
A Man on a Quest

“Can you spare a dollar, sir? I haven’t eaten in days. Please!”
Rory looked down. He saw a grimy face, hair that was uncombed, and rumpled but tidy clothes. 

He looked left and right, but there seemed to be no adults in sight.
“Sorry, no,” he said and walked away. The child started to wail, and his steps slowed.
“Go away, urchin! I haven’t got time for this.” The wails only got louder.
“Look, kid, I’m on a quest! I need every dollar I’ve got. I can’t help you.”
Her eyes brimmed with tears.
“Wait a minute! You’re a ‘Lost Child’, aren’t you? You’re going to latch on to me and… who 

knows what? I haven’t got the time!”
He saw the noticeboard of a convent.
“Come on, kid! These nuns will help you. That’s their calling.”
He grabbed her hand and pulled her up the steps, past a sign which announced “The Sisterhood 

of the Strict Regime”.
***

“That was interesting,” said the girl, as they walked down the road a few minutes later. “All those 
whips and chains.”

“Er, yes.”
“And those leather habits. It’s a pity that they could only afford bits of them.”
“Er, yes.” He wasn’t sure if she was kidding or not. She shouldn’t know about such things.
“Still, it was nice of them to offer us a cup of tea. What’s your name? I’m Rosey.”
“OK, Rosey, are you really a ‘Lost Child’? You’re not a ‘Heiress in Disguise’ or something like 

that?”
“Dunno. Couldn’t I be both? What difference does it make?”
“Well, if you were an Heiress in Disguise, I could probably persuade someone else to take you 

on. If you are a ‘Lost Child’ I’m stuck with you.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m a ‘Man on a Quest’!”
“Oh.” Rosey considered. “Well, a ‘Man on a Quest’ is nothing without his companions, is he?”
“‘Companions’? Plural?”
“Yeah. His ‘Trusted Sidekick’. His ‘Wise Advisor’. His ‘Faithful Canine’.”
Rory had just aimed a half-hearted kick at a scruffy mongrel that had just started to follow them. 

It was intended to miss and the cur knew it.
“What?”
“Of course,” said Rosey. “They support the hero in his quest. What did you say your name was?”
“Rory. I’m no hero,” said Rory. His mind was on other things.
He noticed that she seemed tidier, her hair was combed and her face was clean. How had that 

happened? She was eating meat pieces on a stick.
“Where did you get that from?” Rory asked.
“Stole it from that stall.”
Rory swore and ran back to the stall, delving in his pocket. Rosey contentedly finished off the 

kebab. Rory and the stallholder had an animated discussion, lots of arm-waving and pointing. Rory 
caught up with her.

“He doesn’t sell kebabs.”
“I know. I bought it earlier.”



“’I haven’t eaten in days’ she said. Why you….”
“Careful! Watch your language, Rory. I’m only a child.”
She turned her wide innocent eyes on him. He made a rude noise.
“So what’s your role, Rosey, if you are a ‘Lost Child’?”
“I make your quest harder, by needing your attention at the wrong moment, for example. Or 

simply because you have to take care of me. I’ll cause you all sorts of problems.”
“You already have.”
“And the end of the quest I help you out when all seems lost. Or something like that.”
“Hmm.”
“What’s your quest, Rory?”
“I don’t know,” he mumbled.
“What?”
“I DON’T KNOW, OK! I was having these dreams, see ...”

***
Rory had been having these dreams, see. He was in a high place and and someone was trying to 
push him off the edge. He was fighting, of course, but couldn’t make out his opponent. He was 
being forced back, centimetre by centimetre. Then the dream ended with a scream. His.

He told his fiancee.
“Wow! That’s amazing! What does it mean?”
“Too many cheese sandwiches? That ale I had at lunchtime? I thought it tasted funny.”
“No, no. It’s a Sign!”
“A sign?”
“Yes, a Sign. You must go and see a Dream Reader!”
He was doubtful. “A Dream Reader? Don’t they cost money?”
She sighed. “What about your Destiny? Isn’t knowing your Destiny worth fifty dollars?”
He could hear the capital letters in her voice.
“Fifty bucks, Ellie? No, no, no! We’re saving to get married remember!”
“Skinflint! Cheapskate!”
She sulked. She was very good at it, and after two days, he’d had enough.
“OK, OK! Where’s the nearest Dream Reader live?”
“Um, three days north of here, I think. In a place called Northwood, I believe. It’s in the North. 

Near a wood. I think.”
Rory sighed, kissed his fiancee, and set off to the north. After twenty metres or so, he turned to 

wave, but she’d already gone back inside her Mum’s house. He sighed again and headed onwards.
***

Rory was approaching the hamlet of Norrskog. He was not happy. He’d already visited the hamlets 
of Nortwood and Northwode. They were both surrounded by woods, but neither had a resident who 
was a Dream Reader. Just for luck, he’d visited Northpool too. But it had no Dream Reader either.

As he approached the hamlet he saw a young boy sitting on the parapet of a bridge over a stream.
“Is this Norrskog?” he asked.
“Might be,” the boy helpfully replied.
Rory sighed and walked on. He was becoming an accomplished sigher.
“It’s from the Northern dialect, you know,” said the boy. “’Norr’ means ‘north’ and ‘skog’ means 

‘forest’.”
Rory turned. “Forest? As in a very large wood?”
“Yeah. You got it.”



Rory debated pushing the kid into the river.
“Does it have a Dream Reader, by any chance?”
“Yeah. Old man Williamson.”
Rory didn’t feel like celebrating.
“How do I find him, please?”
The boy held out his hand. Rory once again had a vision of the kid tumbling into the stream, but 

he just dropped a small coin into the boy’s hand.
The boy looked at it with a sneer, but still pocketed it. He said “He’s got a place in the village. 

You can’t miss it. It’s got a big sign that says ‘Dream Reader’, and a small sign that says ‘Dreams 
read here! Cheap!’, and an even smaller sign that says ‘Find out what that bothersome dream really 
means. Also, lawns mowed and hedges trimmed. Special low rates. Just ask.’”

“I can’t miss it. Right.”
Rory turned and walked into the hamlet, and sure enough he couldn’t miss it. The big sign 

probably kept the house in semi-darkness for most of the day, and apart from the words, there was a
huge badly drawn cartoon of a young lady apparently falling out of bed. A line of Z’s filled a 
balloon coming from her mouth. At the bottom there was a line of objects embedded in clouds, 
which puzzled Rory for an instant, but then he realized that these were supposed to be her dreams. A
pile of coins? Some jewellery? A man with spikes on his head? Oh, that was a Prince with a 
lopsided crown. Something with four legs. A camel? A dog? A horse? He gave up. At the end of the 
line, a crude drawing of a house.

The second sign stumped Rory, but he finally worked out that it showed a man with long hair 
and beard holding out his hands to the sides, palms up. The circles around his head were, what, 
rainbows? Emanations of power? He walked past the smallest sign, which just had a few dollars 
signs at the bottom, as if the sign writer had run out of ideas, and knocked on the door.

“The mower is broken and I can’t mow any lawns at pres….”
The voice tailed off. It belonged to an old man who bore a surprising resemblance to the man 

pictured on the sign, with his hair sticking out in all directions and his grey and white beard 
bristling and tangled.

“Oh. I thought you were George. What can I do for you, son?”
“Are you the Dream Reader?”
“Yes, yes, come on in.”
Rory followed the man into the cottage. It appeared have just a single room, with a ladder to a 

loft where the Dream Reader evidently slept. The room was piled high with papers, boxes, what 
looked like machine parts, bits of broken furniture, articles of clothing, and things Rory couldn’t 
identify. Even some children’s toys. A saddle, upside down, topped a pile of horse tackle. The table 
was covered in dirty plates, dishes and takeaway boxes, more machine parts and other 
miscellaneous items. A moose’s head hung from one wall, with a deflated balloon dangling from 
one antler. The moose looked surprised.

“Coffee?” the Dream Reader asked, rooting around on the table and coming up with two mugs 
which he peered at with suspicion.

“Uh, no thanks,” said Rory.
“You’re probably right,” said the Dream Reader putting the cups back down. A pile of pizza 

boxes slid off the table. “So you want your dreams read, son?”
“Yes, please,” said Rory.
“Sixty dollars?” said the Dream Reader.
“I was told fifty!”



