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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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Sara Kahan




  





  Prologue




  How a Name is Given





  









"Papa, do ye know what it is we ask of ye?"




The old man nodded, taking the infant into his arms, and leaned back comfortably on his straw-stuffed pillows. His arms were no longer a testament to his barrel-chested life; now they were thin and frail, and his field-reddened skin was but a faded pale rose. Although weak of strength, his sureness was still there as he cradled the child lovingly. His wispy hair still had a strand or two of gray around the ears where the snow-white mane of his last years had not yet taken hold. Infirm with age, broken at last by the hard work of his life, and feeling the weight of all his days upon him, his breath was shallow and labored, and his voice wavering and soft, barely audible over the noise of the storm outside. But his eyes were steady and still had the same wild gleam that had always radiated so mysteriously from such dark, almost black pools. Now, he looked at two sets of eyes with just the same glitter as his own. One pair belonged to his grandson, who was just a fifth his own age, sitting beside his bed on a stool. The other pair, not long in gaining their true color, smiled serenely up at him from his arms.




"Aye," the old man said. "I know what it is ye ask. A practice long fallen away from the humble likes of our house. But now our house is joined by this here babe to a noble one, an' made proud by it, too. It's good, I think, to renew the old ways in this manner. An' it's a comfort to me, be he ever lord or pauper. Aye, it's a mighty thing to coddle new life at the time of me own passin'."




He reached out a hand to grasp his grandson's and said to him, "Yer daddy an' mama would've been so proud of ye, boy! So proud! As I am, an' always have been." His voice cracked, and his eyes filled with mirrors of light. "A fine fam'ly yer raisin'. A fine wife an' son."




The wet wind blew hard and gusty through the night and across the fields. It shook its way through the trees and hummed past the closed shutters of the cottage. There was another sound, too, low and mournful, at first, a sound that caused the young father to shiver with fear. His wife, abiding nearby, paled as her blood ran cold at the sound. Even the little thing in the old man's arms appeared alarmed when he heard it, and its eyes widened for a moment. Then the baby's alarm passed, and he cooed as he grasped the cuff of the old man's nightshirt with his chubby little fingers.




"Aye, aye, thar," the old man nodded, pulling the baby's swaddling around more warmly. "Ye hear, too, don't ye?" he said to the child. "She's sung to me these last two nights, an' I've put her off. Yes, I did. After tonight, though, she'll sing no more at this cottage, thar's a fine little feller!"




The father of the child stood from his bedside stool, and his wife put her arm around him, looking on.




"At first, I feared her, too," the old man said to them. "But then I came to understand her words, an' they soothed me pain to almost nuthin', an' her tune calms me spirit, besides. Listen! Ah, tonight she sings most sweetly!"




The young couple held each other as they stood beside the bed, shuddering at the voice coming out of the stormy night. To their ears the sound passed from moan to shriek in company with the building wind. Large drops of rain then came, pelting the thatch roof with muffled thumps, and clicking away at the windows and walls. With an explosive burst of wet air, the shutters and window became unlatched and banged inward just as the singer outside hit a shrill discordant note. The husband sprang up to refasten the shutters, gripping one in each hand.   But when he looked outside, he hesitated. There he saw the banshee standing just five or six feet away, almost near enough to touch, if she had been made of stuff that could be touched, and if he had the long-armed courage to reach out to her. She floated, misty-shaped, in gray-draped shrouds, her lips bursting red, her skin pale and watery-white, and from her sunken eyes gleamed a strange blue fire. A few thick locks of her dripping black hair whipped in the wind while other strands clung heavily against her uplifted face, which was raised, like her arms, to the flash-split blackness above. She lowered her head to look at  the man peering at her from the window, and, somewhere distant, far behind the iron and branch-ripping rasp of her voice, he perceived a different voice, a softer tongue, with words almost to be made out. But before her gaze fell full upon him, and before the sweet hidden voice could make itself understood, a shiver swept over him and he quickly closed the window and secured the shutters.  He then turned back to those within, saying nothing of what he saw or heard.




"Alrighty," the old man said. "I'm mighty tired. So leave us now, if I'm to do this. Me time grows short, I can tell.  An' I must yet consider what name I am to give. Go in yonder, why don't ye? Sit in the next room. An' peace be with ye!"




"Peace be with ye, Papa," said the grandson, kissing his child and then the cheek of his grandfather, the only parent he had ever known.




"Peace be with you, kind sir," said the grandson's wife, kissing her child and the cheek of her dear relation.




"Peace."




The couple reluctantly took their sad leave and retreated to the next room, closing the door softly behind them.




The old man looked down at the baby boy and sighed.




"I never figured it'd all come about this way." He shrugged, then smiled. "But a promise long ago given is now kept, I reckon. An', though I figured I'd never see ye, an' certainly not like this, I never lost faith. An' for it to be up to me! Me oh my! How things have a way of comin' to pass! Now. What name shall I give ye?"




In the adjacent room, the child's parents abided the night without speaking. They sat together near the cooking hearth, their chairs pulled close to one another so that they could lean together and hold hands and put their arms around each other as the tempest blew about the cottage and blasted the windows. All the while, in communion with the windy storm, the strange singing wailed high and low, hissing and moaning through the cracks and crevices in the doors and windows and walls. The young man put his head on his wife's shoulder and cried. She held him and patted his head, tears running down her own face as her heart broke for him. The hours passed reluctantly until dawn when the rain at last abated, and the silence of a fog-blanketed morning was broken only by the drip of soggy eaves. Together, hand in hand, they went back to the deathbed, and when they opened the door and peered in, it seemed that the old man was sleeping peacefully. The child, still cradled in his arms, cooed as he reached with his tiny fingers and touched his great-grandfather's grizzly chin. In the dead man's hand was a note saying, "It is done."




The young father took up his child and the note, and he let out a sob that he tried desperately to stifle. Passing the child and the note to his anxious wife, he then pulled up the little stool next to the bed, took up his grandfather's cold hand, and wept without restraint.




  
 
 





  Part I




  





  Chapter 1




  The Token




 



  Day 101




  144 Days Remaining





   







Robby and his company left Ashlord standing a respectful few feet from the bear not far from the cottage among the overgrown gardens near the well. They had made their goodbyes, Sheila finding it harder to do than the others, though it was not easy for any of them. Ashlord had insisted that he would not need his horse, and that watching after the animal would only hamper him. So they took off its saddle and reharnessed the beast so that they could relieve their remaining packhorse of some of its burden. When this rather somber chore was done, Ullin made another attempt to persuade Ashlord to continue with them. Ullin was fervent, and the others were hopeful for a last-moment change of heart. But the mystic, smiling, was not to be moved, and he looked at his companions sympathetically.




"I must do this thing," was all that he said.




So he watched the group lead their horses away along the narrow path that went back through the woods to the road. Robby and Sheila trailed at the rear of the line, and both turned for a last quick look at Ashlord before disappearing from sight, first Robby, then Sheila. Before the brush obscured their view of each other, she and Ashlord shared a brief glance across the misty clearing. In that briefest of moments, Ashlord perceived Sheila's strained smile, and, to his eye, she indeed had every aspect and appearance of Esildre that had so startled the Nowhereans. Ashlord's mouth dropped open in surprise, then she disappeared into the foggy brush and was gone. In that same splinter of time, a cool breeze blew away the last mists left by the evening's rain. Cracks of blue sky allowed glistening beams of Sir Sun's slanted light to fall on the mystic and the patient bear as one turned to the other. The beast made a plaintive rumble, twisted her hulking body gracefully around, and ambled off into the woods. She paused and looked over her shoulder at Ashlord. He nodded and followed, and Certina fluttered nervously after them.




• • •




Once on the path, and having mounted their horses, Ullin led his charges downward along the wide track, and they soon reached the western foothills where the way took them northward. Occasionally, as they crested the rises, they could see strands of the River Missenflo below and off to their left, a silver ribbon in the morning sun. Beyond, the gray-green Plains of Bletharn stretched to the horizon. By noontime, the air was clear of any clouds, but tufts of mist were still floating up the blue-green slopes and curling away over the mountaintops. The air was fresh and clean after the rains, cool enough for them to keep on their cloaks. They said little, keeping to their own thoughts, until a call from Sheila made them turn in their saddles. Behind them, about a mile away, were over a dozen fast-moving riders in drab Damar garb. As the last of the riders disappeared between the hills, the ones in the lead came over the next one nearer.




"They are closer than we thought," said Robby.




"They must have kept moving all night. We must hurry!" cried Ullin. "Make for the crossing, just there. Spare not the horses!"




He pointed downhill, intending to take them off the road and across the remaining slopes in a race to ford the river.




"But I must go north. To Tulith Morgair!" Robby called back.




"It is out of our way. We must hurry, don't you see? Cross the river, and get to the safety of the plain beyond. The Damar come too fast," Ullin answered as he hurried to Robby.




"Let's go! Let's go!" cried Billy.




"There they are!" pointed Sheila as another rider topped a nearer hill at a gallop. "They've seen us!"




"I must go to Tulith Morgair! The rest of you go on. I'll make my own way, if I can."




"Why? There is nothing but ruins!"




"I cannot tell you now. Afterwards."




"Have ye gone mad?" Billy yelled impatiently.




"I mean to find out!"




Seeing that Robby was fixed and determined, Ullin nodded. He stood in his stirrups, quickly surveying the approaching force. Twisting around, he scanned the lay of the land on ahead, and then glanced westward toward the river.




"North, then! To Tulith Morgair. But fly!" he cried. "Go! Go! Go! Billy, you and Ibin follow Robby and keep close to him. Sheila! Stay with me!"




Robby kicked hard, and his horse sprang forward. Billy and Ibin followed, urging their own mounts and the packhorses to an awkward gallop. Ullin waited until they were at the top of the next hill and passing over.




"Come!" he said to Sheila. Together they rode on up the hilltop and then down the other side a short way before Ullin drew Sheila to a stop and jumped from his saddle. She saw him take his bow and quiver, so she dismounted, doing the same. They ran back up the hill, almost to the top, and took positions across the path from each other behind some brushy rocks. They notched their arrows upon their bowstrings. From their vantage they could peer down the hill and see the Damar riders charging upward in a line.




"Wait," said Ullin. "Wait."




Sheila watched Ullin rather than the Damar riders, trying to steady her breath, forcing her fingers on the bowstring and notched arrow to relax somewhat. Ullin turned away from the Damar, closed his eyes and moved his lips silently. A moment later, he opened his eyes, looked at Sheila, and gave a nod.




Together they stepped into the roadway, the riders barely thirty yards away, and, side by side, their bowstrings sang. The first rider went down and then the second. The next three tried to turn around, but only one did so, the two on either side of him crashing from their mounts. The Damar were now careening back down the hill in disarray and panic, and Sheila let fly another long shot that found its place.




"Let's go!" Ullin pulled on her arm. Already he could see that orders were being given, and the Damar were splitting up to outflank them on either side. Sheila and Ullin got back to their horses and galloped off. They could see their companions two hilltops away, going at an agonizing pace, and that Ibin and Billy were having trouble with the slow pack animals.




"How far is the place?" shouted Sheila over the din of their horses.




"A mile! And a little more, at least."




"We'll never make it!"




As soon as she said that, she realized that Ullin knew it from the onset, and she saw that he was looking for a suitable place to spring another trap. He seemed all business, emotionless, calm, and every move he made was with purpose, every turn of the head to see around a rock or tree, every touch of his hand on the reins, every nudge he gave with his heel to his mount. This was from his long experience at such things, and she gained a bit of confidence when she realized that he was a survivor of battles more fierce than she could imagine. This predicament was probably a small thing to him.




"They won't be so easily fooled again," he called to her as they passed over the next hill.




They raced down through the dale and up and over the next rise. A moment later, the two Damar seeking to outflank them came together in the dale that their prey had just passed through, and they looked around cautiously, their swords drawn. Seeing from the tracks that their quarry had already gone by, they considered the next rise. It was not steep, and they could see in the distance Billy and Ibin tugging at the pack animals, one of which decided to buck so violently that the packs were in danger of coming apart. They smiled at each other as Billy gained control of the animal and then disappeared from sight. The other Damar riders joined the first two, and they elected one of their men to ride up the hill and scout the way. This the unhappy warrior did, but dismounting and crouching low in front of his horse as he came to the top. The other Damar below saw him pause for a moment, stand up straight, and then proceed slowly out of view. It was not long before he reappeared on his horse and beckoned. As they hurried up the slope, the scout ambled on ahead along the way at an easy pace. At the top, they saw him follow the path as it turned sharply to the right, and he waved to them again just before he passed into a copse. They quickly rounded the bend and entered a narrow brush-lined way where they were met by a hail of arrows from either side. Six of them fell before the other six could turn and gallop away.




Sheila stepped out from behind a tree and, on the other side of the path, Ullin emerged, tossing off the cloak and helmet of the dead scout.




"I have one arrow left," he said as they ran to their horses.




"I have two," she called back. "There are more on the pack animals."




• • •




Not very far ahead of Ullin and Sheila, the rest of the company made their way down a hill and onto a broad headland covered by tall scrub and a few pines and thin oaks. As they went north, the land on the right rose sharply into the hills. To the left of their path, the land fell away smoothly toward the river. Ahead, in the middle of the headland, jutted the leg of a mountain, its bare rocky ridge rising sharply at its end where, perched at the edge of its high top, was a small stone structure. As they neared the base of the cliff, they passed through bramble-covered walls, and the path abruptly ended at the foot of a wide stair. Without hesitating, Robby jumped from his saddle and led his horse upward, calling out for the others to follow.




The stairway was wide enough for several horses abreast, the steps were spaced far apart but not high, and they made good progress as it led them upward and along the south face of the cliff. Gradually it became steeper, and as they climbed around the western side, they had a clear view of the river below and of the plains that rolled away. To the north they could see as far as the snow-capped Carthane Mountains. The stairs continued to curve upward, taking them through an arched keep. Now the nature of the rock changed from natural to cut stone, and they realized they were at the base of the fortification itself. Here, in the northeast shadows, the wind was hard and cold and the stairs wet and mossy. Twice Billy slipped, and once one of the pack animals lost its footing momentarily, causing them to proceed with more caution along the brink. The stairs cut suddenly to the right and rose up between two high walls. Above them they saw a gate, its broken portcullis sagging, and overhead the battlement loomed with arrow slits. The confining corridor climbed steeply without stairs, strewn with blocks of stone and chunks of masonry out of which struggled stunted myrtles here and there. Swallows scattered away at their approach, whistling in alarm and startling the group. Entering through the gate, Robby came into a broad open courtyard of sorts, a round area surrounded by low battlements. Against the western side stood the remains of the signal tower.




