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“The way to love anything

is to realize that it may be lost.”

—G@G. K. CHESTERTON



CHAPTER 1

Father

“DIDN'T TRY VERY HARD, DID you?” There was acid in
Father’s voice as he looked over Will's work, his first two pages
of sums on the ledgers for the weaving room.

“I did try,” said Will.

“He’s worked every weeknight for the entire month that
you were gone in the south,” said Mother.

Father turned to her, his voice sharp. “What makes you so
sure of that?”

Will was surprised. Father often used that tone with him,
but he rarely spoke to Mother that way. She rose, her eyes
blazing.

“Because I sat with him in this room every single night,
Hugh!”

That brought Father up short for a moment. He stopped
and rubbed his hand over his face and knuckled his eyes with
his fists. He was a short man, with a balding head of brown
hair and an intense face. Will saw Mother take a deep breath.
She came over to Father and put a hand on his arm.
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“Hugh, you just arrived home from a long journey. I can
see how tired you are. Let this wait for the morrow.” It was her
commonsense tone, and Father usually listened to her. But
tonight, he held up a hand and leaned over the ledger again.

“Just checking the boy’s addition. I won’t be long.” And he
began to study the next page of entries. Will’s father was amaz-
ingly clever with numbers. He always got the right sum in his
head, even with a long column of figures. Will wished for the
thousandth time that he had the same talent. “Two and two
make four,” he was always saying to Will. “Eight and eight
make sixteen. Numbers are dependable. They don’t change.”

Will wanted to believe him, but when he sat down with the
ledgers, he turned numbers around or he got the wrong sum
across, so that the downward total didn’t match, and he had to
begin again. Numbers seemed to slip through his fingers like
so many little fish until he was nearly sure that twos turned
into threes, and sevens curled into eights, and two and two
just might make five.

On this page, though, Will knew he'd gotten it correct.

“Right,” said Father shortly, and he turned to the next
pages. “And these?”

Father went on totaling up numbers on the second page,
then the next. Will could see thunder growing in his face. His
brows contracted into a single hard line. His face turned
crimson.

“Wrong and wrong again!” he yelled, and he pounded his
fist on the worktable. “You haven't learned a thing! You'll never
change. You're just stupid—or lazy—or both!”
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Will stumbled back from the worktable. He felt hot from
head to toe. Father had never said that before.

“Please, Hugh!” said Mother. “You know that numbers are
difficult for him!”

Father turned to Will. “You turned fourteen in March.
Nearly a man. Youve had schooling from both Master
Wimbourne and me on the ledgers. You know the farm and
the flocks well enough, but the weaving room, boy! The
records we keep are the key to making the weaving room
thrive!”

Will usually tried to placate Father when he got angry, but
tonight’s argument was worse than any he could remember.
And he had worked so hard! Now a fire was building in him,
and words were burning to be let out.

If he says I'm lazy or stupid, he must hate me!

Father straightened his shoulders. “Well, this shows that I
made the right decision about the summer.”

“What?” said Will. He glanced over. Mother looked con-
fused, too.

“Patch can take young Walter up to the high meadows with
the flocks. You are going to spend the summer in the work-
room with me. You're going to work on these ledgers until you
get them right.”

Will's stomach dropped to his toes. “No, I . . . but...”
Why couldn’t he ever come up with the right words in an
argument?

“Hugh, we must speak about this in private!” Mother’s

voice was urgent.
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Father shook his head. “Made up my mind on the journey
home, Margaret.” He pointed a finger at Will. “You've put in
time on the ledgers, but look how much good it did you.
Haven’t learned a thing!”

It like being sentenced to prison. He'll be on me every minute
of the day.

“But, Father, I have to go up to the high meadows with
Patch and the dogs!”

“Made your own bed and now you'll lie in it,” snapped
Father.

“Hugh, stop!” said Mother.

He turned to her. “You don’t understand, Margaret. Since
Richard and Thomas left, I bear the burden of running this
farm and weaving room alone.”

“Alone?!” exclaimed Mother, and Will could hear how
offended she was. She worked as hard as Father did. But Father
was not done. He turned back to Will.

“It’s your own fault! Your brothers had no trouble with
numbers. Thomas and Richard both had brains enough.”

That was it. All the words he'd been holding in spewed out.

“Brains enough, yes!” he shouted back. “They had brains
enough to get away from the Meadows, to get away from you!”

He saw shock register in Father’s face.

“Will"” said Mother, stricken.

Everything stopped as they stared at one another.

“You, you ungrateful, hard-hearted, spiteful—!”

“Hugh, stop!” Mother begged.

