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TO JOIN MY PATREON and read a new, super awesome, ongoing story:

https://www.patreon.com/user?u=32955303
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TO JOIN MY NEWSLETTER and get updates on my writing, previews, discussions about the research behind this series, and links to fantasy book sales.  Also, I promise and promise and promise not to spam you:

https://sendfox.com/pdballwrites
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THEY CALL ME PRINCESS Cayce: new body, new universe, deadly problems
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THEY STILL CALL ME Princess Cayce: through the smoke and into the fire
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MY NAME IS PRINCESS Cayce: unwelcome attention
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PRINCESS CAYCE IS STILL My Name: the spring campaign
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I’M A LITTLE MORE THAN Princess Cayce: to kill a god
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VOLUME TWO:
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TEARS OF A DYING GOD

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

People


[image: ]


CAYCE’S CLOSE FRIENDS:

Brinley Carlisele: Cayce’s current mistress of the bedroom.  Well educated in statecraft, bossy, and ever making Cayce follow proper etiquette and wear dresses.  She and Tread act as quartermasters for the Bechalle Duchy castle, and she also keeps track of income and expenditures, though probably through servants.  She very likely has a reluctant crush on Tread.

Morrentz: appointed Cayce’s bodyguard and has become a general in her army.  She pours him ale and wine at night, he cooks her eggs and sausages in the morning.

Tread: escaped the Ketzillian army with Cayce and became her bodyguard.  Knighted now, and acts as her castle chamberlain and scheduler.  His crush on Brin isn’t reluctant at all.

Cayce’s military:

General Brundle: head of Cayce’s military.  Unwavering in his support of the princess.

Major Gun: head of the infantry.  In his late twenties, an earl’s son, he’s been trying to convince Cayce to marry him.  He genuinely finds Cayce attractive, and she certainly doesn’t feel the same toward him, not even a little, not a bit, not even slightly, and wouldn’t like to read this sentence.

Major Rand: head of the cavalry.  Pessimistic, yet pragmatic, he offers counterpoint in strategy discussions.

Nurse Reese: the head nurse.  Hard working and rarely resting, Reese does her best to help the injured.  Sometimes, she offers wisdom and experience to Cayce.

The Bechalle Duchy, its earls and archbishop:

Earl and Countess Carlisele, Brin’s parents:  Cayce’s army took the Bechalle castle by force to protect her, and Cayce took the Carlisele family hostage to ensure her own safety.  The Earl himself strongly dislikes Cayce but his wife is more diplomatic, trying to gain position with the princess.

Hafthon: strong willed and charismatic, he organizes the earls and church behind the scenes.  He doesn’t want a young girl to occupy the throne and would like Cayce to be married, so her husband could lead.  His ambitions may be greater than his own earldom.

Crygmore: quiet and reclusive, he acts as if Hafthon’s interests were his own.

Archbishop Ghevont: a kindly mannered priest, though he sides with Hafthon’s plans for the princess.

Other Affiliations:

Bechalle: the deceased duke who tortured Cayce by carving a magical symbol into her back.

Grand Magister Tye: the strongest wizard on their world.  Cagey and secretive, he stole the magical knife Bechalle used to carve the runes into Cayce’s back.  He warned the princess that leaders were forbidden to have magic, as power corrupts absolutely, and a previous ruler wiped out entire civilizations.

Maitlan Yohstone: a young earl whose lands have been captured by the Ketzles.  He thinks of himself as Cayce’s only suitor and would like her to adopt the same perspective.

The Barclays:

Seclazrin Archbishop: seeks to control Cayce through marriage, threatening her with war otherwise, and punishment for the murder of their father-inquisitor.

The Barclays Duke: Sapphire’s brother, 16 years old.  Cayce doesn’t know his first name.  The Barclay church is threatening war if the princess won’t marry and make him king.

Sapphire Barclay: Cayce’s first mistress of the bedroom.  Intelligent and witty, she helped Cayce escape the machinations of the dowager.

The Dowager-regent: tried to control Cayce’s behavior and future prospects.  Cayce believes she’s the one who organized the betrayal of her body’s family more so than the late Duke Barclay (died in Book 1).

Places:

Barclay Dukedom: where Sapphire and her as of yet unnamed brother, now duke, live.  To the east of the Dernam River.

Bechalle Dukedom: where Cayce is currently.  Morrentz had her army forcibly take the Bechalle Castle after killing the duke for torturing Cayce.  Presently, Cayce has to decide which earl to exalt to duke, to control the duchy.

Breadamont: the city where Cayce’s family castle is (the castle is named ‘Dernamouth’).  She has yet to see it or be there.

Dernam River: the large river that separates most of the kingdom from Ketzle, except for Maitlan’s lands to the north and Cayce’s own castle to the south, which she has yet to recapture.

Ketzle: an expansionist state, attempting and succeeding to conquer Cayce’s kingdom.

Laemacia: a powerful empire to the east and north of the Bechalle Dukedom, recently taken over by a usurper.  Cayce, unfortunately in her mind, is the last living member of the previous royal family.  The emperor would therefore like her as a wife, to legitimize his rule.  Or, have her killed, which would expedite things for him.
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Prelude
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IT WAS LATE AND BRIN was sleeping, her arms around me.  On a giant bed, fit for a princess, this blond-haired, blue-eyed girl, my mistress of the bedroom and so much more, ever hugging me as she slept.  It used to bother me, but I’d become used to her.  And, with fall slowly turning into winter, she brought a welcome warmth.

I stared at the ceiling, almost happy.  Everyone would be leaving soon, from the earls who argued with me nonstop, suitors who begged for my hand in marriage, and the Barclay priests who threatened me.  Except for those I couldn’t get rid of or dissuade.  Like the handsome, well-muscled and tall Gun, major of my infantry, and the young earl Maitlan, who fancied himself my only worthwhile suitor.  Their attention, the reason for my happiness not getting past almost.  Sigh.  If only they could understand I had no interest in dating or whatever they called it.  Suiting?  I’d have to ask Brin later.

