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In case you didn’t know, this
story is a work of fiction.

Any
similarities between people, locales, events past or future,
including but not limited to tea parties, islands, players,
witches, and crypts, are purely coincidental.

Please do not print, duplicate,
lend, or resell this ebook by whatever means.

Instead, purchase additional
copies to share.


Once. Twice. Thrice. Four times...


Prologue

I
wait.

I’ve been waiting for days.
Weeks. And still I wait.

What have I got to lose?

Nothing.

My life.
Nothing then. I am but a blink in time.

The kingdom
will go on. The world standing in its background will
too.

I wait.

I’m not good at waiting. Much to
my grandfather’s despair, I’ve never been patient.

Why
can’t he come and take me already? I
might just have to start the next round without him.

I’ve cheated to get here. I’ve
stolen. Lied. Small sins

Players have
died because of me, but I’ve almost perished by their hands, mind you. Everybody can play.
Assholes, the lot of them.

Wee started
this when he began his discreet killing spree. What’s better than
offing players? Killing winners. Killing Kendrick. I promised my
first love revenge, and revenge he shall receive.

May the best man win.

Better yet.
The woman on top.

Somehow, I
know he’ll hate that. Perfect.

Will I make it out alive?

Do I want to?

Wouldn’t that be a
drag?


1. Kingdom
Come

“Caelina?”


“Fuck, I hate that name.”

“Watch your language,
child.”

Child?
I’ve been out on my own for over a
decade, you old coot. I glare at Olivia,
my grandfather’s assistant. King assistants are damn uptight. Even
when I was still a crowned princess, I was up and about, doing my
thing without guards or preceptors. “Back the hell off,
Olive.”

Swearing is
my one voluntary act of rebellion. Look in any old book. Be they
from fairy tales or real-life monarchies, princesses do not curse.
I, on the other hand, fucking do. The rest−the hunting, the
wanderings, the stealing, my utter indifference to protocol, even
my affair with, well, all of my (limited) whoring−the rest is just
me being me.

“Acting out.”
A direct quote from the King repeated ad nauseam by Olive and
plastered for years in our newspapers. Apparently, I am neither my
father’s nor my mother’s daughter when it comes to following my
bloodline. I blink away the sudden sadness and turn my gaze back to
Olivia.

Pink dress.
Blond curls. Brown doe eyes. Upturned nose. Pouty mouth. Olivia the
doll may be fifty, but she looks like a twenty-something pinup from
the old days. I keep hoping gramps and her will jump into bed. No
such luck. Those two are the epitome of dedication. Country first.
Lust never. I wish I had their fervent faith. It must be nice not
to think.

I was
orphaned too young, perhaps? A beast
killed my hunter of a father, chagrin and boredom, my royal mother.
A more frequent occurrence than one might believe. I suspect two
uncles and an aunt succumbed to the same ailment. Whenever I could
escape pappy’s teaching and Olivia’s surveillance, I effectively
wreaked havoc to the castle and land, Kendrick at my side. Since
Gramps had a kingdom to rule and other, more proper grandchildren
to harass, I escaped often.

Hence, I
never quite learned how to survive the tediousness of court, and
here I sit. In the same office in which I spent my youth. Books of
all sizes and types crowd the space. Not a hardship in itself since
I love books, but I’ve read everything in this room, and in the
entire castle years ago. Same thick blood red drapes. Same dark
burgundy carpets. Same twin, heavy oakwood desks. Same overstuffed
leather armchairs. Same Olivia answering requests and fan letters
and hate mail and whatever else kings receive via post. Same old me
daydreaming on the job.

I am
supposedly Olivia’s assistant, at least
until the day I become her ruler. Or so the King’s Machiavellian
plan goes. He figures Olivia will annoy me enough that, in the end,
I’ll grab my tiara back just to gain life and death power over her.
As Kendrick’s aunt and guardian, she might know endless
cutesy-boring stories about him, but they forget I was with Ken
during most of them. In essence, for the time being, I am Olivia’s
ward. And dedication doesn’t come close to describe the seriousness
with which she takes on that task.

“Caelina? Did you hear me?”

“Yes, I did.”
I heard the mousy noises gushing out of her mouth, but I haven’t
listened to them. That’s one of the many survival skills one needs
to develop if one wants to overcome court life boredom. “I fucking
did,” I add to mess with her. Another talent I have acquired to
deflect the crushing monotony.

“Once again,
Caelina. No cursing is permitted in the castle.”

“Correction,
Oliv’oil, no cursing is allowed from me.
Guards swear all the time. Even Grandpa−”

“Do not refer
to our king so casually!”

Worse than
the cursing, not declining grandpapa’s entire title every time I
talk to or about him, has Olivia dry heaving.

She takes a
big steadying breath, rubbing the bridge of her nose with perfectly
manicured fingertips while I glance out the window at the rolling
hills under the rain. I can barely make out the woods because of
the fog lingering on the ground. As soon as I can escape mail duty,
I’m going for a ride.

