Prince of Thertine

by Grace Garner
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Chapter 1

“You great blundering idiot! Do you not know who I
am?” I twisted in the saddle, pulling away. Sol whinnied,
sidestepping. I kicked the boy in the stomach, trying to
yank the reins from his grasp. The boy let out another
piercing shriek, his greasy brown hair falling over his
wild and tear-filled eyes.

“Please, please, you must help me!” he gasped. “The
king’s trying to kill me!”

He dared accuse my father?

“Are you mad? Let go!” I shouted, striking the boy. He
hung on so that his knuckles whitened; one hand’s fingers
twisting around the bridle, the other clutching my knee,
his torn, filthy feet brushing the ground. Sol’s head bowed

down with the deadweight. The nerve! I gritted my teeth,
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patience long gone. I drew the dagger at my side, leaning
forward.

“I said let go!” I struck at the hand grasping the
bridle. The point dug in below the knuckles, and blood
welled up around the blade. The boy gave a cry, his hand
jerking back. I shoved my foot into his stomach again, and
pushed other his hand off my leg. The boy’s rags caught on
a stirrup; they tore as he fell. I clapped my heels against
Sol’s side. The horse shot off down the path. My black hair
lashed at my face as I glanced over my shoulder. The boy
huddled on the ground, cradling his wounded hand, despair
numbing his expression, crazed and tortured eyes following
me.

“The king’s trying to kill mel!”

That’s ridiculous...isn’t it? What profit would be 1in
that?

I urged Sol to gallop faster, my heart pounding hard.

Of course it’s ridiculous. The peasants are getting
out of hand.

x X Kk Kk K
I dismounted from Sol, shaken and confused, as a host

of servants swarmed up to me.
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“out of my way,” I said, shoving the unfortunate man
in front of me. The rest of the small crowd parted to let
me pass, bowing and muttering ‘your majesty’s’. I brushed
by them, having in mind to go to my quarters and change,
then perhaps enjoy a gquiet tea before going back to my
studies...

A young servant girl halted at the sight of me,

7

dropping into a curtsy. “Oh, sire,” she said, sounding
breathless “If it pleases your highness--"

“It doesn’t,” I interrupted, not slowing in my walk.

“Oh, but sire,” she hurried after me. “There’s a--"

“"I don’t care to be delayed at the moment. Return to
your duties.”

“But--but sire, there’s a messenger--"

I turned on her, feeling annoyed, and not trying to
hide it. “Tell him to wait.”

“But Highness,” the girl dropped into another curtsy.
“He’s from the King, your Royal Father!”

I stopped, staring at the girl’s downcast eyes.

“"Where’s the messenger?”

“This way, Highness,” The girl led the way to the

inner bailey.

The messenger stepped up and bowed.



Garner/Prince of Thertine/5

“Proceed,” I said.

The messenger bowed again. “His Royal Majesty, King
Karlin of Thertine, requests immediate conference with his
son, Colin Retham, the High Prince of Thertine.”

I let out a startled breath. A coldness fastened
itself on me.

What? Now? But I visited him just last week...

The messenger coughed. I blinked, drawing myself up.
“I will come as soon as can be made ready.”

A

The carriage clattered over the cobblestones. I
reached my hand up to my head again, still unable to
believe what rested there.

It’s true. It’s really true.

A thrill went through me, a smile spreading across my
face.

I am going to be King of Thertine!

Of course I wasn’t yet, fifteen years of age only
brought on the deciding of who would be the heir. It could
have been a sibling (if I had any, which I didn’t), Duke,
Margquis, an Earl even. In the rarest of cases, a peasant
held the honor. But that hadn’t happened for nigh on eight

hundred years.
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It’s me. I was chosen.

I would return to my father’s castle soon, this time
to live there.

But I shouldn’t be so relieved. I shouldn’t have been
so nervous. Who else would have been chosen? I was the High
Prince, and only Prince, of Thertine. I had a bright mind,
the best of tutors, and the all of the best resources at my
fingertips. Who could be better suited for a King? I saw in
my mind’s eye some short, bumbling Lesser sitting here in
my place. I found the picture amusing, and chuckled to

myself.

What’s that?

Some shouts came from outside. I started to lean
forward.

Screech!

“"Ahi!” the carriage lurched, throwing me off the seat
so that I smacked my nose against the carriage wall. Hard.
“Driver!” I yelled, not at all pleased. I heard his voice
from outside.

“Hoy, you! Get out of the road!”
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I scrambled up and pulled back the curtain hanging
over the window. Another shout came from the crowd on the
Street.

“Ai! Get back ‘ere you scoundrel!”

I looked to the front of the carriage. A boy, brown
hair hanging over his eyes, skidded to a stop in front of
the horses. He slipped. The horses reared.

“Tha’s m’bread ‘e ‘as!” a large man broke from the
crowd, waving a thick stick. The boy jumped up, terror in
his eyes, trapped between the man and the horses. My
soldiers started forward. The crowd’s shouts joined my
driver’s. The man snatched up the boy by the collar.

“Ah’11l teach you t’ steal from me!”

A tall boy burst from the crowd. He let out a
bloodcurdling yell and tackled the man. The crowd surged
forward. So did my soldiers. Screams, clashes, blood.

I'd seen enough. I threw open the carriage door, stood
on the step, and raised an arm.

“People!” I shouted. I almost couldn’t hear my own
voice. I waved for more attention. “People! Be qgquiet! Calm
down!” the shouts and cries started to diminish. “Calm
down! Please! People, stop!” The peasants lowered fists,

standing back up, regaining composure. All was quiet,
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except for a few whispers. I felt like an all-powerful god.

“"Much better. Now please move out of the road.” I
waved my hand. The peasants drew back. I noticed the boy
and his helper had disappeared. I gave what I hoped was a
charming and gracious smile, and stepped back into the
carriage. A servant shut the door, but I kept the curtain
drawn back. I smiled again, this time to a pretty village
girl. She blushed and dropped into a curtsey, as did the
girls around her. I leaned back in my seat with a sigh of
satisfaction as the carriage started again.

Yes, being a Prince, and even better--an heir,
certainly had its advantages.

A

I hurried down the corridor. I didn't expect I'd be
able to do this again anytime soon; at least not for
several months. It was rare enough to get away in the times
before my Choosing, but after...

"Here, stable boy," I said "Get my horse out and
ready."

"Yes highness."

"Hurry!" I leaned against the wall, waiting. I didn't

have much time.
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"Here, your majesty." The boy walked up and passed
Sol's reins to me. I swung up onto Sol and trotted out into
the courtyard.

"Hoy!"™ I waved at a young girl with long brown hair to
get out of my way. She looked up at me with something that
like defiance in her brown eyes. I hesitated, confused.

"Out," I said, jerking my head. She stepped to the
side, watching me. I chose to ignore her. I rode up to the
gatehouse and got a surprised look from the guards.

"Open the gate," I said, then added, "My Father has
given me permission," They glanced at each other, but
obliged.

I rode across the drawbridge. "One last time, eh Sol?"
I patted his neck. I decided to relish this ride without
attendants, however short it may be.

A

I slowed Sol at the entrance to the forest. I
remembered what had happened the last time I was here, and
realized I hadn’t told my Father about it. I shrugged. "It
wasn't such a big deal...right, Sol?" I tried to reassure
myself; the bazaar happening still haunted me. "He just
didn't know I was the prince.”"™ I added, and urged Sol

forward.
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"Whoa," I said at last, bringing Sol to a halt for a
rest. He snorted and shook his mane. I looked up at the sky
that peeked between the leaves to guess the time.

"We need to be getting back, Sol," I said, not fond of
the fact. Some people said it wasn’t wise for the Prince to
go out alone. Hogwash, that. Or so I thought. Father had
given me a little time today, but only a little. Being late
to get back wouldn’t help get me out again.

I sighed and started to turn Sol around. I froze.

"For the love of...!" I gasped aloud.

"The king is trying to kill me!"

I shivered. Nonsense. Complete nonsense. I slid off of
Sol.

It can't be...it can't...

I took halting steps into the underbrush. Brown hair,
dressed in rags. I stopped. The boy lay face down, one arm
stretched in front of him as if he had died while crawling.

He's not dead... 1is he?

I stepped closer, feeling a growing sense of dread.
The boy had been shot, beaten, stabbed...

What's going on?



Garner/Prince of Thertine/ll

I walked forward again, though part of me didn’t want
to. I could leave, go back to Sol. I didn’t have to deal
with this. In fact, I could have a servant and soldiers to
come out and analyze it if I wanted. If I wanted. Did I
want to?

I didn't stop. I bent down and touched the boy.

Cold.

"The King's trying to kill me!"

I leaped up and shot back toward Sol. Me? Scared? No,

of course not! I just needed to get home...gather my
thoughts...figure out what was going on...
I tripped.

A cry rang out. "ROBIN!"

"Yeeek!" I jumped up, half drawing my sword, visions
of ghosts and zombies in my head.

Wham!

I slammed back onto the forest floor. “Get off me!” I
yelled. Whoever--or whatever--it was didn’t oblige. I
kicked and shoved the thing--no, it was a person--off and
ran for Sol. A shrill whistle followed me.

I vaulted onto the horse and clapped my heels against
his sides. We shot down the trail. Yells! I started to

glance over my shoulder. Someone burst out of the bushes on
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the side of the path and leaped onto Sol. Sol neighed,
spooked, his speed increasing. I gasped, trying to draw my
sword. A fist crashed into the side of my head. I yelped,
leaning far to the side. The person grabbed onto me,
forcing a balance-and-wrestling match. I tried to fling him

down. My foot jerked out of the stirrup.

The landing seemed to jar my insides loose. It didn’t
seem to bother my opponent, however, and he pinned me to
the ground.

The sound of Sol’s hooves grew faint and disappeared.

Shing!

A dagger. I stared at the grimy man above me.

"Bring ‘im up, you two."

I started at the voice. The man on top of me began to
rise.

"You don't resist, you don't try to get away, you
don't get hurt. Leastways, not yet." The voice said. I
nodded. Someone grabbed my arms and pulled me up. I looked
around at the small group of ragged, dirty, men, women,
girls and boys. They seemed to be mostly unarmed. I
snatched my sword from its sheath.

Smack!
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I fell, rolling, and jumped back up. I charged a man
in front of me. The whole group closed in. Not one
retreated.

"Back! Get back, all of you!" I warned, waving my
sword around, and turning in circles, trying in vain to
keep all of them in sight. They kept a distance from my
weapon, but they didn't draw back. "Get back!" I said
again. "I am Prince Colin!"

"I don't care who you are!" The same voice said. I
turned to face him. The boy, towering above most everybody
else, glared back at me, with his hands on his hips. A
bandage mostly covered his left eye, but I could see a
horrid scar running across the eye, discoloring it to a
ghastly yellow—-green.

Blind fury welled up in me.

"What's the meaning of this?" I hollered, "I warn you
to tell your people to stand back!"

"Uh, ex-cuse me," The boy said, "You isn't exactly in
a position to be makin’ demands. I am."

I tightened my grip on my sword. "Who are you?"

"That's not important." The boy stepped up to me. His
angry expression melted and twisted. "I want to know why

you killed Robin." He said in a soft voice.
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I stared. "Who? I haven't killed anybody."

"If not you personally," The boy said, anger returning

to his face. "Then why di’ja order others to do your dirty

work for you?"

"I have no idea what you're talking about!" I said.

“I see.” The boy looked at somebody behind me and

cleared his throat.
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"Oww..." I shook my head.

"Has your memory come back?"

I jerked up. "Huh?"

The boy looked back at me. "I said has your memory

come back?"

"If it’s done anything," I groaned "It's left. Where

am I?"

"If I tol’”ja that, you'd run away."

I looked around. I was in the middle of nowhere, or

rather, the middle of the
of the group from earlier
Maybe they were with

forehead.

"You'll pay for this.

you want? A ransom?"

forest. By the look of it, most
had gone to who-knows-where.

my memory. I groaned, rubbing my

" I growled, "All of you. What do
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"Naw!" The boy looked disgusted. "I want you t’ tell
me what your fancy royal self wants from us!"

"At the moment, my 'fancy royal self’ wants out of
here.”" I said, "And you'd better do it quick or people will
be out looking for me."

The boy leaned back, gazing at the trees. "I’d reckon
they're doing that already."

I looked up as well. Pink fanned across the sky. I
looked back at the boy. "So are you going to let me go?"

The boy looked at me with something like amazement.
"Just how thick are you?" He asked, disgust in his voice.

“Watch your attitude!” I warned, “Remember who you’re
talking to!”

The boy ignored me. "Why did you kill Robin?" He asked
me for the third time. He leaned forward. “I loved that
boy,” he whispered, tears in his eyes. “We were like
family--we were family, and you better tell me why fast,”

"I already told you; I didn't kill anybody," I said,
exasperated.

The boy nodded. "Well then, I reckon you'll be here
quite a while,"

"Until you're caught," I growled.
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"Caught, hah!" The boy laughed, all traces of grief
gone. "You haven't done that so far!"

