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Chapter 1

1

he rising sun cast a warm glow across the coast. Beams Tof light struggled to break through the blanket of clouds and  offered  pitiful  illumination.  Gentle  waves,  like  soft whispers, lapped upon the shore, a few of them daring to break against the imposing stone walls of the keep that stood on the shore. 

Cold  winds  blew  across  the  water,  turning  the  tops  of  waves into  a  misty  spray  and  bringing  a  chill  to  the  balcony  upon which  I  stood.  My  dark  hair,  hanging  shaggily  past  my  ears after  nearly  a  year’s  growth,  was  whipped  back  by  a particularly strong gust. I brushed it out of my face and smiled as the sky began to turn a fiery orange, a new day arising from the ashes of the old. 

“You’re right about one thing,” Lyanna said softly at my side. 

“It’s a hell of a view.” 

“You say that almost every morning,” I told her with a smile as  I  put  an  arm  around  her  and  pulled  her  against  my  bare chest. Even with only breeches on, the chill didn’t bother me. 



“Sorry  for  being  so  unoriginal,”  she  said  dryly,  then  turned back  to  the  ocean.  She  slapped  her  hands  on  the  balcony, crafted  from  a  single  stone  just  like  the  rest  of  the  keep,  the castle, the city. “You know, everything being made from stone forces me to act more like…. I guess more like a living person. 

I can’t sneak through the walls here.” She turned and looked through  the  broad  double  doors  that  led  to  the  vast bedchamber. A plethora of tall, arched windows offered a view of the ocean. “Fortunately, you love large windows.” 

I  turned  and  looked  through  the  doorway  with  her,  into  the bedchamber. It was a beautiful sight. 

A fire crackled in the massive fireplace, bathing the chamber in  a  comforting  warmth.  Against  one  wall  stood  two  ornate wardrobes  of  carved  and  gilded  wood,  mostly  filled  with  my clothes—my queens had their own dressing chamber but I was a  practical  man  and  kept  my  essentials  close  at  hand.  Gisela kept a few things in the wardrobe next to mine, since she often needed them for work. 

Thick  rugs  from  faraway  lands,  each  a  treasure  in  their  own right,  covered  much  of  the  floor.  Sconces  lined  the  wall  at even  intervals,  though  the  candles  they  held  were  at  the moment unlit. Opposite of the hearth loomed a vast bed, large enough for five people, its heavy pillars adorned with intricate carvings of flowers and birds taking flight. 

Elise  slumbered  peacefully,  her  curvy  form  curled  up  on  its side  with  the  blankets  drawn  up  to  her  chin.  Next  to  her  lay Brinia, sprawled out on her back like usual, one shapely thigh sticking  out  from  beneath  the  top  blanket.  Gisela’s  head  was on Brinia’s shoulder and both of them still slept soundly. 

“They’re  so  happy  together,”  Lyanna  said,  nodding  towards Brinia and Gisela. “Watching them makes me smile.” 

“Same,” I agreed. It warmed my heart seeing my queens love each other as they loved me. 

“I’m  still  amazed  you  did  all  this,”  Lyanna  said,  her  waving arm to take in the three women on my bed as well as the castle itself.  “Sometimes  I  think  about  all  that’s  happened  over  the last year and it’s hard to believe all of this is real.” 

“I know what you mean,” I told her as I put an arm around her. 

“I  think  I  surprised  even  myself.  One  thing’s  for  certain:  I would never go back to my old life in my old world. This is all more wonderful than I ever could have imagined.” 

Lyanna  looked  up  at  me  and  smiled.  I  kissed  the  top  of  her head. 

“Even your ghost wife?” she asked with a mischievous grin. 

“Especially my ghost wife,” I replied. 

Gisela’s  eyes  opened  one  at  a  time  and  for  a  moment  she remained  there,  watching  us  with  a  faint  smile  upon  her beautiful  face.  Her  red  hair  was  a  mess;  she  had  tossed  and turned half of the night. Carefully, she moved off of Brinia and planted a gentle kiss on the voluptuous woman’s cheek. 

After  sitting  up  and  stretching  both  arms  over  her  head,  she finally  crawled  out  of  bed,  carefully,  so  as  not  to  wake  her wife. 



My  eyes  drank  in  her  beauty  as  she  crossed  the  room,  stark naked.  She  was  tall,  with  soft  skin  and  feminine  curves covering  hard  muscle.  She  saw  me  staring  and  gave  me  a knowing  smile  as  she  walked  to  the  wash  stand,  near  the fireplace. 

“You  certainly  know  how  to  choose  them,”  Lyanna  said  as Gisela bent over the washstanding to wash her face and scrub her teeth. 

“Well,  I  chose  you,”  I  replied  matter-of-factly.  “So  I  clearly have good taste in women.” 

Gisela  grabbed  a  towel  next  to  the  washstand  and  patted  her face  dry,  then  hung  it  on  the  side  of  the  stand.  She  walked towards  me,  the  flames  from  the  fireplace  casting  shadows across her strong legs and toned midsection. 

When  she  stepped  through  the  wide-open  double  doors  and onto  the  huge  balcony  her  skin  pebbled  and  she  rubbed  her hands on her arms. She went onto her toes and brushed a soft kiss  against  my  lips,  then  snuggled  against  me  and  lay  her head against my shoulder. 

“Good  morning,  my  love,”  I  told  her,  kissing  the  top  of  her head. 

Gisela  reached  a  hand  out  towards  Lyanna’s  hip  and  laughed as her hand passed right through the spirit woman. 

“You’re  lucky  I  can’t  touch  you,”  she  said,  a  bemused  smile spreading on her face. 

“Lucky indeed,” Lyanna laughed as she held me more tightly. 



With  both  women  held  tightly  against  me,  I  slowly  turned around,  back  towards  the  water.  They  laughed  at  the awkwardness of it but moved with me so we could all watch the sunrise together. The wind blew Gisela’s hair into my face, but I didn’t care. I was happy. 

Bands  of  orange  light  covered  the  horizon,  fading  into  other warm  hues.  I  looked  down  at  Lyanna,  perfect  in  tones  of white, then at Gisela, strong and firm with her fiery hair and personality to match. 

“It’s so beautiful,” Gisela said, watching the sun rise. 

“Yes, it is,” I said, watching her. 

She heard something in my voice and looked up at me. Upon seeing  the  way  I  looked  at  her,  Gisela  leaned  up  and  kissed me, her hand snaking around the back of my head to pull me close.  It  was  a  soft  kiss,  our  tongues  gently  meeting  and pressing  against  each  other,  a  kiss  of  love,  a  kiss  of  passion. 

My  hand  slid  down  her  back  to  her  firm  ass.  I  felt  her  lips smile  against  mine  as  I  got  a  handful  of  muscular  ass  cheek and squeezed it. 

Gisela finally pulled her lips from mine and laid her head back on my shoulder. 

“Busy day today,” she said, watching the sky change from red to orange. 

“Yeah, I know. I was trying not to think about it,” I replied. 

Gisela sighed. “Let me go wake my wife up.” She kissed me on the cheek and pulled away. 



I turned to watch her athletic body. Her skin was still pebbled from the cold, but she paid it no mind. 

