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The afternoon sun beamed down, unhindered by clouds, and struggled to overpower the chill in the air. This far north, the weather was steadily marching towards winter; the days grew noticeably shorter and the air colder by the week, and flurries of snow fell almost daily.

Between the towering spires and thick stone walls of the keep, an icy breeze blew. It snapped pennants out and made them flap wildly, then tugged at cloaks and hats. The wind wound through the city and found its way to the training field where Owyn stood. It cut through his clothing like a knife and chilled him to the bone, but he did his best to ignore it. Of course, being shirtless certainly didn’t help.

The largest of the logs sat on the ground in front of Owyn. The handholds that had been carved into it were already turning color from sweaty hands, day after day. Both Owyn and Einar had visited this training field almost daily, at least the days he had been in Akanes.

Partially healed skin on Owyn’s left arm twinged in a brief flash of pain as he bent down and wrapped his thick fingers around the handholds. The ache of his healing wounds served as a reminder why he trained so vigorously, and as if his life depended on it. As he had recently learned, his strength and stamina were the only reason he was still alive.

With a deep breath and a grunt of effort, Owyn heaved the massive log up to his thighs, then squatted down, pulling it tight to his stomach. He straightened up, rolling the thick log up his stomach to hold in front of his shoulders, where it remained for the duration of several deep breaths. Owyn firmed his grip and used his legs to help propel the log from his shoulders. He pressed it overhead six times, straining on the final two repetitions, then let the log slam to the ground.

He stood there for a moment with his hands on his hips, gulping deep breaths of sweet, cold air. Sweat slicked his hair and covered his chest. Everything felt heavy today, heavier than it should. Stress and frustration had filled every hour since the previous morning, making sleep a chore and wakefulness a daunting task.

Owyn tried to focus on his exercise routine, but the lack of sleep made everything seem to be filled with lead, including his own arms and legs. He sighed and shook his head.

“Weak,” Freya growled.

She was seated on a bench near Owyn with silk ropes binding her wrists and ankles. Her eyes, usually emerald green and sparkling, glared with shadowed anger at her husband and everyone else.

She leaned forwards, straining the ropes that tied her to the bench. “You are weak. Weak, pathetic, and disgusting.” She spat on the ground as fresh rage flared in her voice. “Untie me!”

Three days ago, Owyn had arrived in the capital city. After barely surviving the great, burning skeleton and the avalanche, he had managed to find some of the horses left behind by his dead soldiers. Grabbing two, he took turns riding them to help them stay fresh longer, and rode them as hard as he dared. When they became exhausted, he traded them along with some silver for a fresh horse. He had run three horses nearly to death trying to make the journey home as quickly as possible in his haste to tell the king everything that had happened near Mount Hekla.

The scout Olaf had somehow managed to beat him, no surprise there, so the king already knew of the bandits. The news Owyn brought, however, was terrifying and dreadful. The horrors that had occurred after the scout left were enough to chill a man’s blood.

All of the trouble at the border of Akranes over the past few months had been caused by Ezoleus, the court wizard in Vogar, the capital of Midsandur, the nation to the south. It was Ezoleus that had paid and instructed bandits to slaughter Akranian merchants at the border, steal their goods, and then spread rumors that King Ivar was too weak to protect his own people.

Trade between the two countries had come to a halt as a result, and when Owyn had traveled with nearly a hundred soldiers to investigate, disaster had befallen them; Ezoleus had summoned a skeleton that was nearly thirty feet tall and wreathed in flames, a beast out of nightmares. It had laid waste to both bandits and Akranian soldiers indiscriminately, then chased Owyn down, seeking to capture or kill him as well. Only quick wits and a bit of luck kept Owyn alive.

As soon as he had arrived back in the capital city of Akranes, he went straight to his chambers to see his wives, Freya and Sunneva. They had been joyous to the point of tears at seeing him, and had fussed over his injuries and burned clothes.

Owyn had been equally excited to hear about their progression with magic. Freya was quickly becoming a powerful sorceress, with Sunneva showing promise as well. Odarin, King Ivar’s new court wizard, practically sang their praises, exclaiming the good fortune that not only one, but two incredibly talented and diligent magic users lived in the keep. He insisted that it was a joy to train them both.

Sunneva also expressed hope and joy that she might be pregnant. She had taken to knitting in her spare time, colorful hats for the baby, and brainstormed names with Freya at times.

Things had been wonderful for that brief time period after Owyn returned. Freya and Sunneva saw to his wounds, and the three of them made love at every chance they got. They had even found an opportunity to bring Katla into the keep to spend lunch with. She was every bit as beautiful and lovely as they had described; somewhere between Freya and Sunneva in build, but with bright blonde hair and sky-blue eyes.

But the good times quickly came to an end.

Only yesterday, Freya rose early to meet with Odarin for her magical studies. She often worked alone with him for an hour or two in the mornings before Sunneva joined, as the two were at different points in their magical education and training. Sunneva and Owyn had spent the extra time in bed, making love.

An hour later, a servant came running, calling for help. Through her tears, she begged Owyn to follow, and together they ran to Odarin’s chambers.

When Owyn arrived there, he found the wizard alone, fraught with disbelief and near to tearing his hair out. Something had taken over the princess, Odarin said with tears running down his cheeks. Something horrible and incredibly powerful.

Freya had fled his chambers, screaming of murder. She had killed five guards with magic before Owyn found her, and even with his strength he was only barely able to subdue her. A silk scarf stuffed in her mouth had cut off her ability to cast any spells, and his thick arms around her kept her from moving, though she did her best to kick him.

Since that day, she had been acting in this manner. Her normal quips and humorous comments were gone, as was the gentle instruction Owyn often relied on. Instead, it was replaced by rage and bile. Something had taken over her mind and turned her into a completely different person.

“I love you, my wife,” Owyn said softly. “Always and forever.”

“I hate you!” Freya roared. “I want to see your insides spread across the ground!” She fell off the bench and writhed on the ground; only her wrists being bound behind her back kept her from performing the hand motions used in casting her horrible spells. “I will bathe in your blood before this day is done, you son of a whore!”

Her behavior had only gotten worse since it began. At night she screamed horrible, evil things until she fell asleep from exhaustion. Owyn and Sunneva had begged Odarin to heal her, but the wizard said he couldn’t figure out what was wrong. He wept openly upon seeing the princess in her possessed state.

Owyn sighed heavily and nodded to a guard standing nearby. “Let’s take her back to her room. Maybe some rest will help.”

The guard bowed his head, then moved towards Freya with a silken cloth in his hands. It took him three tries, but he finally managed to get it between her teeth and tie the rest behind her head.

Princess Freya screamed against the gag and flailed as much as her bonds would allow as the guard lifted her to her feet. Carefully, he picked her up and sat her in a chair that was generally used for the elderly and the sick; it was well-padded, with wheels at the bottom so that it could be moved around safely.

Owyn helped the guard hold Freya’s arms as he unbound them, then tied them to the arms of the chair. The entire time, Freya glared at Owyn, no sign of the love and adoration in her gaze that he was used to. Pure, black hatred filled her gaze, and Owyn knew she would attack him if she got the chance.

The guard pushed her chair across the green and into the keep, and Owyn walked with steadfast loyalty next to his wife. She writhed on the chair and spat blasphemies around her silken gag, all the while looking pure murder at Owyn, the guard, and anyone else within sight.

“Turn here,” Owyn said quietly. “Let’s make one more visit to Odarin. There has got to be something he can do to calm her fits of rage. At the least he can put her to sleep until we can find a cure.”

“Yes, my lord,” the guard said.

He kept his face stoic as he pushed the princess’ chair down the hall. Servants in the hallways took one look at who was there and ducked away. Freya’s muffled grunts and oaths sent them scurrying away, fearful that she might kill them as well. Stories of Freya’s sudden insanity had spread, although the king himself had warned everyone not to speak of it. Rumors traveled like the wind, it seemed.

After several more turns, they came to a tall wooden door, inlaid with malachite and turquoise. Arcane symbols had been carved into the ancient wood, although Owyn had no idea what they meant other than they were somehow related to magic. He knocked firmly three times.

The door creaked open after a minute, and Odarin’s face peeked through. His eyes were red and he looked as if he hadn’t slept in days. His gaze darted from Owyn to Freya and he licked his lips nervously. He opened his mouth to say something, but Owyn cut him off.

“Please, Odarin. I know you said you can’t help her, but I beg you to try one more time. There has to be something you can tell me about her affliction. At the very least, could you put her to sleep so she doesn’t have to suffer?”

Odarin let out a heavy sigh, his shoulders slumping. His face sagged with weary resignation. “Bring her,” he said.

The wizard was known for his gently persuasive and competent manner of speech, but now his voice was tired and hoarse.

“I can’t fix her, Prince Owyn,” he said. “I’ll try one last time, but I make no promises.”

He pulled the door the rest of the way open and took a step back, gesturing for them to enter. Owyn motioned for the guard to push Freya in first, then fell in behind them. Freya had fallen silent upon seeing Odarin, something which Owyn took mental note of. She merely glared at him instead of spewing hateful curses like usual.

“Put her over there,” Odarin said as he gestured off to his left without looking.

He walked to a sprawling wooden table covered in scrolls and ancient tomes and began rummaging through them while muttering under his breath. After selecting one small book, he flipped through its pages, frowning intently. He stared at the spidery handwriting covering the pages until something changed in his gaze.

The guard wheeled Freya to where Odarin had gestured and stood behind her chair, awaiting further command. Owyn immediately went to his wife’s side and knelt so he could meet her gaze.

“I love you, Freya,” he whispered to her. “Some part of you has to be in there; surely you can hear me.”

For the briefest moment, the anger in her gaze melted and recognition flashed across her eyes. The corners of her mouth twitched into a smile, and Owyn felt his heart leap with joy.

It lasted only a second, and then her face contorted into a scowl with enough fire to heat the room, as if she were angry with herself for the smile she had just given him.

“There,” Owyn said as he stood up. He turned towards Odarin. “Just for a moment, she was back to herself. The old Freya, the one I married, just smiled at me. She’s still in there, Odarin. She’s still in there. There has got to be something you can do.”

Odarin lifted his haunted gaze from the page he had been scanning. He clutched the musty old book to his chest and his shoulders sagged.

“I truly wish there were,” he said quietly. “However, I shall try one more time. Your presence seems to be helping her, so maybe we’ll be able to break through. At the very least, I shall do what you said and put her to sleep. Gods be good, I can put her to sleep until we can find a cure.”

Owyn grabbed a nearby stool and set it next to his wife, then positioned himself on it. Odarin held the small book in both hands as he approached Freya. She transferred her glare from Owyn to the court wizard and her lips peeled back in a snarl around the silk cloth stuffed in her mouth. Her glare deepened as Odarin stepped closer.

With a frown, Odarin opened the book and ran his finger down several pages, muttering silently to himself. After a few seconds of that, he reached out and placed his palm on Freya’s forehead and began uttering a quiet incantation.

Freya growled low in her throat like a wild animal, something completely at odds with the beauty of her face. She bared her teeth and for a moment Owyn thought she was going to bite the wizard. But she kept her place.

Odarin’s words sounded at the same time familiar and completely foreign to Owyn; he kept thinking he almost recognized several words, but nothing made sense. Freya’s growl deepened, but she stayed there, unmoving beneath the wizard’s palm.

Odarin moved his hand down to the scarf wrapped around the princess’s mouth and gently tugged on it. She immediately spat out the cloth but kept her silent as Odarin held a single finger in front of her eyes. Sweat ran down the side of Odarin’s face as he continued his spell. Freya focused on his finger intently.

“It’s okay, soldier. Keep your calm,” Owyn said to the guard standing behind Freya, who had shifted nervously at the sight of the spell.

“I know you’re in there,” Odarin said to Freya through clenched teeth. He held his finger in place and some of the rage seemed to drain from her.

“O—Odarin?” she stammered. Owyn leaped to his feet.

“Fight it,” Odarin whispered, sweat running into his eyes. He ignored it and didn’t even blink. “You are stronger than him. You must regain control of yourself.”

Princess Freya shuddered as her mouth worked silently. She coughed, but kept her eyes fixed on Odarin’s finger. Tension evaporated from her shoulders, and she slumped in her chair. Her head suddenly turned to Owyn, and recognition lit up her eyes.

“Owyn,” she said tearfully. Her eyes regained some of their sparkle, and love came through in her voice, warming it.

“I’m here,” Owyn said as he placed his hand upon hers. “Whatever this is, you have to fight it, Freya. Be strong.”

She smiled at Owyn, a sweet smile filled with love and adoration. A single tear leaked from her eye and ran down her cheek.

It lasted only a brief moment.

Her mouth suddenly twisted into a scowl as her eyes took on a feral light. Her brow contorted and she snapped at Owyn.

“I would rather chew dung than have you touch me!” she shouted. She spat in Owyn’s face and began screaming as she writhed in her chair, pulling at her bonds. Blasphemies and curses poured forth from her mouth, things more vile than Owyn would believe could come from a woman like her.

Her gaze became even more heated as she turned back to Odarin.

“You spineless dog!” she roared. “Powerless churl. You dare think you can compare to my strength? Ass-kissing is the only reason you’ve made it this far. The rest of the academy laughs at your pathetic weakness! They say—”

Odarin hastily lifted the silk cloth back into her mouth and nodded at the guard, who tightened the knot. The wizard leaned back and rubbed his hands across his face, muttering something too quietly to be heard. He wiped his eyes with a thumb and forefinger before finally turning to Owyn.

“Something has control of her,” he said, not meeting Owyn’s eyes. “Something incredibly powerful. More so than I initially thought. Freya has a strong mind; you saw how she was able to briefly fight against this possession.” Odarin let out a long, deep sigh. “There is nothing else I can do about this. Only she can pull her mind free. I wish I could help. Truly, I do.” With that, Odarin turned away, his face full of shame and despair.

“Surely, you can try again,” Owyn pleaded. “As you said, it’s better with me here. I saw her there, for just a second but damnit, I saw her! Her, and not this monster that she has become. Can you at least tell me what caused this?”

Odarin looked up at Owyn and a fresh tear leaked down his cheek. His eyes went back to the floor and he spread his hands. “I cannot. Truly, I wish I could help you, Owyn.”

“It’s that bastard Ezoleus,” Owyn growled. “I’ll wager anything on it.”

Odarin’s head jerked up, his eyes going wide. “How would…. What makes you say such a thing?”

Owyn frowned. “He’s responsible for the rest of the trouble in my life. It’s the only thing that makes sense.” He looked down at his hands and balled them into fists so tightly his knuckles cracked. “I must find out how he was able to affect Freya. Perhaps someone helped him—someone here, in the castle. I will need your help, Odarin.”

The wizard swallowed heavily and nodded his head. “I will help however I can,” he said quietly. His voice sank to a whisper. “Whoever is responsible for this will not go unpunished. That, I assure you.”

He stepped back up to Freya and began chanting again, then waved his hand across her eyes. Her swearing halted and her snarl faded as her head lolled to one side. She drifted off to sleep in a matter of seconds.

“Right now, this is the most I can do,” Odarin said. “It will wear off in a few hours, but at least we can have a moment of peace.”

Owyn placed a thick hand on Odarin’s bony shoulder. “Thank you, Odarin. You are a good man.”

The wizard recoiled as if slapped. He stared at Owyn with haunted eyes and swallowed heavily. His mouth worked silently for a moment, as if he wanted to say something, but instead he turned back to the large, book-covered table.

Owyn turned to the guard accompanying him. “Come. Let’s take her away.”

The guard nodded and took hold of the handles on Freya’s chair. He followed Owyn and they exited Odarin’s chambers.
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“Icould use a mug of Bran’s ale right now,” Owyn said to no one in particular. Behind him, the guard grunted in agreement.

“That the man that runs The Red Lion, my lord?” he asked.

“Yes, that’s him,” Owyn replied. They turned a corner and he continued. “So, you’re familiar with the place?”

“Best ale in the city, my lord,” the guard said without breaking stride. Put down more than a few pints there myself. I was there the night you celebrated winning the King’s Games, my lord. In the back, enjoying a mug.”

“Is that so?” Owyn asked, turning briefly to look at the guard. He shrugged. “Sometimes I find it interesting how the threads of our lives weave into such a tangled web.”

“Me too, my lord,” the guard replied.

Owyn turned back to the empty hallway. Any other time, he would have struck up a conversation with the man. At the moment, his mind was simply too busy to focus. His thoughts felt like they were in an endless maze, searching for answers but finding little. Deep in thought, Owyn continued the rest of their walk in silence as they made their way towards his rooms.

“Prepare a room next to mine,” he told the guard softly, careful not to wake his wife.

Being in her presence might help her fight this curse—according to Odarin, at least—but he couldn’t risk Sunneva’s safety. If Freya got loose again, she would paint the walls with blood. Anyone’s blood.

“Ensure at least two men are in there at all times, watching her. I’ll stop by to see her soon. Try your best not to wake her.” Owyn reached down and brushed a strand of red hair from his wife’s face. “I love you, my darling,” he whispered.

As King Ivar would say, this situation stank worse than a latrine pit. Owyn sighed and pushed the door open to his bedchambers. He needed a moment of peace, and he could think of no more peaceful place than in the arms of Sunneva.

She was seated upon the bed, knitting, when Owyn walked in. Upon seeing him, she carefully set her needles down and sprang to her feet. She ran across the room and crashed into him, wrapping her arms around his waist.

Owyn held her tightly, both of them silent for several moments. Words simply couldn’t describe the range of emotions Owyn felt. Finally, Sunneva broke away and pulled him towards the bed.

“Was Odarin able to do anything?” she asked as she sat on the soft comforter. A chance ray of sunlight streamed through the window and highlighted her red hair.

Owyn pursed his lips. “For the barest second, she broke through whatever is controlling her. She said my name and sounded almost like her normal self. It lasted only a few seconds, then it was gone and she went back to cursing my very existence.”

Sunneva was silent for a moment, staring at nothing. She reached up and wiped her eyes, then forced a smile. “I’m sure you’ll be able to figure out a solution to this. You’ve proven most capable so far.”

Owyn sat on the bed next to her and noticed what she had been knitting. “Another hat for the baby?” he asked.

She blushed as she looked down at her handiwork. “After all the time we’ve spent here,” she said, patting the bed, “I should be with child soon, if I’m not already. My blood should come in a few days, so if it doesn’t, I’ll know. I suppose we’ll have reason to celebrate. I do so hope it’s a boy.” Her smile was bright and lit up her face. “I want a boy first, and then a girl.”

“Planning a second already?” Owyn asked.

“Knowing that my children will be royalty? I plan on having at least three,” she said matter-of-factly. “Oh, I meant to tell you something earlier, but Freya’s affliction has occupied my mind lately so I forgot. Katla stopped by earlier to see the three of us. I had to invent a story about Freya being busy and you training with the king. I didn’t want her to know about what was going on.”

Owyn frowned. “I understand. She’s not family yet, so it’s best to protect those we’re closest to. I know you probably didn’t like hiding things from her, but you did the right thing.”

“She likes you,” Sunneva said. “She told me so. She likes your muscular arms, and how tall you are. Of course, you being the prince helps.” With a sigh, Sunneva traced her fingertips down Owyn’s sleeve. “I do long for the day we can all be open about our relationship, and we don’t have to keep things in the dark. I detest hiding my love for you.”

“Soon,” Owyn said. “Before she fell under this spell, Freya told me she was planning on telling her father soon.”

“How do you think he’ll take it?” Sunneva asked.

“Well, as Freya said, the three of us are already married in the eyes of the gods. So for your father to deny us would be to deny the word of the old gods. He would have to find a way to deal with it.” Owyn’s sudden laugh died down. “I’m glad Freya is so optimistic. I was afraid the king would simply tell me to take you as a concubine instead of a wife.”

Sunneva made a noise in her throat. “Sounds like something a man would say. A woman is worthy of your cock, but not worthy of being a wife. It’s these damned old traditions, I tell you. I’d think most men would leap at the opportunity to be married to multiple women.”

“I know, I know,” Owyn said, holding up his hands to cut her off. “It’ll take time, but one day we’ll have our family, with nothing to hide. Just the three of us.” He laughed suddenly. “Or if things continue going well with Katla, perhaps the four of us.” He tried not to think about how sick Freya was. She was going to be okay. No matter what it took, she was going to be okay.

“I know that look,” Sunneva said. “What’s going on?”

Owyn was silent for a moment. “War is coming,” he finally said. “I can’t see any way around it.”

“Is it that bad?” Sunneva asked.

Owyn nodded. “The court wizard of Midsandur was behind all the killings at the border. He had the bandits kill all our merchants just to get me down there so he could get a chance to kill me as well.” Owyn looked at the skin on his arm, still healing from where he had been burned. “He almost managed it. And now, I suspect he is behind what has happened to Freya. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

Sunneva gave him a firm look. “Well, if we’re going to war, I want to go with you. I’m rapidly gaining strength with magic. I can help.”

Owyn reached out and placed a hand on her stomach. “I can’t risk you, my love. If you’re carrying our child, you’re more precious than the entire army is to me.”

“But if I’m as powerful with magic as Odarin says I am, I would be able to single-handedly turn the tide.”

Owyn frowned. She was absolutely right. A powerful spellcaster would be worth a hundred archers if war broke out. He would be a fool not to have her fighting at his side. “We’ll have to decide what to do when the time comes,” he said.

“Didn’t you once say you wanted to marry strong women, the kind that would fight by your side?” Sunneva asked with a raised eyebrow.

Owyn laughed. “I did, I did. Good memory, Sunneva. You are right. It would be wrong of me to ride off to war and not allow you to defend your homeland. We will figure out a way to have you safely accompany me when we march.” He leaned forwards and kissed her on the forehead, then stood up.

“Leaving so soon?” she asked, pouting slightly.

“Yes,” Owyn said. “I will be very busy over the next few days, with all that is happening. With war on the horizon, I will have my hands full.”
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Owyn’s boot heels echoed through the hall as he strode through the halls of the keep. Servants bowed and curtseyed as he passed, but he ignored them and kept his pace fast. There were too many things to do today, and he didn’t have any time to waste.

Most importantly, Owyn had to meet with General Gunnar to prepare the troops for war. They would be marching to Midsandur soon, to the capital city of Vogar itself. Owyn was going to bring Ezoleus to justice, no matter what it took.

Sunneva was out at the moment, running early morning errands for Odarin. She was expected to be back later in the day to study with him, then she wanted to spend the rest of the day with Owyn. She was very insistent on spending as much time as possible in the bed chamber; she wouldn’t let Owyn rest until she was absolutely certain she was pregnant. And even then, he knew she would keep it up. All in all, he was a lucky man.

Freya was still in the room Owyn had taken her to the day before, next to their bedchamber. As much as it pained him to be apart from her, he needed to keep some distance until a cure could be found for her affliction. Hopefully Odarin would be able to discover something that could help. If not, Owyn thought that perhaps she could be sent to the academy in Gardabaer. Certainly someone would know how to help her.

There had been no change in Freya’s behavior since the day before. She still erupted into a froth of vileness every time she saw him, or anyone else for that matter. Owyn hadn’t checked on her yet this morning; his first plan was to speak with the king about their troops’ readiness. Freya would be next.

Although the hour was still early, servants milled about. They worked hard on a daily basis to maintain the pristine cleanliness of the keep. Oftentimes, they performed their tasks in the small hours of the morning, when others were still slumbering.

Faint aromas of bread wafted through the air and reached Owyns nose, setting his stomach to grumbling and reminding him he hadn’t yet broken his fast that morning. First the king, then Freya, then he could eat.

Turning a corner, he ran straight into a small man that had been running down the hallway. The man practically went flying, the fresh sheets in his arms falling to the floor.

“Please forgive me, I didn’t—oh, Prince Owyn!” The man scrambled to his feet and hastily bowed.