I frowned. "What do you mean?"

"Whaddaya think I live on?" The boy asked "Grass?"

"Thief," I said, reaching for my sword. My hand met
air. The boy raised an eyebrow.

"Thought we’d leave your sword on you?"

I gritted my teeth. "What are you going to do, sell
it?" I reached a hand to my head. They’d taken my heir
crown too.

The boy shrugged, leaning against a tree with his arms
crossed and behind his head. "Maybe. Or give it back,"

"You'll all hang for this!" I snapped.

"Oh, really? Who's fault is it, do you imagine?"

"What?"

"D’you think most of us want to live like this? We
don't have any choice! Why? Because of you!"

"You're blaming me?" I glanced around the clearing.
Most of the people didn't seem to be watching us.

"Yeah, you! Or your father, or whoever else is helping
you, "

"What do you mean?" I spotted my sword leaning against

a tree, my crown lying beside it.
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"I mean you're all spoiled brats who don't care a
copper about what other people feel or need, so long as you
get your own way!"

How dare he insult me to my face? How dare he insult
me at all? I let out a shout and leaped up, face burning. I
sprang away from the boy. My head swam. I knocked over a
woman, and grabbed for my crown and sword. I drew the sword
while I ran, ducking under branches and struggling through
underbrush. I couldn't hear a sound behind me.

Were they not even chasing?

My cloak caught in some bushes. I struggled with the
clasp. Someone smacked into me, bowling me onto the ground.
I slashed, heard a cry, and leaped back up. With a ripping
sound, my cloak tore from my shoulders. That was fine with
me. I just wanted to get out of there.

A

Please...please...

I splashed through a stream.

Please. A road, a path, a trail, I don't care! Just
get me out of here!

I tripped and sprawled on the ground. I waited,
listening for pursuers. I couldn't hear anything. I

staggered to my feet, gasping. My head throbbed, but I
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didn't dare rest. I started to walk, trying to make sense
of my surroundings.

Everything looked the same. For all I knew, I could
have gone in fifteen small three-foot circles already. I
could be in a different forest altogether. It could be a
day later than I thought.

I groaned. Unconsciousness muddled a person's brain.

Come on...would something please let me know where I
am?

I started to run again. Actually, it was more like a
staggering jog.

"You don't have any idea where you are, do you?"

"Wha?" I gasped. The boy appeared in front of me from
behind a tree. "You again!" I said.

"Yeah, me. Who'd you expect?"

"Well, I'd hoped for someone else."

"Hoping doesn't get you nowhere. We live out here; we
know what it's like."

"Would you please either quite talking like a madman,
or not talk at all?" I started inching to the left.

"So you still don't understand me?"

"How could I?" I pointed my sword at him. "I'm done

with this. Get out of my way," He didn't move.
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I made sure my crown was secure on my arm. "You asked
for it," I said under my breath, and charged him. The next
thing I knew, my legs were parallel with the ground. I
staggered up. The boy looked at me with a raised eyebrow.

"You really ought to learn somethin' about combat."

"T know combat!" I spat.

"Not well enough," the boy said, "You're playing by
the rules; easy to predict,"

I stared at him. He took a step forward. I took a step
back. He pointed to the left.

"That way's the road. I s'pose you can find your way
back from there?"

I ignored the emphasis. "Why are you telling me that?"

"You ask too many questions."

"Well--"

The boy leaped forward. Going on instinct, I threw
myself to the left, stabbing my sword at him. He seemed to
change his direction in midair, flipping over the sword and
swiping at my feet. One went out from under me. I
staggered, but got back on firm ground, and charged him

again.
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"Yhip!"™ the boy chirped. I thought I'd got him when he
fell to the ground. He rolled toward me. I stabbed at him
again, scraping along his arm.

"Ow!"

I leaped in the air when he--again--tried to knock my
feet out from under me. I ran, while I had the advantage,
in the direction he'd pointed earlier. I glanced over my
shoulder.

The boy sat up, watching me go, and not attempting a
chase.

"Tell your father what I told you!” he called after
me, “Maybe you'll actually stop shunnin' us!"

I didn't even try to figure out what that meant.

* kX kX X %

"It's the Prince!"

"Prince Colin!"

I trembled with exhaustion, almost unable to drag
myself into the outskirts of Hesston. Villagers gathered,
wide-eyed, watching me, but keeping their distance.

“Prince Colin! Your highness!” a soldier ran up to me.

“Where have--"
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“Kidnapped,” I said, swaying. “I’'1l1l explain later. Is
S-my horse back at the castle?”

“I don’t know, your highness,” The man turned and
yelled to a lower-class soldier. “Malak! Go inform the king
that his son is found!”

“Do you have a mount for me?” I asked.

“Yes, of course, your highness.” Again he yelled at
another soldier. “Bring a horse for his majesty! No, not
that old nag! Don’t you have--"” he walked toward the minor,
raving about proper mounts for Princes.

I looked at the villagers, whose eyes were bugging out
of their heads by now. A few did a few clumsy curtsies or
bows, but most just stared. I caught sight of a familiar-
looking girl with a long brown ponytail, but when I looked

again she was gone.
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Chapter 2

“Colin, welcome!” My father turned to me, beaming.

“Hello, Father.” I bowed briefly from the waist.

“You may go,” Karlin said to the wvarious servants
surrounding him. They bowed and left the room, though I
knew guards would remain right outside the door.

“Come closer, Colin,” Karlin said.

“Thank you for granting my request for this private
audience, Father.” I said, doing as he ordered.

“Any time, Colin. Any time,” He stood, facing me and
smiling. “Now, what was it you wanted to see me about?”

I shifted my weight, fingering the jeweled hilt of my
dagger. “It’s...it’s about our people.” He was still
smiling. “I’ve noticed...well, they seem discontent.”

“They often are so,” Karlin said “No matter how we

serve them.”
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“Well, yes, but...” I struggled to find words.

“Being with them...or, with my kidnappers, they
said...he said that is was our fault that they were the way
they were.”

“Our fault as in you and me?” Karlin’s smile faded.
“They are lazy, Colin. That’s why they rob others, so they
don’t have to earn their own living,” Karlin narrowed his
eyes. “You didn’t actually believe them, did you?”

“N-no,” I stuttered, “It’s not just them. A riot
started the other day, practically for no reason, right
after the Heirannouncement.”

“Where was this?” Karlin asked, sounding surprised.

4

“It wasn’t anything serious,” I said, “They just
didn’t have good reason to start fighting...especially in
front of my carriage.”

“They blocked the road?” Karlin stepped toward me,
“"They blocked your way?”

4

“Well...yes,” I said

“What! Why wasn’t I informed?”

“I-I didn’t think it was important enough to bother
about.”

“Colin, the peasants preventing Royalty from

continuing on their way is no small matter! You will inform
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me of any similar offences that may come about,” Karlin
started to pace, muttering to himself.

“Yes Father,” I said, worried at his sudden angry
state. I added, “I did set it right though. I sent them
back.”

“Good,” Karlin stalked to a window.

I followed him, trying to get back on subject.

“Anyway, though it was a terrible offence, I noticed
how they all looked starved and troubled. I wonder--%“

“I'm needed at the Great Hall,”

“But...” I started. Karlin turned away.

“We can continue this discussion later. Guard!” The
doors opened. Karlin stalked out; waiting servants trailed
after him down the hall.

I was escorted to my quarters.

*x kK k%

Trials. Justice.

I sat in a chair to the right of my Father. An honor
reserved for the Heir. A shiver went down my spine as I
watched the girl screaming, struggling, begging, and
weeping all at the same time. The defiant girl. The one
with the long brown hair.

The one I had seen watching me.
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My father went on to the next order of business, but I
couldn’t keep my eyes off the girl until the double doors
clanged behind her. They sounded final. They were final. I
realized that I’'d been holding my breath, and I took a
couple to make up for the one I'd lost. I licked my dry
lips. My stomach felt queasy, and I gripped the arms of my
chair, breathing hard. Without thinking, I leaped from my
seat.

“Father,” I said it louder than I meant too, and it
rang out in the spacious hall. Every eye turned on me.
Karlin looked surprised.

well, of course he does. I thought I would be too.

“Yes, Colin?”

“Father, may I--" I intended to ask for permission to
go to my quarters, but my mouth took over and this came out
instead: “May I ask you a question?”

“Certainly,” He still looked puzzled, but not yet
impatient. As if apologizing for usurping my intentions
earlier, my mouth froze.

Too late for that, I thought, annoyed with myself.

“Why must that girl be put to death?” I asked.

Various sounds of surprise went through the hall.
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“Treason, Colin,” Karlin said, raising an eyebrow “Did
you not hear?”

“Yes, I heard,” I said “But how could a ten-year-old
girl be capable of treason? I did not see any evidence to
back up the accusation,”

Another murmur came from the onlookers.

“She was accused by a reliable source, Colin,”

“A reliable source!” I started to get angry. “Well,
what if she was innocent? Do have the right to take an
innocent life?”

This time the murmur was more then merely audible.

“Every risk must be taken for the safety of Thertine,”
My father said, seeming gentle and calm.

A murmur of approval.

“Answer my question, if you will, Father!” I said, “Do
you have the right?”

“I am the king, Colin!” Now my father’s voice started
to rise, i1if only to be heard above mine. “I have every
right!” He lowered his voice, quiet enough to be heard by
me alone. “Besides that, she has no family; no friends. Who
will miss her?”

“Why does that matter?” I didn’t lower my voice at

all. “Maybe she does; ones that you don’t know about.”
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“Are you saying you disagree with my sentence?”

“No...” I stopped. What was I doing? "My apologies,
Father." My stomach churned. I stepped back. “I ask your
leave to withdraw to my chambers. I--I'm not...feeling
well.”

“Granted,” Karlin said.

I made a beeline for the door. The court split down
the middle to make a path for me. I caught glimpses of
surprised and confused faces. Thertine would have something
to talk about tomorrow.

Once in my room, I sent the attendants away and sagged
against the wall, my heart pounding. Why had I left? I now
looked like a complete idiot. Then again, why had I asked
about that girl? Heavens, I saw things like that every day.
It had never bothered me before.

I sighed and drew my hand across my eyes. Reliable
source...right. A rich noble, yes; reliable source, no.

What are you making this big deal over that girl,
Colin? I chided myself. It wasn't like she was anybody
important.

I sank to the floor. (No, that wouldn't do. I walked
over to a chair and sat down.) No, no, it didn't matter.

That girl had a life. Just like mine. Or, she used to.
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"Really, Colin," Karlin seemed concerned, "It is
nothing to worry about. I have it under control. Turn your
attention to other things."

"I--" I stopped. What use was there in arguing
further? "If I'm going to be the next king, I believe I
should understand such things, Father."

Arguing this over. Again.

I am an idiot.

"What is there to understand?" Karlin placed a hand on
my shoulder, "This is a simple matter. The peasants must
bend under our rule...if they did not, they would revolt
against authority, and the entire kingdom would crumble."

I sighed and nodded. Karlin took hold of both of my
shoulders and stared into my eyes, “Be sure you remember
that. The King’s motives are not to be guestioned. Nor
interfered with. Never. Not even by his son. It wouldn’t be
pleasant if the King suddenly found need to dispel the
heir, now, would it?”

I stared at him. “N-no, Father.”

What was that supposed to be?

Karlin smiled and released me. "Very good. Now return

to your studies."
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The king is to be obeyed at all times. I left.
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"A word, Lord Carn," I stopped the Lord in the inner
bailey.

"Yes, your highness?" He paused in his departure.

"How do you treat your peasants? Are they content?”

"Well, I-" The Lord looked uncomfortable, "For the
most part, yes, I suppose, but you know how they are
sometimes, your highness."

"Yes, I know," I said, "I want you to be sure that
they are not too hard oppressed. And make sure your
soldiers don't harass them, or take more than they should,"

"Your Highness!"™ The Lord looked startled. "I'll try
my best, but the King keeps strict restrictions on how we
are to treat our serfs. I don't want to overstep."

I ground my teeth in frustration. "Very well, you may
continue," I said and walked away.

I tried this with other Lords, with the same result.
The King, the King, the King.

Come on, Colin, I told myself You're overreacting.

A few days later, I rode with my Father to a Lord's
estate for the 'discussion of some matters.' On the way, I

gazed out of my window at the surrounding countryside. A
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young man stood beside the road, clutching a small bundle.
Our eyes met. His face was thin, pinched, and streaked with
dirt. His eyes seemed empty. I dropped the curtain.

A

The moon rose high. I paced back and forth on the
balcony.

Just leave it alone. Just leave it alone. Politics,
state, reason. What they deserved, what they were there
for. Everyone has their place, everyone has their duty.
Just leave it alone.

I turned and went inside. I was ready for bed; I
should be in bed. But was I? No. Sleep evaded me. Why?

I drummed my fingers on a small table. The wind
stirred the trees outside. I 1lit the candle that sat on the
table.

