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  1


A cool breeze blew across the city of Akranes, capital of the nation that bore the same name. It wound past the towers and spires of the royal palace, whipping banners back and forth, before continuing down the wide, stone-paved streets. Further the wind blew, tugging at cloaks and blowing hair into faces, before finding its way to a small patch of worn grass behind a tiny stone house. 
Owyn of Styrkur stood with his eyes closed, enjoying the cool air blowing across his sweaty body. He raised thick arms to either side, letting the breeze bring his body temperature down a few degrees. Not that he minded being sweaty—far from it, but he believed in taking a moment to enjoy the simple things when one could.
“Alright, get to it,” growled a gray-haired bear of a man seated nearby. Einar was nearly as tall as Owyn and heavy enough to seem stout. He rubbed a hand across his chin and nodded. “It’s not gonna get any lighter, Owyn.”
Owyn took three deep breaths, his massive chest pumping air in and out like a blacksmith’s bellows, then bent down, hands ready. His thick fingers gripped the edge of a large wooden barrel resting on its side. After firming his grip, he took one final deep breath, held it, and pulled with all his might. The muscles in his legs and back strained as he heaved the barrel waist high.
Carefully maintaining his grip, he leaned back and heaved it to his chest, grunting as the water sloshing inside the barrel made balance difficult. Using his legs for a bit of momentum, he pressed the heavy barrel above his head five times before letting it thud to the earth. 
Owyn wiped sweat from his brow with a thickly muscled forearm and propped his hands on his hips, breathing hard. That damn thing was heavy.
“Yeah, I think you’re ready,” came Einar’s gravelly voice. He combed his gnarled fingers through his long gray beard as he nodded at Owyn in approval. “No one else will stand a chance at the King’s Games, you can bet on that.”
Einar had attended every one of the King’s Games since King Ivar started them twenty-five years ago; moreover, he had won the first three. He liked to call himself the strongest man that had ever lived, and few would ever challenge his claim. Except perhaps Owyn.
“I damn sure hope so,” Owyn chuckled as he wiped sweat from his eyes and raked his fingers through his wavy blonde hair. “I know that everything worth doing is worth doing right, and I know that this is only making me stronger, but to be honest…. Well, to be honest, I was hoping that damn barrel would have the decency to break when I threw it down. Looks like no such luck today.” He laughed, and Einar grinned.
Having only seen twenty-five summers, Owyn was in the prime of his life and getting stronger every month with Einar’s rigorous training. He had met Einar while watching the previous King’s Games. The older man had taken one look at Owyn’s towering height and broad shoulders and exclaimed that he was going to train Owyn to win the next one. They had grown to be good friends since then.
Owyn accepted a worn towel from Einar with a word of thanks and wiped the sweat from his broad chest and massive arms. He stood there for a moment, holding the ragged cloth.
“So, are we done today, then?” Owyn asked as he eyed the barrel warily. His arms felt like lead and his legs shook with exhaustion—that had been his tenth set of the day—but if Einar told him to do it again, he would find the strength and get it done. Where there was a will, there was a way, and his will was indomitable. 
“Aye, we are. You’ve worked hard, lad, and I don’t think there’s a chance you’ll lose. At least, I damn sure hope not,” Einar added with a toothy grin. “I’ve bet a lot of coin on you.”
“Don’t worry about losing any money on me,” Owyn said as he grabbed his tunic from a nearby rack. He pulled it over his head, then began lacing the front. “I feel like I’ve been training for an eternity for this competition, like I was born for it. Especially since you’ve had me squatting and pressing everything in sight for the last few years. Winning the King’s Games will completely change the course of my life; I can just feel it. There is no way I’ll lose.”
“Good,” Einar said with a chuckle. “I don’t have so much coin that I can afford to lose any.”
Owyn rolled his eyes. For all his fearsome appearance, Einar always had a quip ready, and often directed them at Owyn. Still, there wasn’t a better teacher around. Einar’s strength was a thing of legend, and his skill with a sword was equally impressive. Owyn just hoped he would make his teacher proud.
“Maybe after I win, I can stop working as a merchant’s guard,” Owyn said, looking over his shoulder at his tiny house.
His work paid decently well, but it felt like racing a horse down a dead-end street; it was a job with no real future other than blood. Besides, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was going to catch a stray arrow one day. 
“Let’s go see Bran and get something to eat. I’m starving, and I don’t feel like cooking tonight.” Owyn stretched his arms briefly while waiting on the older man.
Einar nodded in agreement and grunted as he pushed himself to his feet. Together, the hulking men stepped inside Owyn’s house for a quick wash of face and hands. 
“Think anyone will try to convince you to marry their daughter again?” Einar asked, splashing another handful of water onto his face. He accepted a towel from Owyn and rubbed himself dry, spending extra time on his beard.
“If they do, I’ll just tell them that you’re my father and you don’t approve,” Owyn said with a grin. “I’ve learned that life is a lot easier if I find a way to just blame you for everything.”
“Aye, I’ll tell ‘em that I don’t approve, on account that my son smells like spoiled meat on a hot day.” Einar laughed. “Or maybe bear shit.”
“It would take one hell of a bear to shit out something like me,” Owyn said, firing back.
“Okay, then dragon shit,” Einar said. “Now come on, let’s get some food. You’re buying.”
“Oh, is that so?” Owyn said. They passed through the house and exited the front door.
“Yeah,” Einar grumbled. “All jokes aside, I’m a little short on coin at the moment. Just being strong isn’t always enough to keep a man going in old age. Make sure you save plenty when you win this thing.”
“Einar, if you need some—” Owyn began.
“No, no, I’ll accept a meal but I don’t need any charity beyond that,” Einar quickly said. “I’m perfectly capable of earning my keep. I’ve just gotten a bit lazy in my old age, I suppose. I need to throw my name around a bit more and get more clients, more people to train. More boys that want to learn the sword from the fearsome Einar.” He grinned, something that looked more goofy than fearsome.
Together, the two men strode down Laugavegur Street, the main street in this city. People sometimes gaped at the two enormous men gently pushing against the flow of bodies. The occasional merchant drove his wagon down the street, their horses making a distinct clip-clop on the smooth stones. People milled about, going to and from houses or seeking the Market District or who knew what other errand.
Having grown up in a small village far to the north—Styrkur, a place with more sheep than people—the capital city of Akranes never ceased to amaze Owyn. That so many people could live in one place, in buildings with three or four stories or sometimes even more, was something he would never quite get used to. 
While it was the capital, Akranes was one of the smaller cities in the world, nothing like Peralta or Selfoss. As such, it had few grandiose palaces or buildings with legendary beauty. Still, most houses had roofs of slate or tile, instead of the thatch or sod he was used to.
Countless city blocks full of homes and businesses stretched as far as he could see in every direction. When he heard that some cities to the south were more than twice the size, he found it hard to even visualize how large they must be.
Owyn towered head and shoulders above much of the crowd, which gave him a clear view of the street. Shops and inns lined the path, with the occasional house interspersed along the way. At the end of the street stood the castle keep, where King Ivar reigned.
Owyn considered him to be about as fair a ruler as one could ask for; he didn’t tax the people heavily, he was strict and swift on justice, and he didn’t drag his nation into expansionist wars. Furthermore, every five years he held the King’s Games. That alone earned Owyn’s approval.
The King’s Games were a test of strength and skill, of might and power. Men came from all over the kingdom both to watch and to compete and test their mettle against each other.
The competition was different every time but always stayed simple and to the point. The winner was given the title of King’s Champion and a purse filled with gold. The last King’s Champion had also been honored with a place in the King’s Guard.
“Owyn, how are you?” called a slender man, waving from beneath salted legs of lamb and venison hanging in front of a butcher’s shop.
“Good, Jon, good. How is business lately?” Owyn replied. He and Einar slowed to speak with the old butcher.
“Oh, it’s going fine, just fine,” Jon said, gesturing to several chickens arranged on his table. “Especially with the amount you fellas have been eating in preparation for the King’s Games! In the mood for a chicken or three tonight?”
Einar grunted. “I’ll probably stop by later. I could go for some mutton, too.”
“Not today, Jon,” Owyn said with a polite smile. He waved and stepped away from the butcher’s shop. “I’m in no mood to cook today. I’m simply too tired!”
Owyn cut across the road, creating a path for him and Einar. He murmured apologies when someone ran into him, which was fairly often due to his massive size. There was simply no excuse for a lack of manners, and he tried to be extra careful. 
They came to a stone building with three stories of comfortable rooms for rent. Its steep roof hid a fourth floor beneath the eaves where the innkeeper lived. The name The Red Lion was carved into the wooden sign that gently swung in the breeze above the door. A detailed carving of the animal itself on its hind legs was beneath the name.
Owyn pushed the door open and walked in with Einar following. He smiled as the noise of the common room washed over him. 
Patrons filled the common room, as usual. Owyn saw men talking over mugs of ale, playing dice in the corner, and travelers relaxing with a plate of hot food. A thin haze of pipe smoke hung over a table where a group of older men—merchants, by the looks of them, Owyn knew those types all too well—debated and gestured sharply over their drinks. A serving woman swung her skirts wide, disturbing the thin, absorbent layer of sawdust on the floor as she hurried through the tables with her hands full of drinks.
A portly man kept a watchful eye on his customers as he polished a pewter mug behind the bar. Wisps of gray hair sprouted from the sides of his scalp and had been combed over the top of his head in a failed attempt to hide his bald pate. A pristine white apron strained around his belly and his shirtsleeves were pushed up above his elbows. His face lit up in a broad smile when he saw Owyn approaching the bar.
“Owyn!” he exclaimed. “My favorite giant, how are you? And Einar, my second favorite! Or third, I forget.” He punctuated that with a good-natured laugh.
“I’m great, Bran, thanks.” Owyn thrust his hand across the bar and Bran clasped it firmly. “You know what I want. Give me a mug of the good stuff.”
“I think you’re the only one that still drinks that stuff during the warmer months,” Bran said with a chuckle. He turned and put a mug beneath a small cask set against the wall behind him. Brown ale flowed into the mug as he twisted the spigot. “Everyone complains that it’s too dark and strong for the summer. They stick with the lighter ales, or better yet mead or melomel. I think you’ve nearly drained this cask yourself.” He passed the mug across the bar to Owyn, who graciously accepted.
“Hey, Bran,” Einar said in an overly serious tone. “Give me something light. Maybe some mead, or melomel.” He laughed, and Bran joined in.
“I despise weak beer,” Owyn said, taking a long pull from his mug. “And I’ve always felt mead was something for the evenings, like wine. I want something strong, something substantial. If I’m the only one still drinking this, perhaps you should name it after me. You could call it ‘King’s Champion Stout.’”
“If we’re naming it after you, something like ‘Smelly Lady Stout’ might be more fitting,” Bran said with a laugh that set his jowls waggling.
“Owyn! How is your training going?” asked a woman that was approaching them. She was as tall as most men in the room, with long, wavy blonde hair tied at the nape of her neck. Her blue eyes sparkled with a mischievous light. Her strap dress was the color of the sky, over white petticoats beneath, which emphasized the brightness of her eyes.
“Exhausting, but, like I always say, anything worth doing is worth doing right,” Owyn said. He embraced her tightly. “How are you, Katrin? I haven’t seen you in a while.”
She returned the hug and gave Owyn a broad smile. “Doing well, brother. You probably haven’t seen me because you’re too busy training to visit your family.”
Owyn’s smile faltered a hair, but Katrin clapped him on the shoulder.
“I’m only teasing you, Owyn. We all know how important this is to you. Are you ready for the games?” She took his mug from his thick hand and took a sip of the dark liquid. “Faugh!” she coughed. “I don’t know how you drink this. It’s like mud.”
“Ah, you know how I am,” Owyn said as he took his mug back from his sister. He took a long pull from the mug and grinned at her. “Only the strongest of ales for me. As for the King’s Games—”
“He’s ready!” Einar jested. “We were all just talking about how he’s fully prepared to lose. No one can stop him!” That drew a laugh from everyone.
Einar ordered some food from Bran while a tall man with a long, gray-streaked beard approached. He clapped Owyn on the shoulder and greeted him with a wide smile.
“Owyn, it’s good to see you,” he said in a rich baritone.
“And you as well, Sigmund,” Owyn responded. 
One of the reasons Owyn loved The Red Lion was that he was always surrounded by friends here. When Owyn’s family had moved from the tiny northern village of Styrkur to the capital city of Akranes a decade ago, they had found themselves with Sigmund as a neighbor and had been close friends ever since. 
Sigmund had hinted several times over the years that Owyn should consider marrying his daughter, but Owyn didn’t want to take that leap until he had better employment. And while Sigmund’s daughter was quite beautiful, Owyn felt no connection with her.
“How is your family doing?” Sigmund asked. Every time he saw Owyn he asked about his family. Sigmund had moved into the heart of the city a year ago to be closer to his business, and worked hard to stay in touch.
“Good, thanks for asking,” Owyn replied. “I’ve been too busy to see my parents lately, but last I visited them they were both healthy and happy. Katrin’s doing great as well,” Owyn added, gesturing towards his sister.
Upon hearing her name, Katrin turned from a conversation she was in and smiled politely at Sigmund.
Sigmund accepted a mug of ale from Bran with a murmured word of thanks and raised it towards Owyn. “To family.” He clinked his mug against Owyn’s and took a sip before continuing. “Hey, are you still drinking that mud?”
Owyn raised his mug and grinned. “Yep. I only wish it were stronger and darker. This one feels a little light at times.”
“I’d be pretty disappointed if you were to suddenly develop taste. So, are you ready to compete? I sure hope you’ve been training!” They both chuckled; for the past five years Owyn had talked about little else than his training.
“No, I’m not going to compete in the games,” Owyn said when the laughter died down. He leaned closer to Sigmund. “I’m winning the games!”
Behind Sigmund, Einar shook his head at Owyn’s poorly executed joke, but his smile was full of pride.
“I hear there’s some strong competition this year,” Sigmund said with a knowing smile. “People are figuring out how to better train for these sorts of things. I’ve heard rumors that Erik has been eating himself into the poorhouse and lifting everything he can get his hands on to prepare for this.”
Owyn thumped his fist against his broad chest. “Good,” he said. “I hope he’s in the best shape of his life. I want some real competition.”
“He’ll win,” Katrin said as she placed her hand on Owyn’s heavy shoulder. “The men in our family are all very strong. They have to be; the women kill and eat the weak ones.” They all laughed. 
“Aye, I guess we will see, we will see,” Sigmund said, stroking his beard. “My money is still on you. To Owyn!” he said, raising his mug.
They all cheered and tapped their mugs together.
“To Owyn!”
They talked and laughed and drank for the next few hours while Owyn devoured four bowls of Bran’s hearty lamb stew. His plan was to eat, sleep, and stretch for the next two days so that he would be fully rested for the competition. He ordered another bowl of the stew and Bran handed it to him with a broad smile.
“You’re my best five customers, you know that?” the portly man said.
“It’s not my fault that your wife is such a great cook!” Owyn exclaimed as he dug his spoon into the thick stew. “Please, give my best regards to Ylfa.”
“Aye, I’ll let her know. You keep buying all my food and I’ll be able to afford to send our youngest son to that academy in Gardabaer, to the west. You’ve heard of it, right?”
Owyn’s spoon paused halfway to his mouth. “I have.”
“What’s your opinion on that sort of thing, Owyn? My boy says they’re teaching students to use magic for the good of the people.” Bran leaned an elbow on the bar.
The others watched him closely, waiting for his answer. The academy was often a sensitive subject, as many people believed magic to be innately evil. 
Owyn took another bite of the lamb stew and thought for a moment before responding. “Hard to say, as I don’t know much about the magical arts, other than kings and queens often have a wizard as an advisor since they’re often some of the most well-read people around. If you wish for your son to earn his pay with something other than his business or his hands, then I think it’s a respectable path. I know some people fear magic and spells, but I believe that magic itself is neither good nor evil. It is a neutral thing. The person that wields it has the power to use it how they may, for good or evil.”
“So, you’re not against magic, then?” Katrin asked him with a raised eyebrow. “Even after all the stories we grew up hearing?”
“You northerners grow up in houses with grass walls and teach your children that snow dragons will hunt them down if they don’t finish their chores,” Bran said with a laugh. “I imagine there were some wild stories. Come on, Owyn, tell us some!”
Owyn’s golden hair swayed as he shook his head. “Dark things, mostly. That magic is always destructive. That the simple act of casting a spell can kill a weak caster. To bolster their strength and build more power, some sorcerers and witches draw power from dark entities, such as demons or long-forgotten gods. That turns them evil.”
Owyn shoveled another bite of stew into his mouth and chewed.
“And what’s your opinion on those stories?” Einar asked.
“I stopped believing in children’s tales long ago,” Owyn replied. “We’ve all heard stories of how Uthar, the king’s advisor, healed the sick. A man should use his best tools in life. The gods have graced me with strength. Others receive the gift of magic. If I were able to learn it…well, I imagine I would treat it the same as everything else. I’d try to be the best at it.”
“That’s my brother,” Katrin said with a proud smile.






