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Аннотация
Hannah's finger can ignite a magical flame. But only mages deal with elemental fire, and all mages are men. The mage whispered to be her father is returning, and she intends to display her flame where he can see it. Her life changes with the dowsing of a flame. She has no friends, an uncertain future, and jealous enemies at every turn. But five years of working in the morning kitchen while listening to the gossip and cruel whispers serves her well. Her wit, sharp tongue and determination are honed to a razor edge and prepare her for the future.
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CHAPTER ONE 

Hannah paused from her morning duties and allowed her mind to drift. The kitchen gossipers intensified their whispered stories; the rumors of the Old Mage, and how he had once rested for a few days during his travels through Casselberry. Almost a year later she was born to an unwed mother. Those who remembered the Old Mage�s last visit said she looked like him.
Of course, they said a lot of things. . . and that�s why they were gossips. Still, over the years Hannah had developed a mental shell hard enough to disregard the spurns, the nasty looks, the harsh whispers behind her back, and the assignment of the least desirable duties about the palace. Until her mother�s death over five years ago, her mother had managed to shield Hannah from the worst of them. Now the rumors intensified daily, especially in the last few days.
�Daydreaming, Hannah?�
The friendly question pulled her back from the idle thoughts. The owner of the voice leaned closer and winked in good humor, although the scars of the burned face still frightened Hannah, no matter how kindly the washerwoman treated her. Hannah sighed, �I�m just a little sleepy today.�
�No wonder. I�ve always said the Overseer should put someone older in your job, dear. Little girls your age need their sleep; not being woken before dawn to light the stoves. What are you, twelve?�
�Eleven.�
�Even worse. It�s a shame the way they treat you.�
Hannah smiled her thanks and loaded another piece of firewood into the nearest oven. The washerwoman usually had a friendly word when she delivered clean aprons and towels. Hannah remembered five years ago when she�d first taken over the fire duties in the breakfast kitchen. The job was simple: have the three brick ovens warmed and ready for cooking before the first cooks and bakers arrived near dawn.
The older boys felled hardwood trees in the Dark Forest, transported the hefty logs, and split them into firewood, then stacked it against the south wall of the kitchen in neat cords. The cedar, the best wood for kindling, came from higher up on the mountain slopes, where the boys harvested tall trees and piled that wood near the rear door of the kitchen.
�Stoke this one again, too,� a nasty-tempered woman with a sharp tongue snarled, pointing to the fire in her stove. �Getting too cold to use.� The thin woman stood aside waiting, hands on hips. She fried hard-bread for the servants in three separate shallow pans. They were small, flat, cakes with hard shells that servants ate while performing their morning duties, and they were standard morning meal for servants. People dunked them in milk, cream, or anything liquid to soften the bread enough to chew. Cooking hard-bread required a hotter fire than the other stoves. Hanna grabbed two pieces of firewood and stirred the coals until both pieces would fit through the black iron door. The fire instantly flamed higher, and she backed off from the heat.
��Bout time you did that, worthless little beggar,� the woman growled, pushing Hannah aside with her hip. �You know I need a hot fire.�
Hannah smiled at her sweetly, and in a voice sure to carry throughout the kitchen to the other cooks said, �Maybe someday you can teach me to burn dough on a stove and call it hard-bread. It shouldn�t take long. Any fool can do it.�
�Watch yer mouth, girl.�
Hannah giggled as she moved out of reach. She ducked out the rear kitchen door where the small ax waited on the chopping block. Cedar rounds waited for splitting. Under her ax, each chunk of cedar turned into twenty or thirty smaller sticks of kindling. She followed the same routine each day, month after month. In the morning, the kindling went into the cold ovens on top of twigs she used to start the fires. A few scrapes of her fire starter usually produced enough sparks to light it. After the tinder had caught, she loaded cedar, and then the hardwood on top, and stood back while the ovens warmed the entire kitchen until the lazy morning cooks showed up.
Her thoughts returned to her past, as they had more and more, lately. The daily drudgery usually sedated her thinking enough she only needed to determine which of the three stoves needed more wood and when; a mindless task. But if she stood and idly watched the fires, someone always gave her another task. During slack times she�d learned to leave the kitchen and pretend to split kindling or other work. Quick peeks into the kitchen told her how the fires burned, and the cooks were quick enough to let her know if any burned low.
The whispers and rumors she usually ignored had caught her attention this morning. She spent more time inside, listening without showing interest. Today�s rumors said the Old Mage was arriving for a visit.
�A dozen years since his last time passing through here,� one gnarled old Cook confirmed the rumor.
Another glanced at Hannah making sure she heard, then replied, louder than necessary so all would hear, �Easy to know how long since he�d been here. Just look at how tall Hannah is and you know.�
The nasty one who made hard-bread glanced at Hannah and flashed an almost toothless smile, and said, �I wonder what he�ll leave behind for us this time? A sister or brother for Hannah?�
The poorly concealed whispers were always loud enough for Hannah�s ears, but not the Overseer who wandered about his rounds often. Today a nervous edge came with the remarks of the news that made the cooks irritable. But no matter, she wanted to hear it all. Within the harsh words were kernels of truth. Since her mother�s death, there was nobody else to ask and get the truth. But if it were true, what they said about the Old Mage and her mother, Hannah decided that the Old Mage might arrive at the palace and sweep her away in his carriage to a life of luxury and wealth. That daydream had been constant for over a year.
She also daydreamed that she was the lost daughter of a foreign prince, the offspring of a wealthy silk merchant, or the youngest daughter of a breeder of majestic dancing horses. She heard of people riding on the backs of dragons and defeating armies of trolls with flashing swords, too. But the rumors and tales of the Old Mage and her mother persisted, and now he was coming to the castle. She would manage to get a good look at him and decide for herself if they looked alike, one way or another. Of course, he was older. At least the rumors said he was old, and she would have to adjust her opinion of his looks by his age as she tried to imagine him at her age.
For the last five years, only a younger Mage-in-training had visited the Earl�s Palace and met with him for the magical needs of the castle and surrounding farms. The Young Mage handled the routine feats of magic needed to keep the vermin from the grain storage, the illnesses from the drinking water, and insects from the crops. He provided rain in summer for the crops, but not too much. Younger mages sometimes called down a deluge and could not stop the water. She�d seen him arrogantly strolling about the grounds in his black silk robe several times, a thin boy of perhaps twenty-five years, but still a boy from all appearances, youthful, pale, and weak looking. Even his beard struggled to grow.
�Wot can be so fascinating on that little ax yer looking at?� The orphan boy known as �Cleanup� asked her, standing a few steps away. He leaned on his flat-bladed shovel handle. Cleanup was near her age, worked in the horse stalls, but any horse apples or spills into the streets of the palace were his concern. That job gave him the freedom to roam the entire palace yards, roads, and squares at will. As long as he carried his �cleanup� bucket and shovel nobody questioned or detained him.
�Just thinking.�
��Bout what?� he asked, chewing on a piece of yellow straw.
She lowered her voice, �Have you heard the Old Mage is coming?�
�Your father?� he responded, not mincing words and obviously surprised at the question. �Nope hadn�t heard, but it�s about time a full Mage came around if you ask me.�
A cook popped her head out the door, and her eyes found Hannah. �More wood.�
�Right away,� Hannah said without turning her head to see which Cook it had been. �They say he�s coming today, but who knows?�
�Did you ever have another father?� Cleanup asked.
�I said, more wood.� The cook repeated her demand louder and spun on her heel. She entered the kitchen without waiting to see if Hannah followed.
Hannah shook her head, �Never had one that lived with us, so it has to be him.�
�Just because you were born in the spring after the Mage left the summer before don�t mean nothing. There're two hundred more men that live here in this castle, and any one of them can be your father from what I hear.�
She stiffened. �My mother was a Lady, a friend of the Earl�s wife, the Countess.�
�So you always remind us, but even ladies get lonely. Your mother died more than five years ago, but that was a long time ago. Maybe it�s time you thought of other things, huh?�
Hannah grabbed three chunks of firewood and headed inside. Cleanup was right. Her mother had promised to tell her who her father was on the day she turned twelve years old. Then she died well before. Without a mother or father, or even a Royal sponsor, Hannah found herself appointed a kitchen fire-tender at age seven. No one was going to tell her the real story about her past, so she relied on the rumors.
She wanted to know the truth. Was that too much to ask? The only one who could tell her the whole truth was her father. If he was a mage, so be it. If she managed to meet with him and identify herself, he might be persuaded to speak to her.
Her mother had been a lady, from a minor Royal family and the last of her line. She spent nearly every day instructing Hannah also to be a lady, and telling her tales of far off lands in other kingdoms, and of how to serve Royalty of higher status. She taught her letters and the basics of reading, but Hannah remembered very little of it.
Instead of playing with the other children of the castle, she had spent her days listening to her mother teach her until she became ill. Death swiftly followed, and without parents, Hannah found herself unwanted by Royalty and despised by jealous servants.
The idea of identifying herself to the Old Mage in itself was almost a joke and a childhood fantasy at best. Fire-tenders for morning kitchens do not speak to Royalty, and certainly, do not talk to important mages, let alone to elder mages so important they dealt directly with kings and earls. She knew it for what it was, yet couldn�t get the idea out of her stubborn head. Everyone said she was single-minded.
Hannah stoked the fires and when satisfied with the results, peeked outside to the rear courtyard, but Cleanup had already left to gather more horse apples. She split more kindling to have something to do and placed it beside each stove for the morning. The kindling piles were larger than normal, but she worked hard to quell a nervous energy that had overtaken her. A food server playfully slapped the back of her head as she waltzed by, and then pretended she didn�t know what happened, to the amusement of the rest of the staff. Hannah took note of her, and the thin slippers she wore. The next load of firewood she dropped from her struggling arms would land on those pretty slippers.
Falcon, the overseer for all of the kitchens, stormed into the breakfast kitchen and made his daily inspection as he passed by each stove, sometimes sampling the food. He stopped at the doorway and turned, holding up his arms to draw the attention of everyone. �All right, if they haven�t eaten by now, they�ll make do with mid-day dinner and go hungry until then. Get this place cleaned up and don�t take all day to do it. We require your help at the supper kitchens today. All of you.�
�That means you too, Missy Hannah,� a thin woman who usually burned the meat for any meal, hissed from the side of her mouth as if she was in charge. The woman had a habit of disappearing between working the morning kitchen and the supper preparation, and thought herself better than other cooks.
Never trust a skinny cook. Her mother had told her often. Hannah raised her voice so the Overseer would hear. �To make sure I don�t get lost along the way, I�m going to follow you, Darla. I�ll do my best to stay very close.�
The Overseer hid his smile behind the back of his hand. Hannah had just taken over part of his duties. He had once told her in private he appreciated her quick tongue because it often made his job easier, especially if she was not addressing him. But the thin woman called Darla cast her a scowl, and one of the other cooks flinched at the evilness it contained.
But, if the woman had left her alone, Hannah would have remained silent. Lately, she had observed a measured increase in the respect others paid to her. Word was getting around. Mess with Hannah and you could expect retaliation.
Falcon started to leave by the rear door, but turned again, as if he had forgotten to tell them something. His eyes slipped past Hannah as if she was not there. �Today the whole staff will work late into the evening to prepare for the banquet. We are cooking a feast for a welcoming meal this evening.� He paused to allow the groans to die out, or at least, diminish. Again, his eyes refused to notice Hannah, looking over her head, as if he intentionally refused to acknowledge her obvious presence. �The King�s Mage has arrived, and there will be a celebration and feast.�
Hannah�s heart beat faster as she drew in a breath. The rumors were true. She felt all eyes shift to her, and heard a few whispers. But she held her face passive, waiting for the rude comments to begin. She didn�t have to wait long. As soon as Falcon stepped out of the doorway and away from earshot, they started, not even having the decency to whisper.
�So you�re gonna see your father tonight, are you?�
�Are you going to eat dinner with him? Sit at his table?�
�Too bad your mother isn�t here to bed him again. I heard he always wished for a son.�
There were more taunts she didn�t hear in the murmured drone. Hannah closed her ears and allowed her mind to ask herself many of the same questions. While the gossip flowers were in full bloom, as if they were spring tulips, she would see the man at the center of her shame and hurt, the one who threw her away to work the kitchens. She didn�t know if she should kiss the Mage or plunge a dagger into his heart if she met him. He deserved the latter if he was her father. Not because of the mistreatment of her, but because of all the vicious remarks that had been directed at her mother. However, like her mother, Hannah held her tongue, refusing to be baited by the cruel remarks. Her gut told her that some day, she would even the score.
She went outside and stood in the shade beside the chopping block, drawing in the cooler air and calming herself while she split another pile of kindling large enough to last for days. Revenge didn�t fit into her plans. No, she had another, more direct path to take, if she mustered the nerve. That was because she had a secret beyond guessing who her father might be. She already knew who it was.
The smile touched the edge of her lips as she remembered the first time she knew. After being assigned to the fire starting duties more than five years ago, there came a cold, wet storm last winter. The dampness had penetrated everywhere and everything. Even the cold kitchen at night absorbed the clammy air. The tinder had become wet, and no amount of sparks would light it, no matter how many times she struck the iron to flint. Not having a morning fire ready for the cooks would have cost her a severe beating and more.
She had scrounged the kitchen for anything that might burn, found little, and tried the tinder again. But the sparks wouldn�t set the fire. She struck the flint harder, creating more and more intense sparks. Nothing worked. She wished she had a few leftover red coals or even a flame from a candle. Her tiny room was across the open courtyard and up stone stairs, but there were no candles there, not even discarded stubs, but her mind pictured a candle flame.
There were some in the main eating hall, but she was not allowed to go there or use them, let alone try to light one with sparks. Candles light others, or they light from existing fires in stoves or fireplaces. They are for people of higher rank, and those with money.
Scared and alone, she had heard the clop, clop of the wooden heels approaching, and she wished intensely for fire. She struck a new barrage of sparks from her flint. She needed fire desperately, and she needed it before the footsteps arrived. She looked around in near panic, searching for anything that might help. The footsteps moved closer as they echoed down the long hallway.
A dim glow in the morning gloom drew her attention. She looked down, thinking a spark had finally ignited the tinder. Instead, a tiny flame existed at the end of her index finger. It was smaller than a candle flame but burned steadily. Her finger was burning! She shook the finger to put the fire out before it hurt her, but she realized when it didn�t go out with the violent shaking that it was not hurting. Hannah quickly moved the damp tinder she held in her other hand above the flame. It caught, and she fanned it into a larger fire as the little finger-fire extinguished itself.
As the first cook arrived, Hannah had already placed the tinder under the kindling and was watching the fire grow around the cedar. She removed a few sticks of the burning kindling and placed them in the next stove, ignoring the cook as Hannah blew the next fire to life and repeated the process on the third oven. The cook used a brand from Hannah�s fire to light a candle stub she carried. But she was the Head Cook of the morning kitchen and awarded such privileges. She glared at the meager fires, not mentioning how late they were.
Hannah tried to look innocent and busy while ignoring the cook, as the cook ignored her as was her norm. But inside, Hannah could hardly breathe, and she kept looking at her cold, trembling finger where the fire had been. Not a blister or red mark on it. Only a Mage can create fire. She knew that. Everyone knew that.
They also knew that only men could be a Mage. Women, a very few special women called sorceresses, performed healings, or predictions, or other magical processes that dealt directly with people, spells, and incantations, but no woman had ever made fire from nothing. Women dealt with the living. Mages transformed elements, changing the physical properties of the world.
Hannah�s confused mind would not release the subject. She inserted another split of wood into each oven and stood aside, thinking. Women do not deal with the basic elements or transform an object from a solid to heat, like wood burning and becoming hot air. Transformations from one form to another are the sole property of top-level mages. Some mages cannot even make fire with their finger; not even the Mage-in-training, she had heard.
When all was said and done, Hannah, a girl, had made fire by using her finger and mind. At least, she believed she had. A simple kitchen girl, not even a woman or sorceress, had made fire. She tried making the flame on her finger the following morning and failed. Each day after that she tried again and again until she believed it had been a dream--and then one cold morning the flame reappeared by its own accord while she started to light the tinder. She snuffed it out and tried again. The tip of her finger sprang to light. On. Off. She repeated it over and over. The finger did not feel the heat, but afterward, it felt cold.
Since then she had done it a hundred times on a hundred different mornings. The act became second nature. Hannah didn�t have to pause and concentrate as she had in the beginning. Instead, the opposite was true; hiding the fire that sometimes appeared on her finger unexpectantly.
However, The Old Mage, who might be her father, had arrived at the palace after several years absence. That changed all things and spurred Hannah to develop a vague plan. She would manage to work her way near him tonight. She didn�t know the method or the outcome of her audacious act, but she would be there at his side, her index finger ready to display fire.

CHAPTER TWO

True to her word, Hannah followed the skinny Cook, drawing more than one angry look from her along the way. Hannah just smiled her responses as if she had no idea of why the cook might be irritated. With the banquet in mind, the kitchen stirred with the overflow of people. Meat rotated on spits, soups bubbled in cauldrons, and dough baked in hot ovens to become rolls and loaves. Cakes, pies, and candies filled two full tables against a wall. Wine, imported from beyond the far corners of the kingdom, overflowed shelves; some already unstopped so the wines could breathe, whatever that meant.
The cooking fires in ten ovens burned hot, and at least three fire tenders, all older than Hannah, carried wood and placed it beside the ovens, stoves, and open pits. But Hannah looked for the tall man called Bracken. He managed the servers and table settings. Tonight she wanted to serve, move among the guests and somehow get close to the Old Mage. That was her plan. Simple, straight forward, and dangerous.
After spotting Bracken in the center of a myriad of activity, she strode up and stood directly in front of the busy little tyrant. He snapped orders at the servants like a general to troops before a battle. As he paused to take a breath, Hannah, lifting her chin, said, �Sir, I would like to learn how to serve. I am old enough to do more than tend fires.�
Bracken didn�t lower his head, but he allowed his eyes to drift down until they stopped at her face. �Can you smile?�
She showed her teeth.
�Are you clumsy, girl? Fearful of powerful people? Shy?�
�I am not clumsy, but only a fool would not respect the power of a king or his royal court.�
He raised his eyes again and looked around the room from his small height, far too short to duck under the low, blackened beams of the kitchen as so many other men did. Then he looked down at her again, �That is a very insightful answer for one so young. But accurate. There is a woman named Ella, do you know her?�
�I know of her, and what she looks like.�
�Good. Find Ella and tell her I said you are to attempt to learn serving sweets. She�ll know what to teach you, and in the future, I will remember you volunteering to help me and reward you in some small way. Not many do offer, and I appreciate it. If you have problems with the other servants over . . . well, over your family situation, come see me.�
Hurrying off, Hannah realized she had somehow made an adult friend and protector. That was a total of one. No, that was not true, there was the old woman who couldn�t always remember her name, and the washerwoman with the burn scars on her face. There were a few more who were not exactly friends, but didn�t pick on her or gossip about her; at least not to her face. She spotted the woman called Ella and headed in her direction.
Hannah found that standing directly in front of the tall woman called Ella to draw her attention did no good. Ella looked over Hannah�s head and spoke to any others who came within earshot, ignoring Hannah as if she were a ghost. Hannah examined the older woman as she waited. Up close there were tiny lines and wrinkles in her face, making her older than Hannah believed her to be. Her waistline and hips were equal in size and a few touches of gray streaked the brown hair. But overall, she spoke to each person in equally pleasant tones and seemed well-liked by all. All but Hannah.
Clearing her throat, Hannah tried drawing attention and steadied her inner confidence. When that didn�t work, she said, �Excuse me, Ella. Bracken told me to see you about learning to carry a tray of sweets at the banquet.�
Ella glanced at her and smiled weakly, but not unfriendly, and seemed to welcome the offer. �You have never served, or I�d know it. Two hands on the tray at all times, the guests are welcome to all they wish, and you do not speak to them even if they speak first. Can you remember all that?�
�Yes, of course.�
�Servers wear the Earl�s blue and white colors. See the Head Seamstress on the third level, tell them to hem something for you and then be here at sundown. Find me, or wait here for me. Can you do all that?�
I�m not stupid. �Right away. I�ll go find the seamstress now.� Hannah rushed outside and ran across the inner courtyard and back inside a wide doorway where a set of servant�s stairs carried her up to the third floor. The seamstresses had always complained about the lack of light to do their best work. Last spring the Earl had cleared out two full sets of apartments with large windows, and he had given them to the seamstresses at the demand of his fashion-conscious wife so they could do their work�and make prettier clothing for the Countess.
The stone stairs were clean, unlike those in the servant�s quarter. They were devoid of people, unlike the lower tower where Hannah and the lower class servants lived; those that rushed to serve their masters. Upon reaching third floor, even though she had never been there, she had heard the rumors of the place and went directly to the first door at the end of the hallway. As she pulled the heavy door open, the sunlight streamed in through a series of tall windows greeted her. In front of the windows stood at least six sewing tables, with one or more women, sitting at each of them. All worked intensely, and none looked up at her entrance.
�Can I help you, honey?� The nearby voice was old, but nonjudgmental, even friendly, perhaps.
She must know who I am. Everybody does. �Ella sent me to see the Head Seamstress.�
�That is her over there.� The old woman pointed to another woman surrounded by others who fawned over her. She was issuing orders about fancy, colorful dresses to be worn this evening, criticizing each woman�s work in turn. �Very busy right now, perhaps I can be of assistance?�
�Ella said I�m to get a server�s uniform in the Earl�s blue and white.�
�Oh, serving are you? Sweets, I suppose?�
Hannah nodded, then followed the old woman to a cabinet. The woman opened the lid to reveal stacks of blue and white shirts, pants, hats, and soft boots. �Let me look at you to judge your size. My, you are a small one. Here, try this on.�
Hannah accepted the shirt, soft blue with white trim. She pulled her old tan shirt off and the new one on for a fit. It was only a little too large. A tuck would fix it. Next came pants that needed hemming in the length of the legs, and finally a blue hat. The woman reached for a white feather from a dozen held together by a red ribbon and showed Hannah how to slip the shaft into small slits in the crown, so it stood upright.
�Call me Lucy,� the old woman said. �You, if I remember correctly, are Hannah the fire tenderer. Now you need to try on slippers.�
The first pair, the only ones to ever be on her feet, fit perfectly. Hannah looked down at them in wonder as she wriggled her toes. The slippers didn�t confine her feet as she had feared, and they felt comfortable. �Lucy, will you tell me something?�
�Of course, dear.�
�Why are you so nice to me?�
Lucy stood to her full height and sighed. �Has it been that hard for you, child? The things people say?�
�At times. But you're very good to me, and I wonder why. Not many are.�
�Listen, I see and hear what�s going on in the palace, even those places reserved for the Royals. Sometimes I believe I�ve seen it all, in my long life, but then a thing happens and stirs a new pot. For me, I enjoy people and forgive them for things they are not responsible for, such as who their parents are, or what the parents may have done. I prefer to look at the person, and what they are, or have done.�
�Thank you, Lucy. I like that.�
The woman smiled and shrugged. �This uniform is not yours to keep, of course. After tonight you will return it here until the next party, ball, banquet, or whatever. Each time you serve we�ll get you one that fits and make any repairs needed.�
�When will it be ready?�
�Oh, you can stop by before the noon meal, the hemming won�t take much time.�
Hannah left the seamstress with a skip in her walk. Because she rose each day before the sun, she normally had part of the mid-day to herself, usually to catch up on her sleep. The cleaning of the kitchen after the evening meal had become her bedtime, both because of the early morning work, and because she used it as her excuse to get out of the work. The trick, she�d learned early, was never to look relaxed or be at rest when others could see her. Always appear busy, even while having nothing to do. She walked fast across the courtyard, head down as if on an important errand.
A pair of female nags who were snooty chambermaids for the Royals and both a few years older than Hannah, approached. One whispered loudly, �I hear that her father�s here, the one she favors. I wonder if they�ll have a nice visit together.�
Both girls giggled at the comment, glancing at Hannah as if hoping she heard it and would respond. It was not the first time they�d baited her. Hannah turned the corner of the horse barn out of their sight and held her index finger up long enough to glance at the tiny flame that appeared at the tip. A tiny fire of that size might one day light the fancy skirt of one who spoke so rudely to her if she kept on tormenting Hannah.
She extinguished the flame and smiled at the idea of the girl�s dress catching on fire. Then she answered their rude questions in her mind, but not allowing anything to cross her lips. Yes, she planned to have a nice visit with the Mage, her father.
Entering the horse barn, she found Cleanup inside, leaning on his shovel, as usual. Right beside his toe were fresh horse apples providing his excuse for being there, but instead of gathering them up, he watched a beautiful chestnut mare prancing in the corral as if she wished to find a way to escape and run free. The horse's long legs were thin, and her hooves polished. Her mane and tail were better tended than the hair of the two girls she had left behind.
�Is that a new horse?� Hannah asked.
�No, the Old Mage came today, with this one and others almost as nice. A King�s Knight protecting the Mage rode that horse instead of riding in the carriage.�
�I would too,� she said in awed tones. �That horse dances instead of walks.�
�I heard she was bred in far off Lanta and shipped here when a colt. Ferriday, the King�s horse trainer, spent three whole years working with her.� Cleanup managed to scrape one small pile of horse manure closer to the others as he made a full turn, making sure they were alone and that no prying eyes watched him. He leaned closer. �Want to see his carriage?�
�You know I do.�
He carried his shovel and bucket in such a way that anyone looking would think he was racing after another mess left by a horse, donkey, cow, or sheep. Instead, he went down to the end of the stable and into the garage. It contained more than twenty wagons and carriages sitting inside where they were cleaned and maintained by the stablemen. Near the end of the row stood a carriage suspended from the ornate iron frame by leather straps, so the passengers rode easier on the bumpy roads as the carriage swayed as if in a sling. It belonged to the Earl, and he used it on special occasions.
Beside it stood a white carriage, not as ornate or beautiful at first glance, but newer in appearance, and it gleamed, almost as if the sun entered the barn and shown only on it. The carriage had two facing seats for passengers, with a higher seat for the driver, and a step on the back for a footman. In front of the footman was a flat section for carrying trunks and luggage. The carriage had a thin roof of silk with green tassels hanging at each corner. The roof shielded passengers from sun, rain, or snow.
�Isn�t that something to lay your eyes on?� Hannah asked.
�That�s not all,� Cleanup said, moving closer to the carriage after a quick glance up and down the garage. �See the shiny paint and how clean it is?�
�Yes.�
Cleanup leaned closer to her. �We have not yet washed it. It came to us like that.�
She said, �The road is dusty, and it rained two nights ago. There are puddles it must have splashed through.�
The boy made scraping motions with the blade of his shovel for show. He bent over and scooped a handful of soil from the floor. He turned, allowing his hand to trail out over the rear wheel spokes as he released the dirt. Without looking, he moved away a few steps and used the shovel to scoop up more imaginary horse apples. �Look at the wheel where I sprinkled the dirt.�
Hannah did. The gleaming white paint had bright brass tacks, all sparkling in the dim light. The white spokes of the wheel held no dirt, despite her watching Cleanup drop a full handful where her eyes looked. �It does not get dirty?�
�Nope. Dirt, sand, dust, mud, animal droppings, and nothing else sticks to it.�
�How?� Hannah asked.
�He�s your father. Ask him.�
Hannah spat on her finger and wiped it on the wheel. It didn�t stick or smear, and an odd sensation made the wheel feel slick as if she hadn�t touched it, but only near it. She gently moved her fingers to touch where her eyes told her the wood was rough. It too felt smooth, almost as if coated with the olive oil the cooks use.
�What are you two doing in here?� A gruff voice demanded.
Hannah turned to find the stablemaster and spoke first. �Sir, I was so excited to be going to get my new serving uniform from the seamstresses, I interrupted Cleanup to tell him about it. Please forgive me.�
�Well, this is going to be your first time serving, is it?�
�It is, sir. I�m old enough.�
�That�s an important step up for you, Hannah. Go on, and get your uniform. And you,� he pointed to Cleanup, �I saw two piles waiting out in the courtyard. When are you going to get to them?�
Cleanup grabbed his bucket and shovel. �Right now, sir.�
Hannah followed him outside, where Cleanup searched for the work needed, but she stayed right behind him. �I think the carriage is enchanted.�
�Really? You think so?� Cleanup rolled his eyes as if she had said that the sky is blue. Despite his lack of formal education, the boy was one of the more intelligent and observant people Hannah knew.
�I felt the enchantment on the surface. Like I wasn�t touching it.�
�That�s what I was trying to show you. It can�t get dirty. If I wash in the creek can you get your father to put a spell like that on me?�
She grinned and said, �Maybe there is a spell I can put on you?�
He threw back his head and laughed. �A spell from a little girl?�
Hannah stormed off. If she knew another skill besides making a flame, she might have used one on Cleanup just to put him in his place. If she could make a pile of horse manure large enough, she�d drop it on his head. Then she would have no friends, but he would know not to mess with her. She giggled at the thought and then again at the image of that girl running past him with her dress on fire while Cleanup stood under a pile of horse apples. Then she cautioned herself about such thoughts. All it would take is a single instance of letting her angry mouth relay what her mind thought to put her in deep water.
As she crossed the courtyard in the direction of the seamstresses, her eyes found a familiar, tall, young man on a second story terrace lounging against an iron railing, his eyes following her. He was the Young Mage that served the Earl. He wore black silk instead of normal clothing, a robe that reached down to the floor. His long, black, shiny hair hung to his shoulders. He stood absolutely still, but his eyes followed as she crossed the flagstones twenty steps in front of him.
Hannah made a quick count. There were at least ten other people moving about the courtyard, yet his eyes had singled her out. Why? Why did the Young Mage watch her as if she walked alone in the castle�and he had not seen another person in days or weeks? She had seen him many times before, but not once had he paid her any attention. She kept her eyes averted, only allowing a quick glance in his direction. Is that a scowl on his face?
Had his expression been scowling? Or friendly? Angry? She didn�t know and refused to turn and look at him again. But the idea that of all the people in the palace, a mage singled her out and watched only her made her uncomfortable. No, more than uncomfortable. It made her scared.

CHAPTER THREE

Hannah passed through the servants� entrance to the palace and turned to close the door. She peered through the dwindling crack looking up at the terrace. The Young Mage still stood there, watching her as if he could see her through the thick oak of the door. She firmly pulled the door closed the rest of the way and raced to the third floor.
Her uniform waited with the seamstress, hemmed and folded, and she carried it back to her windowless room by a route that didn�t pass the mage�s terrace. She couldn�t help trying on the uniform once again. Then she danced around her small room as she practiced carrying a pretend food tray overflowing with treats from one imaginary person to another until she faced the man she believed to be her father. When she finally faced him, she said . . . Nothing.
No words filled her mouth or formed on her lips. What would she say to The King�s Mage if they came face to face? The same man she suspected was her father. What she would say was a question she didn�t wish to ponder because she had no ready answer. Her orders were to serve sweets and not speak to guests under any circumstances. She was not going to have a conversation with him, other than perhaps a few whispered words if the opportunity arose.
But even if she did speak, what would she ask? Are you, my father? No, she could never ask that. Did she expect him to take one look at her and realize she was his long-lost daughter, whom he�d been searching for all this time? No, more likely he�d look at her in the eyes and ask her to come closer so he could select a sweet from her tray.
Tomorrow the other women in the morning kitchen were sure to be ready with their sharpest barbs. Finally, Hannah decided to be content with seeing the Old Mage from a distance, even if he had no idea of who she might be, or worse if he did know and didn�t want to recognize her. That was the best she could hope to achieve. Perhaps she could get close enough to hear him speak. Would his voice sound like hers?
Hannah lay down on her sleeping mat and cried herself to sleep. When she woke the light streaming through the single small window told her she�d slept the afternoon away, but tonight she needed to serve sweets for the celebration. She pulled on her uniform, ran her fingers through her hair like a comb, stuck the white feather in her hat at a jaunty angle, and pulled on the slippers.
The servant�s hallway was unusually empty. She ran down it listening to the echoes of her footsteps on the bare walls, and across the inner courtyard to the dinner kitchens. Inside, she caught the scent of perfume in the form of meat roasting over open flames, bread baking, and there were pies and cakes spread out one after the other on tables set back from where cooks worked. All of them were better aromas than those imported perfumes the highest of the Royal Ladies wore to obscure their underlying stink.
�Come on, you,� a familiar voice called. Ella reached for a small oval tray. �You�re late. Hold it in two hands, like this. Offer the tray to any who indicate they wish a sweet, or two. Circulate. No talking. I�ll be watching you closely.�
�I�ll do a good job.� Hannah took the tray to where sweets were spread out on tables. A cook she didn�t know placed several on it. She nodded to Hannah and said, �When these are gone, come back for more.�
�I will.� She smiled and raced to the doorway leading into the main hall, then she almost tripped as she saw the inside of the normally dismal room turned into the festive dining hall. Colorful drapes hung on every wall normally barren of decoration, stringed music sounded from at least three bands, dancers twirled, and jugglers tossed flaming torches into the air. A bear did tricks for the amusement of the Royal children.
Other Royalty milled, talked, ate, and laughed, ignoring the army of servants weaving in and about them. At the far end of the narrow dining hall, a dais held a table where the Earl and Countess sat beside each other, their chairs, high enough to look over the spectacle they presided over, both wearing faint smiles. Beside them, at the far end of the same table, sat a tiny man with a mane of brilliant white hair. The Old Mage, without a doubt.
Hannah drew in a breath and set her goal. She started moving in his direction, careful to offer her tray to any who glanced her way. She pasted a smile on her face. Before reaching half way to the head table, her tray emptied from greedy fists snatching the jelly rolls, candies, and cinnamon sticks. The sweets she carried seemed irresistible. Drawing a nod of approval from Ella, the woman in charge of the servers, she scurried back into the kitchen, this time choosing those treats not as attractive, and more of them. She entered the great hall again, trying to avoid anyone looking hungry.
Hannah moved along the edges of the crowd so she wouldn�t get swept up in the dancing, nor trip or jostle a dancer. Both hands. She spun, twisted, and slipped past nobles of every rank with a turn of her hip, a few times ignoring the grasping hands. At last, she reached the dais and managed a quick look at her tray . . . and beyond. A few sweets remained, but she ignored them, other than shaking the remaining items on the tray to move them apart, so it appeared to hold more, but her target remained the Old Mage.
Sweat broke out on her forehead. She felt limp and scared, but determined. The white-haired man glanced her way, and she flashed him a friendly smile, as if in answer to his call, or she hoped it looked that way to any observers. Holding the sweets before her, she stepped up and offered them briefly to the Countess, who refused with a small shake of her head. The Earl selected a pastry filled with fruit and seemed pleased at her offering. The Mage waved her off with a flick of his hand as his eyes focused elsewhere.
No! He can�t do that to me. But, he could. He lifted a spoon and slurped soup, his eyes watching a pair of half-naked female dancers. Hannah moved closer and noticed she�d managed to garner the attention of one of the King�s Knights standing on guard duty behind the trio of Royals at the table. The Old Mage finally glanced her way again. She tilted the tray downward to the crowd, concealing her right hand from nearly all but the Mage, and her right hand slipped from the handle to underneath the tray, as if it was a shield. It hid her hand from the inquisitive Knight, and all others in the room for just a second. Only the Old Mage saw it, and her fingers.
She ignited a tiny flame on her fingertip. The Mage�s eyes widened momentarily, and he nearly choked with a gold chalice at his lips. His mouth hung open; his wide eyes fixed on her finger as if nothing else in the room existed. She quickly extinguished the flame, waiting for the King�s Mage to speak to her, or motion for her to move closer and speak with him. He had seen the flame on her finger and would give her the recognition she deserved, or at least start a conversation.
Instead, he half-turned away and slurped more soup. His eyes traveled over her to watch the female dancers again as if she was invisible. She took a step to the side where he had to see her. His eyes shifted away to look elsewhere. Try as she might, she failed to attract his attention; he refused to look at her again. The Knight stepped in front of her and motioned with his chin that she should move along. She stepped off the dais as if stepping off a cliff.
She knew he�d seen the flame. His eyes and open mouth spoke more than words, yet he ignored her. She barely held back tears. Her plan had failed, and the dreams of being his daughter extinguished as certainly as if they were the flame she had put out. It no longer burned at her fingertip, and the dreams no longer burned in her mind. Her future became clear in that instant. In the morning she would again tend to the morning fires, and when older, another child would replace her at that mind-numbing task. In years to come, she would move on to bake bread or roast meat, and learn to put up with the catcalls and taunts that would last a lifetime.
She stumbled back to the kitchen as if in a dream. When she arrived, Ella grasped her roughly by the upper arm and leaned close. �I�ve been watching you, girl. Twice you passed by Royals reaching for sweets, and once you bumped into a handmaiden and didn�t so much as stop, let alone excuse yourself. Your job is to serve them, not walk by like you�re in a dream.�
�Sorry Ella, I don�t feel good.�
The older woman leaned close and peered into Hannah�s wet eyes, Noticing the sweat on her forehead, her demeanor softened. �Yes, I can understand that you were so excited to serve, but now you look as if you�ve caught a fever.�
Hannah nodded, allowing Ella to make up an excuse for her.
�I appreciate a girl so willing to serve that she works while ill, but there is no need. I have other servers. But I�m impressed, Hannah. You go to your room and rest. We�ll talk again tomorrow.�
Ella pulled the tray from her grip, and Ella�s soft hand on her shoulder directed her out of the kitchen. The boy, Cleanup, waited outside dancing around his shovel to the music drifting outside. He rushed to her side and asked, �Well, did you meet him?�
�He wouldn�t even look at me.�
Cleanup fell into step with her. He didn�t talk until they reached the door to the wing where she lived. He opened the door for her and said, �I guess he doesn�t want any part of you.�
�He�s not my father.�
�That�s not what everyone�s saying. I heard you went right up to the Old Mage with your tray, and everyone could see you were his daughter when you stood there in front of him. They said you have the same skin color, the same nose, lips, and eyes. Even those who don�t like you saw it and are talking.�
Hannah hadn�t noticed or looked for similarities. She had hoped the Mage would see them and rush to her with open arms. Instead, he had ignored her. But for a second, just the briefest amount of time, she knew that he had seen something in her with the flame.
She gave Cleanup a consoling slap on the shoulder and went inside. The hall stood vacant because everyone was working. She went to her door and hesitated. A single pull of the door revealed what her life would become. The same room, few personal belongings, and the daily drudgery of serving others.
No, that wouldn�t be her life. She stamped her foot in the hallway and kicked the door. There existed an entire world out there beyond the palace gates, a world her mother had told her about. One day she would walk through them and leave the palace. Doing so would cost her the position of cook, and any other work in the palace, but she could find something to do. For a girl with a quick wit and strong back there must be a hundred things she could learn to earn a living.
But not tonight, or tomorrow. Girls, eleven-years-old, almost twelve, didn�t run off. They waited until they spent a few more years aging, gathering information, and hoarding supplies. They planned and schemed, and they made their escape when they were prepared. Instead of simply lighting the fires in the ovens each day she needed to begin listening to conversations of people who had been beyond the gates, those who knew how to exist out there and how to get to each place. When her time came, she would be ready.
She fell asleep with those thoughts ringing in her mind. The night watchman tapped on her door, as always, waking her before dawn. She shuffled to the door and opened it with her eyes still closed, mumbling her thanks.
She still wore the serving uniform and quickly changed into her normal servant�s smock and hurried to the cold, dark kitchen. The tinder and kindling were beside the first oven where she stored it. She grabbed a handful of tinder and several sticks of kindling and placed it in the first oven, before realizing she�d forgotten the flint and iron in her room.
Nobody was around to notice her start it with magic, but Hannah refused. No matter how careful she might be, watching eyes attached to wagging tongues filled the castle. There were few secrets within the walls. She ran back to her room and grabbed the flint and iron, then returned and quickly sparked a fire to life.
The trick with lighting the tinder with her magic finger needed to be forgotten. It would take the notice of just one gossip, and the tale would spread throughout the palace. Hannah couldn�t even imagine what would happen, but she�d heard tales of the dungeon deep underground, and that was where she�d end up; that or dead. Unsanctioned magic had been forbidden for hundreds of years.
�Wasn�t sure if you�d be here to make the fire this morning, so I came down early.� The old cook who fried the hard-bread snorted as she stalked into the cold room. �I heard you had a rough time last night, girl.�
�I was silly, and I got sick. It�s over now.�
For the first time, the woman placed a gentle hand on Hannah�s shoulder and spoke as a friend, �Now, child. It�s probably best that you set aside the fanciful childhood thinking about the Old Mage taking you off in a magical chariot to live in the clouds, and face the real world. Even if he is your father, why would he want to claim you?�
�What do you mean?� Hannah asked, puzzled at both the friendly tone and odd statement.
�Why? Because, if he recognized you in front of all those people last night, especially the Earl, he�d have to support you and live with the disgrace you�d bring him. The Mage counsels three powerful Kings from what I hear, and a dozen Earls and countless other wealthy Royals. His services are only for the best of us�and that�s not you and me, but we all know the truth about him . . . and you. Too many people noticed how much you favor him. You even have the same mannerisms, the way you curl your lip for instance.�
Her explanation gave Hannah pause. The Old Mage had recognized her, or the magic in her, or something else. His contorted face had told her that. It was how he acted after he noticed her that offended. �I see.�
�Better light the other two ovens before we both get into trouble for talking instead of working.�
�Thank you.� It had been the first real conversation between them as friends. All other times they�d talked the woman had acted scornful, mean, or sarcastic. Yet, this morning, the cook had come down early to make sure Hannah didn�t get into trouble. That surprised her because the norm was for nobody to do anything nice for her. She leaped to build the fires in the other ovens while telling herself to stop badgering the cook in the future.
�People like you and me, we got to stick together, Hannah. I mean, what else we got?�
Hannah couldn�t agree more. What else we got? The question of the ages. The answer was, it seemed, to take what little you have and make the best of it. She owed Ella another apology for failing to serve properly, and a thanks for relieving her of the serving duties last night. She also had to return the uniform.
Two other cooks arrived to find warm stoves and ovens, extra wood piled at the sides, and Hannah stood ready to perform whatever tasks they needed. Hannah would live with, and ignore, their crude comments and poor attempts at humor at her expense. However, neither of the two cooks mentioned those things today. They treated her kindly and gently, a rare occurrence. Both expressed their sorrow that the Old Mage had shunned her.
It seemed everyone knew. The helpers, the servers, the boys who brought more logs to split. They knew and treated Hannah with pity until she was ready to leap up on a table and shout insults at them until they returned to their normal crude selves. She didn�t need or want pity. The more they tried to be nice, the angrier she became.
She realized they secretly had wished for her to succeed in claiming to be the Mage�s daughter. They wanted to see one of their own swept away to a life better than theirs. After they had served the morning meal, she avoided them all, even Cleanup, and went to her room. She scooped the uniform from the floor, and then found the slippers where she�d tossed them into a corner. Folding the uniform as best she could, Hannah walked the back way to reach the third floor and in order to make sure the Young Mage was not watching her again. She found the old seamstress and held out the uniform.
�I heard last night was not your best, but that you did well serving until getting ill.�
�Thank you for the uniform.�
The old woman leaned closer and whispered, �It was him, we heard.�
The statement took Hannah aback. Did everyone in the castle know her business? Then, she relented. Yes, they probably did. The castle was that of an Earl, and at a guess, there were fewer than a couple hundred servants. Most were related to others. The seamstress might well be related to a gardener, cook, and perhaps a maid. She might be related to ten other servants. Twenty. �Yes, I think so.�
�Makes me think less of him when he can�t see it. Everyone else did.� She refolded the uniform and inspected it for tears or stains as she did. Then she raised her eyes and said, �Well, that�s over, so you can forget him and concentrate on your job. You�ll be asked to serve at the next party, I�m sure.�
�I guess so.�
�Honey, I was going to have a white horse of my own to ride all day long when I was your age. I was sure a handsome prince was in my future, and we�d attend parties that went on all night. Take it from me, a year from now you won�t remember last night.�
Hannah hesitated. She needed to tell someone. �No, that�s not true, what I said. I saw the Mage, and he recognized me, and then he looked away and wouldn�t look at me again.�
�Men are often asses. That�s another thing you learned last night. Now, I have to put some stitches into a new dress for the Countess or she�ll be taking it out on me.�
Hannah left feeling slightly relieved. Not from the kindly words of the old woman, but from getting away from her. Is everyone in the palace going to treat me like this?�
Outside again, Hannah had time to herself as long as she stayed out of sight of the Overseers. The stables were out because Cleanup would find her there. She glanced at the main gates taller than three men standing on the shoulders of the one below. Two soldiers attended the gate and questioned anyone leaving or entering. She had never been outside, but she felt the need to begin planning her escape.
She went straight to the nearest guard and said, �I�m going to look for mushrooms.�
�Better take a basket,� he said, and both of the guards laughed.
She stared them down. When they finished laughing, she said in a scolding tone, �I�m not gathering them. As I said, I�m going to look for them. Then when I need mushrooms, I�ll know where to go.� She turned her back to them and strode through the gates for the first time as if it were her right and duty to do so.
Neither guard called her back, and they�d think twice before stopping her next time and getting dressed down by her again. She walked along a narrow dirt road for a stretch, then noticed a wide path leading off into the forest. There were plenty of shallow holes in the road, some still filled with water from the recent rain, and the uneven footing was treacherous. But she was the only person on the road, and it was her first venture beyond the gates and her spirit soared.
She took the path, with underbrush growing nearly to the sides, brushing past unfamiliar plants and one that bore little red berries. The air tasted fresher and cleaner, a sharp contrast to that in the castle. She inhaled deeply the scents of tall grass, flowers, and trees instead of dusty hallways and hot kitchens.
The footing on the path was smoother than on the road, although barely wide enough for one. Branches reached out and grabbed her, and birds sang their welcomes. She paused at the edge of a shallow stream. The water ran fast, and when she dipped a toe into it, she found it cold.
She noticed a place on the bank where she could sit and let both feet soak. After a while, a noise drew her attention. A deer looked at her from only a few steps away as it twitched its ears. Hannah extended a hopeful hand to draw it nearer, but the movement caused the deer to leap away, bounding into the dense forest with a crash each time it landed.
Tiny fish swam near her feet. She watched to see if any would nibble a toe, but a blue jay landed on a branch and scolded her, and she looked up at it. Higher above she saw a squirrel leap from a branch of one tree and land in another. What must it be like to have that sort of confidence?
What other animals are here watching me? She started to feel the eyes of the forest on her. Still, for her first venture from the castle, it felt like an accomplishment. The guards would soon get used to her hunting for mushrooms, herbs, and berries, until one day she left and never returned. Humming a small tune to match the chuckling of the brook she followed the path back to the road and then towards the castle gates.
Instead of the original two guards, there now stood ten, all of them dressed in the Earl�s blue and white colors. One of them addressed the rest, barking orders in a loud voice while nine stood at attention and listened, until someone shouted, �There�s Hannah!�
All of the soldiers turned as one and looked at her. The leader stalked in her direction. Just because I went outside?