"Prince Coli,."

I whirled. No one stood by the door.

Thud.

I snatched a dagger from my bedside table and drew it,
spinning around.

A figure crouched by the window.

"Who are you?" I gasped out, pointing my dagger toward

them. "No sudden moves,"



Garner/Prince of Thertine/31

The figure rose. His height would have prevented him
from touching the top of the window with his hand.
"Answer me!" I said, "With one word I could call all
the soldiers in the castle bearing down on this place."
"Then why don't you?" He sounded young.
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“I don’t see any need yet,” I said, “The King doesn’t
ask for needless aid.”

“You’re not the King.”

I tightened my grip on the dagger. “Well...I am
nearly, and you better treat me as if I am.”

“Fine, then.”

“You’re safe so long as you are agreeable.”

“Then I’11 be agreeable.”

“Good,” I stepped behind the table and scooted the
candle forward.

"Come into the light."

The person didn't move at first, and then slowly
stepped forward. He pushed his hood back.

Wait! Stop! Hold everything!

"You're...DEAD!" I squeaked. The girl didn't say
anything. "Where did you come from?" I gasped, "What are

you doing here? Why are you here? I've seen you watching

me!" I added after a pause, "How did you escape?"
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"Call it a lucky coincidence." she said. "In answer to
your other questions Colin, I-"

"How dare you call me that!" I glared at her.

She stopped, not looking the least bit afraid, and
asked "Oh, I'm sorry, did I get your name wrong?"

"No," I gritted my teeth, "But since when do you have
the right to call me by my first name?"

"Oh," she said, "Then, in answer to your other
questions your majesty, I've been watching you, because I
had no other resource."

"What's that supposed to mean?" I asked, "I've just
about had it with trying to figure out you peasants'
riddles."

"It means you're my last resort. So I was watching you
to see if I had any chance to convince you."

"Convince me of what?"

"That's what I'm trying to tell you."

"So tell me already!"

"Stop interrupting me and I will."

I pressed my lips together.

"To be perfectly honest," she said after a moment.
"I'm not entirely sure. I do know though, that you...or

your father...is up to something. Something, um, not good."
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A memory echoed in my head.

"The king's trying to kill me!"

"How do you know that?" I asked.

"I watch and listen. He seems to be getting very
friendly toward Leamshi. And there’s strange things going
on in other countries."

“I haven’t noticed anything.” I frowned. Leamshi was
the kind of country you didn’t want to get mixed up with.

“I don’t think he wants anybody to notice,” The girl
said. "Fortunately, most people don’t suspect a young
girl.”

“So you are a traitor!”

“I didn’t say that. It’s just that a little girl
doesn’t have as much trouble finding out things when she’s
looking for information. And I have found information,” The
girl paused.

And paused.

And still paused.

“And?” I said at last,

“Oh, so you do want to know,” The girl said. I flushed
and didn’t answer.

“"All right then, how does this sound: Disguised

messengers frequently running to and from Leamshi, and
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conditions of the financial system and peasants getting
worse every time a messenger returns.”
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“Wery mysterious,” I raised an eyebrow.

“Thank you.”

“"And how do you know that the disguised messengers
really were disguised messengers and not what they were
disguised as?”

“Following them,” said the girl. She abruptly changed
the subject. “Anyway, I've noticed that you don't seem
entirely positive that whatever he's up to isn't good
either."”

"What do you mean?"

"You've talked to him about the...let's call it
'uncomfortable circumstances' he's pressed on the
peasants."

I stared at her. "How do you know I've been talking to
him?"

"I have resources."

"I don't buy that." I glared at her. She looked back
at me, cocking her head. It maddened me. "All right, that’s
enough!” I said through gritted teeth. “You’ve accused and
accused my Father, and maybe some of them have a

basis...but Leamshi? Ridiculous! Get out of my room!" The
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girl shrugged and went toward the window. She flung one leg
over it and disappeared from sight.

I stared after her a moment. That was...easy. I let
out a sigh. I probably shouldn't have let her go. I should
have reported her. But I still didn't think she was worthy
of death...did I?

"Creepy," I muttered to myself. "How does she-"

"Can I come back in now?"

I jumped "Wha--??" I ran over to the window and looked
down. Her face looked up into mine a few inches away.

"How do you do that?" I gasped, looking at her
dangling legs.

"Practice." she said, "But it’s cold out here. Can I
come back in?"

Dumbstruck, I backed away. She crawled back inside.

"So to continue," she said as if nothing had
interrupted her explanation, "I thought you weren't all the
snobby prince everybody seems to think you are--"

"I'm a WHAT?" I yelled.

"Well, you're not exactly what I'd call the nicest
person in the world. Could you please stop interrupting and

listen?"
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I made my hands into fists and glared. She didn't seem

to notice. "I thought maybe you weren’t the snobby prince
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everybody seems to think you are,” repeated the girl, “and
would listen to sense. In short...I decided I would ask for
your help."

"My help for what?"

She looked at me, her voice becoming very firm. "This
is the last straw, Co--your majesty. We can't stand for it
any longer. Your father has got to be stopped--whatever
he's doing--or at least quit starving and working his
people literally to death. Not to mention his other
suspicious actions."

"TWe’?" I asked.

"The others,” she said "I believe you met one the
other day?"

“My kidnapper,” I grumbled. “I should have known you'd
be in cahoots with him.”

The girl nodded. "Well, I know him, if that's what you
mean."

"That's exactly what I mean.”

"So will you help?"

“It wouldn’t be pleasant if the King suddenly found

need to dispel the heir, now, would it?”
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I shivered. "Do you think I'm crazy? No!"

"Oh," She stepped back, "You're...positive?"

"What am I supposed to do?" I waved the dagger at her.
"Maybe I don't agree with everything my father does. But
then again, maybe I do. Maybe I love working people to
death. Maybe I'm about to stab you!"

She glanced at the dagger. “And Leamshi-?” she
started.

“Forget Leamshi!” I paced back and forth. "You can't
expect me to leave here. I am going to be king! Maybe I
could help you then!"

"That'll be too late-" the girl started.

I whirled around to face her. "Then too bad for you!"

We stood for several minutes just staring at each

other. Or, she stared, I glared.

"I guess that's it then."' The girl said. She turned
to the window. "Bye." She hesitated. "I guess I was wrong
about you. Sorry for keeping you awake." The girl
disappeared.

I collapsed into a chair. The door to my room creaked
open. I glared at the girl who peeked in. “What?”
She gasped and started, “I-I was just--they wanted me

to-they thought they heard voices and sent me too-"
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“Ridiculous,” I interrupted.

“A thousand pardons, your majesty!” The girl gasped
“Is there anything you wish me to-“

“Build up the fire,” I said. She curtsied and stumbled
to the hearth. A moment later she stuttered,

“I-is there anything else?”

“No!” I snapped “Get out!” the sound of my own voice
stopped me. The girl, eyes wide with fright, curtsied again
and fled. I stared after her.

“"The peasants must bend under our rule...if they did
not, they would revolt against authority, and the entire
kingdom would crumble."

Firm. Confident.

“...or at least quit starving and working his people
literally to death."

Earnest. Desperate. “I'm not,” I mumbled “She’s a
servant.”

I shrank back into the chair, staring at the now-high
flames in the hearth. Messengers. Leamshi. I bolted up and
ran to the window. “Wait!” I called as loud as I dared.
Silence. I sighed.

“Good grief, you nearly made me fall.”
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I started, almost falling myself. “Where are you? I
can’t see.”
“Good. Then the guards can’t see me either.”

I looked down at the soldiers far below. “Come back up

here.” I said.

“Why?” the question startled me.

“Because I’'m the High Prince and the Heir and I said
so!”

“Just a moment,” Indeed, a moment later I spotted her
several yards below me, inching her way up. I backed away
from the window. The girl poked her head up a minute later.

“What?”
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“Come in here,” I gestured. “But be quiet. I had a
visitor a few minutes ago. She said they’d heard voices.”

“I know,” The girl said, once again dropping cat-like
onto the floor “You didn’t talk quietly.”

“Yes, well...” I shuffled my feet. Bother, what am I
supposed to say?

“What do you want?” The girl asked.

“Uh...for starters, um...why are you dressed like
that?” I loitered for time, hoping a good way to explain

myself would come up. A frown of confusion crossed the

girl’s face. She looked down at her pants.
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“They’re less troublesome than skirts. Especially for
scaling walls.”

“I take it that’s a hobby for you? Along with using
big words?”

“Well, I do it a lot.”

I squinted at her, “Just how old are you?” The girl
shrugged.

"I don’t know. It’s hard to keep track. I’'ve been on
the road for as long as I can remember.”

“What about your parents?” Having tired of standing, I
headed for a chair in front of the fire. The girl didn’t
speak for a moment.

“I...don’t know. I can remember their faces, but...I
don’t remember what happened to them.”

I turned around and looked at her. “You travel by
yourself??”

“Usually. Sometimes I walk with my friends. I’'ve got
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friends everywhere.” She walked up to me and said, “Quit
stalling. What did you call me back up here for?”
“Uh...” Taken aback by that sudden accusation, I

backed away from her and sat down. “Let’s say...if--but

only if!--I changed my mind and said I’d go with you, what



Garner/Prince of Thertine/41

good would it do? And what would it require me to do?”

The girl’s eyes widened. A grin spread across her
face. “Nothing required, your majesty. Only requested.”

“Very well then, requested.”

The girl plopped down in a chair opposite me. I
started to protest, and changed my mind. “For starters,”
the girl said, “People may be more willing to rally with us
when--I mean if--you join. It wouldn’t seem so hopeless if
at least one member of the Royal family could see what was
going on. Also, since you’re the King’s son and probably
familiar with his methods, you would be a huge help with
battle plans--"

“Wait,” I interrupted “Battle plans??”

She blinked. “Or technique, process, approach--
whatever you prefer to call it--for fighting back.”

“Couldn’t I just try to persuade him here?” I asked.

“You already tried that.”

“"Or maybe you could sneak back and forth?”

“No. The only reason I was able to see you tonight is
because I never left the castle.”

“"Then where were you?”
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I...prefer to keep that to myself for the time
being.”

“Admit it,” I slapped the arm of my chair “You don’t
trust me.”

“Of course I don’t,” the girl said, “And you don’t
trust me either,” She had a point there.

I gazed at the fire. “Are you...sure...about Leamshi?”

“About them plotting something, no. But sure about
the messengers.”

All right, Father, maybe this will bring your
attention. I looked across at the girl. Our eyes met.

“Okay...” I said “But I might have to blame you for
kidnapping me again.”

The girl stood, frowning, and came up to me. “Is that
a...yes?”

I stood up as well. “A temporary, unstable yes, yes.
How do we get out of here?”

“You mean you’ll help?” the girl looked up at me.
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“Yes,” I hurried over the word. “Do I have to spell it
out for you? Y-E-S.”
The girl threw up her hands. “Just trying to be clear

and certain, that’s all.”
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“Nothing’s clear and certain right now. But I assure

you — I am not going to war against my father.”

“Understood, your majesty.”

I sheathed the dagger I still held in my hand

asked again, “How do we get out?”

“I think you can answer that better than I can.

I leaned against the wall, thinking. “Was your
place some secret passageway we don’t know about?”

“Sorry, Col--" I looked at her. “Your majesty,
only happens in stories...I think.”

“You think?”

She shrugged. “Well, you never know.”

and

”

hiding

that

“Hm,” I mused, going back to thinking. “I don’t think

I could just ride out with you. You’re known as a traitor

now. Maybe the postern gate...”

“The what?”

“"The postern. It’s a-" I stopped. “Maybe I shouldn’t

”

tell you.
“Maybe you shouldn’t, but would you if I said I
wouldn’t tell anyone else?”
“I might. But you might lie.”
“I don’t lie. Well...not most of the time.”

I bit my lip. “The postern gate is a...well...”
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“Back door?” the girl guessed. I looked at her.

“In a manner of speaking. It would be less conspicuous
if we went out that way.”

“That sounds promising.”

“Then again, it would sound very suspicious if we were
caught.”

“Oh...darn. But we couldn’t very well ride out the
front gate, could we?”
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“I could talk myself past the gatekeeper,” I said,
“But my father would know soon that I had left--without his
permission.”

“What if we use the postern?”

“"Then we would hope to heaven no one sees us.”

“And if no one did, it would give us a huge head
start?

“Well, I don’t know about huge, but it would be some.
But no one seeing us is kind of far fetched.”

The girl snapped her fingers. “We’ll use the postern.”

I raised an eyebrow. “We will.”

“It’s vital that we get a head start.”

“You do remember who you’re talking to?”

“Yes, why?”
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“You just ordered me to do something,” I thought I
stated the obvious.

The girl shrugged. “What are you going to do, execute
me?”

I opened my mouth and found I didn’t have anything to
say.

“That’s the way we should go,” the girl repeated.
“Whatever,” I mumbled. “I'm okay with using the
Postern, but I’1ll be the one making the final decisions in

the future. Understood?”

