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IT WAS LATE AND DARK, hours after midnight.  Nearly three weeks had passed since Morrentz tossed Bechalle out the tower window.  There’s a word for that, believe it or not, so common is this occurrence.  Defenestration.  Not a nice word under certain governments, but given my circumstances at the time, I was rather fond of it.

I’d mostly slept.  Off and on, for about two weeks after, well, the torture.  I didn’t like calling it that, didn’t want to think about it, yet it was.  And I was thinking about it.

Nighttime, my room was dark, and I sat up on the bed, awake.

I slid off the bed softly, walked to the window and pulled open the heavy, brown curtains.  Pale moonlight fell across the stone walls and tapestries, angling down and onto the red carpet.  Somewhere, off in the distance, a crow cawed.  I pulled my hand up into the faint moonlight.  Hairless, slender, young skin.  There!  A little blue flame, dancing across my hand.  A stream of energy wove between my fingers, then circled on my palm.

A death sentence for me if anyone found out.

Shutting the window, I turned around.  A fairly large room, walls of stone, fireplace off to the side, coals dimming to a low orange as the hours wore on.  Tapestries hung off the walls with pictures depicting all kinds of magical beasts and scenes from nature.  I had the ones with people in them removed after waking up too many times, terrified Bechalle was at my bedside.

By the third week, I’d largely healed from the cutting.  Physically, at least.  When magic can heal you, your body and mind have different memories of the past.  Although in my case, my torturer imprinted upon my skin injuries not amenable to magical healing.  Those cuts took time.  Perhaps Bechalle did me the favor of physically marking the memory, focusing myself, my consciousness, not so much into the body as of it.  In the same way the heart or any organ is part of the whole.

After waking up on that battlefield, a prisoner soon to escape, and as a young girl, I’d ever had a disconnect between self and body.  It wasn’t mine.  The “I” part of me wasn’t born with this body.  I’d lived a life before this one, had creaky knees, sometimes an angry back, or at least an unhappy one, but then I opened my eyes on that field.

Bechalle changed all that.  Pain demands attention from the self.  It’s private, immediate.  In those first few days after, every little movement reopened my skin, focusing my attention.  Bechalle’s machinations cemented me, my person, into this young body.  It was hard to believe I once wasn’t, but I suppose that is, in a larger sense, true for everyone.

The scars on my back told a story, held a meaning, if you could read them.  Bechalle thought he could steal the powers of a god by cutting his strange pattern into my back.  I shuddered, remembering this.  Somehow, he’d given me magic, endangering my life even further.  If I wasn’t careful, if I couldn’t keep it hidden.

Looking at my hand, watching the little blue flame dance, it grew as I concentrated, rose a bit off my palm.  I tried making it smaller, whispering “Shrink, go away!” and it faded into whisps.

A light knocking at my door.  It began to creek open.  “Princess?  Are you awake?”

I quickly held my hands behind my back, turned to the door.  “Yup, just woke up.”

Looming large in the doorframe, Morry entered, “I heard movement, thought I’d check on you.”  He was wearing a loose shirt and drawstring pants rather than his usual chainmail hauberk.  Slight orange from the dying fire across the right side of his face, the rest in shadow.

“Thank you, but I’m alright.  It’s probably that I’ve been sleeping so much.  Had to wake up sometime.”  I marveled that he heard me moving.  He’d been taking care of me, keeping people out, while I healed.

“That crow woke me up, too.  You want some tea?”

“Why me?  Why do you think Bechalle chose me to cut?”

“Ah.”  He entered through the large door.  The big man’s grim features, softened now into worry.  “I don’t know, Princess.  He was mad.  Beyond mad.  You must be cold.  Here, I’ll get your fire going again.”  He walked over to the fireplace, knelt in front of it, began poking, then adding cut logs.

“I’ve been wondering about that.  The nurse, the one he had helping him, she said all the girls he cut had my eye color.  Lavender.”  What I couldn’t tell Morry burned inside.  How did Bechalle know to choose me?  Was it because I’m from somewhere else, another world?  Or part of a crazy annoying and overly long game?  Perhaps designed to churn out people who would, at the very mildest, boycott the escapism industry.