She crossed the balcony and went back into our bedchamber, then  went  straight  to  the  bed.  Moving  carefully  so  as  not  to wake Elise, she crawled onto the bed and grabbed the blanket covering  Brinia,  then  pulled  it  down.  As  the  blanket  moved down,  it  exposed  Brinia’s  massive  breasts,  then  her  small waist. 

Brinia  reached  up  and  rubbed  her  eyes  with  the  heels  of  her hands and grunted. She wasn’t so much a morning person, but then again no one was a morning person like Gisela. Not even me, and I was up before the sunrise every day. 

Gisela ran her hands along Brinia’s thighs, kissed her way up to  Brinia’s  breasts.  Brinia’s  sleepy  expression  changed  to  a broad  smile  as  Gisela  kissed  her  way  back  down,  across  her stomach, and finally settled between her wife’s supple thighs. 

“I  don’t  think  I’ve  ever  seen  two  people  in  love  like  them,” 

Lyanna said, wrapping both arms around me. 

Gisela’s firm ass gently rocked back and forth as she focused on  pleasing  her  wife.  Brinia’s  fingers  tangled  in  the  other woman’s hair as she writhed on the bed. 

“She never would have told Brinia she liked her if you hadn’t convinced her to marry all of us,” Lyanna added. 

“It  feels  good,  watching  them,”  I  replied,  my  eyes  still  on Gisela’s ass. Lyanna looked up at me and raised an eyebrow. “I mean,  not  like  that,  although  I’m  certainly  not  complaining. 



But it feels good seeing them so in love. I feel like I finally did something right.” 

Brinia gasped and covered her mouth with her slender fingers, suppressing a moan. On the other side of the bed, Elise stirred, but remained asleep. 

I couldn’t help but laugh. 

“Well, enough staring at my beautiful wives,” I said, squeezing Lyanna against me. “It’s time to get my day started.” 

“Okay, but I’m not letting go,” Lyanna said with a chuckle. 

Still with an arm around her, I walked across the balcony, my weightless ghost-wife clutching my side like a koala on a tree. 

To  a  massive  wooden  wardrobe  I  went,  where  I  pulled  open the  doors  and  selected  my  clothing.  As  a  king,  it  was  filled with embroidered clothing, made from the finest cloth money could  buy.  Instead  of  fancy  breeches  and  a  coat,  I  grabbed something  else.  Lyanna  finally  let  go  of  me  so  I  could  get dressed. 

After working with a clothier, I convinced her to make several pairs  of  shorts.  Her  eyes  initially  widened  at  the  thought  of something so scandalous, but I’m king after all, so she made them. 

The shorts weren’t the best, but the material was soft and tied at the waist. After that, I grabbed a pair of shoes. My cobbler had made them for me; the soles were layered with soft leather and  the  top  was  made  from  heavy  canvas.  They  were  the closest thing to a running shoe that I could get. A far cry better than running in boots, that much was certain. 

“Is  the  mask  okay  here?”  I  asked  Lyanna,  as  she  was  tied  to the  mask  and  couldn’t  go  more  than  a  hundred  yards  or  so from it. 

“I should be fine,” she said. “There’s plenty to do in the keep in the mornings.” 

After  kissing  Lyanna  once  more,  I  walked  across  the  room, reaching  over  to  slap  my  palm  on  Gisela’s  raised  bottom  on my way out. She yelped and gave me a grin, then went back to her wife. 

Right  as  I  pushed  open  the  heavy  wooden  door,  Brinia  cried out, moaning in orgasmic bliss. I smiled. 

Life was good. 

I stepped through the cold stone halls of the keep, bringing my knees high to help warm my muscles. Very few servants were about;  I  had  been  very  vocal  about  not  wanting  anyone  to wake at four in the morning just to prepare something for me. 

Nothing should be happening at those hours except sleep. 

Through  empty  hallways  I  strode,  swinging  my  arms  around and  occasionally  bouncing  on  my  toes.  The  massive  throne room,  cavernous  and  warmed  by  two  huge  fireplaces,  was always a welcome site, no matter the time, as it reminded me of how far I had come in only a year. A heavy wooden throne sat on the dais, ornately carved and gilded. Four other thrones flanked mine, two on a side. 



It reminded me that I was king, as if I could ever forget. 

I stopped for a few minutes to warm myself in front of one of the fireplaces. It stood as tall as me, although at the moment it only held a bed of red coals. Once I felt some of the warmth soak into me, I continued on my way out of the keep and out into my beautiful city. 



Chapter 2

2

own the wide streets I  walked,  their  emptiness  broken Donly by the presence of a few intrepid souls who, like myself, had risen with the dawn. Some people recognized me and  called  out  greetings,  or  blessings  on  my  health,  and  I acknowledged them with a raised hand and a smile. 

As I continued on my way, I quickened my pace to a jog and turned towards the outermost reaches of the city’s curtain wall. 

Though  a  straight  path  would  have  taken  me  there  sooner,  I desired  to  bask  in  the  beauty  of  my  beloved  city  a  while longer. The perfectly level stone streets made it an easy run. 

Flickering light from candles glowed in a few windows in this neighborhood. Many houses were still empty but every week more people came. 

As  I  jogged  along  my  path,  I  passed  a  large  edifice  with  a dozen  expansive  rooms  nestled  beneath  its  sharply  peaked roof. A large field of grass flanked it, surrounded by an oval running track. Several other schools like it dotted the city. In places like Kolsted, education was a privilege reserved for the wealthy. But in my fair city, it was a right granted to all, free of  charge,  for  I  knew  that  a  populace  well-versed  in knowledge  and  learning  was  essential  to  the  continued prosperity of my realm. 

And it was a beautiful place, my city of Arcwood, filled with beautiful  buildings  of  stone,  houses,  shops,  even  a  temple dedicated  to  Leas.  I  hadn’t  been  able  to  convince  Orthur  to move here, but he had spoken to the right people and a young priest  resided  there,  preaching  love  and  acceptance  to everyone from within his temple. 

The  road  I  jogged  on  eventually  came  to  a  dead  end  at  the massive curtain wall, which stood fifteen feet thick and twice as high and ran in a half circle around the city, from shore to shore. I ran up a long ramp, angled shallowly enough to allow horses to pull wagons onto the wall in times of need. Once on top, I paused to catch my breath and stretch. 

A few guardsmen patrolled the wall-walk, and upon seeing me shouted my name with broad smiles and raised spears. I raised a hand in return and continued my jog. 

The wide moat outside the curtain wall connected to the ocean on each side, essentially cutting a half circle-shaped island out of the land, upon which my city stood. Being thirty feet wide and just as deep, the moat offered substantial protection. 

I knew I had enemies out there. Staying safe was always at the top of my mind. 

Three  large  gatehouses  interrupted  the  curtain  wall  at equidistant intervals. The guards in the first one raised a shout as I passed through, and I stood a little straighter for them and steadied my breathing. 

To my soldiers, I never showed an ounce of fear or tiredness. 

Let them think of their king as a rock, just as solid as the stone the castle was made from. 

As I approached the second gatehouse, set at the halfway point along the curtain wall, I saw movement to my right. 

Fiery red hair in a loose ponytail bounced as Gisela ran up the stairs and onto the wall-walk. Seeing me, she smiled and fell in step beside me. 

