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Waking Up To A New Journey
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I WOKE UP BECAUSE SOMEONE was shaking me.  “Ok, ok, stop.”

“Good morning, Your Highness,” said Tread, “Morry made me come wake you up.”

Your Highness?  It took me a bit, right, still a princess.  Day four of being a princess, the annoying part of my brain told me.  Tread prodded me again, shaking my shoulder.

“I’m up, I’m up.  Give me a moment.”  I tried to sit, but some girl was sleeping on me.  Oh, yeah.  I shook her in turn, “Brin, Brin!  It’s time to wake up.”

“It’s so early.”

“Take your time.  I gotta get going.  See how everything’s coming along.”  I swung my feet out of the bed and made it without falling on the ground this time.  Maybe getting used to the body.  I was still sleepy, it was early and, leaving the tent, the sun hadn’t come up yet, though dawn was breaking.

Tread had left.  I thought I’d test it again.  “Computer, save and exit.”  Nothing.  “Exit and save?  Control, shift, escape?”  Nothing, so I mumbled angrily, “You’re a very bad computer and a terrible program!”

Well, I was still here, it looked like.  I’d loosely solved my dowager problem.  She apparently wanted to control the kingdom, marry me off to some puppet.  And Sapphire’s father, Duke Barclay, who was outright trying to replace the king, probably had my family killed by the enemy, the, uh, Ketzillians, whoever they were, and was in the process of pacifying my army through decimation before I somehow put a stop to it.  The soldiers helped.  Turns out, they don’t like being crucified.

But I was still here.  If this was a game, I apparently didn’t finish the quest line.  If this was life, well, this body had a long time to go before its quest line was over.  Sigh.

What to do next?  “Quest log.  Journal!”  No quest log, but the answer was clear: flee from the pursuing army.  Somehow make it to the evil cousin’s castle, Brin’s uncle, try to survive and rebuild an army to I guess retake this kingdom.  With less than half our original army, it wasn’t looking good.

Ah, well, I had to pay attention to my new mantra: ‘when you can’t change the course, practice sword fighting.  But breakfast first.’

Tread and Morry were waiting outside.  “Good morning, Princess.”

“’Morning.  I thought I ordered an early departure.  Before sunrise.”

Morry held my gaze, but Tread’s wandered up and down my frame.  “We let you sleep in.  Everything but this tent is ready to go.”

“Why’d you let me sleep in?  I wanted to see how it was done, maybe help out.”

“You’re the princess, Princess.”

“Ah.”  Beyond them, he was right, it was no longer a tent city.  Mine was perhaps the last tent, aside from a couple still being pulled down.  “How’d I sleep through all that?”

“You had a busy night.”

Tread waved at a table near him, “Here, look, we put out morning tea for you.”  It had eggs, cheese, bacon, toast and tea.

“Wow, thanks.  Be right back.”  I went to the little princess’s room, then re-woke Brin.  “Hey, sorry, looks like you have to get up.  We’re leaving soon.”

“Oh!”  She shot out of bed, throwing clothes on.

“I’ll be outside.”

“You can’t go out in that!”

“Why not?”

She just shook her head, dragged me over to a wardrobe, picked out a dress, then started taking mine off.  “It’s ok, really, I got this.”

“I’m mistress of the bedroom now, so I have to ensure you look your station.  Here, this shift is thicker, more suitable to daytime.”

I rolled my eyes as she placed it on me.  “Didn’t I say I was getting rid of that position?”

“You’re the princess, not a god.  The position stands!  Uh, this dress was Sapphire’s.  It’ll have to do for now.”  She threw a dark metallic red dress over my head and pulled it down.  “Not as regal as you’re used to, but we’re leaving soon and yours are all packed.”

My shoulders slumped a bit at the mention of Sapphire.  I was starting to like her.  I hoped she was ok, getting dragged off in the middle of the night by the nasty old dowager can’t be fun.  But she had gone with her father’s body back to their castle.  Another thing I had messed up.  Duke Barclay had been a traitor, and I just sent his body back for a state funeral.

“What’s wrong?”