  
  2


Rays of morning sunlight angled through the small window in Owyn’s bedchamber and roused him from his slumber. He stretched his burly arms over his head with a yawn, then threw the thin blanket off of himself. After swinging his legs over the side of his bed, he rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands for a moment.  
“No use putting it off,” Owyn mumbled, and stood. He took a step away from his bed, then squatted down one hundred times. Once that was done he placed his hands on the floor and completed the same amount of push ups. It was a ritual he completed every morning, no matter how he was feeling. It was a good way to start the day.
The water in his washbasin was cool and felt good on his face. He grabbed a washrag and wiped himself down, then scrubbed his teeth with salt and soda. Whistling to himself, he pulled on a pair of breeches and a tunic, then stamped his feet into his boots and hurried down the narrow staircase. 
Owyn’s house was small, but he still prided himself on it. He had worked for years as a merchant’s guard and earned enough to build the small place recently. While it barely had enough room for him, much less a family, it was his and that was all that mattered. The tiny backyard was just large enough to train for the King’s Games, which was another plus. There were days he missed the near-endless land of the farm he had grown up on, but that simply wasn’t possible inside a city.
Routines and structure were important to Owyn, so he tried to keep himself on a schedule every day, whether he worked or not. He was a creature of habit; that kept him sharp.
There wasn’t much food in his kitchen at the moment—he needed to go see the butcher later today—so he grabbed a heel of bread and some hard cheese and strode out the door.
Owyn’s house was only a few blocks from Laugavegur Street, which was another benefit. He strolled towards the main road, tearing off pieces of crusty bread and stuffing them in his mouth as he walked. 
As soon as he turned onto Laugavegur Street, he entered a tiny corner bakery. An elderly woman peered at him from beneath her head scarf. Hilda had been running this bakery since before he was born.
“Need something, Owyn?” she asked. “First batch of meat pies just came out the oven.”
“I’ll take one, please,” Owyn said, digging some coppers from his coin purse. Hilda made some of the best meat pies, although he never knew what would be in them. Some days they were chicken or pheasant, some days they were beef or lamb.
“Just one today?” she asked, handing him a piping hot pie just large enough to fit in his hand.
“Oh, I’ll probably be back later,” Owyn said with a grin.
“I hope so,” Hilda said. “Say, have I ever told you about my granddaughter? She’s about your age, and tall. Eyes like a summer sky.” Hilda held her hands in front of her chest. “She’s very—”
“Sorry, no time to talk today!” Owyn said. 
He gave her a grateful smile and hurried from the small bakery before Hilda could describe any more of her granddaughter to him. She had a habit of doing that, and in a way that would make most men blush. 
As Owyn grew stronger and people realized he stood a good chance of winning the King’s Games, he ran into more and more situations like that. Mothers would mention how beautiful their daughters were, and fathers would inquire how his work was going, then make comments about how a strong work ethic boded well for his family. A good woman would turn his house into a home, they would say in serious tones, right before mentioning that their daughter had just come of age.
Owyn knew he was going to win the King’s Games. And while plenty of beautiful women had offered themselves and he had let a few share his bed, he wanted to set his sights higher. He wasn’t exactly sure what that entailed, but if he was to be the King’s Champion, he wanted to marry more than a butcher’s daughter. Not to say that there was anything wrong with that. But he felt it was important to have lofty goals. It gave a man something to fight for.
“Owyn!” a man called out.
Owyn swallowed the last of the meat pie—beef and turnips, today—and turned to see who had called his name.
A middle-aged man with thinning hair and a long beard, both blonde, was hurrying towards him, deftly weaving his way through people walking on the street. He carried a mead horn in one hand and his round stomach bounced with each step.
“Ludvik, it’s good to see you,” Owyn said when the man arrived.
“Owyn, you have to try this,” Ludvik said, pushing his mead horn towards the tall man.
“What is it?” Owyn said, accepting the horn. “Mead, I assume?”
“Melomel, close,” Ludvik said. “Although some call it pyment. I fermented the honey with grapes, white grapes. Please, please, you must try it!”
Owyn wasn’t big on mead, but he could always enjoy something well made. He pulled the stopper from the end of the horn and tried a sip.
“Wow,” Owyn said. “I see why you’re so excited. That might be the best mead I’ve ever had.” He took another sip.
“Don’t drink it all,” Ludvik said, taking his horn back. He crammed the stopper back in the end of the horn. “I want to convince Bran to buy this. Do you think he’ll bite?”
Owyn thought for a moment. “I think he will,” he said. “Especially during the warmer months like this.”
Ludvik nodded. “I’ll tell him you thought it was spectacular.” With that, the quirky man hurried off towards the inn.
Owyn continued walking down the broad street for ten minutes, until he was halfway across the inner city. Akranians were friendly folk, and many greeted him with a smile as he passed by, making for a pleasant walk.
Eventually, he came to a modest house on the outskirts of the inner city. It was made of stone, like most others, with a steeply pitched roof to help shed snow in the winter. Tall, arched windows let in plenty of sunlight and kept the gloom away, no matter the season.
Owyn stepped up to the front door and rapped his knuckles against the sturdy wood three times, then took a step back and waited. 
The sound of something metal crashing into the floor came through the door, followed by muffled cursing. Heavy footsteps stomped closer and the door finally opened, revealing a portly man with a thick, black beard.
“Owyn?” Viggo asked. “Have I become so decrepit in my old age that I have forgotten what day it is?”
Owyn blinked. “I think I’m so used to doing the same thing every day that I just came here by habit. My apologies for disturbing you, Viggo.”
The portly man waved it off. “Oh, you’re fine. For a moment I was afraid I had lost a few days. I won’t need you until after the games. That is, if you’re still available for employment then.” His grin had a gleam in it; he knew he was going to lose his best guard.
Viggo had been a merchant for nearly twenty years, and had built up quite a few trading partners over that time. He sold wool and hides to Midsandur and brought back luxurious bolts of cloth and thick carpets that the aristocracy of Akranes were always eager for. He had built up a considerable fortune being a smart trader, which was reflected in the quality of his home.
Owyn grinned. “A creature of habit, I am. I bid you good day, Viggo.”
Viggo took a step inside and gestured for Owyn to enter. “Would you like to come in and have some hot tea? Katarina just brewed a pot.”
Owyn shook his head. “Thank you, but no. I’m going to head to the inn.”
Viggo nodded. “I know it takes a lot of food to power those muscles. Know that we’ll all be there at the games, son. We’ll all be cheering you on.”
“Thank you,” Owyn said, offering his arm. Viggo reached out and grasped his forearm.
After that, Owyn walked back through the inner city and made his way to The Red Lion. Before he even pushed in the door he could smell breakfast in the air. He entered and immediately noticed Einar seated at a table, huddled over a bowl.
“Owyn, a good day to you,” Bran called out.
Owyn acknowledged him with a wave and approached the bar. “Always a good day when I’m on the right side of the dirt,” he said, bringing a laugh from the fat man. “I’ll take two helpings of bacon and porridge, plus whatever fruit you’re able to scrounge up.”
“And a pint of mud,” Bran added, grabbing a pewter mug.
Owyn grinned and slid some coins across the bar. He walked over to where Einar was seated and plopped down in a chair that creaked under his weight. “Good to see you here, old man.”
“Old man?” Einar asked around a mouthful of porridge. He gestured with his spoon as if it were a dagger. “I’ll have you know I was putting men in the ground before you were even born. Don’t ‘old man’ me, or I’ll have to teach you some respect.” He finished with a grin that made it clear his words were in jest.
“Yes, and I’m sure even the gods were young when you were born,” Owyn said, and Einar barked a laugh. “It’s good to see you here, Einar. Didn’t feel like breaking your fast at home?”
Einar shook his head. “No, I’ve eaten about everything in my house that isn’t nailed down. I figured I would take a break and have a bite here.” He narrowed his eyes. “Have you heard anything about the competition?”
One of the serving girls brought Owyn’s food, and he thanked her with a smile. Her returned smile was very warm, and her eyes lingered on his for a while. Owyn cleared his throat and grabbed his spoon.
“I’ve heard rumor that Erik lifted a horse recently,” Einar said, keeping his voice low. “They say he got beneath it, set his shoulders on the horse’s ribs, and stood up, lifting the horse clear off the ground.”
Owyn waved it away. “No horse would let him do that. It would probably kick him to death if he tried.”
Einar nodded. “That’s true. He’s probably the original source of those rumors. Perhaps he thinks he can scare the competition away if they think they stand no chance.”
“Wouldn’t surprise me,” Owyn said, shoveling a spoonful of hot porridge into his mouth. “As I said yesterday though, I hope he’s the strongest he’s ever been. I want to prove my strength against Akranes’ best, not against the dregs.”
“That’s a respectable notion,” Einar said. “So, what’s next then?”
Owyn looked down at the food on the table in front of him and tapped his bowl with his spoon. “More of this.”
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Owyn stood among the competitors on the field that had been prepared for the King’s Games. Looking over the crowd, he saw thousands of citizens held back by a heavy rope hung around the competition area.  
For the games, workers had erected a large dais from heavy timbers, upon which stood a wooden throne.
King Ivar of Akranes stood in front of that throne, scanning the contestants with a watchful eye. As usual, he was surrounded by a dozen members of his King’s Guard, although one look at him showed he wasn’t in any dire need of protection.
King Ivar was a large man, both tall and broad of shoulder, and still heavy with muscle despite his age. The years had lined his face and grayed his reddish-blonde hair and short beard, but his blue eyes were like a hawk’s, piercing and unwavering. Although he wore his golden crown and kingly raiment as befit a man of his station, his hand rested upon the hilt of the sword at his waist in a manner that suggested he was more comfortable with the blade than without.
Owyn remembered hearing about how King Ivar’s early years had been filled with battles and skirmishes as larger kingdoms on their borders had tried to expand and take parts of Akranes. Being a smaller nation, Akranes had suffered through border attacks on a regular basis earlier in history, but upon King Ivar taking the throne, those had stopped.
King Ivar had ridden out with his army and fought in the battles himself, against the wishes of his advisors, and beaten back every attempt to take his land. Any attacks on his people resulted in him killing ten times as many of his attackers. His viciousness in battle had earned him the nickname “King Ivar the Red,” by many. It was a name spoken in tones of respect by his countrymen and tones of fear by his enemies.
King Ivar was also known for being brutally strong, and his exercises with stones and logs added to his fearsome reputation. It ultimately led to him creating his King’s Games, which he held every five years.
Most notably, there was no queen by his side. Queen Lilja, renowned for her great beauty and kindness, had been the blossom of Akranes and loved by all in the land. Her charity had been equal to her husband's ferocity. 
She died a year ago of a mysterious illness that took her suddenly, twisting her body and causing her excruciating pain. Her screams could be heard day and night by anyone near the keep. 
Citizens whispered at night of a curse, or of dark magic that had taken her life, for no one knew of any ailment that could cause such suffering. Even the king’s wizard had been unable to heal her.
The king had ordered a month of mourning after her death. Since that time, he had lost much of the joyful spark he had been known for. He had also refused to remarry, even though he had no sons.
The absence of his daughter, Princess Freya, was also noted, although Owyn did not know why she would avoid something as important as the King’s Games.
When Owyn had attended his first game, five years earlier, he had seen the princess seated next to the king and queen. While he had been much more slender then, he still had possessed his great height, causing him to stand out in the crowd. He had briefly caught the Princess’ eye and exchanged a smile with her.
Owyn imagined that one of her royal duties would be to show her face at such a competition, especially one as treasured and celebrated as this, so he was surprised by her current absence.
Princess Freya was a great beauty like her mother, tall and strong with red hair and a smile like the morning sunrise. It was said that princes from every nearby nation had begged for her hand in marriage, but King Ivar had refused them all, saying they were too weak for his daughter. Some feared he might start a war with all of his refusals, but no one was foolish enough to test him on the battlefield.
The king lifted a hand, eliciting a silence from the crowd. He addressed them all in a strong, booming voice.
“Citizens of Akranes, I thank you for being here on this day as we celebrate both strength and skill. As many of you know, these games are very dear to my heart. I will be watching and waiting for my new champion. Competitors, may the gods grant you strength and speed, and may you emerge unharmed.”
King Ivar waved to both the crowd and the contestants, and everyone cheered. Several men in bright yellow tunics began directing men around, pointing to where they should line up.
The competition of strength was as simple as it was effective: eight stones, each larger and heavier than the one before it, sat on the field in a line. Each stone had to be lifted and pressed over the competitor’s head in order to progress to the next one.
A long line of men stood behind the first stone, waiting for their chance to prove their strength. While they were of varying heights and weights, most of them were heavy with muscle. Owyn had positioned himself at the rear of the line on purpose; he wanted to watch the competition.
The first man bent down and grabbed onto the large stone, easily lifting it from the ground. A stone of that size required little skill, so he adjusted his grip, awkwardly shifting around, and pressed it over his head. He let the stone slam to the field and roared triumphantly to the crowd. Next to him, one of the men in yellow tunics raised a hand, signaling a successful lift. 
Owyn bit back a laugh. There was no need to act in such a way after lifting the first stone. The last one, perhaps, but not the first. Besides, the man’s form was horrible. Owyn’s back hurt just watching the man twist and jerk his way through the lift. The man walked over to the second stone, where he started the line and waited.
Most men were able to lift the first stone, but not all. Some couldn’t get a solid grip on it, others had bad form, and one poor bastard managed to lift it over his head only to have it slip and slam right into his face. He was carried away from the field with blood pouring from deep gouges on his shoulder and broken face.
Nearly an hour passed before all of the men had made their attempt on the first stone, and then it was Owyn’s turn. The stone being lightweight was no excuse for bad form, so he lifted it the same as he would a heavy one. He reached down, his fingers easily grasping the stone, and hoisted it to his chest in a single motion. He paused briefly, shifting his grip, then pressed it overhead.
Once the yellow-vested official raised his hand, Owyn let the stone slam back onto the field. He guessed that stone weighed about as much as an average woman. Several people clapped, but most weren’t particularly interested in seeing anyone lift the smallest stone.
The second stone went much like the first. Not every man was able to lift it—some simply weren’t prepared, and some knew they couldn’t lift it but had fun trying. As with the first stone, Owyn lifted it easily. The third stone was easy as well. The fourth stone was heavy, but still no real challenge.
By the fifth stone, the group of competitors had shrunk from more than a hundred men to only a dozen. Now the stones were getting truly heavy; Owyn estimated this one weighed half again as much as a man. As with the previous stones, Owyn focused on his form, and in a matter of seconds the heavy stone was pressed above his head.
“You think you’re going to win today?” a tall man with dark red hair asked. It was Erik. He was tall, as tall as Owyn, and equally heavy in the shoulders. His legs were lacking in size and strength though, and Owyn knew that would come into play.
“I think the strongest man will win,” Owyn said smoothly to avoid any conflict.
Erik grinned and stroked his braided beard. “Glad we can agree that I’ll win,” he said, giving a good-natured laugh.
Now that only a handful of men were left, the crowd cheered loudly for each man. Other than the occasional wave to the crowd, the men were too focused on their lifts to pay much attention. By the time they reached the sixth stone, only four men remained, including Erik and Owyn.
The first two men each tried to lift the sixth stone, and each of them failed. Owyn couldn’t fault them for it; this was a heavy weight they were attempting. One slip could result in that stone crushing a man’s head. 
Erik stepped up to the sixth stone and waved to the crowd. He flexed his burly arms, then reached down for the stone. He managed to lift it from the ground, but when he pulled it to his legs and leaned back, he wasn’t able to get it any further. His face turned as red as his hair with strain, but he couldn’t straighten up. He finally let the stone slam to the ground, cursing loudly at it.
Owyn thought back to what he had said at the tavern two days prior. I’m not going there to compete. I’m going there to win.  All he had to do was lift the sixth stone and he would win the test of strength in the King’s Games. He would be halfway to being the champion. He stepped up to the heavy stone and looked down, chewing his lip in thought.
Surprising everyone, Owyn suddenly stepped over to the eighth and final stone. One of the men in yellow tunics tried to tell him that he couldn’t skip stones, but Owyn ignored him. 
He reached beneath that massive stone, letting his fingers find purchase on the rough surface. After taking a deep breath, he pulled with all his might, heaving the stone up to his thighs, where he squatted down, the stone resting on his legs. He adjusted his grip on the huge stone, then rolled it up his torso until he held it tightly against his upper chest. 
His muscles shook with effort and his breaths came in ragged gasps. After shifting his hands, he squatted down, then used the strength in his mighty legs to help propel the stone upward. It moved up and he pushed, harder, harder, trying to finish the lift. His head felt like it was going to explode with strain, but he finally locked out his arms.
“I am the strongest! No one can challenge me!” He roared as he slowly turned, still holding the huge stone over his head while facing the audience. His heart pounded like a drum from a mixture of excitement and strain.
The crowd was deathly silent, every face painted with shock, then broke out into a cacophony of cheers. They shouted and whistled, marveling at his strength. Only after turning in a full circle did Owyn cast the huge stone to the ground, where it landed with a resounding thud.
The roaring crowd suddenly fell silent and Owyn turned, looking for the cause.
King Ivar had risen from his throne and now stood facing Owyn. His hand was held up, which had caused the crowd to stop their cheering. Still out of breath, Owyn trotted to the center of the field, to stand before the king, and dropped to a knee.
“What is your name, contestant?” the king asked.
Owyn lifted his head proudly as he addressed the king. “Owyn of Styrkur, Your Grace.”
The king nodded slowly, still fixing Owyn with his hawk’s eyes. “An ancient land, Styrkur. Hard people, living in the mountains of the north. It’s good to see they still breed them strong up there. Rise, Owyn of Styrkur.”
Owyn pushed himself to his feet and stood there, still breathing heavily. Unsure of exactly what to do, he clasped his hands behind his back. It was not every day a man found himself speaking to a king.
“I will confess something to you, Owyn of Styrkur,” the king said, a slight smile curving the corners of his mouth. “We put the eighth stone there in jest; we knew no one would have the strength to lift it. We only hoped we would get to see someone try it.” The king seemed unsure of what else to say and suddenly broke out into laughter. “So, I thank you for that, young Owyn. It was a pleasure watching you. You seem to have the strength of the gods themselves.”
The king clapped his hands and the crowd applauded with him. Owyn couldn’t help but smile.
King Ivar suddenly leaped to the ground in front of his dais, his sprightly movements making him seem half his age. His King’s Guard immediately moved to follow, but he waved them away. 
When the king reached Owyn, he stood there for a moment, looking him up and down. Owyn was about to go to one knee when the king suddenly extended his hand. Owyn graciously accepted and returned the handshake. He could feel the swordsman’s callouses thick on the king’s palm. 
King Ivar lifted their joined hands high overhead and shouted to the crowd.
“People of Akranes, I present to you Owyn of Styrkur, the champion of strength!”
The crowd immediately began cheering Owyn’s name and clapping their hands. Owyn smiled and raised his other hand, basking in the attention.
“Thank you, Your Grace,” Owyn said quietly to his king.
“Don’t thank me yet, Owyn,” King Ivar said with a wolf’s grin. “There’s still the test of skill.”
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The crowd finally settled down as the king made his way back to the wooden dais. He strolled across the field, back straight as his sword. The King’s Guard moved out of his way as he climbed up the wooden stairs. When he reached the top of the dais, he stood in front of his throne and held his hand up for silence again. When the murmurs faded, he addressed the crowd once again. 
“We shall now progress to the test of skill. No matter how strong a man is, it is practically useless if he can’t apply it, after all.” He turned to Owyn and the rest of the contestants. “The strongest thirty-two of you will be given white tunics as well as wooden swords coated in grease. You’ll be paired off against each other. If you strike a blow against your opponent, it will show.”
Owyn grunted after hearing about the test. Like the test of strength, it was as simple as it was effective. Having worked as a merchant’s guard for several years, Owyn was no stranger to a sword. Still, he had a sneaking feeling the king was going to add a twist to things. He kept his mind open and flexible, ready to change and adapt at a moment’s notice.
A few minutes passed as groups of men entered the area and removed the great stones. None could lift the heaviest of the stones, of course; it took three men and an ox to drag away the eighth stone, which brought a smile to Owyn’s face. 
One of the men in yellow tunics moved through the crowd, selecting those that had scored the highest in the test of strength. Several workers behind him pulled a small cart filled with white tunics and greased swords.
“Congratulations on your victory,” the man said to Owyn in a thin voice as he gestured to his helpers. “Let’s hope you have skill as well as strength.”
Owyn accepted his tunic from a young man and pulled it over his head. He tied the tunic around his waist with a length of rope to keep the excess cloth under control. Another lackey handed him a greased wooden sword, which he accepted with a nod and a quiet word of thanks. Owyn’s shoulders ached from lifting that heavy stone, but his determination outweighed any pain.
The swords they had been given were short and heavy, somewhat like a gladius in nature. They looked to be carved from a single piece of oak, and the blades were blackened with heavy grease. That would make a clear mark on the white tunics, even from a graze.
A gaming official led Owyn off to one side of the field, where he was paired off against Erik. Erik had done well enough in the test of strength to progress to this round, which surprised no one. He was a brutally strong man, but he had weak points. Owyn hoped those weak points extended to his skill with a sword as well.
Erik eyed Owyn warily, his green eyes burning with focus and intent, then stepped forward and offered his hand. Owyn shook it graciously before stepping back into position.
Seven other pairs of men stood on the field, each eyeing their opponent and readying themselves.
“Time to see how much you’ve been practicing the sword,” Erik said, clutching the weapon in his right hand and giving it a few practice thrusts.
“Just a little bit,” Owyn said with a grin.
King Ivar clapped twice and Owyn rushed forwards. He gave Erik no time to attack and forced him to defend against a flurry of blows. The man’s red, bushy eyebrows knit as he struggled to find an opening in Owyn’s assault. He dropped low and lunged, but Owyn parried and countered with a savage blow that came within a hair’s breadth of Erik’s stomach.
“Just a little bit, you say?” Erik panted and took a step back.
“A little bit every day for the last five years,” Owyn replied with a shrug.
Erik crouched low and thrust again but Owyn turned it aside. He leaped into the air, seeking to overpower Owyn by putting his bodyweight into his attacks. Own managed to turn those aside, sending Erik stumbling across the field.
Erik slowly approached, holding the sword in both hands this time. His eyes were intent on Owyn, seeking any opening, any weakness. He found none.
Owyn pressed him again, slamming his wooden sword against Erik’s. Erik feinted, seeking to catch Owyn off-guard, but Owyn saw the move coming. He knocked the red-haired man’s sword aside and landed a hard stab against Erik’s chest.
“Halt!” cried a contest official standing near them. Owyn took a step back and lowered his sword, catching his breath as the man examined the mark on Erik’s tunic.
“Yeah, yeah, he got me,” Erik said, waving away the official. A clear black mark stained Erik’s tunic, right over his heart. Erik winced as he pulled the tunic over his head. He would have quite a bruise there in the coming days.
“Well fought, Owyn,” Erik said. The disappointment in his voice was as clear as the grease mark on his tunic.
The contest official stepped up to Owyn and raised his hand over his head. 
“Victor!” he said simply.
The clattering of wooden sword against wooden sword continued for a few more minutes, peppered with shouts of “halt!” and “victor!” as swords made their marks against white tunics.
The victors shouted to the crowd, and the losers grumbled as they left the field, often rubbing at a sore chest or stomach. One man had a smear of black grease across the side of his face, and a clearly broken nose.
Owyn had trained strenuously for this over the past five years, and his skill with a sword was testament to that. He dispatched his second opponent in half the time it had taken him to deal with Erik, and his third opponent proved to be only mildly difficult.
He stretched his heavy shoulders as he waited for his next match. The last pair were still fighting; two men of great skill that seemed unable to land a blow on each other. One of them made a swipe at the other’s arm, then jabbed him in the shoulder.
One more round of duels were next. After that was the final fight. 
King Ivar stood and once again raised his hand to silence the crowd. Owyn was expecting the king to praise the competitors again, but what he said next caught Owyn completely by surprise.
“For our final match, I have decided to add an extra measure of difficulty,” the king said, a sly grin slowly spreading on his face as he spoke. “All four remaining contestants will fight at the same time. May the best man win!”
Hushed whispers of excitement ran through the crowd. Owyn looked a question at his opponents and found them equally taken aback. Their expressions said they felt the same as him—they had all been expecting one-on-one fights, not this.
Fighting three opponents was no easy feat, and emerging unscathed from a fight like that was unheard of. Owyn wracked his mind, trying to devise a tactic that would see him the victor.
Einar had trained him for years with all manner of weapons as well as with bare hands, but their training had always been one-on-one. 
Now, all four men stood in a loose circle, facing each other with wooden swords held ready in one hand or both. Owyn gripped his sword in his right hand, his fingers flexing on the oaken handle as he scanned his opponents. From the corner of his vision, he saw the king raise his hands and clap twice.
Owyn immediately spun on his heel and hurled his sword at the man to his left with all his might. It flew through the air and struck true, hitting the man on the side of the chest, but Owyn did not wait to see it land. 
The moment the sword left his fingers he turned and sprinted to his right, rushing his opponent there. That man had split his attention between his three opponents, so when he swung his sword, Owyn reached up and caught the man’s wrists. Owyn slammed into the man, knocking him to the ground and simultaneously tearing the sword from his grip.
Owyn had just enough time to ready his grip on the sword as his final opponent darted towards him and lunged like a Southern cobra. Owyn struggled to parry the man’s blows and realized he was finally facing a true challenge. 
The two men circled each other, repeatedly attacking but Owyn mostly being forced on the defensive. Try as he did, he could not find an opening to strike at the man. He was simply too fast.
When his opponent swung his sword the next time, Owyn did not try to parry it. Instead, he struck at the man’s sword itself, attacking it like it was a limb to chop through. He landed a devastating blow at the base of the blade, right above the grip. The force of the impact shocked the man ever so briefly, but that was all Owyn needed. His sword swiped across the man’s collarbones, leaving a black line across the base of his throat.
A contest official ran up to Owyn, took his hand, and raised it overhead. “Victor!” he shouted.
Owyn expected the crowd to cheer, but instead his opponent’s face contorted with rage. The man launched himself at Owyn, redoubling his efforts.
“Stop!” shouted the contest official, but the man kept attacking Owyn. His blade darted out for Owyn’s head, only narrowly missing.
Rising to his feet, King Ivar’s brows drew down. “Stop, right this instant!” he roared.
The man ignored the king as well. Wooden sword or not, this man’s thoughts had been clouded by his anger at defeat, and he seemed to be trying to genuinely hurt Owyn.
Knowing that he had already won the fight in the eyes of the king, Owyn stopped caring if the man struck his tunic. He focused on disarming the man and struck at his sword again and again, denting the edge of the wooden blade. Each blow provoked the man’s anger, causing his attacks to become more wild and erratic, if still just as fast.
Owyn finally decided to drop his sword at the last minute and used both of his hands to catch the other man’s arm. It was a dangerous move, a fool’s move according to some, but when used correctly it was devastating. Owyn used his grip on the man’s arms to jerk him closer, and slammed his forehead into the man’s nose, flattening it in a spray of red. He tore the wooden sword from the man’s grasp and threw him to the dirt with a bloodied face.
“Seize him!” King Ivar shouted. Several of his guards rushed forwards and grabbed the man right as he was scrambling to his feet and preparing for another attack on Owyn. “You dare stain my contest with acts of dishonor? You dare mock the courage of the other competitors with this cowardice and insolence?” The king shook his head while his guards held the man and fastened manacles around his wrists. “We will decide your fate another day. Throw him in the dungeon for the night,” he said to the King’s Guard, and they took the man away.
Owyn pulled the white tunic over his head and smiled as he tossed it to the cheering crowd. King Ivar, finally simmering down, looked upon Owyn with approval.
“People of Akranes,” the king boomed, once again composed. “While we often use a points system to determine the overall winner, that is clearly not needed this year. Owyn of Styrkur,” he said, pointing to the field in front of him.
Owyn rushed forwards and knelt on the field in front of the king.
The king nodded and continued when Owyn moved closer. “On this day you have proven both your strength and your skill. I believe you showed honor and restraint as well. You could have killed that man just now and it would have been in self-defense. I certainly would have,” he added and the crowd laughed with him. “It is with great pride that I declare you the King’s Champion!”
The king beckoned Owyn closer, pointing onto the dais next to him. Owyn pushed himself to his feet and stepped closer to the king.
The crowd roared with excitement, cheering and shouting Owyn’s name as he approached the king. The King’s Guard stepped aside, allowing Owyn to climb the wooden stairs. As soon as he reached the king, he immediately went to one knee.
“You’ve got to stop with all the kneeling,” King Ivar muttered. “I’m too old for that; it hurts my neck. Can’t stand people bowing and scraping all the time.” He reached out and placed a heavy gold metal around Owyn’s neck, then motioned for him to rise.
Owyn stood, his face beaming with pride. Once again, King Ivar grabbed his hand and raised it over their heads, announcing his victory to the crowd. Owyn smiled until his face hurt as his countrymen cheered him on.
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A crowd of familiar faces filled the common room of  The Red Lion that evening, all of them beaming smiles and shouting cheers. Their volume nearly seemed to rattle the panes in the windows, and people had to shout to catch the barman’s attention. It was a much larger crowd than Bran was used to, and he ran back and forth behind the bar to keep up with the constant demand for more beer.
Owyn stood in their midst with his back to the bar, raising his hands to try to quiet the crowd into a dull roar. It took them a moment, but everyone finally settled down.
“My friends, please. You honor me too much,” Owyn began, but was quickly overrun.
“Nonsense, you’re the King’s Champion! Speech!” someone shouted, and others took it up.
“Speech!”
“Come on, Owyn, give us a speech!”
Owyn laughed. “What kind of speech do you expect me to give? I picked up a stone and hit people with a sword. Speech done!” He slapped his palm on the bar to accent the words and everyone cheered again. Several people launched into a raucous song.
“The King’s Champion!” The shout came from dozens of throats at once and filled the common room. A man seated in the corner tried to start up a tune on a flute, but the crowd was too loud and he finally gave up. There wouldn’t be any dancing for some time.
“Owyn of Styrkur!” a new voice roared from the doorway. The crowd fell deathly silent as everyone turned to see who the newcomer was.
Erik walked into the room, his face a storm cloud. He wore a heavy leather gambeson and his right hand rested on the hilt of his sheathed sword. His boots were loud on the floorboards as he walked closer, his eyes never leaving Owyn. The crowd split to let him walk closer. He looked like a man ready for violence.
Owyn took a long pull from his mug of ale and slowly turned to Erik. He kept his face smooth as the red-haired man approached.
“Do you really think you can take me in a swordfight, Owyn?” Erik growled. “A fight to the death? Do you really think you’re that good? By the gods I’ve been putting holes in men for a long time, you know.”
Owyn took another sip of his beer, then turned and set his mug on the bar. He turned back to Erik, looking him up and down while crossing his thick arms. “Yeah,” he said simply.
Erik’s gaze grew in intensity until he finally burst out in laughter. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone your size move that quickly! Come here, you lucky whelp you.” He reached out for Owyn and pulled him into a fierce hug.
Owyn laughed and clapped the man on the back. “Just getting off work?” he asked, gesturing to the sword and armor that Erik wore. 
Erik shook his head. “Leaving in an hour. I wanted to come here and pay my respects, first. We’re heading down to Peralta, and boss doesn’t like traveling through the city when anyone is on the streets. Says he hates trying to weave a caravan of wagons through a crowd. Can’t say I blame him.” Like Owyn, Erik worked as a merchant’s guard. He had been doing it for nearly fifteen years, though, long enough to earn quite a bit of coin.
“You should be proud of your performance today, Erik,” Owyn said, clapping the man on the shoulder. “There are few men in the kingdom that could challenge you on strength or with a blade. Bran!” he said, turning back to the bar. “An ale for Erik!”
“None of that pitch that Owyn drinks, though,” Erik added.
Bran filled a pewter mug with amber-colored ale, then passed it to Erik, who accepted it with a gracious nod.
“You truly earned your victory today, Owyn. Well fought.” Erik raised his mug to Owyn.
“Thank you, friend,” Owyn said in return, clinking his mug against Erik’s. They both drank deeply.
“I’ve been meaning to tell you,” Einar said as he stepped closer to Owyn. “Here’s my way of saying thanks.” He reached into his purse and dug out a handful of gold coins, which he then slapped into Owyn’s raised palm. “As I told you, I bet a lot of coin on you. I’ll be set for a year with what I won, possibly longer.”
“Glad I could help,” Owyn said, giving Einar a cheerful grin as he stuffed the coins into his purse. “We all know I did it just for you, old man.”
Einar slapped him on the back and turned to the bar to try to catch Bran’s attention. The bartender was running back and forth behind the bar like a rabbit as he tried to keep up with the room filled with thirsty patrons.
“Erik speaks the truth,” Sigmund said as he moved next to Owyn. “I had no clue you could move that fast. Everyone knows you’re strong, damn strong, but I don’t think anyone expected those moves out of you.” He suddenly raised his arm in imitation of how Owyn had thrown his sword during the contest. “You launched that thing like a catapult! That poor bastard toppled like a felled tree. And the look on his face!” Sigmund burst into another round of laughter.
“How did you lift that stone?” an old man standing in the crowd asked in a shout. “That thing looked heavy as a house!”
“How much did that thing even weigh?” Sigmund asked, leaning forward with curiosity. The rest of the crowd seemed to lean in with him.
Owyn scratched at the stubble on his chin. “If I had to guess, I would say close to four hundred pounds.” 
Gasps rippled through the crowd. An elderly woman standing near him reached out and poked him in the arm, as if to see what he was made of.
“I suppose I’ll need to get my scales out to confirm the weight,” Owyn quipped, looking curiously at the old woman. She muttered something under her breath and walked away, shaking her head.
“Another beer for the King’s Champion,” Bran shouted as he slid a mug of dark ale across the bartop to Owyn. “To be honest, I’m just glad to get rid of this stuff at this point. You’re still the only one that drinks it.”
Owyn grabbed the fresh mug and took a long drink. A thought occurred to him and he turned back to the ground.
“I know that look,” Katrin said with a grin. “You’re about to say something stupid and you’ll think it’s clever.”
Owyn winked at his sister, then raised his voice to the crowd. “Have a pint of King’s Champion Ale with me! The strongest beer for the strongest of men!”
Several men shouted and pressed through the crowd. When they got to the bar, they ordered a mug of the dark ale. Bran gave Owyn a look of appreciation as he filled the mugs. The first man to drink his immediately coughed and looked in the mug as if he had drank oil. 
“I don’t know how you do it,” Katrin said, giving him a playful punch in the shoulder. Her eyes beamed with pride. “You have brought much honor to our family with all of this. I can’t think of much more you could do.”
“Well,” Owyn began. “I wanted to send some gold to—”
“He could become the next king!” a voice in the crowd shouted in jest.
Everyone had a good laugh at that, and Owyn joined in. 
“Me, a king?” Owyn said. He reached behind him and grabbed his mug of beer from the bar, gesturing with it as he continued. “I can’t think of a worse idea than that. First off, I’d be a horrible king. Second, that means I’d have to face off against Ivar, and I’m not stupid enough to do anything like that. No, I’ll settle for prince of this tavern, maybe. But only for tonight.”
“So, what’s your first decree as Prince of the Tavern?” Katrin asked with a raised eyebrow.
Owyn looked into his mug, at his face faintly reflecting in the dark liquid. Tomorrow was an important day, but he could enjoy a bit of celebration tonight.
Decision made, he dug a handful of silver coins from his purse, then slapped them on the bar. Bran’s eyebrows shot up at seeing that amount of money.
“I decree that drinks are on me until that runs out!” Owyn shouted. The crowd cheered his name.
“What’s next, brother?” Katrin asked, leaning closer so she didn’t have to shout over the crowd. “Any more surprises for us?”
“The king has summoned me. I am to meet with him tomorrow morning,” Owyn said, keeping his voice low. Having won the King’s Games, Owyn expected to be offered a spot on the King’s Guard. He wasn’t sure if he would accept or not.
“Well, in that case, I’ll make sure to drink my share,” Katrin said as she tapped her mug of beer against Owyn’s. “You should take it easy so you can get a full night’s sleep. You need to be at your best when you see the king.”
Owyn nodded. “I will be careful, I promise. One more mug and I’ll call it a night.”
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Owyn stood on the tiled floor of the throne room, wearing his best tunic and cloak, both in shades of blue. He had polished his boots early this morning until they gleamed. Both his hair and beard had been trimmed as well, although Bran had protested when Owyn woke him with the rising sun for a trim. 
Not that Owyn felt any better. His head felt like a herd of cattle had walked across it. He managed to conceal his hangover beneath a stoic expression.
King Ivar sat on his throne upon the marble dais, resting his chin on one fist. In his other hand was a golden goblet of wine, largely ignored. He studied Owyn with piercing blue eyes for some time, drawing his gray brows down. Owyn wanted to tell him to stop staring, but of course, one did not speak that way to a king.
After some time, King Ivar straightened on his throne. “You proved both strength and skill yesterday, Owyn of Styrkur,” he finally said, his voice sounding tired. While he spoke words of praise, it was clear his mind was somewhere else. His mood seemed as dark as a storm cloud.
Owyn wasn’t sure how to respond, so he offered a quiet word of thanks and continued standing there, silently.
“Normally in this situation, I would offer you a place among my King’s Guard. If you so desired such a position, that is. I don’t think anyone could deny that you earned a place there. But,” he continued, before Owyn could make any form of reply. “There are more pressing matters at hand.” 
He sighed heavily and finally seemed to notice his goblet of wine. He took a drink from it and continued staring at Owyn, as if sorting out thoughts in his mind. 
“I need you, Owyn. I feel like you are the only man that can help me,” he finally said.
Owyn opened his mouth to ask why, but instead simply replied “I am here to serve my kingdom, Your Grace.”
The king chuckled. “Good answer. Do you pray to the gods, Owyn?”
“Not regularly, but I follow the old gods, as did my father before me and his father as well.” 
King Ivar nodded slowly. “Good. Not one to be swayed by new trends, then.”
He referred to a new religion that had recently formed in the south and was sweeping across the lands over the past few years. Many people had converted, worshipping the God of the Sun after hearing rumors of miracles being performed in his name.
It was rare that Owyn offered any words of prayer. He had no tongue for it. When he did, though, he prayed to the same gods as his grandfather and his grandfather’s grandfather. 
“This is about debts, young Owyn. Debts and repaying them.” An unquestionable sadness tinged King Ivar’s voice. He gazed at nothing, seeming lost in his dark thoughts.
Owyn shifted uncomfortably. “I do not follow, my king.”
King Ivar finally snapped out of his reverie and his piercing eyes darted back to Owyn, drilling through him. “Of course you don’t,” he snapped. “I haven’t explained it yet.”
He took a deep breath to calm himself and washed away his frustration with another sip of wine.
“Owyn of Styrkur, as you are the King’s Champion, I have decided to make you an offer. But first understand that if you decide to hear this, a loose tongue will be met with pincers and hot irons.”
Owyn swallowed at the threat and felt a trickle of sweat roll down the middle of his back. His curiosity was piqued, however, so he bowed his head to the king. “Please continue, sire. If I can be of service to you and the kingdom, I shall.”
“My daughter is gone,” the king said without pause.
Owyn blinked. “What do you mean, Your Grace?”
“Exactly what I said. She’s gone.” King Ivar stared forlornly at the goblet in his hand for a moment. His face suddenly twisted in rage and he hurled the goblet across the throne room, spraying red wine across the floor. “Stolen from me by that witch that haunts the forests east of the city,” he added in a shout.
Owyn winced as the king’s shout rattled through his sore head. He wondered what this had to do with the debts the king had mentioned earlier. As if hearing his thoughts, the king continued, his voice heated.
“Long ago, I accepted help from that witch, Valdis. Other nations were attacking our every border, and I acted out of desperation. I made a deal with her, not fully understanding what I was doing. Or perhaps I was just young and stupid and didn’t believe it.” King Ivar frowned as if disgusted by the memory of his actions. “After years passed, I forgot about the promise I had made to her in exchange for her assistance. I didn’t think anything could actually happen. After all, who is Valdis to challenge me?”
He paused and Owyn opened his mouth to say something. King Ivar continued, saving Owyn from an awkward moment.
“But the witch came back, Owyn. She came back. She turned herself to smoke and made her way through these very halls, then disappeared with my daughter.” The king slammed his fist into an open palm with anger. “What I wouldn’t give to wrap my fingers around that witch’s throat! I would burn the entire forest down and slaughter every living thing in it to get my daughter back.”
King Ivar suddenly sighed and sagged in his throne, as if the fight had drained from him. “But I am old, and have a kingdom to run. The people would not like hearing that the princess had been stolen. It would make me look weak.” He suddenly scoffed. “After all, what kind of king can’t protect his own daughter? That is where you come in, Owyn. Owyn of Styrkur.”
Owyn tried to conceal his shock. That explained why Princess Freya hadn’t been at the King’s Games the day before. Concealing his emotions must have taken all the king’s willpower.
“So, you want me to retrieve the princess, my king?” Owyn asked, although he felt the answer was obvious.
King Ivar stared at nothing, his eyes becoming distant. Several minutes passed and Owyn was going to repeat his question but the king finally spoke.
“There comes a time when gold loses its luster, when rubies lose their glow. When the sunrises cease to be beautiful and fires cease to be warm. I lost so much when the gods took my Lilja from me. All that’s left of me is my love for my daughter. I care naught for anything else.” He raised his head and fixed Owyn with his piercing gaze. “Retrieve my daughter. Bring her back and you can name your reward. If it’s within my power and does not harm me or my kingdom, I will grant it. This I swear in the presence of the old gods.”
Owyn thought hard on that; what would he want if he could have anything? Gold? Land? A title? He pursed his lips while thinking of how he wanted to better his life.
Perhaps it was his pounding headache that suddenly made him so forward, so bold, or perhaps some of last night’s beer still flowed in his veins, but Owyn decided to take a chance. Fortune favored the bold, as the old saying went. The world belonged to the brave.
“Sire, I have but one request,” Owyn said. “Your Grace, I will bring your daughter back within a fortnight, and I will slay the witch that took her. I swear this on my honor, in front of you and the old gods. When I have accomplished that, I would ask for your blessing to have her as my wife.”
The king stared at Owyn incredulously before barking a laugh. “So, you’re saying you want to be king after me, then?” He shook his head while keeping those hard eyes on Owyn. His hand crept towards his sword belt, but he was unarmed in the throne room.
“I mean you no disrespect, my king,” Owyn quickly added. “Your daughter’s beauty is known far and wide, as is her kindness and cunning. I look only for the joy of being wedded to such a woman; I have no low-minded ambitions to take your place on the throne. Were I to ever mistreat her, I would agree to my head being given to you on a platter.”
The king continued staring at him, long enough that Owyn shifted uncomfortably. Owyn held the king’s gaze, no easy feat, and refused to even blink. 
“Perhaps I should think twice before making such bold promises,” the king said, almost as if to himself. “I promised too much to Valdis, and now it seems I have promised too much to you as well.” He sighed heavily. “Still, I long to hear Freya’s voice again. I had been thinking of marrying her off to the prince of Midsandur, to solidify an alliance with them.”
Owyn was taken aback by the king’s words, and spoke without thinking. “That milk-drinker? The princess would hand him his own head in a week’s time.” He snapped his mouth shut, not wanting to stoke the king’s wrath by speaking out of turn.
King Ivar nodded. “Yes, that same one. To be honest, I never liked that man. He’s spineless. Weak. All of these princes are, and I don’t think I can bear to use my daughter as a political tool, alliances be damned.” 
The king looked down at Owyn’s thick arms that strained his tunic and pursed his lips in thought. “Your head on a platter, you say?”
Owyn immediately regretted his words, but he nodded.
King Ivar allowed himself to grin slightly. “Well, at least you seem committed. My daughter is a strong-willed woman and deserves a strong man, but I cannot force her hand in marriage. If you bring her back to me, then we will let her decide. If she wishes to take you as a husband, I will give you both my blessing. Perhaps we can inject some strength back into this family. I know my Lilja used to tell me that I had grown soft with age.”
Owyn blinked at that. King Ivar had fought in countless battles when he was young, side to side with his infantrymen. His prowess with a sword was known far and wide, as was his viciousness in battle. His reputation as a fierce warrior had been earned through many years of bloody battles. Even now, Owyn wagered the king was still skilled with both sword and spear.
“As you are a man of honor, Owyn of Styrkur, so am I. I will grant you your request. As everyone is aware, I have no male heir to take the throne when I die. Continue being an honorable man, treat my daughter well, and I will welcome you as my son-in-law.
“But know this,” he said, leaning forward on his throne. “If word ever reaches me that you have mistreated her, I will make sure the final weeks of your life are filled with nothing but agony and the sounds of your screams echoing through the dungeons. I will peel the skin from your flesh with my own hands.”
King Ivar leaned back on his throne and took a more ceremonial tone. “Turn now and leave this room, Owyn of Styrkur. Receive your instructions from my wizard and let your face not be seen again in these halls until you have my daughter at your side. Fight bravely, and return.”
Owyn bowed deeply and turned on his heel. He strode out of the grand hall with his head high and his mind filled with confidence. In all his years, he had never turned away from a challenge. This would be no different.
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Owyn continued down the long rug and exited the throne room through a set of massive double doors. Uthar, the court wizard, was there to meet Owyn. 
He was a tall and spindly man, his wiry frame hidden in dark, voluminous robes. Not a hair was to be found on his head; no eyebrows, beard, or even eyelashes, which made him look positively alien when combined with his corpse-pale skin and purple lips. Wrinkles lined his face, but it was impossible to put an age to him. If Owyn had to guess, he would say forty or perhaps fifty, but he had heard whispers that Uthar was at least three times that.
“I have prepared a few things for you to help ensure your success,” Uthar said in his dusty voice. He produced a small tube from one of his sleeves and handed it to Owyn. “Within this tube is a map of the lands east of here. I have marked the general location of the witch Valdis for you.”
“You have been there?” Owyn asked, hoping to get some advice on the journey from the wizard. “What can you tell me about it? Anything, to help my chances.”
“Of course not,” Uthar snapped, his voice thick with irritation. He took a deep breath and calmed himself before continuing. “I’ve never been there. It is simply my job as court wizard to know these things. I would never associate with one such as her.” He practically spat the words.
“Well, thank you for the map,” Owyn said, unsure of what else to say to the strange man.
Uthar continued. “We have also prepared food and water rations for you, as well as horses. And weapons, of course.” Uthar looked Owyn up and down. “As for armor, I must confess that we might not have anything that will fit you.”
“No need,” Owyn said with a wave of his hand. “I have a mail hauberk that will suffice. Have you any advice for defeating this witch? I doubt she will offer to fight me with a sword.” He chuckled, then went silent as the wizard merely stared.
“There is but one way to defeat this witch,” Uthar said. “Her heart. It resides outside of her body. Destroy that, and she will be vulnerable. If you do not destroy her heart, your attacks will simply pass right through her.”
Owyn stopped and turned to the old wizard. “Did I just hear you correctly? Her heart—”
“Resides outside of her body. Yes, you heard me correctly,” the wizard said impatiently. “Knowing her, she’ll probably have it on display somewhere, flaunting the very source of her dark magic. She was always a prideful one. She must keep it near, as her power stems from it.”
“How near are we talking?” Owyn asked.
Uthar shrugged. “Reasonably close. I imagine it’ll be in her cabin somewhere. Wherever she is, you must succeed, Owyn of Styrkur. She will try to deceive you with her poisonous words. Ignore them; she speaks nothing but lies. She may also try to seduce you. Stay strong and focused, Owyn, and may your blade strike true where others have failed.”
“Thank you, Uthar,” Owyn said. Without thinking, he extended his hand to the wizard.
Uthar looked down at Owyn’s hand with clear distaste. His lips curled, but he reached forwards and briefly shook Owyn’s hand. 
Owyn felt something strange about the wizard’s hand, and realized that the old man was missing his smallest finger on that hand.
“One more thing,” Uthar said as he released Owyn’s hand. He wiped his palm on his robe and continued. “For when you find her dwelling. When you face her cabin, circle around to the side opposite the two windows. The door is there. You cannot see it, but I can assure you it is there, right in the center. This is what my spies have told me, and what my scrying mirror has shown.”
“Thank you, Uthar,” Owyn said. “I shall leave right away.”
“Let the gods grant you haste,” Uthar said. “Your horses are waiting for you in the royal stables.” He bowed his head slightly and backed away.
Owyn’s boots echoed down the granite halls as he found his way out of the keep and into the royal stables. There, he was met by the stableman, who had two magnificent horses ready and waiting, along with saddlebags bulging with supplies.
One of the horses was a tall gray gelding, standing two hands taller than anything else in the stables. Owyn assumed the king had the finest selection of stock, and this was proof of that. The stableman led the massive horse over to Owyn and helped him saddle the beast.
“I shall name him seeker, for he shall take me to that which I seek,” Owyn said as he scratched the horse’s neck. The stableman rolled his eyes and led the other horse near, then handed the reins to Owyn.
The second horse was a hand shorter than Seeker and almost solid white. This was the princess’ horse, the stableman explained, so the mare was to be handled with the utmost care. Owyn thanked the stableman for his help and pulled himself into the saddle. 
He kept a hold on the white mare’s reins and left the castle grounds at a slow walk. Through the city he rode, waving at those that called out his name.
“That’s a fine horse, mister,” a man said, staring at Seeker. “I’ve never seen one so tall.”
Owyn patted the gelding’s neck. “He’s a fine beast, yes.” He wanted to get out of the city with haste to avoid all the small talk.
Owyn took the horses to his house and tied them up out front, then went inside. As quickly as possible, he gathered his sword and armor. At the last minute, he stuffed a dagger into the top of each boot. A man couldn’t have too many weapons. Once he had everything, he went back to the horses and pulled himself into Seeker’s saddle.
He kept to alleys and narrow streets as he made his way out of the city. Less prying eyes, and less people to ask where he was going with such fine horses. Owyn was a well-known man, especially after winning the King’s Games, so people called out to him wherever he went. 
One of the archers atop the gatehouse waved at him as he exited the eastern gate of the city. Owyn waved back and kicked his horse into a faster walk. The princess’ horse walked next to him. He kept that pace until he was clear of houses and farms, then let the horses run for a few minutes.
His journey had begun.
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Owyn traveled east, following the detailed map that Uthar had given him. Initially he followed the broad road that exited the eastern gate of the city and continued in that direction, but that road eventually turned to the south in order to avoid dense forests and tall mountains far in the distance. At that point Owyn switched to a narrow path that wound further east through golden fields of wild barley and lush grasslands, and crossed several small streams. 
After the bustle of the city it felt good to be out in nature with only the horses and his thoughts for company. While he enjoyed living in the capital city, sometimes it could be a bit…overstimulating. Owyn once again thought of the larger cities to the south and wondered how people lived their lives crammed so closely to others, never enjoying the fresh forest air or the taste of a clean mountain stream.
Owyn’s path was not one often traveled, and after a time it became nearly indistinguishable from the grass surrounding it. A plethora of prints in the hard dirt suggested that more animals used it than people.
The strong winds made Owyn thankful for the thick cloak he had donned that afternoon. The winds came from the north and brought with them the chill of the mountains. Owyn held the front of his cloak closed with one hand and his reins with the other as his eyes scanned the countryside. If luck was with him, he would spot something to cook for dinner that evening. He wasn’t the best shot with a bow, but he was good enough.
Owyn also knew that there was a distinct possibility of danger in these parts. While King Ivar’s strict justice kept the nation of Akranes safe, bandits could still be found in places. And what better place to make camp than along a trail that no one used any longer?
Luck was in fact with him that day, for as the sun began to sink behind him, stretching the shadows long across the ground, he caught sight of a small buck grazing. The deer’s antlers were small and still held the velvet of growth on them.
Owyn halted the horses and carefully dismounted. He drew his short horse bow from behind his saddle and bent it behind his leg, then hooked the end of the bow string on the end of the limb. That done, he set the reins beneath a nearby stone and set out, keeping close to the ground.
The grass wasn’t tall enough to fully disguise Owyn, but it was better than nothing. He darted behind a small patch of barley and remained there for several minutes as the deer raised its head and looked around. Once it went back to grazing, Owyn crept forward, knocking his arrow on the move.
Once he was close enough he drew the bowstring all the way to his cheek. His muscles strained from the pull weight of the heavy bow, and he released. The arrow flew true and pierced the buck’s chest, right near its heart. It bolted and Owyn immediately jogged towards it.
Owyn’s massive size wasn’t the best for running, but he managed a lumbering jog as he followed the deer. Drops of blood on the grass made for an easy trail to follow. It didn’t take long for him to find the animal, lying on its side, bleeding out. Not wanting the animal to suffer any longer, Owyn drew his heavy belt knife and drove it into the creature’s skull. It twitched once and was still. Some men would cut the throat to kill it, but that just made them suffer more. Best to get it done with quickly.
Once the animal was dead, however, he did cut the arteries of the neck. That done, he hefted the animal in his arms, careful not to let it bleed on him, and carried it back to his horses while the blood drained from the body. Had he thought more about this, he would have brought a frame and rope to hang the animal from a tree.
Owyn was quite exhausted by the time he reached the horses. Seeker pawed the ground and whinnied when Owyn approached with the dead animal in his hands. He spoke soothing words to the animal and tied the carcass behind his saddle.
“Okay, boy,” Owyn said, grabbing the reins. “Let’s ride a little more tonight, then we’ll rest. How about we make it to those trees up ahead?”
Seeker snorted in reply.
Owyn pulled himself into the saddle and clicked his tongue. Seeker moved into a fast walk, with the white horse riding next to him. Owyn spoke to both of the horses on the trip, not because he thought they would answer him but just to break up the monotony. Besides, bonding with the beasts was important, especially if he expected to fight anything from horseback on this journey.
After thirty minutes of riding, aspen and birch trees began spotting the area, gradually growing more dense until they created a gentle canopy above. Owyn scanned the area until he found a place suitable for a camp.
He tied the horses to a nearby tree, then set them up with feed bags. After that, he removed their saddles and set them on the ground, then began digging through the saddlebags for supplies.
Owyn fetched enough downed branches for a fire, then collected a few head-sized stones to ring it. After shoving aside all the dried leaves and twigs on the forest floor with his boot, he arranged the branches among the sticks and added a double handful of smaller ones. A few minutes with his flint and steel had smoke curling up from some dried leaves and needles, which eventually spread to twigs and finally the larger branches.
Once the fire was going, Owyn searched the area for large, flat stones. He found two and carried them back to the campsite. A splash of water ensured they were clean. He placed his booted foot on the stones ringing the fire and rolled them three feet away, one at a time. Grabbing a large branch he had scavenged, he used it to shove the burning timbers over to the stones, so all that was left was hot, dry ground. After kicking away the ashes, it was the perfect place to set up a bedroll.
But first he had to deal with the carcass. His belt knife made short work of the animal, skinning it and sectioning it. Owyn drove a sharpened stick through the haunch of the animal and laid it over the fire, then set to cutting thin strips from the remaining meat. The strips of meat were laid upon the large, flat stones, which were set next to the fire to collect warmth so the meat would dry.
A brief search through the saddlebags had shown Owyn that he had been supplied with a month’s worth of hardtack. While it would keep his body nourished, it wasn’t the tastiest food. Besides, a man needed more than just rock-hard bread to live on. Some meat and beer made for happier times.
Not wanting to waste the rest of the carcass, Owyn took a five minute walk down the path and hurled it as far as he could. Scavengers would take care of that in no time, and it was far enough away from his camp that he wouldn’t have to worry about them.
Back at his camp, he set his bedroll down on the warm ground and stretched out. A day spent in the saddle was a great way to make a man sore, so he pulled off his boots and stretched his legs out for a while.
“Perhaps tomorrow I can find something smaller,” Owyn muttered to himself as he stared at the haunch of meat. At least he would go to bed with a full belly.
Fetching his water skin, he washed the dust from his gullet and pulled the deer meat from the fire. After letting it cool for a few minutes, he began slicing off sections with his knife. It wasn’t the most tender meat, but it had a wild, gamey flavor that he enjoyed. Some dark beer would have gone well with it, but beer didn’t last as long as wine on trips such as this.
Of course, he preferred water when he knew he had a fight ahead. It was important to keep his head clear.
A meal of just meat wasn’t quite enough, so he finally rummaged through the saddlebags and grabbed a piece of hardtack and a small metal mug. After letting the fat drip into the mug, he added water and dipped the rock-hard travel rations in it. It slowly expanded and turned into something more edible, especially with the deer fat flavoring it. It wasn’t the best stew he had ever eaten, but it hit the spot after a few mugs of it.
Owyn was used to sleeping beneath the stars due to his job as a merchant’s guard. Still, it had been some time since he had been completely alone. There was a tranquility to it, a peace that seeped into his very person. It made him think of the village he had grown up in, Styrkur, which was often said to have more sheep than people. Being at the base of the mountains it was known for cold weather, but also beautiful scenery.
The next day was equally uneventful. After starting the day with his standard ritual of one hundred squats and pushups, Owyn got back on the trail and continued east.
He spotted some pheasants but wasn’t quick enough with his bow to kill any for supper, so he spent his day chewing on tough jerky. The monotony of the forest trail began to set in on the second day, so he passed time by humming songs to himself; he didn’t sing, for even the forest animals couldn’t take that sort of torture.
Dinner that evening was a bland stew made from water, hardtack, and jerky. It wasn’t the best, but five cups of it at least filled him up. The horses, noses buried in their feed bags, probably had a tastier dinner.
The third day was also calm, and Owyn began to think the entire trip would be shockingly easy. It wasn’t until that night that things changed.
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On the third night, Owyn made his camp as usual. He let the horses graze on some nearby foliage while he worked with flint and steel to light his fire. More jerky and hardtack stew filled his belly that night, washed down with water.  
According to Uthar’s map, he would cross a stream on the next day. Owyn was grateful for that; the thought of the cold, clear mountain water made his throat ache. The musty water in his waterskins was adequate at best.
He spent a few minutes whittling on a stub of branch he had picked up the night before. When Owyn began, he had meant for it to look like a wolf’s head, but the more he carved the more he realized he had no talent for it. If anything, it resembled a cow, and a sickly one at that.
When the pleasant post-supper tiredness began to take him, he curled up on his bedroll and pulled his cloak over his body. The thick material kept the night chill from his bones as good as any blanket, especially with the fire nearby. His sword lay right next to him.
Something startled his horse that night, causing it to snort and whinny softly. Owyn’s eyes snapped open and he clambered to his feet, snatching his sword as he stood. The sword remained beneath his cloak, which he held closed with a hand.
Three men approached Owyn’s camp, each with a weapon in hand. Owyn’s low fire offered gentle illumination, just enough to make out the bandits. For as soon as they stepped closer, it became immediately clear that’s what they were.
“What are bandits doing out here?” Owyn demanded. They were too far from civilization to make a living.
Their apparent leader, a skinny, filthy, rat-faced man, wielded a heavy-bladed knife with grooves along the back of the blade for catching an opponent's weapon. He scowled as he came close enough to see Owyn’s size. He probably hadn’t been expecting an opponent so large.
“No city watch to make our lives difficult,” rat-face said with a sneer. “No one at all lives out here, except us. Out here, we rule ourselves. Now, hand over your money.” He gestured with his knife.
“I have no money, only dried food. Be gone,” Owyn told them irritably, working his shoulder where a root had been poking him all night.
“Well, isn’t that something,” rat-face said in a raspy voice. “It looks like you’ve got two fine horses though, so we’ll be taking those. Just stay over there, big man, and you might keep all your blood inside your body. Ketill, grab his saddlebags.”
A second man, short and bald, looked around the campsite until he found Owyn’s saddlebags. He reached down for the nearest one, but stopped when Owyn called out to him.
“Ketill, is it? If that hand touches any of my belongings, I will cut it off.” Owyn turned back to rat-face. “Be gone this instant. Leave while you still have your lives.” Owyn stood there for another moment, still holding his cloak tightly around him.
Rat-face laughed, loud and long, and turned to his companions. “Can you believe this shit? Ketill, get his gods-be-damned saddlebags. Petr, help me bleed this idiot so he doesn’t cause any more trouble.”
A third man stepped into the faint light, next to rat-face. He was a broad man with heavy shoulders and a face that looked like it had been used as a hammer. In his hands he wielded a large axe. The steel of the blade was pitted and dull.
“Luck smiles on us today, boys,” rat-face exclaimed, then turned back to Owyn. “That’s a nice cloak. I think I’ll take it.”
“Time to end this foolishness!” Owyn growled as he threw his cloak back and let it fall to the ground. He snatched his sword from its sheath, then let the latter fall to the ground. 
Rat-face barely had time to react to Owyn’s charge. Owyn swung his sword in a powerful overhand arch, which the slender man dodged. Owyn used his momentum to bring the sword into a chest-high swipe. The man dodged again, but only barely. When Owyn brought his sword around a third time, rat-face brought his knife up in an attempt to catch Owyn’s sword. His feeble arms were no match for Owyn’s strength, and the heavy knife went flying.
Owyn quickly twisted and dropped into a lunge. His sword struck rat-face high in the stomach, penetrating so deeply the blade exited his back. Owyn tore the blade out as quickly as he had thrust it in.
Rat-face let out a high-pitched shriek and clutched at his bleeding stomach with both hands. He fell to the dirt and writhed in pain as he bled out.
Without pausing, Owyn spun on his feet and met Petr as the stocky man approached. Petr swung his axe in wide, looping arcs, letting his momentum build. He whirled the axe around, the pitted blade promising death if it ever found purchase.
Owyn was already irritated at having been woken up, so he dispatched Petr with savage efficiency. He ducked backwards, dodging a particularly nasty swing of Petr’s axe, then hacked deeply into Petr’s arm. 
Petr’s axe fell from suddenly numb fingers and he barely had time to draw a ragged breath to scream. Owyn’s sword circled around and struck Petr in the neck, removing the man’s head from his body. 
Owyn’s hard gaze found Ketill, still standing there with Owyn’s saddlebags in his hands. He stood there, paralyzed from fear as Owyn walked up. The balding man dropped the saddlebags and pulled a large knife from his belt, then held it in front of him in both hands.
Owyn briefly considered letting the man go, but he knew that would be a foolish mistake. Ketill was likely to gather up accomplices and return. Letting Ketill go would only increase the chances of Owyn having his throat slit in the middle of the night.
“Please, good master, I—” Ketill stammered. Owyn took another step forwards and Ketill yelped, then dropped his knife. He covered his head with his hands as if they were made from armor.
The blade of Owyn’s sword chopped cleanly through one of Ketill’s hands and sliced off the top of his head. With a faint grunt, the man fell limply to the ground, his brains slopping out in chunks onto the dirt.
“All I wanted was my sleep,” Owyn grumbled, turning back towards rat-face. The man still whined and gasped in pain as he struggled to crawl away. Owyn approached and knelt next to him, grabbing the man’s tunic to keep him from escaping. “I’m trying to rescue the princess, man, don’t you understand that? I need to sleep.”
“Fuck you and your whore of a princess,” rat-face shouted, spitting a mouthful of blood onto the ground. He lashed out at Owyn again, aiming for his eyes.
Owyn ducked back and leaped to his feet. He brought his sword down hard on the man’s neck, removing his head. Problem solved.
Except now he had a new problem; dealing with their bodies. Still grumbling about how tired he was, Owyn leaned down and wiped his sword clean on rat-face’s tunic. After that, he walked back to his bedroll, where he had set his scabbard. 
If three bandits attacked him, there was always a chance more were in these woods. Not wanting to take any chances, Owyn sheathed his sword, then fastened his sword belt around his waist. After shoving his feet into his boots, he went back to rat-face’s body.
Grabbing the body by the ankles, Owyn dragged it three hundred paces away, onto the other side of the trail. The bodies would attract all sorts of insects and wild animals, and he wasn’t in the mood to fight off a bear. Besides, no one in their right mind slept near dead bodies.
Petr’s body was next. The stocky man weighed considerably more than his leader, so Owyn hoisted the man’s corpse onto his shoulder and walked the same three hundred paces away before dropping it to the ground. When he got back to the campsite, he frowned at the man’s head. Not wanting to walk all that distance for a mere head, he hurled it as far away as he could.
Ketill’s body was last. Owyn had to be careful so the rest of the man’s brain didn’t fall out, but he managed to haul the corpse far away, so it could rot with the rest.
After ridding his campsite of the corpses, he tossed another log onto the dwindling fire to keep the chill at bay, then unfastened his sword belt. Once his boots were off, Owyn laid down on his bedroll and closed his eyes, hoping for more sleep. His heart still pounded in his chest from the fight, making sleep a challenge. After thirty minutes of fitful tossing, he sat up with a grunt.
Owyn briefly considered saddling the horses to get an early start to the day, but ultimately decided that interrupting their rest would be a negative. The beasts were walking dozens of miles each day, so they needed as much sleep as possible. Especially Seeker, who had to carry Owyn’s bulk.
With a groan of irritation, Owyn stood and walked over to his saddlebags, rummaging through them until he found his whetstone. Once he got back to his bedroll, he unsheathed his sword and began dragging the stone along the edge. Weapon maintenance was important, and a razor-sharp edge helped to keep his fights short and brutal. 
After ten minutes of work he checked the condition of the edge. It wouldn’t quite shave the hair on his arm, but it was close. A few more strokes would get it there. His thumbnail caught a tiny nick on the edge of the blade near the tip, which probably had come from when it had passed through bone. That was concerning, as nicks could lead to cracks, which would ultimately lead to the blade failing completely.
Once he was done, he shoved his sword back in its scabbard and set it next to his bedroll. He relieved himself on a nearby tree, then laid back down. It took another fifteen minutes for sleep to take him, but he finally drifted off.
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As the pale sunrise began to filter through the trees, a stray beam of light struck Owyn directly in the face, pulling him from his slumber. He grumbled and rubbed his eyes, but quickly got up. If he laid there wishing for more sleep, it would be another two hours before he moved. 
Owyn kicked dirt over the smoldering embers of the fire, then began to clean up his campsite. Once the horses were readied, he tied his bedroll behind Seeker’s saddle, then tied his short horse bow on top of that. His sword hung from the pommel. After his incident with the bandits, he didn’t want to take any chances. He made sure a quiver filled with arrows was handy as well.
Walking all day had to bore even the horses, so he spent a few minutes talking to them, rubbing their ears, and feeding them some of the apples he had been supplied with. They were simple beasts, but they seemed to appreciate the extra attention.
Stifling a yawn behind his fist, Owyn clicked his tongue and the horses set off at a moderate walk. From the saddle, he ate a bland breakfast of dried meat and a heel of bread, then washed it all down with his water skin.
The slight chill in the air hung on until late morning, making Owyn grateful for his cloak. Knowing he would be fighting, he had only brought a few shirts and breeches; no jacket, as that could interfere with arm movement. The last thing he wanted was to be slowed down by cloth cutting into his armpits because it was sized wrong.
Thankfully, there was no sign of any bandits that day. For that matter, there was no real sign any people had ever been this far into the woods, other than the faint trail that persisted and split the forest in twain. He rode through raw forest with unbridled nature in every direction. 
After having lived in a city for the past decade, the freshness of the air was something that made him smile. He briefly wondered if he would ever build a house away from the noise of civilization, where he could live in peace and raise a family. However, if all went as planned he would be marrying a princess. It was doubtful she would stand for a life out in the country.
That was something he had tried not to spend much time dwelling upon; his impending marriage into the royal family. It had been a great risk, asking that, but once the king said he would do anything, Owyn decided to push his luck. Fortune favors the bold, as they say.
He wasn’t particularly concerned about Princess Freya. Her beauty was known all across the land, as was her kindness and charity. She was also said to have a bit of her father’s sharpness of tongue, which was something Owyn looked forward to. He did not want to spend the rest of his years with some milk sop that was afraid to voice an opinion.
Marrying her would make him into a prince, he assumed. While that hadn’t been his intention when he asked for her hand in marriage, that was something he would have to deal with, and soon. He put it out of his mind for now and decided he would worry about it when the time was right.
Owyn’s wandering thoughts were perhaps the most exciting part of an otherwise dull morning. But, when one was riding deep into the woods to fight a witch, dull was a good thing.
His feelings on dull things didn’t extend to his food, though. He crunched on an apple, which helped, but he tried to save those for the horses. The hardtack and dried meat would last a long time, but they had all the charm of boot leather and a similar texture. But, he reminded himself, having a belly full of bland food was better than being hungry. He had to keep his strength up; he couldn’t afford to be hungry.
Some time after lunch, the horses began rolling their eyes and snorting, as if something was causing them distress. Owyn scanned his surroundings, but couldn’t see any culprit. Seeker whinnied and stopped, and the white horse would have fled were it not for Owyn’s firm grasp on her reins.
Suddenly, a half dozen wolves burst from the trees. They snarled as they approached, their raised fur and snapping teeth meant to scare their prey. These were large wolves, and they would make short work of Owyn and the horses if he didn’t react accordingly.
Instinctively, he reached behind him for his bow, but stopped. By the time he got off two arrows, the wolves would be on them, tearing at his flesh and making a meal of the horses. Instead, he decided to show them he was no easy prey, to be cowed with just a show of teeth.
Owyn drew his sword and bellowed at the top of his lungs, a sound loud enough that the wolves seemed startled. At the same time, he dug his heels into Seeker’s flanks, forcing the scared animal to charge the wolves. The massive horse screamed, nearly as loud as Owyn, as his hooves pounded the ground. Owyn’s grip on the reins forced the white horse into a charge as well.
The wolves were caught completely off guard. They scattered, all but one brave individual that tried to bite Owyn’s booted foot. His sword split the animal’s head right down the center, not even giving it time to cry out. The other wolves, seeing this, fled into the woods.
It took Owyn several minutes to calm the horses, but they eventually realized that the wolves were gone for good. Owyn turned Seeker and rode him back to where the wolf had been slain.
Seeing the animal up close, Owyn counted his blessings. The wolf was damn big, nearly as tall as a man’s waist, with teeth that would have torn him apart. It was heavy, Owyn learned as he hefted the animal and tied it behind his saddle. That would come in handy later.
Owyn was low on apples, so two pears helped calm the horses further. Once they were sufficiently placated—Seeker was not happy about the wolf tied above his haunches—Owyn pulled himself back into the saddle and continued down the trail.
Around lunch time, fortune smiled upon Owyn. A wide stream bubbled over smooth stones and crossed the trail. This was exactly what Owyn had been hoping to find. The day still had plenty of hours during which he could ride, but he had to take advantage of this situation while he could.
Owyn steered the horses off the road and continued upstream for thirty feet until he found a large aspen tree that looked inviting. He looped the reins around a nearby sapling and removed the wolf carcass, causing Seeker to stir again. Owyn hushed the animal and tossed the carcass onto the ground.
Finding dry wood wasn’t too difficult, and the stream had plenty of stones, so it only took Owyn a handful of minutes to have a fire going. He fetched more stones from the stream and set them next to the fire, then cleared an area to sleep on. The saddle stayed near him this time.
Skinning an animal was dirty work; there was no way around that. Owyn hefted the carcass in his arms and walked a hundred paces downstream before he cut the wolf open. The wolf’s guts and innards would make a feast for scavengers, so he wanted to ensure they stayed far away from his camp. The brains, however, stayed with him. He removed the split skull and used it as a bowl to carry the brains.
When he returned to his camp, he sat down near the fire and set to work with his belt knife, scraping any shreds of flesh and membrane from the wolf hide. It was tedious work, but he persisted. Once that was done, the hide got a thorough washing in the stream—there was no telling what pests that wild beast had in its fur.
After wringing the animal skin out, he brought it back to the fire and laid it out upon several stones, using them to weigh down the corners. Keeping it near the fire would help it to dry more quickly. The sun was still high in the sky, which helped. He had wisely built the fire in the open, so the sun beamed down upon both it and the stretched out hide. It would be dry in no time.
With little else to do, Owyn checked his sword blade. The nick was still there, so he pulled out his whetstone, spat on it, and began working on the blade. The stone was too fine to grind away much, but after a full hour of work the nick had been noticeably reduced. Plus, the sword was sharp enough to split hairs.
He felt the hide, prodding it with his thick fingers. Even next to the fire, it was still damp. That was to be expected, so he reminded himself to be patient and decided to make use of the stream.
The first thing Owyn did was strip his shirt off and wash the gore from his hands in the stream. The cold water reminded him of his childhood, where snow melt would cause streams cold enough to freeze a man’s bones. He took a tentative sip of the water and found it exactly as refreshing as he had hoped. All of his spare waterskins were immediately filled with the cold water.
Owyn grabbed a double handful of water and washed his face and hair as well. Being dirty helped no one, him least of all. After having that thought, he stripped down and waded into the freezing water. While the temperature of the water wasn’t pleasant by any means, it helped him finish quickly. In no time he was seated on his bedroll, warming himself by the crackling fire.
Two hours later when he checked the wolf hide he found it dry enough to work with. Owyn took the brains, broke off a handful, and began working it into the skin side of the wolf pelt. He worked methodically, rubbing the pieces of brains onto every square inch and working it thoroughly into the skin. This was the key part to tanning; he had done it many times as a child.
When Owyn was done he washed himself in the stream again, then sat down for a bland dinner. He made it a point to search for some wild fruits or herbs to break up the monotony of hardtack and dried meat.
His exhaustion ensured he slept deeply that night. He kept the horses nearby, knowing they would whinny if they heard anyone or anything come near. It wasn’t nearly as good as having someone stand watch, but it was the best he could do with the tools that he had.
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As soon as he woke the next morning, he checked the hide. The brains had soaked into the skin, making it pliable. Owyn took his dirty shirt—it would have to be sacrificed to make the pelt—and wiped all excess brain matter from the inside of the skin. Once it was clean, he set to softening it. 
There was no easy way to soften a hide out in the wild; it required basic tools that Owyn didn’t have. The closest thing was a nearby tree, almost perfectly straight with a trunk the diameter of his wrist. The species of tree was foreign to him, but the bark was smooth. It would work for now.
Owyn looped the hide around the tree trunk and held tightly to both ends, then began pulling the hide back and forth. He leaned back, putting hard pressure on the hide as he pulled with one arm then the other. That would help stretch the fibers in the hide, and create warmth as well, which would fully dry it. After doing that for several minutes he changed his grip and continued.
Half an hour later, he brought the softened pelt back to his bedroll and tossed it down. It wasn’t nearly large enough for a blanket, but it would help if the nights got any colder; his cloak was barely up to the task. He made a mental note to continue softening the leather each evening until it was ready. Then, he had to smoke it once he found the time.
“I think we’re getting close,” he told Seeker as he patted the animal on the nose. “Only another day or two, if Uthar’s map is right.”
Seeker snorted and tossed his head. The horse had been on edge since seeing the wolves. Owyn did his best to soothe the large animal as he placed the saddle on Seeker’s back. After a few minutes the horse calmed down, and seemed ready for a day’s ride.
Owyn poured water over the embers of his fire and tied his bedroll behind his saddle, but otherwise left the campsite alone. This was a good area, and he wanted to mark it for his trip back. He grabbed a head-sized stone and carried it with him, then set it on the side of the trail. That would do.
“Come on, boy. And you too, girl,” he said to the horses. After rubbing their noses for a few minutes, he led them out to the trail and then pulled himself into Seeker’s saddle. He set off at a fast walk to cover plenty of ground without tiring the horses.
As bland as breaking his fast was, he was used to the food now. Hardtack wasn’t such punishment if it was softened with a bit of water, and the dried meat…. Well, he just chewed and swallowed. At least the water was good, although he looked forward to the next time he could have a strong, dark beer.
Some time after lunch Owyn began to notice a change in the forest around him. It was subtle at first and he initially thought the leaves were simply changing colors with the season. Upon closer inspection, he realized that the colors were all wrong.
No oranges or reds graced the branches. Instead, the leaves had turned sickly yellow with dark spots of disease and decay. The white bark of the aspens looked like the pale skin of a corpse, peeling off in chunks to reveal unnatural flesh beneath.
“By the gods, what is this?” Owyn asked, reaching down and patting Seeker’s neck. Both of the horses were uneasy.
An eerie silence blanketed the forest, oppressive in its totality. Noise always existed in the woods, from the chirping of birds and barking of squirrels to the gentle rustle of branches disturbed by the breeze. But here, there was no noise at all, just dead silence.
After studying Uthar’s map, Owyn veered off the main path and took a small trail to the left. Deeper into the forest the trail led, and Owyn watched in amazed horror as the corruption surrounding him grew stronger. Large red spots stained the leaves of the ash trees, and blisters rose from the trunks and oozed a pus-like substance, much like from an infected wound. 
A foul smell permeated the area, and the horses had to be urged forwards. Owyn made sure to keep an eye on them, lest they try to graze on any of the vegetation here. Fortunately, the horses did not seem inclined to do that. Even the grass was affected, being yellow and brown with dark spots.
Owyn’s head snapped to the side as they passed by a large tree. A nearby branch, looking like skeletal fingers, almost seemed to move towards him. He steered the horses further away after watching the branch for a moment. It moved with the wind, but more than it should have. 
The witch had to be close. That was the only explanation for such sickness in the forest.
After an hour, Owyn stopped to rest the horses. Carrying his bulk wasn’t easy, and he wanted to make sure the horses had sufficient energy should he need them to flee from something.
He could use a break himself. Before this journey he hadn’t spent more than a few hours at a time in a saddle—he usually rode on a wagon when working as a guard for Viggo—so his ass felt like a mess of bruises and blisters. 
“Shhhh,” he whispered to Seeker, patting the large horse on the shoulder. The horse tossed his head, still uncomfortable. Something in the dead-silent forest had the animal on edge.
Knowing the witch was close, Owyn decided it was time for his armor. He went to the white horse—he had never asked the horse’s name, so she was just “white horse” to him—and fetched his mail hauberk from behind her saddle. It took a few moments to don, but he felt better knowing he was protected by steel.
With the witch’s dark magicks corrupting the area, Owyn didn’t trust the putrid trees enough to hold the horses’ reins. Instead, he fetched a stake from his saddlebags and drove it into the ground. He tied the reins around the stake and set them up with feed bags, then fetched his sword. Keeping his eyes sharp, he carefully scanned his surroundings.
The unnatural silence in the area chilled Owyn to the bone. He pulled his sword clear of its scabbard and held it ready in front of him as he walked a circuit around the horses. Something felt wrong. And not just the corruption of the forest around him. There was something else in the air, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. It smelled foul, like rotting meat. A thousand unseen eyes seemed to watch him from the shadows, following his every move.
His ears had grown accustomed to the silence of the forest, so when something rustled behind him he spun to meet it. Raising his sword, he moved forwards to place himself between the horses and the noise.
A dark, hairy shape approached, seeking what it probably thought was easy prey. It was about to learn a hard lesson. Shadows clung to its body, masking it.
Owyn roared and charged the creature with his sword raised. The horses shied back from him, then whinnied and tried to run. They pulled at their reins as Owyn ran from them and towards the creature.
The beast stood on its hind legs, revealing itself to be a massive grizzly bear. Steam from its hot breath rose into the air as it let out a deep, gurgling roar. It flexed paws large enough to tear Owyn’s head off with a single swipe.
But something was wrong with the bear. Half of its face was little more than bone, and rotted flesh and matted fur clung to its enormous frame. It dropped down on all fours and its flesh drooped. Lines of saliva dripped from its massive mouth filled with finger-sized teeth. 
Owyn closed the distance between them and roared back at the bear, confusing it. He swung his sword at the bear’s head, a savage blow that would end the fight in seconds. He watched, shocked, as the bear jerked its head to the side and dodged the swing. Bears didn’t do that, especially ones that looked like they had been dead for months. This bear was clearly a creation of Valdis’s dark magicks. 
The beast took a swipe at Owyn’s face with its massive paw, narrowly missing him with its bloody claws. The bear swung again and Owyn raised his sword, catching the bear’s claws on the blade. The bear pulled back, trying to tear Owyn’s sword from his grasp, and Owyn heaved his entire weight against it.
Slivers of bear claw flew through the air as Owyn’s sharp blade sliced them off. He let the momentum of his swing continue and brought the heavy blade around in a full circle, aimed right at the bear’s head. This time, his sword struck true, striking the bear on top of its head. It sliced off a section of the bear’s head and removed an ear with it. 
The bear ignored the injury and charged. Behind Owyn, the horses screamed.
“Fucking witch,” Owyn growled, swinging his sword at the bear again. He side-stepped a vicious swipe and rolled on the ground.
Owyn knew he would face challenges on this quest, but fighting a dead bear that ignored grave injuries was not something he had expected. He made a mental note to make the witch’s death a bit more painful.
The bear opened its mouth again and let out another wet, gurgling roar, then charged. Owyn dodged to the side and swung with all his might, opening up a nasty wound on the animal’s shoulder that should have incapacitated it. He managed to get another hard swing in on the beast and carved off part of its flank, but that didn’t slow it either. 
They began a sort of macabre dance, with the bear attacking and pressing Owyn while he backed away and sliced parts off of the animal. None of the wounds he had inflicted so far had affected the bear at all. It continued with supernatural strength and stamina, never slowing, never resting.
Finally, during one of the bear’s attacks, Owyn swung his blade in an upright arc and caught the bear’s arm, severing it at the wrist. The bear’s paw fell to the cursed earth. 
The bear stumbled after that, not in pain but just due to lack of balance. It quickly corrected itself, but not before Owyn managed another hard blow, this time directly to the bear’s face. His blade cleaved one of the bear’s eyes in two, and he immediately spun and thrust his sword with expert aim, right into the bear’s other eye. 
Driven by dark magic, the beast was undeterred. The animal stood on its hind legs and roared again, then dropped back to all fours. It sniffed at the air, then charged Owyn, swinging its stump at him.
Owyn aimed his blade at the bear’s ruined arm again, but the bear suddenly lashed out with its one good paw. Its claws caught his mail hauberk and sent his massive bulk flying through the air like he was a child’s doll. Owyn crashed onto the ground and his sword flew from his grip.
His eyes darted from the bear to his sword a few feet away. The bear sniffed at the air again and galloped forwards. Owyn leaped for his sword and his fingers closed around the hilt right as he tumbled out of the way. 
The bear’s paw stomped onto the ground, right where Owyn’s head had been a second before. Owyn scrambled to his feet, turned, then swung his sword with all his might. The heavy blade connected with the bear’s ruined arm again, severing it right below the shoulder.
The bear crashed to the ground and struggled to right itself. Wasting no time, Owyn raised his blade high over his head, intending to take the beast’s head. The bear suddenly lurched onto its hind legs and lumbered blindly towards Owyn. 
Owyn slashed at the bear’s throat, opening a grievous wound, and leaped to the side right as the bear crashed to the ground in another attempt to smother him. As it pushed itself back up, Owyn rushed in and swung his sword in a downward arc, striking the bear at the base of the neck.
The bear staggered this time, making a gurgling noise in its throat. Owyn wrenched his sword free and brought it down again, this time separating the bear’s head from its body. The head rolled across the ground, its lips peeled back in a silent snarl, before it finally went still.
Owyn’s chest heaved as he backed away from the beast, unwilling to trust it even in death. He tried to wrap his mind around what had just happened. Either the witch was able to reanimate the dead, or her powers rotted the living and gave them strength. He had known the witch had to be powerful, but until now he hadn’t quite understood just what kind of evil he was dealing with.
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It took Owyn some time to find the horses after the fight. Seeker had run away with the feed bag on his face, dragging the stake and pulling the white horse with him. Owyn found the horse’s hoof prints in the soft soil and followed them, eventually discovering the animal wandering around. 
Calming the horses took several minutes. Seeker, especially, was on edge and ready to kick or bite anyone that came near him, even Owyn. After some gentle words, the horse eventually stopped being so aggressive and let Owyn hop into the saddle.
Owyn kept the horses at a slow pace after that, making sure to avoid the corpse of the bear as they found the trail again. The horses whickered and rolled their eyes as they continued, and Owyn made sure to pat their necks and talk to them to help keep them calm. Or at least, as calm as possible under the current situation.
As they made their way down the trail, the corruption of the forest became even worse. Trees became so blotted with disease that they were nearly solid black, both the bark and the leaves. The fetid stench that filled the area made him want to vomit.
Owyn was suddenly grateful for all the rations he had been supplied with; he had a bow and a quiver of arrows for hunting, but it was clear that if anything even lived in this area it was not safe to eat. 
A small pond blocked their path at one point, and Owyn had to carefully lead the horses around it. What should have been water was instead a dark green substance that bubbled and boiled with disease. Owyn had to cover his nose and mouth with his cloak to keep from vomiting, so strong was the stench that emanated from it.
After another hour of following the trail, a speck in the distance grew until Owyn recognized it as a cabin. As he drew closer, the speck grew until he was certain it was, in fact, a tiny house made from timbers. Only it was too small, barely three paces on each side. Owyn pulled out Uthar’s map and double checked his location. Everything looked correct.
Owyn carefully dismounted Seeker and once again drove a stake deeply into the ground. He tied both reins to the stake, then fit the horses with their feed bags. As long as no more bears roamed the area, they would be safe for the time being. The shadows were long this late in the evening, but there was still enough light to see.
Looking around, he saw nothing that looked particularly threatening; a few tombstones to his right, and the tiny cabin ahead. Surrounding them in every direction were the dark, diseased trees. 
Owyn pulled a long dagger from his saddlebags and strapped it to the inside of his left forearm. Best to stay prepared. Although after some thought, he decided to leave his mail hauberk on the white horse. He was going to be fighting against magic, not swords. The armor would only slow him down.
He kept a close watch on his surroundings as he crept towards the cabin. Pausing for a moment, he inspected the tombstones on his right. Words had been chiseled into the soft stone, but time and rain had long since worn the letters to illegibility. Idly, he wondered who would be buried in a place like this.
A desiccated corpse lay against one of the last tombstones, as if it had fallen against the stone and never again risen. The body had been there so long it had mostly dried up, leaving little more than leather skin and sinew wrapped tightly around brown bones. Rusted armor in an unfamiliar design covered the corpse’s chest, and a spiked helm sat atop the head. Owyn saw no evidence of damage to any of the armor beyond rust, and briefly wondered how the tall man had died.
Uthar had mentioned that many had failed in trying to kill the witch over the years. Perhaps this was one of those men.
“Poor bastard,” Owyn muttered as he stepped away from the old warrior. “Looks like you never even stood a chance.”
By the time his foot had struck the ground twice, the sound of rattling came from behind him. Owyn turned, following the sound, and his eyes went straight to the remains of the old warrior he had just examined.
“By the gods, not again,” Owyn growled.
While little more than an armored skeleton, the ancient warrior still possessed the strength to move his limbs. Furthermore, he pulled a long-handled axe from the dirt next to him and used it to push himself upright. Upon standing, he focused on Owyn and quickly strode towards him, raising the axe and holding it ready.
“I should have guessed,” Owyn muttered as he drew his sword. He held it in both hands as the skeletal warrior approached, ready to parry any strike that might come his way.
The warrior raised his axe and lashed out with a vicious strike aimed at Owyn’s head. Owyn was quick on his feet and had no trouble deflecting the blow, but was shocked at how quickly the second and third strikes came. The skeletal warrior moved with a speed and strength Owyn had never before encountered, not even with the bear earlier.
Owyn’s hands began to sting from the force of the axe blows he deflected, and his body burned from the attacks that snuck past his defenses. After only a few brief moments, he was bleeding from cuts on his arm, chest, and thigh. Only Owyn’s speed kept those from being serious wounds.
“I guess I should have worn my armor after all,” Owyn said as he deflected another blow meant for his head.
The warrior swung his axe at Owyn’s midsection, then let the momentum carry the long axe in an arc. It came around in a circle aimed right at Owyn’s throat with lightning speed. 
Owyn dodged both blows but quickly came to realize that this reanimated corpse was not going to tire. Cutting the warrior and causing him to bleed out clearly wasn’t an option, either. Standard tactics did not apply.
When the warrior swung his axe the next time, Owyn rushed in close, inside the arc of the axe head. He reached up and caught the skeletal being’s wrist with one hand and brought his sword down hard, shattering the bones in the warrior’s forearm.
The axe hit the ground but the skeleton was undeterred; the bastard began lashing out with both his broken arm and the claw-like fingers of his intact arm.
Owyn leaped back, dodging the attacks with ease now that the axe was gone. He felt the shock of impact in his wrists as he severed the warrior’s other arm at the elbow. The ancient man’s mouth opened in a silent scream of anger and he charged Owyn.
With no arms left to strike with, the old warrior was easier to dispatch. Owyn raised his booted foot and kicked hard into the skeleton’s breastplate, sending him tumbling to the dirt. Immediately after, Owyn rushed in and brought his sword down in a mighty arc, slicing through the bone and sinew of his shriveled neck and severing his head.
Like a beetle stuck on its back, the ancient warrior thrashed on the ground, its limbs slamming and twisting on the dirt. The severed skull snapped its jaws together over and over again, then slowly lost its aggression and fell still. 
Owyn took a deep breath. He was getting tired of fighting things that were supposed to be dead. He looked down at the cuts on his body and offered a brief prayer of thanks that none of them were worse than superficial.
His gaze went back to the tiny cabin. He slowly approached it, keeping his eyes and ears sharp and his sword ready. The cabin was indeed tiny; no one could survive in something that small.
“This must be it,” Owyn muttered, looking around. The woods surrounding him were as quiet as a grave. No insects chirped, no branches rustled. He firmed his grip on his sword and took a few steps closer to the cabin, examining it closely.
The tiny cabin could only contain a single room, as small as it was. It had a pointed, thatched roof and two windows on one side. An orange glow emanated from the dirty windows, but Owyn could not see inside, even with his nose pressed to the glass.
Owyn circled the building, looking for a door. As he expected, one was not to be found. Remembering the court wizard’s words, he paced around until he was facing the wall opposite the one with the windows. It is merely a trick of the eyes, Uthar had told him.
After taking a deep, calming breath, Owyn sprinted forwards and drove his heel into the wall. His heavy boot seemed to pass through an inch of timbers as if they were made of air, then struck something heavy with the sound of cracking wood. The illusion immediately disappeared and a door appeared with a clear split down the middle. One more kick sent the splintered remains of the door into the cabin. He stepped inside, ready to fight.
The interior of the cabin was at least five times larger than the exterior would suggest. While it was just a single room, it was at least twenty paces across instead of the two or three he had expected.
Ramshackle furniture sat against the walls, with the exception of one pristine bed, upon which a red-haired woman sat with her back to him, weeping. A variety of bones and dried herbs filled the shelves against the back wall, many held in glass jars or vials. A small cauldron stood in the center of the room, set atop heavy stones with a small fire burning beneath. A young woman—Owyn assumed she was the witch, although she certainly did not look as he expected—stirred the cauldron with a long wooden spoon, eyeing him with annoyance. 
She was a tall, slender woman with long hair as black as night. Her dark violet eyes were lined with kohl, giving them a shadowed look. Her features were delicate and her figure slender yet curvaceous, and she was, in a word, beautiful. Barely covering her curves was a long black dress in an ancient design. Her full breasts strained the fabric, and her bottom did the same to the back of the dress.
“Give me the princess,” Owyn roared. His boots made the floorboards creak as he stepped closer to the witch with his sword held in front of him. The woman on the bed turned to face him with red-rimmed eyes.
“None of that,” the witch said, gesturing lazily with one of her hands.
Owyn’s sword flew from his hands as if struck by a great force, and clattered to the floor ten feet away. He clutched his hand and winced at the shock that traveled halfway up his arm. He refused to be dissuaded so easily. His eyes went back to the red-haired woman seated on the bed. She looked at him, her eyes filled with sudden hope. Owyn immediately recognized the face of the princess.
“Here me, Valdis,” Owyn shouted. It was the voice he used when confronting possible bandits or thieves, and it always worked to send people fleeing in terror. “I have come for the princess, and I will not leave without her. We can do this the easy way or the hard way.”
Owyn suddenly realized he did not know how to threaten a witch.
Valdis once again looked up at Owyn, her face a mask of irritation and annoyance as she continued to stir her cauldron. She clearly wasn’t intimidated by the likes of him.
“Who are you?” the princess asked.
“Can you at least wait until my stew is done to slay me?” the witch asked in a tone that showed she didn’t consider him a threat.
“Stew?” Owyn assumed she had been cooking up some foul concoction in a cauldron like that. He hadn’t been expecting food.
“Yes, stew,” she said. “Just a few more minutes and I believe it will be ready. Would you like a bowl? I find these conversations tend to be easier when one isn’t hungry.” She brought the spoon to her mouth, blew on it a few times, then tasted it. After a satisfied nod, she turned back to Owyn. “It’s quite tasty.”
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Owyn hadn’t eaten much more than hardtack and dried meat in some time, so the thought of a bowl of hot stew was certainly appealing. His stomach rumbled loudly, but he knew he couldn’t trust this witch, no matter how her food smelled. 
“Well, if you’re going to just stand there,” the witch muttered as she turned her back to him. “Excuse me, princess,” she said in mocking tones. “Dinner is almost ready.”
The princess turned to face the witch, eyeing her with pure hatred, and Owyn finally got a good look at her. Even with her eyes red from weeping and her hair disheveled, she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.
Her hair was red like a sunset and fell in waves down her back and framed an oval face with eyes like emeralds. Her lips, though twisted into a scowl at the moment, were full and pink. The thin shift she wore had seen better days, but it left little to the imagination; large, round breasts topped with pink nipples were plainly visible through it, as was her slender waist and flat stomach.
“I hope you choke on your fucking stew and rot,” the princess said, her tone full of venom.
“And after all I’ve done for you,” Valdis muttered, gesturing again.
Freya shrieked as she was lifted into the air by an unseen force and deposited unceremoniously onto the floor next to the cauldron. She rubbed her bottom and clambered to her feet, glaring at the witch.
Owyn, noticing that the witch was no longer facing him, decided to take advantage of her inattention. He snatched his dagger from its sheath on his forearm and hurled it at her. It flew true, sinking all the way to the hilt in the witch’s back with enough force to knock a bull over.
She didn’t even flinch. No blood spread from the wound. Owyn’s brows drew down as he realized how difficult this was going to be. It was going to require all of his cunning.
“Have you gotten all those urges out now?” Valdis asked Owyn as she handed a bowl of stew to the princess. Princess Freya took the bowl with a sharp glare and went back to the bed, where she sat down and started eating.
Owyn’s mind suddenly went back to the last conversation he had with the court wizard. Her heart resides outside of her body. Destroy that, and she will be vulnerable.
“Did Uthar send you, or Ivar?” Valdis asked, still ignoring the dagger in her back. She turned to Owyn and stood there with her hands on her hips, waiting on his reply. The point of his dagger stuck out from beneath one of her collarbones.
“King Ivar sent me, although Uthar helped,” Owyn said, eyeing her warily.
The witch’s low-cut dress made it hard to focus on anything else. Her beauty was so great that his mind kept focusing on her instead of the dire situation he was in. A tiny voice in the back of his head screamed at him to resist, but his eyes drank in her figure. Valdis turned slightly and ran a hand over her hip and Owyn’s mouth watered.
Owyn blinked and shook his head, remembering Uthar’s warning. The wizard had told Owyn that she would try to use her great beauty as a weapon. That voice in the back of his head shouted again, but he couldn’t quite hear it. 
Valdis chuckled low in her throat and ran her hands down the front of her dress, smoothing the thin fabric over her breasts. She stepped closer to Owyn and pulled on her neckline, revealing her soft pink nipples. One of her hands continued down, between her legs, and she gave herself a rub.
Owyn felt a tightening in his pants as he became erect. He had never seen anyone as beautiful as Valdis, nor as sexy. Desire, thick and strong, burned in his veins.
Valdis reached out and traced a finger along the front of Owyn’s breeches and he felt like he might explode.
“Oh, you’re a big one,” she said hungrily as she unlaced the front of his pants.
Owyn’s cock sprung out, thick and strong, eager for the dark-haired woman. Valdis hoisted her dress up to her waist, revealing her smooth, hairless pussy. She winked at Owyn, then grabbed onto his cock.
“Now, how are we going to do this? You’re awfully tall,” she said, giving him a squeeze. 
At that moment, Owyn wanted her more than he wanted air in his lungs. He wanted her more than he desired his own life to continue. He would do anything for her. That faint voice screamed in the back of his head, but he could barely hear it now.
“You disgust me,” Princess Freya said to the witch.
At the sound of the other woman’s voice, Owyn blinked and looked at her. Anger was visible in her eyes as she watched them. Something about her tugged at his memory. He was supposed to do something, wasn’t he?
That hair, the color of a sunset. It spoke to that voice in the back of Owyn’s mind, and the voice grew. It grew until it shouted in his mind, stop!
And then Owyn realized what was happening. He regained his senses.
Witch or not, Valdis was stunningly beautiful, and was busy stroking her slender hand along the full length of Owyn’s manhood. 
“I would kiss you,” Owyn began, placing a fingertip beneath Valdis’s chin. 
He raised her face towards his and she smiled, clearly thinking her magic was still working.
“Tell me how much you want me,” Valdis said, her face inches from Owyn’s. “Tell me you’ll die for me and you can have me all night long, in any way you wish.”
“I want,” Owyn began, leaning down until his lips were nearly touching hers. “I want to see something in your eyes. Something special, and something real. Something only I can give you.” He focused his gaze on her violet eyes and stared into them, Gently, he reached down and removed her hand from his cock and held her fingers in his massive paw. 
“What do you want to see?” Valdis whispered, eager to hear his reply.
From the corner of his vision, Owyn said Princess Freya turn and watch them, a disgusted look upon her otherwise flawless face.
“I want to watch the life fade from your eyes as I kill you, slowly and painfully,” Owyn said, his lips a hair’s breadth from hers. “I want you to die.” 
Owyn slammed his head down, connecting with Valdis’s face. That was a move that had ended dozens of fights before they even began. At the same time he squeezed her hand hard and twisted until he heard the crunch of bone. Valdis staggered back in shock, clutching at her face with her ruined hand.
Owyn struggled to remain upright after that. It felt as if he had slammed his head into a stone wall. His vision blurred and he grit his teeth to keep from passing out.
“I will not be seduced by one as foul as you,” Owyn growled, and spat on the floor. Speaking made daggers of pain shoot through his head.
“Shame,” Valdis replied. She moved her hand from her face, revealing that her nose had been flattened to one side. With the flicker of her fingers, her nose moved back into place, without a single drop of blood spilled. Looking down at her mangled hand, she smiled as it straightened and fixed itself.
“I could have had a lot of fun with one such as you,” Valdis said. Her eyes went down to the front of Owyn’s breeches as he hurriedly laced them back up, and she smiled. “You’ll cave. They all do, eventually.” Her voice softened. “Don’t worry, I’m good to those that I seduce. I give you pleasures you never thought you could experience, and they go on for days, weeks at a time.”
With a shrug, she turned back to the cauldron. Suddenly remembering the dagger in her back, she waved her hand and the blade fell from her and clattered to the floor. She fetched another bowl and spooned some of her stew into it, then took a bite.
“How is Uthar these days?” she asked around a mouthful of stew. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen him. We used to be quite close, many years ago.”
“Uthar may be a strange man, but he would never associate with evil such as—”
Owyn was cut off by the witch’s laugh, loud and throaty. 
“Oh, who told you that? Uthar? Let me tell you something, Owyn—yes, I know your name, don’t look at me so. Uthar and I were lovers in the last century, and have kept in touch since then. He is a man hungry for power, and will do horrible things, dark things, to attain it. Even betray his own queen.”
“You speak of treachery, witch,” Owyn said. His head still throbbed, but he pushed the pain aside and focused on the situation.
Upon hearing Valdis mention the queen, Princess Freya turned to watch them. She examined Owyn again, her face filled with hope at the thought of being rescued and sadness at knowing he would fail.
Owyn looked from the princess back to the witch. “Not that I believe a word of what you say, but what is this betrayal you speak of?”
Valdis laughed again, a low, private chuckle. “Betrayal comes so naturally to Uthar. He was always obsessed with avoiding death. He’s quite old, you know. If my memory serves me correctly, he’s more than four hundred years old. Nearly as old as me. In his quest to avoid the grave, he even cut off the last finger of his right hand and gave it to me, to seal a deal we made ages ago. I have it preserved in a jar over there,” she said pointing with her spoon to a large shelf set against the wall at the rear of her cabin.
“You’d be surprised at what people will do to avoid death,” she said as she walked to the shelf. She tenderly traced her fingers along a glass globe that held something red within before quickly moving on. 
After scanning several other containers, she finally selected one with a smile. As she brought it to Owyn, a peculiar smile grew on her face.
“This one can be very difficult to obtain. Powdered bones of an infant that was boiled alive in his mother’s fat.” She opened the container and smelled it with her eyes closed, like she was smelling a flower. “As you can imagine, it’s quite rare. Power resides in such things, though.”
“You foul creature,” Owyn began, but she cut him off with a dismissive wave of her hand and continued.
“Uthar and I used this very powder to create a poison, more than a year ago. A very deadly poison with no cure. That ultimately gave us the gift of something even more powerful: the dried heart of a queen.”
Princess Freya hurled her bowl across the cabin and threw herself at Valdis upon hearing this. She lunged at the witch with a fierce snarl, but suddenly crumpled to the floor as if she had struck a wall. She raised her head and looked around, dazed, and her eyes finally focused on the witch again.
“I will tear you limb from limb!” Freya shouted as she pushed herself to her feet. 
“No, you won’t,” Valdis said with the wave of a hand. The princess’ face went blank and she walked over to the bed and laid down. Valdis watched her, tapping her full lips with a fingertip for some time. 
Finally, she turned back to Owyn. “I’m afraid the queen had to suffer quite a bit for us to obtain her heart, but it was worth every scream. Uthar used his share of the heart right away, but I still have some left. I’ll need it if I am to trade with—”
Owyn struck out at the ancient woman with his massive fist, aiming to knock her to the floor. His punch passed through nothing but air, and Valdis suddenly stood a foot to the left as if she had always been there.
“You can’t hurt me, Owyn of Styrkur,” she said, shaking her head. “Once you get that thought through that thick skull of yours, things will be easier. Perhaps we can make a mutually beneficial deal. One that would allow you to serve me nightly and keep your life.”
Her fingers traced down the front of her dress again and Owyn found his gaze hungrily following. Raw, sharp desire for her built up deep in his gut, as if his very existence depended on her.
No.
Owyn shook his head, clearing his mind of her dark magic. “These deals of yours tend to end in ruin for the other party,” Owyn growled. “I am not so foolish as to tie myself to you.” He slowly circled her, making a show of looking her up and down while bringing himself closer to the shelves.
Valdis shook her head, disappointed. “I can tell you’re going to be difficult,” she said, her voice full of impatience. “Perhaps you should sleep on it. Maybe that will help you understand just how pointless it is to stand against me.”
She waved her hand at Owyn and he crashed to the floor, asleep before he even struck the floorboards.
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The dark, magical sleep Valdis put Owyn into was filled with horrid nightmares, and each of them felt more real than the last. He felt himself being tortured in countless ways, and each time completely unable to help himself or escape. His skin was peeled off, his bones shattered with a hammer, and his eyes carved out. In these nightmares Valdis buried him alive in snow, boiled him alive, and cut off his manhood.  
All through these nightmares, that voice once again screamed in the back of Owyn’s mind. It’s only a dream, the voice reminded him. No matter how it feels, none of it is real. Wake. Wake!
Feeling the tiniest fraction of lucidity, Owyn pulled himself from the depths of the witch’s sleep spell and clung to it, willing himself to awaken. His mind fought as hard as his muscles ever had, struggling and straining to escape the witch’s spell. 
Eventually, Owyn’s eyes peeled open a hair’s breadth. Gritting his teeth, Owyn forced himself to wake further, nearly groaning at the overwhelming blanket of exhaustion that threatened to pull him right back down into a deep slumber.
Owyn’s eyelids sagged, seeking rest. He felt as if he hadn’t slept in three days. He refused to give in, and clenched his fist over and over.
His muscles had no strength, but through sheer willpower he forced them to move. Slowly, ever so slowly, he rolled onto his side on the coarse floorboards. With a ragged breath, he placed his hand on the floor and pushed himself up into a seated position. It took all of his effort, but he raised his head and looked about the room. The more he moved, the more the sleep spell began to fade.
With calm, deep breaths he focused his mind on a single task: staying awake and alert. He clenched and flexed every muscle in his body to get his heart pumping.
The witch Valdis lay on her bed, curled up next to the princess in a very familiar manner. Owyn suspected the princess was under a sleep spell as well, otherwise she would have fought the evil woman off.
With great effort, he pushed himself to his feet. Owyn still felt exhaustion beyond words, but he forced one foot in front of the other, slowly making his way to the shelves at the back of the cabin. He knew her heart was on display there. 
He was only a few feet from the shelves when the witch called out from behind him.
“I’m impressed. No one has ever broken out of my sleep spell before,” she said, sounding simultaneously annoying and impressed. “You have become more trouble than you’re worth, Owyn of Styrkur.”
“Just give me the princess and you won’t have to deal with me any longer,” Owyn growled.
“I’ll deal with you as I must,” she snapped. “I think you need to be reminded just how futile your efforts against me are. Besides,” she added with a yawn. “I would like a bit of peace and quiet for now, and you keep ruining that. So, let’s keep you still, shall we?”
Valdis waved her hands and Owyn’s arms were pulled behind his back by an unseen force. The unmistakable feeling of coarse rope wrapped around his wrists. Owyn felt the urge to curse loudly, but kept his mouth shut and fixed her with a hard glare. He wouldn’t give her the pleasure of hearing him be frustrated.
“I could go a step further, you know,” she said lazily, running a hand down her slender leg. She barely looked at Owyn, as if completely and utterly dominating him with her foul magic was so easy that it only took a sliver of her attention.
“Yes, I think I shall,” she murmured. Her eyes suddenly bored into his like violet gemstones.
Owyn jerked his head back as a rope appeared in the air directly in front of his face. His eyes widened as the rope tied itself neatly into a noose, then moved towards him. He ducked and dodged, but the noose looped itself around his neck and tightened.
The witch raised one of her hands and the rope rose into the air, forcing Owyn to stand very straight. If he were to slouch or gods forbid fall, the noose would choke him. He craned his neck, looking up at the rope. It extended several feet above him, where it seemingly attached to nothing but air. He glared at the witch, who returned his gaze with a smirk.
“I think I’m going to get some sleep, now,” the witch said, stifling another delicate yawn with the back of her hand. “Don’t go anywhere.”
Owyn glared pure murder at her as she went back to the bed and curled up behind the princess. Once he heard the deep, rhythmic breaths of sleep, he counted to five hundred in his head, ensuring she was fully asleep.
Think. He had to think.
Owyn rose onto his toes, which loosened the pressure on his neck slightly, and slowly turned in a circle. He flexed his hands to keep them from growing numb. 
The wall behind him, which was now in front of him, was lined with shelves from floor to ceiling. Bottles and vials filled the shelves, many with paper labels describing the contents. Owyn’s stomach churned at some of them. Countless people had died just to make the vile concoctions before him.
On one of the shelves, chest high, stood an ornate silver stand holding a glass globe. Within that globe was a piece of red flesh the size of a woman’s fist.
The witch’s heart.
It still beat regularly, kept alive by dark forces even though no blood flowed through it. This was the source of her power, and the reason she couldn’t be harmed by traditional means. Owyn had to get to that somehow if he wanted any chance at survival.
His calves burned from standing on his toes for so long, but that was preferred to choking. He scanned the room, seeing if anything was near enough to kick into the shelves. If he could knock them over or disturb their contents, he might have a chance. 
Unfortunately, he found nothing. Her heart continued to twitch in its glass display, mocking him with every beat.
Think, Owyn, think! he told himself. There had to be a way out of this horrible situation. Memories of the tortures he endured in his nightmares spurred his mind into action, scrambling for a solution.
The noose around his neck gave him an idea. It wasn’t a good idea, but it was all he had. And he knew it was going to hurt.
Owyn flexed the muscles in his neck and shoulders, keeping them as tight as possible, and slowly bent his knees. The rope bit into his skin and made it nearly impossible to breath, but he clenched his teeth and raised his feet completely off the ground. His neck popped.
Gritting his teeth, Owyn began swinging his legs back and forth. It was pure agony as the coarse rope sawed against his skin and choked off both air and blood flow, but he kept at it, swinging his heavy body more with each turn.
Soon, he was swinging surprisingly high, his vision blurring and going dark. His feet were almost within reach. He thrust his legs fore and aft, ignoring the pain in his neck, and swung himself harder. In three more swings he would be able to reach it. Two more. One.
His neck cracked again and felt like it was breaking as he swung forwards. Owyn raised his legs high and kicked in front of him, striking the glass globe containing the witch’s heart. The moment his boot crushed her heart against the wall, his ropes disappeared. 
Owyn fell to the floor in a heap, slamming onto his back. He scrambled to his knees, then his feet, drawing in ragged breaths of air, sweet air.
His gasps for breath were drowned out by the inhuman shrieks that came from the witch. She screamed and writhed on the bed, whipping her head back and forth as she shouted vile curses and incantations.
Princess Freya’s sleep spell broke at the same time, and she woke with a start. She scrambled off the bed and away from the screaming with, her face a mask of terror as she looked from the witch to Owyn.
Wasting no time, Owyn rushed across the room and leaped for the bed. He landed in a heap atop the slender witch and his hands found her throat, cutting off whatever spell she was speaking into existence. 
He squeezed with all his might, ducking his head as she tore and clawed at him with fearsome strength. Her nails clawed down his back, opening up deep gashes in his skin. They slashed across his chest and arms, drawing blood.
Owyn squeezed even harder, feeling her throat collapse beneath his fingers. He roared in pain as the witch tore at his chest with her sharp fingernails. Princess Freya screamed and backed herself into the far corner, seeking to distance herself from the violence.
Owyn threw his head back and shouted with effort, squeezing with all his considerable strength while the witch’s eyes bulged. Her attacks lessened and she gradually went limp beneath him.
He maintained his grip and wrenched his hands to the side, throwing all of his weight behind the motion. There was a loud crack as the witch’s neck snapped like a twig. Owyn rolled off her body and lay next to her for a moment, his bloody chest heaving as he caught his breath.
“Don’t come near me!” Princess Freya shouted frantically as Owyn slid off the bed. Confusion filled her gaze and she scrambled off the bed, her large breasts bouncing visibly beneath her thin shift.
Owyn raised his hands to calm her and spoke softly. “Peace be with you, princess. I am Owyn of Styrkur, and I am not here to harm you. I am here to save you.” He tried to keep the pain from his voice. His wounds burned like fire.
Freya backed into a broom leaning against the wall and jumped when it toppled. She snatched it from the floor and brought it down sharply on her knee, snapping it in half. Holding the broken piece in both hands, she faced Owyn, ready to fend him off. She looked completely disoriented. 
“I saw what you did to that woman,” Freya said. “You stay away, you hear?” She held the sliver of wood like a spear, ready to stab him if he came near.
Owyn realized that with the witch dead, whatever spells affecting Princess Freya had just broken. It was likely that confusion dominated her mind at this moment. Owyn kept his hands raised, showing her that he was unarmed.
“Princess, please be calm. My name is Owyn. Owyn of Styrkur. I need you to focus on my words, princess. Your father, King Ivar, sent me to slay this witch and save you.” He pointed behind himself to the body of the witch on the bed. “She likely had you under several spells, which is why you’re confused right now.”
Princess Freya’s eyes narrowed as Owyn spoke. Disbelief was strong in her gaze, almost as strong as confusion, but she was coming around.
“You are Princess Freya,” Owyn continued. “Daughter of King Ivar. You were kidnapped by the witch Valdis around two weeks ago, and I believe you’ve been here ever since. I’m here to take you home.”
Movement caught Owyn’s eyes, and he looked up at the ceiling. There, in a foggy haze, a man’s face hovered in the air and looked down at the interior of the cabin in shock. The whites of the man’s eyes showed and his mouth hung open when he saw Valdis’s corpse and Owyn, covered in blood. 
No sound came through the misty portal, but the man’s eyes narrowed as he focused on Owyn. His mouth moved, and Owyn could tell he was mouthing his name. Owyn. The man must have heard Owyn’s explanation to the princess. It sent a shiver down Owyn’s spine that this man now knew who he was.
“Who are you?” Owyn demanded.
Eyes of the palest blue, colder than a winter storm, glared at Owyn with malevolence. Wisps of white hair blew across his face as his face twisted into a sneer at Owyn, a look of pure contempt and hatred. Then, as quickly as he had appeared, he was gone.
Owyn turned back to the princess, who was still backed against the wall and clutching her makeshift spear. Her eyes fell to the witch again and her expression changed; first shock, then red-faced anger, then a mixture of fear and horror. The broken broomstick fell from her hands and clattered to the floor as she leaned against the wall. She sank down until she was seated on the floor, and tears streamed down her cheeks.
“I remember now,” she whispered. “I remember everything.” Her eyes went back to the witch, lying dead on the bed. “Please tell me her death was painful. Please.”
Owyn looked at his hands for a moment as he thought. “Well…. Truth be told, princess, I’m sure her death was quite horrible. I strangled her. Crushed her throat, even. Then, I broke her neck.”
“Good. I hope her soul rots in the darkest corners of the Nine Hells for what she did to me,” Freya said, her voice heated. Tears continued to run down her pale cheeks.
Owyn looked around for a cloth, or something for her to wipe her face with. Finding none, he grabbed the corner of the bed sheet and tore a large section off. Cautiously, he approached the princess, offering her the piece of cloth.
Princess Freya accepted it with a murmur of thanks and wiped her face. She suddenly seemed to become aware of the nearly translucent shift she wore, and covered her breasts with her hands. She looked up at Owyn, seeing the earnestness on his face, the bloodied gashes on his chest and shoulders. After letting out a heavy sigh, she shook her head and finally spoke.
“Thank you—Owyn, was it? I am truly grateful that you would go through such an effort to save me. If I could ask one thing of you, though…. Please just leave me here. I am not going back to Akranes with you.”
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Owyn blinked at the princess’ words. Had he heard her correctly, or had he suffered an injury to the head while fighting the witch? 
“What?” Owyn didn’t understand why she would want to remain in this cabin in the middle of nowhere with nothing but a corpse for company.
“I said I won’t be going with you,” the princess repeated with a deep sigh. “My future and worth have been taken from me. I will…. I will find a life somewhere else.”
“What is this nonsense?” Owyn reached down and tore another strip from the bed sheet, then used the cloth to wipe blood from his chest and arms. “Not to be rude, princess, but I nearly died trying to rescue you. At the very least, I feel I have earned an explanation, especially if you expect me to return to your father empty-handed.”
Princess Freya looked up at him, her gaze full of hot anger. “Valdis sought to sell me to another sorcerer. Or perhaps trade me; my memory isn’t entirely clear on that. The other sorcerer needed me for a spell of his. ‘The eyes, tongue, and heart of a princess, still a maiden,’ she said in a mockery of the witch’s voice. 
“She was preparing you for someone else?” Owyn asked. 
Freya nodded. “She kept me here and fed me, then worked her dark magic on me as she prepared for another sorcerer to come. I think she enjoyed crushing my spirit, that’s why she did it. It amused her, to destroy my future and watch how I reacted.” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “She made me barren, Owyn.”
“That’s all?” The piece of cloth Owyn used to mop up blood from his chest was thoroughly soaked, so he cast it to the floor and tore another piece from the sheet. “You have your entire life ahead of you, princess. You have your mind, and your health. The future is yours.”
Princess Freya frowned and muttered several curses under her breath. After dropping the strip of cloth in her hands, she stood and slowly walked to the bed. She sat down with a sigh and continued. 
“You’re a man and a commoner, so I don’t expect you to understand these things. Owyn, when the witch cursed me, she took away my value. My worth.”
Owyn frowned. “You’re right, princess. I don’t understand. To me, your mind and body still work, so your value hasn’t changed.”
“My primary duty as a princess is to be married off to a prince and provide him with heirs,” she explained. “Eventually, I would become queen of that land—assuming I was wed to an eldest son, of course—and my children would be princes and princesses. But now, I can produce no heirs.”
Owyn grunted. He had never thought of things that way, but it made sense. His value had always been tied to his abilities as a man. Until that moment, he had never thought of how women might be judged differently. It seemed almost a mockery of what was just and right.
Princess Freya’s eyebrows lowered. “I detest that my value is based on how many male babies I’m able to squirt out, but that’s how this world works. With that ability taken from me, I am essentially worthless. No one would want a barren princess. If I were to go back to Akranes, I would live alone in the keep for the rest of my days. It’s better for me to just start a new life elsewhere.”
Owyn shook his head. “Were your father to hear you speak like this, I can only envision him becoming angry. Our king has a strong will, and it is said you possess the same strength of spirit. You cannot give up so easily, princess. A solution can always be found.”
“Is that so?” she asked wryly.
“Yes,” Owyn said, then cleared his throat. “I’m not sure if this is the best or worst timing, but….”
“What?” Princess Freya asked, narrowing her eyes.
Owyn took a deep breath. “I swore an oath to your father, before the gods. In my oath, I swore to him that I would bring you back within a fortnight. In return…. In return, I asked for your hand in marriage.”
“What?” she asked, rising to her feet. Anger flashed across her face. “So, I get no say in this matter? The two of you just decided my fate between yourselves with no thought on how I might feel?”
Owyn held up his hands. “No, not like that. I—”
“Am I some piece of cattle to be sold for a decent price?” Freya shouted. “Just a piece of property with no say in her own future?”
“Please,” Owyn said, trying to calm her. “Just let me explain. It’s not what you seem to think it is.” He knew this would be difficult. He had spent a considerable amount of time on horseback imagining this very conversation.
“Of course I wouldn’t force you into anything, princess,” Owyn began.
“How kind of you,” Freya said. Her eyes could freeze the sun. “Tell me, Owyn from the tiny province of Styrkur, what qualifications do you have to wed a princess? Even a barren one?” She crossed her arms beneath her breasts and maintained her scowl. “Go ahead, big man. Win me over. I’m waiting to swoon at your feet.”
Owyn took a deep breath. “I am the King’s Champion. I won both the test of strength and the test of skill, where I fought off three men at once. Since then I have slain bandits, fought a bear that was long dead but fought with the strength of the living, and of course killed the witch that sought to sell you to a sorcerer. I risked my life to bring you back to your father, and all I ask in return is the opportunity to treat you well. Be my wife and stand by my side.”
Her expression softened upon hearing all of that. Perhaps there was some hope after all.
“Impressive, Owyn of Styrkur,” Freya said. "Impressive, indeed. I think any other woman would probably leap at the opportunity to be your bride, assuming you knew how to treat a woman. I, however, and not any other woman. My entire life I have been raised for a specific role, and that role is to advise my future husband as he rules over a nation, and more importantly to provide him with heirs.”
Owyn’s smile faltered upon hearing that.
“I just need you to understand the gravity of this situation,” the princess said. “All of that has been taken from me. Even if I were to accept your offer, you would never have an heir. Don’t you understand this? Your lineage would die with me.”
“Of course I understand,” Owyn said smoothly. “There is no problem too great that a solution cannot be found, princess. No one—not even your father, nor your servants—needs to know of your curse. Find a handmaid with the same color hair and eyes, and let her produce the heir. Pay her well to keep the secret, and no one would be the wiser.” Surely she would see the wisdom in that.
“So, let me get this straight,” Freya said, tapping her full bottom lip in thought. “You’re suggesting I marry you and then let you sleep with my handmaid so that you can have an heir? Oh, I should be angry at you for even having the audacity to suggest something like that.”
Owyn raised his hands. “My apologies if I went too far. I was merely suggesting a possible solution.”
“Well,” Princess Freya said, looking down at herself. “At least with me being barren, I would be able to enjoy the bedchamber with you as often as I’d like without the worry of becoming pregnant every year.” Her sudden laugh faded into a sigh. “What else? Do you have a plan to take the throne from my father as well?”
Owyn chuckled. “If you want the truth, when I asked for your father’s blessing, I wasn’t even thinking of that. I had no aim to take the throne.”
“Why, then?” she asked. “Why even bother with all this if you aren’t planning on becoming king?”
Owyn spread his hands. “For you, princess. Why else?”
The princess looked at him flatly for a moment. “You’re actually serious, aren’t you?”
“I am. As serious as I’ve ever been.”
“I think all those muscles have taken something from your mind,” she said as she pushed herself to her feet. She tore a strip of cloth from the bed sheet and approached Owyn, examining his wounds. “These will need stitching up,” she said as she began wiping blood from his back.
“Are you offering?” Owyn asked.
Princess Freya sighed again. “I could, yes. I must warn you that I am not very skilled with a needle and thread.”
“Well, fortunately for me I have some in saddlebags. In case I took a wound that needed stitching.”
She stopped wiping blood from his back, and after a moment of hearing nothing, Owyn turned around. Princess Freya stared off into the distance with a pained look upon her face, still clearly upset over her loss.
Owyn reached out and embraced her tightly, heedless of the blood still oozing from his wounds. Freya initially resisted, but finally rested her head against his broad chest and sighed heavily while he stroked her hair. Not knowing what else to do, Owyn bent down and kissed the top of her head. He blushed to his hairline immediately after, when he realized he had just done that to a princess.
After a few minutes, she straightened and pushed herself away from him, then glanced at his chest and realized his blood was on her face. With a noise like a stepped-on cat, she stalked over to the bed, tore yet another strip from the sheet, and began scrubbing at her face.
“Surely she has water around here somewhere,” Owyn muttered as he searched the cabin. “No need, princess. I have water on the horses. Let us leave here with haste. I promised your father I would be back within the fortnight, and it has already been almost a week.”
Princess Freya continued wiping her face, then shot a glare at him. “I suppose,” she said. “Even if my destiny is to be a barren old crone, at least I should see my father again. He is an impatient man, after all.”
The princess walked over to the corner of the cabin, where a small pile of weapons leaned against the wall. After a moment, she selected one and snatched it up.
“These are from all the other men that sought to slay her over the years,” she explained, then tossed the weapon to Owyn. “Consider this part of your reward,” she said with a sarcastic laugh.
Owyn caught the weapon and examined it. It was a long, heavy-bladed knife that was nearly a short sword. An ornate hilt, heavily carved and chased in gold, merged into a thick cross guard. The gold work decorated the matching scabbard as well. The weapon was probably worth more than the entire farm Owyn had grown up on.
“Thank you, Freya,” Owyn said.
“Don’t get too familiar yet, Owyn,” she replied. “I haven’t agreed to marry you, and you still need to get me home safely.”
Owyn couldn’t help but laugh, even though the princess’ face was the very image of seriousness. “Let us travel with haste, my princess,” he said, sweeping her an elaborate bow. “May I help you to your horse, my lady?”
Princess Freya gasped and covered her mouth with both hands. “You brought Magni?”
Owyn bowed again. “Well of course I did, of course I brought my lady’s horse, my lady. If my lady would permit me to assist my lady outside? Does my lady need to be carried?”
“Stop it, you fucking oaf,” Princess Freya said, grabbing a nearby bowl and throwing it. A hint of a smile leaked through her angry façade.
“Oh my, such brash behavior from my lady is so unbecoming! How unladylike of my lady!” Owyn was red-faced from laughing as the princess continued cursing and throwing things at him. “However shall I deal with such unladylike behavior, my lady?”
“Oh, get out of here and take me to my horse before I find a hammer or a knife,” Princess Freya said, some of her irritation fading into laughter.
“Actually, a sword or spear would be a good idea,” Owyn muttered once he was done laughing. 
He walked to the corner where Freya had retrieved the knife and looked through the weapons. Many of them were pitted and rusty, but a spear as long as he was tall was propped against the wall. Owyn inspected the spearhead and it looked to be in good condition, if a bit dull. He made a mental note to spend some time sharpening it as soon as he got the opportunity. 
“Here,” Owyn said, handing the spear to the princess. “We might run into some trouble on our journey home. I don’t want you to just sit there, unable to defend yourself.” 
“So, you’re saying you can’t protect me?” Princess Freya asked with a raised eyebrow as she examined the spearhead.
“On the contrary, I will lay down my life for you if I must. It makes no sense to leave you helpless, though. I want a strong wife, one that can fight by my side.”
Princess Freya’s lips twitched faintly as she struggled not to smile. “Is that so?” she asked.
“Yes. Now, let’s get to the horses so you can stitch my wounds.” He scanned the interior of the cabin one more time. “There are a few things we should take, but I am eager to be gone from this place.”
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Hours passed as they rode away from the cabin. Owyn continually scanned the countryside and kept a watchful eye out for anything that looked threatening. This trip would be for naught if another undead beast charged them and harmed the princess. 
Compared to when Owyn had first ridden through this area, everything looked to be healing. At least, healing was the only word he could think of to describe it. The surrounding area had begun to lose the sickness that had corrupted it for so long. The trees here were still abnormally dark, but they no longer oozed disgusting fluids, and the faintest slivers of green grass pushed up through the soil, easily visible against the black and brown of the diseased foliage. The land was trying to heal.
Princess Freya rode next to Owyn on her white horse Magni, gazing at the forest with him. A look of disgust marred her otherwise flawless face as she witnessed how the witch’s influence had infected the land.
“I didn’t realize she could affect such a large area,” Freya said when they had ridden for nearly two hours and still saw corruption on the leaves. She ducked beneath a low-hanging branch to avoid being touched by the spotted leaves.
“I suppose many of the rumors involving sorcerers and wizards and witches came about because of people like her,” Owyn said. “Aligning themselves with demons to gain power. Using murder and torture to extend their lives. It’s dishonorable.”
“Yes, but we’re miles away and this still looks like something from a nightmare,” Freya said with a look of disgust.
“For lack of a better term, it’s impressive,” Owyn said as he kept his eyes glued to his surroundings. “At least now, the forest will be able to get back to some semblance of normal. Although to tell you the truth, she may be dead but I can’t wait to get out of here.” The princess nodded in agreement.
Owyn’s wounds ached. Princess Freya was not the most skilled with a needle and thread, nor had she ever sewn up a person. She had fretted over his wounds the entire time, and Owyn took it stoically, not making a sound even when she went too deep. He couldn’t wait to get the stitches out.
A deathly silence had enveloped the area near the witch’s cabin, but as they reached the outskirts of the area affected by her powers, Owyn began to hear faint sounds of life again. He even saw a few birds flying overhead, which felt oddly refreshing.
Princess Freya suddenly gasped, just short of a scream. Owyn’s head snapped around to see what had startled her.
The princess stared, wide-eyed, and pointed past Owyn. He turned and followed her finger and found the rotting corpse of the undead bear. It was far enough away that a casual glance could miss it, but close enough to make out how foul and twisted it was. Furthermore, its head had rolled from its body and stood ten feet closer to the road.
“What has happened to that bear?” Freya asked. “It’s clearly dead, but those wounds look old, like they happened months ago. And its eyes have been gouged out.”
Owyn shifted in his saddle as he remembered his fight with the bear. “That beast was a product of the witch’s magic. It was dead but moved as if alive, and did its best to kill me.”
“And you killed it instead?” she asked, still wide-eyed. Even people that lived in the comfort of cities knew that bears were no easy opponents.
Owyn nodded. “I did. It was no easy task, but I emerged the victor.”
She gave him a weighing look and they continued down the narrow trail.
By the time they reached the main path, no trace of the witch’s influence could be seen. Both of them breathed in deeply, enjoying the clean smell of fresh forest air. 
“I don’t think I realized just how bad it smelled back there until we got this far away,” Princess Freya said. “I could just breathe this air forever. It’s so nice.”
“It reminds me of where I grew up,” Owyn said. “Being a small village at the base of the mountains, the air is very crisp and often cold. There is a freshness, a clean smell that you won’t find in the city.”
“I fear I would grow bored within a day, were I to spend time in Stykur,” she said.
Owyn shrugged. “I was never bored, but then again I was always busy. Growing up on a farm tends to involve a lot of work.”
A small field opened up on one side of the trail they rode on, with a handful of wildflowers still hanging on despite the chilly weather. Upon seeing this, Owyn dismounted and picked one.
“What are you doing?” Princess Freya asked.
“Nothing much,” Owyn replied as he approached her. “I just thought I’d give you this.” He held up the small flower to her.
Freya smiled at Owyn, then let out a laugh that sounded suspiciously like a giggle. “Thank you, Owyn,” she said as she accepted the flower. “That’s a silly gesture. You shouldn’t have.” Even still, she smiled and tucked the flower into her hair, just above her right ear.
Around midday, Freya spoke up again.
“Please tell me you have food,” she said.
Owyn reached back into one of his saddlebags and withdrew a few strips of dried meat. “I do have food,” he said. “And fresh stream water to wash it down with. Are you feeling well enough to eat?”
She nodded. “I could eat a horse,” she said, then patted Magni’s neck. “Not you, though.”
Owyn steered Seeker with his knees until he was right next to the princess. “Here you are,” he said, handing her the dried meat. “I killed a deer a few days back, so we have plenty of jerky.”
Princess Freya took the strips of meat and stared at them for a moment. “Is this all you have?”
“I have some hardtack if you’d like to break a tooth,” he said. “That stuff is better when made into a stew. Oh, and a few apples left, but I’m saving those for the evenings.”
She sighed. “At least the witch had good food. Still, this is better than starving.” She bit onto the end of the jerky and twisted her head around until a piece came off. “Marginally.”
Owyn laughed. He couldn’t hold it against her; she had lived in the royal palace all her life, so she was used to fresh food at every meal and hot baths every evening. Servants, too. This trip was going to be filled with new experiences for her.
As the shadows began to stretch in the evening, Owyn spotted a head-sized stone along the side of the path and smiled.
“What’s got you grinning like a boy?” Princess Freya asked.
“I found a good place to camp a couple days ago and marked it. It’s just up ahead.” The crisp, cold water beckoned to him, as did the thought of a warm fire. Perhaps he could spend a few minutes softening the wolf pelt further, then smoke it so that it would last. There was enough time left in the day.
Owyn motioned for the princess to follow as he came to the stone. He turned off the main trail and led Seeker between the bushes until he heard the unmistakable sound of moving water. It only took them a few minutes to reach the shores of the stream, and Owyn immediately saw where he had camped earlier. After a quick scan, he couldn’t see any evidence that another person had been here since, so he led Seeker to the side and dismounted.
“Over here,” Owyn said, motioning for Freya to follow. She led her horse near his and he reached up, helping her down. “We must tend to the horses,” Owyn said as he unbuckled the girth strap of his saddle.
Princess Freya gave him a look, as if asking if he really expected her to do that, but finally huffed and began helping. He had to show her how to remove everything, but she worked quickly.
“I apologize,” she finally said as she carried her saddlebags near the tall tree in their camp. Owyn was pleased to see she could carry the heavy saddlebags without straining. “I don’t want to come across as ungrateful or anything. I’m just not used to, well….” she hefted the saddlebags. “This.”
Owyn gave her a smile of understanding. “It’s okay, princess,” he said. “I’ll teach you everything you need to know.”
Once Owyn set his saddlebags down, he moved to stretch his arms overhead but stopped at a twinge in his back. He needed to wait on his wounds to heal before doing that, else he risked tearing a stitch loose. And the last thing he wanted was to give Freya an excuse to sew him up again. Better to fight another undead bear.
He spread his bedroll on the ground, then set out about the campsite to fetch branches. He found enough after a few minutes for a suitable fire, then used his belt knife to hack a few fresh branches. 
“What are you doing?” Princess Freya asked as Owyn began using a branch to dig a small hole.
“I’m smoking this wolf pelt so you can have a warm blanket tonight,” he said. “Smoking it will keep it from breaking down over time, and keep any bugs from getting into it.”
Owyn drove three fresh branches into the ground over the small hole and tied the ends together. Over that, he wrapped the wolf pelt. Nearby, he tossed the dried wood he had found between the ring of stones and knelt near it.
“We need some small twigs in here,” he said to Freya, who leaned closer to watch. “These larger branches won’t catch easily, but small twigs can, and dried leaves. Let those catch the sparks, and once they’re burning they can light something slightly larger and so forth.” He struck his flint and steel a handful of times over a bed of dried pine needles and twigs, until the sparks caught and a tiny flame appeared.
“Impressive,” Princess Freya said. “I’m glad you know how to do all this, else we’d have a cold night.”
“I would have a cold night,” Owyn corrected. “You would get this pelt, my cloak, and anything else you needed to stay warm.” She blushed, so he quickly continued. “Once I have some good coals in this fire, I’ll put them in this hole beneath the pelt. Damp leaves will go over that, to create smoke.”
“That’s it?” she asked.
“Well, I did a lot of other things to it first, but this is the final step.” Owyn went to his saddlebags and fetched a spare tunic of his, as well as a cloak. Both were simply made, not like what the princess was used to, but they were clean.
“Feeling dirty?” she asked, seeing the clothes in his hand. “You were able to start a fire, so I’m assuming those aren’t to keep me warm tonight.” Her lips moved into a faint smile.
“These are for you,” Owyn said. “I know you haven’t been able to bathe in some time, so I figured you should take advantage of this stream. It’s the last chance you’ll get for a bath before we get back to Akranes.”
“Brave and thoughtful,” she said, tapping her full lips. “You’re right. And after a day in the saddle, the water will feel like a blessing.”
Owyn sat in front of the fire with his whetstone in one hand and his sword in the other. “I’m going to sit here and sharpen my sword. If you’ll notice, there is also a small bush behind me. So you don’t have to worry about me trying to catch a peek at you.”
“Thank you,” she said after a moment.
Behind him, Owyn heard the sound of Freya undressing. Her thin shift only took a few seconds to remove, and then she was walking down to the edge of the stream. While he waited, Owyn used a branch to move some hot coals over to the hole in the ground right next to the fire. The smoldering branch landed on the wet leaves and almost immediately began to smoke. He added some small damp branches and kept an eye on it.
“It’s really beautiful out here,” she said. 
The sun was setting, staining the sky shades of pink and orange and casting a warm glow over the land. Owyn looked over his shoulder slightly, not at Freya but just to see more of the sky. It was quite the beautiful sunset.
Owyn shifted a bit to find a more comfortable spot on the ground, then went back to sharpening his sword. The edge had held up well in the fight against the ancient undead warrior; Owyn’s thumbnail couldn’t find any nicks or rolls. It was a well-made blade that had belonged to his father, so he always made sure to take good care of it.
Once his sword was done, he slid the blade back into its scabbard and grabbed Freya’s spear. It was made of good steel, though it clearly hadn’t been sharpened in quite some time. Owyn tested the edge and found it as dull as Einar’s jokes. A few hundred strokes with his whetstone and it would be serviceable. 
The princess suddenly let out a sharp yelp and Owyn leaped to his feet. He clutched the spear in his fist, ready to throw at a moment’s notice.
“What is it?” he called as his eyes found her.
“This water is cold!” she shrieked, standing in the deepest part of the stream. The water came up to her knees, and she stood there, her hands over her large breasts, shivering. She glared at the water as if she expected it to bite her.
From where Owyn was, he got a clear view of her round hips and shapely legs. Owyn laughed and hefted the spear in his hand, then went back to his seat next to the fire. He spat on the whetstone and slid the spearhead along it, one hundred strokes on each side. After that, it had a usable edge. After another hundred on each side, it felt properly sharp.
Behind him, he heard Freya splash in the water a few times. She cursed the cold, but spent a few minutes washing herself.
“What about you?” she called out after a few minutes.
“What about me?” Owyn asked.
“I mean, did you want to bathe as well? You might as well, since we’re here.”
“When a man is trying to impress a woman, wading through cold water is usually not a good idea,” Owyn said. The silence from Freya suggested she probably didn’t understand. “I will wash my face and hands once you’re done and seated by the fire,” After all, there was no use being dirty around a beautiful woman.
“Well, what have we got here?” came a man’s raspy voice in the distance.
“Owyn!” Princess Freya screamed.
Owyn was on his feet in a heartbeat with Freya’s spear in his hand. The large aspen tree in their camp separated Owyn from whoever was out there. He peered around the edge until he could see him.
A man in filthy clothing stood on the shore of the stream with an old crossbow held in his hand. His hair was dark and greasy, and a thick beard covered his face. Owyn ground his teeth at seeing the bandit. He would have to bring this up to King Ivar. These woods weren’t safe.
His crossbow wasn’t pointed at the princess—at least, not yet. Princess Freya ducked down into the freezing cold water to try to hide herself, then turned and tried to hurry away. At that, the man raised his crossbow.
“I don’t think so, lass. You stay right there where I can see you, and don’t give no thoughts to running away. I’d hate to spoil that pretty face by sending a bolt through it. Tell your man to come out as well. Owyn!” he called out, mocking her voice, then laughed coarsely. He reached down with his free hand and adjusted his crotch, then spat on the ground. “I’ll bet my night is gonna be better than yours,” he said, then laughed again.
Twenty paces separated Owyn and the bandit. Einar had trained him well on that distance, in case the King’s Games had included a spear throw.
Owyn leaped to the side of the tree so he had a clear shot at the bandit, took two steps forwards, and hurled the spear with all his might. It flew through the air like an oversized arrow and struck the man in the chest before he had an opportunity to react. The man’s hand tightened on the trigger mechanism of his crossbow as he died, sending a bolt harmlessly into the water and causing the princess to flinch. He fell face-first into the water, staining the pristine water red.
“Are you alright, princess?” Owyn asked, trying to see her without staring too overtly. He didn’t think she had taken any form of injury, but habit made him check. She was still crouched in the water with only her head above the surface.
“I’m fine,” she said, her voice stiff. “Just a bit shaken, that’s all.”
“You might want to move, princess,” Owyn said, pointing to the man’s body. Blood from his corpse had created a long red streak in the slow-moving water, and it crept towards her.
Freya shrieked and leaped her to her feet. Ignoring her nakedness, she splashed her way out of the stream and ran for Owyn, trying to distance herself from the blood.
Owyn’s spare tunic lay on the shore, so she snatched it up, shook the sand out, and pulled it on over her head. Owyn laughed and turned back to the fire as the princess came closer.
“Come here, princess,” he said, patting the bedroll. “Have a seat and warm yourself by the fire.” Owyn tossed two more pieces of wood on the fire, then pushed himself to his feet. “I need to take care of that body. I’ll be close by, so just call out if you need me.” He reached down and grabbed his sword, then fastened the belt around his waist.
“Just don’t be gone long, please,” she replied, wrapping her arms around her knees. After being in that water, she was probably freezing.
After one last glance around the campsite, Owyn walked up to the shore while Freya huddled near the fire. The man’s corpse was on the other side of the stream, so there was no avoiding the water. Owyn found a shallow part of the stream and sloshed a few inches into it, then leaped over the deepest part. His boots were good enough that no water got inside as he waded across.
The man’s body was only a few paces away. He was a middle-aged man, although it was clear his life had been hard. Thick scars crossed his face, and the few teeth still in his mouth were rotten and black. Even just standing nearby Owyn could smell the man. 
As quickly as possible, Owyn checked the man’s pockets. He only found a few coins and a spare string for the crossbow. He yanked the spear free from the man’s chest and tossed it to the ground.
The ground was soft enough to clearly show the man’s footprints. It appeared that he had come from the direction of the road. Owyn reached down and grabbed the man’s ankles, then dragged him there.
When he reached the main path, a horse was standing there, chewing on some nearby grass. A saddle had been fastened to the horse’s back, although it looked old and in an ill state of repair. The horse didn’t look that great, either. 
“Easy, boy,” Owyn said as he approached the animal. The horse seemed placid enough, so he hoisted the man’s body and threw him across the saddle. Nothing useful was found in the man’s saddlebags; just some clothes that certainly wouldn’t fit and smelled as bad as the man’s body. Owyn slapped his palm on the horse’s rear end and yelled, and the horse hurried away down the path.
He kept his eyes sharp as he walked through the bushes back to the camp. This was the second time he had encountered bandits in these woods, so there was certainly some form of house or hideout they were staying at. Hopefully, them finding the corpses of their comrades would be enough of a warning to stay far away.
Princess Freya was still seated next to the fire. She had donned Owyn’s tunic, which was comically large on her slender frame. While he had been dealing with the body, Freya had washed her shift in the stream and hung it on a low branch nearby. Owyn walked past her, back to where the bandit had fallen, and fetched the spear. It was a good weapon, and leaving it would be a mistake. The bandit’s crossbow was still there. It was in decent shape, so Owyn took it as well. 
After rinsing the spearhead in the stream, he made his way back to the fire, next to Freya. He set the spear and crossbow next to her, then looked around the area one more time. It always paid to be safe.
“I don’t know about you,” the princess said, stifling a yawn. “But I’m looking forward to getting some sleep.”
Owyn chuckled. “But princess, our night is only just beginning.”
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Princess Freya’s eyebrows furrowed. “I’m not sure I’m going to like whatever it is you’re planning on saying next.” 
Owyn grinned. “Nothing like that, princess. I just want to show you a few things.” He reached down and picked up the spear, and Princess Freya sighed.
“This is a bit embarrassing,” she began, her eyes on the weapon. “I was hoping that’s what you were talking about. I’ve never felt so helpless as I did back there in the water. That man could have done whatever he wanted with me, and I wouldn’t have been able to stop him.” She glared into the flames. “I feel so ashamed, saying that out loud.”
“I find it rather surprising that King Ivar’s daughter wasn’t taught to defend herself,” Owyn said softly.
She shook her head. “Father was always there for me, or a member of his King’s Guard. I’ve been safe my entire life, so there has never been a need.” She looked up at Owyn, her emerald eyes catching the flames and glittering in the dusk. “I appreciate you coming to my rescue, Owyn, but I don’t want to depend on you or anyone else for my own safety any longer. Can you teach me?”
Owyn smiled. “Of course I can, princess. That’s exactly what I was planning on doing.”
She nodded. “Please, call me Freya,” she said after a pause. “At least out here.”
“Okay, Freya. I will be glad to help you.” Owyn reached down and offered her a hand, which she accepted. He pulled her to her feet, then pulled her a few feet away from the fire. After a moment’s thought, he leaned the spear against the nearby aspen tree.
“Let’s start with the basics,” Owyn said. “Have you ever thrown a punch before?”
Freya paused, then shook her head slightly.
“Here,” Owyn said, raising his own massive hand. “Ball up your fist like this. Good. Always make sure you strike with these two knuckles,” he said, indicating his first two knuckles. “If you hit with your pinky, you might break your hand.”
She frowned at her fist, then looked up at him. “Now what? Should I punch the tree?” She barked a laugh.
Owyn straightened up and tensed his abdominal muscles. “Now, punch me here,” he said, slapping himself on the stomach. “Imagine driving your fist through my stomach. Make sure to keep your wrist straight, too.”
She looked at her fist, then back at him warily. “Okay,” she said and drew her arm back. After a deep breath, she drove her small fist in the center of Owyn’s stomach. Overall, it was a solid hit.
“Very good,” Owyn said. “Now you can say you’ve punched someone.” He grinned at her. “I’ll teach you more of that later, but for now let’s move on to the spear. That’s a far more useful weapon than a fist.” He reached towards the tree and fetched the spear, then handed it to her.
Freya wrinkled her nose as she accepted the spear, obviously well aware it had just been used to kill a man only minutes before. Owyn reached out and adjusted her grip on the haft of the spear, putting her left hand near the butt and her right hand around the halfway point. After that he stood next to her and thrust his hands forward as if he were holding a spear himself.
“The primary attack with the spear is a thrust,” Owyn explained. “Similar to a knife, actually, although knife fights are often little more than just brawls. You can slash with your spear, but you’re much better off thrusting. That way, you can use the length of the spear to protect you.” He directed her to thrust into the air in front of her a few times to see how she moved. She was clumsy, but not bad.
“Seems like spears have a big advantage over other weapons,” Freya said, thrusting one last time in front of her. She pulled the spear back and examined the spearhead. “You can hit someone from five feet away with this thing.”
“Exactly,” Owyn said. “That’s one of the main reasons foot soldiers generally use them. Well, they usually use pikes, but pikes are just longer spears. You put a wall of men together with heavy shields and pikes and they’ll poke holes in just about anything.”
“That actually makes perfect sense,” Freya said, still looking at the spear. Her gaze suddenly went to Owyn’s sword. “So, why do you use a sword instead?”
Owyn grinned as he looked down at his sword, belted around his waist. The thick-bladed weapon was too heavy for most men, but in his hands it was a savage instrument of violence. He pulled the blade halfway from the scabbard, letting it catch the firelight, then slammed it back in its sheath.
“Because I can cut a man in half with a sword like this,” Owyn said simply. “In fact, on the way to rescue you I ran into some bandits and chopped off a few heads.”
Freya closed her eyes. “Ugh. I think I’m going to be sick just hearing about that.”
“Then you definitely don’t want to know what I can do with a spear,” Owyn said. “Lesson one,” he said, pointing at the spearhead. “Stab your enemy with that end.”
“Thanks,” Freya said dryly. “I don’t think I would have ever figured that out.”
“Well, thankfully you have me,” Owyn said with a grin. “Now, you’ll want to keep the tip of the spear around eye level, and for two reasons: first, that’ll help protect your own face, and second, that makes it easy to strike the most vulnerable parts of your opponent.”
She gave him a hesitant look. “Owyn, are you telling me to stab people in the face with this thing?”
Owyn shrugged. “If you ever have to use this, it will be your life or their life. In that situation, I would actually recommend stabbing them in the chest or stomach, as that’s an easier target. Unless they’re wearing armor, in which case yes, you should stab them in the face. Just try not to think about it so much.”
“Easy for you to say,” Freya said. “You’re not the one stabbing people in the face.” Owyn patted the hilt of his sword and her face soured. “Ugh, right. You do even worse things.”
“Enough of that,” Owyn said, helping her to focus on the task at hand. “Give me two thrusts.”
Freya frowned at him, but widened her stance and thrust the spear in front of her. She did it again, keeping the spear at head height.
“Very good,” Owyn said. “One of the benefits of the spear is that it’s incredibly simple to learn the basics. Now, let’s do that again. One hundred thrusts, just like that last one.”
“One hundred?” Freya’s eyebrows shot up.
“Do you want to learn how to use this or not?” Owyn asked, spreading his hands. “It takes repetition, Freya. You need your body to be familiar with the movements. Each night you’ll do this, and I’ll have you practice your punches as well.”
She grumbled under her breath, but stood there and thrust the spear into the air one hundred times beneath Owyn’s watchful gaze. He corrected her form when needed and made sure she was going through the motions as precisely as possible. She took it well, but it was clear she wasn’t used to being corrected.
“Not the most exciting thing, is it?” she asked after her practice was finished. She looked at her hands and frowned. The skin on her palms was red in a few areas. Owyn made a mental note to keep an eye on that over the next few days.
“Real fighting doesn’t involve flourishes and twirls, Freya,” Owyn said as he took the spear from her. He thrust it savagely in front of him twice in quick succession to demonstrate. “Real fighting is very straightforward. Either you die, or your opponent dies. When the stakes are that high, you only use what works. I’m sure you’ve seen fancy demonstrations of swordplay, having grown up in the royal palace, but in a real fight that stuff doesn’t work.”
“So, what works?” she asked.
Owyn grunted. “What works best is thrusting this spear into their face and killing them before they’re even close enough to harm you. He patted his armor that was lying next to his saddlebags. “Wearing armor helps a lot, too.”
“I hope I never have to use that spear, but I am grateful for your lesson.”
After that, Owyn did his best to make a stew from dried meat and hardtack. It was quite bland, but she ate it without complaint. He handed her a waterskin to wash it down, and explained to her that they would have to take turns keeping watch. With bandits in the area, they had to stay safe. She would stay up first.
“If you hear anything, wake me,” Owyn explained as he spread his cloak next to the bedroll.
Freya stood and walked to where her shift was hanging on the tree and felt it. She frowned, suggesting it was still damp. She went back to the bedroll, still in Owyn’s tunic, and sat down.
Owyn pulled his boots off and unlaced his shirt and breeches, letting himself relax a bit. He pulled his saddle near, to use as a pillow. “Wake me when the moon is there,” he said, pointing to a place in the sky.
With that, he pulled the edge of his cloak over him and tried to get comfortable. The gentle crackling of the fire helped lull him into slumber, but Freya suddenly nudged him. He took a deep breath and sat up.
“Is everything okay, princess?”
She watched him with a curious look on her face, somewhere between determined and nervous.
“I wanted to thank you for saving my life,” she said. “Twice, now.” Her smooth legs stuck out from beneath the large tunic, and the front of it was not laced very tightly and showed hints of her cleavage. She picked at the laces at the front of the tunic and bit her bottom lip. “Do you think you could help me with this? I’m just trying to get comfortable.”
“Of course,” Owyn said as he shuffled closer to her. He grabbed the laces in his thick fingers and paused. “What exactly did you want me to do?”
She paused, then looked up at him. “Just undo the laces, please.”
Owyn swallowed heavily as he gently unlaced the shirt, revealing the inner curves of her breasts. He felt a tightening in his crotch and did his best to ignore it.
“Thank you,” Freya said, and stood up. Owyn’s tunic was large, but still only came down to mid-thigh on her. Freya looked at him for a moment, then grabbed the bottom hem of the tunic and pulled it over her head.
Freya was a tall woman, with long, shapely legs. Her hips were slightly round and went into a narrow waist. Her breasts were large and full, and her face about as perfect as a face could be. She twirled a few strands of red hair around her finger while looking down at Owyn, who still knelt before her.
“Do you think you can manage to remove your clothes, or do you need help?” she asked.
Owyn laughed and practically leaped out of his clothes. The moment his breeches hit the ground, Freya stepped forward and embraced him, wrapping her arms tightly around his waist.
“It’s nice knowing you’ll keep me safe,” Freya said, squeezing him tightly.
Owyn felt slightly awkward with his manhood poking her in the stomach, but she didn’t seem to mind. She sighed happily and squeezed him again. Owyn let his hand trace down her back, slowly, until he was gripping the full roundness of her rear end. 
Freya looked up at him suddenly, her eyes large and round. “I…. I’m yours, Owyn.”
Owyn took her face in his broad hands and leaned down, kissing her softly. The moment their lips met, a rush of fire swept through his body, a raging inferno of lust and desire. Here was the perfect woman, and she was in his arms. From the way Freya pawed at his body, the feeling of desire was mutual.
Freya kissed his neck while her hand slid down Owyn’s chest. She hesitated, then let her hand travel further south, until her slender fingers wrapped around the base of his manhood. She gripped it tightly and worked her hand back and forth.
Freya broke their kiss and moved down, kissing Owyn’s chest and stomach while still holding onto his thick member. Owyn watched as she knelt in front of him for a moment, just staring at it wide-eyed while gripping it with both hands.
“You’re…big,” she finally said.
Owyn shrugged. “Would you expect any less?” he asked with a grin.
“I suppose not,” Freya replied with a smile. She looked back at his thick shaft in her hands and ran her tongue along the underside, licking up the precum glistening on the tip. Finally, she opened her mouth and wrapped her lips around the end, sucking hard and sending tingles through Owyn’s body. Although she struggled with his size, she continually worked her mouth back and forth, taking more of him each time until he was striking the back of her throat.
Owyn ran his fingers through her red hair and placed his hand on the back of her head, then began gently rocking his hips back and forth while thrusting in and out of her mouth. He could have finished in that manner, but Freya had other ideas.
She pulled his shaft out of her mouth and wiped her lips on the back of her arm. “Lay down,” she said, and Owyn hurried to comply.
He went to the bedroll and laid on his back, his cock standing straight up like a flagpole announcing his virility. Freya stared at it hungrily and stepped closer, one hand squeezing her full breasts and the other moving between her legs to rub herself in small circles. She straddled his waist and lowered herself, reaching down to hold onto the base of his cock and guide it inside her. She rubbed the tip of his member against her wet lips, covering it with slick wetness, and slowly worked her hips up and down, taking him an inch at a time. They both moaned loudly when Freya finally sank all the way down, her plump ass resting on Owyn’s muscular thighs.
“By the gods,” Freya breathed. “You feel enormous.” She leaned forwards and placed her hands on Owyn’s chest to support herself, pushing her breasts together in the process.
“A woman that likes to take control, I see,” Owyn said, commenting on her riding on top. “I like it.”
His hands squeezed her large breasts, then moved down to her trim waist. He held her tightly and lifted her a few inches, then brought her down onto his hard shaft, eliciting another moan from both of them.
After a few thrusts his hands moved around to her ass, where he squeezed each cheek firmly while thrusting deeply into her soaking wet pussy. Freya leaned back, her breasts bouncing with each thrust, her eyes squeezed shut. One of her hands moved to between her legs, where she began massaging her clitoris in small circles. With that, her moans took on a different note; more intense, more focused.
Owyn squeezed her ass cheeks and hammered his cock into her until her moaning built to a crescendo. Loudly, Freya moaned her pleasure to the night sky, nearly screaming, her fingers rubbing, her body shaking, her hips grinding.
Freya collapsed on top of Owyn, breathing heavily and covering his face with kisses. She nipped at his beard with her small white teeth and giggled while kissing him. Owyn wrapped his massive arms around her, holding her tight, and pushed his hips up again. 
Freya pressed her lips against Owyn as he thrust inside her, their tongues exploring each other’s mouths. She still breathed heavily from her earlier orgasm and moved her hips in rhythm with Owyn’s thrusts, taking him deeply and wanting more. Owyn reached down and slapped his hand on her full bottom, bringing a sharp yelp from her.
Pleasure flooded Owyn in waves, as if a dam had broken. He blasted his seed deep inside her, still thrusting viciously inside her wet pussy. Freya moaned with him, begging for more, begging for all his cum. She rode him like a woman gone mad, moving her hips up and down, sliding her tight hole along the full length of his shaft, milking every drop from him.
Owyn lay on his back, deep breaths making his chest heave. He wrapped his arms around Freya and squeezed her tightly, kissing her again.
“I like it when you grab my butt,” she whispered in his ear.
“Is that so?” Owyn asked with a grin as his hand moved down to her round bottom. He got a firm grip on her buttock and squeezed it, bringing a smile from Freya.
“That was incredible, Owyn,” she said, laying her head against his chest.
“I am inclined to agree,” he replied. “Although I wonder where a maiden learned to make love like that.”
She looked up at him and blushed. “I find this rather funny, as earlier you mentioned that we could use a handmaiden to produce our heir. I am actually very close with my handmaiden.” She lowered her voice. “Sometimes she warms my bed in the cold months of winter. She is my closest friend and I love her dearly. My father certainly wouldn’t approve of our relationship.”
Owyn thought of bringing up the conversation about her birthing their heir, but wisely decided against it so soon. The time would come.
“You should rest up,” Freya said, although she made no move to rise from his chest. “I’m definitely going to want more of that.”
“You’ll get no complaints from me,” Owyn replied.
They remained like that for a while, her lying on his broad chest, his half-hard cock still inside her. Eventually, they both got up and went to the stream to clean themselves. Freya kept giving him weighing looks, as if she wanted to say something but wasn’t sure of the words.
“What is it?” Owyn asked her softly. “Freya, please know that you can talk with me about anything.”
“I…. I want to try it all, Owyn,” she said, blushing.
Owyn’s eyes moved to her round breasts, her small waist, and her deliciously round bottom. He felt a swelling in his crotch as it began to rise again.
“I think you can see that I’m okay with that,” he chuckled.
“I was just thinking,” Freya said, blushing even further. “With what the witch has done with me, I will be able to spend as much time in your bed as I’d like without worry of becoming with child. I want to try all the things we can do. Different positions, different methods. Next time, I want to swallow your seed. I’ve heard of a way some women do it further to the south, and I’d like to try that as well.”
Owyn’s head leaned to one side, still mesmerized by her perfect body. “I’m not sure I follow.”
She turned around and shook her butt at him. “You know what I mean,” she said with a devilish grin.
It was Owyn’s turn to blush. That was something he had never done, but as he watched the curves of her rear end slowly undulate, he was filled with more desire than ever.
“Freya, I’ll do whatever it takes to please you and keep you happy,” he said with a smile.
“Good,” she said as she splashed through the stream towards him. Upon reaching him, she stretched up onto her toes and brushed a kiss across his lips, then reached down and grabbed onto his cock. “Because I really enjoyed that, and I want more. A lot more.” She gave it a gentle squeeze, then began to stroke him.
Owyn smiled. “I’m glad to hear that.”
She frowned prettily as she thought. “Also, I’ve been thinking of my handmaid all day, since you mentioned that as a possibility. Her name is Sunneva. We’ve known each other since we were young, and practically grew up together. She has the same red hair and green eyes that I have, so her child would look like ours.”
“Do you think she would agree?” Owyn asked cautiously. Concentrating was difficult with Freya’s hand on his manhood, but he did his best. 
“I’ll speak with her when I return,” she said. “Sunneva is a sensible woman and has always wanted to be a mother, so it’s a strong possibility.” She smiled, then knelt in front of Owyn and took him into her mouth again.
When they finally cuddled each other on the bedroll, they were both thoroughly exhausted. Owyn held her tightly until she fell asleep, and himself slept for the better part of an hour.
He woke with a start, then rose from the bedroll, careful not to disturb her. After donning his tunic and breeches, he tossed another log on the fire and grabbed his sword. He kept a watchful eye open for any disturbances and let Freya sleep until the sun rose.
When they mounted their horses and continued the next morning, Owyn was exhausted but smiling broadly.