It had once been a covered structure. Firewood was kept below, and above had been a second level, made entirely of masonry with a tile roof wherein a large signal fire could be lit. The upward parts of the tower were long collapsed, but the columns that had once held it were fairly intact. These six were in the form of statues in various states of decay, each over twice the height of a tall man, all facing inward toward each other. As Billy and Ibin came into the courtyard, Robby let go of his reins and made his way to the tower ruins, picking his way around loose stones and blocks left over from the destruction of the place. Stepping up onto the circular dais around which the statues stood, he climbed over more fallen blocks and looked around.




"What's he about?" Billy wondered aloud as he helped Ibin with the packhorses.




" 'Look for your great-grandfather,' " Robby muttered quietly to himself. "But which one?"




Three of the figures were carved with the aspect and garb of warriors, with helmets and breastplates. One of them held out his hand that rested on the pommel of a great sword, the blade of which was now broken away from the hilt down. The two soldiers on either side of this one were likewise posed, but their arms were broken off and lay shattered among the rubble. One lay just at Robby's foot, its coarse hand still curled around the shaft of some long-vanished weapon. The other three figures were attired in robes, and their foreheads were circled by rusty bands of iron. The one in the middle also wore a carved crown and held in his crossed arms a scepter and a mace. One of the others held a book by his side and a scroll against his breast. The last one stood with his hand outstretched, palm up, as if in a gesture of explanation, and in his other hand he held a plain staff made of iron, topped with a ball of tawny brass.




"Here come Sheila an' Ullin!" Billy called out.




Glancing over, he saw both Billy and Ibin waving from the wall downward. Robby turned back to the statues. They were blackened with soot and grime, the low sun making their beardless faces gaunt and shadowy. It occurred to Robby that these were Elifaen faces, and saw in one the likeness of Serith Ellyn and Thurdun, while another looked akin to Lyrium and her daughters. As the sun drew downward in the sky and the light softened, the visage of the one with the outstretched hand changed. The face gained a tint of gold sunlight and the weatherworn stone countenance was smoothed by the brush of shadow and light around the eyes and nose. Robby saw a clear resemblance to his mother. Moving toward it, he climbed onto an overturned block and stared up at the statue.




"Ibin!" he suddenly called out, "I need your help!"




"Whatisit, Robby?"




"What're ye up to, now?" Billy called, following Ibin through the rubble.




"I need a lift, Ibin. Lend me your shoulders, would you?"




"Alright."




"Stand right here, then. No, here. Yes."




Using the statue's leg to steady himself, Robby tried to climb up onto Ibin without giving the big fellow too many bruises. It was awkward, but Ibin helped as much as he could by bending over and then, once Robby was sitting on his shoulders, offering his hands as supports for Robby's feet as he attempted to stand.




"Steady! Steady!" Billy coached Ibin as Robby teetered awkwardly, though Ibin was as steady as the statues that surrounded them. Still clutching at the statue next to them, Robby managed at last to stand upright. But the fingers of his other hand barely touched his goal, the stone arm outstretched above him. Undoing Swyncraff, he whipped it around the elbow of the statue and hoisted himself up clear of Ibin until he got his free arm around the stone.




"Careful! Careful!" Billy muttered while Ibin watched, holding his arms out, ready to catch Robby if he fell.




Robby swung his legs around, hoping—now that it was too late for caution—that the stone was strong enough to support him, and after a couple of unsuccessful tries, he got himself atop. But when he raised his head, he found himself facing the wrong way, the statue's face curiously blank at Robby's ludicrous position. Sliding himself up the shoulder, he put his arms around the statue's head and carefully stood so that he could turn himself around. As he did so, a reddish glint caught his eye, breaking his attention and causing his foot to slip.




"Whoa!" cried Billy, just as Ullin and Sheila entered the fort and hurried over.




"What's he doing?" asked Sheila, panting from their run up the stairs.




Billy shook his head. "I think he's gone mad."




Ullin opened his mouth but said nothing, staring up at Robby who, by now, had regained his footing and was craning his head, trying to make out the light in the far northern distance. He saw it again, a steady red glint that seemed to hover just over the hazy blue peaks that lined the northeast horizon.




"Robby, what do you see?" called Ullin.




"A light. I think. Northward, over the edge of yonder mountains."




"It is the Tower Halfis," Ullin said.




"Is that what you came for?" asked Sheila. "To look about?"




"No."




Robby eased himself down, straddled the arm, and scooted himself along, his legs dangling on either side. "Halfis," he said to himself as he moved closer to the statue's hand. "I've heard of that place, I think. Oh!"




He saw that, indeed, the palm of the hand held something. It was a ring, and it rested on a blue flower. He moved more quickly now until he was within arm's reach, lying down on the forearm of the statue. Billy and Ullin glanced at each other as Robby picked up the ring and held it out. "This is what I came for! And this!" He held up the blue flower for them to see, then dropped it to Ullin who caught it in his cupped hands.




"Is that a ring?" Billy asked.




"How did you know it was there?" asked Sheila.




Robby did not answer since he was now occupied with backing up. He used Swyncraff to swing himself down, and Ibin moved carefully to help him.




"I'vegot, I'vegotyou!" Ibin said as he grabbed Robby's waist. With a tug, Swyncraff came loose, and Ibin gently lowered him to his feet.




"Thank you, Ibin!"




"You, youare, youareverywelcome, Robby."




The others gathered to look at the objects.




"This ring rested on that flower," Robby said.




Ullin looked carefully, gaping first at the ring, and then at the flower in his hand. His other hand went absently to his breast where, beneath his blouse, his locket dangled. He handed the flower to Sheila and took the ring that Robby held out to him. It was of black metal inlaid with a fine filigree of gold in such a way that it had the appearance of lace.




"This ring was not made in any of the Seven Realms. There is only one land that I know of that produces such designs as these." He handed the ring back to Robby with a look of astonishment on his face. "And only one land where this flower grows. That land is nowhere near here. Not within five hundred leagues."




"Where?" Sheila asked.




Ullin shook himself. "I may tell you when we are safely away, though I would dearly like to hear how Robby knew these were here, and how they came to be here in the first place." He moved over to the south-facing wall. The others followed with him and could see over all of the hills and along the roadway until it entered the forest some miles away. "If I have my count right, two Damar riders broke away and rode back. To summon more men, I think."




"Why do they persist?" Robby asked.




"It's the price on yer head, Robby," Billy put forth, crossing his arms and putting a foot up on the parapet. "Ashlord showed us the papers he found. An' he suspected somethin' 'tween Bailorg an' the red-bearded feller we saw at Tallin Hall."




"I think Billy must be right," Ullin agreed. "They seem a little too persistent. They must hope to share the bounty amongst each other."




"How long will they be?" Sheila asked. "Surely we can be across the river before they return?"




"If they ride hard, they may make the gorge in but a few hours. From there, if they set out right away with more riders, they could be back here before sunrise. But they will be cautious, surely," Ullin considered aloud. "This place overlooks the only ford within ten leagues north or south, so they will certainly come here first. This place is also claimed by the Galinots and all the lands to the north are controlled by the Galinot warlord. If we go north, I do not think the Damar will long follow. But our chances of running into Galinot soldiers would increase, and they are none too friendly with Duinnor or the Eastlands. They have always permitted the King's Post to pass through their lands fairly unmolested, but I cannot say how they may receive us in these times. I'd rather not take the chance."




"Wouldn't it be better just to cross now and put as much distance on the plain while we can?" Robby asked.




"Probably. But with no cover on the plains, the Damar would soon overtake us," Ullin pointed out. "We and our horses will soon need rest. Coming here may have been the best thing after all. It forced a fight that turned them back."




Robby noticed Ullin's near-empty quiver while Sheila rummaged on the pack animals for her extra arrows.




"Ain't thar some way of throwin' 'em off?"




"Well, we can't stay here," Sheila added, finally finding the bundle. "We'd be trapped!"




"And who's to say the Galinots don't have wind of us?" Robby argued. "They may have their own bounties."




"Then let's cross the river now, before the Damar catch up!" Ullin agreed going over and rummaging through the packs while Sheila filled his quiver. "Gather some brush together and let's start a slow-burning fire."




"Why?"




"They'll be sure to send a scout to keep an eye on this place." Ullin moved quickly as he explained. "It will be some while before the scout shows up, maybe just after dark. He'll see smoke and light. I'm hoping he'll think we camp here for the night. If he's a good soldier, he'll come close enough to watch the path that leads away from here, but will wait for the main body of Damar. If he is a very good soldier, he'll check the riverbank for tracks, and our ruse will do no good. But I'm hoping," he said, placing the candle between some cracks in the south parapet," that he'll be a typical Damar and no more."




"So you're thinking that the Damar will storm this keep when they arrive?"




"That is my hope. And they'll be slow and careful about it, wasting their time while we put good distance between us."




They worked quickly, under Ullin's directions, arranging the fuel so that it would not burn too quickly and so that ample smoke would be made when it was lit. Satisfied with their work, Ullin was the last to leave, lighting the fire and the candle. When he was sure they would stay lit and burn according to his plan, he made his way down the winding stairs and led the group away from the looming cliff, through the brush off of the path, and across the rocky stretch of headland to the river.




"We'll go into the river here," he said, "and keep in the shallows until we find a place to ford. Hopefully, they'll not pick up our tracks."




The water was cold and their horses reluctant, but they coaxed them down the sharp bank and into the Missenflo. It was soon up to their elbows, and the rocky bottom made progress slow and tedious. They kept within a few yards of the bank, going back southward for nearly an hour before the river widened and became somewhat more shallow. Ullin directed them to follow him away from the bank, staying in deeper water but still going south with the current. When they were nearly in the center of the flow, Ullin judged it shallow enough to cross, still some distance from the stone pillars that marked the usual fording place. Going across the current was more difficult, and they often slipped, but when Ullin, nearing the far bank, turned north to go back upstream, they had an even harder time of it. By now they were all tired and shivering, and as soon as Ullin found a place along the bank that was not too steep, he led them up and out of the water. This they managed with a great deal of puffing and scrambling and slipping and pulling on reins, and a little cursing, too. No sooner than they were all up and out, panting and dripping, than Ullin ordered them to mount up.




"We must ride hard before dark."




This they did, but the terrain near the river was rough with brush and little streams, tributaries, and a few boggy places down in gullies. These they negotiated as quickly as they could with only minor stumbles and mishaps. By the time the sun was setting, they had just made the far rise of the river basin, and before them stretched the plain. It no longer looked flat as it had from the heights of Tulith Morgair. Now it appeared as a blue-green sea of grass-covered waves, its gentle crests and troughs mysteriously frozen as if in a painting, and the only movement to be seen was the shaking of nearby grass in the breeze.




They moved on, cold and miserable, and would have traveled faster but for the failing light. Lady Moon, her fan covering nearly all of her face, followed quickly into her husband's fading glow, but at least the stars gave their light to the fleeing group. In the open, with hardly a tree in sight, they felt exposed and cautious after so long in the sheltering cover of the forest and mountains. Without encouragement from Ullin, they all urged their horses to move as quickly as they dared. Ullin kept a watchful eye on them, then he slowed his pace so that they came closer together.




"There are few landmarks to be seen at night," he told them. "Stay within sight of me. It is easy to get lost here, even in daylight. If you become separated, give a yell, and we will all come together to look for you."




They managed to stay close together, and, in spite of their sorry and soggy condition, they did not complain at the pace. When they came over a rise and looked back, they saw the last remnants of daylight on the highest of the Thunder Mountains, and they could just make out a thin trail of smoke blowing from the fire Ullin had lit at Tulith Morgair. The light atop the mountains quickly faded as they continued on, and the eastern horizon loomed with murky shadows hunched against the starry sky. Robby thought of Ashlord, and he found himself glancing upward, remembering how Ashlord had pointed out various stars those months ago on Haven Hill.




Ullin picked out their way carefully, trying to avoid needless turns, keeping the North Star in the same position over his right shoulder. His experienced eyes, even in the dark, chose the way he thought would give them the greatest distance and speed that they and their pack animals could muster. Sometimes this meant going straight up a hill, and sometimes skirting gullies too steep for safety. He was pleased at how Robby and the others handled their horses, and how they followed closely without complaint or hesitation. Hour after hour, he kept them moving as the stars wheeled overhead and sank away into the west while new ones came up behind them. When the bright wandering star called Palatar rose in the east, Ullin found a broad dale at the base of which ran a small stream. There he stopped and dismounted.




"We stop here to rest, to change into dry things, and to wait until daylight. Sheila, will you and Billy take the first watch as soon as you are changed? Up there on that rise just yonder would be a good place. We'll see to the horses. Stay low and when Palatar, yonder, is halfway to overhead, one of you come and wake me." As he spoke, he unfastened a blanket. "Blankets only, Ibin," he said as he saw Ibin making as if to remove his horse's burdens. "We keep the horses saddled tonight."




As Sheila and Billy moved off, the other three tied a rope to each horse and fastened it to a sturdy bush. Ullin drew his cloak about him, not bothering to change his clothes, and stretched out on the ground with his rolled up blanket under his head.




"No fire," he said as he closed his eyes.




Ibin looked at Ullin questioningly, then at Robby as if for appeal.




"There's some smoked beef in the sack there," Robby said. "You can have three big chunks. I'll have a couple, and why don't you take some up to Sheila and Billy before settling down?"




"Aright, al, alright,Robby. I'm, I'm, I'mprettyhungry."




• • •




She stood as before, on a high dune in a sea of sand, and the sun, just as before, was sinking low and golden red, spreading its molten light across the powdery waves. Only her eyes showed through the shemagh that wrapped her face and helmet, and her gloved hands held together the long black cloak covering her from shoulder to boot. Robby last remembered changing his clothes and wrapping up in a blanket, too tired and cold to worry about Ashlord or their Damar pursuers. He spoke as soon as he saw her.




"I have the ring."




"Yes, I see."




"Does it have significance?"




"Somewhat. It was once an ordinary ring, given as a memento of friendship, but it became a kind of family heirloom. Our law holds that if no son is heir, all inheritance must go to the crown. My father has no living sons, and he gave it to me, to keep in secret, for it means a great deal to him. I give it to you as a token, from my family to yours, of peace between our two houses. And as a sign of my sincerity."




"Why do you do this? Would not a pact with me, with my kind, put you in danger?"




"I do it out of hope. Yes, I fear discovery. I am closely watched. But I am not the only one of my kind who knows of you and who hopes for an opportunity through you."




"Opportunity?"




"For peace."




