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Аннотация
Hannah and Sage escape to the port city of Indore where they attempt to escape--but the young mage follows. Hannah must elude him and others, as well as learn more of her craft so she can return to the Kingdom of Wren and claim her rightful inheritance--and seek revenge. The forces against her mount, but she will not back away. This book is not intended to stand alone, but is a continuation of the first Mage's Daughter.
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CHAPTER ONE 

Hannah pulled the scruffy horse she rode to a halt on the crest of a small rise, paused, and looked out over the unknown valley spreading before her. Sage, the young sorceress who had been sent to teach her to read and write, and had been drawn into her escape, pulled her horse beside Hannah and smiled in a limp attempt at displaying confidence, and failing utterly.
�The beginning of our new lives is down there,� Hannah said, trying to sound cheerful and doing her best to disguise the doubts and fears with words. She hoped they were an encouragement for the older girl, Sage, who had been innocently caught up in the venture.
Sage stopped beside her and glanced over her shoulder before returning to take in the view of the broad valley neither had ever seen or heard of. While her eyes focused on what lay at the base of the mountains, Sage said, �They�ll be pursuing us, soon, won�t they? Coming after us? I mean, after you?�
Hannah nodded. She knew the assassins sent by those seeking to keep her from the throne were sure to follow behind, perhaps in only a few hours or days, as they tried to find her trail. Then they would be after her again, asking everyone in the whole countryside if they�d seen her, following every clue, and offering rewards for information. If they knew of Sage, and then they searched for two girls traveling together. One of them would be almost twelve and the other twenty, one blonde; one raven haired that hung down her back. But it was hopeful they didn�t know about Sage, yet, and that would be a blessing.
Hannah tried to remain calm and pretended she knew what to do next, but tears suddenly streamed down her cheeks and blurred her vision. She felt like she was six-years-old again, and knew nothing of value, especially what to do next. Neither of them said anything for a long time, both lost in their own thoughts and planning. Sage had turned to her once, seen the tears, and shed a few of her own, but remained silent as if placing the blame on Hannah.
�I�m sorry to bring you into this,� Hannah sniffed, turning to face the older girl. Sage came from a small village where she made simple love spells and the other trinkets of the beginning sorceress. She was hired to teach Hannah to read and write, a skill she had not learned while tending the fires in the morning kitchen at the Earl�s castle. Now Hannah�s life was in danger, and because of her, Sage�s was too.
Sage didn�t meet her gaze this time. She kept her eyes centered on the valley and river below. Hannah glanced at Sage�s fingers holding the reins and saw the slight tremble in them, the pale face, and the worry in her brow. Hannah turned and looked out over the broad valley that would become their home, at least for a while, and ignored her tears. She had to be strong.
Sage said, as if she couldn�t capture enough breath to speak openly, �The horses need a rest. So do we.�
�They�re fine. We must keep moving,� Hannah corrected her.
Sage threw a leg over the rump of her horse and dismounted, anyhow. She stood on the ground, hands on hips, eyes angry. �Get down here, or I�ll grab you and pull you down.�
Hannah hesitated and drew back a little at the harsh tone and annoyance. Sage�s pale face had turned red, and everything about her had changed. She no longer cried, looked timid, or defeated. Hannah wearily dismounted.
Sage said, �You haven�t told me half of what�s going on. You owe me that. And more.�
�There wasn�t time.� Hannah heard the defensiveness in her voice and tried to hide it. �Okay, what do you want to know?�
�Who are you? Not your name, but who? How can a child mobilize dozens of killers to chase her? Even mages?�
The simple questions stunned Hannah. She didn�t know how to answer. Who was she? There were several answers, all correct. She pointed. �There�s a clearing over there, and a stream for the horses to drink.�
�We just need rest and to talk,� Sage said. �Here will do, fine.�
�But my story will take time. You need to get your bow and those enchanted arrows that don�t miss the target in case anyone follows behind us.�
�Not everyone who crosses that mountain pass can be after you! I won�t shoot an arrow at innocent people. I�ve had enough of this.�
Hannah shrugged and remained standing where she was, not making any effort to move to the meadow. Or to speak. Sometimes the best way to get others to talk is to say and do nothing. She�d learned that while working in the morning kitchen as a fire starter for five of her eleven years.
�Well?� Sage demanded.
�You saw the new grass growing on the trail when we crossed over that mountain pass and the lack of footprints and hoof prints. No one had crossed over it in days or weeks. If anyone comes from there today, I believe he is trying to kill me. Either you take out your bow and get ready to use it, or I go on. Alone.� Hannah lifted her chin in defiance while imagining what Sage must be thinking.
�You�re serious?�
�Do you want to die here? Because that is what is going to happen.�
Sage removed the bow and quiver from the saddle and led her horse to the clearing. Hannah followed, making sure no hoof prints showed the way for any behind. When the horses were munching on fresh grass and drinking from a clear stream, Hannah sat on a blanket where she could keep watch on the trail and hide if anyone came.
Sage sat across from her, the bow and quiver at her side. She said, �You look like a small girl, but you�re different. You scare me.�
�Good. That attitude may keep you alive another day.� Hannah had no intention of holding back on the truth or being direct about it.
�When I was your age, my mother used to play a silly game with us. To make our minds sharp, she would have us tell her a simple story in as few words as possible. Just the most important facts. We would fill in the rest. Can you do that?� Sage asked.
�Why? I thought you wanted to know all of it?�
Sage shook her head. �I�m too scared. What�s behind us scares me. All I don�t know about what�s happening and why we�re running. It�s time for you to divulge enough information so I can figure out what we need to do.�
Hannah closed her eyes. Where to start? She needed to convince the sorceress of the danger, and to do that, she needed to explain. Or did she? There might be another way. Hannah drew in a breath and let the air escape slowly. �I was a servant at the Earl�s castle until a week ago, but my dead mother was of royal blood, a very minor lady in the court, but a lady. My father was a famous mage, but a high-born Royal, of very high rank. He was fourth in line to the throne when he died.�
Sage scooted back a little, the fear and awe contrasting in her expression. �I thought you were only a budding sorceress that needed to learn to read, and you somehow cause others to be angry with you.�
Hannah continued as if she hadn�t seen the shift away from her, �You�re right, you just don�t know the whole story. My parents were married, but they had a great fight before I was born, and my father didn�t even know about me until recently. When he did, I became fifth in line to sit on the throne, moving everyone below my father down one position, one more death from taking the crown. Several below me on the list want their old position back, so I must die.�
�You�re fifth in line to be queen?� Sage gasped. �A princess?�
�Fourth. My father was murdered.�
�Fourth, I can�t believe that I�m sitting with a person who is only four away from the crown.�
Hannah said, �It gets worse. After the king, in the Royal Line of Succession, there is his son, who they say is not interested in anything but other men. He wants no part of ruling a kingdom. He is followed by two old men, one deathly ill. I forget how we�re related, but they are both too old to rule and will decline the crown.�
�That leaves you to be queen?�
�And there�s the problem. My father was murdered so someone could move higher up the list, probably by the one directly behind my new position, or perhaps the one after that. I expect that either of them has offered enough gold to last a lifetime for my death. Unfortunately, there is more to the story.�
�More?� Sage groaned and appeared dazed. Her fingers wrapped around her bow tightly enough to turn her knuckles white. �How can there be more?�
�There is a movement to usurp the king and seize the throne, not even waiting for his natural death, probably by someone else, who is of lower rank. The younger mages in the kingdom are involved. One of them knows me by sight.�
�The young mage in the village where they took Evelyn prisoner.� It was not a question.
Hannah said, �I am almost twelve. I need to learn to read, write, and survive, for at least three or four years, until I�m old enough to take care of myself and claim my rightful place.�
�And then you will do what? Become the queen?�
Hannah looked back at the mountain pass without answering.
�How will you live until then?�
�I have gold. And I need help. They may not come for me today or tomorrow, but they will come. I need soldiers at my back, protection before me, and a hundred other things. I need to learn to read, most of all, and to acquire sorcery skills. Reading will tell me what I don�t know, and maybe provide some of those answers.�
�Hannah, you are so young and silly. They�ll find you in days and kill you. They are professionals. And they�ll kill me along with you.�
�I�ve got to try.� Hannah felt more tears gathering and ignored them. �All I have to do is disappear.�
�Not my point,� Sage said. �Listen, they probably don�t know about me, but we can�t be sure of that, so we plan for it. We may have been spotted, or the people back at the inn where we got the horses might be tortured until they tell stories of me. Besides, that young mage you spoke of can make them talk. He can make anybody speak with the right magic as punishment.�
�With spells?� Hannah asked.
�No, of course not. He controls the four elements, not spells. He can fill their bodies with so much water they burst, or their hair can catch on fire. He can suck the air from their lungs, or bury them in dirt until they talk. In the end, he will know everything they know. But, that may be harder than he thinks. We didn�t leave a lot of clues for him to follow.�
�Then what do we do?�
Sage said, �Well, here�s my basic plan that I just made up. We�ll change our names and appearance, and we will imitate other people. Become them. They are searching for you, but we�ll hide you behind me. I�ll take over and become your older sister.� She smiled for the first time in a full day.
�This is my problem, not yours. You should wait here and sneak home when you can.�
�You didn�t seek this trouble out any more than I did. Listen, I can�t go back, or they will capture and torture me, too. We�re in this together, like it or not. Now we have to make some choices so we can disappear.�
�Spells again?�
�Of course, not. They are too temporary, and I don�t know much more about sorcery than you, so we do it the old way. But, we�re lucky we stopped here before anyone on this side of the mountains saw us and can reveal our path to those who hunt us.�
�You sound like my mother did when she wanted me to do something,� Hannah said.
Sage said, �We need to change identities right now. We should make up a story to tell, beginning with your hair that used to be yellow and is now a silly-looking black that is, of course, dyed with ink. I don�t think I�m that much of a liar.�
�You can get this ink out?� Hannah asked, excited at the prospect of her hair returning to her natural golden color.
�Come over to the stream and lie down,� Sage said as she rummaged in her saddlebag. At the side of the creek, she held up a bar of soap and a small knife.
�I already cut my hair!�
Sage laughed softly, �Not all of it.�
When Sage finished cutting and shaving Hannah�s head until she was completely bald, Sage handed the soap and knife to Hannah. �Now do mine.�
�Are we trying to look like boys? Because with your hips and chest you�ll never seem like a boy with or without hair. Besides, your hair is so long and beautiful. It�s the first thing I noticed about you.�
Sage snorted as if that was funny. Then Hannah understood. If she noticed Sage�s long raven hair first, so would others. They were not going to look and act like boys because that would never work�but without hair, they might look as if they traveled from a strange land, and they would fit no descriptions anyone had.
Sage rolled onto her back, her long black hair flowing in the stream. �Cut it first, then shave it, like I did yours.�
When Hannah finished, she ran her hand over her scalp like she�d done a thousand times and froze. The prickly stubs felt alien. She watched Sage do the same, then their eyes met, and both laughed at the appearance of the other.
�Sage, you look awful,� Hannah said.
�Like someone from another land. But from now on my name is Sara. Not Sage, a name they might know.�
�Huh?�
�Sara, named after my mother. Enough like Sage when you say it that you can switch at the last moment and nobody will catch on. Now for you. Hannah means Princess in the old language, so you are now Prin. These are not the last changes we�ll make this day.�
�Let�s get the horses and find our new lives,� Prin said, feeling better and more confident than she had in days, despite the mental confusion of thinking of herself by another name. It would take time to get used to the name.
Sara said, �No, not yet, let�s remove the saddles and bridles and take what we want to carry with us. We�ll turn the horses loose. In our new lives, we don�t ride horses, and those following will be searching for a girl or two on horseback. If we�re going to do this, everything about us must change. Everything. We must be able to walk right past those chasing after you, and they�ll never suspect. If we do it right, we might even join in the search.�
It took a little time to hide the saddles and bridles in a shallow overhang of rock. Prin regretted not selling them, but realized it was too great a risk for little return. The buyers would remember her and tell the tale in exchange for a share of the hunter�s gold. She had two new dresses that had never been worn. She cut the expensive material of the skirts into wide strips, then wrapped one around her head, neck, and under her chin. At the questioning look from Sara, she said, �Sunburn. Our scalps are pure white.�
�Good idea. We�ll say it�s part of our culture from our homeland.�
They spread the remainder of the contents of her leather bag on a blanket. She placed a few items in the leather bag to carry. She took everything from her father�s study and bedroom, especially the painting of her mother and father.
Sara furrowed her eyebrows as Prin wrapped it before placing it in the leather satchel. �Can I look at that again?�
�You�ve seen it,� Prin said. �But, sure, you can look again.�
A more perplexed expression crossed Sara�s face. She said, �You look at it. Tell me what you see.�
Prin turned it to face herself and gulped. The two people in the painting were no longer smiling. They looked worried, perhaps a little angry. �Their faces are different.�
�I thought so, too.�
�How? Is this why my father was called a great mage? He could do things like this?�
Sara said, �They might reflect what you are thinking.�
�Maybe. But I�m not sure. I think it is what they would believe if they were here. Don�t ask why I think that.�
Sara looked intently at the painting from several angles. �I believe at least part of that picture was enchanted by a sorceress. Your mother, without a doubt. But there are other parts I�m unfamiliar with. The faces are telling us something.�
�They made it together!� the girl who would be known as Prin shouted.
�Are you angry?� Sara asked. �Like in the painting?�
�No, I�m not. I�m scared and confused, but I guess I have reason to be angry if I thought about it. I just don�t think I am, and that�s why the painting isn�t a reflection of me.�
�I wish I�d have known them,� Sara said, staring into the eyes of the woman in the picture.
�Me too.�


CHAPTER TWO 

Prin and Sara walked side by side down the road until they reached a smaller path that branched off. They took it and continued on until reaching still another. Eventually, the two girls came to an overlook that afforded them a view of the entire valley, the sprawling city, and the vast river flowing down its center. Staying on the smaller paths gave them less chance of meeting others or being seen. They paused to rest, look, and learn something of what lay ahead.
Sara perched on a fallen log and said, �I think there are more people in that valley than I�ve ever seen in my life.�
�You mean, more people gathered in one place. I agree. It�s big.�
�No. I mean, all together. If you take every person I�ve ever seen in my twenty years in my village, and place them in that valley together, it wouldn�t add up to half the number of what we�re seeing. I admit I�m scared.�
�With so many people, it will be easier to hide.� Prin flashed a glance at the young woman she now called Sara. Hannah then remembered her new name was Prin. The changes were going to be hard to remember, but necessary. She considered Sara a mentor and all-knowing, but she realized in many ways, even at her young age, Prin was the more experienced of the two. She was more streetwise, more likely to react to threats or slights, and she could be sneaky or wheedling. Prin turned her attention back to the valley floor while thinking of her past�and her future.
She counted over twenty wide, tree-lined streets built east to west. Forty or more streets ran perpendicular from the foothills all the way to the shore of the river. Even more buildings stood across the river, enough to comprise another city, although smaller and less opulent from the little she should make out. It appeared older and drab.
Sara said, as if considering it for the first time, �Your enemies will be searching for you in every corner of the Kingdom of Wren. They will someday follow you here. It may be hard to believe, but I think we must stay in plain sight, yet not be seen. They will expect us to hide from them and they�ll look in those places where fugitives live behind closed doors, first. But who will look for people out strolling the streets and shopping?�
�We�re not in our kingdom, don�t know what lies down there, and we do have a little time to prepare. But you�re right. We need to disguise ourselves from the very first, even while walking to the city. Give them no back-trail to follow.�
Sara said, �I have another idea that might help. See that river down there? It has ships moored at the port. Big ones with tall sails. I�ll bet they travel down the river and maybe across a sea.�
�Oh, I don�t think I could sail away to another land. Besides, they will follow me. If they come this far, a voyage is not going to slow them.�
�Not necessarily so. Especially if we spread a small lie about a little blonde girl leaving on a ship while we remain here.�
�I like that one,� Prin said. �The more of them that sails away to chase a ghost, the less remain to look for me.�
Sara smiled and said, �Remember, we need a good story to tell people, or we�ll be discovered in days. We need to tell a tale that will keep them looking elsewhere. As I said earlier, if we do it well, we might even join in the hunt. That is the key to knowing what we�ve done is right.�
�What kind of tale are you thinking about?�
�Well, let�s see. We can pretend that we�ve just arrived from a strange land across the sea. Somewhere so far away that nobody had ever heard of it. We tell them that we sailed here on a ship. Let�s say that we�re the daughters of a wealthy merchant, and we�ll live right out in the open with nobody suspecting anything.�
Prin returned the smile. �The daughters of a wealthy spice merchant trying to make our way in the business world by him looking for markets to sell and buy his new spices?� She paused, then in a stilted voice, continued as if speaking to a stranger. �In my homeland, we have strange customs, including shaving the heads of young girls. That story will also account for all that we do not know about this place. However, even a land with other customs won�t let an eleven-year-old be on her own.�
�We need to make you thirteen. You�re almost twelve, so that isn�t much of a stretch, and every little bit of difference, every small change helps. Then our story will be almost perfect, but with a few changes. You won�t be on your own because you�re my younger sister. We�ll try to draw all attention to me. I�ll do the talking. And perhaps we�ll even find us a �father.� We just need a man we can trust to play the part.�
Prin added, �Okay, we hint that as a spice merchant, our father is always searching for new products, so we move from city to city. We can also use that story to buy the supplies we need for learning our sorcery, and nobody will suspect. Maybe we can even find a place to do our studies in sorcery.�
Sara said, �The story also gives us a reason to ask any questions without raising suspicions. We�re strangers, and they will be expected of us.�
Prin said, �Which ship will we claim as ours?�
�One that departed days ago. We will say that we spent five days traveling to the countryside to visit your aunt who is a hermit, that is why we are walking into the city now. Never tell a lie that can be verified.� Sara shrugged as if her statement was common knowledge.
Prin was glad she�d taken all the coins she had found in her father�s belongings and hid them in the little purse carried inside her waistband. She had never had gold or silver. Or copper, before her father had rescued her a few weeks ago. Now those coins were her future.
More of his things filled the leather bag she carried, one of which was a pair of books she could not read, and a small diary written in his hand. And she also had the large tooth of an unknown animal and a bright little bead, a small red scroll, and the double-edged knife she found. She had strapped the knife to her thigh under her clothing. That accounted for the items she�d found in her father�s secret hiding places in his apartment.
As the slope leading from the mountains flattened, they stayed at the edge of the forest and passed the first farms, then a small village of five buildings clustered at a crossroad. The construction of each roof had a steep peak, enough to provide a small room or two above the ground floor, and the roofs would shed heavy snow in winter.
A farmer�s wife, wearing a full-length apron over her bodice and ankle-length skirt, paused while weeding the garden beside a house long enough to watch them walk by with curious eyes. She offered no welcoming call or wave. Prin glanced back and saw the woman had turned to look to the mountains where they had come from. Prin realized she might spread the word of two strange girls crossing the mountains to any who would pay her a copper coin.
Prin realized being so close to the farms and standing out as travelers was a mistake, one that could cost her life. If she was to survive, she needed to do as Sara suggested, and right away. She needed to become someone else and stop drawing attention to herself.
Prin pointed to the crossroad they had just passed and said, �We should take that one instead of staying in the forest where any who see us will remember because who travels there when a perfectly good road is at hand? I�ll tell you. Thieves, brigands, highwaymen, and girls trying to hide. It�s not enough to throw off followers, but a start. Only that one woman in the garden has spotted us, so far.�
�Are you getting paranoid?�
�I saw her react to us sneaking past her farm. She knows where we came from and will have no reason not to sell that information to those who will follow,� Prin said.
Sara said, �You�re right. But if it�s only one woman, the chances are they won�t ask her. Besides, even if they do, she might not tell. People living in the country are like that.�
Prin said, �I�m sorry, you know. I should have told you before.�
�Sorry about what?�
�All of this. You were living in your home village and merely accepted a job to teach me to read. It was never intended for you to escape to a foreign land with a hundred murderers chasing after us.�
�A hundred?� Sara sputtered, forming a twitch of a smile.
�Well, I didn�t want to scare you with the whole truth and the full number.�
Both laughed, but Sara�s sounded forced, and Prin knew hers was. But she�d learned long ago as a fire starter in the morning kitchen to take things one step at a time. The lack of kindling prevented a fire even if the cooks were due to arrive soon and punish her. She had to lay the tinder in the ovens first, add kindling, and place the firewood on top where it could breathe air as it burned.
Her mind attempted to sort problems in the same manner. First-step, second-step, and so on, just like building a morning fire. She needed to change her appearance, get rid of the horses, and become someone else. Those three steps were done, or at least started. She carried enough gold in her purse to last for years if she lived frugally. The next step was to find a place to live, buy clothing, and hide in plain sight, as Sara said. But those were only the beginning of her problems.
��Tomorrow,� Sara muttered.
�What�s tomorrow?�
�The beginning of our new lives.�
Prin smiled. �I thought that was today.�
�Nope. Our entire lives will change when we first set foot in that strange and beautiful city, but we can�t get there today.�
�You�re right. We�re about to lose the daylight,� Prin said, pointing ahead. �Is that an inn?�
At another crossroads ahead, they saw a building that was obviously an inn, a sign over the front door swinging in the breeze. Before reaching it, Prin saw a young farmer leaning on a pitchfork and watching them while wearing a lazy smile and a twinkle in his eyes. There was no way to hide to hide from him. Besides, she liked his smile. It was as if he�d been waiting for them all day.
Prin touched Sara�s elbow and whispered, �Follow me.�
The farmhouse behind the young man leaned to one side as if sad and tired. The fields were overgrown with weeds. Even the grass in front of the barn doors grew tall, indicating there were no animals inside to eat or tramp it down. A neatly tended vegetable garden only large enough for one person grew beside the house.
His smile widened when they approached, and he said, �Come to buy some of my hay?�
Prin tried to match his smile. �Perhaps there might be a deal for us to make.�
His smile faltered at her word and his realization he might make a sale of some kind, then he recovered and said, �What sort of deal?�
�Well, where we come from, a drink of cold water is usually shared with thirsty travelers,� she said. She had spotted the well sitting to the side of the house, located where other people passing by on the road wouldn�t see them.
He took the lead down the dirt driveway that hadn�t had a hoof or wheel on it in ages. She saw an old swaybacked mule in a fenced corral next to the barn, and behind that three fields of tall, lush grass the young man would never be able to cut and set out to dry alone. It was a job for two. Or three. When all that was taken together, along with the appearance of the rest of the farm, she believed he worked it alone.
�Call me Tom,� he said as Sara dipped the bucket into the well and drew fresh water.
Sara handed the ladle to Prin, before taking a drink herself, watching them carefully. Prin faced Tom and said bluntly, �Your farm isn�t doing very well.�
He shrugged and turned his attention to the older Sara, who was near his age. �The previous owners had more than their share of problems. The father had an accident and died--along with his two sons. The widow moved to her sister�s farm down near Darlington, and I used all the money I had to buy this place.�
Prin ignored him talking directly to Sara, as she said, �It looks like good farmland.�
�I grow grass and try to sell it for hay. It brings in a little.�
�But you need more money to buy seed, tools, labor, and everything else.�
He laughed without humor, and his gaze again fell on Prin. �That�s about it. I should have tried buying a smaller farm so I�d have some money left over for seed and stock. I guess I was too ambitious for my own good.�
�This is my sister, Sara, and I�m Prin. We have our own set of problems, and maybe we can help each other. We�re in a bit of a hurry, so let me know if this doesn�t interest you, and we�ll be on our way. Men, evil men, may come over the mountains looking for a friend of mine. A girl about my age with yellow hair.�
�Why are they looking for you?� he asked, not buying her lie in the least as his eyes flicked to observe her bald head.
�Not me! Besides, it does not matter,� Prin snapped. �What does matter, is that we don�t want to be seen or stay at the inn where they will ask about us. Ask about her. A night in a nice, dry barn would help.�
�It�s yours. I can haul in some fresh hay for you to sleep on.�
Prin smiled. �And how much will you charge?�
�Sleeping in my barn is free.�
�I thought you�d say that,� Prin said. �But, I have another idea. You feed us dinner, let us sleep in your barn, and we go into the farming business together.�
�I said, the barn is free. I can�t offer but mush for dinner, and you�re welcome to it. I�m tired of eating it every day, but the farm is mine.�
Prin took a step in his direction, drawing his full attention. �I need a man to trust and a place I can hide again, if I need to. A place where I know I can go because you owe me.� Prin waited, then revealed a silver coin she had palmed. �This will buy bags of seed to plant, a good plow, tools, a mule that can work instead of that one eating your grass beside the barn. Maybe even a local boy to help when you need to harvest all that hay.�
�That coin will buy more than that,� his eyes were wide with possibilities.
�Maybe it will buy a used wagon to carry your carrots, turnips and such to market. I also want you to buy chicks and feed for them. Next time I come here, I want a full chicken dinner.�
�Where did you steal that silver?� he demanded.
�It was a gift. But I have one more request.�
He waited.
�When those men come looking for me, you just tell them you have never seen us. Say nothing else. To do so might trap you in a lie and you cost your head. You never saw us, never heard anyone speak of us, and it is as simple as that. Remember, you cannot reveal what you never saw or heard.�
�If people ask about the silver coin I suddenly have?�
�A good question,� Sara said, speaking for the first time. �It is a gift from an uncle just before his death.�
�My older brother died last spring. He was successful and might have given this to me.� He held it up to the watch the sun flash off it.
�Good,� Prin said, then realized her answer could be taken wrong. �I mean it is a good story to tell, not good that your brother died.�
Tom rolled the coin in his hand, then it came to rest in his outheld palm. He glanced at Prin and said, �Keep your silver. I�ll make it here on my own as soon as I get a crop planted. You�re always welcome to eat here and to sleep in my barn. I don�t charge friends for good manners.�
She leaned forward, �I can see in your eyes that you�re a good man. But you need a little help, and I�m offering it to you. It�s not charity, it�s a business deal. I expect you to set aside half the profits over three years to share with me when I return, not a copper less.�
He closed his fingers over the coin and jabbed a thumb at the direction of the barn. Then he went inside the dilapidated house to cook the meager dinner he offered, leaving them to find their way to the barn.
Pulling the wide doors open to air out the stale barn, Sara said, �You amaze me. In the middle of nowhere, you find us a friend who will eventually earn you a tidy profit, if I�m not in error, and a meal and a place to sleep instead of staying in that very public inn where any searchers are sure to ask about you.�
�It might give us an extra day or two head start. We leave before the sun is up.�
�You�re sure you�re only thirteen?� Sara asked with a chuckle.
�No.�


CHAPTER THREE 

Prin devoured the simple porridge Tom served for dinner, thinking it tasted better than the sweets she had served at the ball at the Earl�s Castle. The stale bread he apologized for was softer than the hard bread the cooks had provided for her morning meals her whole life. Sara didn�t seem to share her enthusiasm.
The young farmer, Tom, had answered questions as they ate dinner, and learned the city was called Indore. It sat on the banks of the River Otter. The port was busy with ships coming and going, and strangers were more the rule than the exception. He warned them to be wary of The Order of The Iron Ring, which he told them was a group of warriors originally formed to prevent petty crime, but some said they had grown as powerful as the king�s army and they made terrible enemies, but excellent allies.
They�d talked deep into the night, but his help was mostly second-hand because he�d only visited Indore twice, and much of his information was second, or third hand. They gleaned all they could get from him until they could remain awake no longer.
Sara woke Prin early, before sunrise, and they gathered their few belongings in the dark, well before Tom awoke and might delay them with his talk. The morning was darker than normal, and rain fell steadily. They pulled their blankets over their heads like hoods to shed some of the water, and to hide their faces, a fortunate coincidence with their bald heads. Both wanted to be well down the road on their way to the city before dawn.
Because of the rain, they decided to travel on the road where they could walk faster, and hopefully, nobody along the way would remember them amid others on the road. The few people outside were heading for Indore, most with small wagons filled with vegetables and fruits to sell that were home grown. It was the same everywhere. Selling at the local market was one of the few ways a farmer could earn coin instead of trading or bartering. While that worked out many times, there were still things only hard money could buy.
When they trudged up behind a pair of boys pulling a wagon, they slipped past them with a quick, �Morning.� Their pace was faster than most others on the road, but neither was willing to slow.
Later, nearing the edge of the city, they were still in a hurry to put more distance between them and the mountain pass, they approached a family of four from behind, each of them carrying sacks on their backs filled with apples. The younger ones, two boys about six and eight, struggled to walk under their loads, especially on the slippery, wet surface.
Sara held out her arm to bar Prin from walking so fast, as they watched. The youngest boy stumbled but caught himself before he fell. To Prin, all of them looked worn out, cold, and wet, as if they had traveled some distance. She whispered, �Follow my lead.�
Sara dropped her arm and hurried a few steps to catch up with the struggling family. She said, �Hey, why don�t you let us help?�
The father shook his head, his embarrassment clear. His wife stood aside, but her eyes held a plea. Prin stepped to the youngest boy and said for all to hear, �We would like a few apples but cannot pay. If we carry part of your load, will you give me two for our breakfast? We have not eaten today.�
Most of what she said was true, and it gave the father a way to accept their help instead of charity. Offering to work for apples allowed him to keep dignity, something Prin had learned early was often more important than money. Never strip a person of dignity, or there is nothing left.
The six of them knelt on the road and redistributed the loads to the relief of the boys, and mother. Prin and Sara used their blankets, with the ends tied together to form slings filled with apples. When done, each sling didn�t contain a lot of apples, but the smaller loads the boys carried allowed them to walk faster.
The wife hadn�t said a word, but she secreted a few thankful looks that said more. Even better, Prin realized, was that they now appeared to be a family of six, not two girls alone on the road, that someone might remember. She couldn�t think of a better way to hide where all could see her.
On the outskirts of the city stood shabby houses and small farms that didn�t look prosperous enough to support anyone. Even Tom�s ramshackle farm where they spent last night was better off than some houses they passed, and the few people venturing outside looked little better that vagabonds and thieves.
But the rain had temporarily ceased, and the clouds seemed brighter. Prin�s mood improved.
The mother of the boys said, �You can eat an apple before we get to market, you know.�
�How far is it?� Sara asked as the sun peeked through the clouds.
The mother seemed to be getting over her shyness. She said, �Oh, we�re going to the public market down by the waterfront, not the big bazaar in the center of town.�
�Why that one?� Sara asked as if she knew about both and wanted to know why one was better than the other.
�The men on ships always want fresh fruit and will pay more for them.�
Sara glanced at Prin. �I see. That�s good because we were going down that way, anyhow.�
The buildings became packed closer together, and there were more people walking, standing, or working, on the streets. Many had milk cows or goats, and each house seemed to have a full garden surrounding it. Others had rows of clothes hanging to dry in the wet air, while women washed more. A little rain couldn�t prevent them from earning their meager living.
They passed a small blacksmith shop with a huge man pounding out iron products on his anvil. Prin noticed her feet walked to the beat of the hammer ringing in the morning air, and she glanced at Sara to find the same. She wondered if the blacksmith speeded up his job, would they walk faster?
The edge of the city abruptly changed. The dirt road became a paved street that ran between buildings two stories high and joined one another at the sides. The norm seemed a small shop that made or sold products on the lower floor, while the family lived above.
Not many of the people they passed were friendly or even took the time to glance at them, which didn�t bother Prin at all. She walked with a sense of security as she carried her load of apples and ate one. Without noticing, she had eaten all the flesh and most of the core. She spat a few seeds and tossed the remainder to a thin pig.
It was as if they walked with a family of mutes until the older boy slowed and said, �Watch it.�
His eyes were looking at Prin. She turned to find a skinny, dirty-faced man of about thirty walking right at her heels. He snarled as he spun away, �Mind your business, boy.�
�That was my business,� he called after him, then he looked at Prin. �You better be more careful, or you won�t have anything.�
�Do you know him?�
�Nope. But he was trying to make a grab for that leather bag of yours.�
Prin said, �A grab?�
�Grab and run like hell,� the boy said.
�Watch your language,� the woman said, never even turning to look at him.
Prin walked and thought about the gold inside the bag, and wondered what her life would be if the man had been successful. She didn�t like the answer. �What should I do?�
The boy said, �If it were me, I�d hide it, but since it�s too late and too big for that, I�d twist the handles around my arms and carry it in front of me. Then I�d make sure nobody got close.�
�Good advice,� the father said as he paused and watched her do as the boy suggested. �Then you can walk in front of us where we can keep a good lookout for you.�
Sara said, �Are there that many thieves around here?�
�In this part of town there are,� the boy said. �You don�t want to be here unless you have to.�
The words were no more than out of his mouth when a boy of fourteen or fifteen darted out from a doorway behind them and sprinted to the youngest boy and his load of apples. He grabbed the edge of the bag the boy carried over his shoulder as he raced past. The intruder swung it around, spinning the boy with him. Apples fell out and rolled. More boys appeared from the corner of a house, racing to grab apples before they could be retrieved.
Prin�s hand went under the long skirt and came out with the thin knife. After leaping between the gang and young boy, she held it low and threatening, weaving a pattern in the air with the point. She snarled at them, �Who�s first?�
Five ruffians in rags pulled to a stop in a rough circle around her, just out of her reach, and out of reach of the apples. The small boy went to his knees and retrieved the ten or twelve that had rolled onto the street, while Prin waved the knife in figure eights and acted like she knew how to use it.
With all the apples back in his bag, the youngest boy said, �Sorry Dad. I shouldn�t have fallen for that.�
�You couldn�t have helped it.�
The older boy carrying apples said to Prin, �Where�d the knife come from?�
Prin noticed that Sara was also looking at her oddly. Sara knew about the knife between her shoulder blades because of watching Prin practice her throwing at the target called Treeman, a trunk of a tree used so many times the bark had come off in a circle the size of a man. As Prin�s throws became more accurate, the wood near the center showed the results of hundreds of knife cuts. But Prin had never mentioned the knife strapped to her thigh, the one she found in her father�s apartment. She lifted the skirt enough to slip it back into the scabbard.
�Someone told me to always have a weapon ready when you visit a new place,� Prin said before she noticed that Sara reacted with surprise to her statement. Why? Prin replayed the words in her mind.
She�d said, �visit a new place,� which was a slip of the tongue that never should have happened if she was careful. It said that she had never been to Indore. It was the sort of mistake she couldn�t afford.
Sara said quickly, making up for her mistake, �Well, your hidden knife paid off this time. I�ve never been to this part of Indore, either. We�ve always stayed near our home at the center of the city.�
Prin�s senses silently thanked Sara for rescuing her so efficiently, and at the same time warned her about how easily lying came to Sara. It was something to keep in mind, but the lie seemed to have been effective. She ignored the anxious glance Sara aimed her way.
The rain began to gently fall again. Prin wondered about the wash hanging on the lines to dry, but decided it was already wet so wouldn�t matter. Meanwhile, water soaked the strips of cloth wrapped around her bare head and dribbles ran down her forehead to her eyes and face. Trickles of water running down her back chilled her. Sara knew a magic dry-spell that would keep the rainwater off them, but she couldn�t use it with the apple family walking behind. She chuckled at the name, but it fit them perfectly.
They continued down the paved streets in the direction of the river. The tall masts of the ships poked above the highest roofs, a way to always know which direction they walked. Just before reaching the river-walk, they took a wooden walkway intended to keep feet out of the muddy banks of the river.
A wide area opened between buildings and piers. The square was far more than the usual market set aside for a few farmers to sell their crops. It was a city market, set up with narrow lanes between colorful tents and awnings where almost anything was sold, but especially goods intended for sailors and visitors. Food, clothing, tools, weapons and jewelry were for sale in the first few stalls. The apple family moved smoothly through the throngs of people to an area set aside for small vendors.
They placed their apples on a blanket for display. The rain began falling harder, and the family settled to sit behind the father in the shelter of an overhanging roof. He took his place right behind the apples where he could talk with prospective buyers. He thanked Sara and Prin for their help and held out two more apples for their efforts. Prin would have refused, but after a chance glance behind at the wife, she understood that refusing would offend him.
They left the apple family to sell their produce, and wandered up and down the rows of items for sale. Prin paused before one stall and said, �We need to buy some things. This is a good place to start.�
�Not too much because we must carry what we buy and we don�t know for how long,� Sara warned,
Prin walked under a canopy of red and white stripes, Sara following behind. She looked at sailor uniforms, shirts, wood carvings, and leather goods. A seller at one stall displayed weapons, some blades longer than her arm, wicked war axes, iron arrow tips, and more. But Prin ignored all of them in favor of the knives.
�Are you searching for kitchen knives? We have an excellent selection I�m sure you will like.�
She looked up at the tall vendor, a man with a nondescript hat that circled his head with a small brim that shed water equally to all sides. He was older, enough so that his beard had twin streaks of white on the sides of his mouth, and he was missing two upper teeth on one side. Probably knocked out when he didn�t have a weapon nearby to defend himself. She smiled at her small joke, refusing to scowl at his comment about cooking knives.
She pointed to three knives set to one side on a tray. �Are those all you have?�
�Throwing knives? Little Miss, those are dangerous weapons, not made for your everyday use, and not for children.�
She moved a step closer, bending to examine them better, but without touching. The seller again tried to urge her to look at knives suitable for use in a kitchen, but she noticed a small target hanging at the rear of the stall, the marks of blades clear in the soft wood. Four and a half steps away. She moved a full step closer as she examined the knives, the same distance she had learned to throw at Treeman.
She had thrown her blade more than a thousand times at the tree in the forest. No, that was far too few times, it must have been three times that number, maybe more. She said, �I want to examine Your throwing knives, if you please.�
�As I said, they are dangerous weapons. I will not forgive myself if you hurt yourself with one.�
Prin�s hand flicked to the back of her neck. Her fingers gripped the knife hidden there, and her arm shot forward in one motion. She released the blade and watched it spin and strike the target near the center, sticking into the target perfectly parallel to the ground.
His eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed. He hadn�t known she wore a throwing knife, let alone that she knew how to use it. But he recovered quickly and said, �I would love for you to look at my knives and give me your expert opinion, young miss.�
He lifted the small tray so she could better examine them. He held it in front of her as if serving sweets to hungry royals. She selected the closest, examined it, and set it back down. It was handle-heavy and unbalanced, the workmanship gaudy but crude. The second was far too pretty, the maker�s time spent on engraving scrolls, loops, and setting colored beads, but not on producing quality. However, the third knife was flat, lacking ornamentation, and the workmanship beautiful. She lifted it, felt the balance and admired the matte gray finish that made the blade almost black. That would prevent a stray shaft of sunlight from revealing it.
The shop owner motioned to the hanging target, almost as a challenge. She had learned to throw from three and a half steps before realizing that distance was too short for most circumstances. She had moved back to practice at five and a half, just under six paces. She�d thrown from there over and over, but not nearly as many times as the shorter distance.
Still, she was at the right distance, and if she missed, she could blame it on an unfamiliar knife. Without thinking, she flipped it end to end, then back again, several times until she held the throwing end of the knife near her right ear. In a forward motion using her shoulders and arm to propel the knife, she took a step forward and used her legs and back to help provide power, as if throwing a rock for distance.
The knife spun and struck the target two fingers away from the first knife, but with the additional speed, it went through the wooden target, and the point protruded from the back. Prin smiled sweetly and said in her most innocent little-girl voice, �But will it cut the carrots in my kitchen?�
The owner of the stall equaled her smile. �Perhaps if you stand the carrots in a row and throw the knife at them? Please, allow me to retrieve both of your knives, but only if you will accept the one I showed as a gift. I owe it to you for teaching a well-learned lesson to an old man about prejudging his customers.�
Prin saw the surprised expression Sara wore and ignored it as he returned the knives to her. Sara was not familiar with barter and trades in her small village. The man had apologized for his assumptions, and that took a brave, intelligent person. She said, �I will accept your generous gift if you allow me to overpay for a good scabbard to fit between the shoulders of my sister.�
�May I see yours?� he asked.
Prin turned and lowered her head so he could see down the back of her neck. His fingers traced the straps that held it in place.
�I know of this kind. An excellent leatherworker in the central bazaar makes them similar, but with thinner leather. I could have one here in two, perhaps three days.�
Prin said, �If you were to sell me another knife of the same quality, what would I pay?�
�Three large coppers. One more copper for the scabbard.�
She handed him a small silver coin and accepted seven large copper coins in change, along with her old throwing knife. She agreed to return in three days for the new knife and scabbard.
They left the stall, and Sara said, �I have never seen anyone wear two knives, let alone three.�
�Didn�t you hear me? That one is for you.�
�Oh, that�s wonderful. I�d love to learn to throw like you, but I thought, you wanted a third to wear. By the way, did you notice his strange hat?� Sara said.
�Of course. I don�t think he�s from around here. His speech was stilted and odd.�
�That�s what I was thinking, too. The hat gave him a foreign appearance. I�m wearing my green pants and shirt, and you your dress, plus the wraps on our heads. We don�t look like strangers to Indore. We need to find a place to buy different clothes.�
Prin glanced at her bare feet. �And shoes.�
�Yes, and the clothing should be odd, or foreign, to make us look like new arrivals, like the knife seller�s hat. You could tell right away he was from across the sea, or somewhere far away.�
�Easy enough,� Prin laughed, turning and walking back to his stall. She returned a few moments later and pointed. �That way. We�re looking for a green tent with a beautiful fat woman who is his wife. She sells hats.�
They found her, perhaps ten stalls away. She also wore a similar hat as the blade seller, not as tall, but the flat sloping brim effectively shed water, and would shield their eyes from the sun if it ever came back out, and protect their scalps from sunburn. They purchased four similar hats, in four colors. They exchanged them for the wraps of material around their heads, wraps that now looked like more like bandages than foreign dress. Prin wore a green, and Sara a blue hat. The hat seller said nothing about their white, bald heads, but had reacted with a wince when she saw them.
The fat woman with the huge smile then told them where to buy good shoes from a friend of hers. Soon they both wore soft, sturdy boots as they went looking for more clothing. Prin had worn simple shifts her entire life, which was two flat pieces of crude material sewn together with wide straps over each shoulder. As they strolled among the stalls, getting used to their new boots, a display of dresses caught Prin�s eye.
The dresses were simple shifts made of a durable material in various shades of brown and tan. They were longer than the knee-length she was used to, these hanging well below the knee, but with a skirt that made a slight flair so the legs could easily move. Many of the local women wore them. Some added a splash of color with a colorful belt, embroidered design, or flowers pinned to them.
The neckline was almost square, allowing for easy reach to the throwing knife while hiding it at the same time. They were perfect, and the stall had a changing room. When they left, the satchel Prin carried held two more shifts and the spare hats.
The rain had stopped. Now they only had to find a place to spend the day, and to sleep, avoiding inns if possible. They bought two hard rolls stuffed with soft cheese and stood at a short counter to eat them.
Sara said between mouthfuls, �Have you noticed him?�
�Who?�
�The man following us. Don�t turn to look yet, he�s moving to my left and just coming into your line of sight. The one with the bare sword.�
Prin glanced his way. He was studiously avoiding looking in their direction, but by that avoidance, he made himself known. His sword was longer than normal, his hand on the hilt tipping it up as he moved, but the blade was bare. No scabbard. The sharp edges of the sword threatened anyone nearby if he turned quickly, but people parted for him. They didn�t appear wary or scared, but they deferred all the same.
She looked at his belt and saw a large iron ring fastened around it. The sword went through the rusted iron ring to support it instead of wearing a scabbard. He wore a loose gray shirt made of thick material like homespun, with long sleeves. On the cuffs of the sleeves were two hash marks sewed side by side. It was a uniform of some sort.
�Tom, the farmer, warned us about them,� Prin said.
Sara said, �He�s been near us for a while. Watching.�
�Let�s move away and see what happens.�
�Down to where the ships are docked. I want to check a few things.�
Prin turned her back to him and followed Sara. They made a few turns as they left the bazaar, but each time she glanced behind, he still followed. Have they found me, already?