  
  18


“How much did it weigh?” Freya asked, her eyes wide. 
“Probably close to four hundred pounds,” Owyn replied, trying not to sound boastful.
She shook her head in amazement. “My father is a strong man, so I’m used to seeing him lift heavy things with ease. And of course I’ve attended the King’s Games in the past and seen them perform incredible feats of strength. But I don’t think I’ve ever heard of anyone lifting something that heavy over their heads. Now I really wish I could have been there.”
“I’ll have to compete in the next one to defend my title,” Owyn said, grinning at her.
Freya shook her head. “If you are to be with me, that will make you prince. That would be inappropriate. The games are for the common folk, not the royalty.”
Owyn had never thought of that until that very moment. He tried to simply focus on his life with Freya, but even that was difficult at times, as he had no clue what royalty did on a daily basis.
“I hope they have good beer in the royal palace,” Owyn said.
“Mostly wine and mead,” Freya replied. “Beer is often seen as a commoner’s drink.”
“Well, I’m a commoner so they’ll have to accommodate me,” Owyn quipped.
Freya nudged her horse closer and reached out to Owyn. He took her hand in his and they rode that way for a while, side-by-side. It wasn’t the most comfortable thing, but it was nice to feel her skin against his, even just a hand.
“So, does this mean I’m winning you over?” Owyn asked.
Freya looked at him for a moment, then pulled her hand back. “I haven’t fully decided yet, if you want the truth. This journey is a good opportunity for us to get to know each other, but you’re still practically a stranger, albeit a handsome one. Besides,” she added with a sigh. “Sometimes I wonder what must be wrong with you that you would want a cursed woman such as me.”
Owyn laughed. “Nothing is wrong with you, Freya, no matter what that witch did. Even if we never do anything to produce an heir, I would still be happy to have you by my side.”
She gave him a sidelong glance. “You keep saying those things and I might just believe you one day. Tell me, do you know any poetry?”
Owyn thought for a moment. “That bandit that attacked you is dead. Your hair is red. I really enjoy you in my bed, and sometimes I break my fast with crusty bread.”
Freya stared at him for a moment. “How I wish I had something to throw at you.” She hefted the spear and studied the spearhead for a moment. “Be careful, someone is teaching me how to use this.”
Owyn laughed. There were some rather stark differences between them, with her having grown up in the royal palace and Owyn being a common man, but they got along well. 
Freya wore her shift, which was much too thin for the cool weather, but Owyn’s spare cloak around her shoulders was heavy enough to keep her comfortable. The wolf pelt sat rolled up behind her saddle in case the weather grew any colder. Another one of Owyn’s spare shirts—his last one, to be honest—was folded up and sat beneath Freya’s bottom, helping to cushion her against the hard saddle.
The hours spent with Freya were joyous. Even the blandness of the dried meat seemed to subside when she was there. Her red hair caught the sunlight and shimmered, and her emerald eyes had a glimmer in them each time she looked at Owyn.
Owyn’s keen eyes found his previous campsite that evening, so he led them off the main path and into the woods. He helped Freya untack her horse, then they carried their saddles to a small clearing.
Owyn saw a piece of gleaming skull on the ground and quickly kicked it aside before Freya could see it. It looked as if insects had stripped it completely clean of any flesh. With no more flesh left, they likely went somewhere else for food. Still, he made sure their fire was good and hot that evening.
“What is your horse’s name?” Freya asked once they were settled. 
“Seeker,” Owyn replied. 
She smiled faintly at him. “Did you name him that because you were seeking me?”
Owyn nodded. “I did.”
Freya hugged him. “That’s very sweet of you, Owyn.”
He avoided telling her he had killed three men on these very grounds only a few days earlier. No need to spoil the mood. Instead, he spent a few minutes teaching her to fight with her fists, then followed it up with another lesson with her spear. She was a fast learner, although he hoped she would never actually need to use either her fists or the spear. He hadn’t seen any additional signs of bandits in the area.
After that, they made love and held each other until Owyn fell asleep. When the moon was high overhead, Freya woke him with a kiss and they swapped places. Owyn half expected her to wake him with more sex, but she knew they needed to stay alert while keeping watch. Besides, she was tired as well.
Owyn walked in a slow circuit around their campsite for the duration of his shift and heard nothing but the wind blowing through the trees. If any more bandits were in the area, they were keeping their distance. Perhaps losing four of their comrades was enough of a warning to keep them away. Once again, he reminded himself to bring that up to the king once they returned.
When the sun broke the horizon, Owyn began readying the campsite. He packed things up and prepared the horses, then kicked dirt over the fire until it was out. The final thing he did was wake Freya.
“Good morning, princess,” he said. 
She looked up at him for a moment, then grabbed the blanket and pulled it over her head. “Why can’t morning come later in the day?” she asked.
“Because then it wouldn’t be morning,” Owyn replied.
“I don’t understand how you can sound so cheery,” Freya said, pulling the blanket down. With a few grumbles, she got to her feet.
“Because I’m alive. That alone is reason for celebration,” Owyn said. 
“I didn’t realize I was marrying a grand philosopher,” Freya said, helping to roll up the bedroll.
Once they were in the saddle, Owyn set their horses at a fast walk. At this pace, they would only have one more night in the forest before arriving in Akranes.
“A hot bath,” Freya said. “That’s the first thing I’m going to do, is take a hot bath. And then sleep a full day in a soft bed.” She looked over at Owyn and smiled. “You’ll be there with me, of course.”
Owyn laughed. “I just want a good, dark beer.”
Freya made a sound in her throat. It was likely that she didn’t enjoy such things. “How did you keep your sanity traveling into the forest?” She looked around them and gestured. “There’s nothing out here but trees. Without anyone to talk to, I fear I would die of boredom.”
“I passed some of the time talking to the horses,” Owyn said, patting Seeker’s neck. “Isn’t that right, boy?” The big horse snorted in reply.
“Talking to horses,” Freya grumbled. “I could never do that. I need people to talk with.”
Owyn shrugged. “You get used to it.” 
Even with a person to talk to, however, the day was rather dull. Owyn mentioned to her that dull was good; the last thing they wanted out here was excitement, since the only types of excitement they were likely to find were wolves or bandits. Freya’s eyes widened at that and she looked at the wolf pelt rolled up behind her saddle.
That evening was much like the rest; Owyn helped Freya untack the horses, then they prepared the campsite together. He had her use the flint and steel to start the fire. Seeing her excitement as the sparks took and grew into flames made Owyn smile. 
After their dinner, Owyn trained her to fight with both fists and spear again. She was able to put a lot of force behind her knuckles, so Owyn worked on her stance and guarding her face. The spear was a simple weapon so he had her perform another one hundred thrusts with it. 
Once her training was complete, Freya hurried to the bedroll and spread her milky-white thighs for him. She had been reluctant to be on the bottom, as the ground had been full of rocks and roots earlier, but it was softer here.
Owyn laid on top of her and thrust deep inside her eager opening. Freya wrapped both her arms and legs around Owyn, holding him tightly against her. They kissed, deeply and passionately until Owyn finally came inside her. The look on Freya’s face as Owyn filled her with his seed was pure bliss.
“I will never get tired of that,” Freya said between kisses. “I could listen to you cum all day.”
“Challenge accepted,” Owyn replied with a smile.
Sleep was difficult that final night in the wilderness. Both of them would have rather spent their time in each other’s arms, and they were both excited about arriving home. Owyn made his best effort at resting until midnight, at which time he let Freya sleep and he began his watch shift.
He wondered how the king would react to Freya’s arrival. Of course the king would be glad to see his beloved daughter, but that meant he had to honor his oath and hand her over to Owyn. King Ivar was a decent man, so Owyn didn’t expect to be executed—after all, what king wishes to wed his only daughter to a commoner? But the thought remained in his mind.
There was also Uthar to deal with. The old wizard was guilty of unspeakable treacheries, and those crimes could not go unpunished. However, confronting a powerful sorcerer face-to-face would be difficult. Only a strong neck and even stronger will had kept Owyn alive during his fight with the witch Valdis. Uthar would be awake and alert, ready to fight.
The morning sun gave a gentle glow to the forest and Owyn gently nudged Freya awake. She looked up at him with red-rimmed eyes and frowned.
“I think I would rather run the risk of bandits finding us asleep than continue to get four hours of sleep per night,” she said.
“Losing sleep is never fun,” Owyn agreed. He reached down and picked her up, then held her tightly against his chest.
“I do hope you will continue to treat me well,” she said against his shoulder.
“Why would I not?” Owyn said.
Freya was silent for a moment. “People aren’t always completely honest. Once they get their way, they change.”
“No worries there, princess,” Owyn said, releasing her. “Now, let’s get ready to go home.”
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The next and final day was relatively uneventful. Tall trees gave way to rolling fields of grass and grain, and the path slowly widened as it saw more use. The eastern road was still seldom used, but as the day dragged on they began to see other travelers. Most were local farmers or hunters. Owyn warned each of them about bandits deeper in the forest. 
Owyn felt a bit of sadness as they approached the city, for he had grown to enjoy his time with Freya in the wilderness. They were dirty and tired, but happy. Life would be much different in the city, especially in the keep.
“All honor to the King’s Champion,” the commander of the gate guard said as he recognized Owyn. His eyes widened as he realized it was the princess that rode next to him. “Princess Freya, it is an honor,” he said, bowing as low as his armor would allow. “Please let us know if there is anything you need.”
“Have a man send word to my father that I’m back,” she said, sitting tall and regal in her saddle.
The commander barked orders to nearby soldiers, who rushed to obey. With another bow, he gestured to the side to welcome them into the city. 
Several guards rapped their spears against their tall shields as Owyn and the princess rode through. They gave soft cheers, as well:
“Owyn of Styrkur!”
“The King’s Champion!”
“Never seen anyone that strong before!”
Princess Freya gave Owyn a peculiar look as they entered the city. Owyn caught her watching him and shrugged.
“What is it?” he asked.
“I would think they would cheer for their princess more than a commoner,” she replied. “I mean no disrespect, of course.”
“None taken,” Owyn said, then suddenly grinned. “I suppose word of my performance at the King’s Games has spread.”
As they continued down the street towards the royal palace, people continued to greet them. Several were Owyn’s friends, who wished him well.
“You seem popular,” Freya said.
“I try to be kind to everyone,” Owyn replied. “I’m sure half of these people are bakers or butchers. I probably supply half of their business myself,” he added with a chuckle.
As they approached the keep, a dozen of the King’s Guard charged down the street. Upon seeing Owyn and Freya, they encircled them.
“King Ivar has ordered us to escort both of you directly to him,” their leader said from behind the bars of his helmet.
“Are you ready, princess?” Owyn asked, his voice low. The walls of the keep were visible ahead of them.
“Yes, I’m ready,” she said. “And I remember our plan, don’t worry.”
Owyn would have preferred a chance to clean himself after so long in the saddle, but they were taken directly to the royal palace. After dismounting, Freya looped her arm through Owyn’s and led him to the throne room with the King’s Guard trailing behind.
Members of the King’s Guard pushed the heavy wooden doors to the throne room open and waved them inside. King Ivar sat upon his throne, waiting expectantly. Uthar, the court wizard, stood at the side of the throne, slightly behind.
“Father!” Princess Freya shouted. She released her grip on Owyn’s arm and ran for the king.
King Ivar leaped from his throne and raced across the room, meeting his daughter halfway. He pulled her into an embrace that lifted her feet from the floor and spun her in a circle. Tears leaked from his eyes as they both smiled and laughed.
“Are you okay, Freya?” he asked, peering into her eyes. His calloused hands gently brushed her hair back from her face. “Did she hurt you in any way?” He noticed the cloak she wore—Owyn’s—over her shift, and looked over at Owyn. His look was unreadable.
“I’m fine, father. “Owyn killed the witch as promised and cared for me on the journey back. He saved my life a second time as a bandit found me bathing in a stream.”
“Bandit?” King Ivar said, looking over at Owyn again. “Owyn. Come here, boy.”
Owyn hurried forward and knelt before the king. “Yes, Your Grace?”
“What is this I hear of bandits in the forest?”
Owyn cleared his throat. “It is true, Your Grace. On the way out there I was attacked by three of them, and on the way back one came across your daughter while she bathed in a stream.”
“And their fates?” King Ivar’s eyes were hard, like angry gemstones.
“Their blood feeds the forest, Your Grace,” Owyn replied smoothly.
“Good,” King Ivar said with a nod. “I would expect no less from you, Owyn. I will send a patrol of men out that way to investigate. I can’t allow bandits to roam anywhere where they might harm my people.”
“He even taught me to fight, father,” Freya continued. “With both my fists and with a spear. You should be proud.”
King Ivar looked at Owyn again, who shrugged.
“Come,” Freya said, pulling her father back towards the throne. On the way, she leaned over and whispered something to the nearest King’s Guard, who nodded. “I’ll be right back, father. Everything is okay, I promise. I just want to change into something clean.” The armored knight went to another member of the King’s Guard to pass the message.
“Fine, fine,” King Ivar said, wiping a tear from his eye.
He settled into his throne and sat there for a few moments. When he finally spoke again, his voice was quiet.
“I tried not to lose all hope,” he said. “You promised me a fortnight, so I told myself I would wait a fortnight before allowing myself to worry. That’s easier said than done, though. I couldn’t stop the thoughts, the fears that Valdis had killed you as well. That my daughter was truly gone.” He raised his head and looked Owyn in the eye. “I can never thank you enough, Owyn.”
“There is no need for thanks, Your Grace. Bringing the princess home and killing the witch were rewards in themselves.” Owyn avoided mentioning exactly why bringing the princess home was such a reward.
“Bah,” King Ivar said, waving away Owyn’s comment. “You did well and you deserve all my thanks. Even when I feared you wouldn’t return, a small flame of hope stayed alight.”
“I knew he would be victorious,” Uthar said, lifting his chin haughtily in the air. “That witch’s powers had grown ever darker and more corrupt over the years. Such evil will eat at a person from the inside out, turning them into a shell of their former selves. She could never stand against one with such pure and honorable motivations.” He smiled down at Owyn. Owyn bared his teeth at the wizard, hoping it looked like a smile.
“Yes, she was evil indeed,” Owyn said. “The entire forest surrounding her was sick with corruption. The very trees oozed it, like pus leaking from their bark. Not only that, she made the dead walk again and fight for her.” Owyn grimaced at the memory of the undead bear and ancient skeletal warrior.
“Such things are a disgrace to the study of magical arts,” Uthar said with a sneer.
“What is this you speak of?” the king demanded, leaning forward on his throne.
Owyn needed to stretch this out to give Freya enough time, so he began a lengthy explanation. “A bear, your grace. Dead at least a few months, yet still standing as if alive, even though its flesh was rotten and putrid. Its fur was matted with filth and half of its face missing, revealing the wet bone beneath. The bear was truly huge, and equally aggressive and blood-thirsty. It swiped at me with paws larger than my head as it sought my death. I tried my best to fend it off, but even when I opened a deep wound on its face it ignored it and continued its assault. Its claws caught on my hauberk and it threw me as if I weighed as much as a child’s doll. I saw my own death in its cloudy eyes, but never gave up. I could now allow myself to fail on such an important quest. I gathered myself back up, ready to slay this horrific beast. Even when I removed one of its paws, it still would not stop. It wasn’t until I—”
“Go on, get to the point,” King Ivar said irritably.
Owyn cleared his throat. “As I was saying, Your Grace, it kept attacking even after having an entire arm chopped off. I cut out its eyes and it fought with a viciousness that would shock you. It wasn’t until I removed the bear’s head that it finally stopped moving. The witch’s magic was powerful, I realized. I thought that would be the end of the undead, but I was wrong.”
“There was more?” King Ivar asked, clearly interested but dreading Owyn’s lengthy explanations.
“Yes, Your Grace. I fought an ancient warrior, long enough in the grave that his body had shriveled to little more than…. Well, he looked like rotted leather stretched over a skeleton. I know not how he died, but he still wore his armor, though it was in pitiful shape. He wielded a great axe in both hands.”
King Ivar gave him a flat expression. “Surely, you jest.”
Owyn shook his head. “No, Your Grace. I speak the truth. This long-dead warrior was lying against a crumbling tombstone when I passed by. Moments later he rose to his feet and attacked me with such ferocity and skill that I have rarely seen among the living.”
“Uthar, have you heard of such things? The dead, fighting as if alive?” King Ivar turned to address his wizard.
Uthar’s lips twisted into a sneer. “It is such a waste of magical powers to do such things. But yes, I have heard of it. It shows just how powerful the witch Valdis was, to be capable of those foul magics.”
King Ivar shook his head and muttered under his breath about the dead fighting against the living.
“This ancient warrior swung his axe with blinding speed,” Owyn continued, gesturing wildly with his hands. “I barely escaped with my life. I will admit that his skill with an axe was greater than mine with a sword, and his energy seemed inexhaustible. I was only able to stop him by grappling him and breaking his arms off. As with the bear, I had to remove his head completely to get him to stop.”
“Ah, there she is,” King Ivar said, standing when his daughter entered the room again. He embraced her tightly, murmuring quietly how good it was to see her.
Princess Freya had changed into a proper dress, one made of thick green cloth. The bodice was just snug enough to hint at her figure, although Owyn noticed the dress only had a single tie up front. No elaborate lacing or buttons to fuss with. A dress that could be donned quickly.
She caught Owyn’s eye and nodded. That meant their plan was on.
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Owyn swallowed, his mouth dry from all the talking and from what might happen next. There were only so many ways a man could prepare himself from a fight that he knew might be his last. Owyn feared no man, not even death itself, but he was smart enough to be cautious. 
“Uthar, I brought several things back for you. I know as court wizard you have a need for certain ingredients.” Owyn looked over his shoulder and waved. 
Two servants approached, one carrying Owyn’s saddlebags and the other carrying a small table. They stopped next to him and set everything up, first the table, then the saddlebags on top. One of the servants opened one side of the saddlebags, revealing small jars and vials packed tightly in straw.
Owyn reached into the straw and plucked a vial out, examining it in his fingers, then set it back in place. He resisted the urge to wipe his hand on his tunic after.
“As a practitioner of the arcane arts, I think you will find these of great use, wizard.” Owyn took a step back and clasped his hands behind his back. His dagger was strapped to the inside of his forearm, easily reachable in that position. There was no way Uthar could resist the temptation of Valdis’s potions.
Uthar stroked his narrow beard with thin fingers and slowly descended the steps. “I am always in need of particular things, yes,” he muttered as he glided across the floor. “After all, healing the sick is difficult and requires certain components.” 
When he reached the table, he looked over it for a moment, then up at Owyn. Owyn nodded and took a step back, his hands still behind his back. He slid his dagger from its sheath and gripped it tightly in his fist.
Uthar reached into the saddlebag and selected a vial filled with dark powder, his fingertip tracing the spidery script on the front.
“Powdered canis root, always good to have on hand,” he murmured, then set the vial back. “It looks like you did well, Owyn of Styrkur. These should be quite useful.” He picked up another vial, this one filled with a dark red powder. His eyes widened in shock as he read the script on the vial.
“You dare?!” Uthar roared. His face turned red with outrage, and he thrust his hands towards Owyn and began uttering an incantation.
Owyn immediately felt himself held in place by invisible forces. His thick arms strained against his bonds but he could not move. Something tightened around his neck, making each breath laborious.
“What the hell is going on?” demanded King Ivar, standing from his throne.
“Guards, seize the wizard!” Princess Freya shouted, pointing at Uthar.
Two members of the King’s Guard rushed towards the wizard, one with his sword drawn. They stopped a few feet away, hands out, ready to grab him.
Uthar transferred his snarl from Owyn to the guards and continued his incantation. His voice wasn’t loud, but his words filled the room, almost seeming to shake the walls with their intensity.
The guard wielding a sword suddenly dropped his weapon and clutched at his head, frantically trying to remove his helmet. He began to shout, and the other guard glanced at him with concern.
Uthar’s extended hand suddenly clenched into a tight fist and the guard’s helmet crumpled, showering gore in every direction. The remaining guard looked at the wizard warily, clearly torn between his sworn duty of protecting his king and facing down a painful death.
The remaining guard brought his sword up and lunged, seeking to take the wizard through the chest. Uthar snapped his fingers while spewing words in the language of magic. The guard froze in place, his face turning red from strain. He opened his mouth to scream, but nothing came out. Blood seeped from his eyes and ears, then his nose. After a few seconds, he fell to the marble tiles, leaking blood from every orifice. 
Ten more King’s Guard soldiers slowly formed into a circle around the wizard, though none of them were eager for their deaths. King Ivar stood up and roared.
“What is the meaning of this? Stop this nonsense right this instant! Freya, I demand an explanation,” the king shouted. 
“Justice, father,” she said, her eyes intent on the wizard. “You must know the truth. Uthar has—”
“Silence, wench!” Uthar said, thrusting his hand toward the king and princess. A powerful gust of wind knocked them from their feet and sent them scattering like pieces of rubbish.
Owyn’s muscles strained as he pulled against his invisible restraints, but they held fast. He had to think of something quickly to draw the wizard’s attention, but he couldn’t even open his mouth to speak. His mind raced, but every option was futile. The soldiers of the King’s Guard stepped closer.
“I have something of yours, Uthar,” Princess Freya called out as she pushed herself to her feet. King Ivar stood up and placed himself between her and the wizard, but she pushed him aside.
The wizard’s head snapped to the princess and he fixed her with a malevolent gaze as she slowly raised her left hand. In it was an ornate bag, from which she withdrew something small, red, and pulsating. The wizard’s expression changed to one of panic as he recognized his heart in the princess’ hand.
“As I said, father. Justice,” Freya said. Her face contorted with effort as she gripped the wizard’s heart with both hands and wrenched at it, tearing it like a piece of meat.
Uthar screamed, a sound from his very depths, a sound so unnaturally loud it shook the room. His face bulged and his mouth hinged open, much larger than it should have been.
At that moment, Owyn’s bonds disappeared and he lunged forwards, ramming the dagger into the wizard’s head with all his might. He struck with great force, driving the blade all the way to the hilt and knocking the wizard to the floor in the process. 
The ancient man collapsed in a heap, twitching and writhing on the marble floor as blood began to make a circle around his ruined head. He coughed, spraying blood and bile, then went still.
“Answer me, now!” King Ivar roared. “How dare you attack my wizard! How—”
“Father, stop it,” Freya said, speaking loud enough to cut through his confusion. “Uthar was a traitor and worse.”
Owyn raised his hands and stepped back. The remaining King’s Guards focused their attention on him, but didn’t advance.
“Uthar murdered my queen mother, father,” Princess Freya said, loudly enough for the whole room to hear. The King’s Guard stopped and turned their heads to Freya.
“Explain,” King Ivar demanded, turning to his daughter, but it was Owyn that spoke up.
“It’s true,” Owyn said. “When I spoke with the witch, she explained how Uthar swore his allegiance to her more than a century ago. He even cut off the last finger on his right hand and gave it to her to seal the deal.” 
Owyn reached into his belt pouch and produced a small finger, shriveled and desiccated with age. “I know you have seen his right hand before and noticed this. She still had his finger. It allowed her some semblance of power or control over him, should he ever move against her. It was Uthar that told me how to slay the witch; I suspect his desire for her death was driven by his need to be free from her.
“Furthermore, Uthar helped the witch sneak into the keep several weeks ago, when she kidnapped the princess. It was he that slaughtered the members of the King’s Guard, not the witch. It was he that spread the tale of her turning into smoke and creeping through the halls.”
King Ivar fell backwards and slumped onto his throne, his face a mask of confusion and anger. He looked up at Owyn with his piercing blue eyes, his mouth working silently as he sought the correct words. He looked over at his daughter, who was wiping her hands on a piece of cloth given to her by a servant, and shook his head.
“For more than two decades Uthar has been at my side, guiding and advising me. I always knew him to be a man with dark secrets, but this is a damning accusation, even for him. Why would he do such a thing?” The king frowned.
“Uthar was known as someone that healed the sick and wounded,” Owyn said. “But he also feared death. According to the witch, Uthar was several hundred years old, and would do anything to extend his life. Even murder his own queen.”
King Ivar fixed Owyn with a hard, red-eyed stare. “Do you have any further proof of his treachery other than a conversation with a witch?”
Owyn reached into the straw and selected a small glass vial, the one that had enraged Uthar so much to see. “I speak of something very dark, Your Grace. I feel guilt for even bringing it into your presence, but you deserve to know the truth. Also, I would rather it be in your hands than anywhere else.” He held the small vial before him. “Within this vial are the dried remains of your wife’s heart.”
Loud gasps filled the room, and the king’s face contorted in rage and sadness. Next to him, Freya placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. Once again, his mouth worked silently, unable to find the words for his emotions. When a man learns of his wife’s murder, what words could even begin to fit the mood?
“It was Uthar, with help from the witch, that poisoned the queen long ago,” Owyn said. “And all for this,” he said, holding the vial up so the king could see it clearly. “They used it to extend their lives. Uthar was ancient, hundreds of years old. The witch Valdis was even older.”
King Ivar’s face shook with rage. He looked up at his daughter, who nodded.
“He speaks the truth, father. The witch had things kept in vials that would chill your very soul if you ever heard of them. She explained them at length to me while I was there.” Freya squeezed her father’s shoulder again.
“Give this to the king,” Owyn said to the nearest member of the King’s Guard.
The guard took the vial in his gauntleted hand and carried it to the king. The king’s eyes shone with unshed tears as he carefully accepted the vial containing bits of his dead wife’s heart. A single sob escaped him and he clutched the vial to his chest.
“To know that my Lilja died such a horrible death for something so dark and foul fills me with anguish and rage.” He sighed heavily before continuing. “However, on this day you have brought me this….” King Ivar looked down at the vial as he searched for the right words. “Part of her. Furthermore, you have slain those responsible for her death. I feel some measure of justice has been served.”
“Honored to serve, Your Grace,” Owyn said with a bow of his head.
“Also,” King Ivar added, looking up at the princess. “You have brought my daughter back safely, just as you promised.” He shook his head again, twisting the small vial in his fingers. “You have proven your honor, Owyn of Styrkur.” The king suddenly turned to his daughter and took her hand in his. “Are you aware of Owyn’s wish, Freya?”
She smiled at her father, then at Owyn. “Yes, father, I am. After spending the last week with him and seeing how hard he fought to protect me, I have decided to accept. I feel he is worthy.”
Owyn knew Freya liked him, but he still felt his heart leap as he heard the words. He couldn’t help the smile that broke out upon his face. If she had answered otherwise, he wasn’t sure how King Ivar would have reacted.
King Ivar nodded and his gaze went back to the vial. He traced his thumb tenderly down the glass and whispered something too quietly for anyone to hear. Freya squeezed his shoulder again and gave him a sad smile.
“Give me the rest of the day to mourn,” King Ivar announced. “My Lilja deserves at least that much. I will have a servant prepare a room for you, Owyn. You may stay in the keep tonight. Tomorrow, we will announce your wedding to my daughter, and discuss your future.”
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Owyn leaned his elbow on the railing as he watched the final moments of the sunset fade over the snow-capped mountains that rose from the horizon. He sipped from his mead horn—Akranes truly had the finest mead in all the land—and let his eyes pass over the city to the south of him.  
One day, they would be his people. He would rule over them with a fair and just hand with his queen by his side.
One day.
For now, he focused on the transition from the life of a commoner to royalty. King Ivar was a surprisingly patient man and put up with Owyn’s often simple ways, although he did often joke that Owyn would be more at home herding sheep than leading a nation.
Every day royal advisors gave him lessons on military tactics, international politics, and economics. They taught him customs from faraway lands, and how to deal with slimy ambassadors.
Princess Freya was there for most of his lessons. Having grown up in that environment, she was an ocean of valuable knowledge. Owyn knew he couldn’t do it without her.
As if summoned by the thought of her, Freya walked onto the stone balcony and stood next to Owyn. She slid her arm through his and beamed a smile up at him, then looked out over the city.
“It’s a beautiful city, isn’t it? And with the snow-capped mountains to the north, always watching over us…. I never tire of the view here.” She took a deep breath and smiled at her city.
“I must confess that I’ve never seen Akranes from such a high vantage point before.” Owyn was still trying to wrap his head around the fact that this great land he saw would be his one day.
“What about the mountains up north?” Freya asked.
“Well, sure, I’ve climbed mountains countless times. I’ve been so high that the air turned thin and would freeze any unprotected skin in minutes and I couldn’t even see the base of the mountain. But I’ve never been so high in a building. I think the tallest building I’ve ever been in before marrying you was The Red Lion.”
Princess Freya barked a laugh. “Why did he name it that? The nearest lions are hundreds of miles to the south.”
“It sounds exotic,” Owyn said with a shrug. “Should he have called it The Snow Dragon?”
It was Freya’s turn to laugh. “No one has seen a dragon in more than three hundred years, thank the gods. Even then, they avoided the lands of men. Most people don’t even think they exist. He should have called it The Drunken Farmer, to be honest.”
Owyn grinned at that, and suddenly felt a desire for some of Bran’s dark ale.
“Do you think we’ll see him again?” Freya asked after a long pause.
“Who?”
She turned towards Owyn and studied his face. “The man we saw in Valdis’s cabin. His face in the air above us, watching.”
Owyn frowned. He had forgotten about that. “I certainly hope not,” was all he could say. He dreaded the thought of dealing with another wizard.
“He was clearly another practitioner of the dark arts. I think it’s best if we were prepared for that.” She took a deep breath. “Which leads me to my next topic: I am going to be attending the academy in Gardabaer soon. Very soon.”
Owyn blinked. “The magic academy?”
Freya nodded. “Yes, that one. I won’t be gone long; they usually require their pupils to stay for many years, but they’ve never dealt with royalty before. I’m only staying long enough to see if I have the innate ability to learn. If I do, I’ll return with someone to teach me here in the keep. Besides, we still need a replacement for Uthar. They might send me home with him.”
“They allow that? Training outside of the academy?”
She blushed faintly. “No, but after a considerable donation, they allowed a small change in their rules. Besides, father can be rather persuasive at times. They insist that their focus is on using magic for the good of the world.” Her expression became grave. “If we have another witch or sorcerer coming after us, we’ll need all the help we can get. I don’t know how you were able to defeat Valdis; my memories are still foggy. But I don’t think we’ll get that lucky again.”
Owyn leaned his neck to the side until it popped. “Yeah. I’d rather not do that again.” His chest and shoulders were covered in freshly healed wounds from the witch’s fingernails, and his neck still bore faint marks from her noose.
The door opened and a woman with fiery red hair and bright green eyes entered. Her build was more slender and less voluptuous than Freya’s, but Sunneva was no less beautiful. She approached Freya and the two embraced warmly, then exchanged a kiss as deep as one would expect of lovers.
Sunneva wrapped her arms around Freya’s waist and held her tightly. When they were done, Sunneva stretched up onto her toes and kissed Owyn as well.
“How is my favorite couple doing?” she asked in a jovial tone.
Owyn wrapped his arms around both of the women and squeezed them in a tight embrace until they squeaked. With a laugh, he released them.
“Hard to feel down with you ladies in my life,” he said, looking down the front of Sunneva’s dress. She often wore shockingly revealing clothing when she visited their chambers. Owyn had no complaints.
“I hear you’re leaving us for a while, love,” Sunneva said to Freya, sticking her bottom lip out in a pout. Since Freya and Owyn had spoken with her about bearing the royal heir and joining their family, the three of them had grown very close.
“I am, I am,” Freya said as she reached out and combed her fingers through Sunneva’s hair. “For two months. When I get back, we’ll pick up right where we left off.” She kissed Sunneva softly and caressed her face.
“I’ll make sure to keep Owyn satisfied until you return,” Sunneva said with a grin at Owyn. “He won’t have a moment’s rest.”
Owyn laughed at that. “With you two around, who wants to rest?” He slapped both of them on their bottoms.
“Speaking of no peace,” Sunneva began. “We have a little surprise for you.” She pushed the straps of her dress off her shoulders as she turned, revealing her slender, toned body. Both Owyn and Freya watched her round bottom undulate as she walked to the door, drawing the bar across. “Can’t have our fun being interrupted now, can we?” Sunneva turned and walked back to them.
Freya dropped her dress as well and the two ladies stood next to each other, arms around each other, facing Owyn. “What do you think?”
Owyn scanned them from head to toe. “What do I think of—Oh, that.” Both of them had shaved the hair of the nether regions. Instead of pale red hair between their legs, both of them were now completely hairless. Owyn rubbed his smooth jaw. “It looks like I’m not the only one that shaved.”
“You’re going to be spending plenty of time down there, so we figured we’d make it easier. Less to get in the way.” Freya and Sunneva reached out and took Owyn’s hands, then pulled him to the bed.
Several hours later, Owyn lay awake in bed, staring at the sky through the window. For days now, his thoughts had been growing darker like clouds before a storm. Freya traced a fingertip along his arm while she watched him.
“Do you think you’ll be happy here, in the keep?” Freya asked.
Owyn opened his mouth to assure her that he would, but snapped it shut. He loathed boredom, and sitting on a throne did not sound like an exciting life. 
He turned and looked at his beautiful wife, at the sunset illuminating her red hair, at her sparkling emerald eyes and full lips. Lying next to her, Sunneva slept peacefully, a faint smile upon her face.
“I can be happy anywhere, with you two,” Owyn said. “Even sitting on an uncomfortable throne. But fortunately, your father has many years left so we needn’t worry about that. I still have plenty of time to get in trouble.” He turned and looked back out the window as his thoughts drifted towards darkness.
Somewhere, beyond the tile-roofed houses, there was an evil wizard that knew his name.
The end.
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The early morning sun streamed through marble arches and cast an orange glow against the vibrant tapestries that hung on the opposing wall of the long hallway. A faint, acrid smell came from the few candles burning at this early hour, preventing the royal palace from ever being thrust into full darkness. The only sound that pierced the silence of dawn was the echo of boot heels striking the floor tiles.

A gentle breeze filled the hall with the crisp freshness of autumn and threatened to cool Ezoleus’s burning temper. He hated being interrupted in his work, especially in the early morning when his concentration often peaked, after long hours of effort. He had been half-tempted to cast a spell that would have disemboweled the messenger that had pounded on his door at that early hour.

He stifled a yawn against the back of his veiny hand as he turned a corner. He continued his way through the ancient castle, his boots tapping against the stone floor. Last night had been moonless, so Ezoleus had stayed awake and worked on a number of important spells. On the darkest of nights, certain powers were at their peak, and he would have to be a fool not to take advantage of them.

Ezoleus had been finishing up the last of his studies and preparing for sleep, but now he stalked through the hallway, answering a summons as though he were no more important than a common lackey. Servants and handmaids scurried silently on slippered feet as they completed their errands, pointedly avoiding Ezoleus’s corpse-pale gaze. Royal messengers also apparently kept early hours, which was the reason Ezoleus stalked through the halls.

If the hour was any indication, the messenger had brought bad news. That the king had needed his wizard to advise him seemed to confirm that notion. Wizards advising kings was a tradition as old as both wizards and kings. Few kings were without one as an advisor.

With their never-ending studies, wizards were among the most well-read people of the land, so they were able to use their considerable knowledge to help kings and queens make the right decisions in all things. Usually, the right decisions were ones that helped the realm or their people steer towards peace and prosperity. For Ezoleus, the right decisions were ones that helped him gain power, which meant international politics often took on a more complicated edge.

Fortunately, King Thyrill was a simple man, so he was easy to manipulate. When a man focused on himself more than his people, he became an easy target for a predator such as Ezoleus.

Ezoleus reached the end of the hallway, where a set of elaborately carved double doors stood tall. Nearly ten feet in height, age had darkened the carvings of the doors to a dull brown. Intricately carved scenes of warriors battling each other covered the doors, but in the sleepy castle it almost seemed out of place.

Two guards in heavy plate armor flanked the doors, standing so motionless they could easily be mistaken for marble statues. As Ezoleus approached, one of those living statues raised his steel visor to get a clear look at the wizard. Such a silly thing, to wear armor like that inside these stone halls. Proper decorum had to be kept, though. Upon seeing Ezoleus, the guard spoke up.

“He’s waiting for you. You may enter, but be warned; he is in a foul mood.” The guard lowered his ridiculous visor and reached for the handle of the heavy wooden door. Together, the guards pulled the doors open, admitting Ezoleus to the king’s chambers.

Ezoleus passed through, his posture stiff and erect, annoyed that a simpleton in metal clothing felt it appropriate to give him permission. He had half a mind to poison the guard, so that he would be found one day in a nearby river, face bloated and black. That would have to wait until another day, when Ezoleus had more time.

The king’s chambers were a reflection of the man himself, or more appropriately of the man he thought he was. Monarchs decorated their chambers to fit their personality. King Thyrill decorated his to fulfill his fantasies and maintain a lie about himself.

Tapestries that displayed battles covered nearly every wall, although King Thyrill had a horrible reputation as a battle leader. A massive painting hung on a far wall, depicting King Thyrill in his youth with heavy shoulders that he had never possessed. It was flanked by hunting trophies—the heads of an enormous bear and an elk—that had been killed not by his own hand, but by his knights. An elaborately engraved sword that he had never wielded hung point-down on the wall.

Nearly everything in the royal chambers was chased in gold, giving it a gaudiness that made it seem like a mockery of royalty rather than the real thing. It took his kingliness and somehow made it cheap and tacky.

The king slumped in a heavy wooden chair that was nearly a throne, so covered in gold and gems it was. He still wore his nightclothes, which were so heavily embroidered with thread-of-gold and lace that they could be mistaken for royal robes. Wine stained the front of his shirt.

Dark eyes glared at nothing, and a familiar slackness made the king’s mouth hang open. Ezoleus had seen that weak, undisciplined look all too often as of late. In the king’s grip was a golden goblet encrusted with enough rubies to buy a hundred horses. It smelled of spiced wine. The king gestured with the goblet as he saw Ezoleus approach, careless of what he spilled over his wrist.

“As you have summoned me, so have I come to you,” Ezoleus said, offering the king the slightest bow of his head and nothing more.

“It’s that fucking bastard Ivar,” King Thyrill grumbled, then raised his goblet to his lips and drank deeply, clearly not for the first time that morning. He set the goblet on the table with a loud clang and stared at it forlornly for a moment, his mouth hanging slack.

“What has he done now, sire?” Ezoleus asked patiently. He slowly stepped in front of the aging monarch. Dealing with the king always took a great deal of patience; the man liked to babble on incoherently, rarely arriving at a point other than how great he once was.

He always seemed to miss the fact that he had never been great.

The king’s tendency to boast was always at its worst when he had been drinking, which as of late was something that happened on a daily basis. The king’s advisors did most of the ruling in his name while he drank and whored around. Ezoleus sometimes wondered if all the king’s bastards would cause a problem one day. Well, if they did they were easily handled.

King Thyrill wrapped his fingers around the stem of his wine cup and smacked it on the table next to him, ignoring the wine that spilled onto his hand. He leaned forwards, anger and disgust plain on his lined face, curses leaking from his mouth like water from a sieve.

“He’s a snake, I tell you. A dog! The man lacks honor, so I suppose I shouldn’t be entirely surprised. He’s been a whoreson ever since he took power. But this! His words, his promises, all of them are dung!”

King Thyrill leaned back in his chair and scowled at his goblet for a moment, then snatched it up and brought it to his mouth. After draining it, he slammed it back onto the table.

“More wine!” he called out.

A serving man seemingly appeared from nowhere and rushed to his side to refill the golden goblet. He poured what was probably priceless wine into the king’s cup, then began mopping the spilled wine from the king’s wrist and table with a lace handkerchief.

King Thyrill waved him away. “Oh, off with you. Go wait against the wall or something, until I actually need you.” His lidded gaze swung to Ezoleus. “I swear, they would wipe my ass if I let them. I’m a fucking king, not an invalid!” he slurred at the serving man, who nodded in acquiescence.

“I’m sure they would, sire, and what could be a more honorable task than wiping the king’s ass? But that is a discussion for another time. What were you saying about King Ivar?” As usual, he had to steer Thyrill back to the topic at hand.

King Thyrill stared at his goblet for a moment before continuing as if seeing visions in the gilded metal and gems.

“We’ve been in talks for months now, trying to get him to agree to a marriage between my son Vestar and his daughter, Freya. I have promised tons of grain, even good steel as a dowry. Sometimes I wonder if it’s even worth it. But I tell you, she is a hot piece of ass. I had plenty like her when I was younger, and I could still have them today, but bah!” He scowled at his goblet. “No time for fun when one is a king.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” Ezoleus said, struggling to keep the disdain from his voice. He avoided reminding the king about his daily visits to whorehouses prepared especially for him. The king had a voracious appetite, wanting everything from aging women with oversized breasts to boy-whores, depending on his mood. “So, what happened?”

King Thyrill glared at the wall for a moment before speaking. “There is blood in our past, wizard. A sea of blood, and the years haven’t dried it up. I would give half my fortune to see his head on a pike, but…. This marriage would have solidified peace between our nations for generations to come. Both economies would have thrived! But of course, an issue always arises. Especially with Ivar. That fucking bastard, Ivar. May the gods curse his name and all his kin.”

“Yes, he’s never been easy to deal with,” Ezoleus said calmly, as if the king had said water made things wet. King Ivar was a hard man with a sharp mind, and King Thyrill was a sloppy fool barely able to avoid wetting himself on a daily basis. Any interactions between the two monarchs tended to have a predictable outcome.

Thyrill’s red-rimmed gaze lifted until he glared at Ezoleus. “No matter what the situation is, there’s always an issue with him. Things would have been peaceful. Our futures would have been secured, and my idiot son would have had a woman better than he deserved.”

“I can’t help but notice you said ‘would have,’ sire,” Ezoleus said. How he grew tired of constantly steering Thyrill in the right direction.

King Thyrill glared at Ezoleus for a moment, then stared at his goblet and drank from it. Ezoleus schooled his face to calmness while watching the king get even more drunk than usual less than an hour past sunrise.

“He married that bitch off to someone else!” the king shouted, wine spraying from his mouth. “He could have at least had the decency to send a messenger my way, but there was nothing. No messenger, no pigeon, nothing! I had to learn this by rumor, like a gods-be-damned peasant!”

Ezoleus bit the insides of his cheeks to keep from frowning. A king’s pride was a sensitive thing, Thyrill’s more than most. He would often see insults where others saw nothing. The idiot king continued prattling on about this nonsense.

“No apology, no word as to why he suddenly changed his mind and threw months of careful plans straight into the sewer. We were to have a wedding that would have been talked about for years! Decades! The fireworks would have been seen for miles in every direction!”

Ezoleus grew tired of hearing the king’s baseless complaints, but at least this one had a tiny bit of merit. That was, indeed, an insult to his status as king. Still, he struggled to care about the king’s emotions.

“And a fucking commoner!” the king roared. “He chose a commoner for his daughter instead of my son, the prince of Midsandur!” He turned and hurled his goblet across the room, spraying spiced wine across the marble floor and ruining the nearby wall hanging.

The serving man rushed forwards and gathered up the ruined goblet, then began hastily wiping the wine from the floor and walls. When he reached the king, Thyrill backhanded him with a sneer of anger. The blow was weak and wouldn’t have hurt a child, but the servant yelped and fell to the floor, pretending to cry in pain. Everyone that surrounded the king had to put forth daily effort to make him think he was a man.

“So he called off the wedding to your son without any word, and then let her marry a commoner?” Ezoleus asked, trying to sound as if he cared. It was indeed quite an insult. Royalty marrying commoners was not entirely unheard of. However, when two kings worked hard to arrange a marriage between their children…. Yes, her suddenly marrying a commoner was quite the insult.

Ezoleus refused to mention that he had his own plans, had he been able to get his hands upon the princess from Akranes. She was known as a strong-willed woman, a maiden pure of heart and body. Such a thing could be useful when it was boiled down and ground into a powder. Such a thing could have immense power, when used by the right man.

King Thyrill would pass out if he heard even a word of it.

But the truth was, Ezoleus couldn’t care less who Vestar married. The crown prince was a buffoon that spent much of his time drinking and whoring, just like his father. He was a horrible prince and one day he would make a horrible king. Just like his father.

Even still, Ezoleus understood how Thyrill would take this action as a direct insult. The king was an idiot, but his pride was as prickly as any other monarch’s. He was liable to lash out and do something foolish over the smallest insult. Foolish acts by kings often harmed the entire country, so those were to be avoided at all costs. He needed to steer this idiot in the right direction.

“Your Grace, I know your honor is important to you,” Ezoleus began.

“You’re damn right it is,” Thyrill grated in a voice he probably thought sounded intimidating. The reality was that it just sounded like he needed to clear his throat.

“Please, let me advise caution,” Ezoleus continued. “I do not wish to bring up old wounds, but remember what happened two decades ago. It would be highly disadvantageous to start any form of conflict between our two nations.”

That was a gentle way of putting it. The reality was that twenty years ago, King Thyrill had tried to conquer the eastern part of Akranes in an ego-driven battle. After all, King Ivar had been a new king, yet unproven. The opposite of his father, he had ridden out into battle with his foot soldiers and fought an incredibly bloody battle that resulted in not only King Thyrill failing his attempt at stealing the land from Akranes, but losing part of Midsandur in the process. Granted, the land was all uninhabited forests, but the wound still stung deeply.

There were few things more petty than the pride of a king. King Ivar had sent a messenger, saying he wanted no more fighting after that. He stated that he was keeping the land he had taken as a reminder not to cross him again, but he pleaded for no further attacks. King Ivar even pulled his troops back from the border as a show of goodwill. Well, from the newly established border.

But Thyrill dwelled in his hatred, his wounded ego twisting him into a terrible mess. He stalked the halls day and night, shouting curses with Ivar’s name in them, praying to every god, old and new, that might listen. He prayed for disease, death, famine to sweep across Akranes and kill every living being there. Anything to get revenge.

He almost went as far as to kill Ivar’s messenger, but when the moment came his dagger dropped from impotent hands. Thyrill was all anger, no backbone. He was too weak to take a life.

Ezoleus had cut the messenger to pieces and sent them to King Ivar when Thyrill proved too spineless to properly handle matters. Kings had to show strength, and his cowardice would have made the entire nation look bad.

Trade between the two nations eventually recovered and flourished, but relations between the two kings stayed dark. After so many years they had progressed to some level of begrudging respect for each other’s stations and no more. The day one of them died, the other country would likely throw a celebratory feast.

“You advise caution,” King Thyrill muttered, his mouth twisting as if the word tasted foul. “Where has caution gotten me over the years?” He looked down at himself and slapped his round belly. “I’ve grown old and fat, and the only thing that gives me reason to live anymore is my new young wife. I say to hell with caution,” he shouted, slamming his fist onto the table. “He needs to know that I won’t stand for such an insult.”

“Trade between our nations has never been stronger, my king,” Ezoleus explained. Thyrill was ready to wreck his own economy over this insult. It was pathetic. “They buy our grain, and we buy their iron. We send them coal, and they send us leather and wool and spices. Conflict would harm us both.”

Ezoleus chose his words carefully; he needed the old fool to see reason. If war were to break out, Ezoleus would have to waste his time dealing with that instead of…other things. And right now, his projects were more important than Thyrill’s ego.

“I’m sure it wasn’t meant as an insult against you,” Ezoleus continued. “It was probably just…young fools in love.” Ezoleus wanted to spit the words onto the floor. Love. Bah!

Convincing King Thyrill to avoid a war over an insult wouldn’t be too hard, especially in his drunken state. A small stroking of the king’s ego, another goblet of wine, and he would sleep most of this anger off in a few hours.

“Yes, well….” King Thyrill looked over at his servant. “Bring me wine, you dumb bastard.” As the servant hurried to obey his king, Thyrill looked up at Ezoleus. “Bring a cup for the wizard as well.”

“No thank you, my king,” Ezoleus said smoothly. “I don’t take wine this early in the—”

“Bollocks to that. I’m your king, and I’m telling you to drink.”

He waited until the serving man had returned with a fresh goblet. After giving it to the king, he filled it halfway with ruby-red wine, then handed a silver cup to Ezoleus and filled it equally. Thyrill raised his drink towards the wizard.

“To Princess Freya and the commoner Owyn. Long may they live, and may they be stupid enough for me to somehow profit from.” He barked a laugh as he lowered his goblet, then drank deeply. “And may their children be deformed, and the people of Akranes hate them, and….”