“That just means they were of Laemacian descent.”

While his back was turned, I pulled up my hand to look.  The energy was gone.  Dissipated, I guess, after I released some of it.  I tucked my hands into their sleeves anyways, like a monk, joined Morry by the growing fire.  Flames touched the new logs he put in, flickering on and off the wood, until they caught, held on, and grew.  “I can’t help but wonder.”

He smoothly rose, putting his hand on my arm, “Nothing that piece of filth did had anything to do with you, Princess.  All his evil, that’s on him.  Here,” he walked behind me, picking up a heavy wooden sofa chair as if it were made of cork instead of hardwood, “here, sit.”  He then got himself one, but went to the bed and took a blanket, placing it on me, before sitting himself.

“Thank you, Morry.  You’re ever taking care of me.”

“That’s what I was hired to do.”

“Ha!  You’re a chef now.”

“A chef?”

“Back at the camp, when you first made breakfast for me, I declared you a chef.”

“Then I am a chef.”

“Lord Morrentz, General Chef, how is the situation?”

“Oh,” he sat back.  “The earls have not called their armies to march against us.  Either they’re glad you’ve replaced Bechalle or they’re worried for the hostages.”

“And my troops?”

“With your troops soon to be returning from the field, we’ll need more space.  I’ve directed Tread to arrange for more barracks to be built.”

“Wait, what?  Tread?  And why are my troops returning – don’t they have to guard the bridge to keep the Ketzillian army from crossing?”

“The Ketzles have withdrawn.  We’re heading into fall, and this far up north the weather could turn bad pretty quickly.  They’re probably running low on food and are returning to the castle they captured.  Yohstone Castle.”

“Ok.  Huh.  And Tread?”

“I took the liberty of tossing all Bechalle’s people out.”

“I know you sent his guards out.”

“And his cooks, servants, the chamberlain, quartermaster.  Every last person.  I made Tread the chamberlain.”

My jaw dropped, but I put it back up before speaking, “You booted everyone?  And you made a fifteen-year-old boy the chamberlain of a castle?”

“Can’t have you getting poisoned.  Or work not being done because you’re not their preferred ruler.”

“Wait, back up, just a sec.  Tread is running the castle?”

Morry sat back, a touch of a smirk on his face, “He’s been doing a fine job.  Got a good head on his shoulders.  Princess, he’s not made for war.”

“Alright, ok, yes.  He does have, uh, farmstead experience.  Good choice.”  

“And I made Brin the quartermaster.”

“Oh?  A fourteen-year-old girl, why not?”

“She needed something to keep her occupied since we wouldn’t let her take care of you.  But now that you’re better . . .”

Brin was a formidable girl.  Knowledgeable about statecraft and etiquette, she’d been a helpful guide in this new universe I found myself in.  She’d become my mistress of the bedroom and came with three ladies in waiting.  I couldn’t let them take care of me like they were supposed to, me being the princess and all, because sooner or later, they’d see the magic sparkling around my hand.  That would be bad.  Before the grand magister, our most powerful wizard, had left, he made sure I knew that rulers with magic were not tolerated.  Too much power in one person.  A king with such powers had caused the collapse of society some four hundred years prior and now his conclave forbade it.  Such people were disappeared.  Executed.

“No.  No mistress of the bedroom, no ladies in waiting.”

“The scars won’t bother them.  They’ll treat you as fitting your rank.”

I shook my head.  He misunderstood and that was helpful, but a part of me wanted to come clean about the magic.  Surely, Morry would understand!  Know what to do.  But I couldn’t.  As big and scary and tough as he was, a wizard would tear him apart with but a hand gesture.  It was too dangerous.  So, a misdirection, “They’re all related to the former duke.”

His gaze moved from me to the fire.  “Perhaps it’s best for now.  But in time . . . Princess, you’ll want to be among friends.”

I reached across and put my left hand on his, “I am,” then sat back.

“I mean your own age.”

