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PART ONE


ONE

“Rainy Day”


When I lived on Earth, there was a funny magazine my
babysitter sometimes let me see. It was called MAD. Sometimes it had sequels of
things, and they called them “Bounces Back.” Because I’ve finished rewriting
this second notebook here, and because of some of the things that happened in,
as well as to, Mearsies Heili, that “bounces back” pretty much fits.



Okay. When I left off in the first notebook, Clair, our
queen, had finally gotten into contact with all the provinces of Mearsies
Heili—except for the chopped-down forest that Glotulae Auknuge, sister to the
king of Elchnudaeb, still claimed as her “kingdom.” What had once been a trade
town on the Great North Road was now a city that supported the enormous palace
we called the Squashed Wedding Cake, because that’s what it looked like to us. “Queen”
Glotulae (nicknamed Fobo by us, because of the way she trilled her words) was
always adding more decorations to it, as well as statues of herself and her son
Prince Jonnicake (yes, she really and truly named her son Jonnicake), who we
called PJ.



Fobo and PJ wanted to take over the rest of the country,
just so everybody would bow down to them. Sometimes they were aided by the
other villain we had to worry about, Kwenz of the Chwahir, who lived in the
Shadowland below the cloud city that was also our capital. The Chwahir, like
the Mearsieans, had come from another continent long ago, each making a colony
in uninhabited land. The Mearsieans had come to escape the Chwahir, but guess
who chased after them. The Chwahir like conquering. Most of their boys and men
have to be warriors. Kwenz was very old, a master of black magic, which is
mostly used for force.



“Black” magic is so named because it spends magic that takes
ages to renew, unlike “white” or “light” magic, which is mostly used to aid
life. If you think of magic like electricity, black magic zaps out the power
grid in gigandor spells, but white magic uses low watts so there’s always
plenty in the world. White magic takes longer to perform, and has a lot of
safeguards. But it’s a whole lot safer to use. I know, because I’ve been trying
to learn it so I can help Clair, when Kwenz tried magical villainy against us.



So who are we again?



There were now eight of us girls in Clair’s gang—nine with white-haired
Clair Sherwood, queen of Mearsies Heili. She’d been queen for a year or two
when we first met. Next was me, Cherene Jennet, serving as Clair’s left-hand
splat, or princess. As I said, I used to live on Earth, but someone else got
stuck in my place and I got to come here. I’m short and skinny with long
straight black hair and blue eyes.



Blond-haired Sherry had been living with Clair the
longest—they’d made friends when they were little kids. Freckle-faced,
red-haired Faline was our joker. You’d never know she was a shape-changer by
nature—at least, her people, the Yxubarecs, had been exiled for their habit of
taking the forms of beautiful people and getting rid of the originals. Faline
was short, wiry, her hair so bristly it stuck out like a flaming bush unless
she braided it.



Seshe was the oldest, tall and calm and smart, with very
long blondish-brown hair. She loved the forest land and animals. Seshe talked
even less than Diana about where she came from, but she sure knew a lot.



Diana was the quietest. She also loved the forest, and knew
the most about things like woodcraft and also how to get past locked doors. As
I said, Diana did not talk about her past; her dark eyes would go distant and
she’d fade into the shadows if anyone started nosing.



Irene couldn’t be more different. She loved to talk, she
loved acting, drama, playing parts, dressing up. She and Dhana were the moody
ones. But that’s all they shared—Dhana wasn’t even human, except she’d borrowed
our form for a time. She actually was a water being from the strange, rainbow
hot spring we called the Magic Lake, right below the cloud city where Clair has
her capital.



Gwen was the newest to our gang, a small, quiet girl
originally from Earth, with an amazing talent for mimicking voices.



We were all kids, including Clair, who had been studying white
magic since she was little. Clair had found a spell that would keep us as kids,
which meant birthdays were extra fun. We got to celebrate but not get older, so
nobody would start getting mushy and disgusting about boys.



We girls had recently finished remodeling the Junky, our
underground hideout. Everyone had her own room, and we’d even added some
extras, in case we had visitors, and also, Clair wanted her cousin Puddlenose
to have a room waiting for him if he ever came back. We thought this was a
great idea.



Clair and I had recently finished the connecting tunnels
(once we’d decided that the rope entrances were only fun to go down, not up)
and what happens? We all end up crammed in the main room most of the time. But
the big difference was, we no longer had to stay crammed up—we only did
when we chose to. Somehow that made everything work out better, especially for
the moody ones.



When the weather was rotten outside—as it was the day I’m
about to report—it was so cozy to gather in the main room with warm goodies to
eat and drink, to talk and laugh. Maybe I’d sing and Dhana would dance for us.
Sometimes two or three of the girls put together skits for the rest of us to
watch.



I wrote a lot of those up in my first records. All the jokes
were there, even the ones we repeated a million times because it was just as
funny, or almost as funny, to wait for the expected comeback as it had been the
first time we heard it. But when I let a couple of people read those, I
couldn’t help noticing that they skipped over those pages. I guess we’re not
always as wonderful to other people as we are to ourselves, or maybe in-jokes
and stuff just aren’t interesting to anyone outside the group.



But I decided to copy this one rainy day into the new
notebook anyway. Partly because it is in some ways so typical of those quiet
evenings, when it’s just us, and no big worries. (Because the big adventures
tend to start out as big worries.) You could say that this one stands for all
of them—lots and lots of lovely, fun evenings just like it. And partly because
Clair so seldom told stories. That’s the non-typical part. And what she had to
say, well, you’ll see.
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On this particular day, a nasty, sleety rain fell in zinging
arrows outside. Not even Dhana liked it. Inside, it was warm—the Fire Stick in
our fireplace gave off a comforting glow. Sherry and Seshe had cooked up some
of their delicious hot chocolate with whipped cream on top, and an extra bowl
in the middle of the floor, for those of us who like hot chocolate-flavored
whipped cream. Weird. In hot weather, ew. But cold? There is nothing better.



Diana had begun singing a stupid song I’d made up, Hoooome,
home on derange, where the madhouse minions do plaaaaay ...



They didn’t know the original song, and didn’t want to. They
liked my version, which had to be crooned in either a falsetto or a low, growly
voice, because of the drony nature of the melody.



Where sellll-dom is hearrrrrd, a garbaceous word ...



And where piiiiies splat the villains all day!



“Iyi-yi-yi-yiiiiiiiii!” Sherry trilled in a horrible
descant.



Irene clapped her hands over her ears. “CJ! Sing something
that won’t break our ears!”



I’d been collecting songs here and there. On the cloud top,
small as it was, two musicians’ groups existed, providing music for anyone who
hired them. And in a land where there isn’t any TV and a city where there
wasn’t a theater, they got plenty of business. You could walk behind the
glaziers’ places and hear them practicing when the weather was nice, all the
upper story windows would be open, and they considered that to be free
advertising.



Anyway, the songs I liked the best had these running
triplets and flourishes that kind of reminded me a little of trumpet chords,
and a little of the flourishes you heard in Irish and Scottish folk songs,
especially the minor key ones. I really liked those a whole lot. But, I’d
discovered to my dismay, the words were usually long, silly rambles about a
couple of fatwits who wanted to fall in love (splat in love is more like it) or
one had fallen in love and the other hadn’t, or they both were in love but somebody
else snouted in so they couldn’t get married... . Bor-ring! Why waste great
melodies on mushy songs?



So I swiped the melodies and made up new words. The girls
liked my versions much better—especially when I made up funny ones about the
various villains, all sung to beautiful songs. Somehow, Faline kept saying, it
was just that much funnier when the melody is pretty.



Their favorite was one I had recently made up about PJ and a
goat at a bridge. PJ insists that the goat has to bow, and let PJ go first. Goats
are not known for letting anyone go first anymore than for bowing, but you
could believe that PJ would expect it. It was such a silly song that Faline and
Sherry and Irene decided to turn it into a skit.



But. “I can’t sing right now, the whipped cream makes me
croak like a frog,” I said.



When half the others groaned, Clair said, “Why don’t we tell
stories? Before we know it the rain will be gone, and everyone can get some
fresh air on patrol.”



We hadn’t heard from PJ and his gang of clucks for a long time,
which made even Sherry suspicious. And Kwenz, we knew, was training his newly
appointed heir, who we hadn’t yet met. But we knew he was a kid. Didn’t take
master brains to figure that that boded no good for us.



“A patrol in the cold,” Faline groaned with fervor.



“And mud.” Irene pruned her face. “Some like
nasty wet weather ...”



“So we’ll all go on patrol.” Diana grinned. “Wasn’t gonna
argue.”



Dhana and Irene eyed one another. Irene twitched her
shoulders a little (she had bunches of ribbons on each), but didn’t speak. Gwen
said in her quiet voice, “How about a story from before I came?”



“You already know all mine,” I said. Sometimes they liked
hearing yukky stuff about Earth, just to shudder. Parts of my Earth memories
had begun to fade except for the bits they liked hearing over and over. I’d
even made up some stories about Earth and put the girls in. They adored those
stories the most.



Gwen looked Clair’s way, and Sherry said helpfully, “You
haven’t heard all Clair’s.”



Clair made a face and looked down at her toes, which were
dug into the bright blue patch in the rug. She hated talking about her life
before we came, but we’d gotten some of it out of her in bits and pieces.



“C’mon, Clair, tell us some firsts.” Irene put her chin on
her hands.



“Firsts?”



“First time you met some of the villains. We already know
about all our firsts.”



Gwen nodded. Clair glanced her way, and hesitated. Gwen
looked interested, but still too shy about asking. Gwen fit in fine—we all
liked her, and she liked us—but there was so much left over from her
gratitude-is-a-weapon days at that rotten orphanage, you could see Clair
deciding to unclam just for her.



“Well, as it happens, some of the firsts are all jumbled
together,” she said.



She took up the chocolate pot in both hands, and poured more
into her cup.



Everyone waited; the room was, for the first time, so silent
I could hear the soft crackle of flames from the fireplace, and the muffled
thuddud of the rain on the ground overhead.



Clair wriggled her toes in the carpet, her fingers closed
round her cup.



While she ordered her thoughts, I turned my attention to the
others. Funny, how much respect Clair got when she didn’t ask for any. She
hated titles, wouldn’t dress differently than anyone, never demanded to speak
first, or last. Never went first at dinner, or took the best place in a
room—all stuff that PJ did, for example. He was always watching to make sure
everyone gave him his bows, and waited for him to go first, and have the best
chair. He demanded (loudly) all the signs of respect, but I don’t know how much
respect his followers actually felt if they always had to be reminded, or
bribed with promises of rank and riches as soon as they conquered Mearsies
Heili.



Clair gave us goodies—she gave us a home. None of us had to
go out and prentice to work. We did have work, like patrolling, but we chose
that ourselves. She had asked us to go round to the provinces and neighboring
lands—but if we’d said no, she would have found a way to go herself. She didn’t
make us. And she didn’t give us things to bribe us, or to buy our friendship.
She gave us things because she liked to see everybody happy.



So here we all were, and she was going to tell a story. If
the rest of us were thinking over our words just before telling a story, there
would be jokes and snickers and conversation. But we were quiet, waiting.



Clair said, “I guess the best place for me to start is when
my friend Jennet was alive. I was four or five, I forget now. Maybe five,
because we’d been playing together for a while. We’d been talking about the
Children’s Army—the kids left over after Kwenz pulled his Debt Day wine-spell
trick. We’d rescued some of the grownups by accident, and Jennet kept talking
about the missing ones. Like her parents.”



She paused, and then went on in her low, soft voice, her
green gaze straying toward the fire and staying there as she described how her
mom was actually having morning interviews for once, rather than sleeping, so
the girls sneaked into the magic library. Clair had learned the basics of magic
as well as reading—mostly by practicing on her own, once she’d had a few
lessons. No one knew how far along she really was.



So no one had thought to hide any of the books. She located
one that had transportation magic. She had never been permitted to leave the
cloud-city, but she had sneaked away once, and saw the road around Mount Marcus
that led down into the Shadowland beneath the cloud-city. Clair also knew
enough about transfer magic, having seen people come and go from the Destination
inside the White Palace. She knew she had to say the spell and picture a specific
destination, or when the transfer magic wrenched you out of time and space in
this world, you would vanish forever. So she pictured the edge of the Shadow, seen
when poor Jennet had lost her family to Kwenz’s terrible spell. She took
Jennet’s hand, said the transfer spell, and z-z-z-zap!



Down they went! Without the spell book, of course. But,
being five, they didn’t think about getting back up.



The road leading into the Shadow under the cloud city was
well flattened, the time was early morning, so no one was out. They wandered
along the barren rocky road to the castle. Kwenz did have guards on the walls,
but they were seldom attentive—it wasn’t as if anyone was trying to invade!
Also, they had so much magic on them that they didn’t do anything on their own
initiative, especially when the morning light was strong. It hurt their eyes.



It could be that if the girls were seen, they were just
small girls, and no one bothered to report them. Anyway, the little girls made
it to the castle. Jennet remembered the way, not that it was hard to figure
out. The middle of the main part of the castle had a long series of big rooms,
mostly empty.



Some servants were out and about, carrying things to and
fro. They walked slowly, gazes down. The girls copied them, and no one paid
them the least attention.



They were looking for that tall old man they knew was in
charge. Clair had recently learned a lesson from Steward Janil: that reasonable
children could discuss what they wanted, and maybe get it. Whining and yelling
would never get anything except time in your room. Even if Clair’s mom wouldn’t
listen sometimes, just went on sleeping, or drinking wine out of her silver
cup, Janil always listened. And whatever Janil said always was true. Plus, when
you listened and learned, she gave you hugs and cookies.



So the girls were determined to discuss things reasonably
with that old man. Maybe then he’d let Jennet’s parents go—and even give them
cookies. The girls didn’t really want any hugs, except of course Jennet did
from her parents.



Well, they heard voices. One of them was familiar. It was
the old man, and he was laughing. It wasn’t a nice laugh at all, but it was
familiar, so on they toiled, into a vast, dark room that was full of people!
Only the people were still!



Clair reached to touch the nearest outstretched hand, to
discover a cold hardness, like marble. No warm skin. She snatched her fingers
back as she stared up. The people had been frozen in the middle of movement,
some fearful, some warding threat, some offering threat. A few were sad,
looking down. And some held children in arms or by the hand—babies and children
just as still and cold.



Jennet ran off to look for her parents. Clair walked more
slowly. Her attention was caught by a boy who looked familiar. He had a
squinched-up face, his fingers outstretched, slightly curled. Like he was
reaching. He was just a little taller than she, standing in the center of the
whole room, she realized, surrounded by lots of empty space.



She looked at his eyes. They gleamed and glittered in the
faint light reflected from outside the stone room, looking creepily real. As if
these stone eyes watched her. She backed up a step, two steps—and then heard
voices.



One was the old man again, laughing. It was a wheezy laugh—a
mean laugh. She hid behind the boy-statue.



“... and there you are! No, you needn’t hold him any longer.”



The new voice sounded garbled. Like someone trying to talk
while underwater in the bathtub, only there wasn’t any water. The voice slowed,
then stopped, while the wheezy laughter continued.



The old man said, “My brother slowed the stone spell, see,
so they know what’s happening to them. Listen, you!”



A third voice was deep and husky. “Interesting. Quite
interesting.”



The old man said, “Here it gets even better. Now, you!
Listen to me, before you freeze to stone. There is an antidote built into the
spell, yes.” He laughed again.



The deep, husky voice growled, “Well known, and easy. So you
put limits on who can cause the antidote to work?”



The old man said, “Yes! And here’s the cream of the jest.
Listen, you, before you freeze. The only ones who can free you are that drunken
queen of yours, or her brat. Neither of whom would ever spend a heartbeat
thinking about you. Or caring if they did. Neither of them will ever
come seeking you. Ever! Whereas, if you had stayed in my service, you would be
free right now. Think about that as time passes while you are stone, ha
ha ha!”



“Lethal.” The deep voice laughed. It was a growly, scary
laugh. “Quite lethal. But are they able to think?”



“My brother insists they can. He was very careful with his
experiments on—”



The voices faded away. Clair looked around, fearing to see
dark magic—black smoke—lightning strikes. All things that had scared her when
she was littler, because she was scared now. The lesson about the difference
between black magic and light magic made sense now.



That old man wasn’t going to listen to reasonable children.
And he certainly wasn’t going to smile and offer people cookies. Not if he
could laugh while turning someone to stone, and call Clair’s mom bad names and
say she didn’t care. She did care, she did! She was just ... not always well
enough to care, but when she was, she did!



Clair stomped in a circle, mired in unhappy thoughts until
Jennet pattered up, her eyes huge.



“Did you hear that?” Clair asked, whispering now. “What he
said about Mama?”



Jennet nodded. “He called you a brat. You’re not a brat.”



“He’s icky. I don’t care if he calls me a brat. What it means,”
Clair realized as she turned around, “is that I can free them. I think.”



“Let’s try one!”



They looked around, avoiding the tall men who all looked so
angry. Clair picked one of the women holding a child. She touched the top of
that cold stone hand, saying, “Ala! You are now awake!”



But nothing happened.



She struck the stone hand harder—and then tried giving the
statue a hug. Then tried the ‘clear-away-illusion’ spell, which is one of the
simplest there is, illusions being temporary as well as unreal. But nothing
happened.



Clair scowled, remembering those words about ‘easy’.



Jennet said, “They are staring at us, Clair. Try
their eyes.”



Clair had noticed that the gleams of the dim light outside
made the eyes look real, though that could be the smoothness of the stone over
the eyeballs. In any case, she disliked the idea of touching someone’s open
eye, even on a statue, but anything was worth trying once. So she stood on
tiptoe, just barely able to reach the woman’s face, and lightly tapped each
eye.



And the statue made a weird crackling noise, then shuddered.



Quickly Clair touched the baby’s eyes so the woman wouldn’t
be holding a stone baby, and they both wriggled and moved, the baby sinking
with a sigh against its mother. The woman squinted down at Clair as if she had
a terrible headache, but then tears welled up in her eyes. Her real eyes, that
blinked and moved.



Clair hated to see tears. She felt even worse as the woman
dropped to her knees, murmuring broken words of gratitude. That made Clair feel
hot pricklies because she didn’t feel she’d earned such praise, so she said, “How’d
you get froze?”



“I refused to remain in the Shadowland to serve in the
kitchens of Kwenz of the Chwahir.”



“He’s the old man with the beard?”



“Yes,” she whispered. “Stay away from him, child.”



Clair and Jennet nodded, having already come to that
conclusion.



The woman looked around fearfully, took a slow step, then
moved faster and faster, fading into the shadows as she made her way out.



Jennet said, “Maybe we better go away.”



“Not until I set them all free.”



Jennet said, “But my parents aren’t here. I looked at them
all.”



“I’m sorry,” Clair said. “I wish they were. But I can’t
leave these others as statues.”



Jennet did not argue, just followed Clair from person to
person. To help Clair reach the taller men, Jennet bent over and made a turtle
back for her to climb on. Soon the creak and crackle of breaking magical stone
and restored flesh and blood filled the gloomy, cavernous space. Some people
took off without speaking, others found the girls to thank them. Many lingered,
telling one another their stories; if they were young, Clair asked, for she saw
that the adults tended to speak to one another.



All had refused to serve Kwenz, and some said he had gloated
about saving them for a full generation’s time, till everyone they knew was
dead, and they’d be a fresh crop of servants. By then his brother would find
will-binding spells.



When Clair came to the boy—she’d saved him for last—he shook
himself all over. Jennet laughed, saying, “He reminds me of a puppy!”



Clair laughed. The boy blinked, squinted, then said, “You
have to be Clevarlineh Sherwood.”



“Yes.”



“Hi, cousin!” He grinned.



“I do remember you, Puddlenose,” Clair said happily. Then
looked puzzled. “But you went away.”



He made a face. “That’s because Uncle Doumei came after me
again. It was after the last nephew disappeared.”



“What?”



“Oh, never mind,” he said, eyeing the five-year-old. He was
about eight, then, and felt that life in the Land of the Chwahir wasn’t
anything his five-year-old cousin needed to hear about. “Let’s get out of here,”
was his next thought. “While we can.”



“... and so he showed us the way out, explaining that he’d
been sent to Kwenz to be taught a lesson, but he suspected it was because
someone had broken into Shnit’s magical wards over Narad, his capital. It was,
and probably still is, the worst warded city in the entire world,” Clair said,
sitting back, then sipping her now-cold chocolate. “Puddlenose says that
nothing will grow in that city, there’s so much black magic leaching away at
life and light.”



“So he got turned into stone? How grotty!” Gwen exclaimed.



“Oh, he kept making jokes about it. Insisting it was a good
day’s rest, but heavy on the dreams. Stuff like that. Maybe it was better than
life with King Shnit.” Clair pinched her nose on the word ‘Kwenz.’



“Isn’t that about the time you met Rosey?” I asked.



Clair grinned. “Oh yes. He kidnapped us, you see. Right
afterward.”



Gwen snapped upright, jaw dropping.



Faline chortled. “Wish I coulda met him. Even if he is a
villain.”



“If he is.” Clair made a face. “The more I think
about those days, the more I think that whatever else he was, he was not
a real villain.”



Gwen looked from one to another of us, and I sensed that our
knowledge and her lack were dividing us, so I pointed upward. “That rain is
louder than ever. We’re not patrolling any time soon, so why don’t you tell us
about Rosey, Clair?”



Clair gave us one of her question-looks.



“I always like hearing about Rosey.” Seshe leaned forward. “He
is such a mystery! Just when you think you know how villains will act—you get
someone like Rosey.”



Irene still had her chin in her hands. “Why don’t we see him
now?”



“I hope nothing horrible has happened to him,” Clair said. “The
more I learn about magic, the more I think he’s actually Shnit’s enemy, though
he seems to be Kwenz’s friend. I don’t know how that could be—”



“Euw!”



“Pshooie!”



“Glug!”



“I didn’t even think you could be friends with a
villain,” she said doubtfully.



“You can’t,” I pronounced, bulling in. “You can’t trust ’em,
so why be friends?”



“Okay, now I’m really curious,” Gwen admitted.



“Well ...” I could tell Clair was relieved that the rest of
us weren’t bored. “Remember that deep, growly voice I mentioned?”



Nods all around, as above us the rain roared. Seshe got up
to make some more hot chocolate, and Sherry gave the whipped cream a brisk
stir.



“It was right after we started out of the castle. See, it
was then that I realized I had no way to get us safely back up to the white
castle. I was pretty sick with worry. My cousin said, ‘Which way out? Seems to
me we should wander on up to Aunt Mearsieanne’s.’



“‘We can’t,’ I said, and I was trying hard not to cry.
Jennet was already upset because we hadn’t found her parents among the statues,
and here was my cousin—the very one who’d been stolen away so long ago. I had
truly messed everything up.



“And just then, this massive, dark-bearded man loomed out of
the darkness. I think now he was coming down to the statues, and Puddlenose was
sure that Rosey was going to steal him away, maybe to ransom against Shnit, but
anyway, there he was, booming out, ‘What have we here? Some hostages, hah hah
hah!’ It was the deep, growly voice! ‘It seems my over-confident friend needs a
lesson in caution.’ And next thing we knew we were transported a long distance ...”
Clair sat back, that far-away look making her smile a little as the firelight
leaped and gleamed in her eyes.



She went on to describe how awful they all felt after the
long transfer. They came out of it hearing the booming-voiced fellow saying
things like You’re all my prisoners now, ha ha, ho ho! Now you must learn
how terrible the Chwahir are, and a lot of similar threats.



“He said he was going to throw us in a cell, which turned
out to be a small bedroom. Not much was in it but a bed with an old quilt, and
a tiny window that looked straight up a rocky cliff-side. He brought us all
what he called prisoner-slop—saying we’d have to get used to it, and the like,
but what he gave us was boiled grain with honey and milk, and biscuits with a
hunk of cheese and some tasty greenstuff put into each. We gobbled the food
down, drank the milk he left in a big bowl—we shared, a sip apiece until it was
gone—and then we all jumped up onto the bed, and in the middle of trying to figure
out where we were and what was going to happen, we fell asleep.”



When the little kids woke up, the man let them out. Rosey’s
house was indeed a small house built high on a cliff. It overlooked a vast
distance, a quilt of farms and forests, all embroidered by the twinkling blue
of rivers, streams and a couple of small lakes.



He was a big, stout man in a black robe, with a bristly
black beard and unkempt hair. The house was comprised of the main room, which
had walls solid with books, and upstairs of a kind of loft with two small
bedrooms, one of which the kids had been put in.



Rosey claimed they were his prisoners, and he would ransom
them because King Shnit of the Chwahir wanted to get his hands on them to make
them statues, or make them scrub all the floors in his giant castle, and as
soon as they were done to start again, never pausing to eat. All scary things
to five-year-olds. Puddlenose knew the king was far worse, and for a time he
teased the girls by making even more dire threats—he was a little jealous of
their easy life.



But a little bit of conversation ended that pretty fast,
when he found out why Jennet was living with Clair, and why Clair had so much
free time. He was able to put together the clues about Clair’s mom better than
the girls at the time, so he soon started making up stories to get them to
laugh, and promising that as soon as the black-beard fellow put them to work or
threatened them, he’d show them how to run away.



The growly-voiced villain left them alone for a time, and
they explored outside—discovering soon that the mountainside was far too steep
to get away on foot. Obviously the fellow came and went by magic.



Next time Blackbeard showed up, Clair asked his name. The
deep, rumbling voice mumbled something that sounded like ‘Mount Rose’ or
Mondros, which soon became Rosey to the kids. At first they didn’t use it to
his face, but when he heard it, he laughed and said that that was close enough
to his name, and he liked it right fine.



The thing was, after putting a good scare into them about
the Chwahir, and about kids who didn’t learn their transport magic before using
it, and such-like, he left one of his books open after a day or two—and right
there on the page was the transport spell. It took several subsequent
kidnappings for Clair to realize that it was the white magic spell, not the
faster, but far more dangerous black spell—but Rosey explained his having a
white magic book by saying that one ought to always know one’s enemy.



Clair took that as a lesson, as she did the one about magic.
When they got home, she applied herself earnestly to her studies, and at first,
the other two played happily enough. But Puddlenose soon got restless, as he
always was going to do. And since there was only a five-year-old girl to play
with, he took to wandering farther and farther, just to explore, he’d explain.
He’d be gone longer and longer. Clair and Jennet missed him, but as Clair’s mom
didn’t seem to notice him whether he was right there at the dinner table or
gone, there was no one to stop him—and then came the day that stretched into
two, then three, then a week, and then a year. And longer.



Clair set her cup down, and sat back.



Everyone tried to guess whether Rosey was a villain or not,
and why he might kidnap Mearsieans just to let them easily escape. “I think
it’s because he’s Kwenz’s old friend, and hates Shnit,” Clair said at the time.



We know a lot more now, of course.



But there’s more about Rosey way, way further along in the
records, so I’ll stop the rewrite of this one just where it ended when I first
put it down, not so long after I came.



“Hey, the rain is stopped,” Sherry yelled—breaking into her
own story of her first clash with Kwenz, which wasn’t all that interesting
(though it had been awful at the time).



Kwenz, the Shadow, Sherry’s fumbling attempts at being a
housemaid (causing Kwenz to fire her from the job and send her out—she wasn’t
even worth turning into something!), all were forgotten at the prospect of
running around in the fresh air.



We all raced up into the brisk wind. The sun was just
emerging from the clouds, birds trilled again, rain dripped from the trees—and
we just had to run around and have a mud fight, leaving storytelling for
another day.



TWO

“How to Cure the Romantically Minded in One Easy Lesson”


Gwen was thoughtful after that last story, and for a while
we didn’t have any more personal ones, just made up ones. We also acted out
what seemed the millionth variation on Faline’s new play, When PJ Meets the
Goat at the Bridge.



One day Gwen was walking beside me as the bunch of us headed
out to do a whole-forest patrol, and she said, “Why doesn’t Clair like to talk
about her past? Everything is so good now!”



“I dunno.” I flapped my arms. “She might feel differently
than we do. I mean, I love gloating over nastarooni I don’t have to put
up with any more.”



Sherry usually didn’t talk seriously, so when we heard her
speak up behind us, we both jumped.



“She doesn’t talk about the things she can’t fix,” Sherry
said, her big blue eyes kind of sad.



Gwen looked puzzled. I thought this over. “You mean, about
Puddlenose and their creepy uncle trying to grab him back to Land of the
Chwahir?”



Sherry nodded so hard her curls jiggled. “That and worse
ones.”



“Like when her mom died? She’s hardly said a word about
that.” I shuddered. I’d never asked, either. If Clair wanted to talk about it,
I figured, she would. Meanwhile, it wasn’t anything I wanted to hear
about.



Sherry nodded again. “Ones like that.”



“There’s stuff as bad as that?” Gwen asked, her droopy eyes
going round.



Sherry looked around at the forest. Fog wreathed through the
upper branches, obscuring them. The air was just cool, not cold, and soft, and
the forest as beautiful as ever, but Sherry shivered, bent her head, and said
in a murmur, “She didn’t tell you why she didn’t go around to the provinces.
Maybe I better tell you, so nobody asks.”



Gwen was silent, her eyes huge.



My stomach squinched. “Go ahead.”



“Well, she started with the Auknuges. Her meeting with Fobo
was horrid enough, but when she went out to the woods—what used to be the North
Wood—and saw it all cut down. All the trees. Every one. She just sat down and
cried and cried. Then we came home. She didn’t go out again. Until we all did,
you know. When we did.” Sherry wound her hands in a circle.



“Of course. She couldn’t fix the forest.” I whistled—that
made a lot of sense. Then I snarkled. “But we’ve kept the Auknuges from cutting
down any more trees!”



Sherry grinned. “That we have.”



“And Clair’s been getting the guilds to not trade with them.
Though I guess it’s slow going,” I added, pointing my thumb down in the “stinker
alert!” sign. “Seems like a bunch of clods like all that money Fobo’s brother
sends, so they hold their noses and deal with Fobo anyway. Because she spends
so much on marble and gold and stuff, trying to make the Squashed Wedding Cake
bigger and fancier than ever.”



Diana scowled. “Is that why Clair looks sour some days after
morning boredom?” ‘Morning boredom’ was our slang for Clair’s queenly
interviews.



“She told me she’s trying to find ways where the people can
still trade outside of the country. Thanks to Irene, it’s actually
working—we’ve got the Tornacio Islands again. We just have to get trade from
here to the Torns going, when we don’t exactly have a really good harbor off
Wesset North.” When I finished explaining that, I thought, wow, I sound like I
actually know this stuff.



“Wow, you really know this stuff,” Dhana said, walking
backwards as she stared at me.



I had to snicker, but I also had to be honest. “That’s about
as much as I do know.” When I caught Seshe looking at me, I said in a kind of
protest, “Hey, I can’t do anything at those interviews. Clair says if we girls keep
an eye out for the Chwahir down here in the forest, we’re helping much more
than if I sat there trying not to snore during morning boredom, because none of
the grownups would listen to me anyway.”



“Snore!” Faline repeated, and of course had to make snoring
noises. That started off a snorting contest so it sounded like a herd of wild
boars surrounded me.



Seshe said, “I wasn’t giving you a fish eye, CJ. In fact, I
was thinking, you’ve learned a lot. So has Clair. I think—I think you’re where
she was last year.”



Diana gave a short nod. “Good thing.”



“Let’s split up and get this patrol over.” Irene thumped her
fists on her hips. “I want to get back to rehearsing the play—if Clair is in a
sour mood, it seems to me the best thing we can do is make her laugh.”



No one had any argument against that, so we did.
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For a while, as the season warmed up, things stayed pretty
much the same.



We were increasingly curious to get a glimpse of Kwenz’s
heir—though none of us wanted to meet a new villain face to face. But we knew
it was going to happen, as there were more signs of the Chwahir snouting around
in our woods. We were either just missing them, or else they were snouting
around in the middle of the night.



That plus the trade stuff made Clair worry enough to study
magic long into the night. After all, how could we resist if Kwenz did send his
Black-eyes against our traders? Clair didn’t have any guards and wasn’t about
to hire any. So we had to be watchful, and she worked on magical plans.



Meanwhile, regular life went on.



Like the time that we really didn’t come out looking so
good. Though of course we thought we were perfectly in the right at the
time, and when I first wrote it up, wow, talk about gloating and spackling all
over the place!



But really, what do you expect we’re going to do if some
snotty aristo clod rides into our forest just to—



Argh. I hate it when I start in the middle.



So okay. Here’s what happened. The girls patrolling the
northern road saw a guy in super fancy clothes riding a horse down the road.
Because of the fancy clothes and the direction he came in, they assumed he was
from Fobo, which meant he was up to nothing good. They ran to get me.



We picked a spot to confront the clod, but I felt we should
take a look first before doing anything.



So up into the trees we climbed. I sat on a branch, mentally
reviewing my nasty pie spell, when the sound of horse hooves became distinct.
Riding along the road below us came a guy maybe in his early twenties or so,
wearing a riding coat with a lot of gold-work along the broad collar and down
the frogs attaching the front, and on the big rolled-back sleeves and the hem.
The buckles across the tops of his tasseled, two-toned fineweave riding boots
were made up of diamonds. Visible at wrist and collar was expensive linen, and
the horse’s trappings were all fancy.



The fellow himself was tall, blond, and rode with an air
that made it plain he was certainly no enemy to his mirror, no sirree Bob.



Irene was wearing sturdy patrol clothes, but with
embroidered flowers along the sleeves and neckline of her top, and ribbons in
all her hems. She felt immediate challenge at somebody daring to enter the
forest dressed more fancy than she was. She swung down from the tree and
planted herself squarely in the pathway, hands on her hips.



The clod seemed to pay no attention, but you know how you
can just tell when someone is really very aware of you, but for some reason
wants to pretend you aren’t there? Like you’re beneath notice? A Fobo trick, by
the way.



That’s what this slobbo was doing—because he very gently
guided his horse around Irene, while he looked up and around like he was
counting leaves for his life. No, that’s not right. He was signifying to the
forest that it had earned the right to be looked at.



“A-HEM,” Irene said, stepping in the way of the horse.



He stopped, and looked down his nose at her.



“Where are you going?” Irene asked.



He yawned, and then cleared his throat, as he waved his
fingers at her to get out of his way.



“Getting a cold?” Irene asked sweetly.



“Little girls,” the fellow drawled (it took as long to drag
out the word gurrrrrrllllllz as it took any of us to say an entire sentence),
“ought not to be stepping in the road. Haven’t your parents told you that’s
quite dangerous?” And when she snorted, he added, “Speaking of parents. Ought
you not be home helping Mama?” He looked away—showing a practiced profile.



Irene turned to me, shrugging dramatically, hands out.



Sighing loud enough to blow leaves off trees, I dropped
down, and the other girls took that as a signal to plop, thump, scramble (or
drift, in Dhana’s case) down to range themselves behind me.



“Are you from Glotulae Auknuge?” I asked, unwilling to call
her a queen, when she wasn’t, or to give the name of her silly kingdom, which
was actually part of MH.



The guy looked so affronted I turned a six-week-old-fish eye
on Irene, who just shrugged and studied the leaves above as though the secret
of the world was written there.



“No,” he said in such a long, sarcastic drawl he managed to
get all the vowels in—with a few extra helpings. “Neiiiiiiiaaauuuooooooooowwwwwwww.”
And then he zapped any sympathy he might have won so far (which wasn’t much) by
adding, “I have come as a personal ambassador from Ujban to seek the hand of
Queen Clevarlineh in—”



“What?”



“Euw!”



“Gag!”



“—in disgust and nausea?” I bellowed.



“Hand? How about toes? Fins?” Faline cracked.



“Tentacles,” I snarled, and Faline, and doubled over at this
incredible wit.



“—marrrrriage,” he finished loudly, his fine cheeks quite
red. “She has suitors?” he added with the first real expression he’d used
yet—and I realized he’d expected us to be astonished. Maybe even grateful!



Astonished, yes, but as the girls whooped, cackled,
bellowed, snickered, and whinnied (that was Gwen, and Faline promptly started
cackling like a chicken, which got Diana ba-a-a-ing like a sheep, and so on) it
was quite clear to him that we were anything but gratified.



“No!” I yelped. “Watch your language!”



“And as for I,” Irene put in, even more loudly, “I have no
parents.” Then, with her most dramatic flair, she delivered a fine pocalube
against marriage, suitors, and mush. (A pocalube being an insult of at least
seven adjectives and a noun fit for villains. Pocalubes were a part of our
villain-fighting equipment.)



The guy scowled at us all—his second real expression—as he
said nastily, “You lot need a lesson in manners.”



“Who’s gonna teach it to us?” Irene fired back, even more
nastily.



The guy looked a whole lot closer to our age as he jumped
off his horse.



It was way too easy to imagine this clod knocking Irene into
orbit.



I started on a spell—but got distracted when Irene yelled, “Any
hand you get will be a fist to give you a black eye.” And she ducked behind a
tree as Sherry and Gwen laughed.



Faline snickered as well, but I could hear her wheezing, “...
ask for her nostril in marriage ...”



Seshe, on my other side, said with briskness (for her), “You
might not like our manners, but you’re here in our country.”



“I’m here on a diplomatic mission,” the fellow said. “I’m
from a very good family, and the girls at home think me handsome.”



“You won’t be with a black eye,” Irene snouted in from
behind the tree.



He gave her a glare. “I’ve heard enough from you, little
girl.”



“... ask for her wart in marriage ...”



“Mish mash,” Irene snapped, and then offered Gwen’s
contribution to snobbish language, “Pip pip tut tut ol’ bean ol’ chap ol’ SAP.”



As soon as she heard Irene squeaking pip pip Faline
stopped proposing marriage to body parts and went off into gales. Gwen had
brought that bunch of sayings, insisting that she hadn’t made them up, and
Faline badly wanted to go visit any land in which adults actually said pip
pip to each other.



“Parp parp!” Faline honked.



“Go away,” Diana said to the guy.



Before he could answer, the rest of his party
arrived—another fellow, turned out to be his cousin, and their servants.



Within five heartbeats we were all involved in a grand old insult
fight. At that point Seshe stayed out of it, withdrawn and silent. In the
middle of it all Faline, then Sherry, then Gwen started exchanging body-parts
in marriage again—this time between them, like “My little toe requests your
spleen in marriage,” and then making Parp parp, pip pip, pop tut!
noises.



When Sherry and Gwen got to animal parts (tentacles,
hedgehog spines, antennae, hooves, etc) the cousin started laughing. Our guy
started getting mad, and threatened Irene. At that point it was time for the
Spam Pie of Justice.



These guys were not nearly as hardy as PJ’s slobs. Barely
had the two Ujbanians received a sour-cream/sauerkraut deluxe and a
cherry-banana-rhubarb supreme apiece when they rode off.



In triumph we went off to tell Clair.



She’d finished morning boredom and was just sitting down to
lunch when we all flocked in. At once Janil broke out the food that we would
have been transferring down to the Junky if we’d stayed below, as we all told
her what had happened.



By now I’d gotten pretty good at reading her expression.
Though she smiled and laughed at all the right places, the only time her eyes
crinkled up in a real laugh was when Sherry said earnestly, “He came seeking
your elbow in marriage.” Followed by Faline tootling, “Tut tut tut!”



“So anyway.” Irene dusted her hands. “He’s gone, and you’re
safe.”



“Why?” Clair returned.



“Huh?”



“Why did you need to keep me safe?” Clair asked. Not mad or
anything, but Irene looked as if she’d taken aboard a face-load of the cherry
supremo instead of the cousin.



“Well—”



“I would have liked to do my own refusing,” Clair said.



Diana nodded once. “Thought so. Be fun for you,” she added.



“Well, I don’t know about fun,” Clair said. “I mean, he came
from another country, so I suppose I should be diplomatic. Like you say he said
he was being—though that makes me suspicious.”



“Like he’s a spy?” Irene asked, aghast. “I didn’t think of
that.”



“No, more like marrying me sounds like a great way to become
a king, get rich, not have to work, or any of that stuff.”



“But—eeeeuw,” Sherry said, her eyes wide.



Clair grinned. “Well, if I didn’t have the kid spell on me,
what would I be? Fifteen or sixteen? How fun, I’ve forgotten. Maybe I should
count so I can gloat on my next birthday.”



“I did,” I said—my first birthday, the thirtieth of
fourth-month, having just been a couple weeks before.



Clair smiled my way, then continued. “Anyway, if they don’t
know about the spell yet, he might think I’m the right age for courtship and
all that flummery.”



Seshe nodded. “From a distance it sounds reasonable.
Probably selfish motives, but reasonable. Plenty of people court for that
reason.”



“And even say yes,” Clair admitted. “So I’ve found in the
records. Another reason not to grow up! Well, I’ll have to smooth all that out,
unless you girls want to go apologize and be ambassadors.”



Well, I knew duty even if it hadn’t been spelled out.



“Who’s coming with me?” I said. And, “Get some nice clothes.”



“No problem!” Irene said, smacking her hands and rubbing
them.
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Before we left, Clair asked us to review good manners for
visiting adults in their homes. When most of the girls kind of looked uneasily
at each other, Seshe turned bright red. “I could offer some things,” she said
to the floor.



“Great idea.” Clair grinned. “We’ll have a Propah Dinner tonight.
I’ll tell Janil to dig out the really good porcelain dishes in the back
storage, and everybody has to put on her fanciest dress. Diana, you have to
find a shirt without any holes in the elbows.”



The girls agreed, and that’s what we did. Janil cooked up a
fancy meal and served it with delicate dishes and golden utensils I’d never
seen before. Even Clair looked surprised by it all.



Pretending to be snootier than the snootiest duchess, Seshe
demonstrated proper table etiquette, with a lot of crooked fingers and
suchlike, to make the girls laugh. So it ended up being fun, but it also was a
good lesson in how to eat nicely, and be a representative for the kingdom. “You
never know when you might need it,” Clair said. “Spies always have to take
manners lessons, I have read.”



“Spies!” Faline exclaimed, eyes wide. “Wow! Manners? No,
nuh-uh. The only lessons they get are in sneaking around, and maybe codes.”



“Spies have to blend in when they aren’t sneaking. Look at
the records.”



Faline cast a terrified look at the library as if the books
would come flapping out like bats and make her read their words. When the
others were done snickering at the look on her face, they galloped off to spend
the rest of the evening doing fun stuff, as we’d leave early the next day.



I lingered.



Clair gave me one of those looks of hers. She said, “Seshe
has what are called scruples. I think that’s what made her run away from
wherever she was born.”



Scruples. I knew that word—sort of. A boring word, the kind
of word adults ranted at you about, before they turned around and did what they
wanted, NOT what they said.



Wrestling back my impatience, I said, “That’s kinda like a
conscience, right?”



Clair looked out the kitchen window, toward the Squashed
Wedding Cake in the distance. “There aren’t enough scruples—or consciences—in
the world. Here’s what I like about Seshe, she never tries to be anyone else’s
conscience.”



“That’s true,” I exclaimed. “You’re right!” And so my own
bubbles of irritation when I saw Seshe doing the right thing were because my
own under-used conscience would wake up and boot me when I should be heeding
it. Even though she never, ever, yapped at us for being wrong.



I went off to think about that—not that I came to any
conclusions, except the usual: to be a better princess. That always lasted
until the first pocalube-causing snackle-wit got in my way!
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There’s really only one other thing from that silly mess to
report, which wasn’t us being brats. Clair spent a full day making us a
transfer token, once she located the guy’s family on an old map, and the notes
for the nearest magical transfer Destination. That way we wouldn’t have to risk
traveling past Fobo’s lair on our way north. Traveling by magic didn’t feel
good, but it turned a trip of several days into one of at most an hour.



We ended up being guests at the home of the guy’s mother,
who was a countess. She was related to the rulers, so Clair had been right out
that courtship business being (at least partly) diplomatic.



I talked to the countess, being careful to use all the ambassadorial
terms that Clair had suggested. The countess was pleased, and gave me an
interview with the cousins. I apologized, explained about our mistake, and the
mention of the Auknuges was convincing, though they didn’t particularly like being
compared to them. I got an idea that Princess Glotulae (they didn’t call her “Queen”
either) had once tried to get her brother to invade Ujban. I ended by slipping the
countess and her family an addition that I’d made up, and they became very
thoughtful. Then, at the mother’s invitation, asked us to stay.



We were on our best behavior—Seshe was our guide on manners
among toffs—but there was one thing she couldn’t do that ended up making a bit
hit. And we hadn’t expected it at all.



See, they had a ballroom at that palace, and they weren’t
afraid to use it. I mean, they had balls almost every night. Balls! I certainly
would never have gone to one on my own, unless it was one for kids—you know,
you get to wear a pretty dress with a swooshy skirt, and twirl around to music,
but there’s lots of food, and maybe a food fight and some hide and seek,
possibly a pool to fall into, which is ten times funnier when you’re in fancy
clothes. Drinking wine and dancing around with a bunch of boys is not
fun stuff unless you’re being zombies or something.



Anyway, the only ball I’d been to so far was when we broke
in accidentally on one held by PJ when they practiced a dance while all dressed
up. This was when we were scouting for furniture for the Junky. If he’d ignored
us, we would have left him alone, but he yowled for the guards. Ordered them to
kill us. Then started chasing us himself, waving his diamond-studded sword and
bellowing death threats. Of course we had to waylay him and toss him into the
nearest fishpond, diamond sword and gemmed velvet and all.



What’s more, those guards hadn’t exactly been Speedy
Gonzales about trying to catch us.



Anyway, we had misgivings about this ball.



We wore our nice clothes and when things began, we were
careful with our manners. Faline even kept her jokes to a minimum, not saying a
single “Parp parp!” to any adults.



Well, all of us like music, some more, some less. But one
thing we agree on is that music made by many musicians is a real treat. Those
of us who love it often go listen to the cloud-top musicians practice. But what
is even more fun is having a giant room all fixed up fancy with silver-veined
marble, and carvings, and velvet-covered little chairs, an orchestra playing
music with a dancy beat (waltz time being my favorite) and a swishy skirt on so
you can jump and leap and twirl to your heart’s content and not bump into
anybody.



Anyway, we danced by ourselves, though the cousins teased us
for it. (We more or less got things on a neutral footing once they found out
Clair is still a kid and not planning to marry anybody—but they couldn’t resist
teasing, and of course we piled on the pocalubes right back, but funny ones,
not the stinkeroos we reserve for real villains.) In fact, Irene was in the
middle of a long argument with a couple of guys Puddlenose’s age, when everyone
fell silent one by one, some staring with their mouths open.



At what? Kwenz and an army? Faline turned into a purple
squid? I whirled around, braced for anything, but only saw Dhana drifting along
the side of the room the way she does in light rain, or if I sing her favorite
song in one of the echo glades in the forest ... or now, when the orchestra
played this weird minor-key song with a lot of triplets.



When it changed to a melody I half knew, I began singing a counterpoint,
and Dhana lifted her head and arms and left the floor in an effortless leap,
drifting and light as a wind-whirled leaf. I heard a couple of gasps, but by
now Dhana was oblivious.



Dhana’s dances were never planned, no set series of moves,
much less trained technique. Just a series of impossibly complicated twirls and
leaps and sways, sometimes to the beat, sometimes against it in a tense
counterpoint, sometimes what we had called on Earth slow motion, her hands
drifting and shaping in ways that told their own story.



The entire ballroom went still, everyone from the oldest
grandpa to the smallest local kid.



Then, suddenly as she’d started, Dhana opened her eyes and
walked away. Some people started rushing toward her; to divert them, I still
sang, but I switched to one of our insult songs, and added in pocalubes—with
some teases at fellows who go a-courting. The cousins fumed, their friends
laughed, some of the older girls who wanted attention waited until I ran out of
breath and began a glee. The boys joined in singing counterpoint, and everyone
went back to having fun.



Next day, we prepared to leave. The family members crowded
around us to say a friendly good-bye. When one of them added, “Maybe someday
we’ll meet again,” and I said, “But not in courtship, right?” they agreed with obvious
relief.



As soon as we were walking down the long tree-lined
driveway, Seshe said wryly, “What did you tell ’em, CJ?”



“Whom? I?” I said, looking around.



“When you had your interview.” Irene made a google-eye face.
“They came out looking like ghosts.”



“Tell!” Sherry demanded.



“You threatened to turn ’em into toads!” Faline cackled.



“You did turn ’em into toads until they said uncle,” Gwen
said earnestly.



“Toads can say uncle?” Irene muttered, eyes turned skyward.



Before an argument could break out, I said, “I remembered
all that stuff about customs that Seshe said when we first came. And so I made
up a fine marriage custom for queens in MH.”



The girls looked at me expectantly.



“Any fellow who marries a Mearsiean queen has to work on a
farm for at least ten years. They acted like they’d sat on a cactus!”




THREE

“We Meet the Enemy”


We knew there was an enemy out there, someone more or less
our age. We also knew we’d meet, because if Kwenz picked an heir it would be
someone who 1) hated Mearsieans, 2) wanted more land for the Chwahir, and 3)
we’d hate, because Kwenz’s shopping list for an heir probably matched our
shopping list for Rotten Person.



Well, the time finally came.



We’d been playing hide and go seek in the White Palace.



It’s perfect for hide and seek, as it’s filled with a whole
lot of rooms. A lot. In fact, we still haven’t gotten a right count,
some think because we get bored before we can separate and make certain none
are being counted twice. Others think we can’t get a right count because some
rooms shift around in time. Yep, you read that, and no, I’m not drunk. (Nutso,
maybe, but no worse than usual.)



There’s nothing block-like about the White Palace.
Block-like as in more ordinary castles, which are made of regular stone, like
granite, and where you can see from inside and out that you get, say, four
rooms to a side, with a hall in between. The White Palace is made of some weird
white material that looks kind of like real deep-winter ice, but isn’t, and
there aren’t any joins or blocks. It’s smooth everywhere, even the curves of
the towers, which are connected by some straight lines, but none of the spire-topped
towers are quite the same size. About the only thing that’s consistent is that
some towers and rooms get lots of sun in the winter, and some get only indirect
sun in summer, but lots of moving air. So you get round rooms, square rooms,
and some weird-shaped rooms that are hard to describe. Crazy, that. I mean
because it’s designed to somehow make the most of air and light patterns, there
isn’t any magic forcing air around, or light.



Okay, that’s boring, I know. The thing is, people do ask
about the White Palace, and there’s even somebody—you’ll meet him later in
another notebook if you haven’t fallen asleep, that is—who seems to know
something of its history. We think this somebody hinted that the White Palace
is actually one of the few remaining buildings left over from Old Sartor, which
is the mysterious past when humans first came to this world and had all these
powers and so forth. But they got themselves into trouble, and when I say that
their kingdom fell apart more than four thousand years ago, you can see that
Old Sartor is really old.



So anyway, if they’d left behind a bunch of buildings like
the White Palace, these got knocked down over the centuries, either by the
owners or their enemies. But this area was deserted until the Mearsiean colony
came along almost 800 years ago. Or, so we thought.



But if it’s true that this building goes all the way back to
those very old days, it would explain that biznai about sliding in and out of
time.



It may even explain why some people come here and insist the
place is haunted.



Okay, I’m getting back to us! We were playing hide and seek
until Gwen showed up, so excited about what she’d found that she forgot the
game.



“Look here!” she said to those of us who had sneaked to
‘home’ past Dhana, who was It.



She held out a carved box. The box was a fine dark wood, the
carving like knotted ribbons all around it. Little white stalks were crossed in
each knot.



We all bent over it as she lifted the lid. A faint smell of
wood and an unfamiliar flower scent wafted out, then vanished. Left was the
dust of what must have been a bouquet. On the top lay a rose, with a thin
ribbon around its stem, but when Gwen a tentative finger to it, it too crumbled
to dust.



She looked up, dismayed.



“It’s okay,” Clair said from just behind us. “It’s probably
been there for ages. Where did you find it?”



“In a room with all these built-in drawers and things. I
opened this one chest, thinking to hide in it, but it had all these boxes and
drawers fitted into it. So I started looking at them, and I found this. I don’t
know, I just had to bring it out for some reason.”



Clair frowned, then looked surprised. “There’s something
under the flower dust and the ribbon.”



She reached in, felt around with her finger, and pulled out
a thin little ring. She drew in her breath. “There’s magic on it.”



Dhana had shown up, and she nodded—she could probably see
it. The magic, I mean. We all saw the ring. I could almost see a kind of
sparkle, though it might have been the light.



“I have to study this,” Clair said, laying the ring on her
palm. “And the box.”



She loved puzzles like that. She pokes at magical and
historical puzzles the way I like to draw.



Faline looked around, making a face. “Game over? Nook! Let’s
play!”



“But we didn’t finish,” Diana said.



“I don’t want to be It again.” Dhana looked around, the
light making her eyes change color—gray, greenish, blue, honey-brown. “This
place is too big. It’s too easy for you to win, and I always want to do what
Gwen did, nose around in the rooms.”



“I’ll be It.” Faline thumped her chest.



“You cheat!” four voices exclaimed at once.



“That’s not cheating! That’s strategy,” Faline announced.



“Acting crazy and talking funny so we crack up and get found
is strategy?” I asked, making a bigger prune face than hers.



Faline turned to Irene. “That’s what you said.”



“That’s what the kids on the Tornacios said,” Irene
protested.



Dhana snorted. “I never knew that strategy was walking like
a crab and searching with your butt waving around like Fobo in one of her big
dresses all poonched out in the back. I’ll have to remember that.”



“Why do her dresses poonch out in back, is what I want to
know.” Sherry reached behind her, fluffing her hands like a turkey tail. “Remember
when we were in that wardrobe of hers? She had a bunch of those dresses. What
is pretty about having a giant butt part sticking out?”



“So everybody has to walk way behind you, so you look more
important?” Gwen shrugged.



“Fobo’s dresses have trains longer than this room, and
people to carry them,” Irene reminded us. “And a lot of guards with nothing to
do but make sure people bow and so forth.” Irene waved her hand like Fobo did.
It was probably supposed to look queenly, but it just looked bossy. “The trains
and the guards do that job.”



Faline grinned. “Maybe she’s got a giant spring under those
bustles, and when she’s mad, she bends over, poinks a person, and kablooie!
People get sproinged back a few days’ travel.” She windmilled her arms and
staggered backwards, as Sherry and Gwen cracked up.



That would make a great anti-villain aid, I thought. I’d
seen some magic spells that might, with a ton of work, be adapted ...



“I think it’s to make your waist look smaller,” Seshe said.



“What’s pretty about having your waist look smaller?” Sherry
promptly asked. “Does ‘pretty’ mean having a giant butt, too?”



Dhana groaned. “What’s pretty about long eyelashes? They
just catch more dust, but people say they’re pretty. What’s pretty? No,
who cares what pretty is? Let’s think of a game!”



Silence, everyone was looking at one another—except for
Clair, who’d taken the box off to her magic chamber.



“We’ve played all our games a gabillion times.” Irene sighed
loudly.



Diana grinned. “I got me such a good idea. But I’ve been
saving it since winter. Until we got tired of our old games.”



Everyone turned her way.



“It’s team chase.” She held up her hand just as everyone was
going to say we’d played it twice that week. “But. In the trees. No one can
touch the ground once.”



“Wow!” Gasps of excitement—smiles—rubbing hands.



We discovered on going outside that a storm was moving in,
which meant the game wouldn’t happen immediately. That gave us time to think
about the stakes. When we played team games, we just had to have the winners
get something, even if it was only the others cleaning up the mugs after we had
hot chocolate.



I was trying to think of something good—and that night, when
it was my turn to patrol, I decided my stake would be that the losers take a
few rain patrols for the winners.



Not that I ever complained, except to whoever I was
patrolling with. But it was weird. I love watching rain. When it was warm, I
love running around in it. But I really hated doing patrol while wet and cold.



Next day, at lunch, we sat up in the White Palace, everybody
present but Clair, who’d run out earlier, after getting a message from someone.



The storm had turned into a thunderboomer, which meant it
was probably on its way out at last. The clouds made a corrugated dark gray
blanket just below the white castle, with light flashes here and there. It was
weird to watch.



“So what’s the stakes?” Irene asked.



Faline raised her spoon—and three people automatically
ducked, so they wouldn’t get splattered with tomato-and-rice soup. “The losers
have to paint themselves in stripes for a week!”



All thumbs turned down, except for Faline’s and Sherry’s.



“Losers have to do rain patrol for a week of rains,” I put
in.



All thumbs turned up except for those belonging to Dhana,
Faline, and Sherry.



“It has to be funny,” Faline said.



Irene raised a forefinger skyward. “Funny mine is.” Dhana
rolled her eyes at the finger, but stayed quiet, and Irene said, “The losers
have to dress like PJ and Fobo for a week.”



“Better.” Diana lunged forward, eyes wide. “They have to
steal the clothes from them.”



A roar of approval greeted her suggestion.



I groaned. I would have loved that one, but was really
hoping to get in my rain patrol idea. So were Gwen and Seshe, I saw, because their
thumbs didn’t go up.



“Tie vote—we have to have a—” Irene started, then halted
when Clair came in, grinning.



Behind her was a tall fellow with a swinging walk. We gave a
shout of welcome when we recognized Clair’s cousin Puddlenose. That made his
brown face flush all over as he grinned—a twin grin to Clair’s. He pulled out a
chair, grabbed a plate, and piled it with about half the melted-cheese crispy
potatoes on the serving platter.



“Haven’t eaten for a while, eh?” Irene commented.



“Two days,” Puddlenose said, between chomps. “So, what’re
you all doing?”