“Ah, nothing.  Just thinking about the girls.”  That reminded me of the explanation Brin had given me last night.  My ladies in waiting had all been hostages, sent to the throne under the premise of education, but really to keep their parents in line.  And the surprising thing?  They really were educated in statecraft.  That meant Brin knew more than I did about politics.  “I was thinking, I want you to be more than my bedroom mistress.”

“Cayce!  Mistress of the bedroom, not the other way around.”  She gave me a look.

“Yeah, well I want you to sit in on my council.  Be a member, I mean.  Join the council.  I need your advice.”

“Oh.  I can do both!  ‘Head Council Brin and Mistress of the Bedroom.”

“Head Council?”

“Yes!”

“Let’s not get carried away.  How about ‘very important councilwoman, Brin.’”

“Hrmph, alright.”  She pulled the dress up at my shoulders, brushed something off of it.  “I think it’ll do for you today.  For riding.”

“This dress is fine.  Honestly,” we headed outside to the breakfast table, “I kinda want to get away from wearing dresses.  I think I’m more of a trousers kind of girl.”

She laughed as we sat down.  “Your own father outlawed women from wearing trousers.”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“It’s against the crown for women to dress as men, pretend to be men, hold men’s-”

“That is insane.”

“When you’re queen, maybe you can get your husband, the king, to change it.”

“There is so much wrong with your sentiments, Brin, I don’t know where to begin.  Let’s, uh, have tea.”  Illegal to wear pants?  No wonder the dowager was apoplectic when I brought that up.  I was wishing I could look up the legality of it in medieval Europe but had no Google.  I seemed to remember something about unlawfully dressing as a man, but it could have been my imagination because of what Brin had just said.  Life is . . . dark without the internet.

Tread actually pulled out Brinley’s chair.  I blinked at that, then pulled my own chair out and sat.  Morry just stood there with his arms crossed, smiling at some private joke.

Just then General Brundle walked up.  “Glad to have found you awake, Your Highness.”

I stood, “General Brundle, good to see you.  Please, have a seat.  Apologies that we’re eating.”  We both sat.  “What’s the situation?”  He looked worried.

“The encampment is down, troops mustered and almost ready to leave.”

“Almost?”

“Just a few last issues.”

“Ok, that’s good news.  What’s the bad news?”

“Well, I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but it appears the Barclay army made off with all the gold.”

“Huh.  And that is a problem because why?”

He raised his eyebrow.  “Your gold is gone.”

I was hoping he’d describe to me what it’d be used for, but probably the answer was obvious and involved paying the troops.  “Alright.  What are my options here?”

He ticked off his right forefinger.  “One, we can go after it.  But that will be difficult at this point.”

“Why is that?”

“We have the larger baggage train, with all the smithies, the hospital and the supplies.  We’d have to leave behind our train to catch them, and it would be at the mercy of the enemy, should the Ketzellian force cross the bridge.  If that happened, we’d have to continue on to Castle Barclay and make our stand there, but with much reduced forces after fighting the Barclay forces.”

“That doesn’t sound wise.”

“Also,” he lowered his eyes, “they left behind their wounded.”

“Holy, that bitc-, uh, awful woman.  She left injured soldiers behind?  To slow us down, I assume.”

“Or to ensure their army quick retreat.  We can still march for ten hours, but our baggage train is long and slow.  It’d be in our best interests to have the troops march alongside it.”

“I see.  Ok, option two?”

“We forgo the gold for now and head straight to Duke Bechalle.”

“Who’s that again?”

Brinley coughed into her plate, the general cocked his head at me.  Brin said, “My uncle, the duke!  How many Duke Bechalles are there?”

“Oh, right, my cousin.  Got it.  I think it’d be best if we simply headed straight to his castle.”

“I’m in agreement.  That’s the wisest course of action, my lady.”

“What about these wounded soldiers then?  Do we absorb them into our army as they heal?  Send them on their way?”

“That’s a tricky one.”

“Well, we’re not leaving them here.”

He relaxed his tight posture a bit.  He seriously thought I’d leave wounded soldiers behind.  “That is good news.  Perhaps we can persuade them to join our army as they heal.”

