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Chapter 1

A cool mist fell from a gray sky over the Kingdom of Aragoshen. By chance, a gust of cold wind caught the mist and threw it into a frigid swirl. Down the mist fell, sometimes forming into small rain droplets, over endless forests and broad fields. It soaked into the Sandwell Hills to the south, giving life to the grasslands and groves of aspen trees that called that area home. It fell on the capital city of Kolsted, washing some of the filth from the streets and pushing the stench down to more tolerable levels.  
To the west, it fell on the village of Howe, on cows and sheep that used the sprawling branches of nearby oak trees as shelter. Between all those places, it fell on the village of Lanercost, where it slowly turned the dirt of the King’s Road that passed straight through it into mud. Some of those drops fell on the newly thatched roof that covered a small building, the front of which was a fripperies shop and the rear a small house of two rooms. Within one of those rooms, I began to rouse from my slumber.
I woke with a grainy feeling behind my eyes and a swollen jaw. My stomach still ached from where Magnus had punched me as well. If hair had been capable of feeling pain, I’m pretty sure mine would have hurt, too. Pickles, my pet magical rat, used to greet me first thing in the morning by nibbling on my fingernails and licking my earlobe. Thanks to Magnus, I wouldn’t get to experience that again. At least he was dealt with.
There were a handful of things in this world that would lift me from any mood, no matter how low. I don’t think anything could have done a better job than what I saw when I opened my eyes.
As usual, Lyanna was curled up on my chest, her weightless form rising and falling with each breath I took. When she realized I was awake, she looked up at me and smiled, a look full of affection and concern for my wellbeing. She brushed her silver hair over a slender, pale shoulder, then moved up and planted a soft kiss on my swollen lips.
“Good morning, James,” she said.
“Good morning, indeed,” I mumbled, my words coming out thickly due to the swelling of my jaw. I sat up and leaned back on my elbows, wincing as my back popped. Lyanna floated off of me and began pulling on her tattered dress. When she saw me staring, she followed my eyes and smiled.
Brinia was standing at a small table against the wall, her back to us, kneading fresh dough. Her dark hair fell in waves halfway down her back, and a white apron hung from her neck and struggled to cover her massive breasts. Other than her apron, she wore not a single stitch of clothing. Her full, round bottom wiggled and moved as she worked the dough, giving me quite the sight as well as a raging erection.
“Well, I see someone’s up,” Lyanna said, staring at my swollen crotch. “Let me take care of that for you.” She gave me a sly smile as she slid her hand down my stomach and to my swollen member. 
On any other day I would have delighted at her sensual touch, and really there was no better way to start the day. Today, though, my body was too full of aches and pains to give her the attention she deserved..
“Not that I don’t appreciate it, but gimme a day to heal, first,” I said, wincing as I sat up the rest of the way. I moved my arm in a slow circle, working some of the stiffness from my shoulder.
With a pout, she removed her hands from my crotch, then floated around behind me. She crawled up behind me and began massaging my shoulders and neck. Aside from the ass-kicking Magnus had delivered, I had spent an hour digging a hole large enough for his body after our fight. While I was in reasonable shape, I wasn’t used to digging six-foot-deep holes in the ground, so my back muscles ached. Lyanna’s fingers dug into them and she worked at every knot she came across. 
“Good morning, honey,” Brinia said, giving me a beautiful smile over her shoulder. She wiggled her butt at me and went back to kneading her dough. “I hope you slept well. Ready for some breakfast?”
“Yeah, I see something I’d like to eat,” I said as I hungrily stared at her perfectly round ass.
Brinia giggled and tossed the lump of dough into an iron pot, then took it to the fireplace. She spread her feet shoulder-width apart and arched her back, then bent over far more than necessary as she hung the iron pot above the fire.
“Careful, Brinia,” Lyanna warned. “If you make him any harder, I think it might explode.”
Brinia turned and smiled when she saw how I was staring at her. She reached back and grabbed onto one of her full cheeks and gave it a squeeze, then winked at me.
“Breakfast will be ready in a moment,” she said as she straightened up. She went back to her small table, her heavy breasts gently bouncing with each step. I think she walked like that on purpose. Not that I was complaining. When she got there, she grabbed a knife and began preparing something for us.
Lyanna pushed me upright. “Alright, lazy bones. If you aren’t going to fuck us, then it’s time to get out of bed.”
She had a point. My new life had finally started going in the direction I wanted it, and I expected the next few weeks to be very busy. While the evenings were for my queens, the daylight had to be dedicated to the multitude of tasks and inventions I required.
Stifling a yawn with the back of a hand, I threw my legs over the side of the bed and stretched, wincing at a pain in my shoulder—the shoulder I had landed on when Magnus threw me. Lyanna’s fingers had worked some of the stiffness out and I knew it would heal with time, but the damn thing still ached.
I stood and pulled my breeches on, noticing the modification Brinia had made. She turned and saw my expression, then grinned and went back to her work. Pockets! My pants finally had pockets. Such a simple thing, but it really made a difference. 
I then stumbled to the washbasin, where I splashed some water on my face. To my great surprise, it was quite hot. I looked over at Brinia and she gave me another one of her beautiful smiles. 
“She’s been changing that water every ten minutes so that it would be hot when you woke,” Lyanna said. Her smile was full of approval and was directed at Brinia, not me.
“What did I ever do to deserve a woman like you?” I asked. Brinia really was incredible. People like her were one in a million, and I was grateful to have her as one of my queens.
After giving my face a wash, I scrubbed my teeth with my new toothbrush. Eugene had done a fine job on these, as he had with everything else. I needed to give that guy a raise. I took the washbasin out back and emptied the water into a pit of gravel I had setup, so as not to create a giant puddle of mud. Again, sometimes the simplest things made the biggest impact.
River was there, sprawled out in a manner that I never expected of a horse. Seeing him made me smile because I had a horse now, and it also made me sad as it reminded me of how Pickles used to love to sit on River’s head, between his ears, and watch the world around with wonder. If there was a hell in this world, I hoped Magnus was there, and I hope he was suffering.
Back inside, I set the washbasin on its stand and went to Brinia, who was busy preparing some food. I hugged her from behind, smiling as she pressed her thick ass against my crotch. She knew exactly how to get my blood going. She leaned her head back against me for a moment, then went back to making breakfast.
I went back to the bed, where Lyanna was sprawled out. I sat next to her and grabbed my boots, then stamped my feet in them and finally pulled my tunic over my head. 
“Are you so eager to leave your queens?” Lyanna asked as she raised one slender thigh and laid her leg across my lap.
While I loved being around Lyanna, I had never before given serious consideration to making her one of my queens. She likely would have been a great match, but there was just one problem: she had been dead for the better part of three decades. And while I was still able to touch her due to something the ghost of Rose Tuttle had done to me, Lyanna was not able to interact with much of the world.
Not to mention the fact that most people would run away screaming at the sight of a ghost, no matter how beautiful.
But I chewed on that notion for a while. Other than being a ghost, she was wonderful. And to be honest, her being a spirit had its advantages; she could kill with a touch and pass through nearly anything other than stone, so she made a great bodyguard. 
Furthermore, I just liked being around her. Her sense of humor was wonderful and the way she touched me made me feel loved and wanted. Plus, I knew she truly appreciated me. Who’s to say she wouldn’t make a great wife? I chewed on that word for a minute. Wife.
I smiled at her and she smiled back, as if we could read each other’s thoughts.
Sure, I’d take a ghost as a queen. 
“I’m never eager to leave either of you,” I told Lyanna as I grabbed onto her leg and pulled her to me. She yelped as I yanked her onto my lap, then wrapped her arms around my neck. We kissed for a while, slowly and passionately, before I finally pulled away. 
“I have a lot to do today, though. I know the king isn’t very happy with me at the moment, seeing as I killed his cousin. I imagine he’ll send some people after me, so I’d rather be prepared. I’m going to have to spend some time away from you both,” I added with a sigh.
“Well, I’m tied to the mask, so I go where you go. Who is the king these days?” Lyanna asked, crawling off of my lap and giving me a fantastic view of her ass. Her teasing drove me wild; I was tempted to bury my face between those pale cheeks, but I needed to focus.
“Arandal,” Brinia answered, still preparing food.
“That bastard?” Lyanna asked incredulously. Upon seeing my look of confusion, she continued. “He had recently been crowned when I died. I’m surprised no one has killed him yet. He was a monster of a prince and I imagine he’s been a horrible king.”
“On the surface he seems like any other king,” Brinia said as she piled food onto a wooden platter. “You know, full of himself, likes war a bit too much, enjoys reminding everyone that he owns them. The usual. There are a number of rumors that circulate, though, if one has a keen ear to listen.” She turned and brought the platter over to the bed. 
I felt a pang of sadness, as I couldn’t watch her ass any longer, but it was good to have her next to me. Plus, I was absolutely famished.
“Breakfast in bed, what a treat!” I exclaimed.
She smiled and set the platter between us. “Rumors of him kidnapping beautiful women and having his way with them. Their bodies are found in sewers a week later, often bearing the marks of torture. Several of them were found when I lived in the city. Political opponents have sometimes suffered the same fate; be they man or woman, he has his way with them, then throws away their bodies like trash. It’s one of those things that people know but refuse to talk about. King Arandal does enjoy torture, after all.”
“Sounds like a real asshole,” I said, looking down at what Brinia had brought over. To my elation, she had placed a layer of cheese between two slices of her crusty brown bread and heated it over the fire. “A grilled cheese!”
She flashed a big smile and a touch of color stained her cheeks. “You’ve spoken about food from your world plenty of times. This one stood out, as it’s simple enough that I can make it. I hope you like it.”
I never thought I would be so excited over a grilled cheese, but I was. Aside from that—it was absolutely fantastic, I should add—the platter held three hard boiled eggs, a small bunch of grapes, and two apples in slices.
“This is wonderful, Brinia. Thank you.” I leaned forward and placed a kiss on her plump lips, then tore the grilled cheese in half so that we could each enjoy some.
Lyanna watched us, a bit of sadness in her smile. Now that she was among people again, it was clear she missed being alive. There wasn’t much I could do about that, so I just did my best to treat her right. I reached over and placed a hand on hers and gave it a squeeze. She gave me a sweet smile in reply.
As with most good things, breakfast ended too soon. I spent a few minutes helping Brinia clean up, then turned my attention to grabbing my things. I kissed both her and Lyanna thoroughly, not once but twice, then said my goodbyes. 
Nothing would have pleased me more than spending all day in their arms, but I had a busy day ahead.
After buckling my sword belt over my tunic and sliding my pistol into its holster, I left Brinia’s place and limped down the road. Each aching step worked stiffness from my body, so I focused on the positive and kept my head high. 
There were few people out this early and most avoided meeting my eye, which didn’t surprise me. Magnus had done a good job of turning people against me, after all. 
Plus, there was that whole thing where I shot him in the chest in front of half the village.
The pistol had worked flawlessly, though, which was a relief. If I could get a hundred just like it, I could outfit a small army. They’d be undefeatable in a world like this. Once I built my castle, I would have to convince some craftsmen to build something like this on a larger scale. Even just a handful of small cannons, alternating fire, would give me an enormous tactical advantage when it came to defense. 
Of course, I still had to build my castle first, and while I believe I had found the perfect location, there was that whole issue of a fucking dragon being parked there. A few ideas were swimming around in my head though. Everything had a weakness, and I was becoming more confident that I could exploit his. 
Elise might get that dragon scale sooner than she thought. Then, she’d be mine, no matter what her prick of a father thought of me.
A few minutes later, I arrived at Eugene’s workshop.
His blast furnace was already burning hot, and next to it lay several ingots of freshly cast nickel steel. Of all my inventions, high quality steel was the most important; nearly everything else depended on it.
Eugene’s face lit up when he saw me approach him. He set his hammer down and strode up to meet me, grasping forearms enthusiastically in that awkward manner they did in this world.
“It’s good to have you back, James. I’ve been busy working through this list you gave me before you left, and I’ve made some good progress.” His eyes fell to my pistol and his smile faltered. “I heard…. It worked,” was all he said.
I nodded. “It works perfectly and you should be commended for your craftsmanship. Shed no tears for Magnus; he had been a thorn in my side since the day I arrived here and accused me of several vile crimes, none of which were true. He would have taken my head, if not for this.” I patted the pistol on my hip.
He pressed his lips together in a line and eventually nodded. “He came to me, you know. Asking about you, implying several things that I suspect weren’t true. I told him the truth; you’ve paid me well, worked hard when you’re here, and have given me some great ideas to work with.”
“Thanks, Eugene.” Honesty and loyalty were things to treasure, and worth more than the gold I paid him.
He acknowledged me with a nod. “Well, enough of that. What are we working on today? This blast furnace is incredible, by the way; the steel it produces is better than anything I’ve ever seen.”
I grinned. “Adding a bit of nickel to the steel really makes a difference. I wish I could bring you an example of tool steel from my world,” I told him without thinking.
“Tool steel?”
“Eh…. It’s steel that’s used to cut other metals. Industrial. Really tough stuff. You could make a sword with it and it would chop through other blades without even getting dull. Anyways, my pistol is perfect. I guess I owe you my life.” I pulled it from its holster and turned it over in my hands. “There isn’t really much I can do to show you my appreciation other than pay you for now.”
“You pay me well, James. Damn well. I’m certainly not complaining.” The graveness of his voice emphasized how he felt about receiving half a year’s pay for a week’s work. No wonder he worked so hard.
“Well, when I build my castle, you will always have a home there. I’ll set you up with the best workshop you can imagine and you’ll have as many apprentices as you need.”
Eugene gave me a polite smile and a murmured word of thanks, clearly pleased with my gratitude but still not quite believing that I would be building a castle. In the end, I couldn’t really blame him. I probably sounded half-crazed to most people here, with my ramblings about how I was going to build a castle myself.
“So,” I said, rubbing my hands together briskly. “There are a few things I need from you, but most importantly I need more pistols like this. As many as you can make. I have some ideas on how to make the barrel longer and more accurate, and how to standardize the bore diameter. We’ll have to build the tools to build the tools, if you know what I mean.”
“How many of these do you expect me to make?” he asked with a weary look on his face.
I grinned. “Enough to outfit an army.”
His guffaw was so loud and sudden that I jumped. 
“James, I’m lucky if I can make one of these per week. It’s the most difficult thing I’ve ever made, and from what you’ve told me, if it fails then whoever is holding it may lose a hand or worse. I can’t rush it.” He looked around suddenly. “Hey, where’s the rat?”
My grin faded into something darker. “Magnus killed her.”
Eugene shook his head. “No sense in killing an animal that you don’t plan on eating. That rat used to watch us work. She was a cute little thing. Real curious. Magnus was…. Well, let’s move on to happier things.” 
He moved over to the side of the table and indicated a small pile of lead balls. “I’ve put some work into casting more bullets like you said. I just need to fit them, to make sure they’re the right size for your barrel.” He rummaged around a pile of equipment and pulled out a double handful of cloth squares, two inches on a side. “Here’s plenty of wadding, as you requested. This, at least, was easy.”
I removed my pistol from its holster and set it on a table next to Eugene. “You continue to impress me, Eugene. It’s yours for a few hours. After dealing with Magnus, I’d prefer to keep it handy, though. It seems I have enemies in this world.”
“Can’t say I blame you there. Any more new inventions for me, or do you just want me to keep plodding along on these? You’ve given me enough work for a year, you know. I had to hire an apprentice to keep up with all this. He usually comes in after breakfast, so he should be here soon. I have him working on the easy stuff now, but I think I’ll start training him on some basic smithing in a few weeks.”
“Good!” That was the exact type of thing I wanted to hear. “More hands make for less work, and more people mean more of these things can be made. I have some important business I need to see to, but I’ll be back afterwards. Mind if I stop by in an hour or two?”
Eugene spread his hands. “You’re basically my employer. Stop by whenever you’d like, no need to ask.”
“Thanks,” I said. Looking around his workshop, I felt myself smile. So many incredible things could be made here; I just had to think of them.
All that had to be done at a different time, though. Right now, I had a lot to do, and needed to move quickly so I could stay one step ahead of the king. With a wave for Eugene, I left his workshop. 
That done, it was time to deal with something else that had been weighing on my mind lately. Something important that couldn’t wait any longer. I asked myself if it was too soon, but firmly squashed those doubts and charged dead ahead.




Chapter 2

Down the King’s Road I strolled, still limping but feeling better with every step. The exercise was doing a great job of working the stiffness from my joints, although the chilly weather almost seemed determined to screw it up. 
The clang of Haral’s hammer on a piece of hot steel rang out loud and clear as I passed, but I didn’t stop to greet the blacksmith. He had been among those glad to see Magnus’s treatment of me, after all. As far as I was concerned, Haral was dead. Once again, I found myself grateful that I had found Eugene; without him, I would have been forced to rely on Haral to make things for me. 
He looked up as I passed by. When our eyes met, he slowly raised a hand in greeting. I raised a middle finger in return. I don’t think that gesture was widely used here, but he got the idea.
Onwards I continued until I came to a stone building with a steeply angled roof and windows of colorful stained glass. The buttressed walls gave it a look of timeless beauty, easily the most beautiful building in the village. I pushed open the heavy carved wooden door and stepped inside. 
While I was used to seeing this place nearly empty, four people stood near the altar now, led in prayer by an older man wearing simple yet voluminous robes. Lacking any sort of embellishment or decoration, his robes gave him a distinguished look, and his gently lined face spoke of confident peace, an acceptance of everything around him. No matter what troubles were ahead, his deity would shelter and guide him, that look said. 
It was refreshing to see that, as I was more accustomed to the televangelists in my world, the religious figureheads that sought your money and promised salvation in return. I took a seat on one of the pews and waited for them to finish.
Eventually, the robed man embraced each person in turn and gave them words of encouragement. After smiles and shaking of hands, they left the temple with looks of satisfaction on their faces that said their worries had been addressed.
After they left, the robed man strode down the aisle and approached me with the same peaceful expression.
“Good morning, Orthur,” I said as I stood up.
“James,” he said soberly. “I have heard dreadful news about you, James.”
I raked my fingers through my hair. “That was just last night! Gossip travels fast in this town.”
Orthur smiled. “It’s my job to know what’s going on in the village. That helps me guide people towards the light. I only wish I had been there. Perhaps I could have prevented a tragedy.”
“Eh, that makes sense. I’m assuming you’ve heard all the things Magnus accused me of, then.”
Orthur nodded.
“And you know they aren’t true.”
Orthur nodded again. “He was a bit overzealous in his pursuit of you. Magnus was a deeply troubled man, his mind clouded by judgement and anger. Sadly, I don’t think anyone realized the depth of his issues until after he became the constable.”
“Yeah, he was dead set on taking my head. Now, he’s just plain dead. My new invention is the only reason I’m still alive. Speaking of weapons,” I said as I drew my sword a few inches. “This worked out great, once I found myself around a ghost that was actually evil.”
Orthur leaned a hand on a nearby pew and twisted until his back popped twice. “Sorry. Old bones. Care to elaborate?”
“Well, I went to see Uzarick. That old hermit sent me on a quest to retrieve something he claimed was stolen from him by his sister. He also told me that her ghost still haunted the area and killed anyone that came near. I expected the sword to glow then, but just like with Rose Tuttle, it didn’t. Turns out, Uzarick hadn’t been entirely honest with me.”
Orthur frowned as I spoke. “Interesting. Go on.”
“I found the ghost of his sister and spoke with her. Uzarick was the villain in her story. She died trying to keep him from an item of considerable power.” I lifted the flap of my satchel and withdrew the mask. “This.” I held it in my palm for him to see.
“What is it?” he asked, leaning in to examine it.
“Well, it’s a mask,” I began.
“Clearly,” Orthur interjected.
“And quite powerful. I haven’t really tried it yet, as I was told that the mask can corrupt those who wear it. It’s ancient, and grants the wearer a sort of power over life and death. It also allows for the shaping of stone, although I’m not entirely certain what the connection there is. Spirits can’t pass through stone, so maybe that has something to do with it.”
Orthur leaned back and eyed the mask warily. “If what you say is true…. I must read up on this, but I have seen mentions of this in ancient tomes. If memory serves, it was a gift from Xovher himself.”
“Uhh, who?”
Orthur took a step back, still eyeing the mask. “Come,” he said, and walked away. I followed, and together we went to his study, set in the side of the temple.
The back of the small room was covered with shelves, and upon those sat countless scrolls and books. Orthur began looking through them, handling each with care but clearly trying to be expeditious. He finally selected a thick, leather-bound book and brought it to his desk. He gestured to the chair in front of his desk, and I sat and waited.
For several minutes, Orthur muttered silently to himself while bent over the thick tome, scanning through the pages. Halfway through the book, he saw something that caught his eye and turned back a page. With a nod of confirmation, he finally sat down and addressed me.
“It’s been some time since I’ve read about it, and as I told you before, I am new to, well, to all this,” he said, gesturing all around, at the books, at the temple itself. “Your description of its powers tugged at a memory, though. It is mentioned here, almost in passing.” 
He read silently from the book, with a finger on the paper, then spoke a summary aloud. “Close to a thousand years ago, this happened. These were dark times in Aragoshen, although it was not called Aragoshen then. Promenia was the name by which these lands were called, and war was the norm. King fought against king and lord against lord, many driven by secret alliances to dark powers and….” He trailed off as he realized he was rambling. “Sorry, I’ll try to be brief.”
“No, no, it’s fine. I don’t know any of this stuff. Go into as much detail as you feel is necessary.” The more I could learn, the better. And who knew if the secret to the mask—if there was such a thing—might be hidden in some obscure detail?
Orthur nodded and continued. “They were savage times, back then. Much of the known world was under the rule of High King Rainerous, known equally as Rainerous the Mighty and Rainerous the Cruel. He had spent two decades conquering every country he could find, and unified them all into a single kingdom. With the world in his grasp, he ruled with an iron hand. While he was a tyrant, he stamped out all wars and most violent crime. It was said that a woman could walk across his entire kingdom wearing nothing but a veil without fear of being harmed. His punishments were harsh, you see. Cruel beyond belief. Rainerous believed that severe punishment would deter crime. Intestines pulled out for thievery, eyes and tongue burned out for blasphemy. Things of that nature. For nearly fifteen years he ruled, and no one challenged him, though some whispered in corners.”
“But….” I said.
Orthur closed his eyes and nodded slowly. “But, all things must come to an end. Rainerous was poisoned by a political opponent, as were his sons and daughters. His queen was burned at the stake. With no heir to the throne, lords and nobles fought and plotted to gain control of the kingdom. War broke out in every corner of the land, and the mighty kingdom fractured into dozens of fledgling nations. Blood was shed on a scale never before seen. Eager for power, some lords sought the throne to such a degree that they turned to dark powers, to forces that no man should align with.”
“Like this Xovher you mentioned?”
“Yes, precisely. Xovher, Lord of the Night and Prince of Darkness. The God of Death. Some call him the Bringer of Plagues, but that would be more accurately attributed to Saxtris. Xovher isn’t evil, not really, but he exists in a realm of death and infinite cold. Had he his way, the sun would be struck from the sky and the world plunged into an eternal frozen night. Clearly, you understand why that cannot be.”
“Well, yeah. I guess that goes without saying. You guys don’t even have heaters.”
“A man by the name of Anfroi rose to power by gathering the support of many other lords. He had a golden tongue and promised them what they wanted to hear while plotting behind their backs. Some say he could have taken the throne, had he continued. The truth of the matter was that his lust for power had led to him striking a deal with Xovher. He became a servant of the dark god. By some accounts, he was considered Xovher’s champion. Xovher created this mask as a gift and bestowed it upon Anfroi.”
I looked down at the mask in my hand. Odd to think that something so simple was that old and had such a fascinating history. Gift from a god?
“Anfroi wore the mask day and night and used it with reckless abandon. For months he tore the life from his opponents without a care of the consequences. It eventually drove him mad, and he fled the area. Men pursued him, of course, but he killed them all. 
“From far away lands he began, but he finally found himself here in Aragoshen, completely mad by that point. He used the power of the mask and tore into the ground, creating mountains and valleys, then destroyed them in his insanity. Finally, as his mind broke he made a small cave and crawled into it, where he drew his last breath.”
“Well, shit,” I breathed. The thin leather mask suddenly seemed to weigh a hundred pounds in my hand. I slipped it back into my satchel and promised myself that I would only use it if absolutely necessary. Of course, I had already promised Lyanna that.
“So you see the reason for my concern.” Orthur closed the tome, then watched me across steepled fingers.
“I went to that very cave,” I said, slightly bewildered. “That’s where I found the mask. Oh, I never finished my story. So, after speaking with the ghost of his sister, I came back to confront Uzarick.” I patted my sheathed sword. “Turns out he was the evil spirit, not his sister. The mask had twisted his mind, just like it did with Anfroi, although I suspect he had issues before ever wearing the mask. He had died some years ago, and intended to use the mask to steal my life and bring him back to the realm of the living. Your enchantment on the sword worked perfectly. Saved my life, so I guess I should thank you.”
Orthur blinked. “After hearing that, I feel like I have more questions than before. Uzarick was evil? We all knew of him as a hermit, but I never suspected he was truly evil. Or dead, for that matter. He was a quiet man, rarely seen around the village. Had I known the entire story….”
“Yep. Also, Lyanna, his sister, is quite a wonderful person. Which led to me discovering something rather peculiar. Rose Tuttle did something to me a while back, and now I can interact with the dead. Err, with ghosts and spirits.”
“What do you mean?”
I shrugged. “Exactly what I said. I can touch spirits, just like a person. I realized this when I grabbed her wrist and my hand didn’t pass right through her.”
Orthur’s eyes widened. “I don’t understand. How is this possible?”
“To be honest, I’m not entirely sure.” I took a deep breath. “It’s a combination of things, of how I came to this world of yours along with what Rose Tuttle did to me. She left a piece of herself with me, a gift, she said. If I concentrate, I can still feel her in the back of my mind, like the faintest memory of a memory.”
“I don’t remember reading anything like that, in all my studies,” Orthur said, frowning at his book. “Never before have I heard of this strangeness.”
“Well, it’s led to some rather interesting developments,” I said with a chuckle. “Which is a nice segue into my next topic. What can you tell me of love, Orthur?”
“Love?” His eyebrows rose and his face softened into a mellow smile. “Love is a beautiful thing. It’s like the sun shining on a field, giving life to crops. Drops of rain in a desert, changing the barren land into green fields. Love is the most pure thing there is. We need as much love as we can get in this dark and twisted world.”
I opened my mouth twice before asking the next question. It still felt awkward. “Do you think it’s possible to love a ghost? Especially in my situation, where I can interact with one just like they’re a living person.”
Orthur stared at me for a moment as if unsure of what he just heard, then shrugged. “The dead are dead, James, but…. I guess in your situation, I can’t see anything wrong with it. If someone loves you, and you love them, other things fall to the wayside.”
“I’m glad you’re a reasonable man, Orthur. Truly, I am. I have a favor to ask you.”
“Of course. You’ve been a great help to me, so I would leap at the chance to show you my appreciation.”
I laid out a story for him then, told him my dreams and my future plans, and asked for his services. Orthur smiled and informed me that as an acolyte of Leas, his duty was to serve the people and to bring happiness wherever he could. My request was certainly odd, but after a lengthy explanation, he not only understood but agreed to help.
“Thanks, Orthur. I guess I’ll see you this evening, then.” I stood and shifted my satchel. 
“Yes, James. I look forward to it. And thank you for trusting me with this.”
“Of course! I think it’s your job though,” I added with a laugh. “Anyways, I still have a lot on my plate today, so I need to get going. Thanks again, Orthur. And thanks for the info on this,” I patted my satchel. “I’ll be careful with the mask. You have my word.”
“See that you do,” he said in grave tones. “I would hate to see you fall victim to it as others have.” 
“I enjoy life too much to risk it, don’t worry.” With that, I left his office and the temple as well.




Chapter 3

I made my way back to Eugene’s workshop, my mood high. Today was going to be a good day. Absolutely nothing could bring me down. There were a few more things I wanted to go over with Eugene though, before I could continue on with what was really pressing on my mind. 
Eugene was hammering on a long, flat piece of steel when I walked in. He was putting a curve into the metal, with loops at either end. I smiled and watched him for a moment, as I knew exactly what he was making.
“Back so soon, James?” He straightened up and knuckled his lower back.
“I think I’m too excited about what you’re making to stay away long,” I said with a chuckle. “Go ahead, show me!”
Eugene grinned and set the piece of metal and his hammer aside. He stepped over to a broad table, upon which my pistol lay. A dozen lead balls were in a pile, the same size as the barrel of my pistol.
“I checked these, and my mold is correct. They all fit nice and snug with a piece of wadding around them.” He indicated a small pile of cloth squares. “I have my apprentice working on the powder at the moment. He’s competent, so I don’t anticipate him blowing up my house.”
“Perfect, just perfect,” I said as my eyes scanned across the table. “We’ll just need something to put this in. Small leather pouches, perhaps, to hold each of them. The easier we can make all this to use, the less accidents we’ll have to deal with. How do you feel about scaling it up?”
“Do you mean scaling up as in making more, or—”
“No, I mean making a much larger version.”
Eugene stared down at my pistol on the table and chewed the inside of one cheek as he thought. He turned back to the blast furnace, then back to the table, clearly doing mental calculations. 
“I think I could do it,” he said finally. “Though I would cast the barrel. Forging something that size would be difficult, to put it mildly. I would need a lot more materials, though, and it would be dreadfully heavy. Do you want me to try?”
I waved it away. “No, no, not now at least. In the future I’ll need something like that, but for now I’d be happy with a second pistol. And, of course, all the rest of the stuff.” I barked a laugh. “I know I’ve got you busy, but you’ll eat well because of it.”
Eugene bowed his head. “And I’m grateful for that, my lord. You’ve given the wife and I quite a bit of coin. Enough to change the course of our lives.”
“Let’s go over the spring,” I said as I moved to the anvil. “And no more of that ‘my lord’ shit.”
Eugene followed and grabbed the piece of metal with a pair of heavy tongs. He turned it, showing different angles while he explained everything.
“I put a loop at each end to help fasten it to the carriage,” he said, indicating each end. “I’ll add another in the center, through which the axle will go. Although lately I’m thinking the axle can ride on top of the spring, on a bed of grooved hardwood.”
“Eat your heart out, Obadiah Elliot,” I muttered. When Eugene opened his mouth to ask what I meant, I waved his question off. “Don’t worry about it. This is great, Eugene. Really great. Napoleon used springs like this and it helped him conquer. Smoother ride, less broken axles…. It’s a simple thing, but truly a marvel. I just need a basic carriage now, a cart really, with somewhere comfortable to sit up front and a place to load things in the back. Four of these springs will make it the best cart around.” I tapped my chin in thought. “I guess it would be called a wagon though, right?”
Eugene nodded. “What you’re describing is a wagon, yes.”
“Now we just need to figure out how to make bearings, steel axles, and steel wheels and we’ll have an indestructible wagon. Maybe turbocharge it.” I clapped Eugene on the shoulder. “One step at a time, though. You’re doing great, Eugene. I couldn’t do any of this without you.”
“That’s for certain. I’m doing all the work,” Eugene said with a grin.
“Ah, you old dog,” I said, laughing at him. “The bullets are good. Let’s focus on a second pistol and then that wagon. Those will help us with the rest.” Maybe I could mount a small cannon on the wagon? Make it where it could turn in a full circle, mount some steel plates around it so no one could hit me with an arrow. I was getting ahead of myself.
“The wagon shouldn’t take long, since I’m using parts of William Arandal’s carriage to build it. I just need to plan a few more boards for the rear section and put it all together.” He lifted the spring with his tongs. “This is the last one. I’ve already made the other three.
“Perfect.” I thought on the dark cloud that was King Arandal’s wrath heading my way and tried to prioritize. “I’ll probably be leaving town pretty soon, not sure exactly when and not sure for how long. It’ll be soon, though. The wagon will be a requirement.”
“In that case, I’ll get right to it.” Eugene took the strip of metal and shoved it in the hot coals, and I took that as a good time for me to leave. He stepped over to the side of his forge and began pumping the bellows and waved, not really looking. I chuckled and stepped out of his workshop, letting him get back to work.
My stomach growled like an angry lion, reminding me that it had been several hours since I had broken my fast. I made the decision to head to The Wooden Dragon for some food, although Stanley probably still had a problem with me. It could be a good opportunity to smooth things over. I wanted to marry his daughter, after all, so being on his good side would make that a lot easier.
I pushed open the simple wooden door to the inn and stepped into the common room. The weather was chilly outside, but the great stone fireplace filled the room with warmth. As usual, my tiredness seemed to melt away as I stepped in. Greta was clearly hard at work, as delicious aromas were emanating from the kitchen.
Stanley stood behind the bar, rubbing a rag across the bartop. He always did that, although I couldn’t figure out why. The bar was clean. Probably some kind of nervous tick for him. Maybe he just couldn’t stand idle hands.
I walked up to the bar and grabbed a stool. Stanley eyed me with a mixture of caution and blatant dislike. His eyes flickered to my belt and there was a moment of relief when he saw that I didn’t have my pistol on me.
I tapped a rhythm on the bartop with my fingers and Stanley eventually walked over to me. He placed both hands on the bar and loomed while looking at me the way someone would an unruly child screaming in public.
“Good afternoon, Stanley. Let me get a pint of stout and a bowl of whatever smells so good.”
He continued staring at me for an uncomfortable moment, then straightened and went through the back door into the kitchen. A few minutes later, he emerged with a bowl of hot stew in one hand. After setting it on the bar in front of me, perhaps a touch more forcefully than necessary, he went to the row of casks and filled a mug with stout.
“Anything else?” he asked in a tight voice as he set the mug in front of me.
“Yeah,” I said, shoveling the hot stew into my mouth like I hadn’t eaten in days. Greta’s cooking was good enough to forgive a bit of shitty personality. “First, please tell Greta that her stew is amazing, as usual. And second, what is your problem with me?”
Stanley frowned for a moment before answering. “I don’t like people that cause trouble.”
I swallowed another bite and set my spoon in the bowl. “I didn’t cause any trouble, Stanley. Since I’ve come here, I’ve helped Haral, the priest, Brinia. I’ve paid you handsomely for a book, and everyone else for anything I needed. Eugene can probably retire on what I’ve paid him.”
“You brought a rat into my inn,” Stanley grumbled.
“A magical rat, Stan. It didn’t eat or shit, and you know it. Come on, what’s your big fucking problem?”
“My problem? You starting a fight in the common room while everyone is trying to celebrate. Then you killed a man right out front with that…thing of yours.”
I was going to take another bite, but set my spoon back down with a sigh. “Stanley, you know I didn’t start anything. You were standing right there when Magnus came up and dumped a beer on me, then threw me out. That man wanted to take my head for some shit that I didn’t even do! Am I not allowed to defend myself? For fuck’s sake man, even your daughter told you that you were wrong.”
I watched over the rim of my beer mug as emotions flashed across Stanley’s face. He seemed to struggle with the truth and his unjustified dislike of me. Finally, a look of weary resignation settled in and he leaned an elbow on the bar.
“Today is supposed to be the Day of Ulr. People should be here, eating and drinking and celebrating. Instead, the town is quiet because someone went and killed a man on my front doorstep.”
“There is no reason to stop celebrations, Stan,” I told him as I picked my spoon back up. These damn wooden spoons were a horrid mess. I made a mental note to have plenty of proper flatware made when I had my castle. “A man defending himself against false accusations can’t keep people down. How would Ulr feel?”
Stanley gave me a wry look. “He’d blanket us in snow and make our food stores go bad.”
“Well, this Ulr sounds like an asshole,” I replied, ignoring his look of shock as I insulted the deity. I scraped my spoon against the bottom of the bowl, then slurped up the final drops of stew. “You’re going to miss me one day, Stan.” I dug some coppers out of my satchel and slid them across the bar.
Stanley pushed half of the money back towards me. “Beer is always free on the Day of Ulr. You should know that.”
“Well, now I know,” I told him as I got to my feet. “Always a pleasure talking with you, Stan. I know the feeling is mutual, you’re just too shy to say it.”
At that moment, Elise came down the stairs. Her dress was white today, white as snow, with a pale blue bodice and even paler blue apron hanging loosely from her neck in front of her. As she came down the last steps, she reached behind her and tied the straps of her apron. The motion thrust her full breasts forwards so much that they strained the fabric of her dress.
My eyes drank her in. Elise was breathtaking, an angel if there ever was one, with her golden hair and callimastian curves. Her full lips curved into a tight smile when she saw me, and a bit of worry touched her eyes. Her hair hung loosely around her shoulders, and when she finished with her apron, she tied her hair up with a blue ribbon.
“Good morning, Elise,” I said, and moved off of my bar stool so I could sweep her a bow that was actually quite decent.
“Good morning, James,” she replied, her voice tense.
Seems like shooting a guy in the chest made people uncomfortable. I tried to think of something to break the uncomfortable silence as I took a step closer to her.
“What do people say to each other for the Day of Ulr? Is there a greeting, or good wishes, or anything like that?” That would work. Just keep her talking.
“May you stay warm when the snows come,” she told me.
Snow, in London? That was a rarity. But then again I had to remind myself, humans hadn’t ravaged the climate in this world yet. 
“Well, in that case, may you stay warm when the snows come, Elise,” I said, offering her my best smile. What I wouldn’t give to keep her warm. One day.
“Thanks. Will we see you tonight?”
“Yes,” I replied. “And there will be a big cause for celebration.” I hitched my satchel up on my shoulder, gave her another small bow, and turned away.
“What are you celebrating?” she called after me.
As I reached the door, I turned back to her. “My queens.” I gave her a smile and a wink, then opened the door and left.




