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“Are you sure I can trust them, Linden?”

Antilles was putting a lot of faith in a man he didn’t know well, though he had seen his father send him on errands often and that gave him hope he could also trust him. Either way, he was desperate to get revenge for what he perceived as being forgotten by his father, Head Chancellor Treen. Yes, he would make him pay for the impertinence of leaving him with the woman who gave him life. A woman that pretty much threw him out of the door, especially when he visited her.

In a night during a storm, wet and hungry, he vowed to take his rightful place as the head of the kingdom and show his father who was best between them. He had learned a lot in the streets, but also in the castle, follow­ing his father and the other royals. They’d all pay for his sufferings. He had waited many years for that and now he was done.

Blessed by being a head taller than most men, Antilles watched the others waiting for his decision while combing his fingers through his dark mass of hair. He needed more time to make his decision. He stood in the darkest part of a secluded garden, some hundred steps from the three men, making sure they didn’t see him well. He didn’t want them to know who he was and ruin his chances for the throne.

“With yer life, lord. They are my friends and I know them from children. Besides, they like the way ye will in­clude them in yer reign after we help you get there.”

The only sound in the tavern’s back garden that late were the night insects ready to try their blood and the murmurs coming from the two conspirators.

Chancellor Treen’s acquaintance with Linden had lasted more than five years and was still strong. That has to count for something, Antilles thought. At least that was what his father had told a chancellor when he spied on them just a week before. It didn’t matter who they were and what they knew since he planned on disposing of the men after they accomplished his bidding, without remorse.

His mind made up, he added, “Very well, but if they disappoint me, it will be your head that will roll, Linden. Give them their instructions and have it done as soon as possible. Report to me when you have accomplished it.”

The man shuffled his feet toward the other three to talk with them. “Tomorrow, we need ta follow the princess. She’ll be outside the castle in the marketplace, no guards. Make sure we aren’t seen and make sure we don’t miss, is that clear?”

“What tha you want ta do that, fer?”

“Phil, ye don’t ask questions or you get out of our group.”

“Fine, fine, don’t get yer pants in a knot.”

Antilles rolled his eyes, since they couldn’t see him standing under the canopy of lush trees that covered the moonlight from his person.

“What is our jeb, Linden?” one of the men asked.

“I already told you. Make sure the princess doesn’t come back. The lord needs her position empty before he can take over it.”

“Why no’ marry her? Ye are young like her.”

“Marriage doesn’t suit me. Besides, I would have to do what she tells me if I’m her husband and I wouldn’t be in command. If I am not in command, I can’t get you the positions I promised you.”

“I don’t know, Lord, getting rid of Our Princess is big...”

Antilles’s hands fisted, so he placed them behind his back and summoned extra strength to not throttle the man right there. He wasn’t the patient kind and the buffoons were walking a thin rope with him.

“All roads take us to the same place...she needs to dis­appear,” he answered. “More than that, it’s complicated and you don’t need to know.” He added as if he was talk­ing to a two-year-old. “And if I married her, I wouldn’t need you at all. And you wouldn’t get the money I will pay you for doing this, would you?”

For his own good, he was going to keep an eye on these three, no matter what Linden said. He wasn’t sure he could trust them and sighed in relief since they didn’t know who he was.

“Do ye want the job or not, Phil? Ye can’t have the money without helping first. I’ll get them sorted out, lord. No matter what, I’ll get it done alone if I have to.”
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Thieves

Princess Anita Venetia and her lady-in-waiting, Julee Athol, had dressed down to go to the city unhindered by their royal apparel and titles. It wasn’t to spy on her people, but to learn more and Anny was excited for the opportu­nity to see them firsthand. She had never heard of royals doing this before. At least it wasn’t in Galena’s history books.

“Anita, what do you think of the chancellor’s idea for us to attend a market day every week?”

The two sat in a lowly carriage one of the chancellor’s servants had acquired for that purpose.

“It’s an opportunity to get out of class. I swear my be­hind will turn square at any moment if I have to listen to one more of Galena’s stories. After all, by now I know them by heart.”

Julee’s head went back and her throat let out a har­monious sound as Anita giggled at her own jest.

It was different to be requested to dress down and go among her people, but she treasured the opportunity to see how they lived and how she could improve their exis­tence. She watched her best friend laugh and suspected she also liked the idea. And it looked like dressing down made her behave more like a commoner too.

“Make sure Head Chancellor Treen doesn’t hear you, princess. Remember when the tutor gave us instructions on how to sit? He told us that as a princess and lady-in-waiting it’s most irregular to be standing. Sitting was the preferred position and we should seek it at all moments, if possible.”