Irene explained quickly, not even trying to be fair about
the choice of stakes. But Gwen spoke up feelingly for ours (she’d been on
patrol with me the night before) and I stayed silent, thinking and watching.
I’d noticed Diana’s eyes narrow so all you saw was the dark fringe of her
eyelashes. What was it about eyelashes, anyhow? Hers were the prettiest in the
gang, but of all of us, she cared least about anything pretty.



What she did care about was winning. It wasn’t the
prize so much as that great feeling you get after a game when you won. So that
meant she had her best team in mind, same as I did. Only here was Clair, with
her cousin, which would mean we couldn’t leave him out. But I didn’t want him
on my team. I liked Puddlenose, and he was a good runner, but that long body of
his just had to be cloddish in trees. And I knew Diana was thinking the same
thing.



There was one way out. When we had an odd number, we played
without teams, first or last counted as loser.



“Are you playing, Clair?” I asked.



“Yes—if that appointment I told you about doesn’t happen.”



No help there, but I forced a big grin. Now we’d be ten, and
sure enough, it wasn’t just Diana giving me the hairy eyeball. Irene had just
made the mental count too, for she said to Puddlenose in a sugary voice, “You
like climbing trees?”



“I haven’t done much of it. You know that from my last
visit.” He laughed. “But it’s been fun the times I’ve tried.”



Irene slithered a look my way, then Diana’s, and I knew she
was thinking about who the teams would be. Then Dhana started giving us the
fish-eye.



I would swear Clair hadn’t looked at any of us, but she
said, “How about this? Puddlenose and I will be on one team. Diana, will you
join us? Gwen ... and Sherry?”



I was more relieved than disappointed. So much for my
sneakily planning the perfect team for this game, which would have been Diana,
me, Seshe, Dhana, and Gwen—who’s small but very, very good at fast climbing
when she’s determined. Only I wouldn’t have gotten Diana anyway, as she was
behind the PJ/Fobo plan. Now I didn’t care which stake anyone picked, which was
lucky, because Puddlenose instantly voted for the PJ/Fobo thing, and Gwen
changed her mind, voting for it, too.



Then she said, “Puddlenose, you have to come down to the
Junky, and see your new room!”



“You made me a room?” His eyes widened.



Here was a palace cram-packed with rooms. So many rooms
nobody could count them. But he was happy that we made him an extra hole in the
ground—and Clair was excited to show him. Weird, I thought, as we all zapped
downstairs.



For a short time there was just noise as everybody talked at
once, some telling Puddlenose the story of our expansion, Faline trying to cram
in the visits to the Dudly Duo, and Puddlenose trying to thank everybody in
sight for his own room, even though all that was in it so far was a bed and a
trunk for clothes.



“The ceiling is high enough so we could get a bunk bed if
you ever want to invite a friend,” Clair said, when enough people had stopped
yapping long enough to draw breath.



“Invite a friend.” Puddlenose turned round and round. “Invite
a friend. My own room.”



We swept out again, to go back to planning the game, but I
noticed Puddlenose was kind of quiet.



o0o



We decided to start the game the next day, once we’d set up
a boundary by tying a knot of long-grass to the first limb of the trees
selected. Those wouldn’t draw attention unless you were looking for the
grass-knots, we figured.



Seshe, Dhana, and Diana volunteered to put up the boundary
that afternoon, so everyone went off to do things. I remembered Clair’s mention
of her appointment, which was some weird thing about the Magic Council, which
had headquarters halfway around the world.



She’d been brought a letter, in silver ink, supposedly from
them. It came from the Wood Guild representative who came around once a year,
an old man who never said never said much, just checked the Guild records at
the Guild Hall on the cloudtop. In fact, it had only been the last couple of
years that Clair had seen him at all.



Now, suddenly, this year he had presented himself at the
castle to say that on his next visit he would bring a Sartoran Mage Council
representative to interview Clair.



As we all broke up, Clair said, “What are you going to do?”



“I was thinking of that Mage Council person. Why this
interview with somebody all the way from Sartor?”



“Well, not Sartor,” Clair reminded me. “They are under
enchantment still, by Norsunder.”



“Yeeech.” I felt that nasty back-of-neck prickle at the
thought of Norsunder, run by powerful and ancient and evil sorcerers somewhere
outside of time. They’d managed to cut off the most famous kingdom in the
world, by some extra creepy enchantments. As soon as I’d heard about that, I’d
thought, wow, am I glad Mearsies Heili is so small that the only kind of
villains that take any interest in it are old fumblers like Kwenz, and greedy
bustle-heads like Fobo.



Was I wrong.



But that was way later, and this is now. Er, that is, it’s
then, when Clair and I were talking. I said, “Maybe this interview is because
you’re a new queen?”



“But why didn’t they come years ago?”



“Maybe it takes that long to get the news? I dunno.”



Clair frowned out the window as we passed into the hall. “Maybe.
I’ve been thinking about that. I mean, despite all the wonderful stuff said
about the Magic Council in the histories they can’t be very fast, or very good,
about protecting the world because Fobo cut down an entire forest without
permission of the Wood Guild, and there weren’t any consequences.”



“Right. But I’m going to practice my magic, just the same.
Because one thing for sure, I don’t trust any grownups far as I can throw ’em,
and that goes double for ones who know magic. What if they want to give us some
kind o’ magic test, or something? Glug.”



Clair went back to her magic chambers to tackle the mystery
ring and box. Puddlenose joined the three who were going to pick the border for
the tree chase. I headed for my room, but stopped when I heard a quiet step.



Gwen joined me. In the distance, Faline and Sherry hooted
and laughed—they were sliding down the grand banister again.



Gwen said, “I think we’ll get another chance for the rain
thing.”



“Okay.” I had to work hard not to show how annoyed I
was—fair was fair.



She grinned. “Don’t you see it? Puddlenose might not be good
in trees. So if he loses ... and he’s much taller than PJ ... well, when else
would we ever see him wearing one of Fobo’s dresses?”



My annoyance vanished, and I laughed all the way to my room,
then hit the books.



o0o



Next day, we gathered in the clearing that was the agreed-on
start of our boundary.



The forest isn’t all one kind of tree. It not only is a mix
in any given part, but the whole changes. It’s oakier toward the southeast, and
as the land rises toward the western border, there’s a lot more pine that grows
thick and wild. In fact, it’s really wild, in places dark even at noon,
and though we’d poked westward a few times, it was tough going. We’d retreat,
always talking about planning a camping trip so we could explore all the way to
the mountains.



Anyway, the boundary for our game was pretty much in the
southeast, where the trees were old, and spread out, making a wonderful living
ceiling.



Perfect for us.



We cut into two teams, and Clair unpocketed our tossing coin.
We don’t have a lot of coinage, and what we have is hammered, one at a time,
with a spell on it to keep it from being messed with. Most people either trade,
or they have letters of credit, with magical marks called sveds so you know
it’s honest, and they work kind of like checks. On one side of the coin is the
Mearsies Heili crest, or flag, with its six lilies in a stripe—one for each
province—and the three stars signifying the alliance between humans, Arusians,
and the Lake People.



On the flag, at the bottom right, is a crown, but on the
coins, the crown is on the reverse side. This crown is a picture of a real one,
a hideously ugly and uncomfortable thing that Clair hates, but wears for formal
occasions, because it has Historical Significance. (Also, because the six spiky
thingios sticking up with their golden carving and diamond tips make her look
taller.) I’m mentioning Six Stix now, because that crown ends up in one of our
biggest adventures, later on. Who could have guessed?



Anyway, we called “crown” and the other side got “flag”—Clair
tossed the coin—and it landed flag side up. That meant we had to chase.



We looked at one another, then turned to Seshe. I hate
counting, but I know we shouldn’t stick it on Seshe.



“I don’t mind.” She laughed. “It keeps me in practice.”



She has this method where she flickers fingers and toes,
which makes the count go in twenties, so she doesn’t have to do every number.
(I’ve tried, and get lost somewhere after 200.)



So she started, and Dhana watched Seshe, then turned away
when a butterfly fluttered from a shrub nearby. Dhana’s fingers fluttered,
somehow making us see a tree full of butterflies.



“I love hands,” she exclaimed. “They do so many
things!”



And she was off, whirling around the clearing, eyes half
closed, doing a butterfly dance while Seshe’s fingers and toes did their little
taps. Irene rolled her eyes, but before she could say anything, Faline spoke
up.



She’d been quiet, which was unusual. “We have to win.”
Even her freckles looked serious. “I am determined we are not going to miss the
chance to see Puddlenose wearing that Fobo gown with the giant polka-dots and
the lace bustle. It will be the funniest sight of a lifetime!”



“What’s Clair going to wear?” Irene asked. “She’d be lost in
a Fobo dress.”



“PJ’s pink-and-orange suit,” Faline declared. “She hates orange,
but she really hates pink.”



“Especially pepto-bismo pink,” I said.



They all knew that pepto-bismo pink was bright anti-barf
medicine pink, the ugliest pink of all the pinks.



“I think Fobo needs to see them, to really make it funny,”
Irene declared. “Let’s get Puddlenose a really ugly wig, and he can be a
princess from Lisalottaloony Land, like Lesa was.”



“What could be worse than one of Fobo’s own wigs?”



Seshe opened her eyes. “Fobo’ll just commend Puddlenose for
his good taste,” she said. “And make fun of him behind his back for his
terrible figure.” Her eyes closed and she went right back to her counting
rhythm.



Faline turned a handspring, her bright red braids flopping.
When she was upright, she said, “I think Seshe’s right. I bet you anything Fobo
doesn’t even remember what dresses she has, unless they’re a day old, because
she’s got so many in that closet.”



Seshe’s eyes opened again. “I know she doesn’t. When Diana
and I pretended to be maids, that time, we overheard the seamstresses
downstairs. They were deciding which gowns to take out and take apart and
remake in new combinations. Fobo thinks the gowns all new.”



Irene said, “You mean, she’s paying for new ones, but
getting old ones?”



Seshe’s eyes were closed again, but she nodded once.



“Serves her right.” Irene crossed her arms.



“I wonder if all the servants are in cahoots, stealing right
and left,” I said.



“Probably.” Faline chortled.



I scowled, wondering why it bothered me, then lit on a
reason. “They’re really stealing from Clair.”



Faline’s scowl was worse than mine. “That’s right!”



“Five hundred,” Seshe said. “Shall we split up?”



“No.” Faline waved her arms. “Then we bumble all over, and
some do the same places twice, and skip others. Let’s do like we patrol when
we’re looking for someone, spread in a line where we can see one another, and
go round the whole boundary, then in, smaller and smaller circles.”



Dhana landed in the middle of us, twirled around so lightly
the long grass didn’t even mash down. “Good idea.”



She leaped into the nearest tree without rustling a leaf,
leaving the rest of us to scramble, grunt, and swing our way after her.



“Okay, we’re officially in the trees,” I said. “Spread as
far as we can still see each other. I’ll stay at the boundary trees.” I added
that when I realized I was already in a boundary tree, practically sitting on
the tied cloth.



So everyone spread out to one side of me. I couldn’t see
Seshe at the far end, or Dhana, but I was able to keep Irene’s lacy sky blue top
in view, and Faline’s red hair. And I made sure all the trees between me and
them were empty of hiding kids.



Along we went, at first calling back and forth, but as the
day began to wane, and we’d only found Sherry (who was the worst at climbing)
and Diana (the best, but she picked a place that Dhana already knew, to her
disgust) we stopped babbling and started pushing harder.



That’s when we heard the noises. Rustling—voices—a crack of
laughter.



Sherry and Diana were climbing along just for fun.



“Hey, who’s cheating?” Faline bellowed. “They’re on the
ground!”



And Sherry began pegging the cheaters with pods. Pok! Pok!



Someone yelled, “Ow!” and someone else laughed.



I didn’t recognize that laugh, but one thing for sure, it
was the nasal, braying laugh of a boy more or less Puddlenose’s age. We girls
can be just as loud, but we don’t bray. Unless on purpose.



The noises stopped abruptly, then one of them said in
Chwahir, “Hey! There’s someone up there!”



Sherry thought that was funny, and cackled with laughter. I
froze. Zizzed my head to the side, to meet Faline’s bug eyes.



“It’s them,” she whispered so loud it sounded like a forest
fire.



“It’s them!” one of the clods said in Chwahir, which I could
understand because of my medallion.



We dropped out of the trees onto a knoll, where the Chwahir
boys had gathered in a clump, some of them staring up at the trees for more of
us, others looking around. For a second or two, everybody eyed everybody else.



Their uniform was the usual ill-fitting, rusty-black, sturdy
linsey-woolsey typically worn in the Shadow. Seshe insisted it wasn’t fair for
them to be stuck living in the eternal dark of the Shadowland, but wow, ol’
Kwenz sure liked black. His castle was black, his people wore black, and he’d
put that horrible spell on them so their eyes were black.



That made it difficult to see exactly who they were looking
at.



The one in the middle was a beanpole more or less
Puddlenose’s age, tall and lanky, his posture a kind of awkward capital S. His
face was long, chin slightly receding, his mouth and eyes kind of reminding me
a little of Barney Fife, this goggly-eyed guy on TV back on Earth. His hair was
black and lank, and his skin the usual pasty-pale Chwahir color that reminded
me of dead mackerels.



He pointed at me. “I know who you are.” His Mearsiean was
flat-accented, but perfectly understandable.



“Princess Cherene Jennet Sherwood.” I copied Irene’s
dramatic arm-crossing. “You must be Jilo, accompanied by Poopdeck, Lunkhead,
Pig-eye, Fonesmish, and Glotsnotsplatglue.” Best ones I’d made up on the spot
in a long time! But did he appreciate it? Talent wasted!



Instead, he muttered, made a familiar sign—and the world
around me shimmered. The boys burst into brays, howls, and snackles of
laughter.



Illusory spell! I mirrored it back—one of the first things
I’d learned—and there he was, looking like a rotting zombie like in one of
those movies on Earth.



Jilo did another spell, I mirrored it—and we girls appeared
to the other side as purple pod people with tentacle arms.



Then it was time for animals. He turned me into a goose (his
clods began giving sound effects, cluing me in) and I made him a giraffe. Then
the battle was on, and we both started including the people on the other side.



Jilo called a halt when some of the spell-casting caused
half of our people to look like snails, which meant the other half all started
lunging forward, feet raised. Apparently the clod gang had as much trouble as
my excellent, brilliant friends understanding when a spell was illusion and
when real. Anyway, nobody wanted their feet stomped.



“What are you doing here, anyway?” I demanded. “This is our
territory.”



“No it isn’t,” he shot back. “You people usurped it. We have
as much right to it as you do. More.”



“Figures you’d think that, you and that grundge-bearded ol’
geez. Where’d he dig you up, anyway?”



“I earned my place,” Jilo nasalled. “My father’s captain of
the first guard.”



“Oh, the stupidest of the stupids.” I was mad as fire about
that ‘earned’ biznai. I knew immediately it was a crack aimed at me, and my
becoming a princess.



Their braying laughter made it clear that, yep, it had been
aimed at me, and further, my retort had lead-ballooned.



“A lot you know about anything,” Jilo said.



That wasn’t any better as a comeback, heh heh, and the girls
ranged behind me offered an entire barnyard of disapproving noises.



“I know everything worth knowing. Which does not
include you,” I said loftily, copying Irene when she was being most
maddening—and knew it.



One of the clotpoles had muttered something to Jilo while Faline
was leading the hooting squad; I heard the word “promotion”.



Jilo looked up with a considering expression, like he was
counting us, and I realized they were going to try to make the grab on us.
After all, Kwenz had made it clear that if he got his mitts on us, he’d use us
against Clair.



So? “Get ’em, girls.” I pointed, field marshal at the brink
of battle. “Throw ’em clear back to their pig sty!”



Everybody jumped to action, Sherry flying over by a branch
to land squarely on the back of a big clod.



It was getting dark, which meant their best seeing time and
our worst, and they were bigger. But they were trying to grab us, which is a
lot harder than trying to air condition one’s innards with a pointy thing,
which neither side had thought to bring along.



So the air filled with mud, bits of grass, and thuds and
oofs and pocalubes from us and curses from them. Elbows, knees, way too many
feet got in my way, but I gave back in plenty.



I hadn’t wanted Puddlenose on my team, but it occurred to me
when I was squished under a dogpile that his size would’ve been useful now. But
he and Clair were hiding somewhere way far away, and I knew Puddlenose would
even be mad he’d missed the fun.



Not that it was fun right then. I got my hair pulled far too
many times, and I also learned that Jilo (unlike PJ) was not ticklish, when
Diana did a flat launch, bowling over a couple of them, so that three girls
could pounce on Jilo. We both tried to take the others prisoner, got kicked or
heaved off, until at last the scramble stopped, everyone out of breath, and we
discovered that roughly half had the other half pinned down in some way or
other.



I couldn’t stand offering a truce, but Jilo probably felt
the same. We all heard a distant horn, and the Chwahir looked up. I remembered
our game. Nobody really said much beyond insults and threats, as we
disentangled and separated off, us to troop to the Junky, where we found the
rest of Diana’s and Sherry’s team gathered in triumph.



Turned out to be even-steven: they were mad to have missed
the fun (ha, some fun) and of course we?



Had to get and wear the Auknuge fashion specials.



At least PJ was madder to see me in his pink-and-orange suit
than I was to be wearing it.



FOUR

“Halfway Around the World in a Mess of Days”


We girls hadn’t thought about leaving MH—why should we? We
were happy at home. But one thing about adventures, they seldom ask what you
would like before you wake up and find yourself on one.



So, the next one followed on pretty fast.



Puddlenose insisted on sneaking into the Shadow to spy out
Jilo and his pals. When he didn’t reappear for a couple of days, Clair got
worried, and so Gwen and Seshe went down the mountain to see if they could find
him.



When they didn’t reappear, Clair got more worried. I’d been
helping out with some of the morning boredom, mostly listening to people who
wanted to complain about things. Clair had told me that a lot of folks just
want to blab on and on, and if you listen politely often they either talk
themselves into doing the right thing, or else they demand something so
ridiculous the answer is an easy no. I could help her by sorting those ones out
when she ended up with a lot of people to see. If someone had a real problem, I
set them aside for her.



Well, after a long morning of really dumb stuff, Clair was
still worried, so I said, “How about I go check?”



“I think I should. Except I’ve still got that Mage Council
person coming. I don’t know which day.”



I made a sour face. “I’d rather check then have to deal with
some super-important flooble! What if I bow wrong and they turn me into a
cactus?”



Clair laughed her kitten-squeak laugh, and I ran off to
change my clothes—forgetting about my little silver crown. I wore it as my
Badge of Respectability when I helped with morning boredom, and since it was
small, and fitted my head, it acted like a fancy headband, so half the time I
forgot it was there.



I ran off to change back into my favorite outfit—white
shirt, black vest, green skirt, bare feet—and then to find out whose turn it
was to patrol.



Meanwhile, Klutz and Id (the kid mayors of Wesset North) had
gotten the news about Puddlenose being captured through a spy they had in the
Shadowland. They decided to investigate ...



Dhana and I ghost-footed down the trail, pausing like
super-spies to peer around every corner. We snaked to the outskirts of the
Shadow, scanning carefully before we started down the last of the rocky trail,
and—



White painful light exploded.



And I woke up groaning. A warm thing bumped my neck. I
moaned, “Doooooon’t,” rolled away ... and found myself next to Dhana. Our eyes
were about four inches apart, hers bleary. “Huh?” she whispered.



“Baggies!” I croaked.



Slowly I put together the clues: we’d walked into some kind
of magical trap. Only ... I looked around. How did all the others end up in it?
Because Puddlenose lay face down, his feet near my face. “So that’s what woke
me up,” I said, pointing.



Gwen gave a weak laugh. Stinky feet was her favorite
joke—she never got tired of it.



I rolled the other way. Red hair—Faline? No, it was long and
bristly-straight rather than short and bristly-curly. Klutz and Id? Yep. How’d
we end up with Wesset North’s mayors?



Those of us who’d wakened worked on the others.



“Arrrrgh,” Puddlenose groaned.



“Hey, it’s your feet stinking us into comas,” I cracked, and
Gwen and Klutz shook with laughter.



Then Klutz grimaced, rubbing her ankle. “I tripped while
trying to escape. It hurts.”



“We better wrap it up,” Seshe said doubtfully. “We don’t
know where we are, but it’s for certain we’ll need to be walking if we want to
get home.”



We looked around, then. Not that there was much to see: we
were in a bare room, the walls whitewashed, the floor smooth, worn tiles of a
color pretty much like mud.



Gwen hopped to the door—locked. The one window was shuttered
from the outside. The light came from a glow globe on a sconce, high up above
the door.



While she checked that, Dhana ripped out the hem of her
skirt, which had been floor length. She and Seshe passed the length back and
forth, binding Klutz’s ankle. When it was done, Klutz wiggled her toes. “Better.
Thanks! Gotta wake up Id.”



“I already tried,” Gwen said. “Because he landed with his
arm over my nose. I think you squished him when you fell.”



“Nonsense. He’s just worse than a log. I know from our days
back in France.” Klutz leaned down close to Id’s ear, and said (in French) “Here
comes the Committee of Public Safety!”



Id shot up, eyes bugging.



“Works like a cactus to the seat,” Klutz gloated, as Gwen
went back to the door, and began fiddling with it.



“Rather have the cactus,” Id croaked. “Ow, my brain. Who
took it out, and did you have to do it in pieces?”



“Speaking of brains. Who remembers what?” I asked.



“Kwenz. Threat,” Puddlenose said, grimacing. “I think ... I
think we were supposed to be transferred to Land of the Chwahir.”



“Ugh!”



“Pshew!”



“Ghack!”



“Bleccch!”



I fished out my medallion. “These must have footled the
spell. Somehow. Though they’re meant to protect us from the Yxubarecs getting
us, and pushing us off a cloud, it could be the two kinds of magic tangled up.
Or something.”



Everybody looked at me, and shrugged or waggled a hand, or
nodded. I was the magical “expert” so my guess was good enough for them.



Seshe said, “Do you think we got forced to another
Destination?”



I rubbed my eyes. “I don’t think this is a Destination.
These are plain tiles, and transfer Destinations are patterned. Unless someone
uses this room for transfers back and forth, you know, between two places
familiar to them. Hey, where’s Gwen?”



The door was slightly ajar, and I realized she’d picked the
lock. Diana was a good teacher, I thought, grinning.



Gwen was soon back. Her eyes were round. “I think,” she said
slowly, “we’re in a loony bin.”



Id gasped, and Klutz fell backward, wheezing with snickers. “Are
they gonna bring the chains?” Id asked.



Klutz whacked him on the arm. “We’re in this world,
remember? They don’t lock up the loonies like they did back in France.”



Klutz and Id had once run a gang of orphans during the
French Revolution. Despite all the adults going crazy and chopping one another’s
heads off, the two had kept all the kids in their gang alive. They ended up with
us, and after Clair heard about their skills, she promoted them to be mayors. Even
though Id had admitted that he’d been raised as a thief. As a result, he was
probably the most honest kid in the kingdom!



“What makes you think we’re in a loony bin?” I asked. “Did
you talk to anyone?”



“No, it’s just, they look weird—making weird noises, some of
’em wearing weird getups—”



“Let’s get outa here,” I said, and nobody argued.



We snuck out one by one, looking in all directions.



It was a plain building, old wood and stone like most, only
the stone was a darker gray than I had gotten used to in MH. Here and there
people in all kinds of weird outfits went here and there, and as we passed
rooms, we got glimpses of people shouting, running about, once singing.



Seshe started grinning. “I wager anything we’re in a
theater.”



Gwen’s mouth popped open. “I didn’t know ordinary people
could be in theaters!”



“Who do you think is in ’em?” Sherry asked.



“Stars!” Gwen waved her hands.



Sherry looked up toward the ceiling, and so I said, “The
word for famous people, on Earth.”



“That’s an odd thing.” Seshe looked puzzled. “Why stars? Are
some moons and suns?”



A couple of grownups appeared and started blabbing at us in
that tone of voice that means What are you doing here?



“This way,” Klutz said.



The corridors were narrow, filled with stuff. We ducked
after Klutz, who hobbled swiftly, the boys on either side trying to catch her
hands so they could help out. But she waved her arms and crab-scuttled, the
rest of us galloping after.



Duck, duck, and we entered a wide space, with colored
glowglobes overhead, almost blinding. We were in a room—no, a fake room, with
one side dark, rustling beyond it—



“It’s a set,” I said, remembering school plays. “Uh oh, I
think we’re on stage.”



Sherry froze, staring out at the darkness. Then Gwen
poonched her cheeks and lips, goggled her eyes, showed that to the audience,
and ran. Sherry gasped, giggled, turned a terrible handspring, and ran. I
pounded after, and because the audience had started laughing, I scratched my
armpits and went “Ook! Ook!” forgetting that they don’t have monkeys here—or if
they do, not around MH.



Seshe looked out, they put her head back and neighed like a
horse—and Puddlenose promptly started walking like he had a peg leg. Id did a
kind of zombie shamble, Klutz flapped her arms and hooted as she ran past the
actors, who’d frozen, glaring at us. One unloosed a kick, which Klutz barely
escaped. Then Dhana paused, like she does, whirled, then leaped, and the
laughter died swiftly to stillness.



Dhana’s mouth curled at one corner, and she did just a
little of her butterfly dance, then leaped after us, to a crash of applause.



We zoomed through the fake wall, and kept on going.



By then I’d figured that the room we’d landed in was indeed a
Destination—but for goods, not people. I was trying to figure out the magic for
that as we ran like crazy down a street, around a corner, and into a square.
When we realized no one was chasing us, we stopped, breathing hard, and looked
around. Klutz was still fizzing with laughter, even though she was limping.



The houses were made of some kind of slatey-looking stone,
covered with flowering vines. People dressed differently than at home—not a
lot, but enough, so it was clear we were definitely not in Mearsies Heili.



“Where are we?” Gwen asked.



“It looks like afternoon,” Seshe said.



“It was afternoon when Clair sent me after you. It was
getting dark when we reached the Shadow ... and we slept ...”



“If Kwenz tried to send us to Chwahirsland,” Puddlenose
said, “then we have to be halfway round the world.”



We looked at one another.



“Can you transfer us back?” Seshe asked me.



“One at a time, maybe. The air is full of magic,” I said,
feeling potential around me. In fact, it felt a little like it does near the
Magic Lake, lots of magic almost glittering in the air.



I marked the tiles at my feet, memorizing them so I could
return, then began the spell—and felt that warning that meant a ward. I
stopped. “Nope.”



I tried again, cautiously, trying to tell if the ward was on
the area, or against my magic. The zap—kinda like static on a dry day—was so
quick, I knew the ward was on me, and I pocalubed Kwenz from here to next week
and back again the long way.



Sherry looked worried, Gwen scared, Seshe troubled, Klutz
and Id interested. Puddlenose grinned. He loved pocalubes, and had yet to hear
all my best ones. And he was used to travel. He obviously didn’t see any big
problem.



When I’d run out of good ones and found myself repeating, I
stopped, took a breath, then said, “Do you recognize that lingo the people were
gabbling?”



He shrugged. “Some words. Somebody or other told me that
most of the languages in the southern countries are more or less related to
Sartoran, so you can kinda figure things out. It’s been true, I’ve found.
Except for the languages that aren’t related to Sartoran. Then it’s
gibble-gabble,” he finished cheerfully.



“So what do we do?” I asked, thinking, Clair’s going to
be so worried.



“I’d say, we pick a direction, because east or west, we’re
sure to get home, if we’re really halfway around the world.”



Gwen said worriedly, “How do we get something to eat? We
don’t have any money. Do we have to steal it?”



“We’re good at that,” Id said, hooking a thumb at Klutz. He
added hastily, “If there are any bad guys around to steal from.” Obviously
remembering that he was a Mayor now, not the leader of a gang of street rats in
Paris where the adults were busy hanging and guillotining one another.



“Naw, it’s easy to earn a day’s bread,” Puddlenose said
reassuringly. “Kids are always on the Wander. Especially if there’s any harbors
around. And if there are harbors around, we could find a ship to take us home!”



Everybody liked that idea.



“If we’re on the big continent half-way around the world,
then we should go north—that way—and we’ll reach the sea.”



“Are there any kid pirates?” Klutz asked, rubbing her hands.
“Not mean ones.”



Puddlenose scratched his head. “Well, there’s one I’ve heard
about, but I don’t know if she’s real, or from history, or what. She fights
against bad kings and their navies.”



Everybody liked the sound of that, but as he didn’t know any
more, we started walking north.



The city, or town (I can never much tell which is which,
especially coming from a gigantic city like I had) had a few more streets,
first of shops, then of houses with gardens, then things like stables and
places where people did stuff with flax, and so on. It wasn’t a walled city,
just gave way gradually to farm areas; at some point a fellow paused in turning
soil over, leaned on his pitchfork, and waved, gabbling something cheerful that
sounded like he was talking backwards.



Then the countryside changed, with abrupt rises, falls, a
stream tumbling this and that side of the road, so we crossed a lot of little
bridges. When the road turned firmly west, we left it and kept going, always
either north or east, depending on what was flatter.



We eventually ended up on a cliff overlooking a low river
valley, dotted with villages, bisected by quilt-squares of crops. Here and
there stone castles jutted up, some turned into mansions, others with the old
walls and stuff, but covered with vines.



The thing that drew our eye was a city in the northern haze.
It looked white—from a distance a lot like our White Palace, which was made of
that weird stone we’d thought unknown anywhere else.



From this distance, it looked like a whole city made of
white stone. It didn’t even take any discussion: we all wanted to go there.



Puddlenose, used to ranging the countryside, found a path.
Since we were walking single file down a steep trail, there wasn’t much talk.
We stopped at streams to drink, but by the time the sun was sinking slowly into
the west, we were all really hungry.



When we reached the floor of the valley, Seshe said, “Why
don’t we go down river?”



“How can we pay?”



We looked at ourselves. I was in my usual outfit, except I
still had my crown. While the skirt had pockets, they were empty. Sherry wore a
frilly blouse and knee pants (no shoes, like Gwen and me) and Gwen a blue tunic
over kneepants. Seshe wore a dress, as usual, thin linen over a cotton
underdress, both undyed. Puddlenose wore his usual unremarkable shirt, pants,
shoes and socks, and Klutz and Id sturdy dark-colored clothes because they’d
been spying out the Shadow after third-hand gossip that an Important Capture
had been made.



“No gems or jewels other than our mayor necklaces.” Id
sighed. “And I’m not giving that up.”



“Yeah, because Clair gave it to us,” Klutz said, patting hers.



“And cuz it’s got magic on it,” Id said. “Who knows, maybe
she can find us by them?”



“No, it’s gotta be the same magic we girls get on our
necklaces, to protect us from being grabbed and shoved off clouds by the
Yxubarecs.”



Id squinted at my crown, then my ring. I could tell he was
thinking that Clair had given us that stuff, and it was worth plenty, with or
without magic.



I looked down at the ring. Wait! I could twist the stone out
and throw it ... but it would only bring transfer me to Clair, and leave the
others behind. And I wouldn’t know where I’d left them behind.



So forget that.



Id was still eyeing us in a way that made me suspect he
wanted to steal us food, if not sell our jewelry, but he was just waiting for
someone else to suggest it, so he’d know it was okay. After all, stealing was
how he’d spent his time as a kid. But like I said, he’d been trying to be an
honest person ever since coming to this world and being appointed a mayor,
instead of being tossed in the klink, like he’d expected. Klutz, too.



Dhana said, “Maybe we can offer some entertainment?”



“I think we’re good.” Seshe looked doubtfully at us. “But
will others think us good enough for pay?”



 “I’ll dance.” Klutz waved her arms and legs, then winced. “Ooogh.
Okay, I’ll sing.” She began squawking like a cockatoo.



That started off a bunch of our best insult songs. Since
Klutz and Id hadn’t heard a few of our newer ones, we sang those. Puddlenose
joined in on the ones he’d learned in his few days of visiting. He wasn’t much
for carrying a tune, but he sang nice and loud. Dhana stayed quiet, and at the
end of Home, Home on Derange said, “People will pay us to go away!”



Id said, “People don’t pay you to go away. They throw
sticks.”



Klutz jerked a freckled thumb his way. “He’s right.”



“Hmmmm,” Puddlenose said.



We reached the river, and a road alongside it. Just below a
village there was a wharf. We learned that a raft would go down that evening,
but they mostly carried stuff for traders, not passengers to be sung and danced
for. When our faces showed our disappointment, the man in charge laughed. “You
lot on the Wander?”



We all nodded.



“If you work at loading and unloading, old Ginsa’ll take you
on. Then she doesn’t have to pay the wharf hands.”



This turned out to be true. We got floated the rest of the
way, which was good, but we had to unload about ten billion heavy boxes into
wagons, which was bad. Also bad: we hadn’t had any supper, so our stomachs felt
flat against our backbones by the next morning.



But the tough old woman in charge seemed to like what we
did, because at the very end, when we were sweaty and tired, she grunted and
said, “Half the time the brats carry two boxes and run for it. Here, you can
have the pay I’d give the wharfers.”



And she handed us some copper coins.



We walked into the crowd. Klutz chortled, “I told you we
better not run,” and Id grinned.
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After a good breakfast that pretty much used up all the
coppers (making Puddlenose comment that the pay was probably for one single
worker, even though she got all our hands) we set out toward the white city.



There were a lot of dilapidated houses along the
road—temporary-looking. That was odd. I had gotten used to things being built
to last. On Earth there had been lots and lots of new building, even if a lot
of it was really ugly, with garish lights and a lot of aluminum siding. On this
world, I’d thought they didn’t build for cheapness and “utility” (meaning
ugly), but from the look of that shanty-town, I was wrong.



The people didn’t seem poor or desperate. In fact, everywhere
we looked there were goods on display on tables and in wagons, all like a nice
market moved into the open, away from the crummy tumbledown buildings.



Because we couldn’t understand most of what was said, we
couldn’t ask questions, until we stopped for lunch at what seemed to be the
last inn before a long, empty stretch of road leading to the white city.



“You sure you want to go into yon city?” Seshe asked, when
we sat down at a table.



“Sure! It looks pretty,” I said. “Why not? Maybe we can find
out something about ships, there.”



A girl our age wearing an apron had come over with a basket
of bread. She said in accented Mearsiean, “You do not wish to go to Arthla.”



We goggled at her as if she’d grown a purple nose.



She stared back. “You do not understand me?”



“We understand fine,” I said. “How’d you know our language?”



“How you do know ours?” the girl answered back, grinning.
She was tall, friendly brown eyes, pretty hair worn back in braids. “I come
from Tser Mearsies, and you?”



“Oh, the old country,” Puddlenose exclaimed. And to us, “Where
Mearsieans came from almost 800 years ago.” Back to the girl, “We’re not in
Tser Mearsies, right?”



She grinned. “You’re in Bermund. Tser Mearsies is upriver a
ways south. My family used to be on the sea-trade, but when Arthla went stone,
they shifted to the river.”



“Went stone?” I asked.



She pointed out the open window. “You don’t want to go
there. I know how pretty it is. But you really don’t want to go there, unless
you want to get turned into stone.”



“Why do people who go there get turned into stone?” Seshe
asked.



“Because they want the reward for freeing the queens,” the
girl said, shrugging. “From the stone spell.”



The gang looked at me.



“Hey, I only know how to break one kind of stone spell,” I
said.



“And you have to be royalty,” the girl said, laughing.



The gang’s gazes snapped from the girl to me again, like a
bunch of cartoon characters. Whizz, zap!



The girl looked at my silver crown, then at my scruffy
clothes and bare feet. She said doubtfully, “Or the Evil Mage turns you into a
rock statue.”



“Wait, wait.” I waved my hands. “Evil Mage?”



“Well, none of us have seen the Evil Mage. My
grandmother told us the story. She said her mother saw the Evil Mage
when they all moved out of the city, and put up out here, in hopes somebody
frees the queens, so they can all go back home. Now, what’ll you have? We’ve
three choices ...”



We pooled the rest of our coppers, and got the most filling
stuff we could for what little we had.



Over that, we discussed what to do. Puddlenose thought we
should go straight to the white city and look around. Royalty and stone spell
were too interesting to pass up. Klutz agreed. Seshe was worried, because of
the talk about the city being full of statues from those who tried and failed.
Sherry got scared by the mention of Evil Mages, and Gwen would agree with one
side then the other. Dhana didn’t care, and Id wanted to run for the hills. He
didn’t trust white cities, evil mages, or any kind of royalty. “Except you,
because you’re not like real royalty,” he said, pointing to me. “I mean, born
royalty.”



Yes, that was the problem. I wondered if some sort of weird
magic would decide I was a fake, if I did try to break the enchantment.



But when the others finally turned to me, most of them
expectant, I said, “Sure, why not?
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I didn’t say anything, but when we were done, Seshe walked
by me. “I don’t understand how any magic spell could know someone is royalty,”
she said, then added quickly, “or not.”



“I don’t know either.”



“Do crowns have special spells? I never studied magic. Did
Clair tell you they do?”



“Well, Six-Stix does, but all the magic was put on it. So
how else could magic know a crown is a crown? Well hey, if the situation looks
stinky, we can always skedaddle, right?” I loved the idea of defeating an Evil
Mage ... and getting a reward.



If, that is, if I could do it by dispelling some evil spell,
and not get myself into a magic fight, which I knew I’d lose.



On the other tentacle, if that Evil Mage wasn’t used to
illusions, and pies, and the MH gang’s ways of doing things ...



“Yeah. Let’s go,” I said.



“Yay!” Klutz yelled.



Id sidled a look around and then joined in when Puddlenose
hooted and rubbed his hands. We left, walked until dark, and then found a barn
to hole up in. Puddlenose was the expert here, showing us how to make hay
nests. The hay was really old, left over from last year, but it was comfy
enough if you flattened it so it wouldn’t tickle your neck or face.



The next day, we bucketed along, and reached the outskirts
of the city.



If you didn’t notice how empty of people it was, you’d
describe it as a pretty city. The stone was not the weird stuff of our White
Palace after all, but several different types of local white rock, some
glistening, some not, with streets made mostly of pale gray or honey-colored
brick. Carvings everywhere, with lots of arches, and flowering trees growing in
circles with broad avenues leading off. The buildings were silver-veined marble
closer to the palace, divided off by winding canals with pretty arched bridges
all over, a style I was going to see again when I ended up in Colend, on
another adventure later.



The closer we got to the central palace (which was several
stories tall, with four big towers above the slanted golden roof) the more
stone statues we met. Just about everyone was frozen in the act of bustling
away from the palace, some looking back over their shoulders.



“Evil Mage, you think?” Gwen asked, after we passed another
one.



“They don’t look surprised,” Seshe observed.



“What do you mean?” Dhana asked, frowning into the face of a
tall, gaunt man, who scowled worse than PJ when Mumsie-dearest didn’t instantly
give him what he wanted.



Seshe completed a circle around one. “Like they tried to
outrun something.”



Once she said it, I saw what she meant. None of them had
that look of “What’s happening?” you’d expect of someone confronted by an Evil
Mage saying, I’m gonna turn you into stone, har har! They looked more
annoyed, like “You can’t do that to me!”



We walked over a bridge larger than most, its arched
supports and rails edged with carvings of festooned garlands. Here, we found
more statues. Most were adults, though a few kids were there, too. We passed
one girl who looked like a spoiled brat—she’d been frozen mid-flounce, a fancy
dress flying out, her nose in the air, her mouth turned down.



“That,” Gwen said, “looks like a princess of the worst kind.”



“Makes me wonder how the spell knows who’s or what’s
royalty. Like, is it kings only? Is a new princess okay? How about an archduke?”
Klutz asked.



Id looked at her, his eyes wide under his unruly mop of
blond hair. “Archdukes?”



“Sure! I remember somebody blabbin’ about ’em in Paris. They
had a lot of ’em in that other empire, the one to the east.”



‘Hey, there’s somebody in there,” Puddlenose said,
interrupting this talk. Just as well, because I couldn’t figure out whether to
worry or not, and Sherry looked scared again.



We entered a huge room that looked like a throne room, a low
couch cushioned with embroidered satin pillows at the far end, surrounded by
lots and lots of bright color. The color, we saw as we got closer, was
contained in round and oval and cylindrical shapes—vases and bowls and urns.



On the couch sat a plump little man, surrounded by paint
supplies. The white marble of the room contrasted with all the tables and
shelves full of containers of various sizes, and cups, and fire screens, all
painted in what people call lapidary style: tiny, brightly glowing patterns and
shapes, as if bejeweled. I rarely took much notice of such stuff, but these
were beautiful.



The little man was busy painting a half-done vase, his pudgy
fingers holding a tiny paint brush that looked like it had three hairs in it.
Blue paint glowed at the end like a gem. He carefully touched it to a bunch of
tiny cherries, and the contrast of blue and crimson made the colors seem to
sparkle. Then he bounded to his feet, and addressed us in the local lingo.



“Can’t understand,” I said, mentally reviewing the pie
spell. If we threw enough of them, maybe he’d slip and slide, and couldn’t
chase us ...



“Are you here to break the spell?” He’d switched to
Mearsiean, that same accent used by that girl we’d met the day before.



And he looked straight at me.



I turned to the others. The gang shrugged, sidled looks that
meant You’re the princess, you do the talking, so I said, “Maybe.”



He sighed. “Well, I hope so.”



“What?”



“What?”



“What?” (etc)



He snorted a laugh, then sat down, and pointed at a golden
tray full of tarts and biscuits stuffed with cheese. “Here. Have something to
eat.”



Sherry stretched out her hand toward the tray, then snatched
it back. “Are you the Evil Mage?” She pointed at the food, which smelled so
good, my stomach was growling. “I don’t want to get turned into a frog!”



“I’m supposed to be a mage. And I learned what I had to, but
oh, I do so hate magic. But I’m bound here until the spell is broken. I hate it
here. It’s boring. Everybody hates me. Why should I have to pay for my
grandfather’s ambitions?” He scratched his head with the end of his paintbrush.
The wrong end—blue pain splotched his pale curls. I noticed that his
clothes—blue silk robe layered over blue silk trousers—was all paint-splotched,
too.



Puddlenose helped himself to some tarts, and sat on a
hassock. “What’s the story?”



The little man groaned. “How many times must I tell it?
Well, here ’tis. You know that many in this part of the world were born with
magic, after they came through the world gate.”



I thought of the horrible Yxubarecs—but then they’d refused
to give up their shape-changing powers, unlike the Mearsieans. Who’d been
shape-changers way, way back.



I said, “We know about the Mearsieans, and the Yxubarecs.
You’re not one, are you?”



He waved his hands. “You have it backwards! My grandfather
came through the world gate, seeking the four who serve as queens here. It’s
old politics from the other world—way before what you call the Yxubarecs were
confined to their cloud—and has to do with magic. But, hmmm, the four ... well,
call them sisters, in human terms. They loved this world. It’s a beautiful
world, if you get to see any of it outside this city.”



Puddlenose waved an apricot tart in agreement.



“And they got along fine with the local beings. They were
asked to become rulers, as they had so much magic. They agreed with the great
mages here to lay down certain powers, and in return they could stay. My
grandfather had thought to use those powers. They refused to join him in his
plans, and thwarted him. In revenge, he turned them into stone. But the
enchantment is difficult to break.”



“We heard—only foreign royalty can do it,” Klutz said,
smacking her skinny chest. “We’re all foreigners, and we’ve got royalty.”



A bunch of thumbs all turned toward me.



The little man peered at me, his bushy blond brows raised
hopefully, then he sighed as he bent to carefully mix a new shade of green. “So
many come here, and say they are royalty. I’ve never met so many kings,
princes, princesses—especially princesses—and the like. Well, here’s the
rest. The queens’ cousins, who had taken human form, bravely tried to help
out—and got stuck under a horrible spell that thrust them outside time to
wander and never find rest or peace.”



“That sounds even worse than the stone spell,” Seshe said.



“Yes.” The man dropped the paint brush onto the palette. “I’m
tired of running a kingdom where no one wants me. I just want to paint, and to
sell my works! But if I leave, then the spell becomes permanent. My grandfather
wanted to start a dynasty.”



“What do we do?” I asked. “I mean, I take it the magic
doesn’t work if you happen to be wearing a crown?” I tapped mine.



“Nope. All kinds of crowns on our statues, as you’ve
probably seen. As to how or why it works, your guess is as good as mine, beyond
the antidote riddle,” he said. “I never could master magic, my mind just
wandered too much, always into colors. I’d read a spell ... and think about
what color it might be painted in.” He sighed. “I know just enough to maintain
things here.” He yawned, brought up his hand to cover his mouth, and the
paintbrush in his fingers jabbed him with green paint just above one eye.



Puddlenose said, “What kind of royalty, can you say? I mean,
were all those statues of people running away really fake kings and the like?”



“I guess so.” The little man shrugged again, and then
reached down for a brush. But then he seemed to remember his manners, and
folded his hands politely over his round middle. “In truth, I’ve often wondered
why we had that many false kings and princesses about. Maybe it’s the thought
of the reward that draws ’em. Or maybe some of them are real, but not real
enough?”



Seshe said, “Can you tell us what makes them real? Do they
have to be named as royalty on their name day, or what?”



Her tone was odd, making me once again wonder what her
background was. And Puddlenose looked so fidgety, I remembered that his mother
had been a princess, and that terrible Shnit of the Chwahir had tried to make
him a crown prince, just out of cruelty.



And then there was me.



The little man shrugged. Didn’t take an atomic scientist to
figure he didn’t particularly care.



Klutz made a sour face as she pointed at the guy—she didn’t
think the Evil Mage was much on brains, though he obviously had plenty of art
talent.



I said, “Is the antidote to the spell written down anywhere,
even as a puzzle or clue?” Clare had told me about enchantments often having
their antidotes put as verses, or riddles, or hints, as an added protection.
Maybe he’d forgotten an important word or two.



“Oh yes. Up in the magic room, in the Winter Tower,” the
little man said. “It’s so fatiguing to walk all the way up there, and for what?
Boring books.”



Naturally the winter tower was the highest of the four, but
since we were here ... and there was always that reward.



“Let’s go,” I said.



“All of us?” Id asked, tipping his chin toward the food.



“Stay if you want. Save some eats for us.”



Seshe and Dhana went with me—Dhana to look through the
windows and sniff the air.



We pounded up and up and up the marble stairs, me thinking
of the White Palace at home, and wondering how Clair was. Bet she was worried,
which made me worry. I looked at my ring again, but shook my head. I felt I had
to stay with the others.



At last we came into a room filled with book cases. They
were jammed with hand-written and bound books, most of them looking really old.
In the middle of the round room sat a couple of tables, one with a book on it,
another bare. Between the book cases, in a circle, windows streamed with light.
Dhana drifted toward the nearest so she could look out at the view.



When I turned around, I discovered Seshe staring at
something. There was an archway I hadn’t noticed. A faint golden color glowed
in the door, through which we could see golden furniture. On tables inside this
chamber, someone had piled gems and coins and jewels in careless haste. All
glittering in the light.



“Wow, what a stash.” I took a step forward. “Is that their
treasure?”



Seshe turned away. “Might be. If so, that fellow doesn’t
seem to be guarding it very well.”



“You know, if we grabbed some, we could probably buy our way
home.” I took another step forward. “It’s not like anybody is using it.”



Seshe wrinkled her nose, and I could tell she hated the
idea. Of course. It was someone else’s stuff. The other way to look at ‘if we
grabbed’ was ‘if we thieved’. I sighed, turned my back, and began hunting along
the books—until I realized I couldn’t read any of the titles.



“This was a waste of time,” I exclaimed, just as the Evil
Mage appeared, panting.



“Thought I’d better come along,” he puffed. “Do you know, no
one’s come up here in years?”



“Why not?”



“I think it has something to do with the Enchantment of
Intent,” he said cheerfully. “The person who crosses this threshold with the
intent to possess sees a door open, oh, right about there, with treasures and
things beyond. And when they step through, snap!”



“Snap?” Seshe and I said together, as we whirled around to
back away from that treasure room—as if the archway would turn into a mouth and
pounce to bite us.



The archway was gone. Like it had never been. But I knew
what I’d seen, and judging from Seshe’s round eyes, she’d seen it, too.



“Snap.” He clapped his hands.



“Where do they go?” I asked, edging back again, just in
case, and curling my bare toes under.



He shrugged.



Wow, I thought. What if I’d been in a grabby mood?



“Two kings of Chwahirsland vanished that way, one right
after the other, scarce weeks apart, I’m told.” The man chuckled as if he’d
told a great joke. “The next one stayed away, but it didn’t do him any good.
His successor, the one over there now, took the throne the usual way.”



Puddlenose had already made it clear that the Chwahir in
recent centuries didn’t just hand off the throne. They took it. Shnit, the
current king, had killed his entire family, except for Kwenz, who had been sent
to the Shadowland. And Puddlenose thought another might have escaped as well.



“They haven’t bothered us since. That’s one good thing.” He
rocked back and forth from heels to toes, the paint splotches on his outfit
gleaming.



“Um, which book would have the antidote riddle or whatever,
the thing about foreign royalty?” I asked, now completely rejecting the idea of
touching anything in that room. Seshe also had her hands behind her, though she
bent close to the shelves, looking at the hand-written titles.



“That’s the one.” The mage pointed at an old-looking book
lying on a table all by itself against the far wall. “Open to the right page.”
He brushed absently at a blotch of yellow paint on his blue silk robe, smearing
it more. He bent over the book, and read something out loud, then he wrinkled
his nose, and said in Mearsiean, “‘The antidote is seen by sovereign hand.’ “Doesn’t
say what kind of royalty, does it?”



“Sovereign means ruler,” I said. “That much I know. It’s
pompous, but clear enough. Except, what if the sovereign was born, or
appointed, or crowned, or voted?”



Seshe said, “In Old Sartoran—which I had to begin studying
once, only it was so boring, it’s one of the reasons I ran away—words had a lot
of meanings.”



The little man grinned. “That’s right! They did, I remember
being told that much, before I fell asleep. Why can’t a word just do one job,
like a color, is what I asked myself?”



“And what did yourself answer?” I asked, which is one of our
favorite jokes, when Irene gets in a mood, and says things like I ask myself
why I bother with you snackleodeons ...



“I don’t remember, I was usually snoring! Or sneaking off to
learn how to layer gilt over gloss.” The man grinned at my cackle, then hunted
over the oldest shelves of books, the ones whose titles had faded long ago. “Here’s
the Old Sartoran shelves. Maybe there’s one that translates over to Mearsiean.
How fun! This is almost interesting! More interesting that no one ever asked
that before. Or maybe they did, but didn’t get past the Intent spell,” he said,
tipping his head. “Well, have fun, girls, I’ve got a vase to finish. I never
get the shades right if I have to remix, and this one’s too pretty to throw
away.”



I joined Seshe at the oldies-but-moldies shelf. “Old
Sartoran.” I sighed in disappointment. To be so close, and then floobed by old
languages! “I don’t know it.”



“I remember enough. Why don’t you get some lunch? I may as
well see if my stupid lessons were worth something after all,” she said.



I gorbanzoed back down all those stairs, and had just picked
up a tart when Puddlenose sidled up to me. “Magic food,” he whispered. “Like
your pies. You can eat it, but it disappears somewhere inside.”



And just as he said the last word I heard his stomach
growling.



“I don’t think he’s quite human,” Puddlenose added.



We turned toward Dhana, who was flitting about in a far
chamber, where there was a shallow pool. She’d give a rainbow flicker, vanish
into the water, and appear on the other side, dancing again, her clothes
dripping—not that she cared. I didn’t have to ask, I knew we were all thinking:
what’s human?



I sighed and dropped the pastry back onto the tray. The
little man didn’t notice—he was busy painting tiny clusters of blue berries in
the centers of curling leaves.



Presently Seshe came racing in, her long hair swinging
against her skirts. “I got it,” she said. “I think.” She stopped, making a
face. “No, I think it’s right. It’s the word ‘sovereign’ as I guessed. But it
wasn’t the Evil Mage who laid the spell, it was someone else protecting the
queens from his spells, because of what he did to the queens’ cousins.
That’s why the Old Sartoran.”



The little man looked surprised. “I never knew that.”



“I don’t think whoever came between the Evil Mage and you
did, either.”



“My mother. She was a singer,” he explained. “She left me as
soon as I turned twenty, and here I’ve been stuck ever since.”



“Well, you might be free soon, too, if I’m right. The word
‘sovereign’ doesn’t mean royalty here, or at least it can, but it’s got three
meanings. One meaning is ‘remedy,’ and the second refers to someone born on the
other side of the world gate. The third is harder for me to figure out, but it
seems to have something to do with ruling.”



Everybody stared at her, and she turned red.



“Wow, then I can do it after all,” I said.



“Or me and Id,” Klutz said.



“Let it be CJ, just in case, because there is that thing
about sovereign meaning ruler.”



“I think I can figure that out,” the little man said. “If I
remember right, rulers were mages in the old world—which is how all this got
started. Do you know magic?” He turned to me.



“Some.”



“I suspect it’s a matter of holding it, not knowing a lot of
spells.” He sounded more practical than he had yet.



“Let me try.” I tried to sound braver than I felt. “And if I
turn into a statue, well, you guys remember where I am, so you can tell Clair
what happened.”



With that, the little man led us through new archways, out
onto a lovely terrace, where there was a shallow pool and a fountain. At four
corners of the pool, were four statues of girls.



We went to the nearest, a girl with a round, calm face. She
reminded me of Seshe, in fact, though she was smaller and maybe younger—more
like my age. On her lap was a kitten, frozen in time, and the girl’s hand was
cupped protectively over the little creature. Someone had made a plaque saying,
Child of Spring.



Next was Child of Summer. She looked a lot like Diana—the
spell had caught her swinging around, her hair out, her bony face strong, her
expression midway between a laugh and dismay.



Id said, “Now she looks like she’d know how to play
some good tricks on the Committee of Public Safety.”



The little man blinked, and Klutz said comfortingly, “Never
mind. He says stuff like that, but he doesn’t bite or howl at the moon.”



“Hey.” Id elbowed her.



We moved on around the pool. The third statue also laughed,
but her head was tilted, and she gazed off as if through the world gate, and
into other worlds. I can’t say why, but I liked the looks of her at once. She
seemed about thirteen, her curly hair hung unkempt down her back, and she wore
a summer tunic. Her feet were bare. Her plaque said, Child of Autumn.



And last was the oldest—maybe sixteen—a tall girl with a
calm, steady gaze. She wore a complicated robe with a train. This was Child
of Winter.



My fingers felt damp and my throat dry, but with everybody
watching, I wasn’t going to turn chicken. I figured, better a statue than
vanishing through that weird arch upstairs. Clair can undo statues.



And with that, I went up to Child of Spring.



At once I felt magic tingling all through me. As I neared
her, the air between us wavered—as if we were suddenly underwater. But I
concentrated on holding still in all the magi surrounding me, though it felt
like a million bees humming closer and closer. My hand buzzed as I reached up
and touched her eyelids, just like in Clair’s story.



For a moment nothing happened, and then I realized that the
air had cleared. The bee hum had faded. And the white statue slowly gained color.
There was no amazing sound like ice crackling or anything, just one moment she
was still, the next she took a deep breath, and looked up, head to one side,
and smiled.



The kitten sprang, all its fur spiked out. “Mew!” it
complained angrily, and bounded away.



“By cracky! You done it, CJ!” Klutz yelled, and did a
handspring, wiggling her bare toes in the air as she turned.



Child of Spring followed. I stood there, waiting to turn to
stone, and when I didn’t, I waded through the magical air to Child of Summer,
and touched her eyelids. She stretched, swing her arms, leaped from her perch
and bounded to Spring, and whirled her around in her arms, laughing.



Autumn smiled, yawned, said a word whose tone clearly
implied “Thanks!” as she twirled off her perch.



Winter gazed at me, said something in a language I didn’t
understand, as she put her hands together and bowed over them. Then she moved
into the palace—followed by a crowd of people who had suddenly appeared.



“Hey, all the statues are live again,” Id said, thumbs over
his shoulders.



The former statues followed the four queens inside, their
voices rising as everybody began talking. The queens walked to the inner
chamber off the one with the pool, where the little mage was waiting. He
grinned, hands out in welcome, a paintbrush clutched in one. “Here you are! I
never thought I’d see it!”



He led them to yet another door, which the four of them
opened just by laying their hands against it. Some new spell was broken, and
inside they went, into a room filled with color: silken wall hangings of pale
peach, wine-red upholstery on old carved wood chairs and tables, forest-green
hangings with golden embroidery. Portraits hanging on walls.



Three of the queens led the people in. Over the hubbub
girls’ voices rose, angry and shrill: Well,*I* am the next heir to the
throne! And *I* am the second princess of ... They sounded like hens
when a thunderstorm is coming.



Autumn went over to the little mage and asked him something.
He opened his hands, looking apologetic.



Then she came to us. “You’re the travelers who set us free,
are you not?” Her voice was accented, but she spoke our language—or she spoke a
language we understood.



“Yes,” I said. “Why?”



“May I travel with you a while? I’ll have to come back for a
time each year, it seems, but the rest of the year I can keep looking.”



“For?”



“For my cousins, who were enchanted by that fellow’s grandfather.
I need to go find them, so they can be free of their enchantment.”



“Your cousins?”



“Laurel and Lael. I can’t bear to think of them walking the
world, silent and unable to make music or dance or laugh.”



“Okay.” I sighed. So much for the—



Klutz said cheerily, “How about our reward?”