Chapter 4

Back to Brinia’s place I went, feeling light of heart, and not just because I had chugged a pint of stout. I’m sure that didn’t hurt, though.  
More people were out now that the sun was high overhead, and I saw a few with wineskins in hand and merry smiles that suggested they were already enjoying the Day of Ulr. Only a few people avoided me this time, and one elderly woman even came up and said a blessing over me, then squeezed my hand tightly and moved on to the next person. The holiday was bringing the best out of people, it seemed, even with their constable dead.
I pushed open the door to Brinia’s shop and, seeing she wasn’t in there, crossed the room and went to her living quarters in the back. Their voices came through the door before I pushed it open.
Brinia and Lyanna were there, laughing as Brinia tried to teach Lyanna a new dance. For all her beauty, Lyanna seemed to have two left feet, as she just couldn’t get it down. Of course, I didn’t have much room to talk. I was a horrible dancer.
“James!” Brinia exclaimed. She and Lyanna both came over to me at the same time and embraced me. It was an odd sensation, as Lyanna passed right through Brinia’s body, but I could touch her as if she were flesh and bone.
“May you both stay warm when the snows come,” I told them, and squeezed them tightly. Four breasts pressed against my chest, bringing forth both a smile and an erection. My hands moved up to their hair and I held them against me for a moment.
“I can think of a good way to stay warm,” Lyanna said as she rubbed her hand across the front of my breeches.
“Tonight,” I told her as I pulled away from them. “Tonight, we will celebrate and make love until we can no longer move.”
Brinia smiled at me and looked over at Lyanna. “Shame I can’t touch you,” she said, and slapped the ghost on the ass. Her hand passed right through, of course. Both women laughed.
“Right now, we need to get ready. Brinia, I want you to put on your best dress. Lyanna…. Hmm, are you able to do anything with yours? Is that a dumb question?”
Lyanna looked down at her dress, pristinely white yet tattered and torn, then back up at me. “Not really. I can’t change the dress, unfortunately. I can take it off; that’s about it. It’s what I died in.”
Always a dark reminder.
“It’ll have to work. Brinia, do you have anything out front that I could wear? Something nice.” Excitement almost made me shake. I reached out and grabbed Lyanna by the waist, then spun her in a circle.
“There is a fine cloak that I’ve been working on. Let me get it for you.” She left through the door and went to the shop, muttering to herself about clothes.
I watched Lyanna for a moment, then pulled her close and kissed her. “I will treat you well,” I whispered against her lips. “My queen.”
She pulled away slightly and met my gaze with wide eyes that would have leaked tears if they had been flesh. “James,” she whispered, as if unsure what else to say.
Brinia came back in with a dark green cloak in one hand. She looked at Lyanna and I, holding each other tightly, and raised an eyebrow. “Did I miss something?” she asked.
I smiled at her while still holding Lyanna tightly. “Just doing my best to treat you both right,” I told her. I finally let go of Lyanna and took the cloak from Brinia. It was thick, with embroidery around the edges. “This is beautiful, Brinia. You’re quite skilled with a needle.” After swinging the cloak around my shoulders, I fastened the clasp at the neck.
“I think I’ll have to claim this as royal property.”
“Oh, you saddle-goose,” Brinia said, but she moved to the back room in her tiny house, the one I had recently built, to retrieve another dress. 
I leaned over and kissed Lyanna again, then grabbed onto her ass and gave it a hefty squeeze. She jumped and laughed at me.
“What’s got you so excited?” she asked, raising her fists. “I feel like I need to defend myself here.”
“You’ll see,” I replied. Fuck, I couldn’t wait. I stepped in closer to Lyanna and put my hands on her hips again. “So, tonight will be the first time with all three of us. Are you okay with that?”
A broad grin nearly split her face in two. “I’m looking forward to it, actually. Brinia not being able to touch me and you being able to will make things interesting. I had a couple ideas….”
“Oh yeah? Hit me with one.”
She punched me in the shoulder and laughed. “I was thinking we could both ride you, at the same time.”
I thought about that for a moment. Brinia, of course, would be riding on top of me with her thick thighs on either side and her massive breasts swinging back and forth. Lyanna, not being able to touch Brinia, could ride me at the same time. Of course, I could still touch her, so I’d be fucking them both at the same time. Two pussies at once. If they moved in slightly different directions, they could make for quite a snug fit.
Lyanna’s grin widened as she watched me process things. “Sounds like fun, right? We could do all sorts of things like that.”
“Still trying to figure out what I did in my past life to deserve you,” I said, leaning forwards and planting a kiss on her forehead.
“Okay, how do I look?” Brinia called out from the back room. She stepped through the doorway and my mouth went dry.
Her freshly brushed, dark hair hung in waves down her back and framed her perfect face with dark eyes that I could lose myself in. She had donned a light blue dress with a tight bodice—although her large breasts made everything tight—and a neckline low enough to show off those massive melons. I imagined it was quite scandalous for these times. Her skirts fit just tightly enough on her hips to emphasize her curves before becoming loose. She grabbed her skirts in each hand and spun in a circle, giggling when she almost lost her balance. 
“You look incredible!” Lyanna exclaimed, clapping her hands. “Doesn’t she, James? James?”
I realized my mouth was hanging open and snapped it shut. Words simply couldn’t describe her beauty. Quickly, I crossed the room and took her face in my hands, then kissed her deeply. When we finally broke our kiss, she stared at me for a moment, bewildered.
“James, are you okay? What’s brought this on?” She tucked a stray hair back behind her ear.
I grabbed Brinia’s hand and pulled her across the room. “No more delays. It’s time to do this,” I said, then stopped. I still had my sword belt, complete with dagger and pistol. I wouldn’t need those for what I was about to do. I removed the belt, then grabbed the mask from my satchel and shoved it in my pocket. I needed it to keep Lyanna close. After that, I grabbed Brinia’s hand again. I held out my other hand for Lyanna and she slipped her slender fingers in mine. “At least, until we get outside,” I told her. She nodded.
I pulled them through Brinia’s shop and onto the King’s Road. Lyanna disappeared with a sigh, and I continued down the road with Brinia’s arm looped through mine. We strode down the road, all smiles, and not because of the festival day. Several people stopped and gave us the holiday greeting and I replied in kind. I struggled not to jump at one point when Lyanna pinched my bottom.
Finally, I stopped. 
“Okay, Lyanna. You can show yourself again,” I said. 
Lyanna popped back into existence and studied me for a moment. “This looks like a temple,” she said, looking wary.
“Your powers of observation continue to serve you well,” I quipped.
“These sorts of places often don’t take kindly to ghosts,” Lyanna said, looking around. No one had noticed her yet.
“Don’t worry,” I said as I opened the front door. “You’re safe here.” I held the door and motioned for the both of them to enter. Brinia gave me a strange look as she walked in, and Lyanna tried to stare in every direction at once, as if she expected the very walls to attack her.
The altar was up ahead, at the other end of the great room, but for once I didn’t see Orthur. I moved down the center aisle, looking for signs of the older man. He was probably in his study. I started walking towards there so I could let him know we were back.
“Are those feet?” Brinia said, pointing ahead.
I followed her finger and looked at the frontmost pew, where indeed, a set of feet were visible as if someone were lying on the bench. I recognized those shoes; they weren’t exactly built for hard labor.
With a grin I strode down the center aisle and made my way to the front. Sure enough, Orthur was lying on the front bench in his ornate robes, sound asleep and snoring softly with his hands clasped over his stomach.
I grabbed one of his feet and gave it a gentle shake.
“Orthur. Orthur!”
He snorted himself awake and sat upright, blinking as he looked around. Seeing me, his face broke into a smile, and he chuckled as he pushed himself to his feet.
“My apologies, friend. It is the Day of Ulr, after all.” He stretched his arms overhead, then twisted in each direction.
“Have you been hitting the wine, Orthur?”
He made a dismissing gesture with his hands. “Only a cup. I try to keep my wits about me, you see. After that I felt so relaxed that I decided it was time for a nap.” He turned and looked back at the pew, then at me with a chuckle. 
Orthur’s smile deepened when he saw Brinia. “Ah, Brinia. It’s good to see you, and you look just as lovely as a flower. Not that I expected any less.” He took both of her hands in his in a fatherly manner.
“Thank you, Orthur,” Brinia replied, color staining her cheeks.
Orthur looked beyond Brinia to where Lyanna was standing. He released Brinia’s hands and took a few steps towards Lyanna, his smile still in place. Lyanna eyed him warily and took a step back, but Orthur just smiled at her.
“You must be Lyanna,” he said. “James did his best to describe you to me, but I can see that words fail to capture your beauty. I am called Orthur,” he said, bowing to her with a hand over his heart. “I am a priest of Leas. You are welcome here, Lyanna. Leas grants her love and warmth to all.”
“Thank you,” Lyanna said, still with traces of uncertainty in her voice. “I’m sorry, I’m just used to different treatment by most people. They see me as a being of evil, as something that should be struck down.”
Orthur sighed. “Sadly, too many are quick to judge and slow to listen. I have been guilty of it myself, in the past, but James helped me. You’ll get no judgement here.” He turned to me. “Shall we?”
I went back to Lyanna and grabbed her hand, then gently pulled her towards the altar, unable to contain the smile on my face. Muscles around my skull ached from pulling my mouth into such a jovial expression for so long.
“Shall we what?” Brinia asked as I grabbed her hand as well.
“Why are we here, James?” Lyanna asked, struggling with suspicion of the priest and her trust in me.
My only response was a wink.




Chapter 5

Still with a boyish grin, I pulled them to the altar and positioned them on one side. I stood across from them and held out my hands. They both placed their hands in mine and watched me expectantly. Recognition twinkled in Brinia’s eyes but she kept silent. 
Orthur brought a large candle to the altar and placed it at the head. He whispered a word and a small fire appeared in his hand, which he used to light the candle. Once it was burning bright, he took his place, standing between us and the altar, right in front of our clasped hands. He smiled at me.
“This will definitely be a first for me. Are you ready?”
I nodded at him and looked at my queens. They were so beautiful, so radiant. Brinia, with her dark hair and warm smile, and Lyanna, as beautiful as a person could be, even in pale tones of white.
“James, are you….” Brinia began, but stopped when Orthur moved.
From the pockets of his robe, he produced a long ribbon. Brinia’s eyes widened as realization set in. Lyanna looked at me in disbelief.
I brought my hands together so that I not only held both of theirs, but their hands were together—at least, as much as possible, considering that Lyanna was a ghost. I held them in a single hand of mine.
“James,” Lyanna gasped as Orthur wound the ribbon—red, bordered in golden yellow—around our hands.
“I told you I would treat you well,” I said to Lyanna.
“On this day, we stand before Leas, the Bringer of Light and Illuminator of Darkness. We call to you, O great and mighty Leas, and ask for the gift of your eternal love and warmth upon these blessed souls.”
Brinia stared at me, her eyes wide and filled with unshed tears. Lyanna gripped my hand so hard it hurt. Neither of them moved beyond the trembling in their hands.
“I ask Leas to bring the winds from the east, so that your spirits may be as light as the clouds. I ask Leas to bring the rains from the south, so that your souls may never know drought. I ask Leas to bring fire from the west, that you may always have strong will and determination. And finally, I ask Leas to bring earth from the north. May that which we join today be as stable as the mountains, and never crumble.”
Orthur lay his hand on top of ours, covering the ribbon. “The color red represents passion, love, and the very blood in our veins. May you always love and desire each other as much as you do at this moment. And yellow, the color of the sun. Of Leas’s radiant warmth, that shines down upon us all. May you always stand in her good graces.”
He turned to me. “James, do you come here to be joined forever with Brinia and Lyanna?”
“I do, for they are the joys of my heart.” My smile took in both of the women.
“Brinia, do you come here to be joined forever with James and Lyanna?”
Her mouth trembled as she spoke, but her voice was firm. “I do, for they are the joys of my heart.”
“Lyanna, do you come here to be joined forever with James and Brinia.”
She looked from Brinia to me and back and swallowed a sob. Finally, she looked me in the eye. “I do, for they are the joys of my heart.”
Orthur continued. “Do the three of you seek to share each other’s laughter as well as pain? To share each other's burdens and dreams?”
“We do,” the three of us intoned.
Orthur pulled the ribbon snugly around our clasped hands and tied the tail ends in a bow. “As this knot is tied, so now are your lives bound. Let nothing break what Leas has joined. By this ribbon, you three are thus bound to your vows. May this ribbon draw your hands together in love, never in anger. May it bring understanding, never judgement. May the vows you have spoken never grow bitter in your mouths.”
Orthur smiled broadly at all three of us. “You are now husband and wives. When all material things have long turned to dust, may your love still shine bright, as Leas intends.”
I pulled on their hands, and they both crashed into me. Brinia covered my face in kisses and then lay her head beneath my chin, squeezing me so tightly I could scarcely breathe. Lyanna kissed me slowly and tenderly, still with a look of disbelief.
“I will always love you, my queens,” I told them as I held them tightly.
Brinia sniffed and wiped tears from her eyes. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”
“It was kind of a last-minute decision,” I said, then kissed the tops of their heads. “Thanks, Orthur,” I told the priest. “You’ve brought us a lot of happiness, today.”
“I can feel Leas’s approval in the room,” he said standing with his hands palm-up. He turned to Lyanna. “And you, my dear. May peace and love replace the coldness you have suffered through for so long.”
“Thank you,” Lyanna replied, still with her head against my chest. I don’t think I could have pried her off with a crowbar at that moment.
Several shouts came from outside, and Brinia looked towards the door. 
“Sounds like the festivities are starting. I’m glad people are celebrating.” She looked up at me with a wry grin. “Now I see why you said we’d be celebrating.”
“I will celebrate every day that I have you two in my life,” I said as I pulled our hands from the ribbon. I set it upon Brinia’s shoulders, and she flipped her hair over it so that it hung down the front of her dress. “Well, let’s go have a drink!”
“I married a woman,” Lyanna said, slightly bewildered. She looked at Brinia and gave her a smile, then turned to me. “James, what will people say about me?”
“I used to walk around with a pet rat on my shoulder. I’m not too concerned with people’s opinions of me.” I grabbed both their hands and pulled them towards the door. “Not that I’m comparing you to a rat,” I added after a bit of thought.




Chapter 6

The noise from outside increased in both volume and intensity. It sounded like this small village got rather wild on the Day of Ulr. I stopped in front of the door and turned to my wives. 
“Sounds like people are getting hammered out there,” I said with a laugh. “I don’t want to spend too long with them. I’d rather spend tonight with my new wives.”
Lyanna rushed forwards and kissed me. “I can’t believe I’m married,” she whispered. “I—I love you, James.”
“I love you, Lyanna. Both of you. Ready to start our lives together?”
They both smiled at me as I pulled the door open. 
We left the brightly lit temple and stepped onto the road, where a small crowd of people had gathered. As the sun had just set, several held torches to stave off the oncoming darkness. As my eyes adjusted to the light, it took me a moment to realize that I wasn’t hearing shouts of celebration. They were shouts of anger, and some of the people holding torches were in plate armor.
King Arandal’s men had finally come for me.
“Stay behind me,” I said, pushing Brinia and Lyanna back. I felt at my waist but my sword belt was in Brinia’s shop, and my pistol with it.
“Ghost!” someone shouted, and the crowd of people took a step back. Some screamed and ran into the night.
A man in a gleaming breastplate nudged his horse closer to me. His helmet hung from the pommel of his saddle, and several knots of golden cord hung from his shoulders, designating him as a man of some rank. Gilding on the edge of his breastplate further supported his station.
“Here’s the murderer,” the man said, his face in a sneer. His eyes flickered to Lyanna and Brinia, then back to me. “As if we needed any further proof of his continued misdeeds, he stands next to an evil spirit and,” he looked down his nose at Brinia’s massive breasts, exposed by the low neckline of her dress. “And a woman that I’m guessing is the town whore.”
At that moment, I vowed that I would kill him, no matter what it took.
“James of House Cantrell, I am arresting you and taking you to the king. For your crimes against the royal family, you will face the king’s judgement.” He nodded to his men.
Three other men on horseback moved forwards. Behind them, a team of massive draft horses were hitched to a wagon with a large cage on the back. I assumed it was for me. There was a steel spike in the cage, at its base nearly as thick as my forearm, that extended nearly to the top of the cage. Half a dozen other men, armored as well, sat on horses further out, encircling the area. I was trapped, and they knew it.
“You named me murderer,” I called out to the man, the officer. “I murdered no one. I fought William Arandal in an honest duel after he threatened to kidnap and rape my wife. The constable later accused me of crimes I did not commit and attacked me. I defended myself.”
My hand slipped into my pocket as an uncontrollable rage built inside me. The officer’s sneering face further stoked my anger until it burned like a wildfire and consumed all rational thought.
“If you seek a murderer,” I told the man in a voice as cold as winter, “I can show you where I buried William Arandal. And I hear the king is no better.”
“Blasphemy!” the officer shouted, his face going purple with rage. He drew his sword and pointed it at me. “If the king didn’t want you alive, I would gut you myself.”
My eyes calmly scanned the rest of the armored men. One of them wore a dark robe over his mail armor, with an elaborately embroidered cloak hanging from a chain fastened to his shoulders. Some kind of wizard, perhaps? That could prove to be problematic. Two more held crossbows on their laps. Another had a length of rope in his hands.
“Lyanna,” I said, not taking my eyes from the soldiers. “Think you can take care of some of them for me?”
“Of course, my beloved husband,” she said, placing her hand on my shoulder. Her voice was hard as iron and her corpse-pale eyes could have frozen the sun.
I pulled the mask from my pocket and clutched it in my hand for a moment. Lyanna saw and gasped.
“James, you mustn’t,” she pleaded. “Let me take care of them for you.”
“Arrest this pig-dog son of a goat,” the officer said, pointing at me. “Selas, you deal with the ghost.” He turned to the other men. “Bring the whore along. She’ll make the trip back to Kolsted more fun.”
“Brinia, go back into the temple. Tell Orthur what has happened, then leave through the back door. Rose will keep you safe in the graveyard. After that, go to Gisela.”
“James, I—”
“Do it, my love,” I urged. “Please, just trust me.”
She nodded and the door behind me opened and shut. 
The officer smirked and pointed to one of his men. “Go inside the temple and get the whore.” One of the soldiers moved to comply.
“I’ll handle them first, Lyanna.”
I took a deep breath and put the mask on my face. It seemed to sink into my skin and disappear.
While the world around me didn’t change, new and strange things became suddenly apparent. I could sense the life in all the people around me, in the horses they sat upon. They were like glowing bulbs of light. I could sense them, almost feel them.
Lyanna moved forwards, no longer walking but floating through the air. Viewed through the mask, I saw her true coloring. Instead of the parchment-white skin and silver hair, she had light skin with a splattering of freckles, and hair the color of rose gold. She turned to look at me, her blue eyes determined. She was so beautiful. I nodded at her.
With the power of the mask, I reached out to that tiny speck in the corner of my mind that was Rose Tuttle. It warmed at my touch and pulsed as if alive. 
Keep my wife alive and safe, I told her. She is coming to you even as I tell you this. Somehow, I knew Rose would obey.
The soldier seeking Brinia drew his sword as he walked towards me. Fear flickered across his face as Lyanna moved, but once he saw he was not her target he fixed his cruel grin on me. I was standing right in his way.
“I’m gonna have so much fun with your woman,” he said, his smile showing a mouthful of yellow teeth.
I reached out with one hand and, not quite sure how, touched his life. The soldier stopped in place, his face turning quickly to horror as I closed my hand and took hold of his life. I pulled, not knowing how. It seemed as natural a thing as breathing or blinking. His life exited his body like water down a drain and flowed into my hand. His shriek of death lasted only a second, then he fell to the ground, shriveled and desiccated, a husk of a man encased in a suit of armor.
“Selas!” the officer shouted, looking for the sorcerer.
But the officer stood no chance. Not against me.
In front of me, Lyanna disappeared. The wizard looked around frantically, trying to find his target, while I focused on the officer. I took hold of his life force, gripped it by the neck like an unruly puppy. He screamed and went to slap his horse’s reins, but I pulled enough life from him that he crashed to the ground in a heap. 
The soldiers wielding crossbows had each knocked bolts and took aim. The first one screamed as his face turned to smoke. The second archer, noticing his friend, turned his horse to flee. A mark appeared on the side of his face, a mark in the shape of a slender woman’s hand. He seemed frozen in place, unable even to scream, as the mark charred black. Smoke billowed from the man’s head and his horse whinnied and ran, sending him tumbling from the saddle.
With a shout of triumph, the wizard thrust his hands at Lyanna, after seeing her attacks. While he couldn’t see her, I did. She screamed in pain as supernatural fire engulfed her. The sorcerer grinned malevolently and turned his hands. Lyanna rolled on the ground in agony as flames consumed her. Her screams filled the night.
Frantically, I left the officer for the moment and focused on the battle mage, the man that was destroying my wife. I reached out for his life…. And grabbed at nothing. It was as if my hand slammed into a stone wall.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered to his horse. A second later, it fell to the ground, dead, sending the wizard crashing into the dirt. In that instant I remembered what Lyanna had told me about the mask, about the experiments her brother had attempted. What Orthur had told me of the mask. I held nearly three lives in my hands, enough power that I felt invincible. 
The flames covering Lyanna winked out the moment the sorcerer hit the ground, but she was charred and black. The only sound she made was a whimper as she tried to crawl away. 
With the lives in my hands, I sent them out to her. They resisted; perhaps death was naturally repelled by life. With all my will, I forced their lives into Lyanna. I felt inside her, her damaged skin, the muscle seared beneath it, and forced the life forces into every damaged cell. She rolled on the ground, screaming, and I almost stopped but I noticed a change. In only seconds, the charred areas were replaced with creamy pale skin.
“Run,” I told her. “Stay out of sight.”
I turned back to the officer, the man that had ordered such destruction and insulted my wife. Only a thread of his life remained. I grabbed it, caressed it, plucked it like a guitar string. He cried out in agony, praying to any god that would listen, begging for me to stop. He convulsed weakly, a line of red drool leaking out onto the ground.
Lyanna looked me in the eye, wanting to do more but shamed at her failure. With a sob, she ran away and disappeared after the second step.
I held the officer there, at the cusp of life and death, and forced him to suffer. 
“No one talks to my queens like that and lives,” I told him, my voice as hard as iron. Like a child snapping a twig in his fingers, I broke his life. There was no other way to describe it; I didn’t take it from him. I shattered it into a thousand pieces.
The battle mage finally pushed himself up to hands and knees and wiped blood from his face. Our eyes met and his snarling rage turned to a smile. I realized why when movement caught my eye.
I turned to the side, ready to kill whoever was there, when a huge man in plate armor crashed into me like a freight train. 
Everything went dark.




Chapter 7

If the squeak of the axles wasn’t enough to wake me, the horribly bumpy ride was. Of course, I was crouched inside an iron cage on the back of that fucking wagon, so nothing would be comfortable. Especially with my wrists and ankles bound. 
A long metal spike was set in the middle of the cage. When my captors set me in, they had the kindness to wrap my arms and legs around it like it was an old lover. With my face pressed against the spike, the smell was overwhelming—a stench of shit and bile, of piss and blood, the kind of smell that made it painfully clear what this cage was used for.
Twisting my head to look up, I saw the hinges along the top edge of the cage. The top panel was how it opened; the victim lowered in, onto the spike. I felt my gorge rise and struggled not to vomit.
“Hey, the bastard’s finally awake,” said a gruff voice from the front of the wagon. “He’s awake!” the voice called out. “Fucker’s been knocked out all night. I thought Rob had broken the poor fuck’s head.”
“Good, you’re awake,” said another voice, this one cruel and hard. A man rode next to the wagon, seated in the saddle as if born there. He had hard eyes, the kind that could witness any atrocity without flinching. Like others, his helmet was resting on the pommel of his saddle. Seeing me watching him, he kneed his horse closer to the wagon. I tensed as he raised his spear and pointed the tip at me. With a frown, he shook his head and spat on the road.
“Nothing would please me more than poking you full of holes right now,” he grated. “But we have orders to keep you whole.” He spun the spear in his hand and shoved the blunt end at me. Trapped in the cage as I was, I was completely powerless to block or dodge. The butt of his spear took me in the side, hard. He grinned and rammed it in the cage again, breaking one of my ribs. 
I howled in pain as he struck me again, this time taking me in the cheek. His laughter roared in my ears as the butt end of another spear caught me from the other side. A third spear took me low on the hip, as if one of these soldiers were trying to shove it up my ass but couldn’t due to the angle. They hit me with their spears until every part of me hurt and blood pooled at the bottom of the cage. It felt like it would never end.
The mask! I looked over at the soldier, squinting my one eye that wasn’t swollen shut against the morning sun, and focused. 
Nothing.
Pain radiated through every inch of my body, making concentration impossible. I tried again to tear the soldier’s life from him but couldn’t. I was helpless as a babe, and they were intent on doing me harm.
Lyanna! Surely, she could do something. With the mask on, I could sense her. She was nearby; beyond that, I had no clue. Why was she not here next to me? She couldn’t go far from the mask; she was tied to it, as the mask had killed her when she touched it as a living woman. Had the wizard hurt her too badly?
A single tear leaked from my eye and ran down my cheek, a rivulet of cleanliness through the blood and grime on my face. It was hard not to feel completely helpless in that moment. The horses’ hooves rang out loudly on the paving stones, interrupting my thoughts like sand in my eyes.
“Look up, James,” an unfamiliar voice said at my side. I twisted my head to look and saw the battle mage, the wizard, Selas, riding next to the wagon. He looked at me, his face filled with pride and contempt. “You should see your future. Slow the wagon!” he called out.
The wagon slowed to a crawl and I moved around as we passed beneath a huge stone arch. Looking up, I saw two cages like the one I sat in. Hanging above me though, they had been put to the use for which they had been built.
In each cage, a man stripped of all clothing had been lowered onto the spike. Through the swarm of flies, I saw the top of the spike protruding from one man’s stomach. In the other cage, it went through his torso and exited high in his back, near his shoulder.
“You should hear them scream when we force them onto the spikes,” the sorcerer said, looking at the cages almost fondly. He continued in a casual voice, as if he were speaking about the weather.
“It takes three men to do it; one holding each ankle and another pushing down on the criminal’s shoulders. They’ll bind your hands, of course. Can’t have you fighting back.” He chuckled, amused at his own joke. “Oh, they scream so loudly and flop around like fish out of water when the spike first goes in their ass. That’s the easy part, though. Once it gets deep enough that it starts to tear through flesh—you’ll notice it’s not particularly sharp—then the real fun begins. You’ll never hear such frantic sounds torn from a man. Or woman, for that matter.” He turned to face me. “Since you killed the king’s cousin, they’ll make sure you stay alive for a good long time. They can make it last for days.” He jerked his head towards the cage on the left.
I looked up at the cage, the one where the spike protruded from the man’s stomach. With the puddle of blood and shit beneath the cage, I assumed he was dead, but as we drew closer I heard a faint whine come from him, almost a whimper. One of his crusted eyes opened and he looked down at me, his gaze filled with unspeakable agony.
I tried to use the mask again, to reach out and take that man’s life and end it. No one deserved to suffer like that. The pain in my body was too great, and I couldn’t maintain enough focus. I reached out to grab his life and felt it slip between my fingers, like grabbing at water. The mask refused to obey me.
“I know what you’re doing,” Selas said. “I don’t know how you’re doing it, but I do see your power.” He studied me for a moment and continued, almost as if to himself. “I don’t think you even know how you’re doing it.”
“Fuck…you,” I said, choking through the pain just to get the words out.
He threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, I would give so much to break you. Sadly, the Grand Magus simply won’t allow it. He’ll want to see you first.” He leaned in closer. “Old age has made him soft, I tell you. Sometimes I wonder if he even remembers how to break a man’s spirit.”
A bit of dissent within the ranks? Perhaps that could be exploited.
The wagon lurched forwards and started moving again, slow and jarring on the paving stones. I immediately thought of the leaf springs Eugene was making, and how much of an improvement it would be.
I looked back at Selas riding next to me, sitting straight-backed in his saddle, laughing with the other soldiers, and felt rage consume me again. The taunting and threats didn’t bother me, but I would never forget Lyanna’s screams of pain when he attacked her. And yet, memories came back to me of when I had tried to end his life. When I reached out for it and struck a wall, or so it seemed. There had to be a way.
I closed my eyes and took three deep breaths, forcing myself to calm. The pain in my ribs, my bloodied face, I swept it all aside and focused on my queens. On my love for my queens. Calm was a hard time coming, but through the sheer force of my willpower, I made myself relax.
Opening my eyes, I focused on Selas. He saw me watching him and sneered at me, then laughed, for he thought he knew my fate. Through the mask I reached, once again towards the sorcerer, and once again feeling as if I had struck an impenetrable wall. His sneer turned to a grin, for he knew that he was protected from my magic.
But my control seemed to be returning, however slight. With a painful twist of my neck, I turned to look at the cages that were now behind me, and reached out. The one man was dead; not even the faintest spark of life remained in him. The man that had whimpered still clung to life, though it was a thin stream. With iron focus, I reached out and grabbed his life, gently yet with a grip like stone. His head slumped as he finally died.
“He’s using magic! Quickly, knock him out!” Selas shouted, and the soldiers seated in front of me turned around.
I was afraid to rush things, as I barely had control over the mask. The power it contained threatened to drown me in a sea of darkness, especially with the power of the soul I held in my hand. 
Using that power, I tore up one of the thick paving stones and sent it flying at Selas. It crashed into the back of his head, denting in the rear of his helmet as if it were wet paper. The sorcerer slid from his horse and crashed to the road, the stone still embedded in the back of his head. 
I had just enough time to smile before I heard something rattle against the cage. It struck me in the side of the head and everything went dark again.




Chapter 8

The sharp, acrid scent of smelling salts brought me back to consciousness. I coughed, immediately wincing at the pain that lanced through my ribs, and rolled onto my side. The floor beneath me was hard tile and cold. Several voices talked quietly among themselves in the background. 
My eyes opened a sliver and I tried to look around. The bright lighting in the room stabbed at my retinas like daggers. I squeezed my eyes shut, then blinked away tears and opened them again. 
The floor beneath me was indeed tile, covered with several massive rugs in other places. Walls of polished marble, white with black veins, rose to a vaulted ceiling so high the peak seemed lost in shadow. A row of thick columns, marble to match the walls and thick enough that two men with hands clasped could barely reach around them, supported the center of the roof. Tall windows flooded the chamber with bright light, and golden sconces at regular intervals held enough candles to illuminate the room at night.
“I see you’re awake,” a voice said from beyond my head. “Give him the boot.” I turned to see who the voice belonged to.
An armored man stepped forwards and planted his boot in my stomach. Pain exploded in my body, from the kick as well as the rest of my injuries. After several minutes of coughing and gasping for air, I finally regained my breath. Rough hands reached beneath my arms and hoisted me to my feet. It was a struggle to remain upright, but I managed. Barely.
“So, this is James of House Cantrell,” said the same voice I had heard earlier, in tones of disappointment. I raised my head to look.
Five marble steps led up to a raised dais, and atop that sat a throne made from gold that was encrusted with enough gems to buy a kingdom. A man lounged there, leaning one elbow on the arm of the throne and looking down at me with unconcealed hatred and disdain. Gray streaks in his neatly combed hair and perfectly trimmed beard as well as faint wrinkles around his eyes and mouth marked him as middle-aged. Silks and velvets in shades of purple and gold covered him from head to toe, with several chains in gold and silver hanging from his neck.
King Arandal waved a begemmed hand and a servant rushed forwards with a goblet. A young woman, although as she stepped closer I realized she couldn’t have been older than fourteen or fifteen, and wearing a robe of white silk so thin it was sheer. Her eyes remained downcast as she placed the goblet of wine in the king’s outstretched hand, then she immediately stepped back to her place behind the throne, meekly awaiting his next need.
On the other side of the throne stood a man, his white hair and beard aging him considerably, yet the dark eyes that watched me glittered like gemstones with a fierceness and clarity that belied his age. Voluminous robes in shades of blue hung from his knobby shoulders, and he rubbed his bearded chin with a gnarled hand. Grand Magus was my best guess.
The king pushed himself to his feet and took several slow steps to the front of the dais, still watching me as if I were a cockroach and he was looking forward to stepping on me and watching my guts leak out.
“So, here we have him; my cousin’s murderer.” He clasped his hands behind his back as he spoke. “You know, I had my men ask around. No one has ever heard of House Cantrell, or this place called ‘London’,” he said. “Did you create this fake house and fake nation to impress people? What was your goal?”
“I don’t think you’d believe me if I told you,” I said in reply.
“Try me,” he snapped.
I shook my head. “Here goes nothing,” I muttered, then raised my voice.
“I come from a different world,” I told the king. “A world physically like yours, but far in the future. I’m not entirely sure how I got here, but not too long ago I woke up in Lanercost with no memory of how I got there. Since then, I’ve tried to live an honest life and build a future.”
The king stared at me with eyes wide, incredulous, and began to laugh. The Grand Magus behind him stepped forward, eyebrows raised in interest, and placed a gentle hand on the king’s arm, staying him. For better or worse, I continued.
“I have sought no quarrel with anyone since I arrived, yet trouble seems to find me. Your cousin, William, accused me of stealing from him and threatened to rape my wife as punishment. I challenged him to a duel to defend my honor, and won.”
King Arandal glowered at me but let me continue.
“The new constable, Magnus, disliked me from the moment he saw me. He assaulted me and wanted to take my head. I defended myself; no more, no less. Even when your men came to take me just yesterday, they aimed to harm my wife.”
“Do you really expect me to—” the king began, but stopped when the robed man touched his arm again. “What is it, Deighton?” he asked.
“I would question him, Your Grace. I have heard of such things before.” The elderly wizard bowed his head to his king, who nodded irritably.
The Grand Magus moved to the front of the dais, next to the king, and studied me for a moment. Apparently not satisfied, he hobbled down the steps on knobby legs and approached me, watching me as if I were a different species.
“Can I help you?” I asked as he stood in front of me, looking me up and down.
“Yes,” he replied.
I waited.
“Uh, do you care to expand upon that?”
The Grand Magus continued his study of me and moved in a full circle, examining me from every angle, even poking me in the hip with his bony finger once. When he had gone full circle, he stopped in front of me and spoke.
“London, you say?”
I nodded. “I’m just a regular guy from London. I don’t even—”
“Let me guess, you arrived here several weeks back?” He quirked an eyebrow and focused his obsidian gaze on mine.
I nodded again. Where was he going with this?
Deighton nodded to himself as if in confirmation of some secret bit of knowledge. He turned back to the king and spoke. “It is as I suspected. He crossed into our world during the recent alignment of the planets.” He turned back to me, eyeing me with renewed interest. “What was your name, back in your world? What did you do?”
I stared at him for a moment, confused. “Are you saying you believe me?”
The old wizard nodded after a bloated pause. “This is not the first time such a thing has happened, although precious little is known. I will have to confer with my colleagues about this. My questions?”
“Oh, sorry. Uh, I have no clue what my name is—was. I based my current name on two musicians that I liked.”
The Grand Magus barked a laugh, and I continued.
“I don’t remember exactly what I did, either, but I do recall my time in college.” A tendril of excitement took root in me and grew into a sapling. The thought that I might actually learn how I had arrived here was incredible.
Deighton nodded again. “Exactly what I expected.” He turned back to the king and slowly made his way to the dais. “At least in part, the words he speaks are true, Your Grace. He came to us from a different world, through a yet unclear pathway. I would study him before he sees his fate, with your permission.”
King Arandal crossed his arms and frowned at the old wizard, but finally nodded. “Yes, yes, you can talk to him for a bit.” He shifted his stern gaze back to me. “No matter which world you came from, you still must answer for your crimes. You can claim duel until you’re blue in the face, but the fact of the matter is you killed my cousin. Now, I wasn’t hugely fond of William, you understand, but he was still my cousin. Something like that can’t go unpunished. Certainly, you have the brains to see that a king must protect his family at all costs.”
“Of course,” I said, although I don’t think Arandal picked up on my mockery.
“Oh, it’ll be mighty painful for you,” King Arandal continued as if I cared about his words. “You’ll suffer for weeks before we even get around to putting you in the cage. And then. Then!” He chuckled and tried to pin me with a gaze he probably thought was intimidating. “Ever had four feet of iron up your ass, James?”
“Not in at least two months,” I replied, tired of his rambling. “My ex-girlfriend tried to convince me to try pegging once, after a bottle of wine, but I said no. Boy, she was a piece of work. Look, if you’re going to kill me can you just get it over with? All this talk is getting boring and I have shit to do.”
King Arandal flinched at my words, then his face slowly turned dark. “You dare mock a king, peasant? I’ll bet you would find it hard to spew such words with your tongue cut out.” He turned to the men holding me upright. “Take him to the dungeons and chain him up. Let him spend some quality time with Dent, then we’ll hang what’s left of him from the arch.” He emptied the goblet with an audible gulp, then thrust his hand out. The serving girl raced to his side and caught the goblet when he dropped it, then backed away to her place behind the throne.
Cold fear built in my gut, thick and strong, as I remembered the caged and impaled men I had seen. I still had my wits about me, so I wasn’t fully out of the fight yet. As long as I had the mask, I had a chance.
“Feel free to question him, Deighton. Make sure you catch him while he still has a tongue.” With that, the king turned and went back to his throne. Even the way he lounged in the gilded chair looked arrogant. He pointed at me and flicked a finger.
Wait, the mask! I still wasn’t used to having that sort of power. I reached out with the mask, carefully, seeking the lives of my captors. 
“He’s using his powers. Quickly, bag him!” Deighton shouted.
A sack went over my head and was punctuated by a fist in my stomach. As I coughed and spluttered in darkness, any chance of me using the mask was lost, like tears in rain.
“Enjoy my dungeons, James of House Cantrell,” King Arandal called out as I was dragged away by gauntleted hands beneath my arms. “Maybe give some thought to my late cousin while you’re being tortured.”
“What an asshole,” I muttered under my breath. I struggled to get my feet under me so I could walk, but someone behind me kicked me in the ankle and sent me to the cold, hard floor. The impact split my cheek open and soaked the sack covering my head with blood, but they quickly yanked me back to my feet.
“Wish I could be there to watch when Dent gets his hands on you,” said a gruff voice next to me. “He takes his work awful serious. Like he’s painting a picture, but with guts and shit instead of paint.” A voice on the other side rattled with coarse laughter.
The man slammed his fist into my side, laughing as my body recoiled defensively. With my hands bound behind my back, I had no way to defend myself. Pain radiated so strongly from my broken rib—or ribs—that I wanted to vomit. All I could do was clamp my mouth shut as he punched me again. I refused to give him the satisfaction of hearing me cry out, though my jaws ached from wanting to holler my agony to the walls.
After a third punch, he finally stopped with a grunt. Perhaps me not crying out ruined the fun for him. 
We rounded a corner, and then I felt myself hoisted in the air by hands beneath my armpits as we descended several flights of stairs. The air took on a cold, damp quality at the bottom of the stairs, with the sour, musty smell of unwashed bodies. 
Metal grated on metal, followed by a loud clunk. Rusty hinges screaming in protest. Forwards I was shoved, presumably into a cell. I immediately tripped and fell forwards, smashing my face against the rough stone wall.
Raucous laughter echoed behind me, then grew in volume as one of the men stepped closer. I tensed my stomach, expecting the boot again, but to my surprise a knife slid between my wrists, cutting my bindings. 
I would have given nearly anything to have a sword in my hands at that point, but the ache that filled my arms drove the thought away with a vengeance. I gasped from the pain in my shoulders, then shouted as a hand jerked me to my feet. Cold iron manacles were clamped around each of my wrists after my arms were pulled above my head. The sack was finally pulled off of my head.
The man standing in front of me was large for this age, taller than me with a thick build that was covered from head to toe in plate and mail armor. Even if I wanted to fight against him, there was nothing I could do. Breath whistled through my broken nose and I spat a mouthful of blood and two teeth onto the floor. I felt around with my tongue for the source. Bottom right incisor and canine, both now on the floor.
My cell was rough-cut from stone, with a double handful of filthy straw sprinkled on the coarse floor. A wooden bucket sat in the corner to serve as a toilet, and judging from the smell it hadn’t been emptied recently.
The front of my cell was made from thick, iron bars, and beyond that all I could see was a stone hallway. I assumed there were other cells, similar to mine. A bent sconce held a single candle that gave off pitiful illumination. The man in front of me looked me up and down, apparently satisfied with the blood on my face, and spat at my feet.
“You’re all the same, you know,” he said, taking a step closer. “All attitude and bad deeds, no remorse for whatever you done. I’ve heard so many tough words from tough men, until they’re down here. Then, they break.” He walked over to the side of me and kicked a small rock against the wall. “Some men break in hours. Some only take a few minutes. But they all break.”
From the hallway the other man leered at me, his beady eyes nearly hidden in his bloated face. His jowls waggled as he laughed, and he wiped his hands on the front of his coat.
"Oh yes, they all break!" he cackled with a crazed look in his eyes. "I wish I could—"
"Shut your fucking gob, you piss-drinker," the man in front of me snapped, turning to glare at his companion. "Why do you always come down here to bother me?" He stabbed a thick finger towards the stairs. "Go back to the top of the stairs and guard the door like you're supposed to, you worthless cum-fart."
The beady eyed man wilted under the tirade and scurried away with a pitiful whimper. The man in front of me turned back and spat on the floor. 
"That's Georj," he explained with a grimace. "He's an idiot, but the sergeant is married to his sister, so he gets to keep his job. Waste of air, if you ask me."
Where was Lyanna? I reached out through the mask again. I could sense her, close by, but nothing else. It felt like an overstuffed blanket had been crammed between me and my attempts to reach out to her. Although the stone walls of this castle could present a problem.
“Dent is going to enjoy you. He’s never dealt with a man that killed a member of the royal family, you know. This is going to be special. Something to celebrate.” He reached out and grabbed my jaw with a thick, armored hand, then turned my head from side to side. “Dent will need to leave your face, so Deighton can interrogate you later. I guess that means Dent should leave your sanity intact as well. For now. He’s really excited to meet you, you know.”
“Is that so?” I said, jerking my face from his grasp. “Can you tell him to bring some guacamole with him? I’m fresh out.”
The guard chuckled, low and rich in his throat. “Most men are already begging. Dent will enjoy you for quite some time.” Raw hunger filled his gaze, like a starving man staring at a piece of meat. He stood there for an uncomfortable moment, staring at me, breathing heavily, then finally turned and strode out of my cell, his armor, keys, and weapons clanking with each step. 
I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I had been holding when that bastard walked through the cell door. Not that I felt any kind of hope, but it was good to have him gone. 
Several minutes later, he returned.
It was the sound of scraping that made me realize he was back. Something against the floor, something heavy. I squinted in the dim light and finally saw the guard, dragging a thick wooden table behind him. It ground and clattered on the stone floor and banged against the cell door as he pulled it into my cell. Shoving it in place with his hip, he positioned it in front of me, then grinned.
“I’ll leave this here so you can try to guess what it’s for,” he said, then crossed his arms and watched me.
It was an oddly shaped table, just below my hips in height. Thick ropes were set into the wood near the bottom on one side, as if to hold ankles, and on the other side as well, as if….
I struggled to keep my face calm. The guard saw something change in my eyes and chuckled again, then rubbed his hands together. 
“I see you’re a quick one.” He slowly backed out of my cell, still laughing to himself. “Dent is going to enjoy you for sure, James of House Cantrell. For a long time, indeed.”
With that, he turned and left, snuffing out the candle on his way with a thumb and forefinger, leaving me in complete darkness. My mind went back to the table in front of me, clearly designed to hold a man in place, bent over.
Could I maintain enough calm to use the mask when he returned, or this man named Dent he kept mentioning? And where was Lyanna?
I couldn't see any path out of this. I spent my time in the darkness trying to plan an escape. Not for a second did I let my thoughts wander, as they would have immediately turned to my completely hopeless situation.