Owyn.

The name hit Ezoleus like a hammer between the eyes. It was possible another man possessed the same name, but he couldn’t take that chance. “Did you say Owyn, my king?”

Thyril grunted. “I did. Owyn from Styrkur, some tiny village far to the north where the sheep number more than the people. A completely forgettable man from a completely forgettable place.”

Ezoleus felt his mouth go dry and his face flush with sudden anger. Using his scrying mirror, he had watched the very same Owyn of Styrkur destroy the witch Valdis only a month gone. So many carefully laid plans, so many dealings with that foul wench to arrange what he wanted, and that hulking brute Owyn had dashed everything to the ground in a single day.

Ezoleus had brokered a deal with the witch that involved Princess Freya; he was to receive her as a captive and extract every ounce of pain from her through days, even months of torture—there was immense power in such things. Owyn had stolen that from him.

He felt wine slop over his hand and looked down. In his anger, he had crushed the thin silver cup in his grip.

“Your Grace, perhaps you are right,” Ezoleus said, his voice remarkably calm although inside he raged like a storm. “I’ve been thinking about this and I think my earlier advice was premature. You are, after all, the great King Thyrill. The ground shakes where you tread, and the entire nation speaks your name in tones of reverence. Who is Ivar to show you such great disrespect? He is an honorless dog, an eyeless maggot beneath a rotting stump.”

King Thyrill’s chin raised during the praise, as if his very ego became a physical thing and doubled in size. He took a deep breath, his pursing in a smirk.

“However, we must remember Ivar’s prowess in battle,” Ezoleus said, a plan forming in his mind as he spoke. He tossed the crumpled silver cup to the floor—the serving man practically materialized out of thin air and caught it before it bounced twice.

“What do you advise now?” Thyrill asked, eyeing the wizard cautiously.

“I suggest we cripple their economy,” Ezoleus said finally, as if announcing a great proclamation. “A poor nation is like a wild dog without teeth or claws.” He rubbed his hands together as the plan grew in his mind.

“How do you suggest we do this?” King Thyrill leaned forwards, taking sudden interest in Ezoleus’s words.

A dark smile spread across Ezoleus’s face as he spoke. “We can’t attack him directly; we learned that the hard way. We’ll have to use cunning for this, our wits. Bandits,” he finally said, baring his teeth in what might be taken for a smile.

“Bandits?” the drunken king asked.

“Yes,” Ezoleus said. “I will round up some of the most notorious and vicious bandits I can find and employ them—in absolute secrecy, of course—to watch the primary trade routes between our nations. They shall hide in the trees and guard the roads. When goods come in from Akranes, the bandits will strike.” He stabbed his finger into his other palm to punctuate the word, then continued.

“They will slaughter the merchants and decorate the trees with their entrails. Their goods, however, will make it safely—and secretly—into Midsandur. Our bandits could leave a merchant alive on occasion to carry news of the attacks, should we choose.”

“Go on,” the king said, his drunken slur fading as his curiosity grew.

“When our merchants travel the highways, they will also be intercepted. However, they won’t be hurt. Their goods will be confiscated and resold to other nations, and the merchants will be paid an appropriate sum as long as they agree to carry stories into Akranes; stories that bandits are raiding the trade routes and King Ivar is doing nothing about it.”

King Thyrill barked a laugh. “Oh, he will bristle at that. I can just see him seeing in anger at being called too weak to defend his own people.” He chuckled for a moment, staring at the surface of his wine, then looked back up at Ezoleus. “Go on.”

Ezoleus continued. “Meanwhile, we will increase our trade with Hafnir to the south, and Reykholt to the west. That, along with us stealing the goods from Akranes, should ensure we do not experience any troubles with our own economy during this time. Both of those nations will also hear rumors that trade with Akranes isn’t safe, as King Ivar can’t handle his bandit problem.”

“How is this going to punish Ivar directly though, other than just making him angry?” the king asked irritably.

“Because,” Ezoleus said as if explaining to a child. “We will essentially be stealing their trade goods from them while sowing discord among their people that their king cannot protect his own citizens! At the same time, they lose their most valuable trade partner—us. Their only other option would be to increase trade with Reykholt, which is unlikely considering their conflict-ridden history. Their trade with Hafnir has to pass through our lands, so that will be affected. One or two attacks on caravans from Hafnir would probably halt any goods coming from that nation as well.”

“That sounds like the beginning of something good,” King Thyrill said, leaning back in his golden chair. “However, I’d like to see Ivar punished before I die. I don’t want to wait ten years for a plan to come to fruition.”

“Because that is only one leg of our plan,” Ezoleus continued. “They are certain to send their soldiers to police their trade routes, and that is when and where we will strike. We will pick away at his troops little by little, weakening his offensive capabilities. After seeing his troops decimated, King Ivar himself is likely to ride with his soldiers in an attempt to defend his pride. You know how he is.”

King Thyrill’s eyes brightened at that. “Ivar himself riding for the border, you say?”

Ezoleus nodded. “I would bet a substantial amount of gold on it, Your Grace. If we’re lucky, his new crown prince will be with him. When one or both of them come down with an army to deal with the problem….” He rubbed his hands together briskly. “That is when I’ll step in and destroy them all.”

King Thyrill leaned back from the intensity of Ezoleus’s gaze. “And how do you plan on destroying an army? You are not so strong, wizard. You have failed in the past.”

“You underestimate me, my king. Perhaps I wasn’t strong enough twenty years ago, when we last dealt with Ivar, but things have changed. I have grown considerably in my knowledge and power.” Ezoleus avoided mentioning that twenty years ago he had refused to directly help Thyrill, as the idiot king had started the entire conflict himself out of sheer pompous stupidity.

Ezoleus had committed horrifying acts since then to gain such power. His younger self would have balked at such deeds, but his quest for power had led to him performing rituals so vile that most men would lose their minds just to hear of them. But now, he was easily one of the most powerful wizards alive.

“As I am now…I will lay waste to them all,” Ezoleus said, his voice picking up heat. “I will follow their chain of command all the way up to the top and decorate our keep with Owyn of Styrkur’s head on a pike! I will bathe in his entrails and drink his blood!”

His last words echoed through the chamber. The room fell silent as King Thyrill stared at Ezoleus in shock.

“I will find the bandits and contact them,” Ezoleus said before the old drunk had time to react. “My king,” He said with a bow, then turned on his heel and stalked out of the room.

On top of finding the bandits, he had certain ingredients he needed to obtain. Some of them were particularly difficult, but an absolute necessity.

He would finally have his revenge, and Owyn of Styrkur would die in a world of pain.
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Owyn strode through the halls of the royal palace early in the morning, a spring in his step as Sunneva had woken him this morning eager for intimacy. Sunneva in particular was insatiable when it came to the bedroom; she would make him perform twice a day, every day if Owyn had the time. Of course, as beautiful as she was, he always made sure he had the time.

With Freya at the magical academy in Gardabaer, Owyn was grateful for Sunneva’s affection. While Sunneva and Freya had been close since childhood, even being secret lovers in more recent times, Owyn had only recently become close to the lithe woman, and mostly due to their predicament. With Freya unable to carry a child, Sunneva was to carry theirs in secret.

Owyn initially had concerns about that arrangement, even though he had been the one to suggest it. He didn't want jealousy to be an issue, especially since Sunneva still had to work as a handmaid anytime they were in the public eye.

Fortunately, things were going well. Sunneva was a beautiful, passionate woman, and she and Owyn had grown very close. Every night she slept in his arms, and every morning she woke him with her lips around the base of his cock. She was as insatiable as she was loving, and helped make Owyn’s new chambers feel more like a home.

Plus, she and Freya had been able to continue their secret relationship. Not only did they not have to worry about hiding it around Owyn, he was eager to join. Bedding two redheads at once was exhilarating, a great way to spend an evening. Or a morning, or afternoon.

Unfortunately, he didn’t have much free time to spend with Sunneva lately. As the new crown prince of Akranes, he had a lot of work to do. Most of that work involved learning; Sunneva had grown up here, so everything was second nature to her, even as a handmaid. She was able to tutor him on most things he needed to know. After a month in the royal palace, he was finally starting to learn the place.

A serving woman smiled and bobbed a quick curtsey as she hurried by. Owyn bowed his head briefly without slowing his step. She had been an attractive young woman with considerable breasts that practically spilled out of her top when she curtseyed. Many of the serving girls had taken to trying to catch his eye in that manner. Some would knock on his door late at night and ask if he needed his sheets freshened, or some fresh wine. With his wife gone, they wanted to make sure he was taken care of. Owyn had to politely but firmly turn them down. While these women were beautiful, he was dedicated to his wives.

That was another thing he had to get used to; servants. Owyn just plain didn’t like the whole notion of servants. He was perfectly capable of taking care of himself in every way, but now as crown prince he had to deal with servants. They washed his clothes daily, drew hot baths for him—he had to admit, he rather enjoyed that—cooked every meal for him, and recently even began helping him exercise.

Daily hot baths had resulted in several curious predicaments. Sunneva was often with him, being his wife’s handmaid and all. The times that she was unavailable, other serving girls would try to be there, usually offering to scrub his back or his heavy shoulders. The one time he had agreed to a serving girl washing his back, he had turned to find her fully nude, reaching into the bathwater for his cock with a coy smile on his face.

“I just want to make sure the prince is being treated right,” she had said, a flash of excitement in her bright blue eyes as she squeezed her large breasts and pushed them onto Owyn.

While she had been a beautiful woman, Owyn had to explain to her that Freya was his life, and he could never violate their trust. The serving woman slowly pulled on her dress, pouting but respecting his words.

Since then, the flirting had mostly died down, but plenty of the serving girls still enjoyed bouncing their breasts at him. They all knew he liked large ones, so every heavy-chested serving girl suddenly started wearing dresses with low necklines. The whole thing was maddening. Sunneva laughed at Owyn’s attempts to avoid looking at all the breasts that surrounded him on a daily basis.

The king had been grateful for an exercise partner now that Owyn was in the castle; every few days they would pick up practice swords and spar for the better part of an hour. King Ivar was still a vicious opponent, and only quick wrists kept Owyn from being covered with welts. Those practice swords wouldn’t draw blood, but they could leave nasty bruises.

Since they had gotten married, Freya had turned out to be a real gem. She was a sweet woman and highly devoted to Owyn in every way. Not just in the bedroom, but she checked in on him regularly, ensuring he didn’t need anything. She knew that getting used to royal life wasn’t easy, and she was there to help. When she had left for the academy, Owyn felt an incredible sadness at the notion that he wouldn’t see her for two entire months.

Sunneva was also a bundle of joy. Slightly smaller than Freya, she had the same fiery hair and fiery attitude. That always brought Owyn joy; he wanted to be surrounded by strong women like them. He had no patience for milksops, but fortunately the royal family was as hard as the stones that made up the building itself.

Owyn hurried down the stairs and exited a small door near the stables. The layout of the royal palace was finally becoming familiar to him after all these weeks, so he made the trip quickly. There, as the early morning sun beamed across the tops of buildings, he saw his old friend and mentor, Einar.

Einar’s face was hard planes and deep lines, but it brightened up when he saw his old pupil. The huge man took a few steps towards Owyn and they embraced, clapping each other on the back.

“Owyn, it’s damn good to see you, my boy. I trust life is still good in there?” Einar jerked his head towards the keep with a grin.

“Life is wonderful, and I am incredibly happy,” Owyn said. “There’s just so much to learn, proper decorum and all, and much of it doesn’t quite make sense. Sometimes I feel as if I’m in a foreign land. Come,” he said, turning. “I want to show you something.”

Together, the two of them walked around the back of the stables and continued towards a large field. It had been largely decorative before Owyn moved in. With a few quiet orders, he had put the place to good use. He continued telling Einar about the strangeness of becoming royalty.

“If I’m standing, no servant in the room is allowed to sit without my spoken permission,” Owyn said. “Tell me how that makes any sense. What if it’s an old woman coming to get my clothes, and her back hurts?”

“Well, she had better stand around the prince,” Einar said with a laugh.

Owyn shook his head. “Eventually, when the time is right, I will have to make some changes. I don’t enjoy all the bowing and scraping. People need to retain their own honor. After all, I’m just a man.”

“Yes, I can see that,” Einar said. “However, remember that you aren’t just a man. You’re a prince, now. You aren’t to be treated like a regular person, because you aren’t one. You’ll rule over the entire nation in the future. People need to see you as something other than a man, so when you give an order, they obey it without question.”

Beneath his gruff, laughing exterior, Einar could be the source of some surprisingly sage advice. Owyn always tried to listen when Einar spoke wisdom.

“Just roll with it, my boy,” Einar said, slapping Owyn on the back. “In time you can get used to almost anything.”

They entered the field where a small gaggle of servants had prepared things for them. Owyn smiled, knowing Einar would enjoy seeing this. They walked up to a set of heavy logs on the ground, and Owyn gestured towards them.

“Look at these,” he said. “Five different weights, all perfectly balanced.”

Lying on the grass before them were five logs, each as long as Owyn was tall and in varying thicknesses. Deep handholds had been carved into each of the logs.

“Well, look at that,” Einar said, stepping up to them. “These things are nicer than some of the furniture in my house. Shame to slam them around so.”

He reached down and wrapped his fingers around the parallel grips carved into the smallest log, then heaved it to his waist in a single motion. A grin spread on this face as he leaned back and flicked the log to his chest, then pressed it overhead a few times, as if testing the weight. When he was done, he dropped it onto the ground.

“What do you think?” Owyn asked. “No more lifting old barrels and stones for me.”

“I could get used to this,” Einar said, looking at the rest of the logs. “No worries of dropping a stone on my head—you remember that poor bastard that did that at the King’s Games? He’s got a wicked scar from it. Looks like he was attacked by a wolf.”

“You might find this amusing,” Owyn said, pulling Einar away. He pointed to a smooth path that looped around the rear of the keep, then circled back near where they stood.

“What’s that path for?” Einar asked.

“Walking,” Owyn said with a grin. “Or running, should I feel the need to make my knees ache for a bit.”

Einar gave him a strange look. “You’re excited about walking? Please, explain. I’m all ears.”

Owyn slapped his stomach. He was not a fat man by any means; for all the bulk of his shoulders, he had a trim waistline. He wanted to keep it that way.

“The more I exercise, the stronger my heart is. I don’t want this thing to give out on me one day, so I figured I should exercise it the same way I do my arms and legs.”

Einar shook his head. “You’re a strange man, Owyn.”

Owyn poked Einar in his soft midsection. While his shoulders were equally heavy, his stomach had thickened over the years.

“Perhaps you should join me sometime, old man,” Owyn said. “Let’s keep you around for a few extra years. I find it helps me sleep, as well.”

Einar waved it away. “If I need to get my heart pounding, I’ll just visit a brothel. That’s much preferred to walking.” He looked around for a moment. “Say, you want to hit The Red Lion with me after this? Bran has a new beer that I think you would enjoy. It’s like drinking pure mud, good for the cold weather. In fact, he even refers to it as a winter warmer.”

Owyn sighed. “I can’t. Aside from the time I get to exercise or train with a sword, my days are busy here. I have years of knowledge that I need to somehow cram into my head, and it’s not easy. I have never in my life thought twice about international politics, and now I have to learn them like my life depends on it.”

“I don’t envy you that,” Einar said.

Owyn laughed. “Well, let’s get this over with, then.”

Both Owyn and Einar lifted each of the heavy logs for as many repetitions as they could, doing two full circuits. The largest of the logs was truly heavy—Owyn estimated it was close to three hundred pounds. Einar struggled with it but still managed two reps. The old bear still had the strength of three men, even though his hair was mostly gray.

When they were done, Owyn convinced Einar to walk with him, although the older man balked at the notion. Walking was for horses, Einar said.

In some of his limited free time Owyn had visited the castle library. In there, he found a book written by an old wizard that had dedicated his entire life to improving health and the body. The wizard stressed that working the heart and lungs every day was the most important thing a man could do in order to enjoy a long, healthy life. A strong heart could add years to the lifespan, he said, and even improve performance in the bedroom.

He told Einar about the book, and the old man grumbled but kept walking.

“You know I’m not built for this sort of thing,” Einar grumbled.

“You mean walking?” Owyn asked with a laugh, but he knew it for truth. Men their size were good at lifting things, but their stamina often suffered. Still, in the weeks he had been walking, he had already noticed an improvement. He could even jog a bit before growing winded. Truth be told he could run, and surprisingly fast for such a big man, but it was exhausting.

“Do you have a few more minutes?” Owyn asked when they finished their walk.

Sweat beaded on Einar’s forehead. “Yeah, I have a bit of time,” he said. “I’m training some merchant’s boy on the sword later today. The man is paying me good to teach that boy of his how to fight with every weapon I know. Wants him to be able to take care of himself in any situation.”

“I have something I’d like you to see,” Owyn said.

He led Einar back through the stables, then through the halls of the mazelike keep. Servants bowed and curtseyed at them, and many stared at the sight of the two enormous men striding down the halls. Einar got a kick out of the low-cut dresses some of the servants wore, and made a few comments about how he could enjoy his time in the keep.

They stopped in front of a large wooden door that had been carved with wolves and inlaid with slivers of silver and gold. Owyn reached out and grabbed the handle, turned, then pushed the door open.

“Wolves, eh?” Einar asked as he entered the room. “What’s that about?”

“I killed a wolf and tanned the pelt when I went to rescue the princess,” Owyn said. “She still has it, although she demanded it be washed a dozen times before she allowed it into our chambers.”

“So, this is where you live?” Einar said, turning in a circle as he examined the large room.

Columns of stone arched from the walls and supported a high, white-painted ceiling. Large windows offered a breathtaking view of the city, and two more doors offered access to a balcony that was itself as large as a house. The furniture was all dark wood and carved by the most skilled hand. Freya had ensured Owyn’s favorite chair had been carved with wolves as well.

“This is really something,” Einar said. “Can’t say I’ve ever been anywhere as nice as this.”

“Just wait,” Owyn said, struggling to contain his smile. He opened a nearby chest and withdrew a large washed leather purse. He brought it to Einar and slapped it into the man’s hand.

“What’s this?” Einar asked, frowning at the purse. “Owyn,” he began, his eyebrows knitting.

“No,” Owyn said, cutting him off with a slicing motion of his hand. “I won’t hear any of it. The only reason I’m here in this palace is because of you, Einar. Your training and knowledge got me here. You deserve honor and respect heaped upon your name. For now, this will have to do. I only ask that you wait until you get home to open it.”

“Why is that?” Einar asked suspiciously.

“Because if you opened it here, it would be too awkward,” Owyn replied. “Now, go on, old man,” he said, clapping Einar on the shoulder. “I have to get ready for a meeting shortly. I’ll get one of those pretty serving girls to lead you out of the palace.”

Einar gave an elaborate bow. “Yes, my prince,” he said.

“Any more of that and I’ll have the guards castrate you,” Owyn said. “Then I’ll throw you from my balcony.”

Einar roared with laughter, but eventually reached out and embraced Owyn tightly. “It’s good to see you, my boy,” he said again.

“Stop by any morning,” Owyn said. “The guards at the stable gate know who you are; I’ve made sure of it. “Just let them know you’re here to see me and they’ll send someone to fetch me. You’re always welcome here, Einar.”

Einar looked around the room once more and grinned. “Thanks, Owyn. Although next time I might redecorate. I’ll make sure to have a beer for you tonight.”

Together they left Owyn’s room and stood in the hallway for a few minutes, waiting. In no time, a beautiful serving girl hurried by, her large breasts bouncing above the sheets bundled in her arms. Upon seeing Owyn, she smiled deeply.

“Good mistress,” Owyn said, waving her down. She stopped and breathed deeply, and Owyn struggled to keep his eyes on hers.

Einar, on the other hand, openly checked her out and nodded approvingly.

“This is my closest friend,” Owyn explained, setting a hand on Einar’s shoulder. “Please help him find his way out of the castle, and treat him as you would me.”

Her smile transferred to Einar, and it deepened when she noticed him examining her breasts. “You’re a big one,” she said. Einar offered her his elbow and she slipped her arm around it. Together, they left, walking slowly down the hall.

So many things had changed in Owyn’s life. It was good to see that Einar was still the same. He went back into his room and unlaced his shirt.

A few minutes later, Sunneva walked into the room. The nature of their relationship had to remain a secret for the time being; King Ivar certainly wouldn’t take lightly to the notion that Owyn was sleeping with Freya’s handmaid, no matter what the reasoning was. When they were alone, however, they were as close as two people could be.

The redheaded beauty brightened upon seeing him. Sunneva hurried into the room, her perky breasts bouncing in her high-necked dress of pale blue silk. While she was officially still a handmaid, Freya had ensured Sunneva had only the best clothing. The woman was treated like royalty in almost all situations, at least as many as possible. It was only in public that she had to keep up the facade of a handmaid.

Sunneva wrapped her arms around Owyn’s waist and hugged him tightly.

“How are you doing?” Owyn asked, looking down at her.

“Better now that I’m here,” Sunneva said.

She stretched up onto her toes and kissed Owyn softly. “How is Einar doing?”

“He’s doing well,” Owyn replied. “It was good to exercise with him earlier. I told him to come by anytime he felt like lifting.”

“That’s good,” Sunneva said. “You’ve told me a lot about him. I’d like to meet him one day. You should have him dress nicely some time and invite him for dinner.”

Owyn chuckled. “Einar and I at dinner? I think the cooks would have to work overtime for that.”

Sunneva giggled and hugged Owyn tightly. He squeezed her until she squeaked.

“I’m so happy you and I met,” Owyn said. “Unfortunately, I have to go see the Master of Coin shortly, so I suppose I should prepare.”

“Here, I’ll help you,” Sunneva said, tearing at the laces on the front of his breeches.

Owyn laughed as she pushed his breeches down around his ankles, exposing his thick manhood.

“You’ll be ready in no time,” Sunneva said, reaching out and stroking him. She got on her knees in front of him and looked up. “Trust me.”
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Owyn took another sip of mead to give himself a momentary break from the meeting. The mead was certainly tasty, with a rather floral scent that many of the drinks in the keep had, but Owyn had never really developed a liking for the drink.

Beer was his drink of choice, but according to nearly everyone in the keep he had spoken with, beer was a commoner’s drink. Royalty drank wine or mead. Owyn found the whole notion maddening. In the two months since he had married the princess and moved into the keep, he hadn’t had a single drop of good beer.

He sat at a long wooden table, the top made from a single slice of a massive tree. Age had long since darkened the wood to the color of ancient honey, and countless elbows had worn away at the edges.

The king and several of his advisors also sat at the table, discussing the current status of trade, the economy, and any issues in the realm that needed to be addressed. King Ivar liked to be well informed in all aspects, so these meetings tended to be long. Most of it was still new to Owyn, and unfortunately, most of it was incredibly dull. Still, he knew his duty was to listen and learn, so he tried his best to focus.

“Our harvest was exceptionally good this season, so our granaries are as full as they’ve ever been,” said Hathor, who oversaw the nation’s reserves. “We have around a year’s worth of buckwheat, barley, and millet. We could possibly throw a feast for people to celebrate an especially fruitful harvest, although I suspect we will need all those stores if our trade issues continue.”

The man next to him shook his head while the king grumbled. Rumors of attacks at the border, of bandits raiding the merchant wagons, had stoked the king’s temper as of late.

“We are still experiencing difficulties with trade at our border with Midsandur, Your Grace,” said Fridrik, the Master of Coin, his monotonous voice contrasting with his deep scowl. “I keep hearing reports of bandits slaughtering the merchants and hanging their bodies in trees.” He shook his head in disgust.

“Who would do such a thing?” King Ivar wondered aloud.

“Something about this seems odd,” Fridrik added. He twisted his wine goblet on the table, staring at the rings of condensation on the wood. “This is a far more gruesome act than I’ve ever seen from thieves. They’re trying to send us a message, I tell you. We’ll just have to figure out exactly what that message is.”

“I sent two squads of soldiers with a recent caravan in an attempt to provide some protection,” General Gunnar said, his voice growling as always. The old wolf scowled deeply as he spoke, his blue eyes piercing like daggers. “I figured it would be better than a handful of merchant guards with no formal training.” He sighed. “They were butchered like livestock. Half of them were never found.”

As the commander of the Akranian military, General Gunnar took any dealings with his soldiers very seriously. He turned his grizzled head to the king. “Rumors are beginning to spread, Your Grace, and my soldiers have brought them to my ears. People are saying it’s too dangerous to trade with Akranes. They’re saying you can’t protect your people.” His lowered eyebrows showed what he thought of those rumors.

“Damn,” King Ivar said, slamming his fist onto the heavy wooden table and rattling everyone’s drinks. “This is turning out to be much more problematic than we had initially thought. Something has to be done about this. Send a full company of men—more, if you deem necessary—with the next caravan of merchants. Give them orders to capture any and all bandits they find and hang them. We’ll put an end to this. I can’t have my merchants being attacked, nor can I have my people questioning my ability to protect them.”

“What about trade?” Owyn said, hoping his input would be appreciated. “Should we try to increase our trade with our neighbors to compensate for our losses? What about Reykholt?”

The king scoffed. “Reykholt? Surely your memory can’t be that bad.” He leaned towards Owyn as he explained. “They tried to take some of our land long ago, when I was a new king, and they failed miserably. In fact, much of the western lands of our nation, all the way to the river Thjorsa, used to be part of Reykholt. After beating back their forces, I took their fucking land to teach them a lesson.”

Owyn grunted. Now that the king brought it up, it did sound familiar. The king’s early years were filled with bloody battles, and sometimes one ran into the other.

“The same thing happened with Midsandur only a year before that,” the king added. “We were able to patch up relations with Midsandur over time, mostly because King Thyrill is a drunk and a coward. King Arne of Reykholt is an expert at holding a grudge, so things are still…frosty between us. Not much crosses the river between our two nations. Even after all these years, even though he was the one that started the war, he’d still love to see my head on a pike.”

Fridrik shook his head again. “And Hafnir is too far to pick up the slack. Plus, trade would still have to pass through Midsandur. I have a feeling they would meet the same fate that other merchants have.”

“This smells as foul as a month-old latrine pit,” King Ivar growled. “I’ve half a mind to go down there myself to take care of things.” He scowled at the pile of scrolls in front of him, then transferred his gaze to the men seated around the table. “Sadly, I’ve little time for fighting these days. I have a country to run.” He picked up a scroll, glared at it, then let it fall to the table.

Owyn realized that was the perfect opportunity to finally offer something helpful, and cleared his throat. “If need be, Your Grace, I can travel down with the patrol to make sure everything is taken care of. I’d certainly be more useful there than at these meetings.” He shrugged. “No disrespect intended.”

“None taken,” King Ivar said, waving his hand. “You’re absolutely right. Go, Owyn. Show them what happens when someone tries to kick a sleeping lion. Show the whole world.”

“The King’s Champion would be the perfect man for this,” General Gunnar said with a nod of approval. “While I certainly have faith in your physical abilities, this would also help you to build rapport with the people. It will be good for the citizens of Akranes to see their new crown prince handling business.”

“I’ll prepare myself immediately,” Owyn said, pushing his chair back noisily. He stood and moved to turn, but stopped as the general spoke again.

“I’ll send two dozen light cavalry and three times as many pikemen with you,” General Gunnar said. “Some scouts as well. My best ones. They’ll be ready to march tomorrow morning at first light.”

“I’ll be there waiting,” Owyn said. He turned and bowed to the king, then to the rest of the men seated around the table. “Your Grace, my lords.”

The advisors offered seated bows and nods of their heads and King Ivar waved him away. Owyn drained the last of his mead in a gulp, set the goblet on the table, and quickly strode from the room.

Owyn rubbed his hands together as he walked down the hallway. It had been a good long time since he had been in a fight, so he was looking forward to this campaign. This would be a perfect opportunity for him to prove himself to the king and his advisors, as well. Freya would probably roll her eyes and accuse him of thinking with the hair on his chest. Sunneva would be right there, fists on hips, reminding Owyn that he had to stay alive so he could raise their child. He smiled as he pictured their reactions.

Shortly after he rounded the first corner on the way to his chambers, he heard the king’s voice call out from behind. Owyn turned and waited, and in a matter of seconds King Ivar caught up to him.

“Done so soon, Sire?” Owyn asked.

“Yes. I had to end the meeting while some of my sanity still remained,” King Ivar said with a chuckle. The old wolf gave Owyn a weighing look. “Sometimes I see a bit of myself in you, Owyn. What I would give to be the one riding to the border, leading the troops, sword in hand. I haven’t been in a good fight in….” He raised a fist, then let it drop. “Ugh. Let’s think on brighter things for the time being. Walk with me.”

“Of course, Your Grace,” Owyn said as he fell in step on the king’s left side.

They strode down the hallway, their silence only broken by the king’s occasional mutterings about how much he wanted to fight the bandits himself. So much for brighter things. Owyn’s thoughts began to wander, but King Ivar’s sudden interruption saved him.

“Is your family adjusting well to their new home?”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Owyn replied. “They love it, to tell the truth.” The king had gifted Owyn’s family a small estate just to the north of the city. It was a beautiful place, close enough to the city to be convenient but far enough away to be quiet. His parents couldn’t have asked for anything better. With Owyn being the prince, it wouldn’t be right for his parents to continue living in a tiny shack in the city. He had tried to make a similar gift to his sister, but she managed to slither out of that one, saying she would build her own house.

“So, are you looking forward to seeing my Freya again?” King Ivar clapped Owyn on the back as they continued walking down the halls. “She should return this evening, according to the pigeons I’ve received. It’s a damn shame you’ll have to leave right after she returns, but at least you’ll get one day together. I know you must miss her after…. How long has it been?”

“Two months,” Owyn said. “About two months since she left for the academy in Gardabaer.”

“Yes, two months,” King Ivar said. “And when she returns, she’ll be studying to be a wizard, just like…. Bah! I refuse to compare her to that bastard Uthar.” His face darkened at the thought of his former wizard and advisor. The man that had killed his wife.

“She’ll be a powerful sorceress one day,” Owyn stated. “Hopefully she can help people to trust the magical arts again and repair some of the damage done by the likes of Valdis and Uthar.”

“Get people to trust magic?” King Ivar balked. “She’ll have her work cut out for her, but if anyone can do it, it’ll be my Freya. The people love her. Always have. She’ll bring them around. And I’m sure you’re tired of a lonely bed, especially with the weather turning cold.”

“Indeed,” Owyn said, unsure of how to respond to his wife’s father. He felt his cheeks color and chose to remain silent instead of saying something potentially inappropriate.

“Oh, relax, Owyn,” the king said with a laugh. “She is my daughter, yes, but I am a man, same as you. I remember but it’s like to be a young idiot, smitten with a beautiful woman. There’s nothing better than being close to the woman you love, especially on a cold night.” He stared wistfully through stone arches as they walked by. “Nothing can ever replace that,” he said with a trace of sadness in his voice.

“I have missed her dearly,” Owyn said truthfully. “I guess I’ll have to be extra careful around her, now that she’s studying magic. With her temper, she might set me on fire if we argue.” They both laughed at that.

“She’ll be accompanied by my new advisor,” King Ivar said. “Uthar’s replacement. His name is Odarin. He’ll be instructing her as well as advising me. The academy assured me his morals were solid and that we had nothing to worry about.”

“If the gods are good, he’ll work out better than Uthar did,” Owyn said carefully. “Those wizards over in Gardabaer will be trying to fix their reputation for a long time, I expect. Stories of Whiteridge falling to a group of sorcerers certainly hasn’t helped that any. People already mistrust magic, but as word spreads that a court wizard turned evil and murdered the queen…. I expect that story will be used to scare children a hundred years from now.”

King Ivar shook his head. “Whiteridge doesn’t surprise me as much—their king has been rotting on the throne for years, and those were rogue sorcerers that attacked, not academy-trained ones. But Uthar! I still can’t believe, after all those years of faithful service, that Uthar betrayed his own queen in such a horrible way. Power,” he said, turning to Owyn. “Some men get addicted to drink, and some get addicted to power. I’m not sure which one is worse.”

Owyn nodded as he kept pace with the king. His experience was limited, but he had also seen a lust for power turn people evil. When those people had the power of magic in their hands, things turned particularly nasty. He had the scars to prove that.

“I’m hoping in spite of her studies, she can find the time to provide me with a grandson,” the king said suddenly. “I’m not getting any younger, you know. It would nice to see an heir before I die.”

Owyn missed a step, but recovered quickly. “If the gods are good, Your Grace,” he said as his cheeks colored again. They had decided against telling the king that Valdis had taken Freya’s ability to bear children. Sunneva had been their solution, and with a bit of careful planning, it would work.

First, though, he made a mental note to stop by the royal tailor. He had a rather devious plan forming in his mind that required a few specific things.
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Achill in the early morning air soaked into the wood and stone of the keep and made Owyn’s chambers frosty and cold. Beneath the thickly layered blankets, Owyn was plenty warm due to Freya and Sunneva flanking him.

That night when Freya had returned, their first night together after two long months, the three of them had joined hands and spoken their vows directly to the gods, so they were now married. It was still important to keep their secret from the rest of the keep, but one day they would be able to be open about their situation.

A small fire burned on the hearth, fighting a losing battle against the cold seeping in through the windows. Servants usually maintained that, but Owyn had told them not to disturb him last night.

The sun had not yet risen, but Owyn found himself lying in bed wide awake. Excitement made it hard to remain asleep; he had spent half the night drifting in and out, and the sleep that finally came to him was so full of vivid dreams of battle that he kept waking. His mind took him through a dozen different possible scenarios involving their soldiers and these bandits.

Owyn was eager to have a sword in his hand again. The last time he had wielded one—other than sparring with the king—was when he had fought Valdis. That was more than two months in the past.

Freya was in a deep sleep with her head and one arm on Owyn’s chest, and Sunneva curled up behind her. He moved Freya off as gently as possible, careful not to wake her. She snorted softly as he laid her back on the thick pillows, then rolled over and wrapped her arms around Sunneva. Owyn slid out of bed quietly, shivering in the crisp air.

The cold of the floor tiles on his bare feet brought him fully awake in an instant. He would have preferred wooden floors, but this was a palace, after all. He padded across the icy floor while making a mental note to add more rugs to their chambers, then went straight to the fireplace.

Three more logs went onto the fire, and a few minutes later it crackled and spilled warmth into the room. Owyn took a moment to warm his hands at the fire, then went to the washbasin.

After splashing a handful of cold water onto his face, he scrubbed his teeth with salt. A neat pile of soft towels stood next to the washbasin, so he grabbed one and used it to pat his face dry. Then, he went to his wardrobe to pick out his outfit.

Since joining the royal family, his new clothing had become a source of frustration for him. Owyn was a practical man and preferred dressing as such—sturdy breeches and a tunic were plenty. Preferably without holes, but holes could always be mended. As for the colors, he generally didn’t care.

The look on the royal tailor’s face when Owyn requested plain, functional clothing could only have been described as shock, with a trace of horror.

Being a prince, he must dress as one, Freya had later explained to him. Princes did not wear plain, simple clothing. They wore extravagant clothing, things to show off the wealth of the nation.

Owyn pulled on a pair of dark breeches and grabbed a crisp white shirt and pulled it over his head. After tucking the shirt in, he grabbed a dark green jacket with embroidery winding up the sleeves. The shirt also had touches of lace at the wrists, which he found to be completely useless. It ran the risk of getting in the way, should he have to quickly draw a sword. He shrugged into the jacket with a grimace. All the scrollwork and thread-of-gold made him feel more like a decoration than a prince. At least his breeches were plain. Well, mostly.

“I do like how you look in that,” Freya said sleepily. She propped herself up on an elbow and watched him dress. “You look every inch the crown prince.” Beside her, Sunneva mumbled something in her sleep and rolled over.

“I feel like I’m wearing curtains,” Owyn said, grabbing the sleeve of a hanging jacket and flapping it at her. The multi-colored embroidery on it emphasized his point. “Or maybe a field of flowers.”

“You’re royalty now, Owyn,” Freya said, delicately stifling a yawn behind her slender hand. “It’s important that you look the part. If we let you dress the way you wanted, people would start calling you the beggar prince.” She chuckled and crawled off the bed, then shuffled toward the washbasin. “Ugh, why did you have to wake so early?” she muttered.

“I agree,” Sunneva said, rubbing her eyes. “We should all be asleep right now. Or at least in bed together.”

“Well, at least I have you two to guide me in the right direction,” Owyn said right as Freya began scrubbing her face.

She looked up from the washbasin and regarded him. “You’d be lost without us, Owyn,” she said dryly, then began scrubbing her teeth.

Sunneva stepped out of bed and yelped as her feet touched the floor. She quickly made her way to Freya and wrapped her arms around the taller woman, then kissed her on the shoulder.

“Good morning, my darling,” Freya said as she leaned her head against Sunneva’s.

Sunneva grunted in response and scrubbed her teeth as well. “Is it even technically morning yet?” she asked as she spat into the sink. “It’s still dark outside.”

“Thankfully, I’ll be wearing armor over this, so no one will see it,” Owyn said, picking at the embroidery on his jacket. “Maybe I can cover it with a plain cloak.” Although as he looked back at his clothes, he realized he did not own a plain cloak.

“Give over, Owyn,” Sunneva said. “They’re just clothes, and you’re a prince.” Still naked, she pulled Freya in for a hug and the two kissed deeply. “I love waking up in your arms,” Sunneva said, her hands on Freya’s slender waist.

“I suppose you’re right,” Owyn said. He walked over to the tall arched window, near to where he had set his boots. Like the rest of his clothes, he had refused more ornate designs that the royal cobbler had tried to push on him. Instead, Owyn had insisted on something simple and functional. With the journey ahead of him, he was grateful for their comfortable fit. Even brand new, they felt like they were fully broken in.

“You’re excited for the trip, aren’t you?” Freya asked as Sunneva turned around. Freya slapped her on the bottom with a grin, then grabbed a brush from the nearby table. She began pulling the brush through Sunneva’s red hair. One hundred strokes; they gave each other the same every morning. It made their hair softer, they said.

Owyn shrugged. “A bit. It’s been quite a while since I’ve been in a good fight.” He grinned at them, but the level look he received in return said they weren’t impressed. “I’ll be careful, I promise. I don’t expect much will come of this, anyways. We’re just rounding up some bandits and delivering the king’s justice to them.”

“Which means killing them,” Sunneva said flatly.

“Which means killing them,” Owyn agreed. “They’ve killed nearly a hundred of our merchants and soldiers so far, so something must be done about them. I’d also like to do some digging and see who is behind all this. I have my suspicions that these attacks are more than they appear to be. Something about this entire thing just seems off to me.”

Freya harrumphed. “Well, I’ll remain here in the keep, studying the ways of magic until my eyelids feel like lead.”

“How is that going, by the way?” Owyn asked, genuinely interested. He knew little about magic beyond the fact that fighting against it was nearly impossible.

Freya rolled her eyes and shook her head. “It’s…going. I suppose. Odarin says I have the inborn talent to be quite powerful, with enough instruction and practice. Apparently when you’ve worked with magic long enough, you grow the ability to sense the potential in other people. Which reminds me,” she said, turning to Sunneva. “Odarin thinks you might be able to learn as well.”

“What?” Sunneva asked flatly. “You’re just now telling me this?”

“I’m sorry,” Freya said, leaning forward and kissing Sunneva on the back of the shoulder. “It was such a quick thing that I forgot until now. It happened last night, when you came to fetch me. You were waiting outside Odarin’s new chambers and he turned to me and said he could sense the ability within you. He doesn’t know how strong you can be; that takes months. But he wants to train you as well.”

Sunneva shook her head, and Freya tsked and smacked her bottom with the back of the brush.

“Stop moving, you’ll get tangles,” Freya said.

“Well, from handmaid to the bearer of the royal heir to…. I don’t know. Sorceress?” Sunneva laughed. “At least this will be another reason for us to be together all the time.”

“True,” Freya said, handing the brush over. “That’s a good point, actually. We can probably use it to argue for a change in station. No more being a handmaid for you.”

Sunneva took the brush and both women turned around. She reached up and began pulling the soft brush through Freya’s fiery waves.

“Come with me today when I go for my lesson,” Freya said. “It’ll bore you to tears, but you’ll learn. I don’t know how that man can sit there and read scrolls all day. Owyn, I know you complain about how boring meetings are with my father’s advisors, but surely they have nothing on this.”

“Well,” Owyn said. “Boredom aside, it sounds like your studies are going well. Can you show us something? A demonstration of your vast power?” Owyn was oddly excited at the thought of his wife being a powerful sorceress. Both of his wives, for that matter!

“So far, this is about all I can do,” Freya said.

Sunneva paused her brushing while Freya held her hand out, palm up. Freya’s eyebrows drew down and a look of intense concentration spread across her face.

“Ethosian,” she uttered.

A small flame, three inches in height, appeared above her palm. Her intense gaze never wavered, and a bead of sweat broke out on her brow. The flame sputtered, but remained alight.

Sunneva clapped her hands in delight, and Owyn couldn’t help but join in. Seeing magic and knowing it would be used for good was a wonderful thing.

“Amazing!” he said. “Just make sure you don’t set me on fire.”

Freya’s face relaxed and the flame dissipated. Owyn stepped forwards and pulled both women into a tight embrace. Freya because he was proud of her, and Sunneva because he loved her so deeply. He felt Freya’s chest heaving and released her, asking if she was okay.

“It’s very difficult,” she replied. “Casting even a simple spell like that can be incredibly exhausting. With practice, I’ll get better.”

“I’m so proud of you,” Owyn said.

“You’re only saying that because you know I'll light you on fire if you anger me,” Freya said, and Sunneva laughed.

“Now you’re giving me ideas,” Sunneva said, looking up at Owyn.”

Owyn chuckled and kissed her forehead. “I’m going to miss you two,” he said, then kissed Sunneva as well. “I don’t believe this will take very long. I anticipate coming home to you two after a few weeks. A month at the most.”

“You’d better not take too long,” Sunneva said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. She suddenly leaned forwards and stretched onto her toes so she could brush a kiss against Owyn’s lips. “I expect you to return to us in one piece, and the sooner the better.”

“So, what do I get in return?” Owyn asked with a sly wink.

“I’m not sure I follow,” Sunneva said cautiously.

“If I return to you both, alive and unharmed, what is my reward?” He lowered his hands so that one was on each woman’s waist.

“Being alive is your reward,” Freya said dryly. “That should be good enough.”

“Maybe….” Sunneva trailed off, looking at Freya.

“What?” Owyn asked.

“Freya and I were talking last night, on our way to meet you,” Sunneva began.

“Oh,” Freya said, and laughed. “I suppose I forgot about that as well.”

“About what?” Owyn asked.

The two women were silent for a moment. Finally, Freya spoke up.

“We like this arrangement, Owyn,” she said. “Not the hiding or lying about Sunneva, but we like having three of us. It just feels like a big, happy family.” She paused for a moment and looked over at Sunneva before continuing. “There is a woman named Katla. She’s Isak’s daughter.”

Owyn frowned. “Isak? The wealthiest merchant in the city?”

Sunneva nodded. “The very same.”

Freya continued. “On account of who her father is, Katla comes to the keep quite often. The three of us have been close ever since we were young, and we both agree that she would make a good match for us.”

Owyn blinked. “You mean, you want to invite her into our relationship? Am I understanding you correctly?”

Freya smiled. “Only if you’re okay with it. She’s a very sweet woman, with hair the color of the sun. And she’s a wonderful kisser.”

Sunneva laughed. “That she is. We want you to meet her.”

Owyn thought about it for a moment. One big happy family, indeed. Having three wives would either be the greatest blessing or the foulest curse possible. Looking down at his wives, he knew it would be a blessing.

“Sure,” he said. “Next time she is in the keep, let’s all spend some time together and see if we get along.”

“I think you’ll like her,” Sunneva said. “I know I certainly do.”

“Oh you stop,” Freya said, pulling Sunneva in for a kiss.

He wasn’t king yet, but the thought of having three beautiful wives made him feel like one.
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Owyn placed his hand on Freya’s shoulder after a moment. “Not to change the subject, but your father brought up children again.”

“He is oddly eager, isn’t he?” Freya said, frowning prettily. “I do wish he would let us do things on our own timeline.”

“I must say, it’s a bit uncomfortable talking to your father when he’s essentially telling me to hurry up and impregnate you,” Owyn said. “I really had no idea what to say to the man.”

Freya laughed. “He can be rather direct at times. Although I suppose this just shows that he trusts you. Granted, if he didn’t trust you, you wouldn’t be here right now.”

“That’s true,” Owyn said. “To be honest, I had never given much thought to children before all this. I assumed I would have some one day, but nothing beyond that.”

Freya’s eyes suddenly turned sad, and Owyn realized too late that this was a difficult topic for her.

“I’m sorry, Freya,” he said, placing a hand on her shoulder.

“No, it’s okay,” Freya said. “It’s not easy, but I’ve moved on. At least we have Sunneva,” she said, smiling at her wife.

“And I don’t mind,” she said. “The king just wants an heir. I can’t blame the man. He’s a king, and he wants a grandchild to ensure his legacy. To be honest, I find the notion rather exciting,” she said softly, rubbing her stomach as if she were already with child. “That my son might be king one day, or my daughter queen.”

She took a step forwards and placed her hand on Owyn’s broad chest, then let her hand slide down past his waist and to his crotch. She gave it a rub, then looked up at Owyn. “What say we give it another go before you leave?”

Freya smiled. “If someone is to have the heir, I can think of no better woman than my wife.” She kissed Sunneva on the forehead, then turned to look back at Owyn. “He does look rather handsome in that, doesn’t he?”

Owyn felt his crotch stir as his eyes fell onto the two beautiful women, both with pale skin, red hair, and green eyes. They were hardy women, being from the north, but their skin was pebbled from the cold. “I think—”

He barely had time to speak before they were upon him. Freya tore off his jacket while Sunneva pulled at the laces on his breeches. They had him naked in seconds, although he nearly tripped over his boots.

“Why did you have to put on boots?” Sunneva asked as she yanked on them.

After only seconds, the three of them were running back to the bed. Freya reached it first and threw back the sheets. Sunneva practically tackled her, and the two women kissed deeply while their fingers went between each other’s thighs.

Owyn climbed into bed behind them, letting his hands roam over their bodies while his prick stood almost painfully erect. They rolled around so that Freya was on top, with Sunneva pinned beneath her. The two women continued kissing as Owyn moved between their thighs.

The sight of Freya’s round bottom greeting him was too beautiful to describe. Owyn smiled as he moved forwards on his knees, then pressed the tip of his cock against Freya. Sunneva reached down between them and grabbed onto his shaft, then moved it up and down against Freya’s pussy, covering the head of his cock with her juices.

Owyn pushed his hips forwards and Sunneva guided him in. Moments later, he was thrusting in and out of Freya’s tight opening while squeezing on her voluptuous ass cheeks like a baker kneading dough.

His wives continued their passionate kissing as Sunneva’s fingers rubbed between Freya’s thighs, bringing the woman to new heights of pleasure. They loved doing it this way, pleasing each other from multiple angles at once.

Owyn slid his hands down to Freya’s waist and he grabbed her tightly, then pulled her firmly against him. He rammed his shaft inside her all the way to the hilt over and over. She moaned loudly against her wife’s lips, then moved her hands up to hold Sunneva’s face close to hers.

The room may have been cold but Owyn’s chest was slick with sweat from the pounding he gave Freya. She backed her ass against him, her tight pussy begging for more. Owyn brought his hand down, smacking Freya right on her ass, and she yelped.

“Let’s flip you over,” Sunneva said.

Owyn pulled out and helped Freya flip over onto her back. She immediately pulled her thighs back, eager for Owyn to continue. While facing Owyn, Sunneva threw a leg over her wife’s face and sank her pussy down onto Freya’s lips. Freya began lapping at Sunneva’s pussy hungrily while Owyn moved back between Freya’s legs.

As he pushed himself back inside Freya, Sunneva leaned forwards so she could reach out and continued rubbing Freya’s clit in small circles. Her massaging of Freya’s nether regions sped up when Owyn increased his thrusting. Freya moaned loudly but Sunneva smothered her with her pussy.

Owyn knew he couldn’t hold off much longer, but Sunneva was a master at pleasing her wife. He slowed his thrusting but Sunneva kept rubbing, and soon Freya’s stomach trembled in pleasure.

She finally reached her climax and Owyn pounding his cock into her while Sunneva rubbed her almost viciously, causing Freya’s entire body to shake and convulse in ecstasy. She slowed her fingers as Freya calmed down, then raised herself off of Freya’s face so the woman could catch her breath.

“I love it when you do that,” Freya said, breathing hard. She wiped her mouth on the back of her hand and laid on the bed like none of her muscles worked any longer.

Sunneva crawled back onto her wife, lying atop her and kissing her. With them lying that way, her pussy was right above Freya’s. Owyn pulled out of Freya and lined it up with Sunneva’s soaking-wet pussy. He began thrusting, slowly at first, while Sunneva moaned against Freya’s lips. As he had with Freya, he grabbed onto Sunneva’s hips and pulled her onto his cock repeatedly, sending waves through her perky bottom with each thrust.

“No, wait,” Sunneva said after a few minutes. She pulled away from Freya’s mouth and lifted her body. “Not like this,” she said. Kneeling next to them, she pointed onto the bed. “Lie down, honey.”

Owyn didn’t need to be told twice. He plopped onto his back with his cock standing straight up like a flagpole. Sunneva leaned down and planted a kiss on the tip, then threw a leg over his hips. With a warm smile for both Freya and Owyn, she grabbed onto the base of his dick and lowered herself onto it, taking every inch until her ass rested on his lap.

Sunneva closed her eyes and bit her bottom lip, staying there for a moment so she could feel his full size. She began working her hips in small circles, then slowly moved them up and down.

Freya leaned over Owyn, her full breasts brushing against his shoulder, and kissed her way from his forehead down to his lips. She grabbed onto his face and kissed him passionately while he placed an arm around her and held her tightly.

Sunneva worked her pussy up and down the full length of Owyn’s considerable shaft. His left hand went to Sunneva’s hip and he held her tightly while thrusting into her, matching her movements.

Freya pulled back and placed Owyn’s other hand on Sunneva’s hip. “Give it to her good, Owyn,” she said with a smile, then leaned over and kissed Sunneva.

Owyn held onto Sunneva’s tiny waist and rammed his cock into her repeatedly while she moaned loudly. She leaned forwards, placing her hands on his broad chest for support, while Freya rubbed her back and kissed her shoulder.

“I love you, Sunneva,” Freya whispered into her wife’s ear, knowing that Sunneva was too deep in the throes of passion to reply.

Freya ran her hand down Sunneva’s back, then slapped her on her round bottom. She held onto the woman’s backside, helping her ride Owyn up and down.

A noise built in Sunneva’s throat, increasing in volume as he held her by the waist and thrust into her hard and fast. Owyn felt her tremble in his hands and pulled her down onto him, making her take the full length of his cock. Sunneva moaned loudly, almost a scream, as she orgasmed.

Owyn was pushed over the edge at the same moment. He roared along with his wife as he came. His body clenched and tightened as he squirted his seed deep inside her, filling her so much that some spilled out around the base of his cock. Freya’s soft hands were suddenly on his balls, gently massaging them, helping him spray every single drop of cum into Sunneva’s eager opening.

Sunneva finally collapsed onto Owyn’s chest, breathing hard and nearly crying. She covered his face with kisses and he returned all that he could while holding her tightly to his chest. Freya continued caressing Sunneva’s bottom and Owyn’s balls, watching them both with interest. Sunneva worked her hips back and forth, gripping his half-hard cock with the walls of her tight pussy.

“If that didn’t put a baby inside me, I don’t know what could,” Sunneva said with a chuckle. She looked over her shoulder at her wife, who was still caressing her bottom. “See something you like?” she asked with a smile.

“Seeing you like this just gave me an idea,” she said, still rubbing Sunneva’s bottom.

She must have done something, for Sunneva’s eyes suddenly widened. “Oh, that! Where did you hear about that?”

“I’ve heard that some women down south do it that way,” she said as her fingers went down to Owyn’s sack again. She gently massaged, then slid her fingers around the base of Owyn’s cock while he was still inside Sunneva. While he was spent, it was an incredible sensation.

“I have an idea,” Freya said. She stopped playing with Owyn’s balls and Sunneva’s ass and crawled onto the bed, next to her wife. She held her tightly and kissed her.

“Your ideas tend to be good ones,” Sunneva said with a warm smile. Freya whispered something into her ear and Sunneva’s smile deepened.

With a happy sigh, Sunneva finally raised herself off of Owyn. His cock, still half-hard, was covered in cum and Sunneva’s pussy juices. Wasting no time, Freya bent down and took him into her mouth, licking all of the cum off and sucking hard on his prick. She pulled his cock out of her mouth with a popping noise, then grinned.

Crawling over to Sunneva, Freya kissed her wife and then knelt on the edge of the bed so that her ass was in the air and her feet hanging off.

“Husband,” she called out.

Owyn smiled. Sunneva reached out and pulled Owyn from the bed, then pushed him towards Freya. Sunneva hopped back onto the bed, both of her hands on her wife’s bottom, looking up at Owyn with her emerald eyes.

The sight of Freya’s full, round ass cheeks spread open before him filled him with hunger, and he began to rise again. He moved behind Freya and lined his cock up with her wet pussy, then pushed it inside. After only a few thrusts, the warmth and tightness of Freya’s pussy brought him back to full hardness.

“Not there,” Freya said, looking over her shoulder and arching her back.

Sunneva reached down and grabbed onto the base of Owyn’s cock. She smiled devilishly as she pulled Owyn’s cock out of Freya’s pussy, then spat on the tip. Carefully, she lined it up with Freya’s tiny pink asshole and began rubbing it around, ensuring it was good and wet. After Sunneva spat on his cock again, Owyn began pushing into Freya’s rear opening.

Freya pushed back against him with a loud moan. “Go easy on me,” she said, looking over her shoulder and smiling.
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The keep was just beginning to show signs of life when Owyn finally managed to leave his chambers. The hallways were mostly empty as he strolled through them, his boots echoing loudly across the tiles. His spirits were high, though; it would have taken an act from one of the gods themselves to remove the broad smile upon his face.

Fortunately, his journey to the border of Midsandur would be by horse. After Sunneva and Freya finished with him, he wasn’t sure he had enough strength left in his legs to walk much further than the stables. Even that distance was questionable.

Walking downstairs was particularly difficult; he almost fell twice when his legs tried to give out. He laughed and gripped the wall, taking them one step at a time so he didn’t fall and break an ankle. Of course his chambers were on the fourth floor. He probably looked a fool, laughing his way down the stairs, but he didn’t care.

“Good morning, my lord,” a servant said, bowing deeply as Owyn passed by. At least this one was an elderly man, not another young woman trying to thrust her breasts at him.

Owyn had been well received by the servants in the keep; that he was born a commoner seemed to elevate him in their eyes. They treated him with a respect he knew they meant; not just because of his high station. He had been born one of them, and through hard work, and risen to the top.

It was still an odd notion, that a man would need so many people to see to his needs. Owyn preferred to handle his own business, so whenever servants came to his chambers to clean things or fetch his wine, he usually just chatted with them and did everything himself. They found it endearing, and often humorous. Sometimes it made for an odd mixture, when the flirting began. Then, Owyn had to run them out of his chambers.

He was excited to go to the stables, and not just for the journey that lay ahead. Upon becoming prince, he had been gifted a sleek black stallion from the king himself. He had asked about Seeker, the horse he had ridden to save the princess, but he was told in no uncertain terms that Seeker was fit for a soldier, not a prince. Owyn thought it odd, considering what a fine specimen Seeker had been and how well he had performed on their journey through the woods, but then again he was not the best judge of horseflesh. He was used to workhorses that did little more than pull heavy wagons.

Owyn had named the black stallion Lukka after a horse in a story he heard as a child. So far, he had only ridden the animal a few times around the castle grounds, but he was easily the finest horse Owyn had ever seen. He was a tall beast, much taller than any other horses in the stables. After staying in the stables for so long, it was likely that Lukka was just as eager to leave as Owyn.

The horse would certainly get his chance to stretch his legs. Their journey would be close to ten days in each direction. Owyn wasn’t looking forward to spending that much time on a saddle, but it was worth it to get this done.

Owyn arrived at the stables just as the sun was beginning to peek over the tops of buildings and cast long shadows across the land. His horse was there waiting for them, already prepped for the long ride. The stableman took his job seriously, and it showed. Owyn’s saddlebags bulged with the supplies he had requested.

The stableman led Lukka across the stable, towards Owyn the moment he walked in.

“All is packed up just as you requested, my lord,” he said. Bjorn was an older man, and had worked in the stables for longer than Owyn had been alive. He preferred the company of horses to people most days, he said. Horses were easier to deal with. All they needed was a gentle hand and some food and they’d be a fine traveling companion. Couldn’t say the same for a man. “Your soldiers are ready to join you. They’re waiting outside the stables.”

“The tailor brought packages for the soldiers, correct?” Owyn asked. He had given the royal tailor a rather large order the day before with apologies for the last-minute timing. She rallied her apprentices with minimal complaint and set them all to work in order to finish in time. Owyn supposed that was one benefit of being prince; before, as a commoner, it would have taken him a month to have that order filled.

The graying stableman nodded. “Aye, my lord. Came down here not long ago with all her assistants, arms filled with bundles and cursing the early morning hours. One bundle for each man, she said. They passed them out to all the soldiers already, and left just before you arrived.”

“Perfect,” Owyn said. So far, everything was off to a great start, including his timing.

“All is ready, my lord. Gods be good, we’ll see all of you back soon.” Bjorn reached out and patted Lukka on the neck. “Especially this magnificent beast. You take care of him out there.” Owyn wasn’t sure if that last bit was directed at him or the horse.

“Thank you, Bjorn,” Owyn said as he clapped the man on the shoulder. “Your hard work is greatly appreciated.”

“Just doing my job, I am,” Bjorn said as he bowed deeply. “Honored to serve, my lord. Some of your type—the ones in the keep that is—treat us differently than others. You’re definitely one of the good ones, my lord.”

Owyn reached into his purse and withdrew a fat silver coin, which he flicked to the stableman. He was used to his coin purse being filled with coppers, maybe the occasional silver penny. All this gold and silver was new to him, but he was always glad to spread the wealth around a bit. Bjorn again bowed deeply and tucked the coin into his own purse.

“Alright, boy,” Owyn said, scratching Lukka behind his ears. “Are you as ready as I am?”

Lukka snorted and tossed his great head. He pawed at the ground as if to show how ready he was.

“Let’s go catch some bandits, boy,” Owyn said, patting the horse on the neck. “Let’s go show these people what happens when you mess with a bull.” He grabbed the pommel and pulled himself into the saddle in one smooth motion.

“Giving ‘em the horns, my lord?” Bjorn asked, leaning on one of the uprights in the stables.

Owyn shot him a grin. “Time to remind people why messing with Akranes is a bad idea.”


7



Within the walls of the city, the well-maintained road was paved with smooth stones that had been carefully fitted together by master craftsmen. It made for easy travel for the wagons that trailed the mass of soldiers. Their party of nearly a hundred men marched through the early morning streets, often to the cheers of citizens that watched them pass by. People gave wide berth to the pikemen and cavalry walking towards the gate, and to the huge man riding at the head of the party.

“Prince Owyn!” called several archers atop the gatehouse. “Avenge our brothers, Prince Owyn!” They were referring to the soldiers that had been slaughtered at the border recently. Every member of the Akranian military wanted to take part in bringing justice to the bandits. Although to be honest, a northman’s justice might be confused for a slaughter at times.

But that was exactly what the bandits deserved. They had killed Owyn’s countrymen in such a shockingly brutal manner. Owyn owed it to his men to make the king’s justice especially harsh. He just had to make sure they all stayed focused and weren’t drawn into a bloodbath.

Owyn raised his voice to answer them. “I swear to you that I will find those responsible. They will meet their fate at the end of a rope!”

The heavily armored guards flanking the gate beat their pikes against their large steel shields in response to Owyn’s words. Some of them began chanting Owyn’s name in time with the hits. They kept the racket up until the last soldier had passed through the gate.

While Owyn had never served in the military, he had been in more than his share of fights as a merchant’s guard. That, along with him being born a commoner, seemed to elevate him in the eyes of most soldiers, just as it did with the servants. The soldiers knew he could use a sword, and they respected that.

They continued along the road to the east, passing by houses and other buildings outside the city. The smooth stone of the road eventually gave way to rough flagstone and eventually hard-packed dirt as they moved further from the city. Just the same, as time passed the houses and stores that lined the main road thinned out, and eventually only large farms flanked the road.

Owyn rode at the head of two columns of light cavalry, with the pikemen walking behind at a brisk, steady pace. Like the cavalry, they marched in two files, one on each side of the road, with their pikes slanted over one shoulder all at the same angle. The men walked with straight backs and chins held high. Owyn rode in the center of the road.

Owyn was tempted to tell them to relax and stow their pikes and packs on one of the wagons that trailed them, but their leader, a grizzled sergeant named Hari, insisted that they travel this way.

“We have to maintain strict discipline,” he said, riding his dapple gelding next to Owyn’s black stallion. “If you let soldiers relax too much, they’ll get lazy. I seen it happen plenty of times. Not through any flaw in our troops, mind you; it’s just how men are. It’s best to keep things in tight order, so when there’s fighting to be done, they’ll be ready to move as one unit.”

Hari had served nearly two decades as a pikeman and worked his way up through the ranks. Three thick chevrons decorated the sleeves of his brown coat, a rank that he wore with great pride. His superiors had tried to promote him further, but he had flat-out refused. More rank would pull him away from his soldiers and into more of a commanding role.

The rank of sergeant had already put him on horseback, which he begrudgingly accepted. Riding on a horse allowed him to move quickly between groups of soldiers and more efficiently lead them, but it took him away from the actual fighting, something he was often vocal about.

“I like fighting,” Hari said. “I’d rather be with my men, fighting the enemy face-to-face. The second I see the enemy, I’m dismounting my horse and standing shoulder-to-shoulder with the other pikemen, rank be damned.” His words had earned him Owyn’s respect.

The rank of sergeant also granted him a heavy-bladed short sword at his waist. Compared to the ones many other pikemen carried, it looked nearly heavy enough to chop a man in two. Hari simply grinned and said it would remove an arm.

“So, how do you think the fighting will go?” Owyn asked when they were an hour away from the city. He had his ideas but he valued the experience of the older man.

Hari sucked on a tooth as he thought. “I’m not really sure, my lord,” he said. “From the things that have reached my ears, I imagine they’ll be holed up somewhere where they can defend themselves. At the least, they’ll be somewhere central, where they can run missions from day and night. I don’t think they’ll be sitting on the road, waiting for us.” He chuckled, then turned around and looked at the soldiers behind them. “I suppose we’ll have to take that into consideration when we get close. Horses are no good in trees, and that’s probably where we’ll be fighting. The cavalry will have to walk. Hopefully it doesn’t hurt their feelings too much.”

“Good point,” Owyn said. “Most of the soldiers have short swords and knives as well as their pikes, correct?”

Hari nodded. “Aye. And we have some shields on the wagons as well, should we need a group of men to switch over. Fighting in trees can be tough. Depending on how close together they are, the pikes might not be no good, either. Brought a few bows as well, just to be safe. And of course the cav has their swords. Lances certainly won’t work in trees.”

“I’m glad we came prepared,” Owyn said, looking around. Having a choice of weapons would give them the upper hand when they finally found the bandits. As long as no wizards fought alongside them, the Akranian men would certainly emerge victorious.

Most crops had been harvested a month or more ago, so the farms they passed were often bare and dotted with the season’s first snows. A flock of black-faced sheep grazed in a nearby field and placidly watched the men travel by.

The one benefit of the empty fields was that there was plenty of room for the men to make camp each night. Every evening when they stopped, one soldier, usually a file leader, would go to the nearest farm and ask the owner for permission to use one of their fields. The farmers always agreed, and they were paid well in silver for their land.

Owyn and Hari made sure the soldiers were careful when setting up camp. This was farmland, they reminded them. These lands will be growing food again in a handful of months, so it was important to treat the land with respect. A few of the men joked that they were grateful for the cold weather; once spring came, the fields would be fertilized and plowed, and no one wanted to sleep on a pile of manure.

A week’s walk from the capital city, many people weren’t familiar with what the king looked like, much less the new prince. They lived a simple life this far out, and were mostly concerned with their crops, their animals, and the weather. Little else really mattered to these people. It was almost like a totally different world compared to life in the capital city, and one that reminded Owyn of his hometown of Styrkur. The common joke was that the sheep outnumbered the people there. It wasn’t far from the truth.

Still, Owyn’s size, gilded breastplate, and accompanying retinue of soldiers made for plenty of stares and greetings. One glance made it clear he was a person of great importance. People stood on their front steps, staring at the men marching by, marveling at the tall horses ridden by the cavalry. Eventually, Sergeant Hari had several cavalrymen hold banners that depicted King Ivar’s seal.

News of the King’s Champion marrying the princess had reached the rural areas, though, so once his identity became known he received more than a few cheers. That made Owyn smile. Everyone loved it that a common-born man was now prince.

Owyn tried to make it a habit of stopping and talking with farmers when he could when he passed by their homesteads outside of towns and villages. Because news of Owyn’s mission traveled ahead of him, the goodwife and children at several farms stood next to the road, handing fresh baked bread and hard cheeses wrapped in cloth to the soldiers.

One farmer supplied three baskets of apples that went to the supply wagon trailing behind. He received plenty of thanks from the soldiers for his generosity. Some apples would go a long way to breaking up the monotony of travel rations.

“Things gettin’ bad, my lord,” said Hakon, the generous apple farmer. He picked at a tooth with a fingernail for a moment and spat on the ground, then ducked his head. “Sorry ‘bout that, my lord. Not used to talkin’ to royalty out here. Wife always gives me the sharp side of her tongue when she sees me spit. As I was saying, things gettin’ bad. We heard about all them merchants that got killed lately. It’s real shameful what happened.”

Owyn grunted. “It’s no way for a man to go,” he said.

“I agree, my lord,” Hakon continued. “They was slaughtered like…. Well, I was gon’ say like pigs, but no one slaughters livestock like that and hangs their innards on trees. It’s enough to make a man sick. You got to do something about it, my lord. You just got to. Meaning no disrespect,” he said, ducking his head again.

“None taken,” Owyn said grimly. News of the bandits had spread far and wide, it seemed. As with the others he spoke to, Owyn assured Hakon that the criminals would be dealt with, swiftly and harshly. Hakon ducked his head again and wished blessings on all the soldiers, saying he would pray to the old gods to keep them all safe.

A few miles down the road an elderly farmer by the name of Isak had similar feelings.

“It’s dreadful, I tell you,” he grumbled. “People say—not me, mind you, but people—that the king can’t protect trade within his own borders. People are scared to leave their farms ‘round here, and they’re not sure where they can safely sell their goods. Harvest was good, best I seen in years, but now it’s all just sitting here. A merchant named Matthias was supposed to come see me a few days ago, same as every year, to buy up all this wheat I got. No one’s doing any buying if they can’t sell it. Life gets a lot harder with no money, especially with winter getting close.”

“Don’t worry, good sir,” Owyn told the man as he reached into his coin purse. “We’re heading to the south and east to find the men responsible for this, so we can bring them to justice.” He pulled out a few silver coins and pressed them into Isak’s weathered hand. “This should help for now. Things will get better, but it might take some time for trade to be restored.”

Isak knuckled his forehead. “Thank you, my lord. I hope the justice you serve is harsh, my lord.”

Owyn assured him soberly. “It’ll be justice as befits murderers—the kind that’s found at the end of a rope.”

Isak nodded approvingly. “May the gods bless you all,” he said, then gave an awkward bow. “I wish I could join the lot of you, but my age and this farm make that unlikely.”

Owyn clapped the old man on the shoulder—gently, he was probably near seventy—and smiled. “You have the most important job of all, Isak. You keep everyone fed. We can’t survive without your grain. I’ll do everything within my power to return things to normal. On that, you have my word.”

Isak bowed again, deeper this time. “Thank you, my lord. All honor on your name, my lord.”
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Their journey continued east and took them through several small towns and villages. Whenever possible, they tried to make their camp near one of the towns, as it made it easier for soldiers to buy supplies when needed. The extra commerce provided by several dozen well-paid soldiers was a great boon to villages that were suffering due to the trade woes.

Even when the soldiers didn’t need much, Owyn always sent some into the town with a purse full of silver to buy local food and drink for the men, and more importantly, to spread word that justice was coming. It kept the soldiers’ morale high, and helped local economies.

Each time they stopped, the pikemen quickly erected their tents in arrow-straight rows under Hari’s watchful eye and coarse tongue. Owyn led the cavalry, and had them pitch their tents similarly and untack their horses right next to the pikemen. The men worked quickly, and were capable of setting up or breaking camp in an hour or less. Owyn was impressed with their efficiency. It boded well for what was to come.

Outside one of the small villages, Owyn notified the men that he would be spending some time in the town, talking with the locals. He hoped to gather some rumors, to help pinpoint the location of the bandits. So far, no one had been able to tell him exactly where they were, other than along main trade routes at the border. But which trade route?

“We should be back within an hour or so,” Owyn told Oskar, one of the infantry squad leaders. “Make sure everyone is maintaining their weapons and feet. I want both blades and bodies to be sharp when it comes time to fight.”

“Right away, my lord,” Oskar said with a nod. A younger man, he wore a permanently sour expression on his face, but he was quick to obey and a stickler for rules. After saluting Owyn, first to chest, he turned on his heel and marched back to the rest of the soldiers, where he began instructing them.

“Let’s see how things are in here, Hari,” Owyn said, nudging his horse closer to the grizzled pikeman.

“Hopefully we can learn a few things, my lord,” Hari replied with a bow of his head. He turned his horse and moved alongside Owyn, and they set off down the road at a fast walk.

“So, what do you think we’ll find when we get further east?” Owyn asked as they rode towards the town.

Hari frowned and looked as if he wanted to spit, but glanced at Owyn and swallowed it instead. “Bandits. Scumbags. The kind of men that are too lazy to work for their money but have no problem putting in effort to rob honest folk.”

“No, I mean beyond that,” Owyn said.

Hari frowned as if pondering Owyn’s meaning. “I think the sons of whores will be an organized lot, not a sloppy mess. Undisciplined men wouldn’t be able to get the jump on that many merchant’s guards, not to mention the soldiers.” That time he did spit. “But they’ll still be bandits, so as untrustworthy as men can be.”

“And their leader?” Owyn asked.

“He’ll be quick with a sword or knife and even quicker with his tongue. He’ll be the kind of self-centered prick that wants to build a tough reputation by killing all these people. Wants people to be scared of him. He’ll give long speeches to his men to motivate them and speak of glory and wealth and honor, but the second we show up he’ll be the first to flee. Save his own skin. An honorless whoreson,” he said with a sneer.

Owyn thought on the older man’s words. Hari was a veteran of countless campaigns, so he spoke from experience. “We’ll need to take them by surprise, of course.”

“Of course,” Hari agreed.

“Fortunately, we have excellent scouts. Have they seen anything yet?”

“Nothing yet, my lord,” Hari said. “Just farmers and sheep. As we get closer to the border, I’ll wager they will find something. We brought the best scouts in Akranes, so if there’s anything to find, they’ll find it.”

“Now, we just need to put ourselves in the right place to ensure we come across these bastards,” Owyn said. “Hopefully someone in this town will have heard something that can be of use to us.” He eyed the small buildings that formed on the horizon.

“I’m sure they will, my lord,” Hari said. “We’re getting close to the border, so they probably see a lot of merchants passing through. I imagine what’s going on at the border will be common knowledge here.”

Owyn grunted in reply. They kept their horses at a brisk walk until they reached the town.

The town of Hrisar was larger than the village where Owyn had grown up, but still quite small. Being located on a main trade route and only a few days’ ride to the border with Midsandur, it received enough traffic to support several shops and two inns located on the main road. Most of the houses in and around the town were small and simple, with whitewashed cob walls and steeply pitched roofs that helped shed the heavy snow that was so common this far north.

They entered the town at dusk, and made the decision to go straight to the nearest inn. If they failed to learn anything there, they would go to the second one. Between the two inns, someone was certain to have the information they needed.

The inn they approached was a large building framed with heavy timbers and had three stories, the uppermost of which was stuffed beneath a steeply pitched roof. While most of the windows on the upper floors were dark or glowed only with faint candlelight, the windows of the first floor spilled light onto the road. A sign posted above the door marked it as The Blade and Boar.

After dismounting, they handed their reins to the stable boy, who took them with repeated bows and knuckling of his forehead. His eyes went wide with shock when Owyn flipped him a fat silver coin. People didn’t tend to see such wealth in small villages such as this one. Owyn’s gilded armor clearly marked him as some kind of lord, which was enough for the stable boy.

The din of conversation came to a dead stop as Owyn pushed open the door. In general, people weren’t used to seeing men as large as Owyn, certainly not in gold-trimmed armor.

Although no one recognized him, he was clearly a man of great import. Owyn received quite a few uncertain stares as he stepped into the common room.

The innkeeper hurried to greet them, dry washing his hands the entire time. He was a plump man, his generous girth gently straining the white apron tied around his waist. He waved at the patrons to continue drinking and eating. People eventually turned back to their drinks and picked up their conversations.

The innkeeper bowed to both Hari and Owyn. “Good afternoon, my lords. May I get you a drink, or a bite to eat? Ciri, clear a table for these fine men,” he said to a nearby serving girl, who bobbed a quick curtsy and hurried to the nearest table. It was already clear, so she shrugged and continued her duties.

“Be at ease, I am only here for a few questions,” Owyn said in a soothing tone. His eyes fell on the rack of casks along the back wall. “Well, perhaps a mug of ale and a few questions. It’s been a while since I’ve had any good beer. Hari?”

“I could go for a nice, dark ale,” the grizzled sergeant said. “I always have time for that.”

“Right away, good sirs, right away.” The innkeeper waved them towards the nearest table, then hurried to his casks. “I’m Petur, and welcome to The Blade and Boar. You gentlemen have a seat and I’ll have those ales for you right away.”