“Have you been able to find Bechalle’s head nurse?”

“No trace of her, I’m afraid.  Either she was killed to protect Earl and Countess Carlisele or she fled.”

That still stung.  The Carliseles were Brin’s parents and probably knew about Bechalle’s late night activities.  It was odd.  I liked Brin, relied on her for so much, but her parents were, if not monsters themselves, complicit in a monster’s crimes.

“I set her free too quickly.  She could have given us more information about Bechalle’s plans.  His reasoning.”

“That’s on me.  I should have had her jailed.”

“What about the grand magister?  Any word?”

“Uh, no.  Since that night, he’s been gone.”

“Damn.”  He’d taken the magical knife that had made these cuts, these scars on my back.  They seemed to have given me this power, but I didn’t know why or how.  I needed the knowledge of a mage and had none of it.  Him gone might be for the best, though.  I was in less danger with him gone.  Or so I hoped.

“You think there’s something more to your wounds.”

“Why else would the grand magister leave?”

“What has changed, Princess?”

I froze, then closed my eyes and forced myself to calm down.  “They’re almost healed over.  They don’t open anymore.”

“It’ll be good to see you out of this room.”

“Morry, I’m going to go back to sleep now.  Thank you for checking up on me.”

He rose, “My lady.”  As I headed back to the bed, he pulled the chairs away from the fireplace, turned to leave and, stopping by the door, said, “Sleep well.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

New Accommodations


[image: ]


ANOTHER WEEK PASSED before I left the room.  It was a large room by my standards, especially compared to the tent I shared with Brin on the way here from wherever the encampment was, boasting a little library, tea station and even its own garderobe, which was the equivalent of a toilet with a long drop off and no flush.  Still, a room is not a great place to live your life in.

Yet I didn’t want to leave.

Standing between the fireplace and table, I watched the energy circle my hand.  Round and round, a blueish purple streak.  At a rave, I’d be the coolest kid in town.  Putting my left hand up, the stream jumped across the air to it.  I pushed a little with my left toward my right and it jumped there.  Back and forth I did this.

A knocking at the door – Morry was about to enter!  Panicking, I opened my palm toward the table, a blue beam shot straight into a cup, blasting it to pieces.

“Princess?”  Morry threw the door open, quickly entering, “Are you alright?”

I put both hands behind my back, “Uh, yeah.  I accidentally dropped a cup.”

“Dropped?”  He looked over at the table.  Shards were everywhere, blasted out in a cone shaped pattern opposite me, none bigger than a half inch.  He cocked his head, left eyebrow raising slightly, then back to normal, with just a hint of a grin on his face as he looked at me.  

“Tossed?  Sorry, I tossed it.”

“Alright.”  He raised an eyebrow, looked at the table once more, then back to me, “I have a surprise for you.  If you’ll come with me.”

“A surprise?”

“Yes, Princess.  A surprise.”  He turned and left.

I watched him go, then moved out of line of sight and looked at my hands.  Nothing – good!  That meant the energy wouldn’t return for a while.  A kind of cooldown, like in video games.  I rolled my eyes at the thought and mouthed a swear word at the devs.  Three months was enough, but the game wouldn’t end.  If I was being honest with myself, I was about to let go the game hypothesis.  Yet a part of me wondered that if I did, indeed, fully give up, that’s when I’d be let out, into my body, a bunch of evil maniacs standing around me, champagne in their hands, a large banner behind them that read, ‘GOTCHA!’  Bastards.

I hurried out the door to catch up with Morry.

***
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WE WALKED DOWN THE hallway, passing many tapestries that I tried not to think about.  All the scenes with people I had moved here.  Depictions of war, portraits of long dead rulers.  The last conversation I had with Bechalle, pre-betrayal and torture, was about tapestries.

I was glad he was dead.

“Hey, where’s my armor?”  I was wearing a simple dress.  It was more comfortable than my gambeson and it didn’t bother me so much, not that much anyways, when alone.  But I was annoyed I didn’t put on the leather under armor for walking around the castle.

“Your chainmail is hanging back at the rooms.”

