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In Rovatha, the second largest kingdom in Goschen, Rupert the 3rd was the king. Ruler of all he surveyed, but in the small village of Wineriver, Del Hobin, the clockmaker, knew a secret concerning time that was beyond Rupert’s imagination.

Del had a clock shop on a corner of Main Street. His great-great-grandfather had built the store and Del’s father had run it until his death many years ago. Del sometimes wondered who would inherit the business when his time was finished. As his hair turned grey and his short but sturdy body weakened, the thought occurred to him more often, usually as he climbed the steep stairs of the brick clock tower. He made the trip each week to service the timepiece. Usually at midday, in midweek, as it was now, and again the matter of his successor nagged him. Myla, his daughter, was more interested in spinning and weaving. She wove beautiful cloth and used berries to dye it a heavenly blue that matched her bright eyes. As he checked one of the clock’s springs, thinking of his daughter made Del smile. No, Myla would not take up the clock-making trade. She was certainly clever enough, but it took a certain amount of physical strength. There was his assistant, Jeon—he was two years older than Myla—but they both seemed young to him. By Jeon’s age, he had married Berta and a year later, she had presented him with their son. They took joy in raising Aben. He was a fine, good boy and when he was old enough, Rupert’s chief of the military, Gindo, drafted him. Aben died in one of Rupert’s many wars. This happened only two years ago, a memory too raw to endure. Del shut it down immediately.

He quickly turned his attention to checking the clock’s parts. If the big clock ever stopped or lost time, the villagers might think the world had ended. It did not chime; it simply told the time. Steady and sure, keeping track of each day and recording what had happened. The clock tower stood at the north end of Main Street. There the street curved around the tower and became a road winding up into the low hills. To the south, some distance beyond town, ran Wine River. It was deep and moved silently between its overhanging grassy green banks. To the best of anyone’s knowledge, the village took its name from the river, which in a certain light took on the sheen and color of a light rosé wine.

From the top of the clock tower, Del could see the entire town of roughly five hundred citizens, which included farm families in the countryside. The village occupied the narrow plain between the foothills and Wine River. It was not a wild roaring river. Instead, a heavy, steady flow running in silken silence across Rovatha and into the next kingdom of Monaive, the largest kingdom in Goschen. When the river reached Goschen’s distant southern shore, Del had heard it emptied into a great sea.

Del stood on the third floor behind the clock’s mechanical movement. He’d finished the cleaning, oiling, winding, and was watching the precise meshing and turning of the gears. When he held his breath, it was almost as if the clock stopped because of how steady and smooth it worked. It made him think of the river, never failing, always flowing, like time. Except the river didn’t need Del to keep it running.

He’d sent Jeon to mind the shop after they had finished winding the clock. Some of the maintenance needed more than two hands for the work. The heavy weight at the bottom of the chain needed support while Del wound the clock. Jeon acted eager to learn, but sometimes he seemed more interested in Myla than the clock’s movement. Del carefully cleaned the brush used for dusting and put it in its sock-like cover. Dirt, humidity, and lack of constant attention were the clock’s enemies. It required loyalty and real respect for the time-keeping instrument. Del would have been just as faithful even if he didn’t know what the clock could do. Who, oh who, he wondered, was the right one to be the next clockkeeper. Some in Wineriver, Mayor Buche for one, wanted the clock to chime the hour, but the clock Del’s great-great-grandfather installed was silent and Del saw no reason to change it. The firehouse had a large bell the mayor could use to summon people in an emergency, and the church had several bells capable of making a tune. There was no need for the clock to have a voice.

Del packed his toolbox, slipped the wide strap over his shoulder, and started down the stairs. Even though it was early afternoon, Del was tired. Moreover, he was a bit concerned as to how Jeon might have fared repairing farmer Ress' mantel clock. He’d check on that once he was back in the shop.

“Papa? Are you up there? You need to hurry or you’ll be late for the council meeting.”

When he heard Myla’s voice echoing in the tower, Del paused, then hurried his pace as he called down to her.

“Yes, I’m finished. Wait for me; I’ll be there in a minute.”

He looked around the third floor, and found nothing amiss. Closing the door at the top of the stairs, he turned the lock and slipped the key behind a loose piece of the door molding. Keeping the top floor locked was surely not necessary, but it was part of the routine. Only he and Jeon knew where the key was. He turned and jogged down the steps to the second floor. The faster pace jarred his aching knees, but it didn’t slow him.

Del had forgotten about the meeting.

He, some business owners, a couple of farmers, and the mayor, along with the fire chief and the constable made up the fifteen members of the village council. They normally met no more than twice a year. The village ran almost as smoothly as the clock. Mainly because everyone was too busy putting bread on his table to cause trouble. No one was starving, but some were growing thinner. Wineriver was a neat, practical village, no extra frills. Not because they wouldn’t have liked decorative street signs and maybe a small park with a fountain, but the town treasury was nearly empty.

Del started down the last flight of stairs to the ground floor, a square room with a broom closet. When he reached the last five steps, Myla smiled up at him and he laughed in return.

“So Mama sent you. She knows I’m forgetful.”

Myla crossed the room to meet him at the bottom of the steps and reached for the strap over Del’s shoulder that held the toolbox.

“Here, I’ll carry this. You look tired, Papa.”