“Good  morning,  my  love,”  I  told  her.  “Ready  for  a  jog  after your breakfast?” 

Gisela  laughed  so  hard  she  missed  a  step  and  almost  fell.  I stopped and caught her, then joined her in laughing. I held her tightly to me, using that as an opportunity to catch my breath. 

She wore shoes similar to mine, but her body was covered in a tunic and pants made from a soft, breathable material in shades of  light  green  with  tasteful  embroidery  down  the  sides.  My hand moved down to her bottom on its own accord and gave it a squeeze. 

Gisela laughed and kissed me, then turned and started running again. I hurried to catch up—she was not a slow runner. 

While her shirt concealed her body modestly, her pants fit just tight enough to suggest more than show the strong curves that lay beneath. 

“I’m really happy for you. For the both of you,” I said to her. 



Gisela’s usually stern face broke into a beautiful, radiant smile. 

“Thank  you,  James.  I  never  thought  I  could  be  this  happy. 

Brinia is just so…wonderful.” She took a few deep breaths in time  with  her  steps.  “I  guess  you’re  okay  as  well.”  As  I expected, she punched me in the shoulder. 

I reached out to smack her on the ass—really, I was obsessed with this woman’s bottom—but she had anticipated my move and sprinted ahead so I struck nothing but air. 

After a double dozen steps I finally caught up to her and we continued our morning jog along the wall-walk. 

“How’s my army doing?” I asked her. Gisela was in charge of the city’s defenses. There was no one else I trusted with such a thing as much as her. Not even myself, to be honest. She was a tough  leader,  and  the  men  respected  her,  especially  since  she could kick most of their asses. 

“We got another dozen new recruits last week,” she answered. 

“Ten  of  them  were  worth  my  time,  and  seven  of  them  have decided  to  continue  after  the  first  week  of  training.  They  all seem pretty dedicated, so my guess is six or maybe even all of them will stay.” 

“That’s good. I know we’re starting from nothing, so I’ll take every  man  I  can  get.  What  does  that  put  our  standing  army at?” 

Gisela  barked  a  laugh.  “Presently,  we  have  four  hundred  and twelve men serving. I try to work them in shifts of five days on the wall, then five days of training, then a few days off. It keeps  our  defenses  manned  and  they  get  to  spend  time  with their families.” 

“Humble  beginnings,  indeed,”  I  said  soberly.  “Well,  I  don’t plan  on  doing  any  conquering,  so  I  don’t  need  a  force  of twenty thousand. As long as the city can be defended, then I’m happy. I’d rather focus my money on improving the city.” 

“A new ship comes in almost every week,” Gisela explained. 

“People  decide  to  stay  when  they  learn  they  can  get  a  free house here as long as they stay and work. You’ve done a great job of growing this place from just us, to…. What are we at, now?” 

“Our population just broke seven thousand,” I replied. 

“That’s  really  something.  And  in  an  emergency,  a  true emergency,  I  can  call  on  roughly  a  thousand  more  men  to defend  the  walls.  You  built  the  walls  well  though,  so  I  don’t see that happening.” She slapped a merlon as she ran by. “An army  would  break  their  teeth  on  this,  if  they  could  even  get past the moat.” 

“That was my intention,” I said. “I know Arandal is still angry, and  the  nearby  towns  probably  aren’t  too  happy  that  they’re losing people to us.” 

“Do you ever worry about him?” she asked after a few minutes of silence. 

“Sometimes. I think it’s only a matter of time before he tries something.  His  ego  is  bruised,  and  a  man  like  that  won’t  let something like this just go away. Plus, I have a spy in Kolsted that tells me Arandal has been steadily building his army for months.” 

“He  was  always  one  for  conquest,”  Gisela  said,  sounding disgusted. “Probably compensating for something. Or maybe I should say the lack of something.” 

“You’re  likely  correct,”  I  said.  “But  it’s  been  nearly  a  year since I built this castle and nothing has happened yet. I have to make sure we don’t grow complacent. All we can do is prepare in  case  he  feels  especially  vengeful  one  day.”  I  slapped  the back of a cannon as I passed it. 

“Queen Gisela!” 

“King James!” 

“Huzzah!” 

We  waved  at  another  group  of  soldiers  as  we  ran  by  them. 

They  were  always  glad  to  see  their  king  and  queen  on  their morning jog. 

“You’re good as king,” Gisela said. “Your people love you. I think  that’s  a  rare  quality  in  a  monarch.  Most  are  too  self-absorbed to think of their people past taxation.” 

“Well, hopefully they won’t have to fight for me,” I said as I slowed down. We had reached the end of the wall-walk on the far eastern side. 

Gisela  slowed  as  well,  and  walked  to  the  end  of  the  path  to look at the ocean. The curtain wall extended fifty feet into the ocean.  Waves  lapped  against  the  bottom  of  the  thick  stone wall. 



“Sometimes this still feels like a dream,” Gisela said, looking from  the  waves  up  to  me.  “Like  you’re  still  some  weird  guy with  a  funny  accent,  filled  with  outlandish  stories,  trying  to win me over.” 

I slipped an arm around her waist. “That’s no dream, doll. I  am a weird guy with a funny accent.” I leaned forwards and kissed her softly. “And I won you over.” 

“And here I am, a queen. Married to a wonderful man as well as  beautiful  women.”  Her  contemplative  look  slipped  into  a smile. “I love you, James.” 

“You know I’ll always love you, Gisela,” I told her, pulling her tight against me. 

We  split  ways,  Gisela  continuing  for  another  lap  along  the wall-walk, while I decided to pass through the city on my way home. The outskirts of Arcwood were sparsely populated, and would be for quite a while; it took time to build up a city this large. 

I  ran  with  my  thoughts  for  company.  As  I  wound  my  way through  the  streets,  I  passed  by  a  large  building,  each  room carefully  crafted,  with  candle  light  flickering  in  many windows. In this building, people ran about, boiling water for sterilization, making beds, and cleaning, always cleaning. 

Having two hospitals in the city was a point of pride for me, since Kolsted probably had nothing but sniveling old men with barbaric practices. Outdated knowledge was rampant, so after recruiting several doctors I had dedicated a large portion of my time  towards  teaching  them  modern  techniques  and treatments. No more leeches, or bloodletting. No more looking to  the  stars  for  medical  advice.  And  night  air  didn’t  cause sickness. 

Simply  teaching  them  to  wash  their  hands  and  sterilize equipment probably made them twice as effective as any other doctors around. 

I  also  had  convinced  them  to  build  up  a  stockpile  of  clean bandages, sheets, and towels. The administrator of the hospital had  initially  scoffed  when  I  mentioned  how  much  I  wanted him to keep in storage, but having seen hospitals overloaded in London,  I  never  wanted  my  city  to  experience  anything similar. Better safe than sorry. 

Ten minutes of running brought me next to another school. 

Queen  Brinia  had  taken  over  the  running  of  the  schools. 

Interestingly  enough,  with  her  being  unable  to  have  children she loved them and loved being near them. Lyanna was much the  same;  they  oversaw  the  schools  and  the  university  in Arcwood, and visited daily. The students were used to seeing them,  even  the  ghost  queen;  Lyanna  even  taught  classes  at times. 

