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It was a small town that I walked through, with ancient buildings of stone and heavy timbers making up what I supposed would be considered the downtown area, if a town this small could even be said to have a downtown. Most buildings were single-story and small, simply-built square houses with thatched roofs and equally small shops and businesses. Further down the hard-packed dirt road, a three-story building came into view. Standing among the small houses, it looked like a skyscraper.

The rising sun cast long shadows across the area. A small crowd filled the street with the bustle of daily activity. The wooden axles of a farmer’s cart squeaked as he passed by on my left. His horse looked long in the tooth as he plodded along, the cart behind him filled with sacks of grain and produce. A young mother in what I assumed was one of her better dresses walked towards a general store with a small baby in her arms, swaddled in white cloth. A young boy followed at her heels, wielding a stick in his hands and smiting invisible foes with it. There was a pleasant hum in the air as dozens of quiet conversations blended together.

Where the fuck was I?

I had trouble remembering where I had been last. A vague memory floated across my mind of news chatter involving a rare alignment of five planets or something, but this seemed unreal. Instead of my flat in London, somehow, someway, something seemed to have transported me to a medieval village. I could see, smell, feel, and if I chose to, probably taste things. I avoided a panicked shout, which would only serve to inform the people around me that I was losing it. None of it made any sense to me.

I looked down at myself as a tendril of anxiety grew in my gut. Dark pajamas covered me from head to ankle, and my feet were stuffed into a pair of black slippers. Compared to the tunics, breeches, and dresses that surrounded me, I stuck out like a sore thumb, although I imagined I was more comfortable. Digging through my pockets, I found only lint, a cheap plastic pen, and a handful of pennies. Humble beginnings, indeed. At least I was comfortable, I thought with a chuckle, although I wondered why I had shoved a pen in my pajamas pocket.

“Excuse me,” I said to a middle-aged man walking by. “What town is this?”

He stopped and regarded me with dark eyes, looking me up and down curiously. Years of working in the sun had tanned and lined his face beyond his years. A sturdy knife was belted over a dark gray tunic that seemed a bit light for the cool weather. My pajamas were definitely too light for the weather. It felt like the cool weather I was used to back in London, which is to say chilly and damp all the time.

“You traveling from afar, good master? You don't have the look of a local. This,” he said with a sweeping gesture of his arm that took in half the town, “is Lanercost. I suppose I should welcome you to our humble village. We're a simple, hard-working, honest people here. You need directions to any place?” His expression quirked in mild amusement as he looked at my clothing again. I guess my pajamas were funny.

“No. No, thank you. I should be okay,” I told him wearily as I looked around and tried to make sense of things.

“Are you planning on staying for a bit, or just passing through?”

“I, uhh…. Yeah, I’ll probably be here for a while. I’d like to make the best of my time.” Honestly, I had no idea what to say to the man. Perhaps I could ask him how to get back to my world? Surely, that wouldn’t make me sound like a complete and utter lunatic.

He turned and pointed further up the street to the three-story building I had glimpsed earlier. “The Wooden Dragon has good food and soft beds. If you need some work, check the bulletin board out front. Lots of people pass through Lanercost, so we’ve taken to posting notices there when we need help. There’s almost always some work available if you’re willing to get your hands dirty.”

I found myself wondering exactly what he meant by getting my hands dirty. Was I going to be killing people? Repairing an leaking outhouse? As I looked to the side and eyed the tiny buildings, I decided that being a mercenary would be a definite step above emptying chamber pots.

“Thanks, friend,” I said, hoping I was using the local vernacular. The man certainly seemed friendly. I offered my hand and froze like a rabbit. 

What was my name? I still had a few fading memories of my past life—my real life, I reminded myself—but try as I did, I could not remember my name. It was as if that part of my mind had been completely cleared out. The other man grasped my forearm and I returned the gesture. Handshakes were what I was used to, so it felt a touch odd at first.

“Name’s Jessup.”

“Uhh.” I trailed off as I struggled to remember my name. Unable to do that, I decided to combine the names of two of my favorite guitarists. “James. James Cantrell.” It wasn't like they would know either band.

“Well met, James. I must ask, where is House Cantrell from? I’ve never heard of it.”

“From London,” I replied, suddenly feeling awkward. “It’s a faraway land, indeed.” As in a different world altogether.

“What brings you to Lanercost?” Jessup asked, raising an eyebrow. “Not much here but sheep and crops. If farming's your desire, we've got you covered.” He chuckled. “Lots of people passing through, though, on account of our being on the road to Kolsted.”

“A peculiar turn of events,” I said to Jessup, still with his eyebrow raised. “How’s the beer at the inn up there?”

“Best around,” he said with a grin. “Of course, it’s also the only beer around, unless you feel like brewing something yourself. If you don’t mind a bit of a trek, farmer Tuttle brews up a mean stout. He could probably be convinced to part with some of it for some coin.”

“That inn sounds like something I can get down with,” I told him, although my attention had already left the conversation. A beer sounded great, but what I truly wanted was to figure out where the hell I was. “Good day to you, Jessup,” I said with a wave.

“Fair travels to you,” Jessup replied and continued along the street.

I looked around for a moment but my eyes kept going back to the large inn. If I was going to get any answers, they would be there. At least, I assumed.

“Well, let’s get this over with,” I muttered to myself and strode down the street. Fortunately for my slippers, the road was dry. People stared at me as I approached the inn, almost certainly due to my pajamas. I made a mental note to get some new clothes, then made a second mental note to figure out a way to make some money. After that, I made a third mental note to think of a way to keep better track of my mental notes. Perhaps I could invent post-it notes.

In front of the inn stood a large wooden…well, I guess the only word for it was a bulletin board. It was, indeed, a large board, with more wood on top that partially shielded it from the elements. A number of hand-written notes had been nailed to it, so I decided to check the nearest one.

The first note was an apparent plea from the local blacksmith. His basement had been overrun by giant rats, and he was so busy forging weapons for the king that he didn’t have time to deal with it himself. A rat infestation seemed like a minor thing, but giant rats? What was a giant rat? I assumed the answer was obvious, but considering I was in a different world, who knew?

My eyes went to the next note, faded with sun and rain. Spidery handwriting scrawled across the parchment and gave off an aura of a frantic mind. The note was from a man named Uzarick, and he wrote of a precious family heirloom that had been stolen from him and taken far away. He offered a reward of one thousand gold crowns for the retrieval of this heirloom. I wasn’t entirely sure how the local economy was doing, but a thousand gold anything seemed like a lot of money. That was exactly what I needed. I snatched the parchment from the board, folded it up, and stuffed it in my pocket.

Next to that was a note written in square, perfectly-formed letters. It was from the local priest, and he was begging for help investigating the graveyard behind the temple, which he was simply too busy to handle. The town mayor even had a note on the board, in which he offered to pay for a nighttime guard at his house. Some of the people passing through on their way to Kolsted had stolen things from him recently.

My mood lifted as I realized I probably had a clear path to making some money, although I wagered none of it would be easy. Or safe. Or, as I looked down as the dirt road, clean.

I left the bulletin board and walked down the well-worn path to the inn. It was tall, and appeared even more so as it stood among small shops and houses. The first story was made with large stones, and the upper two looked to be plaster-coated timbers. Above the front door was a wooden sign that proclaimed this The Wooden Dragon. It even had an elaborate dragon carved beneath the name. Snippets of conversation came to me as the front door swung open and a man walked out. He eyed my pajamas with curiosity as he passed, but said nothing and continued on his way.

I strode past him and pushed the door open and the hum of conversation washed over me. While the cool weather outside was pleasant enough for someone used to it, there was a warmth in the inn that seemed to drive all weariness right out of me. Each step I took towards the bar seemed to lessen my tiredness and doubt.

My slippers were silent on the wooden planks as I stepped in and looked around. Tables filled the common room, many with patrons seated at them. A variety of people filled the place, from an old man—I guess he was a farmer, although truthfully I had no clue—staring wistfully out of the window to a small group of finely-dressed men debating over mugs. There was a massive fireplace on the far wall with a small fire crackling happily on a bed of glowing coals and a dozen books on the mantel. The heavy timber framework of the inn had a charming, rustic feel to it, and I couldn’t help but smile as I stepped towards the middle of the room.

A serving woman with mugs in each hand walked out of the kitchen and across the floor. She gave me a smile, highlighting her full lips and bright blue eyes. Pale blonde hair was tied at the nape of her neck with a ribbon and hung in waves down her back. Her shirt—blouse, I guess it was called—was just low enough to give me a pleasant peek at her large, perfectly-formed breasts, and her skirt more than hinted at her hourglass figure.

“Those are some interesting clothes you’re wearing, good sir. Can I get you something?” Her voice was high and musical.

I chuckled. “Most certainly. We’ll worry about that later, though,” I said with a wink and immediately felt like a douchebag.

She leaned her head to one side. “Were you trying to be funny?”

I waved her away with a smile. “I’m sorry, bad joke. I’m okay for now. Thanks for asking.” She gave a slight curtsy and walked away. My eyes were immediately drawn to the back of her skirt, where the fabric draped perfectly over a deliciously round ass. Her full ass cheeks mesmerized me as they moved with each step she took.

Okay, so maybe being stuck in some weird fantasy world wasn’t all that bad.

I tore my eyes from her sweet cheeks so I didn’t get a boner in the middle of the inn and walked over to the bar. A large man with thin, graying hair stood there, quietly wiping down the bar with a cloth and eyeing me flatly. His face seemed overly grave as if pouring drinks were a serious business and nothing would take him from it. I plopped down on a bar stool and waved him over as politely as possible.

“How can I help you?” he asked, setting an empty tin mug on the bar in front of me. His gaze took in my pajamas as well as my fresh haircut and his eyes narrowed slightly. “Not from here, I take it?”

“No,” I replied smoothly. "I’m a traveler from afar. I come from the city of London.”

“London, eh? So, what brings you to Lanercost?”

“I’m still trying to figure that out myself,” I replied. “But for now, I’d love a pint of ale. Especially something dark.”

The man nodded. “That’ll be five coppers.” He stood there, waiting. It was clear on his face that he wasn’t entirely trusting of strangers dressed in pajamas.

I dug through my pocket, suddenly grateful that I had a handful of change in there. Carefully, I counted out five pennies and passed them across the bar. The barman swept up the coins with his hand and examined them closely. 

“Strange coins from a strange land. London, you say?” I nodded. “Who is this woman that graces your coppers?”

“The queen,” I said without thinking.

“The queen?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Sorry, uh. That’s the queen, back home. Where I come from.”

“The queen of London?”

“Well, it’s the United Kingdom, really, but—ah, that’s neither here nor there. I don’t believe I’ll be going back there, at any rate. Is my money acceptable here?”

The barman looked down at the coins and bounced them on his palm. “Coppers are coppers. Don’t matter where they’re from.” 

I resisted an urge to tell him the coins were copper-plated steel. 

With that, he stuffed the coins in his apron and grabbed the mug. Several casks sat on a rack against the back wall, and he twisted a spigot on one, filling the mug with rich, dark liquid. I couldn’t help but notice a large wooden mallet set atop the casks. It had the weathered look of hard use. He set the mug back in front of me, eyeing me as I sipped on the drink. It was a lovely stout and I noticed the distinct flavor and aroma of fresh hops.

“Threw some fresh hops in the cask, did you?” I asked.

His grin was minimal. “I did. Nice of you to notice.”

Well, this guy seemed about as pleasant as a rainy afternoon, but I decided to try to get some information out of him. 

“I have some questions, if you have a moment,” I said. When he didn’t respond, I continued. “I checked the postings outside and found some things I might be interested in. Is that a common thing, by the way? People just asking for help by posting notes outside?”

“Aye, it is,” he said as he took up his rag and began wiping the bar in slow, deliberate circles. “We get a lot of travelers on account of us being close to Kolsted. Some of you outsiders have no problem doing dirty jobs for some coin.”

There was something in the way he said “outsiders” that made it clear he didn’t care for them. For me, I reminded myself. I dug through my pocket and found three more pennies—coppers, apparently—and slid them across the counter. He raised an eyebrow at me, and I shrugged.

“Information has value,” I told him, and decided it best to try to get along with him. “What’s your name, barman?” I offered him my hand.

He considered my hand for a moment, then finally slapped his palm against my forearm; I imagined a gorilla grabbing my arm would feel slightly less intimidating than his thick, calloused paw. I clasped his forearm in the slightly awkward and antiquated gesture that seemed to be prevalent here. 

“Stanley,” he replied simply. “And you?”

“James,” I replied. “Uh, James of House Cantrell.”

“Well met, James of House Cantrell.”

“Same to you, Stanley,” I replied in a friendly tone, noting the man didn’t offer a last name. Perhaps they thought I was playing at royalty, giving my house name? I wasn’t sure. 

“So what do you do in House Cantrell? A writer, perhaps? Do you sing?” For the first time, I noticed a slight smile twisting the corners of his mouth. Perhaps he wasn’t all piss and vinegar, although it was clear he was mocking me.

“Not sure I’m following you, Stanley.”

“I just couldn’t help but notice that your hands are softer than a babe’s. Hard work isn’t your forte, I imagine.”

Well, he had me there. My memories of a career in my previous life involved sitting at a desk, which could be any number of things but none of them involved hard labor. He may have the advantage of being from here, but I had a degree in engineering and a sharp mind, the likes of which many of these yokels couldn’t imagine. I decided to give him my best go.

“I worked with financial manners, mostly. Banking, investments, and the like.” Realizing that probably wasn’t an honorable trade in his eyes, I continued. “I also helped manage the defense of our keep, including training our captains and lieutenants on war maneuvers and siege weapon tactics, including defending against them if anyone ever chose to attack us.” I had faint memories of taking a course on military history in college and probably remembered enough to impress a bartender in a backwoods village.

Stanley pursed his lips and nodded. “So, an important man, I take it? Odd clothing for an important man.”

Until that moment, I had not given any thought to my position in “House Cantrell,” so I had to use my wits. “Well…I’m the heir, so I’ve got to know these things.”

“The heir? To what throne? Does the king know about this?”

Shit. Too much. “Not to any throne, nothing like that. Just the man of House Cantrell, now.” I suddenly wanted the conversation to go in a different direction before I wound up creating a story from which I couldn’t escape. One toe was already over the edge, so it was time to back away before I fell in. 

I looked around the common room, noting the variety of people within. My eyes fell on the gorgeous waitress again as she crossed the room. She caught me looking and gave a polite smile in return. 

“Say, what’s the waitress’ name?” I asked, turning back to the bar.

Stanley placed both palms on the bartop and leaned forwards. It suddenly dawned on me that he stood half a head taller than me and had shoulders that belonged on a powerlifter. “That’s Elise. You’d do well to remember that my daughter means very much to me.” His voice was quiet, like silk sliding over bared steel. The threat was unspoken but as clear as a punch to the gut. My eyes went back to the large wooden mallet set atop the casks and I wagered he would have no problem using that.

I nodded. “The gods have certainly blessed her,” I said, hoping that made sense.

“Aye, they have,” Stanley said, picking up the rag and wiping the bar again. He was going to wear a hole through the wood if he kept that up.

“So about these jobs I saw posted,” I said as I pulled the paper from my pocket. “There was one from a guy named Uzarick. Something about it seems a bit…distraught.”

Stanley leaned back and scratched his chin with a thick finger. “Old man Uzarick, aye. He’s an interesting character. Showed up many years ago, talking to himself, and built a small house on the edge of town. Then, he started asking people to retrieve something for him. Some family heirloom or something. Plenty of men—brave men, mind you—have tried,  but none have returned. I think he used to be something more, in the past. Now, he’s just a lonely old man that dreams of better times and refuses to let go of the past. He used to come in here from time to time, but I haven’t seen him in ages.”

“Interesting,” I said, looking over the note again. After folding it and returning it to my pocket, I decided to dig for a little more information. “How do I get to his place?” 

“So eager to court death?” Stanley asked. “If so, just follow the main road west, away from the city of Kolsted. He’s the last house on the left as you’re leaving town.”

“Thanks,” I said, taking another sip of my beer. It really was quite nice.

“Aye,” Stanley said with a nod. “For what it’s worth, twenty years of rumors have brought a few snippets to my ears, although I can’t say how true they are. I’ve heard that what he seeks is guarded by a ghost of some kind. Again, not sure if it’s true or not, but I figured it can’t help to tell you.”

“Thanks, Stanley,” I said with a smile. Ghosts? What the fuck was going on, here? What kind of world was this? “Oh, one more thing, before I forget. I couldn’t help but notice the name of the inn. Are there any dragons out in the wild?”

Stanley gave me an odd look. “You ask odd questions, James of House Cantrell. There’s nothing around here, of course. We wouldn’t be living here if there was threat of a dragon. If you go west and south far enough, you’ll find one on the coast. An old bastard, and mean, even as dragons go. Doesn’t care for the lands of men, though, so he stays down there. Fortunately for us.”

“I would definitely call that fortunate,” I said as I raised my mug again. A dragon? A fucking dragon? At least now I knew to avoid the hills to the south. Last thing I needed was to be eaten by a dragon. Or crushed, or torn in half, or burned alive, or any of the countless ways a dragon could kill me. I finished the last of my beer and looked around the common room as my thoughts wandered.

No more was I trying to figure out where I was or how I got here; it was pretty clear that I was stuck in this odd fantasy world. Now, I just wanted to survive, which meant I needed clothes, money, and a weapon. Some food wouldn’t hurt, either.

I looked over and watched the group of finely dressed men stand up from their table. They were so intent on their debate, which continued as they moved towards the door, that one of them left his bag next to his chair. I hopped off my stool and snatched it up with a casual gesture, then followed them.
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I pushed through the door, bag in hand, ready to call out to the men. A gilded carriage that was probably worth more than the entire village stood in front of the stable next to the inn. The men continued chatting as they made their way towards it. As I approached them from behind, I caught snippets of their conversation.

“No, Jacen, you’ve got it wrong. A plump farmer’s daughter is the best. Not too plump, mind you; just soft enough for the right curves. You can throw a few gold at the farmer and half the time he’ll leave you alone, out of fear. If he seeks revenge though…. Well, that’s why I have guards.” He laughed and the other men joined in.

“I never really cared for fishermen’s daughters. They stink of fish.”

“Like you’d know what to do with someone’s daughter! I’m telling you, the best sport is with the merchants. Throw your house name around enough and some of them will practically push their daughters into your hands, no matter how young, if they think it’ll help their business. Just last week I spent two nights with a girl that had barely known thirteen summers….”

I shook my head, trying to get their vile words out of my ears, and looked down at the bag in my hands. I wasn’t sure how to classify it. A satchel? A man-purse? Some kind of proto-suitcase? It was made of soft leather and had golden scrollwork along the sides; it was clearly well-made and worth quite a lot. I decided to go with satchel. Either way, it was mine now. Fuck those perverts. I glared at their backs as I walked away from the inn, making sure to head in the opposite direction as they went towards their carriage. I kept the satchel in front of me and couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face as I heard one of them exclaim that he had forgotten his purse.

After passing a handful of buildings, I saw a frippery shop. Something like that would be perfect for me, considering I was wearing pajamas. Hopefully the owner would let me trade the satchel for some fresh clothes. I ducked inside as much to avoid the owner of the satchel as much as for what I saw in the window: clothes. 

A woman noticed me enter and took a few steps towards me. My mouth nearly fell open when I saw her.

A snug-fitting dress covered her curvy body and generous bosom, with a pale-colored apron layered on top in the local fashion. Her hair was dark brown and pulled back into a tight bun on the back of her head. Dark eyes twinkled as she gave me a warm, motherly smile that lit up the room like sunshine breaking through clouds. She was absolutely breathtaking, even though I could tell her clothing and mannerisms were designed to minimize her beauty.

“Thank you for visiting my shop,” she said, bobbing in a slight curtsy that made her full breasts bounce. “They call me Mother Brinia around here. How can I help you, good master?”

“Thanks, uh, Mother Brinia,” I said, trying my hand at an awkward bow. Fortunately, she only smiled at my attempt. Bowing wasn't something regularly done in modern-day London, so I was absolutely terrible at it.

“Of course. It looks like you need some proper clothes,” she said politely.

“Is it that obvious?” I looked down at my pajamas. It was, indeed, obvious.

Her warm smile was her only response.

“Yeah, I guess I need some clothes.” I picked at my pajama top for emphasis. “Something stylish, mind you. I need to look my best.” I meant it as a bit of humor. She ignored it.

“Right away, sir,” she said and hurried to a rack along the side of the wall where a number of tunics were hanging. My eyes fell to her bottom as she moved, and I couldn’t help but smile as I watched her round backside undulate with each step. I was liking this world more and more every hour.

It suddenly dawned on me that I hadn’t yet checked the satchel. While she talked at length, describing the cut and color of various tunics and the latest fashions, I dug around inside the bag. The interior was divided into two large pockets, one of which was half-filled with gold and silver coins, and the other containing a dagger. I pulled the weapon out, eyes wide at the gold- and silver-worked scabbard and matching hilt. Gently, I pulled the blade halfway out of the sheath and examined the blade. The telltale patterns of folded steel greeted me, and I smiled.

“What do you plan on doing with that dagger, master?” Mother Brinia asked with a raised eyebrow. “Would you mind sheathing it? I would hate to have to yell for the constable.”

“Ah, sorry,” I said and hastily shoved the dagger back into the satchel. “Don’t worry, I’ll gladly sheath my dagger here. I’ll take the blue tunic,” I told her, pointing to one in her hands. She didn’t pick up on my subtle joke. Probably for the better.

“A good choice. Brings out the color in your eyes.” She handed me the tunic and, without thinking, I tore off my pajama top and donned the tunic right there in the store. Embarrassment and shock battled for dominance on her face, and I blushed with her.

“Sorry, I’m just in a bit of a rush,” I lied. “How about some pants?” I asked, picking at mine. “I promise I won’t change them right here.”

“Yes, we have breeches and stockings for you. Do you want to see my—”

“Eh, just the black ones,” I said, and she brought a pair to me. They were closer to dark brown than black, but I didn’t mind. This time, she guided me to a room in the back, where I could put them on. I couldn’t help but chuckle as I thought of asking her for some help trying them on. Either way, I was grateful to be wearing something other than pajamas. “Hey, these are pretty comfortable,” I said, squatting a few times to test the fit. They felt like linen, same as the tunic. 

“Got any boots?” I asked, but before she had a chance to answer, the noblemen from the inn stormed in. I found myself suddenly grateful that I had left the satchel in the room in which she let me change.

It was hard to tell which of the three had a more punchable face, but they were all the epitome of wealthy arrogance in their velvets and silks and frowns for everyone else. One of them, a man with close-set eyes and a long nose, stabbed a finger at Mother Brinia.

“You, woman! We’re looking for the thieving scoundrel that stole my purse.”

Mother Brinia drew herself up, clearly wary of their social position but still unwilling to let them speak to her in that manner. She opened her mouth but the man spoke right over her.

“Who is this knave?” the long-nosed man said, sneering at me.

“This knave is James of House Cantrell,” I replied, lifting my chin haughtily. I just imagined the look my ex-girlfriend used to give me when she would start an argument and insist she was right. “Have you any further insults for me?” I asked, balling my hands into fists.

“It’s clearly not him. The man we’re looking for was wearing strange clothes. Let’s go,” one of the other men said, tugging on long-nose’s sleeve.

“I just don’t like this rogue’s face,” the long-nosed man said, still openly sneering. 

Losing all patience, I raised a fist and took a step towards the man. “Listen, you worthless piece of human shit. How about you leave me alone before I rip your fucking cock off and force you to eat it!” I wasn’t that great of a fighter but I had a feeling he wasn’t either. As I hoped, he withered under the intensity of my threat. 

“We are not through, you and I!” he said, his face red with rage. “Enjoy your used clothes, pauper!” With that, he spat on the floor and stormed out the door with his friends in tow.

I cursed under my breath and shook my head. In my world or in this one, it seemed some people were just assholes. At least he was gone.

I turned back to Brinia, who was watching me with disapproval clear on her face. Her fists were on her round hips and I thought she was on the verge of kicking me out of her store.

I raised my hands. “Look, all I’m going to say is those guys are rich assholes and were bragging about taking advantage of people’s daughters back in the inn. If you ask me, they deserve a lot worse than just a missing purse.” I hurried back to the changing room and retrieved the satchel, from which I withdrew a handful of silver coins in different sizes. I pressed them into her hands, and from the way her eyes widened it was clearly a lot more than the clothes were worth.

“Well, thank you, good sir,” she said, tucking the coins behind her apron. She scowled at the door briefly. “Thievery is a serious matter, but those men are even worse. I’ve seen them before; they pass through here often enough, trying to make sport of the women in the town. In every town within two days’ ride, for that matter. In their minds, being of noble birth makes them immune to our laws. Sometimes I’m amazed they haven’t forced their ways on my friend’s daughter.”

“Okay, I’ll bite. Who’s that?”

“She works at the inn right down the street. A beautiful young woman named Elise. Probably the most beautiful woman you’ll ever see.”

Something in the way she described Elise stirred in the back of my mind. It was her tone, the look in her eyes as she mentioned Elise. I began to wonder if Brinia favored women. If so, that was likely rare for this day and age. It would also explain why I didn't see a husband here with her.

“Yes, the gods have truly favored her. She deserves much better than those, uh, scoundrels. Hell, the whole town does. Elise’s father is rather intimidating, though. It would take a bold man to try to take advantage of her.”

Brinia nodded. “Last time a man put his hands on Elise, Stanley walked behind the inn with that man in one hand and a heavy mallet in the other, the one he uses to drive the spigots into the casks. You could hear that man’s screams on the other side of town. Let’s just say he won’t be touching any more women with that hand. Or anything else, for that matter.”

I shivered and considered myself lucky that I hadn’t been stupid enough to try hitting on Elise while wearing my pajamas. It would have been the mallet for me.

“Who was that guy, by the way?” I asked. “The idiot that stormed in here and showed you such disrespect. You mentioned noble birth.”

She chuckled, low and rich in her throat. “The one that took such a liking to you happens to be related to the king. A distant cousin. He travels a lot—wander is probably a better word—and passes through here often, trying to make sport of the young women and harass the men. Not a good person to have as an enemy.”

“Well, in that case, where can I get some good boots? Seeing as I may need to hurry away before he comes back with more angry words.”

That brought a laugh from her; her whole face lit up and her breasts shook. “That yaldson is a mere annoyance, for certain, but he has dangerous friends. You would do well to remember that. I don’t think he cared much for the sharpness of your tongue.”

“Thanks, Brinia,” I said, giving her my best grin. Without hesitation, I stepped forwards and brushed a kiss on her smooth cheek. “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” I said with a wink.

She gasped and clutched a hand to her face, but a smile was growing beneath the red that stained her cheeks. “Oh, you are a real saddle-goose. I should have taken my broom to you the moment you walked in.” Her lips curled up further into a smile, though, and the coloring on her face turned to a shy awkwardness. “Kissing an old maid like me; you should be ashamed of yourself. I’m probably old enough to be your mother.”

“Oh, don’t call yourself that,” I said, clasping one hand in hers and placing the other on her lower back. I spun her around the room, dancing to a nameless tune that I hummed with delight. She immediately fell into step with me, although I was far from being even moderately good at dancing. “Age is only a number, and you feel quite lovely in my arms,” I told her, looking down at her face that was suddenly very close. For all her comments about age, she couldn't have been any older than mid-twenties, around my age.

Her dark eyes looked into mine, pools of night that I could lose myself in. Full lips were curved into a smile, revealing perfect white teeth as she laughed with each twirl. My right hand was pressed in the small of her back, holding her tightly against me, and I became aware of her massive breasts squashed against my chest. Blood began rushing to my crotch and I realized I needed to stop this or else I’d be sporting an extremely awkward boner in the middle of her store.

Surprising even myself, I dipped her to one side and kissed her, deeply and thoroughly. I made it a soft kiss, gentle even, and her hand lay along my jaw. After a moment, I brought her back on her feet and released her, then quickly moved the satchel in front of me to hide my erection.

“You’re going to give an old woman a heart attack, dancing like that,” she said, tucking stray hairs into her bun to cover a broad smile. She turned scarlet from her neck to her hairline. She gave me a sideways look that suggested she wanted more, but was too shy to ask. I imagined it was inappropriate in this day and age; women were probably expected to stay quiet and bear a ton of children. For that matter, I was lucky I hadn’t been slapped for my actions.

“Why would you call yourself an old maid? You’re absolutely lovely,” I told her, still holding the satchel in front of me due to her aforementioned loveliness.

Her smile faded. “That’s an awfully personal question considering you haven’t even told me your name.”

It was my turn to blush. Here I was, so busy staring at her huge tits that I didn’t even introduce myself. “I’m sorry about that, Brinia. I’m James. James of House Cantrell.” I took her hand and bowed over it, brushing a kiss on her fingers. My bow was much better than last time but still quite horrible. One day, I’d have it down, but the important thing was that she enjoyed it. When I straightened, she was smiling at me again. “So, why are you single?”

“You nobles just think you can ask anything and a person will answer on account of your titles,” she replied with a tiny shake of her head.

It dawned on me that my name led people to believe I was of noble birth. Stanley certainly had. While that might work to my advantage in most situations, sometimes they apparently thought I was using my social status to get what I wanted.

“I’m sorry, Brinia.  I’m just curious, that’s all. Where I come from, we are very open with our thoughts and feelings. Please accept my apologies if I have offended you.” I actually meant it, too. Even if you took away her fat tits and round hips, Brinia was a doll and sweet as honey.

“Well,” she began. “It’s just…. No man wants a woman that can’t bear him children.” Red stained her cheeks again, this time presumably from shame.

“That’s all?” I scoffed. “Brinia, you are perfect as you are, and any man that thinks less of you because you can’t pop out babies is a real wanker. Look at you, beautiful as a sunrise, running your own shop…. You deserve someone that appreciates you, not some idiotic git.” I wasn’t sure where all the words came from, but the thought of someone looking down on the most MILF-tastic figure I’d ever seen simply because she couldn’t get pregnant irritated me to no end. Women were more than just baby factories.

She looked up at me then, watching me from beneath her long eyelashes. Her lips were slightly parted and her breaths came deep, deep enough to make those enormous breasts of hers rise and fall. I took a step forwards and she practically ran into my arms, stretching her neck up to kiss me. Our lips met again and my arms wrapped around her waist as hers wrapped around the back of my neck, our tongues exploring each other’s mouths. Holding her close to me and feeling her generous curves pressing against my body immediately brought my erection back, but this time I did nothing to hide it. Still kissing her as best as I knew how, I lowered one hand from her back onto that big, round ass of hers and gave it a hefty squeeze and a chorus of angels sang in my head. She moaned faintly against my lips, grinding her body against my manhood that was poking her in the stomach.

Without warning, she pulled away, still watching me hungrily. Her eyes widened slightly as they went down to my prominent erection, and she reached out a hand, gently tracing a finger along the bulge in my pants.

Ugh, what I would have given to be inside her right at that moment.

“I guess this world isn’t too bad, after all,” I said to myself with a chuckle. Gorgeous women, eager for affection? Sign me up.

“Pardon?” She pulled her hand away, shyness returning, and I silently cursed myself.

“Ah, nothing. I was just thinking that if I had a dozen women like you at my side, I’d be richer than any king that ever lived.” I immediately regretted saying the words, as it probably made me sound like a misogynist asshole.

“Do you really mean that, James?” she asked, leaning forwards slightly.

I looked down at her, from her big brown eyes to her full lips to her heavy breasts, and couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face.

“Absolutely, and I’m not even sorry if that makes me sound greedy. Life is short, and I plan to have the best life possible. The only thing better than that would be sharing my grand life with amazing women.”

“I don’t think it sounds greedy at all,” she replied in a shy voice. “I think it sounds wonderful.”

Ha! My earlier guess had been spot-on: she seemed to like women, at least in some manner. I held a hand out to her, and she lay her slender fingers in it. “House Cantrell has room for a beauty such as yourself,” I told her, feeling only slightly douchey. After all, I was technically the head of House Cantrell. I decided to confirm my suspicions once and for all. “Would you like to help me find the best women for the House?”

She paused and a shy smile suddenly split her face. “Yes,” she said quietly. I could tell from her tone that she didn’t think I was being entirely serious. But still, she was gorgeous and I was happy.

Life was good. Life was great.

“Can I see you tonight?” I asked, taking real effort to stare at her beautiful eyes and not her enormous tits. “After you close up shop. Maybe we can get to know each other a bit more.”

“Of course, James,” she said sweetly. “I’d like that. I’d like that very much, in fact.”

One way or another, I was going to make House Cantrell into absolute heaven. Since I was stuck in a fantasy world, my life was going to be a fantasy come true.

After retrieving the satchel, I paused for a moment.

“I’m assuming you’re skilled with a needle and thread,” I said.

She turned and indicated all the clothing in her shop for an obvious answer.

I looked down at my satchel. My very distinctive, stolen satchel. The top flap was soft leather with golden scrollwork. Beautiful, but you could recognize it from a hundred meters away.

“You think you can make a new top flap for this? Something to replace this fancy leather piece?”

She looked at my satchel and then towards her door, where the nobles had recently left, and the corners of her mouth quirked into a smile.
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I left Brinia’s shop feeling light on my feet, a feeling increased by the slippers I wore. Fortunately, she had directed me to the nearby cobbler, so I went straight there. These slippers weren’t going to last long on these dirt roads; one good rain and they would be soaking wet balls of mud. Besides, they looked rather silly.

In a world that likely had massive poverty, my noble-sounding name seemed to be an advantage. I doubted Brinia would have treated me the same if I had no money and stank. That was no slight against her, not even remotely. Having a satchel filled with gold and silver helped as well. I smiled, not only from Brinia still being on my mind, but from the growing feeling that everything was going to be okay.

Five minutes later I was standing in the cobbler’s shop, looking with interest at the variety of tools that hung on the walls and the hides laid out on a stand in the back. While I entertained a fantasy that the cobbler would be a beautiful woman like Brinia, maybe slender of build or dark of skin, my fantasies were dashed aside the moment I entered the door. The cobbler was an average height man, slightly shorter than me, with a prodigious belly and a gray beard that hung down his chest.

“Good day to you, sir,” I said, hoping I was talking like a local. “I am James of House Cantrell. As you can see, I am in dire need of a pair of good boots.” I lifted the flap and peeked into the satchel again, taking a quick note of how much money I had. It was a lot. “The best boots you can make, from the finest leather, mind you.”

He adjusted a pair of wire-framed glasses with a calloused finger and stared at me for a moment. “Well met, James. Elar is my name, and this is my shop, as you can see. I can make your boots, but it’s going to take a while. A week, probably. I’ve got five orders ahead of you.” His tone was straightforward; a man that meant business and his business was boots.

Fortunately, I had anticipated this. I reached into the satchel and withdrew a single gold coin, then set it on his counter. Elar’s eyes nearly popped out of his head when he saw the gleaming currency, and he hurriedly snatched it up with a deft motion of his hand. 

“I would like them today, if possible.”

“I’ll get right on it, my lord,” he said with a quick bow of his head.

Heh. A single gold coin took me from “James” to “my lord.” I wasn’t complaining, although it dawned on me that I would have to find a way to acquire more money. Something about medieval shoes bubbled to the surface of my thoughts.

“It’s common practice to make both feet the same, but I would prefer both the left and right boot to be individually fit to my feet,” I instructed.

“Of course, my lord,” he said with another bob of his head. “If you wouldn’t mind taking a seat and removing your….” He looked down at my slippers and scratched his beard.

“Long story,” I said and kicked them off. I plopped down on a stool in his shop and he quickly measured both feet and scribbled on a sheet of paper. “So, how long until I can expect these to be ready?” I asked.

“Tomorrow morning, my lord,” he replied after some mental calculations. “I won’t rest until they’re done.”

“Sounds great,” I said. “I’ll stop by around, uhh….” I was still trying to wrap my head around how these people talked. “I’ll be here when the sun is twice its height above the horizon.” That should do it.

“They’ll be ready, my lord. My word on that,” he replied as he went to his rack of leather. “Do you have a preference on color, my lord?”

“Black,” I replied.

“Of course, my lord. I’ll get to work right away.” Elar was true to his word and immediately began cutting the dark leather. I decided to stuff my feet back into my slippers and pick up what I really needed: a weapon.

Hopefully, I wouldn't need a weapon. If I ever found myself in a situation where I did need one though, I didn't want to be caught with my pants down, so to speak. Plus, part of me was just a bit excited at the thought of walking around with a sword at my hip.

The smithy wasn’t hard to find, especially since the hammering could be heard from quite a distance. When I arrived, I peeked around until I saw an older man hammering away at a piece of red-hot metal set atop an anvil. His hair and beard were both close-cropped and mostly gray, but it was with thickly muscled arms that he performed his craft. I watched him for a few minutes as he worked, fascinated at how skillfully he stretched a block of steel longer and longer, eventually forming it into something that would be used to create…. I had no clue, actually. A scythe? A sword? A horseshoe? There couldn’t be a huge need for weapons in a small town like this, so a sword was probably unlikely.

“Hello there, uh, sir blacksmith!” I called out, unsure of exactly how to address him.

He continued hammering on the piece of steel for a minute, until it faded to a dull red. After that, he grabbed it with a pair of heavy tongs and set it next to the burning-hot coals, set his hammer on the anvil, and finally turned to me.

“Haral,” he said.

“Excuse me?”

“My name is Haral, not sir blacksmith.”

“Well met, Haral,” I replied. “I am James of House Cantrell.”

“How can I help you?” he asked in a gravelly voice as he approached me. I was on the tall side, but he stood half a head taller than me and probably outweighed me by forty kilograms. His lined and weathered face seemed to be frozen in a mask of seriousness, which seemed rather common in this world, at least so far.

“I’m in the market for a sword,” I told him, trying not to feel like an idiot. 

Haral frowned at me for a moment before answering. “Come on in,” he said, jerking his head towards the small building connected to his forge. I followed him and we entered his shop, where he had several racks filled with swords, spears, and other weapons. 

“A sword, you say?” he asked, looking down at my arms. Contempt was heavy in his voice. “Is there a particular style you’re experienced with?” He reached out and grabbed a particularly long one, with a handle that looked like both of my hands would fit it.

“None, to be honest. I’ve never used one.”

He gave me a bland look and set the sword back in the rack. “So, you have no experience with a sword, but you want one? Am I understanding you correctly?”

I winced as I realized how I probably sounded. “Yep. Something lightweight, with a good reach. A rapier, if you have one.” At least I knew that much.

“You’re not from around here, are you?” he asked.

“Nope,” I replied. “I’m from London; a very far-away city. Well, I grew up in California, but my parents moved to London when I was fifteen…. Ah, it’s a long story.”

Haral nodded. “The king’s army needs weapons, and I’ve been working long hours for the last month to fill the order. I suspect every blacksmith within a week’s ride is doing the same thing. So while I may have something for you, I’ll need to be…convinced to sell it.”

Well, at least he was upfront about it. I strolled around the shop, examining weapons while Haral frowned at me with his arms crossed. “Any recommendations?” I asked.

“I recommend you choose quickly, so I can get back to work,” he said, crossing his thick arms.

“I meant do you recommend a specific sword.”

“What do you plan on killing?” he replied without missing a beat. 