But they should have taken the hint already!  I’d tossed Gun to the ground when he kissed me.  I treated Maitlan like a trophy to be seen and not heard.  At least Morry found it amusing.  I think.  Well, he didn’t beat them up, so that was his hint, I guess.

The magic in me was growing stronger.  I could feel it.  But thankfully, Etienne had decided to teach me to control it.  Instead of killing me.  That was nice.  Kind of him.  I couldn’t figure out why he decided to help.  Yet he was extremely interested in the runes the late Bechalle had carved into my back, taking it upon himself to study them.  I couldn’t tell if I wanted to know his findings, for that would mean revisiting the torture, at least the end results of it.

And I had more reasons to be happy.  Laemacia agreed not to attack my kingdom – well, Serce, their ambassador and brother of their emperor had – at least for this year, in exchange for a promise to visit them at the end of my spring war.  Perhaps at the end of summer.  Yet, that was also a reason not to be happy.  Who knows how safe I’d be there, but it was so far off, no need to worry about it.

I had a lot to do.  Preparations for the war.  Somehow get the earls to agree to the knighthood I created, despite it being against their interests.  Continue working on the new weaponry I’d introduced, get the army up to speed using them, somehow increase production of the weapons and armor, which was really just me telling others how to do their jobs.  Me, a fifteen-year-old girl rushing around the castle, telling everyone what to do.  Oh!  And the whiskey.

But the earls.  One more argument with them tomorrow.  I sighed.  Rolled over to my side.  Wished I could sleep.  Brin rolled over, too, draping her arm around me.  Yeah, alright, I guess we were cuddling.  I should tell her she’s the reason I don’t need suitors.  All my spooning needs were covered.

A damned fight on my hands tomorrow and I was going to be tired when I showed up.  But they’d be leaving soon.  And I could devote more time to sword and spear fighting.  Then, then I’d lose the almost and simply be happy.  As long as I could, until we went to war.
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Day of the Earls
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I WAS FUMING, THE POWER inside me seething.  Even trapped behind the magic absorbing perseidian iron, raging.  I wanted nothing more than to blast these earls.  Bastards, all of them.  Maybe replace them with my men, soldiers I’d knighted.  For a moment, and another, perhaps longer.  I closed my eyes, pushing and pushing the energy back.  Desperate to inwardly calm down.

“Princess Cayce, are you listening?” asked Earl Carlisele, crossing his arms.

I tried reasoning with myself.  If I hit them with energy beams, I’d have to explain to my generals and majors about my magic.  And once the mages found out, they’d hunt me down.  They wouldn’t let a ruler have magic, for power corrupts and magic was so very, very powerful.  But, cognitive reasoning, it wasn’t working.  My skin was almost bursting to let the energy out.

Last week, I had the power under control.  The wizard Etienne led me through calming meditation practice, helped me focus enough to keep it in check, restrict its intensity.  But now it screamed – unleashing the power so seductive and tempting – and I was desperate to contain it.

I tried distracting myself, thinking of ice cream.  Vanilla, with maple syrup on top.  Sugary cold happiness.  Or chocolate chip cookies and coffee!  Sitting in a wide sofa chair, dipping the cookie into-

“Princess Cayce,” the deeper baritone of the stocky, barrel-chested Hafthon, “who are you going to name as duke?”

“Hmm?  Oh.  We aren’t here to discuss that.  We’re discussing the-”

“New class of nobles you just created.”

“The knighthood.”

“As you say.”  Hafthon rested his muscled forearm on the table, finger tapping.  “It needs to be disbanded.  And that’s less important than who takes over the dukedom, as you’ll be leaving that person to defend it against the Ketzillians and Laemacians.”

“The Laemacians have agreed to not attack.  I’m sorry, I mean they’ve agreed to peace.”  I closed my eyes and opened them again, finally, finally gaining some measure of control, felt the power dissipating.  It was like waking up from an intense dream.  The breath I’d been holding nearly fell out of me.  My palms felt the grains of wood on the table.  I straightened my shoulders.

“Are you feeling faint, Princess?” asked Morry.

“I’m fine.  I just need a little tea.”  Picking up the teapot, I poured myself a cup.

“If you’re unwell, Princess Cayce, we can discuss this another occasion.  Though, we’re running out of time, with winter coming.  I think I speak for all the earls here, we have to get back to our own earldoms.”

“I apologize, I’m fine.  Really.  Thank you, my lord, for asking.”  Long sip from the tea.  My hands were steady again.  I couldn’t tell if it was a relief, the raging energy gone, or whether I missed it.

“If you’re sure.  Alright, how did you arrange for Laemacia to agree to peace?”  The earl sat back and folded his largely muscled arms.  “Are you going to marry their emperor?”

“I promised to visit them after, well, after the spring campaign.”

Hafthon, staring at me, asked, “What do you hope to accomplish by visiting a hostile empire on our borders?”

“It was the only way to assuage them.  Prevent a new war front.”

“So, you have decided to marry the Laemacian emperor.  And when were you planning on informing us of this?”

“No.  Just a visit.”

Carlisele said, “You should have informed us of these agreements.”

A part of me wanted to shout, ‘Well, we just made them and I’m informing you!’ but I was their princess and not their monkey.  Instead, I just stared at the man.  Until he looked down.  Down at the table.

I shifted my gaze back to Hafthon, “The document explaining the duties and rights of knighthood will be ready in the coming weeks.  I am not revoking the institution.”  During winter, without the distraction from suitors and annoying nobles, I decided to write a legal treatise on the expectations of knights regarding moral behavior, like protecting the innocent, serving the people and the crown, plus hunting down the earls and priests, and specific privileges granted to knights for these services.

“Institution?  All you did was tap a few soldiers on their shoulders.”  He picked up his drink and took a slow sip, “It means nothing.”

General Brundle leaned forward, “Speaking for Princess Cayce’s army, it means a great deal to us.”

“Excuse me,” said Hafthon, ignoring the general and looking at me, “but I am still unsure of why your soldiers are party to this meeting.”

Brundle tilted his head, clenched jaw, so I jumped in, “The last time I held, excuse me, we had a meeting it nearly came to blows.  And that was on your holy ground.  The cathedral, sorry.  At the cathedral.”