Del let her take the toolbox, not because he was too weary, but to include her in what he did. His wife and daughter were the most important people in his life, and he kept them close. Not in restricting any activities they might want, but close emotionally so they would know his thoughts and feelings, and he theirs. They had suffered the loss of Aben and the sorrow drew the three even closer. Del felt a second of pride at how open he was with them. However, as he remembered the clock’s secret, the feeling quickly dissolved.

He hadn’t told them everything.

Myla stepped out into the street while Del shut the tower’s thick wooden door. He slid the metal latch into the slot on the doorjamb, tugged it once to make sure it was in place, and then turned to smile at Myla. As she stood waiting, a slight breeze made her long dress billow around her ankles. She wore no bonnet and the afternoon sun put a glow to her reddish blond hair. They turned and started down the cobblestone street toward the clock shop. A small wagon pulled by a sway-backed horse stood in front of the green grocery. Two ladies were walking up the opposite side of the street, their heads close together in conversation, their bonnets hiding their faces.

Myla put her arm through Del’s and leaned near him. “See Verdy Neal over there walking with Sari Ress? Verdy is doing everything in her power to sway Sari to marry her son, Paul.”

“Is she? What does Paul say about that?”

Myla tossed her head and laughed. “Not much. I suspect Paul will do as he pleases. Handsome as he is, Paul could find his own girl.”

Del wasn’t interested in village gossip but it gave an insight into local conditions. Sari was about Myla’s age, a pretty young lady, and the daughter of Cal Ress. The Ress farm west of town appeared to be prosperous, as Cal was one of the few who could afford to have a clock repaired. It was no surprise that Verdy would want her son to marry Sari. Verdy was a widow, a dressmaker with a son high on Gindo’s recruitment list. If Paul were a farmer’s son-in-law, engaged in producing food that went to King Rupert’s table, he could well escape military service. Silently, Del wished Verdy a great deal of success. There was no joy in providing Rovatha’s army with another youngster. Should Paul join the Ress family, there was the added advantage of food. Not everyone in Wineriver had a vegetable garden. Although most who did tried to share with those who did not.

Halfway down Main Street at the one cross street that ran east and west, Del and Myla entered the clock shop. A tiny bell jangled and Jeon came from the back room, untying his apron. Jeon had brown wavy hair and dark green eyes. He was a bit taller than Del. Myla handed Jeon the toolbox.

“How are you, Jeon?” she asked.

Jeon took the box and turned to put it on the counter, but not before Del caught the sparkle Myla’s question brought to his eyes. Jeon stepped behind the counter and smiled at her.

“I’m fine. How are you?”

“I’m very well, thank you.”

Jeon stayed behind the counter and Del felt a surge of pity for the boy. Grown though he was, in Del’s sight he was still a boy. An orphan boy with a clubfoot. Oh, he hid it well with long trousers and the special boots the shoemaker provided, but the defect had damaged his character as well. He was sometimes resentful and inclined to speak harshly to others. People who knew Jeon’s past tended to overlook what others might consider rude. Jeon also had the unfortunate habit of limping more than necessary when he felt put upon, or in some way slighted. One advantage was that Jeon would not be going off to war. Yet Jeon clearly didn’t see it that way. He resented the attention called to his disability. It set him apart, and not in a good way.

“How did you come along with the mantel clock?” Del asked.

“It only needed a bit of cleaning. I expect they’ll complain about the repair cost since it didn’t need new parts. Most do, instead of being grateful.”

Del was inclined to agree with him, but he didn’t say so. He didn’t want to encourage Jeon’s harsh outlook. Myla seemed impatient to leave, and glancing at the round clock on the wall behind the counter, he knew it was time to head home. He’d need to wash and change clothes, and Berta would try to feed him before he left.

“I’ll leave it to you to close up, Jeon. Might as well shut the door an hour early. I doubt anyone will be coming by after four anyway.”

“Not with everyone waiting to find out what the council decides. From what I’ve heard, no one has much faith in our leaders’ combined wisdom,” Jeon stated.

Myla held the door open for Del. When he stepped into the street, Myla turned and gave Jeon a wave. “Bye, Jeon.”

Del didn’t hear if he answered for they were hurrying away. The Hobins' house was at the south end of town. It was the house Del’s great-great-grandfather had built. While most of the Wineriver homes were of stucco and thatch, the Hobin house was of stone with a slate roof. There was a well in the front yard, but with a cistern under the house in the rear, there was a pump over the kitchen sink. Berta often joked that the pump was the reason she married Del.

Berta was standing in the yard waiting for them. To Del she was as pretty as the day he married her. Her growing rounder with age never detracted from her rosy cheeks and lovely smile. Her hair was still brown, touched by white tendrils near her temples. She wore her long hair in a braid wound about her head.

“Here at last,” she said. “Hurry, Del, you have a scant hour.” Berta turned, heading for the front door. “And the council hall clear across town, too!” she called over her shoulder.

As he had predicted, Berta had a meal set out. He wasn’t that hungry; they normally had the evening meal near twilight. Yet, as everyone expected the council meeting to run well past dark, he’d best eat while he could. He washed his hands at the kitchen sink, and Myla handed him a worn towel. The frayed and mended borders of the towel gave evidence of the skimpy household budget. Year by year the Hobins had cut back in every way possible. Nothing new, only repaired. If they had been alone in their growing poverty, they might have felt shame, feeling they had in some way failed in providing for themselves. With nearly everyone in the same shape, at least there was no condemnation.