Olivia’s
yapping drones on. “…hence, our king
expects you at six in the main ballroom.” Yes, we have a central
ballroom and two smaller ones. Ridiculous, isn’t it?

“Whatever.”

Every fucking
night, our great King entertains one foreign dignitary or another,
and my attendance is mandatory. “While you live under my roof,
you’ll follow my rules,” and all that shit grandpapa had made me
promised. Since I can’t leave, for now, I make an effort. Despite
his crown, I do love the old man.

 


Land of the Fair: We shall respect our king, our Royal family, our elders, and our
youths for we all hold the future of the land in our fair
hands.

 


Wee’s death
won’t be a slow one. I have to figure out
a way to make him pay for all that waiting. Come and get me already, asshole.

Didn’t
my wee opponent, a.k.a. winners’ eliminator
extraordinaire, catch my very public declaration? How is that
possible? We as a country rarely put on a televised broadcast, and
there I was on the international network showing off my winner’s
ring for all to see. Wee killed Kendrick, a two-time Competition
winner and my ex-lover. Wee kills winners. I enter the Competition
to win. I moved to the Capital, squatted a decrepit bar, bunked
with two groupies, got drunk on a regular basis, had losers lick
between my thighs during the game’s off-times, cheated, fought,
scarred myself, watched others explode, all to win the fucking
game. To bait wee (no capital, he doesn’t deserve one). I even
slept with a damn referee for crying out loud!

Payback’s a bitch, wee. See me soar.


2.
Overruled

I march into the room, chin up
and hands fisted at my sides. To say I am angry is the
understatement of the year. Weeks of torture and for
what!

The chamber
is in attendance but do I care? No. Since
I. Will. Kill. The. King.

“Why
wasn’t I told?” I growl−yes,
growl,
spitting the words between clenched teeth. Young ladies do not
scream; that one lesson did stick with me. Thanks for nothing, Grandma.
“Why wasn’t I fucking
told?” I repeat a little louder.

The twelve
women and men seated around the long table of power recoil at my
cursing.

If possible,
the King stands even straighter to glare at me. “To what do we owe
the pleasure of your company on this fine afternoon, Caelina my
child?”

Pompous ass. When I open my mouth
to bark some more, my patriarch the King raises his right hand and
right eyebrow, a trick he uses to intimidate his opponents, before
snapping his fingers.

His stare
does not stray from mine. Nevertheless,
one of the dozen ministers, six of each, Gramps wouldn’t have it
any other way, jumps up and volunteers his seat. Only thirteen
people are allowed in this hall, and twelve need to be sitting to
address the assembly. I turned down my tiara before I was gifted an
official armchair, but the rules have been ingrained into me since
the womb (or so it feels). I lower my ass into the offered seat
without thinking.

 


Land of the Fair: We
shall defend our land as necessary against foreign
invasion.

 


“Now, love.
What has you so upset?” Grandpapa loves me. He shows it through his
unrelenting discipline, and at moments like these.

“Why
didn’t you tell me you were closing the
borders?” I found out by accident when I was hunting. I ventured
too close to the southern frontier and was stopped by a trio of
guards. I like the number four while the King is partial to triads.
“Your patrol forcefully returned me to the castle.” I could sense
the united vibrations of their spheres−soldiers have a one-track
mind: soldering−before they snuck up on me, but still, I am
insulted by my lack of attentiveness. Might I have been snoozing?
The indignity remains as I read minds even as I sleep. Survival
instincts and all that.

“Those guards
should be commended for bringing you back to safety.” They’ll be
honoured, right after the King punishes them for laying a hand on
me. No one is allowed to touch a member of the royal family without
their express permission. I never grant one of those. “The
frontiers are not secure,” Gramps adds.

“We’re at
peace! We’ve been for centuries. Why
didn’t you tell me?” I wouldn’t have waited around playing my
stupid game of sitting duck.

“I have kept
you informed, Caelina. Olivia briefs you on all governmental
edicts. You chose not to listen.”

“Why?”

“Because you never do.”

Rulers are
quite apt at impersonating obtuse dumbasses when the mood strikes
them. Fine, old man, I’ll
spell it out. “Why the hell did you close
the borders?”

“Because I
can.”

And people
believe me the black, whimsical sheep of the royal family?
“Seriously, Pappy?”

“Seriously, Caelinita.”

Ours is a
democratic, oligarch monarchy. Meaning the masses elect six of the
ministers. Candidates have to receive the King’s seal of approval,
though, even before applying for a seat. The other six, the King
chooses by himself out of the country’s scholars. Since our fair
land has been at peace, everyone fed and thriving, nobody objects
to the proceedings. In effect, the King can indeed close the
borders “just because” he wants to. In my limited experience,
gramps is a great ruler, but from time to time, he regresses to the
outlandish ways of his (and mine) barbarian ancestors. He too feels
for his subjects deeply. Family curse I say. A gift and a duty he’d
retort if we ever discuss it.