Chapter 9

The faintest of noises roused me from my slumber. Not that I slept deeply—with my arms stretched overhead and my plethora of injuries that was impossible. I flexed my hands, trying to keep blood flowing. The tingling numbness was definitely not a good sign. For now though, I was still alive, and that was all that mattered. 
Wearing the mask for this long was starting to affect my mind. My thoughts kept traveling in dark directions, although being chained in a cell was no help. At times I thought I could feel my sanity slipping away, but I firmed my resolve and held on.
Again, I heard it. Was it a rush of wind? That made no sense, as I was in a stone cell underground. It could have been an auditory hallucination. I had read of such things back in my previous life, where a person would hallucinate sounds when they were in a sufficiently quiet environment for a long time.
“James,” came a voice so weak I thought I imagined it. “James,” the woman’s voice repeated. 
“Lyanna?” I called out. She sounded different, somehow. Thin, faint. Barely there. I squinted in the darkness, although that didn’t help. Even looking through the mask, I couldn’t make anything out in the physical world, although I did see a faint glow that I assumed was Lyanna.
“James,” she said again, and this time I was certain I hadn’t imagined it. Relief was in her voice, however quiet.
“What happened?” I asked her. “Where have you been this whole time? Did something happen?”
Her voice was closer now and I felt a light touch on my chest. I flinched, reflexively, then relaxed. 
“It was that sorcerer,” she explained. “Whatever spell he used on me, it…. It hurt me, James. Badly. If you hadn’t done whatever it was you did, I would have died. My spirit, my soul would have died.”
“I saw him attack you but I didn’t realize it was that bad. Are you—have you healed? Are you okay?” I didn’t realize a ghost could be wounded until I saw my queen set on fire. “For what it’s worth, I killed him.”
Her hand slid down as both arms wrapped around my waist. While in the past she had been cool, room temperature perhaps, now she was cold. I clenched my jaw to avoid shivering as she held me tightly.
“Watch the ribs,” I warned. “I have a few broken ones.”
“Oh, I’m sorry!” she exclaimed, and relaxed her grip on me. “I guess you could say I’m healed. Whatever spell he used burned me, like fire on flesh. I didn’t think anything could harm me in that manner, other than perhaps dragon fire. My wounds have healed but I am incredibly weak. It’s taking all my strength just to be here with you. I don’t know what it’ll take to make me feel…normal. As normal as I usually do, at least.”
“I could really go for a beer right about now,” I groaned, closing my eyes and leaning my head back against the stone. “It’s a shame you can’t undo these damn manacles for me. I’ve got to find a way out of here.”
“I believe in you, James,” Lyanna said, laying her head against my chest. Fuck, she was freezing. “I love you, James. I must disappear for a while again, so I can heal. I’ll be right here, in the cell with you.”
“Thanks for bringing me a bit of happiness,” I told her. “Although you might want to rest in the cell next to mine, so you don’t have to see what happens.” Silence answered me. Silence and pitch-black darkness.
Keeping track of time was an impossibility in my cell, although that was probably by design. My own breathing was loud in my ears, as was the clinking of the iron manacles around my wrists and the scrape of my boots on the floor. 
I set my mind to searching for a way out of this horrible situation, anything to keep it busy, anything to keep it from the terrible influence of the mask. It was always there, just beneath the surface, lurking and waiting like a shadow in the dark.
Brinia was safe, I told myself over and over. She made it to the graveyard, Rose’s spirit protected her, and she went to Gisela’s a few hours later. They enjoyed a cup of tea and went to bed. I silently promised her that I would bring her a bouquet of flowers as soon as I got out. 
My prison was carved from stone, not made from individual ones. On two occasions I had taken small stones and used them as projectile weapons, but what could I do with a giant block of rock? When I first saw the mask it had been lying upon a pedestal of stone, so surely it could do something. If only someone were in the room with me, so I could try it!
Every part of me ached, but I promised myself that I would stay calm and focused. For Brinia. For Lyanna. For Gisela. Hell, maybe even for Elise, one day.
For myself.
With nothing else to do, I emptied my mind of all distracting thoughts and meditated. I thought of my castle, of how it would look. Rooms, buildings, facilities, I designed them all in my head, and made it as grand and beautiful as Neuschwanstein or Dover or any of the famous chateaus.
I squeezed my hands, flexed my arms, everything I could to keep blood flowing, and time flowed like water. Hours passed, and though I felt the lure of the mask, I held resolute.
Amidst the seemingly unending, oppressive darkness, the tiniest graying caught my eye. The impossible blackness of my cell softened, faded. At first I thought it was just my mind playing tricks on me, but it continued. And then, a light suddenly cast a shadow against the stone of the hallway that stood in front of my cell. 
“I’m coming, princess,” a rough, familiar voice echoed from I presumed the top of the stairs. Soon after, I heard the unmistakable scrape of boots on stone stairs. “I hope you’re ready for a good time.” The owner of the voice laughed, and I schooled my mind to calmness. 
With all the willpower I possessed, I refused to acknowledge the aching in my arms, the pain of my wounds. In and out, in and out, slow breaths helped maintain my inner peace.
A raucous clanging filled the hallway, as if the approaching rattled something against the iron bars of the cells as he strode past. The sharpness of the noise threatened to break my concentration, but I pushed it away, refused to accept it.
“Well, look at you,” said the man when he stopped in front of my cell. In his hand was a single candle, the brightness of which made me squint and turn away. After such absolute darkness for so many hours, my eyes would take some time to adjust.
With one eye open, I saw him light more candles in sconces on the wall with the one he held, then set it on a nearby table. Soft, warm light filled the area and contrasted with the harsh, sharp smells and feelings I was experiencing.
As my vision adjusted to the sudden light, I realized he was the guard, the soldier that had brought me into the cell the day before. At least, I thought it was the day before. Time had no meaning when one was hung by chains in pitch blackness.
On this day, he wasn’t wearing heavy armor, or armor at all. In its place was a tunic and breeches with a simple cloth hat covering his hair. A long leather apron covered his front, splattered with stains that had dried black. I swallowed heavily when I realized what those stains were.
“Dent was telling me how much he can’t wait to start,” the man said, taking a step into the cell. He studied me, up and down, with a feverish, hungry gleam in his eye. “I can barely hold him back.” He moved over to the table, the one he intended to bend me over on, and rubbed the stained wood fondly, as if it were the skin of a lover. “I haven’t been able to let him out much lately, you see. Sometimes he can’t control himself. He understands, though. Knows he has to keep you alive.” The man’s face contorted briefly, then went back to his customary wolfish grin.
“Georj isn't with you?" I asked. "Shame, that guy was so full of personality."
The man in front of me laughed, first a chuckle, then threw back his head and roared.
"So, when’s your buddy Dent gonna arrive?” I asked as I slowly opened my mind to the mask.
“He’ll be here soon. Real soon,” the man said as his face contorted again. 
He heaved suddenly, retching and bending over double and grasping the iron bars at the front of my cell to remain upright. His entire body shook and he growled like a rabid animal, and when his grip failed he toppled to the stone floor, shaking and convulsing. Was this guy really having a seizure right in front of me? That would be just my luck to starve to death because my torturer died. 
The man’s shakes began to calm and he lay there for a moment, chest heaving with breath like a blacksmith’s bellows. With trembling hands, he pushed himself up to his knees. Slowly, he raised his head, eyes glowing with a feral light as they focused on me.
“I’ve been waiting,” he growled in a voice that sounded half-crazed. Slowly, he reached up and grabbed onto his hat, then pulled it off and cast it to the floor. The side of his head was dented in, almost big enough to hide half of a tennis ball. A thin line of drool leaked from his mouth, but he paid it no mind.
Fear skittered across my mind but I refused to give in. Through the mask I saw his life force, bright like a bonfire. I reached out for it, slowly, gently, so as to not startle him away.
His eyes narrowed as he took a step towards me. “I’ve been wanting this since I first laid eyes on you, but Gerold held me back. He doesn’t like to let me out sometimes. I think he’s afraid I won’t give him his body back.” Dent chuckled as he reached beneath his stained leather apron and grabbed onto his crotch, giving it a squeeze and a rub. “It’s been too long, pig.” He pulled a long-bladed knife from his belt and held it in a hand that trembled with excitement. “I can’t wait to feel you tear inside.” His smile was so wide it nearly split his face in two. With his other hand, he removed his apron and tossed it to the floor.
I couldn’t stomach his threats any longer. Using the mask, I tore at his life savagely, ripped it straight out of his body. His death scream lasted only a fraction of a second, then he collapsed in a heap to the cold stone floor, body already shriveled and dried.
The life I held in the mask filled me with warmth and power and begged to be used. I focused on the stone floor and willed it to move. After a moment of resistance, it flowed like water, shoving his corpse to the side. A piece of stone the size of my head separated from the floor and rose into the air, then darted towards me, a blur for all its speed. The stone crashed into the chains, right where they attached to the wall, and one of my arms fell free.
The weight of the chains pulled my arm down and I had to grit my teeth to avoid screaming. Pins and needles stabbed at the skin of my arm and my shoulder ached beyond words. After a few breaths, I brought another piece of stone from the floor and broke the other chain.
I knelt there for some time on the cold stone floor, waiting for blood to rush back into my arms, waiting for the pain to subside. Lyanna was in there, somewhere unseen. I suffered in silence, rather than let her see weakness. No matter the situation, I refused to let my queens see me as anything other than a pillar of strength.
“Are you okay?” her voice called out, barely loud enough to be heard.
“I will be in a moment,” I said, pushing myself to my feet. Dragging the manacles behind me, I went to the corner of my dungeon cell, where the waste bucket sat. I unlaced my breeches and released the biggest piss in the history of mankind.
That done, I went to Dent’s desiccated corpse and dug around. Hanging from his sturdy leather belt was exactly what I sought: keys. My hands shook with joy as I unlatched the cold iron manacles and threw them clanking across the stone. My wrists were chafed and bloody, but I didn’t care. 
I was free.
Well, free from my cell, at least. I still had to find my way out of the keep. And the city, for that matter.
I grabbed Dent’s belt and put it on my waist, then slid his dagger into its sheath. He didn’t have anything else I could use beyond a few coppers and a silver penny. To be honest, touching the pervert made me sick.
“Okay, Lyanna,” I said, looking around. With the mask on, I could see her seated in the hallway with her back against the stone wall. After using some of Dent’s life to manipulate the stone, my batteries were a bit drained, but there was still some left. I channeled some of that life into Lyanna. It resisted—perhaps due to her being dead, I wasn’t sure—and I forced it into place, as before. 
Guilt wracked me as she writhed on the floor, shaking and grunting, but after a moment she pushed herself to her knees. She turned her head and looked at me, her face hard.
“I really wish there was a more pleasant way to do that,” she grumped, rubbing a hand across her eyes. “But, thank you. I feel a lot better now.”
I reached down and grabbed her by the hand, then pulled her to her feet.
“Let’s get out of here. You think you can scout ahead?”
“Of course. Whatever it takes to leave this place.” She looked around and frowned at the stone walls, at the filthy floor, at Dent’s corpse. “I’m eager to be gone from here as well.”




Chapter 10

The light from the tallow candles set in bronze sconces flickered as I moved down the hallway, making my shadow twitch and leap. With Dent’s dagger in my hand, I kept my motions deliberate and calm, my pace steady. Getting out of this dungeon wouldn’t be easy, much less the entire castle. Or the city, although at least there I could hide in the crowd. 
The hall curved to the left, enough to block sight of what lay ahead. Fortunately, I had a secret weapon, and that weapon just so happened to have a great set of tits.
“Okay, Lyanna. Scout ahead and make sure it’s clear.”
Lyanna appeared next to me, matching my pace. She placed a hand on my arm and gave me a smile, and I smiled back, especially when I felt that her flesh—or ghost flesh, whatever—had warmed considerably. She wasn’t acting weakened either.
“Sure thing, love,” she said as she leaned up and kissed me.
Kissing her after spending time in the dungeons ignited a fire in my veins. My shoulders ached, my ribs pained with each step, but at that moment a need for my queen raged in my body. Waiting until we found escaped the city and found some privacy was going to take all my willpower.
She floated ahead, peering around the corner. My eyes went straight to her ass, to those perfect, firm globes of ghost-flesh. Even the situation I found myself in couldn’t extinguish my desire for her.
“It’s clear,” she said, her voice seeming to float on the wind from above.
I hurried forwards, my boots mostly silent on the stone, until I found myself at the base of a set of stairs. Lyanna was there, waiting for me.
Only one candle illuminated the stairs, but it was enough light for me to see that a heavy wooden door sat at the top. 
“I’m going to assume that the door is locked,” I said, my eyes focused on the arch at the top of the stairs. “Might be a guard up there as well.” I jingled the keys hanging from my belt, then gestured up the stairs. “Go ahead.”
Lyanna could float and fly around, but she mostly walked. I assumed it helped her to feel more human and more connected with the world. Whatever the reason, I felt eternally grateful as she began ascending the stairs right in front of me, her ass at face level, those perfect cheeks undulating with each step.
I groaned, and Lyanna stopped and looked over her shoulder at me.
“Everything okay? Are you in pain?”
My eyes were fastened to her ass like glue. “I’m okay. You’re just beautiful, that’s all.”
She saw where I was looking and smiled. 
“I do wish I could wear something nicer for you at times,” she said, slowly pulling the tattered dress up and examining it. She turned the cloth over in her hands, frowning at the rips and tears, slowly pulling the bottom hem higher and higher. With feigned innocent she raised her dress until her entire bottom half was exposed.
“Oh, darn it. I dropped something,” she exclaimed, and immediately turned around. She bent over, shoving her ass right in my face, and pretended to pick something up from the stairs.
My shoulders hurt, my ribs hurt, my face especially hurt since Lyanna’s ass was on it, but my desire for her was overwhelming. I practically slammed my face in her nether regions, running my tongue from her clitoris all the way up to her asshole and back.
I paused for a moment, running my tongue over the hole where my teeth had been knocked out. My jaw felt like someone had smashed it with a bat. My penis certainly hadn’t got the message, as it was so hard it was throbbing.
I opened my mouth to tell Lyanna that we should wait until I healed a bit, but at that moment she turned to face me. Biting her bottom lip, her eyes saw the bulge in my crotch and she immediately started pulling at the laces at the front of my breeches. I helped and in a matter of seconds they were around my ankles. With a flicker of her hand her dress disappeared, then she dropped to her knees in front of me and took my hard erection into her mouth.
She sucked hungrily, like a poisoned woman seeking an antidote that resided in my balls. She took my thick prick almost all the way to the base, gagging briefly, then slowly pulled it out, cheeks hollowed as she sucked hard enough to start a leafblower.
I dropped the dagger and placed my hands on the walls on each side of the stairs for support as she tried to suck the life out of me. With the mask on, I could see her pale skin and strawberry blonde hair. She was breathtaking, especially with my cock in her mouth.
She brought her hands up, one squeezing the base of my cock and the other gently cupping and massaging my balls. Her eyes met mine as she gave the head one last suck.
“Are you up for it? It’s been days since I’ve had you. I know you’re hurting.”
I barely felt fit enough to stand, much less fuck this incredible woman, but my brain was in the wrong head at that moment. With a nod I took her by the hand and pulled her up in front of me. 
Stairs weren’t the best place to have sex, but we made it work. She stood in front of me at a slight angle, one leg on the step with me and one on the higher step so that her ass was pressed against me. I licked my fingers and reached between her thighs, rubbing my saliva on her, but found her already hot and wet. At that point, my cock was practically begging for it, so I grabbed it mid-shaft and guided it into her tight opening.
Lyanna pushed back against me, taking my shaft all the way inside her in a single motion. She covered her mouth with one slender hand to stifle her moans, and I would have done the same were my hands not already preoccupied. I gripped her by the waist and pulled her back onto my cock, going slow and deep at first. She worked her hips back and forth and soon we were going at it in the stairwell, flesh slapping against ghost-flesh, my hard breaths echoing softly among the walls.
She bent over, supporting herself on the stairs with one hand, while her other hand reached between her thighs. Lyanna rubbed her clitoris in small circles while pounded her good and hard, watching her ass ripple with each impact.
With her being nearly weightless, I was able to pull her against me with enough force to lift her from the stairs. She finally gave up trying to balance herself and focused on masturbating while I fucked her wildly, ramming my hard cock into her like a jackhammer, or the piston in a diesel engine at redline. 
“Mmmm!” she cried out, struggling to keep her voice down. 
I was in too much pain to do more than grunt while my breath whistled through my swollen, broken nose. My side screamed at me and my shoulders burned, but I ignored them both and kept ramming my dick into my beautiful queen.
Lyanna’s hand clamped over her mouth as her body trembled in ecstasy. Her muscles clenched as she orgasmed, and I fucked her relentlessly, a man on a mission.
“Let me face you,” she said once she was able to talk.
Lifting her by her waist, I turned her around so that she was facing me and slowly brought her down. She reached back and grabbed the end of my cock, then guided it into her as she sank down.
“I love you so much, James,” she said against my lips as we kissed. 
It hurt, but I refused to let pain get between me and my queen. I held her tightly against me, ignoring my protesting ribs. Her perky breasts pressed against my chest and her arms were wrapped around my neck. Her pale thighs went around my waist and my hands went straight to that perfect ass of hers, which I gripped tightly. I felt her smile against my lips as I thrust in and out of her. Her tongue pushed into my mouth, pressing against mine, and her fingers tangled in my hair as we made love.
Soon I felt myself approaching the point of no return. My cock swelled with blood, hard as iron, and my fingers dug into her perfect ass. I moaned softly against Lyanna’s mouth as I slammed her pussy against me, fucking her as hard and fast as my injuries would allow. Her moans were buried in our passionate kiss, and my breath caught as I finally came.
I squirted round after round deep inside her, filling her up. She worked her hips back and forth, encouraging even more, squeezing and milking every drop out of me as she loved to do. Both of our mouths twisted into smiles and we remained there for a moment, kissing deeply, whispering words of love and affection to each other. Never satisfied, she ground her wet pussy against me, causing me to twitch and laugh as she stimulated my incredibly sensitive post-coital penis.
“Well, I certainly feel better now,” she said, kissing each of my cheeks. After that, she wrapped both arms around me and held me tightly.
Me too, I thought, but couldn’t say as she was squeezing my ribs. When she finally released me I gave her a warm smile, then set her down on the stairs.
“I guess it’s time to continue now,” I said when I could talk again.
“Almost,” she said, looking down at my half-hard cock, covered with her juices and my cum. She got on her knees and took it into her mouth again, licking me from my balls to the tip, sucking every bit of cum and pussy juice from it. “Have I ever told you how much I love the taste of your cum?” she said with a smile, then shoved it back into her mouth.
I could barely answer, so I just held onto the walls and laughed while she sucked. After a moment, she finally stopped and I pulled my breeches back up. Everything hurt, even more than before, but it was worth it. Time spent with my queens was always worth it.
“Hard to get moving after that,” I said, buckling the thick leather belt around my waist. With a sigh, I set my mind to continuing. “Let’s check this door,” I said, fetching my dagger from the step.
“Oh, alright,” Lyanna said, turning back to the stairs, still completely naked. She ascended the steps slowly, gyrating her hips with each step, giving me the most spectacular view in the world. After a few steps, she laughed and pulled her dress back on.
When we got to the top of the stairs, I clutched my dagger in one hand and the keys in the other. Lyanna nodded at me and floated to the door, fading from view as she went through it. A brief shriek came through the door, followed by the heavy thump of someone falling. Lyanna’s face suddenly appeared through the door.
“It’s clear now,” she said, and pulled back into the hallway.
I shook my head and reminded myself to never get on her bad side. Fumbling with the keys, I finally found the one that unlocked the door of heavy timbers, then pulled it open. The well-oiled hinges made nary a sound.
Georj lay at my feet, his body desiccated in a manner I had grown used to seeing. A leather and steel helm sat on his shriveled head and mail armor covered his body, with a tabard in King Arandal’s colors upon his chest. His spear lay on the stone tiles next to him, where it had fallen from his fingers.
“I feel like grabbing some of this would be the smart thing to do,” I said, reaching down and taking hold of the guard by his wrists. I pulled him into the deep arch of the doorway, then began undressing him. Not that I thought I could disguise myself, but the extra protection would be welcomed.
"Sorry, Georj. I don't think you're going to need any of this any longer," I told his corpse.
"Georj?" Lyanna asked.
"Yeah," I replied. "Georj was an idiot."
“Well, you might as well grab some of his stuff, then. Couldn’t hurt,” Lyanna said, still keeping watch in the hallway.
After setting his steel-reinforced leather helmet next to me, I worked on pulling his mail shirt off. It was heavy, but not as heavy as I expected. Holding it in my hands, I pondered my true need. Did I expect to get in a sword fight in the next ten minutes? No. I had my ghost queen to take care of that. Would it protect me if the worst happened? Yes. Was it heavy enough to slow me down? Yes. Would the extra weight feel like hell on my broken ribs? Also yes.
I decided to leave the mail there. I pulled his sword belt off and examined what was on there. A washed leather purse with a handful of coins, mostly copper and silver. The short sword caught my attention. 
The scabbard was simple yet effective, beautiful in its purpose-built design. Hard leather comprised the outer layer, dyed so dark it was nearly black. That was tooled with silver at both ends.
I pulled the sword free from the scabbard and smiled. While I was no blacksmith, I knew quality when I saw it. The blade was unadorned steel, broad and roughly two feet long. Much shorter than I was used to, but it had a weight to it, a thick build that made it feel appropriate for chopping and hacking. It was a brutal weapon meant to dispatch foes with a strong hand in confined quarters.
Temptation to keep the sword in hand was strong, but ultimately I decided to return it to its scabbard. Walking around with a naked blade would draw attention, which was exactly what I didn’t want. What I did want was to remove the mask, but I dared not until I was safely out of the keep at a minimum.
I took the dead guard’s cloak—thickly made in crimson wool with golden trim around the edges—and swung it around my neck. It would help disguise me as well as protect me from the awful weather in this part of the world. That done, I grabbed the man by the wrists and dragged him through the doorway, then kicked him down the stairs.
I took a minute to fasten the scabbard onto my sword belt, opposite Dent’s dagger. The weight on my hip was oddly reassuring.
“Okay. Let’s get out of here,” I told Lyanna, waiting until she turned around to wince at the pain in my side. Oh, what I would have given for some pain killers at that moment, and the stronger the better.
Lyanna floated ahead of me, scouting around and pushing her face through wooden doors, and I walked ten feet behind, keeping my eyes and ears sharp for any sign of movement. The hallway we moved down was unoccupied, for which I was grateful, but it joined into a larger, wider hallway that was brightly lit and looked like a main throughway.
“Just act like you belong here,” I muttered to myself, looking each way down the hallway. A number of servants scurried in each direction, and none paid any attention to me. With my head high, I took a left and strode down the hallway, doing my best to look like I belonged there. Hopefully no one would look twice at a guard with a bloodied face.
“Do you know the way out of here?” Lyanna asked as she floated next to me invisibly.
“No clue,” I replied. A serving woman hurried by and I grabbed her elbow, bringing a yelp from her.
“I must get these linens to—”
“Relax,” I interrupted. “How do I get out of here?”
She stared at me for a moment as if I were a dullard, then jerked her head to the right. “Just follow the hall. It turns to the right—you can see it if you turn around—and after a bit you’ll take another hallway on your left. That one leads into the inner-city gate. My arm, please?”
“Sorry,” I said as I released her arm. Without missing a beat, she continued down the hallway.
“Good thing you stopped her,” Lyanna said. “You were going the wrong way.”
“Yeah, well, GPS hasn’t been invented yet,” I quipped as I hurried after the serving woman.
I passed by more servants, some of whom eyed me quizzically, the man in filthy clothes and a cloak that belonged to a royal guard. No one bothered stopping me, for which I was grateful. 
The hallway turned sharply to the right, and we continued, my heels echoing on the tile floor. Eventually, I saw an archway on the left. It was nearly twice as tall as me and made from white marble, with gilded edges. We passed through the archway and into a grand hallway, one with windows set at intervals. Through those windows I saw the royal gardens, a waste of space in a dense city like this. Lords and ladies passed by, most ignoring me but some taking the effort to give me a good sneer.
At the end of the hallway stood a massive iron gate, which was wide open. Unfortunately, two guards stood on each side of it, halberds held at exactly the same angle, armor polished until it gleamed in the sun. 
They were facing outwards, away from me, their eyes focused on the people entering the keep. I had that going for me. Unfortunately, I still stuck out like a sore thumb. They would notice me immediately, and once the questioning started, I was done for. Unless I used the mask to kill them, or Lyanna, but that would draw attention as well.
“Do you want me to kill them?” Lyanna whispered in my ear.
I shook my head in reply, then glanced around the hallway. A group of people were strolling down the hall, their nose-up air of self-importance practically screaming that they were nobles of some sort. Two servants walked behind them, carrying bags of…who knew. It wouldn’t seem out of ordinary for them to have a guard.
I knelt down to tie my shoe, but quickly remembered that I was wearing boots. Instead, I tugged the bottom of my breeches up and pretended to scratch my calf while the group approached.
“I just can’t see myself throwing my support behind Huxley,” said a short man dressed in silks and velvets. “I don’t care how many vineyards he owns or how much gold is in his coffers. He’s an imbecile.”
“Easy to manipulate, then,” said a woman at his elbow. She gave me a look of mild disgust as she passed, as if she were offended to be breathing the same air as me.
As soon as they walked by I pulled my breeches down and stood up. I moved in behind them nonchalantly, as if I were a hired guard. My heart rate soared, blood pounding in my ears as I followed them through the gate, between the armored guardsmen. We passed through the gate unquestioned and my blood pressure finally lowered a bit.
“That wasn’t too hard,” Lyanna said next to me.
“Yeah, now I just have to get out of the city. And fast, too. I don’t know how long it’ll take someone to realize Dent is dead, and that one guard as well.” If they were lazy, I gave it a few hours at best.
I slipped my hand in my pocket and pulled out the coins I had taken from Dent and the guard. Four silver pennies and a handful of coppers. That wouldn’t get me far. Fortunately, I didn’t need to buy anything.
“Let’s get out of the city,” I said to Lyanna, and began walking faster.
“Do you need anything before we leave?”
I felt around in my mouth with my tongue at the gap in my teeth. “Yeah. Two new teeth, a splint for my nose, and some morphine for these damn ribs.”




Chapter 11

Navigating the city wasn’t hard, once I realized it was laid out in a straightforward manner. The road we were walking on exited the keep and continued straight through the city, all the way to the front gate. I had a sneaking suspicion it was the King’s Road. That would certainly justify the name. 
The first thing that struck me about Kolsted was its beauty. The inner city was filled with buildings of stone that stood three and four stories tall, crammed next to houses and businesses. Giant warehouses stood monolithic in their bulk, taking up most of a block. The sunlight glittered off roof tiles.
The second thing I noticed was the smell. As I strode down the broad road, a woman opened her shuttered second-story window and emptied her chamber pot directly onto the street. The reek of shit and garbage was nearly overpowering. How could people live like this?
And there were so many! People filled the King’s Road, jammed in like sardines. I stood taller than nearly everyone, so I had an unobstructed view. Several carriages moved in the opposite direction, the drivers shouting curses at the crowd in front of them and not moving any faster in spite of it.
“My castle will have sewers and aqueducts,” I said, knowing Lyanna was nearby. “It will never sink to this level.”
“I don’t understand how such a beautiful city can be so horrifically disgusting,” Lyanna’s voice said, off to my right.
“No one cared enough to make things better, that’s how,” I replied. An older man walking next to me looked up, his eyebrows raised inquisitively as he heard me speaking to myself. I bared my teeth in what may have passed for a smile and he hurried away through the crowd.
As we got further from the inner city the crowd began to thin, but it was still full of bustling activity. Hawkers cried out their wares, store owners shouted about special prices. A man stood on an overturned bucket, shouting the latest news from a street corner. For only a copper, he would give full details of any news story. I suspected half of it was probably made up on the spot.
After a small eternity pushing through a crowd, I saw the main gates of the city wall ahead. I focused on them and ignored everything else. If I could just reach the gates, I would be okay. Everything would be fine, and I’d be home in Brinia’s arms in no time. I repeated it as a mantra, over and over again.
The gate grew closer. It was no further than a hundred feet in front of me now, wide enough for twenty men on horseback to ride through and nearly twice as tall. The gates themselves were a marvel, being made from heavy timbers and reinforced with thick straps of iron. The hinges were the size of my entire body!
It loomed just ahead. My heart pounded as my eyes scanned over the guard towers flanking the gate, with four archers in each, peeking between the crenelations. At the base of the towers stood guards as well, armed and armored, passing suspicious gazes over the crowd. My eyes snapped forwards and I focused on the road in front of me, before they could catch me staring at them. I couldn’t risk anything that might draw attention.
We passed through the gate and I heaved a sigh of relief. Everything was going to be okay. I was going to make it.
The city stretched out beyond the walls, though many of the houses here were made from wood and wattle, often with thatched roofs. The people wore surprisingly bright colors, although much of the clothing I saw was dirty and poorly mended. The poverty went on as far as I could see.
Someone ran into me from behind and I stumbled, barely catching myself from falling. I turned to give him some choice words and immediately dodged out of the way as another man hurried by. 
“What’s going on?” I asked, looking back. Several armored men on horseback were charging towards the guardhouse. People were running, eager to get out of the way. The horseman at the front swung out of his saddle the moment his horse stopped and strode to the gate guard.
“Lyanna, can you listen in on what they’re saying?”
“Sure.”
With the mask still on, I saw her form float through the air, passing through several people as she hurried to the gate guards. I slowly backed away, my eyes on them and Lyanna, just to put a few extra feet between us. A sinking feeling formed in my gut and grew with every second I watched them.
Lyanna raced towards me, which confirmed it in my mind. I kept stepping backwards until she got to me.
“They’re looking for you. Sending out some search parties as we speak,” she said. 
Of course they were. Of course! And all because the king’s cousin was a fucking asshole.
“Time to go,” I said, and turned back to the road. I strode quickly down the King’s Road, not stopping for anything except a small baker’s cart, where I bought two loaves of crusty dark bread for a few coppers. Since bottled water wasn’t a thing I managed to purchase a small wineskin filled with sour wine. It was quite horrible, but better than nothing. Plus, the alcohol could help keep my mouth clean until it healed.
I had to resist the urge to break out into a run; not only would it be extremely painful, but it would draw attention. Calm, focused thought was all I needed. And my gun. I definitely needed my gun.
“Where to?” Lyanna asked as I pushed through the thinning crowd.
“Lanercost,” I told her. “The king’s men will be looking for me there, but I have to pick up a few things or I’ll never make it. I really have no other choice.”
“Then where?” she asked. 
My brows lowered in thought. “To do what needs to be done.”