Del sat down to a bowl of thin vegetable soup, a glass of milk, and a thick slice of Berta’s bread. So long as they could buy flour, grow a few vegetables, and keep the cow and chickens they’d not starve—he hoped, while buttering the bread.

“I’ve pressed and put out your good pants and jacket,” Berta said. “I don’t want you looking less than your best. You always have good ideas, Del. They will listen more carefully if you look respectable.”

Myla put her hand to her lips to hide a smile. “Oh, Mama. How you fuss letting pride get the best of you. Papa’s ideas will be good no matter how he is dressed.”

Berta picked up Del’s empty dishes, her expression mild, taking no offense in what Myla had said.

“You’ll see, my girl. Appearances do matter. When things are almost lost, it is more important. It keeps the spirit up. You can be sloppy when you are rich,” she added with a lifted eyebrow.

Myla lowered her head in acknowledgment of Berta’s truth. Maintaining good appearances did help keep people from despair. Seeing fellow citizens in ragged, dirty clothes was depressing. It made them look defeated. It was everyone’s duty to put a good face on the situation.

Del left the kitchen area and went to their bedroom where, in a small alcove at the back, Berta had filled the bathtub. As he scrubbed, he thought of Myla and Berta’s exchange. He agreed it was important to keep up appearances. Even the town priest in a recent sermon had pointed out that man did not live by bread alone. Del appreciated that Father Greer was trying to lift their spirits, but it was lost on the small congregation when from the back a husky voice proclaimed that ‘Yes, but without bread he doesn’t live at all!’ There were no guffaws or laughter; the people kept silent and nodded in agreement.

In the past, the village had a lamplighter. They had paid an old man to light lamps on the tall posts along Main Street. There hadn’t been money for lamp oil for at least seven years. Now, anyone having business along the dark street carried his own lamp. Del wouldn’t need one tonight; the moon would provide light enough for his way home. Besides, there was nothing for a robber to take other than his clothes. Del hadn’t had more than a few coins in his purse in well over a year.

Del dressed and found Berta and Myla in the large sitting room mending an old wool blanket. They had it draped over the loom, Berta stitching the binding while Myla patched a worn place. He presented himself to them, turning around for their inspection.

“Do I look able to represent the Hobin family?”

Myla stuck the darning needle into the blanket and stood, coming to his side to straighten his collar.

“Now you do,” she said.

Berta looked him up and down. “Yes, now you do.”

Her trusting eyes and bright smile sent messages that never needed words. He knew her heart and she knew his. They could communicate with a look. What he saw now was a calm acceptance of whatever they’d have to face if the council didn’t find a way to improve the villagers’ increasing poverty.

“I’m off, then,” he said, settling a tall hat on his head.

He started down the lane and turned once to wave at Myla standing in the open door. When he reached Main Street, the bakery was shuttered, which meant Belor the baker was either already at the meeting or on his way. The bank was dark, too. Del quickened his steps. He suspected Cal Ress would be at the meeting having come into town early from his farm. He remembered Myla pointing out Sari, Cal’s daughter, walking with Verdy Neal this afternoon. Perhaps Cal had brought his wife, Mery, and daughter with him for a visit; he doubted it would be to do any shopping. Most of the stores had a problem keeping items on the shelves. It was hard to trade with other towns when there was nothing to trade. If there was any coin left in Rovatha, King Rupert must have it. However, that didn’t stop Rupert from crying poor and demanding more in taxes.

The council held its meetings at the church in the refectory behind the sanctuary. The large hall with a kitchen area served for community dinners and other functions. For the council, Father Greer always put the tables to one side and set the benches in rows facing the high windows at the rear of the room, where he placed a lectern for the speaker to use—that usually being Mayor Buche. For a small village they tried to maintain order and make Wineriver a good home for its citizens. If they couldn’t find a way around the current situation, Wineriver might die. Already families had moved to larger towns, although Del had heard their plight in the distant location was no better than what they’d fled.

When he reached the north end of Main Street, he turned to the right and followed a narrow street to the church with its iron-fenced graveyard. The small rock church had four wide steps leading to the double wooden doors. A bell tower anchored one side of the building, and an arched walkway along the other side led to the dining hall. Belor the baker and Burt Hamel the schoolmaster were standing near the entrance to the walkway. They were intent upon their conversation and didn’t see Del until he was within a few feet of them.

“Are the others here?” Del asked as a greeting.

Belor was near Del’s age, but had gone grey earlier. People joked and said his hair turned white to match the flour that constantly covered the baker. Belor was clean-shaven with a face as round and soft as a mound of dough. Mr. Hamel, the schoolmaster, was a bit taller and ruler-straight, his chin held high above the floppy bowtie at his throat. It struck Del that the men resembled their trade; it made him wonder what a clockkeeper looked like.

“The others are in the hall,” said Burt Hamel. “But we are not late. It isn’t five yet.”

Belor leaned forward. “Burt and myself are thinking of raising a big objection if Tobys tries to squeeze more out of us. How about you, Del, will you stand with us?”

Tobys Guss was the town treasurer, the person who had to hand over the tax money to Rupert’s collector. Tobys was timid, small, and shy with large brown eyes. Del had never known him to make demands of anyone for anything.

“What makes you think Tobys will be pressing for more taxes?”

Burt gave Del a lofty, raised eyebrow look. “He can’t do anything else after he received the new directive from Jardene.”