“Close enough,” said the Dream Reader in haste. “So, tell me your dream, son.”
He swept two chairs clear by shoving everything onto the floor and Rory gingerly sat down. He 

described his dream and the Dream Reader listened intently, making encouraging noises.
“Falling dream, quite common. Doesn’t mean anything by itself. What were you wearing?”
Rory was surprised. “Erm, some sort of uniform, I think. Long boots, cape, some sort of hat. I’ve

never worn a cape in my life!”
“Any sounds? Scents?”
“No. Wait! A dog barking!”
“Large or small?”
“Small, I think. Yeah, yappy. Not deep like a big dog.”
“Anything else?”
Rory shook his head.
“OK, payment up front, please, son. Thank you! Well, like I said falling dreams are ten a penny. 

They just show that you’re anxious or worried about something. A wedding maybe?”
“How did you… Oh, a guess.”
“Yeah, just a guess. Lads usually don’t worry much about dreams, but the lasses do. The boots, 

cape and hat, though. They show that you are going on a quest!”
The Dream Reader moved his hands randomly, in what Rory guessed was meant to be an arcane 

gesture.
“A quest?”
“Yeah, but I can’t read what the quest is.”
“Oh, really. And the dog?”
“You’re probably going to meet a dog somewhere.”
“Is it significant?”
“Dunno, son. Perhaps. I don’t predict the future. That’s a seer’s job. I just read dreams.”
“So, that’s all I get for my fifty bucks, is it? I’m going on a quest. Don’t know what it might be. I

may or may not meet a dog, which may or may not be significant.”
“OK, OK! Don’t get shirty, son. Here, I’ll give you a discount. Here’s one of your five dollar 

notes back. But you’re officially a ‘Man on a Quest’ now. If you need to know more, I suggest that 
you consult a seer. I know a good one, down south, in a place called ‘South Pool’, or ‘South Lake” 
or something like that.”

Rory stood up. There had been something sticky on his chair. “How far is it to this seer’s place?”
“Walking? About five to six weeks travel, I’d guess. Good luck.”
The Dream Reader followed Rory to the door and watched him head off to the south. The boy 

from the bridge came in the back door.
“Has he gone, Gramps?”
“Yeah. My guess is that he will end up at your Great Uncle Seth’s. He’s definitely going on a 

quest, though. I could tell that much.”
“You always say that.” He sniffed. “Gramps, it reeks in here! You really should clean it up a bit.”
“Soon, soon. Did you bring the pizza?”
“Yeah.” The boy was about to put the box on the table. He hesitated. “Money first, Gramps.”
The Dream Reader sighed and paid his grandson from the money that Rory had given him.

***
Rory walked home. He passed through Northpool. He trudged past Northwode and bypassed 
Nortwood completely. He was mesmerized for a moment or two by a sign to North Hedgeley, which



he avoided by going through East Hedgeley. He made better time going home, taking only two 
days.

The next morning he went round to his fiancee’s house. She wouldn’t let him in.
“The thing is, Rory… Well, you were away so long…”
“Five days,” said Rory.
‘Well, I went out with this other boy, see, and well, we’re engaged. Sorry. I hope that we can still

be friends. Here’s your ring back. Are you mad at me?”
“No, no. I’m not mad. Do you want to know what the Dream Reader told me?”
“Yeah! Of course! What did he say?”
“He said that I’m on a quest. He suggested that I go and visit a seer down south.”
“Really! That’s amazing. Are you going?”
Rory had been undecided until then. “Yeah, I might as well, seeing as I’m not going to get 

married.”
She laughed. “I’m glad you can joke about it.”
“Yeah,” said Rory, who hadn’t been joking of course.
“By the way, Rory, I’m getting married soon, real soon. It’s a secret, but I’m going to have a 

baby! Isn’t it exciting?”
Rory was one hundred per cent certain that the baby could not be his.
“Congratulations,” he said. “I’ll probably be away when you get married, so, my best wishes for 

you and … Who is it, by the way.”
“You’re so nice, Rory. Thanks! It’s Marty.”
Rory kissed her on the cheek and left. Marty? She had said that she hated him! That he was up 

himself and bossy with it.
He wondered how he felt. Well, miffed, of course. She’d made a fool out of him. But he didn’t 

feel upset, really, and he was experiencing quite a sense of relief. He went to the bank, but their 
joint wedding account was empty. He’d expected it, so he cleared out his own account, put the cash 
in his money belt and headed home.

“Mum, I’m just off on a quest. I’ll send you a postcard.”
“That’s great dear. Look after yourself.”
He gave his Mum a kiss and headed off down the Great South Road. She’d tell his Dad when he 

got home.
***

“She broke up with you after you were away for just five days?” asked Rosey.
“Yes.”
“And she got engaged to another guy?”
“Yes.”
“And she got pregnant by him?”
“Well, I know it wasn’t me!”
“She must have been …“
“Yes, I know!”
“… seeing him, while you were engaged.”
“YES, I KNOW!”
“Wow! What’s this Marty like?”
“Nice enough. Maybe I should have warned him? Nah, everyone knew we were engaged. He 

would have known. Oh, well, good luck to him.”
***



Rory spent the next couple of days trying to lose Rosey.
He went back up the North Road, but she was waiting for him just out of town. He went west, 

but she hitched a lift on a cart and hopped off when the cart passed him. He went east, and thought 
that he had lost her, but she caught up with him when he was eating his lunch. She looked so sad 
and hungry that he gave her half.

So he gave in. He was a bit worried that he would be charged with kidnapping, or worse, but 
there was little chance of that. In this day and age it wasn’t unusual for boys and girls of her age to 
travel the roads, looking for work, or to be taken in by someone as a servant or farm hand, and he 
reckoned that she’d be better off under his protection than by herself. Or she could be protected by 
magical means, as well as by current societal norms. He didn’t ask her.

Rory himself had been working since he was her age. Most kids did, and so long as they also 
attended school some of the time, the authorities didn’t get involved. Of course, the authorities also 
tried to make sure that the work the kids did was not too arduous or dangerous.

Rory had occasionally worked away from his home town, but not for longer than a week or two. 
He had picked vegetables, helped bring sheep in for shearing, and on one occasion worked at a 
brewery. Several kids were employed to help out unpacking hops and sending them to the brewers 
in huge scented containers, but he’d had to give that up as the scent of the hops sent him to sleep. 
Instead he was reassigned to the office, where he impressed the cashier with his clean and tidy 
writing and his filing skills. He ended up writing out the longhand invoices that the brewery sent 
out.

***
Rosey wasn’t really a homeless urchin, but Rory had guessed that. He assumed that she was one of 
those kids who were more adventurous than he was, and wanted to travel more widely than was the 
rule. In fact, she did have a home to go back to, if she wanted. She’d had a discussion with her 
parents, well, foster parents, and they had agreed to her taking to the road for a while, so long as she
was protected in some way.

She had latched on to Rory because the people who she had been travelling with had decided to 
return home. She had a secret. If she travelled with Rory for long, her secret might come out at 
some stage, but she wasn’t too worried.

Rory had an air about him, she decided, that was interesting. He seemed to be being swept along 
by the current, but Rosey had a feeling that when the time came he could and probably would assert
himself. When he told her that he was a “Man on a Quest”, she was intrigued.

Of course, it could all peter out, as had her previous ’adventure’. She hoped that it wouldn’t. 
***

They mostly slept in barns. Rory had found that people tended to fall into two groups - those who 
set the dogs on them, and those who did their best to help them out. That might mean food, and 
usually meant that they were allowed to sleep in a barn or shed. Rosey proved to be good at telling 
from the look of the place which group the inhabitants probably belonged to, so Rory let her decide.

On one occasion the farmer and his wife gave them a meal of lamb stew and let them camp out 
in the barn.

“Where are you and your sister heading?” asked the farmer’s wife. Rory and Rosey had found 
that it was best to pretended that they were brother and sister. Rory was twenty-two and Rosey was 
… Rory wasn’t sure how old she was but it was probably ten or twelve. Maybe a bit older. He felt 
very protective of her, which he assumed was the way that a brother would feel about his sister. He 
had no brothers or sisters himself.



“We’re looking for a seer. We were told that there is one down this way. In a place called ‘South 
Pool’ or ‘South Lake’. Have you heard of a place of that name?”