I hadn’t really thought of that. In fact, the thought of killing left a rather sour feeling in my gut. “Well, I—”

“If you want to fight duels, use a rapier. It’s harder to learn, but it’s fast and has a long blade. If you want to fight in the king’s army, which,” he looked me up and down, “I highly doubt, you’ll need a spear or a pike. Both have a very long reach and are easy to learn. They go well with a shield. If you want to fight from horseback a lance is easily the best option, but if you still want a sword then I’d recommend a saber. If you’re fighting against someone with armor, use a warhammer to break bones beneath, unless they’re wearing plate armor, in which case you can try the spike on the back of a hammer or axe head if you’re strong enough. Which you probably aren’t.”

I came to a rapier hanging in a stand, the hilt simple yet functional with minimal decoration. There was an elegance about it; a weapon without decoration but crafted by an expert hand. It would do. “I’ll take this,” I said, lifting the sheathed sword. “And a sword belt, if you have one,” I added, remembering the dagger in my satchel.

“That’s an officer’s sword,” Haral grumbled. “Took me quite some time to finish that one, especially since my apprentice left for the city a month ago. The price is three gold crowns for the sword and the belt.” 

The way he gave the price made me think it was far beyond what any reasonable person would pay for a sword. Fortunately, I wasn’t a reasonable person. I grinned and pulled three gold coins from my satchel and set them on the counter. “There you go, Haral. Also, I’d like the belt worked so I can wear my dagger on the other hip.” I pulled the elaborate dagger from my satchel and set it next to the coins.

Haral grunted at the sight of the gold and the dagger. He stepped forwards and hefted the dagger with one hand, examining it closely. “This is fine work. Who was the smith that made it?”

“Kirk Hammett,” I said without missing a beat. “The bladesmith back home. He was skilled with a hammer.”

“Indeed, he was,” Haral said. “It’s rare to see something of this quality. I’ll have everything ready shortly.”

I walked to the far wall, where a few dozen spears stood upright in a rack. Grabbing one, I made a few test thrusts, not really knowing what I was doing but enjoying myself nonetheless. For some reason, I had always imagined them being heavier.

“An ancient weapon, the spear,” Haral said as he worked with a thick leather belt on the counter. “Simple to make, simple to use, and highly effective. Especially when you have a score of men wielding them together.”

“It’s light,” I exclaimed. “What’s this weigh, two or three kilograms?”

He set the belt and his tools down and looked at me oddly with his head slightly to one side, as if I were the village idiot spewing nonsense.

“What the fuck is a kilogram?” he asked.

Ah, of course they wouldn’t use the metric system in a world like this. They probably used pounds and feet and cubits and hands and horse dicks and who knew what else.

“Three or four pounds?” I corrected. The math was off but it was close enough.

He nodded. “Yeah, about that. You don’t have to be particularly strong to be good with a spear, although it helps.”

While holding the spear, something else occurred to me. The blacksmith had posted a note on the bulletin board, complaining of a giant rat infestation. I found it odd that this large, brooding man couldn’t handle his own business, but I decided to inquire about it.

“Say, Haral. I read your note about your infestation. Maybe I can help.”

He nodded gravely. “Giant rats in my basement. With me working day and night to fill this order for the king’s army, I haven’t really had any opportunity to handle it. There’s only a couple of them, but still. I can’t stand rats. Make my skin crawl.” He talked without looking up from his work. “My wife tried to shoo them out with a broom, and one of those bastards bit it in half. Killed my dog, too. They moved in about a month ago and tore things up in my basement, trying to build a nest. I think there are only two of them. Aye, if you can help, I’d be grateful.”

“I’ll gladly help, but I do have one question.”

“Uh,” Haral grunted.

“What’s the deal with these giant rats? I don’t believe I’m familiar with them. Are they just large rats, or is there something different about them?”

Haral finally put the belt down and fixed me with a hard look. He wasn’t a fan of interruptions, it seemed, or questions. “They’re rats, aye, the size of a dog. They aren’t natural beasts, not at all. Priest was working on something a month ago and created them by accident. Said he had a spell go haywire. He’s a newer priest, from the city, so he’s still learning a few things. All I can tell you is what he told me: they’re mostly nocturnal, but they’re as mean as a thing can be. Smart, too. Being magical critters, they don’t eat. That’s good for me since that means they don’t shit. If you want to try your hand at them, feel free. I’d rather not have to drag your body out of my basement, though.”

“Why not have the priest fix the problem, since it’s his fault.”

“I tried,” Haral said. “He keeps telling me he’ll get to it, but he has problems of his own to handle.”

I hefted the spear in one hand and grinned. “In the basement, you say?”

Haral nodded, then went back to working on the belt. “Aye. Right below us.”

“In that case, I’ll see you in ten minutes,” I said as I hefted the spear and strode for the door. I heard Haral scoff loudly behind me. Not that I could blame him; I probably came off as a pompous asshole. It just struck me as odd that a burly blacksmith like him would be afraid of rats. I wasn’t looking forward to harming any animals, especially something cute like rats, but what could be so scary about them?


4
















I grinned as I left the blacksmith shop, spear in hand, then stepped around the side of the building. Had I been thinking, I would have asked where the entrance to the basement was, but instead I was too eager to prove myself. Eh, these buildings were probably all as simple as could be. It was doubtful I was going to get lost during my twenty-foot journey.

Sure enough, a set of storm doors were low on the ground at the side of the shop. I grabbed onto one of the doors and pulled it open, careful to keep the noise down. Haral said they were nocturnal, so I was hoping to catch them off guard. I was pretty confident I could kill some rats with a razor-sharp spear, but I didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks. Especially since they already killed a dog.

A strip of evening sun poured into the basement from the open door, but the room was otherwise dark. As I slowly descended the stairs with my spear held in front of me, I realized just how dark it was inside the basement. No one had invented light bulbs yet—or electricity, for that matter—so it was dark as night. At the base of the stairs, I squeezed my eyes shut to improve my low-light vision. Crouching next to the cold stone wall, I hid in the shadows and looked around.

Old furniture was stacked haphazardly in one corner, and burlap sacks that probably held turnips or grain or something stood in the adjacent corner. As I continued scanning the walls, I saw what looked to be old clothes, torn to shreds and piled up. Atop it was a mass of dark fur that looked like a rat, if a rat weighed forty pounds. Its furry sides were rising and falling with the telltale breaths of deep sleep.

Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.

Reality came crashing home like a blow from Haral’s hammer or Stanley’s mallet. I had no clue how to fight with a spear. Fuck, I could barely fight with my fists! Somehow, I had gotten myself into a situation where I had to kill a pair of magical rats that were damn near the size of golden retrievers and not nearly as friendly. Carefully, I inched forwards, my spear held low and ready to thrust.

The giant rat continued its slumber as I approached it. This thing was huge—its tail looked to be as long as my fucking arm. I had one shot, and that was it. If I missed, this thing would have me for breakfast. Wait, Haral said they didn’t eat, on account of them being magical. So I’d be dead, just probably not eaten.

The tip of my spear was inches from the rat. Looking around, I was able to determine where its head was. If I thrust from just the right angle, I should be able to drive the blade into its head, killing it instantly. Just the thought of that made me sick. Not everything was perfect in this world, I guess. But if survival meant killing some magical rats, then that’s what I had to do.

The rat’s ear twitched and I nearly shit myself. I froze in place, too afraid to even breathe, as the rat adjusted its position and went back to sleep.

I took a deep breath, steeling my nerves, then pulled the spear back. In one smooth motion, I thrust forward and watched as the blade entered at the base of the creature’s neck and penetrated through the back of its head, straight into its brain. The rat tensed and spasmed as it died, feet scrambling on the shredded cloth. The vibrations traveled up the haft of my spear and nearly made me sick. It let out a hissing noise as it died, then, it went limp.

I yanked my spear from its dead body and struggled not to vomit as blood spilled onto the floor. Never in my life had I killed anything other than an insect. It wasn’t a pleasant experience, but I reminded myself that they were magical creatures. They weren’t real. I wasn’t sure if that was entirely true, but that was what I repeated to myself over and over as I searched for the final rat. At least, I hoped there was only one left. I didn’t think I had it in me to kill more of them.

My search of the basement brought me full circle back to the entrance, which is when I saw the nest. A pile of shredded cloth was beneath the stairs that led to the basement door, and burrowed in that was the other rat. It was curled up on its back with its stomach towards me, looking as comfortable as could be. Two rows of nipples marked this one as a female. Great, that made it even worse.

I swore to myself that I would think harder before taking odd jobs from strangers as I raised the spear. With all my might I drove the blade down through her neck, nearly severing her head in the process. As with the other rat, there was some twitching and a lot of blood, but no drama.

“Man, I am glad that’s over,” I said to myself as I wiped the spear blade on the rat’s fur. If Haral had such a problem with these rats, he probably wouldn’t want dead ones rotting in his basement, so I leaned my spear against the wall and grabbed her by the tail. The rat felt like she was made of lead as I dragged her body up the stairs and set her on the grass. A few minutes later, I set the other rat’s body next to it. They really did look just like regular rats with the exception of their size. The base of their tails were nearly the size of my wrist.

“Might as well make sure there’s not a third,” I muttered to myself, already fearing what I would have to do if I found one. I hurried back into the basement and searched, but found nothing. On my way out I stopped and checked the nest again and my breath caught in my throat.

There was a baby rat.

Being a giant rat, this baby was about the size of a kitten. Dark gray fur covered its body and a long pink tail was curled around its pink feet as it slept. It even had little round ears. The thing was fucking adorable, and there was no price that would make me kill it. I couldn’t just leave it here, though.

“I am an idiot,” I said to myself as I reached out and gently patted the rat on its head. It squeaked faintly as its eyes snapped open, and sniffed my hand. After licking my fingers, it lay its head back down on the shredded cloth and closed its eyes, fast asleep.

Fuck, now I really couldn’t kill this thing. A horrible, stupid idea came to me and I decided to go with it. I pulled my satchel open and stuffed a handful of the shredded cloth in the empty pocket, the one adjacent to where I kept my coins. Carefully, so as not to disturb the little guy, I scooped him up and placed him inside.

“I am an idiot,” I repeated as I gently closed the satchel. “An idiot and a jerk. These rats were probably just trying to stay warm and I went and killed them and stole their baby,” I muttered as I walked up the stairs, shaking my head at the notion that I now had a pet giant rat. I felt like the world’s biggest asshole as I stepped back into the blacksmith’s shop. Haral was still seated behind the counter. He looked up at me when I entered.

“Back so soon?” he asked.

“All done,” I said, feeling sick. “The rats are dead. I left the corpses on the grass so they wouldn’t stink up the basement. Not sure if magic rats rot, but I figured it was better safe than sorry.”

“Thank you, James,” Haral said gravely. “I assume you now understand why I didn’t want to do it.”

“Yeah, I get it,” I said.

“Your belt is done,” he told me and approached. With Haral’s help, I buckled the thick leather belt on. The rapier hung from my left hip and my dagger from the right, perfect for cross-draw. “I’m assuming you’re right-handed,” Haral muttered.

“Yeah,” I said numbly. Damn rats. And what was I going to do with a pet rat? Shit, in this world, someone would probably try to eat it.

“There was the matter of a reward,” Haral said, reaching behind the counter, but I waved him away.

“No, don’t worry about it. I don’t want money for that.” I needed a drink.
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Lanercost was a small town, so it only took me a few minutes to walk to The Wooden Dragon. As I walked in, the familiar warmth of the massive fireplace and pleasant din of voices washed over me. I stood there for a moment in the doorway, letting the pleasant atmosphere soothe my nerves. Finally, I made my way to the bar. Stanley was there, passing a mug across the bar to a patron. He saw me approaching and stepped closer.

“Found some normal clothes, I see,” he said flatly. One of these days I vowed I’d get the man to laugh.

“Yeah, these are much better than what I had before,” I said, indicating my new-to-me clothes with a sweep of my hand. Elise walked by, three mugs of ale in each hand. My eyes went to that beautiful ass of hers before remembering her father. And her father’s mallet.

I sat on a stool and tapped my fingers on the bar. “I’ll take another one of those dark beers,” I said.

“Right away,” Stanley said, grabbing a mug and heading to the rack of casks. He filled the mug to the brim and returned it to me. “You seem in a better mood than earlier,” he said. “Less jumpy.” His eyes went down to my sword and he grunted.

“I guess I’m just getting used to Lanercost,” I said, taking a sip of my beer. As expected, it was delicious. “Got some new clothes, a sword, and took care of the blacksmith’s infestation.”

Stanley pursed his lips. “Our priest is a good man, but he needs to be more careful. Said he’s been too busy dealing with his own issues to handle those rats.” Stanley shook his head. “Rats the size of dogs. Can’t say I blame Haral for wanting someone else to handle that business.”

“Yeah,” I said, suddenly feeling a sourness in my stomach. “It wasn’t fun, I’ll tell you that much.” The memory of my spear stabbing through their furry bodies was going to haunt my dreams for a long time. I reached into my satchel to grab some coppers and took a peek at the baby rat. It was still curled up and asleep.

After sliding the coins across the bar, I took another sip of my beer while looking around the common room. Two men in dark clothing sat at a corner booth with their heads together, talking conspiratorially. Frequent laughs came from another table where several women sat with a large pitcher between them. Farmwives gone wild? Another table held a massive man and a lithe, muscled woman, both wearing mail over their tunics. The man, his hair dark and long, had his broadsword and sword belt propped against the table, and the woman had a pair of sword hilts peeking over one shoulder. Her fiery red hair was in a single braid and pulled over the shoulder opposite her swords. They were speaking quietly to one another over mugs. Other than me, they looked to be the only people in the room with swords.

“Who are those two?” I asked Stanley, pointing at the large man and woman.

“The constable and the deputy,” Stanley said. “Not people you want to cross,” he added with a firm look.

“Noted,” I said as I stood. What was law enforcement like in this town? Curiosity got the better of me.

Across the common room I strode, mug in hand, keeping my eyes on the pair. The man noticed me approaching and examined me with hard eyes like glittering black diamonds. That gaze of his was unsettling to say the least, and made me feel like I had been weighed, measured, thoroughly considered, and deemed inadequate.

“Good evening to the both of you,” I said, gesturing with my half-full mug. As they looked up at me, it suddenly dawned on me that I had no idea what to say to them. “Fine weather we’re having, isn’t it?” As soon as the words left my mouth, I felt like a buffoon. Not only was it a stupid way to strike up a conversation, but the weather here was the same as back in London. In other words, terrible and gloomy.

The man regarded me with a serious expression, and the woman looked me up and down suspiciously. With her red hair and green eyes, she was really quite striking, although I had a feeling if I told her as much she would punch me in the stomach..

“I just wanted to introduce myself to the constable, since I’m new in town,” I said, hoping an honest truth would work better. “Can I get you and your deputy a beer?” I asked the man.

“Of course,” said the woman in a clear, strong voice. “My deputy and I would love a drink. Right, Magnus?”

“That’s right, ma’am,” he said with a grin as he watched me blush to my hairline.

Dammit.

“Sorry about that, uh Madam Constable,” I hastily offered.

“Call me Gisela,” the woman offered with a grin. “This is my deputy, Magnus.”

“Well met,” Magnus said with a nod.

“Well met, indeed,” I said. “I’m James of House Cantrell. I come from a distant land known as London, and I’m looking to build a new life here. Or maybe somewhere else, but I’ll be starting here.” God damn, I really needed to think of a better story. I caught Elise’s eye with a wave and asked her to bring three mugs of stout. She nodded and hurried away.

“At least you have good taste in beer. That’s a fine sword you’re wearing, James of House Cantrell,” Magnus said as his eyes went from my sword to the dagger on the other side of my sword belt. Leave it to the cops to immediately comment on my weapons.

“Ah, yes,” I said, looking down at the hilt. “Haral is skilled with a hammer. Hopefully, I won’t have to use this thing, considering I haven’t a clue what to do.” I chuckled for emphasis but I was the only one laughing.

“It’s an odd man that carries a sword like that but doesn’t know how to use it,” Gisela said while watching me over the brim of her mug.

After grabbing a nearby chair, I spun it around backwards and sat on it, resting my forearms on the back. “Well, I have to start somewhere, right?” I noticed the muscle in her arms and the callouses on her hands. “Could you teach me?”

She looked at Magnus and they both laughed. She chuckled politely, while Magnus threw his head back and roared. I kept my face calm. 

“I could, yes. More importantly though, why would I do such a thing?” she said when she regained her composure.

“Because I’ll pay you,” I replied smoothly. “Besides, there can’t be much crime in a small village like Lanercost. I’m sure you have plenty of spare time on your hands.”

“So, you’re not a complete idiot,” she said with a small nod of approval.

“Only partially.” Perhaps some sarcasm would win her over. Magnus continued studying me and took another sip of his beer. “Which leads me to my second question: why does a village like Lanercost need two constables? There can’t be much work for you here unless chicken thieves are suddenly rampant.”

“He’s got you there, Gisela,” Magnus said and spread his hands. “Hordes of chicken thieves have swarmed the entire area, stealing every chicken they can, burning down houses and torturing farmers to learn the location of more chickens. ‘Give us chicken or face my blade,’ they shout as they storm the farmhouses seeking their precious birds.” He fixed me with an intense stare. “No chicken is safe.” He leaned in close. “Bok!”

Gisela nearly choked on her beer laughing. He even got a chuckle from me, and I knew I was the target of his mockery.

“Okay, okay, but it was an honest question,” I said, and thanked Elise as she brought three mugs to the table.

“This guy is new, so don’t be too hard on him, Magnus,” Elise said with a sweet smile for the giant man.

“If you say so, Elise,” Magnus said with a warm smile in return. It was clear he had eyes for Elise, and from the look she gave him the feeling was at least somewhat mutual. As she walked away, her ass cheeks bouncing in her skirts, I couldn’t blame him. At least the man had good taste.

“There isn’t much crime here, you are correct,” Gisela said, giving me a gracious nod as she lifted the fresh mug of ale to her full lips. “Sometimes travelers on the way to Kolsted get rowdy, but we handle them quickly. Although to be honest, Stanley doesn’t need much help. I’ve seen him do some things with that mallet of his….”

I shivered as I remembered Brinia’s story.

“But….” I said.

“But, I’ve decided to move on,” Gisela explained. “I’m ready for the next chapter in my life, whatever that may be. Magnus here will take over.”

“And I’ll make sure our peaceful village stays that way,” Magnus said with a look that practically shouted his suspicion of me.

“I think a good start to that chapter would be teaching me to use this sword of mine,” I said to Gisela, ignoring Magnus’s comment. “The dagger as well, while we’re at it.” I added a wink for emphasis.

Gisela rolled her eyes at me, but stopped when I set two large silver coins on the table. 

“You’re actually serious, aren’t you?”

“As serious as a heart attack,” I said. “Can we start tomorrow? I have some business to attend to tonight.”

“Is this how I get my promotion, Gisela?” Magnus asked with a raised eyebrow. “You teaching some milk-drinker the sword?”

She looked from me to Magnus and back and finally laughed. “Fine,” she said as she scooped the coins up and tucked them into her coinpurse. “Tomorrow morning.”

“I’ll see you when the sun is three times its height above the horizon.” I stood up and returned my chair to the nearest table, then offered my hand to Gisela. She clasped my forearm with an iron grip. Magnus was even worse. That man’s hand could nearly wrap around my forearm. “Good day to you both,” I added, raising my mug.

As I walked back to the bar, I ran into Elise. She gave me a warm smile, so I tried my luck a bit.

“Good evening, Elise,” I offered with a small bow.

“Hello, James. I see you found some normal clothes.” Her smile was the same one she gave all customers. Damn.

“Yeah,” I said, running my fingers through my hair as I looked down at my tunic. “Picked up a sword as well.” Wow, I was really winning her over with that one. “I also took care of the blacksmith’s giant rat infestation.” Perhaps a tiny bit of boasting? Doubtful it could compare to whatever Magnus was doing, though.

“Well, James, Slayer of Rats. Let me know when you’ve done something worthy of conversation and I’ll make sure to swoon properly.”

Ouch. It was likely that every unwed man in the village tried his moves on Elise, so this is what I had to expect. For some reason, I blurted out the first thing that came to my mind.

“In that case, I’ll make sure to bring you a dragon’s scale next time.” As if that made me sound any less like of an idiot.

She raised an eyebrow at me. “You bring me the scale of a dragon and I’ll quit working for my father and be yours,” she said without hesitation. “Best get to it, Slayer of Rats.” With a wink she continued across the common room, mugs in hand, ass cheeks gloriously bouncing beneath her skirts.

Well, shit.

I arrived at the bar with my spirits high, for I knew I would be visiting Brinia soon. Perhaps one day Elise would be mine as well, but it was hard to feel down knowing I would be sharing a bed with Brinia.

Delicious aromas wafted from the kitchen and increased every time the door behind the bar was open. It reminded me that I hadn’t eaten today. I waved Stanley over and asked him what smelled so good.

“We’ve got a few things, actually. Depends on what you’re in the mood for. There’s porridge—”

“Pass,” I said.

“—bread, some cheese and olives. What you’re smelling is deer stew. Lestain had an excellent hunt.”

“Lestain?” Man, the names in this fucking world.

Stanley nodded. “He’s my eldest, and a sure shot with a bow.”

“Save the gruel for the horses,” I said. “I’ll take a bowl of that stew.” I suddenly remembered the baby rat in my satchel. As Stanley walked back into the kitchen to fetch the food, I carefully opened the top flap. Relief filled me when a small, furry face greeted me with a squeak. “Sorry, I forgot about you for a bit, buddy,” I told the rat. It squeaked again and sniffed the air in my direction.

Gently, I pulled the rat out and held it in my hand. It sat on its hind legs and cleaned its whiskers for a moment, then stared back. There was an odd intelligence in its black eyes, far beyond the normal rats I had seen. At least, being magical, I didn’t have to worry about it shitting all over the place.

“Magical rat, eh? Well, maybe a forty-pound pet rat will be a good companion. What am I going to name you, little buddy?”

The rat leaned forward and sniffed me, then settled back, waiting.

“Julius Cheeser?”

No reaction.

“Rat Benetar?”

No reaction.

“How about Ratrick Swayze?”

It scratched its side, then went back to sitting calmly. Pop culture icons weren’t working, so perhaps a food-based name would.

“How about Pickles?”

It leaned forwards and squeaked quietly.

“Pickles? Do you like that name, Pickles?”

It bobbed its head and leaped from my arm to my shoulder.

Well, now I had a pet magical rat named Pickles. I gently reached up and fetched Pickles from my shoulder, then flipped it over. “It” was a “she.” I set her on the bar in front of me and left my hand there. She grabbed my thumb with both front paws and licked it a few times, then sat on her haunches and stared at me.

The door swung open and Stanley emerged with a bowl in his thick-fingered hand. He stopped dead when his eyes fell on Pickles. Slowly, he set the bowl on top of a cask and retrieved his mallet.

“Hey, easy there, Stanley,” I said as I scooped Pickles up.

“Greta!” he called out, never taking his eyes from the rat. “I told you that damn cat of ours was worthless. The rats are getting bold!”

“No, no, it’s okay!” I assured him. “This is Pickles. She’s my, uh, pet. In the satchel you go, Pickles,” I told her and gently set her inside the makeshift nest.

“Odd pet for a man to have,” Stanley said as he retrieved the bowl of stew. “You’re a strange person, James of House Cantrell.”

“Tell me about it. More importantly, I’m hungry.”

“Yeah,” Stanley said flatly as he set the bowl in front of me, eyeing me warily. “That’s one of those rats from Haral’s place, isn’t it? You know that thing is going to be the size of a dog soon, right?”

“I’ll have to get a leash for it,” I said as I picked up the wooden spoon and shoveled some of the venison stew into my mouth. Other than being piping hot, it was delicious. “Tell your cook this is fantastic,” I added. Reaching into my satchel, I slid a few coins across the bar to pay for the stew and the drinks.

“You’d do well to keep that beast hidden from sight, especially around here. In fact, you’re better off staying far away from my establishment with it. I don’t want some flea-bitten vermin scaring off my customers.” Stanley’s expression was all business.

“Noted,” I said, slurping another bite of the stew. I wanted to move on from this small town soon anyways, to bigger and better things. Maybe build my own castle and make House Cantrell a real thing. Of course, I would have to be careful where I built. I needed to be somewhat close to civilization and preferably near water, but there was always a risk of someone showing up at my front door and telling me I was on the king’s land or some nonsense. Best solution for that would be to simply become king myself, but I didn’t see that happening. My luck, I’d die of cholera first.

I finished the rest of my stew and hopped to my feet. As I walked towards the door, I fetched Pickles from my satchel and placed her on my shoulder, just to annoy Stanley. Several people gasped at the rat as I walked out, but I ignored them. As I pushed the door open my face was all smiles.
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The sun was nearing the horizon as I walked down the street with Pickles on my shoulder. Some people gave me a peculiar look and some looked like they wanted to strike the poor animal right off my shoulder. I guess rats weren’t common pets in this world. Then again, considering I was in an age where chamber pots were a thing, rats were probably a sign of disease and filth.

“It’s okay, Pickles. They don’t know you’re a magical rat.”

She licked my ear in response.

I gently set her back in my satchel and closed the flap. One day I would deal with this situation. For now, it was time to spend some time in the arms of a woman.

Brinia’s shop was small and simple, like the rest of the buildings on the street. The door was closed, so I knocked twice and waited patiently. Within seconds, it opened and Brinia’s face was peeking through. Upon seeing me, a smile lit up her face.

“You came!” She seemed genuinely surprised that I actually showed up. I guess guys were douchebags in this world. Then again, most guys were douchebags in my world, so that made perfect sense. For that matter, I struggled not to be too much of a douchebag myself.

“Of course I did!” I said, and stepped inside when she pulled the door the rest of the way open. She was still wearing the close-fitting dress I had seen her in earlier, but with no apron on top. I kicked it shut behind me and wrapped my arms around her, enjoying her floral scent and the pressure of her heavy breasts pressing against me. My hands itched to slide down her back and grab onto her full bottom, but I decided against crassness. For now.

“Will you take beer?” she asked as she crossed the shop with me in tow.

“I will always take beer,” I said with a grin as I watched her ass move beneath her skirts. They seemed thinner than before. Squinting, I studied her clothing and realized I couldn’t see her shift peeking out from the bottom edge of her skirt. So, she had removed a layer in anticipation for me. Naughty.

Pulling open a door at the back of the shop, she entered her living chambers and I followed. I guess that’s what it would be called. It certainly wasn’t much of a house, but I reminded myself I was in some sort of pseudo-medieval age. I made a quick mental note to hurriedly invent several modern convenience items.

There was a large room behind the shop where she stayed. A wide bed sat against the wall, with a washbasin next to it and a stone hearth against the opposite wall. There wasn’t much else. A small cask was next to the washbasin and she filled two leather jacks and handed one to me. 

“Cheers,” I said and raised my jack. She gave me an odd look in return.

“It’s something we do in London,” I explained. “We say something like ‘cheers’ and touch our glasses before we drink. It expresses good wishes for each other.”

“Oh,” she said, looking down at her cup. “Cheers,” she said, tapping her jack against mine.

We both drank deeply from our cups, although her beer wasn’t very good. Faintly sweet and malty, it was weak, flat, and warm. But, I reminded myself, it was probably safer than the water around here. Note to self: invent clean water and plumbing.

“So,” I said as I removed my satchel and set it carefully next to the foot of her bed. “How was your day?” I mentally slapped myself for starting such a boring conversation; it seemed to be a habit of mine. “I’m sorry, Brinia. Why don’t you tell me about yourself.” I sat down on her bed and motioned for her to join me.

“Okay,” she said as she smoothed her dress over herself with a hand and sat next to me awkwardly. 

“You’re a shy one, aren’t you?” I asked, not really intending to speak the words out loud.

She looked up at me suddenly and blushed, then nodded. “In my experience, men don’t like it when women speak out much. Outside of my business, I generally stay quiet.” She took another sip of her beer.

“Sounds like you’re hanging around awful men,” I added.

“It’s how I was raised,” she said with a shrug. “My sisters and I, all of us.”

“Where are they now?”

“In Kolsted. That’s where I was born and raised. I left as soon as I was able to and came down here to start a life. The city is too dirty, too loud. People there are rude, and have certain ideas about women that I wasn’t keen on.”

I found myself curious as to why she was single. She was gorgeous, with a figure to make a blind man stare. Even being unable to bear children, it didn’t entirely make sense. I decided to ask her again.

“I just keep to myself, these days,” she explained. “I made…. Years ago I disgraced myself. It’s a lot easier if I just live a solitary life, now, and focus on my work.”

So now the truth comes out. “May I ask what happened?”

“You’re a nosy one, aren’t you?” She took a deep breath before continuing. “I was married, a long time ago. My father made arrangements and when I was fifteen I said my vows.”

“Fifteen?” I shook my head. “Sorry, please go on.”

“We tried for years to have a baby, but it wouldn’t happen. He…. My husband said it was because I was cursed by the gods. He got drunk one night and started hitting me, then ran out in the street telling everyone that his wife was cursed. I threw a bowl of hot stew on him, burned his face pretty badly. Told him his gods weren’t worth a damn if they would curse an innocent woman.”

“Good for you. You stood up for yourself.”

“There were a lot of people around though, and they didn’t care for my blasphemy. I had to run away, and barely escaped with my life. People began shouting that I was a witch and should be burned at the stake. I managed to hide in a brothel for a week. The women there, knowing my story, worked until they were bow-legged and sent me on my way with a purse full of silver.” She sighed. “And so I arrived several days later here in Lanercost. It’s not far away, but far enough that no one followed. I started working at the fripperies shop and took over when old lady Millie passed.”

I sat there with my mouth hanging open, completely caught off guard. That was definitely not what I had been expecting.

“I am so sorry this world has treated you so,” I told her gently, and reached out and squeezed her shoulder.

She set her jack down and looked up at me. “I haven’t been with a man in a long time, James. I protect myself, see? Act in a manner where no man will want me. I don’t want to get hurt like that again.”

“Trust me, the last thing on my mind is hurting you,” I assured her, setting down my cup. The beer wasn’t that great anyways.

Gently, I took her face in my hands and brought it to mine. Our lips met, sending a wave of fire through my veins. We kissed, softly at first, then more intensely. My hands went to her waist and I pulled her closer to me. Her arms wrapped around my neck.

“Don’t hurt me, James. That’s all I ask,” she said against my lips.

I grabbed the bottom of my tunic and pulled it over my head, then tossed it on the floor. Brinia pulled her hair out of its bun and shook it out, letting it fall past her shoulders, then stood and reached behind her, unlacing her dress. Moving behind her, I took over and began undoing the laces, replacing each with a kiss as her skin was slowly exposed. The laces undone, I slid my hands up her back and onto her shoulders, then pushed the dress off and let it fall to the wooden floor. My eyes immediately went down to that magnificent ass of hers and I felt a swelling in my crotch. Her bottom was full and perfectly round, like the stuff of dreams.

Brinia turned and faced me, and my hands went to her breasts. I squeezed and massaged them, letting my thumbs flick over her nipples until they were rock-hard. She moaned softly and pressed her lips against mine as I fumbled with the laces at the front of my breeches. Her hands replaced mine and deftly pulled the strings, then pushed my pants to the floor. My erection stood out, long and proud, and she looked down at it with a smile. Her slender fingers wrapped around the base of my shaft and gave it a squeeze as I groped her huge tits.

Holy shit, this woman was so gorgeous that I wanted to blow my load right there. Her finally touching me was like fireworks going off in my brain. My lips went from hers to her neck, kissing and nibbling on her collarbones as she moaned softly. Further down I went, kissing those heavy melons of hers and licking at her pink nipples.

“Oh, James,” she breathed and pulled away from me. I was concerned I had done something wrong, but instead she crawled onto the bed next to me, giving me a full view of her rear end. I reached out and smacked her on her ass cheek and she yelped, then turned to look at me in surprise. A grin spread across my face. Surprise faded into a smile and she moved onto her back, spreading her legs wide, inviting me into that triangle of fine hair between her legs.

I made a mental note to teach her everything about sex that I knew as I moved between her luscious thighs. I spat on the head of my cock and gently brushed it against her labia, bringing more moans from her. She was already slick and wet, so I gripped the base of my cock in one hand and worked it inside her, an inch at a time. 

The walls of her pussy were hot and wet and gripped me like a vice. I moved my hands up to her waist and thrust in and out, going further each time, until I was all the way in. She sucked in her breath through clenched teeth and let out a soft moan as I bent over her.

With those massive melons in front of me, I felt obliged to pay attention to them. I licked and sucked at her nipples while working my hips back and forth, still penetrating her with easy strokes. As we continued and her body relaxed, I decided to up the ante a bit. Hooking an elbow under her bent leg, I brought my shoulder beneath her knee and really opened her up. My thrusts were deep and slow, powerful strokes that left my balls resting against her asshole when I was fully inside her.

Brinia’s moans increased in volume and she bit her full lower lip to keep quiet. I kissed my way up her neck, along her jaw, then made my way back to her mouth.

“Moan as loudly as you wish,” I told her with a smile.

“You’re so deep,” she breathed, her eyes closed.

I pushed forwards, pressing myself deeply into her, letting her feel every inch of me, relishing the feeling of her warm, inviting pussy. She wrapped her right leg around behind me, pulling me into her. 

While I could have stayed like that forever without complaint, I suddenly wanted to change position. It wouldn’t surprise me if this was the only way she had ever experienced sex. After kissing her on the lips, I pulled my cock out and straightened up.

“Are you done, James?” she asked, opening her eyes.

“Not at all,” I said. “Switch me. I want you on top.”

Her eyes widened at that. “Me? On top?”

“Uh huh,” I said and lay back on the bed.

“Like—like this?” she asked as she straddled me. Her thighs were on each side of my waist and her wet pussy brushed against the head of my shaft. Soft, dark hair hung around her shoulders and framed her beautiful face.

I couldn’t help but smile at her innocence. Reaching down, I guided my cock into her wet opening as she sat down on it, impaling herself on my shaft. My hands went to her small waist and I gripped her tightly while moving her up and down. My thrusts matched the motion, penetrating her deeply.

Her tits were bouncing and swaying and my hands went to them like magnets, clutching them tightly while thrusting deep into her guts. As I eyed her voluptuous form, I found myself wishing I had four hands.

“Ooohh!” she moaned, and I smiled. It became a goal of mine to help her become more confident, inside the bedroom and out.

I pulled her down on top of me and my hands went to that delicious ass of hers, squeezing her full cheeks while thrusting deeply into her wet pussy. Her mouth fell upon mine and we kissed deeply, her tongue probing my mouth while my cock probed her cervix.

“Mmmm!”

Her body quivered and I slammed my cock into her again and again. She worked her hips up and down my cock now, moving with me, eager for every inch of penetration. Brinia rode me with endless energy, sliding her soaking wet pussy up and down my shaft and moaning in turn. I grabbed her hand and moved it between her legs, then directed her to rub her clitoris in small circles while I continued to pound her. I bit on her nipple and she yelped right as waves of pleasure crashed through my body. I roared like a wild animal as I exploded deep inside her, filling her with my seed. She moaned with me, sliding her tight pussy up and down my full length, milking every drop from me. I squeezed both of her ass cheeks, using them as handles to thrust harder while I squirted the last of my cum inside her.

Brinia collapsed on top of me and showered my face with kisses. I tried kissing her back but she was all over the place, kissing my lips, my forehead, my cheeks. I felt a drop of wetness on my cheek and blinked in surprise.

“Are you crying, Brinia? Is everything okay?”

“Yes,” she said between deep breaths. “I’m sorry, that was just so wonderful.” She nuzzled her face beneath my chin and lay there for a moment while we both caught our breath. With my half-hard cock still inside her and her massive tits pressed against me, I felt like I was in heaven. “I’ve never had anyone do such things before.”

“You mean like trying to please you instead of just racing for the finish line?”

She laughed softly against my neck. “Yes.” Gently she worked her hips on top of me, working my soft cock in and out of her. “Are there other…. Can you show me more?”

“Gladly,” I said as I kissed her forehead. At that moment if there had been a fire, I still probably wouldn’t have moved.

“James?” she asked, her voice quiet and small.

“Yeah?”

“You’re going to leave in the morning, aren’t you?”

“Well, of course,” I said. “I have to pick up my boots and run a few errands.”

“That’s not what I meant,” she said quietly.

And then the meaning struck me. “No, Brinia,” I said. “I’m not abandoning you tomorrow, don’t worry. It’ll be you and me and whoever else we agree to let join our family. I’ll be the king of House Cantrell and you my queens.”

She pushed herself up onto an elbow and looked me in the eye. “Do you mean that?”

I looked down at her, at her beautiful face, at her heavy tits, small waist, and round hips. “One hundred percent.”

She smiled and lay her head on my chest again, sighing with happiness. Her sudden scream caught me completely off guard and I nearly shat myself.

“What is it?” I asked, looking around the room.

“Rat!” She scurried off the bed and ran towards a broom resting in the corner.

I looked at my satchel and found Pickles there, sitting on top of it, watching us with interest and sniffing the air. She crouched when she saw Brinia scramble across the room.

“No, it’s okay!” I said as Brinia came back with the broom wielded in both hands. I quickly moved in front of the satchel and held up my hands. “Brinia, stop! It’s my pet.”

“Why would you have a pet rat?” she asked, her eyes still focused on the furry animal and her broom poised to strike.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I said gently as I bent down to pick her up. “This is Pickles.” The rat perched on my shoulder and gave my ear a lick, then sniffed the air in Brinia’s direction.

Brinia lowered her broom but eyed me warily. “You are a strange man, James.”

“Indeed,” I agreed. “She’s a magical rat, so she’ll eventually be huge. No need to eat, either.”

“Vermin as pets,” Brinia said, making a disgusted sound in her throat.

“They’re actually very clean animals,” I explained. “The world you live in is dirty. All they want is food and warmth, which is why they make their homes inside yours.” Brinia continued looking at me like I was spouting nonsense. “Okay, okay. I’ll put her up for now. Take another nap, and try not to scare anyone,” I told Pickles as I put her in the satchel. This rat was going to be the death of me, I swear. “Come back to bed, love,” I told Brinia as I sat down. “Preferably, without the broom.”

I slid back on the bed and watched Brinia’s ass move as she walked back to the corner to return the broom. She returned to the bed and my eyes were full of her: large breasts, thick hips, and full lips. Blood began rushing back to my crotch as she threw a knee over me and crawled up my body. She paused on her hands and knees above me, her pussy inches above my throbbing member, and looked down at my cock, smiling as she watched it grow. With a grin, she looked back into my eyes.

“Can we do it again?”
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The next morning I woke with the sunrise, for some asshole had a rooster that loudly announced the beginning of the day. Brinia was laying with her arm thrown across my chest and one supple thigh over mine, sleeping soundly. Once I broke through the shell of shyness, her appetite proved to be rather insatiable. Three times we had made love last night, and I think she would have kept going if I hadn’t been so worn out. I’m pretty sure at this point if I came it would just be powder.

The feeling of her soft breast on my shoulder filled me with lust and I wanted to pump another load into her right then and there, but I couldn’t, at least not that morning. I had things to do.