Owyn sighed. “No, please. That was entirely my fault. I’m in a rush this morning and not paying attention when I should be.” He reached down and helped the man gather the sheets. “Are you alright, man?”

“Nothing hurt other than my pride, my lord,” the man said, bowing his head graciously. “But you’re the reason I was hurrying so, my lord. The king sent me to fetch you. I’ll admit I was trying to do two tasks at once, and deliver some fresh sheets on my way to see you. If you’ll follow me?” The man began backing down the hall, waiting on Owyn.

“Of course,” Owyn said. “As it turns out, I was already heading to see the king. Please, lead the way.”

The small man nearly ran to stay ahead of Owyn’s long strides. Together, they hurried through the winding halls of the royal palace and made their way to the king’s chambers in no time.

As usual, two members of the King’s Guard flanked the tall, heavily carved wooden doors like statues. Each of them wore plate armor, polished to a sheen, and held pikes slanted across the door so that they crossed each other’s. An arming sword hung from each man’s belt, with a heavy knife, nearly a short sword itself, balancing it out on the other side. When Owyn and the servant approached, the two guards raised their spears, permitting them to pass.

“Be careful, prince,” the guard on the left said. “He is in a foul mood this morning.” He reached out and took hold of the door handle, then pulled it open.

Owyn thanked him and entered the king’s chambers. The servant that had led him there bowed and hurried away to continue his chores.

King Ivar was not a complex man, and his rooms were evidence of that. Everything in his chambers reflected his straight-forward manner. While the heavy furniture was carved from rare woods and inlaid with precious stones as befitting a king, gilt and gaudiness were kept to a minimum. Straight lines and simple angles made up the majority of the furnishings, and everything served a purpose. Two tapestries hung on a wall, both depicting battles the king had fought in, and three swords hung point-down on another. Tall, arched windows let in plenty of morning light, and a large fireplace kept the room warm in the cold months of winter.

King Ivar paced back and forth, grumbling angrily under his breath. Between his grumbles he barked words to a nearby scribe that hastily tried to keep up with the king’s angry ranting. The king noticed Owyn enter and breathed a heavy sigh of relief.

“Oh, thank the gods,” King Ivar rumbled. He stepped forwards and embraced Owyn firmly, clapping him on the back.

The motion surprised Owyn, as the king was normally very reserved in his displays of affection, even towards his own daughter.

“Owyn, my son. I have some bad news for you,” the king said. He gestured at a nearby servant. “Wine for the prince.”

The servant quickly poured a goblet half-full of ruby-red wine and brought it to Owyn, who accepted it with a gracious nod. He tried a sip of it. While wine wasn’t his preferred drink, this was quite good.

“What is this about, your grace?” Owyn asked.

King Ivar gave Owyn a quick look, his shadowed eyes full of frustration. His hand shook with barely-contained anger as he held it out to his side. Seconds later, the same servant placed a goblet of wine in the king’s waiting hand. King Ivar took a long pull from his goblet and some of the tension seemed to melt out of him. He looked down at the floor for a while, then finally addressed Owyn.

“She’s gone,” King Ivar said, his voice quiet.

There was no need to explain who the king was referring to. Owyn let out a sigh of his own and shook his head.

“Some part of me knew this would happen,” he said. “I suppose it was only a matter of time. At least I believe I know who is responsible. If he is put to the sword, we can surely fix this.” Owyn surprised himself by draining the rest of his wine in a single gulp. All the wine in the world wouldn’t erase the sinking feeling in his gut, though.

“Are you so sure?” King Ivar said. He scoffed and glared at the wall. “This morning I was brought news that Odarin leaped to his death. He went to the highest tower of the keep and stepped right off. Servants are still cleaning his brains from the stones of the courtyard.”

“Odarin?” Owyn said, unable to conceal his shock. “But I just saw him yesterday! I had him look at Freya one last time, to see if he could do anything. He said he couldn’t, but I thought surely if he tried…. She broke through, once.”

“What?” King Ivar said, turning to Owyn. “Broke through what?”

Owyn explained. “Whatever her affliction is, she broke through it for a brief moment. She looked at me, said my name, and for a second she was the old Freya, the woman I married. Then it returned and she went back to this new cursed version of herself.” He shook his head. “Odarin told me she was fighting something, but whatever she was fighting was simply too powerful.”

Owyn stared down into his empty goblet. The servant rushed forwards to fill it, but Owyn waved the man away. He wanted his head to be clear.

“Odarin was acting a bit strangely,” Owyn said. “I wouldn’t have guessed he was involved with this. He seemed very distraught, though; as if it were his own wife possessed instead of merely his pupil. Was there any evidence of foul play? Did anyone see anything? Perhaps he was pushed.”

The king shook his head. “No. I had one of my men ask around to see if anyone saw anything. A number of servants saw him climbing the tower stairs alone, so I don’t suspect foul play. They also said they saw him weeping and talking to himself.” King Ivar sighed. “I suspect the only foul play was something Odarin himself was guilty of. It seems my luck with wizards isn’t the best.”

“Perhaps it was guilt that pushed him over the edge,” Owyn said. “I wonder how deep this goes.” He walked over to a nearby table and set his goblet down. “Where does the treachery end? It seems as bottomless as the sea, lately.” It made him feel sick to even think of it.

“It’s that bastard down in Midsandur,” King Ivar growled. “Everything goes back to him.” He looked at his goblet of wine as if he wanted to hurl it across the room.

“Ezoleus,” Owyn said numbly.

“Yes, that’s his name,” King Ivar grated. “Their gods-be-damned court wizard. I know he’s behind this.” He drank deeply from his goblet.

“That is my belief as well, sire,” Owyn said. “Ezoleus has been behind everything, so far.”

King Ivar slammed his goblet on a table and turned to Owyn, his face red with anger. “I don’t know what that son of a bitch expected to get out of this, but I can tell you what I’ll give him: war. The bloodiest war anyone has ever seen. I’m going to speak with General Gunnar and have him gather as many able-bodied men as he can. We’re going to level the city of Vogar to the ground and salt their fucking fields. No one will even think of crossing us for a hundred generations after what I’m going to do to that fucking city.” The last words were in a quiet growl, almost to himself.

In normal times, Owyn would wait for the king’s temper to simmer down and then try to advise caution as to avoid any unnecessary bloodshed. However, these were not normal times.

Owyn’s arm still ached from where a massive skeleton encased in flames had burned him, and his wife had been possessed by an evil sorcerer. These were far from normal times. Owyn’s thoughts traveled to the darkest corners of his mind and only found one thing: vengeance.

“I will fight by your side, your grace,” Owyn said soberly. “I will do whatever it takes to get my Freya back.”

“I’ll tell you what it takes,” the king said in a grim voice. “It takes strong arms wielding sharp swords. It takes hard men with hard hearts. And most importantly, it takes blood. All of theirs and as little as possible of ours.”

Owyn nodded. He would do anything for Freya, including march to war. He would fight a thousand battles for her.

The king turned back to the scribe, who waited patiently at a small desk nearby. “I was having him write up a scroll to send to that fat bastard Thyrill, demanding that he turn over Ezoleus or face certain death. I’m beginning to wonder if the message might be better received if we simply show up at his doorstep with ten thousand spears.”

King Ivar reached out for his wine goblet and lifted it, then stared at it for a moment. “Water,” he said to the nearby servant. “I need to think. No more wine.”

The servant bowed and returned a moment later with a pitcher that was beaded with condensation.

Owyn nodded slowly as he thought on the king’s plans. A show of strength would get the point across better than words, of that there was no doubt. Any attempts at diplomacy were likely to be ignored. King Thyrill wouldn’t be able to ignore a blade at his throat, though.

“When do we leave?” Owyn asked.

“I wish we could leave now, but it’ll take some time to organize so many troops,” the king replied. He drank water from his goblet and continued. “Tomorrow morning, we will leave with as many troops as we can muster in a day. Our standing army numbers just under five thousand men at the moment, trained and ready for battle. I’ve always insisted on keeping a large military force, no matter what the cost. That’s really paying off right now. We would have had to wait weeks, months otherwise.”

“So, we march with five thousand soldiers?” Owyn asked. He tried to envision the massive force filling the roads. It would be a sight to remember.

King Ivar pursed his lips, then nodded. “Yes, but we’ll get more. I’ll have some criers put word out across the city. I expect a lot of men to volunteer, especially with the promise of reliable pay. We’ll travel with wagons filled with extra spears, shields, and armor to keep them all outfitted when they catch up to us. As we pass through towns and villages, I imagine we’ll pick up more men as well.”

“After recent events, I think many folks will leap at the chance to get some revenge against Midsandur,” Owyn said.

“Exactly,” King Ivar said. “I wish I had a week to prepare—a month would be even better—but time is of the essence. Freya got a head start on us and she’s using magic to quicken her pace. There’s no telling how far ahead she is.”

“Do you still plan on sending a message to King Thyrill?” Owyn asked. “Or are we just going to show up in full force?”

“Yes,” King Ivar said. “I’ll have some of our fastest scouts leave right away to deliver an ultimatum to King Thyrill: hand over Ezoleus and my daughter or face me in battle.”

“A bold plan, sire,” Owyn said. Time was not on their side, so they had little other choice. It would have to work. Besides, with King Ivar’s reputation, only a fool would face him on the battlefield.

“The men of Akranes are known for being fierce fighters,” King Ivar added. “They’re well-trained and ready to go. The finest army in the known world. We’ll need every man to make it through this, but gods be good, our losses will be as minimal as possible.”

Owyn nodded. “I’ll prepare myself.”

Ivar slowly crossed the room and stood before the wall upon which three swords hung, point-down. He clasped his hands behind his back and stared at them for a moment before speaking.

“Do you know where these swords come from, Owyn?” he asked.

“No, Your Grace,” Owyn replied.

“This one,” King Ivar said, pointing to a large sword on the left of the others. “This one came from King Thyrill himself. He paid a fortune for the finest smith in all the lands to forge it for him, all so he could sit on a horse and not use it. With the help of my King’s Guard, I charged right through everyone protecting him and tore it from his hands myself. I should have cut the bastard’s throat right there, but I let him go when he agreed to stop the war. He damn near pissed himself from fear at the time.”

Owyn had heard stories of that battle as a child. Bearing the recklessness of youth, a young King Ivar had charged straight into battle himself, chopping down everyone in his path. Some stories claim he killed a hundred men himself without taking a single wound.

“That fat sack of dung thought he could take our land when I was young,” King Ivar continued. “And he did, at least in the beginning. But we beat him back and drove him and his soldiers out, then took leagues of their land to teach them a lesson.”

“Serves them right for trying us,” Owyn said.

King Ivar pointed to the sword hanging on the right. “This one came from King Arne’s battle leader. When Thyrill thought he could steal our land and we marched off to fight him, King Arne from Reykholt tried to do the same thing to our western border. He thought since we were busy defending ourselves from Midsandur, our western lands would be easy pickings.”

“Anyone that thinks Akranians are easy targets is in for a surprise,” Owyn said.

King Ivar nodded and his voice became grim. “Being an utter coward, he didn’t do any of the fighting himself. He sent one of his commanders to lead in his stead. I killed that bastard myself. Damn near cut him in half, and tore that sword from his hand before his heart had even stopped beating.

“As with Midsandur, we took lands from Reykholt to teach them a lesson. All the way to the River Thjorsa. No one messes with Akranes without paying a hard price in blood.” He turned to face Owyn. “I think it’s time we remind them of that.”

“What about the sword hanging in the center, Your Grace?” Owyn asked.

King Ivar looked back at the weapon with a fond smile, the way a man would look at his lover. “That was the sword I used in both campaigns. It’s been good to me over the years. Looks like it will feast on the blood of my enemies one more time.”
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Owyn’s long legs carried him quickly through the halls of the keep. King Ivar had issued the orders, so the entire staff scampered about, struggling to prepare things on time. It was now official; they were going to war.

Word of the impending war would quickly reach Sunneva, but Owyn wanted her to hear it from his own lips. Her magical studies had kept her busy all day; Odarin often gave her material to read, then left her to her own devices. She probably didn’t even know he was dead. Owyn would have to break that news to her as well.

The first thing he did when he reached his chambers was add more wood to the fireplace. It had long since burned down to smoldering coals, leaving a sharp chill in the room. Sunneva liked to prance around the room in summer clothing even when the snows were heavy outside, so Owyn always tried to keep the fireplace roaring.

Once the logs caught, Owyn went to their bed to tidy up. He had told the servants to leave him be today, so none had been inside to clean things. Then, he went to his wardrobe, and finally realized he was pacing.

All he could think about was Freya. He had gone through so much to rescue her, and now that they had begun their life together, she was snatched from him. The rage within him was ten times hotter than the burning logs in the fireplace. A hundred! Owyn struggled to remain calm when he thought about it, but he knew wise decisions were made when calm, not when anger had him by the throat.

The door opened and Sunneva hurried inside, slamming it behind her. Several books were in her arms, and her red hair was frazzled. She started when she saw Owyn, then ran to the nearest table so she could set her books down.

“Owyn, what is happening?” she asked as she hurried to him. “The whole keep is in chaos, like an anthill that’s been kicked.”

Owyn reached out and pulled her into a tight hug. She squeezed him hard, then looked up at him, fear making her green eyes wide.

“Is this what you were telling me about?” Sunneva asked.

“Yes,” Owyn replied with a grim voice. “This is exactly what we spoke of yesterday. War.” He took a deep breath. “We’re going to war, my love. To save Freya.”

“Then it’s worth it,” she said, her voice hard. “I’ll do anything to get her back. I’ve loved her since we were girls, and I won’t lose her.”

Owyn took Sunneva’s slender hand in his, and kissed the backs of her fingers. “We’ll get her together, my love. We’ll kill the wizard responsible for this and bring her home.”

Sunneva pressed her cheek against Owyn’s chest. “When are we leaving? Is everyone going?”

“Tomorrow,” Owyn replied. “And with as many troops as we can ready in that short time period. A little under five thousand, according to the king. The rest of the troops will catch up with us.”

“Tomorrow?” Sunneva asked, pushing away. “I have so much to do before then! I need to pack my clothes, and I need to talk to Odarin about—”

“Sunneva,” Owyn said.

She turned, halfway to the wardrobe, and fixed him with a suspicious look. “I don’t like how you said my name.”

“Odarin leaped to his death this morning,” Owyn said. “From the tallest tower of the keep. Witnesses say he was crying and talking to himself as he climbed the stairs.”

Sunneva’s eyes widened. “What? But I just saw him this morning! He was all broken up, I assumed about Freya. When he gave me my daily readings, he was muttering something fierce and barely making any sense. Oh, I’ll bet he did that right after I left his chambers.” She shook her head and slowly walked back to Owyn. “I feel like my world is falling apart, Owyn.”

“I understand,” Owyn said, walking to her. He accompanied her to her wardrobe so he could help her select clothing appropriate for their journey. “The important thing to remember is that your world is not falling apart. These problems are serious, but we’ll get through them together.”

“Thank you, Owyn,” she said, frowning at her clothes. “You’re about the only thing holding me together right now. I don’t suppose you know what a woman should wear during battle, do you?”

Owyn smiled. “That’s why I’m here. Due to your station you’ll be riding with me. Do you have any skirts that are divided for riding?”

She nodded. “A few, yes.”

“Good,” Owyn said with a nod. “Bring those, and some blouses. You’ll get dirty, so bring a couple extra, but space is limited. If we pass by any streams we’ll wash our clothes there. Focus on bringing enough stockings. You always want clean feet. No slippers, only boots.”

“I don’t have any boots,” she replied. “Owyn, I’m a handmaid for a princess. That’s nearly the top of the food chain for servants. I go where she goes.”

Owyn pursed his lips and thought on that. “Well, I don’t suppose you’ll be running around in the mud, so that’s probably fine. Just wear the sturdiest shoes you have that are comfortable. Do you have a belt knife?”

“Of course,” she replied.

“Wear that,” he said. “And bring a few cloaks, and a bedroll. That’s it.”

“That’s it?” she asked. “What about—” she looked over at the table where she had set her books. “What about my books? I still need to study.”

“You can probably bring one or two,” Owyn said. “Remember, space is at a premium. Most of what you bring will have to go in your saddlebags. The rest can ride on a wagon—fortunately, we have that luxury. The soldiers are only bringing what they can fit on their backs.”

She winced. “That sounds horrible.”

“A soldier’s life is a hard life,” Owyn said. “But hard lives make for hard men, and we need hard men right now. Soft men don’t win wars. We’ll have to figure out where you’ll be best, once we get to Midsandur.”

“Fighting right by your side,” she said, her voice firm.

“No,” Owyn said, shaking his head. “I plan on being in the heart of the battle. That’s a bad place for you—no armor, so one arrow and you’re done. Plus, if you’re going to be casting spells, then you’ll be more effective further back, where you can see the battlefield better.”

She frowned, but sullenly nodded. “I suppose you’re right. Can’t cast a spell if someone pokes me with a spear.”

“Exactly,” Owyn said.

“You’d better not get hurt in all that fighting,” Sunneva said, sounding fiercely protective.

Owyn straightened up, towering over her. Sunneva was average height for a woman, which put the top of her head at his chest. He was easily twice her weight, with more to spare.

Sunneva looked up at him, then harrumphed. “Yeah, I suppose you have a point there.”

“And I had new armor made,” Owyn said. “I’ll be covered in brigandine, with a breastplate on top. The only people getting hurt will be those between me and Freya.”

Sunneva reached out and hugged him around the waist. “I love it when you talk like that,” she said. Her gaze went to the side of the room, where the bed lay. “Hey, we should use this time wisely. It might be a while before we get any privacy.”

“Are you sure you’re feeling up to it?” Owyn asked. “We have a lot going on. I certainly wouldn’t think any less of you for not being in the mood.”

To answer, Sunneva reached out and untied Owyn’s breeches. “There is not a thing in this world that can keep me from my husband,” she said, smiling up at Owyn as she reached inside his breeches and grabbed onto his manhood.

Owyn looked down at her, watching as she pulled him free of his breeches and took him into her mouth. He couldn’t help but laugh. “Okay, but we have to be quick.”

Sunneva ran her tongue along the sensitive underside of Owyn’s shaft, then stuffed the entire thing in her mouth and sucked hard. She pulled it out with an exaggerated popping noise. “I can do quick,” she said with a grin.

She stood and hurried towards the bed, tearing at her clothes along the way. Owyn quickly followed, pulling his shirt off over his head. He kicked his boots away, then managed to push his breeches down around his ankles and kick them off as well, before he reached the bed.

“Come here,” Sunneva said with a smile.

She was upon Owyn before he even finished climbing onto the massive, four-post bed. The moment his knee touched the comforter, she turned and reached out, her hands running down his muscular body. She grabbed onto his manhood and began stroking it before he even finished lying down on the bed.

At times like these, when they were rushed, Owyn knew Sunneva preferred to be on top. He enjoyed that, and so he laid down on his back. Sunneva crawled over him and began sucking on him again, bringing him fully erect in no time. She took nearly his full length into her mouth, until it struck the back of her throat.

While Owyn would have been fine with her staying down there for a while, Sunneva had other things in mind. She lifted her head and caught her breath for a moment, her hand stroking on Owyn’s cock. She gave him a devilish grin, then spat on the tip of his manhood. After that, she moved up so that she could straddle him. She threw a slender thigh over his hips, then reached between her thighs and grabbed onto him. With a look of predatory hunger in her eyes, she sank down on his hard cock, working her hips up and down, taking a bit more of him each time.

“By the gods, I will never tire of that,” Owyn said as she sat on him, his entire length buried inside her.

“I should hope not,” Sunneva said with a laugh. She placed both hands on Owyn’s chest to support herself, then began working her hips up and down, slowly at first, then building up speed.

Owyn’s hands went straight to her hips. He gripped her small body tightly in his huge hands and worked her up and down the full length of his shaft. Sunneva’s breasts bounced with each thrust, and her eyes were closed as she focused on moving with him.

They went hard and fast, and the sound of skin slapping against skin echoed off the stone walls. Sunneva leaned down and their lips met, but Owyn didn’t slow his relentless pounding. He reached around and slid his fingers into her hair, holding her face against his. She moaned against his lips and pressed her tongue into his mouth.

Owyn’s grip tightened as he came, and he reached down and grabbed onto Sunneva’s perky bottom, squeezing it hard. He squirted his seed deep inside her and she worked her hips in circles, draining him dry.

They remained there in that position for some time, Sunneva on top of Owyn, his cock still inside her. They kissed and held each other tightly, enjoying the feeling of each other’s warm bodies, for they knew the time for war was coming.

“Since you started as Freya’s handmaid, I don’t think people would talk too much if you stayed in my tent,” Owyn said. “Obviously, I’m used to your service, and I wanted to bring my wife’s favorite handmaid when we rescued her.”

“Used to my service, is that so?” she asked, nipping his bottom lip with her small white teeth. “That might work. People will still talk, so we’ll have to be careful. How big is your tent?”

“Too big,” Owyn said. “Last time, I used a tent for a military officer because I didn’t want to bring that ridiculous thing. Trust me, it’s large enough for the three of us.”

“That should work,” Sunneva said as she laid her head down on his chest. “I don’t like the thought of being too far away from you.”

“Do you know how Katla will take all this?” Owyn asked. “We just met and things went well, and now we’re being pulled apart again.”

“Her father isn’t the warring type,” Sunneva said. “He’ll be on his estates a few miles west of the city. That’s where she stays most of the time instead of in the city proper.”

“I can’t blame them,” Owyn said. “With so many people gone for war, things will be different here. The city watch will keep a tight rein on everything, but tensions will be high.”

“I’m just glad I’m going with you,” Sunneva said.

Owyn held her tightly. “Me too.”
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Owyn’s blue eyes scanned across the twin columns, each five men abreast, that marched on either side of the road leading out of the capital city. The Akranian soldiers were well-disciplined and that was on full display today with every spear resting against a shoulder at exactly the same angle. Their boots gleamed in the afternoon sun, the steel of their spears caught the light like mirrors, and their faces were hard and stoic. The icy wind occasionally whipped their cloaks around, but the men ignored it.

“War,” King Ivar said, sitting on his horse next to Owyn’s. Together, their horses stood between the twin columns of men. “War is a hell of a thing, Owyn.”

They scanned the soldiers and gave them nods of approval, which left the soldiers filled with pride. They were good men; they deserved it.

“Nothing else changes men like war, Owyn,” King Ivar continued. “Nothing. I know I was…hesitant to let it be known that the princess was taken. I thought people might see me as weak; that I couldn’t protect my own family. Especially after the rumors that began down at the border. I’m glad I took your advice and spread word.”

Owyn nodded. “I try to be useful at times.”

King Ivar continued. “When word spread of Freya’s disappearance, it went like a wildfire in a drought. After only a matter of hours men started lining up to join our forces. They’re eager to fight, to help us retrieve the princess. The people love her, you know. These men are eager to fight Midsandur, now that they know who is behind all of this.” His smile of approval faded to grimness. “Eager to lay down their lives for their country, although gods be good we won’t lose many.”

“Gods willing,” Owyn echoed.

Few words had escaped his lips this morning; his thoughts were firmly on Freya. Her being gone felt him feel incomplete, as if he were missing an arm or leg.

Sunneva wasn’t much better. She was a strong woman, but she had spent much of the last night weeping softly for Freya. Today she rode in one of the wagons with her horse trailing behind. She wasn’t used to a saddle, so Owyn wanted her to limit her time on horseback.

Ezoleus would pay the highest price for what he had done. Owyn had to face reality, though; fighting a powerful wizard like him was going to be dreadful. He had a sinking feeling in his gut that blood would flow like a river before this campaign was done. Both Akranian and Midsandurian blood.

King Ivar spun his horse around and watched the men march off into the distance. “I guess it’s time for us to take our place at the head of this snake. Come on,” he said to Owyn, and they both spurred their horses into a trot.