“And because
we are infested with tourists,” he continues. “Foreigners have no
respect.”

To think I
have been waiting weeks, weeks! for wee to come, and all
the while, my wee killer may have been biding his time at the
borders. Unless the murdering bastard crossed through the
woods?

I must have
muttered that last part out loud because the King pats my shoulder
encouragingly. “I wouldn’t suggest that, child. Anyone without a
proper invitation is to be gunned down. Whoever worries you thus
will not enter our country.”

“Fucking
great.” Some lowly sentinel shot wee down
and spoiled my revenge. “How many have the guards intercepted so
far?”

“None.” Gramps, heathen that he
is, looks disappointed. “Well, except you, of course.” The court
snickers at the King’s jest.

“What about
all those tourists you have me dine and wine?” Every damn night I
sit through an interminable meal, listening to some boring
personage or other.

“International negotiations. Those dinners are quite fun,
aren’t they?” The King thrives on making ambassadors and
businessmen squirm. The world, such as it is, wants in on his
largesse. No wonder the court, the guards, and the people are so
loyal to him. I hope to be just like him when I grow up. If I grow
up. For now, I have a wee killer to hunt down.

I make an
attempt to salvage my initial plan. “Do
you intend to reopen the borders anytime soon?”

“Nope.”

“Are we the
people allowed to wander into the outside world if we
want?”

“You, my
child, are not the people.” He makes sarcastic air quotes with his
fingers around the last two words. “And yes, you are always free.
Providing I approve of your travels.”

“Whatever.” Even without his
permission, I can sneak out. The guards surprised me this afternoon
(Yes, yes, as I have already admitted, I was napping. Those late
dinners are killing me). When I decide to leave, nobody will be
able to stop me. The King knows that; I’ve escaped his surveillance
time and again. I am one of the damn best militias in his army
after all. “I have to go get a guy,” I reluctantly offer at the
altar of peaceful family relation.

“You have a
lover? Splendid!” Since Grandmama’s
passing ten years ago, grandfather has been dreaming of
great-grandchildren. He was never a fan of Kendrick as an in-law,
though. Then again, neither was I. “Give his name to Olivia. I’ll
order a summons delivered posthaste.”

“He’s kind of
shy.” Not to mention, he’ll be
dead soon. “I think it best if I hand him
your invitation in person.”

The King
accesses me for a long minute before nodding once sharply. “Ah, the
passion of youth! So be it then. Olivia will handle your travelling
arrangements.”

“Will do.
Thanks. See you all soon.” Unless wee wins.


3. Once Upon a
Time

Our land is far, I do mean
fucking far from the Capital. Public transportations are unreliable
at best, and none existent in some areas. Nonetheless, I make it
back in less than eight days−eight is two times four, right? And
four is my favourite number in all the infinite numbers of the
entire universe. I started this voyage under a good
omen.

Yes, I could
have travelled via the royal coach, but where is the fun in that?
Not to mention, I lied about my final destination. Gramps thought I
was meeting Prince Charming at the beach. For such a shrewd old
geezer, one might be astonished at how easily I can fool him
sometimes. I, for one, am not surprised. The King merely indulged
in some hopeful self-delusion, and why shouldn’t he? I always do
return to the fold.

Hence, four
days after our conversation, the King temporarily relieved me of my
royal duties. “For the sake of the Kingdom, you shall produce this
mysterious man for my inspection,” he said as if I was purchasing a
racehorse. “Your people need an heir.”

“Not from me, they don’t.”

Ours is a
complicated lineage. Last I checked, I was sixteenth in line for
the ascension to the elusive throne. By law, none of the King’s
children or their spouses can sit on the throne. Silly rule, I
know, but apparently, centuries ago, quite a few of my ancestors
indulged in parricide and infanticide. Gramps has twenty-three
grandchildren and great-grandchildren, of which fifteen are past
their tender age. The royal line of succession is calculated
according to age, birth rank in the family, positions of both
parents in the family, parents’ occupations, merits, intelligence,
public favour, and of course, the King’s whim. When I declined my
tiara, I was bumped to sixteen. Since winning the game, I climbed a
couple of positions, or so I’ve heard; I don’t follow the weekly
updates. I can’t wait for my other cousins to grow up.

 


Land of the Fair: We shall cherish any and all children
born in our Land for there are no bastards in our fair Land.

 


Ranking
aside, I didn’t mind the delay. I spent
those four days−another sign if I needed one−going through
Kendrick’s stuff. All of his research on the dead game winners. I
knew all of it by heart already since I was just as thorough before
enrolling to my death (a.k.a. the Competition). But, until wee is
caught, I will leave no stones unturned, or in this case,
documents, furniture, pillows, dust bunnies, clothes, and every
fucking item lying around in Kendrick’s old place. Old
places, since I have searched his apartment in the Capital with
as much desperate punctiliousness.
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