By then I had a pretty good idea that any reward would be an
Attagirl and Hearty Thanks, and I was right. We stood around until Winter had
dispersed the worst of the crowd (a cluster of princesses still arguing angrily
at the far end of the pool about who had first dibs on the servants, once
somebody produced some servants), then Autumn danced up and kissed Winter. “I
am off to find Laurel and Lael.”



“May the wind stay warm and sweet,” Winter said, and turned
to us, hands out. “What can I give you? As you can see, the city is empty
except for stone.”



I would have loved a bag of enough gold to buy ship passage
with, but it didn’t look like they had any, and I wasn’t even sure they ate
real food. So I said, “We’ll just footle along—glad everyone is okay.”



Winter smiled. “If ever I may help you the way you helped
us, you’ve only to ask.”



We all said thank you, and out we bucketed.



“What’s gonna happen to all those princesses?” Sherry asked,
with her blue-eyed worried look.



“They go home,” Puddlenose said, shrugging.



“But if they were princesses from eighty years ago? Even
twenty?” Gwen asked, walking backward. “Will they be welcomed?”



Puddlenose snorted, and Seshe looked downward.



“Probably not, if their family is as grabby as royal
families usually are,” Puddlenose said.



By then we’d reached the top of a hill, where we could at
last see a sliver of ocean in the distance.



“So they find something else to do.” Seshe smiled. “It’s not
impossible.”



SIX

“Halfway: Adventure Bounces Back”


Autumn was at once ordinary and different. Her skin was one
of the bazillion variations of brown seen all over the word except in the
Morvende, who have sort of bleached out after a gazillion years underground.
She was kind of honey-colored, with rose in her cheeks, and a scattering of freckles.
Her hair was curly, reddish brown, her eyes the kind of hazel that changes a
lot.



Just when we figured she was pretty ordinary, she swooped
along a bunch of wildflowers growing along the path, plucked them, and worked
them into a garland. None of those flowers wilted, and when she was tired of
the garland, she took it off, poked her fingers into a stretch of barren
ground, put the flowers in—and they stood right up as if they’d grown there.



She and Seshe hit it off at once, talking happily about
flowers, birds, and animals, as we bucketed along.



We soon reached the harbor at the mouth of the river.
Already the news had traveled ahead of us, and there was a lot of
activity—people packing up, taking apart the shanty-houses, and so forth.



Puddlenose knew what to do. “If all else fails, you can just
about always get a job wanding,” he said.



Like I explained in the first notebook, magic has mostly
been used to make life better. There are spells to make water pure, there are
cleaning frames in most homes. You walk through the frame, and magic zaps all
the dirt from your skin, hair, clothes, even your teeth. And there are no
toilets, because by age two everybody learns the Waste Spell, which zaps human
waste from you straight into the ground.



But animals don’t learn the Waste Spell. Most cities have a
Wanders’ Guild. In other cities, wanding animal droppings from the streets is
done by people who got into trouble, and have to put in time doing service.
Sometimes they even have to live in jails while they do it. If you don’t want
to do service, worse thing happen—from being kicked out of the country to being
grabbed and stuck in mines, and in some countries, on galleys. Yuk! I guess
this is why a lot of people run away and become robbers and the like.



Anyway, wandering kids can just about always be assured of
wanding work in any place with a lot of streets and animals coming and going,
if there aren’t any more interesting jobs. Sure enough, after we went to the
harbor master’s building, we were given the wands and sent out in pairs to go
over the harbor roads, zapping away droppings from various animals drawing
wagons back and forth.



Klutz and Sherry just had to make up a game, counting the
different types of animal poo, and Id got silly about comparing colors and like
that. It sounds grosser than it was, since you wave the wand over the mess, the
air glitters, and the mess vanishes underground, just like the Waste Spell.



Puddlenose said they send someone around on inspection to see
if you’re actually doing the job, but if they did, we never saw the inspector,
because we all made sure our assigned streets stayed spic and span. The day
vanished, and we got a hearty dinner at the Streets Guild.



A good sized crowd of kids had packed into the place. Toward
the end of the dinner, the voices got louder and higher. There were a bunch of
languages spoken, but we finally found someone who talked in that accented
Mearsiean, who said, “Night time is the contest!”



It seemed that everybody pooled a little bit of money, then held
a competition for entertainers. Anybody could enter. You got out on stage (a
part of the room set off from the rest) and did some kind of act, there was a
general vote, and the winner got the cash.



I rubbed my hands. “Let’s do it!”



Most of us turned toward Dhana. “You dance. Easy win.” I
pointed to her.



She made a face, kind of shrugged all over, then said, “Too
noisy, and too dry.”



“Just a little dance,” I begged, looking forward to the room
full of awe. Nobody could be anywhere near as good.



“Don’t want to.”



“But we’ll win. Look at ’em—a bunch of clods, just
like us.”



“Hey!” Klutz twirled around on her toes with as much grace
as fence slats falling off a roof.



“Dhana,” I exclaimed, exasperated. She couldn’t possibly
think anyone was better!



 Dhana sidled a step, another step, and vanished out the
door.



I started after, but Klutz stuck a freckled paw in front of
me. “We can do a play instead! Then we all get to be in it!”



“Okay.” I fumed for a few minutes, though, while they
discussed play options. I was annoyed with Dhana, and I knew I shouldn’t be.
When I looked Seshe’s way, she studiously spooned up the last of her
pepper-and-potato stew, so I said, “What.”



“Nothing.”



“Seshe, you’re thinking something, I can smell it a mile
away.”



She gave me a weird sort of look. Pained. Then shook her
head. “She’s not a puppet.”



I clamped my mouth down on a retort. After all, I did ask.
But I was thinking, Obviously!



Puppet! I groaned inside. If anyone ever thought my
dancing good, I would love to be asked. My singing was okay, but nothing
great—I didn’t take lessons or anything, and in the first three or four acts,
there were a couple of singers who did much more interesting music than I could
offer.



But ... I sensed I hadn’t done right, though arguing inside
my head usually led to me talking myself into thinking I was in the right.



Puppet. That meant something on strings, that you made
dance—



Oh. I grinched my way past wanting to be the best in a group
until I found the uncomfortable discovery: pushing Dhana to show off might make
her feel like that’s what she was there for. Euw.



“... PJ and the goat!” Sherry said, her spoon in the air. “If
only we had Faline!”



“Well, we’ve seen her making new versions of that play for
the past month,” I said, glad to get rid of my horrible thoughts. “We can put
in the best of her jokes.”



“Yeah! Yeah! Yeah!”



That decided, we got up and joined the people heading to the
store room behind the dining room, where those who were performing were warming
up, or doing a quick rehearsal as they waited for their turn.



While the others were deciding who was going to be what, I
slipped out the side door, into the cool night air. Not that it was all that
cool—there was a hot, dry wind from the direction of the hills behind us, but
it was cooler than inside the ramshackle harbor buildings, with all those noisy
people.



I found Dhana on a wharf, leaning down, looking into the
dark water.



“Dhana.”



Her blond head lifted, barely outlined by the distant glow
of lanterns on a parked river raft.



“Sorry,” I said. “I wanted to show you off. I forgot to ask
if you actually want to be shown off.” And when she leaped to her feet, “We’re
doing PJ meets the Goat.”



“I’ll be the goat,” she offered.



“When I left, Puddlenose and Gwen were arguing over who
could do a better goat.”



“I know all Faline’s best jokes.” She took off ahead of me.



Inside, a small crowd of kids watched as Puddlenose and Id
and Gwen traded off butting Seshe and Sherry, to see which of the two made the
best snobby PJ. Seshe won hands down—she turned up her nose, turned down her
mouth. She was as good as Irene, who was usually PJ. (Later she told me she
copied Irene.)



Aware of people watching, I got that show off feeling again.
But I knew I was okay this time, because weren’t we all performers? So I said
to those looking at us, “This is a play about somebody really stupid where we
live.”



“Help me with the farmer,” Gwen said to me, her eyes wide. “I
forgot all Faline’s stuff.”



“Just pile on the pocalubes.” I pretended to be shoveling. “The
very best pocalubes.”



“Pocalubes?” one of the boys asked, in Mearsiean. “Is this a
word from the other Mearsiean land?”



“It’s our word,” Sherry said proudly.



“Seven adjectives and an insult,” I explained. “And they
have to be interesting words.”



We began zinging our best ones back and forth cracking up so
much that we almost forgot why we were there, until suddenly it was our turn.
So we turned away, still laughing, and Puddlenose said, “I’ll be the goat.”



“I’m PJ!” Sherry insisted.



“Seshe’s funnier as PJ,” Dhana said. “She doesn’t laugh.”



“I’ll be the farmer’s pig, then.” Sherry shrugged. She never
argued. “That’ll be extra funny, PJ trying to make a pig bow as well as a goat.”



We were waved to somewhat impatiently by the man in charge,
and so we hustled out to the space cleared for the acts. Kids sat on the tables
as well as the benches and the floor around the stage area. Glowglobes marked
off the stage, beyond which the crowd talked, whispered, looked at us
expectantly.



When Seshe drew up, nose high, at one end, and Puddlenose
bent over and acted goatish at the other, there were some snickers and giggles
at Puddlenose, but when they came together and Seshe started, “You! Why are you
not bowing?” nobody laughed. They waited for the joke.



So I stepped out and said, “This is about a prince who
thinks he’s better than anyone else. His first rule is, whenever he meets
someone, they have to bow. Or they go to jail.”



A few snickered, some murmured.



“This includes animals,” I added. I laughed—I mean I thought
it was funny, but I was kind of laughing like a stupid laugh track on the earth
TV show I Love Lucy, to hint that funny stuff was coming. As soon as I
heard my stupid titter, and the silence after as the kids all waited for
something to happen, I began to get that distinctly nasty feeling that we were
about to lay an egg. A two week old one.



‘PJ’ marched forward a couple steps, nose in the air. Some
kids snickered.



The farmer hastened up from the other end, pig in tow, but
Sherry was giggling more than she snorted, so she seemed more like a girl with
a sneeze problem than a pig.



‘PJ’ pointed a regal finger. “Bow! Then let me cross!”



“Pow? Getcher hoss?”



The farmer was supposed to be deaf, turning all PJ’s words
into pocalubes. But Gwen suddenly had stage fright—she just stood there,
staring at Seshe like she was the Evil Mage of Doom.



“Me-eh-eh-eh!” Puddlenose said from behind. We’d never had a
pig before, so he just crawled out behind Sherry, looked around and made goat
noises.



Some kids laughed at the goat noises—but when Puddlenose
tried to get by, Sherry was right in the way, giggling helplessly, which
started Gwen off. She bent her head and raised a hand to hide her face.



“You must bow to me, then let me pass first. For I am Prince
Jonnicake the Magnificent!” Seshe proclaimed, too loud—she was trying to drown
out the giggles.



I whispered to Gwen, “Stinkout smackdoodle, give me some
gas.”



Gwen yanked her hand down. She said too fast, “Stinka
stinka, uh, gas!”



A couple more laughs, but more rustles, and some whispers in
Mearsiean from the back, “What are they saying? What’s going on?” made me
mutter a little louder to Gwen, “Stinkorama smackadoodle—”



Seshe waved her finger regally, but I could feel it, the
play was just dead.



Gwen looked around, then plunged away, Sherry following, her
snickers almost as loud as the rustles and the “Do they know what they’re
doing?” comments from the back.



Finally Seshe said, “You bow like this!” and
demonstrated—Puddlenose butted her—she flew across the room, arms windmilling.



There were a couple laughs at that. Puddlenose grinned at
the audience, gave a loud goat noise, and came after us.



As we passed by a clump of kids, a girl looked at my crown, sneered
on down to my bare toes, then back at my crown. She curled her lip. “If they
were even half as funny as they think they are, people wouldn’t be
asleep.”



That made Id, Klutz, and Puddlenose almost collapse with
laughter, as we filled in behind the other performers. My ears burned and my
guts boiled.



Some kids sang a song, a kid juggled bottles, three boys did
a dance with a lot of handstands and kicks, somebody else sang, and then they
were done. When the man called for each performer or group to stand, we got
about ten claps.



None of the others seemed to care, but I brooded about that as
funny as they think they are for the rest of the evening.
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The next day, we returned to the harbormaster’s. Because
half the shanty town was gone, leaving little for the scavengers, we were told
we could either wand again, or move on.



“There’s real work in Danai harbor, next up eastward,” a
woman behind the counter told us. “Follow the coast road. But be careful.
Rumors are, there’s trouble in the governments of those little countries.”



“Well, we’re not about to get mixed up with any government
slobs,” I said. “Thanks!”



“So do we go east?” I asked, when we were outside.



“East if you go far enough is Chwahirsland,” Puddlenose
said, holding his nose.



“Ugh!”



“Ech!”



“Pfui!”



“How far?” I asked.



Puddlenose shrugged. “Never been in these parts either, that
I remember.”



“But the harbor is before it, sounds like.” Klutz cracked
her knuckles.



“I vote for the harbor, and we be careful,” I said, still
fuming over that nasty comment. I wanted to get away from the river town, the
sooner the better.



Shrugs, hands turned out, rolled eyes—and eastward we
tramped.



The land looked much the same as Bermund, and the first
couple of small villages like most places, villages clumped along water and
roads. (Or maybe the water came first, then the village, and then the road.)
Anyway, Autumn asked at the tavern or inn at each village if there were any
leftovers, and if the people were nice (and gave out leftover food) she also
asked if anyone had seen a boy and girl more or less our age, both musically
talented—the boy could play popular tunes on several instruments, the girl’s
voice was like birdsong.



Nobody had seen any kids like this, but I guess word went
out that strange kids were going along asking questions, because late that day,
as we were toiling over the last low hill wondering where and how we’d get
something to eat, we heard galloping. We got to the side of the road, thinking
that whoever was coming was traveling too fast to stop.



The horseback riders crested the hill—and before we knew it,
we found ourselves surrounded by guys dressed all alike in rusty-brown tunics,
trousers, and riding boots. A uniform.



Klutz and Id exchanged sour faces. In their experience,
uniforms led straight to Madame La Guillotine.



They outnumbered us by about five to one, and had a lot of
steely things to help convince us to come along. So we each had to ride on a
horse with a guy, over two more hills past more brushy country, some of it
farmed, until we reached an outpost castle. This one was made of granite, like
most, and not designed to be pretty. It was full of the guys in the brown, and
some women. Most of those didn’t wear the brown tunics and pants. The ones who
did were obviously riders. The other women wore long gowns in the same color.



The men herded us inside, where somebody yapped questions.
Autumn was the only one who spoke the language, and so she introduced us, being
polite and helpful.



And gave our real names.



Puddlenose smacked his hand over his eyes.



Autumn had just a moment to give us a bewildered What did
I do wrong? look before they separated off “the princess with the crown”
and shoved me up some stone stairs and into a bare cell. They hadn’t finished
the ceiling in it—the rafters were bare timbers and iron bars, with a
rusty-barred window just above.



I tried jumping, but the ceiling was like other ceilings,
above my reach.



However ... I looked down at myself. Why not?



I took off my vest, which is good, sturdy linsey-woolsey.
Even in summer, this world is seldom as hot as I was used to on Earth, so I’d
taken to wearing the black vest over a white shirt. If the air was cool, the
sun on the vest kept me warm, but not too warm. The white cotton shirt was
perfect for most weathers.



Linsey-woolsey is linen and wool combined, not easy to tear.
I managed to get it to rip in strips, but I knew they’d be tough. I twisted my
strips into a kind of rope just long enough to loop over a rafter. By swinging
and climbing (all that tree work got me in good shape, I discovered) I got my
fingers on the rafter. Once I got up on that I crawled along to the window. The
rafter was wider than some tree branches.



The window only had two bars in it. A grownup would have a
tough time getting through, but I squeezed by, though the bars scraped my ears
when I turned my head sideways.



When I popped out, I found myself on a ledge.



The sun had gone down by then, and darkness was falling.
Afraid that my white shirt would catch attention I spread my black hair around
me as best I could, then eased along the ledge.



I was on a tower, I discovered. It was round, and the top
part was narrower, the wall less thick than below, which created the ledge.
When I felt my way along, I found another window and peeked in. This window had
been built at the same level as the other one on the outside, but the room
inside was much higher: the window looked in at floor level, revealing a lit
chamber with no people.



I was going to spring to the door when I realized I’d
fumbled into a mage’s magic chamber! I recognized that weird kind of
lightning-feel to the air and some of the smells of a room where magic’s been
done. There were books, but a quick glance at spines, and at the words on the
open one, revealed some lingo I didn’t know.



Next to the open book sat vials and some faintly glimmering
stones.



The stones gave off a greenish light that gave me the
creeps, so I didn’t touch them.



But a clear glass vial full of blue liquid caught my eye,
and I reached out a tentative finger to touch it. Nothing happened. I
unstoppered the vial—and a smell I will never forget wafted out.



Shrinking fluid!



I looked at the door, wondering if I could sneak out and
find the others. But as I neared, I spied a faint orangish glimmer on the
latch: a magic ward. A nasty one, judging from the strength of the glitter.



So I returned to the table. I didn’t touch the other
vials—didn’t trust them—but the two blues ones got put into the pocket of my
skirt, then back I went again into the same room where they had put me.



I pulled down my vest-rope and tied it around my waist, then
lay down on the stone floor, since there was nothing else to do.



Not long after that, the door clanked open. In clomped a
tough-looking, jowly older guy. He looked like a mean school principal or one
of those guys who thinks he can boss everyone else around. He said in very
accented Mearsiean, “There are too many suspicious circumstances attached to
you and your group. You will be sent to the capital, where they will decide
what to do with you.”



“Me?” I said, because in Mearsiean, ‘you’ singular is not
the same as ‘you’ plural—at least, in our Mearsiean.



“Yes. The rest of them will remain here, and if we cannot
put them to use, they will be ...” I didn’t understand the word, sounded like
‘dispelled’—that means, killed.



I didn’t want to wait around to find out.



“When?” I asked, trying not to let him see how scared I was.



“Morning, we will have an escort assigned, since we have no
transfer tokens left, and the mage is away.”



He slammed the door, and locked it from the outside.



Since it was dark, now was the time to act.



I took out the vial, and dropped some on my head.



The feeling of shrinking was horrible. What happens is, your
essence rearranges, and the air and water that makes us what we are kind of
goes away. So it feels like a giant hand squooshing you into a doll-sized shape.
The last dose was difficult because the vial had become the size of a barrel. I
scooped out the sludge and smeared it over my head, but at least it vanished,
kind of like that dry ice stuff.



This mage was better than Kwenz, or had better books,
because my clothes shrank as well. I kept shrinking until I knew I could fit
under the door.



Then the problem was, how to get the vials out?



Roll ’em.



So I got the vials and myself under the door, and then came
the fun of bumping them down the stone steps. Blech, that seemed to take
forever before I reached the landing outside the next room down. But when I got
under the door, I made out vague kid-sized shapes.



“Gwen?” I screeched the name of the most familiar one. “GWEN!”



“Say, Dhana, did you hear something?”



“I think it sounded like—is that you, CJ?”



“By cracky! She’s gone and shrunk!” Klutz cackled.



Reunion—and pretty soon the gang was carefully measuring
drops on one another until everyone was shrunk. It used up most of the stuff in
the bottle, but it worked.



Then came the long toil to get out of the tower. Now,
suddenly, the place was as big as a kingdom. But at least the stable was right
next to the room in which they’d questioned Autumn. Puddlenose said that if we
could get into the dispatch bag of whoever was taking messages, since they
didn’t have transfer tokens, then that would be our way out.



Puddlenose and Seshe, the tallest, rolled the vials after
us.



Thank goodness they took the saddle down and stuck it over a
wooden thingie while they got the horse readied with its blanket and belly band
and so forth. During that time, we scrambled up the wood, using nicks and
gouges as handholds, and by pushing and pulling, got ourselves and the vials
into the big bag—alongside a delicious-smelling lunch wrapped in some kind of
waxy cloth.



Sherry burrowed into that cloth and brought out some
sandwich and cheese. The sandwich was kind of pretzely, and very coarse as we
were so small, but all was tasty, and very welcome to our empty guts.



Then the rider showed up, and I won’t describe the next bit.
I’ve always hated roller coasters.



We flattened ourselves against the canvas of the bag when
the rider got his lunch. Then the fellow stopped to change horses, and we
managed to get out in the confusion.



After a mile-long trek across the stable, we made our way
into the yard of the castle where he’d stopped. It was early morning, and the
smell of fresh baking biscuits just about made us go nuts! But Klutz and Id,
old hands at sneaking, figured out how to pinch us some eats. So we ended up
under a table in some store room, and after we ate, we curled up and slept.



I woke when my body started feeling that kind of itch when
you just have to stretch. The spell was wearing off! I discovered my arms and
legs all tangled with those of the other kids, just like when we first got
transferred.



We crawled out from under the table, all of us incredibly
thirsty, but there was a barrel of rain water just under the window, with a
spout worked from the roof to inside, and the reassuring glow of a cleaning
spell round the rim. We each drank a couple dippers full. The storeroom was lit
by a tiny window. There was fruit in baskets, and nuts, along with all kinds of
other foods.



We helped ourselves to some fruit and nuts, and half of a
drying cake someone had set on a shelf.



When we were done, we eased out through the window, having
to boost and pull each other. Then away.
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After a couple of rides on a hay wagon and another wagon
transporting barrels that sloshed a little, we ended up in a good sized trade
town. Again we went from inn to inn, and at one, Autumn hit what she thought
was gold: someone had seen a pair of kids somewhat like her description, who
sang as they traveled.



It would turn out to be a wild goose chase, but that was way
later. The thing is, Autumn said she was heading south, but first she got us
work waiting tables so we could earn a meal.



“It’s strawberry season,” she explained to us, after a talk
with a local. “And the growers here usually hire kids for the picking. You can
earn good money that way—just be out in front right after dawn, when they come
by with the hiring wagons.”



So that was what we did. It was boring work, and your back
ached in a short time, but we blabbed and sang as we worked. Since none of the
other kids understood us, we talked over everything we’d done. Everything we
learned. Which I summed up when we broke for the lunch they brought us.



“Okay, from now on, we don’t say who we are, especially if
clods in uniforms bumble around and grab us. No off-world, no princesses!” I
took my crown off, realized I had nowhere to put it, so I replaced it, and
spread some of my hair over it as much as I could.



“And no Mearsiean,” Seshe said. “I wonder if that might be
part of the problem: Mearsies Heili.”



“Hoo yeah.” Puddlenose whistled.



“Got it. So, my name from now on is Klodilla.”



“Clompetta,” Sherry said promptly.



“Splatnik,” Gwen said.



“By cracky! I think I’ll be Byekrakee,” Klutz said,
laughing.



“I already got an insult name,” Puddlenose mourned.



“Then you can be Montmorency,” I suggested. “Or Ignatz, or
Theodophilus.”



“Those are worse than insults.”



“I’ll be Grunch,” Id finally said, with an air of tasting a
new soup.



“Then I want to be Grackle,” Sherry said.



“Splatoon!”



“Footleodion!”



The names kept us busy until our arms were about to fall
off—then the wagon came to pick us up, at last.



The person to whom we’d brought our baskets had kept track,
and everyone got paid according to how many they got, and how good the berries
were. We pooled our earnings, then followed a lot of the other kids away.
Turned out that there was a kind of kid way station on the outskirts of town,
in an old barn. Leftover dinner from the local inn was brought out, and since
there was plenty for everyone, we saved our cash.



So. We still had to get back home, of course, and we had no
idea where we were—and even if the people told us, we still wouldn’t know where
it was. I mean, if you find yourself in Timbucktoo and they tell you the next
town is Glockenspiel, so what? That’s two unknown places. The only thing we
were sure of, we had to go north to reach the sea.



We hoped we’d gotten away from those bad guys, but if we saw
them, we’d take another direction.



Who wants to read a description of slogging along, and
looking at scenery? We did see a couple of castles in the distance, but on this
world, there were pretty much always castles of some sort to be found. The
countryside gradually got more hilly, with patches of woods, which made Dhana
smile, because that meant water. The weather was hot and clear, which was fine
for traveling, but you got sweaty and thirsty fast.



We sang all the songs we knew, and made up more, and I
(being me) kept stewing about that totally flubbed contest, until one time,
when Puddlenose, Klutz, and Id were ahead, gabbling about something or other, I
grinched, “Is it just me, or is that really, really mean? When that girl
said if we were half as funny as we thought we were.”



Seshe said, “I thought we were funny. And people
seemed to be listening, so I thought they liked it, too.”



“Maybe they were listening because they wanted to make fun,”
Gwen said. “Used to happen to me a lot, back you-know-where.”



“Earth or here, you humans are a lot alike,” Dhana said. “You’re
interested in each other, but more interested in yourself. I am too, which is
why I like being human,” she added, her candor so matter-of-fact that none of
us could get mad. (Though Irene might have, but she was not there.)



“Aren’t your underwater people interested in each other?”
Gwen asked.



“It’s different,” Dhana said.



Where have we heard that before? I thought, but
didn’t say it.



Her graceful fingers flickered through the air, she looked
up at the swirls of feathery clouds overhead, then shrugged. “We’re all
together, kind of, and kind of not.”



Gwen was frowning. “So what you’re saying is, we sound like
those girls who have secret codes, and want you to ask what they are, just so
they can tell you it’s secret?”



Dhana started to shake her head, tipped it, then said, “I
don’t think I’ve seen that.”



Seshe said, “I have. It’s one way courtiers shut out people
they think beneath them.”



“We have all kinds of codes,” I said, uneasy. “I was all
ready to tell them what it all meant, though. Well, I wanted to tell them, but
I thought they were interested. Well, I wanted them to be interested. Ecccch!”



Sherry shrugged. She liked it when people showed off.



“We just have to make sure we don’t make people feel like
they’re pushed out,” Gwen said, her brow puckered when she said ‘we’.



And I wondered how long she’d felt like the rest of us girls
had been a we and she a her.



Ugh!



SEVEN

“Halfway: Straight into the Soup”


Don’t let anybody ever tell you that bad guys don’t gossip.



Hah.



Okay, what we didn’t know was, this whole area was made up
of three different kingdoms that had been inventing themselves, conquering
their neighbors, and being reconquered a bunch over the past few years, plus
some smaller bits like duchies and principalities trying to split off from the
three main messes.



In later records, there’s more about that, so I’m not going
to dump a load of political talk into this part of my adventures. Snore!
Especially since it all changed practically as fast as the sun rose and set.



Here’s what mattered to us. We crossed one of those duchies,
a really beautiful mountainside place where the people grow leddas, that gets
turned into weave, out of which is made boots and shoes and belts and harnesses
and so forth. Leddas grows alongside rivers and streams. The really fine stuff
out of which they make these satiny-looking shoes grows high up beside streams.
It costs a lot because it’s rare.



Okay, enough of that. We earned our way by helping pull this
stuff, so we learned a little about it, but we weren’t allowed to see how they
made it nice and flexible and rainproof, or how they wove it. That part was all
secret.



But the people were nice, and they liked visitors. In fact
they liked visitors a lot because they almost never got any. So when word went
down the mountain that kids had come through, one a princess, one who danced,
and one freckle-faced redhead, (etc) well, you get the idea.



Whom! We were on a road bucketing north when we walked smack
into a trap ... and it was another set of those brown guys!



This time the foofoo in charge was an old geez who had
magic. When we were brought before him, he said something in another lingo, and
the translator turned to scowl at us. “You are Mearsieans?”



“No,” I said. “American.”



“French!” Klutz declared.



“Vive la France,” Id bellowed.



“Australian,” Gwen said.



“Toaran,” Seshe stated, making me snerk—that was the name of
our entire continent!



Puddlenose looked at the ceiling, and Sherry at the floor.



“You’re all liars,” the geez snarled, and I hated him from
that moment.



He unloosed a speech guaranteed to scare the kiddies—and I
tuned him out, trying to whistle. He wanted our cooperation ... blah blah ...
Or Else. I had my hands in my skirt pockets by then.



“One of you knows magic,” he said nastily. “If we have to,
we’ll start breaking arms until we find out.”



“I do,” I said.



He looked disappointed—he’d been looking at the two tall
ones. Probably thought they’d know more.



Then he tried being nice, offering me a place and promotion
if I’d do ‘a favor’ for him in the duchy we’d just been at. When I whistled
again, he tried a threat by casting a spell over my friends.



It was just an illusion, but it was supposed to scare me. I
promptly cast one over his flunkies.



He did it again—I did it again—then I realized he was
testing my magic! So when he was in the middle of his next spell, I pulled out
the full bottle of blue stuff, and threw it over them all, as they were
standing in a row.



They shrank down to a tiny size, yelling and screaming.



Puddlenose swept them up into a bag, and cinched it tight.



I took the time to make the invisibility spell for each of
us, which meant we had to move silently and quietly, so the other senses don’t
cause people to look at the smear of light around us. We were in the border
castle, so we didn’t have far to go to the good people, where we left the clod
and his flunkies for them to figure out what to do with.



Then we took another road in the other direction, hoping to
avoid the border, but word had gotten around that we’d escaped—with the mage.



And so ... we walked into another trap.



Only this time, it was made by the real bad guys.



o0o



You know you’re being bagged by extra-special stinkeroos
when they grab the scruff of your shirt and catch your hair in it. And if you
squawk, they think it’s funny.



Well, these slobs put the grab on us and stuck bags over our
heads, then they wrapped rope around us, so we couldn’t do much besides
wriggle. And pocalube.



Then came a billion hour ride over a road designed for the
worst possible jouncing and jolting. I felt like a bag of nails and woodchips
when we FINALLY got somewhere that felt dank and cold and smelled mossy even
through that blasted bag.



I was headachy and out of sorts as well as starving and
thirsty when I got yanked off the horse, muscled along a few thousand miles of
slimy, nasty stone corridor, and then into what felt like a gigantic fridge. It
was cold, dank, smelled like a weird cross between moldy stone and old laundry.



The bag was pulled off—taking a hank of my hair with it.



I blinked away the sting, and stared at a geez on a throne.
The geez looked a lot like Kwenz—same goggle eyes, only ten times meaner. Those
terrible eyes were going to enter my nightmares for a very long time to come.



Danger made my neck prickle, and I looked away. The throne
room was lit by torchlight high up—magically burning torches. There was
absolutely no decoration of the sort I was used to. No statues, or tapestries,
or big wall paintings or murals, no mosaics or tiles.



But the way the place was built was on lines different from
other places I’d been, yet familiar from the Shadow, and even in some of the
older buildings in MH. There was a kind of horizontal line to big spaces, and
here and there faint curving lines, especially at corners.



Anyway, I looked around blearily until the geez made a sign
and one of the guards yanked my hair so I faced forward.



“Who are you?” the geez asked. His voice was rusty-low, and
angry.



“Peedlepie Snockarilla.”



He made that sign again and this time the guard smacked the
side of my head.



“Who are you.”



“I thought you already knew who I was, or I wouldn’t be
stuck in this—”



“I know you call yourself a ‘princess.’” He made a short,
violent motion. “Who are you? Where did you come from? How did you
insinuate yourself into that white-haired brat’s confidence?”



I wanted to mouth off, but I didn’t want to get hit again.
So I just glared.



The old geez muttered, frowned, muttered again. I felt the
prickly/itchy sense of magic, then it snapped away. The old geez stepped down
from the dais, scowled at me—then snatched the crown off my head and flung it
against the far wall! Did he think it had magical protections on it?



He shuffled back to his throne, breathing like he’d run
miles. He said something in Chwahir to his flunkeys, too low for me to catch,
but I thought I got the words ‘the boy’ in there somewhere.



What boy?



A heavy mitt clamped down on my shoulder and off we bucketed
back into the mossy hall and then down, down, down into an enormous dungeon.
Water dripped and plinked all around—the air smelled heavy with mold.



We didn’t go far. Later I’d learn that meant they expected
to be hauling you out again soon.



Cre-e-e-ak! The door screeched open on rusty hinges, and I
was shoved inside. The rope still was wrapped around me so I stumbled, but
Sherry and Gwen caught me.



“Oh CJ you look awful,” Sherry whispered. “Where were you?”



The light in that part of the dungeon was a nasty, smeary
color, like a very smoggy morning with extra haze. Smelled even worse than LA,
too. Later we’d discover that some cells were left in the dark, when people
were left to rot. But the light—such as it was—was there in our part of the
dungeon so the guards could see the prisoners.



I blew at the hair hanging in my face.



“That sack musta been full of real moldy stuff,” Gwen said,
holding her nose. “Because you’re wearing most of it now.”



“Great. Looks like the rest of you are too,” I added, taking
them in. Everybody was blotched with green and brown smears. “Anyway, some old
geez wanted to yap at me about Clair. Guy is off his nut.”



Sherry’s eyes were huge and round. “CJ, this is
Chwahirsland. Puddlenose’s uncle lives here.”



“What? That’s impossible! I thought we were far away.”



“He is and we weren’t.”



We all looked at the back of the cell, where Puddlenose,
Klutz, Seshe, and Id had fallen asleep. ‘The boy’ had to be Puddlenose.



Gwen said in a low voice, “He wanted to know if he looked
different than when he first came to us.”



Sherry whispered, “On account of they didn’t recognize him.
What with him being lots taller, and his hair shaggier, and all the grime on
his face.”



“We gotta keep him from being found out,” Gwen said.



“The geez muttered something about a boy. He must figure
we’ve got Puddlenose hidden at home, or something.”



Gwen fell silent, then. She was worried sick.



I said to Sherry, “That geez must be King Shnit of the
Chwahir.”



Everybody nodded.



“And he’s gonna try to find out from you where Puddlenose
is,” Sherry whispered.



“Gulp.” I gulped.
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They brought in stale bread that was obviously left over
from all those guards’ dinner. I mean, a couple of the hard, dry rolls had
bites taken out of them. Euw. But we were so hungry we ate them anyway. I
figured germs didn’t have a chance in that cold dungeon.



Because they’d left us all tied up, and they dumped the
bread on the ground, we had to go at it like a bunch of worms. Klutz and Id
couldn’t help laughing, though it was the crazy laughter you get when you’re
scared.



Puddlenose didn’t say anything to anybody.



After that disgusting meal, we three girls tried to find a
spot less dank than the rest of the stones of the floor (hah!) and curled up in
a kind of puppy pile for warmth. It felt like I’d just fallen asleep (and
straight into barfacious dreams) when somebody shook me.



“They’re coming.”



I had just enough time to wipe my chin on my grimy shoulder
(I’d been drooling, ugh!) before the clods came clanking in and put the grab on
us.



Slog, slog, slog, back to that throne room. It took extra-long
because it’s very hard to walk when you can’t use your hands.



Shnit waved a hand and this time the goons separated off the
mayors and me.



Shnit looked around with those goggle eyes, as though
sniffing, then zeroed in on their mayor necklaces. So much for carefully
guarding them! He got up, reached a gnarled hand with unkempt, yellowing
fingernails like talons, and grabbed the necklaces. Just as the point where the
chains would cut their necks they snapped, and he flung the things away into
the gloom, where they landed with a faint chinggg!



“Those are badges of office,” Shnit snarled in that rusty
wheeze. “And my brother reports that that fool has put children in charge.
She’s begging to have that kingdom brought down. We will comply. But first.
What did she do with my heir?”



“I don’t know who your heir is,” I said. “I never saw you
before in my life!”



“You do know,” Shnit said in a slow, nasty tone. “You know
because my brother reports that the heir to Chwahirsland—and to your own
land—has been seen not long ago in the wooded area outside that cursed Shadow
your people forced him into.”



You got yourself a Shadow here all your own, I
thought. For once I managed not to mouth off.



He gestured with a hand about my height. “Your size.
Yellow-brown hair. About your age.”



That had to be what Puddlenose had looked like a couple of
years before, or whenever the creeps had had him last.



I said, “All I know is, Clair’s cousin is not a Chwahir. So
he can’t be anybody’s heir except hers, and—” I was just about to say that I
was her heir, but then decided not to remind this disgusting villain.



“You think you are?” he said nastily, and uttered a wheezy
noise that I think was supposed to be a laugh. “The boy’s guardian surrendered
him to me. It is a whim of mine, to adopt him as heir. You would gain a great
reward by furnishing his whereabouts. He is missing, and we are worried that
something has happened to him.”



At first I thought he’d completely gone off his coconut, but
then I realized he was actually trying to be nice. Nice ... and lying, of
course.



“I’m sure he’s far away from Mearsies Heili,” I said.



Shnit motioned to a couple of his head flunkeys. They had a
mumbling conference. I snuck a peek at Puddlenose, who was hunched, his mouth
hanging open, his skin around the smudges pale with worry.



Shnit finally said in Chwahir, “Take them away.” And to me,
in Mearsiean, “If you do not cooperate, we’ll make a public trial and a messy
death. Let that news get back to the brat.”



Everybody looked at me. I just stared back at Shnit. Truth
is, I was too scared to talk. I knew I’d squeak. So I glared, instead.



Shnit seemed to know I was scared, because his face changed
into what I think was supposed to be a smile. His face was horribly bony—he’d
been extending his life by black magic for a while, and it showed. He hadn’t
bothered with the beard spell for ages, or cut his hair, so hair and beard were
white and long and scraggly. “Have you anything to say?”



It was such a smug, knowing tone, I couldn’t stand it. I was
already in as much trouble as possible, so I snarled as rudely as I could, “Pig
guts and cornpone.”



Back we went, and it took forever because of the balance
problem. At least, this time, when we got back to the cell, the clods took away
the ropes. We rubbed sore skin and stretched.



Puddlenose looked really upset. “CJ, I could hear ’em. They
were talking in guard lingo, they’re going to surprise you and throw questions
at you.”



I thought, if it really, really gets bad, I’ve got my ring.
But I didn’t say it, just in case they could somehow spy out my words. My hands
had been in my skirt folds before, because of the ropes. My necklace was still
safely inside my shirt, which had a high collar, so none of it showed, unlike
the linked chains Klutz and Id had worn. I had to make sure these magical
protections never got noticed.



“I’m just going to lie like a rug.” I shrugged, trying not
to show how worried I was.



“But they’ll try to catch you in lies.” Puddlenose didn’t
hide his worry. “One thing there’s a lot of here, and that’s prisoners. You
have no idea how many laws and rules against doing anything without permission
there are. Shnit likes punishments, it’s his favorite entertainment.”



“All right, then let’s make up a story. We’ll go over all
the details, so we all know it.”



And we did.



“If there was just some water,” Dhana whispered finally. She
breathed in and turned around. “Almost enough ... but not quite.”



“I’ll ask for some,” Sherry said. “Next time they come.”



We settled down to try to sleep. Once again I started to
snooze, but it felt like five minutes had passed before they were back, and I
got yanked out, Sherry’s voice high and clear behind me.



“... water! Please? Just a bucket? We’ll all share it!”



Clang! Went the door.



Off I went to a room where a grizzle-haired guy behind a
desk started in with the questions. They didn’t let me sit down, just kept
asking the questions over and over and over, and I was glad that we’d made up
that story. No use in describing how awful that was.



Or the next time.



Or the next.



Each time I fingered that ring when they made me slog back
into the klink. The others saved some of the disgusting food for me, which I’d
eat as fast as I could so I wouldn’t have to taste it. Then I’d try to
sleep—but then it would happen again. Usually Sherry’s voice followed, when she
begged for water. One time she yelled, “I want water! His feet stink!”



“Hey,” Id yelled. “That stink is your feet!”



“Yours!” everybody else hooted and howled and bellowed.



I never noticed when Dhana vanished, just, finally they
tried sticking me in a room by myself. I guess I was supposed to be scared, but
I was so tired I just wanted to sleep.



Well, sure enough, Shnit decided to amuse himself with holding
a trial. Only I was so tired I couldn’t follow half of what they were saying,
only that the crimes of trespass, insolence, and a bunch of other gunk must
either be punished by hanging or burning. But I could get clemency by
cooperation, if I just told them where The Heir was hiding.



I kept my hands down in my skirts, sniffed (I had a juicy
cold by then) and thought, If I have to leave the others, I will ... but only
if they’re really going to croak me. Clair would be so mad at me if I let them
do that!



Back into the clink for me, to prepare (how do you prepare
for anything in a barren cell?) for Execution At Dawn.



EIGHT

“Halfway: Pirates Ahoy!”


Well, you know I didn’t get sent to the Pearly Gates (or,
ahem, to the Barbeque of Doom) because I’m writing this. Of course, you don’t
know if I’m writing this as a ghost.



Well, anyway, I mentioned I hadn’t noticed that Dhana had
vanished, because Sherry had finally gotten her bucket of water. They’d used
half of it to drink, but left their faces grimy on Puddlenose’s account. Then
the clods took the water away ... with Dhana in it.



Her idea was to somehow find her way back home. If she had
to swim the oceans, she would, though she did not like salt water. But no
sooner had she swum down the channel the castle had cut through to drain its
rain runoff to the river outside the walls, when she saw some figures sneaking
up to the walls.



She’d been watching the river side, her old habit. That’s
how she’d gotten interested in humans in the first place—watching Clair and
Sherry playing around near the Lake.



So when she saw these obviously non-Chwahir sneaking around,
out she popped, nearly scaring them to death. Suddenly they were holding
weapons, but she said impatiently, “What are you doing?”



She said it in Mearsiean.



The lead pirate gaped, then said quickly, “So there are
Mearsieans inside! Our contact said that they had children from the homeland
imprisoned.”



“You’re from MH?” she said.



The fellows looked at one another, then one said, “A few of
us. But we’re here to rescue them, if we can find our way to them.”



Another held up a tool. “We have means to get through locks.
But finding the prisoners, that is our difficulty.”



“That I can help with,” Dhana said cheerfully, and so that’s
what happened.



They waited until full dark. There were still a million
guards around, but the fellows were super quiet and quick, and we would find
out later that Shnit had spells on his guards to make certain they didn’t do
any thinking on their own. As long as the routine was uninterrupted, they
didn’t pay much attention on their dreary rounds.



So the next thing I knew, my door opened, a voice I didn’t
know said, “Run with the others!”



I was so out of it I just did what I was told. Seshe and
Puddlenose ran on either side of me, and when I staggered or swayed, they were
there to give me a shove in the right direction. We bucketed back through all
the dark halls, someone behind us making muffled, furtive clinks and
clicks—locking all the doors again.



We splashed into the castle stream, and I nearly drowned
until I figured out how to just lie in the water and let it carry me. But then
someone yelled something, a hand shoved my head, and I gasped in a tiny bit of
air before I went under, down, down, under the cement wall, then came up in the
river flowing down to the sea.



We didn’t see much—the land was flat, marshy. I thought I
spotted Puddlenose fighting with someone, but he was being pulled from sucking
mud, and then we were splashing through small, rippling waves out to a
dark-sided boat.



“Get in,” a Mearsiean voice said. “You aren’t a fish—don’t
breathe in the water!”



Some of us were panting at the run, after so many days in
the dank with little to eat. I had just enough brain left to look about me and
count that everybody was present.



Then I saw the sailing ship, a black silhouette against the
gray gloom of a cloudy night. It was impressive, the body long and graceful,
its masts leaning a little back, as if it was going fast but it was still, only
one small sail filled with the breeze. At the very front was a figurehead of a
laughing mer-girl, hair blowing back, arms upraised as though she was casting a
spell on the sea.



We reached the side, and someone extended down a rope
ladder. Grownup hands reached for us to help, but I didn’t want any grownups
throwing me about any more. Finally someone just hauled the ladder in, with us
clinging to it like a bunch of mice.



We clambered over the rail to the deck, and stood there
swaying more than the ship was moving.



Someone handed me something—and my hand closed on my crown!
I was vaguely aware of Dhana as she handed Id and Klutz their mayor necklaces.



The deck seemed to lift under my feet and my knees almost
buckled. The fresh air was cold, the wind driving against me and I was taken by
a violent yawn.



A man loomed over me. “I gather from Etc. that you are the
leader of the troupe.”



I tried to curtsey, my hands flailing, and fell with a
splat. Again I yawned.



“Never mind,” the man said, chuckling. “We can continue
after you all get some rest.”



Rest! Someone showed me down a hatchway, along a narrow sort
of hall, and into a tiny room. A bunk had been built against the inward curving
hull of the ship. I flopped down ... and didn’t wake up until much later, when
the little room flooded with light. Shifting light, with slow, writhing ropes
of light moving up the opposite wall.



I looked overhead. A round air hole, like a window, was
open, letting in air and light. The cabin was tiny, not much more than the
bunk, a stand with water and a basin, and above on a wall dividing my cabin off
from the next one, a railed shelf with a couple of books. On the inward curving
wall, someone had affixed an old chart.



I got up, washed in the basin, which glittered with magic.
Magic!



I remembered that sense of magic in Shnit’s throne room.
Cautiously I tried my magic—just an illusion spell—and it worked! Shnit had
removed all the magic on me, which was pretty much limited to Kwenz’s nasty
ward. As yet Shnit hadn’t discovered that the magic on my necklace and ring
must have interfered with whatever horrible spells he’d tried to stick on me.
And he hadn’t had time to try anything new before we’d escaped, so ... ha!



I gulped down a good drink of water, and then went out,
running my fingers through my hair. My cabin opened into a bigger sort of room,
oddly shaped, with cabins fore and aft, and a door to what had to lead to the
galley, from the smell of baking biscuits.



Opposite the galley end was a ladder going up, with a hole
cut into the ceiling. I climbed up that, and found myself in the sun and air of
the upper deck.



I looked around at the netting, the people practicing
cutlass drill at the narrow, front end of the ship, others up in the tops
practicing doing things fast with sails. When I spotted Puddlenose at the wheel
at the back end, I said, “Is this a pirate ship?”



Puddlenose grinned. “Chwahir think so. But they’re
privateers.”



“What’s that?”



“Legal piracy.” A tall man with a weather-browned face
appeared. He smiled suddenly. “Legal to one side, anyway. We operate out of
Danai, near the Chwahir border, but we trade in all the harbors of the Elgar
Strait. When the Chwahir and their allies try to expand by sea, we attack ’em.
If we take the ship, we sell it, can live like kings for a month, or like a
person for a year.”



“What happens to the clods?” I asked, as wind tangled all
the hair I’d finger-combed. But it felt so good after all that moldy, dank air,
I didn’t care.



“Over the side.” He made a motion like rowing.



“The smart ones go away and actually have lives,” Puddlenose
said. “Because anyone loses a battle in Chwahirsland, Shnit has them killed as
an example.”



“Yeeech.” I looked around more slowly.



Puddlenose was actually steering the big wheel, which was
amazing. A couple of young men stood behind a kind of bureau thingie that I later
found out was the binnacle, where they kept the timer, the rope to the ship’s
bell, the watch’s log book (different from the ship’s log which the captain
kept), some charts, and lanterns, all trimmed and ready for use. Some other
seagoing stuff, too.



Everybody was working.



The man swept a bow and said, “Welcome to Tzasilia, o
Princess.”



I gave him a fish eye, not trusting any adult who acts
courtly.



“Despite appearances I do have manners.” He grinned. “I am
Captain Heraford.”



“Great. Then you can drop ’em and act normal,” I crabbed. “Where
is everybody?”



“Told you.” Puddlenose laughed and the captain kept smiling.



“I am glad your exalted position has not denied you the
opportunity to disport with those of lowlier degree,” the captain said. “Your
friends are in various places about the ship. One above—”



“Dhana, hoping for rain,” Puddlenose put in.



“—and three at the sides, alas. I’m trying to get them to
drink ginger-steep. It really does work, but they seem to be averse to
swallowing.”



“Seasick,” I translated. “Ick!”



Puddlenose said, “You wanna take a turn steering?”



I rubbed my hands. “I’d love to!” Then I looked up at the
tall masts, and down the gently sloping deck, and said, “Uh, how long does it
take to learn?”



“About ten breaths.”



I hopped over to the wheel, which was as tall as I was. I
took hold of the spokes, and felt the strength of water against wood.



Puddlenose looked the captain’s way. Captain Heraford just
lifted a hand, as if to say, go on.



“Okay. If the mate of the watch, which is the boss of the
ship right now, or the captain, tell you different, you do it. But right now
just keep the wind on this side of you.” Puddlenose tapped the side of his
head.



“I can’t really see ahead, though, with all those sails
blowing,” I said nervously. “What if I bump into something?”



“That’s what the lookout is for, high up,” Captain Heraford
said. “In these light airs, we need all sail abroad. We’re running as fast as
we can, which isn’t very. But the Chwahir can’t run very fast either, if they
are in search.”



I took over the wheel, and Puddlenose stretched. “Now for
some grub.”



“Wait! What happened? How’d we get rescued, anyway?”



“Here’s the easy part. Dhana turned into water, or whatever
she does,” Puddlenose explained. “She got to the river right about the time
Captain Heraford and some of his fellows reached the wall and were trying to
find a way in that wouldn’t get them seen. That is the weird part—how they knew
to come.”



Captain Heraford had been doing something with an instrument
and the sun, and bending over a chart and the binnacle log book with a couple
of the other sailors.



He straightened up, then said, “There are a number of us
privateers, but ... for some reason, someone seems to have noticed me.” He
looked around as if he expected a giant squid to leap up from the sea, or a
comet to fall. “A magic-sent message, that the boy the Chwahir nicknamed ‘Etc’
had been recaptured and needed rescuing.”



“Okay, that’s truly weird.” I made a face.



“It’s happened before,” Captain Heraford admitted. “Only
those times, the prisoner was someone important outside of Chwahirsland, and we
gained a handsome reward. This time ... the message was more specific. No
reward attached.” He hesitated, his gaze just touching my little crown, then
moving away. “But aimed at me.”



Puddlenose had been frowning. “I was too foggy to ask. But
when you left—”



“Locked all the doors behind us. Made it look as if magic
did the deed,” Captain Heraford said. “Then Shnit Sonscarna can only blame
himself.”



Puddlenose sighed. “I know some of those grunts. They’d do
what they could to make my life easier, some of ’em. My uncle sure didn’t. They
can’t help that miserable life. I don’t want ’em killed on my behalf.”



“That’s why the care with the locks,” Captain Heraford said.



The weather slowly clouded over. That’s what Dhana had been
waiting for. The wind rose, and one of the grownups took over the wheel, which
was starting to get tough for me to hold. The crew was made up of men and
women, no kids, though. All ages. One thing we all noticed: most spoke
Mearsiean. And a few of them our Mearsiean.



But we didn’t ask any questions—we girls had gotten used to
that when we joined Clair’s gang. If people wanted to tell you about their
background, they would. Oh, maybe if there’d been a pirate kid I would have
asked, but not grownups, even the young grownups, like Fradrici, one of the
watch mates (bosses of different deck crews) who kept cracking jokes almost as
much as Faline. In fact he was a kind of grown-up Faline—always kidding—though
he was brown instead of colorful.



The sickees finally consented to try the ginger tea, and
when they did, they felt better enough to join us for breakfast.



We all sat together, crowded arm to arm at a roundish table,
where we were served on wooden tray-dishes, with square, squat cups. When the
table is heaving all around with the deck, it makes sense to have these kinds
of dishes. You also learn not to pour a full cup.



“Okay,” I said, when we were alone. “I think we’re all right
with these guys, but one thing for sure. When we get home we are going to
practice untying ropes.”



“Check,” Id said. “Us, too.”



“And we’re going to get Diana to teach us about locks.”



“Check,” everybody said.



“And we’re gonna have to learn at least something about
maps.”



Sherry sighed.



o0o



The captain told us that they did not carry passengers, and
that everybody had to work. He acted kind of like he was kidding, but I had
that feeling it was kind of a test. Maybe he thought I was going to act like a
snobby princess, or maybe he just wasn’t sure if having kids would be trouble,
but anyway, everybody cheered.



Since we agreed to work, that made us part of the crew, so
the captain invited us to sign our names in his own log book. And that was an
excuse for a party, with food, singing, dancing, and music, our first night.



The second day, we each got assigned to a crew member to
learn something. So we learned the parts of a ship, and what all the ropes are
called. We got in the halyard line and hauled sails up, we each took turns at
the wheel, and Sherry and Seshe, who both love cooking, helped in the galley.
That was a tiny space, amazingly put together like a puzzle box, so not many
more than the cook, his cook mate, and one kid could be in there.



The rest of us had to set out dishes and then dunk them in the
magic bucket, which was boring but familiar work. There was other stuff to
learn that you couldn’t do in a day, like mending sail (you really had to be
strong—sailcloth feels as stiff as a board, and about as heavy, when you touch
it) and honing weapons and fletching arrows.



Captain Heraford stopped being so prickly-formal around me.
I couldn’t quite figure out why he’d been that way as soon as he heard I was
the princess of Mearsies Heili, but I finally decided whatever had caused it
had nothing to do with me. It was partly something from his past (which he
didn’t talk about) and partly grownup weirdness.



He liked our words, though, even English ones like ‘kids.’



o0o



Puddlenose swung down from the hatch and dropped onto the
companionway, then dashed into the wardroom, where most of us kids were having
some hot chocolate. It was raining hard out on the sea—nothing visible but gray
in sky, air, and ocean—and the only one who wanted to be out was Guess Who.



“We’re going on a raid!” Puddlenose said, rubbing his hands.



“A real pirate raid?” Id asked. “Yow!”



“Yes. Captain Heraford says that the Chwahir spies in Danai
Harbor need to hear Tzasilia’s name mentioned with this raid. So they
won’t be thinking of us if Shnit of the Chwahir decides on some kind of magic
search, or whatever.”



We’d been close to the rocky coast for a couple of days,
while that storm moved overhead and blew out to the eastern seas. Most of the
shore along Chwahirsland was super high cliffs with a lot of stripes of
different colors of rock, covered with birds’ nests and not much else. Then the
land dropped away westward into Danara, the country with all those
troublemakers—Captain Heraford said most of the people causing the most trouble
were involved with the Chwahir, who were constantly trying to expand their
borders.



Between the harbor and the border (Danara being a tiny
country) there was a headland with a very new and imposing mansion on it.



Captain Heraford said, “You kids can come on the raid if you
like. I’ll assign you to sack the rooms of the family, while we take care of
the customs end of things. But if you do, you have to dress like us. We don’t
want reports of you Mearsieans going out. You need to be pirate kids. If you
know Sartoran, good, but if not, don’t talk.”



“How about nonsense talk?” Sherry asked. “We’ve done that to
PJ before.” She turned to me. “Gibble-gabble snackle-bag?” She pointed out the
scuttle.



I spread my hands. “Forblsnerg gribblspitstik.”



Captain Heraford laughed. “That’s fine. Take all their
treasure you like. Snord’s kids are even worse than he is.”



Seshe looked troubled. She didn’t say anything in front of
Captain Heraford, but the rest of us noticed.



As soon as the Captain left to go plan with his grownups,
Puddlenose said impatiently so Seshe, “You can always stay here.”



“I know.” She continued to cut her biscuit into small
pieces, the way she always did. She never chomped and tore at bread with her
teeth, like us.



Puddlenose sighed. “What’s your problem? He said they’re
rotters.”



“Even rotters have a right to their stuff.” Seshe’s cheeks
reddened. “I don’t mean to be sounding like I’m judging.”



“But you are.” Puddlenose scratched his head.



“My thoughts are my own. I did not say anything until you
asked.”



Puddlenose left, still scratching his head.



Dhana leaned forward. “He wants you to be in favor.”



Seshe said, “What if PJ says that because you are nasty to
him, he has a right to raid the Junky?”



I tried not to groan. I really wanted to go on a raid, and I
was ready to believe that the Snord family was evil because I liked Captain
Heraford. Then I remembered what Clair had said about scruples—and I could tell
that Seshe hated to be left behind. But she wasn’t going to go if she didn’t
feel right about it.



Puddlenose ran back in, and thumped his hand on the table. “That’s
why these cuttlefish are the target! This Snord geezer is a robber, all in the
name of custom! He takes extra shares, and he has the newest government behind
him. He lets his kids pick what they want off people’s ships, and the ship
owners can’t do anything about it, if they want to do custom in the harbor!”



Seshe crossed her arms. “You should have told me that in the
first place. Where’s the box of pirate outfits?”



Klutz adopted a striped shirt from a really, really big
pirate. It was like a tent on her, and the yellow and green colors looked
terrible with her red hair. Naturally she was thrilled. The rest of us got
bright-colored outfits and tied them on with silk sashes.



The grownups were going to do the boring part—capture the
guards, and steal all the customs official’s papers, to show to the government someday,
if there was ever an honest government.



We rowed over at night. The house was huge, three stories,
with a lot of windows in sort of smoothed, rounded towers. Not really a castle,
or it was what the captain called a fortified palace, if that makes any
sense—spires and tower rooms and so forth, but with big picture windows, and
gardens instead of moats and spiked walls.



There were guards, but they weren’t very good, or maybe
they’d gotten lazy. The privateers tackled and tied them all up, and we kids
were sent up to the rooms where the family lived.



We found Lady Snord by the sound of her voice. She’d just
finished having a party, and was shrieking orders at the servants, and
complaining through closed double doors about their guests, as she got out of
her party duds. I guess she thought his lordship (they were celebrating their
rise in rank) was listening. She didn’t know he was tied up, gagged, and lying
in the middle of his floor as pirates looted his office.



We looked at one another, unsure what to do. Lady Snord
sounded like Fobo, but nobody particularly wanted to tackle and tie her up.



Then Klutz got a great idea. She flitted to the balcony
outside the main bedchamber. When Lady Snord stalked through, scattering
servants like chickens in a barnyard, Klutz leaped off the balcony, a glowglobe
held under her chin so she looked like some kind of horrible ghost.