Jardene was King Rupert’s closest advisor and keeper of the royal purse.

“What directive?” Del asked.

Belor’s plump jowls shook with indignation. “The one saying Wineriver is about to have an overseer if we don’t send in more money.”

Del moved past them, entering the arched walkway. “Let's find out what’s what before we start a rebellion.”

Belor and Burt quickly followed behind Del, still muttering their fears and suspicions. The door to the hall stood open, with Father Greer waiting to shut it. Inside Del quickly glanced around to find a seat. Farmer Cal, three other farmers, and Dobes, a dairyman, filled the back row, along with Dobes' two sons. He recognized one of the sons as the wagoner who brought the dairy products to Wineriver’s small creamery. Del saw a bench in the middle of the room that had one spot left on the end. He hurried across the room and sat to keep from being stuck in a front row. He would have preferred the back row. From there he could see everyone and have  gotten a sense of the gathering's mood. If Burt and Belor were any gauge, it was an unhappy group. The schoolmaster and baker found places in front of Del. Belor turned to give him a threatening look. Del thought the situation was indeed serious, but he’d wait to hear from Mayor Buche and Tobys before forming any judgment.

After Father Greer closed the door and took a seat on the end of the front row, the mayor standing at the lectern cleared his throat and tapped the stand’s slanted top for silence. Mayor Larken Buche had been two years behind Del in school. Every year Buche had held some class office—it would have been astounding if he had become anything other than the village head. Buche wore a thick mustache the same brick red as his hair. He usually kept his brown eyes narrowed as if he suspected the person he was addressing of some sneaky endeavor. As the room silenced except for the shuffle of boots and shoes, Del settled on the hard bench, crossed his arms, and waited, hoping to hear that things were not as bad as they seemed.

Mayor Buche leveled his slit-eyed glare over the group, then grasped the lapels of his jacket and leaned back on his heels. “I have heard rumblings of discontent among some of you. At the outset of this meeting, I tell you we will not tolerate any disruptions.”

Del carefully observed the others to get a sense of how they took Buche’s warning. Some looked tight-lipped; others a bit surprised, but most looked dismissive. As if what the mayor said, or might say, had no bearing upon their feelings or decisions.

The mayor turned to his right and pointed at Tobys. “Our treasurer will give us his report and answer your questions.”

Tobys stood, ducked his head a bit, and hurried to the front, while the men whispered among themselves. The mayor took a seat at the table behind the lectern. Tobys put a paper on the lectern and stood waiting for the room to grow silent. He had a friendly smile, but spoke only when necessary. The village had elected Tobys seven years ago to keep the town’s accounts. Every year they reelected him. No one doubted his honesty, perhaps because he seemed too timid to abscond with the funds. Del thought there was more to Tobys than that. One day, he’d been in the tax office and overheard a conversation. “I can’t turn stones into gold, and that’s that!” Tobys had told King Rupert’s collector. Moreover, he’d said this in the presence of a soldier in armor with a sword at his side.

The room grew quiet and some men leaned forward, probably hoping to hear better news than they expected. Tobys kept his head bowed, looking at the paper on the lectern.

“I’m sorry I don’t have something good to tell you. I think you know our account in the bank is near empty.” Tobys ventured a look at the group. “It is money collected from each of you and you know how little you’ve contributed.”

The room simmered with denials and excuses. The low, almost angry, voices rippled from row to row. Tobys raised his hand. “I’m not putting blame on anyone. I am only stating the facts.” He picked up the paper on the lectern. “And I’m sorrier still to tell you what this notice says.”

Belor and Burt turned toward Del, both with an ‘I told you so’ look. Del ignored them and looked toward the front of the hall. Tobys smoothed the paper on the lectern and waited for the men to stop talking. One by one, the men turned their attention to Tobys.

“This is from Jardene, his seal is on it. But above that is the king’s seal.”

“Read the blasted thing,” one of the dairymen called.

“Certainly,” Tobys answered. He cleared his throat and began. “By order of His Majesty King Rupert the third, the village of Wineriver will pay the new tax of thirty gold coins each month. If they do not, the village will become the absolute property of the king. An overseer will reside in the village, along with any necessary troops, to see that the farms and businesses are operated efficiently and produce the proper amount of tax.”

Tobys stopped; his large brown eyes filled with sorrow before he ducked his head and said, “It is up to you to decide what to do. I will help in any way I can.” Tobys took the paper and started for his seat.

Cal Ress on the back row stood. “Wait. You can’t just tell us we are to be overtaken. Doesn’t the notice give any alternative?”

Tobys stopped midstride. “Yes. Pay thirty gold coins each month.” Then Tobys hurried to his seat.

The mayor came forward and again tapped the lectern for silence. Slowly the voices grew silent.

“This is bad news, but we shall find a way. I ask for suggestions. Do any of you have a proposal?”

The mayor scanned the room. For a minute no one spoke. Then Jare Tren, Wineriver’s banker, stood in the second row.

“I have a suggestion,” he started. “Send several men to King Rupert. Explain the situation to him. Tell him we are a poor community, but well run as possible. Besides, I doubt it is lawful for him to claim the village for his own. Why, that would make us virtual slaves.”

Behind Jare, Harl Bends, the cobbler, came to his feet. His mouth twisted in a snarl. “That isn’t any different from now. How we work to pay into the king’s treasury. The little left is barely enough to keep us alive.”

