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Аннотация
Princess Hannah learns the King has died. She is now positioned to become Queen, if she can sail across a sea, cross mountains, prevent a war, and save another kingdom. All that has happened to her in the previous books culminates in her return to her homeland, but six years additional have passed and things change, not always for the better. If she ever believed she would return to cheering crowds and be welcomed by the other royals, she understands that won't happen. As with all of Hannah's books (3) the reader never knows what will happen next.
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CHAPTER ONE 

Prin ducked another blow from the fighting staff and decided to verbally harass the one-footed combat master long enough to catch her breath. �You don�t visit Maude�s house nearly as often as you did when I was twelve.�
He leaned on his staff, using it as a cane to support himself. �We�ve been doing this five years and you still have much to learn. However, I don�t come as often not because I�m getting old, which is untrue, but because for the last year or so, both you and Sara regularly send me home in pain. I need time to heal from your unprovoked punishments. Twice Maude has used her magic skills to mend my broken ankle, my only good one, and once a broken arm, and so many scrapes, cuts, and sprains I�ve lost count.�
Prin answered heatedly, �Hey, you don�t give us any leeway either. We fight to survive your sessions, or you�ll hurt us just as badly�or worse.�
�My job. Come on, be honest. Maude tends to my injuries as often as yours these days, and sometimes she treats all three of us at the same time. Complaining?�
Prin shot back, �Sure, she treats us while detailing our shortcomings and telling us what we should have done to protect ourselves. I noticed you even replaced your wooden foot with one more flexible because you needed more speed to keep up with us.�
Prin crouched and waited for his next attack, holding the staff horizontal, ready to defend or attack. She hoped to anticipate his move. He feinted left, but she watched his belt buckle, not his shoulder or staff. Where the buckle went, so did he. But this time the feint was not a feint. He followed through with the action, somehow knowing she would think he was going to reverse his attack. Only the shift of his good foot warned her too late of the blow that struck behind her neck.
She went to her knees. She�d lost to him again.
He scoffed, �The old follow the belt buckle advice, huh? It usually works. Those who use it, usually survive�if usually is good enough for you. Put that sorry book in the fireplace where it belongs.�
�You wrote it,� she protested.
�Well, I don�t know where you found a copy of that old thing, but if you�re going to use my own instruction book against me without thinking I�ll figure it out, you�re wrong. Getting back up or quitting?�
�I know you want me to stop our practice for the day because an old man like you probably needs to take a nap or something.�
�Ah, trying to provoke me? Remember girl, when you used to call me a cripple?�
She managed to reach her feet, the staff still in her hands as if they were glued to it. �I remember calling you that name one time and then taking two days to recover from the beating handed me.�
�Four days, if I remember right.�
�Your ancient mind is slipping.� She swung the staff from the relaxed/defensive position, knowing he would effortlessly knock the end aside with a casual swipe. But as she allowed him to, the other end swept across both of his shins. Somehow, he�d moved back one small step, and her staff missed his legs.
He let his weapon drop to the ground with a disgusted sigh, as he headed for the door. �Was that the best you could do? Knives tomorrow? Real ones, none of your enchanted cheaters.�
Prin stood in the back garden alone, bruised, battered, tired, and happy. Not many men, knights, soldiers, warriors, or assassins could have survived the punishment she�d absorbed today. Not one in a hundred. She glanced at the window and saw Sara, probably wondering if Prin needed urgent medical care.
Sara had also grown more than competent with most weapons�and with her bare hands. She was not as dedicated to daily practicing as Prin, but as a bodyguard, few others were as accomplished. A combination of three major fighting skills coupled with magic made the attractive young woman deadlier than most. She neared twenty-three-years-old and attracted the attention of any male within sight, but between her sorcery and combat training, she had little time left over for men, or the patience to deal with most.
Prin also attracted more and more attention from eager young men, now that her actual age neared nineteen. The warrior lessons kept her lean, robust, and able to defeat a king�s knight, the combat master told her. Besides, instead of mastering just two or three weapons as they did, she had been forced to defend herself against table knives unexpectedly thrown in her direction at dinner. Twice she had been jabbed with fork tines while eating, she�d ducked chunks of firewood hurled at her head, branches swung like clubs and more. The combat master knew few bounds. Prin had practiced with swords, knives, spears, arrows, staffs, and more. She learned to attack and defend. She gave no quarter.
But neither would the assassins that still pursued her.
The choice of weapons aside, the combat master believed a warrior seldom had the opportunity to choose what to fight with. If attacked, Prin had to fight with what was nearby, which was most likely her bare hands. He�d taught her to slip past a larger opponent�s offensive moves and attack instead of defend, fast and furiously. She wouldn�t box toe to toe�because she would lose due to her smaller size. Warriors often weighed twice what she did. She would hit and run. Or, just run.
Take a swing at her, and she might step inside the blow and let a flurry of punches fly, none hard enough to take down an enemy by itself, but six or ten solid jabs might. Shove her shoulder, and you�d find her foot between your legs. Instead of resisting, she went with the balance. That�s what the combat master called it. Balance. Push her to the left, and she�d go left, but she�d swing a balled fist or aim her booted heel at your head. She�d done it so many times it came naturally.
Maude called from the door, �I have the medical kit ready.�
Prin limped inside, not bothering to hide her injuries. Pride was okay, but it had its place. So did self-defense. Prin had sworn she would never again be helpless in a confrontation. She sat in the usual straight-backed wooden chair as the old-appearing sorceress asked her where it hurt this time.
�Everywhere,� she groaned with the old joke. �Do we have to study magic today?�
Maude made a growl deep within her chest. �Do we get to study magic today, is the proper way to phrase that question, my dear. And the answer is, no. Want some better news?�
�I could use some.�
�A little bird told me a particular ship was spotted at the harbor entrance.�
�Brice�s ship?�
Sara let out a whoop of joy and raced to their side, any injuries were forgotten for the present. �We need to get dressed and call for a carriage and go meet him. It�s been months!�
Maude said, �Prin, you need some light healing, first. I already have a carriage on the way, and we�re only waiting for you to get dressed.�
Prin watched Maude try to withhold the smile, knowing she would fail because Brice�s returns always turned into parties, with the three of them competing to draw the most information from him. He told wonderful stories, wild tales, and provided news of people they hadn�t met, but hopefully, would. He relayed the politics of Prin�s homeland of Wren, and of the city of Indore, and the people there. He had grown from the waif of a mage they encountered at sixteen to a handsome, intelligent young man who was learning mage skills between voyages to gather information.
After his first trip to Indore and back, he�d told them that their old friend El, who had put them on a ship that eventually carried them to Gallium. He had taken possession of the guard dog Prin had bought at the bazaar in Indore, and from what Brice claimed, she was going to have to find another because of the bonds they�d forged. Oddly, that simple information eased her mind more than many other news items.
At last count, Brice had placed the Green Ring of Friendship on five fingers�but more importantly, through contacts of Maude and her circle of sorceresses, there were now four similar rings in circulation. A total of fourteen people now wore a green shimmer on their left ring-finger, people from all lands, recognizable instantly as friends by any sorceress.
Two years earlier, Maude had taken her and Sara shopping to a part of the public market they�d never visited. Another sorceress spoke of a woman there who wore the shimmering image of the magic ring. Maude hadn�t told the girls what to expect, and as they strolled from stall to stall, they came across the woman.
Prin didn�t know what to do when she spotted the green glow! They�d never discussed what would happen if they actually encountered someone that had been determined to be a friend that would risk his or her life for anyone else with the ring. They were family. No, better than family. They were trusted, perhaps the rarest quality of all in a person.
Maude had stood aloof and refused to help with the awkward meeting. Finally, Prin took matters into her own hands and approached the woman who was selling fine ribbons of varied colors, widths, and textures. She fingered one and asked for the same ribbon in green, hoping to provide a clue for the woman to recognize her.
The ribbon seller was not a sorceress; thus, she couldn�t see the glow on Prin�s finger, and didn�t know who Prin was. She presented Prin with several options of green ribbons. Prin teasingly held a thin one higher in the air, and allowed it to wrap around her left ring finger as she said, �Wouldn�t this make a delightful ring for a true friend?�
The woman�s actions had stilled as if she were sensing where the conversation might lead. �It might,� she said cautiously.
Prin continued, �Of course, it might leave the image of a green ring on my finger�one that would be hard to get off, if even possible. But, a true friend might come along and help me when�� I need it.�
�Can you see anything on my finger?� The question came hesitantly, and warily.
Prin paused, teasing the woman a little more as she said, �Of course I can see your finger.� Then she relented, �I can also see the green band. I am Prin, a sorceress.�
�Hello,� the woman said slowly.
�These are Sara, and Maude,� Prin continued. �All of us see you as an unknown friend by the green glow on your finger. I�m sorry for teasing you, but it was so fun.�
�Thank the gods for small things. I was told about the ring of course, but since I can�t see it � well, it�s hard to believe.�
Maude gestured at the hill where her house was located. �The three of us live up there, and my nieces and I are well-known to the locals, and it�s easy to find. If you ever have need of us, all you have to do is ask directions. You may send a messenger or come yourself for a friendly visit and try one of our rare varieties of tea.�
�We�d love to hear your story,� Sara said.
�I am Julia, a friend of Irene, who is a sorceress from Jakarta. She lives there near the harbor. I�ve known her since we were children and only recently come to Gallium.�
Since that day, they had met the ribbon seller several times, fortunately never because of any requirement for help. But the idea that there was a woman in the market who would join them in any confrontation, or assist them in escaping assassins, gave comfort to Prin in a way she hadn�t previously experienced.
The treatment and medicinal spells Maude administered, along with the news of Brice�s return, had Prin on her feet, dancing to her room for a quick change of clothing. No magic school for the day, no fighting lessons, and Brice�s ensuing return promised the usual pleasant, exciting time.
Prin chose to wear pale yellow because it complemented her brown hair. Sara liked forest-green although her hair was the same brown color. Prin kept hers longer and tied back, but the shades and textures were the same, the magic making them appear unmistakably sisters�which was untrue. Magically colored hair was not the only concealment spell they used. While Sara had advanced in real time from eighteen to twenty-three, Prin had appeared eighteen for the last five years, as she grew into her real age, all part of the disguise used to hide her.
It was her plan to hide and defy Princess Eleonore, the wealthy wife of submissive Lord Jeffery, until the time to return to Wren was right. The behind-the-scenes revolt Eleonore led against King Harold continued to flare into open warfare in Wren. Several younger mages banded together with her in open revolt against the recognized crown. Several battles had occurred but the King still held on to his rule, and Princess Elenore, whom Prin had never met, had fled into hiding years ago.
Several royals high on the line of succession had died under mysterious circumstances in the last five years. However, Willard and Henry, the two elderly men directly ahead of Prin in line for the throne still survived, as well as the king�s son. Prin remained number four. Elenore five.
Prin thought back to three years ago when Brice brought word that Evelyn, the sorceress who lived at a workshop built in a hollow tree, had escaped when the young mage entered her village. Brice had located her, and she now wore the green ring, too. Prin had become so used to the faint green glow on her finger she didn�t see it anymore unless something drew attention to it. Sara confessed the same. But to any sorceress they included in their circle, the band identified them. They felt it was one of Prin�s better ideas.
Sara danced back into the main room, twirling as she kicked one leg high into the air. �I can�t wait to see Brice again.�
Maude sat in her usual seat, knitting, even though neither Sara nor Prin had ever seen a completed project. When Maude paused to lift her always ready teacup or roll her yarn into balls, the needles continued to work at a flying pace.
Prin asked about it once.
Maude had said, �The knots of the knitting are fashioned in such a way that a simple spell can bind them into capes for children. When I complete a stack of them, and winter draws near, I pass them out to children playing on the streets in the poorer sections of Gallium.�
That was all she said. And all she needed to say.
When Prin finally emerged from the house, they piled into the waiting carriage like schoolchildren going on a field trip. It was late spring, the weather was warmer than normal, and the carriage driver had the top raised to protect them from the sun. They talked and giggled like schoolgirls on the ride, eagerly anticipating another bout of ingenious stories, interesting comments about places Brice had been, and even more thought-provoking tales of people he�d met.
The excitement and activity of the port, with hundreds of ships loading and unloading cargo from nearby ports and cities so far away that the names were unknown, gave the area a feeling of celebration and wild parties. People in strange dress were more common than the dull clothing worn in Gallium, along with strange accents, and even stranger languages, and customs.
As the carriage pulled to a stop where the driver would wait, Prin noticed the long robes and imperious stance of a lurking mage. He was watching the crowd, as they always did, searching for Hannah, the missing princess of Wren. Generally, they quickly decided Prin was not the person they wanted, but this mage acted differently. He had been leaning on a pole that held up a tent while watching those passing by. Now he stood and walked directly at the three women.
Prin ignored him. He was young and probably overly confident and stupid, determined to use his emerging skills to impress them, as young men often do when around pretty women. His hostile movements and posture told her she could defeat him in combat a hundred ways�in only a few heartbeats. He had no idea of the danger he was in.
�Ladies, if I may.� The words were innocent, but the tone cutting and demanding. He threw his arms wide as if he intended to forcibly stop them, a slight curl of a cruel smile at the corners of his insolent mouth.
Maude�s outward appearance today made her look seventy, or more, instead of her usual fifty. She was in front of the girls and continued walking as if not seeing his arms, but she said sharply, �No, you may not, whatever it is you�re selling. Go away.�
At the last moment, he lowered his right arm and allowed her to stride past with Prin and Sara at her heels. None of them gave him another look. But he didn�t quit. He raced after them and called, �I am a mage, and I require you to identify yourselves.�
At that point, Maude paused and slowly turned, her eyes flashing in anger. �I am familiar with all of the imperial mages in Gallium, as I am a senior sorceress, and do not recognize you � boy.�
�I�m not from Gallium.�
�So, you freely admit you have no standing or authority in our beautiful city, yet you are preventing me from going about my business? Does that about sum up your intentions?�
�I demand��
A calloused hand descended on the mage�s shoulder and pulled him back a full step. The young mage swung around in anger, to find himself facing a warrior of almost fifty years, taller by a head, arms bulging with muscles. An iron ring circled his belt, and the blade of a long, thin sword rested inside it, without a scabbard. The warrior said softly, �Mistress Maude, is this slip of a mage pestering you?�
Prin saw the anger and flush in the mage who believed his powers allowed him to do as he pleased and that all others answered to him. She also noticed the royal colors of Wren, her kingdom�red, black, and orange�on a patch on his arm. There could be no doubt he was seeking her, the missing princess.
Maude hesitated only an instant. �Now that you mention it, he is bothering me.�
�I am a mage on official business! Let me go.� He tried to shake free.
�I am of the Order of the Iron Ring, and you are interfering with one of our benefactors. You must cease immediately.�
�I will strike you dead with a bolt of lightning if you do not unhand me.� The mage tried to spin himself free, looking for all the world like a schoolboy with a stolen cookie, caught by a headmaster.
The man of the Order said softly, �And will you also call down your lightning bolts on my friends?� He nodded behind the mage, where four more warriors, all dressed the same and wearing the same swords of the Iron Order had approached unnoticed. They spread out in a half circle, with their hands on the hilts of their weapons, ready to use them before the mage could raise an arm to cast a spell.
Prin had no doubt that a single aggressive move by the mage would cause four blades to draw and slash as one, and the mage would be the one who was dead�without a single bolt of lightning. She held her breath, unsure of how stupid the young mage was going to be.
But the mage understood his predicament. He spoke to Maude in a steady, stilted voice, �Sorry to have bothered you on this fine morning, madam.�
Maude spun and strode down the hillside without responding. When they were alone, she said, �I have never had one of them act so rude to me.�
�He wore the colors of Wren,� Prin said, almost to herself.
Sara pointed, �Oh, look. That�s Brice�s ship.�
Brice stood at the rail of a cargo vessel, his sea bag at his feet, talking and laughing with two other sailors. They shared another joke, and then he spotted the women and waved. The three women rushed to meet him at the gangplank, laughing, hugging, and planning his time ashore, but Prin noticed a certain lack of enthusiasm. Brice seemed distracted, and his gaze kept returning to her as if wishing he could speak freely.
Sara and Maude pummeled him with questions, but he deflected many of them, even when they scrambled into the carriage and began climbing the long hill to their home near the top. Prin noticed the mage who had accosted them earlier watching from a concealed doorway, his forearm lifted across his mouth as if he was trying to hide his face.
�Did you travel all the way to Wren and back? It seems like you just left,� Sara said. �We missed you.�
�Did the ship feed you well?� Maude asked. �You look thin.�
Thin? Prin thought. No, he looked worried. She braced herself for bad news, and when he refused to make eye contact, she knew it was so. She tried to enjoy the ride and take part in the excitement, but it fell flat.
Once inside Maude�s home, they all sat on facing sofas, plates of fresh fruit between them. Maude said, her smile showing perfect teeth, her face now that of a concerned woman of thirty, �Tell us what happened. What�s wrong?�
He turned to Prin and said solemnly, �The King is dead.�
�How?� Prin asked. She was so shocked the word barely traveled across the room.
�There was an accident. King Harold was in a coach that drove over a cliff in the mountains above the palace.�
Prin�s stomach tightened. Her head swam. She had only met him once, but he was her blood, her King. And he had been the lifelong confidant of her father. The breath that wouldn�t enter her lungs caused her to choke. A flood of tears followed.
Maude and Sara comforted her while Brice stood aside and moaned that he should have found a better way to tell her, to have eased into the subject. Prin wanted to shout that it wouldn�t have mattered�she would feel the same. But words wouldn�t come. She curled into a ball and wept.
After a few moments, Prin regained enough control to ask, �How did it happen?�
Brice sat beside her. �The story is that his carriage was traveling too fast around a turn in the mountains. The wheel slipped over the soft edge, and the carriage followed.�
Prin sat erect. �That story smells like five-day old fish.�
Maude patted her shoulder and said in a soothing voice, �Stay calm, Prin. It sounds like an accident. We don�t know the facts.�
Prin stood, angry and wary, with her fists balled. Her mind started to accept the story and digest the implications. �A King nearly eighty years old would never allow his driver to race a royal carriage on mountain roads. It was an assassination.�
Sara came to her side. �Maybe the horse bolted.�
�Royal carriages have four or more highly trained horses, the best-trained animals in the kingdom. If one did bolt, the other three would hold it back.� Prin crossed her arms over her chest and pouted. Her temper prevented them from saying or doing anything more or approaching too closely. Her eyes went to Brice. She snapped, �His son will wear the crown?�
Brice shook his head sadly, �He was also in the carriage.�
�Convenient.� Prin kicked out, barely missing the end of the sofa. The miss was fortunate, or the sofa may have lifted from the ground and flown to the far side of the room from the power of her foot. Her fist pounded her palm, but her complexion paled as she realized more implications. Brice backed to the wall away from her.
�There�s more?� she demanded of him, stalking towards him.
�Prince Henry, your other uncle, died of illness just before my ship sailed. At least that�s what they say�he died of an illness.�
�And Willard?� she demanded, asking about the only person still ahead of her on the Roll of Ascension for the throne of Wren.
Brice�s voice trembled. �He�s defying the wishes of everyone. Despite his advanced age, your uncle is accepting the throne as the rightful heir. If he dies, and you cannot be located, you will be declared legally dead, and Princess Elenore will assume the throne.�
Prin laughed without humor. �Willard sounds just like a true member of my family. Stubborn and defiant. But they�ll kill him for it.�
�Why would he accept?� Maude asked. �I thought he and his brother always said they would not accept the crown because of their advanced age.�
Prin turned to face her. �He did it to provide time for me to return home and claim my legacy, and so Eleonore is never proclaimed Queen of Wren.�



CHAPTER TWO 

Prin�s statement implying she would immediately return to Wren to claim the throne from her uncle Willard, the new King of Wren, stilled the room. The three others exchanged dismayed expressions with her, the burst of information not only came as a surprise but as a shock�an unwelcome one.
Sara said, �I�ve loved living here with all of you. This feels like home, and you�re my family.�
�Me too,� Prin said, lifting her chin and fighting back the tears. �But it�s time for me to go home. My education has only begun, but thanks to all of you, I�ll return to Wren better prepared.�
Brice said nothing, but his eyes took in every exchange as they shifted from one woman to the next.
Maude poured another cup of her endless tea and spooned in two sugars instead of one, a rare occurrence that drew the attention of all three younger people. As she slowly stirred, she raised her eyes to briefly meet those of each of them. �We all knew this day would come, but rarely spoke of it, or what we would do when it arrived. I propose we halt our conversation while we take this information into account, and then, perhaps this afternoon, we convene for a family discussion.�
Prin started to object and explain again that it was her duty and obligation to return home but saw the wisdom of the suggestion. She was not the only one affected or disturbed. Prin whirled and strode out the door to the garden, and reached for her throwing knife as she crossed the threshold. It flew in mid-stride, twenty steps from Treeman. The knife struck the target dead center, the point buried in the soft wood of the third Treeman they had constructed in the back yard. The previous two targets had been hauled away in years past, too damaged for anything but kindling.
The knife she wore on her thigh had also found its way into her hand, unbidden. Not magic, but training. After replacing it, she grabbed a battered practice staff as she passed the bucket holding ten of them upright, and worked on her power-strikes for Hitman, the padded stump used for single-person practice. Knees flexed, hands positioned correctly, she used her back and shoulders to propel the ends of the staff against the leather-bound practice target. The pattern sounded almost like a woodpecker attacking a tree, each strike more robust than the previous.
Her heart and mind were not in it. She fumbled a simple progressive pattern and tossed the staff aside in irritation. The stone bench under the green apple tree drew her. She sat and looked at the garden with unseeing, frightened eyes. When her thoughts returned to her mediocre performance on Hitman, Prin remembered she had called the target Jam for a time.
Jam was the captain�s son on her first sea voyage. He had become her nemesis from the almost the first. When he threatened to expose Prin�s identity, Maude had used her magic to send him off on a ship to some faraway land, but months later he�d returned, again searching for Princess Hannah, her actual name. Maude sent him away again and again until at last, they didn�t see him for two full years. However, his persistence and tales of fantastic rewards had drawn bounty hunters and assassins Prin�s way as he tried to punish her for winning each encounter.
She reached for the nearest apple hanging on a low branch and bit into the ripe fruit. Brice came outside to sit in the grass near her. She snarled, �More sad news?�
�No, I thought you might want some company or have more questions.�
She spat out the skin of the apple. She never liked the skins and should have peeled it with her knife before eating. �I�m sorry. You�re just the messenger.�
�More than that, I hope.�
�I was trying to apologize for my abruptness.�
Brice allowed the conversation to fall flat while Prin worked things out for herself. He always understood there are times when silence is the best response. He�d explained that in the past, and this was one of those times.
She threw the apple core into the garden with more aggression than she intended, turned to him and said, �There�s more. My uncle is only accepting the throne to give me time to return home and claim it from him�but he�s over eighty. And barely alive.�
Brice said, �So?�
�Alive. Meaning they haven�t killed Willard yet, but it�s not like killing a young, healthy person where you must send a royal carriage over a cliff. At his age, they could simply smother him with a pillow and people would believe he died in his sleep. A drop of poison in his food, or a fall down a flight of stone stairs�after a gentle shove, would do the same. But instead, they let him live. Why?�
�It�s obvious. To draw you back to Wren,� Brice said. �The other royals, and even the peasants will revolt at the continued murders of their rulers, but that aside, there are also those who supported King Harold and your father. They are old-line leaders and will stand against Princess Eleonore and for you. They will only accept her if you are proven dead. And, of course, King Willard, now that he�s crowned, must either die or give up his throne.�
Prin asked Brice, �How long were you at sea?�
�Seventeen days, plus five days to travel from Wren to Indore. Two more sitting in port waiting for the ship to sail. This is day twenty-five since the King�s carriage went over the cliff. There was to be a state funeral for the King and his son after the tragic accident, and the coronation of Willard ten days later, but my ship had already sailed.�
Prin was counting on her fingers. �Willard has only been King for perhaps a dozen days. If I were anywhere in Wren, I would have come forward by now to support my claim for the next in line. That absence tells my enemies I�m not anywhere in the kingdom and that I will have to travel there to claim my rightful place.�
�And they will wait for you at every turn, path, road, and back-trail. Every bounty hunter, assassin, low-life, and rebel in the kingdom willing to take your head to earn a fortune will be searching for you.� Brice threw a punch at an imaginary foe.
From his sitting position, it looked as if Brice�s awkward punch missed, but Prin didn�t remark or laugh at his antics, as she normally did. She settled back onto the bench with her knees pulled up under her chin. Brice was right�and wrong. They would wait for her, but none knew that for five years she�d studied sorcery with Maude, a slave-driver, and a master teacher. She had also taught Prin and Brice what little they could find in books about the powers of a mage. However, Maude never managed to locate a mage to instruct them. There were strict rules within their ranks about who could be educated. Males with potential joined the mage ranks, usually as children, and learned. All others were shunned.
That meant Prin was not as advanced in her male-dominated mage studies as she would like to be. All mages were men, or they had been in the past. Prin was both a sorceress and mage but lacked a proper teacher for the mage studies. However, she had studied sorcery nearly every day, and Maude had kept her focused. Her skills had increased as quickly as any apprentice learning a new trade. She did not yet possess the skill level of Maude, or even that of Sara, but the last five years had brought about many changes in the weak and innocent girl of twelve or thirteen who had arrived at the port of Gallium.
And all that didn�t count her daily bouts with the combat master, the array of weapons she�d mastered, and her ability to fight.
Re-crossing the mountain pass to reach the kingdom of Wren was her first obstacle. It was a natural choke point, therefore a perfect place for her enemies to set up camps and wait. They would halt all travelers and make certain she was not with them. She might try to disguise herself, but there would be outlaw mages waiting there too, and even rogue sorceresses at every turn. She couldn�t possibly return home that way.
�I need to see maps of Wren,� she cried, leaping to her feet and rushing inside, leaving Brice in the garden.
Maude heard her calls for maps and lazily pointed to a cabinet. Prin threw the door open so hard it banged against the wall and slammed closed again. She pulled it open again, slightly softer, and found a ceramic bowl the size of a keg filled with rolled scrolls she�d never noticed.
She ignored the maps of Cindra, Phloem, and Sandra, all cities, and nations far from Wren, some of them across unknown seas. She located one labeled Indore, but it only showed the streets of the city. Prin called louder, �I need a map of Wren.�
Maude stood and placed her knitting needles aside. �I know a man in the market who sells maps.�
�You don�t have to go,� Prin said. �I will.�
�A nice stroll in the market will help my old blood flow unless you need a map this second.�
The front door opened and a man entered with a flourish�the combat instructor who refused to allow them to become friends enough to even learn his name. He wanted them to hate him as they learned to fight. During his instruction, he often injured them, but he insisted no quarter given because of friendship. Over the years they had grown used to his gruff manners and the beatings he dealt as he taught them. Prin and Sara even became fond of him when they realized how he�d only increased the danger level of the lessons when they were ready.
Not knowing what was transpiring, he snarled as he rubbed his hands together in mock anticipation, �Who�s ready to learn a few hard lessons and wear new bruises?�
�Not today,� Prin said.
�No fighting for two days in a row? You�ll grow soft and weak.�
�I need to go home. My enemies will be waiting to ambush me, so we�re planning the best way to get there.�
He calmed and walked to the tea service, where he helped himself to a cup. �Maude explained all that to me a long time ago. I�m sorry this day has arrived. Would you like my input?�
�Yes. Please.�
�Ah, an uncommon display of good sense from you, Prin. Do not travel the paths they expect. Having said that, they will also think the same way, and they�ll watch the least-traveled ways even more intently.�
Prin threw her arms into the air in frustration. �I cannot travel the ways they expect or the backroads. So, what do I do? Fly?�
He spooned in three measures of sugar and so much cream the tea turned tan. �If you can fly there, especially while invisible, that would be my suggestion. Aside from that, please allow me the courtesy to share my years of experience without that sharp tongue of yours interrupting.�
�I�m sorry.�
�Prin,� his voice was softer, �this is what I do know. Hundreds, if not thousands, have hunted for you over the last five years. We�ve encountered a number of them. They will guard the heavily used pathways, and those less used. But you have solved the same problem here in Gallium and will do so there.�
Maude�s lips twitched, and then she smiled at the combat instructor and said, �Go on.�
He paced the room, tea cup in hand, a large, battered, ugly old man with a wooden foot, but each of his movements told of experience and training. He carried the delicate cup with two gnarled fingers as gently as if he were twenty and holding a gold coin. �Here in Gallium, you hide by blending in with the city, not by trying to hide from it. That action would instantly attract attention, much like traveling on the backwoods paths to your home.�
Prin scowled. �You�re suggesting I walk on the King�s Road and right through the gates of the King�s Palace?�
�I am.�
Maude cackled, and said, �I agree.�
�Huh?� Prin managed to grunt.
Sara nodded her agreement. �You are Princess Hannah of the Kingdom of Wren, the rightful heir to the throne. Eighteen years old, blonde, and everyone in the kingdom knows you�re returning and they will be watching for you. But what do they not know about you?�
�When I�m returning?�
Four people laughed while Prin tried to find the humor in the situation. Maude turned to the combat instructor. �Tell her before she gets angry.�
He said, �A warrior uses the weapons at hand, as I�ve tried to teach you. Your best weapon is that you are a sorceress, and you have lived with a master sorceress who was your teacher. Between the two of you, I�d think you can devise several spells that will allow you to walk unseen on any road in any kingdom. But, I am no sorceress and know little of magic.�
Prin started to smile and stopped before it fully formed. She said, �You�re right, all of you, but this is a good example of me not thinking of myself as a sorceress. I still think like one without magic. I use it to serve me in my studies, and when I want to avoid housekeeping or cooking, but not for what it is intended.�
Maude said, �Right on all counts. You must begin thinking for yourself and not rely on Sara or me. I am not going to Wren with you, but I hope to visit in the future. I am certain you will become an outstanding ruler for your people.�
Prin said, �Sara and I will figure out what to do.�
Sara shook her head. �No, Prin. I�m staying here to study with Maude. She has so much to teach me, and I have so much to learn. I thought you knew.�
The revelation took Prin totally by surprise. The two of them were like sisters. No, they were more than sisters. She felt betrayed. Angry. After a few deep breaths, understanding began to come. There had been many hints in the last year, but Prin had ignored them.
Going home without Sara presented a thousand additional problems, and loneliness started to sink its claws into her throat before she took the first step. Prin couldn�t speak or find the words she needed. Sara had every right to remain and study with Maude. Sara had given up a large part of her life helping Prin and placed herself in danger more times than Prin could count. It was not fair to ask more of her.
But she had to try changing Sara�s mind. �I thought you were going to be my royal sorceress.�
Sara said, �Would you want a second-rate, half-trained sorceress to serve a Queen? But, this choice is not about that. It�s about you. There are rumors of us traveling together. Two women will be more suspect than one, an increased danger you don�t need.�
The combat master said, �And you must understand that any who obstruct your passage will pay dearly. Five years of my training has turned you into a warrior of the highest order, and even more important, you appear to be a helpless young woman. By the time an enemy realizes your skill, he will be dead�and so will the two men at his side. You really are that good.�
Maude said, �We have confidence in you, Prin. You will be an excellent queen because you try to help people. With your skills, Wren will be better with you there. But it is time for you to make your own choices and not rely on us.�
�Thank you all for your help,� Prin managed.
�Oh, we�re not done, yet. Not even close,� Sara said. �We still have much to prepare.�
�But I have to leave quickly.�
Sara took her by her shoulders and said, �You are special. You have both the skills of a mage and a sorceress. What that will mean in the future, none of us knows, but to have those skills and also to be a queen? I cannot imagine the future you hold.�
Maude raised her tea cup, a signal she wished to speak again. �We�ve all discussed this day�s arrival. And all but one of us has spoken.�
Everyone turned to Brice.
He blushed, then drew his shoulders back and stood straighter while looking at Prin, �I�m going with you.�
Prin said, �You don�t have to do that. It�s going to be dangerous, and I�m not asking you.�
�Do you believe I wish to be a sailor for my life�s work? Or, a better question would be to ask, what would have happened if you had not found me at the waterfront that day? Sara would have rightly passed by, but not you. Nothing against Sara, she was doing what was in your best interest, but you took a risk and rescued me.�
�You�re welcome. Go have a good life, Brice,� Prin said. �You don�t have to be a sailor. You were just doing that to be a messenger and carry the news to me. Now you can be whatever you wish.�
Instead of turning away, his eyes flicked to the combat master, who nodded slightly. It was evident they had spoken in private. Brice fell to his knee and looked up at Prin. �As the Rightful Heir to the Kingdom of Wren, you have the power to choose your own knight.�
The combat master pulled his sword, and with a blur of twirling movement, held it horizontally across his two open palms. �I would be honored if you use mine.�
�I-I�m not a Queen.�
Maude said, �You are the Rightful Heir. Do you think we didn�t see this coming? We researched the laws, and we spoke to Brice more than two years ago. It is the law of Wren, and you do have the power. But it is your choice.�
Prin looked from one to the other in fear, confusion, and awe. They waited. She gingerly reached for the sword�and paused. She said, �I don�t know how.�
Maude said, �Nonsense. A Queen chooses her words, but I have read that she usually dubs thee, while touching each shoulder of the intended knight with the side of the bare blade and then proclaims his new title and proper name.�
�Dubs thee?� Prin asked.
�As in, I bestow on you. She then refers to him as Sir. The ceremony is that simple, and binding.� Maude�s eyes went to the sword, still held extended for Prin to use.
Prin carefully accepted the sword, pointed the tip at the ceiling and then slowly brought it down to Brice�s left shoulder. Her voice sounded choked and weak. �I dub thee, Sir Brice, Knight of the Realm of Wren, and my personal protector.� She tapped each shoulder.
Brice remained on his knees. �I vow to protect you until my last day.�
�You may stand, Sir Brice.� Prin wrapped her arms around him and gave him a hug that threatened to snap ribs.
Maude smiled and emitted a shower of blue sparkles from the tips of her fingers as she tossed them high into the air. The sparkles settled gently over the room with a tinkling of joyous music, giving the room a pleasing sound and a festive appearance.
She poured tea for all. �Prin, you performed the ceremony with grace and pomp, in a manner any royalty would envy. I believe you were born to rule.�
�We�ll see,� Prin muttered too softly for any to hear. Brice read her lips.



CHAPTER THREE 

Maude hugged Prin and Brice after the ceremony, laughing and telling them their choice of words were better than those in any of the books she�d studied. Her mood matched the tinkling of the sparkles still decorating the air.
Prin said while realizing her words were tumbling over each other, �What if I die and no one ever finds out I knighted you? I didn�t even know if a princess is allowed to knight someone�but if I can, you�re mine.�
Brice said, �The five of us know. When we arrive in Wren, you can make an official announcement to the kingdom, and perhaps even King Willard will re-knight me if he is alive. I don�t care. As far as I�m concerned, I�m your knight as long as I live.�
Prin turned to Maude, �What plans do you have for me before I leave? Any special spells you�ve concocted?�
�Plans and more plans. Sara will accompany you on the voyage because there is still so much for you to learn, but she will come back by return ship. This will allow you to depart as soon as you determine a destination and book passage on a fast ship. I suggest you do both of those things before the end of this day. Brice might take care of that chore for you while you�re otherwise occupied.�
Again, the abrupt timing was a surprise to Prin, but she also understood the increased danger delaying her return put on the life of King Willard. Each day put more pressure on her enemies to kill him, and Prin remembered he was around eighty when she had fled the kingdom five years earlier.
Time had suddenly become critical�which seemed a contradiction to her casual way of life for the last five years. Prin now felt the constraint of time as if giant strong fingers with long claws wrapped around her chest and squeezed. Maude must have planned for this day a long time ago because nobody could account for all she had done today without preparation. That was just like her.
Prin turned to the combat instructor. �Did you mention you know something of Wren?�
�I know what�s important for you to know. Fetch me parchment, ink, and a quill with a sharp nib.�
A few moments later, he sketched a sweeping curve along the left side of the paper. �Pay close attention. This is better than any map because it will only contain what you need to know. The first line is the far shore of the Blue Ocean, and here is the port of Indore, where you departed for Gallium.� He drew several parallel squiggles and said, �These are the mountains and the mountain pass you crossed, and the Kingdom of Wren lies beyond.�
He dipped the pen and drew several more times without speaking, but across the mountains in what Prin assumed was Wren, he also printed the names of Ezra, Tagore, and Barotseland, all cities Prin had heard of. Next, he placed a meandering line down to the sea. All three cities lay along that line, with Indore near the end where it joined the ocean.
�The River Indo eventually flows into the city of Indore, but with a new name there, as I recall. However, people in Wren still call it Indo. There are numerous other small towns and villages along the river and more away from the river, but these are the central features of Wren. On the other side of the valley, which is shaped like a long, crooked finger, is a parallel mountain range with no way across, and beyond them is the kingdom of Peermont.�
Prin pointed and said, �Which city holds the King�s Palace?�
�None.� He used the quill to follow the river past the three large cities and to the edge of the mountains he�d drawn. He made a dot. Then, he seemed to hesitate as if reluctant to indicate her destination, and then wrote �Palace Wren� beside it, and beyond it, he made another dot and labeled it the Earl�s Castle.
�I know those places.�
�And they know you. Therefore they are the most dangerous.�
Prin started to ask another question, but he held up his hand to stall her. He drew another line, reasonably parallel to the River Indo. �The King�s Road.�
She still had a question about which route to take. But the combat master forestalled her again. He said, �This road is your way to the palace.�
�The King�s Road? I thought you were kidding. That would be crazy!� Prin said. �It�s patrolled by the King�s men who watch all traffic.�
�The King�s men are probably on your side. It is better to be captured by them than those your cousin pays to hunt you. I stressed the word, probably. You will trust nobody, or do I have to take you out to the gardens and spank you again?� the combat master asked with a fond smirk she hadn�t seen often.
�Did you bring a dozen men to help you so you might be able to do it?� Prin snapped. �Why would I take the most obvious route?�
�Because all the other routes, those a person sneaking into the kingdom would use, will be impassible with so many enemies trying to locate you. They are narrow and contain few travelers, so each traveler will face a wall of opposition, and they will curse you for their delays. The King�s Road has thousands of feet on it every day, and you will lose yourself within the masses, much the same as you hide in Gallium,� he said.
Maude said, �Only more so. With the various spells you will use, one day you will appear older than me, and far uglier. At other times, with the help of another spell I�ve worked out, you will blend in so well none will notice you. There will be stretches of the road when none can see you, with the overall plan being there is no consistent trail for your enemies to follow. Those who do see a pattern may forget what they saw, or confuse their memories with other people who traveled that way.�
Prin felt a wave of relief. Maude had thought of it all.
Maude continued, her voice softer and more serious, �And there may be those who will recognize you�and they will die.�
The last two words drew a sharp reaction from Prin, but she held her tongue.
The combat master drew another line along the sea from Indore to a place he labeled Swain. �The Old Coast Road past a dead city named Swain. It�s fallen into near disuse from the travelers taking boats up and down the Indo, but a few locals still use it. I suggest you do, too.�
�I�m not arguing,� Prin said while studying the map. �But why? I don�t understand.�
He laughed. �A good question for a student to ask. I would offer compliments to your combat teacher for a job well done, except that would be self-serving.�
Prin offered a weak smile at his little joke.
He returned it and said, �Here are my thoughts and why I suggest this route. While on the ship, you will be passengers and have little chance to plan lest you are overheard by a crewman or passenger. You have sailed, so you know the routine, and how easily a stray, or whispered, comment leads to problems.�
�I do,� Prin said, thinking back to several instances while on her first ship, the Merry Princess.
�Good. The ship will depart Indore a day or two after you arrive, and hopefully, take any miscalculations you made with it. That means you will be reasonably safe once ashore. Even in Indore, you will blend in, and you have friends there if you need their support. However, I suggest you avoid endangering them by so much as a visit.�
Prin nodded her understanding. She felt confident she would make it that far. �Ships depart daily from Indore. I could take one to Swain and depart there for the King�s Road. It would be easier and faster. That was my question.�
�I want you to take the more challenging route on foot, by the old road. While Brice accompanies you, I want you to have those days alone together�without help or support. You will have no resources but those you carry inside. For more than five years, you have lived with the sustenance and protection of Maude, with Sara making most decisions as your big sister. You and Brice need time to learn to work together�without the help of Maude and Sara. But, it is you who will be in charge. Your knight will do as you order.�
Prin pursed her lips and studied the map. �I�ll really be on my own, won�t I?�
Maude touched Brice�s elbow. �No offense, but Prin must use this time to learn to survive. You will back her up and offer suggestions, but make no mistake, Prin will become a different person. She will be scared, and she may ask you to travel apart from her or give you other strange commands, but you are sworn to obey.�
�I should stay with her to protect her.�
�No,� the combat master said. �You should, and you will do whatever she says. You swore obedience and loyalty to her not ten minutes ago, and already you challenge your Princess� commands?�
Prin said, �That�s not what he meant. Now, once I reach Swain, what will I do?�
�A boat trip would seem right, but on any vessel, no matter how large, you are restricted in area to a few dozen paces. You cannot retreat or run. There is little room to throw that knife you use to cheat the natural forces. Besides, you only carry one knife between your shoulder blades. There may be two, three, or four attackers.� The combat master placed the pen down and waited. �Perhaps a whole crew anxious to collect the reward of a fistful of gold coins.�
Prin didn�t answer immediately. �I see. A carriage is also restricted, but I can leap off and run.�
�Carriages are for the wealthy,� the combat master snapped. �The rich are noticed, remembered, and tongues wag. You are a Princess, so suspect. Only the poor are unseen, and even then, people recollect travelers and strangers. Maude and I have discussed this plan many times, and our belief is that you must transition between appearances at each of the cities you pass through.�
Maude said, �Our biggest concern is your entry into the King�s Palace. There is where you will face the most danger. The final step is where many enemies wait, and they will be those most dangerous.�
The combat master placed a hand on Prin�s shoulder. �We cannot help you there because of the unknown variables. But, know this: your enemies have had five years to plan for your return. They have tried to find you all that time, but since they have not, they expect you to return, and they are prepared. Allow that to simmer in your mind while we all sip some satisfactory tea, and if you have any sense, you will tremble in fear.�
Prin turned and walked to her bedroom, but instead of packing, she used the double doors and entered the garden. It still had the look and feel of being too perfect, but she would miss it. For now, she wanted to be alone a few minutes and let her mind grasp some of the finer points of the plan.
A raven landed on a nearby branch and whispered, �Hannah, it�s time to come home.�
Prin felt momentarily confused by the use of her actual name, one she had seldom heard for more than five years. It was another message from Evelyn, her sorceress friend in Wren. She expected it would not be the only message she would receive. By the time she had recovered her wits, the raven had flown away.
Her mind went to the end of her story, which held her wearing the ancestral crown of Wren and she worked her way back, examining each step along the way. The unknowns made the story incomplete and choppy, but one central theme persisted. Did she want to be a Queen? That one was easy. She didn�t. She did not want the intrigue, ruling over other people�s problems, making laws for things she knew nothing about, and most of all, being limited in her daily life.
As a Queen, her sorcery powers would be questioned, if known or discovered later. In her research, there had never been a Queen with sorcery powers, let alone those of a mage. The royalty of Wren might rebel if they knew of her magic powers. If the royalty reacted that way, she couldn�t imagine the reaction her subjects would have. She had to keep her powers hidden.
A new thought forced its way into her thinking. If Princess Eleonore had not tried to seize the throne, would Prin have voluntarily stepped aside and avoided all that was happening? Prin believed herself not nearly as qualified about training, preparation, and ambition, not to mention palace politics. Eleonore had begun studying to achieve her goal of wearing the crown as a child and had fully expected to rule. She was better qualified in all respects, but one. She was ambitious.
Someone had murdered several people, people she cared about. Each death brought Eleonore closer to being the Queen, and Prin refused to allow that plan to succeed. She would remain Prin, a poor, elderly traveler until reaching the King�s Palace, then she would transition into Hannah.
It would not be easy. Nobody would know where she had been for five years, or the name she used, but many would resist her rule if for no other reason than that they had believed for years that Eleonore would be the next Queen. Eleonore was prepared to fight and other royalty sided with her. Even her mages would try to oppose Prin�s rule.
The opposition to the throne and overthrow attempts had continued for the last five years, and attempt after an attempt had been made on the King�s life. Eleonore had fled when he fought back, but the conflict continued. Hannah was the wild card.
The raven was right. It was time to go home. Prin found herself anxious and wondering why she hadn�t returned to her homeland sooner. The responsibilities and difficulties seemed to call to her.
Prin glanced down and found her hands trembling. She looked at Treeman and reached for the throwing knife. It slipped through her fingers and fell to the ground near her feet.
A familiar voice behind said, �That shows you are human.�
She turned to find the combat master standing quietly beside a rose bush in permanent full bloom. He limped closer. �If you were attacking me I�d be dead,� Prin said.
�That was only your first weapon. You�re prepared to fight with more. Listen, your whole life will change by the end of this day, if it has not already. Pick up your knife and try again.�
She stooped and felt like she might pass out. But she stood and slipped the blade into the scabbard. A glance at Treeman and her hand flew to the hilt, cocked, and let the knife fly in one smooth motion. She had made the same throw more than a hundred times a day, over five years, from different distances. Probably two-hundred-thousand times, seldom fumbling or missing. Her confidence solidified.
He said, �Princess Eleonore and Lord Jeffery are in hiding, I hear, along with their servants, three powerful mages, and the support of their vast treasury.�
�Meaning?�
�Right now, you believe you must charge into the palace and claim your throne, and perhaps you do. However, that is what they expect. Think about that. Do something else.�
�I�m dense in the head today. Tell me more.�
He reached behind himself, and quickly selected a practice staff from the bucket holding almost a dozen of them, rolled it around in his hands and suddenly shouted, �Defend yourself.�
Prin glanced around for another staff or something else to use for her defense but found nothing. Her eyes darted to the combat master to determine if he was going to allow her to sprint to the stand of practice staffs before he attacked. It was lucky she did because instead of placing his hands in the typical attack stance, his arm drew back, and he threw the staff like a spear.
She dropped to the ground as it sailed over her head. �Hey, that wasn�t fair.�
�My point, exactly. Do not expect your cousin Eleonore to play fair.�
She sat up. �No.�
�There are only three things that can happen if you look at this from her standpoint. You never return. That�s a good outcome for her. You die attempting to return. Another good outcome. You return and claim the throne. Also, a possible good outcome.�
�How is that last one possibly good for her?�
�Think about it from her perspective. She has had at least six years to prepare for your return. Do you believe she has not considered the last outcome and prepared for it? For instance, to make it incredibly simple for your weak mind to comprehend, she may have placed a poisoned needle on the seat of the throne. Nobody but a King or Queen dares sit on it, and Willard is too ill. So, you would be the next to place your bottom there.�
�I think I�m beginning to see. If I die, even after my coronation, Elenore rules.�
He continued, counting off horrible outcomes on his gnarled fingers, �The door handle to your private chambers may have a spell cast on it that makes your hand wither after you touch it. The bed may contain a dozen nasty surprises. Your royal clothing may be treated to make your skin fall off. Bats may fly into your window at night and attack you with their tiny teeth until you die. An otherwise friendly dog may tear your head off your neck. An arrow you release while hunting may circle around and strike your throat. Lightning may strike you�directed by a mage.�
Prin said, �Enough. I understand. In any of those cases, Eleonore would swoop in and claim the throne without opposition.�
�Easier than fighting you. You must deal with her.�
Prin pulled her throwing knife and flipped it into the air. It spun twice and landed in her fingers ready to throw again. Her eyes didn�t bother watching the knife. She tossed it up again. And again. In a voice, almost too soft to carry, she said, �It sounds like seizing the throne will get me killed.�
�Without a doubt.�



CHAPTER FOUR 

Brice burst into the house late in the afternoon on the same day he�d arrived. �We�re booked to depart at dark.�
�Tonight?� Prin asked.
�Yes. The next ship that sails directly to Indore departs in two days, but it�s a slow cargo ship with a single mast. The ship tonight is a fast passenger ship, and I booked the last cabin. It�s due to arrive six days sooner than the cargo ship.�
Prin turned her attention outside through the rear window that overlooked the garden. The summer sun was well past noon. She turned to Sara, who nodded to Brice. They were all in agreement. �You did right. We need to pack.�
Sara said, �I only have to grab my bags and say goodbye.�
Brice said, �I�m ready, too.�
Prin felt her lower lip tremble and tried to hide her anxiety. Yes, she had also prepared for this, but it still came too soon. Maude sat and sipped her endless tea and thankfully didn�t make eye contact. Prin said to her, �Send for a carriage.�
�It�s waiting out front,� Brice said.
Prin spun and strode to her room, back straight until the door closed softly behind her. She fell on her bed and wept. A movement caught her attention, and she saw four ravens, so black their feathers shimmered. They landed at the glass door leading to the garden and beaks tapped the glass. She wiped her eyes and opened the door, suspecting what was to come.
�Hannah, time to go home. Hannah. Hannah, time to go home.� They all squawked at her in the same voice, repeating the same phrase, but not beginning at the same time. The resulting burst of sound was almost comical. But it drew her out of her funk�at least, the worst of it.
She began packing with a vengeance. There was not much, but she checked to make sure everything she�d brought from her father�s apartment was safely stored. It was too dangerous to take it with her and too valuable to risk. Maude would send it later. She threw a few clothes into another bag. In minutes, everything she intended to take was packed in three small bags, one of them a backpack. Not a lot for nearly six years.
A soft knock sounded.
At her call to enter, Maude slipped in, closing the door gently behind her. Words failed Prin, but few were required. Promises were made, thanks given, and it was time to leave.
The four of them climbed into the waiting coach, but the combat master strolled down the road in his limping gait before it departed. He paused and asked, �Room for one more?�
Of course, there was. Prin decided to finally ask his name, but he spoke first, �The Order of the Iron Ring told me to pass on a message to you.�
Sara gasped, placing her hands near her mouth. Prin stiffened.
Maude said, �Don�t keep us in suspense.�
�Every mage, fortune hunter, assassin, low-life, and sneak-thief is on edge and searching like never before. Word came this morning that the King of Wren died and the heir is missing.�
Maude drew in a deep breath. �Just another problem to solve.� She reached into a pocket and withdrew a small glass vial. After pulling the stopper, she wet the tip of her finger, leaned forward and gently touched a drop to the neck of the driver.
Sara said, �He will forget all he sees and does during this afternoon.�
Maude reached inside her coat and retrieved an envelope made of rough brown paper. She sprinkled a few granules of the contents over the heads of the three travelers and said, �You all know how to act�we�ve practiced this a dozen times. Now, make me proud.�
Prin watched the features of Sara droop and sag, wrinkles digging furrows across her face while her nose expanded. Her fluffy brown hair turned dull and limp. Brice did much the same. He appeared well over fifty, probably closer to sixty. His chest deflated, his neck thinned, and his hands grew gnarled. A glance at her own hands confirmed the changes were taking place to her, also.
Maude and the combat master remained the same. The driver hummed a tuneless melody. Sara accepted the proffered envelope and slipped it into her pocket, then buttoned the flap. Most of the rest of the short trip passed in silence. As they neared the docks lounging men, and a few women, were watching all passersby with greedy eyes.
They passed three mages, all young, and probably none had yet been confirmed as full mages, but all were anxious to claim the prize of locating Princess Hannah. With that claim came a lifetime of gold and more. The soon-to-be Queen Eleonore would appoint that mage to a high post in her royal court.
The eyes of those searching took in every detail of those passing. The carriage was standard transportation for Gallium, and the five passengers didn�t meet the descriptions of either Hannah or her companion. Twice ravens flew nearby, and one landed on the carriage before Prin could wave it off.
Maude chuckled. �Wouldn�t that be ironic? Having the same ravens that were dispatched to warn you giving away your identity?�
�I have never liked ravens or crows,� Prin snapped.
Maude turned to the combat master. �She has the perfect mannerisms and crankiness of an old woman, don�t you think?�
He curled a lip. �Even when she fights.�
�Do not,� Prin said automatically.
They laughed at her, but the sight of another mage cut it short when he strode into the road to stop the horse. The combat master started to climb down as he snarled, �I�ll gut him and throw him into the alley for the rats to feed on.�
Maude reached out and took his arm. �Wait.�
From the deep shade of the overhang of a doorway, a figure emerged. He stood tall, back straight, and he was armed with a bare blade worn through a rusted iron ring on his belt. Without seeming to hurry, he reached a spot one step ahead of the mage. He held a palm out, pressed against the chest of the mage�then gently pushed him back several steps while the carriage lumbered past.
Prin hadn�t heard any words passed between them. But the Order of the Iron Ring demanded respect in all lands. The figure was more than a full head taller than the mage, and his other hand rested lightly on the hilt of the sword. A glance behind found the two of them still together, the mage shouting and waving his arms in anger. The other calmly listening.
The carriage pulled to a stop with the confrontation still within sight. Prin looked ahead and found a sleek ship sporting three tall masts. Her eye for ships picked out details, especially after sailing as part of a crew for half a year. That knowledge told her she�d never boarded the likes of this ship.
Her impression that the ship was sleek deepened when she mentally measured the width of the deck. It was no wider than the cargo ship she had sailed when leaving Indore nearly six years earlier, yet it was more than twice the length. The sharp bow would cut through the waves instead of climbing over them, the three masts were twice the height of those on the Merry Princess. A row of windows ran from bow to stern. Flags of all colors waved from the mastheads, and from anywhere else that might add a little gaiety.
She sniffed the tang of the air of the harbor, finding the scents of tar, sawed wood, sweat, canvas, and salt water, refreshing. Like going home. In other circumstances, the thought might have drawn a smile.
The driver was busy unloading their baggage while a porter shouted for help to carry it across the gangway. As their belongings disappeared into a doorway on the main deck, the reality that Prin might never see her fighting instructor or Maude again, took hold. She would sail with Sara, but Sara would return with the ship, perhaps never to meet again. Only Brice would travel with her to Wren.
Prin had a thousand things to say, but few words passed her lips. She was hugged, whispered to, and kissed, but knew little of what happened until Maude was helped up into the carriage by the one-footed man who had taught her so much about fighting and life. For the first time, Prin noticed they sat closer together than was necessary or proper. How did I miss that?
They waved as the carriage pulled away�then it was gone from sight, and Prin had never felt so alone, especially in the crowd of people swarming around the pier.
Sara interrupted her thoughts. �Don�t turn around. A mage is coming this way.�
Prin now wore a third knife to complement those on her thigh and between her shoulder blades. It was shorter than her little finger, the blade wide and sharpened on both curved edges. The handle was flat bare metal, worked with a simple filigree design, the whole thing dipped in a nonreflective finish. The knife slipped under the broad leather belt she usually wore, located where her hand naturally fell, should she need it.
�He�s talking to another. I think we should hurry aboard,� Sara said.
Brice took Prin�s arm and escorted her as if she needed the support. Together, they appeared three elderly, but not old, people who might have been related. Prin�s instincts told her to run onto the ship and the safety it offered, but her mind told her to move slow and careful, using tiny, faltering steps.
From the corner of her eye, she noticed the mage had finished his examination, or interrogation, of the young woman and now looked for his next potential princess-in-hiding. She averted her eyes and refused to move quicker, despite her direction taking her too near the mage. Any change of speed or direction would draw his attention and suspicion.
As they passed, Sara�s shoulder almost brushed his robe. Then they were on the temporary gangplank leading up to the deck of the ship. Brice helped Prin move or gave that appearance, while the mage stepped aside to question another passenger. Her breathing returned to normal.
A raven flew past, then changed direction and headed for them, its eyes centered on Prin. Brice saw it and reached for the bill of his hat. As the bird started to speak, he waved his hat and frightened it, drawing the attention of those nearby, including the mage. The raven flew off, as Prin watched the mage for any reaction. There was none. She felt the most dangerous part of the voyage was behind her, and the ship was still tied to the pier.
Brice handed his three tickets to the purser at the top of the ramp and received directions to their cabin. The design of the ship easily fit the needs of a modern passenger ship. All the woodwork held multiple coats of varnish, while the hull and most of the rest of the beautiful ship gleamed white from fresh paint in the late afternoon sunshine. The main deck held a single central passageway with well-marked doors on either side. Their cabin was 16. Brice held the iron key.
The deck above the main deck contained the dining room, sitting room, bar, and even a small library. Ample seating inside and outside on the deck provided the passengers with a view and a promenade for walking. It circled the entire ship. All other areas were reserved for the crew. The working parts of the ship were also shielded from the passengers. There would be little, if any, mixing between the crew and passengers.
Brice used the key and stepped aside. The cabin was roomy enough for one. Two tiny bunks were built-in, one above the other. Not even a closet or chest. The bottom bunk was high enough off the floor for their luggage to slide underneath leaving a �walkway� wide enough for one. Prin fondly remembered her snug hammock on the Merry Princess and longed for the same.
Their baggage had been neatly laid on the lower bed. A single small square window provided a view of the city if they knelt to look up the hillside. At sea, the view would be of the water.
Prin said, �I�ll sleep on the floor.�
�Nonsense,� Sara said. �You and I will sleep in the lower bunk, our heads at opposite directions.�
�Is there room?� Prin asked.
�I�ll sleep on the floor,� Brice offered but didn�t sound sincere.
Sara removed a bag and slid it under the bunk. �We�ll make do. Nobody will sleep on the floor if there is room to do otherwise.�
They pitched in and soon emptied the lower bunk. If anything, it looked even smaller. Prin cast a questioning look at Sara.
Brice muttered, �I don�t suppose either of you knows a spell to make them larger?�
�Like the stretch-spell used in Maude�s garden?� Sara asked, then continued, �I wish I�d have learned that one.�
Brice was confused, not realizing how many things had been kept from him over the years. �There�s such a thing? It was a joke.�
Sara climbed onto the bottom bunk. �Come on, Brice. Use your mind. You remember the day when we searched for her hidden workshop?�
Prin watched Sara take up more than half the bed before attempting to climb in, to the amusement of both Brice and Sara. �Remember? The workshop didn�t extend outside, so where was it when you entered?�
He paused. �I guess I was so impressed by it, and all it contained, that I never thought about the shape of the house. I knew there was something odd about the hallway with our rooms, but decided it just couldn�t be seen from the garden.�
Prin climbed into the lower bunk, wiggled and squirmed until she managed to lie beside Sara, although neither would be turning over during the night without the cooperation of the other. Still, it was better than sleeping on the floor. Probably.
Brice snapped his fingers in sudden understanding, �That endless hallway where our rooms were. How did that even exist on the land for Maude�s house? And the garden out back was bigger than when you looked from the street.�
Prin said, �Never mind thinking about that stuff. I want to be on the outside deck when we depart.�
�Me too,� Sara said. �That was always my favorite part of being a sailor. Departing and arriving.�
Brice began climbing down from his bunk. �I�ll go with you. By the way, the Merry Princes tied up when my ship was in Indore.�
Prin sat up, bumping her head on the bottom of the bunk overhead. �Did you go there? Were the captain and bos�n glad to see you?�
�They both asked about the two of you and offered you jobs on the deck if you would return.�
Sara sighed, �If only we could.�
Really?� he asked. �You�d be a cook�s helper and Prin a deckhand again?�
�In an instant. That was a good part of our lives,� Sara declared. �There are a hundred ports we never sailed to, and sometimes I wonder what we missed in them.�
Prin led the way to the deck outside, and they stood on the promenade deck searching for Maude�s carriage, knowing it wouldn�t be there, but hoping for one last glance. Instead, she instantly spotted two more mages. How many of them are there?
They were speaking to a pair of young women, one with blonde hair. Prin felt a pang of guilt at what those two women must have to put up with. They probably couldn�t take a hundred steps without being accosted and confused with Sara and her.
She glanced at Sara and Brice. They appeared old in age, but familiar. Maude hadn�t changed their total appearances�that would be far too difficult to maintain. Instead, she had given them the wrinkles that come with age, huge noses that instantly drew attention instead of other body parts. Beyond the basic appearances, they all knew to move and act old.
In particular, Prin enjoyed being cranky, especially when there were young people around. She ate what she wanted, and when she wanted to do it, and made no bones about throwing tantrums when she didn�t get her way. �Say, I wonder when we can get something to eat?�
�Now, that�s an idea,� Brice said, his head spinning to look at the windows behind. Inside were rows of tables, and people were sitting at many of them, food on the plates in front of them.
Sara said, �Me too. Let�s go see what�s inside.�
A man dressed in white from hat to shoes waited inside to seat them. He consulted a notepad. �A window table?�
�Please,� Sara said.
�He scribbled the false family name they�d given across an empty table on his seating chart. Most of the tables were already assigned to passengers. �This way, please. If the table is acceptable, it will remain yours for the entire voyage.�
The table was pushed against the wall of windows, three chairs on the other three sides. The view was of the pier�and the backs of those few passengers standing at the rail outside watching the departure. �Perfect,� Sara assured him.
He helped seat them, then began a memorized spiel in a monotone, �You may eat at any time, but the food is determined by our cooks, and there can be no individual preferences. However, I�m confident you�ll find the food better than that served on other ships. We also have a doctor on board, and he can attend to minor injuries. He has medicine to prevent seasickness.�
All three giggled in unison at the last statement, interrupting his memorized speech. Sara said, �We�ve all crewed on ships, so I think we�ll be fine.�
It didn�t appease him. The man stood stiffly and said through lips that barely moved, �A steward will be with you soon.�
�I didn�t mean to offend you,� Sara said.
�Not a problem,� said the man who was apparently insulted. He spun and returned to his station near the door.
A diner at the next table leaned close and whispered, �It wasn�t what you said. The steward gets upset when he can�t give his full speech.�
Prin asked carefully, �What did we miss?�
�The part about not wandering about the ship. You�re as much as restricted to these two decks. At least, the rest of us are. Is it true you worked as seamen?�
Prin said, remembering her appearance was that of an unattractive middle-aged woman, �We did, but that was many years ago. I�ll apologize to him later. Thank you for the information.� And thank you for letting us know to watch what we talk about in the dining room because at least one nearby diner has exceptionally good hearing.
Prin turned to look out again but still couldn�t see much of the activities on the pier because of those outside waving to friends and relatives on the shore. However, she felt the shift in movement the instant the ship was freed from the pier. A crosswind gave the ship a rolling motion as the wind and tide worked against the side of the hull to move it from the pier.
Once away from the shore, minimal sails were hoisted, and the ship turned and attacked the waves with her sharp bow. The motion was one of a restrained lion, but as more sails were raised, the ship charged and sliced its way forward as if finally, free from captivity.
Prin said, �Not at all like the old Merry Princes.�
Sara said, �The difference in riding an old nag and a racehorse.�
They waited for Brice to comment, but his attention lingered across the dining room. He ignored the small talk as his eyes focused on one table all the way forward in the room.
Prin shifted her chair slightly to watch where he did without being too obvious. Perhaps five tables away was a small one, set for a single person. It was near the forward bulkhead. Instead of a view outside, the table provided a view of the entire dining room, and those eating. The man sitting there wore the long, dull robes of a mage, but more than that, she instantly recognized him. It was the one she called the young mage.



CHAPTER FIVE 

The young mage was the same one who had watched her so intently at the Earl�s Castle when she was a fire starter for the kitchen as a child. He�d aged in the past six years, and she wouldn�t consider him young anymore. But, there could be no mistake. It was him. Traveling on the same ship. Searching for her.
His eyes roved over the diners, never lingering long on any one, but observing them as a group. Just in time, Prin realized he was watching for signs of evasion, like her eyes darting away as his eyes found her. Before he turned his attention to their table, she lowered her eyes to examine the design on the plate in front of her.
�The young mage who knows me is sitting at the end of the room.� Her voice was barely above a whisper.
Sara started to spin her head, but instead turned the action into something of a laugh, while Brice didn�t react outwardly, other than a slight furrow of his brow. Prin fought the urge to look back at him.
A steward brought a bowl of fish stew and placed it on the center of their table, along with three smaller bowls, large spoons, and a small loaf of hefty, brown bread. His voice came quick and bored, �Water, ale, or wine?�
Sara instantly said, �Wine. For all of us.�
Prin had expected watered wine.
Sara shrugged and said, �The strange water may make us sick. Always drink ale or wine when traveling.�
�As if we didn�t know. I don�t like ale. It�s sour and makes me burp,� Prin said.
�We know,� Brice added, laughing. �From both ends.�
�Does not,� Prin tried defending herself and gave up. �What are we going to do about that mage?�
Sara said, �Avoid him.�
�While there are probably fifty passengers, it�s a small ship to try to avoid someone,� Prin said. �Why is he on this one? There are hundreds of other ships, probably thousands. But he chose to sail on this one?�
Sara nodded. �That�s a decent question. I believe we should discuss it after we eat. In private.�
Brice looked out the window and said, �I can hardly see the land, already. It took me seventeen days to travel from Indore to Gallium, but the winds are with this ship, and she has more sail. She might make it in twelve or fourteen days.�
�I could stay in the cabin and you two could bring my food.�
Sara scowled, �Prin, that would point a finger right at you. I wish you�d think before you speak.�
Prin�s eyes went to the man at the next table who seemed to be listening to their every word. How much had he overheard? She kicked herself for forgetting him. They had discussed his big ears only minutes ago, and already she had let her mouth run free.
He extended his chubby hand to Prin. While shorter than most, he was also heavier, a sign of wealth in some societies. Only those with enough coin can afford to eat so much. His smile was easy. �Call me Markus. I�m traveling home to Indore after doing business in Gallium.�
Prin provided their first names.
He said, �Those mages have been bothering everyone lately. Something has them stirred up, but for me, I don�t like them or their magic. They act better than us, but they are just toads for the wealthy.�
�Toads?� Prin asked.
He laughed. �Or Toadies. They grovel and flatter while crawling on their bellies in front of royalty. That�s all they�re good for. I don�t blame you for avoiding one who�s seen you before.�
�Why is that?� Sara asked, her nose lifted high as she looked down on Markus.
He shrugged. �What good can come of it? More than likely, something evil if you ask me.�
�Indeed,� Sara agreed, giving him a slight nod of approval. �What good can come of it is the question.�
Prin took the time during the exchange to examine the appearance of both Sara and Brice for any mistakes or imperfections. Her intense scrutiny revealed their ages to be similar, more than fifty, but less than sixty. Their noses and hair were alike, but nothing out of the ordinary, or that might draw attention. They appeared precisely as Maude had intended, tired and wrinkled. Her spells were works of art.
The man at the next table continued, �Besides, I don�t like them, either. I�ve had suspicions they�ve used their powers to influence buyers to purchase from others instead of me.�
Sara shifted slightly to look directly at Markus. Her voice and tone were remarkably like Maude�s, imperious and demanding, �And exactly, why would they do that?�
�Well,� he fumbled, �I don�t think they like me.�
�I see,� Sara huffed before turning away. �If you�ll excuse us. Now, Prin, what were you saying about your plans this afternoon?�
Prin watched Sara spoon out a bowl full of fish stew and pass it to Brice before filling the next one. Sara had dismissed Markus as if he didn�t exist. Not even her eyes shifted his way, and they didn�t move to look at the mage either. Sara set the second bowl in front of Prin and then served herself.
But Prin was not thinking about the meal. Sara had come to her rescue again. Sara had kept the man at the next table at bay, and kept the conversation light, while at the same time putting Markus in his place. He concentrated on finishing his meal, then left without a word to them. The problem was that she wouldn�t be around to do those things in a dozen days. Prin would be on her own.
Well, not her own, but she was far more suited to the coming events than Brice. He was little more than a sailor who possessed a few elemental powers. Brice was not a trained mage, and his few skills in that area were equal to those of an apprentice, even if he did hold three of the four elements. His fighting skills were less than those of the lowest soldier. He had only two positive traits. First, he was like a brother to her. Second, he was loyal.
It would be up to Prin to take charge. She would become the Queen of Wren by her actions, not by Brice�s. He was her Knight. She was the rightful heir. Her thinking required major changes, and she didn�t know if she was up to making them.
Her eyes shifted to the mage eating alone. His seating location was not an accident. While he spooned his stew, he watched, his eyes flicking from one table to another in a random manner.
The mage�s eyes found hers. She didn�t flinch or look away. Instead, Prin gave him the smallest of nods and turned back to Sara as if her actions were the same as with other passengers who had nothing to fear. �He saw me looking at him, so I nodded hello and then turned away.�
�Good. You acted as if you�d never seen him and the reaction was natural. His attention will probably shift to others.� Sara talked without looking at the mage, a feat Prin didn�t believe she could match.
Prin wanted another look, but to be caught looking again might indicate her interest. �Does he know something?�
�Yes,� Sara said. �He knows that if Hannah is alive, she is on her way to Wren. That�s enough for the increased scrutiny, and for him to return and wait for her.�
�They�ve been looking for me over five years,� Prin said.
Brice had finished his stew and sipped the red wine. �And they have not found you. Pass the bread?�
�Meaning?�
Brice paused as he turned his attention to her. �Sometimes a mage is just another traveler.�
Prin shook herself to prevent the internal fury she felt from escaping. �Not this time.�
�Well, tell me how he could know you�d be on this exact ship when a hundred are sailing for Indore?� Brice angrily bit the crust off his bread as if that settled the matter.
Sara said, �All right, you two, calm down. Let me get between you before you start a fist fight. Brice, your answer is weak and dangerous. I�ll tell you my thoughts. Count on your fingers the number of days Brice traveled with the news. Now, if you were searching for Hannah, you would know when that news would reach Gallium, right? It would reach the city of Horwath a few days sooner because it is closer, and had not yet reached Persimmon across the Red Sea.�
�I�m beginning to understand,� Brice said. �When the word of the King�s death reached Gallium, if the missing princess were there she would immediately catch the next ship to Indore�which would be this one.�
�Exactly,� Sara said. �And the same for each of the other ports. After the word reaches them or did reach them, there was probably an obvious ship that Hannah would take�if she lived in that city.�
Prin shrugged in a hapless manner. �So, I did exactly what they expected. I took the very next ship that would get me to Wren the quickest. No wonder he�s on this ship.�
�And he is probably not alone, Prin.� Sara glanced deviously around. �I am sure the mage is not the only one smart enough to figure that out. Brice, didn�t you say that all but one cabin had been sold? I wonder how crowded this ship normally is for an ordinary voyage from Gallium to Indore.�
Brice said, �That should be easy to find out. I can just ask a crewman.�
�Yes, you could, I�m sure.� Sara raised a finger and attracted the attention of the steward, who hustled to their table. She placed a medium sized copper coin beside her bowl and continued speaking to him, �I do apologize for my abruptness earlier, but hadn�t expected so many people on this voyage. It puts me a little on edge.�
�Sorry. We had to take on two more crewmen to help with the extra passengers.� His eyes locked onto the coin. �It seems everyone suddenly wants to go to Indore. We turned down several people because we didn�t have room.�
Sara slid the coin in his direction. �But, you will take extra good care of us?�
The coin disappeared into his apron pocket. �Of course.�
�There is one more thing you might do for us�and perhaps earn a small silver coin in return?�
�What is it?� his eager voice asked.
�People on this ship seem on edge. I�m sure you�ve noticed, but I have felt several men watching. Not that we carry a lot of money, but I don�t feel safe. If you hear any questions asked about us, please let one of us know, and I�m sure we�ll reward you satisfactorily. And may we have more wine, please?�
�Right away.�
Prin reached out and held her palm over Sara�s hand that lay on the table. �That is what I do not know how to do.�
�I learned from you,� Sara smirked as she answered.
�Did not.�
Sara chuckled, �You are always a step ahead for things like that. If I hadn�t have done it, you would have. Remember before we crossed the mountains, and you left the coin in the bottom of the mug at the inn where we got the horses?�
�That was different.�
�Was not,� Sara said, using the same snarky tone as Prin had used a moment ago.
�I�m scared to be on my own.�
Brice paused to wait for Sara�s response.
�First of all, you are not alone. But more than that, you have difficult choices to make until you claim your throne�then you will have far harder choices to make. Do not think of placing the crown on your head as an ending of difficult things you will do. In many ways, that is only the beginning. From that day forward, you will not decide what is good for Prin, but what is good for your subjects and kingdom. Worse, they may not agree with each other, and your choice will not be for what you want.�
�I�m terrified.� Prin looked from one to the other for comfort that didn�t come. �I�m going outside to get some fresh air.�
Brice pushed his chair back.
�Alone,� Prin snapped.
She reached the promenade on the port side, midship. A right turn took her towards the bow and around the front of the raised structure, then down the starboard side to the stern, and up the port side again. The rolling motion of the deck felt familiar and welcome. The salt smell and calls of the gulls brought back rushes of memories from when she was a deckhand.
She paused and watched a crewman toss an empty bucket over the side and raise it with the rope. The contents of the half-full bucket sloshed over the wooden deck, and a crewman used a scrub brush attached to a handle so he could stand and scrub instead of crawling over the deck on his knees. Why didn�t I ever think of that?
She had nearly worn out the knees of her pants when she could have done it far easier. The idea filled her mind that the bos�n had known of scrubbing brushes with handles. On the Merry Princess, it had been done the hard way to teach Jam a lesson, and his laziness had ended up making her work harder, too. Another reason to dislike Jam.
However, thinking about him made her wonder where he was and how his life might be going. The only thing worse than the mage being on the ship would be if she ran into Jam.
�That�s three,� a woman�s voice said.
Prin turned to look and found a young lady of perhaps thirty looking at her. Prin said, �Three?�
�Laps around the ship. I�ve been counting yours. They tell me you�re worried about something.�
Prin noticed there were vacant chairs on either side of the plump woman. �Do you mind?�
�Not if you tell me what has you so upset. I don�t think your eyes have seen anything on the ship, except for that handsome young man scrubbing the floor that you were watching so intently.�
Prin smiled. �Oh, I wasn�t looking at him for that reason. I used to scrub decks on a ship, and I was thinking back to those times.�
�Ah, good times remembering your youth? What was it, thirty years ago?�
�Oh no,� Prin said before she realized she�d made a mistake in the age. She appeared fifty, so thirty years ago was about right. But, she had contradicted the woman and now felt she had to correct her denial. She also realized the woman was asking a lot of questions.
The woman turned to her, a false smile leading the way. �No?�
Prin met her inquisitive gaze and calmly said, �I just meant that I hadn�t thought of so many years passing. It was a protest of those lost years, not a denial.�
The woman settled back into her chair and pulled her hat lower over her eyes, a clear dismissal. Prin stood and continued her walking the deck. When she circled the ship again, the woman was no longer sitting in the chair. Was she searching for me? Trying to trick me into revealing information? Or am I paranoid?
There was no reason that all the people working for the rewards offered for her head were men. It was just another indication of how careful she needed to be, and how many mistakes she was already making. She should thank the woman for putting her on guard. Prin fell back into the same chair and watched the ocean slip past, like her time running out. Each wave on the ocean she passed brought her one wave closer to Wren and her destiny, but Prin knew she was not ready. Not yet.



CHAPTER SIX 

Prin sat in the chair outside and brooded about how unprepared she was to face the future. She still sat there when the young mage strolled past. His eyes paused on her, but quickly moved on, as did he. No words passed between them and her heart stilled, but there was part of the problem. She continued to think of him as her enemy, which he was, but he was far from the only one.
Is everyone my enemy? She paused at the thought. Perhaps that was a key to climbing the insurmountable wall in front of her. She should begin acting as if everyone was her enemy unless she knew otherwise. Her eyes drifted to a sailor hurrying about on some task on the deck below. Enemy.
The idea both chilled and warmed her. Chilled because it scared her, but warmed because the new outlook provided a measure of comfort that she wouldn�t make an elementary mistake because of not knowing the reason a person sailed with her. Every person on the ship was suspect.
Sara took the seat beside her. �Scared?�
�More than you will ever know, but not as much as a while ago.�
�What changed?� Sara asked.
�A woman sat where you are. She started asking questions.�
�And?�
Prin hesitated. �Too many questions. She was a woman, so I assumed it was safe to talk with her, at first. Now I know different. I have only two friends on this ship and no need to make any more.�
Sara settled back into her chair and lifted her face to enjoy the last warmth of the setting sun. �You will wear the crown, you know. I�ve never seen anyone who can adapt to circumstances as quickly as you. Now that you�re eighteen, you have experience, ferocity, and determination.�
�And I make too many mistakes and don�t know what to do once the ship reaches Indore.�
�I thought you had a plan,� Sara said without lowering her eyes to meet Prin�s.
�I did.� Prin glanced around the deck and determined nobody had managed to creep closer where they might hear. �Now, I�m rethinking it.�
�That is why you will succeed. You will send for me one day, won�t you?�
Prin shook her head as if refusing. �No. You will hear when I am Queen, and you can come join me at any time you like. Take a year. Or ten.�
�I plan to be there to protect you and help where you need it.�
�Then, come with me now,� Prin heard the pleading in her voice and despised it.
A thin man of forty who could use a full meal and a set of clothing that fit him wandered out onto the promenade deck and took a seat. He was five chairs from them, nearer the stern, and hadn�t so much as looked in their direction.
Prin glanced at the potato-of-a-nose Sara wore, the streaks of gray in her hair, and the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes and mouth. Her skin had the pallor of an unhealthy woman. Yet, the thin man had been able to see them through the row of windows and knew they were there. An innocent man would have said hello or introduced himself.
His seat selection was also suspect. Prin knew sound carried fore to aft on a ship. Sitting where he did, he could probably hear their every word as they drifted in the sea air. She said, �Sara? Did you ever get over that contagious rash?�
Sara turned to her with a look of confusion.
Prin continued, �Don�t worry, I wore my protective skin cream. Besides, I�m sitting upwind, so I�m not going to catch it.�
The thin man hastily stood and slipped inside.
�That story will soon be all over the ship,� Sara said.
�I knew he was listening to us.�
�My, you are getting paranoid. And careful. I�m impressed. I have always loved sunset at sea.�
�And I�ve always been amazed how fast it gets cold when the sun goes down. Where�s Brice?�
�Sitting right inside, watching us.�
Prin should have known better. It was where she expected him, and if she hadn�t run off the thin man with the story about the rash that spread downwind, Brice would probably have intervened. While young, he was four years older than her but still inexperienced. His dedication made up for part of that. But it was not up to him to see her through�despite his intentions.
He might help, but it was up to Prin to do whatever was needed. She had to take control and eliminate the doubts plaguing her. �I�m going to the cabin.�
Sara held up the door key but remained sitting. As Prin entered the dining room and descended the stairs to the main deck, she heard Brice�s footsteps behind. Once in the cabin, Prin climbed into the lower bunk and ignored him entering and climbing to the top. She refused to cry and used her sleeve to wipe her nose more than once.
The night was cool, as were most in Gallium, and Prin wore her clothes to bed. She traveled light, for this trip. The cabin came with two thin, clean blankets and those would be enough. She placed her back against the wall and closed her eyes, but sleep didn�t come.
Prin waited for the steady breathing of Brice, but that didn�t come either. �Why aren�t you asleep?�
�It�s my duty to guard you.�
Prin waited, then said, �We may have to change our plans.�
�I expected that.�
�Why?�
Brice seemed to be choosing his words carefully. �Because, if you go directly to the palace, your enemies will be waiting and kill you. They have probably put their own servants in place to poison you, or worse. The King and others will accept you and support your position. But others have worked for years to make sure you never become Queen.�
�Then what do you think I should do?�
Brice�s face appeared over the edge of the bunk above. �It is no longer my place to think. I obey my future Queen or that damned one-footed man who taught you to fight says he will run me through with a dull blade.�
�He�s so sweet.�
Brice rolled back onto his bunk and despite his stated good intentions, fell asleep almost immediately. Prin listened to his regular breathing and still found she couldn�t sleep, so she slipped from her bunk and went in search of Sara.
Prin found her in the dining room, sitting at a table with two other women, all of an age near fifty. They played a game with ivory markers on a board and dice, talking and laughing while sipping wine. Joining them didn�t appeal to Prin. She had other things to consider.
Without being noticed, she opened the door to the outside deck again, after taking a blanket from a small pile near the door to throw over her shoulders against the chill. A woman sat on one chair to her left, and a man to her right. The woman flashed a quick smile and turned her attention back to the endless ocean, while the man pulled a hat low over his eyes and ignored her.
Prin walked closer to the bow and found a place near the railing where she leaned against it and adjusted the blanket against the wind. The sails were full, the night dark and the wind came from the beam, so it struck her full on. She hadn�t heard the pops of sails, creaks of rigging, and rush of water against a hull for years, but it all came back. As the ship pitched and rolled, her legs compensated without thought.
The other woman stood and re-entered the dining room. Prin saw the lights of another ship far off the port side and watched as it converged. If neither changed course, in an hour they would sail close.
An arm slipped around her neck and pulled her tight against the chest of someone taller, and who needed a bath. The forearm locked against her windpipe.
Prin�s reflexes and training could have broken the chokehold, but she hesitated and waited. Her right hand slipped to the new knife at her waist, but she still hesitated. She didn�t believe she was in abrupt danger or he would have tried to kill her.
A voice whispered in her left ear, �I know who you are.�
She believed him. �How?�
�That house you live in. Old women enter, young ones come out, but never together. Not once in the two years that Jam paid me to watch.�
�Jam? He paid you?�
�So, you do know him? He says you do. I�m gonna earn enough gold to last me a lifetime when I turn you in.�
�Who do you think I am?�
�Hannah, the princess who ran away from Wren. Now, shut up, or I�ll slit your throat.�
�What are you going to do with me?� Prin asked, genuinely puzzled at what he intended. Did he think Sara and Brice would allow him to take her prisoner without objection? Or he could hide her for the entire voyage? No, he intended to murder her before anyone else figured out who she was and collected the bounty.
He used his height as leverage to turn her. She felt the edge of the blade he held at her throat and knew she was right. The same reward would be paid if she was dead or alive, and there were some who would probably pay more if she was dead. His arm tightened around her throat.
�You�ve made a mistake,� she managed to hiss.
He increased the pressure. He�d probably turned her to make sure they were still alone as he looked at the deck behind them. The pressure increased and cut off her air.
Prin reacted violently. After driving her heel down on his instep, she gripped her left balled fist with her right hand and rammed her elbow into him, just below the rib cage. She used the right hand to help drive the elbow deep into his soft belly. She felt the hold on her neck relax slightly, but enough. She reached over her head with both hands, fingers clawing for a grip on his hair. She filled both hands and quickly bent at her waist, yanking him over her shoulder as hard as possible.
The unexpected frenzy took him by surprise, and he tumbled over her shoulder, off balance. His momentum carried him another step, where he crashed into the railing, arms flailing in the empty air. He struck the guardrail hard. His upper body leaned far out, then his feet slipped, and he tumbled into darkness.
Prin had her fists balled to strike him again, but he was gone. The last impression was the soles of his feet as they slid over the railing. She hadn�t even heard a splash. Prin leaped to the side of the ship and looked over, hoping to find him on the deck below, but there was no other deck below, only the steep side of the hull, and the churning black water below.
She looked over the stern of the ship, but in the darkness, saw nothing to indicate a man had fallen overboard, and she knew it was almost impossible for a ship to turn and locate someone, especially at night. Her attacker was either drowned or soon to be.
His knife lay near her foot, and she retrieved it with two fingers. A poor excuse for a knife. She dropped it over the side.
Jam, this is your fault. Prin found the blanket and placed it around her shoulders again, then sat down and tried to calm the shaking that took over her body. Her almost daily practice with the combat master had given her the advantage from the first, and she knew it, but she hadn�t been in a true fight since fleeing Wren.
Not a fight. The word fight implied it had somehow been fair. It hadn�t. The outcome might have been different if the man had slit her throat at the first touch, but after that, he had no chance. Still, she hadn�t intended to kill him.
She felt her hands tremble and she almost rushed to the railing to puke but managed to hold it back. She sat and let the confusing thoughts come and go. She had meant to hurt him and didn�t know what she would have done if he hadn�t fallen over. In many ways, it was the best outcome, if she could regain control of her body and stop shaking.
Jam had put him up to it, and the man admitted he�d watched them for two years and knew their every move. He might have told others on the ship who they were but doubted it. He wanted the entire reward for himself. Besides, if she had defeated the man and not killed him, he would have told everyone on the ship who she was, just for spite.
Prin almost convinced herself she was not at fault, but the image of the bottoms of his boots going over the railing haunted her mind. She saw them as clearly as if the event had happened in daylight, only seconds ago. Perhaps the boots had caught lamplight cast through the windows of the dining room, but it was a sight she would never forget.
She stood and stumbled into the dining room, drawing the attention of Sara, who hurried to her side and hissed, �Prin, anything wrong?�
�No.�
�You�re lying to me.�
�I think I just killed a man.�
Sara pulled up in shock, then took Prin by her shoulder and spun her, forcing her into the passageway filled with doors to the cabins, but no people to overhear. �You don�t know if you killed him?�
Prin held her eyes focused on the planks of the floor. �I guess if he can swim he might still be alive. At least for a while.�
�A man fell overboard?�
�Not exactly. He attacked me with a knife . . . and you know how reflexes take over? Especially after the combat master teaching us for all those years? He put a knife to my neck.�
Sara said, �So you reacted and tossed him over your shoulder? There�s no blame for that.�
A man opened a cabin door down the passage and poked his head outside, looking to scold whoever was doing all the talking. Prin and Sara hurried to their cabin to escape his harsh words. Prin said, �Actually, that�s not totally the way it happened. He wanted to brag about watching us at Maude�s house. He said he�d been doing it for two years and had never seen the young girls with the older women, so he thought they were the same.�
Sara scowled in the dim light and ignored Brice hanging over the side of his bunk as he listened. �How did he know to look for you at Maude�s house?�
�Jam sent him.�
�He said that?� Sara�s voice had risen almost to a shout.
Brice said, �Keep it down. The walls between cabins are like nothing.�
�Jam paid him to watch us.�
Sara pounded one fist into her open palm and made a slap any boxer would be proud of. �Jam! Did this man ever report his findings to Jam?�
�He must have. I don�t know for sure.� Prin tried to remember all he�d said, but things had happened so fast.
Brice threw his legs over the side of the bunk and said, �Describe him, and I�ll go find him and beat some answers out of him.�
Prin turned her head up to face Brice. �No need. I already threw him over the side.�



CHAPTER SEVEN 

Brice said in a hushed tone, �You threw a man over the side? Out here in the middle of the ocean?�
�Well, not intentionally. He held a knife to my neck, and I gave him a shoulder throw. He stumbled and hit the railing, then lost his balance.�
Sara said, �But you�re sure he fell?�
�Before I could move, he waved his arms around trying to catch himself�then went over. I saw the bottoms of his boots as they went over the railing and disappeared into the darkness.�
Prin placed her face in her hands and cried while shaking violently. The consoling words, pats on her back, and hugs did little to help. She fell asleep, exhausted, only to wake as she imagined the feet going over the rail again before she could react. Her scream woke Sara and Brice, and probably a dozen others in adjoining cabins.
She fell back into a fitful sleep and woke with the first light. He isn�t the only one on this ship after me. The thought sprung into her mind unbidden and without forethought. Perhaps it was the accumulation of ideas of all that had happened, beginning with the knife held against her throat. Reality set in.
More than five peaceful years had passed since she departed from Wren, with the occasional appearance of Jam the only direct danger. Prin had practiced fighting and throwing her knives nearly every day, but she had been practicing. Playing.
Counting the man overboard and the mage, there had been at least two hunting her on the ship, and when considering the sudden increase in ticket sales for the voyage, there must be ten or more others. Ten out of about fifty. They knew the time to collect the offered reward was coming to an end, and they also knew their best opportunity to collect lay in the coming weeks. Not just the ten on the ship, but the hundreds waiting for her on land. Waiting.
Sara said, �Your eyes are bloodshot.�
�I didn�t sleep well.�
�That does not matter,� Sara snapped. �You must always appear calm, relaxed, and innocent. You must greet any mention of a missing man with surprise and sympathy. You are not eighteen. You are forty-six, have a slight limp, and are becoming hard of hearing. Your children are grown, and a hundred other details we�ve discussed.�
�I�m sorry,� Prin said. She withdrew the pouch of powder for administering and refreshing the aging spell Maude provided, sprinkled a pinch over each of their heads and muttered the short incantation. While no harsh changes happened, some of the fine lines in their faces became slightly more defined, matching the previous day. If they skipped a day, they would lose a decade in appearance. �Please check me out before we go to the dining room.�
Brice said, �Do you feel up to that? Eating, I mean.�
�I�m not hungry, but if I don�t go, it will look odd. We can�t afford to stand out.� Prin stood and turned, allowing Sara to inspect every aspect of her disguise before doing the same for her and Brice.
The dining room was strangely quiet for so many passengers present. More sat at single tables than those who sat at tables for two or more. Of those, many were searching for Prin, but she couldn�t tell who.
The plump, talkative man at the next table was there again. He leaned closer. �There�s a rumor a passenger is missing. The crew is searching for him.�
Sara said, �I�m sure he�ll turn up. Probably too much wine and sleeping it off.�
Prin turned to the odd man and realized his actions had drawn attention the day before and had again. There were several sets of eyes watching. The more that centered on him meant less on her. �Marcus, would you care to join us?�
His usual smile widened. Marcus eagerly stood and then noticed their table was shoved against the wall prevented him from sitting on the fourth side, but Prin was already pulling the table away from the window to give him room. The steward noticed and scowled at their actions, but Prin placed a full copper on the table in full view and said, �Is there a way to combine these two tables, so we�re not blocking your walkway?�
�I will see to it myself by the noon meal. Will all of you be eating this morning?�
Sara answered the steward and then gave Prin a small kick under the table for inviting the man who was already talking so much, and so loudly, causing people turned to look. Prin answered the kick with a smile and a nod of encouragement for the man to continue drawing all the attention in the room. The more attention others paid to him and his antics, the less they�d pay to Prin. Besides, while hiding, who would dare draw attention to themselves? Her hunters would look elsewhere.
Prin said, �Yesterday you mentioned you thought the mages were interfering with your business.�
�So, it would seem,� he replied, reaching for a mug of watered red wine. The wine made the water safe to drink and disguised the nasty taste of stale water stored in old wooden caskets. �Now, I can�t be certain, of course, but in the last few years, they want to inspect everything, and they insist on opening every crate and barrel. Not everything can be opened without damage.�
�Interesting,� Prin mused, as she thought their actions probably had more to do with searching for a certain princess than checking on his business practices. They were talking about the same actions by the mages but had come to different conclusions. That�s probably the case in many things.
A younger steward delivered four bowls of mush, made of a brown grain with a dribble of honey on the top. Despite the honey, it was still relatively tasteless. He placed a plate filled with hot loaves of bread no larger than her fist and a plate of yellow butter alongside a container of jam.
Marcus reached out to take the hand of the server in his. Prin noticed the flash of a silver coin changing hands as he said, �We�d like more bread and butter, and another generous serving of jam, please.�
Prin heard jam and froze at the name of one of her enemies. Only her eyes moved as they went from Sara to Marcus, while she tried to think if he�d stressed the word, jam. Had he been testing her by saying Jam�s name? Marcus was smiling but looked innocent.
Brice had moved his hand to the hilt of his knife, and his fingers held it ready. So, he had also heard the mention. But Marcus� attention was centered on the bread he slathered in butter, and the amount of jam he used left little for the rest of them.
He paused before taking a bite. �Something wrong? I hope you don�t think me rude for taking so much, but there is more on the way.�
There was plenty for all. He hadn�t been that rude but sensed the tension. Prin said, �I�m jumpy these days, what with the mages and all. Then you tell us a passenger is missing.�
Marcus bit into the bread and soon wore red jam on his upper lip and mustache. �I wouldn�t worry. Since I started trading as a young man, I can count the number of passengers who fell overboard. Maybe three or four all together.�
Sara turned slowly, �Who said he fell?�
�I just assumed,� Marcus said. �It happens. Especially in storms. Those are times to stay inside because a rogue wave can sweep you off the deck, or you might trip and fall on a dark night.�
Prin stopped breathing. The descriptions Marcus gave were as if he�d seen them last night. She searched his face for a tell; a twitch, or anything else that might say he had seen the confrontation, but he took another massive bite and continued eating.
This man is a consummate liar or very good at guessing. Prin chanced a glance at Sara and found her face pale, her lower lip trembling slightly. Inviting Marcus to dine with them may have not been such a good idea. Or, maybe it was.
Prin reached for a bread roll while thinking. If at least some, if not most, of the others that were hunting her saw them eating together they might be more inclined to look elsewhere. She couldn�t be so stupid that she would invite her enemy to her table, could she?
Turning to Marcus, she asked in a pleasant voice, �What is it that you sell?�
�Weapons. I deal with knives, swords, axes, spear points, and most anything related to metal weapons.� He spoke with his mouth full, and a few grains of the coarse bread stuck in his beard, while others managed to find the front of his shirt.
With the red jam on his mustache adding to the sight, Prin had a hard time imagining him as a viable enemy. Then a stray thought came to her. What better way to hide while seeking a victim? In a way, it was what she had done when she invited him to join their table.
Prin said, �Do you have samples for buyers to examine?�
�Indeed. Who would buy without looking or sampling? Are you in the market for a weapon?�
Sara flashed a warning glance that Prin ignored. She said, �A dull knife for spreading butter on my bread is a weapon in my hands. I can�t tell you how many times I�ve cut myself�even with the dullest knives.�
He shoved more bread into his mouth as the steward brought two more plates piled high. He washed it down with half of his watered wine then muttered, �Dull knives can be hazardous, too. But sharp ones hidden in scabbards below your neckline are worse.�
There. He�d tipped his hand. Prin calmly, or as calmly as possible, said, �You noticed? Most don�t.�
�My business. May I assume you know how to use it?� he asked.
�I do. It was a gift. Traveling can be dangerous,� Prin said. �A woman must be prepared to protect herself.�
He paused in his continuous eating. �Not my place to say, but since we are friends, adjusting the knife to ride lower will slightly spoil a reflexive reach, should you need to use it and not the best solution. A taller collar on your clothing might help hide the hilt from curious passengers.�
The tone of the conversation had taken an odd turn. Sara and Brice said almost nothing, allowing Prin to talk for them. Prin was almost convinced Marcus knew who she was, but she didn�t know if he was an enemy. He almost seemed the opposite.
A tall man with shoulders so wide he had to turn slightly to fit through the narrow doorways on the ship, approached. His eyes locked on Sara. Without permission from a nearby table, or from Sara, he pulled a chair from the other table and sat beside her.
�That�s rude,� Sara said, placing a hand on Brice�s arm to restrain him.
�Who are you?�
Sara smiled, �I am the one who is about to scream at the top of my lungs that you attacked me inappropriately in this public dining room when you placed your hand high on my thigh. I will throw myself backward over my chair and wail so loud the Captain will come running. The three people with me will verify everything I accuse you of. Does that answer your question as to who I am?�
He slowly drew back as she spoke with confidence and scorn, then finally scooted his chair a foot away, but his eyes remained locked on Sara. Prin noticed Marcus� hand had moved to his ample waist. Are they working together?
Marcus� expression said he was scared, but his actions were the reverse. A small, but deadly blade appeared in his hand, held under the edge of the table where the stranger couldn�t see it, but Sara could, and did. Brice rested his left hand on the hilt of his knife, and Prin itched to reach for the throwing knife at her neck, but he was too close. Instead, she reached for the short blade hidden behind the belt at her waist. That made three deadly knives the man didn�t know about.
�I�m searching for a woman,� the man growled. Even while sitting he towered over the others. The muscles in his hairy forearms rippled as he clenched a fist.
Sara remained calm and collected as her voice sounded as smooth as that of any matron in control of a conversation. �This is not the way to find a woman for yourself. While I appreciate your attention, you are too young for me, and my husband would object.�
�No, I want a woman,� he corrected.
�I also understand the urges a man has, but I am not your answer. There are whores in Indore if you have the coin to afford them. Now, leave us.�
He stood, again towering over her, his face flushed, the anger building.
Sara called to the steward with a wave of her arm, �This man is bothering me and making sexual advances. Would you please send for the Captain right away?�
The steward placed the plates he carried on an empty table and raced away.
The tall man stood even taller, his chest puffed out as he said, �I didn�t do that.�
Sara had turned away from him to call to another steward. Without looking back at the mountain of a man, she said loudly enough for all to hear, �you sat uninvited at our table and said to me, as you leered at my breast, I want a woman.�
�I did not leer at your breast.�
Running footsteps approached. A stern voice asked, �What�s going on, here? You say you were looking at her breast?�
It was a stout man followed by two husky crewmen who hurried to the table. He wore the cap of a captain, the small brim and gold braid identifying him as a ship�s master.
�I didn�t��
�Damn you, man. I heard you say that when I entered.� The captain spun and snapped to the crewmen, �Take him to the brig. I�ll speak with him later and determine what to do.�
�Wait a minute, you have it all wrong,� the huge man protested, his fists balling.
Prin believed that if he decided to fight, he�d easily defeat the two sailors, but he didn�t want that kind of trouble. He might win against those two, but not the next dozen sailors who would race to defend their ship.
The Captain apologized profusely after the man was escorted away, and then took his leave. Marcus stood and retrieved the forgotten plates the steward had abandoned on the empty table and carried them back and placed one in front of each of them. His eyes met Sara�s. �Nicely done. More bread and jam?�
Prin said bluntly, �I noticed you pulled a knife.�
�I am a dealer in arms. Would you have expected less?�
�I wondered if you worked in conjunction with that man, or if you were going to defend Sara?�
The edges of Marcus� lips twitched in amusement. �I am not such a fool to say anything other than that I was prepared to defend her. But, if I worked with him, would I now admit it? You must be careful in providing a ready excuse for me.�
�Do you intend to eat all that food in front of you?� Prin asked, with a sweet smile of her own.
�Sharing is part of my culture. Speaking of that, where were the three of you raised?�
�Gallium,� Sara said before any of the others could answer.
Marcus said, �A beautiful city, if I may say so. The blue-white clay reflects the setting sun like no other place I�ve traveled, yet the Gallium accent of yours does not remove a lingering trace of a more rural area. Say, upriver from Indore, for example.�



CHAPTER EIGHT 

The statement about accents upriver from Indore struck home. Upriver was Wren, the birthplace of Sara and Prin. It also confirmed that while Marcus appeared a plump little arms salesman, he was smart, and clever�which is not always the same thing.
Prin used eating as an excuse to stop talking and think. Marcus had dropped too many clues to not suspect who she was, yet he acted as if he was willing to protect Sara. Perhaps he even believed Sara was Princess Hannah, but if that were the case, he still acted more of a friend than an enemy.
The man the Captain had arrested believed he could bully Sara into confessing who she was. Prin expected her to burst one of the small pods of purple memory dust and she had been prepared to hold her breath, so she didn�t forget most of what she knew for a day. But Sara had resolved the situation far better by calling the Captain.
The eyes of the whole dining room had watched the confrontation, and if Sara had used magic, the diners would have fought over who would reach their table first to collect the rewards. Prin vowed to resort to magic as a last resort. Once used, there was little chance of denying it after.
�You�re awfully quiet,� Marcus said, directing his attention to Prin.
�I�m thinking�and before you ask, yes, I�m thinking about you.�
�You haven�t run me through with that small knife you hide behind your belt if it is even capable of running me through. A blade no longer than your little finger can be a help or hindrance.�
Prin fixed him with her most stern stare. �You�re good at revealing a small amount of information in hopes the recipient provides you with additional material. You�re also good at detecting the hidden weapons others carry.�
�My job.�
�So, you say. I wonder if you have any other jobs.�
He laughed easily. �Times being what they are, a man has to do whatever is needed for a comfortable life. Now, if you�ll excuse me, I must attend to some business.�
Marcus stood, bowed to the table at large, and left.
�I can�t decide if he is a friend or foe,� Brice said.
Sara nodded, �That makes three of us. Why don�t we go sit outside and enjoy the morning?�
Prin glanced at the door on the port side of the dining room and shook her head. That was where the man had attacked her. She glanced at the door to the starboard side.
Sara stood and took her arm as she whispered, �You have to go out there and face what happened as if nothing did. Besides, the three of us need to inspect the area and make sure neither of you left something in the darkness last night we don�t want others to find.�
Reluctantly, Prin allowed Sara to lead her outside. Her eyes skimmed the area for anything dropped but found nothing. Then they moved to where the man had fallen. A fresh scrape in the varnish revealed bare wood, probably from his belt fastener. Prin moved to smudge it in hopes of aging the raw wood with spit, but her imagination reverted to the bottoms of his feet again.
�Sit for a moment,� Sara said, as Prin sagged.
Brice said, �These are going to be a long ten days sailing to Indore. I hope the wind holds up.�
�Ten?� Prin asked.
�Or twelve that feels like twenty,� Brice said. �Do you two feel all the eyes in the dining room watching us when we�re in there?�
Sara said, �Almost as much as those on the deck above watching us. Who would have believed a ship like this would have so many idle crewmen?�
Prin believed Marcus may have been up there in the dark last night. She saw no other way he could know several details he�d hinted at, and he knew Jam�s name, or her paranoia made her think so. Anyone could mention the word jam and not know him. What she didn�t know, was who Marcus really was. But when it appeared they might be attacked by the tall man at the breakfast table he had been ready to defend them. That said enough. For now.
They fell into three of the deck-chairs and waited for the sun to warm them. The wind whipped past, making it feel cooler than it was, and the gentle motion of the ship combined to lull Prin to sleep. She woke later, near lunchtime from the position of the sun. Sara and Brice were huddled together, planning and whispering.
Sara said to her, �I have a few spells to teach you, more to refresh your memory, and Maude told me to let you take the lead on the ship, so you begin to act in charge and get used to authority. But, old habits are hard to break.�
�Meaning?� Prin asked.
�I brought three books to study. Each will take me days to get through if I�m lucky. Between us, I�m going to become ill and use the time in our cabin to study.�
Brice said, �We�ll have to smuggle her food, but she also brought some. Sara will remain in our cabin. You will be forced to either make decisions or consult her.�
�I expected something like this,� Prin said. �I won�t fight it.�
Two men, ones they hadn�t noticed before, walked outside and took seats only a few steps away, as if by accident, which may have been true.
One spoke too loudly, as if excited. �The Captain thinks he either fell or was thrown overboard.�
The other said, �He was too big and strong if it�s the man I think it was.�
Prin hadn�t thought of the man as big or strong, although he was taller and stronger than her. She�d only seen him for an instant before he fell. When Brice started to speak, she shook her head and closed her eyes as if napping.
The excited one, the shorter man, spoke hurriedly, �I thought they put him in the ship�s jail.�
�No. He�s missing.�
She sat up and turned to them. �What?�
Both men looked at her in surprise at the sharp tone. The same one spoke first. �There was a disturbance in the dining room this morning, we heard. Now, there�s a rumor that man is missing.�
�You think he fell overboard?� Prin demanded.
Both men shrugged. The taller of the two said, �I hear it happens. A steward said it�s the second one this trip.�
The other interrupted, �I didn�t want to sail on this ship. We should have taken a caravan like I suggested.�
They stood and entered the dining room lost in a personal argument. Prin whispered, �I don�t think either of those two is searching for Hannah.�
�Then, they are the ones to watch,� Brice said.
His remark drew a smirk of humor from Prin, one of the few of the morning. But there had been a grain of truth in the remark. Prin and Brice went out the door to the other side of the promenade deck and walked to the stern, where they paused and watched the wake while keeping an eye on the five passengers who were outside. Twice, Prin noticed a particular man watching her.
Sara left them and went to the cabin, where she said she would read and study. Prin agreed to meet with her later in the day to discuss spells. Prin and Brice strolled slowly around the entire ship three times, keeping tabs and comparing notes on each person. They eliminated several, one because of a family with small children traveling together, another because the single woman was barely sixteen. She could be under a spell that made her younger, but if so, her actions were masterful.
The majority of other passengers were suspect, and as Prin and Brice walked the deck, she said, �I think we�re missing an opportunity.�
�What is that?�
�As the ship draws nearer to Indore, desperation will set in for the hunters. What if we wait until then and spread a few rumors pointing to Sara?�
Brice grinned. �When we reach port, she sails away again in only a day and a half. She can stay aboard, hidden in her cabin but that will draw them from you.�
�Of course, we�ll have to ask her about it. We�re talking about making her a target.�
�But one we can help protect,� Brice added.
They were again walking on the port side of the ship, the windward side, when a dozen steps ahead, a man stepped into view from behind a corner. He faced them, a short, thick bow drawn, the arrow aimed a Prin. His face was flushed with excitement, and his hands shook as if he�d held the arrow cocked for some time.
His fingers released the arrow as Prin twisted to her right, helped by Brice�s shove. It missed, but he already reached for another. Prin caught her balance, and without thinking or reasoning, her hand reached and grasped the handle of the throwing knife. In a single motion, it flew.
The knife struck the archer high, just below his neck, entering to the hilt.
�Get to the cabin,� Brice ordered.
�But . . .�
�Now!� Brice snapped, rushing ahead to the man to catch him as his knees relaxed and he fell.
Prin turned a full turn and found nobody in sight. She entered the dining room and again found nobody in the line of view of the ambush, although a few people were in there eating or talking. The archer had selected his concealed position well. She tried to calm herself and walk naturally, for one her advanced age, until she reached the passageway to the cabin.
�What�s wrong?� Sara demanded as she opened the cabin door.
�A man shot an arrow at me.�
�May the Six Evil Gods curse him. What happened?�
�He missed. I threw my knife.�
�Where was Brice? He�s supposed to protect you.�
�He did. It was a surprise attack, and Brice saved me. He stayed on the deck with the attacker.�
�Well, this is certainly going to draw more attention, and the Captain is going to want to talk to us, for sure. We need to make up a story.�
The door opened, and Brice stepped inside, breathing hard. �As near as I can tell, nobody saw the attack. I threw him over the side. Then waited and watched. Not one reaction from passengers or crew, so I followed Prin here.�
Sara said, �Quick, we need to all spend time in the dining room where there are witnesses that we were there almost all day. How many people can go missing on one ship?�
Brice said, �There are already too many passengers talking about it. Two people have disappeared on only the second day at sea. Three, if the archer is discovered.�
They started to leave, Sara carrying her book and a handful of papers she snatched from the bunk. She snapped at Brice, �Blood?�
�Too much to clean up.� He extended his hand to give Prin her knife back.
Prin glanced at it and noticed he�d taken the time to wipe the blade, but she would clean and oil it again tonight. She followed them to the dining room and seated themselves at the same table. She glanced at people sitting at four other tables, none where they could see the port side, forward. All were sipping tea, playing cards or blocks, or simply talking.
None were close enough to overhear them if they spoke softly.
Sara said, �Since there has been no alarm raised, we know nothing.�
Prin said, �It was a man I haven�t seen before. Brice?�
�No.�
�So, he managed to keep out of sight. Almost as if he selected you for a target because he knew who you are. That�s upsetting.�
Brice said, �He wouldn�t just shoot an innocent person. He had to know for sure.�
Prin said, �I sense Jam�s involvement in this. There is no other way.�
�Jam will need to avoid me for the rest of his life, or his will end,� Brice said.
Sara opened a folded paper and pointed, �Prin, you know the spells we agreed on, but here are a couple more. In our cabin, I made a talisman for each of you. It�s a spell will last about ten days, and all it does is sense excitement by those close to you.�
�Excitement?� Prin asked.
�Yes, so don�t be mistaken. For instance, if a man is attracted to you and his excitement level increases, the talisman will warn you the same as if he intends to do you harm. It is not perfect, but may help.�
�I like it,� Brice said. �After all, who could be attracted to her?�
After they laughed, which seemed odd and out of place, but was a genuine release of emotions, Sara said, �Consider that a tradesman might become excited at the prospect of a sale. That is a poor example, or the tradesman really needs a sale, but you understand? He would not be your enemy.�
�I never had the time to study like the two of you,� Brice said. �So, I don�t understand why you don�t just use magic to solve everything.�
�Maude tried explaining it to you many times,� Sara said, sounding like Maude to Prin�s ears, �magic performed by a sorceress naturally enhances or increases certain feelings or emotions. We do not deal with the elements, and magic was never intended to do harm.�
Prin said, �Besides, no one can know I can use magic. Not even my supporters would allow a queen to be crowned if she has powers. Not a hint of it can come from me. Ever.�
�I know all that. I�m talking about doing more to protect you.� Brice acted as if his feelings were hurt.
Sara didn�t allow the matter to drop. She said, �Prin, I know we never studied gnosis with Maude, but I�ve found something on it that sounds helpful.�
�That�s a new word,� Prin said.
�It is one of the simplest of spells, but slightly different. It�s considered the fuel or basis for most of what we do. Possibly effective and quick for you to learn.�
�Tell me.�
�You visualize a symbol of your intent until it glows brightly in your mind�s eye and awareness of the world around you is gone, and then you hurl it at your intended. A chant or mantra usually helps your concentration. With a little practice, you will cast it into the realm.�
�Words. I understand them, but not what you�re saying,� Prin said.
Sara said, �My fault. I didn�t provide an objective or circumstances. Say you know there are men following you on a dark night. Your gnosis takes time, but you draw fear of the dark into your mind and build upon it with your mantra until it is about to burst. Then you cast it at them.�
Prin settled back in her chair and smiled. �They become scared.�
�Or angry, hopefully at those they travel with so they fight each other. We don�t have time to work on any gnosis more refined than these, but it might help, and knowing them might blend into another if you need it. Any basic emotion. Jealousy, fear, anger, love or even hate might be useful in some circumstance. A soldier who hates his officer might desert, leaving the officer with no army to lead.�
Prin said, �I get it. If I want a job, I can concoct a complicated spell, if I�m a good enough sorceress, to make him hire me. But with your gnosis, I focus on him liking me and wanting to hire me. Easier and probably more efficient, as you say.�
�The drawback is time. Even with practice, it�s like you�re gathering all the particular emotions in the immediate area that you wish on a person. It takes time. Plus, you must choose the right emotion.�
�I�m missing something?�
�You will not use a modest gnosis to make a man who hates you turn to love. But you might increase his love for another, making all his thoughts turn to her instead of thinking of how to capture you.� Sara motioned to the steward who appeared and requested a pitcher of watered wine. She added, �We�ve been sitting here for a long time waiting for service.�
�My fault,� he said. �I usually check to see if any passengers have needs, but the Captain has us all doing extra duty.�
�The missing passenger?� Prin asked, making sure she used the singular term. She was not supposed to know of the others.
�We�re not supposed to speak of it. I�ll get your wine.�
Brice wore an impressed expression. He said, �You two amaze me. By chastising the steward, you established our presence in the dining room in a way he will remember that we were here nearly all morning. I saw him look at your papers and book, and if asked, which he probably will be, he will say we were sitting here at our table and couldn�t have been involved with anything else.�
Prin said, �If we were half as smart as you think we are, this would be an easy voyage.�
Sara unfolded a sheet of paper and pointed to the top. �Prin, item one?�
Prin read the line. It was the refreshing spell to maintain their appearance. A brief nod and Sara moved her finger down. The ingredients and incantation for the no-see-me spell, in case she should lose the powder hidden in her purse. Another nod, and the third item, and the next, and next.
�You�re sure?� Sara asked after they reviewed the final spell.
�The contents, results, incantations, and possibilities of each. I practiced them as much as my combat lessons. I can enchant an arrow to fly where I wish, my knife when thrown does not miss, and if no weapons are nearby, I can use what is at hand. If nothing else, I can defeat most men barehanded. But, before any of that, I would run away so the combat master would be happy that I chose the right solution.�
Brice said, �Running away does not sit well with me.�
Sara turned to Prin, �That�s because of two reasons. You tell him.�
�You are a man�and therefore too innately proud to run. Next, you don�t understand that even if a great warrior wins nine out of ten battles, he will be dead after the tenth, on average. The one that runs away ten times lives to fight or run the eleventh. Running, if done right, ensures survival every time.�
Marcus rushed into the dining room and almost dived into his chair. �Did you hear?�
�What?� Brice asked.
�Another passenger is suspected to have fallen overboard.�
Sara gently closed her book and gathered up her papers as she said, �Yes, we know they suspect two of them fell overboard. Poor souls.�
Marcus leaned closer and whispered, �Three, is the latest rumor.�



CHAPTER NINE 

�They say they found blood smeared on the deck right outside of this dining room,� Marcus continued, while leaning closer to them, with his hand held near his mouth to keep his words from being overheard at other tables. �Right behind me. They think he was stabbed and his body thrown into the ocean.�
Sara said calmly, �Are they sure it is blood? I mean, a lot of other things can be mistaken for it.�
�A crewman said it was. He sounded convinced. When they were searching for a second missing passenger, they found more blood streaked on the side of the ship where he was thrown over. Three dead passengers in two days at sea. Rumors are getting ugly.�
Prin listened, feeling her throat tighten and her stomach turned sour. She�d been thinking only about herself, but even innocent passengers and crew were growing worried. If more died, who knew what would happen? Even if their disguises held up to the investigation when authorities came aboard, the delay might cost many days of additional travel. Each day gave her enemies more time to prepare, or for King Willard to die a �natural� death.
�Put it anywhere,� Prin told the steward who brought the wine and mugs. After a glance at the strain on Marcus� face, she added, �And bring another mug, please. Marcus, you may use mine.�
Marcus reached for a mug and poured himself a full measure of wine before halting as he realized his rudeness. He abruptly handed it to Brice, then poured a smaller one for each of the women, and waited impatiently for another mug that finally arrived before drinking any. He said to the steward, �Better bring more wine, too.�
Prin glanced at the other occupied tables. The conversations were hushed. The table where they played cards remained silent, each player with a hand dealt in front of him or her, but few cards were being played, no banter, and less laughter. She spotted a woman who read a book, but her eyes were not on the pages, but on the other passengers. A seagull flew past the window near the woman, and she recoiled as if scared.
Sara and Marcus were talking softly, but Prin had no idea of the subject. She looked at Brice and found him watching her. She gave a wan smile and emptied her mug of wine in one long, satisfying drink.
One fact suddenly stood out beyond all others. She was not chasing, hunting, or trying to assassinate any of those who had died around her. In each case, they had initiated the attack in one manner or another. If they had remained in their homes or left her alone, they would be alive. All three. She was not at fault.
�Everyone is talking about it,� Marcus said. His eyes went to Sara. �And they�re wondering why. All sorts of wild ideas are circulating.�
Brice said, �The runaway princess?�
�And others. Some feel a madman is aboard. By the time we dock, there will only be crewmen left alive because of the passengers dying too fast. Some believe the killer must work on the ship as a sailor because no crewman has died. Others say the Captain is thinking of restricting people to their cabins for the remainder of the voyage.� Marcus seemed amused at the rumors. �Of course, he cannot do that.�
�Why not?� Brice asked.
�He doesn�t have the manpower. Who will serve the food to them in their cabins, and collect the plates, and run their errands? Besides, this is a passenger ship that depends on treating people well, so they will sail her again. Repeat business. If word gets out that the Captain locks passengers in their cabins ��
However, Prin started to think on a different level with the revelations spilling from Marcus� mouth. Three people already missing in two days, all assumed to have fallen over the side. The entire ship was abuzz, and no wonder. But there was one other factor nobody mentioned. The suspicion of who might be Hannah was immediately removed from any who disappeared.
Prin let her mind wander. A person didn�t have to fall over the side of the ship to disappear, not when she carried two or more spells that would accomplish the same end. What if Prin used the no-see-me spell on herself? Those other passengers on the ship would think her another victim. Another man overboard.
The young mage. She hadn�t seen him since the day before. He was up to something.
�She turned to Sara and Brice. They would have to act the part of mourners if she pretended to fall overboard. Were they up to it? That brought her thinking to focus on the mage again, and what was he doing. �Marcus, there was a mage sitting over there watching everyone. Have you seen him?�
�He�s going from crewman to crewman, whispering in their ears.�
�Any idea about what?� Prin asked.
�Probably about finding that princess.�
Prin pursed her lips as she tried to think of a way to use that information. �I wonder if the Captain knows his crew has two masters? The Captain and the mage. And I wonder if a rumor might start that the mage is trying to take control of the ship?�
�Mutiny?� Marcus asked as he leaned closer to hear her response. �Why?�
She leaned closer to whisper, �The mage is hunting the missing princess, but the ship is not going where the mage wants. He�s heard Hannah may be in Delph or Behringer. A slight change of the ship�s course will take us to those ports instead of Indore.�
Marcus downed the remainder of his wine. He stood with a wink to her. �I have to see if anyone else has heard such a rumor. If it reaches the Captain�s ear, who knows what will result?�
Sara watched him rush off, then said, �He thinks I�m the princess, you know. Why did you set him off to do that?�
�Can you and Brice mourn over me if I fall into the ocean and drown? I�m not a great swimmer, you know.�
Brice said, �What are you talking about?�
�The no-see-me spell. Listen, what if you spread the story I went for a walk on the deck and never returned. For the remainder of the trip, I can use the spell to hide in our cabin.� Prin sat back and smiled, waiting for their reaction to her perfect resolution.
Their expressions were shocked and almost angry, then Sara�s softened slightly, as she let the ideas work into her mind. Brice�s brow remained furrowed until a tiny smile began. Sara chuckled. Brice joined Prin in outright laughter. The three of them drew the attention of everyone in the dining room as the only ones laughing.
Sara calmed herself and whispered, �I don�t know why we worried if you could survive on your own.�
Brice looked upset, or as much as he was able to portray as he said, �What? You didn�t think I could protect her?�
Prin said, �Of course, we will have to plan for my accident�but the two of you will either act the part, or it won�t work.�
�No, you�re right,� Sara said. �It solves all our problems. Everyone will be looking for someone else. The closest they might come is to suspect me of being Hannah, and if they penetrate my disguise, all they�ll find is a sorceress-in-training with no hint of you.�
Brice added, �I�m a sailor in hiding, maybe for deserting my ship. Not who they are searching for, and I�m no princess as any fool can see.�
�It�s only for eight or nine more days,� Prin said. �Well, maybe ten, but so what. I can take that easier than throwing another hunter over the side to drown. And think of all the confusion Marcus is going to stir up with his rumors. They won�t have time to search for me.�
Sara said, �When?�
�Tonight,� Prin said.
�Why wait until then?� Brice asked.
Prin and Sara exchanged a knowing look. Prin said, �Were you listening? We need to speak with Marcus and hint at how dangerous being a passenger on this ship seems. Are other passengers worried? What will the passengers do if another disappears? Will they be next?�
Brice�s eyes widened with each statement, as he began to understand. He whispered, �You may cause a mutiny.�
Prin smirked. �Not me. I won�t be here.�
Sara said, �You need to go missing near midnight. The crew will search every part of the ship and even the passenger cabins. Everyone will wake up.�
�I don�t know if I�m that much of an actor to pull this off,� Brice said.
�Then stay in our cabin where you should plan what to do when the ship arrives. You�re grieving, and people will understand your absence. Probably more convincing if you do it that way, anyhow.� Sara raised a hand to draw the attention of a steward.
As if knowing the food was about to be served, Marcus entered the dining room and rushed to their table while rubbing his belly. The grin caught the attention of the other three. He said, �Wait until you hear the latest. Have you ordered yet?�
Sara scowled. �Never mind the food. Tell us the latest.�
�Some of the crew said the Captain considered changing course and putting into the port of Remo near the Athenian coast and letting the local authorities sort out the murders. Did you ask for extra bread?�
�I�ll let you have mine,� Sara said. �What kept him from going to Remo?�
Marcus said, �This is a passenger ship and has a reputation for fast crossings. I heard a crewman who said that by tonight we�ll be closer to Indore so we might as well go there.�
Prin scowled, �No, that doesn�t sound right. We could even return to Gallium and be there in two more days.�
Marcus shrugged and continued as if explaining to a child, �Then at least, two days in port, two more sailing to return to this spot is six days. We should reach Indore in about the same. And that won�t inconvenience the paying passengers.�
Brice muttered, �I think that last has more to do with it than anything else. The Captain wants to please the regular travelers who sail this ship several times each year.�
The steward returned with a tray of sliced cheese, sun-dried finger-length fish that were salted and crisp, and hard crackers to go with them. The crackers were a staple on ships, baked and stored in casks, some for years. His other hand held a jar of wine and goblets.
�More wine, please,� Marcus said, �And perhaps more cheese and fish, too. Might as well bring another plate of crackers along with them.�
All but Prin laughed. She was lost in thought. If the Captain turned the ship to another port, her plans were disrupted. It might be better to wait another night before executing their plan.
Marcus piled cheese in a cracker and stuffed it all in his mouth, as he said, �That mage who sits and watches? He�s asking a lot of questions.�
�About what?� Prin asked, forcing the cold lump aside.
�You. Sara. Even Brice and me. But this morning, he�s asking about you.�
Prin had expected that, but not so soon. Despite her disguise, she had probably made a gesture or remark that reminded him of the little girl he used to spy upon at the Earl�s Castle. It wouldn�t take much. Maybe the way she brushed her hair back over her ear or lifted a mug. He was looking for clues that defied age and disguise. If she stayed within his sight, he�d remember some small thing and know her for who she really was.
The captain threatening to put in at Remo gave her pause, but if the mage was suspecting her, it provided impetus to disappear sooner. Tonight, for sure.



CHAPTER TEN 

They finished the meal. However, none stood up to leave. It was as if they all understood there was more happening on the ship and nobody wanted to miss any of it. Marcus was especially on edge, his eyes and ears keeping track of the slightest movement or sound.
Prin couldn�t freely talk about her plans to disappear until he left. Sara�s gentle hints slipped past him like feet on new ice in winter, as Marcus smiled and repeated more rumors. He finished the wine and most of the food. But Marcus was clearly worried and remained jumpy, perhaps fearing for his own safety, or maybe because he sensed the change in the demeanor of his three dining companions.
Sara finally leaned closer to him. �Since we don�t have the extensive social contacts you do, would you be so kind as to ask around and find any new rumors or information? We�re dying to know.�
Marcus was already pushing his chair back, a grin threatening to turn to a chuckle. �I�ll check and let you know.�
When they were alone again, Prin made sure the nearby tables were empty and kept her voice soft, �I�ve thought about it.�
�Tonight?� Sara confirming her thoughts with a nod.
�Because of the mage. If he was not aboard, I�d remain. But, he will discover me sooner or later.�
Brice said, �You might want to sneak some of that hard-bread while you have the chance.�
Their steward burst from the kitchen door and raced the length of the dining room, running at top speed. The motion of the ship abruptly changed, then it leaned far to the port side. Prin called to a crewman who poked his head inside the door, �What�s happening?�
He rushed back outside without answering. Sara was climbing to her feet, holding the table for support as the ship tilted more. Brice wobbled to the door and pulled it open. Through the windows, they saw others were crowding to the rail, passengers, and crew. All were watching something in the distance.
They found a vacant place at the rail. People were pointing. Crewmen shouted orders. Prin�s eyes found a speck floating in the water, a person. Someone else had fallen overboard. The ship was turning, and a small boat was being lowered with four crewmen holding oars.
The ship had slacked its sails, and the double-ended boat dropped into the water before the ship came to a stop. The sailors pulled hard on their oars and the small boat surged towards the figure splashing and waving with the frantic efforts of a non-swimmer, or one who could barely swim.
Not one of the crew. Prin couldn�t tell who it was in the water, but all sailors she knew could swim. Therefore it was a passenger. Another man overboard! It might be funny in other circumstances, a cruise where all the passengers were thrown overboard one by one, before reaching port. However, she watched the faces of the other passengers as well as the rescue.
People were scared. Not just excited, as they might be for a rescue of a passenger on another ship, thankful for the saved life and curious as to how he had fallen. But their expressions told a different story. They were scared and too quiet. Fear was turning to anger.
Prin let that idea digest and realized there had been fewer people eating in the dining room, less of them on the promenade deck, and instead of the excitement and gaiety of an ocean cruise, there was a subdued air on the ship she hadn�t noticed. A quiet. Not exactly a calm, but more like a shroud cast over the entire ship.
�It�s a woman,� someone said in a hushed voice.
Prin dragged her attention back to the rescue. Two crewmen pulled the swimmer into the small boat and the rowers turned and headed back. It was a woman, one of the few on the ship. It was a lady Prin had seen in the dining room a few times. Why would she fall overboard? Had she slipped, or leaned too far over a railing? Or had she been pushed?
Fear touched Prin, like a winter�s breeze on a cold, sunny day after snow. The woman was about the age Prin�s spell projected, somewhere around fifty. Mages knew that water dispersed many enchanted powders sorceresses used, especially salt water. The thought seized her as if a bear had wrapped paws around her chest and squeezed.
The salt water probably wouldn�t completely disperse the entirety of a spell, or spells, but it would weaken them, or wipe out parts, as the powder used to apply the enchantment dissolved, thereby revealing the true existence of the swimmer. Prin took a step away from the railing and looked to the aft of the port side of the ship, her eyes scanning each person until she came to the Young Mage. She had known he would be standing there.
He had positioned himself at the davits for the small boat where it would be lifted back to the ship, the one place where he could examine the woman in close detail as she came aboard. If there were any spells cast upon her, the water, danger, and excitement might have weakened them, giving her away. He was there to inspect her as if she was a prime slab of meat. In some manner, the mage was responsible for the woman falling.
The mage took one step away from the railing and turned slowly, as if he felt her attention on him, which he might have, considering he was a mage. Who knows what powers he held besides making rain and flashing lightning? But he knew she had watched before he turned, she believed. His eyes met hers without looking to any others. Instead of looking away, she waited. A twitch at the corners of his mouth gave way to a smirk.
Oh, no. I just gave my identity away.



CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Prin didn�t try to conceal herself or turn away. It was too late. He knew. The Young Mage had found her out with one of his tricks.
�Sara,� Prin hissed between clenched teeth.
�What?� Sara turned, realized there was a problem and her eyes followed Prin�s. �He knows, doesn�t he?�
�Yes.�
Brice had also turned to look but maintained his place at the railing. He remained calm. �Time to change plans.�
�He�s a mage,� Prin snapped, drawing unwanted attention from those passengers nearby.
�He�s not alone. There are others. Not as well trained in mage studies, but who knows what else might happen?� Brice turned back to watch the boat lifted to safety. A drenched, tearful, and terrified woman clambered from the boat to the deck where a man of similar age, and a crewman, helped her move to her cabin.
When Prin turned back to the mage, he was gone. The identity of the woman in the water no longer interested him. He has what he wanted.
Prin exhaled, taking in the event and realizing the mage had certainly been responsible for the woman�s accident, even if nobody else suspected him, she knew. Her fall had the effect of eliminating one of the few women on board from his suspicions. True, Prin could have dressed and acted like a man, but changing gender is hard to maintain. Aging a person older or younger is common and fairly easy, but too many subtle things prevent pretending to be the other gender.
A thousand small things give gender-change away. A man bumps a woman on the street and unthinkingly touches the brim of his hat in silent apology, even if not wearing one. A woman reacts to an object dropped into her lap by opening her knees to catch it in her skirt, while a man closes his knees to catch it. A man�s eyes unconsciously follow the sway of a young woman�s bottom. A thousand differences, too small to change, but subtle enough for people to notice. Especially if being paid to locate a missing princess.
None of that mattered now that the mage recognized Prin was his target, the one he�d searched for nearly six years. She�d led him on a merry chase from Wren, over mountains, across an ocean, but in the end, he�d won.
The three of them returned to their cabin. For the first time in years, none had anything to say. They sat on the lower bunk side by side. The ship had turned around and was sailing on course again, the smooth rise and fall of the deck soothing. The wind held, and the ship made good speed.
Brice said, �Will he try to kill you?�
Prin shook her head, �Not if he can avoid it. He needs to display me before Eleonore to prove I�m who he says. If he claims to have killed me, there is still room for doubt.�
�What if we allow him to capture you and I follow and free you when the time is right?� Brice seemed buoyed by the idea.
Sara said, �I appreciate your idea.�
�But?� Brice asked.
�Too much can go wrong. Suppose you lose sight of them? Or they stop you and place you under arrest? What if their swordsmen are better than you when you attempt the rescue? Or you step on a slippery dead fish and fall, turning your ankle?� Sara had never raised her voice or sounded upset. She just stated facts.
Prin said, �He could kill me today and use elemental mage magic to freeze me until he presents me to my cousin. Remember, I can make fire with my finger, but also chill a mug of ale. A better-trained mage could turn my dead body into a block of ice and keep me that way for years.�
�Anyone else got any ideas?� Brice asked.
Sara looked at Prin, then settled back. �I�m going to let the two of you figure this out. That�s part of the purpose of this voyage, isn�t it?�
�You see an answer?� Brice demanded.
Sara remained quiet. Prin said, �Okay, let�s look at this situation as a puzzle, Brice. He recognized me. It�s also several more days until we dock, and after all the passenger murders and disappearances so far, the crew or passengers won�t tolerate one more. Oh, he could do it, but there would be major objections he will wish to avoid.�
Brice said, �He�ll wait until just before we dock. There�s no way off the ship, so he doesn�t have to hurry.�
Sara said, �Besides, to me, he looked like a house cat toying with you. He knows he can pounce at any time. After all these years, he�s going to enjoy himself by taunting you before he acts.�
�Taunting me, how?�
�Oh, I don�t know, but he is still young, not much older than you. He might light up the sky with streaks of light just to impress you, or maybe he�ll strike up a conversation and hint at what he knows, but never make direct accusations. I can see him sending a bottle of wine to our table, or smiling innocently when he sees you. Typical boyish stuff, but from a dangerous adversary.�
�You really have a low opinion of men,� Brice said.
�No, I am forthright in my observations, especially when it comes to young men, such as yourself,� Sara said in the tone she liked to use when arguing, especially with Prin or Brice, both of whom she considered siblings. �I see you suck in your belly and puff out your chest when a pretty girl is nearby, although with the ageing-spell you�re wearing, it looks more silly than normal.�
�A sixty-year-old man can have feelings too,� he shot back.
That broke the tension, and all three fell into a fit of laughter, but it didn�t last long as the reality of the situation reinserted itself. One by one, they returned to the problem Prin faced and sorted out options. There were not many with good outcomes.
Sara said, �He thinks he has identified you, but other than a look exchanged between you, he cannot be absolutely certain.�
�He�s sure,� Prin said.
�No,� Sara countered, �He is not! No words were exchanged, nothing but a distressed passenger who looked his way at the wrong time. He does not know.�
�Meaning?� Brice asked.
Sara smiled, �Meaning that since he is not certain, he must confirm his suspicions. He has no other choice. Imagine if he is wrong but acts on what he thinks and kills an innocent woman. He can�t make that mistake.�
�How does that help us?� Prin asked.
�I don�t know, yet, but it gives us some time. Maybe we can make him second-guess himself? Be a little unsure?� Sara said as she closed her eyes and spoke in a voice that said her mind was thinking elsewhere and on other things.
Brice started to speak, but the frown on Prin�s face and a small shake of her head stilled him. Prin had seen Sara like this more than a few times. She had the ability to take a complex subject and break it down into piecemeal portions, extracting gems of information. That was the ability and help Prin would miss most when the ship sailed back from Indore with Sara aboard. But, for now, Prin waited silently.
Sara�s eyes opened. She smiled. �If you were not who he thinks, what would you be doing at this moment?�
Prin said, �Well, we�ve spent most of our time in the lounge eating, watching the seagulls out the window, and talking about other passengers behind their backs while we enjoyed each other, which is what we should be doing right now. You�re right. I�ll bet he�s up there watching our empty table and convincing himself we�re not sitting and enjoying ourselves because he found me out.�
�But if we are there, he might not be quite so sure,� Brice said.
Standing, Sara continued, �Our appearance at the table won�t convince him otherwise, but there will still be doubt. If we laugh and enjoy ourselves, it might add to his doubts. We will do it, and act normal.�
Prin liked the idea. Even a little doubt might keep him from proceeding until they devised a better plan. If the mage was completely convinced, he might strike at any time, the sooner, the better�for him. Not that buying a little time placed her in a much better position, but as all sailors say, any port in a storm.
Sara reached for the door handle and paused. �Listen, three dour stooges who used to laugh and joke are also going to help convince him. We need to act perky, as though nothing has happened, and we need to smile.�
Prin said, �Hey, I wouldn�t expect him to act for two or three more days. Probably four.�
As they were about to enter the dining room, Brice said, �Is there a spell that can help you swim to Indore?�
�From here?� Prin burst out laughing as the door was thrown open by a steward, who held it for them to enter. The laughter drew the attention of the entire room, with more than one nod of recognition that came with being a fellow passenger on a ship. They were on a boat together, a common enough saying, meaning that you know everyone by sight, even if you�ve never spoken to them. Like pickles in a jar, they�re in the same juice.
As they wound their way past a table with two handsome men of about forty, one stood and said, �I�m James, and this is Elder. Would you care to join us?�
�We would,� Sara said pleasantly, �but we have some family business to discuss right now. Perhaps after dinner?�
�That would be wonderful,� James said. Then in a softer voice, �Don�t go near any railings.�
The warning was more a small joke but told of the attitude on the ship. Everyone was worried. The three of them left the two men and found their way to their usual table. Prin�s eye couldn�t help but drift past the mage�s table, where he sat, but her gaze continued to move about the room taking in all the people. She hoped it looked as casual and confident as she intended. She would give him no more attention than others, but refusing to look at him was just as bad. A person trying to avoid eye contact is as telling as a stare.
Marcus was already at the table, two heaping plates of food in the center, and a goodly portion of what had been on them now occupied the plate in front of him. He half-stood to welcome them, a sign of good upbringing.
They had barely sat before he leaned forward and said, �Want to hear more rumors?�
�We do,� Sara smiled. �But first, can you catch the attention of a steward? I think we need at least two bottles of wine and something to eat. What is that on the plate?�
Prin allowed a smile of her own. The plate Sara had pointed at held a mound of fingerling fish, sun-dried, and fried in oil. They were heavily salted just before serving and crunched when eaten. The fish was a staple of seamen, packed tight in barrels and said to keep forever. Sara and Prin had eaten them at least once a day for the half-year they had sailed.
Marcus said, �Dried fish. They serve them, but passengers usually pass. Stick with the hard bread and cheese, if you ask me.�
Brice said, �Was there hard bread and cheese on that plate?�
�Only a little,� Marcus said meekly. �I�ll get them to bring more.�
He looked confused when they laughed at his response. Prin reached for a handful of the fish, a delicacy she decided to introduce to the royal palace. She ate a few and wanted wine. She licked the salt from her lips, and in doing so, caught the mage watching from his table-for-one.
Her eyes never focused on him, but she felt his eyes on her. Brice was sitting where he could look past Sara�s shoulder and see the mage. She asked softly, �What do you see?�
�He seemed upset when we came in laughing. Now, he can�t keep his eyes off us�and he looks even more upset. Maybe even angry, although I can�t see why he should direct that at us.�
Sara said, �Maybe he was convinced of who is who, but now that we are acting normal and enjoying ourselves, he is questioning if he read Prin�s look correctly. There could be other reasons why she watched him.�
Brice said, �You might be right. He certainly does not act like I�d expect if he was sure.�
Marcus waved his arms and said too loudly, �Hey, include me in your conversation.� Before he could continue, the steward arrived with a tray carrying the wine and food.
The steward placed most of it in front of Marcus but passed out plates for all. He stepped back and said in a formal fashion, �The Captain�s compliments. The wind has picked up, and the sky ahead looks like we may be sailing into a storm. Too much wine and food might make for an unpleasant night.�
Sara thanked him. The warning was lost on Marcus as he leaned forward and attempted to whisper. �They say there�s a madman on board. A killer who escaped the dungeons of Darnell two years ago and killed a dozen people since. All the murders were committed on ships.�
�Who says that?� Sara asked while pouring wine and filling Marcus� glass last.
�A fellow traveler. He has inside information.�
�He�s getting up,� Brice said. �Now he�s looking around, and the steward went to speak with him. The mage pointed over here, and I think he asked a question. The steward is shaking his head.�
Marcus said, �He wants my old table, I�ll bet. The mage mentioned it to me yesterday, and I refused. I think he wants to overhear what we say.�
�Don�t let him have it,� Sara ordered. �Tell the steward you are not going to eat all your meals with us, so you need your table, but of course, you�re welcome with us all the time.�
Marcus turned to pointedly look at his half empty mug of wine. Sara slid her full one over to join his. He smiled. �I wouldn�t have given my table to him, just so you know. But thank you for the wine.�
The mage followed the steward, and they both stood beside their table as the steward stuttered, �C-can I reassign your table to this mage, Mr. Marcus? He requests a new table that is not so isolated.�
Marcus stood to face them. �Of course, you can. Will my refund for this voyage be returned to me in gold or silver?�
�Sir?�
�I paid royally for this trip, as I always do, and for my first-class cabin and table. I expect a full refund immediately. Then you may reassign my table.�
�But, sir. You�re not using it,� the steward said after a confirming glance at the mage.
Marcus held his ground. �I�m not using my cabin right now either, but it�s still mine because I paid for it. Do you agree? Or do you intend to give that to someone else, also?�
His voice was louder, and heads turned to watch and hear. The mage placed a hand on the shoulder of the steward and whispered in his ear loud enough for all at the table to hear, �Please continue to serve me at my old table.�
He strode away, back straight, head up, robes swirling. But Prin didn�t buy it. He hadn�t found what he wanted, didn�t get his new table assignment, and had lost a public argument with a loudmouth who drank too much. He was saving face by leaving. And he�d learned nothing but that Marcus was not the big, soft, pushover he�d expected.
He still suspected her, but she believed he had self-doubts or he wouldn�t have insisted on the table change. Prin turned to Marcus. �You didn�t make a friend of the mage, but we all thank you for becoming our hero.�
Marcus blushed and said, �I travel all the time for my business. There are entire voyages where I speak to crewmen and a few passengers but always dine alone. I hate that. But you three have offered me friendship and companionship. We are friends.�
�Almost family,� Prin said, raising her mug in a toast. Surprisingly, she found herself believing it. They remained at the table, snacking and eating dinner, drinking wine, and talking until darkness fell and the lanterns on the tables burned low.
The anticipated storm arrived, and most of the other passengers fled to their cabins. Rain pounded the windows, the bow rose higher and fell suddenly, sending white water crashing over the bow, and the ship rolled from side to side. Prin watched the flame of the lantern sway with the ship, but the three of them at the table were ex-sailors, and with his sailing experience, Marcus might as well have been.
Sara caught Prin�s eye and jutted her chin at the door. She wants us to go to the cabin. However, when Sara stood, she said, �Brice, why don�t you stay and entertain Marcus?�
Once inside their tiny cabin, Sara removed her travel bag and spread items on the lower bunk as she talked. �You already have most of the spells, casts, and incantations you might need, but here are a few more.�
�You left Brice in the dining room so we�d have more room?�
�Nonsense. He could have climbed into his upper bunk and remained quiet. I wanted him to spend time with Marcus and listen to him. Marcus fools people with his loud demeanor, but he does one other thing extremely well. He listens. The man knows what to hear, and who to hear it from. Do not mistake him for the bumpkin he portrays himself.�
�Prin said, �Interesting. You didn�t want him around at first, but now you�re singing his praises.�
�I confess I didn�t see the value in him. Brice may learn something we can use while up there. Now, pay attention to this vial. The red liquid is potent. A single drop on bare skin makes a person be attracted to you. Two drops and you have a lover.�
�For how long? And how strong?�
�Oh, it�s fairly quick acting, coming and going. It will take effect in a few moments and last a tenth of a day at most. Longer on smaller people, assuming they are given the same dosage.�
Prin examined the tiny vial with the little wooden plug. �If I get any on myself?�
�That could prove embarrassing. The bottle is the applicator because the hole is so tiny only a single drop can emerge. Remove the plug and touch the end of the bottle to the person.�
�So, you think I may need a little romance while I try to sneak into the palace?�
Sara laughed. �No, but perhaps a guard might allow you to escape because of his amorous feeling for you. Or, he might leave you alone to pursue another while you escape.�
�What else do you have?�
�I wish there were more spells. I do have a barely tested spell that might interest you. It gives the impression you�re almost a foot taller. People notice a woman taller than most men, but they�re looking at the height and not at the woman. Few will remember anything but how tall you were.�
Prin said, �I understand. It�s a good idea. Show me how to use it.�
The cabin door burst open, and Brice entered, out of breath, and scared. He shut the door and leaned against it as he tried to catch his breath. �I think I just killed the mage.�
Sara and Prin were stunned into silence.



CHAPTER TWELVE 

Prin said, �You did what?�
�The mage. I think he�s dead. I killed him�
�How?� Sara asked.
�I went outside, just for a minute to get some air when Marcus went to his cabin. The mage came at me from the dark, hands held out in front of him, sparkles springing from his fingertips.�
�I don�t understand,� Prin said.
�He told me to answer his questions, or he�d burn me with his magic. He asked me if you are Hannah. He warned me, to tell the truth, or he�d burn me blacker than night. His hands were almost touching my chest. I felt the little pricks of fire on my chest. Each one hurt.� Brice drew in several deep breaths, trying to calm himself. His eyes were wild and unseeing.
Prin held her arms extended, fingers wriggling, near Brice. �Like this?�
�Yes.�
Prin glanced at Sara. The combat master had worked with all three of them, teaching them how to avoid attackers. Balance. The word returned with a rush. The mage moved aggressively at Brice, so Brice would naturally continue the motion instead of fighting it. He�d fall back, while reaching and pulling the attacker with him to maintain the balance, then roll his shoulder and throw. Roll and throw, using the other�s momentum and weight to send him flying to the ground a few steps away. Only there was no ground. There was an ocean.
The scene played in her mind and was remarkably like the man who had attacked her. He�d stumbled and fallen over the side, but only after she had defended herself and used balance to throw him. She wondered if the combat master would approve of his students throwing passengers into the ocean, and might have laughed in other circumstances.
Sara said, �It�s not your fault.�
�He came at me, and my reflexes just took over.�
Prin said, �She�s right. You�ve been taught to defend yourself, and that�s all you did. Was anyone around to see you?�
�No, just the two of us. I didn�t even know he�d followed me outside.�
Brice had stepped outside, and the mage saw his chance to make Brice confess. Then Brice reacted to the threat and pain. It was as much of an accident as when Prin threw her attacker overboard. We have to stop doing that. �Did you look over the railing and see if he landed on the deck below? There are parts of the ship where he would land.�
�Of course, I did. There were none, and I couldn�t see him in the water either. I looked. I�d have called man-overboard, but there�s still a storm out there, and the wind is blowing. Whitecaps and waves. There was no chance of finding him.�
Sara said to Prin, �You can�t disappear the same night as a mage does. That coincidence ties you together in everyone�s mind.�
Prin said, �If he is missing, there is no reason for me to disappear. In the morning, we�ll just act as surprised as everyone else does.�
�I just killed a man,� Brice said. �If that doesn�t bother you, it does me. I can�t act like nothing happened.�
Sara said, �Brice, calm down. We don�t think you killed him, you just threw him over the railing.�
�We�re in the middle of an ocean,� Brice�s voice was rising with each word.
Sara remained calm and spread her arms out as if ready to hug him. �You are so slow at times. He is a mage, and water is one of the elements he controls. His training has air, water, and fire. Even in the middle of the ocean, he can surround himself with a bubble of air so he won�t sink. Then he will signal passing ships with crackles of lightning or flashes of fire, or push the water away from him and walk to shore.�
�Really?� Brice asked.
�Perhaps I�ve exaggerated by a tiny amount. But my point is, at the very least he will cast a spell to float and send out flashes of fire at night. He�ll attract another ship soon enough.�
Brice said, �Then why didn�t he do it to this one?�
Prin said, �A fair question. I would imagine he was startled when he hit the water, and it took him some time to get his thoughts together. We were sailing away, and our lookouts are facing forward searching for danger. It seldom, if ever, comes from behind a ship. You should know that.� The explanation came to her as she spoke and she hoped it would calm Brice and make him feel better. She remembered her conflicted feelings after the other incident.
Brice sat on the edge of the lower bunk, his face still pale and confused. �Do you really think he lives?�
Prin didn�t mention the number of other things that could have happened, such as striking his head on the hull on the way down, or his robes soaking up so much water he couldn�t get to the surface to take a breath. She didn�t mention sharks or the idea that the mage hadn�t learned to swim. �I�m certain he lives and will soon be chasing after you again.�
He heaved a sigh of relief. �Thank you. I guess I feel better.�
Despite being older, Brice often acted younger and more emotional. Prin and Sara attempted to keep him calm, and they talked deep into the night. Finally, he fell asleep on the bottom bunk and rather than disturb him, the two women climbed quietly to the top bunk and squeezed in.
When morning arrived, they woke as one, and despite the apology by Brice for taking their bed, all looked and felt better. The storm had passed, the sea calmed, and the sun emerged from behind a bank of low-hanging clouds on the horizon.
The dining room was nearly deserted when they arrived, later than normal, but when there should be the largest crowd. However, Marcus already sat at their table spooning a hot porridge made of ground grain and oats. He had topped it with honey and brown sugar, then added raisins.
He looked up as they approached, a smirk on his face like a dog wagging its tail. When they were sitting, he panted, �Did you hear?�
Sara took the lead. �Did we hear what?�
�Another missing passenger. That mage who wanted my table can�t be found this morning.�
�Perhaps he�s just sleeping late. The storm last night may have kept him up,� Sara suggested as she spooned herself a small bowl of the gruel.
Marcus leaned closer, �No, they checked his cabin. He was not in there and can�t be found. The Captain�s throwing fits on the bridge. He says there�ll be an investigation when we reach Indore.�
�An investigation?� Sara said.
�Over four missing passengers. The crew thinks nobody will be able to go ashore until it is finished. That may take days if they interview everyone one at a time. I have business to conduct, blades and arrow tips to sell, and don�t want to waste time sitting aboard a ship in port.�
Prin saw an opening. �Have you ever sold your goods in Wren?�
Marcus turned as if she had touched his neck with a hot poker. He no longer spooned the porridge to his mouth, and his eyes narrowed. �Why do you ask?�
His reaction was too strong, and Prin chose her words carefully. �I also hear rumors. Wren has traditionally been a quiet backwater sort of kingdom, but lately, there is talk of revolt. I thought to pass on that word of a possible market for your goods.�
�Indeed,� he took a huge bite and waited until he swallowed before speaking again, unusual for him. �I have heard the same and must offer my thanks for you trying to help me.�
His tone had returned to more normal, but Prin detected a remaining a stiffness. She decided not to broach the subject again unless he asked her to. She said, �The waves are calmer this morning, too. That was quite a storm. Anyhow, back to the mage. Could he be using mage magic to hide for some reason? I never did understand magic.�
Marcus reverted to his usual self at the opportunity to spread more rumors. �They are searching the ship from bow to stern, and they�re looking for any of the other three who went missing at the same time. They demand entrance to each cabin and are searching them all. People are extremely scared. They don�t even come to the dining room eat. I guess they huddle in their cabins and hope they don�t fall into the sea.�
Sara turned to him. �If these were not accidents, and I can see how someone could easily fall in the storm last night, I support the efforts of the Captain. But, I wonder how the disappearances can be linked.�
�Me too,� Marcus said. �There must be something in common, but who knows?�
�Any ideas?� Prin asked.
�Well, that missing princess from Wren had been on everyone�s minds. But I can�t see how that could be part of it. A mad murderer doesn�t fit in my mind. So, perhaps rival gangs of outlaws?�
His eyes slipped away before she could determine if he had tried to warn her by mentioning Wren, or perhaps he slipped and said something he shouldn�t have. Prin turned her attention to the other passengers in the room. Less than a third of them ate this morning, and her appraisal brought several glares in return, instead of the usual smiles.
A steward walked silently up behind a man dressed in the long loose robes of desert dwellers. When the steward spoke, the man leaped to his feet and spun, ready to fight. After an obvious apology from the passenger, the steward poured more wine.
But even the sailors moving about their duties outside the dining room seemed jumpy. A ship of fear. Sitting in her empty cabin was preferable to the dining room. If the trip took eight or ten more days, all would be on edge, and there might be fighting or worse. A passenger might startle another and when one drew a knife, the other certainly would. Innocent people might die before reaching port. Something needed to be done.
Prin turned to Sara. �I�ve heard that in Indore they serve a dish called gnosis.� At Sara�s startled expression, she continued, �It�s supposed to be soothing and calms people. I was thinking of trying some.�
Sara folded her hands in her lap and said in a pleasant tone, �That�s an excellent idea. Of course, like with any new food, you don�t want to overdo it the first time.�
Prin enjoyed the double-talk that only the two of them understood. She turned away from the table to concentrate and inhaled deeply as if drawing inside her all the calm and goodness on the ship. She forced it to one small section of her mind and held it there firmly while reaching out for more.
She was not really drawing such a thing into her mind, she was using that as a vehicle to focus her magic, and to concentrate the feelings of the calmness she might encounter while sitting on the banks of a small mountain lake in spring, just after the snow melted. The early yellow flowers bloomed, the leaves on trees opened so quickly in the warm sun she could almost see them.
When a soft breeze brushed against her cheek, she could hold no more peace and calm without forgetting some of what was there. She gently cast it into the mental ether, not all at once, but a little with each exhale. She looked around.
It didn�t work. She expected results, however, people were the same. She glanced at Sara, who grinned and then closed her eyes, a slight smile still on her lips as if she understood something Prin didn�t. At a table several steps away, a passenger chuckled. She hadn�t heard that all morning. One of the other women placed a gentle hand on that of her mate. So, it worked gently, but the mood had improved.
Sara said, �I may try some gnosis too. If you like it, I probably will.�
Marcus saw an approaching steward and motioned that he needed service. When the steward arrived, Marcus asked for more wine, and said, �Listen, if you can find something made of meat, not fish, but red meat, I�d be grateful.�
Prin watched him slip a small coin into the pocket of the apron the steward wore. The steward was not supposed to accept tips because his job was to serve all passengers with good service, but if he found the coin in his pocket, what was he to do?
More people, four in all, arrived and found their seats, two at one table, and one at each of others. Soon three more men entered and filled another table. Suddenly the dining room didn�t seem so empty. A card game started at one, now and then a small laugh or chuckle sounded. Not like the first night or the second morning, but better than earlier.
The improved mood of the ship seemed to be catching, with neither Prin nor Sara helping it along with additional gnosis, although when they had the chance to talk in private, both wanted to experiment with the process more. The mood of the ship had gone from that of a dirge to one of pleasantness in the course of a meal. Prin sat in the cabin and expanded her gnosis to cheerful, describing each facet she encountered in her mind and what she did to enhance it.
Words often failed, as they do when talking about magic, but in using examples and comparisons, both Sara and Prin learned and practiced. When they returned to the table where Marcus and Brice were still talking, the mood was so cheerful that a man and woman at another table stood and danced while a short, stocky man sang an upbeat song.
Sara mouthed, �Too much.�
But after all the problems and deaths on the ship, they decided to let the mood continue. The Captain entered the dining room and circulated from table to table, speaking to each. He made his way to their table and said, �I make it a point to speak with my passengers on each voyage, but this has been more than a little unusual. Is there anything me or one of my crew can do to help make your trip better?�
When he was gone, Marcus said, �Cleverly worded. No mention of death or murdered people. Still, that must be a hard job to please people like myself.�
�You?� Prin asked, poking him in the ribs. �You�re easy if they serve enough wine and good food.�
�Wrong. It must be good wine, and food,� he laughed.
Much later, Prin watched the sun sink until it touched the sea and the orb seemed to flatten at the bottom for just a few seconds. Then it fell lower, but her spirit rose. Four of the people hunting her were no longer among the fifty passengers, and that included the most dangerous one of all�the Young Mage.
There were more of them on the ship, she felt sure. The woman the first day who had asked the questions until she thought she eliminated Prin as a possibility was still aboard. Prin avoided her. But there were certainly others. However, as the fourth day arrived, they had observed, hunted, snooped, and questioned everyone, and had found no evidence Hannah was with them, so they relaxed their intensity.
Prin did have one humorous experience as she watched the other passengers. She saw the woman from the first day questioning a male passenger who was probably also hunting Hannah. Each of them was verbally dancing around the other, trying to gain information while giving none about themselves.
By the eighth day, even gnosis magic didn�t seem to lift the mood of the ship. Passengers wanted off the ship. They speculated on the amount of time they would lose in an investigation. Even Prin found herself outside straining her eyes to see land.
The voyage was scheduled to last ten days, so not seeing land on day eight was normal, but frustrating. On day nine, Prin found herself watching the horizon with other passengers, but again there was no land in sight.
The morning of day ten was different. They passed two ships that were probably outbound from Indore, and then a purple smudge appeared on the horizon. By the time they ate breakfast, the smudge had turned into the Blue Mountains standing behind Indore. Somewhere in those mountains was the pass from Wren to Indore that she and Sara had used to flee. In the early afternoon, the harbor came into sight.
Prin said to Sara and Brice, �They can�t keep us passengers aboard.�
Marcus had already told him the crew expected them to release the passengers after the authorities had a record of where to reach them in Indore. Each would expect interviews in the coming days. Later, the stewards went to each table and recorded the location where the authorities of Indore could find them, a task that made the passengers almost giddy.
Sara responded to the steward first, �The second floor of Margo House, room six. I�ll be there for ten days.�
Brice claimed room seven and Prin chose to share room six with Sara. She had never heard of the Margo House and doubted one existed, but that didn�t matter. Marcus gave a rooming house and the location of his business but warned he expected to depart on day two or three. The stewards added that information on the form beside his name and explained they would provide it to the authorities upon arrival so the passengers could depart as usual.
After the stewards finished collecting information from other passengers, Marcus poured wine into their mugs as he leaned forward with a sly smile. �How would they know if the addresses are correct? Wouldn�t a murderer lie about where he would be?�
Sara calmly said, �Probably anyone who was involved will lie, but I believe the Captain is looking out for his ship�s reputation. You mentioned it before. If the passengers are detained, they may be reluctant to sail on this ship again, and rumors fly instead of sail across ocean.�
Marcus interlaced his chubby fingers over his ample stomach and said, �So the Captain is appearing to cooperate with the local authorities while doing what is best for his ship?�
�You already knew that,� Sara accused him with a soft laugh. �It might even be at your suggestion. You are a far more intelligent man than some think.�



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

The ship slowed and eased into the bay of the port city of Indore as crewmen furled the sails. Passengers carrying their luggage began appearing on deck when crewmen threw lines to small boats that would tow the ship to the correct pier. They stood in a mass on the deck, filling the starboard side, luggage in hand, and waited impatiently for the crewmen to finish the docking. Finally, the crewmen secured the mooring lines, set the gangway set into place, and backed out of the way of the anxious hoard. Passengers pushed and shoved each other as they fled the ship as fast as if believing it in danger of sinking at the pier.
Many of the workers on the dock and sailors on the ship paused in their duties to watch the passengers rush across the gangway. Upon reaching the pier, they raced for the nearest carriages for hire as if the surface was hot enough to burn their feet. None wished to remain on a ship where so many had mysteriously died, and the Indorian constables were sure to confine stragglers for an unknown length of time.
Prin caught sight of Marcus at the forefront of the crowd, and despite his bulk, he leaped into a carriage and ordered the driver to depart before sitting. Sara and Brice walked at her side, all moving quickly to hide within the crowd. But Prin�s focused her attention on the familiar city. She instantly located the church steeple near where they owned a small apartment above the warehouse a friend used as his workshop in their absence. She looked forward to seeing Eldemire, the carpenter who rebuilt their living space, again.
As they started to approach one of the carriages, a man stepped in front of Prin, forcing her to stop. He wore the abused garb of a warrior, stood taller than most, and the sunlight glinted off the bare sword he carried in a simple iron ring on his belt. She greeted the stoic man as an old friend with a warm hug. �I should have guessed you�d be here to meet me. The Order of the Iron Ring has stood with us since we left. How did you recognize me?�
A small grin formed as he returned Prin�s hug. �Welcome back, my old friend. I remember our first encounter well.�
�It�s good to be back. The city looks the same.�
�Looks can be deceiving, as are yours. This city has spent years of turmoil caused by those searching for an elusive young princess, and the search has intensified in the past weeks. Fortunately, you are much older than the girl they seek, but you can never tell what might happen these days. Will you and Sara be with us long?�
Sara said, �I thought my appearance fooled you. I hope it does better with others.�
He said, �Come, let�s get away from public attention. I should let you believe I have mystical powers to discern your identities, but Brice and I speak each time his ship is in Indore, so I knew approximately when to expect you and generally how you�d appear. He asked me to watch out for you as if I would do anything else.�
Brice wore a satisfied smirk as if he�d managed to put one over on them. But being watched and protected by the Order of the Iron Ring gave a measure of security that little else did. After they had walked up the waterfront near the smaller bazaar, he herded them down a side street to a small park where children played.
He said, �You cannot spend even a single night here.�
�That much scrutiny?� Sara asked.
He nodded. �I recognized at least five hunters in the bazaar, and the three of you had already drawn the attention of one before we ducked in here. You must leave. Today.�
Sara turned to Prin. �He has always been our friend.�
Prin felt stunned and empty at the same time. She heard her own voice sounding dull and weary as she turned to speak to her friends, �We have already decided Sara will go back to the ship today and sail tomorrow. Brice and I will find a way to leave the city. Will you watch out for her?�
�Your old friend Eldemire, the carpenter you call El, has a construction job outside the city at a farmhouse on the Coast Road. His wagon is almost ready to travel that way, and it is nearby. Is it possible a sorceress provided a spell that might allow you to amuse yourself by not being seen while you ride a wagon?�
�It is possible,� Prin said. �What would we do without you and your Order?�
�Perhaps we will expand our services and where we offer them in the future. One of several kingdoms inland have been mentioned where we may be welcome, and I�ve volunteered to travel to one called Wren in the coming days. You might watch for me.�
Prin wondered at the odd comment, but excitement and planning were foremost in her mind. She needed to get away. Even asking the Order for help violated part of their precepts, but the Order offered help without price or obligation.
None of the Order spoke directly for or against politicians, or took sides in those actions, preferring to operate as a charity, that chose who and when to offer their help. His suggestions and insightful answers made it clear he knew she was Hannah, just as he had when he�d come to their apartment years earlier with the warning of the mages searching the entire city for her.
However, she had not ever admitted her identity, and he had not accused her, so he would never have to lie if questioned. His suspicions were just that. She said, �El is going to take us?�
�He insisted. To my knowledge, it is the first carpentry job he has accepted outside the city so it must pay well and he�s in a hurry to travel. He�s waiting inside a carriage house near here.� The man of the Order turned and led the way without looking over his shoulder to see if anyone followed, but the three of them were at his heels.
They slipped along a few dank alleys and merged into the normal street traffic before entering a wide double door where a wagon waited. Sawn boards piled on either side of the bed formed an open space. A few cross pieces nailed between them hold everything in place. Prin noticed the unusual arrangement but her attention was for Eldemire who was checking the harness on a small brown horse.
Beside him sat a dog. Prin recognized it immediately. It was her dog, the one she�d purchased as few days before fleeing the city. It watched her, and she would have liked it to race to her, tail wagging, to welcome her, but it sat and watched. It was El�s dog now. But she had selected a fine animal. It kept itself positioned between El and the strangers, never growling, but Prin suspected it would if she made any threatening moves.
El spotted them. �Greetings can wait. Climb in and I�ll cover you with more wood.�
Just like that, Prin�s heart sunk, the tears flowed, and while Brice climbed into the seat, Prin clung to Sara. She knew Sara would immediately return to the ship with the man from the Order, and sail to safety in the morning, but Prin had expected time to say goodbye and now there was none.
El took Prin�s arm. �We have to leave now. Searchers going door-to-door are within a few houses.�
She allowed herself to climb into the vacant space between the lumber, and El rapidly placed more on top, then tied ropes around the entire cargo to hold it in place. Their protector from the Order of the Iron Ring stood aside, near Sara. His eyes looked red and damp. Then the last pieces of wood were in place and the wagon rolled away.
Brice rode on the seat with El and the dog. Before Prin could express her wish to see Sara one more time, the wagon rumbled sedately from the carriage house and onto the cobblestone road. Prin let the tears flow, but after a few blocks, someone pounded on the wood to get her attention. She listened.
El pulled to a stop and complained about the delay. He said, �Three times this morning you people have stopped me and the mage at the last one gave me a piece of paper saying my wagon has been searched. Here, read it.�
A strange, but the assertive voice said, �Sir, we have to search all wagons.�
�Not ones that have already been searched three times this morning, according to the Senior Mage who personally inspected this one. If you want to search this wagon, go get him and ask him to do it again, but now, I have work to do.�
�I have to search every wagon for a girl or woman.�
�Do you see a woman here? I just told you the mage a few blocks behind me said we won�t be searched again today because of his note. Here, read it. Are you defying him?� Because if you hold me up longer, I�ll turn this wagon around and my next stop will be to tell him you refuse to do what he told you.�
Brice said, �El, don�t put up with this idiot, just turn around and bring the Senior Mage here.�
The dog gave a warning growl.
The strange voice said, �How do I know this note is real?�
�Move out of my way and let me turn around. I�ll bring him here like Brice said.�
�I don�t think that�s necessary,� the man said as if wishing to prevent El from turning and the dressing-down he�d get if the note was authentic.
�Then, get out of my way,� El shouted as he slapped the reigns across the rump of the animal.
The wagon jerked and rumbled ahead again. With the stop, Prin had become more scared than upset at Sara�s departure. The search for the missing princess had certainly intensified. She reached into her travel bag and rummaged until she found the envelopes of powered spells. In the meager flickering light, she found the one for the no-see-me spell, and despite the tight space, she managed to sprinkle some on her head and chest, as well as her luggage.
The passion of the search was beyond anything she�d imagined. Prin needed to reconsider her plans. Princess Elenore, her old enemy, had correctly anticipated Prin�s return and placed too many obstacles in the way for her to reach the King�s Palace. If Prin could fly, Elenore probably had that way blocked, too.
Anger began to seep into her mind, forcing out the fear. If there was one lesson the combat master had instilled into her, it was to fight hard and never quit. Giving in to fear was the same as giving up. Her mental resolve hardened. Did you think it would be easy?
Yes, she had thought she could trick her way into Wren and the King�s Palace, where she would announce she had returned and all would be well. Only it wouldn�t. People weren�t dancing in the streets and parties hadn�t lasted all night because she was coming home.
The next stop for the wagon was almost a reenactment of the first. In the end, El bluffed his way past again, but they were nowhere near the edge of town.
Two more stops and El started cursing long before he reached the one after that. He called out to the searchers, insulting them and threatening to send his dog after them if they searched him again. Six searches, he moaned. Even people walking on the streets were upset with the searches, many with homes that invaded by men hunting her, and they were also angry. The city was growing resistant at a search for a princess from another kingdom.
At the first bend of the road outside of town, Prin ordered El and Brice to set her free.
�That�s not a good idea,� El said. �You can see how many times we�ve already been stopped.�
�Release me, or I�ll set fire to the wagon.�
Brice said, �I�ve seen her like this before. We�d better do it.�
El pulled the wagon off the road into a small clearing where it was partially out of sight. He used a bar to lift the several top layers of wood and gasped at the absence of Prin.
�I�m here,� she muttered, climbing out. �You just can�t see me.�
�What are we doing?� Brice asked.
�What we should have done in the first place. I am a princess, soon to be a queen. I will not hide and slink into my kingdom like some weakling. My head will be held high when I make my claim.�
Brice said, �That sounds well and good, but they�ll kill you. Princess Elenore will pay any amount to see you dead.�
�I�ve been looking at this all wrong, and therefore, doing exactly what she expects. It�s time to begin acting like a leader instead of a scared little girl. You know that picture of my Mother and Father? What expressions do you think they wear today?�
�Scared. They will want you to stick with the plan, I think.�
Shaking her head, she sorted through her bags and consolidated what she wanted to take with her in the backpack, stuffing the rest back in her luggage. �They�re smiling, Brice. They�re proud of me right now.�
�I�m not so sure.�
While he spoke intently, his eyes were looking over her left shoulder because he couldn�t see her. El simply appeared confused. She said, �When I worked in the morning kitchens, and a cook was mean, I learned that if I didn�t give it right back, she would keep coming at me.�
The dog issued a deep growl from its chest, positioning itself between El and Prin. She gave it a fond look, watching El if he wanted to say anything, but he was mesmerized by the conversation. The dog could smell her and her anger, and hear her voice, even if it couldn�t see her. A wave of pleasure washed over her. When she was Queen, she would own a dog exactly like El�s.
�I will send for a puppy when there is a litter.� She watched El nod and form a slight smile despite their circumstances.
�How are you going to fight Elenore when you don�t even know where she is?� Brice asked.
�I may not know, but others do.�
�How will that help?� Brice asked. �Are you going to make them tell you where she is and go there?�
Prin walked a few paces away and spun on Brice. �If I ever manage to wear the Crown of Wren, how long will it be before I�m poisoned, drive my carriage over a cliff, or fall victim to an unknown deranged killer?�
�We�ve talked about that. You�ll have to be careful.�
Prin turned to El. �Inside these bags are items I don�t need, but thought I did. Will you accept the task of doing some good with them? Pass them out to those in need?�
�I�d be honored, even though I can�t see you. But that satchel floating around in the air without a hand holding it is enough to send me running.�
Prin snorted a laugh. �I thought I got powder on everything. That just shows the fallacy of my plan. Please take it. Brice, come here.�
�Where?�
�Close to me so I can sprinkle some of the no-see-me dust on you.�
He stepped closer. �Then what?�
�You are I are going to leave Wren behind us,� Prin said. �Take only what you must. It will be a long walk.�
�Leave? We aren�t out of Indore hardly. El can drive us.�
�No, it�s time you and I took charge and did things without the help of family and friends. We�re on our own.�



CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


�We�re not going to Wren?� Brice asked, confusion in every word, but he followed Prin on the path beside the river although he could only see her footprints in the soggy path. Still, he had to hurry to keep up.
�What�s the last thing Elenore will expect?�
�That you give up your claim to your throne,� Brice said.
�That�s not going to happen, but there are other options.�
Prin kept her head down and her arms swinging as she marched, not walked. They followed a path that paralleled the river, the same river that eventually found its way to Indore from the upper regions of Wren. Fortunately, they were on the seaward side of the river, and when it began making its bend to flow north, she found another path taking them to the east.
They saw more bounty hunters and assassins hiding in narrow places in hopes of finding Princess Hannah, most of them along the road, but others on the paths beside it. Twice they worked their way around traps where bounty hunters had set up to ambush her.
Prin didn�t speak, but she couldn�t see Brice because of the invisibility-spell, and that somehow made her feel confident. As long as one of them didn�t sneeze or trip and fall near those who were searching for them, they should be fine. With the pace she set, Brice struggled to keep up and didn�t have the wind to waste on words. She continued heading east despite the river bending and her homeland laying off to her left. Near nightfall, she smelled the sea again.
Each of them carried a small backpack but no bedroll or food. The packs were small, and they were supposed to travel quickly, but they needed supplies. At a small clearing, she spotted a cedar, not large, but big enough to shelter them.
�We�ll sleep here tonight. Most insects will leave us alone under that cedar.�
�You talk like I know nothing.�
She grinned and realized he couldn�t see her smile. �No fire, although either of us could take care of that quick enough.�
�What are you planning? If you think you can slip into Wren through the mountains, you cannot. There are only a few ways past them, and those will be double-guarded.�
�I have another idea. Before I make a fool of myself, let me work out the details.�
�Maybe I can help?� Brice offered.
�I�m sure you can, but wait until morning. Let me think about it and decide if this is a good idea or not.� She placed her head on her pack and closed her eyes but didn�t sleep. She listened to Brice�s soft, regular breathing and wished her mind would settle down enough to sleep. Brice could sleep anywhere, anytime. Near midnight, she drifted off, satisfied with her ideas, and feeling positive for the first time in days.
Both woke with the rising sun, chilly but not cold. The no-see-me spell survived the night. She could see a slight shimmer where Brice stood, but she knew what to look for. By mid-day, others could see them, too. By late afternoon, all appearances would be back to normal, which was acceptable because she intended to walk all day, but by noon they should be away from anyone hunting them.
It would be a relief to see Brice when she talked to him. In the back of her mind was a fear they might become separated because they couldn�t see each other.
She was tired, hadn�t slept enough, and hungry. Prin set a torrid pace, now that she had a firm plan. Brice took the lead and only once slowed to allow a small group of people cross their trail ahead of them. Prin could see portions of Brice�s body and understood how disturbing that would be to people. Now and then he glanced over his shoulder at her, making sure he was going in the right direction.
The path took them through a flatland alternating between small trees and tall grasses. The footing was often mushy, but firm enough if they moved fast. They passed a few farms with dogs barking at what they couldn�t see but could smell, and finally reached one farm with a lazy yellow dog sunning itself. It sniffed at them a time or two, decided they were no danger and went back to sleep.
Brice slipped into the garden and pulled four carrots, the only ripe things he saw. They skinned the dirt from the outside of the carrots with their knives as they walked, then ate as if dining on the finest meal in a castle.
Farms became more frequent, and the path turned into a small, two-rut road that allowed them to walk beside each other. Prin noticed Brice now appeared almost human, but on closer inspection, she would see right through parts of him. The no-see-me spell was fading, but enough remained to be a problem if they encountered anyone on the road.
Are you going to tell me where we�re going?� Brice asked an hour later.
�There is a town up ahead, almost a small city, called Evansdale. It used to be a fishing village, and I�m betting they still have boats. We need to hire one.�
�Back to Indore? Is that a good idea?�
�Not Indore. Calverton. Ever hear of it?�
�It�s a city in the Peermont Kingdom, right?�
�We�re going there.� Prin waited for the next question as she continued her march. Brice never asked it. He seemed to accept her leadership without question. As her knight, that fit his role, but as her almost-brother, it felt unusual. They often fought more than agreed, but that was siblings vying for family power and position.
He said, �The spell is wearing off. I can almost see you. It�s like looking at your reflection in rippling water.�
�Good. However, we still need to avoid people.�
�What if any of them later are hunting you?�
She snorted a laugh without humor. �They had their chance when I lived outside of Wren. Now, they�re gathered closer to catch me as I sneak back, encouraged by riches and tales spread by my cousin and the mages.�
The vegetation became sparser, the trees shorter and stunted. Peermont, they said, was a kingdom on the edge of the great drylands, with only the Lifeless Desert beyond. Between Peermont and the desert lay a small kingdom called Ansel.
Similar to Wren, one great river flowed down Peermont�s center, with several smaller ones feeding it along the way. Because of the lack of rain in the lowlands, the banks of the rivers flourished while all else were cactus, sagebrush, juniper, and hot rocks.
The melting glaciers in the high mountains provided water to feed the rivers year around, but in late summer the flow slowed, the rivers shrank, and the residents tried to stay out of the direct sun. The two great valleys, the Wren and Peermont, were much alike in many ways, but different in others, yet the rulers came from the same family.
Despite the valleys running parallel to each other, they were all but isolated because of the Razor Mountains between. They said a bird could travel between kingdoms in a half day, while the only way for people was to travel to the foot of either valley where the mountains were foothills, and circle around, making the trip ten times the expected distance.
Prin reviewed all she knew of Peermont, which were snippets she remembered from the teachings of her mother and half-heard comments from cooks. But in Gallium, she had found history books in Maude�s house, and because one referenced Wren, she had picked it up and started reading.
The book spoke of both kingdoms as one, which seemed more than a little odd and held her attention. One valley was temperate, the other near-desert, but close to each other. Some said an archer could climb to the sharp peaks of the Razors and send an arrow to the adjacent kingdom, but there were no mountain passes. The book mentioned a distant king had ordered a survey to use manpower to make such a pass to accommodate his rule of both, but the cost was too great.
That had grabbed Prin�s attention. A single king had ruled both valleys long ago. Her mother was royalty but had been born in the capital city of Calverton. She was of the Peermont royal family, and marriage between the two kingdoms were still reasonably common, and the two families had been the same generations ago.
The book had piqued her interest, and she had found others on the subject. One, recently written, detailed the extensive war Peermont was fighting with the Ansel tribes of the drylands who constantly wanted to invade and live on the river and its fertile banks. That war had continued to one degree or another for over two hundred years.
Prin marched steadily as she allowed the pieces of the puzzle to fall into place. Twice, in the distant past, Wren had sent troops to help Peermont because the King of Wren believed if the nomads from the dry lands were successful in their invasion of Peermont, they would eye Wren next.
Brice called, �Slow down. I need a rest.�
She turned to find him more than a hundred paces behind. A small oak with withered leaves struggled to survive at the edge of the path, and she sat in the meager shade and waited.
�You�re in a hurry,� Brice panted.
�Always. Sorry about leaving you, but I was thinking.�
�About Peermont?�
�My mother came from there, you know.�
�I thought she was a royal from Wren.�
�No, she was a stranger that came to marry my father, and that�s part of why I became a fire starter when she died. Nobody but my father and a few others knew of their marriage or that she was a royal from Peermont.�
�That makes you eligible to be Queen? Peermont is another kingdom.�
�Both were once ruled by one family. We share blood, and both kingdoms recognize the royalty of the other.�
Brice had fallen to his knees and drew deep breaths to recover. �So, you think you may hold status there too? You may be Queen of both kingdoms?�
�Now, that would be interesting, since you mention it,� Prin mused. �I didn�t know I was in the Royal Line of Succession for Wren until my father rescued me, but I don�t know if I�m in the Line for Peermont. I suppose I must be, at some level.�
He snapped his fingers. �I thought I�d figured out your plan.�
�You�re not far off. What do you know, or have you heard of Peermont?�
Brice admitted he didn�t know much, but as he began talking, he recalled more than he initially thought. He was still talking when they stood and continued walking, her asking questions and for clarification, him telling everything he�d heard. All that he told her confirmed what she already knew or suspected, along with several new items, none revealing significant information, but Prin gathered all Brice said and stored it with her own knowledge. There was no telling what she would need to know in the coming days.
The ground grew barren and rocky, turning a harsh shade of light brown in the heat. The air warmed, and while Prin wanted to begin shedding clothing, she refrained in favor of keeping her skin covered to protect from sunburn. In the late afternoon, they approached a small farm sitting on the banks of the first stream they�d seen all afternoon.
The wide path wound past rocky outcrops in front of the cabin. Three crude barns stood behind, and goats clustered together on the low roofs. Sheep grazed close to the stream, and an irrigation ditch carried water to patches of green grass.
Smoke rose from the chimney and Prin had visions of a warm meal and a place to sleep in one of the barns. However, two dogs caught their scent and raced to investigate, barking and charging. Both were large guard dogs, and they intended to protect their farm.
Prin paused, hoping a friendly farmer would call them off. Instead, the dogs continued circling them and barking.
Brice pulled his said, �Stand back.�
Prin glanced at the bared teeth of the aggressive dogs again and she found the short knife from her waist already in her hand. Her eyes flicked to the farm again, searching for the owner. She thought there was a flicker of movement in one cabin window, but the dogs were circling, snarling, and looked ready to attack at any opening.
She said, �People have a right to walk by.�
�Tell that to the dogs.�
The lead dog ran around them, trying to get behind as they turned. Brice took two steps closer and shouted at the dogs to �go home� and similar phrases, but neither obeyed. The leader was large, brown and black, its lips pulled back, and it charged, leaping at Brice�s neck from several steps away.
Brice crouched rock still, knees bent, arms held wide, knife held in one hand. He waited. The dog�s leap carried it high, and Brice dropped lower as he sidestepped, allowing the dog to fly past, but as he turned and dropped, his hand with the knife raised and the belly of the dog slid along the sharp edge of the knife.
Brice spun and faced the second dog, but his foot slipped on the loose soil and bare rock. He fell.
In an instant, Prin saw the second dog would reach Brice before he recovered or she could reach him. A sharp image of flame formed in her mind and she mentally cast it at the thick fur of the smaller dog. It burst into flame and forgot all ideas of attack, as it howled in pain and stumbled, tail tucked between its legs.
The first dog lay in a bloody mass of internal organs while the second managed a few steps and quivered as it lay near the first, its fur burned off. Prin rushed to Brice, who was holding his ankle.
�My dogs! You�ll pay for that.�
She raised her eyes from Brice�s ankle to find a man wielding an axe headed their way. Behind him ran another man, a younger version, probably his son. The son carried a scythe and tried to catch up.
Prin stood. �I�ll handle this.�
She waited until they were closer and held up her palm as if ordering them to stop. The older farmer swung his axe despite being twenty paces away. Prin triggered a flame from her fingers, letting it grow to the size of a torch, then extinguishing it when the man stumbled to a confused stop.
He shouted, �You can�t kill a man�s dog without paying, and those were expensive dogs, not to mention the cost of training them.�
The second man skidded to a stop beside his father, his mouth hanging open while he panted for breath, so he looked similar to the dogs.
Prin said, �We were just passing by.�
�You owe me,� the man shouted, shaking the ax in the air.
Prin felt the anger rising and beat it down. In a calm voice, she said, �You�re right. I owe you.�
�Three coppers for each dog, I�ll not take a shim less.�
Her voice softened, �Oh, I�m going to pay you, but not with coins. We were just passing by, and you had no right to allow your dogs to attack us. As a result, my brother is hurt, not to mention the two dogs I killed. I love dogs, and that makes me sick,� her finger pointed to the dying animals.
Prin reached into one of the purses she carried and fingered an orb. With a flick of her wrist, she tossed one at their feet. It shattered. A faint purple smoke rose. Both men inhaled and their features relaxed. The younger one smiled, then grinned as he sat and examined his bare toes. The older one also sat, his gaze fixed on the ground where he seemed fascinated with a small reddish rock.
She helped Brice stand, and he placed an arm around her shoulder for support. She took him to the farm where thankfully, no more dogs attacked. She started to kick open the cabin door but relented enough to lift the bar and push. Inside she expected to find the wife of the older man, but nobody was there. Only two filthy sleeping pallets. She sat Brice on a three-legged stool and went in search of other people.
There were none, but she paused at the henhouse and gathered eight eggs. She carried them to the fireplace. An empty blackened pot hung from a swingarm. She tossed kindling into the opening and a few chunks of split wood on top, ignoring the tinder, iron, and flint. She cast a small flame and watched it take.
The cabin was square, a few steps in any direction, the single room used for all purposes like most farms. The corner closest to the fireplace held six rows of shelves containing bowls of dried foods and other items for cooking. Surprisingly, to Prin, the cabin was fairly clean and dry. From the outside, it appeared older and not in good repair.
The inside of the cabin was much nicer than the outside. It meant the owner didn�t wish to advertise to people on the road that he possessed enough for them to steal from him.
�How long will they be stupid?� Brice asked, his thumb jerking in the direction of the two farmers.
�All their lives, I suspect. But if you�re talking about how long the spell will last, all night. By sunup, they�ll be wondering what happened, but they will still be stupid.�
�Very funny.�
�I don�t want to stay in here tonight. Now I�m going to fill a bucket with cold water to soak your ankle.�
�You�d rather sleep in a drafty barn than in here?�
She slammed the door on the way out without answering. A wooden bucket stood beside the door, and a well-worn path took her to the creek where rocks lined the edge and gave her a place to scoop the water. She trudged back to the cabin while cursing the owners for not digging a well closer to the house.
�I�ll scramble eggs with I get back. I�m going to explore the farm.�
Brice snarled, �Looking for things to steal from these good people?�
She spun on him. �If you must know, I�m looking for chores that must be done, like milking a cow, or if any animals are penned up and need to feed. But, since you�re being snarky and rude after he set his dogs on us, I consider anything I find, mine. He can come try to take it back if he wants a beating.�
Brice had his foot soaking in the bucket, but his head jerked up at her words. �You think he let the dogs attack us on purpose?�
She paused, then said in all seriousness. �I think that if I look hard enough, I�ll find evidence we were not the first people his dogs attacked.�
�By evidence, you mean bones or graves.�
�Look around, Brice. This farm is too small to support two men this well. The same with the garden and the fact no crops grow here. The ground is too dry and rocky. Only a few animals, but not enough to live off, and they probably bought the goats and sheep with money stolen or taken as bribes for passage on the path. The way those dogs attacked was not an accident.�
�You�re sure about this?�
�I saw someone watching from inside the cabin. They never ran out to stop the dogs, but they had to hear them. Yes, I�m sure.� She slammed the door a second time�and it felt good.
She found several depressions in the ground behind the second barn, eight of them, some looking older than others. At one time, the ground had been flat, but as people in graves decayed, the shallow graves sank into depressions and revealed where the unmarked graves were. Unmarked. That was the key. Innocent travelers who passed this lonely way and found themselves attacked by dogs, then they either paid the farmers or were killed, and their belongings were stolen.
She glanced up the slope where the two men sat, the younger still admiring his toes. They created another problem. It was clear they robbed people, killed others, and stole from more. She would be gone by morning. But they would remain to harm more people, but it wasn�t in her to do what she felt was needed�which was to slit their throats and leave them for the wild pigs to eat.
But leaving them alive made her responsible for people they would kill in the future.
What she could do was to take from them as they took from others. Not their lives, but perhaps their livelihood. The first barn held tools, rope, three wagons, harnesses, and spare wheels. She would burn it.
Prin headed for the second barn and found it stocked with hay and feed for winter, all grown elsewhere and brought here. It would also burn.
The third barn, smaller and more of an outbuilding, was filled with hammers, saws, shovels, and tools of every sort. Few farms could afford ironwork like she saw. Honest farmers did more bartering of crops and labor, and they had little hard coin to spend on products from a blacksmith. What hung on the walls of the outbuilding was worth a small fortune. But only the wood frame of the building would burn, leaving the tools only requiring new handles.
She carried armloads of tools from the building to the barn filled with hay until she had moved nearly all the tools, and even the wooden boxes of nails. A hot fire would ruin the temper on the iron and hopefully make it so soft the tools would bend at the touch and be worthless.
A good, hot fire from the buildings would run the sheep and goats off, she hoped, run them so far away the two men would never locate all of them. She would also turn the chickens loose. The henhouse would burn along with the outhouse. When she finished, only ashes would remain on the farm and not many of them.
She stormed back into the cabin.
�What�s wrong?� Brice asked, sitting alert and ready to leap to his feet at the sight of her.
�Calm down, I�m just angry.�
�You found other victims, didn�t you?�
�Yes. Now I have two idiots sitting on the path, and I don�t know what to do with them when the magic spell wears off. I can�t kill them, but I can�t let them go so they can do the same to others as they tried with us, or worse.�
�You�re already acting like a Queen.� Brice�s smile reassured her.
�I�m going to use another of the forget spells on them in the morning, then burn the farm. I will destroy every building, run off their stock, and if any two bricks remain one on top of another I�ll kick them over.�
�Remind me to never make you angry, Prin.� There wasn�t a trace of humor in his tone.
She scowled at him.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

They slept in the barn on fresh-cut hay. Before sunrise, Prin woke and climbed to where both men were sleeping on the path. She was pleased no animals had drug them off during the night, then decided that if one had, she wouldn�t have been too upset.
She stood and watched them for a time, one snoring and one drooling in the dirt, but felt little pity. Her fingers located another of the grapes enchanted with the spell to forget all, and placed it on the ground between them. Remembering the shallow graves of innocent travelers behind the barn, she used her heel to grind the grape until she felt it pop, then held her breath until she was several steps away and the air dissipated the mist.
Her mind no longer felt cluttered and angry. Instead of waking Brice and getting an early start, she crawled back under her blanket and fell into a restful sleep. When the sun rose, so did they. Brice�s swore his ankle had healed. She thought he lied, but kept it to herself and would remain watchful. They would stop for the day if he began to limp.
They ate more eggs. She was tempted to try cooking a chicken but wanted to leave and put some distance between them and the farm. Catching, butchering, and cooking a chicken would take too long.
Or not. Prin went to gather more eggs to scramble and while there selected a fat hen and cornered it in the pen. She grabbed it by its feet and used a string to tie them together, then carried it upside-down to the cabin after turning the others loose. After eating, she tied it to her backpack and planned for a good meal at the end of the day. Chickens raced into the yard, clucking and searching for snacks.
Brice said, �Ready to leave?�
�Almost,� she said. Turning, she looked out over the farm from the path, then turned to the two men still sleeping peacefully. The sight of them brought the anger welling up inside.
She said, �Want to practice throwing fire?�
�You do it.�
She cast a ball of flame at the hay-barn first, then one at the tool shed. Each ignited the sun-dried wood and burst into flames that spread before she could cast more fire. The outhouse burst into flame before she cast fire at it, and for a second she was confused. Then she heard Brice cackle.
He said, �I thought I�d join in on the fun. Can I set fire to the next?�
�Of course. I shouldn�t have all the fun. Besides, there are no other nearby farms to cause alarm.�
Within a few heartbeats, every structure was on fire, the animals fleeing, and they turned their backs to the farm and headed for Peermont�s capital city. They didn�t pass another farm until late afternoon. Prin�s initial reaction was to avoid it, but as they walked past, a woman stepped to the doorway and waved. Both Prin and Brice returned the wave but didn�t stop.
The only vegetation in sight was gnarled and grew less than knee high. Almost as much tan colored rock as tan dirt showed on the road, and Prin started to worry about the lack of water. Perhaps they should have stopped and filled their canteens at the previous farm. As her worry increased, they walked to the top of a small rise and looked down at a wide river with lush, almost impenetrable walls of green on either side.
The sea lay somewhere off to their right, but too far away to see. From their elevated position, the twin banks of green continued until lost in the distance, broken by what appeared neat squares of tilled farmland.
The sail of a small boat skimmed across the muddy water of the river that was twice as wide as the Indo, but it moved in a sluggish manner evident even from the distance they watched. Prin�s eyes traveled upriver to a larger boat, one without sails. Men rowed while sitting, the oars moving in unison.
�Different,� Brice muttered.
�See a road?�
�Let�s move closer. There must be one.�
Their voices were quiet as if someone nearby might overhear. Prin felt the first twinge of fear that her plan may not work. But she forced the fear away and squared her shoulders. Her idea had to work.
The dry air gave way to cooler temperatures as they neared the river. Within the shelter of overhanging trees, it almost felt cool, and they located the expected road. Prin turned to face upriver on the road could move a single wagon through the ruts and holes, many filled with water. The water in the holes was clear, an indication no wagons had rolled this way for a while, but didn�t tell if people had skirted around them, as she and Brice were doing.
She watched for footprints in the soft mud at the edges and within a few steps located some pointing in the same direction. However, none appeared recent. She saw no more farms or cabins, but the land was low and marshy and probably flooded every spring, so farms were probably located on higher ground.
Brice slipped and almost fell in the slippery mud, bringing a snort of humor from Prin. His face reddened, and he snapped, �Okay, I�ve tried to figure out why we�re going this way and can�t. You need to go to the King�s Palace in Wren, not off on some other adventure.�
�Just because you almost fell doesn�t mean you can yell at me.�
�Who�s here to listen?�
�Not the point,� Prin said, still smirking in the way only siblings can. �I thought you�d figure it out.�
�I haven�t. If we go this way, we�ll have to retrace our route. That may take ten or fifteen days.�
�A month is my guess.�
�Month? I thought you were in a hurry to help King Willard before another king has an accident,� Brice said, his voice rising again.
�Listen, calm down. We need help to do this, you and me. We can�t barge in like we planned. Look at what happened on the ship with so many people hunting the rewards for me. In Wren, it will be ten times worse.�
�We�re getting help?�
�I already told you. Peermont and Wren are sister kingdoms, and they used to be ruled by one family. My mother is from Peermont, and she was a Royal. That means I am too. I�m probably somewhere in their Line of Succession too, but that�s why we�re here. To get help.�
Brice pulled up and waited for her to turn around. �You are aware that Peermont is at war with the Dry Lands of Ansel, right? They�ve been fighting for control of the coastal lowlands for over a generation and Ansel is winning, from what I hear.�
Prin placed her hands on her hips and said, �All that is true, and from that, you should be able to determine why this is where I must go for help.�
�To a kingdom losing a war that cannot spare a military escort?�
�Exactly.�
�Prin, I have to admit that you�re smarter than me�most of the time, but not today.�
�You are my knight?�
�I am.�
�Then, we will proceed to the capital city of Calverton and meet with King Edward.�
She turned and walked away as regal as any monarch in history, and eventually, Brice followed. He jogged to catch up and said, �I suppose I�m going to sound stupid again, but you do know we�re in the disputed lowlands, right?�
�I do. But we are just travelers attempting to find a new market for our father�s weavings. He�s a respected carpet maker in Gallium, and we are searching for new buyers and do not take sides in local wars.�
Brice shook his head in wonder, probably amazed at the speed and depth of lies Prin could tell. He said, �I know nothing about carpets.�
�Of course not, you�re the stupid wayward son who takes no interest in the family business. Anyone can see that.�
�You don�t either, except you walk on them.�
Prin said, ending the exchange, �Of course not, I am in sales and expansion, not production. We hire people to do our weaving and buy supplies. Didn�t I tell you we were successful and came here to find new markets?�
Brice silently fell into step behind her. She strode on, keeping a sharp watch for others, especially any military. She didn�t wish to use her explanations on anyone who might be clever enough to see through her story.
Ahead, a startled deer leaped from the waist-high grass on the left of the road, all the way to the right, without ever touching the road. It had turned its head in mid-leap, looking behind itself instead of at Brice and her. In the heat of the day, deer tend to rest and hide, only venturing out to graze at sunup and sundown. Something besides her and Brice had scared it.
Prin dropped to one knee, senses alert. She didn�t have to turn to look at Brice. The sounds of him kneeling were obvious, and she knew he would take her lead without question. Ahead might be a coyote or bear. Deer flee for any sound, noise, or even a dead branch falling from a tree. Their survival depends on fleeing at the slightest provocation. A field mouse might have startled the deer.
Or, a soldier, highwayman, assassin, or mad killer. If a person or persons were ahead, and if they were friendly, they would have shown themselves. She shook her head. No, if they were friendly but scared, people would react just like her. Ahead might be a frightened girl and her brother, scared to emerge and face Prin and Brice.
�We might stay here all day if we do nothing,� Prin said.
�Shh, we�ll wait them out. Move slowly to the side of the road and slip into the grass ten or twenty paces and hide.�
The advice Brice gave was correct, even if it sat wrong with her. She didn�t like hiding. Facing a challenge was more to her style, but she crept to her left, careful not to leave footprints or scuffs, and especially to be careful not to flatten grass with her clumsy feet.
Brice pointed. A small juniper spread out a few steps further ahead. It grew only knee-high, but that was enough. They laid behind it, facing the road, but where they couldn�t be seen. Peering through the green/blue of the juniper, the road was visible.
Prin realized she liked the smell of Juniper, a sharper tang than cedar, but similar. Her nose was comparing the two when she heard a soft noise like a scuff of a foot on the hard-packed road.
�You�re sure you saw something?� A whisper floated on the dead air.
�Shut up and keep your eyes open.�
Prin remained still and watched two men wearing military uniforms creep along the road, their eyes watching to either side, but not at the roadbed where footprints were most likely to be found. Her opinion of them as effective soldiers decreased. She might have identified herself if the colors were blue and white, but instead, they wore green with red piping. Green was the color Ansel troops wore.
She watched them pass by, supposedly alarmed yet they hadn�t pulled their weapons from the sheath. If Prin wore two throwing knives, she could have killed both. But she was not at war with them and didn�t want a confrontation, especially if it meant she might be taken to Ansel and questioned. If they managed to learn her true identity, they would hold her for ransom, even though Peermont had no idea she existed.
If there were two soldiers, there were more nearby. She watched them disappear down the road. However, she couldn�t hope for deer to warn her of their presence in the future.
She whispered, �We can�t leave the road in this marshland.�
�Our feet will sink to our knees,� he agreed.
�But if we stay on the road we�ll be stopped. I guess we just have to be prepared with a good story.�
Brice smiled. �Your story will work. I�m not a good of a liar, so you do the talking. Do you think we should age ourselves and continue as older people?�
�No. That weakens our story about searching for new markets. I do wish we had samples of weavings, but they are being shipped and should arrive in Calverton after a few days.� She paused, thinking of what else might be problems. �What�s in your backpack that will give us away?�
�Nothing.�
�I have other spells in my second purse, but it�s inside my waistband and hopefully will be safe.�
Brice said, �If they find it?�
�Then they�re looking where they shouldn�t be. But I�ll claim they are samples of dyes and softeners for weaving and tell them to squeeze one of the grapes for themselves. I guess we need to stand up and walk on the road like two innocent visitors to this strange land.�
The two soldiers on patrol were still out of sight, so they stood and began walking. Shortly after reaching the location where the deer bolted, they rounded a slight bend in the road and found an encampment of twenty or more soldiers. Several turned to them in alarm. One shouted, �Hey, what are you doing?�
One, dressed in a uniform with red piping and a few gold decorations, strode purposefully in their direction, waving back the others. �I am Captain Hans. How did you get past my men?�
�We hid behind a juniper,� Prin said in a tone as if that response was the most natural thing in the world, and the question was silly. Her attitude and stance were those of confident young women who encountered people of a lesser social grade.
The officer puffed himself up and pulled to a stop a full step closer to her than was socially acceptable. Prin rolled her eyes and watched his anger flare.
�Who are you?� He demanded, spittle spraying.
She sighed with obvious disgust as she wiped at her clothing while pretending to remove any spittle that reached her. She raised her eyes to meet his. �I am Prin, and this is my brother Brice. We�re on our way to Calverton for a business meeting with the owner of a store that sells weavings.�
The officer didn�t back down. �You look too young to be in any business meeting.�
She glanced at Brice and shrugged as if tired of explaining the same things over and over. �How many of you are going to tell me that? Our Father owns the business, and his father before him also. Brice will own it someday, but for now, we are traveling to make useful contacts. After Calverton, we move on to Wren, and then Indore. Does that anticipate all the boring questions you were going to ask?�
Brice said, �Prin, you need to stay calm and be nice to the soldier. If not, he may hold us up because he�s an officer and very powerful.�
Prin recognized Brice�s move in pumping up the officer, and amazingly, it seemed to be working. She played the ingenue, and he complimented the soldier�a powerful duo. She took his lead and reached out to the officer�s uniform and ran the tips of her fingers down the material.
He was startled and stepped back, but she moved forward. �Is this standard issue for your army? Nice material. Looks good and I�ll bet it�s durable, right?�
�Uh, yes. I guess so.�
She moved closer, using the same intimidation trick he�d attempted. Prin decided he was barely older than her, perhaps twenty, and from his pink cheeks, he probably had little experience with the opposite sex.
Prin noted the other soldiers had stepped back, lowered their weapons, and were trying to hide smiles. She asked in her little-girl voice, �All this stopping and asking questions is delaying us. Can I be so bold as to ask you to write me a military pass that will tell the next, not so handsome officer, that you have cleared us?�
�Uh, I guess I could.�
She slipped ahead before he could retreat and looped her arm with his elbow while fawning over his dark eyes. �May I walk with you while you get your pen and ink? And what is your name, sir?�
He muttered a name she didn�t remember and squeezed his bicep while oohing and cooing about how strong he was. At the edge of the duty tent, he quickly sketched out a few lines and signed the pass. �Would you like to eat the noon meal with me?�
�I wish I could, but we are already behind schedule.� Prin saw the disappointment and a flash of anger in his eyes. She quickly added, �But if you are still assigned here in ten days when I return, I�d love to eat with you. Maybe a long dinner with only candles?�
He puffed himself up again and quickly agreed. Brice remained within sight, but out of the way. With the pass in hand, Prin strode in his direction and mouthed, �Let�s go.�
They took the path north again, walking fast, but not running. A glance behind found the officer standing in the middle of the road looking very pleased with himself.
Brice said, �Well done.�
�No, I was obstinate, and you were the one that was nice, at first. That showed me the way.�
Brice flashed a lopsided grin. �But I didn�t play a tease with him. Your over-friendliness and quick thinking got us that pass. I wonder if it�s any good.�
�Well, I wouldn�t be showing it to anyone wearing blue and white, but he gave the impression we will encounter more of Ansel�s green uniforms before we meet Peermont�s.�
The ground remained soggy and soaked through the leather of their boots. Prin felt her wet feet getting sore and considered removing the boots, but before she could suggest it, a pair of soldiers stepped from the side of the road, hands resting on their swords.
Prin kept walking while considering how she could draw her throwing knife and let it fly at one, then while the other turned to his partner to find out what happened, she could pull the short blade inside her belt, run up to him, and gut the second soldier like a carp.
They were not experienced, front-line battle-hardened troops. Both were young and nervous. She pulled the military pass and continued walking as if in a city park. �Hello. We have a pass signed by your officer. He said that any delays for us and you�d answer to him.�
The younger of the two whispered from the side of his mouth, �Can you read?�
�No. You neither?�
Brice said, �You want me to read it to you?�
�No, sir. You may pass.�
When Prin was sure they couldn�t hear her, she said, �There�s a lesson for us. Officers can write and read, but most soldiers can�t. That pass could have said to apprehend and execute us.�
They went through three more checkpoints, all without incident, except for one where a guard wanted to ask if tying their boots on their backpacks and carrying them helped. Brice said to them as they kept walking, �It helps for a while, but now the bottoms of my feet are getting raw. How long to dry land?�
�The lowlands start to rise just past here. Good footing as far as being dry, but it gets rocky, and you can turn an ankle. Be careful.� The guard glanced at the upside-down pass as if he could read it. Then he said, �You better watch out up ahead. You�ll reach a Peermont checkpoint before nightfall, at least it was there last time we checked.�
Prin said, �It�s been a long war, huh?�
�We�re getting ready for a big push and end it. Stockpiling materials and men over on the bank of the river.�
The man with him jabbed him in the ribs. �Shut up.�
The first appeared angry, then said, �Don�t spread that information around, huh?�
Brice said, �Don�t worry, you haven�t told us anything we didn�t already know.�
A short while later, Brice looked at Prin�s face and asked, �Why the smile?�
�Because we have a point to bargain with we didn�t have, earlier. This is good. Very good.� Prin�s step was lighter.
�Good that the kingdom of Peermont, which is ruled by your relatives, is about to lose a war?�
�Exactly. Very good.�



CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

Brice quit talking to Prin as if he feared she was losing her mind. She quit talking to Brice because her mind was working as fast as it ever had, chewing up and spitting out new information. While she still possessed several spells that Maude and Sara had concocted, her best weapon was her mind. Prin had found the leverage she needed to take the next step in her plan.
As the soldier had forecast, the ground turned drier and rocky. They put their damp boots back on and trudged ahead. The river that had been so sluggish and wide gradually narrowed and a current increased. At the top of a crest, a patrol of four soldiers and an officer, all dressed in Peermont�s blue and white, waited.
�Hold it right there,� One with several stripes on his sleeve ordered. �Don�t even think about reaching for a weapon.�
Prin took note of the five. The officer gave the impression of being cocky, too good to speak to travelers. He stepped aside and allowed his sergeant to do the work while he watched. The other three appeared green recruits, none wearing the insignia of rank, and all young. Her impression was that if she wanted, she could defeat all of them in a few combat moves, but she stopped politely and waited.
The military pass from the Ansel officer rested in her purse. It might be difficult to explain, and she should have thrown it away. Brice stood at her side, hands limp, seemingly tired and compliant. But that was a lie. He�d learned from the instructor at Maude�s to pose and deceive as part of his training. Brice was ready to attack if needed.
Prin forced a wide smile. �I�m so glad to see Peermont�s colors. All we�ve seen back there is green.� She tossed a thumb over her shoulder.
The young troops had spread across the road, shoulder to shoulder, hands on the hilts of their swords. She assumed they hadn�t learned to use bows, yet. The sergeant stood in front, hands on hips, feet spread, a stern expression that neared a scowl. He snapped, �You�re from Ansel?�
�No, we�re from Gallium, across the sea. We�re searching for new markets for our father�s weavings. Cloth, canvas, even rope.�
Prin was prepared to continue speaking, but he interrupted, �How come they let you pass?�
She signed heavily, reverting to the disdain of young girls who have to explain the most rudimentary subjects to men who are slow to understand. �They let us by because they were reasonable. We explained our business and the officer in charge was nice enough to provide a written pass for his patrols, something I�ll ask you to do, also.�
The officer�s face remained impassive. He was over thirty, maybe closer to thirty-five, and didn�t appear swayed by the manipulations of a young girl. She remembered the like-me spell in her purse and considered using it. Or even gnosis.
The sergeant held out his hand.
Telling him about it had been a risk, but if they were searched and the pass found, the consequences would be far worse. She handed it to him, and he gave it to the officer. The officer read it and nodded slightly. He said, �Are you an acquaintance of this officer?�
�No, we just met, but he was young and handsome in his uniform. I think he liked me.�
Brice stood at her side and wisely said nothing.
The officer asked, �Are you willing to share what you know?�
She acted horrified. �You mean, like a spy?�
�If you are not a friend of theirs, what difference does it make? Or, are you a spy for Ansel?� His voice was softer, coercing. He smiled, knowing she was no such thing, but his duty dictated he ask the questions.
She stiffened. �We are merchants, not spies. However, we know almost nothing of them since we came from Indore, so we are useless to you.�
�And when you depart Peermont?�
�Again, we are merchants and not interested in taking sides. Our politics lie across fifteen days of an ocean voyage. Will you write us a pass or will we have to repeat this interrogation at every military encampment we stumble into?�
The officer motioned to the sergeant, who ordered his men to move behind Brice and Prin, leaving only the officer in front. He said, �Walk with me.�
Prin and Brice had little option but to step forward. Brice said, �We just want to conduct our business and be on our way to Wren. Then Indore and home.�
They had walked several steps before the officer said quietly, so his men couldn�t hear, �You may wish to go directly to Wren. Peermont is losing this war, and we have no gold to spend on luxuries like fine material. We can barely afford food, and it�s getting worse each day.�
Prin leaned closer and responded, �Sir, you may be wrong.�
He flashed an expression that bordered on anger, or perhaps hopelessness. While the troops may not know what is happening, the officers did.
She suspected there had been defections and desertions, rumors and worse. The man had tried doing her a favor, but she suspected that kindness had ended with her pert response.
He said, �You pretend to sell fine weaving but have no samples to display?�
Brice said in respectful tones, �Sir, we are not vagabonds or gypsies. Our merchandise is being shipped up the river, far too much for us to carry.�`
The officer spun on him. �Why are you not on that ship with your goods?�
Brice shrugged before speaking. �Our material went ahead of us, while we detoured to Indore for two days with a cousin who is a builder. He traveled a portion of the way with us, but we hadn�t seen him for five years. He�s expecting us to return in a few weeks.�
The officer lowered his eyes as if defeated. �This is as far as I travel with you.�
Prin said, �What about our pass? You haven�t written it.�
�I have no quill, ink, or parchment, but most of all I have no desire. If you are not who you say you are, and my leaders capture you, we may share a noose together.�
Prin felt deceived. �You lied.�
�On my oath, I did not. You heard what you wished to hear and made what you wanted of the words, but I never lied. Now, continue along this road, and you will meet another unit. Tell them your tale of woe and see if they take it any better.�
�I may tell them what an ass you are,� Prin snapped.
�Which will come as no surprise to them, I assure you. Good-day.�
He turned on a heel and marched back down river. His men were no longer in sight, and he disappeared before they turned to each other. Brice said, �You have a way with making new friends.�
�And you can give me a little more help with the next soldiers. I don�t want to be arrested, but a military pass would have helped.�
Brice smirked and said, �All you need is the use of a quill or a pen for a minute. Write your own. These soldiers can�t read, and the few that can won�t know the name you sign the pass with.�
Prin said, �You have an idea. I don�t know if it�s any good, but at least you have one.�
�How would you like me to spank you?�
�Spank? Did you hear how long the combat master took to heal when he tried that?�
They both laughed, and still wore smiles when the next patrol discovered them. Neither Prin nor Brice tried to hide or escape from the four men, led by a corporal with stripes on his sleeve, so new they contrasted with the pale blue of the shirt.
�We were just checked by men down the path,� Prin said while tossing her head in the direction they�d come. �You could call out to them, and they�ll tell you we�re not enemies.�
�You�ll come with us,� He pointed, �You two, take the front and Benson, you and I will take the rear.�
Prin scowled with irritation. He was younger than her and trying to act the part of a corporal. It would do little good to argue. He�d simply issue more orders, none of which would help matters. Still, the heat of anger took hold, and she fumed.
They walked, two escorts in front and two behind. She half-turned and met the eyes of the young corporal. �When you said you�d take the rear, were you saying you were going to watch mine while you�re back there? Because if you think I didn�t see your eyes on my rear, you�re mistaken. Your commander will hear about this.�
She heard one of the men in front attempt to control a snort of laughter but failed, and when that happened, the other laughed. Then both together. The corporal snarled, �That�ll be enough of that.�
Brice glanced her way, raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips as he said, �Really? You had to do that?�
Prin didn�t respond right away. It was a fair question. Why antagonize your captor? But maybe that was the reason�she felt she was a captive and didn�t like it. She resented it. This land was ruled by members of her family, so she should be treated like a queen.
Of course, nobody knew who she was so her argument was completely irrational. Will I be that sort of ruler?
She turned to the corporal and mouthed, �Sorry.�
He nodded and attempted a smile that failed to fully form. They walked over a ridge and below, in a shallow depression too small to be called a valley, stood four rows of dirty white tents lined up in military precision. She estimated eight men to a tent, six tents to a row, which accounted for almost two hundred soldiers.
Beyond the rows of tents were three others, one with flags and pennants flying. An older man in uniform sat at a table outside that tent, his head bent over charts. A tree next to the table provided shade. Three officers stood around the table pointing and commenting on whatever they studied.
�Don�t start any trouble,� Brice warned.
Prin said, �I can�t make that promise. Be prepared to fight.�
The corporal attempted to turn them towards a waiting sergeant. Prin allowed him to steer them in the general direction, but as they approached, she broke free and darted to the table with the officers while pointing at the one sitting. She pulled up a dozen steps away. �I wish to speak to you. Alone.�
He raised his eyes, a sour expression telling her he was going to refuse.
Prin said, �You owe me an audience.�
He raised his eyebrows in surprise but didn�t answer.
She heard footsteps rushing up to her from behind. Time was running out. In a move quicker than most eyes can follow, she reached for her throwing knife, strode forward one large step at the same time to provide velocity on the throw, and let the knife fly.
It struck the tree that grew within arm�s reach of the officer, head high, the point driven into the tree a finger�s length. She calmly said, �You owe me your life. I demand a private audience.�
The footsteps behind had stopped, as had all movement near the table and behind. She imagined all eyes were on the quivering knife.
He asked, �Do you have another knife?�
�Two. But neither is for throwing.�
�Will you surrender them?�
�Not willingly, but yes. If that�s what it takes to speak a few words to you.�
He said, �Is your friend going to kill me?�
Prin turned. Brice held his throwing knife ready. �Put it away.�
�I must protect you, Prin.�
�Brice, there is no danger. If this buffoon does not speak with me, I�ll find someone who will. Let me handle this, please.�
Brice slipped his knife into the sheath between his shoulders and stepped to one side. A junior officer shouted, �Arrest them!�
The older officer growled, �They are already under arrest unless I�m mistaken.� A quiet filled the air as he studied Prin.
She waited. No more words were required. He would either grant her an audience or not. If he didn�t, they were no worse off than before, except she doubted she would have her knife returned. But the man she faced probably had thirty years serving as an officer for the King�s Army and he wouldn�t be in the position if he was stupid or incompetent.
�There is a war going on,� he said softly. �Does this audience concern it, because that is all I�m interested in at the moment.�
�It does.�
He pursed his lips and drew a loud breath that expanded his chest until the buttons pulled at the holes. �You have your request of an audience granted, young lady.�



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

Prin didn�t move. The officer hadn�t told her to advance and hadn�t told his men to back off. She waited.
He growled at them, �Leave us.�
�But, sir,� one younger officer began.
The older man slammed his hand down on the table so hard it shook. The officer fled, as did the four who escorted Brice and Prin. Brice stepped to one side and stood at the traditional at-ease military position, legs spread and hands clasped at the small of his back.
Prin saw the look of approval on the older officer before she moved. Two other officers stood nearby. �Sir, what I have to say is for you to hear. If you wish to share it after we speak, I cannot prevent you from talking.�
He waved away his men with a flick of his hand. He called over his shoulder, �Bring another chair. And wine.�
An aide appeared from inside the tent, a chair tucked under one arm, a bottle and two goblets in the other hand. Prin sat, and he poured. She knew better than to speak until he told her to.
�Now, I am a very busy man. I�m impressed with the throwing accuracy of your knife and understand you made the throw because you wanted to impress me. I granted you this time because you have my interest. It will wane as my goblet grows empty, and I�m a fast drinker.�
Prin made one final glance around to be sure nobody was within hearing range but Brice. �You are aware that you are losing your war, of course?�
He nodded and gulped half of his wine, unimpressed with her words.
She sat taller, making no attempt to lower her voice or grovel. �I am Princess Hannah of Wren, the sole heir to the throne of that kingdom. My mother was Peermont royalty, so I am related by blood to your King, and I demand you deliver the two of us to him as fast as we can travel. I may consider reinforcing your army with mine and turning the course of this war.�
He rose to his feet, eyes wide. Officers and men appeared from nowhere, rushing to his aid. He swung a wild arm, �Get back!�
Brice said, �You just saved several of your men from being hurt.�
�From you?� the general snorted.
�No,� Brice said, his eyes shifting to Prin.
The general turned to her�and seeing the expression she wore, didn�t snort again. His eyes remained fixed on Prin. �You can prove all of this?�
�Would I be so stupid that I�d travel through enemy territory with documents with me that would cause my death if captured? I will convince your King, and you will take me to him. I command you.�
The command didn�t seem to faze the officer. He said, �I�ve heard you are missing and there is a massive search.�
�I�m not missing anymore. I am returning to claim my kingdom, and you are beginning to irritate me, sir. Your name and rank?�
�General Case. Now, to the matter at hand. Your impertinence and bluster remind me of Princess Bethany, a cousin of yours, I believe. You also have her temper as well as a nose that sits too big upon your impish face.�
�My nose suits me, and my face is not impish. Call a detail of your men and give them strict orders to prepare for our departure. I�d like to leave as soon as Brice and I eat.�
�Brice? Is he a prince?�
�No, he�s my knight. My only one, if you want the whole story.�
The general glanced at Brice and said, �I�ll have my man get you something eat while I form a detail. I�ll be traveling with you.�
�That�s not necessary. You�ve done enough, sir.�
�Do you really think a lieutenant or captain and a squad from the Borderlands will successfully demand access to the King when you arrive? I have rank and contacts; therefore, I will accompany you.�
�Why are you so generous?� Prin asked.
�I find myself believing who you say you are. If you can end this damned war, I�ll carry you to the King on my back if necessary.�
Food was brought, devoured, and the general snapped orders to his troops between bites. Men leaped to obey. Soon there were six soldiers on mounts and three horses saddled and ready to ride.
Prin kept her eyes on the general. She still was not satisfied with his answers, despite agreeing to her demands. �Why?�
He faced her, giving the impression he was ashamed. His voice lowered, and he said, �You�re right, we are losing the war, it�s no secret. But the lowlands don�t matter to me, or to the King of Ansel. Picture the shape of Peermont in your mind, a long narrow valley like your finger. Calverton is up near your knuckle. Whoever controls the lowlands controls Peermont.�
�The river?� Prin asked.
�Blockade it before it reaches the sea, and nothing goes up or down. It�s only a matter of time before we are part of Ansel�and there won�t even be a battle. If you provide hope, any hope at all, I�ll get you to King Edward.�
�Thank you for giving me my knife back.�
�You said you carry two more but I don�t see them. Your skill in throwing them is impressive.�
Prin said, �The others are not for throwing. There are times for that, but there are times when a blade in hand is required.�
�Your knight said my men would be harmed if they attacked you.�
She dabbed a napkin at the corners of her mouth daintily.
�Well?� he demanded.
�I would have fought them to the best of my abilities. No more.� Prin stood and slipped her backpack straps over her shoulders. When she turned, Brice wore his, and the general was standing, wearing a puzzled expression.
They mounted and as Prin expected, half the men fell in behind, half ahead, while she, Brice, and the general rode in the protected middle. She asked, �Are there Ansel troops this far north?�
�Raiders. More of them lately, but enough danger to be wary.�
�They are stockpiling for an invasion along the river.� Prin wished for a bow, a handful of arrows, and the time to spend with her spells in her backpack. Sara had provided the never-miss ingredients and incantation. She could have made her and Brice all but invisible, too. Never-miss arrows and invisibility were useful co-spells, but she was to be a Queen and needed to begin acting like one.
They didn�t ride fast, but they moved along the road at a steady pace. One rider in front ranged ahead, careful to remain in sight, and when she looked behind, another tracked them. The general hadn�t issued those commands. They were the result of good training, and her opinion of him increased.
They rode steadily and cautiously all morning until the rider at the front pulled up and dismounted. He raised a fist to stop them as the first arrow flew in his direction. It missed, but the next two struck him in his chest as his horse bolted.
More arrows flew, from either side of the road. It was a trap.
�Ride!� Prin called, leaning low over the neck of the horse and kicking her heels.
Brice managed to catch up and ride beside her, protecting her left, but the others lagged far behind. A single look over her shoulder showed several of the detail who had been guarding her were lying on the ground. The general swung a sword at two attackers.
Prin pulled her horse up beside the scout who had warned them. He lay dead, but his horse had returned, and there was a bow strapped to the saddle. She dismounted and moved to the horse while talking softly to it. The bow and quiver were within reach.
The bow was military issue, not the best, but serviceable. There wasn�t time to cast a spell on the arrows. After stringing the bow, she leaped on her horse again and rode at the fray, an arrow ready to fly. In full gallop, she waited until the shot was sure, then she released it as she reached for another.
The first arrow struck the back of a soldier. Her second arrow struck another man on the side of his chest, near his arm. His sword slipped from his fingers. Prin�s horse rode past the others and spun as if ready to repeat the attack, which was her intention. Another arrow flew true as the horse steadied itself, and she pulled another.
The general had slashed one attacker across his middle, and the other broke off the engagement and spurred his horse to run away. Brice had located a sword and stood over a dead enemy while searching for another to fight. But there were none.
Prin walked her horse warily to the general�s side as she noted the dead and injured men of her escort. Of the six men, only one appeared unhurt, and a second had one leg covered in blood. He limped, sword in hand. Prin said, �Have that man ride back for help.�
The general said, �Do it.� He climbed down and checked each of his men. Two dead, two more seriously wounded.
Prin and Brice helped with first aid, and Brice dragged the two dead closer to the wounded and laid them with their hands crossed over their chests. Then he took the bow from Prin without a word and followed the men who had attacked them on foot.
Prin said, �I�m sorry.�
�Not your fault we�re at war.�
�How badly are you losing?�
�We can survive until next spring, I believe. No longer.� He knelt at the side of one of the wounded and cut a strip of material from his uniform. He tied a crude bandage with it. �And we have a fool for a King who does not listen.�
�A fool?�
�He spends the taxes he collects on bottles of fine wine and expensive clothing for him and his court.�
Prin didn�t like the anger in the voice, but if the words were true, was she doing the right thing in going to his aid? �He�s my cousin. What else do I need to know about him?�
�He has never stepped in horseshit in his life, nor has he done a day�s work. He sits on his throne and makes impossible demands of us�then punishes us if we fail. Does that tell you the kind of man he is?�
Prin helped the general stem the bleeding of another wounded man. He�d taken a stab in one arm and an arrow on the other, but both wounds should heal. As she worked, she asked, �Does this sort of attack happen often?�
�They�re bolder every day.�
Brice returned, lips pursed tightly together.
Prin noticed he only carried a single arrow. Between Sara, her, and Brice, he usually was the best at archery, Prin the best throwing knives, and Sara the most diligent in using magic. However, Prin was the most deceptive and determined.
She said, �We�ll continue on while you care for your men.�
The general stood. �No. Help is on the way, and there is little we can do here. You still need me to get you to the King.�
The three of them departed a short while later, armed with swords, bows, and a desire for speed. Brice rode ahead, the general insisted on the rear, and Prin took the middle. She kept an eye on the general to make sure he kept up, but she needn�t have feared.
Once an arrow whizzed past Brice, but by the time he shouted a warning and turned to fight, nobody was to be seen. If there was more than one attacker, they hid and waited. Brice held his horse back from charging into the brush, knowing that was probably what they wanted and where they had set an ambush.
The terrain changed to rolling hills covered in trees. The shallow valleys held farms of every sort, most struggling to get by. While they grew crops, they lacked the commerce to buy quality equipment, and their produce brought in little coin because nobody in the kingdom had a spare coin to spend.
General Case explained how taxes rose with each day of the war. Paying soldiers, feeding them and providing weapons cost the King enormous amounts of money, yet they were losing the war. Other kingdoms refused to trade with them, fearing they would lose their investments or upset Ansel, the projected winner.
Some people in the capital city were talking openly of surrender to Ansel, where there might be tax relief and rulers who understood the needs of the people. Prin listened and considered her role, which should be nothing, but it wasn�t like her to sit aside and allow things to happen without becoming involved.
They rode all day without a break, only pausing to give the horses short rests and drinks at streams they passed. The countryside turned into more farmland. Most of the farms appeared to have been prosperous at one time, but signs of neglect were everywhere. Buildings stood unpainted. Pastures were overgrown with weeds and grass, but few animals grazed in them. Even the farmers were thin and slow to wave or react.
�They�re tired,� the general said at one point. �Giving up.�
Brice pointed to where three adjoining farms appeared abandoned. Vines covered the houses and grew up the sides of outbuildings and barns. Whole sections of fences lay in the weeds. �What happened?�
�Taxes. The King seizes the lands and buildings when farmers can�t pay.�
Brice flashed a look of confusion at Prin. �How does that help?�
The general produced a wan smile. �Exactly.�
Prin couldn�t help herself. �Wouldn�t it be better for the King if he kept the farmers working their lands? Maybe appointing an overseer?�
The general said, �When you are Queen, what will you do?�
A good question. One that would occupy her mind for days and weeks, she felt sure. �I don�t know.�
He persisted, �Will you even be aware of such situations?�
�Meaning?� she asked.
�Will you remain living in splendor and ignorance of what is happening in your kingdom? If so, how will you know? Will you punish those who try to tell you the truth?�
Prin glanced at Brice. �I have him to tell me the truth. A brother who will always tell me, no matter how little I wish to hear it. And there will be others.�
The general was watering his horse. The snorts of the horse and the whisper of the stream almost covered up the words he muttered as he turned away. �Are you so sure?�



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

�Are you so sure?� The murmured words echoed in her mind as Prin turned to the general. �I already have four people in my life who do not cater to me, or lie to make me feel good, but I think I see what you mean. A King or Queen can throw you into the deepest dungeon in the castle for disagreeing, or for any other reason.�
The general said, �A wise Queen would seek out those few friends, and more. The truth is something even a general in the King�s army seldom hears. My men and officers only wish to tell me what they think I want to hear. A King or Queen must gather about them those who are trusted�and who feel free to express their ideas without punishment.�
Prin said, �You�re a very clever and very smart man. Those two things are not always the same thing, but you have lectured me well, without speaking down to me.�
�Forgive me. I had no right.�
�Yet, those were some of wisest words I�ve heard, and I understand they were spoken with the best of intentions. If you ever cease to serve your King, you only have to look to the Valley of Wren for a place on my staff.�
He paused, then plunged ahead as if the next question might upset her, �Where did you learn to fight like that?�
�I trained every day for five years. Often with the best teachers, especially a man who gave me no quarter and never allowed me to quit or mention I was a woman and a princess, and therefore needed special treatment. He demanded I excel in every aspect, but most of all he taught me that anyone can learn to use weapons�but only a warrior learns to accept cuts and bruises in a battle and continue to fight.�
The general said, �Yes, there are pretty fighters who know all the moves but let some country-bred farmer plant an untrained fist in his face, and the fight is over.�
�We�d better move,� Brice said.
But the general didn�t move. His eyes followed Prin as she mounted, his expression blank, hiding his thoughts. He finally climbed into the saddle and pointed out the way. Brice was already moving ahead.
The next attack on them came as they passed a thick stand of undergrowth a few minutes later. There was a shrill shout and seven men in dull green uniforms trimmed in red appeared. One dived from the bushes on a small hill and tackled Brice from his horse. Both of them fell to the ground from the saddle. The others surrounded Prin and the general, with drawn weapons, swords and arrows pointed at them.
Brice rolled as he struck the ground, taking his attacker with him with his arms wrapped around the man in a bear hug. Brice twisted and squirmed until he was on top, and a single blow of his fist ended the fight. He came to his feet, his throwing knife in hand, eyes searching for a target.
A young lieutenant stepped behind Prin, using her as a shield. He said as if speaking to friends on a picnic, �Everybody calm and we will all live to see the sun come up in the morning.�
The smugness and near humor in the voice stilled Prin. Brice and the general were ready to fight, but common sense told them they couldn�t win.
The Ansel uniforms of the attackers were new, clean, and the men looked the part of victors instead of soldiers at war. They were dressed for the parade ground. Prin realized they expected to defeat Peermont�and soon.
But they were young, common foot soldiers, not highly trained warriors. Brice left the man on the ground and moved to join the others, looking very young and defeated, but the knife was still in his hand. Prin winked at him and waited until he reached the ring of five soldiers surrounding her and the general, and the officer hiding behind her. He slipped the knife into his waistband, so both hands were free. The others interpreted the action as him putting away his weapon, a diversion he surely intended.
The lieutenant stepped from behind to her side, a wide smile indicating he knew his raid had been successful. He said, �So, you are the princess the entire world is searching for?�
Prin returned the smile, as she shifted her weight slightly and raised the foot nearest him. In a single motion, she drove her heel into the side of his knee and felt a sharp crack.
From the corner of her eye, she saw Brice backhand a soldier across his face, while his other hand yanked the sword from the soldier�s grip. Brice continued moving in the direction of the startled soldiers instead of backing off. Balance. Prin already had her throwing knife emerging from between her shoulder blades, and an instant later it struck the chest of the lone archer who was drawing his arrow as he aimed it at Brice.
Prin grabbed the lieutenant by his hair and pulled him close to her chest before he could fall. The edge of the short knife from inside her waist was held against his throat, her other hand full of long hair holding his head back and exposing the neck. Her eyes flashed to Brice, but he had already moved out of her direct sight.
Instead of fighting the soldiers individually, he�d done as taught and used the sword almost as a scythe. He�d sliced across the upper arms and chests of three men as he moved, sweeping the blade across them as he spun. None were in danger of dying, but all were examining their wounds instead of entering the battle�because it no longer existed. Besides the men Brice cut, one man lay on the ground, blood streaming from his nose. The general nursed the knuckles of his fist.
The lieutenant wailed in pain, finally managing to rip free of Prin�s grip and fall. He wrapped both arms around his knee, screaming and cursing. The general picked up a fallen sword and used it to intimidate the soldiers still holding weapons and forced them into dropping theirs without a word.
It had taken the space of perhaps three breaths.
Prin replaced her small knife in her waistband and retrieved her throwing knife from the chest of the dead archer. After wiping both sides of the blade clean on his shirt, she replaced it in her scabbard and walked back to the silent crowd, all but the officer who still moaned in pain. None of the other wounded wept, cried, moaned, or yelled. She placed a foot on his neck and pushed down until he quieted.
�Do you really want to live to see the sun in the morning, like you said?�
He nodded almost violently.
�Then shut up.�
His cries turned into whimpers.
Prin said to Brice from the side of her mouth, �He knew who I was. He didn�t ask me. He knew.�
The general said, �I�ve never seen them this far across the lines. They grow bolder with their raids every day.�
�They were searching for me, not raiding,� Prin said.
�You two go on ahead, and I�ll dispatch them,� the general said.
Prin shook her head. She turned to the lieutenant under her foot. �You had orders to find me?�
He nodded but said nothing.
�The name you were searching for?�
�Princess Hannah of Wren.�
�How did you know it was me? You never asked if I was her, but you knew.�
�There are mages circulating the army camps with drawings of you that are so lifelike they�re magic, I suppose. A man can have all the gold he can carry if he catches or kills you.�
She moved closer. �Everyone in Ansel sees these images?�
�And Peermont, too.�
Prin said, �General, do you have the authority to commandeer troops? I think we may need an escort to pass our own people and gain entrance into the capital. Calverton may be as dangerous to me as the war zone.�
He said, �I can, and will. The next patrol we encounter will travel with us. And maybe the one after that. But, I have one more question. You just walked right through the enemy lines. Why didn�t those men stop you and collect the reward?�
Prin turned back to the three sword-wounded soldiers and mentally evaluated their injuries. Painful, but not serious. Two were still on the ground from punches from Brice and the general. One lay dead from her knife. The lieutenant. And two more stood aside, their weapons on the ground.
She turned back to the lieutenant, �You heard the question.�
�We only saw the pictures yesterday morning and raced here to find you. The mages have not reached the men in the field yet. But they will.�
The general said, �We should hurry before more show up.�
Prin knew he intended to stay behind and kill them all, but she wouldn�t allow that. They were soldiers doing their duty. Battle and fighting were honorable, killing defenseless captive another. She said, �You and Brice go ahead, I�ll be right behind you.�
The general pulled in his chin and stiffly said, �I�d better do this. It�s not a task for a young girl or princess.�
�I�m not going to kill them, but for reasons I cannot explain, I will deal with them. I know how to keep them here without hurting them.�
The general looked dubious, but Brice said, �She knows what she�s doing. You and I must respect the wishes of the princess.�
They rode off as Prin rummaged in her backpack to remove a pair of the purple ampules. She ordered them all to sit in a small circle surrounding her, and suddenly said, as she looked off to one side, �See that?�
Her voice was animated and excited, her eyes peering to one side of the road. The men all turned to look as she let the first of the ampules fall to the ground. She stepped on it while holding her breath.
A soft breeze defused the purple cloud too fast, the soldiers on her left catching only a whiff. All but the ones who received the least of the purple mist were already droopy-eyed, and looking confused. She moved upwind and stepped on another grape. Again, the cloud enveloped the men, and their faces relaxed, a few smiling.
She watched to make sure they were all in forget trances. When they woke in the morning, none would remember the events of today. She took the time to bandage the bleeding upper arm of one, then mounted and rode to catch up with Brice.
Later, the general asked as they walked their horses to give them a break, �You�re not going to tell me?�
�No.�
�Are they alive?�
�They are.�
�Good enough. Just ahead of us is a small river called the Dunn. We have a permanent camp there, nearly two hundred men. How many do you think we should take with us?�
�All of them.�
His head spun so fast it might have been humorous in other circumstances. �All?�
�And are there more we can recruit along the way?� Prin asked.
�You�re serious?�
�I am. My life depends on what we do.�
�The King may not be too happy with me stripping his men from the defense of Peermont, but you are royalty, and I serve the crown, which is you. If he is upset, so be it.�
Prin said, �Remember, you have choices. I will be in need of good generals in Wren.�
They reached the camp, which was not a camp, but a wooden fort constructed high on the side of a tall hill where it had a view of the valley and river. Nothing would travel up the river without being seen, and Prin suspected that a stable of fast horses and a faster route to Calverton could be had if one looked around. The general sat taller on his horse and saluted the men on watch as they rode past.
He pulled to a stop and ordered a corporal, �Get the major here on the double.�
They were still dismounting when a man rushed to the general while still tucking in his shirt. His shoulders wore the gold insignia of a tiny leaf, his hat was worn crooked, and his face flushed red. He snapped a salute.
The general said, �Order assembly and be ready to depart for Calverton by the time our horses are watered. Supplies for five days.�
�H-How many men?� the stuttering major asked.
�Everyone. This camp will be empty until we complete our mission. Why are you still standing there with your mouth hanging open? Is there part of my orders you didn�t understand?�
�Uh,� the major began, then suddenly snapped his mouth shut and shouted, �Orderly.�
Prin was impressed with the general again, as she listened to a series of shouted orders being passed from officers to sergeants, and finally, to privates. Men ran in every direction. More shouts. Orders were issued, but the camp was like someone had kicked an anthill. Even the camp cooks raced from the mess hall, one of them holding a wooden spoon.
The horses drank from the stream and rested while the army organized. The major stalked from one end of the camp to the other, issuing more orders and directions, his arms waving and fingers pointing. His senior enlisted men rounded up their charges and men began to fall into formation near the gate. Sergeants shifted those out of position, and in less time than Prin believed, over two hundred men lined up, four across, wearing backpacks, and with weapons in hand.
The major returned and saluted. �Ready to depart, sir.�
�Well done, Major. Will you send scouts to the front and rear, half the men ahead of us and half behind? We are ready when you are.�
Prin admired the response from the general. He complimented the major as he issued new orders. She also noticed that after the initial confusion, the major took charge, did as the general ordered, and never questioned or asked why. She was not certain she could have done the same.
The column moved out, heading north on the road. Soon after they passed a wagon loaded high with dry hay. The scouts had moved it to a small clearing at the side of the road so it wouldn�t slow the march. The farmer watched with interested eyes as they marched past and she imagined the wild stories he would invent to account for the movement of the troops.
Probably, most of the tales would be that the Peermont Army was in retreat�and people would wonder how that would affect them. But there was no time to explain. The troops would return within ten days, five to reach Calverton and five more back to their fort.
A scout raced back from the front with a message for the major, who relayed it to the general. �Sir, we saw a scouting party of five Ansel soldiers. They headed for the river. Do you want my men to pursue?�
�No, let them go. For now.� His eyes flicked to Prin for approval.
Brice said, �We�re moving slower.�
�But safer,� Prin said. She noticed the general speaking to the officer again and heard part of his words. They were to gather any of their troops they encountered along the way. The general moved his horse until it rode directly beside Prin. �You might want your knight to take up a position on your other side where an arrow can�t reach you.�



CHAPTER NINETEEN 

Prin was used to walking, not riding, and by nightfall, her bottom and thighs protested with every step the horse took. She thought about dismounting and walking the rest of the way.
The general called a halt, and the men set up a makeshift camp. Everyone was tired. The march had not been forced but had remained steady and fast the entire afternoon. Prin strolled around the campfires and listened. Not too much complaining and the soldiers welcomed the break in routine. She heard speculation about who Brice may be, but none of the speculation centered on her, which seemed typical.
She watched a dice game from afar, measuring the faces and responses to each throw as if they waged war. For the men, that was their world. They centered themselves on today, a little on tomorrow, but all else failed to exist. They walked their watch posts, obeyed orders, understood they would never own land or animals, and didn�t care to.
A new hat or shirt was cause for joy, and not dying in battle this day was cause for a celebration. The fires began dying down, some of the men already asleep. Despite her soreness and tiredness, her mind was alert, and sleep was far off.
Brice joined her. After walking for a while, he asked, �What�s bothering you?�
�I�m not surprised the mages are circulating pictures of me in Ansel if that�s what you�re asking. I guess it�s a series of small things I�m putting together in my head.�
�Such as?�
�King Edward. From what I gather, he�s young and ignoring the war while he and his close friends drink expensive wines and sport with the prettiest girls.�
Brice said, �Isn�t that the way of most kings?�
She spun to face him. �It is not. If you read history, especially that written by kings, you�d find that ruling is more of a chore than farming or carpentry. Most kings and queens, those who are worthy to rule, hate what they do, but enjoy the advances their people make.�
�Where did all that anger come from?� Brice asked.
�It�s not directed at you. I�m scared.�
�At what?�
�My whole life has been spent running away from things. Now I�m running into it. Whatever the rest of my life becomes, the next few days will decide. Dying, or becoming queen or anything between will happen because of what I do, and what others do. Sometimes I wish I was still working in the morning kitchen.�
Brice sat beside the fire where the general spread his bedroll. He was asleep, and they kept their voices low as they talked about nothing and much. He reminded her of their pleasant life in Gallium with Sara, and Maude, and repeated some a few humorous family stories which she appreciated. Her mind slipped away from the darkness and focused on the positive future.
He often had that effect on her. He knew what to say and when. Prin unrolled her bedroll and used her pack for a crude pillow. She slept in her clothing, the same she�d worn for days without a bath or washing, other than a splash of the cold stream upon her cheeks and a rinse for her hands. Some princess.
She awoke tired and sore. Her legs barely straightened and standing was slow and difficult. Brice and the general were nowhere in sight, but the rest of the camp was in motion. She smelled smoke and food, saw men carrying thin cakes rolled around thin slices of meat, and her mouth watered.
But first, she gathered her bedroll and readied it for travel. Brice brought her two of the cakes and chewed on another. They were tasteless. The dough was half-cooked and raw, the meat old and dried, probably soaked in water this morning to soften it enough to chew.
She chewed, thankful for what she had. The forest was damp this morning, a thin layer of fog hiding the blue sky. She heard geese honking high in the air, and a ground squirrel slipped to the top of a rock and watched her. She tossed a bite to it, but the animal darted away and ignored her offering.
Like me. Always running away. Prin turned and found Brice approaching again, leading the three horses. The sight did little to improve her mood. Walking would be preferable�at least for a while, but she doubted she could maintain the steady pace the army set.
The day passed as slowly as the sameness of the road they traveled. Undergrowth grew right up to the sides of the road, and tree branches hung overhead. The road was not paved, more of a wide path than a road, and the river never far off, but seldom within sight.
Ahead she watched the winding snake of men now marching two abreast. Behind, she heard the pounding of their boots, always in synch with the others. Now and then they softly sang tunes to march to. She wondered at first but realized without asking, that they were well away from the disputed lowlands. There should not be Ansel troops nearby, but they sang softly, just in case.
Brice rode beside her, the general rode ahead. Brice asked, �Your plans?�
�Didn�t I tell you?�
�No, you hinted and said for me to figure it out. Well, I tried and do you want to know what I came up with?�
She turned her head and looked at him, waiting for more.
�I�ll tell you. Right now, we should be riding up the Valley of Wren, using all the tricks we planned. We�d almost be to the royal palace, by now. But you�re taking us up a different valley to locate people you don�t know, and who are at war. My question is, how will that put you on the throne?�
�I plan to enlist the help of Peermont.�
Brice�s mouth fell open. �What? You heard the general. King Edward only cares for himself. Why would he help you? Besides, they are losing this war.�
�Because he only cares for himself is the main reason he will help me.� Prin set her jaw and refused to speak again. Despite her thighs burning and chafing from the saddle, and a place on one buttock that had opened a blister, she sat upright and looked straight ahead.
Brice rode alongside her, snatching glances her way now and then. By mid-day, they left the heavy forest, and the road improved. A few wooden bridges crossed larger streams, and farms lined the road. The houses and fields were also run down, the crops sparse, and the grazing animals few. Once prosperous farms were in ruin.
Alongside the road, a young farmer squatted beside a deer, the result of a successful hunt. His clothing hung on him, but worse, his eyes held little life. Instead of growing his food, he hunted to eat. At least, that was the way Prin understood.
Without forethought, she slid from the saddle and sat on the grass at his side. He watched her but said nothing. Someone called for a halt, and then the men fell out of formation and rested, but one unit surrounded Prin, their backs to her while they watched for danger approaching.
�How�s life?� she asked.
The farmer shrugged.
She jutted her chin at the nearest house. �That your farm?�
�My dad�s.�
�Mom?�
�Gone. Left for the city one morning and we never seen her again.�
Prin thought she knew the answer, but asked anyhow, �Why did she leave?�
�I think she got tired of farming. Tired of working hard all day and things getting worse with no end in sight.�
�People call me Prin.� She hesitated and realized that with the magic images of her, and with her cousin�s rewards coupled with her King�s death, there was no longer any reason to hide her identity. �But my real name is Hannah. Princess Hannah, soon to be Queen of Wren.�
Fear filled his face, and he started to leap to his feet. She reached out with a hand on his shoulder and restrained him. �You�re the first person I�ve said that to in a long time.�
�Queen?�
She smiled. �Perhaps. But right now, I wanted to talk to you. Tell me about this farm when you were ten.�
His eyes rolled, and he said nothing.
�Tell me. Not as a princess of another land, but as one person to another.�
�It was a good farm. We were happy.�
�The war came?�
�We don�t know much about that.� His voice turned hard. �What we do know is that men sent by King Edward started taking our animals without paying. If we objected, they beat us. Same with our crops. Finally, we had no more, and they stopped coming.�
She digested his heated response, more words than he�d spoken since she sat down. Anger simmered beneath his placid exterior. Intense anger. She held out her hand to shake. �Call me Hannah.�
Brice had come up beside her and broke out into a smile as he heard her say that.
�What?� she barked at Brice. The farmer drew back, but she said softly from the side of her mouth, �My brother. I can speak to him like that.�
The farmer semi-relaxed.
�What?� she repeated to Brice in the same snappish tone.
�From now on I�m to call you Hannah?� Brice asked.
�It does no good to hide who I am anymore. Everyone seems to know, so yes. My name is Hannah, so I�ll use it.�
Brice chuckled. �Before the voyage, Maude, Sage and I made a bet as to when you would revert to using your real name. I argued that it would be before we reached Wren, so I think I just won.�
�Why would you three make a bet on that?� Hannah asked, puzzled and ignoring the farmer.
Brice sat close to her. �Because, as Maude said, that is the day you begin calling your enemies to face you. Today, you are announcing you are Princess Hannah, and you�re telling the whole world, your supporters, and enemies, that Hannah is coming. Like a dark storm on a moonless light.�
�I�ve just had enough of the sneaking around and pretending. I�m almost home, and Hannah is my name. Do you disagree?�
�No, I want you to use it. I�ve been waiting for your patience to wear thin and for you to begin fighting back. Princess Elenore and Lord Jeffery have had things their way for six years, and they have pushed you across a sea and forced you to give up your life, your inheritance, and even your pride.�
�My pride? Yes, I think you�re right. I set all that aside while I waited to grow up so I could fight back.�
Brice turned to the farmer. �Would you like some help getting your deer down to your house?�
�You�re not going to take it from me?�
Prin, who would now revert to being Princess Hannah, said, �We don�t do things like that. Not where I come from.�
The farmer glanced at the soldiers resting along the road. �What about them?�
Hannah laughed and poked a finger at Brice�s ribs. �If they try, they�ll have to go through my brother and me.�
�You don�t know them,� the farmer said, his eyes falling to the deer.
�And you don�t know Hannah,� Brice said, using that name for the first time as he stood. �Help me get it over my shoulders, and I�ll carry it.�
Brice managed to get the deer centered without help, then held one forefoot and one rear foot to keep it balanced. He walked beside the farmer, and before long both of them were talking, but Hannah couldn�t hear what they said because of the distance. She saw Brice throw his head back and laugh, and almost stumble, but the farmer helped him regain his balance.
Hannah realized that in a short conversation with the young man she had decided to use her real name and challenge anyone who was coming after her instead of hiding. The name was like a banner in front of a bull. Come and get me, if you can.
But thinking about names also brought up another idea. With the importance of using her name, she had forgotten to ask the farmer his.



CHAPTER TWENTY 

Hannah sat and watched Brice carry the farmer�s deer down the slope and to the house, and when the door opened, an older version of the young man walked into the yard and shook Brice�s hand before taking the deer to the barn for slaughter. Hannah felt satisfied for the first time in a long while. No, not exactly satisfied, but whole. Yes. Whole.
Hannah was whole. Since fleeing Wren with the Young Mage on her tail, she felt scared and intimidated. For five years she�d played the part of a fleeing victim and used another name. It had probably been the right thing to do, but for the entire time, she hadn�t felt right. Being called Prin had always jarred her. She�d never really accepted the name in her mind. She had always been Hannah.
When she stood, her legs and back still hurt, but her impression of herself soared. She stood taller. She was Princess Hannah.
The general said, �You look happy.�
�I am.�
�The major suggested we use that deer to feed our men.�
Hannah held back her thoughts, and she considered the words she should use before letting her mouth cause more problems. The general was making a suggestion and seemed to agree with his major. �Sir, that deer belongs to the farmer so he can feed his family. I see two hundred men with weapons under your command. Are you telling me that none of them is capable of using those weapons to kill a defenseless animal so we might eat?�
He drew himself up. �You don�t understand ��
�No, you do not understand. That farmer expected you to steal his deer and for his family to go hungry because of you. Look around. You are not losing a war, you�re losing the support of a kingdom. Peermont cannot survive like this, no matter what Ansel does. That farmer down there probably hopes Ansel wins the war because those troops are not stealing his crops and animals.�
His face reddened, and the anger became clear. �I am a general in the Royal Army of King Edward, and nobody speaks to me that way.�
�I am a member of that royalty you mentioned. I can and will speak to you that way since you have sworn to support me and my relative, the King. Now, clear the mush from your mind and pay attention. You have lost the support of your people.�
�The military has the right to commandeer what we need in the war effort.�
�What you cannot commandeer is the support of that farmer and others. You have taken nearly all he has, and you want more. He has lost his mother, seen his crops seized by you, his animals slaughtered, and his family grows hungry. He does not want war, doesn�t care who is the King and has nothing left to pay the taxes. He knows you will take and sell his farm in the near future . . . unless Alsel wins. In that case, things might improve.�
�The cost of war.�
�The price of arrogance,� Hannah snapped. �Even if the troops from Ansel return home today, your King has lost his kingdom. Open your eyes.�
The general trembled with fury, his hands shook, and the veins stood out on his neck. But he clamped his mouth shut and marched back to where the other officers rested. Hannah watched him depart and allowed her breath to slowly whistle between lips that shuddered in anger.
What am I doing? He was not the problem. The general was trying to help her.
But that thought didn�t calm her. The world had gone insane. Ansel fought a war over lowlands nobody wanted, and Peermont defended them. Sure, the lands were the entrance to the Peermont River valley, but why start a war over it? Then, to make matters worse, her cousin, Elenore, demanded to be crowned Queen of Wren. She had all the gold and servants she could use�and more. But she had to be Queen.
And Hannah had to oppose her. Or, did she?
Maude would welcome her back if she abdicated and returned to Gallium. Elenore could rule Wren and have it. Peermont could defend itself�or not. The world didn�t depend on the choices Hannah made. She was still in her teens and knew little of the world, but knew she didn�t like what she saw today.
Politics were never a desire or subject she could master. After endless hours of study of battles and wars with the combat master, she often shrugged and said something like, �They never should have fought in the first place,� or �They should have talked and settled their differences.�
But now she was the one who might prevent people from dying. It was within her power. Or, better said, it would be in her power if she managed to wear the crown.
Within those few thoughts, a course of action took hold. When broken down to basics, Hannah could make her world a better place if she were Queen. It was that simple.
Brice had returned and spoke with General Case as she watched. Probably warning him not to come around me.
But Brice never did take advice well. He walked in her direction. She waited. He wouldn�t ask what happened. That wasn�t like him. No, he�d talk about something else and wait until she wanted to talk.
�The men are tired. We�re staying here long enough for some to catch a nap, and I think I may do the same.� He slipped his backpack off and let it fall heavily to the grass beside her. He was asleep within seconds.
Hannah closed her eyes, but stray thoughts kept intruding. Finally, she brushed a persistent fly from her nose and sat. What if King Edward will not give me an audience?
She closed her eyes and considered what else he might do, or not do. He might take her into custody and turn her over to Elenore, especially if they had a prior relationship. He might listen and ignore her words. How could she plan what to say when she knew so little about the King?
A sergeant moved among the men strewn along the road, and they began standing and gathering their belongings. A private approached respectfully, leading the three horses. He bowed as he held out the reins.
�Thank you, private.�
He beamed and hurried back to take his place with the rest as if her three words had placed a crown upon his head. He might someday tell his grandchildren sitting upon his knee of this day. Hannah looked inward again as she began to understand power.
Brice woke and silently climbed on his horse, his eyes never meeting hers. The general joined them, and the three fell into place in the long line of soldiers. Power also means you�re alone.
Hannah sat tall and ignored the pains of riding. The stop had given her much to think about. Being a queen was far more than sitting on a throne and allowing people to serve you. The position required you serve others. Friends were going to become scarce, no matter how many people she met.
They encountered a patrol of ten men late in the day, and the general ordered them to join the procession. He dispatched scouts, and during the night more soldiers arrived, nearly a hundred at a quick count. By mid-day, another hundred marched with them, and by nightfall, the total was more than six hundred.
Brice waited until the general was meeting with his officers after they camped for the night, before saying, �Prin, what the hell are you doing?�
�Hannah, from now on, please. To answer your question, what are you talking about?�
�You�re in a mood. No talking for the whole day and when you do say something, it�s an order. Is something wrong?�
�No, it�s very right for the first time in years. My name is Hannah. I�m going to rule a kingdom, a small one, but I will rule it for the people and not for my pleasure.�
He sat in silence for a long time before muttering, �Well, you�re sure acting like a queen.�
Instead of ignoring the remark, she said, �And I intend to act that way from now on.�
The following day the general commanded three more units to join the march, which now numbered nearly a thousand men. Hannah couldn�t see the front of the line, nor the rear. The general sent men ahead to announce her arrival to King Edward.
At the last night�s camp, Brice sat with her. �Why did we gather all the troops we encountered? There�s no danger of Ansel attacking us here.�
�We�re getting the King�s attention. He might have refused to see me, but now he cannot refuse.�
Brice looked confused, and she smiled at his innocence. �Why would King Edward meet with someone he does not know, a girl who claims to be a displaced princess from another land?�
�I don�t know.�
�Me neither. The general thought the troops escorting me might impress him,� Hannah said.
�If it does not?�
Hannah paused and decided to slip past the question. �I hope he will voluntarily grant me an audience. Together, we can perhaps solve common problems as well as our own. He can help me, and I will return the favor.�
Brice snapped his fingers, and his eyes twinkled. �I get it!�
She acted innocent. �Get what?�
�You want King Edward to recognize you as his relative and as the rightful heir to the Wren throne. He will provide you all these troops to march into Wren and Elenore will not dare oppose you with an army protecting you. Then, you will not only return the troops to Peermont after your coronation, but they will return with the Wren Royal Army to help defeat Ansel. King Edward might even end up ruling both Peermont and Ansel instead of losing his kingdom. When he understands that, you have his full support.�
�We both get what we want. But first, he must talk with me and agree to a treaty.�
�If he�s already figured out your plan, he�ll have a band playing when we enter Calverton. There will be a party like the city has never seen.�
�I hope so,� Hannah said, but without a trace of joy.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