“What does this mean, in terms of the Ketzillian army and our speed to my cousin’s?”

“They won’t slow us much.  We already have quite the hospital train.  We’ll make the best time we can.”

“Alright.”  I drank a bit of tea, “Morry!”

“Yes?”

“More horse-riding lessons.”

“You can just say ‘riding’ you know.  It’s the only animal around here we ride.”

I gave him a glare and a smile.  At least I’d get plenty of riding practice in.  Hopefully the horse wouldn’t throw me again.

“Hey, where is my armor?”

“Drying out I imagine,” Brin said.  “The servants probably had it washed.  Your gambeson was full of blood.”

“Ah.  I’d hoped to wear it today.”

“Whatever for?”

I rolled my eyes.  “Training, exercise.  Plus, I want the soldiers to think of me as a warrior, not a dressed-up doll.”  I had been looking forward to wearing the armor rather than a dress, but dresses were almost becoming normal for me.  I’d kill for a Levi’s though.  Perhaps I should enact a law that women could only wear jeans.  Or something equally silly.  At least, I’d have pants then.
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Midmorning Statue
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TRAVELING IS EXCITING.  Especially when the route is new.  The river rolled past us on our left, long stretches of knee-high grass, scattered clumps of brush and trees here and there.  The land steadily rose into hills on our right, angled toward us like fingers of the land, pointing at the river.  We crossed tributaries of fresh water, through smells of green grass and flowers, surrounded by the chirping of birds and buzzing of insects.

I rode the horse, and it was good practice, but I was unskilled and so was led by Morry.  It was becoming easier.  Or, well, not easier, but I was getting used to having a large animal under me.  Not having the dowager around, I felt stress free, lighter.  Under the open sky and free of the stench of the encampment, leaving it behind like closing the door to an outhouse in summer.

We were likely marching toward an enemy army that outnumbered us by three to one.  Although they could also be waiting for the bulk of our army to leave the bridge, then cross it and follow us.  We left it unguarded, but not unwatched.  Sentries waited there, to ride with all haste if the enemy crossed.  We had scouts ahead, on our flanks and behind.  We were a huge beast, ravaging across the wilderness, our scouts the feelers guiding our way.

Around midday we paused for dinner.  Roasted pork, dried fruits, bread and cheese.  Ale and wine, but I went with tea.

“Are we making good time?”  I asked General Brundle.  I was amazed at how fast the troops could march.  Much, much faster than I ever walked before waking up in this body.  For sure, I thought, we were making good time.

“No.”  He looked disappointed.  “Regular armies don’t carry full smithies with them.  They’re slowing us down.  Also, we have a lot of camp followers and servants.”

“Camp followers?”  I was guessing sex workers.  After all, the arrogant physician had assumed I’d become an orderly to escape prostitution, so the industry was alive and well. 

He cocked his head at me, puzzled, “Wives of the soldiers, children, seamstresses, launderers, stablehands, and so on.”

“No kidding.  That makes sense.”  I had no idea so many noncombatants were in tow.  “We’ll have to extend the march beyond ten hours then.  Will the camp followers be able to take that?”

“Yes, but neither they nor the troops will like it.”

“Do they like living?  We have to beat the Ketzillian army to the next bridge.  And they have a head start.”

“Yes, yes we do.  The camp followers will adjust to our pace well enough.”

One of the things I liked about the general was that he didn’t constantly use honorifics when talking to me.  “Have you picked out advisors yet?”  I’d previously told him I wanted the head nurse and the weaponsmith to attend, in addition to advisors from the military.

“I have given it some thought this morning.  I’ve chosen several veterans who would make dependable majors and colonels for you.”

“Alright, sounds good.  This is going to sound foolish but remind me what a major does again.”  I gave him the ‘I’m cute but also really dumb’ look.  Or the best one I could manage.  Blinking prettily.

“My second and third in command.  Each major oversees one part the army.  Rand will oversee the cavalry, Gunmack the phalanx.”

“Excellent.  Rand and Gun.  Uh, you would still be in charge of them, yes?”

“Yes.”

“Great.”  I had a lot to learn.  Hopefully, being so young looking made them want to teach me.