“Yes.  The cathedral is holy ground, Your Highness,” said the archbishop, a quizzical look on his face, like his least favorite student correctly added two plus two.  “And we all agreed to act more like adults.”

I tried very hard not to narrow my eyes at the man, nor did I bark out the reply at my lips, but I probably gave him a stare that would freeze carbon.  He smiled deprecatingly back.  He’d promised to coronate me queen, but reneged, joining with Hafthon in a power struggle against me, as a girl, taking the throne.  That cost me bargaining power with the wayward Barclay Duchy, effectively causing civil war and forcing me to march an army on them in the spring.  The archbishop well-earned his cold stare.

Hafthon looked at Carlisele, who brought his gaze back to mine, “And I apologize for my part in that, my lady.  It was unconscionable.  This meeting-”

“Also, given that my soldiers were knighted, that these men represent my soldiers, I figure their voice would be important to our discussion.”

Anger flashed across Carlisele’s face at my interruption, but he held his tongue.  I rested my hands on the table to stop me from pulling at my rings, pressing my tongue against my teeth.  How upset would Brin be if we had to have a closed casket funeral for her father?

“Excuse me, my lords, my lady, generals,” the young Earl Yohstone, Maitlan, spoke up, looking at each of us in turn, and lifting up his hand to Rand and Gun, “and majors.  I side with the princess with regards to the knighthood.  I believe the institution will revitalize the kingdom.”

“You . . . you’re hoping to marry her is all.”  A low voice, soft enough that I almost missed it, Crygmore, not even looking up from his long and deep inspection of the fine grains of wood in the table.

I sat there surprised he could speak.  The room was silent while we all processed this fact.

Then, Maitlan asked, “Pardon me?”

“He says you want in her dress.”  Hafthon folded his arms across his chest.

Maitlan stood up, hand immediately to his empty belt – I’d made the meeting weapon free, his sword was outside – shaking his head, “I’ll have you answer for that!”

My angry gaze returned to Hafthon, “We were attempting to keep this discussion civil.”  He was probably orchestrating all this.  The earls, their comments designed to provoke.  Hafthon wanted the dukedom and me out of the way.  Preferably married off and safely under the control of a man, but he’d settle for gone.

Morry stood, put his hand on Maitlan’s shoulder, gave him a look with a slight shake of his head and they sat back down.  But the young earl was steaming.  I could understand.  We’d been at this for a while, many little insults, and a fair bit of derision toward Maitlan, him being the youngest and having already lost his lands to the invaders.  Hands on the table, I spun the perseidian ring on my right hand over and over, the desire to remove it never so strong.

Hafthon said, “If you’d chosen a duke, this discussion would be easier.  We’d be able to move forward, talk about the defenses.”

“That has nothing to do with this meeting.”

“You elevated your soldiers.  That’s all well and good for you and your familial holdings at Breadamont, but whoever takes over as duke here may want to rule these lands as they were, in a more traditional sense.”

“Ah.  You as duke would abolish the knighthood . . . locally?”

“I think perhaps you don’t understand the north and our needs.”

“It’s my kingdom, Hafthon.”

He leaned forward.  “We have yet to see that, Princess.  You have yet to retake the lands your father lost.”

“And what have you done, my lord,” asked Gun.  “You hid behind Bechalle and you’re hiding behind the Princess, here.”

Carlisele asked, “Excuse me, who are you?”

Gun continued, ignoring the jibe, “All I’ve seen you and the earls here do is beg Princess Cayce not to marry Laemacia.  You lot didn’t even come out of your earldoms until we drove the Ketzles from here.”

Hafthon didn’t bother acknowledging the major, stroking his beard, “I take it your soldiers speak for you now, my lady?  This is the knighthood you’ve given us, ever to interrupt our meetings.”

“Alright, alright.”  I stood.  “You’ve made your position clear, my lords.  We might as well end this discussion.”

“And where’s your compromise?” asked Carlisele.

“The man’s right.  Since you’ve arrived, you’ve expected us to concede to your demands without giving a thought about ours.”

“That’s not true.  You blocked my coronation-”

“And what have you given us in return?”

“In return?  You gave me nothing!”

“We gave you protection.  You’re in our lands, in our castle, our troops protect you from Ketzle, Laemacia.  Barclay even.”

“This is my castle, my dukedom in my kingdom,” I couldn’t stop myself from adding, “that my soldiers captured after your duke damn near killed me.”

Carlisele was quick to say, “Bechalle acted alone.  We’ve all apologized for it.”

I didn’t take my gaze off Hafthon, crossing my arms, and said, “It’s not apologies I’m concerned about.”

“All the man is saying, my lady, is that you’ve compromised, as you put it, very little.”

“On what?  All you’ve tried to do is marry me off!”

“And where’s your concession to the dukedom?”

“Agreeing to visit the Laemacians in person and so stopping them from attacking us – your lands – isn’t a concession?  What else do you want?”

“Your Highness,” the archbishop cut in, “winter is nearly upon us.  It would behoove you to exalt a duke.  Or at the least assign these lands to an earldom.  Preparations must be made, soldiers moved.  These things take time.”

I alone was standing.  Not about to play by their rules.  “I will name a duke when we’ve agreed to the terms of the institution of knighthood and allocation of soldiers to the spring campaign.  For now, gentlemen, Your Excellency, this meeting is finished.  We’ll try again later.”

As they exited, giving me honorifics, Crygmore back to mumbling his, Hafthon’s loud and confident, Carlisele’s not quite bitter, the generals’ and majors’ perfunctory.  The big man remained, scowling, scar red on his face, from ear to chin.  But scowling was normal for him.

“Morry, give me a minute, will you?”

“I’ll be just outside.”  He stood, left, and shut the door behind him.

I considered.

A part of me wondered why I cared about the duchy.  Given that I was tortured here, I didn’t even like the place.  But with the late Duke Bechalle dead, tossed out the window by my once-bodyguard and now general, Morrentz, it needed a new ruler.