Chapter 12

The layout of Kolsted made for an easy journey, so by the time the sun was creeping towards the horizon I found myself on a stretch of the King’s Road, just outside of the city. The surrounding land was still mostly farmland, so there was no place to hide. Lyanna helped keep watch, although she remained invisible as there were still people moving about; travelers, merchants, and the like. 
The mask sat in my pocket, and though it weighed almost nothing, it felt like a lump of lead, weighing down my body and soul. The urge to put it back on was strong, like an addict wishing for their next fix or a congressman lusting after his next bribe. I had nearly killed three people for simply being in my way in the outskirts of Kolsted; the warnings about the mask were well-founded. Without the mask though, I couldn’t see Lyanna. So I walked alone, as quickly as my injuries would allow, trying not to shiver from the chilly weather. The wool cloak helped, but it was not enough, especially with how hungry I was.
Twice I considered approaching nearby farms and asking if I could buy a heavier cloak or an extra shirt, but decided against it. If the king’s men were after me, they would be questioning anyone they thought I had spoken with. So I shivered, and winced at the pain that lanced through my side with every step, every breath.
“Riders, coming from behind,” Lyanna said.
I spun around, expecting to see a dozen men on horseback ready to charge right through me, but only saw a handful of people walking and two horses drawing a cart. There was no sign of armed men on horseback.
“Where?”
“A ways back. You have a few minutes to hide before they can see you.”
I nodded, my face outwardly calm, but inside I was screaming obscenities. My mind went back to the mask in my pocket. Could I kill a dozen men with it? Of course I could, in a matter of seconds. But what kind of mark would that leave on my soul?
Scanning around filled me with despair. Each side of the road was farmland, although on my right a treeline started maybe a quarter mile away. Definitely too far to run with broken ribs. Whatever had been in the fields had been harvested recently, so there was nothing to hide behind. I turned and looked behind me. Nothing yet. Back in front, either a painful run or capture. That made it an easy decision.
After jogging five steps I began to wonder if simply being captured would have been less painful. Each step was enough to send me to my knees, but I somehow found the willpower to keep moving. I reminded myself that no matter what, I couldn’t look weak in front of my queens. The rest of the world could fuck off, but I was always the best version of me in front of my queens. And that version of me wouldn’t slow down for a pesky thing like broken ribs.
My pace increased as I drew closer to the trees. In front of me was my salvation, my safety. Pain was only temporary.
“Okay they’re closer now. You could probably see them if you turned around, but I don’t think they’ve spotted you yet.” Lyanna said, floating backwards next to me. Since we were in the middle of a field she had deemed it safe enough to be visible. I certainly didn’t mind; her beauty was a reminder of why I pushed myself so hard.
The trees were just in front of me now, and I sprinted the last short distance. As soon as I entered the trees I stumbled to a halt and tried to catch my breath without breathing deeply, which was nearly impossible. Excruciating pain stabbed my sides with every breath.
“I think you’re safe, James,” Lyanna said, peering between the trees at the road.
“Shame I don’t have a green cloak,” I said, picking at the corner of the crimson wool trimmed with yellow that made up my cloak. At least it was thick and well made.
I stayed far enough in the trees so that I couldn’t be seen from the road and slowly marched through them, feeling an immediate sense of relief at how quickly the trees turned to dense forest. The thick underbrush made for slow travel, but it would keep me from view.
“There they are,” Lyanna said, passing through a tree on her way to me. When she got to me, she turned and pointed back to where we had come from. I squinted and followed her finger.
Sure enough, a dozen men made their way down the King’s Road, their horses at a fast walk. It was hard to tell at this distance, but it looked like they were stopping people on the road and questioning them. All it would take was one peasant saying they saw me running, and everything would be over.
I huddled behind a bush as the riders passed me. They pointed at a farmer with graying hair riding at the front of a wagon and he pulled on his reins, causing his horse to stop. They were close enough that I could hear their conversation.
“Evening, my lords,” the farmer said. I could tell from his tone that he was annoyed at having been stopped but smart enough not to mouth off to a dozen armored men.
“You! Good man!” One man broke off from the others and approached the farmer, who leaned his elbow on a knee and waited patiently.
“How can I help you, my lord?” the farmer asked, his drawl dragging out each word.
“Sir Reginald, not ‘my lord.’ We seek a man that has been seen traveling on this road towards Lanercost. Have you seen a man in a red cloak?”
The farmer leaned forwards slightly, looking at all the men on horseback, all of which wore cloaks like he described. “I see a dozen men in red cloaks, Sir Reginald,” he said, his tone completely flat.
Sir Reginald barked a quick laugh, then nudged his horse closer to the farmer. “You should watch your tongue, pauper. Now, answer my question! Have you seen a man on foot with a cloak like ours? Tall, with dark hair.”
The farmer shook his head. “No sir, my lord Reginald. I haven’t seen anything of that sort.”
Sir Reginald glared at him for a moment before turning back to his companions. At a hand gesture, they all continued down the King’s Road. The farmer pulled on his reins and guided his wagon out of their way. He watched them go by and fade off into the distance, then chuckled and said something under his breath.
“Alright, let’s get moving,” I said to Lyanna. I pushed myself to my feet, wincing at the pain, and walked a few steps deeper into the forest, just deep enough that I was hidden from view from the road but could still see it. From there, I followed the road, parallel, moving slowly through the underbrush and likely making a racket and a trail that was easy to follow. 
Twenty minutes later, give or take, Lyanna called out for me to stop. I moved behind a tree and froze like a rabbit, then carefully peered around the edge.
Another dozen men in armor like those before rode by. Two dozen men on my trail? I was impressed that the king thought I was worth that much. Of course, with two dozen men heading for Lanercost, I had a rough trip ahead. I tried to push it out of my mind as I watched them ride past. 
After that, I continued my way through the forest, cursing the bushes and weeds that got in my way. As the sun sank below the horizon I kept walking, although eventually, as it became dark, I realized that moving any further put me at risk of breaking something. Plus, I couldn’t see the road. 
At least I had a heavy-bladed sword. I pulled it from its scabbard and used it like a machete, obliterating the undergrowth in no time and creating a small clearing. I used the sword to chop off a few smaller branches and did my best to create a canopy overhead in case the gods of weather decided to piss on me. It was tough in the dark, but I did my best.
Branches made a shitty chair, but it was better than sitting on damp soil. I pulled my boots off and rubbed my feet, doing my best not to groan.
“What I would give for a fire right now,” I said. When I got back to Lanercost I was going to have to convince Orthur to teach me that spell he used to create a flame in his hand. “At least I’m free,” I said, tearing a chunk of bread from one of the small loaves and shoving it in my mouth. It was coarse and bland. Horse bread, they called it. I washed it down with sour wine from my wine skin and tried to decide which was worse, my dinner or the possibility of torture.
“You’re alive, James,” Lyanna said, moving next to me. “I wish I could keep you warm,” she said as she crawled into my lap. Instinctively I expected pain, but her weightless form was a comfort. We wrapped our arms around each other and stayed that way for a moment, just enjoying each other’s presence. And in that moment, with two missing teeth, some broken ribs, and more aches and pains than I could count, I felt okay. I had one of my queens in my arms.
“You should try to get some sleep,” Lyanna said when she saw me staring at her breasts. They were right in my face, so it was hard to miss them. “Yes, yes. I would love to as well. You need to heal, though. Lay down, James. I’ll be right here with you.”
With a nod, I shifted around on the bundle of thin branches and tried to get comfortable. That wasn’t happening, but I wound up on my back with a hand behind my head and my cloak wrapped around me. Lyanna curled up on my chest, her beautiful form rising and falling with each pained breath I took. Exhaustion finally overtook me and I fell into a deep sleep.
The sun had already been up for several hours when my eyes flickered open. Lyanna was there, watching me with a peaceful smile on her beautiful face. I leaned forwards and kissed the top of her head, then shifted into a seated position.
Amazingly enough, it hadn’t rained last night, although the morning weather looked to be trying to catch up. A dense foggy mist hung in the air, enough to dampen clothes and spirits. My canopy of woven branches had done its job and kept me mostly dry. I had been smart enough to drive two sticks into the ground before I went to sleep and put my boots on them, upside-down, so they were dry and free from bugs. After stamping my feet into them, I stumbled to my feet and started walking through the forest again.
“Can you make sure I’m still parallel to the road?” I asked Lyanna, and she obliged. While she was checking on that I made a light breakfast of bland bread and stale wine. It was horrible. So horrible, in fact, that I dumped the wine out and tried to collect rainwater where it pooled on broad leaves and pour it into my wineskin. It didn’t work. By the time the sun was overhead, doing its best job of burning off the mist, I had collected maybe a quarter cup of water. 
“If we were on horse, we would reach Lanercost today,” I told Lyanna. “Which means I’ll probably have to spend another night out here.” I had one small loaf of bread left. It would have to work.
I caught Lyanna looking at me with a strange expression.
“What is it?”
“It’s…. It’s your face, James.”
“Ouch. Tell me how you really feel.”
“Not that,” she laughed. “I just hate seeing you like this. Half of your face looks to be one solid bruise.” She pointed at her own face, indicating her nose and both eyes. “You’re black and purple around here. Your nose is swollen and a bit crooked. Your mouth is swollen as well. How much does it hurt?”
I barked a laugh and then immediately winced. “It feels about like it looks.” I pulled off a piece of bread and stuffed it into my mouth, then chewed and swallowed numbly, doing my best to ignore the ache in my jaw. “Plus, my ribs are broken, remember. And my shoulders feel like hell. I’d give about anything for a nice soft bed right about now.”
“I can imagine,” Lyanna said, placing her hand along my jaw. “Oh, you poor thing. I wish I could take care of you.” 
I grabbed her hand and held it in mine. “Just having you here makes things a lot better, Lyanna. Trust me.” Pain be damned, I leaned forwards and planted a kiss on her full lips. “You’re one of my queens and I love and cherish you. I married you, after all.”
Her smile lit up like a sunrise. “I love you too, James.”
“Onward we go,” I said, stepping forwards. “Through boredom and bushes both.”
Boredom there was, and in spades, perhaps even more than the bushes that blocked my path. Walking the forty-something miles to Lanercost was going to drive me insane if the pain didn’t.
“Hey Lyanna. Tell me more about yourself,” I said, as eager to fill the time as I was to learn more about my queen.
“Like what?”
“I dunno. Favorite colors or food or something.”
She gave me a wry look. “Can we be a little less boring?”
“Sure thing. How about your favorite, uhhh….”
“With you, I’ve discovered that I like getting my ass eaten,” she said, matter-of-factly. “I like it when you fuck me there, too, and cum inside me. Your cum fills me with warmth, you know. Long after you’ve pulled out. I love it.”
“Uhh, okay,” I said, completely taken aback. Not that I minded what she was saying, I just wasn’t expecting that. She saw the look on my face and laughed.
“Oh, relax, James. I’m still trying to get used to my new life. It’s…strange.” She held up her hand and looked at it, slender fingers and milky white skin. “I’m still a ghost, but with you I’m getting a taste of a normal life again. Well, somewhat normal. I still have to stay out of sight much of the time so people don’t run away screaming. But I’ve got you, now,” she said, and reached out and took hold of my hand.
“Brinia likes you as well,” I told her.
“She’s a very sweet woman. I like her, and I believe she likes me as well.” She sighed. “But, I can only touch you. I would love to hug Brinia, but I’ll never experience that.”
“Maybe one day we’ll be able to figure something out,” I said, feeling hopeful with her hand in mine. “Maybe Orthur can come up with a spell or something. There has got to be something that can be done.” I thought for a bit, then something dawned on me. “You haven’t met Gisela yet, have you?”
“I’ve seen her, but haven’t formally met her, no. Tell me about her?”
I thought for a moment about Gisela, and couldn’t help the smile that formed on my face. “She’s a strong woman, both in body and mind. A bit hard-headed and rough around the edges, but I expect that from her. She was the constable of Lanercost for years, after all; she had to be tough for men to take her seriously.”
“Sounds like quite the woman,” Lyanna replied.
“She is. She’s fast with a sword, too; I’ve mostly gotten to know her during our morning sparring sessions. I think she likes me, it’s just difficult for her to open herself to people. She likes Brinia, though.”
Lyanna looked a question at me. “What you do mean ‘likes’?”
“She likes women,” I replied. “Maybe even prefers them over men. I think the softness of Brinia’s personality would help smooth over the sharp edges of Gisela’s.”
“You make her sound like a bitch,” Lyanna quipped.
I shrugged. “She can be, but she’s just a product of her environment. This is a male-dominated world and she’s survived and even thrived by her strength and wit. Beneath the hard exterior, I have a feeling there’s a wonderfully passionate woman.”
“And you want her as one of your queens?”
I nodded. “Absolutely. I’ve wanted her from pretty much the first time I saw her. She’s as beautiful as the sunrise, with her green eyes and red hair. I feel like she would keep me on my toes.”
“Is she prettier than me?” Lyanna asked, fluttering her eyelids at me.
I couldn’t help but laugh. “Lyanna, I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone as beautiful as you. Not even Elise, although she may come close.”
“What about Brinia? She’s very beautiful.”
“Oh, she absolutely is,” I agreed. “You’re just on a different level than everyone else.” Using my grip on her hand, I hoisted her up onto my shoulders. “I gotta say, you being weightless can be awesome at times.”
She ruffled my hair playfully.
“James?” Lyanna asked after a moment of silence.
“Yes?”
“Do you really love me?”
Oh boy. Now there was a doozy of a question if there ever was one. I squeezed her thigh as I chose my words very carefully. “Lyanna, I enjoy every moment I’m with you. Also, I know I can trust you—you’ve helped save my life, remember, and on more than one occasion. Being with you gives me drive, gives me purpose. If that’s not love, then I don’t know what is.”
“It just happened so fast,” she said quietly.
“Yeah, I know, I know.” I patted her thigh. “Doesn’t mean it’s not real, though. This is a simple world. Things seem to flow more naturally. I say we just do our best to treat each other right and enjoy our lives together. Personally, I’d like to keep you around for at least another week.”
She laughed and squeezed my head with her thighs until I squawked.
“Oh, sorry! I forgot your jaw was hurting you.”
“Ah, it’s okay,” I said, chuckling, though my mouth ached so bad my vision was dizzy. She had strong thighs.
We continued talking for the rest of the day, which helped the time pass by much more quickly. With a bit of prying, I learned a lot about Lyanna.
She was a sassy thing, my Lyanna. She preferred using her snarky humor in most situations, including to diffuse any tense ones. Her favorite color was green, specifically the light green of new shoots and new growth when spring comes. She had died a maiden; our coupling was the first time she had ever experienced sex. I found that incredibly sad, to go through life and die before experiencing an orgasm.
Of course, in her new form sex brought additional pleasures; my body heat by itself gave her immense pleasure. She almost always kept at least a hand or a leg pressed against me. It warded off the coldness of death, according to her. She joked that becoming human again would be a huge disappointment.
Getting to know her brought sadness, though. When she told me her favorite food and wine, the mirth slid from her voice as we both realized she would never taste them again. Many things were that way, and she stopped suddenly and choked up. Once more, I swore to myself that I would find a way to let her experience some of the pleasures of the living again.
After all, when one has a dead wife, one takes care of her.




Chapter 13

We spent that night together lying on top of my cloak that I had spread out upon a makeshift bed of slender branches. Unable to resist any longer, Lyanna had stripped me of my clothing and ridden me, carefully due to my injuries but ridden me just the same. Kissing was the hardest part; it was difficult to kiss when my face felt like it had been slammed in a car door. Afterwards, Lyanna slept curled up on my chest as usual. While she didn’t produce any body heat of her own, she helped hold mine in. My little ghost blanket. 
Diffused light from a gray sky woke me. A thin layer of dew covered everything, and the heavy fog looked like a prequel to rain. I guess the gods didn’t think I was in enough misery, so they decided to piss on my head.
“Let’s cover as much ground as we can before the rain comes,” I told Lyanna as I sat up with a groan. The sharp pains of injury were mostly gone, replaced by an aching stiffness that made me feel like a geriatric. At least the insides of my boots were dry.
I ate my last bit of bread as we walked through the forest. Travel was easier as the fog cloaked us, so I walked closer to the road where the undergrowth was less tangling.
By midmorning, the misty fog had turned to rain. It only took five minutes to go from a light sprinkle to a heavy downpour. I had nothing to block the rain, although all the trees overhead kept the heaviest of the precipitation from me. My only option was to tough it out, so that’s what I did.
“Watching you makes me glad I’m dead,” Lyanna said, frowning at me as I trudged through the muddy undergrowth.
“Thanks,” I said dryly. An ankle-deep puddle sucked at my boot and threatened to pull it off. I cursed and kept going. “At least we should be in Lanercost soon. An hour or two, I think.” Lanercost wasn’t far from Kolsted, but traveling that distance through a forest on foot made for slow goings.
“At least you already ate your bread,” she said, trying to make me feel something other than cold and wet.
I shoved my hands beneath my armpits and focused on putting one foot in front of the other. A seam on my breeches started chafing my inner thigh. My cloak, so thick and warm when I slept, was now a sodden weight trying to pull me down. 
Each drop of water seemed to drain me of warmth, and it wasn’t long until I was shivering uncontrollably. I picked up my pace, letting the exercise warm me, but the rain was like an oppressive blanket of cold.
“We’re almost there,” Lyanna said, approaching me through the trees. She had scouted out a few minutes earlier, checking on our progress. “Another quarter mile at most. I saw some of the king’s men there, James. You need to be careful.”
Just what I needed.
“If it comes down to it, I still have the mask,” I said, patting my pocket.
Lyanna’s brow wrinkled as her look of sympathy faded into concern. “You have to be careful with that mask, James. I don’t want to see it take you the way it took my brother.”
“I know, I know,” I said, waving her away. “I can feel it when I wear it, the dark influence. It’s like eating a nice dinner with an open sewer right behind me. It’s not bothering me but I know it’s there, and soon it starts to smell. When I open my mouth for another bite of sushi I can practically taste the pile of shit that’s creeping ever closer.”
Lyanna stared at me for a moment. “That has to be the most disgusting analogy I’ve ever heard. Also, what’s sushi?”
I barked a laugh. “Sorry. I’m just ready for this to be done. Sushi is…. It’s from another culture, far to the east. Imagine a thin piece of raw fish wrapped up in rice, then dipped in a salty sauce and you’re not far off.”
She looked horrified. “That sounds more disgusting than the analogy you made.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’ll make it for you one day, you have my word. And I’ll figure out some way for you to taste it.”
The space between the trees opened up slightly, and I could see the shapes of buildings through the rainy gaps ahead. We were indeed close.
I kept my eyes sharp as I continued moving forwards. Soon, I could make out more distinct shapes ahead. Houses, shops, the peaked roof of the Temple of Leas. Only one person was outside, hurrying down the King’s Road with what I assumed was an oiled canvas cloak to keep the rain from soaking them.
“I need to get to Brinia, first,” I said to Lyanna.
“She’ll be glad to see you,” she replied.
I nodded. “And I her. Sadly, I won’t be able to spend much time with her. I need to resupply and get my things from her.”
Lyanna raised an eyebrow and looked at me. “Resupply? Where do you think you’re going?”
I met her eyes, beautiful and icy blue. “I’m starting my future. Our future.” There wasn’t much more I could say than that, as she’d probably call me crazy.
We stayed in the trees, skirting around the village. The community grazing land pushed the treeline far behind the buildings, so I had a choice: continue around the town until I was behind Brinia’s place, then scamper across a soaking wet field to her place, or try my luck sneaking behind the buildings.
“What are you doing?” Lyanna asked as I hid behind a tree, watching the village closely while my teeth chattered.
“Avoiding a sprint across a soaking wet field,” I said as I grabbed onto my sword hilt to keep it from banging into my leg. “Here goes nothing.” 
I pushed off the tree and ran to the nearest building, staying as low as possible and somehow resisting the urge to scream as my ribs reminded me that they were broken.
I crouched near the corner of a house, peering around the back corner. With the rain still pouring down, it was doubtful that I’d see anyone. A bit of caution was a good thing though; better safe than sorry, after all.
Staying low, lower than the window set in the back wall, I crept along the back of the house. At the far edge I peeked around, again looking for any prying eyes.
“I can just keep a lookout for you, you know,” Lyanna said. I turned and saw her standing there, hands on hips, an amused smile on her face.
“Probably a good idea,” I said, chuckling, then wincing as my ribs screamed. I waved her ahead of me while focusing on shallow breaths.
When she was three steps away from me, she disappeared. I remained in place, crouched behind a house, ankle hurting like a son of a bitch.
“It’s clear,” she said in my ear, and I nearly jumped. “Sorry,” she said with a laugh.
I raced across the empty space between this house and the building next to me. Two large windows were set in the back wall, and I had to crawl on hands and knees to stay out of sight. When I was beneath the second window I stopped as a familiar voice came through the glass. I looked around and realized I was behind Haral’s house. His forge was next door, connected.
“I’m just tired, that’s all,” Haral grumbled. “King Arandal has every blacksmith within a week’s ride working for him, making weapons and armor and anything that can be used to outfit his army. He seems dead set on conquest; that’s the only reason I can think he’s doing this.”
“Conquest?” a woman replied. His wife, probably. “Who is he going to conquer, he already rules all of Aragoshen.”
“Who knows,” Haral replied, his voice sounding resigned. “I just want this to end. He isn’t compensating us properly, but there’s no one we can complain to. He’s King Arandal, after all. Who knows how he’d take it. Personally, I’d rather be making horseshoes and tools for farming. I don’t really care for making weapons. Feels like I can’t wash my hands clean.”
“It’s your fault for being the best around,” his wife said, her voice affectionate.
“I’m just glad it’s raining. I need a break.”
Why was King Arandal building up his army? Crouching below the window wouldn’t give me any answers, so I hurried to the corner of Haral’s house. After peeking around, I raced to the next building, not even waiting for Lyanna. I was freezing cold and eager to see Brinia.
I managed to steal my way behind the next three buildings in the same manner before I found myself behind Eugene’s place. Perfect.
“Can you check his place for me?” I whispered to Lyanna. “I need to talk to Eugene.”
“Uh, sure,” Lyanna said, and I realized she didn’t know who Eugene was.
A moment later she appeared next to me, crouching so she was at my level. “He’s seated in front of the fireplace right now. I didn’t see anyone else in the room with him, but his wife is upstairs.”
“Perfect,” I said, and slipped around the corner of the house. 
I picked my way through his workshop, smiling when I saw how busy he had been. The carriage stood proudly in the center of the area and looked to be complete. What looked to be components for another pistol sat on his workbench; a wooden stock, partially carved, and bars of nickel steel, ready for forging.
Staying low, I went to the door that connected his shop to his house and knocked softly. After a few shuffling steps, the door opened and Eugene stood there. His initial reaction was one of shock at seeing me bruised, battered, and soaked to the bone. Shock was replaced with recognition, and then he looked back in the house, presumably to see if his wife was listening. He directed me to take a step back and exited the house, pulling the door shut behind him.
“James! By the gods man, what are you doing here?” He kept his voice low so it wouldn’t carry.
“Trying to stay alive,” I said with a chuckle and a wince.
“What happened? I heard the king’s men got you, and something about…. About magic, or something. People dropping dead on the spot. Someone mentioned a ghost.” He barked a laugh, but it sounded forced.
“Yeah, it’s been an interesting few days to say the least. I got to meet the king and his favorite torturer.”
“By the gods,” Eugene whispered, his eyes studying the bruises on my face. “How did you get out?”
“I would love to tell you, but that’s a long story and I’m a bit short on time at the moment. I’m sure you understand.”
Eugene chuckled, but his eyes were still wide and full of shock.
“Anyways, I was wondering if you could do me a favor? I need the carriage. Can you just put it at the front of your workshop once the rain lightens up? Along with everything I’ll need to hitch a horse to it.” I looked around the workshop for a moment. “Shame you don’t have another pistol ready.”
Eugene ran his hand over the top of his head and blew out a puff of air. “Sure, James, I can do that. You know, the king’s men are around, looking for you. They’ve been asking around, in case you came through this way.”
I nodded. “I know, that’s why I want you to leave the carriage at the front of your shop. I can just make it look like I stole it, so you maintain your innocence.”
“Well…. I appreciate that.” Eugene turned and looked back at the door. “I need to get back inside, in case the wife starts wondering where I am. The less people that know you’re here, the better.”
I thrust my hand out. “Thank you, Eugene. You’ve been a big help.”
Eugene grasped my wrist and gave it a shake. “When will I see you next? I should have the second pistol done in a few days.”
I thought for a moment. “Probably two weeks or so. There are some things I need to take care of. Very important things, and they might take a bit.”
“Care to enlighten me?” Eugene asked with a raised eyebrow.
“No time,” I said, releasing his arm. “Thanks again, Eugene.”
With that, I crept towards the back of his house, where Lyanna was waiting for me. When I reached her, she gave me a slight nod and moved ahead, again going invisible. 
The next three houses were uneventful. Voices came from each, mostly just grumbles about the rain or how the road would be churned to mud soon.
Up ahead stood the Wooden Dragon Inn, tall and broad. Even hiding behind the adjacent house, I could hear voices coming through the windows. Drinking was a fine way to spend a rainy day, after all.
“All clear,” Lyanna whispered in my ear.
With a careful glance around the corner, I darted across the empty space between the buildings, then pressed myself against the back of the inn. The back wall had a few large windows so I kept myself low and moved beneath them.
Right in front of me, a door opened.
I quickly slipped behind the door as it swung open. A gauntleted hand grabbed the edge of the door and pulled it shut. My breath caught, but as the door closed I saw a man in the king’s colors walking away towards an outhouse, muttering curses about the shit weather as he trampled across the wet ground. He hadn’t seen me.
Gently, I pushed the door the rest of the way shut as the man stepped up to the outhouse. The door slammed open again and I was unable to stifle a yelp as it crashed into me.
“Hey, what the hell?” Another gauntleted hand snatched the door back and I found myself staring into the eyes of a man wearing the king’s colors over a sturdy leather jerkin. A sword was at his hip and his hand went to the hilt. “What the fuck are you doing back there?” His eyes narrowed as he examined me. “Wait a minute, I know—”
He gasped as the skin around his mouth turned sickly white, a mark in the shape of a woman’s hand. Convulsions wracked his body and he seemed to deflate right before my eyes. After only a few seconds, he collapsed to the ground, dead.
“Thanks,” I told Lyanna. I could always count on my ghost wife to be there for me.
“You’ll need to hide the body, though,” she told me, still invisible.
She was right. Leaving a desiccated corpse lying around wasn’t the smartest thing to do. I grabbed the man’s wrists and pulled, wincing at the dry crunch that came from his shoulders. Fortunately, his shriveled body weighed considerably less than I expected, so I was able to move him rather quickly away from the inn. Unfortunately, as I had both hands full of corpse, the outhouse door opened and another one of the king’s men stepped out.
He was still settling his sword belt on his hips when he saw me. His eyes narrowed and he immediately reached for his sword, but Lyanna was faster. As with the first man, she covered his mouth, preventing him from screaming as she killed him. I shivered as I watched him shrivel and dry up into a husk. It was quick, but that had to be a hard way to die.
“Thanks again, Lyanna,” I said as I continued dragging the man’s body. I pulled him behind the outhouse, where he couldn’t be seen by casual observers. After a quick search of his body—a handful of silver, which went into my purse, and a well-made knife, which went to my sword belt and replaced Dent’s—I left him there and went to the second man.
To my utter delight, he had a cloak of oiled cloth. I grabbed that as well as his gauntlets, although I had to shake the ashes of his flesh out of them. Like the first man, only a handful of silver and coppers in his purse. He went behind the outhouse as well, leaning against the first man.
“Hopefully that’s the last we see of them,” I said to Lyanna as I pulled the gauntlets on and swung the cloak around my shoulders. “Let’s get to Brinia’s.”
The moment I stepped away from the outhouse the back door to the inn opened again. Another man stepped out, in the king’s colors like the others. Two golden knots at his shoulder marked him as a man of some rank, though I knew not precisely what.
“Lenix, get back in here, you lazy—” he cut off as he saw me. He drew his sword and at the same instant turned his head and shouted back into the inn. “He’s back here!”
Lyanna struck at that moment.
After seeing it so many times, I was beginning to become numb to her method of killing people, no matter how horrifying it was. Before the man had even hit the ground I was already running towards him, ready to drag his body away. I grabbed his wrists and started pulling when two more men burst forth from the back door.
Lyanna was already there, so they didn’t stand a chance, but the sound of boots on the wooden floorboards promised more coming.
I reached into my pocket and pulled out the mask. After taking a deep breath, I slapped it on my face. It melted into my flesh and disappeared.
The rain almost seemed to fade from my sight, while Lyanna was suddenly visible, red-blonde hair glowing softly.
Another man exited the rear of the inn, sword already in hand. His eyes widened when he saw the bodies of his comrades, shriveled like dried fruit. 
I reached out and tore his life from him. Another man was right behind him, and he met the same fate. Killing was too easy with the mask. Too easy, and too tempting. I took it off and shoved it back into my pocket when I didn’t hear any more boots coming my way.
“Shame you can’t help me with these,” I said as I dragged the bodies behind the outhouse. It was a bit of a struggle to hide so many men there, but they were shriveled up like a nutsack in ice water, which made it much more plausible. No one would see them unless they walked behind the large outhouse.
After another thorough search, I pulled enough silver from their purses to have quite a nice little pile in mine. One man had a flint and steel on him, which I also grabbed. I took a second oiled cloth cloak and rolled it up beneath my arm, then took a long look at their weapons and armor. At any other time, I would take them and hand them over to Eugene for improvements, materials, or just to start building up my stockpile of weapons and armor for my eventual army. I simply didn’t have the time right now.
The door opened again and my hand went to my pocket, right to the mask. A confused Elise stood there, eyes wide, hand covering her open mouth as she stared at me.
"James?" She looked around at the churned earth, noting the lack of soldiers. "What happened." She looked up at me again. "And what happened to your face?"
I didn't have time to waste, but this was a woman I wanted to marry. I'd wanted her since the first time I saw her, that first day I arrived in Lanercost. Her beauty was unmatched, except by maybe Lyanna.
"Elise," I said as I walked up to her. She was so beautiful up close, her skin flawless, her eyes as blue as a desert sky.
I, on the other hand, was filthy, bloodied, bruised, and soaking wet.
"What—" she began.
I cut her off by placing my hands on either side of her jaw and pulling her in for a soft kiss. When I pulled away, her eyes were still wide.
"I'll see you in two weeks," I told her quietly, taking a step back.
"Two weeks?" she asked, one hand coming up to touch her lips.
"I'm going to bring you that dragon scale," I said over my shoulder as I walked away. 
Eventually, I heard the door close. From the coner of the inn I raced to the next building, eager to be far from the pile of bodies I had left. Someone would find them, eventually, and I hoped to be miles away when they did. Wasting no time, I went from building to building, peering around corners, Lyanna scouting ahead. Finally, I made it to Brinia’s place.
“Hey, can you go ahead of me?” I asked Lyanna. “Make sure she’s okay and let her know I’m right behind you.”
“Sure,” Lyanna said and floated through the wall. 
“Honey, I’m home,” I said under my breath with a chuckle. 




Chapter 14

I pulled the door open and stepped inside, dripping water everywhere. Not wanting to make a mess, I dropped my new cloaks on the floor, then pulled off my sodden one and hung it on the back door. My eagerness to see Brinia was tempered by my desire not to flood her house. I pulled my boots off as well, so I wouldn’t track mud any further. 
“James!” Brinia shouted as the door that separated her house from her shop slammed open. She came charging across the floor, massive breasts bouncing with each step, and practically tackled me. 
The pain in my ribs was intense, but I dealt with it for now. Having Brinia in my arms again was worth the pain. After a moment though, I loosed my hold on her and let her know I had several broken ribs. She let go immediately.
“By the gods, are you alright?” She took my face in her hands and stared up at me. “Of course you’re not, look at you. You look like you got in a fight with a stone wall and lost.”
“Not far from the truth,” I said, my grin showing off my two missing teeth. 
She winced upon seeing that, but leaned up and kissed me, very softly.
“It’s good to see you, Brinia. I came as fast as I could. Lyanna helped me escape.”
“Oh, James,” Brinia said, embracing me again, but this time carefully so as not to irritate my ribs. It still hurt—breathing hurt, for fuck’s sake—but I didn’t care. 
It suddenly dawned on her that I was soaking wet. She pulled at the laces on my shirt.
“Let’s get you out of these and into something dry and warm,” she said. Her eyes went wide when I managed to peel my wet shirt off and she saw my body. 
My eyes followed hers, to my body. My entire right side was black and purple. I looked like absolute hell.
“Come on,” she said, pulling me towards the small fireplace. She added a fresh log to it and poked at it, sending a flurry of sparks up the chimney. 
I stood there for a moment, my shivering finally starting to subside. Brinia pulled at the laces of my breeches and helped me out of those as well.
“You’re soaked to the bone,” she exclaimed. “Did you decide to go for a swim?”
“A swim might have been more pleasant,” I said, enjoying the warmth of the fire on my bare body. I turned slowly, like meat on a spit, getting the chill out of my bones.
“Does it hurt?” She asked, tracing a finger along my side. She was careful to trace around my injuries and not actually touch them.
“Only every time I move, or breathe,” I replied. 
Sadness covered her face and she stepped up to me, carefully wrapping her arms around me.
“I missed you,” I said as I kissed the top of her head.
“And I you. I was afraid I would never see you again. I had even spoken with Orthur about having a funeral for you.”
“Sorry to disappoint, but I’m here,” I chuckled, then winced. I ran my fingers through her brown hair and kissed her forehead while the fireplace warmed up the back half of me. Being in her arms just felt right. It felt like home.
“Oh,” Brinia exclaimed, and looked down.
While I still felt as though I had been chewed up and spit out, my penis apparently thought otherwise. Here in this warm room, with my beautiful wife pressed against me, he had decided to rise to the occasion. I looked down at her, and she looked up at me.
“Can you?” Brinia asked. “I mean, with your injuries and all….”
I crossed the room in three strides, dragging her by the wrist behind me. The moment I got there I pulled her onto the bed, kissing her deeply. The unmistakable feeling of a hungry mouth of my cock made me look down, where I saw Lyanna sucking on me. She met my eyes and gave me a wink, then went back to work.
Brinia practically flew out of her clothing. In a matter of minutes, I was covered with her wavy hair and massive tits. We rolled over so that she was on her back, my lips touching her soft skin, my fingers caressing her perfect body. Lyanna moved with me, her mouth still on my cock, bringing it to a raging erection. Brinia spread her thick thighs and I moved between them. 
Surprising me, Lyanna moved onto the bed as well, lying in the exact same spot as Brinia. She looked down, ensuring her vagina was lined up with the other woman’s, then lay back, parts of her disappearing as they moved.
It was disorienting, to say the least. I spat on my hand and reached between their legs, getting them good and slick, then shifted forwards and pressed my cock against their openings. Gently, I worked it in, entering both of them at the same time.
Two women moaned beneath me as I started thrusting in and out. It was hard to focus on them, but I managed to get one hand on Brinia’s nipple and one on Lyanna’s and gave them both a pinch. There was no hope of kissing them like this, not with their heads seeming to disappear in each other. I focused on holding them by the waist while thrusting in and out, as rigorously as my injuries would allow.
Incredible doesn’t even begin to describe it. Gripped by two pussies at once, my cock was in absolute heaven. Picking up the pace, I pounded them both, good and hard. Soon, all three of us were moaning in ecstasy with each inch I shoved in.
“Let’s get on top,” Lyanna said, suddenly appearing from Brinia’s head. 
I blinked at the odd sight, then pulled my cock out. I rolled over onto my back and lay next to Brinia, who threw a thick thigh over me and sank down on my cock. Lyanna was only a heartbeat behind her, working her tight slit up and down a few times before taking my full length. Soon they were both riding me, their movements not synced so my cock was getting twice the sensation.
Brinia leaned forwards, wisely placing her hands on the bed instead of on my chest, and kissed me deeply. I squeezed her massive melons and thrust into her, hard and fast. 
At the same time, Lyanna remained upright. My cock was essentially trapped between them and put in a headlock. The tightness was incredible; thrusting into that sent me racing towards the finish line.
I gripped Brinia’s face and held it to mine, kissing her as I came. She muffled my shouts of pleasure with her tongue, kissing me deeply while I pumped her full of my seed. Lyanna moaned loudly, sliding up and down fast, practically making me convulse as I squirted into them again and again.
They switched spots, Brinia sitting upright, impaled on my dick while Lyanna leaned on my chest. With her being weightless, I didn’t have to worry about my ribs hurting any more than they already did. Brinia worked her hips in small circles, squeezing me dry.
“I have never experienced anything like that before,” I said once I had caught my breath. “But then again, I doubt anyone has.”
“That was a lot of fun,” Brinia said, looking down at Lyanna. “Thanks, love.”
Lyanna turned to look at her wife and Brinia leaned down to kiss her. They couldn’t touch, but Brinia closed her eyes and pressed her lips against Lyanna’s anyways. She opened her eyes and smiled at the woman, then straightened back up.
“Can you just stay there for a moment?” I asked, one of my hands on Brinia’s hip, the other caressing Lyanna’s back as she lay on my chest.
“Are you in pain?” Brinia asked, noting the strain in my voice.
“Yeah, but I’m happy,” I said, giving her hip a squeeze.
We stayed like that for several minutes, Brinia rocking her hips back and forth in delicate movements, tracing her finger down my stomach, Lyanna resting on my chest as she loved to do. I didn’t want it to end.
“I can’t stay long,” I said quietly.
Brinia sighed and leaned down onto my chest. She placed her head beneath my chin and stayed there for a moment.
“I know,” she said. “The king’s men have been here, looking for you.” She straightened up and went back to sitting on my lap. “About a dozen at first. Four stayed here, but the rest moved on.”
“They won’t be an issue anymore,” Lyanna said.
Brinia looked down at me, then at Lyanna. “Should I even ask?”
I felt Lyanna’s face tighten into a smile against my chest.
“Well, that changes things. Especially since it still looks to be raining. People won’t be outside in this weather.” I smiled up at Brinia. “I’ll leave in the morning.”
She smiled back at me, but there was a touch of sadness in her eyes. “You’ve gotten yourself into a heap of trouble, James. I have to admit; I’m afraid.”
“I know,” I said, reaching up and placing a hand on her hip again. “I’ll always take care of you though. Don’t forget my promise. Speaking of which, I’m assuming you were able to get away from the temple the day I was taken.”
“That was…odd, to say the least.” Brown waves swung back and forth as Brinia shook her head. “I told Orthas what happened, just briefly, then ran out the back, straight into the graveyard. I’ve never liked it there. Gives me the chills.”
“Did Rose show up?”
Brinia’s flat stare was answer enough. “Yes. About scared the life right out of me when she did. She’s not like—not like you, Lyanna. That gash in her throat, ugh! It was so hard not to stare at it. She was…nice, though. She protected me, as you said she would.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“Well, two men came after me, covered in armor, waving swords and making threats that near turned my hair white. Rose appeared out of nowhere and just touched them.” Brinia touched the air in front of her in imitation. “That’s all she did. And they screamed, and….”
“Yeah, I’m familiar,” I said, my hand giving Lyanna an affectionate squeeze. “You made it to Gisela’s?”
Brinia nodded, then moved her hips in a few circles on me. “I thought her eyes were going to pop out of her head when I told her what happened. I stayed with her for the night, until we were sure all the soldiers had left. It was nice. I got to know her better, although she was very reserved, even shy. After that, I came home. Everything was quiet until yesterday, when the king’s men showed up again, looking for you. I let myself feel a bit of hope. If they were looking for you here, that meant you weren’t dead.” She sighed. “And here you are.”
“And here I am, just as handsome as ever,” I said, giving her my best smile.
She laughed in response, but there was a bit of sadness in it as she saw my two missing teeth.
I imagined it was hard to keep faith in me when I was covered in bruises and fleeing the king’s wrath, but somehow she did it.
“Well, let’s get you cleaned and bandaged up,” Brinia said, lifting herself off of me. Lyanna stayed for a moment, then sighed and floated off to stand near Brinia.
“Some food would be good as well,” I said. “And dry clothes. I need to pack.” I swung my legs over the side of the bed and sat there.
“Where are you going in the morning?”
I thought for a moment. “You’ll think I’m crazy if I tell you. Let’s just say I’m building our future. Literally.” With every day, I felt more and more confident about what I had to do. Everything was going to work out, I told myself. Failure simply was not a possibility I could consider.
Brinia nodded. “I’ll go ahead and grab you some clothes. I should close for the day as well.” She grabbed her dress from the bed and pulled it over her head, then laced up the front. After that, she disappeared through the door.
“Where are you going, James?” Lyanna said as she floated to me and sat on my lap.
“You’ll see,” I told her, then kissed her on the tip of her nose. “Gisela will be coming with me, assuming I can convince her to join me. And you, as well.”
“You had better not be dragging me into another nightmare.”
I smiled. “I am, but I know what I’m doing. You’ll just have to trust me.”
“Yeah, Lyanna,” Brinia said as she came back into the room with a small pile of clothes in her arms. “Just trust the guy that’s being hunted by the king.” She laughed as she set the clothes next to me.
“Well, soon the only king I’ll have to worry about is myself,” I said, dead serious.
“Is that so?” Brinia asked, placing her hands on her hips. Without her petticoats and whatever she usually wore beneath her dress, her breasts were nearly falling out. She filled her voice with fake meekness. “And how may I serve my king?”
I took her by the hand, then pulled her to the bed.
“I have a few ideas as to how we can start.”




