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Although this is a fictional book and doesn’t contain any mathematical calculations or Einstein formulas, so you don’t have to be a scientist to follow the story, here are a few terms you will come across as you read.

Apoptosis: programmed cell death. Carried out by a protein called caspases, apoptosis shapes the fetus by killing unwanted cells that would cause a baby to have webbed fingers or tows. After birth it kills damaged cells and cells that show signs of cancer.

Boson: a subatomic particle that caries the energy that makes matter move or affects matter in some way. 

Dark energy: the place holder name that scientists give to the forces that affect matter but do not interact with the electromagnetic field and therefore cannot be detected by our senses.

Elementary particle: subatomic particle such as electrons, protons, fermions, and bosons.

Nano: nine. In the International System of Units, the prefix "nano" means one-billionth, or 10-9. One billion is a number with nine zeroes

Nanoscope: a microscope whose magnification is strong enough to see subatomic particles.

Nanosia: a fantasy world that is one billionth the size of the real world. Each book in the Nanosia Series focuses on one of the four kingdoms in Nanosia: The Quantum Realm, Atomidon, Cenozonia, and The Realm of Chaos.

Quantum (singular) Quanta (plural): subatomic particle such as electrons, protons, and neutrons. 

Quantum realm anything that has to do with a subatomic particle.: 

Subatomic particle: particles that are smaller than an atom such as protons, electrons, bosons, and fermions.
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Chapter 1
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Peanut glared at the frilly doublet and burgundy hose his valet had laid out on his bed. Didn’t Uncle Pyck know he wasn’t used to this? A valet! But as the queen’s soon to be adopted son, Peanut had to have a valet. 

The man was supposed to be Peanut’s servant but was decked out better than Peanut had ever been in his life. The fop actually had golden swan-shaped buckles on his shoes—big ones. And now he wanted to dress Peanut up like a girl. It wasn’t going to happen. “I can put on my own clothes!” 

“Yes, Your Highness. I know you can. And you will be the queen’s royal heir to the Romatican throne as soon as your adoption is official. Use the royal we. We can put on our own clothes.” 

“I’m not a royal prince, yet.” 

“Au contraire, Your Highness. The ceremony is just an outward declaration of what Her Majesty, the queen, has already decided. We have in the royal treasury all the signed and sealed documents that make Your Highness the adopted son of Queen Quila, monarch of Romatica.” His nose rose a little as he said this. “Your Highness is a royal prince, and you will honor the kingdom of Romatica with proper behavior.”

Peanut rolled his eyes. He wouldn’t be treated like a baby. He grabbed the tunic off the bed and donned it—first one arm, then the other. To his dismay, he realized the tunic wasn’t designed to let him put it on by himself. The valet’s rosewater perfume assaulted the air as he worked the nine hundred buttons running down Peanut’s back. 

The man’s fastidious fingers made Peanut draw in his breath and stand straighter. He didn’t want to stand straighter. That was too much like cooperation. Why cooperate with stupidity? Buttons should be in the front, where he could do them himself—or better yet, just give him something to pull over his head and be done with it. 

That was all he’d ever had. His own mother hadn’t dressed him since he was four years old. Peanut sighed. He hated Rosewater for making him think of his mother. She was gone. He wished he were gone, too—away from this well-dressed idiot. “Get out!”

“Your Highness?”

“Get out!” Peanut snatched himself away from Rosewater and flopped onto the bed. Rosewater winced at the wrinkles Peanut was putting in the stupid doublet, but he didn’t care. 

“Your Highness, please. I must prepare you. The queen will have my head if you don’t look simply dashing on this of all days.”

Peanut rolled his eyes again. He did that a lot with Rosewater. If only he could roll the man out of the chamber. What did he think the queen wanted with his head—such as it was?

“We are under orders from the queen to . . .”

“The queen?” Peanut glanced around his chamber, looking this way and that. “The queen isn’t here. I’m here, so you take orders from me now. And I say get out. I don’t need you here. I don’t want you. Get out!”

The fop drew himself up as if he suddenly remembered he was the adult and Peanut was the child. “Your Highness, you are new to this. But you’re not in the provinces anymore. A royal prince must comport himself with regal dignity.” He picked up a pair of patent leather shoes. “Give me your foot so I can see if these fit, Your Highness.” 

Peanut stared at the shoes and then at Rosewater. Those were the fifth pair of shoes he’d threatened Peanut with in as many days. His feet ached for shoes that knew their curves and arches. But even if the queen were here with every soldier in the Romatican army, they couldn’t force him to wear patent leather shoes. It just wasn’t going to happen.

“Please, Your Highness. For the queen’s sake, grace these lovely shoes with your exquisite feet.”

Lovely? That did it. Peanut sprang up and knocked the shoes aside. Rosewater shrieked with surprise, and the lovely patent leather shoes fell to the floor. His eyes rolled back in his head, as if he would faint. 

Jalo, Rosewater’s nephew, entered the chamber. “Uncle LePhreir, are you all right?”

“I can’t put up with this boy any longer. He is more than a handful. Why did the queen ever bring him here?” 

Jalo looked at the girlish clothes on the bed and the patent leather shoes on the floor. “Guess you didn’t like the clothes Uncle LePhreir put out for you.”

“Do you let him dress you?”

Jalo’s father was a farmer. Rosewater—Peanut wasn’t going to twist his tongue up trying to say LePhreir—apprenticed Jalo to keep him out of trouble and raise his family’s station in the kingdom. Jalo’s own clothes consisted of castle livery, which wasn’t at all frilly.

Rosewater threw his eyes to the ceiling. “And if I had my way about dressing Jalo, he’d be dressed like a prince, not a pauper.”