“Thank you, Master Petur,” Owyn said and went to the table. By the time he had pulled the chair out and sat, Petur had already brought two mugs of ale. Owyn clinked mugs with Hari and took a long pull from his mug. It was just as he liked, dark and rich. “Now, that’s a great beer,” he said.

“Gotta agree with you there, my lord,” Hari said, and took another sip.

“They don’t really drink beer in the keep,” Owyn said, looking down into his mug. “Only wine and mead. Beer is for commoners, my wife says, as if forgetting that I was one two months ago.” He chuckled and shook his head.

“Guess I’m glad to be a commoner then,” Hari said with a toothy grin that made him look like a gnarled old wolf.

Owyn set his mug on the table with a satisfied smile. “That is some fine ale you have here, Mastur Petur. Best I’ve had in a long time, and that’s no exaggeration.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Petur said with a bow of his head. “I brewed it myself. It’s perfect for the cooling weather. You said you had questions, my lord? I would be happy to help however I could.”

“Yes,” Owyn said. “I’m afraid my questions touch on a rather unpleasant topic, though. I’m here about the bandits to the south that have been causing such problems. I plan on doing something about them, but in order to catch them I need to learn all I can.”

Petur’s face turned sour at the mention of the bandits, but his eyes went from Owyn’s gilded armor to the sergeant stripes on Hari’s jacket. He suddenly looked very nervous.

“I can tell you what I’ve heard, my lord,” Petur said, dry washing his hands again. “Would you mind if I asked your name, my lord?”

“I am Prince Owyn of Stykur,” Owyn said, then chuckled at Hari’s smirk. “Well, of Akranes now, I suppose. I’m still getting used to that.”

“By the gods,” Petur exclaimed and went down to one knee. “It’s the prince!”

“The prince!”

“It’s Prince Owyn!”

“The King’s Champion!”

Gasps filled the common room as word of Owyn’s identity quickly spread. People fell silent, staring at their prince drinking among them, and looked around as if seeking direction. One by one, they pushed their chairs back and copied Petur, dropping to one knee.

“I hope none of my words offended you, my lord,” Petur said with his eyes downcast.

“Please, please,” Owyn began, standing and holding up his hands for them to stop.

People here in the southeastern farmlands probably hadn’t seen anyone of Owyn’s status in years, if not decades. They simply didn’t know how to react to royalty in their presence. He addressed them all in a loud, confident voice.

“Good people, you honor me too much. Please, stand. There is no need for all the bowing and scraping. Remember, I was one of you not long ago.”

At his command they all stood, still unsure of how to behave, and began taking their seats. Owyn continued, keeping his voice loud enough for the entire common room to hear.

“I’m traveling with a group of pikemen and cavalry on a mission to bring the king’s justice to the bandits that have been committing heinous crimes at the border. I’m sure you’ve all heard about them.” Several people in the room grunted in reply. “If anyone knows anything that might be of use, please tell me. And in the meantime, please, be seated and enjoy your drinks.”

Owyn sat back down and turned to Petur. “Good man, have you heard anything about these bandits? Anything about their location, or something that might be of use to us?”

Petur shook his head. “Not much, my lord. Just the same rumors and stories as everyone else, about how they kill every merchant that tries to cross the border. People say, uhh….” He stopped suddenly, fidgeting with his hands. His eyes darted nervously to Owyn.

“Go on, man,” Hari barked. “If you’ve something to say, then out with it.”

“Easy, friend,” Owyn said to Hari. “Go ahead, Petur. I want to know what people are saying.”

“They, ah,” Peter said, looking around the room nervously while licking his lips. He lowered his voice to barely above a whisper. “Some people say the king doesn’t protect us any longer. That he’s just sitting on his throne while his citizens are getting murdered.”

Owyn’s brows drew down. “That’s a serious problem indeed when people think that.” He raised his voice so the whole room could hear. “Worry you not, Petur. The king wanted to ride down here himself to deal with this problem and put those bandits to the sword, but I volunteered to go in his stead. We will make sure these bandits are dealt with and the realm returned to peace and prosperity in all haste.”

“Thank you, my lord. My lords,” Petur said.

Hari grunted. “I’m no lord. Just a soldier.”

Peter bowed his head. “If we can do anything to help, please, just let us know. Thank you, my lords. Thank you. Please, let me bring you some stew. It’s venison with turnips and….” he trailed off, still talking about the stew as he hurried to the kitchen.

“What a peculiar fellow,” Owyn said quietly as he watched the innkeeper go.

“My lords?”

A man with a weathered face approached Owyn’s table, clutching his hat in both hands. Owyn turned to him, and the man made an awkward bow. It looked like the first time he had ever attempted such a gesture.

“Do you have any information for me, good man?” Owyn asked.

“About those bandits, my lord,” the man said in a voice full of frustration and pain. “Everyone’s heard of the things they done. People’s scared to leave their homes, of late. They…. They killed my nephew, my lord.”

“You have my condolences, sir,” Owyn said gravely.

“Thank you, my lord. He was a merchant’s guard, and made a good living. Newly married, too. They was taking the Taren Road towards Vogar, where they did most of their trade. They—” His voice broke and he cleared his throat roughly. “They was found just on our side of the border, my lord. It’s not right, my lord. People shouldn’t be cut up like that.” A tear leaked down his tanned cheek and he quickly scrubbed it away. “I’m afraid to think about how much he suffered, my lord. I know it was a lot.”

Owyn stood and placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. “What’s your name, sir?”

“Runar, my lord.”

“Runar, I swear to you before the gods that I will bring your nephew’s killers to justice,” Owyn told him in a serious voice. After a moment of consideration, he reached into his purse and pulled out a handful of gold coins, then pressed them into Runar’s sweaty palm. “Make sure this gets to his widow.” It was the least he could do, with trade being so thoroughly interrupted.

Runar sniffed and wiped his eyes with a thumb and forefinger. “Thank you, my lord. Thank you so much. May the gods bless you and your family, my lord.” He made another awkward bow, then went back to his table, where he sat silently staring into his mug.

“Well, Runar’s story agrees with the reports we’ve received,” Owyn told Hari, who nodded in reply. “Now we have some confirmation of the locations we’ve heard about in reports. The Taren Road, near the border. We’ll focus our search efforts there.” He took a long drink of his ale. “I’d call tonight a resounding success.”

“Here you are, my lords,” Petur said as he slid two bowls of stew onto the table in front of them. “Nothing better than hot stew in cold weather.”

“I’d definitely call this a success,” Hari said, smiling down at the bowl of stew in front of him. “Free food and beer is always a success, if you ask me.”

Owyn wasn’t hungry, but after smelling the steaming bowl he felt he could eat an entire cauldron of the stew. It tasted even better than it smelled.

“On the house,” Petur said with a bow. “Thank you, my lords. May the gods bless you both.” He bowed again, then hurried off to talk with a serving woman.

“Shame we don’t have more time to enjoy this place,” Hari said, eyeing a beautiful serving woman who walked by with mugs in each hand. Her pale green dress was cut just low enough to show her full breasts that bounced with each step she took. “I think I could like it here, especially with everyone calling me ‘my lord’ all the time.” He chuckled and shoveled down his stew like a man used to eating on the move.

“It has its charms,” Owyn said, but his mind was on his mission. He had sworn before the gods on several occasions to bring justice to these bandits, and he would keep that promise no matter what it took.
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While the mind led the body, many people would say that the heart led the mind. At least, that was the case in youth, who were often intensely driven by their emotions instead of cold, rational thought. All sense seemed to take flight from their vapid minds at the slightest inconvenience, or when the opposite sex was involved. Especially when the opposite sex was involved.

Ezoleus planned to use that to his advantage in his quest to enact revenge against Owyn of Styrkur. Matters of the heart could often cripple the mind with ease. And so his target was Owyn’s heart, or more specifically, the woman that held it.

He glided through his apartments on slippered feet, waving away servants that rushed towards him. They were well-trained, and practically worshipped him. He pushed open a set of mahogany doors and entered a dark room, lit only by a black candle that never burned out or even flickered.

Next to the candle stood a mirror, its surface dark and hazy. At the moment it reflected nothing but darkness, not even the light from the candle. Truth be told, it more closely resembled a window into the night sky than a mirror.

Ezoleus sat down in front of the mirror and began softly chanting an incantation, one nearly as old as the very mountains to the north. As he spoke the arcane words, the surface of the mirror began to change. Darkness and smoke swirled across the surface, writhing like tentacles in the black ocean of night.

It only took a few minutes for the surface of the mirror to change again, this time showing the face of a middle-aged man.

His appearance was that of a man concerned with details. Not a hair was out of place on his head, and his cheeks were clean-shaven. The dark blue of his robes matched his eyes and sat perfectly on his shoulders. Even his expression held the precise amount of respect for Ezoleus and his station, and not an ounce more.

The man spoke in a thin voice. “Ezoleus, my old teacher. To what do I owe the pleasure of this summons?”

“Good to see you, Odarin,” Ezoleus replied. “I take it you are enjoying your new station as advisor to King Ivar?” Knowing him, he had likely been awarded the lofty position through flattery and the licking of boots. Odarin was not the most skilled of wizards, but he had no problem with any amount of brown-nosing required to raise his stance among his peers. So far, it had served him quite well.

Odarin offered a slight smile. “Yes, the keep is a fine place, and I am treated well. My years of hard work have finally paid off with such a posting. I find that I enjoy the hospitality of northerners, if not so much the snowy winters. May I ask why you have summoned me? I am quite busy today, instructing the princess in the ways of magic. She is proving to be a very adept pupil.” He laughed. “Surprisingly enough, her handmaid also has the talent, and perhaps just as strong. It seems the old blood is strong in the north.”

Ezoleus smiled. “That is the exact reason I wish to speak with you. I trust you are alone?”

“Yes,” Odarin said after a pause that was bloated with suspicion.

“We have a problem, my dear old student, and there is but one way to fix it. And I am afraid you are not going to like what you must do, but I want you to understand that there is no other way.”

He needed to plan his words carefully, to pull Odarin into his trap. Then, he would give the man a rope to climb out of the trap. A very venomous rope.

Odarin’s eyes narrowed. “I can tell from your tone and phrasing that I won’t like it one bit. What is it, Ezoleus?” Much of the respect had leaked from Odarin’s tone now.

Ezoleus let his smile fade. The damn thing had been hurting his face, anyways. “You are going to do something for me, Odarin, in the name of international politics. You are going to take the princess and bind her soul to a demon.”

Odarin’s eyes widened in shock and he gasped loudly. “I will do no such thing! How dare you even—”

“Drop your air of moral superiority, Odarin,” Ezoleus sneered. “This is extremely important; war is brewing on the horizon between multiple nations, and the lives of many depend upon you stopping that war from happening. You are her teacher; she trusts you.”

“This is unspeakable!” Odarin shouted.

Ezoleus continued as if the man hadn’t spoken. “I want you to use that trust to shape her mind in a way that would benefit the situation I am crafting. It may not make sense now, but it will in the near future. Sometimes we must direct entire nations in order to steer the world clear of disaster. This could prevent the deaths of thousands of people, Odarin. Thousands! Do you wish for innocents to die?”

Odarin shook with anger and his face flushed red. “I am an honest man,” he said through clenched teeth. “I refuse to do this! I have worked hard for many years to earn my place in the academy, and I will not throw all that away because you want to pull at puppet strings and use forbidden magic. I am ashamed to even hear your words.” He moved to end the conversation.

“You owe me,” Ezoleus said heatedly. “Don’t you forget that. Don’t you ever fucking forget that! The only reason you were even allowed to remain at the academy and study was because of me. People with your pathetic amount of talent are usually thrown out once you’ve learned enough not to accidentally kill someone, or yourself. And yet here you are, advisor to a king.” Ezoleus leaned forwards and tapped himself in the chest with a finger. “Because of me.”

Odarin had regained his calm demeanor again and nodded, his voice firm. “Yes, and you taught me well. And I will forever be grateful for the help you gave me in the past, Ezoleus. But we are no longer pupil and teacher; now we face each other as equals, and you ask me to commit treason against those that treat me as family.”

“Equals,” Ezoleus muttered, his voice thick with disdain. That someone like Odarin could have the audacity to consider himself an equal was disgusting.

“What you speak of is evil,” Odarin continued. “I will not do it. I will not tarnish the reputation of wizards everywhere with such foulness, especially after Uthar and those bastards down in Whiteridge have stained our name so. It will take years, centuries for people to trust us again.”

Ezoleus glared at the younger wizard for a moment before speaking. “I had a suspicion you would react this way. Tell me, how is your favorite niece, Odarin?” Ezoleus couldn’t stop his lips from twitching into a cruel smile. Odarin would learn his lesson. No one could stand against Ezoleus. Absolutely no one. Anyone that tried would find themselves cut down.

Odarin’s brows drew down. “This morning I received a message that Leila has been missing for a few days. You are a foul creature, Ezoleus. Your soul is black as night.” He shook his head and his voice, previously respectful, now held an ocean of scorn. “I cannot believe you are the same man that brought me into the academy and taught me to use magic to aid the realm. To help people.”

“I did go through a…. Well, let’s call it a soft period, during my short time teaching at the academy.” Ezoleus flicked his hand as if casting the topic away. “If you were capable of seeing the bigger picture, you would see just how important this is. You could save countless lives, Odarin, but you would have to put your ego aside.”

Odarin glared from the mirror. “This is not about my ego, and you know it. This is about right and wrong.”

Ezoleus stroked his beard for a moment, pretending to be deep in thought. “Perhaps there is another way. Something slightly less…severe.” He produced a small vial from one of the voluminous pockets in his robe and held it in front of the scrying mirror. “I think we can reach a compromise. I will have one of my servants bring this and a scroll to you with great haste. Pour this into Princess Freya’s wine and recite the words on the scroll. I will handle the rest.”

Odarin glared for a moment before answering, again through clenched teeth. “And what would be the end result of this?”

Ezoleus made another dismissive gesture with his hand. “It will allow me to influence her mind, though only slightly. Enough to guide her towards several important decisions that must be made. I only pray it is enough. These are national secrets I deal with, but I give you my word, Odarin; once you have done this and we have averted disaster, I will explain every detail.” Of course, he had no intention of keeping that promise. But that didn’t matter.

Odarin sighed heavily and shook his head. “This is absolute madness, Ezoleus, and you know it. I cannot agree to such treachery! I will give you a few hours to think on this, and then I will bring it before King Ivar and the other wizards at the academy, unless you change your mind. There are better ways to prevent war, Ezoleus. Ways that don’t involve using innocent lives as pawns.”

Ezoleus grinned darkly. “If you do that, then each day I will remove a part of Leila and send it to you. If you even think of trying to tell anyone about this, the same fate will happen to many, many more people in your family. How long does it take a messenger to reach Akranes from Vogar? Two weeks? By the time you receive her first finger, she will have already lost the rest of them, as well as her eyelids and tongue. It’s hard to scream with no tongue. And with no eyelids, she wouldn’t be able to look away as I had my way with her.”

Odarin’s face darkened. “You son of a—”

“How would it feel, Odarin, to hold your mother’s face in your hands?” Ezoleus asked the question casually. “Especially if you knew you could have avoided that? Imagine the pain, the suffering. I can trap your sister’s soul inside a gem, you know. She wouldn’t be able to die, were I to do that. No matter how I hurt her, she wouldn’t die.”

Odarin’s mouth worked silently in anger for several moments before he finally spoke. “I will never forgive you for this, Ezoleus. May your soul rot in the deepest pits of the Nine Hells for all eternity. May every god that hears prayers curse you.”

“Yes, yes, I’m sure it will,” Ezoleus said with a yawn. “I will send my man to you with all that is needed. I shall empower his horse with the stamina to ride day and night, so that he can reach you within a week.” He leaned closer to the mirror. “Just remember what will happen to your family, should you decide to cross me.”

With that, Ezoleus waved his hand across the mirror and ended their communication. Odarin would obey, of that he had no doubts. The man was a spineless churl, his weak mind easy to manipulate. He might raise protests, but he feared Ezoleus too greatly to even consider fighting him directly. Nor would he risk losing his family.

Ezoleus briefly considered killing Odarin’s family anyways, just to prove a point, but decided it wouldn’t be worth the effort. A family of peasants was not worth his time.

He sat there for a moment, thinking about all the things he had worked so hard to set into motion. It was going to be glorious. One of the most important steps of his plan had just been laid, drawing him closer to vengeance.
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Ezoleus rose from his chair and left the chamber, then walked directly into the main room of his quarters. A serving man approached him with a pitcher of wine in one hand and a goblet in the other. Ezoleus accepted, and the servant slowly backed away, bowing with every step.

The strong wine helped take the chill out of the air as much as the roaring fireplace against the far wall; despite all his years in Midsandur, he had no love of cold weather. In fact, in recent memory the only time he had been in comfortable weather was his short stint instructing at the academy, during which time he had met Odarin.

Ezoleus took a sip and permitted himself a faint smile as he recognized the taste. It was a dry red from the hills outside Whiteridge. With all the chaos that had happened there recently—a group of rogue sorcerers had taken over the city, but a massive explosion leveled half of the place and threw the remains into pure chaos—trade from Whiteridge had all but stopped. Wine from that region was especially hard to obtain, but well worth the effort.

His servant remained standing nearby, patiently awaiting instruction. Ezoelus waved him away and went back to enjoying his wine in peace.

He had no concerns about his servants speaking to anyone about his dealings; he had removed the tongues from most of them for that very reason. Dark magics worked on their minds left them little more than empty shells with no desire other than to serve their master.

In the past few months, his carefully laid plans had seen more success than he could have hoped for. Merchants from Midsandur were turned away before they reached the border of Akranes, and their goods were confiscated. They were paid well, of course, with a bit extra to ensure they kept the secret. They behaved like good little sheep and spread word that bandits had robbed them and that Akranes was getting too dangerous to trade with.

Of course, a few merchants had been killed in a rather brutal manner, to ensure the others understood the seriousness of the situation. Forcing the merchants to watch their comrade be strung up in a tree and disemboweled while still alive went a long way towards ensuring obedience.

Meanwhile, the merchants and traders from Akranes….

Wine in hand, Ezoleus permitted himself a faint smile as he walked to a wall lined with sturdy shelves. He passed by the ancient scrolls and priceless books that filled the shelves and let his fingertips trace across the top of a white-glazed vase resting next to a dozen just like it. Those were special, much more so than the rest.

Each vase was filled to the brim with the ground-up bones of captured Akranian merchants. The merchants had died in unspeakable agony; torture so great that their rage was burned into the very bones themselves. The kind of pain that lived on after death.

With careful fingers, Ezoleus lifted the lid of one of the vases and peered inside. The white powder within could never be used to heal the sick, change the weather, or any of the other rubbish they taught in the academy in Gardabaer. After all of Ezoleus’s efforts, it could only be used for one thing.

To kill.

He replaced the lid to the vase and took a sip of his wine, letting his smile deepen. It was always nice when carefully laid plans came to fruition.

On the shelf above stood another dozen vases, but glazed black instead of white. Within them was the ashes of people that had been burned alive. Another item of immense power, when used correctly.

Ezoleus fondly remembered all the pain and suffering he had caused; the flames had raced up their bodies, consuming them in a crescendo of wailing screams, but Ezoleus used magic to keep them alive. He prevented their minds from breaking and forced them to suffer until the flames consumed them completely.

As with the powdered bones, the ashes held an incredible amount of pain and anger that could never be separated. When it came time to use these precious ingredients together, the entire world would quiver in fear at Ezoleus’s power. He would show them things they had never foreseen, not even in their worst nightmares.

A knock at his door broke through his thoughts and he whirled around with a snarl. One of his servants approached the door, but Ezoleus waved the young woman away and stalked towards it himself. He snatched the door open, ready to chastise whoever had interrupted his thoughts with such loud knocking.

A man stood there, tall and slender, with short black hair and piercing green eyes. Several thin scars ran down his cheeks, only slightly faded with time, and disappeared into his close-cropped beard. His brigandine armor was well-made and looked to have seen plenty of action. A narrow-bladed sword hung from a thick leather belt at his waist, balanced by a long dagger on the other side.

The man bowed his head upon seeing Ezoleus. “Greetings, master,” he said in an oily voice, a man used to manipulating others. Being subservient was clearly not something he was comfortable with, and he visibly struggled with it. But he obeyed, for he knew the price of failure.

“Come inside,” Ezoleus said curtly and turned on his heel. He strode back into his room and went straight for a large, padded chair near one of the tall windows.

After sitting down, he leaned back and stretched, then sipped on his wine, making a point of taking his time. It was always best to remind these worms that they served him. At least this meeting would bring good news; if the man had bad news, he would be drenched in sweat and shaking. Or, if he was smart, he would have opened his own veins.

“Emil,” Ezoleus said, twirling the wine in his glass. “Report.”

Emil stood awkwardly in front of Ezoleus and went to rest his hand on his sword hilt, then jerked it away as he thought better of it. He clasped his hands behind his back instead, and cleared his throat.

“Over the past week, we have intercepted twenty-seven of our merchants and their guards trying to enter Akranes from Midsandur. They were relieved of their goods, paid appropriately, and sent on their way like the rest with instructions to spread rumors that bandits from Akranes had robbed them.”

“That’s notably less than last week,” Ezoleus said. “Less than a quarter. Good. Our plan is already beginning to show progress. And the rest?”

“Yes, um,” Emil said, clearing his throat again. “We captured thirty-one people crossing the border from Akranes, my lord. After gathering up their trade goods, horses, and wagons, we rounded up the people themselves. In the final two days before I left to come here, we only encountered two merchants, both with guards.”

Ezoleus leaned forwards. “Go on,” he urged. He enjoyed these reports.

Emil nodded. “We killed a dozen of them and hung their innards from the trees, the way you demanded.” He swallowed heavily before continuing. “Three of our men left, as they couldn’t handle the work. We hunted them down and killed them as well, so they couldn’t reveal our secrets or our location.”

“Good, good,” Ezoleus said. “You did well, Emil. And the rest of the Akranians?”

“We brought them here, my lord, just as you asked,” Emil said. “They’re in the dungeons, my lord.” He kept his eyes downcast. He didn’t know exactly what happened to the captives, but knew it involved torture.

“You are proving to be most capable, Emil,” Ezoleus said as he stood. “If these reports continue to please me, your rewards will grow.”

He grabbed a washed leather purse from a nearby table and tossed it to the bandit, who caught it as it struck him in the chest. Emil bowed his head over the purse and uttered words of thanks.

Ezoleus looked down his nose at the man. “I see I was not mistaken when I hired you. Continue your raids, and keep spreading your stories. If no more merchants or refugees or anyone else is to be found, then you are to move to a different border crossing and continue there. I want that border completely shut down, and everyone within thirty leagues trembling with fear. You may leave now.” He waved the bandit away.

Emil bowed awkwardly, then turned on his heel and walked towards the door. As one of the servants pulled the heavy door open for the bandit, Ezoelus called out to him.

“Emil.”

The bandit turned to face Ezoleus.

“Never forget the price of failure, Emil.” The coldness of Ezoleus’s voice could have frosted the windows.

Emil wisely broke eye contact and looked at the floor. He swallowed heavily again as his face took on a nauseous expression, then he bowed his head before hurrying from the room.

Ezoleus had entered the man’s dreams several times and explained what he would do, in no uncertain terms, should Emil fail. Then, he filled the bandit’s dreams with nightmares of being tortured in countless ways. He refused to let Emil wake from those nightmares until the torture was complete, just to punctuate his message.

Fear was a powerful tool when used correctly. Emil would never turn against Ezoleus. The man would probably die from terror at just the thought.

Ezoleus stepped towards the arched window and looked out over the capital city of Vogar. People, like ants, scurried about on their business in the distance. They were so forgettable down there, running around accomplishing nothing while Ezoleus pulled strings and made thrones dance.

His plans were coming along nicely. Soon, Owyn of Styrkur would be chained to an altar, and Ezoleus would have his revenge. The hairs on the back of his neck rose as he began to imagine the horrific tortures he would perform upon the man.
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Over the next few days, Owyn’s path continued eastward, with the occasional dip to the south. Low mountains decorated the horizon far to the east, with heavy clouds covering the surrounding area in gloom. A single towering peak, its snowy height obscured by those gloomy clouds, loomed over everything.

Mount Hekla was the source of a thousand fables, most of them more unbelievable than the rest. The tallest mountain for a thousand miles in any direction, it was said to be a volcano, although no one could remember it ever fully erupting. Its shadow at sunset stretched for miles to the east, plunging the area in darkness.

“Always wanted to climb Mount Hekla,” Hari said, pointing at the tall mountain. “Never got the chance, but always wanted to. They say the air’s so thin up there a man can barely breathe.”

Owyn nodded. “It’s true. I grew up in the far north. My village was at the base of the mountains, and we used to hike them regularly. When you climb high enough, you’ll find yourself out of breath with each step. You breathe and breathe but it’s as if you’re inhaling nothing. It gets cold up that high as well. Damn cold.”

Hari shivered as if he could feel the frigid air at that moment. “You know what I heard when I was a youngin?” he asked, his eyes still on the mountain. “An old man once told some of us a story about Mount Hekla. Said it wasn’t a volcano at all. He said there was an ancient snow dragon that lived in the peak. It got tired of dealing with humans, so it went to sleep there, buried under a hundred feet of snow. Every once in a while it breathes fire in its sleep, which looks like a small eruption.”

Owyn couldn’t help but chuckle. “I think I heard something similar as a child about the great snow dragons of ages long past. My mother once told me dragons would come eat me if I didn’t finish my chores.” He laughed, and Hari joined in. “I doubt there was ever a lick of truth to those old stories.”

“So you don’t believe them?” Hari asked.

Owyn shook his head. “No. I stopped believing in children’s stories when I stopped being a child. Now, I believe what my eyes see and my ears hear.” He thought back to his recent fight with the witch Valdis and later the court wizard Uthar and frowned. “Well, mostly. There are always exceptions. So, have the scouts found anything yet?”

“Only dust and rumors,” Hari replied, frowning. “They’re the best I got, though, so if there’s anything out there, they’ll find it. We’re getting close to the border, so I anticipate they’ll see traces of these bandits today or tomorrow.”

Owyn nodded. “It’s about time. I’ve been itching for a good fight, and all this time in the saddle is making my ass sore.” He punctuated that statement with a laugh, and Hari gave a good-natured grin.

The next few days were mostly uneventful. Each day, the routine was the same: wake with the sunrise, break camp, then march towards the east. Mount Hekla always loomed ahead of them, like a beacon, and the border with Midsandur lay just to their south. When the sun grew low and the shadows long, Owyn or Hari would select a site and they would make their camp, each time as precisely as the first.

On the third day, everything changed.

One of the scouts came to Owyn that morning, an hour after they began marching. He brought harrowing news with him.

“We found something, my lord,” he said. The scouts were hard men, all of them, but he spoke as if what he had seen unsettled him.

“Out with it,” Hari said.

“We found…. Well, we found people strung up in trees,” he said. “Two of them, hanging from branches. Their stomachs were cut open and their innards pulled out and strung all over the place, like someone was trying to decorate with it. Considering all the blood and that their hands and feet were bound, they were still alive when they were disemboweled.

Owyn and Hari shared a dark look.

“The soldiers don’t need to see this,” Owyn said.

“You’re right,” Hari replied. “It’ll make them more eager than ever to catch these pricks, but discipline and morale will suffer if they see their countrymen cut open like that.”

“We’ll stop for twenty minutes so the soldiers can rest their feet,” Owyn said to the scout. “I want you and the other scouts to cut those bodies down and bury them in the woods, out of sight. If you’re the praying sort, say a few good words about them. And don’t tell anyone what you found.”

The scout saluted and turned his horse away. He was gone in seconds.

“They’re close now,” Owyn said.

“Aye,” Hari replied.

Neither man felt like talking much after that.

Several hours later, another scout came to them with news of the bandits. Fortunately, this time the report didn’t involve mutilated bodies.

Olaf was a middle-aged man with both his dark hair and beard trimmed short. His skin was weathered, but his weapons and armor well-maintained. A thick scar ran across his face, from one temple to the opposite jaw, twisting his grins and smiles into fierce snarls.

“My lord,” he said, offering a bow from his saddle. Olaf’s voice was as rough as his face. “I found a small camp of men a few hours ahead of us. They had a few among them that I believe were their scouts; they hide like scouts, just not as good as us.” The corner of his mouth twitched into a smirk. “No one’s as good as us, my lord.”

“Good, good,” Owyn said, rubbing his hands together. Things were getting close. He would be swinging a sword soon. “Thank you, Olaf. You and the other scouts have done well.”

“My lord,” Olaf said, giving another seated bow.

“We’ll strike tonight,” Owyn said, unable to hide the smile that crept onto his face. He turned back to the grizzled scout. “Olaf, I need you and the other scouts to lay a trail for me.”

“Can do, my lord,” he said without hesitation.

“I need you to make sure these bandits know exactly where we are camped.”

Olaf grinned. “Drawing them into a trap? I like it. We’ll get it done, my lord.” He saluted, fist to chest, and turned his horse.

“Your scouts are quite good,” Owyn said to Hari as he watched Olaf ride away.

Hari grunted in response. “Olaf’s a special case, my lord. Best scout in the army, he is. Quieter than the wind and just as invisible. If he doesn’t want you to see him, you won’t.”

“How did he get the scar on his face?” Owyn asked.

Hari grinned. “Now there’s a story. He could probably tell it better than me…. No, scratch that. He would probably leave half of it out so he didn’t look the hero.”

“A modest one?” Owyn asked.

Hari nodded. “Never one to take credit, Olaf. We had a small uprising on the southern border about five years gone. You might remember it, my lord. Some rebels decided they wanted to break off and form their own tiny little nation instead of being part of Akranes.” Hari leaned over and spat on the ground.

“I do remember that,” Owyn said. “The merchant I worked for complained quite a bit about it, as he had to alter his path such that it added a full day of travel time to Midsandur. I heard those rebels were quite vicious.”

“Aye, they were,” Hari said, continuing with the story. “Usually, the king would just hear them out, see what they were really after so he could solve things peacefully. But before he got a chance to do so, they started kidnapping women and children. Said they needed to populate their new country. The king sent a handful of us down there after that and told us to deliver the king’s justice. He said it with that dark look on his face, the kind that leaves no question about what he meant.”

Owyn grunted. “I am quite familiar with that look. I’m surprised he didn’t try to go down there himself.”

“He probably would have, had it been a larger uprising,” Hari said. “Anyways, we decided to send a small force down there to handle things quietly. One squad of scouts and one of pike. I was there, leading the infantry, and Olaf led the scouts. We waited until nightfall to take care of business. Only a tiny sliver of moon was in the sky that night. It was about as dark as could be, just how scouts like it.”

“Hopefully we’ll have something similar tonight,” Owyn muttered. “Sorry, go on.”

Hari nodded. “Olaf and three other scouts stole into their camp that night while the rest of us waited in the trees. They found where they had people locked up. Him and the other scouts picked the locks on the cages and set all the women and children free. After that, Olaf set himself to handling the men responsible. He found the bastards in charge and cut two of their throats in their sleep before the others caught him.”

Owyn winced. “They caught him?” He knew where this story was going.

Hari nodded slowly and looked down. “Aye, they did. Caught all four of ‘em. They tied Olaf up and made him watch while they cut the other three men to pieces. Then they got to work on Olaf. It was all the screams that let us know things had gone wrong. They tortured him slowly, really drawing the pain out. They were pissed he had killed some of them in their sleep, and they sought retribution. They gave him that scar on his face.”

“How did he get out?” Owyn asked.

“The rest of us made our way into the camp, sticking to shadows and killing every son of a bitch we came across. By the time we got into the camp proper, half of them were already dead.”

Owyn raised an eyebrow. “Olaf?” he asked.

Hari chuckled. “Yep. As he tells it, they were getting ready to cut his manhood off when he got loose. Apparently, they were trying to hold him down so they could cut him but no one could get a grip on him on account of all the blood. He was too damn slippery.” Hari laughed and shook his head. “Olaf handled business right and proper after that. Killed near a dozen men with his bare hands. By the time we found him he was naked as the day he was born and covered in blood. To this day, I still don’t know how much was his and how much belonged to those rebels.”

Owyn shivered after hearing the story. “I imagined something had happened to the man, but I never would have guessed that.”

“Aye,” Hari said. “Olaf is the hardest man I’ve ever known. I’m glad to have him on my team.”

Owyn took a deep breath. He hadn’t been expecting all that. “Well, hard to top a story like that, but I believe I’ve got a solid plan for tonight.”

“I’d love to know what’s swimming around in that head of yours if you’re keen to share,” Hari said with a chuckle. “I hope it’s sneaky and cruel, and I hope it makes them suffer.”


12



They rode in silence for a few minutes while Owyn went over his plan in his head. Simple plans had the best chances of being successful, so he had worked to keep it as straightforward as possible. There were still several possible failure points, but they were all on him. And he would not fail, no matter what happened.

He missed Freya and Sunneva. As prince he got a nicer tent than the others, but he still disliked sleeping alone. More than a week had gone by with only soldiers for company. He missed Freya’s beautiful smile and Sunneva’s laugh.

Soon, he reminded himself. Soon he would be back with them and things would be back to normal. The trade issues would be resolved, the Akranian economy would be thriving, and they would work on Sunneva growing an heir. And they wanted him to meet this new woman, Katla. Yes, the future was bright. Owyn found himself smiling at nothing as he thought of it.

“Hari,” Owyn said after explaining his plan. “When we make camp tonight, ensure all of the soldiers have their new cloaks. They’ll need them.”

Hari scratched at his beard. “I was wondering what all those were for. I mean, I’m always grateful for a new cloak. Never had one this dark, though.”

“That’s the point,” Owyn said with a smile.

“Well, now I’m curious,” Hari said, chuckling. “How did you get so many made on such short notice?”

“That’s one of the benefits of being a prince,” Owyn said. “I thought the tailor’s eyes were going to pop out of her head when I told her I needed a hundred black cloaks by morning. But, she just nodded and gathered up all her apprentices. She’ll be tickled to know that her work helped us capture the bandits.”

“Always good when a person puts in hard work and they see the result of it,” Hari said, keeping his eyes on the treeline. “I think you’re right, she’ll be glad to hear it.”

“What about you, Hari?” Owyn asked. “What’s your story?”

Hari gave a little chuckle. “Not much of a story, my lord. I grew up on a farm near the city, tending to sheep and all sorts of crops. I didn’t want to take over the farm; my younger brother agreed to do that. I didn’t really have any skills that could earn money, but I was strong and had a penchant for fighting. So I decided to just sign up for the army when I was nineteen.”

Owyn whistled appreciatively. “Just how long have you been in?”

Hari sucked on a tooth for a moment as he thought. “Next summer will be twenty-two years. Seen a lot of things in those times. When I was a youngin, I fought next to the king himself. That is a vicious man with a sword, I tell you. I been all over the country, seen about every corner of Akranes.” He took a deep breath and let it out with a faint laugh. “They tried to promote me, but I refused. I just like being a soldier. It ain’t the easiest life, but it’s the right life for me.”

“There is honor in your words,” Owyn said. “You describe it as a simple life. I call it an honest living. Not much better than a man earning his way with his own hands.” He looked down at his, at the bits of lace on his sleeve peeking from beneath the cuff of his jacket. “I suppose that’s one of the biggest changes in my life. I won’t be doing that any longer.”

“Yeah, but you made it,” Hari said. “You’re set, my lord. Life is good where you’re at, and you’ve got a beautiful woman to spend the years with.” He barked a laugh. “I think the only way it would be any better was if you had two women that looked like the princess.”

Owyn smiled. “That would be something, wouldn’t it? How about a third, but blonde?”

“I don’t think I can even imagine a life so great,” Hari said. “I imagine pleasing that many women would be a lot of work. Although let’s be honest, calling it work would be a stretch.”

Owyn just laughed.

Several hours later, Owyn selected a spot for them to stop for the night. As usual, the soldiers set up the camp in a precise, orderly manner. Less than an hour later, cookpots set atop fires bubbled with stew, filling the area with delicious aromas.

Owyn found himself grateful that their travel food was much better than what he had eaten when he saved Freya. On that trip he was limited by what he could carry in his saddlebags. Now, five wagons followed the soldiers, each filled with food and supplies. The scouts were quite handy with their bows, so fresh venison supplemented the food they carried.

Owyn kept a close eye on the sun that evening. Once it sank below the tops of the trees, he found Hari and ordered the man to get the soldiers ready. It was time to start preparing for their mission. Once full dark fell, everyone had to be ready.

It was rather fascinating, watching nearly a hundred soldiers run around and prepare things. Their movements were swift and well-practiced; everything they did was that way, from pitching tents to fighting with spears. They were a disciplined group, and Owyn was proud of them.

As the men continued setting everything up, Owyn walked through the campsite. Men stood and greeted him everywhere he went, and he motioned for them to stop, at least for the night. The last thing he wanted was for an enemy scout to be watching them. If they saw all the soldiers constantly bowing to a single man, they would know that man was of great importance.

“Hari,” Owyn said, pulling the man close. “Tell the soldiers not to bow to me tonight, or salute me. I don’t want to run the risk of enemy scouts seeing that.”

Hari nodded. “Right away, my lord. I’ll spread the word.” He hurried away, telling squad leaders Owyn’s order.

Owyn donned his own cloak, black to match the rest of the soldiers. The soldiers blended into the dark woods increasingly more as the sun continued to sink towards the horizon. Soon, their time would come.

Once Owyn’s tent was prepared, he went inside. He had refused a larger tent and instead traveled with one fit for an officer. It was nice, as far as tents went, with a low, folding cot that kept him off the cold ground. Several blankets had been layered atop the cot, making it quite comfortable. Still, he missed his wives.

A junior soldier came in with a burning stick, clearly uncomfortable with the notion of not bowing to the crown prince. Owyn put him at ease and used the stick to light a large candle. The soldier bobbed his head and hurried away while Owyn set the candle on a small table next to his cot.

He rubbed his hands together, wishing time would pass more quickly. A quick check of his weapons ensured his sword was razor sharp, as was the dagger he had strapped on the inside of his left forearm. He was as ready as he could be.

With the candle burning safely away from the walls of the tent, Owyn rose to his feet an hour later. He had been able to read through a small book he brought with him to pass some time. The book wasn’t particularly interesting—it was mostly about the histories of different nations—but it was important for him to learn those things as the prince. He put the book away and pushed open the flap of his tent, then quickly moved away, keeping his cloak around him.

It was dark outside, the kind of darkness that only occurred miles away from any civilization. Candles inside several tents provided just enough light for him to carefully slink through the camp. Soldiers were checking their weapons and donning their cloaks. Good. Many of them were as excited as Owyn.

Owyn gently eased his sword in its sheath. The fighting wouldn’t come for some time, but he was anxious. His plan was solid, but things could still go horribly wrong. He didn’t like that so many lives depending on his decisions. That was what it meant to be a prince, though.

He reminded himself that when he eventually became king—gods be good, no time soon—he would directly affect thousands of people’s lives. Tens of thousands. Perhaps even more; he wasn’t entirely sure how many people lived in the nation of Akranes.

A low, black shape crept towards Owyn and eventually became Hari. Owyn knelt next to the man as he came close.

“Are you about ready, my lord?” Hari asked in a whisper.

“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” Owyn replied.


13



Which was how he found himself lying on the ground behind a screen of undergrowth an hour later. He was close enough to have a clear view of the camp, but far enough to avoid any detection. Hari was lying on the ground beside him, and together they peered through the bushes, keeping a close eye on everything.

Hooded black cloaks covered their forms from head to toe, with a double handful of dead leaves thrown on top for good measure. In the darkness of night, they were all but invisible. Someone could walk three feet in front of them and never see them hiding.

Faint movement caught Owyn’s eye. He squinted and looked through the screen of bushes in front of him. Their campsite was twenty feet ahead. The sliver of moon offered pitiful illumination, but it was enough for Owyn to make out the form of a single man creeping through the shadows.

Not a single sound could be heard that night other than the occasional snort from one of the horses. Heavy shadows laid over their camp, making it so there was little difference between the open areas around the tents and the narrow gaps between them.

Owyn’s eyes followed the man as he stole into their camp. He kept close to the ground, trying to avoid detection. Moving silently, he crawled through the camp and slipped between two large tents. A dark, hooded cloak, much like what Owyn and his men wore, covered the man from head to toe, making him appear as little more than just a feature of the terrain. Apparently Owyn hadn’t been the only one to have that bright idea.

“Bandits. There,” Owyn whispered as quietly as possible. Barely any sound escaped his lips.

Hari grunted faintly in response.

Another cloaked form slinked across the ground, following in the footsteps of the first. Together, they slithered between tents and made their way to the center of the camp, where Owyn’s tent had been pitched. A candle burned inside Owyn’s tent, making it glow softly. He had purposely arranged both the camp and their current hiding place so he had a clear view of his tent.

Owyn’s grip slowly tightened around a piece of twine and he began working it through his fingers until it was pulled taught. He gave it two gentle tugs, then let it go slack. He moved his left arm slightly, nudging Hari twice and receiving a nudge in return. They were ready. Now, all they had to do was wait for the right moment.

Owyn continued watching the figures creep through the camp. He watched as the men crawled towards his tent, heads looking this way then that. He had to admire their skill; they hadn’t made a single audible sound yet.

The lead bandit finally reached Owyn’s tent and waited for his companion to catch up. The pale moonlight glittered off the steel of his blade as he drew a heavy knife. The second man set his back to the tent and kept his head on a swivel, keeping watch. At this hour, everyone should be asleep in their tents. The bandits never seemed to question why no one was standing watch.

The bandit slid his blade through the canvas of Owyn’s tent and slowly pulled down, slicing through the heavy cloth with ease. Owyn found himself idly wondering how much it would cost to replace a tent like that. Better to just repair it.

Hari nudged Owyn again and whispered the word “left” so quietly he almost didn’t hear it. Owyn peered through the branches to their left as a group of two dozen men approached the camp.

They moved silently through the darkness, though not with the skill of the men at Owyn’s tent. Each of them had a sword or spear in hand, and most wore some form of armor. From what Owyn could see, no archers were among them. That was certainly a mistake. As they approached the edge of the camp, Owyn turned his gaze back to the men by his tent.

The bandit standing next to his tent had sliced a four-foot hole in the side, and with a nod to his partner he slipped inside. Owyn couldn’t help but smile as he imagined the man’s disappointment.

Sure enough, mere seconds later the man emerged from the tent, looking in every direction. He pointed to the tent next to Owyn’s, which was plain but still larger than the rest. That one belonged to Hari. As with Owyn’s tent, the man silently worked his knife through the side, opening up a slit tall enough for him to enter. He pushed his head into the tent, then pulled it out a moment later. Frustration was plain in his stance and the way he threw his arms in the air.

Owyn pulled on the piece of twine again and felt himself grin. A Black Redstart chirped from one of the trees, and seconds later there was the faint slap of bowstrings. The two men inside the camp suddenly clutched at their chests and fell to the ground as a dozen arrows pincushioned their bodies.

Owyn snapped his gaze back to the group of approaching bandits. The wheezes of the dying men hadn’t traveled far in the night, and this group of men still crept closer. Owyn’s grin deepened. Now came the part he had been looking forward to.

He rose from his position and Hari leaped to his feet only a second later. Owyn threw his cloak to the ground and his sword came out in a flash. Together with Hari, he pushed his way through the bushes.

“I am Prince Owyn of Akranes,” he roared. “Lay down your weapons and surrender. Resist and you will die in pain.” He gave them a few seconds to let the words sink in.

After several muffled shouts, the group of bandits scattered in every direction as they tried to flee. Wherever they ran, they met Akranian pikemen and archers that had been hiding in the bushes. The Akranian men were eager to fight the bandits that had ravaged so many merchants and slain so many soldiers. The bandits didn’t last long against them.

As Owyn sprinted towards the melee, a man with a two-handed axe rushed him. He swung it like a madman, with more aggression than skill. It was easy for Owyn to duck beneath a blow and counter with a slash to the inside of the man’s thigh. He shrieked and stumbled, barely having time to steady his footing before Owyn’s sword came around again and chopped deeply into the base of the man’s neck, nearly severing it.

Owyn kicked the bandit off of his blade and charged ahead. He roared like a wild animal as he came across a smaller man with a spear. The bandit’s eyes widened at the sight of the towering giant approaching and he raised his spear defensively.

Owyn’s sword met it with a loud thunk, nearly chopping the wood in two. The shock of the impact knocked the spear from the man’s hands. Owyn continued his charge and slammed his elbow into the man’s face, sending him flying backwards onto the ground. The man crashed into the dirt in a heap. Owyn raised his sword high overhead and brought it down in a powerful strike that split the man’s chest open like a piece of firewood.

The remaining bandits were surrounded. Upon seeing how quickly the Akranians had reacted, they began dropping their weapons and kneeling with muttered curses. The soldiers closed in, pikes aimed at chests, and gathered the bandits’ weapons.

“At least some of you have half a brain,” Owyn said with a grunt. He was only slightly disappointed that the fighting was done so soon. His heart still raced with the excitement of battle. “I’ll give you some time to get acquainted with my men,” he told the bandits.

The Akranian soldiers had leather cords in hand and began tying the bandits’ wrists. One bandit spat on a nearby soldier, which earned him a broken nose as he was kicked squarely in the face.

“So, these are the pig-dogs that have been killing Akranians,” Hari said as he approached Owyn. “Or at least some of them. I think this is only a small part of their group.”

In the dark, Owyn couldn’t quite make out Hari’s face but he knew it would be a grim scowl. Hari used his pike as a walking staff as he approached the nearest bandit. He drew his belt knife and held it for a moment, as if considering what to do next.

“Sergeant Hari,” Owyn called out. “Just make sure they’re able to answer questions in the morning.”

“Yes, my lord,” Hari said, sheathing his knife reluctantly. He turned to the nearby soldiers and raised his voice. “Alright, men. Let’s get to searching these plague sores, and let’s do it quick. I still hope to get some sleep before the sun rises. We’ll be taking turns standing guard tonight, with….”

Owyn walked back to his tent as Hari continued giving his men orders. He was certain that this wasn’t the entire force of bandits that had been causing trouble. Even still, it was good they captured such a sizable chunk of them.

In the morning, he would set to questioning them so he could get to the bottom of this. Why were they suddenly attacking merchants, and in such a brutal, violent manner? And more importantly, who was ultimately behind all of this? He still didn’t believe this was the work of mere bandits.

He smiled as he thought of the men standing guard. Owyn had done that countless times, on every trip to Midsandur. He and the other guards would take three-hour shifts each night, and always woke up groggy. At least now that he was a prince, guard shifts would be few and far between.
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Ezoleus strolled down the hallway, surprising himself with the lightness in his step. He hadn’t felt this good in…. Actually, he couldn’t even remember the last time he had felt this good. His days were generally filled with imbeciles and halfwits, with maggots that should be crawling at his feet, and with advising a drunken old man that had somehow become king.

A servant stepped past on some unimportant errand—probably just emptying the shit pots or listening at people’s doors, knowing them. Upon seeing Ezoleus, she bowed deeply. Ezoleus surprised himself by inclining his head at the woman and wishing her a good day. The shock on her face mirrored what Ezoleus felt inside. Truth be told, he felt like dancing. He idly wondered if he should ask her to dance, just to see her reaction. She was a decent looking woman, nothing beautiful but enough for a few minutes of fun.

He grabbed the ornate handle of his front door and pulled, then stepped inside his chambers. A feeling of peace always fell upon him when entering his realm. His chambers, elaborately furnished and decorated, were a reminder of how powerful and wealthy he had become over the years.

Three servants quickly approached him, wisely avoiding eye contact. When they were ten feet away, they went to their knees and bowed deeply. They remained that way, their heads nearly touching the floor tiles, and inquired if their master needed anything.

“Go,” Ezoleus said, waving them away. “Make yourselves useful somewhere else and leave me be.”

He continued to his favorite chair, set in front of a tall, arched window. A pitcher of fresh wine sat on a table next to it with beads of condensation showing it was still cold. Ezoleus poured himself a glass, surprising a nearby servant that usually handled that task. He drank deeply of the straw-colored liquid.

“What is this?” Ezoleus asked, looking down in surprise at his goblet. It was one of the best wines he had tasted in a long time. Crisp and light, it reminded him of…apples, with a touch of honey? He looked up at the nearby servant and raised an eyebrow in question.

“Um, a new arrival from Husafell. Southern Husafell, my master,” the servant said. He fumbled through his explanation, clearly not used to saying more than a word or two at a time. He was one of the few servants that still had his tongue, though he was appropriately afraid to use it around his master.

“I learned of a new estate producing a fine white grown in the foothills of some southern mountains,” he continued. “I thought I would pick up a cask for you, master.” His voice trembled with fear and his eyes frantically searched the floor. “Have I erred, great master? Please, master, I only sought to please you. Please, master.” He fell to his knees and bowed until his forehead touched the tile floor.

Ezoleus took another sip of his wine and enjoyed the man’s fear for a moment. It was an interesting thing, to have so much power over men that they acted in such a manner. When he spoke to the servant, he did so in a surprisingly soft voice. “No, no. You did well. It’s quite splendid, in fact; another cask or two would be perfect for next summer. Go on and relax somewhere.”

Confusion marred the servant’s face, as he had never before been told to relax. Ezoleus laughed as the man walked away, searching for something to do. He wound up simply standing against the wall, waiting on his master.

Ezoleus sat back in his chair and took another sip of his wine. Nothing could ruin his mood today.

Early this morning, one of his spies had brought him excellent news. Nearly one hundred Akranian soldiers, led by Prince Owyn himself, marched towards the border. All of Ezoleus’s carefully laid plans were coming to fruition, and marvelously so. Owyn was close, almost close enough to touch. He reached out and caressed the air before he realized what he was doing.

“You!” Ezoleus called out, pointing towards a servant standing obediently against the wall like a statue.

The man hurried to his master and immediately knelt before him.

“Prepare a team and cart for me, and load it with food and water. I will leave as soon as you are done,” Ezoleus told him.

The man bowed low, until his forehead touched the floor tiles, then pushed himself to his feet and ran to obey.

Ezoleus found himself so filled with excitement and a range of other emotions that his hands shook. He couldn’t help the trilling laugh that escaped him as he stood and approached the tall shelves filled with scrolls, vials, and vases. Looking around, he saw a woman standing next to the shelves, her eyes as blank as her mind of anything except a desire to serve her master.

“Woman!” he snapped, beckoning her closer.

She rushed towards him, large breasts bouncing in her thin robe. The moment she reached Ezoleus she untied her robe and bowed deeply, exposing her nude form.

“No, no time for that,” Ezoleus said. “Rise. To your feet, woman.” He would have her later, when he returned, but for now more important things needed to be taken care of.

She pushed herself to her feet and stood there, face blank, robe still open, exposing her flawless skin.

“Cover yourself,” Ezoleus commanded, then pointed to the rows of black- and white-glazed vases. “These must be brought to the stables as soon as possible. A cart will be there; fill the cart with straw, and pack these vases in tightly. Seal each vase with wax first and ensure no one else touches them. If they do, report to me immediately.”

She bowed low again, heavy breasts hanging, before closing her robe and pushing herself to her feet. She hesitated for a brief moment—she was used to serving him in other manners—and finally hurried away.

Ezoleus normally would have watched her run, but his mind was elsewhere at that moment. His eyes scanned the shelves until his fingers found the scroll he was looking for. Upon it, words were written that were so dark few could speak them and retain their sanity.

Ezoleus’s hand trembled with anticipation as he removed the scroll. Written on human skin shaved as thin as paper, it contained immense power. He unrolled it a few inches and read the first lines silently, giving his mind a taste of what was to come. He closed his eyes and tried to imagine how everything would unfold. It would be brutal. It would be glorious.

In a day he would meet Owyn and kill him in the most horrific manner possible. He would capture him first and break all of his limbs so he couldn’t fight. Then, the torture would begin.

The time for vengeance was nigh.
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Since their first encounter with the bandits, the Akranian scouts had adopted a rotation that resulted in at least four of them always being fresh and ready to ride. They scoured the path in front of them and the woods around, seeking any sign of the main bandit camp.

Sergeant Hari had selected the scouts himself. Each one was a veteran of numerous campaigns and had proven their skills time and time again. Not a one of them was without scars from vicious fights, but they all moved as silently as the wind as they searched the surrounding land.

Every few hours they reported to Owyn and Sergeant Hari, even if they found nothing. Some of the pikemen had placed friendly wagers on which scout they thought would find the group of bandits they all sought. Owyn permitted it as long as the wagers were kept to a few coppers; he wouldn’t stand for soldiers losing money over something so trivial.

After their first night with the bandits, things had been quiet. Owyn and Hari hadn’t learned anything useful from their interrogation other than there was another, larger group of bandits somewhere closer to the border. That much, they had already figured out on their own, so it was a useless bit of information.

Owyn and his men were only a handful of miles from the border of Midsandur, so he told his men to be increasingly careful not to raise any unnecessary trouble. Find the bandits, bring them to justice, and figure out who hired them. Nothing else.

Some of the soldiers had complained that first night when Owyn sentenced them to death by hanging. They had wanted their own revenge against the cowardly dogs that had caused such trouble for their home country. They wanted a day of beheadings, so Owyn reminded them that their mission was to dish out the king’s justice, not to fill a lust for blood. King Ivar had demanded they hang, so that was what they did.

Late in the evening on the next day, one of the scouts rode up to Owyn. It was Olaf again, and there was a lightness about his mood that seemed at odds with his scarred face.

“I found ‘em, my lord,” he said in his gravelly voice. Excitement twisted his face into a grin, but his horrible scar turned that into a snarl. “Those dung-eating whoresons are camped an hour east of us. I came across one of their scouts and handled him, then followed his path back to the main camp. When I got close enough, I could smell their cookfires.” He scoffed, full of contempt for such an idiotic mistake.

“That is good news,” Owyn said gravely. He was glad to find the bandit camp, but that meant the real bloodbath was about to begin.

Olaf continued. “They don’t even know how to hide properly, my lord. They’re just sitting there in a small clearing a ways off the road. We can take out the rest of their scouts and surround them without any real trouble.”

Owyn nodded. “How many men did you count?”

“Forty-six,” Olaf said without missing a beat. “Well, forty-five, since I killed one.”

Owyn made a mental note to give Olaf some kind of bonus when they returned to the city. The man was damn good at his job.

Owyn’s grip tightened on his reins until his knuckles cracked. “Thank you, Olaf,” he said, then turned to Hari. “Sergeant Hari, I need you to ready the men. Let them know what lies ahead. No making camp, but have them get a few hours of rest. We’ll attack the bandit camp at sunrise. Oh, and have them keep an eye out for any enemy scouts.” He turned back to Olaf. “I’m assuming your lot will take care of them.”

“Right you are, my lord,” Olaf said. “Any of them come within a hundred feet of us and their blood will fertilize the ground.”

After that, Hari moved quietly among the soldiers and spoke with the squad leaders, informing them of the plan. Their entire party moved off the road and into the woods, where most of the soldiers curled up in their cloaks and tried to sleep for a few hours.

Owyn sat with his back against the base of a large elm tree and tried to nap as well. Dreams of Sunneva and Freya filled his mind so intently that it took him a moment to realize it wasn't a regular dream.

"Freya?" Owyn asked. He stood in front of their bed in the royal palace, while Freya and Sunneva laid on the bed in each other's arms. Everything felt incredibly real, as if he could reach out and touch them.

"Hello, Owyn," Sunneva said as Freya kissed down her neck. "We finally caught you at the right time. We've been trying to do this for three days, now."

"You're doing this?" he asked, turning in a circle. It looked like his home. It felt like his home.

"We wanted to spend more time with you," Freya said. She reached out a slender arm towards Owyn. "We miss you, Owyn."

"Studying magic is boring," Sunneva said. "Although it looks like I may even be more powerful than Freya one day."

"That's amazing!" Owyn said as he knelt on the bed. He looked down and found that he was naked. "So, what is this? What's happening right now?"

"It's a bit hard to explain," Freya said. "Basically, we created a dream using magic, then managed to link up with you right as you began to dream on your own. We replaced your dream with ours."

That sounded incredibly dangerous. "Are you saying anyone could steal their way into my dreams?"

Sunneva smiled. "No, silly. It's safer than you think. We are only able to do it because the three of us are married. Otherwise, we would have to be incredibly powerful. To force yourself into a dream is a dark think. Not only difficult, but forbidden and long forgotten."

"So, what happens now?" Owyn asked as he ran a hand up Sunneva's thigh. She felt real beneath his calloused palm.

"I'll show you what happens now," Freya said as she pushed Owyn onto his back.

In a matter of seconds the two women were upon him. They were a tornado of energy as they kissed and sucked all over him, then took turns riding him to completion. The time seemed to stretch for hours, much longer than Owyn knew he had. They were to prepare for an attack in only a short time.

Of course, as he blasted his seed deep inside Freya a second time, it was hard to think about anything else.

"How long does this last?" he asked his two wives.

"We can make it last a long time, but there are limits," Sunneva said. "It helps that both of us are working to make this happen. As is, we probably have a total of seven or eight hours. Is that right, my love?"

"Yes, it is," Freya said as she leaned down and kissed her wife.

"I wish this could last forever," Owyn said. "One day it will, once this is done."

"How are things going where you're at?" Freya asked, propping her chin up on her palms.

"Not to ruin our intimate mood, but they're going well," Owyn said. "We tricked a group of two dozen of them the other day, and dealt with them. Olaf—one of the scouts, that is—just found their main camp. As soon as I wake, we'll prepare to attack."

Sunneva whistled. "Makes me glad I'm here in the keep."

"Right here with me," Freya said, reaching over and slapping her wife on her firm bottom. "Right where you belong."

"How are things going to change with you learning magic?" Owyn asked.

"We're not sure, yet," Sunneva said. "Things definitely will change, though. Can't have a sorceress changing chamber pots."

"I convinced my father to put her in a sort of training role," Freya said, smiling at Sunneva. "So she's no longer a handmaid, and we get to spend most of our days together."

"Sometimes I wonder how we'll tell him," Owyn said. "Especially if Katla works out and joins our little family."

Sunneva laughed. "Maybe I can learn a spell to help with that."

"I think it will be okay as long as I tell him," Freya said. "I need him to understand that I want this, that it's not you forcing something on me. Eventually, he'll have no choice but to accept. But that will be in the future. For now, we'll simply enjoy each other while building our future, one brick at a time."

Sunneva smiled as she reached out and touched Owyn's face. "Stay strong, my love, and fight well."

"And don't get hurt," Freya said. "I'm no good at sewing up wounds."

"Truer words were never spoken," Owyn said with a laugh. "I love you both, and I'll see you soon."

"And once again, the hero," Freya said as they both faded away, and the dream with them.

Owyn woke with a start, looking around him. It was pitch black outside, with nary a sound to be heard other than the faint snoring of some of the soldiers. Owyn suddenly noticed a warm stickiness in his breeches and had to stifle a laugh. Apparently the dream had drawn a physical reaction from him; it had been so real that he came in his pants each time they made love during the dream. He would have to tell his wives about that when he got back. They would get a kick out of it.

He went to his saddlebags and withdrew a fresh pair of breeches, then hurriedly changed in the dark. Judging by the position of the moon, he still had time for a couple more hours of sleep. He went back to the base of the elm tree and settled down.

In the early hours of the morning, the soldiers lined up on either side of the road in two silent files and prepared themselves. Each wore their black cloaks, to conceal them in the darkness. The horses had been left with a few men to guard them; horses would only slow them down in the dense forest. The cavalry soldiers walked next to the pikemen with their hands on the hilts of their swords, ready for anything. Slowly, the soldiers crept forwards, until the scouts directed them to enter the forest.

Olaf and five others in his crew led the way as they entered the trees, fanning out ahead and keeping an eye out for any enemy scouts. Owyn could barely see his hand in front of his face in the darkness, but the scouts seemed just fine.

Moving so many armed men through a wooded area without making any noise was no easy task, but under Hari’s leadership they made nary a sound. Owyn made another mental note to tell General Gunnar just how well the soldiers performed on their mission. They had proven their discipline and professionalism time and time again, and he knew they would do the same when they attacked the bandit camp.

Owyn was the only one to bring a horse into the forest; he pulled Lukka behind him for a while so he could have quick access to his saddlebags. There was a chance he would discover clues as to who was ultimately responsible for these attacks, so he wanted to be sure he had a way to carry things. Lugging them on his shoulders just wouldn’t work.

Owyn kept his eyes on the man twenty feet in front of him, moving silently as a mouse among the trees. At the pace they traveled, it seemed to take forever to make their short journey in the forest, but Owyn’s pounding heart made him feel as though he was on the threshold of a battle the entire time. He never heard a peep from his scouts, but after half an hour he came across his body.

“Ugh,” Owyn muttered, and Hari grunted a question at him. Owyn just pointed at the body, which was enough to explain his reaction.

It was a man’s body that sat with his back against a tall oak tree. Even in the darkness Owyn could see how filthy the man’s face was, with his clothes being no better. His dead eyes stared at nothing and his mouth hung open, leading red-tinged drool onto his chest from a mouth half-full of rotten teeth.

None of that was enough to stir anyone, but the three arrows pincushioning his chest were, as well as how savagely his throat had been cut. Owyn was surprised the man’s head was still attached.

“I have to hand it to your scouts,” Owyn whispered to Hari as he looked away from the corpse. “They’re effective. Severe at times, but effective. We should be close.”

“Right ahead, my lord,” Olaf said quietly from beside Owyn.

“By the gods, man,” Owyn said once his heart stopped racing.

“Sorry about that, my lord,” Olaf whispered with a toothy grin. “Didn’t take you for the jumpy type.” He winked, and Owyn struggled not to laugh in spite of the situation.

“Let the squad leaders know how close we are, and to move on my command,” Owyn whispered. “Have the soldiers surround the camp.”

Olaf saluted and disappeared through the trees without a sound. Owyn nodded at Hari and the two men began making their way through the woods, trying their best to be as quiet as possible.

Off in the distance, Owyn could just make out the light of a fire illuminating a large clearing in the trees. Mount Hekla was visible far beyond that, the glow of early morning silhouetting it against the sky. Owyn’s fingers curled around the hilt of his sword as he crept forwards, Hari at his side. They were finally here.

To either side, he could just make out the shapes of Akranian soldiers hiding in the undergrowth. Cautiously, he inched forwards until the only thing separating him from the bandit camp was a single bush. He watched the bandit camp for several minutes.

There was no order to the camp. Dozens of dirty tents had been erected in random clumps, the exact opposite of the discipline and order found in Owyn’s camp. A large fire burned in the center of the camp and sent light in every direction. The coals of several small cookfires smoldered in the twilight, adding a dull glow to the flickering light of the main fire.

While most looked to be asleep, several filthy men wandered around the camp. Their clothes looked little better than worn rags, but their weapons had the gleam of well-maintained steel and they moved like they were more comfortable with the weapons than without. Filthy or not, these were hard men.

Owyn scowled as he recognized Akranian armor on several men—probably from the soldiers they had killed weeks ago. That was guaranteed to enrage the soldiers.

One bandit walked towards the treeline and untied his breeches, then began pissing on a tree. Pikemen hid in the bushes not five paces from that bandit, but he whistled to himself and saw nothing in the darkness.

A group of four men, noticeably less filthy than the rest, stood off to one side as they talked among themselves. Judging by the sharp hand gestures one of them made, they were arguing about something.

One of them, a tall man with black hair and decent-looking brigandine armor, stood with his arms crossed and frown on his face. The expression on his face made it clear he felt he was dealing with people he considered inferior.

Owyn pushed himself to his feet and took a step into the clearing. Hari moved behind him like a shadow. Upon seeing them move, the rest of the pikemen stepped into the clearing with their weapons held ready.

Caught by surprise, the bandits that were awake scrambled to their feet and unsheathed their weapons, shouting curses and hollering for the rest to wake. Seconds later, bleary-eyed men, often shirtless and barefoot, stumbled from the tents with weapons in hand.

Wanting to fight your way out of a tricky situation was a natural reaction for a man, but they were surrounded and outnumbered. Fighting was a guaranteed death sentence.

With his shining mail armor trimmed in gold, Owyn stood out as their clear leader. A man directly in front of Owyn clearly noticed this and hurled a dagger at him.

Hari, ever the reliable battle companion, had seen the man move and thrust his shield in front of Owyn before the dagger had even left the man’s hand. It struck the shield with a resounding thunk, and Hari immediately charged the man. He rammed his heavy belt knife into the man’s belly and knocked him to the ground, finishing him off with several more thrusts at the bandit’s face.

“Lay down your weapons and this will be easier for you,” Owyn shouted as the Akranian soldiers closed in on the bandits. They held their pikes at chest height and herded the criminals like unruly sheep. Soldiers stormed through the tents and dragged out half-awake men by their hair.

Most of the bandits were smart enough to drop their weapons and surrender. A few of them fought back, trying to break through the line of disciplined pikemen. None made it.

Several soldiers had also noticed the bandits wearing Akranian armor. Without hesitation, they rammed their pikes ruthlessly into those bandits, and stripped the armor from them before they even died. All of the soldiers were well aware that two squads of their comrades had been slaughtered by these bandits.

Owyn considered calling them off—he needed to interrogate these bastards, after all—but decided against it. Let the soldiers have their vengeance.

“That was too easy. I was hoping for a good fight,” Hari said with a chuckle as he sheathed his knife and walked back to Owyn. He looked over and saw the dead bandits being stripped of their Akranian armor and shook his head in disgust.

Owyn grunted. “Me too, but I’m glad we haven’t had any losses. Let’s get these guttersnipes rounded up and ready for questioning.” Owyn frowned at the lot of bandits, doubting he would get much information from the scummy bastards unless he could find their leader. If they even had one.

“Right away, my lord,” Hari said. He saluted, fist to chest, and marched over to where the pikemen were binding the bandit’s wrists.

Owyn looked around the camp, hoping to find something informative. One tent was larger and cleaner than the rest, so he made his way to it. That was as good a sign as any of a leader, or at least someone that took themself more seriously.

Inside the tent was a blanket, saddlebags, and a sword. Unfortunately, nothing gave him any clue as to what was behind all of this. Owyn wasn’t entirely sure what he was looking for—a signed letter with orders to attack the Akranians would have been nice. It wasn’t like this rag-tag group of criminals would have written orders lying about. Most of them probably couldn’t even read.

He dug through the saddlebags, but found nothing of use. Just dirty clothes, a sharpening stone, and a few more odds and ends.

Owyn scooped up the sword and examined it. It was a fine weapon with a long, thin blade. The style was common in the south, and was called a rapier, or something similar. Owyn preferred the heft of his own sword, but had to admit that a precision weapon like this would be devastating when wielded by a skilled hand. He pulled the blade a few inches out of the scabbard and inspected the blade, then rammed it back in. The steel was well-oiled and looked sharp. With nothing else worthy of note in the tent, he left.

“Sergeant Hari!” Owyn shouted as he approached the grizzled veteran.

Hari jogged up to Owyn without hesitation. “Yes, my lord?”

“Here,” Owyn said, tossing the sword to him.

Hari caught it with a smile and looked it over. “A fine blade,” he said. “A fine blade, indeed. I’d have to save for a long time to buy something like this. Thank you, my lord.” He bowed his head to Owyn.

“You’ve more than earned it,” Owyn said, looking around. He rubbed his hands together. “Okay, it’s time to get started.”
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“Bring me one of the bandits,” Owyn said to the nearest soldier.

The young soldier bowed his head, then hurried off to where the bandits had been rounded up.

Owyn grabbed a nearby stool and sat on it while watching the soldier. After a moment, the young soldier returned, pushing a bandit in front of him. Blood streamed from a thoroughly broken nose, and the bandit muttered curses with every step.

“Here you are, my lord,” the soldier said, offering another bow. He clearly wasn’t used to dealing with a prince, judging by how sloppy his bow was. It was even worse than Owyn’s.

“Well, what do we have here?” Owyn asked. “One of the bandits that’s been killing my people.” He looked the man up and down.

Like the rest of the bandits, this man was absolutely filthy. Personal hygiene seemed to be low on their list of priorities. His clothes were torn and stained, and his hair was greasy. The bandit glared at everyone around him through a mask of dirt and blood. His hands were tied behind his back, leaving him defenseless.

“Yes, my lord,” the young soldier said. “We softened him up a bit for you, so he should be eager to talk. Isn’t that right?” The soldier punctuated his question with a punch to the bandit’s short ribs. The only thing that kept the bandit from falling to the ground was the soldier’s sudden grip on his collar. He hauled the bandit back to his feet roughly.

“Enough,” Owyn said, holding up a hand. “I need him capable of answering questions.” His soldiers would slaughter the whole lot if he let them. Not that he blamed them. It was what the bandits deserved.

“Right, my lord,” the soldier said. He grabbed a handful of greasy hair and twisted, pulling the bandit onto his toes.

Owyn frowned and studied the man for a moment. His hair was dark, as were his eyes, and he had the fair skin that was common this far north. His bloodied nose was slightly crooked as if it had been broken several times in the past, and he was missing one of his front teeth. Oh yes, the soldiers had definitely softened him up.

“What’s your name?” Owyn asked quietly as the soldier pushed the bandit onto a stool in front of Owyn.

The bandit glared at the soldier for a moment before turning to Owyn and answering. “Aldwin,” he muttered.

The soldier struck the man in the face, hard enough to send him to the ground. He reached down and grabbed the man’s tunic, yanking him upright.

“That’s the prince you’re talking to,” the soldier growled. “How about you show so damn respect, you fucking pig-dog!”

Aldwin shook his head and glared at the soldier, but ducked his head to Owyn. “Sorry, my lord.” The look on his face was sour, as if he had bitten into a piece of rotten fruit.

“Aldwin,” Owyn said. “How you answer my questions will determine how we treat you. You understand this, right?” The man nodded. “Good. Fortunately for you, I only have one question: who hired you?”

Aldwin breathed heavily in frustration. “I…. I don’t know anything like that, my lord. All’s I know is the orders I’m given. We kill most the merchants from Akranes and take their goods. Some get sent away to somewhere, if they’re lucky. We leave the merchants from Midsandur alive, though we took their stuff as well. Paid ‘em, too. Paid ‘em damn good.”

“How generous of you,” Owyn said dryly. “So, you don’t know who hired your group?” Owyn’s hand crept towards his dagger.

“No, but—” Aldwin frantically looked around as he tried to think of something to give Owyn. “Emil. Emil will know. He’s uh, I guess the closest thing we have to a leader. We like to think we ain’t got no leaders, we’re all free men here. He tends to think of himself as one, though. He’s the one that got all our orders.”

Owyn sat up upon hearing this. “Do you know where his orders came from? Can you tell me anything about them?”

“Not much, my lord,” Aldwin said. “Well, from the city. From Vogar. Our money came from there, too. I don’t know exactly who sent it though.” He tongued the hole made by his missing tooth. “Bastard still owes a lot of us. Owes me twenty silver.”

“Can you point Emil out to me?” Owyn asked calmly.

“Yes, yes,” Aldwin said, eager to cooperate. “He’s right over there. That one,” he said, nodding towards a group of men being guarded by Akranian soldiers.

“Which one?” Hari asked.

“The one with the short black hair,” Aldwin said, pursing his lips as if to spit. “That’s the rat bastard Emil! Thinks he’s better than everyone else. Certainly acts like it, talks like it.”

Upon hearing his name spoken, Emil’s head snapped towards them and he fixed them all with a sharp glare.

“Bring him,” Owyn said, pointing at Emil. “You,” he said, pointing at Aldwin. “Back with the rest of the murdering scum.”

“I helped you, my lord,” Aldwin pleaded as the young soldier dragged him to his feet. “Don’t forget, my lord! Aldwin helped you! I’ll—I’ll tell you anything I can, my lord! I’ll—”

He was cut off as a nearby pikeman struck him in the face.

“You’re too nice with them, my prince,” Hari grumbled from behind. “These men are all murderers and thieves. They hurt a lot of people, and they deserve just the same.”

“You’re not wrong,” Owyn said, shrugging his heavy shoulders. “But if you torture a man, he’ll tell you anything to make the pain stop. He’ll tell you the truth, he’ll lie, he’ll say whatever it takes. Plus, to be honest, I haven’t got the stomach for torture.”

“I do,” Hari said flatly. He stood next to Owyn, glaring at the group of bandits. “Done it several times, my lord. I can make any of ‘em talk.” His eyes narrowed as he studied the bandits. “I can’t wait to see these bastards dangle from the end of a rope.”

Owyn shook his head. “They’ll get what’s coming to them, don’t worry. But first, I need to learn who hired them, and I want their minds clear when I question them. Hopefully we’ll get some answers soon.” He looked over at Emil, who was being led to him by two pikemen.

“If the gods are good, my lord,” Hari said as he crossed his thick arms.

His scowl was fierce enough that it should have knocked Emil to the ground, but the bandit kept his face cool and haughty. Contempt filled Emil’s eyes as he looked down at Owyn, seated on the stool.

“So, the prince in his shining armor has come to interrogate me,” Emil said, his voice filled with mockery. “I wonder what threats he’ll try?”

Owyn held up his hand to stop a nearby pikeman from punching Emil in the face. He studied the man, noting the self-important air about him. Emil looked down at the stool, then sat on it as if it were a throne, and Owyn the one being questioned.

As their leader, the blame for all the merchants’ deaths lay at Emil’s feet. It was clear he knew that, just as it was clear he didn’t care. This was a man that had little respect for life, other than his own.

“So, you’re their leader?” Owyn asked calmly.

“Hmm, is that what they said?” came Emil’s smug reply. He smirked, and Owyn immediately wanted to punch the man. “Odd. Just a word of advice, but you might not want to believe everything this lot tells you.” He crossed his arms and sat there with a faint smile upon his face.

“You owe Aldwin money,” Owyn said casually.

“What?” Emil snapped. “That little snake wouldn’t—”

“I only have one question that you need to answer,” Owyn interrupted. “Who hired you?

Emil’s lips pressed into a thin line and he met Owyn’s question with silence.

Owyn leaned forwards. “Who is responsible for all of this, if not you? Where should I place the blame?”

Again, Emil kept silent, although this time he smirked.