The girl fixed me with those big brown eyes of hers.
It wasn’t exactly a glare, but it wasn’t a simple stare
either. After a moment, she looked away and said “I know
what I’'m doing. We should start soon--it’s after midnight
already.”

“How far is it to--wherever we’re going?” I asked.

"I don’t know. Why?”

I placed my hands on my hips. I wasn’t going to walk.

The girl seemed to read my mind. “Do you have a couple
horses?” She sighed.

What kind of a question was that? “Yes, the horses I
have, but it won’t be too easy getting them. And a Prince

7

doesn’t mess around in the stables,” I emphasized ‘Prince’.
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It seemed to me that this girl was starting to get impudent
and needed a reminder who she was messing with.

“"I"11 get them.”

“How can you explain yourself to the servants when
you’ re seen?”

“I don’t think I’"11 be seen. Ishmael says I have a way
of turning myself and whatever I’'m carrying--or leading, in
this case--invisible.”

“Who says?”

“Never mind. I disappear, okay?”

“Not okay. Just do it without being caught.”

* Kk Kk Kk ok

I crouched in the shadows, where I’d told the girl I’d
wait. She’d left to get the horses. I didn’t expect this
expedition to last long, thank goodness.

Getting horses without being seen. Right. Well, you
can’t say I didn’t warn you.

Sleep began to pull at my eyelids.

Oh well. I’1l1 be back in bed soon.

I blinked hard, trying to stay alert. I could hear the

soft voices of soldiers.
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You’re not supposed to be talking,; you’re supposed to
be watching. I chided them in my mind. If it were any
other night I’d reprimand you for slacking on duty.

Oh well, it was useful at the moment. I pulled the
hood of my cloak to the side, wondering what the girl was
doing.

If she gets caught, I’11 just slip back to my
quarters. She’ll be hanged for attempted horse stealing--
no, she’d be hanged anyway, being recognized as the escaped
traitor. Why’d I agree to this?

Clacking on the stones. I straightened. A dark shape
loomed out of the night.

“Hurry!” the girl pushed reigns into my hands “We’ve
got to get out of here! Now!” She tugged at me. I saw with
pleasure that the horse I held was Sol.

“Say, do you know you got-"

“Save it!” the girl hissed “Get on!”

“Why the sudden rush?” I frowned at Sol’s bare back.
“You didn’t get a-"

“Colin!” I jerked my head up at the improper use of my
name. “They found your room empty! Everyone’s frantic!

Let’s go!”
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“Oh!” I led Sol down the passageway. The girl followed
me. We descended some stairs, and made several turns,
descended more stairs, made more turns.

“Here it is,” I said at last, tugging on the metal bar
of a door.

“You’re not even guarding it?” the girl asked,
sounding surprised.
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“We--don’t--in--times--of peace,” I grunted, grating
the bar back. “No--one--is--supposed--to--know--where--it
is,” The bar jerked backward. I slipped and fell. The door
swung open. I looked at the girl “So realize you have a
great privilege. Don’t tell anyone else where it is--or
even that we have one.”

The girl pushed past me through the door and stopped.
“Good grief, that’s steep!” she gasped.

“It’s like that on purpose. Go!” I pushed her. We
stumbled down the rocky hillside. I mounted Sol for the
swim across the moat.

“Hoi! Who goes there? Halt in the name of the King!”

“Darn!” the girl dove into the water, dragging her
horse in as well. Sol splashed in after her. She surfaced

next to Sol. “Get off!” she said yanking at my leg, “If

they see who you are—--"
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“"And get completely soaked?” I snorted.

“Yes!” the girl grabbed hold of my cloak and pulled me
overboard.

Silence.

I surfaced a minute later, gasping. I couldn’t waste
time remounting Sol--the girl was getting ahead of me. It
would be humiliating if she beat me to the other side.
Keeping a firm hold on Sol’s reigns, I swam up beside her.
She glanced behind us.

“Darn, they’re almost across the drawbridge. Hurry!”

We crawled up on the other side. I shivered. Water
from the girl’s wet hair dripped onto the ground. She
leaped up from the ground and vaulted onto her horse. I did

the same and we shot away.
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Chapter 3

Sunlight filtered through the leaves.

"Jeanie!"

My guide slid from the horse. "Hello, Mal!"

I dismounted from Sol, dead-tired, my clothes still
damp from the swim across the moat.

The tall boy ran up. "There’s some--" He spotted me
and stopped.

"I don't believe you've been officially introduced,"
the girl--Jeanie, I supposed--said "Ishmael," she indicated
the tall boy, "Meet Colin. Colin, meet Ishmael."

"Prince Colin," I corrected. The tall boy blinked,

staring at me.
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“Hi," he said. I nodded in greeting, trying to look at
him without looking at his left eye. Not an easy thing to
do.

"What were you saying, Mal?" Jeanie asked. Ishmael
shook himself.

"Oh. A girl and her mother came here yesterday. They
said they'd like to help if they could. I said they needed
to wait 'til you came back to find out."

"All right, hang on--Travis!" Another boy who looked
about 14 timidly approached. "Travis, tether these horses,
would you, please?"

The boy nodded. I held out Sol's reigns, wondering why
he seemed so familiar. He took one look at me and shied
away, terror in his eyes.

"J-Jeanie!" he gasped.

Jeanie spun around "Travis," she said, placing a hand
on his arm, "Co--he won't hurt you." Her gentle voice
seemed to reassure the boy, and he carefully took the
reigns from me. The instant he had them in his hand though,
he leaped backward and fled, the horses trotting after him.

I frowned, disgusted that a boy his age would act this

way. "What's wrong with him?"
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Jeanie gave me a sharp glance. "Robin was his younger
brother."

"Who?"

"The dead boy you found. Your father is responsible
for the death of his entire family."

"Now wait a minute," I protested, "Why would he kill a
family like that?"

"That," Jeanie said, looking me in the eye. "Is a very
good question.”

“I’ve never heard of this before,” I said, “Stop
looking at me like that.”

Jeanie sighed. “I'm sorry. It’s just...” she trailed
off. “From what I can glean, they were killed because they
had found out about the Leamshi messengers. Travis’s father
was in an important man. He would have been very
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influential,” She paused. “But now we have you.”

“Don’t remind me,” I muttered under my breath. If
Jeanie heard me, she didn’t show it.

“Be patient,” she added. “It's going to take awhile
for people here to trust you." She turned back to Ishmael,

who stood watching the whole thing. "Sorry about that.

Where are the new recruits?"
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Ishmael jerked his head backward. "Over here," he
said, leading Jeanie away. Not knowing what else to do, I
followed.

A minute later, Jeanie asked "Putting them to work
already?"

Ishmael chuckled. “She took one look at our clothes
and declared that we needed better."

I'm not surprised, I thought, craning my neck to see
around my acquaintances. I caught sight of a girl. Her head
bent over coarse brown cloth, blond hair falling on either
side of her face.

"Hello!" Jeanie said, stepping forward. A woman beside
the girl stood up, startling me. I hadn't noticed her.

"Hello lass!" she said, green eyes sparkling. Red
curls peeked out from under her cap. "Are you Jeanie?" she
rolled her r’'s as if she, of all things, was from Cysaan. I
frowned.

"Yes, I am. Ishmael told me you wanted to help us?"

I kept looking at the girl. "Ouch!" she muttered,
glaring at a red bead trickling down her finger. She sucked

her finger and wiped it and her needle clean on her dress.
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"I'm Ronelle Stylwell, and this is m'girl, Alivia."
The women said. Alivia looked up and smiled. Her eyes were
blue.

"Hi," Jeanie said. "You'll both be welcome here, no
matter what you can do."

"We're both nurses," Ronelle said, "And seamstresses,
as you can see."

"I can use the bow," Alivia said, speaking out loud
for the first time, her voice resolute and charming;
lacking the strong accent of her mother.

"The bow?" I said, "Why would a girl learn that?"

Alivia's gaze turned to me. Her eyes were piercing.
"For meat of course!" She said, glaring at me. "Somebody
has to do the hunting!" she put down her sewing "And what'’s
wrong with women knowing the use of arms? I can use the
sword too!"

"The sword?" I snorted. That was over the top. "And
who taught you that?"

Alivia stood up, raising her chin. "Nobody. I taught
myself."

"Oh, well--" I started

"That's good, Alivia," Jeanie interrupted, sending

what might have been a warning to me with her eyes.
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"Hello lad," Ronelle said, beaming at me. "Who are
you?"

She doesn't know who I am?

I glowered. "I am Prince Colin!" I said, looking
smugly at Alivia. She looked startled.

"Oh, lovely!" Ronelle said, not sounding the least bit
intimidated. "That's wonderful!"

Alivia recovered, tossing her hair "Indeed it 1is," she
said. "We needed someone to fetch the water."

"Ali!"™ Ronelle scolded "That wasn't polite."

Alivia shrugged "Well, he's rude too."

"Hey!" I shouted, glaring at her. She looked straight
back at me, a cool smile on her face. Ishmael started to
laugh.

"She's right," he said, grinning. "Ali, I think you'll
be a good addition.™

"I don't," I muttered under my breath. Jeanie glanced
at me again.

“Welcome to the party,” She said to Ronelle.

*x kX kX X %

I gazed up at the treetops, arms crossed across my

chest. I sighed, and looked back at the rest of the group.
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“So,” Jeanie said “When they send their band out to
Brunswik, we could cross the Fexel and cut them off at--"

I sighed again and shifted my weight to my other foot.
My stomach grumbled. I cleared my throat. Six pairs of eyes
turned on me.

“When’s lunch?” I asked. Someone snickered.

Ishmael coughed “Ah...lunch?”
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“Yes,” I said, a trifle annoyed, “Lunch. L-U-N-C-H.

You know, the meal eaten at noon? Food?”
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“Whenever you want it,” Ishmael shrugged.

“Well, then, I want it.” I waited. Nobody moved. “What
are you people waiting for??” I said, “So where is it?”

“Uh...Colin...” Jeanie started. A muffled laugh.
Ishmael grinned, and gestured to the forest “It’s out
there. Go find somethin’.”

“Wha--?" I spluttered. Jeanie shook her head.

“There’s nothing here, Colin. You need to find it.
Just don’t get anything poisonous.”

“I--I'm not going to go looking for it!” I gasped.
This time two people laughed outright. I gave them the
darkest scowl I could muster. Travis stood up, brushing

hair out of his eyes.

“I could co--"
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“I don’t need help from you!” I shouted, turning on my
heel, and stomping away.

“Don’t get lost,” Jeanie called.

“I don’t get lost!” I shouted back, tromping through
the underbrush. The only thing I could think of to be
thankful for was that that snippy Alivia Stylwell hadn’t
been in that group. But no doubt she’d hear about it in no
time flat. I kicked at some ferns.

“Isn’t that what sassy girls are good for?” I stormed
at the plants “Cooking? Swords! Hah! She thinks she can use
a sword! Ridiculous!” My stomach grumbled again. “I know, I
know,” I told it, “You don’t have to make such a fuss.” Oh

bother. Talking to my stomach and plants. What next?
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”

I sat down hard. “When I'm king,” I grumbled, “I’'11
have strawberry bushes planted out here or something,” I
trailed a finger through the stream at my side. “No...On
second thought, I won’t be wandering in circles out here
when I'm king.”

If I ever am king after this.

I looked up at the sky--or tried to. I hoped it grew

this dim in the forest long before nightfall, and I still

had time to find my way back. Then again...did the
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nocturnal creatures come out Jjust when it grew dark, or
when the sun actually set?

Rocks stabbed at me through my pants. I stood back up
and tried a different place. No better. Something tickled
the back of my hand. I gave a little yelp and brushed the
spider off. I stood up again, feeling itchy all over. A
chill wind blew. I rubbed my arms, wondering just how far I
was from...whatever that place was called. Camp?

I studied the stream. Brilliant red and yellow flowers
peeked out from under tangled grasses along either side.

“I dub thee Poppy-Garland,” I said out loud, just for
the sake of breaking the silence.

“Kind of a strange name for a brook, isn’t it?”

I whirled. Alivia Stylwell stood with one hand on her
hip, the other holding a bucket. I reddened, feeling
relieved and disgusted at the same time.

“Maybe,” I said, “But I may call something anything I
like.”

“You could at least call it something that makes
sense,” Alivia said “There are no poppies to be seen.”

“Then what are those?” I gestured to the flowers.

She bent down. I fought a temptation to push her into

the stream. “Those, as a matter-of-fact, are Heartsease.
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Pansies. Which,” she looked up at me, “look nothing like

poppies.”

4

“I wouldn’t know,” I said, blushing again. “I don’t

study flowers.”
“Sometimes I wonder what you Regal people do study.”
Alivia filled the bucket with water. I scowled.

4

“Swordsmanship, for one,” I emphasized
‘swordsmanship’. Alivia didn’t seem to notice. She
straightened up.

“Are you lost?”

“What?” I blinked, taken aback. Alivia rolled her
eyes.