“Back where we were?  Why didn’t you say so?”

He gave me a worried face, “You’re surrounded by your most loyal troops.  And we have hostages.  And I am beside you.”

“I want to wear it.”

“Ok.  When we get back, I’ll help you put it on.”

“I want to project the image of the warrior princess.”

“It looks good on you, the perseidian chain.”

“No more dresses for me.  Just the armor from now on.”

“Alright.”

“You think it’s a good idea?”

“It’s heavy, wearing it’ll make you stronger, that’s for sure.”

“Good.  I need to be stronger.”

We got to a large, double doored entrance.  “Here we are.”

“These are the late duke’s chambers.”

“Yes.  The biggest apartments in the castle.  They’re yours now, Princess.  I had his things removed and the rooms cleaned.”

I was hesitant and reached out, touching the wooden door.  Hardwood, thick.  The grain of the wood ordered from a distance, chaotic closer up, little squiggles closer still.

“Princess, normally we open doors.”

“Sorry.  Yes.  Alright, yes.”  I took the handles and pulled, the doors opened easily, despite their large size.

“Opening both doors then.”

The visiting room was spacious, four or five times larger than my current chambers.  It had an equally large fireplace in the center of the wall on the left, a small kitchen to my right, with dishes, glasses, even a fireplace and hood.  Off by the fire, sofas and sofa chairs.  Beyond that, a large dining table that could seat thirty or more guests.

“Holy, this place is huge.”

“This is just the entrance.  A hallway past the small kitchen here goes to several other rooms, eventually ending in your private chambers.  I’ll take the one closest to yours.”

“Sounds good.”

“Most of your belongings have already been moved here.”

I looked down at my hands, a touch of blue flame rising.  “I’m going to need my armor soon.”

“There’s no one here.  I triple checked it myself after our soldiers did and after it had been cleaned out.”

“I’m going to check out the new room.  Back in a sec!”

“Rooms, Princess.  Many rooms.”

“Ok, see you in a bit!”  I walked quickly down the hallway, watching the energy start to twirl around, hoping it wasn’t turning the walls blue.  Nowhere to put my hands, no pockets in these damn dresses!

I flung open the door, entering quickly, closing it even more quickly.  The bang echoed in the stone chambers.  I inspected my right hand.  It was still subtle, the little blue flame dancing across my palm.  Not me, nothing subtle about my desperation.  Hopefully, Morry wrote it off as teenage girl behavior.

This room was a mirror of the first room, another place to host guests, perhaps more intimate.  With its own kitchen and bar, fireplace, sofa, chairs, a dining table, and shelving around much of the walls holding many books I looked forward to exploring.  A hallway led to other rooms.

I was more worried about the liquid energy flowing around my hands than exploring.  Hurrying over to an ornate window, framed in iron, I unlatched it with my left hand, threw it open, held my right palm out, straightened my arm and a laser-like blast shot away, slight ozone scent wafting around.

It stopped, the energy gone for now.  I shut the window.  It seemed to build up, then go away for a while if I used it.  But this time’s streams were thicker, stronger, the blast heavier.  I needed some way of controlling this magic and quickly.

Knocking on the door, it slowly opened and Morry stuck his head in, “Princess?  What do you think?”

“It’s great.  Uh, no signs of Bechalle, the servants did a good job removing his presence.”

“My thoughts exactly.  I’ll have them move you in immediately.”

“And my chainmail.  Have someone bring it.”

“You’re safe here.  As I’ve said, I’ve checked the rooms out myself several times.  And I’ll be moving in, along with other guards, into the rooms behind me.”

“Thank you, that’s great.  Oh!”  I waved my arms around at the walls.

“Yes?”

“All the tapestries with people in them . . .”

“An oversight.  I’ll have them removed.”

“That would be lovely.  And one other thing.”

“Yes?”

“The chainmail, have the servants bring it.”

He nodded, face turning back to grim, left.