I promptly made an illusion writhe up from Klutz, like a
monster ghost.



We all shrieked, and Lady Snord shrieked the loudest—and
fainted!



While the servants ran to her aid (or away) we nipped into
the room she’d just left, which, sure enough, was her treasure room. Talk about
treasure!



We all loaded up on necklaces, rings, brooches, jeweled
belts, and a whole lot of tiaras good enough for queens. Klutz grabbed what she
thought was a beautiful sea-green gown. (It turned out to be a nightgown, which
annoyed her, but Gwen took it, ripped off the decorations, and wore it as a
gown anyway.)



Then we went on down the hall to what we discovered was the
daughter’s room. The girl, a teenager, was asleep. She had even more tiaras
than her mother, and about fifty rings, plus enough fancy clothes for the
entire cloudtop city. We piled more loot onto our stash (Klutz wearing five
tiaras at once) and moved on down the hall at a much slower pace.



There were twin boys. They woke up. One hid, whining and
pleading, the other tried to tackle the closest of us, which was Id. Seshe and
Id wrapped him up in his own blankets like a giant worm, then we looked around.
There were some jeweled swords, and some fine hats with expensive curling
feathers, a beautiful carved and begemmed board-and-marker game, and a treasure
box with keepsakes in it. We dumped out the keepsakes (game markers, a note, a
worn piece of riding gear), threw a few things into the box, and lumbered on
downstairs to meet the others.



I won’t list all the booty, except for the huge, fold-topped,
high-heeled buckled boots that Puddlenose took from the lord’s gigantic
wardrobe. He delighted in clumping around in those stupid things—though they
didn’t last long on the deck of a ship, which was wet more often than not. But
the boots reminded me of an idea I’d gotten a while back.



Puddlenose jokingly said I should try them as they’d be good
for booting enemies. Not if I couldn’t get one on, or kick well ... but what if
I put a spell on a shoe in order to launch enemies away, like a mighty kick? I
was always on the watch for some way to give us girls an edge in a fight, when
none of us wanted to be ventilating anybody’s innards.



Puddlenose also got a plumed hat, and a fine sword that
Snord had lifted from someone. Puddlenose named it Lordsnordsword, and vowed
that he was going to learn how to use it.



Captain Heraford called us all together and said, “Now you
kids don’t have to listen if you haven’t a mind, but we always talk over a raid
after.”



We all said we wanted to hear what he had to say. I was
hoping to hear praise, which we got, but then he said, “If you’re going to be
privateers, and not pirates, you should always be neat. Don’t throw things
about. Take a moment to see what’s worthwhile, and leave the rest be.” He
grinned. “Besides, it makes ’em madder when you’re neat. It’s called style.”



Puddlenose grinned. Klutz and Id laughed.



“You did make good picks,” the captain finished up, touching
some of the things we’d added to the loot pile that would go to upkeep on the
ship, food, and pay for the sailors. “And you were fast.”



“We got plenty of practice being fast at the Squashed
Wedding Cake.” I touched a tiara made with tiny sprays of emeralds. “Only
nothing in Fobo’s horrible palace is pretty!”



Captain Heraford said, “I’d had a rule, no kids. Seems some
are more trouble than aid. But I might just change that rule.”



We grinned, and some of us put more into the loot pile.



NINE

“Halfway: And On to Home!”


And so we sailed east on a strong wind. The privateers had
stocked up from the Snords’ pantry and buttery for a long trip, and off we
went, straight toward the dawn.



The days melted away, one after another, as we got used to
shipboard life. It was wonderful! It took me a while before I dared to climb
all the way to the tops, but once I did, I could see that much farther. When we
got away from land, we began to see the occasional spouts of great whales in
the distance. Sometimes dolphins leaped around, playing with each other and
showing off, and one time, some mer girls with kelp woven into caps on their
hair leaped with the dolphins, waving to us and laughing.



“Can we go play with them?” Sherry asked. “They look
friendly.”



“You could, I suppose,” Captain Heraford said. “But I’ve
never heard of anyone coming back.”



We decided not to swim out to meet the mers. If they swam
close and talked to us, we’d talk to them, but they never did.



A few thunderstorms roared through. I was so glad I had my
magic, though again, I didn’t want to zap back to MH and leave the others to
whatever happened. Some princess I’d be! So I stayed on my bench in the
wardroom, where most of the others were huddled. We all felt better together,
even if all you saw in the light of the swinging lamp was scared faces.



Puddlenose was not there. He was up on deck having fun
watching the giant waves come as the ship climbed up and up. Dhana was ...
somewhere.



I tried hard to look unconcerned as I leaned way forward.
The bow slanted upward like a rocket about to launch. Then it would plunge
down, and I’d brace my feet on the deck and lean back. I never liked roller
coasters, I thought dismally ... but finally I realized we were climbing a
shorter time, and not so steeply. Same with the plunges.



The wind howled less, and once again we sped under plain
sail, the white water feathering up behind to frame our wake.



Everybody except the weary watch crew stuck on duty crawled
into their bunks and slept.



o0o



Much as I loved being on Tzasilia, and good as I’d
gotten at my chores, I was ready for land again. You really have to like being
wet a lot to sail, and you have to not mind that you can’t do the work and then
let your surroundings just be for a while, like in moving to a new house.
You’re constantly doing jobs, especially with the sails. It’s worse than
washing dishes, because it’s heavier, and you’re out in the weather. Not that
Captain Heraford gave us the tough jobs. The grownups got the worst of them.
But we did have to serve night watches, to be fair, which means staying up all
night, or sleeping with your head on your knees, and jumping up if the watch
mate calls for the hands.



Anyway, the lookout yelled that land was nigh, and sure
enough we started to smell a kind of muddy wood whiff that was different than
the sea. We spotted a lot of sea birds swooping and skimming and diving, and
finally there were the bumps on the horizon, and new land.



“We’re brushing Aleya,” Captain Heraford told us as we
sailed near. “You should be all right. Last time we were this way, there’d been
trouble, but nothing like the Chwahir.”



“Are you stopping?” Sherry asked.



“No. Nothing much for us here. We might poke north, see
what’s what,” the captain responded.



So when we neared the bay, we loaded up our souvenirs from
our raid. Mostly that was colorful clothes. I’d gotten to work on my Shoe,
which was one of the fancy boots discarded by Id, who’d grabbed two pairs. It
took a long time to layer on the spells, but I had the time. The result was,
I’d transferred the Shoe to beyond-space, but I could transfer it back by
saying certain words and touching my necklace. Then, if I said a couple other
words, I could kick a villain and a ball of air would boot ’em away from me,
kersplat!



Nobody wanted to be my guinea pig after the first couple of
experiments, though all the kids wanted to watch me launch someone besides them.
It was pretty funny.



So anyway, we loaded up our gear (Klutz had adopted that
horrible shirt, it was so ugly she could not bear to leave it) and the crew
rowed us ashore.



We waved, thanking them again and again. The last I heard
was, “If you are ever in Danai ...”



They set sail, and slanted away to the north, leaving us on
shore.



For a long time we didn’t see anything except low, scrubby,
boring land, pretty much like many other places.



We’d gotten food from the cook, so we were all right for a
couple of days of walking, at least. And a couple of days it was. I mean we saw
nothing, except some distant forest way far to the south. But we needed to go
east, so east we walked. And walked. And walked.



At the end of the first day, Puddlenose turned all the way
around, and said suddenly, “I think I know where I am.”



We all exclaimed variations on “Really? Where?”



He wrinkled his nose. “Kinda hard to say. I might be wrong,”
he added.



Okay, we could sure understand that. Unless there’s some
landmark they only have in one place, trees are more or less trees, rocks are
rocks, and so forth. This particular landscape was flat but rocky, only that
forest in the distance, so I could see mixing it up with someplace else.



We camped out, and started the next day, Id first making us
wait while he tried to figure out a way to tie all his clothes on so he
wouldn’t get overheated. Even though he hadn’t paid for them, he couldn’t stand
the idea of giving up any of his fancy clothes, Just In Case.



At midday, Puddlenose said again, “I really think I know
this place.”



And that night, “I’m pretty sure I know where I am.”



We camped again, and when he said it the next day, after
more of the same sort of boring countryside, nobody responded for a time. Until
Seshe said, “How can you tell?”



Then Puddlenose scratched his head. “If I’m right, I can’t tell
you.”



“What!”



Dhana crossed her arms. She was hot, dusty, tired. “How
annoying!”



Now, here’s a weird thing. I can be super mad at someone,
but I manage not to blast ’em with some choice pocalubes. But if someone else
says the mean thing I’m thinking, I grin and add a mental ha ha!



But if the person doesn’t snap back—and Puddlenose never
does—then zap! I feel sorry for the first person I was mad at, and my mad
switches to the one who said something mean.



That’s what happened here. Puddlenose scratched his shaggy
head, looked around, then said, “Well, maybe you’ll find out why. Then you’ll
keep the secret, too. If it’s right.”



“I don’t know about right and wrong, but I smell lots of
water ahead,” Dhana said, her tone completely different.



We discovered we were on a ridge—though the land had seemed
perfectly flat—until we reached the edge, and below these rocky palisades that
we hadn’t known we were approaching lay a kind of market city with a lot of
tents and some open-sided buildings. It was built beside a wide, slow-moving
river that dumped into the sea not far away on our left; on the far side of the
river, straight east, was a line of very rocky-looking mountains.



“I was right,” Puddlenose exclaimed. He started forward,
then stopped. “Except I don’t remember a lot of guards.”



Some poking about revealed a narrow goat track going
downhill in zigzags. As we got closer to the market town, people veered widely
around a lot of clods in the sort of tunic and trousers and boots that most
military types wear in various styles, and each was loaded with pointy
things—spears, swords, knives, the works.



We reached the bottom, where a meandering road led from the
market to the mouth of the river. There, a bazillion houseboats floated on the
water, some connected by ropeways of various types, so it was obvious that they
didn’t all travel. Farther out—way farther out—ships were anchored. They had to
row in, which suggested a long, shallow beach.



Puddlenose started talking to the people coming out of the
market. Most of the older ones waved us away impatiently, some shrugged as if
they didn’t understand us. Many scowled, and a few looked back in worry.



Finally we got a family of traders with a kid near our age,
who spoke a very accented type of Mearsiean (which is related to other
languages).



“Bad king,” she said, walking backward.



The mother turned around and yelled at the girl in a Hurry
up and stop blabbing tone of voice.



The girl cupped her hands around her mouth. “Bad king
gone—then loyalists worse!” She made a spitting motion after the word
‘loyalist.’



“Are these fellows the loyalists?” Puddlenose yelled,
pointing at the warrior guys uglying up the landscape.



The girl yelled something we couldn’t understand, then her
mother yanked her around and they bustled away, carrying their baskets tightly
against themselves.



As we got closer, the traffic thickened. We followed some
people in, and got some weird looks, what with Id and all his clothes,
Puddlenose wearing those stupid boots again, plus a plumed hat, Gwen in the
fancy nightgown, Klutz wearing the terrible shirt with her skinny freckled legs
sticking out below, and her bare feet. There I was, more or less normal except
for the velvet cloak I’d pinched, and a very fine knife with a carved hilt
stuck through my sash (orange, yellow, and chartreuse stripes—pinched because I
had an idea about leaving it at PJ’s castle and seeing if it would start a new
fashion), and Dhana with Lord Snord’s black velvet cloak dragging on the ground
behind her.



No one showed much interest in us, other than some
skeptical, laughing, or disapproving looks as we wound our way into the crowded
marketplace.



Puddlenose took the lead. He seemed to know where he was
going. I could barely see anything, what with all the grownups going every
which way, some pushing carts, most carrying baskets.



We finally entered a huge square, which was surprisingly
empty, considering the throngs everywhere else. Here, we could see the rooftops
of a lot of open-sided buildings, and lots more tents and pavilions and temporary
booths.



But those weren’t what drew Puddlenose’s attention. He kept
on to the other side of the square, and the least crowded area—except for a lot
of those military guys roaming around looking tough.



“Ahah,” Puddlenose exclaimed, pointing to a building. Bars
divided the windows—and faces pressed between the bars. Lots of faces. All sad.
He turned to us. “When the local lockup is crammed, then either you’ve got a
rotten town, or else you’ve got a rotten leader.”



“How do you know that?” Dhana asked, staring from the
unhappy faces in the jail to Puddlenose.



“Because when the town is rotten, I usually get thrown into
the klink,” he explained. “They’ll have a million rules and the first one
almost always is that travelers are crooks. So they get a lot of free work out
of you. It’s especially true if the millions of rules are new. Then you look
for some villain who’s taken over.”



He looked at us expectantly.



“So, I guess we should get going?” Sherry said, her forehead
puckering. “I do so want to get home.”



“Me too. But first, what are you thinking?” I asked
Puddlenose.



“The people here are good ones,” Puddlenose said.



“These?” Klutz looked around.



“These are different, they’re traders. I don’t mean they’re
bad. Traders are traders. But the local people.”



“How do we tell the local people from the traders?” Id
asked, impatiently adjusting some of his clothes. The sun was warm.



“Ah ... well, how’s this,” Puddlenose suggested. “Let’s
spend the day here. Someone’s bound to speak some language you know. We’ll meet
at sunset, and compare notes.”



I looked Seshe’s way. She shrugged, hands turned out.



What’s one day, I thought.



So that’s what we did.



I mostly wandered around, looking at the things people made.
By the time I’d admired fine inlay boxes and fire screens and painted vases and
embroidered cloth and amazing weaving in both picture form and in pretty
patterns, I was ready to get back to my own art projects. I’d forgotten all
about spying out the local government.



But the others hadn’t.



When we met at an open air eatery where they served chicken
pies, we sat around a table, leaning in. Kinda like a football huddle over a
picnic.



“Local war lord tryin’ to get this kingdom,” Id said.



“What kingdom?” Sherry said.



“But not a Robespierre.” Klutz held her nose and waved. “Sounds
more like a bumbler.”



“What kingdom?” Sherry said.



“People are mad because there’s a big tax on things now.”
Dhana’s thin fingers flickered, suggesting rolls of coins. “I heard some people
complaining about it. ‘We’re taxed so those big clodhoppers can eat and march
around getting in the way,’ is what someone said. And somebody else said, ‘What
do we need guards for? We need guards to get us away from the guards!’ But one
of those fellows was right behind, and she got hauled away and stuck in the slammer.
Then more guards took her booth down, and carried off her goods.”



“What did everybody else do?” Gwen asked.



“Nothing. Just grumbled, and looked around, like to make
sure no more of the busybody guys were there.”



“What kingdom?” Sherry asked patiently.



Everybody looked at her. Seshe said, “I guess whatever lies
beyond the forestline in the south, there.”



“Don’t they just mean this market?” Dhana asked, her hands
fluttering outward.



Sherry said, “I heard. Three times. People don’t pay any
attention to me. They must think I’m stupid. Or can’t hear. But they said
things like, ‘He’s a king, but what does he want to be king of?’ And
another said, ‘Why do they keep nosing on about the other cities? I’ve been
coming here twenty-eight years, and I’ve never seen feature nor twitch of
another city.’ So I want to know, what kingdom?”



Z-z-z-t! Heads snapped Puddlenose’s way.



He grinned.



“All right, slobbinizer,” I gritted. “You’ve been dropping
ominous hints like a sick elephant—”



“Eeeuw, CJ!” Klutz bellowed with laughter.



“I meant tromping around!” I had to wait for the yuk
fest to die down, but after 400 years or so, it finally did. “Well? You want us
to stick our big feet into this mess!”



Puddlenose examined the moisture ring from his root brew as
though it held the Secret Message of Doom. When nobody said anything he looked
up. “The people are really, really nice.”



Another silence, then, “After all, you did say you wanted
adventure.”



And after another silence, and a multi-kid variation on the
Evil Fish Eye sending radioactive rays at Puddlenose (who just drew pictures on
the table with the water) I said, “This is not the first time you’ve gotten
mixed up in this kind of stuff.”



He just shrugged and gave us a fake smile.



I leaned in so he would see me giving him the ol’
hairy eyeball. “What are we s’posed to do with a gaggle of grownup bad guys? We
would be soooooo great fighting ’em, and what else is there?”



“Your magic?”



“I don’t know any spells for getting rid of bad guys.”



“Why don’t you do what you did for that clod with the magic,
before we got grabbed by Shnit’s gang?”



“I don’t have any shrinking stuff anymore.” I turned out my
pockets. “That was the last of it. And I don’t know that magic—it takes ages
and ages to make, is what Clair told me.”



“Yeah, but you could freeze ’em. Just long enough so the
locals can do whatever they need to.”



I considered. “I do remember the stone spell. I think. I’ll
do an experiment or two, but one thing for sure, it’s long and complicated, or
will be for me. Maybe I could prepare a token, and lay the spells on it ... but
you’d have to get all the bad guys together in a group. Otherwise, soon as I
stone one of ’em, the others will either squash me, or run.”



“So we’ll get ’em all together,” Puddlenose said.



“How?”



“I have a plan.”



“What?” everybody said.



He rubbed his hands. “They have all these rules, right? And
so they must have a lot of penalties. So we,” he said happily, “are going to
get ourselves slated for execution!”
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First we played tricks on them. This was while we were
trying to find out which of them was the head snake.



Not that that took long. The one in charge had a kind of
throne in their main building, which had once been a huge stable, and they were
in the process of changing into a kind of fortress, making their prisoners haul
rocks and build walls. (We noticed the angry prisoners weren’t exactly whizzes
about doing the work.)



After a day or so of itchweed in all the bunks, nasty spices
in their food, mud dropped into their boots (at least Id said it was mud, but I
noticed he’d been over at the makeshift stable), and stuff like that, the bad
guys were complaining to their leader worse than anyone complained about them.



Especially when the prisoners started laughing at them.



The head snake, who we started calling King Grumblespit and
Grubsnakegrundge and suchlike because ‘grun’ was at the beginning of his name,
ordered them to go out in groups—and they could use their weapons on anyone not
obeying the rules.



By the third day, most of the market knew something was going
on, and so, though all the grownups were being really really obedient—with the
kind of exaggerated, nasty politeness that school principals are especially
good at when they hate kids—they were waiting to see what would happen.



And none of them turned us in. In fact, if they saw us, they
looked away like hoo, see the pretty cloud?



We helped hustle things along by the fourth day, gathering
in the center and making loud speeches about how rotten King G was. Most
couldn’t understand us, but enough could that the word spread, and there was
soon an enormous crowd.



The whole contingent of bad guys arrived, swords waving
menacingly, and forced the crowd back, so they could surround us and march us
into the main building.



There, the leader faced us (that is, he sat down, then shot
up again, then hastily swiped off the tacks Klutz had planted on his throne,
then sat down again).



He found an interpreter, who said in passable Mearsiean, “Who
are you?”



We all turned to Puddlenose. This was, of course, the
opportunity of a lifetime.



With a straight face, Puddlenose started unloading his name.
The interpreter reddened, then gave it to the King Snake as Puddlenose said the
words, but the fellow figured out there was something fishy, growled a threat,
and so the interpreter translated.



There were snickers and rustles among the listening bad
guys.



The clod cursed, but Puddlenose spread his hands and said, “I
can’t help it! That’s my name!”



“What were you doing out there?”



“Wasn’t it obvious?”



“Answer the question!”



“Okay, okay, don’t snap my nose off. I was yelling insults
about your rule, of course.”



The clod snarled, then turned to the rest of us, and
demanded our names. Of course we delivered the aliases we’d chosen, except that
Id kept changing his mind. “No! It’s Gasbaggio Snackleblat! No, it’s Horsefeed
Funnelbelch! No—”



“Take then out and kill them all,” the head snake roared.



Puddlenose was grinning like a maniac.



Id looked nervously at me—after all, he and Klutz had been
here before.



“I hope you’re ready, CJ,” Klutz muttered.



“I think so,” I said.



Out they marched us—and I waited until the clods were all in
a row, ready to watch the show, then I flicked out the rock I’d made my token,
gabbled my spell, and before the arrow squad had even lined up (and everybody
was watching them) the head clods slowly turned grayish and just ... froze.



“It worked!” I squeaked.



Puddlenose gaped. “There was a doubt?”



Well, everybody went nutso then. Some of the guards chased
us, but we scattered and ran all over, until the guys found themselves isolated
from each other, and surrounded by angry people. Oops.



Somebody who spoke our language came up, and I explained
that the spell would only last a couple days at most—that was the best I could
do.



“It’s enough,” he said, and loped off somewhere to tell
someone.



Well, the result caused us girls to remember that, even if
Puddlenose wasn’t as good at some stuff as we were (like pocalubes, climbing
trees, thinking up funny skits, and so forth) when he had ideas during
traveling, it was an excellent idea to listen.



What happened next was both exciting and frustrating. The
secret turned out to be away in the forest. Now, the bad guys had been sent out
in gangs to search, but they couldn’t find the rest of the country, though they
knew it was there.



After what we did (and someone recognized Puddlenose) we got
invited into the secret: under the ancient redwoods, there was an entire
warren, a city. Maybe even bigger. Like the Junky, only centuries old, with
decorated tunnels and huge caverns with houses inside, and glow globes that
dimmed to look like stars at night, and during the day, somehow got sunlight in
them, which they reflected to look like day. So they had fruit trees growing
straight and tall because there wasn’t any wind, and lots of flowers and grass,
and waterfalls that fed carefully bricked meandering streams.



We only saw a tiny bit, because we couldn’t understand the
people. Puddlenose told us, “They are really big on storytelling. It goes on
all night, with others doing pantomime, kind of, which is how I knew what was
going on. Sounds a bit like songs and chants.”



I looked around the cavern we were invited into. “I’m coming
back some day. But when we can understand.”



The others agreed.



We left the next day, and promised to keep the secret—which
is why I haven’t written down any of the details. I figure, anyone who reads
these probably knows about them, as the cities are more known now, but the
accesses might still be secret.



Nobody’s getting them from me!



TEN

“Home!”


We had to cross some mountains. We hired horses, as we still
had plenty of coins left over from our raid. We paid a kid Puddlenose’s age to
take us over—he hired out as a caravan guide, and we were officially a caravan,
even though we didn’t have any wagons or stuff. That was fun. He told stories
about his travels, and added to Puddlenose that kids could get that kind of
job, if you could just find a powerful mage and enough coin to get the
Universal Language Spell.



That got Puddlenose excited, so what with that, and the
bitter cold high up in the mountains, and the fact that we’d been away so long,
we were more than ready to get home.



We only had one incident during that trip. Couldn’t really
call it an adventure, because the word ‘adventure’ suggests to me a lot of
action. This was very late at night, when we were all camped around the fire.
Suddenly the guide sat up, looking around. Dhana was already alert, poised, and
then I heard it: rustles and the crunch of gravel.



We were being surrounded.



What to do? Magic, I thought. What? Too many, and out of
sight, meant I couldn’t try that stone spell trick. No, it had to be something
they saw.



I know! I sat up, whispered the illusions spell, then I
started chanting loudly and waving my arms as an illusion took form just above
the Fire Stick’s flame. I made a ghostly version of Dhana, and made it do one
of her slow, spooky dances, her fingers wavering like smoke.



The noises ceased abruptly. I whispered another illusion
spell as the first began to fade, and then began chanting pocalubes slowly. The
others got the idea, and began chanting back, adding silly words droned in low
voices.



So that freed me to begin a bunch of illusions—I made creepy
monsters with talons, then sent them drifting out toward the darkness ...



The rustles and footsteps hustled away much quicker than
they’d come.



The guide left us at a ridge that led down to dry land that
swiftly turned to desert. It was boiling hot, nothing but glaring blue sky
overhead, but he told us if we hurried, there would be oases along the way. Dhana
nodded—if there was water, she’d find it.



“This has to be the Senyavin,” I yelled. “I just feel it.”



No one argued.



Well, desert is boring and hot, so skip a bunch of days,
until at last, at last we saw Mt. Marcus on the horizon, and the
cloudtop and the white castle, hazy and sun touched.



We reached the forest at last.



Tired as we were, we ran harder, wanting to reach the
Junky—see the girls’ faces—get something to drink and eat. I just wanted to
flop on my own bed, in my own room, and look at my drawings on the walls, and
not move.



But then we heard voices—angry kid voices.



“The girls,” Seshe panted, running next to me.



“It’s the clods,” Dhana hissed, and sprinted ahead, spotted
a stream, and vanished. She reappeared in a rainbow of droplets. “This way!”



She veered, and we followed, leaping over mossy logs,
running around old, tangled shrubs, ducking through hollows formed by old
trees, until we reached a clearing I vaguely remembered. It was the one where
we’d first met PJ’s slobs!



Jilo and his pals were on horseback, the girls ranged in a
line. When they saw us, eyes and mouths rounded in surprise.



And the Chwahirs’ eyes and mouths rounded in disbelief. I
looked away from the creepiness of those round black eyes, as Jilo and his gang
took in our dusty selves, with the hats, boots, swords, extra clothes, and all
the rest.



“Where have you been?” Irene demanded, hands on hips.



I glared at Jilo. He had to know where we’d been sent, or
rather, where we were supposed to end up: with Shnit! Now that I knew just what
that meant, I boiled with rage.



“So the summons spell did not function,” he said to
Puddlenose.



Summons? What did he mean by that? Not that I was going to
ask a Chwahir anything—I’d just get lies and nastiness.



“Later,” I said to Irene. “What’s going on here?”



“We told them to get lost, and I think they were about to
ride us down. Or try.”



“And see what they get!” Faline hefted a mud ball.



Jilo whispered to his pals. I whispered spells. As their
hands tightened on the reins, I quickly passed out pies.



“Oh wow,” Puddlenose breathed. “I never thought I’d get to
be in one of your pie fights.”



As the Chwahir started the horses forward, I yelled, “Ready,
zero, launch!”



Pies whizzed and splatted.



Three connected, one hit a horse on the neck, and one sailed
harmlessly to squelch onto a tree, but that was enough to cause the horses to
sidle, rear, and whinny.



Jilo had ducked, but he got hit anyway because four people
threw pies at him. So he was covered with
honey-cottage-cheese-pea-soup-treacle-raison-and-cherry glop.



“You think that will stop us?” he said.



“Then it’s war—war to the pie!” I yelled.



“To the pie?” Jilo asked.



I said, “Sure. Oh, I know you Chwahir like war to the knife,
but we like more imagination. Also, Clair doesn’t like killing.” I didn’t add
that I didn’t either. I did add, “So if you do any, she’ll get angry.”



“And then what?” Jilo asked derisively. “Kill us?”



“No,” Sherry said, her eyes round. “She’ll just turn you
into statues or something, and let future rulers decide what to do.”



“Until then, the birds all get target practice on your solid
stone heads,” Irene put in. “Hey, just like they are now!”



Jilo looked around, up, down, then gave us a peculiar sort
of smile, as cottage cheese plopped from his black clothes to the ground.



He muttered something in Chwahir and left, without another
word. All we heard was the rustle of horse hooves in the grass, the creak of
saddle gear, and then the Chwahir were gone.



“Home,” I yelled—meaning the cloudtop. If the Chwahir were
poking around, they just had to be trying to find the Junky, and I didn’t want
them sneaking after us.



As soon as we got in range, we transferred Upstairs.



We found Clair in the library. As soon as she saw us, her
anxious face turned bright pink and happy. She clasped her hands. “I knew you’d
be back!”



As the girls began talking at once, Clair separated off
Klutz and Id, and thanked them for going to Puddlenose’s rescue. “But next
time, let me know first, and we’ll plan something,” she said. “People have
missed you. A lot! We even had volunteers finish the flower-and-bird
decorations in your big receiving room. Just because they want you back.”



Klutz and Id made faces—they’d talked a little about how
dumb it was to both go off investigating, and leaving the province with no one
in charge.



“What did we miss?” Klutz asked.



Clair filled them in—not that there was much. Except for the
northern border and the constant worry about Kwenz, there really isn’t much in
the way of official government stuff in Wesset North. The Guilds do that. Klutz
and Id make sure no one cheats anyone else, but mostly they plan the best
parties and festivals, and contests, they decide if the Guilds are locked in
some disagreement.



They quickly finished up their talk, then Clair transferred
them home to their Destination room.



Then Clair turned to me, and pointed at my ring. “You didn’t
use that.”



“It would only transfer me,” I said.



She nodded. “Of course. I wonder if I should change the
spell, so it brings me to you, because you are more likely to be with the girls
if something happens.”



“That’s a great idea,” I said.



“Tomorrow.” She gave a nod.



Well, we got baths, food, and then it was story time. It
took a while because everyone interrupted everyone else, and Faline kept asking
us to go back to the play outside of Arthla. Irene muttered jealously that she
gets left out whenever something special happens. Diana wanted to look at the
swords and knives (I gave her the one I’d brought, after telling the others
about my idea of starting a fashion with the ugly sash).



But at last it was done, and we all trooped off to bed.



Except I couldn’t sleep, so I went out in my nightgown to
find Clair. It felt so good to be in my own nightie, in the White Palace again!



She was in the library, pulling down book after book.



“Trying to find a way to learn that Language Spell?” I
asked.



She grinned. “I think I’m going to have to seek it
elsewhere. Problem?”



“I can’t sleep yet. I keep seeing those horrible
goggle-eyes. That Shnit is the creepiest sneeble I ever saw in my life. He makes
Kwenz seem like ... like ... well, not like a friend,  but—”



“Not as threatening?”



‘Yeah. The way he stared at me, like he recognized
me. Or—or was almost able to recognize me.”



“That’s weird,” Clair said, her upper lip wrinkling. “That’s
almost as creepy as everything else about him.”



“Who could he mean? What could it mean?”



“I don’t know, but one thing is clear: he knows a lot more
about us now. This is not at all a good thing.”



“No. So tomorrow, while you fix my ring, we start
practicing. Speaking of practice, we ran smash into Jilo and his creeps on our
way in. Wow, were they surprised to see us. Our being sent far away has to be a
plan they flubbed up, but he called it a summons spell.”



“A summons spell? Maybe that’s something Shnit demanded of
his brother,” Clair said, frowning. “In case Puddlenose was seen. It is
wonderful that they did not recognize him, but that won’t be true anymore.”



I’d been elated, but my good mood popped like a balloon
meeting a pin. “Of course. Jilo probably galloped straight back to report our
being home—and Kwenz will make sure to send a detailed description of
Puddlenose. Ugh! Shnit will be extra mad that he had him, then he got away!”



“He is extra mad all the time anyway, from what I can tell.
Anyway, as for us here, the girls have often seen Jilo and his cronies poking
around in the forest.”



“That can’t possibly be good, either. They don’t want to
burn it down, or cut it, do they?”



“I don’t know. It could be that they’re looking for our
hideout, like you guessed, or even to see if you had returned. Kwenz
communicates with the Auknuges—oh! I can’t believe I didn’t tell you! What with
your trip—”



“That’s it.” I smacked my hands together, then explained
what I’d vowed about lock-picking and the like. “If we’re going to be coming up
against all these villains, we need more tricks,” I said.



“I agree.”



“So what was that about PJ?”



Clair’s eyes went wide. “I still can’t believe I didn’t tell
you. Well, it’s been so long, and we wanted to catch up on your story ... but
Fobo is gone.”



“Gone?”



“Yes.”



“Like ... gone for good?”



“She is back with her brother, in Elchnudaeb.”



“PJ, too?”



“And all his toady friends. Remember I told you I expected
the Wood Guild from Sartor?”



“Yes.”



“They came to demand my explanation of why an entire forest had
been cut down. I told them that Glotulae did it, after she took over that land.
They wanted to know then why it had not been reported, as it violated all the
rules of living in the world. I explained about my mother, and me becoming
queen after all this happened, and they asked for corroboration from Ka Nos of
Seram Aru. And then ... they left.”



“And?”



“The next thing I saw was, a huge wagon train going north
toward the border. That was the Auknuges. They told me that the area is to be
left to heal.”



“So the Squashed Wedding Cake is to become a ghost town?”



“I don’t know about ghost towns. That land is again part of
Mearsies Heili. But no one will settle there.”



“Hurray!” I yelled.



And went to bed smiling.



ELEVEN

The U.N.C.L.E.S. vs. the A.U.N.T.I.E.S.!


To celebrate being back, we played a big game of hide and
seek the next day, after our practice, only Faline wrecked it by laughing at
Puddlenose, who was wearing that plumed hat when he was It. He found her, and
since we were playing a team game, that meant her team lost.



To prevent a big argument our first day back (it was hot, so
Dhana was in a Mood, and Irene was still sour about having been left out of the
adventure) I said, “Let’s go see the deserted Squashed Wedding Cake.”



So we did. The town was pretty well stripped bare—right down
to the stone. All the wood was gone. The buildings were odd, seen this way.
Skeletal. Stone is the bone of buildings.



Diana said, “I’ve seen Wood Guild badges on some of the
wagons coming through our forest.”



“They must be sending people to reclaim the wood,” Seshe
said. “Excellent.”



We passed the last of the houses, and stopped in shock.
There was the big square, and beyond, the Squashed Wedding Cake. It was a trash
heap. Stuff lay everywhere—silk cushions, ruined in rain, broken furniture,
dishes, everything. But all over the place were people picking things up,
shaking them out, sometimes talking, sorting, and loading wagons.



“It’s like ants,” Faline said in surprise.



“The materials were good ones,” Irene said. “That pretty
honey-colored stone that made the ugly daisies in the floor—if you took that
away, and scraped off the orange lacquer, it could be pretty in a walkway.”



Irene was the one who paid most attention to things like
fashion and taste.



“You’re right,” I said. “I’m going to tell Clair, but I bet
she won’t mind this. In fact, it’s probably a good thing.”



Seshe smiled. “And when it is done, I hope the Wood Guild
returns to reseed what was once the North Forest. I would like to see that.”



We agreed, and returned.



I reported to Clair about the scavengers, and she grinned. “They
aren’t living there, so the Wood Guild people are happy. And all the things the
Auknuges spoiled will be used again, eventually, in other form.”



I nodded and left, thinking about that on my way down.



I mean, I often think about these records—who will read them
in the future? A kid? A grownup? Why are they reading my words? What memories
do they have that are different than mine, or the same?



That means there’s a kind of agreement between us, even if
we never get to meet: here’s me writing the words down for you, and you picking
them up and reading them. I’m trying to pick what’s best of the story of my
life, all our lives, and you’re taking time out of your own life story to tuck
mine in with your own memories.



Well, for the first time I thought about all that stuff in
the Squashed Wedding Cake. Things have their own story. The Squashed Wedding
Cake was just there, when I first saw it. That is, people had been busy adding
statues and stuff, but when I saw it, things were pretty much already there.
Yet lots of hands had made all that stuff. Had they liked cutting that
honey-colored stone into the big orange daisy shapes? Had they talked and
laughed while making the floor? Had they liked looping lace over marble? Maybe
all those things would be taken away, now, and to form a different story in
different buildings.



Well, I don’t know where that thought’s going, just as I
don’t know where all that wood and rock and silk is going!
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So time passed, and I made sure we practiced. As usual, we
were great at first, then we’d skip days when a patrol took an extra-long time,
or the weather was terrible, or something else was going on. I longed to try my
Shoe. We spotted Jilo, and I wanted to throw mud and pies at them to make sure
they stayed away, but Clair had said to leave them alone unless they were
inside the forest and poking around, or wrecking something.



Since they stayed at the very edge of our territory, we just
watched from a distance, without letting them see us.



Puddlenose got restless. He kept saying how fine it was that
we’d given him a room in the Junky, but more and more he was gone from it. He
never crabbed at Clair about how slow it was to find that magic. Puddlenose,
like Clair, just didn’t crab. But one day we turned up for breakfast, and he
was gone.



Clair said when she came in, “My cousin went off to see if
he can learn swordfighting somewhere, and how to be a caravan leader.”



“He’ll be back.” Sherry laughed. “I wonder how much of those
Lord Snord things he’ll still have?”



“I vote for those silly boots.” Faline stomped around in a
circle. “I wanted them!”



“They were way too big.” Irene rolled her eyes.



“Yeah! Think how funny they would be in a play!”



“I like that big hat with the plumes.” Sherry fluffed her
fingers above her curls. “I wish I’d gotten one.”



“I’m disappointed about my sash plan,” I said.



“Well, we could always travel to Elchnudaeb and sneak in and
see what it’s like there,” Irene suggested. “Hey, especially if Fobo is no longer
the ‘queen.’”



“Not a bad idea.” Diana tipped her head.



The rest agreed.
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So anyway, time did what time does, without our paying much
attention. No worrying about birthdays making a teenager out of me, ha ha! The
weather turned colder, and some big storms came through. First the forest
turned a glorious color, and then another storm knocked all the leaves into
scarlet and flame and yellow and rust and amber piles that we played in for
days before they darkened into soggy mulch, and the ground began to get frosty.
It was time for shoes.



Then snow season came, and the days were darker. We spent
more time up at the White Palace, except when we patrolled. And we did patrol,
because we spotted the Chwahir more often.



Just after New Year’s, Clair traveled around to the
different mayors to see how everything was. They reported things quiet—except
for Klutz and Id, who’d spotted Chwahir riding around.



Clair was visited by Guild people. One evening she joined us
in the Junky, grinning.



“What’s funny?” I asked. “Fobo turned into a cactus?”



It was an old joke, so I was surprised when Clair said, “Actually,
it’s about Fobo. Line reports from the Torns that people in Elchnudaeb are
unhappy. First, there is a very very large penalty the king must pay to the
Wood Guild. They have to pay for our forest to be reseeded.”



“Hurray!” we cheered.



“But Fobo does not seem to care. Her brother has to worry
about the cost, it seems, while she keeps trying to take over the kingdom. That
is, she wants more taxes so she can build her own palace, and people don’t bow
enough, and she doesn’t have enough servants, and she keeps him from marrying.”



“Hah!”



After we’d cackled over that, someone said, “Let’s have a
story, CJ!”



“A contest!”



It was definitely play, skit, and story time. As winter wore
on we got involved in stories that lasted days, and we held contests as well as
planned and performed skits. But every so often the others just liked a short,
ridiculous story, and those were either my department or Faline’s. And she
didn’t tell stories so much as jokes. So I did the stories. And what could be
more ridiculous than Earth, especially stories about Earth TV?



Spring came at last, and the land budded and blossomed. But
cold rains kept us in a lot. Then came a week long storm. Everyone’s temper had
worn thin (except Dhana’s) so we mostly did funny plays and stories.



I wrote up some of my dumb stories as if they were real,
because what made the girls love them most was the fact that I put them into
the story. I’m keeping this one partly because the girls loved it (I told
different versions when different girls wanted to be in it) and partly because
the night after I told this version, the next big adventure hit.



We gathered down in the Junky, hot chocolate in hand and a
bowl of whipped cream in the center of the rug, rain roaring on the ground
overhead.
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So Clair sent a message on the M.P.



Girls: Earth is in big trouble. There’s a master villain named
Tinfinger who is going to take over the planet. Will you go defeat this
terrible villain?



I turned to the girls. “Who wants to visit Earth, and defeat
a terrible villain named Tinfinger?”



“Do we get any help?” Seshe asked, amid the hoots and
hollers of the others.



I asked Clair, and read back the answer, “You will have the
aid of a secret organization of spies, called U.N.C.L.E.. Who wants in on this
adventure? All right, Gwen, Diana, Irene, and Faline, get ready.”



“Hey, why not me?”



“Yeah, I haven’t been in one of your stories for a
thousand years!”



“I’m only picking those who didn’t get stuck on the last
one, plus Gwen, because she hasn’t caught up yet. So be quiet and listen.”



The four girls and I got ready to leave, when another note
came from Clair:



By the way, the villain is part of a secret sinister
organization called T.H.R.U.S.H. Remember that.



Before we went through the World Gate, I read it out to the
girls, and everybody committed it to memory: “Thrush, thrush, thrush,” except
for Faline, who kept saying, “Smush, Grush, Splush.”



“And I would, too!” Faline yelled.



“We KNOW,” Irene groaned. “Quiet!”



“I can’t help it, I just love it when she makes me talk
like me!”



While Faline was still muttering rhymes for T.H.R.U.S.H., I
used Clair’s special secret magical transfer, and we zapped down to Earth
through the World Gate, and ended up in an enormous city, with streets made of
cement—



“What’s cement again?” Dhana asked.



“It’s rock made into pancake batter and hardened into
shapes,” Diana snapped. “She told us that before.”



“I thought she was making that up.”



—and tall buildings all around that almost blocked the sky.
Everywhere beeped and blared long cars with fins on the backs to make them look
like rockets. The stink of diesel and car exhaust and cigarettes made the air
thick and blue-gray.



“It was too late,” Irene intoned, making gagging noises. “The
villains already took over, and they were poisoning the people!”



“Nope, that’s just traffic and grownups,” Gwen said, from
experience. “Soon’s you turn sixteen you have to smoke and drive.”



“AHEM!” I warned, giving Irene the Hairy Fish-eye.



I said to my team of girl spies, “C’mon, there’s a clothing
store. Let’s go in and pick outfits so we can disguise ourselves as Earth kids.”



Irene was the only one who got excited over this. But she
was soon puzzled by the bell-bottom jeans, angel tops, and the striped and
fringed mini dresses.



Faline picked something with giant orange polka dots. It was
a mini dress, but she also picked green bell bottoms with fringes to go
underneath. Her regular crimson sash would hold up the pants. Irene picked a
top with long flowing sleeves in a paisley print, Diana got a t-shirt and
jeans, and Gwen and I also got t-shirts. I picked what they called a granny
skirt, just a long skirt in layers.



As we were walking out, some teenagers came in, and as soon
as Faline spotted their beehive hairdos, she insisted she get one, too.



Pause for the girls to stop laughing.



Dhana muttered, “You forgot the go-go boots.”



Faline whispered, “Please make us talk.”



“She ALWAYS does.” Irene sighed loudly.



We walked outside, and I did a transformation spell on our
Mearsiean clothes, so they turned into the Earth clothes. I added a gigantic
beehive hairdo for Faline, her red curls standing up in a kind of crimpled red
helmet. It looked like that weird movie, The Bride of Frankenstein, only
red instead of black and white.



She kept patting it happily. “You could hide a badger in
this!” she exclaimed.



“And you would hide a badger in your hair because ...” Irene
prompted.



“You just never know when you might need one,” Faline said
stubbornly.



Faline clapped but didn’t interrupt. Irene fumed at me,
but also stopped interrupting.



“C’mon, let’s go. There’s the secret entrance.” I gave it
the ol’ thumb.



We crossed the street, and there was the Del Floria
Cleaners.



“What do they clean?” Faline asked.



“Clothes.”



“Where’s the water?”



“Isn’t any.”



“I thought you said they don’t have magic here!”



“They don’t. They have chemicals.”



“Eeeeuw!”



“Eeeeeeuuuw!” the girls echoed, like always.



We all piled into one of the dressing rooms. “Why do they
have dressing rooms in a cleaner’s?” Irene asked, but I made a spell to imitate
the secret access way, and fazoom! There we were, outside the main entrance to
U.N.C.L.E. HQ.



The door was just a flat door.



“Hey, what kinda of scuzzoon door is this, with no knob!”
Diana exclaimed.



We shoved, kicked, and punched, and finally I did a mighty
spell. The door cracked and then fell into a billion pieces, and we stepped
through.



Inside was an office with important-looking sci fi fluorescent
lights glaring a sick sort of blue-white. The office also had lots of steel
corridors and rooms with miles and miles of stern-looking mainframe computers,
their tape-wheels busy whirling, and IBM cards fluttering sinisterly from one
slot to another, while lights blinked and other machines made ominous beedledy-boop
noises.



There were three men inside the main chamber. One old, who
had two giant moles on his face, and two younger. They were busy talking, and
at first didn’t notice us.



“She didn’t forget the moles!” Faline wheezed, writhing
on the rug.



“SHHHH!” the girls said, sounding like a forest fire.



“Another word, and I turn you into a mole,” I warned. “On
Kwenz’s big toe.”



“You can’t turn people into things!”



“Black magic can,” I said. “And I’m going to learn some
just for you!”



“Sorry, sorry. I won’t talk again, if you make me talk in
the story.”



“What a weird disguise,” Faline muttered out of the side of
her mouth.



“He just takes the moles off when he doesn’t want to be
noticed, of course,” Irene muttered back.



“What if he forgets where he put them? Would the villains
notice if he had one on his nose and his chin, then next time on his forehead
and lip?”



The men turned to stare at us.



“Who are you?” demanded Mole Man. “And how did you get in
here?”



One of the younger men was dark-haired, with a conceited
face, his cleft chin sort of aimed at us as if we smelled. The other man had
shaggy blond hair.



“That one’s got bird lips,” Faline whispered.



“Bird lips? He doesn’t have a beak,” Diana whispered back,
as Gwen and Faline snickered.



I said, “Hi, you U.N.C.L.E.S. We’re the A.U.N.T.I.E.S.!”



“A.U.N.T.I.E.S.?”



“Yes! Another Unwanted Network of Terribly Insane Eggbrains!
We’re allies of yours, battling ... uh, W.O.O.D.P.E.C.K.E.R.”



“W.O.O.D.P.E.C.K.E.R? Never heard of that outfit,” the
conceited one said suspiciously.



The blond said, “T.H.R.U.S.H. is our bird.”



“By cracky.” I snapped my fingers. “That’s it. We’re
fighting T.H.R.U.S.H.”



“By Bie,” Faline whispered, a salute to Klutz’s sister, Bie
Crakkee.



“You are?” Mole Man asked, in total disbelief.



“Yes.” I snuck a look around in my best spy manner. “We’re
in disguise. Now ... we’ve been sent to help you, so tell us your names.”



They looked at each other, shrugged, and the old geez with
the giant moles said, “I am Alexander Waverly.”



“His code name will be Wavey,” I whispered to the girls.



“Napoleon Solo.”



“Neopolitan Duet,” I muttered.



The girls repeated the new code names.



“Ilya Kuriakin.”



“Pilya Kluttlespin!”



Gwen elbowed me. “Can we call him Pill for short?”



“Yes.” To the men, I said in my most businesslike manner, “So,
Wavey, Nap, and Pill, here’s the report from our spies at A.U.N.T.I.E. You’ve
heard of T.H.R.U.S.H. I take it?”



“We’ve only come across them a few thousand times this year,”
Nap drawled, brushing his fingers at us as if scooting crickets. “Run along and
play.”



“That all?” I countered cleverly. “Well, according to our
sources, they have a plan to overthrow this world, through Tinfinger. We are
here to foil their dastardly plan.”



“Go away. Your mother is calling you,” Nap said wearily.



“How did you know all this?” Wavey asked.



“We always know,” I said, tapping my nose. The other girls
instantly tapped their noses, or peered around under their hands. “We’re
A.U.N.T.I.E.S. It’s our job to know.”



“Run along,” Nap said again, more sharply. “We’re busy.”



“Girls, did you hear that? We can’t let an Auntie be
Uncle’d!”



“No!” Gwen gasped.



“Neeeeeeuw,” Irene crooned.



“No!” Faline said, hands on hips, bare toes tapping.



“NO.” Diana scowled.



“What good could little girls possibly do in the dangerous
world of espionage and counter-espionage?” Wavey asked, steepling his fingers.



“This,” I said, and muttered a spell or two, and the three
rose into the air.



The girls cracked up as the men clutched at air, then at the
sides of their chairs, then looked down, expressing surprise, dismay, and
shock.



“That’s always good for a starter,” I said cheerfully.



“Give ’em more proof,” Diana said, eyeing Nap.



“Variation,” Irene recommended, nose elevated.



So I made Wavey rotate on his chair.



The other two reached for their pistols. I whispered a
transportation spell and made the pistols twitch away from their fingers, and
sail across the room to me. Then I applied a special spell, and as the men
watched, the pistols melted into goo on the floor. Stinky goo.



“Sooo.” I crossed my arms. “Convinced? Need more?”



“No,” Wavey and Nap said, the latter shaking his head. “No.
Nononono.”



“Let us down, please,” Pill said in his accented voice.



“All right then.” I let them down. Then rubbed my hands. “Let’s
discuss these T.H.R.U.S.H. birds’ latest bomb. We know Tinfinger is going to
pull a nefarious deed, but we don’t know where or when. In order to discover
the details, we must get someone into their lair—”



“Nest,” Irene said.



“Pit,” Diana corrected.



“Stinkpot,” Faline amended.



“Stinkbomb,” Gwen finished.



“—so my idea is, one of the three of you should let
yourselves get captured. They know you, see. They’ll be expecting you, which
means they won’t be looking for us. Now, Wavey’s too old, and besides, he has
to stay behind to direct the fumblings. Of you others, Nap is the most popular.”
I held my nose when I said it.



“Good idea.” Irene rubbed her hands.



“But—” Wavey began.



“Excellent plan.” Gwen turned thumbs up.



“Wait,” Nap started.



“Do it.” Diana gave a nod.



“So ... where should we send him?” I asked the girls.



“To T.H.R.U.S.H. HQ?” Diana asked.



The three men started loudly demanding we listen, but we
gave them exactly as much attention as they would give girls our age: zip.



“Where’s that?” Gwen asked.



“In Thrussia,” I said.



Both Gwen and Faline asked, “Where’s that?”



“Russia,” Pill said. “Though you should say Soviet Union.”



“Why are you talking to these brats?” Nap asked Pill.



“Thrushia, Russia, sounds the same to me,” Irene said
airily.



“Who told you urchins to interfere!” Nap demanded, planting
himself before us.



“Anyway.” I leaned around Nap. “T.H.R.U.S.H. HQ is where
we’re going.”



“Oh!” Faline snapped her fingers. “Then to some other spy
spot, where they want you to think they have something going on, but there
isn’t, but if you go there, then they wonder how you found out, and so they
have to follow you anyway.”



Everybody was quiet—even the guys—as they disentangled that
one.



“Good idea,” I said.



Nap tried again, in what he obviously considered a polite
voice. “What are you girls—excuse me, you A.U.N.T.I.E.S. talking about?”



Irene huffed, “We’ll tell you where you’re going to get
captured when we’re good and ready!”
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Well, we dropped Nap off at a manure-refinement plant that
was actually a secret planning site that was actually the old headquarters of
S.M.E.R.S.H. before T.H.U.D. and S.Q.U.I.S.H. captured each other’s spies and
brainwashed them into changing sides, so they all went to the other guys, and
when they recovered, couldn’t figure out whose socks and toothbrushes belonged
where. So now they were back in business, spying in both directions between
Russia and the U.S. because who would actually send manure between continents,
except spies smuggling other stuff?



I meant to just drop Nap off, but Irene, who was still
steaming at all those ‘brats’ and especially ‘urchins’ told Nap that we just
got a coded message that he had to search the manure bags for smuggled
diamonds.



He was busy doing that when he got captured. He was actually
glad to get captured. And capturing him meant that all those spies had to toil
and boil around reviewing their security once again—and search the
manure bags, Just In Case.



While they were all busy, we got Pill to take us to the real
T.H.R.U.S.H. HQ, which was in Russia (not Thrushia, which made more sense), as
he knew his way around and spoke the lingo.



Once we were outside the main HQ, which was disguised as a trench
coat factory, we had a quick meeting.



“Okay, Pill.” I turned to him. “You have the experience
here. What should we do?”



“Rush in, guns blazing,” he said. “That’s our usual M.O.”



“M.O. What’s that in spy lingo?” Faline asked Irene.



“Moonpie Octopus,” said Irene (who can’t stand not to know
something).



A whole lot of looks and grins, but nobody interrupted,
not even Irene, who does catch a hint. Finally.



“That makes no sense,” Diana muttered, but Faline shrugged.
It made as much sense as the rest of the spy business.



“Okay,” I said, not bothering to point out that none of us
had guns. “Why don’t you go ahead and do that, and get captured. When they take
you to be interrogated, it’s sure to be by the head snakes, and then we can
nose in.”



He raised his brows. “Makes as much sense as the rest of
this ... affair.”



Faline nodded, hands out, as if to say, hey, I’m not the
only one.



Pill walked inside, and a minute or two later we heard yells
and thumps and shouts from inside, behind all the coat racks, and the mirrors
with customers busy trying the coats and looking around in sinister ways.



Diana jerked her thumb over her shoulder. “I think they got
him.”



“Leave us to leave.”



“Where to?”



“The secret underground interrogation chamber, of course.”



All I had to do was use magic to search for Pill. We turned
invisible, sank through several floors, past even more miles of sinister
computers with tape machines whirling, until we finally arrived in a small room
with a very bright lamp hanging overhead. I kept us invisible.



Pill was tied to a chair, blinking, below this light, and
trying to breathe in air made blue from the four huge, hulking men smoking
cigars and belching out stinky smoke.



“Ansver me!” one man bellowed.



“Why are they speaking in those weird accents, instead of
their language?” Gwen whispered.



“Because they’re spies,” Faline said, forefinger upraised.



“How would you know he was a spy if he spoke like regular
people?” Diana asked, quite reasonably.



Irene finished, “You have to speak in the spy accent, so
they know you’re really a spy.”



Pill said to the bad guys, “How (choke) can (gag) I speak
(cough) in all (glug) this smog?”



“Why isn’t Pill using the spy accent?” Gwen whispered. “He’s
a spy.”



“It’s because he already has an accent,” Faline
explained.



“Oh.”



The sinister heads of T.H.R.U.S.H. set down the cigars.



“Now hvat does U.N.C.L.E. know about zees place?”



“What the A.U.N.T.I.E.S. told us.”



“Hvat vas that?”



“Ask the A.U.N.T.I.E.S..”



“Hvoo iss dat?”



“I’m one,” I said, and snapped away the invisibility
illusion.



“Grab her!”



The muscle-bound clods in berets who stood in the background
jumped forward to grab my arms, and push me forward three feet toward the
circle of light, as if I hadn’t been about to go there anyway.



The biggest man glared at me. “Are you a—uh—A.U.N.T.I.E.?”



“I’m not an uh, but yes, an A.U.N.T.I.E.”



“Anti-agent?”



“Agent, no. A.U.N.T.I.E.”



“Hvat?”



I repeated it carefully.



“Hvoo are you! Hvat do you know!”



“I know my name, what country this is, how to burn toast,
how to—”



“Hvat do you know about T.H.R.U.S.H.?”



“Say it, don’t spray it. Pshew. What I know about
T.H.R.U.S.H. is none of your business.”



He folded up a fist the size of a watermelon and tried to
smack me. I ducked. “Hey, striking a kid is bad manners!”



“Shut up or you’ll get ze thrashing of your vorthless life,
brat. Now, tell us all—hvoo led you here, and hvat you know!”



I shut my mouth tight.



Pill, from the chair, said helpfully, “How can she talk when
you told her to shut up?”



“ANSWER MEEEE!”



“I don’t know,” I said, trying to sound scared. “Ask the
C.O.U.S.I.N.S..”



“Cousins?”



“Or the S.T.E.P.M.O.T.H.E.R.S. Or I know, how about the
F.O.B.O.S!”



 “F.O.B.O.S! Is that a secret agency for espionage?”



“No, they’re a bunch of very annoying ladies who think they
are queens.”
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Who knew a bunch of guys the size of water buffaloes could
move that fast? When the stars cleared there we were, on chairs, tied up, with
Pill.



“You awake?” Pill asked.



“Wow, what a stupid question,” I grumped.



“CJ, are you tied up, too?” Gwen asked.



“That’s an even dumber question. What are we doing here,
anyhow?”



“For the dumb question contest, that clinker just took the
prize,” Irene muttered, and all the girls loudly agreed.



“Where are we?”



“They dumped us in the basement storeroom of the East Wing
of the Croaklin, or Crumblin, or Groatmoat?” Irene said. “I couldn’t hear that
last bit.”



“Kremlin,” Pill supplied.



I sighed. “Well, is everybody ready to escape? Or should we
make a plan first?”



“You must be kidding!”



“Nope, I’m CJ.”



“We cannot escape,” Pill said. “We—U.N.C.L.E.—the world is
doomed.”



“Not the A.U.N.T.I.E.S.” I trilled in my best Fobo
imitation. “It’s time to give Tinfinger the bird.”



“I got a great idea for a plan,” Faline said. “C’mon, CJ,
let me make the plan. I never get to make the plan. Me first, okay?”



“Sure. Go ahead.”



“Everybody do what they can. Okay?”



“Great idea, Faline! Glad I thought of it!”



“Hey.”



Pill had his eyes closed, as if he hoped the next thing he
saw would be a firing squad. That being a step up from Present Company.



I took pity on him, and muttered a special Reverse Knot
spell, made for spies. Pill’s eyes flapped open when he felt the knots untie
themselves, the ropes whizz around in a reverse of being wrapped, and drop to
the floor like dead snakes.



“Well, you kids were right, you do have special abilities,”
Pill said. “But it takes bravery to pick a deliberate fight with the dreaded
Tinfinger.”



“Tinhead,” Irene commented.



“Looked more like Fathead to me,” Faline put in. “Wow, talk
about no sense of humor.”



“Tinfinger, Tinhead, same difference,” I said, in a bad
mood. “His fingers are as fat as his head.”



“C’mon CJ, let’s go.” Irene kicked a pile of ropes. “This
place is for the birds.”



“Yeah. T.H.R.U.S.H.!” Faline bent over laughing at her own
joke.



Pause.



“Sorree, sorree... .” Faline wheezed. “I can’t help how
funny I am even when it’s not me being me.”



“So what now?” Diana said, turning to me.



“Where are we again?” I asked Pill.



“In a part of the Kremlin which officially doesn’t exist.”