Chapter 15

The sun was far below the horizon when we finally went to sleep, drained and exhausted. I was so tired that the pain in my ribs didn’t even keep me awake, so tired that I didn’t even dream. 
A rooster crowed with the morning light, dragging me from the depths of sleep like a boot getting stuck in mud, squelching as it was ripped out. I contemplated the various ways I could cook that bastard of a rooster for a few minutes before finally sitting up. A dull grainy ache sat behind my eyes, although the aches in the rest of my body had started to subside the tiniest bit. For the first time in a few days, my face didn’t feel like it had been beaten with a meat tenderizer.
Lyanna floated off of me and I rolled off the bed, then moped to the fireplace. A bed of coals still glowed red so I added another small log and poked around, trying to get a bit more heat from it. After that I went to the dry sink and washed my face and teeth. At least my mouth had stopped bleeding. Did anyone make dentures in this day and age? Was there some sort of healing spell that could regrow teeth? Orthur might know.
“So, the day of the big journey,” Lyanna said from the edge of the bed. “Now all you need is a disguise.”
She was right. Even worse, I didn’t have one or any hope at one. 
“I’ll just have to be extra careful,” I said. “Fortunately, I have you.” I went to where Brinia had hung my clothes near the fireplace and checked on them. They were dry. At least the rain had cleaned them out.
I retrieved my satchel from beneath Brinia’s bed, although I left most of my pile of gold there. Into the satchel went all the clothes I could fit, as well as a loaf of crusty dark bread she had baked for me last night and two apples. The satchel barely closed, being so stuffed full. I went to swing it over my shoulder, then thought better of it. Instead, I set it on the floor and went back to the bed.
Brinia was lying there, sound asleep on her side, facing away from me. My eyes went to her magnificently round ass like a magnet, and my hand was only a second behind. I couldn’t help it.
She smiled as I gave her ass a squeeze.
“You always make me feel wanted,” she said sleepily.
“Well, you are,” I told her, crawling onto the bed next to her. “And I’ll miss you terribly. But when we see each other next…. Well, you’ll see. It’ll be nice.”
She laughed. “Wow, such a way with words you have.”
“Oh, shut up.” I leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I’ll miss you.”
She finally opened her eyes and fumbled around until she had my hand in hers. “I love you,” she told me.
“I love you, Brinia. Always.” I leaned down and gave her another kiss, then gave her ass a squeeze and crawled off the bed.
“You’ll have to see if she likes it, too,” Lyanna said, standing next to me.
“Likes what?” I asked, turning back to Brinia.
“You know what I’m talking about.”
I followed her eyes to Brinia’s voluptuous ass and grinned. She was right.
“I will. First things first though, I need to leave town and convince Gisela to come with me.” After buckling my sword belt over my waist—with my pistol, of course—I tossed my satchel over my shoulder. The oiled cloak went over everything to keep me dry, with an extra one rolled up beneath my arm. The mask was in my pocket, as usual. On a whim, I grabbed the thick-bladed sword I had taken off the soldier. If nothing else, it would serve as a fine machete.
I was ready.
“Let’s go,” I said to Lyanna.
We left Brinia’s place through the back door, where my horse was lazing on some scattered straw. It took a few minutes to rouse him and convince him to function like a regular horse, but he finally came around, especially after I split an apple in two and gave him half. Once I had his saddle on, I hoisted myself into it and made my way towards the road, the hood of my cloak pulled up to hide my face. There was a heavy fog in the air, which helped keep me anonymous. Hopefully it didn’t rain again.
Lyanna floated up to my lap and straddled me, then went invisible. “Why do you need Gisela?” she asked.
“Because I’m being hunted. I need someone that’s good with a sword, someone I can trust. Gisela is at the top of that list.”
“Makes sense. Although I can always take care of people for you,” Lyanna replied. 
“True, but sometimes I don’t want my ghost wife to scare an entire village away as she kills people with a touch.”
Lyanna grunted. “Good point.”
I set River to a fast walk and made my way down the King’s Road, towards Eugene’s place. I had initially intended on picking up the wagon last night, but with the soldiers being dead my exodus was slightly less pressing. 
The wagon stood at the front of his workshop, just as he had promised. It was beautifully made, with scrollwork from William’s carriage still visible in some places, and those glorious leaf springs below.
I had River stop in front of the wagon, then hooked him up to it as quickly as possible. After tossing my spare cloak on the seat and the saddle in the back, I sat down and grabbed the reins. I felt like a character in an old western. With a flap of the reins, I turned River around and we set off down the road, heading west.
After only a few minutes, we stopped at Gisela’s house. A bit of flickering light in one window suggested she was awake, which made sense. She didn’t seem like one to sleep in late. No, Gisela was the type of woman to wake up at 5, make a cup of black coffee, then jog a mile to the gym. She’d probably do crossfit.
I knocked, trying to piece together in my mind what I was going to say. 
“Hold on,” she said from the other side of the door. She sounded irritated.
The door open and Gisela stood there, as beautiful as ever. Her fiery red hair hadn’t been brushed yet and she was still in her night clothes with a heavy cloak covering her. 
“James?” she asked, her eyes wide. “But—how did—”
I didn’t bother saying anything. I took a step forwards and embraced her, ignoring my ribs screaming in protest. I closed my eyes and held her tightly, feeling her pressed against my chest, smelling her hair.
“I missed you,” I whispered.
She pushed me back and held me at arm’s length. “I missed you too, James, but what the hell happened? Brinia showed up a few days ago, crying her eyes out, telling me that some of King Arandal’s soldiers had taken you. Then she tells me this story of Rose Tuttle’s ghost protecting her in the graveyard. Yesterday more soldiers showed up, looking for you. And what happened to your face? What’s going on?”
“It’s great to see you,” I said, gently running a finger along her cheek. It was also nice to see she was coming around; she even admitted to missing me! The Gisela of a month ago wouldn’t have said that. She would have told me to go fuck myself for showing up on her doorstep this early.
I stepped past her and walked into her house. She watched me, her face still wide-eyed.
“I need you,” I told her.
She closed the door and turned back to me, hands on her hips. “Well, you’re going to have to be a little more specific than that.”
I laughed. I truly had missed her. “I need someone I can trust. Someone good with a sword.” I dug around in my satchel and withdrew ten gold crowns, then grabbed her hand and placed them in her upturned palm.
She gasped at the money, then looked back up at me.
“I’m heading down south,” I explained. “Remember when you told me that it’s time to start being a king instead of just talking about it?” Those hadn’t been her exact words, but the meaning was there. “Now is that time.”
“Where are we even going?” she asked, bewildered. She stared at the money in her hand, then walked over to a desk and put it in a drawer. That was probably more than she made in several years.
“South of Howe,” I told her. “There’s something there that I need, and now I have everything required to take it.”
“James,” Lyanna warned.
“Who was that?” Gisela asked, raising a fist.
I couldn’t help but laugh. Things were about to get weird.
“You know how I want you as one of my queens, right, Gisela?” I asked.
“Yes,” she answered, slow and cautious.
“And Brinia as one of the others?”
“Yes.”
“Well, I actually married Brinia the day I was taken. Brinia and Lyanna.”
Gisela nodded. “She had mentioned something about that, but she was so distraught it was hard to follow what she was saying. Wait, who is Lyanna?”
“First, lower that fist. It won’t help you, in any case.” I took a deep breath. “Lyanna is a ghost.”
Gisela stared at me for a moment as if I were speaking nonsense. “A what?”
“I’m a ghost,” Lyanna said, appearing in the center of the room.
Gisela shrieked and took a step back and I quickly moved forwards to calm her down.
“It’s okay, Gisela. It’s okay. There’s no reason to freak out, here.” I took her by the shoulders and held her in place, calming her.
“A fucking ghost in my house is a pretty damn good reason,” she retorted.
I released Gisela and walked over to Lyanna. I held out my hand and Lyanna placed hers in it, then I kissed the backs of her fingers. Gisela was still staring at me, wide-eyed in disbelief.
“I’ve got to be dreaming,” she muttered to herself.
“No dream,” I said, still holding Lyanna’s hand. “Things have happened that have left me with the ability to interact with the dead.” I raised Lyanna’s hand in mine, as an example. “Remember, I ordered the ghost of Rose Tuttle to protect Brinia the other night. How many nights exactly had it been? Four? Five? Hard to keep track of time in a dungeon.
Gisela stared at me, then Lyanna, then back at me. “You said you married her?” she asked in a flat voice.
“Yes.”
“You married a ghost.”
I laughed. It was a rather odd situation, after all.
“I married Lyanna and Brinia, and they married each other. We’re just a happy little family.” I squeezed Lyanna’s hand and she squeezed back. “We love and treat each other well.”
“I’m not going to haunt your dreams or steal your soul,” Lyanna said. “You can relax. I’m a regular person, just…. Well, dead.” She barked a laugh.
Gisela placed a hand on her head and continued staring. “I don’t even know what to say. This can’t be real. It can’t be.” She turned back to her desk, where she had placed the gold crowns I had given her. “Sure, James. Since I’m clearly dreaming, I’ll go with you. Give me a few minutes to get ready.”
“Now I just need to win her over,” I whispered to Lyanna as Gisela went into the back room to wash her face and get dressed. She was still mumbling about how crazy this entire situation was.
“I believe in you,” Lyanna said with a smile. “Just stop saying stupid things and be nice to her.
“Thanks,” I said dryly.
Gisela came back into the room a few minutes later, still looking half-crazed and muttering under her breath about how crazy the whole situation is. She wore the snug-fitting leather breeches I was used to seeing her in, and a tunic with loose sleeves. A leather vest went over the tunic, then her sword belt.
“Do you have food and drink?” she asked, her voice far too patient for the emotions displayed so openly on her face.
“I have some bread and a waterskin,” I told her. “Two apples. Well, one now. Do you have a bow? Maybe we can eat more than just bread on our trip.”
“Yeah, I’ll bring it,” she said. “Better than eating hardtack for a week.” She disappeared into the back room again.
“Oh, bring a blanket!” I called out to her.
She emerged a moment later and set her supplies on a chair. After staring at them for a moment, she looked up at me.
“I’m assuming you have a covered carriage as well, so we can travel in comfort.”
I ran my fingers through my hair. “Eugene turned it into a wagon. Plenty of room in the back for our stuff.”
She threw her hands in the air and made an exasperated noise. “Let’s get on the road, so after a day of travel I can convince you how stupid all this is and we can come back to reality. Are you ready?”
“Hey, I’m just waiting on you.” She didn’t find my quip funny.
I helped her carry her stuff outside, and we loaded our things in the back of the wagon. After that, we both climbed onto the bench seat on the front.
“Nice wagon,” she said. “I wasn’t sure if you were serious or not.”
“I always ride in style,” I told her with a wink. 
With the flap of the reins, we were off.




Chapter 16

The sun finally boiled away the fog, leaving the weather in its typical dreary state. The wheels creaked faintly but the leaf springs did their job, and we rode in relative comfort, although, whenever I sat on the wagon I always found myself wishing I had a corn cob pipe or some such nonsense. Maybe caulk the wagon and ford the river. Hopefully no one would die of dysentery. 
I kept the hood of my cloak up, both for the chilly weather and for the tiny bit of anonymity it provided. If anyone looked closely they would recognize me, but a passerby looking for a single man might not think twice upon seeing a couple traveling by wagon.
“I’m starting to question my sanity for agreeing to come with you,” Gisela said after a few minutes.
“Sometimes I question your sanity for even talking to me,” I retorted, and she laughed.
“So, are you going to tell me what happened? Since I took care of your, uh, your wife the other night, I feel I’m owed an explanation at the least.” She wiggled on the hard seat, trying to get more comfortable.
I raked my fingers through my hair. “Where to start?”
“The mask?” Lyanna asked. She knelt on a pile of our stuff and rested her hands on my shoulder with her chin set atop them.
“Yeah, that makes sense.” I shifted the reins to one hand and pulled the mask from my pocket, then held it on my palm for her to see. “I guess you could say it all started with this mask, or with me seeking it.”
“What’s so special about it?” Gisela asked, reaching out for it.
I snatched my hand away right as Lyanna gasped and shouted “No!”
Gisela looked from me to Lyanna, eyebrows raised.
“You’ll die if you touch the mask,” I explained. “Any woman will.”
“That’s how I died,” Lyanna said, a touch of sadness in her voice.
Gisela crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “Well, this is off to a grand start.”
“Tell me about it,” I replied. “Anyways, I went to fetch this for old man Uzarick. He’d been trying to get people to retrieve it for him for decades. They all died,” I turned and looked back at Lyanna, who shrugged. “But I was successful. That’s how I met Lyanna.”
“I was guarding the mask to keep people from using it and turning out like my brother.”
“Your brother?” Gisela asked, clearly confused.
“Uzarick was her brother,” I said. “Anyways, so I retrieved the mask and Lyanna came back to Lanercost with me, since she’s tied to the mask. She can’t go more than a hundred feet or so away from it. Also, Rose Tuttle did something to me when I helped her—I believe I told you that story a while ago—so now I can interact with the dead.” I reached back and grabbed Lyanna’s hand for example. “Sorry, I know I’m repeating myself. Just trying to lay out what’s going on.”
“Okay,” Gisela said. “I’m following so far.”
“Well, William Arandal, the king’s nephew, tried to kidnap Brinia so he could have his way with her. I challenged him to a duel and won. You’re familiar with that much of the story. The king sent his men after me a few days ago.”
“Four,” Gisela interjected.
“Huh?”
“Four days ago, they came.”
I nodded. “Thanks. “Four days ago, they came and captured me. I sent Brinia to you, to stay safe. Lyanna helped me kill a few of them, and this,” I said, patting my pocket that held the mask, “helped me kill some more.”
“That mask helps you kill people,” she said slowly.
“Limited control over life and death,” I explained. “Wearing this mask, I can quite literally snatch the life out of a person. Kill them in an instant. When I’m holding the power of life, I can use it to shape stone.”
“Hold on, I’m confused,” Gisela said. “So you kill people using the mask, and use that power to move rocks?”
I shrugged. “I don’t understand it entirely either.”
“I can’t pass through stone,” Lyanna said. “I think it’s all connected, somehow.”
“When I put the mask on, it disappears into my skin. You can’t tell I’m wearing it. They captured me, still with the mask on. I was dragged before King Arandal himself, who explained in no uncertain terms that he didn’t care that I defeated William in a fair duel. I was to be used as an example, to strike fear in the hearts of anyone that saw my mutilated corpse. I was taken to the dungeon, where I met with Dent, his torturer.”
Gisela’s brows lowered. “I’ve heard that name. Dent is the type of person people whisper about in shadows, just to scare others.” She looked back at me. “Did he do that to your face?”
“Sort of. I was beaten and run face-first into a stone wall, which gave me my winning smile.” I grinned, showing her the gap in my teeth. She winced.
“Oh, James,” she said softly, reaching out and laying a hand alongside my jaw. “I like rugged men, but I’m not sure it’s the best look for you. I’m assuming Dent didn’t torture you, since you’re here now instead of in the dungeon.”
“He sure was planning on it,” I said. “That guy was a fucking creep, let me tell you. I’m pretty sure his plan was to alternate stabbing me with his cock and with a knife for a few days.”
Gisela winced at that. Can’t say I blamed her. Pretty sure I would have nightmares for months after that ordeal.
“Wait, you had the mask on still. Why didn’t you use it?”
“I couldn’t focus enough to control it. It took me a day, or apparently two. When Dent came back, I killed him and escaped. Lyanna helped me escape the castle.” I smiled at her over my shoulder. “And then, we walked back to Lanercost.”
“And now you’re dragging me on a fun adventure, that I’m trying to talk you out of,” Gisela finished. “Whatever you’re planning, surely there is a simpler, easier path to staying alive.”
I smiled, glad she was at least concerned for my wellbeing. She would be mine, yet. “I have to do this, Gisela. Can’t be a king without a castle.”
“So, are you going to tell me where we’re going, then?”
“I already did,” I explained. “We’re heading south of Howe.”
“I knew it!” Lyanna said, straightening up. “It’s the dragon, isn’t it?” She threw her hands up in exasperation.
“Dragon?” Gisela’s eyes widened, then she shook her head. “With what you’ve told me so far, sure, why not? A dragon makes perfect sense.”
I made my voice hard, confident. The voice of a man that knew what he had to do. The voice of a king. “I’m going to kill Volgar and build my castle there, on the coast.”
“I can’t believe this,” Lyanna said from the back of the wagon. “James, you’re going to get yourself killed. All of us, for that matter.”
“You’re already dead,” Gisela said.
“Dragon fire can kill me,” Lyanna shot back. “As a ghost, it can kill me.”
Gisela just shook her head, bewildered.
“Look, I know it sounds crazy, but I have a plan. I know I can do it. I need both of you to trust me on this.”
Gisela turned and looked behind us, her face contemplative.
“What’s wrong? Is someone behind us?” I turned to look with her, which put me very close to her.
“No,” she said, turning back to the front. “I’m trying to figure out how long it would take me to walk back to my house if I jumped off right now.”
Without thinking, I laughed and threw an arm around her shoulder, then pulled her towards me and kissed the side of her head. She stayed that way for a few minutes before finally pushing my arm off.
It was wonderful while it lasted.
“So, now you just need to avoid getting caught by the king’s men, right?”
“Right,” I said. “And you’re part of that plan. They will be looking for a man traveling alone, or possibly with Brinia. They wouldn’t expect a man traveling with his fiery-haired wife.” I winked at her.
She rolled her eyes so hard it must have hurt. “James, I’m not your wife.”
“No, but you can pretend to be my wife for a few days. Especially considering how much I paid you.”
“Okay, okay. Fair enough.”
I thought for a moment. “Maybe if I make enough gold, I can pay you enough to pretend to be my wife for the next sixty years.”
Both Lyanna and Gisela laughed at that.
A shape began to materialize in front of us, and eventually became a man on a horse. My hands tightened on the reins until my knuckles cracked, but I managed to keep my face calm.
“What about—” Gisela turned around and looked in the back of the wagon. “Where did Lyanna go?”
“I’m right here,” came Lyanna’s disembodied voice, and Gisela nearly jumped off of the seat. “Sorry, forgot to warn you that I can do that.”
As the man drew closer, it became apparent that he was merely a simple farmer, not one of the king’s men. He wore a coat of dark wool, not a tabard in the king’s colors. No sword hung at his belt.
“Good morning, partner,” I called out as we passed.
“Mornin’,” he replied, not paying us any mind as his horse plodded down the King’s Road.
“See?” I asked Gisela as the man rode by. “This will be easy. We just have to be a little careful and everything will be fine.”
Gisela shook her head and muttered under her breath, but she didn’t raise any protests again.
“Where are you from?” I asked Gisela after a few minutes of silence. I had a sneaking suspicion she was Scottish, or whatever country was north of us in this world.
“Ladenvore,” she replied, still staring off at the treeline.
I paused, expecting more. “Is that up north?”
“About a month’s ride north of here.”
I smiled, my supposition confirmed. 
“You’re really doing all this, aren’t you?” Gisela asked suddenly, staring at me with her intense green eyes.
“I’m glad you’re finally realizing that I’m serious, and not just some loon spouting nonsense.”
She continued staring at me for a moment, then drew her sword. Fortunately, it wasn’t for me. She pulled out a whetstone a moment later, spat on it, and began running it down the length of her blade.
The rest of the day passed without incident. We met other travelers on the road, but none in the king’s colors. At this point, I had finally accepted the fact that I was simply going to kill any of the king’s men I came across. Harsh thoughts, but better than being dragged back to the castle and impaled upon a spike.




Chapter 17

As the gray sky began fading, I started a scan of the treeline, looking for a wagon-sized opening. After seeing one, I guided River there, as far back as seemed reasonable. With the heavy sword I had taken from the soldier, I lopped off low-hanging branches and cleared undergrowth until I managed to get all of us in a small clearing that was completely hidden from view. After a moment’s thought, I took all the downed branches and wove them together, leaving the branches up and down instead of sideways so they would look more natural, creating a wall behind the wagon. Better safe than sorry. 
After that, I spent some more time cutting branches to create a canopy over our heads, then cleared a spot to build a fire. Prospects for lighting anything after a hard rain were dismal, but Gisela produced a small length of dry wood from her belongings, split and frayed at one end.
“I knew there was a good reason for bringing you along,” I said as I placed it in a small pile of damp twigs. The heat from the one dry piece of wood should be sufficient to dry the twigs enough to burn. Once those caught, I could burn larger branches, until we had something that would actually keep us warm. At least, I hoped so.
“Yeah,” was all Gisela said. She withdrew her bow from the back of the wagon and a dry bowstring from her belt pouch. Then, she stuck one end of the bow between her legs and grabbed the other end, eyebrows knitting as she bent it enough to attach the string.
“Back in a bit,” she said, and disappeared into the woods without a sound.
“What’s bothering her?” I asked no one in particular.
“James, you have to think about the situation,” Lyanna said. “She cares for you. A lot, otherwise she wouldn’t be here. But she’s a woman of the law and you’re running from the king. And where are you taking her? To fight a dragon. I’m still not entirely sure she even believes that last part. Can’t say I blame her.” She settled down next to me and watched me fumble with the flint and steel. “You’re quite horrible with that thing, you know. You should make it a point to always carry a bit of dry wood when you travel. Like Gisela did.”
“I know, I know,” I replied, struggling to keep the irritation from my voice. I really should have asked Orthur about that spell he used to create fire in his hand.
After a small eternity, the splintered piece of wood caught fire and began to dry out the damp foliage surrounding it. The twigs popped and hissed as the water within them boiled, but they eventually caught as well.
I kept a close eye on the fledgling fire while setting about me with the soldier’s sword, hacking off branches and weaving them into the ones above me to provide a canopy. I was getting good at that. Another armload of branches got bundled up and covered with my spare oiled cloak and made a reasonably comfortable place to sit. Better than the wet ground, at least.
When I finished, I sat down on my branch bench, feeling proud of my woodcraft. Lyanna sat down next to me, and we chatted while staring at the fire. It was about as small and pathetic as a fire could be, but by the time Gisela came back to our makeshift camp it was large enough to put out some warmth. A little.
“Welcome back,” I told her, shoving another branch towards the base of the fire so it could dry out.
There was a rabbit in her hand, bloody in the ribs where her arrow had taken it. She dropped it on the ground next to her and unstrung her bow, then gave my fire a glance.
“Put the wet branches above the fire so they’ll dry out faster. Not at the base, like you have them.” She looked around for the thick-bladed sword I had been using as a machete and grabbed it, then walked off to a nearby copse of young trees.
“I knew that,” I told Lyanna with a smile. “I was just testing her, of course.”
“Of course,” Lyanna said, hiding a laugh behind a slim hand.
I grabbed a stick and used it to prop some wet branches against each other, then angled them so they were on top of the fire. It made sense, with heat rising and all. Not sure why I didn’t think of that when I put the branches at the base of the fire.
Gisela came back a moment later with a bundle of slender branches in one hand and the sword in the other. The sword, she handed back to me. 
Squatting on her heels across the fire from me, she pulled out her belt knife and began stripping the bark from the branches in long strips. After a few minutes she had three shaved branches, two with forks in them. She stabbed those into the ground, flanking the fire, fork facing up. The other one, long and straight, she leaned against a nearby tree.
“I’ve never had rabbit before,” I mused.
“Well, you’re in for a treat then,” Gisela said as she grabbed the corpse. After sawing through the animal’s neck, she held it out to the side, letting the blood drain. “Cooked over a fire built on damp wood, no salt, no vegetables to make soup with. Just unseasoned rabbit. Oh, and some of your bread.” She made a slit on the animal’s back, then sheathed her knife. After digging both hands in, she pulled and the skin turned inside out, exposing the meat all the way from neck to wrist. Some more deft moves with her knife and the hide was tossed to the ground. The rabbit carcass went on the skewer and she placed it on the other sticks flanking the fire, right in the forks.
“Half an hour,” she said, and set to cleaning her knife and hands.
“Hey Gisela,” I said, standing and taking a step closer. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” she said, ramming her belt knife back in its sheath.
Why women did that, I’d never know. But it was clear she wasn’t fine. I walked up to her and placed a hand on her shoulder, gently.
“What’s going on?” I asked her, my voice quiet and personal.
She looked at me and I saw the faint yet unmistakable glisten of unshed tears in her eyes.
“I don’t want any of this,” she said, pointing all around us. “I hate being cold and sleeping on the ground. I don’t want to help some man that I—some man that’s running from the king. Your crack-brained story about fighting with ghosts and going after a dragon…. It’s too much to take in. And I don’t want to be just one of your three or four wives or however many fucking women you think you deserve.”
So the truth finally came out.
I dropped my grip on her shoulder and took her hand in mine, giving it a gentle squeeze. Her eyes were like shining emeralds reflecting the flames back at me.
“I plan on conquering, on becoming a king and ruling with a just and fair hand for many, many years. Nothing would make me happier than you being part of that. I’m sorry if the exact details of it aren’t what you were expecting; I can understand how it might bother you. If it makes you feel any better, I’ve wanted you from the moment I first saw you. You’re beautiful like a sunrise, and…and….” I sighed. “I’m sorry, I’m not very good with words.”
“That’s the problem,” she said, releasing my hand. “You see me as a prize, not as a woman.”
“On the contrary, you’re one of the most incredible women I’ve ever met!” I struggled to find the right words to say, something that would win her over. “I want a family. All of us, together, happy.”
She looked over to where Lyanna was sitting, on my branch bench next to my satchel, and walked over there. Digging through my satchel, she grabbed my loaf of bread and tore it half, then stuffed the other half back in. She walked back, and stopped in front of me.
“And I want to be someone’s entire world, not just part of it. Goodnight, James.” 
With that, she walked back to the wagon and grabbed her blanket from the back, then began setting up a place for her to sleep beneath the wagon.
“Well, I certainly fumbled that one,” I said, sitting next to Lyanna.
“She’ll come around,” she replied. “Just be patient and treat her right. Eventually, she’ll see that you’re worth something. At least a few coppers.” She punched me in the shoulder and grinned, but smiling back was hard.
“At least the rabbit should be done soon,” I muttered as I reached forwards and gave the skewer a twist.
“James,” Lyanna said, pulling me back next to her. I turned to look her in the eye. “Your arm is like an iron bar right now. Relax. Everything is going to be okay.” She pursed her lips in thought. “Think back over the past month or so, all that’s happened. You came from an entirely different world, James. Look at all that’s happened! And stop moping around. No one likes that, especially not a woman like Gisela. She wants a man that’s strong and certain.”
I looked at Lyanna for a moment, taking her words in. “You know what? You’re right. I really like Gisela and I believe she likes me in return, but it’s okay if everything doesn’t go my way. I’m just going to focus on my goals right now; on doing all these crazy things I keep talking about. She’ll come around, eventually. And if she doesn’t, then that’s okay too. I’ll always have you and Brinia.” I leaned forwards and kissed her tenderly. “Thanks, Lyanna.”
“Hey, what are ghost wives for?” she asked with a grin, then grabbed me by my shirt and pulled me in for another kiss.
“I’d be lost without you,” I told her, then pushed myself to my feet. 
I went to grab the skewered rabbit, then realized I didn’t have anything to put it on.
After a few minutes searching, I found a tree with broad leaves, as large as my hand with outstretched fingers. I pulled two leaves off, then went back to my campsite and set them on my branch bench. Carefully, I lifted the skewer of rabbit from the fire, then used my belt knife to saw through the lower spine, splitting it into two pieces. It was still plenty hot, so I blew on the meat while returning my knife to its sheath, then grabbed the leaves and skewer of meat and walked over to Gisela.
She sat with her back against one of the wagon wheels, picking at her piece of bread, her blanket laid out beneath her and her leather vest draped over the side of the wagon. From where I was standing, I could see straight down the front of her laced-up shirt, and the view was quite spectacular.
“I brought you something,” I said, holding the skewered rabbit out in front of me. “Not sure which end you wanted, so I figured I’d give you the choice.”
“How kind,” she said, though she didn’t look up at me.
“I’ll give you the ass end, since it has more meat,” I said, pulling it off the skewer with one of the leaves. I handed her the steaming meat wrapped in the leaf and she took it, still not looking up. I hated seeing her like this. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t her. 
“Hey, Gisela?” I asked, kneeling down next to her.
She finally looked up at me. Her face was only a foot away from mine, her eyes catching a sliver of moonlight and shining like precious stones. 
I leaned forwards and pressed my lips against hers, gently, just for a moment, then pulled away. My eyes held her gaze for a moment.
“When the day comes that I ask for your hand in marriage, remember that I gave you the ass of the rabbit. That’s the definition of real love.”
She laughed suddenly as the tension between us melted. I stood, scrawny rabbit torso in my hand, and looked down my nose at her. “A true king always feeds ass to his queens.”
“Oh, stop,” she said, laughing.
“Come back to the fire, Gisela,” I told her. “Sleeping over here helps no one; you least of all.” When she paused, I continued. “I have a wineskin. Too much for me to drink right now, and it’ll go sour in a few days. Better if we shared it. Come on.” I shifted the food to my left hand and offered her my right.
She let out a deep sigh, then placed her hand in mind. “Fine.”
I pulled her to her feet, then helped her bring her blanket back to the fire.
We passed the wineskin back and forth the next hour, not drinking much but sharing stories of our youth. I made her laugh a few times, a sound as comforting as a warm bed on a cold night. She really was one hell of a woman. And she would be one of my queens, no matter what it took.




Chapter 18

A dull ache behind my eyes greeted me when I woke the next morning. It wasn’t so much the wine as the lack of sleep—once Gisela fell asleep, Lyanna had insisted on sucking me off, and though we had been completely silent, the loss of sleep all added up. 
“Good morning,” Gisela said, already awake and pulling her boots on. Of course, she was an early riser.
“Uhh,” I replied, rubbing crust from my eyes with the heels of my hands. My bruises felt a lot better today, though I imagined they still looked awful. Shame I had to get a broken nose in an age without ice packs or ibuprofen.
Gisela splashed some water from her water skin onto her hand, then ran her fingers through her hair, taming her red waves. After that, she reached behind her head and began twisting her fingers, working her hair into a long, thick braid.
“Ready for a breakfast of slightly stale bread and an apple?” I asked her as I pushed myself to my feet with a grunt. I retrieved my toothbrush from my satchel and set to cleaning up a bit.
“Sounds delightful. At least we’ll be in Howe soon,” she said as she finished her braid, then tied a thin cord around the end. “And I don’t know about you, but I can’t wait for a hot bath. I’m always eager for one after spending a night outside.”
The urge to laugh welled up inside me but I pushed it down. I had always imagined Gisela as the type that could sleep on the ground and eat raw meat for a week straight without complaint. Hearing her wish for a hot bath after only a single night outside was comedy indeed.
“There’s an inn in Howe, uhhh, Percy’s Rest. They should have baths there. Great food, as well.” A thought dawned on me. “I should find a way to convince Cory and Lydia to come down to my castle, once it’s built. They could manage the kitchens.”
“Who?” She fetched her leather vest from the side of the wagon and shrugged into it.
“You’ll meet them soon. They run the inn in Howe.” Lyanna came up next to me and wrapped her arms around me while I kicked dirt over the smoldering coals from last night’s fire.
Gisela ran a brush over her teeth—my little invention had been a hit—and spat on the ground. “We should be there before sundown, even at the rate we’re traveling.”
“Well, the sooner we get on the road, the sooner you’ll be in that bath,” I said as I rubbed River down and patted his nose. He whinnied at me and tossed his head, then nuzzled my shoulder with his great nose.
Since I couldn’t shift River into reverse, I put my shoulder against the wagon and gave it a push. The well-greased axles turned easily and it moved backwards down the pathway we had come. After a few minutes, it was next to the road and I was preparing River. Gisela climbed on the wagon seat, with Lyanna next to her.
“I love your hair,” Lyanna said to the tall woman. “It’s so beautiful, just like the rest of you.”
“Thanks,” Gisela said, grabbing her thick braid and blushing.
A bit of flattery went a long way. I silently cheered Lyanna on as she continued to tell Gisela how beautiful she was, from her red hair to her emerald eyes to her full lips and even her strong arms. Lyanna laid it on pretty thickly. It wasn’t hard, though; Gisela was a walking work of art.
“Got room for one more?” I asked as I walked up to the driver’s side of the wagon. Lyanna floated into the air for a moment as I climbed into the seat, then settled in the back, her chin resting on my shoulder. With a shake of the reins, we were off, heading towards Howe.
“What are you going to do if we run into any soldiers looking for you?” Gisela asked.
“Kill them,” I said without hesitation. “Quickly and silently, then hide their bodies.” When she didn’t say anything, I turned and looked her in the eye. “The king wants me tortured for days on end, then impaled on a spike because I defeated his rapist cousin in a duel. Seems like the men he sends after me aren’t any better. We’re far beyond the point of diplomacy, Gisela. If we run into them, I will kill them where they stand, take their money, hide their bodies, and continue on my way.”
“I know you were constable for years, Gisela, but you have to realize who the villains are in this situation,” Lyanna explained. “King Arandal has been a monster since before you were born. Him being king does not make him right.”
Gisela abruptly laughed. “Try telling him that. I guess…. I guess I’m just afraid my head is going to wind up on a spike next to yours.”
“That’s not where they’d put the spike. But, remember what I told you,” I said, catching her eye. She remembered, I could see it. She would always be safe around me.
“I don’t think you understand how powerful that mask is, Gisela,” Lyanna said, reaching up and running her fingers through my hair. “It’s dangerous to use, but he could wipe out an entire army with it.”
Gisela just shook her head and stared off into the trees. It was a lot to put on a woman.
Lyanna floated into the air and moved to my lap, where she sat down and crossed her legs. Gisela was still staring at the treeline, so Lyanna winked at me and pulled her dress down, exposing her breast in its entirety. I laughed and kissed her right on her pale nipple. Lyanna responded by grabbing the back of my head and shoving my face between her tits.
“Oh, come on, guys,” Gisela exclaimed, rolling her eyes.
But I refused to stop. I blew a raspberry between Lyanna’s perfect breasts, then pulled my head out and turned to Gisela. “No. This is how I treat my wives, Gisela. My queens. All of them.”
She stared at me, her face blank. “And that’s what you want me for. To be one of your queens. To join you.”
I nodded, unashamed of my desire for her. “I would very much like that, and I would work hard at keeping you happy. We all would.”
Gisela shook her head. “James, I’m not going to marry you, Brinia, and a ghost. No offense,” she said to Lyanna.
“None taken,” Lyanna responded as she snuggled her head beneath my chin. “He’s not very good with words, but his tongue is good at other things.”
Gisela’s head snapped around.
“Brinia really likes you,” I said, hurriedly changing the subject. “And I know you like her. You’d get to spend each night in each other’s arms.” I was pouring it on, nice and thick. Whatever it took to win Gisela over.
Gisela stared at me for a moment, her expression serious. “Listen, James. I like you. I really do. But you’re strange, and you offer ridiculous promises. You keep saying you’re going to be a king soon and I’ll be your queen, and here we are, riding on a wagon in the woods. I don’t exactly feel like royalty right now. Tell me, do queens have to shit behind trees?”
She had a point.
“All will be well, I promise. Maybe when we get to Howe, after a nice hot bath, we can sit down and talk. How does that sound?”
She smirked at me. “Sounds like you’ll be doing all the talking and me the listening. I’ll pass.”
I burst out into laughter. I couldn’t help it. All my efforts at winning her over had run off her like water from a duck’s back. And I loved her for it.
“Gisela, you are something special,” I said once my laughter had died down. 
“I think he enjoys your rejections more than he enjoys other women’s affections.” Lyanna quipped.
“Well, he’d better get used to it, then,” Gisela said, one side of her mouth twisting up in a wry smile. “Because there’s a lot more rejection coming.”
We continued on our boring journey, River’s head bobbing with each step, us joking and laughing about everything under the sun. Gisela had a wicked sense of humor, and her quips and pokes helped melt the hours away. 