“Yes, and I sent him to teach the rest of the ladies-in-waiting in the palace instead. The stringy fellow’s voice irritated me and his ideas made me feel unimportant in my own palace. I couldn’t stand for that.”

Anny’s old personal guard Russel hade made sure to instill in her many values since she was a little girl. Being the heir to the throne gave her the right to be heard and seen. Anny wouldn’t forget his teachings in a million years. She wondered where Russel was and thought how much she had missed him.

“I thought he was pleasant enough.”

“Julee, how can you say that? He drilled in our minds that we are less than men thus our position is to be never above men’s heads. I found that to be rude, didn’t you? After all, I’ll be the queen. Why should I feel less than any of them? No, I will never let them use me or my position in our kingdom.”

“I can see reason in your argument and you are right. ... I don’t like the fellow’s style any longer. I am sorry I missed it or I would have said something to you. I need to be more alert at what others teach us ... if not just for my own good.”

Anita sighed too loud to be polite in the court, yet didn’t worry about it inside the carriage. After all, it was the chan­cellors who wanted her to be a commoner for a day and they weren’t there to disapprove of her impropriety, which she must not do all day and night when she was in the castle.

“What can we do, Julee, against five chancellors that believe my head should be below theirs?”

“Princ... Anita, sorry, I forgot we are practicing com­moners before we get to the marketplace. To answer your question, I don’t know.... Change the chancellors to ones who will see you and respect you more, perhaps? That is not uncommon when a new royal is crowned.”

“That is a good idea, Jul, and it is in my rights to do so. By the way, I thought that using the names Anny and Jul should keep people unaware of who we are, don’t you?”

They travelled the short distance from the castle’s back door to the gates of the city walls. The clear skies of early spring glowed all about them. The land showed new life on the trees and bushes in the distance which made for a good day to be out.

“It has a good ring to it and is more like a commoner than the alternative.” Jul displayed a row of perfect teeth to remind Anny that her smile wasn’t perfect. Her left side tended to droop a little and she was most conscious about it, no matter how many times she was told no one could tell.

The carriage stopped and Captain Gilly, the princess’ head bodyguard, opened the door for them and helped them down. Anny took a deep breath, waiting for Jul to join her.

“My princes...”

“Anny. And she is Jul, Gilly. Keep it in mind at all times or we will be discovered at the first stall. If that hap­pens, the chancellors may take your position from you, my friend. I would prefer to have you with me, I trust you.”

He bowed deeply.

“No bows, either, or this isn’t going to work.”

“If you pardon my forwardness, pri...Anny, the chan­cellors’ request is most irregular and I don’t like that they have put my lady carelessly in this danger. As your royal bodyguard, I disagree with their idea and must make my thoughts known to you, my p....to you. Moreover, I be­lieve they don’t have my lady’s welfare in mind, but the opposite. I object to being part of whatever they are plan­ning against my pri...you.”

They were but two ticks and a shake from the marketplace and Anny’s eyes searched the place for anyone who could be lurking near them or paying undo attention to them. If she was alone, the chancellor’s plan would have worked. But, with so many people included, it was nerve-wracking trying to keep them from messing up. However, her captain had a point. She had been too excited to go to the market to realize it before. What if they meant her harm ... no she had to trust them.

“Gilly, that isn’t a topic for now, nor here. You should have brought it to my attention before we left the palace in private.”

“Mil pardons, my lady, I didn’t know how you would take my opinion. My mind had a workout trying to decide whether to let my opposition known to you. The many possibilities of someone harming the heir of the throne on our outing outweighed the punishment for my intrusion in the chancellor’s goals. That is the reason I had to speak now.”

Anny straightened inexistent wrinkles from her cream-colored dress and made sure her braid was on her right shoulder while she looked about them.

“I assure you I will take your concerns to heart and we’ll talk in private when we return to the castle. Now, let’s get through this day in one piece and we’ll see to everything else later.”

“As you wish, Anny. Agni, my second in command, will keep his eyes open at all times, about my lady. Please don’t wander alone anywhere we can’t see you.”

She assented with a head nod.

At that moment they were interrupted by a scream, “Thief, thief...!” a man behind them cried and the four­some turned to offer any help if needed.... However, the man’s finger pointed at the four of them.
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The Encounter

“Prince Daniel...”

“Just Dan, Kent, remember? We are incognito so as to not have my father’s spies find us.” Prince Daniel glanced to his fit friend, aware of their lone companion some dis­tance ahead of them. Now two weeks into their visit to Galena, they had chosen to take lodging with a lowly farmer by the name of Serin. Since Dan wanted to see their culture up close, instead of as the prince from Rapa Nui, a kingdom that to him was nothing but blah.