CHAPTER FOUR 

Prin and Sara strolled down the cobblestone streets to reach the enormous amount of activities required to unload and load cargo ships. The military man with the bare sword had followed behind them, always keep pace as he watched their every move. He no longer bothered to hide or pretend otherwise. For any looking their way, they might think he escorted them, and from his aggressive stance with the few who wandered too close, he permitted no interference.
Prin and Sara had nervously walked beside each other after leaving the bazaar, along paved city roads between shops selling goods and services until reaching the docks. He never tried to speak to them, and he didn�t seem threatening�but for the sword at his side. He just maintained the same pace and bland expression.
Prin tried to keep him in the corner of her eye. Is he after me? An assassin?
Sara carried the backpack, her bow and quiver strapped to it, not unlike many other travelers. Prin carried her satchel, the thick leather straps wrapped around her wrist to both protect it from being snatched and as a warning to thieves, thanks to the apple family.
Prin glanced at Sara and reacted again to the sight of her as a stranger. Instead of the usual green pants and tunic, with a flowing mane of black trellises, Sara had been transformed. She now wore the tan colored dress, the boots that covered her ankles, and the hat with the point on top that gave her a different appearance. Added to that, her head was bald. She looked far different than when they had crossed the mountains a day earlier.
For anyone searching for the young woman who crossed the mountain pass with Hannah, or Prin as she now called herself, they would never suspect the woman walking at her side was the same. If they had a description, that worked to Sara�s benefit.
Stealing another glance, Prin confirmed her thoughts and added to them. If Sara appeared a stranger from another land, so must she. Assuming she had changed in appearance as much as Sara, Prin found encouragement that she might not be recognized. Then she remembered the man with the bare sword standing ten paces from them. She turned. He still followed them, always keeping his distance.
Sara steered them to a billboard plastered in old and new fliers that were marginally protected from the rain by a little roof. Sara paused to read the sign at the top, then moved closer to read the smaller handbills posted on it.
Prin stood back several wary paces, keeping watch on all who came close, especially the one with the bare sword, while she mentally practiced her reading by working out the letters on the top of the sign. The S was easy, and so were the H and I. The next letter could be a B or P, but then she eliminated the B as she realized where they were standing. She looked out over the port and the activity that reminded her of an anthill. SHIPS. Those were the letters at the top, and she had read the word for herself, but the second word made no sense to her. Still, it was a start.
Sara reached out and tore one paper notice from the wall. �This is the one we want.�
�Now what?�
Sara folded the paper and slipped it into her backpack. �Look around, Prin. Sailors, dock workers, and foreign travelers move about their business everywhere, all looking different and acting strangely. Many of them are big and strong men, cargo handlers. What do you think will happen if one of us screams for help because a man is attacking us?�
�They�ll come running. Probably a lot of them,� Prin said, confused at Sara�s comments.
�I think so too. So, why don�t we go start a fight? You get ready to scream loud enough to churn cream into butter. I�ll do the fighting.� Sara spun around and marched, not walked, directly at the man in the uniform who was lounging near a signpost not even bothering to pretend he ignored them.
She stomped the hard heels of her new boots on the wooden deck to draw his attention as she approached, each strike of her heels a warning. She pulled to a stop a single step away, fists balled on her hips. She said, �Why are you following us? And don�t even try to say otherwise.�
He didn�t change his posture or act upset. Then he slowly stood straighter and squared his shoulders. His voice came soft and educated. �Good morning stranger. I am a servant of the Order of the Iron Ring, a ring for which there is no beginning and no end.�
Sara backed off a step. �What does all that mean?�
�I noticed you are new to Indore, and my order of service wishes that you come to no harm while in our city.�
�You�re protecting us? Or following us? Which is it?�
�I am watching over you. Without obligation. We provide our services without a fee, but some wish to reward us. You see, Indore can be a dangerous city, and we are pledged to help strangers safely navigate their way within it.�
Prin couldn�t hold back, �That�s why you�ve been watching us.�
Sara said, �You look more like a soldier.�
�I am a fighter for the rights of those who cannot protect themselves, so yes, I am a soldier of a sort.�
He hadn�t changed expression, the tone of his voice, or stance, other than to turn to look at them with bland eyes when speaking. Prin glanced at the bare blade and said, �Scabbards are made for a reason, you know. Ever cut somebody or something by accident with your sword?�
Finally, he smiled. �Yes, when I was younger and less careful.�
�Then, why wear it like that?� she persisted.
He took a step back and placed his right hand on the hilt of the sword. With the unique sharp twang of iron scraping iron, he pulled the sword and then held it across both palms as he offered it to Prin to observe. He said, �The twin edges of my sword scrape against the inside of the iron ring each time I pull or replace it, keeping the edges sharp for your service.�
She dutifully touched the edge with her thumb and nodded in appreciation. �That�s a good trick. I wonder if I could have a scabbard made for my knives to do the same?�
�You wear a blade?�
After a slight hesitation, Prin reached behind her neck and pulled the throwing knife. He nodded appreciatively. She reached under her skirt and removed the smaller blade and extended it. He reached for that one also and turned the thin blade over on his palm while examining it. Then he handed both back, handles first.
�What do you think?� Prin asked, ignoring the warning look from Sara.
He said, �Utilitarian. And both well-made. What is the enchantment on the small one you wear on your leg?�
His tone had remained flat, but the warning from Sara slowed her response. Prin asked, �Does it matter?�
�Not officially. I was just wondering.�
�So, I�m not in any trouble because of it?�
�I am here to help, nothing else and I�m sorry if I was too inquisitive.�
Prin said, �In that case, I don�t know what the enchantment is. I didn�t even know it had one.�
He almost smiled, but managed to avoid it. �Most people would not see the dark enchantment. I have received training to perceive such things, and I sense there is much more than the odd knife about the pair of you. Beware, I am not the only one trained in sensing such things.�
Sara said, �What do you sense about me?�
He just nodded in her direction and said, �A sorceress should always be wary in a strange land.�
�Did that have anything to do with you following us?� Sara asked, not bothering to ask how he knew she was a sorceress. He obviously had the powers of a mage, or at least, some of them.
�I am sworn to protect all travelers, not just those blessed with abilities. It made no difference.�
Sara stepped closer. She looked him in the eye and said, �A fool can try teaching a man to be a mage for a hundred years, but if the man does not have the ability born to him, it will be a waste of a hundred years. What are you?�
He squirmed a little under her words, but said, �Some believe that we of the Iron Ring have some mage within us. I cannot say for sure.�
Sara relaxed, accepting his response as truth. �I�ve reconsidered. There is a way for you to help us.�
He only nodded for her to continue.
�We are new to Indore, as you know. We are looking for a place to rent, or to buy if the price is right. Our father is a spice merchant. At home, he stored his spices for on the ground floor, and we lived in a small apartment above. We are looking for such a place.�
He paused. Then, almost smiled again. �There are such places. Are you concerned with fashion in the building?�
�No,� Prin said without thinking.
Sara corrected her, �But we want a part of the city where we might step out at night without fear.�
He looked at Prin. �Like your knives, you wish utilitarian but well made. Yes, there are such places.� He pointed away from the ships to a part of the city they had not yet explored. �There is a steeple taller than the other roofs. See it?�
Both Prin and Sara nodded, looking across the rooftops to where the city was built on the long slope of a hill. The buildings in sight were one or two stories tall, mostly made of brick, the bricks probably made of river mud, with roofs that didn�t slant as much as those higher in the mountains. Prin appreciated the simplicity of the construction. But standing high above was a thin steeple or watchtower.
Sara said, �Who would we speak with?�
�There is a man near that steeple, located on this side of it. He buys, sells, and rents buildings, especially ones in that area. His name in Chalmers. I wish I could tell you he is fair in his dealings, but you must haggle to reach a good price.�
Prin said, �If I wanted to donate to your order, how would I do that?�
�Any of the Order of The Iron Ring are authorized to accept donations and convey them to our coffers.�
Prin slipped a coin into his hand. He didn�t look to see the denomination or color of the metal before placing it in a pocket with a flap and button.
�And if we find we need your services again?� Sara asked.
�Donations are made with your name attached. Any of my order will respond to requests from those who support us. They will know you anywhere in the city.�
Prin said, �Would you consider walking up to the steeple and showing us where to find Chalmers?�
�That would be my privilege.�
As they started walking, Sara whispered, �I would have never thought to ask if we could pay him, or if he could show us the way.�
�That�s because I�m only thirteen and don�t know what to ask and what not,� she laughed. �I just don�t know all the rules yet.�
The man hadn�t given them a name, and they didn�t believe he would. He was part of an order, a tiny portion of a whole. He pointed out a few small places of interest as they walked, a shop for meat, a reasonably priced seamstress, and the maker of soap and candles. They passed by two other members of his order, both with long, bare swords resting in iron rings on their belts. He made a hand motion and explained it would tell them Prin and Sara were benefactors of their order and under their protection. Prin had no doubt the men would remember, and spread the word.
The situation of hiding from her pursuers from the kingdom of Wren again came to mind. She wondered at the reception they would receive when asking the Order of The Iron Ring about her. She suspected it would be cold, and nothing would be shared. The order might even warn her. But she might be wrong.
Still, it almost seemed as if she had hired friends to protect her. If nothing else, the thieves, pickpockets, and muggers wouldn�t come around when one of the order escorted her on the streets. Perhaps the word would spread around Indore that they were protected. It seemed she had made a valuable ally.
Eventually, the three reached a nondescript building near the steeple they used as a navigation beacon. Prin expected that it would soon become a landmark for finding their way around the city. The man pointed to a doorway, then quietly slipped out of sight down an alley without a word, and disappeared.
Prin said, �Back down by the port, I read the sign by myself. It started and ended with S, and in between were H, I, and P. Ships.�
Sara flashed a brilliant smile. �Exactly right. The first word was �ships,' and the next word was �movements.� The billboard had information about the ships that arrive and depart, their cargo, needs for sailors, and the ports they travel to.�
�You took a paper.�
�It tells of a ship that departed three days ago, named the Julianna. It says the ships returns here one time a year, and it travels to far off ports where few other ships sail to, in case you wish to ship something with it. It won�t return for a full year. If anyone wants to check our story, they�ll have to wait. Why don�t you choose a name for the place where we came from?�
�Any name?�
�Make it pretty. Exotic. Like a place with lots of islands.�
Prin said, �How about a beautiful place called Evelyn?�
Sara said, �That is perfect. A tribute to the sorceress who helped us escape.�
�And who we will one day see again and reward,� Prin added. �But now we need to find a place to live.�
They had crossed the street while speaking and were standing in front of the door that had been pointed out to them. They were still talking when it opened, and a rotund man with a wild head of curly hair and more savage looking mustache said, �Don�t just stand out there. Come inside and rent a place to live from me.�
�How did you know what we want?� Sara asked, not moving an inch.
�Perhaps your strange manner of dress, your hesitation to enter, and good luck with my guess,� he said with a warm smile. �And maybe I overheard a few words through the open window.�
Prin muttered, �Not much luck to it, if you ask me.�
But he led the way inside and stood aside with a sweeping motion of his arm. She found a small, but comfortable room with seating on three walls and a huge table dominating the center, covered in layers of papers, parchments, and manuscripts. Quills and ink bottles were spread around the table for convenience. At the far end of the table sat a rocking chair with a view of the front steps and the street outside through the window that was partially open. A soft breeze filled the room, as well as a murmur of sound from outside.
He must have watched and listened for a while before going to the door. Prin said, �You must be Chalmers.�
He shook her hand formally as if she was an adult, then motioned to a chair as he reached for Sara�s hand. �And you must have spoken to someone about me. A protector?�
Sara sat next to Prin. �We did. Our father has need of space.�
�Should I wait to meet with him?� Chalmers asked, not offended, but eager to talk as are all dealing with sales and rentals.
�We will do the initial investigation, if we buy or not. I�d like to tell you what he has in Evelyn because we�re looking for something similar,� Sara said.
Chalmers hesitated. �I�m not familiar with that city.�
�Across the sea and then a trip of several days by horseback. But no matter, he is a spice merchant and has need of both a place to live and a warehouse.� Sara sat back and waited.
�So, I have the opportunity for two transactions, today. Very nice. Detail his needs, and I�ll try to find what might fit his requirements.�
Sara said, �I fear I misled you. At home, he has a small warehouse about fifty paces long, and above it is the living quarters. It should be a secure building in a part of the city where others keep valuables, so there are protection and safety for his goods.�
�So, your father�s salt is not pilfered?� Chalmers smirked.
Sara turned slowly to face him as a lion might do before springing onto an antelope. �Sir, are you aware that there are spices worth more than their equal weight in silver? Or that a few spices sell for as much as the same weight of gold, and then there are the very rare spices worth even more. Dealing in those spices is costly. By the time they are located, harvested, processed, and shipped across oceans the expenses soar, as do the prices.�
Chalmers� face paled.
Prin said smugly, �There you go telling people to rob us again, Sara. Just let him think there�s salt in the warehouse, and we won�t have to hire as many guards.�
�Fifty paces long, you said? And secure?�
�With living quarters. My father likes to sleep where his wealth is,� Sara said after glaring at Prin as if she was angry at her.
�In a beautiful area of town,� Prin added.
�Rent or buy?�
�Yes,� Prin said before Sara could answer. �We will consider either if the deal is right, but of course, we�ll have to find what we want at a bargain price, or we have to run it past our father.�
�I don�t have exactly what you�re looking for, but if you�re up to a little renovation, there is a building that might fill your needs. There is another also, and they are close to each other.�
They agreed to look, and they followed the portly man out onto the street in the direction of the steeple again. Prin noted the difference in the dress and manner of the people they passed on the streets, from those nearer the waterfront. More of the people on the street wore clothing to display their wealth, and the paving stones were swept clean by others, and servants rushed about performing their master�s tasks. Trees lined both sides of the streets, so the people didn�t have to walk in the harsh sun, and she had no doubt that in winter the leaves would fall off and allow the weak sun to warm them.
However, the buildings didn�t impress her. She saw no decoration, no ornate doors, and nothing to tell one building from another. The stone walls climbed the heights of two stories, but the lower part of the walls had no windows.
Chalmers noticed Sara�s interest. He said, �I�m not sure what you�re used to in Evelyn, but here in Indore, our wealth and status is displayed inside our homes and buildings.�
�Then how do I know one from another?� Sara asked.
�How does a thief? He might enter a poor house instead of wealthy, but will not know until inside. Of course, these streets, and the people on them do tell of wealth, so all is not hidden.�
�We are not looking for a wealthy neighborhood,� Prin said.
He reached a nondescript building and held the door open for them to enter. Outside it appeared like most other buildings in the area, but inside was an entry of exotic, contrasting woods, walls of sandalwood, and ceilings of carved plaster. The place reeked of expensive scents. The furniture, carvings, statues, and paintings in sight were worth more than an entire village in Wren.
Sara said, �My father is a businessman. He is not interested in impressing visitors.�
Chalmers was not put off in the least. He pulled the door closed behind them and waved an arm in the direction he wanted to go. They walked in silence, for two blocks. He paused at a solid oak door and used a key on a rusted lock the size of his palm. �I think you might like this.� He threw the door open, and light flooded the inside.
The floor was a pale gray stone, the room was long and narrow, only five or six paces wide, but over fifty long, Prin guessed. The ceiling was open to the blackened beams of the two-story roof. It had the musty smell of a building not in use over time, as well as the faint scent of smoke. A few pigeons circled high up, and a hole in the roof told where they had entered.
Another door stood at the far end, a sturdy double door that opened the full width of the room. Sara said, �No living quarters?�
�None, but the building is as secure as a bank. It was recently used to store carriages, and at this end, a second story once stood. Unfortunately, it burned several years ago, but the stone walls were not harmed, the roof is solid, and most of the smell of the fire has dissipated.�
�You will rent or sell it?� Sara asked.
�I prefer to rent. You provide whatever improvements you wish, and when you leave, I own a more expensive building. We both win.�
�Do you have others?� Prin asked, rolling her eyes.
�Not as large, nor where the city patrols as heavily, both night and day, but yes.�
Sara said, �The roof leaks and must be repaired, I see no well, and we would have to build the improvements and then abandon them for a loss. Perhaps you should pay us to move here instead of us paying you?�
Prin liked the change in Sara�s attitude. She�d taken the warning from the soldier and now used it. Chalmers told her a price for renting the space�an opening gambit.
Sara said, �That is more than I would pay a year for this hollow building.� But she was dealing with a professional, and she probably knew he would counter.
He said, �Unless you wish a much smaller space, this is it, and you've already heard my best deal. I believe another merchant is hoping to rent it, but I�m a fair man and will rent to the first with a deposit. Nonrefundable, of course.�
Sara turned to Prin. �I like the other building we saw this morning, and we can buy it at a fair price, far cheaper than renting from this scoundrel who is trying to rob two girls new to his city.�
Prin knew the game, too. She said as if considering two options, �The noise from the harbor was louder in that one, but I agree. It is a better bargain, and we would own it.�
�The walls are thicker, too,� Sara said. �You wouldn�t hear anything of the harbor noise inside them. Wait here a moment, I need to check something.�
Chalmers said, �Another building? What other building?�
Prin shrugged and watched the pigeons circling while keeping an eye on Sara. She stood just outside the door and rummaged into her backpack until she pulled the sheet of paper she�d stolen from the billboard. She unfolded it, studied it as if there was something important and private written on it, then returned to them, stuffing the paper back inside as she walked.
�Come Prin,� she said. Then she reached out to shake Chalmers�s hand in farewell. �Thank you for taking the time to show this to us this . . . sad excuse for a building. Perhaps another time we can strike a deal.�
�Wait, you mentioned you might be willing to purchase. What are you prepared to pay?�
�For this?� Sara smirked, and her eyes went to the hole in the roof and the blackened beams.
Chalmers said in a smooth, oily tone, �You have to admit it has potential, and if you use your imagination, it fulfills all your requirements.�
�The price?� Sara asked.
He told her, and Sara reached out and took Prin�s hand and again started for the door.
Chalmers held up his hand. �Wait. I�m sorry, I misstated the price, thinking this was another property. With the problems with the roof and all, well, what do you say we cut the price in half? By the way, there is a good well out back, satisfying one of your concerns, and also a small private garden.�
Prin had already calculated that the price was less than one of the two large gold coins she had in her purse. Now it was less than half that coin, and she had another just like it, and several smaller gold ones. For the other half of the coin, they could hire workmen to rebuild the loft area and still have enough left to live on for more than a year without touching the other coins.
�We�ll take it,� Prin heard herself say. �Can you draw up the papers and escort us to a bank?�
Chalmers suddenly broke into a smile. �Where do you have an account?�
�Nowhere, but I need a bank to change this into smaller coins so we can pay you.� She held one of the large coins up.
His expression froze. �Leaping Lords and Dancing Goddesses, where did you get that?�
�From my father this morning. His spice, or should I say salt business has been doing well in Indore. He said for us to find a place and buy it because he is far too busy buying and selling more salt.�
Chalmers turned to Sara after the younger girl�s comments. She said mildly, �A little girl like her needs to do family chores to learn the spice business. That way, she can strike a deal when she is older and negotiate with buyers and sellers. At least, that�s what our father says. Can we go to the bank, now?�
�I have a feeling your sister will someday own Indore.�


CHAPTER FIVE 

Once the large gold coin had been exchanged for a fist full of smaller ones, they settled with Chalmers, and he provided a deed that the bank agreed to hold for them�for a small fee. Everything the bank did was for a small fee. Even the changing of the large gold coin to smaller ones entitled the bank to keep a small portion. Prin didn�t dare ask for a mug of water.
Leaving the bank, they left Chalmers and made their way back to their new building, getting lost in the confusing maze of roads briefly. With the help of the steeple as their guide, they quickly found their way. Sara said, �Maybe we should have looked at more buildings before buying this one.�
�Why? It has all we wanted and more.�
�Really? The roof leaks so bad birds fly in and out,� Sara complained.
Prin laughed. �But the building�s ours. We own it. You and me. The location is in the right part of the city, there�s plenty of space, and we have money left over to do what we want with it.�
Sara didn�t join in the laughter. She said, �Where will we sleep tonight? An inn where the proprietor will report us to any passing mage in the morning?�
�We will sleep in our new home,� Prin answered, skipping along. �The apple family this morning said the bazaar down by the waterfront is the small one. Why don�t we go to the bigger bazaar and buy some things we need?�
�Such as?�
�Oh, cheer up, Sara. Such as blankets to soften that stone floor tonight.� Prin carried her satchel and two keys for the lock on the door. However, she also intended to buy new locks for both doors. No telling how many other keys existed for the locks that looked older than her. Or Sara. Or Chalmers.
As they turned onto their street, Prin paused and admired their building again. It blended in with the others, had solid stone construction, and was in a clean part of town. There were only two doors, and no windows were on the ground floor�for security they�d been told. Near the top were small windows, dozens of them, built to allow light to enter.
Once inside, she searched somewhere to place the satchel and settled for leaving it beside a post near the door, where any thief couldn�t help but find it. But she removed the valuables and placed them under a small pile of rubble in one corner where she hoped they would be hidden and secure. Most thieves will not look in rubble for valuables, or so she hoped, but they will snatch and run with what they find first.
When she was convinced the valuables were out of sight, Prin said, �Things are going too well. We escaped Wren and the assassins, and yes, we changed our appearances, but it has been too easy, or we�ve been lucky.�
Sara pulled to a stop, her hands holding more trash to throw in the corner. �They�ll still come. Maybe. It�s a long way from Wren to Indore, and a rugged mountain pass to cross.�
�Or they are already here,� Prin continued. �They have killed three men, two high-ranking royals, so far, and they are attempting to overthrow the king. A few days of travel aren�t going to stop them. Do you know any spells that might help us?�
Sara chuckled. �If you want them to like us better, I know a pretty good love charm. I know how to use my arrows that won�t miss, but even those were enchanted by another. I can read, write, and work numbers, but in my small village, there was nobody to teach me sorcery, so I know only a little more magic than you.�
�But you�re older,� Prin protested.
�Twenty. You�re twelve or whatever, but I didn�t even know I had any powers until a few years ago, so we�re not all that far apart in casting spells and magic of any sort.�
�Prin kicked more trash in the direction of the growing pile. �We need help. I was hoping you knew a spell or two that would help hide us or something. Maybe we can hire a local sorceress to help us, and we can buy some spells from here.�
�You know what I think?� Sara said. �I think we definitely need a broom to clean this place up.�
�And food.�
�Candles. And chairs.�
The requirements quickly grew into a list far more than they could possibly carry back to the building in ten trips. Both knew the list would continue to get longer, and they laughed as more items were added.
Walking in the general direction of where they thought the Bazaar might lay, they asked directions and turned without getting lost. A raven flew down and landed on a branch in front of them. After they had walked past, the bird flew ahead of them again and landed. It twisted and cocked its head as it watched. Prin remembered the crow that had scolded her when she pronounced her letters wrong.
Twenty blocks later they heard voices singing, music played by different instruments, and other noises generated by a crowd. They entered a square far larger than the other down by the waterfront, filled with throngs of buyers and sellers.
Sara said, �How can so many people be in one place?�
�Don�t worry. We don�t want to talk to them all, we want to find only a few that can help us.�
�How will we find the right ones?�
�We shop.� Prin took the lead. She stepped up to a woman at a stall who fried small strips of spiced meat on a tiny stove. By habit, Prin checked the fire and found it wanting. The small fire put too much heat in one place on the pan, but she said nothing. Instead, she asked for two strips of meat for each of them.
As the cheerful woman handed the meat to her, Prin said, �My father needs some carpentry work done. He needs roofing and a whole room built. Do you know anyone?�
�I don�t do that, but there is a man one aisle over who sells tools and he might.�
They found the correct stall after only getting lost once. A man of perhaps thirty greeted them. �I am Eldemire, but my friends call me El. I understand that you might need roofing and other construction work?�
So, the woman who sold them the spicy meat had already sent word ahead of their interest, probably in return for a small commission. Instead of getting angry, Prin admired the action and took a small step back, allowing Sara to open the negotiations.
El was tall, muscular, and his hair flowed from front to back in dark waves. Prin watched Sara watch him. She seemed as fascinated by El as he was for her. Prin turned her attention to El, finding his thick features, suntanned skin, and white teeth too perfect. He was the sort of man that demanded women pay him attention.
Prin nudged Sara. She finally took the cue. She introduced them and said, �Our father has purchased an empty warehouse near the big steeple over there,� she pointed.
He nodded, �I know that neighborhood, of course, and generally where the warehouse is.�
She continued, �The inside had a fire, years ago, and burned the inside, but we want a set of rooms to live there. Father is a spice merchant and will often be traveling, but wants to be where he can quickly look to see his inventory and make trades.�
El said, �I assume it�s one of those long, narrow warehouses they favor near the steeple. What were your thoughts?�
Sara crossed her arms over her chest and closed her eyes for a brief time, probably picturing her idea. She glanced at Prin, silently giving her permission to express her views, especially since she was paying for it.
When Prin didn�t respond, Sara said, �We talked about a loft, a raised area with two sleeping rooms, a kitchen, gathering room, and a way to heat it in winter.�
Prin said, �Windows. Can we add them? Ones that open?�
�What else?� El asked.
Sara looked to Prin who shrugged as if she had covered it all.
El smiled as he reached behind himself and pulled a rolled scroll from among others on a shelf. He motioned for them to sit at a small table, where two small chairs waited. He unrolled and spread the scroll, which was comprised of a simple line drawing without color or enhancement.
He pointed with a bony finger, �This is to explain the process. We can provide details if this is the sort of thing you wish. May I offer refreshments?�
They refused, and he continued. The first panel of the drawing simply detailed vertical beams that formed a framework holding up a loft. The second panel, the underside of a floor as seen from the underside as well as the top. The bottom four panels detailed how the room might be laid out. �Questions?�
Sara said, �This can be adapted to any size? The stairs placed where we want them?�
He nodded agreeably before saying, �The cost varies, but yes.�
�And building work tables for sorting the spices, as well as shelves on the ground floor?�
�Simple and inexpensive. The loft is also not too costly, but the roof? That is another matter. Until I see the building and in particular the roof, I cannot even give you a guess for the cost.�
Prin liked his honesty. A wrong guess was far worse than being given a higher, but accurate price to begin with.
Sara told him which building was theirs and agreed to meet him in the morning. She shook his hand, and Prin noticed the handshake may have taken slightly too long for a casual agreement. The look in their eyes lingered.
Prin took Sara by her elbow and escorted her from the tent. Outside in the noise of a thousand deals being made, she said, �We still have things to do.�
Sara said, �Are you sure you have enough gold for all this?�
Prin paid for two mugs of unfermented fruit juice from a fruit she was unfamiliar with and stood to the side of the narrow passage between stalls as they sipped. �I have spent less than half of one large coin. If the repairs cost the other half, we still have the other coin to live on. Plus, we have all the smaller gold coins, but our only expenses will be food and what other necessities do we need.�
�That�s enough to pay our way for two or three years?�
�Fifty,� Prin snorted. �After the building is done.�
Returning the empty mugs to the seller, they wandered up and down the rows of goods displayed. Carpets, clothing, weapons, jewelry, food, and a hundred other things. Prin noted the location of a leather worker in case the scabbard for Sara�s new throwing knife was not up to her standards.
As they walked and talked, a raven landed on a tent and cocked its head as if looked at them. It pulled its head back and spoke, �Hannah beware.�
In the noise and confusion of the bazaar, Prin turned to Sara, �Did you hear that?�
Sara looked confused.
The bird flew away. �A raven landed and said, Hannah Beware. At least I think it did.�
Sara turned to look for the bird, and when she didn�t see it, she asked, �Are you sure?�
�No. I was so shocked it called me Hannah, or thought it did, that I�m not sure it was even there. Nobody here knows that�s my name.�
�Then, how could a raven know it?�
Prin shrugged it off, but the incident haunted the back recesses of her mind. Had it happened? She decided her mind was playing tricks.
Sara pulled her to one stall where an old woman with wistful eyes sat and watched the people flowing past. The raised table in front of her held stacks of paper, inks, quills, and even pens. The variety captured Prin�s attention.
Sara said, �We desire paper, poor quality for a student, and all else a teacher might need.�
The woman pulled out a small scroll which revealed the alphabet and numbers, each with small arrows indicating the flow of ink. Before she could fully describe it, Sara agreed to buy. Prin carried a stack of heavy paper while Sara carried a half dozen pens of different shapes and features, and small jars of ink.
A cripple handed them samples of bread with small seeds baked on the outside. They bought two loaves. Another woman sold dried meat, peppered and spiced differently. She was kind enough to refuse to sell them their first selection because she said it would burn their tongues to cinders and then neither girl could ever speak again. All three laughed at the joke.
Others welcomed them or asked friendly questions about their origin. They provided non-descript answers and indicated they had arrived more than twenty days before. They wanted to establish they had made a pilgrimage to visit a relative, more than two weeks before Hannah in the Kingdom of Wren, had disappeared. They also mentioned their father often, as well as Prin�s age, all to confuse those they believed would be searching for them.
When the assassins came sniffing around, they would find no matching blonde girl of eleven had arrived in Indore, and the one that vaguely fit the description had arrived with her family on a ship twenty days before Hannah could have. Instead of hiding, they spread the story to all they spoke to and hoped it helped hide them in plain sight.
Although their arms were already full, Sara pulled Prin to another stall where chamber pots were displayed. Prin said, �I guess we need one.�
Sara shook her head. �We need two.� She pointed to one and asked to see it. The woman told her it was her biggest seller. But Prin saw another on display that captured her interest. While plain white and ordinary on the outside, the bottom of the inside displayed the image of a mage, arms raised, sparkles at his fingertips. She giggled.
�Think that�s funny, do you?� the old woman asked. �You�d like to pee on a mage?�
Prin burst out laughing, then said, �Tell me that�s a young mage, and I�ll buy it.�
The old woman lifted the pot and pretended to carefully check the painting inside. �Why, yes, I do believe it is a young mage.�
They located the steeple standing above the skyline, and headed in that direction. Another raven, or perhaps the same one, flew past Prin, so low she ducked and felt the puff of air on her cheek from the wings. As it passed, it squawked for attention, then said in a clear, soft voice, �Hannah, beware.�
Prin said, �Did you hear that?�
Sara had her head turned away, looking off into the distance, distracted. She had missed it again. �What?�
�Never mind.�
However, when they passed a locksmith, Prin said, �Hey, let�s stop here.�
Sara protested, �We can�t carry any more.�
�How will you sleep tonight knowing there may be a hundred keys to fit our locks in the hands of thieves and murderers?�
�Okay, maybe we can manage to carry two locks. Small ones.�
The seller was an odd little man of forty, or fifty. Not only did he wear a full beard, but a swath of material covered him from his nose to his chin disguising his features. Prin hoped he wore it for decoration and not because of an injury. She spotted locks like those on their building�s doors and pointed. �We need two like those, but with different keys that this one.� She held up the key to their new home.
He said calmly, in a faintly amused tone, �Are you sure you want one like that?�
�Why? They look solid enough to me. And they are big.�
�Solid, yes. Secure, no.�
Sara said, �Are we in the wrong place? Those locks are massive.�
In answer, he removed one of the familiar-looking padlocks and pulled the key. �See here? The lock is thinner than your palm, and the key is inserted from the front. There is only space inside for only one of five patterns for the key. Any thief who cannot open a lock of this kind with one of the five keys he carries in his pocket is a fool.�
Sara�s tone turned sharp. �And of course, you have a far better one for only twice the cost.�
�Cost is relative. What will the cost be if a thief enters the place you intend to lock? Far more than the expense of a better lock, I�ll wager.�
Prin didn�t see the man as trying to over-sell them. She said, �Show us the kind you have in your shop or home.�
�A baker always has good bread on his table, and a cobbler wears nice shoes. You don�t require the kind of quality lock I have, but I will show you one far better than that simple padlock, and it does not cost much more.�
�No,� Prin said sternly. �I want to see what you use, and I want to know why.�
Sara took a step back, placed her purchases on a workbench, and let Prin continue. The man pulled a lock from under his counter. Instead of the keyhole in the center of the lower portion, the lock was solid metal. He turned it sideways to reveal where the key would be inserted. He then opened his fist and showed them the key. It was a solid bar as long as the lock was wide. Along the lock were depressions at odd intervals, of varying depths.
Prin saw at a glance that instead of a few possible key patterns, the lock contained hundreds, perhaps thousands. �The cost?�
The difference in the costs was not as great as she expected. She would have paid twice what he quoted and still have been happy. �We�ll take two, with the same key for both. And do you have a smaller version for use inside?�
�Yes, I can have them completed in two days, but there are other, cheaper locks I can sell you, almost as good.�
�Two days?� Prin protested louder than she meant. �We need them today.�
He didn�t become offended or upset. Instead, he reached back under his counter again and pulled a pair of locks that were fastened together, with a pair of keys hanging from them. �These are the locks I intended to sell you. Not quite as good, but if you tell me where you live, I will come by in two days and replace these with the better ones.�
�These are better than the regular ones?�
�Far better.�
Prin paid him and hefted the pair of locks that were as large as her hand. She glanced at the load she carried, and it didn�t include any food. �Do you know someone who can help us carry all this? We sort of overdid it.�
He cupped his hands to his mouth and called. A boy of eight with two new front teeth too big for his face arrived, eager to help. They split up the load and quickly left the bazaar before they found more things to buy. The boy was grateful for the small copper coin they paid him.
When they arrived at their new building, the lock of the front door hung open. Prin pulled her throwing knife and opened the door carefully, prepared to let the knife fly. Nobody was inside, and neither was her satchel. While Sara and the boy set their purchases inside, Prin went to the pile of rubble and moved a few boards aside with her toe. Everything of value was still hidden there.
They replaced the locks with the new ones and worked them open and closed several times. When the boy was gone, Sara said, �Well, the truth is that you�re less trusting than me, and I�m glad for that. The new locks will make me feel safer, especially after your things were stolen the very first day.�
�The dog will make us even safer.�
�Dog? What dog?�
Prin kicked the door jamb in anger at their home having been violated, then placed her knife back in the sheath between her shoulder blades. She snarled, �The great big ugly beast we�re going to buy tomorrow. The one with all the teeth.�
Sara chuckled. �The one that eats thieves?�
�That�s the one.�



CHAPTER SIX 

They woke cold and sore from sleeping on the hard stone floor and the lack of the blankets and sleeping mats they�d forgotten to buy the day before. Shortly after waking, El, the carpenter, beat on their door. He strode inside, made a few measurements, took notes, and inspected the inside of the roof. Back outside, he climbed a ladder he�d brought and walked around on the roof before climbing down.
Prin waited for the news, prepared for the worst and she considered seeking more estimates as her mother had warned her to do before hiring workmen. Always get another bid. As a lady in the Queens court, her mother had observed many business transactions before moving to the seclusion of the Earl�s castle in the Darkling Forest.
However, the man she greeted wore a lopsided grin and said, �Good news. The roof is sound for many more years. Oh, it needs a few minor repairs, but all are quick and will cost almost nothing.�
Now, for the bad news, Prin thought, and the increase in price. He's being nice, so we�ll accept the higher bid for the other work and think it a good price. �The loft?�
�Good news there also. The walls of the building are solid, the floor is, too. The loft that burned left behind the stone supports that held up the last loft, which is a little larger than you asked for, but will be far cheaper to build because I can duplicate the previous construction and reuse the existing bracing.�
�Show me,� Prin said, understanding about every third word.
He pointed to the wall above her. She hadn�t noticed a lip of stone running around the three walls, as wide as her hand, and apparently made for beams to sit upon. He pointed to places on the stone floor where timbers and once stood upright to support the center of the loft.
�The cost?� she said.
�I warn you, the cost may be more than my original estimate, but only because you may add to it. And you mentioned adding cabinets, tables, and storage on the ground floor that are not included in the original bid. Neither are the windows that open that you mentioned, but I don�t think you�ll need them. All that can come later.�
�I want the windows,� she persisted.
He pointed to the ones high on the wall. �Those are small, but they do open, and there are a lot of them. Tell you what, if we get the deck of the loft built and you want to add larger windows, we can do it then. That�s when we would, anyhow. But I think you�ll be happy with them as they are.�
�The cost?� she asked again, more insistently.
He gave her a price of less than half of what she expected to pay, and that would be after bargaining the price lower. He said, �Again, if the previous loft hadn�t left the supports we need, the price would be three times what it is.�
�When can you start?�
�I have another job this morning, but I can start on the roof by this afternoon. And I can order the materials for the loft to be delivered late today, at least most of what I�ll need. None of it is rare or unusual, so it�s readily available.�
Prin held out three coins. �For the materials and initial work. We�ll pay the rest when we are satisfied, my father said.�
El said, �I can see he�s taught you well. In your land, do you shake hands to confirm a deal?�
She reached out and took his large hand in hers. Just to let him know she was stronger than she looked, she gave it a hard squeeze. He was enough of a gentleman to wince as if she�d hurt him, which drew a surprised look from Sara.
Prin said, �I think we should go shopping again. Back to the bazaar.�
�What for?�
�Food. I�m starving. And chairs. I miss chairs. And blankets.�
Sara said, �Then we also need a desk for you. And candles. You need to work on writing and then reading every day.�
They went to the bazaar and found grilled sausages, pies and weak ale for breakfast. Both wore their ugly tan dresses but found small items in the market to decorate and make them more cheerful. Sara used imitation flowers made of thin colorful material pinned to her shoulders, and Prin bought a bright red belt.
They encountered another of the Order of The Iron Ring and thinking it was the one they met the previous day, called out to him. However, he responded quickly and introduced himself, and said he knew of them and would help with anything they needed. Prime told him of the robbery in their house, and he offered to look for the thief.
�They didn�t take anything of value,� Sara said.
�But, they did,� he responded. �They took sanctuary and your trust.�
�We ordered new locks,� Sara snapped harshly.
�See?� He shrugged as if that explained it all.
They returned with armloads of purchases to wait for the carpenter or the delivery of the building materials. Prin explored the small yard in the rear of their building that was surrounded by a hedge that blocked off a view from the street, yet allowed the afternoon sun to strike it. Chalmers had referred to it as a garden, as if the building was a palace with carefully tended grounds.
The remains she found were of a vegetable garden where a few carrots and onions had managed to go to seed and grow. Sara pointed out that all five of the trees were fruit trees, and in the shade of one tree sat a sturdy bench large enough for two. Sara used a piece of wood from the scrap pile for a backing to rest on her knees and carried the ink and a few sheets of paper outside.
Prin�s formal education began in the garden. Sara hadn�t had the opportunity to teach her much of reading and writing before they fled, and since then they had been far too busy, but now she changed from a friend into a taskmaster. While Prin had been proud of the letters she�d learned on her own, the knowledge didn�t begin to satisfy Sara.
Sara made her repeat each letter and their sounds out loud, acting more of a disciplinarian than the crow that had corrected her at the tree in the forest. Each stroke of her pen had to agree with the little chart they�d purchased, and after she had grown tired of an exercise, Sara moved her on to another.
She printed pairs of letters and had Prin pronounce how they should sound together. On the following day, Prin was again working in the overgrown garden after the rest of the lumber for the loft had been delivered and placed inside via the carriage doors at the end of the building. The new locks were delivered, the roof had been repaired, and the work on the loft was well under construction by a crew of four.
Prin said, �Your knife is supposed to be ready today.�
�Are you trying to get out of reading?�
�Yes. I�ve thought of something else we need, too.�
�Which is?�
�Treeman.�
Sara laughed, �That tree you probably killed by throwing your knife so many times at it?�
�And I still need practice. But you need to learn. And I warn you, I�ll be as hard on teaching you as you�ve been on me.�
�I don�t want to throw at a fruit tree. I�m looking forward to the apples later this summer and the cherries and plums next year.�
�I talked to El this morning. He�s going to use a soft wood to make us a new treeman, a target we can use inside.� Prin went back to work on her reading and writing.
Two days later, the loft was decked, and the walls were going up. El presented them with the new Treeman, a target vaguely shaped like a man. Sara wore her new scabbard and knife. But, more importantly, Prin sounded out her first word, bat. After reading ships days earlier, there had not been time or opportunity to continue.
She sat by herself on the bench under the tree, knees pulled under her chin, looking at the letters and sounding each, and then slurring them together. Bbb-aa-tt. Bat. She hadn�t checked with Sara but knew it was right. She replaced the B with an R. Rat. Rat, bat, rat, bat. Rat, she now knew another word.
A peg slipped into a hole in her mind with those two words. She yanked herself back from daydreaming and tried fitting other letters in front of the AT, and soon she was printing sat, cat, mat, and pat. Six words. The concept of reading filled her will joy, and when Sara approached, she didn�t want to stop long enough to look up and reveal that she could read six words.
Three days later, the loft was finished, all but whitewash, and El collected the final payment from a girl who was almost too busy reading to spare him the time to pay. Fortunately, Sara was so pleased with his work she also ordered cabinets, shelves, and worktables. The area under the loft was transformed into workbenches that circled the three sides of the building, while two more ran parallel in the center. Under them were crude shelves and cabinets, and more were on the walls.
The new Treeman was stood inside the storage area, and Prin took the breaks her eyes demanded and used it for practice. El had placed an old shirt over the chest for the target. Prin made Sara practice the same as her, and already the front of Treeman was showing signs of the number of times their throws were accurate. The wood was soft, spruce or fir, the body the size as that of a man, the bark removed, and a crude head, belt, and red heart painted in the appropriate locations.
They were set with a place to live, rooms, security, and each day, they made the building a little more like Home. Sara complained about throwing continually. Her arm was sore. She had other tasks to do. Throwing knives was not for women. She was not learning.
Prin retrieved the knives from Treeman again, but instead of handing Sara hers, she said, �Listen, I was a helpless little girl when they killed my father, and again when the killed Sir James and William. Helpless. I swore that would never happen again. I do not have the skills to fight, not yet, but I dare anybody wishing to do me harm to stand five and a half steps from me.
She let her knife fly. Sara silently reached for hers. Treeman died another hundred times before they rested.
Things were going well when a knock on their door found a member of the Order of the Iron Ring standing politely outside. It was the one they�d met on their first day in Indore. He held the leather satchel that had been stolen. �This is yours?�
Prin accepted the leather bag and found it empty, which was expected, but there had been nothing of real value inside. �Yes, thank you. Can I offer you water? Or Bread?�
He shook his head. �No, I must get back to work. My order is suddenly very busy. We are sworn to hunt for a girl, an eleven-year-old with yellow hair. Have you seen one that fits that description?� he raised his eyebrows in question.
They�re here. �No, I haven�t,� she said, heart pounding.
�You, as I recall are thirteen, and your hair is not yellow, even if you allowed it to grow out, I�m sure. Besides, you were here before the runaway girl departed from another land. Still, the rewards offered are substantial and it would not due to be mistaken for her.�
Her hand went to her head and felt the soft hair that had regrown to a blonde stubble. His face remained impassive, and she knew he�d remain silent about her, but he brought her bag, and with it, a warning. �What has this girl done? Only eleven and bounty hunters are after her?�
�I wouldn�t know, but it does sound like the girl has done nothing but exist. She has not had time in this life to do much to anyone, when you think about it. But it is not ours to question our benefactors.�
Sara had come silently up behind them and listened. She said, �There was a girl I heard about. Yellow hair, traveling alone, I think, as I remember the story. She was acting odd. Like she was in a big hurry.�
He tilted his head as if listening carefully.
�It was the same day we met you, I think. I heard about her in the bazaar. Because of her young age and because she was getting on a ship alone, a woman noticed and wondered where a little girl like that would be going.� Sara stopped talking and waited.
He said, �I wouldn�t expect you to remember the name of the ship, or other details. You would have no reason to, or I would question your information as being too much for the truth.�
�No,� Sara said. �I wouldn�t know any of those details. I�m surprised I remember that much. Really, it�s no more than a rumor told by a dark-haired woman of about twenty-five on the street in the bazaar. You may have seen her in the bazaar a few times, but I�d know nothing about.�
�I will report what that woman saw. It�s my duty to pass on all rumors of this girl.� He nodded once and turned away. He turned back, �It seems that everyone in Indore is searching for that girl. She must be careful, or she will be found. The rewards are great.�
Sara pushed the door closed and fell back against it as if she would collapse on weak knees.
Prin said, �My head needs to be shaved again. The blonde hair shows.�
Sara said, �Mine too. Then we need to go shopping.� She paused, drew the knife from her scabbard and in a single motion let it fly at Treeman. It struck handle first and clattered to the stone floor.
�Shopping for what?� Prin asked.
�Remember that big ugly dog you wanted?�



CHAPTER SEVEN 

With their heads again shaved and pink, their pointed hats on, they left for the bazaar where it seemed anything, and everything, was for sale for a price. Sara looked worried and tense, which were both true if her fears paralleled Prin�s.
While they searched for information about trained guard dogs, they avoided suggestions of where to buy cuddly puppies. Twice, Sara stopped at stalls and purchased plants, spices, and once a bag of ground powder that was a familiar cooking spice. �Our food will taste so much better with this.�
�Well, you�ll also like what I see up ahead, too. Dogs,� Prin said.
At the edge of the bazaar sat a wagon with two dogs sprawled in the shade under it. Both wore heavy chains around their necks and eyed the girls as they drew closer. They rose and bared yellow teeth. Fierce growls warned the girls to stay away.
�I�d listen to them and wouldn�t get any closer,� a man called lazily from behind the wagon where he�d been napping in a chair tilted back against a wall. �Go on about your business.�
Sara backed off, but Prin took another step closer and knelt, just out of reach of the nearest. �Are they trained?�
�Not for little girls. Those two will rip your head from your body and tear your arms and legs from it.�
�But are they trained?� Prin demanded, her voice stern.
�Trained to attack, which is what I may have them do if you two don�t move on. Real buyers will take one look at you trying to play with them and think they�re pets. Then I�ll lose a sale because of you.�
Prin turned to look at him. He was dirty, his clothing little more than rags, and most women would have done as he said, but she remained, angered by his attitude. �Do you treat all your customers like this?�
�You ain�t a customer and those dogs ain�t puppies for you to play with.�
She stood. �My father sent us to locate a dog to guard his warehouse, not a pet.�
He settled the chair down on four legs and stood, slowly and with a small measure of respect. He said, �Either of those will attack you if you get closer. I warn you to stay away. Send your father to buy his own dog.�
Both dogs were still on their feet. Their lips were pulled back, teeth bared, and low warning growls came from deep within their massive chests. They were staked to the ground by heavy chains stretched to the limit. Saliva dripped from the mouth of the larger dog.
Prin said, �Just because they�re mean does not tell me they�re trained. Order them to allow me to walk to them.�
�What?�
�Tell them to stand down,� Prin said sweetly. �If they�re properly trained.�
�They�re damn watchdogs, not pussy-cats. Now, get away from them�and me.� He turned and went back to his chair.
Prin turned to Sara, who appeared terrified of the dogs, the angry man, or both. She said, �These are not the ones we want. I only have the one gold sliver to spend.�
The man leaped to his feet at her mention of gold, but Prin turned away and strode away, ignoring his calls to return. Before she went a dozen steps, a gray-haired woman standing at a stall across the aisle motioned for her to approach. She sold straw hats of all sorts. She held one up and said loudly, for the benefit of the dog seller, �I may copy the kind of hats you two are wearing so I can sell them here. They�re lovely. May I see one?�
Sara quickly agreed, probably since it took her a few steps further away from the vicious dogs. She handed her hat to the old woman, who examined it and commented on the beautiful construction, quality materials, and style. Then, in a softer voice intended for their ears only, �There is a man at the end of this row who has dogs you might wish to examine.�
She handed the hat back to Sara with a flourish and a concealed smile.
Prin winked at her in thanks and started in the direction she�d indicated, Sara at her side. She turned and called, �I�ll be back later to look at your hats.�
They walked in the direction of the dog seller. A raven landed on the roof of a green and white striped tent. Both Sara and Prin noticed the odd way it looked at them, hopping and dancing to get closer. It moved to the edge of the tent and said, �Hannah beware.�
Sara put her hands to her mouth in surprise. �That was Evelyn�s voice.�
�I thought so too.�
�Hannah beware,� the bird said again softly, then flew off.
Sara turned to Prin. �The good news is that you didn�t imagine that.�
�I wonder if it was the same bird?�
�It was Evelyn�s voice, and it did call you Hannah. I think she somehow sent it.�
Prin said, �How could she do that?�
Sara shrugged. �I don�t know. But we both think it was her voice, and only she would know that other name. Instead of wondering how we should be wondering why. To send a warning across over a mountain range is beyond me, but I�m just a beginning sorceress, and there�s a lot I don�t know.�
�I wish she had said more.�
�Well, I think telling you to beware, along with the idea of sending the message, tells you all you need to know. They are coming for you. They know you�re here. Beware.�
They walked down the aisles in silence, still heading for the place where the dogs were sold, but Prin kept her eyes to the sky, and to any birds that might call her name. She noticed another bookseller along the way. Within the hundreds of books, one emitted small blue dots, like the floating pink dots at Evelyn�s workshop in the forest, but these were tiny, blue, and remained floating near one book. She nudged Sara and shifted her eyes to the book.
Sara nearly stumbled at the sight, then recovered. Speaking loud enough for those near her, she said, �I need a book with recipes. I�m tired of eating the same things every day.�
The woman selling the books spoke up, �I have a few you may like.�
They pretended to be interested in the three other cookbooks, finding one contained complicated recipes, one that was in bad condition, and one had pages missing. Prin recognized the letters of the titles and tried sounding out the words, while Sara talked to the seller. Sara found a small, but detailed book of local plants, including detailed drawings of each, along with descriptions and possible medical uses. She placed it on the counter and then reached for the book with the little blue dots floating near it.
As Sara�s hand barely touched it, the bookseller reacted as if slapped across her face. She spun and grabbed Sara�s wrist, �Not that one, honey.�
�I was just going to look at it.�
�There are many other books to buy, but that one is reserved for a regular customer.�
Sara straightened and said, �We have to go see those dogs, so we better hurry. We can come back here another time.�
After leaving, Prin said, �That was odd.�
�She reacted like that with her back turned to me. How did she know which book I touched?�
�It was like at Evelyn�s workshop. I saw the bubbles floating near the book, but they never left it.�
�We�ll go to her stall again after we think about what happened.�
�Do you think she is a sorceress?� Prin asked softly.
�Possibly, but I don�t think so. I think a sorceress is using the bookseller to pass on the contents to another sorceress and she cast a spell on her.�
�Did you manage to read the words on the edge of the book?�
Sara said, �Protective Spells. It said nothing more. But the letters shifted and swirled in curlicues of ink so it couldn�t be read unless I took the time to decipher each letter in order. I believe most people would glance at it and move on because it was too much trouble to read.�
�That�s a clever way to hide writing.�
They had been walking as they talked and came to the end of the row. Three dogs were in front of a wagon, none tied, two sleeping and one idly watching people as they walked past. An older puppy was behind the wagon on a leash. A small man in baggy clothing walked it in a small open space, talking gently to the dog as they moved.
Sara said, �Let�s buy a meat pie and lemon water.� She indicated a stall with two tiny tables, each with two small chairs.
The vendor was situated where they could watch the man with the dogs without being obvious. Prin understood Sara�s objective. The previous dog seller trained them to be mean, probably by beating them, which is not the same as training. They sat at a small table where they could watch.
The man moved stiffly, and appeared hindered by bad knees but didn�t seem to be more than his early thirties. He held the leash in a limp hand, never allowing the dog to determine the direction they walked. He used careful persuasion on the pup, talking softly as it learned, praising it for doing what was asked. Although the dog was not yet fully grown, it obeyed his commands eagerly.
They devoured the meat pies, and Prin wished she had kept some of hers, to feed a dog. They finished the lemon water and approached the trainer. He greeted them with a cheerful welcome and held the puppy back with a short leash, telling it to sit.
Sara took the lead. �Our father asked us to find a dog for him. He�s an importer and exporter of rare spices, some quite valuable and we need a dog to guard our warehouse, and maybe us.�
�You can find watchdogs to chain up near your door for much less than my dogs.�
�I once saw a dog that attacked only on command. Otherwise, it was as gentle as the three sleeping at the edge of your stall.�
�Was it here in Indore?�
�No, far across the sea,� Sara said quickly, cutting that subject short.
�Well, I thought you might have run across one of mine,� he said.
�That�s how you train your dogs?�
He provided a long, convoluted description, the spiel of a man who loved his work. Within the tangle of words, Prin understood that each breed of dog has a purpose. A few breeds are large enough to pose a threat, yet gentle enough to raise among children�if they are well trained. The three dogs sunning themselves were examples.
Prin said, �I can walk up to any of them and pet them?�
�You�ll be perfectly safe�unless I give the command to attack.�
Sara said, �Will they halt their attack if you order them?�
�To sell many more dogs, the answer I give should give to a potential customer is, yes.� He shrugged in a way that said he wasn�t sure. �The truth is, maybe. When good dogs sense one they love is being hurt or is in danger, no words will hold them back.�
�Will they bite us?� Sara asked. �I mean, if they get upset that we didn�t feed them on time or something?�
He laughed. Her answer told him and Prin that she had never owned a dog, and hadn�t been around many. The man said, �Part of the expense of my animals is the breeding and selection. I accept only the best, so once a dog bonds with an owner there is no danger. None. Also, before you ask, I do not allow my dogs to be sold until the owner is also trained, a task of at least three days, well, three partial days.�
Prin approached the wary dogs still sunning themselves, her hand extended. All sniffed, but one stood and approached. It was the largest, the most intelligent in appearance, and when it wagged its tail and licked her palm the choice was made. �His name?�
�That is for the owner to decide.�
Prin sat beside the dog and placed an arm over its shoulder. The dog sat and gazed at her with adoring eyes.
Sara said, �If you order it to do so, will that dog attack Prin?�
�I�m not sure my training is that good. Just look at them. I think they have already forged a bond. If I didn�t have a hungry wife to feed, I�d just give the dog to the girl.�
�What would your wife say if she heard you talking like that about her?� Sara demanded, trying not to smile.
�She would say that I feed her so she can keep me warm during cold winter nights.�
Sara laughed and asked, �Will your training demonstrate the dog attacking?�
�Yes, and protecting you. My dogs are not mere animals taught to attack when they hear a command. If someone intends to harm you and the dog senses it, you will be warned by growls, and if it believes the threat is still there, the dog will attack without command. But, to reassure you, he would only attack if someone was striking you, not just shouting or yelling.�
After more discussion, the deal was made. The owner wouldn�t allow them to take the dog until they returned for training. They left his stall and paused long enough at three more stalls to purchase the basics for cooking in their new loft.
The swirl of activity in the bazaar captivated both, and as they moved up and down the aisles, they paused to watch dancers, listen to singers or musicians, and browse items of interest for whatever reason. They spoke to people and came to know several enough to pass a few friendly words.
While talking to an old lady about the benefits of one sleeping pad over another, Sara said softly, �Look at that.�
Prin turned and found a flock of ravens, ten or twelve, flying past, but as she spotted them, the flock wheeled and turned in her direction. They landed on the roofs of the stalls all around them, twisting their head to look at Prin and bobbing them as they moved closer. Each of them repeated, �Hannah beware,� before flying away.
Prin stood transfixed, and hissed at Sara, �Did you see and hear that?�
�When you can turn naturally, look to your left, at the tall man dressed in black robes walking down the next aisle.�
Prin casually turned as she examined the material of the sleeping pad displayed. Her eyes went to the tall man wearing a black flowing robe. His features were sharp, his age not much older than Sara�s. She�d first seen him often at the Earl�s castle when she was a young fire starter, and he�d watched her then. He�d watched so intently that she had learned to take the back hallways to avoid his scrutiny. He was part of those opposed to King Harold. He was probably the one who had ordered and paid for her father to be killed, and the one who was undoubtedly here to kill her.
It was the man known to her as the �young mage.�


CHAPTER EIGHT 

Prin half-turned away, concealing her face with the shift in position and with the downturned brim of her hat. The young mage walked imperiously through the bazaar, back straight, head held high, and his eyes searching each person they fell upon. They hadn�t found Prin. Yet.
What�s he doing here? The last she knew, he had been in Evelyn�s village. He had been searching for Prin, or Hannah, as she was known ten days earlier. How had he followed her to this strange place? Had she made a mistake that led him here?
�Is it him?� Sara asked.
�The young mage? Yes.�
�He knows you by sight?�
�Yes.�
Sara drew in a deep breath, then exhaled and smiled weakly. �This is good for two reasons. First, we know for sure he is here, and he does not know we are. Second, although he is a mage, his magic didn�t find you even though he was close enough that I could have thrown a rock and struck him�and as you know, I�m not very good at throwing things.�
�I know that. We�re going back to our warehouse, and you�re going to practice throwing at Treeman until your arm hurts, then you�re going to throw with the other arm.� Prin was still covertly watching the young mage as he walked down the center of the row, silently demanding all those in front of him give way.
He was almost out of sight when he paused. Prin froze. Has he somehow sensed me? His head never turned in her direction, but from one side of him, a soldier of the Order of The Iron Ring approached. While she could not hear the words, the meeting seemed to be confrontational. The young mage shook his head several times. They parted, but neither looked satisfied.
�What was that all about?� Sara whispered.
�Should we follow him?�
�No. Too much chance of an accidental sighting, or recognizing you. I think we go home and disappear,� Sara said in a voice that hinted at trembling.
Their purchases were so many, so varied, and so heavy, that they rested several times on the way back. However, they kept a vigil behind them, on all sides, and before going to their door and the new locks, they paused and checked the street again.
The side door stood open, and as they watched a workman carry tools outside to a waiting handcart. Another followed with an armload of scrap wood. Then El walked into sight and spoke with the two men, probably making sure of the work they had been sent to perform. Everything seemed completely normal.
They walked inside to where El waited after seeing them. He smiled and greeted them warmly, then asked if they could accompany him on an inspection tour. He�d finished all the work they requested.
They followed him inside. To their right was the long, open area of the warehouse, all the way to the double carriage doors at the far end. Only Treeman stood in the center. Ahead and to their left were work tables, cabinets, candle holders, shelves, stools, and the stairs to the loft.
They followed El up the stairs. The walls had been whitewashed, and the area smelled of the fresh paint. At the rear of the large, open room, there were three doors on the single wall that went from wall to wall. The center door was a small sleeping room for a guest, while the other two were larger bedrooms, one for each of them. Inside them, El had built shelves for clothing, pegs for hanging, and raised platforms for sleeping.
The large room was open. A new fireplace that doubled as a cook stove had been built against the far wall, and on the side wall were shelves from floor to ceiling for their food, pots, pans, and dishes�when they bought them. A worktable held a washbasin, with a metal tube that went through the wall to allow water to flow out, so they only had to carry water up the stairs from their well in the backyard.
Prin noticed the floors felt solid. None of the boards squeaked, and when covered with rugs the rooms would take on a warm feeling. She imagined it with chairs and other decorations and then noticed the windows. El had done such a masterful job of building, the existing windows stood open, airing out the smell of paint and fresh cut lumber. He had been right. Larger ones were not needed.
One window looked down on the garden and fruit trees in the rear, but in front, there were three windows in the main room, all of them with a view of the street in both directions, and even to the intersection to her left. The light streaming inside from them brightened the room, and she noticed a catch on each that would allow it to swing closed and lock.
Sara paid the fee and assured him he would be the one she would call if any more work was needed. He returned the key and shook hands.
They had made their home in a corner of the warehouse below while the loft was built. This would be their first night in their rooms. They both wanted to rush out and buy furniture, but with the young mage in the bazaar, didn�t dare. His presence hung over them like late winter weather. The appearance of the ravens bothered Prin more. She had expected the young mage to arrive sooner or later, or at least the bounty hunters and murderers. The ravens told of more danger.
However, Prin pulled herself together and carried her backpack and belongings up to her room. She removed the painting of her parents. The hook she�d requested was on the wall. When she hung the painting, she noticed the expressions they wore were barely faint smiles, worried possibly, but proud. She sat on the edge of her bed and cried herself to sleep.
When she woke and looked at the small window in her room, the sun was low. She opened the door and found Sara missing, but thumping sounds from the warehouse told her where to look and what she was doing. Prin stood on the bottom stair and watched the knife spin in the air and strike Treeman, waist high.
Prin said, �You�re getting better.�
�After all the throws my arm does hurt.�
�Have you been doing that all afternoon?�
Sara said, �No, I spent some time looking at the two books we bought at that first dealer. One is filled with simple spells, and I know many of them, but there are a few I haven�t heard of.�
�Are you going to teach them to me?�
�When you can read better, I won�t have to. But, there are a few new ones I like. Remember the dry-spell where you can stand in the rain?�
Prin said, �Yes, and I remember that I must wet my hair and clothing, so others don�t see the raindrops are missing me.�
�Well, besides the usual spells for love, there is one to make someone forget.�
�Why that?� Prin had not mentioned her escape where Sir James had used a similar spell on small grape-sized globes.
Sara spread her arms wide, �To forget pain, or the death of someone close . . . but I have another idea.�
�Tell me.�
�That young mage is no more resistant to a sorceress� spell than anyone else. The spell makes you forget the day before. It doesn�t skip a day but dulls the senses, so you don�t remember. What if he finds something to lead him to us, but we have him forget that information?�
Prin rolled her eyes. �Do you think that will work?�
�Do you think I�m not going to gather the ingredients and try it? Or, at least, be prepared to use it?�
Prin spun, pulled her knife as she did so, and let it fly. The thwack of striking Treeman was solid, the blade parallel to the ground, buried in the softwood chest high. Six paces.
�Show-off.�
�Practice. I�ve almost got it at six paces, and I do have it at three and a half. I think ten is my next to learn, and that is as far as I can probably throw accurately. That spell on your arrows that makes them never miss. Will it work on knives?�
�I think so, but it certainly won�t tell it to strike with the tip of the blade first. I guess it could be used to throw at someone�s head, and that might hurt them, even if the butt end struck them,� Sara said.
Prin said, �It�s dark in here.� She reached for a candlestick on a workbench among a dozen other candles.
Sara motioned to the next table where more materials were stored. �Flint and tinder.�
Prin held her finger to the candle and produced a tiny flame. She held it to the wick, watching Sara the entire time.
Sara shook her head in wonder and asked, �Can you make it bigger?�
�It�s like sorcery that takes properties from a plant and moves it to a potion. I use heat from drawn from my body to make it, so the larger the flame, the more heat is pulled from me.�
Sara came closer and examined the finger. �Can you make it turn cold?�
�I would think so. It seems like it should be the same thing, only backward. But, why would I?�
�This summer when the drinking water is warm, can you put your finger in my mug and cool it down?�
Instead of laughing, Prin raised her finger and concentrated. �Touch it.�
�It�s cold. Not like ice, but cold.�
�Instead of sending heat to my finger, I pulled it away.�
Sara said, �Have you ever heard of anyone else doing that?�
�No, but this afternoon I learned to make cold, and you learned to make people forget things. For one day�s lessons, that�s a lot. Listen, I want two tables and chairs right in front of the windows in the loft where we have good light and can study. We should have El come back and make us some bookshelves, too.�
�Our study room?�
�I feel like reading is becoming more important daily, and I think I almost have it. Did I tell you I read hat, bat, mat, rat, sat, and cat? By myself? Six whole words.�
Sara broke out in a huge smile. �It�s like jumping into a lake. One instant you�re dry and the next wet. You cannot read, and then you can.�
�I wouldn�t say I can read.�
�I will. Now it is only to what degree. Since we�re hiding out here the next few days, you will work on reading, and I will study the books we bought and see what else is in them. We need to hire people to do our shopping, so we don�t expose ourselves to the young mage, or anyone else. We should become hermits.�
Prin said, �I agree. The one is a book of simple spells, you said, but what�s the other?�
�A diary.�
�Which is?�
�A sorceress took an ordinary book and wrote between the lines of printing, then enchanted it so only another sorceress can read them.�
Prin was excited. �Oh, wonderful. What does it have in it? Secrets?�
Sara led the way to the loft and inserted kindling into the oven. She stepped back and motioned for Prin to light it with her finger instead of striking the flint. �No, not those kinds of secrets. She didn�t write in it every day or even every month. But when things of interest in her life happened, she wrote them down.�
�For who?� Prin asked as the flames took hold.
�For us. Or for any other sorceress who found it. I�ve only read a few pages, but it tells how she learned her craft, who she trusted, and why.�
Prin considered it for a time. �If she trusted someone, we probably should find them and trust them too.�
�Good idea but for two details. She didn�t live in Indore, and I think she lived long ago. The leather cover is dried and cracked. The ink has turned brown in most places, but there are a few traces of black. That happens to ink that is maybe a hundred years old.�
�Oh.�
�Hey, the information may still hold something good, an idea, or new spell, or a plant used in a way we don�t know. But mostly, it�s just a story about a woman like us, her experiences, triumphs, and failures.�
�And nobody else can read it but us?�
�Well, they can read the words originally printed in the book, but not the ones she wrote. They can�t see them.�
Prin warmed her hands on the dome of the brick oven and watched Sara make a simple soup from some of the items they�d purchased in the last four days. She said, �I�m going to give a small copper penny to one of the kids outside to go tell El we want to see him. He can buy two tables and chairs, and maybe some other chairs for up here.�
�And what will you use as an excuse for not doing it yourself?�
�I will tell him you are sick and I have to stay and take care of you.�
Sara set the small pot on the lip of the oven where it would get plenty of heat. �I wish we had a few people we trusted to watch out for us and tell us what�s happening. That young mage is the one we must avoid. I thought about dressing you as a boy, but I don�t believe it would work. I�ve never met a mage, and don�t know a lot about them, but he might be able to see right through a disguise, and it might even make you stand out more.�
�Can mages tell who is who? I mean, can they see another mage or sorceress and know what they are seeing?�
Sara considered the question while she touched her fingers to her chin, a habit Prin had noticed. She said, �No, I don�t think so.�
�But you�ve never seen or met a mage, so how do you know?�
�Because you told me so. Remember when the young mage watched you at the Earl�s castle? If he suspected you were either, he would have reacted differently. I think he heard the rumors that you might be the Old Mage�s daughter and he was trying to figure out how to use that information to help overthrow King Harold and maybe to prevent your father from resisting. He might have planned to hold you hostage, or kill you before anyone knew who you were.�
Prin asked, �So, what do you think we should do now? Just stay inside and hide and hope for the best?�
Sara strode to the front door, unlocked it and peeked outside before fully opening it. She stepped out onto the street and found a boy about ten and motioned to him. After passing a few words, and a copper coin to him, the boy ran off to deliver her message to El. She turned to Prin. �We�ll hide until we think of something better, but we should be safe here for a few days because Indore is so big. We can get those tables and chairs, and some shelves to hold our things. But until we do, I want to begin reading lessons for you.�
�Great. We�ll do it all day long until I can read as well as you.�
Sara laughed and said, �No, your head will explode if we do that. I�ll work with you in short sessions, then you can practice for a while, but you need to take breaks.�
�I�ll be the best student you ever had.�
�You know that you�re my first, so that is true. But while we�re down here, teach me to throw my knife like you do.�
Prin spun while pulling her knife and threw while taking a substantial stride forward. The knife whipped past her ear. With practice, she�d found that like boys throwing a rock, the stride helped accuracy, speed, and power. The blade spun, turning over too fast to follow with her eye, but it struck in the very center of Treeman, if a little higher than she�d intended. Her first throw from such a distance.
Sara spun, pulling her knife from the scabbard between her shoulder blades�and dropped it. The blade clattered to the stone floor.
The expression on her face warned Prin not to say anything, and especially not to laugh, and it would be a good time to climb the stairs and begin her studies. As she spread her writing materials near the front windows, she glanced out at the street. Behind a tree on the other side, a man tried concealing himself by standing directly behind the small trunk.
�Sara, can you come up here quickly?�



CHAPTER NINE 

Sara arrived at her side, and together they watched from the edges of a small window at the man skulking behind the tree. He peeked around the trunk enough to see their front door, and he could also see the large double doors at the far end of the warehouse. His actions were obvious and clumsy. They saw El walking their way, head down, eyes on the uneven bricks of the street. Sara ran down the stairs to open the door, standing behind it to hide.
El entered and stood just inside the doorway listening to the words tumbling from them, telling him about the man hiding behind the tree instead of the tables and shelves they needed. He peeked out the door.
�Stay here, I�ll go see what he�s doing.�
�No,� Sara said. �This is our business.�
�Until your father gets here, consider me your protector.�
Sara made a grab at his shirt to hold him, but El slipped outside and walked up the opposite side of the street from the watcher. Prin caught a glimpse of the man, again, hiding behind a different tree. He stood deep in shadow, body still shielded by a trunk that was too thin to hide an ax handle. On impulse, she raced up the stairs and went to the window, moving quickly from one to the next, as if she was busy with housework. But as she turned, she found his head was tilted up, watching her intently. And behind him crept El, a club or tool clenched in his fist.
El wrapped his forearm around the neck of the man and struck him on the head at the same time. The watcher slumped, and El supported him, walking him across the street and to the warehouse door that Sara held open.
Prin met them at the bottom of the stairs. �Is he hurt?�
�I hope so,� El said, lowering him to the stone floor, none too gently. He released the limp body and let it fall the last foot.
The man was perhaps twenty, incredibly thin, and his clothing was shabby, filthy, and ugly. His hair was oily, dirt had worked its way into the creases of his face, where there were frown-lines, but no laugh-lines. A front tooth had been chipped at an angle, and his face and hands wore several scars. He hadn�t had a good life, Prin decided, and it was about to get worse.
Blood oozed from his temple, and a lump swelled. El rolled him over with his foot none too gently. The man�s eyes opened, his face filled with fear, and he tried to scoot away. El said, �Lay still, or I�ll give you another knock on your head.� He held the tool higher to threaten.
The man froze.
Sara said to him, �What were you doing out there?�
�Mindin� me own damn business, miss. You got no right.�
Sara turned to El. �I don�t have time for this. Will you please beat him until he�s ready to talk? We�ll be in the loft making tea. Would you like a cup?�
�No, don�t hurt me,� the man shouted before El could reply.
Sara had already turned away. She looked over her shoulder. �What were you doing out there?�
�The mage paid me to watch the little one.�
�Her?� Sara demanded, pointing at Prin.
Prin felt the chill of fear, colder than her finger had been.
�All young girls who arrived in Indore the last thirty days. He�s payin� for them all to be watched.�
El said, �Watched for what?�
�He�ll ask us questions about them in ten days. If we watched for all that time, he�ll pay us a full copper. There�s that one girl he wants.�
Prin said, �Describe her.�
�Between ten and fourteen-years-old. Yellow hair, but maybe she changed its color.�
�How do you know about these girls? Who told you who they are, so you can watch them?�
�The first days after he came, we asked sellers at the bazaar, the tradesmen, the constables, anybody that sees strangers. Then we told the mage, and if he says so, we watch.�
Sara turned and fully faced him again. �So, you have discussed us with that mage?�
�I just told him what I found.�
�Discussed,� Sara automatically responded with the correction. �What precisely did you tell him?�
�The people I talked to say her father sells spices, but she�d be about the right size, even with no hair.�
�What else?� Sara demanded.
�Some say she�s been here too long.�
�But you still watch?�
He cringed as if hurting�or expecting a blow. �The mage pays us, even if it�s the wrong girl.�
El said, raising his club again to threaten the man, �Why would he do that?�
Sara answered, �He�s looking for a girl in hiding. When he talks to the watchers he hires, he�ll ask questions that will eliminate most of them. I would expect he will reinvestigate the few who are left on his list very carefully.�
Prin said, �What do we do about this man?�
El added, �You don�t want him running to this mage with his tales. But, I may have a solution. Two of them, in fact.�
Three sets of eyes fixed on the carpenter. Sara said, �You�ve been a good friend. What are you thinking?�
�My cousin owns four merchant ships, all small, but he earns a good living. He takes on men who wish to learn to sail at times. I could speak with him.�
�No,� the watcher said immediately, scuttling away, fear in his eyes.
Sara took him by his shoulder and drew him closer. �Why not? El could have one of his men beat you until you can�t talk, or cut your tongue out. But enough of threats. Think about your life so far, and what it will be like tomorrow and the day after. It�s not a pretty thing.�
El reached out and took him by his greasy hair, turning the man to face him. �She�s right, my friend. You have no job, someone threw away the clothes you wear. Besides, you�re so poor you don�t even eat every day, do you?�
The man shook his head.
El continued, �I�m offering you a chance. A future, and skill to last a lifetime working on my cousin�s ship. You should be on your knees thanking me.�
�What do I have to do?�
El placed an arm around his shoulder and said, �Come with me.� He glanced at Sara, I�ll be back later. Don�t go out for any reason.�
When the lock snapped closed, Sara said, �He�s a good man. We were lucky to find him.�
Prin said, �He could turn us in for a reward from the young mage. I�d worry, but for the way he looks at you when you�re not looking at him.�
Sara giggled, �I�m not blind. Get up to the loft and begin your lessons.�
Prin raced her to the top. She recited the alphabet and the sounds each letter makes, then the combinations of letters like sh, ch, and st, and the sounds each of them makes. Her printing had become so good Sara recognized all the letters. Some needed more practice, but she had progressed to the point of reading familiar words. Sara had made a list three columns long of words she would see in the books repeatedly, mostly three and four letter words.
But Prin was impatient. She wanted to read a book. Sara had taken the first page and rewritten it, splitting the words into syllables she could sound out. While she worked on reading the page, Sara settled where she could keep watch out the window at the street. She probably didn�t think Prin noticed.
Prin asked for help several times but found she could often make out a word by reading the one before and after. Soon, she put Sara�s paper aside and attacked the second page in the book. She made her way slowly down three full lines before asking for help.
�You�ve really got it,� Sara declared with a broad smile that didn�t quite look real. �It will just take more practice.�
�You�re worried. I can tell.�
�Think about how much money that young mage must be spending to research all the young girls who arrived in Indore in the last month, and I�m wondering how many other mages, bounty hunters, and assassins came with the mage.� Sara kept her attention focused on the street.
�What did you expect to see out there?� Prin asked, setting aside her book.
�A few people hunting you in a city much smaller than this would be hard to evade, but here I expected we could hide and all would be well.�
The relationship between them had often been strained, and awkward much of the time, as each adjusted to their roles. Prin had trouble acting the part of the younger sister, but Sara didn�t like taking direction from a girl not much older than a child.
Prin hesitated while thinking. When she spoke, she had again assumed the role of authority again, �I am fifth in line to the throne of Wren, if you also count the King as one of those ahead of me. As I�ve told you, two of those will not accept it because of age, and the king�s son is said to be ill and have no interest in ruling. Killing me almost assures the next person in line the throne. Or the next, with one more murder.�
�Do you want to be the queen?� Sara asked.
�I was a fire starter for most of my life, so my goal was to one day become a cook. Nothing more. The idea of being queen won�t fit into my head.�
�Then, announce you will give the throne up! This can all be over.�
�No, I can�t do that. While I�m not sure if I want it,� she hesitated before completing her thought out loud. �What I do know, is that I won�t be forced off it. Besides, I promised Sir James I wouldn�t give it up. I gave my word.�
Sara said, �Oh, Prin, be sure of what you do. You have to know this is the right thing to do.�
�I am.�
�How can you be so certain?�
�Last night I thought about it and considered giving up the crown and finding a place to live in safety, a hole to crawl into and leave all that behind me, but couldn�t bring myself to do it. After deciding I have no choice because of who I am, I looked at the painting of my mother and father. They were both smiling. They were telling me I was doing the right thing.�
Sara said, �Then that settles it.�
�I might even be a good queen. I�ve lived as a servant. I�ve seen what wretched lives they live. Maybe I can make a difference.�
Prin paced the floor as if she hadn�t heard. She spun on a heel and said, �Know what else? I need to know what is happening at home. I need a few spies to help and feed me information. I need find out who is behind doing this to me and then I�m going to squash them.�
�How are you going to do all that?� Sara asked softly, cowed by the vehemence in Prin�s voice.
�I have gold, probably enough. My father had friends. Sir James had friends. I�m sure they will help. And most of all, I have you.�
Prin put her head down and started sounding out syllables as if she intended to learn all of them by the end of the session. She was still hard at work when a knock sounded. Sara went to answer it and brought El up to the loft.
He perched on the edge of the kitchen table. �I took that guy who was outside spying on you to my cousin, and he is now locked in a closet aboard a ship that sails tonight. Not my cousin�s ship because none of his departs until tomorrow and I wanted that man away from here. My cousin called in a favor.�
�That�s great,� Sara said. �But it also gives that poor man a chance to become a sailor and learn to work while he eats every day. His life will be better.�
�But I have bad news, too. This mage that appeared suddenly in Indore has the entire city talking and hunting for a girl as if he�s possessed. He�s hired more than just the men who are watchers, and has offered fantastic rewards for information--rewards beyond anything we�ve ever seen or heard of. The person who finds the girl will never have to work again.�
Prin felt herself blanch, but Sara continued speaking, �What is so special about her?�
�Nobody knows. But in the bazaar, I found he is not the only one searching or offering rewards. They say a steady stream of bounty hunters and worse have crossed the mountain pass to the west for days and days, all trying to find that one small girl.� His eyes flicked to Prin. �I�m sure this will all end soon, but if that girl is smart, she will leave this city. . . if she is here.�
Sara said, �The roads will be blocked.�
�There are other ways.�
�El, what are you trying to tell us?� Sara demanded.
He winced at the sharpness of her voice but said, �I am making no accusations, I am just a builder who knows nothing. We, the three of us, are simply having a conversation. I cannot tell what I do not know if anyone should ask or torture me, but there are things I do know. Hundreds, maybe thousands of people are searching for a girl that looks very much like Prin, and I wouldn�t want such a mistake to be made. She might be innocently arrested at any time, perhaps this very day, so we�re talking as friends to prevent a terrible error from being made.�
Sara said, �El, you�ve helped us since we arrived and we won�t allow you to do anything that will get you into trouble.�
He flashed a smile at Sara and said, �Business has been good lately. I need to expand and wonder if you would consider renting me this warehouse to use as a shop for my work? It would mean you would have to live elsewhere, but when you return, it would be here waiting.�
Prin couldn�t help but speak up. �You said there might be a way to leave Indore?�
He spread his hands as if giving up. �If I rent your warehouse I will deliver several large wooden crates of tools and materials here. There are also completed projects that I ship with my cousin across the sea. Some of those wooden boxes would be placed on carts and loaded onto a ship that sails before dawn tomorrow.�
�Your cousin knows of this? And the risk?� Sage asked.
El said, �I told him you are my friends and he agreed. We do not like the way the mage and other newcomers are threatening a child. All passengers on ships are being searched.�
�Would he let us out of the crates?� Prin asked, trying to imagine an entire voyage on a ship locked in a crate.
As El nodded, Sara said, �Would any of the crew know about us?�
�Not until the ship sails. Most of the crew are relatives, but all are trusted. There are only five, besides the owner. It is a small cargo ship.�
Sara and Prin exchanged a glance that said they agreed.
El said, �There is one other thing. It is a merchant ship. There are no cabins or luxuries. Both of you would have to work as crew. Sara would help cook and clean, and Prin would work as a deckhand, no different from any of the rest of the crew. It will not be easy.�
Prin said, �Our dog. What about him?�
Sara quickly explained and asked if El could find the dog seller and make up a story. Prin added, �Tell him we�ll pay, but he needs to take care of him until we return.�
�I know the man and will carry your message. Now, the hunt for you is intensifying as we speak, so I have already asked four of my men to bring crates, and they will arrive soon. However, I want both of you to stay out of sight until they leave because I don�t want them linking you with the girl who is on everyone�s lips.�
Prin said, �Is there any mention of two girls?�
�None. That helps you, so far.�
�What can we take with us?� Sara asked.
El used his arms to show the approximate size of the crates. Prin had pictured containers as tall as her, with room to move around�almost a small room. The crates he described were less than half that. He said, �Four. Just four small crates for you and all your belongings you take. And you will ride on a bumpy cart to the ship, but I suggest that you gather what you need to take. Before my men who deliver the crates are out of sight, I should be nailing the tops on.�
Sara said, �Is that much of a rush really necessary?�
�People are going crazy out there in the streets. Everyone wants to get rich by finding the girl. It�s like they found gold near here. Where the mage is doing his business, people are lined up with small girls they are trying to sell to him. Others are grabbing girls who were born right here, and the mage is rewarding all who present a small girl to him, no matter the color of her hair. I�ve never seen anything like it.�
The carpenters knocked on the door, and the girls raced up to the loft to hide, grabbing whatever they needed to take while they were there. Prin headed for the painting first and pulled to a stop before bursting into tears. Things had been going so well in her life, and now it had all fallen apart. Her father looked upset and concerned, but a tear fell from her mother�s eye.
Prin reached out and touched the tear. The tip of her finger was wet. She touched it to her tongue, and it was salty. Then she carefully removed the picture and wrapped it in several layers of clothing. She put it into her leather satchel. Prin grabbed her backpack and extra clothing, and then the two enchanted books from the bazaar and part of her writing supplies.
El climbed the stairs. �Ready?�
�How long will we be inside?� Sara asked.
�Men are watching the crews of ships, all who board, so it would be best if you didn�t come out until the ship has sailed.� He carried an armful of clothing downstairs to where three wooden crates waited on a small wagon with iron wheels.
Prin said, �I thought you said four.�
�My men found three already made up. If you have to leave anything I�ll take care of it for you.�
To Prin, Sara looked ready to protest she couldn�t fit into even the largest one, but she climbed into it and curled up on her side, knees pulled under her chin. Their things went into the smallest crate, and Prin climbed into the last. She fit, but it was cramped. She�d expected holes for breathing, but there were none. The boards had shrunk, and there were small gaps she could see out. The gaps would let plenty of air inside. If she held one eye closed and the other close to a crack she could see what was in front of the crate, but nothing else.
The pounding of a hammer jarred her, making it all seem somehow more real as her body jolted with each blow. Then the movement of the wagon began, and she realized she should have used clothing to cradle her head. The wagon bounced, lurched, bumped, and swayed as the iron wheels rolled over every uneven brick in the roadway.
Her head struck the bottom, and the top of the crate, many times, until she wanted to cry out for it to stop. The consequences be damned. She would be bruised and probably cut, but Sara hadn�t called out to quit, so neither would she.
With all the jarring and bouncing, she couldn�t get her eye positioned to see, but she heard the activity of the bazaar, the swirls of loud music intended to attract customers, the shouts of vendors telling the world of their quality and how inexpensive their goods were. Nearby, she heard an argument between two men who used all the swear words she�d ever heard, and more.
As they moved on and left the argument behind, she heard men speaking in a language new to her, and a nearby horn was blown for some reason. A while later, as her head pounded on the side of the crate, she sniffed the pungent smell of the river water, the tar the ships used to seal the hulls, the rotting cargo intended to feed the city that hadn�t arrived in time, and sewage. Indore was built on a slight slope, probably on purpose because culverts, trenches, and pipes all carried liquids down the hill to empty into the stinking river.
The rough jarring from the pave stones turned to another, softer rattle as the cart rolled over timbers that were the deck of the pier. The men shouting were giving orders. The cart pulled to a stop, and two men spoke, one of them El. His tone was insistent and demanding as if there was a problem.


CHAPTER TEN 

Prin�s crate tilted as it was carefully lifted after the stern words of warning from El. He told the longshoremen how delicate the contents were, and she couldn�t disagree. She felt the sway as two men carried the crate up a ramp and onto a ship. Prin refused to move or utter any sound, lest they know a person was inside. The box was dropped the last little bit, sending her head crashing back to the bottom, and she almost moaned out loud in pain. The crate was on a ship because even while tied up to the pier on a calm river, the ship moved enough to be felt.
There were no other crates placed near hers. Sara and the crate with their belongings must be somewhere else on the deck, out of her line of sight, but hopefully, all made it safely onto the ship. The idea of El selling her for the ransom crossed her mind more than once, but she pushed it aside. In her circumstances, another locked in a crate might have dwelled on that idea, but for Prin, there were only three possibilities. There was the unknown, which no one can control, and then there was trust and distrust, both controllable to an extent.
She had learned early that people can trust each other only until that trust is broken once. After that one time, there can never again fully be trust, in the same sense. Mistakes can be forgiven or overlooked. Promises made and broken. But trust is like a clay pot dropped to the floor. It might be repaired by a clever craftsman, but it will never really be the same. Her mother had taught her that.
The voices on the pier were shouting, feet stomped or shuffled on the deck nearby, more crates loaded, men bellowed, and the gentle movement of the ship soothed her. She lay in semi-darkness and should be scared for her life, but if necessary, she could set fire to the crate with the flame from her finger and escape. She closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.
She woke several times after dark while trying to stretch her cramped muscles, but as she realized the futility of it because of the lack of space, Prin went back to sleep each time. She regretted leaving the warehouse and Indore. The city and building had been perfect for their needs, and there came several bouts of fear and hate directed at the young mage as a result of her thinking too deeply. But oddly enough, the single item that upset her most was leaving the dog she had yet to name. She finally fell asleep again.
�Open this one here,� a nearby voice said, pulling her back to awareness.
A tool struck the crate, and protesting nails were wrenched free. The top lifted to reveal three people looking down at her from the darkness. The motion of the ship was greater than while it was tied to the dock, and she realized it was moving down the river.
�Welcome aboard,� the same voice growled softer as if speaking in less than shouted orders was unusual.
Prin sat and said, �Thank you, sir, whoever you are.�
�Call me Bos�n. I�m to be your mother, father, boss, confident, and enemy.�
�And I�m Jam,� a younger voice near her age interrupted eagerly. �I�m not the whipping boy anymore. You are.�
�Whipping boy?�
�The lowest deckhand on the ship, the one everyone blames for anything that goes wrong. You�re the new whipping boy, so you get all the shit jobs.�
A third voice snapped, �Hey, watch your language, Jam. Where do you get off talking like that?�
�Because she�s the new whipping boy. I�m a full deckhand, now,� the boy said, apparently trying to make his point.
�In case you didn�t notice, this is no boy.� The others laughed, all but Jam. The speaker was a lanky man, middle aged, with what looked like too many large teeth for one mouth. He turned back to Prin as he pointed, �There�s the head. I imagine you�re about to burst.�
Prin listened to the words but remained standing while trying to understand what they meant. Jam leaned closer to her and whispered, �After being in that crate, he thinks you got to pee.�
She nodded eagerly.
Jam said, �Follow me.�
He took her to the front of the ship and pointed to a section where the rail made a jog around a raised, solid board with a hole in the center, at the perfect height for sitting. Jam turned his back, and Prin took full advantage of the seat while wondering if, during a storm, her bottom would get wet from waves splashing against the hull.
While sitting, she examined her surroundings. A tall man could stand at the level of the water and almost look over the side to the main deck. The ship was only about six steps wide, and twenty steps to the rear rose a two-level structure. There were at least two people up there looking her way, and she slammed her knees closer together.
The ship continued behind that structure, but not far. A walkway seemed to circle it, and a ladder rose to the first level, then turned back on itself to the second. A smaller mast with a billowing sail stood near her. Near the center of the ship stood a much larger mast that held a huge sail. There were two raised cargo hatches, and more crates tied down on the deck.
The movement of the ship was less than expected, the night dark, and only the light of two lanterns and the stars revealed the ship. She looked for the moon and didn�t find it.
�Prin,� Sara�s voice called. Then Sara rushed up to her and grabbed her in a hug that almost hurt. �I was so scared.�
Prin motioned to the hole and handles on either side. �Have you used that?�
�I hope it�s what I think.�
Prin nodded and turned to Jam. �Don�t you dare turn around.�
�Having two girls aboard is going to be different. We never look when somebody�s there. Just good manners, whipping boy.�
�Just couldn�t help yourself, could you? You had to say it,� Prin snarled, tired of him already.
�It�s true.�
Sara stood. �What�s with you two?�
�This is Jam. I haven�t heard that name before, but in our language, I think it means idiot who talks too much.�
The words were spat as if she had something in her mouth that disagreed with her, but she was not about to let Jam take a superior role without a fight. She headed for the Bos�n. He was busy inspecting the cargo and making sure each crate was tied with at least two ropes and the knots were tight.
�What�s your name again and how can I help?� she demanded.
He paused and smiled long enough for his teeth to gleam in the dim light. �Get on the other side of the crates and move along the row with me. Check where they�re tied on the deck and look for anything loose or that might come free in a storm. Call me Bos�n, like I said. The deck and most of the chores on it belong to me.�
She leaped to help, tugging on each rope and checking for anything unusual. She grabbed one and pulled, and the knot came free. She held it up for the Bos�n to see and to tell her what to do about it.�
�Jam, get your lazy butt over here. The new whipping boy just found another granny knot you tied. You know what that means?�
Jam moved closer, a scowl on his face. He curled his lip as he said, �I know. It�ll come untied in a storm. Like you haven�t told me that a hundred times.�
�And the cargo will swing loose and slide across the deck, and maybe damage the ship or shove one of us over the side, so we drown. The lost cargo will come out of our ship�s profits. The Captain will have my ass, and all because you can�t tie a decent square knot that I�ve shown you more times than I can count.�
Prin stood aside and felt the embarrassment radiating from the boy. His eyes went to her and accused her of somehow being responsible for him getting dressed down. Sara came up behind and said, �I�m going to find the cook.�
The Bos�n grabbed two lengths of rope and held them in front of Prin. He wrapped the ends together as he said and demonstrated, �Left over right. Right over left.�
�She accepted the ropes. The initial part was simple�then she paused and tried the second part of the knot, but realized it was wrong, so she quickly reversed it.�
The Bos�n took the ropes and pulled. The knot grew tighter. Then he untied the knot and tied it as her initial attempt had been. He pulled the two ends, and the knot twisted and fell apart. He hadn�t said a word until he growled, �Your thoughts?�
�Give it a pull and see if the knot twists free?�
�Don�t tell the Captain,� the Bos�n snarled.
�Tell him what?� she asked.
�That he assigned a certified genius to my deck crew.�
Jam spun and stormed off. The Bos�n leaned closer to her and said, �He�s a good boy, just careless and has a chip on his shoulder. Come on, let�s get this cargo checked, and I�ll show you to the crew�s quarters, which is a fancy name for the place where you�ll sleep.�
They worked their way down the crates on deck, and when she came to another knot tied wrong, she fumbled to correct it before the Bos�n noticed, but when she looked up, his eyes were watching. They moved to the next and the next. She found two more and corrected them.
He took her to a door on the main deck and showed her how to open it, and refasten it to keep water out, rain or water splashing over the side. Inside the door was a small room with coats and hats hung. The next door opened into a larger room with two tables and chairs, all fastened to the floor, so they remained in one place in rough weather. A narrow set of stairs went up to the deck above.
�The galley is up there. The other girl will work for the cook.� He motioned with his chin to a set of stairs under those going up. �We�re going down there.�
She went down first. Inside the room that went from hull to hull, massive beams stood upright, and iron rings were attached between them and the ribs of the ship. Two people were in hammocks attached to the rings. The Bos�n reached on a shelf and pulled out a hammock. He connected the two ends and reached for a thick wool blanket.
He strung the hammock, then, holding his finger to his lips to keep her quiet, he reached for her waist and lifted her into the hammock and tossed the blanket over her. He grabbed another hammock and strung it at the far end of the room and climbed in. She lay awake listening to the snores of men she didn�t know, the hissing of water passing by the hull, and the creaks and groans of a ship at under sail.
She woke when the others tried leaving the berth without waking her. They released one end of their hammocks and attached them to the other. The blankets were folded and placed on the shelf, but she noticed each man put his things in different spots. Clearly, they each had hammocks and blankets they preferred.
At the top of the ladder, men were already eating. An older man glanced at her and motioned to an empty seat near him. She introduced herself quietly, �Prin.�
�Scotty, or Captain.�
�Oh, I didn�t know. Happy to meet you.�
�I hear you�re doing a good job on deck.�
Sara came down the other ladder while balancing a large bowl. She placed it on the serving counter built along one wall and flashed a smile at Prin before disappearing up the ladder again. The captain looked to the counter and said, �Small bowls and scoops over there. Gruel and bread beside it. Apples and grapes, too. We serve ourselves.�
As he continued eating, Prin filled a bowl and looked for another seat. The captain had been friendly, but she didn�t wish to impose by sitting at his side. The only other empty seat in the small room was beside Jam. After the glare he flashed at her, she sat near the captain and lifted her spoon, which they called a scoop.
A new voice called, �You going to ignore us?�
The man was looking at her. �No. What should I do?�
�Tell us about yourself.�
Prin didn�t know which lie to tell. The one about her father being a spice merchant didn�t hold up since she had come aboard hidden in a crate. But working in the morning kitchen with the witches there had also taught her that you didn�t allow others to belittle you or that�s what you�d live with your whole life. She noticed the sly smile on Jam�s lips.
She stood.
Jam said, too loudly, �Where you going? Running away from us?�
�Where I come from respect is given and earned. Standing to answer a question shows my respect. Now, about me. I am here to learn the ways of seamen, ships, and of other lands. I intend to work hard enough that by our return voyage most of you in this room will be working for me, so you had better be kind to me while you can�or I�ll remember.�
The room erupted in laughter, all but Jam. Even the captain seemed to enjoy her words, and he said, �Sit and eat.�
She spooned the dark gruel and chewed tough bread, enjoying it as much as any meal she�d ever eaten. When the others climbed to their feet, she did too. Out on the deck, she found a chilly breeze and the banks of the river seemed farther away than near Indore. Here the river seemed to move slower, too. Each man appeared to have a duty assigned to him.
�Bos�n? What do you want me to do?�
�Well, I guess since you�re going to be taking my place when we head back this way, you better learn a little about the ship. I can�t spare anybody to escort you, so just start looking around and ask anybody about what you�re curious about, just don�t hold them up. After mid-day meal, we�ll find you something to do.�
�Where do I need to stay away from?�
�A good question. If�n I was you, I�d not fall over the side. Other than that, we have no secrets or places you can�t go.�
He returned to his inspection of the ship, the rigging, cargo, sails, and later below decks. He pulled, pushed, scraped, kicked, and eyed the entire ship to determine what might wear out, need fixing or replacement, and what needing cleaning.
Despite the ship being a cargo ship and showing signs of age, she found all iron painted or greased heavily, the decks remarkably clean and free of obstacles that might prevent free movement or trip a sailor in a storm. The ropes were worn, but in fair shape, the wood in good repair, and the men seemed happy. She had seen six of them, including the cook, captain, and bos�n.
The bos�n said, �Change my mind, there is one place to stay out of. Sammy was at the helm all night, so he�s sleeping today. Stay out of the crew�s quarters till dinner. He needs his rest for standing watch tonight.�
�Yes, sir,� she said, starting to walk forward.
�I ain�t no sir. I work for a living,� the bos�n muttered. �Call me Bos�n.�
She didn�t answer. The deck was sloped from the center to the sides. That made any water they took on slide off. Once she figured that out, she started to identify other details. The ship was far smaller than many that had been in Indore, and as she looked at the vast grasslands on either side of the river, she spotted another ship approaching from their front.
She noticed two things right away. First, was the white water at the waterline. The ship was moving quick enough to cause that. Then she noticed that the ship had three masts, all equal height. She glanced at the small mast ahead of her, then the large one in the center of the ship.
Well before the mid-day meal she had toured the ship, asked a hundred questions, and met all the crew but Sammy, the man who worked nights. When she came to Jam, he was on his knees scrubbing the wood deck with a large coarse brush.
She said, �I was looking around the ship, but I�m done. Got another brush? I�ll give you a hand.�
He slid the brush in her direction. �Trying to kiss ass? This is work for the whipping boy, anyhow.�
Prin watched as he stood and strode off to the stern of the ship, leaving the brush at her feet. Her offer had been to help him, not take over the task, but with a sigh, she knelt and dipped the brush into the soapy water and began scrubbing. Someone on the bow was singing, and the melody was familiar. She picked up the words and sang as she cleaned.
�What�r you doing?�
She lifted her head to find the bos�n standing behind. �Scrubbing the decks.�
�Where�s Jam?�
She hesitated.
�Don�t give me that. It�s a small ship, I can find him in a heartbeat.� His face had turned red, and his eyes squinted.
�I think he went back there.�
The bos�n turned and stormed along the walkway that took him behind the wheelhouse. He hadn�t been there long when Jam ran into sight and back to her. �Give me that brush, damn you.�
�I didn�t tell on you.�
He reached over and snatched the brush. She stood, �Okay, if that�s the way you want it, Jam. But between you and me, you�re not half the threat of the women in the kitchen where I used to work.�
He stood back up, fists balled.
�Another step my way would be a mistake,� she said, prepared to swing for his nose.
She noticed the bos�n had come up behind Jam but was still eight or ten steps away, where he heard every word. Prin could have turned and walked away, but didn�t. She�d met others like Jam, those who blamed their shortfalls on others. They were bullies as long as someone didn�t stand up to them.
Jam lifted the broad brush as if ready to use it as a club. Without thinking, Prin reached down and under her long skirt and withdrew the dagger. �Like I said, that would be a mistake.�
The bos�n didn�t move to stop them. Jam finally started to clean the deck again, and Prin slipped the knife back into its sheath. When she looked up, the bos�n was still standing in the same place, but he gave her a curt nod.
�Anything you want me to do, Bos�n?�
�Go below to hold number two. Check every rope, put blocks between crates and the hull, check for leaks and report back to me.�
She had seen a small scuttle where he pointed, leading to the cargo hold, and went down inside. The little light filtered in through cracks between the deck boards, but her eyes adjusted. She started on one side and was working her way in the direction of the bow when she found an orange cat watching her. She didn�t care for cats, or their attitude, so left it alone. Two ropes were loose, and she tightened them. More had granny knots instead of squared ones. She added soft blocks between crates and the hull of the ship, like others that were already in place. The blocks had rope loops, and there seemed to be plenty left over, hanging from a beam, so she used nearly all of them, thinking too many were better than not enough.
She was working her way aft on the other side when she heard the bos�n entering. He went to the side she had finished and tightened one rope, but otherwise checked her work and approved. He pointed to the blocks she had placed and raised his eyebrows in question.
�I thought more wouldn�t hurt.�
�But too few might sink us. How many ropes were loose?�
�A few.�
�Three? Ten?�
�Closer to ten, I guess.�
�Figured it would be more like twenty, but one crate shifting down here in a storm will put a hole in our hull and send us to the bottom. You did a good job, Prin.�
�Thank you.�
�Which gives me a problem. Know what that is?�
She shook her head.
�I already sent Jam down here to do what you just did, and he did his usual lazy job. I�ll tell you right off I�d take you on my crew before him, and if you were going to stay with the Merry Princess, I�d promote you over Jam today. But, I don�t expect you�ll be here that long, so I must work with him. Understand what I�m saying?�
�No.�
�I�m saying, he�s the future of this ship. His father is captain and part owner. He�ll be my boss one day, and he knows it. People like you and me have to take up his slack and keep our mouths shut.�
�I think I understand. Did you know there�s a cat down here?�
�And there�s one that hangs out in the wheelhouse. All ships have them. We carry food as cargo, and that attracts mice and rats. A good cat is necessary on a ship, but don�t feed her and try to make friends.�
�Why not?�
�Feed her, and she won�t hunt mice. She�s a working crew member as much as you and me.�
Prin glanced at the cat lying on her side while licking her front paws and acting as if she owned the ship. The cat gave her the same expression as Jam had earlier. So now she had two enemies on the ship.
A bell struck. The bos�n said, �Dinner.�
She followed him from the hold, and as she emerged, she caught sight of Jam peeking between two crates spying on them. Her reaction was to charge to him and make the accusation, but she let her eyes slide away as if she was watching the shore. Knowing your enemy�s intention was as good as defeating him.
Jam would either hint or make accusations about her and the bos�n being alone in the cargo hold. However, when she suspected he was about to, she would make them about her spying on her. She would make hers first, if possible.
She found most of the crew already eating. The counter held three different kinds of cheese, dense bread, pea soup, and water with slices of apple in it. As she served herself, she realized Jam hadn�t come inside, yet. Most people have habits. They usually stand in the same places and sit at the same. Again, there were two open seats. One was beside the captain. The other at the second table, the chair where Jam had sat at breakfast.
She carried her food to the second table and asked the others innocently, �Is it okay if I join you?�
She knew all but a man with skin as dark as old leather, yet he was not much older than her. �I�m Prin.�
�Sayed is my name.� The accent was so thick she barely understood, but his smile was warm and his welcome genuine.
Jam entered the dining hall and pulled to a stop when he found her in his seat. Waiting to leap to her feet with an apology, showing all how accommodating she could be, Jam surprised her. The flash of anger was evident to see, but he spun and left, slamming the door behind without eating.
Sara was climbing down the stairs with a plate of fresh bread. She said, �What was that about?�
�I have no idea,� Prin said with her most innocent tone.





CHAPTER ELEVEN 

�The captain agreed you can stay here in the galley after lunch and study for a time each day, unless there�s a storm, but not too long because I have to go help with supper.�
�Sara, that�s great. Do I need to find the crate with my writing materials?�
�I know where it is, but no.� She reached to a higher shelf and pulled a small book from it.
�Where�d that come from?�
�Sailors are big readers. I didn�t know that. There are at least ten books up in the wheelhouse we can use. This one has smaller words for you. The story is sort of silly, but it does have a dog in it.�
Prin accepted it as if made of glass. She placed it on the table and opened it to the first page. A drawing of a funny dog with a tail far too long greeted her.
Sara said, �I have to clean up and wash these dishes. You try to read the first page. When I get back, I want to hear it.�
�I can�t do that.�
�I think you can. It�s just a matter of practice.�
Sara left her sitting alone, the odd little book in her hands. She bent over the first page and recognized the first word. The. Big. Dog. Three words in a row. The big dog. But she stumbled over the next word until she sounded it out and realized it said, named. She kept on until she reached the bottom of the page and started at the top again.
When she reached to the bottom again, after having read every word, she found Sara sitting on the top step watching her. She didn�t know how long she had been there.
Sara said, �Are you ready for me?�
Prin started reading, and Sara came to sit at her side. Only twice did she help Prin. When she reached the bottom of the page, Sara reached over and turned the page. �Let�s see how you do on this.�
Prin recognized two words, then correctly sounded out the third. Sara made her read each word in a sentence, then read it all at once. Prin�s eyes were smiling when Sara told Prin she had to go to work. Prin placed the book back on the shelf and went in search of the bos�n. Along the way, she went to the head and sat. Her eyes were drawn to movement, and again she found Jam watching while pretending to work.
She walked to the cargo stacked on the deck near him, and as she passed each crate, she tested the ropes, just to be sure. Near the main mast her eyes went up to the top of the wheelhouse, and she found the bos�n there, watching.
Suddenly, she felt no privacy. People watched everything she did. Her anger flared briefly, then calmed. They watched her because she was new to the ship, because she had never been to sea, and because they didn�t know her. They did know that she came aboard under mysterious circumstances. Not every sailor came to a ship hidden inside a crate.
Yes, they knew there was more than one thing odd about her. They had to be forgiven for their curiosity. All but Jam. He was different, and suddenly she understood the vague words of the bos�n. If he were not the son of the captain, the bos�n would have thrown him overboard long ago�but he was. Then bos�n accepted that, and she would also have.
Back in the kitchens, Prin had used what little skill she had to defend herself, but one of the most effective weapons had been what her mother called, killing with kindness. She smiled to herself. That was her best option here.
If she caused Jam problems, and those reached the captain�s ears, he would side with his blood. So, she wouldn�t let that happen, mostly because the bos�n had mentioned something about it. The captain had no choice but to support his son.
She went to where she�d last seen Jam watching her. He held a paintbrush, but she saw no can of paint nearby. �May I help?�
�Help what?�
�Paint. I have always liked to paint, but haven�t had much experience.�
He handed her the brush. �The can is over there,� he jabbed a thumb.
�But what do I paint?�
�If it�s white, paint it.�
He left her as he scurried to the stern of the ship again. She wondered what was back there that was so interesting to him. She was determined to think of an excuse to check on Jam. In the meantime, she painted and watched the river and banks pass by. There were buildings on the shore, usually small farmhouses, and the ground looked marshy. There were more farm animals than crops.
As she worked her way down the one side of the ship, she painted anything white, which was always iron. The only people she�d seen on deck were the bos�n and Jam. She hadn�t met Sammy, the helmsman at night, and the captain spent his time in the wheelhouse. The cook and Sara were in the galley. She didn�t know where Sayed worked. Counting her, that made seven, a full crew.
The ship that had been astern caught up and as it passed, she stood at the rail and watched, comparing it with the Merry Princess, a wonderful play on words for the ship she sailed, although only her and Sara would understand the joke about her name.
The other ship was taller, something unexpected. Its three masts pushed a ship nearly twice as long. She counted nine on deck and knew there had to be at least one cook, two helmsmen, a captain, and probably more. All told, it held at minimum thirteen. It also carried cargo on the decks, and probably below, but it carried at least three times as much.
She gave a friendly wave of her arm as they pulled alongside, and a few waved back. Soon the ship was well ahead of the Merry Princess, and Prin was back to painting anything white that didn�t move. The bos�n stormed to her side. �What�r you doing?�
�Painting.�
�Who told you to do that?�
�Oh, I didn�t see you, so I asked Jam if I could help him.�
�And he readily agreed? But, he is not helping?�
�He did give me the brush, but it was my fault. I asked him.�
The bos�n stormed away, heading directly for the stern. That told her something else. The bos�n knew where to look for Jam, so he must have been there several times. Prin turned back to her painting when an odd scent tickled her nose, overriding the strong smell of wet paint. She looked up and found that ahead, the water was no longer greenish, but blue.
She looked at the sides of the river and could barely see them in the hazy distance. The smell of the air held a tang, and the rocking motion of the boat increased. It now surged ahead and slowed, surged and slowed, as well as it rolled slowly from side to side. Her stomach twisted, and she felt dizzy.
The ship made a turn to her right, and the waves struck the ship from the left side, causing it to roll more, and her stomach did the same. She took hold of the railing and closed her eyes, but it got worse. She broke out in a sweat and tried to regain her balance, but the deck refused to hold still long enough.
Her meal came up without warning. She managed to direct most of it over the side, but glanced down and saw there was more on the deck to clean�but she didn�t care. The movement of the ship�s rolling and plunging unpredictably caused her to lose her balance, and she almost fell to the deck. She sat and groaned, and threw up again.
The motion continued. She watched the rolling waves strike the side of the ship and anticipated the next roll, and that seemed to help somewhat. Her body felt weak and tired. When her feet touched the ground again, she would walk back to Indore.
Sayed touched her shoulder. �Come with me little one.�
He helped stand Prin, and when her knees gave out, he caught her and carried her into the door to the crew�s quarters. He placed her in a hammock strung in the same place as the night before, and he found a shallow bowl in case she upchucked again. The hammock was strung fore and aft, so the rolls of the ship were lessened as the hammock reduced the effect, but the pitch and sudden drops were the same. She curled into a ball, her knees drawn up to her chin.
Her eyes closed. Later, she refused dinner and acknowledged Sara stringing her hammock beside her with a groan, but couldn�t speak. Keeping herself from throwing up again was as much as she could manage. When she woke later, a small loaf of dry bread had been placed in her hammock, and she nibbled on a piece of crust.
In the morning, she rolled out of bed with the rest of the crew, finding the motion of the ship didn�t bother her�and she was starving. She ate voraciously, expecting to take a good ribbing from the others, but found only sympathy.
The bos�n said, �Probably all of us have been there.�
Sayed said, �Once we were out of the river mouth and changed course, the motion became less, but by then you were too sick to notice.�
�I didn�t get sick,� Jam declared.
The captain paused, with a spoon halfway to his mouth. As if in slow motion, he turned. �Not this time.�
More than one man laughed, telling Prin he�d been sick on another voyage or two. She kept her head down, refusing to laugh with the rest, lest she makes things between them worse.
Later, at the end of the meal, the bos�n handed out work assignments. When he came to Jam, he said, �Paint the iron.�
�Again?� Jam whined.
�And if I find the brush in Prin�s hand, or you at the stern chewing that mind-weed again, you�re going over the side.�
Jam leaped to his feet, looking to his father for support. The Captain said softly, �I won�t be happy with you if we have to come around and fish you out of the water.�
Jam strode to the door with as much dignity as he could muster, which was not much. After he had slammed the door, the captain turned to the bos�n. �Do what you have to. You run the deck.�
The short conversation told Prin a lot about how a ship is run. The captain decided where and when a ship travels, but the bos�n gets it there. Neither will work without the other.
She had been assigned cleaning, on the deck. Sayed had been assigned cleaning inside, and she finally understood his job. He cleaned the crew quarters, mess, and bridge. He also acted to fill in for any who were ill or hurt, so he had to know all the trades.
The galley and cooking tasks belonged to Sara and the cook, a dour old man who seemed into only on doing his job and not speaking with anyone. Perhaps he talked to Sara, but Prin hadn�t seen or heard it. Even Sayed avoided the galley.
Prin found the bucket and mop they called a swab. Soap was not used, but the bucket had a rope attached, and the bos�n wanted plenty of water, first to wet everything, then mop, and finally rinse.
�Careful to tie off the rope before you lower it get more water or it�ll get free and sink. We have a spare because someone on this deck thinks if he loses the bucket he gets to laze around like a wealthy passenger.�
�Only square knots, I promise.�
�No, not for this. Use a couple of half hitches so you can tie and until them quickly.� He took the end of the rope and showed her. �I like to lock it in place by reversing the second hitch, like this.�
She duplicated the simple knot and started to pitch the bucket over the side. He grabbed her arm and took the bucket from her. He lowered it to the top of the waves passing by and waited for one to crest and half-fill the bucket. He handed her the rope.
It was all she could do to pull it up. The thing weighed as much as a boulder, and to make matters worse, it swung and struck the side of the ship, spilling most of the water. The bos�n laughed and said, �You�ll figure it out from here.�
She splashed the little remaining water on the deck and lowered the bucket again. She caught a wave and filled about a third of it while allowing the bucket to remain near the water. When the ship rolled to the direction she stood, she quickly pulled it up before it swung back and hit the side.
�You ratted me out.�
She knew the voice before turning. Setting the bucket down, she placed the mop inside and said, �No, I tried protecting you.�
�By telling the bos�n where I was?�
�I didn�t have to. And I told him that I asked to paint and you let me.�
�Because of you, I�m confined to the ship.�
�What�s that mean?� She took the mop out and began to smear the wet deck back and forth.
�What it means is that when we get to Donella, I have to stay aboard the damned ship. All because of you.�
Instead of falling into the trap of arguing about who was responsible, she had learned long ago, from people far more experienced and snippy, that she could ignore the barb and proceed with what she wanted to speak about. �Donella?�
�The port we�re headed for, stupid. Don�t you know anything?�
�Is it a city? Have you been there?� She lowered the bucket again, catching a cresting wave perfectly and drawing it quickly aboard. She tossed the water, so it sluiced and cleaned as it ran to the edges of the deck and back overboard. She drew more water for the next section.
�It�s a city, but not like Indore, not half as big, and it�s built next to a mountain.�
�That sounds interesting.� She said, trying to get him to talk. From the corner of her eye, she noticed the captain in the wheelhouse looking down at them, and not looking happy. She wet the deck and drew another bucket and mopped, her back to the wheelhouse, but knowing he watched. She never paused.
Jam crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against a crate of cargo. �Strange people live there. They talk funny, and their houses are all built the same, made of rocks held together with clay. They put bright colors in the windows and hang flags from the peaks of houses. The roofs are like little hats to keep the water off the walls, so they don�t melt.�
Prin cast a disbelieving look at him.
�No, really. The clay bakes in the sun and gets hard, I guess, but where it washes from the rocks, you can see what�s underneath. The streets are so skinny you can hardly pass another person without touching them. And they wear long things kinda like you, but theirs are longer skirts and hoods cover their heads to protect from the sun. They decorate them with wild colors.�
�Are they nice?�
�How the hell would I know?�
�I thought you�d been there.�
�Listen, I don�t mess with strangers like them and suggest you don�t either.�
She rinsed the deck and wet the next section. As she pulled the bucket again and started to mop, the bos�n appeared. �What�r you doing here?�
�I wanted to ask him about Donella,� Prin said before Jam could speak.
�Yeah, she�s right.�
�If I catch you sluffing off again, you skip the mid-day meal.� The bos�n started to leave but spun and said, �For you, Prin. The captain sends his compliments for doing a good job.�
The color in Jam�s cheeks told of his anger, and the look he gave her said she may as well have kept her mouth shut instead of trying to protect him and make him a friend. She pulled another bucket of water and glanced around to find herself alone. The job was hard, the routine steady, and the sea calm. A hum deep in her throat turned into a song. She used the swab as a dancing partner until she remembered the eyes in the wheelhouse. Looking up, she found the captain smiling at her antics.
When the bell for the meal rang, she ran to the mess hall and intentionally sat in Jam�s seat again. Sara saw what she did and laughed as she placed a large bowl of steaming fish stew beside the small clay bowls. After the lack of food, the day before, she was making up for missing the evening meal.
The door opened at her back and closed again without anyone entering. She assumed it was Jam after seeing where she sat. Prin refused to allow a smile to show, but inside, she enjoyed a belly-laugh.
The stew was thick. Chunks of turnips and carrots were in a broth heavy with fish, but there were spices she�d never tasted, and the more she ate, the hotter the spices became, but she didn�t slow down. Sara served a mug of weak ale for each of them. Prin found it sour and a little bitter, but the aftertaste was lingering, and a little like the better ale served at the castle.
She said to the room at large, �Will we get to go ashore in Donella?�
The question drew the immediate interest of Sara, but she said nothing. The captain said, �Those not restricted to the ship are free to go ashore�after the cargo is unloaded. That is usually done quickly, and then I must arrange for cargo to carry, which arrives the next day. So, you get an afternoon and night to do whatever you like, to answer your question.�
�Then we�re sailing back to Indore?� Prin asked.
�Oh, no. We have a cargo route. People expecting us, and cargo to carry to at least six more ports before we travel back there. If we can pick up the right cargo, we may not return for half a year, or more.�
�A half year?� Prin wailed, knowing she sounded like Jam and not caring.
�Or more,� the captain said, scooping more fish stew to his mouth to cover up the amused twitch at the corners of his lips.
Prin looked around for any indication of humor and saw none. Only Jam wore a smile, and it didn�t look funny, it looked self-satisfied.
When they all went back to work, only Sara and Prin remained in the mess hall. Sara reached for the small book again, but Prin said, �Did you know about that? A half year?�
�I didn�t, but I�m not surprised. In fact, there is a measure of happiness because I�m imagining that young mage tearing up Indore and checking on every girl between the ages of ten and fifteen, but you�re not there.�
�Someone may tell him about me.�
�I don�t think so. Not because they don�t want the reward, but the few that know you will believe another told him about you, so they won�t. Besides, many will not connect you because he is looking for one, and we are a family pair. Then, there�s the matter of the blonde hair. Only El had noticed the color, and we shaved you again.�
Sara ignored the book she was supposed to read from. �What do you think the young mage will do?�
�Well, I don�t believe he will stay in Indore half a year searching for you, but I don�t expect he will stop his search, either. My guess is he will hire people to watch for you and send a messenger to him if you�re seen.�
�That worries me.�
�But we have half a year to think of how we proceed and make sure that does not happen.�
Prin accepted the explanation and started to open the book, but as she turned to reach for it, she noticed the toe of a shoe beside the partly door that led to the crew�s quarters. She pointed.
Sara saw the shoe and being closer to the door, climbed to her feet, leaped to the door, yanking it open.
Jam stood there, ear to the door.