“That has to mean where all the nastiest stuff is done.” I
rubbed my hands. “Okay girls, here’s the plan. Er, Faline’s plan. Everybody go
upstairs and wreck the place, and every mess you make, leave some sort of sign
that points to Tinfinger.”



So I magicked us upstairs, and we went to work.



Faline and Gwen played bowls with the computer reels,
snapping them with wrist action so that they unreeled, until the floor was a
spaghetti plate of tape. Irene and I rampaged through file cabinets, yanking
them out and tossing papers in a snow of carbon copies. At first we started to
cut the originals into paper dolls, but that didn’t last long. Too much
trouble.



One time a guard jumped out and started to strangle Diana,
but I whistled up my Shoe—and kicked him ten feet! He took off running.



I loaded more magic onto the Shoe, and ran around kicking
the guards through the windows. One of them just before he could aim his pistol
at Pill, who was looking the other way at another guard taking aim.



All the Kremlin guards got angry, and pretty soon Tinfinger
arrived in the first of a fleet of smoky-windowed black sedans. A bunch of
Commissars were uttering threats, and Tinbrain kept waving his hands and
insisting he hadn’t ordered anyone to do anything in the Secret Chambers of
Doom.



When he saw me, he pointed a finger and shouted, “SHOOT!”



A bunch of guns went off, but I had a spell ready. All the
bullets stopped in mid-air, then dropped into my hands with a bunch of clinks
and rattles. I tossed them over my shoulder, where they turned into petunia
pots.



Then I melted the weapons. The bad guys threw the guns into
the air, bellowing, wringing their hands, and blowing on their fingers.



Tinsplat roared, “American spy!”



The guards all started toward me—then stopped. Their eyes
bugged. Their mouths grimaced, then they started moving like teenagers dancing
to rock and roll.



Pill gasped. “Are they poisoned? What terrible secret weapon
is this?”



“Itchweed,” I said. “The really strong stuff.”



I turned back to Tinbonefat. “You want some?”



“No. I’ll go peacefully,” he whimpered, forgetting his
Secret Spy Accent.



I made handcuffs appear on him.



“Where’s Napoleon Solo?”



“On an airplane to a secret site known only to—”



I did my seeker spell, and sure enough, he was flying over
the ocean. A couple of spells, and he stayed midair, while the plane flew on
by, minus one prisoner. He looked down just once, then squeezed his eyes shut
again.



With a mighty spell I made us all appear in U.N.C.L.E. HQ.



“Well, another world problem solved,” I said heartily, as
the spy duo sank wearily into chairs near Wavey.



He turned to them. Nap just shook his head. “Never mind.
Nobody will believe it.”



“We need to ask questions,” Wavey addressed us girls. “Why,
you could be an enormous help to national security—political goals—”



“And that’s why we’re going home,” I said.



And we did.
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When I finished the story, I discovered that Clair had come
in halfway through. She was grinning with the rest.



“I sure wish we could do that kind of magic,” Sherry said
wistfully.



“So do I,” Clair said. “Well, we can in our stories, at
least.”



I don’t know what it was, but something made me ask, “Is
anything wrong?”



“Klutz and Id said that Kwenz sent out a whole contingent of
riders along our border.” Clair looked worried.



“Ugh.” I pinched my nose. “All the more reason to have more
chocolate pie.”



“You already had two pieces,” Irene scolded.



“First course,” I said, though I hadn’t really wanted more.
Instead I loaded three more pieces onto my plate.



“Irene, mind your own business,” Dhana muttered.



Which spoiled the atmosphere of my story, so I dug in, just
to spite them both.




PART TWO


“Poor MH”

ONE


Much later, I—Princess Cherene Jennet Sherwood of Mearsies
Heili—said that our toughest adventure so far began not with prophetic words,
heroic poses, or even a warning rumble of thunder.



Nope. I had a gut ache from being a hog with the chocolate
pie.



Typical.



I flopped over on my bed in the underground cave we girls
called the Junky. No sleep. I flopped back. No sleep. I wished I could wake one
of the others up, just to get her to put on my Shoe and launch me into next
week, where I’d be past the stomach ache.



I rolled around in bed, repeating over and over, “Do NOT eat
more than two pieces. Even if all your stories are spoiled by the others being
as annoying as you are when you’re in a Mood. Even if the pie is still warm
inside and cool on top, with a skin of chocolate ... You will never run out of
chocolate pie! You are not going back to Earth for real!”



I groaned in disgust, and got up to take a walk.



The Junky was quiet, deep breathing the only sound coming up
the short tunnels leading to the other girls’ rooms. I rounded the short curve
from my room and emerged into the den, where the faint slivery-white light of a
glow globe appeared day-bright to my eyes. I sighed, and wormed my toes into
the woven rug on the magic-smoothed dirt floor to the main tunnel entrance,
which was framed by the intertwined roots of an ancient, lightning-blasted
hollow tree. Being there, alone, in the middle of the night, made me see anew
what had become so familiar, and a little spurt of happiness splashed through
me, like melted gold, or the light caught in water—I’m really here. This is
my home, I thought gratefully. Even when I do dumb stuff like eat too
much Just Because.



But thankfulness didn’t take away the gut ache. So I stepped
directly under the inside of the hollow tree and held out my hand to feel for
rain dropping down.



None.



Good.



I made my way up the tunnel to the cave entrance, then
slipped out into a quiet, moonlit night. The forest leaves were silver-tipped,
the shadows faint. I walked out onto the grassy slope and over the soft hummus,
breathing deeply of the beloved scents of the woodland. My stomach seemed to
settle a little as I listened happily to the cheerful chitter of crickets, and
the rustle and plappity-plap of some forest animal racing about in its night
life.



I peered around, sniffing the scents of wildflowers, so busy
enjoying myself I didn’t notice when the crickets went silent. A light
flickered, surprising me. Dummy! Too late I realized the animal might have been
running from something—there was a crashing noise in the shrubs behind me. A
muffled voice, and more crashing to the right.



Running footsteps from the left.



Because whoever it was with the light had, of course, seen
my figure in its pale nightgown drifting along.



It had to be Chwahir—who had that magic-enhanced night
vision.



I whirled around, but by then the 360 degree crashings and
thuds of footsteps made it clear I was surrounded; someone or something thumped
into my from above, and I crashed down, struggling and kicking and yelling—or
trying to yell.



But someone else had had a magic spell ready, and the weight
of a stone spell numbed my limbs.



Yours Truly had not only managed to ignore what signs and
portents really did exist, she’d gotten up and walked smack dab into a
roving patrol of Chwahir.



“Oh, barf.” I tried to say it, but my lips were too heavy to
frame the word; it came out “Blllllrrrrggggh.”



And that, I decided later, about summed up my feelings.



Magic tipped me into the sleep that had evaded me naturally.
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I woke slowly, drifting upward through foggy wisps of
dream-vapor that made me feel groggy and listless. Magic—



Magic! Chwahir—had to be! Jilo and his friends had learned
by grim determination the general area the Junky was located in.



I groaned. And heard a soft hiss of breath.



Someone was there!



I hadn’t opened my eyes yet. Now I kept them closed—like
that would help, if I was stuck in Shnit’s dungeon! But—sniff, sniff—the air
did not smell like home, but it did not smell like vintage dungeon either, and
I’d experienced enough of the aroma of Chwahir Dungeon by now to know.



Plus, the gold on my eyelids hinted at real sunlight.



Okay. No dungeon stench, no gloom. So far, so ... not good,
but hopeful.



I cracked an eye—then flipped up both eyelids in surprise
when the face hovering nearby turned out not to be a villain, a Chwahir, or
even a monster, but a girl somewhere near my own age, with curly golden hair.



The girl had looked anxious at that very first glance, but
now she smiled. “You are awake! Just when the Wise One promised.”



She spoke Mearsiean, but with a strong accent. I’d heard
that accent before.



I croaked, “Wise One?”



“Your guardian,” the girl said. “Elderly man in a mage’s
robe. I only caught the briefest glimpse of him. “ She added soberly, “Raneseh
told us the Wise One sent you here because of troubles in a faraway kingdom.
You will be safe here.”



“What?” I squawked. “Elderly—do you mean a geez with a long
white beard? One that has needed an emergency laundering for a couple of
centuries?” The girl looked puzzled at this last, then gave a hesitant nod, and
I gave vent to a moan with extra tremolo and verve. “No, no, no—that cannot be
good. Guardian? Oh blech, I gotta get outa here.”



The girl rose from her stool and moved to glass doors that
let in the light. She opened drapes and let the crack of golden light widen to
mellow sunshine that filtered through the greenery of a substantial garden.



Then she returned. “I am sorry,” she said, and looked so. “But
the Wise One requested that you be kept here, for your own good. As well as for
the good of the kingdom he guards.”



I gritted my teeth against a bellow of rage. This girl could
not be a villain. She didn’t act like one in the least. And I was thirsty, had
a headache, couldn’t think.



“Shall I let in some fresh air for you?” the girl asked. “There
is water here on the tray.”



“Sure. Thanks.” I struggled for politeness as dizziness
smeared the edge of my vision. I picked up the water the girl had poured. Good,
clear, tasty. It settled my stomach. I flopped back on the pillow.



“You look pale,” the girl said, her smooth brow slightly
puckered as she surveyed me. “I will see to a meal, if you will tell me what
you like?”



“Dunno—just some breakfast junk. Thanks.”



“‘Junk’?” She said the word in English—I remembered it
didn’t translate.



‘Um, food.”



“Thank you. Why do you not rest until then?”



“Okay.”



The girl repeated, “Oh—kay?”



“It means all right. Who are you?”



“Oh, you may call me Pralineh. You are in the house of
Raneseh Khavnan.”



“Okay.” I sighed. “I guess the next question is, why?”



Pralineh tipped her head slightly, as though that question
had either not occurred to her, or that the answer was too difficult for her to
frame. She said, “Please rest. We will see to a meal. Then you may speak to
Raneseh, who will explain better than I can.”



She walked out. Pralineh was not dressed like a servant—not
unless servants wore fine gowns with ribbon trim in elegant geometric patterns.



The door closed. I got up, experienced only a little
dizziness, and padded to the door. I eased the latch—and was surprised that it
worked. I was not locked in.



I turned to the glass doors, which Pralineh had pulled open
to let a breeze in. I eased forward, fingers out in case there might be a nasty
ward. No. Nothing. I peered out into a quiet garden overshadowed by flowering
trees.



If this is a klink, I thought, it’s the fanciest one I’ve
ever heard of. Colend, maybe? Despite the situation, I grinned. Did Colend even
have any jails? If they did, of course they would be more elegant than anyone
else’s palaces, surely. Imagine pretty prison clothes, and what kind of
restitution jobs would they do—embroidery? That just fit them, somehow.



But this girl had a Mearsiean name, even if she pronounced
it differently. At home she’d be ‘Praline’ that is “Pra-lin-eh’ with the final
‘eh’ no more than a breath. Like our Cherene, Faline, Irene. The LIN (or EN) is
what you emphasize. Here, the syllables got pretty even emphasis. And she spoke
Mearsiean, even if with an accent.



I scowled, turning around in a circle on the soft rug. The
room was square, smooth-walled, painted a pale gold. Opposite the bed stood a
wardrobe. I opened it. Half a dozen kid-size dresses hung neatly on pegs, with
a cleaning frame just inside the doors.



Somebody meant for me to stay, then.



I sighed. Refusing to dress wasn’t going to get me out any
faster—nor would floobing about in a grass-stained nightgown.



I jumped through the cleaning frame, felt the magic snap the
grime from me and the nightgown both. Then I inspected the dresses. They were
all one piece, no skirts and shirts like I preferred. At least they weren’t
frilly or flouncy—not that I mind that once in a while, but not on an
adventure. I’d learned that managing a big dress while climbing trees or
running from villains is a hassle. Not to mention trying to get in a good kick
past a couple billion yards of fluffy skirt.



I pulled out a gown of plain blue polished cotton, with a
sash of a darker blue. It was almost the right length, just a tad short, and I
wondered if it was one of Pralineh’s old ones. It wasn’t new, but it was
well-cared for.



I tied the sash round my middle, stuck my tongue out at the
shoes lined up on the floor of the wardrobe (there were three pairs of fine,
satin-covered walking slippers) and passed through the glass door into the
garden.



Beyond flowering shrubs was a stone bench, placed under a
vast tree that reminded me of pepper trees from my Earth days—lots of fine
leaves hanging in clumps. I plopped down onto the bench, feeling better just
sitting in that filtered green light. Feeling better despite my stomach
growling and my head panging.



Magic reaction. After all, I was recovering not just from
one spell, but two: the spell that had dropped me, and also a long distance
transfer. I was certain as I could be about anything that I was far away from
Mearsies Heili.



So my first job was to get back home. I couldn’t even think
about trying magic yet, not with that gigantic headache. But what about ...



I jerked up my hand, and stared at my empty fingers. Oh
yeah. My ring was still in Clair’s magic chamber. The spell to summon Clair in
an automatic transfer wasn’t so easy, and she hadn’t been sure it would work
even under the horrible wards of villains like the Chwahir.



So I had no way to get home. Or even to send a message.



I looked back inside, and grimaced. This was certainly not
my home, no matter what that girl said. Though it was pleasant enough that I
could pretend until I felt better, and so I stepped farther into the garden,
found a grassy spot beneath a tree, lay down and watched the sky through the
whispering, rustling green leaves.
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I woke with a snort, and looked around wildly. Was that a
bad dream? Was I home? No. The greenery overhead looked and smelled different
from the forest at home.



I rubbed my ear, recalling noises. Footsteps! Passing by.
But there was only the silent garden around me, no humans.



I sat up. At least the headache had faded.



I closed my eyes, breathing deeply the way I’d learned when
gathering the inward energy for a big spell. I depicted the transfer
destination at home, and—



And—



And the words were still gone. This wasn’t just headache. My
magic was gone.



I keened softly, “E-e-e-e-e-e!” No, no, no—not
my magic!



But it was warded. And by someone who had been able to take
the time to do it right. When I reached for even the simplest spell form, all I
sensed were was foggy ‘sounds’—bits of magic words—and vague memory images of
having used the spell, but no spell itself, or the feel of magic
gathering and the sounds that shaped it.



Quick, light, rustling steps brought me scrambling to my
feet, fists tightly clenched.



Pralineh approached, gracefully lifting her skirt to step
over the root of a huge climbing rose vine. “There you are,” she exclaimed. “The
sun is almost gone—it will be cold soon. Won’t you come inside?”



I fought the urge to snap a signed-and-sealed CJ zinger back
at her. Pralineh couldn’t be the mage who’d warded my magic. She was a girl my
age or a bit older, and she was trying to be nice. She didn’t deserve a CJ
temper tantrum.



I bet I know who does, I muttered under my breath as
I followed Pralineh back through the glass doors into the guest room, which had
been lit by two candelabra set before pretty ovals against the walls on either
side of the bed.



“What shall I call you?’ Pralineh asked.



I shot out my breath in a snort. “Whatever that old geez
told you, I am Princess Cherene Jennet Sherwood of Mearsies Heili, hater of
evil, and foe to all villains, and wielder of the prune pie of justice.” As
always when upset I tried to turn my declaration into a joke, but my voice
wobbled at the end.



Pralineh studied me in perplexity, fingers twiddling
absently at the silken ribbon stripe down either side of the laces on the front
of her gown. She did not look angry, just puzzled, and a little wary as she
said slowly, “We were told you had broken the law. But because you are young—”



I cut in. “Are we in Tser Mearsies, like I think we are?”



Pralineh’s eyes widened in surprise. “Yes—of course.”



I grimaced terribly. How could Kwenz possibly have any
connections with anyone in Tser Mearsies? Well, maybe there were villains here,
too, and there really was some sort of Villains’ Guild. You stash this
prisoner somewhere, and I’ll trade you some evil spells. I shook my head.
Didn’t matter right now. What did was getting home. “Listen, Pralineh,” I said
urgently. “That means you’re a Mearsiean same as me. Have you ever heard of the
Chwahir being friends to us? Ever?”



Pralineh pressed her hands together.



“I’m telling you Kwenz—if that geez you mentioned was Kwenz,
and what other geez would it be who’d take away my magic, and send me away, after
bucketing me in the middle of the night at home, unless it would be his
brother, who is ten times worse, but he wouldn’t put me in a nice place like
this—well, I just lost where I was. If that geez was Kwenz, he is an enemy.
They use dark magic, which means they spend it right out of the world, and for
spells that do nasty things. Not good things. Get it?”



For a moment she seemed convinced, then she shook her head. “I
really think you ought to be speaking about this matter to Raneseh. Here, I
came to bring to you some supper. Then afterward, if you like, you may help me
with my marriage linens.”



“Marriage linens?” I saw from Pralineh’s nervous manner that
I’d scared her. I made an effort to calm down.



Pralineh said in mild surprise, “Oh. I did not think. If you
are a princess you probably would not need to make your own. Come, let me show
you!”



She opened the door opposite the wardrobe, and I followed
her, more interested in the layout of this dwelling than in the prospect of
wedding-whatevers.



The house was one-story, built in such a way that most of
the rooms opened onto pocket gardens through glass doors. It meant wandering
along right-angled halls, but these were pretty, many with hand-painted
pictures along them, mostly flower motifs, all up high just below the ceiling.
The rooms were also built on slightly different levels, as if the house was cut
into the side of a slight hill; it seemed every time we turned a corner we also
stepped up a couple of broad, shallow tiled stairs.



Pralineh’s rooms were a very soft peachy pink, with a
pattern of climbing white roses painted below the ceiling on all the walls, the
dark green leaves and the white blossoms nicely contrasting with the pale,
warm-toned pink.



There was a sitting room with comfortable low chairs, all
satin-covered, and little tables. Beyond that a room I realized was a sort of
dressing room storage closet: a wall-sized wardrobe stood against one wall, and
along the other were trunks and shelves.



Pralineh rushed to one of the trunks, lifted it, and pulled
from it a long table runner embroidered with golden bell-shaped blossoms picked
out with light green leaves. “This is my own pattern.” She held it up proudly. “And
my grandmother’s is the rose pattern you see here.” She pointed at the walls. “When
I have my own house, everything will be colored to match my firebells. We
always begin with runners first, and trunk covers. Better linens later when our
stitchwork is good.” She lowered the runner into the trunk with careful hands. “You
say you are Mearsiean, yet you look as though you’ve never seen a table runner
before!”



“Sure I have.” I just can’t imagine wasting my time
making them. I grimaced. “I, um, am not so hot with a needle. But a couple
of my friends are,” I added, hoping at least that sounded friendly and
interested.



I was not about to give my opinion of weddings or any of
that nastarooni.



Pralineh led me back into her sitting room just as a woman
dressed in a plain gown of pale green pushed in a cart on which sat
silver-covered dishes.



“Ah, supper,” Pralineh exclaimed. “Come. Be seated anywhere.
And you must tell me more about your home. If you do not hold household or
stitch in prospect of heading your house one day, what do you do?”



I took a few bites of trout lightly poached in white wine
with herbs and onion. “I adventure,” I finally said. Then, fearing I sounded
like a show-offy gasbag, “And play. Well, and patrol, watching out for Chwahir.”



Then the taste hit me, and my appetite woke up. I applied
myself enthusiastically to the fish, to the fresh beans steamed with just a
hint of herb, and to rice cooked in something tasty, I had no idea what:
the girls and I tended to eat plain food at home, and mostly the same things
over and over, with occasional slight variations.



“Adventure?” Pralineh said after a delicate bite or two.



I stopped my enthusiastic gobbling, remembered that I did
know manners, and carefully laid my spoon down. “Yes—oh, I don’t want to sound
like a fat-head. But there are a lot of villains, and not just Chwahir, who
think because Clair—she’s the queen—is a girl—um, did I get that mixed up?
Well, anyway, they think they can take over. Or fool her into making stupid
decisions. Or other rottenness. But they can’t, because she’s smart. Smarter
than most grownups.”



Appetite forgotten, I leaped up and began to prowl around
the room as I described the Junky, the other girls, Clair, and Mearsies Heili.
I kept biting back the urge to brag about my adventures, and kept myself to
descriptions of home, but—looking back—I suspect my longing got into my tone if
not my words. Pralineh also forgot her food, and sat listening, hands folded in
her lap.



Finally I remembered the cooling food. “Um,” I said,
wondering if there was some kind of manners I’d managed to totally unnotice
that a hostess couldn’t eat unless her guest did. Seshe hadn’t mentioned that
during our Propah Dinner what seemed a thousand years ago—but this was a
different country. A different continent. “Well, so anyway. I tend to be
a blabber-mouth. You can always stop me before you snore—the girls sure do!”



“But it is all interesting.” Pralineh smiled. “So far
outside my experience.” Her voice was tentative, and I wondered if I hadn’t
done my home justice—that Pralineh was just as glad MH and the Junky and all
the rest of my life lay outside her experience.



“I didn’t tell it very well. It’s a free life! I love it for
that as well as for the fun. Real freedom is roaming the woods with bare feet,
and all day in front of you, and no adults yapping at you.”



Pralineh smiled politely. I gave up, plunked myself down
onto my chair and began eating again.



Pralineh resumed her meal. I couldn’t tell much from her
expression, but later on I found out she was thinking over what she’d heard. So
far, their guest—Raneseh had insisted I was a guest—was a surprise. There were
aspects of my words that were so unfamiliar she began to consider how it could
be two girls more or less the same age (actually she was a couple years older)
could have such a vast chasm of experience between them.



“Bare feet,” she said finally. “Not because you lack shoes,
but through choice. Like you have now?”



I stuck my feet out and wiggled my toes. “Like I have
now—and do every day until the first snowfall.”



Pralineh smiled, laying her fork neatly alongside her plate.
“If you are heartened at wide expanses, there is a pretty wilderness behind the
walls bounding the home farm, toward the main road. Would you like to see that?”



“Yes!” I exclaimed, thinking: Good chance for escape! “Can
you take me there tomorrow?”



“Oh, not I. That is, I am usually involved with work, and
with visiting. Maybe I can introduce you to some of my friends? Would you like
that? As for the wilderness, that can be arranged. I shall speak to Raneseh.”



“Who is this Raneseh?” I asked, my silver clattering to the
plate now that I was done.



“My father,” Pralineh said with faint surprise. “Surely you
would know by my not appending a title of politeness to his name.”



“You don’t call him Father?”



Pralineh smiled. “That sounds odd! Is that a custom in your
part of the world? Will you forgive me if I observe it sounds strange—as if I
were to call you Girl? To call a person by the most general word—” She stopped,
afraid she sounded rude. And lifted her shoulders. “It sounds odd to my ears,
as no doubt my custom must sound to you. Now that we are finished, should you
like to accompany me in sewing? If Raneseh and Rel join me, sometimes we read
to one another, or we just talk.”



I drew in a deep breath. Now that I’d eaten, and learned
where I was, it was time for duty.



I forced a smile. “Thank you—sounds spiff—but I’m real
tired.”



Pralineh nodded politely. “Rest well, your highness.”



I intended to be gone before the candles had burned down
much farther, but I still couldn’t resist saying, “Just CJ. The title junk is
more for telling you who I am than for any I-go-first gorbaggio.”



I left Pralineh whispering, “Gorbaggio?”



Pralineh seemed to assume I knew my way back. I did my best
to retrace my steps, discovering that the house seemed to be built like a
picture frame, four lines of adjacent rooms around a central garden. The four
corners jutted out, making right angles everywhere, with glass doors into the
extensive gardens. Everything led to an extra big central parlor or gathering
room, that looked into an inner garden of herbs and blossoms. Outside the
house, at least on my side, was that big garden, the one I’d first discovered
on waking.



My room was in one of the corner suites, with empty rooms
either side of me, straight down the hall from Pralineh. I figured I had to be in
the guest area—there didn’t seem to be anyone else around me.



I reached my room, whisked in, as the candles flickered and
streamed. I opened the glass doors and listened. Crickets, just like home.



Oh, home.



Overwhelmed with longing, I sped out, and straight through
the garden, pushing aside bushes and branches as I headed straight away.



My feet encountered the flags of a pathway just as a man
called, “Pralineh? That you?”



I didn’t stop to think. I just turned away from the voice
and took off like a shot.



And made it about ten steps before some very fast footsteps
caught up and fingers gripped my arm, bringing me summarily to a stop.



I shrugged out of the grip, whirled to run again. A very
tall figure loomed beside me; an arm reached across just as I took the first
step, and I bumped straight into what seemed to be a bar. Fell back, arms
flailing.



Two big, capable hands caught my shoulders, righted me
easily, but one stayed firmly clamped on one shoulder.



A man spoke with Pralineh’s accent from a few steps away: “Where
are you going?”



I fumed. “Isn’t it obvious? I’m running to the moon the hard
way!” I lost hold of my temper and added, “Did that fat-wit father of
Pralineh’s send you to spy on me?”



“I am Raneseh Khavnan.”



“Who thinks Kwenz is a good guy?” I heard my voice wobble,
and shot out angrily, “I am sooo sorr-ee!”



Raneseh gave a faint sigh. “Rel, please conduct this person
into my house.”



Rel had to be the one with the iron mitt, then, I thought,
temper now boiling. I twitched, trying to get the hand off my shoulder, but the
grip stayed right where it was.



And so the three of us walked up the path I hadn’t seen,
through a door at another end of the house, and into one of the sitting
rooms—where Pralineh was just passing through, holding a vase of flowers. She
stopped in surprise.



“Raneseh? Rel? Cherene Jennet? Whatever happened?”



“I tried to dump this joint, of course,” I said angrily,
furious with myself as well as the universe. “Argh! Will someone tell this slob
to get his cooties offa me?”



“Oh dear.” Pralineh set the vase on a sideboard and just
stood there, hands to her cheeks.



“Come, Rel, to my study,” Raneseh said from somewhere
behind.



Pralineh whisked herself out; I stomped (my bare feet making
no noise on the beautiful woven carpets) between the other two through one of
the three doors off the sitting room.



This side of the house was different. The hallway I’d
glimpsed was plain, the paintings along the tops of the darkwood paneling holly
intertwined with a stylized sea-bird shape. We reached one of the corner
suites, and walked past an empty sitting room with a fine rug, a couple of
chairs, and the walls on either side of the three doors containing floor to
ceiling bookcases.



The room we entered was lit by golden lamps. Half-sized book
shelves filled two walls; above the book cases hung a couple of splendid
tapestries of historic scenes that ordinarily I would have magnetted to
straight away. A fine desk stood across a corner, facing the glass doors at an
angle that would avoid a direct blaze of morning sun in summer but still afford
a view of the garden.



Raneseh moved quietly behind the desk and sat down, the
light at either side falling on a middle-aged face. He was tall, well-made,
almost entirely bald, what little hair remaining neatly queued back. He had a
short, well-tended light brown mustache and beard, streaked with silver, that
suited his face. He wore the long robe of the scholar, open over a fine linen
shirt and trousers; the expensive fabric of his robe hissed and rustled as he
sat down.



The hand on my shoulder guided me firmly to a cushioned
chair before one of the book cases, and let go. I plopped onto the chair as my
unseen guide walked round and took up a stance behind Raneseh’s chair.



I glowered, momentarily puzzled: so far, everyone, even the
one servant, had been neatly dressed. Well dressed, at least so far as my total
lack of fashion awareness could descry.



So I was surprised at the sight of this boy maybe a year or
two older than Clair’s cousin Puddlenose, taller than many adults, with his
ragged shock of glossy black hair, a strong-boned face above a plain laced
tunic-shirt of the sort laborers wore, sashed at the waist, baggy riding
trousers, scuffed and worn mocs.



“I’m sorry we began so ill,” Raneseh began.



“I’m not.” I thumped my crossed arms across my chest. To
another girl, I wouldn’t let my temper show—but to a grownup, one keeping me
prisoner, one who was on the side of Kwenz? Hah! “I need to get home. I don’t
know what sort of lies Kwenz told you, but if you believed ’em, you must be
stu—ah, that is, I don’t know what kind of stinker trick that rotten geez is
trying to pull, but either I get outa here, or Clair has to come and get me.
And I hate making extra work for her.”



“No one is coming to get you.” Raneseh spoke with care. “I
was given to understand that the proper order has been restored to our fellow
Mearsieans over on the next continent That there have been, how can I say it,
some misguided children who have caused considerable damage while playing
magical games. Once order is restored, these children—you are one of them—will
be offered a chance at re-education, to make good what was once wantonly
destroyed. Like an entire city, condemned into darkness by malicious magic.”



“Lies, lies!” I exclaimed, so angry I couldn’t sit still. I
jolted up, then plopped down again. “That rotten stinking liar! I’d like to
kick him forever into darkness—” I heard myself getting shrill, and stopped
with a gulp.



“I was shown this city,” Raneseh said quietly. “It is
reprehensible, to be forced to live in darkness.”



“But we didn’t make it. That happened in history.
Kwenz is evil,” I said with a desperate attempt at controlling my voice.



Too late. I could see it, that they thought me a bratty liar
myself—that my running away, my yelling, all were proof I was some kind of
horrible juvenile delinquent, just like on Earth before I left—the ones who
broke windows for the fun of it, who threw Coke bombs through those windows,
who started fires with their cigarettes, who destroyed things just to see
people get upset.



Kwenz had turned everything backward.



And these people believed him.



And I didn’t have any magic to get away.



Raneseh said, “You are young, you have been misled by bad
influences. That you will be offered a chance to learn your mistakes and help
where you harmed argues for benign guidance.”



My chest heaved on an angry sob. “You make me sick!” I
bellowed, jumped up, and ran.



I blundered out; nobody stopped me. I made it back to the
room I’d been put in, saw the door still open, rammed through and out into the
dark garden, where I threw myself under the big drooping tree. There all my
worries and shocks and anger burst free in a storm of wild crying.



It lasted a long time.



I lay on the grass, limp and exhausted, breathing raggedly.
Gulped and started up in anger when I thought I heard a footfall, but when I
glared around me and saw no one, I flopped down again, this time on my back,
and lay facing the stars beyond the trees, until the lights blurred into the
sparkle of slow and silent tears.


THREE


I woke up in the bed.



Someone had dumped me in, dirty feet and rumpled dress and
all.



Throat aching, eyes stinging, head pounding, I got miserably
up and put myself through the cleaning frame. Then I stripped the bed and put
the sheets through, so nobody else would have to do it. I remade the bed,
something I did at home; I noticed the sheets were an extremely fine, small
cotton weave, like Clair had inherited. I had never paid the least attention to
sheets before Seshe had talked about what fine linens there were in the White
Palace, and—



Seshe! Clair! Where were they? Those lies Raneseh had told
made it sound like the entire kingdom was under Kwenz’s control.



I groaned. “I have to get home,” I whimpered, turning around
in an agonized circle. But how?



I opened the glass doors, breathing in the garden scents.
The cool breeze was pleasant on my hot face, and made the hammer inside my
skull thunk just a little softer. Now, I thought. Forget breakfast,
forget trying to convince these people that Kwenz is a rotten villain. Leave
now, while you can see where you are going.



And so I slipped outside, and this time paid attention to where
I was going. I discovered that the garden, which looked so wild and forest-like
from the windows of the house, was actually ordered and carefully tended—no
dead leaves or weeds in sight—everything laid out in pleasing patterns that
roughly paralleled a stream branching off from a nearby river that I could
hear, though not yet see. Flowering shrubs made a nice middle layer between
grass and trees. Brick-edged walkways curved around little hillocks, dropping
away toward a stone wall alongside a road. Beyond the road flowed that river, rushing
straight on to freedom.



I stepped from the garden onto a grassy sward and headed
straight for the wall. My head panged from hunger and all that wild weeping the
night before—but if I could just get away—



“Cherene Jennet?” That was Pralineh.



I whirled. Pralineh was just visible a ways down the path on
the other side of the house, a broad, shallow basket in one hand, half-full of
flower cuttings.



I hunched my shoulders up, whirled back around, and stalked
determinedly toward that wall. My head thumped too hard for me to run, but if I
could just—



“Cherene Jennet? Please stop,” Pralineh called, hurrying
toward me with some difficulty, the huge basket bumping against her legs.



“I have to. Go home,” I said, feeling weirder by the moment.
A rushing sound in my ears made me grip the wall. “Home.”



Pralineh took hold of my wrist, uncertain what to do; then
she gave an exclamation of relief as capable hands steadied me by the
shoulders, turned me around and guided me firmly away. The hands only let go
when we reached the glass doors to my room; I kicked the door shut behind me
without turning around, flopped down on the bed, eyes closed, aware only of my
own breathing, for a long time.



Gradually I became aware of a gentle tugging at my hair.



It felt soothing. I looked over as Pralineh drew a
soft-bristled brush through my long black hair, which had gotten impossibly
tangled. But Pralineh worked the tangles out with gentle fingers. It actually
made me feel a tiny bit better. That is, my physical self. The bad feelings
remained, and I struggled not to howl with anger and grief.



“I hope you find that as soothing as I do,” Pralineh said
with a quick, anxious look. “Oh dear, I feel so awful. I wish—here. I ordered
some soup for you. It ought to help, at least a little.”



She indicated a mug on a tray at the bedside.



I sat up. “I’m being a fobo and no mistake,” I muttered,
picking up the soup. There was no use in wallowing about in woe—it wouldn’t get
me anywhere, made me feel nasty, and probably made everyone laugh.



The soup smelled delicious: some kind of tomato with cheese
and bits of rice and egg in it. I drank it all down.



Pralineh sat back. “Is that better?” Her eyes were
light-colored, same as her father’s, wide-set, slanted down slightly at the
edges. Her brows straight.



“Lots,” I lied.



Pralineh smiled with relief. “I hope—I hope we can begin
again. You are my guest. Raneseh would like me to find things you would enjoy
doing. So you won’t—” She hesitated.



I sighed. “I got homesick. And I do have to get home. I
won’t fake anything about that. But, well, at the right time.” Like after I
plan.



Pralineh looked more hopeful. Obviously nothing in her
quiet, orderly life had prepared her for so weird a visitor. She wanted
everyone to be happy, life to be orderly. “At the right time,” she repeated
gratefully. “Yes. Until then, I will try as I can to be your friend.”



“And I’ll try to be yours,” I said, feeling bad about
upsetting this kind-hearted girl.



A quick double-knock at the door.



“Enter,” Pralineh said.



A woman came in: tall, dark-haired, dressed in light green.



“Maraneh?” Pralineh asked.



“Holder Khavnan invites the visitor to wait on him,” she
said.



In other words, send the rotten kid in to get yelled at,
I thought, making a face as Pralineh thanked the maid, who took away the
dishes. I jumped up.



“Do you not need more rest?” Pralineh asked.



I flashed a rueful grin. “Not really. Despite my fat-wit
tantrums, I’ve been lots worse off. I’ll trot along and get it over
with—wouldn’t do for the prisoner to keep the jailor waiting.”



“Oh, please don’t,” Pralineh began, pressing her hands
together.



I frowned. “But I am. I’m a prisoner. I have to get home,
and help Clair. Kwenz doesn’t mean us any good, I wish I could get you to see
that. Oh, never mind,” I added at her obvious distress. Nice as she was, this
girl was clearly not the adventurer type.



Pralineh made a helpless gesture. “If you and Raneseh can
find a way to understand one another—”



“You mean I have to understand him? Or just
obey him?” I retorted.



“Oh dear. You do have a temper, do you not?” Pralineh made a
little grimace of her own.



“I do not! Ooops. Ahem! Well. I’d better get cracking, and
get it over with. Heh heh.”



I left in haste, feeling that sickening sense that I’d blown
it back there. And I’d meant to be good!



Argh! I bustled faster as if to get away from the mess I’d
made of that conversation, feet slap-slapping on the cool stone floor, and
looked around. I wondered if they laid down rugs in the halls during winter. Or
for that matter, what kind of spells they used to keep heat in with all those
glass window-doors.



I found my way back to Raneseh’s study, where I found him
and that tall Rel clod busy over what I recognized as account ledgers. I’d see
those when Clair met with Guild people.



As soon as I entered, Raneseh put a ledger down, Rel dropped
a pen into the inkwell, and faded back behind Raneseh’s chair, his dark,
deep-set eyes utterly unreadable.



I crossed my arms.



Raneseh said, as if I weren’t ready for war, “Are you feeling
better today?”



Like that stupid run in the morning hadn’t happened.



The Rel idiot just stood there like a tree stump.



“Yup,” I said, struggling valiantly for neutrality, at
least.



“You seem to like my garden. That pleases me,” Raneseh said.
“Most think it an oddity.”



I only heard the words ‘that pleases me’ and my shoulders
hunched tighter up under my ears. Adults and their arrogance! Especially adults
who intend to control you for your own good!



Raneseh eyed my scowl and tried again. “Pralineh informed me
you would like to visit what we call the wilderness, which is a plot of fallow
land lying to the north. Rel goes there often as a retreat, and has offered to
take you along if you like.”



Rel’s face had all the expression of a stone carving, and my
scowl deepened: I wondered (and would have been quite right) if he’d been asked
to ‘offer.’ Not that I was grateful.



But I visibly made an effort to sit up and speak neutrally. “I
would, I would.”



“Rel will arrange it, then.”



I made one faint try. “I don’t want to take anyone away from
their job. You can just point me in the right direction.”



Raneseh appeared to misunderstand my intent. “There is no
duty involved. Rel is my ward. He aids me in my own tasks, or not, as he
wishes. His time is his own.”



Rel did not speak, or move. I glanced suspiciously at both,
sensing a shift in the atmosphere, but I completely misunderstood its
direction, assuming a jab aimed at me, when the conflict—if conflict there was,
more of a question of obligation—lay between the two.



I said sulkily, “Then I want to go. Once you’ve tasted
freedom, anything else is sour.”



As a hint it was about as subtle (and effective) as a cudgel
against stone; Raneseh repressed a sigh. “I hope we can send a pleasant report
to the Wise One.”



As a delicate hint about expectation of behavior, it was
about as successful as my cudgel.



I jumped to my feet. “Oh, I’m sure he’s too busy turning our
people into zombies, or worse. And I have to get back—” I clamped my jaw shut,
struggled hard, then said, with a ferocious glower, “Oh, until I can do that,
I’ll behave. You bet.”



Raneseh sat back. “Thank you. If you wish to leave the
house, then, Rel will accompany you.”



I shifted my glare to Rel, making it plain that I understood
that the Rules of War had been established.



Raneseh chuckled, and when I turned my nuclear-powered scowl
on him, he exclaimed, “It will be an extraordinary fellow who takes you to wife
one day.”



My jaw-dropped horror brought the first hint of expression I
had ever seen in Rel: his jaw tightened, his eyes narrowed. He was trying not
to laugh!



He was trying not to laugh. At me!



Raneseh regarded me with the same bewilderment I saw in his
daughter.



I wrestled inwardly. This, after all, was why I’d had the
anti-aging spell. When Raneseh regarded me in mild question, I finally said
with a (failed) attempt at neutrality, “The idea of mush—er, marriage, makes me
want to run for the barf pail!”



And that pretty much brought the interview to a close, the
boy and man obviously wondering what a barf pail was.



FOUR



I worked hard to behave like a good little kiddie.



After supper, which I again shared with Pralineh, I kept the
latter company while she sewed. Impressed by her nimble fingers making a
beautiful satin stitch without ever putting the needle wrong, I listened to her
chatter about the different types of decorative stitches.



I knew how to mend my own clothes—and would do it if a hole
annoyed me enough—but that was about the extent of it. I no longer railed
loudly against what I’d been taught as a child was “girls’ work” but I still
tended to scorn anyone who chose house-holding in preference to adventure.



However, I labored mightily not to let a hint of that
attitude show as Pralineh talked about some of the local girls, and who was
good enough to commence tapestries—including one girl who apparently had
designed one so good that she’d won a Guild prize.



But then she said, “Here I am talking on and on about people
you have yet to meet. I am afraid I’ve been tedious, and you have been so
forbearing. You are my guest, so you should be the one to speak. What talents
do your own friends share?”



I bit my lips, sustaining another of those terrible waves of
homesickness. Where were the girls now?



I would not worry. Not, not, not. “Well, Sherry is a great
cook. Seshe, now, she knows this kind of sewing. We think she may have been—” I
frowned, about to say been born a toff, but that seemed disloyal, even
so far away. And so I amended it to: “—may have had training like yours. Before
she came, and joined the gang. And, um, Diana is good at forest work. And
Faline is good at—ah—making everyone laugh.” I was not about to betray Faline’s
secret ability. Or Dhana’s real origin. “And Dhana is a dancer. I know, anybody
can dance. But I’ve never seen anyone as good as she is. And Irene, well, she’s
good at acting. And Gwen can copy voices.”



Pralineh smiled. “So you live together without a parent? Or
guardian?”



“Yes. Clair found us. Invited us into the gang. We don’t
have any grownups wreck—boss—ah, in charge. I mean, there are grownups around.
Janil is the Steward at the White Palace. She used to be Clair’s governess,
sorta. Then there’s Ka Nos, the regional governor of Seram Aru, who helps Clair
with magic. He’s old, but really smart, and he never tells Clair what to do. So
she asks his advice on government junk. And magic stuff. But that’s it.”



“How many of you are there?”



“Nine altogether. Ten, if you count in Clair’s cousin, who
visits sometimes.”



“Then you are all good company, yes? But you, what talent
have you?”



I suspected it was just a polite question, but I was being
polite back, so I said, “Well, I sing.”



Pralineh’s eyes widened. “Oh! I do so love music! But though
I tried most earnestly to learn singing, and to play, I have no ability at all.
Would you sing to me, or do I ask too much?”



I felt kind of stupid, and said cautiously, “Um, most people
don’t want to listen to our kind o’ songs. I, ahem! Make a lot of them up. I
mean, I make up new words. To pretty melodies. Because I don’t always remember
the real words. Though I’ve learned a lot of Mearsiean songs.”



Pralineh summoned her maid with the tiny crystal bell on the
side table. “My mother, Perleh, played and sang,” she said. “Do you need
accompaniment?”



“Your mother?” I asked, and then, hastily, “I don’t know how
to play, but an instrument would be good, just to get the right note.”



“Yes. She died in a racing accident when I was small. I do
not remember her well, except that she always looked so pretty. She went often
to house parties. Her things came to me, among them a lute.” And when the maid
appeared, she sent her for Perleh’s lute.



Seshe had taught me to pick out chords on stringed instruments.
I regarded the lute with misgivings, scolding myself mentally for not
practicing, but I was able to tune it, at least. Handling this instrument with
its gold inlay brought Seshe to mind, which made me more homesick. And so my
first song was colored by my emotions as I sang a minor key ballad about a
haunted ship.



Pralineh presently put down her sewing. Everybody tells me
my voice is clear and pure, a note-true soprano without any of the colorations
or stylistic tricks of trained singers. Clair once said it’s so clear and so
pure and so true it’s like the music version of a waterfall, or a golden day in
spring. I’ve always loved that compliment. But fancy singing? That I can’t do,
so there are plenty who don’t think my voice is anything much.



When the song was over, Pralineh drew in a breath and
exclaimed, “You sing well! Perhaps not with the training of some, but I like
songs without a lot of the Colendi lark flourishes now so popular.”



“I don’t have any training,” I said. “Except the
girls being plenty loud with the eeeews! If I flub a note. But that song makes
me sad. How about a funny one? See, I take songs I remember, and change a
little, and put in villains’ names for the funny parts. Like this one about
Fobo meeting a very old goat, and a spoiled banana-cherry-sour cream pie.”



“Fobo?” she repeated.



“One of those grownups I mentioned who thought she could
take the kingdom away from Clair. Not to be a good ruler, just to have more
people bowing to her. And have more money to spend on her horrible dresses and
her nasty son, Prince Jonnicake. Her name is Glotulae—”



“That’s a pretty name,” she said.



“Yep, Dhana says so too. Says it sounds like a brook. So we
never use it, because she’s too mean to have a pretty name. Anyway, she’s now
back in Elchnudaeb. Anyway we call her Fobo.” I trilled the name in the fake
tremolo that Fobo uses as part of her ‘courtly manner.’ “Want to hear it?”



Pralineh assented. I watched her carefully while I sang, and
though my voice trembled with suppressed laughter, it was clear that Pralineh
was listening to the melody, but ridiculousness seemed to pass her by. How
could anyone possibly not crack up when the goat kicked backward, launching the
rotten pie straight into Fobo’s phizz just as she was bellowing conflicting
orders to execute everyone in sight and to bow, and oh, first bring her mirror?



Maybe you just have to know Fobo, I thought as I
finished, and Pralineh thanked me politely, but with none of the enthusiasm
she’d expressed for the haunted ship ballad.



So I gave up on our joke songs. “Name some of the songs you
have here? Let’s see if we have ’em in our country.”



We traded titles back and forth. Not surprisingly, some of
the older ballads were known both in old and new Mearsiean kingdoms; when I
named a favorite of Puddlenose’s, about a man who’d traveled the world in
search of his name, and never found it but changed everyone he met, Pralineh
exclaimed, “That is Rel’s favorite!”



I clapped my teeth shut. Rel, huh! He was now The Enemy,
because Raneseh had set him to spy on me and prevent my escape. I had no
intention of liking, pleasing, or heeding him—except if it would aid me to
escape.



I scowled, then bent over the lute so my hair swung in front
of my face to hide the sour expression I couldn’t squash down.



“Here’s one.” To get away from the subject of Rel I sang one
of Seshe’s favorites, one with a tricky melody of triplets that changed chord
in half-steps. It was a tough song to sing—Seshe had warned me that it was
Sartoran, which was known for those triplet flourishes—but the melody was so
compelling I often had it running through my head.



And sure enough, Pralineh was delighted with it.



I sang a couple more until my throat began to frog up, then
begged off. Pralineh was contrite at once, but thanked me profusely. I discovered
I was quite tired. I got up to go. Pralineh immediately laid aside her sewing
and accompanied me to the door, wishing me a good night.



I sped down the halls to my room, and once again was drawn
irresistibly outside, where, unknown to us, clouds had formed up and a soft,
steady warm rain fell. I walked out in it, dancing around. The tiredness was
gone; if I breathed deeply I could pretend I was home.



But I wasn’t home. My knee knocked into the stone bench. I
almost fell, opened my eyes and caught myself on the back of the bench. And
when I straightened up, the movement of light caught my attention: the steady
swing of a lamp.



I slipped up beside the big tree in time to see a tall shape
walk steadily along the path, ignoring the rain. Rel. Patrolling, I thought
narrowly.



And so the illusion of freedom was gone.



I retreated to the guest room, slammed the door, yanked the
curtains across, and put on my Mearsiean nightgown. I stood there fuming for a
time, as the rain increased to a roar and then tapered gradually to a hissing,
tapping shower.



Finally I blew out the candles, eased the door open so I
could hear the rain, and crept into bed.



o0o



And so the next few days passed.



That second day Pralineh invited me to dine ‘with the
family’ but when I asked what that meant, and was told that Raneseh and Rel
would join them, I said I didn’t mind staying in my room and going without.



So the dinner with the family never happened.



I spent most of my time with Pralineh, though when she went
off to visit friends, I stayed behind. Raneseh offered me use of his
library-sitting room, which I accepted with a forced and determined politeness.
I scoured his shelves for any memoirs or stories written by girls, or about
girls, finding nothing. History about adults—phew! Raneseh didn’t have any
magic books, either, just useful books packed with information. About the
prettiest was an illustrated herbology, another about trees. The rest were
about farming and trade, at least in the sitting room. If the books in his
study were different I didn’t know—I never wanted to set foot in there, because
he and Rel were too often in it.



So I gave up on reading, and when Pralineh was off visiting,
or supervising some boring household task, I retreated to the very topmost
branches of the tallest tree in the garden, where no one could see me, and sat
there swaying in the wind, pretending I was home.



That’s not to say I didn’t test Rel, because I did. I tried
several times to sneak out of the garden and over the wall, but he always
seemed to know when I was in the garden. There were of course other doors in
the house, but between me and those doors there were always servants about, so
my only way to freedom seemed to lie through the garden, where I never saw
servants.



Nothing was said—everyone went about their daily
business—but whenever I walked too far out into the garden, somehow I just
always seemed to find a tall, impassive figure.



I began to really hate the sight of Rel.
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The rest of that week and then another flitted by, after
which Pralineh held a party she’d twice postponed.



Pralineh, like most ordinary, somewhat-on-the-quiet-side
people, had two or three good friends, and a whole lot of acquaintances who
went by the name of ‘friend.’



Her father was only a Holder—the lowest of the noble ranks.
That meant he owned, or ‘held’ land, but he was not a lord, who in the very old
days protected the Holders, and gradually since that time acted as local
tax-collector, magistrate (judging probs between Holders) and peace keepers.
Like in many countries, the lord or lady who inherited these positions were
called Count or Countess, a county being one tax area.



It didn’t always happen that everyone invited came to
Pralineh’s parties, she explained. Without any regret or unhappiness she told
me she wasn’t ambitious enough to get the climbers, or charming enough to be
the center of her particular circle, so she didn’t know how many guests she
could promise me. But her closest friends would all be there.



Pralineh made an offer to order me a party gown when she
told me about the party, which had been planned before I had arrived ... Poor
Pralineh hesitated then, and finished somewhat lamely, “... for your visit.”



I shrugged. I’d already made a vow to keep my opinions about
prisoners, Chwahir, and so forth to myself—when around Pralineh.



The other two, of course, would be getting the full worth of
my opinion because they were the ones keeping me put.



So I only said, “Why? There’s all that stuff you gave me—I
don’t even think I’ve worn ’em all. I like this light blue one fine.”



Indeed, I wore pretty much the same gown every day, just
jumping through the cleaning frame each morning to make it fresh. It was the
plainest of all Pralineh’s old gowns, one she’d only worn in the garden a
couple years before, with no ornamentation whatsoever to get caught on twigs
and brambles.



Anyway. Pralineh explained that Mirlah, the Count’s
daughter, had accepted the invitation—and her behavior tended to set the tone
of any party she attended. Pralineh explained that she would properly be titled
‘Honor’ as her older brother was heir, but the others—even Holder-Heirs, tended
to follow her lead.



I frowned as I considered what Pralineh was saying. “You
mean this girl will fooble around with titles and bowing and stuff?”



“Well, it is for her to choose whether to admit one past the
title to friendship. If one is of a lower rank. Do you see?”



“Kinda like you say ‘Raneseh’ to your dad—your father, that
is—but to someone else’s dad you’d use the titles?”



“That is it.”



“So how does it work? Do people introduce themselves?”



“The person of higher rank does, yes,” Pralineh said. “They
introduce themselves as they wish to be addressed. So you can introduce
yourself—or I can since you are my guest, but from how I express it will be
understood how you wish to be spoken to.”



I frowned. “What are the other titles?”



“Honor-Holder, like me, that is one day will inherit, or if
brothers and sisters, just Honor.”



“But you don’t use those titles at one another?”



“At,” Pralineh repeated, wrinkling her nose a little. “Forgive
me, that sounds ... odd. As if honorifics were insults.”



“Aren’t they? In a way? Fancy ways of saying ‘I’m better
than you are’?” I sighed. “I hate all that spackle, to tell the truth. Ignore
it when I can. But I won’t have anyone sneering at Clair or the girls because
we don’t bow and use titles and all that gorbaggio.”



Pralineh looked taken aback as I often did at my blunt
language. Her brow puckered as she considered her circle, then she finally
said, “Mirlah will not sneer—and her brother, who rather likes sneering, will
not come. But some of the others—” She stopped, uncertain, and obviously
unhappy about that.



I said, “Then I’m going to be My Imperial Royal Excellence,
Chwahir-booter Extra-Ordinary, Primary Pie-Flinger, and High and Mighty
Sniff-Nose of Mearsies Heili.”



Pralineh had by now gotten used to me enough to understand
when a joke was being made, and she smiled, though she obviously was never
going to understand my type of humor.
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After worrying about this party, and getting annoyed with
myself for worrying about such stupidities as dress and deportment, I braced
for attack. I had been practicing my Propah Manners (which made me homesick
with memory of our fun evening with Seshe teaching us) at meals. I even forced
myself to wear shoes, proof of my loyalty to Clair and my home.



I put on the other blue dress, the one with the black
ribbons sewn down the front in a pattern that on Earth would be likened to the
sort of art deco that had Japanese motifs. (I later learned that that was a
popular motif in Colend, off and on, over the centuries.)



The boys and girls—everybody had come—all looked at me and I
looked back, everyone on their very best behavior. I’m sure I appeared to be a
peculiar sort of princess, so short and slight, my long black hair a
straight-hanging flag down my back instead of being curled, braided, or
ornamented. For a short time they were vying with one another to impress this
princess, young as I was, from the Mearsiean Colony as they yapped and yipped
about horse races, boat races, fashions and yadoo nannoo.



I sat very upright, hands in my lap, saying almost nothing.
The girls were hard to tell apart at first, with their braided hair with
ribbons in it, and their flouncy dresses. Honor Mirlah was the tall one with
the brown skin and black eyes. She mostly talked about clothes, and her younger
brother talked about horses. I pretty much ignored the boys.



And so, because I did not lead the talk, the others gabbled
determinedly about interests of the second-highest title, Honor Mirlah. Horses,
clothes, horses, clothes, all trying to be interesting to the visitor.



When Pralineh finally gave the signal for them to adjourn to
eat, I edged toward the door, a fixed smile on my face that (when I passed by a
pretty framed mirror) made me look as if someone was sticking my chitlins with
a knife. I snorted a laugh—and in trying not to let it get past my lips, burned
the insides of my nose. Then I oozed out, and leaned against the door to think
over my next step.



Behind me the voices made it clear that the guests had relaxed,
some probably feeling relieved, others disappointed. The first comments were
from people disgusted at how boring the ‘princess’ was. “She’s just a little
girl,” proclaimed one languid voice—I later learned that thirteen-year-old was
named Selah. Porcelain and silver clinked musically as she and the girls
delicately helped themselves to fruit and tiny cakes. As they adjourned to
Pralineh’s sitting room, their voices faded; the last one I heard was Selah’s
drawl, “Has nothing to say for herself!”



Then came the stampede of feet as the boys snatched up food
and made for the outside.



I sped down the hall, stopped in my room to kick the
slippers off, and slipped out through the garden. I’d done my best for
Pralineh’s sake—now, while everyone was eating, I could snake through the
garden and make tracks, right?



Wrong.



I slithered through the thickest part of the garden, on the
watch for Rel. When the trees cleared away, there were most of the boys, half
of them just gulping down the last of their cakes. Two or three were already
running around, starting an elaborate tag game that involved chase, catch, a
kind of duel with hand-fighting (amid much laughter) and then the loser became
the new hunter. The rest swiftly joined.



I watched, peering around for Rel.



The day was hot, the sun bright. After a time a few boys
stopped running and moved in a clump toward the wall, talking back and forth. I
drifted over in their direction with the idea of losing myself among them. Then
slip over the wall, and—



“Hi, Princess Cherene,” a boy of about ten called, catching
sight of me.



I ambled his way, glad to be surrounded in a crowd.



“How’d you come to be sent to Holder Khavnan?” the boy
asked.



An older boy said, “He’s got connections all over, m’father
says. We didn’t know he had diplomatic ones. Thought they were all trade.
Scholarship.”



“M’mother says he hasn’t any ambition,” murmured another boy
with pale, wispy hair. He peered under his hand back toward the house.



“I don’t know,” I said, ambling toward the wall. They all
followed. “Wasn’t my choice to be here.”



The older boy and the young one swung interested looks my
way.



“Holder Khavnan made you come?” the older one asked.



“Wasn’t him. Somebody else.”



The blond boy said in disbelief, “You’re a prisoner?”



The youngest one snickered. “Of Holder Khavnan, whose nose
is always in a book? Try another one.”



I hitched up onto the wall, shrugging. “Suit yourself. As
for Holder Khavnan, he’s a nice ol’ geez, but he got snowed by someone who isn’t.”



A couple of the boys snickered at the word ‘geez’—I swung
one leg over the wall. I glanced back—just as Rel stepped out onto the walkway
from the garden.



“Have you ever tried to run away?” the youngest one asked.



“Couple times.” Shrug, scowl. “Just got foiled now,” I added
under my breath.



They heard, though, and all three turned to stare. The blond
said, “That’s just Rel, the shepherd’s son. He’s very good at games,” he added.



“Well, how about getting him into a game?” I asked, waving
toward the other side of the garden.



“Why?” the oldest one asked. “He always wins.”



To keep him busy, of course, I thought. “How about
hide and go seek?” I asked. “Bet nobody is better than I am—we play it all the
time at home. See, we have a whole forest to play it in.”



They stared at me, one in doubt, one surprised, one
frowning.



I sighed. “Don’t tell me girls here don’t play.”



The youngest one said, “Well, none do that I know. But it’s
not like they can’t.”



“My sister hates anything that musses her dresses.” The
blond one shrugged. “Show us your game.”



So I did. I set the boundaries at the wall and the house,
including the entire garden. A couple of the boys ran off to get Rel to join in
the game. Soon the boys were whooping and hollering and running about—except
when hiding. I kept a weather-eye out for Rel, making sure I was always on the
opposite side of the garden from him. And I yelled and ran and whooped and
never took the slightest peek in the direction of the wall, noooo, not me!



After a time a couple of the girls emerged, one small one
watching a round, then insisting on joining in. Before any of the boys could tell
her she was too little, I yelled, “Come on! The more the merrier!”



Then it was Rel’s turn to hide his eyes and count.



I buzzed straight for the wall—put my hands on it, ready to
leap up—and there was Rel, cruising around the side of the garden, having made
the wall his first searching sweep, the rotter. And he strolled along, peering
between the trees and the grass along the entire length of the wall.