After a few minutes, they arrived at the head of the column and slowed their horses to a walk. Several soldiers raised cheers upon seeing the king and the prince, and they acknowledged the soldiers with waves and words of praise.

“Five thousand infantry,” King Ivar said, twisting in his saddle to look at the lines of soldiers that disappeared over the horizon. “I wanted twice as many, but I’m grateful to the general for getting such a force ready on such short notice. No other country would be able to do that!”

“Is it just infantry today, Your Grace?” Owyn asked.

“Infantry and some of the supply wagons, aye,” King Ivar replied. “The cavalry and more supply wagons will be leaving tomorrow or the next day. It’ll be easy for them to catch up, so they can take the extra time. Taking into account the villages and towns we’ll be marching through, I wouldn’t be surprised if we had close to ten thousand men when we arrive at the walls of Vogar.”

Owyn nodded, his thoughts still on his wives. Would Freya go back to being herself once Ezoleus was dead and in the ground? What if his spell was permanent? If Ezoleus’s death didn’t cure her, Owyn could try taking her to the academy in Gardabaer, where all the wizards trained. Certainly someone would be able to help there. If not…. Owyn tried not to think about what he would do if she remained possessed as she was. He refused to accept it as an option.

And Sunneva. She was doing her best to hold herself together, but she had loved Freya for years, and was quite broken up about it. Owyn also had to make sure that once the battle began, Sunneva stayed at a safe distance. He couldn’t bear the thought of losing both of his wives.

“Bring her back to us, King Ivar, Prince Owyn!” said an elderly man standing along the side of the road just outside the city walls. Judging by the look of him, he was an old farmer, with his wife standing next to him, their hands clasped tightly.

“I intend to, good man. No matter what it takes,” the king replied grimly.

The city had nearly rioted in anger over the princess’ abduction, especially when it was phrased that way: an abduction, not a disappearance. Freya was loved by her nation; the Flower of Akranes was well-known for her charity and service to her people. The men were eager to fight for her, to bring justice to that bastard that had stolen her away.

Even as they marched out of the capital city, the sides of the road had been lined with people giving gifts of dried food or fresh loaves of bread to the soldiers. Some tucked flowers into the soldiers’ armor. Anything to help or show support. Morale stayed sky-high as the soldiers marched on.

Several scouts had been sent the day before on the fastest horses King Ivar owned. They would be taking word to King Thyrill that his court wizard was the cause of the war, and as long as he turned him over conflict could be avoided. At the pace the scouts were known to travel, it would only be a week, ten days at most, until they were back to deliver King Thyrill’s response.

Traveling with so many soldiers was a slow, arduous process. Fortunately, only a light dusting of snow covered the ground; any more could hinder progress. A train of wagons followed at the rear of the columns, carrying all the supplies the troops would need over this campaign.

Owyn hadn’t realized exactly what it took to support a force this size. A village of tradesmen and servants followed, some walking but most riding on wagons, donkeys, and horses if they had the money. Smiths to repair weapons, tools, and armor, leatherworkers and butchers and seamstresses rode along as well. A small herd of sheep even followed, although King Ivar said once they began passing through villages they would simply buy all the supplies they could.

“These farmers haven’t been able to sell their goods for months, due to what those bandits did at the border,” the king explained. “And the crown certainly has enough gold to buy wheat and bacon for all. This will help set the economy right, Owyn. Our soldiers will eat good, fresh food instead of dried rations, and the farmers finally get paid for their harvest.”

Owyn nodded, taking it all in. He had seen some of this in action when he led less than a hundred troops to the border; buying their food and supplies from local villages was a great boon to their economies in a time of need.

Two dozen scouts ranged ahead at all times, and they also helped select campsites. The first night, they paid a farmer in gold for the use of his field. It lay fallow in the cold weather, and he was grateful to support his king and countrymen. He tried to offer some food for free, but King Ivar wouldn’t have any of it. He paid the man squarely and bought a massive chunk of the man’s wheat harvest, directing him to send some to the wagons in the rear and rest to the nation’s stores. One of the wagons at the rear of the convoy was a miracle of technology, an oven on wheels. That evening, the smell of fresh bread could be smelled for miles.

Owyn’s tent was a ridiculous thing nearly as large as the king’s. Twenty feet long and ten feet wide, it took four men half an hour to set up, and another twenty minutes to layer rugs on the ground, set up a padded cot, and unfold two surprisingly comfortable chairs. Owyn would have been fine with just an officer’s tent, but the king would have given him a lengthy speech about appearances, so he dealt with it. At least the cot was nearly as comfortable as a bed. Plus, it was sized for Owyn’s large frame.

Some time later, Sunneva arrived. She held her skirts up to her knees to keep them from dragging on the ground, and grumbled the entire time.

“Do you need anything, my lord?” she asked as she pulled the flaps open to his tent. She closed them behind her and dropped the ruse. “Now I see why you told me to wear boots,” she said quietly. “It took me twice as long as it should have to get here because I had to step so carefully. Ten thousand boots sure churn up a lot of mud.” She kicked off her shoes at the entrance and stepped onto the layered rugs covering the floor of Owyn’s tent. “That is much better.”

“The snow will only make it worse,” Owyn said, stepping closer to her. He stopped, then turned and blew out the single candle burning inside the tent. He couldn’t risk that light silhouetting them against the canvas walls of the tent. They held each other in the dim twilight in the tent.

“Oh, I missed you today,” Sunneva said, stretching up onto her toes so she could kiss him.

“You would certainly make a better travel companion than my current one,” Owyn said with a quiet chuckle.

“How is it?” Sunneva asked. She turned and went to the tent flaps and securely tied them shut, then turned back to Owyn.

“He grumbles most of the time,” Owyn said. “I can’t blame him, but it makes for a rather dark and brooding setting.”

Sunneva looked around the tent for a moment. “This is nice,” she said. “Nicer than most people’s homes. What kind of tent has tapestries hanging on the walls?” She laughed at the wall hangings along the back wall.

“They would have put more in here, but I chased the servants away,” Owyn said. “At least it can afford us some privacy.”

Sunneva raised an eyebrow and smiled at him. As the sun was low on the horizon, the light was fading outside. The inside of Owyn’s tent was quite dark, especially without the candle burning.

Sunneva walked over to his cot and stood there for a moment, tapping her bottom lip with a finger as she thought. Nodding to herself, she placed one bare foot on the edge of the cot, then hoisted her skirts up to her waist, exposing her body. She bent forwards and smiled at Owyn over her shoulder.

“We’ll have to be quiet, but we should have time for a quick romp.” She reached back and grabbed onto her perky bottom and gave it a squeeze. “I hope you’re ready for me after a long day in the saddle.”

Owyn smiled. No matter what the situation, Sunneva always made things better.
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On the second day, Sunneva began riding her horse. While not royalty, being the princess’ favorite handmaid gave her an elevated status in many people’s eyes, and now that she was training with magic, that further added to it. She rode behind Owyn and the king, often resting a thick book on the pommel of her saddle so she could continue her studies.

Her magical studies helped pass the monotony of the days, she said, although the books were only slightly less boring than merely sitting in a saddle all day and staring at nothing. At least she was progressing smartly; each evening she demonstrated to Owyn some of the things she had been able to learn. Without Odarin to guide her it was much more difficult, she said, and twice as risky. Mispronouncing a spell could lead to disastrous results, and with this many people around, it just wasn’t worth the risk.

Owyn had also learned that several wagons filled with women followed the soldiers, eager to sell themselves to the men each evening when they stopped. King Ivar let it pass, as long as order was maintained. If men were willing to lay down their lives, at least they could feel the warmth of a woman first.

But understandably, Sunneva had no desire to ride near them. And so she stayed behind Owyn and the king, reading her books on magic and occasionally complaining about the stiffness of her saddle. On the third day, she had folded a blanket and placed it atop her saddle in an attempt to find some comfort.

King Ivar noticed Sunneva staying close and commented on her.

“It’s good you have her along,” he said, his eyes scanning the land ahead. “She and Freya have been close since they were girls. Very close.”

Not wanting to risk exposing their secret, Owyn kept to simple replies. “Yes, Your Grace. I thought it would do Freya well to have her favorite handmaid there when we rescued her.”

King Ivar nodded slowly. “Yes, yes. I’m sure she will take comfort in Sunneva’s presence. Probably in the same way you do.” He gave Owyn a sidelong glance, then turned to look back at Sunneva, riding with her nose in a book.

Owyn’s jaw clenched. The king knew. Would he embarrass Sunneva publicly? Would he punish Owyn?

“Don’t look like you swallowed a toad, Owyn. I’ve known about…. About Freya and Sunneva for years. It’s hard for a father to miss when his daughter is in love with someone. So, it’s the three of you, then?”

Owyn nodded, not knowing what to say.

“Have you at least done it right?” the king asked. “Made her decent and respectable?”

Owyn opened his mouth, then closed it. Time to roll the dice. “The three of us said our vows to the old gods weeks ago,” he said.

King Ivar was silent for a moment. “I always wondered how it would work out, once I learned of Freya and Sunneva. She’s a good woman, Sunneva. Beautiful, respectful, and can clearly see to a man’s needs. Her only misfortune is that she was born a servant instead of a lady. I figured whoever Freya wound up with would have to deal with Sunneva in one way or another.” He sighed. “At least you married her, so the kids won’t be bastards.”

“I do understand it’s rather unconventional, Your Grace,” Owyn began, and King Ivar laughed out loud.

“That’s a mild way of putting it, Owyn. You’ve definitely built a life for yourself that many men would envy. Just remember that Freya is my daughter.” The sharp look he gave Owyn was more of a threat than words could have been.

Owyn spread his hands. “I’m riding to war with you, Your Grace, and I plan on being the one to kick down Ezoleus’s door and drag him to justice.”

“You might have to fight me for that,” King Ivar said with a mirthless laugh.

“Honestly, we might both have to fight Sunneva for it,” Owyn said. “From what I understand, she’s even more powerful than Freya when it comes to magic. Give her a chance and she’ll tear down the castle walls for us.”

King Ivar turned and looked back at Sunneva again as if seeing her for the first time. He frowned, then turned back to Owyn. “Owyn, you’ve been a welcomed addition to my family these past few months, but I won’t have you sheathing your sword in a handmaid. Nor will I have my daughter loving a servant. Sunneva!” he called out. “Come here.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” she said, closing her book. She clutched onto the pommel of her saddle for dear life as her horse sped up a few steps to match the king’s pace, as if her horse was a thundering warhorse and not the placid animal that it was. She faced the king with her chin held defiantly high.

King Ivar studied her for a moment, looking her up and down. Finally, he nodded. “Sunneva, handmaids should not be studying magic. That is something far beyond your station.”

Her cheeks flushed but she held his gaze, unflinching. That wasn’t always easy with King Ivar. It was like staring into the eyes of a hungry wolf.

“We will decide on exact titles later, but from now on people will address you as Lady Sunneva of Akranes. I won’t have my daughter’s reputation tarnished by a secret romance with her servant. From now on, you will act like a lady in all manners. All I ask in return is that you continue making my daughter happy.”

Sunneva nudged her horse closer to the king, until their legs were touching. She reached out and took his hand, giving it a squeeze. “I would hug you, but I would fall off this beast,” Sunneva said. “I have no words to thank you enough, Your Grace.”

“Are you with child?” King Ivar asked.

“I certainly hope so,” Sunneva replied without pause, still holding the king’s hand.

He looked down at her hand and smiled. “I like your boldness, young lady. Just remember your place.” He gently pulled his hand free, then went back to scanning the land around them.

“Thank you, Your Grace,” she said, steering her horse a few inches away from him.

“We’ll decide how to handle this when things calm down,” King Ivar said, still watching the horizon. “Your arrangement isn’t ideal, but it’s what my daughter wants. I just want to make sure it stays good and honorable. Something that the people will approve of. Although the gods know, we could all use some extra love in these dark times. Maybe you’re on to something there, Owyn.” He barked a laugh.

After a few minutes, King Ivar turned to a member of the King’s Guard riding nearby.

“You,” he said. “Come here.” When the knight rode closer, the king continued. “Spread word that Sunneva is now the Lady Sunneva. She is to be treated with all respect due to her station.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” the knight said, bowing his head.

Once it was out in the open, a bit of tension seemed to drain from the king. Owyn certainly felt less stress about the whole thing. Sunneva flashed him an excited smile, then composed herself. She steered her horse next to Owyn’s, muttering about her horse the entire time.

“Be careful with that warhorse of yours,” Owyn said with a grin.

“I don’t understand how people can sit in a saddle all day,” Sunneva replied. “Absolutely dreadful creatures, and my ass hasn’t taken a pounding like this since you, two nights ago.” She smiled at him and Owyn laughed.

“Is that how a lady talks?” he asked.

She blushed. “I don’t know what to say. I had fully accepted that I was going to be Freya’s secret until either I died or until she had to move away to a different castle. Maybe if I was lucky, she would bring me along so I could continue being her secret. I never thought we would meet you, and I certainly never saw this coming.” She glanced at the king. “I owe him everything.”

“It’s because he knows you make Freya happy,” Owyn said quietly. “He is a stern man, but he’ll move continents for his daughter.”

After that, Sunneva went back to reading, although she kept her horse near Owyn’s, at the front of the army. On occasion, she would turn and murmur a comment about riding with an army at her back, usually punctuated with a smile.

The only place for an army of that size to make their camp was in a field, so each night the scouts sought out suitable farms, then reported the location and distance to the king. They were careful with the land, but five thousand men and all the accompanying wagons made quite a mess, so the farmers were compensated very well for the use of their land. All part of helping the economy, King Ivar said.

“You can sit on a pile of gold all day, and all you'll get is a sore ass,” King Ivar said. “The coffers must always have enough gold to take care of the country, but beyond that it should go back to the people in some way that makes their lives better. Some of these kings spend unbelievable fortunes on bejeweled goblets, golden-this and golden-that. Bah!” He cast his hand to the side. “Greedy bastards.”

That evening Sunneva didn’t have to pretend to be a handmaid when she came to Owyn’s tent. She came there as his wife, and while some people whispered about it, they also whispered that the Lady Sunneva was also Freya’s wife. Considering they were in the company of mostly soldiers, that earned Owyn a lot of respectful grins and nods.

They made proper love that evening, and while they still had to be quiet as they were inside a camp, at least they didn’t have to hide it. Afterwards, Owyn gathered some wood and had Sunneva use her magic to light a small fire outside of their tent. They chatted over a cup of wine until the king came and pulled Owyn away to train with the soldiers.

Every evening was the same: after setting up camp, the king gave the men some time to get settled, then every man had to train for an hour. They mostly trained with spears, although Owyn and the king sparred with practice swords, which always drew a crowd.

Sunneva slept in Owyn’s arms that night. After such a fulfilling day, they began to hope that everything would be okay. The next few days went well, which only served to reinforce that feeling. In fact, the first six days were nothing but enjoyable.

But on the seventh day, they got their first taste of Ezoleus’s cruel power.
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Owyn and the king sat astride their horses, steadily leading the army east and south. The morning started off the same as the rest; after breaking camp, the soldiers tidied up and made their way to the road. Once everyone was accounted for, they began their march.

On this day the heavy cavalry followed the leadership, with the columns of pikemen stretching back as far as the eye could see. Some of King Ivar’s advisers had urged him to ride more in the center of the army, where it was far safer, but he refused. A king that won’t lead from the front is no man, he had told them.

“Looks like we’ve got company,” King Ivar said that afternoon, squinting at a rider in the distance.

Sunneva uttered some words under breath and made a motion with one of her hands, then looked ahead of them. “He’s one of ours,” she said. “One of your military men, Your Grace. Moving quickly.”

“A scout,” Owyn said.

King Ivar looked over at Sunneva. “I didn’t know you could do that,” he said. She merely shrugged. “Stay by me from now on,” he said as he looked to the front again.

After a minute, King Ivar nodded. “It’s one of our scouts. Strange that he’s back so soon.”

“I didn’t think even Akranian horses were that fast,” Owyn said. “Maybe the gods will be with us and he comes bearing good news.”

King Ivar gave Owyn a level look. “Wouldn’t that be something,” he said flatly. “Let him through!” he called out to the King’s Guard as they formed into a circle around the royal party.

The members of the King’s Guard nodded and saluted, fist to chest, then opened their circle. They formed into two lines flanking the king.

As the scout drew closer, Owyn began to feel that something was wrong. Dreadfully wrong. The scout was driving his horse hard, a charge that kicked up a trail of dust from its thundering hooves. No horse could maintain that pace long; it would drop dead if the rider tried to maintain it.

The scout ran past the guards and pulled savagely on his reins, yanking the animal’s head back. The horse stumbled once, then stood there, its sides heaving, froth dripping from its mouth. The scout stared blankly at Owyn and the king, offering no greeting. Several members of the King’s Guard approached, hands on sword hilts.

“Have you gone mad, man?” King Ivar asked angrily. “You’ll kill your fucking horse like that! If you—”

“Owyn of Styrkur,” the man said, and Owyn immediately recognized Ezoleus’s voice speaking through him. “You have been a thorn in my foot for far too long, but that time is coming to an end. If you want war, I graciously accept. Come quickly, and come prepared. I long for the opportunity to peel the skin from your flesh.”

“What is this madness?” King Ivar roared as he drew several inches of his sword.

“No, Your Grace,” Owyn said, holding up a hand to stop the king. “Ezoleus speaks through this man. You’re hearing the words of the sorcerer that has your daughter. My wife. Tell Ezoleus this,” Owyn said, turning to the scout. The man stood there with a blank expression on his face. “Tell him that we will not—”

“All of your soldiers will die,” the scout interrupted. His voice took on a heated note. “Your cities shall be burned to the ground.” He trailed off as blood began leaking from his nose. “Every citizen of Akranes shall die. Every man, woman…and…”

The scout didn’t even flinch as blood poured from his mouth. It leaked from his eyes, ears, and nose as well. His horse swayed, then staggered to the side and collapsed, dropping them both in the dirt. His leg would have been pinned beneath the horse like that, but the man laid there without moving. The horse heaved once, then went still.

Owyn looked at King Ivar, then swung down from his horse and approached the dying scout. In the four steps it took him to reach the man’s horse, the scout’s face had already turned purple with bloat. A river of blood ran from the scout’s mouth, forming into a puddle of increasing size in the dirt. His eyes melted and leaked into the puddle of gore as well.

“It’s good that he wants war,” King Ivar growled. “That’s what he’s going to get. Although I believe it’s going to be more of a slaughter than a war.” He glared at the dead scout for a moment, his face dark with anger.

Owyn approached the dead man and knelt next to his horse. The scout’s saddlebags bulged, but they were tied shut. Owyn drew his dagger from its sheath on the inside of his left forearm and used it to poke at the saddlebags. When dealing with a man like Ezoleus, one could not be too careful.

With a flick of his wrist, Owyn sliced the strap holding the saddlebag shut. He used the point of the dagger to throw the flap open, then took a quick step back.

A man’s severed head rolled out, his face frozen in his last terrible moments. A bloody hand followed, then a pile of gore oozed from the saddlebags. Gasps of shock rose from behind Owyn. He turned back to his king and saw the grim look on the monarch’s face.

“One of the other scouts, Your Grace,” Owyn said, indicating the head lying on the ground. He didn’t even bother opening the other saddlebag, which also bulged and had dark, wet stains on the leather. He knew what it contained.

Murmurs spread through the nearby soldiers and the king turned to face them. He sat straight in his saddle and raised his voice to carry far.

“Men of Akranes! We march to fight against a great evil. Against a white-livered whoreson of a wizard that has murdered your fellow soldiers and kidnapped my daughter!” Angry grumbles rose from the nearby cavalrymen, and the king continued. “We shall wash over Vogar like a flood, leaving only bodies in our wake!” he shouted, his voice carrying over the formations of soldiers. “We will show this pathetic excuse for a wizard what happens when he messes with a lion. King Thyrill as well, for aiding him!”

The soldiers nodded to each other, uttering oaths under their breath and talking of how they would dispose of the Midsandurian soldiers. A few clapped and tried to raise a cheer, but King Ivar continued.

“If you mess with the lion, you’re going to get the fucking teeth!” he shouted, and the nearby soldiers broke into a loud cheer.

They raised their lances into the air and shook them. Heads turned as they spread the king’s words, and after a few short moments, thousands of battle cries filled the air. The roar of men was absolutely deafening.

“Can you use magic to dispose of that?” King Ivar asked Sunneva, jerking his head to the bloodied ruin of the scout.

Her face went white when she saw the bodies of the man and the horse, not to mention the severed head, but she nodded. After taking a moment with her eyes closed to settle her stomach, she answered the king.

“It will take me a moment, Your Grace, but I can bury him much faster than men with shovels.”

“Good,” King Ivar said. “Go ahead and get to that, and let us know if you need assistance.” He turned back to Owyn. “Every day that passes without Ezoleus’s and Thyrill’s heads on pikes is a great injustice. Let us make haste.”
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Ezoleus’s boots crunched through the thin layer of fresh snow as he walked across the field with a determined stride. A pale sliver of moon shone high in the sky, giving a faint glow to the white-covered ground that broke through the otherwise oppressive darkness of midnight.

His eyes focused on the bonfire that lay ahead, and the flames that flickered and melted the snow in a ten-foot radius. Watching the fire made him smile, but he kept his feelings tightly reined in. He had no time for feelings tonight; he only had time for magic of the blackest sort. He had to remain focused on the task at hand.

As he drew near the fire, wails of pain filled the air, the song of their screams like music to his ears. Ten wooden poles sprouted from the ground, reaching a dozen feet towards the sky. They had been arranged in a circle around the fire. More importantly, ten people hung upon the poles, crucified.

Ezoleus stepped into the circle and took a moment to bathe in the sound of their agony. He closed his eyes and listened as they screamed, wept, and shouted his name, begging for their lives.

His smile deepened when he saw who waited for him in the circle: Princess Freya herself. She was as beautiful as all the stories about her promised, although too tall for Ezoleus’s liking. Her inborn talents with magic were second to none, even surpassing Ezoleus himself in terms of raw strength. She would make a fine student for him, and knowing that he had stolen her from Owyn made it all the sweeter.

Ultimately, Ezoleus decided that Valdis dying had been a good thing. Initially, he had planned on torturing Freya for days, weeks on end, and using her body as a focus; to swear to gods and demons both old and new in order to add centuries to his life. But now, he could train her to work for him. In her stead, he could capture Owyn of Styrkur and perform horrific surgeries on him, sacrificing him to any demon that would accept.

Ezoleus watched Freya for a moment. On occasion, her face would contort into a deep scowl as if she still struggled to break free of his hold on her mind. In the end, she simply was not strong enough to break through his spell. She had no choice but to obey him.

Perhaps when all this was done he could still use her. The known gods and demons in existence numbered in the hundreds. One more sacrifice could further add to his power, and some of the old gods were eager for blood.

“Now, watch and learn,” Ezoleus said to the princess.

She folded her hands at her waist and nodded, a faithful student ready to learn from her new master. Her face darkened in anger, but was quickly replaced with calm.

Ezoleus turned to look at the ten people crucified around him. They all still lived, which was a critical part of his spell. He refused to allow any of them to die; there was power in pain, and he planned on extracting as much as possible from each of them. He raised his hands reverently in the air and smiled as he slowly turned in a circle, watching each one of them suffer.

When the skeleton he had summoned suffered defeat at the hands of that maggot Owyn, Ezoleus had tried to call forth an ancient and powerful entity. He had succeeded in awakening the beast from a centuries-long slumber, but his spell hadn’t been powerful enough to control it. He needed the pain, the fear, the anger, and most importantly the blood of many people together for his spell to be powerful enough.

Tonight, he would finish the task.

“Ezoleus, why?” cried a man hanging from one of the wooden poles.

Ezoleus approached him and watched with pitiless eyes. The man’s great belly shook with his sobs, and vomit stained his silken clothes as much as blood.