Several months had passed before I had been able to convince ships  to  dock  in  the  harbor,  but  now  Arcwood  was  steadily becoming a busy trade town. Ships of all types arrived several times a week, some bringing refugees from distant countries, eager to start a new life. 

From humble beginnings, my city was growing strong. 



Through the heart of the city—downtown, perhaps—I ran with my head high as I passed through the burgeoning crowd in the streets. Some of my advisors didn’t care for me running in the streets; they said it was behavior unbecoming of royalty. I just liked  to  see  my  city,  to  be  honest.  The  exercise  was  nice  as well.  I  didn’t  want  to  grow  feeble  in  old  age,  and  me exercising  so  publicly  had  resulted  in  Arcwood’s  inhabitants picking up healthier habits. 

A set of massive gates in the inner wall stood wide open. Half a dozen soldiers, their armor burnished until it gleamed in the morning  light,  flanked  the  gate  and  saluted  me  as  I  jogged through. 

I kept my pace up until I entered the keep itself, then slowed to a fast walk to let my heart slow and catch my breath. 

“Good  morning,  your  grace,”  servants  said,  bowing  low  as  I passed. 

I had spent the first three months telling people not to bow and scrape  for  me,  but  they  wanted  to  treat  a  king  like  a  king. 

Gisela  said  it  often  made  people  feel  better,  to  have  royalty around.  My  strength  served  as  a  symbol,  as  something  for them to believe in. My stability affected the entire realm. 

Instead  of  my  bedchambers,  I  stayed  on  the  first  floor  and went  straight  to  the  bathing  room.  When  I  arrived,  a  servant was  already  drawing  my  bath  for  me;  my  morning  routine never really changed so it was easy for them to plan around. 

“How was your morning exercise, your grace?” asked Alvina, who  kept  charge  of  the  baths.  She  was  a  short  woman  and portly of build, and her dedication to her job showed; the baths were  always  hot  and  the  room  spotless.  Even  with  a magnifying glass, one would not be able to find a speck of dirt in the chamber. 

“Wonderful as always, Alvina,” I replied. “How are you? How is your husband doing?” 

“Oh,  we’re  both  fine,  your  grace,”  she  said  as  she  pushed  a wooden rack closer to the copper tub she had filled with water for me. My clothes for the day and two thick towels hung on the rack. “Duncan is a little slow in the mornings as of late; his knees are bothering him.” She gave a great sigh. “I guess that’s just part of growing old, your grace.” 

“Maybe  I  can  get  him  to  join  me  on  my  morning  runs,”  I quipped, and she laughed. 

“Oh, I would pay silver to see my Duncan try to run the wall!” 

I left my clothes at the foot of the tub and hopped in. Alvina knew  how  to  get  the  temperature  just  right;  hot,  but  not unbearably so. 

Wasting  no  time,  she  immediately  picked  up  my  sweaty clothes and tossed them into a wicker basket. Those would be washed, dried, and back in my wardrobe by the end of the day. 

I tried to get them to do it on a weekly schedule to save water but the servants looked almost offended at the thought of some task not being done right away. 

I leaned against the angled back of the tub and closed my eyes, letting the hot water soak into me. 
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lvina  stood  at  the  foot  of  my  tub,  fists  on  her  broad Ahips. 

“I beg your pardon, your grace, but you told me not to let you stay in here for too long. Today’s a busy day, and you’ve been in there for probably twenty minutes.” 

I  opened  my  eyes  with  a  groan.  She  had  probably  counted every second in her head, knowing her. 

“Eh, you’re right,” I said, and leaned forwards. Alvina gave a satisfied nod and walked away so I could get dressed. 

“I  should  stop  paying  you  to  keep  me  on  schedule,”  I  called out to her. “You’re too good at it.” 

“I don’t think you’d make it without my, your grace,” she said over her shoulder. 

I stepped out of the tub, once again grateful I had formed these floors with a rough texture. Even wet, my feet wouldn’t slip. 



“Shave  this  morning,  your  grace?”  Alvina  said  as  she approached me with a razor in one hand and a steaming towel in the other. 

I  rubbed  at  the  three  weeks’  growth  on  my  face.  A  shave would be nice, but…. 

“Not  today,”  I  told  the  stout  woman.  “Elise  likes  me  with  a beard.” 

Alvina returned the razor to its place. “That’s a good man, that takes  his  woman’s  preferences  into  consideration.”  She  gave me a nod of approval while I pulled some clothes on. 

There were so many things I had never given much thought to upon  becoming  king,  like  for  example  the  clothing.  I  would have  been  happy  with  well-made,  comfortable  clothing.  As king, I got exactly that but with embroidery up the sides of my breeches,  white  silk  shirts,  and  coats  made  from  the  finest materials. 

I had asked my tailor for something more basic once, but she gave  me  so  many  sidelong  glances  and  muttered  comments about looking like royalty you’d have thought I had punched the  woman.  Agreeing  to  a  bit  of  embroidery  had  put  such  a smile on her face that I decided to just bear it in silence. 

Then again, I had to remember that as the royal tailor, it was her job to make me look like a king. If people were to see me walking around in jeans and a t-shirt, that would reflect badly upon her. 



But ugh, what I would have given for jeans and a t-shirt some days. 

My  stomach  grumbled,  but  I  shoved  hunger  aside  for  the moment  and  hurried  from  the  bath.  Up  a  curving  staircase  I went,  through  the  magnificent  throne  room—I  never  tired  of seeing it—and finally found myself back in my bedchamber. 

It was late enough in the morning that only Elise remained in the room. She sat at a small table, running a brush through her golden  hair.  One  hundred  strokes;  she  did  it  every  morning. 

Said it made her hair softer. 

From  her  shoulders  hung  a  robe  in  the  palest  blue  silk,  with flowers  and  vines  embroidered  along  the  sleeves  and  bottom edge. Royalty suited her well; she certainly looked every inch the beautiful, radiant queen. 

Upon hearing me enter, she turned and looked at me over her left shoulder. 

“Good morning, my dear,” I said as I walked up and placed a kiss  on  her  cheek.  She  smelled  like  roses.  “How  are  you feeling today?” 

She smiled back, but it was forced. “I’m okay,” she replied in a tone that said she felt anything but. After setting her brush on the table, she pulled her robe open, exposing her naked body. 

Her  hands  went  down  to  her  round  stomach,  swollen  with child. 

I knelt beside her and placed a hand on her belly. 

“What’s bothering you, Elise?” I asked in a soft voice. 



She  smiled  at  her  stomach  while  rubbing  it  with  both  hands, but her smile had an edge of frustration in it. 

“I  just….  This  belly  makes  me  feel  fat,”  she  said,  her  words coming  out  in  a  rush.  “And  my  breasts  are  so  large,  I  don’t know  what  to  do  with  them  anymore.  My  bottom  isn’t  any better.” 

I leaned forwards and placed a kiss upon her stomach. “You’re more beautiful now than you were the first day I saw you,” I told her truthfully. “And you grow more beautiful with every passing  day.  Being  pregnant  doesn’t  diminish  that  beauty  at all; quite the opposite.” 

“Oh,  James,”  she  said  with  an  apologetic  smile.  She  leaned down and kissed me softly. “I just feel gross sometimes. There are days I look at myself and wonder how you can still want me.” 