"Hatred runs deep," Robby shook his head. "And mistrust deeper, still. On every side Men and Elifaen are divided and make war against each other. Some have joined with your kind, even, and threaten the destruction of the Seven Realms. And I must admit that I have little trust, these days, of anything. Or anyone. Even you. I see little hope for peace."




"Few do, these days, even those who truly long for it. But isn't longing a kind of hope?"




"It is not enough to long and to hope. Action is needed. You know this, elsewise we would not be speaking. There is something you want of me, surely."




"Yes. Why else would I take this risk?"




"You say risk. But I know nothing of your people. I know nothing of the workings of your land or rulers and have no way to see for myself what risk you may be taking. For all I know, this is a ploy. Some plot aimed not for peace, but against Duinnor."




"I cannot in one night show you all the sorry history of what my people have endured," Micerea replied. "I cannot in a lifetime show you. We have been shackled, beaten, murdered, lied to, and betrayed. We are made into hateful beings, our bodies broken by our masters and poisoned by sickness. But we awaken, slowly, and begin to unite. I tell you now, there is a willingness among some of my people to take action, even though most lack the means. We who hope are weak and therefore cautious. We look for signs and directions. Our gods do not answer our prayers in ways that we understand, and each day that passes is worse than the day before. Our land is a land of oppression and injustice at every turn. Those who rule abuse their might and power in order to increase their wealth and influence. They cloak themselves in falsehoods, claiming the rights of the gods to rule. They support false temples and ceremonies to placate our people and to dupe them and to foster obedience. My people, fearing retribution if they do not openly show support for our rulers, willingly stone those who speak against our rulers. And if those who speak out are too popular to be stoned, they are imprisoned or made to disappear. Even powerful houses and great generals must bow and are not safe."




"But why do you look to me? My fate seems tied to Duinnor, not to the Dragonlands."




"All fates are tied together. The wars between my people and yours serve only to support the oppression that grows in all lands, north and south, green and sandy. Duinnor is not inclined toward peace because its power rests too much on preventing Vanara from gaining supremacy among the Realms, as it would if peace were to be long established. Vanara is not inclined to peace because of the long and vengeful temper that these wars have fostered. But if they could be made to want peace, or at least a truce, then the question of land and other matters may be settled by some means other than combat and strife. If Duinnor's courts prosecuted those who murder my people, then vengeance upon your people would no longer have the cloak of justice and duty. The circle of violence might be broken. If that happened, our oppressors might be weakened and other leaders might arise, emboldened to assert themselves."




Robby, though ignorant of many things, saw the sense of this, and he nodded.




"That would be difficult for Duinnor. Without support throughout the Realms, making criminals of heroes would certainly spark revolt. Some sign would be needed that it was in the interest of the Realms to do so."




"Is injustice ever in the interest of any realm of the earth? Is any interest greater than justice? This is what we long for in our own lands and hope for it no less in all other lands of the world."




"My father used to say that no justice may come of beings of this world, and that only the gods, if they care to, may fairly dispense such as that."




"What he said may be so. However, it is not in the achieving but in the attempt that we must make a start. Godly perfection is not to be found in those who are not gods, only some satisfaction that lets life go on without making thievery, revenge, or malice into things of honor or pride."




Robby and Micerea looked earnestly at each other, neither quite knowing how to proceed.




"I am not a king," Robby finally said. "If I were, I would consider your words, but I have no experience to guide me. My education is poor, and I have few allies. I don't even want to become a king."




"Others do."




"What do you mean?"




"You are not the only one to seek Griferis. There have been many others before you who have looked for that place. Even some of my own kind. But Griferis cannot make you a king, if I understand the legends correctly. It can only make you able to be a king once you become a king."




"I don't understand."




"To be a king, one must already have the throne. It is rule that makes a king. What kind of king would you be?"




"I don't know. And, anyway, how do you know about me? How do you know what I seek?"




"I was also told by my father, when he gave me that ring, that if such a king arose, he would come out of the eastern lands of Men. So I have kept watch on that land. That is how I found you. Perhaps I may sometime tell you more of the ring, if you wish."




"How did your father know?"




She suddenly turned her head, looking westward at the last edge of sun.




"My time is short and I must go. Think on what we have said. If you wish, I may guide you in certain things. Teach you. It is not safe for us to continue. I must go!"




"But how do I—"




A hot wind stirred and blew dusty and dry across the dune. Micerea's robes whipped in the sudden gust and the sand obscured her from view.




• • •




"Wake up, Robby."




Billy paused and then bent down and tapped Robby on the shoulder once more.




"Wake up! Time to go!"




Robby stirred, then, just as Billy was about to give him a gentle shake, he opened his eyes to a sky that was growing lighter with the coming dawn.




"Time to go, Robby," Billy repeated, giving Robby a hand up. "Oof! Ain't ye the sleepy head!"




By the time he got his bedroll together, the others were already in their saddles.




"Sorry," he muttered as he got his feet into the stirrups.




Ullin looked at him with some concern, then reined around and led the way westward.   When they topped the rise, Robby was surprised to see how little they had actually traveled in the night. The Thunder Mountains were still easily seen in detail even though the sun had not yet cleared them.




• • •




It was a long day of riding, and they went swiftly. Their way became easier after midmorning when the terrain smoothed out onto a vast low plateau. There were very few trees and some brush, but they were clumped together within far-scattered islands. The grass was tall and still mostly green, though dry, and game was often seen, usually scurrying away in the form of rabbits and odd little creatures with the looks of overgrown chipmunks. These darted down holes upon the travelers' approach and, after the riders passed, came back out and stood in groups, high on their back legs, peering after them.




"What's that?" asked Ibin pointing away south where a herd of deer-like animals moved quickly, leaping and running.




"Antelope," Ullin said as they paused to look. The tan animals were so thick in the distant herd that they looked almost like a piece of cloth moving away with the wind, undulating up and down as it blew across the plain.




"Must be hunnerds of 'em!" said Billy.




"Look!" Robby pointed back at the Thunder Mountains.




"What is it?" Ullin reined over next to him.




"Just there, on the far side of that first mountain there."




"I don't see nuth—"




Billy's words were cut off as a tremendous red flash on the other side of the mountain put it in instant shadow and lit the higher mountains behind it with a garish glow. In quick succession several more flashes lit the mountains and the sky above, followed by a glow which intensified and turned from red to orange to yellow and then into the blinding blue-white of lightning. This was accompanied by a great cloud of black smoke, filled with veins of bloody fire, churning up into itself and rolling heavily over the mountains and between them through the passes like an overflowing cup of hot pitch. The brilliant light faded until only the boiling cloud remained, and a low rumble met their ears, akin to the sound of thunder, deep and hard, growing louder and louder, beating upon their ears like mighty kettle drums. At the crescendo, the horses became uneasy and fearful, and the riders struggled to maintain control of them. The sound roared past like a great invisible wheel, rolling away across the empty plain. Moths flew in their bellies as the company watched, each aghast with the same thought, but it was Ibin who spoke it.




"Ashlord!"




A moment longer they watched in silent horror. Behind the distant ridgeline, the edge of the sky brightened as the sun, low and out of sight to them, turned the mountains to shadows against the backdrop of dawn. As they stared, a small black shape appeared, shooting up and over the mountain, moving fast and trailing a line of dirty black vapor. It approached them faster than anything they had ever seen. They could hear its high-pitched shriek as it came at them, growing so loud they could not hear their own cries or the screams of their bucking and rearing horses. It passed overhead in the blinking of an eye as the riders below fought to stay in their saddles and as the pack animals bucked and tore away. In that brief cringing moment, they saw what appeared to be a sheet of shredded black cloth, tumbling over itself, jerking back and forth in a jagged course, as prey may dart this way and that to avoid capture. Its voice wailed out deafening words in a horrible unknown tongue. It streaked away into the west, leaving behind a swirling trail of sooty sulfurous vapor that sank down and settled around them. It was only a moment from coming to going, but it filled each of them with such dread and fear that it was all they could do to keep their hands on the reins of their  panicked and twisting mounts. Ibin, even as he tried to regain control of the pack animals, cried out a sob, great tears rolling down his face. As Sheila's horse tore away with her, and she battled to control it, she felt the blackness of that horrible night, months ago, come back to her with every nuance of despair she felt then, and more. Robby, striving to stay on his spinning horse, tasted again the madness of confusion and hopelessness that he felt at Tulith Attis. For his part, Ullin's fear swelled into anger and defiance at the receding object, and an irrational desire nearly overwhelmed him to chase the vile thing and hack at it with body, sword, and soul. It was Billy, though, who first regained control of himself and his mount.




"We should go back for him!" he shouted, pointing at the mountains as he rode over to help Ibin with the pack animals.




Sheila looked anxiously back from a little distance away, coaxing her horse to calm; but she nodded in agreement, her heart still too full of terror to speak.




"We could not help him!" Ullin cried, his anger at the shrieking nightmarish thing making his words harsher than he intended.




Robby was unsure if Ullin meant that Ashlord could not have used their help or that the mystic was now beyond any help. But he did not question Ullin and felt his own pounding heart sink into the hardness of determination.




"Then let us be away from here!" he said sternly. Ullin nodded, reined around and started away. Robby followed, and then, more reluctantly, the others did likewise.




They had only gone a few yards when there came a mighty crack behind them. Turning, they saw a brilliant bolt of lightning shoot up from the mountains and arc toward them. Like the splitting of a towering tree, it cracked overhead and passed, followed by a refreshing breeze in its wake which entirely cleared the air of soot and sulfur left by the first apparition. Blinding as it was, they all instinctively looked with their hands over their eyes as the brilliant bolt streaked by. Robby was briefly filled once more with the terror he had just recovered from, but, as quickly as he looked up, the feeling passed and was replaced by inexplicable hope. For he saw, at the head of the bolt that flashed by, the vague and blurred shape of an arm outstretched, holding a long bright sword.
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Robby did not speak about what he saw, or thought he saw. Yet the spirit of the others seemed lifted, too, if lifted they could be. At least the way onward was easy, and the hills were broad and gentle, so they traveled steadily and far. The mountains behind them slowly receded, and they saw no signs of being followed. The place teemed with wildlife, more antelope, rabbits, and more of the creatures they called chunkmunks because of their size and resemblance to chipmunks. There were also hawks and lark and smaller birds wheeling or soaring or darting low through the grass, some tittering as they went. When a bevy of quail took to the air just in front of them, the sudden chorus of wing-drumming and whistling mildly startled horse and rider alike. And once, Sheila saw a snake, long, thick, and black with red and yellow and orange bands, sliding away just beneath her horse.




Ibin made an attempt to let his horse follow Robby's while he strummed his mandolin, but they moved too fast, and his mount was more inclined to veer off toward delicious-looking clumps of grass than to follow the others. So he gave up and put the mandolin back over his shoulder, took up the reins again, and satisfied himself by humming.




They came up a rise, and Ullin paused, allowing Robby to come alongside. Just below and before them was a little line of path that curved from south to northward. Behind them, the mountains of the east were a low blue haze and to the northeast, they could see the higher peaks of the Carthanes, their tops almost invisible under their caps of sky-colored snow. Before them, the plain stretched to the horizon in gentle undulating monotony.




"I will ride back a ways and scout the Damar to see if they still come and how fast," Ullin said. "The rest of you should follow this path northward until it ends where it comes into another way. The place is marked by stones. If you keep to this path, you will not miss them. Turn west on the new path. The way will pass through the ruins of an old city. Just stay on the path. You may reach it before dark. I will rejoin you there. You should be safe enough since no one lives there. These ways are seldom used, but avoid anyone you may see. Once you enter the ruins, the path will take you to a little stream near the other side of the city. There, among the ruins, a low fire can be made in their shelter after dark. Keep it a small fire, and be sure to set watches."




By now the others had come alongside and were listening.




"Remember: keep to the path. It is easy to get lost on the plain. If for some reason you must leave the path, keep the rising sun behind you and the setting sun before you just on your left. West by northwest is your course. I will hurry!"




Ullin made off at a good pace the way they had come, and after watching him for a moment, they continued along as he had directed. The path had few turns and was easy to follow even though it was no more than a line where the grass was thinner than elsewhere. The day grew warm in spite of the insistent breeze, and after a couple of hours they had all stripped to their blouses. Robby, uncomfortable as leader in Ullin's absence, nonetheless set a good pace. By mid-afternoon they came within sight of four stone columns, made of stacked square blocks, each set at the corners of a crossing. Runes were carved into their sides and all had the remains of birdnests atop them. As they made their turn westward, Ibin looked down onto the top of one of the columns and saw in the nest the remnants of small pink shells dotted with blue, and he reached down and deftly picked one up. This he examined as they went along and later passed it to Sheila.




"Whatkind, Sheila, Sheilawhat, whatkindofbirdmadethis?"




"I don't know, Ibin. But it is very pretty."




This westward road was a bit wider, but still much overgrown, and took them along in easy strides. Every so often, they saw stone markers beside the way. Some were tumbled over or leaning half-sunken, and Robby thought they must be mile markers because he recognized a few of the old runes as numbers.




• • •




Ullin rode a good horse, but one that was not as accustomed to Ullin's demands as Anerath. Not so swift or sure-footed and without the stamina of Anerath, but few horses had all those qualities. He missed Anerath's ability to anticipate turns and even sudden gallops. Most of all, he missed Anerath's companionship; no other horse was ever as loyal or as watchful. On the long journey from Duinnor to Passdale, it would often be Anerath who sensed danger long before Ullin's unusually keen ability did so. Or, at times, Anerath would wake Ullin as if to say, "Time to go!" and nudge him as he lay in his blankets, still exhausted from the previous day's ride. Around other horses, Anerath served as an example, and though he rarely challenged the dominant horse, he inspired all to greater strides and longer runs. Between Anerath and Ullin there was a kind of challenge, too. At least Ullin felt so, and it was he, the rider, who often felt guided in an odd way by Anerath's mood and spirit. He felt, too, that Anerath genuinely liked him and sought to please him, not because Ullin was his master, if ever Anerath could have one, but because Ullin was his friend. And Ullin, for his part, certainly felt the same. Yet he was also humbled by the horse's affection, for who can claim a king or a queen as a true friend? And Anerath was kingly, indeed, in bearing and in might, in gentleness and in his authentic and steadfast loyalty.




The horse Ullin now rode certainly had spirit and determination, and he would go faster and farther than he was capable of sustaining, tiring himself and becoming a little clumsy if Ullin did not check him.




"You're doing fine, boy. Just fine," he said, reaching down to pat his mount's neck. "Just a little farther, and then we'll turn back for the others."