“If your father discovers it is me who let you leave the security of our kingdom in search of this adventure, sir, ... I will be no more.”

“You are free to return when you wish, I’m not keep­ing you in chains. Besides, I don’t think my father cares enough for me to endanger your life for my sake.”

The two meandered leisurely toward the market streets the destination of their trip that morning. Food was a must on this trip and, if possible, to interact with the citizens of this fair kingdom. Dan’s lips turned up at the corners to see the place he had dreamed of for the past four years.

“You think it right for me to travel back to Rapa Nui alone? And what should I tell the king when he asks me the whereabouts of his second son?”

“That you left him in another land to...”

“To have my head separated from my body for leaving you alone? I’ll take my chances here. Perhaps the king will consider the fact that I didn’t abandon you to your fate in my favor.”

“Then stay and quit complaining. Though, you’d bet­ter change your song if we are to have any fun in this place, since right now you aren’t any fun.”

“I didn’t sleep well last night. I think the barn we stayed in had bugs. I’m covered in red welts.”

“Kent, the barn is outside the capital of Galena and gave us an excellent place to see the sights and the people going to the castle. I like it and I didn’t see any bugs in the hay I was on.”

“Maybe my blood is sweeter than yours. Could you finally tell me why we came to this place and not some other kingdom?”

“You have to be kidding me, Kent. Look at the tall mountains, graced with white on their peaks. Rapa Nui sports some hills but nothing as majestic as this kingdom has.”

“Our kingdom is surrounded by sea. They only have a spit of water that they call a river.”

“The sea is just wet and blue, what is the fun of that? And what about the trees here? Rapa Nui’s trees don’t grow this big in the trunk, nor lush like these do. Kent, don’t you find Galena, beautiful? Because I do.”

He watched the sparrows chasing each other with a fluttering of feathers and melodious singing. Yes, they had birds in his island and they were majestic but he was tired of them. He wanted to see what other kingdoms had for themselves. Galena had called to him from the beginning. And here he was in a place he actually loved and wanted to be part of.

“I find Rapa Nui beautiful, don’t you?”

“Galena’s colorful apparel makes them seem happy, full of life and hope. I love that. Unlike the white everyone wears in our kingdom ... it’s just white, boring.”

“Wait, is that what all this is about? You fell in love with this place when you heard about it, in your brother’s in­structions all those many years ago, and now you want to move here?”

The prince’s lips lifted at the corner once again that morning, though, he didn’t answer his longtime friend. They had been paired up since his eighth year of life and they became fast friends although their personalities were at odds some times. Still, he wouldn’t want anyone else at his side after seventeen years together.

“You’ve made your position clear to me, Kent. Now, let’s get to the market and buy some groceries for our host or it will be grits for another week.”

They had kept the owner of the barn they stayed at in their sight, since he was their guide, though quite a few feet in front of them. The man, a good soul married with three children, had rented them his barn and they had settled there as soon as they arrived at the capital.

“How did you like those men that took our host’s wag­on in the name of the crown, Dan?”

“Not good, Kent. Perhaps their princess deserves my older brother for her husband. Both are selfish, unaware of the needs of their people, or don’t care for anything as long as they have what pleases them.”

“Has it ever occurred to you it may be their way of doing things in this kingdom? You should take care to find out before you pass judgement on others. Besides, why have power if you can’t use it on someone?”

“There is nothing wrong with power, Kent. What is wrong is to use it to harm others, especially when they have so little ... like our host.”

“Good point. Though, to be fair, we don’t know that the princess commanded the stealing. Unlike your brother we know that he ... I’m sorry prince. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Call me Dan, or I’ll have to cut your tongue out. You know, that is a great idea for my piece of mind...”

“I’m glad to make you smile, it has been long since your eyes glowed in such a manner. Still, I think I want to keep my tongue, if it is the same to you, sir ... Dan.”

He couldn’t stop his lips from breaking apart in a fash­ion he didn’t use often. Though peace from his grumpy friend would be welcome sometimes. He had never been the gloomy type, why now? It wasn’t like he’d left a woman in Rapa Nui and he missed her. In their case, none of the women paid much attention to either of the two. He frowned at the thought. It was true. He didn’t have a chance by being the duke instead of the heir to the throne. A title his father had given him when he turned twenty-years-old. The second son of the king was not a place he liked to occupy.

“Are you sure?” Dan said to get out of his mind the thoughts that made him mad. His royal bodyguard stared in silence at him. “Think about it, if you couldn’t talk, you could go to the palace and get a job there. Then you could report at night everything you learn that day to me. We would learn faster all their customs and...”

“What would happen when you make your official appearance in their court, Dan, and they recognize me as your spy?”