Peanut sighed. “I’m just a boy. Why can’t I dress like a boy?”

Suddenly, birds singing outside Peanut’s window caught his interest. Or was that the sound of band music wafting in from the market? Whatever—he’d rather hear it than all this prattle about dressing like a prince. He didn’t mind being the queen’s adopted son. Pyck had brought him out of Hadley Town after Peanut’s mother died. One day, when Pyck married the queen, Peanut would be Pyck’s adopted son, too, and Pyck wouldn’t try to make him wear hose and patent leather anything.

Rosewater prattled on. “And as for being a boy, we’ll smooth away all those rough edges. The day will come, and soon, when no one will even remember that Your Highness came from that ghastly province Hadley Town.”

Not remember? Smooth away? Like the snow and ice that had taken his mother—his home. Just smoothed it away.

“We’ll make a regal lad out of you yet.”

Keep thinking that. Peanut opened the door. He thought he could just slip out while Rosewater worked himself up. But a guard stood outside the door. A guard? A valet just to put on his clothes was bad enough. What was the guard for? Well, Peanut would see just how much power a royal prince had. “Guard, step inside.”

When the guard stepped into the chamber, Peanut pointed an accusing finger at Rosewater. “I am displeased with this servant. He has overstepped his place.”

“Peanut?” Jalo’s jaw dropped.

Peanut bit his lip. He couldn’t hurt Rosewater without hurting Jalo, and he didn’t want to do that. But it was too late. 

“But I . . .” Rosewater’s mouth snapped shut as if by magic. 

Magic? Peanut shook his head and ran. His feet clattered over the marble floors of the castle. He heard another pair of feet gaining on him.

“Peanut, wait!” Jalo was soon running beside him. “Where are you going? You know the guards will be after you soon.”

“Not soon enough to catch me.” He wasn’t worried about the guards. The queen’s army had been destroyed by the Looreans, and all she had left were the old men and young boys who hadn’t gone with the late King Cestor. 

The boys passed door after door. Where the doors led Peanut didn’t know. The hall ended with heavy double doors that had to lead somewhere. 

“That’s the library,” Jalo said.

“Think they’ll look for us in there?”

“I doubt it.”

Peanut reached for the door latch, intending to just slip in. But the massive door wouldn’t budge. He glanced up and down the hall. He didn’t see anybody after them yet. But that didn’t mean the guards weren’t just around the corner. If they went back down the hall, they might run into the guards. “Help me open the door.”

They pulled and pulled. Peanut pictured the guards dragging him back to his chamber and tying him to his bed while Rosewater decked him out as the queen’s adopted fop. He pulled with all his might. 

“Wait.” Jalo touched Peanut’s arm. “These doors open inward.”

Jalo held the latch down, and they pushed the door open. It was heavy, but it opened. Peanut shut the door firmly so the guards wouldn’t look down the hall and find it open. He put more effort into it than was necessary, and the door closed with a bang.

“We have to be quiet in the library,” Jalo whispered.

Peanut glared at Jalo. He was his Uncle Rosewater’s little nephew, after all. That made Peanut want to stomp his feet. He was a boy, and that’s what boys do. Forget the guards and servants. What was the use of being a boy if he couldn’t make a boy noise? But his feet sank ankle deep in plush carpet and didn’t make a sound. 

They passed shelf after shelf of ancient-looking books. Peanut could read some. But the only libraries in Hadley Town were in the mages’ castles, and they weren’t for any but the mages and their apprentices to read.

Light came in from a window just ahead of them, but an irritated voice accosted them from an intersecting aisle. “What are you doing in here making so much noise?”

The boys whirled to find a gray-bearded man peering at them over a nose that someone had stuck on his face as an afterthought. The man tapped his finger on the open book he’d been reading, then he narrowed his eyes as if he was waiting for an answer. Peanut looked at Jalo, but he wasn’t going to say anything. The man’s eyes dared either of them to make a sound, as if they could on an inch of carpet. 

Peanut wondered if being the royal prince would give him the power to get rid of all the carpets in this girlish castle. Well, being the queen’s soon to be adopted prince gave him a place in the castle anyway. “I’m supposed to be here. And you?”

“Not in my study you aren’t. Queen’s son or not, you’re not to disturb me.”

Study? Yes, the man looked more like one of the mages in Hadley Town than one of his courtiers in this Romatican castle. “What are you studying?”

“Life, young man. The makings of life.”

Jalo’s eyes bulged as if he were trying to read the man’s book from where he stood. Peanut moved closer, reading the titles piled up on the table where the man sat. The Current State of Cenozonia, Atoms in Cells, Life and Death. “Then shouldn’t you be outside where there’s life? I don’t see any life in here. Just books.”

“Ah, but in books is the understanding of life—of what I would find outside.” The man looked at Peanut with more curiosity than the boy was comfortable with. “Is that a birthmark?”

“What?”

“The mark on your face.” The man was really peering at Peanut’s forehead now as if that were more interesting than any book he’d ever read.

Jalo, too, looked at Peanut’s forehead like he’d never seen it before. 

But Peanut just shrugged. “Oh, no. I don’t know. I wasn’t born with it. It just grew one day. I mean, not all in one day, but it just grew from a little thing and got bigger.”

“Really?” The man cocked an eyebrow. He nodded and sat back in his chair as if he suspected something.

Peanut didn’t like being the object of the man’s scrutiny. He was as bad as Rosewater. “It’s nothing. It just grows with me. Maybe it hasn’t stopped growing because I haven’t stopped growing.”

Peanut’s efforts to dismiss the issue only made the man more interested. He picked up the book about Cenozonia. “Do you know where Cenozonia is? Of course not! But you will see. I will show you.”