Gently, so as not to wake her, I slid out from beneath her. She mumbled something in her sleep and I kissed her forehead, then fetched my clothes. I told myself that a hot bath was in order as I slid my feet into my slippers and grabbed my satchel. Lifting the flap, I saw Pickles curled into a ball inside. When light fell upon her, she quickly woke and raced up my arm, taking her accustomed place on my shoulder.

“One day you’re going to be too large for that,” I told her as I gently scratched her fuzzy body.

She squeaked in reply.

I slipped through her store as quietly as possible and closed the door behind me. The air was chilly outside and I went right back inside Brinia’s store. Certainly, she had a cloak in here. Among the racks of clothing I found a handful of cloaks. I chose the thickest one I could find and swung it around my shoulders. It was midnight blue, which went well with the lighter blue of my tunic. After slapping down a handful of silver coins on the counter, I left the building again.

The sky was full of gray clouds, but tiny slivers of sunshine occasionally broke through. Not many people were out this early so I made my way to The Wooden Dragon. Remembering Stanley’s thinly veiled threat, I put Pickles back in my satchel and went inside.

As usual, the warmth of the fireplace immediately washed any chill right off and filled the common room with a golden glow. The room was mostly empty, but two people sat at a table, spooning porridge into their mouths. There was no sign of Elise or Stanley, but I heard voices coming from the kitchen. I sat on a stool in front of the bar and waited, tapping a rhythm on the bar top while enjoying the aroma of freshly baked bread.

Abruptly the door opened and Stanley emerged with a cask in his thick arms. He hefted it into the sturdy wooden rack like it was nearly weightless, then wiped his hands on his apron and turned to me.

“Did you bring your rat?” he asked in his bland voice.

“Don’t worry, Stan. I won’t be sending a rat to run around the common room and scare your customers away. I would like to break my fast, though.” That sounded like a phrase they would use. “What’s on the menu this morning?”

Stanley leaned both broad hands on the bar. “Stew’s about gone, but there’s a bowl or so left. Greta just made some bread. Got some cheese and olives, too. Porridge, too.” Probably a culinary delight for this world.

“I’m going to be on my feet a lot, so let me get some of that bread and cheese to go. Some olives as well, I guessed.” I set some coins on the bar, hoping it was enough. It dawned on me that while there had been a large amount of money in the satchel I stole, it would eventually run out. I needed to find a source of income, and fast.

Stanley nodded and went back into the kitchen. I reached into my satchel and felt around for Pickles, then gently scratched her head while looking around. 

The heavy stone walls and exposed timber framing gave this building a wonderful, rustic look. I can’t even imagine how much it would have cost to build back in my home world, but here it was the norm. If I were to be the head of House Cantrell, I needed a castle. Another mental note was added to the list. Make it look awesome.

Stanley returned a few minutes later with several bundles wrapped in cloth. I thanked him for the food and put them in my satchel, making sure not to squash Pickles with a loaf of warm, crusty bread.

“Hey Stanley, I have a question.”

He grabbed his cloth and began wiping down the already clean bartop while waiting on me to ask. Was that a nervous habit of his? The bartop was polished to a dull glow from his constant rubbing.

“Are you aware of any land for sale around here? Especially somewhere with plenty of rocks and stones in the soil. Maybe with a source of water nearby.” If I wanted a stone castle, I needed stones. It made sense to me.

Stanley raised an eyebrow at my question. “Land for sale? Looking to settle down?”

“Eh, just a thought. Although I probably wouldn’t want to live so close to the current king. I imagine he wouldn’t take kindly to me building my own castle in his forest, right?”

Stanley scoffed. “That’s putting it mildly. He can be…prickly at best.”

I slapped my hands on the bar. “Well, good talk as usual, Stan. Have a good one.” I hopped off the stool and strode over to the fireplace, where I warmed my hands for a moment. At the sound of footsteps, I turned and saw Elise descending the stairs. 

She looked as beautiful as ever, even first thing in the morning. Her eyes caught mine as she tied her hair in a ribbon and she gave a friendly smile. My hands feeling warm, I decided to go ahead and leave the inn.

“Good morning, James the Rat Slayer. Any progress on that dragon scale you promised me?” There was a bit of a smirk in the twist of her lips. Couldn’t say I blamed her for not believing me. I mean…a dragon scale?

I shrugged. “Rome wasn’t built in a day.”

She cocked her head to one side in confusion. “What’s a rome?”

“Just a saying where I come from,” I said, struggling not to laugh. “One step at a time, Elise. One step at a time. Mark my words though,” I said, suddenly feeling bold. “One day, you’ll be one of my queens, and the lot of you will have a life that bards will sing about for a thousand years.”

“Is that so?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips. Her raised eyebrow and the look on her face more than suggested that she thought I was full of shit.

I merely winked in reply and left the inn. Let her dwell on that for a while. Maybe she would forget about it and I could stop shitting myself at the thought of fighting a dragon.

“Not sure how I’m going to make good on that promise,” I said to Pickles as I removed her from the satchel. I held her against my chest, stroking between her ears with a fingertip as I made my way down the road through the village. Some of the crusty bread and hard cheese made for an impromptu on-foot breakfast.

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the outsider,” a deep voice called out from behind me. I turned and saw Magnus approaching with his hand casually resting on the hilt of his sword, the way cops back in America would casually rest their hands on their pistols when they meant trouble. 

I quickly put Pickles back in the satchel, but not before Magnus saw.

“Why are you carrying a rat?” he asked, incredulous.

“She’s a magical rat, don’t worry. No fleas or diseases or anything. She’s my pet.”

He stared at me like I had just said the dumbest thing in history. Perhaps I had. He circled around me, eyeing me up and down, making his disapproval clear.

“Have I done something wrong?” I asked.

“Have you?” he shot back.

“No. Look, I’m just trying to start a new life. That’s it.”

“In Lanercost?” he asked as he crossed thick arms the size of my legs.

I shrugged. “Why not? It’s clean, it’s quiet. Close enough to Kolsted when I need something. The people are friendly.”

“Yeah, about that,” he said as he leaned uncomfortably close to me. “You should consider leaving our people alone. Don’t think I haven’t seen how you’ve pushed yourself on Mother Brinia.”

“Hey, now,” I raised my hands and took a step back. “I didn’t push myself onto anyone. She and I are….” What were we? Fuck buddies? Nah, I wanted more from her than just that. “We’re in a relationship. It’s consensual.”

“Mmhmm. I’ve seen you eyeing Elise as well.” He moved in closer, looming over me like a giant. “She’s mine, foreigner. If I ever hear you’ve laid one of your filthy, rat-petting fingers on her, I’ll cut those fingers off.”

“Dude, relax. I’m not trying to steal your woman,” I said, although honestly I was. 

“I’ve got my eye on you, foreigner. It would be best if you left Lanercost before you had an untimely accident. Got it?” He shouldered into me as he continued down the street.

I stood there for a moment, cursing under my breath. What the fuck was wrong with that guy? After a few deep breaths to calm myself, I continued down the road, unfortunately in the same direction as Magnus. With his militant stride, he was out of sight in a matter of minutes.

The cobbler was nearby, so it only took me a moment to reach the shop. I knocked rather loudly on the door, knowing people often built their homes in the back of their shops. The door opened and Elar stuck his head through.

“Ah, perfect timing, my lord. Your boots are ready for you,” he said as he pulled the door open the rest of the way and waved me through.

I stepped into his small shop, eager to be rid of my slippers. After walking around the village on dirt roads for a day, they were showing heavy signs of wear. At least it hadn’t rained.

Elar guided me to a stool and I sat down, eager to try these handmade boots. I was impressed when he brought them out for me. They were simple boots in dark leather that ended just above the top of my calf, and looked rather stylish and very well made. I turned them over in my hands, then stuffed my feet into them. Quite comfortable, too.

“I sank each stitch in as hard as I could, and the thread was soaked with wax. Those boots won’t leak, even if you go wading.” Elar’s face beamed with pride when he saw my pleasure with the boots.

I took a few test steps, delighted with how they felt. They fit my feet like I had worn them for a year already.

“These are amazing, Elar,” I exclaimed. I expected the boots to fit like absolute shit. 

“Thank you, my lord, thank you kindly,” he said with a bob of his head.

I pulled another silver coin out and flicked it to him. He caught it in the air with a grateful bow. 

“I’ll make sure to recommend you if I run into anyone that needs boots,” I said with a wave, and left.

Munching on another piece of freshly baked bread—which was absolutely delicious, by the way—I made my way to the constable’s office. Life was pretty awesome in this world, so far. I was banging a gorgeous woman, eating fresh, natural food, just bought a cool sword…. Okay, so I hadn’t done much yet, but I was the head of House Cantrell and determined to make that something, no matter what it took. I had the benefit of a 21st-century education on my side.

The constable’s office was a small building, similar in style to many others here. Heavy timbers made up the majority of the building above the stone footers. The roof was thatch and steeply angled. 

“Time to learn how to use a sword,” I said to myself as I stepped forwards and knocked on the door. A voice from inside shouted something and I waited patiently. The door swung open and a tall woman with red hair stood there, frowning down at me. Her eyes had their customary green spark, and her hair hung loosely around her shoulders.

“Good morning, Gisela!” I exclaimed. “So lovely to see you. Are you ready for day one of instruction?” I patted the sword on my hip. “I certainly am.”

She made a point of examining me from head to toe. “You’re early. At least you’re wearing proper shoes, this time,” she muttered and pulled the door open the rest of the way. “Come on.”

“Magnus isn’t in here, is he?” I asked.

“No. Why?”

“He seems to have taken an interest in me, and in a bad way,” I explained. “It’s like he’s just looking for a reason to punch me.”

Gisela pursed her lips. “He can be…intense at times, but you shouldn’t have to worry about him as long as you’re on the right side of the law.” What a cop thing to say.

I shrugged and stepped inside. The building was small, and mostly consisted of a single room. In the center stood a large, wooden desk, and several doors were set into the back wall. With the barred windows in the top of the doors, I assumed the rooms were cells of some sort. She was the constable, after all.

And then there was Gisela herself. Nearly as tall as me, she wore breeches of soft leather that fit like a second skin, leaving only modesty to the imagination. Her legs were muscular and strong, the legs of a woman that liked to work hard. Atop that she wore a snug-fitting tunic with loose sleeves, I assumed for ease of movement. My eyes followed her tight, round bottom as she walked further into the room, but I was careful to bring them up to her face when she turned back to me. Last thing I needed was to provoke this woman.

As Gisela reached her arms behind her and began braiding her hair, she studied me, especially my sword.

“I see you have nothing better to do than train me,” I quipped.

“Magnus and I talked, and we decided it would be a good time for him to take over so I can pursue other things. He’s making his rounds of the village right now, as you apparently learned. You said you have no experience with a sword?”

“Not that I can remember,” I said truthfully. Swords weren’t the most common thing in modern-day London.

“Not that you can remember,” she replied dryly. “Well, we’ll start with some basics, in that case. Follow me.”

Following Gisela was a wonderful thing to do with those tight breeches she wore. I was mesmerized by the muscles in her thighs and ass moving with each step she took. She grabbed two practice swords set on a rack, then walked to the back of the building. We exited through a door, where she led me to a patch of well-worn grass out back. Turning, she tossed one of the practice swords to me.

I caught it with one hand, then decided it would be best to set my satchel down. My sword belt as well. After setting them against the back of the constable’s office, I finally gripped the sword firmly in my hand. The blade was made of many thin strips of wood loosely tied together; it wouldn’t cause more than a welt if it struck flesh. As my fingers tightened around the hilt of a sword for the first time, a memory came to me.

I had taken fencing classes in college.

The memory was vague, but I remembered taking two semesters of fencing because I wanted to impress some chick. Not only that, but I was pretty decent. Well, it was time to see how much of that skill stuck with me; more importantly, how much of that skill translated to real life. I turned slightly to the side, offering a smaller target to my opponent, and raised my practice sword. 

Gisela raised an eyebrow upon seeing my stance. “No experience with a sword,” she said flatly. I shrugged. She shook her head and took up a similar stance, though she wielded her sword two-handed. “I haven’t even eaten, yet,” she grumbled.

“I have some cheese in my satchel, if you’d like,” I offered.

She glared at me again with eyes like emeralds, but a hint of a smile broke through the cracks. I’d win her over somehow.

“Before we start, do you need new boots? I know a guy.”

“Enough of this foolishness,” she snapped. Her attacks came a heartbeat later, lightning-fast strikes aimed right for my chest. I managed to deflect them, but only just. Her form was nearly flawless as she lashed out, her footwork impeccable. My form, on the other hand, was an absolute mess. Her eyebrows drew down when she failed to land a strike on me.

Abruptly she pulled back. “No experience with a sword? I think it’s time you tell the truth, especially if you want me to train you. I don’t have time for liars.”

I grounded the tip of my sword and leaned on it. “You want the truth? I’m in a new, strange world, I don’t know how I got here, and I barely remember anything before yesterday. That’s the honest truth.”

“Well, you’ve clearly wielded a sword before,” she said, still irritated. “Your form is horrible, but you seem to know what you’re doing. Where did you learn this?”

“I studied fencing, years ago, although I didn’t remember until just now.. I vaguely remember learning the epee, as it was the heaviest of the three. The foil felt like a toy.”

“Fencing?”

“It’s a thing in London. Sword fighting, but for sport.”

She shook her head. “A strange man from a strange place.”

“You don’t know the half of it. So, what can you teach me?”

She approached and directed me to raise my sword. After I complied, she adjusted my hand on the hilt. “Hold it just so,” she murmured, then moved the sword until I held it at the perfect angle. It was very similar to what I remember learning in fencing lessons. “Now, I want you to attack me.”

Raising her sword, she stood ready. I took a deep breath and lunged at her chest with all the speed I could muster, but right before my sword struck a blow she effortlessly slapped it away with hers. I hit nothing but air.

“Again,” she said in a voice that brooked no nonsense. “Be faster.”

This time, I feinted to the left, then lunged again, right for her stomach. She slapped my blade away as if she had all the time in the world.

“Again.”

I had to land at least one hit on her, if nothing else then for my pride. I feinted several times, trying to draw out an attack from her. When she finally moved her sword, I parried and counterattacked. She moved like a striking cobra, faster than even before. After twisting to avoid my attack, she parried my blade out of the way, struck me on the chest, and finished it with a kick to my stomach, which sent me tumbling to the grass.

“Again.”

By the time I opened my eyes, she had already moved back into her en garde stance, ready to fight. I coughed and wheezed, silently cursing her, but pushed myself up to my feet. Fortunately for her—or perhaps unfortunately, I hadn’t decided yet—I preferred winning rather than fighting fair. Once again, I raised my sword, moving the tip in small circles. This time, I was going to get her.

A faint smile grew on her face, as she knew she was a far superior fighter than me. My sword darted out several times, but hers was always there to deflect it. Instead of attacking her, I put all my might into a blow designed to push her blade aside, then rushed forwards. Her eyes widened at the same moment I dropped my sword and wrapped my arms around her waist. With a heave I lifted her into the air, then we were both crashing onto the grass. The stern expression she usually wore was replaced by one of surprise, which deepened when I leaned forward and planted a kiss on her perfectly full lips. Since I valued my life, I rolled away just in time to avoid a full-armed slap.

After snatching my practice sword from the grass, I scrambled to my feet. Gisela was up in a heartbeat, sword raised and ready to take my head off, even if it was just a practice sword. Her face was red with fury as she rushed forwards, swinging and striking as if she sought blood. I barely managed to deflect and parry her blows, then dropped into a deep lunge and struck her in the stomach, hard enough to draw a sharp grunt from her.

“You can’t let your emotions get the better of you,” I said to her as her eyes widened. Surprise and anger battled for prominence on her face, and anger won.

“You try that again and I’ll use a real sword instead,” she growled. “How dare you!”

“Has anyone ever told you how beautiful you are when you’re angry?” I countered.

She turned her back on me suddenly, although not before I saw her blush.

“Okay, that was a bit dirty of me. I apologize. Shall we get back to my lesson?”

“At least now I know how you fight,” she muttered as she turned back to face me. “Without honor.”

“You’re right,” I said with a shrug. “I fight to win. Honor won’t keep a sword from sticking me in the ribs.” I raised my sword and took a few steps, practicing my footwork. “Some of it’s coming back to me now.” I slashed at the air a few times.

“Why did you hire me, James?” Gisela asked, leaning on her sword. She studied me intensely. 

“Because you’re better with a sword than I am,” I said simply. “And until this moment, I had forgotten that I had some experience with one.”

“That’s not the reason, and you know it. You could have hired Magnus instead. In fact, you probably would have been better off, considering he’s a better teacher than I am. More patient, too.”

I paused, choosing my words carefully. “You’re a beautiful woman, you know. Breathtaking. Stunning. You’re also strong in body, mind, and spirit, and fully capable of taking care of yourself in a world that likely views women as property. I have a lot of respect for you.” Initially I had simply enjoyed flirting with her, but now I began to wonder if she would be a good match for me. For Brinia, as well.

“Do you think you’ll win me over?” She shuffled her feet, moving them into position while appearing to be standing relaxed. Sneaky, but I noticed. I firmed my grip on my sword. “I submit to no man. Especially one that’s both weaker and less skilled with a blade.”

Well, she had me there. Looks like I had my work cut out for me. To emphasize her words, she raised her sword and attacked. I stumbled backwards under the viciousness of her advance, barely even able to focus on her sword. It was clear she had been going easy on me earlier. After only seconds, she struck me three times: hip, stomach, and a final crack on the side of my head that sent me tumbling to the ground.

“Not only am I a poor teacher, but I’m going to be hard on you. As hard as I can be. Still feel like practicing the sword?”

I had to wait until two images of Gisela finally merged into one to clamber to my feet. Man, she was not exaggerating when she said she was going to be hard on me. My head felt like Stanley had taken his mallet to it. A thought suddenly blossomed in my mind.

“Tell you what,” I said, grateful that talking gave me an extra moment to let the dizziness fade. “Anyone with eyes can see that you value being strong. You keep teaching me the sword and I’ll help you get in the best shape of your life.” It was doubtful people in this world knew much about fitness, especially about complex workouts and exercises. She probably just lifted rocks and ran trails.

Gisela laughed and raised her arm, flexing it. The soft cloth of her sleeve draped across her bulging biceps. “Do I look like I need help being strong? Turn your eyes to your own arms, James.”

Hard to argue with that, but I had a plan. “Well then, I guess we’ll both be getting into the best shape of our lives. Just trust me,” I said. “I’ll see you again tomorrow, and in a day or two I’ll bring some equipment to help keep my end of the bargain.”

“Are you saying you’re done for the day?”

My head still hurt, but there was no way I was going to let myself look weak in front of her. “Of course not,” I said, raising my sword. “Are you?”

I was going to win her over, no matter how long or how many bruises it took.
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My body ached like I had fallen down a mountain and struck rocks the entire way. Gisela’s arms were quite strong, but not nearly as strong as her desire to kick my ass all over the place. A hard teacher was what I wanted, though, since I was learning to fight for my life with a sword. I kept my head high as I strode down the street towards The Wooden Dragon. More specifically, towards the bulletin board in front.

While the satchel I had stolen was still filled with a pile of gold and silver coins, I needed a source of income if I was going to build House Cantrell up. That money wouldn’t last forever, and I figured I could check two boxes—making money and better learning the sword—by taking some of the jobs posted.

And so, a few minutes later, I found myself standing in front of the bulletin board staring at a note written by the local priest. Apparently, there were some issues in the graveyard behind the temple. While this sounded like something I wasn’t going to enjoy, I snatched the note off the board. Money was money, and the reward was substantial.

On my walk to the blacksmith’s forge the previous day, I remembered seeing something that looked rather temple-like. With a determined stride, I set off in that direction, snacking on some more crusty bread and hard cheese. I was ready to…. Well, ready to face whatever was there, as long as it wasn’t going to kill me.

As usual, the clang of a hammer on steel rang through the air as I approached the forge. Haral was hard at work, filling orders for the king’s army. Idly, I wondered if there was some kind of great threat, since the king had enlisted the help of smiths from neighboring locales. Perhaps he planned on invading a neighbor? I had gathered from several locals that the king was kind of an asshole.

“Good day to you, Haral,” I called out. Patiently, I waited while the blacksmith finished his work, then set the piece of metal aside.

“James,” he said with a nod of his head. “How’s the sword?”

“Fine, thanks,” I said, patting the rapier hilt. “I need you to make me something. Something simple, that probably won’t take long.” I dug out a few silver coins and bounced them in my palm.

Haral’s eyebrow lifted as he saw me toying with the coins. “I’m a busy man, so this will cost double, you know.” 

“I’m aware. I’ll also need you to deliver it.”

“I’m not an errand boy. Deliver your own goods.”

I pulled two more large silver coins from my satchel. Haral’s frown deepened, but he finally nodded. It only took me a moment to explain to him what I wanted, though I had to emphasize the balance of it. Finally, he nodded and said it would be done by the end of the day.

“Thanks Haral,” I said as I left the forge. “I can always count on you.”

“And it seems I can always count on your coin,” he replied as he thrust the piece of half-formed steel back into the fire.

Right down the street from the forge was the temple. Its slate roof had a high peak, and the front wall was inset with large stained glass windows depicting religious imagery. The buttressed walls on each side were thick stone and also contained windows in the same style. I walked to the massive front door, which stood in a deep arch, and pulled it open.

The interior of the temple was even more beautiful than the exterior, with polished wooden floors and elaborately carved pillars supporting the roof. Several rows of pews lined each side of the great room. I strode down the center aisle, seeing a man that I assumed was the priest. He knelt at the back of the room, next to a stone altar.

“Excuse me,” I said to the priest, feeling slightly awkward. He appeared deep in prayer and I didn’t like interrupting him, but I couldn’t stand there and wait all day.

He was an older man with a slender build. Thick gray hair topped a face lined with faint wrinkles. Eyes as blue as the sky regarded me with curiosity. Simple robes of white and pale gray covered his lanky form.

“How can I help you, young man?” he asked in a soft voice as he pushed himself to his feet. “Have you come to seek the Light of Leas?”

“Leas?” I asked, assuming that was a deity of some kind.

“Leas, the Goddess of the Sky,” he intoned. “The Bringer of Light. The Illuminator of Darkness. She casts away all shadows with her love and warmth.”

Well, that sounded better than the god I faintly remembered back in my previous life. That guy liked to flood the planet and had an odd hatred of shellfish and foreskin.

“Actually, I’m here about this,” I said, pulling the note from my pocket. I smoothed it on my chest before handing it to him.

He scanned the note and his peaceful expression faded to one of deep concern. His somber eyes went from the note to me and back and he sighed heavily.

“This is a dreadful matter,” he said, lowering the note.” I shall not disgrace my goddess by speaking of it here. Come,” he said as he walked away.

I followed him through a door on the side wall and found myself in a starkly-furnished office. A single desk sat in the center of the room with a wooden chair for him and a pair of matching chairs set in front. I took one of them with a sigh of relief—my body still ached from the beating Gisela had given me earlier. Most of the back wall was covered by a tall bookshelf that was filled with ancient books and dusty scrolls.

“Please, forgive my manners,” he said as he took his seat. “I am Orthur, a humble servant of Leas.”

“James of House Cantrell,” I replied. The name came more easily as I steadily forgot my previous life.

“Honored to meet you, James Cantrell. A blessing upon your House.” He looked down at the note in his hand and sighed again. “As I said, this is a dreadful manner. Truly awful. We have a small cemetery behind the temple, where there have been several recent…incidents.”

“Incidents?” I already didn’t like the sound of this.

His mouth worked silently for a moment before he continued. “Yes, incidents. The cemetery has always been a place of peace and meditation. Locals would visit their long-dead relatives, people would say prayers for the dead—I’m sure you understand.”

I didn’t understand, but I nodded so he would continue. Cemeteries always seemed like a waste of real estate to me.

“Things have changed, lately. Lanercost has always been a safe town, and the cemetery perhaps the safest place. The dead do no more than sleep, after all. But over the past week, several people have gone missing after visiting graves at night. I fear the worst,” he said, his eyebrows drawing down. “There is something dark in the air. I can sense it, like a finger behind my neck, almost touching me.”

“Gone missing? What’s happening?”

Orthur sighed again. “Dark forces have taken root in the cemetery and given birth to something evil. The dead should stay dead, do you not agree?” After my impatient nod, he continued. “Indeed, they should. But in this case…. There is a woman, or I should say the spirit of a woman. She haunts the cemetery and slays people that come near her grave. I can hear her at night.” He shivered. “Moaning, calling out for someone or something. It’s horrible. I’ve never heard such anguish before. I tried a spell on her, but it didn’t work.”

“You’re new to this, aren’t you? I recently handled some pests created by one of your spells gone awry in the blacksmith’s basement.”

Orthur chuckled. “Aye, I discovered my calling late in life. Leas waited until I was past fifty to give me her blessing. And while I am grateful…. Yes, I am still learning how to guide and shape her power.”

“Interesting. Back to the matter at hand, you need me to kill this spirit?” I figured this one was pretty obvious.

“Please,” the priest said. “Send her soul back to the earth and give us peace. Rid this town of this awful horror. Restore tranquility.”

“There’s just one problem,” I said, tapping the hilt of my sword. “I can’t stab a ghost with this.”

“Ah, yes. The blessings of Leas will help with that. Come,” he said, rising from his chair. “Let us go back to the sanctuary.”

I followed the robed man back to where I had first seen him in the sanctuary. He circled around the large altar that stood in the room and gestured for me to come close. After directing me to hand him my sword, he laid it atop the altar. I took a step back as he raised his hands and began chanting. Hopefully he didn’t create any more rats. No offense, Pickles.

“Leas, Light of the Sky and Warmth of the Fire,” he began. Continuing his prayer, his words began to change into a language I did not recognize. He went on for several minutes, and I finally noticed a soft glow emanating from his hands and reflecting on the blade of my rapier. He lowered his hands and moved them over the length of the sword as his prayer came to a crescendo. When he was done, he took a step back and wiped sweat from his brow.

“It is done,” he said. He breathed hard, as if he had just run a mile.

“What exactly did you do?” I asked.

Orthur lifted my sword and examined the long blade. “Leas has placed her blessing on this simple weapon. In the presence of evil spirits, the blade will light up like a torch.” He passed the sword to me.

“Well, that certainly sounds effective,” I said as I accepted the rapier. It didn’t look any different, but I figured I would have to be in the presence of an evil spirit to find out. Back in the scabbard it went.

“Behind the temple, right?” I asked. It was time to get to work.

“Yes, but the spirit usually shows up late at night.”

Damn. I was really going to make this spirit pay for interrupting my sleep, especially since I would be spending the night with Brinia again. “I’ll return after dark,” I told Orthas and bowed my head to him.

“May the Light of Leas guide your path, James of House Cantrell.”

“I certainly hope so, since I have no clue where I’m headed in this world,” I replied.

“If you need guidance, the welcoming embrace of Leas can—”

“Easy, buddy,” I said, holding my hands up. “It was a joke.”

“You are a strange man, James.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” I said and bid him farewell. I couldn’t do much else on this until nightfall, so it was time to get started on other things.

As I left the temple I dug through my satchel and grabbed the remaining note. Pickles squeaked at me, so I pulled her out and set her on my shoulder as I walked down the road.

“Sorry about that,” I said to the rat. “You’re probably lonely in there. I just don’t want anyone to freak out and try to beat you with a shovel.”
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Something had been nagging at me for a bit, so it was time to scratch that itch. I wanted to know where I was and what the surrounding areas were like. I needed a map. The big problem would be finding one; I didn’t expect them to be common in this day and age.

A few minutes’ walk brought me back to the heart of the village, although to be honest I still wasn’t sure where to go. Who would have a map? The mayor, perhaps? If nothing else, Stanley might know. I figured that was a good place to start, so I went to the inn. Pickles went in my satchel.

It was around lunch time so I expected a small crowd at the inn, but only two people were seated inside. I had to remind myself that going out to eat wasn’t really a thing in this era. Stanley stood behind the counter talking to a woman with graying hair. A flour-covered dress strained over her curves that were still quite impressive considering her age. She wielded a large serving spoon like a club she wanted to use on him as she explained in no uncertain terms that the kitchen was her domain and he was not to forget it. Stanley’s arms were crossed and the long-suffering look on his face suggested this wasn’t the first time for the tongue-lashing.

“Peace, Greta. I just had a suggestion for dinner, that’s all. Not everyone cared for the—”

“Well, you can keep your demands to yourself, Stanley. We do a fine job back here and don’t need you or any other men ordering us around.”

“I wasn’t—okay, fine. No more orders from me.”

She harrumphed and went back into the kitchen, her nose in the air. Part of me wanted to ask Stanley how he dealt with such a partner but I didn’t want to risk his mallet.

I slid onto a bar stool and tapped my fingers on the bar as I waited on Stanley to finish glaring at the door. How a couple like that could have a daughter as beautiful as Elise was beyond me. To be fair, Greta was still a very attractive woman; I could see where Elise got her figure from. It was just Greta’s personality that looked to be lacking. Although, I had to remind myself that if I were married to Stanley I’d probably be miserable as well.

“What’ll it be today?” Stanley asked as he reached for a pewter mug beneath the bar.

“One, a stout,” I said, holding up a finger. “And two, I need some information.” I wiggled both fingers.

“More questions, eh?” He went back to the row of casks and filled the mug with stout. After setting the mug in front of me, he leaned both hands on the bar. “What kind of information are we talking about?”

I took a sip of ale before answering. Stanley sure knew how to make a good beer. “I need a map, Stanley. As many maps as possible, if you know where I can find them, both local and of the greater area.”

Stanley leaned his elbows on the bar and stared at me for a moment. He had a very unsettling gaze. “What do you need maps for?”

“I just want to know where the hell I am,” I replied. “And what’s around here.”

Still leaning on his elbows, he pointed a finger over my shoulder. I turned and followed and realized he was pointing at the fireplace. More specifically, at the books on top of the mantel. 

“Does one of those contain maps?”

Stanley nodded in reply.

Leaving my mug on the bar, I walked to the back of the common room to check the small collection of books. They were leather bound and I assumed hand-written, meaning they probably cost a small fortune. Stanley must be doing well for himself to have so many. Selecting the first one, I opened it up and flipped through a few pages. They were indeed hand-written, but nothing more than folk stories. The second book was the same, and the third. 

The sixth book, however, was different. The World was written in gold lettering on the cover, and as I opened it and turned several pages I was greeted by beautiful, hand-drawn maps. With the book still open in my hands, I went back to the bar.

“You’d best be careful not to spill anything on that,” Stanley warned.

“Don’t worry, Stan. I don’t plan on getting the mallet today,” I said without taking my eyes off the book. I heard Stanley chuckle in reply. Maybe he had a sliver of a sense of humor after all.

Several of the maps look startlingly familiar. I frowned, checking page after page, but each map only confirmed my suspicions.

“Hey Stanley. What’s the name of the country Lanercost is in? The nation, or kingdom, or whatever you call it.”

“The Kingdom of Aragoshen,” he replied, pronouncing it slowly as if he were talking to a simpleton.

Page through page I flipped and scanned until I came across what I wanted. A map of Aragoshen covered the two pages in front of me, and familiarity struck me in the face like Stanley’s mallet. I turned a few more pages until I came to a map of a larger area, still with Kolsted marked on it. Being hand drawn, it wasn’t incredibly accurate, but the shape was unmistakable. 

It was a map of England.

Kolsted sat on the River Thames, right where London was back in my world. Lanercost was a couple days’ ride upriver, which helped with water quality. South of us, the North Downs were detailed on the map, but of course they weren’t called that here. The Sandwell Hills was a decent name, I guess. The South Downs didn’t even have a name in this world. I guess they weren’t big enough.

“Can I buy this from you?” I asked Stanley.

His frown gave his an answer before he spoke. “That’s not for sale. Not for you, not for anyone else. That’s one of two maps in Lanercost and I paid a pretty penny for it. I won’t sell it for any amount of silv—”

I reached in my satchel and drew out three gold coins—crowns, I think they were called—and set them on the bar. Stanley stared at the coins hungrily and licked his lips as I placed two more atop the first three. That was probably as much as he made in a year.

“I’ll try to bring it back when I’m done with it,” I told him. “If I have to, I’ll get you another copy. I need this.”

Stanley scooped up the coins with a deft hand and made them disappear in his apron. “Well, I guess that’s a fair deal then. Everyone has a price, as they say.”

“Thanks, Stan,” I said as I placed the book in my satchel, careful not to squash Pickles. I briefly wondered what things were like across the English Channel. Or the Strait of Dover, for that matter. Less distance traveled would be the safer option in such a low-technology world. Maybe I could make a pile of money and build a castle down in Belgium, where I would rule over the people with a dozen beautiful queens by my side.

It was good to have a dream. I would just need a shit ton of money to make it come true.

One more thing that was clearly marked on the maps was the presence of a dragon just below the North Downs, to the south and west of Lanercost. I assumed this dragon was common knowledge, as the bartender a few feet away from me knew about it. Stanley had also mentioned that the dragon avoided people, so I’m assuming it was an old grouch that kept to itself. Thinking back on my promise to Elise, I found myself wondering if I could sneak down there and steal an old dragon scale. I assumed they shed, just like other reptiles. It was probably one of the stupidest ideas I had ever had, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized that it might actually be possible.

I spent the next couple hours pouring over the maps, amazed at seeing my home country covered in foreign names. Perhaps this was a different dimension or something of that nature. An alternate reality. One where people were still in some form of pseudo-medieval life. All they needed was a genius like me to invent….

“Thanks for the book, Stanley. Say, there isn’t a paper mill anywhere near here, is there?” It was a long shot but I figured I’d try.

Stanley replied with a shake of his head. “No, not around here. Eugene Towley can build just about anything that can be built though. When people can’t fix their own things, they often hire him to do so. He’s a damn fine carpenter, and he makes paper from time to time on account of being able to sell it for so much.”

Perfect. This world was about to be revolutionized.

“And where can I find him?”

“Just go west a bit. The front of his shop is painted red. It’s the only building in the village that’s red, so it’s hard to miss.”

I slapped my hands on the bar excitedly. “Thanks, Stanley. As always, you’ve been a big help.” I chugged the last of my beer—it was barely carbonated, which helped—and left the inn. With a spring in my step I turned east and started my search for a red building. On the way, I passed by Brinia’s frippery shop. I missed her, so I went inside for a moment.

She wore a dark green dress today with a pale green apron on top. As usual, she was covered from neck to ankle, although even that couldn’t hide her incredible figure. Her hair was pulled into a tight bun and she smiled when she saw me. She was talking to an older woman, so I busied myself with looking at clothes. That made sense, as I needed to pick up a new shirt. I couldn’t keep wearing the same old shit every day, even if most other people did.

“Why yes, I think that’s a lovely color for you,” Brinia said as the old woman held up a bright yellow dress and examined it. “It adds a bit of cheer to the gloomy weather, don’t you think?”

“That it does, that it does,” the old woman replied. “Especially with this blue cloak. Tell you what, I’ll give you three silver pennies for the both of them.”

“That sounds like a fair deal to me,” Brinia said in reply. She probably could have gotten more money for them, but she was still too timid to haggle prices much. I made a mental note to help her with that.

The old woman dug through her coinpurse and handed Brinia three silver pennies, then bundled up her dress and cloak and left.

I barely gave Brinia a moment to put the money away before sweeping her off her feet in a warm embrace. She hugged me back tightly, burying her face against my shoulder. It had only been a matter of hours, but I realized I had missed her quite a lot.

“How has your day been?” I asked after kissing the top of her head.

“Oh, just a morning like any other,” she replied. “Nothing of note, although Magnus stopped by to ask about you.”

“Oh really? What sort of questions?” I was acutely aware of the satchel I carried, and how I had stolen it from a nobleman. The last thing I needed was the local law enforcement looking into that, especially when it involved a guy the size of a strongman that seemed to have a personal issue with me. I had to think of a way to handle Magnus, before he got out of hand.

“Just general ones. Where you came from, what your plans were. I told him you came from some place called London, and you were trying to start a new life.”

“Thanks,” I said as I sat on a bench, wincing at a pain in my side. She sat next to me, her hands folded neatly in her lap, her straight posture causing her breasts to stick out. “It’s been a busy morning. No more slippers for me, I now have real boots.” I brought a foot up for emphasis. “Then I made the mistake of having Gisela teach me the sword.”

“Gisela? Our constable Gisela?” Brinia’s eyebrows raised.

“The very same,” I replied.

“How did that go?”

In reply I raised my tunic. My ribs were a mass of fresh bruises, including one in the shape of Gisela’s boot sole on my chest. Brinia winced and placed her hands on me.

“That looks like it hurts.”

I laughed. “She has a rather aggressive style of teaching. It’s okay, though. I need to learn how to stay alive in this world. By the way, what do you think of Gisela?”

Brinia bit her bottom lip in thought. “She’s a strong woman, both in her arms and in here,” she said, touching her chest. “As a constable, she has been honorable and just. I think your body is proof of her skill with a sword. Lanercost is a very peaceful place with her around.”

“No, I mean about her,” I said, hoping she caught my meaning.

“Oh. Oh!” Brinia exclaimed, blushing slightly. “She is quite beautiful,” she said in a quiet voice. “She’s stern, but she has to be or else no one would take her seriously as a constable.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed,” I said. “Maybe she just needs a bit of love and she’ll melt. What do you think…. How would you feel about her joining us?” I wasn’t sure exactly how to phrase the question.

Brinia’s face grew serious as she pondered my question, but a bit of color reddened her cheeks. “I think I would like her,” she said shyly. “Before you put more work into gathering up queens though, maybe you should focus on becoming a king yourself.” She winked at me to take the sting out of the words.

Well, she had me there. I didn’t even have a place to call home; I was just crashing with my hot girlfriend at the moment. Damn, it was my first year in college all over again.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” I said. “I could just grab a piece of land and start building something on it, but I imagine the king wouldn’t take too kindly to it. So, I’ll need to find some land that hasn’t been taken yet or conquer a pre-existing place. I imagine Kolsted isn’t set up for electricity or sewers, so I think I’d like to build from scratch. So, I’ll just need a ton of money and lots of rocks. Maybe some bricks. Simple enough, right?”

She blinked at me. “James, I thought you were a little…off, but it seems you’re actually serious about this, aren’t you?”

“One hundred percent, dear. And if I’m starting from scratch then I won’t be doing it here. The weather sucks here; trust me. We’ll cross the Strait of Dover and settle in France or Belgium.”

“The Strait of…. Where are these places you’re talking about?”

I sighed. She was going to think I was a complete nutcase, but I decided it was best to come clean with her. I took her hands in mine and looked her in the eye. “Listen, Brinia. I’m going to tell you how I got here and you’re probably going to think I’m crazy.” I took a deep breath. “I’m from a different world. A place that’s very similar to this world, but…. Well, I guess several hundred years in the future. Maybe a thousand. The lands are the same—I grew up around here, so I’m very familiar with the geography and whatnot—but you’ve given everything different names and seem to be in an alternate reality. The city I come from, London, is where Kolsted is in your world.”

She stared at me. “Well, I wasn’t expecting that. I’m not really sure what to say.” After pulling her hands from mine, she gave me an unreadable look. “It’s nice having someone that treats me well, but this worries me. You’re speaking nonsense, James.”

I was anticipating this. Fortunately, I had a plan.

