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  Preface




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





www.TheYearOfTheRedDoor.com.







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






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


  

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




  I did not have time to write a short story, so I wrote a long one instead.
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  "For whosoever discovers the Name of the King




so shall he become King."




   




  Prologue




  Steggan's Fortunes





  





"I come from your brother. This is his daughter, called Shevalia. He charges you with the care of her until she is sent for. Meanwhile, she is to be known as one of your house, with your name. When she is sent for, she and this box must come together. Your brother holds you responsible for her safekeeping during this time of strife, and he bids you take these deeds for land in County Barley in the Eastlands Realm. With coin also that your brother supplies, quit this place and go hither to the north and take up your abode. That land is fertile and at peace. Your wife and this child will be safe from the turmoil that plagues us here, and you may make a fine living on the property given to you. Do you agree to accept this charge?"




Steggan Pradkin looked at the lordly messenger with suspicion, then at the box, old, made of polished wood, hardly bigger than a large book.




"I ain't seen me brother in ten years er more," he said, throwing a quick glance at the tiny girl standing aside and behind the seated messenger. She couldn't be more than three or four years old. "An' we're only stepbrothers, at that. In all these years has he done a thing for me? Why does he think I'm willin' to do this? An' why don't he come an' ask himself?"




"He cannot come or else he would. You do not have a name in these lands as he does, and you will not be known in the Eastlands. It is for the sake of his daughter that he does this. In exchange for your faithful service to this request, you will be amply rewarded, far wealthier than otherwise, and freed from being a tenant. When the girl and the box are sent for, you will again be rewarded. The land in County Barley has acreage enough for crops and cattle, good wells, a fair house, and a good barn. With the coin, too, you may buy all the other things needed for a successful farm. If you remain a tenant on this estate, your future will not be secure. Indeed, all here will fare poorly when the new governor of this province makes his laws, for the master of these lands is not friendly with those who have recently come to power here in Tracia. It will not be long before there is a new master of this estate, one who will not be so kind or lenient to his tenants."




"Hm. An' what's in the box, eh?"




"That is not of your concern. But the box and the girl must both be kept safe. If anything amiss becomes of either the girl or the box, you will rue the day you were born. When she is sent for, she and the box must come together. That is the way of it. Without her, the box is worthless. With care to business, and with the skill of your labors, you should have no want of money after but a few years."




"Well! A sweet bargain, for sure, it seems."




"I believe it is very generous," nodded the messenger.




"Hear that, woman? We can get out of this hovel an' in our own place!"




Steggan's young wife stood across the room, one hand propping up an elbow casually so that her other could more easily hide her swollen lip. She nodded, without removing her hand from her face, and said, "Oh, aye! Quite an opportunity, it seems."




The messenger glanced at her, quickly observing again her black eye and the cut on her cheek, and he was clearly uncomfortable with this interview.




"There is a stipulation," he said.




"Ah!" Steggan frowned and nodded, leaning back in his chair and putting his hands on the table. "I knew there'd be somethin'. Well, what is it, then?"




"Once every so often, perhaps every year, perhaps more often, you will have a visitor who will come to check on the girl and the box. He will have a key to the box and the means to see if the box has been tampered with. He will look at the girl to see if she is healthy or ill. He may also question your neighbors concerning you and the girl. If he finds anything amiss, if the box has been tampered with, or if the girl is mistreated in any way, a warrant will be submitted for your arrest."




"What? For what?"




"For theft of property. A price will be placed on you and your name given over to bounty hunters and reported to all the sheriffs of the land."




Steggan remained motionless, staring at the stranger. Behind him, his wife stifled a gasp as her eyes widened.




"The girl and the box are important. Neither would be given over to you in this way unless the need for care was great."




After a long moment, Steggan stirred.




"How much coin, then?"




The messenger reached for his saddlebag and removed three purses, letting each thud on the table.




"A stone of Duinnor silver, and a half stone of Glareth gold coin."




Steggan's face lit up as his wife audibly gulped.




"Enough to set you up nicely in your new home and to keep the three of you for a fair while," the messenger concluded flatly. "But you must make haste. If you accept this bargain, you must do so this night. If you do not accept, other arrangements will be made."




• • •




The girl, the box, the money, and the wife were soon all loaded into a cart, along with their sparse belongings, and after Steggan informed his overseer of their departure and settled his meager debts to the estate, he took them all northward. Within a month they found the place in County Barley, in the old Eastlands Realm, and they established themselves on the farm. They all toiled, even the little girl, but Steggan toiled the least, preferring the jug and the dream to the plow or scythe, and he sought more from the fruit of his schemes than from that of the land. Sometimes he seemed grateful for the change in his fortunes, but at other times he was resentful, saying that his brother ought to have done more, if he was so powerful and wealthy. Often was the night he held forth with jug in hand, his wife cringing while the little girl made herself scarce behind a chest or under a cot. And more often than not, the day after market would find Steggan at the tavern in nearby Passdale, then stumbling the long way home with little or nothing in his pockets to show for the produce sold that day, only to take more coins from the old purse and returning again the same evening to the tavern.




In spite of Steggan's behavior, and perhaps to the credit of the previous tenants, the farm did well enough for the first few years, and its fields and gardens provided food for the table with surplus to sell at the marketplace, which was enough to somewhat offset the growing expense of Steggan's drink. As foretold, during the third summer, a visitor did come to call, arriving during a time of day when Steggan was repairing a harness and his wife was hanging out the day's wash while the little girl pulled weeds from the kitchen garden. The visitor rode up on a fine horse, dressed in travel cloaks dusty with his journey, and, as Steggan put down his tools and approached, the traveler unbuttoned his overcloak and looked over the place.




"Are you Steggan?"




"Aye."




"Then I come to confirm the health of the girl and the safety of the box entrusted to your care," the rider said, dismounting. He pulled off his cloak, tossed it over the saddle, and hitched his horse.




"Do ye come from me brother, then?"




"I am his agent, duly charged."




"Well, come along an' I'll show ye the box."




Steggan led the man inside. Standing on a chair, he pulled the box down from a high shelf and placed it on the table.




"It is somewhat scuffed up," the visitor observed suspiciously, turning the box to examine every side. "There are scratches around the brasswork."




"I ain't opened it," said Steggan. "The scuffin's from movin' it 'round from time to time."




"I can see it has not been opened," said the visitor, taking out a key from a chain around his neck. "Please stand back."




"Ain't I gotta right to see what's in it?"




"You do not. Your right is only to benefit from keeping it and the girl safe."




Unwilling to press the subject with the stern man, Steggan stepped back, saying, "Well, that I've done, as ye'll see."




Steggan watched as the man turned the key and lifted the lid so that it blocked Steggan's view of the contents. The man's face remained expressionless as he gazed into the box and reached in to touch its contents. After a moment, he abruptly closed the lid and locked it, returning the key to hang about his neck beneath his blouse.




"Very well. And the girl?"




"This way, right this way."




Back outside, Steggan led the visitor past his wife, who looked on with concern.




"Ye best be startin' supper, hadn't ye," he grunted at her.




"As soon as I get these hung," she replied, making a show of hurrying. "Will he be stayin'?"




Steggan was more than mildly relieved when the visitor said, "No, thank you, madam. I'll be on my way after I see the girl."




"Oh, very well then," said Steggan, gesturing toward the garden. "Very well. Aye! Sheila! Girl! Get over here!"




"Why do you call her that?" asked the visitor.




"Well, it's a nickname," answered Steggan. "These ain't fancy parts an' she ain't got need of a fancy name, eh? Get on out here, girl!"




"I'm comin'! I'm comin'!"




There was a movement among the rows of beanstalks as a bundle of weeds appeared with two tiny arms stretched around, two naked feet underneath, and the very top of a head of light brown hair barely visible behind.




"Yes, Uncle?"




"Drop them weeds an' come here!"




The girl dropped her armful and stomped on them to approach. Wearing a simple blouse over pants, both made of sackcloth, she was barefooted with filthy feet and legs. In fact, she appeared to have not bathed in weeks, so mud- and soot-stained was every inch of her body. Her short-cropped hair was tousled and several twigs dangled from it. In spite of her appearance, she smartly stepped up to the two men and looked up at them, turning from face to face with her hands akimbo as if was she who had summoned them.




"Dressed in a boyish manner," the visitor stated.




"Well, more fittin' when she's out of doors. An' she loves doin' things out of doors. Regular tomboy, she is."




"Hm. Has she any shoes?"




"Why, of course. Why ain't ye wearin' yer shoes, girl?"




"I don't like 'em!"




"Get 'em on, an' let us see 'em!"




She disappeared into the beans and quickly reappeared holding in each hand a tattered mass of something more akin to sandals, so many gaps there were in the leather.




"See, there they are," Steggan said to the visitor. "Well, put 'em on, girl!"




The little girl dropped to the ground, sitting, and struggled to put the shoes on her feet.




"Why is her hair cropped so short?"




"Oh, well, that's on account of she got it all tangled in with pine pitch last week, an' it was all we could do to save what she's got left."




"Hm. And does she ever bathe?"




"She certainly does," Steggan nodded defensively. "Most ever' fortnight, if me wife can catch her."




The visitor frowned as he watched the girl struggle to tie her shoes. After a moment, he gave an almost imperceptible sigh, and with a little shake of his head, he turned.




"Very well. I've seen enough. I must go."




Steggan watched the visitor ride off, then turned to the house and bellowed, "Get back to yer weedin'!"




The girl frowned and just before disappearing into the stalks, she kicked her shoes off.




"Did he say when he'd be back?" the wife asked as Steggan slumped through the door.




"No."




He pulled a cup and a jug from a shelf, kicked a chair over to the table, and sat down heavily, uncorking the jug and pouring its pungent liquid into the cup. Before him on the table was the box, and he hardly took his eyes from it for the rest of the night.




• • •




Two years later, the incremental increase of drink and brooding was taking its toll on Steggan, his temper, his increasing indifference to work, and the labors needed by the farm. So, too, it had its dark way with his wife, his niece, and those of the county who had at first been willing to be good friends and neighbors. When the visitor came again, Steggan had the temerity to insist on more money.




"You have been paid and rewarded in advance," the visitor told him. "The agreement stands, promises made. And they shall be carried out."




"Surely me brother will send for his child soon," argued Steggan. "Am I to take care of her, feed an' clothe her, for the rest of her life, then?"




"If need be."




"Then why don't he come himself? Aw, but I reckon he's too high an' mighty, eh?"




"His agents are faithful to him, sir. And I hope you are, too. I bid you good day!"




• • •




Matters only grew worse. Within the month of the second visit by his brother's agent, Steggan's wife had abandoned him and the girl, running off with a traveling tinkerman who passed through the parts. And, to Steggan's increased aggravation, the little girl was becoming ever more willful and disobedient. Steggan's fortune was soon depleted by drink so that he, by the necessity of his tavern debts, began to work somewhat harder than before, and to drive the girl harder, too, insomuch as his sorry state and her impishness would allow. The years crept by. And though the mysterious agent never returned, and neither was the girl sent for, Steggan nonetheless felt as though he was being watched. This feeling only increased his sullen and spiteful disposition, and he took to mumbling and glancing over his hunched shoulders. The farms and neighbors all around prospered in relative happiness and peace while Steggan's land steadily declined in fruitfulness. And while his neighbors enjoyed and celebrated each passing season, sharing with each other good company and kind spirits, Steggan and his young charge grew ever more aloof of them and ever more miserable.




  


  





  
 
 





  Part I




  





  Chapter 1




  The Surprise Visit






  Day 1




  244 Days Remaining





  





When is the beginning of any story? Is it at the start of its telling? Or is it long before, in the eons of events, small and great, that lead to a tale's remembrance? It may be that any story is merely a journey where the teller guides the listener into a gentle boat and pushes out onto a river already long in course. And during that excursion, the listener may also feel the currents, and experience the bends and shoals formed by the force of history. Afterwards, when the teller of the tale has departed, and the passengers of his boat are safely ashore, they may then gaze farther downstream toward those days that come when the tale they just heard is forgotten and any remembrance of the past is washed away.




The time of this story began with signs and strange omens that appeared throughout the lands of the earth, and in the seas, and overhead in the skies. A new star appeared, briefly and brilliantly in the eye of the constellation Behemoth, and it lit the ice-covered lands of the north where it shone with the light of a half moon. It vanished after only a week, leaving no trace of itself.