“Second, while I can understand having the head nurse attend, for she should be informed on the timing of battle at the least, I don’t understand why you require a presence from the smithies.”

“I want to explore, uh,” I didn’t know how to explain this to him, but gave it my best go, “alternatives in weapons.”

“Alternatives?”

“Yes.  While I am untrained in military adventures-”

“Adventures?”

“Conquests?”

“Campaigns.”

“Right!  Campaigns.  Not so much experience in these – and I will be requiring your mentorship here – I have some ideas I’d like to explore with the smithies about, uhm, certain improvements.”  How could I tell him that I was from the equivalent of his future and knew a bit about the history of weapons?  I mean, these guys didn’t even have crossbows.  I probably couldn’t reinvent the handgun, though I’d honestly love to – we’d call it the ‘Gluck’ instead of Glock, for good luck – crossbows shouldn’t be too difficult.  And after that, ballistae, catapults and, the core of my ideas, the sarissa.

Alexander the Great’s father, Phillip II, made his pikes longer than his enemies.  These longer ones were the sarissa.  That change allowed him to conquer pretty much everywhere he went.  When you have two opposing phalanx, the guys with the longer shafts win.

Our pikes were about three and a bit yards long – they used yards here for reasons I couldn’t fathom.  About ninety percent the length of a meter, so our pikes were roughly three meters.  Yards was a point for the game scenario as far as I was concerned, since games often used the old Imperial system for pretend authenticity.  Anyways, that length, three and a bit yards, is similar to what non-Macedonian Ancient Greek city-state armies used.  Philip’s were somewhere between five and six yards long.  Our troops, like those who’d come before Philip’s, also carried a large shield.  They couldn’t do that with a very long pike, it’s enormously heavy, so Philip did away with his troop’s large shields, replacing them with smaller ones.  And that’s what I wanted to do.  Once we did that, enemies with shorter spears wouldn’t stand a chance.  But it wasn’t something we could arrange on the move and I knew, I just knew, I was going to have a hard time convincing older, male veterans of the current spear and shield style of combat.

Barclay’s troops, the ones who’d be protecting the gold the dowager stole from me, used smaller spears and were more heavily armored.  If I wanted the gold back, sarissa would go a long way in securing it for me.

“What kind of improvements?”

“Not now.  I’ll explain later.”

He sat up straighter, slightly moving back, annoyed.  “Please don’t take this the wrong way, Your Highness, but I’m not entirely sure what, ah, a fourteen-year-old, what experience a young woman such as yourself, I mean . . .”

“Yes, I get it.  That’s why I rely on your council, General.  Though I hope to surprise you, one day.”

After that, it was sword practice for me until the whole train got moving.  It wasn’t long until we were underway, we needed to make good time.  This time, I elected to walk alongside instead of on horseback.

***
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BY MIDAFTERNOON, WE’D come by the strangest sight.  An enormous head, carved out of rock and the size of a house, sticking slanted out of the ground.  Each eye was as large as a bicycle, its nose would have been nearly as long, but was broken off midway.  Remnants of a crown atop its head, curly hair underneath.  The tips of its ears were broken off and eroded, looking strangely small and curled, almost like those of wrestlers and judo practitioners.

“Wow!”  I ran up to it, “What is this thing?”

“The great statue of Favid.  No one knows why it is here.”

“Has anyone tried to dig it out?”

Morry had come with me, “Not to my knowledge.  That would be quite the excavation.”

The army walked on, but I went to the statue and placed my hand upon its face.  Warm in the sun.  Grass growing right up to its neck.  There was a little path going around the statue, probably an animal trail, and I walked it.

“Let me guess,” I said, “it’s considered bad luck to touch it.”

“No, don’t think so.  Why would you guess that?”

“That just seemed right.  There must have been a powerful civilization, probably a big city here, hundreds or thousands of years ago.”  I was trying to do the math in my head.  If it had a proportional body to match, the statue would have been around sixty to a hundred feet deep.  Alright, I couldn’t really do the math and was just guessing.