I stood and reached out, taking her by the hand. After pulling her to her feet, I held her tightly. 

“I  will  never  stop  wanting  you,  Elise.  You’re  my  wife;  my queen. You’re carrying our heir, and I’ll love you for all time.” 

She looked up at me, her big blue eyes asking if I really meant that. 

I took her face in my hands and pulled her to me, kissing her soft, full lips. My hands slid down from her face to her neck, then  along  her  shoulders.  I  brushed  the  robe  from  her shoulders and the silk fell to the floor. 



“Want me to prove how much I want you?” I asked, speaking the words against her lips. 

In reply she pulled away from me and took a step back, both hands resting on her round stomach. My gaze was filled with lust as I looked her over, from her beautiful face to her heavy breasts and round stomach, to her wide hips. 

I  reached  out  for  her  but  she  winked  and  walked  past  me, swinging her hips with each step. My eyes went down to her ass, full and round like a work of art. 

When  she  reached  the  bed  she  looked  over  her  shoulder  and caught  my  eye,  then  brought  one  knee  up  onto  the  bed, pushing that magnificent ass of hers out. 

My  clothes  practically  flew  off  of  their  own  accord.  Within seconds I was behind her, showering her beautiful body with kisses, letting my hands roam all over her curves. My erection was so firm it almost hurt. This woman held my heir; I wanted her like I wanted life itself. 

I moved behind her, my cock rubbing between her thighs, and she pushed back on it, rubbing her ass against my hips. After spitting on my fingertips, I reached down and rubbed in on her pussy, but to my delight found her already wet. Grabbing my cock  by  the  base,  I  lined  it  up  with  her  eager  opening  and began working it inside. 

Elise closed her eyes and moaned softly as I began pushing my cock inside her, in and out, an inch at a time. She brought her other leg onto the bed so that she was on both knees. I shifted around, grabbing onto her full hips with both hands, and began pumping in and out with long, deep strokes. The way her soft ass felt against my pelvis when I buried my cock all the way inside her was simply mesmerizing. 

She  tossed  her  hair  over  her  shoulder  and  caught  my  eyes.  I held her gaze while thrusting deeply inside her. While I knew she loved this position, I could also tell she wanted something more intimate. After a few more deep thrusts, I pulled out and gently pushed her forwards. 

Elise crawled across the bed, giving me such a wonderful view of that ass of hers, then rolled over onto her left side. I knelt behind her, lifting her right leg up, and slid myself inside her again. 

“Oh!” Elise cried out. “Fuck, that is deep, James!” 

I pushed my cock all the way in and bent over her, then slid my hand around the back of her head and raised her to me. We locked  lips  and  kissed  passionately,  her  tongue  in  my  mouth and  mine  in  hers.  My  cock  was  inside  her  all  the  way  and  I slowly ground it in her, pressing hard, moving back and forth only a little. She moaned against my lips and gyrated her hips in small circles, driving me wild. 

“Give it to me, James,” she whispered against my mouth. 

With  one  hand  on  her  hip  and  the  other  in  the  small  of  her back, I began working myself in and out of her, deep strokes, just how she liked it. My left hand went to her ass and I gave it a  squeeze,  while  my  right  hand  went  to  one  of  her  massive breasts. I used them as handles, thrusting inside her harder and harder. 



Elise’s moans echoed off the stone walls. I brought my hand from her breast back to her hip and began ramming my cock into her, giving her my full length with each thrust. She moved her hips with me, eager for all that I could give her. 

My body began to tense up. Elise, recognizing that, reached up and pulled my face to hers, kissing me deeply, almost sloppily. 

Her  tongue  invaded  my  mouth  just  as  I  reached  orgasm.  I shouted  her  name  against  her  lips  and  blew  a  massive  load deep  inside  her,  squirting  rope  after  rope  against  her  cervix. 

She moaned with me, working those magical hips of hers with my thrusts, eager for every drop of me. 

I  collapsed  on  top  of  her,  spent,  then  slid  around  behind  her. 

My  softening  cock  was  still  buried  inside  her,  and  she  made happy sounds as she gyrated her ass against me. 

“That’s how you got pregnant,” I said as I smacked her on the butt. “Rubbing that thing on me when I was trying to sleep.” 

She laughed. “No I didn’t! I was asleep next to you and you woke up and started grabbing me.” 

“I maintain my innocence,” I said, moving forward and kissing her cheek. 

I  wrapped  my  arm  around  her  and  pulled  her  back  tightly  to my  chest,  then  laid  my  hand  on  her  stomach.  To  my  elated surprise, I felt movement beneath my hand. 

“That is an active baby,” I said. “I feel like every time I touch you, the baby starts doing backflips. 



“He knows his mother is happy right now,” Elise said, rubbing her hands across her stomach. 

“You think it’s a boy?” 

Her cheek moved as she smiled. “I think so. We’ll just have to wait and see, though.” 

I snuggled behind her, burying my face in her flower-scented hair. “How much longer?” 

“The doctor says he should come in about a month.” 

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, enjoying my wife’s scent.  Sometimes  I  felt  the  notion  that  I  was  going  to  be  a father  was  harder  to  believe  than  the  fact  that  I  had  killed  a dragon in single combat and made myself king. 

“What do you want to name him?” I asked her. 

“I  haven’t  decided  yet,”  she  replied.  “I  have  a  few  names  in mind, though. In the end, I guess we’ll just have to wait.” 

I chuckled. She enjoyed drawing this out and making me wait. 

I  gently  traced  my  fingertip  along  her  stomach.  She  smiled, then  looked  down.  With  a  grunt,  she  grabbed  her  massive  tit and held it out of the way while rubbing her stomach with her other hand. 

“These things are huge,” she said, giving her breast a squeeze. 

“I’m not complaining,” I said, my calloused hand caressing it. 

“At least we know our son will never starve.” 

That brought a laugh from her. 



“It’s hard to wrap my mind around all that’s happened in the last year,” she said after a pause. “I used to think that taking over  the  inn  one  day  would  be  the  pinnacle  of  my achievements.  Or  marrying  someone  wealthy,  if  I  was  lucky. 

Now I’m married to a wonderful king, and I’m pregnant.” 

I  kissed  her  behind  her  ear.  “And  you’re  married  to  some wonderful women, as well.” 

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I really am. Although sometimes I think Brinia  won’t  be  satisfied  until  she  sucks  my  clit  clean  off  of me.” 

We both laughed at that. Brinia was rather insatiable, for her husband or her wives. 

“I  love  you,  James,”  Elise  said  in  a  quiet  voice.  “Thank  you for not giving up on me. Thank you for pursuing me.” 

I  was  going  to  say  something  sweet  in  return  when  she suddenly barked a laugh. 

“I still can’t believe you convinced my parents to come here.” 

“Yep, and they now run the most popular inn in Arcwood,” I said. “So they’re doing quite well for themselves.” 

My  free  hand  squeezed  her  massive  breast  again,  then  slid down  to  her  stomach.  Touching  her  pregnant  belly  ignited something  deep  in  my  brain,  back  in  the  furthest  recesses  of my lizard brain. Blood began flowing to my crotch again and in minutes my erection started to come back. I hooked a hand on  her  hip  bone  and  pulled  her  against  me,  her  soft  bottom pressing against my pelvis. 