While he went to go do that, I explored the rooms further.  Rooms that were lined with wardrobes, turning them effectively into walk in closets.  I checked.  No portals to Narnia.  A shame, Aslan could probably get me out of this predicament.  No hidden save and exit screens either.  A room with a large bath, but not the hot springs this place was famed for.  Dressing and make-up areas, guest rooms, a private study with more books, a desk, and a private rack of Bechalle’s awful alejack.  Maybe drinking that stuff is what addled his mind.

A larger space was welcome.  Lots of room for pacing.  I could hide out here for a long time.  Get other people to run the castle.
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WHEN I FIRST ARRIVED in this universe, the grand magister, Wizard Tye, and I were prisoners in an enemy camp.  I helped him escape but his hands were bound by perseidian iron.  These nullified his magic.  My chainmail suit was made from the stuff.  It had protected me against magical attacks from several mages, their powers simply ineffective against the oddly colored iron.

It glinted gold in the light while the charcoal undertones created a scintillating pattern bringing the armor to life as I moved, eerie and wonderous in the mirror.  Mainly, I was happy that no energy appeared around my hands.  The armor successfully dampened whatever emerging powers I had.

“Don’t you agree, Princess Cayce?”  The archbishop of Castle Bechalle raised his eyebrow, I felt, at me.  Me in particular.

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry!  Lost in thought there for a moment.  Uhm,” I turned away from the mirror to face him, trying to present an apologetic smile.  “Please, please, have a seat.  Where are my manners?”

I turned to sit at a large and bright oak desk, my back to the wall.  As he sat his rotund frame down, I asked, “If you don’t mind, could you repeat that?”  The archbishop would have made for a good Santa Clause, jowls and all, if only I could get him to change costumes, grow a beard and bleach it.

He smiled with all the patience in the world, a man used to dealing with troubled believers and wayward children, of which I probably fell more strongly in the latter category, “It’s no trouble at all.  I was explaining that, given your troubles with the eastern part of your kingdom, you might consider decoupling your throne from the Seclazrin.”

“The who?”  To me, that sounded like a drug name with a hundred side effects that I’d be prescribed for some non-existent condition big pharma decided to cure.  Or maybe a tranquillizer.  Yeah, doc, I’d like some seclazrin.  Can’t sleep.  You know how it is.  ‘If your kidneys fail, call us,’ he says.  I feel better already.

“-across the north, perhaps with a hundred parishes.”

“Ok, so they have a hundred parishes?”

“Not so, my lady.  Our church has that many.  The Seclazrins have three, perhaps four times that many.  And a considerable military backing their church.  You’re courting war with them in spring when you ride on the Barclay Duchy.”

“Ah!  Yes, I see.”  He was talking about the church that aligned itself with the Barclays.  Of whom, I killed one of their high-ranking inquisitors.  His fault, he deserved it, but their order probably didn’t see it that way.  “We should break off relations with them and have your order represent the crown.  Provided you take a firm stance against their pedophilic practices and abuses against women.”

“It would be our pleasure.  Our order privileges education above all else.”

“I wonder then, Archbishop, uh, Your Excellency, if you might answer me a question,” I waved my hand in the air, “educate me on a troubling matter.”

“Whatever I can do for you, my lady.”

“Do you know why the late Duke Bechalle thought he could gain magical powers by carving up the skin of teenage girls?  Of Laemacian descent, specifically.”

He sat back in his chair, an inquisitorial look on his face, “The duke did not discuss his . . . mad obsessions with me, I’m afraid.”

“Can you make a guess?  It’s important to me.”

“I am truly sorry you suffered through that, Your Highness, I truly am.  Perhaps the ministrations of Mass could provide some comfort.  We have, I must say, been praying for your speedy recovery during morning sermons.”

Prickles on my skin, hair rising on the back of my neck, so wrong such sentiments felt to me.  “Oh?”

“Of course, your subjects are ever concerned for your well-being.”

“That’s, uh, grand.”  My knees shook as I held back from shuddering but could not figure out why such things as prayers bothered me.  “Back to the late duke.  He didn’t, ever, mention his strange and obsessive desires?”

“No, I’m afraid not.”