The light at the other end of the library looked farther away than Peanut liked. It was just a window, but any exit in an emergency will do. His feet fidgeted against the carpet, and he wondered if he could run fast on such a soft surface. “Show me what?”

“You will see. I am Zoden, Lord Protector of DNA and the Pool of Life in Cenozonia. I am lord of the double helix that governs all life.” Then Zoden actually held out his hand for Peanut and Jalo to shake.

Peanut hesitated. Did royal princes shake hands with old men? 

Zoden withdrew his hand. “You needn’t introduce yourself, young sir. I am the queen’s physician, and she has told me about you. All about you but not about that mark.”

Introduce himself? Well, that wasn’t something royal princes had to do. Even as a poor lad in Hadley Town, he didn’t introduce himself. What a fop of a word. Peanut shrugged. Boys could do that. Why was the man obsessed about his mark? Peanut shrugged that off, too.

Zoden looked like he was about to say something, but guards assaulted the library door. 

“Time to go.” With Jalo right behind him, Peanut turned and bolted out the window, which turned out to be glass doors leading out onto a terrace. They ran to the parapet and looked out at all Romatica. 

“Come this way.” Jalo started down the terrace.

Peanut sighed. Jalo had been here longer than Peanut had, but he’d probably never had anything like an adventure before Peanut came along. They were the only boys in the castle, so Jalo was Peanut’s only friend—his partner in mischief. Jalo knew his way around the castle, Peanut knew how to be a rascal. 

“Wait.” Peanut looked over the parapet. 

“What is it?” Jalo looked to see.

A man stood in the front courtyard. Silver, orange, and blue balls and bells bobbed on his many-pointed hat. But what Peanut saw were the five bright red and yellow balls floating above the man’s open palms. To Peanut’s delight, the balls began to spread away from one another. Red light emitted from the balls, and Peanut wondered what it was. Some of the balls went up. Some went down. Some went left, and some went right. They flew away into the sky. All this the juggler did while twirling his body in a perfect pirouette.

“Wow!” Jalo squealed. “He’s magical like your uncle Pyck.”

“But he’s doing the opposite of what Pyck does. He’s pushing things away. Pyck pulls things close.” Peanut thought about that. Magic was magic, but this was a different kind of magic.

Jalo sighed. “I wish I could do magic. I wish I could make those silly buckles on Uncle LePhreir’s shoes fly away.”

“And those silly patent leather shoes he wants me to wear.”

The juggler winked at them, turned, and pranced across the courtyard and out of the gate.

Wistfully, Peanut noted the direction the man took. He was going toward town. Magic is magic, Peanut thought. Had Pyck trained this man? No, why would Pyck train a stranger when he’d hardly begun to train Peanut? Just shown him a few tricks that you couldn’t really call training. But this man . . .

“Have you seen a boy?” The voices of the guards questioning Zoden inside the library brought the boys’ attention back to their peril. 

The glass doors flew open.

“This way!” Jalo pulled Peanut across the terrace.

“There he is!”

Peanut noted that they said “he.” So they weren’t even looking for Jalo. Still, Jalo might get in trouble for helping him. “Maybe you should go back. Or just go another way.”

But Jalo kept running. He and Peanut raced down a flight of stone steps. 

“Your Highness! In the name of Her Majesty, stop!”

Where they were going Peanut didn’t know. He just followed Jalo. 

The steps spilled onto a swath of lawn between the castle and a little forest. The boys dashed under the first trees as their pursuers’ footsteps clattered down the stairs. For the first time, Peanut realized that his feet were bare as the sharp edges of underbrush bit into them. He glanced back at the guards. Why did it take the whole castle to close ranks on one little kid? 

Granted, he wasn’t little, but still . . . The first guards to enter the forest beat the bushes behind the boys. If they ran in a straight line, the guards would catch them, so they dodged left behind a tree. 

“Prince Peanut?”

The name sounded so stupid. But Peanut was his name, and it didn’t sound stupid at all.

“Your Highness, you’re not acting like a prince.”

Peanut covered his mouth to stifle a laugh and almost stumbled on a protruding root. He had plenty of time to act like a prince—whatever that meant. For now, he just wanted to be a boy just a little longer. 

Peanut swallowed a yelp when Jalo stepped back on his toe as the guards passed the tree the boys were hiding behind. If he breathed too hard, thy might hear. They were that close. They had to find another hiding place before the guards beat on the underbrush near their feet. He’d have to run fast with Jalo. No, he was a boy. He wouldn’t dart out like a scared rabbit. 

When the last guard passed by, Jalo started forward, but Peanut held him back.

“Wait. There might be more,” he whispered.

“How can we know?”

“We don’t. Maybe that was the last one, or maybe we’ll walk right into some straggler.” 

Jalo shook his head. “But if we wait too long, they’ll come back this way, and we’ll run into them anyway.”

Peanut inched forward, using first his ears then peeking with his eyes to see what waited beyond the pine branches. Hearing nothing and detecting no movement, he moved left, and Jalo followed, creeping parallel to the castle until they reached the edge of the woods.

A path wound down to a wall with a gate guarded by a tower and a few guards. They were old, but they were armed. The boys followed the edge of the woods. 

“Can you climb a wall?” Peanut couldn’t see Jalo doing that. Old Rosewater would have a fit if he tried.

“Sure, but they’ll see us.”

An open stretch of grass lay between the woods and the wall. If the guards didn’t see them crossing the grass, they’d see them climbing the wall. Peanut shrugged. There was no help for it—and they were boys. What good was that if they couldn’t take a chance and climb a stupid wall? 