“I said ‘are you lost?’”

“Ah...no, of course not! What made you think that?”

“Well, nobody has seen you for hours,” Alivia
shrugged. “It sounded suspiciously like losing your way. I
suppose you could find your way from here?”

“Certainly.”

“Well then,” Alivia swept her arm. “Lead on, soldier.
Let us return.”

“Uh...” I hesitated. “What for?”

“"Maybe I am lost and need your help.”
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I crossed my arms. “Maybe I don’t stoop to assist
peasants. And maybe I like it here.”

Alivia’s eyes flashed. “Well then, farewell your
Imperial Majesty. I shall depart,” She did a deep
exaggerated curtsy--it’s a wonder she didn’t fall over--and
flounced away. I stood there a moment longer, fighting with
myself.

“Wait!” I called, hurrying after her. She didn’t look
at me when I came up beside her. “I...uh...changed my
mind.” I said, “About coming back, I mean.” She didn’t say
anything. I wrapped my arms around myself, shivering. My
legs felt weak and trembly.

My cloak caught in some bushes. I turned and yanked on
it, but the more I pulled, the more entangled it got. I
disturbed a snake, and it slithered away. An exasperated
sigh came from behind me. Alivia stepped up, and with a
single jerk, freed my cloak.

“You didn’t find a single thing to eat today, did
you?” she asked.

“Of course not! There’s nothing to eat here.”

“Indeed,” Alivia bent down and yanked a plant up.

“Shallot,” she said, tossing it at me. “Eat hearty.”
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I wrinkled my nose at the plant, disgusted, and
considered throwing it into some bushes. I wondered if
Alivia would give me something poisonous. My hunger
overcame me though, considering I hadn’t eaten all day. I
followed Alivia as I brushed dirt off a leaf and nibbled at
it, cringing a little at the sharp taste. I hurried up to
walk by Alivia.

“You and your mother aren’t from around here, are
you?” I asked.

Alivia glanced at me.

“We’re Cysaanian,” She said, looking straight ahead.

7

“I thought so. About your mother, anyway,” I said “But
you sure don’t look like you’re from Cysaan. And why are
you in Thertine anyway?”

Alivia gave an aggravated sigh. “My family, my
business. I don’t need to tell you.”

“You do too! I’'m your Prince!” I said, grabbing her
arm. Alivia whirled around and slapped me. Not hard, but so
unexpected that I let go of her.

4

“You are not my ‘prince’,” she said, “Wery well then,
I am only half Cysaanian in blood, and my father was from

Thertine. We live in this horrid country--”~

“Horrid!” I glared at her. She ignored me.
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“--because my Cysaanians know what rubbish is going on
in Thertine and didn’t want her to marry a man from it so
we are unwelcome in Cysaan. There. Satisfied? And don’t go
spreading it around either.”

I stared at her a moment before I could find my voice.
I started to say ‘I can tell whomever I 1like,’ but the
fiery look in her eyes stopped me.

7

“Uh, sure,” I said, "“No problem.”

We went on in silence.
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Jeanie nudged me. I strode out into the road. “Stop
where you are!” I commanded. The group of soldiers laughed.
“Oh, that’s fancy,” One chuckled, eyeing me. “You
telling us to stop. Out of my way!” He pushed me. I drew my

sword.

“Half-wit!” I shouted. “Do you not know me?”

“Who'’re you calling half-wit?” He growled, drawing his
own sword. A soldier from behind him shouted

“Lars, wait! It is the Prince!” Recognition dawned in
my soldier’s eyes.

“Heaven forgive me!” he cried, dropping to one knee.
“I swear to God, Prince, I did not know you!”

7

“That’s obvious,” I glared at him.
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“I crave your indulgence, disregard this incident.
You’ve been missing--"

“Silence!” I waved at the other soldiers. “You there,
come here!” they obeyed. “Now, all of you lay down your
weapons!”

“Sire--!"” “Your majesty--!” “What??”

“Lay down your weapons!”

Wonder in their faces, they did as I said. I brushed
my hair back from my face. Silent as a shadow, and more
invisible than one, Jeanie and the others spread.

7

“Now,” I said, “Tell me what you know of my father.”

\’ ”

‘. ..Prince...?

I looked at the one who had spoken. “Since you seem so
eager to talk,” I said, “You may go first.”

“I don’t know what you mean, Prince.”

“Are you aware of what my Father is doing?”

“No, Prince.”

“Really?” From behind the soldiers, a hand emerged
from some bushes, waved, then disappeared.

"I don’t know...” the poor man stammered “Is there

something specific you’re thinking of?”
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“Indeed.” I tapped the ground with my sword. “For
instance, the new slave trade, the increased tax, and the
friendliness toward Leamshi.”

“What? Leamshi? I am aware of the others, Sire, but--”"
he bowled over onto the ground. With startled yells, the
others automatically grasped for their weapons that were no
longer there. That gave Ishmael and his gang enough time to
snatch them up from the ground. The soldiers were soon
under control, thee people to each of them.

“Isn’t it interesting what they will do when I tell
them too?” I asked Ishmael. He grinned and twirled his new
sword. I addressed the soldiers. “Do you remember what I
said a minute ago about my Father’s doings? They’re all
true, and terribly suspicious. That’s why I’'m here. He
needs to be stopped. I'm giving you the chance to join up
here.”

No one spoke.

“I suspected as muc,.” I said “Thank you for the
weapons. We’ll be on our way now.” I started to turn
around. Ishmael stopped me.

“What’re you doin’? That’s 1t?” He whispered.

“What do you mean? What else is there to do?”

7

“We can’t just let ‘em go,” Ishmael protested.
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“Then what do you suggest?” I crossed my arms, trying
to stare him down.

“Killing ‘em.”

“For shame!” I pulled away from him, angry and
confused at this new point of Ishmael’s personality. “What
good would that do?”

“Less to fight later,” He looked down at me,
expressionless.

“I won’t murder my Father’s soldiers!” I turned away
from him.

“"Why? So they can murder more of us?”

“I said what I meant,” I insisted “I'm done talking
about this.”

Ishmael frowned at me, but signaled to his followers.
They released the soldiers.

“Return to your Lord,” I said to them.

“But sire,” One protested “What are we to tell him?”

“The truth of course,” I said, “The truth,” Ishmael’s
gang followed me into the forest.

*x kX Kk Kk %
“What was that?” I demanded of Ishmael. He kicked at

some leaves.

“What was what?”
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“Th-that!” I spluttered in anger “Wanting to kill
those soldiers! They were unarmed! And they hadn’t done
anything!”

”

“They do plenty.” Ishmael said “All of ‘em.”
“Well--well--!"” I stamped a foot. “I don’t want a war!
Killing them would be asking for one! We’re not murderers!”

4

Ishmael looked at me. “A-at least, I’'m not,” I stammered.
“I...uh...are...?”

Ishmael sighed. “Yeah, I’'ve done it before. Fighting
is kind of a...necessity when you live like I do. It's
become a habit...I'm...I'm sorry.”

“I can’t believe I'm working with people like this.” I
moaned. Ishmael kept talking.

"My family used to be...uh...infamous thieves, let’s
say. They--we, I guess--encouraged fighting.” He pointed to
his eye. “I got this when I was five. The merchant’s boy
had nice little bag of coppers. But he also had a knife.” I
stared at Ishmael. “Eventually,” he said “We were caught.
My grandfather, aunt, and I were the only ones who got
away,” Ishmael looked at the ground. “After that, I...met a
blind beggar. He set me...right, I suppose you could say. I

tried to earn a living, but...” he looked up at me.

“/Vagabond’, ‘dirty, lying, thieving 1i’1l urchin’, ‘rogue’,
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even ‘evil-eye’ were some of the titles I was given,” To my
extreme surprise, Ishmael chuckled. “I guess I can’t really
blame ‘em for ‘evil-eye’, can I?” He grinned at me.

I didn’t laugh, starting to feel very uncomfortable.
“Uh...yeah...well...” I mumbled.

“Oh, there you two are!” we turned to see Jeanie
coming up. “We need to start rounds with the people. I
don’t think the King will simply sit back and let us roam
free much longer.”

“Yes ma’am!” Ishmael snapped to attention and gave a
comical salute.

Jeanie jerked her head. “Sire, you’re with me.”
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“Now don’t you act all high-and-mighty, Colin,” Jeanie
murmured as we stepped up to the backdoor of the farmhouse.

“"But I'm the--" I started.

“That’s precisely the point.” Jeanie said, “We’re
supposed to be helping these people. If they’re going to
trust you, you need to be kind.”

“I am kind.”

Jeanie looked at me. “If I may say so, you’re not.
You’re a snobby, stuck-up, unpleasant-to-be-around sort of

fellow.”
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I came infinitely close to clobbering her. “I could
have you hanged for that!”

“You could have me hanged for a lot of things,” Jeanie
said, rapping on the door. “Unfortunately for you, you’re
here, and not at the castle. I’1ll give you this, though;
you agreeing to come here is promising.”

“I should think so--” I started. The door opened. A
tired-looking woman stood in the doorway.

“Yes? Who are you?” she droned out, looking as if she
were beyond caring.

“Please, ma’am,” Jeanie said, “We need to ask you a
favor.”

“You poor girl,” the woman said, her look softening.
“"Are you hungry? I don’t have much to spare but--"

”

“Ma’am,” Jeanie interrupted, smiling. “Before you
decide to feed us there’s something you need to know.”
“Yes?”

”

“We’re...” Jeanie glanced at me “A rebellion.”
The woman looked confused. “You’re a which?”
“Rebellion,” Jeanie repeated. “We’'re rebelling against

”

the King.” The woman’s eyes widened. “There are a large
number of us already.”

“You’re part of it?” gasped the woman, “At your age?”
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“Please don’t judge me by my age,” Jeanie said. I

noticed she didn’t mention about her being in charge of the

7

whole thing. “The reason we’re here,” Jeanie continued, “Is

we need supplies. We understand you don’t have much, but if
you could spare anything...”

“Child,” the woman sighed, “What hope has a rebellion
against the King? He’s too strong, not to mention
merciless. I don’t see how you could succeed.”

”

Jeanie grinned. “We didn’t either. But now...” she
looked at me. I spoke up.

“I am Prince Colin,”

The woman’s jaw dropped. “Wh-what?” she gasped “They
said you’d been kidnapped! Imagine, twice in a single
week--"

“Well I wasn’t,” I said. Jeanie jabbed me in the ribs
with her elbow. I coughed. “Ma’am,”

“Th-this isn’t a prank of some kind?” the woman
gripped the doorframe. “Not some childish trick?”

“Trick?” I started “Why, you--Ow!” I rubbed my side,
glaring at Jeanie.

“It’s the truth ma’am.” She said. The woman studied at

”

me. “You certainly look it...” she murmured.
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“Can you help us, ma’am?” Jeanie asked. The woman
clapped her hands.

“Oh, yes! Of course of course! Wait here a moment!”
The woman disappeared inside.

“Take easy, would you?” I muttered, still rubbing my
side.

“No.” she whispered back. The woman returned and held
out a small sack of potatoes.

“I'm sorry...it’s all I could spare.”

4

“This i1s wonderful.” Jeanie smiled at the woman.

“Thank you!” She poked me.

4

“Yes...er...thanks,” I mumbled, poking her back.
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7

“Three more,” Travis said, smiling. “We have three

”

more.

“Good,” I closed my eyes, wishing for a nap.

7

“And more suppliers too,” Travis continued.

7

“Nice,” I sighed, opening my eyes again. “How much can
they add?”

"I don’t know.”

“I thought you were supposed to keep track of that?” I

straightened.

“I am. They didn’t tell me. They don’t know either.”
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“Oh,” I noticed a jagged scar running across Travis’s
left palm. He rubbed it with his other hand. “Say, where
did you get that?” I asked. Travis glanced at his hand, and
then hid it behind his back.

“Barbed wire.” He said, not meeting my eyes. “There
was a fire...I need to go check with Jeanie about the
plots.” He hurried off, slipping his hand into a pocket.

I frowned after him. Fire? What did barbed wire have
to do with fire? I shrugged, sighing again. Three weeks,
goodness knows how many members, supplies aplenty...we
weren’t doing that bad. But I was so tired...Thertine
buzzed with curiosity and excitement. Lords fumed and
stormed and demanded a change. I wondered how my Father
handled all this. I wondered how he felt.

I decided not to think about that. One of our members
had been hurt badly in a 'raid' on soldiers. He died soon
after. 'Less to fight later,' Ishmael had said. I didn't
want it to come to that. Rebellion, sure. Raids, why not?
Anger, of course! But killing I wouldn't stand.