CHAPTER FOUR

All ten soldiers ran to her, the leader followed by nine others. Their heavy boots struck the ground at the same time hammering out a heavy military rhythm. Their response happened so fast that Hannah turned to see who behind her they were chasing. In her entire lifetime, she had never drawn so much as a wit of notice from the palace guards. But today ten of them were after her.
�I didn't mean any harm,� she wailed as one took her firmly by the arm.
�You�re sure that�s her?� The soldier wearing more gold stripes and loops than the others asked.
Another soldier answered, �Seen the girl a hundred times before. It�s her, alright.�
The leader of the soldiers then stood taller and faced her. He ignored the tears streaming down her cheeks. �Are you the one called Hannah?�
�Yes,� she sobbed, knowing she would never leave the castle grounds again after this.
He reached out and took her other arm, pulling her along. �Come on, now. Don�t fight me.�
The others fell into a double line behind, their feet striking the ground at the same time as they fell into a marching step, two-by-two. Inside the gate stood more people gathered to watch her capture. They looked at Hannah and whispered behind hands held to their mouths to cover the words. She recognized most of them, but not one called out to her or waved. None smiled, laughed or offered support.
Hannah didn�t know what she would say to the Overseer when they stood her before him. It had just been a little walk in the forest to clear her head. That�s what she�d say. She hadn�t been out of sight of the castle walls. Not really. Then, in resignation, she quit resisting the guard and tried walking beside the soldier, head held high, back straight. Whatever happened, happened.
The guard led the procession directly to the stable instead of taking her back to the kitchens. The main doors stood open, but they used another smaller door that took them into the wide area where the wagons and carriages sat, instead of where the horses were stabled. One carriage stood alone in the center of the wood chips covering the floor, ready to be pulled by the matching steeds already in the harness. It was the gleaming white one that shimmered in the light. Cleanup stood in the shadows; half hid near the other doorway, his shovel and pail ready, but his eyes focused on Hannah, a look of fear on his face.
The other soldiers remained outside as if they were not good enough to occupy the same barn as the wagons and horses. Only the one who held her arm entered with her. Hannah became reluctant again and drew back. The Overseer would shout and threaten, and maybe give her a swat or two, but she had no idea of what might happen in the stables and she had no intention of entering without a fight.
Four other horses were saddled, including the beautiful mare, and men in uniforms stood beside each. Their eyes looked resentfully at Hannah, even uncaring. They wore the dark blue and red colors of the King. The four were Knights.
A small group of noblemen gathered beside the wide stable door the carriage would use. The palace guard holding her arm announced, �Found her, the one called Hannah.�
The Earl, his eldest son, and the Old Mage turned to face her as one. The Earl asked the Mage, �You�re sure about this?�
�My duty, and my pleasure, your grace.�
�Okay then, I wish you well.� He took the arm of his young son in the crook of his and strolled away to the main entrance of the Royal Wing without another glance behind.
The Mage moved slowly to stand before Hannah. In a voice filled with gravel, he said, �Have you anything of worth or sentiment you cannot live without?�
It sounded like a threat on her life. She owned nothing but the shift of a dress she wore, and even that was not technically hers. The Earl provided for all her needs. But she didn�t like the tone or the way he and the others were looking at her as if she was a specimen or a spider. I will not show fear. Her voice was short and firm, �No.�
�You are angry at me?� The Mage asked softly.
�Scared.�
�At the prospect of leaving here? I thought that was your intent.�
Hannah yanked her arm free of the guard and stepped closer to the Mage, eyes wide in wonder and anticipation. �Leaving?�
�Six Gods above, and three more below! Did nobody tell you anything? No wonder you�re scared. You�re leaving with me, of course.�
�With you?� she stumbled over the words, fear and hope conflicting in her mind. �Why am I leaving with you?�
�Because you are my daughter. Did you think I�d abandon you here? I admit I should have known about you many years ago, but I did not. For that, I�m sorry, and you might blame your dead mother, but I will try to repent as we get to know one another.�
Hannah said, �I�m not sure I understand all the words, but I think I want to go with you.�
�Good! Well, then. Climb into the carriage and we�ll get acquainted along the way.� He flashed a smile that made him appear years younger. The smile reminded her of the face in her reflection, and even the guard who brought her here smiled. The knights standing beside the horses remained at attention but looked amused.
Hannah hesitated, asking herself a basic question. If this man was able to perform magic why did he appear as a white-haired old man? Why didn�t he make himself look the part of a young, handsome prince? Then she took another instant to ask herself why was she not in the carriage already? It was the stuff of her dreams.
She spun and leaped to the step and propelled herself into the seat facing the front of the carriage. The Old Mage climbed sedately into the carriage behind her, finally sitting on the same bench, beside her. He leaned closer, �I also like to sit here so I can see where I�m going, not where I�ve been.�
�Should I move to the other seat?�
�Of course not. It will be easier for the two of us to communicate if we�re sitting right beside each other.�
On impulse, she snuggled closer to him. He didn�t move away, and she waited, thinking that she might never see the barn, castle, or her friend, Cleanup again. Not the cooks, the stoves, ovens, or the huge pile of kindling she left behind.
The Mage told the driver, �We can depart now.�
The carriage lurched ahead and pulled into the brilliant sunshine. Hannah tried to look in all directions at once. She spotted Ella beside a doorway, dabbing a cloth to her eye, but it looked like it was for show. All four cooks in the morning kitchen stood outside and waved as if they were the best of her friends. Hannah waved back, and as she did, her eyes found Cleanup scooping another horse apple from the floor of the barn. She wanted to leap out of the carriage and give him a hug and say something encouraging, but nothing was going to get her out of the carriage, at least not for a while.
The four horses carrying the King�s Knights followed them to the main gate where she waved to the palace guards as if they cared. Outside, two of the horses raced ahead and took up positions in front, while the other two rode behind. Hannah glanced up at the thin material that formed the top of the carriage. Silk. Too delicate for her touch.
She said, �Your carriage does not get dirty.�
�Noticed that, did you? A good mage must make a favorable impression on those who believe him important. Others wear fancy clothing, jeweled crowns, or create flashes of light, but none has a sparkling white carriage that remains so in mud or snow, but me.�
�So that�s why you do it. To impress people.�
�Yes, that�s why. But not how,� the Mage said, looking like he would going to say more, but holding back and waiting for her response.
�Now I am supposed to ask you how, but I already know. Magic.�
He held up his index finger and said, �Let that be your first lesson in enchantments. It is easier to put a spell on anything alive, or that once was alive. A carriage is mostly wood and therefore easier.�
�Do you even know my name?� she asked, flashing her best smile, but remembering his words, as well. Things like iron wouldn�t take spells, or not as readily, but that seemed unimportant for now. She waited for his answer because he�d almost snatched her away from her old life before departing. He had not said one sentence about loving her or her mother. Teaching her about magic didn�t make up for all she missed in her eleven years and the resentment in her grew.
�I do. Hannah, a very pretty name.�
�Do you have any other children?�
�I�m sorry to say I don�t, but I�ve always wanted a little girl.�
�You knew my mother, the gossips whisper.�
His face brightened. �Their whispers are right for once. I knew your mother quite well for some time. Actually for about three years, as I fondly remember. We were very good friends, although I was older and already set in my ways. But we managed.�
The carriage bumped and swayed with the ruts and holes in the road. Hannah grabbed one of the poles that held up the top to keep her from bouncing as much. If the ride continued as rough as it began, she�d rather walk. A single glance behind found the castle no longer in sight. The forest closed in on the sides, making the ride seem rough, dark, and lonely. �My mother never mentioned you, not once. She promised to tell me about my father when I turned twelve, and she thought I�d be old enough. Then she died before I was eight.�
�Your mother never told me about you, either, so we�re even on that score. She should have sent word to me, and I�d have come running, but when we last saw each other, we had a terrible fight and decided not to see each other again. Now that I look back on it, I believe she already carried you and she may have caused that fight on purpose to keep you hidden from me, though I cannot think of one reason why. She did not like magic.�
�But you�re a rich mage. Why would my mother want us separated?�
�Hannah, not everyone appreciates or likes magic or mages. She was one of them. She would not allow me to practice even the smallest spell in her presence. Not even a tiny flame at the tip of my finger.�
The mention of the flame at the tip of a finger made her look at him again to judge the truthfulness of his answers. He didn�t have to admit she was his. He could have ignored her at the banquet, and nobody would ever know. But there were things still unsaid, hidden from her view. Why hadn�t he leaped to his feet and declared her his daughter during the meal? �I knew you saw it. Then you pretended you didn�t. I thought you didn�t want me.�
He laughed and placed a casual arm around her shoulders to ease the bumps and grinds of the rough road. He said, �Did all the cooks in your kitchen get along? Or were some jealous of the others?�
Hannah joined in his laughter. �You don�t know anything. I�ve heard of cooks peppering another�s food, and once a cook claimed she baked a pie she never laid a hand on.�
The Mage listened closely, then said, �It is the same in my world. Some are always claiming the fruits of another, and often passing on blame where it does not belong. The simple truth is; I have many enemies and thus, so will you. There were more than a few who noticed you at the banquet, especially when you came and stood close to me. Our noses are similar, as are our eyes and hair color, before mine turned white. Only the blind would not see the similarities.�
�So you knew I was your daughter, and you said nothing?�
�I suspected who you were and intended to investigate. That was before you displayed the flame to me and that settled that. For your protection, I didn�t react, no matter how much I wished. But I needed to know more, to be sure. I put two discrete guards in the hallway near your door, and they trailed behind you all night and the next day, twice preventing attacks.�
Hannah sat stunned. She hadn�t seen any attacks or known about any of it, yet she found she believed the man. He had little reason to lie. But, she didn�t understand. �Why would they attack me?�
�Power. Jealousy. Revenge to get even with me. Many reasons, none of them your fault.�
She watched the forest pass by the carriage and then let her vacant eyes shift to the road ahead while thinking. She saw him watching her from the corner of her eye, letting her reason it out, and she appreciated his consideration. What he probably wanted to know was if his newly found daughter was a dunce or capable of reasoning out a problem. �If there are several reasons, that still does not tell me, who is responsible.�
Chuckling, he adjusted himself in the seat. �Now, that is a question, isn�t it? Who indeed? My first guess would be that the junior mage assigned to the Earl is deeply involved. He wants the power I possess, and the respect others give to me, let alone the gold they pay for my services. He wants it all because he is ambitious, and that is why I assigned him to this backwater years ago. I wanted him out of my hair, at least until he ages and understands matters of the world. But there are forces arrayed against the Earl, as well as against our King. My advice and spells are in demand by both, but royal intrigue is a way of life for some.�
�That has nothing to do with me. I just tend fires in a morning kitchen.�
As she watched, the two soldiers riding horses at the front of their procession stiffened as one. The man on the left quietly slid down and out of his saddle as if he had lost all the bones in his body. The other spun to face them with an attempted shout of warning, an arrow protruding from his chest. Another arrow struck him near his neck, and he also tumbled from the saddle.
The Mage leaped to his feet, arms held wide. Balls of blue swirling fire ignited in his palms, each the size of an apple. As that happened, a dozen screaming men rushed at them from the underbrush on both sides of the road, swords raised and flashing in the sunlight. The Mage threw first one ball of fire, then the other. Each struck a charging figure and exploded in a flare of intense blue fire, each explosion taking down two or three more men, all of whom laid still.
Hannah looked behind the carriage. The two guards back there were fighting off four more attackers, but already two of the attackers had fallen, and the guards were about to slay the last two. She turned her attention ahead again, finding the Mage had thrown more blue fire, and more men lay still, but more ragged attackers rushed from the underbrush, brandishing knives, swords, or clubs.
The Mage pushed her down on the floor as he muttered an incantation. At the conclusion of the short utterance, he snapped his empty hands forward, his face set in a rigid expression. The attackers screamed and dropped their weapons. Most turned their attention to their palms, crying and howling in pain. From her position on the floor, Hannah saw dirty gray smoke rising from the empty hands of more than one man, their weapons also emitted faint puffs of smoke.
But not one of them still held a weapon. Only the two knights from behind, who were charging forward on horseback held weapons, and those swords in their hands were already swinging downward when the Mage tossed a lap-blanket over her head.
�Don�t watch this, Hannah.�
She didn�t peek, but couldn�t close her ears. She heard screams and grunts, and she imagined the slashing swords from the backs of the horses. The whinnying of the horses, the swish of swinging swords, and the painful cries of men with hands that burned all mixed into a chorus of sounds too chaotic to follow. She heard the wet-sounding strikes of the guard�s heavy blades, and a short time after, the limp bodies of men falling to the ground, some still crying out in pain.
It was over in the time it takes to draw a few short breaths. She felt the lurch of the carriage as it moved ahead. The Mage said, �We�re safe for now, Hannah, but don�t take that blanket off just yet, it�s not pretty out here, and certainly not a sight for young eyes.�
His voice came from a distance further away. Hannah heard the snap of the whip and the jingle of trace chains. The horses nickered and pulled. Hannah did as he ordered. The blanket stayed on her head, and she listened to a few words exchanged between the two guards, and then the Mage said, �Up there, around the bend.�
Hooves stamped, and the carriage bounced and squeaked. Finally, it pulled to a stop. �You can take the blanket off, now.�
Hannah tore it off as if its smell offended her. She could see nothing from the floor so without asking for permission she leaped to her feet and turned a full circle. There were no attackers in sight, only forest. Two of the guards were missing, and so was the carriage driver. She spotted the pool of blood drying where the driver had sat.
�Scared?� the Mage asked.
�No. I should be, I guess, but you�re here, and that makes me feel safe.�
�I�ll drive the carriage, now. An arrow killed our driver, one aimed at me, I suspect. Others killed our two guards at the front, both of them longtime friends of mine.� He sounded distracted, �You can ride up front with me or stay where you are.�
Hannah scrambled over the back of the seat and used the blanket to wipe the blood. �Was it horrible?�
�It was, and I lost three dear friends and protectors. It�s a sad day. Those guards have been with me for over a year and the driver for ten. We�ll say words of worship to help them on their next journey when we have time.�
�You left them back there?�
�As they would wish. We could do no more than place them together and fold their arms across their chests, as was done. They would expect no more, given the circumstances.�
Hannah glanced at the two remaining guards, at their blood-splattered uniforms, sallow faces and wild eyes. One hand held blades still ready with sword-breakers in their off hand. Before making the smallest move, Hannah wanted to inform them of it and wait for their response until they calmed. She sat closer beside the Mage, all signs of their cheery conversation long past.
Hannah said, �They dropped their swords, and their hands caught fire.�
�I�m sorry you saw that.�
�The swords were iron. Magic doesn�t work on iron, or not very well, you said.�
Picking up the reigns and slapping the two horses� rumps to draw their attention, he ordered them ahead. He�d driven more than one carriage from the looks of his skill. He glanced at Hannah from the side of his eye. �You listen well. They wrapped the handles in strips of leather. A rare wood called Yew made the bows. The knives had handles made of bone or antler. All those things emanated from the living and therefore easier to manipulate.�
Hannah rode in silence, sensing the Mage wanted the same. Her eyes darted from one side of the road to the other, searching for more danger. Attackers could leap out again at any turn. She ignored the hills in the distance, the puffy clouds in the sky, and smells of a forest growing older by the day. When one of the horses relieved itself, she couldn�t help but look for Cleanup to do his job.
She looked at the fine, beautiful carriage, the embroidered purple robe the Mage wore, the gold trim and rings on his fingers. Each ring held stones of different colors. A gold chain circled his neck; a black pendant hung to his chest. Then she looked down at her tattered and dirty shift, a dress made for someone else long ago. Two strips of material, one over each shoulder, held it on her. The color was the color of the dirt in the palace yards, the material thick, course, and patched.
�Will I ever go back?� she asked.
�Perhaps. But if and when you do, it will be different. Far different.�
�Because they�ll know I�m your daughter?�
�No. Because each person back there will know you as a woman mage. The first I�ve ever heard of. That alone puts your life at risk. People do not accept new things easily, new or different, and you are certainly that.�
�I�m no mage,� she snorted in disbelief.
�Not yet, but at your age, you already control fire. That�s the first law, the first test of a mage. Only mages can make fire, and it usually takes years of training for most of us, and always the boys training as mages are far older than you, usually at least fifteen and nearly full grown. You do it after teaching yourself at only eleven. I suspect you may become a far better mage than me, perhaps one of the greats.�
�Why are there no women mages?� Hannah asked, her tone defensive. �That�s unfair.�
The Mage snorted, as he might in amused laughter, but no trace of humor showed in his eyes. He said, �Because women are better than men in almost every way. We men only deal with physical changes in the world. Women deal with the ethereal.�
�I don�t know what that is.�
�While a mage can make a fire with his finger, or most of us can, a woman deals with the otherworldly. They forecast the future, influence animals directly, and cast spells on people via a love potent and the like. More than one king has married because of a similar spell cast upon him, and there are other ways to use a good potent. Some are for anger or hate. Any emotion, if the woman is skilled.�
�You see that as better?� Hannah asked, calmer now, but still curious.
�I would ask you the same question, in return. Which would you prefer? The ability to light a campfire or candle with a flame from your finger, or to know what will happen to you tomorrow? Or to know whom you will marry? Or even have the means to influence who it will be that marries you?�
�How would I know which is better?� She lifted her chin, suspecting she had won her first argument with him.
�I�d ask one final question on the subject. Given the choice between a fat, lazy peasant with foul breath, or a handsome young prince, which would you choose if you had the ability? That should provide all the answer you require on the subject.�

CHAPTER FIVE

Hannah had wanted to laugh at the suggestion that she might become a female mage. But she hadn�t heard the inference of humor in her father�s voice and didn�t believe him in a mood to jest. She looked to the nearest guard, the one riding directly beside her, now, protecting her with his body and life. She mouthed to him silently, �Me?�
He nodded solemnly, then turned back to watch for danger.
Hannah rode quietly, reviewing all the Old Mage said since they left the palace, combining facts and words in different ways while trying to understand the immensity of what had happened so far. Instinctively, she knew that much had not yet been said between them. The problem was that her mother had promised her knowledge�then died. That wouldn�t happen again. She wanted to know it all. Now.
�Do you feel like talking?� She asked softly.
�No.�
�Well, I understand that, but there are things I need to know.� Hannah felt her cheeks grow pink. What right do I have to speak to the Old Mage like that? Just because I believe, he is my father?
�What is it you want?� His voice sounded weary, tired and sad. His eyes looked ready to weep.
She refused to relent. She�d lost one opportunity to learn the information she wanted, and after the attack, she understood that if another came and the Old Mage died, so would her only source of information. �I think I understand some of the reasons for the attack, but what I don�t know is who was behind it. Somebody paid those men. I recognized at least two of them from the tavern when I sat at the window outside and listened to the music, and they work for hard coin. They have no personal aims in life but to earn enough coin to drink ale and whore until they pass out.�
The Mage cast her another surprised look but held his tongue.
She continued chatting as if discussing the bright yellow flowers growing in the next field they passed. �That means somebody put enough coins in their purses to kill us.�
�Meaning?� he asked.
�Well, it was not a worker at the inn or poor person who did that. Whoever paid them, had enough coins to pass around to ten or eleven men, enough money for them to risk their lives over. How many people in the palace have that amount?� Hannah set her jaw with conviction and crossed her arms over her chest.
The Mage pulled the carriage to a stop and turned to the two guards. �One of you go back there and search every one of the men. Bring me every coin you find.�
�And find a sharp knife and scabbard that will fit my hand, if you will,� Hannah added, as if she had any right to give orders.
�I�ll handle that,� the nearer of the two guards said, unbuckling a wide leather belt with a knife and scabbard attached. The guard was old enough to have streaks of white in his beard, but his mannerisms were those of someone younger. He held it out to her. �My father gave me this when I was about your age.� He turned to the younger guard, �Seth, see if you can find anything back there that will do for me until we get to a weapons-master. Now go search them.�
The younger guard nodded and spun his horse and trotted off. Hannah looked at the belt. She saw the different color of the leather where the buckle rubbed and the elongated hole and knew it would be so long she would tie the end in a knot to make it fit. But the row of holes ran half way around the belt. She put it around her waist and found the last hole fit her perfectly.
The blade was shorter than she expected when she pulled it but made of fine steel and sharper any she�d ever touched, including all the knives in the kitchen. At the end of the handle, a protective bar guarded her hand against slipping to the blade.
She looked at him. �Are you sure? This is too nice.�
�I should have replaced it with one that better fits my big hand years ago, but I wanted to remember my father with it. Now I�ll know it�s in good hands.�
The Mage gave the guard a wink she was not supposed to see. He asked, �Sir James, you don�t have to do that. Suppose she just borrows it until we reach the King�s castle?�
�I insist,� The guard said. He used the edge of his sword to slice off the extra length of the belt and adjusted it to fit better, making his gift permanent.
�Is it wrong for me to accept this?� Hannah asked.
�Wrong?� the Mage questioned in surprise, then quickly continued, �It is a great honor. Sir James is probably the most famous knight in the land. The King knighted him in front of half the population after the battle of Sizemore, which most say he almost won single-handedly. He wore that blade in the battle.�
Hannah looked at it with reverence, then started to unbuckle the belt to hand it back. The Mage said softly, �Do not insult him by refusing to accept his gift.�
�He is a Knight?� Hannah asked.
�Oh, more than that. Sir James is often appointed as the King�s Hand, which means what he does is considered the same as if the King did it with his hand.�
�If he�s so important, why is he guarding you?�
The Mage and Knight shared a half smile. Sir James answered first, �Because we have been friends for many years. Besides, this gets me out of the castle and lets me stretch my legs. We had no idea they would attack, or that there was any danger.�
Hannah asked, �Then why not go back to the palace where all the Earl�s guards are so you�ll be safe?�
The Mage sighed. �Because I suspect you are the reason for the attack and some of those guards back there are being paid by two purses. A daughter of mine changes things because I am also a prince of the royal line who could one day wear the King�s crown. I�d refuse it, but I can�t deny I�m born royalty. And your mother was never a servant of the Earl, was she?�
�I�ve thought of it, but no. She was a lady.�
�Your mother helped the queen as a lady in waiting. She was born to an out of favor family that had been stripped of its lands and wealth, but not titles.�
�But I was a slave.�
�You were an orphan and considered a bastard child.�
�But my mother was more?�
�Yes, a maiden, of royal blood. Her family lost their lands, position, and power a hundred years ago in a political dispute, but that is no matter. The point is, she was of royal blood. As my daughter, you will be a princess when the King recognizes you. However, I have no idea how far from the throne you will be. James?�
The knight calculated, using his fingers, first holding up one or two and then letting them rest as he counted. �Five, maybe six.�
�What does that mean?� Hannah asked.
The Mage said, �It means that others have also counted and come to the same answer. I am number four in the line, which means that if the King and two others who are both elderly, in front of me die, only the King�s son is between me and wearing the crown. I would refuse, but that�s of little consolation to my enemies and those immediately behind me on the Royal List. You will be either one, or two, positions behind me, depending on future male births, of course.�
�I don�t understand any of that, but why would they try and kill me?� Hannah asked.
Sir James said, �There is already a number five and six in the royal line. If the King recognizes you, and I�m sure he will, they move down a spot. If you have children, three boys, for instance, they may move down three more places, and if your boys have children, well, you see where this is going.�
�It sounds complicated.�
The Mage said, �Only those back at the Earl�s Palace know of you as my daughter. The knowledge of your existence has upset someone powerful and rich. Rich enough to buy all those men back there on the road.�
�I just don�t see why moving down one place is so important,� she said. �I don�t see why they care so much.�
�Neither do I.� The Mage sat on the seat lost in thought, his eyes unfocused and glassy as he tried to figure out who would benefit most from his and Hannah�s deaths. �I�ve never understood why some seek power above all.�
The horses fidgeted as they stood, and Hannah started to climb down and sooth them like Cleanup often did, but Sir James shook his head. �You need to stay in the carriage in case there are others out here looking for us. We may have to escape.�
She looked around again, the fear she�d felt earlier returning. The feeling of helplessness during the attack angered her. If arrows killed the two remaining guards, she and the Old Mage couldn�t avoid capture and whatever came after. She didn�t know how to drive the carriage. �Okay, Sir James, but make me one promise?�
�What is it?�
�When we get to where we�re going, I want you to train me to fight. And shoot arrows. I never want to feel helpless like this again.�
He glanced at the Mage as if asking silent permission, and then back at her. The guard nodded his chin once to her, then went back to watching the forest. A flicker of movement drew the attention of both of them. The younger knight returned, his horse trotting as it panted and wheezed. Both guards ignored the horse, as he rode directly to the white carriage and poured gold and silver coins onto the floorboard from a leather purse. He pulled the second pouch and poured out more. Then a third.
Coins now littered the floor of the carriage, most lying on top of others. Copper, brass, silver, and gold. Coins of all sizes, from tiny copper shims, to solid gold rounds. The guard looked at the Mage. �The price of your life, sir.�
�Mine or hers?� the Mage whispered to himself, but all three of them heard. �There are forces at work I do not understand, but I will demand a pledge from each of you. I order you to protect my daughter with as much fervor and honor as you protect me.�
�Sir?� the younger one asked his question with the single word.
�In all my years as a Mage nothing like this has ever occurred. I find I have a daughter and the following day an attack on my life is made and paid for with more coins than I think I�ve ever seen together at one time. I think it is not me they are after, but Hannah. But who desires power so much they would commit murder and revolt?�
�Why?� the same guard asked. �Why risk it?�
�Yes, that is also a question, but one we will not answer sitting here. My suspicion is that a plot is afoot to overthrow the King, and the knowledge of Hannah may somehow disrupt it. Most know I will abdicate the throne if circumstances offer it to me. Only Jeffery, the King�s son is ahead of me, other than Henry and Willard, both too old and in ill health. That means someone after me in the line of succession has tipped his or her hand.�
The younger guard said, �Politics is above me, sir. What are your orders?�
The Mage said, �We�ll go on, but I demand you both keep your pledge to protect my daughter, no matter what happens. I fear that her life is in as much danger and mine. Agreed?�
Both men warily nodded, their eyes not on the gold lying in the bottom of the carriage, nor on the Mage, but on Hannah. The rules had changed for them, and they needed time to adapt, but time had become critical. The Mage climbed back onto the seat of the carriage and whipped the horses into a trot as Hannah climbed beside him.
With the increased speed the carriage moved ahead, it bounced, jostled, swayed, and rattled. Hannah grabbed for a convenient handle with one fist and the back of the seat with the other. She found that half-standing allowed her more freedom to absorb the punishment of the bouncing seat. Sir James rode his horse hard to stay well ahead of them, and the younger guard brought up the rear, their eyes constantly searching for danger.
They didn�t talk. The Mage was too busy controlling the horses, but as the morning wore on the horses lathered and slowed. Their panting told of their pain, and they couldn�t continue much longer without rest.
The Old Mage slowed the horses before reaching a shallow river. He stood up and examined upriver, then down. He turned the horses to the downstream side and navigated the carriage across a field of grass, then into a stand of willows.
He called to the guard at the rear, �Wipe the tracks as best you can.�
While that knight rode back to the road, Sir James continued into the thick brush and made sure they were alone. The Mage didn�t have to tell him what to do. He understood and looked prepared to fight a legion if required. The guard behind them had dismounted and used a leafy branch to obscure the turn the wagon had made. He managed to scuff the tracks up where their departure was not quite as noticeable. The guard headed back to join them.
The Mage raised his hands and wriggled his fingers as he mumbled and incantation. A stiff breeze sprang into existence and blew dust across the road before diminishing to nothing after the tracks were fully hidden.
Hannah watched everything with eyes wide. She had never slept outside the walls of the palace, and all was new to her, not just the magic. The river, the smells, and lack of protective walls surrounding her kept her attention wandering. This was all she�d hoped for in her life and more. There were no ovens waiting for her to light in the morning, and no Overseer walked about giving directions and watching her to make sure she performed well. The gossips would have plenty to talk about in the morning�but without her ears to hear, and all would be about her. She hoped they�d be kind for a change.
The absence of other people nearby gave her odd feelings of doubt about her circumstances. There was the strange conversation about her being in the royal line, but she understood little of it or the implications. Her mother had been a minor noblewoman. She knew that. Then it struck her. My old life is gone forever. 
Both of the guards rode up to the carriage at the same time. Sir James said, �We�re ready.�
The Mage stood on the carriage and extended his arms out, holding his fingers chest high and then spreading them out like twin fans. He muttered with his eyes closed, and then spun a full circle, waving the hands above his head in small circles. Hannah watched closely and noticed the river and trees begin to shimmer and then become a soft blur, the indistinct colors merging with one another until all around them lost detail and merged with the background.
When the Mage opened his eyes, she was ready with the questions, but instinctively understood as the first words fell from her mouth. �From the road, this place is all fuzzy and nobody will know we�re here, even if they look this way.�
�Exactly right,� he replied, starting to climb down from the carriage.
She was too quick for him. �But, can they hear us? I mean, if we talk too loud? Will the spell stop sounds? What about smells?�
�I think we�re too far from the road for that to matter.�
�But if a bear or wolf comes after us tonight, will it see the same things as men see? Will we be hidden from them? Especially at night? And what about smells? Can a bear sniff us, or our food?� Hannah paused in her questions and waited for him to reach the ground.
He said, �The shield I built around us is for men�s eyes. It will hide us for the night.�
�But the bears and wolves can still find us?�
Both guards were nearby and tended their horses with their backs turned. Hannah noticed their amused expressions when she saw their faces but refused to stop the questions.
The Old Mage chuckled and raised his arms above his head and whispered three words she couldn�t hear. Then he said, �There, that should do it. I just made our camp smell like a couple of skunks live here. Does that satisfy you?�
�Hey,� Sir James said, striding closer, his hand resting on the pommel of his sword. �You never did that spell before when we slept in the wild.�
�She asked for protections against animals,� The Mage explained with a shrug as if that ended the matter.
The older guard placed both of his hands on his hips as if angry, but the corners of his mouth twitched in humor. �Well, from now on I�d like you to cast that spell at night, too. I�d hate to be eaten by a bear, you know.�
The Mage caught on. �You�re a famous warrior and a favorite knight of the King. Would you also want me to burn a small candle for you tonight, so you�re not scared of the dark?�
�Can you do that?� the guard asked. �If so, I�ll take one, and from now on can we have the bear and wolf spell when we sleep outside?�
The shoulders of the Old Mage sagged as if sensing defeat in losing an argument. �All right, James, I�ll try to remember to cast children�s spells for you in the future. But I refuse to promise not to tell the other knights about it.�
�Oh, don�t do that,� the guard pleaded, laughing, and then he turned to the other guard and said in a voice loud enough for all to hear, �If they find out about it, they�ll want it done for them too.�
The guards laughed as the Mage started removing the two horses from the harness. After all that had happened during the day, the laughter seemed out of place, but needed. The Mage ignored the guards until they finished grooming their horses and relieved him of the last of the job of watering the carriage horses. The other horses had already found green grass and tasty leaves to chew while Hannah scurried around and gathered firewood. It was something she could do and her contribution to the group. The work also kept her mind off the driver and two guards who had died, as well as the ten men who attacked them. She suspected that the others were working harder than usual for the same reason.
A small storage area on the rear of the wagon held the three large leather trunks belonging to the Mage as well as blankets and all the rest needed to spend a comfortable night outside. Hannah looked for a soft place to spread the blanket Sir James handed her.
He said, pointing to the carriage. �You and the Mage sleep underneath, protected from the rain. We�ll stand guard�looking for bears and wolves.�
Ignoring the smirk and humor in his voice, she carried four blankets and unrolled two on the ground and two for covering them. Dusk was upon them, and the space underneath the carriage invited her to climb under there and sleep. On all other days, she would have been asleep long before this because she would wake and build the kitchen fires well before dawn. But excitement and fear still flowed through her. She had not only left the palace grounds for the first time; she had watched men die, friends and foes. She had also met and talked with her father and found him warm and caring, and the future glowed brighter than ever.
More than just meeting him, he had accepted her and from his actions intended to treat her as a daughter, part of his royal family. For the first time since her mother died, someone cared for her as a person. Her life had changed for good this day, and she didn�t wish it to end, but couldn�t keep her eyes open. She managed to move to sit beside the fire and avoided the wood smoke swirling as it rose to the stars.
While the campfire burned cheerfully, they ate from the basket of exotic foods the Earl had sent with them. The Mage and Hannah sat alone. The guards were off together in the darkness doing soldierly things, she guessed. Stealing a peek at her father, she said, �You do look like me, you know.�
�Then I am a very pretty old man.�
She grinned. �I hardly remember my mother, not what she looked like, or much else. Well, I do remember her voice.�
�I remember her well, although it has been a dozen years since we�ve talked. Maybe more.� He sat on a log and faced her. �You must have a hundred more questions for me. Ask them.�
�Did you like her?�
�Very much,� his voice sounded suddenly sad.
�Will you tell me about my mother? What she looked like?�
He looked into the fire and thought for a few seconds, then said, �I don�t know what she looked like when you knew her, but before you were born, I remember her features well. After we arrive at the castle and settle into my quarters, I can enchant myself, and some paints, and create a painting that will do her justice. I have done it once before.�
�You can do that?� Hannah asked, excited.
�Let me consider,� he playfully pretended to be lost in deep thought. �The colorful paints will come from plants, flowers and such. The brush made of wood and hair, and canvas made of hemp or some such cordage. All natural and living materials at some point, so yes, I believe I can. I�m not much of a painter, but magic is about doing things you normally cannot.�
Hannah looked at him before speaking. �You think you can. But you�ve never done it?�
�I didn�t say that. Knowing how to perform a feat of magic is like knowing anything else. You have the rules and how they limit you. Do you believe that a woman could teach you to knit a sweater if you wished to learn?�
�Of course. I just need a teacher.�
�I only have to find a teacher, and I�ll paint your mother in detail and as I remember her.�
Hannah said, �Why not just let the teacher paint her?�
�He would not be able to put in the feelings and expression into the painting that I remember; not like me. It would just be a painting of a beautiful woman, but there would be no love shining out of her eyes. She wouldn�t direct her smile at you.�
�You can do all that?�
�We�ll see. But, yes.�
�How will you learn?�
�Books. Scrolls. Somewhere in one of my texts is the work of another mage who performed a similar spell, maybe he even painted the woman he loved. I�ll research until I find the scroll again, or at worst, I�ll teach myself.�
�Teach yourself magic?� Hannah asked, her eyes wide.
The Mage paused as if trying to think of the proper response. Then he spoke suddenly, as his mind seized the words. �Teach myself? Is that concept so odd to you, Hannah? Let me ask you a question for a change. Who taught you to make fire with your finger?�
�Nobody. It just happened.�
�Well, that�s a better answer than most could give. The point is, when something interesting just happens to a mage, the mage writes it down so other mages can learn from that experience. We�re great ones for putting things down on parchment in great detail. One mistake can completely change a spell. For instance, when I return to my apartment in the King�s Palace one of my first, and most important tasks is to record all that has happened on this trip, especially any new insights into magic. You will be a major part of that.�
�Because of those men who attacked us?�
�Not at all. A minor stroke of the quill will account for that. It is you that will fill page after page of my parchment. Imagine. An unknown daughter of a Master-mage, who can already create the most basic, but most important spell. Only a mage deals with the four basic earthly elements, and most deal with one better than the rest. Fire is most difficult and called the transformer. Do you understand what that means?�
�No.� Her answer sounded simple, bored, and held more than a touch of anger for an unknown reason. She wanted to learn, but he talked about things she didn�t understand.
�Fire transforms wood into ashes and heat. Fire transforms water into steam. Transforming is the basic process for all a mage does. We do not create or destroy, we change, or transform.�
�Like the handles of those weapons this morning. You didn�t destroy them. You changed them and made them hot, so they burned the hands of the men.�
�Exactly, okay, we�ll speak more of that later. But take two things away from this conversation, daughter. At least half the mages of the world cannot work with fire, no matter their age or skill. You are already more skilled than them. The second item is that no women can make fire. Not one. And to my extensive knowledge, there never has been a woman mage in all of history.�
He called me daughter. �Want me to lift my dress and show you I�m a girl?�
�No, I believe you are what you are. But for my edification, I�d like to verify what I saw at the banquet. Will you please make a small flame?�
Hannah found herself on her feet, growing angrier and confused, but he�d called her daughter. That single word brought her close to tears. He had admitted she was his daughter, and that made him her father. She raised her hand, and after making sure neither of the guards looked their way, she ignited a tiny flame on her index finger.