I should just give it to Hafthon and be done with it.  The only competent earl, compelling and strong, he already ruled the others.  The duchy would be fine under him.  The problem for me was that he respected the throne but not me on it.  He’d prefer I was married off, but since I was avoiding that fate and, given his strength and ambition, I had a sinking feeling he’d probably try to take the kingdom for himself once gaining the dukedom.  A steppingstone for a man like him.

Raising the stakes, because of me, this castle held robust weapons and armor manufacturing smithies.   Advanced for this world.  No other master smiths had the knowledge to make the weaponry I was transforming my armies with.  Sarissa, crossbows, lances, stirrups and full plate armor.  It was unlikely I could take these smiths with me to war, as we were not bringing wagons.  Whoever became the duke therefore inherited quite a lot of powerful infrastructure.

And if this dukedom rebelled, if Hafthon decided he should be the king, I’d be fighting on too many fronts – all of them, really – and wouldn’t likely make it.  A life-or-death choice, then.  One I couldn’t see a way out of.

I could take the earls’ lands.  My generals and majors urged as much.  Well, Brundle didn’t.  Morry and Gun, an odd pairing, to be sure, argued for it.  Take their lands for myself, soldiers into my army.

Yet that course caused many more problems.  Who would protect this dukedom then?  I’d have to appoint lesser nobles and trust that they could run land much larger than they’re used to.  And as fairly, if such could be said, as the previous earls.  Fairly enough that their peasantry didn’t rebel.

Or take it myself and hole up here.  But that would not only invite war from Laemacia and Ketzle and Barclay, it would give them time to prepare and amass large forces.  Along with whatever unrest we caused by killing off the nobles.  All in all, not an idea I favored.

The coming civil war against the Barclay Duchy could have been averted, in Hafthon’s view, and all his puppets here, if I’d just marry the young Barclay duke.  A sixteen-year-old boy.  No thanks!  I was hoping, probably foolishly, we’d avoid actual war when I marched down there and he’d concede to my rule.  He was, after all, Sapphire’s brother and therefore owed me.  For it was their father who’d betrayed the prince, my brother, and my backstory family, likely arranging for the Ketzles to attack in a failed attempt to take control of the kingdom.  Or, at the least, benefitting from it.  Despite all that, I didn’t have his family stripped from power and executed.

Perhaps naively.  The real princess, or original princess I suppose, would have done it.  But she likely wouldn’t have survived the coup attempt on her family.  She’d have been sucked in where I was tossed out, an outsider in this foreign culture, making all kinds of mistakes, breaking all kinds of social norms, and somehow that mess kept me alive.

When I marched down to the Barclay duchy, army at my back, new weapon technology in their hands, I would remind the young duke of his debt, hopefully reunite the kingdom, then we’d go drive the Ketzles out together.  This would solidify my power, protecting my life here in this strange world, and we could make peace with our neighbors.

Except that the Barclays had sent members of their religious order to treat with me.  The same order that accused me of killing their father-inquisitor.  Rather, they were upset about it since that part was true.  Sending these ambassadors was a message that they weren’t interested in being vassals any longer.  Marriage or punishment, the choice they’d given me.

There was no easy way out of this, no simple path to take.  I’d have to risk losing this duchy to secure another, risk civil war here to end civil war there.

Pondering these thoughts, angry, staring at the table, a flicker across my right hand.  Lifting it to look, a blue flame danced across my palm.  It grew.  Wanted out.  Past the magic-inhibiting perseidian iron, past my meditation, everything I could do to stop the magic.  And I wanted to use it!

I stood up, stretched out my arm at the wine jug Hafthon had used, the blue laser crackling through the air, burst the jug into pieces.

Shit!  What was I thinking?  Worse, the magic overcame the dampening iron!  How?  That just wasn’t possible for mages.  Except . . . that time Brin said she saw my magic start to grow when the priests antagonized me. 

Forcing myself to calm down, the energy fizzling away, dissipating, and the door flew open, Gun rushing in.

“Is everything ok?”  His eyes darting here and there, looking for someone to attack, to defend me against.

“I’m fine.  Sorry.  Damn.  I, uh, tossed a jug.  Threw, sorry, I threw the jug in a rage.”

Gun walked over to that side of the table, brushed his black hair back, “I’ll say.  The pieces are all over the place.  The earls really got under your skin.”

Then it dawned on me, Morry should have entered first.  Gun shouldn’t have entered at all.  “Were you waiting outside or something?”

He walked over to my side of the table, and I just knew what he was going to ask, “The suitors, my lady, they are all leaving shortly, and you haven’t chosen one.”

“And you wish to ask me about it?”  I pulled a chair out for him, “Have a seat.”

Stopping in front of me, hand lazily on the top of the chair near mine, he said, “If it’s all the same, I’d rather stand.”

I pulled my hand back, “No, I haven’t.  Chosen a suitor.  We’ll, ah, revisit this problem, uhm, after the war.  The spring campaign.  After that.”

A step toward me, “No need to wait so long if your mind is made up.”

I held up my right hand, chest height, palm facing him, took a step back, “My mind is made up.  To wait.”

“I don’t think it is.”

“Pardon me?”

“Made up.”  He took my left hand in his and stepped closer.

I placed my right hand on his chest, to keep him from coming any closer, “Made up?”

“Yes.”

To my horror, the blue flame returned to dance on the back of my right hand, above his heart.  I froze.  One wrong move and Gun would have to be cleaned off the wall.

He took my left to his lips, saying, “Cayce, again I approach you to begin a courtship.”

“Gun . . .”  I felt a trickle of sweat bead down my neck.  Somehow, that woke my mind up, “Major, now is not the time.  You were called to a war council.”

“My lady?”

I pulled myself away, backing up as I did, slowly and carefully crossing my arms, palms facing away from him, “I expect you to act like an officer at these times.  Behave yourself and . . .”

He took a step toward me, reaching up to put his hands on my shoulders.

“. . . damnit, dismissed!”  Gun cocked his head, smile dropping, hands just shy of touching me, so I added, somewhat quieter than I’d hoped, my gaze dropping to the floor, “Now, Major.  Dismissed.”

“Yes, my lady.”  He bowed formally, planted his right leg behind him, swiveled on that, and exited.