The farmer and his wife looked at each other.
“I’m not sure. There’s no place called ‘South Pool’ down this way. There’s ‘Southbank’ just 

down the road, ‘South Park’ down on the coast.”
“What about ‘South Water’, on the lake?” suggested his wife.
“We’ll try them all,” said Rory, resignedly. “If we have to. So you’ve not heard of a seer down 

this way, then?”
“It’s not something we’ve ever needed, Rory dear,” said the wife. “Why do you need him?”
“Rory’s a Man on a Quest,” said Rosey.
“Really?” said the farmer’s wife. “My friend Joan, her boy went off on a quest. He’s not come 

back yet. He sends her postcards from all over the place. It’s been, what?”
“Fifteen years. He’s got a wife and kids now and promises to come home soon, for a visit at 

least,” said her husband, and his wife nodded.
“I’ll show you the barn,” the farmer said. “I have to warn you, though. My bitch has puppies.”
“Is she vicious?”
“No. But the puppies are old enough to leave their mother, and they are cute. You’ve been 

warned.”
***

They walked down the road and the puppy ran ahead of them until it reached the end of the rope, 
which brought it to an abrupt halt. It ranged from side to side and suddenly tumbled into the ditch, 
which luckily was dry at this point.

“It’s not very bright, is it?” said Rory.
“All puppies are like this,” replied Rosey. “He just need training. And experience.”
“What do you need a dog for, anyway?”
“Me? He’s your dog. Your ‘Faithful Canine’. For the quest.”
“I don’t want a dog.”
“It doesn’t matter if you do or you don’t. You’re ‘a Man on a Quest’, remember. ‘Faithful 

Canine’, remember.”
“There are no rules,” said Rory, but there was resignation in his voice. Anyway, the pup was 

cute, and it did appear to have decided that Rory was its master.
“What shall we call him?” asked Rosey.
“’Rover’? ‘Spot’? I know! ‘Killer’!”
Rosey ignored his suggestions. “Rocky. Yeah, Rocky.”
In a funny sort of way, it fit. The newly christened Rocky chewed on the end of his rope, then 

suddenly decided that a tuft of grass needed to be growled and yapped at.
“Are you sure that he is big enough to leave his mother?” asked Rory.
“Yeah,” answered Rosey. “My foster mother’s dog had pups, and they left when they were as old

as Rocky.”
She seemed a little down, and indeed, she was missing her foster parents. “I loved those 

puppies!”
“So, will anyone be looking for you, ‘Lost Child’? Your foster parents perhaps?”
“Yeah, but not for a while. I told them that I was going to stay with my grandparents for a couple

of weeks. Foster grandparents, that is. I’d done it before, so they weren’t surprised. They won’t be 
checking up for a while.”

This, of course, was a complete fabrication.



“Does Rocky really have to pee every five steps? Never mind. Do you love your foster parents, 
Rosey?”

Rosey considered. “Yeah, I guess. Yes, I do. The place I was at before, well, they weren’t strict, 
exactly, but I always felt restricted by their rules. I liked them a lot, but they didn’t like me going off
by myself. My foster parents trust me. So long as I go to school. They’re strict about that.”

This was true, up to a point.
“You should let them know where you are,” said Rory.
“I have. I sent them a message that I was with ‘A Man on a Quest’ and not to worry. They should

get it in a day or so.”
Rory pondered that. He hoped that it would reassure them.

***
The Dream Reader had said that it would take Rory five to six weeks to get to South whatever it 
was. They had passed through ‘Southbank’ and visited ‘South Park’. No seer. They were debating 
taking a side trip to ‘South Water’ on the lake, but someone assured them that there was no seer 
there.

“Wait a minute,” said Rosey. “What’s this place?”
She pointed to a place on the map.
“’Lac du Sud’. What about it?
“That’s ‘Lake of the South’ isn’t it? South Lake? In the local dialect?”
“But that’s way south of here!”
“That’s the whole point, isn’t it?”
They were in the barn behind a tavern. They’d helped out all night and the tavern owner had fed 

them and allowed them to sleep in his barn. Rocky was chasing something in his dreams between 
them. Maybe an ancestral rabbit. So far as Rory knew Rocky had not yet seen a real rabbit.

A rather large pile straw suddenly sat up.
“Can you guys please keep it down? Some of us are trying to sleep!”
“Sorry. Hey, you’re Ronnie, the bouncer, aren’t you?”
“Yeah, but I’m only here today. I’m not permanent, like. Say, are you heading for Lac du Sud?”
“Yes,” said Rory, making a decision.
“I might tag along, if that’s OK. I’m heading that way.”
Rory looked at Rosey. She shrugged her shoulders and raised her eyebrows.
“G’night Ronnie. Sounds good. Discuss it in the morning, OK?”
“Sure. Your dog is cute.”
Rory switched off his portable lantern and they all settled down to sleep. The only light was the 

moonlight, filtering through the glassless windows.
***

“So, where are you off to, Ronnie? Is Lac du Sud your home?” asked Rory, as they followed the 
Great South Road.

“Nah, I live up north, with my parents, but I deliver packages for people all over the place. The 
guy who owns the tavern is a friend of mine, and I often stand in for his bouncer when I’m passing 
through. It gives him a day off and gets me a meal. I’m delivering a package to Lac du Sud. It’s at 
the end of my range, but I know it well. Why are you guys headed there?”

“We’re looking for a seer. We’ve been told that there is one down this way.”
Ronnie nodded. “Yeah, old man Williamson.”
Rory was overjoyed. “Yes! That’s grea… Wait a minute did you say ‘old man Williamson’? 

That’s the name of the Dream Reader that I consulted!”



Ronnie nodded again. “In Norrskog? Yeah. That’s his brother.”
“Rory’s a ‘Man on a Quest’,” said Rosey, “but he doesn’t know what the quest is yet. That’s why

we have to talk to the seer.”
“He could have told me. He could have just said ‘Go visit my brother in Lac du Sud’. Instead he 

pretended he didn’t know where the seer lived and gave me some silly clues.”
“Probably didn’t want to make it too easy for you,” said Ronnie. “A quest is not a quest if it’s too

easy.”
“Yeah, but they don’t have to make it harder for me, do they? I left my old life...”
“’Cos your girl jilted you,” interjected Rosey.
“… to travel the road, all by myself ...”
“Except for me, Rocky, and now Ronnie.”
“... to do the little gods know what.”
He backed up the conversation in his head.
“Ronnie? Oh no, You’re suggesting that Ronnie might be my ‘Trusted Sidekick’? You are, aren’t 

you?”
“What do you think, Ronnie. Want to come on a quest with us?” she asked.
Ronnie shrugged. He was a big man so his shrug was impressive.
“I dunno. I have to deliver my package to the party in Lac du Sud, but after that I’ve got nothing 

planned. Let’s see how it turns out, eh? Anyway, I’ll take you to see old man Williamson. The seer.”
Rory felt that his life was spinning out of control, but he often felt like that. He was an obliging 

sort. The sort that gets roped in to help someone to shift flats, only to find the person being shifted 
is more interested in drinking beer than in getting shifted.

But people liked him, probably because he was obliging. His shifting mate would most likely say
“Thanks, Rory. I couldn’t have done it without you” as he carried the last lamp, the only thing he’d 
moved all day, into his new place.

But this was a new order of out of control.
“What’s up, Rory? Having second thoughts?” asked Rosey.
“I haven’t had first thoughts yet. How did I get into this?”
“Well, your girl …”
“YES, I KNOW. It was a rhetorical question, right. And … “
He pushed on when she opened her mouth.
‘… that means that it doesn’t need an answer!”
She shut her mouth. Rocky tangled his lead around Rory’s legs for the thousandth time, and Rory

leaned down to untangle him.
“Er, does anyone know what Rocky has been rolling in?”

***
Rory couldn’t stay annoyed for long and they made steady progress on the road to the south. Rosey 
and Ronnie washed Rocky in the next stream that they came across, and Rory was able to lean on 
the parapet and watch the fun. Rosey seemed to end up almost as wet as the dog, but Ronnie didn’t 
seem to get a drop of water on him. Rocky thought that it was all great fun. Ronnie wrapped the 
puppy up in a length of cloth from somewhere, and shoved him down the front of his coat. Rocky 
turned his head from side to side for a while watching the countryside slide past, but then he 
dropped off to sleep, his little head nodding with each step that Ronnie took.

“Do you have dogs at home, Ronnie?”
“Yeah. About twelve I think.”
“Twelve!”



“Maybe more, maybe less. It depends on whether Mum’s sold any of the latest litter. Six 
permanent, including the one we rescued. He’s got three legs. And any puppies.”

“You like dogs?”
“Doesn’t everyone,” said Ronnie with a smile. “Ours are farm dogs. Farmers come from all over 

for our dogs. It’s my Mum’s business. This little chap …“
He indicated Rocky.
“… he’s not a farm dog, even though you told me you got him from a farm. He should make a 

good pet though. Friendly. Farm dogs aren’t. They’re trained to guard the place and be noisy when 
visitors arrive.”