At the beginning of this story, far to the southwest, and deep within the bowels of the earth, a dragon stirred from its long slumber. Turning over in its bitter sleep, it spat angry fire and smoke, shaking the ground far above his lair as he sent his molten bile through ancient cracks in the earth to the surface, spewing into the air, forming a new mountain with its ash, laying waste fair towns and villages, and smothering the grasslands with soot. For a year the dragon tossed and turned in its angry slumber, its hot venom flowing forth fitfully before all was again quiet and the new mountain shook no more, cloaking itself with gray vapors under which its shoulders became green with the next springtime.




That following summer was long in the old Eastlands Realm, not so hot, but pleasant with ample rain throughout so that by Midsummer's Eve the first crop of corn was already well tall and the woods were full of blackberries in green profusion. The mead of the region was deemed the best in many years and the wine that was vintnered that year in great quantities by the Eastlanders was for a long time sought after and well-savored as of special quality and rare lightness.




In faraway Masurthia, the coastal islands and capes were battered by typhoons. Every seaside tree and house within twenty leagues of the Bay of Famatir was swept away by the year's end, causing the peoples of that realm terrible hardship and sorrow.




Meanwhile, in the Thunder Mountains and throughout the foothills of the forest surrounding them, all of the trolls disappeared without trace. That was not a bad thing, some held, for they were a cruel and clumsy race and now the forest roads were suddenly clear of them. But, since their passing was so uncanny, some wondered what worse thing might now lurk in their place with the secret power to rid the land of trolls. Witches, maybe, or galafronks, even. Rumors began to filter out of the Thunder Mountains concerning bandits and marauders who had taken up in those mountains. However, such talk may have been much overstated by fireside and bedside, especially in the Eastlands where the elders liked for the youngsters to know their place.




Then, in the dry, hot deserts of the southwest, the Dragon People stirred. Ever at war with their neighbors to the north, they ordered their armies once again, formed their ranks, and gathered for a new conflict. Within their lands, they cruelly put down any who opposed them, and whosoever was not killed or could not escape became their slaves and thralls. So Balsalza, Emperor of the Dragon People, rid his court and his lands of any opposition and secured his domain as his forebears had done in ancient days. Soon his armies were on the march. There were some who continued to oppose Belsalza, even within his own lands, and they did so valiantly for many years, forming secret leagues and dangerous alliances.




Amongst the sailors and fisher-folk of Glareth on the east coast of the world, there spread word of new and wondrous sea creatures in far off waters. They were like fish, it was told, with butterfly wings that danced upon the waves about their ships and boats. Along with many of their watery kind, these lovely creatures dove and swam and danced upon the waters, calling to the seamen in a strange language like the chiming of soft bells, singing melancholy songs and songs filled with the music of delight. Upon their return, a deep enchantment came upon many of the seafarers, and they longed to go back to the strange and beautiful wave-dancers and to hear once again the watersongs. Of those seafarers whose hearts were filled with such yearning, and who did return to those waters, very few were ever seen again.




Far into the northern and western lands of the earth, and high up in the highest tower that overlooked Duinnor Realm, the secluded King of the Seven Realms learned of these strange and wondrous and foreboding things. As his agents came from far and wide to bring rumor and tidings, the King's astrologers made their observations known to him, his counselors gave their considered opinions, and his wise men brought their books and scrolls to show him what may have been written of old about such things. The King mulled over all that he heard and all that was shown him. He sent forth more of his agents to do his will, some to watch, some to listen, and some to lay in wait for any who might usurp his power.




Others watched, too. Some with their eyes, others by casting their stones and their bones, and a few by listening to their hearts and the murmurings of the earth and the stars. Thus, while the King was filled with dread and worry, though he never breathed his fears aloud, these others, scattered throughout the world, saw reason for hope in the subtle shift that was taking place in the cosmos, upon the earth, and within the seas.


As the years passed, some things changed only slightly with little commotion made or notice taken. The scattered ruins of the First and Second Ages gathered more dust and covered themselves a little more with vines and forest. A few more scrolls were lost to the tireless work of moth and mildew, their words never again to be seen. Fewer people cared to learn the Ancient Speech or to tell the stories of the beginnings of things or how Men came to these shores. A few more shadows crept into places once full with light, a few more paths disappeared forever under root and brush, and once-great highways grew thin, like rivers in a long drought, until only the thread of them remained. The neglect of people was matched by the attention of nature, and so many honored barrows of old became merely tree-covered hills. And there were fewer still of those who were here first, who remembered through their long years the joy of a young world not yet troubled by strife or sadness, a time when their hearts were not yet hardened by the melancholy passage of steady Sir Time whose tread is too light to be heard, and whose path can never be retraced.




Yet all these strange tidings and signs and slow change, seen and unseen, meant little to the peoples of the old Eastlands Realm, and their years were full of peace and bounty. They quietly flourished amongst the confusing happenings of the world, paying little heed to rumors and tales from across the mountains or over the plains. The years passed, one after another, with little difference from one to the next. Disputes were few and petty, families grew, and many grew wealthy, if peace, bountiful harvests, fat babies, warm hearths in the winter, and cool rains in the summer are any measure of wealth. The springs and summers as well as the autumns and winters all had their toils and joys, their beauties and their bounties, and generally each season passed into the next not too quickly, nor too late.


And so that is how things were on a morning of the last summer of the Second Age, though few knew it would be the last. So early in the morning it was that the night's coolness still hung in the misty air as Mr. Robigor Ribbon opened his shop doors and pulled back the curtains on the display closets. It was a sundries store, packed with everything from dried herbs dangling from the ceiling to bolts of cloth on tables. There were clay jars full of buttons and others full of beans, racks of pots and pans, shelves of candles and lamps, kegs of oil, crates of tea, blocks of soap, and bags of seed. There were racks of hats, vials of ointments, a shelf of pipes and tobaccos, bottles of ink, a vase of quills, a corner of tools and ready-made nails, a barrel of pickled cucumbers. And there was even a small case of modest jewelry—mostly brooches and bracelets and necklaces (although there were a few nice rings)—and it had a lid with a looking-glass on the underside that, when lifted up to reveal the contents of the case, provided a way for the buyers to admire themselves. It was just a little shop, and it was so packed and stuffed that it was a tight squeeze to pass between the tables and shelves, but it had years of cozy wear on its strong wooden floors. This floor, and the cellar below, had served as Mr. Ribbon's place of business for many years, ever since he left his grandfather's farm out in the county countryside. Already an astute trader of grain and produce, it was that year that he made his first arrangements with the blacksmith to sell ready-to-use tools and farm implements on commission and had soon after made trades and deals and bargains with craftsmen and traders far and wide. On a summer day twenty years earlier, he purchased the building here in the small town of Passdale, and that very same week he asked Mirabella Tallin to marry him. A year later, they were wed, and the upstairs floor became their new home, though in terrible need of repair. By the following summer, it was also the home of their son, who was now growing into a fine young man. Mr. Ribbon was pleased at how his wife had made such a cheerful and cozy home for them upstairs, and he was justly proud of his shop and of the important role it continued to play in the life of Passdale and the surrounding County Barley.




Mr. Ribbon could hear the clatter of pots upstairs as Mrs. Ribbon put away the breakfast wares, and, as he settled onto a stool at his desk, he heard a slight creak on the stair behind him.




"Ye best tread lighter to sneak up on yer ol' man," he said, putting on his spectacles and opening a ledger book.




"I was not sneaking. I was walking natural," retorted a boy who came up from behind and shoulder-bumped his father (something he would not dare do if Mr. Ribbon had a quill in his hand, for young Robby knew the business lay on every stroke of his father's pen). Mr. Ribbon looked at the young version of himself, smiling back. The boy, having just turned twenty-one, had his father's broad shoulders and, although Ribbons might never be tall folk, Robby was still growing out of his teenage scrawniness and showing all the signs of the Ribbon stockiness to come. They also shared the same black hair (though one was curled with some silver threads), the same chocolate eyes, full nose, and, as of recently, the same height.




"Ye'll be taller than me, if ye keep havin' these growin' spurts, an' if yer mum keeps feedin' ye so!" he uttered aloud before he could stop himself.




Robby laughed awkwardly at the sudden sentimental outburst. "I already am! By a couple of inches, at least! Stand up!"




"I'll stand up to hand ye this!" the father replied, getting up and reaching toward the wall where the cleaning tools waited. Before Robby could protest, he was given a broom.




"Why don't ye take care of the front this mornin' whilst I look at what needs doin' today."




"Yes, sir."




"Thank ye. An', son?"




Expecting additional tasks, Robby looked back at his father.




"Yes, sir?"




"Ye did a good job with the books, yesterday. I went over 'em last night an' ever'thing was perfick. Yer numbers whar right, an' yer stock estimates whar good, too. An' I agree that we oughta forego any more pelts. They're in the way an' ain't nobody int'rested in 'em. Good job. Good job, indeed."




"Thanks, Daddy. I want you to be able to count on me to help."




"I know I can, son. I know I can. Ye make Mirabella an' meself most proud of ye."




Mr. Ribbon turned back to his ledger as Robby walked out onto the store's porch. Across the dirt road that ran in front of the store was a low stone wall bordering the Bentwide River, flowing away to Robby's right and thence southward. Across the river, the far banks rose up gently into fields of grain. Just as he stepped out of the store, the sun broke the mists over the distant ridge and bathed the morning in its golden light, setting the mists that rose over the river aglow as they burned quickly away. To the northeast, he could see the track of the river, marked by dense poplars along its banks, bend away toward the tall bridge that spanned the water, its stone towers just visible through the thick foliage. He closed his eyes, yawning wide and stretching his arms out, one holding the broom. With his eyes still closed, he listened. Already, Clingdon's anvil was ringing from the other side of Passdale, behind Robby, and he could barely hear the creak of Greardon's waterwheel, turning the stones of his mill just down the road to his left.




He turned that way to begin his sweeping, heaving another yawn as he opened his eyes, and saw for the first time a fine-looking, rusty-brown horse in saddle tied at the end of the porch, its head bowed out of sight to munch the grass below. A wave of surprise and bewilderment washed over him as he took a step toward the animal, but nothing like what he felt in the next moment as he tripped and tumbled over some mass at his feet. He hit the floor with a thud, and, rolling over, found himself gaping into the face of a strange man who had apparently been asleep with his back against the store wall and his legs sprawled across the porch. He had many weeks of travel-beard on his sun-darkened face, and brilliant green eyes that now opened below the brim of his hood and fixed Robby. The brown and olive cloak to which the hood was attached wrapped around the stranger like a blanket, mud-spattered and dust-covered.




"You should watch where you are going," he said to the boy plainly.




"You should watch where you sleep," Robby shot back, more than a little flustered and getting to his feet. "Who are you? And what business have you loitering on our porch?"




The horse lifted his head and looked on curiously as he munched. Robby, picking up his broom, noticed several things at once as the stranger got to his feet and stretched. He was tall—the top of Robby's head came up to this man's shoulder at best. His hood fell back from his head, revealing shoulder-length, light brown hair, the bangs on his forehead broken by a white streak of hair joined underneath to his right eyebrow by the line of an old scar. He kept his cloak, which fell down nearly to his ankles, pulled around him, but Robby saw that hanging from a shoulder belt was a dark leather travel case, embossed with a strange emblem, and Robby saw also the plain signs of a sword hilt jutting out from under the cloak.




"Well?" he prodded.




"Well." The stranger finished stretching and dropped his arms to his sides, looking at Robby with a smile and with what seemed to Robby a familiar squint. "If this place is still Ribbon's, and if Robigor Ribbon is still the proprietor, then I have business here."




"I am Robigor Ribbon." Robby felt a little petulant after having been unceremoniously tumbled to the floor. It was true; he did carry his father's first and last name.




"If that is so, then you have shrunk and grown young, and a bit more irksome than when we last saw each other, and yet your memory has grown old and forgetful." The stranger crossed his arms and tilted his head, eyeing Robby with a cocked brow. Robby felt his cheeks redden with embarrassment, as one might when caught in a lie, even though he had not actually lied. "And, yet," the tall man went on, "I do believe we have met, on several occasions, in fact. And though you carry the name I ask for, I think there is another who does, too. And if the other is your father, then he would want to see me since I have ridden hard and long to see him. If not," he shrugged, "I will deal with you."




Robby was not sure what "deal with you" meant, and he felt his face turn from pink to crimson, just as he realized that all along he had been somewhat frightened of this man, though the fellow had done nothing to warrant the reaction. "Inside," was all he could squeak out. "My father is inside."