Cal Ress raised his hand. “Wait. We can’t let anger cloud our thinking. We must find a way to remain free, well relatively free, and satisfy the king.”

Burt Hamel turned to look at Cal. “Banker Tren’s suggestion sounds reasonable. I’d be willing to travel to the castle and meet with the king,” he said, fluffing the large bowtie beneath his collar.

The mayor again called for attention. “If anyone meets with the king, it should certainly be Wineriver’s mayor. I was at his coronation after the old king died. Perhaps Mr. Hamel, being a scholar, would be acceptable along with myself. And of course, Tobys.”

Tobys quickly stood. “Me?” he squeaked. “Why me? I will stay here and deal with any of the king’s representatives, but why go talk to them at the castle?”

Harl, the cobbler, was still standing. “Tobys is right. It won’t do any good to plead with the king. What we should do is merge with another village.”

Cal threw his hands above his head. “I can’t move my farm over the mountain to Mayfield. I suspect they have farms of their own. In your instance, probably a cobbler, too. I doubt they’d welcome more mouths to feed.”

One of the dairymen added his voice to what Cal had said. “Aye, and my cows and barns can’t float over the mountain.”

Harl turned to face the back row. “It wouldn’t do any harm to speak with the people in Mayfield, and there’s Bondaway south of Wine River. How about the other small towns along the river, they must be having the same problem. We need to band together.”

The schoolmaster scowled. “Band together against the king’s solders? I think not.”

Jon Tate, the smithy, had been quiet. He was sitting beside Del, who had also waited, wanting to hear the others before making any suggestions or decisions. Jon nudged Del with his elbow.

“What do you think; could we take on the king’s soldiers?”

Del gave a half smile. “Oh sure, I’ll bring my pitchfork.”

“I’m serious, Del. Think of who makes up the king’s army. They are our sons, our grandsons. Youngsters from Mayfield and Bondaway, every village in Rovatha.”

The statement startled Del. It suggested rebellion. He’d cast aside Belor and Burt’s remarks as the bluster of angry men, doubting the baker and schoolmaster would ever follow through. However, Jon, the smithy, was another matter. This man fired metal in his forge, and pounded it into any shape he desired. Rupert had not yet taken his son, but Jon had to be thinking it would come soon. As Del remained silent, Jon peered at him.

“Are you afraid? Don’t be, because I’m not. If we are to have an overseer or left to find thirty gold pieces a month, that is no sort of life. Maybe Harl is right with this merging business, only I say merge with Monaive. Surrender to Rupert’s enemy, stop the endless wars, and the need for money and men.”

“I’m not afraid. I’m confused. I can’t see a good outcome from anyone’s suggestion. Rebellion will get people killed, and under Rupert's rule, we'll starve. The other villages must be facing the same choices, but I doubt they will join an uprising.”

Jon leaned back. “We must do something. You have your doubts, and I have mine. But we can both agree that Mayor Buche, Tobys, and Mr. Hamel talking with the king is not an answer.”

Del did agree, but as he listened to the proposals and the raised voices, some in anger, some pleading, he had little hope of a solution. The mayor could take his envoy to the king. Granted, an audience would boost Buche’s ego, but do little else.

As the daylight faded and the high windows in the hall turned grey, Father Greer took several lamps from a cabinet near the stove and placed them around the room. He lit the wicks and yellow flame brightened each globe. Soft shadows gathered in the corners away from the lamps. The talk in the group had started loud with touches of anger, but as the evening deepened, the discussions weakened. The energy seemed to dissipate, the men losing faith in the strength of their arguments. The proposed solutions to Wineriver’s problem seemed to float above the men, forming a miasma of indecision. Finally, Mayor Buche pounded for order.

“Mr. Hamel, Tobys Guss, and myself will start for the castle in the morning. Cal Ress will provide his fastest team to pull the carriage, which I shall provide. It will take two days to reach our destination; an audience with the king may take considerably longer. Although my name might speed the process. We will return as quickly as possible, and we hope, with good news. In my absence your able constable, Joda Mors, will be available. Along with his deputy, Karden.”

Constable Mors rose from his seat near the door and tipped his cap to the crowd. He’d not taken part in the discussion, but had appeared alert. He and the mayor possibly suspected the meeting could turn unruly. The mayor gave a final tap with the gavel.

“Unless there are any further comments, we’ll conclude this meeting. We will convene again when I return.”

The group was slow to break apart. Many stayed seated, talking to the ones beside them. The early bluster and show of strength had subsided. Many shoulders were rounded rather than squared. A pale gloom hung over them, which grew darker as Father Greer went about extinguishing the lamps. Del put his hands on his knees and pushed to his feet. Beside him, Jon did the same.

“Think about what I’ve said, won’t you?” Jon asked.

“Yes, of course. Maybe Buche and the others speaking with the king will buy us some time. We don’t have to produce the gold tomorrow.”

Jon clapped a hand to Del’s shoulder. “That’s right. Not much of a bright side, but we have nothing else.”

Del made his way to the door where Father Greer was shaking hands with the men as they departed. The covered walkway along the side of the church was dark and the men hurried through to the moonlight outside. Del was glad Berta had insisted he eat before the meeting, otherwise he’d be hungry by now, and it was a long walk home. When the men reached Main Street, there were calls of farewell and they separated to go their individual ways. A horse and buggy stood near the clock tower. As Del drew near, he recognized Mery Ress and her daughter, Sari, waiting for Cal. Del waved at them as he started south along the street.