I shook myself and headed off to find Jeanie. I wanted
to be around somebody right now. Anybody. I received a few

small bows as I passed people, but most just ignored me. It
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made me angry, but I figured there wasn't really anything I

could do.
"Jarius!" Jeanie's voice cried. I turned toward it.
"Oh, Jarius! I didn't know you were around here!" Jeanie

clasped the hand of a boy a bit taller than her. I stopped.
All peasants were ragged, especially the beggars, but

this...the boy's black hair draped over his eyes, hiding a
good deal of his face. He was barefoot and filthy, and what

he wore looked more like an old ripped curtain than

clothes.
Jeanie turned and saw me. "Colin!" she cried, beaming,
"Come here!" I obeyed, much against my will. "Jarius," said

Jeanie, "This is Colin--the Prince of Thertine."

Jarius looked at me. No, he didn't merely look, he
didn't even stare; he bored at me with his dark eyes. What
I could see of them.

"Colin, this is Jarius. I met him years ago on the
road." I nodded. Once. "Will neither of you say anything?"
Jeanie asked, looking confused. Jarius looked away. "Oh,
come on." Jeanie said, "You could at least say 'Hi'."

"I could,”" I said, "But I don't want to at the
moment."

Jeanie frowned "Why not?"
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"Who is this person?" I asked her.

"I told you. Jarius."

"Jarius who?"

"Colin, what are you getting at?" Jeanie crossed her
arms. "You don't know anybody else’s last name around
here."

"I don't like the look of him."

"Colin!"

Jarius's head snapped back around. "I am Jarius." he
grated out, his voice low. "And that's all you need to
know."

"No," I said, "What's your last name?" Then I added,
mocking "If you have one."

"My name 1s my own business. Prince." Under normal
circumstances, 'Prince' would have been added as a sign of
respect. But he scorned me. I became convinced of it when
Jeanie said

"Jarius..."

"Yes, I'm the Prince" I said, "Which is why I have the
authority to demand of you your last name."

"Please..." Jeanie said

"You have no authority over me." Jarius said, his

black eyes glittering.
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"You’re walking on thin ice!" I warned.

"Really?" Jarius turned to fully face me. "To me it
looks like solid ground."

"Is that a challenge?" I demanded.

"If you wish to take it that way."

"Then I take it that way, and I accept it, and you are
obliged to answer!"

"Very well then." Jarius backed away a few steps. "You
can fight me if you dare."

"I dare!"

"Stop it!" Jeanie yelled, stepping between us.
"Jarius, please," she said to him. Jarius gave me a cold
glance, and turned away. "Colin, can I see you a minute?"
Jeanie yanked me a few feet away. "That was completely
uncalled for!" she hissed.

"I'm the Prince. I can do whatever I want."

"Colin! I thought you wanted to help your people!"

"T do,"

"Then act like it!"

"I am!"

Jeanie stared at me with disbelief. "Oh, right," she
paused, then said, "Actually try, Colin, would you?" she

went back to Jarius. I went back to moping.
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"Colin?"

"What," I looked with annoyance at Travis.

"Are you okay?"

"Yes."

"Oh," He came and sat beside me. "Jarius isn't so
bad," he said, starting to rub his left palm.

"Whatever," I eyed his hand.

"I've talked to him."

"Sure."

"Really, Col," Travis shifted his weight. "He doesn't
talk much. I think he's lonely."

I snorted. "You would think that, Trav."

Travis sighed. "I tried to find out what's bothering
him."

"Bothering him."

"Yes. He's always staring into space or at the ground.
He wouldn't say anything when I asked him."

"Maybe he just wants to be left alone."

"I know."

"You know what?"

"That he wants to be left alone. Colin, could you try

to be friends with him?"
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"Friends with him?"

"Yes, why not?"

"He didn't exactly make that easy before."

"You don't--I mean, that was just the first time."

"And the last," I grumbled "Leave me alone."

"Col--"

"I said leave me alone!™ I stood and walked away.

"Colin!™"

"What?" I turned. Alivia Stylwell ran up to me,

"Do you know where Jeanie is?"

"No...what's wrong?"

"We went out on the rounds; not a single farmer could
contribute."

"What? Why?"

"I don't know. They said they didn't have anything to
spare and slammed the door in our faces."

"What...did they say anything as to why?"

"No. They seemed frightened out of their wits."

"Come on, there's got to be some reason..."

"I don't know."

"Jeanie!" I called, half running. "Jeanie!"

"What?" Jeanie stood up, Ishmael beside her.

"What're you yellin' about?" he asked.
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I gestured to Alivia.

"We're out, Jeanie. Everyone's said they can't
contribute," she said

"Why? What's wrong?"

"I don't know. The King must be doing something."

"Darn," Jeanie thought a moment, "All right. We need
to send some people to villages...preferably Hesston to see
what we can find out."

"T'1ll go to Hesston," I volunteered.

"Colin," Alivia rolled her eyes "That's your home
town. If somebody's going to recognize you, it'll be
there."

"I know!"™ I said, "But I know best how to converse
with Higher people. I'd mess up with peasants."

"Right," Jeanie said.

"I'm hungry," Ishmael commented.

"Too bad," Alivia said "Mama won't let you have
anything till dark."

Jeanie sighed a little. "Ishmael, can't you stay on
subject?" She turned to Alivia and me, giving an amused
smile and a slight eye-roll that only we could see.
"Alivia, how about you go with Colin?"

Alivia eyed me, "So long as he minds his manners."
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I scowled.

"Ishmael, could you--" Jeanie turned toward Ishmael.
He wasn't there. "Where'd he go?" she started. A loud crack
echoed across the clearing, followed immediately by a yelp.

I spun around to see the missing person streaking
toward us. Ishmael skidded to a stop when he reached us,
blowing on an impressive welt on his knuckles.

"What on earth did you do, Mal?" I asked.

Ishmael glanced behind him. "...let’s just say Ronelle
has a better eye on her wares than most of the merchants
I've met."

Alivia burst out laughing.

Chapter 4

“How do I look?” I asked, pulling my hood down lower.
Alivia glanced at me.

“Like a mysterious stranger.”

I frowned and pushed the hood back up. “How about
now?”

“Like a fairly wealthy peasant who has a striking

resemblance to Prince Colin.”
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“Great,” I kicked a pebble and it skittered off the
path.

Alivia patted my arm. “Don’t worry, dearie, I don’t
think anyone will suspect.”

I slapped her hand away. “Easy for you to say,” I
said. “If anybody recognizes you, it will just be as the
pretty seamstress’s daughter.”

“Humph!” Alivia frowned and ran her fingers through
her hair, but even she couldn’t hide the small tint of
blush that lighted her cheek.

Travis took no notice of our bickering, humming to
himself, and looking as beggar-ish as he could. Which was
good, as that was the plan. Alivia would converse with the
peasants, I with the merchants, and Travis would beg, as he
had plenty of experience, and listen for anybody to make
any comments on sudden food shortages.

I sighed and kicked at another pebble. Raising my
eyes, I caught sight of the Hesston gate. My heart jumped
as a cart rumbled up from behind us. Alivia tugged on my
sleeve and we stepped out of the way. We kept on a minute
later. We were close enough to the gates to see the glint

of the guards’ helmets.
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“Good night, Colin. Don’t be so tense. You look like a
fugitive.”

I tried to relax my facial expression, muttering. “I
am a fugitive.”

“That’s precisely my point. Travis,” Alivia stopped.
“I think you’d better get away from us now.”

Travis nodded and went on ahead of us. Alivia and I
walted a moment before continuing.

7

“I’ve never had need to act before,” I said, eyeing
the soldiers. “What do I do?”

“Don’t look at them, for one,” Alivia said. I shifted
my eyes away. “Pretend they’re not there.”

I frowned. “Why wouldn’t they be there?”

“Colin, that’s why I told you to pretend.”

“But then I’d look confused...”

“Unbelievable...” Alivia sighed, “Pretend you don’t
care less whether they’re there or not.”

“Okay...” I swung my arms at my sides, looking here
and there at nothing in particular.

“If that’s the best you can do,” Alivia shrugged and
stepped away from me. I started to follow her, then shook

myself and continued in my own direction.

We would meet back at noon.
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I shifted from foot to foot, sometimes leaning against
the wall, sometimes giving little smiles to passersby,
wishing I had a pastry, wiping the sweat that trickled down
my forehead.

This is getting tedious. I thought as the shopkeeper
across the street gave me a third suspicious glance. I
considered giving him an apologetic smile, and decided
against it. He didn’t own this wall, and I had no reason to
apologize.

I caught sight of Alivia walking down the path.

Thank goodness.

I hurried after her. “Where on earth have you been?” I
demanded. “Where’s Travis?”

Alivia jerked her head back. “He’s behind me.”

“I ask you again; where have you been? I’ve waited and
waited--"

“Patience, dear Prince, patience.” Alivia glanced over
her shoulder. “Wait till we’re outside.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked, stepping around a puddle.

“Wrong? Who said anything was wrong?” Alivia whirled

around. “That’s ours!”
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I spun around. Alivia held ragged girl by the hair.

“If you had asked first,” said Alivia, “I would have
gladly given you a few.” Alivia held out her other hand,
beckoning with her fingers. With a dark scowl, the girl
flung several coins at us. Alivia released her, and the
girl scuttled back into the crowd. People around us dove
for the coins, but Alivia snatched them up first.

“Thank you very much,” she said to the peasants with
an over-sweet smile. “But I can retrieve money myself,” Her
comment was returned with blank stares, and the people,
muttering, went back to whatever they were doing.

Alivia grabbed my wrist and yanked me through the city
gate.

“Hey! Ow! Stop it!” I jerked my hand from hers.
“Where’d that money come from?”

“Look in your pocket,” Alivia stormed up a small
hillside with me panting after her, “and you’ll find out,”
She dropped down onto the ground with a thud.

I came up empty. “They’re mine?” it was both a
guestion and a statement. I held out my hand. Alivia
dropped them into my palm, glaring up at the sky. I
pocketed the coins, frowning. “Hey—--"

“Hay is for goats.”
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I blinked. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“What are you so irritable for?” I crossed my arms.

“You shouldn’t have been carrying money like that for
one,” Alivia said. “That was very conspicuous.”

I fingered one of the coins. “Sorry. I don’t know
anything about acting inconspicuous.”

Travis came up over the hill. Alivia sat up. “What did
you find?” she asked.
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“Sudden tax increase,” Travis said, sitting beside
Alivia. “They don’t even have enough to store anymore.”

Alivia looked at me.

“Same here,” I said.

“Same with me, too,” Alivia said. “So our new burning
question is: why?”

“Oh, yes, like we didn’t know that,” I said, then
added, “It’s simple; he’s making sure we don’t have any new
members, or any supplies.”

“How do--"” Alivia started.

"My Father’s arresting anyone suspected of helping

”

us,” I interrupted, “Plus cutting off our food supply for

insurance.”
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“It doesn’t really matter why, does it?” Travis asked.
“We still have to do something.”

“Right, Trav,” Alivia stood, brushing her skirt off.
“Let’s get back to camp.”
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Jeanie sighed. “Well, we couldn’t hope to be left
alone forever,”

“Ali? Alitl”

Alivia turned. “Yes, Mama?”

Ronelle gestured. “Come here a moment. Stay put, the
rest of you!”

Worry crossed Alivia’s face, and she scrambled up to
go to her mother. Jeanie stood, eyes following them as they
hurried away.

“Back to our problem...” I said. Jeanie sat back down,
still looking in the direction Alivia and Ronelle had gone.
“We can’t just stay here, can we?” I asked, hoping to prod
the discussion back into the spotlight.

“What else would we do?” Robert, a member of Ishmael’s
gang, asked.

“I don’t know.” I looked toward Jeanie. “Aren’t you
the one with all the bright ideas?” I asked, “Say

something.”



Garner/Prince of Thertine/&5

“Well, we could go to the Cysaanian boarder.”

“You mean the mountains?” Ishmael scratched the back
of his neck. “What for?”

“We might find some sympathizers there, not to mention
provisions.”

“We don’t need to go yet, do we?” I asked, not liking
the idea of running away; even if it was just to ‘restock’.

“That’s just it. We’re running out. Fast.”

I frowned. “I thought we were being careful.”

“Careful’ doesn’t make them last forever. But still,
I was sure we had more than we do...”

“Lassie!” Ronelle ran up. “We have a problem,” She
took a deep breath. “A sickness.”

My stomach twisted.

“What is it?” Jeanie jumped up.

Ronelle held up her hands in a helpless gesture. “I
don’t know. Three have it now.”

“Can I see it?”

Ronelle hesitated. “If you want, but if I were you I’d
keep a distance.”

I hopped up. “I'm coming too.”

“All right, but just you two.
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Ronelle led the way through the trees, gathering her
skirts in one hand and stepping over, under, and around,
with nimble little springs.

We came to a small clearing. Alivia crouched over
somebody; when she caught sight of us she straightened.

Ronelle held a hand up. Jeanie and I halted.

“I think it’s what the Mortonson’s had, Mama,” Alivia
whispered, not to disturb the motionless personnel.

“Why is that?” Ronelle stepped over to her. They bent
over a person together. I couldn’t hear what they said.
Jeanie looked around the clearing.

“What do you suppose we do, Colin?” she asked. I
shrugged.

Ronelle tapped my arm. “Lad, would you go with Ali?”