With a series of gallops and fast rides, Ullin kept to the low places as much as possible. At each rise, Ullin dismounted and walked ahead, carefully surveying the next stretch, crouching until he was certain there was no movement, no riders to be seen. It was late in the day when he finally picked up the Damar tracks, well south of where his group had passed. He followed them for a few miles until he saw where they had turned even farther south and then where they had turned eastward, heading back toward the river. He judged them to be around two dozen horses, and he continued to track them until he was confident that they had, indeed, given up the chase. By now, he was once more well within sight of the mountains, lit by the late afternoon sun behind him, and he could even just make out the brushy banks of the Missenflo. Smoke no longer rose from the mountains, but the blue-green color of the forest was darker in the spot where he suspected Ashlord had been. Like Billy, he was tempted to go back there. But he knew his place and turned his horse northwest to catch up with his companions.




• • •




What at first they took to be a wooded copse, they now saw were brambles growing up and around partially standing walls and columns. In the slanting light of the setting sun, long shadows reached out to them as the ancient road took them into the ruins. They passed between what must have once been a gate, but all that remained of it were two pillars on either side, one broken off halfway and the other tumbled entirely onto the ground, a heap of huge blocks half buried in the earth and covered with brush. There were trees, oaks and poplars and elms and even a few dogwoods as well as a profusion of vines, some still in flower. Even though there was still plenty of open ground, the group felt somewhat closed-in after so long in the uninterrupted space of the plain. They continued for another hour, going more slowly and carefully, passing under the stately remains of what must have been glorious temples and meeting places, arenas and theatres and places of government. Ruins of palaces abounded as well as more humble dwellings. Most of these were but rubble, but some still had their fronts standing, and many still had substantial portions of their walls and columns intact, though supporting nothing above. The interiors, long open to the sky, now contained huge trees and thick brush that crowded through the cracks in the structures and reached out through windows and doorways.




The road coursed down gently through the abandoned city, following along a small trickle of a stream that was choked with chunks of block and reeds, until they came to a place where the way crossed through the shallow water. The remains of an old bridge spanned the stream, its roadway long gone. Some of its supporting arches still stood, some were crumbled away, others sagged precariously. And the travelers tried to imagine why such a bridge would be needed for such a small and shallow brook. Robby led them along its bank and soon found a good place away from the path, sheltered by a high wall, and that was where he decided they should camp.




"This place has a strange feeling to it," commented Robby as he and Billy loosened their saddles.




"Gives me the willies," Billy replied in a near-whisper. "I wonder what happened? Why ever'body left, an' all."




"I just hope it is truly abandoned," said Sheila putting her saddle down. They paused and began looking around with added caution. The place was quiet, though some birds tittered in the trees and several late-season cicadas buzzed.




"Ullinsaid, Ullinsaiditwassafe," offered Ibin with cautious optimism.




"I'd feel better if he was here," said Sheila.




"Yeah, an' ol' Ashlord, too," added Billy. "What was that, what we saw this mornin'? D'ye think he came on some other witches?"




"I shudder to think. Something worse is what I fear," answered Robby as he led his horse to the stream.




"Worse 'an witches?"




"I think we ought to set watches right away. Maybe up on that wall. Looks easy enough to climb."




"How 'bout a far an' somethin' to eat?" Billy asked, and not only for Ibin.




"A sheltered fire. Maybe after dark. So the smoke won't be seen. Let's see to the horses, first. Sheila, will you be our lookout for a bit?"




"Certainly."




By the time the first stars were beginning to light their tiny lamps, the travelers had gathered wood, taken care of the horses, laid out their blankets, and done all that was needed to light the fire and cook. Above them, at the highest point of the wall, Sheila kept an eye on things. She could see just under the thickest limbs for at least forty yards in nearly every direction before other ruins or growth blocked her view. She sat with her legs crossed, as still as one of the old statues that sagged nearby, knowing from her experience as a huntress that in dim light or bright she would probably not be seen if she did not move too much or too suddenly. Her bow rested across her knees, an arrow on the string and her quiver over her shoulder. But she saw nothing other than a few squirrels squabbling in the trees and a chipmunk that wandered close by before it saw her and bounded away with a loud chirp, its tail up in alarm. The katydids with their rhythmic buzzing were very loud compared to the open quiet of the plain, and she found it uncanny how they lulled her. She could see and hear the boys below going about their work, and her stomach growled when she saw Robby cutting carrots into a pot. A little distance away, the horses were tethered by the stream, one lapping the cool water while the others munched on grass. She knew that their senses stretched beyond her own, and so she kept an eye on them, too, for any sign of anxiety.




As she kept watch, and night overtook day, she let her mind turn over the events of the past few years. She had known the three boys just about all her life, at least in passing. But she remembered, or cared to remember, very little of her earliest years.




She grimaced at the ever-present memories of her uncle's behavior, his drunkenness, the beatings she had received for any minor mistake she made with her chores, or just because he was drunk. She had learned early to encourage his drinking, in hopes that he would quickly become too inebriated to catch her and would pass out. After she was sure of his stuporous snore, she would sneak away to play in the fields and woods, coming back before he woke up so that she could make him breakfast. After he arose, and while he ate in miserable hangover, she would begin her yard chores, catching sleep when and where she could throughout the day. To further placate Steggan, she brought fish she had caught, or game she had learned to snare and hunt. By the time she was eight or nine (she did not know her true age), she had learned enough tricks to come and go as she pleased, doing less and less on the farm and more and more wandering in ever-widening circles until she knew all of Barley from the Bentwide to the Line Road and from Farbarley to Boskland. After each of these forays, and upon her return to the slovenly farm that was nonetheless her home, she had to endure the beatings he gave her. But they were not too bad as long as she waited long enough for the drink to have its way with him.




She remembered Ullin and his gifts to her, and how, that night, she carefully hid all those things, intentionally smudging up her face so that Steggan would suspect nothing. For years, those objects, the only things she felt she owned, were her secret treasures. She often stole away, going to the place where she had hidden them, to take them out and admire them in moonlight or by day, gaining some temporary comfort from them.




She recalled strangers coming to the farm from time to time, Mr. Broadweed among them, and discussions about her and her well-being. Almost always, she remained outside during those visits. Listening at the window, she understood little of what they discussed with Steggan. She feared those people. She feared they wanted to take her away, very likely to some worse place. But always afterwards, sometimes for as long as a day or two, Steggan treated her better. Maybe he feared they would take her away, too, to someplace where other children lived, someplace where the children did not have to cook or wash or weed or help with planting or harvest quite so much. But Sheila hated other children almost as much as she hated Steggan. Teased and taunted by them, she became the worse one for doing so to others, playing whatever mean tricks she could and in a spirit of meanness, too, taking revenge on the other children for her own condition. Otherwise, she avoided them all, taking more pleasure from fishing.




It was an old man—she never knew his name—who taught her how to fish, which ones to throw back, and how to clean and cook the others. Sitting alongside him on the banks of a woodland pond, hardly speaking a word for hours, she learned from his profound demand for silence that not all men were like her uncle, and this was a deep mystery to her, although it was a lesson she would soon forget. At first, she would prattle away, and he rarely said a word unless it had something to do with the hook, line, or bait. After a few days of visiting his camp, she settled into a similar silence. Nearly every day for an entire summer she saw the old man. Saying only what was necessary, he showed her how to bait her hook, and how to wait for a nibble to become a bite. She brought eggs to him, but she would not say where she got them from, and he shared his meals with her. He never asked her name, and she never asked his. But, while she was with him, she felt safe. Then, one day, after a couple of hours of fishing beside Sheila, he dropped a line in his usual manner, handed her the pole, stood and pulled up his pack, and said, "Well, I must move on. It has been a pleasant summer for me, and I have enjoyed your company. Perhaps I will come back this way someday." He nodded, gave his little camp beside the pond a last look and, without so much as a goodbye, marched off eastward. She never saw him again, and she never told anyone about him. But she looked for him every summer. It was the very next day that she first met Robby, in a manner of speaking.




Needing to do some trade in town, and wanting to make a show of his good nature and domestic tranquility, Steggan decided to take Sheila with him.




"An' we'll be crossin' over the big bridge. That'll be fun, won't it?" he said in an effort to make her cooperate.




It did not work. She rebelled against the bath he made her take, the scratchy clothes he made her put on, and against riding in the cart. So often did he have to grab her and pull her back into the cart that he finally tied her by her ankle to the seat. She screamed and wailed, cursing him and enduring his slaps until finally he stopped the cart within sight of the bridge.




"Listen to me, girl, an' mark well what I say. I want ye to take a good look when we cross the bridge. Pay special care how high it is, an' think on how deep the river must be as we cross over."




Steggan looked at her with such a terrible expression of seriousness that she stopped her struggle and stared at him in frightened surprise.




"If ye don't behave like the perfect lady, if ye cry or squawk or cause any kind of noise or trouble, I'll be rid of ye on the way back by tossin' ye off the side. Do ye understand me, dearie?"




Such was his tone, his very careful way of speaking, that she believed him.




Sniffling, puffy-eyed, and pouting, she sat in the cart outside of the Ribbons' store while he did his business inside. A boy was sent out now and then to load some things into the back of the cart. The boy, about the same age as herself, was a bit shorter than she, with a thick mop of curly black hair. He was somewhat pudgy, well-fed and pasty-looking as many townspeople were. She despised them for their health and wealth and cleanliness, and for their noses that were, more likely than not, upturned at her.




The boy eyed her cautiously each time he came out, and she paused in her struggle to free her ankle only long enough to glare at him. He said nothing, did not frown or smile, but only put the sacks into the cart and went back inside, looking at her all the while with his round black eyes. She resumed her struggle with the knots and did not notice him re-emerge from the shop until he was standing on the cart step beside her, reaching into where she sat. She flinched away out of surprise and was astounded at how, with only the touch of one hand, he was able to deftly loosen the knots. She gaped at him, full of surprise and some dismay that he could so easily do in a moment what she could not do after a long struggle at the rope. But before she could speak, the boy did.




"Here. Daddy told me to give you this," he said.




He held out a bright red apple, bigger than her fist. She hesitated, reached out, and hesitated again. Eyeing him suspiciously, she snatched it away and held it close so he could not take it back. She saw a little smile on his lips before he climbed down from the cart and turned to go back inside. Then, shaking herself out of her confused state, she leapt off the cart and ran down the road and across the bridge away from town as fast as she could go, not stopping until she reached the first hill. There, after catching her breath, she ate the apple, looking down on Passdale and laughing at her escape. She paid for it later when Steggan came home.




Things continued on for another year, marked only by a failed attempt to go to school. Failed, because Sheila would not abide the taunts of the other children, even the good-natured joking, and because her uncle was not all that keen to do without his servant, "lazy, mean, disobedient, ungrateful, an' wild though she is," as he said. That year, too, he once gave her such a beating for dropping his breakfast bacon that she spat blood for a day afterwards. When she recovered, she ran away, only to be caught three days later stealing eggs from a neighboring farm, and she was hauled back by an outraged and much bruised neighbor. The Sheriff of Barley came out and insisted that Steggan pay for the eggs Sheila had broken in her effort to escape capture, using them as she did for missiles against her pursuers. As a result of this fine, Steggan gave her another beating.




A few days later, the Sheriff came back to collect for the neighboring farmer, and, seeing Sheila's state, he asked her how she came by the bruises and cuts. When she told him it was from tussling with some other children and from falling down a ladder in the barn, he looked at her suspiciously, and, seeing the fear in her eyes, he pressed her no further. But the Sheriff told her uncle that he should be ashamed for not watching out for the girl any better than he did. Steggan told the Sheriff to mind his own business. To that, the Sheriff replied that he took his oath seriously and that if any harm came to Sheila he would do his duty and hold Steggan to account.




The next day, he came back with two of his men and his wife. That was how Sheila first met Frizella, who was round, earthy, kind, and as tough as leather when it came to having a look at Sheila's cuts and bruises. Sheila resented the whole thing and shied away. The men left the two inside together and Frizella set about catching Sheila. Outside, the men must have been amused as they listened at the noise from within—pots and pans crashing, thumps and bangs, and Sheila screaming curses while being chased around by Frizella. Sheila put up a good effort, but Frizella was too wily and quick, and soon had her in a vise-like grip and was forcing her clothes off. After squirming and trying a few kicks, Sheila gave up. Soon she was naked, sitting on a chair as Frizella fetched water and cloth.




"Yer uncle's a shameful one for keepin' ye this way!" she said in disgust, looking about the place as she washed Sheila's cuts. "Hold still an' stop yer wincin'. I know for a fact it don't hurt that much!"




Sheila said not another word the whole time and finally gave in, enjoying, in spite of herself, the woman's soothing touch with washrag and towel. Afterwards, when Sheila was once again dressed, she looked at Mrs. Bosk with such pitiful intensity that the woman burst into tears and gave her the first hug she ever remembered having.




"Thar, thar," Frizella cooed. "Thar, now. Do ye know the big ol' brick house way on the other side of Barley? I think I've seen ye roamin' the woods thereabouts."




Sheila nodded.




"That's me own house, now. An' the Sheriff'll be master of that hall, too. If ever ye have a need, or just care to visit, come knock on that door, d'ye hear me?"




Sheila nodded again.




"I'm Frizella. Knock on that door, an' ask to see me, an' we'll have ourselves a nice visit. Whenever ye please!"




Then Frizella Bosk stood up and let the men in. She gave Steggan such a tongue-lashing over the state of the cottage that Sheila feared Steggan might strike the woman.




"It's easy for the likes of ye!" he said. "What with all yer silver an' gold an' fine houses an' great lands. Us poor folk scratch out the best we can!"




"Don't talk to me 'bout bein' poor, mister!" she shot back. "How dare ye forget yerself!  An' ye don't know me nor me folk none at all, if that's yer notion. An' thar ain't no poverty worse than a lackin' in common manners, especially to yer own kin! It's a wonder folk 'round here even trade with the sorry likes of ye, so rude are ye! An' if ye think ye got it bad now, just forget yer duty to this young'un an' I swear by Beras I an' all me kin'll make ye wish an' long for these prosperous days to come back to ye!"




She stormed away from him in an indignant huff, saying to Sheila, "Don't forget what I told ye!"




The Sheriff followed, but turned and said, "It's bad enough for ye to offend yer own kin, Steggan. But I'll not have ye offendin' me wife er the law either one, er ye'll end up like yer other kinfolk."




"Do I hear ye make a threat?"




"Ye certainly do."




Sheila cringed the whole while, nearly beside herself in fear. Yet, when Steggan slammed the door and turned back to her, he cursed and, thankfully, reached for the jug of whiskey on the shelf instead of her.




"See to the chickens!" he bellowed, and Sheila fled from the house to do her chores.