“Enough is enough! 'm done with you, boy! Riggwelt! I'd
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rather teach a lamb to dance on a fence post than spend one
more minute with you!” He strode out of the room, slamming
the door behind him.

“Will, please . . .” Mother began.

Will stalked over to the worktable and, with one great
sweep of his arm, swept papers, ledgers, quill, and ink onto
the floor.

“Wait!” Mother called, but Will ran out the door and out
of the house. In the barn, he surged up the ladder two rungs
at a time to the haymow and threw himself in the hay.

[ can'’t take this anymore! I can’t take one more minute of him
yelling at me! I've had enough. He hates me, and I hate him back!
He might as well beat me with bis fists. Hes been beating on me
with his words, watching me for every mistake for more than a
year. [ve got to get out of here!

He stopped, breathing hard.

Leaving.

He was thinking about leaving. A tremor passed through
him. He would hurt Mother dreadfully. He would miss the
Meadows, and Patch, and when would he ever see Richard?

But what choice do I have? I cannot stay around Father! I can
herd sheep or work in a stable. I'll have to take Perk to get some
distance from home, where people won’t know the Pennington
name. I'll leave a letter for Mother, telling her what I'm doing, so
she won't worry. Its the only way.

He lay there, picturing it, making a mental list of all the
things he needed to do, even what food he could take. He
realized that he couldn’t prepare for everything tomorrow. It
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would have to be the day after. He closed his eyes fretfully,
feeling the weight of his plan.

e

He woke before dawn and lay listening to the animals for a
few seconds. Then the fight with Father rushed back on him,
and his mood plummeted. He climbed down from the loft,
went over to Perk, and wrapped his arms around his horse’s
neck.

“Are you ready for a ride, Perk? A long one? It'll be just you
and me, but I promise to take good care of you.” Perk nick-
ered in his arms. Will began to groom him carefully. Who
knew when they would next be in a stable where such niceties
would be available?

Once dawn came, he sat out of sight of the house and
barn up on his watching rock. Richard had shown him the
rock when he was little. And he had used it the same way
Richard and Thomas did before him—to hide when some-
body wanted them for chores. From here, he could see the
whitewashed face of the barn and the weaving room and the
edge of the house on this side, with the well and the watering
trough in the middle of the yard. Workers were spreading
out to their various chores. He saw Father cross to the weav-
ing room. That was a relief; he'd be there all day and into the
evening, likely.

e
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It was mid-morning, and he had yet to cross the threshold
of the house. He stood at the edge of the pond behind the
worker’s houses, hungry, bleary-eyed and half sick. He picked
up a stone and, with an angry flick of his wrist, sent it skip-
ping across the surface of the water.

He looked up the slope and beyond, to the high peaks.
He knew just the kind of day it would be up there. The vivid
blue sky, a sharp, cool wind in the pines, the meadows ablaze
with flowers, the silence and the space of it, the new lambs
kicking all four feet in the air. That part of the Meadows he
loved.

He snapped off another stone. It pinged once, then dropped
with a resounding plop into the water. And he loved the ani-
mals. He had the way with creatures, as Mother did. Only
they could milk old Stella Maris, the crankiest cow in the
herd, who would kick anyone else. For all Father’s competence
and knowledge about the flocks, that was one Northern knack
he did not have. With a snap that hurt his wrist, Will spun out
another stone. The rock pinged four times across the surface
like a ball shot from a musket.

“An island you'll build out there if you're not careful,” said
a familiar voice behind him.

Will didn’t turn around. For the last two years, Patch, the
elderly chief shepherd, had been teaching him the fine points
of herding.

I will miss him, he thought, and then, swallowing the sud-
den lump in his throat, he said, “Have I thrown that many?”

“Aye,” said the old man. “In the last three year.”
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“It’s your fault. You taught me.” Will leaned down for more
stones.

The old man sucked hard on his pipe. “Nay. Your father
taught you six summers ago when you was eight, right before
he opened the weaving room.”

Will sent out another stone. It plunked into the water.
How had he forgotten? A terrible fever had swept through the
southern portions of Lindenhelm, and Mother had gone to
nurse her sick sister. He'd missed her terribly. In the evenings,
Father had taught Thomas, Richard, and him how to skip
stones. He could almost feel Father’s hand guiding his. The
memory seemed to dig out an empty place inside him. Father
had been nicer then. Why had everything changed? What had
he done wrong?

Egil, the apprentice weaver, came around the corner of the
cottages. “Master bids you come,” he said.

Patch stood up. Will bent down to get another stone, sorry
to lose Patch. Then, to his dismay, he saw Egil waiting for
him.

“Master bids you come,” Egil repeated.

I cant.