“You served me for decades and I treated you well,” King Thyrill said between his cries. “Why would you turn on me so?”

“You don’t understand power,” Ezoleus said simply. “It’s clear that you never did. You sat on your throne, ruling with an impotent hand, while everyone laughed behind your back. And now, you’re just another tool; a tool to increase my power.”

“That’s not true,” Thyrill cried. “My people love me!”

Ezoleus laughed. The fat sack of dung didn’t deserve any more of his time. He turned away from the king and stepped around the fire until he stood next to Freya. That she stood an inch taller than him grated on his nerves, but he would worry about that later.

“Now, my slave, we will bring forth destruction that hasn’t been seen in centuries, if not longer.”

Ezoleus began uttering an incantation that he had said once before, one that nearly killed him to speak. Next to him, Freya spoke the words as well, sharing his burden. Because he controlled her, Ezoleus’s power surged through her, then raged through his veins. He shook with the torrent of magic that filled him. His words echoed, and he pressed on.

The screams around them grew in intensity until ten throats roared in agony. Ezoleus instructed Freya to continue the spell as he stepped away.

Slowly, he bent down and grabbed a spear made from the arm bones of a man that had strangled his own family. Ezoleus walked to the nearest crucified person and used the tip of the spear to lift the man’s tunic, revealing his pale abdomen.

The man halted his whimpering and looked down, his eyes wide in terror. The fear on his face grew and he shrieked in panic as Ezoleus pressed the spear into his stomach. The sharpened tips of the arm bones pierced the man’s skin and Ezoleus held it there for a moment, then pushed it in further. The man threw back his head and screamed in agony, which was exactly what Ezoleus needed. He pushed the spear in further, still further, until nearly a foot of the sharpened arm bones were inside the man’s belly.

Blood ran down the man’s side, leaking from the wound. Ezoleus’s lips twisted into a cruel smile as he twisted the spear, tearing the flesh and causing blood to pour like water. He savagely pulled the spear to the side, tearing the man’s stomach open. Blood and intestines slopped onto the ground, but Ezoleus was already walking away.

As the man howled in agony, Ezoleus slowly approached the next person. This woman had watched the entire thing, and she begged for her life as Ezoleus raised the spear to her stomach. Her screams were rich and full, and Ezoleus laughed as he worked.

Expose their skin, build their terror, then torture them and collect their blood. That was the process he used on them. Ten times he did this, until blood pooled at the base of each wooden pole. Their screams took on a frantic note and Ezoleus smiled, almost giddy from the feeling of power surging through him.

When he had finished, he cast the spear to the ground. He looked over at Freya, ensuring she was watching him. Rubbing his hands together, Ezoleus uttered a single word.

“Ethosian.”

Tiny flames formed at the foot of each person, flickering against the wet snow and blood-soaked ground. The flames sputtered and grew, driven by Ezoleus’s power, and licked up the wooden poles without consuming the wood. These flames sought something else, instead.

As the intensity of the flames grew, so did the feeling of power within Ezoleus. He bared his teeth as the flames reached feet and scorched them black. Ten mouths screamed as fires began to consume them. One man called out to gods both old and new, begging for salvation.

How much pain could a person take until their mind finally broke? Testing that threshold was something Ezoleus thoroughly enjoyed. He wanted to dance beneath their feet and shower in their blood, but he had other uses for it.

As their screams grew, he walked back to Freya. She possessed incredible potential; even being new to the magical arts, she was strong enough to maintain by herself the spell that Ezoleus had started with her. A weaker person would have been burned to ash, or their mind turned to mush by simply trying.

He would twist her and shape her, make her into the most powerful sorceress that ever lived, and use that power for himself. Then, when the time was right, the torture would begin.

But first, he had to finish his incantation.

Ezoleus stepped next to Freya and continued chanting the spell. It took a new turn as he rejoined her; the words gaining in power and volume, almost seeming to make the air shimmer. Their voices built, reverberating from the snow that should have absorbed the sounds, and grew louder with each word.

Like red water, blood flowed from the crucified people’s wounds and began gathering in the air above the bonfire, forming into a red sphere that grew and pulsed in time with the incantation. Ezoleus pushed on, continuing his enchantment, his words making the flames dance.

Freya’s lips peeled back as she spoke the words of power. Blood flecked across her teeth from the strain on it, but she never slowed.

The hovering orb of blood and gore grew in size as it drained the people dry. Finally, it launched itself like an arrow and landed a hundred feet to their north, striking the snow soundlessly. The blood raced from the impact site, red tendrils seeking, moving faster than human eyes could even follow, searching through the snow as it moved towards Mount Hekla.

Ezoleus and Freya shouted their arcane words now. He felt a great heat rise in his body, as if a furnace was being stoked inside his chest. He pushed harder, and the blood sped through the snow to the north, too quickly for human eyes to track.

Their spell finally reached its crescendo and Ezoleus felt an overpowering presence try to force itself into his mind, the same as when he had awakened the beast on his previous attempt. This time, bolstered by the power of Freya and the ten sacrifices, he forced the presence down with ease, like stepping on a sick dog’s neck and pinning it to the ground. The presence recoiled from such might.

Anger, raw and hot, poured into Ezoleus’s mind. Pure, rabid fury with all the heat of an erupting volcano surged. It was not his own anger that he felt, but what came from this other-worldly being, this ancient creature so outraged at being disturbed twice now.

With a snarl, Ezoleus forced it down again until he felt the presence in his mind change to reluctant acceptance. Finally, the beast sent a question to his mind. Not a thing of words, but of images and emotions. Ezoleus’s mind put words to the thoughts.

Why have you disturbed me a second time? What do you want of me?

At last, Ezoleus had triumphed. He tried to form an image in his mind, an image of the city of Akranes, and attached it to the direction where the sun sets. He needed to guide this great power to the correct location. After that, he sent a mental image of Owyn of Stykur. He could never forget that bastard’s face, with his blonde hair and hulking frame.

“I want you to kill,” Ezoleus said. He tried to send an explanation of time to the great beast, an understanding of days, weeks, even. Not to push it to move faster, but to let the beast hunt them for a time. Wait until they finished their journey, to give them a glimmer of hope, and then crush them.

Obeisance filled Ezoleus’s mind, along with another surge of outrage and wounded pride.

Freya suddenly collapsed in the snow, exhausted from the spell. Ezoleus watched her pant against the muddy ground for a moment, then reached down and helped her up. She wavered once, then stood firm. Oh yes, she would be incredibly powerful, indeed.

“What now, my master?” she asked, her strong gaze silently challenging him. In time, she would learn her place.

Ezoleus looked back at the people he had crucified. All of them would be dead if not for the surge of magical power sustaining them. Flames covered their legs, burning but not consuming their flesh. They had already proven themselves useful in giving him strength for his spells, but now another thought blossomed in his mind.

“I think we should send a visitor or two to your husband,” Ezoleus said. “We don’t want him getting too comfortable.”

At the mention of Owyn, hope suddenly flashed on Freya’s face. It was immediately replaced by a scowl as her face twisted. She bowed her head to him, as if to apologize for trying to break through his spell.

Ezoleus slowly turned in a circle as the dying screams of ten people filled his ears. He stepped near one of them, the head of the cooper’s guild, and raised a hand. The man looked down at Ezoleus, eyes wide with terror. Tears streamed down his face as he begged to be released. Ezoleus ignored his pleas and began uttering quiet words of power.

With the words of dark magic in the air, the man’s eyes opened wide and he jerked upright as if an invisible hand had him by the back of the neck. The flames winked out on his legs, leaving only blackened skin. His lips peeled back from his bloody teeth in a silent snarl, and his eyes took on a feverish light. Pallid skin crossed with blue veins almost seemed to glow as the man looked around. He glared at the nails through his wrists, down to the nail driven through both feet, as if angry they held him back. He transferred his stare to Ezoleus.

“No need for those any longer,” Ezoleus murmured, waving his hand. The nails worked their way out of the wood and the man fell to the ground. He landed easily on both feet, still watching Ezoleus curiously.

“Jir, was it?” Ezoleus asked, tapping a finger against his lips. “Yes, if memory serves. Not that it matters now.” He took a small step towards the pale, burned man. “I need you to do something for me, Jir. There’s someone you need to kill.”

Jir’s eyes widened and his mouth twisted into a cruel grin as Ezoleus explained in thorough detail what he was to do. When the wizard was done, Jir walked away from the circle of crucified people and waited patiently in the snow.

Ezoleus continued around the circle and cast the spell on others; four had died—even Ezoleus’s power had its limitations—but six had enough life in them to serve another purpose.

Resurrecting the remaining four was possible, but too costly in mind, body, and rare ingredients. Besides, the undead were never trustworthy.

Once the spells were complete, two women and four men stood on the snow outside of the circle. King Thyrill—or what was left of him, at least—stood among them.

That should make for an interesting surprise, Ezoleus thought with a chuckle.

Corpse-pale skin covered each of them with the exception of their blackened legs. They waited on Ezoleus’s command, eager to serve their master. Ezoleus spoke one final command to them and they were off, hurrying away in the night, running with an energy that would sustain them until their death.

“Best to keep your husband on his toes,” Ezoleus said to Freya. “I don’t want him to think I’ve forgotten about him.”

Freya bared her teeth in a malicious smile. The battle on her face was plain, but Ezoleus’s spell was always the victor.

What is our next move, my master?” she asked. Her hands were folded at her waist.

“Now, we ride south,” Ezoleus told her. “South and west.”

He left the circle of death and walked thirty paces to where a servant had tied two horses earlier in the night. The beasts were shaken, but Ezoleus quieted them with a firm hand.

It went without saying that the servant that had brought the horses was now one of the mindless shells hunting Owyn and the king; leaving witnesses would serve no purpose.

Ezoleus motioned for Freya to mount the second horse, then swung up into the saddle. His saddle was thickly padded; he had no love of horses, much less riding on one for days on end. But he would endure what he had to in order to reach his goals.

“Come,” he said to Freya as she settled herself on her saddle. “We ride for the nation of Hafnir; more specifically, for its capital city, Peralta.

A city like Peralta always had room for a wizard of Ezoleus’s caliber. Especially once he had manipulated the king’s mind there. Besides, right now he wanted to be as far from Vogar as possible. There was nothing left for him there, and he preferred warmer weather.

He motioned for Freya to follow and she fell in beside him. “Now, come see what a real city is like. Not that pathetic, snow-covered farmland you call home.” He chuckled as he mentally compared those bumpkins of Akranes to the grandeur of Peralta, which was arguably the greatest city in the known world.

Freya bowed her head, masking the struggle on her face, and rode silently next to Ezoleus. She was still in there; he could see that much. He made it a point not to touch her unless he absolutely had to; that was something that could be used against him by someone of her power. No matter what it took, he wouldn’t let Freya free of the spell. But a tiny voice deep in the back of his brain whispered fears that she might break free, given the right circumstances.
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The army continued their march east along the Taren Road, with the border of Midsandur just to their south. The soldiers never faltered, and if they maintained their pace they would arrive at Vogar within a few days. Owyn was once again impressed by the Akranian soldiers.

Some of the soldiers seemed to think of this campaign as an opportunity to prove their hardiness. It became a personal challenge for them to prove how many miles they could march in a single day. It all made Owyn grateful he had a horse.

Above the scattered treetops, the towering peak of Mount Hekla rose in the far distance. Faint wisps of smoke rose from its broken peak. The sight brought back memories, and a shiver ran through him that had nothing to do with the chill in the air.

“Do you have a plan for taking the city, Your Grace?” Owyn asked, eyeing the mountain warily. He wasn’t one to believe in omens, but something about the rising smoke from the mountain’s peak nagged at the back of his mind.

“Aye,” King Ivar rumbled. His expression was all hard lines and angles. “Thyrill likes to let his ego lead his troops instead of his wits—not that he has much of the latter, mind you. When we show up to Vogar, he’s likely to meet us in force instead of staying behind the walls of his city. He wants to prove himself; to defeat me in battle.” King Ivar scoffed. “The man’s an idiot, I tell you.”

“And if he decides to wisen up and keep his troops behind the city walls?” Owyn asked.

“Then we’ll be laying siege to Vogar,” King Ivar said. “It won’t take him long to break. Thyrill will be frothing at the mouth to get a chance to redeem his honor against me. Once we breach the walls, we’ll get my daughter and the wizard.”

Owyn nodded. “Any plans to counter Ezoleus? He could cause a lot of trouble, Your Grace.”

“Well, we have Sunneva, although I would rather not risk her. Having a trustworthy magic-user around is a luxury.” He lowered his voice and leaned closer to Owyn, giving him a wolf’s grin. “I also have the best assassins in the realm. As king, one can never be too safe. For this, I brought all of them. Men possessing questionable morals but steadfast loyalty to me. When we get close, they’ll slip inside the city and poison the sorcerer’s wine, or his food. If the gods are with us, this won’t ever be more than a brief skirmish.”

Owyn frowned in thought. “Why not have them poison the king as well, and end this whole mess?”

It was King Ivar’s turn to frown. “This situation is tricky, son. More is at stake than you might initially realize.” He twisted in his saddle and looked back at the long lines of soldiers marching behind them. “These men are ready to fight. They’re eager for it after all this build up. If they were to march for two weeks straight only to learn that the king and wizard had been poisoned, there would be no end to the complaining. Morale would plummet. Poison is a woman’s weapon, they’d say. The king doesn’t want to fight. They’d wonder why in the Nine Hells we bothered dragging them all this way here.

“But,” he said with a grin. “If I give them a fight, even an easy one, they’ll sing of this for years to come. When they see you and me on the ground with them, they’ll fight even harder. They’ll tear the city walls down with their bare hands and show the rest of the world why no one dares to ever challenge us.”

“Huh,” Owyn grunted. “So, it’s about maintaining our image, then?”

“From a certain point of view, yes,” King Ivar explained. “These men are tough. They’re Akranians, so everyone knows they’re tough, and they like that. They’ll fight, they’ll kill, and they’ll even die to maintain that reputation. All that aside, first and foremost, all of this is about getting my daughter back. But it’s also about maintaining peace.”

“Maintaining peace through war?” Owyn asked, skeptically raising an eyebrow.

“Exactly,” King Ivar said with a nod of certainty. “Far to the south, Whiteridge has fallen; after a failed takeover by those rogue sorcerers, their own people rose up and beheaded their king for his inaction. Svalbard isn’t far behind; their new king seems determined to destabilize the entire area. Even Reykholt and Husafell have skirmishes from time to time. However, no one has been stupid enough to bother Akranes for nearly twenty years. Do you know why?”

“Because they know how we’ll respond?” Owyn asked.

“Fear,” King Ivar said simply. “Here’s a lesson for you, young Owyn: Fear is a horrible tool for ruling over your own people, but an excellent tool when dealing with other nations. No one has bothered us for two decades because they know we’ll slaughter them. Compassion for your own people, and unwavering strength for the rest.”

Owyn nodded slowly as he took it all in. It certainly made sense. Other nations wouldn’t cause problems if they knew they’d get their noses bloodied.

“My King,” one of the knights said as he nudged his horse closer. “Runar has a message for you.”

“Good.” King Ivar rubbed his gauntleted hands together. “Let him through. I’ve been waiting for some good news.”

The circle of the King’s Guard opened to admit a tall man dressed in fine clothes. Owyn recognized him immediately; Runar, the Spymaster. His face was permanently solemn, as if he saw no joy in life, only dark secrets. His tunic, black like his hair, was impeccable and perfectly arranged on his narrow frame. Set about his shoulders was a dark cloak lined with fur. He bowed his head to the king, his expression never changing.

Behind Runar stood a nervous-looking fellow with shifty eyes. Like the Spymaster, he was dark of hair and eye, but there the similarities ended. Whereas Runar’s appearance was that of a man obsessed with details, this new fellow wore slightly rumpled clothes that looked like…. Owyn’s eyes narrowed. King Thyrill’s personal sigil was stitched high on the left breast of the man’s tunic. A royal servant? It seemed that Runar had eyes and ears everywhere.

“Leif here is one of my contacts in Vogar,” Runar said in a sober voice as he led the slender, nondescript man closer to the king. “He has some information for you, Your Grace.”

Leif might have been the most average-looking man Owyn had ever seen. His face was completely forgettable, which was perfect for a spy. His height, build, features, everything about the man was simply average.

“Go ahead,” Runar said.

Leif nodded to the spymaster, then bowed his head to the king. His mouth worked soundlessly for a few seconds before he finally spoke. “He ain’t there no more, Your Grace.”

“What in the Nine Hells are you talking about?” King Ivar grumped. “Who? Explain yourself, man!”

Leif ducked his head. “Yes, Your Grace. Like I said, he ain’t there no more. The wizard, that is. He left in the middle of the night a few days past. The king is dead, too.”

King Ivar’s eyes widened in shock. He leaned forward and fixed Leif with a hard stare. “King Thyrill is dead? Tell me every single detail.”

Leif bowed his head again and the words came spilling out of his mouth. “I was keeping a close eye on him, Your Grace, just like I was told, so I saw him leave in the night.”

“Where?”

“He went to a field outside of the city, in the King’s Wood. No one goes there. Not even the king himself hunts there, hasn’t for years, I been told. The wizard had a fire and took ten people with him, and….” He trailed off, his face going pale.

“Come on, out with it,” King Ivar barked.

Leif swallowed and went on. “He…he crucified them, Your Grace. I know magic when I see it. He waved his hands and the people floated into the air, then nails pinned them to the wooden poles. Ten poles, all in a circle around the fire.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, like he was trying to settle his nerves. “I waited for a while, just watching him. He took a spear, funny looking one with a split tip made of white, almost like bones. He jammed it in each one of them, then made fire burn their legs. The screaming was horrible, Your Grace. He had a woman out there with him. She stood there patiently, like a helper of some kind. Pretty woman, with red hair.”

“He killed his own king,” King Ivar muttered, shaking his head. “Regicide. Is there no deed too black for this cursed whoreson?”

But Owyn’s ears caught onto a different part of the man’s story. “A woman with red hair?”

Leif ducked his head, but refused to meet Owyn’s eyes. “Yes, my lord. It was…. It was the princess, my lord. Your wife. She was working magic with Ezoleus. Real bad stuff, my lord. Making no accusations on the princess, of course, but they did real bad stuff out there. I never heard such screaming before. Still hear it in my dreams. Made me sick to watch, but I made sure I watched everything. I know what’s expected of me.”

“What else happened?” King Ivar demanded.

“Well, he—he did something with their blood, Your Grace. It’s hard to describe what I saw.”

“Try,” the king said firmly.

Leif pursed his lips and took a deep breath. “Well, he took blood from all those people and made it into…” Leif worked his hands as if he were holding onto something round. “Into a circle. Like a ball. Only it was floating in the air, above the bonfire he had lit. It went north, like an arrow, too far away for me to see.”

King Ivar gave Owyn a concerned glance. “What is going on here?” he asked. “Sunneva, does any of this sound familiar to you?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know of any spells like that, Your Grace. All I can tell you is that Ezoleus was working with dark magicks, but that much is obvious.”

“Nine Hells,” King Ivar growled. “Something bad is going to happen, I can just feel it. Anything else?” he asked Leif.

“Yes, my lord,” the small man said with another bow of his head. “Once he was done, he pulled six of them down. They was burned up and tortured, but they walked around like they was fine. Better’n fine, in fact. They ran around like they was in the best shape of their life. It must have been something with his magic, Your Grace. Ezoleus sent them running off into the night, then said something about Peralta to the princess. Then they left, heading west and south.”

“The six people ran away?” Owyn asked. “After being burned and tortured?”

Leif nodded. “Craziest thing I ever seen, my lord. They walked like they would never get tired, heading west.”

Owyn met the king’s gaze. If those people went west, they would be heading straight towards the army.

“Very good, man,” the king said. “Leif, was it?”

“Yes, Your Grace,” he said with another bob of his head. A sour expression covered his face, like he had bitten into a piece of rotten fruit. Perhaps the recent memory of the tortures he had witnessed still haunted him.

“You have served your country well, Leif,” King Ivar said. He turned to one of the knights in the King’s Guard and raised his voice. “Sir Richards!”

A massive man in plate armor steered his horse close to the king and bowed his head as far as his armor would allow. “Yes, my king?”

“See to it that Leif is paid well for his service,” the king said. “If he no longer wishes to serve in Vogar, ensure we have room for him up in Akranes. We’d all be going in the wrong direction if it wasn’t for him. I think a medal is in order.”

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Leif said. “I watched the whole thing so I could tell you every bit. It was bad things I heard, Your Grace. His words seemed to carry for hundreds of feet. I heard him like I was standing next to him, even though I was far away and hidden. Bad words, I couldn’t understand a one of them, but I knew they was awful. Made my stomach churn to hear them. I can’t get his voice out of my head, Your Grace. I hear it every time I sleep.” A tear leaked down his cheek, although he didn’t seem to notice. “And I can only sleep for minutes at a time. Every time I close my eyes I see him, tearing open people’s stomachs and burning them, but the people don’t die. They just keep screaming.”

King Ivar looked at Sir Richards and jerked his head to the side. “See he’s taken care of, will you? Take him to the physician if need be. He needs a few days of peace.”

“Yes, my king.” With a salute, Sir Richards guided Leif away, keeping his horse moving slowly next to the slender man.

King Ivar brooded over the new information for a few minutes. Owyn looked over at Sunneva and saw her looking worriedly at him. News of black magic and regicide were concerning, but now their target was fleeing to a different city altogether.

“So, what now?” Owyn asked the king.

“Now, we turn back west,” King Ivar replied. “West, then south, and with haste. First, though, I need to send a message to my advisors back in Akranes. I told them I would keep them informed. Bring me a scout, and make it a fast one,” he called out to his knights. “Wait—bring me Olaf.”

“Couldn’t have chosen better myself,” Owyn said. When it came to scouts, Olaf was the best in Akranes, with a fearsome reputation. Plus, the man was a survivor. His face bore the scars of tortures he had survived at the hands of a faction of rebels. He was also one of the only survivors of Ezoleus’s attack on them several weeks ago, aside from Owyn.

Ten minutes later, Olaf approached them, sitting easily in his saddle. While he still wore his usual scout’s clothes, now he wore a fine cloak with King Ivar’s personal seal embroidered on his breast, a sign of his rise in station. His scarred face warmed a bit upon seeing Owyn, and he bowed from his saddle to both of them.

“Here to serve, my king,” he said to King Ivar, then turned briefly to Owyn. “Good to see you, Prince Owyn,” Olaf said with a sudden grin. “Glad we’re both still on the right side of the dirt, eh?” His eyes went to Sunneva and he offered her a small seated bow as well. He didn’t know her, but he was smart enough to realize that a woman riding with the king and prince deserved respect.

Owyn offered him a smile in return. “Always good to see you, Olaf. We need you. The king has a mission for you.”

“Yes, just the man I need,” King Ivar said to the hardened soldier. “Olaf, I need you to take a message to Hathor and Fridrik back home. Tell them Ezoleus has fled Vogar, and is now on his way to Peralta. We remain in pursuit.”

Olaf nodded. “Yes, Your Grace. Any other information I should pass along?”

The king made a dismissive gesture. “None that they need to bother themselves with. They’re too busy running the country to worry about much else at the moment. May the gods grant you speed, Olaf.”

Olaf bowed again. “Your Grace,” he said, and whipped his horse around. He kicked his horse into a trot and hurried away.

Ivar watched the scout ride away, seemingly lost in thought for several minutes.

“Everything okay, Your Grace?” Owyn asked.

The king blinked and turned back to Owyn. “The wizard got a head start on us, but I mean to get there as quickly as possible.” He turned to his King’s Guard. “Spread the word to the captains. Our target has fled. Turn the men around; we march for Peralta!”
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The journey was as uneventful as the days preceding it. They lost themselves in the monotony of routine; every day was the same. Break camp, march, set up camp, train, sleep.

