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Preparing for her wedding to a man she's never met, Princess Tanella is kidnapped. Escaping the cottage wasn't difficult, but finding her way home alone and on foot is the greatest challenge she's ever met. She must return in time for her wedding, or there will be war. The only things standing in her way are the Black Army, the traitors at court, three hundred miles, and the Great Krakitts Mountains.
The fate of the Ten Kingdoms is at stake!

10th Day of Pleig, 2448
Lord Saunders strode down the steps of the Summer Palace in Renthenn and across the drive to where the coach waited. His eyes flicked over the coach, noting that Coachman Tysse had polished the royal crest on the door until it positively gleamed. Good. That would help identify the coach to any interested parties.
He climbed into the empty coach, ignoring the cheerful greeting of the young boy holding the door. Saunders quickly dipped his hand in the pocket of the rear seat and removed the single pistol he found there. Swiftly, he shoved it under the seat cushions of the forward seat and sat upon it, hoping no one had noticed his delay in seating himself. The pistol made an uncomfortable lump, but he'd only be sitting on it for a couple of hours, so it wouldn't be unbearable. He took a moment to check the pocket next to his seat and verify that his pistol was ready for use.
He cast his mind back over the explicit instructions he'd received last night, making certain he'd complied with every point. Everything he held dear depended on it. Saunders allowed his gaze to wander out the window, as though he were bored. Everything must appear normal.
Princess Tanella was now descending the steps in company with her maid, Shayla, and her Father, King Jameisaan. Shayla hastened directly toward the coach, and accepted the hand of the coach-boy as he assisted her to enter. She immediately sat on the rear seat and began arranging her skirts to suit her satisfaction.
The rustling noises annoyed Saunders and he scowled at her.
"Is aught amiss, my Lord Saunders?" She leaned toward him solicitously.
"No! Why would anything be wrong?" Saunders felt panic begin to twist in his guts. If anyone suspected, "'Tis only that the sun is bright this morning and I was up late preparing for this most unexpected excursion," he lied.
Shayla nodded and settled back against the seat, and Saunders forced himself to relax, if only outwardly.
He watched the king kiss his daughter farewell. His heart wrenched as he contemplated the events to come, and how he would feel, were he in Jameisaan's shoes. He glanced at the maid, Shayla, so like the princess in appearance. They were cousins, daughters of twins, and in fact, only a marriage or two from being his cousins as well. It was a mistake, Saunders reflected, to employ your relatives. Love of family far exceeded any vow of fealty, and could be used as a weapon against you.
At last, King Jameisaan handed his daughter into the coach. The princess seated herself and began settling her skirts while the king leaned through the door.
"Saunders, I'm so thankful you were available to act as escort for Tanella and Shayla," he said. "I've got too much happening right now to take her myself, and considering the time constraint we're under,"
Saunders squirmed within his skin. If his king knew what he'd done, but he daren't tell; lives depended on his silence and obedience. "I appreciate your confidence in me, Sire," he replied.
Jameisaan laughed. "If I can't trust my daughter to her mother's own kinsman, who may I place my confidence in? I know you'll take good care of her."
The king stepped back; the coachman's boy tucked up the steps and closed the door. Within seconds Saunders could hear the lad scrambling to his place on the roof among the baggage. The moment the boy was in place, Coachman Tysse started the carriage in motion and it trundled slowly down the drive, gaining speed only when they were on the road, the pair of blue and yellow liveried outriders easily matching the carriage's pace.
There were two outriders, just as he'd been told. Saunders breathed a silent sigh of relief. Thus far, all was proceeding according to the instructions he'd been given.
The two girls immediately continued what was apparently an interrupted conversation.
"Do you think he'll be handsome?" Shayla asked.
"It would be nice," Tanella replied, "but it's hardly necessary. The treaty states we're to be married on the 16th of Corith, as Kwenn and Jurat are joined into a single kingdom."
"But he's got to be handsome," Shayla nearly wailed. "Isn't there some sort of rule that all princes have to be handsome?"
Tanella snorted. "Prince Liammial isn't handsome. I met him yesterday while he, Papa and I discussed the treaty. He's nearly as old as Papa, and his eyes are, I don't know. When he looked at me, he made me feel almost," she paused as though searching for the right word, then continued, "violated. He's slimy. No, he's worse than that. I don't think there's a word vile enough to describe him. I'd rather kiss a snake than spend another hour in his presence."
Saunders knew exactly what she meant about Prince Liammial, and privately agreed with her assessment.
"Tanella! Who cares what Prince Liammial is like? You're not marrying him!"
"No, I'm marrying his nephew, Prince Fergan, on the 16th of Corith, which only gives us about six weeks or so to prepare."
"That's another thing I don't understand. Even weddings between common folk take longer than this to prepare. A royal wedding in only six weeks seems somehow indecent."
"Well, we don't have a lot of time," Tanella replied. "We've got to unite with Jurat, to protect us all from that army in Shuell." She glanced toward Saunders, but he made sure his face was averted. He carefully formed the appearance of staring out the window, even as he bent his ears to hear every word she spoke.
"According to the dispatches I read in Father's office last night, the army doesn't belong to Shuell; they've completely taken over Shuell, and nobody knows where they came from. I'll tell you this, though, if they capture Jurat, the other eight kingdoms haven't a chance of resisting them. Not only do most of the Ten Kingdoms share borders with Jurat, but you know that much of our food is grown there."
Shayla nodded. "I know Jurat is mostly farmers; but I don't want to talk any more about the fighting. I still want to know if Prince Fergan is good looking or not!"
Tanella laughed. "You've got a one-track mind. You know I've never met Fergan, nor even corresponded with him. In fact, I've never had much contact at all with anyone in any of the countries south of the Great Krakitts. The mountains make travel so difficult between each half of the land."
Shayla huffed and turned to look out of the window, and the princess opened the book she'd brought to read along the way.
Two hours or so later the carriage slowed and Tanella looked up from her book, a questioning look on her face. Saunders knew she was wondering why they were slowing to stop as it was not yet time for either a change of horses or the nooning meal. His nerves stretched to their limits, he made a show of peering out the window, then conspicuously took the pistol from its place in the pocket and checked its readiness to be fired.
Tanella watched his precise preparations with wide eyes. Saunders, noting the direction of her gaze, shifted uneasily in his seat.
"It may be nothing, Your Highness," he lied, "but better to be prepared in any event."
Tanella mutely nodded her understanding as the coach came to a complete stop.
Coachman Tysse's voice came down to them through the open window. "Overturned coach across the road, Your Highness. We'll be delayed."
Saunders watched Tanella relax back into the seat. Good. She had no reason to be suspicious of an overturned coach; his change to her planned shopping trip for her wedding was going well.
"Saunders, see if we can be of assistance and inquire if there were injuries."
"Yes, Your Highness," Saunders answered as he rose and tucked the pistol into his belt. He opened the door of the coach and stepped to the ground. Quickly striding to the toppled vehicle, he loudly called out to the other coach their intention to help.
He was only peripherally aware of the boy Crispin climbing from his place among the luggage. Once he'd gained the driver's seat, Tysse Coachman handed him the driving lines and climbed from the carriage to join Saunders in giving aid.
The outriders looped their reins around the pommel of their saddles and dismounted to lend their help.
Finding no injuries had been suffered, the men bent to their task along with the driver of the other coach.
Good, Saunders thought; everyone was in place now.
A shot rang through the air, the ball whistling just over their heads.
The overturned coach's horses started at the sound of the shot, but as they were still tethered to their vehicle, they couldn't go anywhere.
The boy Crispin was caught by surprise; though his animals reared and plunged, he managed to keep control of them. The outriders' mounts reared, pawing the air. Everyone looked about for the source of the shot.
A commanding voice called out from the edge of the woods, "Nobody move, and nobody will get hurt."
Saunders smiled to himself. Doubtless, the princess was just now discovering he'd removed the other pistol from the hidden pocket. She wouldn't think to look under his seat cushion in the short time she'd have to search.
Seven armed and mounted men rode from their concealment in the trees. All were dressed in black. Each man carried a pistol in one hand, while a second was prominently tucked into his sash, a sword belted at each waist.
One of them spoke. "Princess, would you and your companion please join us here on the road?"
Another of the men rode to the door of the carriage, opened it and kicked the stairs down. He pointed his weapon into the coach and grinned, making exaggerated gestures for the ladies to join them outside the coach.
With no other options, Tanella and Shayla stepped down from the carriage. Tanella looked like she was fuming, and Shayla was obviously frightened; both stood quietly where the mounted man indicated, his pistol still pointed at them.
The leader spoke again, this time to the rest of the party.
"Go ahead, finish righting the coach. We require the road cleared."
With six pistols trained on them, Saunders and the others obeyed the commands.
Within a short time they had the coach back on its wheels. The other coachman spoke softly to his horses while Tysse and Saunders inspected the vehicle for harm.
"No damage to th' wheels, nor nothin' to the coach, neither. An' no passengers in it. Never heerd o' a private coach like this abroad wit' no passengers." Coachman Tysse hissed to Saunders. "This were nowt but a trap, sure enough."
Saunders nodded. "Agreed, but now we've sprung it, do you see any way out?"
Tysse shook his head, distress in his voice. "Nay, an' 'em outnumberin' us, an' better armed to boot, there's nowt to do but give 'em what money an' jewels we've wit' us, or die and let 'em take it; an' atter they've kilt us, 'em as would harm th' princess, they would."
"Best to see what they want, first," Saunders said, frowning in mock thought. "Money might not be what they're after."
"What then? None knew her Highness would be a'comin' this way afore las' night." Tysse's voice betrayed his worry.
"If you're quite finished with your plots and discussion," The leader of the black-clad riders interrupted them, gesturing them to step away from the carriage. The sneer in his voice was evident as he spoke.
"You, sir coachman, are incorrect in thinking that none knew of this journey before last night. Although we shall relieve you of her money and jewels, we will also be relieving you of the princess and her attendant."