I blinked. “Uh...sure. What for?”

“Come on,” Alivia gestured to me. I followed her.

“What are we doing, if I'm allowed to know?” I asked.

“We’re gathering plants,” Alivia said.

“What for?”

“What for’? Colin, just how thick are you?” Alivia
pushed plant leaves aside, examining the ground.

“Very,” I eyed her. “If you told me what you were

looking for, maybe I could help.”
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“I doubt it.”

I kicked at the dirt. “Well, I could try.”

Alivia continued on ahead. “Well then, look for bright
pink blossom clusters with fern-like leaves.”

I scanned the area. “Negative,”

“What?”

“Never mind,”

I soon stopped looking, and just followed Alivia like
an obedient dog. I began to wonder why Ronelle wanted me to
come with her in the first place.

“Oh!” I said to myself, bending down and yanking up a
plant.

“What did you say?” Alivia looked up at me, twigs
caught in her hair.

“Nothing,” I said. Alivia’s eyes brightened at the
plant in my hand.

“You found shallot!”

“Yes...I’'m hungry. So?”

“So you recognized the plant I gave you that first
day. So you’re not completely hopeless.”

“Thanks,” I grumbled, picking at the leaves.

Hours passed. At least I thought it was hours. I

dragged my feet, the only thing preventing me from asking
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for a rest was the humiliation of giving out before a girl
did. Alivia would get a kick out of that.

“Alivia?” I asked at last.

“Hm?” Alivia answered in an absent-minded way, pulling
some tree branches out of her way.

“I’'ve been thinking--"

“A miracle.”

I chose to ignore that comment. “I was wondering, do
you know what happened to Travis?”

Alivia looked over her shoulder at me. “What do you
mean?”

“Has he always been so...hunted looking?”

“Why do you want to know?” Alivia peered at me. “I met
him about the same time you did, Col. Why would I know
anymore than you?”

“Because,” A slight flush warmed my face, “You’ve
talked to him. You can talk to everybody. I can’t.”

“And you want to?”

My face grew warmer. I scuffed the ground with the toe
of my boot and didn’t answer.

“I"11l tell him that,” said Alivia, “And then you can

”

ask him.” I looked up. A small smile, drifted across

Alivia’s face. “You know,” she said, her head tilted. “I
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really do think you’re--" she cut herself off. “Yes!
Hurrah!” Alivia cried, diving into some bushes.
“Huh?” I shook myself, running up to her. “Ali, what

”

are...” I stopped. I’'d never called her ‘Ali’ before.

Alivia didn’t seem to notice.

“I found it!” she cried, backing out of the underbrush
and turning a shining face to me. “See?” She parted the
branches.

“Um...see what?” I asked.

Alivia pointed at a tall bushy plant with small white

7

flowers. “Feverfew,” She grinned, “Hold these branches,
would you?” I grabbed at the thorny twigs. Alivia jerked
off several small twigs covered with the flowers and put
them in her basket.

She stood up. “Come on, now we’ve--good night, we’ve
found the jackpot!” Alivia crowed, skipping over to another
spot.

“What?” I followed her, shoulders sagging.

“Pokeweed,” She said, plucking berries off the plant.
Alivia turned to me, brushing hair from her face. “I think

7

we’ve got enough now.” She stood for a moment, looking all
around.

“What are you doing?” I moaned.
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“Memorizing this place. Come on, let’s get back to
camp.”

I nodded, relieved. My shallot hadn’t been very
filling.

Not five minutes later, I spotted bright pink. “Look,”
I said, pointing. Alivia raised an eyebrow.

“Hmmm. ..All at the same time. Strange.”

“Meaning...?” I asked as she bent down.

“You found yarrow,” Alivia added the pink blossoms to

her basket. “Now we’ve certainly got enough. Come on, let’s

44

go.
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“Mama?” Alivia hurried through the clearing.

“Oh, Ali, Colin, thank goodness you’re back,” Ronelle
took the basket from Alivia. “Thank you. Four more are
down.”

“Four?” 1 gasped.
Ronelle nodded. “One of them is Jerry Cruning--the
first one to come down.”

“He--he has it again?” stammered Alivia.

“Aye. It’s worse this time. Come and see.”
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I followed Ronelle and Alivia to a small boy. His skin
was a ghastly yellow, beads of sweat stood out on his
forehead.

“Jerry?” Ronelle bent down next to him, touching his
forehead. The boy’s eyes opened. They too had an unnatural
yellowish tint.

“My head hurts,” The boy whimpered.

“Aye, I know,” Ronelle said.

“Mama, we found feverfew,” Alivia said, digging around
in the basket.

we?

“Here,” She held out the small branches. Ronelle took
them. As she plucked the leaves off, the air filled with a
strong pungent smell. I coughed, eyes watering. Ronelle
looked at me. “You can go if you want, Lad.”

I nodded, grateful, and stumbled off.

I found Jeanie sitting against a tree, sleeping. I sat
down beside her. I stood back up a moment later.

4

“"Good heavens,” I grumbled to myself, “I’11l never be

7

comfortable out here.” I scratched my cheek. When my hand
came away, Stringy black grime was smeared across my

fingertips. I frowned, wiped my hand off on my shirt, and

then rubbed the rest of the crushed mosquito from my cheek.
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Movement caught the corner of my eye. I turned my
head. At the sight of me, Jarius froze. His eyes flashed
from me to Jeanie, and he spun around and went back the way
he had come.
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“I don’t see what good we’re doing by staying here.”

I stepped forward from the trees. Jarius leaned
forward in a look of intense concentration. His low voice
continued. “The sickness--whatever it is--has been here for
five days now. More people are coming down with it--our
situation is just getting worse-“ He looked up and saw me.
His eyes hardened; his face becoming an unreadable mask.
Jeanie turned.

“Oh good, you’re here. Come sit down.” She patted the
space next to her. I obeyed. Jarius, on the other side of
Jeanie, started to stand.

“Where are you going?” She asked. Jarius stopped.

“"I-"” he looked at me.

“Jarius? Something wrong?” Jeanie tilted her head up
to look at him.

Jarius sat back down with a thud, looking at the

ground.
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“You were saying?” Jeanie said. Jarius shook his head
and didn’t answer. With a frown, Jeanie turned to me. “And
what say you?”

“The mountains, I guess.” I said, “Like,” I glanced at
Jarius, “he said, we’re not doing much good here anymore
and the longer we wait the more people that come down with
this...thing...” I scratched the mosquito bite on my cheek.

“And dying,” Added Ishmael.

“Dying?”

“Jerry Cruning. Sarah Mente.”

Jeanie pondered a moment. “Mal, could you go ask
Ronelle i1if the sick are able to travel?”

Ishmael jumped up. A minute later, he came running
back. “Ro says they can, but it’1ll be slow goin’.”

“And if we wait, more people will come down with it,”
I added.

Jeanie nodded. “Right. Let’s do it. Are you all in
agreement?” Yes’s and head-nods went around the small
council circle. Except for one. “Jarius?” He nodded. Once.
A jerky movement.

I stood up. “Let’s go.”
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I hauled a thick branch up from the ground. A sharp
stump of a twig scraped my hand. I sucked in my breath and
accidentally dropped the branch. Again.

“For the love of--" I straightened, gritting my teeth.
Forget it. It could continue to lie there and rot. I’'d
simply find other branches.

Some movement caught the corner of my eye. I turned.
Jarius. I looked away from him and walked toward a
promising branch. I bent over to pick it up. Maybe he would
to away. Jarius’s gaze did all but bore a hole in my back.

He didn’t leave.

I picked up more wood. “What do you want?” I asked at
last.

“Nothing,” his breath hit my cheek.

“Ahh!” I jumped, startled. Jarius stood right beside
me.

“Did I scare you, prince?” he looked at me, hands
hanging motionless at his sides. “Do I scare you?”

I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. I wanted
to walk away from Jarius. But how could you walk away after
a question like that? “No,” I lied. Those eyes were inky

black wells. Anything could come from them. Anything.
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He continued to look at me. Would he not go away? “You

7

are a liar,” said Jarius.

4

“You don’t scare me,” I said.

“"I didn’t mean that. You are a liar. Your father is a
liar. You’re all liars.”

“Well,” I tried to act nonchalant, “Aren’'t we all-
knowing today? What’s the matter? Didn’t you get enough
sleep last night?” I mentally kicked myself.

Wrong thing to say, Colin. Wrong thing to say!

Jarius’s eyes glittered. “No. I did not. I never do.”
He frowned, looking confused. “I never do...” He jerked,
and his face once again became a mask. “You are a play-
actor.” He said.

“Isn’t that the same thing as a liar?”

Jarius continued to look at me. “You think you are
great, don’t you?”

“"I-" I started to answer.

“You are not,” Jarius interrupted. “You kill. You
destroy. You never listen. It’s because of you I am here
now.”

“Stop blaming it on me!” I yelled, surprising myself.

“It wasn’t me! I'm here, aren’t I?” Adrenaline started to

build up in me. I breathed hard. I wasn’t just scared of
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him, I realized. I was downright terrified. I edged away
from him, feeling like a cornered animal. “What do you
know? I’ve never had contact with the real world. I could
never prevent anything, never do anything. But I’'m trying
now, all right? I'm going to be king!”

Jarius didn’t change his expression. “You are no
king.”

My temper broke. I swung my largest branch like a
club. Jarius ducked, slipped to the side, and pounced. I
staggered sideways with the impact. I dropped the stick.
Jarius held onto me like a leech. I twisted, grabbing at
him.

“Get off of me, you-” I flung myself to the left,
smashing Jarius into a tree. He growled low in his throat,
his hands slipping. I pushed away from him. Jarius crouched
on the ground.

7

“That...was...way out of line,” I gasped,

”

“You are no king,” said Jarius again, “Not really. You
are just like your father, and the ones before him. I don’t
trust you.”

I clenched my fists. “Jeanie does.”

”

“Yes. Jeanie,” For an instant, something akin to pain

flitted across his face. It vanished before I could
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4

completely take it in. “Yes,” said Jarius again, “I know

Jeanie does. But we are not talking about Jeanie, are we?”
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“I must say,” I said, “I do begin to doubt her
judgment, considering she’s friends with you.”

Jarius snarled and leaped at me. I jumped backwards,
but not far enough. Jarius grabbed my hair and yanked my
head sideways. Pain exploded at the side of my mouth. I
spun around, grabbed Jarius by the middle, and threw him
onto the ground. Blood streamed from my lip. Jarius jumped
back up. I flew at him. We both toppled over onto the
ground, limbs flailing, hands clawing.

Jarius suddenly rolled away from me and got to his
feet. I jumped up too, and started for him again. Jarius
jerked one hand up, the other snatching a sheathless dagger
from somewhere in his clothing. I froze.

“You realize I could have used this? I take my

7

revenge, one person at a time,” Jarius held the dagger up.
“I don’t trust you. I'm watching you, prince.” With that he
turned around and ran.
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Our slow procession winded through grassy plains. We

were avoiding all civilization, and consequently the

healthy hadn’t eaten all day. Insects buzzed in the tall
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grass. I kept disturbing grasshoppers, and they would hop
onto my boots, arms, shoulders. Some were as long as my
pointer finger. I slapped them away, thinking about the
fight with Jarius. I didn’t remember seeing him since then,
which was fine with me. And that threat...the comment about
taking revenge, ‘one person at a time’. What kind of human
being was he? How could Jeanie stand being around him? I
hadn’t told her about the fight, and if she noticed my
broken lip and other minor injuries, she hadn’t said
anything.

I sighed. My head pounded. The area around and behind
my eyes hurt. My legs trembled as if with exhaustion, but
we hadn’t been walking all that long yet today. I’d felt
woozy the day we’d first set out too, but I’d gotten over
it by the yesterday morning.

A shout came from up ahead. I lifted my eyes. A scout
Jeanie had sent when we first set out two days ago came
running toward us.

Jeanie picked up her pace. “Is that you, Landan?”

Landan stopped in front of us. “An army...” he gasped
“Soldiers...”

Nausea struck me like a wave. Sweat trickled down the

back of my neck.
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“Army?” Jeanie looked startled. “What army?” Landan
shook his head, “No, not army...” he corrected himself.
“Camp...of the King...they’re just sitting...a day’s
walk...”

My back ached.

“Do you know what they would be doing?” Jeanie was
talking to me. My eyes wouldn’t focus. I sgqueezed them shut
for a moment and opened them again. I shook my head.

“Could be that they’re waiting to meet someone.” I
mumbled, rubbing my forehead.

“Who would they be waiting to meet?” Jeanie asked. I
shrugged and closed my eyes, scratching at the mosquito
bite.

“Could we get around them?” Jeanie asked the scout.

“Not without going long out of our way.” Landan said.
“They have people posted all over the place. It’s like
they’re afraid of discovery.”

“I don’t know if we could go around, then. It’d take
too long.” Jeanie looked behind at the long strangling
line, which was welcoming the unexpected rest. “But we
can’t go back either. And what would they be doing? Colin?”