CHAPTER TWELVE 

Sara snarled at Jam, �Why are you spying on us?�
�There�s a reward for you?� His eyes were locked on Prin, a humorless smile still in place.
�I hope the bos�n does throw you overboard,� Sara said. �Now get out of here before I do it myself.�
He left, after a last superior smile cast in Prin�s direction. She said, �Well, that was not the best thing to happen.�
Sara shrugged, but her tense face belied her concern. �A lot can happen in half a year. Jam may learn some manners, or I may punch that nose that seems to constantly be in our business. No matter, begin reading on page three, no pre-reading this time. Let�s see how you do with no help.�
Prin began reading, slow and stumbling, but after figuring out the words to a sentence, she went back to the beginning and read it all without error, then went on to the next sentence, rarely needing help.
When she reached the bottom of the page, Sara said, �I think we can truthfully say that you can read. Now it is just a matter of practice. Read aloud each day. I�ll be sitting here studying the diary, and when you don�t know a word, stop and point.�
�Is it so hard to read the diary? I�d like to read it.�
�Yes, it�s way too hard. First, it is written by hand, and not always the most careful. It is also written using a few strange words, and I get the feeling some others have different meanings.�
�Did she do that on purpose?�
�No, I think things change over time and distance. In our land, we may call a female horse a mare, but in another land, it might be something else. It was not done to confuse, it�s just different.�
�Is there anything interesting?�
�Yes. This was written when she was first living alone, and about my age, I think. She did not say that directly, but was intended to be read only by her so she wouldn�t add that sort of information because she already knew it.�
�But she was a sorceress?� Prin looked to the door to make sure it was closed to Jam, and she had lowered her voice.
Sara said, �That much is clear. She went to live in the city from a small village. It reminds me of what I intended to do. She took a room to rent, and found another sorceress that she hopes will teach her.�
�You should write a diary. And you might put in your diary when we learn something good, something we can use. Like maybe a forget-what-you-heard spell that we can put on Jam.�
Sara chuckled and said, �We have six months to find something like that, and they do exist. Maybe it will be right on these pages if you let me get back to reading it.�
Chagrined, Prin turned back to her reading about the silly dog with the tail that was so long it caused one problem after another. When a word couldn�t be figured out, she silently pointed, and Sara provided the information. But Prin was old enough to study each word she didn�t know, then when she came across it again, she often recognized it. But there was another problem she encountered. Not all words were familiar to her ear. Those she asked about, and even Sara hadn�t heard some.
Instead of reading a single page, as the day before, she finished with six. Back on the deck, she went to her bucket and mop. The bos�n came along and tossed a floppy hat to her. He said, �Sunburn. Wear that in the middle of the day.�
He barely paused as he spoke. Her face felt hot, and she put the hat on, then pulled up another bucket of water. Nearly the entire deck had been swabbed, but she took the time to look around as she worked. Seabirds circled the ship, and in the distance, she spotted two other ships, but no land in any direction.
Three more days of afternoon study, and one storm in the night brought them within sight of mountains in the far distance, with clouds surrounding the white peaks. She accompanied the bos�n to each of the crates on the deck, him carrying a clipboard and her reading the destination of each. She also carried a small jar of green paint and a brush. After verifying each crate destined for Donella, a splash of green was made on each where it couldn�t be missed.
He took her below to the forward cargo hold and carried a lantern. They repeated the pattern, and she found that nearly all crates for Donella were stored together, so crates shipping to other ports didn�t have to be shifted or unloaded to get to the ones they wanted. She started to realize there was more to the procedure than she knew, but she appreciated the forethought.
She said, �Shouldn�t Jam be doing this? I don�t want him more upset at me than he already is. I�m just supposed to be the deck scrubber.�
The bos�n was double-checking the last of the crates in the forward hold. He turned and said, �The boy refuses to learn to read, so he�s no help. Sayed tries to help where he can, but he reads another language, so about all he can do is hold the lantern for me.�
Prin started for the ladder and the small hatch to take her above deck, when he called softly, �Listen here. Don�t you worry about him. His father knows he�s worthless and he sees how hard you work. Me too. If that boy does anything, and I mean anything to cause you problems, you let me know.�
�But his father is the captain.�
�I run the deck. If I have to, I�ll restrict him to stay in the wheelhouse with his father the entire trip. Then it�ll be his father that throws him over the side, not me.�
�His father might not let you.�
�As it is, the crew has had about enough of the boy. The deck hadn�t been properly cleaned since long before you came aboard, and other tasks have fallen behind. He isn�t well liked; his father depends on me to make him grow up a little. I fear I�m failing.�
Prin decided to change the subject. It seemed she was learning more than she wanted, although the bos�n was generally quiet. �I heard we get to Donella tomorrow morning.�
�We do.�
�We�ll unload the ship, and then we can go into the town?�
�You can go if you�re with an adult. Sara will do. I�ll talk to her and give a few suggestions.� He climbed up the ladder and waited for Prin before replacing the hatch cover. They went to the next hold and repeated the process.
When done, she went to the rail where Sayed leaned and looked out to the land. �Where is your home?�
�Far from here.�
�What�s it like?�
�There is a great river that flows through a desert so dry there is no water for days in any direction. But along the river, it is green, and there are villages of farmers on both sides, as well as cities. Boats sail the river instead of using roads.�
�That sounds interesting. Will we be going there?�
�No, it is so far away, I�ll never see it again.�
She watched the mountains and found they were clearer than the last time she had looked. A few had snow on the peaks. The tall sides appeared rugged. She said, �It�s none of my business, but why did you leave home? I mean, were you escaping or did they send you away?�
�An old story. There was a girl. Her station in life was above mine. It was best to leave.�
�Do you regret it?�
�I think about her, sometimes, but do I regret leaving? No. Had I stayed, I would have worked with my four brothers on a farm too small to support half that many mouths. Or, I would have indentured myself to another farm with no sons, a farm I could never own. As the youngest, my options were few, but that is life, no matter where you live. At least, it was that way for me. My goal was to find work that interested me. I was lucky to find the sea.�
That was the most Sayed had ever spoken to her, and she suspected the most personal information about himself he�d shared with anyone on the ship. �Have you ever been to Donella?�
�Three times with this ship. It is a good place, if isolated. The mountains are impassable, they say, so there is no travel inland. They form a half circle, from the ocean to the ocean, so, the only access is from the sea. There cannot be an expansion of the city, so they make the best of what they have.�
�I heard the houses are made of mud.�
�Clay, plastered over shale. Most buildings are generations old. It does not rain much, but the roofs overhang and keep the walls dry, as well as providing shade. The people are friendly, if strange because they live differently, but that goes for all ports.�
�That people live differently?�
�Yes, and that they are friendly. In my land, we have a story that is true about people, all people. When you travel, you find the same sort of people as those you left behind. If they were kind where you used to live, that�s what you will find in a new place. If they were spiteful and hateful, again that is what you will find.�
�How can that be?� Prin asked.
Sayed looked off to the mountains and waited before answering. �I think it has to do with how you see others. How you treat them.�
�Jam said they are may not be nice in Donella, but he didn�t know for sure because he didn�t care.�
�That is about what I�d believe he would think. Either that or that they are terrible people who are lazy and do only a little work when the bos�n is around. And they blame their problems on others.�
She laughed.
He said, �You carry a knife for protection.�
�I do.� She didn�t mention the other, the one between her shoulder blades. There hadn�t been a time she needed it, and Sara had told her to keep it hidden.
�No matter what, there are good and bad people anywhere. Carry your knife ashore and hope you do not require it, but do not be fearful of using it. There are parts of any port where those who do not follow the law congregate. Stay away from there, and you should be fine. If you want an escort, I�m free.�
She thanked him, but she and Sara had private things to discuss. She�d ask Sara if they wanted to include him, but the offer to explore a new city unimpeded was too good to ignore. Sayed left her standing at the rail, and she watched the details of the land become more distinct. To her right, she saw where the mountain chain turned and went down to the sea. She imagined the same to the north, still out of sight. A small crescent of livable land in the hollow between the mountains and sea. She found she liked the idea. It seemed the mountains embraced and protected the city.
Jam eased up to her side as the sun went down and the last of the sky tinged pink, and then faded to dusk without speaking. Then he suddenly asked, �So, how much are they offering for your head?�
She turned to him. �More than you would think.�
�Who did you steal from?�
She glanced around. They were alone and out of sight of the rest of the crew in the dim light. He stood blocking her advancement, and the rail blocked her retreat. His smile grew nasty. He shoved his chest at hers, pushing her harder against the rail.
�I didn�t steal,� she said softly, leaning closer to him as her hand slipped between her legs and pulled the dagger without him seeing. �Some say I killed two boys about your age. Others say five. I don�t like boys with smart mouths who push me around, you see.�
He backed a step.
She cleaned her fingernails with the point of the knife, being careful to never point it, or threaten him in any way. He back another step, his eyes on the dull blade. She said, �You see, I�m the kind of person who only hurts those who hurt me, and those who try to.
�What do you do?� He took another step away until he stood near the base of the mast.
She glanced up. �See that little white spot in the mast?�
He turned to look, as the knife from her other scabbard filled her hand. She threw. It buried itself in the center of the white mark. He never saw where it came from, but it struck and quivered close enough for him to reach out and touch. She placed the rapier back under her skirt.
She said, �Would you mind bringing that thing back to me? Please?�
He spun and disappeared without returning the knife.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Sara appeared out of the darkness and joined Prin at the rail, the throwing knife in her hand. �You shouldn�t have done that.�
�I know.�
�His father is upset.�
�At me? I didn�t do anything but protect myself,� Prin protested.
�No, at Jam. He thinks the boy was down here causing you problems and now he�s up there telling all sorts of strange stories about rewards offered for you and knives almost taking his ear. Of course, his father already knew about the rewards from El.�
�That boy is going to be trouble for us,� Prin said.
Sara sighed, �I know. If he becomes too much, you and I can stay in port and catch another ship.�
�Maybe one larger than this, and we can sail as passengers instead of as part of the crew?�
�That would be boring. For now, be thankful for what we have. Tomorrow, we�ll find ourselves in a strange new land where we know nothing. I�ve heard the people have different customs and live in strange houses,� Sara said, her excitement evident.
�Sayed was telling me some of it. He sounded positive.�
�The captain told me. If only half of what he shared is true, we will enjoy ourselves.� Sara watched the darkness of the land, the white water near the bow, and then she turned and looked up to the wheelhouse where Sammy was probably standing watch. �Time for us to go hang our hammocks.�
The crew�s quarters were generally kept dim, the only light filtering down the hatch from the mess hall, which always seemed to have a lamp turned soft. As Prin scuttled down the narrow stairs and readied herself to climb into her hammock, she paused. There were eyes on her. She spun and found Jam pretending to sleep.
He didn�t fool her. He had been watching, but as she settled in her hammock and closed her eyes, a question came to her. How did she know he watched? Was it instinct or some mage power she knew nothing about?
But that was the root of her problems. She didn�t know what she should know, and what she didn�t. As a young girl, she should be aware certain things, but as a sorceress, there were other lessons she needed. And then there were the things that only a mage should know. She didn�t know one from the other, and that would certainly bring her problems one day. Threatening Jam with a throwing knife would too.
The bos�n woke them earlier than normal. Instead of the usual breakfast and division of chores, they were handed a flat, fried cake stuffed with cheese and pointed to the door to the deck. She stepped outside and nearly stumbled in surprise. The ship had entered a long, narrow harbor, one side the shoreline and the other barren rocks that formed a barrier protecting it from the sea.
Ships were tied to piers, and the Merry Princess was dropping her sails. Two longboats with four men apiece, all with long oars, were already pulling on ropes tied to the ship, one at the bow and the other the stern. The longboats pulled the ship to a pier with practiced ease.
The crew of the Merry Princess leaped to tie her to the bollards with the largest ropes Prin had ever seen, and soon the ship was secure. The bos�n ordered the boom for the sail rigged as a crane, and in no time the first crates with green splotches of paint were lifted to the pier.
Prin watched for any place she could help, but the crew of the ship was trained, as well as that on shore, and she felt she was getting in the way more than helping. Longshoremen and wagons lined up to haul away the cargo to a warehouse where it would be sorted and turned over the rightful owners. Anything with a green splash of paint was lifted by the crane and set on the pier.
Because she was inexperienced and had been ordered out of the way several times, Prin climbed into the hold and began inspecting the crates she and the bos�n had marked. All had been lifted out of the hold and placed on the pier or the top deck waiting to be transferred.
�Checking up on me?� She spun, thinking she was alone. Jam stood in a corner, hands on hips.
�No, I was just making sure we got all the green marked crates unloaded.�
�It�s my job to put the slings on, and yours is to scrub the deck when I make it dirty.�
�Jam, I�m sorry, I didn�t know. I was just trying to help.�
�Sure, like you always are when my dad can see you so he can come back and tell me how much better you are. Well, I never wanted to swab decks for a living. I belong on the bridge. Get out of here.�
She saw no way to reconcile so she turned and almost ran to the ladder. But on the way, a spot of green drew her attention. It was a splash of green, and she remembered making it. The edge where the paint was sat in shadow.
�Jam,� she called.
A block of wood sailed past her head. He screamed, �Out. And don�t come back!�
It was either dodge another block of wood he was reaching for, or leave. She climbed the ladder. This is the way you want to do it, Jam?
There were only a few crates on the pier waiting to be unloaded, so she helped as best she could, thinking about the other crate still in the hold the entire time. Not telling was as bad as making the error in the first place. No, it was worse. She would have to tell the bos�n, but then all hell would break loose again. Jam would never work with her, and they had a long voyage together.
The new crates were loaded aboard, and a quick meal was served. She tried to get Jam�s attention, but he ignored her. After the meal, they were paid a few copper coins by the bos�n and given the afternoon and evening to enjoy themselves in town. All, but Jam. She managed to ease up to the bos�n and whispered, �Jam missed a crate in the forward hold.�
�I�ll handle it. Say no more.�
In the crew quarters, Sara grabbed their pointed hats clean dresses, and they pulled the brims of the hats low to protect from the intense sunlight. They bounced down the gangplank to the pier and their first foreign port. As they stood at the foot of the pier, they looked up to the city together. The walls were clay, all painted a dull brown, or the clay dried that color. The roofs were red, also baked clay, the tiles and the roofs almost touched each other as they overhung above the narrow, twisting streets.
Beyond the red roofs were the mountains, appearing so close they could walk there in half a day, but both agreed that might be an illusion. Inside the city were none of the usual farm animals. A few dogs barked, but they saw no goats, sheep, cows, or chickens. The streets were cobblestone, the same tan color as the walls.
In contrast, colorful banners hung from windows, on poles, and stretched across the streets. Behind the small windows were cheerfully colored curtains, but the people wore simple clothing similar to that she and Sara wore. But to decorate the drab clothing, the men wore brightly colored shirts or scarfs, and often conflicting colored hats, while the women tried to out-color each other with stripes, solids, and hats of all shapes and sizes.
The brilliant sun accounted for much of their dress. The hats were almost a necessity, and as Prin neared the first buildings, she noticed the thickness of the walls, the tiny windows, and small doorways. All windows and doors were closed. She felt her underarms grow damp, and the reflected sunlight from the walls made the street feel hotter.
Sara navigated them through the narrow streets where the overhanging roofs provided shade. The soft breeze off the water cooled them slightly. She noticed many, if not most of the two-story buildings had gaily painted doors with small signs attached to the wall beside them. At first, she believed the signs to be names or numbers, but as she moved closer and saw them up close, she found they were pictures. The images were stylized drawings, very simple and indicated the businesses within.
The streets were twisting and narrow, and as they walked side by side, whenever a pedestrian came the other way, one of them had to give way by standing sideways because only two could pass at a time. However, each time she or Sara moved aside to allow the passage of another, a comment of thanks followed, and the men touched their hats in appreciation.
A man came into view, his shirt violet, and his hat red, a combination that somehow complimented each other. He was younger, his beard trimmed so short as to be almost invisible, but his dark hair hung to his collar. He also wore a friendly smile directed at Sara.
�Excuse me,� Prin said. �We�re new to Donella, and I was wondering what the small signs beside the doors are for.
�Welcome,� he said, pulling to a stop and adjusting to standing on the same side of the road as them so others could pass. �They tell you what�s inside. See this one? A table and chair. It is a place to sit and eat.�
�I�d have thought it a place where they sell tables and chairs,� Prin quipped, drawing a disapproving look from Sara.
But, the man laughed. �You�re right, I never thought of that.�
�So, if we�re hungry, we knock?�
�No, no. The sign is an invitation to enter, but you do it quickly, so the heat does not flood inside, especially during the midday. If they are not open for business, the door will not open.�
Prin beamed. �Tell me what other signs are?�
�A sort of oval with a flat bottom and lines above is bread baking. A needle with thread through the eye is a seamstress. A hammer, a carpenter.�
�Or, a seller of hammers?�
He laughed again. �I am used to the signs and have never thought about what a stranger might think, but know this. The sign is an invitation, and if you enter and find it is not selling what you wish, just ask the shopkeeper. They will not be upset that you entered the wrong one. Now, I really must be on my way.�
Prin called to his back, �Thank you.�
Sara said, �You have a way about you. I�d have never asked that question, or those questions, especially from a hunk of beautiful man like him.�
�Then how would I find out what I want to know?�
Sara paused, and a slight frown furrowed her brow. �You�ll understand in a few years. This is the first time I�ve managed to put a few things about you together. What you just did is what will make you a great queen.�
Prin felt herself blush. To deflect the statement, she said, �Let�s go explore.�
�And open any doors we come to.�
They continued up the hill, thinking it would be easy to walk back down to the ship. Prin smelled a bakery well before finding the sign. She opened the door and motioned for Sara to enter first, then she followed. A beefy man watched from behind a counter where baked goods were laid out for display.
He said, �You came by ship today?�
�How did you know? By our dresses?�
�No, because of how you entered my bakery. The sun is hot. You let my cool night air escape while you were being polite to your sister. Here, you open, enter and close, all in one motion. Do not hold a door for another.�
�I�m sorry. It�s how we do in our city.�
�And it was impolite to me, and to any who follow you into my shop later. I am not angry, you understand? I am trying to explain.�
Prin said, �And I appreciate that.�
He grinned, �And here I thought you only thirteen or fourteen.�
Sara chuckled, �She has that effect on people.�
�So, what will it be?� he asked.
�Be?� Prin asked.
�This is a bakery. I sell baked goods, so what will be your desire? Or did you only stop in to enjoy the free aromas of my excellent cooking?�
Prin said, �I like meat pies. Do you have anything like that?�
He waved an arm at the end of the display, �Baked or fried?�
�I�ve only had baked. Which are better?� Prin asked.
�Are you a diplomat sent from your country to mine to test our goods? I prefer the fried for myself.�
�Then, fried it is,� Prin said as she cast a satisfied glance Sara�s way.
Sara asked, �What other shops are near here?�
�What would interest you?� he asked as he selected two fried pies and handed them across the counter.
�Maybe a bookseller? I have the task of trying to teach a stubborn little girl the basics of reading and writing.�
�I am not stubborn.�
That brought a belly-laugh from the portly man. Then he said, �Follow the road up the hill past the first intersection. Turn left at the second, and then about four or five doors down on your left will be a scroll on the sign.�
Prin said between mouthfuls, �This is splendid. How about a place to buy the kind of heavy trousers sailors wear?�
�After you find the bookseller. I think there�s a place a few doors down from her.�
They left, as if in a rush, and Prin felt the blast of heat strike her outside. She hadn�t noticed how cool the inside of the bakery had been. The ovens must have been located out the back of the building, she realized, and as hot as it felt, they probably didn�t need a fire to cook bread. She chuckled at her small joke.
The pair went up the hill, looking at every sign, at every doorway and tried to figure out what business was inside. Most were self-evident. A hat, a knife, and a shoe were obvious. Others were not. At the second cross-street, they turned and watched the doors on the left until they came to the scroll. This time, Prin pulled the door quickly and almost leaped inside, Sara stayed at her heels to close the door to the jangle of a small bell.
The room was cooler, much cooler, and smelled like an old friend. The aged paper, leather covers, and whatever else, welcomed them as much as the meat pies they�d eaten. The room was not large, but the walls on the two sides held books on shelves, floor to ceiling, and a two-sided set of shelves lined the middle of the room. A small set of stairs in the rear led to the second-story.
A tiny woman appeared at the top of the stairs and called, �I�ll be down in a few. Just help yourselves.�
There were two straight-backed chairs. Prin selected one and sat, trying to read the words on the book spines and failing. She picked a book at random and opened it. The words were nothing she recognized. She held it out to Sara.
�Another language.�
Prin replaced it and selected another. The first word was The. She had found a book and instantly read the first word and a feeling of accomplishment flooded over her. The following word was unknown, and she couldn�t sound it out, but the next word was, is. Two out of three. She replaced it on the shelf and took the one next to it.
The small woman limped down the stairs and went directly to the other chair and settled heavily into it with a sigh. She formed a soft smile and asked, �What are you girls looking for?�
Before Sara could answer, Prin said, �Books about horses. With drawings.�
Sara caught the woman�s eye. �For beginning readers.�
The old woman pointed to the far end of the left wall, near the bottom. �If you�ll look there, I may have one or two.�
She had four. Prin was ecstatic. Until she�d escaped with Sir James from the Earl�s castle with a dozen or more men chasing after them, she�d never been on horseback. Now she wanted to learn all she could about them. Two had pictures on many pages, but larger writing than the others.
Sara considered those two and looked ready to return them in favor of the others that had far fewer pictures and smaller writing with larger words. Then, she relented and agreed to all four. Sara later located a book on herbs and healing for herself, and one on sailing ships. It also had pictures but included explanations that both could learn from, and the men on the Merry Princess might also enjoy it.
They left and went to the shop the tiny woman had told them about where a tailor had trousers favored by sailors of all sizes, already sewn. He took only a short time to hem the pants to length, two pairs for each. He suggested the pullover type of shirts many of the men of the Merry Princess wore, and they bought two more for each.
The tailor suggested shoes from a vendor nearby. Sailors liked them because they didn�t slip on wet decks and they dried fast after a rain. The filled their arms with their purchases and headed for the cobbler.
�We�re lost,� Prin said.
�No, the cobbler�s shop is lost, but our ship is right down there,� she pointed over the rooftops.
�Are you sure?�
�Not entirely,� Sara laughed.
Prin opened the next door at random and entered quickly, Sara at her heels, making a game of entering. A jeweler worked at setting a brilliant green stone in a mesh of silver. He didn�t look up until finished the delicate procedure he worked on. He said, �Thank you for allowing me to finish uninterrupted.�
�We were looking for a cobbler that makes shoes for sailors and became lost. That�s beautiful, by the way.�
�Again, I thank you. It will hang nicely on a chain and will be striking. Want to buy it?�
�Oh, I could never afford that,� Prin said.
Sara cast her an odd look, but she ignored it as he said, �If I could afford to, I�d give it to you as a gift because you have such a discerning eye. Now, you�re not really lost, you just found the wrong shop. You need to go out and turn right until you reach the next street and turn right again. You will be there.�
Instead of leaving, Prin said, �Your city is strange.�
�Indeed, it is. Want to know why?� he wore the charming smile of a natural storyteller.
Prin nodded.
�Being perched here on the edge of the sea as we are, invaders arrive regularly. Always have. However, with the narrow, twisting streets they cannot bring whole armies into the city unless they split them up into small groups, and then they get themselves lost or attacked by our defenders. Besides, all the buildings look the same on the outside, don�t they?�
�Well, yes, I guess they do.�
�Can you guess which belong to the wealthy and which to the poor?�
She thought for a second and shook her head.
�Neither can they. A common enough trick in many seaside cities. Displaying wealth outside your home is a sure way to invite invaders inside.�
She laughed and called a friendly goodbye as they went back outside. Sara said, �Only you can get lost and make a new friend like that�besides learning something most travelers here will never know. There is something else you should be aware of. When we opened the door and came out so fast, I saw someone duck around the corner. Someone watching us.�
�A highwayman or thief?�
�I think it was Jam. Don�t make it obvious, but when we turn the corner up ahead, look at me as if you�re going to say something.�
�But Jam is restricted to the ship.�
�So, said his father,� Sara said coldly.
Turning the corner, she glanced past Sara and found Jam ducking into a doorway. �It�s him.�
They said no more as they looked for the sign with a shoe. Finding it, Prin pointed, then seeing something far more interesting, she said, �Sara, look!�
The door after the cobbler�s looked like any of the thousand doors in Donella--with the exception of four or five small, limp, wrinkled pink dots that had settled on the front step. They were not floating and were not bright and lovely. They appeared dull, and looked to be almost dead, their life-source spent.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Sara said, �Are they?�
�I don�t know.� Prin walked warily forward and bent to touch one. Instead of a merry burst, it sagged and melted. She tried the door and found it locked.
Sara said, �We�ll ask the cobbler.�
They entered the door next to that one, and the smells of leather, oil, and sweat greeted them. A tiny man bent over a boot and drove another hobnail home with a pointed hammer. His lips held more nails, but he said in a perfectly clear voice, �Be with you in a minute.�
Their eyes roamed around the shop, looking at the shelves of shoes, boots, and slippers. Prin said to Sara, �Look here,� as she reached for a shoe. Settled on the shelf was another pink dot, the bottom side flattened.
The hammering stopped.
Sara turned and said, �We were told you make shoes for sailors.�
�I do. They�ll keep a man from slipping and getting washed overboard. Are you interested in a pair?�
�A pair for each of us, if you please,� Sara said. And then she continued as if the next words were common and expected, �Will they be enchanted to prevent slipping?�
His hand went to his chin, and his eyes narrowed. He appeared to be angry, then morose. �You knew her?�
�No. We�re new to the city.�
�But, you can tell?�
Sara nodded.
�My late wife.� His eyes teared up, and he looked away. Then he struggled to control himself, and said, �How did you know?�
�I can see faint wisps of her work, but they are without energy.�
�She hoped one of you would come. I have instructions she gave me.� He covered his face with his hands and wept.
They stood aside and waited. When he had composed himself, he stood and said with a forced smile, �Will you still be needing the sailor�s shoes?�
Prin had positioned herself behind Sara because the man decided she was a sorceress since she had done all the talking. There was no reason to disclose her abilities and perhaps lead to rumors in the future concerning a twelve-year-old girl.
Sara said, �What did you mean she hoped one of us would come?�
�You already knew Angelica was a sorceress when you entered. She wanted her work, her collections of minerals and substances to go to another with her abilities. She also collected old books, but her important works were to find and translate ancient scrolls and place that knowledge into her journals.�
�But, why did she want me to come here?�
�Why, to continue her life�s work. I have placed everything in wood crates for you, her books, scrolls, minerals, everything. But I am not blessed with her abilities, and I need you to come with me and make sure I didn�t forget something important. The little girl can stay here.�
�She goes with me.�
�Okay, have it your way, but come. Please. It�s what my wife wanted.� He went to a connecting door to the shop beside his.
Inside the shoe store had been the warm smells and aromas of leather, polish, and sweat. Through the door were the varied harsh smells of exotic metals, ground plants and herbs, incense, and aged parchment. The shelves were mostly bare, the little remaining on them of no value or use. Dozens of items, some unidentifiable, were laid out on a workbench. Others held several sets of pestle and mortice, pots, pans, urns, and jars.
However, in the center of the room were six crates built of sturdy yellow wood, the tops in place but not yet fastened. Each container was as long as Prin�s leg, as wide as her arm, and as deep as from her elbow to the tip of her fingers, not large and easily managed.
Sara pulled the top on the first back reverently, displaying sealed pots, jars, canisters, and containers of every sort, all carefully wrapped and lovingly packed. Each bore a label. Prin edged closer and peered at them, seeing the contents of one glow eerily green, and another blue like the grapes that killed Sir James, and even a yellowish fog hung around one. All breakables were wrapped in white linen to keep them safe or from tipping and spilling their contents.
Another crate held books, and scrolls packed neatly, with folded linen to protect them from being injured as they shifted positions at sea. The third box held tools, knives, hammers, scrapers, scissors, and needles, as well as small boxes, a chest filled with small instruments, different scales, and more.
They reverently examined the contents of each crate silently, until the last was displayed. In one corner, a small stack of thin books was safely packed in padded linen. A faint red glow emitted from them.
Sara said, without reaching to touch them, �What are those?�
�The translations I spoke of. Angelica�s lifetime of research. She wanted someone to carry on her work, not let it go to waste.�
Sara lifted the book on top and carefully opened it to the first page. She read out loud, �The following is translated from a series of scrolls found in sealed clay jars in a cave high in the Maslar Mountains of Anglia. The language of them is similar to Eltham, but not the same in many respects, however, the symbols for the spells they contain are the same as we use and therefore translatable. I have done my best to preserve the original work of one of my own sisterhood, who walked those distant mountains a thousand years before my first steps in Donella.�
Sara gently closed the book. �I see. This is amazing.�
He waved an arm. �It is packed and ready for you to take with you. I will pay for the shipment to your home, but you must take her work with you. I am ill and cannot wait for another sorceress. If you cannot carry on her work, you must swear to pass it on where it will be treated as a treasure.�
�Isn�t there another sorceress in this city?� Sara asked. �There are so many people.�
�Sorcery is forbidden here. If there is one, we do not know of her.�
�But, this is so much! So, important. I am not worthy to be entrusted with it.�
�If I die, all you see will be a waste to the owner of this building. He will dispose of it so he can rent out the space.� His voice turned hard, �I am very ill and will not last the winter. Would you have this discarded as rubbish after my death?�
�No, it�s far too important, but I�m so young. I�m just beginning to learn the craft. I only know a few simple spells and charms,� Sara protested.
�Once, we were young also, and Angelica only knew a single spell, but she used it to bring us together.�
Prin stepped forward and gave Sara�s shoulder a shove. �Forgive her. My sister is a stubborn cow.�
They both turned to her, but Prin stood firm, arms folded over her chest. �We will accept, care for, and study all that is here. I too am a sorceress. I will personally see to it, protect it with my life, and offer you my solemn promise to do your wife proud.�
He placed his boney hand on Prin�s shoulder. �A child�s promise, but she must accept, not you.�
Sara stood quiet, then relented and said, �I will do it for the fee of two pairs of sailor�s shoes and the honor of buying you dinner tonight so I can find out more about your wife.�
He began to cry softly but nodded his silent agreement.
Sara said, �You should know we are in hiding from people in our land, so we are working on a small cargo ship named the Merry Princess. Since we keep getting lost in your city, could I give you a silver coin to hire people to deliver the crates to our ship in the morning?�
�I have friends who will transport the crates. They will be there at your ship shortly after dawn. Now, I know of a woman who runs a small caf� with food like none you�ve ever tasted. May I show you the way?�
Their dinner was served in a small, dark room in a caf� without windows or other patrons. Prin learned that when others said that food would be like none she ever tasted, it didn�t always mean it was going to be good. The spices mixed in the odd, fatty meat were pungent, the bread wore a crust harder than the hard bread in the breakfast kitchen, and the rest of the meal fared no better. Prin didn�t know if the next bite would be spat out, singe her tongue, or poison her.
Prin feigned illness before Sara could use the same excuse. Sara used the excuse that she has just eaten before entering the shoe store. The shoemaker didn�t appear to catch on. However, the watered wine was exceptional, and they talked about the shoemaker�s wife for so long they finished two full bottles.
Leaving, they wound down and around buildings without corners, trying to follow his explicit directions, and always going lower on the hillside where they expected to find the water. Three times they had to retrace their steps and take alternate routes because of dead ends and blind alleys.
Sara said, �He was very nice.�
�Doing all that for his dead wife. He must have really loved her.�
Sara didn�t respond for a few paces, and when she did, her voice was choked, �The responsibility of the treasure she left is too much. Her work should go to a sorceress of the first magnitude, one who supports a queen.�
Prin placed her hand on Sara�s arm and stopped walking. She said, �That would be you.�
�Me?�
Prin continued as if she hadn�t been interrupted. �As a royal princess, you are my sorceress. That sounds strange in the circumstances we�re in today, but in ten years I may sit on the throne and do you believe I�ll have another as my sorceress?�
Tears streamed down Sara�s cheeks. �I never think ten years ahead.�
�I always do,� Prin said. �You are my mentor and the only person in the word I trust.�
Sara said, �I don�t know how all this can be happening to me. I�m just a woman from a small village who sells a potent or love charm now and then.�
Prin said, �Change of subject. I think I just saw Jam again.�
�His father is going to hear about this.�
�What will you say to the captain about the crates?�
Sara paused. �We will pay for their passage, of course. But, we will say that they are being sent to Indore to our father, the spice merchant. We know nothing of what is in them, but the books. We will need them to study on our trip.�
�We forgot the shoes,� Prin said, adjusting the things she carried as she glanced around for Jam again.
�They will be with the crates in the morning, I�ll bet.�
�We don�t even know his name,� Prin said.
�We don�t have to. But we will honor him and his wife by continuing her work. Do you understand what an honor it is to do that? And what a treasure of sorcery she left for us.�
�For you. I will be too busy being queen.�
Sara said, �I don�t know everything about kings and queens, but help me out by explaining something I�ve been thinking about because there may be a way out for you.�
�I don�t understand a lot of it, either.�
�Sooner or later the king will die. His son will become king. But, any of the son�s children will step ahead of all others, so your best hope is that he has a dozen children. Then, all the rest does not matter. I can make a love charm and perhaps find him a good wife.�
�I was told by a reliable source that the king�s son has a very handsome boyfriend.�
Sara said, �Oh. And the two after him are uncles, one ill and the other too old.�
�Then there is me.�
�What if you never went back?�
Prin shook her head and pursed her lips. �That will never happen for a good reason. It would mean the one after me would be crowned king or queen, probably the one who is trying to have me killed. If you think there is a manhunt for me now, can you imagine that person trying to prevent me from returning and taking the crown after he or she has been coronated?�
�I see.�
�Besides, it means that person won. It says they killed my father, Sir James, and William, all who were going to have me as their daughter, and they got away with it. That won�t happen.�
Sara paused and said, �That look in your eye. Please, never direct it at me.�
�I�m serious.�
�I know.�
Another few turns brought them to the head of the pier where the Merry Princess sat tied up. Another ship, one three times as large, was now on the other side of the pier, and longshoremen were hard at work unloading its cargo. As they walked down the wooden pier, Sara suggested they watch the process.
�Why?� Prin asked.
�Two reasons. One is that we might learn how a larger ship does things and we can maybe use something we learn to better our ship. The other reason is that your friend Jam is hiding behind the corner of that house with the bright green curtains in the window. If we stay here, he cannot come out without revealing himself. He will be uncomfortable hiding there on a hot afternoon.�
Prin found a crate of convenient height and sat with a smile. �Maybe we could get dinner delivered here by one of the crew?�
�Only if dinner comes from our ship and not from Donella.� They laughed at the remembered awful food and watched the crane unload the cargo while making comments on how it was done, but in the end, they found no methods to improve on those the Merry Princess already used, and more than one that the larger ship might consider trying.
They were tired of sitting and watching, when Sara said, �Here comes the bos�n.�
Prin turned to find him striding, almost stalking in their direction, his fists balled, a scowl on his face. She hissed, without moving her lips, �Uh-oh.�
�Do the two of you know anything about Jam slipping off the ship?�
Sara said, �Yes, sir, we do.�
�Then, you�re going to explain it to the captain.�
Sara said, �We didn�t help him and didn�t know he did it until we spotted him spying on us in the city. In fact, we know where he is right now. He�s hiding behind the corner of that building with the green curtains. He can�t get back to the ship without revealing himself. That�s why we�re sitting here.�
The bos�n said, �How long has he been there?�
Prin held up her water bottle. �Long enough for me to sip this almost to the bottom. He has to be hot and thirsty.�
�Why don�t you two ladies go back to the ship and get something to eat and relax. Tell the captain what�s happening, so he does not worry about Jam. I think I�ll sit here and watch the crew of that ship do their jobs and maybe I�ll catch a restricted crewman trying to sneak back onto my ship.�
They gathered their packages and scooted away, leaving the bos�n positioned where he could see the longshoremen at work, and the entrance to the pier. Prin said, �I wouldn�t want to be Jam. But you know, he�ll somehow blame this on me.�
�It�s his fault,� Sara said.
�He heard us talking the other night. He knows there is a reward for me.�
�Another subject I may bring up to the captain at the right time. He took us on because of El, and I don�t think El would be pleased if that brat gets you captured.� Sara increased her pace as if she couldn�t wait to speak to the captain.
Once they stored their belongings, Sara went to the wheelhouse while Prin carried one of her new books about horses to a place near the bow where a hatch cover was sitting aside for loading and unloading. It provided a shady location to rest and read�and to keep watch on the bos�n in the distance.
The book was a good one for several reasons. Most pages held a drawing on the page on the left, and the words on the page on the right described what was happening in the drawing. It helped her understand the sentences, and even guess correctly at a few words. Unfortunately, there were only thirty pages, and she was more than half done when the bos�n stood.
Her eyes went to the edge of the buildings. Jam walked slowly, and unsteadily, to where the bos�n waited. His chin hung to his chest, and his arms were limp at his sides. The bos�n spoke to him, then places an arm around Jam�s shoulders to guide him to the ship.
They walked up the gangplank, then to the ladder and up to the wheelhouse where the captain no doubt waited. As they entered, Sara scooted out and slipped down to join Prin.
Sara asked, �How�s your book?�
�Good.�
They talked and watched the strange city as the sky darkened. The buildings became peppered with yellow lights in the tiny windows. Prin said, �It gets cold at night, here.�
�The closeness of the buildings and the thick walls and small windows show how people change to fit where they live.�
Prin watched the other ship in port. She said, �I�m glad we got on a small ship instead of one like that.�
Sara didn�t answer.
Prin said, �What are you thinking about?�
�How lucky we are.�
�Lucky? We�re running for my life,� Prin said.
�And we own a warehouse and workroom in Indore, and in the morning, we�ll own the books a sorceress gave us with work from a thousand years ago. Do you realize what that means?�
�I guess I don�t.�
�It means a lifetime of work from a sorceress who lived across a sea and collected information from others who have passed on. Some of the spells are one or two hundred years old, some a thousand. The spells may have never been seen or heard of in Indore, or at home.�
�We could share them with Evelyn.�
�And more. With the right spells, we might find ways to allow you and I go home in safety.�



CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

The following morning, the crew was awake and working hard as the sun rose over the mountain peaks. More cargo had arrived on the pier during the night, all ready to be stored in the ship�s holds or on deck. Prin had been called to the wheelhouse to meet with the captain, before eating.
Both Prin and Sara wore a set of their new �sailor suits� and enjoyed the bending and stiffness of the course material. Of course, they suffered many rude comments from the other crewmen, all said in friendly ways with much laughter. Prin felt almost part of the crew for the first time.
When she reached the top of the ladder to the wheelhouse, the captain stood looking out over the deck, watching every aspect of the loading with a critical eye. From there, he could see nearly all the ship, even down into the cargo holds. She heard the bos�n shout at someone, and the captain nodded in agreement. His attention flicked in her direction, then back to his work.
�I understand you have some crates for shipment?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Good. The space on the Merry Princess is limited, and we earn our way by using all of it. Are you prepared to pay, or will I deduct the cost from your pay?�
�I get paid?�
�Prin, you receive ordinary seaman pay. I promoted you a few days ago and forgot to mention it. You are no longer a whipping boy.�
�Sir, I just needed to get away. Escape. That�s all you owe me.�
�Harrumph, that nasty business was finished when we cleared port the first day. You work as hard as anyone on the ship and will be paid accordingly, however, when you wish to ship something on the Merry Princess you are a customer. Pay, or have the cost deducted from what you earn.�
She stood straighter and considered. �Five small crates. Will my pay cover that?�
�And then some.�
�There is one crate I wish to be stored where we can reach it. Is that possible?�
�What�s in it?�
�Mostly books. That is what I want to get to. So, I can study them.�
He pointed, �I think they just arrived in that wagon, so you had better get down there and explain your needs to the bos�n. Tell him to add them to the manifest, regular cargo rates. Will this happen at other ports?�
�I don�t think so.�
�Don�t think?�
�I can�t be sure, but I didn�t expect these, either. Sir.�
He smiled, relaxing somewhat. �It is good to have you aboard, seaman.�
She realized she had been dismissed and scuttled down the ladder. She rushed to the bos�n and relayed what the captain had told her, then to the galley for a handful of crackers. She watched her crates slung into the hold, and made sure the one with the books was on top. Then she ran down the gangplank to thank the old man who probably sat in the wagon to make sure they were safely delivered.
He was not there. The cart driver was young and still hadn�t pulled his wagon away. When she reached him, he lifted two pairs of sailor-shoes into the air. �I expect you�re looking for these.�
�I wanted to thank him.�
�He�s not feeling well, today. But he made sure your things were delivered.� He tossed an arm into the air as he snapped the whip to the rump of the horse, and the wagon pulled away. She wondered how the horse and wagon navigated the narrow streets and realized it couldn�t. The crates must have been hand-carried to a place where the wagon waited. Prin stood and watched, feeling as if in total solitude, as she stood in the middle of a crowd of people on the pier.
The bos�n called her name as if he�d called her before. She turned.
�You going to do your job or stand there and stare off into space?�
She leaped back aboard the ship and ran for the cargo hold in time to help guide a larger crate into position while slipping the new shoes onto her feet. By mid-morning, the holds were filled, more cargo was loaded onto the deck of the ship, and the pier was clear. The larger ship across from them still loaded their cargo, but even the vast amount that had been waiting for them had perceptually diminished.
The Merry Princess was untied, and a pair of longboats rowed them away from the pier and waited for them to hoist a sail before casting off the lines. The sails filled and the ship pointed out to sea.
The bos�n pointed at her and Jam. �You two, get this cargo tied down and set your cargo blocks in the holds before we clear the harbor. Square knots. I�ll be checking.�
Prin pulled a coil of rope free and tied off the first end to a metal ring, then strung it over the first crate and tied it to the ring on the other side. She tied only square knots, and half hitches, because those were all she knew, but she tested each of them before moving on. When her section of the deck was tied, she leaped into the second hold and started placing the soft wood chocks between the cargo and hull so nothing could slide in a storm if the ropes broke loose. Then she tied them all, at least two ropes on each.
Twice the bos�n checked on her. When she climbed back on deck, he was checking her knots for the cargo stored up there. He motioned her to his side with a hand but didn�t say anything. He took hold of a rope and pulled. The knot fell apart.
She shook her head in disbelief. �No, I checked them all.�
�You�re sure? This is the third one I�ve found. A common mistake for those new to the sea.�
How could that be? She shook her head again, not believing her eyes. �No, I tied them and then went back and checked them again. I promise.�
�Come here.�
She stepped to his side, confused and angry with herself, but not understanding how she missed them. If anything, she expected he might say something about the extra time she had taken to finish because of making sure.
�Look at the wheelhouse.�
She leaned to one side and looked up.
�Had to move to see it, didn�t you? That means nobody up there can see us behind this crate, either.�
�So? I swear I checked them all. I double-checked them because you said how important it is.�
He said, �I�m not mad at you, girl. I�m trying to explain. All three knots tied wrong were where you can�t see them from the wheelhouse. Isn�t that a little bit strange?�
�Strange?�
�Prin, I�ve been at this for more years than you will believe. I know when somebody is screwing my pooch.�
�I don�t know what you�re saying.�
�Jam did this.�
�Oh.�
�You and I can�t prove it, and we won�t accuse him, but I know the boy untied your knots to make you look bad. We�re going to have to watch him.�
�In a storm, the cargo could have shifted and slid over the side.�
The bos�n said, �And along the way, it could have caused the ship damage, possibly even sinking her or shoving someone over the side, but Jam knew I�d find those knots and correct them and blame you.�
�I feel like throwing him over the side,� Prin said, her anger growing.
�And I would stand between you and the captain if you did, but I�m asking you not to. Not yet. The boy is making some mistakes, and his father sees them. Sneaking ashore to follow you while he was restricted to the ship will cost him liberty in the next two ports, as well as extra duty cleaning the ship while the rest of the crew are ashore. I�ll be here to make sure he stays put this time.�
�Why is he so hateful?� Prin asked.
�Well, I�ve seen this before. Jam probably thinks because he�s the captain�s son, he gets special treatment.�
�He does. Everyone knows it.�
�And you�re right. Now, I�m going to trust you with something you�re never to tell.�
She hesitated. �Not even to Sara?�
�Until it happens, not even to her. If she is going to cause problems with Jam because of his actions, you tell me, but otherwise, you say nothing.�
�Okay,� Prin agreed, wondering how she trusted the bos�n enough to agree to an unknown.
�At the next port, a place called Gallium, Jam will be leaving us to join the crew of a sister ship, one owned by his uncle, or another. He is a man with far less tolerance than Jam�s father, and the one who might cause Jam to grow up.�
�Is it because he changed my square knots to grannies?�
�No, the captain does not know about that and has no need. The decision has already been made, and piling on will not help. It was a difficult decision for his father.�
The mouth of the bay was behind, the sails filled with a stiff breeze, and the sea was flat. All the knots had been checked again, finding none of Jam�s improperly tied. Inside the cargo hold where Prin had worked, they found no grannies. A chill still cooled the morning air. Seagulls circled and raucously called for food. The ship changed course and leaned heavily to what she now knew was starboard.
Prin said, �The next port, what is it like?�
The bos�n perched a hip on the edge of a crate. �Ah, it is called Gallium, a name as old as the sea, and so is the city. Imagine a place where two great lands come together,� he put his fists together. �Like this. There is a great land to either side, and our sea is on this side, and another through a small gap, a sea called the Green Sea.�
�Will we go through that gap?�
�No, not even I have been there in that sea. It�s forbidden. I�ve heard, from sailors in the bars of Gallium, about the wonders there on that other sea, but a great nation controls it, and it only allows ships from its kingdoms sail their waters. The buildings of Gallium are mostly bluish-white from minerals in the clay they use, a grand sight to see in the morning sun.�
�That�s not fair, about not letting ships go there.�
�Nor right, but it is the way of things. I suppose I could take a post on one of their ships to cure my curiosity, and I�ll admit I often thought of doing exactly that when young, but it is one of my regrets in life that I didn�t.�
She said, �The city of Gallium is on which fist?�
He held his fists together again. �Both. Besides being old and bluish white, Gallium is a city situated at the perfect place to halt all ships and charge a healthy tax to make the monarchs wealthy. They say, who controls Gallium controls the world, and they might be right.�
�Do their ships sail into our sea?�
�They do. And now you�re going to say again how unfair that is. I�ll tell you what, if I am ever made the Emperor of Gallium, I promise to open the gates and allow ships to sail each way.�
She said, �I will hate to lose Jam, you know.�
�He holds a valuable position. However, we will either trade crewmen with the other ship or hire someone to replace him.�
�I know, but I don�t like the idea of him having to leave this ship. It feels like it�s all my fault.�
�Yet, while he is here, he causes you no end of trouble.�
�I sort of like him.�
The bos�n said, �The situation is not at all uncommon. I shouldn�t tell you this, but your captain found himself shifted to another ship when young, but for slacking, not intentionally trying to harm the good work of another.�
�Really? How long to Gallium?�
�You do change subjects, quickly for my mind to follow. It�s the long leg of our journey, probably twenty-three or four days beating upwind.�
�Good. I have a lot of studying to do.�
�Not today. I�m going to inspect your work with the dunnage and knots in the cargo bays and tell you what needs to be done. Same with all Jam tied down. Then we are going to take a stroll together, you and me.�
�A stroll?�
�I�ll carry pen and ink, and paper. We are going to start at one end of the ship and make a list of all that needs refitting, replacing, repairing, painting, scraping, oiling, and cleaning. While we have time, good weather, and the great shipyards of Gallium are in front of us, we will inspect what we need to get our ship in shape.�
�You expect us to get all that done as well as our regular work?�
�No, that�s what the shipyard is for. Our hull needs scraping and caulking, the sails are rotting, and lines are weak. This will be a full outfitting of the Merry Princess. When we leave port, it may as well be that we are on a new ship.�
Prin said, �How long will we be in Gallium?�
�I�d think at least thirty days. Last time it was closer to forty.�
Prin rechecked her ropes, knots, and dunnage with the bos�n, finding very little to correct. There was a new cat in her hold, a gray and white beast larger than any cat she�d ever seen. The previous cat had disappeared.
The new one stalked her, following just out of reach. She called it �cat� and it somehow attached itself to her, crying in joy when she appeared and sleeping when she left. While they made their inspections, the bos�n took a rope in both hands and pulled the slack out, using his legs and back to get it tight. The rope parted, and he crashed into one of the ship�s ribs, striking his head so hard the blood flowed down to his neck.
He stumbled upright, holding onto a crate for support. �Get another rope and tie that down. Then add a line to everything down here. These won�t hold in a storm.�
She watched him climb the ladder after waving off her offer of help. Then, she got to work. Instead of two ropes, each stack of cargo had three, and if they were larger crates, she added a fourth. She went up on deck and did the same for the cargo there.
Jam was sitting in a chair near the stern watching her, chewing a green weed he kept concealed inside his shirt. She looked at the cargo above the forward hatch and saw only two straps on each, but the bos�n probably hadn�t had time to tell him, yet.
Thinking she might do him a favor, Prin walked back and said, �Wonderful day, isn�t it?�
�Took you long enough. I�ve been done a while.�
�To tie down the cargo? One of the rotten ropes broke, and the bos�n fell against the wall.�
�Bulkhead.�
�Anyhow, he hurt himself. I was putting the third rope on each, and four on some.�
�So, he found a frayed rope. Good for him.�
�They�re getting rotten. That�s why we�re replacing them.�
Jam said, �Two were good enough on the last leg.�
Instead of arguing, she went forward with a dozen ropes slung over her shoulder. She began tying them down, adding the extras to anything that looked like it needed it. Once, as she pulled on a rope before tying it off, her eyes glanced up and met those of the captain. She looked away, and she kept on doing her job.
The dinner gong sounded. She had only eaten what Sayed had brought on a tray for lunch, but Sara and the cook had made up for that in quantity. There were two roasted chickens, a platter of thinly sliced fried meat, individual sized bread loaves, and at least four kinds of sliced fruit floating in a sugary water.
At every meal, the cook put something green, or fresh, although the mainstay was meat and bread. Sara joined them, taking the seat the bos�n usually sat in. The captain said he was sleeping off his injury. Jam smirked at the announcement, and Prin decided it was because he had slacked off the whole afternoon since the bos�n was not there to stay on him.
That reminded her that he would be leaving the ship in Gallium. She wondered if that knowledge would knock the smirk off him. But she said nothing, true to her promise.
Sara said, �Prin, we have time to read after we eat.�
They finished and went to the bow where they sat in the shade, and each opened a book. Sara filled in a word here and there, but Prin did most of the reading herself. She also understood the book was about horses and intended for students far younger than her.
She finished the book and closed it.
Sara said, �Did you enjoy it?�
�I�m not sure. The story was good, but it got me thinking about when I was a fire starter. I only had one friend, a boy who looked after the horses. We called him Cleanup.�
Sara burst out laughing.
�What�s so funny?�
�Cleanup? That was his name?�
�Well, he cleaned up the horse apples they left behind. He was nice, and I miss him.�
�Sorry, I laughed. It just struck me as funny, at first. A lot of what you�ve said about your life is about people being cruel and offensive, you know. Some Royal probably gave him that name, and it stuck. But it illustrates the larger problem. Royals don�t think of servants as people, or as having feelings.�
�He was, and is my friend.�
�Will you return and visit him someday? Is there any romance in the works?�
�No romance, but you have an interesting idea. When I return to live in my father�s apartment or the Royal Suite, or wherever, I�ll need someone else I can trust. Besides, you. I guess that I could have Cleanup brought to the palace.�
�You value friends so much?�
�I only have you, Cleanup, Evelyn, and the king. Four people.�
Sara smiled, �That is a sorceress, and woman who wants to be a sorceress, a man who cleans up after horses, and an old king. Can you imagine a more diverse group?�
�If I knew what diverse meant, I could answer. Remember, I�m only thirteen.�
�Eleven,� they both shouted at the same time, drawing odd looks from two of the crew as they laughed, knowing she was into her twelfth year, or perhaps thirteenth, but the joke still felt fresh.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