The stranger suddenly chuckled and grinned, "Surely you don't recognize me, but we fought many a war together on the sand hill and in blacksmith Clingdon's old barn when you and I both were nigh ten or twelve years younger and you were only up to my waist."




Robby felt a strange sensation come over him as memories unfolded in his head.




"Ullinseed?" he whispered to himself, then, with more confidence, "Ullinseed! Can it be you?"




"That is what you used to call me."




Robby's mouth dropped open, remembering the bright young man that had stayed with them for a season when he was ten or so years old. He recalled trailing after him from here to there throughout the countryside on some business beyond his young comprehension. And he remembered wrestling with him on the kitchen floor over a piece of sweet cake, laughing until they cried. He remembered lying on the floor in front of the fireplace while Ullinseed and his father sat in their chairs smoking their pipes long into the night, while his mother knitted. They talked about all manner of strange and wonderful things and faraway places and tales full of mysteries and adventures and other serious things, too. Each night, they talked and talked until Robby could no longer keep his eyes open but still tried to listen until their voices became murmurs mixed with the crackle of the dying embers. He vaguely remembered being carried to bed, sometimes by his father and sometimes by Ullinseed.




Robby woke suddenly from his near-dream, staring blankly at Ullinseed's outstretched hand. Robby grinned, too, and took the hand.




"I usually do watch where I sleep," said the traveler, putting an arm around Robby and leading him inside, "and this lapse on my part will not soon be repeated on your porch!"




"I'm sorry for the way I acted," Robby said seriously, "but we've had a certain number of strangers about, lately."




"I probably would not have acted so calmly myself," Ullinseed laughed, "so don't be sorry. These are times to be careful in. You challenged me, and rightly so. Just as I hope you would do any stranger. Look at this," he waved his hand around as they entered. "Business appears to be just as prosperous, and perhaps more so!"




Mr. Ribbon heard the commotion and the voices outside and was working his way from the back stockroom to the front when, turning a corner, they came into view. Mr. Ribbon froze, broke into a smile, and stretched out his arms. Robby watched the two men embrace, patting each other on the backs heartily and shaking hands.




"It's good to see you again, Robigor!"




"It's been too long, Ullin. Three years? Four?"




"About that, I think, since I last passed through, but much longer since I last saw Ribby," he said putting a hand on Robby's shoulder. "And now he's a man! Hard to believe."




"Yep, I reckon ye did miss him the last few times ye came through, with him at his letters an' all. Come. Come on in. Mira! Mirabella!" As Mr. Ribbon called upstairs, he pulled at the arm of the welcomed guest who gently resisted the tug.




"I cannot stay long," he was saying as Mrs. Ribbon appeared. A little taller than her husband, thin and with skin like milk, her crimson hair pulled up, she was still tying the side laces of her bodice. When she saw the stranger, she halted, staring at the visitor. Suddenly her entire countenance transformed as her face lit with recognition and joy so that her green eyes welled with tears, and she rushed to him.




"Ullin!" she cried out in happiness. "Oh, Ullin, blessed stars above!" To Robby's shock and some dismay, Ullinseed picked his mother up and twirled her about like a lass, barely missing a rack of jars, the both of them laughing with delight.




"Do you remember Robby?" she asked when her feet were back on the floor. Holding out her hand to her son, she pulled him to her, putting her arm around his shoulder proudly.




"Oh, yes, I remember him quite well, though he is a man now. But I think he does not well remember me."




"Yes, I do," Robby stammered, trying to smile. "At least I think I do."




"Robby," his mother put a hand on both of his shoulders and looked straight into his eyes. "This is Ullin Saheed. He is your cousin, my brother's son."




"Oh, yes," Robby said, shaking hands again with him. Robby had forgotten that he had a cousin and that he once had an uncle, too. While Robby tried to remember what had happened to his uncle, and why his cousin looked so much older than his mother, his parents were trying to bustle Ullin Saheed around.




"What do you mean you can't stay long?" Mirabella was demanding. "At least for a few days."




"I'm sorry. Not even for a night. My business will not wait. It brings me here, but then I must be off. I must push through Forest Mistwarren, thence to Colleton, and from there by boat to Glareth by the Sea. I hope to return this way. Even then I will not tarry long. I must reach Loringard before the snows cover the pass and block my way back to Duinnor."




"I suppose you go to see your mother in Glareth?" she asked.




"I hope to see her, yes. But it is business that takes me there, not pleasure."




"What could be so urgent that you cannot stay but for a—"




"Mira!" Mr. Ribbon broke in gently, then looked at Ullin. "Yer business, urgent er no, is yer own affair. Can ye not stay at least to rest for a little while? An' maybe get a decent meal?"




"As it happens, since my business brought me here to see you, I've allowed time. First, however, I need to see to my mount. He has carried me faithfully and fast and with little reward or rest for sixty-odd days."




"Of course. Robby! See to Ullin's horse, won't ye, son? Get him liveried over at Torman's. An' hurry on back, as we might be needin' ye."




"Wait," Ullin said as Robby turned to go. "Would you mind first removing the saddle and bags, and lay them up on the porch. That and a tarpaulin over the saddle might keep away questions at least for the short while I am here. There are too many people around that would ply me with handshakes and questions and hold me from my course."




"Surely, surely. Robby, see it done just as he says an' get on back as soon as ye may."




"Yes, sir, but if secrecy is needed, who shall I say the horse belongs to?"




"Tell Torman it belongs to the Post Rider, which is true enough since that is what I am these days. Thank you, Ribby." Ullin said.




"I am called Robby, now, as I'm grown up and no longer a child."




"And you may call me Ullin Saheed, since your skills of speech are much improved, too. Or just Ullin, as do most."




Robby smiled and nodded. "I'll be back as quick as I can."




Ullin's horse was eyeing Mrs. Ribbon's herb planters, just out of the reach of his tether, when Robby came outside. Soon the cinches and straps were loosened, and Robby was pulling off the saddle. He could not help but notice the strange embossing on the saddlebags and buckles, some foreign lettering he supposed, something like the script of the Westlands in some of his mother's books. As he removed a bedroll and bundle that hung on the back of the saddle, he saw protruding from it the hilt of yet another sword, longer and finer than the one worn by Ullin. He put it carefully down in a pile to take inside and quickly had the saddle off and up onto the porch. After taking the other things inside and tucking them away in a corner, he covered the saddle as requested. He quickly took up the reins to lead the handsome horse away, but the beast was reluctant to leave the thick grass.




"Come, there," Robby said soothingly, "you'll have your belly full soon enough. And a nice grooming, too."




The horse glanced at the store, then allowed himself to be led away.




• • •




"Special Post, eh?" Mr. Ribbon asked as he and Mirabella led Ullin upstairs.




"Yes, for nigh onto a year I've carried that commission, too, for special dispatches."




"Where is the usual man, Bob Starhart?" Mirabella asked. "It's been well over a fortnight since he has come through."




"An' how did ye come to be commissioned as a Post Rider, anyhow? D'ye still carry the King's sword?"




"Yes, I am still a Kingsman as well. How I came to be also riding Post is a long story, and the short of it I will tell you later. Of Bob Starhart I cannot say, and I'm very concerned. I was to deliver to him several dispatches to be taken to other parts and was to receive from him the Post for Barley since I was to come this way, anyway. But when I reached Janhaven, where the Post Station is, they had not seen Starhart for three or four weeks. That was yesterday. His wife was much concerned, too; she was at the Post Station when I arrived. And, by the time I left there, she had convinced the Post Riders there to send out another search party for him southwards along his last route. My understanding is that they've already scoured the countryside for him, and this was to be their last attempt to find him. I would have accompanied them, but my business cannot wait."




"Oh, that don't sound good at all," Mr. Ribbon said. "I certainly hope he ain't met up with them bandits that's rumored to be about them hills 'round thar."




"I was told that a number of unsavory characters have been passing through and loitering about Janhaven," Ullin nodded. "As you can imagine, everyone over there is quite worried."




"Here, let me have your cloak to clean. There is bathing water and soap over here," Mirabella directed Ullin. "Clean up a little and come to the kitchen. Our questions can wait until after you've eaten and had a bit of rest."




• • •




Robby hurried to the livery stable up the road about a furlong, and was glad that he did not run into anyone along the way. He had a strange feeling that he was caught up in some mystery and was a little perturbed by it, too. At the very least, he did not want to answer any awkward questions about the horse and was grateful that only the stable hand was at the livery. After leaving instructions to give the horse the best—water, oats, a check of the shoes, and a rubdown—and telling the attendant to put it on the store's account, Robby started back home. He almost broke into a run but checked himself to a very fast walk. He was irked by the notion that Ullin, having arrived out of the blue and full of mystery, was probably explaining everything at this very moment, so that by the time he got back home all would be told, and he would stay in the dark. He took the steps by twos onto the porch and into the store and the stairs likewise, panting as he got to the top floor. His mother was busy in the kitchen, and in another room his father was looking over some papers, some rolled up and held by leather cords, others folded and sealed. He heard pouring water from the washroom, and, walking to the open door, he saw Ullin rinsing his face in the washroom. His cloak, sword, and travel bags were out of sight. He was wearing a dark green jerkin over a black blouse from which, as he bent over the basin to dash more water onto his face, a silver locket dangled. The legs of his breeches were tucked into high, brown boots, almost up to his knees, that were laced tight. Robby saw the right boot had a sheath made into the side of it out of which a dagger hilt protruded.




"You certainly are well armed," Robby said, leaning against the doorway, trying to breathe easy and act nonchalant. Ullin turned, wiping his wet arms with the towel.




"Better than some," he said. "Not as well as others."




"I noticed you had a long sword in your bedroll, a shorter one, and your boot has a dagger."




"The dagger and the long sword are my own. The other shorter one is standard issue to Post Riders."




"I never saw Bob Starhart carry one."




Ullin hung up the towel and shrugged, putting the locket back under his blouse.




"Mr. Starhart is not a Kingsman," he stated.




"Do you have much call to use any of them?" Robby went on.




"Sometimes. When necessary."




"Where did you learn to use them?"




"Far from here, in the King's Service," Ullin replied, rolling his sleeves back down and moving toward the door. "Now, what about you, though? You look well. The last time I came through, I was told that you had just finished your letters with the local schoolmaster. I thought you were to go to Glareth to continue your studies there."




"Yes, that was the plan." Robby shrugged and went on. "But one thing and another has put me behind. For one, I had to take care of the shop for about a year while my father traveled back and forth to Colleton on trade business. By the time that was all settled, I had missed two terms. Then, on top of that, I decided to wait for a friend of mine to finish his letters so that we could go to Glareth together and take the entrance examinations together. Only he's taking longer to get his papers from the schoolmaster than I hoped."




"I see. Then you must be pretty impatient to get on with things."




"I don't know. I suppose, in a way. But I don't mind waiting a bit longer, as it turns out. He's a good friend. And when he does get his papers, it'll be good to have a friend to go with me. And I'm still reading with Mr. Broadweed, the schoolmaster, to keep my skills up. He has lots of books that he lends to me. That is, when I'm not helping with the shop."




"And what of your friends? Do you see them much? Or has your work in the store prevented that?"




"Yes, I've been busy. And Billy, the friend I mentioned, the fellow I hope to go to Glareth with, is kept busy at his family's estate, too. That is, when he's not at school. His place is Boskland, if you know of it. And my other good friend, Ibin, has taken up metalwork there, too, sort of. So I don't get out and about much these days, except for running errands and such."




"Yes, I know of the Bosklanders. A hearty old clan, by the tales of it. And I seem to remember," Ullin said, as Robby guided him down the hall, "a bratty little girl who threw dirt clods at us. For almost a whole day she followed us across County Barley taunting us. Remember how you'd tag along with me on my mapping surveys? Anyway, she certainly was a wild little girl. Do you know who I mean?"




"Oh, yes," Robby felt his heart thump and hurried Ullin to the kitchen.




"Whatever became of her?"




"I'm not quite sure," Robby said awkwardly, feeling his face redden. "I wish I knew. I haven't seen her around lately."




Ullin looked at him with more insight in his concerned expression than was comfortable for Robby.




"Hm. That's too bad. I hope she is getting along all right," he said. Before he could say more, Mirabella took over.




"Here. Sit. I've got some leftover breakfast pie, baked just this morning, and I have put with it some slices of ham. There's a plate for starters. Here's some hot coffee. A jug of cold apple juice. And here is a bowl of strawberries. There's more of everything, so eat to your fill."