“Spy? I guess you do have a point there. Let’s talk later after we eat whatever that delicious smell is. I’m starv­ing and I bet you are grumpy because you are hungry. By the way, who said I will present myself at the palace?”

“Fine, but for your information, hungry is what hap­pened when you refused to bring food with us and then wandered in deserts where we couldn’t find any and chose to rent a poor person’s barn; who doesn’t have foo...”

“Thief, thief.” The cry made them look at their host pointing at two couples next to Serin’s carriage; the same that had been taken from him the day before.
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“Miss, have ye anything ta say? Is this yer wagon?” The sheriff, a rotund man in his late forties, dried his face with a rough, though clean, rag from his trousers’ pocket. The sun of midday was high and hot for a spring day. The cries of their host had brought them to the sheriff’s atten­tion.

“Sheriff, my father bought it yesterday. Though no papers were exchanged to my knowledge.”

“Most troubling to say the least, miss. He says it’s his carriage and was stolen yesterday.”

“Please see that the man comes to me. I’ll interrogate him myself.”

Anny prided herself for being one that took to details and discovered the truth easily. She’d have the fellow sorted out in a moment. The slim man moved his five-foot six-inch frame toward her while she studied him. He screamed poor from his head to his sandal-less feet and that did something to her heart. Still, she wouldn’t tolerate anyone falsely accusing her of stealing something that only in his dreams he may have owned.

“Kind sir, may we know why would you tell the sheriff this is your property?”

“Cause it’s mine and ye stole it.”

“Have you seen me taking it from you?”

“No, but tha’ man who stole it said it was by royal au­thority or something like tha’.”

“And you believe me royal? Please tell me why would the king or the royal house have a need for your carriage, when they have their own and more comfortable ones than this?”

The poor man’s eyes grew two size bigger and Anny smiled. In her mind: she had him.

“We were witnesses to the thieving, sheriff. We were with Serin when it happened and the man who took it did say it was by royal command.”

Who was the stranger with a tan face and strikingly green eyes? And why would they lie too? He and his com­panion seemed better dressed, but not affluent by any means. Were they in cahoots with the poor man and was this a way of stealing in her kingdom?

“I understand your words, sir. Though, you see, sheriff, I have two witnesses that say they are wrong.” She mo­tioned to her companions.

At this the sheriff wiped his forehead one more time, his eyes traveling to each person in the problem. Anny used the moment to motion with her head to Agni to go and he said, “Sheriff, it’s a hot day. Why don’t you accompany me for a cool drink. I’m sure they’ll have this resolved by the time we get back.”

The sheriff gratefully followed Agni to a tavern a few houses over. Anny figured the situation was darker than she expected and the sheriff knew it, since he could tell the people with the carriage were upper class. And Anny’s speech was anything but like a commoner. It put the sheriff between a rock and a hard place no matter who he chose to be the real owner.

On the other hand, Gilly had years being her royal bodyguard and understood her plight as well as she. She loved how seemingly he and she worked together as if one could predict the other’s disposition.

“Sir, do you have any other proofs that the carriage belonged to you?”

“The names of my kids is under the seat.”

Gilly got under the carriage after she nodded to him. “What are their names?”

“​Sam, Rolen, and Lita.”

“Indeed, what he says is true, my lady.”

“This is most distressful. I will have this matter resolved as soon as I get home. My father will send the knave to the dun...”

“To the Sheriff, my lady means, the sheriff.”

“Gilly is right, and we apologize for this awful situation, kind sir. Of course, the carriage is yours to take back.”

“But that ain’t my horse, lady.”

“You will keep it for your troubles, kind sir. And when I find your horse, it will be sent to you, also. Could you please leave your address with my companion. She pointed to Gilly. I’m most distressed for this unfortunate situation and wish for you to accept my apologies.”

“We hope your refreshment was good sheriff?” Gilly let her know the sheriff was returning to their side.

“We have straightened out the situation, I believe satis­factorily, sheriff.” She sent a glance toward the poor fellow and he nodded, a big smile in his lips.

“Yes, thank ye, my lady, sorry for tha’ fuss.”

“None, kind sir. Thank you for making us aware of the situation. Now, we’ll bid you a good day.”

The Sheriff walked off first and Anny’s group followed to turn left at the next corner. They stopped to enjoy the full view of the market and the smells of cooking food com­bined with the odors of the crowd. The children running behind their elders, happy to be free of parental intrusion for a day and to be able to use cooped up energy.

“Gilly, please see to this event quietly. Find out who, without conscience, stole the wagon from that poor man. This is most mortifying to me, to know we resort to treat­ing our citizens so underhandedly.”

“It will be done. However, now we have no mode of transportation to return, my lady.”