“Tell Berta hello for me,” Mery called after him.

Without turning Del raised a hand above his head. “I’ll tell her.”

The shops along the street were dark. Most of the men attending the meeting lived in town. The dairyman’s wagon stood near the creamery and two men were on its high seat as it pulled out onto the street. Del went on alone as others took side streets. The sound of horseshoes clattering on the cobblestones faded as Cal’s buggy and the dairy wagon turned onto a dirt road leading out of town.

The night sky sparkled with stars and a soft breeze fluttered the summer leaves. As dire as the town’s situation seemed, it was hard to panic; they were not starving. Gardens, chickens, cows, and wild berries were plentiful. However, in a few months, this would change. Del remembered last winter. Many had canned, dried, and stored food in their cellars. They hunted deer, rabbits, and squirrels and yet months before spring some went hungry, leaving them with no strength to protest when the king’s men came through taking what they called a ‘winter tariff.’ It was King Rupert’s practice to let his troops forage when they were not in active battle. What Jon had said was true—their sons did make up the army, but Wineriver didn’t have that many sons in service. He doubted the sons from other villages would spare Wineriver and go against the king.

Del tried to push aside the idea that had been simmering since the last tax day when Tobys came to collect. He put Tobys off, saying he’d try to pay later. As clockkeeper, the village paid him five copper coins each month. It took ten coppers to equal one gold coin. They had dropped other town employees, even the young woman who swept the streets. Now shopkeepers and any kind soul picked up debris to keep Wineriver neat. It had been three months since Del's last pay. Mayor Buche knew he would continue caring for the clock. Buche was right. Del could never let the clock deteriorate. Weather was hard on the mechanical works. Heat expanded springs, icy conditions and dust clogged gears, it was not in Del’s nature to neglect the instrument. Especially when it had such an extraordinary function.

It kept time, in an unusual way.

Not simply the hours and minutes, ticking them steadily away—it recorded them. It saved and catalogued each day. The clock kept the past, stored it, and was able to recall it. This was the secret Del’s father had made him promise to keep. If the wrong person knew of the clock’s ability, they could put it to some terrible purpose. None of Del’s ancestors had revealed the secret or at any time made use of it. What nibbled at Del’s mind was that perhaps the clock could help Wineriver.

For years, he had even doubted the secret was true. However, there was the large metal drum to the side of the clockworks and it had three little windows along the front. The first showed the number of the month, the second the day, the next the year. Every midnight the middle number rolled forward. At month’s end, the first one changed the month. A couple of years at midnight, Del had stood with a lantern to see the year move forward. It was amazing. He’d made an excuse of the clock needing an emergency adjustment to account for his being in the tower at the unseemly hour.

One day when Jeon was helping him wind the heavy weights, Jeon had stepped toward the drum. “And when do you wind the date keep? Where’s the crank? Must be a small one; I don’t even see a hole.” Del hadn’t wanted to lie, but he certainly could not admit that it needed no winding—that it changed the dates by itself.

“It is a delicate process, Jeon. Don’t you worry about it. I’ll never need help with that.”

Del felt it was a narrow escape and after that, he had prepared a canvas cover to fit over the drum hiding the date display. Out of sight, out of mind, he hoped. The best explanation Del’s father had for how the date keeper worked was that the inside had multiple tiny gears run by delicate wires attached to the store of numbers. As the large clock ticked the minutes, a rod extending into the drum turned the mechanism and dropped the numbers into place. This was a physical explanation, but not even the clockmaker could explain how manually changing the numbers could shift reality into the past!

No one, to Del’s knowledge, had ever had the nerve to test the story. Until he had. It was only for a few hours, and what had transpired scared him out of his wits.

He’d not done this carelessly. He’d made plans. The day before, he’d gone into the green grocery and watched the noonday trade. Ivie, Mayor Buche’s wife, had bought a head of cabbage. She had insisted that the grocer trim the outer leaves because they seemed tough. When she looked at a bolt of cotton cloth, she’d said it was too thin for the price asked. Ivie was a fussy customer. As was the boy who came in for a sweet. When he dropped it on the floor, he made a fuss demanding another. Back on the street, a horse frightened by a dog kicked it and sent the cur flying and yipping. Del was sure he’d remember these incidences.

The next day, with a shaking hand, he’d moved the day number back one, to yesterday. Then he hurried from the tower and down the street to the green grocer. He’d stepped inside, and when Ivie came along a bit later, he trembled as she selected the cabbage, fingered the cotton cloth, and demanded special delivery of her parcels to her home. When the boy dropped his candy, and repeated his demand, Del could only watch with open mouth.

He’d left the store and didn’t wait to see the dog land to the side of the street, but he heard it yipping. Back in the tower, he quickly set the day to the proper number. If anyone had noticed the hiccup in time, he’d not heard about it. They probably dismissed it as a strange feeling people sometimes had. He’d not experimented with it since. Yet he couldn’t stop thinking that such a thing might be helpful in Wineriver’s situation. They had managed to come up with the king’s tax in the past, perhaps they could repeat one of those tax days.