“Youd best come,” said Patch. “’Tis urgent, lad.”

With lagging steps, he followed Patch and Egil into the
yard. He came into the weaving room with its busy looms,
their treadles going smoothly back and forth, zuck-tuck, tuck-
tuck, and the gorgeous array of yarns on the walls.

I7ll be awful looking Father in the face. What should I say?
Will he even talk to me?
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From the door to Father’s work room, Patch looked back.
“Best not dawdle.”

Will caught up with him in two quick strides. “Do you
know what he wants?”

Patch nodded and reached out to knock.

Will stayed his hand. “Tell me what it is.”

Patch’s gaze rested on him. “’Tis not another chiding, lad.”

Will felt a flush travel up his cheeks. Patch knocked.

“Enter,” called Father.






CHAPTER 2

Plans Laid In

THE DOOR OPENED, AND W/ILL let out a delighted whoop
and threw himself at his older brother.

“Richard! What are you doing here? Where’s your regi-
ment? You're supposed to be down in Sarrow, aren’t you? Why
didnt you tell us you were coming?”

“Whoa, little brother!” Richard laughed and held him at
arm’s length.

Will looked at his brother with a mixture of love, admira-
tion, and envy. In the eighteen months hed been gone,
Richard had filled out. He was broader at the shoulders and
thicker at the arms, more like Father every day. Will, who
scorned his own thin frame, wondered if he would ever look
like that. Richard surveyed him critically, then pulled a strand
of hay out of Will’s hair.

“Been napping in the haymow again, have we?” he said.

Will lushed, and Father turned to stare at him. He looked
more tired than ever and still angry. Will felt his cheeks burn,
but he would not be the first one to speak.

11
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Richard looked from one of them to the other. “Um . . .
you'll be happy to know, little brother, that we'll be stationed
just south of Twelve Trees through July.” He turned to Father.
“Strange, too. The orders came only hours before we were to
leave for Sarrow, and from the king himself, I heard.”

“Sit,” Father said sharply. Will saw Richard’s eyes widen.
Father must have realized how he sounded. He glanced at
Richard and said, “Sit here, Richard. Patch, you take my
chair.”

Patch sat down and took out his pipe. Will found a stool in
the corner and pulled it over. Then he jumped back. Father
stood toe to toe with him.

“You're here, boy, because your mother begged me. A mis-
take, but I gave in to her.”

Will forced himself to return Father’s gaze. All the anger
from last night surged up inside him. He would not—would
not—be cowed, especially in front of Richard.

“Listen and keep your mouth shut. Do you understand?”

“Father!” Richard’s voice was an entreaty. “I'm sure Will
can listen to whatever you have to say.”

Father sighed. “You've been gone from home a while,
Richard. Things have changed here.” He glowered at Will
again before he sat down.

Will stared at the floor, his cheeks hot, anger simmering in
him.

“Two problems,” Father said, then he halted. All of them,
by long habit, waited while Father found the words he wanted.

“First is the scours.”
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Will sat up. Scours was a sheep disease, an uncontrollable
black diarrhea. It could kill lambs in two days, the strongest
sheep in three. Three years ago, when the flocks had scours,
hed helped Mother with the dosing. Theyd lost seventeen
that time.

“When did it start? How many are sick?” he asked.

“This morning. Two ewes, four lambs,” said Father.

“And we're low on herbs,” said Patch. “Mistress says we
need more by Wednesday midday.”

A mental picture formed in Will's mind—Mother and he
dosing the lambs late at night in the barn. But this time would
be different. He'd be gone.

“So we need herbs from Alester,” said Richard. “But you
said all three of us must go. Why?”

“Not so fast,” said Father. Will studied his father’s pursed
lips and the cleft between his brows. Did he look . . . afraid?

“Tell them,” said Father to Patch.

Patch lit his pipe and sucked hard. “Aelred and Peter came
in from the high pastures this morning. They saw scouts there,
checking the snow depth.”

“Scouts? From where?” asked Richard.

Father said, “It looks like they came from Meldur.”

“But how could Aelred and Peter know for sure? I assume
they only saw them at a distance.” said Richard. “They werent
in uniform, were they?”

Patch said, “No uniforms, but—"

“They were riding Northern Bight horses,” finished Father,
“and they were well over the border.”
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“I don’t understand,” said Will.

“Northern Bight horses are bred in only one place—
Meldur,” said Richard. “And they don’t allow them to be sold
to foreigners.” He turned back to Father. “It’s not a sure proof,
but we must get this information to the King.”

“Agreed,” said Father.