After so many days of marching, some of the squad leaders began to voice concerns about morale. The men were eager to fight. Without an enemy to fight, tensions would rise and there was a chance they would brawl over disagreements.

After the first week, Owyn and King Ivar walked along the soldiers every night after they made camp. King Ivar inspected bow strings, Owyn checked men’s feet and sword edges. They handed out praise regularly, which left the soldiers beaming with pride.

Training every evening helped. Soldiers often gathered to watch Owyn spar with the king. They cheered on the matches, clanging their gauntleted fists against shields, making a racket that could be heard for miles.

One night, King Ivar sat next to a small campfire and directed a group of soldiers to gather around men. Men piled around, trying to cram in close so they could hear the king’s words.

Owyn expected the king to give words of advice or praise, or perhaps a motivational speech. He did neither. Instead, he told a story.

“Who among you wants to hear of my first boar hunt?” King Ivar asked, settling himself on a folding stool.

A chorus of shouts rose in the air and men slapped their hands against their thighs or pounded fists against armor, anything to make a racket.

“Alright, calm down, calm down.” King Ivar grinned his wolf’s grin at Owyn, then continued. “I was just a young lad of fourteen. My father, then the king, decided to take me boar hunting to make a man out of me.”

He chuckled, and the soldiers laughed with him. The dangers of boar hunting were well-known; the tusked beasts were just as likely to gore a man as they were to run him over.

The king continued. “He always pushed for me to prove myself in one way or another, my father. May the gods bless his memory. Well, we went into the woods one summer morning, just me, him, and a single guard, Sir Sigfus. Rumors had reached my father about a great boar larger than anyone had seen in recent memory. A huge bastard, with tusks a foot long. Someone else had tried hunting it and went missing along with their dogs.”

Many of the soldiers nodded their heads. Boars, especially northern ones, had a reputation for being especially vicious.

“My wineskin,” King Ivar said quietly, holding his hand out to the side. A member of his King’s Guard moved forwards and produced a dark leather skin and placed it in the king’s hand. King Ivar went to take a drink, then looked around at the soldiers surrounding him. He raised it high in the air. “To Akranes! Long may our soil be black, our women fair, and our courage unwavering!”

The men shouted a cheer in reply. Those with skins drank from them, and passed them around so others could join in the toast.

King Ivar took a long drink from his wineskin, then wiped his mouth on the back of his arm.

“So, as I was saying,” he said, pushing the stopper into the neck of the skin. “We set out to find this unholy terror of a boar. Finding signs of him was easy. A pig of that size leaves tracks everywhere. We followed those tracks until we found the boar himself. Let me tell you, this thing was huge. He could have fed a…” King Ivar gestured around him. “Well, an army.”

The soldiers laughed, and he continued.

“When he realized he was being hunted, he launched his attack. His charge was terrifying, I tell you. A stone wall couldn’t have stopped him. I lunged at him, but missed. This bastard was the meanest, fastest boar I’ve ever seen, even to this day. As I tore my spear free, the boar turned and charged me.

“I had a guard with me—I mean, I was the prince, so of course I did,” he added with a chuckle. The soldiers around him joined in his laughter. “Sir Sigfus shoved me to the side and tried to slam his knee into the boar—he was in full armor, you see, Plate armor, like Sir Richards over there. The boar ran over him like he was a puppy!”

Several men laughed, and King Ivar leaned forwards, intensity rising in his voice. “You know how boars are. Once they think they have you, nothing will stop them. When he saw the guard on the ground, scrambling to his feet, he turned right around and charged him. The boar jerked its head up, sticking him with those fearsome tusks and spilling blood all over the ground.”

The men around him winced, including Owyn. Boar attacks were a bad way to die.

“Where did it get him?” someone asked. Other voices immediately joined in, asking for details.

“Ah, I’m not sure you want to know,” King Ivar said, waving it away.

“Come on, tell us!” a soldier shouted.

“Let us know, Sire!” another soldier asked.

“I don’t think you can handle it!” King Ivar said with a good-natured grin. “You may all catch the vapors and pass out.”

More shouts answered him. Soldiers laughed and slapped their thighs while shouting how nothing bothered them.

“Okay, okay,” King Ivar said, holding up his hands. “So, the boar got him, and that’s the worst part. It drove its tusks….” He leaned forwards, eyeing the men near him. “Right in his ass!” He drove his finger up to the sky for emphasis.

As one, the soldiers winced and shook their heads.

“You’re right Sire, I can’t handle that one,” one soldier shouted, and laughter broke out.

“We considered calling him Sir Shits-a-lot after that,” the king said. Winces turned into more laughter.

“So, Sir Shits-a-lot was out of the fight,” the king continued. “I would never ask a man to fight after taking a wound like that. My father took a step back, expecting me to handle the situation.

“The boar turned around, part of the knight’s ass still hanging from its bloody tusk, and locked eyes with me. It tried to stare me down, and I have no shame in telling you that it nearly succeeded. This bastard was big, and I mean big. It must have weighed four or five hundred pounds.”

“Could Prince Owyn finish him in one meal?” one of the squad leaders asked. Again, more laughter.

King Ivar kept talking. “I faced him, knuckles white on my boar spear, knees trembling, knowing that in a few moments I might have a tusk through my belly. Or, somewhere worse,” he added with a grin. After a sip from his wine skin, he continued his story. “He charged me like he intended to run straight through me, which he probably did. Men, I have never before seen anything that large move so fast. My heart tried to beat its way right out of my chest, but I stood my ground. I lowered my spear, aiming to take it right in the neck….”

He trailed off dramatically, taking another sip of wine.

“Where’d you stick him, Sire?” a voice called.

“Did you avenge Sir Sigfus’s ass?” another soldier asked.

King Ivar chuckled as he lowered his wine skin. “Ah, yes. I thrust forwards with my spear right as the boar reached me. I was certain the blade would penetrate right to the crossguard. I’d be eating bacon for a month! But this boar had other plans. At the last instant, he dashed to the side!” King Ivar jerked his hand to the left to demonstrate. “I moved my spear mid-thrust, hoping I could still catch him, and gods be good I did! The blade managed to slice several inches into his flank, but it only made him angrier.

“To make matters worse, he immediately turned and snapped at the spear, sending it flying from my grip!” Several gasps came from the crowd. “All I had left was my dagger and my wits, with the former being much sharper than the latter. Well, and an apple that I had brought for lunch. I decided that if I was going to survive, I had to go on the offensive. So, being the foolish youth I was, I drew my dagger and chased that son of a bitch down.”

“What about the apple, Your Grace?” a man called out, meaning it as a joke.

“The apple? I’m glad you asked,” King Ivar said with a smile. “I was young, brave, and stupid, but I was also fast. Twice, the boar charged me and twice I leaped to the side at the last minute, landing a slice with my dagger. But I knew it wasn’t enough; his skin was too tough to do more than scratch him. Besides, one slip and I would be on the ground with tusks in my gut.

“I made a plan. Sit Shits-a-lot clambered to his feet, one hand holding his ass together, and staggered next to me. He went to draw his sword, but I told him not to. I had to kill this boar myself. The next time the boar charged me, I threw my apple right at its side. The boar saw the flash of red and turned at the last minute, attacking the apple. I leaped forwards and landed right on the boar’s back, dagger in hand.”

A chorus of gasps came from the soldiers.

“Sir Sigfus fell on the beast and managed to grab onto its tusks with both hands, trying to keep him from bucking me off. As for me, I took my dagger and stabbed that son of a bitch right in the ribs. I rammed my dagger in him again and again, until my shoulder burned and his blood soaked the ground. Sir Sigfus roared like a wild animal himself as the boar threw its head this way and that, tossing him around like a child’s toy. The boar broke one of his hands, but he still held on. I finally drove my dagger into the boar’s throat and sawed through it, and with one final squeal, the boar collapsed. I carved out its heart and ate it right there, on the spot.”

A stunned silence spread through the crowd as the king finished his story. He casually took another sip of his wine and waited. One by one, soldiers clapped their hands on their thighs or struck their gauntleted fists against shields. It soon rose to a deafening cacophony, along with shouts of “Ivar! Ivar! Ivar!”

The king stood and raised his hands, grinning at his soldiers. Their roaring and shouting lasted a full minute, after which they finally died down. The noise was replaced with pride and beaming smiles.

“What happened to Sir Shits-a-lot?” a soldier asked.

“And his ass!” another added to a chorus of laughter.

King Ivar laughed as hard as his men at that one. He finally raised his hands and they fell silent.

“Sir Sigfus and his ass were retired to the countryside. After risking his life for me, we felt that it was appropriate. He healed just fine, and enjoys a peaceful life now, with grandchildren to fill his days. As for me, I ate bacon for a month.”

A loud whistle came from the soldiers and they cheered again. King Ivar waved at them and left the fire, clapping those he passed on the shoulder as he left.

“I had no idea, Your Grace,” Owyn said as they walked away from the crowd of cheering soldiers. “That was quite the story.”

“Yes,” King Ivar said, a broad smile on his weathered face. “It’s a great story of bravery and courage, with a bit of crude humor thrown in for extra measure. I’m pretty proud of myself for making it up on the spot back there.”

Owyn looked a question at him and the king laughed.

“Owyn, those men will be laughing about Sir Shits-a-lot for a week, and for the next year they’ll be telling stories of the king that killed a wild boar with just a dagger. They’re ready to fight more than ever, after hearing that. And while I do love bacon, I’m not foolish enough to face down a boar with a spear, let alone a dagger. Far too many men have fallen victim to those vicious beasts.”

Owyn stared at the king for a moment, then broke out into laughter.
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Morale was high for the next few days, just as King Ivar had said it would be. More soldiers than ever stood to watch Owyn spar with the king, and he came to realize they did that every evening to boost the men’s confidence as much as to hone their own skills with a blade. Owyn and the king were likely among the finest with a sword in the entire army. But watching them spar had the men thinking their leaders were nearly invincible.

They pressed through several villages as they marched and always made sure to buy from the locals. An army so large required a large amount of food and supplies and needed constant replenishing. Plus, the money they pressed into the farmers’ hands would help them for months to come.

More soldiers from the capital city caught up with them, and their numbers swelled to nearly ten thousand strong. It was a hell of a thing to see, an army of that size on the move.

Sunneva stayed close to Owyn the entire time. She spent much of her days studying her magic books—she had raided Odarin’s study and brought several, apparently—but when she looked at Owyn, her face was often lined with worry.

“We’re going to get her back,” Owyn said. “This is just a detour. Besides, now we get to see what the southlands look like. I’ve never been this far from home before.”

“Is Peralta really as big as they say?” Sunneva asked.

It was King Ivar that answered. “Bigger, probably. To be honest, I haven’t seen it with my own eyes. But I’ve read about it and seen drawings. It’ll be a sight for all of us, that’s for certain.”

“I’ve read that almost a million people live there,” Sunneva said, marking a place in her book with a finger. “A million! I can’t even picture that in my mind.”

“How are your studies coming?” Owyn asked, looking down at her book.

“Well, I suppose,” she said. “It’s difficult, and requires a lot of study, even to learn just a simple spell. When I heard that man describe what Ezoleus did to the people, I wondered how long he had to study to cast a spell like that.”

“Looking to turn to black magic, are we?” Owyn asked with a grin.

“Oh, of course not,” Sunneva replied. “I’m just curious about the difficulty of such things, and how he sustains himself. Using magic takes a lot from the caster. I get tired even lighting a campfire.”

Owyn shook his head. “I don’t think I’ll ever fully understand magic.”

“Probably not,” Sunneva said with a smile. She squinted in front of her, then began muttering something under her breath. After gesturing with her free hand, she stared off into the distance. “Looks like we’ve got company.”

Owyn looked ahead, but couldn’t see more than a speck on the horizon. “Sire, someone is coming,” he said.

The king also squinted but couldn’t see anything. He looked over at Sunneva. “I’m already glad I decided to keep you nearby.”

Several minutes later, they came into view. At first, all Owyn could make out was that it was a group of people running towards them on the road.

“What are they running from?” Owyn said out loud to no one in particular.

“Could be bandits,” King Ivar said. “No, our scouts would have taken care of bandits. Refugees, maybe? Hard to say.”

“I should run more often,” Owyn said. “I could stand to be in better shape.”

“Funny words, coming from the King’s Champion,” King Ivar said with a chuckle, although his eyes never left the group of people.

Owyn smiled, but there was little mirth in it. “I had to run from that monster Ezoleus summoned, some weeks ago. I don’t think I’ve ever run so hard in my life, and when you’re my size it gets tough. I felt like my lungs were on fire and my heart was going to explode.”

King Ivar grunted. “Maybe when this is all over, I’ll join you and we can both go for a run. I'm not getting any younger, that’s for certain, and the exercise would be good for me.”

The small group of people came closer, close enough that Owyn was finally able to make out some details. Their clothes were stained and disheveled, and their legs looked to be solid black, as if they had been standing in oil. Or fire, but that didn’t make any sense.

“Ho there!” King Ivar called out, standing in his stirrups.

Two knights of his King’s Guard spurred their horses forwards to intercept the runners. They rode fifty feet in front of the rest and waited. The rest remained by the king and prince.

An itch grew between Owyn’s shoulder blades, as if someone were holding their finger a hair’s breadth away from his skin. The two guards reined in their horses so that they blocked the road and called out to the group of people. They received no response. Something was wrong.

“How many do you count?” Owyn asked, his hand going to his sword hilt.

“Six,” Sunneva said without hesitation. “What the….”

“One, two…. Looks like six to me,” said King Ivar.

Owyn looked at Sunneva, then back to the guards. “Draw your swords!” he bellowed. “Protect the king!”

The knights of the King’s Guard drew swords or lances and moved to protect King Ivar. Owyn spurred his horse forwards, leaving the safety of the circle, and drew his sword.

“Owyn!” Sunneva shouted.

The guards that had rode ahead drew their swords. They held them, ready to strike, as the runners drew close. Owyn heard the clatter of armor as several knights behind him followed.

“Halt in the name of His Majesty, King Ivar!” one of the knights shouted.

The group of six runners didn’t slow or even show any sign they had heard the knight speak.

“One more step and we’ll cut you down where you stand!” the knight warned.

They kept running.

Owyn reached the guards right before the runners did. Chaos immediately ensued. The knights spurred their horses ahead, ready to fight.

One of the knights swung his sword in a powerful downwards arc, a savage attack that would cut through flesh and bone. The blade struck the first runner on her shoulder and nearly took her arm off, but no blood came out.

“By the gods,” the guard exclaimed.

He barely had time to react. The moment the words left his mouth, one of the runners leaped into the air and crashed into him, knocking him from his horse.

Owyn guided his horse with his knees, moving him to the left of the road. He swung his sword with all his might, and felt the familiar impact in his wrists as his blade connected with a scraggly man’s neck, taking his head clear off. Owyn let his horse continue beyond the melee, ensuring he was clear, before turning around.

The knight that had been knocked from his horse struggled to defend himself, but the runners swarmed on him like ants on honey. They tore at his armor with mouths agape and eyes staring blankly. He screamed and flailed about himself with his sword, but they pulled his helmet off and attacked. One man held his arm in place while another gouged his eyes out with blackened fingers and chewed on his nose, leaving the knight’s face a bloodied mess. All in a matter of seconds.

The second knight pushed his balking horse closer and began laying about him with his sword, hacking into the group. He left bloodless wounds that maimed but didn’t stop the assault. A tall, old man with a prodigious belly ignored a blow that took his arm off at the elbow and grabbed onto the knight’s leg, pulling him from the saddle with a crash.

The man Owyn had beheaded remained on the ground, unmoving.

“Remove their heads!” Owyn shouted as he spurred his horse back towards the ground. “Their heads!”

More members of the King’s Guard arrived and hacked with their swords, removing ears, hands, faces. The fat man ignored a blade through his heart and tried grabbing at the hand that wielded it until Owyn nudged his horse closer and chopped through his neck, sending his head to the ground.

One more member of the King’s Guard was pulled from his horse and swarmed by the remaining bloodless attackers. He laid about him with his sword, but they were too strong and overpowered him. In only a matter of seconds, he was torn apart, leaving little more than bloody chunks of flesh wrapped in armor.

They were supernaturally strong, that much was apparent. Where their claw-like fingers fell, bloody gashes were torn open, sometimes even through armor.

A knight charged forwards and swung his sword, connecting with a neck. Owyn was only a few seconds behind and swung his longsword with all his might. The horrid man moved at the last moment, causing Owyn’s blade to miss its mark. It hacked through the man’s head instead of his neck, slopping brains onto the ground. When that man fell, the fighting finally came to a halt.

“What in the Nine Hells just happened?” King Ivar said as he approached, sword in hand. His eyes went to his fallen knights and the hacked-up remains of the bloodless attackers on the road.

“Please, Sire! Stay back!” One of the knights said. Several members of the King’s Guard put themselves between the king and the pile of chopped-up bodies, one of which was still twitching and writhing on the ground, teeth snapping, fingers grabbing, blank eyes staring at nothing. With no arms or legs remaining it didn’t pose much of a threat, but it refused to die.

The king’s eyes went wide when he saw everything. “Owyn. Is this…. Once you told me you fought a bear that had been dead and rotting for some time, but moved with supernatural strength and speed.” The king didn’t take his gaze from the gnashing teeth of the dismembered man on the road.

Owyn dismounted his horse and carefully approached. The one man that still moved—a man in his middle years, whose tongue had been cut out at some time in the past—eyed him with hatred. He pulled himself across the road with the stumpy remains of his arms and legs.

Owyn swung his sword down, connecting with the man’s neck and severing his spine. The man’s head rolled across the ground.

“Yes, Your Grace,” Owyn finally said. “Now you see what I meant.”

He walked around the pile of bodies, ensuring each one of them had been relieved of their heads.

“No blood at all,” Owyn said to no one in particular as he examined the bodies. Each one had horrible, gaping wounds: stomachs torn open, arms chopped off, faces sliced open, but not a single drop of blood came from them.

The knight that had fallen, however, spilled all of their lives onto the road. It was sickening to see a man torn apart like so.

“Well, look at that,” King Ivar muttered. “The fat one.”

He pointed to one of the dead bodies, an overweight man with bloodstained clothes of velvet and silk. The man’s head was several feet away, face frozen in a rictus smile.

“That’s King Thyrill,” King Ivar said. “Rest in peace, you old bastard.” He leaned over and spat on the ground. Worry lined his face as his blue eyes scanned over the bodies.

Owyn sheathed his sword. “If I may, Your Grace, I suggest we keep moving. The sooner we get to Ezoleus, the fewer atrocities we’ll have to face.” He pulled himself back into the saddle. “Let’s get a few men to bury this mess first, so the rest of the soldiers don’t see it.”

“Even better,” King Ivar said. “Sunneva! I need you again.”

The red-haired beauty cautiously rode her horse closer. Her face went white when she saw the mess of bodies.

“I need you to bury this,” King Ivar said, turning away from the scene of carnage. He gave Sunneva a heavy, weighing look. “I’m sorry to ask this of you, but you can get it done faster than four men with shovels.”

Sunneva swallowed. “I’ll do it, Your Grace.”
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Olaf kept his horse at a fast walk. Some men tried to rush things and ran their horses, but that wore them out too quickly. Olaf would let them gallop for a few miles, but always made sure to let them walk until their heart slowed. If his trip had only been a day, he could have gone much harder, but this horse had to last a week.

Communication had to be maintained on the road, and pigeons weren’t reliable when you were in a different location every day. Scouts and messengers became invaluable in those situations

All around were shades of deep red and russet brown. It was a beautiful time of year, when the trees turned beautiful shades before shedding their last leaves. Early snows added a dusting of white to the scene. Most of the trees were already bare, but enough clung to their leaves to make the surrounding forest look like one of those paintings he had seen on his captain’s wall back in the city.

Olaf suddenly laughed out loud at the notion of a painting of trees. They were beautiful, the paintings, but he couldn’t find much of a use for them. Paintings of trees, hanging on walls. Better to just open your door and walk outside, into the crisp air and bright sunshine, and see the real thing. Better to stand on your feet than sit all day, although a recent change in his station meant he would be spending much of his time in a saddle.

Olaf looked down and fingered the sigil sewn onto the breast of his thick cloak. It was King Ivar’s personal sigil. After Olaf had returned with news of the bandits and who was behind them, things had changed. He had reported directly to the king himself about the happenings at the border of Midsandur.

Then the prince showed up, burned to hell and with a face like a storm cloud. He brought news of death, of a horrible monster that had laid waste to everyone. The only reason Olaf had survived was because he had been sent away minutes before everything went to shit.

Olaf and the prince had been among the only survivors that day. Well, two other men made it, but their injuries were so great that they couldn’t fight any longer. They had been retired early, to live a life of peace. After Prince Owyn’s personal recommendation, Olaf had been promoted from Lead Scout to a royal messenger. He enjoyed being outdoors, so he was pleased enough with the career change. It certainly paid better. And while he loved a good fight, it was nice to do something more peaceful for a change. After all, he wasn’t getting any younger.

He gathered his cloak around him after a gust of wind sent it streaming behind him. Heavier snows would come soon; most areas had a light dusting, some with a solid inch or two. Heavy snow would slow his travel substantially. At least the roads in Akranes were well maintained. Were he in another country, like Etrea or gods forbid, Berunes, the crumbling roads would add another day to his time. That was something he couldn’t afford.

Thinking about well-maintained roads made Olaf proud to be Akranian. Of course, he felt pride in his country for numerous reasons, but sometimes it was simple things, like regular upkeep, that made all the difference.

Having a good king made a difference as well. Ivar was known as good and just, as far as kings went. He was strict on justice, kept his word, and gave back to the people. Hard to ask for much more than that. Not like Thyrill, down in Midsandur. He taxed his people into poverty just to add another layer of gold to his shithouse. The man was as useless as tits on a boar.

The thought of tits once again reminded him that he wasn’t getting any younger. It would be nice to have someone to settle down with. Olaf knew most women didn’t care for the scars on his face, but a good beard and a purse full of gold could help that. Now that he worked directly for the king, his pay was much, much better. Enough that he began to wonder if he would make a good father.

Perhaps he could save up enough to buy a small place just outside of the city, where life was quiet but the stores were still close by in case he needed anything. Maybe buy a small chunk of land off a farmer to build his homestead. Sometimes they would sell plots of land for cheap if the soil was less than desirable. Farmers didn’t have the time to clear endless stones from their fields, but Olaf could use those stones to build a house.

For now, it was just a thought, but it was a nice thought. A small house built from stone and heavy timbers, the kind that would last for generations. Heat from the fireplace keeping the inside warm even though the snows were three feet deep outside. A woman with hair the color of the sun seated next to him. A nice thought, indeed.

“Alright, boy,” Olaf said to his horse. “Time to pick up the pace again. You ready?”

His horse tossed his head. The great beast loved to run. He was fast as the wind, that was for certain. He’d run all day if Olaf let him, but then he’d be too tired the next day.

A massive shadow fell across the land. Olaf looked up, confused at what could make such a large shadow, especially one that moved so quickly. What he saw made no sense. Unless children’s stories and legends had suddenly become real.

A great beast flew above him, its reptilian body covered in dark scales that shimmered prismatically in the evening light, like an oil slick on dark waters. It was held aloft by massive wings, not unlike those of a bat, that flapped slowly as it glided across the sky. At the end of its long, sinuous neck, it possessed a head covered in spines and sharp-edged scales, with a mouth that looked nearly large enough to swallow a horse in a single bite. Claws tipped each of its fingers, big enough to tear all the way through a man’s body.

“By the gods,” Olaf said. His horse tossed its head, then moved it to the side. When it saw the dragon overhead, it suddenly screamed and broke into a run.