God damnit.  I shuddered, took hold of the high back of a nearby chair, dropped my head against its wooden frame, then exhaled, trying not to curse Gun, pushed off and stood up to look at my hands.  It was only on my right hand, but the flame brightened.  Closing my eyes, concentrating on breathing, chest up and down, willing and willing the energy to dissipate.

Opened my eyes to sparkles falling away.  Fading, fading, gone.

A darkness on the table caught my attention.  It hadn’t been there before.  Walking over to that side, crunching on shards of pottery, I looked closely.  A hole.  Diagonally angled from about my hand height.  Clear through the table, through the chair beside it, and into the stone wall behind where a charred, concave half-sphere remained, ash sliding off to the ground.

I sighed.  Even if I did like the handsome major and wanted a courtship with him, and I don’t, but even if I did, and I’m certainly not conceding that I do, because I don’t, it looks like that was off the table.  With Gun, with anyone.  Until I could control this awful, incredibly powerful, extremely destructive, energy.

Etienne had given me one lesson.  Clearly, I needed more.  The magic, I could feel it, stronger than before.  The perseidian iron that contained its energies, failing.  I slumped down the wall onto the floor, buried my face in my hands.

What would happen if I couldn’t control it?  Who would I kill by accident?  Teenage hormones and unchecked, unlimited power were not a good mix.

“Princess?  Are you ok?”  Morry, standing with the door half open, a concerned look on his scared face.  He stiffened, asking in a low voice, “Did Gun act inappropriately?”

“What?  No, Morry, I . . .”  So many secrets, making me feel so alone.  I heard the door close, but was staring at the ground, and didn’t really pay it any attention.  All these secrets, problems compounding, worsening all the time.  Who would I kill by accident first?  Maitlan when he next corners me?  One of the earls at our next meeting?

“Hey, hey now.”  Somehow, he was kneeling beside me, a cloth to my face, wiping clumsily at my cheeks.  Hard edge to his voice as he asked, “What did he do?”

This one, I had to share.  “It’s not him.  I couldn’t contain the magic.”  I pointed all around.

His eyes took in the shards.  “Ah.  I see.  Come on, up now, Princess.  Let’s get you to your rooms.”

“And the table, a hole straight through it.”

“I’ll handle it.  You’re wearing your iron?”

“Yeah, Morry.”  I held up the chains, the rings, my iron bindings, “Always.”

“It’s just a table.  Don’t worry about it.”

“Next time, it’ll be a person.  That’s what I’m worried about.”

“Did Gun see?”

“It was before he walked in.”

“Did he notice?”

“No.”

“Good.  Let’s get some ale in you.  We’ll figure it out.”

“Tea, maybe tea.”  In a land where lead sugar and mercury were food additives, and alcohol regularly drank by teenagers, I really just wanted water.  Hot, flavored with chopped up and dried bits of bushes and providing, nature willing, some caffeine.
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Tread Scheduling
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“THEN ON THURSDAY, LORD Regmenx is leaving after morning tea.  You’ll want your ladies in waiting with you to see him off, perhaps General Brundle with you.”  Tread flipped the page over and was about to speak, but I cut him off.

“I’m sorry, who?”  We were going through the lists of nobles who were leaving for their own lands, and I had the unfortunate expectation to see them all off.  What a waste of time.  I didn’t even like most of them.

Plus, I had so much to do!  Important work, like sword and spear practice, learning not to punch holes in people or walls with magical energy blasts, and- 

“He’s the lord who, uhm, you met them-”

“What?  Sorry, I was thinking about something.  Them?”

Brin looked up from her nails, “Tread’s trying to tell you that he’s the father of the thirteen-year-old suitor whom you said wasn’t fit to clean our latrines.”

“Oh, that boy!”

“Yes, that boy.”

“I really have to see him off?  I mean, yuck.  Also, that kid was insufferable.”

“Yes, Cayce, you really have to see them off.  You’re the princess.  It’s part of your-”

“-job description, yeah.  I got it.”

“I was going to say ‘duties.’  Lord Tread,” Brin smiled, pushing her blond hair off her face, as she looked at the boy, “I mean, Sir Tread, forgive me, still getting used to this new title and, really Cayce, who exalts their chamberlain?  Anyways, who else is leaving that day?  Let’s kill two birds with one stone.”  She refocused on her hands, turning them over, checking each nail.

Tread blushed a little, flipping pages.  He had a very good memory and didn’t need to look at the pages to know who else was leaving that day, but Brin had thrown him off.  I jumped in with, “Sir Tread earned his title after bravely putting up with my mistress of the bedroom for so long!”

“Hey!”

“And fighting off the hordes of young women begging for his hand in marriage.”

Brin stopped fiddling with her nails.  Looked up.  “Who is courting you, Tread?”

“Uh, I wouldn’t say courting, I wouldn’t use that word.  Ah, as for the schedule,” Tread increased his volume to finish his sentence, “it would be Lord Treymark leaving next.”

“Oh!”

“Oh?”

“The handsome suitor, the most handsome one, Cayce!  The one you called cute.  Maybe you should bring Maitlan along to say goodbye?”

“Do not, do not get me started on Maitlan.  That boy needs a girlfriend to cool him down, get him off my heels.  Also, Tread, take a note down, will you?  No more private audiences for suitors.  Especially from Gun.  Suiting is done.  The season is over.  Is that what you call it?”

“No, Cayce, that’s not what you call it.  Regardless,” she put her nailfile on the table, “I think you have a crush on Gun.”

“What?”

“It’s true.  You turn the sweetest shades of red whenever he glances at you.”

“No, I don’t!”

“His black hair and chiseled cheek bones, muscles on top of muscles and not too old or too young.”

“Brin, I do not have a crush on Gun.”

“Yes, you do.  Tell her, Tread.”

The poor boy buried himself in his notes, flipping pages, “Ah . . .”

“Why would I ask Tread to prevent Gun from contacting me if I had a crush on him!”

“Precisely because you have a crush on him.”

I stood up, started pacing.  Always a good idea, gets the blood flowing.  Then, remembering, I felt cold and quickly checked my hands – no fire!  Hadn’t returned.  Letting out the breath I was holding, glad for not blasting my friends here, I wondered at the energy’s absence.  Does it only come out when I’m angry?  Not just flustered, embarrassed, but angry?