“What I’m saying sounds crazy, I get it. I’ll just have to show you,” I said. It was a real shame I didn’t have my cell phone in my pocket. That would blow their minds.

My pocket!

I quickly opened my satchel and dug out the pajama pants I had been wearing when I found myself in this strange world. Right there, in the pocket, was a ballpoint pen. I held it reverently, as if that cheap piece of plastic could save lives. Who knew, it may save mine!

“Give me your hand,” I said, and Brinia cautiously laid her hand in mine. I pushed her sleeve up and drew a heart on her forearm. She snatched her arm back, eyes wide in amazement.

“What is this?” she said, examining her arm. She rubbed the ink with her thumb, smudging it. “Is this—is that some kind of quill?”

“Oh, it’s so, so much better,” I told her as I handed her the pen. “Instead of having to dip this in ink, it’s all contained here.” I pointed at the slender body of the pen. “You can use this for days, weeks even, before it runs out.”

She bent the pen slightly, marveling at how it flexed without breaking. “What is it made of?”

“Plastic,” I replied. “It hasn’t been invented yet in your world. It pretty much revolutionizes everything overnight. There are a few other things I’m going to have made that’ll make daily life easier here.” Something suddenly occurred to me. “Brinia, do you know how to read and write?”

“Some. I know my numbers, but I never learned words.” She gave me an odd look, as if wondering why I would expect her to know how to read. 

“Let’s fix that,” I said. “At least, until the next customer comes in.”

“James, why do I need to know how to read? I don’t even own any books.”

“We’ll fix that too, don’t worry.” 

I spent the next thirty minutes pointing out letters in the book of maps I had just bought from Stanley. She was a quick study and recognized letters as soon as I taught her. I really enjoyed teaching her, but someone walked into the store so I closed the book and went on my way. After some thought I decided to make another mark on this crazy world; to educate people. Or, at least the people I cared about. My people.

After a short walk I found myself standing in front of a red building. Indeed, it was the only one in the village, so it stood out like, well, a red building. It was small, but attached to the side was a large, open workshop with a roaring fireplace set in the back. At least, I thought it was a fireplace. A small anvil and several tools nearby suggested this Eugene character did some smithing as well. A small bellows was attached to the far side of it.

Eugene was an older man, both hair and beard solid gray, but moved with the confidence of a skilled craftsman. Four boards rested on sawhorses, and he carefully ran a plane over them, sending incredibly fine shavings of wood to the floor.

“Eugene?” I called out, trying to look friendly.

After a few more swipes with the plane, he looked up. “Aye, do you need something?” His tone made it apparent that he didn’t have much free time, so I decided to let my dwindling pile of money do the talking.

“I need your brain and your fingers,” I said as I held up two large silver coins. His eyebrow raised and I took that for a good sign, so I stepped into his workshop. Looking around I saw all types of things laying about, from half-finished furniture to worked leather to a wide assortment of tools. Perfect.

“We’re going to change the world, Eugene,” I told him with a smile as I placed the two coins in his hand. “I have some great ideas, revolutionary ones, and you look like just the man to help.”

“And what are these ideas of yours?” he asked as he crossed his arms.

“I’ve been told you make paper from time to time. I’ll take as much as you can give me.”

“Paper’s expensive,” he said cautiously.

“Good thing I have plenty of money, then. I have some more ideas, and I’m pretty sure they’re going to make you a lot of money.”

“Is that so?” Again, the raised eyebrow. “A stranger walks into my shop and tells me he has ideas that will make me rich. Please, explain to me why I should believe you.”

I grabbed a nearby stool and made myself comfortable—I still ached from Gisela’s beating—then set about describing the things I wanted him to make. His eyes widened at a few and he rubbed his chin as I continued.

“I’ll give it to you. Those are some good ideas, although some of them are going to take some real thought.” His nod of approval faded as he looked at the boards in front of him. “I do have some other things I need to take care of….”

He cut off as I pulled a gold coin from my satchel and set it on one of the boards.

“How about you get started on these things right away? Tomorrow you can split the time between your current workload and my ideas, but I’d like for you to get a head start and spend the rest of the day building my stuff.” I walked over to his forge and examined a few small billets of metal. “Are these steel or iron?”

“Steel. Pig iron is below.”

I checked below and saw a shelf filled with thick bars of metal.

“We have to use steel for this. Shame we can’t add some nickel to it. How can I help?”

He ran his hand over the top of his head and sighed, then chuckled. “Here, let me show you.”

Within minutes he had me working the bellows as he stoked the fire.

“Hey Eugene, do you make trips into the city to get supplies often?” If I could get my hands on a few things—the types of things one didn’t find in a tiny medieval village—then I would be unstoppable.
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A bath. Of all the things I wanted, a bath was at the top of the list. 

Eugene allowed me to help, and most of what I did was pump the bellows and fetch supplies and tools for him. It was menial work but I didn’t mind; I got to watch a true master craftsman at work. I was careful not to get myself dirty, but over time it happened; soot on my face and hands, my shirt soaked with sweat, the whole nine yards. I thought of stopping by Brinia’s place for a bath but all she had was a wooden bucket barely large enough to squat in. The inn was likely to have something. I needed clothes first, though, so off to Brinia’s I went.

Brinia was glad to see me, and the feeling was mutual. I was really starting to grow feelings for this sweet woman. 

“What did you do, roll in the dirt?” she asked, looking me up and down.

“I was working with Eugene down the road on some new things.”

“What kinds of things?”

To answer her question, I opened my satchel and withdrew two forks, freshly made from fine steel. I held them out to her, proud of my creation, and felt my ego deflate a little bit when she laughed.

“That is your amazing new invention?”

“Hey, I haven’t seen anyone use these yet. Steel forks are far superior to the wooden spoons everyone around here uses. Trust me.” I handed them to her. “We’ll try them together.”

“What else were you working on?” She had a look of faint amusement on her face now.

I pulled out a small stack of paper and set it on a table in her shop. Her eyes widened at the sight of so many pages.

“By the gods, James! How much did that cost?”

“A lot, but I showed him how to make it more efficiently. In the future, Eugene will make twice as much paper and it’ll be of much higher quality. Tomorrow I hope to show you the end result of that.”

“Of paper?”

“You’ll see. By the way, I had a question for you. Have you ever seen fireworks? You might call them something different. Explosions in the sky, used for celebrations. The king may have done something like that.” If memory served correctly, they were sometimes used after military victories.

Brinia bit her bottom lip as she thought. “I believe I remember seeing something like that, years ago. It was like…fire, up in the sky. It shot out in all directions, with a loud bang.”

“Yes! That’s perfect. I need to find a way to get my hands on those.”

“Is it time for a celebration, James?” She smirked.

“Every day with you is call for celebration, Brinia, but I have something else in mind. Something that will completely change warfare.”

“Going to war, are you?” She crossed her arms beneath her thick breasts and raised an eyebrow.

I shrugged. “I’m not planning on starting any wars, no, but if I’m going to build a kingdom then I’ll need a way to defend it.”

“And you’re going to defend it with fireworks?”

“You’ll see,” I told her with a smile. “And so will anyone else that wants to harm my queens.”

She leaned forward and kissed me gently. “You are something else, James. Now you just need a kingdom. I’m getting bored of being queen of the fripperies shop.”

“Which reminds me,” I said as I pressed a few coins into her slender hand. “I need some new clothes.”

“And a castle,” she quipped as I grabbed a dark green tunic.

“Yes, yes, I’m working on it. Trust me. Right now I’m working on building up my fortune. The castle will come next. All I need is a location, a ship to get there, and tons of money. Easy, right?” I pulled the fresh tunic over my head and walked back over to my girlfriend. “I’ll see you soon. I have some work in the middle of the night, though.” She frowned and I kissed her pouty lips. The kiss turned into some grabbing, and then I had to pull myself away before a customer came in and found us writhing on the floor together.

With lightness in my step I walked down the road to the inn. I was becoming a regular there; they would have to name something after me one of these days. Remembering my fuzzy companion, I reached into my satchel and scratched Pickles on the head as I approached the front door. Living in a satchel couldn’t be good for her; it would be nice when I was somewhere I could have her out more often.

More people were in the common room than earlier today, but it still wasn’t a crowd. With the weather turning warmer—at least for London—there would probably be more travelers coming through soon. At least, I guessed. Truth be told, I had no idea.

“Stanley, just the man I needed,” I said as I approached the bar.

Stanley passed a mug to a customer and took the coins with a murmured word of thanks and slowly turned towards me. His glance took me in from head to toe.

“Found yourself some real work, I see,” he said, obviously referring to how dirty I was.

“You could say that. But more importantly, I need a hot bath.”

“I can tell.” He looked up and saw his daughter coming back towards the bar. “Elise, can you show James where the baths are?”

“Of course, father,” she replied in her musical voice as she approached me. “Ready?” she asked. 

“Lead the way,” I said, hoping her father couldn’t see that I was staring at her ass in amazement with every step she took.

I followed her through a hallway that led to the rear of the large building. We turned a corner—honestly I almost ran into the wall because I kept watching Elise’s beautiful ass bouncing beneath her skirts—and came to a large door. 

“Here we are,” she said as she turned back to face me. “And don’t even think about—”

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to ask you for help,” I said as I rolled my eyes. The thought had certainly occurred to me, but I was smart enough not to say it.

“Sorry, I’m just used to men saying that. They think they’re being funny.”

By the gods but she was beautiful. Her full, pouty lips, golden hair, sparkling blue eyes, and quite frankly the most perfect figure I’d ever seen made one hell of a package. I gave her my best smile and a slight bow, then hurried through the door before I said something stupid.

Eight tall, copper tubs sat in a circle on the dark tiled floor, which sloped down towards a drain set in the center of the room. A fresh towel and a large cake of yellow soap sat on a stool next to each tub, and large cauldrons of water stood heating over fires along the far wall. A large stone fireplace was set into the adjacent wall, but the fires used for heating water kept the room warm enough with the current weather.

“Well, this will certainly work,” I said, rubbing my hands together. The warmth of the room did a great job of washing away the general cloudy gloom of English weather. Or Aragoshen, or whatever the hell they called it.

I tossed my cloak on a nearby stool, then stripped out of my clothes. It was a shame they didn’t have washing machines in this world, so I’d have to improvise. Several large buckets sat near the cauldrons, each with a dipper inside. I grabbed the nearest one and used it to fill a tub roughly ankle-deep with hot water, then tossed my clothes in and scrubbed them with the cake of soap. Once that was complete, I hung them near the heating fires to dry, then emptied the tub. As the water spiraled around the drain in the floor, I used the bucket to fill the tub again. This time, I filled it nearly to the brim. Finally, it was my turn.

The water was hot enough that settling into the tub was a slow process full of luxuriant sighs. For a long time I just sat there with the water covering me up to my nose, letting the warmth soothe all my aches and pains. This world may have been hundreds of years behind mine, but the simplicity of a hot bath was timeless.

After perhaps thirty minutes, I heard a quiet knock on the door. My sword was lying atop the stool next to my tub, within easy reach. I sat upright, just in case I needed it.

“Come in.”

To my great surprise, the door opened and Elise stepped in. Her eyes were respectfully looking to the side, until she noticed that I was covered in water. She looked me in the eye with a thoughtful expression on her face.

“I certainly wasn’t expecting you in here,” I said.

“Don’t get your hopes up, James. I was just curious about something.”

“Go ahead.”

She tapped her full bottom lip with a finger. “You showed up out of nowhere, wearing strange clothes and talking with a funny accent. Even your money was strange. You claim to be from House Cantrell, which no one has ever heard of. Your first day here, you help Haral out, and someone told me they saw you leaving the temple earlier. Planning on helping him as well?”

Funny accent? I spoke perfect English; the rest of them were the ones with funny accents. “You want the truth?”

“Of course I want the truth. I wouldn’t be in here otherwise.”

I took a deep breath and leaned back against the copper tub. “I’m making a name for myself and building my fortune. After I help Orthur, Uzarick is next on my list. Once I save up enough money, I’ll start building a new home for House Cantrell, where I’ll live with my queens.”

She stared at me for a moment as if uncertain what to say. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“As serious as a heart attack.” Her expression reminded me that people didn’t know what that meant.

“Your queens, you said? As in multiple women?”

“I will build a kingdom and rule over it with my queens by my side,” I told her matter-of-factly.

Again the thoughtful look. “Are you really planning on getting me a dragon’s scale?”

Well, she had me there. A dragon was the last thing I wanted to go near, but having her stunningly beautiful form in front of me made me realize that I would do nearly anything to have her. “Yes, so long as I can do it without dying.”

“And you would take me to your new kingdom with the rest?”

“That’s the plan,” I said. I was just trying to build my own little slice of heaven on Earth, that’s all. The thought of having Elise as one of my queens filled me with hunger and desire. Oh, the heirs I would sire with her.

“Do you have any other…queens yet?” she asked, her eyes following my body in the water as the corners of her mouth curved into a faint smile.

I nodded. No sense in hiding anything. “Brinia is my first. I have my eyes on another, but we’ll see how things work out.”

Elise smiled. “You chose well. Brinia is a very kind woman, and beautiful as well. Who else are you considering?”

I replied with a smile. “As I said, we’ll have to see how things work out.”

She stared at me for a moment before speaking. “Well, James of House Cantrell, strange man with a strange haircut from a strange place. I’ll be keeping my eye on you.” With a final, considering glance, she turned and left the room.

It was then that I noticed I was sporting a raging erection. Hopefully she had seen it; that was the only part of me that could be deemed impressive. Well, that and my razor-sharp wit and cunning mind, I guess. Either way, I tried to put Elise out of my mind. There were too many other things to worry myself about tonight.

With eyes closed, I leaned back against the tub again and relaxed for the better part of an hour. By the time the sun began disappearing below the horizon, the water had grown tepid. I got out and tipped the tub towards the drain in the floor, then grabbed my clothes. They were not only dry, but warm, and donning them was like grabbing a shirt fresh from the clothes dryer and putting it on. Honestly, after a long hot bath, I felt ready to tackle anything. Except maybe another round of training with Gisela.

After fastening my sword belt, I left the bathing room and went back to the common room. The crowd had picked up slightly and delicious smells from the kitchen made me ravenous. I walked straight to the bar and waited for Stanley to finish with a customer.

“You look decidedly less dirty,” he said to me.

“And I feel fantastic. What’s Greta cooking tonight? It smells wonderful. I’m guessing your son had another successful hunt?”

“Aye, that he did.” Stanley shook his head. “I’ve told him to avoid boar hunting as it’s just too dangerous, but he’s a risky one. Always eager to prove himself, he is. He’s fine, thank the gods, and Greta set to roasting the swine.”

“I have a slightly odd request,” I began, but cut off as a large hand clapped down on my shoulder with a bit more force than necessary. 

“Well good evening, James. Nice seeing you.” Magnus’s voice was unmistakable. “I certainly hope you’re behaving, and not messing with any of the women here.” He moved around and stood next to me, leaning an elbow on the bar. A greasy smile was plastered on his face.

“Don’t worry, Magnus. I’m not doing anything you wouldn’t approve of.”

He grunted in response. “Never forget, foreigner. I see everything.” He held my gaze for a moment, then his grin widened and he leaned forwards. “And I’m watching you,” he said quietly while shaking his finger at me. With that, he slapped the bar and bid farewell to Stanley. The heavyset barman nodded in return .After that, Magnus swaggered to the door, nodding to several people on his way out.

“He seems to have taken an interest in you,” Stanley said, disapproval tinging his voice.

“Yeah, and I’m not entirely sure why,” I muttered as I watched the door close behind Magnus. “He seems like the jealous type. Anyways,” I said as I turned back to Stanley. “I have a request. It might seem odd at first.”

“You always have odd requests.”

“I guess I’m just an odd guy. Anyways, can I get two bowls full of whatever she’s cooking back there? I’d like to take them to Brinia’s place and return the bowls in the morning.” Ordering food to go wasn’t a thing yet, but hopefully he wouldn’t mind.

Stanley shrugged. “I guess. Just make sure you return them. Preferably clean.”

As I left the inn and walked towards Brinia’s place with two bowls filled with slow-roasted boar, I found myself wishing there were flowers nearby. Dinner and flowers, that would score me some brownie points. 

Note to self: invent brownies.
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Leaving Brinia’s place was not easy. A beautiful, passionate woman eager for sex was not something I wanted to spend much time away from. But, I had things to do.

She had ridden me so hard I thought she was going to break my pelvis, but by the good grace of the gods, I made it through two rounds of lovemaking. We curled up in her bed and I held her close as she fell asleep afterwards. Not long after the sun went below the horizon and the sky turned dark, I pulled myself away from her and got out of bed. She liked to sleep nude, which was another thing I was grateful for. I turned to look at her as she rolled over onto her side, giving me a great view of her perfectly round ass, just begging to be squeezed. With a sigh, I pulled my clothes on, buckled my sword belt over my tunic, and grabbed my satchel. As usual, Pickles went on my shoulder. She was grateful to be out, poor thing.

There weren’t many people out past dark, which was convenient because I was walking around with a rat on my shoulder. The night air was chilly, enough that I chided myself for not wearing my cloak. My hand gripped my sword hilt as I tried to think of a plan for this ridiculous nighttime excursion.

“How do you think I should go about this, Pickles?” Maybe I could just have her bite the ghost. 

Orthur had placed a blessing on my sword, so I would be able to fight the ghost with it. Hopefully this was a slow, spooky ghost and not one of the fast, angry ones I’d seen in movies. To be honest though, even the thought of fighting a slow one filled me with dread. If ghosts and dragons were real in this world, what else was? Magic? Wait, Orthur had enchanted my sword earlier. Fuck, magic was real as well. That hadn’t dawned on me until now. I made a mental note to try to learn some.

I thought of my future as I strode down the street. Conquering an existing city held no interest for me; I wasn’t going to senselessly kill thousands of people just to have a bigger house. I felt the better option was to find a place I liked and build there. If anyone had a problem with it, I would handle them. But where? Moving down to the Mediterranean coast—or whatever it was called in this world—would be awesome, but did I want to bother with a journey that long on an antiquated sailboat? How much would it cost to hire a ship, or buy one? I had to be realistic; the better option would probably be to just find some nice land nearby and build there. Some place with water nearby, of course, and other materials for building. I was going to have to give it some real thought, and soon.

As the temple came into view, I scanned the area behind it. Earlier today I had been so impressed by the temple itself that I had completely ignored its surroundings. Sure enough, a low hill rose behind the temple with several rows of tombstones placed among sparse trees.

I went straight to the front door of the temple and pushed it open. As expected, Orthur was in the great room, sweeping the floors with the same calm demeanor he used for everything else. He looked up when he saw me.

“Welcome, James. Are you ready?” He stopped sweeping and regarded me with a solemn expression.

“As ready as I’ll ever be, considering I’m expected to fight a ghost. I came in here to see if you could lend me a lantern.”

“Oh, of course,” Orthur replied. “Come,” he said as he walked to the back of the temple.

I followed him as he turned and passed through the side door that led to his small office. In there, he grabbed a lantern from its place on a shelf and examined it. With a nod of satisfaction, he handed it to me.

I thanked him and checked the lantern. It was a simple design, being just an oil lamp in a glass and metal frame. Nothing wrong with simplicity, but I immediately saw ways to improve upon it. I made yet another mental note to talk with Eugene. That man was going to be working day and night to keep up with all the shit I was planning on having him make.

“Now I just need to light it. Got a fire handy?” I asked.

Orthur smiled. “No need.” He raised a hand and held it towards me, uttering something quietly. After a few seconds a tiny flame appeared on the wick, sputtering and burning brightly.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” I exclaimed.

“I certainly hope not,” Orthur said with a frown.

“Sorry. It’s just an expression.” These yokels were going to give me a stroke.

Orthur directed me towards a door in the back of the great room, through which I exited the temple. Even with the glow of the lantern, the darkness outside was oppressive. My entire life had been spent in cities, where light pollution reigned. I looked up at the stars, marveling at how clearly I could see them. There were so many!

But I hadn’t come here to look at the stars. I raised the lantern and scanned the area around me.

Behind the temple was a small clearing, about as big as my backyard growing up. The worn grass was a sign that people walked here often. Religious functions? Festivals? I had no clue. I crossed the field and went straight for the cemetery.

A simple gate with the words “The Peace of Leas” in wrought iron above marked the entrance to the cemetery. Beyond that, tombstones were arranged in loose rows with plenty of space between. Most had a crude, hand-hewn look to them, which didn’t surprise me at all. While some were worn beyond recognition, a good number of them were legible. The names were of no interest to me, but the years on the tombstones certainly were. After scanning a number of them, I determined that it was at least the year 2235. Of course, I had no clue what calendar system they were using, so there was no way to compare that to my world.

Orthur had mentioned that the ghost was usually seen towards the front of the cemetery, so I didn’t have to go far before I heard the ghost. It was an unmistakable, almost stereotypical wailing that cut through the silence of night like a knife. And, I had to admit, it sounded sad. Incredibly sad. I drew my sword and held it ready, with the lantern in my off hand.

The wailing ghost was easy to find; just follow the noise. It mostly came from my right, so I crept through the tombstones and kept my eyes open. After only a few minutes, I found it. Or, I should say, her.

A wispy shape of a young woman floated through the air, seeming to wander aimlessly. She looked young, twenty at the most, and was quite beautiful in her long, white dress. It was probably what she had been buried in. Apparently being a ghost meant she didn’t decompose, as her skin looked pallid but otherwise fine. On occasion, she let out a deep sigh or a choking sob, then broke down into tears. Ghost tears. Man, this was fucking weird.

Carefully, I approached her with my sword raised, ready for whatever came my way. At the sound of my footsteps, she turned and saw me. Her face contorted in rage and she sped towards me, claw-like hands ready to tear me apart.

With the glow of my lantern, it took me a moment to realize that my sword wasn’t doing anything. Orthur had told me that it would light up in the presence of evil. Well, there was an evil spirit coming right towards me and my sword was as cold as the night air surrounding me.

“Shit,” I muttered. Things were not going my way.

The spirit lashed out at me, her fingers reaching for my face. Since my sword was useless, I brought my lantern up and swung it at her. Some of the oil within splashed around the inside of the lantern, then ignited and briefly flared right as it struck her attacking hand. She shrieked, a sound like metal tearing, and recoiled from the weak blow.

“Well, at least I know I can kill you with fire,” I said, ramming my useless sword back into its sheath. “My fucking sword was supposed to light up around evil spirits!” I shouted at her. It wasn’t her fault that the priest sucked at enchanting things, but I was angry and needed to yell at someone. This ghost-woman would have to work. “If you’re not the very image of an evil spirit, then I don’t know what is.” I swung the lantern again and she backed away, her eyes focused on the sputtering flame, mouth twisted into a tortured scowl.

“You see me as evil?” she asked in a scratchy voice. She held her place, hovering a foot above the ground, and lowered her hands. Her endless rage finally melted and cooled, smoldering like a bed of coals. “If you seek evil, then find the man that did this to me.” She lifted her chin and a gash on her neck opened up. Someone had nearly decapitated the poor woman while cutting her throat. “I cannot leave this graveyard, so he must be brought here. Give me justice. Give me peace.”

Well, shit. This certainly changed things.

“Who did that to you?” I asked, hoping she wouldn’t speak in riddles. That was the last thing I needed.

“The very man that raised me,” she replied, her hissing voice filled with venom.

“By the gods,” I said in horror. “Your father did that to you? Why is he not dead, or in jail?”

“Who are you?” she asked.

“James,” I replied. “Can you answer a few questions of mine?”

“Bring him to me,” she wheezed, slowly backing away from me. “Then, we will talk.”

Of course this couldn’t be simple. Of course! I was expecting to chop a ghost down like a tree and go back to Brinia, but now I had to play detective and retrieve her killer. Which just so happened to be her father. This situation was getting worse by the minute.

I slowly stepped backwards, keeping my eyes on the spirit and my lantern in front of me. Her pale eyes followed me but she kept her distance. As I backed out of the graveyard, she finally continued her patrol of the graveyard, complete with wailing and hissing at regular intervals.

I went straight for the door in the back of the temple and pulled it open, seeking answers. Orthur was standing next to the altar, his eyes closed and his hands clasped, deep in meditative prayer.

“Orthur,” I called out. 

His eyes snapped open when he saw me. “James! Were you successful? Is the spirit gone?” He took a step towards me, his posture eager.

I handed the lantern to him and shook my head. “Not at all. The plot thickens, Orthur. I spoke with her and—”

“You spoke with her?” His eyes widened as he clutched the lantern in both hands. “How did she not slay you?”

I pointed at the lantern. “Turns out, she hates fire.” Abruptly, I laughed. “I should have guessed that from all the video games I’ve played. Anyways, she wants me to bring her killer to the cemetery. Was a woman recently buried back there?”

Orthur’s eyes went to the floor and he pursed his lips. “A sad affair, that. Rose was a fine lass, finest in the village.” He sighed and shook his head. “She was the only child the Tuttle family had. After her mother died from the falling sickness, her father became very protective of her. He would hardly let her out of his sight. He brought her to me in the middle of the night, two weeks ago. Bandits came and robbed the house, killing her in the process.”

Now there was a fishy story. “Was anyone else affected by these bandits? Did Gisela get involved?”

Orthur shook his head. “She had Magnus interview Bron, but he didn’t have much information that was useful. The bandits had scarves around their faces, so he couldn’t describe much about them. He took a nasty bump to the head as well; he’s lucky he didn’t die along with his daughter, although he seems to be trying to rectify that since.”

“What do you mean?”

“The man is trying to drink himself to death.”

I paused and tried to think of how to delicately phrase my next question. “Had these bandits…violated her before they killed her?”

His eyebrows raised at my question, but he shook his head again. “I don’t believe so, no. It was I that wrapped her body in linen and placed her in the ground. I saw no blood that would indicate such a crime. Why would you ask something like that?”

“Because bandits would have had their way with a woman that looked like her. Bron’s story is a crock of shit, Orthur. Rose—the ghost of Rose, I guess—told me herself. Her father killed her. I just wanted some confirmation from you.”

Orthur’s mouth fell open. “What? How could—” He made a sign with his hand as if to ward off evil. “How could a man do such a thing? That is a vile accusation, indeed. You’re sure of this?”

I nodded. “Her exact words were ‘the man that raised me,’ so I’m assuming that was her father. You said she was buried about two weeks ago?”

Orthur nodded, his eyes still wide.

“And the hauntings began around then?”

Orthur pursed his lips and nodded again. “Leas forgive me. I’ve been too busy with my own duties to even notice the obvious.” He sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose with a thumb and forefinger. A few minutes passed before he spoke again. “Failure weighs on me like an iron blanket.”

I took a step closer and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, Orthur. I’ll make this right. Can you tell me how to get to his farm?”

Orthur wiped his eyes and nodded. “Go west on the main road for about ten minutes past town. You’ll see a path on your right, well-grooved from carts. That goes straight to his farm.”

“Perfect. Now, I just need some rope.”

“I think I have….” Orthur trailed off as he went back to his office. 

I followed him and stood patiently as he dug through drawers and shelves, finally coming up with a short length of coiled rope. Hemp rope, I guessed from the coarseness as he handed it to me. At least I knew knots would hold. I took the lantern from him and made my way to the front door. It was time to fix this.

“Leas be with you,” Orthur called out.

I stopped and turned. “Are there any other gods or goddesses, preferably ones with a penchant for violence? One of those might be a better companion tonight.”
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A cold, sinking feeling filled my gut as I walked down the dark road, and not even Pickles perched on my shoulder could make me feel better. The chill I felt had nothing to do with the weather, either. I had to confront a man that brutally murdered his own daughter. Alone.

“How do you think I should handle this?” I asked Pickles. She snuffled in my ear and gave it a lick. “I don’t think that’ll work,” I told her. “Although I’m sure it would catch him off guard.”

I fingered the hilt of my sword as I continued down the road. The darkness here, far away from the bright lights and flashing advertisements that I was used to in a big city, was incredibly deep and only broken by the sliver of moon overhead. That would be a huge help if I planned on sneaking around somewhere, but unfortunately I found myself in a vastly different situation. 

In order to appease the spirit of that young woman, I had to somehow drag her father to the graveyard. It was highly doubtful that he would come peacefully, so I would have to overpower him. Overpower a farmer, a man that tossed around bales of hay and worked with his hands all day. I vaguely remembered going to the gym a few times in my previous life, but I wasn’t a particularly physically impressive specimen. I wasn’t out of shape, just very…average.

Fortunately, I had the ability to talk a big game, which had definitely saved my ass a few times in the past. It would have to work now.

“He deserves what’s coming to him, if nothing else then for how long this walk is,” I told Pickles. She seemed to agree. “So, how are we going to play this, Pickles?” I asked the rat. “Wounded traveler? Sneaky bandit? Damsel in distress?” She didn’t seem to have a preference. “Orthur did mention that her father was drunk all the time, now. Let’s cross our fingers and hope he drank himself asleep tonight.” My plan depended on it.

After roughly twenty minutes, I saw a path leading off to my right, deeply rutted from years of hooves and wagon wheels wearing on the hard-packed dirt. There was no turning back, now. I took a deep breath and continued down the path with a determined stride. 

In the distance the faintest of lights flickered, and as I walked closer I realized it was a candle sitting near a window. After gently moving Pickles into my satchel, I pulled the coil of rope out and crept nearer the house.

It was a small house built from timbers, with a steeply pitched thatch roof. The front of the house had two windows, one of which with the candle visible through it. Carefully, I moved closer as I peered through the window.

The interior of the house was an absolute mess. Several pieces of broken furniture littered the floor and the fire on the hearth had long since burned to ashes. A man sat in a ricky wooden chair in front of the fireplace, head lolled back and a thin line of drool leaking from his mouth. A small stain surrounded an overturned bottle at the foot of the chair. Good, he was passed out drunk.

“God, what a pig,” I muttered as I scanned the rest of the room. There wasn’t much inside—a dirty bowl, a few shirts on the floor. No reasons for me to hesitate any longer. 

I eased my sword in its scabbard and moved to the door. For a moment I wondered how I would pick the lock, then I remembered that people probably didn’t have locks. With a firm grip on the door handle, I pushed the door open as gently as possible. It creaked faintly, but opened.

Wasting no time, I moved straight for the man. He was leaning back in a chair with both arms hanging, so I moved next to one and readied my rope. Only the faint snoring of deep sleep came from him. I quickly wrapped the rope around his wrist and tied it, then moved to his other side. The chair was in the way. I had been so concerned about him waking up that I missed the most obvious thing in the world.

“Easy solution,” I said, and brought my boot up. I planted it on his shoulder and pushed to the side, tipping both him and the chair over with a crash. Hurriedly, I shoved the chair to the side and looped the end of the rope around his other wrist as he snorted himself awake.

“Wh—hey!” He slurred, eyes unfocused. His struggles were weakened by alcohol, so I pinned his arm with my leg and finished tying his wrists behind his back. A few seconds later he shook his head and looked up at me, his face full of rage. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” he roared, struggling against his bonds.

I pulled my sword and put the point beneath his chin. “Good evening, Bron! You and I are going to have a little walk down to the cemetery. It seems your daughter has some unfinished business with you.”

His eyes widened, then his face grew dark with anger. “You don’t talk about my daughter, you son of a whore!” He thrashed around, struggling to free his hands while trying to keep my blade from his throat. “I’ll cut your fucking throat for this!”

“Like you cut your daughter’s throat?” I asked calmly.

He stopped and glared at me for a moment before speaking. “It was bandits that killed my Rose. Everyone knows that. Everyone! Don’t you come in here trying to place the blame on me. Now, untie me!” He shifted and moved up into a seated position. My boot sent him back to the floor.

“Her ghost is haunting the cemetery, Bron,” I told him. “I spoke with her earlier and she named you as her killer. It’s time to make amends. And since I’m quite certain you won’t go quietly….” My kick took him square in the face, but didn’t knock him out. Shit. I guess every movie I’d ever seen hadn’t been entirely accurate. 

Bron spat a mouthful of blood onto the floor and roared curses at me. I quickly moved my sword in front of his face and he calmed down, still growling threats but focusing on the tip of the blade. 

“Stand up,” I ordered. When he didn’t move, I pressed the tip of the blade into his cheek, right beneath his eye. He flinched back and scrambled to his feet, eyeing me warily.

“I’m not going with you,” he said, and set his back foot like he was planning on charging into me.

“Guess I’ll just kill you here, then,” I said and pushed my sword into his chest. Only a few millimeters, but enough to make my point clear; if he wanted to tackle me, he’d impale himself in the process.

“Okay, okay,” he relented, and backed off. “You expect me to walk there?”

“You’ll see. Where’s your horse?” I wasn’t about to let this guy run off.

“Around back,” he glowered. “How do you plan on getting me on the horse?” His face took on a smug look. “I can’t exactly mount it with my hands behind my back.”

My patience for this murdering scumbag had run out. I stepped close to him and pressed the tip of my blade against his throat. When he moved back I followed him, keeping my blade against him.

“Listen to me, Bron, and listen closely: I’m taking you to the cemetery right now. If you give me any shit, I’ll kill you. If you try to attack me, I’ll kill you. If you manage to escape, I will hunt you down and kill you. You murdered your daughter. I have no qualms with running you through. Understand?” Even though he was a cold-blooded murderer, there was no way I could kill him. I just wasn’t built for that sort of thing. He didn’t have to know that, though.

A tear leaked down Bron’s cheek and he fell to his knees, blubbering apologies and excuses. He blamed his uncontrollable anger, drinking, his daughter dishonoring the family and lying, and everything else under the sun. I decided to try knocking him out again.

His head snapped to the side as I slammed my sword hilt into it. This time, he fell to the ground, unconscious.

“Finally,” I muttered. He would have a lump the size of an egg from that hit.

I used the remaining length of rope and lashed his ankles together, conjuring up a few curses of my own during the process. He was heavy, but I managed to drag him out the front door and deposit him on the dirt.

“Here I am, fetching a murderer for a ghost,” I said as I walked around the rear of Bron’s house. A small barn was located there, in the same sorry state as the house. As I approached his horse, sprawled out on a bed of hay, I realized that I knew nothing about the animals. With a soft whistle I woke the animal. It immediately started and whinnied at me, but I made soothing noises and offered my hand for it to smell. Within no time I was patting it on the nose. I had never dealt with a saddle but I had read enough fantasy books as a kid to understand the basics. Saddle blanket first, then the saddle on top. Tighten the girth strap so the whole thing wouldn’t fall. The harness took me a moment, but the horse lowered his head expectantly and I slipped it on. I found another coil of rope in the barn and threw it over my shoulder—it would definitely come in handy for what I had planned. Then, I just had to hoist myself into the saddle. It wasn’t that hard, although I’m sure I made it look as clumsy as possible.

As I gently kicked the horse into motion, I decided to let Pickles out. The poor beast was always cooped up in my damn satchel; magical animal or not, that couldn’t be good for her mental health. I placed her on the horse’s neck and she scurried up to the top of his head, where she sat and watched. Cute.

Bron was starting to wake as I rode the horse near him. He watched me with bleary eyes and sneered.

“Taking to thievery, I see,” he grumbled.

“Better than killing my daughter,” I replied. “What’s the horse’s name?”

“River,” he said. 

“Well, at least you have good taste in horse names.” Exiting the saddle was a tricky business, but I managed it without breaking my ankle. Barely. After that, I grabbed the coil of rope from the saddle horn and approached Bron. “Turn around,” I ordered, and he obeyed. I tied a quick loop in the rope and slipped it over his head. He turned to glare at me over his shoulder.

“You planning on hanging me now?”

“No, I plan on keeping you from running off. If you’re dumb enough to try that, I’ll just drag you there by your neck. Got it?” I bent down and ran my sword between his ankles, slicing the rope.

He glared at me but finally nodded. I tied the other end of the rope to the saddle horn and pulled myself up. “Okay, Bron. Get to walking.”

“Where?”

“Don’t play dumb. To the cemetery.”

Through the night we walked, Bron leading the way and me close behind on horseback. What should have taken twenty minutes was stretched into more than an hour as Bron moped and dragged his feet. Not a minute passed without him muttering what a bastard I was or about the unfairness of the whole ordeal. By the time we made it to the temple I felt like I may actually have been capable of killing him.

“Look alive, Bron,” I told him as I dismounted the horse. “Because your daughter’s not.”

His scowl could have cracked rocks. “You’re a real son of a bitch,” he grumbled. 

With a firm grip on the rope around his neck, I dragged him into the cemetery. As soon as we entered, the expression on his face changed from anger to smugness. 

“There’s nothing here but graves,” he said as he looked me up and down like he was considering putting up a fight. “So, what are you really trying to do? Out for revenge? Thinking you can—”

That’s when he heard her.

At first it was a faint noise, like a woman hissing through her teeth in anger. As it grew into a growl of fury, Bron fell to his knees and tried to scramble away. I kept a tight hold on the rope but he pulled back, careless that it was around his neck.

“No, no! Get me away from her! She’s cursed, I’m telling you. Cursed!” He kicked at the grass in his attempt to escape and the only thing that kept him from overpowering me was Rose.

A mist formed right behind Bron, and while he was focused on pulling away from me, the mist coalesced into the shape of a beautiful young woman. Her hair floated around her head as if she were floating in water. Bron turned to flee and came face to face with his daughter. His scream probably woke everyone within a mile.

For a moment they both stood still, staring at one another. Rose’s face was a mask of smoldering anger while Bron’s changed from recognition to horror to sorrow. He fell to his knees with his face in his hands, sobbing.

“Please, Rose,” he stammered. “Please, don’t kill me. It wasn’t what you think!”

She continued staring down at him, unmoving, silently judging.

“It was an accident, Rose. Please, listen to me!”

“You killed your own daughter.” Her words were quiet, barely audible, but cut through his sobs like the crack of a whip.

“You hit me!” Bron shouted, startling even himself with his sudden rage. “You refused to listen to me, and then you slapped me when you didn’t like what I said. All I did was push you back, but you tripped and fell. You hit your head on the corner of the table,” he said as he touched a spot on his head, behind his right ear. “It—it broke something in your head. You weren’t right anymore; you were twitching and staring at nothing. I put you out of your misery.” The last words were but a whisper.

“I slapped you because you said words a father should never speak to his daughter,” came the soft reply. “You accused me of—”

“Of whoring around with the blacksmith,” Bron said, his voice heated. “I remember exactly what I said, Rose, and I meant it. I raised you better than that. Messing around with a married man, and one old enough to be your father. You dishonored our family with that behavior!”

Rose sighed, a sound like the wind passing through trees. “I tried to explain this to you before, but you refused to listen. I never touched Haral, father. It was his apprentice, Sam, that I loved.”

Bron’s eyes widened. “Sam? Is that why you wanted to leave?”

“I was pregnant with his child, father. We were to marry, and build a life together in Kolsted.”

All the fight melted out of Bron. He knelt there like a sack of grain, bound hands hanging in front of him, face full of misery. “Pregnant? I had no idea,” he whispered.

“Because you refused to listen,” Rose said as she came closer. “You accused me and threatened me. When I stood up to you, you killed me.”

“I was only trying to put you out of—”

“I want you to feel the pain you put me through,” Rose said as she approached her father with a hand raised. “Every moment of suffering.”