"Yer will not!" Tysse shouted, leaping toward the leader. Immediately, three shots rent the air and echoed around them.
The young coach boy controlled his horses, but the outriders' horses bolted. The silly boy whistled sharply, as if he thought a whistle would stop a frightened horse.
The other coachman had a tight grip on his animals where he stood at their heads; he'd been expecting the shots.
Saunders gazed around in confusion. Tysse Coachman lay crumpled in the roadway, blood pouring from the gaping wound in his skull. The outriders lay near him, moaning, clearly in the last few moments of their lives.
This wasn't happening the way it was supposed to; Prince Liammial had promised him nobody would be hurt. He'd said all they wanted was to hold the princess long enough to make her late to her wedding. Something clicked in Saunders' mind and suddenly he realized he'd been lied to all along.
It was his turn to shout at the mounted man. "Your people said no one would be hurt. You gave me your word!" Anger burned in his snarled words; rage was coursing through his veins.
The black-garbed man laughed. "You should have been less naive, my friend. Anyone who would hold your entire family as a guarantee of your cooperation would certainly not be bothered by a little killing. We do thank you for your help in obtaining the princess, however." The smile widened on his malicious face. "And now I think it's time you join your family."
"They're not hurt then? My children are well? My wife?" A faint glimmer of hope sprang into Saunders' heart at the thought of his loved ones, safe, and no longer menaced by the men of this army.
The mounted man's laughter was full of evil, even as he kept a tight hold on the reins in his hand, his control of the horse absolute. "Your little family is not in pain, nor did they feel any. We dispatched them to their god with great speed, as soon as you had left for the palace."
"Murderer!" Saunders was overcome by his overwhelming grief. He sank to his knees as he assimilated the news his entire family was dead.
"No, my gullible but very useful ally, 'tis not murder when the kill is made in war, under orders, and for the best good of Milord and his Divine Army." He raised his pistol with his black-gloved hand, pointing it directly at Saunders' head. Saunders heard the shot, but he never felt the impact of the ball that carried his death.
Tanella watched in horror as her retinue was decimated. She stood absolutely still, dumbfounded that Saunders could betray her father and deliver her to these men. Shayla's face was the color of weak porridge, her green eyes huge in her pasty face. A small whimper escaped her trembling; Tanella barely registered the sound.
Who were these men? They'd said they were at war. Were this "Milord" and his "Divine Army" the army now in Shuell? Why did they want her? Questions flew through her brain, but no thought stayed in place long enough for her to hold and examine.
Some of the men were busy removing her luggage from the roof of her carriage and transferring it to the other coach. She noticed Crispin was still sitting atop her carriage holding the horses in place while the men shifted the trunks. A small part of her mind registered he was unhurt, and she was glad.
The leader of the men dismounted, stepped nearer the two girls and sketched a low bow which befitted her station, yet managed to be insolent; a mockery of the true protocol. She drew in her breath at the insult.
When he straightened, a smile graced his thin lips, but wasn't reflected in his dark eyes. There was a sneering sarcasm in the tone of his voice as he motioned to the now-righted carriage which currently held her luggage.
"Your Highness, your new carriage awaits."
"I won't go with you." Tanella kept her voice calm with effort.
The man gestured at the corpses lying in the road. "Oh, I think you will, Princess. I was told to fetch you alive, if possible, or leave you dead. Your cooperation, or lack of it, will make that choice for me. One last chance: get in the coach or don't; I don't care which."
He drew his second pistol and pointed it straight at her heart, not even a ghost of a smile on his features. Tanella knew he was deadly serious.
Head held high, she swept across the intervening space to the other coach, Shayla scrambling in her wake. She very imperiously gestured to one of the black clad men to open the door for them. He obeyed immediately and without question. Tanella nodded an unspoken order to her maid. Shayla, white-faced and trembling, scampered into the coach, sinking automatically onto the rear-facing seat.
The princess put out her fingertips toward the man still standing at the door of the coach. Her regally commanding look challenged him to help her into the carriage and he instantly complied, closing the door respectfully behind her. Hard upon the door closing, she heard what sounded like a fist striking softer flesh, and a whuffing out of breath. With the carriage's windows covered, she couldn't see what was happening. Had the man been punished for helping her?
As she settled onto the forward-facing seat, Tanella wondered if she could use this sort of imperial manner to gain some small modicum of control over her life. If their leader were any measure, she highly doubted it would get her very far. Still, though, it may work with some of the other men, and possibly cause some division in their ranks. The thought warmed her heart ever so slightly, and gave her the first glimmer of hope.
The coach creaked and tilted as the driver clambered up onto the box. The whip cracked over the horses' heads, and the coach took off down the road with a lurch, pressing Tanella further into the seat. She could hear the clatter of hooves just outside her window, and knew that at least some of the marauders had accompanied her coach as outriders, or as guards to prevent her escape. She prayed they hadn't killed poor Crispin after she'd left. He'd had a difficult enough life fending for himself as an orphan, and she devoutly hoped it hadn't come to an end in the middle of a deserted road.
Gradually the shock wore off and was replaced by anger. There'd been no need for them to kill any of her people. She couldn't believe Lord Saunders had been willing to hand her over to these black-clad, black-hearted rogues. Saunders was understandably fearful for his family; but he could have gone to her father. They could have found a way to protect his kin and still retain his honor. Or, at least, the small voice in the back of her mind said, they could have protected Saunders' family if the blackguards hadn't killed them the moment he'd left for the palace.
The coach hit a deep rut and lurched to one side, nearly throwing Tanella from the seat. She reached out to steady herself, and accidentally knocked the covering aside from one of the windows. Almost immediately, one of the outriders appeared at the window snarling at her to keep it fastened and her head inside.
The warning their leader had given her regarding her choice between cooperation and death echoed in her mind. She quickly refastened the window shade and situated herself a little more firmly against the seat.
Tanella's brain raced apace with the coach, sorting and reviewing the few facts she held.
The man had said his orders were to bring her alive, if possible, or to kill her if they couldn't bring her. Why? What were they trying to accomplish? Alive, she was good for ransom, or as a hostage; a tactic they'd used before to their great advantage with Lord Saunders. Dead, her body could be used to start a war. She could think of no circumstance where she would be useful regardless of her condition.
The obvious conclusion was they belonged to the army which had recently swallowed up Shuell, but obvious conclusions weren't always the right ones.
Their seizure of her person had been too well-executed to have been thought out and set up in a single night. Someone must have known she would be leaving the palace.
"But I wasn't planning to go anywhere this summer," she mused aloud.
"Beg pardon, My Lady?" Shayla asked, wiping a shaking hand across her pale, tear-streaked face.
Tanella glanced up at her maid. "Nothing; I was just thinking out loud." A tight half-smile briefly touched her lips before she dropped her eyes to her hands and returned to her brooding silence.
The only way anyone could have known she would be leaving would be if they knew the terms of the treaty.
Tanella went cold clear through to her heart. The thought was nearly paralyzing as she realized the full implications of the inference. It meant there was still at least one traitor within either her father's inner council or King Fergasse's court, or more likely, in both. The documents regarding her wedding had only been agreed upon yesterday. There had not been sufficient time for Ambassador Liammial to return to Jurat and tell his king the treaty had been accepted, and yet the implications leaned heavily that Milord of the Army knew of the existence of the treaty, and at least one of the terms.
Feeling suddenly adrift, not knowing who, if anyone, she could trust, Tanella realized she, herself, was the single person she could rely on to get out of this situation.
A small movement in front of her as Shayla tried to get more comfortable on her seat, drew Tanella's eyes. Shayla had no advance knowledge of the treaty; her reactions as Tanella startled her with the news of the impending wedding stood as evidence. A small glow warmed her heart as she amended the assessment to include her maid, her cousin, her friend, as a person she could trust and part of her list of assets to aid her in escaping this intolerable predicament.
Tanella felt the first nibblings of an idea dancing around the edges of her brain, so she emptied her mind and busied her hands with adjusting her skirt just so, which allowed the idea to stew and mature until the finished product burst across her thoughts in the form of a plan.
Carefully checking it for obvious flaws and finding none, she decided it represented the best possible plan, given the resources she had at hand. Looking up at her unsuspecting companion, she grinned, her eyes now dancing with daring mischief, her spine straight and shoulders thrown back with full determination; every inch the princess. She'd do it!
Crispin watched, stunned, as Tysse and the two outriders were killed. Though both outriders' horses had spooked and run into the woods, he'd heard their hooves come to a stop when he'd whistled to them.
He was now the only one left to protect the Princess and her maid, but he knew they would kill him the moment he tried anything. Listening to their leader threaten his Princess, he realized he would put her life in danger if he tried something rash, but he couldn't just sit here, either. What should he do? What could he do?
Glancing desperately around, he noticed the men were ignoring him. For once in his life, his small stature was coming in handy. Nearly nineteen, his height was that of a lad of twelve or thirteen. Always he'd complained about his lack of inches and the youthful look he bore, until today. A callow youth wouldn't be a threat to grown men, so they were paying him no heed. How could he use this to his advantage?
Crispin remembered that one of the outriders' horses was Blaize, his personal favorite in the King's stables. He'd attended Blaize's birth and had worked with him since. If he could somehow get away, one more whistle would bring the horse to him; then he'd be assured of fast transportation back to the palace to get help.
He watched as the ladies were handed into the other coach, its door shut decisively. He held his animals quiet as five of the seven men surrounded the new coach in position of outriders. He bit the inside of his cheek to keep himself from moving as the coach lumbered off down the road, taking his Princess away from him.
As her coach gathered speed and rolled out of sight, the two men left behind dragged his friends' bodies to the side, getting them out of the roadway. They grabbed Saunders' ankles and pulled, jeering at the dead man even as they dumped his body in the dry ditch at the edge of the road. The two men then began to rifle the pockets of the dead, seeing what trinkets they could find. Getting nothing from the outriders or Tysse, they moved over to Saunders, entering the ditch to reach him.