“On the count of three.” Peanut drew in his breath. “One, two, three.” 

They dashed. Scrambling over the top of the wall, they dropped down into tall grass. 

Jalo lay on the grass looking doubtful. “How will we ever get back now?”

“Who said anything about going back?”

“But you have to prepare for the ceremony. It’s one thing to run from Uncle LePhreir, but you can’t run from the queen.”

“Who knows? If I stay out here long enough, maybe she’ll feel so bad about making me wear patent leather shoes that she’ll let me wear whatever I want.”

“You and patent leather shoes.”

“I hate them. Don’t you? Anyway, I know where I want to go.”

“Where?”

“To watch a little magic.” He got up and headed toward town.

People walked along a path several yards away, some going to the castle, some going to town to take care of whatever business Romaticans took care of. He and Jalo lost themselves among the throng. They’d be boys just for a day. 

The town spread out before them filled with all kinds of people. More than Peanut had ever seen in one place in Hadley Town. A man in orange, red, and purple pantaloons rode a bicycle as tall as the two-story buildings lining the streets. A boy, younger than Peanut, slipped away from a stall with something he’d pulled out of a shopper’s back pocket. Too late, the shopper reached back to pay for his purchase. Predictably, he patted his back pockets, looked puzzled, then began patting all his pockets.

“Sir, that boy.”

Jalo pointed to the boy disappearing around a corner.

Peanut remembered the Red Daggers street gang in Hadley Town and elbowed Jalo in the side. “Suppose the guards come? We’re not supposed to be here ourselves.”

The man took off after the boy.

The shopkeeper ran out of his stall and yelled after man and boy. “Hey! Come back with that candle. Guards! Thief!”

Peanut and Jalo decided it was time for them to be somewhere else. They followed the sound of jaunty tunes to an open space filled with brightly colored tents.

A sticky orange and gold confection popped in front of them.

“Honey roll, sir?”

Warmth still emanated from the pastry. Its aroma assured Peanut that he didn’t have to die to go to heaven. The arm holding it led to a face painted with the same orange and gold. It was a pretty face. The boy in Peanut wanted to duck, but he didn’t want to draw the girl’s attention to his bare feet and empty pockets. 

He’d run off with no thought about where he was going and had brought no coin with him. Then he realized that he still had on that stupid tunic half buttoned down his back. He shook his head and backed away, putting Jalo between himself and the girl before turning around.

Music and cheers blared from every tent, but a crowd had gathered around a lone figure in an open space. 

“It’s him!” Jalo squealed.

Peanut thought he had to get Jalo to stop squealing. That was for little girls, not boys on the verge of being men. He could see Rosewater squealing but not Uncle Pyck. The boys elbowed their way to the front of the crowd. 

The juggler caught Peanut’s eye and smiled in recognition. “Here’re my young friends.” He beckoned the boys to stand by his side. 

When Jalo tried to approach the juggler, to his dismay, he could not. He stepped forward with Peanut but was pushed back by some magical force. He had to stand with the rest of the crowd, ten feet away from the juggler.

Peanut kept walking, unaffected by whatever was pushing Jalo away. The crowd murmured at this. 

“Who does that boy think he is?”

“If he can get close, I can, too.” The speaker ran forward and was thrown back.

The juggler frowned. It wasn’t a disapproving frown but one of sadness, as if he wished the people could come closer to him. Peanut didn’t understand why Jalo wasn’t allowed to come close with him.

The juggler smiled at Peanut. “You’re the boy from the castle.”

How much did he know? No telling what he might decide the queen’s soon to be adopted son might be worth. “I was just playing around. My mother is one of the maids.”

“Really? You’ve a juggler’s hands, my boy. Can you juggle?”

He flicked his hand, and two of the balls hovering above him floated to Peanut. He took Peanut’s hands and moved them in a juggling motion. 

The juggler kept his own balls aloft. He lifted his palms, and the balls rose ten feet. Peanut lifted his palms, and his balls floated to join the others. He wasn’t sure if he’d done that or if the juggler had. But Uncle Pyck had shown him a trick. He dropped his hands an inch, and all the balls fell into them. 

The crowd gasped. The juggler looked surprised and not completely happy. “So you think you can counter my magic and juggle ten balls?”

Peanut knew it was magic, but he didn’t know how to juggle. With the force of gravity, he held five balls on each palm, one ball atop another.

“He’s as good as you, Diádosi.” Someone in the crowd hooted out for a contest.

“Then I’ll just have to reach higher.” Diádosi swiped five knives off a nearby table and tossed them into the air. “Balls are neutral objects. You can catch them anywhere. Now, pull those to yourself.”

Peanut looked up. All he saw were the points of the knives ready to skewer him. What goes up must come down. That’s what Uncle Pyck had told him. Gravity brings all things down. But Peanut couldn’t bring the knives down point first. He had to flip them. He had to juggle them. He remembered the juggling motions Diádosi had just shown him and balanced push and pull until the knives rested on his palms—points up.

The crowd cheered. 

“Neutral objects.” An onlooker snickered. 

“There he is!” Guards pushed their way through the crowd. But they had to stop ten feet from Diádosi. “Hey! What’s going on?”

“I don’t know what you’re doing, boy. But you better stop and come with us.”

The crowd began to murmur again. “Leave the lads alone!”

Peanut toyed with the idea of ignoring the guards. But he couldn’t stand close to Diádosi forever. Soon as he stepped away from this dubious protection, the guards would get him.

The guards wouldn’t last a minute on a battlefield, but they had swords enough to handle a crowd of unarmed civilians. “Stand back, or do we have to bring more of you in?”

The crowd stood back.