“Yet he enabled your order to break away from the, ah, Seclazrin Church?”

“The late duke was never one for sexual perversion.  He distinctly disliked their order for this reason.”

“He was an oddly compelling, if unbelievably horrible person.”

“It is very easy for me to say that I find endless joy and comfort in your rule over the kingdom.  But I fear you lack a clerical administrant to offer you advice and ministration.”

“I do not lack for those.”  I rose.  It looked like we were finished and, well, I couldn’t concentrate.  “Thank you for your time, Your Excellency, I am glad your order is on my side.”

“A pleasure, my lady.”

He was walking out when I suddenly remembered my medieval history of beer, “Oh!  One last thing.  Do your orders produce ale?  Mead?  Wine?”

His large frame paused, he turned to face me, wide smile on his lips, “We definitely do.  Mostly ale, but also mead and wine.  It’s our most profitable undertaking.”

“You sell these for profit?”

“And a good profit, certainly.”

“Do you supply this duchy with your products?”

“It would be our pleasure to continue to do so, my lady.  We’ve just reaffirmed our contracts through Lady Brin, who has taken over the quartermaster’s position.”

“Well, that’s news to me.  And excellent.  Thank you.”  I would have to speak with Brin, given my plans regarding the ale.

After he left, I stood, paced a bit, then put my hands up, examining them for any hints of energy.  None, no sparks, not even a trickle.  The perseidian iron worked.  That was good, it would allow me to exit my rooms, talk to people.  But it meant I’d be fighting Brin to keep her away.  Annoyingly, that young girl had won every argument we ever had.  She’d do her best to get back into my chambers and bring her, well my, ladies in waiting.  And they’d try to get me into dresses.
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I WAS HEALING AND HAD to face Tread and Brin again, as they were running my castle.  It was also time to put my plans into action.  To introduce technologies ancient for me, but revolutionary here.  Time to build my war machine.

I effectively found myself in the Macedonian era, roughly 300 BC.  What technologies could I introduce to the world?  What changes to make?  Would these be for the betterment of people or to cement my own power?

These questions I now faced, I’d been mulling over for most of my convalescence.  Whenever I wasn’t having nightmares.  

Protection and security were the answers to my questions.  Despite the relative safety of Bechalle’s castle without Bechalle in it, I still had many enemies.  The Laemacians.  Ketzillians.  The dowager and Seclazrin religious order at the Barclay Duchy.  They wanted my kingdom.  And those enemies had armies.  Come spring, they were marching on me.

I wasn’t going to wait here, passive.  I was coming for them.

“Tread, I’m going to need meetings with the smithies.”  Late September, early autumn, the armies had quit the river crossing and were returning.  Tread had work crews non-stop putting up new housing, but it wouldn’t be fast enough.  Fortunately, we had plenty of manpower in our soldiers for that.

“They’ll be glad to speak to you, I’m sure.  We’re having minor quarrels with where to house the extra smithies.  Now that we have two of each.”  At the time we met when I’d first come into this world, he’d been the same height as me.  Then, we could wear each other’s armor.  Now he was growing.  A little taller than me, sure to get taller still, but just as skinny and a touch gangly.  Typical awkward teenage boy, except for his oddly keen and humble mind.  And he’d lost his accent, spoke like a lord now.

“They’re integral to my plans.  If you can, find them the largest, easiest to access locations possible.”

“Perhaps, my lady, you misunderstand.  A little.”

“Oh?”

Tread leaned forward, “Too many roosters, not enough hens.”

“Sorry, what?  Can’t the farmers deal with that?”

Tread coughed back a laugh, his brown eyes full of mirth.  “No, I mean, you got to put one in charge.  One of the master smiths.”

“Oh!  Bechalle’s smithy here is being territorial?  Alright, designate our master smith the lead master smith, in charge, backed by our military.”

He looked relieved, “That will work.”

“I’m also going to need to talk to someone who can . . . Tread, are there chemists here?”

“You mean alchemists?”

“Huh, ok.  That might work.  I’ll need glassblowers to make some equipment for me, then this alchemist to, well, I’ll have to explain to him what I mean.”