Will had studied the Treaty of Hildreath this year with his
tutor. Lindenhelm and its northern neighbor, Meldur, had
fought a war twenty years ago. After the war, Meldur had
returned Lindenhelm’s territory in the north and west. Father
had fought in that war and was shot twice in battle. After the
treaty, Meldur had closed the old trade routes through the
high passes in the north, and they barred Lindeners from
entering their country. Lindenhelm allowed Meldurians to
travel through to the coast, but few chose to.

“They can’t mean to send troops over the mountains this
early in the year,” said Richard. “The snow’s not off the passes.”

Father shook his head. “Snow was light this year—"

“Aelred told me that Prarmigan Pass is nearly snow free,”
broke in Will.

“I can speak to Captain Morris,” said Richard, “or even ask
to see Sir John of Sarpenthy, the king’s counselor and the
commander in charge of the troops.”

“Good, but I have some insurance.” Father went to his
table and unlocked a drawer. He came back and sat down,
holding a box on his lap. He took out the lead balls the sur-
geon had dug out of his arm, and the carved silver Meldurian
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knife with the curved tip. When he was younger, Will had
often asked to hold it. Father set these aside and opened a
smaller box within. He took out something wrapped in cloth.
It was a pewter medallion two inches in diameter. Will had
never seen it before. Father handed it to Richard.

“It’s beautiful, but I don’t see . . .” Richard’s voice trailed
off. “Wait. That’s the royal shield of the House of Renwith!
Where did you get this?”

A ghost of a smile crossed Father’s face. To Patch, he said,
“Can you guess?”

“Aye,” drawled Patch, “twas the providential day you found
the lost prince.”

“You found a prince?!” asked Will, astounded.

Patch made a thick sound in his throat. “Prince he was,
three years gone. He’s king now.”

“The king!” cried Will and Richard together.

Father held up a hand. “Keep your caps on. Not much to
tell. Prince Joseph got separated from his hunting party.
Stumbled into my camp. Stayed with me two days. Tried to
herd, but he wasnt much good.” He shrugged. “His party
found us, and he left.”

Will was bursting with questions, but he looked at Richard
and nodded toward Father.

Richard said, “Well, what was Prince Joseph like? I've heard
stories of course, but they’re all about him as he is now. How

old was he then? Why did you never mention this to us
before?”
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“We were both fourteen. Young enough to have a hare-
brained escapade. Old enough to know better.”

Richard and Patch both laughed. Will did not.

“You still haven't told us why he gave you the medallion,
Father.”

Father paused and then said shortly, “To repay a favor.”

They waited. Finally, Richard laughed and said, “All right,
I'll take the bait. What was the favor?”

Father smoothed his moustache a minute. “I don’t wish to
say.” He looked around at them. “I gave my word not to speak
of it, and I take my promises seriously.”

Patch said, “Aye, I wouldna’ tell either.”

Will couldn’t take his eyes off the medallion. Richard held
it out to him, and Will took it in his hands. It was a heavy,
compact weight, and the engraving of the griffin and the dove
was beautifully done. It was wonderful, he thought, like the
stories of knights and quests. Finally he handed it to Richard,
who put it back into its little bag,.

“Show the medallion to the guards,” said Father. “It will
guarantee you an audience. You three ride to Alester. Buy
herbs at Marian’s shop. It'll be fair day. Makes it easier. Stay at
the Blue Swan. Pick up the mail. Patch, you and the boy
return home by noon the next day.”

“And I ride on to Twelve Trees,” said Richard.

Father chewed on his lip a moment. “Heard a rumor on
my travels. King Joseph has his hands full proving himself at

»
court.
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“I heard the same at camp,” said Richard. “It looks like
some courtiers are rumormongers. They say that King Joseph
is untested as a ruler. They don’t fully trust him.”

Father nodded. “Speak only to Sir John of Sarpenthy or the
King about the details. Don’t want to play into the hands of
the naysayers. I'd take the message myself, but for the flocks.
We'll be up these next nights.” Father paused. “If need be, I
can muster men from Alester.”

Will said, “You think there could be an attack? An inva-
sion?” His voice sounded thin even to him.

“Likely not,” said Father.

“But a mand be a dunderheaded mee-maw not to be pre-

pared,” finished Patch.

L

Will stretched out on his watching rock. The stone, despite
the warming day, was cool to his body. He was confused.
Every part of his plan to leave had been thrown in the air by
the news. He thought of the fear he'd seen in his father’s face.
He just couldn’t leave tonight. If he did, they’d be out hunting
for him when more important matters were afoot. What if he
left from Alester? Hed still have to write a letter for Mother
and include it in the letter to Patch and Richard. The thought
of writing it made his heart sink. He had no idea what to say.
On the other hand, how could he live in the same house with
Father?
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Riggwelt! Its like tossing a red-hot coal back and forth between
my hands. No matter what I do, I get burned. In the end, with
a windy, disgruntled sigh, he decided to wait and see how
things developed. But he packed slowly and deliberately, put-
ting extra clothes at the bottom of his bag, then putting what
he would take for the overnight trip on top. He curried all
three horses and checked their tack to be sure all was ready.