Chapter 19

As the sun stood high overhead, I began to wonder how far we were from Howe. Surely it had to be close. 
“Riders ahead,” Lyanna warned as she climbed off of my lap and moved into the back of the wagon.
I squinted down the road and saw four or five shapes that eventually became armored men on horseback. Tension knotted in my stomach and I hoped they were just mercenaries, or maybe even bandits, but as they drew closer the unmistakable tabards bearing the king’s colors were plainly visible on their chests.
“How does my face look?” I asked Gisela,
She studied me for a moment. “Ugly,” she replied. “River’s ass is more handsome than your face. In fact, I think I’ve seen pigs that—”
“I mean my bruises,” I interrupted.
“Oh. Most of them have faded, but you still have two black eyes. And your nose is a tad crooked.”
“Thanks,” I said. “At least I’m not quite as recognizable as a few days ago, when my face was one solid bruise.”
Gisela pursed her lips and nodded. “Really though, I’ve seen pigs that—”
“Oh stop, will you?” I said, punching her in the thigh.
She laughed.
Lyanna flicked my ear with her finger. “Just stay calm, James. Remember, they’re looking for a man by himself, not a traveling husband and wife.” Gisela’s head snapped around and she gave Lyanna a sharp look, which Lyanna promptly ignored. “A very happy husband and wife that make passionate love every evening. He worships the ground she walks on, and her thoughts revolve around how much she loves his tender kisses.”
Gisela opened her mouth, but I reached out and took her hand in mine and gave it a familiar squeeze. “Just relax, honey. I’ll take care of us.”
As they drew closer, two of the men angled their horses so as to block the road. The rest stopped, except for one man that rode forwards a few feet. Several knots of golden cord on his shoulder signified his rank, though what it was I had no clue. He was clearly in charge of the rest of the men, judging by the way they deferred to him. His helm rested on the pommel of his saddle, and a thick plume rose from a crest along the top. What a silly thing, feathers on helmets.
“Ho there,” the soldier called out, holding up his hand for us to stop.
“Woah, River,” I said, pulling on the reins until the placid animal came to a stop. I squinted at the man, then looked him up and down, pretending to be impressed with his armor and probably social station. “How can I help ye?” I asked, putting on my best impersonation of a backwoods farmer. Apparently my best impersonation sounded like someone from Georgia.
“I am Lieutenant Jezal of the King’s Army. We seek a man that was traveling on this road. A man by the name of James of House Cantrell.”
I whistled between my teeth. “House Cantrell? Sounds like royalty t’me. Welp, My name’s John, John Lennon. This lovely lass is my wife, Yoko.” Gisela glared at me.
“Yoko? That’s an odd name.” The soldier leaned forwards and studied us.
“I’m from up north,” Gisela responded with a respectful nod of her head. “My lord.”
Ah, shit. I should probably be calling him that as well.
“Haven’t seen nothing on this road the last two days except for a few farmers, my lord.” Hopefully he would buy my shitty story, since I couldn’t think of anything else.
“What’s your business in Howe?” he asked.
“We live there,” I replied. “Just, uh….”
“West side of town, next to the blacksmith,” Lyanna whispered in my ear.
“Just on the west side of town. Little house, next to the blacksmith,” I said.
“Mmmhmm,” the officer said, squinting his eyes at me. “What happened to your face?” he asked. 
I winced, then shook my head with a laugh. “That was all my fault, my lord. I had a bit too much wine the other day and made the mistake of picking a fight with my lovely wife. I told her that her bottom was getting fatter and she really let me have it.” I slammed my knuckles into my palm for emphasis and some of the men laughed. “I told her that I liked it getting bigger, but that didn’t help.”
Gisela gasped and punched me in the shoulder.
“She’s a real wildcat, my lord. Still trying to tame her. At least she’s housebroken.” The soldiers laughed at that one as well. Gisela, not so much.
The officer stared at us, his face suspicious, but he finally nodded. “Carry on. If you run into this man, this James of House Cantrell, notify one of us immediately. He’s wanted by the king himself, on charges of murder, blasphemy, and communing with demons.”
I somehow managed to put on a shocked expression. “Sounds like someone I would want to steer clear of, my lord. Uhh, were I to see him though, how would I contact one of yas?”
“Two men are at the inn in Howe, and will be for some time yet.”
I nodded and tugged my forelock. “Right, my lord. I’ll keep an eye out for him. He sounds like a right dastardly fiend.” I don’t know how I managed to say that without laughing.
The soldiers moved into two files and continued by, each one giving us a hard glare as they passed. I picked the reins up and prepared to move when the last man spoke up.
“Hey, you’re the constable in the next town over. Lanercost. I’ve seen you before.”
Fuck. 
I reached into my pocket, my fingers closing around the mask.
“What?” The lieutenant pulled his horse around and trotted up to us, hand on his sword hilt. His eyes swiveled to Gisela. “Yoko, eh?
“I—I don’t know what he’s talking about, my lord.” Gisela’s eyes widened, the picture of innocence. “I’m just a, uh, Jim’s wife. I help him on the farm, and churn butter.” She was the worst liar I’d ever heard.
“That’s a real shame, ma’am,” the lieutenant replied, his voice calm as he eased his sword in its scabbard. “It appears you’ve put so much of your focus on churning butter and working the farm that you’ve forgotten your own husband’s name.”
Gisela’s face went white, but she recovered in an instant. She reached for her belt knife.
There was no other choice. I put the mask on, and time seemed to slow to a crawl.
Gisela snatched her belt knife from its sheath and leaped to her feet. Her arm went back and snapped forwards as the lieutenant shouted for his men to surround us. Her knife spiraled through the air and struck him in the cheek. He screamed and clutched at his bloodied face, then turned back to us. Her blade stuck out of his mouth, covered in red.
The other soldiers spurred their horses into motion, aiming to circle us. A battle cry came from Gisela next to me, a valkyrie ready for a fight, but I put an end to things right there.
With the mask, I could see everyone’s life, glowing like ethereal beings made of light. I reached out my hand—I probably didn’t have to use my hand, but that was what I was used to doing—and grabbed the life from the lieutenant. He withered away right before our eyes. Upon seeing this, two of the other soldiers turned and ran. I grabbed their lives as well, crushing them in my fist. Two remained, one with his sword out and the other fumbling with a flatbow. Their withered bodies fell from their horses and crashed to the road with the clatter of armor.
Five men dead, all in a matter of seconds.
The mask seemed to pulse on my face, filled with the power of five souls. It yearned, hungered for more, always seeking death. Lyanna, crouched in the back of the wagon, looked up at me, concern plain on her face.
With a trembling hand, I reached up and pulled the mask off. My vision returned to normal as I stuffed it into my pocket.
Lyanna came back into existence, reaching for me. “Are you okay?” She placed a hand upon my shoulder, her eyes worried as she looked me over.
“I’m fine,” I replied.
I looked over at Gisela and found her staring at me. Terror and shock were on her face, eyes wide, mouth hanging open.
“It’s okay,” I said, reaching out and touching her arm. She flinched when my finger met her skin.
“What was that?” she asked. It came out as a hoarse whisper.
“The mask,” I replied. “I know you’re shocked right now, but we need to hurry up and move these bodies before anyone sees them.” 
I hopped off the wagon and offered her my hand. She accepted and I helped her down, although she still stared at me with wide eyes.
To be fair, that’s probably a normal reaction after seeing someone tear the life right out of a person.
I hurried to the lieutenant, lying on the ground. “Get his horse,” I told Gisela, and she nodded and walked a few feet away to where his horse had walked off to.
Being shorter than me, his armor probably wouldn’t fit. It looked uncomfortable, anyways. Even still, his mail shirt came off, as well as his boots and gauntlets, and they all went into the back of the wagon.
“Sorry I can’t help,” Lyanna said. As I tossed the boots into the back of the wagon, one of them passed right through her.
“It’s okay,” I replied. “Just keep an eye out, will you?”
“Sure,” she said, and floated a few feet above the wagon, looking first one way then the other.
I grabbed the lieutenant’s purse and tossed it on the wagon as well, then grabbed his dried, sinewy wrists and dragged him back to the treeline. Gisela had calmed his horse, and brought it next to our wagon, where she looped the reins over the side. I went to the next soldier while she worked on rounding up the horses.
Not all of their equipment was worth saving, but after a few minutes I had a nice pile of swords and armor in the back of the wagon. I covered it with Gisela’s blanket to keep it safe from prying eyes.
“What are we going to do with the horses?” Gisela asked. “Five horses will draw a lot of eyes.”
She was right.
“Bring them with us for now,” I said. “We’ll drop them off at Percy’s Rest in Howe. We can probably come up with a fitting story to tell the stableman there, and pay him to keep his mouth shut. Of course, he’ll tell everyone regardless, so we have to make sure we have a good excuse.”
We climbed back into the wagon and I took the reins. Gisela had tied the reins of each horse to the one in front, so we slowly continued to Howe, a train of five horses following behind.
“We should be there in an hour or so, I think,” I said. Gisela didn’t reply. “Hey, are you okay?”
Her face was the picture of anxiety.
“I just helped kill the king’s men,” she said, her voice shaky. 
I opened my mouth to calm her and she cut me off. 
“Yes, I know they’re the bad guys. I know we had to do it. It’s still, just…. I spent six years as constable, James. Now, I feel like a murderer.”
“Well, to King Arandal you are,” I told her. “But to King James, you’re not.”
“I appreciate you trying, but that doesn’t make me feel any better.”
“Well, don’t worry, my dear,” I said as I threw an arm around her shoulder. Lyanna placed her hand on my arm, the closest she could come to touching Gisela. Gisela smiled back at her appreciatively. “We’ll be in Howe soon. A nice, hot bath will make everything better.”
She forced a tight-lipped smile at me. “I don’t know how you can be so nonchalant after killing those men.”
“Because they would have taken me. They would have taken you, and I won’t let that happen. It’s as simple as that.” I gave her shoulder a squeeze. “They probably would have taken turns with you. Maybe killed you afterwards, maybe handed you over to the torturer along with me. When you set your feelings aside a bit and think of it that way, you’ll see that there’s no real reason to be upset.”
She sighed. “I just want that bath.”




Chapter 20

The sun was nearing the horizon as the town of Howe came into view. An hour of Lyanna’s jokes had finally relaxed Gisela a bit; she even told a few of her own, bringing chuckles from the rest of us. 
As we approached Percy’s Rest, I leaned over to Gisela. “Remember our story.”
“Got it,” she nodded.
“The simplest lies are the easiest ones,” I told her. I had read that in a book somewhere.
I guided River towards the stable, looking around for the stableman. “Jaem, are you there?” I called out. After a few seconds he emerged from the rear of the stable, chewing vigorously and wiping his hand on his breeches.
“Good day to you, my lord,” he said with a polite bow of his head. He suddenly noticed the string of horses tied to our wagon and his eyes widened. 
“We found these near Lanercost,” I told him. “About an hour west of the village. They were all riderless, and two without saddles. Not sure what happened, but we couldn’t let them wander around.” The two saddles were in the back of the wagon, hidden beneath Gisela’s blanket.
Jaem pursed his lips and went to spit, then saw Gisela and swallowed it instead. “Bandits, probably. Harming good folk. Maybe the king’s men can investigate it and round the lot of them up, hang them from the rafters.”
I nodded in agreement. “Are there any here in Howe? I can talk to them.”
Jaem gestured towards the inn. “Aye, there are. They been here a few days, though most of them left early this morning. Two are staying at the inn if you want to tell them about it. They’re easy to find,” he lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Just find the rudest bastards in the common room. All acting like they own the place” He squinted at me and his face suddenly brightened in recognition. “Hey, I remember you! You went hunting down south not too long ago. What was it—James? Hard to forget that name on account of it sounding like my own.” He chuckled.
Shit. Him remembering my name could cause problems. 
I gave him a smile. “Good memory, Jaem. I’m just passing through with my wife, Jessica Alba. Although I guess she’ll be Jessica of House Cantrell, now.” She gave me an odd look; probably curious where the name came from.
Jaem bowed low for her. “A pleasure to meet you, Jessica. You brighten the day with your very presence.”
She blushed to her hairline. “Thank you, Jaem. You are too kind.”
“On the contrary, when the gods made you they made a masterpiece.” Oh, this guy was good. “Want me to take care of all this for you?” His sweeping gesture took in our wagon as well as the train of horses.
“Please do,” I said, climbing down from the wagon. “If you can park this around back, I’d much appreciate it.” I looked back at the near half-dozen horses behind the wagon. “I guess keep them fed and cared for. If no one claims them in the next few days, I’ll buy them from you.” I reached into my pocket and flipped him a large silver coin, which he snatched out of the air with a grin.
“Sounds like a good plan, my lord.”
I grabbed another handful of silver from my pocket and approached him. Pressing it into his hand, I looked him in the eye. “Can you do me a favor? With there possibly being bandits about, I need you to make sure no one looks in my wagon. I’ve got valuables in there, so I don’t want anyone snooping around. No one can look, not even you, Jaem.”
He bobbed his head at the handful of silver I gave him. “Of course, my lord. No one will even know the wagon is here.” 
While he busied himself with gathering the horses, I grabbed my satchel from the wagon, tucked the blanket back over our stuff, and offered Gisela my arm. She stared at it and for a moment I wondered if she was going to punch me instead, but finally looped her arm through mine.
“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Lyanna’s disembodied voice asked.
“Oh hush,” Gisela said, but color stained her cheeks.
I pulled the door open and held it for Gisela. Her ass in those snug-fitting leather breeches drew my eyes like a magnet as she walked through. Fuck, she was gorgeous.
We entered the common room and I immediately understood Jaem’s comment about the king’s men. It took me all of five seconds to find them.
They sat at a table together, tabards in the king’s colors draped over their leather jerkins. Why they wore the armor in an inn, I couldn’t say. Intimidation factor? Probably. Mugs sat on the table in front of each, as well as bowls of what I assumed was Cory’s harvest stew. One of them shoveled the stew into his mouth like a brute while the other leered at a passing serving girl. Upon seeing us enter, he transferred his gaze to Gisela and went as far as elbowing his companion and pointing her out. Four eyes stared at her, and I wanted to drive my dagger in each one. 
I mean, I stared at her ass all the time, but that was different. I was trying to marry the woman, after all.
“Well, look who it is!” Lydia walked up, pristine white apron covering her tunic and loose-fitting pants. Her motherly smile took in both Gisela and me. “And I see you brought a lady with you this time.
Gisela barked a laugh. “I’m no lady, but thank you.”
“Oh, nonsense.” Lydia took one of Gisela’s hands in both of hers, her infectious smile finally making Gisela’s mouth curve upwards. “You are just as pretty as can be. What are you doing with this rascal?”
“I’m just trying to convince her that she loves me,” I said. “It’s good to see you, Lydia. How have things been?”
“A good bit better than they’ve been for you, judging by your bruises,” she replied. Couldn’t fault her there.
“Yeah, life has been a bit trying lately,” I said. “Do you have baths here?”
“Of course! We have separate rooms for men and women,” she said with a slight nod to Gisela. “No one will bother you in there.” Her eyes flickered towards the two soldiers, just the briefest motion, so quick I thought I might have imagined it.
“Have they been problematic?” I asked, keeping my voice low.
Her smile didn’t falter, but suddenly looked forced. “No, why would you ask that?”
“Point taken,” I said, pulling some coins from my pocket. I took her hand and bowed over it, using the motion to cover the fact that I was slipping a handful of silver crowns to her. “Always a pleasure to see you, Lydia. And if anyone asks, my name is Lars. Lars of House Ulrich.” I put a slight emphasis on the name, hoping she would get it.
Her smile remained in place—really, she was good at that—but her eyes widened a fraction when she realized how much silver I had slipped her. She made the coins disappear behind her apron. “We always have a room for you here at Percy’s Rest, Lars of House Ulrich. You and your lovely wife Sandra are always welcomed guests.”
"Thanks, Lydia," I replied. "You know, you're very good at this whole hospitality thing. Do you plan on running this inn for the rest of your days?"
She gave a thoughtful shrug. "Our eldest son could probably take over in a year or so, but to be honest I simply enjoy it. Seeing everything run smoothly and efficiently is a point of pride for me."
I chuckled. "You should be mayor. I think most places would benefit from a leader like you."
She pursed her lips. "That would require people to place a woman in charge, and many wouldn't allow that."
Sadly, she was right. I tucked that tidbit of knowledge away, in case I ever needed a good leader.
But I was tired, and dirty. “How about those baths now?”
“Right. Cindel!” She called out and the serving girl I had seen earlier, a young woman in modest skirts of blue, hurried to her. “Please take the Lady Sandra to the bathing room.”
“Right away, Lydia,” she said, bobbing the slightest curtsey. “If you’ll follow me, my lady?” she said to Gisela.
“Meet me here in half an hour?” I asked Gisela.
“Of course, my wonderful husband,” she said, her voice sickeningly sweet. “I shall miss every second I am apart from you.” She fluttered her eyelashes at me, then followed the serving girl to the back.
Lydia’s smile took on a playful note. “So, your wife?”
I shrugged. “Hopefully one day soon. I’m doing all I can to win her over.”
“Well, I know you’re a determined one. And you went…. You know where.” She clearly didn’t want to say it out loud. “And you survived, so that speaks for something. I wish you all the best. Now, if you’ll follow me,” she said as she turned and walked towards the back of the inn, trailing behind the serving girl.
We walked down a short hallway that led away from the common room. A door was on each side at the end. Gisela opened the left door, sticking her tongue out at me before entering the room. Lydia directed me towards the door on the right.
“No funny business in there, mister,” she said with a wry twist to her lips.
I laughed. Being in a tub with Gisela would be a hell of a thing, indeed. “My mind is only on one thing, and that’s a tub filled with hot water,” I replied. She left, and I pulled the door open.
Four tubs sat on the stone floor in a similar manner to the bathing room at The Wooden Dragon, with a drain in the center of the room. A large cauldron sat in the corner over a small fire, heating the water within. Unlike the inn in Lanercost, a man sat on a stool against the wall, arms crossed and a bored expression on his face. His clothes were damp from the steam. Upon seeing me enter, He pushed himself to his feet with a grunt and began using a ladle and bucket to transfer water from the cauldron to one of the tubs.
I slipped out of my clothes and noticed my stockings and breeches could stand a cleaning. I grabbed the bar of soap and approached the man.
“Mind if I clean these real quick?” I asked him.
“Fine with me,” he replied in a scratchy voice. I wanted to clear my throat just listening to him. “You can hang them near the fire to dry quickly, just don’t burn the place down.” He indicated a small rack standing next to the cauldron.
I gave my clothes a quick scrub, then twisted them and wrung out as much water as possible. After that, I scrubbed the dirt from my own body, and rinsed with a fresh bucket of water. My clothes went on the drying rack, and then it was time for the tub.
The temperature was a tad north of just right, making the entry process slow, but I soon found myself seated in the tall tub, water covering me to my chin. My eyes closed and I leaned against the back of the tub, feeling the soreness melt from my joints.
I opened my mouth to ask the man to let me know when thirty minutes had passed, then remembered that clocks were a rarity here. Well, at least Gisela wouldn’t be perfectly on time either.




Chapter 21

After what I judged to be roughly half an hour, I begrudgingly got out of the tub and dried myself with a thick towel. I felt like a new man after soaking in the tub. My ribs still hurt like a son of a bitch and my face was still healing, but other than that, I felt great. Oh, and my shoulder still hurt. And my ankle. Well, at least I was clean. 
I went to tip the tub over to drain it but the man waved me away and handled it for me, so I went to check on my clothes instead. They were still damp, of course, so I grabbed fresh ones from my satchel and put those on instead. I made sure to transfer the mask to my new breeches. I felt at my face, at the near month’s worth of beard growth. That would need to be shaved at some point, or at least trimmed.
“Thanks,” I said to the man, and pressed a silver penny into his hand. He knuckled his forehead at me as I left the room.
Clean and refreshed, I strolled down the short hallway, humming to myself. My mood was high; things were going well, and when they weren’t I had been able to handle them.
My smile faded as I walked into the common room and saw Gisela seated at a table with her hands around a mug. The two soldiers stood next to her, one of them uncomfortably close. Just what I needed. 
“So where are you from, darlin’?” asked the one standing so close.
It seemed they had just arrived, judging by the question and the fact that she hadn’t slapped either of them yet. The one standing farther away set his mug on the table and went to grab a chair, but I arrived right at that moment and grabbed it instead.
“Jessica, my dear wife. How wonderful a hot bath can make one feel, don’t you agree?”
Three heads turned towards me, two covered in stubble and rather irritated at seeing me, the third beautiful and filled with relief.
“Lars, my husband!” she exclaimed, leaping to her feet and embracing me. I took advantage of the moment and went in for a quick kiss. Her body was firm but her lips were soft, deliciously soft.
“Remember what I told you,” I said quietly, looking into the endless green of her eyes. 
I released her and sat in the chair that the one soldier had grabbed. He took a step back to avoid being shouldered into, and his face twisted into a scowl. Before he could ruin my day, I spoke up.
“Gentlemen, I see you have met my lovely wife, Jessica. I am Lars of House Ulrich. May I get you a drink?”
The man standing next to me answered with a grunt, but the one so awkwardly close to Gisela made a point of staring down her shirt with his hand on his sword hilt before turning to me. 
“I’m good for now,” he said, giving me a hard, unblinking stare while sipping from his mug.
Well, it appeared they were determined to be assholes. Did the king only employ scumbags, or was this the natural course for uneducated men in positions of power? I took a deep breath to push down my desire to break his knee for acting that way around Gisela.
“Sir, I must—”
“Sergeant,” he interjected, looking back down at Gisela.
“Sergeant, I must ask if the air is better over there than elsewhere in the room, for you seem to be trying to make yourself very familiar with my wife.”
He turned his gaze to me again, beady eyes glittering like dark glass. “You got something to say, boy?”
I shrugged and slipped my hand in my pocket, around the mask. “I think I just said it. Have we committed some crime, that you need to investigate what’s down the front of my wife’s shirt?”
He chuckled at that, dangerous and low, but finally took a step away from her. I removed my hand from my pocket, though my heart still pounded.
“You’ve got some mouth on you, you know that?” His voice was quiet, the kind used to deliver threats.
“I’m quite aware of it,” I replied. “I ask you again though, are you investigating something with this behavior of yours?”
His lips twisted in a sneer. “Yeah.” He took a step towards me, trying to loom over me even though he was half a foot shorter. “Looking for a man, goes by the name of James. James, from House Cantrell. King has put a bounty on his head of a hundred gold.”
A hundred gold? That’s all I was worth? What a fucking disappointment.
“Can you describe this knave for me?” I asked, glad I was finally able to use that word.
The sergeant grunted, clearly annoyed at having to work instead of ogling Gisela. “Tall, dark hair. Stole a cloak from a royal guard, so he’ll be wearing that. Face got beaten up pretty badly.” He squinted at me. “What happened to your face?”
I gave a self-deprecating laugh. “Ah, it’s that mouth of mine that you’ve already noticed. I got into an argument with a gentleman, although I use the word loosely, at the last place we stopped. As you can see, I didn’t win.”
“Oh yeah?” He raised a bushy eyebrow fractionally. “And where was that?”
“Oh, just to the north of here,” I said, realizing I had talked myself right into a hole.
“Airedale,” Gisela chimed in. “I told you, Lars, you should have left that man alone. He was quite a bit larger than you, not to mention more handsome, and you aren’t any good at fighting.” She gave a little laugh and turned to the soldiers. “Sometimes I think my dear old grandmother could take my poor little Lars in a fistfight.” They got a good laugh at that. She smiled, really enjoying having a go at me.
“That’s why I’m so fortunate to have a lovely wife like you, Jessica,” I said, giving her my most charming smile. I turned to the soldiers. “Such a beautiful woman, my wife, with such a delightfully round bottom. You’d be quite surprised at the horrendous smells that come out of it on such a regular basis.” I feigned embarrassment and lowered my voice. “I—I’m sorry, my love. I didn’t mean to tell anyone.”
The soldiers laughed even harder at that one, but Gisela didn’t flinch.
“Yes, none of us are perfect, are we, my one-minute lover?” She gave me a lopsided smile, showing her teeth. Oh, I was gonna get her for that one.
The two soldiers laughed so hard one of them nearly fell over. People at other tables looked over at us, trying to see the source of the commotion. I decided to move on from teasing Gisela and addressed the men in a more serious tone.
“We did come across something dreadfully suspicious on our trip that might involve your target.”
Their laughter subsided and they focused back on me.
“Oh yeah?” the sergeant asked. “What’d you see?”
“Horses,” I continued. “Right outside of Airedale. Riderless horses, some still with saddles still on their backs. No sign of their riders anywhere, but the ground was churned up something fierce, and I think I saw—” I lowered my voice. “In some places the ground was dark and wet. Reddish-brown, almost like blood had spilled there. And there were marks that led from the road.”
“As if something—or someone—had been dragged into the trees,” Gisela finished for me. She put a hand delicately over her mouth. “Please, can we not talk of this when we are preparing to dine?” She turned to the two soldiers. “Violence was done there, gentlemen. I can assure you of that.” She closed her eyes and turned away, then shuddered delicately. 
“And where was this?” the sergeant asked.
“Just outside of Airedale,” I replied. “Let’s see, heading north it was on the right, so the east side of the road. I’m sure your experienced eyes will pick it out immediately.”
“Right,” the sergeant said. I’m not sure he bought my story, but he seemed to be ready to leave us alone for the time being, which was fortunate. I was beginning to wonder if I was going to have to kill him. “We’ll have to send someone up to look there,” he continued. “Our orders are to stay here and watch for the murdering bastard.”
“Well, I hope you find him and really give it to him,” I said, gently beating my fist on the table to accent my words. “Now, if you have no more business with us, I would like to sup with my lovely wife.”
The sergeant’s beady eyes went from me to Gisela to Gisela’s breasts, but he finally grunted and walked away. The other soldier followed, although at least he had the decency not to stare.
Gisela let out a long breath. “I never thought they’d leave.”
“Fortunately for us, they bought our story, my dear,” I said, then waved Lydia over.
“So, you emerge unscathed,” Lydia said, her ever-present smile taking on a knowing look.
“They’re looking for some guy named James,” I told her. “Not our business. Can we get some of your husband’s wonderful stew and some ale?”
“Of course,” Lydia said, and left our table.
“Do you think they really believed your story?” Gisela asked, watching Lydia walk away from us.
“I think the soldiers believed enough of it,” I told her. “Lydia is too smart for that sort of thing, though. She knows exactly who I am. Fortunately, she’s also smart enough to know that their charges are mostly bullshit.”
“Lucky for us,” Gisela said, worry still creasing her brow.
“Lucky for us,” I agreed.
A moment later, Lydia returned with two steaming bowls in her hands. I was sad to see her husband didn’t bring them out himself and told her so.
“That’s reserved for the slower days,” she explained and gestured around the room. “It’s too busy for that tonight. Let me get your ale, Ja—Lars.” She blushed at the slip and hurried away.
“Hot bath, good food…. I don’t know about you, but I’m going to sleep well tonight,” I told Gisela as I took my first bite. The stew was just as good as I remembered.
“I’ll definitely be sleeping well, especially since I’ll have a room to myself,” Gisela said matter-of-factly as she tried the stew. “Oh wow, this is incredible.”
Lydia returned at that moment with a tall mug of ale in hand. “Here you are. Is there anything else I can get you?”
“We’ll need two rooms for the night,” Gisela said as she took another bite.
“Oh, I’m terribly sorry, my lady, but we’re almost full. I only have one free room, so you’ll have to bed down with your husband here.”
Gisela stared at me flatly. “Don’t you get any ideas,” she said in a no-nonsense voice.
“Thank you, Lydia. We’ll take the room.”
She turned and pointed to a heavy wooden staircase along the far wall. “Up the stairs, then the last door on the right,” she said as she set a key on the table in front of me. “I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone.” As she turned to leave—away from Gisela, I noticed—she gave me a wink.
Always nice to have people on your side.
Gisela was still giving me that flat stare. I spread my hands. 
“We have to keep up images. A husband and wife sleeping in different rooms would be suspicious.”
“Keep your hands to yourself or I’ll break them,” Gisela warned, then went back to her stew.”
“Of course, my lady,” I said, barely managing to keep from laughing. “I wouldn’t want to disturb my lady, after all. I know my place; curled up on the foot of the bed, like my lady’s dog.”
She glared at me, but I could see her mouth twitching as she struggled not to laugh.
Once we finished our dinner, we made our way up the stairs. Few things in life were as glorious as walking behind Gisela in those breeches she wore.
“Will you two just fuck already?” Lyanna whispered in my ear.
I smiled and followed Gisela to the room. It was a small room with a single bed, but large enough for two people. She spent so long trying to tell me not to look at her or touch her so she could undress that I finally just crawled in bed, rolled over so I couldn’t see her, and went to sleep.




Chapter 22

I woke up hungry. Not just hungry for food, but hungry for life. For Gisela, for my castle, for all my queens. For everything. 
Lyanna had decided to be the little spoon, since I slept on my side. I had to admit, with her slender figure and soft curves, she was an ideal sleeping companion. Being weightless helped as well.
Gisela was already up, of course. When I finally rolled over—I had to take a moment to let my morning wood go down, as Lyanna kept grinding her butt against it—Gisela was already scrubbing her teeth in the dry sink. She wore only her shirt, but it was long enough to cover all of the good parts. Still, her long, well-muscled legs were bare to mid-thigh. Not staring took considerable effort.
“Morning,” I said, rubbing my eyes with the heels of my hands. I looked around but didn’t see Lyanna anywhere. Either gone exploring or invisible again. A dull ache rested behind my eyes, likely due to not enough sleep. It would only get worse in the upcoming days. “When I’m king, mornings will come later.”
Gisela spat in the basin of water and tapped the water out of her toothbrush. “Oh, is that so? You’ll control time?”
“God damn right,” I replied, then paused. “Wait, do people say that here?”
Gisela pursed her lips in thought.
“‘Gods be damned’ would be the closest, but a lot of people wouldn’t care to hear it,” Lyanna said, walking across the room to the window. “Blasphemy is frowned upon.”
Gisela jumped when the ghost appeared. 
“Gods be damned, you scared the shit out of me,” she said, grabbing onto the dry sink with both hands and taking a deep breath.
“We have a long day ahead of us,” I said as I stood up and stretched my hands over my head, wincing at the pain that stabbed through my side. “I guess my ribs aren’t ready for that, yet.”
“So what’s the plan, genius?” Gisela asked as she grabbed her breeches. “Turn around.”
“Damn,” I said as I turned away from her. “I was just about to make you an offer: I show you my butt, you show me yours.”
“So sorry to disappoint you,” she said, her breeches rustling as she pulled them on. “Okay, you can turn around now.”
Her white shirt was tucked into the dark breeches and she busied herself with tying the laces at the front. After that, much to my elation, she turned and bent over to fetch her leather vest from where she had tossed it over the back of a rickety chair.
“Could you at least have the decency to be ugly?” I asked her.
Gisela immediately became aware of what she had just done and spun around, hiding her butt and blushing. “I’ll be downstairs,” she said as she threw her bag over her shoulder and hurried out the door.
“You two really seem to like tormenting each other,” Lyanna said from the bed. “Sometimes it’s so awkward to watch.”
“Not everyone is as easy to get along with as you,” I said, turning to the pale beauty. “I dunno. Maybe I just get a little snarky when I’m hungry.
“Is that so?” she asked as she moved back onto the bed and made her dress vanish. With a sly grin, she spread her thighs, exposing herself to me. “Feel like some breakfast?”
Shortly after, I hurried down the stairs, going over a mental checklist as I approached the common room.
Gisela sat at a table, scraping a spoon through a bowl of porridge. One other man sat at a table across the room, and that was it.
“How’s the gruel?” I asked as I pulled a chair out and sat across from her.
“Good,” she said between bites. “They added some berries, so it’s not so bland.”
“Eat hearty, for we have a long day ahead of us,” I told her. Berries or not, I hated oatmeal so I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t enjoy that slop.
A woman peeked her head out of the kitchen door and looked around the common room. I waved at her to catch her attention, and she nodded and walked out.
She was a middle-aged woman, her face prematurely aged from hard years. Iron gray streaked through the brown hair she had pulled into a tight bun, and dark eyes watched me from bruised eye sockets. Her dress hung from knobby shoulders, and she wiped her flour-dusted hands on her apron, but she moved with a determined stride towards our table. She was the very picture of hard times and perseverance.
“Good morning my lord, my lady,” she said with a slight curtsy for each of us. “What can I get for you?”
“We need some travel food,” I told her. “Four loaves of bread, some apples, anything that won’t go bad. Enough for a week. Can I get you to fill my wineskin as well?”
“Right away, my lord. Cory isn’t up and about yet, but I’ll gather what I can for you,” she said as she took my wineskin. With that in hand, she hurried back into the kitchen.
“A week?” Gisela asked with one slender brow raised. “How far south do you plan on going? Only takes about two days to get to water.”
“I just want to be prepared,” I told her. “We have lots of travel ahead of us, my dear, and I have a nasty fight at the end of it. The last thing I want is to be hungry.”
“You still haven’t told me exactly what you’re planning on doing,” she said as she ate the last bite of her porridge.
“On the contrary, I have,” I told her. “I’m heading down to the coast to kill a dragon and build a castle.”
She stared at me for a moment, her eyes like green fires. “If you don’t want to tell me then just say that. There’s no need to keep making up these silly—”
Gisela cut off as the woman returned from the kitchen, holding food in her apron. She came to the table and set it all before me: Three loaves of dark bread, a dozen boiled eggs, four apples, two pears, a small salted ham, and my wineskin. A large square of cloth was beneath them, and after showing us the food she grabbed the corners of the cloth and started tying them together and bundling it up.
“A veritable feast! Thank you kindly,” I told her as I dipped my hand into my pocket and withdrew some coins. My gold was in Brinia’s house, but I had taken plenty of silver from the soldiers. I counted out ten silver crowns and handed them to her, then closed her fingers around them with a smile. “Keep the change,” I told her.
She gasped when she saw the amount of money I had given her. She opened her mouth to say something and choked up.
“Do you have a family?” I asked her.
She nodded, and spoke after roughly clearing her throat. “Yes, my lord. Oscar and I have two boys and a girl.” Her voice was still husky.
I pulled the last of my silver crowns from my pocket and handed them to her. I wasn’t going to need them any time soon.
“Take half of this and spend it on things you need. The other half, I want you to save. Put it towards your future.”
The lady choked back a sob and wiped the back of her hand across her eyes. “Thank you, my lord. I—I don’t know what to say.”
I stood, pushing back my chair, and grabbed the food. “You don’t need to say anything. I’m James of House Cantrell. Remember that name.” I turned to Gisela, who was giving me a weighing look, like she was seeing me for the first time. “You ready?”
“Yeah,” she said after a lengthy pause. 
“Let’s fill our waterskins up and hit the road,” I said. “Well, the dirt path. Guess I’ll have to build a road there one day.” I waited for her to stand and we both left the common room.
“Jaem!” I called out the stableman’s name several times as we approached the stables. He finally came out, brushing straw from his jacket, and his face brightened when he saw us.
“Good morning, my lord,” he said, bowing his head. “My lady. Hope you slept well. Need me to fetch your things?”
“Yes, and if you can get me some oats for my horse I’d appreciate it,” I said, flicking him a silver penny. He bowed his head again and hurried back into the stable.
“You like helping people,” Gisela said. I couldn’t tell if it was a statement or a question.
“To me, it’s pretty simple,” I replied with a shrug. “I have lots of money. They don’t. I won’t even notice the few silver I just gave Jaem and that lady, but it’ll make a real difference in their lives.”
She gave me that weighing look again. I did my best to ignore it while waiting on Jaem.
After a few minutes he had River hitched to the wagon out front. He handed me a worn feed bag and held a sack, half-full, in his other hand.
“Don’t worry, my lord, I have plenty of these to spare. Sack’s filled with oats.” He set the sack in the back of the wagon. “If you let him graze when you stop, which you should, them oats will last a good long while.”
“Thanks Jaem, I appreciate it,” I told him.
He knuckled his forehead and bowed again. “Thank you, my lord. Enjoy your day, you and you lady. She’s a fine one, my lord, meaning no disrespect. Truly blessed by the gods.”
“That she is,” I said, grinning at Gisela. “Ready, my dear?” I walked to her side of the wagon and offered her my hand.
She smiled at me as she approached, then ignored my hand and climbed into the seat. I couldn’t help but chuckle as I went over to my side and climbed into the driver’s seat. A flick of the reins got River moving, and soon we were riding through the small town together.
I decided to try my luck a bit with Gisela and slipped my right arm around her. “It’s a nice little town, isn’t it?”
She leaned her head on my shoulder for a few seconds, then straightened back up. “I guess. It looks like Lanercost, but with two roads instead of one. Further from Kolsted, so fewer problems, I suppose.”
“Growing up here was nice, but a bit on the boring side,” Lyanna said from the back. “Though I imagine that describes any small town.”
Sadly, I had to remove my arm from Gisela and grab the reins again in order to turn River to the left when we were halfway through the town. A broad road split off to the north.
“I wonder if those soldiers will check that way?” I asked her.
“I think they’re more concerned with getting drunk,” she replied. “Without appropriate supervision, men like that turn lazy.”
“Doesn’t that count for all men?” Lyanna asked. They shared a laugh at that one.
We rode through a small path and into a large communal pasture. A herd of sheep grazed in the distance and slowly moved out of the way when we approached. Several cows watched us ride past.
“I’ll have to build a road here,” I said, not realizing I had spoken the words aloud until Gisela laughed.
“Do you realize how much work it is to build a road? I hope you aren’t planning on paving it. I don’t even know where you’d get the stone from.”
With two days of boredom in front of us, I figured it was an appropriate time to make some conversation with my beautiful companions. 
“Did you ever want to have children, Lyanna?” I asked the question nonchalantly.
“When I was alive, yes,” Lyanna answered. “Now, I’d just be happy to help raise some, however I could. Maybe I could teach them numbers, or letters.”
“How about you, Gisela?”
“What?” she replied, taken aback. “I mean—children?” She shook her head slowly. “James, I spent years as the constable of Lanercost. I haven’t had the luxury to think about children, or even a…partner in life.”
Her choice of words caught my attention; the fact that she didn’t use the word husband. Fortunately, I had an angle for that.
“Brinia really likes you,” I told her. “She likes women too, you know. I think you two would be really good for each other.”
“What? But I—”
“It’s okay,” I said, placing a calming hand on her arm. “It’s totally fine. Really, I mean it. There’s nothing wrong with women being together.”
Gisela looked back at Lyanna, but Lyanna laughed and held up her hands.
“Don’t worry, I only like this guy,” she said, ruffling my hair.
“Lucky for me,” I said, brushing my hair back. “But back to my original question, have you ever considered children? Let’s say after we get married and you’re a queen. Would you want one then?”
Gisela threw back her head and laughed. “Oh James, you and your stories. After you kill a dragon and build a castle by yourself, you mean? Well, in that scenario, were I a queen…. To be honest, I don’t have an answer for you. I’ve never really been….” She gave me a quick glance. “Well, you know. Attracted to men. A few of them are handsome,” again the quick glance. I pretended not to see it. “But most of them are assholes that care more about getting their cocks wet than caring for a partner. Or they think they need to keep their wives in line with an occasional slap.” She grunted. “That’s the bad thing about serving as constable. You’ll often see the worst sides of people.”
“All of that makes perfect sense,” I told her.
“Fortunately, James isn’t that way,” Lyanna said, throwing her arms around me from behind and planting a kiss on the side of my neck.
“Is that so?” Gisela asked dryly. “Don’t I feel like the luckiest woman in the world, being the target of your pursuits.”
“Maybe you should,” Lyanna said, leaning her head against me. “He’ll treat you well, and I think you two would go well together. You and Brinia as well.”
Gisela threw her hands in the air. “Why does everyone want me to fuck Brinia? I mean—I like her too, but….” She groaned loudly. “So, James. Tell me how you first learned to use a sword.”
“Brinia’s a good kisser, you know,” I said, leaning towards her. I laughed at the strangled sound she made. “Okay, okay. I think I mentioned once that I took fencing classes in college.”
“You did, but I had no clue what you were talking about.”
Where to start? “No one uses swords where I come from. Not the military, not the police. They use things like this,” I patted the pistol at my hip. “However, some people do a type of sword fighting for sport.”
“For sport,” Gisela said. “Just for a challenge? As a game?”
“Basically, yes. I wanted to impress a woman so I took a couple semesters of fencing in college. Turns out I was pretty decent at it.”
Gisela wrinkled her nose in confusion. “I’m just trying to wrap my head around this. Did you use practice swords like we did?”
“No, nothing like that. There were three different types of swords, although all of them were very lightweight, with thin, flexible blades. Sort of like my rapier here, but thinner. Sometimes there’s a little ball of metal at the tip, just for safety. People wear outfits made from many layers of cloth, or padding, so they can’t get hurt. Masks, too. If you strike the other person, you get a point.”
“That sounds incredibly boring,” Gisela frowned.
“It was a lot of fun, but nothing like an actual fight. I’m just glad I took those classes, or I’d be dead now.”
“What other weapons existed in your world?” Lyanna asked.
“You’d hardly believe some of them,” I told her. “As I said, the gun, the firearm, is the predominant military weapon. I have to reload mine after each shot, which takes time. It’s not particularly accurate, either. In my world we have guns that can shoot dozens, hundreds of bullets in a single minute. We have larger versions that can level an entire building. Then we have things like missiles that can destroy multiple buildings from hundreds of miles away.”
“That sounds horrible,” Gisela said. “How is anyone still alive with weapons like that?”
“It causes problems, that’s for sure,” I replied. “When I build my castle, I’m going to try to learn from society’s mistakes. Hopefully I can make a better world for my children, for everyone’s children.”
“For our family,” Lyanna said, hugging me.
“That’s right,” I said, patting her hand.
“Don’t forget Brinia and me,” Gisela said, rolling her eyes.
I placed a hand on hers. “I could never forget about you, Gisela….”
“Thanks,” she said.
“...because you smell so bad.”
“I do not!” Her face reddened with shock and anger. 
“Like a raccoon that ate too many beans and blew up, ass first.”
“Dammit, James!” She raised her hand to punch me, but Lyanna and I were busy laughing our heads off. After a moment, Gisela joined in as well.
I tried to keep the conversation light as we traveled through the forest. The path made by my previous trips was still visible, which made it easier. Fortunately, the tall trees kept the undergrowth to a minimum. 
If I were going to build a road here, keeping it straight made the most sense. The most direct path was the shortest. Of course, that would require a team of men working round the clock to remove trees.
“How long until we’re there?” Gisela asked when the midday sun sent beams of light piercing through the canopy of leaves overhead.
“Last time I made this trip, it was two days from Howe to the cave where I found Lyanna and the mask. We’re going to do things a bit differently, this time.” Timing was everything on this journey. “I hope you can sleep with the sun still up.”
Gisela looked a question at me but stayed silent.
There were still plenty of hours of good daylight left when I pulled on the reins, halting River. A small clearing was off to one side, with thick branches above that offered shade and protection from any possible rain. 
“I’m guessing we’ll be waking up early.” Gisela said as she hopped down.
“And your guess is correct,” I replied.
“So you can go fight that dragon?” she asked with one eyebrow raised and a hand on her hip.
“Another correct guess! Want to try three for three?”
She shook her head and grabbed her blanket from the back of the wagon. I unhitched River and spent a few minutes rubbing his nose and brushing him down, then slipped a feed bag filled with oats over his head. After that, I grabbed the soldier’s short sword from the back and set myself to gathering branches for shelter and firewood, while Lyanna talked with Gisela.
I had a plan, and so far everything was going well. My aches and pains had even started to subside, although my ribs still protested if I took a deep breath. A bit of hope began to shine through the cloudy sky, and I basked in its warmth. Everything was going to work out.
“I don’t know. It just doesn’t feel—” Gisela cut off when she heard me approach. Lyanna was probably trying to talk her into bedding me, knowing her.
“Alright, we’ve enough wood for a nice fire, and I think we can figure out a way to be somewhat comfortable,” I said, dropping the wood.
With the way Gisela looked at the branches, it was clear she missed the comfort of a mattress already. I decided to cut another double armful of small branches from nearby trees in a better attempt at comfort. Once I had them carefully arranged, I covered them with a spare cloak.
“There you go,” I said, wiping my hands. “It’s not a goose down mattress, but it’s better than sleeping on the ground.”
Gisela gave me a wry look as she sat on the bed of branches. “It’ll do. So, when are we waking?”
“Early,” I said, draping my sword belt over the side of the wagon. Four short branch cuttings, one end sharpened, were driven into the ground. I pulled off my boots and set them upside down on two of the branches so that they were clear of the ground, then gestured for Gisela to do the same. “Keeps them free of bugs,” I told her. “Or snakes.”
As Gisela set herself to unlacing her boots, I pulled out my wineskin and took a long pull from it. Or at least, I tried to. The wine was low quality and starting to turn, so I had to settle for several sips.
“I see how it is,” Gisela quipped. “You have to be drunk to be near me.”
“Actually, this is my alarm clock,” I said after another sip of wine. “When I wake up to pee, we’ll head out.” I offered her the wineskin but she shook her head.
“I’m really starting to regret coming on this ridiculous journey with you,” Gisela said, lying back on her bed of boughs. She covered herself with a cloak and rolled around, undressing beneath it and trying to get comfortable. “I could be sleeping in my own bed, right now, warm and soft. Instead, I’m on some crack-brained trip through the woods with….”
Her complaints faded to a murmur as she pulled the cloak over her head. I took another sip of the sour wine and jammed the cork back in the wineskin, then tried to get some sleep.