Crispin looked at the men inspecting Saunders' pockets for treasures. Suddenly, a plan presented itself to his mind. Thought and action became one. He slapped the lines to his horses' rumps, startling them into a hasty gait, surprising the two men. He drove straight down the road in the same direction as the princess's coach, spraying road dust and gravel over the men as he passed them by. He saw them leap up and run for their own horses as he slapped his livestock smartly on their rumps with the driving lines, urging them to greater speed.
Crispin allowed the horses their heads. They were well trained and needed no guidance to remain on the road between the trees. He watched behind him until he was certain the armed men had retrieved their mounts and were in pursuit.
Crispin knew this part of the road well; the closeness of the trees would keep his beasts on the proper path, and there were enough twists and turns the men wouldn't be able to see the front of the coach well for quite a few miles. Looping the lines loosely around the braking post, he cracked the whip over the horses' heads to hasten their galloping hooves.
Just beyond a bend in the highway, Crispin leapt from the coach onto the shoulder of the road and rolled into the brush. Scrambling quickly, he dodged behind the bushes which lined the roadway and lay flat, hoping the men's attention would still be on the coach ahead of them.
Hardly daring to breathe, Crispin lay still as the mounted men thundered past. The noise gradually lessened as the distance from him lengthened. He lifted his head an inch, listening. The air was now empty of sound. Getting slowly to his knees, he looked around carefully. Seeing nothing threatening, he rose and looked first in the direction the men had gone, then back to where they'd been.
Crispin prayed the now-driverless horses would stay ahead of their pursuers long enough for him to get away. He knew the men hadn't seen him jump, or they wouldn't still be pelting after the carriage. Somehow, he knew they intended to kill him if they caught him; that they wanted no living witnesses to what had occurred, and no alarm sounded. He vowed to do everything he could to disrupt their wishes.
Crispin ran back to the scene of carnage and gave a low whistle. At the edge of the woods, Blaize lifted his head, nodded once, and began trotting in his direction. The other horse, Boots, followed.
Reaching up to pat Blaize on the nose as he crooned his thanks, Crispin reached for the reins, which were still knotted to the saddle horn, and loosened them. Springing into the saddle, he grasped the reins tightly in his hand. He gathered Boots' reins in his other hand, lifting them over the horse's head in order to lead him. One last look up the road in the direction of the coaches and his Princess showed nothing headed back in his direction.
Crispin turned toward the palace and home, muttering an apology to three of the men still on the ground where they'd been dragged. Knowing he couldn't take the time to attend to them now, he softly uttered a solemn promise to bring others who could help him see to their proper burial.
A haze of rage passed through him as he looked at the fourth man, the traitorous Lord Saunders. He didn't care if the man ever saw a burial plot. Wolves tearing the flesh from his bones seemed too good a fate for such a one as would betray his own kin, and his princess, to boot.
* * * * *
Allowing Blaize to pick his way through a copse of trees not far from the palace grounds, Crispin's brow was furrowed in deepest thought. The brigands had said they were at war, and they'd recruited the king's own kinsman, Lord Saunders, to help them. That meant there could be others at the palace helping them. How could he get word to the king without alerting any of the traitors?
His greatest desire was to rush into court and raise the alarm. He could envision himself, bursting through the doors and announcing to all and sundry the horrible things he'd witnessed that morning.
Reason raised its level head and he laughed at himself. In the first place, a coach boy would never make it past the grand doors into the court.
Second, and most importantly, it had been no secret that he'd left with the princess this morning. If any other traitor saw him return, they would kill him on sight, then raise the alarm among their own people, and possibly kill the princess. No, his best ally was stealth.
Crispin sighed and slapped at a bug which had landed on his thigh, flicking the crushed insect from his breeches. His mind continued to work frantically.
Who could help him? Who could he trust? The remaining stable staff wouldn't yield anyone. The oldest retainers had just lost their lives and three other trusted men had left yesterday on different errands. The others at home were fairly new to the king's service. Crispin didn't know them well enough to trust them with his own insignificant life, let alone the princess's vital and indispensable life. He couldn't think what the kingdom would be, indeed, what the world would be, without Princess Tanella. One thing he did know, though. The events of the morning had begun a war, and he was the only free and living witness.
Looking around him, the trees were thinning, vegetation becoming sparse on the ground, the nearby brook narrowing to just a trickle. Within a few minutes he would be at the edge of the trees. He looked at the position of the sun to measure how much of the day had been used and reckoned it was early afternoon.
Pulling Blaize to a halt, he dismounted, leading both horses to the water for a drink. He bent down, taking his neck cloth off and wetting it with the cool stream water. He scrubbed at his face. His wish that he could scour the morning's horrid scenes from his mind with mere water caused him to rub rather more fiercely than necessary to clean the dust from his face and cool his brow. He choked a sob into the dripping linen, and let his tears for Tysse and the others mingle with the stream's water.
They'd been good men; dedicated men. Now, because of loyalty to their princess, they were dead. Crispin shook his head, anger bringing control over his tears. Wiping his face once more, he turned to the horses and gathered the reins. He mounted Boots, this time leading Blaize, his mind again fully focused on the task ahead.
Pausing at the edge of the copse but still within the cover of the trees, he looked around. The palace was merely minutes away. His mind ran over others in the king's household. Working in the stables and coach house since he was six years old didn't allow much contact with the household servants, but there were a few he was confident of.
Old Quins, the middle butler, was loyal. He'd proven himself many times. Toft, the palace carpenter, and Larandiin, the king's page, were to be trusted, he'd bet his life on it. Actually, he was betting his life on these few men. The problem was going to be reaching them without being seen. Who else could help?
An image of his sweet Polly came easily to mind, bringing a smile to his lips. He could trust her fully. She would also be easier to reach at her work in the milking barns, and she would have easier access to the house staff than a mere stable lad, as her duties included delivering the milk to the kitchens each day.
Clicking his tongue, he gave the horse the command to move. Keeping to the far edges of the fields, Crispin carefully made his way through the small valley and up the gentle slope of the rolling hill at the other end. Over the brow, he knew another small wood was nestled there and he made for it cautiously, knowing he was now entering the king's estate.
Making his way through the woodlands, Crispin's distress over his princess warred with his feeling of urgency to inform the king. The annoying little voice of caution entered the battle to hold him at the edge of the trees, where he dismounted and tethered the horses, leaving them where they would not be found, and where they could graze on such undergrowth as they could reach.
The palace was now in his sight and he watched people coming and going throughout the balance of the afternoon, chafing at the necessary delay. At last, dusk began to blur the edges of the day. Crispin left the horses and made his way on foot over the last of the outer fields and to the milking barns.
Polly, laden with full milking buckets, exited the door and turned toward the palace.
"Pssst, Polly!" Crispin's voice was quiet, but the maid had no trouble hearing it.
Turning her head swiftly, she was startled, slopping milk from the full buckets as she recognized him.
"Crispin! What are you doing here? I thought you left this morning with the princess. Why are you hiding in the shadows? What is it, my love?"
She set the buckets down as her eyes took in his furtive manner and the look on his face. She moved out of the light spilling from the barn's open doorway. Her voice became quieter. "Crispin, what's happened?"
Moving to the side of the barn, to remain unseen by any from the palace, Crispin tersely told Polly of the morning's events, of his worry for the princess, and of his desire to tell the king but his fear of alerting other traitors among the servants.
"Often, as I take the milk inside, Quins is near the kitchens. He appreciates the fresh milk for his sour stomach. He'll know the best way to get you to the king without anyone else knowing you've returned. Wait here for me." She turned, hurried to the doorway where she'd abandoned the buckets of milk, picked them up once more and scurried up to the palace.
Crispin settled back into the deep shadows, his mind once again reviewing the horrific events of the day.
"Shayla," the princess said softly to her maid.
"Yes, Highness?" Shayla's voice was still a little ragged around the edges, showing how deeply affected she'd been by the morning's events.
"Come, sit here with me." Tanella scooted over, moving her skirts aside and patting the seat beside her. Shayla did as her princess bade and joined her on the forward-facing seat.
Tanella placed an arm around her cousin's shoulders and leaned close to speak quietly in her ear, her desire for secrecy absolute.
"I have an idea which just might get us out of this mess," Tanella quietly began, "but it's going to take a lot of luck, a fair amount of deception, and buckets of courage. Are you game?"
Shayla turned, pulling far enough away to gaze into the princess' green eyes. She nodded, wiping tears from her lower eyelids and taking a deep and steadying breath.
"Good." Tanella's still-quiet voice was firm. "First off, we need to exchange our dresses and cloaks."
Shayla's eyes opened wide and she gasped. "Tanella, this isn't a game where we can just trade places!"
Tanella smiled grimly. "No, it's not a game, but think on this: no one save Quins; not even my father, has ever been able to reliably tell us apart. I can't count the times that you, or Janna or Colette played my part while I worked in the inn for the day. Remember the Beltane festival when the four of us wore our matching peasant dresses? Even Quins couldn't tell us apart that day, and he had the four of us to look at all at the same time."
Shayla gave a hesitant nod. "But why do you want me to be you? I'll do it, you know I will; I'll die for you if I need to, but I want to know why."
"Well, I've never been sure if it was bravery or stupidity, but my ability to think quickly and move just as fast was generally the most helpful in getting us back out of trouble during our youthful escapades. We proved it time and again. I'm counting on that talent to get us out of this trouble now. I really don't think they'll kill us," Tanella said, "because the one man said we wouldn't be injured if I cooperated. I think he's under orders to deliver us in one piece and in good condition; otherwise, why would they bring you along to safeguard my virtue?"
Shayla shrugged her shoulders, their eyes still on each other.
Tanella unhooked the fastening of her cloak, slid it off her shoulders, then leaned forward a little and presented her back to her cousin. Shayla automatically began unlacing the back of the princess' gown.
Tanella busily removed the jewelry adorning her wrists and fingers.