***
They saw what he meant later that day. They had passed several farms which Rosey reckoned were 
no good, and Rory and Ronnie made no comment. It was getting late and they were beginning to 
wonder if they were going to have to spend the night under a hedge or something, and on top of that
drizzle had started to fall.

Rosey looked at the next place. “It’s OK, I think. But there are dogs.”
They could hear them barking.
“That’s OK,” said Ronnie, and he strolled up the farm drive with the others closely following 

him. Two enormous black dogs leapt over the wall and made a beeline for them, barking. When 
Rocky saw them he turned tail and tried to hide behind Ronnie’s legs.

“LEAVE!” said Ronnie, and the two big dogs slowed to a halt.
“Good dogs,” he said.
The two dogs were quiet but suspicious.
“What’s all the noise,” a voice said, and a woman walked out of the house. “Oh, hullo. What can 

I do for you?”
“Hullo, ma’am. We’re looking for a place to sleep tonight. Do you have a barn or something that 

we could sleep in, please?”
“I can do better than that. I’ve just started cleaning out the shearers quarters. You’re welcome to 

camp out in the bit that I’ve cleaned. Say, if you give me a hand cleaning tomorrow, I’ll give you a 
feed. How does that sound?”

“Thanks ma’am. That would be great,” replied Rory, after getting nods from his companions.
They walked around the house and the woman showed them the shearers quarters. The farm dogs

shadowed them, but Rocky gradually lost much of his fear of them.
“Settle in, then come up to the house. I’ll see what I’ve got to eat. It will be nice to have some 

company. I’m Irene, by the way.”
***

“So you’re on a quest, are you, Rory? My son went on a quest once.”
“How long was he away, Irene?” asked Rosey, expecting the answer to be in years.
“About a month,” laughed Irene. “He didn’t like life on the road.”
She took a large shepherd’s pie out of the big range that took up one side of the kitchen.
“Help yourselves. I was going to have leftovers, since my husband and son are away, but this is 

better. They’ve taken some sheep to market and the sheep dogs have gone with them. These two are
rabbit and rat catchers and farm security. And company for me.”

She indicated the two dogs, snoozing by the range. Rocky was nestled up to the bitch, gently 
chewing on her paw. She was ignoring him, and only occasionally raising her head in objection.

“They’re not usually allowed in the house, except if the weather is terrible, so this is a treat for 
them. What quest are you on, Rory?”



“I don’t know yet. The Dream Reader told me I was on a quest and sent me south to see his 
brother who is a seer.”

It sounded silly, but Irene nodded. “That’s the way they are, sometimes, aren’t they. Quests. 
Mysterious. Still, you’ve found your ‘Trusted Sidekick’ and your ‘Faithful Canine’ and you’ve a 
‘Lost Child’ under your protection.”

“Well, we haven’t actually started the quest, because we don’t know what it is, yet,” said Rosey.
“There are rules for this sort of thing, are there?” said Rory. “I didn’t know!”
“Well,” said Irene, “there aren’t any rules, really, but most quests follow the same sort of lines. 

You may not have a ‘Wise Advisor’ for example. Or a ‘Champion’. And they’re only half-serious, 
the names. Really it depends on the quest who you might need, and as you don’t know what it is, 
you are wise to keep the group small.”

“As if I’ve had any choice! You seem to know a lot about it, Irene,” said Rory.
“Well, Rory, it might be in my blood. My grandfather went on a quest to bring back a bride for 

the Baron of Easthope. He was a ‘Trusted Sidekick’. They succeeded too. Grandfather said the bride
was a spoilt brat and nothing but trouble. They got paid well, though. Thirty years ago, I might have
asked you to take me along!”

***
The next day, they helped Irene with the shearer’s shed. Rory found it relaxing, and a break from 
walking along the Great South Road. He was a bit worried about Rocky, but Ronnie reckoned that 
he wouldn’t stray, and that proved to be the case. The puppy stuck close to the travellers, and so did 
Irene’s two dogs, most of the time. Sometimes they indulged Rocky in a spot of rough and tumble. 
It was as if the two dogs were keeping an eye on them.

The quarters were, in fact, not too bad. There was plenty of dust and dirt which the shearers had 
brought in with them and fair amount of stray wool scraps, but that was easily swept out. There 
were a few stray drink cans and fast food containers, but overall it was already fairly tidy.

Rosey mopped the floors, while Rory wiped down the tables and the woodwork of the bunks. He
cleaned the windows. Ronnie cleared out the small stove, but after that, he found himself a bit in the
way. He borrowed a ladder off Irene and climbed up onto the roof with a hammer, some nails and 
roofing material, and started banging away.

Irene looked up and was pleased with the job that Ronnie had done.
“That’s amazing! Thanks, Ronnie!” she said.
“You’re welcome,” said Ronnie. “It should hold for a season or two, but the whole side of the 

roof from the end to the chimney needs to be fixed up properly some time.”
He gave her the address of a local roofer who he knew.
“Tell him Ronnie said hullo. I worked for him once. He might give you a discount.”

***
They were walking down the road the next day. Rocky was already becoming better behaved, and 
Ronnie was pleased with him.

“Quick learner, that dog,” he said. “He’s already learned quite a few commands. And he mostly 
behaves when you tell him to.”

“Rory?” said Rosey. “What if your quest is simply to find out what your quest is?”
Rory considered. He looked at the idea from several perspectives. He didn’t like any of them. In 

particular, he didn’t like the notion that this could all be a simple waste of everyone’s time. A wild 
goose chase.

“Rosey?”
“Yes, Rory?”



“I know that you are joking, but please don’t mention that again. Because if that is the case, I’d 
think that the whole universe was messing with me, having a good laugh behind my back, and I 
don’t want to think that.”

“OK.”
Ronnie had been thinking. “Maybe this is one of those multi-stage quests?”
“Err, as in : stage one, form the group for the quest, stage two, find out what the quest is, stage 

three, carry out the quest?” said Rosey.
“Yeah. Or maybe there would be more stages, and we find out what the next stage is when we’ve

completed a stage.”
“Well, hopefully the seer can tell us,” said Rory.

***
Three days later Rory hopped down from the wagon.

“Thanks for the lift, Bernie,” he said to the driver, as he picked up his back pack and put it on.
“You’re welcome,” said Bernie. “I wish I could take you into town, but it’s not on my route this 

time.”
Rosey, Ronnie and the pup had jumped down from the back of the wagon, and they watched 

Bernie’s wagon trundle off on the inland road, the horses clopping steadily along.
“So that’s Lac du Sud,” said Rory, turning. “It looks pretty.”
From their vantage point in the hills above the town, it did look pretty. It was situated on a bay of

the lake which gave it its name, and the mainly white painted houses swept down from the foothills 
almost to the edge of the water. There was a shimmer of heat haze over the town.

The water of the lake mirrored the blue sky, the white cumulus clouds, and the hills and 
mountains that surrounded it. In the town, right at the edge of the water was a line of large trees, 
which Rory didn’t recognize. They appeared to be some sort of palm tree, with stocky trunks.

Ronnie confirmed his guess. “Yeah, they’re very proud of their palm trees down here. They have 
to trim the old broken fronds, otherwise they look messy. I got a job helping them once, and the 
fronds are very sharp and you get a lot of small cuts if you aren’t careful. But they look good once 
you have finished.”

“You’ve done a lot of jobs, Ronnie. Delivery man. Dog trainer. Bouncer. Tree trimmer. And you 
did a good job on the roof of the shearers quarters. Irene was really pleased.”

“Yeah, those and twenty other jobs. I can’t seem to stick at one for long, though I’ve been 
delivering parcels for five years or so now.”

They strolled down the road into the town, and Ronnie pointed out places of interest. There was 
a large chapel on the hill, built in shining white stone, and a ruined old castle. Ronnie said that 
people came to visit them from long distances.

“The chapel is beautiful inside. If we had more time, I’d take you up there to see it.”
They walked through the town centre, past shops, cafes and restaurants. There were the usual 

municipal buildings, and a theatre, all of which were built in the attractive style of the region.
They walked along part of the waterfront with its long line of trees. Rory could see the trees 

closely now. They were very attractive, with their neatly trimmed trunks and their bushy, spiky 
crowns at the top.

“They’re called ‘Phoenix Palms’ said Ronnie.
Boats bobbed on the lake and a ferry tooted as it curved away from the quay and headed down 

the lake. Swans and other water birds cruised the waterfront, looking for people to feed them.
In one waterside park was a representation of a pelican, done in bronze.