Three high-ranking officers in full dress uniforms, accompanied by a squad of palace guards riding magnificent white horses, waited within sight of the city gate. They carried a message from King Edward that ordered the army to disperse and return to their assigned duties. They were to arrest the general and deliver him to the King�s court where he would face charges sedition as a traitor. Princess Hannah was to also be arrested and taken to King Edward.
The officer with the scroll rerolled it after reading it aloud to the troops and placed it under his armpit with military precision as if it was a weapon. The soldiers in the ranks were confused. The King�s officer shouted for them to return to their duties, to fight and win the war. Some fidgeted, but none broke ranks.
Hannah spurred her horse ahead, riding down the center of the road, her horse forcing the men to move aside as she passed. She kept her eyes on the officer, never flinching. She heard the general�s and Brice�s horses following her, but neither spoke.
When she reached the front of the army, she continued until her horse�s nose nearly touched the nose of the officer�s horse. �I am Princess Hannah.�
�I have an order for your arrest. Come with me without issue, and it may go easier on you.�
She raised her voice so those behind would hear, as Brice pulled up to one side and the general on the other, �I am the rightful heir to the throne of Wren, as well as royalty of Peermont. Do you dispute that, sir?�
He paused, and in that instant, lost. Hannah continued without hesitation, �That means you have no authority to arrest me. Attempt it, and the great army of Wren will join forces with that of Ansel. When they are finished destroying Calverton in the next thirty days, no two bricks will sit one above the other.�
He appeared deflated but tried again. �I have my orders.�
Hannah turned her horse enough so she could face the army behind her. �Do you want your kingdom destroyed?�
A hundred voices shouted, �No.�
She called, �I heard only one in ten of you!�
The rumblings grew. Soldiers raised their weapons and shook them. Others stamped their feet in unison. She raised a fist. They quieted.
�Archers, draw your bows.� She turned to face the King�s officer again without watching, but she heard the grunts as men strung their bows. The expressions on the officers and guard�s faces froze. She shouted, �Archers, aim for the eyes of any who attempt to touch the Princess of Wren.�
Hannah gave the mare a gentle touch with her heels and rode past the officers and palace guards. None made a hint of a move in her direction. Once past, she half stood in her stirrups and shouted to the army, �Follow me.�
General Case waved an arm for them to advance, and every man fell into formation and marched. A cadence caller struck up a marching tune. The men picked up the song, shouting the chorus. A drum took up the beat. The army moved as one to the city ahead.
The officers and palace guards spurred their white horses aside out of the way of the advancing army and raced for the city gates on side trails and paths until they were well past Hannah, who now rode at the front of an army a thousand strong. They returned to the road at a full gallop, leaning low over the necks of their mounts and spurring them to run faster.
Brice said, �Now, you�ve gone and done it.�
�I didn�t mean to.�
He laughed.
Hannah raised her eyes to study the city wall. Most of the city was outside the walls, a sprawl of squat buildings on narrow, winding cobblestone streets. Compared to Gallium, the city seemed small, poor, and in disrepair. The farmers were not the only people suffering at the hands of the King during the war. Yet, when she lifted her eyes higher, gaily colored banners and streamers flew from the palace palisades, above the original protective walls of the city.
Behind the cost of the banners, flags, expensive officer�s uniforms, and white horses was the King. Her relative. Her blood.
Hundreds of years ago, when the original walls were constructed, they may have held off an army of the time. But as she rode closer, there were sections that had fallen down, and the remainder was in poor repair. A small river flowed from the nearby hills and probably the mountains beyond, into the walled portion of the city. An enemy with a bucket or two of poison could kill everyone inside the walled city.
Hannah turned her attention to the people of Calverton as they emerged from the buildings to observe the event of the army invading its own city. Three items struck her simultaneously. First, they were all thin. She saw no fat bakers or cooks, not even a paunch on an innkeeper. Second, their eyes were dull. Their expressions held no hope. Lastly, she noticed that as she rode past, that they joined the procession as if they were part of the army�and perhaps they were. A fierce growl filled the background as they expressed their anger after talking to soldiers.
She said to the general, �The old walled city is small. Where are the warehouses?�
�We never expected the palace to have to withstand a siege, so they are scattered throughout the city.�
�What food is stored inside the walls? Animals?�
He shook his head, �None. As I said, everything is outside. Over time, each King or Queen expanded the living areas and built new apartments for royalty and servants. Where the stables once stood, there is a ballroom. There is no room for more inside.�
She rode on. �Have you noticed our army has doubled in size?�
The general turned. His face paled.
They turned onto the wide cobblestone boulevard that approached the main city gates. They stood open. A dozen palace guards raced into sight and began closing the one on the left, but it wouldn�t move. Obviously, most of them didn�t know how to work the mechanism, but more were running to help.
The general stood in his saddle. �Archers, let a volley fly at will.�
An officer repeated the order and the hiss of arrows flying overhead sounded, dozens and more. The palace guards scattered, all but two who had taken arrows, one to his head, and another to his chest. The general said, �Easier to stop them now before the gates are closed, don�t you think?�
�I do,� Hannah said.
Palace guards appeared on the ramparts, most holding a single ceremonial spear, but a few with bows they struggled to string. The general muttered, �Pathetic.�
Hannah said, �General, I have a favor to ask.�
�Name it.�
�I want you to defer to Brice. He is my knight, my protector. For the upcoming confrontation, I�d like you to treat him as your superior. He protects the heir to a kingdom, and the rank may impress your King or those guards.�
The general turned to an aide and spoke a few words. The aide ran back into the ranks and reappeared carrying a golden handled sword. The general handed it to Brice. �Wear this. The gold and jewels will impress and give you stature, but please try to return it. The sword is a family heirloom.�
�Sir, I cannot,� Brice said.
�Nonsense. It was made for special occasions, and I think this may be one.�
Brice strapped it on and sat taller.
When they were in range of arrows, Hannah pulled up and faced the fifty confused archers standing on the wall. Half of them still struggled to string their bows. Others had arrows ready but looked awkward and not used to the weapons.
Hannah held her arms wide, fingers pointing to either side to draw an imaginary line. She called, �Archers to the front. Line up beside me.�
A scuffle of feet told her she needn�t bother looking as two hundred men suddenly stood, strung out in a loose line at her sides. When they were still, she called for them to ready an arrow. Her eyes never left the palace guards. One had already broken ranks and ran.
She called out to those guards who remained, �On my order, the archers will advance until they are in range. These men train with bows every day and have faced the enemy in war, and after the first volley, half of you will be dead, but we will still advance. After the second wave, all of you will be dead. You have one chance to lay down your weapons, get out of my sight, and live.�
A few of them fled. The rest looked from one to the other, and about a dozen acted ready to stay and fight for their King. She called to the army, �Advance and fire at will.�
With their first steps, the rest of the palace guards disappeared without a single arrow flying. She didn�t blame them. They were trained to protect royalty at close quarters, prevent assassins from reaching the King, and to maintain order in a palace. They were also for show, their fancy uniforms created to impress royalty.
But they were not trained soldiers. Fifty palace guards against two hundred expert archers and another thousand men behind them, plus a thousand angry townsmen, was nothing short of slaughter. Hannah was glad they chose not to fight but felt a wave of shame for them at the same time. They were so poorly trained they couldn�t even lock the front door to the King�s Palace.
Behind her, a roar of approval erupted. Hannah ignored it as she watched the windows of the towers inside the walls, the windows where a King might be watching. But she saw no sign of him. Only the few palace guards had shown themselves.
Brice said, �What now?�
�I guess we invite ourselves inside,� Hannah said.
�No,� Brice said. �It would only take one archer, or one well-thrown spear to kill you. I cannot allow you to go in there until it is safe.�
�You don�t tell me what to do.�
The general moved his horse between them. �Princess, if I may. Your knight, Sir Brice, is correct. Allow us to enter the palace and secure an audience with the King. I will act as your emissary if you allow me.�
Hannah hesitated. She trusted the two men at her side, but her emotions drove her to enter and face whatever lay in there. Good sense told her to remain outside. Reluctantly, she nodded.
The general motioned for his aide again. �Take the Princess to that inn over there,� he pointed. �Set a guard around it, fifty men or more.�
�Yes, sir.�
Hannah turned her horse and directed it to the building the general indicated. It was an inn, the battered red sign with a crude image of a wolf barely visible. The planters under the windows were empty of greenery or color. The bare boards of the walls shown through the old whitewash that now appeared almost brown with age. Weeds flourished where she flowers had once bloomed.
People lined the street, standing several deep. Again, she noticed most were skinny and listless, a sure sign of near starvation. Her anger grew cold. The detail from the army cleared a path for her, the sluggish movements of the crowd forcing her to ride slowly.
�Are you really a Princess?� a girl of ten asked.
Hannah pulled up her mount and leaned over the neck of the animal to answer, �Yes. I�m Princess Hannah from the kingdom of Wren. And you are?�
�Anna.�
�Well Anna, that sounds a lot like Hannah. Both are spelled the same frontward and backward. It�s nice to meet you.�
�Is there lots of food to eat where you come from?�
The question hung in the air. Eyes and ears of hundreds waited for her response. �Yes.�
�Can we have some?�
An innocent, childish question, but within it was the core of what everyone watching her wanted to know. Hannah sat up taller and stood in the stirrups. She addressed all of them. �She asks if Wren will share food with you. I promise to speak with King Edward about that as soon as he agrees to meet with me. Wren has food to spare, and you�re welcome to it.�
A few smiled or clapped, but it died out quickly. The little girl said, �Will you end the war?�
�I will try. I�m sure King Edward and I can work together to make things better.� She clucked the horse to move ahead, but her thoughts were on Anna. All the girl wanted were two items, the same as everyone else in the crowd.
Hannah dismounted and went to the door of the inn. It was stuck. She stood back and examined it. Stuck, not locked. Hannah drove her shoulder into the door, and it burst open with a squeal of protest. She strode inside.
The common room was empty and cold. Dust had settled on everything. It smelled of moldy food, disuse, and a fire long extinguished, the coals damp. A broken clay mug or two lay scattered on the gray stone floor. A mouse darted for safety.
The general�s aide entered and curled his nose. �I�ll get this place cleaned up right away.�
�Don�t bother. I�m going outside.�
�Princess, I must protect you, and I cannot if you go out there. Please.�
She pulled her purse and spilled coins into her palm. There were five small copper coins, half-coppers they were called, no matter which kingdom minted them. A half-copper was considered fair wages for a day�s work.
Hannah barked at the aide, �Stay here.�
She walked into the bright sunshine and found a bench to stand on. The crowd quietly watched her. She pointed, �Anna come here.�
The little girl ran to face her and curtsied. Hannah held up a half-copper. �That room needs cleaning. Will you help?�
Anna snatched the coin and ran inside. Laughing, Hannah pointed to an older woman, lines of age around her eyes telling of life in the sun. She held up the next coin. �Will you help Anna?�
The crowd started showing interest. A man near the front shouted, �I�ll help, copper or no copper.� He pushed his way forward, and Hannah tossed him a coin as he passed by her.
She selected two more, an elderly man missing one arm, and a woman holding an infant. Then she called out, �I think that�s enough to clean one room.�
A chuckle came from the crowd that had grown to a three hundred. Someone shouted, �I can groom your horse.�
Others chimed in with offers she rejected. The townspeople were agreeable to work. She carried several gold coins in her purse, more than what would be required to pay all of them a half-copper if she had a money-changer to accept the gold coin and turn it into hundreds of coppers.
Someone shouted, �Are you really going to end the war?�
�I am not your King, nor your Queen. However, I have come to make an offer that will end it right away if he is willing to accept.�
A different voice called, �What if he doesn�t?�
That was the question Hannah dreaded. If he offered to help or accepted her plan, it would serve both of them, a mutual benefit, so she didn�t see why he wouldn�t accept her offer. They could rule their kingdoms in the future secure in the knowledge that each would help the other in times of trouble.
All she had to do was convince him. He was her blood, part of her family, although she didn�t know exactly where she sat on the family tree. It didn�t matter, because she was the heir to the Wren throne, and that made her equal to King Edward. Superior, if she considered the state of the war between Peermont and Ansel. At least the people of Wren had enough food to eat.
She lifted her chin to address the question. �My job today is to make him agree.�
A woman near her shouted, �How are you going to get him sober?�
Another laughed and called, �Then you have to put clothes back on his women.�
�And silence his advisors,� a man called, to the laughter of all.
Hannah listened and shuddered. They were telling her what she needed to know. King Edward was a drunken, woman chasing, young man, in the midst of other privileged youths. His parents had died when he was ten. By age twelve he ruled. By twenty, his kingdom was falling into ruin. Then the war with Ansel began�no matter which side started it, or why.
She put the pieces together and realized the mission she set for herself wouldn�t be the obvious mutual benefit that King Edward would thank her for. If anything, he already resented it, and probably feared her. She had marched into his capital city and palace with an army at her back. His army.
She held up her hands to silence the growl of discontent rising. �I came here in peace. My cousin in Wren wishes me dead so she can wear the crown. I will not make promises I cannot keep, met I will tell you this. If I am Queen, I will join forces with Peermont to drive out Ansel�or perhaps I will join with Ansel to drive out King Edward. Either way, this kingdom will see better times ahead.�
A cheer went up. People began talking to each other in excited tones. Hannah hadn�t intended to mention defeating the King, it had simply slipped out, but in that instant, the will of the people made itself known. They didn�t like their King.
Another of the general�s aides ran to her and bowed before speaking, �Princess, your presence is requested at the city gates.�
She hoped the King was there to greet her and they could end the war with the public signing of a treaty, perhaps today. She strode confidently, walking as she thought a princess should walk, her head held high, a slight smile on her lips. The crowd cheered and followed.
Brice and the general stood to one side of the gates, at the forefront of the army. She saw nothing to indicate the King was welcoming her, and she didn�t like the expressions they wore.
She snapped, �You wanted me?�
Brice said, �Hannah, I want you to compose yourself and not lose your temper.�
�Do you think I will throw a tantrum because a weak King will not provide me an audience, even if it saves his ass?�
�No. The King has not responded, except to send his envoy to speak for him.�
Hannah balled her fists and placed them on her hips. �Then, let�s get to it.�
�Compose yourself, I told you.� Brice�s face had taken on a pale pallor, and he acted scared. His voice shuddered as he said, �Up there on the rampart above the gates is the King�s envoy.�
She turned. A man stood up there all alone, hands hanging limply at his sides, a wide smile on his face, his cruel eyes amused. It was the Captain�s son from her first voyage, the one removed from his own ship by his father. The one who had hired people to spy on her in Gallium. Her mortal enemy. Jam.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Jam. The thought of the name made her nearly throw up. What�s he doing here?
In recognizing Jam, all hopes of a treaty with Peermont evaporated like morning mists near the river in summer. His twisted smile told the story. He was the emissary she was supposed to deal with instead of meeting with the King.
The smile did it. She walked closer, almost stalking him, until she stood so near no one else could hear their words. Her anger grew to a state where she considered casting fire at him until his clothing burst into flames. She considered using the enchantment on the throwing knife and letting it fly at his heart�if he had one.
�Jam,� she spat as if something distasteful had gotten into her mouth.
�Prin. Or should I call you Hannah?�
She forced herself to calm. �You may address me as Princess Hannah.�
�No princess I ever heard of got on her hands and knees and scrubbed the decks of a ship.�
�That is because you have never met another true princess.�
His smile twisted. �But I have a King�s ear. And I am his appointed emissary.�
Tiring of the conversation already, she said as her tone turned to ice, �Look over my shoulder, Jam. I have a thousand of your King�s troops behind me, and the residents of Calverton, as well. I will not negotiate with you, I will meet with King Edward�or his corpse. Today.�
Jam backed off a step, and Hannah knew she�d won. He shouted, �That is King Edward�s army.�
�It follows me. Jam, I am also Peermont royalty, a member of the royal family who rules here. If the King dies, I may be Queen of Peermont, I don�t know where I stand. But, what you really need to understand is that the army behind me is behind me. Not King Edward.�
�You lie. He sent me out here to send you away. You�re not wanted here, and he�s going to get angry if you don�t leave.� The words tumbled from him, one running into the next. Jam tried to regain the leadership role and failed.
Hannah said, �Jam, be a good little boy. Run tell your boy King that I will speak to him and no other. Today. Tell him it is not a request, but an order. And that I will talk to him if I have to tear down his walls to do it.�
�He�ll have you horse-whipped for that.�
�Maybe,� Hannah agreed.
Brice and the general had silently come up behind her. The general said, �Son, you can also tell King Edward that General Case is here. My army follows Princess Hannah, and I will not be whipped. He is welcome to meet me here and bring all his friends, but as Princess Hannah said, we will speak today.�
Brice said, �I am Princess Hannah�s Knight of Knights. I will whip any man who threatens to whip her. I didn�t quite hear what you said, but think twice before opening your mouth again.�
Jam spun quick as a top and ran into a doorway.
�Well, what do you think?� Brice asked.
Hannah�s fingers tingled. Her neck felt stiff enough to be made of wood. Her jaw didn�t want to open. She pointed, �We do not wait or argue.�
She took a determined step and found Brice had hold of her arm. She pulled it away. �No.�
The general motioned to a pair of aides who stood behind him. He issued a series of orders, and one aide departed at a sprint, running to the officers at the head of the column. He issued more orders and the second aide ran off as men broke into units and pulled weapons.
She hadn�t listened to the orders because she was so angry. When part of the men formed up and advanced, she moved to join them. Again, Brice said, �No.�
�I�m going with them.�
�You�re going to sit in the inn and wait with me,� Brice said, firmly moving her in the opposite direction that she wanted to go. He pushed with his shoulder, leaning on her to make her move. �The inn had been cleaned. We�ll bring the King to you.�
�No.�
Brice stopped pushing and said, �Then what?�
�I will wait here on my horse, but will not be sheltered like I�m . . .�
�Like a princess?� Brice asked, finishing her thought for her.
Hannah yanked her arm free and faced Brice. �When this is over, we will resume our daily combat training as we did in Gallium. You will pay for this.�
His smile told her he understood.
Meanwhile, small groups of men had formed into five and ten man squads, part of them wearing shields and carrying swords in their other hands. An archer who held an arrow ready to fly followed each squad. Their quivers were hanging on their belts where a dozen arrows were within easy reach. Those with swords and shields entered the gates first, the archer always last, ready to protect them with their arrows. Then another squad and an archer, and then another.
Hannah stopped counting. At least ten squads had entered the palace, and another ten waited their turn. More were forming from the ranks. She waited to hear cries of pain or fighting but heard none. The squads entered and might have fallen off the ends of the earth, but she saw no sign of them, heard nothing, and the anxiety built.
The general said, �First, they will secure the palace.�
�How many squads are going in?� Brice asked.
�Twenty, until we hear how things are going. Others will enter soon.�
Hannah said, �Their orders?�
�Avoid killing. Gather all the people and escort them to the ballroom, royals, servants, and guards,� the general replied as he motioned for more squads to move up into place. �We�ll need a hundred or more men to keep them under control in the ballroom.�
More squads entered. Hannah was sweating, her heart pounded, and she wanted nothing more than to run into the walled city and track down Jam. She had no doubt he�d already spoken to King Edward. He�d as much as said so when he informed her that he was the appointed envoy. He must have somehow wormed his way into the inner circles of the King.
Brice gave her a warning growl intended to capture her attention. She glanced down and found her knife in her hand, her horse edging closer to the entrance.
An archer rushed from the exit and ran to the general. �Sir, we�ve swept the palace, and everyone we found is in the ballroom as you ordered. We request more men to perform another search. A few seem to be missing.�
The general nodded to an aide who rushed to the officers who would detail and instruct more men. Soon, they entered in groups of ten. Inside, they�d split up and search entire floors, closets, storerooms, and other hiding places.
�It won�t be long,� Hannah whispered. Then she repeated it until the phrase became a mantra. Later, too long, as far as she was concerned, a messenger declared the danger over.
Hannah started forward, then thought better of it and dismounted. �General, where is King Edward?�
�In the ballroom with everyone else.�
�Take me to the ballroom,� Hannah said without turning to see if he obeyed. She entered a hallway with few doors. At the end, a staircase took her down, and across a small courtyard where exotic plants flourished in contrast to the devastation outside the palace walls.
A soldier darted to the front of her small group and pointed out the way. The buildings were of different vintage, the older were more ornate. He took them into another building and out the far end, then stood beside a huge, decorated wooden door. Black ironwork framed the door, and ironwork vines writhed their way from the ground to the peak.
A pair of soldiers stood at attention as Hannah approached. Their hands were on the pulls, and at the same time, they ceremoniously opened them.
Inside milled a mass of people, far more than Hannah had expected. She strode to the entrance and found a small stage typically used by musicians, but now occupied by several young men. All were dressed in the finest clothing with gold, silver, diamonds, rubies, and sapphires prominent. Only Jam dressed normally.
Jam snarled, �That�s her.�
Silence fell across the entire ballroom. All activity ceased as every eye looked at Hannah. She looked at the man in the center of the stage protected by the others in a loose ring. �King Edward?�
�I have not granted you an audience. You will release us this instant, and I will consider not hanging you . . . today.� His voice was a drawl of irritation.
A few of those closest to him tittered. One woman dressed in yellow from head to foot threw her head back and laughed.
Hannah said, �Your Highness, please accompany me to a private place where we can talk.�
He faked a yawn. �I take back the promise of not hanging you today.�
She stamped a foot and snapped to the nearest officer, �Bring him to face me. Drag his ass here if he won�t walk. Don�t kill him, but a few scrapes and bruises might improve his manners.�
She turned and said to the nearest foot soldier, �Do you know the way to the Throne Room?� At a nod, she continued, �Good. Take me there.�
She followed the private and soon entered a fairly small, but expensively decorated, room. At the far end were five steps leading up to a stage that contained two thrones, one slightly larger than the other. The great sizes offended her, and the difference of one larger, no matter if a Queen ruled or a King. She walked the length of the hall, ignoring the soldiers who happened to be inside, and climbed the stairs in a rage. At the top of the stairs, she paused and eventually sat in the larger of the two thrones while waiting.
A commotion sounded at the end of the hall. Feet shuffled, and men grunted. The door flew open and three soldiers dragged the King inside. He shoved and pushed while the men gently moved him in her direction.
She called, �If he does not walk on his own, bind him, hand and foot, then carry him to me.�
At her words, he caught sight of her and where she sat. His throne. He broke free with a lunge.
Despite her advice to give him a few bruises, the men had handled him gently as their King. His expensive clothing was clean and appeared new. Each hair was in place. Seeing her sitting on his throne turned his growing anger to fury. A soldier tried to stand in front of him to prevent the King from charging her. Another held his shirt from behind.
�Let him alone, and everyone leave us,� Hannah said, louder than she had intended. �Close the door and wait outside.�
After they had exchanged looks, the men obeyed.
�Stand,� King Edward warned in a growl.
�It is good to finally meet you, too.�
�I am the King!�
�You are a fool, even if we are related, which I�m beginning to wonder about.� The King was nearly a foot taller than her, wider at the shoulders and perhaps five years older. His face was powdered because nobody had that color complexion.
His deep purple robe glittered with sparkles from tiny stones, and his feet wore matching shoes made of the same material. Hannah decided he looked like a plum.
He charged. She sat and waited. He shouted threats as he ran through the hall towards the stairs. She waited. Long before he reached the five stairs, he tired. He panted and huffed up to them, fists balled, face red.
Hannah stood, and as she did, casually her left leg swung wide and struck him high on his right leg, above the knee. She spun, and the same leg came around again neck high. It stopped when it touched him, her heel resting on his cheek.
�Huh?�
He hadn�t seen them coming. Not the first kick, and certainly not the second. A wooden column beside him drew her attention. Without thinking, Hannah pulled the throwing knife and let it fly. He never saw that, either. It struck head-high, an arm�s length from him.
�You might want to reconsider some of what you said to me when you entered.� Hannah sat again, on the same throne.
The door at the far end flew open, and Brice strode in without pause. He walked quickly to them, his face also flushed with anger. �Kill him. Or, allow me.�
�Brice, that doesn�t sound like you,� Hannah said.
�His people starve and die, and he laughs about it.�
Hannah stood, holding up her hand. �Stop right there.�
Brice pulled to a reluctant halt but glared at King Edward as if he was half a worm in Brice�s apple.
Hannah turned to the shaken King who seemed to have deflated. �I came here to request your help by borrowing a few hundred soldiers long enough to reach Wren and be crowned. In return, I planned to help you defeat Ansel. One favor for another given to cousins.�
His eyes narrowed, and he started drawing himself back up. �Yes, we can do that.�
�No, we can�t,� she cut him off. �Not now.�
�I�ve heard about you. . .�
�From Jam? I wouldn�t believe a lot of what he says.� Hanna said while adjusting herself theatrically on the King�s throne. �This thing needs more padding.�
�It is my throne. I have also heard of you from others. The rightful heir, for instance. Elenore visited here only last year.�
�Did she bring her pet mage with her?� Hannah asked, and then reconsidered. �No matter. Here�s how this plays out. If you are to see another sunrise, you will surrender your crown, in public, today.�
�You can�t make me do that.�
�You�re right. But Brice here wants to kill you�which serves the same purpose. Give up your crown, and I�ll assign a detail of your soldiers to escort you to the Ansel border. You may take whomever you wish with you, and enough gold to fill one small purse.�
He glared at her. Hannah waved a hand in Brice�s direction. �I don�t think I�ve introduced my Knight of Knights. He is small in stature for the position, but he has never failed to kill a man when I ordered it. Not once. Is that a lie, Brice?�
�Your word is my command.�
Hannah smiled sweetly. �Besides, I don�t think he likes you, Edward. Brice, do you like the King?�
�I do not.�
�There, I think the subject is settled.� Hannah stood, walked to the column and retrieved her knife, and turned her back to King Edward.
The King shouted, �We�re not done.�
She walked slowly down the stairs, and when she reached Brice, she paused and said softly, but loud enough to carry to the stage, �One or the other. Before you leave this room. His choice, not yours.�



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

Hannah didn�t know if it was a bluff or not. If Brice killed him, she wouldn�t mourn, but she had other things on her mind. She went to the ballroom and climbed the stage there. The people were becoming resistive and anxious. When she called for attention, they continued talking, and a few shouted threats.
She turned to a nearby officer. �Get them quiet. Use reasonable force.�
The officer passed an order to a few men who relayed it to others. A man shouted an obscenity. A blow from the side of a blade dropped him to his knees. Another soldier used the grip of his sword to strike one man in the head. The officer drew his blade in full view of everyone and placed the tip against the unprotected neck of one of the King�s favorites, a young man dressed to make a peacock feel drab.
The room went deathly quiet.
Hannah didn�t waste time. �All palace servants and workers are free to leave and return to normal duties. Go. We�ll speak later.�
They rushed the door with more than a few giggles. A few Royals tried to sneak out with them, but the soldiers blocked any who tried. There were shouting matches, threats, and a few scuffles, but the Royals remained. In the space of a few breaths, most of the people in the room were gone, those remaining were dressed in cheerful-colored clothing better suited for parties.
Hannah called to the guards in the rear, �Close those doors.� Then she paced the stage a few times, trying to think of what to say. When nothing came, she decided to simply try speaking and see how it went. �You don�t know me, but I think we�re related, most of us. My mother was from Peermont. I am Princess Hannah of Wren, the Rightful Heir to the Throne and I plan to hold my coronation within a ten-day.�
They were unimpressed.
Hannah decided to try a new tact. She pointed to a snooty woman of mid-years. �You. Where is the official Line of Succession kept?�
�The King�s library.� The answer was quick but resentful.
�Thank you.� She turned to an officer. �Go fetch it.�
He left. When the door banged closed, she continued, �Is the next in line in this room?�
A man stepped forward.
Hannah said, �Good. Come up here with me. Who is next in line after you?�
Another man moved forward, his brother from the resemblance.
�And who is third?�
A dour old woman meekly raised her hand. Hannah also called her to the stage. The woman took her time, stopping to speak to several people on her way, an insult that Hannah ignored. Hannah took the arm of the first in line and escorted him near the rear of the stage and whispered, �Do you fully support King Edward? His policies and the war?�
�I do. He is my uncle.�
She went to his brother and repeated her question. He also supported the King. Perhaps her plan needed adjustment. Hannah asked the old woman the same question.
�No, good heavens, no.�
�Why not?�
�Have you not seen the deterioration or our kingdom? We�ve gone from a happy, prosperous country to a land filled with death and destruction.�
Hannah said, �Then I ask you to wear the Peermont Crown.�
The old woman sniffed into a kerchief. �I have no interest. I�ve planned to abdicate if it ever came to me, but there are two ahead of me, and the laws are clear.�
Hannah said, �You can abdicate after we clean up the mess King Edward left.�
�He is still King, young lady. Those two rascals beside you are next in the official line. You can�t just come in our kingdom appoint another King or Queen.�
�He�s given up his crown, the King.� Hannah didn�t elaborate that it may have been against his will. She spoke loud enough for those in front to hear and watched the word passed to the others standing nearer the rear. As the word rippled through the room, a silence fell. �Your name?�
�Lady Elizabeth, Duchess of Grayshield.�
�Why are there no mages here defending him?�
�King Edward does not like them, nor trust them.�
Hannah said with a smile, �It seems that the ex-King and I agree on one thing. Now, back to the subject. I am going back to Wren, and your ex-King is departing for Ansel with a sack of gold to pave his way, and another after he arrives. My question to you, Lady Elizabeth, is to consider what is going to happen in this war-torn kingdom where the people are starving?�
The older woman turned up her nose as if that didn�t concern her.
Hannah continued speaking, �How do you think the King of Ansel will treat any surviving Peermont royalty if he wins this war? I believe he will wish there are no future problems�and eliminating all of the royalty is the surest way. What is your opinion?�
�I think you are trying to force me into saying something outrageous. We are winning the war.�
Hannah snorted, then drew up short. The woman believed her words. She shouted, �Will every soldier who believes Ansel will win the war before the winter snows fall, shout out?�
A hundred voices shouted. Hannah said, �Lady Elizabeth, the Ansel Army is only two days ride from this city. They are massing for the final push. Now, I don�t know what you�ve been told, but I saw it for myself. If you don�t believe me, ask any of the thousand troops outside the main gate, and they will tell you the truth. Peermont is lost.�
�You should leave us alone. Besides, I am not next in line.�
She faced the brothers. �Will you abdicate your claim to the throne?�
The eldest snarled, �What are our choices?�
�Abdicate and join your uncle in exile or death. Today. Your choice. Announce it now, before this gathering.�
The younger brother took a menacing step closer and pulled a jeweled knife that sparkled as he raised it and charged the two steps it took to reach Hannah. Her extended fingers stiff, she shot out her arm and the tips of the fingers struck his throat just under his chin. Hannah had held back any force, but the blow was enough to drop him to his knees where he wheezed to draw breath.
In combat, Hannah would have followed up with a kick to his head, and the initial blow would have crushed his windpipe. Her action had been almost casual, yet everyone in the room had seen the raised knife and initial attack. Instead of condemning it, she dismissed it as if it was of no concern.
Turning to the old woman again, Hannah said, �You told me I should leave Peermont alone, which is what I plan to do.� She turned to the general. �Sir, if you and your army wish to accompany me to Wren, you will be made welcome and live in a peaceful, prosperous land where nobody is hungry. You and all of your men may leave this devastated and worthless land with me and become citizens of Wren.�
�My men will gladly accept your generous offer. Will you also accept their families?�
�With open arms.� Hannah moved a step closer to Lady Elizabeth and held her with a steady gaze. �General, I cannot have an enemy kingdom at my back door. After defeating Peermont, Ansel will look to defeat Wren next. Before we depart, I want this city evacuated. Then burn it and pull down every stone wall. Wren will send ship laden with salt to spread over the ground, so nothing grows here for a hundred years, but I will not endanger Wren by being weak and thinking only of myself and my pleasures.�
�You wouldn�t dare,� the old woman hissed.
The general said, �I�ve known this Princess for a few days, and I�ll tell you she will dare.�
�The residents of Calverton are innocent. You cannot do this.�
Hannah turned her back as she said loud enough for the entire hall to hear, �Everyone in this cursed city and kingdom will die before winter no matter what I do, so what difference does it make how? My first duty is to protect Wren, as yours is to protect Peermont. Under a treaty, I can send food and aid, and evict Ansel from the lowlands.�
�I do not want to be Queen.�
�You are a hypocrite. You enjoy the rewards of being royalty. You wear rich dresses, eat full meals, and attend balls while the innkeeper at the main gate cannot afford to feed his visitors. I will grant you one reprieve. Wear the crown for a single year, and I will help you push back Ansel. Then you may give your crown to the next in line.�
�One year. On your word?�
An officer rushed to the stage carrying a scroll.
�Yes.� Hannah turned back to her. �One year. As for Prince Able and Prince Howard here, they have not given me their answers about abdication, so I have to resolve that before you are crowned, and I can speak further.�
The older one said, �Will I receive a stipend to live on?�
�No, you will receive a small, very small, purse with gold in it. Enough for you to live modestly for the remainder of your life.�
He stood taller. �I accept, and also speak for my brother if he is awarded the same.�
Hannah glanced at the younger brother who still clutched his throat. He nodded eagerly. She said, �I need to hear it. And all in this hall.�
�My brother and I abdicate our claim to the throne of Peermont.�
Hannah watched the crowd as he made the announcement. Most of the royals scowled or shook their heads in disagreement, but she noted a few smiles and a pair of young men clapped their approval. Hannah unrolled the scroll and read the names. Lady Elizabeth was indeed third. Her eyes skimmed down the scroll searching for her mother but managed to hold herself in check. It was too far down the list to find in such a short time. There was still too much to do.
She handed the scroll back to the officer and faced the crowd that waited for her next pronouncement. �We, that is, the Kingdom of Peermont and me, do not have much time if we are to withstand Ansel�s aggression and survive the winter. Therefore, we�ll move fast. We will coronate Queen Elizabeth at noon. Today. Make whatever preparations are required and return here at mid-day.�
A few cheers sounded.
Hannah pointed at the two men and told the general, �Bring those two with us.�
She marched at the head of the small procession that followed her silently back to the throne room. King Edward sat on his throne, making a statement, she supposed. His opposition to her was clear.
Hannah strode slowly down the length of the narrow room, her eyes locked on his. There were five soldiers standing near him, nervous and waiting for instruction. He had probably threatened them while she was absent. Hannah slowed and pointed to King Edward as she spoke in words tinged with anger, �Remove that man from the King�s throne.�
�I am the King.�
He said no more. The guards hesitated.
Hannah forced down a smirk before speaking her next words. Her reputation for being snarky would grow on this day. Her attention shifted to the guards. �I am thinking of throwing the last one of you to lay hands on that man in the deepest dungeon for a full year. Then, Queen Elizabeth will decide your fate.�
All five soldiers leaped to the King. In a heartbeat, he lay on the floor nursing several small injuries.
Hannah moved closer and pointed down at him. �You have lost the right to ever sit there again.� She moved nearer until they were only a step away from each other as he struggled to stand. �You knew who I was from the first, what I looked like, and with Jam living here, you knew what to expect. I will have you escorted to Ansel with the purse of gold I promised, but will offer you another of equal size for information.�
�What do you want to know?�
�I suspect you�ve also been in contact with my cousin, Elenore, and Lord Jeffery. Where are they?�
�How would I know?�
She hesitated, then plunged ahead. �Allow me to explain my generosity. One small purse of gold will pay your way to live on a small farm and raise pigs, or in a tiny, inexpensive house on the edge of town. Two purses of that size will allow you to also buy fine clothing and food, and perhaps hire a servant and cook. You have a choice between those two lives, but in the meantime, while you are deciding to answer or refuse, I will send men into the ballroom and offer a single large gold coin to any who will provide the same information.�
Hannah pulled a single gold coin from her purse and flipped it towards the nearest soldier. It spun and sparkled. He snatched it out of the air. She said, �Find me a Royal willing to tell me all about Elenore and Jeffery and return him or her to me.�
The King growled in a defeated tone, �Okay! Okay, I�ll tell you. They were here.�
�How long did they remain?�
�Three trips, months each time.�
Hannah remembered her journey across the lowlands and along the river from Wren. Then up the river to the King�s Palace. Probably fifteen or more days of hard walking and Elenore wouldn�t travel lightly so the trips would have taken longer, probably much longer. The war with Ansel was in progress so there would have been extreme danger too, when in the lowlands. No, Elenore wouldn�t accept that�not even for the crown of Wren. I�m missing something.
�Tell me more.�
�What information are you seeking?�
�Why did they come here?�
�They needed a place to hide, and they had gold. They were avoiding you, Princess Hannah. Both believed you disappeared only so you could hunt them down.� The King�s tone had shifted.
He thinks there is more information he has not shared and he might sell it to me. �A mage traveled with them? A young one?�
�There were two mages, and one trip three. There were storms and the smells of hell in the halls of this palace. None of us dared misstep or chance insulting them for fear of being turned into turnips.�
Hannah chuckled dryly at the misconception. �I assume they traveled in a large body?�
The King was growing cautious, sensing where to withhold information as a means for demanding more gold. It was clear in his seemingly eager, but meager responses. When he discovered what she wished to know, he would raise his price.
A small disturbance came from the other end of the hall, as the officer she had sent with the gold coin entered. With him, was a man dressed in the finery of soft blue, from the tiny hat he wore to his feet. His beard hung to his chest but was neatly trimmed, so it fell in two spirals. His smile was as false as the curls of his hair. He flashed a confrontational look to the King.
The King returned it.
Now, we�re going to get somewhere. Hannah kept her attention on the King as she spoke, �You were here first, and you know the rewards. Talk to me, or I talk to your friend. One way or the other I�ll have what I want in a few minutes.�
�I�ll talk,� the King said grudgingly.
She turned to the newcomer. �You are my truth detector. If he lies or fails to tell me the whole truth, I expect you to speak up and receive the coin.� But the way he stood, the expression he wore told her more. The coin was irreverent. A personal history stood between the two, something she could easily exploit�and she intended to do it.
Hannah said, �You didn�t answer my question. Did Elenore and Jeffery travel in a large group? If so, how large?�
�Twenty to thirty, mostly servants.�
The answer came as his eyes were on the other man. She continued as of it was a normal conversation. �Their purpose?�
�They were willing to pay for sanctuary. I needed gold.�
I�m still missing something. Hannah thought back to the beginning of their conversation. �It seems odd they made the trip all the way down to the mouth of Wren, across the lowlands during the war, and all the way back up here, then returned the same way three times.�
She noticed the flick of his eye to the man wanting the gold coin, as if scared. The King said no more. Hannah waited until she was sure he was going to say no more. She turned to the man she thought of as her lie detector. His face was impassive�at first.
He held his hand out to receive the coin. His voice was almost amused. �They didn�t do that.�
�Do what?�
�The trip you described.�
�Then how did they get here?�
The King was suddenly on his feet. �I�ll tell you.�
Hannah crossed her arms over her chest and said to the guards, �Keep him quiet. He had his chance to talk and tried to deceive me.�
�No, I said I�d talk.�
�Get him out of here,� Hannah said. Then she said to the man in blue with the false smile, �How did they get here?�
�The Eagle�s Nest.�
�I don�t understand. What�s that?�
�An old story we tell children about the early days when Peermont became a kingdom. There were two princes in Wren, but only one could become King. The second son of them was hunting in the mountains and found a way over them into another valley. There, they created a second kingdom called Peermont so both could rule. We call it the Eagle�s Nest story.�
�I still don�t understand. Eagle�s Nest?�
It was clear the man was enjoying himself, and it quickly became clear Hannah was not. She walked closer while thinking, then told the officer with her, �That gold coin I offered will become a silver coin if I do not understand what you�re telling me instantly.�
Instead of shying away or getting upset, he smiled wider. �Princess Hannah, there is a secret passage over the mountains between Peermont and Wren called the Eagle�s Nest.�



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

A secret pass over the mountains that Elenore and Jeffery used? Those few words answered a dozen questions that had plagued her. A place to hide, a sanctuary, support, and how to strike back at Hannah without her knowledge. Elenore had a secure hiding place and a back-door to use as an escape in case Hannah came into power.
Eagle�s Nest, two words she would remember forever. A children�s story that made Hannah feel almost silly. She was sure she had heard the same tale when young�but hadn�t realized it held truth.
�Give him the coin.� Then she moved to perch on the edge of the stage. �Everyone leave us. Sir, would you care to join me?�
He did, and while he settled himself after dusting the edge of the stage with a lace kerchief, he watched her. His phony smile remained, but despite his foppish manners and insincerity, she found she liked him. He was over thirty, but not by much. He had led a privileged life, but she noted several scars on his hands. He�d worked in his lifetime�or learned to fight with a stern teacher.
After allowing her time to examine him, he stood again, bowed from the waist, and said, �I believe we are related.�
�In what way?� Her skepticism was enough to draw her back to reality.
�Your mother and my mother were sisters, mine far younger. Other than parents and children, I think that is about as close as two people can be.�
Her senses were on full alert. He wanted something. �You earned your gold coin by betraying your King, what do you want from me?�
He held the coin up to face-level and slowly spun it around, allowing the light to glisten off it. �Beautiful,� he said. Then, when she was totally unprepared, he tossed it at her.
Reflexes made the grab.
He was still smiling. �King Edward has been a thorn in my foot since we were small. Even as a boy, he was hateful and spiteful. He was destined to be King, and I a leech to depend on his graces for my every meal.�
�You did this to get even?�
�That will never happen, but as luck would have it, I was blessed with an innate sense to determine when someone is lying. I developed and used that skill to gamble. Despite my meager and humble beginnings, over time I amassed nearly as much gold as my King. Eventually, I loaned him gold to pay his costs for the war he refused to end, and I still own more gold than people believe exists.�
That explained the odd looks from King Edward to him�but she still didn�t know his name, and his story sounded as fanciful as his clothing.
As if reading her mind, he said, �I am Tranter, only son of the late Lady Ellsworth. It�s all in that scroll you held, you and I, and our relationship.�
�How far are we from sitting on the throne?� The words escaped before she could hold them back.
�Ah, you wish to be the Queen of two kingdoms? Well, that isn�t going to happen unless about a hundred people who are listed above us were to die. And before you think too badly of me, I do not like my King which I have told him many times. I wish for a peaceful, prosperous land to live in, and I have twice traveled to Wren and enjoyed it immensely. We met once, you know, at the Earl�s Castle. Your mother was married, but raising you alone for reasons she didn�t explain.�
The entire conversation blanketed her in a mass of confusing thoughts. She�d come to request help, not overthrow a King. She had not expected to locate family, and if she had, it wouldn�t be the dandy of a man sitting beside her.
She shifted positions, and in the process, her left hand moved across the hilt of the knife at her waist. Tranter�s hand slipped closer to the hilt of a knife he wore hidden inside his waistband. Hannah only noticed it when he moved to protect himself.
It was the action of one well-trained in warfare and fighting. He had earned the scars on his hands while learning to fight. A practice sword slipping past a guard left those types of scars, all on the outside of his fingers, on both hands. Expert swordsman.
�Why did you agree to come here and meet with me?�
He said, �Calverton is my home. Peermont used to be a wonderful valley, a good place to live. It can be again. With your help.�
She leaped to her feet and stuck out her hand to shake. �And with yours, cousin. How would you go about ending this damnable war?�
�I like your plan.�
�Mine?�
He rolled his eyes as if she was a child. �In short, take the Peermont Army across Eagle�s Nest and secure your crown. When that is accomplished, send them back accompanied with troops of your own, if that becomes necessary.�
�Necessary? Why wouldn�t it?�
�Because you will realize that in me, you have an emissary you can dispatch to the King of Ansel to negotiate a treaty. Ansel has barely managed to defeat Peermont to the degree they have, but if Wren allies with Peermont, Ansel cannot possibly win. Their King might learn your plans of both a sea invasion and one by land. A greedy Queen like yourself might see that she can rule three kingdoms instead of one.�
�I don�t want to do that.�
�He does not know what you want, or what you�re capable of doing. Remember, I earned my wealth by knowing the weaknesses of others. I believe that if properly explained to the Ansel dog of a King, he will quickly agree to sign a peace treaty. Of course, we will give him a worthless portion of the lowlands so he may claim his great victory to his people. He may give us a worthless section of upland so we may claim the same.�
�You really are good at this.�
�I am. I believe it is a family trait.�
Hannah paced the room several times, keeping an eye on Tranter and trying to determine if he was like all he projected�or was he after something else. She reviewed their conversation, point by point, and couldn�t convince herself that her plans and his meshed so perfectly.
The Role of Succession would easily establish their roots, but she was concerned with more than that. Princess Elenore had spent half a dozen years searching for, and sending assassins, to locate and kill Princess Hannah so Elenore could be crowned as Queen of Wren. Hannah spent years of slinking around, avoiding all but the most trustworthy, fleeing across a sea, and scared for her life at any new or unexpected noise.
Mages had watched, offered rewards, and cast spells. Gold exchanged hands. All girls near her age had been sequestered and questioned. The search had expanded to new lands, always with the single purpose of killing Hannah.
She didn�t think of herself as vengeful, but she had a temper, and she had reached her tipping point years ago. Her cousin, Princess Elenore, and those who supported her actions would pay. Now, for the first time, she had a lead that might take her to Elenore and Jeffery�and if the man known as the young mage was still alive after his swim in the sea, she might attempt to kill him again.
But it was more than personal. They had created a faction that opposed the King of Wren, forcing an underground revolution. Royalty took sides. People died, including her King, his son, and her father and then her mentors. If anyone stood in opposition to the revolution or supported Hannah, they often died in accidents.
She said, �Do you really believe you can sign a treaty with Ansel?�
Tranter nodded and waited for a breath before speaking. �Their King won�t have a choice with our two kingdoms combined. You take me for an ambitious fool but consider my circumstances and how I�ve thrived. I will take on this task, not for you, but for my homeland and family. Within these halls are fifty who share my blood�and yours. I will do it for them.�
The humor had fled along with the impish smirk. The man she spoke with now was different, despite the outlandish clothing. She believed him. �What do we do now?�
The smile slowly returned. �The entire plan hangs on the thread of you sitting on the Wren throne.�
�There�s more.�
�Princess Elenore may be at the Eagle�s Nest right now. The pass through the mountains is only open two months a year, which is why it�s still a secret, and the route hasn�t been expanded. I assume you�ll march in that direction?�
Hannah hadn�t considered the idea Elenore might be living there now. �What�s the Eagle�s Nest like?�
He spread his arms wide. �It used to be a monastery a hundred years ago. The sect that owned it disappeared due to illness, I heard. Since it�s located closer to Calverton and the route is open most of the year to Peermont, the Royal family took it on as a winter playground. I�d guess a hundred rooms in a sprawling stone building. I�ve never been there, but that�s what I know.�
�How long will it take me to force-march from here to there?�
�Getting in a hurry?� Tranter asked, then continued, �Two days, but you might want to check that with someone who�s been there.�
She stood. �I need to speak with the general, and with Brice, my knight, but I like your plan.�
He also stood and reached out his hand to shake. �No matter how this goes, you and I are in it together as a family. If you do not reclaim your throne, where will you go?�
�Gallium. I share a place there.�
�Gallium. I�ve heard the buildings are so white they seem tinged blue and fill both sides of a gateway to another ocean. Okay, if you�re unsuccessful, I will meet you in Gallium, a city I�ve always wanted to see.�
Hannah was shocked that he would base his whole future on a short meeting in the King�s throne room with a woman he�d never met. �You can�t promise that.�
�And if you are successful, I will make my way to Wren, and together we�ll decide how to bring Peermont back to its former glory. Deal?�
They shook on it.
Back in the ballroom, the Royals were becoming impatient. As she entered, several glared at her, and several harsh comments split the air. She ignored them as she made eye contact with Brice and the general. A curl of her finger indicated they should accompany her. She stepped through a doorway and closed it.
In a few terse sentences, she repeated most of what Tranter had shared. She turned to the general. �You�ve been a good friend, so don�t take this wrong, but why didn�t you tell me about Eagle�s Nest and the mountain pass?�
His expression turned puzzled. �I assumed you knew. Everyone in Calverton knows the story.�
Hannah believed she had also heard the story from her mother�who was also from Calverton. The story might be told in the Palace of Wren, but she didn�t know. She hadn�t heard it while working in the Earl�s Castle, but the circle of friends there was small and disconnected from story-telling because they were so busy serving the Royals.
It might also be that since the mountain pass to reach Eagle�s Nest was closed ten months of the year, it held no importance to residents of Wren. In short, they had forgotten about it in the generations since the two brothers created Peermont.
She turned to Brice. �I heard the grumbling when I entered the ballroom. I suppose Jam has been filling your ears with his venom.�
�Jam? I haven�t seen him in a while.�
The statement took her by surprise. Jam was in the palace earlier. Had they missed him when they searched? It would be just like him to dress down and pretend to be a servant to escape. He probably had selected a bolt-hole when he arrived. He always planned his escape.
Hannah said, �Begin planning to depart immediately for Eagle�s Nest.�
She reentered the ballroom and walked among the crowd searching for Jam, but he was not there. She climbed the stairs and looked over the heads of the Royals with disgust. They had allowed King Edward to remain in office while they enjoyed the music, dancing, food, and parties held in the ballroom where they stood. If she also provided music, food, and wine, she had no doubt those Royals in the room would begin dancing and enjoying themselves�and support her if she promised to continue.
She said, �You may all leave and resume your lives.�
From their reaction, it was the last thing they expected to hear. Few departed. Hannah was the show of the day and the only source of information. They waited.
Hannah drew herself up and asked if there were questions.
There were. Each revolved around the Royals and how the future would change their comfortable lives. Hannah wished she could replace them, but knew better than to tamper with the political structure that had evolved over generations. She wanted to leave the ballroom as much as they did, perhaps more.
In terse details, Hannah told them King Edward had decided to move on, and the next two in line for the throne had abdicated. Their new Queen would be Elizabeth. Several cheered, more broke into smiles, and only a few appeared disappointed. She assumed those were the Royals who supported King Edward.
She found the general on the parade ground, rounding up his troops. He detailed orders to the officers, assigning tasks ranging from remaining in the palace to help the new Queen during the coronation process to another assigned to King Edward to escort him the Ansel. A detail would ride with Tranter to negotiate a peace treaty with the King of Ansel and to advise them of Wren�s involvement and support.
She said, �Excuse me general. I would like to depart for Eagle�s Nest as soon as you can make it happen. I appreciate all you�re doing here, but reaching Eagle�s Nest before my cousin Elenore knows I�m coming is imperative�and my old nemesis Jam is missing.�
�I see.� He turned to another senior officer and said, �Colonial, you know what needs to be done. Please take over here. I�ll assign the second company to ride with me.�
The general�s eyes searched the officers nearby and snapped, �Lieutenant, I want the second company ready to depart in an hour. Cold weather supplies, we�re crossing the Eagle�s Nest.�
She said, �I need to find Brice. Where should we meet you?�
�The main gate. I�ll have extra cloaks and boots for both of you. How are you at hiking?�
�I�ve done my share of walking.�
The general drew himself up. �No horses. You�ll carry a pack, and it will be steep. We can go no faster than you.�
Hannah quipped, �I�ll be ahead of you the whole trip.�
Brice appeared at her side. �No sign of Jam anywhere. One report has him escaping from a window and heading for the mountains.�
�In the direction of Eagle�s Nest?�
Brice nodded.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 

The two hundred troops were outfitted and waiting in formation long before the end of the hour the general had allowed. The heavy boots he provided fit Hannah, and the pack was close to the maximum weight she wanted to carry. Four rolled blankets were tied on top, as well as a waterproof cape in preparation for the cold they�d face at higher altitudes. She knew it was a two-day hike to the old monastery, but the supplies suggested far more food than required for two days.
Brice adjusted his pack. It was the same size as hers and perhaps heavier. He also carried a bow and quiver.
Hannah said, �If Jam hasn�t gotten there first, we may catch Elenore and Jeffery unaware.�
�Or, they may be waiting with a dozen personal guards.�
�We�ll have two hundred of our own. I doubt they�ll have anywhere near that number,� Hanna said.
Brice didn�t look appeased. He took her upper arm in his hand and pulled her closer. �Remember. They�ve had six years to plan for this. They have mages and a hoard of gold to buy weapons and fighters. There�s no telling what they�ve prepared in that time, but I think they will be waiting.�
He was right. She was not going to waltz into Eagle�s Nest and surprise them while they sat sipping afternoon tea. A battle lay ahead. Hannah pulled her arm away and twisted her shoulders, feeling the comfort of the throwing knife below her neck. Her hand went to her waist and touched the hilt of that small, curved blade, then her hand slipped down to the inner side of her thigh where the thin rapier rested. Her baggy pants would allow her to reach it if needed.
�I also want a bow,� she said, thinking of the charm she carried in her backpack that made the arrows never miss. She reviewed the other charms and found nothing that would help in a battle for a monastery high in the mountains. �This old monastery they�re in, is it sitting on top of a solid rock spire, like some I�ve heard about?�
Brice said, �No, I thought of the same and asked. It�s not even walled, just a long low series of stone buildings connected to each other in a haphazard manner, all with steep roofs because of snow buildup. Over the years, they built a new annex when needed, but because of the weather, they connected the new with the old because the winter snows prevent them from going outside.�
Hannah said, �It sounds a mess.�
�Well, it wasn�t built as a fortification, or to be beautiful, but still, once inside, it�s a maze of passages and hallways. You could get lost in there and retrace your route without ever knowing. Any fighting will happen in a confined space where a bow won�t help because the ceilings are too low for arrows. Even swords will be restricted in the small spaces.�
Brice is worried. Hannah still decided to carry a bow, but she wanted a look at the buildings. Their exteriors might help with the best way to attack. Perhaps they could see smoke from chimneys that might indicate which buildings to attack�and how. Cut off the food storage and control the kitchens and the battle could be won.
Maybe they�ll fly flags to indicate the right place to attack, too. She was glad she hadn�t spoken her ideas aloud. She was a princess, not a soldier with a lifetime of experiences to draw upon. She glanced at Brice and took note of the stern set of his jaw. With luck, she would never see that expression pointed in her direction.
He said, �I think you and I should slip ahead of the army and maybe see what they have waiting for us.�
The general walked nearer. �What was that?�
Brice said, �We�re thinking of going on ahead and spying on them.�
The general rolled his eyes. Then he stalked closer so he could speak in private. �Do you believe it�s sound warfare to place your two most valuable people in the most danger? If Princess Hannah is killed, we may as well all go home and face whatever takes place because, for Peermont, the war will be over.�
Even Hannah had to admit the wisdom of his stinging words. �We just feel we have to do something.�
�Let me send two squads ahead to secure the way, and when we get within sight, you can offer suggestions�and I may listen.� The general waited until both reluctantly nodded. Then he turned his back and started issuing a flood of orders again.
Hannah took note. She�d watched him do the same a few other times. The general looked at the required end result, decided the best way to achieve it, and barked orders to accomplish each step. He never took an active part, but detailed each instruction in such a way there was no argument, and each of his men knew what was required�and expected. She could learn from him.
Thinking of his expertise, and her history, she realized a major element of her education was lacking. As a servant, while a child, she had given few, if any orders. While working as a sailor, she was a common deckhand, and again gave no orders. Living for five years in Gallium had been as a student with Maude, both for learning magic and fighting, and there had been little opportunity for leadership. She came to the realization that in her lifetime she had seldom been a leader�not in the sense the general was.
Elenore is better prepared to be Queen. The stray thought had been hidden somewhere in the dark recesses of her mind, a deep fear she didn�t wish to admit or face. However, being prepared and being a good queen were two separate issues. If Elenore had funded the revolt, the attempt to overthrow the crown, if she was willing to risk countless lives to satisfy her lust for power, and if she was willing to offer fabulous rewards for the death of a child-rival, she needed to be stopped.
There. Hannah admitted her fears and framed her future in a few words. She might not be the best trained, but she could learn. Her cousin Elenore and Lord Jeffery were in for a fight.
She told the general, �I will do more than offer suggestions. But I wish more from you, sir. I have no training to be a leader and being Queen is going to be difficult without those skills. Will you help train me?�
His expression changed, then twisted almost into a laugh that he managed to squash at the last instant. �You may not have formal training, but I�ve never seen a better natural leader. I�ll try to help, but all you need is the confidence to speak up, but when things are happening, you are the leader. Make no mistake about that.�
�Thank you. But I�m still worried. If I meet up with Princess Elenore, what do I say?� Hannah waited for his response as all traces of humor fled from him.
He cleared his throat. �Say? You might say to your Knight that you wish him to remove her head, but you don�t say anything to her.�
�I can�t do that.�
He rolled his eyes again but said nothing. A messenger appeared at his side, standing at attention ready to report the troops were ready to depart. The general turned to Hannah. �Princess, with your permission?�
�You have it.�
�There, was that so hard?� He teased. His aide rushed to their side and waited for anything the general might need. The aide was very good at his job, almost blending into the background as the column began to walk in loose formation. A sergeant called for the pace to increase, and the order was repeated as it was passed along.
Hannah watched the process. The general provided the information for the end result, the officers used their men to accomplish it, and the sergeants made it happen. She watched squads near the front spread out to either side and race ahead, while the main body of men moved in twos and threes, allowing the space to widen between them. The forest at their sides was hardwood trees, the undergrowth thick, and the path was narrow enough for three to walk beside each other in most places, but it was by no stretch of the imagination a road.
Small streams flowed across the trail, forcing them to step over them, sometimes scrambling on large rocks to keep their feet dry. The forest floor was covered in dense undergrowth, tangled vines, small bushes, and grass. Looking ahead, the trail rose with nearly every step, and within an hour it narrowed until travel was single-file. The soldiers walked in a steady, distance-eating pace they could maintain all day, and all night if required.
The weather was still warm, the sky clear, and only a few stinging insects landed on Hannah. The peaks in front of them were white. However, her mind was not on travel, but what she would find at the Eagle�s Nest and beyond. One step led to another. She ignored the rocky ground, the clouds scuttling past, the hawk that circled above, and the men marching in front and behind.
Elenore, I�m coming for you.
Hannah had already spoken to the general about another concern, and he agreed a third group of fifty would split away from the main force before they reached Eagle�s Nest and circle around it to the trail that led to Wren. Their job would be to prevent Elenore and Jeffery from escaping.
A crow as black as coal dived from the top branches of a pine and landed a few steps from Hannah. She expected to hear it speak but didn�t know the words it would say this time. She waited as the crow cocked its head and identified her.
�Hannah, they know where you are.�
The bird repeated it several times, then flew off. Brice said, �They know? How?�
�Jam would be my guess.�
�The sorceress who sent the crow must be nearby for Elenore to know that and send the bird.�
Hannah kept walking, ignoring the sinking feeling in her stomach. It also meant Elenore was near and she had plans in play. She was waiting ahead, Hannah could feel it. Elenore was waiting, probably rubbing her hands together in anticipation.
Another crow flew over, but Hannah ignored it. Instead, she continued walking up the path intent on keeping up with the others while trying to anticipate what her cousin would do. Elenore would want a confrontation and the satisfaction of seeing Hannah die. But that was secondary. The single item she required was to know Hannah was dead�and that there were witnesses. The more, the better.
The trail was too narrow to walk beside and too steep to walk too closely to those in front or behind. She concentrated on each step while her mind focused on her mission.
The words of the crow returned to her mind. What did they know where you are mean? Could it be Elenore knew she was in Peermont? Or that she was heading for Eagle�s Nest? Or something else? She wished the warning was more specific.
The terrain changed as they climbed the side of the mountains, turning into more rocky footing with pines replacing oaks. The air smelled good, if weak. It took more breaths for her lungs to gather the air to continue, and watching those men ahead told her they suffered the same difficulty.
Late in the day, a headache settled in. She became nauseous and paused to upchuck the little in her stomach, but the cramps were the worst. Her legs seized several times, and she nearly fell, but others continued marching, and so did she.
The gullies and valleys were shallow, the far sides always higher and steeper than the last. In shaded places, patches of snow covered the ground. The air bit with cold. The men struggled, their pace slowed to half of what it had been.
Near a small river, the general ordered camp for the night. It was not a clearing, but a flat area with few trees. On the far side rose a rock wall with the path winding into a narrow cleft. They couldn�t see beyond the entrance, and wouldn�t attempt to enter until the morning sun provided enough light.
However, as Hannah unrolled her bedroll, movement caught her attention. Looking up, she found men standing on the tops of the bare rock on either side, but their uniform colors assured her they were Peermont troops. The squads the general had sent ahead were clearing the way.
Brice was at her side. �A good place for a trap.�
�The general had the scouts check it out.�
�I still don�t like it. It�s too narrow.�
Hannah looked to the cleft again, a split between two huge vertical granite walls that stood a hundred feet above the trail. Each side was so steep few plants managed to grow. �Yes, a good place to set a trap if you�re Elenore, but too obvious. Her mind is more devious.�
�Tomorrow, I want you at my side. Never get more than a few steps away, and I plan to walk with my bow ready.�
�Brice, I appreciate your enthusiasm and dedication, but perhaps you�re over-reacting.�
He placed his groundsheet beside hers, then spread out all four blankets. �He said, �It�ll be below freezing tonight. The sky looks clear so no snow, but you can never tell this high up.�
�You changed the subject.�
He sat and crossed his legs. �You�ve spent five or six years getting ready for this, too. I realize that. But, we�re not playing your game, we�re playing hers. I�m not over-reacting.�
�Maybe.�
�Listen, while you lived and studied in Gallium, I sailed between there and Indore a dozen times. I lived in Indore for months and heard stories. I listened to rumors and tavern-talk. I walked the markets and heard conversations about you, Elenore, and Wren. There are things about them I know I never shared. Most are small incidents not important in themselves, but when taken together they scare me.�
�Tell me.�
�You know the worst. Elenore resents you. She planned to be the Queen of Wren since she was a little girl. Then you swept in, and now she may be nothing. Her marriage to Jeffery was contrived because he is wealthy and ambitious. They are a perfect pair.�
�I know all that,� Hannah said without sounding upset or demanding.
�What I kept hearing was how she promised the mages who helped her positions currently only held by royalty. She plans to eliminate or exile any royalty who do not assist and support her, and replace them with her mages.�
�She can do that?�
Brice said, �Those with the gold make the rules.�
�You make it sound like he has more gold than the King.�
�I think he does.�
Hannah felt her pulse quicken as her fear rose. Brice often held insights others missed. He used a little information from one place and paired it with s fact from another place�and came up with a result others never saw. He�d done it a hundred times at Maude�s, usually to defeat the girls at some game or another, but she trusted his skill and intuition.
�How can he have more than the crown?�
Brice pointed up at the mountains in front of them. �I may be wrong.�
�Go on.�
�There are rumors about the monastery. One is that no one ever stole the statues there because they are so heavy a thief cannot lift it. Not even two thieves can, let alone carry them away, at least with any speed.�
Hannah realized there was more Brice hadn�t told her. She waited for him to talk again, almost enjoying his discomfort at telling her something she might scoff at.
He said, �The rumors say the statues were not coated in gold, they were solid gold.�
�Where could monks acquire that much wealth?�
�There is a blacksmith in Indore who says his father, also a blacksmith, earned a good living selling tools he made to the Eagle�s Nest monks�tools for digging in mines.�
�You pin a lot of belief in the tales the son of a blacksmith tells.�
�Yes, but once I heard that rumor and combined it with another, and another, the picture became clearer. When young, Lord Jeffery�s father held extensive lands in Wren and paid taxes to the crown with a little left over. Near the end of his life, he built Broadmoor Castle. I haven�t been there, but they say it�s the most beautiful in Wren.�
�I�ve heard the same. But that explains nothing but that his father came into a fortune in some manner.�
�Do you know where Broadmoor Castle is located?�
�Not exactly.�
�Neither do I, but if I make a mental map of Wren and Peermont, and this mountain pass we will travel, Broadmoor Castle lies at the foot of the trail. It protects travel between the kingdoms, and also prevents anyone from traveling to Eagle�s Nest, or Peermont.�
�You make a lot of assumptions, but the pieces seem to all fall into place.�
�I�ve heard the servants in Broadmoor Castle were not to speak of gold, the monastery, or the pass to Peermont. That has been true since Jeffery�s father built the castle, and some say that any who did speak of those things disappeared in the night until nobody remembered�or spoke of them.�
�The monastery is deserted, or we believe it is. Did Jeffery�s father attack them?�
Brice shook his head. �That sort of thing couldn�t be contained. Soldiers are worse than washerwomen for spreading tales. No, there is another story that may be true. There came a time when stories of sickness in the monastery spread. People fled from the area.�
Hannah let the ideas gel in her mind. Illness could account for the monks dying, or perhaps a harsher winter than usual. Jeffery�s father somehow found out about the gold. He probably spread the stories of illness to help hide his actions in recovering the gold statues and melting them into coins. He probably also learned he controlled a secret escape route across the mountains. If the King of Wren ever came for Jeffery�s gold, he�d disappear across the Eagle�s Nest Pass�along with his gold, where he�d buy a good life in Peermont.
While Elenore held a high position in the Line of Succession, Jeffery held the gold to ensure she was crowned. The two might not even like each other, but the match was as perfect a fit as a pair of dancing shoes on a maiden. A left and a right, and neither would ever match another pair of shoes.
�That explains a lot.� She pulled all four blankets over herself while clutching a slice of dried beef to chew on under the covers. She had a lot to think about.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 