“The only alchemist in the village was kicked out of the castle by General Morrentz.  He worked for Bechalle.  You want him back?”

“I don’t think I have any other choice.”  I wanted to make whiskey, which required distilling ale, then storing it in wooden barrels.  That would be the best approximation of whiskey, anyways.  I don’t know why I wanted to do this, except to best Bechalle’s terrible alejack.  Unlike the alejack, which basically involved freezing the water out of the solution and thereby concentrating all the alcohols, good and bad, distillation, done properly, could remove the dangerous alcohols, creating a product less migraine inducing, less organ damaging.  Also, I was considering taking up alcoholism to pass the time.

“Alchemists,” Tread explained, “are not safe individuals to . . . trust.”

I couldn’t tell him that I’d do it myself, only I’d risk blowing the whole place up with magic shooting off my hands.  If the alchemist was the closest thing to a chemist, he was probably the only one who could learn how to use the equipment, understand some of the concepts.  “Well, we’ll try him out, see how it works.”

“You’re not going to ask him to make gold, are you?  That’s a fool’s errand.”

“No, Tread, I am not.”  Not unless the alchemist comes with a nuclear fusion reactor.  “Gold is mined, not made.”

He visibly relaxed.  “Great.”

“I think that’s it then.  When will the army be returning?”

“Probably by the end of the week.  It takes a lot to move that many troops.”

“I mean, we did it.  We moved that many troops in a week.”

“They’re going through farmland and villages.  Ah, uhm,” he looked embarrassed, “expect some delays.”

“Are you suggesting they won’t maintain discipline on the way here?”

“They’re not fleeing for their lives and, I mean, my lady, and probably they won’t want to damage the existing roads or farms.”

I blinked and leaned forward, not quite getting what he was telling me but getting it all the same.  “Ok, so they’ll be here in a week.”

“About a week.”

“Sure, that works.”  I stood, thinking to go and practice manipulating the magical energy.  “Alright.  I’ll see you later.”

He hadn’t moved.  “Uhm . . .”

“Yes?”

“One last matter.”

“Alright?”

“Lady Brin would like to see you.  She said to remind you that it has been nearly a month since she’d seen to her charge.  I, uh, memorized that.”  Tread fiddled with his teacup.

A confrontation with Brin.  I guess it had to happen, but I wasn’t looking forward to it.  Because her parents appeared, if not complicit, then knowledgeable about Bechalle’s crimes, it complicated our relationship.  And made it easy to have removed myself from her administrations.  But it was never easy to thwart Brin’s plans.  I just had to try.

“Can you let Lady Brin know that I’m busy?”

“She’s waiting outside the door right now.”

I sighed, “Tread . . .”

“Yup, I’ll just go show her in.”  He rose and quickly went to the door while I did nothing more than watch.  I had to pay the price of not being upfront with her myself, I guess.

Brin walked in wearing a blue dress, blond hair straightened and running down her shoulders, “Cayce!  I’m so happy you are up and about – are you feeling better?  How are you coping without me and the girls around?”

“Uh, good.  Do you want to sit?”

She quickly walked over to my side and embraced me in a hug, “How awful, what my uncle did!  I can’t believe that I told you to marry the beast!”

I gave in, standing, and hugged her back.  “It’s ok, Brin, I’m fine now.”

“Nonsense.  You need me around, the ladies in waiting, to cheer you up.  Surrounded by men and healers, you’re probably bored out of your mind.  And look!  They have you in chainmail?  No one around to help you dress – how dreadful!”

“Uh, no, really, I’m fine.  I put the chain on myself.”

“Oh, Cayce, you poor thing.”  She hugged me tighter.

“Brin, Brin!”  I couldn’t push her away and found my arms tightening around her body.  A slight tear in my eye that I quickly wiped away.  “Brin, I’m ok.  Really.  This is the image I want to project.”

“You think you need the armor now to protect you.  I can understand that.  It’s the soldiers who protect you.  On the outside.  Inside, it’s your ladies and your councilors.  You have to
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