“Mmm,” Elise said with a smile, pressing herself against me. 

“Hold on.” She moved off of my cock, then rolled me onto my back.  After  crawling  on  top  of  me,  she  moved  one  shapely thigh  over  me  and  straddled  my  growing  member.  With  one hand she took hold of it, lined it up with her, then sank down upon it. 

“It’s amazing how you can just keep going,” she said, her eyes closed as she worked her wet pussy up and down the length of my shaft. 

“Well, I  did eat the heart of a dragon,” I said I  could  never  get  enough  of  Elise,  especially  like  this.  The morning sun caught her hair and gave it a golden glow. She bit her  full  bottom  lip  and  reached  up,  holding  both  of  her massive breasts in her slender hands as she slowly worked her hips up and down. 

My  hands  gently  rubbed  across  her  swollen  stomach  and  I smiled  so  much  my  face  hurt.  Having  created  a  life  with  the woman  of  my  dreams  was  something  I  could  never  top.  My hands slid down to her hips and I began pushing in and out of her. 

“Wait,” she said, suddenly stopping. “Don’t you have to meet with the Master of Coin this morning to go over the kingdom’s finances?” 

“Yeah,  but  that’s  in  two  hours,”  I  said,  giving  her  hips  a squeeze. “And right now, I have a beautiful wife to love.” 
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gentle knocking at the door pulled me from my nap. As AI lifted my head, Elise yawned and stretched an arm in the  air.  The  knock  came  again,  so  I  grabbed  the  sheet  and pulled it up to cover us. 

“Enter,” I called out. 

A servant opened the door just wide enough to stick his head through.  He  kept  his  eyes  respectfully  downcast,  and  upon seeing that we were covered with a sheet, looked up. 

“Your  meeting  is  soon,  your  grace.  The  Master  of  Coin  will arrive in the throne room in ten minutes.” With a small bow, he took a step back and closed the door. 

“I  guess  it’s  time  for  you  to  go  be  a  king  again,”  Elise  said, stifling a delicate yawn behind a slim hand. 

“The only thing I want to be king of today is this ass,” I said, slapping my hand onto her bottom and giving it a squeeze. 

“Oh,  stop,”  she  said,  laughing.  Elise  threw  the  sheet  off  and slowly rolled out of bed. 



“Guess I can’t put it off any longer,” I said and crawled out of bed  myself.  Financial  meetings  were  important,  but  with beautiful wives like mine, who wanted to leave the bedroom? 

“Trust me, I would like nothing more than to stay in bed with you  all  day,”  Elise  said,  walking  around  to  me.  She  went  up onto her toes and brushed a soft kiss against my lips. 

I smiled and knelt in front of her, giving her stomach a round of kisses. 

“I’m looking forwards to meeting you,” I said to the baby in her belly. “I’m going to do whatever it takes to make sure you have a wonderful life.” I planted one final kiss on her stomach, then stood. “I’ll miss you,” I said to Elise. Ugh, looking down at  her  huge  breasts,  round  stomach,  and  wide  hips  made  me want to take her right back to bed. 

“Oh,  control  yourself,”  she  said  with  a  grin,  recognizing  the look in my eye. She turned and walked back to her small table. 

Halfway there, she put her hands behind her, covering her butt. 

I laughed, for she knew me all too well. 

I pulled on my clothes in a hurry, then called out for a servant. 

The door opened after a few seconds and the same man peeked inside. 

“How can I help you, your grace?” 

“Can you get some breakfast for me? Something I can eat on the way to my meeting this morning?” I laced up the front of my shirt and shrugged into my jacket. 

“Of course, your grace. Right away.” 



“How do I look?” I asked Elise. 

She paused her brushing and looked back at me with a smile. 

“Like a king,” she said. 

“I’ll see you this evening, my love,” I told her. 

“And  not  soon  enough,”  she  replied.  “I’ll  be  going  on  my morning  walk  in  a  few  minutes.”  She  lowered  a  hand  to  her stomach again. “Have to keep the prince strong.” 

With a smile for my queen, I exited the room. 

The  moment  I  left  my  bedchamber  two  servants  approached me,  each  bearing  a  platter  filled  with  prepared  food.  Warm, crusty  bread,  fresh  from  the  oven.  An  assortment  of  hard cheeses. Boiled quail eggs and several different fruits. 

“Your water, your grace,” a servant said, handing me a goblet. 

It had taken some time for people to get used to the notion of drinking  water  instead  of  wine  or  beer.  Clean  water  wasn’t something  they  were  used  to,  but  I  had  built  this  city  with clean water in mind. 

And  while  finishing  a  morning  jog  and  fuck  session  with  a cold beer might sound fun, it grew old quick. 

Besides, I was about to spend the next hour talking about the city’s finances. The last thing I needed was something to dull my senses. 

I tossed back half of the water in the goblet, then reached for some  of  the  fruit  on  one  of  the  platters.  Apple  slices  were always  good  for  breakfast,  although  I’ll  confess  it  made  me feel  a  bit  like  a  kid.  After  a  handful  of  currants  and strawberries, my servant passed me a slice of fresh bread with blackberry jam spread thickly on top. 

“If I know Lord Cartwright, and believe me I do, he’ll express concern  over  how  much  you’re  spending  on  the  city’s defenses,” said Terrel, a plain-faced man that helped organize meetings  such  as  these.  The  only  thing  that  matched  the drabness  of  his  tone  was  his  facial  expression,  which suggested that any sort of happiness should be scheduled and accounted for. He was the perfect man for the job. 

“I’m sure he will,” I said around a mouthful of blackberry jam. 

“I like that about him, though. Keeps me from bankrupting the place. If I had my way, everyone would be living like I do.” 

“There  is  nothing  wrong  with  maintaining  social  classes,” 

Terrel  replied  in  that  same  dusty  tone.  “It  helps  maintain  the order of society.” 

Sounded like bullshit but I didn’t feel like arguing. 

Terrel  nodded  to  the  armored  guard  standing  in  front  of  the door, and he stepped aside and pulled it open. He bowed low for me, as low as his armor would allow. 

Like every other room in the keep, it was large and expansive, with  friezes  along  the  upper  edge  of  the  marble  walls  and sconces regularly placed. No windows adorned the walls, and a guard was posted outside the single door at all times. There was  no  way  a  person  could  get  in  here  to  eavesdrop.  Gisela even went as far as to select guards that were hard of hearing for this post. 



Lord Cartwright was already in the room, seated at a massive wooden  table.  His  clothes  were  appropriate  for  a  man  of  his station—finely 

cut 

from 

expensive 

materials—and

representative  of  him  as  a  person—completely  without embellishment. He stood when I entered the room. 

“Lord  Cartwright,  it’s  good  to  see  you,”  I  said  as  I  strode closer to the table. 

“Your grace,” he said, bowing low. 

I waved away a servant and pulled out the heavy chair at the head of the table. 

“So, let’s get to business,” I said, rubbing my hands together. 

“How  do  the  city’s  finances  look?  Am  I  running  the  coffers empty?” 

He shuffled a few thick sheets of parchment and selected one from  the  pile.  After  examining  it  with  a  studious  frown,  he turned to me. 