Chapter 23

As I had planned, I woke a few hours later with a full bladder. Lyanna was curled up on top of me, her head on my chest and my fingers in my hair. When I moved, she lifted her head and smiled at me, then moved up and kissed me. She floated away after that. 
Pushing myself up into a seated position, I yawned and rubbed at my eyes. With the thick canopy overhead, I couldn’t make out the moon, but there was a general glow towards the south edge of the sky and I did some mental calculations and came up with midnight. Somewhere near midnight. 
In other words, way to fucking early to be awake.
Suppressing a grumble, I leaned forwards and grabbed my boots. After stamping my feet into them, I dragged myself out of the campsite, away from the warmth of the low fire, and found an appropriate tree. 
A young aspen tree loomed ahead and looked like it needed a good watering, so I stepped up to it and unlaced my breeches. Ugh, what I would give for a zipper.
As I let go a healthy stream, I went over my plan again. Everything had worked out so far; even Gisela was warming up to me. She’d be mine soon, I could feel it. The dragon would be dead, I’d have a castle, and I’d have my queens.
“Are you ready?” Lyanna asked as she walked up behind me.
“I have no choice but to be ready,” I answered.
“If anyone can do it, it’s you. Just be careful. I can’t lose you.”
“Don’t worry, honey,” I said, giving myself a shake and lacing my breeches back up. “You’re stuck with me for a good long time.”
“Good,” she said, slapping me on the ass.
Back at our camp, I bent over Gisela and touched her shoulder, gently shaking her. She snorted herself awake and looked up at me with bleary eyes.
“You weren’t kidding when you said early,” she groaned and rolled back over. She pulled the cloak over her head, which brought the bottom edge up and exposed her perfectly formed bare ass. With a yelp she yanked the cloak down, covering herself.
“Rise and shine, sweet cheeks,” I told her, chuckling as I kicked dirt over the glowing coals.
“How do you deal with him?” Gisela asked Lyanna.
“I find that sitting on his face helps,” Lyanna replied with a shrug.
Gisela shook her head as she covered herself with her cloak and glared at me. “Turn around,” she said.
I turned and went to River. He wasn’t particularly happy about being awake, but some nose rubs and a handful of oats went a long way towards keeping the horse happy. By the time Gisela was fully dressed, River was hitched to the wagon and ready to go.
She clambered onto the wagon seat while Lyanna floated into the back of the wagon.
“You don’t have to ride in the back of the wagon, Lyanna,” I told her as I settled into the driver’s seat.
“I have a feeling Gisela wouldn’t enjoy the way we usually travel,” she said with a laugh, and Gisela blushed. “We could always take turns with him, Gisela. It would certainly make the time pass more quickly.” Gisela’s blush deepened.
With a flick of the reins, we were off. I set River at a slightly faster pace than on previous days, so we could get most of the travel done under the cover of darkness.
“Why did you have us wake so early?” Gisela asked after stifling a yawn with her hand.
“Because in an hour or two these trees are going to thin out and we’ll have to cross a field that’s several miles long. If the dragon sees us, he’ll attack without hesitation. On my previous trip I had to run from him both times. We wouldn’t make it with this wagon.”
Gisela stared at me for a moment, open-mouthed. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” She placed a hand on top of her head and barked a laugh of disbelief. “I can’t believe I got mixed up with you. I’m going to wind up in a pile of dragon shit.” She paused for a moment, then turned to me. “A dragon?”
I laughed at her reaction. “Glad you’re finally starting to believe me, honey,” I told her. “No one’s going to die, though. I have a plan, and I need you to trust in that plan.”
“If anyone can do it, James can,” Lyanna said. She looked up at the sky. “And yeah, good idea on traveling at night. Trust me, Gisela, you don’t want Volgar to see you.”
“Volgar?”
“The dragon.”
Gisela looked down at the ground as if closely examining it.
“What are you doing?” Lyanna moved over next to her. “Did you drop something?”
“I’m wondering if I’ll twist an ankle jumping from this wagon,” she replied.
“Oh, stop,” I told her as I reached out and grabbed her arm. I pulled her back into the seat with a laugh, then left my hand there for a moment. “Remember what I promised you, Gisela. No one will ever hurt you when I’m around.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Gisela said, waving me off.
“It’s clear up ahead,” Lyanna said, pointing in front of us.
“How can you see that?” I asked, squinting in the darkness. “It’s darker than the inside of a cow out here.”
“I guess I see better than the living,” Lyanna replied. “The field is just ahead, though.”
Sure enough, after a few minutes we passed through the last of the trees and entered an expansive field. An ocean of tall grass and other foliage spread out on each side. We traveled down a rough path of trampled grass, made from my previous trips.
I tapped Gisela on the shoulder and pressed my finger over my lips. She nodded, giving me a look of concern. The gravity of this situation was finally dawning on her, which was understandably stressful.
The sky above was a dark blanket of moonlit clouds, with only a few clear spots through which I could see the stars. Having spent much of my life in large cities, I was always amazed by just how dark it got at night when there wasn’t any light pollution. I clicked at River and gave a flick of the reins, setting him at a fast walk. The sooner we crossed this field, the better.
“Keep an eye out,” I whispered over my shoulder to Lyanna.
“Okay,” she replied. “Let me get where I can see better.” And she floated up to the seat and set herself right in front of me, smothering my face with her perky ass cheeks. “Everything looks good from here,” she said.
“The view from here is pretty great as well,” I said, my words muffled.
“Oh, you two!” Gisela said in a strangled voice.
Lyanna laughed and floated back to the rear of the wagon, where she knelt with her arms wrapped around my neck from behind.
“You should try that sometime, Gisela,” Lyanna whispered. “He’s good with his tongue, and likes to please.”
Gisela crossed her arms and turned away, pointedly ignoring her.
“And you have quite a nice figure, which you were gracious enough to give him a glimpse of earlier.”
“Okay, fine!” Gisela said, turning around angrily. “Fine. Is this what you want to see?” She reached out and grabbed my tunic, then yanked me over to her.
I somehow managed to avoid crying out as my ribs reminded me they were still broken. Gisela pulled my face to hers and pressed her lips against mine. She held me by the face, one hand on each side of my jaw, and kissed me aggressively, almost roughly. Her tongue invaded my mouth, and I did the same to her, dropping the reins with an arm so I could pull her closer.
I squeezed her against me, her breasts pressing against my chest, our lips pressed together almost painfully. Her hands went around to the back of my head, fingers tangled in my hair.
She finally pulled free and we both sat there for a moment, faces an inch apart, looking each other in the eye. Color flooded her cheeks and she pushed me away. 
“There. Now stop trying to get us to fuck,” Gisela said, looking away into the night.
Lyanna looked at me, and I looked back and shrugged.
Women were strange sometimes.
We crossed the rest of the field in awkward silence. I knew what lay ahead, but in the darkness it was impossible to see until we were close.
When we got to the end of the field, I nudged Gisela in the ribs.
“What?” she asked, not looking.
I poked her again.
“James, if you poke me one more fucking time, I’m going to break that finger and ram it up your….”
She trailed off as she looked in front of us. Her eyes went wide and her mouth fell open as she looked up higher, still higher.
The cora trees.
“Beautiful, aren’t they?” I asked as we drew closer to the first one. I steered River around the tree and Gisela reached out, almost as if she wanted to touch it to see if it was real.
“How can something be so big?” she asked in wonder.
We rounded a tree that had the bottom twenty feet charred black and Gisela’s expression changed to one of concern. Beyond that, we passed by a tree that had gouges a foot deep in its surface.
“James….” she started.
“Everything is going to be okay,” I told her. “Remember, I’ve got the mask. The dragon won’t be able to harm me, or you, or anyone else.”
“I don’t like this,” she said, twisting in her seat and frowning at the tree.
“Neither do I, but that doesn’t change the fact that you’re going to be just fine,” I said. “I know I keep saying this, but trust me.”
“Trust you,” she muttered, and fell silent afterwards. She stared at the trees in amazement as we passed through the giant cora forest.
After several hours, I pulled River to a stop next to one tree that stood larger than the rest. I stretched my arms over my head as much as my aches would permit, then climbed off the wagon.
“Alright, we’re just stopping for a few minutes to stretch our legs and take a break,” I said as I grabbed a feed bag from the back of the wagon. I slipped it over River’s head and spent a few minutes patting the horse while Gisela stretched her legs.
“Are you really sure about this?” Lyanna asked me quietly.
I nodded. “One hundred percent. Nothing is going to get in my way, ever again.” I turned to her. “Before the sun sets tonight, I will be a king.”
She smiled at me for a moment, then stretched up and kissed me. “I’ll be right here by your side,” she said.
“I’m counting on it,” I said with a wink.
“Let’s get this over with,” Gisela said suddenly.
I looked up and saw her climbing back into the wagon. Her face was somewhere between sullen and determined.
“Well, you know what they say,” I told Lyanna. “No rest for the wicked. Although, I’m not sure how that applies to our situation.”
For hours we continued across the forest. The cora trees made a dense canopy overhead that only allowed diffuse light to leak through, so there was no way to track the sun’s position. I guess it was late afternoon by the time we came to the edge of the forest.
“No turning back now,” I said as we rode past the final tree.
“That’s kind of a dumb thing to say, when you think about it,” Lyanna said. “If you wanted to, you could turn back right now. Or yesterday. Or, you could travel another thirty minutes, then turn back.”
Well. She had me there.
“Lyanna,” I said, keeping my eyes focused in front of me.
“Yes?”
“I love you.”
She wrapped her arms around me again and lay her chin on my shoulder. “You too, James.”
“This is the cave where I found Lyanna and the mask,” I said as I stopped River right in front of it. “We’ll leave our stuff here and continue on foot.”
River was tired anyways, so once I unhitched him he sprawled out in that manner I never expected of a horse. The wagon, I parked inside the cave.
“That is one strange animal,” Gisela said, pointing at River, who was lying on his side, tail flicking.
“Okay, keep your eyes sharp,” I said as we walked around the edge of the cave. I checked my pocket, ensuring the mask was in there. “We have about a mile until we get there.”
“I’m just going to go invisible for a while,” Lyanna said, winking out of existence. “I’m sure you understand.”
I nodded, then gestured for Gisela to follow.
We stayed low and moved quickly from the cave to a nearby boulder to a low tree, taking cover beneath anything we could. I kept a hand on my sword belt, ensuring nothing rattled. Gisela was so silent I had to check behind me on occasion to make sure she was still there.
My heart pounded in my bruised chest, harder with every foot I moved forwards. We were almost there.





Chapter 24

I crawled on my belly up a low hill, towards the ledge at the top where it suddenly dropped off. From that vantage point I saw Volgar, lazing on the beach. Much of him was hidden by the heavy stone of his lair, but his tail was clearly visible, forty feet of scaled menace. Waves splashed over one of his wings, like that of a bat but covered in reptilian skin with wicked claws at the knuckles. 
Gisela crawled up behind me, muttering under her breath about how ridiculous this entire thing was. She moved next to me and I pointed at the dragon. Her eyes bulged and her mouth fell open.
“Oh, fuck,” Gisela exclaimed in a harsh whisper, throwing her hands in the air. “Nope. Nope. Not happening. I’m going back to Lanercost.” She pushed herself back down the hill and stood.
I reached out and grabbed her wrist, then pulled her back down next to me. “Gisela, I need you to trust me,” I said, trying to make my voice calm and convincing. “I know what I’m doing.”
“Trust you? James, there’s a dragon over there, and he’s fucking huge,” she said, stabbing a finger towards the coast. “You can’t just say ‘trust me’ and then go off and do something this incredibly stupid, and you can’t expect me to just be okay with it because you asked nicely!” Her face flushed with anger and she shook her head in disbelief. “I never thought it would be like this.”
“Keep your voice down,” I whispered harshly while Lyanna made shushing motions. “Dragons have ears, you know. Or…ear holes, or something. They can hear, Gisela.”
“Well then maybe he’ll hear me trying to talk some fucking sense into you!” She managed to control the volume of her voice, but only just.
I turned to her. “I’ve been telling you for three or four days now that I’m going to fight a dragon. Maybe longer.”
“James, you say crazy shit all the time. I thought this was another one of your stories, not something serious.” She calmed down a little bit. “I didn’t realize until just recently that you were actually serious, but seeing it in person….” She shivered and looked back towards the coast.
“What stories are you talking about?”
“Practically every word that comes out of your mouth makes me think you’re batshit insane!” She somehow shouted in a whisper. “Fighting ghosts, escaping the king’s dungeon, stealing people’s souls with a mask…. Sometimes I feel like I don’t know what’s real anymore.”
“All of that happened, Gisela,” Lyanna said calmly. You were there for some of it.”
I held her gaze. “All of that has been real, and you know it. Snap out of it, Gisela, and stop denying what’s right in front of your face. Like the fact that you love me.”
Lyanna raised both hands and took a step back.
Gisela opened her mouth in shock but I kept talking, not giving her a chance at denial.
“The feeling is returned, don’t worry.” I turned and pointed at Volgar. “Now, I’m going to go kill a dragon. After that, I’m going to build a castle, and then I’m going to take you as my queen.”
Her lips curved into a frown but I turned away and crawled over the black rocks, leaving her sputtering at no one. 
“I trust you, James, but I still don’t like this,” Lyanna said. “I’m going to stay as far away as my connection to the mask will let me.” With that, she vanished.
Carefully, I crept across rocks and boulders, winding my way like a snake through them and towards the shore. Volgar still rested there, his tail swishing from time to time. I didn’t know how sensitive his hearing was, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I moved slowly, creeping an inch at a time, staying hidden behind any rock I could find. Volgar didn’t move.
I suddenly found myself in a clear patch of sand, with no cover or concealment for nearly a hundred feet. With no other option, I ran towards the dragon’s cave, my hands on my sword belt to keep everything from rattling. Any sounds now would ruin my plan.
Slowing, I walked the last few steps to the side of his lair and slid behind a ten-foot-tall rock at the mouth of the cave. Peeking around, I focused on Volgar for a moment, then pulled the mask from my pocket. 
Volgar was in front of me, lying on the coast with his head up, watching the waves crash gently against his chest. At least he could appreciate a good view.
I slipped the mask onto my face and my breath caught at how much things changed. Where Volgar lazed, a body of light brighter than the sun seared my retinas. I averted my eyes, shocked at the amount of life in the monster. But then again, it was a dragon. 
Snatching the mask off, I moved forwards. I would only have to look at him for a moment to take his life. Two large rocks littered the beach between his lair and the coast, so I used them for cover as I sneaked closer.
I didn’t know what the range of the mask was but I knew that being closer made things easier. Plus, every time I had previously used the mask, I had been looking the person dead in the face. I didn’t know if that was a requirement, but with the amount of life the dragon contained, I couldn’t take any risks at my plan failing. I had one chance, and I was going to do it right. 
Furthermore, I needed to win Gisela over. Since she appreciated bravery and strength, I decided I would kill the dragon face-to-face. 
Sometimes love makes us do foolish things.
“Feel free to call me stupid later,” I whispered to Lyanna before I remembered she wasn’t near me. 
I wasn’t overly concerned about the danger, however. With the mask, I would simply snatch the life right out of the dragon and be safe. The risk was as minimal as it could be, considering what I was doing.
The shushing of the waves masked any sounds I made, so I found myself behind him and to his left side, just out of range of his tail. I was ready.
“It’s going to work. It’s going to work,” I whispered to myself as I took a deep breath and watched him. The mask almost seemed hot in my hand, like it was eager to drink in the dragon’s soul. No turning back now.
“VOLGAR!” I shouted at the top of my lungs.
His head snapped around, faster than a being that size should have been able to move, golden eyes seeking who had shouted his name and disturbed him. When he saw me he immediately lashed out with his tail, swinging it like a whip at me. I had misjudged my spot so as I raised the mask to my face, his tail slammed into me, knocking me to the ground.
Bruised and battered, I leaped to my feet and realized the mask had fallen from my hand. It was five feet away from me, lying upon the sand. I reached out for it.
The monstrous dragon took a step towards me and opened his mouth in a manner I was all too familiar with. I turned and ran as hard as I could towards one of the boulders standing several feet behind me, then dived behind it.
Fire scorched the ground where I had just been standing, blackening the sand and turning some of it to glass. Waves of flame buffeted the rock, curling around the edges and singing my clothes and hair. I screamed in pain and covered my head with my arms, hoping to minimize the damage. The intense heat incinerated my cloak and burned the skin beneath. 
If the dragon had just destroyed the mask, I had to figure out another way to fight this bastard, and fast.
As soon as the fire stopped, I scrambled to my feet, cursing myself for having come up with such a stupid idea. Searing pain radiated from my blistered and burned arms but I ignored it as I did the stupidest thing I had ever done in my entire life: I ran straight towards the enormous dragon.
“Volgar!” I shouted, drawing my pistol. I stopped in front of him, just as he lashed out with wickedly sharp claws. I fell into a roll and came up standing on my feet. My shoulder screamed in pain, but I ignored it and met the dragon’s wolf-eyed gaze.
“Over here, you son of a bitch!” I shouted, filling my voice with disdain and scorn. A second plan bloomed in my mind and I went with it, not caring about the risk. If anything went wrong, I was dead, anyways. I had to hold tightly to hope, no matter how faint. “Come on, eat me!”
He swung again and I rolled back, but he anticipated the move. Being quick on my feet saved me from losing my head. His bat-like claws went right over my face, but his knuckles still caught me in the chest, sending me tumbling across the damp sand like a leaf on the breeze. 
I struggled to catch my breath; he had knocked the wind out of me, but also broken several more ribs. The pain that lanced through my body was indescribable. My right arm hung limp and my shoulder bulged at an odd angle. That dislocation might have been the most painful thing I’d ever felt. Dragging myself across the sand, I grabbed my pistol in my left hand, then looked back at the rocks where Gisela was hiding.
She stood next to a boulder, both hands covering her mouth. Even at this distance, I could see the shock, the horror on her face. After all the time I had spent convincing her that I knew what I was doing, that I was going to triumph over a dragon, she was watching me die.
I pushed myself to my feet as Volgar stepped closer. His great toothy maw, big enough to eat a horse in a single bite, came down close to me. We locked eyes and he leaned forwards. Huge nostrils flared as he smelled me, the gusts of wind from them nearly knocking me down. 
I took a shallow breath and nearly choked from the dragon’s scent. The foulness of rotten meat, the sulfur from his breath, the stench of decay and death. It was hideous. His lips curled back a few inches, giving me the slightest view of his massive teeth. They were the size of my arm.
It was now or never.
“Eat me, you stupid asshole!” I roared, my vision fuzzy from tears brought forth by the agony I was in. My heart felt like it was going to beat its way out of my chest. “Can your guts not handle me? Are you afraid? Go ahead, try to eat me! I fucking dare you, you goddamn coward!” Every word, every shout sent waves of pain through my chest so strong that my vision blurred and my head rang. Only adrenaline and sheer willpower kept me on my feet.
Volgar gave a coughing grunt as his lips peeled back further. It took me a moment to realize he was smiling, although it might have been more of a smirk. He opened his mouth and moved forwards. His hot breath blasted my hair back and made my eyes water further. 
I raised my pistol, pulled back the hammer, and released it.





Chapter 25

The cloud of acrid smoke was not large enough to block my view of Volgar crashing to the ground. I fell back as well, the impact sending waves of pain through my body. For several minutes I lay there, gasping for breath, struggling to think about why Volgar wasn’t tearing at me with those fearsome teeth. One bullet couldn’t have done that much harm. Angry snorting and the sloshing of water made me think he was coming for me, but he never did. 
One tiny fraction of an inch at a time, I rolled onto my left arm and pushed myself up, gritting my teeth against the stabbing pain in my side. Once I was seated, I clambered to my feet, stumbling a few steps until I caught my balance.
Volgar lay in front of me, his enormous body limp on the sand while his head thrashed around. He bared his teeth and snapped at me, huge golden eyes wide with anger and disbelief.
I limped closer, and Volgar held his mouth open, seeking to burn me to a crisp. Nothing happened. His mouth snapped shut and he glared at me, only his eyes moving as I walked to his side.
The mask lay twenty feet from me on the beach, in a spot of blackened and melted sand. With pained steps I made my way to it, favoring my left leg. It was the most difficult twenty feet of my life. Reaching down to grab it sent more pain through my body.
“James!” Gisela called out. She moved through the rocks at a hurried pace. Once she hit the sand she ran for me at a dead sprint, her hair blowing behind her in waves.
Lyanna appeared, flying through the air towards me as well. 
I raised my hand as they came closer so they wouldn’t try to embrace me. That much pain would likely result in me collapsing to the ground, unconscious.
“By the gods, James,” Gisela began, looking me up and down. Her eyes were glassy with unshed tears as she looked at my charred and blistered skin, at my dislocated shoulder hanging limply. 
Lyanna covered her mouth with a hand and choked back a sob as she looked at all of my injuries. She reached out with a delicate hand, stopping just short of touching me.
“Told you to trust me,” I croaked, aiming for humor.
Gisela’s troubled gaze went to my dislocated shoulder. “At least I can help with that,” she said.
That was the last thing I wanted to experience, but it had to be done. I nodded and kept my mouth shut. Lyanna moved in front of me and slipped her hand into my good one.
A tear leaked down Gisela’s cheek and she scrubbed at her eyes. Wasting no more time, she reached out and took hold of my right hand, ignoring the shout torn from my throat. With one hand she pulled on my arm, and with her other she pushed on my shoulder. White-hot pain exploded from the injury and I nearly vomited as I felt the joint slide back into place with a grinding sensation. 
I collapsed to the ground, holding myself up with my one good arm. While I tried to remain strong in front of Gisela and Lyanna, I couldn’t help the gasp that escaped my lips. Squeezing my eyes shut, I took three slow breaths and focused on them, In, out. In, out. In, out. 
“What’s wrong with the dragon?” Gisela asked, her voice still trembling.
“What did you do to it?” Lyanna asked.
I opened my eyes and stood. Volgar’s upper lip was peeled back and he occasionally bit at nothing, but the rest of his body didn’t move. 
“He’s paralyzed,” I told them, my voice hoarse. “From the neck down. When I shot him through the mouth, the bullet penetrated the base of his neck and damaged his spinal cord.”
“I can’t believe you just killed a dragon,” Lyanna said, her voice filled with pride. 
Ignoring her comment, I put the mask on. “Technically, he’s not dead. Not yet, at least.”
Volgar’s life filled my vision, blinding white light that seemed to burn away my very soul. With the mask, I reached out and took hold of his life, just as I had many times in the past with men. Only, this was different. There was just so much. Grabbing at his life was like scooping water out of a bathtub with my cupped hands. I grasped at his life again and heard him snarl. The power of his soul filled the mask, filled my mind like stuffing an aircraft carrier into a pond. I staggered beneath the weight of all that power.
Gisela said something, but I couldn’t hear her. I couldn’t hear or see anything except Volgar’s immense life force. It filled every bit of my vision. Baring my teeth in a snarl, I closed my fist and tore his life from him, all of it, in a single move. 
Waves of power crashed over me, held me by the neck and forced me beneath the surface, but the mask would not let me drown. I fell to my knees as the dragon’s soul seemed to force its way into my mind, into my body, dwarfing the pain I had felt only moments earlier but filling me with power unimaginable.
Gisela shouted something and grabbed me, but I ignored her. Lyanna was crying. I ignored her as well. My body quivered with power and energy, with the life of the dragon. 
It was time to use it.
Most of the surrounding land was sandstone, which served me no purpose. Using the mask, I reached beneath the surface, far below the ground and deep into the crust of the earth where an endless ocean of granite lay. I pulled on that and it sped towards the surface, flowing upwards like a river.
Next to me a geyser of granite erupted from the beach, the rock cool but flowing like water. Gisela screamed and I reached out for her, grabbing her with one hand and pulling her close. Lyanna moved behind us as if seeking shelter.
The stone moved and flowed, following the commands of my mind. More stone came from miles below the surface, racing towards me and obeying my desires. It formed into massive footers, set ten feet below the surface. More granite flowed into a foundation, thick and massive enough to hold a skyscraper, and shaped more perfectly than the finest artisan’s tools could make it. From that foundation, huge pillars grew, their tops spreading out into arches that joined with one another to form an intricate ceiling.
On top of that more stone moved and appeared, forming into thick walls with arched windows. I added intricate scrollwork to the arches, trying to inject a bit of beauty into the severe design. Upwards the stone grew, forming into the heart of the keep, making a massive throne room with two rows of pillars five feet in diameter supporting a ceiling fifty feet high. Rooms formed along the sides and front, rooms for servants, a grand kitchen, living chambers, bathing rooms, guard rooms, storage chambers.
Stone twisted into a spiral as it reached skyward and spread out into a massive tower, ten stories high with walls three feet thick. More rooms built onto the keep, including a huge covered balcony on the third floor that had a wonderful view of the ocean. 
A small wave of stone moved beneath Volgar’s body and lifted him into the air, then carried him along the coast. Bastard was in my way.
I raised my arms to either side, ignoring the pain in my right shoulder, and stone burst forth from the sand, forming into a massive wall surrounding the keep. It stood fifteen feet thick and twice as high, with a crenelated top and thick towers set at intervals. 
Another wave of stone formed beneath my feet, lifting me, Gisela, and Lyanna into the air. Gisella fell to the ground with a yelp, clutching my leg for support. The pedestal of granite lifted me high enough to see for miles, and I continued crafting the castle. Volgar’s life still filled the mask; it seemed an almost endless supply of power.
I demolished his lair, burying it into the sand and replacing it with a wide path paved with smooth stone. Buildings sprouted up from each side, every type I could think of; houses, apartments, warehouses, markets. Each building was built with sanitation in mind, so they all received basic toilets, and pipes made from stone snaked through the ground beneath. 
I clenched my fist and created a massive space below the surface, a cube a thousand feet on each side and larger, and filled it with gravel. Each tube, each sewer pipe, joined into increasingly larger ones that finally connected to that massive chamber. Any fluids that entered there would filter through the rubble and eventually seep into the earth below. A hundred thousand people could live here and wouldn’t fill that drain field up. Five hundred thousand. There would be no chamber pots in my city.
I created manors, mansions, and gave them a view of the coast. Houses sized for families of two or ten, and spread them upon the land in a grid, creating entire city blocks. Each neighborhood received a market and several workshops.
The pedestal upon which we stood lifted higher into the air. My heart pounded in my chest and my lungs burned as if I breathed fire instead of air. I pushed on.
After turning back to the water, I brought more granite to the surface and built a harbor. Docks raced out into the water, spreading like tree roots and giving space for three dozen ships and twice as many smaller boats. Right behind the harbor granite soared upwards, forming into a tower with a twisting staircase and small windows on every floor. Up it went, towards the sky, a full dozen stories with room on the top floor for windows on all sides. A lighthouse was a requirement for a port city. Half a dozen warehouses emerged from the ground, monolithic and square yet their outsides covered with scrollwork and pillars.
Behind the harbor area I made room for my army. Large rooms designed to hold soldiers took shape and formed into huge barracks. Next to that I created more houses and apartments, as well as buildings for storage and training. The entire compound was surrounded by its own wall. 
On the other side of my city, a mill sprouted from the earth, with huge wheels for crushing grain, shaped and rounded so perfectly that they moved with ease despite their size. More buildings sprang up, many of them with their interiors empty so they could be used for whatever was needed.
Houses, apartments, markets, schools. A primary police station, with satellite buildings throughout the city. A hospital. Beyond that I created a wall, thick enough to withstand any attack and thirty feet high. The ground gave way outside of the wall, forming into a moat that looped all the way around to the shore, letting the seawater flow in and fill it. An enormous gatehouse took form, with a drawbridge made from stone. 
Far outside the outer wall I shaped the land, making gentle rolling hills with long faces to catch the sun from the south. I pulled different types of rock to create the ideal soil—sand for drainage and to help reduce pests, limestone gravel to retain heat, and a bit of silt and clay to retain water. It would make a fine vineyard, the finest in Aragoshen.
I worked tirelessly, creating neighborhoods, city blocks, enough space for ten thousand people, then twenty, then a hundred thousand. I worked until my pulse pounded in my temples and my vision darkened. Behind me Volgar was dark, his life extinguished. Barely any remained in the mask, so I used the last of the power to lower the three of us on the pedestal. 
We stood in a courtyard, bare and consisting only of stone and sand, but still beautiful. The keep soared into the air, towers and arches like something from a fairy tale. Pride swelled in my chest as I looked upon the city I had created and the castle at the center. My city. My castle. 
With that, the last of Volgar’s life winked out, and I crashed to the ground, utterly exhausted. Everything disappeared and I seemed to float in an infinite sea of blackness, like a star in an empty sky. A voice called my name, a woman’s voice, but it was so distant I could barely hear it and thought it might have just been a product of my imagination.
Something else came to me then. An otherworldly force, massive beyond words and powerful beyond comprehension. With the mask I could see it, pitch black yet somehow glowing brightly enough to make Volgar seem dim. I tried to turn away, but no matter where I turned it was all I could see. 
This strange presence spoke to me, not in words but in images, emotions, concepts, visions. Thoughts flooded my mind, of a hunger so ravenous and vast, finally sated. Recollection crept into my mind as I realized with whom I was talking.
Xohver. The god of the dead. The creator of the mask.
I felt his immense pleasure at how much life had passed through the mask. His approval at my using it. His encouragement to use it again, and again.
My mind drifted into a dark place, filled with only coldness and death. Xohver lived there, thrived there. He wanted me to spread his name, to encourage people to come to him, to pray to him, to join him in death. 
He pulled me towards the darkness, towards that infinite cold he resided in, seeking to change me, to remake me. To make me a being of death and cold, something beyond human, beyond human understanding, even. 
Never before had the mask feasted so much, this presence told me. Xohver craved more, lusted for it. He longed to use me as a conduit, to fill the world with an icy death that lasted forever.
I was powerless to resist him. My will, as strong as it was, was crushed. It seemed even I couldn't resist a god. 
I recoiled from the dark deity and did the only thing I could think of. 
I reached out with the mask, at the infinite well of life that flowed from it, and grabbed at it. It was impossible, like trying to grab a flame. I tried again, to snatch the life from this bastard that wanted to bring only darkness and death, and he reacted. Anger blossomed, rage, incredulity that a mortal would attack him. Disgusted and defiled, he cast me out of his realm.
And I knew in that moment that if he ever managed to draw me back in, I would not survive it.