"Now, I want you to call me 'Sorenn', Tanella continued, speaking quietly over her shoulder as she wriggled out of her bodice and began to don the top Shayla had already removed. It's my second name, and I'm more likely to answer to it than to your name. Remember when we would dress alike and go into the village? We'd all use our second names to try and confuse everyone. It worked well then; I'm counting on it working just as well now. Additionally, those were people we knew and who knew us well enough to catch us out. These are people who don't know us at all. It should be even easier."
Shayla quietly answered, as she presented her own back to her cousin and held as still as possible while the princess laced the dress closed.
"Also," Tanella continued, "and I think this will be the hardest part for you, my dear cousin, you must not forget that you are the princess! You must act the part of a snooty brat, and let me be your humble servant."
"But," Shayla began, "I can't treat you like a servant, it would never work. You never even treat me like a servant."
"Shayla." Tanella paused in her dressing and turned her cousin to face her, somber green eyes gazing steadily into matching serious green eyes.
"If you fail to treat me as a servant, and a rather dull-witted one, at that, we will be undone. I now give you a royal command from Tanella Sorenn, Crown Princess of Kwenn; you must do your utmost to carry off this deception. It is the only way we'll have even a chance of escaping. If we are discovered, it may cost us both our lives. Do I have your promise?"
There was a long pause while eyes searched the other's eyes, then Shayla dropped her gaze and nodded. "Yes, your Highness; you have long held my vow of fealty. I will do my best, but I tell you now, I think this scheme is madness, pure and simple. These aren't the simple villagers we used to flummox. I fear for your life. What if I fail you?"
Tanella hugged her cousin fiercely, a whispered 'thank you' breathed barely loud enough to be heard, before she pulled away again to look at her faithful maid.
"You won't fail me, dear Shayla. I know you won't. Now, let's finish changing."
Both girls turned their attention to their skirts, each undoing the fastenings at their waists and removing their belts. It took a lot of effort to stand without falling in the continually moving, swaying coach so the exchange of skirts could be made.
After a time, the interior of the coach looked much as it had before. One red-haired girl occupied the rear seat, dressed in a blue traveling gown and very fine cloak, wearing rings, a necklace and the matching tiara which proclaimed her royal status.
The other girl, her flaming curls tucked demurely beneath a lace-trimmed cap, rode on the front seat, facing backward befitting her position as a servant and wore a gown in the blue and gold livery of the royal household. She was wrapped in a plain but serviceable cloak and demure bonnet, and her manner was deferential. Naturally, she was devoid of jewelry.
Tanella breathed a sigh of relief; they'd effected the switch without being caught in the act. Now that they had exchanged clothing and identities, it would be very difficult for any who did not know them well to even notice the substitution.
Over the next few days, the coach stopped only at abandoned barns and lonely copses of trees, but at each stop, there were fresh horses and provisions.
Shayla, according to the plan, did a marvelous job of appearing to become progressively ill-feeling and weakened as they traveled, while Tanella had made a great show of fussing over her mistress and seeing to the welfare of "Her Highness," portraying a devoted but obtuse servant. Tanella prayed their role-playing was convincing. Their plan, in fact, their very lives, hinged on the deception being wholly believable.
Polly entered the kitchen, carefully carrying the evening milk to the cooling pantry. Quins wasn't in evidence, so she visited a few minutes with Cook, trying to delay her departure and hoping that Quins would arrive while she was still there. If he didn't, she'd have no reason to approach him without raising suspicions.
She'd run out of excuses to stay and was just turning back to the doorway when Quins eased his spare frame through the kitchen doors. A gnarled hand pressed to his mid-section, his face revealing the pain of his sour stomach, he glanced at her and managed a small smile.
"Ah, Polly, lass, could you pour me a cup o' fresh milk?" he beseeched her.
"Certainly, Mr. Quins." Polly hoped her small sigh of relief at the sight of Quins had been covered with the noise of the general bustle around them. She turned quickly, grabbed a cup and ladle, then opened the door of the cooling pantry and dipped out the white beverage.
Carefully bringing the full cup to him as he eased himself onto a chair at the scrubbed main table, she bent over it and whispered, "Mr. Quins, Sir, it's urgent I speak with you privately as soon as possible. Lives are at stake."
Quins looked deeply into her eyes as if searching her heart. To her great relief, he nodded imperceptibly. She flashed him a grateful look, straightened and turned back to the milk pail. She removed the dipper, washed it, and hung it back on its hook.
Setting a clean cloth over the pail, she stepped away from the bucket and closed the pantry door behind her. She turned back into the kitchen and walked slowly toward the back door, not daring to look at Quins.
"Miss Polly, have you had your dinner yet tonight?" Quins' voice halted her progress across the kitchen. She turned to look at him, feigning surprise.
"Not yet, Mr. Quins. I still need to tidy up in the barn just a bit afore I'm through with my chores for the night."
It was a well-known fact Quins hated to eat alone, and guessing from the pile of dishes being washed on the far side of the kitchens, they had both missed eating with the bulk of the servants. "If you could see your way clear to eating first, I'd appreciate the company," he growled. "The king was later than usual with all of his appointments, and I couldn't get away in time to eat with the masses."
Polly laughed briefly at his references to 'the masses' as she was meant to do. Quins always teased the household about having so many servants in this small palace taking care of the very small royal family that the servants equaled in number the rest of the entire kingdom. Several other maids and the pot boy laughed with her at the long-standing joke.
She hurried to the cupboard for plates for the both of them, and filled them from the various pots hanging at the edges of the fireplace. Placing the plates on the table, she poured a cool glass of water for herself, sliced off two chunks of bread and placed them along with the butter dish next to their plates. The other workers continued with their clearing and washing chores as Polly took her place at the table.
"What is it, Polly?" he said softly, watching her closely as they ate.
She kept her eyes on her plate as she answered him. "The princess is betrayed and has been taken. Tysse Coachman and the outriders who left with her this morning are dead." Her voice shook as she quietly mouthed the words; she stopped and swallowed. She glanced up at him. There was a flicker of pain in his eyes, but he kept his impassive butler's mask in place. Polly hurried on.
"My Crispin was gone with them this morning, is returned this evening, and said Lord Saunders was a traitor, but he doesn't know who else might be. Tysse Coachman and all them that went with her is dead, 'ceptin' my Crispin and Miss Shayla. Mr. Quins, they threatened to kill the princess!" Her voice was quiet, but definite.
"Where is Crispin now?"
"I left him out by the milk-barn. He doesn't want anyone seeing him, a'cuz he's supposed to be gone."
"That's a very wise man you've betrothed yourself to, Miss Polly," Quins said. "Find him a place to sleep in the barns tonight, and I'll see you here when you bring the morning milk. I'll know then what the King would have us do." His voice was so low, Polly hardly heard any sound. "Now, let's talk and be happy as usual, or it will be noted." With that, he raised his voice a little and told Polly jokes as they ate, creating as closely as possible a normal dinner atmosphere.
Polly could hardly swallow any food, but forced herself, knowing anything less than a usual amount of dinner consumed would be remarked upon. The food tasted like straw because she was that worried about the Princess. She was pleased Mr. Quins covered her lapses in conversation so the others wouldn't notice.
Finally finished, she gathered their dishes, secreting some bread and cheese in her apron pocket. She took the plates to the scullery maid to wash and hurried out towards the barn and her beloved Crispin.
Crispin sat in the small pile of hay he'd slept in last night. Though he'd wakened at dawn, he had kept to his hiding place in the loft of the dairy barn and waited while Polly had milked the cows and taken her buckets to the kitchen.
He heard steps on the path outside and tensed. Polly entered and loosed the cows, turning them over to the herder boy for the day. Once both boy and cows were gone, Polly lost no time in climbing the ladder to the loft.
Crispin stood and took his beloved into his arms and kissed her soundly.
"Good morning, my hero," she whispered and then kissed him once more, lingeringly and warmly, sizzling the very air surrounding them.
"Good morning, my very own Dairy Princess. Am I dreaming still, or is this real?"
"It's real, but not long, I'm sorry to say. Mister Quins says you're to be in the library in ten minutes. You're to come in through the garden doors. His Majesty will hear you then." She gave him one more quick buss.
As she moved away from him, her words percolated into his mind. His Majesty himself would hear him? He grabbed up his breeches, and beat the straw off them as he turned his back and slid them up. He tucked in his shirt and worked the fastenings of his breeches as quickly as his shaking fingers could manage them. He turned back for his tunic, and found Polly holding it out for him. Pushing his arms through the sleeves, he tugged the tunic down.
Polly smoothed the wrinkles out of the blue and gold fabric and brushed the hay off while Crispin tightened and tied the lacings. From her pocket, Polly produced a wooden comb. Gratefully, he took it and ran it through his dark blonde hair, scattering more bits of hay everywhere.
"An audience with the king! I never thought it. I thought as how Quins would tell His Majesty what I say and there'd be the end to it." He handed the comb back to Polly, fear and excitement coursing through every vein.
"Polly, what do I say to the king? I've never spoken to him afore! He always talked to Tysse Coachman, never to a lowly stable lad! Do I look all right? How do I tell him his kinsman was a stinking traitor? How did I get in this mess? Will you tell me that? How much time do I have? Am I late?" Crispin stopped for a breath, an apprehensive look still on his face.
Polly gave a short, soft laugh. "You look beautiful to me; you're not late; an you're in this a'cuz you're loyal to his majesty and our princess. Now, kiss me once more and we'll be off." She stood before him; face tilted up, lips pursed for his kiss.
He pulled her close, kissed her fiercely, and then set her a step away, looking at her solemnly. "When this war is over and our princess is safe, I'm going to marry you, my lovely Polly. You mark my words!" Before she could respond, he pulled her close for a last kiss, taking his time about it, then stepped to the ladder leading down into the main part of the barn.
Seeing her beautiful face watching him closely, he smiled as he said, "Stay here until five minutes have passed behind me. If I'm seen, I want there to be no connection atwixt us. You must keep safe, my love."
Polly, love shining from her eyes, nodded, saying in a soft voice full of awe, "Be careful, my own love. I'll be waiting for you."