Nearing home, Del thought about King Rupert and that maybe he wasn’t too smart. Rupert pushed his subjects to their limits. Before long, they’d have nothing but the clothes on their backs. They would be weak. There would be nothing left for Rupert to squeeze out of them. An intelligent ruler would build up his citizens, their strength supporting his power. It had to be better to rule over a strong healthy people than starving sick paupers. Del shuffled along in the moonlight pondering the problem. It was possible the king was smart. Since he didn’t care that his people suffered and would soon not be able to support him, he must have some other plan for power. Such as building his kingdom by conquest. News of the wars seldom trickled out to the villages, but there was talk of how many people Rupert had captured and brought into his kingdom.

The slate roof of Del’s home had moon-slicked streaks, and a tiny curl of blue smoke swirled from the chimney. Berta would be waiting, perhaps with a cup of tea. There was no glow behind the front windows. They had less than half a can of lamp oil left and they saved that for emergencies. Stepping onto the stone walkway to the front door, Del was sorry he had nothing to tell Berta. The meeting produced no real plan, only a trip for the mayor. However, he had decided one thing: if the village became captive, he’d destroy the clock before it fell into evil hands.
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Myla lay in her bed wide-awake. Mama had sent her upstairs more than an hour ago saying she’d wait up for Papa. Even though she was not tired, Myla hadn’t objected. Besides, she could hear everything through the grate in the floor that let warm air up from the wood stove. When the front door opened, the soft rap-tap of the rocking chair runners stopped. Papa’s voice was the first she heard.

“I knew you’d be waiting. I see you’ve been doing some mending. Putting the time to good use.”

The teakettle clattered as it was set on the stove. “Take off your jacket. Was it too warm? I couldn’t let you go in your shirtsleeves.”

“I was the best dressed there, Berta.”

Myla heard her papa laugh, but he sounded more depressed than tired, as if he’d given up. There was the clink of china as Mama sent out a cup and saucer. Then the scrape of a chair being pull away from the table. Myla could picture Papa sitting down. Mama must have put a match to the candle in the middle of the table because the light in the floor grate grew a bit brighter. With little money to spare, they were careful about burning candles—they were as dear to come by as the oil. Myla scooted to the side of the bed and leaned toward the floor to hear the conversation below.

There were two bedrooms upstairs. One for Aben and one for her. Mama and Papa had a room downstairs. It had a small addition where, in better times, Papa had bought a tub for bathing. The main floor’s big room with a fireplace at either end served many purposes: in one corner the kitchen took up a third of the room, Myla’s spinning wheel and loom were at the other end, and the middle was the family sitting area, a place where company sat, although it had been a long while since there’d been any guests. And a good thing, as they had no dainty treats to serve.

“So basically nothing has changed,” Berta said. Myla heard the disappointment in her voice.

“No, love. Nothing except the mayor, Tobys, and Burt Hamel taking a trip to plead with the king. We can guess the outcome of that!”

“What are we going to do, Del? Should we try to leave as some others have done?”

“Where would we go? From what I hear, the other villages are no better. We can fight it out right here. Maybe there is something I, rather, we can do.”

“What are you thinking, husband?”

“I don’t know, Berta. There must be something. I’ve been thinking about the clock.”

“Of course you have. If other towns have a clock, they must have someone to care for it. You’d have no job there.”

“No, I’m wondering what to do about this clock. I doubt I’ll live forever. Who is to replace me? I think I should tell Myla how the clock works.”

“Well, if that would make you feel better. But no more talk of the end of you! We have a long way to go, we two.”

The scrape of chair legs across the floor and the sound of a stove lid lifted and resettled let Myla know that her parents were closing the stove and going to bed. The light in the grate dimmed as the candle moved away toward their bedroom. Poor Papa, nothing had come of the meeting. She hadn’t expected much. If there were some way to escape the king’s tyranny, someone would have found it by now. What he’d said about the clock disturbed her. Hobins had always cared for it. Aben might have taken up the trade. She hoped Papa didn’t expect her to follow him. It was just a clock.

Myla remembered her early life. Things were well in those years. Aben, two years older than she, had been a wonderful brother. Even when he left for the army, she hadn’t sensed the danger and change coming to their lives. He came home one time after he’d left. His uniform awed her; he looked handsome, like a prince. How proud she was to tell everyone about him. What a child she’d been! When the news of his death came, she grew up fast. Her sorrow, Mama’s tears, and Papa’s sadness opened her eyes to the reality around her. Other families had lost sons; even some young fathers had to go into the king’s service. The empty bedroom across the narrow hall never let her forget the dear one she’d lost. After a few months, her grief had turned to anger.

However, she resolved to be a good daughter, never to cause her parents pain, and until now, she had managed to keep the resolve. Since she’d made that decision, things had grown worse. The time was coming when she’d need to leave. As much for their good as for her own. If she stayed, there was no future for her, or any young person, in Wineriver. It would be easier for Papa and Mama with one less mouth to feed. When thinking of leaving she had to suppress her feelings. If she let her love for them surface, the pain would be too great. The plans she’d made with Ralin Buche, the mayor’s son, were frightening, yet exciting. She felt sure no one knew of their alliance—they had been extremely careful. Although no one would have thought anything of it, other than perhaps he was courting her. Except that Mayor Buche would have fought it. The mayor expected a better marriage for his son. Yet that was not the reason for their secrecy. If what they planned succeeded, it was better that no one could tie them together. It was bad enough they’d leave town around the same time, but Ralin had said he’d make sure someone knew he was heading for Mayfield, and they would look for him in that direction. When in truth they’d be going to Monaive.