"This is quite enough, and more." Ullin sat and looked around the table where no other plates were set. "But what of you?"




"Oh, we have already had our breakfast," she replied. "I'll see what I can do about that filthy cloak," she said as she left the room.




Robby felt a hand on his shoulder and saw his father motioning him aside.




"Son," he said. "I need ye to do a few things."




"Yes, sir?"




Mr. Ribbon took out a scrap of paper and handed it to Robby.




"I need ye to watch the store whilst Ullin's here. An' I need ye to put these things together for him. The best stuff, top drawer. An' pack the pouches full an' tight solid, an' all. Only in the amounts I've written, an' no more."




"I understand."




"Lemme know as soon as yer finished an' ready for me to check it."




Robby looked at the list then back into the kitchen at Ullin.




"Off ye go, son. An' don't ye let on that anybody's here 'cept us Ribbonses, lessin ye must."




"Yes, sir."




Once more, Robby felt he was being put out of the way, so to speak, of the information he dearly wanted. As he began looking for the things on the list, his curiosity grew more intense. It was as if it had been building up for years and years, with no way out. Anyway you looked at it, he should have been away from Passdale years ago, getting his schooling at Glareth and then traveling about on trading business. As it was, at twenty-one, he would be older than most of the applicants at the Glareth Academy, and would be older, still, when he graduated. The delays were vexing, but he knew they could not be helped. The store, their livelihood, must come first, and his father's travels had been necessary. As impatient as Robby was, he understood how things were, and made the best of things. But there was so much he did not know about the world, especially that which lay beyond Passdale and Barley, and he was anxious to get on with learning about other places. Now, with Ullin's sudden appearance, he was face to face with a potential fulfillment of his curiosity, but instead he was thwarted at every turn from satisfying it. He could almost hear his father's voice telling him that he was too young to understand that to satisfy one's curiosity, one must often let other longings remain unsatisfied, that the path to one is sometimes the path away from another.




At the moment, Robby's path was clearly in the bins and drawers, shelves and jars of the shop he had always known. Over the years, since he was eight or nine, whenever helping his father stock, he had mentally noted where things were from, or else he had asked his father. After a while, he understood that more than half of all the things in the shop came from places he had never been; indeed, the world of Passdale and County Barley was very small. As a lad, he wrote down the names of those places, even making copies of the ledger books. But, in his copies, instead of amounts and values, he put place names, and, if he knew or could find out, the distances and direction from Passdale to those places. Once, he took his list to schoolmaster Broadweed, hoping he could show them to Robby on a map.




"Well, I have a few old maps here," the scholar told him. "But don't you know that your father has better maps than any man within thirty leagues of here? And for a man who's rarely been more than that distance from Passdale, he probably knows more than anyone in these parts about, well, about other parts. And your mother knows even more."




That was indeed a surprise to Robby. Certainly the boy had seen the maps and charts, but he somehow did not realize they were real. Later, when Robby asked his father about them, and when Robby showed his list, his father was amazed at the boy.




"Well! I never did see a list like this un here!" he said, scratching his head. He looked at Robby, and laughed. "I reckon it's time yer ol' man gave ye some lessins, eh?" And night after night, they had pored over the maps, with father telling son all he knew about every place on the maps, which was not all that much aside from where things were made and a few stories he had picked up. Even then, there were many things in the shop from places not on the maps, and Mr. Ribbon was hard pressed to figure out where on the maps to point. So Robby copied the maps in his own young hand, and made notes right on the maps, such as:


Bransondale—good pottery




Millsin Fork—flint




Tilderry—linen




Dirkshire—cheese, soft white




Barsonfar—cheese, hard yellow




Tallinvale—glass, clear and blue-green


From those youthful days to now, it never occurred to Robby to ask his father where he got those maps. Perhaps more irksome at the moment, Robby had not yet seen even a fraction of the places he had charted. Now, as he pulled down a blanket and put it on the table, he said, "Lowbough," which was where it was woven. He reached for a vial of ointment, "Umston," and a block of oilwood, "Chawbree," and turned to prepare a couple of pouches of tobacco. "Bessinton," he said as he picked up the pouches, and "Farbarley," as he opened the keg.




A short time later, Mirabella came downstairs and saw him standing before a table, list in hand, going over the things he had laid out there. He pointed at each item, looking at the list, saying, "Bessinton, Passdale, Hazleton," and so on while his mother watched silently from the stairway. She let him continue until he had checked everything on the list. When he put the paper down, she approached.




"It appears you have gathered bits from the whole of the Eastlands and beyond," she smiled. Robby looked at her and then around the room.




"I suppose," he said. "But most of Eastlands' bits will stay here."




"Including yourself?"




"What do you mean?"




"I know restlessness when I see it," she said mildly. "And I know how disappointed you are that you have not already gone to Glareth and out into the world."




"I try not to let it show," Robby said.




"It doesn't show all that much," she answered. "You are remarkably patient for someone your age, and for someone who has been kept from the things he desires. Billy's mother tells me that he is progressing with his studies fairly well, and I have no doubt that you'll be at the Academy in Glareth in time for the spring exams."




Robby just looked at her, shaking his head, and was about to say something when she nodded and touched his hand.




"Your father needs you," she said. "Go ahead. I'll finish this."




Upstairs, Robby found Ullin and his father at the kitchen table. Mr. Ribbon was leaning back in his chair watching Ullin finish a bit of ham.




"Ah, Robby," Ullin said, picking up his napkin and wiping his mouth and beckoning him closer with his other hand.




"Son, have a sit," Mr. Ribbon said. "Ullin wants to ask ye somethin'."




Robby noted a seriousness in his father's tone, a kind of business tone he got sometimes, and he knew something was afoot.




"You know your way around these parts?" Ullin asked.




"Pretty well," Robby sat down, noticing a small parcel under Ullin's left elbow on the table beside his plate. "I mean, yes."




"Do you know the place called Tulith Attis?" Ullin asked. "The old abandoned fortress?"




Robby's pulse quickened at the name.




"That's its name in the Ancient Speech," Mr. Ribbon said before Robby could respond. "In Barley, we call it Haven Hill."




"Oh. Yes, of course. That's the ancient name of the hill that Tulith Attis stands upon," Ullin nodded. "Well, Robby, you know the place then?"




"Yes. I mean, I know of the place," he said. "I've seen it from a distance."




That was true, and Robby hoped it would suffice, for it was also true that he had seen it up close.




"Ye have, have ye?" his father asked.




"Why, yes, sir. A few years ago, Billy and I took horses from his place and rode along the Line Road, and we could see it from the road."




Robby hoped that he would not be pressed on the matter, for he did not want to tell the whole truth of the disastrous outing. It could have easily been worse, but for a lucky bit of soft ground that saved Robby from broken bones when his spooked horse threw him. As it was, he and Billy spent the best part of the day trying to round up the errant mount. After that misadventure, he made a vow to himself that he would never go anywhere near the old fortress again. Divulging the details now, after all this time, would only disappoint his trusting father.




"Hrumph!" was all Mr. Ribbon said in reply, but he probably would have said more if company had not been present.




"So you could find your way there?" Ullin asked, wondering why Mr. Ribbon seemed irritated at the boy. "To Haven Hill?"




"Well, at least as far as the North Line is easy enough, especially from here. And there's a path that leads off from there toward the place, if I recall."




"Well, good, then." Ullin picked up the packet, wrapped in leather and bound with a small lead seal. "This is for a man who lives out that way. His cottage is on the ridge on the side of the Hill, not far from the fortress. His name is Ashlord."




"Oh, I know him!" Robby said. Something was up, and he was quickly becoming involved in it, which was much to his liking. He checked himself and went on casually, "I meant to say, I know who he is. I've only had a few words with him. He comes in two or three times a season, for herbs mostly, some oil, or salt, and various little things. Strange man, if you pardon my saying so. Strange looking, tall, long black hair and beard. Dresses funny, too, not like most Barley folk. Never says much, but is polite enough. And he always pays with silver flats. Do you want me to show you the way out there?"




Ullin and Mr. Ribbon looked at each other and then back at Robby.




"No, I believe I could find my way without much trouble, but my business takes me elsewhere sooner than I would wish and in a somewhat different direction," Ullin explained. "I was delayed in getting this far. If I am to make my destination on time, I cannot go to Tulith Attis. I know it is just a short way off my path, but my appointment in Colleton cannot wait. Even a few hours may make all the difference."




Robby looked at him in disappointment. It would have been great fun to be Ullin's guide for a day.




"Ullin wants us to make the deliv'ry for him, son," Mr. Ribbon put in. Robby's heart lifted, again. "But I must stay at the store, an' the deliv'ry won't wait, so we're askin' ye if ye can take charge of this."




Robby looked back and forth, then broke into a grin.




"Sure! Why not? I mean," he suddenly faltered, remembering they were talking about Haven Hill. "I mean...do you mean me? By myself?"




"I wouldn't ask ye to go whar thar's any danger, er anythin'. Ye know that. It's just that it's a long way out an' back."




"And it cannot wait," Ullin added. "You must go today."




"Thar ain't a horse to be had at the stables, what with them all bein' used by Greardon this week. So it'll be on foot for ye," Mr. Ribbon continued. "Which means ye'll not be back afore dark, even if ye left right away."




Robby's mind raced over everything he knew about Haven Hill, the legends told about it, tales of ghosts and other frightful creatures that disturbed the place, and the great battle that had occurred there ages ago. And some kind of curse that lay upon its summit, at least according to Billy Bosk's mother. But he could not remember any details, only that there were legends about it, and that Billy's mum did say that it was a cursed place. That had been part of the attraction of the place, why he and Billy ventured out there that day. Now, recalling how his horse had thrown him for no apparent reason, he tried to look calm, but he found himself swallowing hard and clearing his throat to speak. He noticed his mother standing in the doorway, listening and looking on, her forehead wrinkled with concern. When her eyes met Robby's, she gave him an odd, almost searching look, but she said nothing.




"Well," Robby said at last, turning back to Ullin, "I'd best be on my way, then."




"Are ye sure, son?"




Ullin glanced back and forth from Mr. Ribbon to Robby.




"I have asked too much," he said. "There is a look upon both your faces that tells me there is more to what I ask than I know."




"No, no! Not at all," Robby shook his head. "I want to go. And the moon is full tonight so the way home will be well lit. I'll make the delivery to Ashlord and be on my way back well before dark. I shouldn't be out very late if I leave soon."




Robby looked at his father.




"I'd go with ye, except I got word the Nor'wick wagon's comin' today, an' I must be here an' check the shipment," Mr. Ribbon said. "An' it'd take too long to go by way of Boskland to pick up yer friend Billy to accompany ye."




For a moment, Robby almost thought—and almost wished—his father would either say no or else arrange to come along. But there was something hopeful in his father's expression. In spite of his reservations, Robby nodded confidently.




Mr. Ribbon returned the nod, smiling, then turned to Ullin. "Robby will take care of it. Just as ye wish, Ullin Saheed."




• • •




Ullin's horse was brought around within the half-hour, and, during that time, Robby changed clothes, put on his walking boots, laced them tight, and prepared a shoulder bag of things: a small brass folding candle-lamp with a glass lens, a spare candle, flint and steel, and his order book and pencil.




"You never know," he thought. "Ashlord might want to place an order to pick up the next time he comes to town."




He put everything into his bag beside the special parcel he was to deliver, and stuffed a lightweight, hooded cloak in, too. Robby hurried out into the hall, looking for Ullin, wanting to ask a thousand questions, but there was simply no time. Anyway, Ullin was saddling his horse and preparing his bags, and Mr. Ribbon insisted that Robby look over a map of County Barley with him.




"This is whar yer goin'," Mr. Ribbon said to Robby, putting his finger on a blot near the edge of the map. "It is only a league or so from the north line here. An' if ye go this way, along the east-west path ye'll come to Oldgate soon enough. Ye'll first pass through some farmland, on along past Steggan's old place, an' on over the Weepingbrook, a shallow stream right along here. Keep on an' not far is Oldgate. Can't miss it. That's whar ye'll run into the Line Road, runnin' north an' south, right here, see? Goin' on through the gate will put ye on the old east road, just a path, now. Mr. Bosk told me awhile back that he think's thar's been plenty of comin' an' goin' since the path stays clear from troddin' through summer grass an' winter snow, though they ain't seen nobody. Probably that Ashlord feller walkin' it. Anyhow, ye should have no trouble stayin' to it. See, it goes fairly straight on to Haven Hill, on across the barren fields whar a town was, long time ago. The path keeps goin', right between two old barrow-mounds. It turns just this side of the Hill an' winds back 'round the northern side an' on 'round it. Here's the thing, son: I don't know exactly whar Ashlord lives, but I think it is on the low side of the hill, which is the furthest south an' east. Along the way must be another path or trail leadin' off to his place.