With a last grin at her, Crispin left, quickly moving down the ladder and through the gardens. He saw no one, and made it to the library's garden doors ere five minutes had passed. He took a deep breath, smoothed his hair once again, unnecessarily tugged his tunic straight, then tapped on the closed door.
It opened immediately. Quins, a serious look straining his aging features, motioned him into the book-lined room.
Crispin entered and Quins closed the door and then led the way across the room. Crispin, a respectful two steps behind, swallowed nervously to moisten his suddenly dry throat.
Quins stopped before one of the large leather chairs beside the fire, gave a small bow and announced, "Sire, this is Crispin, Tysse Coachman's apprentice." His voice caught as he said Tysse's name and Crispin found a lump in his own throat as he knelt, giving liege to his Monarch.
"Rise, Crispin," came the low, pleasant sound of the king's voice. Crispin did as commanded, clasping his hands behind his back, his head still bowed in reverent respect. A long moment passed in complete silence.
"Crispin, please sit in the chair beside me," the king said as pleasantly as before. Crispin's head came up in shocked surprise; his lips parting just a bit as he fully looked his sovereign in the face.
Jameisaan chuckled, a low, cheery sound. Then he said, "Even as short as you are, I'll get a crick in my neck if we talk long as we are. Come," he said and motioned to the matching chair beside his, a smile wide on his face.
Crispin glanced quickly at Quins, who nodded, before he finally dared to perch gingerly on the edge of the seat and wait for the king to speak again.
The merriment left the king's face and he looked gravely at Crispin. "Quins has brought my ears quite a tale this morning, lad, and I would that you'd tell me in your own words all you know. There's no need to fear reprisal. You weren't responsible for anyone's choices, nor could you have anticipated the events of the day. Come, Crispin; speak openly between us."
Crispin drew breath, looked into his beloved king's serious eyes, and began his sorry tale. It took him but a scant few minutes to outline what had happened when they'd come upon the overturned coach, including his escape and return journey to the palace.
"I wasn't certain who could be trusted, Sire, other than Mr. Quins," he concluded, "so I asked my Polly if she could get his ear for me."
When the facts were given, questions asked and answered, the king motioned for Crispin to stay where he was, then rose and began to walk around the room. He stopped here and there to pick up a trinket or an ornament, gaze at the object absently, and set it back in place. Nearly three parts of an hour were spent thusly, the silence thick and deep. Neither Quins nor Crispin spoke nor stirred.
At last his majesty turned and resolutely strode back to his seat.
"Quins, bring Tinne in with writing implements. Yes," he answered their unspoken question. "I need him to bring me the supplies. I must prove his loyalty, I must now prove the loyalty of everyone around me, but I have ways to do that, and I'll take care of it. In the meantime, we must be moving forward." He looked up at Quins. "Bring him."
Quins bowed automatically and left the room. Jameisaan turned to Crispin, who was warmed by the kind look he saw in his king's blue eyes.
"I'm sorry about Tysse, lad. I know what you meant to each other. Accept my sincere condolences. Also, young Crispin, you must accept my apologies in advance, but know I don't like what comes any more than you will. The blackguards are right; we're at war. They've taken our princess as a prize, and we must win her back." The king stopped, cleared his throat, then continued, as Crispin looked at his own hands, clenched together in his lap, then looked back up into the king's face, his teeth lightly gnawing the inside of his cheek.
"Crispin, lad, I'm afraid you're going to finish growing up faster than I'd have liked, but there's no help for it." The king looked keenly at Crispin, his eyes piercing, accessing.
"Thank you for your actions and level-headed thinking; you may have saved Tanella's life up to now. Although it pierces my heart, however, we must leave the dead to lie in the roadway."
Crispin started in surprise and dismay. He opened his mouth to protest, however, the king's scowl stopped his protest before it was offered. Jameisaan continued.
"Mark my words, they'll pay before we've finished this thing, but for now, we cannot allow them to see us honor the dead. They must think you've just run and hidden yourself. If we go back, they'll either attack the burial party and more lives will be lost, or they'll guess you've made it back to tell the tale, which puts Tanella's life in even more danger than it is at present. Can you comprehend this, Crispin?" The king's eyes hadn't left Crispin's face.
Reluctantly, Crispin nodded, biting his inner cheek hard enough now to taste warm blood. He'd made the same decision himself yesterday, to leave them lie; it had been necessary then, and it was more so now.
"You've proven to be loyal, Crispin, and I'm impressed with your quick-thinking and resourcefulness. I've a commission for you. Do it well and we may be able to avert an all-out war even while we get my daughter back alive. Do it poorly and we may all lose our lives."
The steadiness of the king's gaze told Crispin more than his words did, that the next few days would be critical for himself, the king, the kingdom, and especially for his princess. Crispin swallowed hard and nodded wordlessly, his own gaze now steady on the king's face.
"Good." The king's voice became harder now, all business. "I'm going to give you two fresh horses because speed is of the essence." He grimaced and continued.
"I mean to promote you to the post of courier. You'll carry a message for me to King Fergasse of Jurat. I'll give you my signet ring, so Fergasse will know whom you represent. He must also have conspirators in his court; none could have planned the kidnapping so well or so quickly without advance knowledge."
The king stopped talking, a far-away look in his eyes. Moments later, he removed a small ring from his little finger and looked at it, rolling it over and over in his hand before giving it to Crispin.
He took the ring from his monarch, examining it. There was a small metal shield surrounded by brightly sparkling diamonds. Crispin recognized the design as the king's personal coat of arms such as was displayed on the door of his coach, rather than the official seal that would be affixed to documents. He opened the purse on his belt and withdrew a small scrap of fabric. He wrapped the ring in it and carefully placed it back into his purse as the king cleared his throat and resumed speaking.
"I've a small cottage, a hunting box, not far from the border of Jurat. King Fergasse must meet me there. If we sign the treaty our countries will become one, with or without the marriage. If Prince Fergan hasn't been kidnapped or killed, he can rule our new country, and we can fight the army with our combined strength. It's our best hope, our greatest chance for survival. You must convince Fergasse to come to my hunting box without delay, and as quietly as possible, so no traitors in either court can get wind of what's happening."
Jameisaan got to his feet, then swore violently as he slammed one fist into his other hand, causing Crispin to jump. His eyes were flashing with high emotion.
"I'll never understand what causes men to betray their country and their families and their very selves! Power? Greed?
"Neither one is worth the cost in innocent lives! War makes men do things totally abhorrent to us at other times in our lives. I cannot send people out to bury the first victims of this war because someone may see it and know we've learned what's happening! I can't even send someone to try to find my own daughter until after the treaty is signed, because I can no longer trust men who've served me most of their lives. War makes monsters of us all, Crispin!" He turned his face back to the window and repeated in a softer voice still raw with pain, "War makes monsters of us all."
A discreet knock on the outer door broke the silence which followed the king's last words. He looked up and took a deep breath, as if to steady himself.
"Come!" called the king and Tinne entered, followed by Quins. Tinne went to the desk in one corner and set paper, quill, ink and blotter on its surface and then sat, ready to take the dictation of the king.
"Leave it, Tinne," said Jameisaan. "I'll do it in a bit."
A look of shock briefly crossed Tinne's face before he schooled his features back to the empty mask he habitually wore. Crispin saw the look and wondered if this Tinne person were one of the traitors. He really wished, for the first time in his life, he knew the house staff better. He'd have to ask Polly when he got the chance.
Jameisaan had also seen the look and forced a chuckle. "Dwell not on it, Tinne," he said jovially. "It's just a small note regarding a horse this young stable lad has brought me news of. I'm fully capable of scratching a few lines on a bit of parchment without bothering you to do it. Besides," he smiled, "I need you to placate the very boring emissary of Kjell for me. Make a list of his complaints and let him know I'll take it under advisement. Tell him I should have an answer in, say, a moonatt or two, and he'll get my answering missive then.
"Do the same with the frilly bit of an idiot from Karnn. I do not have the time or patience just now for either one of them, and you're really very good at that sort of intrigue!" He smiled at Tinne, but Crispin noted the angry fire was still in the king's eyes.
"There's also one other little matter, Tinne." He rolled his eyes heavenward and then rubbed his hand over his face, bringing it slowly down until he was dragging at his chin, elongating his face. He then made a clicking sound in his throat, opened his eyes and gazed at Tinne beseechingly. "Please do me the great favor of prying dear, sweet, and, let's see, oh yes," he said rolling his eyes again, "simply concerned Lady Ambrosia out of my court. If I have to listen to her tell me one more time what a good mother she'll be to my poor, dear, innocent, deprived little angel of a daughter," he said, mimicking a simpering female voice in a nasal twang, sending all three of his listeners into fits of laughter, "I'm afraid I'll commit mayhem to her person! Then my devoted subjects will take away my title of 'The Good King Jameisaan'." He bowed to them all, a wicked grin on his face.
"Or they may change it to 'the Great Good King Jameisaan'," laughed Tinne. "She's only been pursuing you for about fifteen years now, Sire. You'll do the whole court a favor if you'd banish her from it."
"Ah, yes," laughed the king," but she does keep the other hounds at bay, you see, so she can be quite useful."
Tinne left the room amid further chuckles.
As the door closed, the smile left his face and the king strode briskly to his huge oak desk and sat. Picking up a quill, he began writing. Quins and Crispin wordlessly waited. He finished with a flourish, put his seal to the paper, dusted it with sand and then rolled the parchment. Tying blue and gold ribbons around the scroll, he dribbled wax across the knot and put his seal there as well. Looking up, he gestured Crispin to him.
"Crispin, this simply tells King Fergasse to listen to you and to trust you. When you are completely alone with him, tell him what you know. Convince him to meet me at the hunting box with as much secrecy as he can. There have to be traitors in both of our courts, and we can't allow them to learn what we know. Do you understand?"
Crispin nodded, a lump in his throat as he realized the full extent of what was hanging in the balance if he failed in his task.
"Good man!" He picked up a second piece of parchment. "Do you read?" he asked.
Crispin nodded. "Tysse taught me so I could read the recipes for all his horse liniments and medicines."