I thought, it’s never going to get any easier—and I measured
the distance from the road to the river, and from the house to the wall.



Rel started in my direction, first a saunter, but slowly
speeding up.



I turned away with a groan, and bucketed back into the
garden to the game. It was my turn to count and find next, and to my utter
disgust I located every one of ’em except Rel. Not that I wanted to find the
slob—except, of course, to gloat at the rottenness of his hiding place.



We played a couple more rounds as the shadows slanted more
and more. Then the guests were rounded up by servants or tutors, and carried
off, chattering, some waving farewell to one another or to Pralineh at the
gate, smiling as she saw them all off.



I was still out in the garden, hoping in the noise of
departure I might get my chance, when Rel appeared unexpectedly. I jumped, then
scowled at my own reaction—I wasn’t even doing anything wrong!



He addressed me for the first time. “Raneseh wants to talk
to you.”



“Goody for him,” I snapped. “Let him talk.”



Rel hooked a thumb sideways, toward the house. He didn’t
move, just stood there, but his very size made me feel loomed at.



I knew a contest would end up with my losing, and so I
jerked round, sniffing in disgust, and stalked inside.



Back to Raneseh’s room, where he looked at me in a sort of
helpless exasperation. “A prisoner? Why did you tell them that?”



“Because I am one,” I retorted, crossing my arms with a
thump against my middle.



Raneseh looked skyward. “I regard your being here as a guardianship—and
I took the charge to prevent your becoming a prisoner. I was
specifically told by ... my contact that you would have been much worse off had
I not accepted. Possibly even dead,” he added reluctantly.



I jumped up. “You can threaten me all you want, but I have
to get home. You and I both know I’m a prisoner.”



“But I don’t want to lock you up,” Raneseh said, thoroughly
disgruntled. “I really believed that my daughter’s influence would show you the
rewards of good behavior.”



I gritted my teeth, struggling valiantly against airing my
opinion about girls whose only goal was marriage and housekeeping. I’d already
fought that battle once, and it had been Seshe who’d pointed out that a whole
lot of people in the world liked that life—and there wasn’t anything wrong with
choosing it. It wasn’t the life I ought to be deriding, or I’d be just
as bad as those grownups when I was a little kid on Earth ranting on about how
our only choices for our futures were “women’s work”—which was otherwise
defined as being a household servant. It was the lack of choice that we
kids resisted. It was obvious Raneseh would have let Pralineh do pretty much
anything she wanted. What she wanted was what I saw her doing every day.



So I wouldn’t say anything against Pralineh. But as for
Raneseh, and his contacts and his ‘Wise One,’ I was about to let him have it
when he said, “If you give me your word you will cease trying to run off, you
will have as much freedom as you like.”



“I can’t,” I snapped. “And I don’t know why you keep seeing
that as me being a brat.”



Raneseh said unexpectedly, “No, I quite see that you have
courage. And at a sense of honor, or you would have accepted, then paid no heed
to your word. Perhaps there are aspects to the troubles in your homeland that
are not as easily explained as they were first presented. I do want to look
into this matter. But you are safe here. Does that not mean anything?”



“Not while my friends are unsafe,” I shot back. “Not to
mention the homeland you just mentioned—” I scowled, realizing I’d gotten
tangled up somehow in all those ‘mentions.’ “Anyway. I can’t be the only one
stuck like this.”



Raneseh sighed. “Perhaps there can be a meeting arranged, in
a safe place, with trusted counselors present, between you and the Wise One who
claims to be your guardian. In the meantime—” He paused, then indicated the
silent Rel. “Pralineh is going to a friend’s for a visit tomorrow, and I have a
long-standing appointment in town. Rel said he’s going to visit the wilderness.
You may accompany him if you like.”



I would not ‘like’ to spend five seconds with Rel, but this
was a chance for escape. “Okay.”



One thing was certain. I had to get away before this
impossible, well-meaning man brought Kwenz back, and he learned the hard way
there was no ‘reasonable’ talk with the Chwahir rulers.
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Pralineh assured me that I would have a wonderful time out
in the open as I liked it so much. She added that her friend Selah had extended
an invitation to me to accompany Pralineh on her visit, but I begged off
hastily. I remembered Selah and her drawly voice, and suspected she didn’t care
if I came, she just wanted to be blabbing afterward that she had invited a
princess. As for me, I had no intention of letting myself in for a boring
afternoon of being grilled about ‘how things were done in the colony’—to
Mearsies Heili’s detriment.



No, what I had to plan now was my escape.



So I’d be under the eye of Rel, but what did that mean? So
far, he seemed like ye typical clod teen-age boy: in my opinion, except for one
or two exceptions (Puddlenose being one, and Id another) boys were all size, no
brains.



Let’s see, I thought as I wandered back to my room, and
stared out into the night garden. He dresses like a slob—which is good, at
least in anyone but an enemy. Enemies are disgusting and annoying whatever they
do, or they wouldn’t be enemies, right?



That aside, what did I know? He was Raneseh’s ward. That
means like an adopted son. He was called ‘the shepherd’s son’ by the other
boys—which might have something to do with his dressing like a slob, but that
wasn’t the same as dressing like a servant. Raneseh’s and Pralineh’s servants
all dressed neatly in the pale green outfits, that much I’d seen.



He hadn’t attended the party until he joined the hide and
seek game—but Raneseh had not attended at all. The boys had said Rel usually
won all the games, which meant he must have attended parties in the past.



Last: he had good taste in songs, if Pralineh was right
about his favorite, and why would she make that up?



So far, he seemed to think it a game to foil my escape
attempts. Or maybe it was a challenge. Then let’s hope he gets so bored with
me he pays no attention, I thought as I crawled into bed.
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Next morning I was up before dawn.



Of course Pralineh wasn’t up yet. I was going to make my way
to the kitchens, but caught sight of Rel through the window as he came from the
other side of the house.



“You’re up early,” he said when we met.



I shrugged. “Nothing else to do.”



He hefted a satchel, which was slung over his shoulder. “Just
left the kitchen. Do you want breakfast first, or shall we go?”



“Go,” I said, not wanting to eat with him sitting there looming
at me.



And so we went. For the first time I got past the wall. The
road wound away uphill, and I could see the entire estate. The house was built
on the gentle slope of a hill tucked into the slow bend of a river. On the
other side of the hill from the house, out of view, was an extensive vegetable
and cooking-herb garden. The people who tended it did not dress in the light
green livery, but in ordinary clothes, a lot more like what Rel wore, making me
wonder again about his status. He dressed like the outdoor servants—but
Pralineh had mentioned dining ‘in the family’ once, and I had since seen the
dining room, which was in the group of three rooms opposite mine. Maybe Rel and
Raneseh ate there since Pralineh continued to have meals with me.



Oh, who cares, I thought, shoving away the question, and
walking a little bit faster so that Rel wasn’t in my view.



Behind the estate, running along the river, farmland
stretched away in patch-work quilt squares as far as I could see.



The road turned, blocking Raneseh’s Holding from view as we
rounded the hill. Then the road branched, the main part going over a bridge
across the river, and a smaller road angling off round another hill that lay
behind the estate’s hill.



Rel now began to walk fast. I skipped once in a while in
order to keep up, but keep up I did. I was used to moving fast—and wanted to
get wherever we were going as quickly as possible.



My reward was to crest a last hill overlooking a pocket
valley below, filled with tall green grass and wildflowers in every color of
the rainbow. I drew in a happy breath, and bounced on my tiptoes. A quick,
uncertain scowl Rel’s way. He flicked a hand out and I needed no further
encouragement but took off, running as hard and fast as I could.



So hard and so fast I got tired long before I’d reached the
middle, so I slowed down, surrounded by waist-high, sweet-smelling grasses,
flowers, wild herbs, with lazy bees bumbling from one to another, and the
bright, furtive flit of a butterfly here and there.



I sauntered alongside a bubbling stream, and splashed across
as I looked northward. Farmland rose gradually until it got gobbled up in the
dark green line of a woodland. Beyond that mountains jutted, hazy and purple.
The sight of them smacked me with longing, as if home called from beyond: Come
back, come back. We need you.



“Hungry?”



I jumped.



Rel had caught up a lot faster than I’d thought he would.



“No,” I said, though I was. It was the idea of his company
that soured my mood. How to get rid of him?



He said unexpectedly as he unslung the satchel, “This is the
same food Raneseh and his daughter eat.”



“What?” Then I realized his meaning and gasped. “I am not a
snob! I just wish you’d get lost.” I snorted. “I’d wish you lost even if you
were king of the universe.”



Rel studied me, his expression impossible to interpret. I
hated that.



“I can’t tell the difference,” he said, “between a snob and
an uncivilized brat. Is there one?”



He didn’t sound angry, he sounded calm, which made the
insult far worse.



“I am not either of those things,” I began, then
gritted my teeth, trying to get a rein on my temper. “No one believes me when I
say that Kwenz is evil, and I can’t bear thinking about my home in danger.”



“So you say.” He sat down on the grass, and began unwrapping
a sandwich. “Assuming any of that is true. What use could you possibly be to
anyone? You don’t seem to have any more skills than you do manners.”



I clamped my teeth closed. I was within a heartbeat of
letting fly with the longest pocalube of my life. Yet there was just a tiny,
teensy doubt—not about my own importance to those at home, but about how
everything must look.



So I tried to be reasonable. “I do have some. Skills, I
mean. My main one is magic. Not that I’m as good as Clair. But someone warded
my magic, so I can’t use it.”



I paused, readying an insult for the inevitable scoff.



But he didn’t scoff. Just ate the sandwich as he eyed me.
When I didn’t speak, he waved the sandwich. “Go on.”



“Well, I’m not about to brag on myself—then I will
sound like a snob. But I’ve gotten into some messes. Like with the Chwahir.
When they try nasty things against us. And gotten out of ’em.”



Rel considered. “Chwahir?”



“Kwenz is brother to Shnit of the Chwahir! The rotten,
horrible king of the enemy!” I exclaimed.



“And you say you’ve met this king?”



“Worse than that,” I snarled. “I wish it was just met—though
that would be bad enough. You don’t just ‘meet’ Shnit, you are his target. If
you’re a Mearsiean.” I glared at Rel, who continued to eat his sandwich as if
I’d been nattering about the weather. “Blargh! It just snackles my chitlins
that Raneseh thinks Kwenz is some kind of good guy. I mean, a Chwahir! They
always attack first and ask questions later!”



“You keep coming back to that. From what I heard, there
wasn’t any mention of Chwahir,” Rel said. “Much less your being on
name-without-title basis with any of their kings.” He considered. “But then if
you really are a princess, that puts a different light on things.”



I gasped. “If Kwenz said he’s one of us, well, he
lied!”



Rel shrugged a little. “Raneseh seemed to think he sounded
convincing. And his contact was specific about keeping you safe, from what I
understand.”



“Who is this mysterious ‘contact’?”



“I don’t know. Raneseh has contacts all over. Some family
connections, like with his wife’s relations, and others are trade. He has one
from whom he orders his books. A few are people he met when young. He told me
this particular contact asked Raneseh specifically to take you in because
Raneseh lives quietly, and has a daughter who would be a good influence for
someone who’s had a bad upbringing. All that sounds benevolent.”



“It all sounds crazy,” I retorted, then added hastily, “I mean
if you know Kwenz. Oh, I know it sounds so nice and caring.”



Rel said, “What sounds crazy is someone your age claiming
she’s got to defend a kingdom.”



I fumed. And resorted to sarcasm. “Why don’t you write a
letter to the four queens in Bermund, right in the north of you here. If
you can write, and not just bully people around. And ask them if they know me,
and they’ll tell you they do, because I helped break the enchantment over them.
Well, that is, part of it, anyway—the awful part is still going on, and poor
Autumn is—” I dared a look at Rel’s impassive face and yelled, “You don’t
believe me!”



“It sounds like you made it all up,” he said, so unheated
that I heard it as utter conviction. “You know as well as I do that Raneseh is
not about to write any letters to the monarchy in another kingdom to ask
questions about the wild claims of a loud-mouth ten-year-old from the Mearsiean
colony.”



The idea that I would lie about my experiences was so
unfair, so cruelly horrible after everything I’d been through, I let out a
bellow of sheer rage and took off again, as fast as I could, straight for those
purple mountains.



The difference between six feet and not-quite-five resulted
in a hand crunching down on the scruff of my neck and hauling me mumchance
round, then marching me a little ways away, into a sheltered little spot beside
the stream that meandered through the floor of the meadow.



Rel dropped me with a thump. At once I scrambled away,
making it plain I had no intention of being put, like an old shoe. I flopped
on the grass next to a tree stump, my back squarely to The Enemy.



And jumped when a hiss and metal snicked! wood inches
from my elbow.



I jerked round, saw a dart in the tree stump, which had
circles carved into it. I jerked round the other way, vibrating with affront.



“You would move right in front of the target,” Rel said, and
threw another dart. “But I won’t hit you.”



It smacked the wood directly below the first one. That one
was even closer to my elbow.



I scooted back, then flushed with anger that I’d done so. I
could see at once that he had perfect aim—and I wished I’d pretended nothing
was happening. I turned my back again boiling with rage. Boys! Wasn’t that
typical of the slobs! And talk about showing off!



... I couldn’t find a word low enough.



Smack! Smack! Smack! Rel went right on with his practice,
until the sounds changed to the hum of wood, and the crunching of gravel.
Intensely curious, I leaned forward, absorbed in picking bits of grass and rock
from between my bare toes. Then I snuck a peek through the covering curtain of
my hair, to see Rel a little ways away, working with a big walking stick. No, I
realized, it was a homemade quarterstaff. I then realized that I was sitting in
a kind of one-person target practice area.



So that’s why we were here—he hadn’t wanted to offer me a
friendly escape from durance vile, even for a few hours. I was just an excuse
to get away from whatever duties he was supposed to be doing so he could flub
around with this fighting junk. Just like a typical obnoxious, more
brawn-than-brains teen-age boy.



The idea of it steamed me so much I couldn’t think at all,
except of wildly improbable ways to get revenge. But hard as I wished, a giant
bird would not fly by and attack him—or even bomb him—and the Chwahir would not
pop up like mushrooms here in this valley, pounce on him and muscle him off to
their deepest dungeon. Nor would some helpful local highwaymen or pirates or
lurking bad guys of whatever type happen along and kidnap Rel and put him to
work washing dishes for a few thousand years, Just So He’d Learn.



When I finally calmed down enough to start thinking instead
of dreaming, I realized Rel had gone silent. What was he doing now? The idea
that he was just sitting there glaring at me was so creepy I edged down to the
stream, got a welcome drink, then looked back—to see him lying full length on
the grass, absorbed in reading.



I tipped my head, caught a gleam from the golden lettering:
something about travels, but his hand holding the book obscured the rest.



Plan. He was reading (so Stupid Rockhead could read—unless
he was pretending in order to impress me, huh!) soooo ... I edged a bit farther
downstream. Stuck my legs out, splashing my feet gently in the water.
Dum-dee-dum, hoom-de-hoom, lookit me being a good little kiddie, just lolling
about in the sunshine. Or, don’t lookit me, because I’m just a boring
ten-year-old brat who doesn’t know anything, yessireebob ...



Felt a look from Rel. I just kept splashing, enjoying the
warmth of the mellow sunlight on my head. Sniffed the sweet fragrances of
wildflowers drifting on the breeze. Ho hum, nothing to do in the world ... I
scooted downstream a bit more. And again, and again, until the tree stump
blocked Rel from view.



Then I wriggled away in the grasses (not looking up or I’d
have seen the tops thrashing wildly about) and when I judged I’d gotten far
enough, I got to my feet and took off.



This time when the Fingers of Doom crunched down on the back
of my collar, I lost the last shreds of temper and started kicking, scratching,
biting, and yelling with every quivering vestige of my strength.



The red rage abated when I discovered I couldn’t scratch or
bite—Rel had untied his sash and wound it around me so my hands were down at my
sides. Even kicking was harder when I couldn’t quite keep my balance, or see,
because my hair hung in my eyes.



“Raneseh,” he said, “wanted me to try to make friends with
you, but I don’t think it worth the effort.”



“Neither do I,” I fired back grittily.



Rel grabbed up his satchel, threw the things in it, and
marched us back to the trail and ignominiously back down the road. I fumed,
hoping someone would see my plight and offer to come to the rescue, but the few
people who spared a glance past Raneseh’s scruffy ward to the short, even
scruffier brat tottering along at his side probably thought (judging from their
waves and absent smiles) we were playing some sort of game.



At the house, Rel left me just inside, where Pralineh almost
immediately found me. He went off to snitch to Raneseh.



Pralineh gaped at me in surprise as I wiggled my fingers,
blew at my hair, and said, “Would you untie this disgusting, cootie-ized sash?”



Pralineh’s cheeks flushed scarlet as I tried not to laugh,
but she bent to the task.



The sash fell to the carpet and I promptly stomped on it,
then brushed my hands thoroughly over my arms to remove its touch, scraped my
palms to eject from my skin any lingering Villain Cooties, then I stamped again
on those. When I began Pralineh gave in to a crow of laughter, and all during
the operation (which took a while, I was so mad) she rocked silently back and
forth.



“It’s not funny,” I said, though by then my own sense of
humor tweaked, now that I was disinfected. “That baggie has boy-cooties, and I
don’t want ’em on me!”



“Baggie? C-cooties?” Pralineh laughed again.



“Sure! Baggies are this Earth thing, it’s just that it
sounds so silly, it’s so perfect for villains. Who could be scared of a baggie?
As for cooties, they’re germs. Worse than germs.”



“I do not know what germs are.”



“Well, it doesn’t matter, except that all enemies have them.”
I wiggled my fingers, like something with a lot of legs. “You wipe them off and
stomp them—villains just hate that!” I added, grinning in triumph.



“Wh-where did this idea come from?” she asked, wiping her
eyes at last.



“I dunno. Another world. We always wiped off boy cooties,
when I was little.” I scowled. “Rel’s are worse than anybody’s.”



“Why?” Pralineh asked, picking up the sash, folding it with
quick, automatic movements, and laying it aside. “My father thinks very highly
of him, you know.”



That’s supposed to be a recommendation? I thought,
but managed not to spout it out. “What’s his story anyway? Is he a servant or
not?” I asked.



“No, not at all.” She put her head to one side. “It is time
for luncheon. Are you hungry?” She asked, and then at whatever she saw at my
expression she smiled, and, rang the bell. “We—that is, he and I, and the
others here, except for Raneseh—do not know anything about Rel’s family. There
was one single time, when one of my friends’ brothers challenged Rel, and there
was a scuffle. It resulted in some of the sort of talk little children do,
after which my father exclaimed that Rel’s family’s rank is as good as
anyone’s. Then he wouldn’t say any more than that.”



“A mystery!” I said And thought angrily, Bet they don’t
want him because he’s a clod. Which isn’t a mystery at all. But I didn’t
say it.



“Perhaps. I do think my father wishes that we when we grow
up we might marry, and Rel would be my helpmeet when I am Holder, but—” She
shrugged. “The big girls talk about how handsome he will be one day, and I
think I can see it, but I don’t know, he’s like my brother. And,” she added,
with rare irony, which made her look more like her father, “he regards me as a
sister. Even if I might one day want that, I don’t think he does. Being a
Holder-helpmeet, I mean, not marriage. He works very hard because he feels it
his duty to Raneseh, not because he loves the place. Not like Raneseh and I do.”



I looked skeptical. “He’s too poker-faced to have any feelings.”



“Poker? Do you mean a fire poker? What an odd image!”
Pralineh smiled as Maraneh brought in a late luncheon—at first enough for one,
but we split the food, and Maraneh was soon back with plenty more.



I dove in with ferocious appetite. Pralineh took a dainty
bite or two then said, “Well, it’s true he speaks very little. But when he goes
to visit, which is almost never any more, every time I look for him he’s in the
garden, if they have one, or staring out the windows.”



“I’m surprised he gets invited. He’s a poopdeck and a
splattoon.”



“He’s very popular,” Pralineh said.



“What?” I scoffed, waving my fork—almost launched a bite
into orbit, and hastily popped the bite into my mouth.



“Yes. He gets along with everyone. And when I say that, I do
not mean just my friends’ brothers and cousins, but their servants, the stable
hands, the traders who come through, even the tutors. He pays no attention to
rank.”



“Gets along with everyone? Hah!” I snorted, thinking, What
am I, a hoptoad?



“It wasn’t always so,” Pralineh admitted, her brow puckering
faintly. “When I was very little, and of course he wasn’t much older, Hollan,
the new stable boy, was terribly cruel to him. I don’t know why—I just remember
the day Rel got into a fight with him. Everyone was yelling at them to stop but
they didn’t until there was this awful sound, and then Hollan was shrieking.
Oh, I will never forget! I ran and hid in the hayloft—the only time I ever
climbed up there—but the sound chased me there. It turned out Rel had shattered
his arm at the shoulder, the healer said.”



I thought narrowly, That sounds just like a bully to me!



“Rel was more grieved than anyone. I don’t remember who said
what, because I was only five or six, I just remember that Rel insisted on
doing Hollan’s chores as well as his own, even though Raneseh said he would
hire another boy until Hollan was healed. And so he did, until Hollan could use
his arm again. Anyway, my point is, somewhere in there, they became good
friends, and stayed that way. So that even when there are Honors here
visiting—and heirs—Rel always helps Hollan, then goes straight out and joins
the boys in their games. But he won’t play if they get angry, or uncivil. Nor
does he get into fights. He just shrugs off unkindness or incivility. When
Fleseneh, Mirlah’s brother, returned from Colend and was ... discourteous. Rel
simply stopped going to the parties where Fleseneh might be.”



“So what’s all that about his being the shepherd’s son?”



“Well, it became a nickname. When we were little. My mother
was not long dead, you see, and Raneseh still had visitors, and Rel would be
minding us, and the boys never gave him any trouble. He was our shepherd,
someone said—he being so much bigger, and us little folk trotting along behind.
I don’t know how that became ‘shepherd’s son’—oh, I remember Raneseh one day
said that Rel’s father would have liked that very much, and so it stuck.”



“But he doesn’t tell him anything else about his father?”



“No. He says the information is not his to give. All will be
made plain one day, but until then, he is Raneseh’s ward. Rel and I talked
about it once, oh, a year or two back. We think that they were friends, Raneseh
and his father. Mirlah would have it he’s a king’s son, and for a while that
rumor went around—but Selah’s horrid sister pointed out that everyone knows all
the relations of the royal families, even the ones under enchantment from
Nightland, and none of them have any missing ‘shepherd’s sons’. She was so
unkind about it, as if we’d made up the rumor to make ourselves seem grand! But
it caused me to ask Raneseh, and he said that of course Rel is not a prince in
disguise, or he would have had a far different upbringing. And so I told the
others.” She sighed. “So people just accept him as he is. Even though he won’t
dress like a young man of rank, or take part in the social rounds except when
there are games and the like.”



“It helps to be a hulk,” I muttered.



Pralineh’s brow puckered again. “You seem to be determined
against him.”



“That’s because he called me a liar when I was telling you
the truth!”



“He did?” Her eyes rounded.



I thought back. “Not outright, but he as good as did.” I
fumed, remembering that crack about writing letters to monarchs. “When I told
him I know the queens in Bermund, and I said write a letter to check, he fired
back a stinker about how Raneseh wouldn’t do that, and I knew it. Everything I
said about being in other countries—anyone I happened to have met—just made him
stick his nose up in the air. Ugh!”



Pralineh’s surprise made it clear that she found it
difficult to believe, but her round-eyed expression changed to concern when she
said slowly, “He is usually so even-tempered. I wonder if it could have been
that talk of travel that provoked him so?” But she didn’t explain, just added, “It’s
true that Raneseh is not likely to write to any king or queen, and Rel knows
that. But you did explain your experiences, didn’t you?”



Her rueful smile deepened when she looked at my face—which
was hotter and probably redder than ten fires by then. I mumbled, “No. Didn’t
want him snickering and snarkling at me, like I was making it up.”



“Why don’t you tell me what happened? I would so love to
hear it!”



I shrugged, feeling stupid again. “Isn’t much to tell. See,
we got splatted to this continent, never mind how, and were trying to travel
home. And we fumbled into Arthla, which is Bermund’s capital city ...” And
while we drank hot chocolate, I told the story about the Four Queens and the
statues. “So anyway, they were unfrozen, and took up their lives again. Except
for Autumn, who took on the task of finding her cousins, who got cursed by that
old mage.”



Pralineh shook her head. “I do not know what to say!”



“Nothing to say.” I shrugged, made uncomfortable by
her expression of ... oh, call it admiration, or even awe. “So they do
know me in Bermund, and don’t I wish I could see them now.”



Pralineh’s smile faded at the sight of my discomfort. “Oh,
Princess Cherene, you are not happy here—I feel that I am failing you somehow.”



My fork clattered to my plate, and I shot to my feet. “No!
That’s not it at all!”



Pralineh just looked unhappy until I joked and jollied her
out of it by asking a lot of questions about her friends and their parties, and
that tapestry, and so forth. After we finished lunch I offered to help sew,
behaving like a good little kiddie with determined concentration.



But the next morning, when Pralineh mentioned casually, in
the course of conversation, that Raneseh had written his letter to request a
meeting with the Wise One, I went cold and hot. No use in pointing fingers of
blame any more: that time was over.



I had to escape.




SEVEN



All day I kept up my good little kiddie act. Twice I
glimpsed Rel. First walking next to Pralineh, carrying a long, heavy-looking
basket into which she put snipped flowery stalks to be put in the household
vases. The next time I saw him was when I stepped out into the garden—after
peering at the walkways as best I could. And sure enough there he was, book in
hand. Keeping a distance. But there.



For the first time I studied the house from the perspective
of the garden. How could I not have noticed that the Raneseh’s side had
windows overlooking the garden? Because I’d had no interest in his and Rel’s
disgusting lair, of course, once I’d discovered that their sitting room library
was boring. But I knew better—you had to learn about The Enemy, even if just to
avoid them.



With my luck, those windows there at that first jut that
overlooked most of the garden in my direction were Rel’s. So of course he could
see all the way to the door of my room without even moving from his chair.



I have to get him out of his room, or away from the
windows, I thought. But there was no way to do that without making him
suspicious. Whatever I did would have to fit into the way things had gone
already. What had Captain Heraford said once, about planning raids and escapes?
That you learn The Enemy’s patterns, then use their pattern when under their
eye. That makes you almost invisible, because they don’t have to pay attention
to you. You’re doing what they expect. Then you use another pattern when out of
their eye, and you disappear because you aren’t where they expect you to be.



Rel thought I was a dumb ten-year-old brat instead of a
twelve-year-old ... um, adventurer, princess of a fine country and left-hand to
the queen. My pattern had been running for the garden wall and sulk, run and
sulk, and finally throw a tantrum then sulk for a long time, after a series of
flubbed tries at escape.



All right, time to try their patterns instead.



I prowled around after Pralineh, who went about her morning
chores, inspecting the pickings from the garden and discussing meals with the
cook, talking to the housekeeper about some furnishing stuff. Bored, I let my
attention wander. As the housekeeper complained about the stable boys who were
so hard on their clothes that after only a single season the fabric was scarce
good enough for the rag bag, I spotted two of the boys out at the other side of
the vegetable garden, furbishing up the open carriage Pralineh used for
visiting when the weather was nice.



I almost groaned aloud, I longed so badly to have their
freedom and fun—



Stable boys.



Three of them, currently, all sons of other servants.



Stable boys—the housekeeper saying, That’s not fit for
the rag bag—



Disguise.



I drew in an unsteady breath. Think! Don’t go running off
and destroy your one chance, you cornpone, I scolded myself. Disguise. Take
old clothes from the rag bag. Hide my hair, dress as a stable boy.



And then what? I was still stuck with the problem of leaving
when Rel always seemed to be able to spot me when I was in the garden. How
could I get him out of there? Doing what? What was his pattern? Lurking in his
room on the watch for any of the doors to open, and me to come out. Watching
me, and then making sure I don’t run away.



I grinched up my face as I considered my 100% lack of
success. Let’s see, Rel’s pattern as a result of my pattern? He’d haul me back,
and then, while I sulked in my room, he—



Went to report to Raneseh, whose windows overlooked the
other side of the garden—



A pattern!



And so that afternoon I tested that a little. I went out
into the garden three times in a row. Each time I slunk along toward the
walkway leading straight to the wall—and each time Rel emerged from that middle
door, yep, on the other side of the trumpet-lily trellis. So he did have
a room overlooking the garden! And he probably ate his meals and did other
chores when I was busy with Pralineh. Then, as soon as Pralineh was alone, he
was back on brat-duty.



Patterns ... patterns ... patterns.



That night I tested a couple more times, not just checking
the pattern but hoping that it was getting really annoying. As always, Rel knew
when my door opened—and there he was, looming like the spackle-baggie he was,
until I splatted back inside.



The next morning I followed Pralineh around on her chores,
this time asking where everything was. Pralineh obviously thought I was taking
an interest in Proper Girl Things, and went out of her way to explain the wine
cellar, how Raneseh ordered the wine and she stored it—but how they made
certain cordials themselves—preserves ... herbs ... storage ... bedding for
different seasons ... bite back that yawn, CJ! ... how they pieced quilts for
winter from the rags.



Rags!



I showed a sudden and inspired interest in quilt making.



Pralineh began with the rag bin back of the laundry area.
They used cleaning frames for actual cleaning, but had the laundry for ironing
and airing, and drying in winter. Pralineh was so happy at my interest that she
was easy to distract, thus I easily swiped a ripped pair of trousers, a shirt,
and a vest from the rag bag, stuffing them under my dress with my arm tight to
my side to hold them, while she explained the clothes press, the winter drying
racks, and beyond, the series of big, airy chambers dedicated to cloth making, filled
with spindles and looms.



I felt like the world’s slimiest phony when I said, “I’m
just so interested in weaving and, ah, quilting! Can you show me everything?
Um, again?”



“Why, I would be happy to,” Pralineh said with genuine
kindness that would have made me feel even more like a snail, except for the
thought of getting away from Rel. Not to mention getting home.



And so past the big quilting racks and tables, past the
looms and spindles, until we got to the storage area, where they kept
miscellaneous winter stockings, mittens, and caps that were shared generally by
the household when they had to go outside in bad weather.



Distracting Pralineh by a flood of questions about mattress
ticking, I dug out a flat cap loose enough to hide my hair. That I held in the
folds of my skirt until they finished with the bedding. Pralineh then offered
to show me where they were setting up for boiling and bottling the preserves
that would be made after harvest, but I said, “That makes me so hungry I think
I want to eat first!”



Pralineh instantly abandoned the tour, promising to order
lunch at once. When she stopped by the kitchen to speak to the cook I slipped
away and sped to my room, where I shoved the stolen clothes inside my nightgown
in the wardrobe, then I sauntered back.



Plan Escape, Part Two, I thought as I joined Pralineh again.
Get ready, get set ...



As we ate, I asked questions about the surroundings. Who
lived where, what they grew there, and so on, but in between I asked about towns,
roads, and so forth. I had to go north, but how far?



Pralineh did not really know much beyond her own circle of
friends’ Holdings. She offered to ask Raneseh for a map, but I hastily said I
couldn’t read maps, so that bad idea would get dropped. Pralineh said she
couldn’t read maps either, we both laughed, and I thought, whew, and abandoned
the questions. I wasn’t learning much of use anyway.



Pralineh had somewhere to go that afternoon. She offered to
take me, but I refused politely. And as soon as Pralineh was gone, I retreated
to my room, locked the door, pulled the curtains, and got out my disguise.



The clothes were baggy but fine. The rip in the trousers was
down one side, and in a knee. I could fix those. What concerned me more was my
hair.



Lina, the mayor of the Tornacio Islands, had told me about
disguising long hair. There was a way to twist your hair up into a knot,
letting the ends hang down in back to cover your neck. Then you pulled the cap
on, but it had to be tight enough to hold the hair in place.



I messed around with that, got the hair more or less right,
but I’d have to take in the band of the cap.



So I rang for Maraneh, said that I wanted to try some
embroidery, to surprise Pralineh. The maid brought scissors, thread, needle,
thimble, and some lengths of cloth. I listened with barely concealed impatience
as Maraneh told me how to begin a chain stitch and a satin stitch, and then
left me to it.



I scowled at the cloth, knowing that I’d have to at least
attempt something in order to throw off suspicion. But first I toiled away at
the cap until I got it tight enough to hold my hair in place. Then I sewed up
the trousers, leaving the knee hole.



I was busy doing terrible chain stitch as fast as I could
when the maid returned to report that Pralineh was back. I went out to endure
another evening of boredom. I proudly showed Pralineh my stitch work—hoping
that Rel and Raneseh would get an ear-load of what a good little kiddie I was
being. Then I sat over the sewing, which I now performed extra slow and clumsy,
so no one would wonder why I’d got so little done in an entire afternoon.



But Pralineh was not a suspicious person. I felt like a
toadstool by the end of the evening, having lied to her, fooled her, stolen
clothes from her. I’ll make it up to her, I promise, I kept telling
myself. I’ll come back and tell her why. I didn’t care what The Enemy
said about me, but I didn’t want Pralineh thinking me a liar and a thief.



o0o



The next day was cloudy with intermittent rain. I found a
piece of paper, wrote Pralineh a note apologizing for everything, and put the
note on my pillow.



I ate as big a breakfast as I could, then retreated to my
room, and while Pralineh was busy on her morning rounds, I got into my
disguise, put my blue dress back on over it. The cap I tucked into the trouser
pocket.



Then I slunk out into the garden and tried a series of fake
escapes, each time stomping back when Rel showed up. He didn’t speak, but that
annoying poker face was beginning to look mighty grim by the last one, when I
started yelling insults. When we reached the house I slammed my bedroom door
and stood next to it, bellowing a storm of fake tears.



Would he go off to tell Raneseh?



I slipped through my inner door and down the hall just far
enough to listen for sounds at Raneseh’s end, and yep, there came the tread of
feet and the sound of Raneseh’s door opening and closing.



Now!



I slipped back to my room, thrashed into my disguise, put
the blue dress through the cleaning frame and hung it up. I saw my note, then
put it on the floor of the closet. I didn’t want them to see it right away—I
needed all the time I could get.



Then I slipped out my door, but instead of going into the
garden, I pressed flat against the door and edged round to the side of the
house I’d never explored, which sloped away up toward the stables and storage
buildings. Then, running low, I made my way along those walls, ducking directly
under the windows, hoping no one looked out—I’d be instantly seen. Somebody
might want to know who the scruffy urchin lurking around was.



But people were busy with their morning work, and Rel was
still with Raneseh, or else in his room watching for my door to open again.
Triumph burned bright inside me—but only for a second or two. Stop that,
I thought when I reached the wall, and grimaced as I cast a look over my
shoulder. You know what your luck is like! As soon as you think you’re okay,
they crunch you!



I scrambled onto the wall ... and over.



No one was on the road. I started up the road at my quickest
saunter, my heart pounding.



Around the hill ... When is lunch? Maraneh will knock,
they might let me sleep, but sooner or later they’ll go in—



And Rel will be fast. Triumph and fear chased one
another through my middle, making me feel a little queasy.



So I walked harder, and when I was on the other side of the
hill, I stepped off the road. Now I headed east. I had to go north eventually,
but I’d stupidly stared in that direction the other day in the meadow, so I
knew Rel would search there first—that’s where I’d search, if I was him.



East, then. Into someone’s farmland, between rows of
something green and good-smelling, and out the other side, behind a stable.



On a road behind a poultry yard rolled a hay wagon, with two
kids driving it. They were eating a lunch while the oxen plodded. I sidled
round to the other side of the barn, ghost-footed alongside the chicken fence,
and caught up with the wagon from the back. After climbing carefully onto it I
burrowed under the hay.



The two boys turned about to be the most boring conversationalists
(I thought sourly) in at least a thousand worlds. First they compared their
sandwiches, as in who got more cheese. Since they’d already half-eaten the
sandwiches, that meant arguing about what they’d already eaten. When they’d
pretty much decided that the other got the most, and so each ought to get the
extra tartlet, they argued about that. I was on the verge of popping up and
demanding the tartlet for myself—or suggesting they split it or even throw it
away, just so they’d stop talking about it—when they decided they’d each take a
bite, passing it back and forth, until it was gone.



They argued about who had taken the biggest bite.



I groaned and put my fingers in my ears, counting to one
hundred. Then that bored me so much I decided I may as well listen.



“... and if he gets to the walk too?”



Walk? They argued incomprehensibly about a walk—whether or
not some boy they knew would be sent to ‘the walk’ which, I figured after a
time, was looked to be a treat, because they would get a rare feast afterward,
and escape their regular chores.



The argument only stopped when the wagon did. I realized I
ought to have been paying attention—I certainly didn’t want the boys to
discover my hiding in the hay. But a quick peek showed them both moving to the
oxen to unyoke them and put them in their pen; I scooted to the edge, then
peered out carefully. I’d just clambered out and was brushing off the hay when
an older girl rounded the side of a barn, and stopped in mild surprise when she
saw me. “Pram? Dalkineh? Who’s this you brought?”



I said, as the two boys turned around, “I’m to go to the
walk.”



The girl shrugged, then walked by, a bucket clanking in her
hands as she headed for the cow byre.



The two boys—obviously brothers—looked at me with the same
mild curiosity, then the oldest said, “You were sent for the walk too?”



I nodded.



“Come along.”



I followed, not believing my luck—so far. Only ... what was
‘the walk?’



Around the barn we trudged to a cobble-stone street, where a
lot of people milled about. The boys asked some perfunctory questions, to which
I told a lot of lies, the most boring ones I could think of. I slipped away
from the brothers almost immediately, and ducked my way through the crowd.



My first thought was to get to another type of conveyance,
though I didn’t think I’d be able to sneak into anything again. However, it
might be worth a try.



I reached a huge stable (guided to it by the smell of many
horses) in time to hear a woman’s sharp voice. “I don’t care! I have to get to
town, don’t you see? I’ll pay double.”



And another woman said, “Yes, Trader, so I heard. But today
is the rope walk. The whole town binds rope. We all get paid if we’re fast, and
we’ve a reputation to uphold. Means every pair of hands.”



“Then I am stuck here another night? With my horses eating
their heads off—and me having to pay extra?”



The stable woman shrugged.



The trading woman whirled around, scolding not quite under
her breath, and slammed through the door leading, from the smell that briefly
wafted out, to the kitchens of an inn.



I waited until the stable woman had sniffed, given a small
smile in the direction of the inn, then checked the loose boxes before she too
went inside.



Everyone going to the rope walk ... whatever that was.



I looked at the animals, feeling intense conflict. Rel would
be angry, Raneseh would be worried. I suspected he’d be thinking of Pralineh
out on her own, helpless to do anything for herself outside of sewing and
preserves. He’d turn every servant out to search.



They’d be searching for a black-haired girl in a blue dress,
not a black-haired boy, but what if someone recognized the rag-bag clothes? I
wasn’t sure how good my disguise was; I wanted to believe that Rel was too
stupid to see past it, but I knew that was wishful thinking. Rel was obnoxious,
over-bearing, poker-faced, show-offy, and loathsome in every way—but not
stupid.



So I had to get farther away. Those oxen had been about as
fast as a five year old’s amble, so they couldn’t have brought me much of a
distance.



I moved along the loose boxes, talking softly to the horses.
Seshe had made sure that all we girls knew how to care for horses, once we’d
learned to ride. What I wanted was a friendly one who seemed to want to go out.
It’s not stealing, I thought to myself. I’ll let the horse go as soon as it’s
dark.



Yes.



So at the last box before the door, when a horse lipped my
flat hand, I eased the box open, patted the horse as it walked out of the box.
I used the stall to jump up onto its back—gripped the mane—and soon was walking
the horse up the street through the crowd that was all heading one way.



As soon as I could I turned down a narrow alley that smelled
like sour wine and some kind of herb ... turned again ... found a road ... past
cottages that slowly began to space out, and then I reached the open road.



I clucked, and the horse began to trot.



I rode east, but then started choosing northward turns in
roads as the sky clouded over and soft rain fell, soaking my clothes. The horse
slowed to a walk. Dark fell quickly because of the rain. I kept riding, feeling
more and more morose, but when I saw a row of lights, I slid off, turned the
horse around, patted it until it got the idea and started back. I listened to
its hooves splash through puddles until they were washed out by the sound of
rain, then I slogged toward the lights, discovering—as I had hoped—a farmstead.



It was easy enough to make my way to a barn and climb up
into new-cut, sweet-smelling hay. I burrowed in, curling into a ball with my
forearms pressed across my empty stomach, and fell asleep.



EIGHT



Sort of asleep.



After fifty eternities in that uncomfortable, itchy hay, I
was relieved when the first faint blue of dawn showed in the cracks in the
walls and in the small window. I climbed down and slunk out, feeling tired,
cold, wet, clammy, hungry, and miserable.



But free.



“Yippeeoclinks!” I squeeped, trying to cheer myself up. “Home,
here I come!”



... Except I was on the wrong continent—and halfway across
it at that.



But I knew what to do, and where to go in order to do it.
First Bermund. The queens would of course send me home. Where I would find
everybody. Right? Right? No, I would not think about all of them gone ...



Instead I thought about Rel, in trouble for my escape (I
hoped at least with Kwenz, though it was unlikely Raneseh would get mad at him)
and out slogging through the rain searching—and my mood improved again. Yep,
definitely worth being tired, wet, and hungry. See how Mr. You-Have-No-Skills
likes that! Ha ha!



I’ll show you skills, you stench-wazoo, I thought,
stomping through puddles.



The farmhouse road topped a hill—and below me lay a sizable
town. I bucketed down the road as fast as I could, intending to get lost in its
streets. Then find another stable. Maybe, maybe, maybe I could pinch another
horse?



As it turned out I did not need to be a horse thief. The
stable I reached was so busy there were people everywhere. I counted at least
five languages being spoken before my attention was caught by a man using
Mearsiean. “I just need someone long enough to get through the mountains,” he
explained. “I got my grandson waiting other side. I was supposed to have my
niece, but she got nipped up by the weavers, and—”



I remembered what that boy had said about caravan guiding,
and didn’t even wait. I was too hungry, too desperate. If you can follow a
road, he’d said, the rest is just learning how to keep the animals and
people fed. I didn’t know much about cooking for people, but Seshe had made
certain we knew about horses’ meals.



So I walked right up and said, “I’m looking for work.”



Both adults looked down at me in surprise.



I stared back up, compressing my lips against a comment at
those goggling eyes. Did I grow a couple of noses?



But the man said doubtfully, “You know how to tend a horse?”



“Sure do.”



“Here.” The stable-man indicated a horse. “That runner who
just came in. You check that gray’s hooves.”



I grinned. Seshe had spent a lot of time telling us about
horses’ feet—how that odd curly thing underneath called the frog, and how the
hoof was actually a giant finger nail ...



I found a hoof pick, and went up cautiously to the gray that
had just been rubbed down and was under a blanket. I talked soothingly until
the flicking ears relaxed, I ran my hand down a foreleg, and then cupped my
hand behind, pressed—



The horse shifted, and up came the hoof. I flipped my leg
over, holding the hoof between my thighs, and checked the hoof, talking to the
horse all the while. I carefully picked out a couple of tiny stones, checked
the fit of the shoe, then let the hoof drop. The horse shifted, I looked up in
triumph.



“Hired,” the man said. “Talk to my wife about your kit and
pay.”



I told them my name was Timov, my latest joke disguise name,
back home. The reminder of Faline convulsed with laughter made my heart
squeeze.



Argh. Well, just let Rel the Rotten figure that out.



And so I became part of the trading caravan. And I didn’t
have to cook, for they had someone who did that—but she refused to have
anything to do with horses.



The first day or two I took care to stay out of sight of the
road; several times galloping messengers caught up and passed, and I wondered
if any of them were sent by Raneseh, searching for a black-haired girl in a
blue dress.



But the day we reached the border mountains I relaxed. By
then I’d made friends with the trader’s string of horses, and with the trader
and his wife. I heard more than I ever wanted to about honey and mead, for
their six wagons were full of both. I called the horses secretly after the
girls at home, matching as best I could the names with personalities. I had been
given a quilt, and slept under one of the wagons, near the horse picket.
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The honey and mead traders stopped in Analas, where their
daughter lived; I, now paid off, continued on to Arthla in a travel coach.



But first I got rid of the rag bag clothes and replaced them
with sturdy summer kneepants, which both working boys and girls wore on this
continent as well as at home. I also got a plain summer tunic-shirt. I bought
myself a knapsack. On long tramps or rides, I took to arguing with Rel in my
mind, giving him the benefit of long strings of insults, self-justification for
stealing, and of course gloating that I’d gotten away.



Bermund is a quiet land, mostly trading in flax, rice, and
the spectacularly beautiful weavings that people make with flax that is
sun-lightened longer than ordinary flax, softened almost to silk in texture,
but it lasts far longer than silk. Bermund’s history is shrouded in magical
shiftings, as we’d discovered on the earlier adventure. One queen rules at a
time, swapping off season by season.



Arthla without the enchantment turned out to be a pretty
city. There was all the white stone, including marble, with canals that remind
one of Alsais in Colend, but now the houses all had pretty shutters, and window
boxes, and little gardens everywhere, as well as a lot of flowering trees, some
potted, others not. Shops were open, and people walked and talked and grouped
and rode and did people-things in every direction.



I went straight to the royal palace, glad to see it looking
lively—and not all deserted, like my first visit, the only human forms all the
statues of the would-be ‘royalty’ who’d hoped for some kind or reward, or maybe
a throne, when they came to break the spell over the queens.



As soon as I sent my name in Spring herself came running
through an archway that had paintings of twined blossoms over it, kind of like
at Pralineh’s house. It was her season, so she was in charge.



My first thought was to write a nasty letter to Rel from the
palace—but with my luck, the slob would stomp all the way north just to clamp
his disgusting mitt on the back of my collar and haul me back.



Then Spring said, “Welcome, Cherene!” And I forgot about
Rel. “I’m so happy to see you! I told Winter and Summer that you are here.”
Spring grinned, her curls bouncing on her back as she led me through the
archway to a broad marble-floored outdoorsy kind of room, with potted trees
growing alongside a fountain, and sweetly singing birds flying about.



“These are the ones the big raptors hunt,” she said,
sighing. “So they are safe here. They come in such numbers!” Indicating the
birds.



I nodded politely as we sat on a bench that overlooked the
fountain and pools.



She seemed to sense my impatience, for she smiled and said, “I
thought you might be here to visit, but maybe not?”



“Oh, I would, except I got splatted here by the Chwahir. I
mean, on this continent,” I corrected when she looked puzzled. “I gotta get
home. You can send me, can’t you? You have plenty of magic.”



Spring said simply, “Of course. We can go to the Destination
right now.” Her high brow puckered slightly, then she touched my shoulder,
closing her eyes—and pulled her hand away with a snap. “Oh! No, no transfer.
That is, I could, but there lies a coldness between you and the world. A—a what
do the mages call it? A ward.”



“Oh no,” I muttered.



“I believe if I send you, you will go not where you wish,
but to a Destination appointed within the ward-form.”



Cold ickies tunneled through my veins. “No. Don’t want that.”
I remembered my imaginary nastygram-letter to Rel, and said, “Can you send a
message, at least?”



“Of course. That is, we do not know anyone in your part of
the world, but there is always the Scribe Guild. You probably know that they
relay messages anywhere there are scribes.”



For about one second my heart leaped, then I thought, yeah,
and if Kwenz really has taken over MH, who would see that message?



Spring looked unhappy, and I realized I’d wrapped my arms
round me, and was clutching at my own shoulders like it was sub-zero degrees in
her pretty bird sanctuary.



“Maybe messages aren’t a great idea. Because I don’t know
who’d see ‘em. So. I have to go the long way, eh?”



“We can happily give you travel wherewithal.” She opened her
hands. “At the least, for we are still in your debt.”



“No debt,” I said promptly. “Kids help kids. Especially
rulers. There are enough bignose adults practicing Take the kiddie’s stuff
because you can, ha ha! around. We have to band together.” I whooshed out a
sigh. “But I’d be glad of some cash, if it’s okay. I mean, enough to buy
passage on a ship.” I scowled at my dusty toes. “Except I don’t know anything
about ships. What if I pick one where they’re all nice, but as soon as we get
out in the water, they take my money and dump the kid overboard? I’ve only been
on one ship, and that was a p—”



I stopped on the word pirate, remembering Captain
Heraford of the Tzasilia—the name coming from an old legend about a mer
living among humans, Clair had said. Captain Heraford had invited us to come
back, only what was the name of that harbor again?



“Do you have a harbor where pirates land?” I asked.



Spring laughed. “Pirate ships don’t land here—not and find
any welcome!”



“Good pirates, I mean. What were they called? Privateers,” I
said stupidly. “Captain Heraford is a good pirate, because he only attacks the
Chwahir. And, you know, bad guys.” I felt even more stupid, just hearing an
adult scoff, Oh, and who asked YOU who’s a bad guy and who’s not?



To my surprise she tipped her head, then sprang up. “I
think—I better ask Winter. She knows maritime things.”



She sped away, me pounding after, back through those arches
and then up into a tower where the wind was cooler. We emerged in a room with
almost no furniture, much less decoration, to discover Winter studying a very
old-looking scroll. She looked up and Spring repeated what I’d said.



Winter turned her serene, light gaze from Spring to me, then
said, “I don’t know anything about your Captain Heraford, but there are many
ships issued letters of marque by the Danarans across the border, if they
promise to attack the Chwahir. They are too small to have a navy, you see, and
the Chwahir are always trying to expand past their border.”



“Just like at home,” I snarled.



“These letters of marque—I do not know it’s such a good
idea,” she added soberly. “For many use that as an excuse for outright piracy,
flashing their letter of marque to escape the law if they are caught. Well,
that is another matter. If you do not wish to walk all the way to Danai—”



Danai. That was it. At the other end of a bunch of galloping,
if I remembered from the previous adventure—and maybe a magic transfer or two.



My heart sank.



“There is an establishment at Laupgren Harbor where the
privateers meet and arrange trade, the ones who really do fight against Chwahir
incursions. You might ask there, at the Bowsprit, about your captain.”



“That’s exactly what I will do,” I said, relieved to have
somewhere closer to go—something to do. Anything that might lead me to home.



I was invited to stay as long as I liked, but my worries
about home—about what could be happening, and no one to tell me—caused me to
turn down the invitation, and leave again, this time for the Laupgren Harbor,
which was at Bermund’s border at the mouth of the Margren River. We’d been
there before, when the shanty-town was built next to it, but we hadn’t bothered
asking the name.



My journey to the harbor was a big nothing in the sense of
adventure. Had my mood been less anxious about what I’d find—about home—I would
have enjoyed it thoroughly. But there were too many anxious ghosts biting my
heels—ghosts of my imaginings, not real ones, but that didn’t make me feel any
better.
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Laupgren Harbor again.



I passed by the house where we’d stayed with all those kids.
I wondered if that girl who had been so nasty was still there. I didn’t want to
go searching.



I climbed up the narrow little zigzag streets with all the
little shops and eateries along them, built into the hills on either side of
the great river. There were a lot of tourists and traders; I couldn’t count the
number of languages I heard around me.



I did not let myself look at the harbor until I got high
enough up to see the entire thing. Then I followed a bunch of people out onto a
fenced terrace that I bet had served as a lookout point for ages, and peered
out under my hand. Clouds banded the sky, fuzzing the harbor with haze, but I
was sure I would recognize the Tzasilia instantly—that is, if I could
spot it in the middle of a forest of masts.



My hope leaked out leaving gloom. Big ships, little ones,
some going in, some warping out, many tied up not just at the docks but out in
what the sailors called the “roads” though of course there was no dirt in
sight. Little boats plied the waters between all the big ships, taking people
and goods in and out.



Nothing, nothing, nothing. Of course some were hard to pick
out, but the longer I stood there the more definitely the conviction grew that
Captain Heraford was not there. Among all those ships there were very few long,
narrow craft with slanted masts, and not a single one with the figurehead of a
mer-girl with hands raised, as though casting a spell over the waters.



I stood against the railing above the noisy city, oblivious
to the smells of brine and old wood mixing with the spicy scents of the world’s
cookery. My throat tightened and tears blurred the haze, smearing the masts
into a long smudge of brown.



For the first time since Clair had brought me to this
wonderful world, I felt alone. No friends. No enemies—that would be
counted as a plus, I thought hastily, and hustled right back to the self-pity.



But then I had to face the fact that I was feeling sorry for
myself, which is okay if you don’t have to figure out where you’re going to
eat, or sleep for the night. I looked around and sighed. There had been a time
when I was little, now mostly forgotten, when I had longed to be able to travel
without being in danger just for being a kid. I could do that now. I could go
anywhere in this world, and I’d find adventure.



But what about Mearsies Heili? Rel loomed in my mind,
scoffing. What can a ten-year-old do?



A kid can find allies, I told those skeptical dark
eyes.



That means, don’t just stand there. Do something.



All right, so I would ask about Captain Heraford at the Bowsprit,
and if I drew a blank, I’d just walk on to Danai, however long it would take.
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The Bowsprit turned out to be an inn at the far end
of the harbor, built on a ridge overlooking an old pier. The place was kind of
like a weather-beaten finger built along the ridge, with round windows like the
scuttles on ships; in the main office a lot of rough-looking nautical people
came and went.



I oozed up to the counter, where I discovered a girl my own
age on duty. “Lookin’ fer a room?” she asked.



“Maybe. More like information first. I’m looking for Captain
Heraford of the Tzasilia.” I was about to add ‘if you’ve ever heard of
him or it’ but to my surprise, the kid pulled a face. “You know, that sounds
familiar. Stay put.”



She ran back into another room. I stood at the counter
between two conversations in different languages. Then my prentice clerk came
back out. “Who are you and where from?”



“I’m Cherene Jennet Sherwood from Mearsies Heili,” I said.



The girl shrugged. “Well, there was no name we were to ask
for. Just the country, Mearsies Heili. We could tell anyone from there his
latest posted cruise or arrival.”



“Which is?”



“He gave next week as the date he’s expecting to anchor here
again,” the clerk-prentice said.



I grinned, then thought about food and board. Of course
there was always wanding, but I thought of that awful girl, and decided I’d
rather do something else. “Say, where can somebody my age get a job besides
wanding?”



“That’s easy.” The clerk pointed through the window. “Go
down to the dock master’s, the big building behind the quay at Pier One. They
have a list of who needs what done. There are always jobs, if you don’t mind
running errands, stocking, mending nets and the like.”



I thanked her, sped out, and discovered a gaggle of kids
more or less my age lurking around the dock master’s. I signed up, stated my
skills—glad that Captain Heraford had taught us plenty on my previous sea
voyage—and before dark I had a job mending nets. I was paid by the piece, so if
I worked quickly, I had plenty of time to explore along the quay and look at
all the ships coming and going. At night, a lot of the kids met near one of the
warehouses, sat on barrels, and told stories—some true, some not. I did most of
my net mending while listening. I made up stories, and though I finally got the
courage to tell some of my real adventures, but I didn’t admit that I’d been in
them, just used another name. That was in case Certain Baggies somehow heard
where I was, and loomed up just to scoff and sneer. Oh, I’d managed to turn Rel
into a monster even worse than Shnit by now, I’d been mentally arguing with him
so much.



Anyway, aside from my usual fuming about Rel, and the
occasional middle-of-the-night worries about home, the week sped by more or
less pleasantly.



By then I knew who was where among the ships—and where
newcomers were likely to anchor.



So on the day when the familiar three-master Tzasilia
sailed into the harbor I was there watching through a hired glass, and when the
captain’s boat reached the dock, I hardly let Captain Heraford get his feet
onto the dock before I was tugging at his long coat.



For a moment we stared at one another: him a tallish man,
sun-browned from life on the sea, brown-haired, sharp-eyed; me an anonymous kid
with blue-black hair braided back, scruffy clothes, bare feet.



“I know that blue-eyed glare. Do I not?” he asked, grinning
down at me.



I hopped impatiently from foot to foot and blurted, “It’s
me! CJ! I’m in the log!”



Captain Heraford bowed. “Your highness?”



“Ugh!” I bellowed, almost tearful. “Don’t do that!”



Captain Heraford realized then that I was far too upset for
a little gentle teasing. “Forgive me,” he said, serious again. “You are here
because?”



I let out a huge sigh, and if it shuddered a little, the
captain pretended not to notice. “I’m here alone. Something’s happened at home,
and I got bucketed away,  and—”



“I know.” He looked serious. “That is, I know at least where
one of you is, and rumors about the rest. We will talk as long as you like, as
soon as I get these matters seen to.” He waved at the waiting privateers, dock
officials, and what looked like outright pirates, all staring.



“Will you take me home?”



Captain Heraford scratched his head, then said under his
breath, “I never thought I’d be asked to rescue a kingdom that once—”



I was so indignant that I cut him off before he finished. “I
asked you to take me home,” I grundged. “Rescuing the kingdom is my job.”



Captain Heraford looked at me as if I’d sprouted tentacles
out of my nose, then said somewhat wryly, “If you want to go aboard and wait
for me, there’s the boat.”



He turned away, and walked back up the pier with his group.
I heard the words “Chwahir” and “convoy” before all their voices dwindled into
mutters, drowned by the sounds of the sea.



I looked at the rowboat, and the teenage girl sitting in it.



She said, “Coming? I can take you out and get back in plenty
of time before he wants the boat.” She leaned her forearms on the oars. “Did
you know that your queen’s cousin is a prisoner in Narad?”