"Now, listen," he gave his son a firm look, "I want to tell ye to go no further than Haven Bridge. If ye pass by the hill an' ye get to an old stone bridge, ye've gone too far. Promise me this: If ye reach the bridge an' ye see no sign of that Ashlord feller, or his place, turn straight back. On the way back have another look, but don't dawdle. The road ends at the bridge, an' it's too easy to get lost on the other side, in what's called the Boggy Wood. Them woods is a bad place, tangled an' full of twists, turns, an' all manner of beasts. A hunnerd men with axes couldn't hack thar way through it in a year, I'd say, an' more likely to get lost, anyhow. Will ye turn back at the bridge?"




"Yes."




"An' if ye don't see no other way that might lead off to Ashlord's, ye'll come straight back, deliv'ry er no deliv'ry, the way ye came."




"Yes."




"Good." Mr. Ribbon rolled up the map and offered it to Robby. "Do ye want to take this along?"




"No. I think I'll be fine without it. Besides, unless we have a carrying tube for it, I'd have to fold it up. I know it's too valuable for that."




"Not as valuable as ye are."




"Maybe, but I don't think I'll need the map," Robby reiterated. "And it's one less thing to carry."




"Well, alright, then," his father nodded. "Just one er two more quick things, an' once again listen close to me."




"Yes, sir?"




"We've all heard them stories told 'bout Haven Hill," he said. Robby nodded. "Now, some of them stories ain't nuthin', but some of the other, well, some stories are true, in some manner. Leastwise, I believe them to be."




"Which ones are true?"




"A great battle was fought thar, hunnerds of years ago. I've seen the books that it's written in, ye've pro'bly seen 'em, too, an yer mum can tell ye more, since her people run back all the way to them times. Billy's folk do, too, an' Billy's namesake died thar, so they say."




As he spoke, Mr. Ribbon went over to the other side of the room and pulled a small chest from under a table and brushed aside some old and dusty ledger books.




"I know them stories to be true, son, 'bout the battle, I mean. Even though a lot of the what's an' why's been long forgotten by most folks 'round these parts. But take a look at this."




He rummaged in the chest and pulled out a small bundle of cloth. Untying the bundle, Mr. Ribbon removed some old corroded bits of metal, the largest piece about the size and shape of a terribly banged up bowl.




"What's that?"




"Hold up yer hand like a fist."




Robby followed the instructions and held up his fist, as if he was showing off his biceps. Mr. Ribbon took the heavy bowl-like piece and carefully put it on top of Robby's fist, upside down, it seemed.




"An' hold this other piece right here, like so," Mr. Ribbon said, putting another small piece in Robby's other hand so that it jutted down from the inverted rim. "Hold it right thar." Mr. Ribbon took two more pieces, rather flat and held them one to each side of the bowl.




"What do ye see?"




Robby turned his head back and forth, still holding the little piece as he was shown. Suddenly he saw it.




"A helmet! It looks like an old helmet! That's the nose guard, and those are side pieces. Or what's left of them."




"That is exactly right!"




The two of them stood there, each holding their pieces so that Robby could continue to look at the assembly.




"I found this out at Haven Hill when I was a lad," Mr. Ribbon took the pieces and put them on the table. "An' I found this, too."




He pulled out another small wad of soft cloth and unfolded it in his hand to reveal a small round object, no more than four acorns wide, like a small brooch. It was gold and enameled with green and blue, and studded with a white gem encircled by seven tiny rubies. On one end was part of a metal loop where once a chain had passed.




"An', behold," Mr. Ribbon put his thumbnail against one edge and it opened. Inside, tied in a tiny intricate knot, was a lock of golden hair. Oddly, the room became cool as Robby felt some deep sadness flow through him. He felt as though he was falling into the locket, swirling through time, to a distant age and a faraway day when this locket was tenderly assembled and held close, perhaps in a moment of loneliness, or perhaps fear.




"Oh, Daddy!" Robby whispered in astonishment, tearing his eyes from it to look at Mr. Ribbon as he rubbed the goose bumps from his arms. "You found this on Haven Hill?"




"Very nearby, when I was not much younger than yerself, whilst helpin' to clear some rocky land out on the other side of Bosk Manor," Mr. Ribbon said, gently closing it up and folding it back into the cloth. "I'm told soldiers still wear lockets such as this, to remind them of home an' sweethearts."




Robby nodded, remembering the locket he saw dangling from Ullin's neck. Mr. Ribbon put everything away, and pushed the chest under the table. "I've often thought I should've left 'em as I found 'em, an' I thought one day to put 'em back."




"Why?"




"I dunno, son," Mr. Ribbon shrugged. "I get this funny feelin' sometimes, when I think on it, that they were meant to be found, somehow, an' somethin' done with 'em. Somethin' proper-like. But maybe not by me. I dunno who. It upsets yer mother that I've got these things. But she's no clearer than me on what to do with 'em."




He waved his hand in the air as if fanning away smoke. "Never mind all that, though. I showed ye these things to let ye know, as ye have a right to, that somethin' happened out thar, long time ago. Hunnerds of years ago, as some puts it. So while ye can leave off believin' monster stories an' the like, just ye know that sometimes thar might be some speck of true out of what people grow thar tales, like seed that with a lotta waterin' an' sun years after years come up to be a great tree, spreadin' more seeds an' more, 'til the one thing seen ain't no more like what started out than a pebble to a mountain, yet mountains be made of pebbles, if ye catch me meanin'. So when I tells ye to be careful out yonder, it ain't for the likes of ghosts an' other such silly whatnots, but more for the likes of men an' beasts, an' for watchin' yer step. An' be respectful of that ground out thar, since so many are said to have died thar."




"Yes, sir. I will," Robby said. "But when I get back I think I'll have a lot more questions."




Mr. Ribbon laughed. "An' I reckon it's about time ye did!"




When father and son came downstairs, Ullin was giving Mirabella a last hug. She kissed him on the cheek, and he turned to lift the bundle prepared for him from the table. She turned to Robby.




"Take these, too," she said. She put bread, sausage, and cheese, along with a small knife on a piece of cloth alongside a water flask and was beginning to roll it up within the cloth when Mr. Ribbon spoke.




"Hang on, dearie," he said, picking up the knife. "Lemme get Robby a better one."




He turned to a case behind him and tried to open the lid.




"Bother! Jammed again?" he grunted, prying at it with his fingers. "Robby, could ye see if ye can open this dang thing?"




Robby nodded and felt along the lid to see where it was hung, but it came open easily. Mr. Ribbon shook his head.




"Don't know why I always have trouble with it, but ye never do!" he said. He took out a large knife in a sheath of embossed leather and handed it to Robby. "This here's more fit for a trip! Stick that in yer belt. Do ye have yer lamp?"




"Yes, sir. And a spare candle with my flint and steel."




"Good," Mr. Ribbon nodded. "But take this, too." He fished around on a shelf and picked up a small tin box. Inside was a glass vial containing a few firesticks. Inside the lid of the box was a strike-plate. After checking the contents carefully he handed the tin to Robby.




"Are you sure? I've got my flint."




"Yes," Mr. Ribbon said. "No sense in wastin' time an' fumblin' 'round in the dark tryin' to start a far when alls ye need is to light up a candle. Just be careful with'em an' go sparingly if ye needs 'em. If ye keeps to the main road tonight, the moon'll most likely give ye enough light."




Robby nodded and placed the precious item in a little pocket inside his shoulder bag. He stuffed the food bundle and water flask into the bag and slipped the knife under his belt.




"All set," he said.




"You have the parcel?" Ullin asked.




Robby reached into his bag and produced it.




"Good. I'll accompany you as far as the other side of the bridge."




Then he gave Mr. Ribbon a hug and a handshake while Robby hugged his mother, saying, "I'll see you tonight."




Robby shook his father's hand as they walked out of the store, and Mr. Ribbon patted him on the back.




"You both be careful!" Mirabella ordered as Ullin strapped his bundle behind the saddle and took the reins, leading his horse alongside Robby.




"I hope to see you about two months hence, maybe less!" Ullin called back.




Mr. and Mrs. Ribbon watched them move off down the road.




"I wonder how things will go when Robby gets to Ashlord's," Mirabella said.




"I reckon we'll find out," her husband shrugged. "I'd be upset, if it was me. But we kept our word, as we promised. Hopefully, it'll all work out."




When Robby and Ullin passed out of sight, they turned back into the store. Mr. Ribbon sat at his desk while Mirabella tidied the shelves. Some minutes later, Mr. Ribbon looked up from his ledger.




"Dagummit!" he said. Mirabella looked over from the closet.




"What is it?"




"I should've asked Robby to take an order book." Catching his wife's sidelong look, he shrugged. "Well, ye never knows, but Ashlord might wanna put in an order for somethin'! Ye know, for the next time he's in town."




"Oh, honey!"




• • •




Ullin and Robby walked down the road alongside the river wall, bearing north toward the bridge. The sun was full up, nearing midmorning, and the day's heat was growing. All of the shops and houses along this part of Passdale faced the road and river, and here and there along the wall stood massive poplars, their leaves shooshing in the unsteady breeze with a rain-like patter. The market stands were already up, and a few were busy. People were coming and going at the potter's place and already there was a short line at the barber's next door. The waterwheel at the mill steadily creaked and groaned a short distance away. As they crossed a small stone bridge where a stream flowed into the river, the mill came into view, nestled up against the hill where the stream jumped down from rock to ledge on the hill behind and then onto the long sluice that spilled over the wheel. A few farmers passed, coming from various parts of Barley, their carts laden with melons and squash, corn and sweet peppers.




They walked silently for a while, Robby wanting to ask so much, but he was unable to decide which question to ask first. Just as he had worked his nerve up to ask about Ullin's commission, a large dog broke from a nearby house and ran up, barking at Ullin's horse. Ullin made a sudden feint at the dog and said some words Robby could not understand. The dog sprang backwards on its haunches, then turned and trotted off. The horse, meanwhile, seemed not in the least perturbed.




"What is your horse's name?" Robby asked, completely forgetting his intended line of questions.




"Anerath," Ullin said. "That means Water Prancer in the Common Tongue."




"Anerath," Robby repeated. "He's a fine-looking horse."




"A fine friend, he is, too." Ullin smiled reaching to pat Anerath's shoulder.




"Is Anerath's name from the Ancient Speech?"




"Aye, one of those still used in the Westlands. Vanara, mostly, but also around Duinnor."




"Do you speak the Ancient Speech?"




"Surely, when needs," he looked at Robby. "It is my own native tongue, though few in these parts outside of Tallinvale still use it."




"I guess I don't know what you mean, Ullin," Robby said. "I thought you were from around here."




"Yes and no. My father was born in Vanara, the land of our grandmother, in the west. That is where your mother was born, too. Our grandfather brought his family back into the Eastlands to his ancestral lands many years ago, and I was born in Tallinvale, southwest of here. When I was young, my own father left to serve Duinnor. So, in my time, I left, too, to serve the King as he did. That is our way, for the law says the eldest male of every Named House must serve the King of Duinnor until released."




Robby shook his head. "So you are my mother's brother's son. My cousin. She talks very little about her family. But then, I have not asked as much as I probably should have, either. Sometimes I think my parents are complete strangers, so little do I seem to know about them. And what I learn is so often by accident or else in bits and pieces. I never seem to get the whole story."




Ullin laughed.




"So it always is!" he said. "I, too, have thought that of my parents. But I suppose all parents are thought of in that way by their children. And, yet, perhaps we know more than we can say about our parents, even while our parents say less than they know."




"Maybe," Robby thought about that for a moment. The road followed a bend in the river where the bridge came into sight. It was a suspension bridge, of sorts, with two tall stone pillars at each end between which ran a wood-decked roadway. Over the pillars ran huge cables of rope anchored along the sides of each approach and fanning out downward in the middle of the bridge to support the trusses that held up the deck. The pillars stood nearly four stories tall, allowing the bridge they supported to be high enough over the river so that boats could pass underneath. The water was fairly shallow, only a fathom at most, but it ran swiftly along these narrows, and there were a few old gray rocks that jutted up from the river bottom to break the surface, their mossy tops a soft perch for the turtles basking there.




