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Preface

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


www.TheYearOfTheRedDoor.com.



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

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

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

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




The Author   
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and movie makers,
storytellers all, ancient and new,
with names that are known,
and with names unknown,
who have nourished my spirit,
kindled my imagination,
enlightened my mind,
and opened my heart.





  Prologue

Banis





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

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

He was determined to have them all.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I am listening," Secundur replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Do not speak that name in my presence!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

• • •

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But, as we know, he did.


  
 
 


Part I





  Chapter 1

The Better Man




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

• • •

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

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

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

Mr. Ribbon stepped closer and stood beside Tallin.

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

His words trailed off, then he stood.

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

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

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

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

"What will you do?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I reckon that'd be alright."

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

"She did."

Tallin nodded again.

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

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

• • •

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

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

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


To Whomever It May Concern:



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

Danig Saheed Tallin




  Chapter 2

That Other Place




Day 184

61 Days Remaining





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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But he was gone.

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

• • •

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

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

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

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

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

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


  Chapter 3

The Scathing


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I am careful."

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

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

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

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

"I see."

"What worries you, my Ullin?"

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

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

Ullin shifted his posture, and looked at Micerea.

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

"Oh?"

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

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

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

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

"Yes. I know."

• • •

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

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

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

• • •

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

"May I help you?" he asked.

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

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

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

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

"May I help you?" Finn repeated.

"I have come to see Robby."

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

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

"If your business is pressing, I shall pass along your desire to see






















































OEBPS/Images/TTAD_30pc_plain_front.png
William Timothy Murray