Puddlenose!



“We’re going to rescue him,” she added with a triumph that I
found thoroughly proper and deserving.



I hopped down into the boat.



NINE



I plopped onto the bench behind the table in Captain
Heraford’s cabin, there in the stern of the Tzasilia. Sun-spangles
danced on the water below the open windows, sending glow worms of reflected
light wriggling across the low ceiling and the curving walls that I’d learned
were called bulkheads. The table was nailed right onto the deck.



Happiness had given me plenty of energy, despite waking up
before dawn in order to climb the hill before the tide came in so I could
watch, as I had for three days. Now it was just before sunset, the sinking sun
making that golden path of light over the ripples. The captain’s business had
taken longer than he’d planned for, then a sudden thunderstorm had swept
through, keeping boats from rowing around much.



But here he was at last. I sat alone while he took out one
of his charts and spread it onto the table. “This is where we lie,” he said,
touching the harbor, beautifully illustrated with soundings, each of the tiny
islands off the mouth of the river drawn in. His finger swept eastward. “And
here is Chwahirsland.” He jabbed his thumb down on that huge land, bordered by
high mountains raised centuries ago. “As for Mearsies Heili, no one knows
anything, so far. It might be too early for news to come the long way. What I
do know is that Puddlenose Sherwood is a prisoner in Narad.”



“If the news from home isn’t here, then how did you find
out?”



Captain Heraford looked uneasy. “Same method we found out
about you, when you were imprisoned there. A letter, delivered right here.” He
smacked the table. “We almost did not go the first time. Thought it some kind
of trap. Except that the note was written in Mearsiean, and we couldn’t figure
out why anyone would want to trap us by such a strange method. Why not just
attack us on the ocean?”



“Okay.” Now I understood more about our first rescue. I also
got it that he hadn’t wanted to tell us everything.



And I realized he still wasn’t telling us everything.
Like, why so interested in Mearsieans in the first place, being as they lived
and sailed here halfway around the world from MH? But I decided there were more
important things to get straight, before I started nosing into his personal business.



So, back to my personal business. “Ugh! I wonder if that has
anything to do with me?” And when he looked a question, I said, “I got slammed
by magic to Tser Mearsies. I ran away, and here I am, trying to get home. But
if Puddlenose got clinked, we gotta get him out first!”



“I just got back from making some raids. Stirring up a
little trouble among the transports forming to shift warriors to Mearsies Heili
to hold it for Kwenz.” Captain Heraford grinned. “I want to go back to that
when we’ve finished our business. I figure our immediate plan has to be to prevent
that transport convoy from setting sail, any way we can.”



I nodded. Then I thought about Shnit’s horrible castle. Fear
cramped my insides, though I was determined not to show it. “Um. Where is
Shnit? Is he there snailing about?”



“No, word on the sea puts him in Mearsies Heili overseeing
his brother’s establishment of control.”



I jumped to my feet. “Then that’s perfect! We can get in and
rescue Puddlenose before the head slime gets back. Then go home and I find
Clair. And she and I will figure out how to boot Kwenz out.”



Captain Heraford gazed at me, smiling, his grownup thoughts
clear enough. “Cherene Jennet, I know that Clair regards you as her friend.
More like a sister. That might mean, to many, that she would expect you to keep
yourself safe.”



I frowned at him, more in question—right now—than in
affront. “I should hide until MH is safe? But then who is going to get the
clods out of the kingdom?”



“I am working toward that for starters,” Captain Heraford
said, that wry tone back. I did not understand it, but as he was helping us, I
didn’t let it bother me. “But I do not expect to do much on my own. I will find
allies. Some of my own pi—ah, free trader allies.”



Ahah, I thought. You were a pirate! We knew it!



“I suspect Ka Nos of Seram Aru will be on the lookout for
mage allies. We might find others.”



“You mean grownups. Park the kiddies—we’re supposed to play
and have fun, while the grownups take care of everything?” Now the anger
started sparking, though I did try to fight it.



Captain Heraford said gently, “In many parts of the world
that would be considered the responsible action.”



I scowled at him, but he did not look away, or apologize. He
was too serious for that.



I fought my temper back down below a boil and thought hard.
He was waiting for me to say something—so I whatever I said should be smarter
than a bunch of insults against busybody adults. Even though I was thinking
them.



So what should I say?



Everything he’d said sounded quite reasonable—from the
grownup point of view. I knew that Clair listened to some grownups, but I
seldom trusted them, and even less seldom liked them. Captain Heraford was one
of the exceptions.



I wound my legs tightly round the bench legs as I struggled
with emotions and thoughts. Captain Heraford was serious in having this
planning talk with me right now, instead of chasing off the little kiddie and
telling me to go play princess—



Princess—



I said, “When Clair picked me to be her princess I thought
that meant to be like her sidekick. Just, you know, be her best friend. Then
she asked me to learn some magic. Just in case. So I did.”



I paused, scowling at my hands as way too many thoughts
skittered round inside my head like a bunch of boiling beetles.



“Go on,” said the Captain.



I sighed. “I don’t know how to put it, but I was supposed to
give a tentacle now and then. Help, I mean—that’s how we call helping each
other. So anyway if she had to go somewhere, I’d park my duff on the throne for
morning court, and at least try to solve easy problems, or tell people to come
back later. Visit the provinces if she needed me to. And of course keep an eye
out for Jilo, who’s been sent by Kwenz to spy on us, of late. We thought, to
find our hi—uh, something. But maybe it had to do with this plan of theirs.”



The Captain waited patiently. The inward-slanting stern
windows were blue with the fading light, the water below quietly slap-slapping
against the hull. Feet thumped back and forth on the deck overhead. In the
distance, lightning flared again, sudden and blue-white as another storm moved south
of the city.



I drew in a deep breath of the fresh, salt-tangy air. “Everybody—the
Auknuges, Kwenz—everybody seems to think a kid on the throne is like a sign to
come in and grab anything they want. But how to keep ’em out besides our
patrols? We don’t have any army guys, or any of that floob. So Clair had a lot
of magic thingies. Things the grownups don’t know about.”



“Are you saying she has wards up that will rid the kingdom
of enemies?”



I sighed. “I know she has some wards and protections. In
case of certain things. So I have to find her. And then she will know what to
do. Even though she’s a kid.” As Captain Heraford began to protest, I said
quickly, “First we rescue Puddlenose.”



“We?”



“I have black hair. All Chwahir have black hair, or
super-dooper dark brown hair, on account of not being able to get out and mix
with other people for centuries and centuries. I can disguise as an errand
boy—since girls aren’t allowed to travel or do anything, there, I’ll find him.”



Captain Heraford frowned at me. “I’m trying not to see a
twelve-year-old child,” he admitted, and raised a hand as I began to protest. “And
I remember myself at your age. As long as Shnit is not in residence, and I go
with you, and a couple of my better boarders, we’ll stay with your plan.”



I bit back a You can’t tell me what to do. He was
taking me to Puddlenose, he was fighting the bad guys, and he’d listened to my
plan. Any adulterooni could be ignored.



o0o



Within a couple days of sailing we met up with some other
ships, the captain’s allies. By then the kids on board had fitted me into a
watch, which I really liked. This time I shared one of the tiny cabins with the
girl. She had the bunk, and I got a hammock, which I loved.



The girl was about fifteen. She was the one who rowed the
boat. She practiced sword-fighting with me, and a couple of boys who loved any
kind of joke, which meant a lot of laughing as we worked. The rest of the crew
were grownups of various ages, a couple of women and the rest men. They drilled
for fighting even more than they had on my first journey. My action station,
since my magic was blocked, was in the tops, holding a firepot for the
bow-and-arrow crew; I’d wrap oil-soaked string round an arrow and set it afire
before handing it to one of the shooters.



That was for battle. Captain Heraford made it plain that
battle against the huge number of Chwahir was a last resort. Though most
scoffed, when we actually reached the border—and you could feel the heavy
magical barrier—and saw the millions of masts sticking like pins toward the
gray, low skyline, everyone sobered up. There were far too many of them to
attack head on.



Captain Heraford waited for a thunder-squall for us to
cruise under as cover. One had been reported slowly boiling out of the west. We
pulled back beyond the horizon and he signaled for the other captains to come
aboard.



A couple of them looked like pirates, we kids noted,
watching from the mastheads as we ate our midday meal. We weren’t invited to
the strategy session, but after the captains departed again, Captain Heraford
called me down to his cabin.



“Here are the details,” he said. “I’m going to take a party
with me in the longboat to accompany you to the capital. What they are going to
do is take boats among the enemy, while covered by the storm, and do a lot of
damage. We can join as soon as we have Puddlenose safely out of there.”



I nodded fervently.



And so it went.



We all dressed in black duds (me in borrowed stuff from
their storage trunks), and the grownups loaded up with weapons. We took the
longboat with its sea-colored sail and pitched and tossed for shore in the
middle of the night, as the storm system moved slowly in. The little inlet was
one Puddlenose had shown the captain, at the mouth of a bitter mountain stream,
not much good to anyone. The water was polluted from coal ash and the residue
of Shnit’s horrible border protection spells. A ways out we took down mast and
sail and rowed in, arriving before dawn. Then Captain Heraford had us turn the
boat upside down and stay under it all during the long, bleak Chwahir day. It
rained and thundered intermittently, the occasional sun filtering through such
heavy magical wards it was more like a winter sun, distant and weak.



Being here again was like having a blanket drop over your
mind, soggy with bad feelings. I’d forgotten that. All my brave determination
seemed to leak out as the long day passed. Along with a pack of
bread-and-cheese sandwiches and a jug of water, the captain and his party had
brought some cards to play games during the long day, as they watched and slept
by turns. I lay at one end, peering under the crack they’d carefully made. The
beach was strewn with the ruins of boats and ships—never cleaned up. When I
asked, Captain Heraford said that some were enemies, some Chwahir. How depressing!
And how like Shnit, not to care. I was glad to fall asleep and nap most of the
day away.



But the detritus hid us, and as soon as night fell, we were
off, sneaking toward Shnit’s horrible city, which is a long snaky thing—walled
and guarded—along a river. The north end, which is where the royal castle lies,
isn’t all that far from the estuary where we’d landed, but we had to duck and
watch for the constant patrols. Shnit had hundreds and hundreds of men (and
it’s only men) on ceaseless patrol just to guard him. From his own people as
well as any enemy who’d be crazy enough to ever set foot in Chwahirsland.



Ahem, like us.



But we had reason.



I think I’ve mentioned that Clair got this idea that the
reason why the Chwahir guards act so slow and cloddish and make a lot of
mistakes is because they exist under heavy enchantment, meant to keep them from
thinking for themselves. They follow orders.



We sure saw proof of it here as we followed a patrol in at
the watch change, just before midnight. The marching squad never looked back.
We’d run along the wall, directly under the sentries, who never looked straight
down, just out at the bleak, barren horizon.



It was tougher getting through the gate. We popped through,
one by one, bending low, ducked immediately to one side, and then crouched in a
group behind the gate-keeper’s storage shed, as the new patrol marched out of a
building, across the courtyard, through the gate, and then away.



Now it was time for the gate to close. The captain motioned
to us to pick up some of the jumble of stuff we found—baskets, a rope or
two—besides the gate-keepers’ shed, and walk in a head-lowered single file line
across the court, just like Shnit’s servants walk.



And no one paid us the least heed.



The miasma of malevolent magic made my head began to ache,
and my shoulder blades itch as if I were being watched, but I remembered that
was the way one normally felt in this horrible place. If you can call that
normal. It was for the Chwahir, which is why it was so hard to hate the everyday
ones. But I had noooooo problem hating, despising, loathing, not to
mention abhorring, abominating, detesting, and execrating (I learned that word just
for Shnit) their leaders.



We entered a servants’ door, and then we had to make our way
upstairs in that bleak, cold stone castle to where Shnit lived, in the highest
tower.



From the looks of things, he was still gone. Even so, my
heart was kathumping, and not from the climb, when at last we reached the top,
having had to duck or turn our backs or just freeze in place when other
servants or the endless soldiers walked by. If you froze and looked away, they
didn’t seem to see you—but of course you never knew if someone might be under a
compulsion to be searching for anything or anyone out of place.



The captain’s orders were to attack guards only as a last
resort. That would leave a trail for Shnit to follow—plus, even if we didn’t
kill them, Shnit would. We all remembered what Puddlenose had told us. If Shnit
thought his guards (enchanted as they were) hadn’t done their job, he would
have them all executed. So it was important that, afterward, every guard report
that nothing had been out of the ordinary. And Shnit wouldn’t be able to prove
how anyone had gotten in or out, except by magic—and only he’d be to
blame, since no one else was allowed to use magic.



One by one the crew peeled off at important intersections to
keep watch, until only the captain and I were left. We kept peeking into rooms,
until at last we found Puddlenose, in a room filled with fancy furniture of the
sort he usually hated. His door was not locked. A very bad sign.



We slipped in, and I ran to the bed. Through the slit window
the torchlight on the other towers cast faint light. The face on the pillow was
shaped familiar: square, brown hair.



“Pssst, Puddlenose!” I whispered, shaking his shoulder. “Wake
up!”



He snorted, then sat up. “Who is that?”



“It’s CJ and Captain Heraford! We’re here to rescue you!”



“What are you doing in my room?” Puddlenose asked in a
weirdly flat voice. “Get out!”



“Come on, Puddlenose! Snap out of it!”



“I must call the guards,” he said, his tone almost
robot-like but the words sharp and nasty—utterly unlike his real self. “I must
call the guards to protect me from intruders.”



“He’s under a spell,” I said to the captain.



“What are you talking about, you stupid girl?” Puddlenose
said. “Anyone in this room but Uncle and His Majesty is an enemy ... I must
strike out against the enemy—”



“Ish! That’s Shnit you’re defending,” I honked,
hopping up and down. As if sheer outrage could break the spell!



Puddlenose’s answer was to take a swing at me—or where I’d
been standing. He was so slow his fist missed me by a yard. But I stumbled over
a footstool when I ducked back, and thus couldn’t stop Puddlenose, who lunged
at the door.



Captain Heraford tripped him, and though Puddlenose started
struggling wildly, he wrestled him down. Since the Captain wasn’t all that tall
or big for a man, and Puddlenose was already getting tall before he stopped
growing, there isn’t much difference between their sizes. Thus the captain was
having a tough time because he didn’t want to hurt Puddlenose, who was striking
out blindly, as hard as he could. Only the magic interfered with his abilities.



So they rolled about, the captain getting a hand around
Puddlenose’s mouth to keep him from bellowing, and keeping it there despite a
lot of kicking and pounding.



Think, think, I told myself as I skittered out of the
way Spell—compulsion.



Of course—he had to be wearing something to force it onto
him. Shnit never would have gotten Puddlenose to sit still for spells to be
layered on. That didn’t mean there weren’t some spells loaded on as well, but
it was more likely that Shnit had enchanted the spells onto some object, which
was far easier. Once he managed to get the thing onto Puddlenose, wham! The
spells would hit him like math homework on Friday.



The Captain had gotten Puddlenose in a head-lock, but
Puddlenose still struggled on. “Quick,” he grunted. “Is there anything we can
do? Or am I going to have to hit him?”



I groaned, eying Puddlenose, who was wearing an
honest-to-fashion night shirt. A frilly one! He would hate that.



But of course it would amuse Shnit to force him into his
opposite.



... which means—”Jewelry,” I said. Puddlenose had told us he
couldn’t stand jewelry—and indeed, when we raided Lord Snord’s, he hadn’t take
any for himself. Just the sword and hat and boots.



The captain flung Puddlenose over onto his stomach, and sat
on his back, knees pinning his elbows, and with one hand mashed his face into
the carpet so he couldn’t bellow.



We checked his hands, his wrists. Nothing. No necklace—but
when Puddlenose tried to struggle again, and the captain gripped his arm, he
gave a soft exclamation.



He shifted grip on Puddlenose, bent one arm up behind him,
then pointed with his chin at that arm. “Use my knife.”



A knife hilt gleamed coldly at the top of the captain’s
boot. I pulled it out, grabbed the material of Puddlenose’s nightshirt as he
writhed and fought, and cut open the sleeve—and there was a golden snake-thing
wrapped round Puddlenose’s upper arm.



I touched it—and fell back as icy-cold nastiness streamed
through me.



“Knife,” the captain grunted, wrenching Puddlenose’s arm up
behind him in an effort to keep him still.



“No—” I protested.



“Not to stab. Pry the thing loose,” the Captain
said—grunting between words as Puddlenose did his best to fling him off.



Puddlenose howled into the carpet, his voice blessedly
muffled.



I eased the tip of the knife under the armlet, then started
to wedge the thing off, hoping not to cut his skin. Puddlenose jerked—and the
knife flew out of my hand. Greenish sparks winkled across my vision.



I scrambled for the knife.



Behind me there was a thud. And a sigh as the captain rose. “Stunned
him. Quick,” he murmured, wringing his hand. And he helped me to get the knife
under the armlet. The metal almost seemed to be fighting us, but then quite
suddenly it sprang off, hitting the wall with an unmusical clang. Puddlenose,
who’d just begun to stir, fell back in a faint.



“Shall I get it? So we don’t leave evidence?” I asked. “No,
wait—we better leave it—”



The captain nodded in approval as he wiped his hair back off
his forehead. “Let Shnit think Puddlenose got rid of it himself, and vanished.”
He sighed again. “Keep the knife. I’m going to have to carry him.”



He stood up, slung Puddlenose over his shoulder, and out we
went, Puddlenose’s arms swinging lifelessly behind the captain’s back.



The trip back seemed to take forever, but we made it: the
worst part was waiting for the middle-of-the-night patrol to change.



Once we’d done that (Puddlenose wrapped up like a giant worm
in a black cape) we slunk along the wall and out, and down to the shore, and
though by then the dawn was paling the beach, we had to risk the boat and sail
out, first with oars so it wouldn’t be spotted, and then at last the captain
had them raise the single sail. We got thoroughly drenched, and shivered in the
bitter, strong rain, but it kept us hidden from shore.



We had just gotten away from the waves and were sailing
seaward when the bells in the castle towers started clanging loud enough to
carry over the water.



“They’ve discovered he’s gone,” I exclaimed.



“Search will go out over land,” the Captain predicted. “Let’s
put some back into it—make certain they have no reason to think of the sea.”
The men rowed, to help the sail.



We bucked and plunged over huge, choppy waves for what
seemed about fifty years, me gritting my teeth as I kept watch by Puddlenose,
making sure the water sloshing over the side did not drown him.



TEN



Puddlenose started waking up halfway back along the journey
to the ship. He groaned, but the captain did not unwrap him from the cloak.
Presently he stopped moving and mumbling, and fell asleep.



When we reached the ship, they handed Puddlenose up first,
and he was stashed in the forward cabin, which had a sturdy wooden door that
could be guarded. Just in case there was still magic on him.



We all went through the cleaning frame, then got into dry
clothes. I breathed deeply of the fresh air, thinking—that is, hoping—that
getting Puddlenose away from the horrible atmosphere of Chwahirsland would help
him, since I had no access to my own magic. And even if I’d had it, I had no
idea how to break Shnit’s spells—I would need Clair’s library, if not her help.



The cook had prepared a hot, tasty soup that could simmer
until we returned, so we all sat down and ate, then I went down below to my
hammock and fell asleep.



I woke when one of the kids came to get me. “Puddlenose’s
waking up! Captain said to get you,” he reported, eyes wide with excitement.



I flipped out of my hammock and zoomed up the ladder, ran
along the companionway to the forecastle, where Captain Heraford awaited me.



He opened the cabin door and I went in first. The bunk was
built under the steep inward slant of the bow. A scuttle had been opened
overhead, letting in light and air. Puddlenose sat up in bed, looking much as
he had in Shnit’s castle—hair sticking up wildly, stupid frilly nightshirt
awry, cut down one arm—but now he was rubbing his hands over his face,
especially his eyes.



“Puddlenose?” I said.



He dropped his hands, turned his head, and squinted at me. I
guessed he had a stencherooni of a headache.



“CJ! Where did you come from? Why am I in this disgusting
thing?” He flipped his fingers through the ruffles at the front of the night
shirt.



“You’re back,” I exclaimed happily.



“I was gone? Ow, my head hurts. Oh, wait. I remember ...”



Captain Heraford came forward. “Bide easy. We’ll have some
healer tea up here in a moment, and some food.”



“And some clothes? Did I leave any behind last cruise?”
Puddlenose asked, grimacing down at himself.



“If you didn’t, you know we have the storage trunk.
Something’s bound to fit.”



“Anything but this thing!”



I snorted. “You look like an idiot.”



“Thank you. I needed to hear that.”



I grinned, then did a chicken dance supremo from pure joy.
The other two laughed, and when I stopped cackling I said, “Phew! It’s such a
relief that you are okay! We didn’t know if there were any more spells on you.
Doesn’t sound like it—unless, of course, there’s one to make you extra crabby.”



For answer he chucked the pillow at me. I dodged, picked it
up, tossed it back and whizzed out the cabin door.



A short time later Puddlenose appeared, wearing somebody’s
deck pants and an old shirt that at least didn’t have any ruffles. A bruise was
forming along the brown skin of his jaw, and he touched it gingerly, but the
first thing he said was, “Thanks, Captain. CJ.”



“Come into the cabin,” the captain said, smiling. “It’s time
for a conference.”



I said as we tramped back down the companionway aft, dodging
round sailors at work, “Before the gabble, I want to hear what happened to you,
and wow, wait until you get an earful of Kwenz’s splat of a plan for me!”



“Who first?” the captain said, turning from one of us to the
other.



Puddlenose sank onto the bench at the captain’s table. “I’m
still waiting for the listerblossom steep to clear out my head. CJ, you go
first.”



“Okay, but tell me quick, do you know what happened to
Clair?”



“I was there when she vanished, so that much I know, but not
much else.”



“At least we have that much,” I said, relieved. Then
launched into my story, and I didn’t stint on the insults, either. That is, I
didn’t say anything awful about Pralineh. Except one teeny tiny snark about all
that sewing and marriage junk. (And sure enough Puddlenose grimaced in
agreement.) I reserved my very best pocalubes for Kwenz, Rel, and Raneseh.
Especially Rel.



Puddlenose laughed in all the right places, which improved
my mood, but when I was done, I realized I still didn’t really feel better
about that disgusting mess.



“All right. I’m done. Your turn.”



“Isn’t as much to tell,” Puddlenose said. “I’d just gotten
home for a visit.”



Again, I thought. It was odd, how he did that. As if
Puddlenose had a weird sort of trouble magnet—showing up just when something
was about to happen.



Puddlenose held up a hand. “I swear I didn’t know anything.
I just wanted to relax, catch up on news. Teach Faline this new game I learned
way, way down south—nearly at the Land Bridge.”



I gritted my teeth, impatient for news about Clair.



Puddlenose flashed a grin at me. “So there I was, just
arrived. Janil saw me. Said she’d have some toasted cheese-breads with tomato
and some of that green herb she puts on ’em—”



“Basil,” I said, hopping on the deck. “Fleeb on your
sandwich! What about Clair?”



“Now, did I interrupt your story? Even when you kept
stopping to tell us just how ugly and stupid that Rel fellow was, in case we
hadn’t heard it the first 500 times?”



“Clair!” I demanded.



“All right, all right. She was in the library. I’d just
found her, and we were going to go back to the kitchen because as usual she’d
forgotten lunch, when—”



“So she didn’t know I was gone?”



Puddlenose crossed his arms, leaned back, and looked out the
stern windows as if he’d just seen a three-headed sloth.



I sighed loudly. “All RIGHT. No more interruptions.”



He went on. “When she jerked up—like this—and said Unbelievable—he
did it! Before I could ask what ‘it’ was, she grabbed the back of a chair
to steady herself and started whispering magic spells. I tried looking around
for an enemy to attack—some way to defend her—but no one was in sight. And when
I turned back, she blurred and vanished.” He made a gesture toward the deck. “Like
she dropped through the floor.”



“That’s creepy.” I kicked my toes against the edge of the
table, as if that would make anything better. But I was so desperate to get home.
“Maybe Kwenz’s nasty magic? Usually transfer spells are a flicker. Sometimes
light, if it’s dark where you go and the other place is light, and it kind of
blinks through. Yuk! But she didn’t fall down, did she? Collapse? Like
she was, um—”



“Dead?” Puddlenose said, grimacing. “No.”



I heaved another sigh. “Then I’m just going to believe she’s
okay, and that’s that. So what happened next?”



“That’s when Kwenz’s band of bullies ran in. They were
obviously looking for her, but they settled for me instead. After a short fight
they got the drop on me. I did see one of them come into the room with you over
his shoulder, snoring away. Your arms were dangling down. It looked like you
were picking his pocket. I wanted to tell Faline—she’d like that
joke—everything will be all right if you can make a joke—but there was no
Faline. Then Jilo came in, and looked at me, and said, That’s the right one.
Then a fellow stepped on my elbow, and they put that snake thing on my arm, and
then ...” He shrugged. Whatever he’d experienced wasn’t going to get aired, I
knew from his look. “Then you two came along. So. What’s the plan?”



“Go home and boot Kwenz out, of course,” I said—hoping that
if I said it often enough, a plan would flap through the air and bomb my head
with a good idea.



“Right,” Puddlenose said. “Uh. How?”



“We’ll have to figure that out. When we get nearer home,” I
said, then groaned. “That sounds as stupid as Rel. But ... maybe when we get
there, and see things, a plan will come?”



Captain Heraford said, “My allies can hold off any transport
launch. And Shnit is bound to search, so the farther we get from here the
better.”



Puddlenose said, “I think CJ is right. If we get home and
scout, maybe then we’ll know what to do.”



Captain Heraford looked out the stern windows. Then at us. “If
you want me to take you to Mearsies Heili I will. But you should probably know
that it was once my home, until I was outlawed.”



“By Clair?” I gasped, stiffening up—like I was going to dive
out the window? Dummy, I thought next.



But then he shook his head. “Her mother. Oh, I don’t say I
didn’t deserve it. I was midway between your ages, and thought to get the
queen’s attention by making trouble. Not a good idea. Anyway, circumstances
have changed since then. As you see. But the fact remains, my family and I are
outlaws.”



“Clair would listen,” I said promptly, because I knew it was
true. “But it would be great to have the help!”



Puddlenose nodded—at the same time he was sipping healer
tea, so of course he snarfled some up his nose, and I couldn’t help laughing as
he gasped and choked and gagged and then staggered all over, clutching his
throat. He was already feeling better.



o0o



I’m going to skip a bunch of time, though it was great fun.
Except for some of the worst of the summer storms. We were actually sailing
pretty much against the wind, though the ship was rigged for that. What that
meant was, we zigzagged back and forth over the Elgar Strait, like we were
stitching it. Then out into the huge ocean—in time to get whammied with a
super-storm, which blew us way off course.



We ended up at Feleit Island, off the east coast of Goerael,
the continent north of our Toar. It being close to the equator, there was a lot
of almost jungly growth, the air filled with spice and citrus smells. The kids
were super friendly, as they didn’t see outsiders much. They begged us to stay,
but we promised to come back—and I could tell that Puddlenose, who was an
itchfoot, would probably find his way there as soon as he could.



After that it was easier as the winds were different,
pushing us hard and fast so we skimmed over the waves like a dolphin diving.
When at last the bumps of the Tornacio Islands showed on the horizon,
Puddlenose and I were all ready to sail straight in, but the captain made us
wait for the night tide. He wanted us coming in under cover of darkness.



So we did.



Puddlenose and I stood together near the bow. I was so
scared I hadn’t been able to eat. At least I wasn’t alone any more, but I could
tell Puddlenose was just as worried. Neither of us knew what to do ... we only
knew we had to do it.



And I knew I had to do it myself. If I let some grownup take
over and tell the kiddies what to do, who’s to say they would hand back the
kingdom afterward? Puddlenose agreed, when I whispered it to him. It was up to
us.



o0o



There was no one at all in the harbor of the main island.
That was already weird. Usually that harbor not only had a lot of ships at the
docks looking like teeth to a comb all along the harbor, but they were anchored
out in the middle of the bay, with a zillion little boats going back and forth
to and from them.



We were alone, and as we floated up to the main dock, all
the crew quiet and ready for action, I was glad we’d waited.



“I wonder if this is where the Chwahir transport is to come,”
Captain Heraford said as we drifted in on the last of the tide, crew members
poised to leap to the wharf and tie us to the dock—or else raise the sails and
get us away if there was any sign of danger.



He and a few of his fiercest fellows accompanied Puddlenose
and me onto the dock, and over the pretty gold-painted bridge to the land,
where there was a huge brick square that was usually full of sailors, business
people, travelers, kids, and vendors with carts selling food and stuff.



Nothing.



We didn’t carry any lanterns or anything, so the only light
was from the windows of the houses cut into the side of the hills—and very few lights
there were. We passed the big central fountain without looking at it; we were
busy eyeing the dark houses, and the windy trails between them, for possible
enemies.



“Lina lives here,” I said, pointing to the big building
where all the government stuff was held.



The front doors stood open. Except for footprints of muddy
boots—long dried—nobody was around. That was as weird as the harbor. Lina’s
house was usually full of people, especially kids traveling.



“Okay, this is really creepy.” My voice squeaked as it
echoed faintly from the marble walls.



Our search ended at the main hall. There was Lina’s throne
(her joking name for a comfy chair on the old dais) but it, too, was empty.
However, the room was not empty. Before the throne stood a single kid-sized figure.



I squinted, then gasped. I recognized that still
figure—Robin, one of Lina’s friends! She looked sad and forlorn.



And she was a statue.



Well, at least I knew what to do about that.



Or, I thought I did. Would I be dispelled if I just
activated an old spell? Hoping this would be somehow performing magic, I
touched her eyelids. And braced for anything.



She shuddered, gasped, then stumbled forward, as if she’d
been frozen in the act of moving. Then she peered at me—standing there with
moonlight streaming in on my face. “Cherene Jennet!” she exclaimed. “Is it
over? Who are these people?”



“I don’t know if you’ve met Puddlenose, Clair’s cousin. And
that’s Captain Heraford, who brought us on the Tzasilia.” I realized
Robin was scarcely listening, and said, “Where’s Lina?”



Robin rubbed her fingers over her temples. Her hands shook. “Last
thing I heard was Kwenz gloating. Saying she could preside forever, watching
over the sea.”



“Huh?”



“Fountain?” Puddlenose suggested.



We trooped out again, and this time found some lanterns by
the front door.



Well, we’d passed right by the fountain without giving it a
second glance, but then we’d been moving cautiously, looking around for enemies
while not blinding ourselves with lights. Now, in the light of the lanterns, we
saw poor Lina standing precariously on top of the fancy carvings of sea flowers
and creatures, one arm jerked back as if she were held there, the other
pointing, her mouth open for a yell. Somebody had decided to make her a magical
fountain and she was spouting water into the pool, instead of the dolphins on
the old statue.



I scrambled up as quick as I could. Balancing precariously
on the cold marble, I reached up and touched her eyes. She shivered, shuddered,
her hands went up—and she fell over backwards, barely missing some of the
carvings, and landed with a splash.



I jumped into the water on the other side. Yow! It was
colder than I thought.



Lina climbed soggily out, her white hair straggling down her
back, her freckles distinct in her pale face as she sputtered, “CJ! Thanks!
That flea-faced, Phonei-livered, pie-eyed, banana-brained ... wow, that felt
terrible! And Kwenz just laughed and laughed when Jilo made me spit water!”



I sat down on the edge of the fountain. “It feels like I’m
never going to find out what happened.”



“Wrong,” Lina declared, squelching down beside me. “They
were so pleased with themselves. Jilo looking at me and laughing. He told Kwenz
what he’d done with all of us. That was his assignment, see, while Kwenz took
over the kingdom—to get rid of us in a way no one would figure out, in case
they needed to bring us back for their evil plots, or for hostage purposes,
whichever came first.”



“So you know? Where the others are?”



“I know what they are, and kinda where,” she said. “Unless
Jilo was lying.”



I rubbed my hands. “Then we’ve got a plan—to free them.
Hurray! Our first piece of good luck!”



As usual, the Mearsieans born on this world looked
blank—they still couldn’t figure out what luck was. But I didn’t care.



“Who’s first? That is, who’s closest?”



Lina grimaced. “Faline and Irene, right across the bay, in
Elchnudaeb. Fobo turned Irene into a servant, and Faline is a gemstone in Prince
Jonnicake’s crown.”



ELEVEN



Operation Rescue was about to begin.



“Here’s my idea,” Puddlenose said. “We take three or four of
the bigger sailors, capture Fudalklaeb, and force Kwenz to give up Clair in
trade.”



“Sounds good,” Captain Heraford said. “And I know at least
half my crew would volunteer for some king-napping. But would Kwenz really do
that?”



Puddlenose grimaced.



“We’d have their entire army after us,” I said. “Let me go
in. Like we used to, when we had to sneak into the Squashed Wedding Cake.”



“I’ll go with her,” Robin said.



“Me too,” Puddlenose said.



“I don’t feel right, yet,” Lina admitted. “And even if I did
go, my white hair tends to draw attention.”



Captain Heraford turned to me. “While you run your rescue,
Cherene, I think I’m going to spy around the islands. Maybe there’s a patrol
out there somewhere.”



Fradrici said, “Bet you they’re spread too thin.”



The captain agreed, looking out over the water at the coast
of Elchnudaeb. “Those transports we slowed up, those must be the occupation
forces. Well, I hope our allies kept slowing them up.”



So the captain sent us ashore with one of the small
single-sailed boats. We blended into the boat traffic in their main harbor,
which looked pretty much like harbors anywhere. Including the Torns.



The sailor the captain had sent stayed with the boat, and
the three of us kids set out to explore. The sailor would keep in contact with
the captain, while we did our job.



Robin was around thirteen, a plain girl once from Earth,
like me. Her last name was Hood, so she’d been given a joke name. Her sister’s
name was Briar. The girls’ parents had had a million marriages and divorces and
the girls were bounced around because nobody wanted them. Clair found them on
one of her wanders, but Robin settled with Lina because she loved being by the
sea.



Robin was sober, kind, loved helping the kids who came
through the Torns. She loved learning languages from them.



They spoke a kind of Mearsiean in Elchnudaeb. They called it
something else, and some of it sounded a bit different, but we could understand
it, as we walked up past all the warehouses and trade buildings to the proper
part of town.



“Where should we get disguises?” Robin asked me, after
looking around like there were spies behind every brick wall.



I didn’t want to say Don’t do that! I didn’t know
Robin all that well. I thought, If I act cheerful, she’ll stop acting like a
spy on a life-and-death mission.



“Oh, we’ll find ’em. Remember, we’ve crunched the Auknuges
before.”



“Crunched?”



Now we’d reached a main street. It seemed to be built kind
of like a chain—that is, it connected a bunch of broad squares, with buildings
(mostly shops) on all sides, and fountains in the middle. There was a lot of
traffic. I noticed that fancily dressed people occasionally appeared, most from
a certain direction.



As I headed us that way (Robin walking with her head down,
so her short hair mostly hid her face) I said, “Crunched means splatted ...
floobed ... had a run-in with, and we mostly won.”



Robin laughed a little, then bent forward again. “Crunched!
I met a cook’s apprentice off a trader once who said ‘crunched’ to mean really
good food. She was from the very east end of the whole big continent. She said
their food is mostly crunchy, so if something has a snap to it, they say
crunchy for good.”



“Hey, I’ve heard that!” Puddlenose said.



I was only half-listening. Was that a spire ahead?



Robin forgot to watch her toes. “But I found out in Colend
they never ever eat crunchy foods, except in private. Isn’t that a funny thing?
You can only make noise when you eat with your family, or your friends. Then
somebody said that ‘crunch’ to the Chwahir means being stoned to death. Isn’t
that awful?”



“It’s true,” Puddlenose said.



“Everything I’ve ever heard about the Chwahir is awful,” I
said, as we rounded the corner of a big building and yes, there were spires
ahead.



Robin chattered about slang in different languages, and how
much you can learn about people just by knowing what their words mean. I
listened with half of my attention. I wasn’t bored—but I kept thinking, Let
me find that out myself. I knew it wasn’t fair. But I felt a little like I
was in school, while we were supposed to be looking for a way to rescue the
missing girls.



Puddlenose started in with stories from his travels, and how
he’d managed to get himself into trouble by thinking something meant one thing
but it really meant something else.



Robin laughed a couple times, a nervous sort of giggle, and
I finally thought, CJ, you squidbrain, she’s scared!



Well, so was I—though not as much as I had been—but we sure
behaved differently when scared.



Anyway, the city was mostly brick, with pale slate also used.
It was a cheerful looking city, busy, and the palace actually wasn’t as full of
weird decorations as the Squashed Wedding Cake had been. The spires had a lot
of fancy, curlicue ironwork around each, but no festoons, and no statues of
Fobo and PJ. The palace was plastered a cream color, and the shutters to the
millions of windows were painted a kind of gold, so the effect was, well, I
hate to say it, but it was pretty.



Robin suddenly stopped short. “We can’t go in there.”



We’d stopped at the edge of an enormous square. It was
crossed mostly by open carriages with fancy-dressed people in them. A few
walked, or rather strolled, in the garden between the square and the palace.



It was the kind of garden I really hate—all flat, geometric,
the bushes clipped into shapes, the plants so pruned and clipped they looked
like plastic. The few shade trees were all lollipop shapes, and I’ll bet a
squad of gardeners race out any time a leaf dares to drop.



But we could see. I didn’t spot any kids—and wasn’t sure I’d
use a kids’ entrance, if they had such a thing, because it would probably mean
PJ was around. I didn’t want him seeing us before we saw him.



At the entrances (there were three, with balconies and
French doors above, leading into what had to be ballrooms and the like) guards
in powder blue and white stood to attention, with halberds.



“Nope.” I started thinking of ropes—disguises—



“Around back, where the servants go,” Puddlenose said.



Robin’s brows went up. “Oh, good idea!”



“Duh.” I smacked my forehead.



So that’s what we did.



No guards in back, and lots of trade carts and so forth
going in and out. There were plenty of shade trees, and nothing carefully
pruned. I guessed it was to hide the sight of servants and delivery
people—plus, the gardeners weren’t going to waste time on those plants—but I
thought the back side ten times prettier than the front. Including the fallen
leaves.



We got in without any problems. We just followed a bunch of
prentice-aged kids returning from lunch, or chores, or something, and no one
paid us the least heed.



The Auknuges love to have servants in uniforms. All kinds of
uniforms, the important thing being, the army of servants knows its humble
place. We followed a bunch of people to a huge storage area, where grayish blue
outfits were neatly stored, with aprons. Robin looked around with faint worry,
but mostly excitement, as I led the way. My heart was pounding, but I kept
thinking, it’s just Fobo and PJ, not the Chwahir. I can handle these clods,
even without magic.



“Now we get something to carry, and explore,” I said.



So we each picked up a small stack of freshly ironed table
cloths, and out we went. Puddlenose started off in one direction, but Robin
stayed with me.



The bottom floor was just about all for servants, and for
the public who came to talk to the king, or to his officials. We searched
everywhere—starting with the kitchens and the enormous laundry area. There’s
magic for cleaning, but things had to dry and be ironed. I’d thought for sure
Irene would be stuck doing hard work, but I didn’t find her scrubbing,
sweeping, chopping, or mixing.



Up one floor began all the entertainment rooms. Ballrooms,
of course. There was even a library, antechambers of all kinds, full of
paintings and pictures and statuary. I looked carefully at the statues to make
sure none were people.



Biggest was the grand ballroom behind the throne room. Or,
one of the throne rooms, we discovered after trekking a mile or two past grand
paintings fifty feet high, and columns, and vaultings. Fudalklaeb had two
throne rooms, the bigger one mostly shades of blue and gray and white stone,
with golden fixtures up high where sticky fingers couldn’t make a grab. That
one seemed to be for the lower classes. Then he had a smaller but fancier one
for the aristos, made out of rose marble, and different shades of stone that
fit around that.



Once we got beckoned into a dining room, where a woman in a
long blue-gray dress impatiently waved at us to set our table cloths aside. “The
wrong ones—doesn’t anyone listen?” We had to set out some peach colored ones,
making sure they hung exactly, and when more servants came in with silverware
and dishes, we made good our escape.



Meantime, Robin was listening to the blabbing around us. “Is
PJ the Young Highness?” she whispered.



“Has to be,” I whispered back.



And not ten seconds after, some busybody in a long blue robe
and a weird hat said, “You two linen girls? What are you doing up here?”



“We were ordered to take these to the Young Highness,” I
twittered, when Robin totally froze up.



“Your steward should have sent me word,” the man said,
looking so affronted his double chin pressed into three chins.



“Oooh,” I said, like I was scared.



Robin looked scared.



“Run along. Make your delivery. I will have a word with
Steward Kalb. We must have decorum, and you are not to be taking short cuts
through the formal chambers reserved for the Quality! Get back to the servants’
hall at once!” He pointed toward an unobtrusive door behind an enormous marble
table, so off we went.



“We gotta hurry now,” I said as soon as we’d gotten inside
the servants’ door, which opened into a narrow, absolutely plain, unplastered
hall.



“Why? He’s gone.”



“Because he’ll yell at whoever Steward Kalb is, and Steward
Kalb will yell back that he or she didn’t give any such order, and they’ll be
looking for us. Fobo’s servants were all lazy and stealing from her, and they
never paid any attention to us. I didn’t know about all these rules.”



“So what do we do?”



“Divide up and go on the attack. You handle PJ. We’ll find
him first. Ask him which of his billion crowns has Faline, then get her.”



“How do I get him to talk to me?”



“If he doesn’t just tell you because he has to gloat, then
pull a tackle and tickle! He’s horribly ticklish.”



Robin looked scared again, so I said, “I’ll show you.”



We then discovered that PJ and Fobo had their own throne
rooms! Who did they rule? I dunno, but each had a big room with a raised chair
with a crown over it, though Fobo’s wasn’t 200 feet high like at the Squashed
Wedding Cake.



The throne rooms were side by side—and off one way led to
PJ’s area of the castle. This area had younger people in it. They were mostly
busy in the rooms where there were billiards tables, different gambling games,
and so forth. There was even a long room for fencing practice, but PJ wasn’t in
there.



Then I heard his voice, whining and nagging. “Then you have
to come into the throne room. I’ll dethide there. You know the ruleth.
That’th where I alwayth make the dethithionth.”



“Your highness, with respect, there’s nowhere to sit.”



“Becauthe you’re thuppothed to thtand! My royal mother thayth
it showth proper rethpect.”



No ‘Mumthie’? Wow!



I got an idea. Ran ahead down the servant’s hall to PJ’s
throne room, Robin hard on my heels. I stashed the table cloths on a bureau as
I whizzed past, zapped through the door, ran to the aristocratic door, and when
PJ entered, I slammed the door behind him.



“Keep it shut,” I said to Robin, who leaned against it.



“What do you—how dare you—it’s you!” PJ started
nastily and ended up wailing.



I tripped him. It was easy because he always wore so much
lace and gold braid and so forth, he could hardly move. There was a very
scrawny kid inside all that brocade. Once I reached his ribs, I tickled away.
He writhed so hard his enormous crown came loose from his head, and rolled
around in a circle, clinking faintly on the marble.



“Where are my friends?” I asked, lifting my fingers once.



“GUA—”



Back to tickling.



The door rattled once, twice. Robin looked scared, but stuck
to her post. As PJ writhed, trying to get away, I said, “I’ll stop as soon as
you tell me.”



The rattling stopped—his friends obviously weren’t all that
thrilled about standing around in PJ’s throne room, watching him practice being
the big cheese, because they only gave the door a couple half-hearted tries,
and went away.



“I’ll sit here all day if I have to,” I said. “Start by
telling me which crown has Faline in it?”



“Crah,” PJ gasped. “Crah.”



I lifted my fingers. “Thith crown!” PJ gasped.



“Keep talking.”



He did—with the usual lisp, but I’m not going to write it. “My
mother got the other. Personal maid. Gets beaten when she’s not obedient, ha
ha, GUARDS!”



Back to tickling.



“Robin, take over,” I said.



Robin may have been shy but she knew kids. She knelt on the
other side of PJ and tickled away as he whooped and gasped and wheezed and
writhed.



I picked up the crown. It was enormous—the sort you’d expect
to see on the noggin of the emperor of fifty universes. It had tiers of worked
gold, with gems and jewels. There was a kind of archway loopy thing at the top,
with a gigantic blue gem in it, and as soon as my fingers touched it, they
tingled with magic.



I looked down at PJ’s sweaty, gasping face. “Wow, that’s
mean,” I said. And I wondered who thought of it, Jilo or PJ. Whichever one
showed an actual imagination, if a nasty one.



Ugh! I was mad. Mostly because it was so mean, but also
because I kind of felt like imagination belonged to us. Villains
shouldn’t have imagination. Especially when they used it against us.



Anyway, I pried the blue stone out, then I marched to the
nearest window, and heaved the stupid crown out. When it splashed below, I
grinned.



“Give me about five minutes,” I said, knowing Robin’d
understand ‘minutes.’ Wishing I had a handy sailor to konk out PJ, I added, “If
Puddlenose shows up, he can maybe tie him up or something, long enough to get
you guys away.” I scrambled up and ran.



Well, I figured Fobo’s own rooms had to be near her throne
room, if PJ’s was near his. Sure enough, after racing around I found them—and
then was guided by her shrieking orders.



Since I was in a maid’s costume, nobody paid me any
attention. Through a zillion chambers and there was Irene, her eyes puffy,
moving painfully as she made an enormous bed all by herself. Standing nearby
was a servant with a mean face, and a stick.



“There you are, worthless slug,” Fobo said from the
doorway—and didn’t recognize me. She didn’t even look at me. “Attend to that
wig!”



I walked past Irene, who glanced up, gasped, and then took
hold of the sheet more meaningfully.



I followed Fobo into the next room, which had mirrors
everywhere, and an enormous makeup table that looked like it was for an entire
stage of actors. As Fobo sat down, pointing to a wig lying on the floor like
some kind of sleeping animal, I grabbed up a crystal holder full of powder and
flung it in Fobo’s face.



At the same moment, Irene threw the sheet over the head of
her guard. I zoomed back in and tackled the clod at the knees as she shoved
with all her might. The guard fell hard, fought the sheet, then froze when
Irene stuck the stick next to his head. “Here’s a knife,” she said
breathlessly. “Move, and you die.”



The guard stopped. I silently picked up a chair and quietly
placed it next to her. She rested the stick on it, so it still poked the
servant. We backed away, and I looked at all the millions of doors. Irene
pointed to the right one, and we took off.



We met Robin in the hallway. Her worried face smoothed as
soon as she saw us. With her was Puddlenose—with PJ hanging over his shoulder.



“I want to try my hostage plan,” he said.



“What happened to him?” I asked.



“I think he fainted.”



“Hostage? Who’d want him?” Irene commented.



We slid down the marble banisters to the floor below as
yelling and shouting started in the floor above. Irene had a good idea—she
flung her apron over PJ. We girls added ours, so he ended up looking like a
swathed rug or something.



We got out the back, when PJ started stirring.



Puddlenose staggered, then looked about. We were passing the
dairy yard. There were wagons; we ignored those, as none were hitched up. But
there was a wheelbarrow. With a grunt, Puddlenose dumped PJ into it, then
tucked the aprons around him.



I watched, really uneasy. I hated this plan. But this was
Clair’s cousin, who was older. “Sure you want to do this?” I asked.



Puddlenose gave me a cheerful grin, but somehow there was
something in his attitude, oh, like one of the girls when they were sure about
something. If you try to talk them out of it, you find yourself in an argument.



“Yep,” Puddlenose said, picking up the wheelbarrow’s
handles. “See how they like it.”



Well, that was that.



The rest of the journey was uneventful, but full of way more
trouble than it would have been with just us. We had to pause behind a shrub
while Puddlenose tied up PJ, gagged him with his own silken sash, then
restuffed the aprons around him. But we made it back to the shore, where there
were fewer people.



The sailor met us as the evening tide came in. I’d kind of
hoped he’d refuse to take PJ aboard, but he just laughed when Puddlenose told
him who the bundle was, and what he intended to do. So out we sailed to meet
the Tzasilia, which had spent the day circling the islands.



We held a council of war with the captain, while PJ banged
and yelled in the cabin they’d put him in.



“In short, I didn’t find any sign of the Chwahir—”



“Where’s my manservant! I’m hungry!”



“—leading me to think they are stretched very thin indeed.”



“I order you to open this door, or I will have you killed!”



“I’d like to keep patrolling. I suspect that some of our
potential allies are hiding in inlets along the north shore, or even in the
islands. Everyone is afraid of the Chwahir,” he said.



“Did you hear? I’m hungry! Let me out of this hole! I
wish to bathe, and pass judgment upon whoever put me here!”



“I want to go home,” I said. “Maybe if we all go to MH, and
get Clair and the girls back, the rest will work out.”



“Now! Do you hear me? Now!”



Captain Heraford tapped his fingers on the chart table, then
said finally, “May I offer a compromise? Some of us will go with you to aid the
search effort, and the rest can watch for the enemy from the sea.”



“Okay.”



“I want fresh clothes! And my dinner!”



The captain said to Puddlenose (who was grinning), “He’s
your worry. I trust he won’t be keeping that up all night.”



Puddlenose said, “I’ll go tell him he won’t get any grub
until he’s quiet for a whole watch.”



While he was gone, I turned to Irene. “Now we’re going to
have to listen to PJ’s whine forever. This idea is as stupid as Rel. What
happened to you?”



Irene rolled her eyes and sighed in a loud, dramatic way.
Not that I blamed her. “You want the long version or the short?”



“Short for now, and tell me everything later,” I said.



She looked a little disappointed, then shrugged. “You were
gone, CJ. In the morning, I mean. Seshe said she’d heard you walking around the
Junky during the night. It was Sherry, Gwen, Diana, and Seshe’s turn to patrol,
so they went out to look for you as well as see what was going on. At noon,
they weren’t back. So Dhana and I went out.”



She sighed again, and gave a real wince when she rubbed her
shoulder. Carefully. “We got to the beginning of the north road—not far at all
from the Junky, you know—and there was a gaggle of Chwahir. They got us
surrounded. Dhana went up into a tree, but that one had branches too high for
me to reach. One of them had a transport medal, and did something, and suddenly
Kwenz was there! Kwenz threw some kind of spell at Dhana, who gave a yell and
vanished in a weird smear.”



“Uh oh,” I said, as below, kid voices collided—one whiny and
one laughing.



“Oh, it was horrid. Then I got transferred, and found myself
in Elchnudaeb. Under guard. Then in comes Fobo, and she tittered. ‘That’s one
of them. The worst,’ she said, pointing at me ...”



By now I realized I was going to get the long version anyway.
Let me boil it down to a short version, because it took pretty much the rest of
the evening.



Fobo was gloating. She wouldn’t let them put Irene in the
scullery, but she had to be right there in Fobo’s rooms, “To learn respect.”
That meant so Fobo could personally boss her around, and see them thrash Irene
if she said anything or did anything Fobo didn’t like.



At first she had to wear chains, but Irene moved extra
slowly, and pretended to faint, and acted all weak and weepy. She clanked the
chains a lot, too. Fobo liked the sound at first, but got tired of it fast,
especially when Irene seemed to clank loudest when Fobo was gabbing. Irene
would look all innocent and say, “But you told me to change the ruffles around
the tables!” Then she’d pretend to cry. Fobo loved making her cry for about two
days, then got tired of that, too.



Gradually Fobo also got tired of all the guard-servants in
her way, and not much getting done, so the chains were taken off, and then
there were only two guards.



She’d just been reduced to one guard, and she was that very
day considering a break (as soon as she got over the last beating, for making a
face at a really, really, REALLY ugly outfit that Fobo loved), when
suddenly there I was.



o0o



PJ continued to wail, moan, threaten, and drag his feet the
entire rest of the way, as we sailed southward, where the captain let us off
along the coast of Wesset North.



It’s a horrible coast for ships—rocky beach, and high
palisades. PJ perforce had to go with us, but he complained all the time.
Puddlenose obviously thought it funny, and Irene occasionally snarked back at
him.



I won’t describe the boring journey inland, just how glad we
were to reach the Junky at last. And it was there, which had been a secret
worry of mine. I hadn’t said anything because I didn’t want to sound like PJ,
who never seemed to get tired of whining, though he got tired of everything
else—boring food, walking, us, weather, roads, and everything else.



The last distance we blindfolded PJ and led him around.



We didn’t blindfold the captain or crew, but I was glad when
we reached the Junky at night—and Irene didn’t say a thing when I made us go
around in circles first.



“Oh to be home again,” Irene whispered to Lina, Robin, and
me. “When I was chained to that awful bed in the servants’ dorm every night,
all I could think about was home.”



“Ugh,” the three of us said, as softly as we could.



The entrance was intact. When we got inside, I felt almost
dizzy, it was so good to find it untouched. My sheets were a little damp but a snap
through the cleaning frame and they were fresh again. Everything else was neat
and tidy, just as we’d left it.



“How do we do this?” Puddlenose asked.



“We girls can double up, but PJ goes in your room. You can
pull up the ladder, and block the entrance. If you don’t want to put a hammock
in there with him, you can use somebody’s room until we get the girls back.”



I set Faline carefully on my chest of drawers, where she
glowed like a tear. Then we got together in the main room to plan, while Irene
did her best with the few stores we had. I didn’t think Janil was cooking, if
Chwahir had taken over the castle, so we couldn’t transfer food down.



We finally ended up dividing into groups. Irene and a couple
of the sailor kids would go to Seram Aru, where Gwen had been sent. We figured
the toughest part of that trip would be the journey—surely Ka Nos would be able
to help out.



Seshe had been sent somewhere in Reyte. I figured I’d better
go find Seshe because she was in another country, and the Captain said he’d go
with me—he wanted to ask questions about their shore.



Puddlenose and the two girls from the Torns would go to the
caves, and if they could, remove a stone to replace the one that Sherry had
been turned into, and put it up in the White Palace. They’d also transfer back
with food, if they could get away with pinching some.



A couple of the crew would stay behind to tend PJ, until
Puddlenose got back. PJ was his job.



I won’t put in all the details of our journey. It was
uneventful, except for looking at scenery. Jilo had put Seshe atop the highest
mountain in Reyte, where there was snow year round. She was in a magical sleep,
inside a personal barrier. The magical barrier glowed, which had caused talk
all the way down the mountain, so we did eventually get word of her.



The scariest part was getting her out. The sleep spell was
local, inside the barrier—which was a simple one. He obviously didn’t think
anyone would bother. Seshe lay on the grass under this ward, where weather
couldn’t get at her. But! When I got to her, I not only couldn’t wake her, I
started yawning and feeling heavy and draggy.



I just had enough presence of mind to realize what was
happening. I grabbed her wrists and yanked her out, almost collapsing on the
other side of the barrier. It was enough. Seshe blinked, looked around, and
smiled. “CJ! Thank you!” Then she looked worried. “Please tell me you’ve gotten
the other girls out before defeating Kwenz.”



“No, but we are trying. Why?”



“Because if any magic interferes with Kwenz, the spells on
the girls will be made permanent.”



I looked up at Captain Heraford, and he stared back, hands
on his knees. “Phew,” he said. “You were right, CJ.”



“For the first time in my life,” I cracked back, jellying
right down to my toes in relief. “I wonder how much bad luck will fall on my
head now?”



They just laughed at me. “Whatever ‘luck’ is,” Captain
Heraford said, “I hope it never comes here.”



TWELVE



“The White Palace is full of Chwahir,” Puddlenose reported. “It
took us extra-long to sneak in and out.”



“Have they trashed the place?” I asked.



We’d just gotten back with Seshe, and the others
triumphantly displayed Sherry in stone form—a giant ruby—sitting next to Faline
and Gwen.



“No. Everything’s pretty much as it was. Except they have
their own cooks in the kitchens.”



“When I was forced to eat with Fobo’s servants, who only get
gloppy cold oatmeal in the mornings, all I could think about was Janil’s food.”
Irene sighed. “I wonder where Janil is?”



“Safe, I hope.” Puddlenose frowned at the magic gems. “The
Chwahir put Sherry’s stone in Kwenz’s scepter. He’s been using it when doing
magic on people brought before him. We waited until he left the throne room,
and did a switcheroo in the middle of the night.”



“Irene? How about your trip to Seram Aru?” I looked at the
green stone.



“Long journey up and up, but Ka Nos helped us. He said he
followed the Chwahir by magic. Jilo went all the way to the top of the highest
cliff and left the stone. Ka Nos wafted it down as soon as Jilo left, and
waited for us to come collect it. He said he removed the ward that would make
the stone form permanent—and that would affect all the other stones, if they
shared the same ward. But he could not interfere with Kwenz other than that.
His realm is his mountains.”



I sighed. “Well, at least he undid the creepy ward. So how
do we unstone these girls?”



“Oh, that part is easy,” Irene said, grinning.



She fluffed back her hair, rubbed her hands, then picked up
the green gem. While everyone watched she wound up her arm, and flung the gem
as hard as she could against the stone of our fireplace.



Green sparks flew—and there sat Gwen, blinking and dizzy!



I grabbed the other two and flung them. Sparks flew so wide
I fell back, and knocked Irene down.



Faline coughed, Sherry gasped, and Faline chortled, “Are you
two having a contest?” She peered at Irene and me, still tangled up on the rug
in the main room.



Everybody laughed as Irene and I got up again. Then I rubbed
my hands. “Now we’re getting somewhere! What happened to you two?”