Robby knew the story of the New Passbarley Bridge, as was its proper name. Not many years ago, the bridge was no more than legend, for only the great stone pillars survived from the ancient days when the river wall was constructed. There was once a city here along the river, it was said, the wall built both to protect the city against flood as well as a structure to build wharves from. In those days, the river was higher and deeper, and legend had it that boats came up from the sea as far as here, where they loaded and unloaded trade goods. That was long ago, and whoever did those things had long since left, and the old town fell into ruin. But after five centuries, people began to increase in these parts again, and some of the present houses, like his own, were built on old foundations. When Robby's father started his business in Passdale as a young man from the county, he tried to have goods from farms across the river brought over by ferry, but the ferryman's price made business profitless. He was not the only one being gouged by the ferrymen up and down the Bentwide, so he ran for mayor of Passdale and won. In that position, Mr. Ribbon worked feverishly with key folk from Barley and Passdale to get the old bridge rebuilt, raising funds, organizing labor, and even directing some of the construction work. When it opened at last, it put the ferryman out of business, but it created a flourishing trade between Barley and Passdale, uniting the two sides of the county that the river divided. It was in no small part due to that feat that Mr. Ribbon held the respect of people far and wide. The people of Passdale, as a way of gratitude, granted him the title "Mayor Barleyman" for he was the first outsider ever to be mayor, and the Barley folk named him honorary "Sheriff of Twobanks." It was much due to Robigor Ribbon that the goodwill that now existed between Passdale and Barley came to be, but, as his modest father liked to say, "Friendship is easy when it puts somethin' in yer purse." It had been years since Mr. Ribbon had given up the post of mayor, but he was still often fondly referred to by his former title. And it was true that Ribbon's efforts paid handsomely, not only for his own business interests, but for most folks around. "Amazin'," Mr. Ribbon was also fond of saying, "what a little bridge here an' thar will do!"




"So, Ullin, do you know the King?" Robby asked. "I mean, have you ever met him?"




"No, I have never seen the King, and those few that have say the vision of him is one of beauty and fright. When he goes forth from the High Tower, which he seldom does these days, all bow their heads or avert their eyes from him lest their dreams be filled with disturbances and their sleep filled with a terrible restlessness. They say woe unto he who fixes a steady gaze upon him, for madness will surely follow."




"I've only ever heard of him as 'the King.' But what is he called? What is his name?"




"He is known by different names to different peoples. Some call him Culfinor, meaning Lonely One. In Altoria he is known as Halassir, which is to say Vision King." Ullin stopped for a moment to adjust Anerath's straps and cinches and to check again the tightness of the belts holding the saddlebags. "The wild Northmen call him in their tongue 'snowstorm,' because their legends have it that he first appeared out of a great blizzard in the days before the stars of Behemoth shone and while mists still lay upon the world." Ullin gave Anerath a good pat and the three moved on.




"But no one knows his right name, nor whence he truly came, and it is said that whoever learns the name of the King will slay him and take his place as our sovereign, whether for better or worse. It has been that way for five kings before. Our present ruler is the Sixth Unknown King to sit on the throne of Duinnor."




"Oh!" Robby raised his eyebrows at the mystery of it all. By now they were on the bridge approach and the roadway changed from hard-packed dirt to flat stones leading to the bridge. "Mr. Broadweed, our schoolmaster, taught us that the King has ruled for more than five hundred years."




"Aye, he has reigned longer than any before him. This is the year five hundred and thirty-eight of his rule over the Seven Realms."




"And you work for him? For the King?" Robby asked. "He sent you here?"




"The King has many servants and counselors and lords who do his bidding. I am a Kingsman, a soldier of Duinnor, but I am also in service to Prince Toliss of Duinnor, who oversees the King's Post. It is through him that I received the Post Commission. I am what is called a Special Rider, since I do not ride only one route back and forth, over and over, as most Post Riders do. Instead, I go wide and far, delivering special dispatches and important letters, often to or from important persons. This journey is but another errand."




"Important persons? Like Ashlord?"




"Yes. And others."




Robby tapped his shoulder bag, and asked, "Are these from the King?"




Ullin smiled. "No. Not this time. But all letters and dispatches carried by Kingsmen Post Riders are to be treated as though they are to or from the King himself. With urgency and with care."




By now they were just before the bridge entrance gate, and they waited for a farmer riding his oxcart to pass through. The bridge tender in his box halfway across craned his neck out this way and the other, looking for traffic. Deeming it clear, he pulled on a certain rope which by a system of pulleys, levers, and counterweights lowered a "Do Not Cross" sign on the far side entrance and lifted a "Cross Over" sign above Ullin and Robby. They mounted the ramp and up onto the bridge-way, which was just wide enough for one cart, or three horses side by side. Robby walked on in front with Ullin behind. As the stone ramp gave way to the wooden deck of the bridge, Anerath's hooves clopped warmly behind the pair. When they neared the middle, they could see for miles into the croplands of Barley, ahead and back just over the low hills of Passdale to the pastures and woods and higher hills beyond. The sun glistened on the flowing water below and a breeze picked up and stiffened. Ullin nodded to the southeast.




"Looks like we'll be having some weather soon."




Robby squinted his eyes against the sunlight. Just barely above the horizon was a dark line from north to south.




"G'mornin', Master Ribbon," the bridge tender called out from his box as they passed by.




"Good morning, Mr. Arbuckle," Robby waved.




"How's yer mum an' pop?"




"Fine, thanks."




"Off to Barley?"




"An errand," Robby said.




"Surely. An' yer friend's got him a mighty fine lookin' horse, he has."




"The finest that ever crossed this bridge, I'll warrant!" Ullin shot back.




"Eh? That be a Westerman if I ever heard one. Might that be Miss Mirabella's brother?"




"You mistake me for my father, Mr. Nosey," Ullin teased. "An' the last time you did that, you nearly died of faint."




"Oh, yeah," Arbuckle scratched the back of his head. "Ye pop's been de—, er, I mean, he ain't no more with us, er, beg yer honor's pardon."




Ullin laughed as they moved out of earshot of the muddled geezer.




"He's a funny old kook. Must be a hundred by now," Robby said.




"More like two, if you ask me," Ullin chuckled.




"What was he going on about? What was that about your father not being around?"




"My father has been dead for many years."




"Oh," Robby blushed, feeling completely stupid. "I think I was supposed to know that. I just forgot. I am sorry."




"You know," Ullin said, glancing at Robby, "sometimes I forget, too. Even though I promised I never would."




They remained silent the rest of the way off the bridge. Robby was beginning to feel a little overwhelmed by all of the new things he had heard today. And the day was still in its morning.




"If all goes well, I'll pass back through here in about two months," Ullin suddenly said. "I hope I'll see you then. I regret missing you the last few times I came through. But each time you were at your letters, or else it was so late at night I didn't want Mira to wake you."




Ullin stopped and Robby realized they were at the crossroads where they must part. Robby's way ran straight away east from the bridge. Ullin's road ran north and east.




"Wouldn't it be easier for you to take the north road back on the other side of the river?" Robby asked.




"I would have to pass the long way around Lake Halgaeth, and I haven't the time. I must go along the lake's south shore and cross over Heneil's Wall, then northeast through Forest Mistwarren."




Robby understood that he was making for the coast and would bear steadily north and east until at his journey's end.




"They say the forest is dangerous," Robby suggested.




"I have been through it many times. It holds no more danger than Barley does," Ullin said, "and less than I have come through from the West."




He checked the saddle and straps one last time and then said to Robby, "Take care along with you to Tulith Attis. And give my regrets to Ashlord when you make your delivery."




"I will," Robby replied gripping Ullin's hand. "And you take care, too."




"Always."




Ullin nodded and shook Robby's hand. He mounted Anerath and reined him around. The horse, patient and docile until now, suddenly seemed eager, his hooves clicking urgently to bear his rider away.




"Then, farewell!"




Horse with rider sprang away.




"Farewell," Robby cried out after them, but Anerath and Ullin were passing away faster than Robby could have imagined possible. Only then did Robby wonder at the extreme urgency of Ullin's errand. Suddenly, he dug into his bag and pulled out the parcel. Panic briefly gripped him, and he felt he was part of the urgency, though he could not explain why he felt that way. But he did not want to let Ullin down. Relieved that he had not already lost the parcel, he put it at the bottom of the shoulder bag and tightly tied down the flap. He pulled the strap over his head and across his shoulder and headed off.




  





  Chapter 2




    A Simple Errand




  





Robby wondered at what sort of mission would require a Kingsman such as his cousin to ride Post. Surely the letters that Ullin carried were of far more importance than ordinary correspondence, so important that he could not trust them to strangers. As he walked up the hill away from the bridge, he imagined that perhaps great events stirred in the world and that he now participated in them, at least in some small way. His modest knowledge of the world hampered his speculation, but he thought that, surely, there were momentous things happening outside of Passdale and County Barley. Although the packet was small, the burden of it tugged oddly at his heart. It gave him a sense of importance, if for no other reason than to free Ullin to carry out the rest of his mysterious mission. Already he looked forward to seeing Ullin again, and perhaps learning more. But two months would be a long time to wait.




He passed by the houses of Barley, waving at some of the folk as he went, and then walked briskly on into the croplands as the road led away from the River Bentwide and gently sloped up a ridge of low hills. His way of steady marching was his habit, instilled by his father's training on many errands for the shop, and he had every confidence that his pace matched the importance of his delivery task. The breeze became gusty, and in the lulls the sun's heat felt good. Fields of second corn stood ripening, and a few farmers were out reaping early corn. As Robby advanced, the corn gave way to rows of beans and peppers, and, far off where the ridge ahead sloped down toward the river, Robby could plainly see the Saliley family's vineyards. Slowly upward he trudged until he reached the ridgeline, and there he stopped for a moment to adjust his shoulder strap and look around.




Behind him lay the shallow valley of the Peninflo, as the Bentwide was properly called. The bridge was plainly in sight as well as the poplars that lined the riverside road. The houses and shops of Passdale looked homely and friendly, and Robby could barely see the waterwheel turning. Behind them were patches of pastures and woodland rising up higher than he now stood. Off to the north, the Bentwide hooked back eastward, and in the distant west and northwest he could make out a light blue line of mountains, hazy and almost blending with the sky. Looking the other way, downstream past Passdale, the river bent away southward and was lost to view where it settled back into its southeastward course, running down its long journey to the sea. Robby turned, faced into the wind, and saw in the southeast a black line of clouds slowly catching up with the sun. As he remembered Ullin saying that the weather was changing, he caught the unmistakable aroma of rain on the breeze. Determined to hurry on, he looked northward where the land was flatter, fields of barley giving way here and there to small streams thinly lined with trees before rising again in the distance. With a last glance southeastward and another tug on his shoulder strap, he set off down the hill.




On this side of the ridge the soil was drier but no less rich, and he saw many farmers and field laborers going about their business with more haste than was characteristic of them. Perhaps they, too, quickened their pace before the coming rain. Lesser roads and tracks led off left and right with fair frequency, and the folk he met seldom greeted him, though he was familiar to most of them. Though Robby nodded in his friendly manner, many simply eyed him curiously, wondering, perhaps, who he was out to collect from. Robby smiled, anyway, held his head up, and marched on, reminding himself that they were good people, and some were distant relatives, even. If need be, they would surely not deny him shelter if the storm broke on his way back.




He kept on at a good pace, turning mile into league, still pondering the business he carried in his bag and wondering what kind of man the recipient, Ashlord, would be. He remembered the gentleman's visits to the store, helping him find some spices one time, and selling a bit of oil to him on another occasion. He was a tall, lean fellow, penetrating dark eyes, dark skin, and long black hair and beard to match. He had worn a long, dark-blue cloak and carried an artfully twisted, walking stick.




Robby's thoughts suddenly changed when he came to a fork in the road where another path carried off southward. He paused, looking at an old abandoned farmhouse in the distance through the trees, remembering the last time he had been this way. That was well over a month ago while on an errand with his father, and it was not a pleasant outing. Finding a dead man, hanging from the rafters, can never be pleasant. A flash of memory—a gnawed and mangled body in the reeking and fly-infested gloom of the house, swinging from the rafter by the chain that wrapped his neck—gave Robby a shudder. He shook his head, not wanting to think about it right now, or ever again, and he resumed his purposeful stride eastward with renewed vigor.