“Yes, well, that proves it.  Pacing and everything.  Anyways, it’s a good idea to keep contact to a minimum with Gun.  I think that’s the first good example of you being a proper princess.”

“What?”  I shook my head, “What are you talking about?”

“You’re not going to marry the fellow.  He’s a major in your army!  Marriage for princesses, for you, I’m afraid, is to cement your power.  Protect the kingdom.”  Brin stood up, smiling sadly, “Here, let me do your hair.”

“I’m fine.  Not getting married for any reason, ok?  So, no, I’m not bothered at all.  Not even a little.”

Tread, with a touch of a smile, whirled around on his chair to face away from us, avoiding seeing whatever toiletries Brin was going to thrust on me, “Maybe a little.”

“Tread!”  I sighed in the most exasperating manner possible, hands up in the air, “Alright, alright, we can have a couple’s night.  You can bring those girls, I’ll bring Gun.  Brin, who will you bring?”

Brin roughly pushed me into a chair, mouthing quietly, ‘Oh, you witch,’ then moving behind me and saying, “Maybe it’s not too late to ask Treymark to stay the winter.”  She then began to brush my hair and I expected it to be rough, too, but she was gentle.

“I don’t know.  He probably needs to be home.  And there are more than enough boys here.”

Tread chimed in, speaking over his shoulder, “Decidedly more than enough.”

“Actually, a gathering, perhaps a ball for just us young people, might be a good idea.”  Brush, brush, tug.

“What?  No, I was joking.  I really don’t-”

Tug, tug, brush.  “You can have Maitlan and Gun vying for your attention!  How fun that will be?”

“Like a living nightmare.”

“And I can bring those girls who are interested in me?”

I could hear the scowl in Brin’s voice as the brushing stopped, “The party would only be for nobles.”

“They are nobles.”

“Tread, that reminds me,” I cut in between them, “no more suitors.  And Gun, only military meetings from now on.”

“Yes, you already said that, my lady.”

“Well, make a note of it!”

“I did, twice now.”

“And the ball,” Brin said, “shall we hold one after the suitors leave and the castle is cleared out?”

“Can’t I just get the army ready for spring?  That’s a lot of work, you know.”

“Oh, I know.  Telling the smiths how to work metal, exhausting.”

“And training.  I need lots and lots of sword and spear training.”

“Dance lessons.  You need dance lessons.  You were embarrassingly bad at your birthday celebration.”  Brin leaned in close, whispering so that Tread wouldn’t hear, “And boy lessons.  You could use a few of those.”

“I really don’t have the time, even if I wanted to.  And you know I don’t.  Really and truly!  Anyways, I have to pound out a treatise on what ‘knighthood’ means, how knights are expected to behave, their rights and so on.  The oath they are to live by.”

“The oath?”

“Or oaths, maybe.  Like, rules.”

“What kind of rules?  What they have to wear?”

“A moral code.”

“Wearing a moral code, huh?  I hope it involves dress requirements and proper bathing.”

“Brin!  Is she smiling, Tread?”

“Uhm, yes.  Her voice changes when she smiles.  But, I’d like to know what the, ah, code I have to follow is.”  He pulled up a sleeve, tugging at it, “Do I have to buy new clothing?”

“Not a dress code!  Ok, so, yeah.  I still have to work this out.”  Not a problem in the slightest as I’d perfectly memorized all the historical documents on . . . ok, this was going to be tough.  What were knights and how were they supposed to behave?  Now I knew why so many laws were vague and open to interpretation.  Because those who wrote them had no idea what they were doing.

“Is it really that difficult?  You made them nobility.  Now they can own land, rent it to people, have their own armies-”

“No, no, not like that.”

“Then like what?”

“I’m going to implore the knights to be good, you know.  Don’t be mean.  Protect the innocent, rescue kittens out of trees, that sort of thing.”

“Gods, Cayce, no wonder the earls are fighting you on this.”

I held my breath.  Arthurian legends weren’t this insufferable.  “Alright, ok.  It’s going to take me some time to write up a treatise on the institution, the rights and responsibilities of those given knighthood.”   And after all that, my life would be filled with lots and lots of heated discussions with the earls.  Angry about the knighthood, angry that I was changing things, angry at my gender.  I’d probably have to give concessions and remove the bits about hunting them.  Sigh.

“I wonder if any of the history or law books in the castle library will help?”

“Wait.  Tread, what did you say?”

His back to us, he raised is right arm to point at the bookshelf on the wall, “The late duke had an extensive library.  Not just here, in this room, but scattered throughout the castle.  I’ve been browsing it in my spare time.  Lots of history books, tomes on law, some on other topics.”

“Oh, they’re all so boring.  Philosophy, legal treatises, some even dealing with the peasantry.”  Brin pulled the brush through my hair again and again.

“Huh.  I’m going to have to comb through those, try to find some precedent.  You guys will have to show me which books to read.”

“That’ll be fun.”

“I can show you where some of the books are,” said Tread.  “There are lots, though.”

“Great.  We’ll get around to that when we have time.  Hey, hey,” I took a hold of Brin’s hand while she started tying up my hair, “what’s the brother of an emperor called?”

“Prince.”

“Oh.  The ambassador is the emperor’s brother.  Should we have called him ‘prince’ instead of ‘ambassador’?”

Tread spoke up, “He’s actually your next appointment.”

She tugged a bit, though gently, pulling it through some devious loop of her own creation that would ultimately prove pretty, “The man is leaving today and this is the discussion you want to have?”

“Well, I’m suddenly curious.”

“Ah.  Alright.  Given your blood ties to the Laemacian throne and position in this kingdom, addressing him as ‘ambassador’ is appropriate.  For one thing, it sends the message that you don’t see him as your equal.  Which he isn’t.  I mean, you’re technically the empress and his brother is the usurper.”

“Oh, fudge.”

“Hmm?”

“I tried to abdicate – I have no desire to take the Laemacian throne!  I’m perfectly happy with acknowledging the current emperor.”  I put my face in my hands.  The hair slipped down around my neck.  “We should have greeted him as the prince.”