“We are at the market, Gilly. Send Agni to procure another carriage and he’d better give the right remunera­tion to the owner.”

“Most proper, my lady.” Gilly moved toward the man and sent him on his errand while she approached the first stall. It had metal displays including knives and a few swords. Anny began to move away from the place that had no interest to her, when she heard the voice of one of the men with the owner of the carriage. She pulled Jul aside to observe the two men from the next stall. They hadn’t introduced themselves before they parted and she won­dered who they were. “Do you know who they are?”

“No, but he is dreamy,” Jul sighed at her side, half hiding her face behind a post holding a rug for a roof. The sound came loud enough that Anny had to glance at her to make sure it came from her. “Did you notice his wavy black hair and that tan that make his blue eyes bluer? He is definitively dreamy.”

“His brown hair you mean and his eyes are green not blue, Jul. Yes, he is most delightful to look at. His chest wants to explode from his shirt and those arms look strong. Perhaps they are lumberjacks. That would count for their extra muscles.”

“I would swear they are blue.”

The two spies became silent to continue their admira­tion of the men. Jul was right. The man had no right to be so attractive. Yet fate had sculpted a masterpiece of thick bones, that make his face strong, yet kind. The princess remembered her errand of getting to know her people when the subjects of their appreciation departed from their view. Anny took the first thing her hand touched on the table she stood by, her mind still on the stranger.

“What is this?”

“A flower dyed cloth, miss. It woul’ make a great table cloth fer yer home.” The princess finally paid attention to what she held onto. The quality would never do in the palace. She placed it down and look about herself. Their apparel, though clean, was rough and looked uncomfort­able, however the people about the market didn’t seem to mind.

“Anny come and see this.” Jul called her from the other side of the stall and she moved toward her. Her hand ca­ressed the most exquisite piece of silk material in a forest green with a small gold edge. The eye color of the man they spied on earlier came back to her mind, though she put him in his place without a thought and he was gone as fast as he had appeared there.

“It is very nice and it would go with your complexion,” Anny touched it too and turned it over on her hands. “However, you could never afford it.”

“It’s only fifty shadow coins, miss.” The woman in the stall took it and offered it to her again, hoping for a sale.

“Oh, we couldn’t, no never...we better move on, Jul.”

Anny made to take her friends arm to get her out of there when, “My daughter is mistaken, my lady..., for you it’s only forty-five.”

“It’s beautiful and she would look exquisite, but we only have forty shadow coins, between us.”

“Forty it is then, fer the lov’ly ladies.” She nodded to Gilly and he paid the man.

“May we know where you get all the merchandise you sell, good man?”

“From Aten, my lady, and I color some of them myself. It takes three days with some, but they are lovely and the color stays on better.”

“I must agree with you. How much is this one?”

“My lady wouldn’t like that. It’s too rough on your lovely skin. Perhaps you would like to see these others?” The man came closer to invite the princess to the back of his stall and Gilly moved swiftly to her side and the man started. “Yer husband, miss?”

Anny smiled at his assumption but didn’t correct him. He moved behind a curtain alone and reappeared with five silken materials all in different colors.

“These ar’ only forty shadow coins each.”

Anny touched them and they were soft and silky. Her ladies-in-waiting were due for new gowns so she made her mind up to help the man at the same time.

“Gilly.” She moved away from the merchant and called her helper disguised-as-commoner and had a whis­pered conversation before she left them there.

“We’ll take the bunch,” he told the man. Anny listened from the other stall she had move to. She watched as Gilly went toward the entrance the marketplace with the mer­chandize and whistled long and sharp. There were five pages in disguise about the fair and they were to answer to his whistle in case the need arose. They would keep the mer­chandise out of sight and deliver it to the castle overseer later.

Anny enjoyed her time in the market talking with the owners and asking where they got their merchandise. She also tried to see if she could help with the commerce. In the produce area she found more sad stories than happy ones since winter had been long and many people needed fruits and veggies for their meals and they had little to sell.

At the moment they finished one row at the market they found themselves in an isolated cross street. Anny mo­tioned for them to come with her out of earshot of the people busy at the market. “How can you help them, Anny? It’s a tough profession to work the earth with a lot of un­certainty.”

“I concur, Gilly. However, we need farmers to plant or the rest of us will starve. I believe I could pass a law that all farmers can come to the castle for free seeds every spring. They could return a little money after they sell their crops, usually to the crown. That should alleviate their pockets and give them one more reason to plant.”

“A sound idea, my lady.”