“There’s a small colony of pelicans down the lake, but they often cruise up this end. The most 
northerly known colony, I’m told.”

Unfortunately none were currently visible. 
Ronnie led them away from the waterfront into a small industrial area. They turned into a small 

factory and Ronnie handed over a package to the manager.
“Thanks, Ronnie. We’ve been limping along with our number three machine, but we’ll be able to

fix number one and get back up to full speed. Sorry, we’ve nothing to go back up north this time. 
Just a few boxes of pamphlets that are going by wagon.”

“That’s OK, George. I might be taking a break from deliveries for a while, anyway. My friends 
here are on a quest, and I might join them. You’ve got Mark’s details? He’ll stand in for me if 
necessary.”

***
They had lunch at a small restaurant on the waterfront. Their table was in the garden at the front, 
shaded by some trees, and they had a good view of the lake and the line of palms. Some small birds 
were flying in and out of a flower-laden vine that climbed up one of the trees in the garden. Rocky 
watched the birds for a while, then lost interest and went to sleep. He knew that they would never 
come within his reach.

“The seer’s place is near the waterfront, but up towards the other end of town,” said Ronnie, “We
can take one of those.”

He pointed at a small vehicle putt-putting past. It looked like a motorcycle with a box on the 
back and two rear wheels.

“Wouldn’t that thing fall apart if we all got into it?” asked Rory.
Ronnie laughed. “Nah! They are stronger than they look, and they’re cheap too.”
So they all piled into one of the little vehicles, and though it sagged a little when Ronnie boarded

it, the driver did not seem to be concerned and he took off along the waterfront, feeding into the 
traffic, which mostly seemed to be vehicles like theirs. The local people thronged the side-walks on 
both sides of the street, their numbers no doubt boosted by the good weather. Coffee carts and food 
stalls were scattered around, by the side of the road and in the lakeside parks.

Their vehicle followed the waterfront, past the little lake port and past the ferry boat jetty, until 
they reached the quieter end of the town. They motored inland for a hundred metres or so, and then 
turned into a side road, and drew up in front of a modest house, set in a modest street. There was a 
medium-sized signboard behind the white painted fence which merely stated, in a restrained font, 
“Seth Williamson, Seer and Fortune Teller”. In a smaller font was a series of letters which Rory 
guessed were the seer’s qualifications. The lawn and yard were neat and tidy, and the house was 
tastefully painted. The flower beds were bursting with colour and a young neatly trimmed Phoenix 
Palm stood to the side of the house.

“This looks a lot tidier than his brother’s house,” commented Rory.
Ronnie nodded. “Yeah, isn’t it. The brothers don’t get on well, I heard.”
“Right, let’s go guys,” said Rory.
He opened the white gate and walked up the path, with Ronnie, Rosey and little Rocky following

closely behind him. With some trepidation he reached forward and rang the bell. He could hear 
footsteps approaching the door and it swung open. The elderly man who had opened it smiled at 
them.

“Come on in,” he said. “I’ve been expecting you.”
***



The Points of the Compass

The seer led them into a tidy parlour, where a woman was waiting for them with a tray of cakes and 
a pot of tea.

“Welcome,” she said. “Please sit down.”
The seer introduced his wife and Rory introduced everyone, including Rocky. The seer’s wife 

poured them a cup of tea.
“There will be tea leaves at the bottom of the cup. This is intentional. We will look at them later,”

warned the seer’s wife.
“So, you’ve seen my brother, Rory. How is the old scoundrel? Is his house as messy as ever?”
“Yes, sir. He seemed to be fine when I saw him.”
“There’s a rumour that we don’t get on, but that’s not true.” He glanced at Ronnie. “We 

communicate with each other all the time, but we don’t often visit. When we do go and visit him, 
we stay with his ex-wife. Did he tell you how this prediction and fortune telling business works?”

“No, sir, he just read my dreams for me.”
“Well, that’s all he is allowed to do, these days. He was castigated and expelled by the 

Convention of Seers for tailoring his predictions for money. It didn’t make any difference of course,
because all predictions are open to interpretation, but it’s the principle of the thing. I think he did it 
as a sort of joke. He’s not really dishonest.”

“Your brother was a seer, too, sir?”
“Oh yes. One of the best. I’d guess that he knew more than he was letting on when he read your 

dream. Can you please tell me your dream, Rory? And what my brother Bill said, as accurately as 
you can.”

“How much will this reading cost, sir? I don’t have much money.”
“Oh, don’t worry about that! A donation would be welcome, of course, but we seers provide a 

public service, and we are not supposed to charge. The town pays me a small stipend, and I was a 
librarian before I retired. Dream reading is different, and my brother is allowed to charge for his 
services. When you’ve completed your quest, I hope that you would consider donating a little more,
if you get a reward, that is.”

Rory nodded.
“Thank you, sir. This is what I dreamt …”
The seer and his wife listened carefully to Rory’s recounting of his dream, interjecting a question

or two, and then the seer asked Rory to describe his journey.
“Hmm,” said the seer. “Interesting. What did Bill say?”
“That I’m going on a quest, sir, and that I might meet a dog, and it might or might not be 

important. Oh, and that I should consult you.”
“I see. Well, my brother has been very clever. He couldn’t, because of his ban, tell you much, but

he’s done as much as he could. For instance, if he hadn’t mentioned the dog, would you have picked
up the puppy? And if he hadn’t directed you to me, would you have come down south?”

“Well, no, sir.”
“Hmm, I think that you were engaged, Rory.”
“Yes, sir.” Rory paused to glare at Rosey, who returned an innocent look, but didn’t say a word.
“She broke off our engagement while I was up north at Norrskog.”
“Ah, I see. Well, it wouldn’t have worked out anyway.”
Rory nodded. “Yes, I know.”
He glared at Rosey again, daring her to say anything.



“OK, let me tell you how this prediction stuff works. We seers listen to your story, and we do 
what we can to help you, of course, but it’s very much an art. Don’t expect precision. We can only 
provide hints, I’m afraid. Some people are disappointed by this.”

“You are definitely going on a quest, though, and in fact you have already started on it. You will 
travel to all parts of the compass in the quest, and you’ve already visited the north and now the 
south. You have to visit the east and the west. The quest has to do with something that you have, but
you might not remember that you have it. You’ll be rewarded, but it will be a modest reward. It 
won’t be a fortune.”

“Can you tell which way we should go first, sir?”
“Hmm.” The seer looked at his wife.
“The east,” she said.
“My wife is not a seer, but has some skills. She can choose accurately between two options like 

this. Her talent is very useful to me in my work. Anyway, let me look at the dog.”
He produced a dog biscuit from somewhere and attracted Rocky’s attention. Rocky accepted the 

biscuit and crunched it noisily, then lay down at Rory’s feet.
“Cute little thing. Well, he’s going to be fun to have around, but I can’t see how he’s going help 

you a lot, sorry. Oh, wait a minute. Right at the end. Yeah, right at the end he might do something 
useful. I can’t be more specific, I’m afraid, because I don’t know. Can’t tell. What about you 
Ronnie? Why are you here?”

“Well, I met up with Rory and Rosey on the road, and since they were going my way, I decided 
to string along. I knew about you, sir, and they were looking for you, so I brought them here. I 
hadn’t decided about joining them on the quest, but yeah, if they want me, I want to go along.”

“You’ll be useful to them, that’s for sure. For one thing, you have travelled all over the region, so
you’ll be able to help them find the places that they need to go to. You have a concern, though, I 
think?”

“Yes, sir. Can you tell me how long this quest will last? I have customers, so I don’t want to be 
away too long.”

“Oh, this quest is only a short one. Months rather than years. But I’m sure that if you go down to 
the Parcel Depot, they’ll have something going your way.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you. I should have thought of that myself.”
“Now you, young lady,” said the seer. “You have a touch of an aura about you? A charm?”
Rosey looked uncomfortable. “Yes, sir, it’s to protect me on the road.”
The seer exchanged a look with his wife.
“Very wise,” he said, “but you’ll have to let your companions know about it at some stage.”
Rosey now looked miserable. “Yeah, OK. I guess.”
“Anyway, back to the quest. Rory, was there anything else in the dream? Anything that you felt 

in the dream. I don’t know, maybe happiness? Fear? Anticipation?”
Rory shook his head. “No. Fear of being pushed over the edge, I guess.”
“What about the tea leaves, dear,” said the seer’s wife.
“Oh, yes. Can I have your cup, please?”
Rory had left a little tea in the bottom of his cup. The seer swirled it around, then tipped out the 

dregs.”
Both he and his wife peered into the cup.
“Hmm, you’re right, my dear. They should go east. Definitely an arrow or pointer to the right 

there.”
“What about the curve? There? The moon, perhaps?”



