fear blew across Lyrium's skin like an icy breeze. Above the queen's head was a black canopy of stars held up by Serith Ellyn who was dressed as a servant might be, and upon the skirt of the canopy were set the Forty-Nine Keys to the Nimbus Illuminas, the Forty-Nine Bloodcoins. When Lyrium looked again into the mirror, she saw a fabulous fiery rainbow, bent across a dawn sky, going away from the earth and receding into the starry heavens. She felt drawn into the mirror. Halfway in, she reached out with her finger and touched the rainbow itself. Instantly, she was filled with a powerful longing to follow the rainbow upward, away and into the heavens, and she felt her spirit tugging, urging her to depart.




Lyrium gasped and inhaled violently and loudly, as if she had held her breath underwater for too long and had just now broken the surface. She staggered to her feet, gasping for air and backing away from the circle. Her daughters caught her as she fell unconscious.




• • •




"Thrice the same vision has come of her rite," said Belmira as they put their mother in her bed, "the first just the same as the last."




"And thrice has our mother recoiled from the Sight," answered Elmira, pulling the covers around Lyrium, "as never she did in the past."




"And, now as before, she cries and weeps."




"Her tears run the more, though she now sleeps."




Indeed, Lyrium's dreams were filled with that same powerful longing to depart from the earth, as so many of her kind had done with Aperion. And though she would not wake for hours, her tears would run and run until she did.




• • •




As Lyrium finally slept, so, too, did Serith Ellyn a few miles away in the city of Glareth by the Sea. Her dreams were nearly as sad and melancholy as Lyrium's. The Queen of Vanara was plagued, as she had been for many nights, by a recurring vision. It always began differently, depending on what she dreamed on a given night, but it always ended the same. This night, she dreamed she was flying upward into the sky, chasing after Aperion's Host that moved away from her. Realizing they would not wait, and that she could not catch up to them, she let herself fall, watching her wings shred away like dry leaves scattering before an autumn wind. She landed, of all places, before her fabulous throne in Linlally. It was quite the same as it ever was since its making by Cupeldain, but as she watched, the tips of the throne's ornate wings began to crack. She watched in horror as the entire chair snapped and popped as cracks traveled all through it, like thin ice breaking beneath one's footsteps. Soon the entire throne was riddled with these cracks, and just as she felt it would crumble to pieces before her, blood began oozing from each fissure, dripping down onto the floor and running across the tiles, just as her father's blood had done the night she slew him.




That is how this dream began. Backing away from the spreading pool, she entered the courtyard outside, staring at the encroaching red as it poured from the doorway.




"Psst!"




A shadow crossed her as she turned toward the sound and squinted into a nearly blinding sky. Standing on the wall that bordered the courtyard was the dark outline of a person.




"I need your Seven," he said.




"Who are you?"




"Will you give them over to me?"




"I most certainly will not! Who are you?"




"You know who I am."




But the dream then ended, as it always did, when she woke and sat up with a start. Infuriated, she threw her covers off to begin her day. The sun was not yet up, but as she glanced from her balcony window she saw that the clouds that rolled eastward to the rim of the sea were growing somewhat light. Gaiyelneth, who seemed always to sense when the Queen was up, soon came in to help her dress. Today, Serith Ellyn decided to dress for war, but she would leave off the armor until her visitors had departed. So she put on her loincloth, then her short battle toga and her wristbands. Gaiyelneth laid out her skirt of overlapping plate, her mail, and her breast and back plates. Finally, she took out from their cases Serith Ellyn's helmet, her sword, and her mace.




"I think the shield is a bit much for traveling, Gaiyelneth."




"If you ask me, my Queen, it is all a bit much."




"You are as impertinent as ever."




"Yes, ma'am. I try to stay sharp. I apologize."




"When I desire your apology, I shall ask for it," Serith Ellyn said. "Hand me my housecloak. I feel a chill in the air."




"Yes. It tries to snow, I think. I'll attend to the hearth directly."