“Hey. Isn’t that LePhreir’s nephew?” One of the guards pointed at Jalo.

“Jalo!” Peanut hoped his friend wouldn’t get in trouble just for being with him.

The guards grabbed Jalo. “Guess we’ll have to take you back, too.” 

“Jalo. Didn’t expect to see you here.” Peanut did his best to look surprised to see Jalo. “Come to see the show?”

Jalo missed two heartbeats before he caught on. “Uh, yeah. So how long have you been juggling?”

Peanut groaned. This wasn’t going to fool anyone. Better to just be quiet.

“Juggling, eh? We have better things to do than chase all over Romatica for you.”

Diádosi cocked an eyebrow. “How is it that your mother, a maid, commands the castle guards to look for you?”

“I . . .”

“Maid?” But the guard got the same idea as Peanut and decided to say no more.

Peanut walked over to Jalo, and the guards grabbed him as if they thought he was trying to get away.

Peanut thrust out his royal chest. “Do not touch us.” He’d be a boy, but for now he’d be an imperial boy. 

The guards removed their hands from him, and Diádosi cocked his eyebrow again.

Peanut and Jalo started walking, and the guards, not knowing what else to do, followed them. 

They didn’t go through the woods but went straight to the queen’s castle. As they passed under the portcullis, Peanut held his head high as if flanked by an honor guard. After all, they wouldn’t take him to the dungeon. So why not make a grand entrance? Jalo didn’t look so proud. He flinched every time a guard looked at him. 

“At least he walks like a prince.” One of the guards opened the door to Peanut’s bed chamber. 

They were taking him back to Rosewater. Maybe he would have been happier in the dungeon. 

“It takes more than a swagger to make a prince.” Another guard pushed the boys through, nodded at Rosewater, and stepped back outside the door.

“It most certainly does.” Rosewater glared at Peanut. “Jalo, I’m surprised to see you in the company of this delinquent boy. Do you want to be sent back to your father?”

“No, sir.” Jalo looked at everything except his uncle.

Rosewater turned to Peanut. “Have a seat, young man.” He shook his head in what on anyone else would have looked like mock exasperation but on him was normal. I have so much to do to make this boy fit for his new station.”

To Peanut’s horror, Rosewater held up the patent leather shoes and approached him like a physician intent on administering some nasty medicine. Peanut shook his head. I won’t wear them. I won’t.

He released gravity in the shoes, and they flew up to the ceiling like colored balls. Unfortunately, Rosewater didn’t let go, and he flew up with them. 

“Uncle LePhreir!”

“You evil boy. Get me down from here!”

“Rosewater!” Peanut hadn’t meant to call him that. He hadn’t meant to do anything. He just didn’t want to wear the stupid shoes. And now the magic just . . . he had to get him down.

He did come down but much faster than he’d gone up. More gravity than was natural to the Earth pulled his feet down faster than his head. Peanut heard bones snap, and an unnaturally thin, inhumanly tall Rosewater lay on the floor. 

Jalo stared at his uncle. He just stared, not yet comprehending what had just happened. How could he? Peanut had done it, and he wasn’t sure what he’d done or how. He’d used magic, but the magic had used him.

The guards came in at the commotion and stared stunned at Rosewater’s corpse. “Someone will have to tell the queen.”

Thankfully, they didn’t leave that task up to Peanut. He and Jalo were still in a daze when Pyck entered.

“What happened?”

Peanut gulped. “He fell from the ceiling.”

Pyck looked up, clearly noting the absence of anything Rosewater could have climbed on. “How did he get on the ceiling?”

Peanut didn’t want to explain this. He’d always wanted to use magic to be like his uncle Pyck. Pyck used gravity flawlessly—pulling, releasing, and balancing objects with no apparent eff ort. He could even put gravity in his whistle to call his horse. “I . . . I kind of helped him. But I lost control.”

“You can’t do that, Peanut. People aren’t things. If you break a thing, you can get another. If you break a person, you can’t replace them. Practice on things, not people.”

“I wasn’t practicing.”

Pyck looked at him with uncertainty. Then he turned to Jalo. “I guess you’ll have to go back to your father.”

“Can’t he stay here and be my valet?”

This time Pyck looked at Peanut even harder but shook his head as if he’d been thinking something and decided against it. “You’ll have to ask the queen.”

”
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Chapter 2
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Zoden heard someone pounding on the library door. The door wasn’t locked. At least it shouldn’t be. He wasn’t going to open it. It wasn’t his job to answer doors. As if some idiot would come calling at a library.

The door opened, and more than one pair of feet rustled across the carpeted floor. Someone was trying to be quiet, as if it had suddenly dawned on them that they were in a library. The sibilant whisper was an irritation more noticeable than if they hadn’t been trying. From around a shelf a young boy appeared. Of course, it would be a boy. 

Two boys came around the corner. One fit the description of the queen’s adopted son. What was he doing barefoot in the library? Zoden guessed that the other was the child of one of the servants.

“What are you doing in here making so much noise?”

What indeed. No one trespassed in his library. The sacred chamber of knowledge wasn’t a romping ground for little rascals. Who knew what damage the urchin might take it in his mind to do?

The boy whirled toward him, and Zoden tapped his finger on the open book he’d been reading, waiting for an answer. 

As if to mock the seriousness of his intrusion, the boy looked around, saw Zoden’s stern eyes, and decided to be a smart mouth. “I’m supposed to be here. And you?”

“Not in my study you aren’t. Queen’s son or not, you’re not to disturb me.”

“What are you studying?”

Well, if the lad had sense enough to ask, maybe he could be taught to act civilized. Coming from a far-flung provincial town, he’d be a piece of work, but Zoden winked. “Life, young man. The makings of life.” 