“Some say the god Hiltonx carved this.  He carved it out of a mountain, putting the shavings of his work uphill.  One day, when he was taking a break, a giant flood washed all that dirt back onto the statue and Hiltonx couldn’t find his way back.”

“That’s not what happened,” Tread jumped in.  “It was Herifsa, the sculpture goddess, who became jealous.  She sent Lilipica to bring Hiltonx dinner, and after getting him drunk, took him away from this place.  Then Herifsa returned and caused a mountain to collapse and bury the statue.  Hiltonx yet wanders these plains in search of his sculpting tools.”

I did a double take.  “Tread?  That’s the most I’ve heard you speak!  Where’d you learn that tale?”

“My father used to take us here when I was a kid.  We’d have family picnics and do some fishing.”

Morry laughed, “You’re still a kid.”  Then, turning to me, “we should return to the train, Princess.  We don’t want to stray too long.”

We headed back, but I couldn’t stop thinking about that enormous statue.  It had to be produced by a powerful civilization and now they were gone and likely buried.  That’s when it struck me – the hills were so uniform, like the sand in a river.  “Hey,” I asked my guards, “these hills, how long do they go on like this?”

“The Rolling Hills?  Tens of miles in either direction.  All drain into this river.  Not level enough for farming, but good hunting grounds.”

“Some people live up there.  Wild people.”  Tread added.

“Wild people?”

“Legends,” Morry said, “I’ve never seen them.”

“Do they have pointy ears?  Long lifespans?”

“Begging your pardon, but what are you talking about?”

“Oh, that’s a relief.  At least this world doesn’t have elves.”

“Elves?  Those little people who clean up your house at night, while you’re asleep?”

“I think those are gnomes.”

“Brownies,” Tread said, “those are brownies.  They never cleaned up my house, though.  Gnomes are the little clay men you stick in the garden.”

“Tread, how do you know all this stuff?”

“Farm life.  Stories.”

“Why do people make little clay men to put in their gardens?”

“To scare the mice away.”

“Does it work?”

“No.  Cats work best for mice.”

“That makes sense.”  I bent down to pick up a thistle, give it to my horse later.  Had to bond with the beast after all.  One of the thorns suddenly pricked my hand and I couldn’t help myself but yelp, “Owe!”

“Princess, why are you picking up a thistle?”

In between sucking on my finger, “To give it to my horse.”

Morry and Tread shared that look I still got from time to time, the ‘did she just ask us what color the sky is?’ look.

Morry answered, “Horses don’t eat thistles.  Look at the spines on that bush.”

“But I saw my horse eat a thistle.”

“Not these thistles.  Had to be the smaller, green ones.”

“Well, it was taller than my knees.”

“Smaller thorns.”

“Ok, alright.  I’m man enough, sorry, woman enough to admit a mistake.”  I squeezed a little blood out of the finger, just to make myself feel better about not getting infected.  I didn’t really want to find out what their treatment for infection was firsthand.  “Well, I’ll go find a green one, then.”

“The horse can find it well enough on its own.  Shall we head back before the train gets too far away and you lose all your fingers?”

“Yeah, ok.”  It wasn’t like the army train had left us.  It was still passing us, but we were getting closer to its end and life was probably safer in the middle of one’s army rather than the head or tail.  I took one last look at the enormous head and wondered who could have built such a statue, what happened to their civilization.
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WE PUSHED OUR FORCED march to twelve hours.  It was harsh, especially on the wounded.  Some grumbled and complained, but either we beat the army to the next bridge or we met them on the battlefield, a conflict we weren’t likely to win.

I was fine, perhaps a little tired, but I was young and full of energy and this world was new and exciting for me.  I’d never seen so many insects, birds . . . life!  The countryside abounded with them.  After the statue, as I studied the hills to support my ideas – that a massive flood swept through the area hundreds or thousands of years ago – I saw many birds of prey, caught a glimpse of some rabbits and even a far-off herd of elk.

There’s a place in North America where, millions of years prior, an enormous freshwater lake was dammed up by glaciation.  When the glaciers melted enough, the flooding swept across the land, creating even, regular hills that look just like river and lake deposits, where rivers slow down and drop their catch of stones and sand.  I was thinking a similar event took place here, only it apparently buried a prosperous civilization.