Olaf twisted in his saddle to look behind him. To his horror, the monster had turned and swooped down towards him, gaining speed as it dived closer to the ground. Olaf was not a man that gave in easily to fear, but his heart pounded in his throat. Adrenaline surged through his veins and he ducked low over his horse’s neck as he spurred it on, wishing the animal could run twice as fast, although he knew even that wouldn’t be enough.

A tiny village lay ahead. Half a dozen log buildings huddle together on either side of the road, with a handful of people milling about on errands. From this distance, Olaf’s sharp eyes saw people point at the sky and flee. Screams rang out as the villagers tried to warn each other.

Olaf looked up at the flying giant again and saw it open its great mouth. An ear-piercing shriek filled the air, like metal being torn. The reins fell from Olaf’s hands as he clamped his hands over his ears, but the sound seemed to drill directly into his brain. He shouted in pain and squeezed his eyes shut, wishing the torturous noise would stop. His horse squealed and ran even faster, encouraged by fear.

He reached down and snatched up the reins and jerked them sharply to the left, sending his horse off the road and through a field. The deafening sound coming from the dragon finally stopped and Olaf turned just in time to see it swoop right over where he had just been riding.

The beast opened its mouth and Olaf went to cover his ears again, but instead of the terrible noise, a line of flame shot from the dragon’s mouth. It engulfed both buildings and people, covering the tiny village in a single pass. Once it passed the tiny village it gave several flaps of its enormous wings, climbing into the sky.

Olaf prayed to the old gods for safety, asking them that the beast would disappear and he would wake from this nightmare. His horse still charged through the field, taking him even further from the dragon and he hoped closer to safety, if such a thing even existed with a beast like that in the sky.

A sinking feeling rose in Olaf’s gut as the dragon spiraled in the air several times, gaining altitude, and then turned to face the village again. As it had before, it swooped down on outstretched wings, vomiting another gout of fire that completely covered the village.

The sinking feeling in his gut turned to nausea as the dragon left the village, then turned and flew north and west, its wings flapping slowly as if it were in no hurry. North and west, towards the city of Akranes.

“The king has got to know about this,” Olaf said as he turned back to his horse.

He gently pulled on the reins, slowing the animal down to a walk. Once his horse had calmed a bit, Olaf rifled through his purse until he found a small vial of cloudy liquid.

Odarin had given him the vial shortly before leaping to his death. The king’s messenger must always be prepared to move quickly, he had said. It was only to be used in the most dire of emergencies, and Olaf could think of no situation more dire than a fucking dragon flying overhead.

He pulled the stopper from the vial with his teeth, then spat it out. The vial was small, only the size of his little finger. Tendrils of foggy smoke rose from the opening. Olaf dumped the cloudy liquid onto the back of the horse’s neck; the exact location wasn’t important, as long as it touched the horse, the wizard had told him.

“It’s okay, boy,” Olaf said, patting the horse’s neck. He was careful not to touch the area he had just poured the potion; Odarin had been very clear that his heart would likely explode if any of the potion got on his skin.

His horse shook his head and danced a few steps, suddenly light on his feet and eager to move. Not from fear, as he was a moment ago, but from energetic restlessness.

A quick glance over his shoulder showed Olaf that the dragon was continuing in the direction of the capital city. It had already forgotten him.

“Alright, boy. Let’s go,” Olaf said as he turned his horse south.

Once they were back on the road, he brought the horse up to a trot, then a cantor, then a full gallop. With that potion, his horse would be able to run for hours at a time without succumbing to exhaustion. Olaf still had to be careful not to run him to death, but time was of the essence.

Somehow, he had to catch up to the king and tell him what happened. Fortunately, a marching army was easy to find. He just hoped he could catch the king in time.
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The soldiers marched on, day after day, with grim determination. This was an army eager to reach the fight. Hells, this was an army eager to fight.

Owyn felt a stab of pride at how flawlessly this massive number of soldiers had moved so far from their home city in such a short amount of time and kept their morale high in the process. Each day, they pushed their limits, trying to walk a mile further than the previous day, and drilled intensely with their spears and swords once camp had been set up.

The women in the wagons following the army were practically bowlegged at this time, but their purses overflowed with silver. Owyn had heard some of the men talking excitedly about the women, especially one with dark hair and large breasts. Owyn laughed at how something as simple as a few wagons filled with women could keep an army happy.

The journey to Peralta took two weeks. Two weeks of marching, of drilling soldiers on spears and swords, of sparring with the king every evening. Two weeks of Sunneva riding him every night and trying not to break his cot. Two weeks of her trying to explain the magic that she knew during the day, which she said helped her retain the knowledge better.

When they arrived at Peralta, excitement ran through the entire army. Tensions were high. Scouts searched in every direction, but found no evidence of any attacks. Just an enormous city in front of them, bigger than belief.

Ahead of them stood the walls of Peralta, a city of stories and legends. It was the oldest city in the known world, as well as the largest. Owyn had heard that a million people lived there. A million! He couldn’t even imagine a number so large.

The stone walls surrounding the city stood tall, forty feet or more, with vast towers at regular intervals. Archers and crossbowmen peeked from between crenelations at the top, and faces looked down on the approaching army from arrowslits further down the towers. Own idly wondered if they had to destroy an entire mountain to get enough stone for a city as massive as this.

This close to the city, the broad road was paved with smooth stones, almost as well paved as in Akranes. The road ended at an enormous gate in front of them, wide enough for twenty men abreast to walk through and tall enough to seem narrow.

The gates themselves were iron-strapped timbers, thickly reinforced at the bottom half with steel. At the moment, the gates stood closed. That didn’t surprise Owyn in the slightest, since he stood at the head of ten thousand soldiers eager for a fight.

“This worries me, Your Grace,” Owyn said to King Ivar next to him. “This many troops approaching a city is certain to raise alarm.”

“Oh, it absolutely will,” King Ivar said with a twist to his lips that might have been a smirk. “I’m risking war by just having this many troops here. Fortunately, I sent two scouts before us to deliver a message to King Rollo so he knows we mean him no harm. You should pay more attention to these things if you’re to be the king one day,” he said to Owyn with a wink. “If that rat bastard Ezoleus is here and Rollo knows about it, he should deliver him to us.” The king turned to Owyn. “At least, I hope.”

Ahead of them, one of the massive gates opened just enough for a single man on horseback to ride through. As he drew closer, Owyn saw that he was dressed in the colors of Peralta, black and white embroidered heavily with thread-of-gold. A messenger from their king, perhaps.

King Ivar pushed his way through his protesting guards and rode to meet the man, with Owyn in tow. Two knights followed close behind.

The messenger raised a hand to show he was unarmed and slowed his horse as the king and Owyn approached. When they drew closer, the messenger placed his hand over his heart and bowed as low as his saddle would allow.

“Are you from King Rollo?” King Ivar asked.

“That I am, Your Grace,” the messenger replied. He had an odd accent, just like the rest of the southerners, and spoke with his nose in the air as if he considered himself superior to the rest. “My name is Brynjar, messenger to His Majesty, King Rollo, Protector of the Realm and Lord of the Two Rivers. He has spoken with the messengers you sent earlier and welcomes you as an ally. He asks that you come speak with him so that we can maintain peace in the realm and so that all may prosper.”

King Ivar leaned over and spoke quietly to Owyn. “It seems my reputation precedes me. They probably expect me to start a fight, which, to be honest, I am eager to do. Would you speak in my stead, Owyn?”

“I would be honored, Your Grace,” Owyn replied with a bow of his head.

“You seem like the best choice, as you have dealt with Ezoleus more than anyone else. Go on, then.” King Ivar reached out and clapped Owyn on the shoulder. “Try not to start a war, eh?” He grinned.

“I’ll do my best,” Owyn said wryly.

“My son-in-law, Prince Owyn, will be joining you,” King Ivar said to the messenger.

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Brynjar said with a bow to Owyn. “If you will follow me, my lord, we’ll head right in.” He looked down at Owyn’s sword hanging from his belt. “You won’t be needing that, though. I can assure you that you’ll be safer in the presence of His Majesty than anywhere else.”

Owyn removed his sword and handed it to one of the King’s Guard knights next to him. He then kicked his horse into a trot and followed Brynjar. He heard Sunneva speak as he rode away.

“So, we’ll be waiting for some time, I take it?” Sunneva asked.

“Yes, until Owyn returns. I would expect a few hours.”

“Well, in that case, I need to excuse myself and find a private place to relieve myself. Unfortunately, I can’t just whip it out like a man. The treeline will have to do, although it looks as if it’s a mile away.”

King Ivar laughed. “Go on, take your time, Lady Sunneva. Let me know if you want one of the knights to accompany you.”

“I think I can manage urinating by myself,” she replied.

Owyn followed Brynjar through the door and into the city of Peralta. A ring of royal guards immediately joined them and formed into a circle around them, pushing their way through the streets.

After having lived in Akranes for years, Owyn thought he was familiar with how a city looked. But this…. This was more than he could have believed.

Inside the immense wall encircling the city, buildings clustered as if every city or town Owyn had ever seen had been gathered and set down here. Inns occupied many corners, their upper stories thrusting above the tile roofs of neighboring houses. The roads were paved with stones, fit so tightly that wagons rolled across smoothly. At nearly every major intersection stood a huge fountain, often with statues of past kings standing majestically in the center, spilling water from urns or horns. The entire city of Akranes could have fit within these walls three times over with room to spare.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Brynjar asked. “The grandest city in the world, Peralta is. One of the oldest, too. Only Selfoss is older, but to be blunt, it’s a dreadfully ugly city. Nothing like this,” he said as he swept his arm to the side, towards towers capped with golden spires, whitewashed buildings standing four and five stories tall, unspeakably large warehouses of stone, standing monolithic in their places.

“How can so many people live in one place?” Owyn asked quietly. It reminded him of ants crawling over their mound, too numerous to count.

“Because the great King Rollo rules over them all with a fair and just hand, that’s how,” Brynjar replied as if it were obvious. “The greatest city in the world deserves the greatest king in the world.” He turned and looked Owyn in the eye, speaking again after a pause. “Meaning no disrespect, of course.”

“Of course,” Owyn said politely, although he wanted to punch the man in the mouth.

“Peralta has a long and heralded history as being the center of trade in the world. Almost every nation is connected to us. Our economy is the world’s economy.” Brynjar sat with his head high as he spoke, clearly proud of his city.

Owyn shook his head in disbelief, still unable to wrap his head around the notion of a city being not only so large, but so economically powerful. The amount of money that passed through the city each week would probably fund all of Akranes for an entire year.

The road began to rise as they climbed a low hill, and the buildings became even more impressive. Ahead was a second wall within the city, with crenelated towers every hundred feet and the largest gate Owyn had ever seen. It was even larger than the gate through which he had entered the city, and that one was larger than he thought a gate could be made.

Ahead, the gates stood wide open. The road passed straight through it, although very few citizens entered as two dozen guards in plate armor blocked the way. The only people that made it through them were ones dressed as fine as Brynjar himself.

“And here we have the royal palace,” Brynjar said with a smug smile. “Tell me, Prince Owyn. Are you ready to meet the king and sort out these troubling times?”
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Owyn realized he was staring like a country fool and snapped his mouth shut. As they rode closer to the gate, Brynjar raised a hand to the guards, who clearly recognized him.

“Prince Owyn of Akranes comes to speak with the king,” he intoned, and the guards stepped out of the way.

After they passed through the gate, Owyn turned in his saddle to watch the guards. They moved together as one unit, closing the gap and once again standing like statues, each with a spear held upright and the other hand resting on the hilt of their sword.

“Your soldiers are well disciplined. Especially to stand out there in this hot southern sun,” Owyn said.

Brynjar smirked. “The best city in the world must be protected by the best military in the world.” Once again, he looked at Owyn and gave him that smug smile. “No offense, of course.”

“None taken,” Owyn said. The more he looked around, the harder it was to fault the man for believing so. Peralta was truly an amazing place, full of incredible architecture and wealth. And then, there was the palace itself.

Being perched atop a low hill made it seem larger than it was, but it was still the most incredible thing Owyn had ever seen. A set of towers stood in front of him, taller than he thought a building could be made and yet thick enough to seem squat. Arrow slits stood on every floor, with imposing curtain walls extended to more towers that were smaller yet still magnificent.

As they passed between the towers, the keep proper became visible. It looked like something out of a children’s story, standing tall with huge balconies on the higher floors. Thick walls of white stone stood fortress-like at the bottom, but the top looked to be filled with windows and arches, a true palace. He felt dizzy just looking up at the tile roof when he tried to mentally calculate how tall it was. How could workers even get that high to place the tiles?

“You could fit an entire city inside that building,” Owyn muttered to himself. He heard Brynjar laugh.

“Impressive, is it not? Nearly a thousand years old, and just as beautiful today as it was then. They say when it was completed, the architect that designed it wept and threw himself from the tallest tower, because he knew he could never design anything nearly as beautiful again.” He shrugged. “As I have said, the greatest city in the world.” That time, his smile seemed genuine.

Owyn followed him to the stables, where a pair of middle-aged men with serious expressions took their horses with careful hands. Brynjar led them from the stables through long hallways with tall, arched ceilings, further into the keep. Palace servants dressed in the royal livery filled the halls. Brynjar led Owyn through so many halls and rooms that Owyn completely lost his sense of direction. The palace was like an enormous maze.

“King Rollo is looking forward to speaking with you. After meeting with your messengers, he is rather fascinated by this situation they have described,” Brynjar said casually.

Owyn grunted in reply. “Fascinating isn’t the word I would use for it,” he said, his voice grim. “We seek a murderer. A man that will undoubtedly cause trouble here as well.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” Brynjar said as they turned a corner. He nodded at a row of armored guards standing in front of magnificently carved doors of dark wood. Two guards pulled the doors open.

“Welcome to the Grand Hall,” Brynjar murmured as they passed through the doorway.

The square chamber was large, much larger than the Grand Hall back in Akranes. The walls were made of stone of the purest white, with scenes of hunting and battle carved into them. Long tapestries hung between the carvings depicting farmers harvesting wheat, tanners producing leather, and all the things Peralta had built its long-reaching economy upon.

A thickly embroidered carpet ran from the door to the base of the dais, upon which the throne stood. After walking halfway down the rug, Brynjar dropped into a deep bow. Owyn copied him to the best of his ability, holding the uncomfortable position far longer than he would have liked.

“You may rise,” King Rollo said in a rich voice that was used to being obeyed.

Owyn straightened up with Brynjar and suppressed the urge to knuckle his lower back.

While Owyn was used to seeing his father-in-law lounge on the throne, King Rollo sat rigidly in his, his face a stern mask of disapproval. Owyn suspected that was how he looked at everything. Gray wings marked the temples of his otherwise black hair, but his dark eyes were steady as they scanned over Owyn. Unlike the broad-shouldered frame of King Ivar, King Rollo had a more narrow build, with a substantial stomach that rested upon his lap as he sat.

At his shoulder stood a broad man in armor that had four gold knots of rank at his shoulder. His face was all hard planes and angles, and while heavily lined, he looked as solid and immovable as a rock. He glared at Owyn as if he had bitten into a sour candy. The rank on his shoulder would mark him as the General of Peralta, or the Captain-General if Owyn remembered his lessons correctly.

“Leave us,” King Rollo said to Brynjar with a dismissive flick of his fingers.

Brynjar bowed again, then turned on his heel and walked out of the room. At the same time, King Rollo motioned for another servant to approach. The servant leaned down in front of the king and nodded as a message was whispered into his ear. He then hurried from the throne room.

The closing of the great doors echoed in the room and added to the tension. Owyn wiggled his toes in his boots, wishing the king would just speak instead of glaring at everything.

“Would you take wine, Prince Owyn?” King Rollo said suddenly, his frown lifting into some semblance of a semi-forced smile.

Wine again. What Owyn would have done for a good, dark beer.

“Of course, Your Majesty,” he said.

At a motion from the king, a servant approached with a goblet of wine in hand. Owyn took it with a word of thanks and stood in his place, unsure if he should drink or not. King Rollo nodded and gestured with his hand.

“Drink, please. We have only the finest wines here in Peralta. You won’t taste anything better in your life.” He leaned forwards slightly, almost eagerly, as Owyn brought the goblet to his lips.

Owyn paused, the goblet against his mouth and the wine only a hair’s breadth from his upper lips. Both King Rollo and his Captain-General watched him with poorly hidden interest. Why would they watch him so?

And then it hit him. Ezoleus was here, and certainly not rotting in a dungeon or they would have told him so right away. Either he was controlling the mind of the king, or he had convinced the king that Owyn and his men were here to attack the city.

Owyn kept the goblet against his lips for a second, then lowered it. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and smiled.

“That is truly the best wine I’ve ever had,” he lied. It probably was, but he wasn’t going to risk drinking it.

“Please, have more!” King Rollo said, still with that fake smile upon his face. The Captain-General looked eager, almost hungry, as he stared.

Owyn shook his head and lowered his goblet to his side. “Your Grace, I am here to speak with you about a man that has murdered many Akranian civilians and soldiers, and kidnapped—”

“And you bring an army of ten thousand men to my front doorstep,” the king snapped. “A fine way to start a conversation, indeed. An ever better way to start a war, one that you would certainly lose,” he finished, his eyes narrowing.

The Captain-General continued glaring, and crossed his thick arms across his armored chest.

Owyn brought the goblet up to his mouth and pretended to drink again while watching their reactions. King Rollo was not able to hide his pleasure at watching Owyn drink.

“We fear he would try the same things with you,” Owyn said, resting his hand on his waist and slowly walking to one side as he spoke. “He killed King Thyrill only a fortnight ago. Perhaps the news has not yet reached Peralta; we came here with great haste.”

The Captain-General scoffed. “And you would have us believe this? What proof do you offer of these heinous crimes?”

“Easy, Captain-General Larsen,” the king said. “Let’s allow Prince Owyn to relax for a moment before we question him.”

On seeing Owyn move nearer to the king, both royal guards stepped forwards, but King Rollo waved them away.

“Stand down, sirs,” he said. “I have nothing to fear from Prince Owyn. He has come here to offer an apology for bringing so many soldiers to Peralta and causing a scare among her people. Isn’t that right, prince? Tell me, how is your wine?”

Owyn stopped, swaying slightly, and put a hand to his head. “Very strong, Your Grace! I’m feeling the effects already.”

Owyn stared down into his goblet of poisoned wine. It seemed he had enemies everywhere. Even King Rollo wanted him dead. He stumbled forwards, then bent down and set his goblet on the floor. He was careful not to let any of it spill onto his hand.

King Rollo leaped up from his chair, watching Owyn expectantly. Captain-General Larsen took a step forward, his smile broadening.

“I suppose I don’t possess a strong constitution compared to you southerners,” Owyn said, dropping to a knee for balance. “Wow. That wine hit me like a hammer.”

Captain-General Larsen stepped down the marble dais, his face flush with excitement, and drew his thick-bladed sword. He approached Owyn and held his sword in both hands, looking down in stark disapproval.

“I can’t wait to do the same thing to your bastard of a king,” he growled, then raised his sword over his head.

Owyn snatched his dagger from his forearm and rammed it into the Captain-General’s stomach, right below his breastplate. The older man howled, his sword clattering to the floor as Owyn pulled the dagger out and rammed it in, again and again, perforating the man’s gut until a waterfall of blood poured out.

The Captain-General fell forwards with both hands out, intending to grab onto Owyn, but a quick move to the side prevented that. Owyn grabbed the man’s wrist and jerked his arm up, then pushed his dagger into the Captain-General’s armpit, all the way to the hilt. No one could survive that wound. Hot, red blood sprayed out as he yanked his dagger out, and the Captain-General fell to the floor, where he twitched and whined as he died.

“Kill him!” King Rollo shouted, waving his arms at his royal guards. “Cut his head off!” he shouted as he stumbled down the dais and tried to escape.

Owyn took a moment to steady himself, then hurled his dagger as hard as he could. It struck the king in the middle of the back, knocking him to the floor. After that, Owyn quickly snatched up the Captain-General’s sword and faced down the two approaching knights.

“OWYN!”

The room shook with the sheer volume of the voice calling his name. It took only a second for Owyn to recognize the sound of Ezoleus’s voice shouting so loudly.

“COME TO ME, OWYN!”

The guards looked around at the deafening roars and Owyn took the opportunity to slice each of them across the back of the knee, right where he saw a gap in their armor. Each man fell to the floor, howling in pain. They would walk with a limp from now on, but that was a far cry better than killing them for just doing their jobs. He kicked their swords away, then hurried across the room.

He ran to King Rollo, who was leaving a red smear across the floor as he tried to pull himself away.

“Mercy!” King Rollo shouted as Owyn drew near. “Mercy, prince, mercy! He forced me to act so!”

Owyn yanked his dagger from Rollo’s back and wiped it on the man’s velvet tunic, resisting the urge to kick him in the ribs. Instead, he resheathed the dagger on the inside of his left forearm.

He looked behind, where the guards still writhed. They saw Owyn and tried to crawl towards him, but they were slow.

Owyn hurried to where he had set the goblet of poisoned wine on the floor. He scooped it up and ran back to the king, setting it in front of the dying monarch.

“There’s your mercy,” Owyn said coldly as he stared down at the king. Chewing his bottom lip in thought, Owyn pulled out his dagger and dipped it into the poison wine, then resheathed it. A poisoned dagger could always come in handy.

King Rollo stared forlornly at the goblet as Owyn walked away. He wailed in pain, but Owyn put the cries out of his mind.

The main doors to the Grand Hall crashed open and a dozen royal guards poured in, each with a sword or halberd in their gauntleted hands. They saw Owyn and rushed forwards, their speed inhibited by their heavy plate armor.

Owyn looked around the room, searching for an escape. A small door was on the back wall, meant for servants. He rushed towards it.

As soon as he got there, he stumbled through the narrow doorway, barely fitting, and slammed it shut behind him. Shelves at the back of the room were filled with anything that might be needed for the king while on his throne; wine, spare goblets, bowls, writing instruments. Half a dozen servants stared at him wide-eyed, carrying wine or platters for their superiors.

The room was far too narrow for the heavy sword, so Owyn cast it to the floor and grabbed a nearby table, a heavy thing made from wood. He pulled it to the door, blocking it from opening. The hallway was narrow enough that even if the knights pushed the door and slid the table, it would stop halfway, preventing them from entering until the table was somehow removed.

Immediately after, something heavy crashed into the door, rattling it in its frame. Fortunately, halberds and swords were poor weapons for chopping wood, but the weight of a dozen armored men would get the job done quickly enough. He didn’t have much time.

“You!” Owyn shouted, grabbing a passing woman by the elbow. She yelped and stood there, eyes wide with fear. “How do I get out of here?” Owyn demanded. “Quickly, woman!”

“Go down that—” she began, pointing behind her down the long hallway.

Owyn released her, not waiting to hear the rest of what she said. He raced down the hallway, shoulder past crowds of servants, for once not apologizing to them. A crashing sound behind him put extra haste into his step as he realized the guards were breaking through the door.

After a moment of navigating, he stumbled into another hallway, a wide one much like what he had just come from after escaping the throne room. He ran down that hallway, passing servants and minor nobility that eyed him oddly as he sprinted by.

Owyn turned a corner, still searching for the damn way out, and ran straight into a pair of royal guards. They crashed to the floor in a tangled heap, and Owyn scrambled to his feet, an act made especially difficult with one of the guards clutching his leg.

“To the throne room, man!” Owyn shouted. “The wizard has attacked the king! Save him!”

The guards hurried away and Owyn breathed a sigh of relief. It shouldn’t have been that easy, but the madman’s voice rattling the building was clearly leaving people unhinged. He continued down the hallway at a fast walk, his long legs carrying him quickly. He sought an exit to the building, but the maze-like building kept its secrets from him.

The hallway ended in a stairwell that led up. Owyn cursed loudly and turned around, but heard shouting voices coming closer. He had no choice.

“Up it is,” he muttered to himself as he took the spiraling stairs two at a time.