"Good," said Jameisaan, handing the second piece of parchment to Crispin. "These are directions to my hunting box. Memorize them before you burn the parchment," the king said, putting a hand on his shoulder and squeezing gently. "Both your father and Tysse would be proud of the man you've proven to be!" Sudden tears brightened all eyes in the room, and a fleeting silence smothered all sound.
"Quins, get our new courier some food for meals along the way, please. Also give him coins to use if he has a need. Crispin, I know it won't be as comfortable, but take a bedroll with you and, if you can, sleep in a woodcutter's hut or an unused hay loft when you must sleep. Secrecy is as important as speed, and both are imperative for this errand. Once you've delivered your message, take King Fergasse to my hunting box unless he sends you on an errand of his own. If he does send you, complete it and then come to the hunting box. You must not be seen by any who would know you accompanied the princess from this palace."
Quins went to a corner of the room where a small desk was, and Crispin saw him heft a small metal box from within the depths of a deep drawer.
"One last thing, Crispin. Exactly where have you left the horses? We'll need to have them discreetly moved and attended to so no one will see them and think aught's amiss."
Crispin gave the king the exact location of the horses he'd secreted in the nearby north woods.
The king continued. "I think we've now covered all points, unless either of you can think of another?" He turned to each man in turn. Crispin shook his head no, while Quins answered the king outright.
"No, Sire, the horses were the last bit I was a-worrying over."
"Good," replied the king solemnly. "Let's pray all goes as we will it and God keeps our princess safe until we can find her. Carry on, Quins."
Quins handed a small bag of coins to Crispin and placed his own hand on Crispin's shoulder. "God's speed, Crispin," he said, a look of respect on his aging face. "Two fresh horses, a bedroll, saddlebags of food and a change of clothing will be brought to you in the woods just south of the mill. I'll let Miss Polly know you'll see her soon." He smiled at Crispin, who grinned back.
"Thank you, Sir. I appreciate it very much." Crispin bowed to his king and left quietly through the garden doors.
Keeping to the bushes, Crispin realized the sun was barely full above the horizon. It must be only half an hour past daybreak. He'd be able to travel far this day.
When the shouting of guards penetrated the doors of the king's court, Ambassador Liammial broke off his superficial but obligatory conversation with the Kingdom of Stonn's Ambassador Collwiin, his delectable wife, the raven-haired Lady Autrancia, and two lesser diplomats from the Kingdom of Konarr.
The doors of the throne room suddenly burst open and all eyes watched as a small, travel-stained boy ran the length of the room, various footmen and stewards in his wake. Sliding the last few feet across the polished floor to the foot of the dais, he came within inches of bowling over Prince Fergan, before coming to an abrupt halt as his knees slammed into the bottom-most step. A slender roll of parchment tied with a blue and gold ribbon was held aloft, nearly crushed in the child's fist as he proffered it to the king.
Fergasse sat on his throne, a stunned look on his face. The entire host of courtiers stood frozen, aghast at the audacity of the boy's actions, and awaiting a cue from the monarch to know how to proceed. All eyes were on the now-motionless boy on his knees before the king, breathing hard, with sweat dripping from his light brown hair. The king motioned to the man-at-arms, who had obviously pursued the boy from the entry hall, to stand down but remain alert.
Liammial saw the blue and gold ribbon on the scroll and swallowed hard. He'd seen a matching ribbon within the week; it had been tied around the dispatches he'd brought from Kwenn's king, Jameisaan the Good.
His mouth tightened into a moue of disapproval before straightening into a thin, flat line. The boy obviously had no idea how to act in polite company; coming before the king while still filthy from the road, bursting into the room, disrupting the entire business of court, and dripping sweat on the throne room floor. The child must reek. Liammial held his head high, and peered haughtily down his nose at the intruder, along with many of the court.
Prince Fergan stepped forward silently to take the scroll from the filthy urchin, but the boy seemed loathe to release it. He watched his nephew bend low and speak softly to the boy, who shook his head violently. Fergan continued to speak. Suddenly, Liammial was consumed with the desire to know what was being said. He began to edge closer to the throne.
Reluctantly, the lad released the scroll, and Fergan mounted the trio of stairs and handed it to his father.
Liammial stared harder, trying to see the trim on the boy's dark clothing; with a sinking heart, Liammial realized the urchin's travel-stained livery matched the dispatch ribbons. He watched as the king received the parchment and removed the ribbon. A feeling of unease settled in his stomach as King Fergasse broke the seal and read the contents.
Liammial walked openly toward the throne. Had something gone wrong? What was in that scroll? He must find out immediately.
Before he could reach the throne, however, the king rose, motioned the boy to follow, and left the court. Liammial picked up speed and hurried through the doorway after the pair.
The door to the king's private study was just closing as Liammial gained the hallway. He called out to his royal brother, panic rising in his throat as he continued swiftly down the passage, all but running.
King Fergasse halted, reopening the study door and looking with surprise at his Ambassador running towards him.
"What is it, Liammial?" he asked, standing so he filled the open portal with his body, a puzzled look on his face.
"Ah, your Majesty," he panted as he came within range and slowed a bit. "I, ah, thought you might require my presence, Sire." He came to a stop, his breathing still rapid, unused to such physical exertion.
"I don't recall requesting you to join me," the king said pleasantly. Liammial wasn't sure he liked the way his monarch looked at him so closely.
"You, ah, didn't, Sire," he said, pasting what he hoped was a bland smile on his face, "but the ragamuffin didn't give you time to do much of anything."
"And?" The king raised one eyebrow.
"And, ah, I thought I'd offer my, ah, services and expertise on the matter," he said, his voice faltering a bit in his nervousness.
"Which matter do you mean?" the king asked, crossing his arms over his chest, looking squarely at Liammial.
"On, ah, whatever matter the boy has brought to you, Sire," he said, inclining his head slightly. With the tips of two fingers, he wiped the sweat from his brow.
"I wasn't aware you were an expert on every subject, Ambassador Liammial," King Fergasse said very formally, accentuating the lowest among Liammial's several titles.
Blanching, Liammial jerked straight and looked directly into the king's unsmiling face, but couldn't hold the gaze. His eyes fell.
"I'm not, Sire. That's not quite, ah, what I meant."
He stumbled to a halt, cleared his throat and tried again. "What I mean to say is, ah, simply, that I, ah, thought I could be of service to you," he stopped and looked up and down the hallway to check for eavesdroppers, then continued. "Jameisaan didn't use a regular courier, so, as it seemed to be of the utmost importance, I felt you might need me, since you did appoint me as your Ambassador to Kwenn. I'm just offering to help, that's all," he said, shrugging his shoulders and lifting both hands, his soft palms facing up, sliding a half-grin onto his face in the desperate hope of disarming his brother.
For several long moments, the king didn't move. Liammial exerted all his control not to squirm before the steady gaze. Finally Fergasse moved ever so slightly to lean against the door jamb, his arms still crossed over his chest. One booted foot crossed the other at the ankle, the toe pointedly resting on the floor, his attitude one of casual relaxation while still he filled the doorway and blocked the view to the room behind him and the courier within.
"I see," he said neutrally. "What makes you think this has to do with Kwenn?"
Liammial knew he dare not arouse his brother's suspicions, but at the same time, he had to know what was in the dispatch the boy had brought. If something had gone wrong, if someone had realized the princess was missing, if anyone discovered his part in things, but how could they have? He'd been so careful. He'd left no loose ends, no wagging tongues. He'd ordered the roadway cleared and the bodies disposed of, with none the wiser. No one could possibly know. There was nothing to link him to any of it. He need not panic. Not yet, anyway, a little voice deep within him counseled.
These thoughts seared through his mind in an eye blink. He took a steadying breath and then answered his brother.
"I thought I recognized the document bindings as those of Kwenn, and the boy's livery looks blue and yellow under all that dust," he said, pleased that his manner was smoother than anything he'd managed in the last five minutes.
The king took his time before replying, his eyes never leaving his younger brother's face.
"Is that what you thought?" he questioned pleasantly.
"Of course," Liammial said, a little too jovially, "what else could it be?" He tried to school his features back into his customary 'court bland' as he spoke.
"I could think of a few others," Fergasse said, his voice thoughtful; his eyes narrowed fractionally but the pleasant look remained the same.
"What do you mean, Fergasse?" Liammial asked, shifting uncomfortably as he spoke.
Fergasse allowed the silence to lengthen. He finally drawled, "Well, at any given time there are, in my court, at least three kingdoms whose livery employs the same colors as Kwenn's. But perhaps you have other reasons you may feel the dispatches were from Kwenn? Some further bit of information you've neglected to give me?"
Liammial shook his head almost violently in the negative.
"A hint of trouble somewhere?"
Again the immediate negative response.
"Are there more reports from Shuell?"
"No, Sire, there are not." Liammial hauled a very large breath of air into his lungs, restoring some of his usual calmness as he continued. "All moves forward toward the wedding as planned." He dipped his head in a clipped response, though it pained him to bow even the slightest to his brother.
"Well then, I don't need you at this moment, do I? You can get back to the enterprising Lady Autrancia and plot how you two can get together when things settle for the night."
The calmly spoken, mild rebuke stung Liammial. He sucked in another breath to begin a protest, but the king cut him off, his voice immeasurably colder than it had been to this point.
"Do not try to flummox me, dear brother, I know you too well. I can read the look in your eyes as you watch her prance around my court, however, I'm not the one you have to worry about. Do yourself a favor; don't underestimate Ambassador Collwiin. He's tricky. He may have more up his sleeve than his elbow. He's also extremely ambitious. If he gets his hooks into you for money to pay him to forget his wife's nighttime 'meanderings', please do keep in mind that the exchequer is closed to you. We badly need the funds elsewhere, Liammial. I told you last month I've paid the last for your pitiful philandering. Don't push that cart at me again. It won't roll."
Liammial bowed his head, hoping to hide his anger from his brother. "Yes, Sire; whatever you say, Sire; jump in the lake, Sire; or, better yet, drop dead, Sire, and you'll do the whole kingdom a favor, Sire!"