My vision swam. “I...”

“Colin?”
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I think she tried to catch me.
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I blinked, focusing my vision. Black sky. My head
throbbed. “Oh...” I closed my eyes.

“Colin? Are you awake?”

I opened my eyes again. “Unconscious twice in a single
month. Imagine that,” I said to Alivia.

“What? Are you delirious?” Alivia said it to herself
more than to me.

“No,” I said, brushing her hand off my forehead. The
world turned. “Whoo...” I waited till it stopped, then
asked, “How am I?”

“You’re not as bad as some,” Alivia said, “Though
you’ve been in unconcious for a while. That’s what’s
puzzling. You’re having the symptoms of a relapse.”

“A wh...” Nausea hit me, and I didn’t finish.

“This sickness--yellow fever, Mama and I call it--
sometimes when people catch it, they feel sick briefly,
seem to get better, then it comes back worse than before.”

I lay there looking up into the sky. Then her words
sunk in.

“"I did feel funny yesterday...was it yesterday? No,

7

the day before...wait...”
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Alivia interrupted me. “Funny as in...?”

“Sick.”

Alivia smacked her forehead. “Good night, Colin! Why
didn’t you tell me?”

“"I didn’'t know I was supposed to.”

“Oh, right. I suppose it never occurred to your Royal
Highness that you should report feeling i1l while yellow
fever is running around.”

“Watch your tongue, girl.”

“Well! If that isn’t...!” Alivia stood up, ruffling
her skirt. “Fine! Just be that way!”

“I will, thank you.”

“You’re welcome!” Alivia turned and stomped out of my
line of vision.

I closed my eyes. I began to regret snapping at
Alivia-the-nurse when my stomach wouldn’t let me sleep. I
turned onto my side and vomited.

A moment later someone touched my arm. “I'm only
giving you this because Mama said too.” Alivia said pushing
a rough wooden cup into my hand.

I started to drink out of it. I coughed and spluttered
at the bitter taste.

“Don’t you dare spit it out.”
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”

“Sorry,” I coughed. I managed to drink the rest of it.
“Use this if you’re gonna throw up again,” Alivia took
the cup and handed me a rough basket. The foul smell coming
from it made me guess someone had already used it. “ now
try to get some sleep’ as a nurse would say.” Alivia said.

“Aren’t you a nurse?”

“Yes, but that was only the nurse part of me talking.
My other self is still mad at you.”

“Oh,” I decided to try and ask her. “How long was I
unconscious?”

“"Two days.”

“Have we decided what to do?”

“No,” Alivia walked away before I could ask her more
questions. I rolled back over.
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When I woke up, it was still dark. Or, more likely,
dark again. Or perhaps dark thrice over.

I started to sit up, and the world (what I could see
of it) spun. I blinked, waiting for it to stop. I heard
voices. I stood, feeling weak and dizzy, and made my way
toward them.

“It makes me nervous just staying here. We’re bound to

be found out.”
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“"But what are we supposed to do, then?”

"I don’t know...I don’t know...”

An inspiration struck me. “We just have to get around
them, right?” I asked.

“"Ah!” yelped Alivia, Jjumping. I raised an eyebrow.

“Oh, lad! You’re up!” Said Ronelle. “Feeling better?”

4

“Yes,” I said, wondering what kind of a gquestion that
was. “None of you answered my question.”

“The answer’s ‘yes’, Col.” Said Jeanie, smiling.

“Then,” I came forward and sat down. “What if we did a
distraction?” Blank stares, “I mean, if I went out and let
them catch sight of me--"
Various exclamations of surprise.

“You can’t go, Lad,” Said Ronelle, “You just got up!
Someone else should.”

“Well, I’'d be the most effective.” I said, “They’d
recognize me and be after me in an instant.”

“But would that be enough to distract them?” Jeanie
asked.

“"How many horses do we have?” I asked. Everyone looked

at everyone else.

“Uh...maybe ten?” guessed Ishmael.
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“Hm...” I thought aloud. “Maybe...if riders were
stationed around their camp...and they took off chasing
me...and I yelled to the others...”

“What are you saying?” Alivia asked.

“We could give them the impression that we were going
to attack them or something.”

“Would they fall for that?” Jeanie asked.

“Even if they didn’t completely, they’d be wary. At
least if they’re smart they’d be wary.”

“Are they smart?”

“I think so.”

Alivia snorted. I ignored her.

“Well,” Jeanie sighed. “I don’t think we really have
any other choice.” She added “That doesn’t mean you’re the
one going.”

“I'm fine,” I said. “And if I don’t go, I don’t give
any of you permission to ride Sol,” And I leaned back with
my arms crossed across my chest.

Ishmael snorted with laughter. “You’re actin’ like
Ali.”

Brilliant. I stole a look at Alivia. She had a small,

sour smile on her face.
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“I'm not the one to decide whether you’re ‘fine’ or

7

not.” Jeanie looked at Ronelle. Ronelle frowned, came over,
and put her hand on my forehead.

“There’s no fever,” she said, “But other than that I
can’t tell you anything, except he’s probably wobbly from
not eating anything.”

“Wobbly, yes,” I said “But I’'d be riding Sol, not
walking.”

“I want to go too.” Alivia piped up.

“No!” chorused everyone except her. She scowled. I
could read the unspoken words in her face. “We’ll see about

that.”

Don’t you try, girl.
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Chapter 5

I crept forward, gripping Sol’s bridle so tight that
my fingernails dug into my palm. I could see campfires and
tents.

No guards.

I stopped, scanning the area. A man bent over one of
the fires, scraping a pan.

C’mon, do something that tells me what you’re doing

here. I thought, pleading. Of course he didn’t.
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‘People posted all over the place’, huh? I crept a
little closer to the ring of firelight. I just needed to
hear the--

I shuffled through some leaves. The man jerked his
head up.

No, not yet!

At that very opportune moment, a snake slithered out
in front of us. Sol snorted, rearing. The man jumped up
with a shout. Armed people instantly burst out of several
tents.

“Darn you, Sol!” I yelped. I swung onto him, clapping
my heels against his side. We ran off--but not too fast.
Sounds of pursuit came from behind. I looked over my
shoulder and let the riders get a good five-second look at
my face. I turned back around and we made for the
checkpoint.

We galloped out of the trees several minutes later,
heading towards the hills.

“Come on...where are you...” A dark figure rose up on
one of the hills.

“Hoy!” I shouted, louder than was necessary. “They’re
roused! Rally the forces ‘round Eastward!” Nonsense, of

course. But my pursuers didn’t know that...I hoped.
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I swung Sol to the left, looking behind me as I did
so. The riders split--two going toward the rider I'd
shouted at, two still after me, and one turned and rode
back the way we’d come.

“Good, good,” I said to myself. “Now to shake these
two off...” After much winding, turning, and circling
around the hills, my chasers fell back, and then
disappeared. I reined Sol in and sat listening at the foot
of a hill. The only thing to be heard was the whispering of
the wind in the long grass. I dismounted, giving Sol a
breathing space. It would have been wiser to let him rest
while staying mounted, but I felt confident that the Prince
of Thertine had taken care of his opponents. I stroked
Sol’s neck, looking up at the stars. I wondered how my
associates were getting on; i1if Jeanie and the rest were
making their way past...

A distant horse’s whinny cut the silence. I stiffened,
waiting. No more sound followed, and I relaxed again.

I bet Father’s camp is in an uproar. I thought,
smiling. I thought I head a distant beating.

I frowned, straightening. Nothing. Sol snorted and
lifted his head, ears flicking around.

I wonder if-—-
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With a yell and a thud, the silence shattered. I
shrieked with surprise as a shadow from the top of the hill
flew over me. The mounted soldier spun around, bearing down
on me. I leaped onto Sol, shouting, “Go, go!”

Good old Sol. He bolted as if a demon was after him.

But the other horse did too.

A

We splashed across a stream, dark shapes looming up in
front of us.

Good heavens, another forest? Or is it the same one?

I looked behind us. The soldier spurred his horse
again. Sol’s sides were heaving, but we couldn’t stop. They
were gaining.

I turned around again, just in time to duck under a
branch. I began to think we would make it.

I swung Sol right, then left, hoping to shake off, or
at least slow down the soldier.

Sol stumbled. Something struck me. I cried out,
jerking forward. I hit the ground. My ankle twisted. A
black shape flitted. A yowling snarl; Sol screamed. A
shout. Pounding. Silence.

I lay, grimacing. Water from the puddle I’d landed in

seeped through my clothes. My head spun. I opened my eyes a
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crack and looked around, not moving my head. Dark, spidery,
tree branches twisted above me. The sound of wings soared
over my head and disappeared. Bushes rustled, the wind
whispered. Leaves twirled over the ground, jumping and
flying with the gusts.

I rolled out of the puddle and sat up, looking around.

“Sol?” I whispered, heart pounding. The horrible sound
of the snarl echoed in my ears. “What on earth...” I
wrapped my arms around myself, shaking. But not with cold.
“You’re all right, you’re all right,” I whispered to
myself. My arm hurt. I held it out in front of me. Two
gashes ran down from my shoulder. Two gashes. From what?

I shut my eyes, but they popped back open again with
the protest that I couldn’t see anything that might be
sneaking up on me.

“Oh, stop it!” I clapped a hand over my mouth,
startled at how loud I’'d said it. Nothing happened. Annoyed
with my cowardice, I shook myself and started to stand.
Pain shot up my leg. I groaned.

Now what?

I leaned against a mossy tree and lifted it up. “Good
work, Colin. A cut arm and twisted-if-not-broken ankle.” I

grumbled, lowering my leg again. An owl hooted. I couldn’t
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stay here. I pushed off of the tree, and limped in a
direction I knew--or guessed--that led away from the
direction Sol and the soldier had run.

A

I crawled up a small hill. Lights came from behind it.
I peeked over the edge. Firelight...a camp?

Of all the...I didn’t go in a circle, did I?

No. This was no Thertine encampment.

Where am I7?

I squinted at a soldier standing by a fire. A red-and-
yellow snake twisted across the crest on his cloth jerkin.
Leamshi. My hands twisted the grass beneath them,

tearing it.

I’ve got to know why they’re here.

I slipped back down the hill and went around it,
staying in the shadows. Voices. I froze and lay still. A
small group of soldiers walked past me and disappeared into
the darkness. I made a mental note of the outpost, and got
onto my stomach in the grass. I plotted a track that would
lead closer to the camp. A warning bell went off in my
head.

‘This could be disastrous!’ it cautioned.
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Yes, well, so could not knowing what they’re doing in
Thertine. I answered it.

I wriggled forward a little more, the grass rustled.
The soldier turned. His hair sharp-cut black hair seemed to
gleam in the firelight. His narrow brown eyes reminded me
of someone. He gazed out at the hills, fingering the hilt
of his curved sword.

He saw me!

No, wait, he didn't. Did he? I squinted, confused. He
seemed to be looking straight at me, but he didn't set up
an alarm. I didn't move, hardly daring to breathe. He
looked away. I crawled to the side, not taking my eyes off
him. Some scraggy-looking bushes weren't far away, and I
made for them. When I reached them, I crouched down and
waited.

The cloth door-covering of a large ransack shelter not
twenty yards away from me moved. Out came a tall brown-
haired young man, who looked to be in his twenties, in full
armor. The guards posted at the sides of the doorway
saluted. He saluted back and stepped to the side. Someone
followed the young man. My breath caught in my throat.

Karlin, King of Thertine, my Father.
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I closed my eyes for a moment, letting out the breath
I’d been holding. When I opened them again he still stood
there beside the young Leamshin. They were talking, but I
couldn't catch what they said. The Leamshin threw back his
head and laughed. It was a clear, merry laugh, like running
water, but I didn't like it. The Leamshin slapped my father
on the back.

Karlin looked indigent for a moment, then cracked a
smile. The Leamshin spoke to one of his guards, and they
handed him a rolled piece of parchment. He unrolled it,
gazed at it, then laughed again and showed it to my Father.
Karlin didn't laugh, or smile, but nodded. I leaned forward
in a feeble attempt to see what was on it. The Leamshin, as
if knowing my plea, turned, revealing the small thin lines
sketched on the parchment. I reeled back, in shock.

The Bluejay! Technically it was the sign of Royalty in
Thertine, but more often thought of as the sign of Thertine
itself. But the Bluejay wasn't the only thing on that
banner. The Leamshin Snake was with it.

In the sketch, the Bluejay clutched the Snack in its
claws, but the Snake reared back up and bit the bird's

shoulder.
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Leamshi and Thertine. The same banner. I closed my
eyes again. The Leamshin suddenly spoke loud and clear.

"The United Realms of the Innovative Vision welcomes
you.

The united what of the whicht? I thought. But the
Leamshin kept talking.

"As the first to...ah...join this movement,” The
Leamshin laughed again. “You will receive certain
privileges according to the state of your section..."

What in Thertine is he talking about? I wondered. I'd
seen enough, however. 