“Hey, I was just doing your hair up!”

“Sorry.”

She held my head straight, went back to work.  “Anyways, it’s a little late now.  They agreed not to attack us, right?  Except you have to visit them.”

“Right.  Yes.  Yes, I did.  Definitely looking forward to that.”

She tilted her head, “Cayce, when you visit their state as the monarch of this one, you’re acknowledging the legitimacy of their rule.”

“Oh!  Ok, that’s good.”

“Unless, of course, you attack it.”

“I’m not going to attack Laemacia, Brin.”

“Perhaps you want a larger kingdom?  Perhaps an empire.”

“No thank you.  Just getting stuff done here is hard enough.  I mean, the earls barely listen to me.”

“They don’t listen to you, you mean.”

“No, they don’t!  And it’s so frustrating.”  Maybe I’d try to sneak the bit about knights hunting them for sport into the document anyways.  It would certainly make the knights happy.  Not my fault if the earls don’t read the fine print.
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Laemacian Ambassador Serce
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HE WAS STANDING IN the hallway, dressed in his pants that I so admired.  Slacks, I guess they were called back in the day.  Black, straight, with real belt loops and a real belt holding them up, dark, dark red and not even a little shiny.  His billowing, silly striped silk shirt kinda threw off the whole cool, edgy artist thing, though.  But I was happy for the genuine pants.  So far, I’d been unable to address the law my body’s father enacted that forbade women from wearing men’s clothing.  It was like I was living in the dark ages.

Serce bowed, taking my hand in his, but not quit pulling it to his lips, “I’m sorry you couldn’t make it for dinner.  I was hoping to spend some time alone with you, go over our agreements, discuss the problems your kingdom faces.  Perhaps I can offer solutions.”

“Well, Your Excellency,” I said, taking the ambassador’s arm in mine, “I’m almost sad that you’re leaving.”

“Almost?”

“I’m definitely going to miss your pants and those spectacular belt loops.”

“I’m not sure how to respond, my lady.”

“Let’s walk for a bit.  It’s chilly.”  We set off down the hallway.  That was a benefit to castles, lots of hallways to walk through.  He was leaving, his entourage was somewhere outside, getting the horses and wagons ready.  We took a roundabout path.

“That’s one thing I’ve been meaning to ask.  Why aren’t your stone walls covered?”

“Covered?”

“With wood or plaster, even wattle and daub would be warmer.  They don’t have to be ugly, you can paint the plaster.  Or even paper over them.  Then paint the paper.”

“Wait, castle walls aren’t usually stone?”  All those pictures I saw on the internet of bare stone walled castles . . . lied to me?  I was a bit stunned.  “I apologize for my ignorance, but what is wattle and daub?”

“Perhaps it’s a technique limited to Laemacia.  We are more sophisticated than you imagine, you know.”

“So it seems, but what is the technique?”

“It’s similar to plaster, except that straw is mixed into the mud, and supported by a wooden lattice.”

“Oh.  That’s, uh, some pretty high tech.”

“Hitek?  Is that a Breadamont word?”

“I mean, yeah, that would be great.  I’ll have to get some people on it here.”  If I could explain it to anyone here.  I mean, explaining stirrups was quite the struggle.  And the new saddle makers still hadn’t worked them out.

“I suspect if you visit over the winter, you’ll come to appreciate it as the insulation it brings greatly warms the castle interiors.”

“Well, we have fireplaces here!  I’ll have you know those . . . devices . . . warm up rooms.”  No idea why I was defending Bechalle’s castle or this kingdom’s level of technology.  I mean, I came from a place where we simply told the computer what temperature we’d like our tiny, little cubic space to be and, well, it became that with no smoke or even argument.  Though I’d come to enjoy wood smoke.

“Indeed.”

“Ok, yes, that makes a lot of sense.  Insulation.  I wonder why we’re not using it here.  We do have, uh, tapestries hanging all over the place, but they can only do so much.”

“Yes, your tapestries.  It’s almost like being in a library.”

I suspected ‘museum’ would be closer to his sentiments, but it wasn’t something I wanted to explain.  Or, rather, it was closer to my translation of his sentiments.  “Bechalle was fond of tapestries.”

“You’ve never asked about my brother.”

“What?”

“Otholos.  The emperor, the man you’d be marrying.”

“That’s not quite accurate.  I once asked if he was more handsome than you.”

“Right, right.  But you’ve never inquired more about him, his character.”

“I don’t think I need to.  He took an empire by force, eliminating the previous power holders.”

“That is true.  So, you’ve deduced that he’s ambitious and competent.”

“I suppose those were, well, uh, my relatives.  The man who killed off all my cousins and half-brothers and such, for some strange reason, thinks it’s a good idea to marry me.  A safe idea.”

He stumbled in our walk, muffling a cough or perhaps a guffaw, but I held onto his arm tightly and didn’t bring attention to the misstep.  Looking away, slightly amused lilt to his voice, “Yes, that’s – ahem – accurate.”

“And he has three wives and demands another through threat of war.  I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess that he’s not a nice person.”

“Ah.  And is that a requirement for your future husband, that they be . . . nice?”

“Nice used to be high on my list of qualities in a spouse.  But, yeah.  I take your point.  This would be a marriage for survival.”

“And power.”

“I guess.  I suppose that’s accurate.  Power.”  If only he knew the awesome power at my command.  I could literally fire lasers out of my palms.  It was a thing I didn’t want, was desperate to control, power.  “Let me ask you a question.  Do you want to rule?”

He stopped.  “My lady, are you asking me if I want to overthrow my brother?”

“I’ll tell you a secret.  I didn’t, you know, want to rule.  Not a thing I wanted!  Ending up the leader of a kingdom was never something I imagined.”

“Losing your entire family must have been awful for you.”

“Yeah.  Certainly.”  I shook my head, thinking that I didn’t know any of those people.  Or the relatives his brother had killed.  But I guess I did lose whatever family I had in my previous life.  Along with their memories.  “Yes.  What I mean to say is that I’m doing this all to stay alive.  This princess thing.  Ruling.  Ruling, I mean.”