They exited into yet another hallway, this one much quieter than the previous one. Owyn peered through an arrowslit and realized he was several stories above the ground. Somehow, he had to find a way out of this cursed place.

“OWYN!”

Ezoleus’s voice roared through the building. So loud was it that it rattled the very walls of the keep. Furniture vibrated on the floor with the intensity of the wizard’s voice, and the tapestries hanging on the walls shook.

Owyn hurried down the long hallway, looking for anything, a window, a door, a balcony. At this point he was ready to try to climb down the rough stone walls.

“I WILL BRING THE NINE HELLS TO YOU!”

Owyn slammed into a wall shoulder-first as he slid around a sharp corner. As soon as word got out that the king was dead, people would be demoralized. That would make it easier to get a small force of men inside the walls to hunt down Ezoleus and retrieve the princess. He just had to find a way out of this cursed keep first.

“I’M COMING, OWYN! I WILL TEAR EVERYTHING DOWN TO FIND YOU!”

Owyn winced from the volume of the wizard’s voice, but continued to run.

“This is twice you’ve made me run from a fight, you bastard,” Owyn muttered as he looked around himself. He turned a final corner and saw a large archway at the end of the hall, then raced for it. He had to get back to his king as quickly as possible. If that meant climbing down a wall, then so be it. The ancient stone that made up the walls of the keep were rough, and should be easy to find handholds on.

Owyn slid to a halt as he reached the archway. It opened into a massive balcony that offered a view to the north, towards where King Ivar and his army waited. Owyn’s eyes widened in horror as he saw something his mind refused to believe was reality.

He squeezed his eyes shut, certain that Ezoleus played tricks with his mind. When he opened them again, it was even worse. He couldn’t look away from what he saw.

“No,” he whispered.
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Olaf kept his horse at a gallop and sped past the formations of pikemen, archers, and heavy cavalry. He had to ride in a wide arc around the groups of soldiers; there had to be at least ten thousand of them, by his estimation.

Of course, their being camped right outside the city of Peralta made things even worse. There simply wasn’t any place for them to go. A few minutes ago, he passed a beautiful young noblewoman with red hair, riding towards the treeline and muttering under her breath how hard it was just to find enough privacy to piss. He didn’t know her, but she looked like that woman that had just been raised to nobility by the king. Plenty of men talked about her, usually mentioning her beauty and that she was in a three-way relationship with the prince and the princess.

Once the potion had worn off, Olaf had ridden his horse nearly to death, then traded it for a fresh one and done the same thing with that one to make the trip as quickly as possible. A bit of gold changed hands and the previous owners were grateful to sell off their most prized horses. Olaf didn’t care if he ran a dozen horses to the point of exhaustion; he had to tell the king what he had seen.

“I have an urgent message for the king!” Olaf shouted as he came near the front of the army.

He repeated those words several times as he came near the heavily guarded monarch. As soon as he dismounted, he approached a line of soldiers in plate armor, the King’s Guard. Those pompous asses were never easy to deal with, but he had no choice.

“Please, I have an urgent message for the king,” he said between breaths.

“Hold on, scout,” one of the guards said, a towering giant of a man nearly the size of the prince.

At any other time, Olaf would have corrected the man and reminded him that he was the king’s personal messenger, but at the moment he just didn’t care. All he cared about was talking to the king.

“You should be talking with your commander,” the knight said. “If you have a message for the king, tell us and we can pass it on.”

“I’m a royal messenger, you stupid fucking bastard!” Olaf shouted. “This is a matter of life and death! King Ivar! King Ivar!”

The knight exchanged glances with the man to his side and stepped closer to Olaf, clearly thinking he had gone mad. Olaf kept shouting for the king, hoping beyond hope that his voice would be heard.

“Calm down, man,” the knight ordered him. “Do you think we’ll let a madman go near the king?”

“King Ivar!” he shouted again.

“What in the Nine Hells is all this racket about?” King Ivar called out as he stepped closer.

“This soldier seems to be losing his mind,” the knight said, bowing his head and placing himself between Olaf and the king. “We’ll handle him, Your Grace.”

King Ivar looked around the guard and his eyes widened slightly.

“Olaf! What is going on?” The king pushed his knights aside as he approached his messenger.

One of the benefits of all Olaf’s thick facial scars is that he was instantly recognizable at a glance. Even to the king, who dealt with dozens, hundreds of people every day.

“This man is my personal messenger,” King Ivar growled at the knight. “I selected him myself. You dare put yourself between us?”

The knight bowed his head, embarrassment heavy in his stance.

“Your Grace,” Olaf said, still breathing heavily. His heart had barely slowed since he first saw the damn dragon. “It’s coming, Your Grace! We need to get you out of here. I saw it with my own eyes. Great, big wings. A dragon, more than a hundred feet long, spitting fire!” He tried to stay calm—he was known for his unshakeable calm in any situation, after all—but the words just poured out of his mouth like a torrent of nonsense.

King Ivar looked down at him incredulously. “Have you gone mad? How can—”

“I saw it burn down a village in one breath,” Olaf shouted. “It went towards the capital afterwards. Please, sire, we have to save our people!” Olaf looked to his right and saw a shape in the sky, growing as it rapidly approached. “Oh gods, no!” He scrambled back, away from the king and his knights. The dragon had followed. “Run!” he shouted.

“Catch that man and bring him to me!” King Ivar roared. “I have questions for you, Olaf!”

“Yes, Your Grace,” the knights said as they tried to chase Olaf.

Fortunately, their plate armor made them slow. Having been a scout for so many years, Olaf always dressed in lightweight clothing. He scrambled towards his horse, easily escaping them.

“What the fuck is that?” the king said mere seconds later.

Olaf didn’t listen to anything else they said. He ran for his horse as hard as his legs would carry him, and practically leaped into the saddle. The animal jumped, but a firm hand on the reins got it under control. Olaf spurred it into a run, away from the king, away from the army, away from his countrymen.

He didn’t feel fear the way most men did; he would fight anyone at any time and usually win. There was no fighting this, though, and raw terror had its hooks deep in him.

Olaf risked a glance over his shoulder and his heart sank. Archers hastily pulled out their bows and fired at the dragon, darkening the sky with their vast numbers. The dragon ignored the attack with as much care as a man ignoring a gnat. It swooped down over the army and flapped its massive wings, hovering in place and sending a great cloud of dust into the air.

Its mouth opened and Olaf turned away, refusing to watch. He kicked his horse harder, wishing the animal was faster.

Intense heat scorched his back as if he stood next to a great bonfire. Both Olaf and the horse screamed from the pain, but it was lost in the roar coming from behind them. He kicked his horse and flapped his reins, hoping that pain and fear would make the animal somehow outrun this monster.

The ground suddenly struck Olaf in the face and it took him a moment to realize he had fallen. His horse rolled on the ground, screaming, its leg bent at a sharp angle. Olaf scrambled towards the animal and thrust his dagger into her neck, putting her out of her misery. He had always loved horses, ever since he was a kid, and hated seeing them suffer. She had carried him far, the least he could do was prevent her from burning to death. In this situation, his dagger was mercy.

Olaf hastily undid the girth strap and tore his saddle blanket from the corpse. He soaked up some of the blood with it, then threw it over his head and huddled behind the dead horse, letting her body shield him as a massive wave of fire blasted over them.

Heat immediately soaked through the blanket and turned it to ash, and the smell of burned meat was strong enough to make Olaf nauseous. He couldn’t tell if the smell was from the horse or him, which made the terror in his veins even thicker.

As soon as it started, it was over. Olaf quickly slapped at the flames on his breeches and hurried away from the smoking, dead animal. He limped from the pain, but managed to make it to a nearby rock, just big enough to offer some protection. He knelt behind it and tried to catch his breath, then hurried towards a small copse of trees nearby.

Olaf sat with his back to a tree and fell to the ground. He felt a tear slide down his scarred cheek as he looked over his shoulder back at where the army had stood.

Of his countrymen, no sign remained. Where thousands of men had once stood, ready to fight, now there was only charred earth with a few blackened lumps.

He didn’t remember seeing Prince Owyn with the king earlier. Perhaps he had gone into the city to speak with King Rollo. It was a long shot, but he let the seed of hope take root in his mind.

Turning back to the city, he watched the dragon blast part of the keep with fire. If anyone could survive this, it was the King’s Champion. Olaf decided that he would hide and wait for a day, two at most, while his body healed. After that, he would find his way home.

Even though he knew it was gone.
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Owyn watched in horror as a giant beast from nightmares hovered above the city wall, right where the Akranian soldiers were camped. Great dust clouds formed as the dragon flapped its powerful wings, holding its body aloft. Owyn couldn’t see the Akranian forces, but he knew they were right there, below the dragon.

It watched for a moment, almost seeming to be amused when thousands of arrows bounced harmlessly off its scales. Then, it opened its great maw. A line of white-hot fire spewed forth from the dragon’s mouth. Flames flickered above the tops of the city walls like massive waves crashing against boulders. Thick, black smoke immediately rose from the area. The dragon shifted to the side and opened its mouth again, sending another gout of flame to the ground.

Owyn didn’t need to see the bodies to know that there were no Akranians left. No one could survive that. His heart sank as he watched the dragon roast the last of the Akranian soldiers.

Sunneva had been there, near the king. She was dead. No, wait! As Owyn had ridden away, he remembered her mentioning a need to visit the trees to make water. He hoped beyond hope she had somehow made it. If she had, she would likely be the only survivor besides himself.

Three guards atop one of the city towers aimed a massive ballista at the dragon and fired, sending a spear-sized arrow right at the beast. It struck with enough force to draw the dragon’s attention and little else. The bolt split in two upon impact, then fell to the ground.

The dragon turned its head and blasted the tower with fire so hot that even the stone melted. The men had fled the moment the bolt left the ballista, but the sheer heat of the dragonfire turned the stone to liquid and the top half of the tower collapsed on itself as if it were made of mud instead of stone.

“How can this be?” Owyn asked aloud. Dragons weren’t real; they were stories used to scare children, fables to read about in books.

Owyn reminded himself that only a few months ago he would have believed giant burning skeletons were also mere stories, yet he had faced one and survived. Surely, he stood no chance against a dragon, but maybe if he—

Still hovering in place, the dragon suddenly turned its head and locked eyes with Owyn. Even from this great distance, he could feel it trying to force itself inside his head, a great alien presence full of range, impossible to resist. It spoke to him then, not with words but with feelings and thoughts that pushed their way into his mind.

You.

A swirling mixture of emotions flooded into Owyn’s mind, so strong he fell to his knees and clutched at his head. A desire to kill Owyn, disgust for humans in general, burning hot rage at being forced into servitude, and irritability at being woken after so many centuries. He experienced these almost as if they were his own thoughts. Owyn felt like his very sanity was being attacked by this horrible beast.

Images pushed into Owyn’s mind. He saw through the dragon’s eyes as the beast burned the city of Akranes. Citizens tried to flee, but the dragon set them all aflame. The few guards left fired arrows in vain, then died with the rest. Nearly half of the city was completely destroyed, including part of the keep.

Then the dragon opened its mouth and a sound came forth, a sound terrible and other-worldly beyond belief. It was as if a thousand shrieks of rage and pain were torn from a thousand throats all at once, but so much louder.

Owyn clamped his hands over his ears, trying to block the horrific noise, but was unable. He pushed himself back from the archway, seeking some respite from the horrendous noise.

The dragon finally stopped its piercing noise and its great wings flapped harder, lifting it into the sky. Slowly, it flew over the city, sending lines of fire seemingly at random as if it killed just for killing’s sake.

It locked eyes with Owyn again and he realized the dragon was coming directly for him. With powerful movements of its wings, it dashed towards the keep, shockingly fast for something so large. It moved straight for the balcony upon which Owyn stood.

Owyn nearly fell over backwards as he fled the balcony and ran into the hall. A rumbling growl echoed down the hallway behind him right as two royal guards turned the corner and appeared in front of him.

“Run!” Owyn shouted as he pushed through them.

“Hold it right there,” one of them said, grabbing Owyn by the elbow and halting him. The other man held a length of rope in his hands and moved closer.

Owyn didn’t have time to argue with these men. He spun and slammed his fist into the man’s chin, the only part of him not protected by his conical helmet.

The guard sputtered and crashed to the floor, and his companion dropped the rope and drew his sword. A great shadow fell upon the balcony and Owyn scrambled away, tripping on his own feet. He crawled on all fours around the corner before he could get his footing again and run.

A deafening roar filled the hallway from behind him and everything turned white. Owyn slammed his shoulder into the first door he came to and fell right through as searing flame blasted through the hallway. Lying on his back, Owyn kicked the thick wooden door shut and held it with his boot while trying to catch his breath. Flames licked around the edges of the door, charring the thick wood black in a matter of seconds. Smoke billowed off the door, even after the dragon’s attack had stopped.

Owyn finally realized someone was screaming behind him. He hurried to his feet, ready to defend himself.

A woman sat in a large copper bathtub, her face corpse-pale from fear. She shrieked in terror, covering her large breasts with her hands. A serving woman stood in front of the tub, her belt knife clutched shakily in both hands as she faced Owyn. Owyn sighed and raised his hands to them.

“Ladies, I mean you no harm, but the dragon outside surely does. Flee to the cellars or anywhere you think you’d be safe.”

“What is going on?” the noblewoman in the bathtub demanded. “Do you know who I am?”

“Dragon?” the servant asked.

“Flee or stay here. I really don’t care,” Owyn said. His mind was on more important things.

He ignored their continued complaints and used his sleeve to pull on the door handle—even through the wool, it was burning hot.

Only seconds ago, this hallway had been marble floors and smooth-cut stone. Tapestries hung on the walls along with fancy sconces. Now, everything was charred black. Owyn risked a glance around the corner of the hallway. Of the two guards, almost nothing remained; they had been burned to little more than misshapen lumps. The end of the hallway drooped down as if the stone itself had melted like wax. The balcony beyond that was completely gone.

Until that moment, Owyn hadn’t even known that stone could melt.

“COME TO ME, OWYN!”

Ezoleus’s voice continued to reverberate through the hallways at impossible volumes.

Owyn had no choice but to flee, else the dragon would burn the entire castle down. He ran down the hallway, completely lost in the great keep and not entirely sure where he could go even if he knew the layout.

While he wished he could kill Ezoleus and rescue his wife, right now fleeing seemed like his only option. It pained him to leave his vengeance undone, but survival was at the forefront of his mind at the moment. He would get to safety, gather his thoughts, and come after Ezoleus with a plan.

His feet took him around several more corners, past panicking servants and guards. Twice he asked how to leave the building, but each time he was ignored. He finally decided to follow the crowd—the guards might be trying to save what remained of the royal family, but servants would surely be trying to save their own skin and escape.

As part of a small crowd, he fled down wide hallways and ran down several staircases. His heart leaped in his chest and hope surged in his veins as he saw a massive set of doors at the end of the hallway, standing wide open. Bright sunlight beamed through the open doors; it might have been the most beautiful thing Owyn had ever seen.

An elderly woman fell beneath the throng and Owyn grabbed her beneath the armpit, lifting her back to her feet and holding tightly as he pulled her behind him. At least he could save one person.

The door was twenty feet ahead. He was going to make it. The old woman slapped at his hand and twisted out of his grip, then sprinted towards the doors.

All hope faded as a massive shadow fell across the entrance.
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Owyn tried to stop but the pressure of the throng kept him moving forward, closer to the doors. The tip of a sinuous tail flickered in the door opening. The crowd of people in the doorway screamed in terror and tried to force their way back inside, while the people further down the hallways still pushed and hoped to escape the keep.

Owyn found himself caught in the middle, being crushed by dozens of servants and guards, all of them in a state of panic. Only his towering height and immense strength gave him the ability to move.

Further back in the hallway, an archway stood against one of the walls, leading to who knew where—but it was somewhere other than the exit doors, so Owyn went for it. He forced his way through the screaming crowd, trying his best not to knock anyone to the ground.

The doorway became like the sun as flames blasted through the crowd of people, turning them to ash in a matter of seconds. Owyn fell through the archway and scrambled to his feet, racing down the narrow hall as flames burned the crowd behind him.

Several people followed him into the hallway, but they were set aflame by the dragon’s fire. Owyn leaped forwards, landing hard on the stone floor and covering his head with his arms. He felt heat as if he were standing directly in front of a blacksmith’s forge. The scent of burning hair and flesh filled the hall. It lasted only a second, but the damage was absolute.

Owyn coughed and pushed himself to his feet, then looked behind him. The man nearest to him wept as he pulled himself across the floor with his hands as he coughed black blood onto the floor. His legs ended in charred stumps, and his entire back was blistered and red. Hard way for a man to die.

Beyond him, things were worse. The air shimmered with heat and Owyn pulled his tunic over his head as he hurried back into the main hallway. After an attack like that, the dragon would likely move on to a different target.

As expected, there were no survivors. Where dozens of people had stood only seconds before, only smoldering black piles remained. The smell of burned meat was overpowering, and Owyn swallowed heavily as his mouth salivated and his stomach threatened to reject its contents.

What was not fully expected was that the stone doorframe itself had melted from the heat of the dragon’s fire. Heat radiated so strongly from the stone and from the melted tile floor that it would cook Owyn in seconds if he went towards where the doors had once stood. Owyn cursed and hurried back into the keep, his mind racing as he tried to think of a way out.

Another ear-piercing shriek filled the hallway, but this one sounded different than the dragon. Something about it tugged at his mind, something strange yet familiar. Something…feminine?

“OWYN!”

This time it was a woman’s voice that rang through the halls at an impossible volume. Owyn’s heart sank as recognition hit him; it was Freya.

While he had fled from Ezoleus, he ran towards Freya’s continued shouts. Deep in his heart he knew that somehow he could get through to her, to break this spell Ezoleus had placed upon her mind. He refused to accept the possibility that his wife was gone.

He ran up marble stairs against a crowd of panicking servants. Guards fled as well; apparently, fear had driven them from their sworn duties and they had abandoned loyalty. Owyn caught a glimpse of the dragon through an arrowslit, blasting fire onto the city and destroying four buildings at once. While he initially felt disgusted that the guards would abandon their loyalties, after seeing the dragon he realized they had the right idea. No one could stand against something like that, and to even try was a complete waste of effort.

Fight, or be killed. Fight, and be killed. What a choice.

He reached the top of the stairs and clamped his hands over his ears as Freya shouted his name again. If his eardrums rattling in his head was any sign, he was close.

A long hallway at the edge of the keep stood in front of Owyn. Both the ceiling and floor were marble, and the right-hand wall dark stone, intricately carved with lions and other wildlife. The left side of the hallway was nothing but tall arches that offered a splendid view of the city.

The city that was more than half destroyed and billowing smoke from every street corner.

Owyn would be completely exposed when he crossed that hallway, but he had to continue. How quickly could he sprint to the other side? Ten seconds? Twelve? Being so determined to cook the entire city, would the dragon even notice him?

Owyn took a step forwards and peered around the edge of the first arch. The dragon hovered over the city, and its head immediately snapped to the side as it locked eyes with Owyn.

You.

Once again, a flood of the dragon’s emotions pounded at Owyn’s sanity. The dragon shrieked, not like the deafening cacophony earlier, but a sound of pure irritation. It bolted towards the keep, massive claws held in front as if it sought to tear him apart.

“Ah, shit,” Owyn said and broke into a dead sprint. He pumped his heavy legs as hard as he could, crossing the hallway as fast as he had ever run. The hallway ended in a T intersection, and a wooden door carved with lions stood directly in front of him. Owyn fixed his eyes on it, as well as his hopes.

A giant black talon the size of his arm narrowly missed Owyn’s head as the dragon slammed into the keep. It screeched with rage and hatred as stones crashed and crumbled. Owyn kept his speed and slammed into the door, tearing it from its hinges and launching it into the room.

Owyn immediately moved from the doorway and dashed to the side just in time. Flames filled the hallway and blasted through the open doorway, scorching everything in their path.

As soon as the fire receded, Owyn was on his feet again, passing through the hallway and continuing down a side hall. Freya was close. Again and again he told himself that he would be able to save her.

As he passed by another window, something caught his eye. At the next window he glanced out and saw a robed figure standing atop the highest tower of the keep, arms raised high overhead as he shouted Owyn’s name. Lighting crackled above his fingers.

Ezoleus.

Owyn snarled and continued down the hallway. The wizard could wait. All that mattered was Freya.

He was back in a central hallway of the keep. He recognized it from his walk with Brynjar, with doors on each side and wide stairs at the end. Thinking back to where he had seen Ezoleus, he realized those stairs would bring him closer to the foul wizard. A plan began to form in his mind. He would need a river of luck, but he just might be able to make it out of this nightmare alive.

Feet appeared, stepping down the stairs, then legs, then a body. Owyn fumbled at his waist for his sword out of habit, but then remembered he had left his sword back with his father-in-law. As the person’s face became visible, Owyn stopped in shock.

It was Freya.

Her eyes, once bright green, were now solid black with thin tendrils of smoke leaking from the corners. Soft red lips twisted into a snarl upon seeing Owyn. She bared her teeth like a rabid animal. When she saw him she stopped, her face contorting through a range of emotions. Rage looked to be the victor.

It was now or never. If he couldn’t get his wife back, he didn’t want to continue living. The thought of telling Sunneva he had failed to rescue Freya filled his gut with lead.

“Freya!” he called out, not knowing what else to say. “My wife, I am here for you.”

Her snarl deepened and she made a growling noise in her throat, then raised her hands.

“Ah, shit,” Owyn muttered.
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Heart and brain were locked in a battle, with Owyn’s brain telling him to flee and his heart wanting to save Freya. His heart won, so he stood his ground and shouted to his wife that he loved her.

She screamed at him again, conjuring a blast of wind so strong it knocked him to the floor tiles. He pushed himself to his feet while keeping a cautious eye on her.

Freya lifted her hands and held them palm-up. Flames sputtered into existence above each hand.

“I will sear your flesh where you stand,” she growled at him.

Owyn leaped to the side, slamming into a door. It rattled in its frame but refused to open. His boot sent it flying open and cast splinters across the floor. Owyn scrambled inside and hid along the long wall, panting as he tried to think of a way to break through Ezoleus’s possession of her.

“Freya, listen to me!” he shouted. “I am Owyn, your husband! Even though I was only a commoner, you agreed to wed me because I saved you from the witch Valdis. We married Sunneva shortly thereafter.”

Another ear-piercing shriek echoed down the hall and Owyn clamped his hands over his ears. As soon as the screaming stopped, he dropped his hands.

Owyn crept closer to the doorway and listened carefully. He could hear her soft footsteps approaching. Somehow, he had to break through this curse that controlled and twisted her. If he could think of the right thing to say, perhaps trigger a memory, he was certain she would snap out of it; she had the strength within her, she just had to be reached.

Freya stepped into the doorway and Owyn immediately reached out and grabbed her firmly by the shoulders.

“Freya! I love you dearly, and our life toge—”

Freya screamed again and struck him in the chest with an open palm. Owyn crashed to the floor and slid across the tiles like piece of discarded trash. His head struck the stone wall and he lay there for a moment, watching two Freyas step closer. They blurred into a single image of an enraged princess.

Her hands flexed as if her fingers sought his throat. She looked down at Owyn the way a man would look at a maggot, or a roach. Only disgust was visible in her black eyes. As her fingers began going through motions, she started uttering an incantation. Owyn’s chest suddenly felt incredibly tight, as if it were banded with iron.

This was it. He was going to be murdered by his wife.

“A witch cursed you,” Owyn said through clenched teeth. Each word came out as a croak as her spell tightened around his chest, making it nearly impossible to breathe. “You can’t have any children. You are completely barren, and you once told me that your entire worth as a princess had been taken from you.”

She sneered at him, a look more malicious than he had ever seen from her, but paused the casting of her spell.

“Together, we married Sunneva. You loved her for years, and she agreed to bear children for us. Come back to us, Freya.”