CHAPTER SIX

After looking at the finger that held the flame, Hannah raised her eyes to those of her father. Again she saw the resemblances, the nose, lips, and shape of his face. His hair was white as the first snow of the season, but she wondered what color it had been at her age. Had it been the color of straw?
The Mage held up a single finger and a flame five times as large as hers appeared; then he snuffed it. He asked, �Does your finger feel cold after?�
�Yes.�
�That�s because there are rules for magic. You take the heat from your finger and concentrate it on the tip to make a flame. But if you let the flame burn longer or higher, more heat is used until the finger is cold and dead, like frostbite. You could even lose a hand if you let it burn long enough. You see my point? Magic is not free, nor is magic in a sense. It�s simply a redirection of natural laws.�
�I understand part of what you said, but not all.�
�Then you�re far smarter than most of the dolts they send to me for instruction as mages. Are you tired after such a long day?�
�So much as happened. Yes.�
He pointed to the carriage and the blankets spread beneath it. Hannah had no sooner closed her eyes than the Mage shook her awake, his hand held over her mouth, so she didn�t scream.
�Quick, there are men coming. You must wake up,� he said, rushing his words and shaking her harder.
Hannah sat and wiped her eyes, climbing to her feet at the rear of the carriage where the two guards were listening to the Old Mage. He said to them, �Follow the road back to a place where the forest grows right up to the sides. I remember a place like that not too far behind us. Cut a trail into the underbrush wide enough for a horse, at least a dozen paces into the forest.�
Sir James said coldly, �A pole trap? Clothesline them?�
�Yes,� the Mage looked at the confused younger guard, �Cut a small tree and place it between two large trees at the height of a horse�s ears when it�s running. I want you to bring me at least two of the men. Alive.�
The older guard sensed the confusion within the younger guard. �Panicked horses will run down the dark path we�ll clear and under the horizontal tree. The riders will not see it, and won�t duck.�
�Ouch,� the younger one said, his hand going to his forehead as if an imaginary tree struck him there. �But why will the horses run down the path?�
The Mage dug into one of his leather trunks. �Because of these. Grape-fire, ever hear of them?�
Both the younger guard and Hannah shook their heads while Sir James smiled and nodded. �You�ll also make it rain?�
�Of course, so take your capes and hoods.� He poured tiny globes the size of grapes into their hands. �They react violently to water, so keep them in the leather bags until you intend to use them. Throw three head of the men, and three more behind. Then throw the last four across the road from the path you�ll cut to panic the horses. They�ll turn from the grape-fire and flee down your path.�
�I�ll explain it all,� Sir James said to the younger guard.
�What happens when they get wet?� Hannah asked.
The Old Mage said, �A simple chemical reaction with water, enhanced by a little magic. The grapes ignite and burn a bright yellow fire that spits out myriad yellow sparks for a few minutes, long enough to panic the horses and riders, although I will also let loose some screamers.�
Hannah said, �Screamers? That sounds scary.�
�Oh, they�re just some screams I�ve captured over the years from various dungeons. I�ll release them to help panic the horses and men.�
Hannah and the younger guard passed another look as if to see which would ask the question both wanted to ask. Hannah won. �You captured screams? How?�
�Magic, of course. I save them for when needed. Screams can be very effective if used right.� The Mage dug into the contents again. He said, �Twenty more men after us, huh? I suppose all carry coin again, so it�s another indication of great wealth in our enemy. I want to speak with the leader, if possible.�
�You�re going with them?� Hannah protested, suddenly understanding.
�Well, I have to call down the rain for the grape-fire to work, and I�ll manage the screams, of course. You�ll stay here where it�s safe.�
She looked around and shook her head. �No, it isn�t safe here without you, and what happens if you fail?�
The Old Mage gripped her shoulders. �What happens tonight will imprint on your mind forever if you see another battle. It�s best you stay here.�
She set her chin and clenched her teeth. �If you try to leave me here I�ll follow. My father will not face this danger without me at his side. You can�t make me stay.�
Sir James shrugged, �She has a point.�
The Mage said, �Tomorrow you and I will have a conversation about daughters obeying their fathers. But tonight you will stay with me, right at my back, and you will do only that which I tell you.�
They set off at a quick pace. The Mage led the way while holding a pale globe that spread only enough light to allow them to avoid the largest obstacles. Once they reached the road, travel became easier. The two guards carried their blades, and Hannah carried hers, the short blade from the scabbard on her hip, long enough some considered a long knife, but in no way a sword, the small handle perfectly fitted to her small hand.
When they reached the place where the forest grew right up to the sides of the road, The Mage slowed and then pointed to where he judged looked ideal. The left side of the road was uphill with a small bank almost waist high. Horses would not leap up the bank and travel in that direction. The other side of the road fell away down a shallow slope. Hannah surveyed it as critically as the other three, imagining panicked horses. They wouldn�t jump up the bank so they would run downhill since they couldn�t go ahead or behind because of the grape-fire. Downhill would be the natural direction.
The two guards had already dismounted and began. They cut the brush away with their swords quickly, leaving an opening in the almost solid undergrowth. It was wide enough for two horses to fit through at the beginning. A few steps inside it narrowed enough for one horse to pass, the wide opening an invitation for a panicked horse searching for a way to escape. Ten steps further down the path stood a pine tree large enough to be split for firewood. An oak grew on the other side of the path, the trunk larger around than her waist.
The younger guard hacked one side of a smaller pine tree trunk the diameter of her arm, while Sir James worked to clear the branches from it. When it fell, they made short work of trimming the rest of the branches, and while one tied it to the oak with strips of leather, the other held the other end. They adjusted the height and finished securing it with a few loops of leather cut from a larger sheet and again adjusted the height to clear the ears of a horse.
The Mage showed each where he should hide beside the road, one on either side of the trap. He pulled on his cape and the others followed suit, so Hannah pulled on the cape her father handed her, but not before she looked up at the clear sky and the stars. The moon was not out yet, so the night was dark and crisp. The Mage had long ago put the glowing globe he used as a light into a leather sack and pulled the strings tight to prevent the light from leaking out, warning those coming.
The Mage took Hannah across the road to the high side, leaving the guards near the trap with their instructions to bring him, prisoners. He sat on the ground and spread his cape around himself, like a small tent. Hannah copied his actions. He muttered a few words and soon the rain began to fall. Not heavily, but a persistent light rain that she imagined would soak the dirt road and turn the top layer into a wet mire.
Then they waited. She tried to keep her eyes open and couldn�t. When she did half-wake once, her head was cradled on the Mage�s leg, his hand stroking her hair gently under the hood. She went back to sleep.
His hand gently shook her. She heard the beat of horse hooves coming down the road, and one horse snorted. Leather squeaked, and metal clinked as the hooves fell. In the starlight, she made out the column of men, riding two across, although her vision lacked detail. They rode at a fair speed, indicating they had somewhere to be. She saw no indication they�d taken the time to pull on cloaks against the light rain.
The first of them passed her location. When she estimated half were beyond, Hannah worried that the grape-fire hadn�t worked, and the plan would fail. Then a burst of brilliant yellow flared and sputtered on the road in front of the lead horses. Then another, each shooting out fire knee high and crackling and popping like pine pitch in a fire, only more so.
Men shouted orders at each other, one horse bucked and reared, almost losing the rider. More bursts of yellow fire went off behind the last horses in the column. Those horses closest to the grape-fire wheeled and tried to run away. Soon the entire group was a tangle of wild, scared horses milling about in fear, the men trying to control them.
The Mage had stood unnoticed in the dim night shadows under the trees in the forest. He held two jars in his left hand. He broke the seal on the first and pulled the top off. From inside it, a man�s voice screamed in so much pain that his voice trailed off to a gurgle near the end. Then he started screaming again, in even more pain, if possible. Hannah felt the hairs on her neck stand up, and she shivered in fear at the voice.
The Mage removed the top of the second jar. A woman�s high-pitched scream joined in even louder than the first voice, and far more piercing. A few horses screamed their response. Horses spun and ran into each other. Men tried to calm them, but the horses wanted a way out, the fear driving them to rear and their eyes to turn wild.
A single horse spotted the open pathway and charged ahead, the rider sitting erect and barely holding on. Another horse saw the first flee down the path, and it raced after it. Hannah listened but didn�t hear them striking the horizontal tree, nor any moans or shouts of warning to the other riders.
A third horse, this one in total panic, threw its rider onto the road, reared up, hooves clawing the air as it screamed in terror. The screaming voices the Mage released continued, and Hannah put her hands over her ears, but couldn�t shut out the awful sounds.
The grape-fire at the rear of the line sputtered out. A horse broke that way, and others followed back up the road they had traveled, but not before another horse ran down the path to the crossbeam, the rider sitting high in the saddle to keep his balance. Then, as if by a magic spell, all the riders and horses were gone. The grape-fire sputtered out.
The Mage recapped the jars and the screams mercifully quieted and ceased. He reached for her hand and ran to the path where both guards were busy tying hands behind the backs of two men. A fourth lay on the ground, unmoving.
Hannah wiped tears from each of her cheeks and wished she had remained in camp, after all. The screams alone would keep away for many nights. The Mage led the way, again removing his globe from the leather bag to light the way. Behind, she heard their guards threatening their prisoners to move faster. The rain quit and the trip back to their camp seemed to take longer. Hannah closed her eyes and tried walking that way, but tripped. When the Mage cast a worried glance at her, she tried to smile her tiredness away.
She heard the hiss of an arrow passing close to her in the night air, and a dull thud as it embedded into the chest of the Old Mage, only half the shaft still exposed. His eyes went wide in surprise and pain. His knees gave way, and he crumpled instead of falling to the ground. Hannah leapt to his side. He looked into her eyes and then at Sir James. A tiny spark flashed in his eyes as if he tried to light the smallest fire with them. She heard a last, ragged breath escape his body. He went limp. The King�s Mage was dead.
Her father was dead.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Hannah remained with the Old Mage until Sir James bodily snatched her off of him and tossed her over his shoulder to carry her away. In the distance, she heard the horses of their attackers returning on the road. The pounding of their hooves grew. The archer in the darkness may have another arrow ready to fly at any time, or there may be more of them waiting their turn. She lost awareness of the danger as she wept for a father she had known for less than a full day.
Other pursuit sounded in the form of two dogs barking and howling. �I�ll take care of them,� the younger guard said, reaching for the bow the older one carried in his free hand. That left Sir James to grab Hannah and throw her over his shoulder like a sack of flour. She looked at the younger guard. They passed a look between them. She understood she wouldn�t see him again if they caught him.
Hannah bounced along scared but fighting any emotion. She put up as little fight as any ever had, and yet despite the danger, her tears returned again and again.
Not long after, one of the dogs howled painfully, then quieted. The second dog no longer barked either. To her surprise, the younger guard again caught up with them, shy two arrows. �Want me to carry her for a while?�
�I got her,� the other grunted. �You watch our backs.�
They rushed on through the night, across fields, streams, and one small river. The old guard ran so long and so hard Hannah�s stomach couldn�t take more pounding. She said, �Put me down.�
He slid her off his shoulder and fell to his knees, wheezing for each breath. Hannah used the time to look around. The crescent moon had risen, and she saw they were on the slope of a long hillside. Beyond rose another hill, but she saw no sign of the road, lantern, house, or field cleared by people.
The guard started to stand, and she grabbed his arm and helped him up. His eyes glazed, and she felt tiny tremors under his skin where she touched him. While she had pitied herself and rested over his shoulder, the man had almost run himself to death. Hannah had heard Cleanup tell tales of dedicated horses doing the same.
�Let me carry some of your things.�
He stood taller as if the words insulted him. �I�ll carry them. You just try to keep up with me, or I�ll have you back over my shoulder.�
The words came staccato, almost one at a time, between his panting. However, he managed to stay on his feet and began walking. Hannah followed, and as she convinced herself of how good she was at keeping up, he caught his second breath. His pace increased, and she struggled to maintain the same speed.
A sound behind them drew her attention. Her hand found her knife, and she hissed a warning to Sir James as she spun to face whatever approached. The young guard came into view and gave a half-wave as he stumbled forward.
�He�s not just tired,� she said. �I think he�s hurt.�
They rushed to him, finding an arrow high up on his back where he couldn�t reach it, and he hadn�t had time to try. Sir James reached out and snapped it off, leaving almost half the arrow inside. A stream of blood soaked his left thigh where another arrow left a round hole in his pants leg. He must have pulled that one out himself.
The old guard threw him over his shoulder like he�d carried Hannah. He looked at her, �Take his bow and a few arrows. Stay behind us and let an arrow fly at anything you see. If nothing else, that might slow them.�
Hannah looked at the weapon in her hand and the arrows in the other. She had never held either, but she had watched the palace guards practice. How hard could it be?
She followed them at a distance, never so far she would lose sight, but far enough to hear anyone crashing through the forest after them. The old guard moved slowly. At a ridge he and his cargo disappeared. She raced forward.
They were at the bottom of a stream bed. The banks stood taller than her head. A recent flood had torn away at the bank, and a massive tree fell exposing the roots. The two men were almost there, and when they reached it, he placed the injured young one gently on the ground.
Sir James said, �Hannah, can you rip my shirt into strips and wet them in the water?�
She accepted the proffered shirt and rushed to the water. She cut the sleeves off with her knife and ripped them into several strips before wetting them. When she returned to the pair of guards, the younger one lay on the ground, breathing in shallow breaths, sweat coating his body.
She handed Sir James the strips, and he knelt and wrapped the wound on the leg with the first strip. He folded a pad and slipped it under the wrapping where the wound began to bleed again. He examined the broken arrow and muttered, �Maybe at dawn we can do something about this.�
�You�re going to leave it in there?� Hannah asked, her anger rising. �I can pull it out.�
�No. Do that and he�ll die on us. He�s already lost too much blood.�
�So you�re going to leave that arrow stuck in him?�
�It�s the best way. It will help plug the hole.�
Hannah went to her knees in the sand beside the wounded man. His eyes watched her, and he whispered, �Water.�
She ran back to the edge of the river, but found she had nothing that would carry water. She stripped off her smock and used it to soak up water, then rushed it to the injured guard and dribbled it into his mouth. �More?�
The merest nod of his head sent her back to the river two more times. His eyelids closed, and she held her cheek next to his mouth to feel his breath, shallow but regular. She wore no smock, had no blanket or coat, and the night chill closed in about her. Sir James returned from making a wide circle around them, searching for enemies. From the look on his face, Hannah decided she wouldn�t want to be one of them if he found any. After making sure Hannah had things in hand, he left again.
Her smock hung over a branch to dry as well as it could in the night air, but if he woke and wanted more water, she�d soak it again. A shiver took her by surprise. Then another, and she realized how cold the night had become. Her smock was too wet and cold to wear, the carriage held blankets and extra clothing, but by now their pursuers must have found it. The danger was too great for a fire.
She wrapped her arms around herself and watched the younger guard until he died. She tugged and pulled at his limp body until he lay flat. She crossed his arms over his chest and wished him a safe journey. Then she stood and pulled the knife from her scabbard and dared any of the pursuers to come her way.
Sir James slid down the bank, took one look at the other guard, and nodded at how she�d placed him. �We have three less after us than a while ago, but it�s time we put some distance between them and us.�
She nodded, shivered again, and stood ready to follow.
�I�ll get his shirt,� Sir James said.
�No. I won�t wear it.�
Sir James paused, then turned away as he gently removed the shirt from the other guard and placed his arms crossed over his chest again. �You will. I cannot have you die of cold tonight. If we move fast, your body will warm. You�ll wear his shirt with no argument.�
She cast one last look at the other guard and nodded. Sir James also looked one last time and even in the dim moonlight, she saw the glint of the tear in his eye and the prayer he muttered for the other knight. She grabbed her wet smock and carried it.
�Let me know if I�m moving too fast,� he said over his shoulder. The knight climbed down the stream�s banks to where the sides of the stream were low. After a pause at the top to make sure they were alone, he broke into a sort of ground-eating trot, faster than a walk, slower than running. They stayed away from the thick of the forest as they followed the stream, but were prepared to duck under cover of the trees at any time.
The sliver of a moon and the bright stars provided more than enough light to move and see all but the smaller rocks, branches, vines, and holes that tripped them. Hannah found herself trying to fit her feet into the same places he did, and when he tripped or stumbled, she slowed to navigate that place.
Sir James had been mostly right about the need for a shirt. She hardly noticed until he pulled to a stop and slipped the remnants of his shirt over his head. The night grew colder. She listened to the night sounds, the insects, and for any sound that shouldn�t be there. She knew to do that because even though she had spent no time in the forests, it was what she would do.
The shirt she wore hung to her knees, the sleeves also to her knees, and the hole she places her head through tended to slip off to one side and over her shoulder. But it warmed her from the night air and the warmth it absorbed from her body, and it smelled of an earthy man, strong, but good.
She pulled the long sleeves of each arm into her fists and said, �Let�s go.�
�Yes, my princess.�
Before she could wonder at the name and respond, he again trotted ahead. The vegetation thinned, but he made no effort to move faster. He kept up the same relentless pace, one step, two. One step, two.
She said, �Is it wise to follow the stream?�
�We�re lost,� he said. �All streams eventually come to crossings, bridges, or flow into larger streams and river with crossings or bridges. People live along them, so the farm animals have water.�
�We�re looking for people? I thought we were hiding.�
�We need a pair of horses and directions.�
Thinking of all the coins they�d left on the floor of the carriage, she asked, �Do you have money to pay for horses?�
He ran on in silence for a short time, then said, �I have my weapons so I�ll take what I need.�
�That�s not fair.�
He ran on. �I can send the money to them later.�
�In the meantime, the farmer cannot plant or carry his goods to market. Paying for his horse is not enough.�
The Knight ran on for a longer time before saying, �You�re right. I will pay more than the horse is worth, but I�ll use your money to do so.�
She chuckled to herself despite the cold and danger. She�d almost made a good deal for a farmer she had yet to meet, but Sir James intended to pay with her money. Wait until he finds out I�ve never even held a thin copper.
The idea that she had outwitted him gave her something to cling to as they continued. She didn�t notice when the eastern sky first turned lighter. When it turned a dozen shades of reds and grays, she found she�d ran almost the whole night, didn�t know where she was, and she followed a warrior she�d known for less than a day.
Still, she was out of the Earl�s Palace and alive, traveling behind a man her father trusted with his life. She couldn�t believe the men chasing them had moved all night, let alone as fast as them. She had skinned knees, elbows, hands, and more. Sir James had fallen as many times, too. She didn�t know what the rest of the day would bring, but her life had altered the day before, and she needed time to assimilate and understand it, as well as the changes during the night. Yesterday morning, she didn�t have a father. Then she had one. This morning, she was fatherless again.
�There�s what we want to be,� Sir James said.
Ahead rose a spire of smoke and at the base of the smoke a light glowed in a window. On the other side of the river, they followed spread a pasture containing goats, sheep, oxen, cows, and at least three horses. Around the farmhouse stood five smaller buildings, storage sheds, a barn, and others.
Ahead of them wound a small dirt road on their side of the river. It entered one side of the river and rose up the bank on the other. Sir James headed directly for it, telling her, �A ford. We�ll get wet, but it�ll be shallow.�
The idea of entering the stream and getting cold again didn�t set well with her. The night had turned ever cooler, even in the guard�s shirt, intentionally getting wet on a cold morning did not appeal. However, when he marched directly into the water without hesitation, she followed.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Hannah walked directly behind Sir James, even when the two dogs emerged from the barn and charged them. A yellow one, and an older black dog barking enough for six. The dogs raced crossed the field and leaped a fence to reach them, and Hannah reached for her knife but hesitated when Sir James didn�t try to defend himself.
Instead, he dropped to one knee and spread his arms wide in welcome. The yellow reached him first, and he wrapped it in his arms and fell backward onto the grass. Hannah almost leaped to his defense but saw the dog was trying to lick him to death. The black arrived, and the three of them wrestled and played until a gruff voice behind her spoke.
�Mind if I get my watchdogs back?�
A grizzled farmer and what had to be his son stood just beyond the fence. Working in the sun had darkened the older man�s face until it took on the color of new shoes. The son stood taller, thinner, and wore the same features.
Sir James climbed to his feet. �Good morning, to you.�
The farmer spat in the grass. �Hope so, but doubt it.�
�Why is that, if I may ask,� Sir James said, obviously confused at the statement.
�I usually judge a man by how my dogs do with him. If they don�t like him, I don�t either. But in this case, that don�t apply.�
Sir James drew himself up and said, �Sir, we have no money, but we require enough food for a few days and two horses. I�m not asking. I promise to return the horses and more than enough silver to repay you for your inconvenience. I don�t expect you to trust me, but you have no choice. We will take what we need and explain later.�
�There�s no need of threatening me, Sir James. Your word is good.�
Hannah exchanged a look to the son, who seemed as confused as her. Nobody had used names, yet. But there was more happening than she understood.
The farmer spat again, �I might have a shirt that will fit her, then you can take yours back, but what�s this going to cost me? More than horses, I suspect.�
Sir James said, �There are men after us. Men hired to kill this girl. I think we lost them last night, but they�ll pick up our trail this morning.�
�And come directly here.� The farmer said, his tone flat.
Sir James said, �No matter what you and I do, or how much we talk about it, they will come. If we have the horses or not, they will come. They�ll ask you about us, and you may not survive those questions. I advise you to take your whole family and leave your farm for at least a few days.�
�When we return, what will be left?�
�The ground is good from all appearances, some of your buildings are old and can stand replacement. But I wouldn�t expect to return to find much if you want the truth. However, I will repay you for all you lose and more, but I can only do that if you leave and allow them to burn your buildings and kill your stock. Of course, they may decide to chase after us and do nothing, but I wouldn�t count on it.�
�How close are they?�
�We left the Earl�s Palace around mid-day and stopped before dark at the river. They came after that, and only the two of us escaped.�
The farmer backed a step, as if not believing him. �You came all that way? In the dark? In a single night?�
�We followed the river most of the way.�
�We don't have anything that we can�t replace with a few coins and some hard work, I guess. But right now we have food cooking, and a shirt to swap. We haven�t seen my sister over in Springtown for nearly a year, and my wife�s been talking that up for a while. Today would be a good day to head her way.�
Hannah was amazed at the farmer. She couldn�t hold herself back from asking, �Sir, why are you so trusting of us? Anyone could say they will repay you.�
He almost smiled, �Not everyone stood behind Sir James while he led the charge at Bloom Hill. Try as I might to keep up, he ran faster than me, or any of us. By the time we reached those Blues, he had half of them slain and the other half on the run.�
�That�s not true, and you know it,� Sir James said with an embarrassed chuckle. �I thought you looked familiar.�
�Name�s Cooper. Corporal Cooper way back then. We were both a lot younger.�
As they neared the house, Hannah smelled the ham frying. The front door opened, and a withered woman with a bent back emerged, throwing an arm around Hannah and escorting her inside where two more sons were finishing their meals.
Then the woman saw Sir James. Her eyes went wide, and she curtsied as best as her back allowed. He said, �You also recognize me?�
�I am called Tara. I traveled with my husband when he served you, like so many other wives and girlfriends. I stood on Bloom Hill and watched you defend your men, my man included. Your sword flashed and swung until you saved them all.�
�Well, I hate to admit that this time I�ve brought you problems. Your family needs to leave today to see your husband�s sister.� Sir James looked sorry, sad, and tired.
She closed her eyes and squeezed them shut, then opened them and set her face to one a wife uses when danger is near her children. �None of your doing, I�m sure. But first, can you take the time to eat?�
�Is it ready?�
�I wouldn�t delay just to cook a meal for you with danger approaching, not even as good a man as you are. The food is ready, and we have roads to travel before the sun is high,� she took the time to give a weak smile at Hannah. �I have something that will fit you a mite better than that shirt.�
The meal was devoured instead of eaten. While Hannah and Sir James were busy with it, one of the boys rounded up two horses and the makeshift saddles. The wife called Tara gathered hard bread, carrots, dried meat, and a dress for Hannah. She filled a cloth sack with the food while Hannah slipped into the shirt. Sir James accepted two rolled blankets.
Back outside of the farmhouse, Hannah noticed the boys were hitching the third horse to a wagon, and already valuables were being loaded into the back by four sons racing from place to place so fast they were acting like sweets were offered for the fastest. While they knew the situation held danger, it had turned into a contest for the boys, a break in their everyday routine. She saw one carrying the iron plow cradled in his arms as if it was a child, as well as another carrying knives used for butchering the animals. Another carried dried meat and sacks of rye and oat flour, as well as smaller sacks of seed. The wagon stood half-filled already. They�d be on the road to the sister�s farm long before the sun reached mid-morning, as a testament to their fear and good sense.
Sir James climbed onto the larger horse, a bay with large hooves and a gentle temperament, with the ease of a rider who mounted a steed regularly, while Hannah struggled to climb up on an old mare with large white blotches on her brown coat. Once up, her animal didn�t move. Hannah had watched Cleanup work with, and behind, the horses but neither of them had never sat on one of them. She felt elated to have reached the saddle without mishap.
�Take hold of the reins like this,� Sir James holding his up for her to see. He pointed at one of the boys, �You there, can you adjust her stirrups?�
The boy was near her age, ten at the most, and he leaped to obey. Once they were hiked all the way up, Hannah found she could stand in them, her bottom clear of the saddle and looked to Sir James for approval.
�You�ll be glad of that once we ride.� He turned and tied the rolled blankets to the rear of the saddle and accepted the bag of food closed with a drawstring that he tied on the front of the saddle. He acted like he wanted to say more but couldn�t find the words.
The farmer and his wife came to the front door and waved. The children carried more household goods to the wagon, and Hannah knew they�d be leaving soon. She wished them well. Hannah thought of all the glittering coins they had left lying on the floor of the carriage�and of all the good it would do if she had but a few of them here to give these people who helped her so readily. But they were not helping her. They were helping Sir James.
He leaned a little forward, catching her attention, and looked at his heels as he touched the horse with them. The horse moved ahead. Hannah duplicated his actions, and as the horse started, she almost fell over the rump. Only a last second grab of the front of the saddle saved her, but it didn�t save her from the laughter of the boys behind. In her experience, boys tended to laugh any time people made simple mistakes. She sat tall, like Sir James, and refused to turn her head.
The saddle bounced her in a regular rhythm that began to hurt long before they were out of sight of the farm. She twisted and leaned to one side, but the saddle repeatedly slapped her inner legs and butt. How can Sir James stand it?
Instead of fighting it, or asking for his help, she looked at him and how he sat. His head and shoulders remained almost still. As the horse�s back went down, he used his legs to lift himself the same amount. When the horse came back up the saddle touched Sir James as softly as a leaf falling before winter. She tried copying him and didn�t stand high enough. The saddle caught her by surprise and almost tossed her into the air. She grabbed for a handhold again, and when the saddle came up the next time, she stood tall enough to avoid it striking her.
But the half-crouch that saved her from the saddle quickly tired her legs. Soon, her thighs and calves were cramping.
Sir James said, �You almost have it. Now, rock front and back a little until you match the gait.�
As the saddle came up again, she met it with her bottom and leaned ahead just enough to let it softly lift her a few inches. Her bottom didn�t leave the saddle. The movement provided enough movement to toss her up just enough so she could set in the saddle as it lowered. A little work and a few adjustments and the ride almost became comfortable.
Then, Sir James pointed to a place where the ground changed from soft dirt to solid rock. He pulled his horse to stop and handed the reins to Hannah as he dismounted. �See those trees over there? I think I see a path right below that tall pine. Walk the horses over there slowly while I take care of our tracks. Stay on the hard ground.�
Watching behind, she saw him use his hands to smudge the horse�s tracks away. When satisfied, he jogged to join her at the edge of a forest filled with pine, cedar, and fir, all evergreen trees and little underbrush. She said, �Wiping away the tracks like that won�t fool anyone.�
�Depends,� he smiled, motioning for her to take the lead down the path. �It depends on if they know we�re on horses, and it depends on if they know which way we went, or where we are.� He sounded almost like the teachers she�d listened to when she huddled below the school window. He went on, �It also depends on who else travels that road before they come after us. It�ll only take one horse or maybe a hay wagon to cover our tracks so even the best tracker can�t follow what he can�t see.�
�Will you make sure those nice farmer people get paid for these two horses?� She asked.
He snorted as if he was part horse. �I�ll see that they get ten times what these horses are worth and more. By the time they return home, the men after us will burn the house, barn, and all else. I owe them for all those things, too, as well as the contents.�
�Are you that rich?�
�Me? I�m just a knight, so I serve at the pleasure of my King. You, on the other hand, have the wealth to buy a hundred farms like theirs. A thousand.�
Hannah turned in the saddle. �I light fires for the kitchen. I�ve never even held a coin.�
�Your father was a most important man. All he owned is now yours, including my services. However, I am a Knight of the realm and a friend to the Old Mage, and as such I will act in his stead until you are properly raised, educated, and of age to control your wealth. It was my pledge to your dying father.�
Hannah recalled the scene of her father�s death and reviewed it from the time she first heard the arrow passing her, to the impact, and the aftermath. At no time did she see the Mage talking to Sir James. She didn�t wish to call him a liar, but he was not telling the truth. She turned to the front to watch for low hanging branches while she thought about why he might lie.
Did he want her belongings? That didn�t make sense. If he did, he could have killed her and told the tale that the Mage had given his belonging to Sir James. From the little she knew of how things like that worked, he could have easily claimed it all.
But the loss of trust, even in small things, strained friendships, and this was far more than that. The best way to confront a lie was to go at it from the front. Don�t let it fester like a sore. She�d learned that working in the kitchens. Face a problem and whatever happens, happens. She shifted in her saddle again, wishing to look at his face when she spoke so she could judge any reaction.
�You said he told you all those things my father said, but I was there with him in my arms. He said nothing.�
The knight nodded, rode a few steps without talking, and said, �I lost three guards yesterday and a friend I�ve known almost my whole life. Without your father, I�d still be working in a stable, at best. But after that arrow struck him, he still breathed but could not speak, and he knew he would die soon. His eyes found mine, and with his gaze, he placed all those thoughts into my head as if he spoke each word and we had a long conversation.�
Hannah recalled the Mage looking at her, and then at Sir James, as she held him. Had she seen a spark in his eyes or had she imagined it? No, she saw it but didn�t know what it meant. �Before he died, I saw a small flash in his eyes, like a spark from my flint, while he was looking at you. I think that�s when he told you those all things.�
�I feared you would think me daft or up to no good if I mentioned it.�
�He talked about you, you know. He said nice things, and if there is anyone I trust, it is you.�
�I will make my pledge to raise you to the King when we reach the castle. My days of knighthood are over, and I will be a father to you, if not the father you deserve. Now, if you don�t turn around a branch is going to knock you off your horse sooner or later.�
�Was he a good man? My father?�
�If he had known of you, he�d have burned down the kingdom to reach you. When you did that little trick at the celebration with your finger, I thought he�d have an attack and die right there. His body stiffened, and I thought he�d been attacked, but he instantly saw the dangers to you, and he put up a mental shield that taxed his health. Even those who looked directly at you didn�t see your little stunt, or if they did, he made them forget it.�
�You said I would be properly raised and educated.�
�Yes, well, we�ll do what we can, but you are going to be a thousand problems and more for me, I fear. Times will be interesting.�
�I won�t cause problems for you,� she said.
�It�s not you, but who you are. You look a ragamuffin in that borrowed shirt, yet you�re the daughter of royalty and a woman mage on top of that, as impossible as that sounds. You will have to learn to act the part of a wealthy Royal in direct line for the throne. You�ll step ahead of others, and most won�t like that. They will demand proof, but the records are there, and my word will enforce them. However, I foresee a few problems in establishing your ascendancy.�
�I hope not. Not that I want it, but I want to do what�s right by my father and mother.�
The Knight rode in silence before speaking softer, as if the forest had ears. �You have the initial powers of an emerging mage, and may become one of the most powerful according to your father. But you are also a girl, and everyone knows girls or women cannot be mages. Those are but two of the thousand problems you�re going to cause me.�
�You sound like you�re laughing back there.�
�As one who enjoys a good joke or prank, believe me, when I tell you that I foresee a life of rich humor ahead of us. We, you and I, can either laugh or cry, it matters not. But our lives have changed this day.�
She rode on in quiet. Finally, she said, �I only knew my father for less than a day.�
�But I knew him a lifetime and will share those things with you. The King will also have his tales to share.�
�The King will not believe a girl from the kitchens is royalty. I will be content to live with you like I�m your daughter.�
His voice took on a deeper, more serious tone. �That is not possible. There will be those who will decry you, and even some who will denounce you. A few will not believe, but those who will hold the most against you are those who will find themselves one life further from the throne. I�m only surprised you�ve lived this long because you look so much like him, and the tales fly. Only the fact that this tale is so strange has prevented it from reaching those who care.�
Hannah sat taller, holding her back straight as she�d seen fine ladies do. �Is the throne so important? I see Royalty in their beautiful dresses and the servants rushing to perform their smallest wish. The most important thing they do on most days is choosing a dress to wear. They eat fine food, live in castles, and they never work. I think I like cooks, stablemen, seamstresses, and wood choppers more than them.�
�And I will do my best to make sure you keep that opinion.�
A slow stream trickled alongside the path, and at a wide place, grass for the horses grew green and lush. A blue jay sat on a nearby branch and watched, looking for something to steal, probably. The clearing was anything but empty. Flowers bloomed, new pines and firs sprouted, and old logs rotted. She realized at one time the old logs had stood tall and proud in this spot. Disease, fire, or possibly wood choppers had cleared it like a wound, but now it healed itself.
Sir James climbed down. �Sore bottom?�
�A little,� she lied, knowing it was more than a little sore.
Sir James took the horses to the stream to drink, then knelt down and scooped water with his hand for himself. She said, �I don�t want to drink that.�
�May I ask why?�
�It has green stuff growing in it.�
�That it has. Now, we begin to teach you another lesson. When, and if, you locate water, always look for green. Green is life. If there is no green, the water is bad and will probably kill you if you drink it. At the very least it will make you ill. If it cannot support green life, it cannot support you.�
She tightened her jaw, but went to the edge of the water and gingerly slurped a mouthful, finding it cold, and perhaps the best tasting water she�d ever had. She nodded to Sir James and drank her fill before standing. As she stood, her eyes took in the meadow, the forest beyond, and the best escape routes for any direction where enemies might emerge. She allowed the horse to drink its fill but remained on the left side of the animal where she could mount in an instant. �What else have you to teach me?�
�Can you read?�
�No. And I don�t want to. My mother tried.�
�Well, that�s a poor attitude. Why in heaven�s seven layers would you not wish to read?�
�I have watched the students at the school. They sit at tables with their eyes downcast all day, but when the teacher allows them to leave they run and play and laugh. No, I do not want to sit and look at a desk all day.�
�Reading is more than that. But no matter, it�s a skill you need to learn, and you will. Others your age are well ahead of you, and you must catch up. Not only is it something you should do, but it is also something you must do. A mage has to read what other mages before them have written. We will begin now.�
�Why? Give me one good reason.�
�Your father was a mage, and a great one. He collected the works of other great mages, and he wrote down his favorite spells. He could not only make fire, but water, and others. The things he put down on parchment means nothing to me, or others like me. But to another mage, they are where your answers lie. Within those scrolls are what you need to protect yourself.�
�Can�t I just ask another mage to help me?�
�Not unless you wish to die at eleven years old.�

CHAPTER NINE

�Another mage will kill me?� Hannah asked, horrified at the thought.
�Almost certainly. Three reasons. First, the apprentice mage will want the library your father owns for himself. That alone is worth a kingdom. Second, he wants the power Royals will grant him for your death. I�m speaking of those who sent those assassins after you. And lastly, he will kill you because you are a woman and a mage, something new in the world, and therefore suspect and dangerous.�
Hannah moved about the clearing in silence as she considered his words, always keeping track of the horse in case she needed to leap on its back and flee. Finally, she said, �I don�t even know for sure what a mage is.�
�You have seen magicians and tricksters performing in the public squares?�
�A few. Not many come to the Earl�s Palace these days. He frowns on any dancing, parties, or the like. Some say it�s because he has grown old.�
Sir James persisted, �But you have seen them, magicians, I mean. Heard of them, at least.�
�Yes, I saw one who made things appear in his hand and even in his hat after a handmaiden had assured the crowd it was empty.�
�Do you believe they were magic or tricks?�
Again, Hanna hesitated. The magician was clever, and people enjoyed his performance, but even though she didn�t know how he did his tricks, she believed them to be no more than that. �They were not magic.�
�That is the difference. A mage studies the ancient arts of alchemy and transformation, among others. A true mage can do things no magician ever can. For instance, I once watched a magician make a fire briefly appear in his hand. True, it only lasted an instant, but I�m certain it was fire, all the same.�
Hannah turned to face him. �But it was a trick, right?�
The Knight moved the horses away from the stream and tethered them to a pair of saplings where they could find green grass to eat. He didn�t give her the impression he was teasing, but still, amusement tinged his demeanor. �Something he had placed in his hand burned brightly for an instant, maybe a thin oil. People were impressed but realized he tricked them, with their permission. Now imagine the same crowd surrounding an eleven-year-old girl when she holds up her finger with a tiny flame burning at the tip. Not for an instant, but for long enough to draw several breaths. One is a magic trick. The other is the work of a mage.�
�You saw my flame?�
�I did. I stood behind the Old Mage and to his left. You were clever in your presentation, and only he and I saw it.�
�What did you think?� she asked.
�I looked at your face and saw the features of the Old Mage in you. I knew you were his child instantly but wondered why you dressed as a girl. I assumed you were in disguise.�
Hannah sat and allowed emotions to flow. Tears flowed like tiny twin waterfalls. When Sir James moved closer to console her, she stubbornly shook her head. �No, I need to control myself. There will be a time for crying later. Besides riding to the King�s Castle, and making me read, what are your plans for me?�
�They are our plans, and as such, we should discuss the future. The first, and most important, is the knowledge that nobody else must ever know you are a mage.�
�Because they�ll kill me?�
�Without a doubt. Not just the other mages, but people, in general, are superstitious and fearful of anything they don�t understand.�
�But you said I would study the scrolls my father owned.�
�Did I ever say it would be easy?� He chuckled. His eyes also watched the meadow, especially the path they used to enter. �But not impossible.�
Hannah used the time to contrast him and her. She�d had her birthday over half a year ago, and was nearer twelve than eleven, but would keep that to herself for now. She stood head high to his chest, perhaps a little more. Sir James was taller than most men, but his build was not that of the heavy muscled soldiers. His was lean, almost thin, his muscles hard. But his movements were smooth and as sure as if he was half his age.
Guessing age came easily when applied to children, but not so when guessing adult age, especially men. While he was quick and moved with grace, lines crisscrossed his face where there was no neatly trimmed beard, age lines and well as scars gathered from dozens of opponents. His dark hair held thin streaks of white. She asked, �If two men charged us right now, what would you do?�
�Kill them.�
�If there are four?�
�Same answer.�
�If there are ten? All of them big and with swords as long as your arm?�
�I would try to kill them.�
She watched a small duck fly overhead and then splash land into the shallow stream. �You changed your answer.�
�I�m confident I can defend us against four common soldiers. Ten is a different matter.�
She grinned and pointed at him. �So you can defeat between four and ten soldiers? How about seven?�
He threw his head back and laughed. �How big are these men and what weapons do they carry?�
�Your answer tells me you believe you might defeat seven soldiers,� she teased. �That tells me you are either a wonderful liar or a dangerous man.�
He laughed again, with more humor than he�d shown since she met him. �I may be both. Now climb back into that saddle and we�ll move on.�
Surprisingly, climbing back onto the horse was not as hard as anticipated. Hannah was stiff and sore but found she liked being on the back of the horse. Besides, it made her feel safer sitting on such a powerful animal, perched so high in the air. The horse would carry her away at the first hint of danger. She gave the animal a pat on the neck and received a shiver and snort in response. She assumed that was good.
The knight seemed to know where he was going. He never faltered. She had never been out of the Earl�s Palace until a day ago, so all she saw around her was new, and her eyes wandered as she rode, often in amazement or enchantment, and sometimes wonder or fear. She also realized after yesterday and last night, that there were many more things she didn�t know and more she hadn�t seen, so she asked, �Have you been this way?�
�No, but our King lives to the west, so I�m following the setting sun.�
That made sense. The sun always went down in the same place, more or less. He was confident of the direction and for good reason. They followed the game trails through the forest. When one veered off, they found another, always riding west. They came into an area where fewer deciduous trees grew, and most of them were small. There were, though, more evergreens, including pines, cedar, and fir. Hannah looked into the sky and squinted as the setting sun was directly in front of them. The food in their bedroll called to her, but no magic was involved. It was the natural result of being eleven or twelve, hungry, and still growing.
Sir James had stopped talking earlier, and the few times she�d chanced looking behind, his head also faced the rear. Something back there worried him, and so it worried her. A tenseness about him told her the earlier laughing was as leaves blowing in the wind. It had been with them and now was not.
The horses carried them over a small hill, and another stream lay ahead, along with a thick stand of maples, or other hardwood off to the left, standing out because of the evergreens surrounding it. He said, �Follow the stream until the trees fully hide you and the horse. There you will tie your horse well, conceal yourself, and then you�ll sleep.�
�Can I eat first?�
�Yes, but no fire. Hide if you see anyone but me. If discovered, leap on your horse and flee downstream. Forgive me for not providing you a story to tell if we encounter strangers, but we will do that in the morning.�
�You�re going back there to find what�s following us, aren�t you?�
�I saw flashes of the sun glint off metal three times. We have a follower.�
�We could ride faster,� she suggested. �Ride into the night and get away.�
�And wonder who is back there the whole time and when they might catch up and murder us? Or, I can head back to see what I can do to discourage them.�
Hannah felt the first prickles of fear. �What will happen to me if you die?�
�I won�t.�
�My father would have said that a day ago, wouldn�t he? Please don�t go.�
Sir James said, �If they kill me, you�re to ride to the King�s castle and tell the guards my name and that I sent you with a message for the King�s ear alone. You�ll demand an audience and tell him all of the last few days�but not that you�re a mage, of course. As for me, I give you my word that I�ll avoid danger if possible. Once I know who is back there I can plan our future.�
He spun his horse and trotted away. Hannah watched his back and felt more tears fall, but didn�t bother to wipe them. Then she did as he�d told her. Once safely in the thick trees along the stream, she tied the horse to a stout tree, leaving one end of the reigns where a solid pull with her hand, would free them. She ate a sparse meal and wrapped herself in a blanket to wait. She wouldn�t sleep until he returned.
Darkness fell, and with it, the air turned cooler. A breeze picked up and rattled dry leaves and branches, startling her several times. As her mind made up tales of people sneaking up on her, she pulled her knees up under her chin but remained ready to leap to her feet and run to the horse. She slipped the knife from the scabbard and held it by the hilt under her blanket, ready to jump up and defend herself. She was not sure which would be the better choice. Sir James had promised to teach her fighting, and she intended for him to keep that promise. He hadn�t taught her any of it yet, but the first day had not come to an end. She would remind him.
An owl hooted and another answered. She was familiar with them. They had roosted in the barns of the palace, and their calls were welcome. Night insects created their sounds, chirps, buzzes, and clicks. A small animal scurried in the nearby brush to one side. She stood and found the horse grazing a dozen steps away. She untied it and moved it to her side. It knew the friendly sounds and the dangerous ones as well. If the horse became excited, so would she.
When the horse lifted its head and peered into the darkness, she did too. The blanket no longer provided enough warmth as she prepared to abandon it and run. The horse�s ears twitched, then a dark blur approached and quickly became the knight.
�It�s me,� he called softly.
Standing, Hannah relaxed and fought conflicting emotions. She wanted to race to him and cling to the safety he provided. Her heart pounded. As the kitchen fire-starter, she had never experienced the emotional highs and lows of the last two days.
As he neared her and the horse, it snorted and backed away nervously. Its actions backed her away too, as she looked for the reason. A dark stain covered his upper arm, clearly seen in the moonlight. Another darker blotch covered his stomach. Blood. It was blood.
�Are you hurt?� She asked, understanding the reaction of her horse. It smelled the blood and turned naturally skittish.
He climbed down from his saddle, more slowly than earlier. �No, just tired.�
�You�re covered in blood.�
�Not mine. There were three of them back there. Bounty hunters sent to find and kill you.�
�They told you that?� she asked, not questioning what he said, but trying to find more information than the bare facts he provided.
He hobbled his horse with a leather thong and said, �No, they didn�t. The only one alive, agreed to talk to me if I would send a message to his widow. He said the Young Mage at the Earl�s Palace provided the gold for the assassins and bounty hunters. He�s the son of a wealthy merchant, but even he does not have that much wealth. I think the mage followed instructions by a woman named Princess Eleonore, the wife of Lord Jeffery. I believe she provided the coin.�
�I have never heard of either of them,� Hannah said.
�Do you remember the conversation with the Old Mage about the line of succession?�
�I remember, but do not understand.�
He settled beside her on the grass, a blanket around his shoulders. �Imagine people standing in line. One at a time. The one in front gets to be called a King, lives in a palace, has gold, willing ladies to do his bidding, and people fighting to obey his every wish. When he dies, the next in line gets all those things. Do you understand that much?�
�I think so. I�m in that line.�
�Exactly. Your father was number four. That makes your previous position number five, but you will now take his place at four. Had he lived, everyone behind him would have been pushed back one place. Now they will remain the same unless you die.�
Hannah closed her eyes and tried to picture the people in the imaginary line Sir James use as his example. �With my father�s death, and me entering the line, nothing changes for them. Why is that a problem?�
�Good question. It�s well known that your father would have refused the crown if it ever came to him. Ahead of him are two others who will refuse it. One is too ill to rule, another too old. In reality, you are not number four; you are two.�
�They hate me for that?�
�Let me explain in simpler terms. If the King dies�his eldest son rules. If the son dies, you are next in line and will be the Queen. You are young and may rule seventy-five years or more, and with each birth of a child to you, those still waiting in line will move back another spot.�
�The King�s son may rule that long, too! He may have children of his own, and then I will move back.�
�Royal intrigue is a curious thing, my Princess. Younger sons often kill their older brothers. Sisters poison brothers. A carriage containing the right four people can roll off a cliff and someone far down the line as number five becomes King the next day. Few kings live long lives and the same for Queens. The closer you are to the crown the more danger you are in.�
�I would be safer if I was number twenty in that line of yours?�
�Safer from assassination, for sure. But, each position in line also determines the castle you live in, the royal allowance provided, and the lineage of your children. One unfortunate death may move your children from obscurity to bearing a title. The competition is fierce.�
�I didn�t ask for any of this. How do I get out of it?� Hannah asked.
�You don�t. At least not for many years. From the King�s viewpoint, you have an obligation to serve your people unless you cannot do so because of ailment, age, or insanity. The King will not allow you to make such a decision at a young age. You are far too young to make a choice that lasts a lifetime and affects tens of thousands.�
Hannah sat and stewed. There had to be a way out. �How old is the King�s son?�
�Thirty-five, maybe a year or two older. He could have many good years ahead of him to rule the kingdom, and of course, if he fathers, children, they will step in front of you in the line.�
�Is he married?�
The Knight cleared his throat before speaking as if stalling before answering. He chose his words carefully. �I believe the King� son, the Royal Prince has a very handsome boyfriend.�
The statement took a second to sink in. If the Prince had a boyfriend, there would be no children. �I�m beginning to understand. No matter what I do, if the King recognizes me as my father�s child, I�m doomed. I�ll upset the whole line. Maybe he won�t name me as my father�s daughter.�
Sir James laughed softly to himself and when finished, paused and then laughed again. �There is no chance he will not. First of all, I will testify to what I know, and that is enough to establish your royalty. Second, he was a great friend to your father and will insist you take your rightful place. But, most of all is my third reason. If he formally recognizes you, the assassination of his son becomes less likely because that places you on his throne. You will prevent others from taking the crown by killing his son, the Prince so that you protect his son.�
�You could lie to him about me,� Hannah said.
�No, I�m sworn to the crown. I cannot lie to my King. And I made my promises to your father, a man I greatly admired and liked.�
�So, I�m almost a Queen whether I like it or not?�
�Only if we avoid the rest of the assassins roaming the land in search of you.�

CHAPTER TEN

By the time the sun came up Hannah had been awake for some time. She reviewed all Sir James told her about families, Kings and Queens, jealousy, murder, and power, understanding most, but not all. One item stood out above all the rest. The tiny flame on her index finger had flamed and spread into a roaring firestorm, with her at the center.
All she had wished a few days ago was to be recognized by the Old Mage for who she was. There was no intent to leave the Earl�s Castle with him or any of the other hundred things that either happened or threatened to happen. Her dreams had been simple. She wanted to get to know each other on his visit, and on future visits. She hoped they might walk around the stables while he told her about far off places and people she�d never meet. She could share things in her life with him, tell him which of the cooks were nice to her, about a new task assigned to her, and perhaps she would have gained a little respect in the eyes of the cooks and other servants in the Earl�s Castle because of their relationship. Those were her hopes and dreams. Simple things.
As the morning light increased, she saw the vast amount of blood on the knight�s shirt and pants. It looked like he had been to a pig slaughter. Dried blood caked his neck, but she still was not certain it was not all his.
He snored softly but had mentioned he wanted to leave at first light. Chasing after the three assassins must have been tiring for him, and waking the Knight didn�t seem right since he had been away most of the night. The horses glanced her way now and then as if they were anxious to leave. The one she rode snorted and rolled its eyes.
In the conversation last night, he�d also mentioned there were other assassins searching for her. Assassins who were paid to kill her for a reward. They may have traveled all night. One might be within sight. The thought struck her almost as a blow. Her head spun to make sure none had crept close. Then she examined the edge of the clearing again as she shook the Knight awake more roughly than required.
He didn�t grumble or moan, but from the tiredness in his eyes, he should have. He stood, pointed to the horses, and said, �Let�s be on our way.�
His horse turned sideways to her, and she noticed several objects tied behind the saddle that hadn�t been there the day before. His eyes followed hers. �Ever use a bow?�
�No. I�ve seen the boys training, use them.�
�Good enough. I�ll teach you the basics today. In the meantime, watch me.� He untied a bow from the saddle and placed one end on the ground, then used his weight to flex it and slip the string into a slot. She suspected he could do the same just using his massive arms, but he was teaching her how to use her weight since she didn�t have his strength. He unstrung it and handed it to her.
The bow slipped and fell to the ground on her first try. The second didn�t bend it far enough to fit the string into the groove at the top end, and she gave up. She glanced at Sir James but saw no trace of humor or impatience. He nodded for her to try again. She set the lower end firmly on the ground and used the weight of her upper body to bend it as she stood on tiptoes. The string moved into position and took up the tension.
�That�s enough for now. Unstring it and tie it on the back of your saddle with a handful of arrows. If you need to use it, aim a little higher. Arrows tend to land lower than where you think, but even if it goes a little high, it�ll put the fears of six gods into them.�
Hannah hadn�t spoken during the training. She did as he asked and mounted her gentle horse when he climbed on his. He motioned for her to lead again. �Which way?� she asked.
�Keep the morning sun on your back to go west.�
She followed the stream until they came to a shallow place to cross. A game trail took them deeper into the forest, and it climbed higher and higher, always uphill, with very little down. The sun warmed her back. The trees remained fir, cedar, and pine. The undergrowth thinned, with occasional thickets of brambles and briars that she avoided.
More than that, the trees became larger and larger as the day wore on. Instead of trees so big a large man couldn�t place his arms around, some now stood so large two men couldn�t reach around them. By mid-morning, a few of the trees would need ten men holding hands to reach around, and the tops seemed lost in the air, too high above to see.
Not all the trees grew that big, but by noon more did than did not. The forest took on a silence of three parts. First was the sounds of their horses: the snorts, falling hooves, and protest of leather moving against leather. The second was the absence of birds singing, chipmunks squeaking, crickets chirping, and other sounds made by living things in forests filled with trees that have leaves that fall in winter. The third part of the silence was that of two worried people passing through the forest without speaking, each lost in his or her thoughts.
A floating pink dot caught her attention. It looked smaller than the tip of her smallest finger, pale pink, and it moved from her left to her right, a dozen steps in front of the horse, head high. It moved on currents of air, bobbing and drifting like a twig floating in a stream, sometimes faster, other times slower or spinning. Another dot gently floated past. Then another. They rose and fell as they slowly moved, always going in the same direction.
Her eyes noticed a flutter of a leaf on a bush, then the touch of a morning breeze on her cheek. It came from directly ahead. The movement of the leaf confirmed the breeze came from in front of her. But the pink dots oddly moved right to left, in the opposite direction.
�What are those?� she asked.
�What are you talking about.�
�I�m sorry. The pink things.�
He paused before answering, his eyes darting around. �Where?�
She pointed to another approaching from her right, right in front of her.
�Where? In the trees? Pink?�
Her finger followed the bouncing path of the tiny pink dot until it disappeared into the trees on her left. �That thing right there.�
�I�m afraid I can�t see what you�re pointing out. Let me know if you see another.�
Hannah clamped her jaw shut. There were now five of the things in plain sight. Sir James didn�t joke often. It was as if he couldn�t see them. The path came to a Y. She took the right branch, the direction where the pink dots seemed to emerge. She did it without asking him if he could see them, or if it was the right way to go.
The further down the path they went, the more of the pink dots floated past. One came so near that Hannah reached out with a forefinger and touched it. It exploded in a silent pink mist, and she laughed.
�Something funny?� he asked.
�I just popped one.�
�Hold up,� he pulled his horse alongside her. �What did you just pop?�
She waved her hand at the dozens of dots floating in the air in front of them. �Those pink dots.�
�Pink? Dots? I can�t see anything like that, Hannah. Tell me exactly what you�re looking at.�
Hannah described them as well as she could, popping two more in the process and giggling. She watched his eyes as she pointed to another dot, moving her finger closer and closer. �Right there. See it just beyond my finger? Watch when I touch it.�
It popped silently out of existence in a minute, pink, silent explosion. Hannah turned.
�I still didn�t see what you did. Or do.�
�There are floating pink dots all around us. They�re coming from over there.�
He sat taller in his saddle and loosened the knife at his waist. �I cannot always see what a mage does. Lead the way. I think we find where they�re coming from, but be prepared to let me pass you if there�s danger, in fact, let me go first, and you direct me.�
�They�re just pink dots.�
�Pink dots that I cannot see, so there may be a danger. But it makes me think of magic.�
�Oh,� she muttered, suddenly reluctant to follow the trail of pink. But she turned off the faint trail, and the floating pink dots increased in number with every step of the horse. Sir James moved carefully ahead, following the faint trail. In a hundred steps, the numbers of dots grew so much that she found it hard to see far ahead.
�Tell me what�s happening,� he ordered as if she was his squire.
�There are more of them. Lots. If I touch them, they poof away.� She looked at the largest tree she�d seen all morning and realized dots left the tree in all directions. �They are coming from that big tree.�
They moved closer, pausing fifty steps away. Sir James said, holding out his hand, one finger pointed ahead, speaking almost in a whisper, �Can you take my wrist and direct my finger to one?�
�Sure.� She moved his finger to a dot, and nothing happened. It passed right through his hand. She tried again, this time making sure his finger touched it. When nothing happened again, she reached for it, and poof, it was gone.
�Let me guess. My touch did nothing. Yours destroyed another.�
�Yes, that�s what happened.�
He pointed beyond the tree. �I see a path leading up to that tree.�
Once pointed out, the path in the fallen needles became obvious. It approached the tree, but from the other side. They slowly walked the horses on the soft ground carpeted with generations of soft needles. Circling the tree brought them to a stand of smaller trees growing next to the massive one where the pink dots first appeared.
�What do you see?� he whispered.
�More dots floating all around us. They�re thicker here, more of them, I mean. They�re coming from inside that big tree. Are you sure you can�t see them?�
�Look,� Sir James pointed above the smaller trees. An inverted V showed darker on the reddish-gray bark.
He dismounted, his short sword in hand. A wave of his palm told Hannah to remain in her saddle while he went to investigate. She slid to the ground, shaking her head. �I can see them. You can�t. I have to go with you.�
He nodded once, then turned and took the lead. Crouched, he moved quietly and deadly ahead. Pushing through the small opening the path took them to, he pulled to a stop. She peeked around his shoulder.
The inverted V was an opening in the tree. The trunk was hollow and the V the opening. A veil of material hung from high up on one side of the opening and had been pulled across to the other, closing off the opening inside.
Sir James eased ahead, one agonizingly slow step at a time. Hannah followed, looking for anything unusual, but wishing he�d go faster. She saw nothing but more of the pink dots emerging through the material, and the bark of the tree itself. The dots spread out from the center of the tree as if it didn�t exist.
�You might as well come on inside instead of skulking around out there like a pair of thieves in the night,� a female voice called, sounding impatient and annoyed at the same time.
Sir James looked at Hannah in confusion. She returned the look and shrugged. Neither of them had made a sound. They had tied the horses to bushes far enough away that any small sound couldn�t have carried that far.
�We�re not here to harm you,� Sir James called.
�Then why is that sword in your hand?� she called back.
Hannah watched his confusion as he put his sword away. He�d defeated three assassins only the night before, so she didn�t think putting his sword away made him any less dangerous. He reached for the side of the curtain, but before he touched it, the thing fell away to one side.
Inside stood a tall, thin woman who had opened the curtain. The woman�s hair had been dark brown at one time but now hung in limp brown and silver streaks that reached almost to her lower back. Parted in the middle, it fell to either side in long slow curls. She wore a peasant dress without decoration. Her smile was that of a young girl, but the glint in her eyes that of an old woman.
�Come in,� she said, throwing her arms wide to encompass the area where she stood.
Hannah�s eyes left the woman. The inside of the tree held crudely built tables standing side by side in the open middle of the tree. At least ten of them. Most had shelves nailed to the inside of the tree. Every flat surface in the room held bottles, jars, vats, boxes, containers, flasks, and flagons. Some appeared old. Every flat surface seemed to hold something that she valued. A single bowl in front of her sat beside a partially unrolled scroll.
Her eyes were on Sir James. She said, �I don�t recognize you, sir. I believed I knew of every mage in the kingdom.�
�You don�t know me,� he said.
�Then how did you find me?�
�We followed the pink dots,� Hannah said to break up the silence when Sir James didn�t answer.
�I knew it,� she declared, moving a step closer to Sir James and giving him a distasteful look. �Are you in need of my services or a potion?�
�Just information,� he said, casting a glance at Hannah that told her to be quiet. �Who are you?�
She squinted as if her eyesight might be failing. �An odd question, if I may say so. Who am I? I�m the mother of my two sons and my daughter. I was the wife of Jenkins, a farmer who raised goats, sheep, pigs, and most anything else people eat. I am a widow these last twenty years, a friend to a few and an enemy to others. Does that answer your question?�
�No,� he said, his voice solid as any rock. �You�re toying with me. Your name and occupation.�
�Evelyn. I live alone on my farm, but for a few coins I also sell worthless charms and silly love spells to ignorant young girls.�
�Is that tea?� Hannah asked, pointing to a pot simmering over a small fire.
�Thirsty, are you? How about something to chew on, too? I have some hard bread and even a few sweet crackers you might like.�
�We can pay,� Sir James said, bringing a wider smile to the woman�s lips.
She said, �By all means. Tea costs two small gold coins for each cup and the crackers only a silver coin each.
Sir James�s face hardened.
�No sense of humor? What are you, one of the King�s Knights or something?�
Sir James nodded, drawing an awed expression from Evelyn. He continued, �I am Sir James. You may have heard of me.�
Turning back to her teapot, she found two cups and wiped them clean with her apron. When she poured, she said in a carefully modulated voice, �I did not realize the King�s favorite Knight was going to pay me a visit, or that he is a mage.�
Hannah stuffed her mouth with a sweet cracker. Every time the sorceress spoke, she felt herself wanting to correct her, but Hannah also remembered the warning glance from Sir James.
He said, �Why would you think me a mage?�
�Don�t take me for a fool, mage. I may not be as well-known in the kingdom as you, but that does not mean I am without skill in certain areas. Only a powerful mage could see the motes from a sorceress� cauldron and follow them to the source. I have this tree protected with probably a hundred spells or more that I cast over the years, and none but the most powerful mage could find it. Peasants walk right past it if they come near at all. I�ve watched dozens of them over the years, and none can see, smell, sense, or know it is here. They see, hear, smell, and sense nothing, not even the tree itself. I am the sixth sorceress to use it, and you are the very first visitors I�ve had.�
�I see,� Sir James said as if accepting a role to play. He stroked his beard and looked at Hannah, then at the crackers uneaten as if to tell her to eat more while she could.
He does not want me to talk. She might find out he�s not a mage if I do. Hannah ate another cracker and sipped tea.
Ignoring Hannah, he said, �There are assassins chasing me. Many of them. You need to strengthen your spells and expect them here within a day. They may have a mage traveling with them. We are heading for the King�s Palace as fast as possible.�
The woman said, �For that warning, I thank you. Is there anything I can do to help you?�
He shrugged with a smile, �Transport us to the castle with one of your spells?�
�I cannot do that, of course. But how about a couple of basic concoctions instead? Ones that might help you, should a need arise. I can provide you a powder that makes it hard for people to see you. It does not make you invisible, of course, but they will look past you instead of at you, especially if you stand still. Usually, they will pass within a few steps and never look at you or see you.�
�That would be worth a coin or two when I reach the castle.�
She reached for a jar, a bowl, and a few smaller flasks, mixing the ingredients together as she said, �I have a confusion spell you may also find handy. It will work once on a person, but it�s one of my favorites.�
�How does it work?� he asked.
She rifled through another container, found what she wanted and handed him three small globes, each the size of Hannah�s thumb. She said, �Don�t mash them, or allow the outer skin to split until you need them. Hold your breath and break them. I find throwing them onto the hard ground effective. Do not breath in until the blue smoke has cleared, usually a puff no larger than this.� She spread her arms out to make a large circle.
�It causes confusion?�
She smiled, �Extreme confusion. For a tenth of a day. Anyone who inhales that blue smoke will wonder at their own name. Any task will seem too complicated. Most will just sit down and contemplate their toes or some such. Only after a tenth day will their heads begin to clear, so if they are chasing you, you�ll know how far behind they are when their memory returns.�
Sir James took possession of the tiny globes and carefully placed them into a pocket inside his shirt. Hannah watched her combine ingredients for the �no see� spell. The inside surface of the mixture erupted with small green flames that licked high enough to touch the sorceress� hands. Hannah drew in a sharp breath when she thought they might burn the woman, and quickly pretended to choke on the cracker, but she saw the flick of Evelyn�s knowing eyes in her direction.
When satisfied with the mixture the sorceress dribbled the powder into the center of a square of paper coated with wax for waterproofing it, and she folded it into an envelope before handing it to Sir James.
She said, �Best to hold it over your heads and sprinkle. There is enough for both of you, and it will last for a couple of days, but will begin to fade after a single day. Wash well when you wish them to notice you again.�
He placed it with the globes inside his shirt. �Is there anything in return that I can do for you?�
She again reached for containers and dabbled out ingredients where she ground them together using a mortar and pestle. �Two things come to mind. I can always use a few small coins, so I don�t have to use my skills to acquire things I need from the local peasants. Not much, but whatever you can spare. The second is an honest explanation.�
�I don�t understand,� the Knight said. �What do you want to know?�
�Far be it from me to accuse the King�s Knight of lying. But a day will come when you should return here and explain what happened this day.�
�I�ve told you the truth and never lied.�
�And yet there is more truth to tell,� her eyes finally met his and held them as if in a vise. �You sir, are no mage.�

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The horses were still grazing near the tree where they�d left them, on the sparse grass that grew under the shade of the tall forest. Hannah and Sir James walked out of the small patch of trees in front of the hollow tree. Other than signs of a faint pathway, she found no evidence of the sorceress or her workplace, other than the pink dots bobbing around in an expanding circle. Following any of them backward would take Hannah directly to the sorceress.
There were other sorceresses in other towns, and whenever Hannah saw floating dots in the future, she would know one was near, and how to locate her. She knew how to mount and ride a horse, and string a bow, and how to ride to the west, with the sun warming her back in the morning. Thinking back to the last two days, she had probably accumulated more knowledge than in the last two years. Her imagination couldn�t comprehend what the next days would bring.
She glanced up and estimated the sun had reached its zenith. Mounting, she asked, �Which way?�
The Knight pointed as if his finger always knew the way to the King�s Palace no matter where he went, or where the sun stood. Hannah also noted that he pointed instead of speaking. The sorceress and her last words had upset him, perhaps because he had believed he had fooled her, but more likely because he didn�t know what gave him away or what danger might come from similar mistakes. Hannah decided to let him stew about it. He seemed to know everything and was always in charge. Even at her age, she understood humility.
Later, he said, �How did she know I�m not a mage? She believed me until the end.�
�The green fire,� Hannah answered shortly. �When she mixed the powder for the �no see us� spell, the mixture turned to green flames that almost covered her hands. I reacted because I thought it would burn her, but you did not.�
He rode a few steps before speaking out loud to himself, �Then she also knows you are a mage.�
Hannah didn�t respond. What Evelyn saw didn�t fit with what she knew and would wonder about it. Hannah couldn�t be a mage because she was a girl. The logical answer for the sorceress to believe said that the child with the King�s Knight pretended to be a girl, but must be a boy in hiding. If the facts do not fit the circumstances, and the facts cannot be changed, then the circumstances must change.
She considered a convoluted line of thought as she rode. Her horsemanship had increased so much she could think of other things as she rode, instead of how to remain seated. Being a mage involved changing facts and allowing others to change the circumstances to fit. If she tossed an egg high into the air and it disappeared the facts said it would fall to the ground. If it did not, the conclusions would be that either she didn�t throw it into the air, or it was not an egg, or they hadn�t seen where it landed.
As the day wore on, they rode quickly, mostly downhill, until they found a dirt road; twin tracks for wagon wheels. Hannah wanted to ride on it and move faster to escape any bounty hunters. The Knight shook his head.
�It�s going the right way,� she argued. �The afternoon sun is on our face.�
�We�ll find a path going the same way and use it.�
His sharp retort left no room to argue. Hannah crossed the road and in time found a wide path that ran parallel to the road. The middle was barren of plant life and covered with the tracks of animals, including shod horses. She turned to look at Sir James to see if he noticed.
He smiled at her. �I know where we are, in general terms. I also know there are road agents and bands of thieves in these hills. The local sheriff does little to stop them unless they interfere with the delivery of ale to his favorite pub.�
She didn�t return the smile. Instead, she said, �I would expect one of the King�s Knights to speak to the local sheriff about that. I think that would be you I�m talking about.�
He chuckled. �Your expectations are correct, and it should have been resolved two years ago. On my next pass through this part of the kingdom I intend to speak to him, or his successor, if he refuses to perform his appointed job the way the King wishes it done. What I didn�t expect was to have an eleven-year-old tell me how to perform my duties.�
�I�m almost twelve.�
�So you keep reminding me as if it makes a difference. Now, speak less and watch our surroundings more. Ruffians, thieves, and highwaymen use this road. Many of them from the condition of the path, but it is still safer than the road. Out there, will be killers from other provinces with pockets filled with coins with your name on them. They won�t know this back way.�
�We have the two spells the sorceress gave us.�
�Both of which we are grateful for, however, both have limitations, if they even work. The confusion �grapes� work only after an enemy is so close he will breathe the blue smoke. But what if there are five of them, and two of those five remain at a distance, so they do not breathe the blue smoke? The �no see us� powder is much the same. We could use it now, but it wears off as the dust blows away or washes off in rain or water.�
�So you believe in the sorceress?�
�I believe most of them are fakes, but the pink dots you saw are something unknown to all. Yes, I think I believe in her, and her spells.�
Hannah rode on, watching ahead, behind, and to both sides. Her ears pricked with the slightest snap of a twig or call of a bird. What Sir James said made perfect sense. Worse, she had only seen the benefits of the spells, not the drawbacks. Sir James had understood instantly, and he was not a mage.
Finally, she said, �The spells might help us, but we don�t want to depend on them. They are almost worthless. That�s what you�re saying, right?�
�Sort of, my princess. To my thinking, both of them will be of great value if we are in danger of capture. For us, not being captured and not using the spells is our best option. Speaking of that, we do need a better story for any we encounter. The King will pay a handsome ransom for me so a gang of highwaymen might try to get rich by taking me, but the problem is that you are just a child, and the easiest solution for them is to get rid of you.�
�So you want me to make up a lie?�
Again he laughed. �No, I thought that we should make up a story together that people might believe, so they don�t think me a knight, or wealthy.�
Hannah said, �Tell what story you like, but your expensive clothes and courtly manners give you away. You are not a blacksmith, storekeeper, weaver, or a farmer. You carry weapons and are a soldier to any eyes.�
�Then the part of a soldier, I will play. You are in my protective custody. It is you we have to lie about. What is your tale?�
She hesitated before speaking. �Well, I�m the daughter of someone important, but if he�s too important, they will want money in exchange for me. I need to be just a little important.�
�But important enough to put a scare into them. We were talking about the local sheriff a while ago. What if you are the runaway daughter of the Sheriff of Wittington? He�s known for his anger and fierce punishments. They say that he once hung a thief to a tree� by his feet. He fed and watered him for eleven days before the poor man died, then he left the thief�s body hanging there for eleven more days as a warning to others.�
Hannah swallowed before saying, �Is that true?
�Not a word, but what petty criminal would tamper with his daughter?�
�And you will gladly spread the tale?�
�Some say I do talk too much.�
Hannah laughed at that. If anything, the man was one of the quietest she�d ever been around. She said, �Tell me more about my father. Not the Sheriff, the other.�
�He was a good man. A kind man. Unlike most, he held a fierce sense of right and wrong. The Old Mage would, and did, stand up to our King when he believed in some cause or process. He refused to do the King�s bidding when he believed it wrong, but when he though the King was right, your father would die before quitting.�
�He was older than my mother.�
�Yes, much older. When I was your age, the Old Mage already grew his famous white hair. My father said the same to me, so I think he was older than my father�s father. Quite old, but of course, he was a mage who knows how long they live?�
�My mother?�
�I never knew her other than to dance with her at a ball one time. Her feet were as light as air. She also possessed high morals that didn�t flinch even in a windstorm. For her, the world was black or white, as was everything in it. Right and wrong, and no in between. She would never relent on a belief, and that�s where the two of them parted twelve years ago. She held one belief about magic being wrong for the world. He the opposite. When neither could give in to the other, they parted forever.�
�That was the thing they fought over?�
�That is what he said. But the Old Mage also held privacy as an issue of honor. In our years together, he never pried into my life and left many parts of his unspoken. While he refused to discuss the issue that separated him and your mother, he often spoke of his love and devotion to her. And how much he missed her.�
Hannah found herself crying softly. She tried to wipe away the tears in such a way that he wouldn�t see. The sway of the horse, the warmth of the air, and the excitement of her second day outside the walls of the castle worked magic in her soul. Not only did she know more about her father than ever before, but the Knight also told her of her mother. She had never thought of her mother as a dancer in a ballroom, probably wearing a beautiful dress made by the Royal seamstresses.
She forced down the desire to return to the kitchen and gloat. The cooks would listen, of course. Then the tales would spread. Rumors would fly between the kitchens, and people would talk about the tall tales Hannah mouthed. Each telling would increase slightly until those hearing about her near the end would listen to fanciful stories holding little truth.
But overall, she found she missed knowing her father more than anything. She�d come so close. Sir James remained quiet and allowed her to sort out her thoughts. He too was a good man.
The man who stepped out into the path and reached for the bridle of her horse was not a good man. He was missing two front teeth, and his filthy clothing and body hadn�t touched water in months. One hand held the bridle, the other a short, ugly knife as he looked at her, licking his lips and allowed a smile to form.
Hannah said, sliding back in the saddle as far as possible, �What do you want?�
His eyes slid past her, to center on Sir James. He said, his eyes never leaving the knight, �Your money and the girl. I�ll be a rich and satisfied man tomorrow.�
Sir James said in a voice as cold as the highest mountain stream, �Release her bridle, step away and you will live to see a sunset today.�
�I have this,� he sliced the air with the little knife.
Hannah heard a soft whoosh of a sound pass beside her ear, followed by a solid thwack. She saw a knife handle protruding from the thief�s chest. The whoosh had been Sir James throwing it, and the thwack, the sound as it struck the man�s chest. The entire blade sank into the man, just a little to the left of center on his chest. The thief still stood, an expression of disbelief on his face as he looked down at the handle. Then he wilted like a flower left out of water on a hot day, only faster.
Hannah turned to look at the knight. He held another knife in his fingers, ready to throw it if needed. He said, �Hannah, move on ahead. I�ll catch up.�
She touched her heels to the horse and went ahead twenty paces before waiting, never once looking back to see what Sir James did. When she heard the other horse approaching, she clucked to her horse and continued on the path, never once looking behind.
The sun sat low in the cloudless sky. When they came to a stream, she finally turned to him and asked her question of which way to go and make their camp by raising her eyebrows. She didn�t yet trust her voice. He pointed upstream. A path along the bank wound downstream, but he wanted to go the other way. Her horse pushed through the tangle of brush growing at the edge of the stream and in a few minutes, emerged into a small clearing only a dozen steps from the water.
�Build a small fire. I�m going scouting.�
She watched him depart on foot, loosening leg muscles with stretching movements as he silently retraced their steps along the stream and disappeared into the green wall. She gathered dead wood and realized she had no flint or iron to spark a fire to life. She looked for dry leaves and twigs, then spotted an old bird�s nest on a branch low enough to reach. The bird had gathered the important supplies for tinder. She took the nest back to the small pile of wood and placed the nest under it, placing the wood like a tent, so it stood to a point. Fire burns upward, so you start it at the bottom. That was a lesson learned from the boy who was the fire starter she had replaced in the kitchen.
After a careful look around to be sure she was alone, her finger generated the flame. The nest caught and the fire spread. The crackle and the welcome scent of smoke relaxed her as she massaged her cold finger. For the first time since the thief held a knife to threaten her, she took a deep breath and felt at ease with the world.
She went to the horses and loosened the saddle cinch straps, but didn�t remove them or the bridles. Sir James had done the same the night before. She assumed he�d left them on in case they needed to flee and couldn�t take the time to saddle them properly. She took them to the water and let them drink their fill, then slipped on the hobbles and let them eat while she kept a close eye on them. Without horses, the remaining trip might take far longer.
When she had the bedrolls spread, she sat near the fire and nibbled a handful of nuts while worrying at what was taking the knight so long. Impatient, she wanted to follow after him but diverted that energy to gathering enough wood to last the night and half the next day. It seemed her whole life revolved around making fires.
Darkness fell, and she slipped off to sleep. She woke twice to feed the fire. Each time she determined to stay awake until Sir James returned, but each time she lost the battle. The third time she woke, she felt his hand placed on her shoulder. She leaped up and hugged him, feeling him stiffen, at the unfamiliar action, then relenting and placing his long arms around her.
�It�s all right,� he said.
�You were gone so long.�
�There were three of them. I had killed one before the others knew I was close, then I attacked the remaining pair together. They were not great fighters, but I wanted information so delayed killing them.�
�You killed three men?� Hannah drew back in horror.
�They were confederates of that one who stopped us on the path. He was too stupid to work alone, so there had to be more.�
�You could have died.�
�If I faced real danger I would have used my bow and put three arrows into them before they stood to defend themselves.�
�That does not sound fair.� Hannah held her hands on her hips, torn between the idea of him facing danger and doing it with honor. The conflict tore at her. Killing is killing, with or without honor, but there is a difference.
He sat and tossed wood on the fire. �I will raise you as my own, per my promise to your father. However, you and I will come to an understanding tonight. You are old enough to have some say in most things, but when it comes to warfare, I make the rules. There is no fight I plan to enter unless it is unfair�in my favor.�
She nodded meekly and sat beside him. �You said you wanted information?�
�How did word of you and the reward reach this far, this fast? You and I traveled all night and all day with hardly a break. How did those men know to watch the road for you? I expected to learn the answer, and I did. The Young Mage working for the Earl accepted gold from someone in the Royal family.�
�That does not explain how these men knew.�
�No, it does not. It seems there is at least one more mage who works against our King. They can communicate across great distances. It is a spell some of them practice, I guess, but no matter. The second mage, one living near here, spread the tale of us and offered the reward for our heads.�
Hannah watched the fire, waiting for him to continue, and when he did not, she grew sleepy again, but managed to ask, �Is our King. . . is he a good man?�
�For such a young, uneducated child, you ask the smartest questions I�ve ever heard. Raising you is going to be interesting.�
Hannah didn�t hear his determination because she was already sleeping again, but he was wrong about her being uneducated. Her mother had taught her daily, and Hannah was learning to read and write when she took ill and died. Her eye fluttered open three times and saw Sir James remained awake until the fire died down, seemingly thinking about the future and probably Hannah. She knew he missed the Old Mage already, and also the three knights and driver who died. He had said a prayer for them and promised their deaths were to allow the young lady with her head on his lap to survive. He promised to raise her as the Mage would want. That was a lot to take on.
He mumbled some of his thoughts out loud, not knowing Hannah lay there listening to his innermost thoughts. He said he would do his duty with the girl, but, it wouldn�t be an easy road to travel. She would test him to the limit, but he looked forward to the tests.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Hannah woke to frost coating the grass in the meadow. The knight still slept, and she decided to water and ready the horses and wake him later. He needed the sleep. She had the saddles cinched tight, and her blanket rolled when she heard a whisper float from the forest, just the slightest sound of a hushed voice. She couldn�t make out the words, but it was human speech.
Hannah rushed to where he slept and placed her hand over the Knight�s mouth. His eyes instantly opened. She held up two fingers and pointed in the direction from where the voices emanated. He climbed to his feet like a cat spotting an errant bird. A few quick steps took him into the dim light under the canopy of evergreens, now spotted with more and more hardwoods.
She moved to the horses took them into the shadows and removed the hobbles, readying them to run. A faint blue mist seeped from between the trees and Sir James returned, motioning for her to mount. He followed suit and they crossed the stream and headed west, the sun warm on their backs.
�That blue mist?� she asked.
�One of the grapes your sorceress provided. It burst, and they inhaled the spell while I held my breath. One of them turned to the other and asked for his name. I mentioned they should travel home, but neither seemed to know where that might be. When I left them, they were sitting on the ground together near the path, their minds befuddled. In another time I might have laughed.�
�At them?� she asked.
�No, at how effective a weapon confusion can be. I�ll have to think long and hard about Evelyn�s method. Killing is not always the best solution.�
After encountering a total of six criminals, bounty hunters, or highwaymen, in a single night, Hannah realized there must be hundreds searching for her. The roads were not safe. The backways were little better. Any young girl traveling was suspect, and there were accurate descriptions of her provided by the Young Mage who had watched her cross the courtyard at the castle.
�They�re going to find us, you know,� she said.
�I�m working on it.�
�How many days until we reach the King�s Palace?�
�Two days. One more night, if we�re lucky.�
�We still have the �no see� powder. Good for both of us for one day, and it will help only a little, the second, she said. What if we use half of it, but only on me? Then it will last for more than two days if we reapply it.�
He didn�t answer right away. Hannah turned and looked at him. His eyes were lost in thought as he considered what to do. Finally, he said, �Good idea, but if you�re in that saddle, they will wonder why I have two horses, which will draw attention and they will wonder iIf I am the one they seek. They maybe even see you through the spell because it does not make sense.�
�Then what good is it?�
�What if you ride in the back of a wagon? The magic dust would prevent them from looking at you, especially if we cover you with a little straw. The spell just needs a little help from us to be effective.�
�Well, we don�t have a wagon.�
He chuckled again, �How often does that sharp tongue of yours get you into trouble?�
�Who says it does?�
He laughed even more. Then he said, �We�re almost out of the mountains. Farms lay ahead in the valleys. Farms have wagons.�
�And they have farmers who don�t wish to sell their wagons for a promise of future gold.�
�I think I have that covered, too.� He touched his heels to the sides of his horse, forcing her to do the same since she was still in the lead.
The prediction that the hills would end soon turned out to be accurate. They reached the top of a rolling hill and ahead spread a wide, green valley. A small river flowed down the center, and along the right side of the river wound the road. Farms lined both sides of the road but crossing the river a necessity to reach the ones on the far side. Rail fences divided most farms, keeping animals in or out, as the case might be. Some farms grew crops; others grass for animals.
Sir James moved beside her and looked out over the valley. �We need to locate a small farm. Preferably one without children or even a wife.�
�Can I ask why?�
�I expect, and wish you always to question everything I do so you will understand. I�m looking for one that a single man farms because I don�t wish to use our �confusion� spell for a whole family or several farm workers. Dealing with one person will be far easier.�
Hannah also looked at the patchwork of farms spreading out before them. �If I was one of the men hunting for me, I�d be watching that road. It�s the natural place for us to travel.�
�That�s why we�re going to keep to the tree line at the edge of the hills. When we find the right farm, we�ll move in.�
�You talk like the King�s army.�
He gave her a look that she was already learning to hate. It conveyed a message such as: Think about what you just said. She thought about it and understood. He was a Knight. His job put him in charge of armies, so her comment was silly. She wanted to tell him, �I get it,� but decided to turn her head and ignore him for the moment. But his turn to face her wrath would come. She knew a few looks of her own to use on him.
�How will we know which farm?� she asked.
�We�re going to eliminate the ones that we know about, or that have extra people. Large farms are out, of course, because they have many workers, if not large families. When we see two or three field hands working, we remove that one from our list. So, the closest two are not our target.�
�Not the third, either.�
He looked and shrugged, �Why not?�
�Look at the clothing hanging on the clothesline beside the house. Women�s clothing, and it looks like too much there for one man.�
�Good call. How about the next?� Sir James said, his voice sounding a little strained that she�d caught something he hadn�t.
�Maybe,� she mused. �Tools besides the back door, a path to the barn, but no clothesline, and nobody in sight. No smoke from the chimney, either, so nobody inside cooking.�
�Does that make a difference?� he asked, his tone softening.
�The first three farms and the two after it all have smoke coming from them. Someone inside cooking the noon meal, I�ll bet. Only that one farmhouse has no smoke. I can�t tell much else about the two in the distance, but the smoke is a dead giveaway.�
�Humph, I think you�re right.�
�Well, you don�t have to make that rude noise just because I was right,� she snapped.
�Nope, I don�t, but somehow I believe I�ll be making it several times daily from now on.�
She caught the glint of humor and the twitch at the corner of his mouth. �Do you have any children, Sir James?�
�No, the Lord never blessed me with any until you came along. But we are going to have to do something about you calling me Sir James.� He sat tall in his saddle, waiting for her reply if his stance indicated the reason.
She said, �I don�t believe �father� is correct. The Old Mage reserves that name in my mind. For me, Sir James is too official, but James is not respectful for one my age.�
�I believe you�re right on all accounts. Besides, it would be confusing in court to refer to me as your father, and might cause unpleasantness as a few there will believe that I�m raising you to help my status, even that I might wish to become your Regent. How about we settle on Uncle?�
Hannah nodded at once. �I don�t know what a Regent is, but I know what Uncles are.�
�It�s settled, then. I am your Uncle James. That makes you my niece. How would you like to visit that farm down there and introduce ourselves?�
�Not yet, I think. If the farmer is not in his fields that we see, he may be in his barn or outbuilding, and we�ll walk right up to him. He may not be happy about us crossing his farm without permission.�
Sir James said, �In another time you would be correct. This time, we�ll ride in as if expected.�
�If he has friends or wants to fight?� She drew in a deep breath and sighed. �Okay, I guess I see what you mean. He and his helpers are farmers, and you are the King�s Knight. Hopefully, he will not wish to fight.�
He chuckled again, after casting another of the semi-confused looks in her direction. He said, �Are you sure you�re only eleven?�
�No,� she answered simply. �Almost twelve.�
His chuckle turned into laughter as he took the lead. They stayed behind the cover of the trees but kept the farms in sight as they skirted the valley. Both of their heads turned to watch the farms they passed, especially the fourth one in the series.
As they drew abreast of it, Sir Paul said, �I see nothing yet to change my mind. Are you ready to go down there?�
�Dogs. Does he have dogs?�
�I haven�t seen any sign of one, but most farms will have them.�
�I thought all farms have dogs,� she said firmly.
Sir James said, �If there is a dog, what do you think we should do?�
�The dogs at the castle were friendly, for the most part, but they all bark at people they don�t know.�
�I would expect the same here. That�s the dog�s job. Mine will be to get close enough to break one of the blue grapes on the ground where the farmer will inhale it. You might have to help me lure him close to us. But be sure to hold your breath.�
�I�m not a child.�
�You are too,� he said with a chuckle. �Come on. Let me do our talking.�
Her horse followed the lighter colored horse he rode, nose to tail. They didn�t hurry but rode in just the opposite fashion. To an observer, they were riding leisurely and without fear, as if expected. Long before they crossed the farthest field from the small house, a spotted dog sniffed, barked, and raced in their direction. Another, a brown dog that appeared much older scampered along behind, barking until it sat and rested, waiting for them to walk to it. The younger spotted dog raced to them, then ran in circles around the horses. It chased behind the two horses, barking and leaping in excitement as it tried to herd them.
Hannah was watching the dog and talking to it so intently that she didn�t notice a man emerge from the barn and stand in the shade of the overhanging roof. She looked up and found him there; arms crossed over his chest, a long gray beard hanging down to his chest. His fist was wrapped around the handle of a pitchfork. In all, he didn�t appear pleased to see them.
Sir James seemed in no hurry to initiate conversation. He rode directly to the man, although slowly, and his head moved from side to side as he evaluated the farm, the man, and who else might be present.
�You can stop right there,� the farmer snarled.
The Knight didn�t make a move to slow his horse, but he said, �We have a proposition you may be interested in.�
�You got nothing I want. Since you didn�t stop when I told you, just keep on moving.�
Sir James turned to Hannah, �I�m sorry. I guess you�ll have to go hungry for a while longer.�
She placed both arms over her belly and moaned theatrically. It didn�t emerge as a painful moan to her ears; it sounded like a sick cow, and she almost laughed. Nobody would believe that moan. Her eyes went to the farmer, and she found she was wrong. He almost melted in sympathy.
�I guess I might have a few scraps the dogs haven�t eaten.�
Swinging his leg over the rump of the horse, Sir James said with a wide smile that would relieve any tension, �I cannot thank you enough, sir. I�ll make sure to reward you for your kindness.�
Hannah watched his hand slip into the front of his shirt as if reaching for a purse and the coins it held. Instead, he pulled a small blue object and let it �slip� from his hand. As the farmer bent to retrieve it, Sir James stepped on the grape. Blue smoke boiled out.
Hannah held her breath and watched Sir James, her new �uncle� do the same. The blue smoke quickly dissipated in the breeze, but neither of them let the air from their lungs. The farmer squinted, his eyes focusing on them, then slid off as if he didn�t understand why they were there. Sir James reached for the pitchfork and pried it from the farmer�s fingers. �You won�t be needing this. We�re your friends.�
He glanced at Hannah and the open barn door. She reached for the reins of the other horse and rode in, leading the other. Inside, smelled of old hay, damp dirt, and a hundred animals who had called the building home over the years. Hannah found she liked the combination of earthy smells. Tools hung on every wall, including harnesses, hammers, scythes, and buckets.
Sir James entered, his arm around the shoulder of the farmer to guide him. �Put the horses in the stalls and get their saddles and bridles off. They need a break from the saddles or they�ll get sores.�
She leaped to obey. Sir James placed the farmer on the floor that was covered with fresh straw. The dogs curled up next to him. The Knight opened a gate and motioned to a worn out wagon, gray with age, but the wheels looked solid, each rim circled with a rusted strip of iron testifying that the wagon had not traveled in some time.
In contrast to the fancy carriage the Old Mage rode in, Hannah saw the wagon as a box on wheels with a seat set higher for the driver to see over the mule. It had no springs and no paint on the bare wood. After the ride in the Old Mage�s magical white carriage, she was not impressed.
�Uncle James� said, �I saw a mule out in that nearest pasture. Want to go see if you can get it in here?�
The horses had become her friends over the last two days, and when she caught sight of the swaybacked mule and the angry look it gave her, she decided the horses would be better to pull the wagon. But her �uncle� had told her what he wanted, and she needed to not only begin thinking of him as her uncle, but she needed to obey him. She approached the mule carefully, and the mule backed off a step. Hannah moved two careful steps forward, and the mule backed two.
She darted forward. The mule spun and kicked in her direction with both back feet, barely missing her, but all the more impressive considering its age. It ran away to the rear of the pasture. She chased it, almost reaching it before it trotted off to another corner, a hundred paces away, where it watched her like she was poison, ready to dart away again when she drew nearer.
Sir James walked out of the barn carrying a coiled rope and a wooden bucket. Hannah decided he�d strike the mule over the head with the bucket and then tie the animal so it couldn�t run. Instead, he held the bucket in front of him and talked softly to the mule. It eyed Hannah and made a wide circle, coming to a stop in front of the knight. It dipped its muzzle into the bucket and chewed a mouthful of grain as he gently slipped the rope over its head.
�It wouldn�t come to me,� she snapped. �You should have hit it with the bucket.�
�You just have to get its attention.� He said, not allowing the smile threatening to grow to get any wider. �Much like when dealing with little girls.�
Inside the barn, he did short work of putting the mule in the harness. The farmer barely watched them. He glanced at one thing for a while, then another as if he couldn�t make up his mind what he wanted to see. He didn�t speak.
Sir James said, �Wait here.�
When he didn�t return as quickly as expected, she worried. When he entered the barn again, he wore old, patched, clothing, and a hat made of straw. He carried a small blanket like a bag, the contents weighing down the middle. It went into the wagon bed.
�Stealing his clothing, food, and what else?�
�Inside on the table is a bill of sale for the two horses and saddles we�re leaving here. They�re worth much more than this old wagon and mule.�
�Except he didn�t want to sell them in the first place. Now the farmer will have to find a buyer and replace his wagon and mule.�
�I also left him my only coin, a large silver worth enough to buy most of this farm. I saved it for an emergency. And I left my apology.�
�Okay, I guess he�ll be fine. Now, how are we going to do this?�
Sir James pointed to the hay stored in the loft. �You�re going up there and pitch down a small load.�
�While I am up there doing all the work, what will you be doing?�
�Oh, my job will be to spread it around in the wagon.�
She went up the ladder a step at a time, casting him more than one glare, but in truth, she wanted to see what might be up there. At the top, she found dried hay and little else. She went to the edge and found the wagon directly under it, the Knight standing ready to �spread it around.'
She hid her impulsive grin by ducking quickly and gathering up as large an armful as she could carry, then she tossed it over the edge, on top of where Sir James stood.
�You missed me,� he called, laughing like the funniest thing he�d ever seen just happened, and perhaps it did. He�d known she would try that, so he moved away. That made her smile, too. He was good natured and had a sense of humor. He�d need one to raise her, she decided. In only a couple of days, he�d figured out that she was not the usual little girl who unquestioningly did what she was told. The next several armloads fell into the wagon, and he used the pitchfork to spread it over the bed of the wagon.
�That should be plenty,� he called, and she scampered down the ladder.
She said, �You knew I�d throw that hay at you. How? Did I give myself away?�
�Nope,� he said smugly. �It�s because that�s what I would have done at your age.�
They both laughed. She looked at the farmer. �Will he be okay?�
�The dogs will look after him.�
�How is this going to work?� She asked again.
�Well, I�m not sure. The spell is supposed to make people look in other directions, not at you. I don�t know what it�ll do to me.�
She looked at the folded envelope in his hand. �You won�t be able to see me?�
�Not if it works, I guess. I never thought of that until now.�
She moved to his side. �Sprinkle half of it on me. Save the rest for tomorrow.�
He held it over her head allowed it to fall and spread over her as he observed intently. �I don�t think it�s working.�
�Maybe because you were watching? Look over there,� she pointed.
He turned, and she stepped back three steps and stood still. When he turned around, he looked to her left, right, and in front of her. His eyes searched the far corners of the barn, but each time they came near her they darted away as if scared. �Where are you?�
�Right here,� she said.
His eyes moved all around, but never once focused on her. �It�s working, but I never saw anything like it. Imagine an army sprinkled with that stuff.�
�Do you always think about war and stuff?�
�I do,� he said, reaching out his hand and touching her. �I�m a warrior. We�ll have to be careful of this. People can hear and touch you, so keep that in mind. Don�t sneeze or get into a position where they can touch you. Now, climb into the wagon bed and we can be on our way.�
She climbed in and spread the hay for a soft place to lay, then covered herself with a thin layer.
�You might want to cover yourself with some hay, just in case,� he said.
�That�s a good idea,� she giggled as he made a clucking sound with his tongue to entice the mule into leaving the barn. Being not seen might be more fun than she imagined. Soon they were on the road, the mule moving at a pace slower than she walked. A few farmers working their fields waved, but the road remained empty. They left the valley and entered another, larger one. As the trees thinned at the head of the valley, two men leaped from the cover of boulders at the side of the road, each holding a knife.
�Hold it right there,� one said, placing himself in front of the mule. The other stood beside the Knight without any idea of the danger he was in. Hannah knew the Knight could kill him before he knew the attack happened.
�What�s going on?� Sir James asked, his voice shaking as if scared.
�We�re looking for a girl about eleven or twelve. Straw-colored hair and a turned up nose. She might be with a big man such as yourself.� He glanced at the bed of the wagon, his face close enough for her to reach out and touch. Hannah held her breath so he wouldn�t hear her.
�I haven�t seen anyone on my farm for days.�
The one holding the mule asked, �Any gold or silver on you?�
The Knight said, �Sure thing. My farm has so much gold in the fields my plow can�t turn over the ground in spring. If I had any coins would I be in this old wagon? And that mule?�
�Let him go. It�s plain he�s poorer than us,� the other highwayman said. He reached into the purse at his hip and pulled a small copper coin free and tossed it to the Knight, who snatched it from the air as if he had no coins, which was true. Both of the highwaymen laughed at the gesture.
�He needs it more�n us.� They both laughed again, and the Knight joined in.
The wagon rumbled on down the road, and the two highwaymen slipped back into the trees to wait for their next victim. When they were out of earshot, Sir James said, �This is the King�s Road. He has not been doing a good job of protecting travelers from what I see.�
�Isn�t that part of your job?� she asked. �You�re the King�s hand, my father said. This seems like another job you�re not doing well. And my nose is not turned up, as he said.�
He paused, �I agree, it is my job now. The day we arrive at the palace there will be knights and squires dispatched to clear these roads of trash like them. I had no idea there were that many of them.�
�Put a bounty on them. Like they did on me.�
Sir James glanced over his shoulder. �Remind me never to cross you, my princess.�

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

They were accosted three more times before nightfall. The ruffians, bounty hunters, highwaymen, or whatever they called themselves, searched for a blond girl of eleven or twelve with a turned up nose. Each time she watched their eyes as they looked into the bed of the wagon but didn�t see her. The eyes went from one corner of it to another, and she broke out in a fear-induced sweat, trembling now and then. But in every search, they declared the wagon empty and the driver without anything of value to steal until one found the copper coin and took it, much to the chagrin of the Knight.
Hannah carefully watched her new �uncle� at the repeated stops. His face flushed, and his fingers curled into fists. The answers Sir James provided them grew shorter and sharper.
The following morning three more groups stopped the wagon as it drew nearer to the palace. The searches grew intense. In the morning, Hannah had stood under Sir James� outstretched hand as he sprinkled the last of the �no-see-me� powder over her. She climbed back into the wagon, tired, upset, and scared.
She counted on her fingers the number of times they stopped, and the attempts of highwaymen to stop them. If every road held as many seeking to earn the reward for her head, there must be hundreds of people trying to find her. The gold offered must be a treasure.
She said, �I�m getting angry.�
�Tired?�
�No, angry. Not so much at the people trying to find me, but the person behind all this. The Young Mage working for the Earl is not responsible, if not behind it, but he�s not paying others to do his work, someone else is.�
�I knew you were smart, little girl, but not that smart. Men seeking gold for your head is just trying to earn wages for them, high wages, but still just coins. The person paying for your head is the one you and I seek.� Sir James clucked his tongue to make the mule move faster, but it acted as if it didn�t notice the pace remained the same slow slog as the previous day.
She rode in silence, thinking about what he�d said. Then, without warning, she blurted, �We would never have made it without the confusion grapes, and the no-see-me powder from the sorceress.�
�We�d have made it, but not riding in a wagon,� he paused. �It may have taken longer and men would have died.�
�What are you thinking?� she asked, confused at his statement.
He glanced around making sure they were still alone. �I think I�d have realized the danger and taken you to a safe place to hide out for a month or so. If any of them sniffed around, I�d have fought. After about a month the excitement of locating you would die down and slipping into the Palace become a possibility.�
�I should have paid attention to the sorceress and how she made her spells.�
�It wouldn�t have helped. You�re a mage, not a sorceress.�
Hannah drew in a deep breath. �Meaning that no matter how hard I try I can�t make the spells she did?�
�Unless you are more than we know, and you are the first to be both a mage and sorceress, the answer is, no. They are like fire and water. You can�t mix the two magics. The sorceress deals with earthly compounds, extracts of plants combined to create her magic, along with predictions, sometimes both at the same time, as in a love potion.�
�And a mage is different, but I still don�t see how. Both are magic.�
�Think of a mage as a �changer.' A mage does not do trickery. He simply makes things change, if that can be called simple. He is a transformer of things. He draws power from one place and moves it to another.�
�Remember, I�m only eleven.�
He nodded. �I stand corrected. Let me try again. Suppose you want to be warmer and you have dry wood. You build a fire, right?�
�With my finger?�
�No, it does not matter how you do it for my example. You build a fire with the wood, and it creates warmth. Understand?�
�So far.�
�Good. Now think about what happens to the wood.�
�It burned, silly.�
�That�s the easy answer. The mage sees it transformed from wood to warmth. Ashes are the leftover, but to him the wood is transformed from one thing to another.�
The wagon rumbled on as Hannah thought about his example. Another band of thieves delayed them for a few questions, but behind rolled another wagon and the delay was short so the two thieves could rush to inspect the other, more prosperous appearing wagon.
Picking up the conversation again, Hannah said, �Anyone can burn a piece of wood.�
�Right you are. Now I�d like to make that mule move a little faster, but I have no whip. Do you see that little piece of straw stuck to his left rear leg?�
�I do.�
�A good mage would transform that straw by lighting it on fire. The mule would feel the burn and snap awake, hopefully walking faster.�
�But a sorceress would cast a spell telling the mule a good meal is waiting just over the crest of the next hill. Same effect, just different ways to do it. I think I�m beginning to see.�
�There are more people approaching the palace, and the road will soon begin filling with people. They�ll notice if I�m talking to you, or think me crazy and talking to myself. Either way, talking will attract unwanted attention. If you take a short nap, you�ll wake with the palace in sight.�
Hannah sat up and placed a hand on his shoulder. She spoke into his ear, �Will it be beautiful?�
He nodded.
�Will the King be glad to see me?�
He whispered, barely moving his lips, �Yes and no. He was a great friend of your father. He will be sad to hear of his death. He�ll be thrilled to meet you.�
�Will I like it there?�
�Some of it. The beginning of your life there will be hard, and there will be things you will not like, but you will find interesting people, and there is much to learn.�
�Some people won�t like me.�
�It won�t be you. It will be your assumption of power. In time they will like you.�
Hannah adjusted herself in the hay and watched the nearby farms roll past. A farmer waved, and she waved back before realizing he couldn�t see her. She said, �One of those who won�t like me may die.�
�Don�t speak of killing. You�re far too young,� Sir James said from the corner of his mouth.
�I was talking about you, not me. You are going to kill the man who sent them after us and killed my father.�
�In that case, you are correct, at least one will die, and soon. If I find out who ordered your father�s death, he will die that very day. Or she. From my experience, women are more dangerous than men.�
�Someday I will be a dangerous woman.�
He said softly, �Someday you may be the most dangerous of women. But right now, I told you to be quiet. Look up ahead and soon you�ll catch a glimpse of the King�s Palace.�
Hannah watched the trees beside the road, some new varieties to her. The approaching wagons hauled farm produce, animals for sale, and other goods. The people dressed much as the Knight in his farmer clothing, but most were cleaner and looked more prosperous. A carriage pulled by a beautiful black horse drew near. A driver dressed in orange sat up in front, and two young women faced each other inside the carriage, chatting and giggling as the carriage passed the peasants.
Sir James half-turned his face away from them. The dark-haired girl glanced his way, then away and started to speak again. Then she stopped, turned and looked closer, but the carriage rolled beyond and soon she was whispering and giggling again.
�She knew you?�
�Yes,� he said.
�I don�t think she recognized you, though.�
Sir James had pulled the battered straw hat low over his forehead and slumped in the seat. �People will know me as we get closer to the palace. First one, then all as the word spreads.�
A group of walkers went by, two of them wishing them a good morning. Hannah had to keep from responding. For a chatterbox like her, being invisible became a task. She couldn�t speak when spoken to, couldn�t move when others were near, and she felt hungry again, but their food was gone.
She wondered about the old farmer who now owned their horses. It had been a good trade for him, especially with the silver coin thrown in, but when he returned to his normal self when the spell wore off, what were his thoughts? Did he think his mind grew weak? Did the idea of a spell cast over him ever cross his mind?
His experience stood out in her mind. A mage or sorceress must consider the effects on others after the spells wear off. Hannah decided to consider that as a major item in her education. And also to learn the difference between the sorceress' and mages. Each seemed to hold advantages, but the dividing line still seemed fuzzy.
A flicker of color captured her attention. Ahead, just over the next hill, rose a gray tower, a yellow flag waving from the pointed roof. The mule slowly pulled them to the top of the hill and with each step more of the King�s Palace came into view. There appeared to be six of the round towers, one at each place where the high walls made turns. Different color flags or banners flew from each rooftop.
Between the towers ran walls so tall the longest ladder couldn�t reach up to them. Men walked the tops of the walls, so there had to be walkways from tower to tower. The top of the wall had a design built into it. Sections were missing. As the soldiers walked the parapet, they almost flickered as they passed behind the stone cutouts. Then, in a flash of understanding, she knew they could hide behind the taller sections and leap to the others to shoot arrows, throw spears, or whatever.
The Earl�s Castle had always seemed fantastically large. Hundreds of people lived in that one �house�, Royals, servants, slaves, and freemen. The palace on the hill ahead could hold ten of the Earl�s Castles. More. But the Earl�s Castle had been constructed as a summer home in the forest, later converted to a castle, or a large home for Royalty. The Palace ahead had been constructed as a fortress, a massive stone defensive fortification ready to stand against any attackers.
Several paths and roads had intersected with the main road, the travelers all using the same road leading to the Palace until Hannah decided she had seen more people on the road than lived in the Earl�s Castle, and those were only the people who chose to travel on this day. The realization made her swallow and feel small and insignificant. She�d expected to see a castle similar to her old home, but perhaps larger. Instead, she found a Palace so large she couldn�t comprehend its size.
�What do you think?� the knight muttered.
�Huge. I�m scared.�
�I expected you to say how pretty it is. Maybe something else, but not scary.�
�In there are people who want me dead. At least one of them, and I have no idea who it is, so how could it be anything but scary? Any person on this road might be a killer looking to collect a reward for my head.�
�If there is one thing I could tell you to help you survive, that would be it. Do not be fooled by the colorful banners and fake smiles. Until you establish yourself and your claims, consider it a pit of vipers.�
�I don�t know what vipers are.�
�Snakes. A den filled with snakes. Poisonous ones.�
�Oh. I guess I sort of expected people to welcome me and give me hugs.�
�Some will offer hugs. Some will squeeze you so tightly that you choke,� he muttered, still speaking into his chest. �But, others will genuinely welcome you and offer their condolences about your father.�
�How will I know which is which?�
He snorted in laughter. �Again, you impress me by asking the most intelligent questions. If I had the answer to that one, I�d be the smartest man in the Palace.�
A pair of horses trotted closer from behind, the two young men talking and ignoring the other travelers as their horses cleared the way. Both wore clothing as well made as those the Earl wore, and probably more fashionable. Their hats flopped as the horses trotted, raising their polished hooves high with every step. A single colored feather stood several hands high above each hat.
The horses moved the travelers on foot aside by intimidating them. They trotted down the center of the road, side by side, and the peasants spread apart to allow them to pass. The riders ignored the people walking, many of them carrying burdens to sell at the market.
One horse struck a man who hadn�t heard them approach or hadn�t stepped out of the way quickly enough. The left shoulder of the horse struck him. He stumbled off to the side of the road and dropped a sack of squash as he caught his balance. Several squashes split open as they struck the ground.
As bad as that was, the smirking rider, annoyed that the peasant hadn�t moved from his way, lashed out with his left foot, striking the man on his shoulder, just as he caught his balance after the near fall. A woman made a desperate grab for him but missed. The peasant fell to his knees amid the laughter of the two riders and the scowls and angry faces of the peasants. Many made obscene gestures when they were sure the two riders would not see them.
The riders whooped and spurred their horses ahead until they pulled alongside the old wagon and the slow mule pulling it. Hannah wanted to reach out and slap the nearest rider. He was close enough to reach, and he wouldn�t see her hand. Her temper almost reached the flash point as they looked behind at the man on his knees retrieving his load of squash, and they burst into new gales of laughter.
Sir James hissed from the side of his mouth at her, �Be quiet, Hannah.� He scooted to the left of the seat and leaned out as the riders pulled alongside, drawing their attention to his action. He lifted his old straw hat as if wishing them a good morning, but his voice held no warmth as he growled so only they could hear. �You will both report to me at first light tomorrow in the stables. Until then you will say nothing of seeing me on this road.�
Their eyes went wide, all traces of humor replaced with fear. One muttered, �Sir James?�
�Another word from either of you and I�ll double your punishment. Get on with you.� He waved an impatient arm in their direction and turned away, dismissing them.
The horses trotted and then with a last look behind from one of the young men, they galloped in the direction of the palace, careful to avoid any peasants on the road. Sir James muttered, �Now everyone will know I�m returning. I should have held my peace and handled that tomorrow.�
�Who are they?� Hannah asked.
�Squires. They�re the sons of wealthy men who have sent them for training as the King�s Knights. I am the head Knight. Therefore, they report to me.�
�What will happen to them?�
�Their fathers have gold and position so I won�t send them home in shame, which is what they deserve. But tomorrow they will learn to clean horse dung from the stables like your friend at the Earl�s castle, but worse. I�ll have them fill my flagon.�
�I didn�t know that you knew about Cleanup. He was a good friend. But, you use a lot of words I don�t know. What�s a flagon?�
�Years ago I had a container built for punishing pretentious squires like those two. They will be ordered to fill it with fresh horse dung until it�s full. Then they will find me and be released from the task.� He chuckled.
�There�s more that I don�t see?�
He nodded, still keeping his chin resting on his chest, so it was a small nod. �There are holes cut in the base of the flagon. The more dung they pile on top, the more weight presses down on that at the bottom, and it squeezes out the juice.�
Picturing it in her mind, Hannah asked, �Your flagon will hold more than they think?�
He chuckled again. �If they do not work hard and fast, as I suspect will be the case, the next morning it will hold less than the day before.�
�How can that be?�
�When fresh, horse dung is mostly water. Well, maybe not mostly, but almost. The water is squeezed out by the weight of that piled on top, so the flagon never fills.�
�You�ve had others punished this way?�
Sir James paused and allowed a small group to pass the wagon as he held it as far to one side as possible for their convenience. When no others were near, he said, �More than a few. Including me.�
�You? You�re the head Knight!�
�I am, but that was not always so. Once I was young and arrogant, they tell me. Another palace, another head Knight and another flagon. I learned my lesson trying to fill it.�
Hannah glanced up to find they were nearing the gate, a wide hole in the otherwise unbroken wall, an iron clad oak set of doors each as thick as the walls of the morning kitchen. Massive chains connected the doors to stone structures with large wooden wheels to draw them quickly closed.
Besides the doors, to either side were slits built into the stone walls. She�d seen similar at the Earl�s Castle. �For shooting arrows at enemies?�
�No,� he said. �The slits for archers are located up higher. Those beside the gate are for pikes, which are spears to stab any who get close.�
Hannah looked at the gates to a row of gutters above; each was a handbreadth from the next, and the water would spill right onto people passing through the gate below. She wondered why they should be there, and her face must have shown it.
Sir James saw where she looked. �Not for water. Burning oil.�
�That must hurt!�
�We use a special oil the mage concocts. Once it splashes on a man�s skin, he can�t get it off. The oil burns like, well like nothing you�ve ever seen. They dump the oil in a trough up there and then throw a few torches to light as it drips on those below. Fortunately, we have not been attacked for more than two hundred years, so those nasty things have not been put to use.�
Guards stood to either side of the gate, as well as two others, giving permission to enter after they discovered the reason for each visit, usually just a quick question and answer. However, as the old wagon pulled into line to wait their turn, the guards shouted, waved their arms, and moved the crowd aside, motioning for Sir James to enter first. They snapped to attention and saluted as the wagon rolled inside to the amazement of the peasants in line.
Sir James muttered something about having a second flagon constructed by morning.
Hannah heard little of it because her eyes went to the courtyard inside the Palace, the banners, flags of different shapes and colors, the bright dress of the people, and the noise and confusion of the busy marketplace. She drank it in.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Hannah listened to the ebb and flow of a hundred conversations in the marketplace. Music filtered from four or five locations, all playing different songs on different instruments. At least two women sang, as did a man with a deep voice in another part of the market. But far more than sound captivated her. Directly ahead a woman in layers of colorful skirts danced, twirling around while trailing a gown of green the color of spring grass, copper bracelets jangled on her wrists.
Food fried, baked, boiled, and roasted, all twisting and turning Hannah�s hungry stomach. The vendors called out to strolling shoppers, describing the wonderful items for sale. She heard them describe meat pies, bread, tent poles, knives, hats, and sewing material fit for Queens. She heard a man that would sharpen any blade, another who worked the finest leather, and a woman who claimed to serve the best soup in the kingdom. A boy shouted praises about a goat he had for sale. Another boy sold apples, the best tasting of all, if they believed his calls.
The sights, sounds, smells, and excitement assaulted her like nothing she�d ever experienced. Sir James pulled the wagon to where all other wagons and beasts of burden were standing at the side of the market, gathered in the one location for the day.
A boy about her age ran up to Sir James. �Sir, for a small copper I�ll water your mule and watch over him.�
The Knight stood in the wagon and stretched before climbing down. �You live here, son?�
The boy nodded eagerly and pointed at a man replacing the sole of a shoe for a customer, �That�s my father.�
�Then walk with me,� he said to the boy.
He glanced at where Hannah was, missing her location by three steps because she�d already climbed down, but the knight still couldn�t see her any better than anyone else. She enjoyed the game of being invisible and saw him looking at the dirt where her footprints appeared, then he smirked. He was on to her.
Once they arrived at the cobbler, Sir James stood and waited his turn. When the old man, nails held between his lips, looked up, Sir James lifted his hat. �Do you recognize me, sir?�
�Yes, sir,� the cobbler said without losing a nail, but looking at his son in an accusing way, as if to ask, �What has he done now?�
But the Knight just smiled and pointed. �See that broken down wagon and mule? It has served me well, but I have no more use for it. I would consider it a personal favor if your son saw to the care of the animal until you can find a buyer for both.�
�How much should I ask for the pair?�
�Whatever you wish to pocket, my good man. Any profit is yours. And your son�s.� Sir James spun and managed to find Hannah�s arm with his hand. He grabbed and held on, almost dragging her across the courtyard. She noticed people looking at Sir James, now, his name on many lips. The word of his arrival had spread. She thought it funny until realizing it might place her in danger.
The two squires telling of his arrival had no idea of the trouble they caused. She realized that they had been told not to say a word, and had. Battles have been lost because of less. Her anger grew with every well-wisher, every hello, and even nods of heads. Everyone in the palace seemed to know he had returned. Many genuinely seemed happy, but others feigned their pleasure.
They neared one wing of the large building ahead, and a door with a guard on duty drew her attention. The guard snapped to attention when they were still five steps away. Sir James threw the door open without acknowledging the salute, his mood foul. He pointed to a massive stairway for the sake of Hannah, and they climbed what seemed like fifty steps to the second floor. Another set of stairs greeted them, and he started up them, not as fast, and his breath came in gasps. He paused, part of the way up, holding a rail for support, and for the first time she realized he was as old as her father.
The stairs, walls, and roof were all made of the same gray stone as the outside walls, but unlike the ground floor, the second held paintings covering the walls along with woven works of art. Carpets covered the floors. Obviously, more important people lived there.
The third-floor walls held even more impressive paintings and tapestries, the glint of gold thread sparkling in the dim light. The third-floor carpeting overlapped, sometimes three deep, so it felt like walking across a spongy meadow.
Sir James didn�t slow. They walked, and she looked at the doors, most ornate and carved. Finally, at a door carved with a leaping stag, he reached for the latch and pushed it open. Inside a man already stood at attention, well dressed, and obviously expecting him.
�Sir, the maids are getting your rooms ready as quickly as possible. I only heard of your arrival a short while ago. Is there anything you require?�
�Yes, there is, William. I need a bed placed in my chart room today. I need a bathtub brought as quickly as you can have it done, along with at least twenty buckets of hot water. And soap, I need lots of soap. I also need three of the best seamstresses in the palace, and I need them now.�
William hesitated. �Do you mean tailors, sir?�
Sir James swelled his chest and shouted, �If I wanted tailors I would have requested them.�
William spun and ran across the room to another doorway. Sir James called after him, �When I have the seamstresses, bathtub, and water, I will need privacy, no matter if my bedding is fresh or not.�
�Who is he?� Hannah asked.
�My manservant and old friend. The best in the kingdom, if you ask me,� Sir James said, throwing the straw hat to one side and pulling off his shirt. His fingernails raked across his chest and stomach. �I think that farmer gave me an itch.�
�Probably bugs,� Hannah said. �You deserve them; you don�t treat William very well.�
�I do not enjoy talking to a person I cannot see. We�re going to correct that with a bath for you.�
�You can correct those little bugs biting you with a bath of your own.�
�You had better be smiling.� He made a parody of an angry face.
She glanced down at the carpet. No telltale footprints to give her away. She backed a step and said, �What if I�m not?�
He reached out both of his arms, encircling the place where she�d been standing. She jumped back a few more steps and teased, �I�m over here,� before scurrying a few steps away.
He didn�t chase her, but laughed and said, �My bedroom is this way.�
He took her across the expanse of the room, thirty steps to another door. But on the way, her attention found the doors to the terrace. Peeking outside, she saw the bustling marketplace spread out below. Tables and chairs sat on the terrace in groupings. She could imagine sitting in the shade of the overhanging banners and sipping ale or watered wine. Back inside, she hurried after Sir James, but he was still talking as if she stood near and heard him.
A bed dominated the next room, posts reaching almost to the ceiling and draped with thin material that formed itself into loops and curls to surround the entire mattress. He stood before a chest of drawers, pulling out clean clothing and throwing it onto a chest at the foot of his bed.
The other door opened to the hallway. Two men struggled to carry a copper tub between them. Sir James pointed to the bare floor near the chest. A stream of women entered, each carrying two buckets of hot water.
William returned with soap and a stack of cloths to use as towels. �The three seamstresses will arrive shortly, sir, as will another bed for the chart-room.
Hannah reached out and slid a drawer open. She�d seen a few drawers in her lifetime but never opened one. Inside were stockings. A whole drawer filled to overflowing with nothing but stockings. Turning to ask about them, she caught sight of William�s expression.
So did Sir James. He said, the corners of his mouth twitching in humor, �Something wrong William?�
William swallowed and shook his head, his eyes still on the self-opening drawer.
Sir James said, with a sly grin, �Would you like to see me push it back in without going near it?�
�You can do that, sir?�
Theatrically, Sir James held up his arms and wriggled his fingers as if he was a mage. Hannah slid the drawer slowly until closed, but couldn�t contain herself. She snorted once, giggled, then burst out into high-pitched laughter that Sir James joined. Finally, he said, �William, I�d like to introduce my niece, Hannah.�
William�s severely pinched face said, �It is so nice to see you. Or it would be if I could.�
That made them laugh harder. Finally, Sir James said, �A sorceress placed a spell on her. You cannot see her. We�ll get her cleaned up and then you can see her. Sorry to have a little fun at your expense.�
�I�m so glad you said, little. But it explains the extra bed and seamstresses.� He went to the hallway door and slid the bar to lock it. Then he went to the room leading to the sitting room with the terrace and said, �Should I send the seamstresses in, or wait?�
�Better let her get the invisibility powder washed off her first. Close the door.�
He poured five buckets into the tub, tossed in the soap, and said, �I�ll be right outside. Will it embarrass you if the seamstresses come in after you clean up?�
�I lived in a room with seven others most of my life.�
�All girls?�
�Of course not. We were kitchen workers.�
He hesitated, �I suppose modesty is for those with money and position. Call out when you�re ready.�
She watched him leave, then stepped into the warm water. She let her feet and legs get used to it. She noticed she could see her feet again. Easing into the water, she soaped and cleaned all traces of the powder off while wishing she had more for future use. She thought of a hundred uses for it. Maybe making it should be the first spell she learned.
�Uncle James, I�m done.�
Three women entered, two old enough to have children older than Hannah, and one closer to twenty. Having been filled in by her Uncle James about her needs, they chatted and complimented her, as they measured and asked what colors she liked for her dresses.
�Blue, I like blue.�
�What color of blue, dear?� One of the older ones asked with a concerned tone. �There is an entire rainbow of blues.�
Hannah stiffened and then relaxed. There was something in the tone she didn�t like. She duplicated the pretentious sounds as well as possible. �I prefer the blue of snapdragons just before they die. Do you know that color?�
The younger girl winked at her in understanding and said, �I think I know that color. If I�m wrong, we can always make you another to the exact right color.�
The three women left, chatting about styles, colors, and accessories. Hannah wrapped strips of thick cloth used for drying around herself went in search of Sir James. She found him behind another door, in a room filled from floor to ceiling with papers, charts, maps, graphs, and scrolls. In the very center stood a large worktable that two men were dismantling so it would fit through the door. A small bed sat in the sitting room, which seemed a proper name for the room when stated that way. People �sat� in it. Sat and talked, many of them from the number of chairs, sofas, and benches conveniently placed. Sir James must entertain often.
William entered and said, as if surprised, �Let me guess who you are, young lady. You are the niece I�ve heard so much about but have never seen.� He stressed the last word and tried unsuccessfully to hide a smile. �It is very nice to meet you.�
Sir James held several scrolls and charts rolled up in his arms. He kept trying to put them on shelves already overflowing with others, and they continued rolling off. Finally, he stood them in a corner and said, �I will need a place to work near here. Find one and move all this.�
William nodded, but said, �If I may offer a suggestion. Your library is valuable and having it elsewhere may not be the best idea. The sitting room is oversized. Would you consider the carpenters building shelves in the corner of the main room for your temporary use?�
�Excellent idea,� Sir James threw his chest out and crowed as if he�d thought of it himself. �She can sleep in here, and I can work out there. Temporarily.�
�I�ll see to it,� William said. �I also took the liberty of instructing the seamstresses to have three dresses delivered here within the hour. One will be a housedress and the others formal. I also asked for slippers and anything else a young girl may need for an audience with her King.�
Sir James spun on William. �He already knows?�
�And insists on both of you being in attendance at your earliest, which means he wants you there now,� William said.
�Send a messenger that we will be there as soon as we have proper clothing. Don�t explain further, just let him wonder at what we wear.�
William headed for the door. �It is so interesting to have you back, sir.� The door closed firmly behind him.
Hannah said, �He�s a bit rude, isn�t he?�
�Yes, he always has been, but I couldn�t ask for a better uncle.�
�Uncle? He is your uncle. So he knows you�re not my uncle?�
�Yes, but he also knows that if I make the claim, he will back it up to the death. I do not have to explain my reasons to him, although we spend many an evening in front of the fire, sipping white wine and talking about home, family, orchards, and fresh air. It does not matter what. 'Family� is about togetherness and talking of nothing and enjoying it. I�ll explain it all to him soon enough.�
�In many ways, you have a strange relationship.�
Sir James shrugged. �We manage. He has insisted I find a wife for twenty years or more, but my job and poor attitude make me a sad catch for any woman.�
She shook her head. �A woman looks inside of a man to see more than what he shows to the world. A woman would be good for you.�
He carried an armload of scrolls from the chart room to a sofa and placed them down as if each was made of thin glass, then went back for more.
Hannah strode around the room, still wrapped in lengths of drying cloth, examining statues, carvings, and on one table colorful rocks, just plain rocks as near as she could tell. She paused near the fireplace and admired the man wearing the crown in the painting above it. She said, �I�m going to meet him, the King, I mean. Today.�

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Sir James faced Hannah and said, �I�d hoped to put this off a few days until you learn a few basics of how to greet your King, how to speak to him, and the required civilities. But it seems you�re going just to have to be your charming self and do the best you can. Fortunately, he has called for a private audience so the gawkers will not be there the criticize you.�
�Is he old, too?�
�Like me? Well, not as old, but older than young. He loves children, especially those well-behaved and mannered.�
Hannah laughed, then noticed Sir James was not. �Uh-oh.�
�Uh-oh, indeed. I cannot teach you all the things you need to know in a portion of one day. So I will say this. No matter what is said, no matter how much you disagree, you must be respectful to your King.�
Hannah heard the iron in his tone and wondered at the reaction of the two squires-in-training when they heard the same iron speech come dawn when they were introduced to the flagon at sunup. She said solemnly, �I will. I promise.�
She continued to wander the room attracted by first an artifact on display, then a painting of a woman, followed by a carving of a deer leaping. Each held a story, and Sir James eagerly shared all of them. She held an ornate knife that had been a gift to the crown a hundred years earlier, far too fancy to be of practical use, when all three of the tittering seamstresses reentered. The young one carried a blue dress trimmed with white lace. One of the others a pair of blue slippers made the same color. The last another blue dress, of fancier lines.
Sir James turned his back and strode to his bed-chamber, leaving them to their tasks of dressing and preparing her. One asked if the color blue looked just right. Hannah exclaimed that it was the perfect snapdragon color of blue. They dressed her, had her spin, made minor adjustments and would have continued long into the night, but Sir James cleared his throat and called to them, �The King awaits. Leave the house dress there for later and please make at least three more tomorrow.�
�Just look at your beautiful niece,� one said, then burst into a fit of giggles as if she�d said something funny.
His face lit up, as he entered, wearing different pants, polished boots that rose to his knees, and a loose shirt decorated with a gold stripe beside a crimson one the same size running from his left shoulder to his waist. He�d slicked his hair back, and Hannah smelled the strong cologne before she saw him.
Hannah stood, dressed in the blue formal dress, her hair tied with a matching blue ribbon, and her shoes matched the same color. Her lip trembled in anticipation. �Like it?�
�You are indeed a princess,� he said, his voice choked with emotion. �Where is the little girl in ragged homespun I knew a few days ago?�
She ran and leaped into his open arms. He spun her around, but when she caught an unexpected glimpse of the three seamstresses, two of them wore bitter expressions. Only the younger one smiled with what looked like genuine affection. But Hannah let her eyes flick away before they noticed she�d found them out. It felt no different than the morning kitchen when the cooks talked and gossiped about her. They would look at another right in the eye and lie, then laugh and talk behind their back.
Sir James said, taking her by the hand and almost dragging her from the room, �We must hurry. The King awaits.�
Once in the hallway, she pulled back and slowed. The dress nearly reached her ankles and running threatened to trip her. She said, �Uncle James, will I always have those three make me more clothes?�
�Why? Do you need something else?�
�I�m thinking of the future, is all. Will it always be the same people?�
�We have dozens of seamstresses. I have never seen any of those three, but you can request them if you�re satisfied.� He gave her hand a small squeeze intended to settle the issue.
She continued down the hallway with him, trying to see the pictures on the walls, the tapestries, and even glimpses out the small windows. She said, �I would request one of them.�
He pulled to a stop near an intersection of hallways and knelt at her side. �Something is on your mind. Why would you request one?�
�The other two are snipes.�
�Snipes? What in the world are those?�
�They�re mean women who smile to your face and talk dirt to your back.�
Standing again, Sir James said, �You are going to make things most interesting in the palace. I don�t need to know how you figured them out so fast, but I accept your judgment. We will talk more of this later.� He reached out and pushed a door open.
Two guards stood inside, both giving a salute to Sir James, and he raised his open hand in return. �May I enter?�
�He�s waiting,� one guard said before opening the next door.
Hannah expected to enter a room at least twice as big as the one Sir James called his own. She expected to see a suite larger than the ballroom in the Earl�s Castle, more ornate than any room she�d seen so far. Peeking past the Knight, she stumbled to a stop.
Inside the door, she found a room smaller than the Knight�s bedroom, almost as small as his library that she would use for a bedroom. Two more guards stood beside another door, and a third door stood open, allowing sunlight to fill the room. Outside that door, she saw another terrace, not unlike the one Sir James enjoyed, but far smaller. Another guard stood discretely in the corner of the terrace. A man sat there at a table. A very ordinary looking man.
She glanced at the room again. Expensive tapestries hung on the walls where there were not bookcases or shelves. An ornate chandelier hung above a massive table filled with stacks of papers. The chandelier hung from the carved ceiling by an iron chain that ran from it the top and then across to one wall and a hook where they could raise or lower it. She counted twelve candles.
�Hannah, wake up,� the Knight hissed.
They crossed the room and went to the door leading outside. Sir James came to a halt in the doorway and stood tall. �My Lord.�
The man sitting waved an impatient hand to bring them forward. �Come on, let me see what you�ve brought home this time. I�ve already heard a few tongues wagging.�
�Her name is Hannah, Sire.�
Hannah tried to stand upright like Sir James. She looked at the plump man, his balding head, and eyes that were small and crafty until he smiled. He sat at a table made of a single slab of white stone, and a chair of peeled-bark wood. The legs of the chair were four different sizes, the back of the chair too short, and unless the floor was crooked, the legs were of different lengths because she noticed it rock slightly as he shifted positions. He said, �Instead of taking my measure, you look to my chair. What is your impression?�
�I expected something better.�
He exploded in laughter. �Would you change your mind if I explained that this chair was fashioned by my hands when I was only a little older than you?�
She hesitated, then, believing she should be honest, said, �Did you ever make any better ones?�
He waved a wrist, indicating for them to sit. The other five chairs at the table were fashioned by professional hands, although they were still simple in design and also made of peeled-bark wood, a type of construction favored by peasants. The man gave Sir James a slap on his shoulder when he bent to sit, but his eyes were on Hannah. �When presented with the same question I asked you, most lie to their King. Only James and William tell me the whole truth. Do you want to know why I sit in this chair? I�ll tell you, anyhow. It�s old, misshapen, and I have never been able to get the damn thing to sit square, but it reminds me of my many failings, and how much others are better at certain tasks.�
Hannah said, �What about the Old Mage? Did he always tell you the truth?�
The King didn�t miss that she used did instead of does when speaking of the Old Mage.� He flinched at the word but then chuckled hoarsely, but without humor. �That rascal tells me what he wants me to hear, or what I need to hear. But you are right when the three of us sip ale or wine here. There is more truth passed between us than in the rest of my entire palace.�
Sir James said, �I must speak of things you will not enjoy.�
�You must tell me all.� The King waved to a servant and motioned for wine to flow.
The King�s eyes darkened as he listened, but he never once interrupted. Twice he drained his goblet, and the servant leaped to refill it. Finally, Sir James finished his tale, telling the story in simple, unedited words, from the initial attack to the wagon that carried them into the Palace grounds. The only item left out were any mentions of Hannah�s mage ability.
The King turned to Hannah. �Do you wish this man to be your uncle and benefactor?�
�Yes.�
�Done. Unfortunately, I never had the pleasure of meeting your mother, but have heard of her many times at this very table from your father. That alone certifies your birthright. I will make the Royal pronouncement later today at a meeting of my Lords and Ladies. Do you understand what that means?�
�I think I�m beginning to and wish it was different.�
The King looked at Sir James, �She speaks her piece, doesn�t she?�
�Like her father.�
�She looks like him, only prettier.� Again, the King turned to her. �From a fire starter to a princess in a few days. It would be a lovely bedtime story but for the darkness that will follow. While many will appreciate the justice of it and they will support you, others will not. Those most powerful in the kingdom sit near my throne. Should I die, or better said, when I die, a firestorm of ambition will flare into being like none before. Knowing these people, I expect to have more deaths follow mine, as they fight and claw for position in line for the crown.�
�I�m not interested in it,� Hannah declared.
�Which may be the very reason you should wear it, young lady. But my fear is for your immediate safety. I want you to make me a single promise here, today.� He waited for her to agree.
�I have to know what it is, first.�
He almost laughed, then turned serious again. �If I die in the next few years, you will barricade yourself in a room, or run for the hills, or whatever it takes to remain at a distance from your enemies, all of whom are blood-related to you in some fashion.�
Her impulsive words never made it past her lips. She gulped them back as she saw in the King�s eyes that he required her answer and solemn promise. She reached out and took his hand in hers. �I promise.�
�While I can appoint Sir James to be your guardian, I can proclaim him your �uncle� but in name only. There are those who scour the births and deaths trying to keep track of all and their positions, and they will soon know your precise lineage. Most of them hold a birthright of some level and how high they rise depends on who above them dies, and when, or who is born. The game in this palace is power, and who has it, wins the game.� He finished his third goblet of wine before setting it down on the stone table so hard he may have bent the metal bottom.
Sir James said to her, �I agree with our King. We�ll use the word uncle as a term of generosity or endearment.�
The King said, �That aside, we still have the primary reason for my request. The murder of my Mage and my three Knights is unacceptable, as are the attempts on the life of Hannah, a member or the royal family and successor to the throne. As of now, we begin a private war, the three of us. All else are suspect.� He pounded his fist on the stone table, making the goblets jump.
Sir James said, �You and I can narrow the list of suspects to three or four. The Old Mage was not the target of the assassination attempts. It was Hannah, but none outside of the Earl�s Castle knew of her, so that narrows the suspects even further.�
The King threw his head back and sighed. �From your tale, we know of one culprit for sure. I will dispatch people to arrest the Earl�s Young Mage and return him here for questioning before I introduce him to my Dungeon Master.�
Sir James stood. �Sire, Hannah and I have work to do. If you�ll excuse us, we will get started.�
�You offer that excuse to leave because I�m making a mistake?� the King demanded.
�Not exactly a mistake, but a futile action. By now the mage you�re seeking is long dead at the hands behind this, or he is in league and has hidden himself away, as is the second mage he worked with, the one who offered the rewards closer to your palace. Whoever it is that is behind this attack would not dare leave them alive or unguarded.� Sir James said.
�Go. Attend to your business while I think,� the King snarled.
Once in the hallway again, Hannah whispered, �He�s your friend?�
�A very upset friend. And a very dangerous one. I feel like spiriting you away until things settle down.�
�Spiriting?�
�Nothing like that it sounds. I meant it would be safer to hide you until the King makes his pronouncement and you get officially enrolled in the line of succession. I don�t think anyone will attempt anything here in the palace, but I would never have believed what happened has in the last three days either.�
They again walked on carpets laid two and three deep, pausing to gaze at the intricate stitching on tapestries, and admire the strokes of paintings, some so real in appearance the people in them seemed ready to speak. Sir James paused when she indicated she wished, and he commented on several. He said, �How about a tour of the palace?�
�Can we?�
He took her arm and escorted her down the hallway and descended the stairs, drawing the eyes of the Royals as they passed. But she only saw Royalty, yet in Sir James� rooms there had been maids, William, the seamstresses, and the men who carried the water and tub all moved about, and she assumed the other suites of rooms required the same number of people.
She said, �There are no servants.�
�They have their own passages,� he replied, as if it was natural for Royalty and servants to walk different hallways, then he relented slightly. �Smaller and often faster for them to travel.�
He entered the market again using the same outside door as before at the bottom of the massive stairs. As it opened the dim of drums, singing, shouting, barking, and conversation assaulted their ears. Hannah felt the eyes of several people on her and accepted the smiles and nods directed her way. She returned most, initiated others. She said with more than a hint in her voice, �I have not eaten today.�
He pulled to a stop. �You ate nothing while in my rooms?�
�Food was there?�
�On the serving table in the corner. I�m sorry, I assumed you knew.� He glanced around and pointed at a fat woman cooking over a low fire. �There. I have eaten her pies before. You�re in for a treat.�
Hannah felt his arm steer her to the woman. The cook greeted Sir James with a friendly smile and asked what he wanted. He pointed, and she reached for a deep-fried pie made of folded crust. Hannah took a small bite and found the inside filled with tiny cubes of spiced meat and cheese. One bite assured her, she had tasted the best food in the kingdom. He took her arm and guided her in the direction of another vendor, this one selling a variety of sweets similar to those she served at the banquet.
�This is so good,� she said between bites of the meat pie.
He smiled and started to respond when his eyes flicked to one side. The Knight suddenly shoved her with enough force for her to leave her feet. The meat pie flew off from her hand as if on its own, while she struck the ground face-first, then spun onto her back and rolled over twice.
A throwing knife struck the dirt where she had first landed on the ground. Hannah saw the knife vibrating, and she rolled over, again and again, seeing another knife flash through the air. It also landed behind her. She heard shouts and running feet. Women screamed, and everyone in the immediate area tried to get away from the knives flying through the air, and the fight in progress.
Then a sudden quiet filled the marketplace. People had slowed and even stopped. Sir James stood, a bloody knife in his hand and three men lay at his feet, only one of them moving. He snapped at the first palace guards to arrive, �This one to the dungeon. Carry the dead away, too. I�ll follow, soon. Do not talk, search, or injure him further.�
More guards arrived and ordered others to lift and carry the men. It had all taken no more time than to draw a few short breaths. Hannah stood, looked at her dirty and torn dress. Tears flowed, more for the ruined dress than she wished to admit, but it had been her first new dress. Then, her anger shifted. People had tried to kill her in the King�s palace. People she didn�t know. When Sir James attempted to calm her, she pulled him away. �You promised me. You said you would teach me to fight, so I never have to feel helpless again.�

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Sir James all but dragged her back to his rooms without speaking a word to her or anyone else. He slammed the door to the hallway shut and snarled, �I would never have believed something like this would happen here. There will be hell to pay.�
He paced the room while Hannah remained standing, wondering at her impertinence to speak to the King�s Knight as she had, and in front of a hundred witnesses. Now the tales of her poor upbringing would spread like flames along an oil spill.
Besides all that happened, her stomach growled in protest at nothing to eat. She saw an apple beside a bowl of fruit and reached for it. Sir James noticed her and adjusted his pacing to take him past the bowl, too. He selected a handful of grapes.
Sir James sat in a padded chair; his shoulders slumped, with a dejected look on his face. He said, �Okay, I�ll go interview your attacker in the marketplace. But I�ve also been thinking about your education, and it falls into four major areas. This is not going to be easy on you.�
�Four?�
�First is basic reading and writing. That includes history, geography, math, and maybe ten more formal subjects. You also need to learn Royal protocol, manners, palace intrigue, and behavior in meeting your equals, and others.�
�That sound like more than four to me.�
�It�s only the first two. You will also need to enter your father�s quarters and begin to learn the basics of being a mage, without anyone knowing, and you will have to teach yourself, at least at the beginning. Oh, we might be able to find a closed-lipped instructor later, but not right away until I know who to trust.�
�That�s three.�
�Yes. The fourth and last is learning to protect yourself.� He stood and threw a pillow at her head.
She ducked.
He charged.
She darted away.
Sir James nodded in approval. �Only a fool would stand and fight someone five times as large unless he held a weapon he felt sure would win. That�s your first lesson. Learn when to fight, not how.�
�I want to learn how to fight, not run away.�
�Running should be your first option. Always. No matter who you fight, slip on a wet floor or misjudge the thrust of a rapier, and your part will end unfavorably.�
Placing her hands on her hips, she scowled at him. �You talk, but don�t teach me.�
Sir James stood and towered over her. He walked to the bowl of fruit and ate more grapes as he said, �I must go to the dungeons, but upon my return, we will talk further.�
Hannah watched him walk stiffly out the door, wanting to apologize, but not know how. When he came back, she would tell him. In the future, she would try to obey, and she would take up the studies he wanted. She was still staring at the door when a soft knock sounded.
She opened the door to find a pair of girls not much older than her, standing in the hallway. They wore dresses that were more evening gowns than day-dresses, each adorned with fancy stitching and made of colorful material. Their brown hair curled, their faces held traces of powder, and both wore the sweetest false smiles Hannah had encountered outside of the kitchens at her old job.
�Oh, you must be Hannah, the new girl we�ve heard so much about,� the taller of them said, whirling her way into the suite as if she owned it.
The other girl giggled and said as she also brushed past Hannah, �They said your dress is like those the servants wear, but they didn�t� say it was a dirty one.�
�My name is Mena,� the first to enter declared, �and this is Trillian, your cousin, I believe if you are indeed related to us, which I doubt after getting a look at you.�
Trillian, the shorter one who claimed to be related said, �Everyone is talking about you.�
Hannah glanced at the nearest guard. His face remained as blank as the wall behind him. She said to the girls in a flat voice, �It�s very nice to meet you.�
�It�s very nice to meet you, too,� Mena echoed, copying Hannah�s accent perfectly before both girls fell into more fits of laughter.
Trillian whispered behind her hand, �Bumpkin.�
�Told you so,� Mena laughed, not caring that Hannah heard the exchange.
�Where�d you get that dress? From a chimney cleaner?� Trillian snickered while adjusting her perfectly fitted dress.
Hannah had yet to force a smile, but she hadn�t allowed her temper to flare, either. Compared to the kitchen cooks, these girls were benign, barely beginners at waspishness. Hannah stood a head shorter than either but understood the guards would prevent any physical attacks. They were still laughing, but it sounded forced and more taunting than humorous.
She allowed herself to smile as she took a step closer to them. �They attacked me in the market, and my dress got torn and dirty when I was knocked down, but maybe one of you can help me since I�m new here.� She held their eyes as if asking for personal help, and opening the door for more teasing.
Trillian said, using an earnest voice that drew more giggles from Mena, �We�d love to help you, Hannah.�
�Well,� Hannah sighed, �it�s about manners, you see. I think the King said that only a few people are ahead of me in line for the throne, so does that mean the two of you should kneel or bow in my presence? I don�t understand all the rules yet, but I am learning.�
Shocked expressions filled their faces, but Trillian recovered and snarled, �Ladies courtesy, we do not bow. You don�t know anything.�
�Then curtsey,� Hannah said the word softly, knowing full well what the word meant and the difference. She�d been required to curtsey when encountering Royalty her whole life, along with the other servants. Women of lower social class always curtsey to their superiors.
�What?� Mena asked.
Hannah took another step forward and stood only a single step away. �I ordered you to curtsey.�
�I will not . . .�
Without breaking eye contact with her, Hannah raised her voice slightly, �Guard, do I have the power to have these two arrested and disciplined for their disrespect?�
�Arrested?� Trillian shouted, her eyes flashing as she raised a hand as if to slap Hannah.
The guard, already moving closer to protect Hannah, said firmly, �Yes, you may have them arrested, Lady Hannah. I am your witness to their disrespect to the crown.�
�Wait,� Mena said to the guard, then made the smallest of curtsies.
Trillian�s hand lowered as if she�d never raised it, and she also curtsied, but her eyes were hateful, and she wore a snarl. Hannah nodded her thanks to them, �If you two will excuse me, I have to meet with important people today and must dress for them accordingly.. Thank you for stopping by to say hello and please try to remember your manners on your next visit.�
Instead of waiting for an answer, she did as she�d seen one of the Royals at the Earl�s Palace. She turned her back on them and waited to hear them retreat.
�They�re gone,� the guard she faced said, withholding his smile. �You certainly put them in their place.�
She sighed, �But they�ll always remember. I could use a friend.�
�Not either of those two,� the guard said, then added, �Not my place to say that, please excuse my impertinence.�
She waved him off and sat heavily in a chair covered with material so soft and slick she almost slid off. The pattern woven into it reminded her of ivy growing on a wall. William entered and said, �You are a mess. Maybe your guards can escort you down to the first floor where the seamstresses work. When you get there, ask for Molly. She�s my wife, and she can get you set up with a decent wardrobe for everyday wear.�
�� Hannah remembered the second dress, the simple one. She quickly went into the bed-chamber and noticed someone had removed the copper tub and buckets, but the dresses lay where she�d placed them on the bed. She slipped out of the torn dress and pulled another over her head. Her stomach rumbled. Aside from two bites of the meat pie before the knife attack, she still hadn�t eaten.
She remembered the bowl of fruit. She ran back into the sitting room and flashed a grin at the single guard. William was in the chart room, giving orders to workers setting up her bed and storing scrolls, maps, and papers.
At the fruit bowl, she reached for the grapes. They glowed a faint bluish color, rippling slightly on the surface. She�d seen a similar effect before. Where? Her mind seized for the time and place. Inside the hollow tree when the sorceress mixed the compounds together the last spell glowed in the same manner. It looked like a thin layer of green flame when Evelyn did it. The grapes looked coated in shimmering blue.
She drew her hand away and stepped back, drawing William�s attention. He said, �Something wrong?�
�The grapes. I think they�re enchanted.�
�How could you possibly know that?�
She quickly told him she�d seen it before. William shouted, �Sir James!� He turned to the guard, �You! To the dungeon and fetch Sir James.�
The guard lumbered off. Hannah demanded, �Who has been in this room since we left?�
�Nobody. I�ve been here the whole time. The seamstresses left with you, and I have not called the maids back.�
�This bowl of fruit was not here earlier.�
�It must have been. I spent most of my time in this room and only went into the chart room just before you came in. Maybe those two girls brought it as a welcoming gift.�
The girls had brought nothing but dire attitudes. Hannah turned slowly, looking at the room and how a bowl of fruit might suddenly appear. She paused, her eyes on the doorway leading outside, and said aloud, �The terrace.�
She leaped to the door and threw it open. Nobody stood outside on the terrace, but she made a full turn and pointed. A rope hung from the roof to the corner of the terrace. She stalked to the rope. Hannah looked up at the edge of the roof. A shadow moved, the barest glimpse of someone peeking over the side. A faint blue glow about the head told her when and where the intruder moved, and her eyes tracked him, or her, despite being obstructed by stone walls. The glow moved near the edge of the roof, well out of sight of the others, but the faint blue glow around the head identified where it went to Hannah until it disappeared as if it ran to the other side of the roof.
William pointed and said, �Scuff marks on the wall from shoes. Someone climbed down, left the bowl of fruit, and then climbed back up.�
Hannah returned to the bowl. Only the grapes held the peculiar blue glow, but she didn�t dare eat any for fear of unleashing an unknown spell.
William asked, �The spell you spoke of earlier. It was the no-see spell?�
�But it was green instead of blue.�
�You�re sure the grapes were enchanted?�
Hannah turned to William, hands on hips. She shook her head. �No, I am not sure. The only things I am sure about is that the grapes have a similar shimmer and glow as what the sorceress mixed, and that somebody felt it so important that they climbed down a wall from the roof to place them here.�
The door to the hallway burst open, and the guard they sent for Sir James, stumbled inside. His eyes were wild and his words hoarse, �Sir James is dead.�

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Sir James dead? Hannah stood still, as stunned as William.
William snapped at the guard, �Explain yourself.�
�They said he fell ill while on the stairs. He never made it to the dungeon. He was dead when they discovered him, just a short while ago.� The guard spoke so fast his words nearly ran together.
Hannah slumped into a chair. Her new �uncle� and protector dead? As was her father? Who were these people that held power so highly that they would kill any who stood in their way? She wept for Sir James, and her father, as well as the situation she found herself in. I was better off lighting the morning fires. 
Then a coldness settled over her, a curtain as solid as iron. They died because someone wished her dead. She glanced at the bowl containing the grapes, and her head snapped up. They had been placed there for her to eat, but anyone could enter and take a handful, and that showed how callous the murderers were. If the grapes were poisoned others were in danger.
She turned to the guard, who still looked stunned and unable to protect himself, let alone others. �He died from eating grapes from that bowl. Poisoned grapes. You need to take them somewhere and dispose of them where nobody and no animals can eat them. Do not touch the grapes with your bare fingers. Do it now.�
The guard reluctantly took the bowl into his shaking hands and carried it away from his body as if what was inside might suddenly spring free and attack him, which it might. Hannah watched him order another guard positioned in the hallway to lead him and open all doors while he kept both hands on the bowl.
William wrung his hands and closed the door to the hallway. He drew in a deep breath and said to her, �I�ve been with Sir James my whole life and his death has not yet hit me. But I know him, and I also recognize the power in a person. You needed the fruit disposed of, but it did not have to be done this instant. It was a means to clear the room, so just you and I remain.�
�I trust you.�
�We are almost related, being an uncle to the King�s Knight.�
�He died because of me.�
�Do not twist things to make yourself feel better. He died because someone murdered him. You are in no way responsible.�
�What will you do now?� Hannah asked.
�I will retire to a small farm I own in the uplands. It is my family home, the place where I was born.�
�You worked for Sir James all these years. How did that happen?�
�He requested my services from the King.�
She considered crying for a time and instead resolved to stand firm. Crying could come later. �The King told me to let him know if there is anything I need. I need you. Will you allow me to make that request of him?�
�To work for you?�
�Yes. It may be dangerous, and has cost the lives of two, already. I�ll understand if you refuse.�
William stood taller and straightened his shirt. He said, �Sir James has taught me to live bravely and with honor. I appreciate your offer and accept it as I know he would expect.�
She shook her head. �No, you don�t do this for him. Or me. You do it for yourself and if you fail you have only yourself to blame.�
William said, �He did mention that you may be thirty-five-years-old instead of twelve.�
�Eleven.�
�In that case, I accept. Do you have a plan?�
�I do. At least I think I do. Sir James told me to run instead of fight until I have the advantage. He said never fight an even battle or where the other has the advantage.�
William nodded. �I�ve heard him say much the same thing.�
�Good. My biggest problems are that I don�t know the rules of the fight we are in, and I don�t know the players. Do you agree with those?�
William nodded again.
He seemed to be reconsidering his agreement to help her, and she talked faster so he would understand. As the only person, she trusted, she needed him. He did not need her, nor the job she offered. �I�m going to hide. I think I know the perfect place and with your help, it will work. Then you can go to your farm until I send for you if I do.�
William rose and placed the bar across the door. He went to the terrace door and made sure there were no ears out there listening. �Speak softer. Tell me your ideas.�
�My father, the Mage, lived here in the palace. He still has his apartment, I heard.�
�He has. . . had, a large suite, mostly filled with his library and work spaces.�
�It is locked; I assume?�
�Most certainly. He has many valuables in there.�
�Is it possible for me to sneak in there and you bring me food in secret? Nobody will know where I am?�
William paced the room, almost talking out loud as he considered the idea, found problems with it and solved them. He said, �People will know someone is living there because of the deliveries and the lights in the windows, but a little misdirection may handle that. What if I sneak you into those rooms and deliver enough food for several days? You can keep from burning candles while dark; the nights are warm, so no fires are needed. We can hide you for many days.�
�I�m talking about longer than that,� Hannah said.
�So am I. That is where our misdirection will come in, and the help of the King.�
�King?�
�This is what we will do. After I take you to his apartment, I�ll send guards searching for you, telling them you ran away. I will also speak to the King and ask him to request another mage to replace your father. He will wish to interview them, and he may ask them to work in your father�s apartment on projects until he decides which of them to appoint as a replacement.�
Hannah placed her hands on her hips and curled her lip. �That will help me, how?�
�There will be no apprentices interviewed for the position of Royal Mage. There will be you, but it gives a story of why there will be food and water delivered, as well as why there is light in the windows.�
�And since everyone will be searching for me they will not think it might be me instead of mages in his rooms?�
William wrung his hands again. �I hate to sound so deceptive, but after you have run off, I intend to have sightings, all in the same direction of the countryside, one or two a day. I�ll offer a reward to be paid by the King. And I will ask the King to bring in several apprentice mages for interviews and tests.�
�The King will agree to all this?�
�Not The King. Your King will. After all, you are nearly sitting on his throne as we speak. However, as a backup plan, if he does not agree with all I�ve said, I suggest we still do as Sir James suggested. I think you should run. And I know the perfect place.�
�Where is that?� Hannah demanded, expecting him to suggest his small farm or some other isolated location.
William lowered his voice. �The sorceress who helped you. I think we should have you pay her a long-term visit at the first opportunity. It would be too dangerous to travel to her now, but soon.�
Hannah found she liked the idea. She liked all of them. First, she would hide in her father�s apartments while everyone searched elsewhere. Then she would make her way back to the tall trees and ask for help. While there she would be safe and learn how to become a sorceress if the woman would have her. She said, �You have the ear of the King.�
William said, �I often speak with the King in private. It has become part of my duties over the last ten or twenty years, and it is expected of me.�
�Have you an idea of how to get me to his apartment?� Hannah wished she had more of the no-see-me spell, but wouldn�t dare ask another sorceress to make one.
�We must do it quickly before people are searching for you. Now would be a good time.�
�Now?�
�Wait here.� William left the Knight�s suite and returned moments later carrying a folded cloth. He dumped it out on the table near her.
�A uniform?�
�That of a maid. Nobility never looks at maids. There are so many in the Palace that even they do not all know each other. Put it on and cover your hair with the kerchief. We need to leave now.�
�So fast?� she asked.
�Word of Sir James� death will spread fast. I�m his associate and will be recognized, so I�ll weep and make a scene, while you traipse behind me, handing me crying towels. You won�t draw a second glance.�
Hannah accepted the smock the maids wore and pulled it over her dress. The kerchief slipped over her hair, and she stuffed as much blonde hair inside as possible. William went to the door and sent the single remaining guard on an errand, then as soon as he was out of sight, handed Hannah the remaining cloths. �Keep your head down, no matter what�s said. When I reach back to you, hand me a cloth and in the name of all five old gods, don�t speak.�
William went to a chest and rummaged through a drawer. He withdrew his hand and held up a key before slipping the thong around his neck and tucking the key in his shirt. �In case Sir James needed something, your father made sure he had access to his quarters.�
He led her out of the room, down the hallway and around a turn before seeing anyone. When he did, William put both hands to hands to his face and moaned loudly. The woman obviously recognized him and spun away, disappearing down another hallway. The next encounter was a man who kept his eyes locked on William�s face until he passed them and continued. Not once had he so much as glanced at Hannah.
They passed several more, men and women, but none spoke to William or greeted him. A few did turn to Hannah as if to wonder why a servant walked the same halls as they, but the crying William answered that. William, it seemed, was related to Royalty and known by all, but was not one of them. She wondered how that could be if he and Sir James were related, but there seemed to be relationships she didn�t understand. In her world, there were mothers, fathers, sons, and daughters. Beyond that, she knew there were uncles, but not much more. I have a lot to learn.
They descended a set of stairs and entered a hallway darker and with less artwork on the walls. The walls were smoked solid black above the torch holders, and the few exposed beams had also turned black through the ages. Hannah realized they had entered an older part of the Palace, one not frequented by as many Royals.
She wanted to ask why they were in the poorer section of the Palace when William took them up another staircase, after casting her a final warning to be quiet. At the top, they faced a newer hallway, wider and longer than any she�d seen. At least ten noblemen or noblewomen were ahead, gathered into small groups or walking alone. They wore clothing sewn with gold threads, buttons shining of pearl, and jewelry that glittered of precious gems.
When they caught sight of William they yielded way, a few mumbling their sorrow at his loss. William had been right; the entire Palace seemed to know already of Sir James� passing, as well as that of the Old Mage. She may have made a mistake, but there seemed to be an air of excitement about them. She examined them as she followed William, thinking that a few may have moved a step or two closer to becoming King or Queen this day.
Near the end of the hallway, William removed the key from the string around his neck. The passageway continued past a few doors before coming to a T. William had the key ready, and at the proper door, he inserted it and turned. Hannah heard the click of a well-oiled lock and followed him inside as the door opened only enough to slip from the hallway.
The door shut quickly, but not before William looked out one more time.
Hannah stood and peered at the room her father must have entered a thousand times. Ten thousand. She saw a floor made of stone blocks worn smooth through the years. A makeshift kitchen filled the nearest corner of the large room, the crocks, mugs, jars, and dried foods obvious.
The rest of the room stood open, perhaps twice the size of the massive sitting room in Sir James� apartment, however, instead of furniture groupings and tables placed to hold food and wine for guests, there were tables, cabinets, storage units, and boxes piled one on top of others. The walls were rows of shelves, each containing books, scrolls, charts, and items of value or interest.
Hannah moved to a shelf and examined the bare bones of a fish, the insides and skin missing. A red rock that glittered sat next to it. She reached for the rock and pulled her hand away, blowing on her fingers. It was red from it being hot.
William had watched. �I would be very careful before touching anything in here.�
�Did he leave traps or triggers?�
�For intruders? I don�t know. I never heard of him doing that, but he may have.�
William sparked a taper to life and used it to light a candle. Hannah resisted rushing over and helping him with the chore, but she also saw the tears streaming down his cheeks. He turned his back to her and fell to his knees where he cried silently.
Hannah moved carefully around the room, finding it filled with thousands of interesting items. Some wore labels, others not. Since she couldn�t read, it didn�t matter what the words were, but on one bottle she saw the familiar skull and crossed bones and knew to stay away from it.
Another door opened into a rather plain sleeping room. The bed was raised, which was a sign of wealth, but other than that, the room was fairly empty. A set of drawers stood in a cabinet taller than her, and two chests sat side by side at the foot of the bed. Another door opened onto a secluded, flat area that overlooked the rear of the Palace, the back-alley places where they stored mundane items like wagons and tools for stonework, where crooks, thieves, and scoundrels gathered to plan their next assault on the good people of the palace.
Harsh smells dominated the rooms. Sour, sweet, rank, and dank all blended together. Together they combined into what might be called interesting, but not necessarily offensive. She recognized the rotten egg smell of sulfur and the damp of earth stored in pots.
The shelves of research material lining a full wall drew her interest. Sir James had told her that her education would consist of four parts, reading and writing the most important. She knew the alphabet to speak it, but nothing else. He had stressed that the other three parts came after reading, and she intended to make it so.
William stood aside, a short man with thinning hair and a bland expression, yet she knew that inside he was special�and her only friend person who cared about her, other than the King. She watched him watch her with interest. As her fingers brushed the top of rock carved into the shape of a turtle, to her lifting the lid of a wooden box to peek inside, she felt his eyes on her.
�I need to read. That is the first thing.�
�I can teach you that, but it will take valuable time we do not have. They would miss me, and people would wonder, and then they would guess, some of them correctly.�
She turned to him and fought down the flush she felt. �Listen, this is all interconnected, and I must read to survive. Reading opens the way for learning. What do you suggest?�
William didn�t react to her anger. Instead, he said, �I will give you the beginnings of reading, and you will have to find ways to amuse yourself for at least thirty days.� He went to a desk and stacked all the papers on a nearby table. He sat and began to use a quill and ink. After a few letters, he halted long enough to use the pen knife to slice the nib of the feather into a sharper point. He continued printing as she moved closer and watched. It was the same as with her mother so long ago. The letters and strokes were familiar, even if she didn�t remember it all.
When he filled the paper with two lines of tiny letters, he set the quill aside and blew to dry the ink. Then he pointed to a stack of blank paper and said, �You can say the letters, now you will learn them. Print each letter in order and say its name out loud. Make them look exactly like mine. When I return later, I expect to find letters on both sides of the papers and I will test your memory.�
�Will you bring food?�
He laughed as if she said something funny and headed for the door. �A caution. Make no noise that might be heard outside these walls.�
She watched him open the door and slip outside before sitting on the same stool at the table as he had. When will I eat? She lifted a quill and examined it. The feather felt odd in her hand. Instead of dipping it in ink, she moved the pointed nib over the first letter that William printed, realizing she hadn�t followed the lines. If there had been ink, she would have an unrecognizable letter to begin. She traced it again. And again.
Then she moved to the next letter. It grew boring by the third letter, and she reached for a piece of paper. With the ink on the quill, she drew the first line of the first letter. The slant needed to be more, and the first stroke of the A was too long. Her letter was twice the size of that she copied. She tried again. The ink smeared. Again.
Half the page was filled with attempts before she managed a reasonable likeness to the first letter, as she said it out loud each time she made it. Her hand cramped and she shook it to relieve the pain. But she knew how to make a letter, and she knew which one it was. It was a start.
Standing, she shook her hand again and decided to examine the bedroom closer before working on the second letter. If she lived here, she would hide anything personal in the room where she slept so sneak thieves couldn�t enter and find it without waking her.
The bedroom had its own smells, unlike those in the other room. It smelled of old stone, soap, and a man. She stood near the center of the room and made a slow turn, looking at everything carefully. This was the room her father had slept in for years�she didn�t know how many. It also smelled of oak, pine, and the soft male scent was almost hers. Familiar, but slightly different. He was a mage and consorted with Kings, but blood-related. She knew he held many secrets, and part of his occupation was dealing with secrets. Within his apartment would be where he would conceal them, the bedroom even more so.
Hannah had once hidden a broken copper clasp she�d found, and the nail from a horseshoe in her room. Others shared the room, and most were not above stealing from her. She had used the nail to scrape away old mortar below the window where water seeped in when it rained. The mortar had turned soft and came away easily. After placing the nail in the slot she�d carved out, she wet the mortar she had removed with spit, mixed it and smeared it back into the crack. The clasp went on the lintel above the door, just a small ledge barely wide enough to hold it. But who would climb on the broken chair to look?
She went to the chest of drawers and searched the contents of each, placing each item on the bed after she unrolled or unfolded it and felt along each seam. She found nothing, but that only encouraged her. It meant her father was careful and hid his secrets well.
She removed the drawers, one at a time. Each was felt for secret compartments, turned over to look at the bottom and back, and examined the inside of the cabinet itself. Hannah found no compartments or hidden objects. She shoved the empty cabinet aside and examined the floor and the wall behind.
Standing back at the center of the room again, she said, �I didn�t expect to find anything there, but the chests are next, then the bed. Then the rest of the room.�
The first chest held linens for the bed. The second was locked. She had choices. Breaking the lock would make noise, trying to pick it might take days, but finding the key would let her in right away. �The Old Mage would keep the key nearby,� she mused, allowing her eyes to do her searching. Searching for the key was different than searching the entire room for who knows what.
The bed. It stood on legs that rose taller than she could reach, but her father was short, barely taller than her. Smiling to herself, she realized anyone else searching for the key would come to the same conclusion. The room lacked a chair to stand upon, but the bed itself would allow her to reach the top.
Before stepping on the white linen, she removed the blue slippers and stepped up. A quick scan of the four posts revealed nothing, so she slid her hand up the first post, fingers wrapped around it to feel her way. The second post, the other one at the foot of the bed, held nothing either. She went to the third post, and as her hand reached near the top of the post, her fingers found a cavity facing the wall.
Inside the cavity felt cold, like the chill of iron. Her fingers deftly removed the key, and she returned to the chest. Delicately designs flowed on the leather covered wood, with thick iron bands rusting around either end. It looked old but well made by a master craftsman. The lock hung in front, large, intimidating, and promising security with its size.
The key turned easily. Hannah removed the lock which was almost as large as her palm and set it on the bed, then drew a breath before lifting the top. It lifted as if it weighed nothing.
Inside were unknown items, none looking important or valuable. She muttered, �He probably hid the good things at the bottom.�
She pulled out a book with tiny scribbles for writing and instantly recognized the first letter that she�d been practicing. She removed other books and a fancy scroll of heavy parchment. Then a necklace made of shells rattled and drew her attention. It held no value as far as she could see, but yet he�d stored it in a locked trunk. A child could make a similar necklace if he visited a beach. There was an old worthless knife, poorly made and coated with rust. A leather bag held promise until she dumped out several stones, which looked like plain old rocks found anywhere.
Flat, rectangular items wrapped in white linen drew her attention. She placed the first on the bed and removed the cloth. Inside was a detailed painting. About to put it aside, she hesitated. The painting was a young man, a woman of the same age, and a child. The child drew her attention.
She carried it to the only window and pulled back the drapes enough to allow a beam of sunlight to illuminate the painting. The face of the child was hers.
No, she decided. The child was a boy, and he shared features with the man, and with the woman. He was their son.
But he looked like her. As she peered at the three closer, she realized the boy was the Old Mage, the other two his parents. The family resemblance was clear. Her hands trembled. She held a picture of her father�and his parents. In her whole life, she had never thought about family beyond a mother and father.
She placed the small picture reverently to one side and unwrapped another painting. This one was larger and held two people, her father, and mother. She instantly recognized both. She had almost forgotten what her mother looked like, but in the painting, she was young, vibrant, and beautiful. Her gown was blue, the same snapdragon blue color Hannah liked, and her father wore tights and a darker blue blouse. A gold chain hung from his neck and supported a yellow pendant.
She held the painting close to her and cried. The chest did contain treasures, but only those meaningful to her, and her father. Instead of state secrets, the locked chest held his past, his personal treasures. She could believe the ordinary rock were picked up on a family trip from the shores of a favorite lake. The tears flowed as Hannah remembered her mother�s face, and now she had something that would remind her of the two as long as she lived. She cried until she fell asleep.
�Hannah?� William�s voice called softly.
She shot up in the bed and realized she had fallen asleep with the painting next to her. She could have rolled over and damaged it. The call of her name came again, soft but insistent.
�In here, William. I think I fell asleep.� She put the linens over the paintings before he reached the doorway, but his eyes went to the chest before his first step into the room.
�I see you found the key,� he said. �Your father and I believed the notch in the bedpost sufficient to keep it hidden, but I see you found it.�
�You knew?�
�That chest contains your family history. It is yours to do with as you wish.�
�Can you tell me about the people? I mean, the ones in the paintings?�
William perched on the edge of the other trunk. �I can, but those diaries will provide more information�and in your father�s words. You should wait until you can read it for yourself.�
�I worked on writing until my hand got sore.�
He shrugged, �Nothing of value comes easy. Right now, you are the talk of the Palace, and the rumors are flying about the deaths of Sir James and the Old Mage. You may be hidden in here for longer than we planned. Either that or we will find another way out.�
�They won�t leave me alone?�
�The King has agreed to seal these rooms�for years if necessary.�
�Years? I can�t stay here for years.�

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

�The King? Does he know where I am?� Hannah asked, a touch of fear adding a chill to the room.
Willian said, �I have spoken to him briefly, but there were others about, others with ears like field mice, listening to all. I will again speak with him, and in doing so, I must tell him of you in private, unofficially. The intrigue in this Palace is intense. Guards often sell their ears to Royals. Servants spy. Minor Royalty sells secrets for gold or favors to those closer to the throne.�
�Is everyone here, after power?�
�Yes.�
His short and sad answer stunned her. The Old Mage had made a similar comment, but at the Earl�s Castle, she had never seen the same sort of intense jostling for power or position. No, that was not true. She had seen it, but not realized it for what it was. Even in her kitchen, similar quests for power took place daily. The nasty old woman who baked the hard bread for the servants smiled and tossed out false compliments to other cooks when the Overseer made his rounds. Another over-salted a stew that a cook prepared, then stood aside wearing a small smile of satisfaction as the first received humiliation for the poor food preparation. A day later their jobs were reversed as the perpetrator received an undeserved promotion.
Hannah had watched it happen from her woodpile outside where she could peek around the edge of the door unseen. The maligned cook never knew what happened. There were other instances, too. Royals, men, and women, as well as servants and slaves, told lies, whispered hints of misdeeds and shared secrets. She had never understood why making someone else look bad helped them. Others always knew the truth.
�Is it always about power?� she asked.
William shrugged as he took a final longing look at the painting of the couple with the child. �The details are different, and some call it something else, but yes, it is always about power, money or sex. Now, let�s discuss the contents of this chest. I suggest you explore it in private then close and lock it again. You can return to it after you learn to read, or whenever you wish.�
�Why did you know about the key?�
�Your father trusted me.�
William seemed to have a habit of taking complicated subjects and reducing them to a few simple words. Hannah appreciated the short insights. �Want to see my writing?�
He chuckled, �I guess learning a single letter can be referred to as writing, so show me.�
Hannah took him to the desk and showed him her progress. However, now that time passed, and she looked over his shoulder critically, the results were not as good as she remembered. A sigh escaped.
�No,� he said quickly. �Look here. Your first attempts were too large, and the letters were slanted and misshapen. Half way down the page they become more recognizable and uniform. �What is the name of this letter?�
�A.�
�Do you understand the concept of writing?�
She shrugged. �So others can read it?�
�I should have phrased my question differently. That A is the sound you hear in words like acorn, angel, and air. Do you hear the A in each of them?�
�That�s the sound I wrote. I get it. My mother was teaching me when she died.� She felt the smile on her lips shrink to nothing.
William lifted the pen and scolded her for allowing the ink to dry on the tip. �Have to trim a new nib each time, then slice it for the ink to flow.� He cut the feather and examined it critically then demonstrated the strokes to make the letter. He told her that each mark had an associated sound. Her first two tasks were learning to print the letters and make the sounds.
She said, �I thought it would be harder.�
It was his turn to smile. He was not telling Hannah all, but she understood he had his reasons. Still, she didn�t wish him to think her silly or stupid. �There are things I�m supposed to learn. Four of them. Besides reading and writing, there are royal manners. There is learning what is in this room, my father�s library. And there is protecting myself.�
�In that order?� he laughed. �Seriously, you need to learn all those and survival. By that I mean, you must survive the palace intrigue which today will be at the top of your list.�
�You�re trying to say people are trying to kill me, right? Am I not safe here? Don�t you think I know that?�
He turned his eyes away as if trying to find the right words. When he looked at her again, there were tiny tears in the corners. �Already I am suspect in hiding you. Two different people followed me. I saw them and managed to slip away, but their scrutiny will increase every moment you are missing. There are hints of rewards for information about you. Soon the entire staff will be searching.�
�It�ll be impossible to hide me or bring me food.�
He hung his head. His voice took on a defeated tone. �I am just a manservant. I do not know how to do half of what is needed to protect and educate you, but if I fail, I also fail Sir James and the Old Mage, not to mention the King.�
Hannah went to him and placed her arm on his shoulder as he sat and looked at his feet. She said, �This is my problem. I will ask two things of you.�
�I fear I cannot do any, but ask.�
�These you can do. Help me pack. I cannot stay here. We both know that. Next, meet with the King and have him seal these rooms until my return.�
He turned to her, fear on his face. �Where will you go?�
�To the tree where the sorceress lives. It�s better for you if you do not know exactly where it is, then you cannot lie.�
�I feel guilty that you are running away, and I cannot help you.�
�Help me pack for a journey.�
William stood and wiped his eyes dry. �You cannot return to your old life, or even go near the Earl�s Castle. They will be watching it. I am going now to request an audience with the King. When I return, I�ll help you.�
Hannah watched him leave, knowing that each time he opened or closed the door to the apartment he risked discovery. If only one passerby or one servant happened to see him, the word would spread that Sir James� manservant visited the Old Mage�s quarters, and her enemies would draw their conclusions and know her location.
She stood beside the desk, trembling and fearing a knock would come that would be enemies. However, it didn�t sound. The sun sat low in the sky and sent slanted beams of light shooting across the study. Hannah made a full turn, seeing all the valuables in the room and knew the bedroom still held more. But her father was very good at hiding things.
She walked toward the bedroom while looking at everything in the room when a small protrusion under a workbench drew her attention. It was the only bump under a table she saw, and it drew her. It had a purpose, and was built to appear part of the underside of the table, yet it looked odd and out of place. She ducked her head and looked underneath the table top and at the gouged and pitted working surface of the table. The top was a slab of wood thicker than any top of the workbenches in sight.
She tapped the underside with her knuckles. In only one area, it sounded faintly like a drum. Besides the leg, the head of a single nail drew her attention. The head was above the surface, and as she looked closer, it had a slight color of brass or bronze, instead of iron. Her finger touched and pushed it. It depressed and a concealed drawer opened a finger�s width.
Hannah pulled the drawer open and found coins inside, gold, silver and a few coppers, along with more keys to unknown locks. A small parchment was rolled and tied with a red ribbon. A scabbard made of leather thinner than parchment held a long thin black blade that almost did not reflect the light. She withdrew a blade as long as her hand. Along the back of the blade, a thin design of leaves went from hilt to tip. The design had been carved from the black blade and filled with gold. She had never seen black-iron or the dull reflection of the light from it.
Instead of a belt to hold the scabbard, there were two belts, thin and short. She lifted the oversized maid�s skirt and placed the blade against her calf. Almost, but not quite right. The bulge, though slight, could be seen when she lowered the skirt. She moved the knife to the inside of her thigh and pulled the two belts snug.
The knife helped her calm down. She had left the large knife in Sir James� room when she changed clothes to see the King. The new knife sent a surge of confidence through her. She scooped up the coins without looking at them and noticed only a few were silver, the rest gold; many small ones, others larger, and two as large as full copper slags. If the little scroll was important enough to hide, she should take it, also.
The bedroom still called her name. She stood in the doorway, letting her eyes and mind do her work. Her father had carved a groove for the key to the chest, and a hidden button opened a drawer. She felt she was beginning to have an understanding of how his mind worked. He hid things where you looked last.
Yes, he was a mage. A magician. But he relied on the purely physical, too. A sorceress would have put a no-see spell on the important items, but he was a mage and didn�t trust a sorceress to do his work. The bed was the obvious place; and of course, the first any sneak thief would search. Therefore, it held nothing of value. She had already searched the two trunks, inside and out, although she wished for the time to examine the one with his personal effects closer.
That left the room itself. He was old and wouldn�t like bending over. She went to the nearest corner and moved her hands along the stone wall, from waist high to her head. They followed a pattern, touching every stone and pushing. The first wall held nothing, but the next ran along one side of the bed with only enough room to move beside it.
Her instincts said it would be on that wall. She slowed her search and moved more carefully. When she touched a single stone, it moved the smallest amount. She touched it again, and it did not. She pushed harder. Nothing. She looked at it closely and saw nothing unusual, but she had felt the click. She knew it.
Leaning closer to peer at the cracks, her hand touched the next stone, and it clicked, a minute sound that was more felt than heard. She touched it again and nothing. She touched each of the surrounding stones and felt nothing. But there had been two clicks.
She touched the first stone and again felt the click. Then the second and it clicked. Back and forth. One then the other. Why?
She had it. One opened and the other closed. But what? It was not magic. It was a switch, but what did it operate? Her eyes went up to the ceiling. The Mage wouldn�t climb there. She looked down. She stood on a small rug over the floor made of large paving stones. She kicked the rug aside. The stone she stood on looked just like all the others, but it was the only place to stand. Or was it?
Hannah took a step backward and bent to push the first stone on the wall. It clicked, and the paving stone on the floor rose up, via a mechanical connection. It cleared the floor enough to allow her to see a compartment underneath. She went to her knees and slipped her fingers under the paving stone and lifted. It raised higher on metal tracks. Below were only three items.
She removed a round glass bead, a thin leather-bound book so old the pages tried to fall out, and the tooth of an animal with teeth the size of her small finger. Nothing else. Her fingers felt around the space, and it was empty.
She pushed the flagstone down until it seated. Then she touched the second stone on the wall and felt the click as it locked closed. She placed the rug back in place and considered the three items she had placed on the bed. All three were unimpressive but for the fact that her father had placed them in the most secure location in his room.
If they had value to him, the held value to her. She found a small leather bag meant for hiding loot around a man�s waist under his clothing. It gave her two ideas. She placed the contents of the secret drawer and those from under the flagstone into it, but looked down at herself and knew more had to change.
The chest of drawers held the Old Mage�s clothing. All of it intended for a small man. She found a pair of trousers and used the knife she wore to cut the legs shorter. She located a thin rope and cut enough to tie around to hold the trousers up. She found two small shirts that almost fit.
They�re still going to be on the roads looking for a blonde girl. She closed her eyes and made a choice. The knife was still in her hand. She sliced off a handful of straw-colored hair and was reaching for another handful when the door opened, and William slipped inside.
He was breathing hard, his color was pale, and he kept an ear to the door before speaking softly. �I saw the King.�
�Will he do it?�
�You must have impressed him when you met. Yes, these rooms will be sealed and guarded beginning in the morning. Nobody will be allowed inside without his permission. He was so upset; he said that it if takes you fifty years to return, the rooms will still be as they are today.�
�I will return and study here; you know that? There is much to learn here.�
�I believe you. And I will be here as your personal servant. Your King agreed to that, also.�
�I didn�t ask for you to do that.�
�It will be my pleasure.�
Hannah debated what the right response to his generosity would be. She wanted to hug and kiss him, but held back, thinking he might be offended.
William said, �He also formally recognized your place in the Royal line. Not only did the King recognized your rank, but published the finding with his seal. This was a most unusual step, one that makes your rank official and cannot be changed. The royal scroll of succession holds all the names of the first fifty in order, as well as hundreds of lesser Royals. It constantly changes as people die or are born. You are number four in line, so it is now public, and nobody can change it.�
�Two of those four in front of me are so old or ill, they will refuse the crown. That makes the King�s only son the next King�if he lives.�
�Sir James explained that to you?�
�Well, yes. Also my father.�
�What are you doing to your hair?�
�The rewards are for the capture or death of a girl who is described as eleven. I�m turning myself into a boy of ten.� She held up the knife and a fist full of hair.
His face paled. �Where in the name of all six water gods did you get that?�
�The knife? I found it.�
He held out a shaking hand and spoke softly. �Give it to me. Carefully.�
She started to turn the blade to herself to hold, as is normal, but he drew back and shouted, �No. Just put it on the table.�
Confused, she hesitated. �What�s wrong?�
Holding up his hands in front of him to show his open palms and try relaxing her, he kept his voice calm and soft. �I believe that black knife is enchanted or whatever you call it when a mage puts a spell on something. I�ve heard of them and their black-iron curses. What those blades cut remains cut. Forever. The cuts never heal. Please place it carefully on the table without touching the blade and back away.�
The knife slipped from her fingers and made a tinkling sound as it struck the stone floor and bounced. She leaped to one side. �I didn�t know.�
�Of course not. How could you? Did you cut yourself anywhere? Even a little?�
She examined her hands. �Just my hair.�
William picked the knife up from the floor and examined it. �Was there a scabbard?�
She lifted her skirt and removed it.
He slid it in place and said, �Where did you find this?�
She went to the drawer and showed him how it opened.
�I see. Very clever of him, and more so of you to find it. Tell me, is there a glow or something similar to the poisoned grapes that you noticed to tell you where the drawer was?�
�No. The table top just seemed too thick.�
He squinted in concentration and asked, �Then you just happened to notice the head of the nail protruded?�
�Yes, so I touched it.�
An uncomfortable silence filled the room as loud as if a hundred people shouted. Finally, he said, �Young lady, if I had anything of value to hide, I would keep you far away. You have a remarkable ability to find keys hidden in slots in bedposts and secret drawers. What else was in the drawer?�
Hannah thought of the place below the flagstone. She hadn�t mentioned it. The glass bead, book, and the tooth must have special value well beyond what was in the drawer. She said, �There were keys, coins, and a rolled piece of parchment. It�s all on the table, but the coins. I took them.�
William looked and said, �The coins were probably for filling his purse while strolling the market. You will need money, and I wondered how to get some for you, but that�s taken care of. If we had time to search for more locks in the room, we would probably find homes for the keys. But, what is this?� He untied the ribbon and rolled the small piece of parchment out. Blood red ink spelled out three lines of words, while the crude image of a flying bird decorated the bottom.�
�Read it,� Hannah prompted.
�The words are unfamiliar. Reading it aloud may cause any sort of problem from a rainstorm or fire to a dragon appearing in our midst. I suggest you leave it here where you won�t lose it or get it wet, but it belongs to you so do as you like. Now, again, what were you doing with the knife when I came in?�
�Cutting my hair. Everyone on the roads is looking for a girl, probably heading for the Palace. I can pretend to be a boy and go the other way.�
�Just put your hair under a hat, you don�t have to cut it.�
�If they ask me to remove my hat they know I�m the girl they are after because I tried to hide it.�
William closed his eyes and said, �Sir James, forgive me.� He went to a workbench and found a pair of scissors.
Her eyes fell to the drawer where the coins were. �There is something else you must do. Sir James promised to pay a family near the Earl�s Castle for two horses he took from them, and for the buildings on their farm that were burned by those chasing us.�
William sighed and asked, �Including the contents, I suppose? It sounds like him. I can dispatch someone to locate and pay them in a few days.�
�You can use the coins from the drawer,� Hannah offered.
William said, �Money will not be a problem for that trite expense. Do you remember the name of the family?�
�No, but the father fought with Sir James at the battle of Bloom Hill, and his wife was there, too. They have three boys.�
�A burned farm located near the castle with a warrior who supported the Knight will not be hard to find. You will need to carry money with you. Speaking of which, the sun is setting, what are your ideas of escaping, other than the haircut I�m going to give to you?�

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Hannah discussed her general plans for leaving while William cut her hair into a stern bowl-cut, similar to how most younger boys wore their hair. The results were sure to be far better than if she had continued with the knife-that-made-cuts-that-never-heal, not to mention the choppiness of the job from inexperience and not seeing the sides and back of her head as she cut. She asked, �Did you bring any food this time?�
He paused, inspecting his work and wiping away strands of long blonde hair that had fallen onto her face. �Food?�
�I have not eaten.�
�At all? Today?�
She nodded and risked him chopping a place in her hair as she turned to face him, but he�d already pulled the scissors away while moving to her front, a pained expression on his face. �I�m sorry, it�s my fault, I guess.�
She shook her head. �Too much has happened today. It�s not your fault at all. I�ve been hungry before.�
�No, not that. I thought I made it plain. There�s food here in the kitchen right over there. I assumed you would help yourself.�
Hannah�s head spun as she focused on the corner of the room he�d called a kitchen earlier, but she hadn�t seen anything to eat, not even a stove or oven. Overall, a poor excuse for a kitchen, but if there was food . . ..
William saw her confusion and said, �In the cupboards.�
�Those little doors?�
�Six gods, girl. Have you never even seen a cupboard?�
�I�ve seen drawers and cabinets for storing things. Never for food.�
He held her head still with the fingers of his left hand, his other hand snipping the hair quickly and with the confidence of one who had performed the same job many times. �We�re almost done here. Can you hold on a little longer?�
He quickly finished and escorted her to the tiny storage bins in the kitchen cupboards. Most were dry-goods, grains such as oat, wheat, and barley. But there was also a variety of nuts, and even a loaf of stale bread, the outside so hard she tapped on the crust with her fingernail before deciding to eat it. Hard bread soaked in milk would be a treat for a fire-starter if she had milk. A bowl held carrots, turnips, and radishes that had shriveled since they were placed there. However, the carrots and turnips were semi-fresh. Hannah took three of the carrots and a handful of salted crackers she found in another bowl. There were other bowls, mostly empty.
�Eat,� William prompted, standing aside. �Tell me your plans.�
Instead of answering, Hannah bit the end off of a carrot and chewed while she thought how to answer. William was her only �friend�, yet she had only met him this day. Her instincts told her to trust him if for no reason other than Sir James had trusted him. But she had met Sir James only a handful of days earlier, and her judgment may be flawed on several counts. With people trying to kill her, she needed to be cautious
But following the line of thinking further back a few more days revealed that Sir James her father trusted each other, the kind of trust that comes with a lifetime of familiarity. �I�m going away to learn, just as Sir James said I should do, but with his death and the people here who hate me, I have to go somewhere else to live.�
�I tend to agree with all you say so far. The person behind the rewards for your death has posted rewards that I have heard were greatly increased this morning. He or she will not stop. Or cannot. The death of the Old Mage and Knight are too public, and if that person is found out, it would be the King�s province to punish anyone involved.�
�He would be angry,� Hannah said, still chewing.
�Oh, more than that. Both the Mage and Knight were personal friends of the King, as well as both of them were closely related to him. Their deaths and the attempts on you are as much as personal attacks and threats to the King. He knows that with this threat to his rule, his life is hanging like the last leaf of a tree in winter. The only difference is that he cannot escape to safety as you can. I am sure he will support your choice.�
�I see. The sorceress that was kind to us, Sir James and me, is a good woman. I think she will help, and perhaps even teach me. Her tree is hidden from all but those who sense magic.�
�That sounds like a good plan. Tell nobody else because you have to get there, first. An escort won�t help; it will make matters worse. You will have to do this on your own, Hannah. Your haircut makes you look like a boy, to some extent. More like a girl with straw-colored hair who cut it herself, I�m afraid.�
Hannah shrugged, anxious to leave now that darkness had fallen. She glanced at the dark windows and took another bite of carrot.
William rolled his eyes and said, �You have already packed what you are going to take with you?�
�Yes, most of it.�
�I have a few ideas that may help,� he reached for the small bottle of ink she had used for penmanship and removed the stopper. He poured the ink into a mug of water and stirred.
�A spell?� Hannah asked.
He chuckled without humor. �Of a sort. This spell will turn your yellow hair black.�
He poured the ink and water over her head and used his hands to work it down to the roots. His hands turned black, but he ignored the change as he used a convenient rag to wipe her hair, forehead, and neckline. �Well, that certainly makes you look different.� He went to the fireplace and scooped the ashes into his hands and rubbed it into her hair and onto her forehead, cheeks, forearms, and clothing. He said, �I dyed some of your skin, but you�ll have to live with it. The soot will hide the ink, I think.�
�If they stop me, I�ll say what?� she demanded, picturing in her mind how she must appear. �That I�m the son of a court jester?�
�No, you are the son of a mason. You help lay the bricks with him. No, you mix the mortar and keep it to the right consistency, that�s why the ash and soot. Still, if anyone looks closely, they�ll see it is a dye. Wear a hat pulled low.�
�Do I look as awful as I think?�
�Worse. But that�s probably good. Nobody will suspect a princess to look as awful as you. They may not even want to speak to you, especially if you act angry, spiteful, and run before you fight. You might say your father sent you to your uncle�s farm to clean the pig pit, and that�s why you�re so smelly.�
�You�re going to make me stink?�
�No, just tell them and most will back off before getting too close to you.�
She looked around the room, the scrolls, the containers of unknowns, the secret compartments yet to be found, and thought of all she might learn if she could stay. They King had promised to keep the room sealed for her, and she bit her lower lip to seal the promise to herself of returning one day. Then she squared her shoulders and said to William, �I don�t suppose you want a hug?�
�From a filthy boy smelling of a pig?� He laughed again, and this time, it sounded real.
�I have a long way to travel. Will you promise me again to seal this room until my return?�
�The King will honor our agreement, but I will make sure if I have to seal it myself. However, if you hear of the King�s death, that would be the time to return and stake your claim to your rightful inheritance as well as these rooms and all the contents in them. Any mage in the kingdom would love to own what your father has collected. You will need ears in this Palace to keep yourself informed. The death of any above you will adjust your position closer to the throne�and that puts you in more danger. I suggest you leave now while it is dark. Do not try to communicate with me for at least two full years. If your message or messenger falls into the wrong hands, it may cost your life.�
�How would I do that if I wished? After two years, I mean.�
�You would write me a letter when you learn how, telling me you are in good health and other faint information that will assure me of your intentions. You will include at least two happenings in this room that nobody else will know, like asking me to cut your hair once more.� William stood and walked to the door to the terrace. �Think you can climb down without help?�
�Of course.�
�The Palace main gates close at sunset. There is a guarded doorway to one side of the gate that remains open for a while longer. Ignore the guard. If he asks you a question, ask him if he smells the pig pit smell from when you cleaned it.�
She smiled. �That will make him stay away.�
�I wish I could do more, Hannah.�
�Without you, I�d be dead by morning.� She placed the strap of the bag containing the paintings and other personal items over her head and tossed one leg over the brick half-wall. She straddled it, taking one last look inside, grasping for anything else to remember her father. But in a room full of all that he owned, the small painting she carried in a canvas sack along with her meager supply of food, were the most important possessions. The painting was images of her father and mother, and she doubted another painting existed.
She twisted around so she faced the wall, and inched down the stone wall using her toes to hold her place until she hung by her hands. The fingers refused to let go until she saw both candles go out in the workshop and she heard the door firmly close. She kicked herself away from the wall and dropped, hitting the ground feet first, with bent knees. She managed to remain upright despite the distance and she slunk down an alley smelling of urine and age, and into the shadows of a small road lined with closed doors to shops, homes, and workspaces.
That road took her to a larger one that ran at an angle, and from there, the massive Palace gates shimmered in the yellow light of several smoky torches. Guards marched back and forth on the walkway above, as she looked for the small doorway that would take her outside the walls.
Others were leaving the Palace, too. Most looked like tradesmen or farmers who had been selling their goods in the market. They were finished for the day and headed home to their farms. She saw a man and woman wearily carrying bundles of their unsold fruit and vegetables. Behind them trailed five children, each carrying smaller bundles, all as dirty and ragged as Hannah. Hannah walked faster until she almost joined them, pausing when one girl turned and looked at her suspiciously. Hannah smiled and kept walking as if she was part of the family.
When they reached the gate, all passed through in single file, the guard yawning his boredom, his eyes dull and tired from a long day, she assumed. Outside, she increased her pace and passed the family, soon leaving them behind and almost catching up with others who were on the road ahead. When the shadows of overhanging trees grew deeper, she stepped off the road and ducked into the forest.
She had a blanket taken from the bed, but the night was warm, and she intended to walk for much of it. She and the Knight had traveled with the setting sun at her back to get to the Palace. She would do the opposite to return.
But she intended to follow familiar landmarks, if possible. Everything on the trip had held her attention because she�d never left the Earl�s Castle in eleven years, so in her mind, she remembered it all. Or did she? Hannah started to retrace every step with Sir James, from the arrow striking her father from the depths of the night to the river they crossed to reach the farm where they got the horses, and then on to where they found the sorceress called Evelyn in the tall trees.
From there it became vague. She�d been tired and scared, and the back trails had all looked much alike. Wait, she remembered the valley with the farm where they had �bought� the old wagon and mule after using the �grapes� that made the farmer forget. From that farm, they had followed the road all the way. She only had to remember the way from that farm back to the tall trees, and even if she got lost, she could ask people for directions to the trees that touched the sky. There could not be many places where the trees grew to that size.
Her near panic reduced to the more common fears of tripping in the dark, wild animals attacking, highwaymen camped on the paths she followed, sudden cliffs to fall down, lakes to drown in, and bats. She hated bats. The night turned darker as the moon set and she decided that the distance from the Palace would be enough to protect her. She sat under a fir tree and spread her blanket around her like a cloak as she ate for the first time that day.
She woke with the sun and mentally marked where it rose. She�d follow the road to the farm where they �bought� its wagon, but from there she would keep the morning sun in her face. That should take her back, and then to the forest with the huge trees and the sorceress with the floating pink dots and Evelyn.
The road was off to her right, but too far away to see or hear the people traveling on it. Even if there were not hundreds of people trying to find her to collect the reward, Hannah found she enjoyed the new experience of walking on the paths made by animals instead of roads. Being exposed outside in the open left her anxious. Her entire life had existed around one small castle, and mostly inside the morning kitchen. Her brief excursions had been within the protective stone walls. Being able to see to the horizon left her a little uncomfortable, while the trails closed in and welcomed her with folded arms. Protected her.
As these thoughts were slipping and sliding in her mind, she watched all around her with the wonder of seeing it all for the first time. The leaves of one plant were scalloped while others were smooth or jagged. The bark was different textures and colors on the trees. Even the ground changed as she neared streams and it grew soggy, or when walked under trees over ground that felt as hard as stone. Her mind was looking, watching, wondering, and learning when she first heard nearby voices.
She paused in mid-step, too scared to lower her foot. The hunters, she�d listened to, always say that movement is what you see first; not color or shape. You watch for movement like deer, alert and poised, ready to flee. A successful hunter remains motionless, not even turning his head.
Many evenings she�d sat outside the tavern and listened to the men talk about hunting, and it all came rushing back to her. Some had been an exaggeration or outright lies, of course, but there was usable information, too. Hannah slowly turned her head and looked to where she�d heard men talking and laughing. Not more than ten steps away, behind some low brambles, three men gathered in a circle, concentrating on something on the ground in the middle of them.
She couldn�t move away. One had his head down, but his face would be looking directly at her if he even slightly looked up. Any movement and he�d see her. Only the stand of bushes and brambles knee-high grew between her and the three men. They were so intent on what lay between them that none paid attention to their surroundings.
They dressed in clothes almost as ragged as hers. Their hair appeared oily and bits of leaves stuck to the long hair of one. Between them, on the grass, were a few copper coins, probably the loot of a recent robbery. They were trying to split the coins between them, but the numbers were not working out, as one shouted, �Yer� takin� the most.�
�Am not,� the one facing Hannah snapped, and he shuffled the positions of the coins again.
The third chilled her when he snarled, �Five small coppers ain�t nothin�. We should be out there finding that little girl.�
�I think she�s just a bedtime story to get us all caught by the Knights,� the first speaker said. �But I should get two coppers because I�m biggest.�
�You want to fight me for them?� another said, half standing, his fingers curled into fists. �Because I�m the oldest, I should get two.�
Hannah had lowered her foot to the ground and eased slowly back, as slow as a cat approaching a mouse, while at the same time bending low to hide behind the brambles. She lifted her other foot and put it behind her and started to move further back when a twig underneath her toe snapped. She froze, moving only her eyes.
At the small sound, all three men spotted her. Instead of running, she made her voice husky, to sound like a boy and said, �I was just passing by.�
�Get over here,� one said.
Hannah debated her chances of running far and fast enough to escape. She might make it. But if she didn�t, they�d be angry at having to chase her. If they were three steps further away, I�d run. She moved a full step closer, acting confident, �What do you want?�
�I said get over here.�
Hannah took one last assessment of the situation and decided she had no option but obey. She went closer and said, �I was just walking down the trail and heard you talking.�
�So you decided to stop and sneak up on us, did you?� The shorter one asked. He stood shorter, wider, and older than the others. His two front teeth were missing, but he didn�t lisp when he talked. Perhaps they had been missing for so long he had gotten used to it.
The other two deferred to him, letting him do the talking for all three. Hannah paused, a few steps from him. �No, I said I was just following the trail, and I was. I didn�t hear anything.� Her fear turned to anger slowly. If she had been innocent, which she was, her actions would have been the same.
�Who are you?� he asked.
�The better question is who are you and your friends.�
�What�s that matter to you, boy?�
Good. He believed she was a boy. Her disguise had fooled him, so far. �It matters because my father and two older brothers get paid by the King to keep this part of the King�s road clear of people like you. They get a reward for each highwayman they turn over to the Knights.�
The story sounded good to her ears. She�d taken parts of what she knew and woven it into a convincing tale. Hannah used a limp smile that generated confidence and one she hoped they would believe.
�Oh my,� the short one said in mock horror, holding his hand to his mouth pretending to be afraid. �And they are so good at catching the �Highwaymen� that they dress you in rags?�
The other two burst into gales of laughter. Hannah knew they didn�t believe her childish claim, and now that they�d taken her captive lying would make the encounter worse. But she didn�t wish to face what came next, and in desperation, she shouted while pointing. �Look! There they are.�
Three heads turned to where she pointed. As they turned, she spun and darted down the path, taking three solid steps before the first shouted warning sounded. Instead of slowing, she put her chin on her chest and pumped her fists, lengthening her stride. She heard footsteps pounding after her, at least two men, but looking would slow her.
Her breath already came harder and faster. The path was wide enough for one and reasonably clear of large rocks or roots that might trip her. She flew down it hearing the footsteps behind grow closer and closer, then they abruptly ceased. A quick glance assured her that the two men chasing her had both quit. The third must have stayed with the copper coins spread on the ground. They had been good for a few dozen steps chasing her, but quickly tired, as she hoped. If they knew of the small fortune she carried inside her pants they might still be running, but probably not. They didn�t look like men who could run very far or fast.
Her steps came slower, and her legs ached, but she kept blundering ahead, paying no attention to where she ran. As long as it was away from them, who cared? Later, she learned to regret that decision when she found herself lost in the forest. She had turned to her left at a path that went in the direction where she expected to find the road, and then she could use it for directions. But she only found an endless forest, and the sun kept peeking through the trees to her left when it should be ahead.
She turned to the left again, and still found no road. While crossing a stream, she remembered the words of Sir James. All streams either join others or flow into rivers. Along streams or rivers are farms or bridges. Hannah turned left for the third time and followed the stream.
Several paths and trails later, she still followed the stream but had not yet found the road or bridge. She kept her eyes and ears open, often pausing to observe what lay ahead. Before crossing any meadow, she either skirted around the edges or made sure there were not people waiting for her. The last mistake had almost cost her to be in the hands of the three men who stole five pennies for a living. Who knows what they would have done if they�d caught her? Especially, if they had figured out, she was a girl.
As the Knight predicted, she eventually came to the road, the same one she had been on when she had ridden in the back of the wagon. She immediately recognized a gnarled tree and a cabin set off the road in a clearing, looking like a house from a fairy tale. She had been under the no-see-me spell at the time. She wished for it again, but glanced both ways on the road and decided to chance using it. There were travelers going in her direction behind and in front of her, but they were a family with children, one of them a blonde girl about nine or ten.
Highwaymen will attack them and never look twice at me. She told herself that over and over. A hay wagon traveled in her direction. She increased her pace to move closer to it. At another stream crossing, the wagon halted, and the mule dipped its snout into the cold water and snorted, spraying water into the air like it was a game. The farmer leaped from the seat and scooped water into a metal cup. As he tilted the cup to drink, his eyes found her.
He said, �You�re getting out of there, too?�
�What?�
�The Palace. Are you getting away, too?�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�The Royals back there are killing each other. They say they�re trying to kill the King and set a new one on the throne.�
�Who is?�
�Nobody knows who�s behind it, but I thought I�d get away before being forced to take sides.�
�How many are dead?� Hannah asked, refusing the use of his tin cup.
�Three or four Royals, they say. Some guards fighting other guards, and the Knights are fighting, too.�
Hannah said, �Can you remember anything about those who died?�
�Just a little. Lemme see. A Lady Marlstone who was a favorite of the King got herself poisoned last night. The Old Mage died a few days ago, and the head Knight, Sir James, and his servant.�
The last seized her as if a hand wrapped around her neck. She felt the blood drain from her face, and she felt dizzy.
�You alright?�
�The servant. Did you hear his name?�
�You don�t look so good. Lemme think. He was Sir James� manservant, and he was stabbed in his bed in the middle of the night, they say.�
�William? Was it William?� Hannah gasped.
�That�s the name. William.�
Hannah slipped to her knees, the tears streaming down her cheeks, the wails of pain loud enough for the small group of people following to slow and finally wait instead of passing by them. The driver also waited, his compassion and curiosity keeping him at her side.
He finally said, �You knew him?�
Knew him? He had been alive when he helped her escape. In a handful of days, she had a father, a pseudo-uncle, and a mentor who, all father figures, all willing to help her improve her miserable life. Now all were dead.
If she had not shown that stupid flame to the Old Mage, all would still be alive. It was her fault. Three deaths were on her head, three good men. The crying had almost ended, but with the thought of the three deaths, she started again.
When she almost controlled herself, and the farmer was helping her up, she realized that three bodyguards had also died, as well as others who attacked her. She had no way of knowing the total number of people who had died in the last few days because of her. She�d never even heard of Lady Marlstone, or how and why she was involved. It sounded like an attempt to overthrow the rule of the King.
Then, as if a mist falling from above, Hannah began to grow angry. Not the kind of anger that consumed a person over time, but the complete cold anger that turns other men�s knees weak. The anger of a person who has seldom felt anger, but now it filled them as certainly as a sack was filled to overflowing with grain. The sack cannot hold one more grain, yet another is forced inside, and one spills out.
The sobbing quit and she stood, looking at the farmer and his tear-filled eyes. He probably believed he had brought her the pain in some manner, and blamed himself. She wiped her nose and said, �None of this is your fault. I thank you for telling me what�s happening at the Palace.�
�I didn�t mean to upset you, son.�
�You didn�t. It�s my problem.�
�Would you like to ride on my wagon? I�ll be on this road for some time.�
She shook her head. �The road. It goes straight down this valley and into another?�
�That it does.�
She glanced at the small group patiently waiting behind on the road and gave them a half-wave of thanks before saying, �There are some things I have to do on my own.�

CHAPTER TWENTY

Hannah turned her back to the wagon and walked to the edge of the forest without looking back. When she was deep into the trees, and certain nobody could observe her, she let the tears for William flow, slowly and gently. Somebody had stabbed him while he slept.
Nobody had stabbed him in all his years, but the night she escaped someone had gone into his bedroom and put a knife in him. The timing could not be a coincidence. Somebody knew he helped her, and gave her his support. While there had been no mention of torture, she had no doubt that the killer had used the knife and demanded information about Hannah, and when William refused to provide it, the assassin killed him.
No, it could not be a coincidence. Those intent on killing her had closed in, and if she had stayed in the palace another night, it would have been her last. The cold anger had not ceased. If anything, it turned from cold to a revengeful flaming rage.
She now had priorities in her life. First, she would learn all that Sir James had spoken of, reading, writing, history, and court etiquette. But she would also learn the art of being a mage from her father and his writings and library, but that would come later. Before that, she would learn from the sorceress; the woman called Evelyn.
No, there was one other subject she needed to learn. Sir James had promised to teach her to fight. She had gold in her purse, along with a few silver coins. But one gold coin could buy a large building or a small farm with all the animals. She had five or six gold coins, at least. A single silver bought two good horses and was more than most men ever owned in their lifetimes. Her purse overflowed with them and hung heavy.
The day was growing late. She climbed a steep hill and found a small perch where she could watch the entire valley for anybody approaching. She had run out of tears long ago. She pulled the drawstrings on her purse and spilled coins onto her blanket. There were more than she thought.
She placed the smallest two silver coins into the bag she carried her food. If stopped by robbers or highwaymen, she decided to clutch the bag to her chest so hard they would have to rip her fingers loose, while she screamed there was nothing in the bag. If she screamed and wailed long enough, and fought hard enough, they would take the bag and find the silver and think that was all she had.
Or maybe not. She still needed a safe place to carry the larger silver coins and the gold. Instead of at her waist, as was the usual place to carry a purse, she moved it to the front of her baggy pants and let it hang inside there. She made a small hole in the front of the waistband to tie the purse to her pants and stood. It felt odd bouncing and swinging in front, but Hannah smiled at the thought that no highwayman was going to search a boy there.
She would give up a gold coin for a proper teacher, one who would teach her to not only defend herself, but also how to do damage to anyone attempting to harm her. When she returned to the King�s Palace, she needed to protect herself with confidence.
She slept on a little shelf on the hillside wrapped in a blanket without a fire. In the damp of the morning before the sun came up, she was walking parallel to the road again. She kept her eyes ahead but also listened. A flutter of birds would send her running, but she heard the songs they sang, and crickets chirped. The leaves rustled.
Later, in the distance, she heard the clang, clang, clang of a blacksmith hammering out a rhythm on his anvil. She remembered the knife Sir James gave her, and that she left in his apartment because it was not decent for a lady to wear such a knife with a dress.
The sounds of the blacksmith grew. She paused at the edge of a tiny village, no more than six buildings, two of them being barns for animals. At the rear of one barn had been built a second roof, that extended beyond the first. It was open on three sides. She had expected a huge, muscular man but found a short, squat man with thin arms. But he hammered the iron in a steady beat that displayed his strength more than flashy upper arms.
His body was streaked with soot, as were his clothes. She couldn�t tell if his hair was naturally black or just looked like it. His bare upper body glistened in the heat of the forge. The road went through the center of the hamlet, on the other side of the barn with the blacksmith. If Hannah approached him, she�d be protected from sight from others traveling on the road.
Before she could make up her mind, his head lifted, and he looked directly at her. Hannah stood still, but intuition told her he had seen her. Then, as if he�d made his mind up, he made a small gesture with his hand that told her to come closer.
She moved into the open but remained ready to spin and rush back into the forest. The short, strong man probably couldn�t begin to keep up with her, and that gave her the confidence to speak. �The road is dangerous. Do you have a small knife that will fit my hand?�
He turned and opened a cabinet. From inside, he lifted a tray and tilted it to show her it held knives. �You can�t see them from over there, but I have a few that may satisfy you.�
She took a few steps closer, careful to keep the large work table between them. �Let me see them.�
He held one up for display, but kept it in his hand instead of offering it to her. �Do you have a coin or something to trade? Or are you just wishing to look at a good knife?�
Hannah had already pulled the two silver coins from her bag and had them concealed in her palm. She fingered the smallest and held it up.
His eyes grew wary. �Are you planning on buying all the knives I have?�
�This is my only coin,� she lied as she slipped the other back into her bag.
He rubbed his beard and shrugged. �If you will trust me to hold your silver, I can cut it into slivers with my chisel if we make a deal.�
�And you will trust me to look at your knives while you do it.�
He selected three weapons, all of smaller size, and laid them on the table, two beside each other and one apart. �If I cut your coin into four equal pieces, you can own any two of these for one piece of silver.�
The two knives he had placed together were small, undecorated, yet looked utilitarian and of good quality. The blades curved slightly, especially near the tip, and the handles were wrapped with shrunk leather. The third knife clearly was different by more than its location. It was flat, the blade straight and sharp on both edges, and pointed at the tip. The bare handle appeared no thicker than the blade with no leather or decoration, a single continuous piece of blackened metal, a thing of beauty in its simplicity. �You placed two of them together. Why?�
�They are much the same knife, a favorite design that sells well. Your choice, as either will serve you for regular fare. But you mentioned the road being dangerous, and it is. Wear the last blade in a scabbard on your back, where you can reach it with either hand. It has one use only. Defense.�
�I like that. Do you have a scabbard?�
�It�s included in the price, but I will warn you. If your father or another come my way demanding the piece of silver back, he will find me determined to keep it. I do not perform business with children as a rule, but I think you may need a knife�and perhaps basic instruction in how to use it.�
Hannah considered his words and set aside his sharp, angry tone. The man treated her as a customer, not a child, and for that, she needed to respect his gruff manner. �All for the same price?�
�A fourth of your silver is too much to charge, but cutting it smaller isn�t practical. I will allow you to choose which of the four pieces to pay me.� He waited for her to nod her agreement, then continued, �Normally I�d melt the silver and only take from you the true value of the knives, but with the roads crawling with men searching for a girl about your age, and the rumor she is Royalty. I risk the ire of people searching for her if they find I helped her in any way.�
Hannah heard him stress the word, girl. �How did you know?�
�The stains on your skin around your hairline tell me you dyed your hair, and the cut is poor. I suggest you gather soot from the base of my forge and powder it around your hairline to hide the dye.�
�You are not interested in the reward?� Hannah asked, ready to sprint away if she didn�t like his answer. Moving closer to the blacksmith was not possible until he answered the question.
He shrugged. �Am I interested in a reward that would set me up with a larger house and prettier wife? The answer is, yes. But I am not interested in helping power-hungry people to kill a child.�
She placed the coin on the work table and selected the first of the curved knives. The workmanship was acceptable, if not the best. It did not compare to the knife Sir James had given her, but one that had been crafted by a master. She tested the edge with her thumb. While sharp, the knife lacked the balance and feel of the other. Still, it would do for cutting meat, whittling tinder, and other jobs.
The thin, black knife reminded her of the enchanted knife in her father�s drawer. While simple, it held a beauty in design. The blacksmith watched her move it from side to side, feel the sharpness of both edges, and the balance. The blade and handle felt the same weight, while other knives were blade-heavy. She raised her eyes to the blacksmith.
�For throwing.� He held out his hand, took the knife and flipped it to catch by the blade, then again to the handle. In a single movement, he threw to knife three steps to the log that held up the room of the shop, where it struck with a solid sound.
�I thought it was for stabbing.�
�Both. Throwing takes practice, and you only get one chance. If you miss, or the knife handle hits first, you need to run. Stabbing means you�ve let your opponent get too close.�
�You talk like a knight,� Hannah observed.
�Nope, but I was a weapons maker for the King�s army until I lost my foot.�
Hannah hadn�t noticed. The work table between them prevented her from seeing the carved piece of wood that replaced his left foot, and he didn�t favor it. He said, �If you�re satisfied with the knives, I�ll cut your coin.�
�Cut it. Are you going to show me more about fighting?�
He hefted a chisel and placed the coin on his anvil. A single swing of his hammer splits the coin into two pieces. �Hold the curved knife to defend yourself.�
She picked it up and imagined an attacker as she set her stance.
�No,� he said, adjusting half the coin to strike it again. �Turn the knife over so the sharp edge is up. Swing it from side to side.�
�I want to stab him.�
The blacksmith split the half coin with another blow. �You want to slice, not stab. If you stab, that means you�re close enough to be grabbed, thrown to the ground and stomped. Slicing keeps your opponent at a distance until you can run.�
�Same with the other knife?�
He split the second half and scooped the four pieces into his hand and returned to the work table. �The other knife is your surprise. It stays hidden. The edge will cut bindings if someone ties you, the point will stab an opponent who comes too close, and you have a single chance to throw it.�
�You said you�d teach me,� she said, selecting the largest of the four pieces and sliding it closer to him while gathering the other three and placing them in her bag.
He pulled a drawer open and selected a scabbard from among many. Glancing at her waist, he pulled a belt and cut it to size. He threaded the scabbard to the belt and looped it around her. Cinching the belt, helped hold up her pants.
Silently, he pulled another scabbard and held it up. It was stiff leather with soft thongs hanging from each side. He carried it to her. �Turn around and remove your shirt.�
She did, and he looped the first thong over her shoulder and tied it to the bottom of the scabbard, then repeated it for the other side. �Pull your shirt back on and let me see how it sits.�
With the shirt on, the unfamiliar feel of the knife sitting between her shoulder blades felt odd and awkward at the same time. She worked her shoulders a few times until the sheath felt comfortable.
�Good,� he said. �The top of the hilt is below the neckline, and I can�t even see the knife. Now, reach over your shoulder and pull it free.� She reached, and he seized her fingers as she grabbed the knife. �No, don�t wrap your hand around the hilt. Pull it out with the tips of your fingers�like you�re going to throw it. You don�t want to waste time readjusting it when you have to throw.�
She pulled the knife with her fingertips, and he guided her hand to a throwing position with minimum movement. As the blade came free, her hand was as high as the top of her head, as far back as her ear. He said, �Good. Now replace it and do it again. Pull it exactly the same, but this time, when the blade comes free, throw at that post.�
Hannah struggled to fit it back into the scabbard, then dropped her arms to her sides and relaxed. In one movement she reached for the knife, pulled it free . . . and dropped it on the ground.
�You expected it to work the first time?� he growled in response to her embarrassment.
She replaced the knife and tried again. The knife smacked against the post, blade down, and fell. Hannah left it in the dirt. �What did I do wrong?�
�Nothing. When you throw, the knife will spin the same amount each time. Take a small step back and try again.�
She marked her spot with a foot, making a line in the sand. The knife struck tip first but turned up too far for it to stick. She retrieved it and moved another half step back. It stuck for a second, then fell.
He nodded. �You're too nice to that attacker. If you�re going to slow or stop him, you�d better throw harder. And take one more step back because the blade will spin faster.�
Hannah replaced the knife in the scabbard and pretended the post was one of the three men fighting over pennies who chased her the day before. She reached her hand behind her head, drew the knife from the scabbard and threw, all in one motion, quick as a snake striking. The blade hit the post point first and quivered.
�That�ll do,� the blacksmith said, smiling for the first time. �That is as good as I�ve seen most warriors do, and you�re still learning. Look at the distance between you and the post. That�s what you have to memorize. A skilled fighter might have three different distances, but you need one. Nothing fancy. Get the right distance and throw for the chest. Then run.�
�You keep saying to run.�
�You only have one knife to throw. Once you do, you�re weaponless, and your opponent is going to be very angry. Run. Get away.�
�Why are you teaching me this?�
�I teach all my buyers how to use what I make.�
Hannah looked at her black knife in the post and the smirk on the face of the blacksmith. �No, you don�t. Not like this.�
�Will you ever return this way?�
�Yes,� she told him solemnly.
�Would you mind stopping by here and telling me what you�ve been up to?�
She stuck out her hand to shake his. �I always enjoy talking with my friends.�
�So, we�re friends, now?� The smirk evolved into a genuine smile.
�We are.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Hannah left the blacksmith with her new knives, one at her hip and one hidden under her shirt, and instructions to throw the knife a hundred times each evening. The joke was on him because she didn�t know how to count to a hundred.
Being in the forest now felt almost like home. While ever changing, it took on a sameness that she felt comfortable with. A dozen times she saw trees that made good targets and she estimated the distance for the throws and imagined the knife spinning in the air and striking the trunk. However, she also imagined missing her throw and the knife spinning off into the forest where she couldn�t find it again, so the throws remained imaginary.
Twice she returned to the road and walked until she found it. Then she slipped back into the cover of the trees and continued on her way. After climbing a hill, the view of the far side revealed a valley filled with farms. It was not where they had taken the wagon, but the one after. She was getting close. She recognized a large farmhouse made of layers of logs, each distinct from the others as the house had several additions. Probably as another child or two were born a new room had been added. It gave the house a personality, something she could understand and appreciate.
Four times she spotted men on horseback patrolling the road. Twice more she found men hidden, watching the road and the people, no doubt searching for a blonde girl. She repeatedly used her thumb to smear soot along her hairline and imagined it dripping down with her sweat. She must look awful, but as long as she looked male and dark haired, she might not be noticed.
Instead of taking the road, as Hannah had when traveling it before, she skirted around the valley as Sir James had taught her. When she saw a flock of sheep and the dog that guarded them, she made a wider circle. The barking dog would alert anyone in the area. It took longer to go around, but she had little choice.
As the day wore on, she tired and wished for a nap, but didn�t slow. In the late afternoon, as the sun sank low enough to touch the tops of the trees, a rough voice stilled her as it said, �If you were a deer you�d have an arrow in you and I�d be taking home venison to make jerky.�
She turned slowly, trying to act calm despite her heart beating so hard the boy who had crept up behind her must hear it. She said, �What are you doing?�
The boy, a few years older than her was dressed in the homespun clothing of a farmer. He wore a straw hat that flopped down on one side as if it had been crushed and wouldn�t retake its original shape. His freckles formed a mustache across his nose, and the faint growth of a future beard darkened his cheeks. He held up his bow and said, �Isn�t it obvious?�
�You are hunting for deer?�
�Nope. Girls. Well, one of them, anyhow. Probably the same one as you.�
Hannah realized he had given her an excuse to be sneaking around in the forest. �The princess?�
�Ever hear of such a thing?� the boy asked, sitting on a convenient log and pulling off a boot. He shook it and watched the contents fall.
Hannah couldn�t help herself. �They say she�s pretty.�
�Pretty is what the gold is they�ll pay for her.�
�Gold? I heard it was silver.�
�That was a day or two ago. Gold now. What�s that black all over your face?�
�Soot from helping the blacksmith.�
�You apprenticing?�
She didn�t know what that was, but it sounded like she should. �No, just helping a friend.�
�Well, he should repay you with a bucket of water. Say, there�s a stream at the foot of this hill with a swimming hole. What say we go skinny dipping?�
Hannah shook her head. �Nope, if that girl is around here, I intend to find her and collect. But next time I�m around here it would be fun.�
�You�re right, I guess. We should keep searching so we can get rich. I live in the valley down there,� he pointed. �Whitewashed barn, mostly my work last year.�
�When I return, I�ll stop in and maybe we can take that swim.� She turned to leave.
�Hey, you never told me where you live.�
She pointed as she walked, �Over that way. In the tall trees.� To herself, she added, with a sorceress.
The words almost pulled her up short. With a sorceress. Hannah had made her mind up that the woman called Evelyn would take her in. She had been helpful to Sir James and Hannah, but there had been nothing to indicate she would. What if she didn�t?
The sorceress could still help, Hannah decided. She could teach Hannah a few spells, and after all, Evelyn had said she needed a few coins and Hannah had plenty coins to pay the sorceress. Hannah would pay for the information and knowledge of who might house and feed her. And perhaps Evelyn knew of other sorceresses who could find Hannah a place to live for a long while, where she could study magic.
Hannah glanced over her shoulder more than once, making sure the farmer boy was not stalking her, and others as well. She moved to the far end of the valley before nightfall. The day turned chilly, and black, ominous clouds threatened a storm.
Hannah wanted a snug place, warm fire, and the security to sleep all night without waking in fear. Drawing a deep breath, she decided she would have none of the three this night. The wind picked up, and she added a windbreak to his wish list and spotted a shelf of rock almost immediately. The wind came from the east, and if she huddled below the shelf of rock, the wind would pass over her. At least, that was the idea as she spread her blanket around herself and squatted down.
She reached into the bag and pulled out a few stale nuts, broken salted crackers, and the last carrot. Again, there would be no fire to act as a beacon for those she wanted to avoid. Odd that fire had started this adventure, and her smallest finger could ignite one, yet she had to avoid them. It was almost funny. Almost, but not really.
She looked up at the sky and wished for the stars to appear, but the heavy clouds prevented any light from penetrating. The night grew as dark as any she had experienced. The wind whipped around, and she tucked the bottom of the blanket under herself as she listened for any intruders or animals. Animals didn�t scare her, but men did. None should be on the move tonight unless they were up to no good.
Once she thought she heard talking over the wind, or perhaps carried by it. The expected rain didn�t fall, and she thanked six of the gods above for that relief. The trees over her bent in the stiff wind and Hannah remembered the fallen trees and those with tops broken off that she had seen throughout the forest. She could be crushed if one of them fell on her. The image built in her mind and expanded until she sat with her eyes looking up in near terror.
When she managed to close them, she slept a deep but restless sleep that didn�t provide much rest. The dawn provided light that filtered through dense clouds, but not much heat. She stood, wrapped the blanket around herself and started walking with her head hung low and eyes focused on the ground in front of her.
The road still ran parallel to her direction, but she felt the need to check after becoming lost the day before. Or was it two days? When she located the road across the vista of farmlands, she sat and watched. Riders prominently traveled the road from one end of the valley to the other, then back again. Show.
The word sprang into her mind. They were not there to capture her; they were there for show. For her to see. And when she saw them she would do one of a few things. She might hide and remain hidden until she ran out of food, or she might run away from them. If the riders were for display as she believed, they were there to herd her. They would funnel her into a trap they�d set.
Where and how? They closed the road to her, so she assumed they were patrolling all roads and doing much the same. For most people running, that would mean they would head back to the relative safety of the King�s Palace. If the riders prevented her from going farther from the palace, they could eventually close their net and force her to return or reveal herself.
The third possibility was that the patrols were to keep her off the road and moving in the forest. Which she was doing. She felt a chill colder than the morning air. Hannah tried to consider what her enemies thought. They would decide that if Hannah is not inside the Palace, and not on the road, someone is hiding her. Either that or she is wandering in the forest.
What would I do if it was me searching? Hannah thought about it. She knew. She would send the hunters to the farthest places a girl could run in two days along the roads and begin a house to house search. The reward money would draw more people hunting her. Even those not after her would search, like the farmer boy last night. Whole families would be hunting her. Farmers would keep their eyes on the forests searching for the girl worth a treasure.
Without her disguise, several would have already found her. Only the blacksmith had suspected, and he had ignored who she was. She felt certain that he knew, but for reasons of his own, he ignored her and the reward.
She squatted on the hillside and watched. Three men on horses were moving back and forth, scattered, so one always saw everything on the road ahead. A wagon appeared, the back of it filled with men in uniform. The wagon pulled to a stop at the head of the valley, and the men climbed out, one taking charge. Hannah couldn�t hear the words, but at a wave of his arm, they split into two groups, one on either side of the road, perhaps five or six men in each group. They headed for the nearest farm, searching every barn, house, outbuilding, and hiding place.
From the hillside, she watched them push a farmer aside as they forcibly entered his house. When the dog barked too much or attacked a searcher, a sword stabbed the dog, and it fell. It was a warning. The farmer backed off and controlled his other dog, but his head kept looking at his dog and the soldiers kept their weapons in hand.
Two more wagons arrived, and more soldiers piled out, again on both sides of the road. The same one who directed the others pointed to the sides of the valley, to the tree line and almost directly at Hannah. Ten men on each side of the road. Ten soldiers started walking to the forest to begin their search.
Hannah had seen enough. She now knew where the soldiers were, and if she moved quickly, they would remain behind her. She went into the forest to prevent an accidental sighting from below and moved quickly and quietly to the end of the valley and over the few hills that separated it from the next valley.
There she waited and watched, heart pounding because she didn�t see the farmhouse where they�d gotten the wagon. She counted to four, and it was not the right farm on either side is the road. It�s at the other end of the valley. Her heart rate slowed, but only a little as she watched the groups of soldiers searching the farms. Others patrolled the road, and she assumed still others were searching the forest where she hid.
The soldiers searching the houses were on the third farm on both sides of the road. If they were doing as in the last valley, they had already searched where she sat, and they were now moving through the trees about the same distance as where the crews on the ground searched. All she had to do was move no faster than them. Behind them, where they had already searched would be the last place they would think to search again.
She imagined the soldiers in the forest, spread out, but within sight of each other and moving at the same rate, looking under and bushes, in the trees above, and behind boulders. If she moved carefully, she could catch up enough to hear them talk. But it was not a game. If one returned for any reason, he would spot her, and she didn�t want to guess what would happen.
Since they started on the road, she decided to enter the forest deeper and move slowly, slower than any soldier would, to avoid accidental encounters. While moving, her hand went to the knife between her shoulders and she pulled it just a hair, just enough to allow it to slide out easier. She let go and reached again and again until her hand knew exactly where the knife sat. As if the hand had a memory of its own, her fingers found, and gripped the hilt where she needed to, if she threw it.
A broken branch still weeping sap told her a soldier had forced his way through a stand of small trees. An overturned rock still wet on the bottom told her she was moving too fast and getting too close. She slowed and waited, listening for a shout of discovery or for one soldier to call to another. She heard nothing but the rustling of leaves and the whisper of the wind in the grass.
In her mind, she built a map of the valley and compared it to the distance she believed she had traveled. The valley was smaller and shorter. She�d moved the length of the valley or most of it. On impulse, she turned in the direction of the road and ran. When she came to the edge of the trees, the valley spread out below.
Her eyes went to the fourth farmhouse, the one where the farmer lived alone. A new wagon sat in front of the barn, and a young mule ate the grass in the pasture. She allowed herself a smile; then movement in the valley caught her attention.
Soldiers were leaving the trees at the far side of the valley. They headed for the wagons waiting to carry them. Men filled one of the wagons. She looked at the last farms and found two groups searching them. The men already in the wagon were from her side of the valley. Probably.
She waited and watched. Before long, all the men were loaded into four wagons and rolled in the direction of the Palace. She breathed easier and stood. As she turned, she found a man standing ten paces away, an evil smile lighting up his face.
�I have nothing to steal,� she said.
�Not planning on stealing, little lady. I�m planning on making my fortune.�
She didn�t feel excited or in danger. The man was small, thin, and his beard held streaks of gray. If she could get a few steps in front, he couldn�t catch her. As if reading her mind, he came closer.
�You�re the one they want.�
�That�s silly. I�m a boy.�
�Liar. I can see right past that soot. It�s you, all right.�
Hannah shrugged. The man wouldn�t be convinced. �They�ll kill me.�
�None of my business,� he said, then spat and flashed a smile that was anything but funny. His clothing hung on him as if he had been heavier at one time. Maybe he was ill or had fallen on hard times, but still a good man.
�I said they'd kill me.�
�And they�ll give me enough gold to buy a whole village. Maybe a tavern where I can serve myself free ale.� He laughed a throaty sound and moved another step closer as he pulled the large knife from his hip. �Don�t you even think about runnin�.�
She was not thinking about running. She thought that one more step closer would bring him to the distance of the post at the blacksmiths. I wish I had more practice. �Just let me go.�
�Yer going all right. I�m taking you to the soldiers down there.� He stepped the one more step closer, slowly and carefully, looking ready to grab her if she ran.
Her hands raised as if in surrender and he visibly relaxed, but her right hand slipped behind her neck to the black knife. She drew it and threw, as the blacksmith had taught her, fast and with power, and her feet were already running to the path on her left when the knife struck him in the chest and froze her in place.
The thin blade of the knife had gone all the way into the hilt, and that was all that remained in sight. The man looked down at it in surprise, his eyes wide. He opened his mouth to say something, but his legs gave way, and he fell forward, limp as if all his bones had been magicked away by a mage.
Hannah waited for more movement, but there were none. Pulling the other knife from her hip, she went closer and warily touched him with her foot. He was dead. She had killed a man. She fell to her knees and shook, the fear and anger combining into a turmoil of conflicting emotions. She vomited. She hugged herself and tried to tell herself she had no choice. But she had killed a man.
The result that might have been if she had not thrown the knife didn�t matter. Not really. His cold, dead eyes watched her. She moved to where she couldn�t see them.
Hannah steeled herself and reached for the hilt. It resisted, then came out suddenly. She pulled the knife all the way free and wiped the blade on his shirt while looking at the fine knife he still held gripped in his dead fingers. He�d probably stolen it from some wealthy man along the road, but Hannah wanted no part of it or anything else he owned. She wiped the blade again as if there might be lingering blood on it.
Then she turned to retrace the last part of her journey.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

She left him lying there in the forest. He could have left her alone and still been alive. He had no right to turn her over to her enemies, people who would kill her on sight, other than for gold. The same people who had killed the only three people who had offered her friendship and more. No, she didn�t feel sorry for him.
Hannah walked away with determination, anger driving her on. It was not the fault of the man back there; it was the people who offered the reward. They would pay. Someday, they would pay.
Again she slept outside, cold and lonely. Her food was gone. She�d eaten already what little bit she�d managed to take. But when she looked up, she noticed the trees grew taller, and on some, the bark rippled, and looked grainy, like the giant tree Evelyn worked in. The wood underneath the bark was ruddy, almost red. Hannah pulled the blanket closer around her shoulders and closed her eyes. Instead of the restless sleep of the previous night, she went right to sleep and didn�t wake until the sun was well above the horizon.
Later she would remember the day before and the man she had killed, not with sorrow or fear, but with regret. She hadn�t wished to do it. She hadn�t thrown the knife until he made it clear he didn�t care if others killed her as long as he got his gold. But for now, she pushed it aside as if it never happened.
The trees grew taller, and the underbrush thinned. Eventually, she spied a single floating pink dot bobbing and bouncing on currents of air. A smile touched her lips. She was close and could relax. She walked on and found another dot drifting from the same direction. The trees were massive, the forest quiet, and she felt subdued and calm. Her future lay with a strange woman who worked inside a tree. The idea made her smile.
A few more pink dots drifted past, and she touched one with a finger and watched it poof out of existence. Her ears searched for the tiny tinkling of the minute explosion, but none came. She blew on another and watched it sail faster and higher in response.
The trees around her grew to massive proportions, but she pulled herself back to the present and watched for danger, despite the feelings of peace and quiet. The dots grew more numerous and then she saw the tree with the inverted V.
She paused at the doorway, hearing nothing from inside. Pulling the curtain aside, she found the hollow center of the tree much as she remembered it, but not entirely the same. One side of the area now held no tables or shelves, as it had on the earlier visit. Now a sleeping cot stood against that wall, three dresses her size laid carefully on it.
A fire pit surrounded by flat rocks was nearby. An iron frame held a small iron pot on a swing-arm for cooking. Food filled the shelves beside the cot. Her stomach growled in response.
Evelyn had known she would return or had another girl the same size in mind. A black bird flew inside, landed on a table and eyed Hannah, twisting and turning its head as it watched her.
She made a shooing motion with her hands. The bird jumped back and cocked its head. It shouted, �Hannah. Hannah.�
�You know my name?�
�I�ll come back to my workspace when I can. Make yourself at home but do not touch my things. Some are dangerous. Dangerous.�
The voice sounded familiar yet odd. It was Evelyn�s voice but distorted. �So you are a messenger?�
�Hannah. Hannah.�
�Tell me again.�
�Hannah,� it shouted, then the bird flew off, but she was sure it was Evelyn sending her a message. How did she know I�d be back?
The cot in the corner drew her. Not the cot as much as the three dresses. Hannah spun, looking for something reflective and found a polished square of flat metal. Lifting it, she drew back in horror at the fuzzy reflection staring back at her. Not only had the ink colored her hair, but drips had molted her forehead. The tops of her ears were black, and the soot she had been smearing on her face had run down and left blotches of black on white skin.
Her long beautiful blonde hair that she had always been so proud of stood up on end, the cut jagged and crude. She ran a hand through it and found a twig embedded. After picking that out, she bent and ruffled her fingers through her hair as she watched bits of dead leaves, straw, and sand sprinkle down.
Then she cried. For the first time, she felt safe enough to cry for the three men who had briefly been in her life. She cried for the relief of being safe. She cried in anger and pounded fists on her knees in frustration.
Evelyn�s bird had said she would return when she could. What did that mean? How long was she talking about? Hannah understood not touching her things, but she could look. Nothing the bird said was about not looking. But first, she needed to eat.
No, she needed to clean herself up after chopping off her hair, dying it with ink, smearing soot in it, and sleeping in the forest for three nights. She had not crossed a stream or seen a lake in the direction she�d come, and she didn�t remember one in the direction she and Sir James had arrived, but she hadn�t been looking for one back then.
Hannah threw the curtain open and stepped into the afternoon sunshine that filtered through the tops of the trees. The ground sloped to one side. A faint trail went that way, and she followed it to find a creek narrow enough that she could step over it, shallow enough to wet her feet, but downstream were rocks piled on the shore and drew her attention.
The rocks were the size of the heads of trolls, each placed beside the next carefully, the spaces between filled with smaller rocks and gravel. The result was a pool, three steps across in any direction and knee deep. The water flowed in from the top and out the other end, refreshing it with clean water and draining any other.
Her shirt came off and then the rest. When she was ready to wade in, she paused. The scabbard and knife were still on her back. She slipped out of it, but instead of tossing it with the rest of her things, she pulled the knife and placed it on a rock beside the pond, the handle where she would grab it if she needed to throw it.
The water was not as cold as she expected. She had no soap, but let the water soften the grit and grime before wiping head to foot with her hands. Foul colored water flowed off her into the pool and darkened the water. Her upper arms still had soot coloring them, but after several tries at cleaning them off most of it was gone. Her hair felt cleaner than in days, but she rinsed it, again and again, trying to get as much ink to soak off as possible.
Maybe Evelyn had soap at the tree. She decided she was as clean as she was going to get, for now, but another bath was in order, maybe tomorrow. She scooped her things into her arms and walked naked to the tree, remembering Evelyn�s words that others stayed away and nobody in her lifetime had ever been there before Hannah wandered in while chasing the origin of the pink dots.
She chose the blue dress. It was simple, pale blue trimmed in darker blue around the neck and hem. It hid her knife, but the round neckline provided the room for her hand to slip inside. Once her hair grew long again, it would help hide the knife, but for now, she was satisfied.
Outside the doorway grew another tree, so large she probably couldn�t reach all the way around, but it was probably about the width of a man. She went to it and stopped at the right distance. Her hand went to her neck and pulled the knife. A single step forward as she threw gave it speed and power. It struck, tip first, near the center but a little low. It would have hit in the stomach which would probably kill eventually, but was not her target. She did it again. And again.
The knife turned too much, or not enough part of the time, and then it clattered to the ground. In those instances, Hannah played a mental game where she died. On the first day, she died once for every two times the imaginary evil Treeman she fought died. The knife spun, and the craftsmanship caused it to strike properly two out of three times. That meant if she defended herself three times she would survive two. She had already used up one of those lives. The bark showed the number of times she�d defeated the Treeman.
Hannah decided five for five would be her next goal. Then she would take another step back and find a second distance to throw, just like the blacksmith told her. She would learn to throw five for five from there.
Tired, she entered the tree again and explored as she ate an apple. She looked but didn�t touch. Some items held writing, but she couldn�t read. Others were obvious. Rows of bottles with wooden stoppers lined a shelf, many of them filled with liquids of all colors and consistencies. Closed jars held plants, ground into shavings. A bowl held tiny white rocks, or what looked like rocks, but might be anything or nothing. She wanted to touch them but restrained herself.
On one table she found a quill, ink, and blank paper. A tall stool sat beside it, just the right height for writing. Evelyn had said to touch nothing, but that couldn�t apply to writing. She unstopped a bottle of dark blue ink and checked the nib on the quill. Soon she had printed an entire page of A�s, each row neater and more precise than the one above.
She had learned A�s from William at the King�s Palace in her father�s workshop. It was the only letter she knew. The first letter on the bottle containing the ink was new to her. I. A simple down stroke. She made one, thinking that writing may be easier than she expected.
The line grew too long. She made another, too short. The next wavered and bent. Hannah shifted the quill to her other hand and shook her right. Then she tried again, making one slash after another. They became reasonably straight, but when she sat back to observe her work, the entire line slanted downward instead of flowing straight across the page.
She changed dresses because she could. The green dress caught the light just right. Maybe green would become her new favorite color. The stack of firewood drew her attention. To one side kindling had been split, and flint and iron lay beside it. The sorceress had thought of everything. She built a small fire, not for warmth, but for the company. The smoke rose in the middle of the tree and filtered out above the curtain.
She still had enough light in the day to practice with her knife, and she had already killed her imaginary opponent with throw after throw. Each time she missed she analyzed why and made minute corrections. Then she went back inside and sat to work on her penmanship again.
The page was blank. She sorted through the pages, searched her bed, and anywhere else, but she was certain she had left the full page of A�s and the I�s right on top. Not wishing to waste valuable paper, she nevertheless started printing at the top of a clean sheet. She made a row of A�s and another of I�s, then learned to make the next letter on the bottle, N. When satisfied, and her hand cramping, she placed the bottle on top of the paper and cleaned the nib of the quill.
She followed the pink dots to their source, a small metal vat of a foul smelling liquid. Inside the rim of the cauldron floated thousands of pink dots, a few rising high enough to escape over the lip and float free. Hannah gave the smallest sniff and found herself dizzy. Do not touch OR sniff the sorceress� things.
Looking at the position of the sun, she realized the day was almost over, and Evelyn wouldn�t arrive today. Perhaps not the following day either. The message from her had sounded faintly ominous. Still, she would sleep warm, safe, and cleaner than in days. She put wood on a small fire and went back to practice writing again and solved the mystery of her previous attempt. The writing had dried and faded, still faintly visible on the paper, even as she watched it disappear. Soon it would be gone.
Quill in hand, Hannah practiced drawing the next letter on the bottle, the letter K. She could only pronounce and repeat the sounds of A, but printing them would make the learning easier. She made a row of K symbols, keeping it straight and the letters the same size, although, they tended to get larger at the end of the line.
When darkness fell, she sat and ate a handful of berries and gnawed on hard bread sprinkled with odd spices. She carried a strip of jerky to her sleeping mat and used her blanket to cover her. There were ample candles, but Hannah had learned to sleep early and rise before the sun. Candles were for rich people.
The following day she again practiced throwing the knife at Treeman, as well as pulling it from the scabbard and throwing. She hit him four times in a row, but never five. She washed in the pool again around mid-day with a bar of heavy soap and wore the brown dress after drying off. The brown looked good on her and maybe it should become her new favorite color instead of green. Or Blue. A deer had wandered close, and she stood still, trying to draw it closer, but it bolted and left her laughing at the expression it wore when it spotted her.
The day passed slowly. After all the excitement of the last days, she wished for more to do. The third day passed slowly. The letters on the paper with the disappearing ink faded away in half a day or less. So did the ink. The quill now touched the bottom of the well with every dip. The nib had been cut so many times that the quill grew so short it barely fit her hand.
On the fourth day the sorceress, Evelyn, entered just before dark.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