While they stood in the middle of the empty street talk­ing, the door to the house behind her opened making them jump. Four men came out of nowhere with swords aloft and surround the princess, her lady-in-waiting, and Gilly, the only one with a weapon to defend them.
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Chapter Three
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The Attack

“What did you make of the lady with the carriage, Dan? She was right nice to our landlord.” Kent nodded with his head toward the stall across from where the two stood. Dan had kept track of the ladies and purposely guided Kent to that stall to get one more glance at them. The hazel eyes of the well-spoken woman would stay in his mind forever. That shade of eyes was common on his island, but she made them look amazing somehow surrounded by the milky skin.

“She is classy and did you notice her companions? They seemed to be in tune with everything she said. She has to be the daughter of one of the lords and her com­panions are her inferiors.”

“Interesting. May I know why are you studying her?”

“Because she is gorgeous ... even a blind man would perceive that. Look at her hair. It reminds me the fields of wheat on our island. You do grasp her beauty, don’t you?”

“A blind man, I am not, and I too like her.

“You what? Now see here Kent ... I’m the prin... you know who and I get first pick.”

“So now you are you-know-who, just to get advantage on my choice of ladies?”

“Oh, you are so funny. Well...which one do you like?”

“The tall one with blue eyes and brown hair.”

“Oh, you prefer her companion. I am partial to the light golden haired one of the two. Then... you wouldn’t oppose following them to find the opportunity to introduce ourselves?”

They watched the two women choose different tones of a particular material and watched the blond lady motion for the man to pay.

“See, I told you, she bought all that cloth, so she is affluent, and her male companion paid for it.”

“You believe he is her servant and not her husband?”

“That man asked if he was her husband and she didn’t answer. I don’t believe they are taken and the men are just close friends or escorts for them.”

“Let say you are right and they are free ... what do you propose we should do to ingratiate ourselves with the ladies? And what is more important, why should we pursue such course?”

“Here I thought I was giving you an excuse to stop whining ... was I wrong?” A sigh escaped the prince’s lips and he turned to face his friend. “Look at us talking like we were free to stay and become part of this kingdom, more so to entertain a possibility of settling down with them? If the truth be told, I wouldn’t mind, but ... we’ll have to return home someday. Even if I don’t want to.”

“Your father will catch up with us one of these days and it will be dungeons for the rest of our lives for the two of us. Better not entertain any thoughts with the ladies.” However, Dan noticed the sigh that escape his friend’s mouth.

“Kent, you do know that I am twenty-five, don’t you? That means I can do what I want to annoy my father for as long as I want to. Not that he has paid enough atten­tion to me in recent years to notice I’m annoying him. Why ... he finally made me a Duke on my twentieth birthday. Like it was an afterthought. Besides, we have been gone four weeks and we haven’t seen anyone following us.”

“You sound disappointed. Is that the reason why you wanted to leave, to have your father appreciate you more and come after you?”

“It would be nice to know he would. You are right, I’m acting like a spoiled child, am I not?”

Kent just stared at him. “Being second in line to the throne is not the best place, is it?”

“Especially when my older brother has kept reminding me of that fact since I learned to talk.”

“Do you hate him that much or do you just covet his place in our kingdom?”

“Neither. His title as heir of the throne has gone to his head and I’m not sure I agree with his policies for our king­dom’s future. Otherwise, I would have liked to be his friend, though, he doesn’t think I’m worth his time. Thus, I stay away from him and he does the same with me. We both get what we want.”

“And the king is too busy teaching him how to reign the kingdom and giving him assignments to pay much heed to you or to your future.”

“Mother saw to my needs all my life. She was beautiful, kind, and she never hid her love from me. Father has never even told me he cares that I exist... I’ll be happy if he ac­knowledges me even to tell me that he doesn’t want me.”

“Your mother didn’t hide her care from me either. I remember she was the one that paired us up. She compli­mented any little achievement you or I made with excessive jubilation. I miss her. I also miss us growing up. It is so different when you are an adult.”

“Agreed. All right, enough nostalgia for one day, my friend. Let’s go through the market and send Serin home with the food.” He motioned for their host, some paces behind them, and gave him instructions to take the carriage to the end of the market street and wait there for them.

“I guess we are going to forget the maidens? Not that I can forget those eyes any time soon.”

Dan stared at his friend, though he had voiced his most intimate desire to stay and get to know the ladies. Though he was right, it was better not to entertain any thoughts about the maidens.

He gave one last look at the angel across from him and hoped he could keep that image in his mind. How he wished he could be free enough to choose his own future. He would have gone with her to the end of time if she let him.

No woman had stirred his heart this way before ... not that many had tried. They all wanted to impress his brother. After all, his title was more prestigious than the duke’s, the second son of the king.