“Yeah, it’s a definite crescent, I think. New moon? Is that a hint at a date?” the seer said.
“No, it’s not a date, I think. An indication? A clue? Shall we do the others?”
“Can we look at your cup, Rosey? Thanks?”
He looked at her cup, and gave her a long look.
“Hmm.” He looked into the cup again.
“That’s a crown? Signifies someone in power, but not necessarily royalty. Or someone who is 

rich, perhaps,” said the seer’s wife.
“Yes, I agree. Those strings of dots?”
“Tears, I think.”
“Yes, I think that you’re right,” nodded the seer. “Sadness or loss.”
“Ronnie? Hmm, not much new here. There’s a crescent moon again, and, what’s that? A comet? 

That means a surprise, usually, but it could mean luck, or fortune. It’s generally not a strong 
indicator of anything, though. And a line of tears, again?”

The seer looked at his wife, and she nodded.
“Ok, folks. A summary. You should go east, we think. We think that you are looking for someone

in power, or maybe someone rich. The moon came up twice, so it’s important. We think it is a hint, 
but it might be something specific. The same with the tears. If you go east, as we suggest, the 
resolution of your quest will be somewhere in the west. You will need to find something or someone
in the east, then you will go west.”

“I have a question,” said Rory. “Why me?”
“Why you? That’s something that almost everyone asks. And there is no answer, sorry.”

***
“What’s this about your charm, Rosey. Can you tell us?” asked Ronnie, as they walked up the road 
to the east.

Their course took them eastwards along the lake, but at some stage they would have to head 
north. Ronnie had suggested that route because he knew the country.

Rosey looked embarrassed. “Yeah, there is something about my charm that I haven’t told you. 
Do you mind if we don’t go into that until we are further along in the quest? I’ll tell you as soon as I
can. I don’t like keeping it from you! I really don’t.”

Ronnie shrugged. “That’s OK by me.”
He had three packages strapped to his pack that he had picked up at the Depot. Larger packages 

would go by cart, of course, but Ronnie carried the smaller, more urgent parcels. A cart might go 
faster, but they stopped many times, packages often had to be transferred between carts, and they 
were more expensive. There were others like Ronnie on the roads, and they had met one or two in 
their travels. Ronnie would exchange a few words and they would carry on.

Rory wondered if he should push Rosey to reveal her secret, but he couldn’t be bothered. The 
seer said that she would have to let them know at some stage, and that was enough for him. 
Somehow, he trusted her. They headed east and north, sleeping in barns, mostly, but sometimes in 
proper beds if they got lucky. They were headed for Midwich, which Ronnie reckoned was the most
likely place to find a clue to their next step in the quest.

“Midwich?” said Rory. “Not East Something? Are you sure?”
Ronnie laughed. “Best guess. It’s north-east of here, and south-east of Norrskog, Rory. If we 

have to go north, south, east and west, then it’s my best guess.”
Rory brightened up. “We’ll be able detour to home then, when we go west. I’ll be able to ask 

Marty how things are going.”
“Don’t you mean Ellie, your ex-fiancee?”



“No, Rosey. Marty. I’m sure Ellie will be just fine.”
“But ...”
“She’ll be just fine, Rosey! Just fine. I’m sure of it!”

***
They slowly made progress towards Midwich, but managed to have some fun on the way. Ronnie’s 
deliveries sometimes meant that they had to go slightly out of their way, but they saw more of the 
country that way. They stopped off one day at a village fete, and bought sausages on sticks, and 
toffee covered apples. Ronnie took part in a wrestling competition, but was soon eliminated. He 
didn’t mind.

“Some of those guys are semi-professional and go from fair to fair. I only do it for fun. Besides, 
compared to some of them, I’m tiny!”

They were all pleased when Rocky took third place in a doggy sprint race, but gave the prize, for
a grooming session, to a little girl whose dog didn’t make the final.

Rory was nominally leading this quest, but they all discussed it as they walked. Ronnie was the 
main route finder, but, for instance, Rosey persuaded them to take a side trip to visit some caves that
Ronnie said were popular, and they were glad that they had done so. Even Ronnie enjoyed it, while 
confessing to a little claustrophobia. But they continually turned to Rory for his opinion whenever a
decision was needed.

Rory and Ronnie didn’t bring up Rosey’s secret, and Rory almost forgot about it. Instead he 
found himself pondering the clues that the seer had given them. He reflected that they didn’t know 
much more about the quest. Well, it would only take them a few months, the seer said. And Rocky 
would have a role to play. Oh, and he had something that he had forgotten.

***
Midwich appeared before them. It wasn’t big. Rory could see a mill, and the workers’ houses dotted
around it. A chapel, on a small hill, as usual. He also saw the minaret of a temple, which was a little 
unusual. A couple of big houses, and smaller ones clustering towards the centre of the town. Bigger 
than a hamlet, Rory thought, and only just a bit bigger than a village. It was a pleasant looking 
town, built of grey rock, with grey slate roofs, but green, with bushes and trees everywhere. Rory 
spotted a school with a green sports field. 

“That’s it, guys. Midwich. I hope that I’m right and that we find what we are looking for here. 
But it’s a nice place, so onwards, travellers!” said Ronnie.

He gestured towards the town, and they headed down the hill, laughing. Rory thought that they 
were acting as if the worst was over, but really, they had only accomplished just over half of the 
quest. Still they were in good spirits as they entered the town.

“Where can we find to sleep, Ronnie? And get some food?”
“Well, there’re two inns with hostel accommodation, Rory. The Golden Lion is the best, and 

there’s the New Moon, if they … are … full.”
He slowed as he suddenly realized what he had said.
“The New Moon,” he repeated. “How could I have forgotten. The tea leaves.”
“Never mind, Ronnie. Maybe something about the quest made you forget. Let’s get rid of your 

parcels, and then we can check out the New Moon.”
***

“Don’t get angry with me, Rory,” said Rosey. She seemed a little down. They were settling in to the 
hostel, and as there were few others staying there, they had one arm of the dormitory to themselves. 
“Do you miss your ex-fiancee?”



Rory considered. “Not really. I thought that I loved her, but when she broke it off, I just felt kind 
of relieved.”

Ronnie snorted and said “Good call” under his breath. Rocky was snoozing next to him on his 
bunk.

“Do you wish that Ellie was on this quest, rather than me?”
Rory laughed. “No, never. She would be a real drag. She rarely walks anywhere, and if she has to

walk, she complains. I used to bring our horse in just to take her to the hairdresser on the other side 
of the village! No, Rosey, I’d much rather have you along.”

Rosey cheered up right away.
“Rory, I think that I’ll be able to tell you my secret soon. But I want to wait until we know more 

about the next leg of the quest. OK?”
“Yeah, kid. No problem.”
This seemed to knock her back a little, for some reason, but she was still cheerful as they made 

their way to the bar, in search of food and information.
***

“What are we looking for?” wondered Ronnie, as they sat in the bar. The boys had a beer each, but 
Rosey was scowling at the half-and-half, beer and lemonade, which is all that she was allowed by 
law.

“Well, if we are supposed to come here, it should be obvious. Eventually.”
“So, if we’ve ticked off the crescent moon, perhaps, we still have the comet, which might not 

mean a lot, and the tears.”
“Sadness? Or loss?”
“Rory,” said Rosey, nodding her head towards the next table. “Tears!”
Rory regarded the guy sitting next to them. The bar was not full and the guy had a table to 

himself. He was staring into his mug of beer as if he wanted to drown himself in it.
“Hey, pal, are you OK?” asked Ronnie.
The sad guy lifted his head and looked at them.
“I’m going to be married next month.”
Rosey suppressed a giggle, and Rory scowled at her.
“Do you want to join us? Tell us about it,” suggested Rory.
“Don’t mind if I do. I’m Alan, by the way.” He stood up and moved to their table, with a bit of a 

wobble.
“You should be happy, shouldn’t you?” asked Rosey.
“I am happy,” Alan said, and returned to staring at his drink. “Except ...”
“Except what?”
“Except I can’t find the ring.”
“The wedding ring?”
“No, no, no, no.” He paused. “No. I gave Helen an engagement ring, and I was going to replace 

it with my Gran’s old ring, but when me and me Mum looked for it, we couldn’t find it anywhere. 
Anywhere!”