Bron looked up at her, his eyes filled with unshed tears. When he saw her hand in front of his face he jerked back, but she was faster. Her finger touched him behind his ear, right where she had been injured. His body shook and convulsed, but his head stayed put as if held by invisible forces. The whites of his eyes became visible as they rolled into his head, and I heard him empty his bowels. Rose slowly removed her hand and watched with eyes as cold as winter as her father collapsed on the ground, twitching and staring at nothing.

“This is what your actions have brought,” she said quietly, then knelt over her father. She placed her hand over his throat and a deep gash opened up, soaking the surrounding dirt with blood. Bron’s breath rattled and bubbled as blood filled his lungs, but he was powerless to stop it.

When the flow of blood weakened, Rose covered Bron’s face with her hand. The skin beneath her touch immediately turned corpse-white and lifeless. Her frown deepened as death poured from her hand, covering Bron’s face, then spreading to his body. Soon, every inch of his skin was pale and his movement ceased. 

I immediately turned and vomited noisily onto the grass. The stench of death was heavy in the air, as well as the foulness from Bron messing himself. That was the first time I had ever seen a person die. As I scrubbed my mouth with the back of my hand, I realized it probably wouldn’t be the last. They were hard times that I lived in, and it appeared that I would have to toughen up to survive them.

When I straightened, I saw that Bron’s body was little more than a desiccated husk. Rose, on the other hand, looked somehow fuller, healthier. As if killing him had healed her. When Bron’s body dried up to a sinew-covered skeleton, she finally looked up at me. Our eyes met and she stared deep into me, into my very soul. 

Something was wrong. 

I couldn’t look away, and I could barely move my arms. My hands opened and closed, and my jaw clenched from the effort. Had I been double-crossed? Was Rose planning on killing me as well? I needed fire to fight against her, but I didn’t have any. Shit!

“What are you?” she asked faintly. The forces holding me vanished, and I fell to my hands and knees.

“I could ask the same of you,” I said as I struggled to catch my breath.

“You aren’t from here,” she said, eyeing me curiously “From our world. I can see that, now.”

Well, I guess there was no point in lying to a telepathic ghost. “I’m not sure how to explain where I’m from,” I told her truthfully. “Physically, it’s like your world. For the past few years I lived in the city you call Kolsted. In my world, it’s called London. Also, I’m from the future. Or at least, my world is about a thousand years more advanced than yours.”

She stared at me for so long that I was afraid she didn’t believe me. Confusion was plain on her face. 

“How did you come to our world?” she asked. “What form of magic did you use?”

I couldn’t help but laugh at her questions. “Magic does exist in my world, Rose, not even remotely. And to be honest, I’m still not entirely sure how I got here. I just…appeared here a few days ago with no warning.”

“I can see it,” she said as if speaking to someone in the far distance. “I’m not sure what it is, but I can see it; a connection from my world to yours.” She reached one hand out as if touching something, gently caressing it. She suddenly blinked and shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. I shouldn’t be able to see anything like that unless you….”

“Unless I what, Rose?” I asked when she didn’t finish her sentence.

“I think you died, James. In your world, somehow. The right forces were aligned and you came to our world instead.”

“Instead of what?” Fuck, I died?

She shook her head. “There is so much I don’t know. All of this,” she said, indicating the cemetery around her. “Even myself, as I am now. I don’t know what I am.”

That felt like an acceptable segue to my next question. “So, what’s it like being dead?” I asked.

Her brows lowered and she drifted towards me. “You dare mock me?”

“No, no,” I said, taking a step back and raising my hands. “Just curious, that’s all. This sort of thing didn’t happen in my world, but apparently it does here.”

Rose stared at the ground for a moment before answering. “For a fortnight, all I have felt was the icy coldness of death, like being buried beneath a foot of snow, and the agony of betrayal.” Her hands slowly caressed her stomach. “My child, dead inside me. The baby would have been a girl. In death, I felt her spirit torn from my belly. Thanks to you, I now have some semblance of justice. Maybe now, I can know peace.”

Well, I certainly wasn’t sure how to process all this. “My upside-down world has been turned upside-down again,” I muttered. “Are you going to go back to being, uh…dead?” I asked her.

“I don’t believe so,” she replied, looking around her. “My soul should have left already, but instead I feel…different.” She turned back to me. “As I said, I don’t know what’s happened. Perhaps I can help you, though. This is a difficult world you have come to, James. Lanercost avoids much of the trouble, but this world is a dangerous place. I can give you something that would help you survive.” Her hand crept towards me, fingers outstretched.

I fell backwards and scrambled several steps away from her. “Woah, Rose! I just helped you out, don’t turn me into him.” I pointed at the remains of her father.

“I will not harm you, James. You have my word.” She continued floating towards me, but politely stopped short of touching me.

I swallowed my fear and pushed myself to my feet. “What are you doing?” I asked, surprised at how steady my voice sounded.

“Helping,” she said, and her fingers touched my forehead.

Icy coldness, like the middle of a snowstorm, spread from her fingertips through my head. It numbed me and held me in place, no matter how hard I tried to pull away. My heart pounded in my chest as I feared she was killing me in the same way as her father, but she smiled at me, a beautiful smile, a corpse’s smile. Something filled me. Not just the coldness I felt, but something else; a presence, a power. She removed her hand and I gasped loudly and collapsed to the ground.

“What was that?” I asked between labored breaths. I felt like I had just run a mile.

“I gave you some of my power,” she said. “Some of myself, really. At least a tiny portion of me can live on in you.”

It was still there in my mind, like the memory of a harsh winter night. Through that incredible coldness, the bleakness without end, was her. The faintest glimmer of her, like a reflection of a reflection, so pale and faded there was hardly anything noticeable. If I focused hard enough, I could see it, feel it. 

I had a ghost living inside my head.

“I can feel you,” I whispered. “Can I communicate with you this way?”

She paused. “I’m not sure. I don’t think so, but a tiny fragment of my soul can still experience the warmth of life. And you now have the gift of my powers, however small. You gave me peace, James. I am forever in your debt. I hope I can repay you one day.”

“Since you’re in my head, does that mean I can touch you without dying now?” I asked.

She nodded.

Her eyes widened briefly as I stepped forwards and embraced her. Holding a ghost was…strange. She wasn’t a tangible object, but I could feel her against me as if she were. The coldness of her form was still there, but it wasn’t something that could harm me any longer. Also, she was completely weightless.

“I’m so sorry for what happened to you,” I told her. “Really, I am.” Far too often, bad things happened to good people. I hated it.

She slowly returned the hug as if unsure how to react to the gesture. “Thank you,” she said eventually. “Thank you.”

I released her and looked down at Bron. He was only a skeleton now, and his bones were turning to powder before my eyes.

“So, I guess you won’t be haunting the cemetery any longer?”

Rose smiled—smiled!—and shook her head. “No,” she said softly as she began to fade away. “I don’t know where I will go, now, but I believe I will finally be able to rest. Fare you well, James.” With that, she was gone. I could still feel her in my head if I concentrated, but otherwise she was gone.

A cold wind blew through the tombstones, scattering Bron’s remains across the dirt. I walked back to the temple to tell Orthur everything that had happened—well, everything except for the ghost-woman living in my head. After that, I wanted to get some sleep.

At least I had a horse, now.
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The door to the constable’s office stood in front of me, closed. I considered knocking, but that required energy, something I was strongly lacking that morning. The chipped paint almost seemed to mock me, as if to say that even in its battered state it was still hanging on better than I was.

I didn’t function well on only a few hours of sleep, especially in this land without coffee. Add into that the ass kicking that Gisela had started yesterday off with, and I was understandably exhausted. Still, I had given my word, and if my word was worthless then so was the rest of me. I raised my hand and knocked.

“Come!” came Gisela’s voice, full of authority.

“Oh, I wish,” I said under my breath as I pushed the door open.

The office was tidy as I had come to expect, with a few papers and two scrolls arranged neatly on the single desk in the room and Gisela waiting impatiently behind it with arms crossed. She eyed me up and down the moment I walked in with her customary stern expression, her clear green eyes weighing and measuring me down to the inch within seconds. 

“Eager for more punishment?” she asked with one slender eyebrow raised.

“It’s your charming personality,” I replied smoothly. “I just can’t get enough. Where’s Magnus?” I saw no sign of the huge man.

“He’ll be in later. He’s taken over duties as constable, but it’ll be another week or so before this office is his.”

I tucked that tidbit of knowledge away in the corners of my mind. Magnus was going to be a problem one day. “We’ll have to continue somewhere else when he does, then. Hey, did Haral stop by?”

She watched me for another moment before replying. “Out back,” was all she said. Her chair scraped on the wooden floorboards as she pushed it back. She stood and went straight for the back door, and I followed, once again marveling at the view her pants offered.

I stepped out back on her heels, eager to impress her with my knowledge of strength and fitness training; it was minimal, but lightyears beyond what anyone in this world knew.

“So, what do you plan on doing with these?” she asked, indicating what Haral had brought.

Arranged along the backside of the small building was a large barbell with two smaller dumbbells. With a grin, I walked over and grabbed the largest of the three and hefted it. It was heavy—probably seventy or eighty pounds—but not so much that I couldn’t lift it. I tried not to look weak as I approached her, weight in hand. “Turn around,” I instructed.

“Do you think I’m going to trust you behind my back with that crude contraption?” she asked with her hands on her slender hips.

“This is a barbell,” I explained. “I’m going to teach you how to do a proper squat, so you can build some real strength.” And me with her, although I didn’t say that part out loud. “Watch and learn.” I cleaned the bar to my shoulders, then pressed it overhead with a little assistance from my legs. Then, I lowered it onto my shoulders, trying my best to keep it balanced, and squatted ten times. 

“This is your plan to get me in the best shape of my life?” she asked, clearly not impressed. “Something I already know how to do?”

“Yeah, but not with modern equipment,” I said. “And not with a proper training plan. Come on.” 

I dropped the weight in front of her and she performed the exact same movements, though with notably more ease than I did. Fuck, I was out of shape. With some encouragement from me, she banged out five sets of twenty reps like it was nothing. Our legs done, I decided to move to the overhead press. She got twice as many reps as I did.

I didn’t want to overdo things on our first day working out, so I moved the weights to the back of her office. The practice swords were there, so I grabbed them on my way back out to the yard.

“Ready to get your ass handed to you?” I asked as I tossed her one of the practice swords.

“Ha!” came her reply as she caught the practice sword with one hand. “How are you feeling after yesterday?”

I raised my tunic and showed her the mass of bruises covering my ribs. “About what I expected,” I said with a shrug.

“Aww, princess,” Gisela said, sticking her lower lip out. “Maybe you should take today off and rest those soft hands of yours. I imagine you’re tired.”

“I’m exhausted,” I replied as I raised my sword and stepped closer. She did the same and we slowly circled each other, carefully watching for any signs of attack.

“Up all night washing your dresses?” She smirked and lunged suddenly. 

I brought my sword up just in time to deflect her blow. “Nah, just doing your job for you. Or Magnus’s, I should say.”

“Trying to distract me again?”

“Remember Rose Tuttle?” I asked, confirming her suspicions. 

“Killed by bandits,” she replied through clenched teeth as she swung at me.

“Killed by her father,” I said. 

“Now hold—”

My sword jabbed her in the chest, hard. Her eyes went wide as I struck her twice in quick succession, knocking her onto her perfectly formed ass. I grounded the point of my practice sword and leaned an elbow on the wooden pommel.

“It was her spirit that was haunting the cemetery,” I explained. “When I spoke with her, she told me it was her father that did it, not the bandits.”

Gisela raised a hand so I could help her up. I had a sneaking suspicion she was going to play one of my cards and try something dirty. “So, what did you do?”

I grabbed her hand and pulled her up. As I suspected, she used the momentum to send her elbow straight towards my face. Had I not been expecting it, she would have blackened my eye. Instead, I shifted my feet and tripped her, sending her to the dirt again.

“I tied Bron up and took him to the cemetery, of course,” I said calmly.

“Damnit!” Gisela said, pushing herself up to her feet. “Do you even possess the capacity to fight with honor?” Her brows were drawn down and her face flushed with anger. She looked like she was considering taking my head off.

“Of course I do,” I said, backing away a step. “But if I did that, you’d beat me every time.”

Her chest heaved several times and she finally barked a laugh. “At least you’re not stupid,” she said with a shake of her head.

“If you’d like, I can teach you how to properly fight dirty. It’s much more effective than what you’re doing.”

She looked at me for a moment, considering. “So, what happened with Rose?”

“From what I gathered, Bron thought his daughter was messing around with the blacksmith. He confronted her, called her a whore, and when she defended herself against him, he knocked her to the floor. She hit her head on a table on the way down and damaged her brain. When Bron saw her twitching on the floor, he put her out of her misery.” I drew a finger across my throat for emphasis.

Gisela shook her head. “Magnus was working that night. He told me about it the next morning. Said Bron carried his daughter to the temple, crying loud enough to wake the whole village. No one would have suspected anything like this.” She sighed. “I should have questioned him myself. I was tired, and the situation seemed to be pretty cut-and-dry, the way Magnus told it. The most important thing as constable is to investigate wrongdoings, and I didn’t even do that.”

“Hey, easy on yourself,” I said as I stepped closer to her. “Everyone I’ve asked about you has said nothing but praise about you as a constable. And about you as a person, for that matter.”

“Who have you been asking about me?” she asked with one slender eyebrow raised.

“Oh, just a few people,” I replied. “Orthur, of course. Stanley. Brinia spoke highly of you.”

Her lips twitched into the faintest of smiles. “She’s such a kind person, Brinia. I do hope she finds a husband one day.”

“Or a wife?” I asked. Gisela’s face immediately reddened and she opened her mouth to retort, but I raised my hands defensively. “It’s okay. That sort of thing is normal where I come from, and I certainly think no less of you for it.”

“How dare you even imply such a foul—”

“Gisela, relax,” I said. “It’s fine. To be honest, I’m glad to hear it.”

She still glared at me, but the flow of words stopped. Her mouth snapped shut and she suddenly looked at the grass around her feet. 

There were many things I expected from Gisela—strength, courage, stubbornness, and a healthy dose of attitude—but embarrassment was not one of them. For a moment, I wasn’t sure how to react. I decided making her feel accepted was likely the best course.

“Would it make you feel any better if I told you she thinks you’re quite beautiful?”

Gisela’s face lit up a fraction. “She said that?”

I nodded. “For what it’s worth, I feel the same way. Maybe you should go talk to her some time.”

Gisela shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. She makes herself up like an old crone, even though she is young and beautiful. I believe she’s scared of letting anyone get close to her.”

“What she’s afraid of is being mistreated,” I corrected. “Her life hasn’t been that great, and I suspect many women in this world would say the same. Tell you what,” I said, gently taking the practice sword from her. “Go clean yourself up. Then, go over to her shop and say hello.” At the look she gave me, I decided to continue. “Tell her something about yourself. Get to know her; she’ll be grateful. And if you’re concerned that anyone will question why you’re there, just remind them that you’re the constable. Former constable. You’re helping Magnus look into a man that stole a purse from some rich bastards from Kolsted that like to make sport of the local women.”

Her expression went completely flat. “That was very specific, James. Should I arrest you for thievery?”

“Sure, but two things.” I held up one finger. “First, you’ll have to arrest the king’s cousin for numerous counts of rape, and second,” I held up another finger. “I’ll tell everyone that I kicked your ass all over the practice yard.”

Her expression stayed grim for so long that I thought she really was going to arrest me. Suddenly, she barked a laugh. “I know who you’re referring to. I think it was…a traveler from Goldcrest that stole William’s purse. That traveler fled on the finest of horses and we simply couldn’t pursue. The king will have to send someone after him.”

“You see? You can thank me later.” I turned to leave.

“James?”

“Mm?”

Striking like a viper, her boot landed on top of mine and she pushed my shoulder. I toppled to the ground like a sack of rocks.

“Thank you,” she said with a grin.

I stayed on the ground for a moment, laughing in spite of my countless bruises. One millimeter at a time, I was working myself into her good graces. I raised a hand so she could help me up. At her sudden smirk, I laughed again.

“I’m not going to hit you, I promise.”

“Fine,” she said and slapped her wrist into my palm. With an iron grip she dragged me to my feet. I almost used the momentum to wrap my arms around her but at the last moment decided against it. She was more likely to headbutt me than swoon in my arms. Instead, I offered her my best smile, and was grateful when I got one in return.

“Hey,” I said as I grabbed my satchel. “Maybe don’t tell Magnus about this.”

“About what?”

I patted the satchel. “I can tell he doesn’t care for me, although I’m not entirely sure why. I’d rather not poke that hornet’s nest.”

She shrugged. “New guy in town, eager to throw around money. Sometimes you act like you think you’re better than us. Can’t say I blame him. I still don’t like you that much.”

Harsh words, but an honest truth was always appreciated. “Well,” I said, running my fingers through my hair. “Thanks for telling me. That’s certainly not my intent; I’m just trying to build a new life. Guess I’ll have to work a lot harder if I’m going to win you over.” I gave her a wink.

“I know, James,” she replied, her voice overly patient. “You keep talking about this new life that you want to build. Maybe you should work on building that life instead of flashing your coin.”

Twice, now. First Brinia and now Gisela had told me the same thing. It finally sank in. I needed to stop having fun and get my ass in gear. It was time to make House Cantrell into something real.

“You’re right, Gisela. It’s time to take this world and wrestle it into submission.” I leaned the practice swords against the back of the building and turned to her. “I want to continue these lessons, though. Being skilled with a blade is going to come in handy in the near future.”

“What are you planning on doing, James?” she asked with a hand on her hip.

“Conquering,” I replied with a grin.
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Knowledge of who I used to be—before I died, apparently—had almost completely faded from memory, but the things I learned in that life mostly stuck with me. Fortunately, I had been a man of many hobbies, trying something for a few months and learning everything I could about it before moving on, so I had a solid base of knowledge on a variety of topics. That, coupled with my degree in engineering, meant I was capable of inventing entirely new industries. If I could manage to get my hands on a guitar, I’d be a successful musician as well. That would be something.

After writing up a list of required materials and components, I sent Eugene into Kolsted with a handful of gold to gather supplies. While he was gone, I spent my mornings getting my ass kicked by Gisela and avoiding her replacement, Magnus. After a few days Gisela moved out of her old office, so I started meeting her at her house instead. Her instruction was good, but she was relentless with her lessons. Sometimes I felt she was purposely trying to drive me away, just to see how much I would put up with. No matter how hard she went on me, I endured. She would never go for a man that gave up when something got difficult.

After that, I usually limped to Eugene’s shop. There, I built a primitive blast furnace from clay at the rear of his workshop. I knew the basics, but it took me two tries to get it right. Sometimes people stopped by to see what I was doing in Eugene’s workshop and I did my best to answer their questions. All in all, I think I generated a good bit of interest, though not intentionally. His wife served me lunch each day, since I had paid them quite a substantial amount. She even got used to seeing Pickles sitting on a table watching me, and on one occasion scratched the rat’s head with a giggle.

For any of my planned technological marvels to be worth a damn, I needed good steel. Unfortunately, good steel wouldn’t be manufactured for another five hundred years or so. I couldn’t wait quite that long so I had to do it myself. The blast furnace was the first step in making high quality steel. Eugene finding the right materials would be the next important step.

Pickles sat on a nearby table and watched with great interest. She had grown over the past week and was getting to a size where she wouldn’t fit comfortably in my satchel. People were often alarmed when they saw her, but rumors of an outsider with a pet magical rat began to circulate and the locals accepted it as a mere oddity.

My afternoons involved using my new horse and cart—thanks, Bron—to haul building supplies to the back of Brinia’s place. First I dug trenches and lined them with gravel, then stacked the heaviest stones I could manage on top. Using more of Eugene’s tools, I felled a few smaller trees and stripped the bark from them, then cut them to size. Those would be used to frame a roof once I had the walls constructed. There was a stream nearby with an endless supply of clay, so I mixed that with straw to make cob for the floor and walls. I built a small fireplace from stone into one of the walls, which would help with the chilly weather. Once the walls were high enough, I would set the logs on top at an angle and add some sort of roofing material. Thatch, probably. Brinia often watched me with a smile as I doubled the size of her tiny house. On one occasion, Gisela stopped by to talk with Brinia. They spoke for quite some time over cups of tea, smile and talking with each other. On one occasion, I even saw Gisela place her hand on Brinia’s thigh as she laughed at a joke. They both came out and watched me as I labored. Gisela’s expression was unreadable, but I got the feeling she approved of what I was doing. 

I spent some extra time building a simple outhouse behind Brinia’s place. Anything to get rid of chamber pots. The real game changer was when I put a crude roll of toilet paper in the outhouse. Eugene had worked hard on that, and I was excited to wipe my ass with his creation.

After all that, I began to plan a rain collection system, so Brinia would have a steady supply of fresh water. My imagination ran wild and I started to plan another addition to her place, in which I could set a large bathtub, but I had to remind myself that I would be leaving Lanercost at my first opportunity, to build my own place.

Lacking the modern distractions of cell phones and social media, I was shocked at how much I was able to accomplish in a week. The addition on Brinia’s place wasn’t done in a week, but it was nearly ready for a roof. The blast furnace worked like a charm and got hotter than the fires of hell itself. I even managed to hold my own against Gisela one or two times—although that was just because she was so sore from lifting weights. After a week of her muscles aching, she began to believe me when I assured her that I’d get her in the best shape of her life. All in all, life was good, and I couldn’t wait to start on my inventions.

And so after ten days, I found myself relaxing in one of the copper tubs in the back of The Wooden Dragon with my eyes closed and my head back. Every muscle in my body ached, but I had a feeling of deep contentment that couldn’t be topped. For perhaps the first time in my life, I had built something real and substantial. Even with the ache in my lower back, it felt great. The only thing that could have made me feel any better was if Elise chose that moment to come in and fuck my brains out. My luck, Magnus would find us and stab me.

After emptying the water down the drain, I toweled myself off and grabbed my clothes. My thoughts wandered as I dressed.

Eugene had returned from Kolsted earlier, and we had spent some time discussing my plans. He was even more excited than I was for some of the things we would be building. The blast furnace had him damn near giddy.

I buckled my sword belt over my tunic and left the steamy warmth of the bathing room. The din of conversation filled the common room and I was tempted to have a drink, but I had other plans. Elise approached me, just to make things difficult.

“How are you, Slayer of Rats? Can I get you something?”

I stopped, intending to say something witty and flirtatious, but ultimately decided against it. Ogling her tits may have been my favorite pastime, but at that time I was focused on my future. “No thanks,” I said and walked around her. So intent was I on my inventions that I didn’t even try to sneak a glance at her ass.

As soon as I exited the inn, Pickles went on my shoulder. I was trying to keep her out more often, as I knew being stuffed in a satchel was a shit way to spend the day. As usual, she gave my earlobe a few licks before settling on her haunches. People still stared, but overall seemed to be getting used to the critter, or at least begrudgingly accepting her.

After a short walk I found myself at Eugene’s workshop. Just as I expected, he was working the blast furnace. When he heard me approach, he turned and gave me a broad grin.

“James! This is really something.” He straightened up and wiped the sweat from his brow. “This thing gets as hot as dragon fire, I tell you. I love how it’s such a simple design, yet so effective.”

“Glad you like it,” I said, leaning against a wooden sawhorse. “We’re going to be using it a lot over the next few days, and the result will be some of the best steel you’ll ever see.”

“Is that what this stuff is?” he said, indicating a burlap sack filled with lumps nearby. “Li—Lemon—”

“Limonite,” I corrected. “Yes. We’ll be using that to add nickel to our steel. The extra strength will come in handy with what we’re doing, trust me. Also, it’ll make the steel more resistant to corrosion.”

“The saltpeter was the hardest to find. It was good fortune that you sent me there with a purse full of gold, since I had to pay quite a few people just to get access to it. The Firemaster’s Guild doesn’t like parting with their goods. Which reminds me,” he said as he grabbed a nearby purse and handed it to me.

“Thanks,” I said. It was noticeably lighter than when I had sent him to town ten days ago, but that was a small price to pay for what I was about to invent. I dug out a large silver coin and slapped it on the table for him, then tucked the purse away. “I’m just fortunate I found you, Eugene. There is no way I’d be able to make most of this stuff myself.”

“I have my doubts I’ll be able to do some of this, to be honest,” he said as he looked at a table covered in a variety of metals and powders. “As long as you keep that gold coming, I’ll gladly build whatever you ask of me.”

“I’m going to be going away in a few days, so at least you’ll have some time where you can work without me constantly interrupting you.” 

Eugene scratched at his ear and studied me for a moment. “Not sure I ever asked you. Why are you doing all of this? I mean, where is it coming from?”

I assumed he meant the neverending stream of technological breakthroughs that poured from my brain. “I’m just trying to build a life, Eugene. A really good life. I know I can do it, but I’ll need plenty of help from people like you.” I studied the objects on the table and let my mind wander. “If all goes well, we’ll all have quite the life one day. Hopefully, in the near future.”

“Can I offer you a bit of advice?” There was a slight hesitation in his voice that didn’t go unnoticed.

“Of course.”

Eugene chewed the inside of his cheek before speaking. “Lay low for a few days. A week or so. Let’s just work on these creations of yours and nothing else.”

“I feel like there is something driving this request of yours,” I said, my curiosity piqued.

“It’s—it’s Magnus,” he said with a frown. “He’s been asking about you. It’s no secret he doesn’t like you. He seems to think you’re some outsider that’s here to swindle us out of our coin and bed our women.” There was a hint of a question in his tone.

“I’m not here to harm anyone,” I told him. “As I told you earlier, I’m just trying to build a good life for myself and anyone willing to help me. Which reminds me, I’ll need some help later finishing the roof over at Brinia’s place.”

Eugene nodded as if that was all the confirmation he needed. “Shall we get started then?”

I went to the table and picked up a piece of limonite. “Let’s do it.”
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I woke with the sunrise, which had become my new norm. Only, except for a rooster waking me, it was Brinia’s mouth.

My eyes snapped open as her tongue ran up the underside of my cock. I looked down and she grinned at me as she wrapped her slender hand around my wiener.

“I wanted to give you something to remember me by,” she said, and shoved my cock in her mouth. I grew hard in no time, and soon her head was bobbing up and down on my crotch as she tried to suck my soul out of my balls. I clasped my hands behind my head and smiled as Brinia’s lips went from the head of my shaft down to nearly the base, her cheeks hollowing as she worked my full length. Her massive, soft tits brushed against my thighs as she sucked, driving me wild.

After sucking me for a few minutes, she pulled my cock out of her mouth and crawled on top of me. My fully engorged member laid against my stomach, and she lowered herself on it. The warm wetness of her pussy felt like pure heaven as she slid her hips back and forth, covering me with her juices. I placed my hands on her small waist and pulled her against me, grinding my cock against her.

She leaned forwards and kissed me, softly and sweetly, our tongues gently meeting and pressing against each other. It was a kiss of deep desire; the kiss of a passionate woman that needed to be made love to. My hands ran across her ass as we continued kissing and I felt her heavy tits resting on my chest.

Lifting her hips up, she reached between her thighs and took hold of my thick cock. She rubbed it against her wet pussy and slid the head in, then worked her hips down, impaling herself an inch at a time. She worked her hips up and down, taking more and more of me, until she finally sat down on my hips. She took a deep breath, and began moving her hips up and down, riding me slowly.

Rays of morning light gently illuminated her dark, wavy hair and cast shadows across her body. Her full breasts bounced in time with my thrusts and her eyes were closed as she focused on all the sensations she was feeling. She leaned back, her breath catching as I penetrated her even more deeply in that position. Her fingers moved between her thighs and she began rubbing her clitoris.

I held on tightly to her hips but let her do most of the work; I didn’t want to rush things. For a while, the only sounds that escaped her lips were soft moans. Between her legs, her fingers moved more quickly as her breaths came more rapidly. I sat up and placed one of her pink nipples in my mouth, nibbling and sucking on it as her body began to shudder. I bit down on her nipple as her body suddenly tensed, and she moaned loudly, almost a shout. One finger continued rubbing her clitoris while her other hand grabbed me, holding my face tightly to her breasts. Trembles ran through her body and she let out a great sigh as her orgasm finally finished. She leaned forwards, pushing me back on the bed, and leaned her hands on my chest for support. Her orgasm complete, she rode me more aggressively now.

I let my hands roam across that magnificent ass of hers, grabbing and squeezing it as I thrust deeply into her warm pussy. She bit her full bottom lip as she worked her hips up and down, her soft ass cheeks slapping against my thighs. 

I wrapped an arm around her waist and flipped her over onto her back. Brinia hooked her hands behind her knees and pulled her legs back as I continued thrusting deep into her with long, full strokes. I leaned down and kissed her deeply and passionately and let my hand move to her huge tits, squeezing and massaging them. After that, my hand moved up to her face, where I placed a hand along her jaw as I kissed her. I thrust into her hard and fast but kept my hands gentle on her. I could tell by the faint noises she made that it was exactly what she needed.

All this thrusting finally pushed me over the edge. I grabbed her face in both hands and kissed her deeply as I shot my seed deep inside her. I breathed heavily and pumped cum deep inside that tight pussy of hers. She wrapped her arms behind my neck and her legs around my waist, holding me tightly against her as I squirted the last of my semen into her. 

Finally spent, I collapsed on top of her. We held each other tightly, my softening cock still deep inside her. I left my cock in her for a while and just focused on kissing her and caressing her face, showing this beautiful woman some of the love she deserved. 

We stayed that way for quite some time, holding each other close and just enjoying each other. Eventually, we both fell asleep. After a good hard fucking like that, I certainly needed a nap. 

Two hours later, I woke up with a smile. Brinia ran her fingers through my hair and kissed me, and I finally lifted myself off of her. The sight of her toned, voluptuous body beneath me was nearly enough to make me want to fuck her again. Instead, I pulled myself out of her and helped her stand up. She immediately embraced me again, burying her head on my shoulder. We stayed that way for a while, holding each other tightly. 

“I’ll miss you,” she said against my shoulder.

“I’ll miss you, too,” I said, and meant it. Brinia was just about everything I had ever wanted in a woman. Now that I had her, spending some time away from her wouldn’t be easy. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. It shouldn’t take me too long.”

Brinia moved back to the bed and laid upon it resting her chin on her hands and watching me. I went to the washbasin and cleaned up, then grabbed my clothes. She had baked me three loaves of hearty bread last night, which I wrapped in a large cloth along with a block of hard cheese purchased from Stanley. My arms full, I exited the back of her place, where my horse was resting.

Over the past two days, Eugene had helped me place a roof over the addition I had built on Brinia’s place. We gave the roof an extra long overhang, which made a convenient place to hitch my horse for the night and keep him mostly safe from the elements. It would also help with my future plan of a rain collection system.

“Hey, buddy,” I said, gently running my hand along River’s nose. He nickered softly and sniffed my chest. “I know, you’re still getting used to me. Don’t worry, I’ll give you plenty of…. I don’t know, carrots or something.” Talking to a horse wasn’t something I was used to, but then again talking to a magical rat was also new and I was doing just fine in that department. “I guess I’m just overthinking it, right?” I asked River. He snorted in return. “Speaking of which,” I muttered as I pulled Pickles from my satchel. She squeaked excitedly as I placed her on River’s neck. She scurried to the top of his head, where she took her place between his ears. At nearly the size of a small cat, she was getting too large for that, but River put up with it for now. My bundle of food went into one of the saddlebags, then I went inside to grab my waterskins.

My steps were light as I passed through the door. I was looking forwards to my adventure, as it felt like the first real step towards creating my new life. A real life, not just shacking up with my girlfriend and inventing toothbrushes.

Speaking of girlfriends, Brinia was still lying on the bed with her chin on her hands. I took a look at her there and my eyes went to that big, round ass of hers. It was like a magnet; I couldn’t help it. I walked over there and placed a kiss on each of those perfect cheeks while she giggled.

“One of these days, I’m going to fuck this thing,” I said and smacked my palm on her beautiful ass.

“Oh, is that so?” she said as she rolled to her side to smirk at me.

I opened my mouth to reply but was cut off by a noise from outside. With a concerned look at Brinia, I hurried into the shop and peered through the window. 

Two armored men sat atop tall warhorses and flanked an elaborately painted carriage. The carriage stopped and the two men immediately dismounted. They both moved to the side of the carriage facing Brinia’s shop and one pulled the door open. A weasley looking man with close-set eyes and a long nose stepped out, sneering at everything around him. I recognized him immediately.

It was the king’s cousin. The man I had stolen my satchel from.

I ran back into Brinia’s room, scooping her shift from the floor as I approached her. My sword belt was against her bed, so I grabbed that as well.

“Get dressed, quickly!” I said as I handed her the clothes.

“What’s wrong?” she asked as she hoisted her shift overhead and pulled it over her body.

I stopped in the doorway. “Remember the day we met, when that nobleman stormed into your store and demanded to know who had stolen his purse?” I patted my satchel. “He’s back, with guards.”

“Worthless whoreson….” Brinia trailed off as she twisted her arms behind her and buttoned up her dress. 

My mind raced as I hurried back to my horse. I needed a plan, and fast. Pickles ran down River’s neck and perched on my pommel, watching me with interest. I had been told that these magical rats were highly intelligent. Perhaps….

“I need your help, Pickles.” She leaned forwards, intent on my words. I quickly scooped the remaining gold and silver from the satchel and stuffed it in one of the saddlebags, then set the nearly empty satchel on my saddle. After sliding my dagger—the stolen one—from the belt, I put it in the satchel and looked around. I needed a hiding place. Somewhere they wouldn’t look. 

“I need you to hide this for me, Pickles. Can you do that?” 

She squeaked in response. What a good rat. 

The new roof to Brinia’s place wasn’t too high, so throwing my satchel up there was easy. I grabbed Pickles and gently tossed her up as well, and she immediately scurried across the thatch and bit onto the shoulder strap of the satchel. Inch by inch, she dragged it across the roof, further from sight. Just then I heard voices. I ran back into Brinia’s place, buckling my sword belt as I tried to think of a plan.

“He was here last time I—there he is,” sneered the king’s cousin. His beady eyes fixed on me and his mouth twisted into such a frown that I thought he was going to spit for a moment. The guards walked in and flanked him with hands on their sword hilts. They each had steel breastplates and mail shirts, with leather helmets that left their faces bare. “What was that you told me when I last saw you? I believe you threatened me. Care to try that again?” One of the guards took a small step towards me.

I stood my ground and refused to let him intimidate me. “What’s this about? Why do you think you can—”

“Because I know it was you that stole my purse,” he replied. “You hedge-born yaldson. Do you even know who I am? Do you really think you can volley such insults at William Arandal, cousin to the king himself?”

Brinia chose that moment to enter the room. Her dress was done up, covering her from neck to ankle, and her hair was neatly tied in a bun. How she did her hair so quickly was beyond me. With a stern expression on her face, she drew herself up.

“My lord, I respect that you feel you have been wronged, but I would ask you to avoid bringing trouble into my business.”

“Ah, yes,” William said with a cruel twist to his lips. He eyed Brinia’s figure and made no effort to hide it. “And you’re helping this criminal. I can think of a few ways to handle that.”

“Look,” I said, cutting him off and taking a step in front of Brinia. “I didn’t steal anything from you. If you don’t believe me, feel free to have your men look around. Otherwise, I would ask that you leave us be.”

One of the guards removed his helmet and rest it on his hip. His grin reminded me of a kid that liked to pull the legs off spiders.

Anger burned in William’s eyes as he met my glare. “Go,” he told the men, and they immediately went through the back door into Brinia’s place. “Even if you didn’t steal anything, there’s still the matter of your tongue. I should have it ripped out for the way you’ve spoken to me.” He looked over my shoulder at Brinia. “I think something else will suffice.”

“Keep your fucking hands off her,” I growled. I wasn’t afraid of this guy, but his two guards were a rather different story. Rage made me speak again. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll turn around and leave, right now.”

“Marc!” William shouted.

Heavy footsteps came from the back room and the door slammed open. I turned just in time to see one of the guards—Marc, the one without his helmet—stomping towards me with one of his hands raised. 

“Fuck,” I said right before a thick leather gauntlet crashed into my face.

“Stop it!” Brinia shouted. She ran towards me but stopped short. I shook the stars from my vision and looked up. The guard, Marc, was holding her by both arms. She shouted and stomped her heel on his boot, but he ignored both.

My immediate thought was to threaten him again, but that hadn’t worked out very well thus far. Somehow, I had to talk my way out of this. The other guard came in from the back room and shook his head.

“Didn’t find anything, my lord,” he said in a scratchy voice.

William’s scowl deepened. “Fine,” he said, looking down at me. “Put the woman in the carriage and let’s go.”

“Let go of me!” Brinia shouted as she pulled against Marc’s grip.

“William Arandal!” I shouted, rage making my blood like magma in my veins. “I challenge you to a duel, here and now!” After pushing myself to my feet, I faced him, hand gripping the hilt of my sword. I had to ensure he wouldn’t send one of his guards after me. “Unless you fear me so much that you would have someone fight in your stead.”

His mouth worked in anger and he looked at his guards, then back at me. “Outside!” he snapped and stormed through the door.

I followed him through the door and drew my sword. Behind me, the guards dragged Brinia with them. Several bystanders stood nearby, pointing and talking. One of them ran away, probably to fetch someone. William was standing in the middle of the dirt street, so I approached him.

“Marc,” William called out. “If he manages to touch me, strike the woman. Leave her face, though. I like them pretty.”

“Marc,” I said, turning to face him. Seeing my queen roughed up filled my veins with lava and hellfire. “If you harm her, I will kill you.” I held his gaze for a moment.

“And now he threatens a knight,” William said, his voice dripping with contempt. “You cannot begin to fathom the trouble you’re getting yourself in. No worries, though. I’ll end this, here and now.”

More people joined the crowd, and to my dismay Magnus was among them. He pushed his way through people, glaring in every direction.

“What is the meaning of this?” he roared. “Drop your weapons right this instant!” His eyes narrowed when he saw me, but they widened when he noticed the other man was William. “My lord, forgive me. I did not know it was you. Shall I remove this scoundrel for you?” He grabbed his sword and pulled a foot of the blade free from its scabbard before William spoke.

“No, constable. This peasant has challenged me to a duel.” His eyes stayed on me the entire time. “The laws of your town hold no sway here and now. The outcome of this far outweighs any authority you have.” He raised his sword and focused on me. “Are you ready to die, whoreson?”

“Magnus,” I called out. “You should know that he’s trying to kidnap Brinia so he can have his way with her. Just in case you’re curious who the real villain is, here.” I doubted Magnus cared, but it was worth a shot. He merely crossed his thick arms and glared at me.

William lunged at me with more ferocity than skill. After sparring with Gisela for the past few weeks, his attack was easy to parry. He came at me again, slashing at my face, thrusting towards my eyes, seeking my death.

His next lunge was at my chest, and I slid my blade along his and ran the point into his forearm. He leapt back, cursing and grabbing his bleeding arm, while I held my position. Anger seethed in his voice and spittle flew from his lips as he shouted vile curses at me.

“Remember what I told you, Marc,” I said, not taking my focus from William.

“Marc!” William shouted. “Remember, spare her face.”

Marc laughed behind me. Brinia shouted her protest, but she was cut off when Marc planted his fist in her stomach. Cold rage surged in my veins at hearing her cough and splutter, but I had to be careful about this. I had to do this without getting Brinia harmed any further. For touching my queen, though, they would both pay with their lives, and I planned on making it especially painful.