Sometime after midnight, lightning and thunder woke them. Rain pelted them at first, then it turned into a torrent. The blankets were soon soaked, but Hannah still huddled under them because it would be worse to expose herself to the storm without them. She sat miserable, making a tent with her head holding up the blankets, hoping the water would run down the sides in sheets.
Footsteps squished nearby. The corner of her blankets lifted and a hand slipped under the opening and then withdrew. She smelled something odd. What?
Hannah felt a surge of pain. Her eyes opened, but she saw nothing. Her feet were asleep, her wrists hurt, and her mind felt sluggish. She was dry, but not under her blankets.
She felt no breeze, saw no stars and smelled the musty odors of a room long closed up. Her attempt to move her arms failed because ropes bound her wrists and her feet. She lay on her left side, her cheek pressed into the rough stone of a floor. Not a flicker of light revealed where she lay.
Panic surged, and she pulled harder at the ropes, but a slight scuff of a foot on stone drew her attention. She couldn�t see, but she could hear. And smell. She controlled her fear and sniffed the air. Ale, sweat, and wood smoke. A short cough told her a man was near, but not too near.
Oddly, being tied up and laying in the dark in a strange place was not nearly as frightening as being there alone. �Who are you?�
�Shut up and let me sleep.�
The voice was rough, the words slurred as if the speaker had downed a lot of ale. Her eyes searched for light, a sliver from under a door, a single star in a window. There was nothing.
Speaking again would antagonize him, probably a guard who wished to be there only a little less than she did. He was sleeping off the effects of several mugs of ale, and she�d already decided he was not a regular soldier.
Her mind worked slow but provided another clue. The hand that had slipped under her blankets had deposited a sleeping potent, or similar. A spell to knock her out. The storm. It hadn�t been real. Well, real was not the right description, but natural was better. It was unnatural, the sort of storm expected in the lowlands during hot summer evenings, not high in the mountains.
A mage had created the storm. It kept the army huddled against the pouring rain, and the thunder and deluge had covered the footsteps of someone, perhaps many people, entering the camp and capturing her.
They had carried her to the Eagle�s Nest, where she now lay. The words of the crow returned. They know where you are.
It seemed so obvious, now. Travel to the Eagle�s Nest from Calverton took two days. The natural place to stop for the night was beside the river before going into the menacing cleft in the granite wall. There were troops that had traveled the cleft, and more stationed on top of the sides. But there was another way to proceed, a hidden way that allowed Elenore�s people to circle around those advance guards.
The cleft was not a trap, but stopping for the night below it was. As Brice had warned, Elenore had had five years to prepare the trap Hannah had walked into. Like an idiot, Hannah had been as innocent as any bunny hopping down a familiar trail and into a snare.
The guard snored. She had been asleep, and with no light, she was convinced it was still night. But, if that was true, it would soon be daylight because the storm came near midnight.
No, there was a flaw in her calculations. It should take a full day to reach Eagle�s Nest from where she camped and more time for men carrying an unconscious woman. So, she was either in a room without any light at all, or she had been asleep all day, and it was the next night.
She listened for other breathing, hoping she might hear Brice. She heard nothing. A wiggle of her shoulders told her the throwing knife was gone. She bent at the waist and didn�t feel the short blade, but that was expected. She flexed her thigh and found the familiar resistance of the rapier. After finding two knives, they had assumed there were no more.
�How long before morning?�
The snoring stopped, and she heard the guard shift. �Plenty,� he grunted.
Good. That confirmed the idea that she had slept all day. It provided her a timeline. It also told her Elenore was not in the monastery, not yet. But, she would be on her way.
�I have to pee.�
�You just did.�
Hannah felt the wetness now that he mentioned it. After a full day asleep, no wonder. It had probably been what woke her, and in her grogginess, she had been intent on relieving the pain in her bladder. She shut her mouth and tried futilely to relax. The guard began snoring again.
The closing of a door echoing down a distant corridor drew her attention and panic started to return. If the mage came in and found her conscious, he would either torment her or increase the security. Right now, Hannah had a chance to escape by using her oldest magic trick.
Her wrists were tied behind her back. The guard was across the room, but he would quickly notice even a small light behind her if he woke. Hannah�s index finger touched the bindings on her left wrist. The flame from her finger was tiny, but even so, it provided enough light to see the guard.
He sat in a chair with arms, his head slumped forward, his snores regular and even. The footsteps grew louder. She slowly increased the size of the flame, wincing when it burned her wrist. The footsteps continued.
She forced the flame to grow and smelled the hemp burning. The rope parted, and the fire extinguished. Her wrists were free. She reached down inside her waistband and pulled the small rapier from the thin scabbard. She quickly sliced through the ropes around her ankles, took three stumbling steps and sliced the throat of her guard.
The footsteps moved closer, and she leaped to place her back to the wall beside the door. It flew open, coming to a stop when it struck her toe. Light flooded into the room.
She imagined another guard coming to relieve the one she had killed. He carried a lantern and the surprise he would feel as he found the dead guard would be her chance. The holder of the lantern paused for the briefest time, then moved quickly to the guard, placing the lantern on the floor beside him to provide light as he knelt to examine the body. Hannah sidestepped silently from behind the door, knife in hand.
Something warned the man. He spun to face her.
It was not a guard, it was the man she knew as the young mage. He had directed the hunt for her, and he had murdered her father, and the knight, and his servant, all three who had tried to care for her. His face was older, but the same cruel nose, cold eyes, and thin mouth were unmistakable. The lantern displayed an evil and confident expression, like the one she�d first encountered as a child.
�Hannah. I should have known better than to leave you with a single guard.� His voice was soft, his grin more a leer. His eyes fell to her wet pants.
She backed to the wall fighting to bring the trembling in her hands under control. His was the last face she wanted to see.
He said in a tone almost sweet with contempt, �I see you�ve had an accident, but that�s the least of your worries.� His arms raised, all of his fingers aimed at her.
�Don�t do this,� she begged.
�Why not? I�ve waited years for this moment.�
�You killed my father.�
�And his friends. And now his daughter,� he chuckled.
She felt the heat building inside him for the flame he would cast. He drew not only his own heat, but that held within the floor, walls, and even the dead guard. He pulled it and concentrated it, ready to use it as a weapon. The very air dipped in temperature.
Her arms rose reflexively higher in a defense mode, and she drew air inside herself, more and more until she felt the room should be a vacuum. When the first hint of crackling occurred from his fingers, she waited. The weight on his toes increased as he drew back to cast. She still waited.
His eyes and smirk told her when to react. She cast a wall of air as he cast a flame long enough to reach her�but the strength of the wind she created pushed back, and him along with it. The Young Mage struck the wall as if shoved by the hands of a giant, but he remained on his feet, dazed and confused. �What trickery?�
Before he could recover, she cast a ball of fire the size of her fist at his chest. She wanted to aim for his face but feared he might duck. The fire flew from her fingertips directly at his chest and almost reached him before a sphere of water appeared in front of it. The fire sizzled and went out, falling to the floor with a splash.
�Only mages control fire,� he growled, puzzled and sounding scared.
Hannah fought to remember another spell, mage or sorceress based, but a tiny crack of lightning gave away his next move. The Young Mage was going to throw a bolt of lightning inside the room, a dangerous move that might well kill them both. Once lightning is released, it has a mind of its own and might attack him, her, or both.
He wouldn�t dare!
He would.
Not only that, but she�d taken him by surprise with her first defense�but that wouldn�t happen again. Instead of contempt and amusement in his eyes, she saw fear as he realized he faced a woman mage. For him, there could be no greater evil.
However, if he looked into her eyes, he�d see her fear also. Now that he knew she controlled mage powers, no matter how few, or how weak, he would kill her. Elenore might want her alive or wish to witness her death, but the young mage wouldn�t wait. He would kill her as fast as he would a dog with rabies, and regret it as little.
He�d trained as a mage his whole life, and he was older. His powers were probably stronger or more developed. She was going to die.
The training by the combat master took over her conscious thoughts. She wouldn�t give in to panic or quit while she was still breathing. She needed to attack. Her hand settled on the rapier stuffed into her waistband. It was too long and handle-heavy to throw accurately, but the words for the enchantment that would carry it to her target passed her lips as her hair reacted to the pre-lightning by standing on end.
The mage looked a wild man, his shoulder-length hair at attention, his lips pursed, his eyes centered on hers. He transmitted the impression of pure hate. His arms raised, fingers hissing and steaming as he increased the spell to unleash a full bolt of lightning. But, he could only perform one task at a time. All his attention was on the lightning building inside him.
Her arm acted on its own accord, cocking and releasing the knife in almost the same motion. She was looking into his eyes, still expecting to burn in a flash of fury and sound when the rapier struck, point first, above the bridge of his nose, and the slim blade entered to the hilt.
A look of confusion passed his face briefly, then quickly dissolved as his knees buckled and he slid slowly to the floor. Dead.
A sizzle of dissipating energy filled the room. She�d killed the man who had killed so many of her family. Relief or vengeance would have been natural, but all she felt was dull and sluggish. She went to him. She had no weapons, but the knife that killed him wouldn�t touch her hand again. It looked spoiled. Evil.
Hannah thanked the knife, knowing how silly that was, but it had done all it could for her. She stood upright as another door down the long hallway closed. Her mind was still slow from the effects of the spell, she stood in a room where she�d killed two men, and another approached.
She had no weapon, magic took concentration she didn�t have tonight, and worse, she was in a building she had never seen, not even from the outside. Thinking of outside, she realized the chill permeated the room, and probably the building. There were surely more guards�and then Elenore and Jeffery would arrive soon, probably this day.
Carrying the lantern would tell anyone looking where she was, but she couldn�t move in the utter darkness of the stone monastery. She snatched it and stepped to the doorway. Footsteps echoed off stone walls to her right, but they seemed to be getting fainter. Escape or follow?
The young mage had come from the same direction. Chances were, all the guards and people working with Elenore were to her right. It made sense that they would remain close to each other. Brice had described the rest of the building as a maze, and she could lose herself there until rescue arrived. But she still hesitated.
If an entire day had passed since her abduction, Brice and the general might have already arrived. If they had, they might hold off any attack if they believed Hannah was inside and being held hostage.
She would seek a way outside. Mind made up, she turned away from the footsteps, but mentally kept track of where she was in relation to them. A turn to the left, then one to the right, kept them behind her. A doorway beckoned. A horizontal timber held a door large enough to fit a carriage through. Iron straps held it in place. She shoved the wood in the tracks to one side and opened one of the doors enough to look out.
Through the darkness, she saw a moonless sky with stars so bright they nearly produced shadows on the snow. However, snow lay on the ground as deep as her waist, and the cold sucked the air from her lungs and hurt as she inhaled again.
Hannah wore only her wet pants and shirt. Her coat, backpack, and blankets were missing. Fortunately, she had gone to sleep in the pants and shirt, and boots. The hallway had grown colder as she walked, and ahead it was probably as cold as outside. The relief guard would soon find the dead guard and mage, and the hunt would be on. She left the door ajar, thinking it might distract them, giving them a reason to search outside. The snow may have covered her tracks�an unlikely story, but the other reason was it might give access to Brice and the soldiers.
Instead of going deeper into the cold, dark warren of unknown passages, she made her way back to the original room. A single peek inside told her nobody else had been there to discover the bodies. She continued, pausing at each doorway to listen.
As she passed a closed door near the corner, she heard the noise of someone moving around. The hallway continued past two more doors on her right, and then made a turn to the right. She quickly moved to the next closed door and eased it open as she turned the lantern to the lowest setting. The small fire on the wick threatened to go out with each puff of air.
A man slept on a pallet, a mug of ale beside his hand. She slipped inside. His sword and a hefty hunting knife lay beside his uniform. She examined it closer. The material was light green, hardly different than the pants she wore. The shirt and heavy coat may have been the same color a generation ago, but coats were made to fit large and the man sleeping was not that much larger than her. She grabbed a hat with flaps to cover her ears. It would help hide her face. She reached for the knife.
In the hallway again, she turned the lamp slightly higher, and soot on the chimney prevented much of the yellow light from escaping. While wearing the hat she might be confused for a guard, briefly, or if someone just glanced her way. She moved around the corner and down the hallway towards a large open room where several lanterns and candles burned. She blew out her lantern and moved in the shadows.
The smells of food filtered from the room. Not fresh bread or frying meat, but a combination hinting of stew, a staple for armies. Anything growing in gardens or shot by soldiers, or farm animals butchered, were cut into cubes and added to the pot. Her stomach growled in response.
A figure emerged from the dark at the other side of the kitchen and moved in her direction, probably going to enter the hallway where she lurked. Although she moved in the few shadows, he would necessarily go right past her. She increased her speed, and as she left the hallway and entered the kitchen, she turned to her right while listening for a challenge or recognition.
The man kept walking. So did she, never hurrying or drawing attention to herself. As she passed a table with a man spooning stew and slurping loudly, a flicker of movement near the two cooks caught her attention.
One of the cooks disappeared. He dropped from sight as if he�d never been. Hannah knelt and waited. The other cook dropped out of sight and didn�t reappear. The man eating paused, stood, and reached for his sword, his eyes searching for the cooks.
Hannah was slightly behind him. Her hunting knife found its way into her hand and after a glance to be sure they were alone, she silently moved behind him and wrapped her left arm around his neck while pressing the point of the blade into his back as the combat instructor had taught.
She whispered, �Be quiet and you�ll live.�


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 

The man Hannah held at knifepoint remained still, the blade touching his back reaffirming his decision. She realized her back was exposed and walked the man backward until she reached the wall. They were now in deep shadow as she watched across the room and waited.
The ceiling was low, the room large and filled with rows upon rows of tables and chairs, enough for a hundred people to eat, and still room to cook and serve food in a line. She suspected this was not the only dining room, but another one or two probably existed for the slaves that dug the gold. She couldn�t imagine monks doing the actual work when there were prayers to be said.
The man she held placed both hands on her forearm and tensed.
�This knife is long enough to enter your back and exit your chest.�
He relaxed. She saw movement to one side. A man crept in the shadows, coming her way. The man sneaking up to her was either a friend or enemy.
Her training taught her to break combat situation to basics. If the man coming closer was an enemy, she had little choice but to run the one she held through and then protect herself from the other. She could fight a single enemy and expect to win. Fighting two was for fools, so she steeled her mind to kill the man she held.
�Hannah?� Brice whispered.
�Yes.� Her whole being relaxed. Brice and the Peermont army were inside the building.
The man she held must have sensed her relaxing because with a sudden twist of his body and a leap away, he shouted the alarm, �Intruders! To arms!�
Hannah couldn�t stop him, and it wouldn�t stop the shouts he�d already made. Others took up the call to arms. She saw two men running, their blades flashing in the dim light. �How many men did you bring in here?� she asked.
Brice appeared at her side. �Six.�
�Six? Only six?�
�We were reconnoitering, not attacking. Follow me.�
She raced after Brice, but dozens of men poured from the doorways in the hall and ran across the dining hall where they would cut off Brice�s escape. He slowed, looking for another way out. Hannah bumped into him and hissed, �Six?�
�You should have killed him.�
Brice didn�t have to tell her she�d messed up. He was right.
He said, nearly shouting, �Is there another way out?�
�I just got free, so I don�t know.� Men poured into the dining hall, concentrated in one corner as those in charge began splitting them into fighting groups and giving them orders. She and Brice were trapped. Only two hallways connected with the larger room and the enemy nearly filled one with at least thirty soldiers. They would reach the other hallway before Hannah and Brice, and there were only five men there to support them.
Brice leaped in front of her, his arms raised and he roared a curse to draw attention. A ball of flame appeared in each hand, small as grapes to begin with, then growing to the size of apples�then melons. He roared again, and the first of them flew. Before it landed, he threw the other.
His body collapsed as the first flame ball struck the stone floor, spreading fire in a wave as if the fireball had been filled with flammable oil. Men screamed in terror. The other fireball struck a dozen steps further down the hall. A wall of flames prevented any from charging through.
But, the heroic act had drawn nearly all the heat from Brice�s body. He felt cold to the touch as Hannah struggled to get her shoulder under Brice�s stomach to carry him. He should have thrown smaller fireballs. Showoff!
She struggled to her feet carrying Brice and staggered to the other hall, ignoring two arrows that flew uncomfortably close. Two of the Peermont soldiers leaped from the corridor, and one took Brice while the other, an archer, let arrows fly without taking the time to aim. From the screams, she knew at least one struck an enemy. His terrified screams probably delayed the others from pursuit.
Other Peermont soldiers joined them, then remained behind as Hannah and the soldier carrying Brice ran down the long hallway and out into the night. The cold air struck them like a hammer and Hannah knew she had to get Brice warmed soon. He�d used his body�s heat to create the fireballs and couldn�t fend off the intense cold for long.
�Where�s the camp?� she snapped at the first soldier she encountered. He did a double-take when he recognized Brice, and then her.
�Give me a hand over here,� he shouted. Four men ran to his aid. Two carried Brice by his arms, and one held his feet. Another took Hannah�s arm and placed it over his shoulder to support her. They moved quickly down the path and into the trees where a small group of fires burned.
Hannah said, �No sense in keeping the fires small. Brice needs to warm up.�
She still struggled and tried to issue orders as they placed her in warm blankets and her shivering came to a stop. Her eyes closed.
When she woke, the sun was high, men quietly hustled around the camp, and Brice sat up, a pile of blankets heaped on his shoulders. Someone notified the general she was awake and he came at a run.
�Jam?� she asked, the single word foremost on her mind.
�Not a single sighting of him. Maybe we got here before he did.�
Despite her mind still half asleep, she disagreed. That was not like Jam. He�ll walk all night if it meant he might repay Hannah for some of the perceived slights his mind blamed on her. �Update me.�
He chuckled. �A true leader has a single-minded purpose, and that describes you perfectly. We entered the monastery in force after you came out. I kept fifty troops on the path below to capture any who escaped, but the men inside were concentrated in one area, and we took it with only a few minor casualties. I can�t say the same for the other side.�
�Elenore?�
�We�re interrogating the survivors now. Both she and her husband have spent considerable time here over the years, directing the searches to locate you. They also had royal visitors from Wren, and we�re compiling a list for you. A traitor�s list, you might call it.�
Hannah allowed her mind to relax. The list was good news. Anyone who had visited Eagle�s Nest would have to explain their reasons fully if they didn�t wish to be branded a traitor. She couldn�t think of a single reason she�d accept�but she�d give them a chance in an open hearing.
�What do we do next?�
His eyes narrowed, and he grew serious. �This was a trap set for you. There�s no reason to believe it�s the only one.�
She imagined the long march down the pass to Wren and a hundred things that might happen. As Brice continually said, Elenore had six years to plan for this. She wouldn�t depend on setting a single ambush and hope it succeeded.
Hannah said, �Your ideas?�
He settled back and relaxed. �I was afraid you�d want to rush on and fight whatever is waiting for us. I can�t help but think whatever is ahead is worse. My army may get through, or part of it, but useless slaughter is not something I condone.�
�What do you think is ahead?�
�We�ve confirmed Princess Elenore has more mages working for her. She�s promised lifetime positions of leisure and power to them. My guess is that on the long trail to Wren, which will take five or six days of marching, there are places where a mage would lay a trap.�
Thinking that both her and Brice held some mage powers and might resist an attack, she asked, �Like what?�
�I�d find a snowpack at the head of a small valley and use lightning to melt it. The flash flood would sweep down the valley, and across the trail, we travel. The same with boulders waiting to fall and crush us, or a hundred trees that fall at one time, just as we walk past.�
He was right. The ground could open below their feet, a portion of the road might fall over a cliff, or worse. Even though mages dealt with physical forces, her mind filled with images of a thousand poisonous snakes undulating from the sides of the trail and biting every leg they encountered.
The snakes were a symbol, not a reality. She hated snakes, but a good mage who wished to be rewarded with gold would think long and hard to impress the next Queen of Wren with the traps he would devise. Neither she nor Brice had the expertise to anticipate them, let alone defeat them.
�I see your point, General. Your suggestion?�
The slight nod of approval came as he spoke, �We found a prisoner inside the monastery. He is weak, seemingly a patriot, and more than willing to talk. He hates Elenore.�
�Who is he?�
�A gold prospector. He�s heard the stories of Eagle�s Nest and was captured while searching for gold.�
Hannah said, �There�s more?�
�He avoided capture because he didn�t use the trail.�
It took a few seconds for the impact of the simple statement to sink in. If true, it might circumvent the traps and ambushes waiting for them. �There�s another way?�
�He claims there is, but nobody knows of it because it is longer and much harder to travel.�
�Longer isn�t a problem.�
�Only he knows the route and is hinting at a reward.�
Hannah laughed. �What else would you expect? He�s a prospector, after all.�
�When will you be prepared to leave?� The general asked, looking ready to begin traveling instantly.
�As soon as I speak with this man and confirm his story. It might also be a trap.�
�Do you think he�s lying?� The general asked. He sounded almost offended that she might question his recommendation.
Standing, she faced him as she spoke, �What better way to lure me into a trap than to have a prospector conveniently offer another route? One far more dangerous than the original?�
�He seemed sincere.�
�What else would you expect? I�m not saying his offer isn�t true and well-intended, but I wish to speak to him in private before we risk everything on the word of someone we don�t know.�
The general called to the nearest soldier and ordered the prospector brought to Hannah. As she ate a strip of dried meat, a commotion caught her attention. Two soldiers half-carried a man who twisted and fought. He cursed, spat, dug in his heels, and finally managed to yank one arm free. A third soldier stepped in to help.
They deposited the dirty, bedraggled, half-starving man on the ground at her feet. His leather coat was ripped from shoulder to waist, and more rips and tears told of the hard times and years he�d worn it.
Hannah said, �Your name?�
�Ben.�
She helped him stand, then sat him on a log when his knees threatened to buckle. His left eye was swollen shut, nearly black, and his lower lip was split. Smoke and dirt stained his skin. She waved her arm, and the others backed off a few steps. �They hurt you? The others?�
He nodded, shifting his eyes from making direct contact.
Hannah sat beside him. �You were a prospector when you found another path through the mountains?�
He nodded again, somewhat more eagerly. �I�ll tell you.�
She glanced at his boots. They were boots worn by men in a city. His hands were filthy but unscarred. A prospector should have hands with signs of past cuts and worse. She said, �I used to prospect with my father. We used black marbles to help identify the flakes, the gold shows up well against black.�
�Me too. Sometimes.�
�If that didn�t work, we ran trace lines to make sure there wasn�t any quartz nearby. You know what that means, right?�
He nodded in quick agreement.
�Quartz always means you�re prospecting in the wrong place,� she said. At his nod, she continued in a silky voice, �Like you�re in the wrong place right now. What did Princess Elenore promise?�
�Who?�
Hannah stood and addressed him while standing as if she was a princess and he was nothing. She motioned for two of the soldiers to come closer, and to the general. �I don�t know how black marbles would help him find gold, trace lines are for mules pulling wagons, and if you want to find gold, you always follow the quartz, not run away from it. His hands are as smooth as mine. This man is no more a prospector than me.�
The general was embarrassed to have fallen for his trick. He grabbed the prospector by his coat-front, pulled him close and said, �They must have paid you well for you to take a beating and still work for them.�
Hannah said, �A lifetime of gold?�
The prospector was weeping openly.
The general turned to Hannah. �What should we do with him?�
�Hang him.�
The answer was quick, decisive, and unexpected. The soldiers and general reacted, but the prospector leaped to his feet as if healthy like them. �You can�t do that.�
�You can�t stop us,� she said. Then after a heartbeat, she continued, �However, you can talk your way out of a noose if you do it fast enough.�
�They�ll kill me if I talk.�
Hannah turned her back to him. �General, either get his whole story and a way off this mountain or hang him. Now. I don�t care which.� Without looking at him again, she walked away, never turning back to address his cries and threats until she was out of sight.
She moved to a campfire and warmed her hands while listening to the soldiers talking among themselves. Obviously, they hadn�t recognized her, yet. They were excited. Optimistic. Hopeful that Princess Hannah could end the war and return Peermont to peace so they could all go home to their farms and families.
It seemed so little to wish for. But, the part where they spoke of her as the only one who could end the war and return them to their old lives struck home. She was not responsible for only Wren, but these men and the entire kingdom she�d barely knew existed ten days ago.
The general joined her. �You walking away like that loosened his tongue. He thought it was over for him.�
The men at the fire recognized her now and began melting away. �Hey, this is your fire. Get back here.�
They slowly and silently returned.
She said to the general, �What did he tell you?�
�As you suspected, he is no prospector. He is a royal officer who reports directly to the King�or did until he accepted bribes to become part of the revolution.�
�Did he share anything valuable?�
�A traitor like that will sell his soul for a gold crown. I offered him gold I do not have, but he doesn�t know that. Yes, there is another way down the mountain, a third way. His job was to direct us to the second so we�d be unprepared for the ambushes they have waiting. But if we took the main trail there are more traps.�
�This third way�do you believe him?�
�I offered him gold, and the chance to walk at the front of our army with a noose around his neck to prevent him from running off. If we�re attacked, he�ll wear a dozen arrows in his back, no matter who wins the engagement.�
�That sounds great.�
�I offer my resignation.�
�What?� The statement took Hannah by surprise, and no other words came to mind.
�If you had followed my advice, we would all be dead in a day. I believed him, and that was the sort of mistake you cannot allow a general to make. I�ll introduce the major who will take my position. I�m certain he�ll do a credible job, Princess.�
�Nonsense.�
�Still, I offer my resignation and wish you well in the future.�
Hannah shook her head. �You offer your resignation, but I refuse to accept it. There is no better man to be my general, and you will have that position until I decide you must resign.�
�Thank you. Now, I must return to my duties.�
She watched him retreat. The men, common soldiers, still at the fire fidgeted and remained quiet. Hannah said softly, �I used to be a servant and worked the morning kitchens in the Earl�s Castle.�
The quiet grew intense until a young soldier no older than her spoke up. �Why?�
�It wasn�t my choice, but politics. Only a few people knew I existed and then my mother died. I�m not telling you this for sympathy, I just want you to know that I got up before the cooks every day, well or sick, and made the fires in the stoves so the cooks would have warm ovens. I�m more at home beside this fire with all of you than in a throne room surrounded by handmaidens and royalty.� She put her warm hands into her pockets and walked away.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 

Several men were still intently questioning the prospector. They huddled around him, some asking new questions, others seeking clarification. They were officers and senior enlisted men, and it didn�t appear the session would end soon. When the prospector�s eye found Hannah, a flash of fear crossed his features, and he talked faster.
She would also speak to him, but later, and alone. She had an envelope with a powder that encouraged truth in her backpack, and it would make the man believe he liked her and wanted to please her. But, she couldn�t use it with others nearby. Nobody must know of her powers because they were far more effective if people didn�t know. She shunted the opinion most held of magic to the side.
Brice jogged a few steps and joined her. She briefed him, and they agreed to verify what the army learned before making rash decisions. He said, �The main trail is out as far as I�m concerned. It�s a death trap, and I�d rather go all the way back to Calverton and take a ship to Wren.�
�Probably a month. I don�t have that long,� she said.
�The traps waiting on the second path also mean certain death. Two mages are waiting to release a landslide where workers weakened the hillside. They intend to release it after we pass. They also control a rope bridge over a gorge with no other way around. We�ll be trapped with no way out. You are the only target, but they don�t care how many others die, as long as you do.�
Hannah said, �There�s supposed to be a third way. A way they don�t know about.�
�Then with all these paths in the mountains, why haven�t people used Eagle�s Nest Pass in the past? It should be a trade route, even if only used in summer.�
�I think they did, long ago. Then somebody blocked it off, and the monastery was originally a military outpost built to prevent people from traveling from one kingdom to the other. Why? Either gold or power, it matters little which. Over time people who knew of it died, and the knowledge wasn�t passed on.� Hannah took them into the building where the kitchen had stood, the short battle fought, and Brice�s fireballs thrown.
It had burned. The roof had caved in, and only blackened beams and portions of the walls remained where the kitchen had stood. She moved on and examined the rest of the monastery. The long, narrow stone buildings connected to each other. Some connected with two or more, leaving small courtyards sandwiched between. The fire had destroyed only a single section, but most of the buildings were in terrible shape. Roofs had caved in places and sagged in others. In a few more winters, only the stone walls would stand.
It made her sad, like watching a ship sink or making its last voyage. She tried to imagine what it had been like years earlier and failed. Another thought came to mind. Had Princess Elenore discovered the building and the route between kingdoms before or after the monks abandoned it? The stories said after, but Hannah had doubts.
She could imagine either scenario occurring, and her mind still chewed on those ideas when a pair of soldiers escorted the man who claimed to be a prospector to her. They quickly bound his feet and hands, at her direction, withdrew, leaving them in a small room, alone.
With a glance at Brice for confirmation that he was prepared for her inquisition, she said, �Do you understand that if you lie, you will never leave this room?� She waved an arm around at the burned husk of the building where they stood. The stink of the burned building permeated the air. The fire had driven away animals and quieted the insects. The silence was as alien and frightening as the blackened timbers.
He nodded.
Brice slowly stepped back and focused his full attention on Hannah. She clasped her hands behind her back and spoke directly to the imitation prospector, �I am going to ask only a few questions because those are the only answers I care about knowing from you. Then I�m going to use a magic spell I brought from Gallium to determine if you�ve told me the truth.�
The mention of a spell scared him. His posture shifted slightly, and his eyes darted to Brice as if asking him to intervene. Hannah decided the prospector had lied and had intended to do so again.
She half-turned to Brice. �This is my head knight.�
The introduction gave her stature in his eyes, putting her on an equal royal level with Elenore. She waited until that registered, then continued as casually as if choosing the color of a dress to wear, �If he lies, or hides information, or tries to deceive me in any manner, kill him. The manner is up to you.�
�As you wish, Princess.�
For once, Brice responded exactly as required, although she doubted he would do as directed. She looked at him for a brief second, and then she doubted herself. Brice might do it. She drew a breath and turned back to the prisoner. �I heard there is a third trail to Wren.�
He swallowed and nodded.
�Only you know of it?�
�Yes.�
�That sounds hard to believe.� She took a threatening step nearer him.
�True! I swear it.�
Hannah slowed and asked, �Why should I believe you?�
The words tumbled from him, �They knew about the two trails and placed guards on them. They killed anyone who tried getting past. I figured they were hiding a treasure here and decided to find another way to Eagle�s Nest so I could try to steal it.�
That sounds like the truth. She said, �So you were a �prospector,� in a way. Or a potential thief, not an officer.�
�I found some old maps. A man in our village had them.�
�One showed the third way to the pass?�
�Yes. It begins a full day north of the others, so in the old days it would be faster from our village, but not for most others.�
�Why didn�t you tell Princess Elenore or Lord Jeffery about it?�
The torrent of words came to an abrupt halt. He�s hiding something. �Remember your life depends on telling me the truth. All of it.�
He hung his head in shame. �I was hoping I could sell it to them. I waited for the right time.�
Again, the truth. �That time never came?�
�I thought it might when we heard you were on the way from Peermont. But things happened too fast, and they were going to kill me along with the rest.� His face turned redder, and he acted like a child who had just said too much.
She reviewed the response and considered his fear, but none of it accounted for the physical response. The rest? �Tell me about the rest.�
He tried looking at her face and failed. His eyes dropped to the stone floor, and the voice that had been so firm and decisive turned to slush. �The workers and servants�most of them. When Princess Elenore heard you were coming with an army behind you, she ordered her guards to kill all but her favorites because they would slow her down � and tell tales she didn�t want others to hear.�
�She didn�t kill you.�
�I was bait. Not my choice. She made me do it.�
How many times in history was the excuse that someone else made him do it, been used? But in this case, it sounded truthful. His whole story sounded the same. He was an opportunist and fortune seeker, but neither of those was a crime. He sold his integrity for life, a choice many would make. �Where are they? The dead?�
He pointed to a fallen wall, and the trees behind it.
She asked, �Who warned them I was coming?�
�A young man. He�d been brought here before when the Princess found out he was telling tales about you and knew where you were hiding. They became friends. He went to Peermont to help set a trap for you there. They say the Princess sent him with a mule carrying so much gold the animal could hardly walk.�
Jam. It had to be Jam. She turned to Brice. �Go see what�s behind those trees.� Then, as she fumbled in her backpack, she continued, �Now, I�m getting that truth spell out. Before I administer it, is there more you wish to tell, or that I need to know?�
An odd noise erupted from behind her. She turned to see Brice bent double, hands on knees, his stomach heaving. He shuffled a step back, then another, his eyes centered on something Hannah couldn�t see�and didn�t want to.
He spun and walked on wobbly legs until he stood before her. �Laid out in a row like firewood. A few evergreen branches over them to hide the frozen bodies, but scavengers found them. Wolves, maybe. And others. A few crows, but I don�t know why crows are up here.�
�Crows?� There had been one that warned her, but that was far down the mountain. She turned to her prisoner. �Was there a sorceress with her? Ever?�
�Yes.�
Spies. Damn crows. �Brice, go find the general and tell him you need poison. Place it where the crows will eat it and have archers kill every crow they can. I want them all dead.�
At her words, Brice fled. He understood what she needed and sprinted away.
Hannah turned back to the prospector. �I didn�t know that was important or I would have told you,� the man begged, tears streaming down his cheeks.
�I believe you.�
�I didn�t kill any of them. I just bargained my way free of joining them.�
She took pity on him. �I might have done the same.�
He shook his head. �No, you�re an honorable woman. You would have dared them to try and kill you two times as if once wasn�t enough. Use your magic on me. You�ll see I�m telling the truth.�
Hannah almost felt using the spell a waste. If her instincts were worth anything, the prisoner acted as most would, trying to save his life. His pursuit of wealth was no crime.
The spell took hold and his eyes glazed. She questioned him, but from the first, his answers confirmed the story. One question she�d failed to ask was answered when she wanted to know if there was anything else he knew that might help them reach Wren.
He said that he had hidden the map he�d spoken of. It was nearby.
Archers were sneaking through the forest behind her. She only noticed because more than one reacted as Brice had. One ran to her and said, �There were four crows. We got them all. Are there more?�
She repeated the question to the prisoner.
�I don�t know.�
�How many do you remember seeing?�
�Three.�
Hannah knew a fourth crow had been sent to warn her. She said, �Put out the poison, just in case. Have everyone watch for them. I think they are being used to watch us and report to our enemies, so finding them is important. Make sure you kill any you see.�
She dismissed the soldier and continued her interrogation, but found nothing he�d lied about or anything else but the map he concealed. She broke the spell�s hold and told him the results.
Hannah took him by his arm and allowed the man to lead her to the main trail that went to Wren, and across the trail to where a cedar, taller than others, grew. He retrieved a small package in a waterproof wrapping from a notch where a low branch joined the trunk,. He handed it to her.
She unrolled a detailed map, without more than glancing at it out of fear the man might attempt escape, but he didn�t. He stood and waited.
Together, they took the map to the general, and she quickly explained all. Two officers joined them and studied the map that was spread on a small table rescued from the monastery. Oddly, with the shelter from the cold at hand, nobody seemed to wish to venture inside for the night. She glanced to where the bodies were and found shovels and picks had been located and men were trying to dig in the frozen ground to bury them. She also noticed a ring of archers, their eyes searching the trees and sky, arrows ready to fly.
The general interrupted her silence, �Princess Hannah, how certain are you of this map?�
�It looks old. Unless this man was enchanted in some fashion, it is completely true. I used a spell I brought with me to make sure he didn�t lie, but there is a faint possibility he is under a different spell and does not know he is lying.�
One of the officers spoke up, �Sir, I�ve studied geology and cartography. A person without my knowledge would draw a map with water misrepresented in numerous ways. Water either flows downhill or is contained, a simple concept but one hard to fake on a map. Every river and stream on this map is accurately depicted, if that helps.�
�Princess, it�s your decision�and ours to obey,� the general said.
�We depart at dawn. Have your men rest and eat well from the supplies in the monastery. Take additional supplies, the north trail will be longer and more rugged.�
The word was passed. Brice soon returned, his eyes quick to look to the sky. He said, �I heard the plans. We follow the main trail for half a day before we find the other. I don�t like that.�
She pointed to the west where a pair of white peaks speared the sky. On either side, more peaks rose as high, or higher. �We can�t go over those.�
�That is another natural place for a trap or ambush.�
�I think they will know the men will be fresh and on guard when we reach there. Plus, they�ll know we�ll be extra vigilant in such a confined space. If it was me, I�d let us tire and get overconfident and sloppy, so I�d set my first ambush farther along.�
�You�re beginning to talk like the general.�
She shrugged. �The good news is that right after we go between those two mountains, we veer off the main trail, and we should be safer. With luck, Elenore won�t know I�m in Wren until I�m there.�
�Have you ever met her? You�ve never said.�
�I believe she came to Sir James�s rooms when I first entered the palace and insulted me. I got angry and made her curtsy to me in front of her friend.�
�Is that what this is all about?�
She considered, then relented. �No. It just adds another layer to her hatred of me.�
�All because she wants to be Queen.�
Hannah again shook her head. �No, that�s not it. She was born with the anticipation of being crowned. She knew the King�s son would abdicate because he was weak. My father was a great mage, and he would refuse to take the crown to order to pursue his work. My uncles were too old, and she was next in line. Her entire childhood was centered on training to wear the crown. Every person in the King�s Palace treated her as a queen-in-waiting.�
�And then you came along.�
�Before Sir James died, he told me about her. He said there was a flaw in her character, and that flaw was that she believed she was as wonderful and great as everyone told her. He said she could never rule with compassion.�
Brice said, �You have compassion, she has the training. Together, you could rule the world.�
�Apart, I don�t know if either of us can rule a small kingdom.� Hannah turned her head away to hide the tears.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 

They woke before dawn to find cooks tending large cooking fires already warming mush and the dried fruits they�d discovered. They distributed small bundles of traveling food containing dried fruit, nuts, and grain along with a bowl of gruel. As the sky grew lighter, two hundred anxious soldiers prepared to leave.
Two guards flanked the man Hannah thought of as �Prospector.� Later in the day, he would take his place at the front of the procession, as the general had promised. Hannah was certain Prospector didn�t know of any dangers along the trail. That didn�t mean they were not there, it simply meant he didn�t know of them.
She also believed Elenore didn�t know about the third trail. They should be safe traveling that way, but privately she also knew Elenore would have ambushes and traps waiting on the other two trails. When Hannah didn�t spring them, Elenore would want to know why. She would send her best scouts up the trails to determine what was happening.
It wouldn�t take her best scouts to find where more than two hundred pairs of feet traveled down the usual trail to Wren�and then deviated. The scouts would ride hard enough to kill their horses to report their findings to Princess Elenore.
Hannah tried to think as she followed a hundred men ahead, and led the hundred behind. Each man walked a few steps behind the next, so the line looked endless in the few places where she could see any distance. Brice insisted she stay in the middle, the place he considered the safest. The subject of her thinking was Elenore. When her spies and scouts took her the news Hannah had left the trail, she would wonder for a while, then come to the conclusion Hannah had somehow found another route into Wren�and she�d be right. However, the question that stumped Hannah was, what would Elenore do then?
Hannah accepted the idea that Elenore would figure out the initial change when Hannah and her army didn�t fall into her traps. Was Elenore clever enough to anticipate Hannah would bypass them? Or, had she also prepared other ambushes and traps in Wren?
Hannah decided she had. Or she would. Elenore was not the sort to sit on the sidelines.
�You�re sure quiet,� Brice said from four steps behind her.
�We�ve come so far with no problems, but the trail narrows when we pass between those two mountains. I�m still worried.�
His voice sounded raspy in the thin air. Others also breathed hard, puffs of white floating from at their mouths with each exhaled breath. He said, �I think you were right.�
Hannah said, �Perhaps about no trap, but she will have spies watching us. They will report to her, probably by fast horses, and then we will turn off. I think a few will follow us.�
Brice didn�t stifle his snort of laughter. �Have you been talking to the general this morning? I know you haven�t because you�ve been with me, but he has the same idea. I heard him ordering a platoon to fall back and hide when we turn on to the new trail.�
�They�ll attack and stop them from following?�
�No. The general said to allow them to follow us for a full day. But none will return on the trail to report to their superiors on that trail. The platoon lagging behind will see to that.�
She snapped her fingers as if surprised. �That�s why he is a general, and I�m only a princess.�
They were quiet again as they concentrated on slippery footing, shortness of breath, and private thoughts on what lay ahead. The troops became more wary as they approached the narrow slot between the two mountains. The forward scouts killed two spies, failing to capture either of them alive. They found no sign of a third spy, but that didn�t mean much.
Still, Hannah relaxed after they passed the bottleneck shortly before mid-day. The march came to a halt as they ate a meal, then resumed. Shortly after, they turned from the main trail and entered a narrow canyon where they crossed and re-crossed the same stream five times as it wound down the center.
The stream grew larger as other creeks and streams added their water, and by mid-afternoon, it was a small river. Fortunately, they were on the north bank when they left it and followed a series of narrow valleys until they reached a ridge of sharply peaked mountains to climb. The trail became an insignificant path that made a series of switchbacks to reach the top.
Once over the crest, more switchbacks took them into a wide valley filled with small pines so thick in places they turned sideways to slip through. However, the elevation fell with each step, slowly, but when they stopped for the night, their breathing was close to normal.
Small, crisp snowflakes began drifting from the gathering clouds about the time they stopped for the evening. In the morning, a skiff of white covered the ground. It wasn�t deep enough to impede walking, but it made the ground dangerously slippery. The morale was low and men tired. The morning march was slow and the ground rough. A man ahead of Hannah slipped and hurt his ankle. He limped along with the help of another soldier.
The day dragged on and on. Hannah began thinking about it as the day that never ended. She counted steps and lost track. The terrain was not so difficult, but if she hadn�t known they were following the path marked on the map, she would have believed them lost in a pine forest covering half the world.
That night was worse. Hannah slept little, and she was restless even when asleep. The following day seemed longer than the almost endless yesterday.
A member of the platoon that had been lagging behind caught up after they made camp the third night on the path. He planned to lag behind again but reported they had prevented four scouts from returning to Princess Elenore to report the change in direction. All were in captivity, and they didn�t believe there were more scouts. Not yet. But there would be.
Hannah hadn�t seen the general since the previous day, Brice�s mood was out of sorts and didn�t want to talk, and the men were in a worse state of mind. The following morning word came down the line that the worst was over. One additional small ridge of razorback mountains to cross today, and then tomorrow they�d descend into a forest of hardwoods, rolling hills, and the farmlands of Wren.
Hannah didn�t know how all that could be determined from a map, but then she realized the general had probably sent his fastest scouts along the trail the day they made the decision to take this trail. Three or four fast men who had already reached the edge of Wren�and returned. She knew it because it�s what she would have done, and that brought a smile.
The smile widened when she thought of Elenore and the confusion she must face. All her plans defeated, and she didn�t know where Hannah was. She must be going crazy.
Hannah lifted her head and marched with pride. She would defeat her cousin, one way or another.
Brice moved closer. �You look happy.�
She smiled. �Know something? I�m really happy to know this is coming to an end.�
�Why?�
She kept walking and considered the question. �If you take away the time I lived with my mother, I�ve spent half my life running. Scared. Fearing the next mage would strike me with lightning bolts or worse. I�ve looked behind me, mistrusted people for imagined slights, and on the voyage, I killed. On this trail, I killed again. All because of one woman�s ambitions.�
She heard the anger and hate in her tone. She spat the words near the end, then said, �She had no right.�
�No, she didn�t.�
�The stupid woman could have talked to me, and I�d have agreed she would make a better queen because she had trained for that position. Instead, she sent assassins.�
�You�d have given up the crown?�
She turned her head so he could see her face. �I never wanted it, never asked for it, and would gladly have given it to her�until she killed everyone I loved and left me with nobody. I had exactly one friend in the world, a stable boy named Cleanup.�
�You�ve told us about him. Prin, I mean, Hannah, how do you see this ending?�
�With the death of a princess. That�s the only way. Don�t ask me which one.�




CHAPTER THIRTY 

They came out of the rolling hills and forest on a clear, warm afternoon near a village called Chambers Crossing. The village sat on the north side of a wooden structure little more than a footbridge that crossed a wide, but shallow stream. It consisted of four farmhouses, three on one side of the road, and one on the other. Each had a barn and outhouses, fields with sheep grazing, and dogs watching out for them.
People gathered in small groups of three or four, leaning on pitchforks or holding knitting as they mutely watched the soldiers in the unfamiliar uniforms exit the forest in a line that stretched from the tree-line across the bridge and beyond, and still more came into view.
Hannah grimaced as she remembered an old saying. Rumors fly faster than soldiers march. Somehow, the immobile farmers watching them would manage to get word to the next village down the road, and then the next. There was probably a long-legged boy of ten or twelve running across the far ridge to tell the news to his uncle or cousin, already. She couldn�t prevent it, so why try to stop it?
The general waited for her as he stood erect, shoulders back, and eyed his troops proudly. While their blue and white-trimmed uniforms were dirty, each man stood straighter and fell into step as they approached their general.
Hannah and Brice fell out of the line and approached him.
He said, �Ahead is a field where we�ll make camp tonight. There�s water and animals are being slaughtered and cooked, along with vegetables for a stew.�
�It�ll feel good to sleep in my kingdom with a full belly.�
He chuckled then said, �We have things to discuss.�
�Anything we can settle now?�
He rolled his eyes and said, �You do realize that the Royal Army of Peermont has just invaded Wren? And you want to know if there are things we need to settle?�
�Invade? Oh, I see what you mean. I guess we did.�
�Your King may have something to say about it. He may even say it with an army of his own.�
�What? You�re my escort, and Wren owes you thanks for a job well done.�
�Perhaps not if Princess Elenore reaches his ear first. Or if she uses her gold to hire an army of her own, or pays nobles to support her instead of you. I am not critical, just pointing out things to think about.�
Hannah said, �Those things and a hundred more have entered my mind. I almost have a plan.�
�Almost?�
�There are a few holes in it, but I like it. We can speak tonight if you will.�
Even while speaking to her, his eyes fell on each of his men. The action spoke louder than any words as he gave a slight nod to one, a smile to another. Hannah realized the men would follow him for another hundred days if he asked them, and then they�d be ready to follow for another hundred. All for the sake of respect and a small nod or smile. It was another lesson for her to learn.
She fell back into line after asking a trooper if it was okay for her to step in front of him. He swept off his hat and made a low bow, to the amusement of those behind. The gloom and doom of a couple of days ago were gone, replaced by the cheerful camaraderie of men who have struggled to complete a difficult task together and succeeded.
Brice fell into step with her but recognized her mood and the concentration of deep thought. He said nothing.
When they reached the field where the camp was set up, she saw it was a farm. The owner had drawn a wagon up and helped the cooks with the meat. She realized he must have been paid well�in hard coin. Where would he get it?
From the general, she realized. Perhaps it was not coins, but he controlled other things. An unobstructed army wearing the colors of another kingdom would be hard to refuse cooperating. He might even feel threatened.
She changed her direction and walked to the farmer. He stood in the bed of the wagon, holding a sack of grain he intended to pass to a cook. When he looked up, his face paled. He knelt on one knee, still holding the sack of grain.
�Rise,� she ordered. �You know who I am?�
He nodded as he stood, still holding the bag and appearing very awkward. �Have you been intimidated to provide food and a place for us to rest?�
�No, Princess. I was paid generously.�
She smiled. To Brice, she said, �Find where you and I will sleep and arrange a meeting with the general as quickly as you can.� She turned back to the farmer. �Can we talk?�
He leaped to the ground, despite his middle years. His hair was dark with a few gray streaks, his eyes clear, and his clothing reasonably clean. He was a man she liked instinctively. She stuck out her hand to shake.
He almost refused, but finally touched it gently with a palm as hard and crusty as the feet of barefoot children. �Sir, I have questions, but one that is . . . delicate.�
�Ask anything, Princess.�
�I need a woman. One my age.� She saw misunderstanding on his face and went quickly on. �She needs to be a strong woman, willing to take risks. One who can travel and help me. Again, there may be a danger, but I�ll do all I can to protect her.�
�Risks in what way?� His change in attitude revealed he still misunderstood.
�I cannot tell you that.�
�Then I cannot help you.� The farmer rose, his demeanor reluctant, but he said, �I will ask, but know of none foolish enough to take on a task they cannot know about or understand, yet face danger. The women who live around here are pretty rational.�
Hannah flashed a smile. The farmer didn�t return it as she spun and left to locate the general. She found him standing calmly in the middle of chaos, directing his army with cool concern. She watched, learned, and then approached.
�Princess, how does it feel to be out of the mountains?�
�And have flat ground under my feet?�
�Did you need something?�
She shrugged, hating to pull him from his duties. They stepped away to where they had privacy, but his eyes kept watch on the activities. �I have need of a volunteer, a small man about my size who is willing to impersonate me.�
�You? I can�t think of a man who wants to dress and act a woman, let alone a princess, but who knows?�
�One my size. I�ll take care of the rest.�
The general gave her what Sara called the stink-eye, then said, �And what will you be doing while he�s pretending to be you?�
She suddenly felt trapped and unsure of herself. A discussion with the general earlier would have saved her the embarrassment of the moment, but she tried to conceal all that as said, �I know I should have talked to you earlier, but you were so busy. Here�s what I�m thinking. Rumors of the Peermont Army appearing from the mountains are already flying across Wren. By tomorrow, Princess Elenore will hear of it and instantly know I�m with you.�
�And she will throw everything she has at us. At you.�
Hannah paused. �I hadn�t thought of that.�
�It�s why we�re here. She can attack with an army of her own, a dozen mages, or whatever else she comes up with, but we are an army that has been at war for years. My men are seasoned survivors. We know how to defend ourselves. No matter what, she will need at least a day to hear of us, another day to devise a plan and implement it a day later. That is the schedule if she is very quick and has the resources at hand, which I doubt so you can add another day or two to my guess.�
�It�s a five-day walk to the King�s Palace because it�s at the head of the valley.�
�How are you going to get there?� he asked.
�Horse.�
�Well, I don�t suppose anyone will stop a princess riding to her castle. Will it be a white horse and will you wear a long gown?� The general didn�t seem to try leaving the irony or iron out of his tone.
�My plan, simple as it is, will have Brice and I travel as brothers. We�ll ride bareback like farmers and use rope bridles. No gowns, but work clothes. You and your army will be the distraction that draws attention while you march in plain sight up the King�s River Road. Wren will be filled with rumors, the Wren Royal Guards will prepare to defend the King�s Palace, your invasion will be on the lips every rumor-monger. No washerwoman will hang her clothes to dry without talking to her neighbor.�
�Too bad I didn�t bring drums and a band.�
Hannah paused and tried to anticipate where the argument would take them. �General, what should I do? Do you think I should walk to the palace with you guarding me?�
�I thought that was the plan.�
�You don�t know Princess Elenore. I don�t know what she has waiting for me, but I intend to circumvent it and go directly to my uncle, the King before she knows I�m there.�
He stepped closer and placed his hands on her shoulders while he looked into her eyes. �If you do not keep your word and stop the Peermont war with Ansel I will see you dead.�
�You already have my word.� She refused to break eye contact.
His hands fell. �Then I will support you in any way. I don�t like your plan but will do my part.�
�And why do you not like it? Is my plan that bad?�
�No. Your plan would only be better if I had thought of it, and if there was a way for me to protect you, but your plan makes sense. It may save many lives if it works. The man imitating you must be clearly exposed to those we pass, or other rumors will fly. He must flaunt himself, and I have doubts a man can do that.�
�Perhaps he should wear a veil.�
�Perhaps.� He didn�t sound convinced.
�I need to depart as quickly as possible.�
The general waved to an aide who raced to his side. Orders were issued, and the aide raced off. Hannah left to find Brice.
Later, they were packing and discussing what to take when a private arrived with two horses, neither saddled. They wore old rope bridles. �Can you ride?� the private asked as he handed the reins to Brice. The horses were short, their hooves large, and their coats shaggy. Either would look at home in a harness in front of a hay wagon.
�Both of us ride bareback.�
�The general wanted to know.� The private sounded sheepish at having asked the question and almost ran as he departed. Over his shoulder, he called, �He wants to see you before you leave.�
Another soldier arrived carrying worn canvas shirts and pants favored by farmers because of their durability and low cost. They changed clothing while discussing how the general managed to find what they needed so quickly.
They walked the horses to where the general waited. He beamed when he saw them. �The straw hats complete your look. I suggest a little soot smeared on your clean, shiny faces. I hear you ride?�
�No problem,� Hannah said shortly, a little angry that the general had so quickly pointed out their cleanliness, an item that could have made their impersonation fail. What else have I missed?
He said, �I would like to introduce you to someone.�
A beautiful young blonde woman wearing a pale blue dress that fell to her ankles stepped from inside his tent and moved forward with grace and poise. She gave Hannah a small smile that turned into a giggle.
�How?� Hannah asked.
�She lives at the Crossroads and has agreed to travel with us. I promised to protect her, and that when crowned, you will richly reward her family.�
Hannah shook her head in wonder and fear. �General, you are so good at helping me�but I cannot allow this girl to risk her life for me. Princess Elenore will stop at nothing to kill me.�
�Yet you will allow one of my men to risk the same life for his monthly pennies?�
�It does not seem right,� Hannah protested.
�Dressing up one of my men who will fail is not right. Looking like a princess to any person close enough to see him is right? My men risk their lives daily. They volunteered to join this venture of yours. This young woman also volunteered. Where is the difference?�
�I don�t like it. She�s a target.�
�One that will be protected exactly the same as if you wear her dress and go with us�which was your original plan. Why is it you can risk more than her?�
�It�s my choice,� the young woman said.
Hannah realized she was defeated in the argument. She turned to the woman. �I will remember this. I promise. And thank you.�
Brice took Hannah�s elbow and led her away, probably before she could change her mind. She turned to look over her shoulder at the young woman�and found a princess watching her. She was enjoying the attention of the men, and her long blonde hair fit the description of the missing princess. With the soldiers surrounding and protecting her as they marched, no observer would doubt they watched Princess Hannah.
Brice leaped to the back of the short horse as naturally as if born on a farm. Hannah was dressed as a farmer and wore her hair tucked under the straw hat to look like a younger brother, but she used the rail of a fence to boost her onto the horse. They rode off.
Hannah knew her disguise was flimsy, but all she needed was to get out of sight of the soldiers. She had her backpack, and inside were spells of several kinds. She would use one or more. But again, she had to conceal her abilities from all but Brice. Even the suspicion of a Queen with magic powers would unsettle the kingdom and perhaps others. While magic might be marginally accepted, it wasn�t liked, and nobody trusted those using it.
She had to agree with the general. The soot on Brice�s face gave him the right look. She assumed the same for her, so the magic needed was minimal. She only needed a slight change in her appearance, especially her hair. A spell that changed the color and length would do it, and she had one ready. She also had a replacement knife that would cut hair, and she could color it, skipping the magic.
As soon as they crested a small hill and passed out of sight, she called for a short pause and leaped off the horse beside a stream. She reached into her pack for the spells she had brought from Gallium. The spell on top was her old friend, the no-see-me spell. If they encountered the need, she would quickly cast it and continue her journey on foot.
There was enough of the magic dust to sprinkle over Brice, too. But, it would be easier to use it on herself and walk at his side so people would see him and not look for her. Another packet held a spell that removed anger for a short time. While held in an open palm, a sneeze activated it and blew it at nearby people. Still, another was the spell that enhanced feelings and made people like her and wish to do as she asked. She selected those few and placed each in a pocket on the outside of her pack. The others remained inside, but she mentally reviewed the use of each one and decided if it should also be included in the ones she might need quickly.
�I think those you selected are the best,� Brice said. �Simple, quick, and will maybe give us time to use others, if needed.�
�You�re just trying not to fight with me.�
�That may be true.�
�Is my foul mood that obvious?�
�It�s not a mood. You�re tense, anxious, worried, and above all, about to put an end to this quest you�ve been on for years.�
Hannah felt her face redden and the anger rise. �Quest?�
�Maybe I chose the wrong word. Please calm down.�
�And maybe I should send you on a quest, like walking to the end of the world � and one step further.�
He climbed on his horse before saying, �You are my Queen, and I will do what you ask, but you also charged me with telling you when you�re wrong. If you send me on that Quest, you will not have anyone left to blame your faults on.�
Hannah watched him spur his horse into a trot. Did he just laugh? She looked for something nearby to give her enough height to get on her horse. Even though they were small for horses, she couldn�t quite leap to their backs like Brice.
A boulder provided enough height for her to mount and she rode after Brice. He was right, she knew. She had made him promise to always tell her the truth, but he didn�t have to do it in such a rude manner.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 


Although they hadn�t departed until afternoon, Brice and Hannah rode steadily until nearly dark. They stopped at a small city named Chamara, located at a wide bend in the river. An inn beckoned, under the sign of a gray fox. The stableman promised to care for the horses, and the inn had a vacant room, hot food, and decent wine. A troubadour sang merrily and played a stringed instrument, but when he sang of the missing princess, Hannah headed for the room with Brice at her heels.
Brice spread his bedroll on the floor in front of the door, so nobody could enter without waking him. Just after dawn, they departed and followed the King�s Road north. The farm horses were used to pulling wagons a short distance and tired quickly. Hannah thought about replacing them with horses better suited for travel and decided against it. They were part of the disguise.
By mid-morning, they dismounted and walked the horses while they talked and concocted a story that they were heading for an uncle�s farm near the King�s Palace to work. He had sent word to them that he needed help because he had broken a leg. Nothing specific. They had never visited the farm, knew little about it, and hadn�t ever met the uncle. They kept one rule foremost; it�s hard to be trapped in a lie when you claim you know nothing.
They alternated riding and walking until late in the day when they searched for another inn or place to spend the night. When they found a small clearing, complete with a stream and well-used fire pit, they decided to sleep there and let the horses graze.
The fire burned cheerfully at dusk, they�d eaten and watered the horses when a regular pounding drew their attention. Two riders approached, bent low over their horses� necks. Neither man gave them so much as a look as their cantering horses flashed by the small camp.
�They�re in a hurry,� Hannah said.
Brice spoke slowly as if thinking as he talked, �Those were expensive horses, not farm animals. And the men were not soldiers, at least they didn�t wear uniforms, but both wore swords.�
�The word is out about me.�
Brice said, �Yes, those two are out to collect the reward.�
�I wonder if they know about the army protecting the princess.� Hannah went to her pack and reapplied the dust to change her image. She considered using one of the other spells but held off.
Other riders awakened them twice during the night. At dawn, they were on the road again, but shortly after they started, a military patrol stopped and questioned them. Hannah played stupid while Brice haltingly answered questions, mostly by denying he knew anything. He played the part well.
After the patrol had released them, Hannah said, �They wore the King�s colors.�
�But did the work of Princess Elenore, if you ask me. You can�t blame them for wanting to earn a lifetime of gold for themselves, can you?�
She looked at him, almost angry and snapped, �Yes, I can.�
�If Elenore is crowned Queen, were they being disloyal?�
She didn�t have an answer. They were stopped twice more before pausing to eat a noon meal of stale bread and cheese. At a stream crossing, Brice rode into the water and took the reins of a reluctant mule pulling a wagon that didn�t want to enter the water. He led it across. The farmer thanked them and said, �If�n you�re going up the King�s Road, it�s goin� to take you all day.�
�More patrols?� Brice asked.
�About every hundred steps and they�re searching harder. Asking more questions.�
�Our uncle lives near the King�s Palace and needs our help on his farm.�
The farmer said, �You helped me, askin� nothing in return. I�ll offer the same.�
�How�s that?� Brice asked.
�Ain�t no farmers anywhere who talk as nice as you two, none have the pretty hands you do. Not a blister, scar, or broken nail. Now, I don�t look forward to Princess Elenore raising my taxes so her and that fancy husband of hers can build another new castle, but I don�t know nothing about that missing princess, either.�
Quite a speech. Hannah glanced at her own hands. They were thin and graceful, a woman�s hands. She said, �We have to go north, army patrols or no.�
He pulled a clump of grass and fed it to the mule, then said, �That isn�t the only road, you know.�
Brice flashed him a puzzled look, then said, �There�s another?�
�If a body was to follow this stream up about a half day, and follow the little trail, he�d find himself on another road. Follow that one north a half day, and he�d be at the Earl�s Castle. From there the road goes right to the King�s Palace.�
Hannah stiffened at his words. The Earl�s Castle. The place where she had been a fire starter. Instead of being pleased, she dreaded the thought of going back. Why, the road there was the one where she and her father, the Old Mage, had ridden when they left the castle, and where he died at the hands of Elenore�s assassins.
The farmer started to climb into his wagon and paused as he touched her arm with his fingertips. �Don�t raise my taxes, Princess.�
Another step and he was in the wagon, the mule pulling him steadily away. Hannah watched, and he never turned back. My hands. He knew they were a woman�s hands.
Brice said, �What do you think?�
�I�m so scared.�
�It�s your choice.�
�You remember, that�s my old home?�
Brice said, �With as many patrols as he says there are, we�ll be slowed and take extra days to get there if we remain on this road, and if they have that many patrols already, how many will there be tomorrow?�
�We have no choice. I think I see the path he mentioned.� Hannah rode directly for the right bank of the stream. The farmer was right. The path was seldom used, but obvious when looking. They moved at a sedate speed, allowing the horses to choose the pace.
Farms and villages had lined the King�s Road so thickly that you could see two or three smoking chimneys from anywhere. Travelers had moved in both directions, and they had hidden in the middle of hundreds of people moving about their business.
Now they were alone, surrounded by a forest so thick the horses often had trouble moving through it. Hannah watched for signs of other people who�d passed this way, and she was pleased when she spotted the flat stump left when someone had sawn down a tree. In another place, blackened rocks in a circle revealed where someone had built a fire, but the center had green grass and even a small bush growing. No fire had been there for a year or more.
As promised by the farmer, late in the day they reached the road. Brice suggested they double back where they knew it was safe and spend the night. She agreed.
Hannah spread her blankets on the ground, but she refused to eat and couldn�t sleep. Her mind couldn�t shake the idea that she would be in the place where her mother had taught her to read, curtsy, bow, and smile when she didn�t want to. She�d learned to sew colorful shapes, make her letters, and even discussed politics.
That was all before the fever took her mother. She didn�t know how she�d been shunted aside and made a fire starter in the morning kitchens, but there was a story she�d like to learn. Someone had either known or suspected her lineage and instead of killing her, had made her a servant. Politics again.
�You�re going to be tired tomorrow.�
�I can�t sleep.�
�We can leave now,� Brice suggested.
�Anyone seeing us on the road would wonder and talk about it. Better to only travel during the day.�
�We can ride right past the castle, you know. Stay on the road.�
�I�ll still see it.�
�Was it so bad?�
�I didn�t think so, not when my mother was alive. And not when I worked in the kitchens, really. Oh, I knew there were things I didn�t know or understand, but all kids have those feelings. What I don�t like, is that someone in that castle knew who I was and put me out like throwing scraps to pigs.�
�Any idea who?�
�Not yet. But I will.�
Brice rolled over and went back to sleep while she reviewed everything she could recall. When dawn broke, she was up and ready to ride. Brice looked sore, tired, and still sleepy, but he washed his face, ate a handful of nuts and declared he was ready.
They mounted and rode to the road again, which was less than half as wide as the King�s Road. She remembered her first venture outside the castle and the enormity of the forest and road, and now it was little more than a wide pathway. Yet, it was wide enough to ride beside each other, even if the uneven cadence of the horses occasionally crushed their legs together.
They pulled to a stop as they reached the crest of a hill and could see roofs appearing in the distance over the tallest trees. She hadn�t seen the outside of the castle but once, briefly, yet as she observed, her mind placed each room she knew with the building. The one on the far left was the servant�s quarters, gray brick with narrow passageways and tiny, bare, rooms. The home she remembered.
The memory caught in her throat. Breathing became hard, and her heart pounded wildly.
�You alright?�
She ignored Brice�s voice, as memories flooded back. Finally, she mumbled, �I�m fine.�
Brice fell back and allowed her to take the lead at her own pace. The roofs quickly disappeared, but they came upon a farmer with a wagon filled with green and tan melons. He probably sold his crops to the castle, and perhaps at the small market inside the protective walls.
�Mornin,� Brice called, using the country-sounding greeting the farmer with the mule had warned him about.
No matter what, Brice was a quick learner. The farmer in the wagon turned, surprised they�d managed to sneak up on him.
He nodded, none too friendly, so they passed by. Around the next bend the road split. One leg went straight into the gates of the castle, the other circled around. It was the same gate she�d used to go pick mushrooms.
Inside the walls, there was an open area, and beyond it the stables. She pulled the horse to a halt. She�d been prepared to see the kitchens and had been ready for them. But the stables? They were where she�d last seen her one friend, Cleanup.
�Hey, you�re blocking the road,� the farmer called from behind.
They moved aside, but Hannah held up her hand to stop the wagon. �Do you come here often?�
�Most days when I harvest. You going to let me pass?�
�There�s a young man that works in the stables named Cleanup. Do you know him?�
�Sure. He�s a trainer. Silly sort, if you ask me. Always smiling.�
�Thanks.� She moved the rest of the way to allow the wagon past.
When he had passed, Brice leaned closer. �We can go see him if you like.�
�Not yet, but I had to know he�s well. I�ll send for him later.�
�Anything else you want to see or know about?�
�No, he�s all I care about in this place.�
Brice sat taller. �Then let�s follow the road see where it takes us.�
She smiled. �It had better take us to the King�s Palace.�
A day later, in the early morning, they sat at the crest of another hill and admired the tall, gray structure that was the King�s Palace. Only one army patrol had passed them, and it hadn�t taken the time to question them. The main gate was to the right, but Hannah planned to enter via a smaller, side gate. Despite fewer people passing through, there were fewer guards.
Brice said, �We haven�t talked about how we will enter�and what we will do once inside. How will we avoid Princess Elenore and her entourage of killers and supporters?�
Hannah said, �Well, I know she�s been planning and setting traps to prevent me from gaining entrance for years, but don�t forget I�ve had the same time to plan. I�ve considered a hundred options, but only one seems right.�
�Which is?�
�I enter the way I left.� She spurred her horse and trotted ahead, where a cluster of people waited for the gate to open. Hannah turned the horse onto a game trail and when out of sight from the road, climbed down. She selected several items from her pack, then hung it from a branch on a tree.
�What are we doing?�
�Leave everything here. Keep your hands free, and take nothing with you that will alarm the guards.�
Then what?�
�Just follow my lead. We�re going inside to the market to find a knife for my birthday. You�ll tell anyone who asks that our mother saved her egg money for it.�
Brice said, �That�ll get us inside, then what?�
�We will buy a rope.� She turned and walked back onto the road, after removing the bridles and turning the horses loose. He joined her, and they walked into the crowd of perhaps thirty people waiting for the guards to open the gate.
The waiting people were getting restless before the gate creaked and swung. The crowd surged ahead, nearly all heading directly for the open market. Hannah allowed them to carry her along, as her eyes scanned the crowd, the guards, the observers high on the ramparts, and even faces in windows.
There was an air of excitement she didn�t remember. But the dancers, singers, and musicians in the market hadn�t begun yet, either. With Brice at her heels, she ducked down an aisle and pretended to choose a hat from a display while studying the guards and castle walls. Then, when she felt sure nobody followed, she moved to another stall.
�Help you find something?� a small voice near her knee asked. A boy stood there, hands on hips, eyes fastened on hers.
�Rope,� she said. �About as big around as my finger.�
�Follow me, I know a man who makes the best in the entire market and he�ll give it to you at a low price because you�re with me.�
She laughed. The boy provided additional misdirection, and she welcomed it. She said, �Well then, I suppose I should reward you.�
�Yes, you should. I think a full copper is a fair price, don�t you? The seller will save you that much, and you have to count the time I save you.�
Hannah liked the urchin, even though he tried to charge ten times what his services were worth. She pulled a thin-copper, twice what she should pay, and held it where he could see it.
�Or, a thin would work,� he said as his greedy eyes found the coin.
�Only if I strike a deal with the seller. Agreed?�
�You can trust me to hold the coin. You might lose it,� he said, making a sad face.
�No, I can�t trust you, and we both know it.�
He shrugged and headed in the precise direction she wanted to go. They arrived at a stall where ropes, new and used, were coiled and hanging on display. She flipped the coin into the air, and it disappeared.
�Is he bothering you?� the heavy man in the stall asked.
�Not at all. We�re old friends. He said you�re the man to see for rope,� Hannah said.
The man winked at the boy, and would no doubt be more kind to him in the future, and perhaps a small token of appreciation would change hands. He said, �So it�s rope you need?�
�Only a short one, today. Strong enough to hold me, maybe ten paces long, it does not have to be new.�
He waved a hand at his inventory on display. �See what you want?�
She did and pointed.
�Only two shields, or a full copper. It�s been gently used.�
�One shield and three shims if you know of a good knife seller nearby. I�ll tell him you sent me.� The knife seller would owe the rope vendor for the referral, but accepting the first offer in a market is a sign of weakness, and the merchant would remember her.
�Make that four shims, and you have a rope. The knife seller you want is right over there,� he pointed and then reached for the rope.
Brice had remained quietly watchful, shifting positions to keep an eye on anyone who might be sneaking up on them. The knife seller had his wares displayed on a table. She spotted a throwing knife similar to her old one but didn�t reach for it. Instead, she selected a small knife that would fit inside a small scabbard at her waist and dickered over the price. Just as she was about to pay, she lifted the other and quickly examined it. �Is this for throwing?�
�Please be careful. Both edges are sharp, and that is something I�m reluctant to sell to you, son.�
�I always wanted to learn. Brice, will you buy this and teach me?�
�You throw?� the vendor asked.
�Enough to be sure to supervise a boy wanting to learn. May I hold it?� Brice made a brief show of deciding, then nodded.
Hannah paid and carried the two knives safely tucked into a sheet of thick material . She steered them to a seller of meat pies and bought two for each, then as they ate, appearing like any two farmer-boys in the market, they drifted to an area where less expensive things were for sale.
After she had assured herself no one was watching them, she moved into a small alley. They walked along it and then crossed over to another alley she remembered. Soon, they reached a tiny courtyard filled with broken wheels, wagon tongues, and two decrepit benches.
�Check to see we�re alone.�
Brice darted down the way they�d come, then checked the other intersecting alleys. Hannah looked up at the balcony and the chimney at one side. She stuffed the knives inside her waistband and uncoiled the rope. The deserted courtyard was protected from casual sight on all sides, and the few windows she could see were empty of faces.
She tossed the coil of rope above the chimney trying to get it to uncoil as it passed behind the top stones. It fell short. She gathered it and tried again. Her third try succeeded.
She grabbed the other end and made them about equal. Then, with a look at Brice for luck, she took both ends in her hands and pulled herself up, using the protruding stones on the wall for steps as she placed the toe of her boot on them. In seconds, she was level with the familiar small balcony two stories above the ground.
She waved for Brice to follow and when he reached the railing, she reached over and grabbed the back of his shirt to help lift him. He half-fell onto the balcony.
�Why are we doing this?� he asked as she pulled the rope free and coiled it.
Hannah turned and took in the accumulated dried leaves and sticks, the unwashed stones, and evidence of a family of mice living near the door. All were as hoped. She said, �Keep a lookout.�
She moved to the door while pulling the knives free. She slipped the short one with the thin blade between the door and jamb, feeling her way and wishing she had a magic spell for opening latches. She remembered the way the door locked. A bolt fell into place, using only gravity, but then it rested in a metal recess.
She worked the bolt aside, feeling it move slightly and overcoming her fears that it had rusted in place in the six years since she�d stood here. The tension on the bolt slipped, and it slid back into place. She tried again, and again, and again. Twice she had it almost to where she could lift, but it slipped away.
�Need help?� Brice asked.
�Yes. I need you to be quiet so I can concentrate.�
She almost had it when Brice shushed her. They froze in position as an old woman pushed a wheelbarrow down the alley, her eyes never once looking up. When she was out of sight, Hannah tried again, and on her first try, the bolt slid aside, then the knife pushed it up. She pulled on the door, and it squeaked open.
She went inside, Brice at her heels.
The room was almost dark, but they pulled the door nearly shut, so hopefully, nobody outside would see it had been opened. She went to one of the few windows and pulled back the heavy black covering. Light filtered in through a window so dirty the sunlight barely penetrated. She did the same with the other two windows, then pulled the door firmly closed.
�What is this place?� Brice whispered.
�My father�s workshop.�
�The one the King promised to keep locked until your return?�
�Yes.�
Their eyes were adjusting to the dim light. Brice was wandering around, but as a mage, even a beginner, he knew enough to look and not touch. She went to his side, and they examined what lay on a work table: vials of minerals, slivers of wood, knives and pliers, a tiny hammer, and a round lump of crudely made glass, or what looked like glass.
Brice asked, �Is there a reason why you came here?�
�Of course.�
�Do you know where it�s at?�
�Outside the door.�
Brice paused. �The door?�
�Not the one we entered through, but the other.�
He looked, clearly puzzled. �Isn�t that a hallway inside the royal quarters?�
�It is. And if things are as they should be, there is a Royal Palace guard who is charged with keeping people out.�



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 

Brice was confused, and Hannah was amused. It wouldn�t hurt to keep him in the dark for just a little longer. �We need to turn me back into a woman.�
�Do you have a spell for that?�
�I wish I did, but I guess we�ll have to do it the old way. I will need a long gown, and while you slip back into the market and find me one, I�ll wash the spell out of my hair.�
�Me? Find you a gown?�
�And shoes.�
�I don�t know how big your shoes are.�
�I�ll give you a piece of string that measures from my heel to my toe.�
�Why me?�
�I�ll be too busy. I like blue dresses, you know. Better get going before all the good ones are sold.�
Brice tried to smile and failed. �I�ll say it�s for my sister. Not for me.�
�Of course, you will. And I�m sure the seller will believe you, but no matter. If I don�t like it, I�ll send you out again for another.�
Brice turned and headed for the balcony. �No matter what others say, I have my doubts about how good a queen you�re going to be.�
She started to laugh, but he held his finger to his lips and pointed to the other door. A guard was supposed to be standing out there all day and night until her return. She didn�t need him hearing sounds inside and reporting them. Brice slipped out.
Hannah removed the straw hat, allowed her hair to fall from under it, and used her fingers to comb out most of the powder. A glance at her reflection revealed the spell still hid her real hair, so she bent and shook her head, while running her fingers repeatedly through her hair, and watched the fine dust accumulate on the floor. She finally decided it looked better but needed both time and more cleaning.
Water was a problem, or the lack of it. Clear liquids in the workshop were suspect so it would have to wait. She had located several hidden places in the workshop the only time she�d been there, so she methodically started near one corner and worked to her right, examining everything from the construction of the table, the floor under it, and ceiling above. She searched every inch of the wall behind, both with her eyes and her fingertips to make sure they agreed. She looked under the table, behind it, and then on it. Her eyes and fingers probed, touched, felt, and prodded each item.
Or course, that didn�t mean she hadn�t missed anything. It simply meant that if there was something there, she hadn�t found it. What she had found could keep her busy for years, especially the rows of books on two shelves. Each was the personal account of a mage, most long dead. Inside each was the life and trials he faced, the politics of the time that helped or hindered, and most importantly, details of their work.
With those at his fingertips, no wonder her father had become one of the greatest mages of all time. She read the author�s names on the inside covers, the dates, and often subtitles that foretold of the contents. Dust had settled on them in the years she�d been gone, although in a closed room she wondered where all the dust had come from.
All but one. The last book on the second shelf was as pristine as the day it had been made. The leather on the cover was bright blue, and the white top was free of the pervasive gray dust coating everything else in the room. It stood out like a beacon.
Her hand reached for it and tingled as her fingers touched it. She instantly knew that only she could see it�and that it had been her father�s. When she had last visited the room, the other books hadn�t been dull with dust, and she hadn�t noticed the one with the spell. As she held it, she expected to find it blank, or unreadable. However, when she opened it to the first page, she found, instead of a name, his image peering at her.
Hannah dropped the book. The surprise, fear, and unknown, combined with the other contents of the room had her nerves on edge. She knelt and reverently lifted it in both hands, then placed it on the table and opened it to the first page again.
Her father was smiling at her, forgiving. The image gave a slight shrug. The page had no depth, but from what she saw, it was as if a miniature man stood there, as tall as her hand, and if she could have moved behind him, she would had seen his side and then back, the same as if she circled a statue.
When she looked at his face again, he had raised his eyebrows, as if wondering why she hadn�t turned the page. She did. There were words on the next page, squiggles and curves, writhing about like a can fishing worms. As she watched, they moved to their proper locations and formed words.
I OFFER HUMBLE GREETINGS TO MY ANCESTOR
Nothing else appeared on the page. She turned it, wondering what the greeting meant. The next page also contained unreadable marks and lines, but they quickly resolved into words. She read and understood. The book was enchanted, of course, not by her father, but by her mother, for her father. It was the work of a sorceress, the only work she knew her mother, who hated magic, had performed.
That in itself told more than any book could. In addition, it was meant to be read only by their direct ancestors. She suspected that the book survived in another plane of existence, somewhere in another realm of reality and that accounted for the lack of dust and the new appearance.
It also meant the book had double protection. First, it was hidden from view by any but his ancestors. Second, if it was located, what was inside couldn�t be read, except by them. That level of security and secrecy indicated the contents were either valuable or personal.
She gently closed and replaced it and continued her search. She would return to it soon, but since nobody could see it, she felt it safe where it was. One square leg of the next table she searched was turned slightly, so the angles didn�t match. She propped the corner of the table on a stool that seemed placed there for that reason and twisted. The leg unscrewed. She removed it and found a single rolled scroll inside a hole drilled in the wood.
She carefully worked it free because it had expanded to fit the size of the hole, and over time had grown dry and refused to unroll. She carefully eased it open and read the title. It was a copy of the official Royal Line of Succession for the Kingdom of Wren, a modified document with her name inserted above that of Princess Elenore, and signed by the King.
This cannot be an accident. But how? Her father hadn�t known about her until he had gone to the Earl�s Castle, and he died a day later. So how had this document been created? And who placed it in the table leg? Not her mother or father. But nobody was supposed to have entered this room, and the scroll suggested someone had.
It must have been someone who supported her. A friend. But only the King had known of the apartment he�d agreed to keep sealed for her, but someone had violated that seal and done it soon after she departed. The slightly turned leg of the table was a clue left for her, not an accident.
Only one person came to mind. Evelyn, the sorceress who made her workshop in a hollow tree. The pieces fell into place. After her interview with the King, he must have searched for, and located Evelyn. He�d probably brought her here and escorted her into her father�s apartment to place the scroll where she would find it.
She looked at the table leg again and found the second recess. In it rested a small, carved raven dyed black, the same birds that had issued warnings to her sent by Evelyn. It was possible Evelyn lived and worked nearby, possibly in the palace.
Her hand shook, and when the door to the balcony opened, she started, almost dropping the table leg as she spun around. The leg had become a club.
�Sorry,� Brice said, slipping inside and peeking back through a slit to make sure he hadn�t been discovered.
He held three dresses over his forearm and a sack in his hand. When he was satisfied he�d returned safely, he held up his arm. �All blue.�
She rushed to him and examined the dresses one by one. All of them were acceptable, but the one on top was perfect for her needs if it fit. She held it against her and knew it would. �The bag?�
�Shoes and other things the dressmaker said you�d want.�
She peeked and sighed with contentment as she removed a jar of cleansing cream smelling of roses, and other items a young woman needed to wear with a gown. She said, �Help me wash my hair to get the powder out.�
�You already look like a woman again.�
�My appearance is critical for what I�m about to do.� She bent at the waist and let her hair hang where he could use the cream to clean it. Then she used more on her face to remove the grime and soot and asked Brice to remain in the workshop while she went to the bedroom and changed.
When done, she wished Maude had included a spell for her to dress and act a Queen. It was still well before noon, and while physically ready, she held back. Then she lifted her chin and walked slowly into the workshop.
Brice�s mouth dropped.
�What�s wrong?� she asked.
�You. Well, you look like a princess. No, you look like a queen. All you need is a crown.�
�Are you sure? Check everything.� She spun around.
�Perfect. Now, what�s our plan?�
She pointed to a sword hanging on the wall. �Remove that and put it on.�
The sword was old, the hilt showed signs of wear and the leather on the scabbard was faded and dry. He pulled it free. The blade sparkled as beautifully as the day it was last polished. He held it reverently in both hands.
�That is the sword of the High Knight of King Charles the Second, better known as Charles the Just. Over two hundred years old. It�s yours, now.�
�I can�t wear a treasure such as this.�
�As your future queen, I command you.�
�Is it enchanted?�
�Obviously. But it is rightfully yours, and you will accompany me. All should know your royal position, but that sword is not simply for show. Be prepared to use it.�
�What are we going to do?�
�Not we. Me. I am not going to slink into my palace like a thief in the night. I am going to draw attention and enter like a future queen should. I will hold my head high.�
�Hannah, you can do all that after you wear the crown.�
Instead of answering, she strode quickly to the door, threw the lock, and pulled it open to face a surprised and startled palace guard. He stepped back and half-drew his sword.
Before he could speak, she said in a calm voice, �You were ordered by King Willard to stand guard over my father�s rooms until his daughter, Princess Hannah, returns. Well, relax good man, for I am here.�
�Huh?�
�I am Princess Hannah. You will escort my Head Knight and me to the King�s chambers where I will wait for him to join me. We will be on that small balcony of his and would appreciate tea and a light snack. Now, please lead us there.�
The palace guard only hesitated a brief moment before snapping a salute and turning smartly. Hannah breathed a sigh of relief. That encounter had been her biggest worry. If the guard had refused or placed her under arrest for violating the apartment, things would have been different. She might have ordered Brice to draw his new sword. She had no doubts Brice could remove the guard�s weapons without hurting him badly.
She walked behind the guard, Brice behind her. The hallway, as before, was deserted, but as they reached the first intersection, the tapestries on the walls and the carpets became rich and elaborate. Paintings and statues worthy of masters told their stories.
But they encountered the first Royalty, two young women who pulled to a stop and looked at her, puzzled. One giggled.
Hannah paused, and the Guard halted when he realized she had. But Hannah�s eyes bored into those of the two women, neither of whom she�d ever seen. Her voice came forth as ice. �Curtsy.�
The girls exchanged almost amused glances, but neither moved.
Brice pulled his sword in a whirl of motion, cocking it over his shoulder where he could swing it to reach both of them. His tone was colder than Hannah�s, �Shall I take their heads, Princess?�
Both curtsied in unison. Brice muttered something about lacking Royal manners and ceremoniously replaced his sword.
Hannah saw no more humor in the women. But before Hannah would be out of their sight, they would rush off and spread the rumors. She wanted the entire palace to know of her return, and there was no faster way than to let the pompous, arrogant, self-important royal women of the palace control a juicy bit of rumor.
Hannah motioned for the guard to continue. But by the time the rumors flew, she would be in the King�s chambers. They passed a man and woman, each wearing expensive clothing. Jewelry glittered on their fingers and hung from chains around their necks. They must be very important.
Hannah met the woman�s eyes as they approached. She considered what to do, but to her surprise, the woman curtsied, and the man bowed deeply. She nodded as she passed them. How did they know?�
The rumors couldn�t have traveled that fast. They passed other Royals, and while most ignored her, two more couples pulled to a stop and either bowed or curtsied, as was correct. Hannah heard a commotion behind, the squealing of young girls. One shouted, �There she is.�
Yes, the rumors were already flying. But from her time in the palace years ago, she knew the King�s private chambers were near. They continued down the wide hallway as more doors opened and people rushed out to see what the commotion was about, or to catch a glimpse of Hannah.
The guard paused at the door, his hand near the latch. He glanced at her. �Are you sure?�
She nodded.
He threw the door open, stepped inside ahead of her where two more palace guards stood, and shouted, �Princess Hannah to see the King.�
�He�s not here,� one of the guards said in a hushed voice.
Their guard, older than the others by a decade, drew himself up and shouted louder, �Then send someone to fetch him. The Princess and her High Knight will wait on the patio. And bring them wine and snacks.�
The two guards in the room stood at either side of an empty throne, yet the room was barely ten paces in either direction. This was the small chamber, where the King transacted private business. A small sitting room lay beyond the next door, and outside, a private, walled patio.
Hannah remembered it all well. She barely watched as one guard departed at a dead run. The other stood aside as she entered the sitting room and then went to the balcony. After taking a seat, she pointed to a chair and glanced at Brice. �Did I ever tell you about that one?�
�The old King made it with his own hands but could never get all four legs the same length. He kept it to remind him of his failings.�
�I guess I�ve told that story a hundred times.�
Brice stood beside the door, at near military attention. He knew the King would enter at any moment. �You�ll keep it here, won�t you?�
�I can think of no better chair to sit on.�



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 

Four palace guards ran onto the patio, out of breath, with drawn weapons. Hannah recognized one of them from her earlier trip to the throne room. He said, �It�s her, alright.�
They surrounded Hannah in a circle of protection before either she or Brice could move. The guard she recognized hissed in her ear, �There�s an uprising in the palace.�
�Take me to the King.�
�He�s in his bedchambers, but he ordered you taken there.� Even as the words left his mouth, he took the lead. Two guards fell in behind Brice, who followed Hannah, and the others, now five in all, moved in front with their weapons ready.
They didn�t move fast, but they moved steadily, keeping the loose formation intact. All were prepared to fight, and Hannah decided the King�s private chambers were nearby. A guard fell, an arrow in his chest. Another arrow struck the head of a guard.
They surged ahead at full speed, their feet pounding on the stone floor. Hannah hadn�t even seen the archers and wondered if the arrows had been enchanted. Her anger grew with each footfall. Both of those arrows were probably aimed at her. If not, they flew because of her or Princess Elenore. Two women fighting over power.
They turned the corner and ran into five swordsmen, all wearing black bands on their upper arms. One of them attacked and lost his sword as a palace guard nearly cut off his arm. As the loyal guards fought the attackers back, Hannah reached down and grabbed the fallen weapon. Brice was suddenly at her side. She felt better. Complete.
Moments later, all of the attackers sprawled on the floor either dead or wounded. The group continued moving as a unit down the hall, reaching a large, heavy door that may have been hanging in the original King�s Palace over five hundred years earlier. Black iron bands held the thick boards against each other, and two horizontal bands had rivets as large as Hannah�s thumb. The older guard identified himself to whoever was inside.
An arrow shot from behind her struck Hannah high on her shoulder, and she spun around in response to the pain. Eight or nine men wearing black bands ran out of a nearby door, shouting, screaming, and waving swords. But one with a triumphant face lingered behind, a bow in his hand. She recognized him instantly. Jam. Her old enemy.
He stood and gloated at his success in putting an arrow in her. His evil grin told her he was responsible for both the attack and the arrow in her left shoulder.
However, her right shoulder was fine, and already her hand reached for the new throwing knife nestled between her shoulder blades. Her fingers touched it, then grasped the hilt as she�d done so hundreds of thousands of times. Every day. Day after day. Never thinking about it anymore. Her mind took in the distance, her arm didn�t hesitate. The knife flew. Jam never saw it coming.
A look of surprise covered his face, followed by shock as his head fell forward to stare at the hilt of the knife protruding from his chest. His hand let go of the bow, and he reached for the knife. He pulled it out, and red blood poured out in a flood.
Meanwhile, her protectors had already defeated the other attackers. More palace guards poured from the open door to the King�s bedchamber and ushered them inside.
A physician stood beside a massive bed, but when he saw the arrow in Hannah�s shoulder, he ran to her aid. Working together, he and Brice placed her on a couch, and the physician pulled out the arrow. It had struck high up, in the outer portion of her shoulder, where the bone was hard and thick. Soon, four physicians were examining a wound she didn�t think required a bandage.
While lying face down in her new blue dress, she heard someone say, �After she was shot she pulled out a knife and threw it?�
�Never flinched or hesitated,� another voice responded.
�Where�s Brice?� she moaned.
�Right here,� he answered. �I want you to know you ruined the new dress I picked out for you.�
�I killed Jam.�
�He deserved it,� he said roughly.
She tugged free from the probing hands and rolled over. She saw Brice standing between her and the door, as she expected. �Jam. He was here with Elenore. I heard there�s an uprising or some such.�
�Fighting all over the palace, from what I hear,� Brice said. �But that can wait.�
�Wait?�
He pointed to the bed. Off to one side lay a man so shriveled and tiny she hadn�t noticed him. Pillows propped his head up, and he smiled.
�Uncle?�
�I knew you would come home to wear the crown.�
�I never wanted to be Queen.� She stood and made her way to his side. He was old in body, but his eyes were young and fierce. He reached out to her. She took the bony hand in hers.
He said to a guard, �Make them be quiet. All of them.�
The room hushed. His eyes searched those in attendance, and he pointed to a scribe sitting on a three-legged stool with his ink and pen near the paper over his knees. He said, �You there, list the names of everyone in this room. Record what I�m about to say and make six copies. Deliver them to the vaults.�
�Yes, Your Highness.�
�I am too old to rule Wren in the manner it deserves, so I abdicate my crown and authority as of this morning at sunrise, including any aspect of the throne. The next in the Royal Line of Succession is Princess Hannah. Long live the Queen.�
The voices in the room repeated the last phrase over and over, but she wasn�t listening to them. She heard the sounds of fighting in the hallways. Fists banged on the door. Then the butts of weapons, and voices demanded entry.
They were not friendly.
His voice trembled and his hands shook as one of the physicians asked, �Sire, what should we do?�
�You should ask your Queen, not an old fool like me.�
Several people turned to her. She turned to Brice. �Ideas?�
�One.� He reached into his purse and withdrew several packets Hannah knew contained spells developed by Sara and Maude. He wore a maniacal grin that, despite the circumstances, made him appear he was enjoying himself.
�Which ones did you bring?�
He selected one. �The forget-spell in powder form. Not as convenient as the grapes, but more concentrated.�
�Do it,� she ordered.
Brice walked to the thick oak door and knelt at the base where it hung above the stone floor with enough space to pass his fingers under. He sprinkled part of the powder along the base of the door, while every eye in the room watched intently, wondering at his strange actions. The banging had gotten louder, and more fists and weapons were trying to get inside.
Brice inhaled and then blew as hard as he could, almost a sneeze. The fine powder dissipated. He repeated the action. The pounding diminished and then stopped. They heard boots running down the hallway away from the door.
Brice turned to the guards. �Draw your weapons.� Then he threw the door open. Four men lay curled and cooing like babies to themselves on the floor, their weapons nearby and ignored. After inhaling the dust, they�d be that way until morning.
One guard said, �I think the others got scared and ran off.�
Hannah felt the blood from her wound running down her back again, and increasing pain made her wince and her knees weak. She looked at Brice, �Take charge. Rally the loyalists, those without black armbands. Take these men with you.�
Another palace guard rushed in and looked around wild-eyed. Brice said, �What is it?�
The guard looked to another, who nodded for him to make his report. �We�ve just received word that an army is marching on us. It�s only two days away.�
Brice said calmly, �What army?�
�I don�t know.�
�Are they wearing blue and white uniforms?�
The guard hesitated, then said in a rush, �I don�t know, but Princess Hannah is with them!�
Brice smiled in relief. Hannah also understood. It could have been another army, one led by Princess Elenore, but was not. He said, �They are here to help the loyalists. Pass the word of their arrival to fuel the rumors. Say there are five hundred battle-tested warriors and they will arrive by morning.�
The guard didn�t move, but another said as he went to the door, �I understand. I�ll do it.�
Hannah muttered, �Let the rumors do our work. Some of those in revolt are going to change side when they hear of this.�
A soft voice called, �Hannah.�
She motioned for the nearest guard to help her stand. She shuffled to the side of the bed where the old King eyed her. �I didn�t realize you are wounded.� He looked at the guard. �Take her around to the other side of my bed and put her in it. Physicians, where are you?�
Two old men leaped to his side.
�Not me, damn you. See to my niece, your Queen.�
They rushed around the massive bed and helped her climb in, dress bloody and the wound bleeding freely. They forced her to roll onto her stomach, cut back the top of her dress, and one sprinkled powder on the wound while the other placed a bandage. They forced her to swallow a liquid, and then she slept.
When she woke, it was still daylight, but she felt weak and hungry. Brice sat in a chair nearby. �How�s the battle going?� she asked.
�It�s over.�
�So soon?�
�You�ve slept two full days. How are you feeling?�
�Muddy,� she managed to say. �And thirsty.�
A physician poured a little water into her mouth.
Brice asked, �Muddy?�
The physician answered for her, �She is groggy from the medication. Her mind will clear quickly, now that she�s awake. Her wound is healing well, and other than a small scar she will be fine.�
Hannah eyed the ceiling and then looked around the room. She was in a different bed, in another room. �My uncle?�
�He is doing as well as can be expected. He�s asking about you, too,� Brice said.
�I want to see him.�
Brice said, �Maybe later today. For now, there is other news.�
�Tell me.�
�The palace revolt has ended. Those who didn�t flee are in custody in your dungeon. We don�t know what to do with them, so we�ll wait for your instruction.�
�Elenore?� Hannah asked, more concerned with what one woman might do than all the others combined.
�Escaped. She and most of her supporters fled the palace. They took the King�s Road to Eagle�s Nest, and the rumors say they are heading to Calverton where King Edward owes her favors, and where she has hidden her fortune.�
Hannah couldn�t help smiling. �She hasn�t heard the King of Peermont is exiled and a Queen of my choosing sits on the throne, one who knows I will help end her war with Ansel?�
Brice chuckled. �She also doesn�t know word was passed to the general and the Peermont troops, and that his army turned around. They are in pursuit of Princess Elenore, and if they don�t catch up with her on Eagle�s Nest Pass, they will arrive in Calverton no more than two days after Elenore. She�s caught in the middle of a trap, and we don�t think she has any idea what�s coming.�
Hannah fell back to sleep with a smile on her lips.
She woke in darkness, with only a single candle providing light, but Brice was again in the same chair. Nobody else was in the small room. �Where am I?�
Brice started, woke instantly, and said, �This is the bedroom for the King�s manservant. Through that door is where the King sleeps.�
Despite the hour, Hannah was awake and her mind clear. She said, �There are things to do.�
�Tell me,� Brice said, sitting up.
�Send word to Maude and Sara. Also, send word to the Earl�s Castle. No, send two of my Palace Guards, and locate Cleanup. Bring my new stable manager to me, we have so much to talk about. And a seamstress or three. I need a gown made for the morning, the day after tomorrow.�
�What happens then?�
�I will stand on the King�s Balcony and face my people at noon. I�m sure they need to see me as much as I need to see them.�
�What else?�
�I need to see the highest-ranking officer in my army, and I need him today. He will take all but a small reserve company to Peermont over the Eagle�s Nest Pass and offer his services to Queen Elizabeth unless we get word of Tranter�s peace treaty with Ansel first.�
�I�ll say one thing, you�re not wasting time.�
�And I need an ambassador to travel down the river at best speed, and make his way, with a military escort, to Ansel, where he will find Tranter. If he cannot find him, the ambassador will notify their King that Wren has joined forces with Peermont and if a treaty is not signed immediately, our combined forces will invade Ansel before the snows fall.�
�You thought of all that while sleeping?� Brice said, as he stood and moved to the door. �Ansel had better sign the treaty. A weapons salesman named Marcus has offered to supply all the weapons we need to win a war. He�s here in the palace and waiting for you to offer him a fine dinner. His words, not mine. Anything else, my Queen?�
�Yes. When I�m on the balcony, I want you to be there at my side, and you need to dress nicely.�
�The people want to see you, not me.�
�Oh, I think they�ll enjoy seeing their new Queen confer knighthood on the man who saved the kingdom.�
�You don�t have to do that, Hannah.�
�And when you get all that taken care of, have someone notify me when the King is awake. He and I have much to discuss.�
With his hand on the latch, Brice said, �Anything else?�
�You know there will be. Actually, there is. I need a new Treeman. I�m getting out of practice, and I also need a new throwing knife.�
�Long live the Queen.�

The End�
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