“Overall,  they’re  good,  your  grace.  We  have  continued  to attract trade to the city and ships to the port, so our population is ever increasing, as is our tax revenue.” He grabbed another sheet of parchment and studied it for a moment. “We haven’t met the goal that you set initially, but we’re on the right path.” 

Several  loud  voices  came  through  the  door  to  the  room,  but were quickly silenced. The guards got rowdy sometimes. 

“I  like  it  when  these  meetings  start  off  on  a  positive  note,”  I told  him.  “However,  that  usually  means  you’re  saving something bad for your next point. Am I right?” 



Lord  Cartwright  gave  a  small,  self-deprecating  smile.  “Your grace  knows  me  too  well.  Our  coffers  are  slowly  filling,  and while  examining  our  finances  and  the  city’s  economy  to  see where coppers could be saved, my attention kept coming back to our military.” 

“You  know  my  feelings  on  that,”  I  said.  “We  can’t  leave  the city without adequate defenses. Stone walls or not, the safety of Arcwood is my first priority.” 

Someone tapped at the door, but I ignored it. Lord Cartwright continued. 

“Of course, your grace, but if we were to cut back on, let’s say, this  peculiar  thing  you  refer  to  as  ‘paid  time  off,’  we  could save—” 

“Nope,” I said, making a slashing motion with my hand. “I’m asking them to lay down their lives for the city, should things ever come to that. They deserve good pay and benefits.” 

The tapping came again, louder. 

“What?” I called out, irritated. 

The  heavy  door  opened  and  a  man  came  into  the  room, walking  quickly.  He  was  a  military  man,  dressed  in  the lightweight armor reserved for my scouts. He approached the table,  dark  eyes  nervously  flickering  from  me  to  Lord Cartwright and back, and made a hasty bow. 

“Something important, I take it?” I asked him. 

“Y—yes, your grace,” the man stammered. “Men, your grace. 

Soldiers.  The  king’s  men—the  other  king,  that  is.  King Arandal. About twenty of them, approaching the city gate.” 

I  slowly  turned  to  Lord  Cartwright  and  gave  him  a  smile. 

“See?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 

He  pressed  his  lips  in  a  thin  line  and  bowed  his  head.  That man  would  cut  his  own  mother’s  retirement  to  save  a  buck. 

Which was exactly why I liked him. 

“We’ll continue this later,” I told him. I pushed the chair back and stood, then approached the scout. “Let’s go see them, shall we?” He answered with a nod. 

I turned to Terrel. “Meet me at the stables with my sword belt, right away.” 

“Right away, your grace,” he said, then gave a quick bow of his head and hurried from the room. 

I followed him out the door, past a concerned-looking guard. 

“What’s your name, soldier?” I asked the scout. 

“Wallace, your grace,” he replied. He set a pace as fast as he could without seeming to rush me. 

“Well,  Wallace.  Follow  me.”  I  grabbed  his  elbow  and  turned right, down a long hallway. Wallace stuck close to me, nearly running to keep pace with my long stride. He stood half a foot shorter than me. 

“You walked here?” 

“I did, your grace,” he answered with a small bow of his head. 

“Well, I ran.” 



“Good  man,”  I  said.  “You’re  with  a  king,  now.  No  more running.” I abruptly laughed. “Except maybe to keep up with me at the moment.” 

We rounded another corner and I led him through a series of doors,  out  to  a  large  stable.  The  stableman  leaped  to  his  feet upon seeing me—the king going for a ride was something that was usually planned in advance, after all. 

“King  James!”  The  stableman—an  older  man,  with  thinning gray  hair  combed  vainly  over  his  balding  pate—hurried  into the stalls to retrieve my horse. 

“And one more for Wallace!” I shouted after him. 

We had a few minutes to wait, so I turned to the scout. 

“When did you arrive in Arcwood, Wallace?” 

He chewed the inside of one cheek as he thought. “About four months ago, your grace. Wife and I came from north of Howe. 

Coyotes  kept  attacking  my  sheep,  deer  kept  eating  my crops…. We just got tired of it, your grace. Tired of struggling every  year.  When  word  of  your  offer  spread,  we  sold everything we owned and moved down here.” 

“Any children?” 

He nodded. “One daughter. She married a miller’s apprentice a few years back. A good man with a calm head. He treats her well.” 

“So what made you join the military? Tired of farming?” 



His face broke into a sudden grin. “Sheep aren’t very fun, are they, your grace? I like the outdoors, though. Never been a big fan  of  cities.”  He  suddenly  looked  up  at  me  and  ducked  his head. “Meaning no offense, your grace. Arcwood is a fine city. 

Finest I’ve ever seen, and that’s the truth.” 

I waved it away. “No offense taken. Go on.” It was likely that Arcwood was the  only city he had ever seen. 

“Well…. I work real hard at being a peaceful man, your grace. 

The best life is a calm one, I know that, and Mae—that’s my wife—does  a  good  job  of  keeping  my  blood  nice  and  cool. 

Truth  is,  I  love  a  good  fight.  Sometimes  my  temper  gets  the better  of  me,  and  I  think  better  with  my  fists  than  with  my brain. I figure your army is the best place for me, your grace.” 

I clapped him on the shoulder. “Well, Wallace. I’m really glad you found your way down here.” I reached into my pocket and withdrew a gold coin, then pressed it into his hand. “Buy Mae something nice with this.” 

He  stuffed  the  coin  into  his  own  pocket—everyone  had pockets now, it was the latest fashion, even women’s clothing

—and knuckled his forehead. “Thank you, your grace. Thank you kindly.” 

The stableman came back, leading two horses with sleek coats. 

Being  the  king,  they  wanted  me  to  ride  something  tall  and magnificent. I knew little about horses, other than the fact that I didn’t need one very often. 

“Hey,  River,”  I  said,  patting  the  placid  animal’s  nose.  He smelled my hands and whinnied at me. “It’s been a while, how are you, boy?” I scratched his ears and he leaned into it. 

The  stableman  led  a  sleek  black  stallion  over  to  Wallace.  It was a huge animal, towering over River. Wallace looked at the majestic animal, then at my old horse, and scratched his head. 

“Here you are, your grace,” Terrel said, hurrying towards me with my sword belt in hand. His nostrils flared from trying not to show how hard he was breathing. 

“Wonderful,” I said, buckling the sword and pistol around my waist. 

“I  took  the  liberty  of  bringing  this,  your  grace,”  Terrel  said, bowing as he handed me my crown. 

I  couldn’t  help  but  chuckle.  Leave  it  to  Terrel  to  ensure  I always looked the king. 

“Thank you, Terrel,” I said, taking the crown from him. 

As  crowns  went,  it  was  on  the  small  side.  A  simple  circlet, sized for my head, with a few ornate decorations and a large ruby in the front. I had refused anything more elaborate than this. That gold would be better spent on my city. I set it on my head. 

“Ready?” I said as I swung myself into the saddle. After some instruction and plenty of practice, I no longer felt like I was at risk of breaking my neck doing that. 

“Right  behind  you,  your  grace,”  Wallace  said  as  he  climbed into the saddle. The short man practically needed a ladder to get on the huge animal. 