They fell into a daily routine. Work until lunch, do their studies afterward. Then more work on the ship before dinner, followed by more studies while the daylight lasted, if the ship was not in heavy weather. The study periods after lunch were often intense, the sort that left with one or both having headaches. Tempers often flared.
In contrast, the early evening sessions were mainly the two of them sitting in the late afternoon sun reading for pleasure, each with a book of her choice. The crewmen learned to leave them alone during those times.
It was Sara who often fell into a funk after studying. They had mutually agreed that no spells on incantations should be made while on the ship. Both feared the possible results, especially if mistakes were made. There were also the reactions of the rest of the crew to consider if they know what Sara did. Magic was accepted in some societies, rejected in others, but the average person resented it, feeling the use of magic was an affront to hard work.
No matter how many times it was explained that magic cost the user in some way, that nothing is free, they didn�t understand. Most believed a love spell could make them marry someone they didn�t like. More than a few believed their bad marriages were the result of spells. How could I have ever loved her? Gamblers who lost, blamed magic. Gamblers who won praised magic�until they lost.
The truth was far simpler. A spell could trigger a temporary stronger attraction between two people who already liked each other. But spells didn�t change a roll of the dice, or turn of a card, at least those cast by reputable sorceresses. However, it could allow insights into who might be bluffing or over-betting. But those same things can also be the result if an insightful gambler who knows the habits of those he plays against.
Prin sat in their usual place, rereading the books about horses when she raised her eyes and found anger or frustration clearly written on Sara�s face. �What�s wrong?�
Sara shook a thin, handwritten book in her direction.
�So?�
�There is so much in here I want to try, spells, incantations, potions, and more. As you know, I�m only a little ahead of you in my studies of sorcery in the basement of the barn at home. My mom and dad left me alone to practice, but they didn�t like magic, or me becoming a sorceress. We kept it a secret as if they were ashamed of me. As long as I only made a few love charms for the local girls, they ignored me and my work.�
�You know that dry spell where rain doesn�t get you wet. And your arrows are enchanted, so they don�t miss. You know those spells, and probably more,� Prin insisted.
�The dry spell was sold to me by a gypsy passing through our village. She taught me. The enchanted arrows were bought from a mage at a fair, but I can�t replace them. But . . . there is so much in here, in these books, and I can�t try any of it.�
�In all the books, or just that one?�
�This is the second of the diaries. Well, I need a better name for them than that, because they are not diaries in the usual sense, but workbooks of the progress of a sorceress named Tamara. The books were blank pages, and there is a blue haze over each page that forms into words. I don�t think anyone without our powers can read her printing.�
�Let me see.�
Sara showed her two pages as she continued, �With the first book, she was about my age and worked with another sorceress in Donella, an old lady who taught her many spells for health, hiding things. She even sold spells for locating what you�ve lost or misplaced, which is the opposite of hiding. That last could sell in the marketplace.�
�That sounds fantastic!� Prin said.
�Except I can�t learn, use, or practice any of them. Also, there are some that I think will help us at home, but there is so much in the books that I�ll miss the importance. I�m leaving markers between the pages, but I have to try some of this.�
Prin shut her book with a slap of sound. �You know what? The bos�n asked if I have any plans of things to do while in Gallium. He said something about us taking a trip to a place called the Highlands while we�re ashore. I think we all have to leave the ship while workers repair everything.�
�That makes you happy?�
�Maybe. What if we must leave, but instead of a trip, we rent an apartment for thirty or forty days, however long it takes. You could learn your new spells there.�
�Can we?�
�Let me go find the bos�n and ask him. Don�t get your hopes up, yet.�
�I assumed we were going to be working on the ship all day long while they repaired it.�
Prin was already on her feet. She spotted the bos�n, still wearing a bandage on his head from the fall in the hold, moving along the railing near the mainsail, inspecting everything again, preparing a final list for the shipyard.
�Will we be working on the ship when it�s in port?�
He shook his head, and her smile widened. He said, �All the crew must find other arrangements. If you cannot afford a place, the ship will pay for a bed and food in a local seaman�s home, just as if you were aboard.�
�But, we can find our own place to live? Or maybe travel?�
�Just make sure we can locate you. For crewmen, missing a sailing is about the highest crime you can commit. Besides, I�d hate to replace you. You�ve become a valuable member of the crew.�
She started to make a joke to cover her embarrassment, then paused. He was grave and right. In her short time with the ship, she had worked at numerous jobs, trying to learn and fit in. She liked the steady work, the feel of the ship moving through the waves, and the excitement of unknown locations waiting for her to explore. She even became friends with the new cat that followed her about the ship.
That thought brought up another problem. �What will the ship�s cat do while the ship in being refitted?�
�Starve, if it stays here. Oh, it�ll be okay, but will probably move to another ship.�
�It�s a good cat. I see it hunting every day.�
�Then, perhaps you should do the ship a favor and take it ashore with you. Bring it back, and everyone�s happy. Just don�t spoil it by feeding it too much.�
�Can I name it?�
�Can I stop you?�
She couldn�t hold in the smirk at his comment. �Sara and I were thinking of renting an apartment.�
�I see. Well, I have a few suggestions, if I may share them.� He waited for her to nod. �There are parts of the city that are better to stay in, especially for two young girls. There are a few you�ll wish to avoid.�
�Can you point them out?�
�As we sail into the harbor, come see me. The view is better from there, and perhaps it will help you avoid mistakes.�
Prin�s feet barely touched the deck as she went back to where Sara sat. The sight of Jam slinking behind the hatch cover didn�t upset her as his constant spying had days earlier. She�d found he refused to learn to read and would not join them in their studies. That had been her biggest worry, that he would somehow find and read what they did. However, between much of the writing being only for the sorceress, and his lack of reading abilities, those worries were at rest. She also knew of him leaving the ship in Gallium and being put on another. That reduced her concerns, but even Sara didn�t know about that.
The following morning the captain summoned Prin to the wheelhouse, which had only happened twice. She was the third person in the small room, the captain stood at the wheel. As she entered, the captain turned to the bos�n, �If you�ll excuse us?�
The bos�n left, leaving only the two of them, her standing near the door wringing her hands and wondering what she had done, or failed to do. He said, �We have a problem.�
Her heart sank. �What have I done?�
�No, not that sort of problem. Another kind. It seems that my son has been talking to the crew, telling all kinds of tales, and lies.�
�I�ll ignore them if I hear them,� she said, relieved.
�I appreciate that, but one of the others of the crew listened to a strange story before we left Indore. It was about a mage searching for a girl matching your description. There�s a reward. A large one. He thinks you are that girl.�
Prin said nothing. She didn�t want to lie, but neither would she confirm the story.
�Jam is asking for him to join together to capture you and then they can split the reward. I spoke with him earlier and explained that you are here because my cousin El asked me to take you away from danger. You are safe on this ship.�
She waited. There was more to the story, or he wouldn�t have brought her to the wheelhouse. �I believe the bos�n has explained to you that Jam will not continue this voyage with us. However, he refuses to do as the bos�n orders, so he has brought this on himself. He intends to spread the story in Gallium in hopes of receiving a partial reward. He says that if there are people there searching for you, he plans to turn you in.� He drew in a long breath, then continued, �He is my son, and I love him, but nobody on this ship will disobey my orders or causes me to break my word.�
�If you can delay him on the ship a day or two, Sara and I can make our way to safety.� Prin tried to keep her feelings from showing.
�That is why you�re here, now. I expected such an honorable response, but that�s not the way a captain does things on his ship. I do not want you to do something rash, so we�re having this talk.� His eyes were no longer on her, but looked out the windows on the front of the wheelhouse to the sea ahead, and down to the deck where Jam lounged in the morning sun as if he was a paid passenger.
He continued, �At the harbor, this ship will anchor, and I will order a longboat. I am going to find a ship ready to depart, and my son will be its newest crewman. Hopefully, when he manages to get back to Indore, he will be a better man.�
�You don�t have to do that for me,� Prin said.
�I�m doing it for him, not you. But, I wanted you to understand, so you don�t disappear because of rumors my son spread. We may replace another crewman, too. The one who conspired with Jam.�
�Sayed?� she asked, not wishing it to be true.
He shook his head, and she stopped guessing. The ship was small, and so was the crew. Six, in all, plus the cook who never spoke so didn�t count. Five were instantly eliminated by his denial. She had passed only a few words with Sammy, but had seen Jam talking to him more than once, and they seemed cozy. Sammy, the man who steered the ship at night and stood apart at meals and other functions, although he should be excused from most because of staying awake all night, and at other times, he didn�t befriend her.
Sammy seemed to be a loner and something of a malcontent. She had tried speaking to him several times when she first joined the crew, but he rebuffed her with every attempt. She said to the captain, �I have done nothing wrong. I want you to know that, but there are dangerous men after me. They have tried to kill me several times, and have killed my father.�
�Powerful, wealthy men, I hear.�
�Yes.�
�Prin, I accepted a duty to provide a job, and protection, for you. El has already told me most of this, and I have no need to know more of your personal story. But the actions of my son threaten my honor and my authority as captain of this ship. What takes place is because of that, and nothing you might have done, or who you are. It is just a case of a crewman thinking he is better than the others.�
�Jam is a nice kid.�
�Not yet, he isn�t. And without discipline, he will not become a nice man. His birthright should give him no favors on the deck of any ship, but be believes otherwise. I should not be speaking to you in this manner, but I wanted you to know I�ll hold up my end of our agreement. But what happens to Jam is because of him and his choices.�
�I respect that. You�re his father. Would it help if I spoke with him? Would you give him another chance?�
The captain slumped and hung his head. �No. Before you came, he had ninety-nine infractions of my one-hundred rules, and I kept telling myself that one more would bring consequences. This has been building for a couple of years, so all I ask is that you do not allow the situation to grow worse, and say nothing. Not even to Sara.�
�Yes, sir.�
He turned away from her, and she understood he was dismissing her. She opened the door and heard a small sound that might have been the door hinge squeak, or a grown man stifle a sniffle. She went on deck and directly to the bucket and swab she used for the decks. It had been two days, and if she kept them mopped, she had little need of a scrub brush, which was much harder work.
�You�re wasting your time.�
She turned her head as she pulled the first bucket. Jam stood there, although she didn�t know how he�d managed to get that close without her hearing him. �It�s my job.�
�They�ll clean and scrape the deck in Gallium when they refit the ship.�
�Watch your feet,� she sluiced the water across the deck.
He didn�t move, his expression was insolent. �First time a rich girl like you ever swabbed a deck, or mopped a floor?�
She paused in mid-stride and fixed him with a look that caused him to back a step. He apparently remembered the knife she threw past his ear. She said, �Let me tell you something, Jam. For the last seven or eight years, I woke up each day before the sun. I even got up before the bakers did in the Earl�s castle. And when I was up, I went to the morning kitchen where the food was prepared for all the people in the castle, and in that kitchen, I started the fires for eight ovens so that when the cooks arrived, they were ready and warm for cooking.�
She advanced a couple of steps and shook her finger at his nose. �Eight ovens. I split the kindling, fed the wood, warmed the ovens, some hotter than others, and then I fed them more wood while the cooks made the food. Over seven years without missing one single day, because I was not allowed to, or I was beaten. You have not seen a day in your life where you worked as hard as I did. Every. Single. Day. For seven years.�
�I thought you were some rich girl they�re after.�
�Because I sort of look like that girl they talk about? Men are chasing after her, and some think it is me. They�re trying to kill her, and that makes killing me okay because I look like her and we�re near the same age. It�s true, I�m running away. There is a reward posted, that�s also true. But, your uncle El is helping me, and don�t you think if I were the one they wanted, he would have turned me in and become a rich man?�
�But . . .�
�Shove it, Jam. You�re a stupid, insolent kid who has made not one, but several mistakes about me. If I were you, I�d just shut my mouth and hope everyone around forgets just how stupid you�ve been.� She swung the mop so hard the handle almost flew out of her hands. The deck had nearly dried while she had raged at him, so she pulled up another bucket and rinsed the deck.
Her eyes went to where Jam had been and searched for him, then she looked up at the wheelhouse and the captain. He gave her a curt nod and turned away. That�s because he didn�t hear what I said.
The bos�n appeared carrying the clipboard that had almost become an extension of his hand lately. He said, �You might want to go below and spend some time with the cat. It�s said they cure anger. By the way, when you�re down there you�ll notice you can hear about anything said up here. Not eavesdropping on you, but your voice was a little loud.�
So, he had heard her, too. She fled to the small hatch and slipped below. The cat was there. She went to it, sitting near the animal. The former ship�s cat hadn�t liked anyone. This one liked only Prin, but she had never touched a cat. There had been some running loose at the Earl�s castle, but they belonged to the Royals, and it was forbidden to touch them. Servants can�t afford to feed pets, so she hadn�t owned or touched one.
She had touched dogs, of course. But cats were different. She held out her hand, half expecting it to bite her. Instead, it sniffed, then stood and stretched. As if moving at half speed, it moved to her side and rubbed against her arm, making the purring sound she�d heard about. She wrapped her arms around it and cried.
When she finished, she stroked the cat for a good part of the morning. It twisted and turned to make sure she ran her hand over every part of its body, then it stood and moved back to the top of a crate where it could keep watch on most of the hold without moving.
Shortly after, Prin heard the gong the ship used to announce a meal. If she didn�t go, she�d face more questions than if she did. When she sat at the table, only one person was missing�Jam. She didn�t say anything and managed to avoid the captain�s inquiring expression, but as she and Sara prepared to study after the meal, she saw the captain and bos�n with their heads together.
While they often spoke together about the ship, they normally had their say out loud, often shouting from the bridge to the deck, and back. The idea of them speaking confidentially caught the attention of all at the two tables, and when everyone stopped talking, they realized others were listening and sat up, quietly. Prin looked at Sara and gave a slight shrug that Sara ignored. The other conversations began again, but not with the usual enthusiasm, and as bowls emptied, so did the tables, until only Sara and Prin remained.
Sara said, �Today I want you to read one of the books to me. Out loud. Try to add a little expression to your voice, and let�s see if you�ve improved as much as I think.�
She selected the book about a colt searching for its mother lost in a large herd of horses. Along the way, the colt met a variety of animals that tried to help it, and all of them talked as if they were human. She read a few pages without incident�then realized the story may as well be about her.
�Something wrong?� Sara asked.
�Water. I need a drink.� Sara passed a mug to her, and Prin pretended it cleared her throat. She read more than twenty pages of text with only a few places where she slowed over a word.
Sara said, �Okay, here�s where you�re at. I cannot teach you more. You must read on your own to get better. Oh, if you can�t figure out a word, I�ll help, but now it is about practice.� She handed Prin another book, one they had bought in the bazaar in Indore when Sara bought several to hide the one she was interested in. �This book is not about a horse. It is the story of a warrior that defeated the enemies of his king.�
Prin let the book sit on the table, untouched. �It sounds boring.�
�Perhaps. But the warrior lived in a distant land. A city across a sea. Interested yet?�
Prin shook her head.
�The city where he lived is called Gallium.�
�Really?�
�Within those pages are stories of places, how the people live, what they believe, and the king of Gallium protects his city from the invaders of the Green Sea we have never been to, but he tells of it.�
Prin had already picked the book up and opened it to the beginning. The print was smaller, the letters had little fancy scrolls, but the first line caught her breath. It said, �I was not born a prince.�
It may as well have said, I was not born a princess. The line gripped her, and she needed to read on, to hear the story of the man who must have become a prince.
Sara said, �Right now we have afternoon work to do.�
�Just a little longer,� Prin whined.
�Work comes first, but I heard that day after tomorrow we may see Gallium. You only have two days to read that.�



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

Prin devoured the book about Gallium and a prince. The boy who had not been born a prince served his king so well he married the beautiful princess and became a prince. There was no mention of intense palace intrigue, poison grapes that killed knights, or the convoluted line of succession for the throne. In the book-world of Gallium, if you worked hard and were brave, a beautiful princess and crown awaited. She didn�t believe a word of it�but refused to put the book down when the day�s light faded, and at every opportunity, the book was in front of her.
On the day before they expected to arrive in port, Sara sat with her after the mid-day meal, ready to open the journal, the third one she had studied. Prin now read a book about a woman and a daughter who would not obey the husband. If it was about a man and his son, it could have been the captain and Jam. Odd how so many books paralleled real life.
Whenever possible, she had avoided Jam the since the incident where she lost her temper, and it seemed he avoided her. She said, �That book about Gallium? I think it was all made up.�
�Fiction. The story was just a story, but it was set in Gallium, and the writer had to know something of the city, politics, and people to write it. Take away the individuals in the story, and I suspect you learned more than you realize about the city.�
�What if that part was also fiction?�
Sara gave her a superior smile. �Or what if it happened so long ago that Gallium has changed since it was written? But even then, there are many valuable things to draw from the book.�
�I don�t know. The city is old. The port has been important for thousands of years, and wars have been fought over it.�
�Because a fictional book says so? Haven�t we changed sides in this argument?�
Prin considered, then said, �From the book, I believe I know what the port will look like, and sort of what the city will be, at least the physical appearance. I think some of the ways of the people will be like in the book must be the same, or the writer wouldn�t have put them in.�
�I think we need to shave our heads again before arriving. Yours is getting fuzzy.�
�We also need to pack.�
�I�ve never seen you so excited,� Sara said. �Not even when we were forced to leave Indore.�
�We have at least thirty days on our own, probably more, in a new land. We have our books to study and spells to learn. Places to see and people we haven�t met. You never know what might happen.�
Sara settled back and gave her a hard look. �You know something that you�re not telling me?�
�Of Gallium? I do, but mostly, your reading lessons have let me begin to realize what you and I might do while we�re here. By the time we sail away, we will have all sorts of new things we�ve learned.� Prin cast a guilty look to the wheelhouse, and although she couldn�t see the captain, his warning of not telling anyone of Jam�s future rang in her ears.
�You�re still not telling me the whole truth.�
�Nope, and I swore not to.�
Sara�s attitude became stern. �Listen to me. You and I are in danger, and my life has been in your hands, so in a way, this whole thing is your fault. Keeping things from me cannot happen.�
�You were sent to teach me to read and write. Remember?�
�And you remember, I am twenty, and I know far more than you. I insist on sharing what you�re not telling me.�
Prin understood her concern, and in other circumstances, she would be correct. However, Prin had given her word to the captain. She saw a possible way out of the situation. �Sara, I will tell you all before the ship reaches the pier tomorrow. It really is not going to place us in danger, but I�m sworn to keep it to myself. Tomorrow, I�ll tell you anything, and you�ll understand my reason.�
Sara was obviously not satisfied.
Prin said, �Listen, instead of reading fiction, I want to learn about magic.�
Relenting, Sara said cautiously, �I think that�s an excellent idea, as long as you take precautions. While spells usually require herbs and such, there are incantations that need none. They only need be spoken aloud, and not very loud, so you must not say any words while you study.�
�I thought the notebooks would have her story in them. That�s what I wanted to read, a story about the shoemaker�s wife.�
�As I told you before, they are not diaries, but a series journal of achievements and failures. They don�t tell us much about the sorceress, herself. I wish they did, too.�
Sayed appeared in the doorway. �Excuse me, the captain told me to find everyone and tell them we�ve sighted land and identified it. We will arrive in port well before sundown.�
He rushed off before they could ask questions.
Sara said, �I guess we need to shave our heads and pack a few things instead of reading this morning.�
Prin leaped to her feet and looked from the single small window. �I see land.�
They went out on deck, feeding on each other�s excitement. A pair of ships sailed in their direction, and sailors waved a greeting as they passed. One blew a loud horn made from an unknown animal. A sailor raised it to his mouth and leaned back as he trumpeted the harsh sound. Then another ship crossed in front of them loaded with timber. The entire time, the definition of the land came clearer as the haze of the city cleared.
A strip of land gently rose to reveal craggy mountains rearing up behind, but as they drew nearer, the land was more brown than green. Areas of intense green indicated where the few rivers flowed. But otherwise, the land was rocky, dry, and usually without habitation.
They passed another ship outward bound, and Sara said, �Let�s go get our things together.�
�What about our crates?�
The question stalled Sara, then she leaned closer and said, �You have plenty of gold left, so we should speak to the captain and have them delivered to us�wherever that might be.�
�Where will the rest of the cargo be? They can�t work on the ship with it stored on the deck and in the holds, and I know there is cargo bound for other places, even a few crates destined for Indore.�
The bos�n was on the bow inspecting the anchor and the windlass. Prin walked up to him and asked about the cargo.
�A good question, but all taken care of. The shipyard where we�ll be drydocked will offload it and store it securely while the ship is worked on.�
�Drydocked?�
�They�ll put the Merry Princess into a long sort of bay, then pump the water out, leaving her sitting dry on some timbers. The workmen will get the outside of the hull done, first. Oh, some men will work inside, but most of that will wait until they move her again. Dry docks are in demand, so they�ll put her at a pier to complete the work.�
�If we want our crates, what do we do?�
�Now, that presents a problem. You could have them all unloaded and sent by wagon when we dock, but you need a place to send them. Or place to store your things. What is it you need that you can�t do without?�
�That is also a good question,� Prin said. �Are we free to open our crates and remove a few things?�
�They�re yours. Take what you want, just don�t interfere with the ship's operations.�
She went back to Sara and explained. There were a few items they�d like to take ashore, but the one small crate they�d set aside would keep them busy a month and a half. Still, she didn�t feel comfortable with them being out of her sight for such a long period.
The harbor came into view. At first, it was confusing because from a distance they could see the city built on both sides of bluffs that nearly touched, with the narrow channel between, but in the harbor, were upright spikes that eventually revealed themselves to be the masts of hundreds of ships.
Sara said, �I didn�t know there were that many ships in the world.�
�What is this place?� Prin echoed the mystery and awe. As they drew nearer, the ships too, became more defined. There were ships with single masts, double, triple, and a few with four. Others had none but were fitted for a dozen oars, one each side. The ships were narrow, wide, tall, and painted every possible color. �The book never said anything about this. There are so many masts the harbor looks like a forest in winter.�
Most ships were anchored near one end of the bay, with hundreds of small boats zipping between them. The bos�n slackened the mainsail, leaving only enough to maintain steerage. Two longboats with several men in each approached the Merry Princess, and one man asked for permission to come aboard. He quickly climbed to the wheelhouse and then after a brief discussion, back down. They towed the ship closer, then it anchored.
Sara said, �I expected to tie up at a pier and unload our cargo.�
The statement brought back the reason for anchoring to Prin. It had escaped her thinking until now. She spun and found the captain and Sayed lowering the small boat. They rowed away to the nearest pier, to the puzzlement of the crew, with only the bos�n giving Prin one warning look to remain quiet. After arriving, they climbed into a waiting carriage and rode out of sight.
Jam came from behind the wheelhouse, his preferred place to hide from work while chewing on his mind weed, and walked directly to Prin. He said, �I�ve been here in Gallium several times, you know.�
�No, I didn�t. What can you tell me? Any suggestions?�
�One. Why don�t you get off this ship and keep on going?�
Sara said, �Hey, you have no right.�
�It�s my father�s ship. I have every right.� He took a menacing step closer to Sara.
Prin leaped between them. In a voice, loud enough to be heard everywhere above decks, she shouted, �Stop it. Both of you.�
The bos�n came running.
Prin said, �Sara, go to the crew�s quarters and pack.�
�Wait, I was defending you. I didn�t start anything.�
Sara�s tone told she was hurt. He eyes teary, but Prin looked to the bos�n.
He snapped, �Do what she said.�
Sara shook her head in disbelief, then turned and fled. The bos�n said gently, �You did what you had to.�
�Damn right,� Jam snarled. �I was ready to stomp her to the deck and throw her over the side.
Instead of reprimanding Jam, the bos�n kept his eyes on Prin. He said, �You and that cat still getting along?�
�We�ll take her with us. If I can catch her.�
�Good,� he said, moving a step to be directly between them. He pointed, �Can�t really see it from here, but when you get closer, the walls are bluish, and they keep their streets clean, at least those away from the waterfront.�
�You said you�d point out places to stay away from.�
�That I did. Take nothing to rent near the water. Not at any port. Up near the high hill is where the Royalty lives, and there is a big fancy castle. Don�t go there either. But, over to your right, where the hillside sort of looks across the passage to the other half of the city, there you will find an excellent place to stay. There are many who rent rooms to sailors while their ships are being refitted.�
Prin looked off to the left where the city became more rural. �What about that way?�
�If you�re looking for peace and quiet, like a small farm, maybe. But who wants to rent a lovely, clean farm for a month or two? Nobody, that�s who.�
�How will we know when to return?�
The bos�n pointed to the top of the mast. �I�ll have a green flag hung ten days before we depart. You don�t have to do anything but look for that�then check with me. I�ll be staying aboard the whole time.�
�Not me,� Jam said. �I saved a bit and intend to have myself some fun.�
�You�re restricted to the ship.� The bos�n was shielding them from getting together, and Prin looked back at Gallium. Jam knew he�d been confined to the ship while in port, so he was taunting the bos�n with the remark, an insult the bos�n ignored. Prin asked, �What a sight. Both sides of the passage have cities, but only this one has a good port for ships. I learned that in a book. What�s over there?�
�Much the same, but also people from beyond. Those earning a living from this sea live here, and from the Green Sea over there.�
�Why would laws be made for that?� Prin asked.
�No laws. It�s just that people like to live near others who speak the same, have the same beliefs, and so on. We don�t like to live where things are too different.�
�So, if I wanted, I could rent a room over there?�
The bos�n said, �I suppose. You�d have to take a water taxi to get there, but no reason you cannot.�
Jam said, �My father will stay here and look after his ship. Sammy and I are going to the Red Bird as soon as our feet hit the ground. He says they have wine like nowhere else and tall, fat women who love sailors.�
�More like they love the coins in sailor�s pockets,� the bos�n warned.
�Like you never been there,� Jam said, winking.
Again, the bos�n refused to take the bait.
Prin said, �I better go find Sara and help her.�
She rushed off without turning back. Jam�s attitude had angered her again, and she didn�t want to say something she shouldn�t. In the crew quarters, Sara was busy separating her things, what she would take and what she would leave. The sailor suits were at one end, their long dresses and peaked hats the other.
Prin said, �The bos�n wants me to take the cat with me. He said if it gets away, we�ll get another, but it�s a good one, so I should care for it. He also said we can open our crates to get what we need.�
Sara�s attitude was cold, her anger held in check along with her words. They climbed into the hold, and the cat watched them. Prin fed it a small treat as she went to the crates, a prybar in her hand. She placed it under the lid and started to apply pressure when it came free without resistance.
The crate held jars and containers jumbled together, a few broken. The cloth wrapping them had been pulled away, and jars, along with the contents lay spilled, the continents mixed together at the bottom.
Sara moaned.
Prin said, �What happened?�
�This is irreplaceable,� Sara said, her temper rising. �That nasty boy did this.�
Prin drew a breath and felt like reaching for her knife, but hesitated. Sara spun and took a few steps to the hatch, and wherever Jam might be, but Prin snapped, �No.�
Sara stopped.
Prin said, �Help me save what we can. Some jars still have part of their contents. We must do what we can, then Jam will be taken care of. I promise. But imagine what will happen if they remove this crate from the ship and we don�t repack it.�
�Six demons dancing, I just thought about the others.�
�Crates?� Prin asked, then noticed they were not properly tied down. Someone, undoubtedly Jam, had untied all of them. She didn�t even need to use the prybar on the next, or the next. The contents were strewn, broken, and disheveled. Everything had been pawed through, opened, dumped, or broken.
�I�ll kill him,� Sara said.
Prin motioned for her to take the other end of the crate. They set it aside and found the next similarly violated. Soon, they had all the containers open and started repacking everything. They found little if anything missing, but there were several things wantonly broken. Pages were torn from a few books and strewn about on the inside, again to irritate them.
Sara and her selected six books to remove and take with them to Gallium, then they finished putting all the rest back inside. They placed the caps on jars and secured them so they were padded and wouldn�t break, and then they placed the lids on the crates securely. When Prin looked up at the sound of a shriek and thumping on the deck, she found darkness had already fallen.
�What was that?� Sara asked.
Prin thought she knew, but said nothing. She followed Sara to the rail where the bos�n stood. The small boat was there below, Sayed rowing, the captain sitting in the bow. There was another, larger rowboat, too. In it were two burly men with biceps that bulged even in the moonlight. They rowed two passengers, one sitting, and one curled up, crying, threatening, and cursing.
At the bottom of that boat were two sea bags, the belongings of the two men. Sammy looked up at them calmly, accepting the transfer to another ship. But Jam suddenly leaped upright and kicked at one of the rowers. The man dodged quickly, then brought the oar in his hand out of the water as he swung it.
The oar struck Jam solidly on the hip, almost sending him over the side, but Sammy grabbed him and pulled Jam down to the seat. Jam screamed more threats at them, and the rowers ignored him. As the two boats disappeared into the darkness of the night, the shouting and threats still could be heard.
Sara hissed, �What happened?�
The bos�n came up behind and said, �The captain�s son and Sammy are now part of the crew of another ship that sails tonight.�
Sara spun on the bos�n, but he had already turned away and was walking slowly to the wheelhouse. Sara grabbed Prin�s arm. �Did you know about this?�
Prin nodded.
�Why?�
�They had to do it. Jam thinks he�s above all of us. What do you expect the captain to do if he finds out about him going through our crates? How many other crates has he searched? This is a cargo ship. If people can�t trust their things to arrive safely, they will spread the word and stop using the Merry Princess.�
�That is his son,� Sara said in a disbelieving tone.
�No, it is a sailor who refuses to work for the ship. The captain had no choice. Perhaps on the next ship, Jam will learn to work and do his share and eventually return to Indore, a better man.�
�Sammy? He did his work.�
Prin said, �They plotted together to turn us in for the reward. They were going to try and sell us in Gallium by telling every one of the reward. For the captain and crew of a ship heading to Indore, it would be tempting, and we�d have traveled in chains.�
�You and the captain knew they were planning that?�
�Yes, and more. I promised the captain I�d not say anything until he left the ship. Sammy�s fate was undecided, but I guess the captain decided.�
Sara took an unsteady step back and sat on the hatch cover. �I had no idea.�
�I�m sorry I couldn�t tell you, but I promised.�
�I understand that, but for the captain to send his son away, it must really hurt,� Sara said.
�And the bos�n. He�s known Jam since he was a baby.�
�All because of us.�
Prin still stood at the rail. �No, none of this is because of us. Not one�what�s the smallest thing you know of?�
�Dribble? Speck? Hell, I don�t know.�
�Well, whatever it is, our involvement is less. It was going to happen, with or without us, but if the captain caught him going through other crates, he might have put Jam in chains.�
Sara looked up, tears in her eyes. �We have to tell the captain and bos�n about that, you know.�
�Tell them what?�
�I saw other crates in the hold that I know were tied down for rough weather that no longer have ropes. They have to know before shippers make complaints.�


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

Prin didn�t like the idea of dumping more bad news on the captain and the bos�n, but Sara was right. If Jam had searched through other crates, he had probably broken or stolen contents, and they needed to know. The ship had to take responsibility for the cargo, or their reputation would suffer.
Sara said, �Well, we don�t have to tell them tonight. They already feel bad enough.�
Prin said, bring the lantern, I need to try to gather that cat, and I need to look for other damage. Once in the hold, Sara held the lantern high. Prin went to the cargo where several ropes that had strapped down crates were missing. Fortunately, there had not been in any severe storms, or the crates may have shifted and punched holes in the hull. Well, one hole was all it too, because that was enough to send the ship to the bottom.
Five other crates had their tops come off as if they had never been fastened. The contents were much the same as in their crates. Containers were broken, contents shifted, and in the second crate, a conspicuously empty place where something large had been but was now missing. Nearly a third of the crate lay empty.
Prin said, �It�s worse than I thought.�
Sara kicked a loose cover to one side. �Probably worse than you suspect.�
�Why?�
�This is the hold where you worked. Didn�t he spend most of his time in the forward hold?�
�You don�t think he did the same there? He had time to do much worse,� Prin said.
�Or, Jam may have done none of this up there, and that�s perhaps much worse.�
�I don�t understand.�
�Think about his intentions. The cargo under his care is satisfactory, but yours has been pilfered and stolen from. What do you think he planned to tell the captain?�
Prin blanched as she understood. He was the captain�s son. His cargo was untouched while hers had been looted, and Jam would have been the one to discover the looting, a crime on any cargo ship.
Sara said, �He was going to get even with you by having you thrown off the ship here in Gallium. It�s so obvious.�
�He�s lucky, in some ways.� Prin reached behind her neck and almost faster than the eye could follow, threw her knife at the base of the mast. �Lucky, if he values his life.�
�His home is Indore.�
�So is mine, now. If Jam values his life, he�ll never let me know when his ship pulls into port.� Prin climbed over the crates to retrieve her knife.
Sara said, �If you�re expecting me to say something like, he just made a mistake, or that you need to forgive him, don�t hold your breath.� She pulled her knife and let it fly. For once, it stuck in the mast next to Prin�s.
�Have you been practicing?�
�Nope. Just lucky that time, but I�m going to get better before we return to the sea. I understand what you told me about feeling helpless. Since you gave me this knife, there is a sense of security I�ve never felt.�
They heard talking and hurried from the cargo hold to the deck, to find the captain speaking to Sayed. There was no sign of the bos�n, and when the captain turned, his eyes slid away from the two girls.
Sayed waited until the captain was inside, they motioned for them to join him at the rail. He said, �Jam and Sammy won�t be coming back.�
Neither answered.
He went on, �While anchored, we need to set a security watch, all night, all day. You never know who�s going to try getting on board and steal what they can. Now, there are only three of us and the cook, who doesn�t count. I�ll take the first watch, and stay here until I need sleep. Then I�ll wake Sara. Sara will wake you, and if necessary, she will wake me.�
They nodded.
Sayed looked to the shore and said, �Jam and Sammy�s ship will sail north before first light. This one will be towed to the drydocks after sunrise, but maybe not until mid-day. We�ll keep a watch until the bos�n says to turn the ship over to the shipyard. Now, I don�t feel like talking to anyone, so you two go get some sleep.�
They went into the crew�s quarters where there were rigs for eight hammocks. The captain, cook, and bos�n, had small cabins of their own. They rigged two hammocks, and suddenly the cramped space felt vast and empty.
Sara said, �Part of our cargo is destined for delivery here. We need to tell them first thing in the morning so they can decide what to do about the thefts and broken things, and inspect it all.
�But tonight is not the time. Try to get some sleep.�
Sara let out a long sigh as she climbed into her hammock. Prin listened to her breathing. With only the two of them in the room, it was easy. She waited for the slow, steady sounds of sleep but never heard it. She couldn�t go to sleep, either. Much later, she heard Sayed slip into the room and wake Sara.
She dressed and went on the deck while Sayed strung his hammock and climbed in. He fell asleep almost instantly. Prin finally fell asleep only to have Sara shake her awake. She dressed while Sara got into her hammock and snored softly before Prin left.
The night had a chill, but she�d taken her blanket to throw over her shoulders. As always, the first thing she noticed were the stars. From any boat, it seemed there were twice as many as on land. But the second thing was the many lights from the city of Gallium and the other ships. There appeared to be as many of them as there were stars reflecting off the calm water of the bay.
In the quiet of the night, she heard the rumble of a barrel being rolled, someone pounded on something, and voices drifted over the water to her from different directions. The creaks and groans of the ship were familiar, and the soft slap of wavelets striking the hull reassuring. The problem she had in going to sleep earlier had fled, and now she wanted to sleep.
Prin stayed on her feet for fear that if she settled down anywhere, she would instantly fall asleep. A small rowboat came in her direction. She watched it from the shadows under the wheelhouse. Thinking it might be a messenger about Jam or the refitting, she stepped into the moonlight at the rail. The small boat abruptly changed directions.
She watched it retreat and approach another ship at anchor. �A feeling of relief flooded over her when a lantern on the other ship flared, and again the rowboat went in a different direction. It thieves or others up to no good were not on the rowboat she would be surprised.
Every time she wanted to wake Sayed, she hesitated. He�d probably been up the longest, and Sara wouldn�t have woken her unless she needed to sleep. She walked bow to stern, first on one side, then the other. Once, as she was on the bow and turned quickly, she spotted movement in the wheelhouse. It was the captain, probably checking out his people on watch and his ship.
She saw the sun rise over the sea, then woke the few shipmates, but the cook had again managed to wake on his own, and he had food hot and waiting. Twice, she caught the captain�s eye while eating and twice decided this was not the time or place to tell him about the open crates. The more she thought about it, the more she felt speaking to the bos�n first was a good idea.
When he climbed to his feet and lumbered out on the deck, she followed. He went to the port rail and said, �Spill it, whatever�s bothering you. I don�t suppose it�s about Jam because you knew it was coming, so tell me and don�t dance around.�
Prin didn�t know how he knew she needed to talk but decided to be blunt. �Sara and I went into the hold to get the things out of our crates we want to take with us. The lids came off the crates too easy.�
He waited, then said softly, a chill in his tone, �Continue.�
�They had already been pried off, and the contents spilled and gone through. We don�t know if anything is missing.�
He drew in a breath so long and slow his chest looked ready to explode. Finally, he said, �Tell you what. Give me an honest accounting, and I�ll make the up the cost. Don�t tell anyone else. The captain has had enough bad news this trip.� He turned away, dismissing her.
�That�s not all.�
He turned back, wearing the same expression as a hound dog that had been kicked.
�The crates were not properly tied, and the dunnage was removed on others.�
�You�re right. A storm could have caused us real problems. Keep that to yourself, too.�
�There�s more.�
�Damn, I thought there might be. Well, get to the worst of it.�
�When we found that, we looked around and found other crates were untied and broken into. Lots of them. We looked inside two, and one has a big empty space where something was packed, but it is gone.�
�Did you change anything? I mean, store them properly again?�
�We thought we should stop right there and tell you.�
�You did the right thing. Okay, you are on deck-watch this morning. If any boats come alongside, you call to us down in the hold and get us.� He headed for the wheelhouse and shortly he reappeared, the captain at his heels. They disappeared into the rear hatch.
The bos�n had been right when he said that you can hear cussing and banging through the deck. She heard plenty of it before they emerged and ripped the forward hatch cover off. Once down there, they only remained a short time.
When they came up, the captain looked at her, face flush with anger. �Thank you, Prin.�
�Was the other hold a mess?�
�Worse than that. It was in perfect condition. Most of what was done was to reflect on you, which is probably less honorable than stealing from our customers,� the captain�s voice was shaky.
Prin lifted her chin defiantly. �You don�t think I had anything to do with it?�
�Of course, not. Clearly, Jam did this to make you look bad. I apologize for my son and will repay you for the loss of your things.�
�Ours were just some things to take back home. Most were of little value, except for the books he tore�and they cannot be replaced at any price. We owe you, not the other way around.�
The two of them turned and left her standing alone. She assumed she was still on watch since nobody else was there. Sara would be helping the cook, Sayed cleaning inside from the wheelhouse, down. That left her. Alone. Sleepy.
Later, she watched a pair of longboats approach and then raced to find the captain. The bos�n took an active hand in manning the ropes instead of issuing orders as usual. The anchor was raised, and the Merry Princess was towed to shore.
The dry dock was as the bos�n had described. It was one of a series of piers with solid wood walls that went down into the water and sunk into the mud below. Once the ship was in one of the smaller ones, a pair of giant gates were closed to the sea. Men were standing by, waiting at a series of pumps. They started pumping splattering bursts of water back into the harbor, the handles traveling up and down, up and down.
As fast as they worked, the level of the water seemingly remained the same. Sara appeared at her side, and they watched. The bos�n came up beside them and said, �We�ve met with the repair superintendent, and he�s looked at our needs. He said there is no way the work will be completed in less than thirty days, and probably more than forty.� He pointed to one side, �After they�re done cleaning and repairing the hull, the ship will move over there. The cargo will be placed in those sheds and locked. If you need anything, get it before then.�
Sara said, �When can we go into town?�
�As of now, you are free to leave. Keep watch for the green flag on the mast, or come down and ask the supervisor for a date they�ll be done. Listen, ten days after that green flag goes up, the ship sails. If we need to replace crew, there�s a pool of them to draw from in the seaman�s hall.�
�If we�re not here you�ll leave us?� Prin cried.
�The ship will sail on time. Hopefully, you are here, but we can�t come searching for you in a city this size.�
Sara said, �We�ll check every few days. Prin, I think we�re packed, but I can�t find the cat.�
The bos�n said, �It probably took off. They often do when a ship hits port.�
�But I was beginning to like it,� Prin said.
Sara said, �Okay, one more quick look around.�
They returned to the deck without the cat, and Prin said, �I will come back in a few days to see if it�s here.�
They went into the crew�s quarters and gathered their things. Prin still carried the hidden purse containing her gold coins at her waist and another purse for small purchases. Sara also wore one. They wore their drab brown dresses and pointed hats, thinking they would draw less attention by dressing so different.
Prin called for the cat as they walked the deck, and when they crossed the gangplank to the edge of the drydock, Prin turned back and looked again. She saw the water was at least a foot lower, and the hull was settling into the V-shaped cradle that would hold it. The men at the pumps were still working steadily. Prin waved to the wheelhouse and the captain and continued up the side of the drydock to a road where they stumbled to a stop.
Chaos described the scene.