Owyn frowned at the man. Emil surely knew he was going to die either way, so he had decided not to leak any information. Why? Who was he protecting?

“Listen,” Owyn said. “When I tell my men who the leader of this group is, they’re going to make an example of that man. They’ve been eager for bloody vengeance for days, I tell you. Weeks. Some of the things I hear these men talk about doing almost makes me sick. But then again, you’re used to things like that, right?”

Emil raised a single eyebrow in reply. He remained silent.

“Here’s what I’m thinking,” Owyn said, tapping his finger against his lip thoughtfully. “You can give me all the information I want, and I’ll tell my men that someone else was the leader of these bandits. Maybe I’ll even let you pick the man out.” That got his attention. Owyn continued. “But if you keep refusing to speak, I’m going to just hand you over to the pikemen. I know they’ll hang your innards from the trees in the same manner you did with our men. I don’t think they’ll kill you first, though.”

A single drop of sweat ran down the side of Emil’s face. With the chilly air, that was telling. His face, however, remained as calm and impassive as a statue.

“You know,” Owyn said. “I actually overheard a soldier saying he wanted to play a game with the leader of the bandits. Now, the exact name of the game escapes me, but it was something about his spear. Sergeant Hari?”

“How sharp is my spear and where should I stick it,” the grizzled soldier said, standing over Emil’s shoulder. He bent down and spoke directly into Emil’s ear. “The best way to play that game is to dull your spear, first. You don’t want it to cut and slice through that sensitive, delicate skin,” He reached down and slapped Emil on the bottom. “You want it to tear and rip the flesh when you ram it up their—”

“Look,” Emil said suddenly, leaning away from a grinning Sergeant Hari. “I can’t tell you anything. Believe me, you can threaten me with anything you’d like, but there is no way I’m going to tell you who ordered this.” Sweat still ran down the side of his face.

“You’re that afraid of him?” Owyn asked. “You’re a tough man, Emil. You’ve clearly seen your share of hard situations. Who would you fear that much? The king? No, a day on a fast horse puts you out of his reach. Who, then?”

Emil let out a sigh of resignation and shook his head. “If I tell you anything, I will pay dearly, with tortures that would make you sick to hear. Things worse than your soldiers can think of.” He briefly glared up at Sergeant Hari.

Owyn frowned at the man. It was clear that Emil wasn’t going to crack. He had to find another way to get him to speak. Some way to trick him. “Sergeant Hari,” he said. “Go find that pikeman and tell him to start dulling his spear.”

“Right away, my lord,” Sergeant Hari said, grinning like a madman.

“You don’t understand,” Emil said, his haughty expression replaced by one of mild panic. “No matter what you threaten me with, if I tell you anything, I will suffer worse.”

“You’re about to suffer an awful lot,” Owyn said. “Sometimes it’s hard to believe the kinds of wounds you can give a man, and he just keeps on living. Cut off his manhood? Skin his arms and legs? He can keep on going.”

Emil scoffed. “I already know what both of those feel like.” His face took on a shadowed look and he stared at the ground as he continued. “He…fills my dreams with things like that and worse, much worse, on a regular basis. Just to make sure I never forget the price of failure. When he forces those dreams upon me, he doesn’t allow me to wake. I have to experience being tortured, mutilated, and burned alive on a weekly basis.” He met Owyn’s eyes. “Trust me,” he said, his voice suddenly hoarse. “There is nothing you can threaten me with that I have not already experienced in my dreams.”

Owyn stared at him for a moment as the words sank in. “He fills your….”

And then it hit him, like a hammer between the eyes. Only a person well-schooled in the magical arts could do such a thing. “A wizard is paying you to do this. Considering where you’ve been told to focus your attacks, my guess is….” Owyn rubbed his chin in thought. “It’s the court wizard. Midsandur’s court wizard put you up to this.”


17



Emil shifted uncomfortably on his stool and his mouth worked silently as he searched for the right words. He stammered out a few things, mostly excuses, and stopped short. His face flushed, and more sweat broke out on his brow. He looked around the camp as if seeking a way out. The man was in a full-blown panic.

“You don’t understand,” he said, his voice growing frantic. “You can’t imagine the things he’ll do to me. The things he’ll do to you! He’s told me what he wants to do to you, Owyn! You can’t imagine his power!”

“Oh, I can, trust me,” Owyn said calmly. “I’ve dealt with his kind before. They die just like ordinary men.” He barked a laugh. “Or women, for that matter.”

“There’s no escaping him!” Emil continued, his voice rising. “He’s going to kill me just for talking to you!” His eyes went wide with panic.

“Especially since you just confirmed who he is,” Owyn said, crossing his thick arms. “Thank you for the information, Emil. When I see him, I will make sure I tell you how you cooperated.”

At that, Emil’s eyes darted around as if he thought the wizard was nearby. “He has already shown me what he’ll do if I betray him. He’ll peel my skin and burn me alive! I won’t let him have me. I have to—”

As fast as a striking cobra, Emil snatched a small dagger from his belt. Before the nearby soldiers or even Owyn could react, he gripped the handle with both hands and drove the blade straight into his own heart.

Owyn, shocked at what he had just seen, leaped to his feet and grabbed the man as he fell to the ground. The bandit leader must be mad with terror to take his own life in that manner.

“At least I can die on my own terms,” Emil said in a strained voice. “By my own hand.” His eyes glazed over as he looked down at the knife hilt in his chest, then up at Owyn. “Fuck, that hurts. Ezoleus is his name. The court wizard. He’s coming for you, Owyn. You’re the entire reason he did this. All of this, all the killings, the death, it was all to bring you down here. All he wants is revenge.” He panted several times. “He knows I betrayed him! I can feel him in my mind!” His final words were but a whisper, then his body went limp as his dying breath rattled in his throat.

“Sergeant Hari!” Owyn called out.

“Right beside you, my lord,” the veteran soldier said.

“Have our fastest scout send a message back to the king, right away,” Owyn said. “The man behind all of this is named Ezoleus. He’s Midsandur’s court wizard.”

Hari’s face darkened at the words, but he nodded. “I heard him, my lord. I’ll send a scout right away.” He started to turn away, then stopped and looked back at Owyn. “I must ask, though. Why would a court wizard go through all of this effort to harm trade that would benefit his own country?”

Owyn pushed himself to his feet and wiped his hands on his breeches. They were clean, but touching these bastards made him feel filthy. It was like the darkness of their souls was a physical thing, and vile to touch.

“There’s no telling what goes on in some men’s minds,” Owyn said quietly. “When men seek power, sometimes it changes them. King Ivar will know what to do with this information.”

Although according to Emil’s dying words, Ezoleus started all of this trouble just to get revenge on Owyn. The thought chilled him.

Hari rubbed his chin for a moment. “Do you think there will be war?” His voice sounded grave, but a trace of excitement flushed his cheeks.

“It’s certainly possible,” Owyn said. “If we can get our hands on the wizard responsible for this, perhaps we can prevent the deaths of thousands.” Not that Owyn would mind the heat of battle, but he wanted to avoid any innocents dying. Or any of his men, for that matter. “We have to be fast, and we have to be smart if we want to keep this situation under control.”

“I don’t know about fighting a wizard, my lord,” Hari said with a frown. “I’ve heard fearsome stories about them, horrible stories. About men down in Whiteridge that burned their own eyes out to gain better sight. They can set the night on fire, and make the ground open at their feet.” He shook his head. “And we can’t forget about Uthar. A real bastard, him.”

Owyn grinned, though there was no mirth in it. “So far, I’ve fought two and won. Looks like I’ll be killing a third.”

“You’re braver than I am, my lord,” Hari said with a chuckle. “If you’re fighting a spellcaster, I’ll have your back, though. Waaaay back.” He laughed at that.

“Have your men search the bandits and the tents for anything of value, then let’s construct a gallows,” Owyn said, running his eyes across the group of murderers. “Wait. On second thought, make the bandits build the gallows this time. We were too soft, doing the work for the last group.”

Hari nodded in approval. “Now, that’s proper justice, my lord. I like it. I’ll send a scout for Akranes immediately.” He turned on his heel and strode away, barking orders at the surrounding soldiers.

Owyn watched as Hari approached Olaf. The scarred man nodded as Hari passed the information on to him, but no shock marred his face. After what he had been through, very little seemed to bother the man. It came as no surprise that Olaf would be considered the fastest scout.

Owyn turned back to the trees, watching Olaf disappear among the maples. If the court wizard of Midsandur, this man named Ezoleus, was causing all of this trouble, King Thyrill certainly knew. There would be war, of that Owyn was certain. Massive casualties on both sides. It would be a bloodbath, unless he could figure out a way to drag the wizard out of the castle and bring him to justice. That didn’t seem very likely.

Barely two months as prince, and he was already looking at his first war. These were trying times, indeed. Avoiding war meant spending more time with his wives, so he promised himself he would do whatever it took. His wives were his top priority.

An odd sound caused Owyn to turn around. A sizzling came from the trees, like a dozen hot pans filled with bacon. Owyn’s eyes widened in shock as a face began to form in the air along the treeline, like a window into another world. A face with blue eyes so pale they were nearly all white. A face framed with wispy white hair.

“You,” Owyn breathed. It was the same face he had seen in the witch’s cabin right after killing her. The face that had appeared out of nowhere and watched him in those moments. So, this was Ezoleus. The wizard behind all the murders. The man responsible for so much pain and death.

“And so I find you on our front doorstep,” Ezoleus said. His voice was even colder than his frozen eyes.

“What do you want with me?” Owyn shouted.

All around the camp, his men scrambled as they readied their arms. Half of them worked to keep the panicking bandits under control, and the rest were ready to fight anything that might come their way. Pikes were raised, and shields hefted. With a man’s head floating in the air, there was no telling what would happen next.

“I’ll tell you what I want,” Ezoleus growled. “I want your pain. I want your misery. Your suffering. I want you to know agony like you have never before dreamed, and I want to be there, bathing in your blood.” The floating face leaned forwards. “And I want you to know the price for interfering with my plans.”

Ezoelus suddenly grinned, and he began to fade from view. The sizzling sound Owyn had heard earlier grew in volume. A bright light flashed in the trees across the clearing and several men shouted. Something exploded.

Owyn blinked and shook his head, certain his eyes were playing tricks on him. A sudden sinking feeling swelled in his gut, so strongly that he thought he might be ill. A tree as thick as his leg crashed to the dirt, toppled as if it had been a sapling.

The trees parted, and he saw what was causing all the destruction.

“No,” Owyn breathed as he stepped backwards.
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Owyn’s heel caught on a rock and he nearly stumbled. Surely, he was dreaming, or this was some trick of the mind. Ezoleus was a wizard, after all, and they were known to do such things.

A man’s skeleton stepped into the clearing. At least, it was shaped like a man’s skeleton, but it stood at least twenty feet tall, towering over all the tents. It stared at the bandits and soldiers with empty eye sockets. Flames covered it from head to foot, burning so hot that Owyn had to step back. Each time the skeleton took a step forwards, the ground sparked and burned.

All around him, men shouted and fled. Faced with a horror such as this, the pikemen forgot their duties and sought only to save their own skin.

The skeleton lunged forwards, its mouth open in a silent shout, and dashed three tents to the dirt with a swipe of its bony hand. With its other hand, it snatched up the tree it had toppled a moment earlier and cast it into the fleeing soldiers, flattening a dozen of them.

“Run for your lives, men!” Owyn called out. His mind raced, trying to figure out a way to fight the horrible monster. Everything had a weakness. He told himself he had survived countless hardships in the past, and he would survive this as well.

In four steps, the skeleton reached a group of men falling over each other in their attempts to flee. It slammed its fists down, shattering their bodies like dead leaves. It swatted them to the side, sending broken, burning bodies flying through the air like insects.

With another swipe of its hand it snatched up two bandits and brought them to its mouth. It bit into their screaming bodies and tore them in half like they were made of wet paper.

In only a matter of seconds, half of Owyn’s soldiers were dead.

Hari grabbed a pike from one of his fallen comrades and threw it. It flew true and struck the skeleton in its flaming skull, but the monster batted it away like it were a gnat buzzing around its head.

“By the gods,” Owyn said hoarsely. He only had a moment to gape at the horror unfolding before him.

The skeleton suddenly fixed its empty eye sockets on Owyn. It reached down and scooped up the burning corpse of a bandit and cast it at the treeline, striking a fleeing man in a shower of red.

Owyn turned and ran for the trees, hoping the dense forest would slow this nightmare down. As large as it was, the skeleton would have trouble maneuvering through the foliage.

The sounds of crashing trees behind him were deafening, loud enough that his heart tried to beat its way out of his chest. He risked a glance over his shoulder and saw that the trees were only a small hindrance to the skeleton. It dashed them to the side, sending splintered trunks to the ground where they were consumed by the unnatural fires of the skeleton. Never did it slow.

Owyn did his best to trace his steps back to his horse while staying ahead of the walking nightmare behind him. A horse was a poor choice of transportation in a forest, but it was still probably faster than his own legs, especially now that the sun was beginning to rise.

As he ran, he glanced to his right. The low foothills surrounding the snow-capped peak of Mount Hekla were in that direction and gave him an idea. He just had to make it to Lukka.

Owyn ran until his legs turned to water and his lungs turned to flame. For once, his size worked against him, but adrenaline had him by the throat and urged him on. He suddenly found himself grateful for the morning walks he had been taking. For now, it was run or die.

Owyn nearly leaped with joy as he caught a glimpse of his horse in the distance. Excitement gave him energy, and he ran even faster, ignoring the branches that whipped at his arms and slapped him in the face.

As soon as he reached the animal, he snatched the reins from the nearby tree and pulled himself into the saddle. He immediately kicked the animal into a trot. Lukka balked at his sudden mounting, but screamed in terror when he saw the flames rushing towards him.

“Follow me, you bastard!” Owyn roared over his shoulder as his heart thrashed. “Follow me if you dare!” Behind him, the forest was ablaze. The skeleton charged towards him, slapping down leg-thick trees as if they were dead grass. Everything the skeleton touched caught fire like it was dry straw.

I’m going to make it, Owyn told himself. Somehow, I’m going to make it through this. I just have to draw the skeleton away from the remaining soldiers and figure out a way to kill it.

He sawed on his reins as his horse struggled to dodge trees. Owyn wished there was some way to get more speed out of the panicked animal, but the foliage of the woods was simply too dense. For that matter, the rate at which he already traveled was risky. All it would take was one low-hanging branch, and Owyn was dead.

The trees thinned out just ahead, and Owyn kept telling himself that he only had to make it a little further. Just another hundred yards and he’d be able to outrun the skeleton. Once the horse could lengthen its stride, he would be safe. He tried not to think about how fast the skeleton might be able to run on more open land. Lukka was one of the finest horses in the entire nation, though. Surely it could outpace the skeleton. It had to.

As the trees finally began to thin out and the ground turned to gentle, rolling hills, Owyn kicked his horse into a run. He risked a glance over his shoulder and saw the giant skeleton running after him, its long, loping stride easily keeping pace with the horse. Its blank eye sockets seemed to mock Owyn’s desperate attempts at escape.

Without slowing a step, the skeleton reached down and snatched up a large rock in its bony hand. It drew its arm back and hurled the rock.

Owyn yanked on his reins and his horse dashed to one side as a burning rock the size of his head smashed into a tree, splintering it at chest height. The tree crackled and snapped like a twig. Owyn’s horse squealed and jerked back in the other direction to avoid slamming into a maple tree right in front of it.

The mountains ahead were his goal. Blanketed in snow, they would be the perfect place to fight a creature wreathed in flames. Even the foothills had patches of white among the dirt and trees. As long as he got there, he told himself, he would be okay. He would make it.

Owyn looked behind himself again just in time to see the skeleton snatch another stone from the ground. Again, Owyn pulled his horse to one side as a large burning rock crashed into the ground where he had just been.

He leaned low over the horse’s neck and tried to will the animal to run faster. The trees were all but gone, so the animal could run free. Realizing he was riding in a straight line, he gently pulled on the reins, keeping his horse on a sinuous path. Another burning rock crashed into the ground right next to him, sparking even more speed from his horse.

The rolling foothills were the entrance to the mountain range. As Lukka charged over the next hill, Owyn saw a path leading up to a small mountain in the distance. Almost there. In only a few minutes, he would stand a fighting chance. He wasn’t sure how, but he knew in his gut he would be okay if he made it to the snow-drenched mountain in front of him.

Fear and adrenaline kept his horse running fast. Its head stretched out in front and its tail streamed in the wind behind it.

“Sorry, Lukka,” Owyn said through clenched teeth. If the animal didn’t drop dead from fear, there was a real risk of him running it to death.

Owyn kept checking behind him. His heart sank as he saw that the skeleton was damn near keeping pace with his horse on the open ground. It gnashed its teeth at him in a silent snarl as it thundered on, leaving burning footsteps in its wake. Every time it passed a stone, it snatched it up and hurled it at Owyn.

As the ground began to gently slope upwards, the patchy snow turned into great white mounds. Glancing behind him again, Owyn saw that the skeleton was still keeping pace with his horse. However, the skeleton looked to have noticed the snow as well. It clearly avoided stepping on any of the white patches on the ground as it chased him. That allowed Owyn to stretch the distance between them slightly.

Leaning low over his horse, Owyn began to feel a tinge of hope as he saw a narrow path leading up to the small mountain just ahead. He was almost there. A few more seconds and they would be racing up the side of the snow-covered mountain, where the skeleton would be wary to follow.

A flash of light temporarily blinded Owyn and his left arm became a mass of searing pain. He was weightless for a moment, and realized he was flying through the air. Someone screamed.

He crashed into the ground hard, grateful that he landed in several inches of snow that cushioned his fall. Glancing around, he saw the panicked screams came from his horse.

“No!” Owyn shouted as he saw Lukka. The back half of the poor beast had been crushed by a heavy stone and flames slowly consumed it. It was a hard way to die, and he didn’t even have the time to put the horse out of his misery. Plus, now he was on his own.

Owyn scrambled to his feet and lurched into a run, taking only a split second to glance over his shoulder. His long legs pumped hard, carrying him quickly for such a big man, but the skeleton was much faster. It casually reached down and flattened the horse’s head with a single blow, then looked back up at Owyn. That brief pause gave Owyn a headstart and he ran as hard as he could, knowing he couldn’t outrun the skeletal monster but trying anyway.

Red, blistered skin covered his left arm where the flames had caught him and burned through the sleeve of his jacket and shirt. He tried his best to ignore the pain and instead focused on running.

Never before in his life had Owyn run from a fight. He had always met everything head-on. Of course, he had never fought against a monster such as this, so the shame he felt was minimal.

He glanced over his shoulder again and saw the skeleton was still close behind, but had slowed to match Owyn’s pace. It seemed to be trying to tire him out before killing him. It hunted him and toyed with him like a game of cat-and-mouse. Bastard.

Even worse, Owyn began to wonder if the skeleton wanted to capture him alive. His mind went back to Emil, talking about all the tortures Ezoleus had planned.

Although he was at the base of the mountain and surrounded by snow, the heat from the burning skeleton felt like a roaring fire at his back. A shadow flashed in front of him, and he leaped to the side, rolling on the coarse dirt and rocks of the mountain path. A burning skeleton hand, two feet in length, slammed into the ground where he had just been running, its bony fingers cleaving deep marks in dirt and stone alike. The skeleton’s mouth opened in a silent scream of anger as the snow temporarily extinguished some of the flames on its hand.

Owyn pushed himself to his feet and darted up the steep path, his heart thrashing in his chest. Dirt and bits of gravel stuck to his burned arm and made each step pure agony. He ran as hard as his thick legs would propel him. Never before had he been as exhausted as he was, but he refused to slow, even if the effort killed him.

Again, the skeletal monster slammed its fist into the ground in an attempt to smash Owyn, and again he had to dive to the side to keep his life. Rolling painfully on his burned arm, Owyn cursed loudly and scrambled to his feet. The heat from the skeleton’s burning hand singed his hair and beard.

Owyn continued up the hill, dodging a hail of burning stones and swatting strikes. Again, he got the impression that the skeleton was trying to cripple him so it could capture him alive. It could damn near outrun his horse, so that was the only excuse.

His head swimming, he saw that the path went sharply uphill and curved to the right, where it spread out atop a small plateau with several large stones perched on the edge. A massive boulder, the size of a small house, sat at the back of the plateau, against the base of a cliff. From that, the mountain rose sharply, thick snow covering the steep angle.

That plateau was small, perhaps only fifteen feet in the air, and overlooked a flat basin beneath. A thought blossomed in Owyn’s mind as he raced up the path.

“Come on, you son of a bitch!” he shouted as he ran. “Follow me, if you want a fight!”
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Owyn ran up the path, struggling with the steep angle but refusing to slow. He had to drop to all fours to keep his balance as he climbed, so steep was the path

The skeleton, seeing the angle of the path, moved into the basin at the foot of the cliff and reached for the ground. It dug up another stone from the dirt and held it ready.

Owyn reached the plateau just in time. He dived behind one of the boulders as the skeleton hurled another burning rock at him. The rock passed through where Owyn’s legs had just been and crashed into the steep mountain behind, dislodging a large chunk of snow. The rock hissed loudly as the snow extinguished the yellow flames that had engulfed it. Some of it caught Owyn, and while he was grateful for the snow on his burned arm, he pushed himself back up. He had to move.

Owyn risked a glance over the top of the boulder and immediately leaped backwards as the skeleton’s fist slammed down on it. The crack of the stone splitting echoed among the mountains.

Owyn fell back and rolled, putting out the small fires that had started on his jacket. He looked back and saw the skeleton watching him, waiting for the right time to strike. While the bare skull was incapable of expressing emotion, Owyn thought the skeleton was smiling madly at that moment. It knew it had him pinned down. He glanced back at the shards of stone and a thought came to him.

Owyn sucked in air like a blacksmith’s bellows, trying to power his thick body. He was dizzy from exhaustion, but he rushed forwards and grabbed a chunk of stone the size of a man’s torso. With a grunt of effort, he heaved it to his chest. Wrapping his arms around it, he took several steps back, waiting.

The skeleton seemed amused at Owyn’s actions and stepped forwards, standing so that its chest nearly touched the edge of the cliff. It reached out with one of its burning hands and tried to grab Owyn, but Owyn gave it no chance.

He rushed forwards as quickly as he could, waddling with the weight of the stone. The skeleton raised its arm again, seeming to enjoy this moment of struggle before Owyn’s death. Its jaw worked as if it were laughing.

When Owyn reached the edge of the plateau, he heaved the stone with all of his might. It only had to fly a few feet.

Owyn ducked immediately after hurling the stone, narrowly dodging another swipe of the skeleton’s hand. He watched as the heavy stone crashed into the skeleton’s ribcage. The crack of bones sounded like trees being snapped in half. The boulder shattered most of the skeleton’s ribs and lodged in its pelvis, sending the burning monster crashing to the ground. It scrambled, confused at what had just happened, but Owyn didn’t stop to watch.

As soon as he recovered from the throw, Owyn grabbed a smaller stone, one only head-sized. He knew for a fact he could hurl this as far as a regular-sized man could throw a ball. He raced to the back of the plateau, to where the snowy mountain rose skyward.

Owyn stood with his back to the snow and swung the stone between his legs with both hands, then leaped into the air, hurling the stone up and behind him. He roared with the effort, sending the heavy rock through the air as if it were weightless.

The stone soared, flying twenty paces up and back before slamming into the thickly-packed snow. A large section of snow immediately broke loose, and Owyn raced to the house-sized boulder at the back of the plateau. He pressed himself against it and waited. He did not have to wait long.

A burning skeletal hand suddenly appeared at the edge of the plateau, It grabbed onto the rocks there, casting them to each side. The bony fingers dug into the rock as if it were butter. The skeleton used its grip to pull itself up. A burning skull rose, peering at Owyn with pure rage that was reflected in the heat of its flames. In its other hand, it held the massive stone Owyn had thrown at it. It drew its arm back.

A deep rumble rolled through the mountain, and seconds later a blanket of snow washed down. It increased exponentially by the second, until a massive deluge of white pounded against everything. It battered against the boulder, rattling and shaking it, and washed across the plateau where Owyn had just been standing.

The snow continued and flew from the edge of the cliff, slamming into the skeleton and sending it flying back to the ground. Owyn caught a glimpse of the flames being smothered in the split second before the skeleton disappeared. Owyn wished he could have watched the flaming bastard get buried in snow, but at that moment the avalanche began covering him as well.

Standing behind the huge boulder, Owyn was somewhat protected from the downward wash of snow, but things were quickly building up. As snow spiraled around him and tried to force him down, he reached up with a thick hand and grabbed onto the boulder, seeking any rough edge where he could dig a finger. Finally finding a handhold, he pulled himself up and grabbed onto the boulder with his other arm. His legs streamed out behind him as the snow tried to pull him away. Owyn roared with the effort, muscles in his forearms straining as he struggled to keep his grip on the boulder. If his grip failed, he would be a dead man.

Owyn breathed in deep, full breaths in case he found himself buried beneath the snow. An avalanche was a death sentence; anyone from the north knew that. No one survived one. The fast-moving snow packed itself solid, like a giant block of ice.

The sound of the avalanche was like the entire world roaring in his ears. Owyn shouted, his arms burning with the effort of not slipping, but he couldn’t hear his own voice.

Snow crashed over the top of the boulder and slammed into him, like being punched in the face by a giant. It buffeted him and tried to drown him, but Owyn held fast. The hard-packed snow rose higher and higher and he pulled himself up, huddling against the boulder, always one second from being buried alive.

Owyn wasn’t entirely certain when it stopped, but suddenly the great roaring had faded into a low rumble. The snow stopped trying to carry him away. His position behind the massive boulder was certainly the only reason he was still alive.

The avalanche had covered everything in twenty feet of hard-packed snow, but it barely reached Owyn’s waist. However, he felt as if his legs were buried in ice. He set himself to digging through the snow, but it was laborious work.

It was painfully slow. His arms burned as he shifted snow around him and tried to dig through the dense blanket of white. He drew his dagger from his forearm and used it to carve trenches, trying to open a space around him. Throwing his entire body weight this way and that, He managed to open a gap around his waist. That was a start.

Ramming his dagger into the dense snow, he shoveled it away, one inch at a time. His shoulders burned with the effort and his breath froze in his beard as he widened the opening around him.

Finally, after a small eternity, Owyn placed his hands on the hard snow and pushed. He pulled his feet up, and was able to scrape them out of the cavity in which he had been half-buried. He wiggled like a worm and levered his legs out.

Breathing hard, he fell onto the snow and sprawled on his back, his heaving breath making a cloud above his face. He laid there for some time, letting his heart and mind slow. Owyn had been in some difficult situations in his life, but never anything like that. Even his fight with the witch Valdis paled in comparison to what he just survived. Once his pulse slowed, he rolled over and surveyed the area.

Neither the plateau nor the basin beneath were visible any longer; the entire area was smothered with hard-packed white snow that completely erased all features. The skeleton was buried somewhere beneath tons of it. It stood no chance of digging itself out. Somehow, Owyn had survived.

His horse was dead, as were many of his men. Owyn pushed himself to his feet and began making his way down the mountain. He picked pieces of gravel from the skin of his burned arm, biting off several curses as his blood dripped onto the snow. Some of those wounds would need to be bandaged.

In his exhaustion, each step was a chore, even downhill. With grim determination, Owyn placed one foot in front of the other and continued on. For hours, he walked, his mind swimming from one concern to the next as the sun rose and began its journey across the sky.

Olaf had left before the carnage began, so no matter what the king would know who was responsible for the merchants being killed. Owyn suddenly realized that he might be the only survivor of this ordeal other than the scarred scout. If any soldiers had tried to follow him towards the mountain, they were now buried beneath the snow.

The king had to know about the monster that had killed his men, and of the wizard that set the whole thing in motion. The king had to know who the real enemy was.

Ezoleus. The name burned in his thoughts like the fires that had covered the skeleton. A long path lay ahead of him, but no matter what it took, he would make the sorcerer pay for all the death and suffering he had caused.


20



Ezoleus snarled in rage as he felt his conjured skeleton die. The great beast had been crushed by something, then buried beneath an avalanche. Ezoleus had felt the stabbing agony in his own chest as something struck the skeleton, shattering its bones. He roared in anger and shouted curses at the sky as he felt the supernatural life fade away.

That he could be defeated by such a simpleton, a muscle-for-brains oaf like Owyn of Styrkur! Prince or not, the man was a worm, a maggot that should be crawling at Ezoleus’s feet. His anger was hot enough that the snow around him should have melted.

He stomped across a field not ten miles from where Owyn’s battle had taken place. He was close enough to travel over there and deal with Owyn himself, but he had to treat the man with caution. Owyn was proving to be a formidable opponent. Ezoleus growled in his throat as he approached his horse. A servant waited obediently next to their horses, unaware of what had just happened.

Ezoleus had gone through great lengths to prepare for this, and for the second time that son of a whore had dashed his dreams into the dirt! Ezoleus seethed with rage as he reached his horse. He felt as if he might explode from sheer anger. As he grabbed onto the pommel of his saddle, dark thoughts formed in his mind. Thoughts dark enough to drive a lesser man insane. Thoughts of magic, long since forgotten and forbidden by a thousand laws. The kind of magic he had to use against a man like Owyn of Styrkur.

He looked over at his servant, still patiently awaiting instruction. The simpleton’s face was completely blank. He probably didn’t even feel the cold weather. That was how Ezoleus preferred his slaves, for that was what they were to him. They were no more than tools, and this particular one was about to become part of something bigger. Something powerful.

“You,” Ezoleus snapped. If the servant had a name, it had long since been forgotten. “Turn around,” Ezoleus ordered.

The slender man nodded and turned around, facing away. Ezoleus drew his belt knife as he approached him from behind. His hand reached out and laid against the man’s forehead, pulling his head back. The servant did not resist; Ezoleus had left little in the way of willpower within most of his servants’ minds. His other hand sawed the belt knife across the servant’s throat, viciously slicing through skin and the tissue beneath.

Hot blood spilled onto the fresh snow and the servant flailed his arms, struggling to escape. He gurgled and pleaded, but Ezoleus held him in place while chanting an incantation. While he spoke, he slowly drove the knife into the man’s stomach and pulled it to the side, adding more blood to the growing pool. The servant wept and cried out, begging for the pain to stop.

The man’s body suddenly lifted into the air. His fear-filled eyes, wide with confusion, fell upon his master and his mouth worked silently, begging for life. His actions seemed to ask if he had done something that displeased his master.

Ezoleus continued angrily reciting a spell that he had memorized years ago for a situation such as this, as an absolute last resort. The servant’s body hovered a foot above the snow and began contorting, shrinking as if crushed by a giant hand. He sought to scream, but his cries were smothered as his body was compressed.

As the man’s blood formed into a puddle in the snow, thin tendrils of red spread out like roots, hunting, seeking. Red lines moved north from the puddle of blood, racing through the pristine white snow as they sought their target at the peak of Mount Hekla.

Ezoleus’s voice rose as he continued his incantation, and with the sound of snapping bones the servant’s body was finally crushed into little more than a ball of meat. Blood and other bodily fluids slopped onto the ground, steaming in the cold. Ezoleus finished the spell in a shout, spittle flying from his lips from the force with which he roared his arcane words.

A cruel smile began to form on Ezoleus’s face in spite of his recent defeat. No one was prepared for what was about to happen. No one.

As he thought on the spell he had just cast, tendrils of fear crept into his mind, but he angrily pushed them down. Now was the time for power and blood. Not fear. Never fear.

A sudden, immense presence forced itself into Ezoleus’s thoughts, like a large man trying to overpower a woman. Ezoleus resisted with all his might. He chanted another incantation to bolster himself, closing his eyes and speaking the arcane words repeatedly until blood ran from his nose.

The presence loomed in his mind, trying to dominate him, but Ezoleus pushed it down through the power of his magic and sheer willpower. He forced it down as if holding a boot on a man’s throat and continued chanting his spell, even as he collapsed onto the snow, shaking from the effort. Blood flecked from his mouth, but he was finally the victor.

Ezoleus stopped his chanting and drew deep, ragged breaths against the snow. He laughed in spite of himself, a great, belly-shaking laugh that came from his depths. He had done it. He had won. The being that tried to take over his mind had failed.

Ezoleus could feel its anger, its rage and frustration at being awakened. It tried lashing out at him, but his mind held it tightly. It beat at Ezoleus’s defenses like a man trying to break down a door, but he stayed strong. After several long, painful moments, it finally subsided. The anger was still there, red-hot rage, but overlaying it was acceptance that it was the weaker of the two.

Another thought forced its way into Ezoleus’s mind as the entity sent him a question. It was not a thing of words, but of images and emotions. The sensation was powerful, overwhelming even, enough to nearly knock Ezoleus back to the ground. It demanded to know why it had been awakened from its ages-long slumber.

Ezoleus pushed himself to his knees and wiped blood from his mouth with the back of his sleeve. He clenched his teeth and sent the commands through his mind as vociferously as possible. The entity resisted and eventually fled his thoughts.

Ezoleus’s eyes fell upon the pile of steaming meat and viscera that had once been his servant. To control a being as great as this, as ancient as powerful, it would take more than a single sacrifice. That time would come. What was important was that Ezoleus had successfully awakened it.

Soon, the entire world would quiver in fear at Ezoleus’s power. No one was ready for what was coming.
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The afternoon sun beamed down, unhindered by clouds, and struggled to overpower the chill in the air. This far north, the weather was steadily marching towards winter; the days grew noticeably shorter and the air colder by the week, and flurries of snow fell almost daily.

Between the towering spires and thick stone walls of the keep, an icy breeze blew. It snapped pennants out and made them flap wildly, then tugged at cloaks and hats. The wind wound through the city and found its way to the training field where Owyn stood. It cut through his clothing like a knife and chilled him to the bone, but he did his best to ignore it. Of course, being shirtless certainly didn’t help.

The largest of the logs sat on the ground in front of Owyn. The handholds that had been carved into it were already turning color from sweaty hands, day after day. Both Owyn and Einar had visited this training field almost daily, at least the days he had been in Akanes.

Partially healed skin on Owyn’s left arm twinged in a brief flash of pain as he bent down and wrapped his thick fingers around the handholds. The ache of his healing wounds served as a reminder why he trained so vigorously, and as if his life depended on it. As he had recently learned, his strength and stamina were the only reason he was still alive.

With a deep breath and a grunt of effort, Owyn heaved the massive log up to his thighs, then squatted down, pulling it tight to his stomach. He straightened up, rolling the thick log up his stomach to hold in front of his shoulders, where it remained for the duration of several deep breaths. Owyn firmed his grip and used his legs to help propel the log from his shoulders. He pressed it overhead six times, straining on the final two repetitions, then let the log slam to the ground.

He stood there for a moment with his hands on his hips, gulping deep breaths of sweet, cold air. Sweat slicked his hair and covered his chest. Everything felt heavy today, heavier than it should. Stress and frustration had filled every hour since the previous morning, making sleep a chore and wakefulness a daunting task.

Owyn tried to focus on his exercise routine, but the lack of sleep made everything seem to be filled with lead, including his own arms and legs. He sighed and shook his head.

“Weak,” Freya growled.

She was seated on a bench near Owyn with silk ropes binding her wrists and ankles. Her eyes, usually emerald green and sparkling, glared with shadowed anger at her husband and everyone else.

She leaned forwards, straining the ropes that tied her to the bench. “You are weak. Weak, pathetic, and disgusting.” She spat on the ground as fresh rage flared in her voice. “Untie me!”

Three days ago, Owyn had arrived in the capital city. After barely surviving the great, burning skeleton and the avalanche, he had managed to find some of the horses left behind by his dead soldiers. Grabbing two, he took turns riding them to help them stay fresh longer, and rode them as hard as he dared. When they became exhausted, he traded them along with some silver for a fresh horse. He had run three horses nearly to death trying to make the journey home as quickly as possible in his haste to tell the king everything that had happened near Mount Hekla.

The scout Olaf had somehow managed to beat him, no surprise there, so the king already knew of the bandits. The news Owyn brought, however, was terrifying and dreadful. The horrors that had occurred after the scout left were enough to chill a man’s blood.

All of the trouble at the border of Akranes over the past few months had been caused by Ezoleus, the court wizard in Vogar, the capital of Midsandur, the nation to the south. It was Ezoleus that had paid and instructed bandits to slaughter Akranian merchants at the border, steal their goods, and then spread rumors that King Ivar was too weak to protect his own people.

Trade between the two countries had come to a halt as a result, and when Owyn had traveled with nearly a hundred soldiers to investigate, disaster had befallen them; Ezoleus had summoned a skeleton that was nearly thirty feet tall and wreathed in flames, a beast out of nightmares. It had laid waste to both bandits and Akranian soldiers indiscriminately, then chased Owyn down, seeking to capture or kill him as well. Only quick wits and a bit of luck kept Owyn alive.

As soon as he had arrived back in the capital city of Akranes, he went straight to his chambers to see his wives, Freya and Sunneva. They had been joyous to the point of tears at seeing him, and had fussed over his injuries and burned clothes.

Owyn had been equally excited to hear about their progression with magic. Freya was quickly becoming a powerful sorceress, with Sunneva showing promise as well. Odarin, King Ivar’s new court wizard, practically sang their praises, exclaiming the good fortune that not only one, but two incredibly talented and diligent magic users lived in the keep. He insisted that it was a joy to train them both.

Sunneva also expressed hope and joy that she might be pregnant. She had taken to knitting in her spare time, colorful hats for the baby, and brainstormed names with Freya at times.

Things had been wonderful for that brief time period after Owyn returned. Freya and Sunneva saw to his wounds, and the three of them made love at every chance they got. They had even found an opportunity to bring Katla into the keep to spend lunch with. She was every bit as beautiful and lovely as they had described; somewhere between Freya and Sunneva in build, but with bright blonde hair and sky-blue eyes.

But the good times quickly came to an end.

Only yesterday, Freya rose early to meet with Odarin for her magical studies. She often worked alone with him for an hour or two in the mornings before Sunneva joined, as the two were at different points in their magical education and training. Sunneva and Owyn had spent the extra time in bed, making love.

An hour later, a servant came running, calling for help. Through her tears, she begged Owyn to follow, and together they ran to Odarin’s chambers.

When Owyn arrived there, he found the wizard alone, fraught with disbelief and near to tearing his hair out. Something had taken over the princess, Odarin said with tears running down his cheeks. Something horrible and incredibly powerful.

Freya had fled his chambers, screaming of murder. She had killed five guards with magic before Owyn found her, and even with his strength he was only barely able to subdue her. A silk scarf stuffed in her mouth had cut off her ability to cast any spells, and his thick arms around her kept her from moving, though she did her best to kick him.

Since that day, she had been acting in this manner. Her normal quips and humorous comments were gone, as was the gentle instruction Owyn often relied on. Instead, it was replaced by rage and bile. Something had taken over her mind and turned her into a completely different person.

“I love you, my wife,” Owyn said softly. “Always and forever.”

“I hate you!” Freya roared. “I want to see your insides spread across the ground!” She fell off the bench and writhed on the ground; only her wrists being bound behind her back kept her from performing the hand motions used in casting her horrible spells. “I will bathe in your blood before this day is done, you son of a whore!”

Her behavior had only gotten worse since it began. At night she screamed horrible, evil things until she fell asleep from exhaustion. Owyn and Sunneva had begged Odarin to heal her, but the wizard said he couldn’t figure out what was wrong. He wept openly upon seeing the princess in her possessed state.

Owyn sighed heavily and nodded to a guard standing nearby. “Let’s take her back to her room. Maybe some rest will help.”

The guard bowed his head, then moved towards Freya with a silken cloth in his hands. It took him three tries, but he finally managed to get it between her teeth and tie the rest behind her head.

Princess Freya screamed against the gag and flailed as much as her bonds would allow as the guard lifted her to her feet. Carefully, he picked her up and sat her in a chair that was generally used for the elderly and the sick; it was well-padded, with wheels at the bottom so that it could be moved around safely.

Owyn helped the guard hold Freya’s arms as he unbound them, then tied them to the arms of the chair. The entire time, Freya glared at Owyn, no sign of the love and adoration in her gaze that he was used to. Pure, black hatred filled her gaze, and Owyn knew she would attack him if she got the chance.

The guard pushed her chair across the green and into the keep, and Owyn walked with steadfast loyalty next to his wife. She writhed on the chair and spat blasphemies around her silken gag, all the while looking pure murder at Owyn, the guard, and anyone else within sight.

“Turn here,” Owyn said quietly. “Let’s make one more visit to Odarin. There has got to be something he can do to calm her fits of rage. At the least he can put her to sleep until we can find a cure.”

“Yes, my lord,” the guard said.

He kept his face stoic as he pushed the princess’ chair down the hall. Servants in the hallways took one look at who was there and ducked away. Freya’s muffled grunts and oaths sent them scurrying away, fearful that she might kill them as well. Stories of Freya’s sudden insanity had spread, although the king himself had warned everyone not to speak of it. Rumors traveled like the wind, it seemed.

After several more turns, they came to a tall wooden door, inlaid with malachite and turquoise. Arcane symbols had been carved into the ancient wood, although Owyn had no idea what they meant other than they were somehow related to magic. He knocked firmly three times.

The door creaked open after a minute, and Odarin’s face peeked through. His eyes were red and he looked as if he hadn’t slept in days. His gaze darted from Owyn to Freya and he licked his lips nervously. He opened his mouth to say something, but Owyn cut him off.

“Please, Odarin. I know you said you can’t help her, but I beg you to try one more time. There has to be something you can tell me about her affliction. At the very least, could you put her to sleep so she doesn’t have to suffer?”

Odarin let out a heavy sigh, his shoulders slumping. His face sagged with weary resignation. “Bring her,” he said.

The wizard was known for his gently persuasive and competent manner of speech, but now his voice was tired and hoarse.

“I can’t fix her, Prince Owyn,” he said. “I’ll try one last time, but I make no promises.”

He pulled the door the rest of the way open and took a step back, gesturing for them to enter. Owyn motioned for the guard to push Freya in first, then fell in behind them. Freya had fallen silent upon seeing Odarin, something which Owyn took mental note of. She merely glared at him instead of spewing hateful curses like usual.

“Put her over there,” Odarin said as he gestured off to his left without looking.

He walked to a sprawling wooden table covered in scrolls and ancient tomes and began rummaging through them while muttering under his breath. After selecting one small book, he flipped through its pages, frowning intently. He stared at the spidery handwriting covering the pages until something changed in his gaze.

The guard wheeled Freya to where Odarin had gestured and stood behind her chair, awaiting further command. Owyn immediately went to his wife’s side and knelt so he could meet her gaze.

“I love you, Freya,” he whispered to her. “Some part of you has to be in there; surely you can hear me.”

For the briefest moment, the anger in her gaze melted and recognition flashed across her eyes. The corners of her mouth twitched into a smile, and Owyn felt his heart leap with joy.

It lasted only a second, and then her face contorted into a scowl with enough fire to heat the room, as if she were angry with herself for the smile she had just given him.

“There,” Owyn said as he stood up. He turned towards Odarin. “Just for a moment, she was back to herself. The old Freya, the one I married, just smiled at me. She’s still in there, Odarin. She’s still in there. There has got to be something you can do.”

Odarin lifted his haunted gaze from the page he had been scanning. He clutched the musty old book to his chest and his shoulders sagged.

“I truly wish there were,” he said quietly. “However, I shall try one more time. Your presence seems to be helping her, so maybe we’ll be able to break through. At the very least, I shall do what you said and put her to sleep. Gods be good, I can put her to sleep until we can find a cure.”

Owyn grabbed a nearby stool and set it next to his wife, then positioned himself on it. Odarin held the small book in both hands as he approached Freya. She transferred her glare from Owyn to the court wizard and her lips peeled back in a snarl around the silk cloth stuffed in her mouth. Her glare deepened as Odarin stepped closer.

With a frown, Odarin opened the book and ran his finger down several pages, muttering silently to himself. After a few seconds of that, he reached out and placed his palm on Freya’s forehead and began uttering a quiet incantation.

Freya growled low in her throat like a wild animal, something completely at odds with the beauty of her face. She bared her teeth and for a moment Owyn thought she was going to bite the wizard. But she kept her place.

Odarin’s words sounded at the same time familiar and completely foreign to Owyn; he kept thinking he almost recognized several words, but nothing made sense. Freya’s growl deepened, but she stayed there, unmoving beneath the wizard’s palm.

Odarin moved his hand down to the scarf wrapped around the princess’s mouth and gently tugged on it. She immediately spat out the cloth but kept her silent as Odarin held a single finger in front of her eyes. Sweat ran down the side of Odarin’s face as he continued his spell. Freya focused on his finger intently.

“It’s okay, soldier. Keep your calm,” Owyn said to the guard standing behind Freya, who had shifted nervously at the sight of the spell.

“I know you’re in there,” Odarin said to Freya through clenched teeth. He held his finger in place and some of the rage seemed to drain from her.

“O—Odarin?” she stammered. Owyn leaped to his feet.

“Fight it,” Odarin whispered, sweat running into his eyes. He ignored it and didn’t even blink. “You are stronger than him. You must regain control of yourself.”

Princess Freya shuddered as her mouth worked silently. She coughed, but kept her eyes fixed on Odarin’s finger. Tension evaporated from her shoulders, and she slumped in her chair. Her head suddenly turned to Owyn, and recognition lit up her eyes.

“Owyn,” she said tearfully. Her eyes regained some of their sparkle, and love came through in her voice, warming it.

“I’m here,” Owyn said as he placed his hand upon hers. “Whatever this is, you have to fight it, Freya. Be strong.”

She smiled at Owyn, a sweet smile filled with love and adoration. A single tear leaked from her eye and ran down her cheek.

It lasted only a brief moment.

Her mouth suddenly twisted into a scowl as her eyes took on a feral light. Her brow contorted and she snapped at Owyn.

“I would rather chew dung than have you touch me!” she shouted. She spat in Owyn’s face and began screaming as she writhed in her chair, pulling at her bonds. Blasphemies and curses poured forth from her mouth, things more vile than Owyn would believe could come from a woman like her.

Her gaze became even more heated as she turned back to Odarin.

“You spineless dog!” she roared. “Powerless churl. You dare think you can compare to my strength? Ass-kissing is the only reason you’ve made it this far. The rest of the academy laughs at your pathetic weakness! They say—”

Odarin hastily lifted the silk cloth back into her mouth and nodded at the guard, who tightened the knot. The wizard leaned back and rubbed his hands across his face, muttering something too quietly to be heard. He wiped his eyes with a thumb and forefinger before finally turning to Owyn.

“Something has control of her,” he said, not meeting Owyn’s eyes. “Something incredibly powerful. More so than I initially thought. Freya has a strong mind; you saw how she was able to briefly fight against this possession.” Odarin let out a long, deep sigh. “There is nothing else I can do about this. Only she can pull her mind free. I wish I could help. Truly, I do.” With that, Odarin turned away, his face full of shame and despair.

“Surely, you can try again,” Owyn pleaded. “As you said, it’s better with me here. I saw her there, for just a second but damnit, I saw her! Her, and not this monster that she has become. Can you at least tell me what caused this?”

Odarin looked up at Owyn and a fresh tear leaked down his cheek. His eyes went back to the floor and he spread his hands. “I cannot. Truly, I wish I could help you, Owyn.”

“It’s that bastard Ezoleus,” Owyn growled. “I’ll wager anything on it.”

Odarin’s head jerked up, his eyes going wide. “How would…. What makes you say such a thing?”

Owyn frowned. “He’s responsible for the rest of the trouble in my life. It’s the only thing that makes sense.” He looked down at his hands and balled them into fists so tightly his knuckles cracked. “I must find out how he was able to affect Freya. Perhaps someone helped him—someone here, in the castle. I will need your help, Odarin.”

The wizard swallowed heavily and nodded his head. “I will help however I can,” he said quietly. His voice sank to a whisper. “Whoever is responsible for this will not go unpunished. That, I assure you.”

He stepped back up to Freya and began chanting again, then waved his hand across her eyes. Her swearing halted and her snarl faded as her head lolled to one side. She drifted off to sleep in a matter of seconds.

“Right now, this is the most I can do,” Odarin said. “It will wear off in a few hours, but at least we can have a moment of peace.”

Owyn placed a thick hand on Odarin’s bony shoulder. “Thank you, Odarin. You are a good man.”

The wizard recoiled as if slapped. He stared at Owyn with haunted eyes and swallowed heavily. His mouth worked silently for a moment, as if he wanted to say something, but instead he turned back to the large, book-covered table.

Owyn turned to the guard accompanying him. “Come. Let’s take her away.”

The guard nodded and took hold of the handles on Freya’s chair. He followed Owyn and they exited Odarin’s chambers.
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“Icould use a mug of Bran’s ale right now,” Owyn said to no one in particular. Behind him, the guard grunted in agreement.

“That the man that runs The Red Lion, my lord?” he asked.

“Yes, that’s him,” Owyn replied. They turned a corner and he continued. “So, you’re familiar with the place?”

“Best ale in the city, my lord,” the guard said without breaking stride. Put down more than a few pints there myself. I was there the night you celebrated winning the King’s Games, my lord. In the back, enjoying a mug.”

“Is that so?” Owyn asked, turning briefly to look at the guard. He shrugged. “Sometimes I find it interesting how the threads of our lives weave into such a tangled web.”

“Me too, my lord,” the guard replied.

Owyn turned back to the empty hallway. Any other time, he would have struck up a conversation with the man. At the moment, his mind was simply too busy to focus. His thoughts felt like they were in an endless maze, searching for answers but finding little. Deep in thought, Owyn continued the rest of their walk in silence as they made their way towards his rooms.

“Prepare a room next to mine,” he told the guard softly, careful not to wake his wife.

Being in her presence might help her fight this curse—according to Odarin, at least—but he couldn’t risk Sunneva’s safety. If Freya got loose again, she would paint the walls with blood. Anyone’s blood.

“Ensure at least two men are in there at all times, watching her. I’ll stop by to see her soon. Try your best not to wake her.” Owyn reached down and brushed a strand of red hair from his wife’s face. “I love you, my darling,” he whispered.

As King Ivar would say, this situation stank worse than a latrine pit. Owyn sighed and pushed the door open to his bedchambers. He needed a moment of peace, and he could think of no more peaceful place than in the arms of Sunneva.

She was seated upon the bed, knitting, when Owyn walked in. Upon seeing him, she carefully set her needles down and sprang to her feet. She ran across the room and crashed into him, wrapping her arms around his waist.

Owyn held her tightly, both of them silent for several moments. Words simply couldn’t describe the range of emotions Owyn felt. Finally, Sunneva broke away and pulled him towards the bed.

“Was Odarin able to do anything?” she asked as she sat on the soft comforter. A chance ray of sunlight streamed through the window and highlighted her red hair.

Owyn pursed his lips. “For the barest second, she broke through whatever is controlling her. She said my name and sounded almost like her normal self. It lasted only a few seconds, then it was gone and she went back to cursing my very existence.”

Sunneva was silent for a moment, staring at nothing. She reached up and wiped her eyes, then forced a smile. “I’m sure you’ll be able to figure out a solution to this. You’ve proven most capable so far.”

Owyn sat on the bed next to her and noticed what she had been knitting. “Another hat for the baby?” he asked.

She blushed as she looked down at her handiwork. “After all the time we’ve spent here,” she said, patting the bed, “I should be with child soon, if I’m not already. My blood should come in a few days, so if it doesn’t, I’ll know. I suppose we’ll have reason to celebrate. I do so hope it’s a boy.” Her smile was bright and lit up her face. “I want a boy first, and then a girl.”

“Planning a second already?” Owyn asked.

“Knowing that my children will be royalty? I plan on having at least three,” she said matter-of-factly. “Oh, I meant to tell you something earlier, but Freya’s affliction has occupied my mind lately so I forgot. Katla stopped by earlier to see the three of us. I had to invent a story about Freya being busy and you training with the king. I didn’t want her to know about what was going on.”

Owyn frowned. “I understand. She’s not family yet, so it’s best to protect those we’re closest to. I know you probably didn’t like hiding things from her, but you did the right thing.”

“She likes you,” Sunneva said. “She told me so. She likes your muscular arms, and how tall you are. Of course, you being the prince helps.” With a sigh, Sunneva traced her fingertips down Owyn’s sleeve. “I do long for the day we can all be open about our relationship, and we don’t have to keep things in the dark. I detest hiding my love for you.”

“Soon,” Owyn said. “Before she fell under this spell, Freya told me she was planning on telling her father soon.”

“How do you think he’ll take it?” Sunneva asked.

“Well, as Freya said, the three of us are already married in the eyes of the gods. So for your father to deny us would be to deny the word of the old gods. He would have to find a way to deal with it.” Owyn’s sudden laugh died down. “I’m glad Freya is so optimistic. I was afraid the king would simply tell me to take you as a concubine instead of a wife.”

Sunneva made a noise in her throat. “Sounds like something a man would say. A woman is worthy of your cock, but not worthy of being a wife. It’s these damned old traditions, I tell you. I’d think most men would leap at the opportunity to be married to multiple women.”

“I know, I know,” Owyn said, holding up his hands to cut her off. “It’ll take time, but one day we’ll have our family, with nothing to hide. Just the three of us.” He laughed suddenly. “Or if things continue going well with Katla, perhaps the four of us.” He tried not to think about how sick Freya was. She was going to be okay. No matter what it took, she was going to be okay.

“I know that look,” Sunneva said. “What’s going on?”

Owyn was silent for a moment. “War is coming,” he finally said. “I can’t see any way around it.”

“Is it that bad?” Sunneva asked.

Owyn nodded. “The court wizard of Midsandur was behind all the killings at the border. He had the bandits kill all our merchants just to get me down there so he could get a chance to kill me as well.” Owyn looked at the skin on his arm, still healing from where he had been burned. “He almost managed it. And now, I suspect he is behind what has happened to Freya. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

Sunneva gave him a firm look. “Well, if we’re going to war, I want to go with you. I’m rapidly gaining strength with magic. I can help.”

Owyn reached out and placed a hand on her stomach. “I can’t risk you, my love. If you’re carrying our child, you’re more precious than the entire army is to me.”

“But if I’m as powerful with magic as Odarin says I am, I would be able to single-handedly turn the tide.”

Owyn frowned. She was absolutely right. A powerful spellcaster would be worth a hundred archers if war broke out. He would be a fool not to have her fighting at his side. “We’ll have to decide what to do when the time comes,” he said.

“Didn’t you once say you wanted to marry strong women, the kind that would fight by your side?” Sunneva asked with a raised eyebrow.

Owyn laughed. “I did, I did. Good memory, Sunneva. You are right. It would be wrong of me to ride off to war and not allow you to defend your homeland. We will figure out a way to have you safely accompany me when we march.” He leaned forwards and kissed her on the forehead, then stood up.

“Leaving so soon?” she asked, pouting slightly.

“Yes,” Owyn said. “I will be very busy over the next few days, with all that is happening. With war on the horizon, I will have my hands full.”


3



Owyn’s boot heels echoed through the hall as he strode through the halls of the keep. Servants bowed and curtseyed as he passed, but he ignored them and kept his pace fast. There were too many things to do today, and he didn’t have any time to waste.

Most importantly, Owyn had to meet with General Gunnar to prepare the troops for war. They would be marching to Midsandur soon, to the capital city of Vogar itself. Owyn was going to bring Ezoleus to justice, no matter what it took.

Sunneva was out at the moment, running early morning errands for Odarin. She was expected to be back later in the day to study with him, then she wanted to spend the rest of the day with Owyn. She was very insistent on spending as much time as possible in the bed chamber; she wouldn’t let Owyn rest until she was absolutely certain she was pregnant. And even then, he knew she would keep it up. All in all, he was a lucky man.

Freya was still in the room Owyn had taken her to the day before, next to their bedchamber. As much as it pained him to be apart from her, he needed to keep some distance until a cure could be found for her affliction. Hopefully Odarin would be able to discover something that could help. If not, Owyn thought that perhaps she could be sent to the academy in Gardabaer. Certainly someone would know how to help her.

There had been no change in Freya’s behavior since the day before. She still erupted into a froth of vileness every time she saw him, or anyone else for that matter. Owyn hadn’t checked on her yet this morning; his first plan was to speak with the king about their troops’ readiness. Freya would be next.

Although the hour was still early, servants milled about. They worked hard on a daily basis to maintain the pristine cleanliness of the keep. Oftentimes, they performed their tasks in the small hours of the morning, when others were still slumbering.

Faint aromas of bread wafted through the air and reached Owyns nose, setting his stomach to grumbling and reminding him he hadn’t yet broken his fast that morning. First the king, then Freya, then he could eat.

Turning a corner, he ran straight into a small man that had been running down the hallway. The man practically went flying, the fresh sheets in his arms falling to the floor.

“Please forgive me, I didn’t—oh, Prince Owyn!” The man scrambled to his feet and hastily bowed.

Owyn sighed. “No, please. That was entirely my fault. I’m in a rush this morning and not paying attention when I should be.” He reached down and helped the man gather the sheets. “Are you alright, man?”

“Nothing hurt other than my pride, my lord,” the man said, bowing his head graciously. “But you’re the reason I was hurrying so, my lord. The king sent me to fetch you. I’ll admit I was trying to do two tasks at once, and deliver some fresh sheets on my way to see you. If you’ll follow me?” The man began backing down the hall, waiting on Owyn.

“Of course,” Owyn said. “As it turns out, I was already heading to see the king. Please, lead the way.”

The small man nearly ran to stay ahead of Owyn’s long strides. Together, they hurried through the winding halls of the royal palace and made their way to the king’s chambers in no time.

As usual, two members of the King’s Guard flanked the tall, heavily carved wooden doors like statues. Each of them wore plate armor, polished to a sheen, and held pikes slanted across the door so that they crossed each other’s. An arming sword hung from each man’s belt, with a heavy knife, nearly a short sword itself, balancing it out on the other side. When Owyn and the servant approached, the two guards raised their spears, permitting them to pass.

“Be careful, prince,” the guard on the left said. “He is in a foul mood this morning.” He reached out and took hold of the door handle, then pulled it open.

Owyn thanked him and entered the king’s chambers. The servant that had led him there bowed and hurried away to continue his chores.

King Ivar was not a complex man, and his rooms were evidence of that. Everything in his chambers reflected his straight-forward manner. While the heavy furniture was carved from rare woods and inlaid with precious stones as befitting a king, gilt and gaudiness were kept to a minimum. Straight lines and simple angles made up the majority of the furnishings, and everything served a purpose. Two tapestries hung on a wall, both depicting battles the king had fought in, and three swords hung point-down on another. Tall, arched windows let in plenty of morning light, and a large fireplace kept the room warm in the cold months of winter.

King Ivar paced back and forth, grumbling angrily under his breath. Between his grumbles he barked words to a nearby scribe that hastily tried to keep up with the king’s angry ranting. The king noticed Owyn enter and breathed a heavy sigh of relief.

“Oh, thank the gods,” King Ivar rumbled. He stepped forwards and embraced Owyn firmly, clapping him on the back.

The motion surprised Owyn, as the king was normally very reserved in his displays of affection, even towards his own daughter.

“Owyn, my son. I have some bad news for you,” the king said. He gestured at a nearby servant. “Wine for the prince.”

The servant quickly poured a goblet half-full of ruby-red wine and brought it to Owyn, who accepted it with a gracious nod. He tried a sip of it. While wine wasn’t his preferred drink, this was quite good.

“What is this about, your grace?” Owyn asked.

King Ivar gave Owyn a quick look, his shadowed eyes full of frustration. His hand shook with barely-contained anger as he held it out to his side. Seconds later, the same servant placed a goblet of wine in the king’s waiting hand. King Ivar took a long pull from his goblet and some of the tension seemed to melt out of him. He looked down at the floor for a while, then finally addressed Owyn.

“She’s gone,” King Ivar said, his voice quiet.

There was no need to explain who the king was referring to. Owyn let out a sigh of his own and shook his head.

“Some part of me knew this would happen,” he said. “I suppose it was only a matter of time. At least I believe I know who is responsible. If he is put to the sword, we can surely fix this.” Owyn surprised himself by draining the rest of his wine in a single gulp. All the wine in the world wouldn’t erase the sinking feeling in his gut, though.

“Are you so sure?” King Ivar said. He scoffed and glared at the wall. “This morning I was brought news that Odarin leaped to his death. He went to the highest tower of the keep and stepped right off. Servants are still cleaning his brains from the stones of the courtyard.”

“Odarin?” Owyn said, unable to conceal his shock. “But I just saw him yesterday! I had him look at Freya one last time, to see if he could do anything. He said he couldn’t, but I thought surely if he tried…. She broke through, once.”

“What?” King Ivar said, turning to Owyn. “Broke through what?”

Owyn explained. “Whatever her affliction is, she broke through it for a brief moment. She looked at me, said my name, and for a second she was the old Freya, the woman I married. Then it returned and she went back to this new cursed version of herself.” He shook his head. “Odarin told me she was fighting something, but whatever she was fighting was simply too powerful.”

Owyn stared down into his empty goblet. The servant rushed forwards to fill it, but Owyn waved the man away. He wanted his head to be clear.

“Odarin was acting a bit strangely,” Owyn said. “I wouldn’t have guessed he was involved with this. He seemed very distraught, though; as if it were his own wife possessed instead of merely his pupil. Was there any evidence of foul play? Did anyone see anything? Perhaps he was pushed.”

The king shook his head. “No. I had one of my men ask around to see if anyone saw anything. A number of servants saw him climbing the tower stairs alone, so I don’t suspect foul play. They also said they saw him weeping and talking to himself.” King Ivar sighed. “I suspect the only foul play was something Odarin himself was guilty of. It seems my luck with wizards isn’t the best.”

“Perhaps it was guilt that pushed him over the edge,” Owyn said. “I wonder how deep this goes.” He walked over to a nearby table and set his goblet down. “Where does the treachery end? It seems as bottomless as the sea, lately.” It made him feel sick to even think of it.

“It’s that bastard down in Midsandur,” King Ivar growled. “Everything goes back to him.” He looked at his goblet of wine as if he wanted to hurl it across the room.

“Ezoleus,” Owyn said numbly.

“Yes, that’s his name,” King Ivar grated. “Their gods-be-damned court wizard. I know he’s behind this.” He drank deeply from his goblet.

“That is my belief as well, sire,” Owyn said. “Ezoleus has been behind everything, so far.”

King Ivar slammed his goblet on a table and turned to Owyn, his face red with anger. “I don’t know what that son of a bitch expected to get out of this, but I can tell you what I’ll give him: war. The bloodiest war anyone has ever seen. I’m going to speak with General Gunnar and have him gather as many able-bodied men as he can. We’re going to level the city of Vogar to the ground and salt their fucking fields. No one will even think of crossing us for a hundred generations after what I’m going to do to that fucking city.” The last words were in a quiet growl, almost to himself.

In normal times, Owyn would wait for the king’s temper to simmer down and then try to advise caution as to avoid any unnecessary bloodshed. However, these were not normal times.

Owyn’s arm still ached from where a massive skeleton encased in flames had burned him, and his wife had been possessed by an evil sorcerer. These were far from normal times. Owyn’s thoughts traveled to the darkest corners of his mind and only found one thing: vengeance.

“I will fight by your side, your grace,” Owyn said soberly. “I will do whatever it takes to get my Freya back.”

“I’ll tell you what it takes,” the king said in a grim voice. “It takes strong arms wielding sharp swords. It takes hard men with hard hearts. And most importantly, it takes blood. All of theirs and as little as possible of ours.”

Owyn nodded. He would do anything for Freya, including march to war. He would fight a thousand battles for her.

The king turned back to the scribe, who waited patiently at a small desk nearby. “I was having him write up a scroll to send to that fat bastard Thyrill, demanding that he turn over Ezoleus or face certain death. I’m beginning to wonder if the message might be better received if we simply show up at his doorstep with ten thousand spears.”

King Ivar reached out for his wine goblet and lifted it, then stared at it for a moment. “Water,” he said to the nearby servant. “I need to think. No more wine.”

The servant bowed and returned a moment later with a pitcher that was beaded with condensation.

Owyn nodded slowly as he thought on the king’s plans. A show of strength would get the point across better than words, of that there was no doubt. Any attempts at diplomacy were likely to be ignored. King Thyrill wouldn’t be able to ignore a blade at his throat, though.

“When do we leave?” Owyn asked.

“I wish we could leave now, but it’ll take some time to organize so many troops,” the king replied. He drank water from his goblet and continued. “Tomorrow morning, we will leave with as many troops as we can muster in a day. Our standing army numbers just under five thousand men at the moment, trained and ready for battle. I’ve always insisted on keeping a large military force, no matter what the cost. That’s really paying off right now. We would have had to wait weeks, months otherwise.”

“So, we march with five thousand soldiers?” Owyn asked. He tried to envision the massive force filling the roads. It would be a sight to remember.

King Ivar pursed his lips, then nodded. “Yes, but we’ll get more. I’ll have some criers put word out across the city. I expect a lot of men to volunteer, especially with the promise of reliable pay. We’ll travel with wagons filled with extra spears, shields, and armor to keep them all outfitted when they catch up to us. As we pass through towns and villages, I imagine we’ll pick up more men as well.”

“After recent events, I think many folks will leap at the chance to get some revenge against Midsandur,” Owyn said.

“Exactly,” King Ivar said. “I wish I had a week to prepare—a month would be even better—but time is of the essence. Freya got a head start on us and she’s using magic to quicken her pace. There’s no telling how far ahead she is.”

“Do you still plan on sending a message to King Thyrill?” Owyn asked. “Or are we just going to show up in full force?”

“Yes,” King Ivar said. “I’ll have some of our fastest scouts leave right away to deliver an ultimatum to King Thyrill: hand over Ezoleus and my daughter or face me in battle.”

“A bold plan, sire,” Owyn said. Time was not on their side, so they had little other choice. It would have to work. Besides, with King Ivar’s reputation, only a fool would face him on the battlefield.

“The men of Akranes are known for being fierce fighters,” King Ivar added. “They’re well-trained and ready to go. The finest army in the known world. We’ll need every man to make it through this, but gods be good, our losses will be as minimal as possible.”

Owyn nodded. “I’ll prepare myself.”

Ivar slowly crossed the room and stood before the wall upon which three swords hung, point-down. He clasped his hands behind his back and stared at them for a moment before speaking.

“Do you know where these swords come from, Owyn?” he asked.

“No, Your Grace,” Owyn replied.

“This one,” King Ivar said, pointing to a large sword on the left of the others. “This one came from King Thyrill himself. He paid a fortune for the finest smith in all the lands to forge it for him, all so he could sit on a horse and not use it. With the help of my King’s Guard, I charged right through everyone protecting him and tore it from his hands myself. I should have cut the bastard’s throat right there, but I let him go when he agreed to stop the war. He damn near pissed himself from fear at the time.”

Owyn had heard stories of that battle as a child. Bearing the recklessness of youth, a young King Ivar had charged straight into battle himself, chopping down everyone in his path. Some stories claim he killed a hundred men himself without taking a single wound.

“That fat sack of dung thought he could take our land when I was young,” King Ivar continued. “And he did, at least in the beginning. But we beat him back and drove him and his soldiers out, then took leagues of their land to teach them a lesson.”

“Serves them right for trying us,” Owyn said.

King Ivar pointed to the sword hanging on the right. “This one came from King Arne’s battle leader. When Thyrill thought he could steal our land and we marched off to fight him, King Arne from Reykholt tried to do the same thing to our western border. He thought since we were busy defending ourselves from Midsandur, our western lands would be easy pickings.”

“Anyone that thinks Akranians are easy targets is in for a surprise,” Owyn said.

King Ivar nodded and his voice became grim. “Being an utter coward, he didn’t do any of the fighting himself. He sent one of his commanders to lead in his stead. I killed that bastard myself. Damn near cut him in half, and tore that sword from his hand before his heart had even stopped beating.

“As with Midsandur, we took lands from Reykholt to teach them a lesson. All the way to the River Thjorsa. No one messes with Akranes without paying a hard price in blood.” He turned to face Owyn. “I think it’s time we remind them of that.”

“What about the sword hanging in the center, Your Grace?” Owyn asked.

King Ivar looked back at the weapon with a fond smile, the way a man would look at his lover. “That was the sword I used in both campaigns. It’s been good to me over the years. Looks like it will feast on the blood of my enemies one more time.”
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Owyn’s long legs carried him quickly through the halls of the keep. King Ivar had issued the orders, so the entire staff scampered about, struggling to prepare things on time. It was now official; they were going to war.

Word of the impending war would quickly reach Sunneva, but Owyn wanted her to hear it from his own lips. Her magical studies had kept her busy all day; Odarin often gave her material to read, then left her to her own devices. She probably didn’t even know he was dead. Owyn would have to break that news to her as well.

The first thing he did when he reached his chambers was add more wood to the fireplace. It had long since burned down to smoldering coals, leaving a sharp chill in the room. Sunneva liked to prance around the room in summer clothing even when the snows were heavy outside, so Owyn always tried to keep the fireplace roaring.

Once the logs caught, Owyn went to their bed to tidy up. He had told the servants to leave him be today, so none had been inside to clean things. Then, he went to his wardrobe, and finally realized he was pacing.

All he could think about was Freya. He had gone through so much to rescue her, and now that they had begun their life together, she was snatched from him. The rage within him was ten times hotter than the burning logs in the fireplace. A hundred! Owyn struggled to remain calm when he thought about it, but he knew wise decisions were made when calm, not when anger had him by the throat.

The door opened and Sunneva hurried inside, slamming it behind her. Several books were in her arms, and her red hair was frazzled. She started when she saw Owyn, then ran to the nearest table so she could set her books down.

“Owyn, what is happening?” she asked as she hurried to him. “The whole keep is in chaos, like an anthill that’s been kicked.”

Owyn reached out and pulled her into a tight hug. She squeezed him hard, then looked up at him, fear making her green eyes wide.

“Is this what you were telling me about?” Sunneva asked.

“Yes,” Owyn replied with a grim voice. “This is exactly what we spoke of yesterday. War.” He took a deep breath. “We’re going to war, my love. To save Freya.”

“Then it’s worth it,” she said, her voice hard. “I’ll do anything to get her back. I’ve loved her since we were girls, and I won’t lose her.”

Owyn took Sunneva’s slender hand in his, and kissed the backs of her fingers. “We’ll get her together, my love. We’ll kill the wizard responsible for this and bring her home.”

Sunneva pressed her cheek against Owyn’s chest. “When are we leaving? Is everyone going?”

“Tomorrow,” Owyn replied. “And with as many troops as we can ready in that short time period. A little under five thousand, according to the king. The rest of the troops will catch up with us.”

“Tomorrow?” Sunneva asked, pushing away. “I have so much to do before then! I need to pack my clothes, and I need to talk to Odarin about—”

“Sunneva,” Owyn said.

She turned, halfway to the wardrobe, and fixed him with a suspicious look. “I don’t like how you said my name.”

“Odarin leaped to his death this morning,” Owyn said. “From the tallest tower of the keep. Witnesses say he was crying and talking to himself as he climbed the stairs.”

Sunneva’s eyes widened. “What? But I just saw him this morning! He was all broken up, I assumed about Freya. When he gave me my daily readings, he was muttering something fierce and barely making any sense. Oh, I’ll bet he did that right after I left his chambers.” She shook her head and slowly walked back to Owyn. “I feel like my world is falling apart, Owyn.”

“I understand,” Owyn said, walking to her. He accompanied her to her wardrobe so he could help her select clothing appropriate for their journey. “The important thing to remember is that your world is not falling apart. These problems are serious, but we’ll get through them together.”

“Thank you, Owyn,” she said, frowning at her clothes. “You’re about the only thing holding me together right now. I don’t suppose you know what a woman should wear during battle, do you?”

Owyn smiled. “That’s why I’m here. Due to your station you’ll be riding with me. Do you have any skirts that are divided for riding?”

She nodded. “A few, yes.”

“Good,” Owyn said with a nod. “Bring those, and some blouses. You’ll get dirty, so bring a couple extra, but space is limited. If we pass by any streams we’ll wash our clothes there. Focus on bringing enough stockings. You always want clean feet. No slippers, only boots.”

“I don’t have any boots,” she replied. “Owyn, I’m a handmaid for a princess. That’s nearly the top of the food chain for servants. I go where she goes.”

Owyn pursed his lips and thought on that. “Well, I don’t suppose you’ll be running around in the mud, so that’s probably fine. Just wear the sturdiest shoes you have that are comfortable. Do you have a belt knife?”

“Of course,” she replied.

“Wear that,” he said. “And bring a few cloaks, and a bedroll. That’s it.”

“That’s it?” she asked. “What about—” she looked over at the table where she had set her books. “What about my books? I still need to study.”

“You can probably bring one or two,” Owyn said. “Remember, space is at a premium. Most of what you bring will have to go in your saddlebags. The rest can ride on a wagon—fortunately, we have that luxury. The soldiers are only bringing what they can fit on their backs.”

She winced. “That sounds horrible.”

“A soldier’s life is a hard life,” Owyn said. “But hard lives make for hard men, and we need hard men right now. Soft men don’t win wars. We’ll have to figure out where you’ll be best, once we get to Midsandur.”

“Fighting right by your side,” she said, her voice firm.

“No,” Owyn said, shaking his head. “I plan on being in the heart of the battle. That’s a bad place for you—no armor, so one arrow and you’re done. Plus, if you’re going to be casting spells, then you’ll be more effective further back, where you can see the battlefield better.”

She frowned, but sullenly nodded. “I suppose you’re right. Can’t cast a spell if someone pokes me with a spear.”

“Exactly,” Owyn said.

“You’d better not get hurt in all that fighting,” Sunneva said, sounding fiercely protective.

Owyn straightened up, towering over her. Sunneva was average height for a woman, which put the top of her head at his chest. He was easily twice her weight, with more to spare.

Sunneva looked up at him, then harrumphed. “Yeah, I suppose you have a point there.”

“And I had new armor made,” Owyn said. “I’ll be covered in brigandine, with a breastplate on top. The only people getting hurt will be those between me and Freya.”

Sunneva reached out and hugged him around the waist. “I love it when you talk like that,” she said. Her gaze went to the side of the room, where the bed lay. “Hey, we should use this time wisely. It might be a while before we get any privacy.”