“We all are.  In our high station, the gambits carry greater consequences.”

“Well, your brother kind of proved that with all my relatives.  On that side of the family.”

He coughed lightly, covered his mouth.

“And knowing that, the precarious position I’m in, you generously threatened war against me, to save myself from all these troubles in marriage, and protect my kingdom.”

He stopped there, turned toward me, forcing me to as well, our arms drifting apart, but he held onto my hand, reached out for my other, and I gave it to him, “It is a rude thing, to be sure, what my brother has offered you.”

“Offered?”

“Though, you and your lands would be protected.”

“I just want to be clear on one detail here.  You’re claiming that Laemacia can easily beat Ketzle?  That somehow my kingdom is at the bottom of the power heap and our only choice is to submit?”

“You and I know it’s not that simple.  Your earls are nearly in open rebellion.  Your sole remaining duchy is.”

That gave me pause, and I looked up at his face, searching for any hint, a clue, but of what I didn’t know.

He continued, “Yet allow me to again offer our support.  If you won’t allow Laemacia to help with your spring conquest-”

“Campaign.  Not conquest.  We’re retaking our lands, not taking someone else’s.”

“I stand corrected.  We could station forces here to protect your interests.  This dukedom.  If you cannot find a worthy duke to lead it.”

“How do you know about the earls, their contentions about the duchy?”

“I have been here for weeks.  You haven’t appointed a new duke.”

“Hafthon has approached you, hasn’t he?”

“As I was suggesting, we could station an army here.  If you would declare your intentions to wed the emperor.”

“That’s the crux of it.  Trading myself for peace and safety.”

“As far as I’ve seen, my lady, you consider promises in high regard.”

“Look, I did promise to visit after the campaign, and I will.  Let me think about your generous offer of assistance.  But, you have to know, it almost seems like you’re taking advantage of a young girl’s naivety in the promise of stationing, shall we say, peace keeping soldiers here.”

“It wouldn’t be enough to take these lands, only enough to protect them.  Perhaps ten thousand troops.”

“Enough to cause real problems if you marched your full force down here.”

“We wouldn’t need inside help if we marched our full force on you.”

“And why, my lord, would you not wish to rule such a powerful empire?”

Still facing me, holding onto my hands, he took a deep breath, looking downward, “Princess Cayce, you know that’s not a fair question.”

I smiled as prettily as possible, probably overly blinking, and said, “Your brother didn’t come down here in person, so how am I to know who I’m dealing with here?”

“I promise you that I serve the interests of Laemacia.”

I couldn’t help but wonder how many people have believed exactly that while conflating their personal interests for their kingdom’s.  I certainly was.  Yet I hoped, at some point in the future, I could offer these people more.  More what, exactly, I wasn’t sure.  I had gotten them off lead-acetate, though.  Or at least warned some of them about it.  Ok, just a handful of people.  Still, that was a start!

He continued, “Listen, you don’t know how close you are to losing these lands.  You’re outnumbered greatly.  Your earls, excuse me, the earls, have a force exceeding your own.”  I opened my mouth to contradict him, but he pulled on my hands, “Let me finish.  They’re waiting.  Just waiting for you to leave and then they’ll declare themselves king.  You know who I’m talking about.”

“I already said it.  Hafthon.”

“Laemacia hedges its bets.”

“Is that how it is now?”

“If you’ll allow me to serve your interests, we can protect this land for you.  But you have to offer something in return.”

I dropped his hands, took a step back.  Turned around and walked a bit.  What would happen if I accepted his offer?  Laemacia would send more than enough troops to hold the duchy.  And I’d have little bargaining power and this time next year would be a pregnant, powerless wife of a man who was selfish and egotistical enough to take an empire.  And murderous.

“I’m not going to marry your brother.”  I closed my eyes.  Why, oh why, did I have to give away my hand at every goddamn conflict?  I could have told him, ‘It’s not your brother I’m interested in,’ or ‘If you take the empire, I’m yours,’ or something – ugh!  I couldn’t play these people.  Open book.  That’s what my Civilization Game Name will be, ‘Princess Cayce the Open Book.’  Ranked slightly higher than Nero the Idiotic.  At least he had the fun of racing a horse up and down all the ships in his harbor.  Probably the only person to do that in history.

At least, I hope I’d be ranked higher than Nero.

Serce crossed the slight distance between us, placed his hands upon my shoulders.  I should have flinched, or pulled away angrily, but I didn’t and looked down the otherwise empty hallway.  “Cayce, marriages aren’t so . . . closed in Laemacia.  We could-”

Ok, that was enough, I spun around, brushing his hands away, “Look, grow some backbone, man the fuck up.  I’m sorry,” I shook my head, looked at the floor and then into his eyes.  “My no swearing rule.  Man up, take the empire.  You know, or don’t.  Do what you want, but I’m not marrying your brother and seeing you on the side.  That’s not happening.”

He took a step back, a somewhat confused look on his face.  “I think, I think it may be time for me to take my leave of you.”

“Yes.  Great.  Alright.”

He gave me the oddest look and then we walked out the doors, toward what I thought of as the driveway of the castle.  Not arm in arm, not saying anything.  Perfectly fine with me.  After he left, one less pressure I had to deal with, one less person I’d blast by accident.

On that thought, quickly checking my hands, no magical energy to worry about.  For that, at least, I felt better.

***
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I’D EXPECTED HIM TO be leaving in a carriage, for no reason other than movies and videos and documentaries and wasn’t disappointed.  It was handcrafted, of course, with long wooden arches that doubled as stairs, spires running up each door frame to hide the hinges, and many carvings of people and animals, even a demon or two, on the doors themselves, all in black lacquer.  The demons’ eyes and horns were painted gold and glittered in the daylight.  I couldn’t help but marvel at it, leaned down to touch the shiny, black glaze.  It was as smooth as it was shiny, like touching a grand piano.

He broke our silence, “I see you appreciate the finer qualities of our workmanship.”

Stunned at this ancient piece of artwork, I blurted out, “Oh!  It’s a marvel.  Beautiful.”

“This
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