After obtaining two full sacks that contained potatoes, carrots, onions, flour, meats, and bones, the two made their way to the end of the street. On the corner, they discovered Serin’s carriage to their right and turned toward it. Both stopped at once with the piercing scream of two women, right behind them.

“Serin, get this,” Dan cried and dropped his sack on the ground. With their swords aloft, they ran toward the women who were being attacked.
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Anny scratched and pushed with all her might to get free from the man who had grabbed her by the waist, but couldn’t. Jul did the same with the one pinning her against a stone wall. The ruffians swore at them, but she didn’t care and kept scratching with all the force she could sum­mon up, while her heart thumped in her throat.

Behind her assailant, she saw Gilly in a deathly dance with two men intent on killing him. His stance was sure, although he kept glancing toward them wondering how to help. And then she blanched, since at the moment, two men joined them with their swords aloft and her heart dropped ... they were doomed.

“Kent, take the ladies away from here,” one cried and parried with the truants who were keeping her and her lady-in-waiting captives.

Could it be that they were going to help them? As soon as the ruffians let them go, the two women ran. To their consternation, the owner of the carriage moved toward them telling them to hurry. Anny didn’t know what to think about his actions, though he was just one and she felt they had a better chance to escape him than two assailants.

“Now what?” she murmured.

“Get in, ladies.”

She stopped to think for a small moment if it was wise to do so. She recalled the way Kent had pronounced the word ‘ladies’ and made up her mind. It was said with re­spect and not to endanger them.

“Hurry, Jul here.”

They got in the carriage where more protection could be found. The man named Kent was back into the fray and engaged one of the ruffians from his friend, she sup­posed. By the look of it, the two strangers who had been witnesses for the owner of the carriage were very good with the sword. Anny couldn’t keep her eyes away from the fi­nessed movements and the stances they adopted. They were good swordsmen and their valor to come and help them spoke quietly to her heart.

Just a few minutes later, one of the muggers laid on the ground unmoving, while each one of her savior’s parried one more attacker.

Before she could breathe ten times more, two more men lay on the ground. Gilly, together with the two un­known men, pinned the last man alive, although he was injured.

“Thank you for your timely arrival and your help, stranger.” Gilly kicked the swords of the prostrate men away from them.

“Our pleasure. What was the meaning of the attack, do you know?”

“I’m ready to find out. Could you please check if the ladies are all right?”

The taller of the two strangers, the one Anny favored, came to the carriage and took her breath away. He was handsomer than the passing glance she had given him earlier indicated. His long black lashes outlined the green of his eyes and his red lips wore a worried frown.

“Do the ladies require care?”

“Nothing that a bath won’t fix, kind sir. Just a bit un­settled, that is all. I ... we thank you for your assistance.... I shudder to think what would have happened to us if wasn’t for you both.”

The tall man bowed and she lost her breath, once again enthralled in his fit body. The stranger’s countenance had a mix between gold and sun-bathed, a most becoming combination, one she had never encountered before. She observed that the two strangers appeared educated and her heart was doing weird, but happy flips, in her chest. What it all meant; she didn’t know. She just enjoyed the moment and the pleasure it gave her.

“May I please have your names?” She descended from the carriage and the man helped her and Jul.

“Dan, at your services, my lady. My friend is Kent.” Both bowed once again.

“I am Anny, and my companion is Jul. Please accept our thanks and you too, kind sir. The safety of your car­riage did wonders for our unsettled hearts.” She nodded to the owner of the carriage.

“My nam’ is, Serin, my lady. Most glad to be of yur service.”

“Do you need me to call the sheriff for you, sir?” Dan returned to Gilly who seemed to be having a conversation with the attacker.

“If you could assist me with that, I would appreciate it,” Gilly answered.
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As soon as Gilly made sure the two men who had helped him secure the attackers had left toward the car­riage and were out of earshot, he continued with his task, “Why did you attack us?” He kept his eyes on Anny and the group at her side in case they were in further need of his sword. She was descending the carriage. After a mo­ment of conversation with the two strangers, she joined Gilly and his interrogation of their attacker.

“We want yer money.” The man’s shoulder bled where Gilly had stabbed him and he winced every time the princess’ personal guard put some pressure on the in­jured arm to make him talk.

“I know who you are ... should we try again?” Gilly pulled at his arms back, making the man yelp.

“I don’t kno’ what ya mean.”

He pulled harder on his arm and the man’s breath came in small gasps every other word.

“No? What about this? Chancellor Treen sent you on a personal errand ... what was it? To kill Our Princess, perhaps?”