"Leave it. I do not intend to stay long enough to enjoy what warmth it may yield. Even though winter here is not nearly as cold as in Vanara, I have felt the cold of Glareth worse than I can remember since arriving."




"They say it is the sea air in winter, ma'am. It gets into the bones, and brings a chill."




"Oh? Is that what they say?"




"Yes, ma'am."




A knock came. It was Gaiyelneth's brother, Captain Chanter.




"Pardon me, Queen," he said, bowing. "Thurdun sends me to say first that all is prepared for our departure. Secondly, that Lyrium's coach is now entering the Palace grounds."




"Very good, Captain. Thank you."




When he had departed, Serith Ellyn looked at Gaiyelneth and sighed.




"I think you do not look forward to seeing Lyrium, my lady," Gaiyelneth said.




"She came out of hiding suddenly, after so many centuries, having mysteriously survived Tulith Attis," Serith Ellyn said, tossing aside a decorative hairpin and handing another to Gaiyelneth. "Now, just when things seem to be coming to a head. And yet, except for one visit when she first arrived in Glareth, she has remained aloof of us. She has Sight, but she cannot control it anymore, it seems. She cannot look where she wishes to, and cannot see what may be useful. So I wonder why she came at all. Leave it! I have no need to look my best for her."




• • •




They went to the great parlor and were joined by Thurdun after a few moments. He and his sister then went out onto the balcony and watched as the last of Prince Carbane's ships hoisted their sails and made ready to move on the tide.




"It seems that Glareth will soon be empty, Thurdun."




"Yes. And, frankly, I feel we should have departed weeks ago, as soon as you obtained news about the attack on Linlally," said Thurdun.




"Perhaps," his sister said. "But Seafar has things in hand. I know, since your heart longs to go with Carbane, that you are anxious to take action. That time will come. It will be good to be home after so long."




"And we came all this way," Thurdun said, "only to carry back with us what we brought. You never even brought up the matter with Prince Carbane."




"No, I did not. You think it is too risky to carry them back?"




"I did not say that. I only wonder if your dream has anything to do with it. You had it again, did you not?"




Before she could answer, Gaiyelneth opened the door behind them.




"My Queen," she said. "Lyrium is here."




Serith Ellyn and Thurdun went in, and Gaiyelneth followed, closing the door against the cold air. Standing in the room before them was Lyrium and her two daughters.




"Queen," Lyrium bowed, as did her daughters. "Thank you for seeing me."




"It is my pleasure to do so," Serith Ellyn said stiffly. "Please be seated."




Lyrium waited for Serith Ellyn to seat herself and then chose a chair close by. Thurdun, Elmira, and Belmira remained standing as Gaiyelneth left the room.




"As you know, my lady," Lyrium said, "I came here to report about my visions concerning the Passdale lad. I foresaw that I would meet him, and that he would seek Griferis. And so I came out of hiding and went to Lord Tallin's estate."




"Yes, as you told me when you first arrived, when you did me the courtesy of sharing your impressions of him."




"Yes, ma'am. But, as I said to you then, my impressions were mixed. In the first place, the Ribbon boy was not at all as I had expected. He was not proud, and had no hunger for power."




"Yes," Serith Ellyn said, knowing that she must let Lyrium have her say in her own way. "You said that he rejected Ethliad, and he also rejected the Ring of Hearing and destroyed it."




"That is so, my lady. Having the gift of Seeing does not mean that I rightly interpret those things that I See. Indeed, my gift is natural to me, having come to me without Blessing or instruction. Many times I have misinterpreted what I have Seen. Just as at Tulith Attis, when I thought that I foresaw a Man leading wolves into the heart of the fortress, and when I warned my husband on that matter so that he was prompted to build the great dam upon the lake, to have the magic Bell forged and hung, and the stony guard likewise placed around the fortress. All these things that he did were based on a false interpretation of what I saw. I am still baffled by my mistake, yet it seems I was fated to make it, setting the stage for the fulfillment of my vision. For had I not been mistaken, the Bell would have never been made and the Ribbon boy would have never rung it. Had he not, it is likely the wolves would have killed him."