Both lads moved closer and appeared to be reading the titles piled up on the table. If the servant’s boy found anything interesting, he didn’t betray it in his eyes. But the queen’s child—Peanut was his name—spoke. “Then shouldn’t you be outside where there’s life? I don’t see any life in here. Just books.”

“Ah, but in books is the understanding of life—of what I would find outside.”

As the boy leaned closer to see the books better, Zoden noticed a peculiar spot on his forehead. Great science came from noticing things like that. “Is that a birthmark?”

“What?”

“The mark on your face.”

Even the servant’s boy stared at the mark as if it had never occurred to him to look at Peanut’s forehead before.

“Oh, no. I don’t know. I wasn’t born with it. It just grew one day. I mean, not all in one day, but it just grew from a little thing and got bigger.”

“Really?” 

“It’s nothing. It just grows with me. Maybe it hasn’t stopped growing because I haven’t stopped growing.”

Zoden recalled reading something about this. He hoped it wasn’t what he thought it might be. But he’d like to study it. He’d study this lad when he got the chance. He picked up the book about Cenozonia. “Do you know where Cenozonia is? Of course not! But you will see. I will show you.”

The lad started and glanced at the tall, glass terrace doors as if looking for an escape route. Had Zoden said the wrong thing? Of course, he had to take it slowly. Give the boy a chance to know him—trust him before he spoke of taking him to another world. 

“Show me what?”

“You will see. I am Zoden, Lord Protector of DNA and the Pool of Life in Cenozonia. I am lord of the double helix that governs all life.” He held out his hand for the lad to shake.

The lad stared at the hand. Was this ill-mannered young man in line for the throne? “You needn’t introduce yourself, young sir. I am the queen’s physician, and she has told me about you. All about you but not about that mark.”

The boy shrugged. Now that was ill-mannered, and Zoden opened his mouth to tell him So but a commotion in the hall drew his attention. 

“Time to go.”

Before Zoden knew what was what, the boys raced out the terrace doors. To Zoden’s further consternation, the hall doors burst open, and guards charged in, as if they had no idea this was a library. He sprang to his feet. “What is the meaning of this?”

“Have you seen a boy?”

“They went that way.” Zoden gestured toward the terrace doors and watched in amusement as the guards raced out after their quarry.

There was nothing to be done. They’d catch the boys, or they wouldn’t. It was none of his concern. He sat back down before his book, trying to remember where he’d left off. It was no use. Confound those guards. Romatican army was in shambles, and they found nothing better to do than chase wayward boys. Humans! He shuddered at the thought of belonging to a species that produced such nincompoops. 

He closed the book. Perusing the catalogue, he found a tome on the genetics of intelligence and brought it back to the table. 

He was surprised to find that there’d been no significant evolutionary change in Homo sapiens for thousands of years. He’d known this, but it still surprised him to be confronted with the fact. The species was locked in a time stasis of genetic stagnation. 
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Chapter 3

[image: ]




Pyck didn’t know what to make of Peanut’s seeming innocence. Maybe it wasn’t just seeming. After all, he was just a boy. He couldn’t have killed LePhreir on purpose. That it had all worked out for him and his little friend Jalo was just a coincidence. Now Jalo would be Peanut’s valet. “You’ll have to ask the queen.”

The guards carried LePhreir’s body out. They’ll take care of it, Pyck thought. There won’t be any complications—he hoped.

“We have to go to the throne room and attend the queen.” He was talking to Peanut, but for some reason, Jalo answered.

“Yes, sir.” Jalo didn’t look sad. Shocked a little, but it was clear he hadn’t been close to his uncle. He started unbuttoning Peanut’s tunic. 

Pyck didn’t blame Peanut for not wanting to wear such fussy clothes. Peanut picked up a shirt that he had obviously brought with him from Hadley Town.

Pyck frowned. “You’re not going to wear that in the throne room, are you?”

“It’s clean. It’s not torn anywhere.”

“But it’s so provincial. Everybody will know you’re from Hadley Town.”

Peanut looked at him like he’d said that everybody would know he’s got two ears and a nose. “I think everybody already knows that. What’s wrong with being from Hadley Town?”

“Nothing. Let’s go.”

Peanut put on his shirt and shoes, and the three of them headed down to the throne room. They took their places near the front of the crowd. Pyck didn’t like that they could presume a place in the court beside the queen yet. After his adoption, Peanut would have a place. By then, hopefully, Queen Quila would agree to marry Pyck. She’d told him that they didn’t have consorts in Romatica. He’d be the king. 

Behind them, courtiers swirled and cheered. Imperial trumpets heralded Queen Quila’s ascension to her throne. Pyck didn’t want to be just another face in the crowd, but she spared him not a glance as she stepped from a door at the back of the throne room and took her rightful seat. 

“Long live Queen Quila!”

Despite being jostled and stepped on, the boys were able to get into the general cheer.

“There she is!” Someone gasped.

Pyck envied the guard who helped her into that rarified seat. But he didn’t want to be a guard either. He stroked the sash she’d long ago put around his neck as a promise that one day he’d be her husband. Could she have been making such a promise to Pyck even while she sat beside her then husband, King Cestor? But she’d made it a promise with more than kisses after Cestor was dead.

“She looks tired,” Peanut said.

Pyck caught her lovely violet eyes. To his surprise, she did look tired. The task of picking up the pieces her late husband had dropped must be weighing heavily on her, though she’d only just begun. Pyck couldn’t wait to sit at her side and bear some of that burden. 