“Oh dear. And your fiancee will get upset.”
“No, no, no, no.” Alan shook his head. “No, she’s a sweet girl. She won’t mind. She’ll pretend 

that she doesn’t mind, but every time that I see the temporary ring on her hand, I’ll know that I let 
her down. She’s so looking forward to it.”

“Er, where does she live, Alan?”
“Way, way, way, way, way west of here in a place called Ravensford.”



“I know it,” said Ronnie. “There’s a famous bridge there.”
“Bridge, yesh! I wanna to jump off it,” said Alan.

***
Ronnie and Rory put Alan to bed in his bunk and then retreated to their arm of the dormitory. Rosey
refused to help.

“Stupid boy,” was her opinion.
“What’s up, Rosey?” Rory asked.
“You’re going to take that stupid boy along with us, aren’t you? Tell me you’re not!”
“He ticks all the boxes, Rosey,” said Ronnie. “He’s going west, we found him at the New Moon, 

and he’s miserable and he’s lost the ring.”
“I don’t care if he ticks all the boxes, he’s stupid. Fancy worrying about a stupid ring. A stupid 

ring.”
She broke down and started to sob.
Rory and Ronnie looked at each other in surprise.
“What’s the problem, Rosey?” asked Rory.
Rosey raised her head. “My secret is that I’m not really fourteen. My charm makes me look it. 

I’m actually twenty-three. And my fiance and I broke up over a ring,”
“What?” Rory looked at her, shocked. Then he left the dormitory.

***
Rosey and Jay were sitting on her foster Mum’s sofa. They were just doing a little kissing and 
cuddling, relaxing comfortably together. Mum was in the kitchen pretending to wash up.

“Rosey, you know we’ve been engaged for a month now?” Jay said.
“Yes, and I’ve loved every minute of it. My darling!”
She put her arms around his neck.
“Well, I hadn’t bought you a ring, but now … Can I put this on your finger?”
He produced a box and handed it to her.
“What’s this?” she asked in a voice tinged with suspicion. “What have you done? We said a ring 

didn’t matter and we would save up for it.”
She opened the box, and found a ring with a large diamond in the centre and smaller diamonds 

around the large one.
“Jay, what have you done! This must have cost thousands! Oh, Jay.”
“I went to the bank and they loaned me some money. I get to pay it off in small instalments. It 

will be OK.”
“No, it won’t, you idiot!” She stamped her foot. She never stamped her foot.
“What!?”
“We are saving to get married! Now we won’t be able to save so much. You don’t earn much, 

and neither do I. I didn’t want a fancy ring. A nice, simple ring is all that I wanted. I’d be afraid to 
walk around with that thing on my finger!”

“I’ll take it back! I didn’t think. I’m sorry.”
“Oh, Jay. You never do think. That’s the trouble. I’m sorry, this marriage is off.”
It was an instant decision, but as she made it, she felt that it was the right one.
“Off? What do you mean?”
“Oh, Jay!”
She told her foster parents what had happened, and what she was going to do. She emptied her 

bank account, bought her charm from the apothecary, tweaked it slightly, and set off.
***



Rory was standing outside the dormitory, thinking, when Ronnie came out.
“You should give her a chance. Listen to her story.”
“She’s been fooling us, all this time.”
“I know. I know. But look at it from her point of view. At first she didn’t know us. You. You met 

her first. Then when she did know us, it was too late.”
“You know what they say about women like her!”
“’They’? Who are ‘they’, Rory?”
Rory pondered. In Rory’s world, children often travelled the roads protected by charms and 

social conventions, looking for work, gaining experience. Older boys, well, young men of Rory’s 
age, mostly stayed at home and worked in some occupation or other, but some continued to travel, 
usually because it was necessary in their line of work. Ronnie was a good example. His delivery 
business meant that he travelled the roads all the time. Farm workers, sheep shearers and salesmen 
also travelled much of the time. A few young men travelled just because they enjoyed it.

But girls, or young women of Rosey’s real age, did not travel. Almost all married and stayed 
home, taking jobs locally, bringing up children. Even those who didn’t marry were expected to stay 
home, and become teachers, nurses, or work in shops or on farms, or something.

Of course, there were those who loved travelling so much that they continued, regardless. 
Society as a whole looked down on such girls, considering them flighty, perhaps immoral, and not 
to be trusted. It wasn’t fair, of course, but that was the way that the world was.

In fact, Rosey had shown that she could not be trusted, Rory thought. But, on the other hand, as 
Ronnie had said, once she had started on the deception, it would have been hard to reveal that she 
had been tricking them. She had admitted it, albeit at the prompting of the seer.

Should they leave her behind? Rory liked having her around. She was a part of their little group, 
Rory wasn’t sure that he and Ronnie could continue if she left them. He came to a decision.

He walked back into the dormitory and found Ronnie reassuring Rosey. Rosey was shredding 
tissues, and her eyes were red. She didn’t look any different at first glance, so her charm was still 
working,

“Rosey, I’m sorry I walked out on you. I’m sorry I was shocked.”
He sat down and held her hands.
“I’m a regular sort of guy. I’m not the sort that goes on quests. I only did it because, as someone 

keeps reminding me, my fiancee ditched me.”
Rosey gave a laugh that was a more of a snuffle.
“Rosey, I don’t care how old you are. Really. I understand why you pretended to be younger. 

Now tell me your story.”
So she did.
“Let me summarize,” said Rory. “You broke up with your fiance because the ring he bought you 

was too expensive?”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“You’ve been teasing me about my break up almost since we met, and you think Alan is an idiot 

because he is worrying about his mother’s ring.”
“Yeah. I suppose.”
Rory laughed. “Ooookay! Well Rosey, regardless, I think our quest requires us to assist Alan to 

his wedding, don’t you think? Whether we like it or not.”
“Our quest? You still want me along?”
“Of course.”



Rosey threw her arms around him, and he hugged her. He started. She felt like a mature woman, 
and not like a twelve-year-old. He wondered for a moment if he would have guessed that she was 
older than she appeared to be if he’d hugged her previously.

“Oh, I’m so glad that I won’t have to lie to you guys any more!”
“Erm, are you going to keep the charm activated, Rosey?”
“Nah, I’ve already switched it off. Well, the bit that made me look younger. It’ll take a while 

before the effect wears off.”
Rory looked at her and thought that maybe she did look older. About fifteen.
“You’re actually older than me, aren’t you?”
“Yeah.”
“No wonder you were scowling at your half-and-half!”

***
Next morning they dragged Alan from his bunk, got him dressed and walking up the road to the 
west. Alan complained at almost every step, and Rory could tell that Rosey was simmering. 
Eventually Ronnie walked beside Alan for a while and talked quietly to him. Alan shut up.

“What did you say to him?” asked Rory.
“Oh, I just mentioned all the unpleasant things that Rosey would do to him if he didn’t stop 

complaining.”
Rosey snorted.
As they were going west, they would pass reasonably close to both Rosey and Rory’s respective 

home towns. Rosey was keen to see her parents and introduce her friends, so they took the detour.
***

“He’s what?” said Rosey, shocked.
“He’s engaged. To your cousin, Karen,” said her mum.
“Well, he didn’t wait around long, did he? Karen? The one who had a baby and no one knew 

who the father was?”
“Well, apparently Jay was the father.”
“What? What!?”

***
They walked up the road to the west, and Rory said “Rosey ...”

“If you are thinking about mentioning the fact that I was teasing you because your girl was going
behind your back, and you didn’t know, and the fact that Jay was apparently going behind my back, 
and I didn’t know, I wouldn’t advise it. So, what did you want?”

“Nothing! Nothing at all.”
Rosey nodded complacently. The boys had got used to her newly mature appearance, and of 

course, Alan had never known her in her guise of a child, except when he was drunk. Rory 
wondered why he had thought that she was eleven or twelve. Well, part of it was the charm of 
course, but, if he thought back, she didn’t act that young. Except when she was latching on to him 
when they first met.

As the effect of the charm wore off, she seemed to grow in stature, and her appearance became 
that of a young woman. But she was still the Rosey that he had always known. He wondered if he 
was attracted to her, but, at the moment, she was still just a pal. A friend. And he was happy with 
that.

***
Rory’s mum and dad were pleased to see them.



“Hullo, dear. How are you? How’s the quest going? These are your friends? Welcome everyone. 
What a cute dog!”

Accommodation was a problem, but Rosey got given Rory’s room and Rory, Ronnie, Alan and 
the dog were banished to the barn. Rocky immediately made friends with the foal, while the mare 
looked complacently on.