By now it was nearly noon, and Robby was grateful for the spots of shade he passed through since there were fewer trees along this stretch. The road itself narrowed and grew rougher and grassier as it was used less and less the farther he went. It dipped down here and there where little brooks trickled across, and then the path rose back up across low rises, curving away to the left and then to the right, but ever keeping a eastward heading.




The farther he went the fewer people he saw, and the fields were less tended, some with saplings growing up in them. The road, now only a wide path, showed few signs of maintenance. In many places, tall grass grew thick and straight, unbent by traffic, and blackberry bushes edged inward, their thorns sometimes snagging Robby as he passed through. In other places, the encroaching brambles were so high that he could not see right or left for more than a few feet.




This was not the same way to the Line Road that he and his friends Billy and Ibin had come. That day, they started out going north from Billy's home in Boskland, near the south end of the county. Today's walk was farther than he had ever been along this way, farther even than he and his father had come when they walked out on business. The closeness of the weeds and brush, the clinging blackberry limbs, and his limited field of view made him uneasy. Yet the birds still sang, the thrashers with their songs and the redbirds chipping about, and the sun still beamed warmly, so he marched on. After another hour, the thickets cleared somewhat and the path rose upward on a gentle grade. Entering a grassy hillside meadow, he was strangely reassured by the sight of several cows munching nearby. They raised their heads and chewed steadily as they eyed Robby. Still moving upward, the path followed along a low ridge, and the land slowly opened up.




He topped the hill, just as the sun passed noon, and another ridge appeared a little more than a furlong ahead, covered in oak and pine. The path led Robby downward through an unused pasture where it met and crossed a small willow-lined stream at the base of the far ridge. The path bent away south to a plank bridge, after which it rose sharply up the wooded ridge. The bridge was barely wide enough for the narrowest of carts, and, Robby noted, far too rickety to trust with much weight. He stopped and gazed over the thin handrail at the shallow water gurgling over rocks and around roots.




"This looks like a good place for some lunch," he said aloud as he sat down on the bridge. He let his legs dangle over the side, the soles of his shoes just touching the water, and he put his shoulder bag beside him. The breeze had abated somewhat, and the drooping branches of the willow trees wafted gently while they whispered to one another. The stream gurgled quietly below as Robby drank from his water flask and opened the bundle of food his mother had prepared for him. Taking a bite of bread, he unwrapped the sausage and took out his knife to cut a slice of it to put with a piece of cheese. He was trying to remember the name of this place; his father had pointed it out to him on the map. He seemed to remember that it was an odd one, but for the life of him he could not recall it. Looking around, he thought maybe some feature would remind him of the name. On the east bank was a line of large gray stones, many covered with thick moss, jutting out of the base of the ridge. On across the bridge, the path bent northward, rising steeply uphill and disappearing into the trees. Behind him, on the upstream side, the stream was pretty much the same, a few more of the odd stones huddled together, several leaning over the water that swirled around their feet. Robby still could not remember the name of the stream.




As he cut another piece of sausage and raised it to his mouth, he realized that all sound had ceased, and he sat still, listening. The breeze died, the willows drooped stiffly, and even the stream stopped gurgling. No birds could be heard, and, looking up, he could see no movement of them in the trees. Slipping his knife back into the sheath beside his pack, he stood up to have a better look around, but as he did so, the breeze resumed, several wrens tittered past, and the stream raised its murmuring with the willows. All was as it was before, but the silence had been so uncanny that Robby wondered if he had merely imagined it.




Shrugging it off, he sat back down and took another swallow of water. He figured he had better drink his fill here and replenish his flask; no telling how far until the next stream. After quaffing the last Passdale drops, he stretched out on his stomach to reach down and put the flask into the stream. Holding the spout under the clear water, the flask bubbled as it filled, the stopper on its chain swirling about. Gently raising it, he reached down with his other hand to catch the stopper and put it on, and he could see his reflection in the pool. Just as he had the stopper on, something caught his eye. There on the water was his reflection rippling in the current, but another one had joined his, a vague dark shape leaning over him. The hair on his neck stood on end.




"Whoa!" he let out a yell and rolled over on his back, recoiling from whoever it was. His fear turned to relief and bewilderment; no one was there.




"Hello? What's this?" he said, sitting up and looking around. "Am I such a child that I am imagining things?"




He took a deep breath, and shook his head. "Oh, well, still time for another bite or two."




Laughing at himself, he drew his knife and cut another slice of sausage. He ate it with a swig of the fresh cool water, and it was then that he noticed that the breeze had stopped again. Again, the willows hung stiff, the birds disappeared, and the stream's noise ebbed. Putting the last morsel in his mouth and packing his leftovers away, he thought he heard a different sort of sound. He put his knife down and picked up the water flask, packing it away as he listened. It seemed that the odd sound was coming from upstream. Standing up, and slinging the pack over his shoulder, he peered in that direction but could see no sign of activity, though the sound, an odd hum, seemed very nearby. The gray rocks that leaned over the water seemed sullen, and for the first time he noticed that no moss grew on them while all others, the flatter, lower stones, were covered with the stuff. Wondering why, he stared at the large stones, also wondering what kept them from falling over, and as he did so, he thought he saw some shape in them that he had not noticed before. It was as if they were old, life size statues, time- and weather-worn, of a small group of people kneeling before the stream. As the idea took hold, he discerned more features and saw that some of them held their arms out over the water while others had their hands over their faces. More and more details seem to emerge as he stared, the strange sound increased, and his entire body broke out in goose flesh as he realized they were the wails and moans of weeping, as if coming from inside the stones themselves. He tried to dismiss the entire vision, to force what he saw back into rocks and what he heard back into the movement of the wind, but his effort was in vain. He felt heavy and growing heavier, the bridge underneath his feet groaned and creaked, and his arms and legs felt cold and stiff and thick. Suddenly fear shot through him like a kind of madness, and he broke his feet loose from their anchors and fled, slowly at first, with great lumbering steps that pounded across the bridge, sending up splinters and cracking the timbers. As he left the bridge and stomped up the far bank, he seemed able to move more lightly, as if a great weight was lifted from him. He kept going, quickly moving uphill, then the uncanny sensations completely evaporated, the breeze blew again, and the air was filled with the sound of leaves shushing and birds singing. He stopped and looked back to the bridge just a few yards away but saw nothing unusual or alarming in the least. The stones were just stones, and the stream was just a stream.




Again, he laughed nervously and shook his head.




"What on earth has come over you!" he chided. With a paradoxical lightness of heart, he trudged on up the way through the woods as the path ascended the ridge. He walked on, not seeing the brown-clad figure scurry out from the heather on the far side of the stream and dart onto the bridge, pausing only momentarily to pick up something, before scrambling on across and disappearing off the path and into the trees.




As Robby continued upward, he almost forgot about his destination, being so confused and bewildered. He kept going over in his head the sensations that had overcome him, the heaviness and the growing paralysis, and he now realized what a profound sadness he had felt just a few moments ago. He could find nothing in his youthful experience with which to compare it, nothing so strange and uncanny, except perhaps something that happened when he was a very little boy and sick with fever. His memory of it was somewhat nonsensical, but he did remember clearly the worried looks of his parents. And he especially remembered two strangers who came and went. Both were gentlewomen, and together they came, finely attired, one in a black and red gown with red rubies and a similar cloak, and the other lady dressed in silver-white and emeralds. Like sisters, they were, so closely they resembled each other. Each in turn leaned over him and looked deep into his face and spoke to him softly. They spoke to each other in the same tone and in a language like the chiming of glass in the wind. Together they questioned him, and he answered them each in the same tongue and with his own voice. He thought they were the most beautiful things he could ever see, yet he feared them deeply, and he feared the decision they grappled with, though he knew nothing of the substance of their debate. After a long while, they came to him together and laid their hands on him and sang a delicate little song that was for him alone to hear, and he feared them no more. It was only then that he perceived his parents nearby, his mother's head on his father's shoulder, his arm around her, both looking on. The two strangers turned to them and spoke more words that he could not make out. As his parents bowed, the two ladies faded away and the room became dim with only the flickering candlelight. His mother came to him and smiled and wiped his brow while his father knelt by his bed and took his hand, great pools forming in his eyes. Robby remembered sleeping a deep, peaceful sleep and the memory faded. Soon he had recovered from the illness and was his own playful and laughing self, tottering about gaily. The words spoken he soon forgot, the faces of the strangers faded and grew vague, and now all that remained was this bit of memory and the melody of that song, which he now found himself humming as he walked up the path. Once, many years later, he had asked his parents about it. His father looked up silently from his book. His mother stopped her sewing.




"Sh-h," she said. "Do not ask, and speak not of it to any person. Only give thanks for your recovery, for you were gravely ill and your father and I had little hope for your life. The two strangers, as you call them, were from far away, and but for them you surely would have died that night."




"Now," she said reaching out and giving him a hug, "do not trouble yourself any more about it."




But Robby did think about it. Maybe not all the time, but often enough. Perhaps it was that memory that sparked in his early days an interest in other lands. Now, as he trudged along, he realized that he was finally fulfilling, in a very small way, his longing to see new places. As he topped the ridge and started downward, he thought that, in spite of his father's admonition, there might indeed be more dangers than man or beast. He threw a glance back the way he had come, but the stream and the bridge were long lost from view. The fear he remembered when the ladies were at his bedside was a different sort than had gripped him on the bridge. The ladies were good, he concluded, turning away to resume his way. What he felt at the bridge was terror. This only made Robby feel more childlike, for there was nothing at all to be afraid of, he was certain.




As he descended, the way became rocky and the undergrowth grew sparse. The trees thinned, and there was open country ahead. When he emerged from the wooded ridge, he could see, stretching from right to left as far as his eyes could reach, a low rock wall that marked the North Line, with the Line Road running just to this side of the wall. Directly ahead, just over a furlong, was Oldgate, its two stone pillars marking a gap in the wall. The strip of land between the ridge and the Line was grassy and flat but lumpy with rocks, their gray-green backs jutting up here and there like mossy turtles. The breeze stiffened as he came into the openness of the strip, and Robby saw that the clouds covered the whole of the south and eastern skies and would soon be overhead. When he came to the intersection of the Line Road running along beside the wall, and stood before Oldgate, he saw horse tracks. They went along the road that ran south from here toward Boskland on the other side of Barley. They were probably tracks left by one of Billy Bosk's kin riding line patrol as was their traditional duty in this country, ever since the year that the Eastlands Realm was forfeited to Glareth. Since then, it was left to each of the old counties to make for their own defense. The Line Ride was not much more than a token effort since there was never any need for defense in the peaceful Eastlands. But the Boskmen took their duty seriously, as their House was one of the ancient ones of the realm. Robby could see where the rider had paused, a shuffle of hoof prints, before continuing on northward. Robby looked south somewhat furtively, down the road that led to Boskland, wishing his friends were with him now.




Turning back to his own way, Robby could plainly see, framed between the stone posts of Oldgate, the sullen outline of a distant hill on the horizon about two leagues away. The road appeared to run straight for it, through a brown and rocky plain where only a few trees struggled. He took a deep breath and strode onward, and he could now see that the pillars of Oldgate, standing some three times his own height, had strange symbols carved into them. The curved runes and letters of some ancient language, he thought, for he could read none of them.




"Good that I cannot," he thought as he passed hurriedly between them. "For I might not like what they say."




The road rose and fell and was less straight than it first appeared, but it was more or less flat and fairly direct, and it held toward the Hill. The breeze increased, hissing along the stunted grass, more brown than green, and in the southeast Robby saw flashes of lightning in the clouds, which froze him in his tracks. He did not like lightning, no one did, but he had always been fascinated by it. The power of those bolts to set fire to trees and houses, accompanied by their terrible cracking booms, was fearsome, to say nothing of the danger of being struck dead by one. More than one Barley farmer had been killed by them, and distant flashes were enough to send most people scurrying indoors or to their cellars, while those caught too far from shelter most usually responded by covering their eyes and falling to the ground. As a child, he was warned to stay away from the window during such storms, yet, on several occasions, Robby had slipped out of bed to kneel beside his window to watch the jagged fingers claw across the night sky. His friend Billy loved to tell gruesome stories about how one of their field workers was blown to bits by a bolt, with parts of his body, so Billy claimed, landing all over the place, and his clothes floating down from the sky, burning as they fell. Billy's mother, who was a wise country woman, once said that lightning was attracted to liars and cheats, wagging her finger at her son as a warning. Although Robby had serious doubts about the tale, and about what Billy's mother had said, he later realized that Billy never told yarns when there were dark clouds in the sky.