Chapter 26

Gisela’s voice seemed to pierce the darkness that threatened to consume my vision. 
“James, are you alright? James? James!”
I opened my eyes and saw her face over mine. She cradled my head, which was in her lap. The sun beamed behind her, making her red hair glow around her face like a fiery halo. 
“You’re so beautiful,” I told her, my voice little more than a hoarse whisper. “Wipe those tears. I’m okay. See?” I tried to sit up but didn’t have the strength.
“We thought we had lost you, James,” Lyanna said as she gently rubbed my arm. “You’re hurt, and you just used the mask for hours. You need to rest. You need sleep.”
"I felt so lost for a minute, there," I muttered.
"A minute? Hours, James," Lyanna said.
Gisela looked beyond us, across the courtyard at something. 
“I know what he needs,” she said, her face grim.
I was going to ask what she was talking about but she carefully lowered me to the ground and stood. With a grunt, I managed to move my arm and push on the damp sand.
Shakily, I raised myself up onto an elbow, watching Gisela as she hurried away from me. Such was my pain that I didn’t even notice her perfect ass in those snug-fitting leather breeches she wore, each muscular cheek flexing and moving with each step.
Okay, so maybe I noticed a little.
I pulled the mask off and slipped it back into my pocket. There was no more need for that, hopefully ever again. I don't think I could survive using it again.
“I’m glad to see that off of your face,” Lyanna said, her voice calm but the look in her eyes showing real fear. “For a while I thought you had lost yourself to the mask. We called out to you and shook you for nearly half an hour, but you ignored us. You just laid there, eyes staring at nothing.” Her voice broke and she turned away.
“Don’t worry, my love,” I told Lyanna. “I’m fine.” Although I felt everything but.
I watched with curiosity as Gisela stood before the giant dragon, heavy knife in her hand, searching its body. She moved behind its wing, near its ribs, and nodded to herself as if in confirmation of a thought. After placing the point of her knife against the dragon’s body, she maneuvered it, worked it around until the tip slid beneath a scale. Then, she leaned on it, putting her weight against the blade and baring her teeth with the effort. The dagger slid in, an inch at a time with painful slowness.
Once the blade was in, she gripped it with both hands and pulled down, though the knife moved nary an inch. With a look of frustration, she braced her booted foot against the dragon and hung her entire body weight from the knife. It finally moved, although it took her jerking and heaving her entire weight on the knife to make any real progress. Blood poured out, hot and crimson, in a powerful stream through the hole she opened in the dragon’s side.
“Is she butchering the dragon?” Lyanna asked while still rubbing my arm.
“I’m not sure,” I said, my voice sounding distant to my own ears due to weakness. "Looks like it, though."
I tried to ignore the pain in my wrecked shoulder and focused on Gisela, on my lioness, my queen. She would certainly be mine after this. After all, I just killed a fucking dragon and summoned a castle from the ground itself.
She wiped sweat from her forehead with a bloody arm and in the process put a red smear on her face. So intent was she on what she was doing, she didn’t even notice. Once she had a sufficient hole opened in the dragon’s metallic scales, she started carving through the flesh beneath. That seemed to go much more quickly.
I pushed myself up to a seated position and cradled my arm. Every breath hurt, from my ribs to my shoulder. Besides that, I felt like I had just run five miles at a dead sprint. The mask seemed to burn in my pocket, but I ignored it. I would never use it again.
Gisela worked methodically, carving through the dragon’s flesh, pulling at the exposed ribs, digging in until she was shoulder-deep in the great beast. With a shout of triumph, she finally pulled her arms out, completely soaked in blood and gore. Something was in her hands, red and wet and sticky. She held it reverently as she approached me.
“Eat this,” she said, holding the lump of meat in front of my face. Blood dripped from it onto the sand.
“Dragon meat?” Why did she want me to eat dragon meat? “I’m hungry, but eating raw meat is the last thing on my mind right now.” Beside me, Lyanna retched.
“You know how you’ve been telling me to trust you for almost a week straight? This time, I need you to trust me.” Gisela was dead serious.
Blood still dripped from the heart. To be honest, it was quite disgusting.
“I’m vegan,” I said suddenly. She raised an eyebrow and I chuckled, then winced at the pain in my ribs. “Sorry, dumb joke.”
She squatted in front of me and held the chunk of heart right in front of my face. “James, you just killed a dragon. This is something that only happens in legends, maybe once every thousand years or less.” She pushed it closer to my mouth. “Eat.”
“Alright, alright, I’ll take a bite.” I’d take two bites, if it would get this chunk of bleeding raw meat out of my face. 
I wiped the sand from my hand and took the heart from her. It was a lot lighter than I expected, weighing probably half as much as any other type of meat I had previously held.
Gisela gave me a nod of encouragement as I opened my mouth and begrudgingly took a bite.
Flavors and sensations flooded into my mouth, not sweet or sour but different. If raw power had a taste, it was that heart. Traces of sulfur mixed with the warm wetness of tender meat, and throughout it all, power, strength, might. I barely even chewed it before swallowing that piece, then tore off another bite. Heat filled me, like the warmth of the afternoon sun.
The hunger I had previously felt amplified, grew until I was absolutely ravenous. I brought my other hand up, careless of the sand on it or the pain in my shoulder, and tore off another chunk. I ate like a wild animal, biting off mouthfuls of meat and swallowing them whole.
“More,” I said, and blinked in surprise. The heart was gone. I had eaten it all.
“How did you do that?” Lyanna asked. “I’ve never seen anyone eat like that before.”
Gisela immediately ran back to the dragon and began cutting with her knife again. I pushed myself up and stood, my legs shaky for a moment. The pain in my shoulder was still strong, but less searing than it had been.
“Are you okay, James?” Lyanna asked.
I looked at her, my body feeling stronger by the second, and nodded. “I don’t know how to describe it.”
Gisela’s head disappeared as she buried herself in the dragon and emerged a moment later, holding a large chunk of heart. Before she had even turned to me, I rushed towards her, limping but moving quickly, eager for more of the dragon’s heart.
I snatched the heart from her hands and tore into it, like a lion into a fresh kill. The dragon’s blood ran hot down my chin and soaked into my shirt as I ripped a thick piece off, chewed it twice, then swallowed. The heart was gone in no time.
Gisela watched me, her eyes wide. “I have heard, but—”
She cut off as I collapsed to the ground.
“James!” she called out, reaching for me.
Lyanna grabbed me and tried to keep me from rolling onto my bad shoulder.
I shoved them away and writhed on the ground, the heart churning in my stomach like a thing alive. The heat I had earlier felt inside my stomach increased until it seemed like I had swallowed the sun. Burning heat flowed through my veins, tendrils of fire wrapping around my bones, seeping into my shoulder, flooding my rips and tears.
I threw back my head and screamed as my legs snapped in half, then in half again, then again. Power from the dragon’s heart flowed into the spaces between and the bones regrew in a matter of excruciating seconds. My shoulder shifted in its socket and ligaments thickened and regrew as fresh tissue replaced the damage. Muscles tore and grew back, almost as fast as I could blink. My arms, my back, my calves, even my neck.
I retched in the sand as my guts heaved and the dragon heart melted in my stomach. Fresh teeth pushed through the gap in my jaw, and the cartilage of my nose snapped free of the bone, shifted into the proper position, then settled and strengthened. 
For an eternity my vision was dark and the only sensation I experienced was the burning pain of healing and regrowth. Another eternity passed and I found myself lying on my back on the sand, heart pounding and breath coming in gasps. The darkness faded and in its place stood Gisela, tall, beautiful and covered in blood, and Lyanna, like an angel in tones of white, and the massive castle I had just built. My breathing slowed and my pulse finally dropped below two hundred.
I sat up and wiped sweat from my forehead with a thick arm. Wait—my arm.
Looking down at myself, I stared in amazement at what the dragon heart had done to me. Ripping my burned and blood-soaked tunic off revealed a chest and arms layered with thick slabs of muscle. I stood, noting the lack of pain in my ankle or side. Or my shoulder, for that matter.
“What happened?” I asked Gisela. With her standing in front of me, I could tell that I was a few inches taller now.
Lyanna’s hand stroked down my side and across my back. “This is incredible,” she said.
“You just ate the heart of a dragon,” Gisela said, her voice filled with wonder. “I heard stories as a little girl about a hero that ate the heart of a dragon, but now I see they were rooted in truth.” She reached out and traced a bloody finger along my shoulder and down my arm, noting the thick, corded muscle. “Amazing.”
Lyanna completed her circle of me. “You’re completely—you’re like a new person. Still you, but…. Wow, just wow.”
I looked at my hands—my broad, thick-fingered hands—in shock. With a finger I felt at my jaw. My missing teeth were gone, my nose was straight. The bruising was likely gone as well. On a whim, I reached down and grabbed my crotch. 
“Oh,” I said. “Wow.”
“Let’s…wash off,” Gisela said, trying to look anywhere but my crotch. She turned and walked back towards Volgar, who was lying on the shore. Lyanna’s hand replaced mine on my crotch and her eyes widened. 
“Oh, James,” she said. Hunger filled her gaze, but she looked over at Gisela. “She needs you more, right now. Go to her, James.”
I followed Gisela, my attention split between her ass and inspecting my new body. 
We walked in a wide circle around Volgar’s head and went to the water. Wanting to give her some privacy, I turned away, then undressed, leaving my clothes and boots in a pile next to the dragon’s head. A rustling from behind told me she did the same.
I splashed into the cold water, expecting to shiver. While the chill of the water certainly wasn’t pleasant, it didn’t bother me as much as I thought it would have.
Gisela sloshed through the water behind me, cursing at the temperature. I scooped the water in my hand and splashed it across my face, rubbing the dried blood from my chin.
“Don’t even think of turning around,” Gisela said from behind me.
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I lied, splashing some water over my ribs and using that as cover to take a peek.
Her skin was pale, even more so where it hadn’t been darkened by the sun. Long, muscular thighs went into a firm, round ass, and her strong arms splashed water across a toned midsection. Taking a double handful of water, she brought it up to her face and scrubbed her hands across, then ran them down her red hair, slicking it back. A second handful of water removed the last bits of blood from her cheeks. 
I tried to focus on cleaning myself, but with Gisela behind me, concentration was difficult. I decided to expedite things and dunked myself completely under the surface, using my hands to quickly rub all the blood and gore from my body. After that, I stood up, my eyes hungering for Gisela’s toned form again.
I looked over at her, wet hair slicked down her back, skin pebbled from the cold water and nipples erect, and found her looking at me. Unashamed of my lust, I turned to face her, drinking in her beauty. My eyes caressed her breasts, lingered on her hips, and my cock began to rise. Her eyes widened when she saw me become fully engorged. I detected nervousness and fear in her gaze, but also lust and desire.
“Take her, James,” Lyanna whispered in my ear. “This is the best chance you’ll ever get. It’s now or never.”
Sloshing through the water, I moved to Gisela as quickly as I could. She remained in place, hands by her sides, unbothered by her nakedness. When I reached her we threw our arms around each other. 
Our lips met and electricity sizzled in my veins, forcing out all other thoughts. I held her tightly against my chest as her tongue pushed into my mouth. Soft moans escaped her lips as my hand slid down to that magnificent ass of hers. I squeezed it, reveling in the soft skin and firm muscle beneath my palm, loving her strength and suppleness. My other hand followed to her other ass cheek, and my lips trailed down from hers, across her jawline, down her neck.
I planted kisses like a farmer plants seeds, on her neck, her throat, across her collarbone, and finally to her perky breasts. Each soft, pink nipple received a hefty dose of attention. Gisela’s fingers tangled in my hair as I nibbled and sucked on her erect nipples.
“Get inside me,” Gisela breathed as I kissed my way across her stomach. “I need you now, James.”
I stood back up in front of her and she raised one of her knees. After moving my hand beneath it, she spat on her hand and reached between us, rubbing it between her legs. Her hand went to my raging erection and rubbed it against her slit, slowly coating the tip with her juices. She pushed her hips forwards and I pushed mine up and I finally entered her.
I couldn’t help the loud moan that came from me as my cock pushed inside Gisela’s hot, wet pussy. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled herself up onto me. My hand went beneath her other knee and I held her there, her breasts pressed against my muscular chest, her lips against mine, my cock slowly sinking inside her.
I widened my stance so we didn’t fall over and moved my arms so that her knees were hooked over my elbows. I was able to clasp my fingers behind her lower back, which forced her legs back even further. Her eyes focused on mine, emerald on sapphire, with a hint of fear. In this position, I would be going in deep, much deeper than she had ever experienced.
Using my grip on her, I slowly rocked her body back and forth, working my cock in and out of her. She tossed her head, flicking her wet hair out of the way, and moaned loudly. Her hips began moving with mine and I fucked her with long, deep strokes.
Gisela’s eyes closed and she bit her lower lip as I pounded her slowly and deliberately. Her moans were loud, and had the sound of a woman being free with herself for the first time.
Her face suddenly came down to mine again and she kissed me, forcefully, aggressively. We breathed heavily and she bit my lip, holding on for a moment until a particularly deep thrust made her call out again. She covered me with kisses, then pressed the side of her face against mine, her hand against my other cheek, holding me close.
Each thrust was deep and hard but I made sure not to overdo it. In my new form I could hurt her if I got too overzealous. Gisela moved her body with me, slamming her hips against me, taking every inch of my engorged shaft while moaning in my ear.
“Fuck, that feels amazing,” she said, breathing heavily while fucking me as hard as I was fucking her. My arms burned, but there wasn’t a thing in the world that would have stopped me at that moment. I was finally making love to Gisela, my warrior queen, my goddess.
My cock swelled with desire and I knew I was close. I unclasped my fingers and moved my hands to her ass, squeezing it tightly as I pulled her onto me again and again.
I shouted her name as my body tingled and my muscles clenched. Pleasure flooded me like never before as I squirted my load deep inside her.
Gisela silenced my moans with her mouth and pressed herself against me, taking me to the hilt and grinding her pussy against me. I came harder than ever before, pumping so much cum into her tight hole that some leaked out around the base of my cock. She looked at me, eyes wide and full of adoration, as I squeezed her ass and fired my last round into her.
She stared at me for a moment, but neither of us spoke, we remained that way, my cock still buried inside her, her legs wrapped around me. Gisela leaned forwards and kissed me, softly this time, her hand against my jaw.
“I love you so much, James,” she said against my lips.
“I’ve wanted you since the first time I saw you,” I said in reply.
“Well,” she said, her voice trembling. “I’m yours now.” The words came out in a whisper, barely audible. Baring her soul to me wasn’t easy. I couldn’t begin to imagine how difficult it must be to submit herself to someone.
“My queen,” was all I said in reply as I held her tight.
She wrapped her arms around me and buried her face against my neck. I heard a sniffle and thought she might have shed tears, but I decided against drawing any attention to it. Gisela’s strength and pride were important to her.
My cock was not only still inside her, but still hard. The dragon’s heart seemed to have made me the epitome of virility, for while I was tired, I was still ready to go. Still holding her by her ass and with her head on my shoulder, I carried her to the shore. I went to where my clothes lay spread out on the beach and sank to my knees.
With one arm around her lower back and the other in front I grabbed my cloak and spread it out. Upon that I lowered her to the ground. She lay back, wet red hair spreading out behind her head, looking up at me. Her eyes indeed glistened with unshed tears.
With a thumb, I wiped away a stray tear as it leaked from her eye, then let my fingers trail down, gently tracing a line down her nose, across her lips, to her throat. My hand went to her breast and I squeezed it, rolling her nipple between my thumb and forefinger. She bit her bottom lip and watched me.
I turned back to her face, looking her in the eyes as I pushed myself inside her again. She gasped and grabbed onto my arm.
“Again?”
I grinned. “I just ate the heart of a dragon. We might spend the rest of the day doing this.”
Her wide eyes faded into a soft smile and she reached up, pulling me to her. I lay on top of her, between her thighs, thrusting in and out while kissing her. I went slowly this time, savoring every bit of her perfect body as we made love.
The air coming off the waves was cold, but our bodies were hot. As the sun began to set, lengthening the shadows, I decided to pick up the pace again. Soon I was thrusting in and out of her like a piston, my hands holding her thighs wide. She moaned loudly and pulled me down to her, pressing our lips together. When I came this time, Gisela held me close and stared into my eyes. We locked gazes as I pumped her full of my seed, each thrust squirting more into her.
“Fill me up, James,” she said, her voice quiet and barely more than a whisper.
Her thighs wrapped around me, pulling me into her. I smiled and laughed as I came, then went back to kissing her.
Eating a dragon heart was fucking awesome.
After kissing her, I finally straightened up. My cock was still semi-hard when I pulled it out, causing cum to leak out of her pussy and run down to her ass. I gripped the base of my cock and pushed it down, down below her pussy, and rubbed the head against her pink asshole.
“James!” she exclaimed, her eyes going wide. She didn’t push me away but I could tell by her expression she wasn’t ready for that.
“Just kidding,” I said with a laugh. “I’m spent after that anyways.” I reached down and took her by the hand, then pulled her to her feet.
Cum immediately leaked out of her and ran down her leg. We both looked down and she raised one leg a bit, watching my cum travel down to her knee.
“Wow. That’s a lot of cum.”
I shrugged. What was there to say?
“Let’s wash off, honey,” she said, and stepped up to me. She leaned up and kissed me softly, then walked by me to the water.
As if I hadn’t just fucked her twice, I stared at her ass, hypnotized by that thing, as she walked into the water.
Lyanna suddenly appeared in front of me. She wore nothing but a big smile, and her hand came out and grabbed onto my shaft.
“I can’t wait to try this thing out,” she said, giving it a squeeze. Using her grip on my cock, she pulled me to her, then jumped up and grabbed onto my shoulders. “I’m glad Gisela is finally part of our family.” I held her tightly and we kissed briefly, her pussy rubbing against me. Then, with no warning, she disappeared.
“Hey, where’d you go?” I asked, half tempted to pump a round into her right then and there.
“Right now would be a bad time for you to be with anyone else. Gisela is your world tonight.” I felt a hand slap me on my bare ass and Lyanna giggled. “Go to her.”
Rubbing my bottom, I walked into the water behind Gisela, who was busy rinsing cum and sweat from herself. I helped, letting my hands enjoy her soft skin, and she did the same to me. We kissed for a while before she finally broke free and went to her things.
“Stop staring at my ass and come here,” she called out over her shoulder.
I obeyed, grabbing my clothes on the way. For the first time in more than an hour, I noticed the weather. It was getting damn cold outside, and we were both soaking wet. Gisela busied herself with her clothing, shivering as she wrapped her cloak around her.
I had given no thought to firewood, so I had to spend some time walking out into the city. I had preserved the few scrub trees in the area, so I was able to gather some dead branches. It wasn’t a lot, but hopefully it would be enough to keep the chill back. I gathered an armload, then brought them back to Gisela.
She was fully dressed by the time I reached her, her hands tucked into her armpits and her teeth chattering. Her eyes lit up when she saw the wood in my arms. I dropped it in front of her and she began arranging the wood in a careful circle. After that, she spent a few minutes with her flint and steel. Shortly after, a small fire was blazing.
We sat next to each other on the beach, staring into the small fire. The warmth kept away the cold air, although I realized at some point we would need to move inside. A fireplace would radiate heat more efficiently, and I wasn’t planning on being cold tonight. Although I still needed a mattress, and blankets, and everything else that wasn’t made of stone.
“What are you thinking about?” Gisela asked, her cloak clutched around her in both hands as she watched me. I wore only pants and breeches, but I wasn’t cold.
“What I should name it,” I replied. It was a beautiful castle, inspired by countless examples I had seen in countless books over the years. Back in my world, most of them often had boring names. Part of me considered naming my castle something awesome, like “Dragonslayer Keep,” or just carving the Slayer logo into a wall, but I came to my senses and decided on a more mature approach.
Since I was James of House Cantrell, this would be Cantrell Castle. Or maybe Castle Cantrell. Or….
I turned back and looked at the remains of the dragon, only twenty feet away. Killed by my hand. I stared at the castle, at my home, towering above the stone walls and crashing waves. After all I had done, it deserved a fitting name.
“Dragonslayer Keep it is,” I said with a nod.




Chapter 27

Lanercost hadn’t changed in the two weeks since I had been there, but to me it felt different. While it still had a charming, rustic feel to it, it left me wanting for more. I could never be happy in a place this small. 
“It feels like a year has passed since I was here,” Gisela murmured as she stared at the buildings.
“Well, this is the last time you’ll see this place. Unless you feel the urge to come back, of course,” I told her.
Red waves of hair swished back and forth as she gently shook her head. “I don’t think I’ll ever come back. This chapter of my life is just…done.”
“You’ll have more to focus on at your new home, anyways,” Lyanna told her with a smile. Gisela looked over her shoulder and gave Lyanna a smile of her own.
“I guess you’re right,” Gisela said in a quiet voice.
“Here we are,” I said after a few minutes as I pulled on the reins and stopped River in front of Gisela’s house. “Take your time and get everything you need.”
“I shouldn’t be too long,” she said as she stared at her tiny house.
“I will,” I told her. “So please, take your time.” I leaned forwards, kissing her on the cheek. “I’ll be back in a few hours.”
“Hours?” she asked.
“I have a lot to do. Actually, hold on.” Something suddenly occurred to me. “Pack up your stuff, then go to Brinia’s place when you’re done and wait for me there.” 
She nodded. “It’ll be good to see her again.” With that, she climbed down from the wagon and went to her house.
“Alright, River. Let’s go.” I flicked the reins and the placid animal started walking again, pulling the wagon down the King’s Road. 
“It’s a shame this is already called King’s Road,” I said to Lyanna.
She made no effort to hide herself as she moved onto the bench seat where Gisela had been. Someone walking by gasped loudly, but she ignored them.
“You’ll have to think of something better for that road that connects your new city to Howe. Speaking of which, have you thought of a name for the city?”
I shrugged. “Dragonslayer Keep is great for the castle itself, but no, I haven’t thought of a name for the city. Maybe I can just name it after the dragon, since he was there first.”
“Eh, you can do better.”
“Ghost!” someone shouted as they ran away. 
Lyanna twisted in her seat and watched them, a thoughtful frown on her face. “We’ll have to make sure everyone knows about me in Dragonslayer Keep, so I don’t have to deal with that any longer.”
“Noted.” The last thing I wanted was people screaming all the time because they thought Lyanna was going to eat their soul or whatever. “Arcwood,” I said suddenly.
“Huh?”
“Arcwood,” I repeated. “That’s what I’ll call my new city.”
Lyanna stared at me for a moment. “Did you just make that up?”
“Kind of. ‘Arc,’ because I’m going to invent electricity. ‘Wood,’ because of the cora trees. They’re the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen. I want to protect them and make sure no one ever cuts them down.” Although the thought of making my throne from cora wood was rather appealing. 
“Arcwood,” Lyanna said. “Arcwood. Well, if that’s what you want, then I like it.”
“Here we are,” I said, giving the reins a gentle pull to halt the horse in front of Brinia’s place. “How do you think she’ll react?”
“Hard to say,” Lyanna said as she placed her hand in mine. 
I stepped down from the wagon and lifted Lyanna to the ground beside me. “Well, let’s tell her the good news,” I said and offered her my arm. Lyanna slipped her arm through mine with a smile and we walked to the front door.
“Honey, I’m home,” I called out as I pushed the door open and entered, pulling Lyanna behind me.
Brinia was seated behind a small table, deftly running a needle and thread through the sleeve of a tunic. Her head snapped towards me when she heard my voice, and her face brightened immediately. She dropped her things and ran towards me, crashing into me like a football player and nearly toppling me to the ground.
“James, I’ve missed you so much!” she exclaimed as she tried to squeeze the life out of me. She went up on her toes to kiss me and stopped. “You’re…taller.” Confused, she took a step back and looked at me. “What happened, James? You’re still you, but different.”
“Oh, Brinia,” I said, stepping forward and wrapping my arms around her waist. “That’s a long story. For now, I’m just glad to see you.” I lifted her into the air and spun her in a circle, laughing as she yelped in surprise. Our lips met and we kissed, a kiss of longing and love, one that lasted for several minutes.
“I’ll be in the back,” Lyanna said, and drifted through the door. “Have fun, kids!” she called out from the other room.
I leaned down and kissed Brinia again, giving her round bottom a firm squeeze. “I missed you,” I told her.
“You too, but you didn’t answer my question,” she said. “What happened?”
A smile forced its way onto my face and I was powerless to stop it. “Everything happened, Brinia. I fought a dragon and won. I look different because I ate its heart. I built a castle where his lair was. In fact, that’s why I’m here. It’s time to come home, Brinia.” 
“Home?”
“Yep. To your new home, in Dragonslayer Keep. In the city of Arcwood.”
She stared at me for a moment. “What?”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “I know it sounds insane, I get it. What I’m trying to say is all the promises I’ve been making since we first got together, I finally made good on all of them. I did it, Brinia.”
“I don’t…. You killed a dragon?” She shook her head as she tried to process all the information.
I laughed again. “I guess you’ll just have to see for yourself. I need you to pack your stuff though. We’re leaving Lanercost as soon as everything is ready.”
“Leaving Lanercost?” She looked around for her stool, then plopped down on it and ran a hand over her head. “Am I dreaming?”
“I can’t tell you if you’re dreaming or not, but what you should be doing is gathering your things. Everything that’s important to you; at least, everything that can fit in our wagon.”
“Lyanna, is he serious?”
Brinia jumped as Lyanna’s head suddenly appeared on the wall.
“Yes. Gisela and I were there for the whole thing. He almost died.”
“Come here,” I said, taking Brinia by the hand again. I pulled her into another tight embrace, never wanting to let her go. “I can’t wait to show you your new place.”
“I guess I’ll pack my clothes,” she said, pulling away from me.
“Oh, bring your sheets and blankets as well. And…well, everything we can fit on the wagon. The castle isn’t furnished yet.”
I followed her into the back room, giving her a playful smack on the ass on the way. Once there, I reached beneath her bed and grabbed the bundle I had placed there two weeks ago. The gold coins clinked as I hefted them in my hand. “This will go a long way towards helping us start out right.”
“Let me—let me bake some bread for the trip,” Brinia said, still a bit overwhelmed by everything.
“It’s really good to see you again, Brinia,” Lyanna said with a smile that Brinia returned.
“I’ll leave you two here, for the time being,” I told them.
“You’re leaving awful quickly for someone that just told me to prepare for my new house,” Brinia said with a slender eyebrow arched.
“I have things I need to take care of as well,” I told her. “I need to buy horses, and hopefully another wagon. Maybe old farmer Tuttle had one.” I took a deep breath. “And, I have to add the last member to our family.”
Brinia’s eyebrows shot up. “You mean—”
“Yep,” I nodded.
“Really?”
“Yep,” I said again.
Brinia grinned. “Well, I hope it goes well.” Her face took on a pensive look. “Last member. Does that mean Gisela finally agreed to join us?”
“Yep,” I said, a wide smile on my face.
Brinia smiled as well. “Oh, I can’t wait to—I really like her,” she finished in a rush.
“Why, you naughty degenerate,” Lyanna said with a laugh. She laughed harder when Brinia blushed.
“Not everyone is as wholesome as you, Lyanna,” I said. It was my turn to laugh at the look on her face.
“Okay, I’m going to leave you both here and take care of some other stuff. I shouldn’t be too long. Oh, and Gisela should be stopping by in a bit. I’ll definitely need a second wagon for all of us, although maybe you can just ride in her lap.” I winked and Brinia laughed. “I love you both,” I told them.
“I love you, James,” Brinia said.
“Love you,” Lyanna said with a smile.
I left them in the room and went back to my wagon. River snorted when I approached, so I took a moment to rub his nose and tell him he was a good boy. He had pulled the wagon a lot over the past few weeks, and deserved a treat.
“When we get to your home I’ll feed you lots of oats and carrots and maybe find you a nice-looking mare,” I said to him. He whickered at the mention of food.
“Alright, buddy,” I said to River as I climbed into the driver’s seat of the wagon. “Time for the next stop on our itinerary.” I clicked my tongue and he pulled against the harness, and we were off again.
Seeing folks walking down the road made me wonder how I would get people to move to Arcwood. It was a beautiful city, right on the coast. I just had to convince everyone that the dragon was dead and that I had built a castle there. Being a port city, trade would be huge; that was why I had put so much effort into building the harbor as I did. Of course, I had to get ships to come there as well. Good thing I had a lighthouse.
I stopped River in front of Eugene’s workshop and hopped off the wagon. 
Eugene held a new pistol in his hand, turning it over and examining it from every angle. His face brightened when he saw me.
“James! It’s good to see you, my boy.” He set the pistol down and approached me, offering me his hand.
“You too, Eugene,” I said as we clasped forearms.
“You should be careful,” he said. “The king’s soldiers were found dead a while back, must be nearly two weeks gone. Shriveled up like they had been dead for a month. Haven’t seen any more since then, but it’s only a matter of time before word reaches the king and he sends more.”
“Eh, I’m not too worried about that,” I told him while patting my pistol. “Thanks to this, I can handle pretty much anything that comes my way.” And there was the mask for anything I couldn’t shoot, but I was loath to use it again.
“I just finished up a second one,” Eugene said as he turned back to his workshop.
I followed him in, seeing all the things he had been making. He and his apprentice had been busy.
Eugene grabbed the pistol and held it up. “I just finished a second one. I think this one turned out even better than the first.”
He offered it to me but I just smiled and held up my hand. “Keep it for now. We’ll need plenty more in the near future. Which leads me to my reason for coming here today. I’m here to offer you a job.”
“A job?” Eugene asked cautiously, not understanding what I was getting at.
“I have a castle now, Eugene,” I told the graying man. “I need someone to build things for me, to train other craftsmen. There’s a lot of work to be done, but you’ll have your own workshop and a large house that overlooks the coast.”
Eugene laughed politely, then stopped when he saw that I was serious. “I think I’m going to need more explanation than that, James.”
“That’s easy enough,” I said. 
I motioned for him to follow and walked back to the wagon. When he stood next to it, I reached in the back and grabbed the blanket, then threw it back to reveal what was beneath.
His eyes nearly popped out of his head. “Is that—I don’t—I….” He spluttered for a moment, unable to find the words, and finally came out with a single one. “How?”
I patted the pistol at my hip. “I owe you again.”
Eugene was silent for a moment. I seemed to be having that effect on people today.
“So, what exactly do you need me to do?”
I laughed and took him by the shoulder. “Ah, Eugene. Rest for a moment.” I guided him back into his workshop, to the pistol he had been working on. “Or in your case, work on something. Either way, I’m inviting you to move to my castle. My city. Arcwood, I’m calling it.”
Eugene looked back towards the wagon. “Where is it?”
“South of Howe,” I started, and he barked a laugh.
“I don’t believe it,” he said, incredulous. “South of Howe, on the coast, right? Well, I’ll finally get a chance to see those cora trees I’ve heard about.”
“Bring everything you can with you,” I told him. “Especially food. There isn’t any there yet, although I improved the soil in many places so you can plant a garden by your house if you desire. I guess it’s more of a manor than a house.” I smiled. “What’s your last name, Eugene?”
“Winsell,” he replied.
“Well, Eugene of House Winsell. I guess I should congratulate you on your new social standing.”
Eugene looked around his workshop, then towards his house. “What should I bring?”
“Everything!” I told him. “Make two or three trips if you’d like. We’re all starting over from scratch there, in an empty city. The buildings are there, but we need furniture, food, blankets.”
He blinked and nodded. “We’ll start packing our things.”
“Good. The sooner you get there, the sooner we can start building the cannons that will protect the city.”
“Cannons?”
I patted my pistol. “Imagine this, but with a bullet the size of my fist. Mounted on a heavy wooden stand, and placed atop the city walls.” I went back to the wagon and dug through my bundle of coins. After grabbing a handful of gold, I went back and handed them to Eugene. “This will help cover the cost of moving. You’ll need to buy some things as well.”
He stared at the gold in his palm, eyes wide, not speaking.
“I would suggest bringing food, blankets, and your wife on the first trip,” I told him with a wink. “And some firewood.”
“Right away, uh….” He looked up at me. “Should I be calling you something else, now?”
“When it’s just us, no. When others are around, I’m King James.”
“King James,” he said and looked back at the gold in his hands. “Well, I’ll be damned.”
I clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll let you get ready. I have a few more things to do. So, I guess I’ll see you in about a week?”
He nodded, still bewildered. “Where will I go?”
“You’ll see the path leading south from Howe,” I told him. “And the city is impossible to miss, of course. When you get there, just take the entrance road straight to the heart of the city, towards the keep. If you’re facing the keep—facing the water, that is—your manor will be the closest one on your right.”
“Right next to the keep?” he asked.
I nodded. “Yep. Neighbors, sort of. I couldn’t have done any of this without you, so you get the best house in the city. Well, aside from mine, of course.”
Eugene looked from me back to the gold in his hands. “Thank you, James. I can’t say that enough.”
“Well, then stop saying it and start packing your stuff!” I laughed, then reached over and grabbed the pistol he had just completed. “Also, I changed my mind. I want them both.” With nowhere else to put it, I stuck it through my sword belt and went back to the wagon. “See you soon, Eugene.” With that I left him there, still staring at his handful of gold. 
Back on my wagon, I clicked my tongue at River and we were off again, this time towards the inn. I had unfinished business there.




Chapter 28

I guided River into the small stable next to the Wooden Dragon Inn, and flipped a silver penny to the man that took the horse’s reins. After that, I stuffed my bag of gold into my satchel and slung that over my shoulder. 
Walking around to the back of the wagon, I reached in and grabbed my cargo, then dragged it towards me. It was light, much lighter than I expected, but still big. With both arms I hefted it and cradled it to my chest, the blanket still covering it.
“Do you need help there, my lord?” the stableman called out.
“No,” I told him, grunting at the weight of it. “I’m good, just take care of the horse!” And with that I staggered towards the door.
I turned and put my back against the door, pushing it open, then twisted back. 
Several voices were talking in the common room, but they stopped once I entered. Everyone stopped to stare at the tall man carrying something as big as himself, wrapped in a blanket.
I had to turn to the side and shuffle in order to really see where I was going. My target was the bar, where Stanley stood, rag in hand.
“Got something for you!” I called out. Once I got there I took a deep breath and heaved what I was holding onto the bar.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Stanley demanded, turning to reach for his mallet.
“Hold on,” I said, catching my breath. “Just hold on a second, Stanley. I’ll explain everything.”
“James?” Elise said, approaching me and eyeing the huge bundle on the bar. “What’s going on?”
I winked at her, then turned back to her father, who clutched the mallet in one thick-fingered hand. “You can put the mallet down, Stan. I got you a gift. Maybe you can mount it on the wall or something. Go ahead,” I gestured towards it.
Still eyeing me with distrust, Stanley reached forwards and tore the blanket free. One collective gasp was torn from every throat in the common room as they saw what sat on the bar.
“What is that?”
“Is that what I think it is?”
“How did he get that?”
“Since you named this place after a dragon, I figured you should have a dragon claw,” I told Stanley. So there you go. Also, I recently learned that dragon meat doesn’t spoil, so if your wife wants to make some stew with this she’ll be set for a week.”
Stanley stared at the massive hand, fingerbones snapped where they had turned into wings, massive thumb—I thought it was a thumb, if my memories of bat anatomy were correct—topped with a wickedly sharp claw the size of my arm and sharper than any sword.
“Where did you get this?” Stanley finally asked.
“From the dragon I killed a week ago,” I told him with a shrug.
I walked up to Elise, who stared at the claw in shock. Her dress was green today, with that pristine white apron on top as usual.
“Good afternoon, Elise,” I told her, reaching into my satchel.
“This has to be some kind of ruse,” she said as she turned to me. “There is no way you killed a dragon. No one can do that.” 
“Is that so?” I asked as I pulled a dragon scale out. The size of a dinner plate and harder than steel, I handed it to her. 
She took it in trembling hands, staring at it like she still couldn’t believe what was happening.
“Remember when I told you, months ago, that I would bring you a dragon scale one day?” I asked her. "And again about two weeks ago?"
She nodded, still staring at the scale.
“And do you remember what you told me you would do when I brought it?”
“I said I would….” she trailed off, her voice quiet.
“You said you would be mine,” I finished for her. Stepping closer, I placed my hands on hers and spoke quietly to her, for us alone. “I killed a dragon for you, Elise. Well, so I could build my castle where its lair was, true, but also for you.”
She looked up at me, her eyes wide with disbelief. I leaned forwards and placed a gentle kiss on her lips. They were full and soft, everything I had dreamed of. Her look of shock began to change to a smile, albeit a disbelieving one
“Hey!” Stanley called out, hefting the mallet.
“Stanley, I’m marrying your daughter and making her queen of Arcwood,” I told him. He stopped dead in his tracks. I kissed Elise’s hand and released it, then walked towards Stanley. “I imagine you expect a dowry.” I dug into my satchel and grabbed ten gold crowns, then set them on the bar. “I believe ten gold crowns, a dragon claw, and a dragon scale should be sufficient.”
“What is—” Elise started, but her voice broke.
I went back to her and spoke softly. “I know this is coming as a shock to you.” Circling behind her, I untied her apron, then pulled it off her head. “When I saw you last, you probably didn't think I was being serious, but I was. The moment I saw you, I told myself I would do anything to have you. So, I killed a dragon.
"I’m marrying you, you and the rest, and we’re traveling to my new castle to start our lives. Run upstairs and grab some clothes and whatever is important to you and meet me back down here.” I leaned forwards and kissed her lips again. “We’re going to have a wonderful life together, my dear. Also, go put your best dress on.”
She stepped back, turned, and walked up the stairs, smiling but looking completely bewildered. I decided to smooth things over with my soon-to-be father-in-law and went back to the bar.
Stanley had set his mallet back atop the casks and now stood behind the bar with his thick arms crossed. Several others approached the bar and stared at the claw in wonder.
“So you expect me to just let you take my daughter away?”
I shrugged. “It’s her choice, not yours. You may be her father, but you don’t own her.” He opened his mouth angrily and I rode right over him. “No, Stanley, you don’t own her. No one does. Not even me, and I’m going to marry her in….” I thought quickly. “About an hour. Maybe less.”
“An hour?” His eyebrows raised.
The struggle on Stanley’s face was plain as he looked at me, then the gold I had given him, then at the stairs where his daughter had just been. 
“I’d like for you to be there,” I told him. “You and Greta. I’m sure Elise would like it as well.”
Stanley’s internal argument seemed to melt and his shoulders slumped. “I don’t know what to say.”
“You don’t have to say anything, Stan,” I told him. “Be glad that your daughter is going to be safe and healthy. Your grandchildren will be princes and princesses.” I pointed to the dragon claw. “If I can do that, think about what I’ll do if anyone tries to harm her.”
His eyebrows lowered suddenly. “Didn’t you already marry Brinia a few weeks back?”
I nodded, unashamed. “I did, and Lyanna. And here shortly, I’ll be marrying your daughter and Gisela as well. We’ll rule over Arcwood and spend many happy decades together. Your daughter will never be lonely.”
He shook his head. “It doesn’t feel right, somehow.”
“I’m a king,” I explained. “I decide what’s right and wrong. And in my kingdom, filling my life with beautiful women, loving them, and treating them well is right.”
Stanley sighed and spread his hands. “Where?” was all he said, his voice heavy with resignation.
“At the temple, in about an hour,” I said.
It suddenly dawned on me that I had a lot left to do today, including consummate a marriage. The earliest I would be able to leave Lanercost would be tomorrow morning. That was fine; I’d rather do things right than rush them.
I looked back up the stairs and tapped my foot.
“I wish Lyanna was here,” I muttered.
“I am,” she replied, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. Fortunately with the dragon claw behind me, no one saw.
“How long have you been there?” I asked once my heart slowed.
“Oh, I came to the inn around the same time as you. I just had to see how you pulled this off.” She was still invisible, but standing next to me. “So, why were you wishing for my presence?”
I smiled. “I need a favor from you. The mask is on me—can you go as far as Gisela’s house?”
“Yeah, that’s no problem,” she said.
“Good. Have her go to Brinia’s house. Then I need you and Brinia to dress her up in the nicest things Brinia has. Tell Brinia to wear something nice as well. Then, the three of you meet me in the temple.”
Lyanna paused before answering. “Are you doing what I think you’re doing?”
I grinned. “Yep.”
She laughed. “Okay, James. I’ll tell her to bring you a nicer shirt as well.”
Well, nothing left to do but drink beer, right? I went to the bar and ordered a pint. Stanley poured me a mug, still staring at the giant claw on his bar. 
“What am I supposed to do with this thing?” he asked after passing me the mug.
“Like I said, tell your wife to cook up the meat on it. Hang the claw on the mantle. I mean, how many inns have a dragon claw above their mantle? I guess what’s more important is that I was willing to go through all this just to win your daughter over. That’s gotta count for something, right?” I offered Stanley my hand.
He stared at it for a moment, then clasped my wrist. “I guess you’re right.”
I took a long pull from my mug. “I’m a king, of course I am.” My grin took any possible sting out of the words. “Not gonna lie though, Stan. I’m gonna miss your beer.”
A few minutes later, as I finished the last of my drink, Elise came down the stairs.
Her golden hair was tied up with a ribbon, blue to match her eyes. The dress she had chosen was blue as well, and fit snugly against her waist. It had a neckline just low enough to show off her considerable breasts, with skirts that accented her hourglass figure. My mouth went dry just looking at her; so much that I failed to initially notice the bundle in her hands.
“Let me get that for you,” I said, rushing forwards to meet her. I took it from her—just a simple cloth bag with a carrying strap, filled with clothes and other things—and put the strap over my shoulder. “You look amazing,” I told her.
“Thank you,” she said, her voice small.
“No need to fear anything, my love,” I told her. “I will always take care of you.” With that, I moved to the other side of her and offered her my elbow. She slipped her arm through mine, a smile spreading on her face, and we set off across the common room, ignoring the stares of others, and out the door.
We walked to the stable and the stableman, upon seeing me, immediately fetched River and the wagon. It took him a few minutes to get the horse ready, but soon Elise and I were seated at the front of the wagon, her belongings in the back.
“I guess I should thank you,” I told her as I flicked the reins.
“What for?” she asked in reply.
“I know you promised me that you would be mine if I brought you a dragon scale, but you didn’t have to keep that promise. You could have just told me to fuck off.”
She gave a soft laugh. “A woman that doesn’t keep her word isn’t worth anything. Although I’ll admit, I never thought you would actually do it. I thought you were just flirting, like so many other men.”
I reached over and grabbed her hand, then pulled it to my mouth and kissed each knuckle. My heart did backflips for the entirety of the short ride to the temple. I dismounted before her, then hurried around to her side and helped her down.
“Are you ready?” I asked her. “I won’t force you into anything against your will.”
She stared at me for a moment. “It’s okay. I want to.” Her voice still held fear and uncertainty, but also determination. Leaning forwards, she brushed a kiss against my lips.
“Well, we just have to wait for the others, then,” I said as I reached out and took her hand in mine.
“Yes,” she said, taking a deep, calming breath.
Moments later, I saw them.
Brinia strode down the road, her smile radiating beauty. Lyanna walked next to her in pale tones of white, uncaring at the people she startled.
On the other side was Gisela. 
Seeing them next to each other made me smile. Gisela stood half a head taller than the other two women, and was built differently. Lyanna was slender, with a perky figure. Brinia was voluptuous, with large breasts and thick thighs that I just wanted to bury my face in.
Gisela, on the other hand, was tall and athletic, hard muscle covered by soft skin. The wind blew her fiery hair behind her, loose instead of the braids I was used to.
“Is that Gisela?” Elise asked.
“Yes it is,” I replied.
“She looks…amazing!” Elise exclaimed.
A dress of green covered Gisela from shoulder to ankle, with a small cutout at the chest to expose the inner curves of her breasts. She fussed with her skirts and held them high to keep the dust off as she marched down the road. Even with her scowl, she was breathtaking.
I kept one hand in Elise’s, but as the other women approached I reached out and took one of Gisela’s hands as well. She seemed the most uncomfortable of the lot, by far. I gave her hand a squeeze, which she returned, then I noticed the way Brinia was staring at her.
“Here,” I said, and passed Gisela’s hand to Brinia. 
The short woman gripped it in both hands, beaming a smile up at her wife-to-be. She hesitated for a moment, then went up on her toes and kissed Gisela on the lips. Gisela returned the kiss, eyes closed, then smiled and turned to me.
“This won’t happen again,” Gisela said, grabbing the dress with her free hand. “I couldn’t get married in breeches, though.
I smiled at her, at Brinia and Lyanna, at Elise. They were all so perfect, so beautiful. “Come on,” I said as I pulled the door open for them. “Let’s get married.”
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