A tear ran down her cheek and she took a step towards him, hands still outstretched and fingers held like claws.

“You went to the academy to learn magic so that you could fight against evil!” Owyn continued. “Evil like Uthar, who conspired with Valdis to murder your mother. Evil like Ezoleus, who controls you now. Now is your chance, Freya. Remember who you are and fight!”

The pressure around Owyn’s chest disappeared and he spat a mouthful of blood onto the floor. He pushed himself to his feet, wavering for a moment, then took a cautious step towards his wife. She glared at him with all the heat of the sun and her face contorted and shifted through a range of emotions.

“I will risk anything to have you back,” Owyn said quietly. “Life isn’t worth living without you.”

Slowly, ever so slowly, he placed his hands atop hers and pushed them down. Her entire body shook and tears streamed down her face as Owyn stepped closer. He wrapped his thick arms around her, feeling her cold, stiff body. It was like embracing a corpse.

“I love you,” he whispered into her ear.

Her body shook even harder and her breathing came in labored gasps. Owyn held her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. They were as black as night, as if they had been filled with smoke and oil. He wiped a thumb across her cheek, catching a tear as it ran down.

“You are Princess Freya of Akranes, and I love you,” he whispered.

A sob broke from her throat and the blackness of her eyes began swirling like a vortex of night. She coughed and Owyn held her to keep her from falling. Through the horrible darkness of her eyes, the barest speck of green became visible. Her breath labored through clenched teeth and that speck grew until her eyes were green again.

“Owyn—” she started, then immediately pushed him away.

Freya fell to her knees and heaved. Black sludge poured from her mouth and she crawled backwards, away from the filth. Owyn reached down to comfort her but she waved him back, still vomiting the horrible mess. Owyn’s eyes widened in shock as he watched what looked like pure, concentrated evil spill from her mouth in a seemingly endless stream.

With one final heave, Freya spat on the floor and sighed. She clambered to her feet and grabbed the bottom edge of the dress. With a grimace, she used the cloth to wipe her face clean.

A pitcher of wine sat on a nearby table. While there was no telling how long it had sat there, that didn’t seem to matter to Freya at that moment. She rushed over to the pitcher, stumbling twice. She frowned as she looked into the pitcher, but took a deep pull from it, then spat it onto the floor. She finally turned to Owyn, her eyes shadowed but green once again.

“You cannot imagine what that tasted like,” she said.

Owyn laughed despite the death all around him and rushed forwards to his wife. He embraced her tightly and she wrapped her arms around him and began crying against his chest. He stroked the back of her hair gently, grateful to have her back in his arms where she belonged.

Ezoleus roared Owyn’s name again and lightning punctuated it, but Owyn ignored it. At that moment, the entire world could burn and he wouldn’t have cared. He had Freya again.

“I am so sorry for everything, Owyn,” she said between sobs. “I couldn’t help it. He imprisoned me in my own mind and body. Day after day, I watched myself do horrible things, things I will never be able to forget, and I could do nothing to stop them.”

“Shhh,” Owyn said, kissing the top of her head. “Remember, you didn’t do those things, Freya. Ezoleus did. He had control of your mind for weeks. The blame is his.” He broke their embrace and held her by the shoulders at arm’s length. “And now it’s time for us to kill him.”
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Owyn could feel the tension in Freya’s body.

“I want him to suffer,” she said, her eyebrows drawing down into a fierce scowl. “I want him to know terror and pain.”

“Somehow, we will do it,” Owyn said. “Together.”

Some of the ferocity in Freya’s gaze deflated and she shook her head. “You can’t imagine how strong he is, though.” She whispered a word and a flame appeared above her palm, burning bright and hot. “I haven’t learned much yet, but I did manage to pick up some spells while he had control of me. My knowledge is weak, but I’m still stronger than most. I’m nothing compared to Ezoleus, though.”

Owyn frowned in thought. “I have an idea. I’ll just need some luck, and to get close to him without dying.” He chuckled. “Tall order, it seems.”

She shook her head, her eyes wide. “I’m—I’m afraid, Owyn. We don’t stand a chance against him. As much as I want to kill him, I feel we should return home, where we can gather our strength and do this properly.”

Owyn took a deep breath. This was not going to be easy.

“How much do you remember from your time under his control?” Owyn asked.

She shook her head. “Not much. Bits and pieces, a few spells as I said earlier. Most of what I remember is struggling to break free. I felt like I was drowning.” She sighed. “I’d much rather just go home.”

Owyn sighed. “We can’t go home, Freya. There is nothing left.” He felt nauseous as he tried to think of the words, how to tell the princess that almost everyone she knew and loved was gone. “I saw through the dragon’s eyes, Freya. It showed me.” He kissed her on the cheek and squeezed her tightly. “Everyone is gone.”

“What?” she asked, her voice incredulous, her eyes brimming with tears as she pushed away from him. “What do you mean by ‘everyone?’” Her voice trembled.

Owyn wanted to pull her back into an embrace, to hold her tightly until her pain subsided, but he knew she was a strong woman and preferred to hear things straight out.

“The dragon Ezoleus summoned,” he began. “It destroyed Akranes. The city.” He sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know if you remember anything since you arrived here, but much of Peralta is in flames right now as well.”

“OWYN!” Ezoleus’s voice shook the keep. Outside, the dragon shrieked again.

“What?” Freya asked once the dragon was done. “Are you saying the city—”

“Yes,” Owyn broke in. “The dragon burned down the entire city. Your father and I brought an army to the gates of Peralta to hunt Ezoleus down. The dragon killed them.”

“My father?” she asked, fresh tears leaking down her cheeks. “Owyn, is….”

The look on Owyn’s face confirmed her fears. She sank down to her knees, tears flowing like streams down her face. Her body shook with full-throated sobs.

Owyn knelt next to her and held her tightly, while she wept on his shoulder. The keep shook with the force of Ezoleus’s shouts, but Owyn ignored him and held his wife tightly.

“Where is Sunneva?” Freya asked.

“There is a chance she’s okay,” Owyn said. “Right before I entered the city, she left and went to the treeline to relieve herself. That was a mile away or more, so if it took her some time, she might have escaped the attack.”

“Wait,” Freya said, her sobs suddenly halting. She closed her eyes as she placed her fingers around her wrist and uttered several words under her breath. A moment later, her eyes shot open and the tears started anew, but this time tears of relief.

“What was that?” Owyn asked as she reached out and held onto him, weeping on his shoulder.

“Sunneva is alive!” Freya said. “That was something we would do back in Akranes, to let each other know we were thinking of the other. I sent her my heartbeat and she sent hers back. Oh, Sunneva, you’re alive!”

Owyn held her until her sobs subsided. He didn’t even flinch when a painting fell from the wall and crashed on the floor behind them, splintering the frame. After a deep breath, Freya finally spoke again.

“I’m going to kill him. No matter what it takes,” she said.

Owyn stood and pulled her to her feet. “I’m right by your side, my love. Let us seek vengeance.”

He moved to the corner of the room and grabbed the wine pitcher. It was a heavy thing, made from silver. Being careful not to spill it, he went back to Freya’s side and nodded.

“Are you suddenly thirsty for wine?” she asked.

“No, but Ezoleus might be,” Owyn said with a grin.

Together, they walked through the halls. Freya led him to a spiraling staircase. They ascended slowly, keeping an eye out. Owyn clutched the pitcher tightly in his hand and focused on putting one foot in front of the other. His plan had to work. It had to.

Freya reached the top of the stairs first, with Owyn only a step behind. Ezoleus stood at the top of the tower, watching the destruction of the city from between the crenelations. As soon as they stepped onto the top of the tower, he turned to face them, a malicious smile upon his face.

Owyn took one step and hurled the pitcher of sour wine at the wizard. It struck him in the chest and sprayed wine all over his pristine robes, then clattered to the floor. While Owyn knew the wine pitcher wouldn’t cause any great harm to the wizard, he used the distraction to pull his dagger and throw it. The blade flew true and struck Ezoleus in the chest, right where his heart was.

Ezoleus sputtered with rage and kicked the pitcher away from him, then looked down at the dagger sticking out of his chest. He looked up at Owyn and sneered, his eyes full of contempt.

“I suppose you have already forgotten your fight with Valdis, boy,” Ezoleus said. “You cannot kill me.”

“Maybe not,” Owyn said, setting his feet wide, ready to move in an instant. “But she can,” he said, nodding towards his wife.

Freya screamed in anger and thrust both hands forward, sending a gout of flame towards Ezoleus that would have made the dragon proud. It consumed him completely and blackened the stone around him, but when she finished, Ezoleus still stood there, unharmed.

He clapped his hands and laughed at the both of them. “Do you really think that you, so new to the magical arts, can stand against someone such as I?” Ezoleus asked, his voice haughty. He flexed his hands and grinned darkly, his pale eyes as cold as winter. “I have lived for hundreds of years, girl. I have seen things you couldn’t imagine, and have done things that would drive you insane to even hear of. And now, I’m going to teach you the meaning of pain.”

Owyn glanced to the side and saw the dragon hovering over the city. As expected, Freya’s spell had attracted the dragon’s attention, and the beast slowly approached them. Owyn locked eyes with it and once again staggered beneath the barrage on his senses. This time though, he sent something back. With all his will, he sent a single thought to the dragon, not knowing how he did it but knowing that the dragon would be able to understand.

Come.

Excitement skittered across blinding rage in the dragon’s reply.

Ezoleus drew himself up frigidly, looking down his nose at Owyn and Freya. He frowned at the dagger sticking out of his chest and pulled it out, then cast it to the floor with a grunt of distaste.

“I see you’ve met my pet,” Ezoleus said. “Tell me, Owyn, how does it feel knowing that your actions ultimately led to my beautiful dragon killing all of your men? Hmm?” Ezoleus chuckled richly and the words continued. “How does it feel knowing you ultimately killed your wife’s father? I didn’t think regicide was your style.”

Owyn kept his eyes locked with the dragon’s ignoring the vile filth Ezoleus spewed. He breathed hard from the effort of having his mind connected to the beast. A thin line of blood leaked from his nose. He sent one more thought to the dragon.

Vengeance.

Owyn fell to his knees, utterly exhausted. Freya rushed to his side, grabbing his shoulders and trying to help him stand.

“I’ve been waiting too long for this,” Ezoleus said, taking a step towards them. He leaned down, close to Owyn, looking him in the eye. “The only time I’m going to stop torturing you is when I torture your lovely wife and make you watch.” A smile twisted across his lips. He scratched at his chest, right where Owyn’s dagger had taken him, and his faint smile melted into a frown.

Owyn slammed his head forward, connecting with Ezoleus’s face and flattening the wizard’s nose in a spray of red. He leaped to his feet as the dragon flew behind Ezoleus, hovering, waiting.

“Feeling something, wizard? A burning in your veins, perhaps?” It was Owyn’s turn to grin as Ezoleus angrily rubbed at his arm. “The very poison you had the king use against me was on that blade.”

“This ends now,” Ezoleus said, and raised his hands.

“But now how you want,” Freya shouted. She began an incantation and twisted her hands as if snapping a stick.

Ezoleus glared at her and clenched his teeth, chanting his own counter spell. Freya staggered but her flow of words did not cease.

Owyn wasted no time and rushed to the wizard, one hand grabbing his throat and the other grabbing his belt. He squeezed as hard as he could, cutting off Ezoleus’s spell abruptly. Without the ability to counter Freya, the wizard’s left arm suddenly snapped in half as if it were hit with a hammer. Freya continued her spell and one of Ezoleus’s legs bent the wrong way at the knee. Veins in the wizard’s neck bulged as he tried to scream, but Owyn kept his grip tight and lifted him high into the air.

The dragon was waiting, wind from its great wings nearly blowing Owyn over. It’s mouth snapped as Owyn took a step towards the low wall around the top of the tower. With a grunt of effort, he threw the spindly old wizard right over the edge of the tower.

The dragon opened its mouth and snapped at the falling wizard, narrowly missing him with its great maw. Down the wizard fell, a hundred feet and more, and Owyn leaned an elbow on the stone crenelations to watch.

Ezoleus landed on the boulders below, his fall slowed by some magical spell. He immediately began shouting at the dragon and gesturing frantically. His limbs healed, and the dragon recoiled sharply as if struck.

The dragon tucked its wings in and dropped to the ground like a stone, mouth first. It landed smoothly, its jaws closing around the top half of Ezoleus. It stomped a claw on the wizard’s legs and pulled its head to the side, ripping Ezoleus in two.

“He can’t die, though,” Freya said. She had moved up to the parapet to watch. “I believe he used the same spell that Valdis and Uthar used. He won’t die until his heart is found and destroyed.”

The dragon flung its head and Ezoleus’s upper half slammed into the stones at the base of the keep, splattering dark blood in every direction. The dragon leaned forward and unleashed a line of flame onto what was left of Ezoleus as the man screamed. His shrieks were cut off as the dragon bit into the man again, this time tossing him into the air and catching him in its open mouth.

“Eaten by a dragon,” Owyn murmured. “What a way to go.”

“He deserved worse,” Freya said fiercely.

“Don’t worry,” Owyn said with a mirthless grin. “He’s still alive. Now he’ll learn what it feels like to be digested. I imagine at some point he’ll die, regardless of the spells sustaining him, but he’s going to suffer until then. Eventually, he’ll come out the other end. Dead, or alive.”

Freya shook her head. “Shitty way to die.” She barked a laugh.

Owyn reached out and placed an arm around Freya, and she shivered. Together, they watched.

The dragon flapped its wings again, rising into the air. Its black gaze locked onto Owyn’s eyes again. Owyn steeled himself, knowing that there was no way he could flee from the beast. At least he could die with his wife by his side. Instead, the dragon entered his mind again.

Emotions forced their way into Owyn’s mind again, but instead of the overwhelming rage he had felt earlier, this time he felt…appreciation? Thanks? The dragon was grateful Owyn had given him the chance to kill Ezoleus.

“Me too,” Owyn whispered. He then sent the dragon a final message. Go. Sleep.

“Who are you talking to?” Freya asked, holding him tightly.

The dragon held his gaze for another moment, then beat its massive wings, rising into the sky. It turned its great body and flew north, back towards its home at the tip of Mount Hekla.

Owyn watched it for a moment, amazed at the horrible beauty of the creature. He turned back to his wife at a faint noise from her.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked. “Are you fully back to being…you?”

She looked up at him with shadowed, haunted eyes. “I don’t think I’ll ever be fully okay after this,” she said, her voice quiet. “But at least we have each other.”

He held her tightly, never wanting to let her go. She returned the hug fiercely, and they stayed that way for several minutes.

“What will we do?” she finally asked against his chest.

Owyn sighed, his eyes closed. Was it even possible to rebuild after such utter and complete destruction? He looked down at Freya, at her red hair and green eyes, and knew that anything was possible, for her. He would fight a dozen dragons if he had to.

“We rebuild,” he said softly. “We honor the past and build our future.”
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The sun was a blood-red smear on the horizon as Owyn walked up a long wooden ramp. He passed through a freshly built stone archway, careful of the snow and ice that made the path treacherous.

The entrance to the keep and the rest of the grounds were clogged with stonemasons and carpenters, all working long hours to repair the immense damage. On occasion, one of them would hold a piece of stone up and examine it, a piece of stone that had been melted by the heat of the dragon fire. Those were usually cast away with a shiver.

There had been few survivors in Akranes, but those that lived were eager to rebuild. People had come from the surrounding villages, or just from the houses right outside the main part of the city, to help rebuild. New houses were erected atop the ashes of the old.

Now king, Owyn called for Akranians across the nation to gather in the capital city; he had offered plots of land as payment for anyone willing to help. A few families from the neighboring countries of Reykholt and Midsandur had even braved the winter and joined in, eager to own land of their own. Quite a few refugees had arrived from Midsandur, as the place had been thrown into a state of turmoil after the murder of their king.

After almost four months of hard work, Akranes was starting to look like a city again.

While Owyn initially had concerns as to how people would react to his harem of women, the people had accepted his three wives without much comment. After all that had happened—war, betrayal, a dragon—having multiple queens was the least of their concerns. Especially since the queens spent their days caring for the people and helping to rebuild.

Prince Vestar had been proclaimed king in Midsandur after his father’s murder. While the nation was a bubbling cauldron of troubles, he was doing a surprisingly decent job of settling things. Owyn had expected difficulties from the man, but fortunately there had been none. Even better, Vestar had sent a gift of grain to help sustain Akranes until the next harvest. He seemed to want to build a healthy relationship, where his father had only sought revenge. Revenge that ultimately led to his demise.

The surrounding men called out to King Owyn, shouts of “Your Grace” and “His Majesty” and Owyn did his best to acknowledge them with a raised hand. He hurried through the crowd of workers, clapping several on the shoulder and giving them a warm smile.

Keeping their spirits up was at the top of his priorities; the people of Akranes were tough, but recovering from a blow this devastating was not easy.

Finally, he arrived at his temporary chambers. He pushed the door open and entered, waving away a servant that immediately approached with nagging complaints about his clothing. Freya said much the same.

“Owyn, my love,” she said with a smile. “Has anyone called you the Peasant King yet?” Seated behind her on the bed, Sunneva laughed.

“Not yet,” he said, pulling his tunic over his head. “I wouldn’t blame them if they did, though.” Even with the cold weather, he was soaked with sweat from head to toe and his hands and arms were filthy and scuffed from working with heavy stone all day. “More hands makes less work. At least, that’s what my father always used to say.”

“You brought workers from all over the country to help rebuild,” Freya said as she traced a finger down his thickly muscled arm. “Don’t you think you can let them do their jobs and spend some time in here, instead, with your queens?”

Owyn frowned at his wife. “I’m sorry, Freya. I don’t mean to leave you all here. I just want to see our city rebuilt, that’s all. I see it as my duty to get my hands a little dirty.”

“How about we make a compromise, then? From now on, you’re only allowed to spend two hours a day working with the craftsmen. The rest of the time can be spent with either us or running the nation.” She faced him with that look on her face. He knew that look; she wouldn’t budge when she had that expression.

“Preferably with us,” Sunneva said, stretching forwards on the bed.

A blonde woman walked into the room, wearing nothing but a thin shift that left only modesty to the imagination. She was of a similar height to Freya and equally fair-skinned, but her hair was golden yellow and her eyes the color of a cloudless sky. Katla was easily as beautiful as Freya and Sunneva, with full breasts and hips that made Owyn’s heart race.

“Come over here, Owyn,” she said with a smile. “Let us clean you up.”

Owyn let himself be herded to the side of the room, where a large copper tub had been filled with hot water. He tried removing his clothes but his queens kept slapping his hands away, so he finally let himself be undressed.

“Let us serve you, my king,” Sunneva said with a mischievous twist to her lips.

Owyn laughed as the three women grabbed washrags and scrubbed the dirt and sweat from his body. Once the majority of it was gone, he stepped into the tub. The water was hot enough that sinking into it was a slow process, but he was soon leaning with his back to the tub and his eyes closed, relaxing. The tension in his muscles melted away, and three sands of hands reached in and gently massaged his body.

“How are the food stores looking?” he asked.

“Sufficient, but barely,” Katla said. “We have men hunting daily, and that’s keeping everyone fed. Vestar’s gift has been a great help in keeping food in bellies.”

Sunneva stood and Owyn’s eyes fell to her stomach, which was swollen with child. Reaching out, he placed his wet hand on her belly and they both smiled. His first child was in there, growing stronger daily. Their eyes met, a look filled with love and adoration.

“Thank you for getting my shift wet,” Sunneva said with a laugh. Her breasts were swollen as well as her bottom. She was more beautiful than ever.

“And your research?” he asked Freya as he turned to face her.

The sleeves of her thick dress were pushed up past her elbows. She gently ran her hand along his shoulder and down his chest. Her body had thickened slightly over the past few months, which made Owyn happy. Even in these hard times he was keeping his wives well fed. That pleased a very primitive part of his brain.

“Excellent,” she replied. “The academy understands our hesitance about dealing with more wizards, so instead they’ve been sending Sunneva and I scrolls and books every month. There is much to learn, but we’ve made some real breakthroughs.”

“Like what?” Owyn asked. Freya responded by smiling at Sunneva. “What?” he asked again.

“Owyn,” Katla began.

She stood at the foot of the tub and pushed her shift off her shoulders, then let it fall to the tile floor. Her curves were like a gift from the gods themselves, and Owyn immediately felt himself harden at the sight of her.

“Something has occurred to me recently that just isn’t fair,” she said as she lifted one foot and placed it into the tub next to his. She paused there, giving him a view of her nether regions.

“If it is in my power, I will fix it,” Owyn replied. “You know I would do anything for you. For any of you.”

Katla brought her other foot into the tub and slowly knelt. She ran her hands up Owyn’s thighs. He grinned when she wrapped both hands around his engorged member.

“I just don’t think it’s fair that I’m the only queen that isn’t pregnant,” she said, looking him in the eye. She leaned forwards, her heavy breasts touching the surface of the water as she began to stroke him. Next to the tub, Freya stood and turned around, then began unbuttoning her dress.

“What are you talking about?” Owyn asked. “Sunneva is pregnant with our child. Freya isn’t able to, on account of the curse placed on her by the….” He trailed off as Freya turned to him.

Her beauty had always taken his breath away; clear green eyes, like emeralds beneath her long red hair. Perfectly clear skin with the slightest hint of freckles on her nose and cheeks. A tall, strong frame with large breasts and a small waist that he could wrap his hands….

Freya let her dress fall the rest of the way to her feet. Her waist was still small, but there was the unmistakable swelling there that said she was with child. She looked down at her belly, gently laying her hands on it, then looked back at Owyn.

“How can this be?” he asked, reaching out to place his hand on her stomach. Gods be good, she was pregnant! He stood up so he could reach them better.

“As I said, I’ve been getting scrolls and books every month,” Freya explained. “The first thing I learned was how to break the witch’s curse.” She looked down at her stomach again. “If it’s a boy, I want to name him Ivar. If it’s a girl, Lilja.”

Sunneva dropped her shift and walked around to stand next to Freya. They both placed their hands on Freya’s stomach. A moment later, Kalta stepped out of the tub and moved next to them.

Owyn was elated at seeing this—two of his wives with child. He stood there, one hand on Freya’s stomach, the other on Sunneva’s, too happy for words. He looked over at Katla and found her looking back at him, expectantly, challenging him with her blue stare.

“What are you waiting for?” she asked as one side of her mouth curved into a smile.

Owyn wrapped thick arms around all three of them as tears of joy ran unashamedly down his cheeks. “I love you,” he said. “All of you.”

“And we love you, Owyn,” Katla said as she leaned forwards and kissed him.

Some time later, the four of them lay in bed. After several lovemaking sessions in a row, exhaustion had taken them. The roaring fire on the hearth kept the chill of late winter at bay, leaving the room warm enough to sleep without clothing.

Owyn carefully removed himself from the tangle of women and crawled out of bed, then padded across the tile floor.

Two casks rested on stands against the far wall, the wall furthest from the fireplace. The room was notably colder there. Half a dozen goblets and mugs sat on a small table next to the casks. Owyn grabbed one and placed it beneath a cask. With a twist of the spigot, beer flowed into his mug, rich and dark. He brought it to his nose, savoring the aromas of roasted barley, then drank deeply from the mug.

A smile spread across his face as he slowly walked to the nearest window. His people were strong, and the city was being rebuilt. His wives were healthy and beautiful, and gods be good all three would be pregnant soon. So far, life as king was busy, but good.

He turned and looked at his wives lying on their huge bed. Sunneva, with her slender features and caring nature. Freya, with her fiery hair and personality. Katla, with eyes like the sky and a love for him that was never ending.

After the dragon had so thoroughly destroyed the city, Owyn feared that he would reign as a king of nothing. Looking at his wives, however, I realized the opposite was true. He had everything.

No matter what happened, he could do anything with his queens by his side.
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