• • •




By now it was dark, and the firelight from below her perch flickered in the lower branches and threw out a golden glow around the camp. Sheila tried not to look at the fire so as not to spoil her vision, but her gaze kept roaming back to the boys. Behind her and all around was in shadow. She could see a few stars through the limbs, but she mapped in her head, from the experience of many nights spent outside, where the trees were, the path, and the ruins, what dark blot was actually a mass of tangled vines and which was a pile of stones. The horses were at the edge of the fire-glow, but they remained calm. The aroma of food wafted up to her and sent her stomach into a frenzy of growls, and she was thankful when Robby climbed the wall with a couple of bowls. She was amazed, too, at how easily he did so in the dark and with both hands full. Though high, perhaps nearly thirty feet, it was a thick wall, and once he picked his way up through the tumbled stairs and came onto the top, he made his way quickly to her. Putting aside her bow, she took the food he offered. He undid a strap over his shoulder and put a water flask between them as he sat.




"Thank you."




"It isn't much. Just some carrots and broth and some chunks of hard bread. There's a little salted ham in it. A few spices. I'm afraid the carrots are a bit dry."




"It's good. Oo, I'm so hungry!"




"Oh, yeah. Almost forgot!"




Robby reached into his pocket and pulled out a dark something and gave it to her.




"Here you go."




"It's an apple!"




"Millithorpe packed a sack of them for us. I already ate mine."




They supped, and though they could not see Ibin directly below them where he sat leaning against the wall, they heard the soft plinking of his mandolin. Sheila quickly finished the soup, noisily slurping down the last of it in a very unlady-like fashion.




"Sorry," she said, wiping her mouth.




Then she bit into the apple. After savoring it, closing her eyes to its sweetness, she spoke.




"I was just thinking of apples a few moments ago."




"Oh?"




"Well, one in particular. The first one you gave me."




"Huh?" Robby thought a moment. "Ah, you mean at the store. When we were kids. I remember. Just barely."




She munched, contemplatively, then said, "I never thanked you for it. Or for untying me."




"None needed."




"What made you do that?"




"My dad told me to."




"He did?"




"Sort of."




"What do you mean, 'sort of?' "




"Well, I thought your uncle was your dad, and I asked him if we could play."




"You did?"




"Yes, and Daddy gave me an apple to give to you."




"What did my uncle say to that?"




"I think he tried to put it on his account or something. I don't remember. When I got to the door, I saw you tangled up in that rope."




"You mean you didn't know that my uncle tied me up that way?"




Robby shrugged and shook his head. "How was I to know? At least, that's what I said when I owned up to it."




"Oh, I can only imagine how angry Steggan must have been with you!"




"Up to that point, I had never been so frightened of anything in my life. I even cried, and Daddy pulled me under his arm in a protective kind of way. But your uncle stormed on out, and my dad told me I didn't do anything all that wrong, but maybe I should mind my own business."




"Mmm, delicious," Sheila said. "That was a long time ago."




"Seems like it. But I don't count that as when we met. Nor the times you ventured to the school. Nor the times I saw you out at the Bosk place."




"You must mean at the pond."




"Yeah."




"Me, too. I mean, that's where I mark our first real meeting. I suppose I was fairly immodest."




"I didn't mind."




"I'm sure you didn't!" She giggled.




She did not mention how she had just been thinking of that same place, and of the man who had taught her how to fish one long ago summer. As she ate her apple, with Robby sitting quietly beside her, they both thought back to their first real meeting.




• • •




Robby's father believed that work was important and that earning a living for his family was the most important thing a man could do. He raised his son in that belief, too, having him help out in the store whenever possible almost as soon as the boy could walk. But Mr. Ribbon also believed that the store was only the means, and that making a living was so that life could be lived.




"Thar are more important things than gold er silver, me boy," he would say. "An' though they have thar place an' time when nuthin' else'll do, so do other things. So do other things."




And so Robby was given time to go to school, to practice his lessons at home, and to play and be with other children. As he became older, stronger, and smarter, Robby was taught more about running the store. With a growing sense of his responsibility, he spent more and more time minding it or running errands all over Passdale and Barley on the store's business, which he came to think of as his own business, too. Running errands was his favorite thing to do since it gave him a chance to get out and about, to ride horses or drive wagons. His father appreciated these aspects of his son, especially because Robby did all these things so well. So, when sending him out on a lengthy errand, Mr. Ribbon would often tell Robby to take his time, maybe drop in on so-and-so, or go see if Mr. Broadweed had any new books to read. And at least once every week, and sometimes more often, Mr. Ribbon would tell Robby that he would not be needed at all at the store, and that if things got too busy, Mirabella would help. Sometimes his father would give Robby a portion of his earnings to take a horse from the livery down the road, or to have Mrs. Painmoor make a new shirt or coat for him.




It was on one of those occasions that Robby obtained a horse early on a late-summer morning when there was no school to attend. He packed a bag of food, a few books, and his writing things, and he rode out along the Bentwide, crossing the bridge and keeping on the path that ran on the east bank going south. At first he thought to go out to Boskland to see Billy, and he took the way that led southeastward when he came upon it. But when he got to a fork in the path, he suddenly decided to strike off north through the middle of Barley instead of turning toward his friend's home. This was a patchwork of small farms and fields, woods and streams, and the path he leisurely followed took him past cottages and between fields and along the edges of ponds and through thick woods full of heavy ancient trees, drooping with leaves, cool and shady. In one such copse, he came along a large pond, the far side of which lapped against a cornfield rising up over a hill. He stopped and walked his horse through the trees until he found a mossy clearing on a shady bank. Soon he was sitting next to the water, his boots off, leaning against a tree and letting his feet soak.




It was a charming scene that surrounded him as he took out his lesson book and read, and he felt its peacefulness. He looked up every once in a while for long pondering moments, gazing over the silvery-blue pond, sometimes smooth and glassy, and at other moments rippling with an otherwise imperceptible breeze, or with silent spreading rings where a fish touched the surface. A turtle basked on a tree stump that was partially submerged and leaning at an angle. It with its joined reflection gave the appearance of an arrowhead. He took out his pen and ink and a bit of paper and began copying with careful hand a passage of verse.




"So are ye goin' to stay here all day, then?"




Startled, Robby looked around but saw no one. He had almost convinced himself that he had imagined the voice when he heard it again, coming from his right.




"I said, are ye goin' to take all day to read ye book an' do ye writin', then?"




Then Robby saw the source, a brown face a few yards off, peering through a bush that grew from the bank and overhung into the water. The face hovered over the water, and Robby could just make out through the bush a person crouching low with one hand holding aside a branch and the other crossed over her breasts just below the surface.




"Oh!" Robby nearly upset his ink bottle. "Pardon me! I mean, where did you come from?"




He scrambled to gather his book and papers as she answered.




"This is whar I've been all along, ain't it? Was just takin' me bath, now wasn't I? 'Til ye come chargin' through the trees an' then took up sittin' thar."




"Oh!"




"Didn't ye see me things?"




Robby looked about and only now saw a bundle of clothes at the edge of the clearing beside a bow and quiver and what looked to be a fishing pole.




"No, I'm sorry. I guess I missed them. I'm awful sorry. Shouldn't you be more careful about where you bathe?"




"I always take a dip here, don't I?"




"I wouldn't know. I mean, anyone might happen along, mightn't they? I could've been some rogue or brigand, without qualm nor care."




"Ha! That'll be the day! Yer no rogue, Robby Ribbon!"




"I think I know you, too. Sheila, isn't it? I've seen you in Mrs. Bosk's kitchen a time or two."




"Aye, an' yer the friend of that no good Billy Bosk an' his sidekick, Ibin."




Robby, who had at last gotten his boots back on and was now stuffing his things into his bag, felt his face turn red, though for the life of him he did not know why he should be embarrassed.




"Ye don't need to go," she said. "Only turn away, likes, so I can get me clothes on, an' then I'll sit with ye awhile."




Robby faced the other way, standing awkwardly and hearing the dribbling of water as she climbed out. He put his lips together to blow a silent whistle and rolled his eyes around as far as they would go, but dared not move his head.




"Ye can turn 'round, now," she said, sooner than Robby expected. She had pulled on her buckskin breeches and was just putting on her blouse. Seeing what he should not have seen, he jerked his head away for an additional moment until she got her blouse down and began lacing it up. Her long brown hair was dripping over her shoulders and the blouse stuck to her wet skin. And in a most attractive way, too, he thought before he realized what he was thinking. She slipped on a bodice and began lacing it up. Seeing his discomfort, she said, "Have ye never seen a girl, Robby Ribbon?"




"Yes," he said defensively and rather weakly.




"Not much to see, I don't think. Don't know why folk make such a fuss."




"That's a matter of opinion," Robby replied. "I mean, on a case by case basis, of course. Some folk you'd rather not see naked, of course, while others, I mean—"




"I'd just as soon do without clothes," she said casually, " 'cept in the wintertime, of course."




Robby jutted out his bottom lip and raised his eyebrows in thought, nodding in agreement as she finished her bodice.




"Uh huh," was all he could manage. She slipped a knife in her belt and picked up her fishing pole.




"May as well take ye place, like before."




"Well. I think I had best be moving along and leave you to your fishing."




"Don't be silly. I'll not make a sound to disturb ye, an' I reckon the scratchin' of yer pen won't upset the fish."




"Very well, then. If you are sure."




He took up his place again, and she sat on the bank a few feet away and dropped her line. Robby did not know much about fishing but he knew enough to keep quiet, so he took out his things and resumed his copying. They sat for a long time, not speaking, with Robby glancing at her fishing line as often as she glanced at his pen. When he reached the end of a sheet and turned it over, she lifted her pole and baited her hook with another lure and tossed it back out.




"So what is it yer so busy writin'?" she asked.




"I'm just copying. Some old verse from one of Mr. Broadweed's books."




"Hm."




For a long moment, Sheila looked at her line where it met the water.




"So ye can read as well as do the writin'?"




"Why, yes. They sort of go together, you know."




"An' yer a fair reader an' a fair writer, too?"




"I would say fair. But I like reading better than writing. My writing is not as neat and pretty as I wish it could be."




"An' ye learned it all at Mr. Broadweed's schoolhouse?"




"A good bit of it, yes. My parents gave me lessons, too, though."




"Hm."




She watched her line, studying the rings that fanned out from it.




"It must be purty hard," she then said. "An' take years an' years to learn it all."




"Oh, well, it's not that hard, else they wouldn't teach children, I suppose. It takes a little work and some practice. Like anything else. But once you get started, you sort of start learning on your own."




"An' can ye do the numbers, too?"




"Yes. I have lots of calling for that since I help out at the store."




"Hm. I suppose so."




"I think you have a bite, there."




"No, just nibblin'. I think he's playin' with me."




"Oh. You know better than I do. I wouldn't know a nibble from a knot."




"So ye don't fish?"




"Not so much don't as can't. I don't know how."




"Get away! Don't know how to fish?"




"Never been taught."




"Oh."




Sheila looked back out across the pond. After a moment, Robby resumed his copying, glancing every few moments at Sheila who seemed deep in her own thoughts.




"Can ye show me? What it is, I mean, that ye write?"




"If you'd like."




She moved over with her pole and sat next to him.




"I'll just watch."




"Tell you what. I'll start over with something new."




Robby put away the book and took out a fresh sheet of paper and put it on his writing board. He put away the ink and pen and took out a pencil.




"I've seen one of them before," she said. "It marks without usin' ink."




"Yes."




As she watched, Robby slowly wrote a short sentence.




"That's me name, it is," she said, grinning and putting her finger on the first word. "An' that word is 'the.' "




"So you can read some."




"Just a little. Sometimes, when no one's lookin', I watch the lessons from outside the school winder. An' I scratch the dirt with a stick to make letters."




"You do? Why don't you ever come in to school?"




"Oh, no! I tried that! Ye pro'bly don't recall. I just can't stand bein' inside cooped up w'all them folks sittin' in thar. An' that ol' Broadweed!"




"He's not so bad."




Robby suspected it was the other children that had caused problems for Sheila. He did remember seeing her a few times at the edge of the schoolyard and once in a tree just beyond. He hoped he had never teased her, but, to his embarrassment, he could not swear that he never had a part in any schoolyard taunts that may have been directed at Sheila. "Well, I'm sorry. Do you know this word?"




She strained but shook her head.




"Do you know the letters in it?"




Again, she shook her head.




"The word is 'pond.' "




" 'Sheila, the pond. Sheila, an', ro, rob, oh, Robby! That's yer name. Sheila an' Robby s, ss--' Oh, tell me what it says!"




" 'Sheila and Robby sit beside the pond.' "




• • •




"Sheila and Robby sit beside the pond," Sheila said. "I miss those days. I was so excited. In more ways than one, as it turned out."




"That was a good day," Robby nodded, "and led to many more good days."




"So much has happened since then. So many changes."




"Yes. Much. Sheila, with all that's been happening, I just want you to know that I am still very sorry about the baby. And for what happened to you. I should have been there for you."




"I don't know how you could have been. It is my fault. Losing the baby, that is. I should have run away sooner. Or maybe I shouldn't have kept it a secret from you. But I was so afraid."




"Of me?"




"Of everything. But now," Sheila shrugged, "well, I suppose I didn't look after that little life very well. And now I wonder what would have become of us, the baby and me, that is. If I was now a mother on the run with a tiny baby, like some of our people.…"




Her words trailed off. Robby, too, had often thought about the baby, before and since the Redvests came. And, as much as he appreciated Sheila's presence in their company, he felt guilty for it, too, knowing that if the baby had lived, she most certainly would have remained in Janhaven with Frizella and his mother. That is, if Sheila and the baby had made it out of Barley during the attack. And, in his heart of hearts, he could not be certain whether he would have set out on this journey without her, which made him feel doubly wretched.




"And things keep changing," she said, looking at him. He returned her glance, but could not see her expression since her face was oddly shadowed and hued by the flickering light of the campfire below. "As quick as things are one way," she continued, "and as soon as I've almost got my mind around how things are and what I should do, everything gets thrown off by something new."




"I know. I feel the same way," Robby replied.




They sat for a while.




"You haven't been talking to me much lately," Sheila said. "I guess we haven't had much of a chance, though."




"Yeah, I know."




"This business about finding the ring is very strange, on top of everything else," she went on. "A part of me is hardly surprised anymore at anything, what with all that has happened. Is happening. Yet, everything is so unsure. The very ground underneath me seems shifting. It's as if even I am changing, and in ways that are frightening. It sometimes feels like I'm someone else altogether, and the real me is just looking on."




"I've had that feeling, too."




"I wonder if we all have?"