“Your Highness, were you paying attention?”

“I’m sorry, what was that?”

The master physician, whom I knew to have a short temper, sighed ever so slightly and resumed his explanation, “We’ve lost nine wounded soldiers today.  The pace is hard.”

“It can’t be helped.  We need to beat them to that bridge,” said General Brundle.

“Yes, though at this pace, we cannot bury them.  They are wrapped in cloth for safekeeping until we reach Castle Bechalle and can give them a decent burial.”

The physician was here in place of Reese, the head nurse who, because she’d been constantly using her magic to heal our injured, was too exhausted to attend.  I was disappointed.  Reese had a level head, and I was not only hoping to get her input but get to know her better.  This guy was arrogant and a bit of an ass.  Still, he respected the title of princess if not the age or the sex.  I suppose that worked.

“I’m guessing the wagons carrying bodies should be near the rear?”

“Reese and Echo have ensorcelled the bodies to prevent their decay.”  Echo was the other healing wizard-nurse whom I hadn’t met.

“That’s a thing?  Do we also, uh, ensorcell food to preserve it?”

He looked aghast at the idea.  “We have salt for that very thing!  And jars, and pickling.  Your Highness, perhaps it would be best if you allowed the grown-ups . . . I’m sorry, the experts, to-”

“-to do their jobs.  Yes, thank you.  Now, Master Physician,” I said the honorific with a twinkle in my eyes, to remind him of his previous overstepping, “whatever extra resources you need that we have available, just let me know.”

“Thank you, my lady, that is most kind.”

“For sure.”  I smiled and turned to Brundle, “Have our rear scouts returned?”

“Not yet.  I’m a little concerned, but it’s only been one day.  If they haven’t returned by the third day, we’ve probably got an army following us.”

I narrowed my eyes.  “That wouldn’t be good.”

“They won’t immediately attack us.  They’d want their forward army to cross that bridge, then trap us in a pincer move.”

“As I see it,” I began, “that leaves us with two choices.  Head backward and hopefully engage and defeat their rear regiments or continue at our strong pace and hopefully outrace their forward regiments.”

“That about sums it up.  If we race back and are wrong, we will have given up any hope of besting them.  Their full army would be ahead, waiting and well rested.  Also, even with an army behind us, if we pursued them, they might simply retreat instead of engaging.  We’d have to leave our supply train vulnerable.”

Rand, one of the new majors, added, “As a devil’s advocate, let me add one suggestion.”  Our attention focused on him.  He was in his early thirties, brown hair, and sported a moustache.  “We could out-pace our supply train now and get the bulk of the army past the bridge.”  

The physician drew back, “That would leave the hospital and-”

“-and the smithies vulnerable,” said the master weaponsmith.

“Yes, I didn’t mean that as a, uhm, I only meant that as a suggestion to consider.  Not a serious tactic.”  Rand looked downward.

I spoke up to reassure everyone, “I don’t like it.  But it has some merits.”  Surprised looks, I held up my hand to keep them from talking.  “Not exactly as Rand suggested, but if we could send part of our army ahead, perhaps we could encircle their forward force.”

“Terrible idea, Princess.”  Morry started, taking a breath in to continue but Brundle beat him to it.

“We don’t have the numbers.  That would break us into two armies of ten thousand each.  They have probably forty thousand in their lead army, possibly thirty thousand behind.  Or-”

“-seventy thousand ahead.  I, uh, take your point.  Alright, I need solutions.  Positives.  What do we have?”  Blank faces.  Maybe we were truly screwed.

“Well,” started Brundle, “we have at least as many wizards as they do.  That’s a plus.”

I would have asked the grand magister about the situation, but he hadn’t come, not even at my request.  I made a mental note to visit him during the travels tomorrow.  I needed to learn more about magic, its limitations, its potential.  Maybe even get him to teach me some.  Right now, as far as I was concerned, it was good for two things: creating invisible barriers and forcing confessions.  Three things, I’d forgotten the most important part of magic: healing.  But that seemed to cost the healer a lot.