His eyes fell on King Cestor’s vacant throne. He’d helped the late monarch vacate that seat. The man had slaughtered Pyck’s countrymen in Loorland, killing soldiers and farmers alike without mercy, and Pyck had shown him no mercy. He’d never understood how he could love the Romatican queen. He just did. It wasn’t just a craving for her husband’s throne, but that would come with it. He envisioned himself sitting beside her, scepter in hand, meting out justice for peasants and nobility, as King Cestor never had.

“Your Majesty!”

Five old men approached the throne. About ten children followed in their wake. They eyed one another encouragingly and bent their creaking knees until they were prostrate before the queen.

“Rise.” She nodded at her guards to let them rise.

Easier commanded than accomplished. Gravity had helped the men on their way down. Now it worked against their efforts to get their feet under them.

On his feet at last, one of the men stepped forward—hat in hand. Pyck knew it was the same hat that kept the sun off the man’s neck as he plowed a field or hammered a board. What petition did they possibly think the queen could grant now? Pyck had a mind to draw the men aside and remind them she had enough worries trying to rebuild after the Looreans had decimated her army. But it wasn’t his place to speak for her.

“Your Majesty, we can’t fight, but we pledge loyalty to your army to serve in any way we can. And our sons.” The men ushered the boys forward. “They are young, but they can fight. Serving Your Majesty will make men out of them . . .”

“Enough.” Queen Quila rolled her eyes and stared at the men. “These are but children hardly old enough to serve as scouts much less soldiers. Has Romatica come to this, that our army is comprised of old men?”

Pyck opened his mouth to say yes but decided not to. This was what Romatica had come to. This was the result of King Cestor’s failed attempt to bring Loorland to heel. But Pyck didn’t think it wise to remind them that he was a Loorean. She was his queen—his love. What could he do to help her? Nothing. Just be quiet and hope no one noticed him. Not now.

The boys lowered their heads. Their proud chests deflated in unison. Pyck felt for them. He loved Queen Quila, but did she even realize what she’d done? 

Apparently, she did. “Your valor and loyalty are commendable. In a few years, you’ll be able to train as mighty soldiers. We will be glad to have you then.” 

But the damage was done. Fathers and sons bowed to the queen, turned their faces to the door, and quit her presence.

Peanut tugged at Pyck’s tunic sleeve. “I could . . .”

“No, you can’t. Even if you were strong enough, you’re the prince. Heir to the throne. You can’t go off to war.”

“I’m not a prince,” Jalo said. “When I’m old enough, I can go. I can pledge loyalty to the queen even now.”

“Then who’s going to be my valet?”

“She hasn’t said I could yet.”

“We have to ask her,” Peanut said. “When will we get to ask her?”

“Soon.” Pyck turned his attention to what the courtiers and petitioners were saying.

A murmur arose among the courtiers. 

Some sided with the queen. “The unmitigated gall! What did they think?”

Some pitied the children. “The darlings thought they could help.”

“Darlings indeed. One truth remains—Romatica is in bad military shape.”

Queen Quila raised her hand, and the band began to play. Truth, like a persona non grata, melted out of everyone’s mind. The royal dance troupe pranced into the throne room. Each wore a black tunic and leggings. Their gold capes swirled about them as they danced on golden slippers. 

Pyck recognized the dance. Margeny took the lead that he himself had taken not long ago. They dipped and slid, whirled and flourished as he’d taught them to do. Their graceful moves came close to matching the power he wielded over gravity. But while theirs was natural, his was real magic.

The dance was perfect, but something was missing. The courtiers’ attention was divided. Their applause was polite. Only Pyck could see behind Margeny’s smile and see that she knew this.

Keeping time with the music, she sashayed over to him and winked. “Pyck, come and dance. We need you.”

He glanced about him, trying to look everywhere but in her eyes. She would know that he wanted to dance. Yearned to turn his body into a work of art. But he couldn’t. If he wanted people to see him as the future king, he mustn’t present himself to them as a dancer—and a Loorean dancer at that.

Margeny pulled his arm. The courtiers were watching. He held back.

“Go on!” Jalo squealed.

Peanut pushed him toward Margeny.

Why not? They were clapping. They already saw him for what he’d always been. He could dance, or he could be rude and push her away. What for? He was already dancing. His feet were already catching the rhythm of the band. His body already swaying to its melody. There was no help for it. He leapt to the center of the floor. His troupe—it was his troupe—fell into their places, and Margeny slipped to her place as he took the lead.

“Magic!”

“Yes, magic.”

His feet, his arms, his very fingertips, his body found the magic. He was in his element—red, ripe, and ready to be Pycked. Courtiers tossed balls at him. He had no choice but to catch them. He juggled six balls, twelve, twenty balls of every color—each one orbiting and spinning through a galaxy of his making. He was at once many things—dancer and king, artist and ruler. He juggled all these identities like balls in a life not entirely of his making. A jester, a king, Queen Quila’s lover, Peanut’s guardian, a Loorean, a Romatican. What was he?

He stole a look at the queen. She was conversing with her advisors—the same advisors King Cestor had disdained. Maybe she would listen where her husband had not. If only Pyck could doff his jester’s cap for a moment and don . . . what? Was he now an advisor as well? He might as well add another ball. He let the balls cling to him and raised his hand to signal a break. Careful to avoid the rhythm of the music, he gathered Peanut and Jalo and escorted them to the queen.

“Excuse me, sir.” One of the advisors tried to look down his nose at Pyck. Being a shorter man, he wasn’t quite successful. “We are discussing matters of state with Her Majesty. This is no place for the king’s jester.”

The king’s jester? They still acquainted him with King Cestor. He might as well be as dead as the king. 

“Haven’t you heard the news? There is no king in Romatica.” Not now anyway, he thought but didn’t say. If they knew he aspired to the crown, they might advise the queen to separate him from his head.