I stayed on defense, parrying all of William’s attacks and letting him drive me in a slow, backwards circle. He was good with a sword, but his eagerness for blood made him sloppy. Patience clearly wasn’t one of his virtues. 

“Doing us a favor,” Magnus muttered as I passed by him. “Come on, my lord.” What an asshole.

William lashed out again and my parry failed. I threw myself backwards right as the tip of his sword scored across my chest. The second I hit the ground I rolled to the side and scrambled to my feet, sword held ready. Brinia shouted curses at William and encouragement for me.

After a few minutes, William’s frown deepened and his attacks became less frequent. He winced at his hand a few times and I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face. The slice on his forearm I had given him earlier was doing the trick. All I had to do now was let him tire himself out. The crowd was growing as word of our duel spread through the small town like wildfire. Some people muttered about how long we fought—duels were usually over very quickly.

I lunged at him but stopped myself short, so that the blade flashed in front of his face. He stumbled back, then continued pressing me. 

“I’ll make you eat your own manhood for that,” William growled as he savagely thrust his blade at my stomach.

“Something you’re familiar with, I assume,” I replied, much to his indignation.

With a turn, I let him drive me back, circling closer to Marc and Brinia. I had to be quick, or else my queen would get hurt again. Once I was close to Marc, I held my ground. William pressed his attacks, but he was not good enough to break through my defense. It became almost like a game; he attacked and I parried every thrust as if I had all the time in the world. As his face grew red with anger, his attacks became sloppy. Finally, I decided the time was right.

He slashed at my face and I parried, then dropped into a deep lunge. William screamed as my blade ran him through, right above his navel. He dropped his sword and fell to the ground, clutching his stomach. Wasting no time, I immediately turned and thrust my blade at Marc, taking him in the mouth. I rammed the blade forwards, shattering teeth, until the blade exited the back of his neck. He fell to the ground with a gurgled scream and I yanked my sword free, then turned back to William.

“Arrest this son of a dog!” he shouted. “This is murder! Arrest him!”

“You said this duel outweighs any local authority,” I said loudly, and held a hand up as Magnus took a step forwards. “According to the laws that govern dueling, the gods have seen fit to proclaim me the victor.” I had no idea if that was true or not, but it sounded good so I stuck with it. “And you, the villain,” I said as I rammed my blade into William’s chest. I made sure to take him in the lung, not the heart. For disrespecting my queen, he would suffer.

He wheezed in pain and grasped the blade with both hands, but I yanked it out, slicing off a finger of his in the process. The second guard shoved his way through the crowd, arming sword drawn, but as I raised my rapier he stopped, suddenly wary.

“I just killed your lord and your colleague in a fair fight. It also looks like I’m not only taller than you, but my sword is longer. I think you need to ask yourself if you feel lucky.” I took a step towards him, my sword pointed at his throat. “Well, do you, punk?” My bluff had to work. If it didn’t, this guy would probably slice me in half. I was good with a rapier, but he was covered in armor.

The guard glared at me, but lowered his sword. “The king will hear about this,” he growled as he rammed his sword into its scabbard. “Get out of my way!” he shouted as he forced his way through the dwindling crowd.

I turned away, ignoring the sounds of William and Marc dying, and rushed towards Brinia. She stared at me with wide eyes as I wrapped an arm around her.

“I—I had no clue….”

“That I could actually use a sword?” I said. “I guess I surprised several people here.” I kissed her gently on the lips, then pulled away. “Are you alright?” She nodded. “Go back inside, love. I’ll join you in a moment.”

She turned and went into her shop while I studied the two men. William sprawled on his back, wheezing his final breaths. Red froth leaked from Marc’s mouth and the surrounding dirt was soaked in blood. He pressed against his neck, trying to stop the flow of blood, but it was pointless.

“Shall I end it for you?” I asked, looking down at him coldly.

He glared at me for a moment, then nodded.

I lowered my sword, then stopped. With his breastplate, I couldn’t exactly take him through the heart. That left me with few options, none of them particularly clean. Not that he deserved a clean death, after how he treated Brinia.

“Close your eyes, Marc,” I told him. “Just go to sleep.” He closed his eyes and I pushed my blade through one of them. He spasmed and convulsed, slapping at the blade and trying to scramble away, but I ruthlessly pushed harder. My blade broke through the back of his eye socket and slid into his brain, leaving him a twitching mess. Several people behind me retched as I twisted the blade, then jerked it free. Bile raged in my stomach as I leaned down and wiped my blade clean on his cloak. I very pointedly did not look at his ruined face. The image would haunt me for the rest of my life. With eyes closed, I took a slow breath, trying to suppress the overwhelming urge to vomit.

“I’ll be seeing you again, and soon!” the other guard shouted from his horse.

“I am James of House Cantrell!” I replied to him. “Tell anyone you want. Anyone that lays a hand on my queen will suffer the same fate, no matter their rank or station.”

With no way to bring the carriage back to Kolsted, he turned his animal and dug his spurs in. An old man leaped out of the way to avoid being run down.

“Well, that certainly won’t bite me in the ass later,” I muttered as I watched him leave. 

While people still talked about the fight, the crowd was dissipating. After a few minutes, only one person remained, watching me with arms crossed and a stern look on his face.

Magnus.

He approached me, taking a moment to frown at the two bodies before transferring his cold gaze to me.

“I won’t deal with you bringing trouble here,” Magnus said, towering over me. “I’ve warned you before.”

“Well, that man was a rapist,” I said, pointing at William’s corpse. “Admitted from his own mouth. His guard there was helping him kidnap Brinia. So if you’re looking to point the finger at someone, here’s two targets.” I met his gaze defiantly.

“Get out of my village,” Magnus growled. “Since you arrived, you’ve done nothing but cause trouble. Leave my people alone. That includes Brinia.”

“I’ve done nothing wrong,” I fired back, ignoring the fact that I had stolen William’s purse and dagger. “Do you not listen?”

“Dammit man, you just killed the king’s cousin!” he roared. “Do you have any idea what kind of shit you’re in? What do you think is going to happen now? Once that guard spreads word, they’ll send a legion of men here for your head, no matter who was to blame. And guess what?” He leaned forwards. “I’ll gladly hand you over. In fact, I’m looking forward to it. I image they’ll torture you, and I plan on asking if I can help.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I was actually planning on leaving today. I’ll be gone for a while, so when they come, you can just tell them that I’ve traveled south.”

“And where are you going?” Magnus asked.

I left him and the corpses and walked to Brinia’s shop. “To fetch a clean tunic. And then, to make my fortune.”
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Uzarick’s house was on the outskirts of the village, heading away from Kolsted. With River, it only took me a short time to get to his property, although navigating to his front door proved difficult.

My chest still burned from where William had sliced me, but Brinia had some loose cloth that worked as a bandage. A few windings around my chest kept it from bleeding through my new shirt.

While the main road was wide and made of hard-packed dirt, the path to Uzarick’s house was narrow and almost completely obscured with overgrown foliage; the only way I had managed to find it was a rotted stake driven into the ground, marking the beginning of the path. I carefully guided River down the path, soothing him when he balked at the plants and branches that blocked his way. Pickles, sitting between River’s ears, hunkered down to avoid a vine that brushed by her. There weren’t any footprints visible on the small patches of bare soil in the trail, not even animal tracks.

After a few minutes, a dilapidated house was visible through the branches ahead. Several trees surrounded it and shaded it with their branches. Ivy covered most of the exterior and even hung over the tops of the windows and doors, threatening to overtake the small building completely. For a moment I wondered if the old man here was even alive, but a thin stream of smoke floated lazily from the brick chimney and calmed my nerves.

“Just stay here, boy,” I said to River as I slid out of the saddle. He watched me and snorted as I wrapped his reins around a nearby branch. “I know, I don’t like this place either. And you’re certainly not used to run-down dumps that look like this.” I rubbed his neck for a moment, doing my best to calm him. “Watch my horse for me, will you?” I said to Pickles. She bounced her head up and down and grabbed onto River’s ear with both paws.

When I first arrived in the village of Lanercost, Stanley had told me that Uzarick was basically a hermit. No one saw much of the old man and as the path behind me proved, he almost never left the house. I found myself wondering how he fed himself, as there was no garden that I could see, even with a peek around the corner of the house. Maybe he was an old wizard and just conjured food? Who knew. There was no telling how bad his mental state was either, so I decided to remove my sword belt and hang it on the pommel of my saddle. 

“This trip would be useless if he died of a heart attack because he thought I was here to rob him,” I said to River. He snorted again. A chance beam of sunlight caught my sword and made it almost seem to glow.

I had grown accustomed to the weight of the sword belt tugging at my waist over the last two weeks, so approaching Uzarick’s front door without it felt oddly foreign. Without the convenient hand rest that the hilt made, my arms swung awkwardly. No sounds came through the door, not even when I pressed my ear against it. With a shrug, I knocked twice.

“Huh? What’s—who’s there?” croaked a man’s voice that sounded sour and irritated at being bothered.

“My name is James of House Cantrell,” I replied. “I’m here about the note you left in the city. You need something retrieved and are offering a reward.”

“Yes, of course. Please, come in.”

I listened for a moment for sounds of shuffling, or anything really, but nothing came through the door so I pushed it. It didn’t budge until I put some muscle into it, after which it slammed open and banged against the wall.

“Try not to break my fucking door next time,” grumped Uzarick. He lounged on a rickety wooden chair near the fireplace with his hands folded in his lap. Hair, eyebrows, and beard were gray with only hints of brown left, and he watched me suspiciously with dark eyes that glittered like gems. Beneath his mustache, his mouth seemed a permanent frown. Perhaps that was just how he looked at everyone. A robe covered him from knobby shoulders nearly to his dirty feet and he appeared tall, though it was hard to tell with him being seated. A cloud of dust would probably come from him if a gust of wind came through the room.

“Yes, uh, sorry about that,” I said as I carefully pushed the door shut behind me and looked around. His house was small, two rooms by the look of it, and sparsely decorated. Chipped plaster covered the walls and cobwebbed ceiling. Besides the chair he sat in, the only other furnishings were a small table next to him and a large bookshelf at the back of the room. The fireplace was cold, which surprised me a bit with the chilly weather. It almost felt colder inside his house than outside.

He watched me for a moment, then his expression softened. “I am called Uzarick.”

“James.” I had already introduced myself but I wasn’t sure what else to say. “Nice to meet you.”

“So, a brave young man after my reward?” 

I nodded. “Damn right. That’s a lot of money,” I said. “Just tell me what I need to do and I’ll get it done.”

“Eager. I like that.” He shifted in his chair and muttered something under his breath, too quietly for me to hear. “I need you to retrieve something. Something very precious to me that was stolen long ago. It’s in a cave to the south and west of us.”

“Hold on,” I said as I walked out of his house. His skill at giving directions was likely rubbish, so I grabbed my book of maps from my saddlebag. That would make things much easier. Once back inside, I flipped through the pages until I came to a map of the southern half of England—Aragoshen, I meant—and offered him the book.

He looked at the book for a moment as if touching it were beneath him. “Hold it for me,” he said, so I did. With squinted eyes he stared at the map, muttering incomprehensibly to himself. Finally, he nodded. 

“Look,” he said, pointing at the book but not quite touching it. “Take the King’s Road—it goes from Kolsted, through Lanercost, and continues west, see? A few days’ ride to the west will bring you to an intersection, at the town of,” he squinted. “Howe. From there the road continues west and another one goes to the north, but you’ll want to go south.”

I didn’t see a road leading to the south on the map. “Through the woods?”

He nodded. “The great cora trees are down there; even a blind man couldn’t miss them. Continue south, through the trees, and beware your surroundings. Once you pass the grove, you’ll see hills ahead. There is a cave in the first one.”

I frowned. Riding a horse a day south and looking for a cave weren’t exactly the best directions, but it was what I had to work with. The people in Howe may know of the cave and could provide better directions. 

“So I just go in the cave and fetch this…. What was it you needed me to get?”

Uzarick turned to stare wistfully into the cold fireplace for a moment. “Of all the pain in the world, none is worse than betrayal.” He spoke almost to himself. “It is sharper than any knife and leaves wounds that never heal.” With an arthritic pop, he shifted in his chair. “What you seek is ancient beyond words; some say it was created by the gods themselves and is as old as time itself. The Mask of the Gods, it is called. It is…. It is a family heirloom, and mine by right. I owned it for years, until my treasonous sister stole it from me.” Speaking of it brought heat into his words. “Jealous, she was. Jealous of the mask. Of my power. So much that she betrayed her own brother in an attempt to steal it.” His brows lowered. “We fought, and she succeeded in taking the mask from me. She used the mask to kill people, friends, family, and I had to kill her before she was able to cause any further harm. Her spirit guards it now, in the cave I spoke of.”

Great, another ghost fight. At least the last one had been easy.

“So, that’s it?” I asked, closing my book of maps. “Just go into the cave, avoid letting your dead sister kill me, and get the mask?”

His eyes narrowed. “Do not make light of this, boy. Dozens of men before you have tried, and all have failed.”

“Well, that’s comforting,” I muttered. “Got any tips to keep me alive?”

Uzarick glared at me for a moment longer, then his gaze softened. “Do not underestimate my sister. Even in death, she lies. Not a word that comes from her mouth is to be believed. Remember that, if you forget everything else I have told you.”

“Anything else? What about that mountain you mentioned earlier?” I didn’t remember any mountains down there in my world. 

“A dragon has lived there for centuries,” he said gravely. “You would be wise to avoid it. Use the cover of the cora trees to keep you safe, if you see him flying overhead, or he might think of you as a tasty snack.”

I raked my fingers through my hair. “Shit, a dragon?” I took a step towards the fireplace and stared into the flames. Stanley mentioned a dragon once, but I hadn’t taken him more than half seriously and certainly hadn’t planned on getting close to one. I had promised Elise a dragon’s claw, but I don’t think the gravity of it really sank in until now. For a moment I hesitated, purely out of fear. Who the fuck wanted to go near a dragon? But then, I realized that without this money, I wouldn’t be able to achieve any of the lofty dreams floating around in my head. I needed all that gold to start my new life. With a bit of cunning thought, I could probably avoid the dragon completely. “Deal. I’ll be back in ten days or less.” I offered him my hand and he stared at it with distaste. With a shrug, I turned on my heel and walked out of his house, leaving him muttering to himself in the cold room.

River pawed at the ground and whinnied as I approached. Pickles seemed eager for my presence as well, and went as far as to leap from River to my shoulder as I stepped close. She scurried across my shoulders and huddled next to my neck as I rubbed River’s nose. 

“Don’t worry, we’re leaving,” I told the animals as I grabbed River’s reins. I looked back at Uzarick’s house and wondered how long it would be until the vines pulled it down. Not long, by the looks of it. “And the sooner the better.” 

I gently set Pickles on River’s head and climbed into the saddle with much more grace than last time. Riding a horse wasn’t so bad once I got the hang of it. I guess in the near future I would be getting plenty of practice. I decided to leave my sword belt hanging from the pommel; there was no point in wearing it while riding. Unless I was attacked on the road, of course. Maybe I could wear it in shifts.

I tried to carefully guide River back down the overgrown path, but he was eager to be gone and pushed through the brush. When we came back to the main road—King’s Road, now I knew—we were ten feet to the right of the path’s entrance. I patted River’s shoulder and let him wander around for a moment as he calmed down. He snorted and pawed at the road, clearly upset for some reason.

Behind me was the village of Lanercost. My smoking hot girlfriend was there, and another woman I was steadily winning over. The temptation to head back into town was strong; to spend every night in Brinia’s arms, to help Eugene further my inventions, to plan my future. That was just fear talking, though, and it wouldn’t get me anywhere. Besides, the king would probably be sending men after me in a few days, so I needed to be gone.

I turned my back on the town and kicked River into a steady walk. Pickles watched her surroundings, fascinated by the outside world. My saddlebags bulged with food and water. I had no excuses.

No matter how difficult this was going to be, I was going to do it.


17
















The steady rhythm of River walking was nearly enough to put me to sleep, especially when it went on for hours without end. While I was still new to riding a horse, I had picked up the skill with relative ease. After spending a day in the saddle though, I found myself missing my old car, even though I vaguely remember it being a piece of shit. At least it had soft seats. 

I shifted in my saddle, trying to find a more comfortable position. The scenery hadn’t changed all day either; just trees on either side and a cloud sky above. Every so often someone passed me going towards Kolsted and gave me a friendly greeting, which helped break up the monotony. 

Pickles loved the trip and stared at her surroundings in wonder. She took turns perched between River’s ears and on either of my shoulders and never got bored. Can’t say I blame her; it was a far cry better than being stuffed inside a satchel for most of the day.

As for me, I was bored out of my mind. Sitting in a saddle all day and staring at trees might have been the most boring thing I’ve ever done. There seemed to be no end to the drudgery, either; it got to where I grew incredibly excited every time I saw a slight bend in the road in the distance. Those moments were few and far between, though; the road was damn near arrow-straight in its journey west.

I did my best to spend the time deep in thought, planning my future. Already, I had taken the first steps towards what I wanted, and getting the reward from Uzarick would be a big help. That kind of money could pay for a house somewhere nice. As to where would be nice, I spent some time thinking about that as well.

Since I was trying to create my own kingdom, I needed my castle to be somewhere worthwhile. On the coast of the English Channel made the most sense; making a port city would help create a strong, lasting economy. Keeping a steady inflow of money would help my kingdom to last longer, as well. While starting somewhere with better weather—on the Mediterranean, for example—appealed to me, the required travel made it overly difficult. Staying here in Aragoshen made the most sense, although King Arandal would certainly take offense to a new city popping up in his realm, so right from the beginning I had to make defense a priority. Fortunately, with some of the things I was inventing, that wouldn’t be a problem.

And my queens. Brinia was mine already, something for which I was grateful. I was convinced I could win Gisela over; I had already seen her behavior towards me warm up, no matter what heated words she slung my way during our sword training. Elise? I don’t think I had ever seen a woman as beautiful as Elise before; the thought of her bearing my children made my crotch swell.

Then, there was me. James of House Cantrell, a man in his mid-twenties. Slightly above average height in my world, which made me tall in this one. Plenty of good food and daily exercise with Gisela meant I was gaining some muscle. Shaving daily was almost unheard of here, so I had two weeks’ worth of a beard covering my cheeks. James of House Cantrell. King James of House Cantrell. It had a good ring to it.

Eugene had a list of things to work on while I was gone. I had instructed him to salvage as much as possible from William Arandal’s magnificent carriage—honestly, there was enough fine wood and leather in it to build two. On a sheet of paper I had sketched a design for leaf springs that would fit on a new carriage. That would not only make it more comfortable, but lessen the chance of breaking axles. It was both revolutionary and incredibly simple. Those were the best kind of inventions.

My first night was about as exciting as my first day, which was to say it was mind-numbingly dull. With no Motel 6 in sight, I walked River into the woods, far enough that we couldn’t be seen from the road, and set up camp. If the king’s men were sent after me, I wanted to make sure they couldn’t find me.

Of course, my “camp” was very minimal; after untacking my horse and rubbing him down, I curled up in a blanket and used the saddle for a pillow. Even compared to the beds of this age, it sucked. I was tired, though, so after a dinner of dried meat, hearty bread, and flat beer I fell asleep.

In my dreams, I invented refrigeration. It was amazing, and we celebrated with cold beer and ice cream.

The next day I woke feeling like I had slept on a root, which I had. Bleary-eyed, I saddled River and ate a bland breakfast, which I washed down with bland beer. Being further from Kolsted, there were even fewer people on the road; by midday I had only seen a handful of travelers. It wasn’t until the sun was making its way towards the treeline that I saw signs of civilization in the distance; the town of Howe.

At first glance, it looked to be a small village, similar to Lanercost. A farm stood off to my left, with wide fields of some crop covering much of the ground and black-faced sheep watching me as I rode by. Several log houses with wisps of fire rising from their chimneys flanked each side of the King’s Road as I rode closer to town. There were people walking and riding horses here; much more than in Lanercost. It dawned on me that Howe sat on a crossroads, which explained the heavier foot traffic I saw as I rode closer. While most buildings—both shops and houses—were small, two stood tall compared to the rest. 

One was clearly the local lord. In stark contrast to the timber houses, this one was made of stone. Arched windows overlooked the yard, and a low stone wall surrounded the house and made it appear more like a miniature castle. It wasn’t particularly large, but at two stories with a steeply angled tile roof it was a beacon of wealth in the small village.

The other building, and the larger of the two, was an inn. While it was built from the same timber and plaster as the rest of the town, it stood tall and wide, two full stories with a third tucked beneath the overhangs. Smoke rose from two large chimneys, and a stable larger than most houses was next to it.

“I’ll tell them to give you plenty of oats,” I said to River, patting his neck. He tossed his head in reply and walked towards the stable as I guided him there.

“A fine day to you, good master,” said a middle-aged man with thinning hair at the stables. He nodded his head in a slight bow and took a step forwards, then stopped when he noticed Pickles seated between River’s ears.

“It’s okay, she’s a magical rat. She won’t bother anyone.” I pulled on the reins to stop River. After dismounting, I handed the reins to him. “Can you give him some oats or something? I don’t know what a horse would consider a treat, but if you have anything nice for him, I’d appreciate it.” I pulled my satchel from one of the saddlebags and pressed a silver coin into his hand.

Upon seeing the coin, he bowed. “Of course, my lord. Name’s Jaem, and I’ll take good care of your horse.”

That done, I made my way into the inn. Walking through the front door, I was greeted by a welcoming din I had become accustomed to at The Wooden Dragon. A motley group of patrons filled the common room, many with mugs of ale or wine and bowls of stew in front of them. Large stone fireplaces stood at each end of the common room and filled it with a cheery warmth that washed away much of my weariness.

A woman with a motherly smile approached me as I walked in. She was tall for a woman, with pale-colored hair cut short and full breasts. That was the first time in this world I had seen a woman with short hair, but from her brisk movements I got the impression she did it purely out of practicality.

“Good afternoon and welcome to Percy’s Rest,” she said with a slight bow. “I’m Lydia, and I’m happy to be of service to you. Can I get you a mug of ale, or a room?” She looked me up and down. “A bath, perhaps?” She gestured for me to follow her across the common room.

“A woman innkeeper, eh?” I asked. In this male-dominated age, it was impressive.

She turned to me with hands on her hips, but her face still had that welcoming smile. “I don’t see a reason I can’t do any job a man can do, and better,” she said matter-of-factly.

I raised my hands. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it as an insult. I like seeing female business owners.” After two days of bland food in a saddle, the smells that emanated from the kitchen were downright intoxicating. “I’ll take an ale and a bowl of whatever smells so good.”

Her smile deepened. “That’s my Cory. He’s a master in the kitchen, I tell you. His harvest stew, as he calls it, has people coming from leagues around just for a bowl. He won’t tell anyone the recipe, even me.” She herded me towards an empty table and pulled a chair out for me. “Just wait here for a moment and I’ll be right back.” After I sat, she walked towards the back of the room. Even her stride was quick and efficient.

When she came back with a mug of straw-colored ale, I decided to dig for information. I passed a handful of coppers across the table to her and tried to think of where to start.

“Lydia, I had a question,” I began.

“Sure, how can I help?” She made it clear that I had her full attention and sat across the table from me. While keeping her eyes on me, she reached down and rubbed her calves with a wince. “Sorry, on my feet all day.”

How to begin? I decided to jump right into it, head first. “I seek a cave, south of here. A man from Lanercost hired me to….” I trailed off as her smile faded into a frown.

“Best be leaving that be, if you know what’s good for you,” she said briskly. “Over the years plenty of young men such as yourself have gone seeking something in that cave.” She leaned forwards. “None of them returned, you know. Whatever is in there is not worth your life.”

She was probably right, but none of those men had a degree in engineering. Perhaps that was just my ego convincing me that I would be okay. It did a good job.

“I appreciate the warning,” I said to her. “Really, I do. Can you tell me how to get there?”

Just then, a tall man came to my table with a steaming bowl in hand. 

“Here you go, my lord,” he said with a friendly smile that matched Lydia’s in warmth. “I hope you like turnips.” Both his hair and beard were brown, and he waited next to my table as I grabbed a spoon. I realized he was waiting for me to try the stew, so I scooped some, blew on it, and stuffed it in my mouth. It was fantastic, and I told him so. Lydia beamed a smile at him and reached out, squeezing his hand. He nodded to himself, then walked back to the kitchen with a satisfied look.

“Cory’s cooking is very important to him,” Lydia said, smiling at him as he walked through the kitchen door.

“I can tell. This is quite good,” I said around a second mouthful. Is he your husband?”

“That he is,” Lydia said, turning back to me. “He’s a good man. The kind that stays with his wife and raises a family, instead of searching for something in a cave and getting himself killed.” She fixed me with a blue-eyed stare that drilled her point home.

“Point taken,” I chuckled. “Would you be willing to give me directions there?”

She sighed. “And just like the others, you refuse to be thwarted.” She shook her head, but leaned an elbow on the table and continued. “I tried warning you, so I’ll feel no guilt when you don’t return. From the intersection in the center of town, where the King’s Road meets the North Road, go south. There’s a small path there that leads to a pasture. Follow that for about a day’s ride. After you get to the cora trees, continue south. At the end of the cora forest you’ll be able to see the peak of a mountain far in the distance. When you get closer, you’ll see some hills, and one will have a cave in it.”

“That simple, eh?”

She nodded. “Everyone knows where it is. We’re just too smart to go near it. Death waits there,” she said, then slapped her hands on the table and pushed herself to her feet. 

“Thank you, Lydia,” I replied. “I do appreciate your concern.”

“Will you at least take a room for the night?”

“Sorry, I plan on leaving as soon as I finish this. When I come back I’ll take your best room. Promise.” 

She just sighed and shook her head again.

In the end, I couldn’t blame her. If no one had successfully found the mask, why would she believe I would be able to? I was determined, though, so I shoveled the last of the stew into my mouth and made my way to the stables.

When I arrived, the stableman once again greeted me with a bow of his head. River came soon after, clearly in a good mood due to the treats he had eaten while I was inside. Pickles was still perched between his ears, washing her whiskers as if she had enjoyed a treat along with the horse. Apparently magic rats could eat if they chose to. I decided to get some information from Jaem as well.

“I wanted to do some hunting to the south,” I told Jaem as I hoisted myself into the saddle. “I’ve heard some good game can be found down by the Cora trees. Do you know much about that?”

His face scrunched as he tongued one of his teeth, then spat on the ground. “Sorry, my lord,” he said with a bob of his head. “My wife cooks vegetables all the time, says they’re good for me. All they do is get stuck in my teeth.” He cleared his throat. “There’s some big deer to the south, that’s certain. Bears, maybe. Don’t go too far, though. Once you see the cora trees, you’ll be in dragon territory. He don’t come out much on account of not liking people, but if he’s about and sees you, you're done for. People say he likes to look for food around midday.”

“I can shelter beneath the trees if I see him, right?”

Jaem nodded. “Aye, you can, although he might see you anyway. There’s other things down there you’ll be wanting to avoid as well. Things worse than the dragon.” He leaned in closer as he spoke. “There’s a ghost down there, you know. She’ll kill you if you get near. Suck the soul right out of you and leave you a cold, empty husk.”

I shivered. “That sounds horrible. Where is she, exactly? So I can avoid her.”

“Horrible doesn’t even begin to describe it,” he said. “Over the years I seen near two dozen men head down there, seeking glory. Never saw any of them again. Well, you go south, and you can’t miss the cora trees. Once you pass through that grove you’ll see a couple hills in the distance. The closest one has a cave in the front, looks like a pile of boulders.”

“You describe it like you’ve been there.”

He nodded. “When I was younger, some of us stole our way down there to take a peek. Didn’t get any closer than a glimpse, on account of not wanting to die. My pa cuffed me across the entire village when they learned what I’d done.” His sudden grin was full of mischief.

“I’ll make sure I stay far away from all that,” I told him as I turned River back to the King’s Road. “Thanks for the information, Jaem.” I dug a coin out of my satchel and flicked it to him. He caught it with a toothy smile and waved.

I kept River at a walk as we passed through town, and at the intersection I turned left, heading south. As Lydia had said, there was a small path there that led to a pasture, in which I saw a flock of sheep grazing ahead. A herd of cows were far off to the right, some lying on the grass and some lazily chewing mouthfuls of cud. 

“Alright, guys,” I said to River and Pickles. “Let’s go find this ghost and make our fortune.”
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Everyone’s directions were easy enough to follow; in a town this small, it was hard to get lost. My greatest risk in this area was probably just running into a wayward cow as I crossed the communal pasture south of the town.

I pulled my cloak around me to stave off the chilly breeze; the weather was dreary, as usual. Sometimes I questioned my parents' sanity at moving from southern California to London when I was younger; my mother had received a job offer that was simply irrefusable, but taking the weather into consideration I wasn’t so sure it had been a great deal. Of course, her salary had put me through Cambridge, so there was that. Looking up at the dull gray sky, part of me would have preferred community college in Cali. 

As we continued south, I quickly ran out of ways to pass the time. I used to wonder what people did on long trips before the invention of smartphones, and now I knew; they did stupid shit like counting trees and humming songs to stave off boredom. None of them really worked.

There was no path to follow but Eugene had picked up a lodestone, and together we built a crude compass. From horseback it was barely functional at best, but it kept me traveling due south when I had to circle around a clump of trees. Pickles took turns perching on each of my shoulders while she watched her surroundings, and sometimes clung to River’s neck. She was growing by the day, as was her intelligence. I began to wonder just how smart she would be when she was older. Maybe I could train her to bite Magnus in his sleep or something.

The first day was about as uneventful as travel could be. The sky faded into darker shades of gray and I eventually began to scout around for a place to sleep. Fifteen minutes later, I found a grave of young aspen trees and tied River’s reins to a low branch. After untacking him, I spent some time pulling low-hanging branches off and trimming them with my dagger, once again grateful for its sharpness. With a bit of work, I had a canopy of branches overhead that would keep all but heavy rain off my back. I even did the same for River so he could snooze; he had carried me this far, the least I could do was give him some decent shelter. He mostly busied himself with eating grass while I worked.

What was more difficult was getting a fire going. While working a flint and steel wasn’t so hard, getting the damp wood to light was. Cursing the local weather, I sat down with my dagger and shaved a pile of paper-thin strips of wood, hoping it would catch. My hands ached from using the flint and steel for so long, but after twenty minutes of striking I finally had a tiny fire. 

“My luck, the clouds will start pissing on me,” I muttered as I looked around for some stones. There were enough softball-sized rocks nearby for me to build a ring around the fire, and a few dead branches for fuel as well. Eventually, I was leaning back against the bough of an aspen tree, enjoying the warmth of a fire. I had never built one before, so staring into the flames of this one was particularly satisfying. It even made the blandness of my dinner more tolerable. I’m sure River and Pickles were appreciative of the warmth as well.

I woke feeling refreshed, which was surprising considering the thin layer of dew that covered me. Embers still glowed in the ring of stones, so a few puffs of air and some more dead branches and I had another fire going. Once I felt mostly dry I saddled River and continued my journey south.

The day started off much like the previous one ended; nothing but trees and cloudy weather, occasionally broken up by some wildlife. I saw several deer, lazily chewing on leaves. When they heard me they ran away, scaring off a flock of birds as well. That was it. That was my excitement for the morning. What a boring fucking day.

As the sun climbed towards its zenith—at least, I thought it did; it hid behind a thick blanket of clouds for most of the day—the trees thinned, and eventually I found myself riding through a broad field. It seemed endless in every direction and I spent more than an hour crossing it before I saw anything else. Ahead of me was something so foreign, so alien, that I initially wondered if I was still dreaming. Keeping an eye out for the dragon, I kicked River into a run and managed to stay in the saddle as he lumbered forwards.

The cora trees.

I found myself wondering how something could be so tall. How could the ground even support that much weight? As I child growing up in California, I had seen the famous redwoods a few times, and they were enormous. The cora trees dwarfed those, as much as the redwoods dwarfed other trees. The base of the tree in front of me had to be at least fifty feet in diameter, and I couldn’t even begin to guess its height. Even from horseback, staring up at the top of the tree was dizzying. Five hundred feet tall? Six? Probably more. And behind that first one stood trees that were even larger!

We continued towards the grove, staring in wonder. Not that I planned on chopping them down, but how many houses would one build? Thousands, I imagine. Maybe I could carve my throne from one of them. Wouldn’t that be something? As River approached the cora grove, something in the sky caught my eye.

The dragon.

I had never really thought about what a dragon’s eyesight would be like, but apparently it was hawklike. As best as I could tell it looked to be at least a mile away. Even from that great distance it saw me and immediately turned. It flapped its great wings and sped through the air, rushing towards me without a sound.

My heart pounded in my chest and I spurred River on and slapped his reins, urging more and more speed from the docile animal. The trees weren’t far ahead, but the dragon was fast. It folded its wings against its body and shot towards me like a bullet. My eyes went from the dragon to the cora trees and I leaned low over River’s neck. His tail streamed behind him as I dug my heels in again, wishing the horse could run faster. The old farm horse probably hadn’t run in years.

“Go, go, go!” I shouted at the horse. Pickles, having seen the dragon, scurried down River’s neck and made her way into my satchel, which was slung across my body diagonally. The trees were close, I told myself. I was going to make it. I looked up at the rapidly approaching dragon again. Black scales covered its sleek body from nose to tail. Its head reminded me of a massive alligator, complete with wicked teeth.

The grove was right in front of me. Everything was going to be okay.

It partially opened its wings, adjusting its trajectory as it grew closer. The daylight shining through the thin skin on its wings made them look the color of used motor oil. Wolflike golden eyes watched me.

River raced past the first tree and entered the grove. I let out a breath that I hadn’t realized I had been holding and turned to look behind me.

The dragon crashed into the ground, sending a plume of dirt and dust in all directions. An impact that hard should have killed it, but it didn’t seem even remotely bothered. As soon as it regained its balance it scanned the cora grove, looking for me. It saw me right as I guided River behind the truck of a massive tree. A horrible screeching filled the air, like the sound of metal tearing but louder than I could have imagined. I covered my ears with both hands and nearly fell from the saddle as River screamed and fled. I fumbled for the reins and grabbed them again right as the dragon shrieked again.

The dragon followed me into the grove, scrambling around with surprising agility for something more than a hundred feet long. It ran like a bat, on thick hind legs and the knuckles of its wings, each footstep thundering through the grove and leaving deep gouges in the soil.

I guided River from tree to tree, doing my best to use the massive trunks as cover. The dragon easily kept pace with us, but being so large it struggled to follow the sinuous path I took. I turned to check on its position again and saw that it had stopped. 

“We’re okay, buddy,” I said, patting River’s neck but making no attempt to slow him. The dragon’s ribs expanded and its mouth opened.

“Oh shit!” I screamed. I sawed on River’s reins, guiding him behind the nearest tree. The moment we passed behind it, a blast of fire like a giant blowtorch slammed into the trunk. River screamed again and so did I this time. The heat was more intense than anything I had ever felt; for a moment it felt like I had been thrown in an oven set on broil. Flames raced up the cora tree as the dragon blasted it again. Even though the tree absorbed the dragon’s breath, the heat was still enough to maim or kill. I kept the tree between myself and the giant beast as River sped away.

River’s sides heaved and his coat was drenched with sweat as I finally reined him in five minutes later. I would have let him charge through the entire cora grove, but the last thing I needed was my out-of-shape horse dropping dead of a heart attack. In the distance the dragon shrieked again, although this far away it wasn’t so painful to hear. I rubbed River’s neck and tried to calm him as he danced sideways at the sound. We settled for a fast walk, still heading south. I reached into my satchel and pulled Pickles out. She was curled up tightly, shivering with fear. After setting her on my shoulder, I instructed her to listen for the dragon. Her ears twitched every so often, but she never gave any sign that she heard anything.

The dragon shrieked again, but off in the distance and sharply to our left. He was flying again, hopefully back to his fucking cave or wherever dragons lived. Lair, I think it was called. To think I had promised Elise a dragon scale! It would take more than a perfect set of tits to get me near that monster again. Although I had given her my word. Dammit.

For an hour I kept River at the same pace, and he finally calmed down. The dragon was gone, and I felt like I wasn’t going to be torn apart and eaten. It was quite pleasant beneath the cora trees; their canopy shaded the ground and kept the chilly wind at bay. Undergrowth was rather sparse as well, although sometimes I had to guide River around the massive, torso-thick roots that bulged from the soil. Overall, it was a peaceful way to spend a few hours.

Ahead, I could see the end of the cora grove. I was surprised that there were so few of the trees; I figured it would be a massive forest, like back in California. As I reached the edge of the grove, however, I looked to my right and saw that they went on for quite some distance. Perhaps I had only traveled through a thin strip of the cora grove. 

In front of me, just as the stableman had described, were several low hills. I moved River closer, keeping a close eye on the sky in case the dragon still hunted us. One of the hills looked to have a pile of boulders in front, and I could see the darkness of an opening within them. That was the cave I sought.

“Other than almost being eaten by a dragon, this was pretty easy, eh guys?” I asked my animals while patting River’s neck. He tossed his mane in reply.

I watched closely as we approached the cave, looking for any signs of a crazed ghost-woman. Seeing nothing, we made our way to the mouth of the cave. I dismounted River and moved to fasten his reins around a nearby rock, but then remembered the dragon. If it were still flying around, my horse would be easy prey. I pulled him inside a few feet, then wrapped his reins around a heavy rock. 

From one of the saddlebags I produced a shuttered lantern. A few minutes with my flint and steel and the lamp was glowing brightly and painting the cave walls with flickering warm light.

I left River and Pickles waiting patiently at the mouth of the cave and slowly moved inside. To stay on the safe side, I drew my sword and held it in my main hand, while the lantern stayed in my left. With Orthur’s enchantment, it should light up like a torch once Lyanna came near.

One step at a time, I progressed down the cave. The air was cool and damp inside, which would have been welcomed on a hot day. Instead, I shivered and promised myself I would relax around a fire once this was done.

The cave turned to the left, and beyond that it was truly dark. Nothing in here had seen sunlight in ages, if ever. No sounds reached my ears, not the dripping of water or the scurrying of insects. It was completely silent inside the cave, almost uncomfortably so. It widened a bit and I found myself standing in a large, underground chamber.

And then, I saw the mask.
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I wasn’t quite sure what I was expecting. Perhaps a gilded pedestal with the mask resting upon a set of prongs, or an ornate chest filled with gold coins and the mask lying neatly on top. What I saw was the polar opposite; the stone floor in the center of the cave rose perhaps a foot, and the mask lay on top. It emitted the softest glow, just enough for me to make it out against the dark rock of the ground. After a second glance, I realized that was just the light from my lantern reflecting off it.

For a count of twenty I stood motionless, letting my eyes and ears adjust to the quiet blackness of the cave. Nothing seemed amiss, so I took a step closer, my eyes on the mask. 

For something so powerful, it was surprisingly plain. It looked like a simple mask made from dark leather that would cover the eyes and the top of the nose. I took another step towards it.

“One more step, and you will die,” a woman’s voice hissed from the shadows.

Since I wasn’t stupid, I stopped. In the darkness I could just make out a shape, something pale and upright. That had to be Uzarick’s dead sister.