“Rory, did you know that Marty broke off his engagement with Ellie?” Rory’s mum had said.
“No! Who is she engaged to now?”
“No one, dear.”
The next day Ellie came around, and Rory introduced her to his companions.
“Well, actually, Rory. I was wondering ...”
“If I would give up my quest and marry you?”
“Yes! You are the only one that I want!”
“What about ...” He gestured at her expanding midriff.
“Oh, that was a mistake. Marty is nice but …”
“Sorry, Ellie, but I have to see this quest through.”
“But then? Possibly?”
“It’s possible.”

***
“You can’t be serious!”

“Why not, Rosey? What do I do when the quest is over?”
“Anything but marry that ...”
“Careful, Rosey,” said Ronnie. “Rory, I’m with Rosey. You can’t be serious?”
Rory considered. “Probably not. But I do feel sorry for Ellie. Apparently Marty suddenly broke 

off their engagement and went to work in a forest up north. Near Norrskog. He also left a few debts 
behind. She’s been left high and dry, but I think it will turn out to be a good thing for her in the long
run.”

Rosey snorted. “Poor dear. It wouldn’t be her own fault, would it?”
“You’re right. It is her own fault, I suppose. But, maybe she’s learnt something from all this? If I 

finish this quest, and she is still waiting, maybe she has. Maybe the Marty thing really was a 
mistake. Anyway, I’ll not rule out the possibility.”

“You’re crazy!”
***

As they drew nearer to Ravensford, Alan grew more and more anxious.
“She’s a sweet girl, Helen, but will she still love me if I haven’t got the ring?”
“Is she worth it if she doesn’t?” said Rosey.
“Shut up, Rosey,” said Ronnie. “She will still love you, Alan. She didn’t get engaged to you for 

the ring, did she?”
They had been hitching a lift on a wagon, and were dropped off at a huge set of gates.
“This is where Helen lives. Did I mention that her folk are rich?” said Alan.
“No you didn’t,” said Rosey. “I hate her already.”
“Rosey!”
“You won’t,” said Alan, with confidence. “Everyone loves her.”
They walked up the long drive and Alan pulled the doorbell. A distant jingling signalled their 

arrival. The door burst open and a small blond girl threw herself at Alan.
“You’re back! I so missed you! Oh! Who are all these people? What a cute dog!”



Alan was right. Everyone loved Helen. She was a small, sweet, bundle of energy, friendly and 
welcoming. She showed them to a sitting room, then listened to the story of their quest, and asked 
intelligent questions. When they got to the part where they met Alan, she started to laugh.

“Oh, Alan, you are silly! Fancy getting drunk over the ring! You don’t drink much as a rule. The 
ring doesn’t matter. Oh, it would be nice to have it, of course, but if it’s gone, it’s gone.”

Just then, Rocky stood up, stretched and made his way to Rory’s backpack. He yawned loudly, 
and sat down by it, looking attentive.

“What’s he doing?” Helen asked.
Rosey laughed. “Oh, he wants to be fed! You can set a clock by him.”
“Let’s feed him, then,” said Helen. “Come through to the kitchen. That’s where Mum feeds her 

dogs. She’s out with them at the moment, I think.”
Rory put his backpack on the kitchen table and searched in it for Rocky’s food bowl. His hand 

touched a side pocket and felt a familiar lump.
“Oh, Rosey, Ronnie, remember the seer? ‘Something that you’ve forgotten.’ That’s what he said 

wasn’t it? He also said that Rocky had a part to play.”
“Yeah, that’s right,” said Rosey. “So what?”
“Well, I’d forgotten that I had this. It’s the ring I gave to my fiancee. I saw it in an antiques shop,

and I liked it. It’s an old style ring, and now I think about it, Ellie would probably have preferred a 
more modern one.”

Alan looked at it and gasped. “Where did you get this, Rory?”
“In an antiques shop, as I said. Why?”
“I think it’s my Gran’s ring! If it is there should be a slip of paper under the padding with ‘RDA’ 

on it. That’s Grandpa’s initials.”
Sure enough, the piece of paper was there.
“Here, Alan, take it,” said Rory. “I’ve no need of it, and it should be yours anyway.”
“I wonder how it got to the antiques shop? I guess we will never know. Thank you, Rory. Thank 

you so much.”
He turned to Helen and went down on one knee.
“Helen, will you marry me?” he asked, passing her the opened ring box.
“Of course I will, Alan. You know that! Oh what a lovely ring. But I think that we might have to 

get it made smaller! I don’t want to lose it!”
The ring was loose on her tiny finger, so she put it back in the box and returned it to Alan for the 

time being.
Rocky decided that he had been waiting long enough for his feed and gave a short bark. What 

were these humans doing? They all laughed.
***

“Is your quest over, Rory?” asked Helen.
They were sitting in the garden, chatting and drinking lemonade. Rory looked at Ronnie and 

Rosey.
“I think so, Helen. But I might go back to the seer and ask him. Maybe he will have another one 

for me. One that takes me further from home. I owe him a donation anyway. What do you think, 
Ronnie? Rosey?”

Ronnie looked at him. “Sorry, pal. I think that I need to get home, back to my customers.”
Ronnie hadn’t talked about a girl back home, and Rory suddenly wondered.
“Have you got a girl back home, Ronnie? You’ve never mentioned it.”



“Yeah, I have. My girl understands about my business, and how it keeps me on the road. She’s a 
bookkeeper and her clients are all local, so she stays home. Besides she likes her home comforts, 
and doesn’t like being on the road! It’s always great when I get home and we can catch up. We do 
my accounts.”

“You do your accounts?”
“Yeah. It’s very romantic. We’ll get married some time soon, and I’ll send you an invitation, if I 

know where you are.”
“What about you, Rosey? Are you going home, now?”
“No, Rory. I’m not ready to go home, yet. I think I’ll come with you, if you don’t mind your ‘big

sister’ tagging along.”
Rory laughed. “Yeah, that would be great.”
Rosey looked into the distance. “I hear that they have strange animals way down south. 

Monkeys, crocodiles, camels and antelopes. I’d like to see some of those.”
“Let’s see where the road takes us, Sis.”
“Sis? Sis?!” She was outraged.
“By the way, Rory, we’re going to give you three thousand dollars as a reward for finding the 

ring,” said Alan. “We think that you deserve it.”
“Why thank you! A thousand bucks each! I’m just glad that you got the ring back. That was what

the quest was all about, after all. Thank you!”
***

The Mage smiled at the Boffin. “That’s a new one! The powers in this space are brothers, Seth and 
Bill. Do you think that they know that they are the powers?”

“I don’t know,” said his wife. “It’s interesting that they share the magic and the science, 
fifty/fifty. Oh, I know that the lines are always blurred, but we’ve never seen the powers being 
shared like this. It’s usually more like ninety/ten or eighty/twenty with one partner favouring 
science or magic and vice versa.”

“Well, it’s interesting, but we’ve no reason to get involved. Anyway, it all worked out pretty 
well. Helen gets her ring. Rory and Rosey are going to go on travelling. Ronnie is headed back 
home to his girl. I don’t know about Rory and Rosey. They’re just pals at the moment, but I can’t 
tell if they will become more than that.”

“Well, you would know, dear. Your field, after all. Shall we go home? We’ll be coming back for 
Helen’s wedding in a week or so.”

“Yes, my dear. I’m glad that our daughter called us in when Alan sent a message to Helen that 
the ring was missing, and that we were able to make sure that our granddaughter ended up with the 
ring. It was easy enough for me to find it. It had dropped down between two floorboards and Alan 
and his mum would never have found it. It was inspired of you to suggest we give it to Rory and get
him to deliver it for us, though I was a bit worried that Ellie might not give it back to him.”

“After that powerful charm you put on it? You’re joking! Did you have anything to do with the 
Ellie/Marty/Rory thing?”

“No, that was all natural. I didn’t even have to hurry it up. Poor Ellie. I think that we would have 
had to activate plan B if she hadn’t split up with Rory so quickly.”

The Boffin snorted, then took his arm. “She’s the sort that all the boys feel sorry for. She’ll be 
OK! That sort always is.”

Just then there was a ping, and the Boffin looked at her device. She laughed.
“Seth and Bill send their regards. They’ve been watching us, and suggest a meeting the next time

we are here.”



“Well, we are, so to speak, trespassing in their back yard. Let’s apologize to them and go home.”
So the Boffin sent them a message and then they stepped back home.

***
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