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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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Sara Kahan





  Prologue

How a Name is Given





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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Peace."

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

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

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

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

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


  
 
 


Part I





  Chapter 1

The Token

Day 101

144 Days Remaining





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

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

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

• • •

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Why? There is nothing but ruins!"

"I cannot tell you now. Afterwards."

"Have ye gone mad?" Billy yelled impatiently.

"I mean to find out!"

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

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

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

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

"Wait," said Ullin. "Wait."

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

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

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

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

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

"We'll never make it!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

• • •

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Whatisit, Robby?"

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

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

"Alright."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"It is the Tower Halfis," Ullin said.

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

"No."

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

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

"Is that a ring?" Billy asked.

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

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

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

"Thank you, Ibin!"

"You, youare, youareverywelcome, Robby."

The others gathered to look at the objects.

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

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

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

"Where?" Sheila asked.

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

"Why do they persist?" Robby asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Why?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

"We must ride hard before dark."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

• • •

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

"I have the ring."

"Yes, I see."

"Does it have significance?"

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

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

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

"Opportunity?"

"For peace."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Others do."

"What do you mean?"

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

"I don't understand."

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

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

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

"How did your father know?"

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

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

"But how do I—"

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

• • •

"Wake up, Robby."

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

"Wake up! Time to go!"

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

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

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

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

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

• • •

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I don't see nuth—"

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

"Ashlord!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

They had only gone a few yards when there came a mighty crack behind them. Turning, they saw a brilliant bolt of lightning shoot up from the mountains and arc toward them. Like the splitting of a towering tree, it cracked overhead and passed, followed by a refreshing breeze in its wake which entirely cleared the air of soot and sulfur left by the first apparition. Blinding as it was, they all instinctively looked with their hands over their eyes as the brilliant bolt streaked by. Robby was briefly filled once more with the terror he had just recovered from, but, as quickly as he looked up, the feeling passed and was replaced by inexplicable hope. For he saw, at the head of the bolt that flashed by, the vague and blurred shape of an arm outstretched, holding a long bright sword.


  Chapter 2

Memories and Dreams

Day 102

143 Days Remaining



Robby did not speak about what he saw, or thought he saw. Yet the spirit of the others seemed lifted, too, if lifted they could be. At least the way onward was easy, and the hills were broad and gentle, so they traveled steadily and far. The mountains behind them slowly receded, and they saw no signs of being followed. The place teemed with wildlife, more antelope, rabbits, and more of the creatures they called chunkmunks because of their size and resemblance to chipmunks. There were also hawks and lark and smaller birds wheeling or soaring or darting low through the grass, some tittering as they went. When a bevy of quail took to the air just in front of them, the sudden chorus of wing-drumming and whistling mildly startled horse and rider alike. And once, Sheila saw a snake, long, thick, and black with red and yellow and orange bands, sliding away just beneath her horse.

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

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

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

By now the others had come alongside and were listening.

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

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

"Whatkind, Sheila, Sheilawhat, whatkindofbirdmadethis?"

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

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

• • •

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

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

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

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

• • •

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Worse 'an witches?"

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

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

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

"Certainly."

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

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

She grimaced at the ever-present memories of her uncle's behavior, his drunkenness, the beatings she had received for any minor mistake she made with her chores, or just because he was drunk. She had learned early to encourage his drinking, in hopes that he would quickly become too inebriated to catch her and would pass out. After she was sure of his stuporous snore, she would sneak away to play in the fields and woods, coming back before he woke up
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