Calune, the king of Monaive, was in for a shock. As was Rupert. The two kings had been battling over territory for years, fighting back and forth for the land, capturing first one village and then another only to lose it in the next battle. It appeared neither king cared anything for the lives of their people. There were several smaller kingdoms in Goschen that managed to stay out of the fray, but that was due mainly to their location. They would not remain safe forever, and they needed to be convinced of this.

She and Ralin met mainly at night. When they were together in daylight, they were casual with each other. To help this illusion, she had fostered a friendship with Jeon. At times, he was more encouraged than she liked. Then she’d remain aloof for a few days to cool his ardor. If there had been any other young men available, she’d have used them. As Myla stared at the wall where moonlight painted a blue streak on the pale paper, a stone struck the glass pane in the window across the room. She threw the covers aside. She was to the window in a second and raised the sash. Below, Ralin smiled up at her and motioned for her to come down. She waved and left the window. In a minute, she had shed the nightgown, revealing her underclothes which in anticipating Ralin’s arrival she had not removed. While she pulled a dress over her head, she slipped her feet into a pair of rough leather shoes.

At the window, she bent down, turned, and holding the jamb, put her stomach on the sill. With her feet dangling outside they reached a cross piece of the trellis. She had done this many times. She didn’t dare use the downstairs door for fearing of awakening her parents. At the bottom, Ralin helped her the last foot to the ground. He was only a bit taller than Myla; fortunately, his hair was copper rather than the harsh red of his father. An added advantage was the wide, bright blue eyes of his mother. Yet he had inherited neither of their dispositions. Ralin was serious without being overbearing or pretentious. He had a deep desire to help people.

As they hurried to a brush arbor near the garden, Ralin said, “I suppose you know Da’s going to the castle.”

“Yes, I heard Papa telling Mama.”

They entered the arbor which hid them from the house windows and the nearby road. She couldn’t see the expression on Ralin’s face but he seemed upset, rocking from one foot to the other.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing. I’m nervous because I’ll be gone by morning.”

Myla drew in a sharp breath. “So soon?”

“It has to be.”

“Have you told Paul you are going to Mayfield yet?”

“Yes, I did that right after I found out my da’s plans. He and Ma are both going to the capitol city, and they plan on taking me as well.”

“You could wait and leave when you get back.” Myla wasn’t sure she was ready. Talking of going and actually doing it were different things.

“If Da’s plans for me work out, I won’t be coming back! He hopes to find me a position in the king’s court. Nothing grand, just a low position that I could work into something important.”

It was clear the mayor was trying to keep his son from the army. Mayor Buche was supposed to work for the people of Wineriver, not make exceptions for his family. She had heard Papa say that rank has its privilege. This was exactly the condition against which she and Ralin were hoping to fight.

“I don’t know, Ralin. Maybe you could do better working there. You’d be on the inside. You could send word of the king’s plans.”

Ralin stiffened; his eyes caught a bit of light and flashed. “Is that what you think of me? That I could be a clerk or scrubby hoping to pick up a bit of gossip. Not for me, I tell you. The only way is to join with the others, cause trouble where we can, and when we are strong enough...”

Myla put her hand on his arm to pacify him. “I was thinking it was another way to fight.”

“No. You were thinking it would be safer for me. That’s nice of you, but I’d not feel good about it.”

“I understand. What is our plan? If you leave now, I can’t come with you tonight.”

“Why not? We’ve talked about this for months.”

“I know. I need time to tell my folks I’m leaving. I must explain to them.”

Ralin turned aside and paced a few yards before turning back to her. “Myla, you can’t tell them. It will ruin everything. The strength of the growing band is that it is secret. It is too small and scattered; Rupert and Calune might even unite to crush us.”

“My folks are trustworthy. If they promise to keep it secret, you can be sure they will. Because I am going with you, and they would die before doing anything to endanger me. Please don’t worry about this. Now, if you go tonight, I’ll follow tomorrow. I don’t know exactly when I can get away, but it will be before dark.”

Ralin placed his hands on her shoulders, looking into her eyes. “I’ll trust that you know your parents. If they won’t promise, don’t come after me. They’d only set out to find you.”

He was right. It gave her a moment’s pause, but only a moment because she was sure they would promise. Papa knew they had to do something.

“If they won’t agree, I won’t come after you. And I won’t tell them the location of the camp.”

“I’ll wait for you in the cave at the foot of Russen Ridge. I’ll have two ponies. I’ll give you tomorrow and tomorrow night. If you aren’t there by daylight the next morning, I’ll go.”

As the moon rose higher, Ralin gave her a quick hug and ran into the woods at the edge of the garden. Myla stood staring at the place where he’d disappeared.

They were really going to do this.

A slight breeze chilled her and she hurried across the yard to the trellis. She climbed through the window, closing it behind her. She quickly removed her dress and drew on the long cotton gown. When in bed she pulled the covers over her head, finding comfort in the familiar nest. If she dared to set out on this mission, as she had vowed to do, it was the redirection of her life. There’d be no pleasant future, a handsome husband, several children, and a lovely home with honeysuckle twining around the doorpost. No warm family gatherings, Papa and Mama proudly watching their grandchildren grow. That future had slowly faded as boys her age turned into young men and Rupert
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