Liammial tried to keep his tone lightly sarcastic, so Fergasse wouldn't know how sincerely he meant the words. His face once more schooled into propriety, Liammial straightened his head and met his brother's eyes.
"I don't need you with me just now," the king said quietly, "but I do need you to go back and, as it's nearing the day's close, clear the court for me. If this boy brings news you need to hear, rest assured I'll send for you." He reached to put a hand on Liammial's shoulder, but Liammial stepped back a pace, a savage fury roiling in his bowels.
"As you wish, Sire," he said and, with a swish of his robes, he turned his back and swept down the hallway, away from his liege.
King Fergasse ushered Crispin through a door, then turned to speak to the man who'd followed them down the hall from the throne room. Though he usually made a practice of not eavesdropping, Crispin could not help hearing the tones of the two voices outside the door.
The King's voice was measured and cool, while the other man's seemed upset, even somewhat rude. Crispin removed his neck cloth and tried to wipe the layer of road dust from his face. His hair was still damp with sweat, and it caught painfully as he tried to comb it out with his fingers. Doing the best he could, he smoothed the strands flat with his palm.
He looked up when the king finally entered the room, closing the door behind him. His face held deep lines of concern and sadness, and he was shaking his head and muttering something under his breath that Crispin couldn't quite catch. Crispin mentally shrugged; he had his own King's business with King Fergasse, and anxiety engaged his thoughts as one hand stowed the rumpled neck cloth in a pocket, the other still busy with his hair.
As the king turned toward the massive desk in the middle of the room, the royal eyes raked him. Crispin, breath catching in his chest, stopped his hand mid-stroke on his hair and let it fall to his side. He swallowed painfully, watching the monarch before him. As a slight smile curved the king's lips, Crispin allowed himself to breathe again.
The king walked to the massive desk in the middle of the room and seated himself behind it. Motioning to one of the chairs in front of it, he bade the boy sit, his eyes never leaving Crispin's face.
Crispin stared momentarily at the king and then looked from the chair to his dusty clothing and back at the chair before finally looking back at the king. How could he sit in such a nice chair when he was covered with the dirt of the road?
"It's permissible, lad," the king said, his smile widening. "It's a leather chair; a little dust won't hurt it. Please," he said, nodding at the chair once more. The king opened the parchment and began to read King Jameisaan's words again.
Crispin sat gingerly on the edge of the chair, reminding himself the king had commanded him to sit, so he'd best do it. He marveled at himself, a lowly apprentice coachman, well, a courier now, sitting in the presence of two kings in about as many days! Wait until he told Tysse!
He caught himself mid-thought and felt the pain of loss squeeze his chest. Through a sudden haze of unshed tears, he watched the king re-reading the letter from King Jameisaan. Crispin dropped his eyes to his hands and blinked his eyes fiercely to rid them of the excess water before the king could see his distress. As quietly as he could, he took a deep, steadying breath while he tried to remove a smudge of dirt from one palm without it being noticed.
What if this king didn't believe him? He hadn't even thought of that before. What if this king was one of the traitors? Suddenly a million terrible thoughts cascaded through his mind as he awaited the King's attention.
When he'd rubbed the spot of dirt free of his palm, he looked up and found the king watching him closely, but with a kind face.
"Well, young, " the king glanced at the parchment and back up to the boy, "Crispin, is it?"
At his nod, the king continued. "I'm to listen to your tale in private. Before we start, however, would you join me in a glass of cool water first? I don't know about you, but after a long ride, I usually can't speak two words before I've emptied a cup or three of water."
The king gestured to the footman waiting silently in the corner. The servant moved smoothly to pour the clear liquid from a cut glass pitcher into matching goblets. He placed one glass before King Fergasse, and the second on a low table next to Crispin's chair. Fergasse gestured an invitation with his own cup then began to drink from it.
Crispin hesitated but a moment before he realized the king had the right of it. He was absolutely parched. He drained the goblet and set it carefully back on the table. The footman refilled both goblets and again they drained them together.
"Ahhh," said the king as they set the glasses down. "I feel more like listening, now. Are you up to talking or are you in need of food? How long since your last eating?"
"Long enough, Sire, but I'd rather tell you the tale before the day ages further."
Crispin saw surprise wash across the king's face and saw the familiar reaction to a voice lower and more mature than his youthful face indicated. He grinned. "I'm older than I look, Sire," he said. "It's often a problem for me, but one which I came to appreciate four days ago."
The king nodded. "Begin," he said, simply. "I would learn all you can tell me."
Crispin opened his mouth to speak, paused, then looked pointedly at the footman. "Begging your pardon, Majesty, but my liege, King Jameisaan, said as how I needed to speak to you in real privacy."
"It seems a likely ploy, does it not, to send a messenger to see a king in solitude, then assassinate him while there are no witnesses? You could be a thief who has stolen a courier's letter. You wear Kwenn's colors, but not the clothing, badge, or pouch of a courier."
Crispin couldn't believe his ears. How could the king be so suspicious of him? He half-rose to his feet. "I haven't the clothing of a courier yet, a'cause I was only appointed three days ago, and sent right out. Afore that I was apprentice coach-boy to the royal family of Kwenn. But this I'll say, for all ears to hear. None has ever had cause to doubt my honesty, or my loyalty!" Anger tinged his voice, even as he warred within himself. Talking this way to any nobleman was enough to get him a death sentence, much less speaking so to a king!
Crispin took a deep breath and tried to calm himself down. "I can't speak my piece to you in front of any servant; I must speak only to you, your Majesty, and there's no time to waste."
To Crispin's relief, King Fergasse smiled. "Well spoken, lad. The letter said I was to hear you in private. It also said you carry a token Jameisaan has given you. Show me the token, and I will dismiss the footman and listen to you in true privacy."
Token? What token? King Jameisaan had said only that the letter would ask King Fergasse to listen to him. Crispin thought frantically; what token was he talking about? Sudden remembrance flashed into his mind, and he hastily began digging in his belt purse for the ring Jameisaan had removed from his own finger.
Crispin produced the ring from his purse, unwrapped it, and handed it to King Fergasse, who examined it carefully. He then handed the crested jewel back to Crispin and dismissed the footman with a wave of his hand.
The moment the door had closed behind the servant, the king nodded and Crispin quietly launched into his tale, hoping his words could not be heard outside the door, just in case the dismissed servant had his ear to the keyhole.
Fergasse listened intently as Crispin recounted the terrible events as his King Jameisaan had bid him to do. Finally finished, he sat quietly, watching as this king digested what had been said. He asked many questions and Crispin answered as best he could. Fergasse rose and began walking about the room.
Crispin watched as he did the same thing his own king had done, picked things up absently and replaced them without really looking at them. Amazed that both kings had employed the same means of thinking out the problems, he realized both were also thoughtful of even an insignificant person such as himself. He looked at this king with a dawning respect. He'd give King Fergasse the same trust he gave King Jameisaan, but retain his fealty for his own king.
He felt he understood why King Jameisaan had faith in this man. No wonder the people he'd passed in the city looked happy. He could see why they loved their king; it was the same throughout Kwenn. All on the estate especially loved the king and their princess.
The traitor Saunders had come from the Orchard House, not the palace, and Crispin hadn't known him well. He reviewed King Jameisaan's words regarding traitors, and knew his personal feelings echoed his king's. Silently he prayed both of these men would be kept safe. Both kingdoms were, indeed, in a war, and he wondered how many traitors were hidden in this kingdom's court.
It gave Liammial great pleasure to turn his back on Fergasse and stride away, leaving him behind, an arm out in supplication, but the moment was a bitter-sweet reward.
As he swept down the hallway, his thoughts swirled in turmoil. Had he said too much? Had he given himself away in the momentary panic he'd felt seeing the lad in what looked like Kwenn's colors? He hoped not; life wouldn't bode well at all if Fergasse had even a trace of a hint of his plans.
While it was true that fully half of the ten kingdoms used blue and gold as their livery colors, each had subtle differences in their designs and shadings. He could have sworn the young rapscallion was from Kwenn.
Liammial stopped the thought and swallowed. Hard. There were several important pieces of his grand plan in full spate right now; the discovery of any of them would be catastrophic to his personal goals if his involvement were uncovered at this juncture. How could he learn exactly who the courier was and what his message contained, without having any suspicion laid at his feet?
What sort of message would cause his brother to so abruptly leave court? Fergasse was neither impulsive nor rude. What could it have been? Liammial ground his molars fractiously.
Reaching the court doors at the end of the hallway, he paused a moment. How delicious it was that his brother had told him to clear the court, rather than hand that honor to his good-for-nothing nephew, Fergan. In Liammial's estimation, Fergan was good only for keeping him one step further from his birthright, the throne of Jurat. He would soon see to it that Fergan no longer filled that purpose.
Liammial slid a bland smile onto his face as he swept grandly through the doors, a comforting thought brushing his mind. Soon they would be his doors. His chosen attitude for this moment was that of Supreme Toymaker bestowing special favors and treats to the insipid patrons of his brother's court. Yes, things would be different in his court. Very different. And very soon.
'If all goes according to plan.' A small inner voice niggled the doubt into the back of his brain much like a feasting maggot in a dead rat's innards.
Thrusting the thought away, he smiled and cajoled his way through the groups clustered about the High Court's room, dismissing all, saving Collwiin's group for the last.
Inviting them to his private chambers for the evening's repast once they'd had the time to relax and change from court dress to something less formal, he bid them adieu, his kiss to milady's hand just a shade warmer than strictly necessary. Her eyes glowed brightly with private promises as she trailed after her portly husband.
As Liammial watched her seductively swaying hips convey her away from him, resentment burned within his chest. How dare his interfering brother tell him not to see whomever he would!
'It isn't my fault women chase me,' he thought savagely. 'I'm free to console whichever unhappy little bird flies into my nest. Each and every one of them knows the rules of the game. I don't go after untried flesh, so even the prudes who dictate society cannot gainsay my actions. After all, I'm a man grown, and I have my needs!'