"Maybe it's just natural, given what we're going through. Everything all upside down."




Sheila shook her head, giving Robby the impression that she was driving at something else.




"Too natural," she said. "Like I'm sliding into something and—here's the thing—I don't care. But I know I should care. That's what worries me."




"I don't think I understand. Maybe you're still upset over Ashlord. Or over the horse back at the bridge."




"No. I mean, of course I am. I'm upset at everything! But this began before the bridge. Before we left Passdale. Only it grows stranger."




"What is? What's growing stranger?"




"Me. This way I am. I can't help it."




"Sheila. I don't understand what you are trying to tell me."




Robby sensed a stiffening in her as she looked away.




"I think I should have stayed behind in Janhaven. I don't think I should be here."




"I'm glad you are. I mean, I'm sorry you are, in a way. Just as I'm sorry we're not all still in Janhaven. I'm sorry because I know it's on my account that you feel the way you do. But I get strength from your presence. And we are all glad you're with us. I don't think any of us would be alive if you had stayed behind."




He reached out and put his arm around her, and though she yielded a little, he felt the tension in her body.




"Why don't you leave the watch to me for a while," he suggested. "I'll wake Billy to take over if I get too tired."




To this she agreed, and she gave Robby a kiss.




"I love you, Robby."




"I love you, my dearest Sheila."




She placed her bow on his lap, picked up the bowls, and made her way down the wall to the camp. Robby watched her prepare her bedroll and stretch out. After a while, the fire died down somewhat, Ibin's strumming stopped, and Robby was the only one awake, feeling very much alone as he fingered the ring in his pocket.




The night wore on and a chill descended, muting the katydids and crickets. Robby pulled his cloak about him and over his head. He tried to remain alert. But, between his own thoughts and his desire for sleep, it was difficult. Every few moments, he jarred himself to attention, thinking he saw a movement or heard an out of place sound. It was always nothing, and his alarm passed slowly, as did the hours. Finally, when he could not stop yawning, he climbed down from the wall and woke Billy, handing him the bow and arrows.




"Not sure ye ought to trust me with this contraption," Billy joked.




"Take it anyway," Robby said. "Just make sure you watch for Ullin. I'm worried that he's not back already. The wall, up there, is a good place, but you'll want your long cloak. It's getting cool."




"Right."




Robby settled down beside Sheila, and Billy picked his way up along the wall and began his watch. By now the fire was just low flames over embers, giving little light to see by. But Billy was keen-sighted, and he was soon able to pick out the shadows of brush from the path. The breeze was so gentle that it hardly swayed the tops of the trees against the stars. Below, he could make out the large obscure shape that was Ibin, but, even though he knew where to look for Sheila and Robby, he could not see their forms clearly. There was a night bird that began to chirp some distance away, and the drone of the few insects induced a still, meditative state in Billy, rare to him. Like Sheila and Robby before him, his thoughts turned to the past few days and weeks. He pondered all he had seen, and he realized that he was coming to understand something more of the wide world about which Robby had so often expressed a yearning to see. Old talk about leaving Barley to find adventure now seemed childish. There was regret, too, in his heart, for having done so little to take on the responsibilities of his father, of not being at his father's side when the Redvests came, and of doing so little to fulfill the hopes his father had likely placed in him. He felt poorly prepared, poorly educated, and even poorly able to grasp the scope of his small role in things. Perhaps leaving Janhaven was a bad idea. Maybe he should have stayed and, as the new Master of Boskland, sent someone else with Robby. If Ashlord was right when he told them that little help would come from Duinnor under the present King, and if Robby was to become the new king, what could a Boskman do one way or the other, anyway?




"Unless Duinnor wakes up or gets a new king," he mused, "Redvests an' Dragonkind will have Barley, for sure. An' them that mean to stop ol' Robby, well, they'll have a scrap on thar hands is all I gotta say."




This thought, and the renewed determination that it brought to him, calmed Billy. In the dark, his face took on that wry smile and his eyes glittered with the same expression that always came over him when a fight was stirring. In spite of his efforts to reform, there was really little else he enjoyed better than a good scrap.




At that moment, a large shadow detached itself from a tree near the path only a few yards away and moved toward the camp. Billy raised the bow, but before he could get the arrow properly notched, he heard a voice.




"You make a poor watch, Billy Bosk."




"Ullin! Whar've ye been?"




"Watching you, for the past half-hour or so. And scouting around your camp. You can come down from there. All is safe for at least two leagues around. You picked a good spot. The fire can't be seen until one is right upon the camp, and well off the main way. Good water."




Billy picked his way down, saying, "Robby found this place, not me. Thar's some soup yonder. I'll stoke up the far."




Ullin took care of his horse while Billy got the fire going again and soon enough Ullin was devouring the soup. The others were roused by the commotion and greeted Ullin with gladness that he was back.




"So no Damar?" Billy asked.




Ullin shook his head, swallowing. "They turned back. Never even picked up our trail."




"That's good news, at least," said Sheila.




"Any signs of Ashlord?" Robby asked.




Ullin shook his head. They let him eat, and after he was finished, he pulled out his pipe and leaned against his saddle in his easy way of long practice. After a few puffs, he said, "Robby, I think we would welcome some explanation for going to Tulith Morgair. Though we got away safely, it could have easily been otherwise."




"Yes," Robby nodded. "I'm sorry. But it was important. I'm not sure how much I can tell you. Or even how much you might believe. I should dearly like to talk to Ashlord about it."




His companions' firelit faces told him that this had been on their minds, but they had the patience to wait for Ullin's return.




"I think the first thing I should tell you is that I met someone a while back. I won't tell you when or how it came about because I was asked not to say. But a person came to see me. You'll have to trust me on that, too. Anyway, the person that I met is in danger in no small way because of coming to me. If the person is discovered, it would go badly. Very badly. For now, I can say little about the person. Only that we might have an ally, of sorts. As a sign of sincerity, I was told to go to Tulith Morgair and to look for my great grandfather, and there I would find this ring."




He turned it over as he spoke and held it up briefly.




"I was not sure it would be there," he went on. "Partly because I did not trust that the person was actually a real person. I know, it sounds silly. Please don't ask me to explain.  Anyway, I certainly did not expect a fresh flower, too."




Ullin had the flower in his hand, having been passed from Robby. It had lost much of the blue color of its petals, turning to white, and Ullin saw that it was beginning to decay.




"I hope ye'll not put the ring on," said Billy.




"It hadn't occurred to me. Why?"




"Why? 'Cause thar ain't no tellin' what kind of ring it is! Might be some kinda trick. Might put some sorta spell er hex on ye!"




"I truly doubt it," chuckled Robby. "I don't think the person it came from trusts me all that much, and yet, now, I think I'm beginning to trust her."




"Her?" Sheila responded to his slip.




"Well, yes. Her," Robby said, embarrassed at his gaffe. "Oh, good grief! That was my mistake for saying so. But until I learn more, I can't tell you all that much about her. I know this is asking a lot of you, that you deserve a better explanation. I just don't think I should tell you more. For one thing, I actually don't know all that much about her myself, really. For another, I want to gain her trust, in case she may be able to help us. I want to be able to honestly say to her, if we are ever in touch again, that I've kept the secret of who she is safe, that I have not told anyone. Although I was suspicious of her when we met, I more or less gave my word not to tell anyone, and I need to keep it."




"How is it that ye get messages back an' forth?"




"It's part of her secret, and I promised not to tell. If the way is made known, her enemies—who are perhaps our enemies, too—might discover her."




Ullin withdrew his pipe, saying, "I think we should not question Robby too much on this. I pray you will be cautious, though. As far as the ring goes, there is nothing to fear of it. It is quite harmless."




Robby had the sense, and perhaps the others did, too, that Ullin understood more than he would say. Billy and Sheila glanced at each other, but Robby was thankful for Ullin's stance.




"Ullin, areyou, areyou, Ullinareyougoingtoeattherestofthesoup?"




"No, Ibin. You have it."




"Tell us about Tower Halfis," Robby asked. "I think I have heard of it."




"It was built in the First Age and is one of seven such towers. Halfis sits atop the mountain of the same name and is nearly a thousand feet high from its base to its top. It is made of smooth white marble and is topped with a ruby-red dome that glints like glass. A few miles away is Loringard Pass. I have often gazed at the tower when taking that route to and from Duinnor. The tower has no doors or windows, and there is no stair or means to climb up the smooth stone that it is made of. I have heard it said that travelers have seen a figure standing at the top of it, where the dome is. But I have never witnessed that. Others say that it is inhabited by spirits and wraiths and shades."




"What's it for?" asked Billy.




"No one knows, nor do they know what the other six are for, why they were built or even who built them. And no one understands the manner of their construction."




"Now I remember," said Robby. "Mr. Broadweed had a book on travels and marvels. It said that the towers are all just alike except that each has glass of a different color at the top, shaped like an upside-down bowl."




"That is true. Halfis has red glass, and the one in Vanara is light blue in color. Duinnor's color is white or clear, I think."




"Built in the First Age, eh? An' they've been standin' all this time!"




"Ashlord once told me that in the First Age the Faerekind, or the Elifaen, built many marvelous things," Sheila said. "Heneil was one of the great master builders, but there were others, too, he said. Many of the things they made were mysterious in design, the way of their making lost, along with the reasons for making them. Other things, he said, were of a dark purpose and best avoided. And he said there are lots of places that remain from past ages, places where no one goes anymore."




"That is so," agreed Ullin. "This very place where we camp was once a large city, called Fisenwold. It was in decline when my father was young. Mirabella told me that my grandfather brought her brothers here once. While Lord Tallin conducted his business, the children attended a great festival and rode on large wingless birds for amusement and saw many other wonders.




"The city was already in decline. Ever since the Great Dragonkind Invasion. At last trade failed, wars took the men away, and drought came, an earthquake, then the fever. The city people quickly dwindled until none were left. The stream that passes through here was once deep enough for the barges of the wealthy and for irrigation. Now it is but a trickle."




"Kinda like the Bentwide," commented Billy.




"Except the Bentwide, like the Saerdulin, has gone back to the way it once was. This stream grows smaller every year. Soon it will be but a dusty track. And so now this place is abandoned, full of ruins, full of forgotten memories."




Ullin tried to stifle a yawn.




"You need sleep," Sheila said.




"Yes, I do."




"I'll keep watch," Billy said, rising. "Go on to sleep."




"Very well. We'll leave when the sun is full up. Let's be sure to fill the water bags and flasks. Crossing the plains will take a fortnight at least, and there are only a few places for us or the horses to drink from," Ullin said, now yawning without reservation.




"We'll wake you when all is ready," Robby said.




"Very well."




Billy moved on to take up his post atop the wall as Ullin settled down under his blanket. Robby and Ibin went to their bedrolls, but Sheila remained sitting and stared at the fire for a long while. Robby, lying on his side, watched her, wondering what it was that she had tried to tell him, until his eyes grew too heavy.




• • •




In his sleep, he dreamed of a frosty morning in Passdale, icicles hanging from the porch roof. He stood inside the store, looking through the glass in the front door, and, incongruously, holding the reins of Anerath who stood patiently behind him, impossibly squeezed between the tables and shelves. His father quietly scratched a quill against a ledger page at the desk off to the side. Sir Sun, smiling, came walking over the eastern Barley hills, and his golden morning gaze landed on one of the icicles, filling it with a sparkling brilliance that was blinding. Yet the light was hot, and all faded from view until only this twinkling jewel remained, transfixing Robby's attention with some mysterious importance as it turned from gold to red to green and at last faded to an intense point of blue-violet. The point of light seemed to touch him through and through, and he felt himself drawn into it. Suddenly, it was no longer a point of light that he saw, but an entire sky, the color of dusk without a wisp or hint of pink cloud. Underneath this sky, not three feet from him, stood Micerea. Somehow, this did not surprise Robby at all.




"How is it that we may speak and understand each other, though we speak in different tongues?" he asked.




"It is a mystery of the dream world," she replied. "My teacher said that when we dream, the ears hear the Dream Tongue, regardless of the language spoken with the mouth. If I understand a word and speak it, you will understand it, too, if you know the word in your own language. If you do not know the thing that the word is for, you will not hear it in the Dream Tongue, but in the tongue in which it is spoken. It is something like the First Tongue, I suppose, that the Faerekind once spoke."




"I see. I have been told," Robby said, "that I have spoken the First Tongue, although, when I am doing so, I don't think I hear my words in the way others hear them."




"If that is so," Micerea looked at Robby with wonder, "and you know and speak the First Tongue, then it means that you have great power."




"I don't think so. I think it is just a strange gift. And not one that I can control. When I speak it, it is without effort and without trying. Later, when I try to say it again in my common way of talking, I cannot."




"Then it means you still have much to learn."




"Obviously. I want you to tell me about the ring, if you will. By virtue of its presence at Tulith Morgair, and the flower, too, I now believe that this is no mere dream that I am having. Yet I am full of wonder. And, I must say, I have misgivings about our meeting and our way of meeting."




"I understand," Micerea said. "And I will try to explain. I do not have the means to act in the world as many do. I have no influence and no power of any consequence in my own lands. Yet I am not without eyes. And, unlike many other children of my lands, I was raised by my parent to keep my eyes open to the world. So I am blessed to have the ability to meet you in this way. Otherwise, I would have no power at all to shape things, to make things better for my people. I will tell you frankly: I seek nothing less than my people's freedom from oppression. Though most of my kind accept the way things are, there are some of us, a few, who are willing to do what we can to change the world."




"What oppression do you speak of?"




"Age upon heavy age of it. Did you know there have been times when Men and Elf and Dragonkind freely met and traveled in each other's lands? Few times, it is true, but it has happened, and those times show that it is possible to have some peace between our peoples. But truces fail. To weakness. To the lust for revenge. To greed."




"I have heard of something of the sort. One of your people once was a guest in the home of my family, I am told, in Tallinvale."




"Gurasa."




"Yes, that was his name. You know of him?"




"I am his daughter."




Robby suddenly felt an odd sensation in the pit of his stomach. He remembered with exact clarity the room he stayed in at Tallin Hall. The apparition that appeared just before his meeting with Lyrium. The figure who sat in the darkness, writing at the little desk. The sensation of a person who, when Robby spoke, was as surprised at Robby's presence as Robby was at his. The face that turned toward him.




"I think I actually dreamed about him," Robby said. Then he gave a mild laugh, "Silly."




"Then you have some knowledge of him," she said. "Does that not explain something of the position I am in? The daughter of a great and mighty general of my people, a leader respected and venerated. The ring I gave to you, my father had specially made for one of your household. He had it sent by various means from the far land where it was made, through the deserts, and to the greenlands. The voyage of that ring through our lands and how it passed into the greenlands of the north is a tale of itself. But it was a gift he intended for a friend. It was a parting gift. Shall I tell you of it?"