They didn’t have much to say—just that they went on patrol
and got grabbed from behind, they were tied up with bags over their heads. Then
they heard Jilo, and the next thing they knew, they were here.



I gave them a quick rundown on our part (with Irene adding
in plenty about how awful it was being Fobo’s minion) then I said, “Diana and
Dhana are last.”



Seshe said, “I think we should check the Magic Lake. It
could be she escaped the magical spell by vanishing. Since she was not reduced
to an object, or frozen like I was, or just sent off, like Irene.”



“Oh, let us search?” Faline said, including Gwen. “We just
had to be stones. Please, let us go to the Lake.”



“Of course!” I said.



“I’m going, too,” Irene stated, hands on hips. “I dreamed
about finding the other girls, when I was chained to that bed at night,
especially after those thrashings. I have to be there. In case.”



Nobody asked in case of what. I wondered why she was doing
that. I mean, she and Dhana are not enemies—plenty of times they get along
fine—but they squabble enough that I would have thought Irene would let someone
else go. But she was talking so animatedly, I finally realized, duh, she was
performing. For whom? The sailors?



Then I realized that Irene was acting like she was the
center of our gang.



This surprised me so much, as I watched her introduce the
new ones, and whisper little stories about them in between Faline’s jokes and
Sherry’s exclamations, I didn’t know what to say. And then I thought,
well, maybe she is the center of us. I mean, how many of us think we’re
the center of things, just because we’re us, but we aren’t?



And is it such a bad thing, not being center, or Irene being
center? I’m the princess, but that just means I’m in charge when Clair is not
there. Another really horrible thought hit me then—am I like PJ after all,
thinking I’m in the middle of things in the everyday, social way, just because
I’m wearing a crown?



Eugh!



THEN I thought, why am I worrying about that, when Clair’s
in danger and the whole kingdom is under the Shadow? Talk about squidbrains!



Well, Faline turned out to be the heroine of the Lake Trip.
The girls slipped down to the Lake in the early morning, when the Chwahir
patrols were not in sight. There, they stood or knelt at the edge of the
churning, bubbling water. The Magic Lake looks kind of like a hot spring,
except with rainbow colors in water, spray, and great wobbling, jiggling
bubbles. You can tell when the beings are around if you look closely, because
they look kind of like rifts in the water—like cracks in ice look. Only they move.



Well, none of them reacted to the girls ... except Faline
kept feeling there was something going on. She has her own magical background,
being an Yxubarec. She drew nearer and nearer to the fall, which plunged over
the rocks and frothed and foamed in the water below. Instinct pressed her
closer to that dangerous roar until she spied a shape wavering in the water,
arms outstretched and vapory.



“That’s her,” she gasped, pointing. “The magic musta caught
her before she transformed—she’s half human and half not!”



“What do we do?” Sherry asked.



Irene sighed. “I was going to say ‘get Clair’ but we can’t
do that, can we?” She looked around at the silent trees and grass and flowers,
then at the people in the Lake. “Sure wish we could ask them.”



“I know what I’ll do. Climb up and dive through and grab
her,” Faline said. “Either she pops out, or just stays water.”



“But you might fall on the rocks,” Sherry exclaimed.



“Not if we stand on the other side, and if she falls our
way, we bounce her into the water, which is safe,” Irene suggested.



“Good idea,” Sherry said.



Faline was relieved. “Okay.”



She climbed up the slimy rocks, and edged into the pounding
water. Sherry and Irene crept out onto the most dangerous stones below, tense
and ready.



The fall nearly knocked Faline down. She crab-crept out, and
out, and then with a zooming dive dashed through—and two figures tumbled
straight down into the water, past the rocks, as if thrown by unseen hands.



Dhana sat up, blinking water from her eyes. “Hey,” she said.
“I’m back.”



Sherry hugged her, and everybody laughed as they slogged out
of the weird water.



Irene and Sherry had to help the other two—Faline was loopy,
which the Lake water can often cause when you go into it. Dhana was reacting to
being human again.



Puddlenose had kept his promise, and used the kitchen
transfer to raid the Chwahir stores. Seshe and Sherry, who were our two cooks,
made up a big dinner. Everyone crowded together in our main room, making a
party atmosphere ...



Except for me, wondering how the heck to search for Diana.
We knew she had been changed into an animal, and Seshe was certain that she’d
stay in the forest. I agreed. But maybe they’d zapped her somewhere.



“CJ, you look mad,” Sherry said at last.



I beckoned to her. We went to my room, which I was sharing
with her and Faline now. “I want to search for Diana, but how? We don’t know if
she’s a snail—a lizard—a squirrel?”



Seshe said from the doorway, “I saw you leave. Private talk?”



“Come on in. Just me in a grundgy mood. About Diana.” I
kicked the edge of my bed. “And it bothers me. These spells and stuff.”



Sherry nodded slowly, her blue gaze sad.



Faline appeared in the doorway. “There you are!” Her grin
faded. “What’s wrong?”



“Diana.”



“Clair missing,” Sherry said.



“The whole thing!” I kicked again, as below, PJ wailed. “He’s
Relling again.”



Faline cracked up. “Did Rel really sound like PJ?”



“No. But everything he did and said was so dumbo and
annoying that I figured he’s a great verb for PJ’s noise.”



“He’ll stop soon, won’t he?” Seshe said. “I noticed he’s
only yelling when people come to his door.”



“Yep.” Sherry grimaced. “Puddlenose said he’d throw the food
down if PJ yelled again. Euw.”



“I’ll go help,” Seshe said, and vanished up the tunnel.



Sherry sat on my bed, hugging her knees tightly against herself.
“Why are you upset, CJ? We only have one more of us to unmess. Besides Clair.
Is it Clair?”



“Well, yes. But. It’s the stuff they did,” I said slowly. “Why
not turn us all into stones, or animals? Making Irene be Fobo’s servant was
extra mean. Like, like it was aimed at her on purpose.”



Sherry nodded. “And sending you away?”



“With a spell on you, so you couldn’t do magic?” Faline
asked. “That’s creepy.”



“And I was supposed to learn to be a good little kiddie, and
just forget Clair and you guys and everything here. Somehow that’s as creepy as
Shnit’s nasty plan for Puddlenose. Creepy in a different way, like they expect
me not to care about anyone, and just happily go have this nice life on the
other side of the world. It’s way more creepy than just turning us into
statues, or stones, or something.”



“Except you didn’t get sent to Shnit,” Faline said. “That
would have been the worst of all.”



“True. And that’s another weird thing. Raneseh knows whoever
it was who picked him. He couldn’t know Kwenz very well, not the way he talked
about him. So how could that other person know of us, when we’d never heard of
Raneseh?” I got up. “Oh, I’m not getting anywhere. Let’s search. First thing in
the morning.”



We went out the next day in twos, and called Diana’s name
over and over as we circled through the forest. At first we called softly, in
case the Chwahir were clodding around. But we could always hear their patrols,
and it was daylight and they usually stunk around at night, so before long, I
was bellowing.



Seshe spotted a squirrel on a tree branch, and climbed up
fast, but the squirrel gave a frightened squeak and scrambled away, vanishing
into another tree.



She swung down to the grass where I waited, then sighed. “You
know, I wonder if she might have been turned into something large. If it’s a
true shape change, wouldn’t she have to be a larger animal, something girl
sized?”



“I hadn’t thought of that. Shapechanging magic—the real
stuff, not illusion—is way beyond me,” I admitted. “But it has to be a little
like that shrinking magic. When part of you gets shifted into non-being,
somehow. I guess that’s not so bad.”



“Here’s what scares me.” Seshe started forward. “I read
somewhere once that if you take the true shape of a creature, after a time you
become the creature and forget you’re human.”



“DIANA!” I screeched, so upset I forgot about the Chwahir.



Naturally, my superbellow managed to bring trouble. Not long
after we heard a suspicious rustle from ahead, but when we turned to run the
other way, we discovered we were surrounded.



The Chwahir never spoke. That was somehow creepier than the
prospect of getting bagged. I thought about the magic on them—and then came a
familiar yell. Jilo. “Grab them! Don’t let them—”



One of the Chwahir rushed at us—then came the biggest
surprise. A yellowish streak tore past me, and hit the Chwahir full in the
chest. He slammed to the ground, and a feline shape bounded from him and away,
a couple of Chwahir chasing with their swords.



Then Puddlenose and some of the sailors dashed up, Puddlenose
bellowing, “Lordsnordsword to the rescue!”



The sword whistled as he waved it. He jumped between me and
a couple of Chwahir. “Hey!” I yelped. “That thing nearly cut my ear off!”



“You don’t trust my mighty skills?” Puddlenose hooted, as
sword clanged. “Ow.” He danced back and switched hands, blowing on his fingers.



I touched my necklace, but my Shoe did not appear.



The Chwahir advanced—but only for a moment. Both were
tackled from behind by sailors, klonked over the head, and we ran.



Later that night, most of the sailors and Puddlenose, Lina,
and Robin were in the main room, playing a big game of Dive, which is kind of
like Spoon. You keep the cards going, and then when you get six of a kind, you
sneak the stick from the center, and everyone dives to get the rest of the
sticks. There is one short, and the person without a stick has to sit out the
next round.



I usually love this game, but I was in a Mood, so I went to
my room to draw, and the girls in our gang sort of drifted in to join me.



PJ had been so quiet I managed to forget he was there until
we heard his plaintive wail, “There’s something scra-a-a-a-atching
outside.”



“Shut up, PJ,” Puddlenose bellowed. “We’re busy.”



“Why don’t you let him out,” Seshe called up the tunnel. “He
can’t go anywhere.”



“Because he whines, and he needs to see what it feels like
to be stuck in prison, he’s so fond of doing it to others,” Puddlenose called
back cheerily.



“But—”



“But nothing. He’s my hostage. Everybody agreed.”



“So butt out,” Seshe finished. “All right. But I hate this.”



She left the tunnel door. “I really don’t like having Prince
Jonnicake here.” She sat down on my bed.



“So do I.” I shrugged. “I hate his pimply scowl, and his
whiny voice. He’s even stupider than Rel. Nobody is going to pay any ransom to
get him back—and Puddlenose hasn’t even written a ransom letter or anything. It
was a dumb idea.”



She sighed. “It has to be horrible sitting down there,” she
said.



“You feel sorry for him?” I asked, making a face.



“I feel sorry for his entire life. And we’re just making it
worse.” She looked angry—a rare expression for her. “They have all these gems
and jewels, but Fobo won’t even get his front teeth fixed, so he can talk
properly.”



“I thought the lisp was on purpose.”



“No, you can hear it, how much trouble he has.”



One of the things I’d hated about PJ—one of the many—was his
say-it-don’t-spray-it speech. Eugh. I never thought about how his teeth might
be wrong—an easy fix in this world. You just went to a healer, and they did
spells over a period of time, kind of like braces. It would hurt a bit as they
readjusted—like braces—but then the teeth came out straighter, depending on how
much magic they did.



“But there’s something out there!” he howled. “I’m scared!”



And from the main room, a bunch of hoots. After some more
whining and howling, the grownups said variations on, “Go outside and check!”
to Puddlenose.



Since he was in charge of the hostage, he had to go.



“I’ll tell you what has been bothering me,” I said. “That
all this stuff done to us shows imagination.”



“Villains shouldn’t have imagination.” Irene raised a
finger. “Number forty-seven in the Villains’ Rules.”



“Villains are stupid, or they wouldn’t be villains,” I said,
and Faline nodded, and I could tell she was thinking up more Villains’ Rules. “I
mean, they wouldn’t want to be villains. If they’re as stupid as Rel, maybe
they don’t even know they’re villains.”



“How do they not know they’re villains?” Sherry asked.



“Oh, not Rel again,” Irene muttered, looking skyward.



I got prickle-heat all over, and wanted to snap something
nasty at her, but I made myself not say anything. Irene hadn’t been stuck with
Rel around, or she would be talking even more than I was, so there. “Villains
don’t know they’re villains when they think they’re on the good side. And they’re
too stupid to know they’re not. Oooogh. I just figured out why that business
about what happened to us bothers me so much. It’s because the stuff they did
makes it clear somebody knows us—knows our personalities.”



Seshe looked up, her lips parted. “I think that’s it.” She
flushed. “And whoever it was—Jilo, almost certainly—thinks I’m really boring.
To be stuck asleep in a forest?”



Irene sighed. “I’d rather be boring than a slave. When I—”



Dhana and Faline both said, “—was chained to that bed—”



“—was ch ...” Irene stopped, and reddened up to her
hairline. “That’s mean.”



See how you like it, I thought. I didn’t say it, but
my face must have showed it because Irene glared at me.



Seshe, always the peacemaker, said to Irene, “What they did
to you was cruel. Is Fobo as cruel to her regular servants?”



“I heard that they quit a lot,” Irene said, distracted by
the question. “King Fudalklaeb has to pay them extra to wait on the Dudly Duo.”



I said, “I wish I could figure out a way to find Diana. I’m
really worried, and you know what worries me extra is, out of all of us except
you, Seshe, she loves animals the most. Maybe she’ll want to stay one, and not
be human anymore.”



Dhana shrugged. “That would be all right. If she wanted it.”



“But she didn’t! They put a spell on her!”



Sherry looked from me to Dhana, eyes round.



“Perhaps. But if she likes her new shape ... being human
isn’t the best thing in the world, you know.”



“Then why are you human?” Irene flashed.



Dhana just shrugged. “Because I wanted to try it. I like it.
But it isn’t best. I don’t think I’d want to be an animal. But Diana might.”



The talk just made me more and more uneasy.



“It’s out there again!” PJ wailed.



“Shut up! There’s nothing there!” Puddlenose yelled
impatiently. “Just the tree branches rustling, or something.”



Puddlenose’s room is directly below a huge tree, and roots
form part of the ceiling. I could see finding them scary if it was dark. “Does
PJ have a light in there?”



“He has the glow globe,” Seshe said. “I made sure.”



“Okay, then let’s ignore him.”



Well, we did—or I did—but not for long.



Everyone had gone to sleep and I was still awake, because
this time I could hear it, too. It was barely there, a ghostly scritch-scratch.
So I got up, and fog-footed up the tunnel to look around.



The night air was cool, the forest still. So much for wind
making tree branches rub together.



I edged to the small cave at the back entrance—and jumped in
fright when a large, pale shape paced out of the cave. It was a huge feline,
yellowish in the moonlight.



And I knew. “Diana?” I said cautiously. And held out my
hand.



If it was, did she still remember me? She snuffled my hand,
whiskers brushing it, then opened her mouth very wide. I snatched my hand back,
then said, “Wait here.”



Well that was stupid, I thought. If she’s a human, she’ll
wait, then I don’t have to waken anyone, but if not ... I didn’t pause to
untangle that, but dashed downstairs and shook Seshe awake. She has that odd
almost communication with animals, so I said, “I think Diana’s here. But I need
you to make sure.”



She got up at once and followed me.



The feline was still there. Seshe laid her hand on the flat,
triangular head. A deep, rumbling noise started. At first I thought it a growl.
No, it was a rough, rusty sort of purr.



“It’s Diana,” Seshe whispered. Her nightgown shifted as she
shrugged. “I just know it.”



I crept out, and pressed close to the tree I thought was
above Puddlenose’s room. Fresh scratch marks marred the bark. “Whaddaya know.
PJ was right.”



Seshe was whispering to the feline.



“I told her what happened, and asked her to stay,” she said.



We went back to bed.



o0o



That night I dreamed about Clair. She was looking for me, as
I looked for her. The details were smeary—a background that made no sense, just
bright color, and our conversation didn’t make any more sense than the
background did. It was a dream, I told myself. They never make sense. Still, it
left me with a creepy feeling all the next day.



“We gotta get going on some kind of plan,” I said when we
all were together. “We’ve got the girls, and I have no idea where to start
searching for Clair. “



The girls looked solemn. Captain Heraford said, “One thing
we can do, while you investigate.” Then he waited.



I said, “Go ahead. It’s not like my ideas have gotten us
free yet.”



“Well, we could just visit the main trade centers. And see
if we can contact the leaders. Tell them to get ready to rise. If you figure
out the magical end, wouldn’t it be a good idea to send some signal and have
all the locals throw out the Chwahir?”



“Could they?” I said doubtfully.



“They might be able to now,” he said. “When his force is
spread so thin. If he gets those reinforcements from the home country, it’s
going to be a whole lot harder to kick them out again. And I don’t know how
well our alliance has done in holding them back.”



Puddlenose said, “Another thing. We got free yesterday, but
now they know we’re all free. And that we’re here.” He stuck a thumb at himself
then at me.



“And they’ve got to have some kind of lair nearby, to always
be on call,” Lina said, making a face. “Because they sure came quick last time.”



“I think Jilo’s in charge of the search,” Puddlenose added. “Him
and his pals. If they keep chasing us, sooner or later they’re going to figure
out where the Junky is.”



“All right. Then let’s have two plans,” I said. “People
who’ll do that contact-and-throw-off-the-Chwahir floob.”



Captain Heraford put up his hand—and so did the sailors, so
fast I had a suspicion they’d talked it out beforehand. I got hold of my
fuming. They were on my side, and they hadn’t just bulled in and taken over.



Lina put up her hand, followed by Robin. “I think that
sounds like mayor business,” Lina said. “You know, maybe I’d better go back and
see if our people headed for the hills. Just like in the bad old days. I bet
anything they did. If so, we could rise, too.”



I groaned out a loud sigh. Psheee—eeeuuuu-oooow! “So that
leaves us to lure that spackle-nose Jilo out ... we need some kind of decoy.”



“We could do that,” Puddlenose offered. “I’d like a fight.
See what ol’ Jilo is made of when he’s not sneaking around throwing magic at
people behind their backs.”



A couple of the younger sailors stirred, but I ignored them.
Oh, I could imagine it—seemed like a fine plan—but I had a better idea. Seeing
Seshe sitting there reminded me.



“How about a better decoy?” I asked.



Everybody said, “Who?” or “What?” except for Faline, who
said, “Spackle-nose!”



“PJ.”



I waited for the hoots, laughs, and What???s to die
down.



I said, warming to my idea, “We dress him up as one of us.
Let him go. He’ll get bagged, and Jilo takes him to Kwenz—he probably doesn’t
even know PJ, since the Auknuges were thrown out of MH around the time Jilo got
demoted into Kwenz’s heir.”



“Demoted?” the captain asked, puzzled.



“Well, since they’re lower than slime, I figure, rank with
them has to go lower, not higher. Lowest of all is Shnit.”



“Now that almost makes sense,” the captain said, grinning. “I
salute you!”



I turned to Puddlenose. “Well? It’s not like you’ve done
anything about a ransom. And if Kwenz recognizes PJ, especially if you know,
first Jilo thinks he’s one of us—”



“Who, Jilo’s one of us?”



“No! If PJ thinks Jilo—I mean, if Jilo thinks PJ is
one of us, well, maybe he’ll get into trouble for stupidity!”



“PJ?” Sherry asked, brow puckered.



I smacked my forehead. “Pil—that is, Jilo. Hey, that’s a
great name! Pilo!”



“Pilo and PJ!” Irene exclaimed.



“But PJ will tell Jilo who he is,” Dhana said.



“Who listens to his whining? Jilo won’t!”



Puddlenose clapped his hands and rubbed them. “And so we
lure him out, and capture him, instead. And ransom him to Kwenz!”



“Yeah!” Everybody yelled.



“That’s it, then,” I said, relieved. “I’ll go get PJ. See if
he’ll do it.”



I didn’t want to talk to PJ, but I figured it was my plan,
so I should see it out. I went to the opening to Puddlenose’s room and called
down, “PJ!”



“Stop calling me that.”



“Do you want to get out and go home?”



“Yes.”



“Well, you have to agree to something.”



“Whaaat?” he whined.



“You have to get dressed in normal clothes, and pretend to
be one of us.”



“Ugh,” he said. HE!



“UGH!” I honked, disgusted beyond measure that he would dare
to express disgust!



But he agreed. So we put together an outfit from our stores.
PJ is a whole lot smaller and scrawnier even than you’d think, so it took a
couple of tries to find things that fit, and as most of us hate shoes—and those
are girl shoes—we didn’t even try with those. But he almost looked human when
the idiotic brocade-gilt-lace-gemstone-mess was off him.



The pirates had let him go through the cleaning frame, so
that and regular food instead of the awful stuff he usually ate had cleared the
pimples to purple patches. He almost looked human, if you didn’t look at his
expression.



We blindfolded him again, took him out, led him far away,
and then took off the blindfold. “Now. Just keep going,” I said.



He glowered in suspicion. “That’s it?”



“That’s it. I hope you can manage that much.”



He stomped away, the curled toes of his shoes wiggling with
his disgust.



As he gradually vanished beyond a shaft of sunlight slanting
down, mottling the grass, I said, “And there goes a really dumb idea. You were
right, Seshe.”



“I dunno,” Seshe said softly. “Maybe I was wrong.”



“What?” three or four of us turned to stare at her.



“Think about it. He had nothing to do for days but sit and
listen to us having a good time. Not ordered, no false social occasions. Just,
you know, everyday behavior. Has he ever seen that?”



“All he did was whine,” Faline said, waving a hand. “He
wouldn’t even listen to me when I tried to cheer him up with a joke or two.”



Seshe shrugged, and that was that.


THIRTEEN


Sure enough, Jilo and his gang swooped down on him. As they
muscled him off to Kwenz (and I was right—PJ was yelling wildly, but Jilo paid
no attention to his mix of threats and accusations against us) Puddlenose and
Dhana followed them, hoping to find Jilo’s HQ.



The rest of us stayed around—and later on that day, when
Jilo and his friends came back, we were ready. Whether Kwenz got mad at Jilo or
not, there was no way of knowing. But one thing for sure: he thought like a
kid, because here he was, just as we predicted.



We ran, hid, jumped on twigs to crack them. We spread out in
order to cause them to divide up. Jilo soon separated off from his gaggle, following
a trail of footprints Irene had stamped into the ground so even he could find
them.



As soon as we were pretty sure he was as isolated as he’d
get, I stepped out from a tree and flopped on the grass, pretending to be
asleep. After I gave a few snores louder than a herd of buffalo, Jilo spotted
me—I heard footsteps—before he could get within a few feet, I zoomed up and
into a tree.



He ran along below me—straight into our trap, heh heh.



And before long, there he was, blindfolded, tied up, and
dumped into PJ’s former chamber.



“Let me out of here,” he demanded, looking up at us with
those creepy all-black eyes.



“Don’t be an idiot.” I gloated, remembering what he’d done
to us. “Ooops, too late for that. Don’t be more of an idiot.”



Sherry said earnestly, “Look, if you don’t act like PJ—er,
Prince Jonnicake—we’ll send food down.”



Silence. Faline grinned, her face purple as she tried not to
laugh. Even Jilo didn’t want to be compared to PJ!



“You put the grab on us, so it’s only fair that we do it to
you,” I added. “And,” I couldn’t resist adding, “we aren’t doing anything nasty
and disgusting like turning you into creepy stuff. Like you did.”



“You don’t know enough magic,” he said snidely.



So much for my being superior.



“Yes I do,” I shot back, though it wasn’t true. At least it
wasn’t true because I didn’t want to do anything that nasty.



But I wasn’t going to tell him anything.



We stayed like that for a couple of days. I kept at my end
of the hideout. Later on I heard teenage boy voices arguing, and went out to
nose. Puddlenose leaned in the doorway, laughing, as Jilo said something I
couldn’t hear. He sounded angry. I didn’t want to know what they were blabbing
about, especially as they did it in Chwahir.



Dhana and Seshe, our best now that Diana was out, reported
that the forest was full of searching Chwahir.



Then came a sailor late at night, saying that Wesset North
was ready to rise—and the Chwahir were suspicious. They had increased their
patrols, looking for someone to bag and to blame, according to the captain.



So it was time to act.



“We’re going upstairs,” I said, though my insides jellied at
the thought. “Seshe, if we have any sleepweed, put it in Jilo’s food, so he’ll
konk out.”



This was done, and we left—but then I remembered that 1) we
didn’t have our own transport spell any more, and 2) I couldn’t do magic.



I didn’t want to take the long way, and so I whistled up
Hreealdar, the horse who turns into lightning. (Or maybe he’s lightning that
takes horse form.) Anyway, I went up first, and snuck into the White Palace,
which was almost deserted. The captain was right—the Chwahir were all below the
cloud-city.



I went straight to Clair’s magic chambers, though I almost
didn’t find it. An illusion spell made the door look like a wall—but just when
I hesitated, the spell sort of blurred, I put out my hand, and only found air.
Inside, I searched through the magic books to try to find a way to break the
spells on me ... but what I found I could barely understand. One thing was for
sure. If I tried and blew it, the ward could double on me somehow, and make me
vanish into the between—where people went who lost control of a transfer spell.
Typical black magic nastiness.



Baggies! So magic was definitely out.



Once I knew the others were upstairs, I ignored the
pocketa-pocketa of my heart, and marched to the throne room, whispering
pocalubes to keep my courage up. Baggies. Baglionettes. Klonkliobags.
Snarkleodeon. And there was Kwenz—busy with some books of his own.



He looked up sharply. “So it’s true. You did leave the
Holder.”



His tone was not promising.



“I did, because it’s my duty, so get offa that thar throne!
I’ve got your heir, and if you don’t go away, we’ll cut him into bits and turn
them into cricket pelts.”



Guards appeared, and flanked me.



“No,” Kwenz said.



The guards grabbed me. At a motion of the Finger of Doom,
one pulled a knife and jabbed me in the back of my neck with it.



“You have one chance to tell me where the wards are—”



“Shut up, shut up, shut up!” I screeched.



“Kill her.”



Just as lightning started at the side of my neck the rest of
me oozed into darkness. As I passed out, I heard noises.
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When I came out, Seshe was sitting beside me. “I wrapped up
the cut,” she said.



“What happened, what happened,” I tried to croak. It came
out sounding like warble wark! But Seshe understood.



She said, “First, Puddlenose clubbed Kwenz from behind. The
guards were too busy looking at you, and so Puddlenose got right behind Kwenz. So
we have Kwenz, and Jilo, and used the threat over them to get the guards tied
up and locked in a cupboard. But Chwahir captains keep coming around looking
for Kwenz to get orders. They obviously don’t know what to do, and Puddlenose
said they get terrible punishments if they do things on their own. But that’s
not going to last long. We’ve got to find Clair.”



I got up, though it hurt to move. “Meet in the kitchens—if
the Chwahir aren’t there.”



“No, they all seem to be downstairs, waiting for orders.”



“I hoped capturing Kwenz would somehow fix things, but it
didn’t.”



Well, the other kids joined me. We sat at the table where
we’d shared so many happy meals, but no one smiled now. The faces around me
ranged from solemn to anxious. Faline looked so pale her freckles stood out.



I said, “Puddlenose, you were the last one to see Clair.
Tell us again exactly what happened.”



He went through the whole stupid story one more time, very
carefully. It was pretty much like he had described it when aboard the Tzasilia.
“... and then it was like she sank through the floor, and she was gone.”



“Sank through the floor.”



He shrugged. “That’s what it seemed like to me.”



“What’s right below? ... Nothing. Just the mountain. So much
for that idea.”



We sat in gloom while I thought over everything, including
my dream. Not that I put much stock in dreams, but it had been so vivid. Only
the dream had just been weird, bright colors and no recognizable ...



“Oh.”



Everyone stopped talking.



“Oh.”



“Uh, CJ? Hurting too much?” Irene asked, pointing to my
neck.



“What’s right below the throne room?”



“Mount Marcus,” everyone said (except for Dhana, who said, “My
Lake,” and Faline, who said, “Gorbaggio”).



“The caves.”



Silence.



“Yes!”



“The caves!”



“She must be there!”



I said, “Who’s going with me?”



Now everybody looked out the windows—at the floor—the
ceiling—the sugar bowl.



“Then I’ll go alone.” By then my neck was throbbing badly,
and I felt dizzy and weird. “First thing come morning, then.”



It was late, but no one had had a bite to eat all day. And
so, despite the situation, Seshe tried the kitchen magic—and sure enough,
waiting beyond time was Janil’s last meal for us, hot and ready. I have to tell
the truth, the sight of mashed potatoes with chicken gravy, string beans, and
roast chicken made me feel like crying.



From the continued silence, I was not the only one.



We ate, being ready to run at the first sign of trouble. But
there wasn’t any. The Chwahir were all busy searching below, either for Jilo or
for the mysterious attackers, because we didn’t know it, but the sailors had
begun by burning down the Chwahir barracks in a bunch of places, and attacking
their outposts, and stealing their horses.



Also, the Chwahir hated the atmosphere of the White Palace,
with its ancient magic and shifting rooms and things. We found out later one
gang of them tried to loot a room—but when they went through the door, they
vanished, and never came back.



Unaware of all that, I climbed up high in one tower, and
looked out over the moonlight forest. It had been days since it had rained. The
ground needed moisture, but the balmy air did good for my spirit. It was
horrible not having Clair back. The kingdom was sort of free and sort of not ...
we had to get her back ... had to ...



I fell asleep right there.
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And got two volunteers the next day, Seshe and Puddlenose.



So I called Hreealdar again, and the three of us squished on
for the short ride straight down.



Then in we went. The cavern entrance is near the source of
the waterfall into the Lake. For a while, it’s just gloomy cavern, but then you
get to the area of the glowing gems. The air is so pure it’s hard to breathe,
so you think you’re hot and breathless and you become giddy, and the colors
dazzle your eyes, and you’d swear you hear singing, whispered singing, if that
makes any sense.



Presently Seshe said, “Can’t move. Parking here.”



Puddlenose joined her.



I pushed on, hoping I was right. My mood kept veering
between certainty and gloom. What if I was wrong? What would we do to get Clair
back? Not having her back I couldn’t bear to consider.



At last I reached a brilliant room, where one diamond was
brighter than all the others. This was the one you could think things at, and
sometimes you’d hear this inner voice, or see inner visions, or hear whispers
that were almost words ... and you’d get your answer.



I touched it, somehow knowing it was right—and in a snap of
light there stood Clair.



We grabbed each other in a tight hug, though I gasped when
my bandage pulled. Clair jumped back, and looked upset.



“Just a slice,” I said. “Chwahir. Nothing bad. But we need
you!”



“First let me get that ward off you.”



She whispered. In that atmosphere the magic potential was so
strong she easily handled spells that otherwise took concentration, and so she
did some rapid magic. My head panged, then it was all there again—all my magic
knowledge!



“Puddlenose and Seshe are out there,” I said, and as we
began to walk, “so what happened?”



“I told you once I’d prepared some surprises. Just in case
they tried something.”



“I remember.”



“You didn’t know enough about magic then for me to explain.
I looked through all the records to see what kinds of wards the Chwahir usually
put over a place if they took it over. I build the counter wards, and put the
key to the enchantment on me. I hoped that I could get away if I felt anything
going on, but if they killed me, they would never break the enchantments. My
warning spell worked, though just barely, because the Chwahir were storming in
at the same time Kwenz did his magic. But I did get away, where I knew even if
he traced me, he couldn’t get me.”



“Wow, that was smart,” I marveled, and as we walked out, I
gave her a fast rundown on what had happened. I got to finding Diana when two
voices exclaimed, “Clair!”



We reached the others. Puddlenose grabbed Clair and swung
her around, and Seshe laughed for joy.



Clair beamed at them, then said to me, “It was only smart
because you came for me. You could have left me there, you know.”



“No I couldn’t,” I shot back. “Kwenz is out cold up there—we
got Jilo in the Junky—warriors all around—it’s a mess.”



“You could have solved that,” she said soberly. “You could
have taken over MH. Or you could have stayed where they sent you. Or when you
escaped, you could have roamed the world, free and clear.”



“No, no, and no.” I made a fish face. “And it wasn’t
nice at Raneseh’s. Oh, it wasn’t a dungeon. I didn’t have any of the problems
that Irene had—despite that stinker Rel. But it was horrible to be away from
home, and knowing that Kwenz had crunched you and MH.”



“Maybe,” Clair said, and took a deep breath. “My head is
foggy from the magic, and everything else. But one thing is clear. The best
thing that ever happened was when you came.”
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I felt really good about that all the way upstairs.



Then all the worries glopped onto us, one splat at a time.



But Clair had plans in place. She transferred Kwenz to the
Shadow, then said, “He’ll know as soon as he comes out of it that he failed.”



“What about Jilo?” Puddlenose asked, wiggling his brows.



“Blindfold him again, and send him home, of course,” Clair
said. “I’ll come with you. I just need to get the book that has the spell, then
we can reverse the transformation on Diana.”



And that’s what happened.



Clair departed on a magic-transfer journey to the mayors,
while we went back to the Junky to wait for the sailors to return.



It took a few days for the Chwahir to go back to where they
belonged, and for our people to get back to normal life. Kwenz did not
communicate—he’d failed to defeat Clair’s defensive magic, and his evil brother
couldn’t get mad because (as it turned out) the alliance of free traders had
been joined by the local navies, none of whom wanted any Chwahir fleets passing
by full of warriors. They kept the fleet of reinforcements so busy that Shnit
couldn’t keep his end of his promise to send warriors (oh, and incidentally
take over from Kwenz, is our guess).



Everything was back to the way it should be ... except for
two things.



The first was Captain Heraford.



I thought they’d just vanish. After all, he’d said something
about being in trouble a long time ago. But when they came back to the Junky to
make sure everything was really okay, Clair was there in the main room when he
and the sailors came down the tunnel.



Captain Heraford stopped, looking surprised. Then his
expression turned sort of serious and sort of wry, and he performed an
elaborate bow, kind of like the one he gave me when we first met. “Your
majesty, I take it?”



“It’s all right,” Puddlenose said. “This is just Clair—and
she knows how you helped us. How many times you saved us.”



Clair looked up at the captain for a moment, then said, “If
you like, please come up to the White Palace.”



She vanished.



Captain Heraford made a slightly pained smile. “Nobody told
me she was a Morvende.”



“She isn’t,” Puddlenose said. “Just has white hair. We
figure maybe there’s Morvende in our family history.”



Captain Heraford rubbed his eyes, then he said, “Why did she
go like that?”



“So you have a chance to leave, if you like,” Seshe said
calmly. “She knows about our first meeting—what you told us.”



“She doesn’t know who I am,” he said.



None of us had an answer to that.



But when I said, “The transfer spell works again. I can take
us all upstairs,” he nodded.



And so we all went to the White Palace. Clair met us in the
magic chamber. She sat there on a table with books all around her, wearing her
usual knee pants and plain cotton top, but somehow she seemed serious and she
even had, oh, I guess the best word is dignity.



“I know the girls did their best because this is their home,”
she said. “If they wanted rewards, I would give them what I can—”



“Ugh,” I honked.



“Ugh indeed.” Irene crossed her arms, her chin high.



“A party!” Faline rubbed her hands. “With chocolate pie.”



“We’d have that anyway,” Sherry said.



“But we could call it a Triumph,” Puddlenose put in, finger
pointing upward. “I’ve seen those, Triumphs. Mostly speeches and junk. Yours
would be fun.”



“No speeches!” five girls said at once.



“Except funny ones,” Sherry whispered.



Captain Heraford smiled at us, then said to Clair, “Heraford
is not my name. My family name earned—”



Clair raised her hand. “I thought the Hera River might have
something to do with your past.”



“The ford is where I made my break for freedom. But
loyalties die hard, I find,” he said.



Clair smiled. “So everybody proved. Look. What happened to
you back then is the past. It’s a good name, Heraford. Why don’t you keep it,
and that will be your true name?”



This time when Captain Heraford bowed, there was none of
that faint air of mockery.



“Now, what reward do you ask? I’ll grant it if I can.”



“A new start,” he said.



The sailors were silent, and so were the girls. Even Faline
was quiet—but she didn’t know Captain Heraford.



“You have that. You are a citizen of Mearsies Heili, Captain
Heraford. In turn, I have something to ask of you. Would you be our navy?”



Puddlenose’s eyes grew round.



“I can offer pay. We really need protection around the
Tornacios, and also for our traders, when they go east with the winter winds.”



“Whose orders would I be under?” Captain Heraford asked
cautiously.



“Your own. Unless I had need. I can give you one of the
magic blotters that you saw in the Junky. I know how to make one. If I need
you, I’d write to you on that. In turn, I can give your people pay, and also,
magical protection on your ship.”



“Done,” Captain Heraford said, his weather-brown face
reddening. He grinned like a kid.



And we sent up a cheer for our new, one-ship navy.



So that night we celebrated with a party. Clair got the
musicians to come over and play, and the party spilled over into the cloud top,
as the night was balmy, the sailors doing their dances out on the terrace steps
between the palace and the street that leads down the middle of the cloud top.



The next day the new navy (and Puddlenose) left to take up
their new job—and right behind them, pushing them eastward, came rain at last.
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For several days it rained intermittently. I prowled around
while Clair was busy with queening junk. While the girls tackled cleaning and
organizing the Junky again (not that the sailors left it in bad shape, they
didn’t, but everything was all shoved around) I hit the books, studying magic
until I felt like my brains were bulging out. I finally took a break in order
to see if I had actually remembered any of what I’d studied.



Finally Clair came in when I was eating lunch over a magic
book.



“Busy?” she said.



“I tried to call up this stuff about several person
transfers, and found out I remembered two of the ten spells I memorized
yesterday. Sort of remembered them. Arglebargle!”



She sat down, and helped herself to a crispy cabbage roll.
On the other side of the kitchen Janil was humming as she supervised putting
the kitchens back in order. The Chwahir cook had changed everything around.



“Where are the girls?”



“Irene wants to make a trip to Elchnudaeb to find out what
PJ is saying about us. That’s why the spell. If I can’t figure it out, she and
Faline and Sherry will go the regular way.”



Clair gave her kitten-squeak of a laugh. “Do they think
they’ll hear anything good?”



“Faline is hoping to hear something funny, of course.”



Clair said, “And you?”



“Snarglesplat,” I groaned. “Let’s go outside.”



We stashed our plates and went out on the back terrace,
which was under a balcony, so we could see the rain but not get rained on, as
the air had turned cold.



I told Clair all the stuff I’d been thinking. Then finished,
“Am I dumb to even think about who’s the center of us girls? Is that being like
PJ? I mean, I bet he thinks everybody respects him. But they don’t.”



“I think we all hope that what people say about us is the
same as what they say to us.”



“True.”



“I don’t know ... I think you’re the center, but sometimes
all the girls are centers. Irene is the center when we do plays.”



“Yes, that’s true.”



“And Sherry is the center when we have a feast. She loves
that so much.”



“You’re right!”



“And Diana is the center when she’s showing us woodcraft or
lock picking. Well, everybody gets to be the center. Isn’t that best? Rather
than one person all the time?”



“Yes, it sure is,” I said. “Now I feel as stupid as Rel.”



Her face changed. Not quite a frown, but a closed look.



“What?” Then I remembered Irene’s crack about Rel, and I
said, “You weren’t there.”



“No ...”



I sighed. “Go ahead. I know I’m being mean.”



“And you’re making it a habit. Is he really that evil?”



“Well not evil. Not like Shnit, though he was on his
side! So, well, yeah. Isn’t that evil?”



Clair picked a dead leaf from one of the flowering vines
climbing a trellis. “Was he? Did he really say he was on Shnit’s side?”



“No.” I got madder. “They thought I was the evil one!
They believed all Kwenz’s lies! I just hate that—I hate them thinking I was a
big liar and some brat full of bragging about being a princess and all, when
Kwenz is this wise guardian. Ugh! Argh! Ick!”



I stomped away, then went below to run around in the rain
and cool off. I found the girls ready for a patrol. Now we were watching the
area straight to the west, where Jilo and his pals had been centered.



“I wish I knew what they wanted,” Diana growled. “I followed
them around a lot. They weren’t just looking for the Junky, they were spying
around.”



“Could you understand them?” Irene asked.



Diana shook her head. “Sounded like gabble to my ears.”



“I wish they’d go away,” Sherry said, fists tight against
her chest.



“Well, we’ll make things nasty for ’em if they do anything,”
I promised.



We didn’t find any of them that day. The next, a few of the
girls decided to go help Lina. All the kids she had there had scattered, after
the Chwahir first attacked and tried to grab a bunch of them to put them to
work as slubs. After the girls helped Lina, they’d go across and spy on the
Auknuges, like Irene originally proposed.



I prowled around the forest, which was still dripping after
the long rainstorm, and then I left my bad mood (or tried to) and zapped up to
the highest tower. There, I mentally poked at my talk with Clair, wondering why
it made me so mad. I finally figured that it was that business about Raneseh
and Pralineh and Rel all thinking I was a lying brat. And then I remembered my
promise to Pralineh: to come back when it was all over.



This was the second thing.



I knew I had to go back.



Well, maybe it was time to try the long distance transfer
spell on my own.



But ... I remembered the way I’d left, and the turmoil
started all over again. Suddenly I wondered if Rel went around saying As
bratty as that terrible snot we had here who pretended she was a princess
the way I said crummy things about him.



So I thought, well, why not go back in disguise?



Relieved by this chicken-out idea, I went down and told
Clair. She agreed that I ought to go. Together we figured out what time it might
be in Tser Mearsies (and I thought once again, we need to get big maps). I
borrowed one of Irene’s stage outfits—a wig with short curly hair, and a plain,
sturdy outfit that would not gain notice in Tser Mearsies.



Early the next morning I got ready. I envisioned that stone
wall where I jumped over into the road when I first escaped. I could so clearly
see that stone, it was better than any Destination tile pattern. Then I
gathered my strength, carefully did the spell ... and it worked!



When the dizziness faded, I found myself crouched right
where I’d been when I left that day. It was evening, cold and windy. It felt so
weird to be there again—unreal.



A promise is a promise, I thought, and walked around to open
the little gate. The trees looked the same in the moonlight, and as I passed
places I remembered, it was good to think that Clair was at home and everything
was all right, because an echo of all my worries scrambled back to smack me in
the spirit like a six week old fish.



So this is another type of adventure, I told myself as I
walked up to the servants’ part of the house. My mind almost believed it, but
my heart clattered at top speed.



I rapped on the door, and a servant I recognized peered out.
She looked surprised, but only to see someone there—she didn’t recognize me as
I said, “I’m traveling. May I have lodging for the night?” I pointed toward the
north. “Rain is coming.”



“Come into the kitchen, where it is warm, while I ask the
Holder.”



She led me past all the laundry and storage rooms toward the
kitchen. I smelled the remains of their dinner, and my stomach woke up. At home
it was early morning still, and I’d been too weirded out by this mess to eat.



Inside the kitchen, I had a second to see that everything
was the same, and to feel the warmth from the oven, and then I saw Rel.



He was sitting at the big preparation table, where the servants
ate after the family had been served. Rel looked up at us, then back at his
dinner. He looked bigger, somehow, than I’d remembered. Like he was looming at
me.



I got mad all over again.



Maraneh, the servant, appeared. “Sit down, child, and I’ll
dish you something up. The Holder says you are welcome.”



“Thank you.” I made my voice low. It sounded fake—and the
wig made my scalp itch. I thought disguises were supposed to be fun!



Not when a baggie is looming at you, I thought,
turning my back on Rel.



Maraneh brought me some savory-smelling pepper soup and a chunk
of bread, then nodded at the butter dish. “Sit at the table,” she said, when I
looked around the kitchen for somewhere besides that table.



Sooooo I sat down, lowered my head, and dug in. The food was
good, and it gave me something to do so I wouldn’t look at Mount Loom over
there.



I felt eyes crawling all over me—ominous as a vulture on a
branch, as an avalanche about to fall. I finally snuck a peek ... to discover
he was just getting up.



He left, without a word or even a sign that another person
was in the room. And that’s reason #57 why I hate you, I thought, and
imagined how much expression old stone-face would show if I whistled up my Shoe
and gave him a good launch.



Maraneh came in when I was done. “The Holder will interview
you now.”



“Thanks for the dinner,” I said, biting back an okay. People
here didn’t say ‘okay.’



Now it got really weird, that walk along the glass walls
with the painted motifs under the ceiling, all the way to the Raneseh’s lair.



Raneseh was there, and everything was the same, right down
to the tiny chip on the very end of his desk that I hadn’t remembered until I
saw it again. He was obviously in the middle of writing letters, but looked up
patiently, and, well, there we all were.



I say ‘we’ because Lord Talks-a-Lot was right there in his
old place behind Raneseh’s chair. Looming.



Raneseh greeted me politely, said that they didn’t often
have visitors, and where was I from?



“Long way away.” I waved a hand. “I’m kind of on a tour.”



“Stay as long as you like.”



I thanked him and skedaddled.



When I got to the hallway on my way back to the kitchen, I
spotted Pralineh, who’d come out of her parlor to see what was going on. When
she saw someone her own age, her face brightened. “Would you like to join me?”
she asked.



My instinct was to hide, but I was supposed to be here to
keep my promise. So I agreed, and followed her into the sitting room,
remembering too clearly that the last time I was here I was faking away at
being a friend while figuring out how to steal stuff from her.



“Where are you from? Where-to do you go?” She picked up her
embroidery with a sigh. “We have so few visitors.”



“Really? This is a very fine house.”



“It is comfortable, but we are not active in society as some
families. Most of my father’s visitors are grown men, and dull. My visitors are
always my neighbors.”



“Most of?”



“Yes. Once ...” She looked aside. “My father had a, a guest.
Your age. Here for a time.”



“Oh,” I said, and now I really felt uncomfortable. The wig itched,
my innards roiled around so I wished I hadn’t taken aboard that
dinner-for-breakfast, and I cursed myself for being a bathead and a clotpole.
And even so, I still wanted her to talk about me.



But Pralineh just tipped her head, her brow puckered, and
she obviously decided against whatever it was she was thinking. “You must see
many people from different places on your travels.”



“Oh, that I do,” I said.



She smiled. “What can you tell me?”



I told her about what had happened to me after I left
here—only backward, as if the earliest things had just happened, right down to
the rope walk. She looked vaguely surprised at that, and I wondered if they
hadn’t had a rope walk lately, but she didn’t say anything.



I left out names—no Puddlenose, Captain Heraford, and no
Chwahir. After that, we talked a little about her sewing, and then it was time
for bed.



I ducked past her maid and bucketed back to the kitchen,
where I assured Maraneh (who came looking for me) that I’d be perfectly happy
with a blanket in front of the oven, I didn’t care how early they got up to put
the bread in.



I couldn’t sleep, of course.



So I let myself out, and ghost footed to the garden, making
sure I was not in view of any of the windows. Though I did peek, and everyone
had pulled their drapes.



So I climbed up the highest tree and sat there as clouds
slowly piled up, blotting out the stars, and just thought. A little of my old
feelings stirred up inside, bringing images of home, of Arthla, of the harbor
from the high point. I wasn’t homesick, of course, so there was none of that
sharp, hurtful worry about Clair and the girls that had goaded me so horribly
before.



I felt restless, and I knew it had to do with this dumb
disguise, and with the fact that I was here, but I not only hadn’t heard anything
about myself, I’d lied to these people more than I had before. I had no excuse.
Clair was not in danger, and Kwenz had been defeated. I’d taken a bunch of
steps backward, somehow.



Pralineh had obviously thought something about me. She’d
been glad to have a visitor—any visitor. Maybe she didn’t care if I ever
came back.



Well, I had kept my promise, sort of, in a kind of cowardly
way. But it wasn’t enough. So that meant I’d stay the night, and not slink
away.
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I woke up wrapped in my blanket cocoon as rain tapped at the
windows.



“Hey, you.”



I woke to a familiar voice. Rel!



I’d forgotten that he got up with the servants.



I uncovered an eye, to find him upside down, looming right over
me. Air reached my face—and my scalp.



The wig had come off in the night.



“What are you doing here?” he asked. “I wasn’t sure that was
you until you came back to the study.”



I scrambled out of the blanket, shoved the wig into my
pocket, and glowered at him.



“This way,” he said abruptly. “The kitchen staff needs the
room.”



I was poised to run, then remembered I had my magic—and this
was what I had come for. So I stiffened my spine and stalked after him, only my
bare feet made no noise on the stone floor.



We went to the storage room where they kept the rag bin. “What
are you doing here?” he asked again. His tone wasn’t threatening, but it wasn’t
friendly, either. It was just ... Rel.



“Sleeping.” It was weak for a crack, but I’d just woken.



He made what would almost be a semblance of a possibility of
what could by a stretch of imagination be called the beginnings of a smile. “You
know what gave you away?”



“When I saw your ugly mug I was so ready to barf you
remembered me,” I said sweetly. I was waking up fast—nothing like a good, brisk
hate to get the brains boiling.



He looked faintly disgusted, and my face heated up—I was
being a brat and a clod, I knew it.



“Those blue eyes,” he said. “You’re still angry at me. You
don’t understand why we didn’t trust you.”



“It’s you,” I fumed. “Looming at a person, just like
a baggie.”



He snorted. “Just because I had to waste my time trying to
keep you put for what we thought was your own safety—”



“And you just love doing Raneseh’s dirty work,” I said
snidely.



“Dirty work,” he repeated, and for a second I thought
he was going to laugh. But nope, he just stood there and Relled at me. “I
assure you, we meant the best before we found out.”



“Found out?” I repeated. “Found out what?”



“That the discrepancies between what you told us and the
Guardian’s words weighed in your favor. But it took time to discover. You’d
left by the time Raneseh’s message could reach his contact, and be answered.”



“You mean, you didn’t write to Kwenz?”



“What would be the point? It was against him that you
leveled your accusation. We wanted to set up a meeting, with Raneseh’s contact
to mediate.”



I sighed with relief. “And so now you want to know why I’m
back.”



“I figured it wouldn’t be to visit. I knew it when you wore
that odd disguise, yet when you turned my way, there was that familiar glare.”



I laughed. Kinda painfully.



“So you still hold my actions against me.”



He didn’t look mad, just ... Rel.



“Gnarg,” I cracked. “Who wouldn’t, after taking a look at your
glowering glare?”



“My glare?” He looked surprised.



“All the time,” I said, and then, I made a huge effort and
swallowed down my nasties, and said, “Well, it looks like a glare. You look
like you’re going to take a bite out of somebody. Can’t you smile like a normal
person? Afraid it will crack?”



He made a sudden, fake smile with about a million teeth.



“Eugh, that’s disgusting,” I grinched, knowing now that he was
laughing, he just didn’t make any noise.



“I was born the way I am,” he said, going back to normal.



I stared at him. Not at the Rel expression, but I squinted,
trying to see the person. “You were born with those features,” I said. “But I
think it took a billion years of practice to get that look—”



It was then that a whole lot of stuff tentacled into place.
If tentacles can actually do that. I was looking at his dark eyes, and I
realized the difference between the way they looked at me—at people—and the way
he’d looked when up at the wilderness. That lift of the face, the gaze that
Puddlenose turned on windows the day before he’d take off.



“You’re no happier than I was here,” I said, almost falling
over, the discovery made me so dizzy. “You shoulda left centuries ago.”



“I’m not that old,” he said, but it was automatic. What his
tone said was, Whaaaa?



“The Wander. What we in MH call Andrea’s Call. Why you dress
like that, when you could be like all the ladies and gentlemen. Why you like
the wilderness. We had someone in Mearsies Heili named Andrea, she wouldn’t do
what her family wanted for the good of their fortune, and they killed her for
it. It’s said her spirit roams the forestland. But Raneseh wouldn’t bump you
off, he’s too nice. You stay because of, of, of duty. Don’t you?”



He looked away, and toward the window, and those purple
mountains to the north. He didn’t grin, but his face relaxed. Just a little.



“I’ll bet my Boot you’ve wanted to go wandering.”



“Yes,” he said finally. “But there is no purpose in it. I’ve
purpose here, as aide to Raneseh.”



“Have you told him?” I asked, my toes curling on the stone
floor. It seemed impossible to be having this talk—but here we were.



“Part of doing one’s duty is not to oblige others,” he
began.



“But if you’ve got the Call ... like Puddlenose. And Autumn,
of Bermund. And that man in the song you like. I bet Raneseh would understand.”



Rel seemed divided, so it was time for Princess Nosy Parker
to butt in.



“C’mon, let’s go beard the ol’ g—uh, go talk to him. Your
duty isn’t anything he can’t do, he just doesn’t like to. But he could afford
to pay some kid who likes that stuff. C’mon.”



And to my amazement, he went.



When Raneseh saw who I was, he was surprised, but I don’t
know about pleased. Pralineh, however, did not hide her pleasure. They were
having breakfast. She got up, exclaiming over my abrupt departure.



“Sorry,” I said. “I had stuff to do at home.”



There were a few comments and questions no one answered, I
promised Pralineh I’d come to her room, and then she (after a look between Rel
and me) got up and left.



“Why are you here?” Raneseh said, looking from me to Rel.



“I’m here because I promised to come back,” I said. “I
couldn’t bear having a Mearsiean fooled by a blastnasty Chwahir. I went home
and we did what we had to do. I almost got my—” I touched the back of my neck,
then shrugged. “Here’s what I can do. I’ve been learning long distance transfer
magic. If you’ll trust me, I can take you to see my home. And we’ll leave a marker
here for me to send you back.”



Raneseh seemed about to say no, then hesitated. Then he
said, “Perhaps we should leave Pralineh behind.”



“Why?” I didn’t wait for any gibble-gabble about activities
for young ladies. If she didn’t want to go, that was fine, but she should have
her chance.



To my surprise, she said yes.



Well, it worked. I made it safely to the Destination in the
White Palace.



It was just sunset, so the first view they got was the back
terrace, and the spectacular sunset over the forest below.



“Kwenz tried to take this away from us,” I said. “We had to
boot him back to the Shadow. Where the Chwahir live, but they want to bring the
Shadow to the rest of us. If you don’t believe me, just go north to
Chwahirsland after you get home. The Shadow here is like a little piece of it. Want
to see it again?”



Raneseh said yes, and the other two were quiet—Pralineh
bewildered, Rel just Relling.



So I brought them in and introduced them to Clair. Everyone
was too stiff and polite for me to retail our conversation—who wants to
remember polite nothings?



Clair helped me with the transfer downstairs. We went to the
lookout where you could just glimpse the black castle under the Shadow. I
explained about the black eyes enchantment, and the magical wards, and the spells
on the people, then we returned.



Raneseh seemed uncomfortable at Clair’s total lack of
protocol. I suspect he would have thought us fakes except for the magic, and
the White Palace, and the Shadowland. All as I’d said.



Rel took it all in, with no expression.



Pralineh seemed to be amazed, and worried.



Then we gave them a tour of the White Palace. Rel looked
interested instead of blank when we came to the library, and Raneseh let out a
long sigh that I don’t think he was aware of. Pralineh turned her eyes to the
furnishings, and how the light fell.



“Go ahead. Look around,” Clair said.



I showed Pralineh the music magic, and she started and
stopped several pieces.



Then, as Raneseh buried himself in several books at once (he
had them all open and was looking from one to another with more excitement than
I’d ever seen in him) Clair went up to Rel and said, “Interested in traveling?”



Now how did she see that? I hadn’t said a word to her!



Rel looked at her in surprise.



“My cousin is an itchfoot,” Clair said. “He looks out
windows the same way you did in the hallway out there, right before he takes
off for another trip.” That made me laugh. How long had it taken me to see it?



Rel gave a slow, wary nod.



“Would you like to look at a map? I only have one for our
portion of our continent.”



“I’d like very much to see it,” he said. “Thanks.”



He sounded like a normal person, instead of Rel.



We left him with the map, then wandered away. Clair gave me
a funny look, then whispered, “I was expecting a monster.”



She was kidding, of course. For a second I could see him as
she seemed to—a tall fellow, even taller than Puddlenose, well-made, despite
the raggedly cut black hair and scruffy clothes.



Raneseh recalled himself, and said they should return. Since
Clair had to go to Seram Aru, she agreed.



I transferred us to the marker I’d left in Raneseh’s study,
all safely.



When we’d recovered, I said, “Do you see why I had to get
back home?”



“It has been an education in many ways,” Raneseh said.



Pralineh shuddered. “It must have been horrible to have that
Shadow so close.”



“It’s still there. That’s why we have to be on the watch.”



Pralineh thanked me, asked me to visit again, sent another
of those thoughtful looks between the rest of us, and went out.



I said, “Raneseh, Rel should be talking to you.” I went out
and shut the door.



I wandered down the hall, and Pralineh came out of one room
to go into another, and saw me hovering. “Cherene, is something wrong?”



“I think—I hope—something is going to be put right.”



A couple minutes later the door opened again. I was so
curious I bombed in uninvited, but they expected me.



Raneseh said with an odd expression, “It appears I had two
prisoners, one bound by gratitude.”



Rel looked down at his hands.



Raneseh said, “I chose to abjure the world. But it is unfair
to expect, by implication, that my household will feel the same. Rel is free to
follow the wind, as you say.”



I grinned, and turned to Raneseh. “Could you tell me who the
person was who sent Kwenz to you?”



Raneseh looked toward the window. “An old acquaintance,” he
said slowly. “I knew in my young life. He is known as Mondros.”



Rosey.



o0o



Well, that’s it.



I went home, leaving Rel to begin his wanderings. I wish I
could say that everything was fine and we became buddies, but that didn’t
happen. I’m still my pickle-brained, obstinate self, and Rel is ... Rel. But
our further adventures are in another notebook or three.



For now, this one is finished, on a good note, when life was
quiet again, as the leaves began to turn to autumn gold.
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Special thanks to ...


… those friends in Junior High who in 1965 asked for more
stories about CJ, PJ, and Rel ...



And to my cousin Marjorie
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