Resentment turned to anger as Liammial stalked toward his own apartments. He paused only long enough with the middle butler to order dinner for his guests before continuing to his own apartment within the palace.
* * * * *
Liammial burst angrily into his sumptuously appointed chambers and slammed the doors behind him. A black oath escaped his lips. His assistant appeared, seemingly out of nowhere.
"You called, Your Highness?" Rocnar asked softly.
Liammial made a sound deep in his throat.
"Beg pardon, Highness?" Rocnar realized Liammial was intensely aggravated. "How may I serve you?" he probed, wanting to deflect the anger away from himself. He still carried bruises from the last time his highness had been upset about something, and he'd really rather they finish healing before he received his next set.
"Rocnar," he snarled, "I have a job for you and you'd better not fail me. Not this time!"
Rocnar bowed his head slightly. "Yes, your Highness?" he replied, his voice as placating as he knew how to make it.
"I'm having Lord Collwiin, Sirs Ashbeths and Sommersby and their ladies in to dine here in two hours. Make all ready for it. I've already ordered the dinner, and Lexander will oversee the serving of it." His voice was sneering, his opinion very discernible.
"Very good, Highness," Rocnar's voice was still low and hopefully calming.
"I also need you to find out who forced their way into High Court this afternoon. Someone in the stables may have seen whose horse came in. I don't care how you find out, just do it. I've got to get my hands on his dispatches."
"Yes, Highness." The servant bowed, his mind already busy with the dinner plans; although it wasn't mentioned, he would also ready the bedchamber for any guest who may come calling at a very late hour. He wouldn't make that mistake ever again. His ribs were still tender if he took a very deep breath, even though it had been more than a year since that particular beating.
"You may also need to pack a few things in the event I require you to run an errand or two which may take you from the castle for a few days. Understood?"
"Yes, Highness. Very good, Your Highness," he said, once more inclining his head deferentially, while wondering which female he'd be taking gifts to this time.
"Do you still have that nasty little dagger strapped to your leg?" The sarcasm in his voice caused a spasm of fear in Rocnar's heart.
Rocnar hesitated the merest of split seconds before replying, trying hard to keep the fear from his voice. "Yes, Highness," he said. "Court can be a dangerous place."
"Especially if you're trying to eavesdrop and you get caught doing it. Right, Rocnar?" Maliciousness filled his words.
Rocnar shifted nervously and cleared his suddenly dry throat. "Right, Highness," he said.
"Well, this had better be one time you can do that work successfully and not be caught at it. Both our lives may hang in the balance, so you'd best do it perfectly the first time." The threat was clear in the soft tones washing over Rocnar's ears. He knew the softer his lordship's voice became, the more deadly he was.
Liammial's coldly glaring eyes never wavered from Rocnar's face. The hair on the back of Rocnar's neck stood straight out and he hoped the shudder wasn't detectible to the prince or he'd pay dearly for it.
"Keep the blade handy. If you bungle the job, you may wish to use it on yourself. I daresay it will be infinitely less painful than if I take it from you while I contemplate what your punishment should be."
The final words came out in the merest of whispers. A picture of his mother on her deathbed flashed across Rocnar's mind, as he recalled exactly how handy the prince could be with a dagger. Rocnar knew there wouldn't be a second chance for him if he failed this time, and winced as the next command was all but spat in his face by his very angry master. "Now, GO!"
Rocnar left the rooms with more dignity than he expected, considering he wanted to simply bolt. As he all but ran down the back stairs in search of Lexander, his mind chased over the details of both assignments, lining them up by priority, grateful he'd escaped with only threats to his person.
It was mid-morning before Rocnar listened outside the bedroom door in Prince Liammial's apartments. Silence greeted his straining ears. All was well, he surmised, which made it easy for him to slip over to the stables now and see the courier's horse, maybe even engage him in conversation, if he were near his mount.
Rocnar was unusually accomplished at extracting information from people without their being aware he had done more than pass the time of day. Prince Liammial always needed information about someone or something, and Rocnar was very good at getting what his highness wanted. He'd failed to get the reports only once. It was not an experience he intended to repeat.
Leaving the apartment behind, he descended the back stairs and left the castle's keep. He'd have gone last night as the prince had commanded, save that by the time he'd finished fussing with the dinner arrangements and cleaning up and preparing his lordship's bedchamber for a possible visit from Lady Autrancia, it had been late enough that the stable hands would have all sought their beds.
This morning, however, the sun was bright and the men in the stables would be awake and ready to give him the information he needed without any suspicions being raised, a task that would have been impossible had he wakened them last night demanding answers. He made his way to the barns and stables, and he relished the day's warmth on his back.
Rocnar wondered exactly what the prince needed to find out. He'd been so angry last night as he'd stood inside the entryway of the suite, thinking.
Prince Liammial was a very secretive man. As Rocnar conversed with valets who visited the castle with their masters, he had learned they held their master's complete confidence. They knew all the gossip and the business of everyone around them.
The prince rarely told Rocnar anything; he simply expected blind obedience and total loyalty. His philosophy seemed to be the less his servants knew, the less could be beaten out of them by someone else; not that Rocnar knew of anyone other than Liammial who beat their own servants, much less anyone else's.
The prince didn't seem to like any of his people to think on their own, but he was highly interested in what he could learn about all who came to the High Court. Consequently, Rocnar spent much of his time engaging the other servants in gossip which garnered him bright, golden nuggets of information to immediately pass on to Prince Liammial.
This time, however, he was more agitated than a small court matter indicated. Something more was definitely afoot than simply wanting to know idle chit chat about the courier.
'I wish I could figure out what he really wants,' he thought as he neared the paddock area, 'then I could use the information to my advantage for once. Maybe,' he thought with hope, 'it would be enough to at least gain an afternoon off once a month like all the other servants get. That would be heavenly!' he mused, a smile lighting his face.
He entered the stables and looked about for old Josh, who usually knew all the prattle and odd bits of information. He found the wizened man sitting on a bench, repairing and cleaning some old bits of leather. Sidling up to him, Rocnar began exchanging easy talk while he led the conversation to his liking. The old man chatted on, unaware he was being manipulated, enjoying the visiting. At last Rocnar asked the vital question, and nearly collapsed at the answer.
"Gone? What do you mean he's gone?" He felt his face go cold and his heart lurched with severe shock, then contracted with sudden fear.
"'E left early this morn, takin' both harses wit' 'im, 'e did. 'E dint even wait fer full light, in 'at much of an 'urry, 'e wuz." The old man slapped his thigh with the bit of tack in his hands. "'E wuz uppity, iffen Oi wuz ter be arsked. 'E dint have no food ter break 'iz fast, 'at Oi knows of, but jist rested a bit, gulped some water from yon well an' split orf." The ancient man spit into the straw on the stable floor.
"Where was he from, did he say?" Rocnar needed more information, desperately.
"Nah, an' 'at wuz anovver fing. Most lads 'ave liv'ry draped on th' harses wot tells a body th' stable wot owns 'im." He spit once again before wiping his mouth on his sleeve.
"And the livery colors on his horses?" prompted Rocnar anxiously.
"Nary a one. Dint know whar 'e be from." Old Josh snuffled in an affronted manner and moved his shoulders agitatedly. "Hit were like 'e wuz a-hidin' 'oo 'e be. Hiz cloze were blue an' yaller, but he dint have no badge ner nuffink. Too many houses usin' blue an' yaller fer me to guess from his cloze."
Rocnar sighed. This was not going well. He could almost feel the beating he knew was coming.
"You said horses." Rocnar now grasped for any odd bit of information that might save his skin. "Why did he have more than one horse? Is that usual?" he asked the old man.
"Nah," Josh said, scratching at an itch under his grizzled, greyed whiskers. "Iffen Oi wuz to be spoke to, Oi'd allow as ter how it'd help 'im ride a fur piece real quick-like, 'twould, 'thout them at the inns a-knowin' he'd passed by their way." Again the ancient man spit and wiped as Rocnar watched, fear snaking up his spine.
The bottom dropped out of Rocnar's stomach as he realized how much trouble he was in with the prince. What could he say? He'd learned early on in his service to his highness that no matter how carefully he lied, it was always discovered. The beating for failing was a small pittance in comparison to the one which invariably followed an uncovered lie.
He bit the inside of his cheek as he considered the course of action he must take; meanwhile, he commiserated with old Josh as to how no one would listen to him anymore, or ask his advice like he, young Rocnar did, and carefully brought the conversation to a close. Leaving the stables, Rocnar seriously considered leaving the country before Prince Liammial woke and rang for him. Only the thought of what might happen to his sisters stayed his flight. He vividly remembered the threat given yesterday regarding his knife, and shuddered.
Walking across the grounds toward the castle, he thought he might glean some information from the kitchen staff. The boy would have been given food at some point in time yesterday, and he most probably would have been given a small pallet as a bed for the few hours' rest he got before haring off at first light this morning. He knew he'd need to find out more. He shuddered again as he entered the back door into the kitchens.
Thirty minutes later, a very frustrated Rocnar left the pantries behind, with little more knowledge than before. It seems the lad was closeted with the king all evening, ate silently in the kitchen, 'keeping 'imself to 'imself' was the way the scullery maid had put it, and was called back to King Fergasse after his dinner had been eaten. No one had seen him after that. What did it mean? Who could the young boy have been?
As he headed back upstairs, Rocnar thought about how much he hated his pitiful life, his highness, and pain. He sighed in defeated resignation as he had no options, really, not even death, for without him, his sisters had no one to protect them. He had no money to run with, no place to run to, no means of transportation. Even if he ran, his sisters would face the same fate as though he were dead. The sad state of his life was dismal. He could count on no one and nothing; nothing but disaster.
Tears of frustration and despair blurred his vision as he stumbled through a side hall door leading to his highness' chambers, knowing only pain awaited him. His single hope for slightly less trouble than would normally break over his head was if the lady of last evening had, indeed, shown up and was better at night games than most of her kind. He prayed she was.
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