“Lyanna,” I called out. “Listen to me; my name is James, and I mean you no harm. I’m here to fetch the mask and nothing else.”

“The mask.” She filled the word with scorn, twisted it into something blasphemous and foul. “So many over the years, all seeking the mask. Every one of them, wishing for glory. Every one of them, dead.”

“I’m taking the mask and leaving,” I said as I tightened my grip on my sword. Pale beams of light from my lantern reflected off the blade, but the sword itself did not glow. Either Orthur sucked at enchanting swords, or once again I was in a situation where the facts in the story weren’t lining up. With a frown, I slid the sword back into its scabbard and lifted my lantern instead. I would have to talk my way out of this, somehow. If any humanity, any sense of decency remained in her, I had to appeal to it.

“Orthur told me his side of the story,” I began. “How you betrayed him and took the mask for yourself. I imagine before me, men came here to kill you and steal the mask. I don’t want that, Lyanna. I want you to tell me what really happened. I seek justice.”

It was a hefty gamble I took, and if my guess was wrong then I was a dead man. It was doubtful that I could outrun a ghost. Uzarick was lying; I was certain of it. If he wasn’t, then I could convince Lyanna that I believed her, then kill her. Of course, there was always the chance that she was evil, but Orthur had simply failed to enchant my sword properly. Right now there was no way to know, so I had to rely on a hefty dose of luck.

She took a step closer to me, but remained hidden in shadow. With my lantern, all I could tell was that she was either extremely pale or wearing a white dress. Probably both.

“You wish to hear my story, James?” she asked from the darkness. “Of how I, and not my brother, was betrayed?” She paced across the width of the cave as she spoke and came no closer to me. “There is not much to tell. Uzarick and I grew up nearby, in Howe. He was ten years my senior, so he helped raise me when our father died. His house was nearby and he stopped by regularly to bring food and help our mother.”

“How old were you?” I asked.

“I was twenty,” she replied. “Several men from nearby towns were vying for my hand in marriage, and I was ready to accept the proposal of a wealthy merchant. Uzarick came to me, speaking so excitedly I thought he had gone mad. He described this very cave that we stand in now, and the mask you see before you. He had brought it home, you see, although I couldn’t tell; as soon as he put it on it disappeared from his face. It took him removing it for me to believe him.”

“It disappears when someone wears it?”

She nodded. “We rode down to the cave and he showed me where he found it. Then, he showed me what it did, or at least what he had been able to figure out.” She gestured at the low mound of rock in the center of the cave, upon which the mask rested. “He made a gesture with his hand and the rock moved as if alive. Later, he learned that it did much more than just shape stone.”

“Like what?” I asked. 

She took a few steps towards me, enough that I could finally see her in the dim light. She was, in a word, breathtaking. Her skin was incredibly pale, nearly white, and her hair gleamed like silver. Icy blue eyes watched me from a slender face with delicate features. Her lips, full and pale, were parted slightly in an almost predatory manner as she studied me. The dress she wore might have been regal once, but now it was torn and so thin that it was nearly transparent, for which I certainly wasn’t complaining. Her figure beneath it was nothing short of stunning; strong thighs, curvy hips, a tiny waist, and full breasts that made my mouth water. Even as a ghost, she was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. She was even prettier than Elise, and that was saying something. Despite the deadliness of the situation, I felt a swelling in my crotch as she stepped nearer.

“Lyanna, what other powers did the mask have?” I repeated. My grip on the lantern tightened as she stepped closer.

“According to Uzarick, the mask granted him a form of power over life and death. He told me of an experiment he conducted with two rats; one dead, and one alive. The power of the mask granted him the ability to transfer life from the living rat to the dead one.”

“Are you saying this mask grants the ability to raise the dead?”

Her hair swung as she shook her head. “Not exactly. The details weren’t entirely clear at the time—he was jealous, and thought I was plotting to steal the mask from him. He tried the same experiment with people, and it didn’t work.”

“He killed someone and tried to bring them back?”

She nodded. “Our neighbor and his son. I found him standing over the dead body of the boy, cursing as he tried to bring him back to life. His father was tied up in the corner of the barn, weeping at the sight of his murdered son. When Uzarick realized I had witnessed him, he grew angry and attacked me.”

“Is that how you died?”

“No. He merely struck me, then took out the rest of his anger on the boy’s father. He had worn the mask every day for a month, and over that time it changed him. It could have just been the power that corrupted him, but it seemed much worse. Something, an evil darkness, seeped into him like poison in a pond. He made me help him bury the two bodies while he explained that he was going to try again, on me and our mother.”

I was completely taken aback by her last comment. “He was going to kill his own sister and mother?”

“The mask,” she explained as she walked in a slow circle behind me. “It is powerful, but it corrupts. Uzarick began talking to himself, mumbling horrible, violent things. The entire town avoided him, although he rarely ventured outdoors at that point. He was so intent on discovering more of the mask’s powers that he didn’t sleep for four days straight. Finally, he collapsed out of sheer exhaustion. That’s when I made my move.

“You took the mask?”

She nodded again. “I tried pulling it from his face, but I couldn’t feel it. I had to grab his hands and use them to remove the mask. As soon as his hands brushed across his face, the mask was visible again. I grabbed it and ran, knowing I had to get it far away from him.”

“Where did you take it?” I asked.

“Here,” she said. “I took his horse and rode for the only place I could think of. This cave.” She gestured to the walls around her. “This was where he found it, after all. It made sense that it should be returned here. I wondered if the gods were angry with Uzarick for taking the mask, and they caused him to go mad. Now, I realize it was the mask itself that changed him.” She looked down at the mask and sighed. “To be honest though, he was always an asshole.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “What happened next?”

“I arrived here, ready to rid myself of the mask.” She came around in front of me and stopped. “Temptation won, though. I tried on the mask.”

“And?”

She turned and looked down at the mask. “And I died immediately. It appears that only men can wear the mask.” Her voice held a note of sadness as she turned back to me. “Uzarick arrived the next day, eager for the mask. I believe if I had still been alive, he would have gladly killed me to take it. But I was no more than just a spirit at that point, and I chased him away. Since then, he’s sent scores of men just like you to fetch the mask for him. I try to just scare them away, but most are so eager for my brother’s gold that they attack me without a second thought. I have no choice but to kill them. Sadly, I can’t leave this cave. I am somehow bound to this mask and can’t go more than a stone’s throw from it.”

I was silent for a moment. “I’m so sorry that happened to you.” I didn’t know what else to say.

She took a step towards me and was suddenly very close. “Are you?” she asked. 

“I am. Uzarick told a different story; that you were jealous and tried to steal it from him. That he was forced to kill you to prevent you from causing any further harm. He made you the villain.”

She shook her head in disgust. “I am not surprised.”

“Life is often unfair to good people. I wish I had the power to fix that, but I’m just a man.”

“A man eager to take the mask,” she said, and turned away.

I reached out and grabbed her wrist to keep her from leaving. Her head snapped around and she stared at my hand, wide-eyed in shock.

“You touched me,” Lyanna said, her voice as surprised as her expression.

“Of course I did. Listen—”

“What are you?” she asked. “You shouldn’t be able to touch me. Your hand should have passed right through mine.” She raised her wrist, still with my hand attached, and traced a finger across my knuckles. “How is this even possible?” Her expression was one of shock and disbelief.

I opened my mouth to tell her that I had no clue either, but a thought stopped me. A memory of something that changed my life forever, although I didn’t realize it at the time.

Rose Tuttle.

Like the faintest shadow of a memory, she was there in the back of my mind, as part of me. The tiniest fragment of her soul had intertwined with mine, and, combined with the fact that I had died back in my world, gave me the ability to touch this thing, this woman, this breathtaking beauty in front of me.

“I stand with one foot in the realm of life and one in death,” I told her, looking into her pale eyes. “It’s something that didn’t occur to me until this moment.” If I could calm her, perhaps she would let me take the mask without a fight. Maybe I could bring her some peace and she could finally rest. I set my lantern on the ground.

Her eyes closed as I placed my hand over hers. Full breasts rose and fell as she breathed deeply, her lips slightly parted. Goosebumps covered her white skin, which was easily visible with her tattered dress that covered almost nothing. She opened her eyes and looked at me for a moment, then bit her full lower lip. If I didn’t know better, I would have called the look in her eyes…lust?

“I haven’t felt such warmth in…. I don’t even know how long it’s been. It’s felt like an eternity. Endless years of cold loneliness, with nothing to comfort me but my anger.” She pulled her hands out of mine and reached for me, slowly. When I didn’t move back, she smiled and gently set her hands along either side of my jaw.

“Thirty years, according to your brother,” I told her. Her hands were cool on my face but not unpleasant.

A sudden sense of sorrow for this woman began to fill me. Betrayed and murdered by her own brother when she was still young and beautiful. Her spirit, kept alive by rage and a deep desire for vengeance. The only thing she had really experienced over the past three decades was anger, and that in the solitary confinement of this cave, her prison. It must have been torture.

She flinched as I brought my hands up and placed them on her narrow waist. As she relaxed, I gripped her gently, then pulled her to me. She closed her eyes and shuddered as if feeling affection and the warmth of a human body for the first time. My hands slid down her waist to her round bottom and I gave it a squeeze. She gasped and looked up at me, fear and desire fighting for dominance on her face. I made the decision for her.

After grabbing the bottom hem of my tunic, I pulled it over my head and tossed it to the floor of the cave. She flinched as my hands went to her slender neck, but slowly relaxed as I slid them down to her shoulders and pushed the straps of her dress off. The diaphanous cloth fell to the ground, exposing her flawless figure, and I let my hands continue their journey. Down her chest I touched, caressing and squeezing each full breast. Her breath caught as I pinched one of her nipples, and then her hands shot out for my breeches. She fumbled in her haste as she untied them, but after a matter of seconds, we both stood there, fully naked.

We stared at each other for a moment, then crashed into each other. Her ghostly form felt as light as a feather as my arms squeezed her against my chest. I reached down and got a double handful of Lyanna’s ass and picked her up so that her face was equal to mine. With how I held her, her pussy brushed against the head of my erect cock, and I was shocked at how wet she was. 

“I need to feel your warmth,” she said against my lips.

Desire for this perfect beauty overwhelmed me and I pressed my mouth against hers. Our lips parted and her tongue pressed against mine in a kiss of fiery passion. I held her against me with one hand on her round bottom while my other hand moved up to her breast. My lips moved as well, from her mouth to her cheek and then her neck, where I softly kissed. She wrapped her arms around me and moaned as she worked her hips back and forth, rubbing her hot opening against the head of my dick.

I lowered her and let my cock slowly penetrate her inch by inch. Shivers wracked her body as the heat of my member filled her tight hole, and she moaned softly against my lips. Being a spirit, she was weightless, so I moved my hands back to her waist and slid her up and down my full length like she was my own personal sex toy. She tossed her hair and held me tightly, then moved her hips in small circles as I thrust deeply into her.

“That feels so amazing,” she said, kissing the top of my head while I tongued her nipple. “After so many years, I….” Her words became moans as I pounded her even harder, moving both hands back to that perfect ass of hers and gripping it firmly while thrusting inside of her with long strokes.

Our mouths met again and we kissed passionately while I fucked her hard and fast. Her slender hands held my face to hers and she moaned into my mouth as I reached my climax. Days had passed since I had been with Brinia, so I had built up quite the load. I filled her ghost pussy with my hot seed and shouted against her lips. Her moans came to a crescendo as I slammed her pussy against me again and again, almost punishingly hard as I came.

“Hold me,” she whispered against my lips as I squirted the last of my cum deep inside her.

I wrapped my arms around this stunning beauty, this perfectly formed woman, and held her tightly. My cock was still inside her, growing soft after such a hard orgasm, as she lay her head on my bare shoulder. Her flesh had warmed after being next to mine. Something wet fell upon my shoulder and I realized it was her tears. She had been dead for thirty years, so I imagine it was overwhelming. I opted to stay silent and instead hugged her tightly.

“That’s the first time I’ve felt anything in three decades,” she said quietly against my neck. “Anything other than anger.” She moved back to my face and kissed me again. “Thank you, James.”

“On the contrary,” I replied. “Thank you for trusting me. Thank you for the gift of your body.” Looking down at her perfect form wrapped around me, it was indeed a gift, and a precious one at that.

She sighed and kissed me again, which made me grateful of my choice of words. Appreciation was probably another thing that felt good to her right now. I hugged her tightly again.

“Stay here as long as you need,” I whispered, and felt her arms and legs tighten around me. For a moment I feared she might suddenly strangle me, but she was just hugging me.

“Thank you,” she said again.

We stayed that way for quite some time, with my limp cock still inside her and her head on my shoulder. Her hair was the softest thing I’d ever felt. I kept her tightly against my chest and let my hands roam, just trying to show her warmth and affection. I ran my hands down her tiny waist, along her supple thigh, and squeezed that magnificent ass of hers. She giggled against my shoulder as my hands squeezed her round bottom and toyed with her tight hole. I wiped my fingertip along her ghost pussy, getting it wet, then began massaging her asshole and worked the tip of my finger inside.

Her head shot up and her eyes met mine. I used my other arm to hold her close to me and kissed her deeply while working my finger into her bottom. The tension in her body melted and I pushed my finger up to the second knuckle while kissing her. Blood began rushing into my crotch and I felt my cock, still inside her pussy, begin to rise again.

Lyanna moaned softly as my cock filled her pussy and my finger filled her ass. She began working her hips again but shuddered and held me tightly while I worked both of her holes. She bit her lower lip and closed her eyes, enjoying the sensation.

I had never fucked a ghost’s ass before, but I certainly wasn’t going to let this opportunity pass by.

I lifted her off of my cock, then lowered her slowly, guiding the head of my dick towards her tight rear end. Her eyes widened and she gasped as the thick head began pressing against her asshole.

“Relax,” I said between kisses. “Let me warm you. Just enjoy the moment.”

She nodded and closed her eyes as I gently worked my cock into her ass. Once I had a couple inches in, I began thrusting in and out, slowly at first, getting her used to the feeling. She gasped and I pulled her face to mine. Her body tensed up again and I stopped thrusting immediately. After some soothing words and deep kissing, she relaxed. Using my grip on her ass cheek, I lowered her nearly weightless body onto my cock once again. Her breath caught once I was halfway in and I paused again, but her tension melted and I continued. Soon I was pushing the full length of my cock into her tight hole while she gasped and moaned against my lips.

Her moans grew in volume as I moved both hands to her perfect bottom and spread her cheeks. With full-length strokes I pounded her while our moans of ecstasy echoed through the cave. After a few minutes I pulled my cock out and lowered her to the ground.

“Is everything okay?”

“Everything is better than okay,” I replied as I led her towards a large rock. “Put your foot on this.”

She faced away from me and placed her left foot on the rock, which put her in a position where her ass was on full display. I moved behind her and lined my cock up with her asshole, then gently pushed it inside. She pushed her ass against me, impaling herself on my shaft, and soon I was thrusting between her round cheeks again. Watching my cock disappear between those perfectly round globes of ghost flesh was nothing short of amazing.

I gripped her tiny waist tightly and pulled her onto my dick over and over as I fucked her sweet ass. Once again I felt that familiar tingle as I reached climax. Muscles in my body tightened and I roared like a wild animal as I filled her ass with my cum.

Lyanna straightened up, pressing her back against my chest as I sprayed cum inside her ass. I held her tightly against me, twitching as my cock spurted one last time. She looked over her shoulder at me and I bent down and kissed her. She ground her ass on my softening cock as our tongues pressed together.

“I wish we could do that all day,” she whispered as we kissed. “I felt…alive. Warm.”

I wrapped both arms around her and held her tightly to me while kissing the side of her neck. Fucking her all day sounded pretty incredible, ghost or not. She was more beautiful than I thought a person could even be.

“That does sound nice,” I told her, then kissed her pale neck and shoulder. “Believe me when I say I would love that. We live in two different worlds, though.”

She sighed and nuzzled her cheek against me. “I know.” Her voice was full of sadness. “And you still seek the mask.” She began to pull away but I held her tightly against my sweaty chest. My limp cock was still inside her ass, and my hands slid to her full breasts and squeezed them.

“You want the truth? I don’t care about the mask. I only want your brother’s reward so I can start a new life.”

That time, she did pull away. She turned to face me, looking at me as if seeing me for the first time. “Who are you?”

I decided the truth was the best path to take. “I’m from a different world. Very similar to yours, but in a different time. I…. I died, apparently, and suddenly found myself here. I still don’t know exactly how it happened.”

“A different world?” Her eyebrows raised.

“Yeah. I know I can create a new life here, but that takes money. Maybe one day I’ll figure out exactly what happened, but until then I just want to build a castle and rule there with my queens.”

“Queens?” she asked. “As in plural?”

I nodded. “This world is full of incredible women, such as yourself. I see no reason to limit myself to just one. I would like nothing more than five or six queens by my side, all as part of a perfect life.”

“Would you take me as one of your queens?” There was a bit of heat in her voice as she placed her hands on her hips.

I looked her up and down, from her silver hair and icy blue eyes to her strong thighs, and felt such a strong desire for her that I’m surprised I didn’t get another erection. “I would, assuming we got along well and the other queens liked you.”

“And if I were alive,” she muttered.

“I was trying not to say that, but yeah. Sadly, things don’t always work out the way we want them to.” I took a step forwards and placed my hand along her slender jaw, then leaned down and kissed her again. “I am glad we met, though.”

She chewed her bottom lip as she stared at the mask. With one glance at me, she walked over to the mask and knelt next to it. My eyes followed her curves the entire time.

“Maybe there is,” she said.

I walked over and stood next to her. “What are you talking about?”

She stood up abruptly. “What do you plan on doing when you return?”

“To Lanercost? Confronting Uzarick. I should be able to persuade the constable—ah, former constable, that is—to arrest him. It’s not much, but perhaps a bit of justice will put you at ease. If nothing else, maybe people will stop coming here and trying to kill you so they can take the mask.”

She turned to me and wrapped her arms around my waist again. “I don’t want to remain here, though. You can’t imagine what this is like, James. Even if I’m still just a…a wandering spirit, I’d rather be near someone that’s nice to me. Being stuck in this cave for thirty years has been a nightmare.”

I held her tightly. “So, what’s the solution, then?”

She sighed and pulled away, then looked down at the mask. “Take it. Take the mask. Try not to wear it; just keep it near you, so I can see you and be near you. Don’t worry, I won’t be scaring the whole village.” She suddenly disappeared. “I am a ghost, remember.” She reappeared in front of me. “Would you be willing to do that?”

Would I be willing to keep this incredibly beautiful woman near me? Fuck yeah, I would. I didn’t even care that she was just a spirit. “Of course, Lyanna. I’ll help however I can.” Having a ghost girlfriend could come in handy, too. 

She stepped forwards and kissed me again, soft and tender, then laid her head on my shoulder. “Thank you, James. I will be forever in your debt.”

“Oh, don’t tell me that,” I quipped. “Or else I’ll make you do more butt stuff.” 

Her smile was so wide that I expected to see her blushing. Apparently, ghosts didn’t blush.

“I’ll pay off my debt however you want. Just treat me right, or I’ll kill you.”

I chuckled at her line, but realized she was serious when she didn’t join in my laughter. A tiny seed of fear took root in my stomach when I realized she could probably kill me whenever she wanted. Well, if that wasn’t a good reason to treat someone right, I certainly couldn’t think of one.

“Don’t worry, Lyanna. I’ll be good to you.” I released her and took a step towards the mask. “Do I…. Can I just pick it up?” I stared at it for a moment like I expected it to bite me.

“Yes,” she said as she strolled across the cave and retrieved her torn dress. “The mask won’t hurt you directly, but the more you wear it, the more its influence will corrupt you. I would strongly recommend avoiding it except for extreme emergencies.” She turned to stare at the mask. “To be honest, its place is at the bottom of the sea. No one needs it.”

“Noted,” I said as I knelt next to the mask. My hand hesitated for a moment, then my fingers closed around it and I snatched it up. Fortunately, I didn’t die immediately. Out of habit I went to shove the mask in my pocket, then realized pockets hadn’t really been invented yet. That’s why everyone had purses.

After grabbing my lantern, I turned to Lyanna. “Shall we?” I asked as I offered her my arm.

She pursed her lips and shot a nervous glance towards the mouth of the cave, then looped her arm through mine and nodded.

“Everything okay?” I asked as we strode through the darkness.

“It’s nothing,” she said. “I’ve just been stuck in here so long that part of me is afraid to leave. Anything is better than here, though.”

“Don’t worry,” I said to her. “Everything is going to work out just fine. And I know a couple ladies that you should meet.”
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We quickly learned that the presence of a ghost made River incredibly anxious. Pickles wasn’t too fond of Lyanna either, although she eventually warmed up to her. Lyanna solved the problem by simply going incorporeal and floating through the air. Even when she was invisible the animals could somehow sense her, but they soon calmed and got used to her floating through the air behind them once they realized she wasn’t going to hurt them. 

We decided to take shelter in the shade and calm of the cora grove. I spent some time clearing the undergrowth to make a place to bed down, then wove a handful of branches overhead for shelter in case any rain decided to fall. Making a fire proved to be difficult with the dampness of the wood, but after a few minutes some sparks took root and the frayed branches began to smolder. Eventually a small flame flickered into existence and remained. I found enough dead leaves to feed the fire and the tiny flame grew until the surrounding branches finally caught. It sputtered at the damp wood, but continued to burn and provide warmth and light.

Lyanna appeared, so I spent the next ten minutes calming my horse with food and soothing words. Pickles huddled in my satchel but peeked out regularly, curious about my new ghost companion. 

As for Lyanna, she was predictable in a wonderful way. Fire wouldn’t warm her, although it could harm her, so she kept her distance from the flames and joined me on the ground. Flesh was the only thing that she could feel, so her dress came off even more quickly than my clothes and we made love again. She liked to ride me hard and fast, causing me to work up a sweat. When we were done she collapsed against my chest and stayed there. Being a spirit, she didn’t sleep, but she remained on top of me with my cock still inside her all night, letting my body keep her warm. As soon as I woke, we did it again. According to Lyana, our intimate moments were the only thing that drove away the coldness of death.

With the fun part of the morning behind us, we made our way through the massive cora trees and approached the field where I had encountered the dragon. Lyanna scouted ahead and saw no signs of the dragon hunting, but she did see the scars from when the dragon chased me a couple days before.

“Simply incredible,” she said, standing next to the massive trunk of a cora tree. 

I rode closer and stopped next to her. My eyebrows rose as I surveyed the damage to the tree. Deep-set claw marks swiped across the base of the tree, as if the dragon had latched onto the trunk in passing. The dragon’s claws had torn through the tough wood like butter, leaving gouges more than a foot deep in some places. I turned and looked behind me and saw another tree had been charred black by the dragon’s breath. A shiver ran up my spine as I remembered how close I had come to death.

“These don’t exist in my world,” I said, unable to pry my eyes from the damaged tree. “And for that, I’m grateful.”

“Dragons?”

“Yeah. With modern weaponry we could probably kill them, but I have a feeling it wouldn’t be easy.”

“There isn’t much that can harm a dragon,” Lyanna said as she took a step closer to me. “They don’t die of natural causes, so this one is hundreds, if not thousands of years old. Maybe if you could survive being in its mouth, then I supposed you could cut its throat from the inside. About the only thing that can harm a dragon is another dragon.”

I shook my head in wonder at the thought of two dragons duking it out. Whichever one won, everyone else would lose.

“That’s how these trees came to be, you know.” She reached out to touch the scarred trunk and her hand passed through the wood. Her nose wrinkled in frustration and she continued. “Centuries ago, there was a different dragon that lived here, named Shessa. She would roam far and wide, seeking easy prey like cattle and sheep. She rarely killed any humans, though I have heard tales of that. Volgar flew in one day, seeking a more peaceful home than his lair up north. He detested humankind and wanted to be further away from them. He sought Shessa’s lair.”

“Wait a minute. The dragon here is named Volgar? How do you know this?”

Lyanna smirked. “For thirty years men have been trying to kill me, James. Many of them were well-read in history, as they sought any and all knowledge that could give them an advantage against me. Several of them knew the story of how Volgar came to the coast. Their stories were nearly the same, so I figure it’s fairly trustworthy.”

I grunted. “I guess I never thought of that.”

“Well, Volgar wanted Shessa’s lair, as I said, so he fought her for it. They clashed on the ground and in the sky, and dragon blood rained down upon the land. There was a small grove of trees here, and where Shessa’s blood covered the ground, the trees grew to massive proportions. It took many years, but eventually they became the fabled cora trees.”

“That explains why these trees didn’t exist in my world. No dragons, no cora trees. So, Volgar won and remained on the coast?”

Lyanna nodded. “I hear he has a beautiful view of the ocean from his lair. It’s very rare that people come near, but when they do he kills them without hesitation.” She shrugged. “He’s just a grumpy old man in dragon form.” That brought a laugh from both of us. 

“Well, the sooner we get out of this area, the better. Want a ride? I think River is getting used to you.”

Lyanna gave the horse a wary look; one that he returned, then nodded at me. She reached up and I grabbed her hand, then pulled her weightless form onto the saddle in front of me. She passed right through both River and the saddle, but I found that if I turned her around so that she was facing me, my thighs would support her. So, with Lyanna’s breasts pressed against my chest, we continued through the cora grove. We kissed from time to time, and she kept her arms wrapped around my waist. It was a pleasant feeling, having this beautiful woman in front of me and her head lying on my shoulder. Especially since she didn’t weigh anything, so I didn’t have to worry about my legs going to sleep.

A few minutes later, I noticed one tree larger than the rest. They were all massive beyond belief, but this one dwarfed the others. I also noticed that the ground rose at least a dozen feet beneath the tree.

“I wonder if that’s where Shessa died,” I said, pointing at the base of the tree. “That would explain why that tree is larger than the rest.”

“You’re probably right,” she said, scanning the area. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

A few hundred feet in front of us was the edge of the cora grove. A broad field stretched out for several miles beyond that and eventually led to a forest. That field was the most dangerous part; if the dragon—Volgar—was out, he would immediately attack.

“Speed is our best bet,” I said, holding Lyanna tightly against me. “Keep an eye out behind us.”

“Okay,” she said, then kissed me. “I’m ready.”

“Alright, River. You up for a run?” I kicked him into a trot, which I found incredibly uncomfortable and nearly got myself bounced out of the saddle. Another kick and a slap of the reins got him into a proper run, mane and tail streaming in the wind. I kept one hand on the reins and the other wrapped around Lyanna’s waist as we exited the forest.

“I wish I could feel the wind in my hair,” Lyanna said as she scanned the sky behind us.

“It’s chilly and damp,” I told her, my sight focused on the horizon ahead. “It’ll take about an hour to cross this field. Let me know if you see anything.

Lyanna nodded and tightened her grip on me, but kept her watch. I kept River at a fast walk, but every five minutes or so I’d boot him into a run for about thirty seconds. Much more and the placid old animal would be worn out; I had to make sure he had enough gas in the tank for an extended sprint in case the dragon came near.

Of course, if the dragon saw us this far away from the forest, we were dead anyways.

I kicked River into a slow run and let him go for a few minutes, eating up the ground with every step. Alternating running with a fast walk covered a lot of ground quickly without taxing him too much.

Lyanna’s breath caught in her throat and I nearly shit myself. We were too far from the forest ahead to make it in time.

“Just a bird,” she said.

“Fuck that bird,” I replied as I kicked River into another run. The forest ahead darkened the horizon and my heart lifted. I pulled Lyanna in front of me and gave her another kiss, then returned to watching the forest approach. River slowed to a walk again. We would be in the forest shortly, and all would be safe.

“Another bird,” Lyanna mumbled. “Big one, though—wait. James, that’s the dragon. I can’t tell at this distance if he’s seen us or not.”

“Well, shit.” I patted River on the neck, then eased him into a gallop again. He wasn’t used to exercise like this, and I could tell he was tired from all the running. Lyanna clutched me tightly and I kept my outward demeanor calm, although inside I was in a mild state of panic.

“He’s getting closer,” Lyanna said, her voice quiet and afraid.

“And so are we,” I replied. The treeline was close now; River would reach it in a minute or two at the pace he was running. “Hey, look at it this way: at least the dragon can’t kill you.” I hoped to make her laugh, but her fingers dug into my shoulder.

“Actually…. Dragon fire would kill me, James. I don’t think you quite understand how awful these creatures are, and why people are grateful that Volgar generally avoids civilization.” Her voice was soft, barely more than a hoarse whisper. “It’s coming straight for us. By the gods, it’s fast.”

A high-pitched whine pierced the air, almost like my eardrums ringing but coarse and harsh. It was the dragon that I heard, from a great distance. I wanted to turn around and see how close it was, but I refused to give in. It wouldn’t help anyways.

Fortunately, River heard the dragon as well. He recognized the sound and immediately broke into a sprint. I let him run. The sooner we got to the forest, the better. At this point, I didn’t even care if the poor animal ran himself to death. I’d rather walk than be killed by a dragon.

“James….” Lyanna warned.

“Can the mask kill him?” I ask. It was worth a try.

Lyanna shook her head. “It doesn’t work like that. He’d kill you before you got the chance.”

The forest was right in front of us. River ran between a pair of aspen trees, still moving at a dead sprint. The dragon screamed at us again, and this time it was loud enough that I shouted in pain and clutched my head. As the trees grew more dense they obscured us, but they were little barrier to a dragon. A ball of icy fear formed in my gut, like the iceberg that sank the Titanic.

“James, his mouth is opening.”

I pulled the reins and River darted to the left. White-hot fire battered the ground behind us, immediately incinerating everything it touched. River screamed as he ran, his speed fueled by fear. I guided him back to the right, to keep us moving north. The trees were steadily growing more dense, but unfortunately so was the undergrowth, which made running more difficult. I struggled to find a clear path for him. 

“He’s attacking again!” Lyanna shouted.

This time I pulled River to the right. The roar of dragon fire filled my ears, and my back felt like I was standing in front of a bonfire after someone tossed a gallon of gasoline on it. Lyanna gripped me so tightly that breathing became difficult, but I barely paid attention. I pulled River back to the left, doing my best to guide him through places with less undergrowth.

Just in case that bastard of a dragon decided to burn us again, I moved River in a sinuous pattern through the trees. A few minutes went by and I was still alive, which was a good sign, although at the rate my heart was pounding I wouldn’t be surprised if I had a heart attack.

“I don’t think he’s following any longer,” Lyanna said in my ear.

I pulled on the reins and slowed River a tad, to an easy gallop. Considering what was behind us, I was taking no chances. The forest continued to thicken, so after a few more minutes I slowed River more and set him at a fast walk so he could catch his breath. The dense canopy of trees kept us hidden from above.

Lyanna finally relaxed her grip on my chest, and I breathed in deeply and held her tightly to me. She returned the gesture with her head on my shoulder and after a moment I felt something wet.

“Are you okay, Lyanna?”

“I haven’t felt fear in three decades. For a moment there, I really thought he was going to get us.” She kept looking behind us, but I felt her body relax in my arms. “Thank you, James.”

“That’s twice I’ve had to outrun a dragon. Hopefully there won’t be a third time.”

“If you knew what was good for you, you’d avoid this area completely,” Lyanna said with an eyebrow raised. “It’s just a shame Volgar chose the most beautiful place to build his lair. Right on the coast, with the cora trees nearby. I don’t think I could pick a prettier place to live.”

As I was still trying to decide where to build my home, her words struck a chord within me. I had already determined that I wanted my house on the coast. Of course the ideal location for my future castle was taken by a fucking dragon. 

The remainder of the trip north was largely uneventful, however with Lyanna on my lap it was at least enjoyable. We spent the hours kissing and cuddling, which was a far cry better than counting trees, or whatever I had done last time.

As the sun hovered above the horizon and painted the sky in colors of pink and orange, we came to the communal field south of Howe. A flock of sheep were grazing nearby, and plodded further away as we rode near them on our way across the green. The town itself was straight ahead. 

“I guess it’s time for you to go invisible again,” I told Lyanna with one last kiss. She nodded and disappeared, and after a few seconds I felt her float away from me.

“I’ll be right behind you,” came Lyanna’s disembodied voice from my left. 

“Noted,” I replied as I guided River down the narrow path at the end of the pasture that led to the King’s Road. 

With the sun having just set, the road was nearly empty. The soft light of candles and fireplaces glowed in many windows and spilled gentle light onto the road. Not many other people were out, this late. I went straight towards Percy’s Rest. After being in the saddle for a week, I was looking forwards to a hot bath and a soft bed. The thought of Cory’s stew in my stomach sounded great as well.

“Jaem, you there?” I called out as I approached the stables.

“Aye,” called a man’s rough voice from the back. I heard a clattering, and then Jaem came forwards, lantern in hand. His face brightened when he recognized me. “Glad to see you didn’t get eaten by a dragon, my lord. How was hunting?”

“I definitely got what I wanted,” I told him as I dismounted. “And now, I just want some hot food and sleep.”

“Can’t say I blame you for that. I’ll take care of your horse, my lord.” He scanned River, clearly looking for something like a deer carcass draped over the back, but upon finding nothing, shrugged. “Do you still have the, uh…. The rat?” He grabbed the horse’s reins.

As if summoned by the mention of her, Pickles moved out from beneath River’s mane and sniffed in Jaem’s direction. He chuckled, then reached out and scratched her head with a fingertip as if it were the silliest thing in the world. He led them into the stable, chuckling under his breath about the magical rat the entire time.

After slinging my saddlebags over my shoulder, I walked towards the inn itself, my mood high. I had promised Lydia that I would return, so I was looking forward to seeing the look on her face.

The door swung open and a man stumbled out, singing folk songs to himself in a voice that suggested he had enjoyed quite a few mugs of ale that evening. He tipped his hat to me as I passed, nearly falling in the process, and made his way towards the stables. I caught a snippet of singing voices from behind the man, and as I pushed the door open the voices washed over me.

Two musicians sat on stools in the corner, one cranking the handle of a hurdy-gurdy and the other playing mostly in-key notes on a flute. The patrons slapped their hands on their tables in time with the songs and many sang to the tunes. Of course, none of the songs were familiar to me, but I enjoyed the warm atmosphere in the common room regardless. Lydia and Cory dashed between tables and the kitchen, bringing mugs of ale or wine and bowls and plates of food. 

I grabbed a nearby table, one of the few empty ones, and waited patiently. After a few minutes, Lydia noticed me. She took a few quick steps towards me, then stopped as recognition set in. Her head leaned slightly to one side and she looked a question at me, and I just smiled. She came to the table, arms crossed beneath her large breasts and gave me a somewhat stern look.

“So, you’re back. John, was it?”

“James,” I corrected. “James of House Cantrell.”

“Right, James. Did you decide not to go on this foolish quest after all?”

“Nope, I went.” I laced my fingers behind my head and leaned back. “I got what I wanted and lived to tell the tale.”

Her eyes widened slightly and she grabbed the chair across from me, then pulled it back and sat down. 

“You’d better not be in here spouting lies in my inn, James. Are you saying—”

“I’m saying I went down there, avoided being killed by both a dragon and a ghost, got what I was seeking, and now I’m back.” I couldn’t help the grin that began to grow on my face. “And, as I promised a few days ago, I’ll take your best room.”
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Having Lyanna’s weightless form on my lap made the ride back to Lanercost much more enjoyable. She always sought the warmth of human flesh—truth be told, she had fucked my brains out in the inn last night and again in the morning—so being around her tended to result in near-constant sex and cuddling. I certainly wasn’t complaining; she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever been with and this was the most I’d ever been laid. Of course, she was a ghost, but I tried not to let that kill my high.

“So, tell me about the others,” Lyanna said, sitting on my thighs with her chest against mine. 

“Others?”

“Your queens, as you call them.”

“Oh. Do you like women suddenly?” That could make things interesting.

“I’ve never liked them in that way, no. But I’m guessing I’ll be around them a lot, so I should know something about them.”

“Well, once you meet them you might want to explore a bit,” I told her. “Brinia is my first. She’s short, with dark hair and eyes like pools of night. Her breasts are massive, I mean those things are works of art. Her ass—”

“I don’t mean their bodies, James.”

“Oh. Right.” I cleared my throat. Brinia can be a bit shy. She went through some difficult situations earlier in her life and likes to keep a bit of distance, if you know what I mean. She doesn’t like letting people get too close, but I managed to win her over pretty quickly by just treating her right. She’s very warm and affectionate. A truly good person. I think I’ve been able to help her break out of her shell a bit. She speaks more boldly now. With confidence.”

Lyanna nodded. “And the next one?”

I ran my fingers through my hair and barked a laugh. “Gisela. A hard woman. She was the constable in Lanercost for years, so she has to be. I pay her to train me with the sword.”

“Is she good?”

“I win about one in ten matches,” I replied. “She’s very good with a sword, although she fights with honor, which I feel is a mistake.”

Lyanna’s expression flattened. “Explain how honor is a bad thing.”

“Well, it’s just…. I think fighting honorably is kind of stupid. In a fist fight, sure, that’s fine. But if I have a sword in my hand and I’m fighting for my life, I’m going to do whatever it takes to win. Because if I lose, I die.”

Her expression softened. “I guess that makes sense. I never really thought of it that way.”

“Anyways, Gisela has hair like fire and a personality to match. She would be a fierce lover. I think she’s starting to like me, no matter what she says.” I realized how odd that sounded even before Lyanna raised a slender eyebrow at me. 

“Are there more?”

“Well, I had my eyes set on Elise, but I don’t know if that’s going to work out or not. She’s almost as beautiful as you are, though.” I leaned forwards and kissed her.

“Thanks. Why don’t you think it’ll work?”

I paused before answering, because I knew what I was about to say was going to sound incredibly stupid. 

“Because I promised her that I would bring her a dragon scale one day. She told me she’d be mine if I did.”

Lyanna stared at me for a moment, then burst out laughing. I tried not to take offense—it was pretty stupid of me.

“What is it about men that they feel the need to make such promises when they see a pretty face?” She hid the last of her laughter behind a slender hand.

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” Perhaps it was a subconscious desire to patch my wounded pride that drove me to say the next sentence. “I think I could probably do it, but after seeing Volgar I just don’t think I want to risk it.”

Her laughter cut off short. “You think you could do it?”

“Yep.” I had to look confident.

“Kill a dragon?”

“Yep.” No going back now.

“Well,” she began, as if searching for the right words. “I’m not sure how you would accomplish that. I just don’t want to lose you.” She snuggled back up to me again.

“Don’t worry, Lyanna. I’m not going anywhere. Well, I mean, I’ll be traveling a lot so I guess I’ll be going places, but I won’t leave you.” 

“Try being a little less awkward next time,” she said beneath my chin.

I couldn’t help but laugh. With each day, Lyanna seemed to be gaining more of what I assumed was her old personality back. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what three decades of isolation would do to a mind, especially to a dead woman, although that certainly explained her constant desire for skin contact.

As we ended the day, I guided River off the side of the road and through some trees. Once we were about a hundred feet from the road—far enough where no travelers would see or hear us—I dismounted and stretched in an attempt to ease some of the weariness in my bones. River, being the placid farm horse that he was, watched me calmly for a moment, then began grazing on some nearby plants.

“I’ll bet if someone were to build an inn right here they’d make a ton of money,” I said, giving voice to my thoughts as I untacked River. It was the perfect midpoint between Howe and Lanercost.