But once, while camping with Billy and Ibin, the three of them stood out in a night storm to watch it pass, braving the terrible noise and ground-shaking booms until, shivering with wet and fright, they could bear the storm no longer and retreated into their tent. There they huddled together, their eyes closed to the blinding flashes that penetrated their flimsy, wind-buffeted canvas, and pushed their hands hard against their ears to thwart the hammers of thunder. It was all very foolish, they knew, and they made a pact not to tell anyone, not only because they feared their parents would ban any future outings, but also because it was commonly considered bad luck to look upon lightning.




"What should I do?" he asked aloud as a jagged finger flashed across the southeastern clouds. He looked back the way he had come. Oldgate was still in sight, less than a mile back, and the green line of trees rising behind it. The low roll of thunder reached him, and he made up his mind.




"Ashlord's house has to be closer than any shelter I'd find by turning back," he thought as he looked around the strange landscape around him. The land was patchy with quick-moving shadows as the clouds blew in, covering and uncovering the sun. Stunted brush and grass rattled and hissed in the breeze, and just a few feet away was the crumbled remains of an old stone column, broken and mossy. Momentarily distracted, he realized as he continued to look around that many of the rocks jutting up through weed-choked mounds were likely the ruins of the town that was once here.




Shaking himself, he resumed with quickened step toward Tulith Attis just as the line dark clouds touched the sun. Soon Oldgate was out of sight and the way turned broadly northward; Robby saw that it turned again to the east up ahead where it ran between two high and long grassy barrows.




There was something eerie about how the mounds rose up, smooth and green with grass, rising out of the stunted and rocky fields all around. They were nearly rectangular in shape, their sides sloped with unnatural steepness for a height of ten or fifteen yards, running  parallel for nearly a hundred yards with only some twenty yards between them. And there were seven standing stones arranged in a semicircular fashion where the way passed between the two mounds. Here the path widened, paved with huge flat stones so tightly joined that very little grass grew between them. As he continued along, Robby looked from side to side cautiously, feeling as if he were walking down a long, open hallway. These barrows were the burial places, it was said, of those who had died here in days almost forgotten, in the great battle his father had spoken of. And it was right here where his horse had suddenly panicked that day, some three years ago, bucking and twisting so that Robby flew from the saddle. Fortunately, Robby had landed against the grassy slope and not on one of the paving stones.




Robby paused, halfway through the barrows, hesitant and once more filled with a bewildering dread. He realized that, for all his pride and bravado, he had been afraid of coming out here ever since he agreed to do so. Perhaps that was why he let things get to him back at the stream, why he had convinced himself, even momentarily, that he saw and heard such strange things near the bridge, giving in to the fear that he sought to hide from Ullin and his father. And he was disappointed that he could be so spooked and nervous.




The air swirled around the mounds and came up behind him, interrupting his thoughts and nudging him along. He walked on, hearing only his own footfalls softly echoing from the grassy sides of the barrows. In spite of his resolution to put childish fears aside, the quietness of the place and the cool green of the mounds on either side of him, peaceful and brooding, had their way. He longed to climb one of them, to have a look around, to come up for air, so to speak. But he dared not. He had no desire to linger. And there, straight ahead, framed by the walls of the barrows, was Haven Hill, rising steep and stark, topped with the ancient battlements of Tulith Attis. All this only renewed Robby's pensiveness, as if his surroundings crowded and pressed around him. It was a feeling of closeness like when one's collar was buttoned too tight.




He hurried on and was soon away from the barrows, now giving his attention to the Hill, its abrupt slope jutting up on one side and tapering away out of sight farther south. High atop the hill, Robby could make out huge stones, covered in ivy and brush, and he wondered what power could have overthrown such a defense. The sun suddenly and completely disappeared into dark clouds. The wind blew steadily with sudden, powerful gusts, and Robby hunched against the buffeting, pressing forward along the path. Before he realized it, he was at the base of Haven Hill, directly beneath the summit of Tulith Attis, and the battlements high atop the sheer side of the hill loomed over him. Here the path forked, one way leading south, the other way north, each along the base of the hilltop fortress.




This he did not expect, nor did he remember seeing any sign of another road on the maps. Now he wished he had brought one along, after all. Both roads looked equally disused and both disappeared a short distance away to his right and to his left as they passed around the hill before him. No sign of house or trail of chimney smoke or footprints or bent weeds showed him which way to go, which way would lead to Ashlord's place. He remembered from the map that the main road led around the north side of Haven Hill and ended at a bridge.




"Well," he thought, "that shouldn't be too far off, and, since I shan't go any farther than that, I might as well try that way first. If I find nothing, I'll turn back and try the other way."




Turning his back on the south way, Robby started off northward as the first big drops of rain began clicking on the weeds and stones. He quickly pulled his cloak from his shoulder pack and threw it on, keeping the pack beneath it. The cloak would help some if it rained little, but was too light to be of much use in a downpour. "Better than nothing, though," he said aloud as he fastened it on.




The road hugged the base of the hill that rose steeply to Robby's right as he passed around it. From his point of view, the battlements high above leaned over him, ready to tumble down at any moment, it seemed, and in several places the ivy and brush had not yet taken hold of the walls and parapets, and he could see the gaps made into them for archers and other defenders to do their work. Robby passed other enormous stone blocks, vine-covered and cracked, alongside or even in the middle of the pathway, as if they had come loose and fallen, or had been cast down from the ramparts above, half buried where they crashed. On this side of the hill the way wound downward, still keeping to the foot of the fortress, but soon he could no longer see the top for the trees that grew there, great oaks and mighty poplars with sprawling limbs. The rain began in earnest, and the wind bent the trees, tearing off leaves and scattering them in the air around him. He pulled on his hood and strained to see any path that might lead off to some house, but as he kept on he could see no sign of one. He was now entering the rim of a dim forest, it was nearly as dark as night, and everywhere branches tossed this way and that noisily. Lightning flashed above him and instantly cracked sharply through the air. He briefly halted, gritting his teeth, but then continued on, the rain turning cold and hard, adding its noise to all the rest. Several times the heavy gush of raindrops fooled him into thinking someone was behind him, and he whirled around to see who it was, but no one was ever there. He reached for his dagger, his only weapon, but found that it was gone: he had left it, he realized, on the bridge at Weepingbrook, the stream's name no longer escaping him. He would just have to pick it up on the way back home.




He threw off his hood so as to peer around more easily, and trudged on, rain streaming down his face, the roadway now muddy and filled with water running down from the fortress slopes in little streams every few yards. The darkness of the storm deepened, and he could see that the road straightened ahead, and he saw some vague lines which, as the road once again leveled, became the outline of an old stone bridge.




"Oh, good grief! Ashlord must live around on the other side."




Robby turned to go back, then stopped, looking at the bridge.




"I don't know when I'll be along this way again, so I might as well take a look," he shrugged and proceeded onto the bridge.




It was a carefully laid structure, larger and longer than he had first thought. As he approached, he saw that the stone curbs that lined each side were above his waist, and the width of the bridge was twice that of the road itself. He could not see to the other side where it entered the gloom of the Boggy Wood. As he cautiously stepped onto the bridge, he felt it must have been built on tall stone arches, such as he had seen in some of Mr. Broadweed's picture books, for the bridge was the most massively built structure Robby had ever seen, with the exception of the looming fortress itself. Keeping to one side, he moved around brush and limbs that littered its surface. Several times, he stopped to lean over the side to have a look below. The bridge seemed to stretch over a deep ravine, wider than the river Bentwide and so deep he could not see the bottom in the darkness of the storm. He kept moving, and kept trying to see over the side; but even with the flashing light, he could not make out what was below, seeing only the tops of trees, no river or stream. Passing what he thought was halfway, he continued on carefully toward the other side to see where the bridge ended, thinking at first that part of it perhaps had fallen away. But as he neared, he saw that the far wood had encroached onto the end of the bridge. There, a large tree had fallen onto the bridge, and through its rotting branches grew an immense tangle of vines covered with black thorns that glistened ominously in the rain. Robby stared at the natural barrier, trying to look beyond it into the forest itself.




Making out nothing through the thorny brambles that covered that end of the bridge, he shrugged again and turned around to go back the way he had come. As he neared the middle of the bridge, something moved into the roadway ahead and Robby stopped, blinking rain from his eyes in an effort to make it out. Whatever it was, it was low to the ground, crouching, and Robby instinctively tensed, balling his fists. Perhaps it was only some leafy branch, blown down by the storm, and he edged nearer. Another form appeared to one side and behind the first one. In spite of the storm's noise, he heard a sound, a low guttural noise that sent the hair up on the back of his neck. Lightning flashed and cracked, and he could see them briefly and clearly, another loping into view during the brilliant moment.




"Wolves!" he breathed, backing away quickly. This was what his father had warned about, and now, without his knife, he was defenseless. In vain, Robby looked for a stick or branch but saw a loose stone, the size of his fist, and picked it up as he continued to back away. The wolves seemed reluctant to enter the bridge and did so slowly, snarling as they came, their heads down below their hunched shoulders, miserable and hungry-looking in the cold rain. Robby saw two more join in at their rear.




"Begone!" Robby called out suddenly, waving his arms. It did not work. On came the animals, and Robby continued backing up until he could feel the thorns clawing at him from behind, moving in the wind and slashing at his cloak like hundreds of thin arms tipped with talons. Now the lead wolf was within ten yards, and Robby had nowhere to go. Lightning flashed again, and Robby saw a small opening in the vines, low down, that appeared to run under a great branch of the fallen tree. Turning around, he saw that one of the wolves had jumped up onto the stone curb to his left and was quickly approaching. Just as the beast was readying to leap at him, Robby threw the stone with all his might and turned to scramble under the vines. The rock hit the wolf squarely in the head, sending him sideways in pain, and, losing its footing, it fell yelping off the bridge, its cry cut short by the beast's impact far below. The other wolves moved in as Robby crawled under the trunk, the thorns he pushed through clawing and digging into his cloak, holding him back. Pulling hard, he heard the fabric rip and more yelping as thorns whipped back and into the eyes of one of the wolves and pierced the ear of another as they hurled themselves snarling and biting at Robby's feet. This sent them into a frenzy of snapping and biting at each other, starting an incredible fight among themselves. Robby continued to scramble away as fast as he could manage, jerking and pulling through the thorns, heedless of the cuts and gashes they inflicted, trying to shield his face and eyes from the barbs. Suddenly he was free of the vines and stumbled into some clear ground on the other side of the bridge. He got to his feet and charged on through the thick brush until, between the rain and the darkness and his own panic, he could no longer tell where he was, much less which way he should go.




  Chapter 3




    The Fortress




  





He did not know how far from the bridge he had gone, or if any of the wolves had managed to follow him, but it was not long before his panic gave way to growing alarm at his situation. He sat down on a log to rest and to think. He was on the wrong side of the bridge, in a wood he was warned against. It was raining cold buckets. He was cut, and watery blood ran down his arms and legs. It was dark in the wood under the clouds and would soon be even darker as night fell. Even if he could find his way back to the bridge, there was no telling if the wolves still prowled there. And if he got past them, it was a long walk back around Tulith Attis to the fork in the road. From there who could say how far to Ashlord's house? Robby was beginning to doubt whether Ashlord even lived out here. Who in their right mind would?




"Ashlord better have some good reason for being so hard to find," he said, standing up. "Well, there's nothing for it but to go back." He looked around and found a large, thick stick and swung it against a tree trunk several times. It didn't break.




"This will do, I guess. What I wouldn't give for one of Ullin's swords, or even my little knife!"




The way back toward the bridge was just as hard as the way from it, and he had to skirt several large thorny vines that he did not remember passing previously. Knocking his way through thick bushes with his makeshift cudgel, he felt as if the wood did not want him to return to the bridge. He had the silly but eerie sensation of being watched, and he did not like the way the trees waved their limbs about so freely. After an hour of struggling along, he suddenly found himself at the edge of a steep drop-off. Robby realized that he had gotten off track and was uncertain which way to turn to find the bridge. He could see no more than a few yards through the brambles in either direction. Chancing a fall, he edged down the slope a few feet to try for a better look, and he soon spotted the bridge to his right, much farther away than he imagined it could be. A sharp flash of lightning revealed how massive it was, spanning across three tall arches, below which grew tall oaks that did not even reach the lowest arch. He also saw the unmistakable shapes of several wolves moving about the bridge.
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