CHAPTER NINETEEN 

Prin watched the chaos of the shipyard with wide eyes as they followed behind a pair of men who seemed to know where they were going. Materials for ships loaded down wagons, workers hustled from place to place, others carried tools, masts spanned between two wagons, and everyone seemed to have a job or purpose except the two of them.
A small wagon pulled by a small horse slowed beside them. A man leaned over and called above the din, �Need a ride? Best rates in Gallium.�
�How much to ride to that hill up there?� Prin pointed.
Flashing a toothy smile, he called merrily, �Depends on what part. Tell you what, when we get up to where you want, I�ll let you know. Throw your stuff in the back and let�s go.�
Sara made a move in his direction. Prin barred her with an arm. �No thank you. In our land, we walk.�
He slapped the reigns too hard on the rump of the horse, and it charged ahead. Sara said, �Do you see how far it is to walk up there?�
�He was going to cheat us.�
�How do you know?�
�An honest driver would have given a price for the shorter trip and warned us of what it might be if we traveled more distance.�
Sara said, �Are you sure you�re not thirty?�
Prin said, �Twelve.�
Sara shouted at the same time, �Thirteen.�
They both laughed again and decided thirteen was the proper age, while Prin counted on her fingers and decided she had missed a birthday while at sea. If not, it was soon, so adding a year to make her seem older was all right, but the game of asking her exact age amused both.
Two more carriages offered rides, one quoted an exorbitant price, while the other offered to settle at the far end, a scam that seemed ordinary. Other sailors were walking in both directions, most of them men, and the sailors were the largest number of all.
One walked alone, his wide eyes on the city that rose up the hillside, a first-time tourist, like them. He was older than Prin but younger than Sara, and there was an innocence about him that drew the attention of those around with greed in their eyes. Another small wagon pulled beside him, and the driver said, �Welcome to Gallium, my new friend. Throw that heavy bag in the back, and I�ll take you where you want at the best price on the waterfront.�
He shifted the sea bag on his shoulder and hesitated. The bag was apparently getting too heavy to carry. His mind wanted the ride, but his purse probably didn�t.
Besides being young and innocent, there was more to the boy. A faint haze shimmered around his head, just enough to blur the outline of his hair if she looked at it carefully. Prin nudged Sara. �See that?�
�Yes. I�ve never seen anything like it before, but have heard of it. I think he has untrained magic and does not know it,� Sara hissed softly.
�A mage? You think he�s a mage?� Prin asked, ready to scoot away before he noticed them.
�No. But if he is, he�s not a very good one. Mages learn to conceal their abilities from the first.�
Prin leaned closer and said, �Can anyone see that?�
�No, I think just a sorceress can. Not even a mage will see it. Boys with magic develop around puberty, so he�s the right age. But, why hasn�t he learned to hide it? I don�t think it�s hard to do.�
�Because he doesn�t know how, or that it�s even there. He can�t see it and maybe where he lived there are no sorceresses nearby to warn him. Now he�s a sailor, and not many of us are women, so no sorceress to help him.�
He continued watching and listening to the great deal the friendly driver offered, but he hesitated again. After a few more words had been exchanged, he decided to accept the ride.
Sara said, �You�re right. I don�t think he knows.�
Prin dropped her bag at Sara�s feet and walked directly to the wagon. She said as she pointed, �Driver. How much to take us to the top of the hill?�
�Climb on in, there�s plenty of room for all of you. We can talk while you ride in comfort.�
Prin said, �And when we get up there you will charge me ten times what the ride is worth, and if I don�t pay, you�ll call the local constable, and you�ll pay him for siding with you. No, I only ride when I know the exact cost and not one that you are going to rob me with. I�d rather walk that be robbed.�
The young sailor shifted the bag back onto his shoulder. The driver snarled that she needed a spanking, and to stay out of his business or he�d give her one. He wrapped the reigns around a post on the carriage and started to climb down. Before his threat could go farther, the knife from between her shoulders was in Prin�s hand.
She said quietly, �If your foot touches the ground, you�ll leak blood all over the pretty carriage.�
�You don�t know how to throw that.� He acted like he was going to finish getting down, but Sara was suddenly standing beside Prin smiling her warning and shaking her head sadly to the driver.
Sara said to him, without raising her voice, �You�re right, the silly girl carries that knife just for show. She does not know how to throw it, you know. But what if you�re wrong?�
His eyes went back to Prin, and he climbed up into the carriage again, shouting threats she didn�t bother to answer as she replaced the knife in the scabbard and turned away.
�Hey,� the young sailor called as Prin and Sara began walking away.
�Now, you�ve done it,� Sara said with a wink and a smile. �Gone and collected another stray.�
He ran to catch up with them. �I want to thank you.�
�You just did,� Sara said, never slowing.
�I�m new here.�
�No kidding? So are we,� Sara continued in her sarcastic voice.
However, Prin stepped up to the boy and said, �Where are you going?�
He flashed a smile and said, �I don�t know, really. My ship is being worked on, but the owner decided the crew is too big, so he can�t make enough money by paying extra crewmen. I guess I�m out of a job until I find another ship.�
Sara said, �Are you the only one he let go?�
After a slight hesitation, he said, �Yes.�
�So, I suspect there were other things involved with his decision or he would have let another go. Maybe he did so in reaction to things you did? Or things that happened around you?�
He hung his head. �I guess so.�
�What are you going to do now?� Prin asked.
He shrugged. �There�s a seaman�s union where they post openings on ships. I was going up there and see if any, need a sailor with a year of experience on deck.�
Sara turned to Prin with a heavy sigh. �Want me to wait here with our bags or come with you back to the ship?�
�Wait here. You,� Prin said, pointing at the sailor, �leave your sea bag here and come with me.� She walked rapidly back to the Merry Princess and across the gangplank, to where the bos�n noticed her arrival and waited, hands on hips. She said, �I�ve found a sailor.�
�That�s not the first time I�ve had one of the female crew say that, but never so quickly after going ashore.�
Prin said, �You�re smiling, so I missed something.�
�Never mind. What is your young sailor�s name?�
Prin turned to him, trying to cover up the fact that she didn�t know. �Well, tell him your name and what happened to you.�
�Brice,� he said quickly, then he explained quickly, and said he was a hard worker and pulled his share of night watches without falling asleep.
Several questions were asked and answered, then the bos�n said, �Give me the name of your ship, and if your story holds true, you have a position here�if you don�t mind hard work.�
Brice eagerly shook the bos�n� hand. Prin left the ship with Brice beaming, and the bos�n happy at the prospect of finding a good replacement crewman.
Sara sat on her bag and waited. She took one look at the smiles and knew the outcome. �He got hired.�
Prin said, �Yes. You and I have things to talk about, but he comes with us.�
Sara said, �Yes. Now, we need to figure out what to do with him. The ship will pay for a cot and eats, but from what I hear that�s not much.�
�Do I get any say in this?� Brice asked.
�No,� Prin said.
�No,� Sara said at the same time, grinning.
Prin said, �We have at least a month to figure him out.�
Sara said, her tone questioning, �What are the chances?�
�Maybe there are hundreds of them in Gallium,� Prin answered.
Brice said, �Hundreds of what?�
�Sailors,� Prin lied. �Come on, let�s find us a ride.�
Two carriages stopped near them, but neither gave them prices. They kept walking, but the bags were growing weighty and the air so warm and dry, they wanted to stop for a drink, but there was no place, just people rushing in one direction or another.
Prin said, �I�m about ready to let one of them cheat me.�
Sara flagged down a man walking in their direction. �Excuse me, sir, how can we find an honest carriage?�
He pointed up the hill to a place where she saw carriages were lined up. �The flagman will make the driver give you a fair price before he leaves. Don�t pay for extras.�
They changed direction and headed for the front of the line where a big man directed traffic with a flag on a stick, and a loud voice. Others were waiting in a ragged line, so they stood until the others were gone and he asked as the next carriage pulled up, �Where to?�
Prin pointed. �We need to find a place to rent up there on that hill.�
�Three coppers. I�ll tell the driver to take you to see Mrs. Lamont.� He waved for the next carriage to approach without a second glance.
�Does she pay you also?� Prin asked.
The flagman said smoothly, �I work for the port. Anything else, and I work somewhere else. Been here three years, so far.�
�Sorry,� Sara said. �She is impetuous with her questions.�
The flagman started placing their bags in the back of the carriage while they climbed into the seats, one facing front and one the rear. Prin remembered the Old Mage telling her that he preferred to sit facing the front so he could see where he was going, not where he came from. She fought the tears and managed to wipe her eyes without drawing comment as she sat�facing forward.
The driver talked to the flagman for a few sentences, and the drive released the handbrake, and the carriage headed out being pulled behind a large black horse with a splash of white on its nose. The animal was a high-stepper, walking tall and proud.
The driver was a man of forty, maybe more, clean shaven in a land of beards, and brown hair to his shoulders. He�d looked twice at the bald heads of Prin and Sara, but didn�t mention it as he called over his shoulder, �There�s a place up ahead where we can stop for a moment to quench our thirst if you�re interested. That means you might as well, because there�s no charge and I intend to, and my horse is thirsty.�
His words were said in an oddly stilted manner, a strange accent and cadence combined. Prin watched the horse and compared it to the ones in the books she had read. It was better than any book.
Brice said, �Listen, my ship paid me, but I don�t have much. I hear this ride is three coppers and it�s only right I pay my share.�
Prin noticed the driver listening. She called, �Driver, if there were two of us, what would the cost of the ride be?�
He half-turned and winked so only she and Sara could see, as he said, �Same distance. Same price. Three coppers.�
Prin said, �There you go. You�re riding for free.�
�I can�t afford a room for a month, let alone food. I�ll make my way back to the port in a day or two, and maybe I can sleep on the ship.�
Sara and Prin exchanged a look. Sara said, �Okay, that sounds fair, for now.�
As the carriage reached the edge of the city, where one building touched another, and the walls were white tinged with a hint of blue, the carriage pulled to one side where a spring-fed rock-lined pool waited. The horse slurped while a small woman appeared and asked the driver a question. He answered, and they both laughed, but Prin didn�t understand a word.
The woman slipped inside and reappeared with four large mugs. She passed them out and spoke again to the driver as Prin sniffed the water, expecting it to be warm and green-tasting, but welcome. Instead, the water was cool, and the pulp of a citrus fruit floated inside. She drained half the mug in the next drink, convinced it was the best beverage she�d ever tasted.
�What is this?� Sara asked.
The driver said, �Water with orange. Sort of the favorite drink of Gallium, you can get it anywhere, but maybe not as cold and good as here.�
Prin looked at her empty mug, at Sara, Brice, the city above, and the back end of the horse. She said, �This is going to be interesting.�


CHAPTER TWENTY 

Mrs. Lamont, the lady the flagman had directed them to see for a room to rent, was located in a small storefront at street level of a two-story building like most of the city were. She sat in an oversized chair at a desk she dwarfed. Looking up, she flashed a whole-mouth smile and said, �What can I do for you?�
The driver had unloaded their bags and brought them inside, where Prin tried to offer a tip but was refused. He departed with a jaunty wave, and Prin turned back to Sara and listened.
�We�re sailors, and our ship is being refitted. We need a place for at least a month,� Sara was telling the woman at the desk.
The large woman�s eyes flicked to Brice. �Two rooms would be proper. I run a decent business.�
Sara reacted as if slapped across her face. She reddened and then leaned closer. �You know nothing of our relationship yet you judge us. Suppose I explain that we are sisters and brother, or that in our land we marry early�and often. You might at least wait to hear what accommodations we request until you pass judgment on good people or we may do the same to you.�
Mrs. Lamont placed her hands together on her little desk and intertwined her fingers as she set her jaw. Her voice became silky smooth, �What sort of room were you looking for, if I may ask?�
Sara matched her tone, �We were looking for more than a single room. There are three of us and we all value privacy. However, we did not wish three separate small rooms, but perhaps an apartment? Nothing fancy, but we prefer to cook in and eat our own foods. We are not concerned with location if there is convenient shopping for food nearby.�
�Ah, that is a little more expensive, but not unreasonable. The money you save by making your meals at home will more than pay the difference, I�m sure. I have a few properties as you describe, one that I think will be perfect for a brother and his sisters.�
Sara sat. �Tell me about it.�
�It is near here, with a view above the rooftops of the harbor where you can see the ships. A small terrace, two sleeping rooms and a small storage room that has been used for sleeping in the past. Fully furnished, nothing fancy, as you say, but clean.�
�A common room and kitchen?�
�Yes. And the price is reasonable, hardly more than three separate rooms.� She quoted the price, which was less than Prin and Sara had discussed on the ship.
�When can we see it?�
Mrs. Lamont called in a foghorn voice, �William!�
A young man rushed into the room and pulled to a halt as he caught sight of Sara, his eyes going wide, and he tugged at his tunic hem and stood straighter. �Ma�am?�
�Escort these three to the Turner house.� She turned back to Sara, �Leave your things here. While he regains his wits about him, go see if it is suitable and if so, you may stop by later and pay me. I�m sure William will be more than happy to make a return trip if you decide to rent. And, of course, I have other rentals if this one does not fit your needs.� The tone still held a chill at being scolded.
William stood taller than any of them, his pale skin dotted with freckles, and his hair had a slight reddish tint in the bright sunlight. He tried to speak to Sara twice and failed each time. Finally, he locked his eyes on Brice�s and said, �It is not far. Follow me.�
The woman at the desk laughed crudely at his discomfort, but Sara took pity on him and stepped to William�s side, her elbow held out to him. �Thank you. Would you please take my arm and escort me?�
William eagerly accepted her arm. He encircled her elbow with his hand and motioned with his other arm in the way they should take. As they left the office, Prin noticed the glare Mrs. Lamont threw Sara�s way. She suspected they would never become best friends.
He took them out onto the street, turned right along the cobblestones, traveled two blocks with Williams' head held high, then turned right again. He pulled to a stop beside a building with an exterior stairway. �This is it,� he mumbled.
The building was bland in appearance, bluish white stucco in a middle-class neighborhood, the roof of curved tiles made of the same local clay. A large clay pot of the same color held a stunted evergreen shrub at the bottom of the stairs, and at the top, a narrow tray grew a sort of ivy that dropped down the wall. With a good watering now and then, it would probably grow lush.
William pulled a ring of keys and unlocked the massive padlock. Inside, the apartment was dark and cool. As described, a central room, a small kitchen to one side, White clay floor tiles, a stack of firewood ready for cooking, and a terrace barely large enough for three to sit at the small table.
But the view was magnificent. The white rooftops of the buildings sloping down the hillside, the sun reflecting off the sparkling harbor, and a few hundred ships anchored in the blue waters. On the piers, she saw the loading and unloading of cargo, the shipyards, and more of the city across the crescent of water.
Inside were two minuscule rooms for sleeping, and a third even smaller. All had sleeping pallets neatly rolled and stored, the central room held four chairs, all with padded seats, and two small tables. Nothing else. No pictures, paintings, plants, or anything else. It was perfect.
Sara said to William, �Will you take me back so I can pay? And I need to have our things brought here.�
�I can do that. Both. I can do both,� he stuttered, then reached for her elbow as if that was the proper way for them to walk together. Sara ceremoniously accepted his arm again, and as they departed, Prin thought she walked just a bit closer than necessary.
After they had departed, Prin went back to stand on the terrace. The morning sun struck it full on, which meant that it would be in the shade for the afternoon. She fell into a chair, satisfied and anxious at the same time. Brice had been unusually quiet, but she had taken the time to observe him and liked what she saw, but another subject had to be broached.
�Brice, sit and talk to me.�
He sat uncomfortably as if expecting his good luck to come to an end. �I need to thank you again.�
Prin stood again, leaning on the rail and looking over the little terrace to the street below. Nobody was within hearing distance. She settled back and said, �You are different than other people, but I expect you know that on some level.�
�Excuse me?� He rose.
�Brice, sit back down and listen.�
He sat on the edge of his chair again, wary and ready to bolt.
Prin spoke in a gentler tone. �I will be blunt. You�re different. You know it. But you are not alone. Sara and I are much like you. Different, but sort of the same.�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about.� His voice almost broke.
�Things around you sometimes happen. Things others cannot do, cannot explain.�
�Like what?�
She decided to be even more direct. �Magic.�
He was on his feet again, fear flooding his normally pleasant face. He looked ready to leap over the railing and run off. She saw his shallow breathing coming fast. Escape had probably been his only way of coping and staying alive. His eyes darted to the doorway.
Prin understood she had underestimated his fear and reaction. She should have waited for Sara and consulted her, and she didn�t know what to do except let him bolt. Without thinking, Prin held up her index finger as if pointing, and grew a tiny flame at the tip, then increases it, before shutting it down.
He sat again, mouth hanging open.
She said, �We�re trying to help you. What I just revealed could cost me my life, so you are now indebted to me. And you need to listen to me like your life is in my hands.�
�What?�
�You have magic powers. Somewhere inside of your mind, you know that. But I don�t think you understand it, or how to use any magic, and when you tried some magic in the past, bad things happened uncontrollably, probably to many people around you. People became angry. You had to run to survive and ended up working on a ship. That�s all guesses, but true?�
He nodded, his mouth still open, but he appeared to be less likely to panic and run. He said, �How do you know all this? This magic? And me?�
She decided to answer truthfully. �There�s a shimmer around your head, and fuzziness that only a sorceress can see.�
His hands went to his head.
Prin said, �I think it has something to do with magic being in you. I heard that�s how they know which boys have the powers to become mages, so they take them from their families for training when they are younger than you.�
�My parents have been dead for a long time. I barely remember them.�
Prin smiled, and tried to stifle it, but not before Brice saw.
�That�s funny to you?�
Prin sobered. �Not the reality of their deaths, just our similar circumstances, so I understand your problem. I lost three fathers a short while ago, but you said they are dead for a long time. Is there a way to be dead for less time?�
�Three fathers? Are you some kind of freak? I�m beginning to wonder if I should have stayed in the sailor�s rooms on the pier where I�d just be living with drunkards and thieves.� But his actions belied his words. He did not deny his problems or powers, and he had settled back into the chair so bolting would be harder.
Prin said, �Relax, Brice. We�re going to explain it all, or what we know, and we�re going to try to hide that fuzziness, so others don�t spot you like we did.�
�You keep saying, we. Is Sara also a sorceress?�
�Yes, but I hope she�s not mad at me for telling you that without her being here. Listen, we are running from powerful mages, and neither of us is a decent sorceress, yet. We�re almost as weak and uneducated in the powers of magic as you. But we have books that will help us learn, and that�s why we rented this place. Before going back to the ship, I hope to know a dozen spells. And in those books, there may be things a mage can learn.�
Sara was standing behind them, listening. She said, �And if there is not, we may be able to locate a book or two on how to train a mage.�
Brice leaped at her voice, but Prin only smiled. She said, �Everything good?�
�Rather than have Mrs. Lamont put other renters here at the end of a month if the refit of the ship is not complete, I made a deal for two months, and we forfeit what we don�t use. But the price was lower per month.�
Brice said, �If the two of you are enchantresses, prove it.�
Prin said, �I already have with the finger-fire. But we have in a few other ways, too. We also did it when we spotted you from among all the others at the shipyards.�
Sara said, �Brice, we�ll prove it again, but not now. Right now, we must buy a few supplies, but I�ve marked some pages in the journal I�m working on, and some are simple enough spells.�
�Like what kind of magic?� Brice asked.
Sara pulled one of the inside chairs close to the terrace. �Okay, there is what I call a dry-spell. When it rains, I don�t get wet. The water sort of flows over my skin and clothing to the ground. There is a love potent that will make someone like another, or with the stronger version, make them love that person. Of course, there are limits to them. Oh, and I have arrows that never miss what I aim at.�
Prin said, �I�ve used a forget-spell where a person breathes in the fumes of a purple grape, and they sit down and forget everything for the rest of the day. And the no-see-me spell, like the one Evelyn has at her tree. I sprinkled the powder on me, and it didn�t make me disappear, it made people look everywhere but at me, even when they were close enough to touch.�
�You didn�t tell me about that,� Sara said.
�I was in the pool at the creek at Evelyn�s, and two hunters came into the clearing. I couldn�t run or hide, so I sat still. They went right through the clearing without seeing me, but they were so close I heard everything they said. It had to be one of Evelyn�s spells, or maybe one left over from someone using the tree before her.�
Sara looked excited. �I hadn�t heard of a spell like that, and certainly didn�t know you used one, but I think I found a similar spell in the journal but didn�t understand when it talked about seeing, and not-seeing.�
�What�s first?� Prin asked.
�Shopping,� Sara said. �I have a list of things, besides food.�
Brice asked, �Do the men where you come from also shave their heads?�
Sara glanced at Prin for confirmation, then said, �Brice, we only met you today. While we hope to get to know you and that all of us become great friends, the truth is that we�ve already placed our lives in a stranger�s hands by speaking to you. It was a foolish choice. We should have been more cautious. But, we need to keep a few things to ourselves�at least for a time.�
Prin spread the contents of part of her bag on a chair and found another pointed hat, a dark blue one. She said, �I�ve been looking at you closely, and I think that shimmer around your head is from your hair. When you turn sideways, I see it on the back of you, but not on your nose or cheeks.�
Sara started circling him. �You�re right.�
Prin held up the hat that matched theirs, all but the color. Prin wore green while Sara preferred dull red. �We should shave off his hair before we go out.�
Brice shook his head and held his hands out as if to stop them.
Sara said, �Calm down. It�ll grow back, but if it�s the hair that is giving you away, it�s going to bring danger to you, sooner or later. I�m amazed it hasn�t happened yet. Probably just the luck of being on a ship with only a few crewmen. But in a city this size, you�re sure to be spotted.�
Prin said, �Besides, shaving and wearing a hat like ours will make it seem we�re family, or from the same land. Is there anybody searching for you? If so, they will think twice.�
�Three times,� Sara said, pointing to each of them.
�Maybe later,� Brice said.
Sara approached him like a lion that had been slapped by the claws of a kitten. She stalked him, face stern, ready to teach him a lesson. Pulling up one small step from his chest, she said, �You need to listen to us, respect what we say, and understand my next few words. Shaving your head is not an option if you wish to survive ten more days, because no gambling house in my homeland would take odds on you doing better than that. You can shave your head or die.�
Brice stood silently, not agreeing with her, nor backing away.
She placed one finger in the center of his chest and applied pressure. �But that�s your problem. Mine is for me to remain alive and I am telling you now,� she pushed harder with her finger, �that your stubbornness will not bring about my death, or the death of Prin.�
Her final shove pushed him back a step, but she continued advancing.
�I�ll do it,� he muttered sourly, �I�ll cut my hair.�
�Not good enough. Now, I want you to use your brain and think. Since meeting you, we may have already saved your life, but you don�t know that for sure, yet. What you do know is that we have offered to share our food, shelter, money, wisdom, education, and Prin has secured you a position on our ship. In return, you have . . .�
�Done nothing,� Prin filled in. �But argue, question, and resist.�
Sara said, �I realize this is all new to you, but your life is in danger. We can help, but we�re not obligated to do anything. So, this is how we�re going to proceed. Prin get your bag, and you and I are going shopping.�
�And me?� Brice asked.
�As I said, you will not place us in danger, and we can�t trust you to do what we say without a fight. That could cost us all, at any time. When we tell you what to do, you have to do it and ask questions later, but I don�t think you really believe or understand what I�m saying. So, I�m putting you on the stairs like a cat to guard the house. If any mice come along, run them off. Or you can run off, and we�ll never see each other again.�
Brice bristled, his face twisting in hurt and fear.
Prin threw the strap of the backpack over her shoulder. Inside were her most precious items, all that she�d removed from her father�s apartment, but especially the paintings, and above all, the one that changed expressions. She wondered what face they wore now.
Sara fell into step with her, and as they turned at the first cross street, her eyes went to Brice. Prin didn�t look at him, she watched Sara�s eyes and knew what she saw. Prin said, �You were hard on him.�
�He�s had a soft life. Not enough fear to temper him.�
Prin increased the length of her strides to match those of Sara. A stray breeze threatened to blow her hat off, so she grabbed the brim and pulled it firmly down. �Do you have any idea of where we�re going?�
�The market.�
�Is it this way?�
Sara paused and shrugged. �That boy back there is scaring me so much I can�t think straight. We should have let him go on about his way.�
Prin pulled to a stop, forcing Sara to do the same. �The same as we would do if we came upon a baby playing with a sharp knife?�
�At least that baby and knife are not likely to be the death of either of us.� Sara strode away, Prin hurrying to catch up.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

A woman carrying a head of cabbage and a fistful of carrots strode in their direction. Prin said to her, �We�re new here. Is the market in that direction?�
�It is. Be careful, the farmers are asking top prices for their vegetables this time of the year.�
They thanked her and promised to be wary. After a few more blocks, Sara said, �I�m not over-reacting to the danger Brice presents, you know.�
�But you�re going to teach him a lesson he won�t soon forget? Maybe the bos�n can come up here and give him one too? Or a thug on the street can punch him in his eye?�
�Brice is not our friend.�
�At least not yet, and if you continue to treat him like that, he never will be.�
Sara turned away and headed for the market with long, determined strides. When they reached it, they found nothing like the wild and bustling bazaar at Indore. The market at Gallium had an almost serene aspect to it, having none of the music, dancing, colorful flags, and loud hawkers extolling their goods and prices. Instead, the stalls were neatly lined up in rows according to markers painted on the pave stones, each with a table or two displaying the fruit or wares, a few with canvas tent roofs.
The rows were wide, the sellers polite, and there were men dressed in blue that patrolled, usually in pairs. A small disagreement between a buyer and seller broke out, and four of the men in blue descended to settle the quarrel quietly and efficiently.
Prin said, �I like the Bazaar better.�
They strolled past the stalls, buying nothing. Sara looked for specific ingredients needed for the magic spells and found a few at a vegetable stand. She also purchased a sprig of basil, some mustard seed, salt, and mint leaves.
The displays of other items drew Prin. She examined a tray of knives, finding none to her satisfaction, despite the fact she already owned two and didn�t need another. She fingered lace, and almost purchased a ball of twine so tough she couldn�t break it with her fingers. She did buy three apples, planning one for each of them.
Farmers sold their crops at most tables. Sara suggested they buy food at the last, so they didn�t have to carry it around with them. As they admired carved figurines at one table, along with a nice selection of spoons, Prin glanced up in time to see a man not-looking at them.
He was perhaps ten steps away, Sara was twenty-years-old, and even without her long black hair, her classic features and curvy figure always drew attention. Sara was the sort of beauty that if she smudged a little dirt on her cheek, instead of detracting, it would make most men think her more attractive.
But the young man looked off to their side as if something down there was so interesting he couldn�t spare the time to glance at Sara. Prin averted her gaze, but kept him in her peripheral vision, as he seemed to be doing to them. Sure enough, his eyes flicked in their direction, then away.
Prin took Sara by her elbow harder than necessary, and steered her several tables away, where they looked at turnips as if they were interesting. Prin said, �A man in pale green is behind us. I think he is watching, so don�t look.�
Sara said, �What do you think?�
Prin shook her head at the turnip seller as if the price was too high, and she escorted Sara past several more tables. At a place where customers could slip between displays to another row, Prin pulled her along. Two rows away, they paused at a display of bowls carved from various woods. Prin situated herself where she could watch behind without being obvious.
The young man in pale green emerged from a small crowd, his eyes searching, then he headed in their direction. A pair of men in darker blue, with stars sewn to their shirts, walked past. Prin caught the attention of one and hissed, �Directly ahead of you is a young man wearing light green. We�ve never seen him, but he�s stalking my sister, I think.�
Their eyes found him immediately. They headed in his direction, but the man who had been following them spun and darted off.
�Wait,� one of the constables shouted, as the other blew a whistle. The chase was on.
Several more constables raced to the sound of the whistle. Prin said, �Let�s get away from here.�
They walked quickly, but not so fast they would attract attention. Before leaving the market, at a stall near the edge, Sara paid for a plucked chicken. At the next stall, she quickly bought fresh peas, carrots, and noodles. A moment later, they were in the maze of side streets again.
With only two mistakes, they found their way back to the house. Brice sat on the steps. Sara brushed past him without speaking.
Prin said, �You might as well come on in. At least for a little while.�
He followed her, his head hung low. At the top, he paused and said, �I�m sorry.�
Sara spun around to him, face red and contorted. �Sorry? That�s all you have to say? Do you have any idea of what just happened?�
�No,� Prin said gently, �how could he?�
�Stop protecting him.� Sara sat in a chair and fumed, her eyes squinted, brows furrowed, and body tense. Prin motioned to the terrace and Brice went out there and sat in silence. Prin said nothing, and later, when she looked up, Sara was chopping the vegetables and putting them in a pot. Her chopping was furious, the pieces becoming bits instead of chunks.
After Sara cut up the chicken and added water, she put the pot on a small fire to simmer and pulled the same chair back to the edge of the terrace. Without preamble, she said, �I�m sorry. Neither of you deserved that. I was scared.�
�What happened?� Brice asked, then looked as if he wished he hadn�t said anything.
Prin answered, �There are men looking for me. Prominent men, and even a mage or two. We escaped them twice, but when we were in the market in a city we�ve never visited, a man followed us for no reason, except that he was looking at me. Not Sara. Me.�
�You say you�ve never been in Gallium?�
�They are searching all seaports, I think.�
�Are you that important?� he asked.
�Some people think so. Now I don�t know what to do.�
Sara said, �It�s not your fault, Prin. I just don�t know how we can even buy food if they are searching here for you. You may have to remain inside for the entire stay. That man found us before we�d passed a hundred stalls, so I should think there are many more searching because he couldn�t have been that lucky. What are we going to do?�
Brice began to smile. �Well, maybe here is where I help pay you back. Nobody knows me. Suppose I do the shopping and run the errands. The two of you stay inside where they can�t find you.�
Sara said, �Hey, that might work.�
Brice said, �Did the man recognize you, or just suspect it might be you?�
�Suspect,� Prin said. �He was trying to get closer for a better look, I think. Maybe they have drawings?�
�Is there any reason you need to go out before we sail? Is there anything I can�t do to help?� Brice�s voice rose in frustration that his offer hadn�t been accepted.
Sara visibly calmed. She settled back in the chair, her mind at work as she turned to him. �Can you read?�
�A little.�
�We could give him lists of what we need for shopping, including food and supplies,� Sara said, �As soon as we find out if shaving his head gets rid of that irritating fuzz around him.�
He stood and said, �Let�s do it. I�ve been thinking and realize that the two of you are helping me. If you say my hair may get me into trouble, let�s get rid of it.�
Prin used a scoop of water from the bucket and wet his hair. Then she used her fingers as a comb and brushed it back off his forehead while looking at Sara.
She said, �It is the hair. Come look.�
Prin went to stand beside Sara. His forehead was normal, so she combed it down over his eyes and stepped back. The fuzziness now shimmered down to his eyes. �How did nobody ever see that? It�s so obvious.�
�Did you live in a small village when young?� Sara asked.
Prin combed his hair back again and placed a hat on him. The hat took on a very slight haziness. She asked Sara, �Does the hat hide it?�
�No, not really, but it does cover it up some. When you look at the hair below the hat, it�s still there.�
Sara had calmed and talked in her usual manner, all traces of anger passed. Prin removed the hat and said, �You�re going to look as funny as us when you�re bald.�
�Just do it before I change my mind.�
Prin cut hanks of hair and soaped what remained. Soon, his hair was gone, his scalp white, and Sara said, �Nope, it�s as bad as ever.�
Prin saw the twinkle in her eye. �Well, maybe we need to paint his head green.�
�My head?�
�What else, silly?�
Brice stood, confused, his hands running through nonexistent hair until they burst into laughter. He asked, �Can I see me?�
They couldn�t find anything to provide a reflection. But they assured him, after passing a few looks between them, how good he looked bald, when in truth, he appeared almost deformed. Sara�s and Prin�s scalps had tanned and looked acceptable, while his dark facial skin contrasted dramatically with the white scalp.
�He should wear a hat to keep the sun off, or he�ll burn the first day,� Sara said, checking on the soup again and stirring it. �This will be bland because we didn�t buy enough spices. Mustard seed and mint will provide little help.�
Prin tasted the proffered spoon. �Yuck. Put them on the list.� She sat in a chair and said, �When I was with the Old Mage, and we camped near a river, he put a spell on everything around--one that blurred us to anyone passing by on the road. They could hear us, and he said bears could smell us, but we�d sort of blur into the trees when anyone looked in our direction.�
�Like Brice�s hair,� Sara said, crossing the room and scooping a handful of his hair and holding it beside her face. �What do you think?�
�Your face is blurred.�
Sara scooped all the hair and placed it in an empty bowl. �We may find a use for that. We�ll save it.�
�Candles, we need many of them for reading at night, and a lamp,� Prin said.
Sara turned to Brice. �I think we should all sit outside where the air is fresh and talk about what we know about magic, and what we don�t, so we are all equal in our knowledge. At least, the generalities.�
Brice said, �Then you two do all the talking, and I�ll listen because I don�t know anything. Until today, the mention of magic scared me.�
Sara pulled the chair back to the doorway to the terrace. �You see, that�s the funny thing. I think you know more than you believe, maybe more than us. So, before we tell you what we know, I want to question you.�
Prin rubbed her hands together in a gleeful manner, taking the sting from Sara�s words. �I think I�m going to like this.�
Sara said, �Tell us your story. Start when you were young and when you first ran into trouble and ran away to become a sailor.�
�Well, it didn�t happen like that, or not all at once. But small things happened and over time. Stories started to be spread.� Brice talked as he looked off into the distance and remembered. �At home, there was a boy who didn�t like me when we were growing up. I avoided him most of the time, but when he did catch me, he would beat me just because he was bigger and he enjoyed it.�
At the long pause, Sara filled in, �Then one day, something different happened.�
�When he swung, it was like his hand hit a wall. He wore a bandage, and after that, his fingers were twisted. He said I did it to him and people hardly talked to me.�
�Your mind protected your body. Understandable. What else?�
�There were a few other things, and stories got around, but nothing serious. But a little over a year ago, our family farm was drying up in a drought. I was worried, like everyone else, and one night I woke and there was rain. Our crops were saved.�
Prin said, �That sounds like a good thing.�
�It only rained on our farm.�
Sara said, �I take it the other farmers were not happy with you?�
�They decided I prevented the rain from falling on their farms so our crops would sell for more. They came in a crowd one night just after dark, carrying pitchforks and knives, and one brought a rope to hang me. They destroyed all we grew.�
�You got away?� Prin asked.
�I wanted to stay there and tell them I had nothing to do with any of that, but my father sent me away and told me to get to Dinsmore and beg for a job as a deckhand on any ship that would take me far away.�
Sara said, �Skipping ahead, things happened on the ship?�
�A few times, all of them things that helped the ship like a wind that helped us, but other ships were becalmed. The finger was pointed at me. They said I used magic.�
�And they were probably right. I think that some people can almost see that fuzziness, or they have the impression from it. Maybe they feel it when around you.� Sara paused and then said, �We have to find out how to keep people from figuring out who you are, and that means you have to learn to control your powers, at least enough to shut them down.�
�Do you know how to do that?� he asked.
�No. But we have some books.� She took a pen and paper from her sea bag and began making a list. She used the notebooks she had been studying for more and finally handed it to him. Read each of these to me.�
Brice hesitantly read them, stumbling on several, correcting himself a few times and asked for help on others. He was clearly a better reader than Prin, but not accomplished. After reading through the list once, she made him repeat it, and he got them all right. Sara slipped several coins into his hand and sent him to the market after offering advice on the items, and a stern warning to skip the effort if anyone watched him, or if he felt they were taking too much interest in him.
He placed his hat on his head and left.
Prin tasted the soup again, and agreed spices were needed especially more salt. She turned to Sara, who was reading a page she�d just marked. �Find something?�
�I remembered a spell from reading this book on the ship. It has to do with hair. If they are searching for a blonde girl and one with black hair, or two without hair, we can change that. I think I can turn our hair brown, and we can let ours grow out, so we don�t look so strange.�
�But spells weaken over time. Our hair will turn the natural color as it grows.�
�All true. But nothing says we can�t repeat the spell.�
Prin said, �When you cast a spell for a woman to make a man fall in love with her, it gets weaker over time, like the no-see-me spell Evelyn gave me. When that spell wears off, what happens?�
�Well, you�re right. But the man never hated her, he just hadn�t looked at her in the same way. As for the woman, she always believes she can change him and turn him into what she wants, which is beyond any spell I�ve ever heard of.�
They laughed at Sara�s comment, but when Prin considered her finger drawing heat from the rest of her hand, she wondered where the love was drawn from.
Sara listened to the question and said, �If I know the man loves dogs or cherry pie, I pull some from there, so he likes dogs and cherry pie instead of loves it. The extra affection is given to the woman.�
Prin said, �Do you ever question what you do?�
�No. There have been times when I didn�t think a woman should love a particular man, and I either refused to make the potent, or lied and said I did. Why? I know you�re going to ask me that, next.�
�Nope. I think I understand. At least I�m beginning to. Tell me about the hair spell.�
�I have part of the things needed. One of the ingredients will be harder, because it is a hair, and neither of us has any, which is almost a bad joke. We want to color our hair, but cannot because we don�t have any of the colors we want.�
�Eyebrows?�
�That might work. Want to try it?� Sara asked.
�Tonight?�
�Now.�


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Sara gathered the materials she needed for the spell, including a spoonful of brown mud from plant container. She measured carefully and placed a pinch on Prin�s head, then repeated the process with her own head. She read from the notebook, slowly and carefully, making sure to say each word correctly.
Prin waited, and nothing happened. She looked at Sara questioning her silently.
Sara said, �Almost funny, but not. Our first spell together and I just realized we won�t know if it worked until our hair grows out.�
Prin ran her hand over her bald head. �I feel the problem. If it worked, I didn�t feel anything like a spell. Those words you said, rhymed.�
�They usually do. It makes it easier to remember the enchantment.�
�Can I do one?� Prin asked. �I�m still not convinced of any of this.�
�Let�s find a small spell you can do.�
Sara thumbed through the notebook and paused. �Evelyn put a no-see-me spell on you?�
�Well, sort of. What she did was give us a powder, and when I didn�t want people to look at me, I sprinkled it over my head. It wore off before the end of the day.�
�That makes sense. I think I found the same or a similar spell. We just need to gather a few more things, all common enough.�
�I like that. The spell lets people look past me, but what if we used less of it? Would it mean people would ignore us? Or maybe just not pay attention to us?�
�Why would you want that?�
�Well, if we went shopping and I wore the no-see-me spell, I couldn�t buy anything because the vendors couldn�t see me.� Prin shrugged as if that explanation told all.
Before Sara could respond, the door crashed open, and Brice entered, out of breath and scared. �I heard a man yelling and making threats at the rental place where the woman that rented this to us works, so I moved closer and listened.�
His speech was broken by gasps for air. Sara motioned for Prin to wait before asking questions. He managed to draw a deeper breath. �Mrs. Lamont. A man wearing a green shirt was asking her about renting rooms to anyone with a girl.�
Sara and Prin exchanged panicked looks.
�Mrs. Lamont said she hadn�t. He punched her and called her a liar.�
Prin darted to her sleeping room, and since she had only unpacked a few things, she threw the rest inside her bag and stuffed her hat on her head. As she raced into the main room again, she saw Sara was busy packing, Brice had gathered his things and wore his peaked hat, and the white and gray ship�s cat from the boat stood near the doorway as if waiting to leave.
Cat? She looked again. It was the ship�s cat, but she hadn�t brought it, Brice didn�t know about it. Sara had rarely seen it since she worked in the galley and the cat stayed in the cargo holds to hunt vermin. Why is it here?
She went to it, but the cat backed away, maintaining the same distance. Sara charged out, carrying her bag and heading right for the door. She called over her shoulder, �Come on, they can�t be far behind.�
Prin and Brice raced after, their feet pounding on the stairs, although Prin had a fleeting thought that they didn�t know where they were going, then she corrected that. They were going away. That was enough for the moment. Where didn�t matter.
Once on the street, Sara naturally turned away from the office where Mrs. Lamont rented her rooms. Prin followed and made a mental promise to send a nice little silver coin to Mrs. Lamont. Their relationship, or the one between her and Sara, hadn�t gotten off to a good start, and it would have been easy for her to tell the questioner where they were. To avoid attracting attention, they walked instead of ran. Sara turned right at the second cross street, which would take her in the direction of the market, but to one side.
Prin asked, �What now?�
Sara snorted in disgust. �How do I know? They must be watching everyone that rents rooms in the entire city. The seaman�s lodging will be watched, too. We need a hole to dive into.�
They came to an intersection where they could see the harbor and the city spreading to the west. Prin said, �The Bos�n said there are farms that way. There were people selling apples and pears in the market, and they get ripe at the same time.�
The three turned west, as Sara said, �Your mind is wandering.�
�Maybe. But farmers need pickers for their crops. They hire a lot of people for the harvest, and at home, they provide small places to live while they work.�
Brice said, now that he had caught his breath again, �That�s the same as where I live. Are we going to hire ourselves out to pick apples?�
Prin said, �I�ll bet a lot of sailors do it to earn some extra money.�
�What�s that?� Sara said, pulling to a stop.
Prin glanced behind, where Sara was looking. �That�s our ship�s cat.�
�I know that. What�s it doing here?�
�Following us?� Prin asked.
�Has it been here all along?� Sara asked, in return.
�It showed up with Brice when he told us about the man yelling at Mrs. Lamont.�
Sara sighed, �Never mind that, now. We have more problems. Maybe we can get a carriage to take us to the farmland.�
�Carriage drivers tell tales, especially for silver,� Brice said.
Prin agreed. �It�s not that far. Besides, we need to talk and plan.�
Sara fell into step with them. �Well, our last plans were working out very nicely until Brice came back and ruined them.� Then she saw the hurt expression he wore and quickly said, �Of course, without his quick thinking we might be in custody right now.�
Brice looked at Prin. �I think I have a right to know what you did that has everyone in Gallium looking for you.�
�I was born.�
�I�m serious,� he said.
�Me, too. I was born, and that give me the position if that's the right word, or ranking, might be better. Because of who my mother and father were, I inherit a position that angers certain people because they want what I have. Does that make better sense?�
�I guess so. They must really want it badly. Have you ever considered just giving it to them?�
�It�s not a thing to give. It�s my life. If I�m alive, I�m a threat to some, sort of like you. A mage your age without training is dangerous. You�re too old to be trained as a mage and to learn to think like the other mages want you to, so they�ll be scared you�ll fight them. If they find you, they will kill you that day. Not the next.�
Brice walked along with his eyes focused just beyond his toes, then he said, �Nobody ever told me that. What�s up with the cat?�
�It�s from our ship,� Sara said.
�I know that. But why is it following Prin?�
Sara looked back, and the cat was still trailing behind them. �Prin?�
�It watches her. It follows where she walks, not where you and I do.�
�Cats have an excellent sense of smell,� Sara said. But, then she looked at it again and pulled to a sudden stop that nearly caused a collision. �Prin. Look at your cat, right around its eyes.�
�Pink,� Prin said.
Sara said, �Pink dots. Tiny, but unmistakable when you look closely. Maybe we should be following the cat instead of the other way around?�
Brice had knelt and peered at the cat from a distance closer than either of the girls. He said, �I don�t see anything.�
�That�s because you�re a mage,� Prin said easily, walking nearer the cat. It turned and started back the way they�d come. If they moved too close to it, the cat leaped ahead, if they slowed, it did, too. They hesitated to go in that direction, but instinct told them to trust the magic in the cat. After a few blocks, it turned onto a street they had never been on. Then another. It worked its way higher up the side of the hill until the harbor was so far below they could barely make out the individual ships.
Brice said, �I�m tired. This cat may just be looking for a mate, you know.�
The higher up the hill, the larger the buildings. Not taller, but more spread out. The streets remained narrow, but glimpses behind the houses revealed tall walls hiding trees and even sculptures. The few people they passed either wore the clothing of servants or the very wealthy.
Brice said, �I keep thinking you sure have a lot of faith in a ship's cat.�
Sara said, �Keep it down, Brice. I believe that we're almost there.�
�Where? And how do you know?�
Prin had seen it too. A single floating pinkish/purple dot floated directly at them, indicating it had originated ahead. Prin said, �Brice, please shut up for a few moments.�
�I should be told what�s happening.�
Sara said without rancor, �And you will. Just as soon as we know. But, seriously, shut up and do not speak again until dark.�
Prin glanced up at the same time as Brice. Sara was right. The day was coming to an end. But another of the dots came floating into view, bobbing as it moved. Instead of bright pink, these had a purplish tint to them and somehow seemed stronger, more complicated. She angled to her left a few steps and touched the dot with her finger, and as it popped, she sniffed.
Sara said, �Well?�
�It was a combination, stronger and more mysterious if that�s possible.�
Brice watched but said nothing.
Sara allowed two more dots to float past her on the other side of the street, then one headed right at them. She poked it and sniffed. �I see what you mean.�
The dots arrived more frequently until they reached a doorway. The dots emerged from inside, somehow drifting through the wood as if it didn�t exist. Prin realized that was like Evelyn�s tree. None came through the walls, just the wood door. Prin noticed the wood held a slight ruddy tint, just like the wood in the tree. The cat sat on the step at their feet and licked itself.
�This is it,� Sara said and rapped the door with her knuckles.
�It?� Brice said to himself, but both heard him.
The door opened. A woman with cheeks stained the same ruddy color as the wooden door stood before them. Her eyes went to the cat. She smiled. �Welcome. Come inside, please.�
A teapot and four cups sat on a tray. A piece of fish was on a small plate on the floor, and the cat ran to it and began eating with what seemed like more noise than necessary. The room was spacious, with four sofas, several stuffed chairs covered in rich brocade, and a ceiling so high a ladder would be needed to dust the dark wood it was made of.
Most of one wall was a fireplace, with compartments built in for tinder, cedar strips, and hardwood logs. A swing-arm held a black pot. The floors were bare rock, also reddish in color, and the walls were a matching shade of tan with a hint of red. Red doilies were displayed on the arms of the sofas to protect the rich fabric.
But it was the woman who held their attention as she pointed to a place behind the door to deposit their baggage. She was short, not even as tall as Prin, who was either eleven or twelve, but maybe thirteen. She was wide, with shoulders that belonged to a man. Her face was wrinkled, her eyes bright, and her movements were as quick and sure as those of any child.
Prin tried to guess her age and failed. That she was not young was evident. But neither was she old. She seemed worried, but also appeared to have expected them as she poured four cups of hot water and filled four silver tea-balls with dark leaves. She dipped them and passed the cups and saucers to each, before sitting on the facing sofa, the small tea table between them.
Sara said, �You knew we were coming.�
�The cat told me.�
�That�s our cat,� Prin said. �It�s from our ship.�
The woman sipped her tea and added a drop of milk before stirring it gently. �You may call me Maude. What you think you see, and what is the truth, is not always the same. Would anyone else like milk?�
Prin held out her cup, more so Maude would have to look at her as she said again, �That�s our cat.�
�I�ve introduced myself. Would you be so kind as to do the same?� Maude asked, ignoring Prin�s comment.
Sara set her teacup down harder than necessary. �No, I don�t think we will.�
�Oh, dear, have I offended?�
Sara threw Prin a warning glance, then said, �There are people looking for us. Hunting us. Dangerous people. Sipping tea and chatting is not what we�re here for.�
Maude said, �Why in the world would dangerous people be after you? Have you done something terrible?�
Sara picked up her teacup again and sipped, stalling for time, in Prin�s opinion. She had seen Sara do much the same on other occasions. She waited for an answer before continuing. And with good reason, since Maude evaded answering. While Maude seemed an overly friendly matron, they had no doubt she was a sorceress of the highest class, but didn�t speak or act like any they�d ever heard of. Sara said, �Is your husband at home?�
�Randall died before you were born, my dear. I live alone, so I love it when occasional company comes to visit.�
Prin glanced around at the size of the room, the doors leading to other rooms, perhaps to whole wings of rooms. Not a speck of dust, nothing out of place, nor sign of anyone else. Who cleaned and cooked for Maude, who made her clothing, cared for the grounds, and a hundred other things required in a home as large as a small castle? Yet, she�d not seen a single person.
She understood that Sara was getting upset, and Brice had no idea of what was happening but remaining silent as instructed. Prin stood, attracting the attention of all. �Your home is beautiful. Do you clean it yourself?�
�Mercy, no. I live here by myself and don�t allow it to get dirty.�
Prin said as if speaking offhandedly, �Do you do the dusting?�
�I cast a spell for that. But, since you are a sorceress, you knew that already, dear.� Maude smiled sweetly to take any sting from the words.
Prin saw through the sweet smile but remained calm. �Do you have people to help with the cooking, gardening and the rest?�
�I enjoy cooking on occasion. As for the gardens, when a tree or shrub grows to the right size and has been neatly trimmed, I throw a spell on it to make it remain the same. That way, I always have roses in full bloom, cherries on my trees, and so on. Of course, nobody else can see what I do. Just us.�
Sara said, �You speak freely with our male friend sitting right here.�
�The mage? He�s almost one of us, like a step-sister, don�t you think? Still part of the family.�
They hadn�t told her anything about Brice. Prin glanced at the cat again. �I said earlier, that�s our cat. How did you know what it looked like and where to send it to find us?�
Maude poured more tea. �I have many cats roaming the streets of Gallium, ordinary cats in every way, at least to everyone else. But if a sorceress looks at them, she sees a cat she is fond of, and when she looks closer, she notices the magic dots in the eyes and follows them here. I�m notified when someone follows the cat, and I get my teapot ready. I do love visitors, don�t you?�
�That�s not our cat?� Prin asked.
Maude mumbled a few words and the huge white and gray cat shrunk in size and changed colors to become a smaller tabby. �We should not always trust our eyes, should we?�
Sara relaxed, while Prin and Brice became more excited and he nudged Prin with his elbow. Brice said, �Did you see that? I saw it. The cat changed.�
Sara said, �No wonder the cat wouldn�t let me touch it. I�d have felt a smaller cat while seeing a larger one.�
Brice said, �So what? As a sorceress, you already knew it had a spell cast on it, right?�
Maude chuckled and said, �The boy is quick. However, I did not invent the spell, I copied it from an acquaintance so long ago that I forget her name, but I do remember she cast quite a spell.�
Prin glanced at a window and saw the sun sinking fast. She often used her age to beguile others, so she said in a charming voice, �As we mentioned, men are chasing us, including several mages who wish us dead. Me dead. We were going to head out to the country to pick apples so we could hide from them when your cat distracted us.�
�Oh, my. That�s dreadful, child. Is there any reason you cannot spend time here instead of an orchard? I love company, and it has been so long since I�ve had young people around.�
Prin saw an opening and dived in. �We�d love to. And since Sara and I know almost no spells, would you teach us some? I mean just a few basic things to amuse ourselves?�
Maude threw her arms wide and said, �I used to be a teacher of magic, you know. Oh, it was a long time ago, but such fun when a student felt the spark of learning.�
�Is that a yes?� Prin asked.
�Of course, it is. Why I have rooms in this big old house I haven�t entered in ages. I�ll teach you if you share your stories. I sense there are three of them, one for each of you, and I�d like to hear them all.�
�Will we be safe here?� Sara asked.
�Quite safe, I assure you. Anyone wish more tea?�


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

Maude left for the kitchen and returned almost before she arrived there, telling them she had dinner almost prepared. She insisted on showing them to three adjoining rooms first, each as fresh and clean as if a crew of maids had departed moments earlier. Prin smelled the scent of soap and washed linen. Fresh cut flowers filled vases in each room.
The bedrooms were just off the main room with the massive fireplace, but a hallway extended so far away that the end was lost to view. Prin counted ten doors on each side before they blurred in the distance. She promised herself a trip to the end of the hall when she had time.
Inside each room was a bed, dresser, chest of drawers, and a pair of chairs with a small table between. Each room had a set of double doors leading outside into the garden. Stepping stones formed winding trails past pools with fish swimming, trees with fruit hanging, and the entire garden was walled so nothing inside it could be seen from the street or any nearby house.
Prin detected a now familiar shimmer of magic at the top of the wall that was short enough for a household ladder to reach the top. She asked Maude what the shimmer did.
�Oh, that�s just a wall of dislike, a simple spell most anyone can cast.�
�I don�t know what that is, or what it means,� Prin said.
Maude rubbed her hands together as if they were sharing a conspiracy, which they were. She said, �It�s too hard to make people stay away. I mean burglars and such. So, what the top of my wall does is to convince them that what is in here is harmful in some way. Some people see big angry dogs, others poison oak or ivy, and some see household guards with their swords drawn. Whatever they don�t want is what they see, so they go away without looking.�
Sara said, �So a man in a bad marriage might look in here and see twenty of his wives?�
�Well, that�s one I hadn�t considered,� Maude said, laughing, �But that sure would keep out a few.�
Prin said, �Are we free to roam around the garden? Is there anything to hurt us?�
�Oh, I don�t think there�s anything to be afraid of. The mage might watch his step here and there, so he doesn�t trip a spell, but you two will see the magic before you reach it.�
�My father was a mage,� Prin said. �In his apartment at the king�s castle, he a workspace for his things, and his studies.�
�That explains a lot,� Maude said.
�That he has a workspace?� Prin asked.
�No, I was talking about explaining about you, dear. Sara here, is a sorceress, one I believe with superior abilities, if not yet honed. Brice is a fledgling mage, but you can never tell what they will become until they reach their mid-years, at least thirty. But you, you are a strange one. You have not learned how to wield your powers, but I would not wish to anger you.�
�I�m just a little girl.�
Maude furrowed her brow. �And a tiger-scorpion with a sting that kills a man in ten heartbeats is just a little insect�an arachnid if you want to be precise. Yes, you are just a little girl, you say. To answer your question about my workshop and teaching you, I�d like to ask one in return so I can prepare a curriculum, of sorts. What is your timeline? I mean, how long do you wish to live here?�
Prin said, �Would thirty or forty days be too long?�
�I was hoping for more,� Maude said. �Oh well, anyone else hungry?�
She escorted them to a small, informal dining room, the table for four laden with food. Two roasted chickens lay steaming on small platters, carrots filled a bowl, peas another. Three kinds of bread fresh from warming ovens sat beside bowls, butter and two different kinds of preserves. At each of the four places was a small knife and two-pronged fork.
How it was cooked, arrived on the table, and a hundred other questions leaped into Prin�s mind, but she caught the scent of the food, and how it got there became far less important. They sat down and devoured the food. For her part, Prin tried to use manners, as she�d seen other nobles do, but failed. It was the best food she�d eaten in her life, and when soft-cakes smothered in ripe strawberries, and sweet cream appeared on a side table, she believed there could be no place better than at that table.
After dinner, they adjourned to the main room, where candles now burned. Maude reached for her knitting and asked questions of each of them, and as Prin watched her hands leave the knitting needles to reach for something, the needles continued to knit without dropping a single stitch.
The woman who seemed a doddering old fool, asked penetrating questions about each of them, as she heard their stories. She often listened, then asked what had not been shared, as if she could see into the minds and what they wished to hide or leave unsaid. It would be no fun to be this woman�s child.
When Prin went to use the outhouse, she decided to clean the kitchen for Maude when she returned, however, the table was already cleared, a new tablecloth in place, and even the chairs were carefully placed under the table, each lined in perfect order with the others. When she peeked into the kitchen, it was as clean as any she�d ever seen, no dirty tub of water, no dishes, and even the floor sparkled.
It didn�t surprise her.
Maude hadn�t left them to cook, so why would she do so to clean? She had told them as much when she said dust was not allowed in the house. While some sorceress might concentrate on solving the personal problems of others, Maude took care of herself.
Back in the main room, Sara said, �That was an incredible meal. I know you want to hear our stories, but I�d like to ask a couple of questions.�
Maude said, �Don�t make them too personal, and I�ll try to answer.�
�There are spells all over the house. I think some are old. But the spells I know fade with time. Can you explain?� Sara asked.
Maude chuckled and held her arms out wide. �Your question tells me the answer to a question I mentioned before dinner. I must develop a course of study for the three of you but needed a starting point. From your question, I assume you have never studied formally, and if informally, only for a short time.�
�Not even that much for me,� Prin said.
Brice said nothing but drew the steady gaze of Maude. �You?�
�Until a yesterday, I just knew I was different, and that I upset people.�
�Ah, that explains even more,� Maude said. �Interesting.�
Prin hadn�t expected that reaction. Brice was a mage, an entirely different set of rules applied to him. She said, �You can teach Brice, too?�
Maude said, �I believe that it�s time the three of you learned what is the most basic of concepts, and they apply to all magic.� She lifted her teacup, sipped and said, �It�s cooled.�
Then she waited.
Sara realized they should respond and with a smile, she said, �What did you expect? That it would remain hot?�
Maude turned to her. �The spells for attracting love you sold, how long did they last?�
�The good ones, a few days.�
�Why not a lifetime?�
Sara was seated on the end of a sofa. Perched on the edge would be more accurate. The woman had Sara�s total concentration, and Prin settled back to watch. She didn�t know what the two of them were trying to communicate but understood it to be important.
Sara finally answered, �Spells wear out.�
�All of them?�
�All that I know,� Sara said.
�As sorceresses and mages, we can neither create nor destroy the basics of the world around us. We alter or concentrate, no more. No less.� Maude held her teacup up higher. �My tea was hot, now it is warm. Soon it will be the same temperature as this room. If I pour it out and fetch cool water from a spring in my cup, it will be almost cold, but over time it will also return to its natural temperature of this room.�
�What about explosions?� Prin asked. �I saw my father make them.�
Maude turned her dark eyes to Prin. �This is really going to be exciting and fun. None of you accept what I tell you without questions. Now, to your question. Your father may have blown things up with his powers, but the powers that made the explosions were a concentration of power drawn from elsewhere. In some form, it returned to its origination, much as my tea has cooled.�
Prin said, �But it destroyed.�
�The use of his magic destroyed other things, but the power did not destroy itself. Let me try to explain better. If a mage wants an explosion, he draws power from another source and concentrates it. If he wants a lightning bolt, he draws energy from iron, or flint, or copper. Just a little from the source, or sources, then combines it into one flash of lightning that lasts an instant. Like my tea, the origin of the power will work its way back to equilibrium.� Maude sipped her warm tea, and with a slight smile, she refilled her cup.
Prin said, �I think I understand. If I put my finger in your hot tea, I�ll burn it. The tea remains tea, but my finger hurts.�
Maude said, �There, I knew such a complex subject would be understood by the three of you with one explanation.�
Prin and Maude looked at Sara and Brice, then laughed at the confused expressions.
Brice said, �Can I ask questions, too? I know I was supposed to be quiet, but I don�t understand. What puzzles me most is the difference in a mage and a sorceress. It seems they are the same.�
Maude drew in a breath to speak but was too slow. Prin leaped to her feet and almost shouted in excitement, �I know. Can I tell him?�
Maude motioned with a gentle wave of a hand, giving Prin the floor.
�Sir James explained it to me. He said, if you have a mule that refuses to pull your wagon, a mage will transform the straw clinging to the mule�s butt by lighting it on fire. The mule will feel the burn back there and snap awake, hopefully walking faster to get away from the source of the pain. But a sorceress would cast a spell telling the mule a good meal is waiting just over the crest of the next hill. The mule would walk faster to get the meal. Same end result, just different ways to reach it.�
�And that,� Maude said with a wide grin, �is the perfect explanation.�
Brice said, �Hey, I think I understand. Sort of.�
Maude still watched Prin from the corner of her eye, the teacup almost, but not quite, touching her lips. She said, �Would you like to explain why a person cannot be both?�
Prin said, �To be both a mage and sorceress? The answer is, no, it cannot happen. They are like fire and water. You can�t mix the two magics.�
�That is what I�ve always learned from those who taught me, so I guess it must be true.�
She still held Prin fixed with her green eyes. Prin pulled herself away and said, �I�m going to go look at the gardens.�
Once out the door, she tried to relax. Maude knew too much. Sara knew she was also a mage, but somehow Maude seemed to know everything. At least, she knew Prin was not an ordinary sorceress if there was such a thing.
She strode down the winding stone paths as if she had a destination, but eventually slowed at the beauty of the garden. Each plant was perfect. The grass was cut at an even height, and there was not a single weed in sight. She estimated the garden more than a hundred steps in any direction.
Near the far end of the garden, she found fruits she had never seen and wondered if the trees had been grown with particular climates because it felt hotter and wetter than nearer the house. Prin glanced at the house and stumbled to a stop.
From this angle, Maude�s house was no larger than the building where they had rented the apartment on the upper floor! She recalled the hallway that continued out of sight from the door to her room where she�d counted at least ten more doors on each side. Where was that hallway when looking at the outside of the house?
Magic. It had to be. The ordinary-looking house, as seen from the street, didn�t match what was inside. The main room alone would fill the house she looked at. It�s bigger inside than outside.
Prin placed that idea aside, but with the intention of asking about it when she went back inside. She made a small turn, searching for the magic Maude had indicated she would find in the garden. There were several places where the shimmer of spells drew her attention, but she didn�t know what any did so she stayed away.
Her mind drifted to the city of Indore, and to the dog she�d purchased to guard their home. It had a small yard, but the dog would love to have a yard like this one to run around in. She missed the dog, even though she�d never had one, and she looked forward to strolling the bazaar with it on a leash. She would feel safer with the dog to protect her.
But her mind wasn�t fully concentrating on the dog or the small yard. It was adding ideas, sifting through what she knew and what she didn�t. Calculating. Drawing information from there and inserting it here.
She snapped her fingers, understanding what her mind was trying to tell her. She had looked at Maude�s home from outside, including the wall and garden it contained. But it was a small house located in the vast city of Gallium, with a walled yard, no larger than others in the area, which meant the garden was no bigger than her yard at the house in Indore.
The yard was like the endless corridor inside. The entire garden was under a spell to make it seem larger when standing in it. When she left Maude�s home next time, she would stand in the street and take a full measure.
Instead of frightening her, Prin felt reassured. Maude lived in the center of a city much larger than Indore without detection and had done so her whole life. If she and Sara could learn only a portion of what she knew�they could use it to go home.
Shoulders back, chin up, she strode to the entry to the main room and pulled the door open. The furniture had shifted to a more intimate setting, with a sofa facing Maude�s chair so close their knees almost touched.
Brice was talking. Prin sat on the end of the couch and listened. The story was just an expanded version of his slip-ups as a mage. During a drought, rain once fell only on his father�s farm. At another time, two boys attacking him had been blown back several steps by a wind that didn�t push him, giving him the advantage. There were other small incidents. Word had spread in the village, and he had been sent away before harm came to him, and he had joined the crew of the ship, where other incidents occurred. He was put ashore in Gallium with the excuse of needing to reduce costs.
Maude said, �You had no idea you are a mage?�
�I knew people didn�t like me, and strange things happened, but no. I had never heard the word mage until another sailor accused me.�
�Not unusual,� she said. �In most rural communities, nobody has ever seen a real mage. What they hear are stories of drawing lightning down to slay their enemies in great storms and other nonsense like that.�
Sara said, �But people do know about sorceresses.�
�They do, and they don�t,� Maude said. �The real sorceress can create attractions, but any gypsy or faker can sell what looks to be the same, and often convince the buyer of the quality of their goods.�
�But, they are not real,� Sara protested.
Maude gave her a faint smile and said, �Perhaps, but they often work and reinforce the belief. Suppose a young woman purchases an imitation, but worthless �spell� from a gypsy or charlatan, and she uses it on the young man she�s interested in. She eagerly confronts him while expecting him to react by being attracted to her. When the young man senses she is interested in him, he naturally becomes interested in her. They marry, and the girl tells everyone she knows of the wonderful spell that brought them together.�
�So, all the other young women flock to that seller and buy whatever it is she�s selling?� Sara asked. �It does not matter if it�s real or fake.�
Maude nodded and continued, �The failures are blamed on the girl not using the potent correctly, or a conflicting spell from another woman, or that the potent will not work on an �evil� man, one who will someday beat his wife or some other lie. The gypsy protects those she sells her charms to, with that added protection at no additional charge.�
�But, she takes full credit for any successes�and for the failures.� Sara crossed her arms over her chest and her eyes glazed as she considered the information.
Prin decided to confront Maude directly on the size of the house and garden, as well as a few other items. She passed a look to Brice and Sara that she hoped would keep them quiet before saying, �Your home is much larger inside than out, and your garden is also much greater.�
�Finally noticed that, did you? Good for you, girl. It�s a complicated spell I learned when young that I call a stretch spell for lack of a better word.�
Prin considered the explanation and found it almost easy to understand. �Can I duplicate that spell?�
�With training, of course, you can. But, do not be deceived, your home and garden cannot really stretch. That would violate all the natural laws. We just believe it is larger, which serves the same purpose.�
Prin changed tact. �Earlier, you said all spells wear out. Hot tea becomes cold.�
�All true,� Maude agreed.
�What about the stretch spell?�
Maude giggled like a child, her hand covering her mouth. �I knew you were the one that would test and question all I say. You�re the girl who says, prove it.�
�But, what about the stretch spell?� Prin asked again, refusing to be pushed aside from her question.
�The spell is simple enough once learned and memorized, so casting it is almost as automatic as drawing a breath. As I enter a room, I stretch it, and the same with my garden. It shrinks back to normal after I leave, but I don�t care. While I am there, it is larger�unless I�m cleaning.� Maude cackled and looked right at Prin. �It is so easy to clean a tiny room.�
Prin found herself laughing because the same subject had been discussed earlier, but not explained. �So, you can cast the spell in reverse and make a room smaller.�
�Oddly enough, I didn�t know that for years and stumbled on it in the journals of a sorceress who passed on well before I was born.�
Sara turned to Prin and silently asked for permission to speak. When she had it, Sara said, �We also have the journals of a sorceress from Donella who recently died, along with much of her equipment. Her husband insisted we accept it.�
Maude leaped to her feet. �Really? Oh, dear. I must see it. There is so much to learn, and the journals of our sisters often contain information lost through the years.�
Sara said, �So, it�s valuable?�
�Much more than gold. Usually, a sorceress provides for who it will pass on to, but to find a new cache from another land is something I never expected to see. Where is it?�
�On our ship, safely in the cargo hold,� Sara told her.
�Then, we must make arrangements to retrieve it before the ship sails.�
Sara said, �We can do that. Send Brice to the ship with a note, I guess. But there is so much that we can�t possibly study even a small portion in one month.�
Maude was pacing, wringing her hands in anticipation when she pulled to a stop. �One month? Did I not make it clear that I have accepted the task of teaching the three of you?�
Prin said, �Yes, you said that?�
�Did I fail to make it clear that the minimum of what you require will take years? At least three and probably more?� Maude�s face held reserve and sorrow. �Oh dear, I thought you understood.�


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

Sara turned to Prin. �Three or four years? You think we�ll be here that long?�
Maude said, �Perhaps longer. There is so much to learn, and you are so innocent. We have much of your lack of educations to make up for, and then there is all the rest you must learn.�
Prin readied herself to object, but Sara wore a strange expression that halted her. She looked to Brice, who seemed oblivious and contented�as if he didn�t understand anything of what had been said. She glanced at Maude and understood Brice had been removed from the conversation.
Prin said, �What�d you do to him?�
�The boy doesn�t need to hear or pass on any of what we talk about. He�s welcome to stay, and I�ll instruct him on some basics of how to care for himself and conceal his powers from those who might hurt him.�
�But, he is not one of us, so you�ve omitted him from our conversation?� Prin asked as she heard her voice rise in indigitation.
Maude�s tone grew stern. �As I said, he is welcome to stay, but he cannot be allowed to know certain things, or he may bring danger to all of us.�
Prin ignored her. �Back to the subject of three or four years. We were hoping to impose on you for a month.�
�That is completely understandable, dear. I should have been clear from the beginning when you asked if I would teach you. Teaching takes time.�
Prin turned to look back at Brice. �This is not acceptable, not what you�re doing to him.�
Maude said, �He is in no pain, in fact, the opposite. He will not remember any of our private conversation, but you must understand that he is a mage, a related field, but not the same at all.�
�It doesn�t seem right.� Prin stood her ground, even though she felt the subject slipping away.
�Perhaps I should explain my intentions for him,� Maude said. �I cannot teach him to be a mage any more than a cat can teach a dog to be a cat. What I can do, is that I can provide him with some basic knowledge and then send him on your ship to Indore with instructions to do your bidding. I may also locate a mage to train him, but that will take time, perhaps months or years.�
�Go on,� Prin said.
�He can seek information about those who are searching for you, dispatch others to your land of birth to gather more information about current events, and return it to you by the next voyage. You have valuable secrets to keep, young lady. And you have dangerous enemies. He can locate people to help you.�
Prin said, �I admit I need information about when it is safe to return to Indore, and we have a friend or two there who can provide that information. My plan was to visit on a ship now and then until we can return, but your idea is better.�
�And your homeland? Wren?�
�For that, he will need gold. I have a little.�
Sara said, �Your spies need only to cross the mountain pass and go to the inn where we bought the horses and ask. I�m sure Brice could easily make that trip, and as far as they�re concerned, you�ve already paid them with the coin you left in the bottom of your cup.�
�So, Brice would set up the network of spies, and when his ship arrives in Indore, he collects the information and brings it here. I like it,� Prin said. �As long as Brice will do it.�
Maude said, �There are more things we can add to the list, but one is that when he finds someone he trusts, Brice can ask them to slip an enchanted ring onto their finger. I have the ingredients and spell, and can have it ready before he sails.�
Sara said, �What will the ring do?�
Maude held up her right hand. A purple glow circled her ring finger. �That was from when I first learned the spell. I think I was about your age, Sara.�
�And it still works?� Sara asked.
Maude said, �Look at it. The spell draws almost no energy. It does nothing but create a faint glow that only another sorceress can see. But the energy to sustain comes from the person, that is why the ring must be worn for a moment, and not cast into the air, like so many other spells.�
Prin said, �You�ve used this?�
�Any person, man or woman, with this purple glow on their right ring finger is to be trusted. I have used it on seven, and located an eighth, cast by another sorceress, by accident. A woman placed the enchanted ring on, so I trusted her, and was correct to do so.�
Sara said, �Maude, if your kind offer is still agreeable, we would love to have you teach us, but we have responsibilities to our ship. The captain and bos�n are expecting us, and we should notify them to hire others in our stead. But, Brice should sail with them. And take your ring.�
Prin said, �He will need instructions for the ring, directions for the mountain pass, and he needs to learn to shield his mind from other mages. Can all that be done in a month?�
Maude said, �A few days if we hurry, but we can all do better if we teach him what he needs, and then whatever else we can.�
�First, we must ask him if he will work with us,� Sara said. �If he�s captured, he�ll die. This is no game. He needs to make his own choice.�
Prin stood. �But not tonight. I cannot stay awake any longer.�
They all agreed to go to bed. After Maude had cleared the spell from Brice, they headed to their rooms, and Prin paused in the hallway again. The distance was an illusion, she now knew, but what would happen if she walked down there? If she kept walking? Would the stretch spell continue placing more distance in front of her? If so, did it pull distance from behind and put it there? If she went down there and turned around and looked behind, what would she see?
Prin fell asleep with those contrasting, conflicting, and confusing thoughts in her mind. Thinking back, she had always been inquisitive and wanted to know more. She had wished to learn at the morning kitchen, then at her father�s apartment, and also at Evelyn�s tree. For the first time, she might have her wish granted. A place to study and someone to teach her.
The word tree triggered another thought. Treeman. She needed a new Treeman if she was going to remain with Maude. Her skills with the throwing knife were better than most who wore them, she believed, but she never wanted to feel helpless again. Since Sir James was dead and couldn�t teach her, she would either teach herself or find another instructor. She liked that. A new Treeman and someone to teach her to fight.
Since escaping the assassins over the mountain pass, she had seldom felt safe. It had been one crisis after another. She finally had the opportunity to learn, study, be safe, and work out a set of plans for her immediate future, and after.
But her future included Brice and Sara�she just didn�t know if they knew it. She closed her eyes again, and for the first time since fleeing the tree in Evelyn�s forest, she slept soundly.
The slanting rays of the morning sun found her in bed, groggy and so rested and comfortable, she could go back to sleep. But instead, she climbed from the bed, the first real bed she had slept in since her mother�s death, and made her way to the main room.
There she found Maude and Brice already in deep conversation. A bowl of fruit sat beside them, and in another bowl, warm bread that felt fresh from the oven. There was no sign of Sara, but the cat she�d believe was from her ship approached. With the cat in her lap, she watched and listened.
Maude spoke tenderly, encouraging Brice to concentrate and relax, which sounded contradictory, at best. Prin looked at Brice�s head and expected to see the shimmer that had been there, but found far less, even on the tiny hairs growing out. Then, as if a flash, his entire head was enveloped in a green haze.
�That�s it,� Maude said, excitedly. �That�s the area you need to control. Now, make it larger. Good, good. Now shut it away.�
The green glow/shimmer faded but did not disappear. Brice closed his eyes and concentrated harder, but tiny green sparkles appeared.
Instead of being upset, Maude said, �Well, the good news is you�ve tapped into a different cortex, and now even the blind sorceress can find you on a dark night.�
�It�s hard,� Brice said.
�But necessary. And this is the first lesson, so don�t be discouraged. I�m impressed you managed to locate the cortex of your mind required. The rest will be easy. Now, I want you to eat, walk in the garden and breathe some fresh air, then come back, and we�ll try again. Do not think about what we�ve discussed. That is important. Do not think about it.�
�How am I going to do that? Or, not do it?�
Prin found herself laughing. Telling him not to think about something was much the same as telling him to think about it. Then she glanced at Maude and realized the mistake she�d just made. She shouldn�t have laughed. Brice stood and walked to the door, shaking his head in confusion.
After the door had closed, Maude turned to her and said, �Never do that again.�
�I thought it a joke.�
�I wanted him to review which parts of his mind did what, and by telling him not to think about it, I knew he would, and hopefully figure it out for himself. My methods for teaching are not always linear, nor will I try to make them. Each mind is different and must be handled in ways that fit it. Brice needs to know and understand a small portion of his abilities for his safety and to hide from others. For now, no more.�
�Why no more? I mean, I�ll do as you say, Maude, but I�m wondering.�
Maude relented, and her anger fled. �Another mage can see magic performed, and often for extended periods of time after the event. We cannot have Brice sailing all over the known world, creating spells and identifying himself to every mage and sorceress within sight. He must learn slowly, and conceal himself until we can locate a mentor.�
�I wish my father was alive. He was a great mage.�
�You said he left you things.�
�A full workshop. It�s supposed to be sealed until I return.�
Maude said, �But you brought some items with you.�
�Only a few,� Prin said. �Would you like to see them?�
�I would indeed. Objects owned by great mages always interest me, but what your father left may help me to teach you, or understand some of your needs and abilities.�
Prin climbed to her feet and ran to her room. Leather satchel in hand, she strode back into the main room and found Sara waiting beside Maude, who said, �I thought perhaps Sara should join us, but I have prohibited Brice from coming inside until we finish. I hope that is all right with you.�
Prin reached under her skirt and pulled the knife she wore and laid it on the table. Beside it, she placed a round glass bead, a thin leather-bound book so old the pages tried to fall out, and the tooth of an animal the size of her small finger, and the little piece of red parchment with the red ribbon tied around it. Inside blood red ink spelled out three lines of words, while the crude image of a flying bird decorated the bottom. Last, she removed the small painting of her mother and father.
Before placing it on the table, she looked at their expressions. They were smiling. No, beaming with joy. She caught Sara�s eye and hid her smile.
�First, the knife. Did you select it from among others?� Maude asked without touching it.
�It was hidden in a drawer in my father�s workshop, but there was no reason I took it except I liked it. There was another knife, one made of black iron William said. Cuts made with it won�t heal. I wanted none of that.�
�I see nothing special about the knife, other than that it is made well. However, there is a spell or enchantment, a small one I�ve never seen and have no idea of what it does�and no way to find out, I�m afraid.�
�So, sometimes a knife is just a knife?� Prin smirked.
Maude ignored her. �The bead is not glass. I think it may be something or someone the mage compressed and rolled into that sphere.�
�I don�t understand,� Prin said.
Maude held it to the light and peered inside before setting it down. �This bead was something before it became this. Perhaps an enemy, or a beast that attacked him. Whatever it was, he spent a tremendous amount of energy to turn it into this. I�ll bet he slept for days to recover.�
Prin and Sara exchanged glances, but Maude picked up the book carefully, sliding a few pages back to where they belonged. �This,� she said, �was written long before your father was born. Not that any magic tells me that, but the age of the parchment, the fading of the ink, and the few words that I see are old, barely the same language we speak. Why he considered this book valuable, I cannot tell you, but the fact he kept it with his most precious things is significant.�
Prin said, �If it�s old and can�t be read, why is it important?�
�I cannot say, but I might venture a guess.�
�Please do,� Prin said.
�These items were the few things hidden in his most secure location, so they may be connected. For instance, the owner of the book may be in the glass bead.�
�The bead might have been a person?� Prin found herself on her feet as the impact of the suggestion made itself known to her. She looked away, not wishing to see or touch the bead. The idea terrified her.
Maude shrugged. �It still might be a person. And you may resurrect him if you are not careful. If your father was a good man, and I believe he was, he wouldn�t place any but the worst enemy inside a bead.�
Prin said, �I have so much to learn.�
Maude examined the tooth. �Ah, now this I can definitely tell you belonged to a dragon, but not a large one, at least as far as dragons go.�
�They are not real,� Prin said.
�Not now.�
Prin said, �But they were? Somewhere?�
�Well, I have not been everywhere, and have never seen one for myself, but your tooth came from a dragon, so the question to ask again is: why did he place it with the other things he values?�
None of them came up with a reasonable idea.
�What about the red parchment?� Prin asked, anxious to find all she could while she had the opportunity.
Maude carefully removed the red ribbon, unrolled it, and then carefully re-rolled it again. She replaced the ribbon back on it and said, �You will never unroll, look at that, or show it to another.�
Sara said, �We looked at it.�
�But did not say the words, or one of you would now be dead. The red bird is a mage warning, but it is a spell used for slaying masses, maybe thousands of people.�
�Then we should destroy it,� Prin said.
�No, we should not. We don�t know what forces that might unleash. It needs to be hidden for all time. I�d suggest hiring ten men to dig a hole for twenty years and place it in a sealed bottle at the bottom and fill in the hole.�
�Really?� Prin asked, trying to imagine how deep that hole might be.
�I consider the scroll to be that dangerous. Now, taken all together, you own a bead of a compressed being, a book that may have belonged to that being, a dragon�s tooth, and the parchment calling for death to all who hear the words upon it spoken. I suggest that tells us something important.� Maude hesitated, �But I do not know what. Of course, I may be completely wrong that they are associated.�
Sara said, �Your ideas follow a logical pattern.�
Maude turned her attention to the painting. She smiled. �Your father and mother. It is enchanted, by several layers of spells, but you already knew that.�
�Yes,� Prin said.
�Do you know the precise enchantments? Because I see at least three, and perhaps five, some from a sorceress, and others the work of a mage.�
Prin said, �All I know is that their expressions change.�
�Ah, I have a painting over there on that wall where the woman�s eyes seem to follow you around a room. A clever trick of the artist.� Maude jutted her chin at a painting.
�No, not like that,� Prin said. �Look carefully. They are not smiling as much as before you decided it was a trick.�
Maude held it up and shifted it to a better light. �I confess, they do not appear as happy, but not everything is magic, child.�
�I have seen them scared for me, and angry.� Prin crossed her arms across her chest, ready to fight Maude over the painting.
�Really?� Maude seemed fascinated. �Do you mind if we hang it on a wall in here where it can watch over us? And we, them?�
�I�d like that.�
Maude said, �The spells and incantations are one thing, but this picture is also linked to you. Inside the paint are hairs from your parents, of course, but there is more I�m unfamiliar with. I can account for possibly one of the spells, but I have no idea of the others. What I do know, is the same light reflects from the painting as from your face.�
Sara moved closer to Maude. Her eyes shifted back and forth between the painting and Prin, and Maude guided her. Finally, Sara said, �She�s right. I can see it now.�


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 

Carefully, Prin collected her treasures from the table. She now had a possible explanation for them, if not the truth, it sounded like it may be. That was more than yesterday. Maude allowed Brice back inside. He didn�t act as if he knew he�s been excluded and forbidden to enter the house while they had talked.
Brice said, �I think I�ve got it. Look at my head.�
The three of them crowded around him, and none could see the telltale shimmer that identified an unprotected mage. Maude announced a victory breakfast would be served in his honor. As she mentioned it, Prin smelled enticing aromas of frying sausages and bread.
During their meal, Maude outlined their plans, including having him sail with the Merry Princess. Prin watched for any sign of reluctance, prepared to adjust or abandon the ideas, but he seemed to almost rejoice at the adventure in them.
Brice listened, then said, �The ship doesn�t sail for more than a month. Do you think you can teach me to control myself better? Maybe I can learn a few spells?�
Maude chuckled and said, �Mages do not cast spells. They transform.�
�That still confuses me,� he said. �Can I learn to transform something?�
�Forget what you think you know,� Maude told him. �Just learn this, and we�ll work on the rest later. A mage transforms things. By that, I mean he might condense or expand an item to make it smaller or larger. He takes fire and stills it until he needs it, which is a transformation from active to passive. He concentrates air and releases it at his enemies to knock them down with its power.�
Brice said, �I think I�m beginning to see. A mage can take a small wave at sea and make it large enough to sink a ship.�
Maude said, �If he knew the correct incantation and how to manipulate the sea, a mage could do that. Or, he might concentrate the wind and blow down the ship�s sails. But I think you�re getting the idea.�
Prin said, �Do you know any of those things that you can teach Brice?�
�I do have a few in the writings I�ve managed to collect over the years. One, in particular, intrigues me, and I believe I can teach that one to him, but cannot perform it myself, of course.� Her eyes drifted to Prin as if accusing her, or daring her to speak.
�What is it?� Brice asked, breaking the sudden tension.
Maude said, �It is a way for you to use the air and make it move along a line. With it, you can build a barrier around yourself, so others have a hard time seeing you. Oh, they can if they concentrate, but most will simply not see through it.�
�My father did that when we set up our camp. From the road, things in our direction were fuzzy or hazy.�
�That is the sort of thing I can teach, perhaps,� Maude said. �However, no matter what else you learn, we will work on hiding your abilities and protecting you. Then, I will try to locate a mage who will teach you.�
If Brice�s smile widened any larger, his face would crack.
Prin said, �Now, I�m confused. Evelyn, another sorceress, gave me a powder that we called a no-see-me spell. When it was placed on my head, people looked anywhere but at me. That�s the same spell for a mage and sorceress.�
�My, you are going to be a challenge,� Maude said, placing a hand on Prin�s shoulder as she smiled. �One person rides a mule up a hillside to the top. Another walks up there. They achieved the same result, but got there by different methods. Remember?�
�I guess I can see a difference.�
�Yes, we sometimes duplicate the end results, but do so in different manners as you told us last night. However, there are many things a mage can do that we cannot, and the other way around.�
Prin said, I�m still feeling responsible for our ship, and we should send for the crates we have in the cargo hold. I was thinking of going down to the harbor and trying to explain.�
Maude turned to her. �Then, think again. The port is the place that is watched most heavily. Your enemies know you were elsewhere, so to be here, you must arrive by ship. Even allowing Brice to go there and return here is a risk, because if those who are after you are as intelligent as they seem, and the search as widespread as you suspect, they will know a girl your age arrived on that ship�and disappeared. That alone is suspicious.�
�But Brice was not with us on the ship. He came on another,� Prin said sternly.
�Do you believe no eyes watched you arrive? That nobody followed you, or that they are not watching the comings and goings of any who visit your ship? Or any others with young girls aboard? Let me put it another way, dear. Are you willing to wager your life that none of those things are true?�
Sara said, �You know she�s right.�
Prin said, �Is this what it�s like to have a mother?�
All three of the others broke into laughter as Prin sat alone and looked from one to the other. Finally, they finished eating, and Maude said, �I would like to say one more thing on the earlier subject. The things you have in those crates on the ship may be of such importance that I sent a messenger last night to speak with your captain, and he has agreed that the crates will be delivered this morning, so sending Brice is not a danger�to you or himself.�
�What if someone follows them here?� Prin asked.
�They won�t. Who would follow cargo?�
�You think of everything, Maude,� Sara said.
�Not everything, apparently. I also own all the houses and property that surround this one and rent them at very affordable rates to people I trust. They are my watchdogs. I�ve heard from three already. There are men, soldiers, who are patrolling the road outside.�
�Soldiers?� Prin asked.
�Do not be alarmed, yet. I have the means for us to escape, but I may have misled you, and apologize. While they are soldiers, they are not from any of our local militias or are not massing for an attack. I believe there are only three, but they walk past as if they are uninterested. After walking a short distance past, they either circle around or return.�
Prin said, �If they�re not local, where are they from?�
�I do not know. They are new to Gallium, but they wear a uniform of sorts, and they wear swords, so we must be wary.�
Sara was already at the front window watching the few wagons and pedestrians on the street. She said, �Just ordinary people so far.�
Prin said, �Should we leave now before they call in more and attack your home?�
�I am confident of my defenses. Nobody will enter this home without my permission, not even the most powerful mage will circumvent my spells. Well, that may not be true, because he might spend half a lifetime trying and finally succeed, but long before that we will have left and will be in another home far from here.�
�Have you ever been attacked?� Brice asked. �Is that why all the defenses?�
Maude still sat on the sofa, a teacup and saucer held ready high, ready to sip. She said, �Politics change. First, we sorceresses are trusted, and people seek us out, then we are called witches and demons, and others seek us out. One day we�re bread fresh from the oven and the next stale crumbs.�
Prin said, �So you prepare for either.�
�When times are good, I prepared for when they are not.�
Sara sat up straighter and called, �Prin, look!�
Prin leaped to the window. Outside, a soldier walked past, wearing a familiar gray shirt and pants, but also carrying a sword with the blade bare. While it was on his other hip, the one turned away from the window, she had no doubt there would be an iron ring holding it. �How do they know about us?�
�You recognize him?� Maude asked. �I�ve seen a few of them in recent years, but always avoid being around because of stories I�ve heard.�
�They guard us. We�ve met a few, and they all seem to know me, and they accepted my gift to their Order of the Iron Ring. Ever since they watch over me.� Prin turned to Maude.
Sara said, �They�re decent people.�
�There are also untrained mages, or boys who never discovered to have the talent, much like Brice. Oh, they sometimes have a few abilities they share, but they lack the intense education and dedication it takes to become a true mage.� Maude still sat with her teacup and had not ventured to look out the window.
Prin said, �I think they are here because of Sara and me. Can I go speak with them? For just a moment?�
Maude stood and placed her teacup aside. �If I mention Brice, that means I�m not satisfied with something, and we will all return inside. It is like a codeword. Agreed?�
When they reached the edge of the road, none were in sight, so they waited. After a short while, one approached, his eyes averted as he strolled the street. He made no indication of being aware of them. When he was closer, Prin called softly, �Sir, may I speak with you?�
He angled closer and came to a stop a few respectful steps away. His eyes flicked to each, then in a soft, well-modulated voice said, �May I be of service to you or to Mistress Sara?�
�You know us?� Prin asked. �Have we ever met?�
�I believe you supported our order in Indore. As friends, we also watched over you in Donella, and here there seems to be a danger to you, so we are patrolling unless you wish us to stop.�
Sara said, �But you know us?�
�We recognize all our friends�and enemies.�
Prin said, �I only gave a few coppers.�
�The size of a contribution does not matter. You provided support to our cause without expectations or because of being coerced. You gave from your heart. What more can we ask?�
Sara said, �There are evil men after us. If they see this house is guarded, they may want to investigate why, and find us here.�
�We would not allow them to enter. However, perhaps this is not the time to be conspicuous. Would you prefer a less obvious watch? If the need arises, the watcher can contact our order quickly. There are times when a show of force is better�and those when it is not.�
�I think that would be better,� Prin said.
He turned to face Maude. �Perhaps you would allow one of us to work as a gardener at one of the nearby houses you own? Any of them would provide the surveillance required for your protection.�
Maude said, �Nobody knows I own those houses.�
�And more houses, closer to the center of Gallium. You are a wealthy sorceress.�
�You seem to know a lot about me for people I�ve never met or seen.� Maude�s voice contained more puzzlement than anger.
A trace of a smile appeared. �Thank you. If we�re not noticed, we can be more efficient in our work. Your association with Sara and Prin has been noted and shared, and if you ever require blades for protection, ours are at your disposal.�
He turned and walked away.
Maude watched and said, �I didn�t give him permission to work in my gardens. Do you suppose he�s going to, anyhow?�
Prin and Sara shared a look. Sara said, �You didn�t refuse him permission either so he will do it. If you watch the gardens of your other neighbors, those able to best see your house, one of them will have a new gardener working there.�
Maude shook her head in disbelief. �You come into my home seeking asylum, and a day later provide protection. How do I donate to them?�
Prin said, �They are all authorized to accept donations.�
Back inside, Maude went to a teapot with water just beginning to boil. It was always just ready to boil when she approached. She poured more tea and wandered back into the kitchen, her eyes focused on nothing. Finally, she said, �Brice, why don�t you and I take a short walk while I try to get you started on a few basics of becoming a mage.�
Brice leaped to his feet and started for the door to the back, then paused. �Oh, you want to go out front.�
�And look for gardeners,� Sara said.
�As well as doing a little shopping, too. Prin and Sara, you stay here and wait for your crates to arrive.�
After the door had closed, Sara said, �You know? That was fun to be a step ahead of her, if just for a while. I think she�s impressed.�
Prin said, �She scooped coins out of the dish on the table beside the front door. I think she may buy some things, but the rest will be a donation to the order.�
Sara said, �She�s right about you, you know.�
Prin said, �You and I still share a secret that must remain only between us.�
�Maude will not find out your royal standing from me. But, I suspect she will.
�Find out? How?� Prin asked in a huff.
Sara smiled the sly smile that she sometimes used when she knew an answer and Prin didn�t. �Because you will tell her.�
�Will not.�
�Will too,� Sara squealed as she made a weaving motion with her hand and disappeared before Prin�s amazed eyes.
Prin darted forward and hugged empty air while hearing Sara off to one side laughing uproariously. Prin lunged at the laughter, only to miss again, and the laughter came from behind her. She whirled and spread her arms as if sweeping Sara into them. She shot forward and felt Sara brush her left hand. She paused, �Learned a new spell, huh?�
The tap of a finger on her shoulder told her where Sara was. Sara said, �Imagine the fun we can have if we both use this at the same time?�
�We can pretend there�s nobody in the room. Is it a spell Maude gave you, or is it one you found and cast?�
�Maude helped me with the details, but this is one from the journals Angelica left us, one of those she translated from old scrolls.�
Prin found it difficult to have a conversation with someone she couldn�t see, let alone follow the expressions and body language. �Can you make it stop?�
�I should, anyhow. The spell uses much more energy than I think it should. I�m already feeling weaker.� Sara glittered into existence a few feet away. �I must have done something wrong.�
Maude stood in the doorway, wearing a firm expression. �You did.�
Sara turned, �What? I thought I followed Angelica�s instructions correctly.�
�You used a spell without knowing all the details, the nits, and gnats. You might have blown up my home, or yourself. You could have made yourself invisible for the rest of your life, or injured little Prin.� She stamped a foot hard enough to echo in the room.
Sara said, �I didn�t mean to do something dangerous or wrong. It won�t happen again.�
�Damned right it won�t,� Maude snapped. �Sorry about the language, but we all need to understand that magic is not about having fun and hiding from each other. When I was young, I took an oath to use it to help people. I will expect the two of you to do the same.�
�And me?� Brice asked, looking over her shoulder.
�And you. There is plenty of time for humor and play, but when it comes to your studies, I expect and demand your full cooperation.�
�Holy crap!� Prin said.
Maude stiffened. �It is not that much to ask of you.�
�Not that,� Prin said. �I just saw Jam on the street.�



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 

Sara�s eyes remained fixed on the window and the narrow street beyond. �Gallium is a huge city. There must be many boys who look like Jam.�
Prin shook her head. �How could he be here? On this hill? This street?�
�We saw them take him and Sammy to the other ship. The bos�n said it sailed,� Sara said without turning to look.
Maude asked, �Who is Jam? And Sammy?�
�A deckhand and night wheelman from our ship. Jam�s been spying on us.� Sara said.
Prin added, �A lazy creep who�s the captain�s son. He put them both on another ship before we reached the pier, a ship heading to sea.�
�Then, how can he be here?� Maude asked. �Perhaps, as Sara suggested, it was just someone who looked like him.�
Prin sat where she could watch the street. Perhaps Maude was right. Maybe she was paranoid from Jam watching them in Donella and on the ship, every time she turned around, and he�d searched through their crates. But, there was a particular way he walked, holding his pointed chin thrust in front as if accusing anyone looking in his direction.
Yet, others must walk the same. They might be passing by. After all, she had only caught a glimpse of whoever it was out there, and her emotions the last few days had run wild. Prin drew a deep breath and forced herself to relax. �I just saw him for a flash.�
She was still watching the street as a small wagon pulled to a stop in front. Two men climbed down, one unlashed the crates the wagon carried, while the other approached the front door. Maude welcomed them and showed them where to place the crates, which was not in the workroom Prin hadn�t yet seen. They were placed in one corner of the main room, to the side of the massive fireplace.
Prin wondered why there but said nothing. After they were gone and the door barred again, Sara said, �Wouldn�t it have been better to put them in your workroom?�
Maude slowly shook her head and closed her eyes, as if frustrated at Sara�s stupid question. Prin was glad she hadn�t asked it.
Maude said, �How fast would word travel if those workmen knew I was a sorceress? And how could they not know if I showed the workroom to them?
Prin said, �Even I haven�t seen it.�
Maude said, �Earlier you and Sara were playing hide and seek and seemed to enjoy yourselves. Forget about this Jam person, and suppose we begin our studies for the three of you with you seeking the location of my workshop? I�ll watch and grade you.�
�Down the hall past our rooms,� Prin shouted, as she raced Brice to the hallway.
He shouted, �I�ll take the doors on the left.�
Prin raced past the first three on the right, those belonging to Brice, Sara, and her. She threw open the fourth on the right, then the next and the next. A quick look in each revealed a neat and tidy bedroom much like the ones they used. Each was a different color, slightly different furniture, or decorations, but while no two were the same, they were not very different.
Eventually, with more than twenty doors on the right open, and nearly as many on the left standing open, she pulled to a stop and tried to catch her breath. �Brice.�
�It�s not down here,� He panted.
She looked ahead, and the hallway was as long as when she�d begun. Looking behind, showed a hallway twenty doors long. She said, �Come on.�
Back in the great room, Maude munched on a tray of small cookies as she sipped tea while watching their antics. Her eyes sparkled. Prin watched her, waiting for the eyes to flick in the direction of the hidden workshop, but they remained centered on her, never giving a clue.
Sara returned from the kitchen, another logical place to hide it. But she was shaking her head. �I also checked Maude�s bedroom.�
Their eyes went to the dining room, a rectangular room with walls covered in tapestries. Brice said, pointing to the dining room, �It�s here.�
�Where?� Sara asked, turning a full turn.
Prin said, �Quit looking for it and use your heads.�
�Impressive,� Maude said, tipping an imaginary hat in Prin�s direction.
Sara said, �Okay, it�s not down the bedroom hall, the kitchen, or dining room.�
�Outside,� Brice shouted.
�No,� Sara said after considering it for a second. �She wouldn�t want to go out there in the snow or rain. Besides, the backyard is too small.�
�Small?� Brice asked.
They ignored him. Sara continued, �For now, let�s rule out a basement or attic. Too many steps to carry large things and besides, we haven�t seen any. It makes more sense to hide it nearby on the same level.�
Prin turned to the crates. �If the steps are too hard to climb with large objects, why would Maude have the deliverymen place the crates anywhere but close to the workroom?�
Their eyes went to the neatly stacked crates near the massive fireplace. Prin noticed a twitch of Maud�s lips. Sara and Brice rushed to the crates, but Prin held back. Twice she�d noticed the fireplace. She�d even said it was massive. The opening for the fire would accept small trees, but she didn�t believe Gallium had winters so cold.
Prin studied the river stones and the mortar used. It all matched, but on the left side of the firebox, she found an oddity. One of the stones located chest high was more triangular than round. Several rows to the left of it was another stone, the same height, shaped exactly the same.
Prin started matching up the stones and found duplicates the same distance away, which was the width of a wide door. A spell copied the stones from one side of the stone wall to another. On impulse, she said, �I�m going to look outside for a second.�
Ignoring the disappointing look Maude threw her, Prin went outside and examined the rear of the fireplace, finding the side with the hidden door perhaps a single step deeper. Using the spell that made the bedroom hallway longer, Maude could make the workshop inside larger.
She went back inside and sat beside Maude, who asked, �Cookie?�
�Why, thank you, Maude.�
�Did you satisfy yourself outside?� Maude asked, with a slip of a smile on her lips.
�The fireplace matches the inside. There is a slight bump, but only a foot, or so.�
Sara glared at Prin. �You�re not going to help us find it?�
�She�ll sit here with me, dear,� Maude said, holding the tray of cookies for Prin to accept another.
�She found it?� Brice shouted, and ran for the door outside, convinced he�d be the second to locate the room.
Maude said to Sara, �Prin was right, earlier. Use your mind instead of eyes and emotion.�
Sara crossed her arms over her chest and strolled around the far end of the room, not touching anything, but examining all things, her mind searching more than her eyes. She finally smiled and said, �I think I�ll have a cookie, too.�
Brice busted back into the room. �Not out there. What are you all doing sitting?�
�Waiting for you to locate the workroom,� Maude said. �Think. Stretch your mind. Tell me what is happening inside there.�
Brice spun around, then again. His eyes went to the fireplace. �It�s too big for the room.�
�Yes, it is, unless it�s used for more than just for fires,� Maude said. �But how?�
He walked to it, feeling several of the stones and when he touched one of the duplicates, Prin expected his hand to find only air. However, it did not. He touched others. He said, �A secret place to touch?�
Maude glanced at her and Sara. �Did you expect only one protection?�
Brice examined the inside of the firebox, the mantle, and turned in frustration. Maude said, �Look closely at the stones beside your shoulder and at others.�
He studied the stones and finally placed a hand on one, then his other hand on another. �The same.�
�Yes, but no door,� Maude said.
�There is a spell here,� Brice said. �It duplicates the look and feel of the stones over there, but you must have another spell that either removes the first or lets you pass right through.�
�Excellent,� Maude said. �Now, which is it?�
�You pass through,� he said.
�Why?�
�Because, if anyone came into this room, or looked in through the windows, they�d see the opening. If you were inside working, they would know of the room.�
�Brice, would you like a cookie, too? That was very good work on the part of all three of you. I watched your minds work and found all three superior to almost all I�ve encountered. True, you lack training, but those things can be taught. Raw ability cannot.�
They beamed at each other. Prin said, �We still haven�t seen your workroom.�
�It uses a simple voice command in case my hands are full. Masha. In the old language of Gallium, that means Maude.�
Brice went to stand in front of the fireplace. �Masha.�
A section faded to a shimmer. An opening in the stone revealed a room beyond. Maude said, �It re-forms when you step through, just as you determined, in case I have unexpected company, but the spell is clever because it allows anyone on the other side to see into this room. That prevents me from accidentally seeming to walk through the rocks when visitors are here.�
Sara watched Brice enter and said, �Maude, you�ve made everything simple, but useful. I�ve known people who take simple things and make them complicated.�
They laughed, but Prin was watching the fireplace that had reformed itself. She called, �Brice, can you hear me?�
�I�m right here, you don�t have to yell.�
They played with the door and entrance until all understood the methods to use it, then they carried the crates into the room. Prin remembered when she checked outside, the wall was not more than a single step thick. But, passing through the rock wall revealed a room at least thirty paces in any direction.
To her left was a large desk with a floor to ceiling bookcase behind. Hundreds of books, scrolls, and stacks of parchment filled them. Shelves surrounded the room, two, three, four, and some five high. Canisters, containers, jars, pots, and boxes were stored in clusters, all neatly labeled.
The floor held at least twenty work tables of varying heights. Most were high enough that no bending was required to work on them. Lamps, candles, and reflectors sat where they provided light, but Prin looked up at the first skylights she�d ever seen.
An oddly shaped iron plate stood against one wall, almost as tall as Sara, with ridges fastened to it. Prin pointed.
Maude said, �An old, but efficient way to heat this room without telltale smoke or having to lug wood in here. The other side is the fireplace. Build a fire there, and that warms this room from the iron grate radiating it in here. Let me clear those two tables nearest you, and we can set your things there.�
Maude nodded approvingly as the contents of the first crate were placed on the worktable. She read each label and commented on a few. The tools and other items were inspected and duly admired. Then they opened a crate where Jam had destroyed much of the contents. Loose pages were scattered, the remains of containers mixed together in the bottom of the crate, along with broken pottery.
Maude�s face paled, then reddened. �That little savage. To cause you pain, he destroyed work done hundreds of years ago. When we have removed all from the crate, that which spilled and combined with other compounds will be carried out back and burned.�
She carefully removed every torn page and handed them to Sara. �You take these and find the book each came from. I will bind them back together.�
Maude turned away to speak to Prin, but paused and looked back at Sara. �One more thing. You will not stand in my way when I find, and make Jam pay for this.�
They searched the contents of the other crates, with Maude muttering curses until there were two crates remaining. The top of one reveal the books, scrolls, and papers, many obviously old. Maude instantly noted many were in other languages, and she pointed to three. �Those are enchanted to hide their real purpose. There are two sets of writings, do you see?�
Sara and Prin nodded, while Brice shook his head. Maude said, �You won�t see what we do, Brice. There is one set of words in black, another in blue. One is a story for children, I believe, and not a very good one, but meant for those without powers to read. The blue describes a sort of spell I�m not familiar with.�
The final crate held mostly notebooks, handwritten, but not all by the same hand. In fact, as they looked through them, at least five distinct methods of writing were there. Maude drew a deep breath and hissed, �These are worth a fortune.�
�They were given to us.�
�You have more here than I have managed to collect in my lifetime, and I also have acquired the works of two sorceresses before me. It will take both your entire lives to read and understand what is before you.�
Prin and Sara exchanged looks, something becoming like the actions of sisters. Prin knew she didn�t intend to study the contents of the crate for her entire life.
But, before either could say anything, Maude continued, �The first thing you must do, and I stress must, is to make arrangements for all of this in the case of an accident or your demise.�
�We�re young,� Sara said, then must have thought about the assassins chasing them. �How do we do that?�
�Do you know any sorceresses? Besides me?�
�Evelyn, the one who saved us,� Prin said.
�Then, I suggest a legal paper willing all this to her upon your death. Until we have other means, I�ll keep one copy, and one will be sent to her after we find a way to do that in private, and trusted manner. That probably means Brice will carry it to her on one of his voyages.�
A pounding on the front door sounded. All four of then rushed to the main room and tried to appear innocent. Maude answered the door, and a soldier of the Iron Ring stood outside but made no attempt to enter. He said, �A young man has been watching your house all morning. Would you like us to detain him?�
�Jam,� Sara said before Prin could.
Maude said, �We will contact you if we require assistance, but I�m told you are authorized to accept donations for your cause.�
He said, �I am; however, our services do not require and anticipate contributions. Our work is accomplished without obligation.�
Maude reached for his hand and pressed several coins into his palm. �No obligation. A donation from a friend who helped my friends.�
He turned and left.
�I knew it,� Prin scowled. �What is with that boy?�
Sara said, �He was supposed to be on a ship that sailed.�
�I wish he would just forget about me,� Prin said.
Maude reached for the new pot of boiling water in the teapot and another tray of cookies. �Tell me his story. All of it. If there is a threat, he may have to forget about you. Forever.�
Both Sara and Prin turned at the same time. Prin said, �A threat to us? Of course, he is.�
�Or perhaps there is a threat to him?� Maude said, spooning sugar into her tea. �I suppose either is possible.�


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 

After telling Maude about her interactions and observations with Jam, the entire story from the beginning, Prin was taken aback by talking about the boy. She had never combined all his actions into one narrative, and the more she spoke, the more dangerous he seemed. Individually, the incidents seemed benign. Taken together, Prin cringed.
Since he had managed to escape from the ship his father had found for him and returned to Gallium to do her harm, the situation became malignant. The idea he had managed to track them down in the vast city, even more frightening.
Maude listened until the end, and then Sara added what she knew. Maude didn�t seem nearly as upset as earlier. She said, �Okay, your stories are compelling, but here�s what I think. Jam was put on the new ship, but it had to return to port for some reason, probably a torn sail or leak in the hull. Perhaps even because of his actions. He may have caused the ship harm. Jam then managed to slip off, which would not be that difficult. They would not know of his slipperiness. He probably returned to his father�s ship but didn�t board. He watched.�
�But he found us,� Prin said. �And we left as soon as the ship went into drydock before he could have returned.�
�Because he watched the ship, and he knew the regular routine for refitting, he knew all the regular cargo bound for Gallium was already unloaded. The remainder was to be placed in secure storage until the ship was completed. So, when your crates, the very ones he�d already ransacked, were removed from the hold, he knew they were going to be delivered to you. He simply followed or bribed the driver for the destination. Nothing deviant or magical.�
Both Prin and Sara relaxed.
Maude continued, �Yes, nothing out of the ordinary or exceptional, but you have to give the boy credit, he is persistent. And a danger to you.�
�What should we do,� Prin asked.
�Nothing. Both of you will remain in the house. We may request our Iron Ring friends to escort Brice to a ship ready to sail when the time comes, just to prevent Jam from doing anything rash. I expect Jam to wait until the last minute before the Merry Princess sails and rush to his father and ask forgiveness and the return of his berth, but if his father is any sort of captain, he�ll refuse.�
Sara said, �Well, that doesn�t sound so bad.�
�Not that,� Maude said. �It�s what he�ll end up doing since he cannot collect the reward. He will try to make deals with those searching for you. He�ll do that out of anger, spite, and jealousy.�
Brice said, �I can throw a few punches his way.�
�No need,� Maude said. �I think I have this under control. I will need to tag Jam for safety, but the events will then carry out, and I�ll step in and make sure he does as his father intended.�
Sara said, �I understood very little of that. But what about making him forget about us? With a spell?�
Maude said, �Spells wear off. He will remember and still manage to cause you problems. Remember, you will remain here for several years.�
�Maybe another spell?�
Maude said, �The three of you will remain inside these walls, I say again. I�ll slip out and place a small tag-spell that will let me follow him. When the time is right, I�ll cast a couple of spells on the boy, and arrange for him to sail on another ship, one leaving soon.�
�He�ll still tell everyone about us,� Prin said. �All on his new ship, and in every port.�
Maude laughed as if she enjoyed Prin�s comments. Then she said, �We have teaching and learning to do every day, but Brice�s comes first. As for the forget-spell, what happens after a day?�
�He remembers.� Sara didn�t sound happy as she said it.
�A good sorceress chooses her spells wisely. Jam is a boy in search of respect, and there is the flaw we will capitalize upon. The spell I think may work best is one that will make him tell his stories larger than life. He�ll talk about climbing the tallest mountains, catching the eye of princesses, making trades that are legendary, and more. His crewmates will quickly figure that out, and anything he says about the two of you will be ignored as more fabrication.�
�Really?� Prin asked. �You have identified his weakness and will use it to destroy his credibility. That�s worth knowing how to do.�
Maude said, �There is a time for punching, but more often than not, problems can be solved by using your mind. Now, Brice, suppose the two of us go into my workshop, and you learn something to fill your mind with wonder and knowledge.�
They entered the workshop together while Sara and Prin sat. Sara handed Prin a book and said, �Read.�
�What is it?�
�How do we know until you read it?�
With a sigh, Prin began sounding out words, but her reluctance quickly turned to enjoyment as she repeatedly read and sounded out unknown words. Sara poured tea from the bottomless pot and tried to find how the spell worked.
Prin finally looked up and said, �Will the captain be mad that we put Jam on another ship?�
�More likely, he�ll be upset with Jam, if he ever finds out. If Maude manages to capture him before the Merry Princess sails, he will not know until Jam arrives back in Indore, and then it will be what he wanted to do with Jam in the first place.�
Prin said, �Good. He shouldn�t be unhappy with us.� She stood and stretched. �I�m going to look out back.� She opened the rear door and slipped outside, grabbing a handful of red cherries hanging on the tree as she strode past it. The cherry pits she�d spit the day before were gone. The grass appeared as if a gardener had just finished a day�s work.
The grounds were calming, and she detected more spells as she moved. The stretch-spell that made it larger, of course, but she also detected the yellow haze on top of the brick wall. She climbed a tree near it and looked over the top. The wall was wide, almost a full step, and broken glass was embedded in the mortar. Anyone attempting to climb over it was going to hurt.
A white thread circled the garden faded into, and out of, view. She cocked her head and realized that while she heard no talking or shouting from outside, no birds flew into the garden, so none sang. It was quiet. Too, quiet.
A word sprang to mind. Artificial. The garden was not real. The plants were frozen at the perfect time, the sounds muffled, the wall protected from intruders, and even the grass didn�t need cutting. No gophers, ants, or stinging bees. Each flower and fruit perfect. Artificial. She found she didn�t like it. Imperfections were the way of life. A curled leaf, or spot on an apple to cut away was real.
One tree trunk stood almost as round as a man. She drew her knife and let it fly. It struck point first . . .then fell to the ground without a sound. The spell placed on the tree wouldn�t even allow a regular knife to penetrate. That reminded her of the arrows Sara used; the ones that never missed. She intended to try the same spell on her knife, someday. But she still needed a Treeman to practice.
Brice returned from the workroom, looking mentally weary and mumbling about air, water, fire, and earth. His fingernails looked singed by fire, his shirt had black smudges and small burn holes, and without saying anything, he went directly to his bedroom, his eyes blank.
Maude entered the main room and shrugged at Sara. �Learning is not always easy and can be painful.�
Sara turned her eyes to Prin. �Perhaps you should sit in with them and maybe learn something?�
Maude said, �You�re both welcome. It may show you how your sometimes adversaries do things, but the training is for a mage so you won�t be able to duplicate any. Besides, you will both have all you can do to keep up with me when your turns arrive in a few weeks.�
Prin returned Sara�s questioning look and then said, �Still, I�d like to watch.�
Maude agreed, but added, �Like Sara, I believe the most important thing you can do to help yourself is read. You are a stumbling beginner, but if half of every day is dedicated to reading, your skills will improve quickly.�
Sara said, �I have a question. In one of the journals, there was a spell about growing hair.�
�There are many, perhaps hundreds of spells to make a woman more beautiful,� Maude said. �I haven�t bothered learning any because they seem useless to me, but then, I�ve never shaved my head.�
�Can we take a look at one?� Sara asked.
�Oh, more than one, dear. You see, I catalog every spell, by the type of spell, the sorceress I learned it from, the category, and even the major ingredients. Any of those may point me to a spell I first learned at your age but never used again. I consider cataloging and cross-cataloguing as important as learning. Of what use is a spell if you cannot recall the ingredients or incantation? Or where to find it?�
Sara wiped her hand over her head along the black stubbles sprouting. �This used to be silky black and hung half way down my back.�
�And Prin was blonde, I see. It�s time to either shave it off again or do something about it.�
�Do something,� Sara squealed.
�Tomorrow. After I work with Brice. But now, I have another task. Forgive me for a moment.� Maude walked into her bedroom and returned wearing a long gray robe decorated with a bright red leather belt. She wore a floppy hat with artificial flowers springing from it, and her face was several shades darker, her nose bulbous, and her skin wrinkled.
Prin said, �What are you doing?�
�Going for a walk.�
After the door had closed behind her, Prin said, �What was that all about?�
Sara smirked. �I think she is going to find Jam. She didn�t want to be recognized.�
�Why?�
�Remember, she mentioned a tag, putting a tracker on him? I�ll bet that�s her goal, but I have no idea of what it is or how it works.�
�But she did say she had to put a tracker on him, not a spell or something else,� Prin agreed. �I suspect it is something like a coin that has been enchanted that she will slip into his purse. And, I like your idea about us having hair, by the way, but have a couple of things to say. We can�t grow our old colors without being recognized, and the styles have to be different.� Prin watched the front window and waited for Sara�s response.
�Agreed.�
�Did you notice her nose?�
Sara laughed, �How could I not?�
�Maybe she can help us with that, too. Make us look older, or a give us noses like hers, so nobody will think I�m me. I also want a spell on my knife like the one on your arrows that can�t miss. And a new Treeman.�
Sara laughed again. �Okay, those things sound reasonable, but the spell on my arrows is cast on wood, which was once alive. I don�t know any spells that work on iron, but maybe Maude can help.�
Prin accepted the explanation while dreading what was to come. She had seen the iron knife in her father�s apartment with the spell that whatever it cut never healed, but that must have been done by a mage. Since she was at least, part mage, could she duplicate it?
Should she ask Maude? But, while Maude hadn�t come out and said it directly, Prin believed she suspected Prin was both a mage and sorceress, and had hinted at it more than once.
Actually, Prin had two secrets to worry over. She believed she had the powers of a mage, at least some of them. And, she knew of no other way to investigate those powers but to observe things only mages would do and try those herself. But if she was honest with Maude, together they could try to explore the limits of her powers. Admitting her powers to any mage would probably cost her life the instant he knew. Their reaction would be swift to protect their male domain.
The second secret concerned her lineage to the crown. Only Sara knew of that, and perhaps she should keep it that way. The fewer who knew, the better, and the less they could reveal if taken by an enemy.
Sitting on the sofa sipping tea quietly gave her the opportunity to plan and think. She could ask Sara for her opinion, but she didn�t wish to depend on her too much or place unnecessary burdens on her. She needed to reason things out for herself, and the answers seemed obvious. Maude would figure out her mage magic sooner or later. She should simply tell her and not risk offending her by keeping it to herself. To do otherwise would break their trust.
But wouldn�t withholding the fact she was not only a princess but probably the next queen, also be a betrayal to Maude? Her mother had schooled her in court politics when she was young. She had often told Prin that a lie can be both something told, or something not told. The phrase she used was a lie by omission. Prin remembered that because of the confusion in her mind, and her mother had died before Prin understood it, but her mother had stressed the importance of the concept.
It had been a long time since the image of her sitting beside her mother listening to her talk about the subject, but Prin saw it clearly in her mind. So precise were the memories, she knew exactly who wore which dress. And those memories solidified her decision.
Maude was to be her friend, benefactor, and teacher. Instead of looking at the subject from Prin�s understanding, she needed to look at it from Maude�s. How would Maude feel if she found out either of the secrets? Would she ask them to leave? If so, she had every right.
Besides the apparent betrayal, there was a danger. Maude knew people were searching for her, but not why. If Jam or some lame second-rate mage brought troops down on Maude�s home, it would be Prin�s fault.
�Sara, listen to me,� Prin said in a tone that drew Sara away from her studies. �I have to tell Maude I am a mage and a princess.�
�I know.� Sara turned back to her book as if she had expected Prin to arrive at that decision.
Even though she hadn�t shared the information with Maude, it felt like her lungs could finally draw in a bull breath. A smile formed. She was going to do the right thing, and nobody had counseled her. She was growing up.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 