It was well into the afternoon when he pecked into the
kitchen and found it empty. He sliced off a huge wedge of
cheese and half a loaf of soda bread, and ate them standing up,
looking out into the walled kitchen garden. Mother rose from
the thyme bed outside and came in. She stood in the doorway,
smiling.

“If you'd come to table, you wouldn’t need to eat like a half-
starved wolf at three in the afternoon.”

“If my mouth weren’t so full,” Will said thickly, “I'd howl
for you.”

Mother shook her head and laughed. “Here, silly boy, have
some milk.”

Will drank and discovered he was thirsty as well as
hungry.

“I was just, um, getting things ready for tomorrow,” he
said, and didn’t look at her. He hated lying to Mother.

“So, you weren’t avoiding your father, and after he agreed
to let you go.” Will’s stomach tied up into knots. “It’s the first
time he’s sent you on a grown-up errand. I know your father
was angry last night, and he said things he shouldn’t—"

Will flinched. He pictured Father pounding the table.
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“He acts this way because he wants a better life for you
than he had as a boy. He wants the Meadows to be yours
someday.” She put her hand over his. “He loves you, Will.”

Will snatched back his hand.

“No! He couldn’t!” he said stubbornly and shut his mouth.
Finally, with a sigh, Mother turned and went to the cellar for
potatoes.

Will knew that Father had worked his family’s tiny holding
alone after Will’s grandfather was crippled in an accident. It
must have been awful for him, though Will could only guess
what it was like. He'd never heard Father speak of it. What he
did speak of was coming up in the world, of having respect
and earning a good name. Father had risen from hired shep-
herd to overseer to landed farmer, and from farmer to
prosperous wool trader. He had shed his northern accent and
made it a rule that his family speak like the more cultured
Lindeners from the south.

Will sighed and studied the garden outside. He under-
stood Mother better. A small, neat woman, she knew a
hundred different herbal remedies by heart. She was the one
called when the flocks sickened, or the women of the
Meadows gave birth. Will had heard it said that people in
the south were suspicious of northerners, half believing that
they could foretell the future, even cast spells. Will laughed
at that, knowing what Mother would say: that only God
could know the future, and that Mother herself was from the
south. But it did seem to him sometimes that his mother

knew her way through the world by sheer intuition.
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When she came back, Will saw a worry line on her fore-
head. He said, “What is it? Did Father say something else
about me?”

She shook her head. “You do have a way of knowing, don’t
you? No, it isn’t the argument with your father 'm thinking
of, bad as it was. It’s your journey to Alester. I know it makes
no sense, but something about it troubles me. It’s Richard I
should be fretting over, but instead, I'm thinking of you.” She
met his eyes. “I want you to be wary, Will. Be careful.”

“Why?”

“That I don’t know, but you must be careful. Use your
common sense and . . .” she frowned, “use your sense of smell.”

Will stared at her in surprise. All her life, Mother had had
what the rest of the family called a “peculiar knack” for sens-
ing danger. Several times when he and his brothers were
little, she had “smelled something wrong” and had raced to
find them at the edge of some catastrophe. Richard espe-
cially teased her about it. She smiled at the jokes, but Will
knew that Mother herself preferred to call it “a peculiar
grace.”

Then last summer, it had happened to him. He'd been up
in the meadows with Patch, sitting alone by the fire with a
high wind roaring in the pines overhead. For an instant, he
had smelled something odd, and the smell was coupled with
a feeling so sharp and urgent that he had leaped to his feet
and run ten paces from the fire before he thought why. A
second later, with a loud crack, a huge branch hit the ground
where he'd been sitting the moment before. In his mind, he
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ran back over how hed told the story afterward. He hadn’
mentioned the smell or the strange sensation to anyone, not
even Mother. He'd been afraid theyd laugh, and he hardly
believed it himself. So how did she know? He stared at her,
half angry.

“I can see you don’t like me saying that,” she said evenly.
“But it’s as I've taught you: when God gives a gift, we should
pay attention.” She put her hands on his shoulders and gently
shook him. “But whether you accept that or not, know that I
sense danger . . . for you.”

Will felt a tiny shiver slide up his backbone.

“All right, Mother. I promise I'll be careful.”
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