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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.
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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.”






  
  4


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.
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“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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