"Yes, it seems it was a fortuitous mistake, Lady Lyrium. But all this you have already told me. Have you had some new vision?"




"Yes, I have. Since last I saw you, I determined to be isolated from others of this court, taking a small cottage on the coast nearby. Now, as we prepare to return to our homes, I must tell you what I Saw, though it is worrisome. With the assistance of my daughters, I have thrice striven to See, casting my charms and entering the Place of Sight when it opened to me. Each time, I delved into my visions, straining to discern something that has greatly troubled me."




"Oh? And what may that be, other than the times that are upon us?"




"That is just it, dear Queen. What I have seen with my Sight, I cannot understand. Thrice I have seen the same thing, yet I do not know why. Though I cast my charms to see the outcome of Robby Ribbon's quest for the throne of Duinnor, I see instead the girl, his companion, Sheila Pradkin, Sheila being a diminutive of her right name, Shevalia. When I met her in Tallinvale, I knew instantly that she was someone very special, someone key to the success of Ribbon's quest. I hoped that I might rightly see if the boy would succeed, so that I could give you and others fair warning if he failed. For if he does not assume the throne of Duinnor, things will be dire indeed."




"That is so, as events are shaping up," Serith Ellyn said. "If the present King remains, there is no reason to expect him to act before all is in ruins."




"Just so. But I see the Ribbon boy wearing another crown, my lady, and standing under flags that I do not recognize. Not those of Duinnor. And I see him as an older man, as if many years have passed."




"Your Sight, if I understand it correctly, does not always look upon the present. Perhaps you see the future?"




"Yes, that may be so. But as soon as I see him, the Sight removes my vision from him to reveal to me a great and mighty lady, beautiful and terrible in aspect."




Lyrium went on to tell of the vision, describing all to the Queen of Vanara, even how she saw Serith Ellyn holding the canopy. At this, Serith Ellyn stiffened, but listened on to hear about the mirror. When Lyrium described the skyward rainbow, and how its lure was nearly irresistible, Serith Ellyn stood and went to the window and faced away. Lyrium immediately stood, hesitated, then completed the telling of her vision, and fell silent. All eyes were upon the Queen, but none said a word for many moments.




"Who was this woman that you saw?" Serith Ellyn asked, still looking away.




"It was Shevalia, who was introduced to me as Sheila, Robby Ribbon's companion and, as I learned, his lover. But in my vision she was much changed from when I met her. Her countenance, her bearing, everything."




"Shevalia."




"Yes, my lady."




"And what do you think your vision portends?"




"Upon the banner that I saw flying over Robby Ribbon's head were seven stars. Just as the next King of Duinnor would be the seventh and final King of that realm. Or so the legends have it. But the banner was not of Duinnor colors, and its emblem, a winged key, is unknown to me. Perhaps Ribbon will so greatly change Duinnor, that the old colors will be struck and put away. I do not know."




"And the girl. Shevalia? Does your Sight tell you that I will someday serve her?"




"Yes, Queen. I think it does."




"This is preposterous!" Serith Ellyn exclaimed, turning around to face Lyrium. "And does it also tell you that she holds the means to open the Nimbus Illuminas?"




"Yes, Queen."




"It is truly remarkable that you should have such a view. Indeed, your ability must fail you, or else your powers of interpretation. Or both! I have the only remaining Seven. I! The King in Duinnor, by every conceivable account, can only have five of the Sets. At most only five!"




Serith Ellyn paced back and forth in front of Lyrium as she spoke, giving her anger and indignation full vent.




"The Nimbus Illuminas can never be opened! The Forty-Nine are no more, for those at Tulith Attis were scattered and lost when the Dragonkind took them. Or have you forgotten, Lady Lyrium? You, who witnessed that massacre!"