Both Prin and Sara were hard at their studies when Maude strolled in the front door, the disguise with the dark skin, wrinkles, and huge nose dissolving into her regular features as she entered the room. Prin watched the transformation and realized that Maude was such an accomplished sorceress that the image they saw of her daily might not be the real Maude.
Prin looked closer. Maude might be any age, color, height, and so on. She shook it off because of having withheld information about herself from Maude. There was the trust issue in a nutshell. She felt guilty not telling all, and now suspected Maude of doing the same.
Prin said, �You put a tag on him?�
�And you�re beating your head against the wall wondering what that is?� Maude chuckled. �What have you come up with so far?�
�Sara thinks you enchanted a coin and slipped it into his pocket, so you know when the coin is close.�
Maude said, �Splendid idea. But, what if he spends the coin and I follow another person who holds the coin? Perhaps more than one exchange would have me chasing all over Gallium.�
Sara said, �I told her that as an example.�
�Liar,� Prin teased.
Maude said, �Well, you�re almost right. It is very close to a coin. I placed a simple find-me spell on a couple of burrs from the weeds at the side of the road. I call it a tag. He was standing near the top of the hill trying to locate a vantage where he can see down into my garden. Of course, I made sure there is no such place, but as his concentration was centered on his task, I walked past and accidentally brushed against him, as I put one burr under the collar of his shirt. Then, while apologizing for my clumsiness, I dropped a glove and while retrieving it, placed the other in the cuff of his pants.�
Prin said, �How will you track him? How does it work?�
Maude sat primly on the edge of the sofa. �Technically, since I am your instructor, I will not track him, but I will track the burrs I tagged. I can sense them with the spell.� She pointed off to her left. �They are both right there. As he moves away, they become fainter. Stronger, as he approaches. With a bit of practice, a sorceress can estimate the distance accurately.
�For how long?� Prin asked.
�Oh, two days, perhaps a little longer. Most magic fades quickly unless steps are taken to extend the spell, but that is usually either costly or interferes with the spell in some manner.�
Brice returned from his nap, interrupting the two secrets Prin intended to share. She had considered sharing them with Brice also, but decided against it. Better if he didn�t know, and besides, it might place him in more danger.
Maude said, �Are you refreshed?�
�If you�re asking if I�m ready to learn more magic, the answer is no.� Brice sounded firm and frustrated at the same time, perhaps even angry.
�Well, dear. You plan to depart in a month, or so. We really need to get you whipped into shape first. I will not be comfortable if you sail without certain necessary skills, and I may prevent you from going without them. It would be far too dangerous for you. And us.�
That was the first any of them had heard her say about preventing him from leaving. Her tone had subtly changed, and so had her normally relaxed posture. She now sat rigidly forward, her eyes locked on his. For the first time, Prin saw her as more than an interesting old dowager. Prin saw strength and determination, a will that would be obeyed.
The change took Prin by surprise. So far, Maude had offered her help, made suggestions, and allowed interaction, but that was behind.
�I�ll do as you say,� Brice said.
Maude turned to Prin. Her voice cracked like a whip, �You will study with us, too. Now.�
Prin stood, and noticed the shocked expression on Sara�s face, an expression she quickly hid. Prin followed the two others to the doorway beside the fireplace. Maude paused at the door and turned back to Sara. �Oh, you might as well come, too. There might be something to learn.�
Inside, Maude strode confidently to a shelf of books and searched for a moment, then pulled one down and opened it, scanning the headings of the pages. �Here we go.�
She handed the book to Prin. �Read and study that spell. Take care to get it right, and do nothing until Sara independently reads it and the two of you compare your findings. Then we will discuss it�and others.�
Prin noticed Brice was across the room, sitting on a stool, his eyes locked on something he held in his hand. A candle. He was looking at the wick intently.
Prin mouthed softly, �Can you prevent Brice from hearing us for a short time? I need to talk in private.�
Maude made an intricate wave with her hand, and Brice seemed to sleep while sitting. �Go on.�
Her tone of voice was again that of a gentle grandmother, somewhat fawning and overly protective. Prin hesitated, then decided to plunge in. �Sara knows most of what I�m going to tell you about me, but I want her to remain quiet because I have much to say about our situation. Will Brice be okay for a while?�
�He will be all right as long as you do not talk until sundown.�
Maude�s tone had returned to snippy, but that couldn�t be helped. Prin faced Maude and said, �We have secrets, you and me. If we�re going to live together for three, four or even five years, we need to talk about them now. There must be trust between us.�
Maude crossed her arms over her chest and remained silent.
Prin glanced at Sara and ignored the little head shake. �When I look at you, I see a woman of fifty, but when I saw you today with the wrinkles and big nose, I wondered. Then I looked at your hands when you held your cup. They are not the hands of a fifty-year-old woman.�
Prin saw the widening of Sara�s eyes, but she said nothing. Prin waited, determined to be as stone-faced as Maude. After waiting and taking several deep breaths, Maude�s features softened and changed to those of a woman nearer thirty, a lovely lady with a long straight nose, full lips, and classic features. She still said nothing.
Prin said, �I believe you know and suspect part of my secrets. I do not know what I am, a sorceress or mage, or both. I�m only twelve, but I know something strange is going on with me.�
Maude pursed her lips.
Prin held up her index finger, and a tiny flame appeared. Maude�s eyes went to it and gawked. The flame was no higher than a speck. To further impress Maude and make her understand, Prin half-closed her eyes and drew heat from her hand and arm, clear up to her shoulder. The flame erupted as if oil had been thrown on it, rising taller than her head, the heat causing both to draw back.
It scared Prin, and she quickly extinguished it. But her finger tingled, her hand hurt, and her arm ached. They all felt cold. The silly stunt had drawn so much heat, even for the few instants of existence, she knew she would suffer for hours.
Sara mouthed, �The gods below are dancing.�
Maude said, �How is that possible?�
�I don�t know. But you suspected I was different.�
�I thought you perhaps stronger. A potential master sorceress. There has never been a woman mage, but I have seen it for myself. You are a sorceress, too. There has never been such a thing.�
Tears started streaming down Prin�s cheeks, but she didn�t stop talking. �That�s not all. I am a princess. My mother hid me from the royal court and then died, but my true father came to me and took me to meet the king. I was placed on the role of succession and will follow him, his son, and two ancient relatives to the throne. If I survive.�
�This is so much�all at once.�
Prin wailed, �My real name is Hannah, spelled the same frontwards or backwards. Hannah, which means princess in the old language. We changed my name to help us hide. Also, Sara�s name is really Sage. We are so scared.� The words came out in a tumble, tangled and jumbled in her hurry to relay the truth and correct the past lies.
Maude said, �Calm down, Prin. Those people after you? They are trying to kill you because of all that?�
�Princess Elenore, the wife of Lord Jeffery, held my position in court before the King brought me forward. If I die, she assumes my place on the throne.�
�But you said there are three people ahead of you, besides the king. Why would she assume she will be crowned?�
Prin said, �The King�s son is next, but he will have no children to pass the crown to. It is said he has a handsome boyfriend and will probably refuse the duties of the crown.�
�I see. The other two?�
�Henry and Willard, cousins or uncles of mine, I don�t know. Both are old. Henry is near eighty, and Willard a few years younger, but ill.�
�So, that leaves you, a sorceress and mage of twelve-years-old, an heir to the throne of a far-off land.� Maude made no attempt to move or react. Her furrowed brow told of her concentration as she considered the different aspects of the situation. �There is more?�
�I�ve put together bits of information from several people and think I understand. Rumors about me have circulated since my birth. Only a few knew of me, my whereabouts, and my possible relationship. I think, to protect me after my mother died, someone placed me in the morning kitchen as the fire starter for the Earl so he could hide me until the time was right.�
Maude rubbed her chin as she thought. �Powers begin appearing around puberty in boys and girls. Eleven is a little young, but who knows? But there is still a mystery. Has this Princess Elenore the power to order a search for you that is so extensive it carries across oceans?�
�No. There is another factor. At least a few of the younger mages banded together to overthrow the rightful King, along with some of the other Royalty, probably Princess Elenore. They killed my father, the King�s mage. I have no idea of how that revolt is progressing, but the kingdom may be in an uprising. The King will punish those mages who took part, but his powerful and trusted mage, my father, is dead.�
Skipping over the information about a kingdom she had never heard of, Maude went right to the relevant point and said, �So, your father was a mage.�
�One of the most powerful, they say.�
�Your mother?�
�A minor member of royalty, and sorceress, some say, but one who rejected all magic. She wouldn�t allow it in our home, and that was the reason she and my father couldn�t live together. Since she was so against it, I�m beginning to think she was a reluctant sorceress.�
�I�ve always heard that magical powers are not inherited. Could that be wrong?� Maude answered, but she seemed in awe of Prin, almost deferential. �And I�ve never heard of a mage and sorceress having a child.�
Prin said, �There. I�ve said it all. I hold no more secrets from you.�
Maude said, �Secrets, no. But there is still much to know. I suspect you�ve questions of me, too, but for now, our time is limited because of Jam, those searching for you, and Brice�s departure. Sara, you study that page and when you think you understand, bring it to us. Prin, you and I will work with Brice.�
�He cannot know who I am. It will place both of us in danger.�
�I see. Then observe. We are working on learning to cast.�
Prin said, �I have not heard that term.�
�Casting? In short, it is throwing your spell a distance.�
�Such as?� Prin asked, confused.
As Maude moved to Brice�s side, she said, �He is new and has had little idea of his potential. We are working on casting a flame from his mind to the taper of the candle. Doing that prevents him from burning his finger, something you need to be aware of.�
Prin was acutely mindful of the fact that her left hand felt cold, the fingers more so, and still stung, as if she had been out on a cold winter�s night. Her arm ached, as she expected, but she tried to hide it. A bookcase filled with jars, pots, rocks and a dozen other items stood between Brice and Prin. She crouched behind it, watching Brice�s turned back as Maude woke him and she pretended nothing had happened. Prin removed a candle from its holder and followed the instructions Maude gave to Brice. The candle flared to life almost instantly, and she snuffed it nearly as fast. Brice�s did nothing.
While Maude worked with him, Prin decided to skip the lesson and went to Sara.
Sara looked up and whispered, �I had no idea she wore a disguise. How did you?�
�When I saw her age for her trip outside, I noticed that when she returned to her old self, it was not the same one we knew. There were small changes.�
�Like what?� Sara asked.
�She has four freckles on the left side of her nose. They make a rectangle, or they did. Now they are a triangle and one off to the side. Freckles don�t change, so I wondered what else she had changed.�
�It was a guess,� Sara asked.
�Well, I prefer you credit my inquisitive nature, but yes, it was.� Prin took the book from Sara and sounded out the heading. �Is this how to change hair color?�
�And how to grow it. I think this spell will grow hair on a log or rock.�
They exchanged nervous grins. Prin said, �The spell requires dried rosemary flakes. I saw a bottle of that over there,� she pointed.
�Rosemary? You read that whole word? Are you certain it was not Rose petals?� Sara winked. �Go get the Rosemary. And keep your eyes open for black mushroom spores.�
�It sounds like we�re making dinner.� She found the jar. �Here are the rosemary flakes. What else?�
They gathered all the ingredients but small brown snails and tannin. They placed them all together and waited while Maude tried to get Brice to light his candle. He was near tears, and she told him to take a mental break while coming over to the girls.
She looked at Prin, �Would you come stand beside Brice and gently, very gently, try to guide him to light the candle? Not with words, and don�t let him know, but use your mind to try and lead him?�
�I�ve never done anything like that.�
�Well, if it does not work, go ahead and cast a spark to the taper and pretend he did it. Much of what he needs to learn is confidence,� Maude said.
�Isn�t that lying? Cheating?�
�Not if it helps him. What do you think?� Maude said.
Prin said, �We don�t let him know.�
�No, of course, not. But, I think it may help you, too. We�ll talk after, and I�ll explain. Don�t just make the flame, concentrate on each step of the process.� Maude took her to Brice, who seemed embarrassed and weary.
He said, �So she�s going to wreck your mind too?�
Prin giggled. �I hope not.�
Maude tapped on the table with her fingernail, a quick, sharp sound to draw their attention. �Brice, concentrate on the tip of the taper and imagine sparking it to life like you�re starting a campfire with flint and steel. Close your eyes and peek only enough to keep your focus.�
But she was looking at Prin. Eyes closed, Prin reached out mentally as if she was going to start the fire and�felt nothing. Then, she felt the smallest of sparks flick into existence, but far too small to do anything. But the sparks were there, as she found several more as if Brice was striking steel to flint in his mind.
She seized on the origination and found that it was as if Brice was using a rock without flint, yet managed a few weak sparks. She watched the sparks fly past in her imagination, then used the same sort of mental twist she used to make the flame appear on her fingertip, taking the spark of energy and expanding it near the taper.
The candle flamed to life.
Brice had been watching it through narrowed eyelids, and he leaped back, as if afraid. �Did I do that?�
�Well, I didn�t,� Maude told the truth.
A drip of wax fell and burned his finger, but he didn�t let go of the candle. He focused on the fire and the tip of the candle, exploring and testing, his face twisted with effort. The fire went out.
Maude looked accusingly at Prin, who shook her head in denial.
Maude turned back to Brice. �Did you put it out?�
�Yes, so I can do it again.�
�But, you did it with your mind? You didn�t touch it or blow on it?�
Brice sat up straighter. �I just made it stop so I could try again.�
Maude said, trying to cover for the help Prin provided, �The first time may have been an accident. Don�t get frustrated if it takes a while. You�ll remember how to do it again, just maybe not today.�
As she finished speaking, the flame came to life again.
Prin shook her head again.
Maude said, �Okay, Brice. Now, make it go out.� The flame winked out and a tendril of smoke twisted into the air. �Now, light it.�
The candle burned. Prin gave him a slap on his shoulder. �My father was a great mage. He said some young mages that come to him for training never learn to control fire, the most essential element. Fire is the first tool men used to climb above all other animals.�
�They never learn?�
�That�s what he said,� Prin told him. �It took you one day.�
Maude said, �She�s right. And now, young man, you need to go lie down and take another long nap. I expect your mind feels like mush.�
�No, I�m too excited,� he said.
Maude threw Prin a smile and said, �Okay, then sit in that chair over there in the corner and take a short break.�
Prin turned to find a big, overstuffed chair she had never noticed in one corner. Brice went to it, and they waited until his soft snores filtered to them, which only took a few moments.
Maude said, �He is exhausted. I�m going to put this candle on that table in front of him, so when he wakes up, he can light it. I suspect he will want to try right away. Prin, I had hoped you could help, but never expected results like that.�
Sara said, �We�ve gathered all the ingredients for the hair spell but two. Are you too tired to help us with it?�
�I guess you two baldies want to grow some hair today, huh? What are you missing?�
�Brown snails and Tannin.�
Maude said, �Wrong. You must never generalize. The spell requires small brown snails. Do not think the one who documented that spell didn�t mean small when she said, small. While the spell may work with large snails, it might also grow fingernails on your head instead of hair.�
�I�m sorry.�
�Small brown snails that have been dried and ground are in an earthen jar on that shelf,� Maude pointed. �I gather them from gardens in early spring. Tannin is in a small pot right below. It should be well marked. I collect water from a bog and let the water evaporate. The dried remains are tannin-rich.�
Sara grabbed the jar of snails while Prin tried to read the label for tannin. Maude came to her side and selected one small jar and placed it beside the others they had gathered. She double-checked each ingredient, probably more to teach them to be careful than because she required doing so.
She said, �Read how to make the spell and then tell me.�
Sara started to read, and Maude watched and questioned all steps. Finally, they had a dry mixture of the right proportions, and she approved. Olive oil bonded the compound together in the bowl until a thick, unappetizing paste remained.
Maude said, �Who�s first?�
Both Prin and Sara pointed at the other. Maude smeared the concoction on Prin�s head, then Sara�s, following the natural hairline and carefully wiping off any overspill from it. She uttered the words and waited, smiling as if watching puppies play. Sara watched the mass transform into short brown hair on Prin�s head, and then it started to lengthen, and it grew longer and longer. Prin�s hand went her head, and she lightly touched hair longer than her finger and still growing.
Prin�s hair was medium brown, straight, and down to her shoulders and still growing. Prin said, �How do we stop it?�
Maude said, as she outlined Sara�s head and applied the concoction, �When it uses all the energy we instilled into it, the hair will stop growing. If it�s too long, we�ll give you a haircut, but hopefully, we didn�t give it so much it will reach the floor.�
Sara said between giggles, �The snails and tannin give it color?�
�More gives the hair a darker color,� Maude said, standing back a step and watching, still wearing the smile. �The medium color is a compromise between your black and Prin�s blonde. It makes you look like sisters�which is a good thing considering the story you tell.�
Prin fingered the hair and found it felt almost strange. Not in touch or texture, but because she had been weeks without hair. She pulled some to the side of her face and looked at it.
Sara watched her. �Nobody will recognize you now.�
Maude was looking at both, and a sly smile slowly filled her thin lips. �I wonder how the two of you will look with noses the size of turnips and ears so big they that they flop when you walk?�


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 

Prin couldn�t stop looking at Sara, and when Brice woke, neither could he. But he gawked at both as if they�d suddenly grown two heads, a comment that made all four of them laugh. Prin kept an eye on Maude in case her nose or ears started to tingle.
But Maude was right in wishing to further disguise them. Prin said suddenly, �Can you add a few years to me? Maybe five?�
�I was just considering the same thing,� Maude said. �Who is searching for an eighteen-year-old girl with brown hair, and her older sister? None, that�s what I think.�
Maude collected a few items from near her desk and turned, hands full. �I use this on me every week or two, so all I need is right here.�
Prin backed off a step. �Hey, I was kidding.�
�No, you weren�t,� Maude said, setting her things nearby. �Get over here, or I�ll come get you.�
�Let me help,� Sara squealed.
Prin said, �Careful, you�re going to trip over your hair.�
Maude threw a little of one item and a dash of that into a mixing bowl, poured water and vinegar in, and swirled it all around while humming to herself. Finally, she spread the concoction on brown paper to dry. �That should be about five years. If we need more, we can add it next week.�
Prin said, �I want a Treeman.�
�A what?� Maude asked.
�A tree stump. When I throw my knife at your trees, it just falls to the ground. And Sara has arrows that don�t miss. I want a spell like that on my knife, but I want to learn to use it first.�
Maude said, �Reasonable and forward thinking.�
�And I want someone to teach me to fight.�
�Fight?� Maude asked, her face showing her confusion.
�Sir James promised to teach me. I sat helplessly by and saw my father killed. Sir James promised�then he died, too. And another. I could do nothing for myself. Gutter-snipes from the local bars and taverns killed the men sent to protect me while I was a scared mouse. I will not ever be helpless again.�
Maude sat on a high stool where her feet wouldn�t reach the floor and said, �Again, a reasonable request. We will find you an instructor. Soon. What sort of self-defense did you have in mind?�
�Oh, I don�t know. Maybe swords, knives, wrestling, kicking, punching, pikes, staffs, and hair-pulling. Especially the latter. There are a couple of high-born girls at the palace who need a fist-full of their hair yanked out.�
�Prin, you do have a way with words. That may be your most effective weapon,� Maude said. �However, I know a man who may instruct you, if asked. If not, I will approach another, but the one I have in mind will not be gentle. He believes pain is the best teacher.�
Brice woke and pointedly ignored them. He sat up groggily and reached for the candle in front of him. His face locked, as he concentrated on the blackened tip of the wick and the melted wax. His eyebrows furrowed and for a long time, nothing happened. The women watched wordlessly, silently urging him on. He closed his eyes, gathered himself, then opened them and focused again.
The candle flickered to life.
Maude looked at Prin from the corner of her eye.
Prin shook her head. She hadn�t interfered. Brice had done it on his own. The flame winked out. Then rekindled. A smile grew on his face as he stood, the candle extended. �Thank you. Once you know how it is easy.�
Maude said, �The first of many things you�ll learn, but you will also learn to conceal your talents, so the other sailors do not suspect.�
�I still have to go away?�
�You do,� Maude said. �You have a great deal to do. I will teach you more because you need instruction, but the cost for that is that you will sail to Indore and gather information for Prin. When you return, I will teach you more, but again you will sail back to Indore and return. Your new ship will arrive there after three more ports of call, but once there you will leave the Merry Princess for a ship that travels only between there and Gallium.�
�How many times?� he asked.
�Until Prin learns what she needs,� Maude said. �After what your life was to be before her taking you in, I�d think this a small price to pay for a lifetime of rewards.�
As he nodded, his eyes widened. He had only spoken to Maude, and the other two were shielded from his sight and attention. As Sara struck a lamp to life, he saw her hair.
Prin turned too, seeing that it had continued to grow and was now a mass of brown with soft curls that hung well past her shoulders. Prin�s hand went to feel hers, knowing the texture, color, and length were the same.
He said, �I thought your hair was a dream. You look so different! And you, too!�
His eyes had shifted to Prin. She said, �It�s just hair.�
�No, it�s not. It�s like you two are different people. You look�well, normal.�
Maude said, �There is more of the hair growth spell if you�d like to use some for yourself, but it will fade in a week or so, and disappear in two. Tomorrow, I think we will teach you how to hide your talent, and maybe give you a little hair. By the time it fades, your real hair will be taking its place, but it will be short until it grows out naturally.�
�What else are we going to study?� Prin asked.
Maude gathered more items from her shelves, opened a drawer and pulled measuring cups and pliers out, and placed each beside the next as if preparing for surgery. She used a polish to wipe clean ever part of every tool, then wiped them with a white rag and examined each for residue. She said, �A little leftover from a spell on a tool can ruin your next attempt. You will read every day until Sara agrees it is enough. For me, you will work with Brice, and I will teach him fire, earth, air, and water. He has a decent start in fire, but will require so much more.�
�And me?� Sara asked.
�Oh, I think you will read also. I want to begin each of those journals, beginning with the first. You will mark each part that sounds interesting. Would one of you run out to the front window and see if your friend Jam, from the ship, is strolling near?�
Sara rushed through the doorway.
Prin said, �I have half a mind to go walk right past him and see if he recognizes me.�
Maude smiled wanly, and stated in a mild voice, �Yes, that would take half a mind.�
�It was him,� Sara said. �He was trying to sneak up to the front and peek inside. I pulled the curtains when I was beside the window. He took off running.�
Maude said, �I thought the direction-sensation of the spell felt strong. He�s a cheeky little boy, isn�t he? Peeking into my windows. I wonder what the constable will say to that if I tell him?�
They fell into a daily routine of study, learning, and excitement. Maude insisted they work hard, even while she went to the market. Twice she returned with stories of Jam following her. She replaced the tag spell every few days, and as he became bolder, she created a new spell that she sprinkled on him, one that temporally removed his sense of direction. He became lost for two full days.
But as the departure date for the Merry Princess drew closer, Jam grew more desperate. He once tried climbing the garden wall and wore bandages from the cuts on his arm and hand from the broken glass on top. He then carried a ladder to the wall and tried again, but Maude rushed into the garden with a spell in hand. After casting it over the wall to the top of the ladder, she returned, laughing.
When asked, she said, �The boy will climb and climb, but never reach the top of the wall. With each step, the wall will grow a step higher.�
Brice�s studies went well. He learned to control the shimmer around his hair until none of them could detect it. He could create fire at will, but only by casting. He could not create a flame on his finger without burning himself. By the end of the second week, he could make a dry sponge wet, and he could use his mind to sharpen a blade so it would cut through a small tree with one swing.
However, having learned a few basics of those three elements, air eluded him. Even the most basic of spells failed. He could neither warm or cool air. He couldn�t make it flow as in a breeze, or prevent one. He could not create thunder, or storms, of course, but even a puff of air was beyond his abilities.
However, the story he�d told about the drought at his home, and the rain on his family�s farm, belied his attempts. He�d told another about a wind pushing two boys back a step, so in some manner, there was evidence he had the ability. He made it rain, so they all believed the ability was there, but perhaps not the maturity to control it. And maybe another mage could teach him�or he�d learn on his own in another year or two.
Maude continually tried to keep him learning more about the other three elements, adding complexities to his lessons, but he was like a boy who insisted on eating the last slice of peach cobbler. He wanted it. So, Brice wasted part of each day trying to gain at least a small amount of control over the air and failed.
However, he resigned himself to the sea voyages and trusted that Maude would research his missing use of the fourth element while he was gone. As the time passed, he seemed to look forward to the trip�even though his study and use of all mage magic would cease until his return.
Prin had her new Treeman in the back yard, and a new knife to practice with, but her old knife, the one she wore, had now been enchanted by Maude and would never miss her target. Still, she practiced daily, especially once a retired knight hobbled up to their door. He took her into the garden where space had been cleared of stone paths and shrubbery by Maude. The old man with one foot missing, first taught her how to fall, then to take a punch, get stabbed, cut, and heal from a black eye.
He growled, �I will not tell you my name. We are not to become friends. I want you to hate me, to want to fight against me and win. You cannot do that with a friend.�
�Why?�
�Because defending yourself in real life often hurts. You cannot stop a fight because of a little pain.�
Prin placed her hands on her hips, now the hips of an eighteen-year-old girl. �Then what will I call you?�
�There are only two of us. What does it matter what you call me?� He leg-swept her feet from under her, and she landed in a heap.
�What if I call you cripple?�
�What if you have to pick yourself up from the ground a few more times?�
She got her feet under her, but instead of standing, she charged, head low, shoulder aimed at his middle. But when she reached where he should be, he was not. His hand gave her a slap on her butt as she stumbled past, and that was enough for her to sprawl face first in the grass as he laughed and taunted.
Prin climbed to her feet slowly and wiped some of the leaves and grass off. Fists balled, she stalked him, not allowing him to escape. Once in range, she swung.
The cripple pulled his head back just enough to avoid the fist. But, she had another already swinging. He moved out of range of that one without effort, too. His left arm shot out, palm open, and struck her on the shoulder, sending her staggering back two steps. She regained her balance and charged, arms spread wide to embrace him and drag him to the ground where she could pummel the smile from his face.
Instead, she ran into his braced, extended arm, and he shoved back. She landed on her butt again.
He turned and limped to the doorway where Maude held a steaming cup of tea waiting for him. Over his shoulder, he called with a chuckle, �That�s all for today. I�m worn out.�
They entered the house with Prin still sitting on the grass, her hand wanting to reach for the knife she wore between her shoulder blades. Not really. Then she changed her mind. No, really.
He had been abrupt, rude, insensitive, and no gentleman. She would have bruises from one end to the other. Her shoulder hurt. One leg was too sore to walk without a limp. He was going to hear about it when he returned for the next lesson if beating a girl was considered a lesson. Her mind turned sneaky and devious. Yes, there were things she could do. He didn�t know who he was messing with.
He walked on a stump, a foot made of wood to look like a boot. She was faster and had two feet, and she was younger. She stood and realized that both Brice and Sara were watching her from the window. Let them enjoy themselves. Maybe she could find a spell to blanket the window.
The next morning the one-legged man returned before they ate their morning meal. Prin was sitting at the table when he strode inside as if he owned the house and kicked the legs out from under her chair on his way to the backyard, never saying a word. She sputtered, ignored the smiles of the others, and climbed to her feet. He�ll pay for that.
He was waiting for her, standing beside the door, off to one side where she didn�t see him until she ran out and her legs became tangled as she tripped. She slowly climbed to her feet and moved closer, calculating her next move. His hands were held limply at his sides, and she concealed her next attack with a smile and smooth movements until she was close enough to spring her trap.
He smiled back. His arm shot out, his open palm striking her chest hard enough to almost knock her head off her neck. She lashed out with a foot that nearly made contact. He dodged and gave her the smallest of nods of approval. She didn�t get another of them for almost two weeks.
He appeared at will, during any time of the day or night, never speaking more than enough to taunt her, and never instructing her in the way she had expected, or heard about. A good teacher would tell her to put her left foot here, her shoulder there, and then what to do next.
Her teacher, if she could call him that, shoved, pushed, slapped, hit, kicked, tripped, and worst of all, smiled at her failures. On the fourth day of instruction, he shot his arm out, palm first again, to strike her shoulder and put her on her butt, as had happened twenty times in the few days. It occurred to her that in a real fight, his open palm would be a fist.
But he missed this time. She had reflexively turned her shoulder just enough to let his hand pass her shoulder while she stepped inside his reach. She managed to land a weak punch on his chest. He shifted his weight, locked an arm around hers, then threw her down. She landed hard on the grass. Prin was climbing to her feet before she finished the roll, ready to protect herself, or charge.
She was too late, as he had turned away and was already accepting another cup of tea from Maude and Sara. The man was infuriating. Prin spent more time thinking of how she would better him than her magic. Then came a day when Brice rushed in the front door, his face animated and fearful at the same time.
�There�s a green flag on the mast of the Merry Princess. She�s been moved to a regular pier, and the stevedores are loading her cargo.�
Sara said wistfully, �I�ll bet she sails like a new ship.�
�Do you wish you were going?� Prin barked.
�Sort of. At least for a few days. I miss her, and the sea.� Sara turned and went inside.
Prin said to Brice, �The green flag is the call for her crew. You don�t have to go today, but tomorrow?�
�I�ll miss you. All of you.�
Prin gave him a short hug. �You�ll be back before you know it, and Maude will have more lessons ready for you. As you get older, your skills will increase, so they�ll be easier to learn.�
His head hung, and his eyes looked red. �I�d better go pack.�
Prin didn�t think about the fact that he had little to pack until he had gone to his room. He had his old sea bag, but that hadn�t been unpacked because it contained clothing for sailors. She let him go.
Her combat instructor was finishing his tea and passing the time pleasantly with Sara and Maude. Prin avoided tea when he was there. She went into the kitchen and drew the jar of milk from the shelf. It stayed cold and refilled itself after each glass was poured, but Prin no longer marveled at it. She had more to worry over.
By accident, she had found she controlled air, the second of the four elements a mage worked with. She had increased her abilities with fire when Brice was not nearby, but manipulating air was new. The fire seemed centered in her right hand, air her left, at least for now. She could raise her left hand, fingers splayed, and draw air from behind in a wide swath, then concentrate it ahead in a burst that shook the leaves off nearby bushes.
Directed at a man, it would strike so hard he would lose balance, probably close his eyes on reflex, and hesitate, not knowing what hit him. During that time, she could run him through with her knife. That was how the book described it.
She could knock down a man climbing a ladder, blow a man off a dock so he�d have to swim, and so on. The lessons had been intended for Brice, but Prin grasped the concept and hadn�t told anyone, not even Maude.
Mages often only controlled one element. Some two. A scant few controlled three of the four, and only her father all of them. Brice had the emerging powers of three, but he may never truly control any of them beyond a few tricks. While she now appeared eighteen, her exact age was twelve or thirteen, younger than most mages developed even the beginnings of any. Fifteen or sixteen was the normal age the powers were discovered, such as with Brice.
The rules must be different for girls. She laughed. Yes, they were different. Girls didn�t get them. She looked forward to Brice sailing, not because she didn�t like or enjoy him, but because she looked forward to learning the work of a sorceress as well as a mage, as well as his return when he hopefully brought news.
Her combat instructor made a small joke that amused Sara and Maude, then rose and departed without a glance in her direction. One day he might feel the powerful blast of air.
Maude said, �We�ll all go watch Brice sail, but that won�t be for several days. Right now, he just has to report to the ship and prepare.�
Sara applied more of the spell to her hair, then brushed it. It hung nearly to her waist, and she hadn�t cut it. Prin kept hers shorter, down to her shoulders, but tied behind where it didn�t get in her eyes at the surprise combat attacks. She had made that mistake once. The crippled man had made her pay for the lack of vision.
Maude sat up straight. �Trouble.�
Both girls spun to look at her. She stared off into the distance, face set, eyes closed.
�Jam. Coming up the walk. He isn�t alone. I think he�s with a mage.�
The door lock slid aside, and the door swung open without a knock. The three women sat, two on the sofa and Maude in her chair beside the fireplace. The mage entered, a sheen of orange fire coating his bare skin.
Nice effect, Prin thought. Impressive, but easy to do, I think. He rippled lightning near the ceiling as he crossed the room. Showoff.
A nervous Jam followed.
The mage let the rumble of thunder accompany the lightning, then said, �I have questions of you.�
Maude lifted her knitting from the small table at her side and said, �What you don�t have are manners, young man. Do you think a sorceress my age has never seen a mage make an entrance before? If you allow one drop of rain to fall in here, you will find yourself under a hate-me spell so strong that will have all young women running from the sight of you for a hundred years.�
�I am a mage.�
�And I, a sorceress. What is your point?�
�I command the elements.�
Maude looked at the sofa. �Sara, have you perfected that skunk-smell spell?�
�I can�t control how strong it is or how long it lasts.�
�Be prepared to experiment.� Maude knitted and pearled, then raised her eyes to the mage. �Introduce yourself properly and explain why I shouldn�t turn Sara loose on you.�
He drew himself up, trying to recover his dignity. �I am here searching for a girl.�
�Can�t find yourself a romantic mate? I�m not surprised by your lack of manners and respect. Well, none of us are impressed enough to take a stroll with you, so go find a weak, simple-minded girl for yourself. And shut my door on the way out, if you please.�
He drew in a deep breath but didn�t back down. �I do not want one, I am trying to locate a blonde girl of eleven or twelve, named Hannah. Her head may have been shaved to disguise her identity.�
�How shall I contact you if I should see this girl?� Maude asked.
Jam pointed an accusing finger at Maude. �She was here.�
Sara smiled. With her long brown hair, a larger nose, and a few years added to her face, Jam never gave her a second look, let alone to Prin, who now had the same nose and hair as Sara, but the appearance of eighteen. It was evident he didn�t recognize either of them, but he might if they spoke.
Maude said, �I remember her well. Small, bald as an egg, and about eleven. She needed directions, and if it is any of your business, she needed silver for her travel expenses. She had several crates on her ship containing books and rare ingredients from a sorceress who passed on. I must say that it appeared someone had intentionally spilled and broken much of it so I couldn�t pay her want she wanted, but I did what I could and sent her on her way.�
The mage waved Jam back. �So, you do know her.�
�Know her? No, I conducted one very small item of business with the girl. If you would like to see the spoils, I�ll show them to you.� Maude continued knitting.
�Where did she go when she left here?� the mage demanded, recovering slightly and trying to put a threat in his tone.
Maude said, without looking up, �I�ll give you the same answer as I�ll give the next person to enter here and ask about where you went. I didn�t ask. It was none of my business. I won�t ask where you�re going either. Please close the door gently on your way out.�
Jam was still protesting when the mage grabbed him by his shirt sleeve and pulled him out the door. However, Jam shouted that they hadn�t seen or heard the last from him.



CHAPTER THIRTY 

Prin and Sara exchanged relieved looks as the door quietly closed behind Jam and the mage.
Maude said, �Something bothers me, Prin. You are the fourth in line to the crown, you said. Why is that so important to the others who are sending assassins after you? I�m not diminishing what you�re saying, but trying to understand.�
�One of them behind me is determined to be queen or king instead of me. It�s that simple.�
�But . . . you are number three, behind the present king. That means four people must die,� Maude protested. �Four. It would make more sense if you were number two, or the next in line.�
�Oh, I see what you mean,� Prin said. �The others in front of me will refuse because of age, illness, and whatever. I have vowed not to abstain. I will accept, although I don�t know much about it.�
Maude took up her knitting again as said, �Thank you. Now it makes more sense. You are officially number four in line, but in reality, you are next. If you die, number five on your list becomes the next king.�
�Or queen,� Prin said. �She is the one I suspect has offered the rewards and had my father murdered. But, there is more of the tangled web. Should I have three children, each of them would rise to the next to be king or queen, so the one below me on the list, and her family would be pushed away until they stand no chance of being crowned. If I have ten children, the one who wants me dead would then be eleventh, and if one of my children has a child . . . well, I really don�t know what happens then.�
�Brice will sail there and back as fast as the ships will travel, which is months from now for his first trip, but there are friends in Indore you�ve made, and others that he will. How will you know who to trust when you return there?� Maude asked.
�Brice will tell us?�
Maude said, �But you may not recognize them from his description. I have another idea I�ve already mentioned. What if Brice wears a ring that I have cast an enchantment upon? When someone places it on their finger, it will leave a trace that the three of us can see. A glow. We will know to trust that person.�
Sara said, �The idea sounds interesting, but how will Brice do that?�
�If he trusts someone, he will ask them to wear his ring, so we�ll know them.�
�Like El,� Prin said.
�But we already know El,� Sara protested.
Prin said, �There will be others. Do you know what would be better, Maude?�
�Tell me, child.�
�If we could have others see the trace the ring leaves. I mean, other sorceresses. A secret just between all of us for who to trust. If a sorceress in Indore meets a person from Gallium, Sandor, or even Queens gate, and that person has the mark . . .� Prin waited for the reason why the suggestion wouldn�t work.
Instead, Maude leaped to her feet and rushed into her workshop.
Sara threw her head back and said, �Jam is a problem we need to resolve.�
�We can�t hurt him,� Prin said. No sooner were the words out of her mouth than the door slammed open and Prin�s combat instructor limped inside.
�We have work to do.� His bony finger pointed to the rear door.
�We�ve already done it today.�
�Don�t make me drag you out there by that mane of hair.�
Prin stood and raced to the door, ducking behind a bush and darting to another before he appeared. A low branch in a tree provided a foothold, and she levered herself up. Before he came outside, she had managed to climb higher and spread herself on a large limb where it would be difficult to see her from the ground, very much like a lion or a panther resting in the middle of the day.
He stood in the doorway and said, barely loud enough to hear, �So you want to play games today? This may cause you a few extra bruises, young lady.�
She didn�t move.
He did a full turn, his eyes darting from one end of the garden to another. Then he began a systematic search, all four corners and all between . . . but not up. After nearly a half hour, he went back to the door and raised his voice, �I will not put up with witchcraft hiding you. I will ask Maude to locate you and maybe use a switch on your bottom for your disrespect.�
As he started to turn and go inside, she called, �And if it is not witchcraft but just a good job of hiding from you? A weaker fighter escaping a stronger one?�
Without turning back, he called, �Then I shall pour your tea for you today. There are times when running or hiding is your best option.�
She climbed down and ran inside where he waited. �Why will you pour my tea?�
He placed a hand on her shoulder. �Because you�re learning. I�m older, better trained and stronger. Only an idiot chooses to fight knowing he is going to lose or die. If you�ve learned there are times not to fight, I consider that I�ve done an exceptional job of teaching.�
Prin said, �But you�re here to teach me how to win a fight.�
�No, I�m here to teach you how not to lose.� He poured a cup of tea and spooned sugar and a dribble of goat milk before handing it to her. Then he fixed his own and sat beside her. �You don�t like me, much.�
�No.�
�That�s good. At least, at first. I think it�s time to change things up a mite. Sara needs to learn to protect you�and herself. But I wanted to work only with you at the beginning. Tomorrow she will join us, and I�ll yell and scream while she does the hard work.�
Sara said, �You do know that I�m sitting right across from you and hearing all you say.�
He half-turned. �Have you any objections?�
�I was upset that you left me out, at first. But after I saw how you treated Prin I was glad,� She said.
He continued, �But you wish to learn.�
Sara said, �Just before you arrived today, a nemesis named Jam busted in here with a mage in tow. A day may come when I must defeat him in a fight. But there are others who would do us harm, and I want to fight them if they come. No, I want to defeat them.�
He laughed. �You say that today, but tomorrow you�ll find yourself with bruises in places you don�t know can hurt.�
Sara said, �I heard what you told Prin and have thought about it. A person can train for a year, but the first time they get into a real fight, and they skin their knuckles or take a blow to their head, they quit. To fight, you must learn to accept pain and set it aside. There is no magic solution for that.�
The instructor asked if Prin wished a refill of her tea as if the two of them were at a tea party instead of planning how to attack and defend themselves. When she refused, he stood and limped to the front door before turning back to Sara one last time. �We�ll see if you still think that way tomorrow.�
After dark, Brice emerged from his room to eat, tired and eyes groggy. Maude joined them near the end, holding a simple, silver ring. Both Sara and Prin saw the purple glow, and as if little green candles were inside the metal.
Brice glanced at it without comment and continued eating. Maude held it in front of him. �Tell me what you think of this ring, but do not slip it on your finger.�
He accepted it. Then he turned it, examining it from different angles. �It�s nice. An emerald would make it better.�
Odd that he chose emerald. Prin said, �It�s silver.�
He glanced at it again. �I thought I saw a little green.�
Maude said, �It�s special. Now, I want you to slip it on your ring finger of your left hand.�
�Is it going to hurt?�
�Not at all,� She said. �Do it.� The ring went on. Almost instantly she said, �Now, take it off and let me see your finger.�
A purple glow remained on his finger, a caterpillar of purple fuzz as bright as a candle on a dark night. Prin realized that if only one person at an entire bazaar had a finger that glowed like Brice�s, she could single that person out in moments. She asked, �How long will it last?�
�Until his death,� Maude said.
Brice leaped up. �What�s going to kill me?�
They quickly explained. He peered at his ring-less finger from every angle and swore he saw nothing. Then he placed it on again as Maude explained. Only the most trusted would ever wear the ring.
Prin said, �What if a thief steals it? Did you think of that? We might have hundreds of dishonest people identified as our friends.�
�Part of the spell is made to prevent that. If your friend Jam steals and wears it, the glow will not happen. It must be a willing gift from Brice. The spell is bound to him, and the ring, of course. It will only work with, and for, Brice. Not even you and I can use it.�
Brice said, �How will I use it?�
Prin said, �Let me give you an example. You�ve heard of the man named El who managed to sneak us away from those hunting us in Indore? He risked his life to help us and turned his back on a fortune. When you meet him, you will explain that he must wear the ring and then our friends will know him, forever.�
�Only the most trusted of the trusted,� Maude said. �We thank those who give us gifts or a bargain at the market, but only those we trust with our lives will ever wear that ring. Prin will give you names and how to find the few she has.�
Prin said, �I will think on it, but Evelyn, a sorceress, and beyond the mountains are perhaps two others.�
Sara said, �Will one of them be your boyfriend, Cleanup?�
Prin pretended she ignored the barb while sipping tea. The teacup was a wonderful way to gain a few precious seconds before answering, but it didn�t slow her mind. Wait until you are doing your combat training tomorrow.
Maude said to Brice, �There will be another ring that I will wear. It is the same. Word will spread between sorceresses and others will wear similar rings. If we encounter anyone, anywhere, with that purple glow, we will know them as friends.�
Brice still didn�t seem very impressed, probably because he couldn�t see what happened after trying on the ring. But he did understand he held a power that only a few in the world knew of, and they all sat in the room with him.
They prepared to leave for the port the following morning, but Maude strolled outside and motioned to a gardener at a nearby house to approach. The gardener wore a naked sword supported by an iron ring. She said, �All of us must leave for the morning.�
�Your home will be secure,� he said.
�Will there be others of your order watching over us?�
�If you wish, Madam Maude.�
�I do.� She slipped a handful of coins into his hand without mentioning it, then turned and entered the house again. �Brice, it�s time.�
He entered the main room looking as lost as a dog left outside in a rainstorm. He carried his bag over his shoulder. �I�m ready.�
Maude said, �Anything you don�t wish to take, just leave in your room until you return. It�ll be there waiting.�
�I know. I left some things behind.�
The conversation had a false sense of sincerity and joy. They all knew things would change with the departure of Brice. The lessons in spells, castings, research, reading and a hundred other areas would become intense. The personal defense classes would get brutal. But Prin looked forward to it, as she reacted each time she passed a reflection in a window and saw her new hair.
Sara had taken time the night before, perhaps in anticipation of her combat training, to cut hers with the help of Maude. The length now hung below her ears, but no longer. She used a sticky wax to sweep back with her fingers. She gave the appearance of being ready to fight.
But Prin saw the darting eyes, the quick reactions to sharp sounds, and she knew that Sara was scared. She had watched Prin fight and lose every day for almost a month.
Outside, a carriage pulled to a stop, and the driver shook a handful of bells to tell them he was waiting. Prin was happy to see it because the distance to the waterfront was a long walk, especially when carrying a seabag.
They tried to make the trip something of a party, the four of them ignoring Brice would leave for perhaps as much as a half-year. They talked of old things, joys they�d shared, and reminded Brice of the hundred tasks they�d given him. He remembered all the answers to their questions, and as they neared the carriage depot where they�d first entered Gallium, the conversation lagged.
They wouldn�t go closer to the ship. Despite their changed appearance, from a distance, the captain or Bos�n might recognize their walk, or a gesture they made, or hear their voice. Instead, they climbed from the carriage, each with a little private time to share, and then Brice was walking to the Merry Princess, and the carriage was heading back up the hill.
Sara leaned forward and said to the driver, �There is a place ahead where you can water your horse, and we can get mugs of cold water with orange in it.�
�I know the place.�
�We will pay any fees.�
�My horse needs a drink, anyway.�
Sara refused to relent. �So, do I. Please, allow me to pay.�
The driver chuckled, �What are you trying to do? Become my favorite passenger of the day?�
�No, just remembering my first trip in a carriage here�and how well it worked out.� Sara settled back into her seat. The water was as cold and refreshing as Prin recollected, and from Sara�s soft smile, Prin knew she did too.
Maude said, �That boy was somewhere around the ship, watching it. I felt the tag getting stronger even though it�s almost three days old and should be depleted. He�ll try to cause problems for Brice, you know.�
Prin said, �Brice can take care of himself.�
�Better than when we found him,� Sara added.
Maude said, �But perhaps not well enough when you consider what lengths your friend Jam has already gone to. I fear this is a critical time for Brice. Your captain is Jam�s father, and the bos�n has known him his whole life. Never underestimate the power of family.�
Prin said, �What do you mean?�
�While they have good intentions, will they sail and leave Jam on the docks with no money or friends? If he presents himself, or since he knows the ship so well, stows away in a small compartment, what will they do?�
Sara said, �They�ll take him along after another stern warning.�
Maude crossed her arms over her ample chest and peered hard at the two girls. �Then what would happen?�
Prin was already climbing down. �We can�t let that happen.�
Maude took her by her shoulder and pulled her back in the carriage. She told the driver, �You will deliver them to the house where you picked us up.� Then she set her foot in the stirrup and onto the step, then the ground.
�What are you doing?� Sara asked.
�Rest assured dears, that Jam will not sail on the Merry Princess. Not this trip.� She spun and walked in the same direction as Brice.
Prin watched her as she left them sitting stunned, and saw the now familiar shimmer of Maude changing her features, even though she watched from behind. Maude seemed to grow taller, thinner, her back stood straighter, and her head was held higher. She swung her arms as she walked, and her hips swayed like those of a twenty-year-old.
And Jam wore the tag for tracking him, losing power because of its age, but it was so close Maude could follow it with her eyes closed. The horse had finished drinking, the maid collected the empty mugs and a coin from Sara. The driver clucked at the horse and slapped the reins on its rump. The wagon lurched ahead.
Prin said to Sara, �What do you think she�s going to do?�

The End
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