“Why don’t you?” Lyanna asked as she settled cross-legged on the ground and watched me.

“Because my sights are set much, much higher,” I replied. I had chosen a small clearing for us and set my saddle on the edge. River was on the other side, his reins looped around a low branch. As I had on previous days, I wove a covering from nearby branches, then built a small fire. As usual, the ground was damp, so it took a while; it was that shitty English weather pissing on my plans again. Fortunately, last time I stopped I had gathered a double handful of dry twigs and small branches just in case this very thing happened. Finally, after thirty minutes of cursing, I had a tiny fire sputtering and flickering. I surrounded it with a wall of gathered wood, hoping the heat would dry them out.

“What I wouldn’t give for a cigarette lighter right about now,” I muttered.

“So,” Lyanna said as she settled on the ground, leaning on one elbow. “What’s your plan when you get back to Lanercost?”

I shrugged. “I hadn’t really given it a ton of thought, to be honest.” After sitting down next to her, I held my hands in front of the tiny fire. “I figured I would head straight to your brother’s place and confront him.”

“Be careful, James.”

I couldn’t help the cocky smirk that flashed on my face. “Pretty sure I can take a sixty-year-old hermit in a fight.”

Lyanna was having none of it. “You don’t know him like I do. He may be old, but he’s crueler than you can imagine.” The concern on her face brought me down a notch or two.

“I’ll be careful, Lyanna. I promise.”

“You’d better be,” she said as she shed her tattered dress and crawled over to me. “I’m getting used to feeling your warmth, and I’d rather not lose that.”

There was something about making love to a beautiful woman and sleeping outdoors that satisfied a deep, primal part of my brain, way down in my lizard brain, where caveman-like thoughts and urges dwelled. I slept like a baby, with Lyanna curled up on my chest. I woke up with her sitting on my face and made such a meal of her perfect ass and pussy that I called it breakfast.

We hit the road when the sun was its own height above the horizon, continuing east towards Lanercost. As with the day before, the trip was incredibly boring and I would have gone nuts if not for Lyanna talking with me. 

She told me stories from when she was younger, living in Howe. She had grown up poor, but having been so beautiful meant that men from far and wide all wanted her. There had been an occasion where a man tried to pull her behind a building to have his way with her, but the blacksmith came and saved her. They hung the rapist right there on the spot.

Her father had been an abusive drunk and he died of a bad heart when she was young. Life was better with him dead, but they struggled. Uzarick immediately went to work and helped in every way possible, while Lyanna and her mother sewed, baked, and did everything they could for some extra coin. Life wasn’t easy, but they survived. Lyanna had been planning to marry a wealthy merchant, after which she would have paid for her mother to have a better life.

“Sometimes I wonder if she lived long after what happened,” She said quietly against my shoulder. “My fear is that she died alone and afraid soon after we disappeared. I know Uzarick never would have checked on her, not after how much he changed.”

She was quiet after that, deep in thought most likely. She held me tightly and I returned the gesture, holding her with her head beneath my chin like she preferred. We were mostly silent for the next few hours, up until I saw shapes on the horizon that looked like the telltale signs of civilization.

“Finally,” I said, unable to keep the grumpiness from my voice.

“Am I not a good travel companion?” Lyanna asked, feigning offense.

“Oh you’re great, I just don’t like sitting on a saddle. Especially not for days at a time.”

She smiled up at me. “You’ll get used to it. Is that Lanercost up ahead?”

“The one and only,” I replied. 

Her brows drew down. “Which means Uzarick is close.”

I nodded and searched for the path leading to his small house as we continued to approach the town. After another half hour, when the town was close, I saw the half-rotten stake driven into the ground and the overgrown path behind it. I brushed Lyanna’s silver hair back from her face.

“We’re here, Lyanna,” I told her quietly.

“I’m going to—”

“No,” I told her firmly. “Let me handle this.”

She glared at me for a moment before nodding.

I guided River down the path, letting him take his time as he stepped over downed branches and rough overgrowth. We finally emerged into the clearing around the house and I eyed everything carefully, like I expected an army to burst forth from the front door. With a shake of my head, I slid out of the saddle and mentally chided myself. I was facing a sixty-year-old man that had seen better days. I could probably blow on him and he’d fall over. Even still, I grabbed my sword belt and buckled it over my tunic. I was taking no chances. Pickles, River, and Lyanna stayed outside while I threw my satchel over my shoulder, to keep the mask near.

“Stay here,” I told Lyanna. “I’ll be back shortly.”

I approached the door with a determined stride, ready to confront this insane geriatric. In my mind I went over several different possibilities, and most of them ended with him in a rage. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. The absolute last thing I wanted to do was strike down a crazy old man, although as I thought back on some of the things Lyanna said about him, I decided that if it happened, it would be for the better.

“Uzarick,” I called out as I knocked. “It’s me, James. I have returned.”

“James?” came the reply. His voice held a note of surprise, which was expected considering that I was the only person ever to come back from his quests. “Come in!” he barked. 

I pushed the door open and took a step inside. His house was in the exact same state that I remembered; a thin layer of dust covered everything, and the only furnishings were a rickety wooden chair, occupied by Uzarick, and a small table next to it. As before, the fireplace was cold, and only a few charred logs and ashes sat on the hearth. No cookpots or plates were to be found, not even a mug.

“You sent me on quite a journey,” I told him as I took another step into the room. “Almost got killed by a dragon, twice! At least it wasn’t very far away. I don’t think my ass could handle much more time in a saddle.”

“Yes, yes, I’m sure you’ll be fine. Do you have the mask? Quickly, I must know.” There was an eager light in his eyes that made him seem slightly feral, and was made worse by the urgency in his voice.

“Yeah, about that,” I began. “You see, I spoke with someone who gave me a different account of things. Apparently, wearing that mask turned you into quite the asshole. Were you planning on using the mask in an experiment involving your mother and sister?”

“Who did you speak with?” he demanded. His face was scrunched into a scowl. 

“Okay, I’ll tell you. I talked to your sister.”

“By the gods, I told you that every word out of her mouth is a lie! Are you so stupid that you believed her? Such a yaldson clout that you can’t obey basic directions?”

I let him rattle off a long list of insults for a while and tucked a few away so I could use them myself later. At least he made no attempt to attack me, for which I was grateful. Eventually, I raised the flap of my satchel and reached inside, then slowly and dramatically pulled out the mask. His words stopped dead when he saw it.

“Give it to me,” he said as he stared at the mask the way a starving man would stare at food. “Give it to me now!”

“I’m sorry, Dave. I’m afraid I can’t do that,” I said in a monotonous voice. It irked me that he wouldn’t get the reference.

“Give me the mask!” Uzarick shouted, taking a step towards me with an arm raised as if he wanted to snatch it from my hand.

“I think a better idea would be to haul you down to the local constable,” I told him. “Well, maybe the former constable. Current one’s a dick. Either way, you killed your neighbor, Uzarick.”

“I did what I had to,” he said, spittle flying from his lips. “It was necessary to learn! The power that mask holds is endless, but first I must learn how to use it. Give me the mask, James! Give it to me and I will make you wealthy beyond your wildest dreams.”

“Do you even have any money?” I asked as I lowered my left hand to rest on the hilt of my sword. I did the motion unconsciously, but it caught Uzarick’s attention. His eyes narrowed.

“What is wrong with your sword?”

I looked down at my sword and saw lines of light spilling from where the hilt met the end of the scabbard. I pulled it out left-handed and revealed the finely crafted blade.

My sword was glowing.

I stared at it, amazed. Turns out Orthur wasn’t such a shit enchanter after all.

“It glows in the presence of….” I trailed off, then looked at Uzarick. He sneered and reached for the mask that I held in my right hand. Without thinking, I slashed my sword across his chest. It was an incredibly awkward motion as I was holding it blade-down in my left hand, but it made its mark. 

Uzarick took a step back and screamed, a sound so inhuman that I would have realized the truth even if my sword hadn’t been glowing. I quickly stuffed the mask back into my satchel and transferred my sword to my right hand while Uzarick glared pure murder at me.

“How long have you been dead?” I asked him as I took a step closer. 

Uzarick eyed my blade with caution and backed away from me. We slowly circled the room, him snarling at my sword and me slowly stepping after him. A few times he moved forwards as if to grab me, but the presence of my sword always stopped him.

“The mask can give me life again,” he growled, eyes glued to my glowing rapier blade.

“And I’m sure you were planning on using my life to bring you back,” I told him. He sputtered words in his defense, but I knew them for lies. Even as I said the words, the futility of this dawned on me. In front of me stood the ghost of a murderer, a man driven insane by a magical mask and a lust for power. A man willing to kill his own sister and mother.

“Use someone else’s life to bring you back, okay? And I want my gold.” I lowered my sword and he took a cautious step forwards, licking his lips nervously.

“Yes, yes, give it to me!” he said eagerly as I reached into my satchel. He took another step towards me.

With speed that would have made Gisela proud, I lunged forwards and ran him through. I felt the impact in my wrist, but my enchanted rapier pierced his body as if he were made of water. Uzarick shrieked again, a sound so horribly coarse and ear-piercing that I thought I might go deaf. I quickly thrust my sword again, taking him in the throat. There was no blood, of course, but his screams turned into gurgles and he fell to the floor. 

“Come on, Uzarick. You called me dumb, but look at what you just fell for,” I told him. He pushed himself back until he came to a wall. When he realized his situation, he snarled at me like a wild animal.

“I curse you and your family,” he spat. “May your children be deformed and your women leave you for better men. May your innards rot in your—”

With one final thrust, I ran the point of my rapier through his forehead until it stuck to the wall. I yanked my sword out as Uzarick made a violent hissing noise, like steam rapidly escaping. In fact, his body seemed to turn to smoke and boil away before my eyes.

“I curse you.” He said the words one final time, and then he was gone.

I realized I had been holding my breath and exhaled heavily. At least there was no blood to clean off of my blade. It went back into the scabbard and I took a moment to lower my heart rate. After that, I looked around his house. 

I found nothing of use, nor did I find money. I went to his shelf and pulled each book down, then thumbed through the pages. They were all books of fables and old stories. Superstitions. I let out some choice words as I made my way through the books. As I grabbed the last book, though, something fell from between the pages.

A key.

I bent down and retrieved it. It was heavy in my palm, and a grin began to spread across my face as I realized what this meant. Money was in this house. Somewhere.

I scouted around, looking for any signs of a lockbox. The cabin was mostly empty, so it didn’t take me long to come up empty handed. There was a small door at the side of the room, and I approached and kicked it off its hinges. Behind it was a small bedroom, as empty as the rest of the house; it only contained a bed that clearly hadn’t been used in years if not decades. With a frown I decided to head outside to talk with Lyanna, but as I turned away from the room something tugged at my mind. I went back into the room and shoved the bed out of the way. One of the legs snapped off in the process. Beneath the bed, one of the floorboards had a large gap at either end, as if were sized incorrectly. I dug my fingers around the end of the board and pulled. Nothing. I tried the other end, and with the creak of rusty nails, the board levered up from the floor. With a final tug, I tore it free and tossed it aside.

Beneath the floor, a small area had been dug into the ground beneath. In there sat a small chest. The hinges had long since turned to solid rust and the wood rotten, so I tossed the key aside and drew my knife. The chest came apart like wet cardboard when I pried at the boards. I managed to get my hand around a board and lifted the tiny chest from the hole and set it on the floor. With both hands I pulled the top apart.

Inside, gold and silver coins gleamed in the dull light. I couldn’t resist the urge to reach in and grab a handful, then let them fall through my fingers. The smile upon my face was so wide it hurt. There didn’t look to be a hundred gold coins in the chest, but I didn’t care. It was still a lot of money, which was exactly what I needed. I grabbed the coins, a handful at a time, and stuffed them into my satchel until it weighed heavily on my shoulder.

“Is he dead?”

I leaped to my feet at the sound of Lyanna’s voice. It was no surprise that she came in; I half expected her to have peeked the entire time. 

“He is,” I said as I adjusted the strap on my shoulder. “I killed him in the other room and he turned to smoke and drifted away. And now I’ve got the money I need to really get started.”

“Good. Can we leave, please?”

“Of course, Lyanna. I’m sorry, let’s go.” It had never occurred to me how uncomfortable it might be for her to be near her brother, even dead. I took her hand and led her out the door. We walked to the horse, hand-in-hand, and some of her tension melted. “Ready to meet Brinia?” I asked her.

“Yes,” she said, but I heard the nerves in her voice. Not that I could blame her. She was dead, after all.
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I walked into Brinia’s shop, eager to see her beautiful face after so long away from her. As soon as I entered, I heard her voice from the back room, where she lived. The door there opened and she stopped in her tracks when she saw me. 

“James!” She rushed forwards and wrapped her arms around me. I returned the gesture and kissed the top of her head.

“James, things haven’t gone so well since you’ve been gone. The king sent more men, looking for you. Magnus told them you went west. He seemed eager to help them find you.”

“I’m going to have to deal with him somehow,” I muttered.

“Whatever you do, please be careful,” Brinia said. “Did you get what you needed?”

I pulled away from her and reached into my satchel. “Open your hand,” I told her and withdrew a handful of coins. I slapped them into her palm, delighting in the look in her eyes.

“I could live for two years on this!” she exclaimed.

“Well, before you quit your day job, I’m going to build a better place for us all. Speaking of which, I have someone for you to meet.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You want me to meet someone?”

“Yes,” I began. “Don’t be alarmed, though. She’s a ghost.”

“A ghost.”

“Yes. A very nice one.”

Brinia stared at me for a moment. “Are you well, James?”

I laughed as I grabbed Brinia’s hand. “You’ll just have to see for yourself, then. Don’t be frightened—as I said, she’s a ghost. She won’t hurt you, though. Lyanna!” I called out.

My tight grip on Brinia’s hand was the only thing that kept her from fleeing when Lyanna entered the room. The door didn’t open, but she suddenly appeared in front of it, pale eyes, white skin, silver hair, tattered dress. She smiled at me and transferred that warm smile to Brinia and came closer. 

Brinia’s eyes widened and she gasped loudly at the sight of Lyanna. She pulled away, but I held her next to me. She looked at me, her eyes full of terror, and back at Lyanna.

“It’s okay, Brinia. She’s not going to hurt you.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I’m kind of used to that reaction,” Lyanna said with a wry twist to her mouth. “I’ve heard wonderful things about you, Brinia. I’m Lyanna. Originally from Howe.” She bobbed a slight curtsey.

Brinia’s death grip loosened slightly, for which my hand was grateful. She looked from me to Lyanna and back, and much of the tension seemed to melt out of her. After releasing my hand, she curtseyed to Lyanna. “Nice to meet you, Lyanna. My name is Brinia.” Her voice was stiffly formal and uncomfortable.

“I know it seems odd, but I hope you’ll come to accept me,” Lyanna said. I could hear the desire in her voice, her eagerness to be around people again.

“Give her a chance, Brinia. It’s been thirty years since she’s really been around people.” I placed a hand on Brinia’s shoulder. 

She looked back at me with uncertainty heavy in her eyes and barked a sudden laugh. “I’m sorry, Lyanna,” she said as she turned to the beautiful spirit. “It’s just a bit unsettling at first, meeting a ghost and all. Stories and legends tend to make all of you ugly and murderous. I’m sure you understand.”

Lyanna shrugged. “We’ll get there,” she said with a smile.

“Well, that was awkward,” I said. “How about the two of you talk for a bit while I wash up?”

“That sounds great,” Lyanna said, then stepped closer to Brinia. “So, how do you feel about….”

Her voice faded to little more than a buzz as I stepped through the door and into Brinia’s living quarters. I pulled Pickles from my satchel—she was getting larger every day, and didn’t really fit in there anymore, truth be told—and set her on the bed. She immediately scurried to the edge and watched me with interest as I counted out the coins. All in all, I had thirty-six gold crowns, twenty-five uh, big silver coins, forty smaller ones, and a handful of coppers. My best guess was that Uzarick had stolen this somehow. From what Lyanna had told me, he didn’t seem like the type to earn an honest wage.

With nowhere else to put it, I wrapped the coins up in an old shirt and slid the bundle beneath the bed. It would have to work for the time being, or at least until online banking was invented. Note to self: invent the internet.

I washed my face with cold water and dried it with a thick towel that was nearby. Next to the washbasin was a package wrapped in heavy cloth. Burlap, maybe. My curiosity got the better of me and I unrolled it.

Before I left I had drawn up designs for several things with Eugene. As I looked down, I could see that he had been very productive. I took the new invention and marveled at the quality of Eugene’s work. It wasn’t an elaborate piece, but there was a beautiful quality to something well-made, a careful angle placed just so, form following function. I checked the bundle next to it with a smile. All was there. It took a few minutes, but I prepared the new invention, then attached it to my sword belt, feeling ready to conquer the world. Pickles practically leaped into my satchel—although she was getting big, she loved traveling with me. I returned to the front room of Brinia’s shop.

I found the two ladies sitting on a bench, heads close together as they talked.

“He really likes it when I—there you are, James.” Brinia stood when I entered. Her eyes fell to my sword belt. “What’s that?”

“You’ll see, my dear. In due time.” It warmed my heart to see them getting along together. To see Lyanna, a ghost, being accepted. But as I thought about it, I realized Brinia was a bit of an outcast herself; a female business owner, husbandless and childless, driven out of Kolsted for words of blasphemy. Once she got over her initial fear, her acceptance of Lyanna seemed perfectly normal.

“Hey, I have an idea. Let’s all get a drink. I feel a little like celebrating.” I offered each of them a hand and pulled them near me. Brinia noticed it immediately.

“Why can you touch her? How is that so?”

I tried my hand at dancing with both of them at the same time. It was a bit disorienting as I held both of their hands and Lyanna passed right through Brinia. Brinia noticed as well, and her eyes widened in shock when it happened, but after a few times she began laughing. That was fortunate, since I still sucked at dancing.

“It was something Rose Tuttle did to me,” I explained as I tried to cut a jig. “I’m still not entirely sure how she did it, but she made it where I can interact with the world of the dead.”

With a grin, I pulled them both close to me and wrapped my arms around them. After giving them both a kiss, I jerked my head towards the door. 

“Come on. Let’s go. Lyanna, you can still talk when you’re invisible, right?”

“Yeah, I can. It’s not much fun though. No one knows I’m there.”

“I was just trying to think of a way for you to join us,” I replied.

“I’ll be okay, James,” she said as she leaned forwards and kissed me. Brinia watched with interest. “I’m going to explore Lanercost for a bit. At least, as far as my link to the mask will let me.”

“Okay,” I told her and took Brinia’s hand. “Ready?”

We walked down the road, hand in hand, towards The Wooden Dragon. There were a number of people out, which piqued my curiosity. I asked Brinia about it.

“Well, harvest season is over, and the warmer weather with it. It takes everyone a while to process and store things, about a month to be precise, after which we have a celebration called the Day of Ulr. The weather will turn colder soon, so it’s a nice way to reflect on how good the year has been.”

“So, that’s tonight?”

She shook her head. “That’s tomorrow, but some people like to start early.”

“Tempting,” I said, and indeed it was, but I had to remind myself that I needed to stay focused. “We’ll have a drink here and then spend the rest of the night together.”

Her eyes lit up as she smiled at me. “That sounds wonderful. Did you want to…. Can she….”

“Lyanna?” I thought about it for a moment. “I can touch her, but you can’t. I’m sure we can figure something out.” I pulled the door open and let her enter before me. I also took the opportunity to watch her ass move as she stepped through the door. I had been away from those beautiful cheeks for too long.

More people sat in the common room than I had previously seen in this small town. The hustle and bustle of jovial conversation added to the warmth of the common room as much as the roaring fireplace at the end. As we took a few steps inside, Elise approached. 

On this evening, she wore a pale red dress with a pristine white apron covering it, although both garments struggled to cover her huge tits and round hips. Her straw-colored hair was in two braids that ran down her back, and her blue eyes twinkled when she saw us.

“Brinia!” She moved in and hugged her tightly, then placed a kiss on her cheek. It had the feeling of old friends, as opposed to something more intimate.

“Hello, love,” Brinia said, returning the kiss on Elise’s cheek. “It feels like it’s been forever since I’ve seen you. You look just as lovely as ever.”

Elise spun in a circle and my eyes went straight to her round ass as she turned. It looked good enough to challenge Brinia’s, and Brinia was the queen of ass around here as far as I was concerned.

“So do you, you look absolutely radiant.”

I slipped an arm around Brinia’s waist and gave Elise a smile.

“Someone’s been taking good care of me,” Brinia said to Elise, looking up at me. I kissed the top of her head.

“Is that so?” Elise asked with a raised eyebrow. “Well, come on in and have a drink, the both of you.”

“Hi, Elise,” I said as she reached out and grabbed both of our hands.

“Hi, James,” she replied, her smile at me a bit warmer than usual. Perhaps seeing Brinia happy elevated me in her eyes. Perhaps she had been drinking a bit herself. I certainly didn’t know, but as she pulled us along, both Brinia and I watched her ass move. I saw her looking and gave her a smile, which she returned

Elise pulled us to the bar, where Stanley was busy pouring mugs of ale for the locals. 

“Two ales, father,” she said with a smile.

“Right away, dear,” Stanley replied, and grabbed two more mugs. My eyes went to the thick wooden mallet set atop the beer casks. That thing was always in my thoughts when I looked at Elise.

“Here you go,” Elise said as she took the mugs from her father and passed them to us. When I reached into my satchel to pay, she placed a hand over mine, stopping me. “No one pays for drinks tonight. Or tomorrow.”

“Well, in that case, cheers,” I said, raising my mug and taking a drink.

“By the way, James,” Elise said, leaning closer to me. I struggled not to look down the front of her dress. “I’m only telling you this because you seem to be treating Brinia well. Magnus has been looking for you, since the king’s men came for you. If I were you, I would be very careful, and maybe consider leaving town.” Brinia’s hand tightened on my arm. “You might be able to talk him down, but he’s not always so good at listening to people when his mind is set.”

“I’ll handle Magnus,” I told her. “Thanks for the warning, though. I appreciate it. Maybe I’ll bring you that dragon scale after all.” I said it in a completely serious tone, although I meant it in jest.

She looked at me for a moment, considering. Her eyes went to Brinia, then back to me. 

“We’ll see,” she said, but one corner of her mouth curled up into a smile. She turned and left, and I watched her beautiful ass undulate beneath her skirts until she was swallowed by the crowd.

“I hope you stare at me that way,” Brinia said by my shoulder.

I pulled her into a tight hug. “I’m much worse with you,” I told her.

“Is that so?”

A barstool was next to me, so I sat on it. “Absolutely. So, I got something special on my trip, something that can help me build my own place. I was thinking about building a castle on the coast. What are your thoughts on that? Feel like being a queen on the southern coast?”

Brinia turned to face me. She smiled and opened her mouth to reply, but her expression changed suddenly.

“What is—”

A thick hand slapped down on my shoulder and gripped it painfully. 

“Well, well. If it isn’t James, the man from the nonexistent house that says he’ll be king one day.”

I turned and saw Magnus towering over me with a sneering grin. The way his hand was on my shoulder reminded me of a man preparing to throw something. I chose my words carefully.

“Good evening, Magnus. Let me get you a beer.”

He released my shoulder, but stepped to my side, still uncomfortably close. With his height, I had to crane my neck up painfully to look him in the eye. It was clear he knew that.

“Sure, I’ll take a beer. Go ahead.”

Apparently he was dead set on making this interaction as awkward as possible. I leaned across the bar and motioned for Stanley to pour us another. He set a fresh mug full of amber ale on the bar and I passed it along to Magnus. He took the mug, his dark eyes still on me, and drained half of it in one gulp.

“You had some visitors while you were gone, James.”

“Magnus, be nice. James hasn’t done anything wrong.” Brinia’s voice was small but firm.

“Hasn’t done anything wrong?” He shifted his cold gaze to Brinia. “How about killing the king’s cousin?”

“That was a duel,” Brinia snapped. “You should know better; you were there. He defended my honor. That man would have raped me and left me in a sewer, and you know it.”

“Your honor.” Magnus made the word seem foul, then turned back to me. “Here’s what’s going to happen, outsider. The king wants you, and I’m pretty eager to hand you over. Tonight is a celebration though, so because I’m in such a festive mood, I’ll give you until morning. Tomorrow morning, when the sun rises, I will come get you and drag you myself to the king.” He leaned in closer, until his nose was nearly touching mine. “If you want to die a slow, painful death, then I would recommend being there. Understand?”

Dying would definitely put a damper on my plans, so I opened my mouth to tell him I’d start packing, but then I saw Brinia. Her big brown eyes were filled with fear, and her hand clutched my knee. Over her shoulder, I saw Elise watching as well, her eyes full of concern. And so, for some reason, I decided to say something incredibly stupid.

“What I understand,” I said, my voice loud and strong. “Is that you’re a mandrake mymmerkin. I haven’t done anything wrong, so I suggest you leave me the fuck alone.” I wasn’t sure what the insult meant, but Uzarick had used it on me so I was pretty certain it was a nasty one. I took a calm sip of my beer, set it on the bar, and met his eyes unflinchingly. The common room went dead silent.

Magnus’s face darkened and a vein bulged in his thick neck. He brought his ale up to his mouth, but then turned it over and poured it out on my head.

“Ah, what the fuck?” I said, spluttering as I stumbled off my barstool. “What is your fucking problem with me, Magnus? You’ve had a stick up your ass since I got here.”

“My problem?” He growled. “I’ll tell you what my problem is.” He slammed his mug down, took a step towards me, and drove his fist into my stomach.

I was never hit by a speeding car in my previous life, but I imagine it would have felt like getting punched by Magnus. Stars swam in my darkened vision, and I coughed and struggled to breathe. I pushed myself up to my knees, but Magnus was there again. He twisted his hand on the front of my tunic and lifted me with one arm like I was a child. A vein in his forehead pulsed with anger. “You’re my fucking problem!” His fist came at my face, and I turned at the last minute so I caught it on the cheek instead of having my nose shattered and flattened. I fell to the ground, disoriented, struggling to stand. Behind me, I heard Brinia shouting for Magnus to stop. Elise ran up and grabbed Magnus’s arm and he roughly pushed her away, sending her to the floor.

“You don’t touch my daughter that way!” Stanley shouted, grabbing his mallet.

“Stay back, old man, unless you want a foot of steel through your belly,” Magnus grated as he lowered his hand to his sword hilt. Stanley kept the mallet in hand but remained behind the bar. “None of this involves you, so I suggest you mind your own fucking business.” Magnus turned back to me.

I lurched into the air as Magnus grabbed my collar and dragged me to the door. After opening it with a kick, he threw me into the dirt road like a piece of trash.

I crashed to the damp dirt in a heap and slid two feet with a loud groan. Nothing seemed to be broken, but I was certainly going to be covered in bruises from this one. The door opened again and people poured out, eventually forming into a circle while Magnus slowly approached. 

I struggled to think clearly. After spitting out a mouthful of blood, I lifted the flap of my satchel. Pickles was in there, shivering with fear. I scratched her head briefly and whispered soothing words to her. She crawled out and looked around, causing people to mutter about the magical rat. Well, if they didn’t—

Magnus’s heavy boot crashed down, flattening Pickles and splattering her blood onto my face. A few people in the crowd gasped in shock, but I distinctly heard approving comments from several others about my rat being dead.

“What kind of man keeps a fucking rat as a pet, huh?” Magnus shouted at me. He turned to the crowd, circling around me. “I say this man is the true rat!” 

“What have you done, Magnus?” Brinia asked as she ran up to me. Her hand slipped beneath my arm and she helped me to my feet. 

Anger seethed through my veins, as hot as lava, but I took a deep breath and forced myself to calm down. Wise decisions weren’t made with a hot head, as Magnus was doing a great job of proving. I needed to be cold and calculated in my actions. Trying to fight Magnus was a one-way ticket to pain city.

“Foreigner,” he spat. “Throwing your house name around like it means something here. Defiling our women.” Several people behind him grunted in agreement. “I’ve known people like you before; you lie as easily as others breathe. You swindle people out of their hard-earned money. You win their trust and then fuck them over.”

“Stop this, Magnus!” Brinia stepped forward, clutching her skirts in anger. “No one is taking advantage of me. James and I are—”

“Shut your mouth, woman!” He roared, stabbing a thick finger at her. “Get back and fucking stay back unless you want to spend a few nights in a cell!” He turned to me, his eyes burning like fire. “I’ve seen how you stare at the women around here, and I’ve heard about the things you say. The promises you tell them with your silver tongue. That you’re going to revolutionize the whole world!” He threw his hands in the air and laughed, and people behind him joined in. “Little James of House Cantrell is going to bring forth an age of wonder and legends! Can you believe it?” The laughter rose; Haral slapped his thigh and guffawed like a donkey. Bastard. I shouldn’t have helped him out.

“What is going on here?” Gisela’s voice cut through the din like the crack of a whip. Although she hadn’t been the constable for several weeks, people still respected her word and listened when she spoke. She stormed through the crowd and people darted out of the way so they didn’t get run over. She looked at me, at the blood on my face, and turned back to Magnus. “What is the meaning of this, Magnus?”

“Careful, Gisela,” he growled as he approached her. “You’re not in charge anymore.” He towered over her, but she calmly met his gaze. “We all know you’ve been spending your mornings teaching this…degenerate how to use a sword. You seemed eager to take his money. Tell us, has he promised you the world as well? Has he sworn golden vows in an attempt to share your bed? How much would it take for you to whore yourself out?”

Gisela’s slap silenced the crowd. “How fucking dare you speak to me that way! How d—”

Magnus silenced her with a slap of his own, one with enough force to knock her to the ground in a flurry of red hair. Fear spread through the crowd like wildfire. Gisela pushed herself up to her knees and wiped blood from her lip while muttering curses. Magnus turned back to me and placed his hand on the hilt of his sword while fixing me with a glare that could have frozen the sun.

“As I said before, I’m in a nice mood tonight, so I’m giving you a chance to leave. Leave, right now, and don’t come back under any circumstances.” He tightened his grip on his sword and eased it in its scabbard. “If I see you again, I won’t even bother handing you over to the king. I’ll take your head myself.”

Gisela stood up with her fists clenched. Her voice trembled with anger. “Listen to me, you son of a bitch—”

“Don’t pretend for even a minute that you can beat me in a fight,” Magnus said without taking his gaze off of me. “That’s what I thought, woman. Stay back with the rest of the crowd, Gisela, and watch me do what you should have done the moment this whoreson walked into town.”

I wiped my face on my sleeve and looked down at the flattened body of my pet rat. Magical or not, she never stood a chance against someone like Magnus. I carefully pulled my new invention from its place on my belt and checked it. Everything looked correct. This was a hell of a way to test it out, but I didn’t see any other options. I pointed it at Magnus’s chest.

“I have a better idea,” I said with a calmness that belied the storm of rage inside me. “Apologize to these women. To my queens. Then, you leave, and don’t come back. If you refuse, I will kill you.”

He continued glaring at me for a moment, then threw his head back and laughed. A few laughed with him, but the tension in the air was so thick you could cut it with a knife. Not many people were in a laughing mood anymore. I was about to make things worse. Much worse.

“Your queens? And just what are you the king of?”

Once Magnus finished laughing, he drew his sword. It had a long, thick blade that looked like it could chop me in half with a single stroke, especially when wielded by someone with his strength. He spat on the ground and grinned at me.

“I’m gonna enjoy this,” he said and took a step towards me.

“Not as much as I will,” I replied.

I hadn’t figured out how to design a trigger mechanism, so I kept things simple; just a spring-loaded hammer. I pulled it back with my thumb and released, letting it snap forwards. There was a deafening roar as a great puff of smoke filled the ring of people. Magnus stumbled to his knees and grabbed at his chest, confused by what had just happened. His sword fell from his hand and he pressed against the hole in his chest, trying to stop the flow of blood.

“Wh—what sorcery is this?” he asked in a strained voice.

I shoved the pistol into its holster and drew my rapier. This man had been determined to end my life just a few seconds ago, when I had done nothing wrong. Now he was on his knees, gasping and clutching at his chest. The tip of my blade went beneath his chin and he raised his gaze to mine, his eyes full of loathing for my very existence.

“No one talks to my queens that way,” I told him in a voice as cold as a snowstorm. 

His face twisted into a pained sneer as he opened his mouth to retort. My blade flashed, opening his throat. Another round of gasps came from the crowd but I ignored them. Instead, I stood there and watched coldly as Magnus grasped at his throat, trying to stop the blood from gushing down his chest. He tried cursing me again, but it came out as a wet gurgle. After only a few seconds, he fell onto his face, whimpering as he died.

“James,” Brinia said at my shoulder, sounding small and afraid. 

I wrapped an arm around her and squeezed her tightly, kissing her softly on the forehead. Her dark eyes, like pools of night, looked up at me with love and adoration, and I knew I would do anything for that woman. She would always be my first queen. 

“I love you, Brinia,” I told her.

I broke our embrace but kept a grip on her hand and pulled her across the circle. With a quick motion, I wiped the blood from my rapier on Magnus’s sleeve, then returned it to its scabbard and went to Gisela. The crowd split and gave me a wide berth. Other than a split lip, she looked unharmed. With her, the real wound would be on her pride. I placed a hand on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

“I won’t ever let anyone hurt you,” I told her, uncaring of all the people that could hear me or what they thought. I expected her to tell me that she didn’t need my protection, but instead she gave me a tight smile. After a moment, she stepped forwards and we embraced. She sighed as she rested her head on my shoulder, and I felt Brinia wrap her arms around us as well. I could have stayed there indefinitely, holding both of them. It was my first taste of heaven.

“Go home,” I told the crowd as I pulled away from my queens. “Someone drag this body away, and then everyone go home. I’m not here to harm anyone; I’m just trying to build a new life in a new world.” I slowly turned, facing the crowd as I spoke. “Haral, I’m ashamed to see you here, supporting Magnus. Not only have I paid you well, but I helped clear your basement. Did that mean nothing?” Haral muttered something under his breath and stared at the ground, his face turning red. “What about you, Elar? What have I done to you that was so wrong? I paid you a huge sum for just a pair of boots.” The cobbler’s face darkened and he backed away, disappearing in the crowd.

The rest of the crowd began to dissipate after that. I looked back and saw Stanley standing in the doorway, mallet in hand. Elise was peering around past her father’s burly shoulders, her eyes full of worry and shock. I approached them.

“Stanley,” I began, and stopped ten feet short when I saw his white-knuckled grip on his mallet. “I am sorry he caused such trouble in your establishment. Please,” I said, reaching into my satchel and pulling out a gold coin. I held it up where he could see clearly, then walked closer and handed it to him.

“That’s the least you could do,” he grumbled. “I told you not to bring trouble to my business.” 

I raised both hands in a placating gesture. “I brought nothing, Stanley, and you know it. Magnus has had it out for me since I arrived.”

“Yeah, well—”

“He’s right, father,” Elise said as she took a step forwards, placing herself between her father and me. “James has done nothing wrong. Magnus has taken an interest in him that has bordered on obsession since he came into town. Even when he spent time trying to win me over, he would eventually find himself talking about James.” 

Stanley frowned at me, frowned at his daughter, then frowned at Magnus’s corpse. With a grunt, he turned and went back inside without any further word.

“Thanks,” I told Elise. 

“He wanted my hand in marriage, you know,” Elise said. From her tone, I couldn’t tell how she felt about that.

“Magnus? He probably would have struck you the first time you two argued. You deserve better than that scumbag.”

It dawned on me, as the crowd disappeared, that no one would want the task of burying the dead constable’s body. That fell to me. I turned and went to his corpse.

“James,” Elise called from behind me.

I turned to look at her, standing in the doorway. She smoothed her hands over her apron and opened her mouth to say something, but then closed it.

“Nevermind.”

With that, she turned and went back inside.

Brinia was standing there waiting for me, and wrapped her arms around me when I drew close. I kissed her forehead again and held her tightly, just enjoying the feeling of her pressed against me.

“I love you, Brinia,” I said quietly.

I opened my eyes and started. Gisela was standing there, watching us with her emerald eyes.

“I’ll take care of Magnus,” I told her gently. “Get some rest, Gisela. Let’s wait a few days before we continue our training.” I reached out to her and she stared at my hand for a moment, then took it in hers. “Remember what I told you.”

Brinia tucked her head beneath my chin and watched Gisela. After a moment, she reached out a hand as well. Gisela took it, so she was holding both of our hands in hers. 

“Gisela,” Brinia began cautiously. The recent events apparently had made her bold. “I really like you. You’re so beautiful, and…. And I want to get to know you better.”

Gisela’s eyes widened in shock. This was a woman that had been hard and tough, like old boot leather, her entire life, refusing to let anyone inside. That type of behavior was practically a requirement for a woman like her to get any respect from most men and to be treated somewhat equal. She wasn’t used to words of affection, or outward displays of love. As I expected, she wasn’t sure how to handle it. She bit her lip, suddenly nervous. 

“I—” She cut off and looked at both of us. 

Brinia released me and pulled Gisela to her. Her hand snaked up to the back of Gisela’s neck and pulled her down into a soft, gentle kiss. It lasted only a few seconds, then Brinia held her there, brown eyes staring up into green. Gisela’s face flushed and she wrapped her arms around Brinia, then leaned down and kissed her again. Softly, delicately, yet full of unbridled passion. She pulled back and looked at the both of us, her eyes confused and conflicted. Twice she opened her mouth to say something, and twice she stayed silent. She finally tore herself away from Brinia with a sob and hurried away into the night.

“She’ll come around,” I told Brinia as we both watched her run away. It was just us standing on King’s Road now. Us and Magnus’s corpse. “Go ahead and go home. I need to take care of this, then I’ll come see you.”

Brinia kissed me goodbye, then left. I stood there for a moment, trying to get my brain to wrap around all that had happened in the space of a single day. I fought a ghost, an evil spirit, and won. I found a lot of money. My pet rat died. And, as I looked down at Magnus…. I killed a man. I shivered and shook the thoughts out of my head. It was time to get to work.
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While I was usually up with the sunrise, Brinia let me sleep in the next morning, for which I was grateful. It had been a long night.

After taking anything of value from Magnus and dropping it off at Eugene’s place, I dragged his heavy corpse to the treeline. There, I dug a hole and kicked his body in, then buried him in an unmarked grave.

Pickles got a different treatment. I carried her little body to a nearby field, where I dug a hole. After gently placing her inside, I covered the hole with soil, then placed a layer of wildflowers on top. Lyanna watched me silently, then held me tightly after I explained everything that had occurred.

When I finally went home to Brinia’s place, I was tired, sore, and dirty. I’m pretty sure I lusted after the washbasin. We slept in each other’s arms, with Lyanna curled up on my chest. 

My dreams were filled with visions. Visions of a mask, of stone rising from the ocean, of a great darkness falling from the sky. I saw fire roll across a field of battle, and a crown shatter into dust. I didn’t know what any of them meant, but I woke several times that night. The feeling of Brinia’s soft tits against my chest and her breath against my neck put me right back to sleep.

Regardless of everything that had happened, the most important thing was that I had my queen.


About The Author

Micky Carre

Micky lives in Denver, Colorado with two dogs and writes books when time permits. Micky is an avid skydiver, mountain climber, and multi-billionaire.

cover.jpeg
W KINGDOM BOOK 1





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