“Are you sure you’re feeling up to it?” Owyn asked. “We have a lot going on. I certainly wouldn’t think any less of you for not being in the mood.”

To answer, Sunneva reached out and untied Owyn’s breeches. “There is not a thing in this world that can keep me from my husband,” she said, smiling up at Owyn as she reached inside his breeches and grabbed onto his manhood.

Owyn looked down at her, watching as she pulled him free of his breeches and took him into her mouth. He couldn’t help but laugh. “Okay, but we have to be quick.”

Sunneva ran her tongue along the sensitive underside of Owyn’s shaft, then stuffed the entire thing in her mouth and sucked hard. She pulled it out with an exaggerated popping noise. “I can do quick,” she said with a grin.

She stood and hurried towards the bed, tearing at her clothes along the way. Owyn quickly followed, pulling his shirt off over his head. He kicked his boots away, then managed to push his breeches down around his ankles and kick them off as well, before he reached the bed.

“Come here,” Sunneva said with a smile.

She was upon Owyn before he even finished climbing onto the massive, four-post bed. The moment his knee touched the comforter, she turned and reached out, her hands running down his muscular body. She grabbed onto his manhood and began stroking it before he even finished lying down on the bed.

At times like these, when they were rushed, Owyn knew Sunneva preferred to be on top. He enjoyed that, and so he laid down on his back. Sunneva crawled over him and began sucking on him again, bringing him fully erect in no time. She took nearly his full length into her mouth, until it struck the back of her throat.

While Owyn would have been fine with her staying down there for a while, Sunneva had other things in mind. She lifted her head and caught her breath for a moment, her hand stroking on Owyn’s cock. She gave him a devilish grin, then spat on the tip of his manhood. After that, she moved up so that she could straddle him. She threw a slender thigh over his hips, then reached between her thighs and grabbed onto him. With a look of predatory hunger in her eyes, she sank down on his hard cock, working her hips up and down, taking a bit more of him each time.

“By the gods, I will never tire of that,” Owyn said as she sat on him, his entire length buried inside her.

“I should hope not,” Sunneva said with a laugh. She placed both hands on Owyn’s chest to support herself, then began working her hips up and down, slowly at first, then building up speed.

Owyn’s hands went straight to her hips. He gripped her small body tightly in his huge hands and worked her up and down the full length of his shaft. Sunneva’s breasts bounced with each thrust, and her eyes were closed as she focused on moving with him.

They went hard and fast, and the sound of skin slapping against skin echoed off the stone walls. Sunneva leaned down and their lips met, but Owyn didn’t slow his relentless pounding. He reached around and slid his fingers into her hair, holding her face against his. She moaned against his lips and pressed her tongue into his mouth.

Owyn’s grip tightened as he came, and he reached down and grabbed onto Sunneva’s perky bottom, squeezing it hard. He squirted his seed deep inside her and she worked her hips in circles, draining him dry.

They remained there in that position for some time, Sunneva on top of Owyn, his cock still inside her. They kissed and held each other tightly, enjoying the feeling of each other’s warm bodies, for they knew the time for war was coming.

“Since you started as Freya’s handmaid, I don’t think people would talk too much if you stayed in my tent,” Owyn said. “Obviously, I’m used to your service, and I wanted to bring my wife’s favorite handmaid when we rescued her.”

“Used to my service, is that so?” she asked, nipping his bottom lip with her small white teeth. “That might work. People will still talk, so we’ll have to be careful. How big is your tent?”

“Too big,” Owyn said. “Last time, I used a tent for a military officer because I didn’t want to bring that ridiculous thing. Trust me, it’s large enough for the three of us.”

“That should work,” Sunneva said as she laid her head down on his chest. “I don’t like the thought of being too far away from you.”

“Do you know how Katla will take all this?” Owyn asked. “We just met and things went well, and now we’re being pulled apart again.”

“Her father isn’t the warring type,” Sunneva said. “He’ll be on his estates a few miles west of the city. That’s where she stays most of the time instead of in the city proper.”

“I can’t blame them,” Owyn said. “With so many people gone for war, things will be different here. The city watch will keep a tight rein on everything, but tensions will be high.”

“I’m just glad I’m going with you,” Sunneva said.

Owyn held her tightly. “Me too.”


5



Owyn’s blue eyes scanned across the twin columns, each five men abreast, that marched on either side of the road leading out of the capital city. The Akranian soldiers were well-disciplined and that was on full display today with every spear resting against a shoulder at exactly the same angle. Their boots gleamed in the afternoon sun, the steel of their spears caught the light like mirrors, and their faces were hard and stoic. The icy wind occasionally whipped their cloaks around, but the men ignored it.

“War,” King Ivar said, sitting on his horse next to Owyn’s. Together, their horses stood between the twin columns of men. “War is a hell of a thing, Owyn.”

They scanned the soldiers and gave them nods of approval, which left the soldiers filled with pride. They were good men; they deserved it.

“Nothing else changes men like war, Owyn,” King Ivar continued. “Nothing. I know I was…hesitant to let it be known that the princess was taken. I thought people might see me as weak; that I couldn’t protect my own family. Especially after the rumors that began down at the border. I’m glad I took your advice and spread word.”

Owyn nodded. “I try to be useful at times.”

King Ivar continued. “When word spread of Freya’s disappearance, it went like a wildfire in a drought. After only a matter of hours men started lining up to join our forces. They’re eager to fight, to help us retrieve the princess. The people love her, you know. These men are eager to fight Midsandur, now that they know who is behind all of this.” His smile of approval faded to grimness. “Eager to lay down their lives for their country, although gods be good we won’t lose many.”

“Gods willing,” Owyn echoed.

Few words had escaped his lips this morning; his thoughts were firmly on Freya. Her being gone felt him feel incomplete, as if he were missing an arm or leg.

Sunneva wasn’t much better. She was a strong woman, but she had spent much of the last night weeping softly for Freya. Today she rode in one of the wagons with her horse trailing behind. She wasn’t used to a saddle, so Owyn wanted her to limit her time on horseback.

Ezoleus would pay the highest price for what he had done. Owyn had to face reality, though; fighting a powerful wizard like him was going to be dreadful. He had a sinking feeling in his gut that blood would flow like a river before this campaign was done. Both Akranian and Midsandurian blood.

King Ivar spun his horse around and watched the men march off into the distance. “I guess it’s time for us to take our place at the head of this snake. Come on,” he said to Owyn, and they both spurred their horses into a trot.

After a few minutes, they arrived at the head of the column and slowed their horses to a walk. Several soldiers raised cheers upon seeing the king and the prince, and they acknowledged the soldiers with waves and words of praise.

“Five thousand infantry,” King Ivar said, twisting in his saddle to look at the lines of soldiers that disappeared over the horizon. “I wanted twice as many, but I’m grateful to the general for getting such a force ready on such short notice. No other country would be able to do that!”

“Is it just infantry today, Your Grace?” Owyn asked.

“Infantry and some of the supply wagons, aye,” King Ivar replied. “The cavalry and more supply wagons will be leaving tomorrow or the next day. It’ll be easy for them to catch up, so they can take the extra time. Taking into account the villages and towns we’ll be marching through, I wouldn’t be surprised if we had close to ten thousand men when we arrive at the walls of Vogar.”

Owyn nodded, his thoughts still on his wives. Would Freya go back to being herself once Ezoleus was dead and in the ground? What if his spell was permanent? If Ezoleus’s death didn’t cure her, Owyn could try taking her to the academy in Gardabaer, where all the wizards trained. Certainly someone would be able to help there. If not…. Owyn tried not to think about what he would do if she remained possessed as she was. He refused to accept it as an option.

And Sunneva. She was doing her best to hold herself together, but she had loved Freya for years, and was quite broken up about it. Owyn also had to make sure that once the battle began, Sunneva stayed at a safe distance. He couldn’t bear the thought of losing both of his wives.

“Bring her back to us, King Ivar, Prince Owyn!” said an elderly man standing along the side of the road just outside the city walls. Judging by the look of him, he was an old farmer, with his wife standing next to him, their hands clasped tightly.

“I intend to, good man. No matter what it takes,” the king replied grimly.

The city had nearly rioted in anger over the princess’ abduction, especially when it was phrased that way: an abduction, not a disappearance. Freya was loved by her nation; the Flower of Akranes was well-known for her charity and service to her people. The men were eager to fight for her, to bring justice to that bastard that had stolen her away.

Even as they marched out of the capital city, the sides of the road had been lined with people giving gifts of dried food or fresh loaves of bread to the soldiers. Some tucked flowers into the soldiers’ armor. Anything to help or show support. Morale stayed sky-high as the soldiers marched on.

Several scouts had been sent the day before on the fastest horses King Ivar owned. They would be taking word to King Thyrill that his court wizard was the cause of the war, and as long as he turned him over conflict could be avoided. At the pace the scouts were known to travel, it would only be a week, ten days at most, until they were back to deliver King Thyrill’s response.

Traveling with so many soldiers was a slow, arduous process. Fortunately, only a light dusting of snow covered the ground; any more could hinder progress. A train of wagons followed at the rear of the columns, carrying all the supplies the troops would need over this campaign.

Owyn hadn’t realized exactly what it took to support a force this size. A village of tradesmen and servants followed, some walking but most riding on wagons, donkeys, and horses if they had the money. Smiths to repair weapons, tools, and armor, leatherworkers and butchers and seamstresses rode along as well. A small herd of sheep even followed, although King Ivar said once they began passing through villages they would simply buy all the supplies they could.

“These farmers haven’t been able to sell their goods for months, due to what those bandits did at the border,” the king explained. “And the crown certainly has enough gold to buy wheat and bacon for all. This will help set the economy right, Owyn. Our soldiers will eat good, fresh food instead of dried rations, and the farmers finally get paid for their harvest.”

Owyn nodded, taking it all in. He had seen some of this in action when he led less than a hundred troops to the border; buying their food and supplies from local villages was a great boon to their economies in a time of need.

Two dozen scouts ranged ahead at all times, and they also helped select campsites. The first night, they paid a farmer in gold for the use of his field. It lay fallow in the cold weather, and he was grateful to support his king and countrymen. He tried to offer some food for free, but King Ivar wouldn’t have any of it. He paid the man squarely and bought a massive chunk of the man’s wheat harvest, directing him to send some to the wagons in the rear and rest to the nation’s stores. One of the wagons at the rear of the convoy was a miracle of technology, an oven on wheels. That evening, the smell of fresh bread could be smelled for miles.

Owyn’s tent was a ridiculous thing nearly as large as the king’s. Twenty feet long and ten feet wide, it took four men half an hour to set up, and another twenty minutes to layer rugs on the ground, set up a padded cot, and unfold two surprisingly comfortable chairs. Owyn would have been fine with just an officer’s tent, but the king would have given him a lengthy speech about appearances, so he dealt with it. At least the cot was nearly as comfortable as a bed. Plus, it was sized for Owyn’s large frame.

Some time later, Sunneva arrived. She held her skirts up to her knees to keep them from dragging on the ground, and grumbled the entire time.

“Do you need anything, my lord?” she asked as she pulled the flaps open to his tent. She closed them behind her and dropped the ruse. “Now I see why you told me to wear boots,” she said quietly. “It took me twice as long as it should have to get here because I had to step so carefully. Ten thousand boots sure churn up a lot of mud.” She kicked off her shoes at the entrance and stepped onto the layered rugs covering the floor of Owyn’s tent. “That is much better.”

“The snow will only make it worse,” Owyn said, stepping closer to her. He stopped, then turned and blew out the single candle burning inside the tent. He couldn’t risk that light silhouetting them against the canvas walls of the tent. They held each other in the dim twilight in the tent.

“Oh, I missed you today,” Sunneva said, stretching up onto her toes so she could kiss him.

“You would certainly make a better travel companion than my current one,” Owyn said with a quiet chuckle.

“How is it?” Sunneva asked. She turned and went to the tent flaps and securely tied them shut, then turned back to Owyn.

“He grumbles most of the time,” Owyn said. “I can’t blame him, but it makes for a rather dark and brooding setting.”

Sunneva looked around the tent for a moment. “This is nice,” she said. “Nicer than most people’s homes. What kind of tent has tapestries hanging on the walls?” She laughed at the wall hangings along the back wall.

“They would have put more in here, but I chased the servants away,” Owyn said. “At least it can afford us some privacy.”

Sunneva raised an eyebrow and smiled at him. As the sun was low on the horizon, the light was fading outside. The inside of Owyn’s tent was quite dark, especially without the candle burning.

Sunneva walked over to his cot and stood there for a moment, tapping her bottom lip with a finger as she thought. Nodding to herself, she placed one bare foot on the edge of the cot, then hoisted her skirts up to her waist, exposing her body. She bent forwards and smiled at Owyn over her shoulder.

“We’ll have to be quiet, but we should have time for a quick romp.” She reached back and grabbed onto her perky bottom and gave it a squeeze. “I hope you’re ready for me after a long day in the saddle.”

Owyn smiled. No matter what the situation, Sunneva always made things better.
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On the second day, Sunneva began riding her horse. While not royalty, being the princess’ favorite handmaid gave her an elevated status in many people’s eyes, and now that she was training with magic, that further added to it. She rode behind Owyn and the king, often resting a thick book on the pommel of her saddle so she could continue her studies.

Her magical studies helped pass the monotony of the days, she said, although the books were only slightly less boring than merely sitting in a saddle all day and staring at nothing. At least she was progressing smartly; each evening she demonstrated to Owyn some of the things she had been able to learn. Without Odarin to guide her it was much more difficult, she said, and twice as risky. Mispronouncing a spell could lead to disastrous results, and with this many people around, it just wasn’t worth the risk.

Owyn had also learned that several wagons filled with women followed the soldiers, eager to sell themselves to the men each evening when they stopped. King Ivar let it pass, as long as order was maintained. If men were willing to lay down their lives, at least they could feel the warmth of a woman first.

But understandably, Sunneva had no desire to ride near them. And so she stayed behind Owyn and the king, reading her books on magic and occasionally complaining about the stiffness of her saddle. On the third day, she had folded a blanket and placed it atop her saddle in an attempt to find some comfort.

King Ivar noticed Sunneva staying close and commented on her.

“It’s good you have her along,” he said, his eyes scanning the land ahead. “She and Freya have been close since they were girls. Very close.”

Not wanting to risk exposing their secret, Owyn kept to simple replies. “Yes, Your Grace. I thought it would do Freya well to have her favorite handmaid there when we rescued her.”

King Ivar nodded slowly. “Yes, yes. I’m sure she will take comfort in Sunneva’s presence. Probably in the same way you do.” He gave Owyn a sidelong glance, then turned to look back at Sunneva, riding with her nose in a book.

Owyn’s jaw clenched. The king knew. Would he embarrass Sunneva publicly? Would he punish Owyn?

“Don’t look like you swallowed a toad, Owyn. I’ve known about…. About Freya and Sunneva for years. It’s hard for a father to miss when his daughter is in love with someone. So, it’s the three of you, then?”

Owyn nodded, not knowing what to say.

“Have you at least done it right?” the king asked. “Made her decent and respectable?”

Owyn opened his mouth, then closed it. Time to roll the dice. “The three of us said our vows to the old gods weeks ago,” he said.

King Ivar was silent for a moment. “I always wondered how it would work out, once I learned of Freya and Sunneva. She’s a good woman, Sunneva. Beautiful, respectful, and can clearly see to a man’s needs. Her only misfortune is that she was born a servant instead of a lady. I figured whoever Freya wound up with would have to deal with Sunneva in one way or another.” He sighed. “At least you married her, so the kids won’t be bastards.”

“I do understand it’s rather unconventional, Your Grace,” Owyn began, and King Ivar laughed out loud.

“That’s a mild way of putting it, Owyn. You’ve definitely built a life for yourself that many men would envy. Just remember that Freya is my daughter.” The sharp look he gave Owyn was more of a threat than words could have been.

Owyn spread his hands. “I’m riding to war with you, Your Grace, and I plan on being the one to kick down Ezoleus’s door and drag him to justice.”

“You might have to fight me for that,” King Ivar said with a mirthless laugh.

“Honestly, we might both have to fight Sunneva for it,” Owyn said. “From what I understand, she’s even more powerful than Freya when it comes to magic. Give her a chance and she’ll tear down the castle walls for us.”

King Ivar turned and looked back at Sunneva again as if seeing her for the first time. He frowned, then turned back to Owyn. “Owyn, you’ve been a welcomed addition to my family these past few months, but I won’t have you sheathing your sword in a handmaid. Nor will I have my daughter loving a servant. Sunneva!” he called out. “Come here.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” she said, closing her book. She clutched onto the pommel of her saddle for dear life as her horse sped up a few steps to match the king’s pace, as if her horse was a thundering warhorse and not the placid animal that it was. She faced the king with her chin held defiantly high.

King Ivar studied her for a moment, looking her up and down. Finally, he nodded. “Sunneva, handmaids should not be studying magic. That is something far beyond your station.”

Her cheeks flushed but she held his gaze, unflinching. That wasn’t always easy with King Ivar. It was like staring into the eyes of a hungry wolf.

“We will decide on exact titles later, but from now on people will address you as Lady Sunneva of Akranes. I won’t have my daughter’s reputation tarnished by a secret romance with her servant. From now on, you will act like a lady in all manners. All I ask in return is that you continue making my daughter happy.”

Sunneva nudged her horse closer to the king, until their legs were touching. She reached out and took his hand, giving it a squeeze. “I would hug you, but I would fall off this beast,” Sunneva said. “I have no words to thank you enough, Your Grace.”

“Are you with child?” King Ivar asked.

“I certainly hope so,” Sunneva replied without pause, still holding the king’s hand.

He looked down at her hand and smiled. “I like your boldness, young lady. Just remember your place.” He gently pulled his hand free, then went back to scanning the land around them.

“Thank you, Your Grace,” she said, steering her horse a few inches away from him.

“We’ll decide how to handle this when things calm down,” King Ivar said, still watching the horizon. “Your arrangement isn’t ideal, but it’s what my daughter wants. I just want to make sure it stays good and honorable. Something that the people will approve of. Although the gods know, we could all use some extra love in these dark times. Maybe you’re on to something there, Owyn.” He barked a laugh.

After a few minutes, King Ivar turned to a member of the King’s Guard riding nearby.

“You,” he said. “Come here.” When the knight rode closer, the king continued. “Spread word that Sunneva is now the Lady Sunneva. She is to be treated with all respect due to her station.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” the knight said, bowing his head.

Once it was out in the open, a bit of tension seemed to drain from the king. Owyn certainly felt less stress about the whole thing. Sunneva flashed him an excited smile, then composed herself. She steered her horse next to Owyn’s, muttering about her horse the entire time.

“Be careful with that warhorse of yours,” Owyn said with a grin.

“I don’t understand how people can sit in a saddle all day,” Sunneva replied. “Absolutely dreadful creatures, and my ass hasn’t taken a pounding like this since you, two nights ago.” She smiled at him and Owyn laughed.

“Is that how a lady talks?” he asked.

She blushed. “I don’t know what to say. I had fully accepted that I was going to be Freya’s secret until either I died or until she had to move away to a different castle. Maybe if I was lucky, she would bring me along so I could continue being her secret. I never thought we would meet you, and I certainly never saw this coming.” She glanced at the king. “I owe him everything.”

“It’s because he knows you make Freya happy,” Owyn said quietly. “He is a stern man, but he’ll move continents for his daughter.”

After that, Sunneva went back to reading, although she kept her horse near Owyn’s, at the front of the army. On occasion, she would turn and murmur a comment about riding with an army at her back, usually punctuated with a smile.

The only place for an army of that size to make their camp was in a field, so each night the scouts sought out suitable farms, then reported the location and distance to the king. They were careful with the land, but five thousand men and all the accompanying wagons made quite a mess, so the farmers were compensated very well for the use of their land. All part of helping the economy, King Ivar said.

“You can sit on a pile of gold all day, and all you'll get is a sore ass,” King Ivar said. “The coffers must always have enough gold to take care of the country, but beyond that it should go back to the people in some way that makes their lives better. Some of these kings spend unbelievable fortunes on bejeweled goblets, golden-this and golden-that. Bah!” He cast his hand to the side. “Greedy bastards.”

That evening Sunneva didn’t have to pretend to be a handmaid when she came to Owyn’s tent. She came there as his wife, and while some people whispered about it, they also whispered that the Lady Sunneva was also Freya’s wife. Considering they were in the company of mostly soldiers, that earned Owyn a lot of respectful grins and nods.

They made proper love that evening, and while they still had to be quiet as they were inside a camp, at least they didn’t have to hide it. Afterwards, Owyn gathered some wood and had Sunneva use her magic to light a small fire outside of their tent. They chatted over a cup of wine until the king came and pulled Owyn away to train with the soldiers.

Every evening was the same: after setting up camp, the king gave the men some time to get settled, then every man had to train for an hour. They mostly trained with spears, although Owyn and the king sparred with practice swords, which always drew a crowd.

Sunneva slept in Owyn’s arms that night. After such a fulfilling day, they began to hope that everything would be okay. The next few days went well, which only served to reinforce that feeling. In fact, the first six days were nothing but enjoyable.

But on the seventh day, they got their first taste of Ezoleus’s cruel power.
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Owyn and the king sat astride their horses, steadily leading the army east and south. The morning started off the same as the rest; after breaking camp, the soldiers tidied up and made their way to the road. Once everyone was accounted for, they began their march.

On this day the heavy cavalry followed the leadership, with the columns of pikemen stretching back as far as the eye could see. Some of King Ivar’s advisers had urged him to ride more in the center of the army, where it was far safer, but he refused. A king that won’t lead from the front is no man, he had told them.

“Looks like we’ve got company,” King Ivar said that afternoon, squinting at a rider in the distance.

Sunneva uttered some words under breath and made a motion with one of her hands, then looked ahead of them. “He’s one of ours,” she said. “One of your military men, Your Grace. Moving quickly.”

“A scout,” Owyn said.

King Ivar looked over at Sunneva. “I didn’t know you could do that,” he said. She merely shrugged. “Stay by me from now on,” he said as he looked to the front again.

After a minute, King Ivar nodded. “It’s one of our scouts. Strange that he’s back so soon.”

“I didn’t think even Akranian horses were that fast,” Owyn said. “Maybe the gods will be with us and he comes bearing good news.”

King Ivar gave Owyn a level look. “Wouldn’t that be something,” he said flatly. “Let him through!” he called out to the King’s Guard as they formed into a circle around the royal party.

The members of the King’s Guard nodded and saluted, fist to chest, then opened their circle. They formed into two lines flanking the king.

As the scout drew closer, Owyn began to feel that something was wrong. Dreadfully wrong. The scout was driving his horse hard, a charge that kicked up a trail of dust from its thundering hooves. No horse could maintain that pace long; it would drop dead if the rider tried to maintain it.

The scout ran past the guards and pulled savagely on his reins, yanking the animal’s head back. The horse stumbled once, then stood there, its sides heaving, froth dripping from its mouth. The scout stared blankly at Owyn and the king, offering no greeting. Several members of the King’s Guard approached, hands on sword hilts.

“Have you gone mad, man?” King Ivar asked angrily. “You’ll kill your fucking horse like that! If you—”

“Owyn of Styrkur,” the man said, and Owyn immediately recognized Ezoleus’s voice speaking through him. “You have been a thorn in my foot for far too long, but that time is coming to an end. If you want war, I graciously accept. Come quickly, and come prepared. I long for the opportunity to peel the skin from your flesh.”

“What is this madness?” King Ivar roared as he drew several inches of his sword.

“No, Your Grace,” Owyn said, holding up a hand to stop the king. “Ezoleus speaks through this man. You’re hearing the words of the sorcerer that has your daughter. My wife. Tell Ezoleus this,” Owyn said, turning to the scout. The man stood there with a blank expression on his face. “Tell him that we will not—”

“All of your soldiers will die,” the scout interrupted. His voice took on a heated note. “Your cities shall be burned to the ground.” He trailed off as blood began leaking from his nose. “Every citizen of Akranes shall die. Every man, woman…and…”

The scout didn’t even flinch as blood poured from his mouth. It leaked from his eyes, ears, and nose as well. His horse swayed, then staggered to the side and collapsed, dropping them both in the dirt. His leg would have been pinned beneath the horse like that, but the man laid there without moving. The horse heaved once, then went still.

Owyn looked at King Ivar, then swung down from his horse and approached the dying scout. In the four steps it took him to reach the man’s horse, the scout’s face had already turned purple with bloat. A river of blood ran from the scout’s mouth, forming into a puddle of increasing size in the dirt. His eyes melted and leaked into the puddle of gore as well.

“It’s good that he wants war,” King Ivar growled. “That’s what he’s going to get. Although I believe it’s going to be more of a slaughter than a war.” He glared at the dead scout for a moment, his face dark with anger.

Owyn approached the dead man and knelt next to his horse. The scout’s saddlebags bulged, but they were tied shut. Owyn drew his dagger from its sheath on the inside of his left forearm and used it to poke at the saddlebags. When dealing with a man like Ezoleus, one could not be too careful.

With a flick of his wrist, Owyn sliced the strap holding the saddlebag shut. He used the point of the dagger to throw the flap open, then took a quick step back.

A man’s severed head rolled out, his face frozen in his last terrible moments. A bloody hand followed, then a pile of gore oozed from the saddlebags. Gasps of shock rose from behind Owyn. He turned back to his king and saw the grim look on the monarch’s face.

“One of the other scouts, Your Grace,” Owyn said, indicating the head lying on the ground. He didn’t even bother opening the other saddlebag, which also bulged and had dark, wet stains on the leather. He knew what it contained.

Murmurs spread through the nearby soldiers and the king turned to face them. He sat straight in his saddle and raised his voice to carry far.

“Men of Akranes! We march to fight against a great evil. Against a white-livered whoreson of a wizard that has murdered your fellow soldiers and kidnapped my daughter!” Angry grumbles rose from the nearby cavalrymen, and the king continued. “We shall wash over Vogar like a flood, leaving only bodies in our wake!” he shouted, his voice carrying over the formations of soldiers. “We will show this pathetic excuse for a wizard what happens when he messes with a lion. King Thyrill as well, for aiding him!”

The soldiers nodded to each other, uttering oaths under their breath and talking of how they would dispose of the Midsandurian soldiers. A few clapped and tried to raise a cheer, but King Ivar continued.

“If you mess with the lion, you’re going to get the fucking teeth!” he shouted, and the nearby soldiers broke into a loud cheer.

They raised their lances into the air and shook them. Heads turned as they spread the king’s words, and after a few short moments, thousands of battle cries filled the air. The roar of men was absolutely deafening.

“Can you use magic to dispose of that?” King Ivar asked Sunneva, jerking his head to the bloodied ruin of the scout.

Her face went white when she saw the bodies of the man and the horse, not to mention the severed head, but she nodded. After taking a moment with her eyes closed to settle her stomach, she answered the king.

“It will take me a moment, Your Grace, but I can bury him much faster than men with shovels.”

“Good,” King Ivar said. “Go ahead and get to that, and let us know if you need assistance.” He turned back to Owyn. “Every day that passes without Ezoleus’s and Thyrill’s heads on pikes is a great injustice. Let us make haste.”
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Ezoleus’s boots crunched through the thin layer of fresh snow as he walked across the field with a determined stride. A pale sliver of moon shone high in the sky, giving a faint glow to the white-covered ground that broke through the otherwise oppressive darkness of midnight.

His eyes focused on the bonfire that lay ahead, and the flames that flickered and melted the snow in a ten-foot radius. Watching the fire made him smile, but he kept his feelings tightly reined in. He had no time for feelings tonight; he only had time for magic of the blackest sort. He had to remain focused on the task at hand.

As he drew near the fire, wails of pain filled the air, the song of their screams like music to his ears. Ten wooden poles sprouted from the ground, reaching a dozen feet towards the sky. They had been arranged in a circle around the fire. More importantly, ten people hung upon the poles, crucified.

Ezoleus stepped into the circle and took a moment to bathe in the sound of their agony. He closed his eyes and listened as they screamed, wept, and shouted his name, begging for their lives.

His smile deepened when he saw who waited for him in the circle: Princess Freya herself. She was as beautiful as all the stories about her promised, although too tall for Ezoleus’s liking. Her inborn talents with magic were second to none, even surpassing Ezoleus himself in terms of raw strength. She would make a fine student for him, and knowing that he had stolen her from Owyn made it all the sweeter.

Ultimately, Ezoleus decided that Valdis dying had been a good thing. Initially, he had planned on torturing Freya for days, weeks on end, and using her body as a focus; to swear to gods and demons both old and new in order to add centuries to his life. But now, he could train her to work for him. In her stead, he could capture Owyn of Styrkur and perform horrific surgeries on him, sacrificing him to any demon that would accept.

Ezoleus watched Freya for a moment. On occasion, her face would contort into a deep scowl as if she still struggled to break free of his hold on her mind. In the end, she simply was not strong enough to break through his spell. She had no choice but to obey him.

Perhaps when all this was done he could still use her. The known gods and demons in existence numbered in the hundreds. One more sacrifice could further add to his power, and some of the old gods were eager for blood.

“Now, watch and learn,” Ezoleus said to the princess.

She folded her hands at her waist and nodded, a faithful student ready to learn from her new master. Her face darkened in anger, but was quickly replaced with calm.

Ezoleus turned to look at the ten people crucified around him. They all still lived, which was a critical part of his spell. He refused to allow any of them to die; there was power in pain, and he planned on extracting as much as possible from each of them. He raised his hands reverently in the air and smiled as he slowly turned in a circle, watching each one of them suffer.

When the skeleton he had summoned suffered defeat at the hands of that maggot Owyn, Ezoleus had tried to call forth an ancient and powerful entity. He had succeeded in awakening the beast from a centuries-long slumber, but his spell hadn’t been powerful enough to control it. He needed the pain, the fear, the anger, and most importantly the blood of many people together for his spell to be powerful enough.

Tonight, he would finish the task.

“Ezoleus, why?” cried a man hanging from one of the wooden poles.

Ezoleus approached him and watched with pitiless eyes. The man’s great belly shook with his sobs, and vomit stained his silken clothes as much as blood.

“You served me for decades and I treated you well,” King Thyrill said between his cries. “Why would you turn on me so?”

“You don’t understand power,” Ezoleus said simply. “It’s clear that you never did. You sat on your throne, ruling with an impotent hand, while everyone laughed behind your back. And now, you’re just another tool; a tool to increase my power.”

“That’s not true,” Thyrill cried. “My people love me!”

Ezoleus laughed. The fat sack of dung didn’t deserve any more of his time. He turned away from the king and stepped around the fire until he stood next to Freya. That she stood an inch taller than him grated on his nerves, but he would worry about that later.

“Now, my slave, we will bring forth destruction that hasn’t been seen in centuries, if not longer.”

Ezoleus began uttering an incantation that he had said once before, one that nearly killed him to speak. Next to him, Freya spoke the words as well, sharing his burden. Because he controlled her, Ezoleus’s power surged through her, then raged through his veins. He shook with the torrent of magic that filled him. His words echoed, and he pressed on.

The screams around them grew in intensity until ten throats roared in agony. Ezoleus instructed Freya to continue the spell as he stepped away.

Slowly, he bent down and grabbed a spear made from the arm bones of a man that had strangled his own family. Ezoleus walked to the nearest crucified person and used the tip of the spear to lift the man’s tunic, revealing his pale abdomen.

The man halted his whimpering and looked down, his eyes wide in terror. The fear on his face grew and he shrieked in panic as Ezoleus pressed the spear into his stomach. The sharpened tips of the arm bones pierced the man’s skin and Ezoleus held it there for a moment, then pushed it in further. The man threw back his head and screamed in agony, which was exactly what Ezoleus needed. He pushed the spear in further, still further, until nearly a foot of the sharpened arm bones were inside the man’s belly.

Blood ran down the man’s side, leaking from the wound. Ezoleus’s lips twisted into a cruel smile as he twisted the spear, tearing the flesh and causing blood to pour like water. He savagely pulled the spear to the side, tearing the man’s stomach open. Blood and intestines slopped onto the ground, but Ezoleus was already walking away.

As the man howled in agony, Ezoleus slowly approached the next person. This woman had watched the entire thing, and she begged for her life as Ezoleus raised the spear to her stomach. Her screams were rich and full, and Ezoleus laughed as he worked.

Expose their skin, build their terror, then torture them and collect their blood. That was the process he used on them. Ten times he did this, until blood pooled at the base of each wooden pole. Their screams took on a frantic note and Ezoleus smiled, almost giddy from the feeling of power surging through him.

When he had finished, he cast the spear to the ground. He looked over at Freya, ensuring she was watching him. Rubbing his hands together, Ezoleus uttered a single word.

“Ethosian.”

Tiny flames formed at the foot of each person, flickering against the wet snow and blood-soaked ground. The flames sputtered and grew, driven by Ezoleus’s power, and licked up the wooden poles without consuming the wood. These flames sought something else, instead.

As the intensity of the flames grew, so did the feeling of power within Ezoleus. He bared his teeth as the flames reached feet and scorched them black. Ten mouths screamed as fires began to consume them. One man called out to gods both old and new, begging for salvation.

How much pain could a person take until their mind finally broke? Testing that threshold was something Ezoleus thoroughly enjoyed. He wanted to dance beneath their feet and shower in their blood, but he had other uses for it.

As their screams grew, he walked back to Freya. She possessed incredible potential; even being new to the magical arts, she was strong enough to maintain by herself the spell that Ezoleus had started with her. A weaker person would have been burned to ash, or their mind turned to mush by simply trying.

He would twist her and shape her, make her into the most powerful sorceress that ever lived, and use that power for himself. Then, when the time was right, the torture would begin.

But first, he had to finish his incantation.

Ezoleus stepped next to Freya and continued chanting the spell. It took a new turn as he rejoined her; the words gaining in power and volume, almost seeming to make the air shimmer. Their voices built, reverberating from the snow that should have absorbed the sounds, and grew louder with each word.

Like red water, blood flowed from the crucified people’s wounds and began gathering in the air above the bonfire, forming into a red sphere that grew and pulsed in time with the incantation. Ezoleus pushed on, continuing his enchantment, his words making the flames dance.

Freya’s lips peeled back as she spoke the words of power. Blood flecked across her teeth from the strain on it, but she never slowed.

The hovering orb of blood and gore grew in size as it drained the people dry. Finally, it launched itself like an arrow and landed a hundred feet to their north, striking the snow soundlessly. The blood raced from the impact site, red tendrils seeking, moving faster than human eyes could even follow, searching through the snow as it moved towards Mount Hekla.

Ezoleus and Freya shouted their arcane words now. He felt a great heat rise in his body, as if a furnace was being stoked inside his chest. He pushed harder, and the blood sped through the snow to the north, too quickly for human eyes to track.

Their spell finally reached its crescendo and Ezoleus felt an overpowering presence try to force itself into his mind, the same as when he had awakened the beast on his previous attempt. This time, bolstered by the power of Freya and the ten sacrifices, he forced the presence down with ease, like stepping on a sick dog’s neck and pinning it to the ground. The presence recoiled from such might.

Anger, raw and hot, poured into Ezoleus’s mind. Pure, rabid fury with all the heat of an erupting volcano surged. It was not his own anger that he felt, but what came from this other-worldly being, this ancient creature so outraged at being disturbed twice now.

With a snarl, Ezoleus forced it down again until he felt the presence in his mind change to reluctant acceptance. Finally, the beast sent a question to his mind. Not a thing of words, but of images and emotions. Ezoleus’s mind put words to the thoughts.

Why have you disturbed me a second time? What do you want of me?

At last, Ezoleus had triumphed. He tried to form an image in his mind, an image of the city of Akranes, and attached it to the direction where the sun sets. He needed to guide this great power to the correct location. After that, he sent a mental image of Owyn of Stykur. He could never forget that bastard’s face, with his blonde hair and hulking frame.

“I want you to kill,” Ezoleus said. He tried to send an explanation of time to the great beast, an understanding of days, weeks, even. Not to push it to move faster, but to let the beast hunt them for a time. Wait until they finished their journey, to give them a glimmer of hope, and then crush them.

Obeisance filled Ezoleus’s mind, along with another surge of outrage and wounded pride.

Freya suddenly collapsed in the snow, exhausted from the spell. Ezoleus watched her pant against the muddy ground for a moment, then reached down and helped her up. She wavered once, then stood firm. Oh yes, she would be incredibly powerful, indeed.

“What now, my master?” she asked, her strong gaze silently challenging him. In time, she would learn her place.

Ezoleus looked back at the people he had crucified. All of them would be dead if not for the surge of magical power sustaining them. Flames covered their legs, burning but not consuming their flesh. They had already proven themselves useful in giving him strength for his spells, but now another thought blossomed in his mind.

“I think we should send a visitor or two to your husband,” Ezoleus said. “We don’t want him getting too comfortable.”

At the mention of Owyn, hope suddenly flashed on Freya’s face. It was immediately replaced by a scowl as her face twisted. She bowed her head to him, as if to apologize for trying to break through his spell.

Ezoleus slowly turned in a circle as the dying screams of ten people filled his ears. He stepped near one of them, the head of the cooper’s guild, and raised a hand. The man looked down at Ezoleus, eyes wide with terror. Tears streamed down his face as he begged to be released. Ezoleus ignored his pleas and began uttering quiet words of power.

With the words of dark magic in the air, the man’s eyes opened wide and he jerked upright as if an invisible hand had him by the back of the neck. The flames winked out on his legs, leaving only blackened skin. His lips peeled back from his bloody teeth in a silent snarl, and his eyes took on a feverish light. Pallid skin crossed with blue veins almost seemed to glow as the man looked around. He glared at the nails through his wrists, down to the nail driven through both feet, as if angry they held him back. He transferred his stare to Ezoleus.

“No need for those any longer,” Ezoleus murmured, waving his hand. The nails worked their way out of the wood and the man fell to the ground. He landed easily on both feet, still watching Ezoleus curiously.

“Jir, was it?” Ezoleus asked, tapping a finger against his lips. “Yes, if memory serves. Not that it matters now.” He took a small step towards the pale, burned man. “I need you to do something for me, Jir. There’s someone you need to kill.”

Jir’s eyes widened and his mouth twisted into a cruel grin as Ezoleus explained in thorough detail what he was to do. When the wizard was done, Jir walked away from the circle of crucified people and waited patiently in the snow.

Ezoleus continued around the circle and cast the spell on others; four had died—even Ezoleus’s power had its limitations—but six had enough life in them to serve another purpose.

Resurrecting the remaining four was possible, but too costly in mind, body, and rare ingredients. Besides, the undead were never trustworthy.

Once the spells were complete, two women and four men stood on the snow outside of the circle. King Thyrill—or what was left of him, at least—stood among them.

That should make for an interesting surprise, Ezoleus thought with a chuckle.

Corpse-pale skin covered each of them with the exception of their blackened legs. They waited on Ezoleus’s command, eager to serve their master. Ezoleus spoke one final command to them and they were off, hurrying away in the night, running with an energy that would sustain them until their death.

“Best to keep your husband on his toes,” Ezoleus said to Freya. “I don’t want him to think I’ve forgotten about him.”

Freya bared her teeth in a malicious smile. The battle on her face was plain, but Ezoleus’s spell was always the victor.

What is our next move, my master?” she asked. Her hands were folded at her waist.

“Now, we ride south,” Ezoleus told her. “South and west.”

He left the circle of death and walked thirty paces to where a servant had tied two horses earlier in the night. The beasts were shaken, but Ezoleus quieted them with a firm hand.

It went without saying that the servant that had brought the horses was now one of the mindless shells hunting Owyn and the king; leaving witnesses would serve no purpose.

Ezoleus motioned for Freya to mount the second horse, then swung up into the saddle. His saddle was thickly padded; he had no love of horses, much less riding on one for days on end. But he would endure what he had to in order to reach his goals.

“Come,” he said to Freya as she settled herself on her saddle. “We ride for the nation of Hafnir; more specifically, for its capital city, Peralta.

A city like Peralta always had room for a wizard of Ezoleus’s caliber. Especially once he had manipulated the king’s mind there. Besides, right now he wanted to be as far from Vogar as possible. There was nothing left for him there, and he preferred warmer weather.

He motioned for Freya to follow and she fell in beside him. “Now, come see what a real city is like. Not that pathetic, snow-covered farmland you call home.” He chuckled as he mentally compared those bumpkins of Akranes to the grandeur of Peralta, which was arguably the greatest city in the known world.

Freya bowed her head, masking the struggle on her face, and rode silently next to Ezoleus. She was still in there; he could see that much. He made it a point not to touch her unless he absolutely had to; that was something that could be used against him by someone of her power. No matter what it took, he wouldn’t let Freya free of the spell. But a tiny voice deep in the back of his brain whispered fears that she might break free, given the right circumstances.
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The army continued their march east along the Taren Road, with the border of Midsandur just to their south. The soldiers never faltered, and if they maintained their pace they would arrive at Vogar within a few days. Owyn was once again impressed by the Akranian soldiers.

Some of the soldiers seemed to think of this campaign as an opportunity to prove their hardiness. It became a personal challenge for them to prove how many miles they could march in a single day. It all made Owyn grateful he had a horse.

Above the scattered treetops, the towering peak of Mount Hekla rose in the far distance. Faint wisps of smoke rose from its broken peak. The sight brought back memories, and a shiver ran through him that had nothing to do with the chill in the air.

“Do you have a plan for taking the city, Your Grace?” Owyn asked, eyeing the mountain warily. He wasn’t one to believe in omens, but something about the rising smoke from the mountain’s peak nagged at the back of his mind.

“Aye,” King Ivar rumbled. His expression was all hard lines and angles. “Thyrill likes to let his ego lead his troops instead of his wits—not that he has much of the latter, mind you. When we show up to Vogar, he’s likely to meet us in force instead of staying behind the walls of his city. He wants to prove himself; to defeat me in battle.” King Ivar scoffed. “The man’s an idiot, I tell you.”

“And if he decides to wisen up and keep his troops behind the city walls?” Owyn asked.

“Then we’ll be laying siege to Vogar,” King Ivar said. “It won’t take him long to break. Thyrill will be frothing at the mouth to get a chance to redeem his honor against me. Once we breach the walls, we’ll get my daughter and the wizard.”

Owyn nodded. “Any plans to counter Ezoleus? He could cause a lot of trouble, Your Grace.”

“Well, we have Sunneva, although I would rather not risk her. Having a trustworthy magic-user around is a luxury.” He lowered his voice and leaned closer to Owyn, giving him a wolf’s grin. “I also have the best assassins in the realm. As king, one can never be too safe. For this, I brought all of them. Men possessing questionable morals but steadfast loyalty to me. When we get close, they’ll slip inside the city and poison the sorcerer’s wine, or his food. If the gods are with us, this won’t ever be more than a brief skirmish.”

Owyn frowned in thought. “Why not have them poison the king as well, and end this whole mess?”

It was King Ivar’s turn to frown. “This situation is tricky, son. More is at stake than you might initially realize.” He twisted in his saddle and looked back at the long lines of soldiers marching behind them. “These men are ready to fight. They’re eager for it after all this build up. If they were to march for two weeks straight only to learn that the king and wizard had been poisoned, there would be no end to the complaining. Morale would plummet. Poison is a woman’s weapon, they’d say. The king doesn’t want to fight. They’d wonder why in the Nine Hells we bothered dragging them all this way here.

“But,” he said with a grin. “If I give them a fight, even an easy one, they’ll sing of this for years to come. When they see you and me on the ground with them, they’ll fight even harder. They’ll tear the city walls down with their bare hands and show the rest of the world why no one dares to ever challenge us.”

“Huh,” Owyn grunted. “So, it’s about maintaining our image, then?”

“From a certain point of view, yes,” King Ivar explained. “These men are tough. They’re Akranians, so everyone knows they’re tough, and they like that. They’ll fight, they’ll kill, and they’ll even die to maintain that reputation. All that aside, first and foremost, all of this is about getting my daughter back. But it’s also about maintaining peace.”

“Maintaining peace through war?” Owyn asked, skeptically raising an eyebrow.

“Exactly,” King Ivar said with a nod of certainty. “Far to the south, Whiteridge has fallen; after a failed takeover by those rogue sorcerers, their own people rose up and beheaded their king for his inaction. Svalbard isn’t far behind; their new king seems determined to destabilize the entire area. Even Reykholt and Husafell have skirmishes from time to time. However, no one has been stupid enough to bother Akranes for nearly twenty years. Do you know why?”

“Because they know how we’ll respond?” Owyn asked.

“Fear,” King Ivar said simply. “Here’s a lesson for you, young Owyn: Fear is a horrible tool for ruling over your own people, but an excellent tool when dealing with other nations. No one has bothered us for two decades because they know we’ll slaughter them. Compassion for your own people, and unwavering strength for the rest.”

Owyn nodded slowly as he took it all in. It certainly made sense. Other nations wouldn’t cause problems if they knew they’d get their noses bloodied.

“My King,” one of the knights said as he nudged his horse closer. “Runar has a message for you.”

“Good.” King Ivar rubbed his gauntleted hands together. “Let him through. I’ve been waiting for some good news.”

The circle of the King’s Guard opened to admit a tall man dressed in fine clothes. Owyn recognized him immediately; Runar, the Spymaster. His face was permanently solemn, as if he saw no joy in life, only dark secrets. His tunic, black like his hair, was impeccable and perfectly arranged on his narrow frame. Set about his shoulders was a dark cloak lined with fur. He bowed his head to the king, his expression never changing.

Behind Runar stood a nervous-looking fellow with shifty eyes. Like the Spymaster, he was dark of hair and eye, but there the similarities ended. Whereas Runar’s appearance was that of a man obsessed with details, this new fellow wore slightly rumpled clothes that looked like…. Owyn’s eyes narrowed. King Thyrill’s personal sigil was stitched high on the left breast of the man’s tunic. A royal servant? It seemed that Runar had eyes and ears everywhere.

“Leif here is one of my contacts in Vogar,” Runar said in a sober voice as he led the slender, nondescript man closer to the king. “He has some information for you, Your Grace.”

Leif might have been the most average-looking man Owyn had ever seen. His face was completely forgettable, which was perfect for a spy. His height, build, features, everything about the man was simply average.

“Go ahead,” Runar said.

Leif nodded to the spymaster, then bowed his head to the king. His mouth worked soundlessly for a few seconds before he finally spoke. “He ain’t there no more, Your Grace.”

“What in the Nine Hells are you talking about?” King Ivar grumped. “Who? Explain yourself, man!”

Leif ducked his head. “Yes, Your Grace. Like I said, he ain’t there no more. The wizard, that is. He left in the middle of the night a few days past. The king is dead, too.”

King Ivar’s eyes widened in shock. He leaned forward and fixed Leif with a hard stare. “King Thyrill is dead? Tell me every single detail.”

Leif bowed his head again and the words came spilling out of his mouth. “I was keeping a close eye on him, Your Grace, just like I was told, so I saw him leave in the night.”

“Where?”

“He went to a field outside of the city, in the King’s Wood. No one goes there. Not even the king himself hunts there, hasn’t for years, I been told. The wizard had a fire and took ten people with him, and….” He trailed off, his face going pale.

“Come on, out with it,” King Ivar barked.

Leif swallowed and went on. “He…he crucified them, Your Grace. I know magic when I see it. He waved his hands and the people floated into the air, then nails pinned them to the wooden poles. Ten poles, all in a circle around the fire.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, like he was trying to settle his nerves. “I waited for a while, just watching him. He took a spear, funny looking one with a split tip made of white, almost like bones. He jammed it in each one of them, then made fire burn their legs. The screaming was horrible, Your Grace. He had a woman out there with him. She stood there patiently, like a helper of some kind. Pretty woman, with red hair.”

“He killed his own king,” King Ivar muttered, shaking his head. “Regicide. Is there no deed too black for this cursed whoreson?”

But Owyn’s ears caught onto a different part of the man’s story. “A woman with red hair?”

Leif ducked his head, but refused to meet Owyn’s eyes. “Yes, my lord. It was…. It was the princess, my lord. Your wife. She was working magic with Ezoleus. Real bad stuff, my lord. Making no accusations on the princess, of course, but they did real bad stuff out there. I never heard such screaming before. Still hear it in my dreams. Made me sick to watch, but I made sure I watched everything. I know what’s expected of me.”

“What else happened?” King Ivar demanded.

“Well, he—he did something with their blood, Your Grace. It’s hard to describe what I saw.”

“Try,” the king said firmly.

Leif pursed his lips and took a deep breath. “Well, he took blood from all those people and made it into…” Leif worked his hands as if he were holding onto something round. “Into a circle. Like a ball. Only it was floating in the air, above the bonfire he had lit. It went north, like an arrow, too far away for me to see.”

King Ivar gave Owyn a concerned glance. “What is going on here?” he asked. “Sunneva, does any of this sound familiar to you?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know of any spells like that, Your Grace. All I can tell you is that Ezoleus was working with dark magicks, but that much is obvious.”

“Nine Hells,” King Ivar growled. “Something bad is going to happen, I can just feel it. Anything else?” he asked Leif.

“Yes, my lord,” the small man said with another bow of his head. “Once he was done, he pulled six of them down. They was burned up and tortured, but they walked around like they was fine. Better’n fine, in fact. They ran around like they was in the best shape of their life. It must have been something with his magic, Your Grace. Ezoleus sent them running off into the night, then said something about Peralta to the princess. Then they left, heading west and south.”

“The six people ran away?” Owyn asked. “After being burned and tortured?”

Leif nodded. “Craziest thing I ever seen, my lord. They walked like they would never get tired, heading west.”

Owyn met the king’s gaze. If those people went west, they would be heading straight towards the army.

“Very good, man,” the king said. “Leif, was it?”

“Yes, Your Grace,” he said with another bob of his head. A sour expression covered his face, like he had bitten into a piece of rotten fruit. Perhaps the recent memory of the tortures he had witnessed still haunted him.

“You have served your country well, Leif,” King Ivar said. He turned to one of the knights in the King’s Guard and raised his voice. “Sir Richards!”

A massive man in plate armor steered his horse close to the king and bowed his head as far as his armor would allow. “Yes, my king?”

“See to it that Leif is paid well for his service,” the king said. “If he no longer wishes to serve in Vogar, ensure we have room for him up in Akranes. We’d all be going in the wrong direction if it wasn’t for him. I think a medal is in order.”

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Leif said. “I watched the whole thing so I could tell you every bit. It was bad things I heard, Your Grace. His words seemed to carry for hundreds of feet. I heard him like I was standing next to him, even though I was far away and hidden. Bad words, I couldn’t understand a one of them, but I knew they was awful. Made my stomach churn to hear them. I can’t get his voice out of my head, Your Grace. I hear it every time I sleep.” A tear leaked down his cheek, although he didn’t seem to notice. “And I can only sleep for minutes at a time. Every time I close my eyes I see him, tearing open people’s stomachs and burning them, but the people don’t die. They just keep screaming.”

King Ivar looked at Sir Richards and jerked his head to the side. “See he’s taken care of, will you? Take him to the physician if need be. He needs a few days of peace.”

“Yes, my king.” With a salute, Sir Richards guided Leif away, keeping his horse moving slowly next to the slender man.

King Ivar brooded over the new information for a few minutes. Owyn looked over at Sunneva and saw her looking worriedly at him. News of black magic and regicide were concerning, but now their target was fleeing to a different city altogether.

“So, what now?” Owyn asked the king.

“Now, we turn back west,” King Ivar replied. “West, then south, and with haste. First, though, I need to send a message to my advisors back in Akranes. I told them I would keep them informed. Bring me a scout, and make it a fast one,” he called out to his knights. “Wait—bring me Olaf.”

“Couldn’t have chosen better myself,” Owyn said. When it came to scouts, Olaf was the best in Akranes, with a fearsome reputation. Plus, the man was a survivor. His face bore the scars of tortures he had survived at the hands of a faction of rebels. He was also one of the only survivors of Ezoleus’s attack on them several weeks ago, aside from Owyn.

Ten minutes later, Olaf approached them, sitting easily in his saddle. While he still wore his usual scout’s clothes, now he wore a fine cloak with King Ivar’s personal seal embroidered on his breast, a sign of his rise in station. His scarred face warmed a bit upon seeing Owyn, and he bowed from his saddle to both of them.

“Here to serve, my king,” he said to King Ivar, then turned briefly to Owyn. “Good to see you, Prince Owyn,” Olaf said with a sudden grin. “Glad we’re both still on the right side of the dirt, eh?” His eyes went to Sunneva and he offered her a small seated bow as well. He didn’t know her, but he was smart enough to realize that a woman riding with the king and prince deserved respect.

Owyn offered him a smile in return. “Always good to see you, Olaf. We need you. The king has a mission for you.”

“Yes, just the man I need,” King Ivar said to the hardened soldier. “Olaf, I need you to take a message to Hathor and Fridrik back home. Tell them Ezoleus has fled Vogar, and is now on his way to Peralta. We remain in pursuit.”

Olaf nodded. “Yes, Your Grace. Any other information I should pass along?”

The king made a dismissive gesture. “None that they need to bother themselves with. They’re too busy running the country to worry about much else at the moment. May the gods grant you speed, Olaf.”

Olaf bowed again. “Your Grace,” he said, and whipped his horse around. He kicked his horse into a trot and hurried away.

Ivar watched the scout ride away, seemingly lost in thought for several minutes.

“Everything okay, Your Grace?” Owyn asked.

The king blinked and turned back to Owyn. “The wizard got a head start on us, but I mean to get there as quickly as possible.” He turned to his King’s Guard. “Spread the word to the captains. Our target has fled. Turn the men around; we march for Peralta!”
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The journey was as uneventful as the days preceding it. They lost themselves in the monotony of routine; every day was the same. Break camp, march, set up camp, train, sleep.

After so many days of marching, some of the squad leaders began to voice concerns about morale. The men were eager to fight. Without an enemy to fight, tensions would rise and there was a chance they would brawl over disagreements.

After the first week, Owyn and King Ivar walked along the soldiers every night after they made camp. King Ivar inspected bow strings, Owyn checked men’s feet and sword edges. They handed out praise regularly, which left the soldiers beaming with pride.

Training every evening helped. Soldiers often gathered to watch Owyn spar with the king. They cheered on the matches, clanging their gauntleted fists against shields, making a racket that could be heard for miles.

One night, King Ivar sat next to a small campfire and directed a group of soldiers to gather around men. Men piled around, trying to cram in close so they could hear the king’s words.

Owyn expected the king to give words of advice or praise, or perhaps a motivational speech. He did neither. Instead, he told a story.

“Who among you wants to hear of my first boar hunt?” King Ivar asked, settling himself on a folding stool.

A chorus of shouts rose in the air and men slapped their hands against their thighs or pounded fists against armor, anything to make a racket.

“Alright, calm down, calm down.” King Ivar grinned his wolf’s grin at Owyn, then continued. “I was just a young lad of fourteen. My father, then the king, decided to take me boar hunting to make a man out of me.”

He chuckled, and the soldiers laughed with him. The dangers of boar hunting were well-known; the tusked beasts were just as likely to gore a man as they were to run him over.

The king continued. “He always pushed for me to prove myself in one way or another, my father. May the gods bless his memory. Well, we went into the woods one summer morning, just me, him, and a single guard, Sir Sigfus. Rumors had reached my father about a great boar larger than anyone had seen in recent memory. A huge bastard, with tusks a foot long. Someone else had tried hunting it and went missing along with their dogs.”

Many of the soldiers nodded their heads. Boars, especially northern ones, had a reputation for being especially vicious.

“My wineskin,” King Ivar said quietly, holding his hand out to the side. A member of his King’s Guard moved forwards and produced a dark leather skin and placed it in the king’s hand. King Ivar went to take a drink, then looked around at the soldiers surrounding him. He raised it high in the air. “To Akranes! Long may our soil be black, our women fair, and our courage unwavering!”

The men shouted a cheer in reply. Those with skins drank from them, and passed them around so others could join in the toast.

King Ivar took a long drink from his wineskin, then wiped his mouth on the back of his arm.

“So, as I was saying,” he said, pushing the stopper into the neck of the skin. “We set out to find this unholy terror of a boar. Finding signs of him was easy. A pig of that size leaves tracks everywhere. We followed those tracks until we found the boar himself. Let me tell you, this thing was huge. He could have fed a…” King Ivar gestured around him. “Well, an army.”

The soldiers laughed, and he continued.

“When he realized he was being hunted, he launched his attack. His charge was terrifying, I tell you. A stone wall couldn’t have stopped him. I lunged at him, but missed. This bastard was the meanest, fastest boar I’ve ever seen, even to this day. As I tore my spear free, the boar turned and charged me.

“I had a guard with me—I mean, I was the prince, so of course I did,” he added with a chuckle. The soldiers around him joined in his laughter. “Sir Sigfus shoved me to the side and tried to slam his knee into the boar—he was in full armor, you see, Plate armor, like Sir Richards over there. The boar ran over him like he was a puppy!”

Several men laughed, and King Ivar leaned forwards, intensity rising in his voice. “You know how boars are. Once they think they have you, nothing will stop them. When he saw the guard on the ground, scrambling to his feet, he turned right around and charged him. The boar jerked its head up, sticking him with those fearsome tusks and spilling blood all over the ground.”

The men around him winced, including Owyn. Boar attacks were a bad way to die.

“Where did it get him?” someone asked. Other voices immediately joined in, asking for details.

“Ah, I’m not sure you want to know,” King Ivar said, waving it away.

“Come on, tell us!” a soldier shouted.

“Let us know, Sire!” another soldier asked.

“I don’t think you can handle it!” King Ivar said with a good-natured grin. “You may all catch the vapors and pass out.”

More shouts answered him. Soldiers laughed and slapped their thighs while shouting how nothing bothered them.

“Okay, okay,” King Ivar said, holding up his hands. “So, the boar got him, and that’s the worst part. It drove its tusks….” He leaned forwards, eyeing the men near him. “Right in his ass!” He drove his finger up to the sky for emphasis.

As one, the soldiers winced and shook their heads.

“You’re right Sire, I can’t handle that one,” one soldier shouted, and laughter broke out.

“We considered calling him Sir Shits-a-lot after that,” the king said. Winces turned into more laughter.

“So, Sir Shits-a-lot was out of the fight,” the king continued. “I would never ask a man to fight after taking a wound like that. My father took a step back, expecting me to handle the situation.

“The boar turned around, part of the knight’s ass still hanging from its bloody tusk, and locked eyes with me. It tried to stare me down, and I have no shame in telling you that it nearly succeeded. This bastard was big, and I mean big. It must have weighed four or five hundred pounds.”

“Could Prince Owyn finish him in one meal?” one of the squad leaders asked. Again, more laughter.

King Ivar kept talking. “I faced him, knuckles white on my boar spear, knees trembling, knowing that in a few moments I might have a tusk through my belly. Or, somewhere worse,” he added with a grin. After a sip from his wine skin, he continued his story. “He charged me like he intended to run straight through me, which he probably did. Men, I have never before seen anything that large move so fast. My heart tried to beat its way right out of my chest, but I stood my ground. I lowered my spear, aiming to take it right in the neck….”

He trailed off dramatically, taking another sip of wine.

“Where’d you stick him, Sire?” a voice called.

“Did you avenge Sir Sigfus’s ass?” another soldier asked.

King Ivar chuckled as he lowered his wine skin. “Ah, yes. I thrust forwards with my spear right as the boar reached me. I was certain the blade would penetrate right to the crossguard. I’d be eating bacon for a month! But this boar had other plans. At the last instant, he dashed to the side!” King Ivar jerked his hand to the left to demonstrate. “I moved my spear mid-thrust, hoping I could still catch him, and gods be good I did! The blade managed to slice several inches into his flank, but it only made him angrier.

“To make matters worse, he immediately turned and snapped at the spear, sending it flying from my grip!” Several gasps came from the crowd. “All I had left was my dagger and my wits, with the former being much sharper than the latter. Well, and an apple that I had brought for lunch. I decided that if I was going to survive, I had to go on the offensive. So, being the foolish youth I was, I drew my dagger and chased that son of a bitch down.”

“What about the apple, Your Grace?” a man called out, meaning it as a joke.

“The apple? I’m glad you asked,” King Ivar said with a smile. “I was young, brave, and stupid, but I was also fast. Twice, the boar charged me and twice I leaped to the side at the last minute, landing a slice with my dagger. But I knew it wasn’t enough; his skin was too tough to do more than scratch him. Besides, one slip and I would be on the ground with tusks in my gut.

“I made a plan. Sit Shits-a-lot clambered to his feet, one hand holding his ass together, and staggered next to me. He went to draw his sword, but I told him not to. I had to kill this boar myself. The next time the boar charged me, I threw my apple right at its side. The boar saw the flash of red and turned at the last minute, attacking the apple. I leaped forwards and landed right on the boar’s back, dagger in hand.”

A chorus of gasps came from the soldiers.

“Sir Sigfus fell on the beast and managed to grab onto its tusks with both hands, trying to keep him from bucking me off. As for me, I took my dagger and stabbed that son of a bitch right in the ribs. I rammed my dagger in him again and again, until my shoulder burned and his blood soaked the ground. Sir Sigfus roared like a wild animal himself as the boar threw its head this way and that, tossing him around like a child’s toy. The boar broke one of his hands, but he still held on. I finally drove my dagger into the boar’s throat and sawed through it, and with one final squeal, the boar collapsed. I carved out its heart and ate it right there, on the spot.”

A stunned silence spread through the crowd as the king finished his story. He casually took another sip of his wine and waited. One by one, soldiers clapped their hands on their thighs or struck their gauntleted fists against shields. It soon rose to a deafening cacophony, along with shouts of “Ivar! Ivar! Ivar!”

The king stood and raised his hands, grinning at his soldiers. Their roaring and shouting lasted a full minute, after which they finally died down. The noise was replaced with pride and beaming smiles.

“What happened to Sir Shits-a-lot?” a soldier asked.

“And his ass!” another added to a chorus of laughter.

King Ivar laughed as hard as his men at that one. He finally raised his hands and they fell silent.

“Sir Sigfus and his ass were retired to the countryside. After risking his life for me, we felt that it was appropriate. He healed just fine, and enjoys a peaceful life now, with grandchildren to fill his days. As for me, I ate bacon for a month.”

A loud whistle came from the soldiers and they cheered again. King Ivar waved at them and left the fire, clapping those he passed on the shoulder as he left.

“I had no idea, Your Grace,” Owyn said as they walked away from the crowd of cheering soldiers. “That was quite the story.”

“Yes,” King Ivar said, a broad smile on his weathered face. “It’s a great story of bravery and courage, with a bit of crude humor thrown in for extra measure. I’m pretty proud of myself for making it up on the spot back there.”

Owyn looked a question at him and the king laughed.

“Owyn, those men will be laughing about Sir Shits-a-lot for a week, and for the next year they’ll be telling stories of the king that killed a wild boar with just a dagger. They’re ready to fight more than ever, after hearing that. And while I do love bacon, I’m not foolish enough to face down a boar with a spear, let alone a dagger. Far too many men have fallen victim to those vicious beasts.”

Owyn stared at the king for a moment, then broke out into laughter.
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Morale was high for the next few days, just as King Ivar had said it would be. More soldiers than ever stood to watch Owyn spar with the king, and he came to realize they did that every evening to boost the men’s confidence as much as to hone their own skills with a blade. Owyn and the king were likely among the finest with a sword in the entire army. But watching them spar had the men thinking their leaders were nearly invincible.

They pressed through several villages as they marched and always made sure to buy from the locals. An army so large required a large amount of food and supplies and needed constant replenishing. Plus, the money they pressed into the farmers’ hands would help them for months to come.

More soldiers from the capital city caught up with them, and their numbers swelled to nearly ten thousand strong. It was a hell of a thing to see, an army of that size on the move.

Sunneva stayed close to Owyn the entire time. She spent much of her days studying her magic books—she had raided Odarin’s study and brought several, apparently—but when she looked at Owyn, her face was often lined with worry.

“We’re going to get her back,” Owyn said. “This is just a detour. Besides, now we get to see what the southlands look like. I’ve never been this far from home before.”

“Is Peralta really as big as they say?” Sunneva asked.

It was King Ivar that answered. “Bigger, probably. To be honest, I haven’t seen it with my own eyes. But I’ve read about it and seen drawings. It’ll be a sight for all of us, that’s for certain.”

“I’ve read that almost a million people live there,” Sunneva said, marking a place in her book with a finger. “A million! I can’t even picture that in my mind.”

“How are your studies coming?” Owyn asked, looking down at her book.

“Well, I suppose,” she said. “It’s difficult, and requires a lot of study, even to learn just a simple spell. When I heard that man describe what Ezoleus did to the people, I wondered how long he had to study to cast a spell like that.”

“Looking to turn to black magic, are we?” Owyn asked with a grin.

“Oh, of course not,” Sunneva replied. “I’m just curious about the difficulty of such things, and how he sustains himself. Using magic takes a lot from the caster. I get tired even lighting a campfire.”

Owyn shook his head. “I don’t think I’ll ever fully understand magic.”

“Probably not,” Sunneva said with a smile. She squinted in front of her, then began muttering something under her breath. After gesturing with her free hand, she stared off into the distance. “Looks like we’ve got company.”

Owyn looked ahead, but couldn’t see more than a speck on the horizon. “Sire, someone is coming,” he said.

The king also squinted but couldn’t see anything. He looked over at Sunneva. “I’m already glad I decided to keep you nearby.”

Several minutes later, they came into view. At first, all Owyn could make out was that it was a group of people running towards them on the road.

“What are they running from?” Owyn said out loud to no one in particular.

“Could be bandits,” King Ivar said. “No, our scouts would have taken care of bandits. Refugees, maybe? Hard to say.”

“I should run more often,” Owyn said. “I could stand to be in better shape.”

“Funny words, coming from the King’s Champion,” King Ivar said with a chuckle, although his eyes never left the group of people.

Owyn smiled, but there was little mirth in it. “I had to run from that monster Ezoleus summoned, some weeks ago. I don’t think I’ve ever run so hard in my life, and when you’re my size it gets tough. I felt like my lungs were on fire and my heart was going to explode.”

King Ivar grunted. “Maybe when this is all over, I’ll join you and we can both go for a run. I'm not getting any younger, that’s for certain, and the exercise would be good for me.”

The small group of people came closer, close enough that Owyn was finally able to make out some details. Their clothes were stained and disheveled, and their legs looked to be solid black, as if they had been standing in oil. Or fire, but that didn’t make any sense.

“Ho there!” King Ivar called out, standing in his stirrups.

Two knights of his King’s Guard spurred their horses forwards to intercept the runners. They rode fifty feet in front of the rest and waited. The rest remained by the king and prince.

An itch grew between Owyn’s shoulder blades, as if someone were holding their finger a hair’s breadth away from his skin. The two guards reined in their horses so that they blocked the road and called out to the group of people. They received no response. Something was wrong.

“How many do you count?” Owyn asked, his hand going to his sword hilt.

“Six,” Sunneva said without hesitation. “What the….”

“One, two…. Looks like six to me,” said King Ivar.

Owyn looked at Sunneva, then back to the guards. “Draw your swords!” he bellowed. “Protect the king!”

The knights of the King’s Guard drew swords or lances and moved to protect King Ivar. Owyn spurred his horse forwards, leaving the safety of the circle, and drew his sword.

“Owyn!” Sunneva shouted.

The guards that had rode ahead drew their swords. They held them, ready to strike, as the runners drew close. Owyn heard the clatter of armor as several knights behind him followed.

“Halt in the name of His Majesty, King Ivar!” one of the knights shouted.

The group of six runners didn’t slow or even show any sign they had heard the knight speak.

“One more step and we’ll cut you down where you stand!” the knight warned.

They kept running.

Owyn reached the guards right before the runners did. Chaos immediately ensued. The knights spurred their horses ahead, ready to fight.

One of the knights swung his sword in a powerful downwards arc, a savage attack that would cut through flesh and bone. The blade struck the first runner on her shoulder and nearly took her arm off, but no blood came out.

“By the gods,” the guard exclaimed.

He barely had time to react. The moment the words left his mouth, one of the runners leaped into the air and crashed into him, knocking him from his horse.

Owyn guided his horse with his knees, moving him to the left of the road. He swung his sword with all his might, and felt the familiar impact in his wrists as his blade connected with a scraggly man’s neck, taking his head clear off. Owyn let his horse continue beyond the melee, ensuring he was clear, before turning around.

The knight that had been knocked from his horse struggled to defend himself, but the runners swarmed on him like ants on honey. They tore at his armor with mouths agape and eyes staring blankly. He screamed and flailed about himself with his sword, but they pulled his helmet off and attacked. One man held his arm in place while another gouged his eyes out with blackened fingers and chewed on his nose, leaving the knight’s face a bloodied mess. All in a matter of seconds.

The second knight pushed his balking horse closer and began laying about him with his sword, hacking into the group. He left bloodless wounds that maimed but didn’t stop the assault. A tall, old man with a prodigious belly ignored a blow that took his arm off at the elbow and grabbed onto the knight’s leg, pulling him from the saddle with a crash.

The man Owyn had beheaded remained on the ground, unmoving.

“Remove their heads!” Owyn shouted as he spurred his horse back towards the ground. “Their heads!”

More members of the King’s Guard arrived and hacked with their swords, removing ears, hands, faces. The fat man ignored a blade through his heart and tried grabbing at the hand that wielded it until Owyn nudged his horse closer and chopped through his neck, sending his head to the ground.

One more member of the King’s Guard was pulled from his horse and swarmed by the remaining bloodless attackers. He laid about him with his sword, but they were too strong and overpowered him. In only a matter of seconds, he was torn apart, leaving little more than bloody chunks of flesh wrapped in armor.

They were supernaturally strong, that much was apparent. Where their claw-like fingers fell, bloody gashes were torn open, sometimes even through armor.

A knight charged forwards and swung his sword, connecting with a neck. Owyn was only a few seconds behind and swung his longsword with all his might. The horrid man moved at the last moment, causing Owyn’s blade to miss its mark. It hacked through the man’s head instead of his neck, slopping brains onto the ground. When that man fell, the fighting finally came to a halt.

“What in the Nine Hells just happened?” King Ivar said as he approached, sword in hand. His eyes went to his fallen knights and the hacked-up remains of the bloodless attackers on the road.

“Please, Sire! Stay back!” One of the knights said. Several members of the King’s Guard put themselves between the king and the pile of chopped-up bodies, one of which was still twitching and writhing on the ground, teeth snapping, fingers grabbing, blank eyes staring at nothing. With no arms or legs remaining it didn’t pose much of a threat, but it refused to die.

The king’s eyes went wide when he saw everything. “Owyn. Is this…. Once you told me you fought a bear that had been dead and rotting for some time, but moved with supernatural strength and speed.” The king didn’t take his gaze from the gnashing teeth of the dismembered man on the road.

Owyn dismounted his horse and carefully approached. The one man that still moved—a man in his middle years, whose tongue had been cut out at some time in the past—eyed him with hatred. He pulled himself across the road with the stumpy remains of his arms and legs.

Owyn swung his sword down, connecting with the man’s neck and severing his spine. The man’s head rolled across the ground.

“Yes, Your Grace,” Owyn finally said. “Now you see what I meant.”

He walked around the pile of bodies, ensuring each one of them had been relieved of their heads.

“No blood at all,” Owyn said to no one in particular as he examined the bodies. Each one had horrible, gaping wounds: stomachs torn open, arms chopped off, faces sliced open, but not a single drop of blood came from them.

The knight that had fallen, however, spilled all of their lives onto the road. It was sickening to see a man torn apart like so.

“Well, look at that,” King Ivar muttered. “The fat one.”

He pointed to one of the dead bodies, an overweight man with bloodstained clothes of velvet and silk. The man’s head was several feet away, face frozen in a rictus smile.

“That’s King Thyrill,” King Ivar said. “Rest in peace, you old bastard.” He leaned over and spat on the ground. Worry lined his face as his blue eyes scanned over the bodies.

Owyn sheathed his sword. “If I may, Your Grace, I suggest we keep moving. The sooner we get to Ezoleus, the fewer atrocities we’ll have to face.” He pulled himself back into the saddle. “Let’s get a few men to bury this mess first, so the rest of the soldiers don’t see it.”

“Even better,” King Ivar said. “Sunneva! I need you again.”

The red-haired beauty cautiously rode her horse closer. Her face went white when she saw the mess of bodies.

“I need you to bury this,” King Ivar said, turning away from the scene of carnage. He gave Sunneva a heavy, weighing look. “I’m sorry to ask this of you, but you can get it done faster than four men with shovels.”

Sunneva swallowed. “I’ll do it, Your Grace.”
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Olaf kept his horse at a fast walk. Some men tried to rush things and ran their horses, but that wore them out too quickly. Olaf would let them gallop for a few miles, but always made sure to let them walk until their heart slowed. If his trip had only been a day, he could have gone much harder, but this horse had to last a week.

Communication had to be maintained on the road, and pigeons weren’t reliable when you were in a different location every day. Scouts and messengers became invaluable in those situations

All around were shades of deep red and russet brown. It was a beautiful time of year, when the trees turned beautiful shades before shedding their last leaves. Early snows added a dusting of white to the scene. Most of the trees were already bare, but enough clung to their leaves to make the surrounding forest look like one of those paintings he had seen on his captain’s wall back in the city.

Olaf suddenly laughed out loud at the notion of a painting of trees. They were beautiful, the paintings, but he couldn’t find much of a use for them. Paintings of trees, hanging on walls. Better to just open your door and walk outside, into the crisp air and bright sunshine, and see the real thing. Better to stand on your feet than sit all day, although a recent change in his station meant he would be spending much of his time in a saddle.

Olaf looked down and fingered the sigil sewn onto the breast of his thick cloak. It was King Ivar’s personal sigil. After Olaf had returned with news of the bandits and who was behind them, things had changed. He had reported directly to the king himself about the happenings at the border of Midsandur.

Then the prince showed up, burned to hell and with a face like a storm cloud. He brought news of death, of a horrible monster that had laid waste to everyone. The only reason Olaf had survived was because he had been sent away minutes before everything went to shit.