"Please do."




"Fifty-eight years ago, by your reckoning, my father returned from the greenlands, as we call your realms. He was a young man, and while on his journeys he made friends and acquaintances with many Elifaen and many Men. Even the one called Collandoth was known to him. His dearest friend, however, was Dalvenpar, your mother's eldest brother. When my father visited and returned, it was during a brief time of truce between our lands and yours. And when my father returned to his desert home, he had the ring made and had it sent to Dalvenpar.  That was also a time when our royal family was struggling within its ranks. When King Basadurmandis died, his son, Salzadur, threw off the new ways that his father had encouraged and began ousting all those who opposed or criticized his rule. And he, too has since died, making his son Belsalza king. He is even more cruel, and he has sworn to resurrect Kalzar's glory, and to move the Great Stone to its place in the city of Tyrsharat and claim from the Elifaen their promise."




"The Great Stone?"




"Do you not know of the Great Stone?"




"I have only recently heard of it."




"It was that which began all the miseries of my people."




"Your miseries?" Robby remembered the story that Ashlord had told them, but it had nothing in it about the plight of the Dragonkind, only that of the Faere. "Please, let me hear your way of telling it."




"Very well. It was before even the First Age, before the Fall of the Elifaen and the Sundering of the Faerekind, but it led up to it. It was told to our first King, whose name was Kalzar, that if a rock of marble twenty times his own height in breadth and width, that is, eighty cubits tall and wide, was cut and placed in the city Tyrsharat, that Alonair, the brilliant Faerekind sculptor, would carve of it a wondrous statue that would be the envy and wonder of all the world. This Kalzar strove to do. The rock selected was pale white marble, and it took many years to cut it and free it of the mountain quarry. Roads were built and tools fashioned for moving the Great Stone, but all seemed against its progress. Tributes were increased for the feeding of the thousands that worked the stone, free men of our kind were made slaves, and captives who were taken in battle, too, to pull at it and to push against it. Horses and oxen were also used, but moving the Stone was a task too great even for the mighty Kalzar. His armies were weakened by the diversion of resources, and they suffered defeat after defeat. There were uprisings against him, and against the Stone, and these were cruelly quelled. Meanwhile, the desert sent wind and sand to cover the way and to bury the roads. Disease and weakness plagued the workers. So, after twenty years, the Great Stone was not even twenty leagues from where it was cut from the mountain.




"Kalzar was infuriated. He grew convinced that it was a task of spite set for him by the Faerekind. Perhaps he was correct. He gave up the task, and he began using the resources of our lands to rebuild his army and to increase his might. At last, he sent his army to attack the greenlands of the north where the Faerekind lived. Kalzar's army was defeated, and the Faerekind retaliated. The Faerekind attacked and massacred all they found in the Dragonlands, sparing only those they could not reach before Aperion, the Faere King, stopped his people by some magic and recalled them. It was then that the Sundering took place, when some Faerekind lost their wings and others departed the world.




"Since then, in the ages after Kalzar, other rulers have attempted to fulfill the challenge, but all have failed. Our present ruler, King Belsalza, has not even begun the task that he proclaimed he would accomplish. And so the Great Stone rests where it has for thousands of years, partially buried in the desert sand. I am sure that tales of these things are recorded in your books and scrolls."




"I have heard something of the story that you just told. But I never have had a book to read it from. I learned of the Great Stone from a story that Ashlord told not very long ago."




"Then you have had a poor education for one who is to be King. You are at least fortunate to have been told by Ashlord. Many have forgotten the tales of our history."




"Why do you say I am to be King?"




"It is written, and it shall be done, that from the greenlands of the east shall come the Knower of the Name, and he shall bring forth defeat to the Dragon and shall break the age and restore the Elifaen. In our books, it is warned that this New King of Men and Elifaen would arise when the great sword of Chaldron was lifted to the heavens, and he would be the downfall of the House of Kalzar. Chaldron is a heavenly apparition that rarely shows itself, but some of those of our kind who watch the heavens say it will soon come again. And the House of Kalzar was restored to power fifty years ago by our former king, Salzadur, after all these ages. Salzadur's son, Belsalza, now rules the Dragonlands, and he makes much of being descended from Kalzar. So, it seems that the time is nigh at hand for a new king to come."




"Hm. Maybe. But I am ignorant of much, and, besides, I doubt if I will ever be King."




"Lesser men than you have been kings. We will speak of this again, for it is why you and I meet. But I was telling you of my father and the ring. My father gave that ring to Dalvenpar, your uncle, as a token of their friendship. But not long after he returned to the Dragonlands, my father was called away to serve our king, as were all of the males of our people. Obedient to his king, my father was sent to the ranks of the army to be trained as a soldier. This he did, with all honor, but little relish. He had no choice. He had many brothers and sisters and his parents and both grandparents were still alive, as well as cousins and nieces and nephews. If he disobeyed, he knew that they would be put to the block or sent away to the mines. Then, just as now, spies were everywhere, and my father had little hope of escaping service. But he was a bright and able soldier and rose through the ranks quickly and became a powerful general, young and vigorous. He led his men to victory after victory, and his name became famous among our people. He was rewarded for his service by our king, and all the great houses of my kind honored him.




"Then came the great invasion, when a vast army of Men and Elifaen came south and laid siege to Calamandor, the chief city of our northern province, which is called the Green Citadel by northerners. You see, the nephew of our king ruled Calamandor.  He was brash and hotheaded. He sent forth his armies to harry and attack the greenlands, at last provoking battles, which he lost one after another, until the allies of the north were at the walls of the city itself. My father was sent with his army to break the siege. It was my father's plan to outflank the intruding forces, then to cut them off from their retreat. He intended to then sue for truce, forcing the surrounded army of Men and Elifaen to surrender and to give a promise never to return to these lands. My father nearly succeeded. The northern army was surrounded and cut off from retreat or aid. But when King Belsalza heard of my father's plan, he was enraged and ordered my father's return to his court, relinquishing command of the Dragon armies to another general sent to replace him. This angered the army, loyal to my father, and they threatened to revolt. But my father spoke to his soldiers, going amongst them, telling them to be mindful of their families, just as he must be mindful of his own, and for his faithful soldiers to abide by their oaths, to do their duty to their homeland and sovereign, and to follow the orders of the new general. In this manner, by demanding that he and the new general be received by his many field captains and lieutenants, he delayed any action of the army. During this ploy, my father secretly sent a messenger to the Northmen, telling them to flee, explaining that his word of truce was broken by the Dragon King, and he could no longer vouch for their safety. He swore in his message that he would not take part in any attack upon them, but that he could no longer prevent one. No one knew he did this except the messenger, a Northman who had been captured, and a few trusted guards and escorts. When word reached the Dragon camp that the invaders were escaping northward, Gurasa began his journey home, taking with him the Al Sairs, his household army that had kept the northern flanks closed to the Northmen.




"The story is then told that the men of the north, instead of retreating as they had promised to do, regrouped and wheeled about to mount a futile counterattack. When my father heard about this, he was enraged and insulted that his gesture was thrown away and wasted. He and a number of his guard rode back, too late to stop the slaughter. The Northmen were quickly routed and not one of ten made it home across the mountains. Our people call it the Great Victory. In the north, it is remembered as the Road of Dry Blood. My father was horrified at the waste and slaughter that he saw, of Men and Dragon and Elf alike, and he tried to stop it. Riding over a hill, he came upon the scene of an ambush, looking down from a hill just as a group of stragglers were being attacked. The Northmen had little resistance to offer, so hungry and thirsty and weary they were. Yet there were two who fought back against back with great skill and valor against the Dragonkind pursuers. But they were no match for the arrows that struck them, and one of the Northmen shielded his comrade from the missiles, taking them into his own body. When my father saw all this, and saw the sacrifice made, he ordered the attack to cease, and he charged downward, for he had recognized the fallen one as his long-missed friend, Dalvenpar. The other one, seeing only the charging horses, picked up Dalvenpar's sword and, beating back the nearest of the attackers, fled before my father arrived.




"All this was told to me by my father's aide, a faithful lieutenant who was there. He described to me how my father cradled the stricken Northman in his arms, clutching hands and speaking in the language of the north until the man died. And then, I was told, my father wept most bitterly and long, to the shock and amazement of the soldiers around him. This ring he then took from your dead uncle's finger and put it on his own. From that day forward, my father was a sick man, unfit for service or duty. He said not a single word, not during his trial, nor when he was vindicated by his loyal friends and comrades. For seven years he spoke very little, nor did he even leave his house. But he wept again when my mother died, and from that day I was the only comfort he had in the world."




As she spoke, Robby saw visions of the things she described, unfolding out of a brown sandy mist to her right, or fading away from the gray clouds in the distance over her shoulder. It was as if he only had to think on a thing and some representation of it would appear. He realized that he had no imaginings of what a Dragon warrior would look like, or how a mighty general might be dressed, or the shape and size of a destroyed city. He knew not the colors of one regiment's banners from the next, but there they were. This was when he understood that, as Micerea spoke, her knowledge of what she spoke joined his own ability to dream and to envision the events she related.




"Now you know that we are joined, in a way," she went on, "at least by the mark that grief has put upon our two Houses. And there are other things that link our Houses, things that I will not speak of. Do you believe me? Do you believe what I have told you?"




"Yes. I do believe you," he nodded. Her eyes showed that she was relieved. "But I believe because of the ring and the flower, for one, and more for your tale. And I have my own reasons for believing you, too. But dreaming like this is very strange to me. Tell me, do I guide this dream, or do you?"




"I guide this dream, though you might find it within your ability to do so.  This is a place, like any other place, and it has its own landscape, its own rules. We may look upon the dreams of others who do not walk this realm, and even play a part, but that is very dangerous. If those who do not have this ability discover that we possess it, they may do terrible things in fear of us. Here, as elsewhere, you cannot always know friend from foe. There have been those who walk this space with powers much beyond what I possess. And there are others, somewhat like you, who stumble around, not knowing what they do."




"I think I can come here on my own," Robby said. "I mean, without your help or prodding."




"Yes, you can. You just don't have much practice at it, yet. Soon, though, you'll learn enough to go where you wish and to see what you desire to look upon. It is a great power. But be warned: there are many dangers. You cannot be everywhere at once. And when you are here, your body gains nothing from sleep and wastes slowly away. If you stay too long, your body will not permit you to return to it. It will resist you."




"How long?"




"Time here does not move with the stars. You must be sensible that, here, a few moments may cost your body several hours. Or, what may seem a lifetime in this realm may only be a yawn of time for your body. We must be careful. It is not wise to stay away very long, or lose sight of your place of slumber."




"What is this place called? This dream-world?"




"I was told it is called the comaria, but others call it nillumenum  which means, 'faraway lamp,' or 'distant light,' though I don't know why."




"Well, how do you find me?"




"I know where to look."




"What does that mean?"




"I mean that I know how to find my way through this landscape. From practice, I know where the place is that your spirit will be."




"But what if I'm off somewhere? I mean, what if I wander off, say, to drop in on somebody dreaming in Duinnor, or some place far away?"




"It doesn't matter. If I know where your body slumbers, I can follow you from there. Or, if I know that you go to Duinnor, I can meet you there. If I know neither, I can still find you by looking for your spirit in other ways. That would be more dangerous because I might stumble into someone else, someone that I do not wish to reveal myself to. And I cannot stay long with you, for I am being watched. I mean to say, there are others who might suspect my abilities and might send their own agents into this realm to spy on me. To spy on us."




"Would you know? Would you know that you're being watched?"




"Did you know that you were being watched? I have to go, now. And you should sleep."




"Wait! What about the spies?"




"Sleep now!"




She faded from view, and Robby had the vague sensation of being adrift in a fog, with images of the plains, of Tallinvale, and of Nowhere mixed together. He shivered, standing again in the store in Passdale, looking at the icicles dripping in the sun.




  Chapter 3




  A Close Call


 

Day 103




142 Days Remaining










The next morning came soon enough, cool and brisk with a northwestern breeze. Ibin woke first, and, knowing his duty to belly and brethren, he stirred up the fire and cooked breakfast consisting of hominy, sausage, fried apple chunks, slices of tomatoes, and even a pot of coffee. His companions were all amazed at his cooking ability, but they had to admit that if he knew half so much about cooking as he did about eating then he must be a prodigious good cook, after all. Even Billy was surprised and wondered how he did so much with so few pots.




"I reckon durin' all the time he spent in me mum's kitchen, he must've picked up a thing er two."




Robby was sluggish. He finished his meal without saying much—being too preoccupied with his own thoughts—and he began preparing the horses. As he did so, Sheila woke Ullin and served him a plate and cup.




"Thank you," he said as he took the plate from her. He took a sip of coffee and then, more loudly so that the others could hear, "There will be little water for many days, perhaps a week. So, fill the bags and flasks as full as you can."




Sheila then went to help Robby with the horses, while Billy cleaned up the pots, and Ibin fetched water.




"You slept heavily," Sheila said to Robby as she tightened a saddle cinch.




"How would you know?"




It sounded rather harsher than he meant, so he added, "Did you sleep at all?"




"Yes," she said defensively. She threw one of the packs up onto a horse and began strapping it down. "A little. Until I spelled Billy."




"I'm sorry," Robby said. "I'm not yet awake, I guess. Don't know why I'm so grumpy."




"My sleep grows lighter and lighter with each passing night, and yours heavier and heavier," she said. "We seem to be going in opposite ways."




She looked at him, as if expecting a response. He understood that, but tried to cast it off with humor, saying, "I think we'll both go west, today."




• • •




They crossed the stream with little trouble as it was only inches deep, and passed between the remains of high arches of the bridge ruins that rose up around them, now cracked and holding up no roadway, a silent testament to the height that the stream once reached. They made their way through the overgrown ruins of Fisenwold, following what must have been streets once busy with commerce and commotion. Now it was a forlorn place, but not without some beauty still left in it, from the pale white frescos on the remaining buildings, to clusters of columns still standing as proudly as they ever had, even though they now served as supports to the thick vines that clambered up their sides.   Some of these vines supported moonflowers that were already folding to sleep, while others held morning glories that would soon be waking up with the coming day. Bits and pieces of statues lay scattered amid other fallen chunks of ruin, and in every nook and cranny sprang tenacious and unflinching life, oblivious to the presence or absence of human dwellers. There were thick clusters of asters, bushes of rosemary that released their pleasant aroma as the group brushed through, red and purple sage, tall bushes full of over-ripened blueberries, and long runners of wisteria. In and among all the brush and flowers flittered busy wrens and nervous finches and noisy titmice, going about their song-filled morning chores with great enthusiasm and purpose. Thus, by the time the company reached the edge of the city, and the plain stretched out before them, they all felt the city not so forlorn after all, though it seemed sadly forgotten.