�Child, I am so glad to see you again,� Evelyn said as she swirled into the room.
�I thought you would never get here.�
The sorceress carried a sack of food and supplies. She placed it on a work table and said, �Indeed, that is truer than not. The kingdom is in turmoil. Members of the Royal family have been killed, and others try to usurp the King. Several young mages have banded together to serve new masters, and all the while the whole world searches for a new princess, half to crown her and the other half to see her dead.�
�It is me they are after.�
Evelyn threw her hands to her mouth and feigned surprise. �You are the reason that they search each home in every town and village? Because of you, there are guards at every crossroad? And you are worth a fistful of gold coins to the person who delivers you, or your head, to certain mages?�
�I don�t understand half of what is happening.�
�Nor should you,� Evelyn said. �You are a just child in need of help.�
Hannah sat and looked away before deciding to trust Evelyn even more than she had. �Not just a child. I am a princess in line for the throne, and I�m the daughter of a mage.�
�Mage is something learned. Unless you feel a calling, you will know nothing of the magic arts, and even then you would have to study for years to learn the basics of being a sorceress.�
�I have that calling.�
While unpacking and talking had distracted her, Evelyn now turned and said simply, �I know.�
�You can tell?�
�The pink dots. Women without our powers cannot see them. Not even a mage can see them. Only us, a sisterhood of women who try to help others with what we learn, and that is how I knew you were more than a helpless child.�
�But now everyone wants to kill me. I killed a man on my way here.�
�Lords and Demons! You killed a man?�
�He was trying to kill me. Well, take me to the one who is behind the mages causing all this trouble.�
Evelyn halted in storing the food and supplies. �Behind?�
�Someone wealthy is paying for the reward they offer. That person has paid for the soldiers who chased us, and for the assassins.�
�You know this� How?�
�I know it because I saw it. After they had attacked us the first time, one of my father�s men went back and searched the warriors we defeated. They were the scum that spends evening downing ale at the pub, and I recognized many of them. Liars, thieves, and crooks. The guard filled the floor of our coach with coins taken from them. Somebody rich is paying the young mages, and everyone else.�
�I have heard no stories that confirm your words.�
�Are you saying I�m lying?� Hannah found herself on her feet; fingers balled into fists.
Evelyn glanced at them and shook her head. �No, I believe you. Every word. It�s just that nobody is telling the tale, and I find that odd. Someone is even paying people to be quiet about certain things.�
Hannah relaxed. �I need a place to live. I cannot go back to the King�s Palace yet.�
�If ever. But, I expected you to return here, and you are welcome to live with me. We�ll devise a story to explain who you are, but for now, you must stay hidden. By the way, your hair is hideous.�
Hannah smiled for the first time in days. �Ink. Sir James� manservant William cut it for me.�
�The Knight couldn�t afford to have a woman cut it for you?�
�The Knight is dead. So is his manservant, William.�
Evelyn blanched and reached for the edge of the table to steady herself. �We have not heard.�
Hannah pulled the purse from her waist where it still rode, even under the dresses. �You said you needed coins to buy local things. Here, take these.�
The sorceress spilled the coins onto the table and sucked in a sharp breath. �Where did all this come from? It�s a fortune.�
�I have more in my bag. Not much, but some, and three pieces of silver a blacksmith cut for me.�
�I hope you took a nap today because we�re going to talk long into the night, Hannah. More has happened to you in a few days than happens to others in their lives. Now, I want you start at the beginning and tell me everything.�
Hannah hesitated. Everything? Even the part where she made fire with her finger? No! �I will start with my mother, I guess.�
The sorceress said, �First we eat and get better acquainted. Did you follow my instructions?�
�Yes, but you should have said not to sniff that stuff in the pot.�
�Oh, that sniff won�t hurt you. Its purpose is to keep people away from here. A little skunk scent will deter most from coming too near. I let it simmer all year around as a simple, effective measure to ensure my privacy. Still, if that is your closest encounter with my herbs and spells, you did well.�
�A bird passed on your message.�
�Crow. He�s a smart one, and mimics me well.�
�Will I be able to make birds say what I want?�
�Not right away, but you have the beginning of the power. But having it and using it are two different things. The front end of a dog has a snout, but the back end wags. No, that is a silly comparison, and I apologize. I�m treating you like a child.�
�I am a child.�
The sorceress smirked and said, �There, I knew you were smarter than most. You are a child, but a special one. You cannot read; I take it?�
�I can draw a few letters,� her eyes went to the writing table. �But the letters disappeared.�
�There are times when that is good. I will teach you to read and write, far quicker than I learned because of a couple of spells.�
Hannah pulled back a little. �I�m not sure about your spells.�
�The two I made for you and the Knight? Did they work?�
�Sir James said, �Without them, we might not have reached the Palace.�
�The spells I�m going to use are simple and will help you learn faster. You need to read to protect yourself. Hannah, there are men in every village searching for you. That�s why I had to wait to come here, but I cannot keep doing it without raising suspicion.�
�They are here? Looking for me?�
�You have no idea of the firestorm you�ve created. But I think we can deflect some of the searches, and that is why I came here today.�
�You won�t stay?�
�I cannot, and you cannot suddenly appear at my home without a hundred bounty hunters of one sort or another arriving the following day.�
�Tell me your plan.�
�You were going to tell me your tale. But it can wait for a little, and you can learn,� she stood and went to a workbench and cleared the clutter aside. She talked as she worked, explaining what tasks the ingredients performed, why they were mixed as she did it, and how much of each to use. After combining six herbs, minerals, and the bark of a tree, she set the bowl aside and went to the writing-table where she selected a small parchment and blood red ink.
She wrote in a tiny hand, neat letters that filled the paper. Hannah watched every step, knowing the sorceress worked without hesitation and seemed familiar with every step. She rolled the paper into a tube and tied it with a red ribbon, the tails hanging long and free.
Back at the bowl she�d mixed, she removed part of the contents and sprinkled it on a thick dowel extending from the wall. She added another ingredient, and the dowel began to glow. �Now we wait,� Evenly said. �You can begin your story.�
Hannah talked, skipping any mention of her ability to make fire, but made it seem the Old Mage had recognized her features as his own and remembered the woman he�d courted twelve years ago. She talked quickly, her eyes shifting to the glowing dowel now and then. When she reached the part about the Old Mage being killed by the arrow, a noise interrupted her.
An owl hooted. Then Hannah heard the rustle of wings. Turning to the opening in the hollow tree, she saw an owl fly inside, where it landed on the dowel with a flutter of wings that threw dust into the air from the worktable. The sorceress barely reacted other than to hold up a finger for Hannah to pause. Evelyn tied the tube of parchment to the leg of the owl and watched it fly away.
�What�s that all about?� Hannah asked.
�The owl will carry a message to another sorceress far from here. She will read it and then convince people near her home that they have seen a twelve-year-old blonde girl sneaking through the forests near there. Word of your sightings will travel fast.�
�Eleven-years-old,� Hannah said automatically but smiling at the plan. �That is a very good idea. Everyone around here that is looking for me will either stop or go there. But how will the owl know where to go? And how do you make it do that?�
�Consider this your first lesson in sorcery. We do not make things happen. We are not gods. What we do is convince others, and that includes animals, to do what we would like them to do. For instance, I cast a spell that told that male owl that there are attractive female owls looking for mates where I wish it to fly. The spell convinced the owl to fly there as fast as possible, and to make itself more beautiful, fly to the sorceress and she will remove the thing tied to its leg.�
Hannah pursed her lips as she thought about the explanation and found she didn�t fully believe, or understand all of it. �You did make it go there. You cast the spell.�
�A wise and unexpected answer from one so young, but wrong. I cast a spell to make the conditions conducive to the owl. The owl wants to go where there are mates, and I�m sure there are many where he is going. I set up the circumstances that allowed the owl to make the decision I wanted.�
Hannah shook her head. �You�re playing with words.�
�Ha!� the sorceress spat, and then she chuckled. �You want to know all the answers in one short lesson, but it will not happen that way.�
�So, there is more?�
�Much more, young lady. But if you understand half of what I explained today, you are better at learning sorcery than almost all.�
Hannah let her words ring a bell in her mind. The Old Mage had told her a similar thing about making fire with her finger. He said some mages never learn. Could she be both a special mage and sorceress? �What if the sorceress, where the owl lands, tells them where I am?�
�The message does not say you are here.�
�What if a hunter kills the owl and reads the message?� Hannah asked.
The sorceress was busy mixing more ingredients but paused to look at Hannah. �Another perceptive question. Instead of answering directly, you tell me. What would you do to protect the message?�
Hannah shrugged but looked around the workshop and at the writing table. �Disappearing ink would hide it but then the sorceress where the owl flies cannot read it.�
�Very good. What if I told you a simple spell would bring back all you wrote?�
Hannah�s eye opened wide in surprise. �You can do that?�
�No, but I like your idea, and with a little work, I think I can make it happen. In this case, I simply wrote it in red ink, and that says there is danger within the words. The note said that there had been several sightings of you near where she lives and to tell everyone she knows about them. But the red ink will warn her of danger, and she will be careful in the telling.�
�Oh, so simple.�
Evelyn said, �Do not be disappointed. The simplest ways are often the best. Now, why don�t you sit down on that stool by the writing table and finish your story while I work on another spell, one that will help you learning to read.�
The day had turned into the late afternoon by the time she finished, and Evelyn had asked a hundred questions. The Sorceress waved her arms, mumbled a few words, and patiently waited. The crow returned a short while later and landed on the dowel that seemed to exist for birds who spoke. After feeding the bird a nut as a reward, she sprinkled the blue powder over the bird�s head, then pale yellow sprinkles as fine as ground salt.
The sorceress lifted the small scroll she�d brought with her and said, �Are you sure you are only eleven, almost twelve? You are closer to ten in some ways, thirty in others if you ask me. These are your lessons for a few days. The letters you have been learning, but the crow will return when you unroll the scroll because he�s bound to it for a few days.�
�Why?� Hannah asked. I don�t want that stupid bird around here.
�Because it now knows how to speak the sounds of each letter and what they look like. Many have two sounds, and the crow knows both. You will write and say aloud the name and the sounds of the letters. When you know one, the crow will fly off until you unroll the scroll for the next letter.�
�So I�m to spend part of my days making letters. I can do that. But I already know some, and my mother was teaching me before she died, so a few are familiar.�
The sorceress stood before shaking her head. �It will come back in a hurry. But no, you are not to spend part of each day learning them, you will spend nearly all of every day learning them. It is your most important task if you are to learn to be a sorceress.�
�Why is it so important?�
�Imagine misreading an ingredient as you mix a spell. Your mistake may create an anger potent when you wanted one for love. You will print the letters, say them, memorize them, and practice until you know each instantly.�
�That�ll take days,� Hannah wailed.
Evelyn met her protest with a stern expression. �Days! It usually takes a year or two. Listen to me, girl. Never have so many searched for one person. If you are to live to be twelve, you will do as I say. Study. Learn. It is your only hope.�
Hannah felt the tears welling and her vision blurring.
�Cry, if you must,� Evelyn snapped. �Do it and get it over with. This is not like I�m holding a hot poker against your skin. All ladies read and write. If you have any hope of returning to the King�s Palace and avenging the deaths of your three fathers, you will study as if your life depends on learning. I cannot return for at least four more days, maybe longer.�
�How many of them would you wish me to know when you return?�
�I would wish for all of them, but that is unreasonable. Do your best.�
�Can�t you cast a learning spell over me?�
�Spells wear out over time. This is something you must learn for yourself. I must leave. I�ve already been here too long and don�t wish to start the tongues in my village wagging.�
Hannah wanted to ask more questions, but the woman was already walking away, her stride long and quick, her arms swinging at her sides. Hannah turned to the crow. �You had better stay close and eat when you can because you�re going to be very busy.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Hannah used the flame on her finger to ignite the wicks on two candles at the writing desk. While darkness had not yet fallen, the light grew dim. The crow hopped from one end of the perch to the other until she unrolled the scroll and wrote A.
�A� the bird squawked, then continued, �A, ah.�
Hannah repeated the sounds. She wrote one of the new letters, N.
�N.� The bird paused, then said, �Enn. Neh.�
�Okay, this an N and it sounds like neh. And the other is an A, ah. This isn�t going to be so hard.� She selected an unknown letter, the next in the series, and printed B. When she reached D she paused and tested herself, finding she had forgotten part of B. Maybe it wouldn�t be so easy after all.
She started over and woke chilly and in the dark. The stubs of the candles had burned themselves out. Hannah remembered putting her head down to rest her eyes for a minute, but it felt like the middle of the night. She crawled into her cot and instantly went back to sleep.
After eating and working on her letters all morning, Hannah went to the pool of water to bath and relax. She still felt bits of sand and grit in her hair, despite how short the haircut. She pulled the green dress over her head and eased into the cool water The harsh soap reddened her skin, and when she washed her hair, the soap foam turned dirty gray from the ink. She washed and let the water flow over her as she rested her eyes from the intense writing.
Hannah heard a man whisper. Another answered. Hannah�s eyes flashed open and found two men had entered the far side of the clearing, maybe fifty steps from her. The goblin sized rocks of the pool would make her head look like one of them. The rim of the pool hid most of her head, and her body was below the water. Only the green dress lay in plain sight, but it was green on a meadow of grass.
The men were dressed in green colors, too. Darker, but green. In a forest of trees with leaves, they would be hard to see. Neither carried a bow or weapon, yet they were hunting. Their footsteps were careful and slow, their eyes watching all directions, but especially the ground where they looked for footprints or tracks.
Instinct told her to leap from the water and run. But the actions of the men gave her pause. If they looked at the pool, they would surely see her. They didn�t. Their eyes went all around the forest, looking first one way and then another.
The first time she had been here Evelyn had mentioned nobody had ever found the tree because of spells she, and those before her set. She was reminded of the no-see-me spell when she rode in the wagon in plain sight, and nobody looked at her. She had not turned invisible; the sorceress had convinced everyone not to look at her. The two men she watched acted much the same. If she ran, they might see her, or hear her.
They moved carefully and slowly until they were only twenty paces from her. She held her breath and tensed, ready to spring away, but they angled off and followed the stream. She watched until they disappeared into the depths of the forest and relaxed in ways she hadn�t for days. They hadn�t seen the pink dots floating in the air, and had never once looked directly at the tree.
Back inside the workspace, she unrolled the scroll and dipped her quill to make her first J. The crow flew back and landed, already calling out the name and the sound of the letter before its feet gripped the dowel. She worked on penmanship and learning the letters and sounds for most of the afternoon and then again in the early evening, but her hand was so tired and cramped so fast that she could only make a few strokes at a time after a while. Between learning, she went to her tree and threw her knife at Treeman.
The following morning, she found she already knew K and N, so she made her first lopsided O. Another crow flew inside the tree and landed beside the first. It peered at her and said in Evelyn�s voice, �A mage has arrived in our village.�
Nothing else. But that message said it all. The bird repeated the message three times, then flew away. A mage. If that were normal Evelyn wouldn�t have sent a message, so it must be unusual�and dangerous. It might be a few more days before the sorceress could return to the tree, but Hannah had left her enough food for days and days. Still, Hannah decided to eat less until Evelyn returned.
What would a mage be doing in a small, remote village if not searching for her? If one searched here, there were sure to be others searching villages farther away, and probably still more in town and the Palace. Wait! How many mages existed? In her lifetime she had seen two, the Young Mage at the Earl�s Castle and her father.
If mages were that rare, the appearance of one at the small village took on more importance. Could he believe her to be close? Has she made a mistake and led him here?
Hannah put those thoughts aside because they could not be answered. Instead, she attacked her studies with renewed resolve, but found she had forgotten F and confused C with K. Instead of getting easier; the task of learning became more complicated as she added new letters. She had to pause in her work so the crow could search for food. Then she wondered why she didn�t place a bowl of it near the bird, along with water for it to drink.
She didn�t like the crow. It made squawks that had nothing to do with letters, scaring her at times and confusing her at others. It made messes on the table below the perch until she moved the table, thinking that was a good idea. The messes then fell to the floor and were harder to clean, so she shoved the table back.
Most of all, she didn�t like the stupid bird correcting her every time she named a letter wrong or made the wrong sound. The bird could be the offspring of the nasty woman in the morning kitchen who cooked the hard bread for the slaves. It was the first time she had thought of the morning kitchen in a couple of days. The memories were already fading. Hannah didn�t know if that was good or not. She didn�t like her early life, of course, but did she wish to forget it?
By the time she started printing the Z on the fourth day, her mind churned when she thought of all the letters. Each time she went back to the beginning she knew the first five or six, then problems arose, and the crow started shouting at her. But she was on the last letter and knew that going over them time after time would forever fix them in her mind. The hardest part was over.
But the crows message about the mage in the village kept haunting her thoughts. If Evelyn thought it so important that she took the time and risk to send a message, it must be so, and rare. Then Hannah remembered the Young Mage at the Earl�s Castle watching her. There had been something about his eyes, his expression, and the intentness that had made her ill at ease that day, and she avoided places she might encounter him until she left.
Had he been threatening? Or, had he known or sensed something in her? Or somehow marked her so he could follow? Was that even possible? The coincidence in her father arriving at the castle and the Young Mage�s attention couldn�t have been an accident. He knew something about her. She would bet the mage in the village was him.
He was a mage, after all. He possessed magical powers, if a grade or two lower than her father, but magic all the same. Had he used it to follow her? If he had, would Evelyn�s spells to hide her workshop from people also hide it from him? Were the two hunters who nearly found her bathing in the pool sent by the mage?
The questions filled her mind so full that making a simple Z became more than she could concentrate on. She stood, stretched and went to kill the Treeman another hundred times by throwing her knife. Instead of simply throwing it, she now added difficulty. With the knife in the scabbard, she walked past the tree as if strolling in a park, pulled and threw. Next, she waited, hands limply at her sides, for a leaf to touch the ground before pulling and throwing. She spun and threw. She varied the situation and made the throws time after time.
She seldom missed anymore. Always from the same distance, the same grip on the knife, the same throwing motion. Repeatedly. One throw accounted for one raised finger on her left hand. Five perfect throws, then five more. She waited for the next bird in the forest to chirp and threw, almost before the sound disappeared.
The bark on the tree showed the slashes where the knife had landed, overlapping and eventually so many the bark fell off the tree leaving a pale yellow circle the size of a man�s chest. Above and below were her near misses. She drew a round face on the tree with white powder, then drew two ink dots for eyes. They were the dark eyes of the Young Mage.
Her statistics for throwing improved, as did her speed and velocity. Three times that morning she went outside and threw the knife until her arm hurt, then went inside and worked on the letters again. Drawing each evenly across the page, she called out the name and sounds of each. The crow mercifully remained quiet.
It�s always best to have a plan. If more people came around hunting her, she decided to go to the farm where they had �bought� the horses and take her coins with her. She started packing the leather bag under her dress in case she needed to flee. Since Sir James died, she felt she inherited the debt owed to the family that had helped them by giving them horses. Perhaps they could tell her where to hide next. But first, came the debt she owed.
If she did not have to flee, and things calmed down, she would talk to Evelyn and explain why she had to travel there, and maybe they could go together. Again the thought of the Young Mage entered her mind unbiddenly. If it was another mage in the village, she could rest easier. But if it was the one who watched her, she had reason to be scared. The problem was in knowing and suspecting.
She �felt� another mind touch hers. Not directly, but searching and the gentle, quick �touch� moved on. It hadn�t recognized her�or perhaps it had. She waited for another mental touch, and if it lingered she would leave.
She considered slipping into the village to see for herself if it was the same mage, but that was kind of thing a child would do. She pictured herself asking Sir James if she should sneak into the village. He would demand to know if what little she gained in knowledge was worth risking her capture and even death.
It was too quiet while sitting at the workbench. On impulse, she printed an H and said, �H, ah.�
�Huh,� the crow shouted back at her.
�Bee,� she mimicked incorrectly, her wicked eyes watching the crow.
�Huh,� it said again, twisting and turning its head as it watched her like it thought her stupid.
�Huh, does that make you happy?�
The crow tilted its head but didn�t reply or correct her this time. She made a small evening meal by cooking a cross between hard bread and flatbread. It was not intentional, but she had never made it, and the result could not properly be called either, but she liked it. At least she told herself she did as she forced another bite into her mouth and washed it down with fresh water from the brook.
The light still filtered down through the trees when she passed Treeman. At three and a half steps she never even paused or hesitated in her walk. The knife found its way into her hand, and her arm whipped forward. The knife struck parallel to the ground, chest high, as usual.
�How often am I ever going to get that close?� Three and a half small steps. She knew the distance perfectly, but from there a man could almost leap forward and grab her before she threw.
She moved back to five steps and threw. The knife clattered to the ground. She backed a half step and missed again, but it had almost turned over to strike point first. She went back another half step. The knife stuck into the tree. Six steps instead of three and a half.
She marked the ground by drawing her foot across the needles in the dirt. Six steps, a much safer distance. But as she threw, it felt awkward and wrong, even though the knife managed to hit Treeman a little high, but still stuck. Her small arm couldn�t provide the speed the knife needed to cross the increased space and strike hard enough to penetrate.
She�d seen boys throw rocks, and they used their whole bodies. She imitated their movement awkwardly and missed the tree. After locating her knife and returning to her spot she tried again, making the move without throwing and chasing.
�Take a big step and keep low as you throw.� She told herself as she practiced a few more times, then tried with the knife. It struck Treeman with a resounding whack, very near the center of his chest. The middle of the tree below the face she�d made gleamed yellow, the bark worn off long ago from the repeated strikes of her blade. Darker vertical marks showed where the knife had struck before, so many that the whole area looked like some strange monster had chewed it.
The following morning, just after sunup, a young woman dressed in green pants and shirt that matched the color of the forest stood outside and called her name. Then she waited until Hannah pulled the curtain aside and walked out.
Seeing her, Hannah said nothing, but moved a few steps closer until she stood exactly six steps away, her perfect distance for the knife on her back itching to be in her hand. �Who are you?�
�Sage. Evelyn sent me.�
�She�s in the village.�
�I know. The mage is still there. It�s the same mage who served the Earl, one of those opposing the King, so he knows you by sight.�
While she spoke, Hannah took inventory of the girl. Taller than Hannah by half a head, she wore her long straight black hair tied with a green ribbon to keep it out of her face. She carried a bow, a quiver of arrows at her hip, a leather bag slung over her shoulder, but not the one carrying the bow. She kept that one clear of encumbrance. Hannah decided she was near twenty, but couldn�t guess on which side.
�You were in the village?� Hannah asked, expecting to find she had been.
She laughed, �Of course not. That mage is looking for anything out of the ordinary that might point him to you. She sent me an owl with a lengthy message and told me to come and teach you what I can, but to stress you are not to leave this tree for any reason. He is watching and waiting.�
�Are you a hunter? I have never heard of a woman hunter.�
�Hunter? No, I�m the same as you. A sorceress, just a little older than you.�
It was the first time anyone had called Hannah a sorceress. She found she liked it. �What can you teach me?�
�Reading, to start with. A few small spells to entertain you, but nothing that will attract the mage. Evelyn said you are studying your letters but have never attended training or school.�
�I think I know them all. I can print them, too. And I can say their sounds.�
�What spells do you know?�
�None. I just found out who I am,� Hannah told that part of the truth, and would hide the rest until she knew for sure what else to tell. For now, she wouldn�t even tell a sorceress too much.
Sage�s eyes went to Treeman.
Hannah said, �Meet Treeman, my target.�
�What have you been shooting at him?�
Hannah spun, and while turning, reached over her shoulder and pulled the black knife and threw. It struck dead center.
�A spell?� Sage asked, not appearing impressed.
�Skill,� Hannah said, puffing out her chest.
�Why?�
�So I can protect myself,� Hannah said, proud to explain.
Sage looked off into the distance, pulled an arrow and said, �Do you see that white spot on that tree way over there?�
Hannah looked. Not only could no arrow fly that far, but no archer could hit such a small target. �I see it.�
In a flash of motion, Sage brought the arrow to the string, pulled, aimed, and released. Her head turned to face Hannah long before the arrow found its mark. �Not skill. My arrows are enchanted to strike what I aim at. Why would I waste hours and hours learning to shoot half as good?�
The arrow struck the center of the white blaze. Hannah realized she had just learned her first lesson�and it was a good one. She didn�t know what or how, but she understood that a sorceress� did things differently. It would be good to have company and someone to teach her. �Would you like to come inside?�
�Yes, I�ve never been here and using a hollow tree is a wonderful way to . . .� She paused as Hannah drew back the curtain. �Why, this is amazing. Look how large it is. And her supplies! It must have taken a lifetime to gather all this. How old is Evelyn?�
Hannah didn�t know. She shrugged. Sage began exploring, looking but not touching, Hannah noticed. Sage kept her hands to her sides or clasped behind her. Now and then she squealed in excitement, but no matter what, she never reached for anything on any table.
After eating some of Hannah�s bread, Sage told her to add more salt and perhaps onion or garlic to give it flavor. �And you might want to use a spoonful of oats, rye, and finely chopped nuts to add texture. Now, let me see your writing.�
Hannah almost snorted, realizing that a few days ago, she couldn�t produce it because of the disappearing ink, but the blue ink she used now filled several pages. Sage took her time examining them, pointing out a few small problems, and ways to make a few letters easier, but for the most part she approved.
Hannah dutifully sounded out each letter, and Sage only had one correction. Then Sage said, �Now the easy stuff is over. We�re going to put these letters together into words.�
�I don�t know anything about that.�
�No problem. Let�s start with an easy one. There, what is the sound of that letter?�
�I.�
�Correct. I can read. I know that word. I can say it.�
�The letter is also a word?� Hannah asked.
�A few are. There are some words made of two letters, but for the most part, you can read now, but just don�t know it. I made a mental list while on my way here, words spelled as each letter is said. Once you catch on, you can read words you�ve never seen before.�
�No. Magic? Like your arrows?�
�Nope, just reading. Say, do you know that magic surrounds this tree? All sorts of incantations, charms, and spells I�ve never heard of, or seen, but unless you know what to look for, this place might as well be in another world.�
Hannah said, �I think she is not the first to use it. There were seven or eight before Evelyn. I take it your place is not like this?�
�Lords above and below, no. I have a tiny room in the basement in our barn. I hide the door under two spells, but nothing grand like this. But your explanation tells me what I wondered. No one person could protect this tree so well. Now, let�s get back to work.�
Sage printed a series of words, most with four or fewer letters and showed Hannah how to sound them out. When they were finishing the second set, Sage said, �You�re doing great, Princess.�
Hannah bolted upright, her fears emerging with stilled lips. �Huh?�
�Princess. That�s what Hannah means in the old tongue. Didn�t you know?�
Hannah thought back to the times when Sir James called her Princess, and she never knew there was a joke tied to it. Her name and station in life were the same. She allowed a smile to emerge. �No, but someone dear to me used to call me that sometimes.�
�Oh, I wondered what your reaction was all about. Geez, you looked scared when I said it, and I wondered if I did anything wrong.�
�No, but I guess it is a name my uncle used for me and it�s special for that reason.� Hannah didn�t want anyone hearing her called Princess. Not now. She�d just as soon Sage didn�t use it and bring up the subject so nobody would suspect or wonder and think where they had seen her before.
They worked on reading until Hannah could remember more sounds and recognize them enough for simple words. Sage said, �Here, let me teach you a small but useful spell. Have you ever been caught in a rainstorm?�
Hannah remembered the story her father created so the globes with the explosions and fireworks would work. But making it rain was work of a mage. How did this differ? She decided to watch and pay attention. �Yes, many times.�
Sage smiled, �First, you need a little of the inside bark of a maple, red, spreading, whatever kind of maple that�s handy. Not much, just a pinch. Then you need . . .� She rattled off several more ingredients, and Hannah lost track. Sage withdrew a small bag from inside her pocket. She muttered a few words and blew the powder over Hannah.
�Come now, we�ll go down to the stream, and I�ll show you how it works, but be warned, do not be caught in a storm walking dry. People will know a spell has been cast and suspect you. It�s always best to keep your secrets. It�ll keep you dry and warm.�
At the bathing pool, Sage scooped water with a cup and dribbled it over Hannah�s head. The water flowed down and over her clothes and skin without wetting either. Sage said, �What I have done is wet my hair beforehand, so it appears the rain did it.�
The trick interested Hannah for another reason. She asked, �What if you want it to rain?�
�Then you must see a mage. This spell affects you, a person, not the four elements, you know what they are?�
�Earth, air, fire, and water. But the spell does affect water.�
�No, it affects you. Sorceresses like you and I cannot do magic in the four elements, but we are superior in our ways. A mage can make it rain. You and I can prevent that rain from getting us wet.�
Hannah was beginning to understand and had a glimmer of hope that soon she would know the difference, but inquiring more about Sage might alert her in some way. Back at the tree, Hannah was again reading small words by sounding the letters, and not understanding most. They talked, laughed, ate, and studied.
A crow flew inside and circled the hollow tree trunk once before settling on the perch. Instantly Hannah noticed the crow stood taller than others, and she had never seen it before. It fixed its eyes on her and spoke slowly, and clearly. �Flee Hannah! I am held a prisoner. A spy followed Sage to the tree, and now you both must flee for your lives. The Young Mage is coming.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Sage exchanged a look with Hannah before both leaped to their feet. Hannah collected all she thought valuable, and as Sage readied to leave with her, Hannah shook her head. �If he comes here, he will know I was here, and he will punish Evelyn. We have to make it look like only you were here, but not me.�
As she talked, she collected her spare dresses, the knife she used to wear at her waist, and any signs that a young girl her age had been in the hollow tree. Sage attacked the kitchen, gathering all the perishable food, and even the discarded scraps. As if bees were attacking, they moved so fast that in less time than it took to tell, the inside of the tree was swept, literally, clean of everything that indicated Hannah had lived there.
Hannah even collected her attempts at writing and stuffed them into her bag with her father�s painting and stood back to observe the room the last time. It looked as if the cot and fire pit were for the owner. The few footprints were not hers. She had brought almost nothing into the workshop, and mentally inventoried it all.
�Okay, we can go now.�
Sage looked at her in confusion and fear. �Where?�
Their roles had reversed the instant the crow spoke. Sage was not the scared student looking to Hannah for guidance. �I know a place. Watch where you place your feet. How long does it take to travel from the village to the tree?�
Sage rushed to keep up with the pace Hannah set. �Remember? I have never been to the village.�
�It can�t be far,� Hannah panted. She looked over her shoulder and found the tree barely in sight. A few pink dots drifted by and she poked one with her finger.
�They�re fun. Some smell better, though.� Sage�s voice was oddly quiet and distracted. The fear of the Young Mage capturing her had begun to reach reality.
Sage had been sent as a teacher, not to be the subject of a search by a mage. Her steps were slow and disjointed. Hannah spun and continued walking, exactly in the direction she and Sir James had arrived from after the death of her father. They had been riding on horses, but only for a day, and a little more. The two were well into the forest when thunder rolled and ended with a clap that hurt their ears, and a flash of lightning that filled the air. Hannah looked up at the clear blue sky.
Sage said, �He has found the tree�and not you. He�s angry.�
�When a mage gets mad he creates a storm?�
�Immature ones sometimes do things like that. Remember, they are just men, after all. Young men and they cannot control their emotional outbursts like women. They always want to make loud noises or fight. That�s why a woman can make them do silly things to please us, but also why they will go to war over things you and I would negotiate.�
Another boom of thunder made their feet move faster, and they didn�t have the breath to talk. Did the second clap of thunder sound closer?
She didn�t run but moved faster than the horse she rode. Running would tire her faster, and they would make better time if they moved fast without wearing themselves out. Sage managed to keep up. The sun sank lower, and they kept on.
Sage called from ten paces behind, winded and panting, �Do you know where we�re at?�
�No.�
�Do you know where we�re going?�
�I think so.�
�Will we get there soon?�
�Not tonight. Late tomorrow.�
�Good,� Sage hissed.
�Why is that good?�
Sage said, �Because a full day away from that mage is not far enough. A day and a half is better even if we have to walk all night.�
Hannah kept walking, looking at the hills in the distance and recognizing them. They now followed a trail through the forest of normal trees, and she thought it looked familiar. When she spotted animal leavings, Hannah smiled. She had watched Cleanup do his work at the castle so many times she recognized the dried horse apples. They were from one of the horses she and Sir James rode.
�I know where we are.�
�See something familiar?�
�I did. We can follow this path and sleep under a tree when darkness falls.�
A while later, Sage said, �I was sent to teach you, but it seems you�re teaching me.�
�No, you�re doing a good job with my reading. I�m just not a good student.�
�That�s silly. Did you expect to learn in one day?�
Hannah didn�t answer. She knew the letters and how they sounded. Yes, she should be reading. �I guess not.�
Sage remained quiet until twilight, then said, �I don�t blame Evelyn, you know.�
�She didn�t know they had you watched.�
�They probably had all sorceresses watched. But that in itself says how badly they want to capture you. Hannah, I don�t know what is so important about you, but the whole kingdom is taking sides. I fear war.� Sage walked on before saying, �You have stirred a hornet�s nest and Evelyn is right. You need to run away as far and as fast as you can.�
Hannah turned and said, �And you have to go with me. I�m sorry. I didn�t mean to get you involved. We can still travel for a while.�
Sage followed, then asked softly, �You don�t have to tell me, but do you know what�s happening? Why they are after you?�
�I know part of it. Probably enough.� Hannah picked up the pace as her eyes adjusted to the night. The air felt crisp, the night still warm. Oddly enough, she felt comfortable and safe while running from half the kingdom. Yes, she knew enough to understand that adults were not against killing children who got in the way of them assuming power. She knew some were so hungry for the power of a king that they let nothing stand in their way. And she knew their gold bought others to do their bidding, people like the Young Mage.
�What are your plans?� Sage asked as if Hannah�s plans and she might not be the same.
A stand of Cedar trees grew just ahead. The others were pine, and she didn�t like sleeping under pine trees because they wept sticky sap that water didn�t remove. She pointed at the cedars with the soft layers underneath.
Hannah said, �You asked for my plans, but we need to discuss yours, too. I know you are older and know more about reading and magic than me, but if you believe you can go back to your home as if nothing has happened, you�re wrong. They will find you. You�ll end up in a dungeon or worse.�
�I want to go home.�
Hannah sat and unrolled her blanket. �Me too. I cannot force you to come with me. You can do what you want, I guess. Just know that if you return to your home, you will die. But my plans? I�m going to repay a debt I gained when my uncle died; then I�m going far away, so far they will never find me. Then, a day will come when I will return and seek revenge.�
Sage sat beside her. �You talk like someone older than me. Are you sure you�re only twelve?�
�Eleven, I think. William, Sir James� manservant, asked me the same question.�
�You sometimes sound like you�re thirty.�
�I don�t think I�m that old,� Hannah laughed. �But with magic, how can you tell?�
Sage placed her blanket around her shoulders, but still moved closer to Hannah as if she spread warmth around her. Sage sniffed, but refused to cry as she bit her upper lip. �I can never go home?�
�Maybe. Someday. If the King settles this uprising, you can. If he loses, you may never see your home again. Or, I guess you can take your chances.�
�Hannah, how will you live? Will you apprentice yourself? And I am too old for that, so what will you expect of me? Should I wear bright copper bracelets and rings in my ears while I tell false fortunes to lonely women?�
One of the small gold coins that rested in Hannah�s purse hidden between her legs would buy a small farm, animals and all. The purse held several gold coins and two silver that the blacksmith had not divided. Then she remembered the two gold coins as large as copper slags, each as heavy as five or six of the smaller gold coins. Between them, they made the little purse sag with the weight.
Hannah said, �My father left me some gold coins.�
�We must fetch them or starve.�
�I have them with me.�
Sage turned her head in question, her eyes scanning Hannah. Distrust welled in Hannah�s mind. She�d only met Sage. But in the morning kitchens, she�d learned to make people earn her trust, and few did. Cleanup, for sure. There had been a little ivory bead she found in the yard. She showed it to Cleanup then left it where he stored his shovel and bucket as if she lost it. Her idea had been mentioning it to him and see if he returned it or kept it for himself.
However, before she could set the second part of her plan in motion, she�d looked up from adding wood to the stoves to see his smiling face stuck in the door. He was not allowed in the kitchens, of course, because all servants pilfered food if allowed. He smiled and held out his open palm, the bead in the center. �Did you lose this?�
�I did,� she cried, happier that she had found someone to trust more than the return of the bead.
She placed her shoulder bag between them as she readied herself for the night, casually placing it with the open top near Sage. The other girl could reach inside and feel for coins, and she might find the silver Hannah had placed there before meeting with the blacksmith, along with the three jots he�d made in splitting the other coin. I really should have left him another, even if I had to hide it, so he didn�t find it until I left. 
If Sage stole the coins from her, better Hannah knew now than later when it might cost far more than two coins. But she remembered the little painting and pulled it free.
Sage�s head spun as if hurt. �What�s that?�
Hannah turned the painting so she could see. �My mother and father.�
�There�s a spell on it. May I hold it?�
Reluctantly Hannah handed it to her. �How can you tell?�
�Can�t you feel the eyes pulling you into it? The way it changes your mood to one of happiness?�
�I thought that was because of good memories,� Hannah said.
Sage turned and examined the painting in the dim light, using the moon to reflect light from the surface. She smiled. �There, I know what it is. I see a hair mixed in the paint that others might think is from the brush, but no. It is a hair from your mother. I�d bet anything there is one from your father, too. This is not the work of a mage. A sorceress did this, and a powerful one.�
�A hair from each of them? I don�t know what to say.�
�It�s part of a bonding spell, similar to a love potion, but not to bring them together, to remind one of the other.�
Hannah sighed, the tears flowing freely. �Painted after they fought and lived apart. He still loved her.�
Sage gave her a hug as she said, �He probably took a hair from her brush or something. What a nice thing to find out about him. Someday when you feel up to it, I�d love to hear the story.�
Hannah realized how little of her Sage knew. She knew the Young Mage wanted to kill her, but not why. She knew Hannah was a budding sorceress, but so new to the craft she couldn�t even read. She probably didn�t know who her father was, and for sure she didn�t know Hannah was in line for the crown.�
Secrets between people keep friendships soft and temporary.
When she woke in the morning, Hannah remembered where she was and quickly checked the position of her bag, and the contents that she had carefully placed so she would know if Sage searched for coins. The bag and contents were exactly as she left them.
They ate what Hannah called �hard crackers,' which were just thin bread, fried hard on each side, then lightly salted. They were a staple of servants, and familiar food, if tasteless. Water to wash them down, came from cold streams they waded past.
Sage wore her green pants and shirt that blended in with the forest, and a brown backpack and heavy boots. Hannah still wore her pale green dress, while carrying her leather bag and everything else rolled into her blanket, including her other two dresses, one of which she�d never worn, and her slippers. Hannah went barefoot, as she did most of the year.
Hannah pointed at one of the larger pines. �How old do you think that tree is?�
�The sorceress who mentored me said some of them are over five hundred years old.�
�Is she sure?� Hannah demanded.
Sage shrugged, �She has no reason to lie, but why are you asking?�
�Well, I�m not sure how to put it into words, but I�ll try. If that tree has stood there for five hundred years, there must have been so many people pass by that I can�t even count that high. If just one had chopped it down, it would not be there. Does that make sense?�
They walked up a fairly steep hill before Sage paused to catch her breath and said, �I think I see what you mean. All those people had the chance to chop it down and use it for firewood, or to build the wall of a cabin. Not one chose to do it.� She drew in a few deep breaths before continuing. �But there is another side to your observation.�
�Which is?� Hannah asked, her voice sharper than intended.
Sage pointed to the bald top of the hill they stood upon. �See that tree over there?�
�No,� Hannah said.
�That�s because someone did chop it down sometime in the last five hundred years.�
Hannah paused. �That�s interesting. I talk about what I see, and you talk about what you do not.�
�People are different. You and I look at the same thing and see something the other does not. I suspect there is a lesson in there somewhere, but I�m maybe eight years older than you. I can teach you to read and write, and a few basic spells, but from what I�ve observed so far, you will soon be my teacher in every way.�
�That�s silly,� Hannah laughed.
Sage didn�t laugh.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Later in the day, as they climbed to the top of another hill, a valley spread out beyond, a wide river snaked down the center. Hannah recognized it immediately. She saw the ford where Sir James and she had crossed, and directly below were the patterned rectangles of their fields and pastures. The fields were ready for the hay to be cut and stored for winter. No animals grazed the pastures.
Her eyes ignored all of that for the place where a house, barn, and outbuildings had once existed. Fire-blackened and charred remains sickened her.
�What is that?� Sage asked, her voice soft and fearful. �And who did it?�
�And you might as well ask, why,� Hannah added, her voice cracking with emotion. �The answers are that what you see is the remains of a farm where I went to seek help. I received it. The assassins, the mage, and Royal who pays him burned the farm and killed all the animals because they suspected the owners helped me.�
�The evil gods would avoid this place. I don�t feel safe even looking at it.�
�When we came through here, the farm was prosperous, the people kind. I owe them and will pay for the kindness and two horses we rode.�
Sage turned to look at her. �Well, I was not trying to insult you, Hannah. I was just saying it looks dangerous. What if there is someone waiting for you down there? I mean, someone waiting to kill you because they left him there in case you returned?�
The idea sounded farfetched but not impossible. Hannah said, �Okay, we�re not in a hurry. As far as we know, the Young Mage is far behind and does not even know our direction. We can afford to sit and watch for a while. If we see someone or maybe smoke, we decide what to do then.�
Sage squatted on her heels and said softly, �Unless the Young Mage has dogs.�
Hannah turned. �Dogs?�
�If I were him, I�d pay for hunting hounds to follow our scent.�
�Can�t you cast a spell or something?�
Sage lowered her eyes. �No, not really, but you think spells solve all problems. I know a few spells and enchantments, but most are the sort I sell at the market to lonely old ladies. Remember, I�m not much older than you, and I was never supposed to teach you more than reading. But I don�t want to sit here while dogs close in on us.�
Hannah listened to the sounds of the forest as her fear increased. She said, �The family that lived down there crossed the river at the ford and followed the road in their wagon to where their family lives. The river is shallow there. We can circle and stay behind cover and get across the river without being seen. Then we can find where they went.�
They moved back into the trees and circled the farm, always staying well back from being sighted, and Hannah listened for the baying of hounds but didn�t mention it. A few odd expressions from Sage gave Hannah the impression she also listened.
Finally, they knelt behind a stand of willows growing at the edge of the river. They had still not seen any sign of anyone at the farm, friend or foe. They dropped into the water without any bank, and cattails grew in the wide bend where they stood, but not near the shore.
Sage pointed them out. �They grow in deeper water, more than knee deep. That means it is shallower near the shore.�
�You�re sure? I can�t swim,� Hannah said.
�Hardly any current here, either. They don�t grow where there�s current. We can get down there and walk along the edge until we are in the open where the ford is, and then we can run.�
Hannah decided that if Sage were wrong about the water, she would be there to save her. But the muddy water only came to her ankles. She splashed upstream, using the willows for cover and still listened for the barking of dogs on their trail. If she heard them, she decided to run. Sage would have to try to keep up with her. She smiled at the thought.
She watched through the openings of the willows as they moved, keeping an eye on the homestead, but never seeing anything alive but one small goat. The river widened where the road entered the river; the bottom felt firm, and when she walked up the other bank relief filled her. They looked at each other in triumph and used the road to hurry along.
At the first farm, a stout young man used a pitchfork to throw hay onto a wagon. Hannah waved but didn�t stop. She needed to know where Springtown, the place where Cooper�s sister lived, but anyone following them would also talk to the farmer and he�d be sure to tell them where she was going.
She didn�t stop at the second, third, or fourth either, for the same reason. If Cooper and Tara had not seen his sister in a year, the town must be at least a day�s travel away. In the late afternoon, a wagon pulled by a tall horse with enormous hooves drew up behind them. A tall man sat in the seat. They stepped to the side of the road so it could pass on the narrow road, and as it came alongside Hannah asked, �How long to Springtown?�
�Walking? This time tomorrow, right down this road, little lady.�
After she had thanked him, the horse kept pulling the wagon on ahead. Sage said, �What if he tells them where we�re going?�
Hannah cocked her head like she did with Cleanup when he asked a stupid question. �If he tells them, then they are ahead of us because he�s going the same direction as us.�
Sage snickered and said, �Are you sure you�re only twelve?�
�Eleven,� They both shouted at the same time and giggled. Following the road made the travel easier. They stretched each step and kept both an eye and ear behind. From the top of a long hill just before sunset, they paused and watched the road behind.
Sage said, pointing to a rock formation on one side of the road. �I want to sleep there, tonight unless you have a better idea.�
�I usually camp near water. And farther from the road.�
�Everyone else does, too. So we won�t because that�s where they will look for us. But we can last without water until morning. If any horses ride this road during the night, we�ll hear because we�re so close they will wake us. We can slip away and go down into the forest again, moving away from the road.�
Hannah said, �Hey, I like that idea.�
They explored the barren rocks and boulders until they found a level place large enough for two to sleep, and with a trail out the back that led away from the road. A waist high rock ledge protected them from sight on the road. After walking all day, both were fast asleep before sunset.
The next morning came early. They watched the road and found nobody following them. On the road again, they ate the last of the salted crackers and hurried. They passed through a small village with a dozen barking dogs of every shape and size. A boy of ten pointed down the road when they asked for Springtown.
As noon approached, they followed the road over a low hill and a prosperous town spread below. Farms lined both sides of the road as it crossed the valley, but a cluster of buildings stood at a crossroad. At the first farm, Hannah asked a woman hanging out her wash, �Tara and Cooper?�
The woman shook her head and reached for more laundry, ignoring her. At the next farm, much the same answer. But at the third, a gruff man said, �The Gray Wolf Inn.�
No more explanation, obviously a man of few words. He may have meant to ask for more information at the Gray Wolf, or that they stayed there, but it made no difference. Hannah flashed her best smile and lifted a hand of thanks as she kept walking, never even breaking stride.
Entering the town was less hectic and more confusing than the village with the dogs. In Springtown, a single old yellow lab woofed a greeting and then laid back down in the shade. They passed a small lake that didn�t have a river feeding it, so it had to be fed by a spring. Springtown, it made sense. Next to the lake stood the largest building in the town, a wooden structure made of milled and sawed boards, two stories high.
More importantly, over the front door hung two signs, one a confusing set of words, but the first started with a G, and a wide board with a gray wolf outlined, and gray paint coloring it. Hannah headed for the front door.
�I thought you couldn�t read,� Sage chided.
�I can�t but I can tell when I see a gray wolf,� she jabbed her thumb in the direction of the other sign, then she pushed the heavy door open and walked inside. A common room greeted her, and she felt Sage at her heels. Tables ran the length of the room on both sides, the ceiling low and blackened by years of smoke from the fireplace at the far end.
Two women sat opposite of each other at the table, cutting carrots and turnips while they talked. One leaped to her feet in surprise. �Hannah!�
�Tara, I�ve been looking for you.�
She rushed to give Hannah a bear hug. �Cooper, come in here.�
The man stepped into sight from the doorway that went to the kitchen, a mug in his hand. Seeing Hannah, he rushed to her side. �Did you go to our farm?�
�I did. They burned it. The house, the barn. Well, everything. I�m sorry.� Hannah said.
The other woman said to Hannah, �Have the two of you eaten?�
�No. This is Sage my�.. friend,� Hannah explained.
Soon they were seated and explained all they knew. News tends to travel slowly, but the death of the Old Mage had already spread, as well as the advances made against the King. But the news of the death of Sir James quieted Tara and Cooper, so Hannah didn�t tell them of William�s death or that a mage was chasing her.
The food placed on the table consisted of great bowls of heavy stew and soft bread with yellow butter. She answered questions as she ate, and Sage said little. Hannah told them again how sorry she was about their farm and placed two gold coins on the table in front of Cooper. �Sir James wanted you to have this.�
He didn�t reach for the coins or touch them. Instead, he glanced at Tara. Her hand went to them and took one. She said, �We cannot accept this. Our buildings were worth perhaps a large silver, but a coin like this would buy our whole farm, new buildings, animals, and have enough left over to buy another.�
�He wanted you to have both coins. You have other things to replace, and you will need more when your sons marry to set them off to a good life.� Hannah pushed her bowl away and fixed them with her best stare. �You insult the memory of Sir James if you do not accept them both.�
�One coin is far more than we need or deserve,� Cooper said flatly.
He has never dealt with a girl like me. �Okay, take one coin and be happy. Now, I think the Young Mage is after me, as I said. I need two fast horses, saddles, supplies, and closed lips. I also need directions to where they cannot, or will not, follow. Those things are worth the second gold coin to me.�
Cooper�s sister, who had remained silent, spoke for the first time. �I own this inn, and I have the horses you need, and the rest. I�ll go have one of my boys get things ready while my stupid brother gives you directions.�
�Stupid?� Cooper asked. �Why, do you say that?�
�Look at her eyes, brother. She will give you one gold coin because you insist that it is enough, but when she leaves my inn, she will �forget� to take the other. Or she will slip it into your purse, or leave it at the bottom of her bowl of stew, which is what she already did when you were not looking.�
Cooper reached for and tilted her bowl to expose the second coin below the surface of the stew. Defeated, he said, �Get their horses and supplies ready. I�ll talk to her, but be quick about it.�
His sister fled the room wearing a smile. Tara said, �You are sneaky, Hannah.�
�You cannot prevent me from leaving a coin here. Now, where can Sage and I go that is safe?�
Cooper said, ignoring the coins because he understood Hannah would have her way. He pointed to the crossroads. �Take that road to a village called Torrington. There you will see another road, a smaller one. It leads into the hills you�ll see on your left. Follow it. It will rise and rise until finally, you will reach the top of a mountain pass in about a full day. Then the road will travel down for another full day.�
�They will not follow me over the hills?� Hannah asked.
�Your journey will not be over, yet. The road will take you to a village called Pemberton, and there you will take the road to the Emerald City, the center of another kingdom. There they have their rules, kings, and queens, and there they have little like or respect for people from our kingdom.�
Hannah said, �Will they hurt us?�
�No, but my suggestion is that you should change your names and cut that black from your hair, so you are straw-headed again. Do not mention your origins. Use the money from selling the horses we provide to live until you find jobs.�
Hannah wanted to tell him of the coins still in her purse but held back. Telling less meant that nobody would have to lie if the mages came here and asked people about her. Still, his advice was good. No, better than good, it was perfect.
�One more thing,� he said in a solemn tone. �When you return, please stop and visit us.�
�Return?� Hannah asked, casting a sideways look at Sage.
�I have seen much of the world while protecting Sir James� back and from those travels, I learned there are special people walking the world. You are one of them. Your tale is far from finished, Hannah.�
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