The man’s eyes darted from Gilly to the princess, though he remained quiet. However, her eyes grew bigger at the realization of Gilly’s suspicions and that the man knew who she was. This told much to Gilly. The chan­cellors wanted the princess out of the way. No, it had to be wrong ... he had to trust her father’s chancellors at least until she could change them. Still, it was a thought that he should take time to consider in private with the princess and not now. And it had to happen soon.

“You there, take this man and don’t let him get away.”

Kent did as told, and held the man from behind, both his arms pulled back.

Gilly moved to talk with Anny when he saw her cheeks lose their color and her legs shudder. Her eyes were unfo­cused as she looked wildly for something to hold onto.

The princes moaned and her eyes closed. Gilly had enough time to scoop her in his arms before she hit the ground. Her head lolled to one side while her body be­come heavier. The princess had swooned at the realization that she was in danger from the chancellors. It was as he had thought from the moment he was told to take the prin­cess to the market without escort and in commoner’s cloth­ing. This day had been a disaster from the start. Now, what was he supposed to do with a prisoner, two strangers who were going to ask question he shouldn’t be answering, and an unconscious princess on his hands?
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Chapter Four
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The Farmer’s Wife

There were voices somewhere in Anny’s mind and she didn’t recognize them since they were but whispers from somewhere far away. Her eyes opened and she shut them right back as a massive headache threatened to turn her world black. Her throat screamed for something to drink and she tried to call for someone, but the words dis­appeared and she didn’t know why. A smell of onion and garlic tickled her nose. After a few attempts to get someone to notice her, she felt a small hand on her arm. “Wa... wot... wat...”

Why couldn’t she talk?

“Ma, she’s ta’kin’.” Anny heard some footsteps ap­proaching her and panicked. What if they were ruffians and wanted to harm her?

“Anny, it’s me, Jul. Are you all right?”

“Wate...w-a-t-e-”

“Water, she needs a drink.”

Anny relaxed at the sound of her friend’s sunny voice and tried to open her eyes again, sending black flashes to her brain. She waited for the drink to attempt to speak again. Soon, she felt herself being raised by her shoulders and a metal cup pressed to her lips. She drank a few sips before a horrible pain nestled in her head and blackness took her in its arms one more time.

“What should we do if she doesn’t wake, Gilly?”

Anny’s mind was back and she tried to open her eyes but couldn’t. She had a wet rag on her forehead and could hear Jul to her left, which meant she wasn’t alone. Did she just say Gilly...? Was he there too?

“I’m at a loss, Lady Jul. If we take her back home, she’ll be in danger and I don’t really know any healers in town that I can trust.” Yes, that was Gilly’s voice and a wave of peace engulfed her, she was safe ... why would she not be? A thought wanted to be acknowledged, though something wouldn’t let it come to her memory.

“My woma’ is a good healer, sir.”

“He’s right, I am. But don’t kno’ what happene’ te her.”

“She fainted after we were attacked in the market this morning.”

“She hurt her hea’ then?”

“She could have hit the stones wall, before I took her in my arms,” Gilly explained.

“She nee’ tea for headache then. I’ll make her some.”

She had swooned? Why? Jul said they were attacked. Yes, now she remembered and two strangers helping them. Though that wasn’t as important as...? A thought tried again to come to her, but once again eluded her. She needed to tell them that she was awake yet when she tried, her mouth moved but nothing came out of it.

“Water ... may I have ... a drink?” finally a murmur came, but it was loud enough for someone to notice her.

“Anny are you awake? How are you feeling?”

She felt her friend next to her ear and relaxed when she felt herself being sat up. The metal cup made it to her lips again and she drank hurriedly as a horrible pain in her head was making a new appearance.

“Put me down ... please.” Once her head touched the pillow, she closed her eyes and continued. “I can’t sit up ... or open my eyes. It hurts my head ... when I do.”

“Don’ worry, Bea is makin’ a tea to help with it, miss.”

“Bea who ... is Bea?

“Serin’s wife. We moved you to his place as it was closer than ours and the carriage was handy, Anny.”

“Serin?”

What was Jul talking about now? Who was Serin? Oh, the owner of the carriage someone stole under my name. Now she remembered that scene. He was there when they were attacked and must have used it to bring her to his home.

“These are Sam, Rolen, and Lita.”

Anny tried to open one of her eyes and saw two young boys and a girl of perhaps ten before she hurriedly closed them again. Surprisingly, it wasn’t too bad this time, per­haps she could try opening both at the same time.

It was midafternoon when she could finally open her eyes. Thanks to Bea’s teas, the pain in her head had sub­sided. She needed to talk to Gilly in private, but how that would happen she didn’t know, since the room was full of people and she had noticed her friends referring to her as Anny and not princess. Finally, the family went to cool off in the pond somewhere, she didn’t know where, and so did the two strangers who seemed to live with them.
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