"Queen Serith Ellyn," Lyrium said, "the Seven of Fairfir House were not lost to the Dragonkind. I sent them away before the end came."




Everyone, including Lyrium's daughters, stared aghast at the statement.




After a long smoldering glare, Serith Ellyn said, "Please explain yourself."




"I knew the end was coming. I had seen, in a dream, that we would not be victorious, and I knew that we were betrayed. I arranged for the Seven to be smuggled out with my maidservant and five trusted soldiers of my personal guard. Then, when the fortress was overrun, I and a few others fought our way through the hordes and made our escape. A few loyal Men stayed behind, to defend the treasury room as if it still held the Seven. This gave the Dragonkind some distraction from chasing my party. I knew it was the Seven they were after, for why else did they lay siege to Tulith Attis when they could have isolated us and moved against Glareth? And I knew that when they found them missing, the Dragonkind would not rest until they had me. Of course, I did not know that you with your armies would be coming. Meanwhile, I hoped that my maidservant, a fierce and cunning fighter, could make it through the enemy lines by boats down the river, and by night and by stealth to go south and away. It was our plan for them to go into hiding with the Seven until the Dragonkind had dispersed, then make their way to a place in Glareth Realm where I would leave a message for her so that she would know where to find me. But she never came."




"And did you not search for her?"




"I did, Queen. I eventually located one of my maidservant's party, who is called Tyrillick. He was being held prisoner by the Men of a Tracian clan who thought that he was a deserter from Tulith Attis since he was not with the armies that swept away the Dragonkind. When freed, Tyrillick told me that his party was scattered when their boats struck chains that the Dragonkind had stretched across the Saerdulin. The boats were all upset, and all were thrown overboard and carried downstream for many miles. Tyrillick and three others made it ashore but were soon taken by Men. Only Tyrillick survived captivity. He could not say what became of my maidservant. And I never found any sign of her."




Serith Ellyn sat back down heavily.




"So, whether taken and melted down by Dragonkind, or sunk to the bottom of the Saerdulin, the Seven are still lost. What of it?"




"Ma'am. My maidservant's name was Faeanna, and her mother was Shevalia, daughter of Desira who was sister of Tiryna of the House of Elmwood. Tiryna was wife of Lord Banis."




"I knew Desira, and I was with her when she died at Tamkal Plain. As for Shevalia, she died long before her mother, amongst those who were murdered with my grandfather, Cupeldain. Since then, many have undoubtedly had that name."




"No, ma'am, and to the contrary, it appears that Shevalia is a name rarely given. Glareth keeps copies of all census records of the Eastlands. When the Prince of Tracia was ousted, he had already sent his archives to Glareth. I have had the same vision three times, now. After the first time, I searched both the Glareth and the Tracian census records. I found no Shevalia listed in any of the records until I came to those census records of only a few years ago. Shevalia was the daughter of Lord Waterstone of Tracia. His wife's name was given as Faeanna, but I found no previous records of that name. She and her husband are now dead, but they had a daughter, named Shevalia, who died at three years of age. That was exactly the year before Sheila Pradkin's name was first entered into the annual census of County Barley, there recorded as being four years of age and niece to Steggan Pradkin. It was her I met with Robby Ribbon in Tallinvale. A most remarkable girl, her aura was dense with portent, but I could not see what that portent was. Not until I arrived here and had the first Seeing."




"So you think, somehow, she has the Seven? That they were somehow passed down to her by your maidservant, Faeanna?"




"Yes. I do."




Again, silence fell upon the group. Thurdun shifted his weight from foot to foot, looking down at his boots, his lips pursed in thought. Finally, he looked up, glancing at Lyrium first, then at Serith Ellyn.




"My sister," he said, "the Forty-Nine Keys to the Nimbus Illuminas are being gathered once more, for the first time since the days of Cupeldain. Lyrium's vision implies that the girl will obtain them all, wherever they are. And it seems that you have a role to play."
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