“When can we expect word from Duke Bechalle?”  We’d sent two squads of light cavalry, twenty-four men, forward to inform him of our situation and intentions.

“Assuming he replies, a week or more.  Ten days, perhaps.  We’re a week out from his castle.  Our troops must ride there first, then back with whatever answer he provides.  With luck, he will rally his forces to our struggle.”

“With respect, Your Highness,” said Rand, glancing apologetically to Brundle, “at most, he will be able to muster some twenty thousand troops.  At most.  He won’t have time to call in his bannermen.”

“And he is . . . capricious,” added Morry, underselling it.  Not a single person, except Brin, had said anything kind about Bechalle.  It was all ‘are you sure you want to go there?’ and ‘he’s a terrible tyrant.’

“I wouldn’t call him capricious!”  Brin jumped in, “More like contemplative.  He’ll help us, he’ll help Cayce.  I’m sure of it.”

“Damned if we do, damned if we don’t.”  I slumped a little, feeling it.  Brin gave me a nasty look, so I hastily added, “I mean having armies at our back and our front.  I take it we can’t just park ourselves on a high hill and build a fortress?”

“Not facing such a large army.  Perhaps if we’d stayed with the Barclay forces.  Or retreated with them to their castle.”  Rand added, “Either might have dissuaded this army from following or sent them to easier pickings.”

Yeah, I got the message, Rand.  I’d broken up the armies, lost the grip my family had over the kingdom and probably doomed us all.  I pushed these thoughts down.  

“Alright.”  I stood up, “gentlemen, Lady Brin, that concludes tonight’s meeting.  We’ll have this conversation, I mean this meeting, again tomorrow night.  Brundle, Master Weaponsmith, I’d like you to stay a moment, there’s something I’d like to discuss with you.”  

Everyone but those two and Morry rose and made their way to their own tents.  To Brundle, I said, “Over this week, while we’re riding, I would like you to introduce me to the command structure.  I’m woefully unprepared for . . . what I’m doing.”

“Leading an army?”

I smiled, “I didn’t want to say it.”

“So far, you’ve rescued men from crucifixion and organized our retreat fairly well, I’d say.”

“I didn’t organize anything.  You guys let me sleep in.”

The master weaponsmith touched my arm, “Let the man compliment you, Your Highness.”

“Well, none of us would be here without competent leaders and trained soldiers.  Oh!  That reminds me, the crucified soldiers, I want to form a separate regiment out of them, with their own commander.”

“Whatever for?”

“I want to make an elite force out of them.”

“An elite force?  They were randomly chosen from the troops.”

“Not so random, I think.  You were chosen to be crucified.  Morry and Tread, too.  Barclay wanted to cripple the kingdom.  I bet some of those men are talented fighters.”

“And also grateful to be alive,” Morrentz said, “grateful to the princess here.”

“Exactly that!  Can you do it?”

“Yes.  Can it wait until we have reached Castle Bechalle and in a more stable environment?”

Leaning forward, Morry said, “Whatever you think is best, General.”

“Agreed, it can wait.  In that case, Brundle, I’ll see you on the morrow, to discuss, ah, how militaries function.  After morning weapons training.”

“As you wish.  Good night, Princess.  Gentlemen.”  Brundle left the tent, hopefully to consider what I’d asked of him.

With that, I turned to the smith, ready to put my player character plans in action.  “Master Smith, do you know what a sarissa is?”

***
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MORRY WALKED WITH ME back to our tents.  “Have a good sleep, Princess.” 

“I don’t know, what do you think?”

“About sleeping?  Looking forward to it.”

“No, about, the changes I’m making.  Everything.  You think I’m up for this?”

“Change is never easy.  Neither is leadership.  But you have it now and change is therefore your prerogative.”

“Yes, well-”

“Don’t overthink things.  You’re right about the pikes, by the way.  Longer pike, longer reach.  Better to kill your enemy from afar.  Just don’t make them too heavy.”

“Right.  We’ll be testing them when we get settled.  If we can make it there.”

“We’ll make it.”

“Alright, have a good sleep, Morry.  See you tomorrow.”  I’d wanted us in the same tent
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