Queen Quila turned to look at him. “No, there is not.” But Pyck saw a question in her eyes.

“What am I supposed to do?” Pyck answered her unspoken question with his own.

She looked at him, as if the question annoyed her. “Just mingle with the courtiers for now. We have a kingdom to secure.” She turned back to her advisors.

“Yes.” An advisor nodded. “Perhaps you could make yourself useful by putting on a show for the young prince’s adoption ceremony.”

Pyck made a mental note that when he became king, he’d get rid of these idiots first thing. He focused on the queen and sighed. Did he have to prove himself to her as well? So be it. He would. He could. “Your Majesty, I was thinking about that very thing. Let me speak to King Ofair. Perhaps he can be persuaded to . . .”

The advisors rolled their eyes.

The queen just shook her head. “No, Pyck. We can’t approach the Looreans from a standpoint of weakness. Even if we are weak, we can’t approach them that way.”

“We do want peace with the Looreans, Your Majesty.” An advisor cautioned the queen. “Perhaps if we approach them with more humility than the late king did . . .”

Hope brightened Pyck’s countenance, but the queen dashed the idea. “We will not go crawling to those barbarians. Humility is not becoming for a queen or a kingdom.”

Barbarians? No, she had not said that. She didn’t mean that. Because if she thought the Looreans were barbarians, then she thought he was one, too. And what did that say about her, loving a man she thought was a barbarian? 

Before Pyck could think of what to say, a messenger approached the throne and prostrated himself.

“Rise and tell us your news.”

The messenger rose, caught his breath, and spoke. “Your Majesty, the royal valet, LePhreir of Chevone, is dead.” 

“Dead?” Queen Quila gasped. “How did this come about?”

“He had an accident, Your Majesty. It seems that he fell from the ceiling of His Highness’s bed chamber.”

“From the ceiling?” Queen Quila looked up as if she were trying to imagine LePhreir dangling from the ceiling. “Lay out his body. We will arrange a burial. Did he have any family?”

“Just this boy, Your Majesty. His nephew, it seems, and a brother.” The messenger gestured at Jalo.

The queen looked at him, too. “Will you now take your uncle’s place as Peanut’s valet?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” 

Queen Quila sighed. “That is a sad affair. But let us put it aside for now. We have matters of state that must be addressed. We would speak to General Berom.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” The messenger saluted and bowed out of the queen’s presence. On his way out, he looked at Peanut distastefully. It was obvious Jalo was dressed finer than Peanut.

This was what Pyck had feared. He remembered that he was Peanut’s guardian. That was one shaky way to get the court to see him as a capable ruler rather than a performer. “Peanut, what have you been up to? Why didn’t you wear the garments LePhreir set out for you?”

“I . . .” The boy stared at the floor, not daring to meet Pyck’s eyes. “I don’t like them.”

Beneath the shame, Pyck heard a note of challenge in Peanut’s voice. He might call himself a boy, but a boy was still a child. Pyck had to command respect. He couldn’t demand it once he let it slip. “Don’t like them? Will you be a child forever? Prancing about in the clothes of a commoner? You are a prince. Son of the queen. One day you’ll be a king. You have to get people to see you that way now. And they won’t look past your clothes if all they see is a boy from Hadley Town.”

“Yes, sir.”

Jalo shifted from foot to foot, obviously embarrassed to see his friend get chewed out.

Pyck paid him no mind. He stepped closer to Peanut. “You can go one of two ways. Go back to being a boy. You know how to do that. Or take the responsibilities of a man as they come to you. What is your responsibility right now?”

“They want me to dress up like a lass, so I can look pretty for the ceremony. That’s no way to be a man.”

“No, it’s not. Come on.” Pyck turned back to Queen Quila. “I’ll take care of this.”

Sunlight shone through terrace doors as Pyck, Peanut, and Jalo passed by. Pyck stopped to gaze at the mountain pass that led to Loorland. He could count the days when he’d crossed that path with his younger brother, Loby, to stop King Cestor’s mad schemes. He could count the heartbeats when his sword had lifted the king’s head from his body. Pyck had been born in Romatica, but his father was a Loorean and so was he. 

With wonder and a little doubt, he realized the significance of wearing the sash the queen had given him when he danced for the royal couple so long ago. Not that long ago. But an epoch had passed from the time he’d gazed into her violet eyes. Now he had to choose. Or did he? She was queen. She had to rebuild the kingdom that he’d helped decimate. He’d come to Romatica as a spy sent by King Ofair. He was no longer in Loorland. But where would Ofair say his loyalties lay? More importantly, where should he place them?

He couldn’t choose one without denying the other. Either way, he’d be false to some part of himself. As the two were joined in his blood, so he’d have to forge an alliance between the two kingdoms. To do that, he’d need authority. To get that, he had to marry the queen. And to do that . . .

Peanut gazed out the terrace doors, too. He wouldn’t be looking at the mountain pass. That meant nothing to him. His young mind yearned for the freedom of just being outside. 

“Come on.” Pyck led him and Jalo to Peanut’s bed chamber. When they reached the door, Peanut glared into the chamber and didn’t move.

“Go on, Peanut. Are you scared of a bunch of clothes? They won’t bite.”

“I don’t want to wear all that lacy stuff. And you might as well send those patent leather shoes back to the cow they came from.”

Pyck remembered his own boyhood, climbing trees and swimming in ponds. No way would he have been anywhere near patent leather. But he hadn’t been adopted by a queen then. Still, he couldn’t ask the boy to dress like a fop. “I don’t blame you. Not with your uncle Loby coming.” 
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