By noontime, the city was out of sight behind them, and in every direction the plain spread out and even the mountains of the east were lost to view. They traveled all day and made good progress, though they followed no road or path, for the rises and falls were so gentle that by nightfall Ullin judged they had made ten or twelve leagues at the very least. They camped just as the last of the western day disappeared, and the eastern stars were beginning to shine. There was very little fuel to be had for a fire except grass and a few clumps of bushes that yielded a few dried twigs. So they ate a cold meal that evening and, after agreeing upon the order of watches, they settled into their bedrolls to sleep. Morning came soon enough, and they used the last of their fuel to make coffee, which Robby seemed to relish more than the others. The next day was much the same, and the day after that, constantly, steadily going west by northwest.




• • •




Ullin kept them moving at a steady pace, keeping his bearings and guiding their course by the sun and moon and stars. They took only a few brief breaks from their saddles, to walk away any stiffness, and they ate their midday meals quickly, though with enthusiasm. At each nightfall, or soon after, they camped. They had a fire if there was fuel, but often there was none to be had in the grassy expanse. Whether with hot meals or cold, Ullin sat with them, listening to their banter and talk, sometimes answering questions, and always assigning watches before turning in. He seemed pleased that they could tell time by the stars, unlike so many he had encountered who ordered their lives by other means, by city bells and the cry of night watchmen, or by the clocks that some people owned. And he always turned in first, though it was not unusual for him to rouse himself to make sure that whoever was standing watch was not asleep, or remaining on watch beyond the hour of relief. He took the last watch before sunrise, waking the others before the new dawn to eat, and instructing them in the preparation of the horses for that day's leg of the journey. At each dawn, he led them away from the rising sun.




Few noticed the growing urgency with which he drew them onward, or gave much thought to his increasing preference to ride hundreds of yards ahead, stopping each hour or so to let the rest catch up, to check on their condition, and to regroup them before he outpaced them once more, never going so far ahead to be out of sight for more than a moment. Perhaps they thought his behavior was only natural, in keeping with his training, or maybe they assumed that he truly mirrored their own reasons for haste and care. And they would have been correct, as far as those assumptions went.




But neither did they take much notice at the odd way he sometimes answered them, or how he sometimes looked, almost stared, at Sheila. These moments passed quickly, and if anything disturbed Ullin's thoughts, he spoke nothing of it.




• • •




At night, Robby dreamed. And Micerea came to him. One night, they stood together on a high dune overlooking a sea of lesser ones that stretched to every horizon.




"As I said before, I am being watched," she said. "Though my father is old and frail, he is not trusted by our King. Only recently has my father confided to me that he longs for change and has used his cunning, over the years, to establish communication with Vanara. He desires peace between our people and the north. He has gathered others who are like-minded. But they are very few and have little power or influence. With the greatest of caution, he is ever working to maintain the safety of his group and to promote his cause. His health is now failing, and he can no longer do the things he once did. Thus he came to me and confided in me so that I may be his helper.




"In the western province, there is a Free City, called Kajarahn, ruled by a prince and a council of rich traders. It is a place where every marauder, every pirate, thief, and criminal may go. But it is also a place where cunning merchants may trade their goods from all over the world. Vanara sends goods from the east and north, and that realm controls the only trade routes from the north to the Free City, though Duinnor, it is said, strives to wrest it from Vanara. At any rate, some of our league use the routes to pass messages back and forth, though it is very dangerous. And my father has even enlisted me to carry messages for him."




"I don't understand about the city. Does your king rule it?"




"Indirectly, the city's rulers pay our king his tribute. King Belsalza permits the city its autonomy so that he may profit as well as any from its status, both in gold and in intelligence. All find the arrangement convenient. But the rulers of Kajarahn are wary of every side, not wishing to provoke any against the place, for their army is small. I believe that some who hold power in that place are against any truce between the Dragonlands and the north, for it would spoil their monopoly on the trade by opening new and more direct routes. So, it is a hotbed of intrigue. Renegades of every race take refuge there. Murders and kidnappings are common, and all manner of vice is, too. It is said that whatever a person may wish, they may obtain it in Kajarahn, for the right price."




"It sounds like a very dangerous place," Robby commented. "But one that could be useful. If we ever needed to throw our lot together with your fellow conspirators."




"Perhaps. But few in our league know who else might also be a part, for only in secrecy may we find some bit of safety. I know only a few of them. And my father wishes for me to maintain, even with them, my reputation of sloth, and he has directed me to always act spoiled, and delicate, and shallow-minded. But, in private, he has seen to my training with sword and dagger, and I can ride as well and as swift as any. From a small child, he has trained me in these things, making games of the work of learning. Now I see that it was never a game to him. He provided me with every ostentatious luxury to flaunt, and takes every opportunity to publicly bemoan my extravagant lifestyle. Privately, we laugh. I think I've always known I was to play some role in his affairs."




She looked away over her shoulder.




"Our time is up. You must return. We will speak again tomorrow."




And Robby did return, waking briefly to cold evening air and wheeling stars before drifting off into his own mundane dreams.




• • •




Micerea kept their nightly meetings short, saying that Robby needed his sleep to have some strength for the morrow's travel. But Robby, excited by this new existence, was thrilled at the possibilities, and he could hardly wait until nightfall when his party would make camp once again. He often hurried through his chores and meal, and was usually the first to his bedroll, too, so anxious he was to return to Micerea.




"How did you take the ring and the flower to Tulith Morgair?" he asked her. "It seems to me that we are but air, or less than that. Even air may touch and move things. Yet I do feel, I touch things differently here. As if I am too weak to make my touch felt. You must be very strong in order to have taken those things so far."




Micerea shook her head with a laugh.




"Oh, no. It is not possible, I think, for us to have any influence upon objects that are not in our dreamworld, though we may see all the things there are to see of the waking world. You will come to understand our limits, just as you come to be more practiced in the art of dreamwalking."




"Then how did you take the ring and the flower all the way to Tulith Morgair?" Robby asked Micerea.




"I know a Familiar, and from time to time he aides me. He is like Ashlord's companion, Certina, except he no longer has a companion. I do not know his history, not altogether. I think his companion died. Nonetheless, this Familiar is an important member of our cause, though he be not Dragonkind, nor Faerekind, nor Mankind."




"A bird, then?"




"Yes. That is his form. But he chafes more in his form than Certina does in hers, and he yearns to be free of it. His only joy is in flight, which he does with little effort and with much grace."




"Does he have a name? And why don't I ever see him with you?"




"He is not bonded to any, as I said, and is very reclusive. He abides with no creature, nor will he fly with any or dine except alone. His name is Fallendine. He is a vulture."




"A vulture?"




"Yes. A much maligned creature. Somewhat like my people are in the eyes of yours."




"Hm. How did you find him?"




"He found me. I do not know how. By his strange power, Fallendine made it known to me that he would give his services to me when he could, though he flies far and wide, and I seldom see him. At first, I was afraid of him. Even repulsed. My people regard vultures as loathsome creatures, dirty and foul. And, because they eat the dead, they fill us with horror."




"Our people, yours and mine, are the same as far as that goes," Robby admitted. "Your league. You said before you did not know how many serve your cause."




"That is so. I think there are only a few. I do not even know if we have a leader. But my father tells me that if we succeed in our work there will be many others who will join us. Some, even, in the ranks of our armies. But no one except my father knows what I do, that I am a dreamwalker. It was he who helped me discover my talent, and guarded me against discovery by others as I grew up. And he found a tutor to help me bring discipline to my gift. Since my tutor was lost to me some years ago, I have had to continue learning on my own. I do not like to dreamwalk. It frightens me. But my father set me the task of watching the House of Tallin. And now, it is my task to guide you, if I can, and to help you become King of Duinnor. To show you the ways of my people, if I may, so that, as King, you might bring about change."




"Is that how the others think? The others of your league? That to help me is to help their cause?"




"Only my father knows of you. You are a secret between my father and me."




"You seem to have a lot of secrets."




"Yes. I must have them."




"Because you are watched. And if caught, you will be killed."




"Yes. Our enemies do not rest. They are ever-wary, nervous, and see conspiracy everywhere, even where there is none. Look there. See the chambermaid who goes along the hallway? She has been employed by my household all her life. But she is also paid by the agents of Belsalza's court. And there are others in our household, too, who receive bribes. My father, in his earlier years, was too outspoken. Belsalza was not pleased, but my father's fame and reputation protected him. Pressure was brought against my father's house, and he learned to guard his tongue. Now he feigns dotage and by all appearances leads a quiet, retiring life. He reads, collects desert insects, writes verse, and manages some of the affairs of our town. Until recently, I have not been as carefully watched as he, so I was able to become a helpmate and messenger for my father. I traveled far and wide on his business. That his how I met—that is to say, how I have met many interesting people."




Robby did not miss how she caught herself almost divulging a name. Probably one of her fellow conspirators, he thought. It reinforced for him how tentative she seemed in some ways. She was apparently as nervous as he was, though she hid it fairly well.




"My reputation as a lazy, silly, and rich pleasure-seeker helps me go undetected," she went on. "The spies continually report my ways and how my father indulges my craving for luxury while his estate's fortunes wither at my spendthrift habits. So I am considered a punishment to him, and a deserved one, according to those who have our King's ear."




"If members of your league do not know of me," Robby asked, "what do they seek to accomplish?"




"They are a diverse group, so my father says. Only he knows the extent of their power or numbers. But he says that some seek only eventual peace and trade with the north, to increase the prosperity of their tribes and towns. Others want more, and some have dared to speak to my father about gaining independence for their regions. Hotheads, my father calls them. And he fears they might someday act rashly and threaten us all. There are others, too, more timid. All are not good-hearted people, my father says, and I think he means that some may even be criminals or power-seekers. But they all share a yearning for freedom. And they are wise enough to know that the change they long for cannot come through war, though most others of my people believe that to crush the northern realms is the only way to gain peace."




"So you oppose the alliance between your people and the Redvests of Tracia?"




"I do not know of any such alliance, as I have told you. It is difficult for me to believe that King Belsalza would make such a pact with the sworn enemies of our people."




"Would your people, that is, your league, support it?"




"I don't think any of my kind would be comfortable allying with Men or Elifaen. Certainly not openly. You say that our armies are poised to attack in the south and east, across the Tulivana Mountains?"




"That is what we think."




"I do not see how it could be done. Those mountains are a strong barrier. And on the other side of them, to the east within Altoria, is a vast marshland, uncrossable by any traveler, much less a great army."




"Perhaps they will be brought by sea?"




"Our coast is rocky and treacherous, and what little wood we have is too precious to build ships enough to carry armies."




"Well, they must have found some way through or around the mountains and marshlands!"




"We may speculate later. Now you must go to your sleep!"




The Dragonkind woman accompanied him back to his camp and departed her own way. But Robby was not yet ready to leave the dreamworld. Still dreamwalking, Robby saw Sheila keeping watch while the rest of his companions tossed and turned, snored, or lay still and quiet in their sleep.




• • •




If Robby had been forced to describe those things that he perceived within the dreamworld that he walked, he would have only been able to give a faint and muddled depiction. He quickly sensed that, in dreams, everything seemed imbued with meaning upon meaning. The slightest thing that would be ignored if encountered while awake might in dreams take on a significance beyond the reason of words. Such things and their meanings filled the dreamer with their importance, touching upon all the senses of the heart. Yet, when aroused from sleep, most of that sense of importance faded so quickly that, when remembered, if at all, those dream-things seemed weak and difficult to grasp.




Robby was beginning to learn, though, that the fading significance of things dreamed is only a trick of the mind. The waking world has its own demands, and in that world a person must use those senses suited for it. During waking hours the ethereal body that goes into dreams must rest. So that when wakefulness comes to one part, another part goes to sleep. And as one world drifts away, so, too, do many of those things that are perceived within it. Robby wondered if there was any such thing as true sleep, except perhaps in death. And maybe not even then. It was dawning on him that never having ultimate and complete rest was simply a face, a burden, of our existence.




Robby also grasped that dreamwalking had obvious advantages. The ability to look at the world, and more of it, while still asleep. The ability to eavesdrop on even those most private of acts, even upon the dreams of others. Dreamwalking was a powerful gift, indeed, and would be the envy of any ruler. But it was not always easy to tell what was real and what was the product of imagination or fantasy. Although distances weakened the dream projections of others, or so it seemed, Robby's own projections were always with him. When he was with Micerea, it was easier to let her dream "outshine" his own. When he was alone, it took some effort, at first, for him to know that he was dreaming.




Soon enough, though, Robby was able to be aware of his own tendency to dream, and, each night as he gained practice, he gained more control over his dreams until, at last, he could dismiss them altogether. That was when the true landscape of the dreamworld revealed itself to him, and new temptations, too.




• • •




The urge to enter the dreams of others was tremendous. Robby found that he could easily see what a person was dreaming, as their visions shifted and moved against the inner film of a bubble that surrounded their sleeping form. But he learned that if he just walked in through the film, the bubble would burst and the dreamer would wake, at least momentarily. He had better luck by gently pushing against the bubble, letting it coat him with its ethereal substance and reforming behind him once he was inside the bubble. This took a great deal of practice—and he caused many interruptions to his companions' dreams, and their sleep—until he became expert enough to quickly, but gently, slip into their dreams. To Robby's credit, this process of learning was stressful because he was loath to disturb his friends' much-needed rest. And there was something else that he discovered: Dreams were filled with powerful emotions. So powerful that his own heart tended to take up those emotions sympathetically. On more than one occasion, the strain woke him up, full of profound sadness or fear. But sometimes he awoke filled with the lingering joy of the dream he had just visited.




So it was that he came to know his companions like no one else could. The capacity of their hearts was stunning. The varieties of dreams they had and the palette of their emotions filled him with awe and wonder and with such a deep love of them that at times he felt that his own heart might burst.




But Robby, ever a fast learner, found out that by watching from outside a dream he could sense what emotions were within it, or how powerful they might be. By placing his hand softly on the outside surface of the dreamer's bubble, and by paying close attention to the sensations he felt, he could easily foretell what joy or terror filled the interior, emotions that he could not always discern from the images projected onto the interior surface of the dream-bubble. So he learned to judge whether to enter, sometimes too somber of mind to enjoy the hilarious antics of Billy, for example, and sometimes too weak to endure Sheila's bouts of fathomless sadness.
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