Olaf and the prince had been among the only survivors that day. Well, two other men made it, but their injuries were so great that they couldn’t fight any longer. They had been retired early, to live a life of peace. After Prince Owyn’s personal recommendation, Olaf had been promoted from Lead Scout to a royal messenger. He enjoyed being outdoors, so he was pleased enough with the career change. It certainly paid better. And while he loved a good fight, it was nice to do something more peaceful for a change. After all, he wasn’t getting any younger.

He gathered his cloak around him after a gust of wind sent it streaming behind him. Heavier snows would come soon; most areas had a light dusting, some with a solid inch or two. Heavy snow would slow his travel substantially. At least the roads in Akranes were well maintained. Were he in another country, like Etrea or gods forbid, Berunes, the crumbling roads would add another day to his time. That was something he couldn’t afford.

Thinking about well-maintained roads made Olaf proud to be Akranian. Of course, he felt pride in his country for numerous reasons, but sometimes it was simple things, like regular upkeep, that made all the difference.

Having a good king made a difference as well. Ivar was known as good and just, as far as kings went. He was strict on justice, kept his word, and gave back to the people. Hard to ask for much more than that. Not like Thyrill, down in Midsandur. He taxed his people into poverty just to add another layer of gold to his shithouse. The man was as useless as tits on a boar.

The thought of tits once again reminded him that he wasn’t getting any younger. It would be nice to have someone to settle down with. Olaf knew most women didn’t care for the scars on his face, but a good beard and a purse full of gold could help that. Now that he worked directly for the king, his pay was much, much better. Enough that he began to wonder if he would make a good father.

Perhaps he could save up enough to buy a small place just outside of the city, where life was quiet but the stores were still close by in case he needed anything. Maybe buy a small chunk of land off a farmer to build his homestead. Sometimes they would sell plots of land for cheap if the soil was less than desirable. Farmers didn’t have the time to clear endless stones from their fields, but Olaf could use those stones to build a house.

For now, it was just a thought, but it was a nice thought. A small house built from stone and heavy timbers, the kind that would last for generations. Heat from the fireplace keeping the inside warm even though the snows were three feet deep outside. A woman with hair the color of the sun seated next to him. A nice thought, indeed.

“Alright, boy,” Olaf said to his horse. “Time to pick up the pace again. You ready?”

His horse tossed his head. The great beast loved to run. He was fast as the wind, that was for certain. He’d run all day if Olaf let him, but then he’d be too tired the next day.

A massive shadow fell across the land. Olaf looked up, confused at what could make such a large shadow, especially one that moved so quickly. What he saw made no sense. Unless children’s stories and legends had suddenly become real.

A great beast flew above him, its reptilian body covered in dark scales that shimmered prismatically in the evening light, like an oil slick on dark waters. It was held aloft by massive wings, not unlike those of a bat, that flapped slowly as it glided across the sky. At the end of its long, sinuous neck, it possessed a head covered in spines and sharp-edged scales, with a mouth that looked nearly large enough to swallow a horse in a single bite. Claws tipped each of its fingers, big enough to tear all the way through a man’s body.

“By the gods,” Olaf said. His horse tossed its head, then moved it to the side. When it saw the dragon overhead, it suddenly screamed and broke into a run.

Olaf twisted in his saddle to look behind him. To his horror, the monster had turned and swooped down towards him, gaining speed as it dived closer to the ground. Olaf was not a man that gave in easily to fear, but his heart pounded in his throat. Adrenaline surged through his veins and he ducked low over his horse’s neck as he spurred it on, wishing the animal could run twice as fast, although he knew even that wouldn’t be enough.

A tiny village lay ahead. Half a dozen log buildings huddle together on either side of the road, with a handful of people milling about on errands. From this distance, Olaf’s sharp eyes saw people point at the sky and flee. Screams rang out as the villagers tried to warn each other.

Olaf looked up at the flying giant again and saw it open its great mouth. An ear-piercing shriek filled the air, like metal being torn. The reins fell from Olaf’s hands as he clamped his hands over his ears, but the sound seemed to drill directly into his brain. He shouted in pain and squeezed his eyes shut, wishing the torturous noise would stop. His horse squealed and ran even faster, encouraged by fear.

He reached down and snatched up the reins and jerked them sharply to the left, sending his horse off the road and through a field. The deafening sound coming from the dragon finally stopped and Olaf turned just in time to see it swoop right over where he had just been riding.

The beast opened its mouth and Olaf went to cover his ears again, but instead of the terrible noise, a line of flame shot from the dragon’s mouth. It engulfed both buildings and people, covering the tiny village in a single pass. Once it passed the tiny village it gave several flaps of its enormous wings, climbing into the sky.

Olaf prayed to the old gods for safety, asking them that the beast would disappear and he would wake from this nightmare. His horse still charged through the field, taking him even further from the dragon and he hoped closer to safety, if such a thing even existed with a beast like that in the sky.

A sinking feeling rose in Olaf’s gut as the dragon spiraled in the air several times, gaining altitude, and then turned to face the village again. As it had before, it swooped down on outstretched wings, vomiting another gout of fire that completely covered the village.

The sinking feeling in his gut turned to nausea as the dragon left the village, then turned and flew north and west, its wings flapping slowly as if it were in no hurry. North and west, towards the city of Akranes.

“The king has got to know about this,” Olaf said as he turned back to his horse.

He gently pulled on the reins, slowing the animal down to a walk. Once his horse had calmed a bit, Olaf rifled through his purse until he found a small vial of cloudy liquid.

Odarin had given him the vial shortly before leaping to his death. The king’s messenger must always be prepared to move quickly, he had said. It was only to be used in the most dire of emergencies, and Olaf could think of no situation more dire than a fucking dragon flying overhead.

He pulled the stopper from the vial with his teeth, then spat it out. The vial was small, only the size of his little finger. Tendrils of foggy smoke rose from the opening. Olaf dumped the cloudy liquid onto the back of the horse’s neck; the exact location wasn’t important, as long as it touched the horse, the wizard had told him.

“It’s okay, boy,” Olaf said, patting the horse’s neck. He was careful not to touch the area he had just poured the potion; Odarin had been very clear that his heart would likely explode if any of the potion got on his skin.

His horse shook his head and danced a few steps, suddenly light on his feet and eager to move. Not from fear, as he was a moment ago, but from energetic restlessness.

A quick glance over his shoulder showed Olaf that the dragon was continuing in the direction of the capital city. It had already forgotten him.

“Alright, boy. Let’s go,” Olaf said as he turned his horse south.

Once they were back on the road, he brought the horse up to a trot, then a cantor, then a full gallop. With that potion, his horse would be able to run for hours at a time without succumbing to exhaustion. Olaf still had to be careful not to run him to death, but time was of the essence.

Somehow, he had to catch up to the king and tell him what happened. Fortunately, a marching army was easy to find. He just hoped he could catch the king in time.
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The soldiers marched on, day after day, with grim determination. This was an army eager to reach the fight. Hells, this was an army eager to fight.

Owyn felt a stab of pride at how flawlessly this massive number of soldiers had moved so far from their home city in such a short amount of time and kept their morale high in the process. Each day, they pushed their limits, trying to walk a mile further than the previous day, and drilled intensely with their spears and swords once camp had been set up.

The women in the wagons following the army were practically bowlegged at this time, but their purses overflowed with silver. Owyn had heard some of the men talking excitedly about the women, especially one with dark hair and large breasts. Owyn laughed at how something as simple as a few wagons filled with women could keep an army happy.

The journey to Peralta took two weeks. Two weeks of marching, of drilling soldiers on spears and swords, of sparring with the king every evening. Two weeks of Sunneva riding him every night and trying not to break his cot. Two weeks of her trying to explain the magic that she knew during the day, which she said helped her retain the knowledge better.

When they arrived at Peralta, excitement ran through the entire army. Tensions were high. Scouts searched in every direction, but found no evidence of any attacks. Just an enormous city in front of them, bigger than belief.

Ahead of them stood the walls of Peralta, a city of stories and legends. It was the oldest city in the known world, as well as the largest. Owyn had heard that a million people lived there. A million! He couldn’t even imagine a number so large.

The stone walls surrounding the city stood tall, forty feet or more, with vast towers at regular intervals. Archers and crossbowmen peeked from between crenelations at the top, and faces looked down on the approaching army from arrowslits further down the towers. Own idly wondered if they had to destroy an entire mountain to get enough stone for a city as massive as this.

This close to the city, the broad road was paved with smooth stones, almost as well paved as in Akranes. The road ended at an enormous gate in front of them, wide enough for twenty men abreast to walk through and tall enough to seem narrow.

The gates themselves were iron-strapped timbers, thickly reinforced at the bottom half with steel. At the moment, the gates stood closed. That didn’t surprise Owyn in the slightest, since he stood at the head of ten thousand soldiers eager for a fight.

“This worries me, Your Grace,” Owyn said to King Ivar next to him. “This many troops approaching a city is certain to raise alarm.”

“Oh, it absolutely will,” King Ivar said with a twist to his lips that might have been a smirk. “I’m risking war by just having this many troops here. Fortunately, I sent two scouts before us to deliver a message to King Rollo so he knows we mean him no harm. You should pay more attention to these things if you’re to be the king one day,” he said to Owyn with a wink. “If that rat bastard Ezoleus is here and Rollo knows about it, he should deliver him to us.” The king turned to Owyn. “At least, I hope.”

Ahead of them, one of the massive gates opened just enough for a single man on horseback to ride through. As he drew closer, Owyn saw that he was dressed in the colors of Peralta, black and white embroidered heavily with thread-of-gold. A messenger from their king, perhaps.

King Ivar pushed his way through his protesting guards and rode to meet the man, with Owyn in tow. Two knights followed close behind.

The messenger raised a hand to show he was unarmed and slowed his horse as the king and Owyn approached. When they drew closer, the messenger placed his hand over his heart and bowed as low as his saddle would allow.

“Are you from King Rollo?” King Ivar asked.

“That I am, Your Grace,” the messenger replied. He had an odd accent, just like the rest of the southerners, and spoke with his nose in the air as if he considered himself superior to the rest. “My name is Brynjar, messenger to His Majesty, King Rollo, Protector of the Realm and Lord of the Two Rivers. He has spoken with the messengers you sent earlier and welcomes you as an ally. He asks that you come speak with him so that we can maintain peace in the realm and so that all may prosper.”

King Ivar leaned over and spoke quietly to Owyn. “It seems my reputation precedes me. They probably expect me to start a fight, which, to be honest, I am eager to do. Would you speak in my stead, Owyn?”

“I would be honored, Your Grace,” Owyn replied with a bow of his head.

“You seem like the best choice, as you have dealt with Ezoleus more than anyone else. Go on, then.” King Ivar reached out and clapped Owyn on the shoulder. “Try not to start a war, eh?” He grinned.

“I’ll do my best,” Owyn said wryly.

“My son-in-law, Prince Owyn, will be joining you,” King Ivar said to the messenger.

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Brynjar said with a bow to Owyn. “If you will follow me, my lord, we’ll head right in.” He looked down at Owyn’s sword hanging from his belt. “You won’t be needing that, though. I can assure you that you’ll be safer in the presence of His Majesty than anywhere else.”

Owyn removed his sword and handed it to one of the King’s Guard knights next to him. He then kicked his horse into a trot and followed Brynjar. He heard Sunneva speak as he rode away.

“So, we’ll be waiting for some time, I take it?” Sunneva asked.

“Yes, until Owyn returns. I would expect a few hours.”

“Well, in that case, I need to excuse myself and find a private place to relieve myself. Unfortunately, I can’t just whip it out like a man. The treeline will have to do, although it looks as if it’s a mile away.”

King Ivar laughed. “Go on, take your time, Lady Sunneva. Let me know if you want one of the knights to accompany you.”

“I think I can manage urinating by myself,” she replied.

Owyn followed Brynjar through the door and into the city of Peralta. A ring of royal guards immediately joined them and formed into a circle around them, pushing their way through the streets.

After having lived in Akranes for years, Owyn thought he was familiar with how a city looked. But this…. This was more than he could have believed.

Inside the immense wall encircling the city, buildings clustered as if every city or town Owyn had ever seen had been gathered and set down here. Inns occupied many corners, their upper stories thrusting above the tile roofs of neighboring houses. The roads were paved with stones, fit so tightly that wagons rolled across smoothly. At nearly every major intersection stood a huge fountain, often with statues of past kings standing majestically in the center, spilling water from urns or horns. The entire city of Akranes could have fit within these walls three times over with room to spare.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Brynjar asked. “The grandest city in the world, Peralta is. One of the oldest, too. Only Selfoss is older, but to be blunt, it’s a dreadfully ugly city. Nothing like this,” he said as he swept his arm to the side, towards towers capped with golden spires, whitewashed buildings standing four and five stories tall, unspeakably large warehouses of stone, standing monolithic in their places.

“How can so many people live in one place?” Owyn asked quietly. It reminded him of ants crawling over their mound, too numerous to count.

“Because the great King Rollo rules over them all with a fair and just hand, that’s how,” Brynjar replied as if it were obvious. “The greatest city in the world deserves the greatest king in the world.” He turned and looked Owyn in the eye, speaking again after a pause. “Meaning no disrespect, of course.”

“Of course,” Owyn said politely, although he wanted to punch the man in the mouth.

“Peralta has a long and heralded history as being the center of trade in the world. Almost every nation is connected to us. Our economy is the world’s economy.” Brynjar sat with his head high as he spoke, clearly proud of his city.

Owyn shook his head in disbelief, still unable to wrap his head around the notion of a city being not only so large, but so economically powerful. The amount of money that passed through the city each week would probably fund all of Akranes for an entire year.

The road began to rise as they climbed a low hill, and the buildings became even more impressive. Ahead was a second wall within the city, with crenelated towers every hundred feet and the largest gate Owyn had ever seen. It was even larger than the gate through which he had entered the city, and that one was larger than he thought a gate could be made.

Ahead, the gates stood wide open. The road passed straight through it, although very few citizens entered as two dozen guards in plate armor blocked the way. The only people that made it through them were ones dressed as fine as Brynjar himself.

“And here we have the royal palace,” Brynjar said with a smug smile. “Tell me, Prince Owyn. Are you ready to meet the king and sort out these troubling times?”
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Owyn realized he was staring like a country fool and snapped his mouth shut. As they rode closer to the gate, Brynjar raised a hand to the guards, who clearly recognized him.

“Prince Owyn of Akranes comes to speak with the king,” he intoned, and the guards stepped out of the way.

After they passed through the gate, Owyn turned in his saddle to watch the guards. They moved together as one unit, closing the gap and once again standing like statues, each with a spear held upright and the other hand resting on the hilt of their sword.

“Your soldiers are well disciplined. Especially to stand out there in this hot southern sun,” Owyn said.

Brynjar smirked. “The best city in the world must be protected by the best military in the world.” Once again, he looked at Owyn and gave him that smug smile. “No offense, of course.”

“None taken,” Owyn said. The more he looked around, the harder it was to fault the man for believing so. Peralta was truly an amazing place, full of incredible architecture and wealth. And then, there was the palace itself.

Being perched atop a low hill made it seem larger than it was, but it was still the most incredible thing Owyn had ever seen. A set of towers stood in front of him, taller than he thought a building could be made and yet thick enough to seem squat. Arrow slits stood on every floor, with imposing curtain walls extended to more towers that were smaller yet still magnificent.

As they passed between the towers, the keep proper became visible. It looked like something out of a children’s story, standing tall with huge balconies on the higher floors. Thick walls of white stone stood fortress-like at the bottom, but the top looked to be filled with windows and arches, a true palace. He felt dizzy just looking up at the tile roof when he tried to mentally calculate how tall it was. How could workers even get that high to place the tiles?

“You could fit an entire city inside that building,” Owyn muttered to himself. He heard Brynjar laugh.

“Impressive, is it not? Nearly a thousand years old, and just as beautiful today as it was then. They say when it was completed, the architect that designed it wept and threw himself from the tallest tower, because he knew he could never design anything nearly as beautiful again.” He shrugged. “As I have said, the greatest city in the world.” That time, his smile seemed genuine.

Owyn followed him to the stables, where a pair of middle-aged men with serious expressions took their horses with careful hands. Brynjar led them from the stables through long hallways with tall, arched ceilings, further into the keep. Palace servants dressed in the royal livery filled the halls. Brynjar led Owyn through so many halls and rooms that Owyn completely lost his sense of direction. The palace was like an enormous maze.

“King Rollo is looking forward to speaking with you. After meeting with your messengers, he is rather fascinated by this situation they have described,” Brynjar said casually.

Owyn grunted in reply. “Fascinating isn’t the word I would use for it,” he said, his voice grim. “We seek a murderer. A man that will undoubtedly cause trouble here as well.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” Brynjar said as they turned a corner. He nodded at a row of armored guards standing in front of magnificently carved doors of dark wood. Two guards pulled the doors open.

“Welcome to the Grand Hall,” Brynjar murmured as they passed through the doorway.

The square chamber was large, much larger than the Grand Hall back in Akranes. The walls were made of stone of the purest white, with scenes of hunting and battle carved into them. Long tapestries hung between the carvings depicting farmers harvesting wheat, tanners producing leather, and all the things Peralta had built its long-reaching economy upon.

A thickly embroidered carpet ran from the door to the base of the dais, upon which the throne stood. After walking halfway down the rug, Brynjar dropped into a deep bow. Owyn copied him to the best of his ability, holding the uncomfortable position far longer than he would have liked.

“You may rise,” King Rollo said in a rich voice that was used to being obeyed.

Owyn straightened up with Brynjar and suppressed the urge to knuckle his lower back.

While Owyn was used to seeing his father-in-law lounge on the throne, King Rollo sat rigidly in his, his face a stern mask of disapproval. Owyn suspected that was how he looked at everything. Gray wings marked the temples of his otherwise black hair, but his dark eyes were steady as they scanned over Owyn. Unlike the broad-shouldered frame of King Ivar, King Rollo had a more narrow build, with a substantial stomach that rested upon his lap as he sat.

At his shoulder stood a broad man in armor that had four gold knots of rank at his shoulder. His face was all hard planes and angles, and while heavily lined, he looked as solid and immovable as a rock. He glared at Owyn as if he had bitten into a sour candy. The rank on his shoulder would mark him as the General of Peralta, or the Captain-General if Owyn remembered his lessons correctly.

“Leave us,” King Rollo said to Brynjar with a dismissive flick of his fingers.

Brynjar bowed again, then turned on his heel and walked out of the room. At the same time, King Rollo motioned for another servant to approach. The servant leaned down in front of the king and nodded as a message was whispered into his ear. He then hurried from the throne room.

The closing of the great doors echoed in the room and added to the tension. Owyn wiggled his toes in his boots, wishing the king would just speak instead of glaring at everything.

“Would you take wine, Prince Owyn?” King Rollo said suddenly, his frown lifting into some semblance of a semi-forced smile.

Wine again. What Owyn would have done for a good, dark beer.

“Of course, Your Majesty,” he said.

At a motion from the king, a servant approached with a goblet of wine in hand. Owyn took it with a word of thanks and stood in his place, unsure if he should drink or not. King Rollo nodded and gestured with his hand.

“Drink, please. We have only the finest wines here in Peralta. You won’t taste anything better in your life.” He leaned forwards slightly, almost eagerly, as Owyn brought the goblet to his lips.

Owyn paused, the goblet against his mouth and the wine only a hair’s breadth from his upper lips. Both King Rollo and his Captain-General watched him with poorly hidden interest. Why would they watch him so?

And then it hit him. Ezoleus was here, and certainly not rotting in a dungeon or they would have told him so right away. Either he was controlling the mind of the king, or he had convinced the king that Owyn and his men were here to attack the city.

Owyn kept the goblet against his lips for a second, then lowered it. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and smiled.

“That is truly the best wine I’ve ever had,” he lied. It probably was, but he wasn’t going to risk drinking it.

“Please, have more!” King Rollo said, still with that fake smile upon his face. The Captain-General looked eager, almost hungry, as he stared.

Owyn shook his head and lowered his goblet to his side. “Your Grace, I am here to speak with you about a man that has murdered many Akranian civilians and soldiers, and kidnapped—”

“And you bring an army of ten thousand men to my front doorstep,” the king snapped. “A fine way to start a conversation, indeed. An ever better way to start a war, one that you would certainly lose,” he finished, his eyes narrowing.

The Captain-General continued glaring, and crossed his thick arms across his armored chest.

Owyn brought the goblet up to his mouth and pretended to drink again while watching their reactions. King Rollo was not able to hide his pleasure at watching Owyn drink.

“We fear he would try the same things with you,” Owyn said, resting his hand on his waist and slowly walking to one side as he spoke. “He killed King Thyrill only a fortnight ago. Perhaps the news has not yet reached Peralta; we came here with great haste.”

The Captain-General scoffed. “And you would have us believe this? What proof do you offer of these heinous crimes?”

“Easy, Captain-General Larsen,” the king said. “Let’s allow Prince Owyn to relax for a moment before we question him.”

On seeing Owyn move nearer to the king, both royal guards stepped forwards, but King Rollo waved them away.

“Stand down, sirs,” he said. “I have nothing to fear from Prince Owyn. He has come here to offer an apology for bringing so many soldiers to Peralta and causing a scare among her people. Isn’t that right, prince? Tell me, how is your wine?”

Owyn stopped, swaying slightly, and put a hand to his head. “Very strong, Your Grace! I’m feeling the effects already.”

Owyn stared down into his goblet of poisoned wine. It seemed he had enemies everywhere. Even King Rollo wanted him dead. He stumbled forwards, then bent down and set his goblet on the floor. He was careful not to let any of it spill onto his hand.

King Rollo leaped up from his chair, watching Owyn expectantly. Captain-General Larsen took a step forward, his smile broadening.

“I suppose I don’t possess a strong constitution compared to you southerners,” Owyn said, dropping to a knee for balance. “Wow. That wine hit me like a hammer.”

Captain-General Larsen stepped down the marble dais, his face flush with excitement, and drew his thick-bladed sword. He approached Owyn and held his sword in both hands, looking down in stark disapproval.

“I can’t wait to do the same thing to your bastard of a king,” he growled, then raised his sword over his head.

Owyn snatched his dagger from his forearm and rammed it into the Captain-General’s stomach, right below his breastplate. The older man howled, his sword clattering to the floor as Owyn pulled the dagger out and rammed it in, again and again, perforating the man’s gut until a waterfall of blood poured out.

The Captain-General fell forwards with both hands out, intending to grab onto Owyn, but a quick move to the side prevented that. Owyn grabbed the man’s wrist and jerked his arm up, then pushed his dagger into the Captain-General’s armpit, all the way to the hilt. No one could survive that wound. Hot, red blood sprayed out as he yanked his dagger out, and the Captain-General fell to the floor, where he twitched and whined as he died.

“Kill him!” King Rollo shouted, waving his arms at his royal guards. “Cut his head off!” he shouted as he stumbled down the dais and tried to escape.

Owyn took a moment to steady himself, then hurled his dagger as hard as he could. It struck the king in the middle of the back, knocking him to the floor. After that, Owyn quickly snatched up the Captain-General’s sword and faced down the two approaching knights.

“OWYN!”

The room shook with the sheer volume of the voice calling his name. It took only a second for Owyn to recognize the sound of Ezoleus’s voice shouting so loudly.

“COME TO ME, OWYN!”

The guards looked around at the deafening roars and Owyn took the opportunity to slice each of them across the back of the knee, right where he saw a gap in their armor. Each man fell to the floor, howling in pain. They would walk with a limp from now on, but that was a far cry better than killing them for just doing their jobs. He kicked their swords away, then hurried across the room.

He ran to King Rollo, who was leaving a red smear across the floor as he tried to pull himself away.

“Mercy!” King Rollo shouted as Owyn drew near. “Mercy, prince, mercy! He forced me to act so!”

Owyn yanked his dagger from Rollo’s back and wiped it on the man’s velvet tunic, resisting the urge to kick him in the ribs. Instead, he resheathed the dagger on the inside of his left forearm.

He looked behind, where the guards still writhed. They saw Owyn and tried to crawl towards him, but they were slow.

Owyn hurried to where he had set the goblet of poisoned wine on the floor. He scooped it up and ran back to the king, setting it in front of the dying monarch.

“There’s your mercy,” Owyn said coldly as he stared down at the king. Chewing his bottom lip in thought, Owyn pulled out his dagger and dipped it into the poison wine, then resheathed it. A poisoned dagger could always come in handy.

King Rollo stared forlornly at the goblet as Owyn walked away. He wailed in pain, but Owyn put the cries out of his mind.

The main doors to the Grand Hall crashed open and a dozen royal guards poured in, each with a sword or halberd in their gauntleted hands. They saw Owyn and rushed forwards, their speed inhibited by their heavy plate armor.

Owyn looked around the room, searching for an escape. A small door was on the back wall, meant for servants. He rushed towards it.

As soon as he got there, he stumbled through the narrow doorway, barely fitting, and slammed it shut behind him. Shelves at the back of the room were filled with anything that might be needed for the king while on his throne; wine, spare goblets, bowls, writing instruments. Half a dozen servants stared at him wide-eyed, carrying wine or platters for their superiors.

The room was far too narrow for the heavy sword, so Owyn cast it to the floor and grabbed a nearby table, a heavy thing made from wood. He pulled it to the door, blocking it from opening. The hallway was narrow enough that even if the knights pushed the door and slid the table, it would stop halfway, preventing them from entering until the table was somehow removed.

Immediately after, something heavy crashed into the door, rattling it in its frame. Fortunately, halberds and swords were poor weapons for chopping wood, but the weight of a dozen armored men would get the job done quickly enough. He didn’t have much time.

“You!” Owyn shouted, grabbing a passing woman by the elbow. She yelped and stood there, eyes wide with fear. “How do I get out of here?” Owyn demanded. “Quickly, woman!”

“Go down that—” she began, pointing behind her down the long hallway.

Owyn released her, not waiting to hear the rest of what she said. He raced down the hallway, shoulder past crowds of servants, for once not apologizing to them. A crashing sound behind him put extra haste into his step as he realized the guards were breaking through the door.

After a moment of navigating, he stumbled into another hallway, a wide one much like what he had just come from after escaping the throne room. He ran down that hallway, passing servants and minor nobility that eyed him oddly as he sprinted by.

Owyn turned a corner, still searching for the damn way out, and ran straight into a pair of royal guards. They crashed to the floor in a tangled heap, and Owyn scrambled to his feet, an act made especially difficult with one of the guards clutching his leg.

“To the throne room, man!” Owyn shouted. “The wizard has attacked the king! Save him!”

The guards hurried away and Owyn breathed a sigh of relief. It shouldn’t have been that easy, but the madman’s voice rattling the building was clearly leaving people unhinged. He continued down the hallway at a fast walk, his long legs carrying him quickly. He sought an exit to the building, but the maze-like building kept its secrets from him.

The hallway ended in a stairwell that led up. Owyn cursed loudly and turned around, but heard shouting voices coming closer. He had no choice.

“Up it is,” he muttered to himself as he took the spiraling stairs two at a time.

They exited into yet another hallway, this one much quieter than the previous one. Owyn peered through an arrowslit and realized he was several stories above the ground. Somehow, he had to find a way out of this cursed place.

“OWYN!”

Ezoleus’s voice roared through the building. So loud was it that it rattled the very walls of the keep. Furniture vibrated on the floor with the intensity of the wizard’s voice, and the tapestries hanging on the walls shook.

Owyn hurried down the long hallway, looking for anything, a window, a door, a balcony. At this point he was ready to try to climb down the rough stone walls.

“I WILL BRING THE NINE HELLS TO YOU!”

Owyn slammed into a wall shoulder-first as he slid around a sharp corner. As soon as word got out that the king was dead, people would be demoralized. That would make it easier to get a small force of men inside the walls to hunt down Ezoleus and retrieve the princess. He just had to find a way out of this cursed keep first.

“I’M COMING, OWYN! I WILL TEAR EVERYTHING DOWN TO FIND YOU!”

Owyn winced from the volume of the wizard’s voice, but continued to run.

“This is twice you’ve made me run from a fight, you bastard,” Owyn muttered as he looked around himself. He turned a final corner and saw a large archway at the end of the hall, then raced for it. He had to get back to his king as quickly as possible. If that meant climbing down a wall, then so be it. The ancient stone that made up the walls of the keep were rough, and should be easy to find handholds on.

Owyn slid to a halt as he reached the archway. It opened into a massive balcony that offered a view to the north, towards where King Ivar and his army waited. Owyn’s eyes widened in horror as he saw something his mind refused to believe was reality.

He squeezed his eyes shut, certain that Ezoleus played tricks with his mind. When he opened them again, it was even worse. He couldn’t look away from what he saw.

“No,” he whispered.
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Olaf kept his horse at a gallop and sped past the formations of pikemen, archers, and heavy cavalry. He had to ride in a wide arc around the groups of soldiers; there had to be at least ten thousand of them, by his estimation.

Of course, their being camped right outside the city of Peralta made things even worse. There simply wasn’t any place for them to go. A few minutes ago, he passed a beautiful young noblewoman with red hair, riding towards the treeline and muttering under her breath how hard it was just to find enough privacy to piss. He didn’t know her, but she looked like that woman that had just been raised to nobility by the king. Plenty of men talked about her, usually mentioning her beauty and that she was in a three-way relationship with the prince and the princess.

Once the potion had worn off, Olaf had ridden his horse nearly to death, then traded it for a fresh one and done the same thing with that one to make the trip as quickly as possible. A bit of gold changed hands and the previous owners were grateful to sell off their most prized horses. Olaf didn’t care if he ran a dozen horses to the point of exhaustion; he had to tell the king what he had seen.

“I have an urgent message for the king!” Olaf shouted as he came near the front of the army.

He repeated those words several times as he came near the heavily guarded monarch. As soon as he dismounted, he approached a line of soldiers in plate armor, the King’s Guard. Those pompous asses were never easy to deal with, but he had no choice.

“Please, I have an urgent message for the king,” he said between breaths.

“Hold on, scout,” one of the guards said, a towering giant of a man nearly the size of the prince.

At any other time, Olaf would have corrected the man and reminded him that he was the king’s personal messenger, but at the moment he just didn’t care. All he cared about was talking to the king.

“You should be talking with your commander,” the knight said. “If you have a message for the king, tell us and we can pass it on.”

“I’m a royal messenger, you stupid fucking bastard!” Olaf shouted. “This is a matter of life and death! King Ivar! King Ivar!”

The knight exchanged glances with the man to his side and stepped closer to Olaf, clearly thinking he had gone mad. Olaf kept shouting for the king, hoping beyond hope that his voice would be heard.

“Calm down, man,” the knight ordered him. “Do you think we’ll let a madman go near the king?”

“King Ivar!” he shouted again.

“What in the Nine Hells is all this racket about?” King Ivar called out as he stepped closer.

“This soldier seems to be losing his mind,” the knight said, bowing his head and placing himself between Olaf and the king. “We’ll handle him, Your Grace.”

King Ivar looked around the guard and his eyes widened slightly.

“Olaf! What is going on?” The king pushed his knights aside as he approached his messenger.

One of the benefits of all Olaf’s thick facial scars is that he was instantly recognizable at a glance. Even to the king, who dealt with dozens, hundreds of people every day.

“This man is my personal messenger,” King Ivar growled at the knight. “I selected him myself. You dare put yourself between us?”

The knight bowed his head, embarrassment heavy in his stance.

“Your Grace,” Olaf said, still breathing heavily. His heart had barely slowed since he first saw the damn dragon. “It’s coming, Your Grace! We need to get you out of here. I saw it with my own eyes. Great, big wings. A dragon, more than a hundred feet long, spitting fire!” He tried to stay calm—he was known for his unshakeable calm in any situation, after all—but the words just poured out of his mouth like a torrent of nonsense.

King Ivar looked down at him incredulously. “Have you gone mad? How can—”

“I saw it burn down a village in one breath,” Olaf shouted. “It went towards the capital afterwards. Please, sire, we have to save our people!” Olaf looked to his right and saw a shape in the sky, growing as it rapidly approached. “Oh gods, no!” He scrambled back, away from the king and his knights. The dragon had followed. “Run!” he shouted.

“Catch that man and bring him to me!” King Ivar roared. “I have questions for you, Olaf!”

“Yes, Your Grace,” the knights said as they tried to chase Olaf.

Fortunately, their plate armor made them slow. Having been a scout for so many years, Olaf always dressed in lightweight clothing. He scrambled towards his horse, easily escaping them.

“What the fuck is that?” the king said mere seconds later.

Olaf didn’t listen to anything else they said. He ran for his horse as hard as his legs would carry him, and practically leaped into the saddle. The animal jumped, but a firm hand on the reins got it under control. Olaf spurred it into a run, away from the king, away from the army, away from his countrymen.

He didn’t feel fear the way most men did; he would fight anyone at any time and usually win. There was no fighting this, though, and raw terror had its hooks deep in him.

Olaf risked a glance over his shoulder and his heart sank. Archers hastily pulled out their bows and fired at the dragon, darkening the sky with their vast numbers. The dragon ignored the attack with as much care as a man ignoring a gnat. It swooped down over the army and flapped its massive wings, hovering in place and sending a great cloud of dust into the air.

Its mouth opened and Olaf turned away, refusing to watch. He kicked his horse harder, wishing the animal was faster.

Intense heat scorched his back as if he stood next to a great bonfire. Both Olaf and the horse screamed from the pain, but it was lost in the roar coming from behind them. He kicked his horse and flapped his reins, hoping that pain and fear would make the animal somehow outrun this monster.

The ground suddenly struck Olaf in the face and it took him a moment to realize he had fallen. His horse rolled on the ground, screaming, its leg bent at a sharp angle. Olaf scrambled towards the animal and thrust his dagger into her neck, putting her out of her misery. He had always loved horses, ever since he was a kid, and hated seeing them suffer. She had carried him far, the least he could do was prevent her from burning to death. In this situation, his dagger was mercy.

Olaf hastily undid the girth strap and tore his saddle blanket from the corpse. He soaked up some of the blood with it, then threw it over his head and huddled behind the dead horse, letting her body shield him as a massive wave of fire blasted over them.

Heat immediately soaked through the blanket and turned it to ash, and the smell of burned meat was strong enough to make Olaf nauseous. He couldn’t tell if the smell was from the horse or him, which made the terror in his veins even thicker.

As soon as it started, it was over. Olaf quickly slapped at the flames on his breeches and hurried away from the smoking, dead animal. He limped from the pain, but managed to make it to a nearby rock, just big enough to offer some protection. He knelt behind it and tried to catch his breath, then hurried towards a small copse of trees nearby.

Olaf sat with his back to a tree and fell to the ground. He felt a tear slide down his scarred cheek as he looked over his shoulder back at where the army had stood.

Of his countrymen, no sign remained. Where thousands of men had once stood, ready to fight, now there was only charred earth with a few blackened lumps.

He didn’t remember seeing Prince Owyn with the king earlier. Perhaps he had gone into the city to speak with King Rollo. It was a long shot, but he let the seed of hope take root in his mind.

Turning back to the city, he watched the dragon blast part of the keep with fire. If anyone could survive this, it was the King’s Champion. Olaf decided that he would hide and wait for a day, two at most, while his body healed. After that, he would find his way home.

Even though he knew it was gone.
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Owyn watched in horror as a giant beast from nightmares hovered above the city wall, right where the Akranian soldiers were camped. Great dust clouds formed as the dragon flapped its powerful wings, holding its body aloft. Owyn couldn’t see the Akranian forces, but he knew they were right there, below the dragon.

It watched for a moment, almost seeming to be amused when thousands of arrows bounced harmlessly off its scales. Then, it opened its great maw. A line of white-hot fire spewed forth from the dragon’s mouth. Flames flickered above the tops of the city walls like massive waves crashing against boulders. Thick, black smoke immediately rose from the area. The dragon shifted to the side and opened its mouth again, sending another gout of flame to the ground.

Owyn didn’t need to see the bodies to know that there were no Akranians left. No one could survive that. His heart sank as he watched the dragon roast the last of the Akranian soldiers.

Sunneva had been there, near the king. She was dead. No, wait! As Owyn had ridden away, he remembered her mentioning a need to visit the trees to make water. He hoped beyond hope she had somehow made it. If she had, she would likely be the only survivor besides himself.

Three guards atop one of the city towers aimed a massive ballista at the dragon and fired, sending a spear-sized arrow right at the beast. It struck with enough force to draw the dragon’s attention and little else. The bolt split in two upon impact, then fell to the ground.

The dragon turned its head and blasted the tower with fire so hot that even the stone melted. The men had fled the moment the bolt left the ballista, but the sheer heat of the dragonfire turned the stone to liquid and the top half of the tower collapsed on itself as if it were made of mud instead of stone.

“How can this be?” Owyn asked aloud. Dragons weren’t real; they were stories used to scare children, fables to read about in books.

Owyn reminded himself that only a few months ago he would have believed giant burning skeletons were also mere stories, yet he had faced one and survived. Surely, he stood no chance against a dragon, but maybe if he—

Still hovering in place, the dragon suddenly turned its head and locked eyes with Owyn. Even from this great distance, he could feel it trying to force itself inside his head, a great alien presence full of range, impossible to resist. It spoke to him then, not with words but with feelings and thoughts that pushed their way into his mind.

You.

A swirling mixture of emotions flooded into Owyn’s mind, so strong he fell to his knees and clutched at his head. A desire to kill Owyn, disgust for humans in general, burning hot rage at being forced into servitude, and irritability at being woken after so many centuries. He experienced these almost as if they were his own thoughts. Owyn felt like his very sanity was being attacked by this horrible beast.

Images pushed into Owyn’s mind. He saw through the dragon’s eyes as the beast burned the city of Akranes. Citizens tried to flee, but the dragon set them all aflame. The few guards left fired arrows in vain, then died with the rest. Nearly half of the city was completely destroyed, including part of the keep.

Then the dragon opened its mouth and a sound came forth, a sound terrible and other-worldly beyond belief. It was as if a thousand shrieks of rage and pain were torn from a thousand throats all at once, but so much louder.

Owyn clamped his hands over his ears, trying to block the horrific noise, but was unable. He pushed himself back from the archway, seeking some respite from the horrendous noise.

The dragon finally stopped its piercing noise and its great wings flapped harder, lifting it into the sky. Slowly, it flew over the city, sending lines of fire seemingly at random as if it killed just for killing’s sake.

It locked eyes with Owyn again and he realized the dragon was coming directly for him. With powerful movements of its wings, it dashed towards the keep, shockingly fast for something so large. It moved straight for the balcony upon which Owyn stood.

Owyn nearly fell over backwards as he fled the balcony and ran into the hall. A rumbling growl echoed down the hallway behind him right as two royal guards turned the corner and appeared in front of him.

“Run!” Owyn shouted as he pushed through them.

“Hold it right there,” one of them said, grabbing Owyn by the elbow and halting him. The other man held a length of rope in his hands and moved closer.

Owyn didn’t have time to argue with these men. He spun and slammed his fist into the man’s chin, the only part of him not protected by his conical helmet.

The guard sputtered and crashed to the floor, and his companion dropped the rope and drew his sword. A great shadow fell upon the balcony and Owyn scrambled away, tripping on his own feet. He crawled on all fours around the corner before he could get his footing again and run.

A deafening roar filled the hallway from behind him and everything turned white. Owyn slammed his shoulder into the first door he came to and fell right through as searing flame blasted through the hallway. Lying on his back, Owyn kicked the thick wooden door shut and held it with his boot while trying to catch his breath. Flames licked around the edges of the door, charring the thick wood black in a matter of seconds. Smoke billowed off the door, even after the dragon’s attack had stopped.

Owyn finally realized someone was screaming behind him. He hurried to his feet, ready to defend himself.

A woman sat in a large copper bathtub, her face corpse-pale from fear. She shrieked in terror, covering her large breasts with her hands. A serving woman stood in front of the tub, her belt knife clutched shakily in both hands as she faced Owyn. Owyn sighed and raised his hands to them.

“Ladies, I mean you no harm, but the dragon outside surely does. Flee to the cellars or anywhere you think you’d be safe.”

“What is going on?” the noblewoman in the bathtub demanded. “Do you know who I am?”

“Dragon?” the servant asked.

“Flee or stay here. I really don’t care,” Owyn said. His mind was on more important things.

He ignored their continued complaints and used his sleeve to pull on the door handle—even through the wool, it was burning hot.

Only seconds ago, this hallway had been marble floors and smooth-cut stone. Tapestries hung on the walls along with fancy sconces. Now, everything was charred black. Owyn risked a glance around the corner of the hallway. Of the two guards, almost nothing remained; they had been burned to little more than misshapen lumps. The end of the hallway drooped down as if the stone itself had melted like wax. The balcony beyond that was completely gone.

Until that moment, Owyn hadn’t even known that stone could melt.

“COME TO ME, OWYN!”

Ezoleus’s voice continued to reverberate through the hallways at impossible volumes.

Owyn had no choice but to flee, else the dragon would burn the entire castle down. He ran down the hallway, completely lost in the great keep and not entirely sure where he could go even if he knew the layout.

While he wished he could kill Ezoleus and rescue his wife, right now fleeing seemed like his only option. It pained him to leave his vengeance undone, but survival was at the forefront of his mind at the moment. He would get to safety, gather his thoughts, and come after Ezoleus with a plan.

His feet took him around several more corners, past panicking servants and guards. Twice he asked how to leave the building, but each time he was ignored. He finally decided to follow the crowd—the guards might be trying to save what remained of the royal family, but servants would surely be trying to save their own skin and escape.

As part of a small crowd, he fled down wide hallways and ran down several staircases. His heart leaped in his chest and hope surged in his veins as he saw a massive set of doors at the end of the hallway, standing wide open. Bright sunlight beamed through the open doors; it might have been the most beautiful thing Owyn had ever seen.

An elderly woman fell beneath the throng and Owyn grabbed her beneath the armpit, lifting her back to her feet and holding tightly as he pulled her behind him. At least he could save one person.

The door was twenty feet ahead. He was going to make it. The old woman slapped at his hand and twisted out of his grip, then sprinted towards the doors.

All hope faded as a massive shadow fell across the entrance.
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Owyn tried to stop but the pressure of the throng kept him moving forward, closer to the doors. The tip of a sinuous tail flickered in the door opening. The crowd of people in the doorway screamed in terror and tried to force their way back inside, while the people further down the hallways still pushed and hoped to escape the keep.

Owyn found himself caught in the middle, being crushed by dozens of servants and guards, all of them in a state of panic. Only his towering height and immense strength gave him the ability to move.

Further back in the hallway, an archway stood against one of the walls, leading to who knew where—but it was somewhere other than the exit doors, so Owyn went for it. He forced his way through the screaming crowd, trying his best not to knock anyone to the ground.

The doorway became like the sun as flames blasted through the crowd of people, turning them to ash in a matter of seconds. Owyn fell through the archway and scrambled to his feet, racing down the narrow hall as flames burned the crowd behind him.

Several people followed him into the hallway, but they were set aflame by the dragon’s fire. Owyn leaped forwards, landing hard on the stone floor and covering his head with his arms. He felt heat as if he were standing directly in front of a blacksmith’s forge. The scent of burning hair and flesh filled the hall. It lasted only a second, but the damage was absolute.

Owyn coughed and pushed himself to his feet, then looked behind him. The man nearest to him wept as he pulled himself across the floor with his hands as he coughed black blood onto the floor. His legs ended in charred stumps, and his entire back was blistered and red. Hard way for a man to die.

Beyond him, things were worse. The air shimmered with heat and Owyn pulled his tunic over his head as he hurried back into the main hallway. After an attack like that, the dragon would likely move on to a different target.

As expected, there were no survivors. Where dozens of people had stood only seconds before, only smoldering black piles remained. The smell of burned meat was overpowering, and Owyn swallowed heavily as his mouth salivated and his stomach threatened to reject its contents.

What was not fully expected was that the stone doorframe itself had melted from the heat of the dragon’s fire. Heat radiated so strongly from the stone and from the melted tile floor that it would cook Owyn in seconds if he went towards where the doors had once stood. Owyn cursed and hurried back into the keep, his mind racing as he tried to think of a way out.

Another ear-piercing shriek filled the hallway, but this one sounded different than the dragon. Something about it tugged at his mind, something strange yet familiar. Something…feminine?

“OWYN!”

This time it was a woman’s voice that rang through the halls at an impossible volume. Owyn’s heart sank as recognition hit him; it was Freya.

While he had fled from Ezoleus, he ran towards Freya’s continued shouts. Deep in his heart he knew that somehow he could get through to her, to break this spell Ezoleus had placed upon her mind. He refused to accept the possibility that his wife was gone.

He ran up marble stairs against a crowd of panicking servants. Guards fled as well; apparently, fear had driven them from their sworn duties and they had abandoned loyalty. Owyn caught a glimpse of the dragon through an arrowslit, blasting fire onto the city and destroying four buildings at once. While he initially felt disgusted that the guards would abandon their loyalties, after seeing the dragon he realized they had the right idea. No one could stand against something like that, and to even try was a complete waste of effort.

Fight, or be killed. Fight, and be killed. What a choice.

He reached the top of the stairs and clamped his hands over his ears as Freya shouted his name again. If his eardrums rattling in his head was any sign, he was close.

A long hallway at the edge of the keep stood in front of Owyn. Both the ceiling and floor were marble, and the right-hand wall dark stone, intricately carved with lions and other wildlife. The left side of the hallway was nothing but tall arches that offered a splendid view of the city.

The city that was more than half destroyed and billowing smoke from every street corner.

Owyn would be completely exposed when he crossed that hallway, but he had to continue. How quickly could he sprint to the other side? Ten seconds? Twelve? Being so determined to cook the entire city, would the dragon even notice him?

Owyn took a step forwards and peered around the edge of the first arch. The dragon hovered over the city, and its head immediately snapped to the side as it locked eyes with Owyn.

You.

Once again, a flood of the dragon’s emotions pounded at Owyn’s sanity. The dragon shrieked, not like the deafening cacophony earlier, but a sound of pure irritation. It bolted towards the keep, massive claws held in front as if it sought to tear him apart.

“Ah, shit,” Owyn said and broke into a dead sprint. He pumped his heavy legs as hard as he could, crossing the hallway as fast as he had ever run. The hallway ended in a T intersection, and a wooden door carved with lions stood directly in front of him. Owyn fixed his eyes on it, as well as his hopes.

A giant black talon the size of his arm narrowly missed Owyn’s head as the dragon slammed into the keep. It screeched with rage and hatred as stones crashed and crumbled. Owyn kept his speed and slammed into the door, tearing it from its hinges and launching it into the room.

Owyn immediately moved from the doorway and dashed to the side just in time. Flames filled the hallway and blasted through the open doorway, scorching everything in their path.

As soon as the fire receded, Owyn was on his feet again, passing through the hallway and continuing down a side hall. Freya was close. Again and again he told himself that he would be able to save her.

As he passed by another window, something caught his eye. At the next window he glanced out and saw a robed figure standing atop the highest tower of the keep, arms raised high overhead as he shouted Owyn’s name. Lighting crackled above his fingers.

Ezoleus.

Owyn snarled and continued down the hallway. The wizard could wait. All that mattered was Freya.

He was back in a central hallway of the keep. He recognized it from his walk with Brynjar, with doors on each side and wide stairs at the end. Thinking back to where he had seen Ezoleus, he realized those stairs would bring him closer to the foul wizard. A plan began to form in his mind. He would need a river of luck, but he just might be able to make it out of this nightmare alive.

Feet appeared, stepping down the stairs, then legs, then a body. Owyn fumbled at his waist for his sword out of habit, but then remembered he had left his sword back with his father-in-law. As the person’s face became visible, Owyn stopped in shock.

It was Freya.

Her eyes, once bright green, were now solid black with thin tendrils of smoke leaking from the corners. Soft red lips twisted into a snarl upon seeing Owyn. She bared her teeth like a rabid animal. When she saw him she stopped, her face contorting through a range of emotions. Rage looked to be the victor.

It was now or never. If he couldn’t get his wife back, he didn’t want to continue living. The thought of telling Sunneva he had failed to rescue Freya filled his gut with lead.

“Freya!” he called out, not knowing what else to say. “My wife, I am here for you.”

Her snarl deepened and she made a growling noise in her throat, then raised her hands.

“Ah, shit,” Owyn muttered.
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Heart and brain were locked in a battle, with Owyn’s brain telling him to flee and his heart wanting to save Freya. His heart won, so he stood his ground and shouted to his wife that he loved her.

She screamed at him again, conjuring a blast of wind so strong it knocked him to the floor tiles. He pushed himself to his feet while keeping a cautious eye on her.

Freya lifted her hands and held them palm-up. Flames sputtered into existence above each hand.

“I will sear your flesh where you stand,” she growled at him.

Owyn leaped to the side, slamming into a door. It rattled in its frame but refused to open. His boot sent it flying open and cast splinters across the floor. Owyn scrambled inside and hid along the long wall, panting as he tried to think of a way to break through Ezoleus’s possession of her.

“Freya, listen to me!” he shouted. “I am Owyn, your husband! Even though I was only a commoner, you agreed to wed me because I saved you from the witch Valdis. We married Sunneva shortly thereafter.”

Another ear-piercing shriek echoed down the hall and Owyn clamped his hands over his ears. As soon as the screaming stopped, he dropped his hands.

Owyn crept closer to the doorway and listened carefully. He could hear her soft footsteps approaching. Somehow, he had to break through this curse that controlled and twisted her. If he could think of the right thing to say, perhaps trigger a memory, he was certain she would snap out of it; she had the strength within her, she just had to be reached.

Freya stepped into the doorway and Owyn immediately reached out and grabbed her firmly by the shoulders.

“Freya! I love you dearly, and our life toge—”

Freya screamed again and struck him in the chest with an open palm. Owyn crashed to the floor and slid across the tiles like piece of discarded trash. His head struck the stone wall and he lay there for a moment, watching two Freyas step closer. They blurred into a single image of an enraged princess.

Her hands flexed as if her fingers sought his throat. She looked down at Owyn the way a man would look at a maggot, or a roach. Only disgust was visible in her black eyes. As her fingers began going through motions, she started uttering an incantation. Owyn’s chest suddenly felt incredibly tight, as if it were banded with iron.

This was it. He was going to be murdered by his wife.

“A witch cursed you,” Owyn said through clenched teeth. Each word came out as a croak as her spell tightened around his chest, making it nearly impossible to breathe. “You can’t have any children. You are completely barren, and you once told me that your entire worth as a princess had been taken from you.”

She sneered at him, a look more malicious than he had ever seen from her, but paused the casting of her spell.

“Together, we married Sunneva. You loved her for years, and she agreed to bear children for us. Come back to us, Freya.”

A tear ran down her cheek and she took a step towards him, hands still outstretched and fingers held like claws.

“You went to the academy to learn magic so that you could fight against evil!” Owyn continued. “Evil like Uthar, who conspired with Valdis to murder your mother. Evil like Ezoleus, who controls you now. Now is your chance, Freya. Remember who you are and fight!”

The pressure around Owyn’s chest disappeared and he spat a mouthful of blood onto the floor. He pushed himself to his feet, wavering for a moment, then took a cautious step towards his wife. She glared at him with all the heat of the sun and her face contorted and shifted through a range of emotions.

“I will risk anything to have you back,” Owyn said quietly. “Life isn’t worth living without you.”

Slowly, ever so slowly, he placed his hands atop hers and pushed them down. Her entire body shook and tears streamed down her face as Owyn stepped closer. He wrapped his thick arms around her, feeling her cold, stiff body. It was like embracing a corpse.

“I love you,” he whispered into her ear.

Her body shook even harder and her breathing came in labored gasps. Owyn held her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. They were as black as night, as if they had been filled with smoke and oil. He wiped a thumb across her cheek, catching a tear as it ran down.

“You are Princess Freya of Akranes, and I love you,” he whispered.

A sob broke from her throat and the blackness of her eyes began swirling like a vortex of night. She coughed and Owyn held her to keep her from falling. Through the horrible darkness of her eyes, the barest speck of green became visible. Her breath labored through clenched teeth and that speck grew until her eyes were green again.

“Owyn—” she started, then immediately pushed him away.

Freya fell to her knees and heaved. Black sludge poured from her mouth and she crawled backwards, away from the filth. Owyn reached down to comfort her but she waved him back, still vomiting the horrible mess. Owyn’s eyes widened in shock as he watched what looked like pure, concentrated evil spill from her mouth in a seemingly endless stream.

With one final heave, Freya spat on the floor and sighed. She clambered to her feet and grabbed the bottom edge of the dress. With a grimace, she used the cloth to wipe her face clean.

A pitcher of wine sat on a nearby table. While there was no telling how long it had sat there, that didn’t seem to matter to Freya at that moment. She rushed over to the pitcher, stumbling twice. She frowned as she looked into the pitcher, but took a deep pull from it, then spat it onto the floor. She finally turned to Owyn, her eyes shadowed but green once again.

“You cannot imagine what that tasted like,” she said.

Owyn laughed despite the death all around him and rushed forwards to his wife. He embraced her tightly and she wrapped her arms around him and began crying against his chest. He stroked the back of her hair gently, grateful to have her back in his arms where she belonged.

Ezoleus roared Owyn’s name again and lightning punctuated it, but Owyn ignored it. At that moment, the entire world could burn and he wouldn’t have cared. He had Freya again.

“I am so sorry for everything, Owyn,” she said between sobs. “I couldn’t help it. He imprisoned me in my own mind and body. Day after day, I watched myself do horrible things, things I will never be able to forget, and I could do nothing to stop them.”

“Shhh,” Owyn said, kissing the top of her head. “Remember, you didn’t do those things, Freya. Ezoleus did. He had control of your mind for weeks. The blame is his.” He broke their embrace and held her by the shoulders at arm’s length. “And now it’s time for us to kill him.”
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Owyn could feel the tension in Freya’s body.

“I want him to suffer,” she said, her eyebrows drawing down into a fierce scowl. “I want him to know terror and pain.”

“Somehow, we will do it,” Owyn said. “Together.”

Some of the ferocity in Freya’s gaze deflated and she shook her head. “You can’t imagine how strong he is, though.” She whispered a word and a flame appeared above her palm, burning bright and hot. “I haven’t learned much yet, but I did manage to pick up some spells while he had control of me. My knowledge is weak, but I’m still stronger than most. I’m nothing compared to Ezoleus, though.”

Owyn frowned in thought. “I have an idea. I’ll just need some luck, and to get close to him without dying.” He chuckled. “Tall order, it seems.”

She shook her head, her eyes wide. “I’m—I’m afraid, Owyn. We don’t stand a chance against him. As much as I want to kill him, I feel we should return home, where we can gather our strength and do this properly.”

Owyn took a deep breath. This was not going to be easy.

“How much do you remember from your time under his control?” Owyn asked.

She shook her head. “Not much. Bits and pieces, a few spells as I said earlier. Most of what I remember is struggling to break free. I felt like I was drowning.” She sighed. “I’d much rather just go home.”

Owyn sighed. “We can’t go home, Freya. There is nothing left.” He felt nauseous as he tried to think of the words, how to tell the princess that almost everyone she knew and loved was gone. “I saw through the dragon’s eyes, Freya. It showed me.” He kissed her on the cheek and squeezed her tightly. “Everyone is gone.”

“What?” she asked, her voice incredulous, her eyes brimming with tears as she pushed away from him. “What do you mean by ‘everyone?’” Her voice trembled.

Owyn wanted to pull her back into an embrace, to hold her tightly until her pain subsided, but he knew she was a strong woman and preferred to hear things straight out.

“The dragon Ezoleus summoned,” he began. “It destroyed Akranes. The city.” He sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know if you remember anything since you arrived here, but much of Peralta is in flames right now as well.”

“OWYN!” Ezoleus’s voice shook the keep. Outside, the dragon shrieked again.

“What?” Freya asked once the dragon was done. “Are you saying the city—”

“Yes,” Owyn broke in. “The dragon burned down the entire city. Your father and I brought an army to the gates of Peralta to hunt Ezoleus down. The dragon killed them.”

“My father?” she asked, fresh tears leaking down her cheeks. “Owyn, is….”

The look on Owyn’s face confirmed her fears. She sank down to her knees, tears flowing like streams down her face. Her body shook with full-throated sobs.

Owyn knelt next to her and held her tightly, while she wept on his shoulder. The keep shook with the force of Ezoleus’s shouts, but Owyn ignored him and held his wife tightly.

“Where is Sunneva?” Freya asked.

“There is a chance she’s okay,” Owyn said. “Right before I entered the city, she left and went to the treeline to relieve herself. That was a mile away or more, so if it took her some time, she might have escaped the attack.”

“Wait,” Freya said, her sobs suddenly halting. She closed her eyes as she placed her fingers around her wrist and uttered several words under her breath. A moment later, her eyes shot open and the tears started anew, but this time tears of relief.

“What was that?” Owyn asked as she reached out and held onto him, weeping on his shoulder.

“Sunneva is alive!” Freya said. “That was something we would do back in Akranes, to let each other know we were thinking of the other. I sent her my heartbeat and she sent hers back. Oh, Sunneva, you’re alive!”

Owyn held her until her sobs subsided. He didn’t even flinch when a painting fell from the wall and crashed on the floor behind them, splintering the frame. After a deep breath, Freya finally spoke again.

“I’m going to kill him. No matter what it takes,” she said.

Owyn stood and pulled her to her feet. “I’m right by your side, my love. Let us seek vengeance.”

He moved to the corner of the room and grabbed the wine pitcher. It was a heavy thing, made from silver. Being careful not to spill it, he went back to Freya’s side and nodded.

“Are you suddenly thirsty for wine?” she asked.

“No, but Ezoleus might be,” Owyn said with a grin.

Together, they walked through the halls. Freya led him to a spiraling staircase. They ascended slowly, keeping an eye out. Owyn clutched the pitcher tightly in his hand and focused on putting one foot in front of the other. His plan had to work. It had to.

Freya reached the top of the stairs first, with Owyn only a step behind. Ezoleus stood at the top of the tower, watching the destruction of the city from between the crenelations. As soon as they stepped onto the top of the tower, he turned to face them, a malicious smile upon his face.

Owyn took one step and hurled the pitcher of sour wine at the wizard. It struck him in the chest and sprayed wine all over his pristine robes, then clattered to the floor. While Owyn knew the wine pitcher wouldn’t cause any great harm to the wizard, he used the distraction to pull his dagger and throw it. The blade flew true and struck Ezoleus in the chest, right where his heart was.

Ezoleus sputtered with rage and kicked the pitcher away from him, then looked down at the dagger sticking out of his chest. He looked up at Owyn and sneered, his eyes full of contempt.

“I suppose you have already forgotten your fight with Valdis, boy,” Ezoleus said. “You cannot kill me.”

“Maybe not,” Owyn said, setting his feet wide, ready to move in an instant. “But she can,” he said, nodding towards his wife.

Freya screamed in anger and thrust both hands forward, sending a gout of flame towards Ezoleus that would have made the dragon proud. It consumed him completely and blackened the stone around him, but when she finished, Ezoleus still stood there, unharmed.

He clapped his hands and laughed at the both of them. “Do you really think that you, so new to the magical arts, can stand against someone such as I?” Ezoleus asked, his voice haughty. He flexed his hands and grinned darkly, his pale eyes as cold as winter. “I have lived for hundreds of years, girl. I have seen things you couldn’t imagine, and have done things that would drive you insane to even hear of. And now, I’m going to teach you the meaning of pain.”

Owyn glanced to the side and saw the dragon hovering over the city. As expected, Freya’s spell had attracted the dragon’s attention, and the beast slowly approached them. Owyn locked eyes with it and once again staggered beneath the barrage on his senses. This time though, he sent something back. With all his will, he sent a single thought to the dragon, not knowing how he did it but knowing that the dragon would be able to understand.

Come.

Excitement skittered across blinding rage in the dragon’s reply.

Ezoleus drew himself up frigidly, looking down his nose at Owyn and Freya. He frowned at the dagger sticking out of his chest and pulled it out, then cast it to the floor with a grunt of distaste.

“I see you’ve met my pet,” Ezoleus said. “Tell me, Owyn, how does it feel knowing that your actions ultimately led to my beautiful dragon killing all of your men? Hmm?” Ezoleus chuckled richly and the words continued. “How does it feel knowing you ultimately killed your wife’s father? I didn’t think regicide was your style.”

Owyn kept his eyes locked with the dragon’s ignoring the vile filth Ezoleus spewed. He breathed hard from the effort of having his mind connected to the beast. A thin line of blood leaked from his nose. He sent one more thought to the dragon.

Vengeance.

Owyn fell to his knees, utterly exhausted. Freya rushed to his side, grabbing his shoulders and trying to help him stand.

“I’ve been waiting too long for this,” Ezoleus said, taking a step towards them. He leaned down, close to Owyn, looking him in the eye. “The only time I’m going to stop torturing you is when I torture your lovely wife and make you watch.” A smile twisted across his lips. He scratched at his chest, right where Owyn’s dagger had taken him, and his faint smile melted into a frown.

Owyn slammed his head forward, connecting with Ezoleus’s face and flattening the wizard’s nose in a spray of red. He leaped to his feet as the dragon flew behind Ezoleus, hovering, waiting.

“Feeling something, wizard? A burning in your veins, perhaps?” It was Owyn’s turn to grin as Ezoleus angrily rubbed at his arm. “The very poison you had the king use against me was on that blade.”

“This ends now,” Ezoleus said, and raised his hands.

“But now how you want,” Freya shouted. She began an incantation and twisted her hands as if snapping a stick.

Ezoleus glared at her and clenched his teeth, chanting his own counter spell. Freya staggered but her flow of words did not cease.

Owyn wasted no time and rushed to the wizard, one hand grabbing his throat and the other grabbing his belt. He squeezed as hard as he could, cutting off Ezoleus’s spell abruptly. Without the ability to counter Freya, the wizard’s left arm suddenly snapped in half as if it were hit with a hammer. Freya continued her spell and one of Ezoleus’s legs bent the wrong way at the knee. Veins in the wizard’s neck bulged as he tried to scream, but Owyn kept his grip tight and lifted him high into the air.

The dragon was waiting, wind from its great wings nearly blowing Owyn over. It’s mouth snapped as Owyn took a step towards the low wall around the top of the tower. With a grunt of effort, he threw the spindly old wizard right over the edge of the tower.

The dragon opened its mouth and snapped at the falling wizard, narrowly missing him with its great maw. Down the wizard fell, a hundred feet and more, and Owyn leaned an elbow on the stone crenelations to watch.

Ezoleus landed on the boulders below, his fall slowed by some magical spell. He immediately began shouting at the dragon and gesturing frantically. His limbs healed, and the dragon recoiled sharply as if struck.

The dragon tucked its wings in and dropped to the ground like a stone, mouth first. It landed smoothly, its jaws closing around the top half of Ezoleus. It stomped a claw on the wizard’s legs and pulled its head to the side, ripping Ezoleus in two.

“He can’t die, though,” Freya said. She had moved up to the parapet to watch. “I believe he used the same spell that Valdis and Uthar used. He won’t die until his heart is found and destroyed.”

The dragon flung its head and Ezoleus’s upper half slammed into the stones at the base of the keep, splattering dark blood in every direction. The dragon leaned forward and unleashed a line of flame onto what was left of Ezoleus as the man screamed. His shrieks were cut off as the dragon bit into the man again, this time tossing him into the air and catching him in its open mouth.

“Eaten by a dragon,” Owyn murmured. “What a way to go.”

“He deserved worse,” Freya said fiercely.

“Don’t worry,” Owyn said with a mirthless grin. “He’s still alive. Now he’ll learn what it feels like to be digested. I imagine at some point he’ll die, regardless of the spells sustaining him, but he’s going to suffer until then. Eventually, he’ll come out the other end. Dead, or alive.”

Freya shook her head. “Shitty way to die.” She barked a laugh.

Owyn reached out and placed an arm around Freya, and she shivered. Together, they watched.

The dragon flapped its wings again, rising into the air. Its black gaze locked onto Owyn’s eyes again. Owyn steeled himself, knowing that there was no way he could flee from the beast. At least he could die with his wife by his side. Instead, the dragon entered his mind again.

Emotions forced their way into Owyn’s mind again, but instead of the overwhelming rage he had felt earlier, this time he felt…appreciation? Thanks? The dragon was grateful Owyn had given him the chance to kill Ezoleus.

“Me too,” Owyn whispered. He then sent the dragon a final message. Go. Sleep.

“Who are you talking to?” Freya asked, holding him tightly.

The dragon held his gaze for another moment, then beat its massive wings, rising into the sky. It turned its great body and flew north, back towards its home at the tip of Mount Hekla.

Owyn watched it for a moment, amazed at the horrible beauty of the creature. He turned back to his wife at a faint noise from her.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked. “Are you fully back to being…you?”

She looked up at him with shadowed, haunted eyes. “I don’t think I’ll ever be fully okay after this,” she said, her voice quiet. “But at least we have each other.”

He held her tightly, never wanting to let her go. She returned the hug fiercely, and they stayed that way for several minutes.

“What will we do?” she finally asked against his chest.

Owyn sighed, his eyes closed. Was it even possible to rebuild after such utter and complete destruction? He looked down at Freya, at her red hair and green eyes, and knew that anything was possible, for her. He would fight a dozen dragons if he had to.

“We rebuild,” he said softly. “We honor the past and build our future.”
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The sun was a blood-red smear on the horizon as Owyn walked up a long wooden ramp. He passed through a freshly built stone archway, careful of the snow and ice that made the path treacherous.

The entrance to the keep and the rest of the grounds were clogged with stonemasons and carpenters, all working long hours to repair the immense damage. On occasion, one of them would hold a piece of stone up and examine it, a piece of stone that had been melted by the heat of the dragon fire. Those were usually cast away with a shiver.

There had been few survivors in Akranes, but those that lived were eager to rebuild. People had come from the surrounding villages, or just from the houses right outside the main part of the city, to help rebuild. New houses were erected atop the ashes of the old.

Now king, Owyn called for Akranians across the nation to gather in the capital city; he had offered plots of land as payment for anyone willing to help. A few families from the neighboring countries of Reykholt and Midsandur had even braved the winter and joined in, eager to own land of their own. Quite a few refugees had arrived from Midsandur, as the place had been thrown into a state of turmoil after the murder of their king.

After almost four months of hard work, Akranes was starting to look like a city again.

While Owyn initially had concerns as to how people would react to his harem of women, the people had accepted his three wives without much comment. After all that had happened—war, betrayal, a dragon—having multiple queens was the least of their concerns. Especially since the queens spent their days caring for the people and helping to rebuild.

Prince Vestar had been proclaimed king in Midsandur after his father’s murder. While the nation was a bubbling cauldron of troubles, he was doing a surprisingly decent job of settling things. Owyn had expected difficulties from the man, but fortunately there had been none. Even better, Vestar had sent a gift of grain to help sustain Akranes until the next harvest. He seemed to want to build a healthy relationship, where his father had only sought revenge. Revenge that ultimately led to his demise.

The surrounding men called out to King Owyn, shouts of “Your Grace” and “His Majesty” and Owyn did his best to acknowledge them with a raised hand. He hurried through the crowd of workers, clapping several on the shoulder and giving them a warm smile.

Keeping their spirits up was at the top of his priorities; the people of Akranes were tough, but recovering from a blow this devastating was not easy.

Finally, he arrived at his temporary chambers. He pushed the door open and entered, waving away a servant that immediately approached with nagging complaints about his clothing. Freya said much the same.

“Owyn, my love,” she said with a smile. “Has anyone called you the Peasant King yet?” Seated behind her on the bed, Sunneva laughed.

“Not yet,” he said, pulling his tunic over his head. “I wouldn’t blame them if they did, though.” Even with the cold weather, he was soaked with sweat from head to toe and his hands and arms were filthy and scuffed from working with heavy stone all day. “More hands makes less work. At least, that’s what my father always used to say.”

“You brought workers from all over the country to help rebuild,” Freya said as she traced a finger down his thickly muscled arm. “Don’t you think you can let them do their jobs and spend some time in here, instead, with your queens?”

Owyn frowned at his wife. “I’m sorry, Freya. I don’t mean to leave you all here. I just want to see our city rebuilt, that’s all. I see it as my duty to get my hands a little dirty.”

“How about we make a compromise, then? From now on, you’re only allowed to spend two hours a day working with the craftsmen. The rest of the time can be spent with either us or running the nation.” She faced him with that look on her face. He knew that look; she wouldn’t budge when she had that expression.

“Preferably with us,” Sunneva said, stretching forwards on the bed.

A blonde woman walked into the room, wearing nothing but a thin shift that left only modesty to the imagination. She was of a similar height to Freya and equally fair-skinned, but her hair was golden yellow and her eyes the color of a cloudless sky. Katla was easily as beautiful as Freya and Sunneva, with full breasts and hips that made Owyn’s heart race.

“Come over here, Owyn,” she said with a smile. “Let us clean you up.”

Owyn let himself be herded to the side of the room, where a large copper tub had been filled with hot water. He tried removing his clothes but his queens kept slapping his hands away, so he finally let himself be undressed.

“Let us serve you, my king,” Sunneva said with a mischievous twist to her lips.

Owyn laughed as the three women grabbed washrags and scrubbed the dirt and sweat from his body. Once the majority of it was gone, he stepped into the tub. The water was hot enough that sinking into it was a slow process, but he was soon leaning with his back to the tub and his eyes closed, relaxing. The tension in his muscles melted away, and three sands of hands reached in and gently massaged his body.

“How are the food stores looking?” he asked.

“Sufficient, but barely,” Katla said. “We have men hunting daily, and that’s keeping everyone fed. Vestar’s gift has been a great help in keeping food in bellies.”

Sunneva stood and Owyn’s eyes fell to her stomach, which was swollen with child. Reaching out, he placed his wet hand on her belly and they both smiled. His first child was in there, growing stronger daily. Their eyes met, a look filled with love and adoration.

“Thank you for getting my shift wet,” Sunneva said with a laugh. Her breasts were swollen as well as her bottom. She was more beautiful than ever.

“And your research?” he asked Freya as he turned to face her.

The sleeves of her thick dress were pushed up past her elbows. She gently ran her hand along his shoulder and down his chest. Her body had thickened slightly over the past few months, which made Owyn happy. Even in these hard times he was keeping his wives well fed. That pleased a very primitive part of his brain.

“Excellent,” she replied. “The academy understands our hesitance about dealing with more wizards, so instead they’ve been sending Sunneva and I scrolls and books every month. There is much to learn, but we’ve made some real breakthroughs.”

“Like what?” Owyn asked. Freya responded by smiling at Sunneva. “What?” he asked again.

“Owyn,” Katla began.

She stood at the foot of the tub and pushed her shift off her shoulders, then let it fall to the tile floor. Her curves were like a gift from the gods themselves, and Owyn immediately felt himself harden at the sight of her.

“Something has occurred to me recently that just isn’t fair,” she said as she lifted one foot and placed it into the tub next to his. She paused there, giving him a view of her nether regions.

“If it is in my power, I will fix it,” Owyn replied. “You know I would do anything for you. For any of you.”

Katla brought her other foot into the tub and slowly knelt. She ran her hands up Owyn’s thighs. He grinned when she wrapped both hands around his engorged member.

“I just don’t think it’s fair that I’m the only queen that isn’t pregnant,” she said, looking him in the eye. She leaned forwards, her heavy breasts touching the surface of the water as she began to stroke him. Next to the tub, Freya stood and turned around, then began unbuttoning her dress.

“What are you talking about?” Owyn asked. “Sunneva is pregnant with our child. Freya isn’t able to, on account of the curse placed on her by the….” He trailed off as Freya turned to him.

Her beauty had always taken his breath away; clear green eyes, like emeralds beneath her long red hair. Perfectly clear skin with the slightest hint of freckles on her nose and cheeks. A tall, strong frame with large breasts and a small waist that he could wrap his hands….

Freya let her dress fall the rest of the way to her feet. Her waist was still small, but there was the unmistakable swelling there that said she was with child. She looked down at her belly, gently laying her hands on it, then looked back at Owyn.

“How can this be?” he asked, reaching out to place his hand on her stomach. Gods be good, she was pregnant! He stood up so he could reach them better.

“As I said, I’ve been getting scrolls and books every month,” Freya explained. “The first thing I learned was how to break the witch’s curse.” She looked down at her stomach again. “If it’s a boy, I want to name him Ivar. If it’s a girl, Lilja.”

Sunneva dropped her shift and walked around to stand next to Freya. They both placed their hands on Freya’s stomach. A moment later, Kalta stepped out of the tub and moved next to them.

Owyn was elated at seeing this—two of his wives with child. He stood there, one hand on Freya’s stomach, the other on Sunneva’s, too happy for words. He looked over at Katla and found her looking back at him, expectantly, challenging him with her blue stare.

“What are you waiting for?” she asked as one side of her mouth curved into a smile.

Owyn wrapped thick arms around all three of them as tears of joy ran unashamedly down his cheeks. “I love you,” he said. “All of you.”

“And we love you, Owyn,” Katla said as she leaned forwards and kissed him.

Some time later, the four of them lay in bed. After several lovemaking sessions in a row, exhaustion had taken them. The roaring fire on the hearth kept the chill of late winter at bay, leaving the room warm enough to sleep without clothing.

Owyn carefully removed himself from the tangle of women and crawled out of bed, then padded across the tile floor.

Two casks rested on stands against the far wall, the wall furthest from the fireplace. The room was notably colder there. Half a dozen goblets and mugs sat on a small table next to the casks. Owyn grabbed one and placed it beneath a cask. With a twist of the spigot, beer flowed into his mug, rich and dark. He brought it to his nose, savoring the aromas of roasted barley, then drank deeply from the mug.

A smile spread across his face as he slowly walked to the nearest window. His people were strong, and the city was being rebuilt. His wives were healthy and beautiful, and gods be good all three would be pregnant soon. So far, life as king was busy, but good.

He turned and looked at his wives lying on their huge bed. Sunneva, with her slender features and caring nature. Freya, with her fiery hair and personality. Katla, with eyes like the sky and a love for him that was never ending.

After the dragon had so thoroughly destroyed the city, Owyn feared that he would reign as a king of nothing. Looking at his wives, however, I realized the opposite was true. He had everything.

No matter what happened, he could do anything with his queens by his side.
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