We  rode  out  of  the  stables,  through  the  grounds  around  the keep, and into the city. Two royal guards followed behind, on horses of their own. I didn’t like the thought of being guarded everywhere  I  went,  but  Gisela  had  pressed  that  point—if nothing else, my people liked to see me properly guarded. 

“So,  how  did  these  men  look,  Wallace?”  I  asked  as  we  rode down  Center  Street,  which  ran—you  guessed  it—down  the center of the city. 

“Not sure I follow, your grace.” 

“I  mean  did  they  seem  angry,  like  they  wanted  to  drag  me from  the  keep?  Did  they  look  tired,  were  they  dirty  or  was their armor well-cared for?” 

“Oh.”  He  scratched  at  the  side  of  his  head  and  thought  for  a while, so long that I began to wonder if he had understood my point. “They looked well-disciplined, your grace. They rode in two  files,  perfectly  spaced,  sitting  straight  as  trees  in  their saddles.” 

“In other words, talking with them will be a bore and likely a waste of my time,” I said. “Ah well. Let’s give these horses a bit of exercise, shall we?” 

With a click of my tongue and a flap of my reins, River picked up his pace until he ran, his and the other horse’s horseshoes clop-clopping  on  the  stone  road.  The  black  stallion  noticed River  in  front  of  him  and  sped  up,  eager  to  be  in  the  lead.  I laughed;  River  would  win  no  races.  Some  people  pointed  in wonder at their king riding an old farm horse through the city, and a few shouted greetings. 



When we drew close to the gate I held up a hand, and we both reined  in  our  horses.  We  held  them  at  a  walk  and  let  them catch their breath as we finished the journey to the gatehouse. 

Four  soldiers  in  gleaming  breastplates  raised  their  pikes  in salute  as  I  approached.  I  acknowledged  them  with  a  raised hand  and  continued  along  the  lowered  drawbridge,  signaling for Wallace to remain behind with the other soldiers. 

Ahead of me, on the other side of the drawbridge, stood nearly two dozen of King Arandal’s men, all in gleaming plate armor and tall horses, lances resting in their stirrups at precisely the same  angle.  These  men  had  clearly  been  sent  as  a  message; beyond whatever words they had to say, King Arandal wanted to remind me that he could afford to outfit soldiers like that. 

As I approached the end of the drawbridge, one soldier handed his lance to a comrade and broke off from their group, spurring his horse forwards. I raised a hand, stopping my royal guards behind me from advancing with me. 

Burnished steel plates covered him from shoulder to toe, with golden  scrollwork  along  the  edges  of  his  pauldrons.  With gauntleted  hands,  he  removed  the  steel  helmet  from  his  head and set it on the high pommel of his saddle. His face was clean shaven,  and  his  hair  cropped  short—even  after  a  week  on horseback,  this  far  from  Kolsted.  Hawk-like  eyes  focused  on me  as  his  horse  walked  near.  He  took  note  of  my  horse,  but gave a small bow from his saddle. 

“Good morning!” I called out in a cheery voice to the man. 



“Good  morning,”  he  replied,  looking  at  the  city  with  wide eyes. “Your grace.” The barely concealed surprise on his face showed he hadn’t been expecting a large city on the coast. He had  probably  been  expecting  an  easy  mission,  retrieving  one yokel from a village. 

“What’s your name, good man?” I asked him. 

“Sir  Arlo,”  he  replied,  then  cleared  his  throat.  “Uh,  your grace.” 

I gave a little chuckle. Hard to deny a man was a king when he ruled over a massive city. 

Even if most of it was empty. 

“Well,  Sir  Arlo,  I’m  guessing  you’ve  come  from  my  old friend,  King  Arandal?”  I  asked,  leaning  an  elbow  on  the pommel of my saddle. 

The man nodded. “Aye, I have. He sent me as a last resort, to bring  you  back  to  Kolsted  to  face  his  judgement.  One  last chance  to  end  this  quarrel  without  bloodshed,  he  says.  King Arandal  wanted  me  to  give  you  a  message  as  well.  He demands  you  come  with  me,  or  face  the  complete  and  utter destruction of you and everything you hold dear. He says he’ll take your queens for himself.” 

A muscle beneath my left eye twitched at the mention of my queens and I had to suppress the urge to cut Sir Arlo down on the spot. 

He  clicked  his  tongue  and  moved  his  horse  up  until  he  was next to me. His eyes remained on my city. 



“They say you built this in a day, your grace. That true?” 

I nodded. “I did. Right after I killed a dragon, face-to-face.” 

Sir Arlo’s hand had been inching towards his sword, but fell to his  side  upon  hearing  me  say  that.  He  slowly  turned  to  face me, and swallowed heavily. His face was the mask of a man that knew he was in over his head and could do nothing about it. 

“I  don’t  expect  you  to  come  with  me,  your  grace,”  Sir  Arlo said,  his  eyes  going  back  to  the  towering  walls  of  Arcwood. 

“And  we  both  know  I  can’t  make  you.  A  man’s  gotta  do  his job, though.” His eyes shifted nervously. 

“What is King Arandal going to do to you and your men when I don’t return?” 

Sir Arlo swallowed again. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. After a deep breath, he tried again. 

“My  daughter,”  Sir  Arlo  said,  and  cleared  his  throat  roughly when his voice broke. 

I leaned forwards. “Does he have her yet?” 

He shook his head. “King Arandal says he has faith in me. He knows  I’ll  succeed.  If  I  return  without  you,  though….”  He looked at the ground. “He described what he was going to do to my daughter, your grace. Then my wife. Then me.” 

“Your men as well?” 

He sighed. “No. Just me. As their leader, I’m the one that pays the price for failure.” 



I  ground  my  teeth.  “No  man  should  follow  a  king  like  that. 

How long have you served him?” 

Sir Arlo’s head lifted with pride. “Fourteen years, your grace. 

I’ve shed blood for my country in a dozen campaigns.” 

It dawned on me that I could use a man like Sir Arlo, and he would  likely  prefer  to  keep  his  family  alive.  There  was  an ending  to  this  conversation  that  could  satisfy  both  of  those things. 

I  reached  out  and  placed  a  hand  on  his  steel  vambrace  and fixed him with a hard stare. 

“Listen  to  me,  Sir  Arlo.  I  respect  the  work  you’ve  done  and the  time  you’ve  spent  in  service.  That  sort  of  dedication  is something  to  be  proud  of,  as  it  shows  honor,  and  discipline. 

But  we  both  know  that  you’re  returning  to  Kolsted  empty handed, and what that means.” 

His eyes were intent on mine, smoldering coals of uncertainty. 

I continued. 

“It doesn’t have to be this way! Go back to Kolsted with haste, and  gather  your  family—your  family,  all  your  money, everything  you  value  that  can  be  packed  in  twenty  minutes. 

Then, return to me. Come to me, here, in Arcwood. I will grant you a house, for free! You will keep your knighthood, and can work  with  my  military,  training  new  soldiers,  helping  us bolster our defenses.” 

He  looked  at  me  for  a  moment,  considering,  then  pulled  his arm out of my grasp and led his horse a step away. 



“Thank you for the offer, your grace, but what you speak of is treason. My honor prevents me from accepting.” 

“What’s  more  important  then,  your  honor  or  your  daughter’s life? How about your wife’s life?” 

He  squeezed  his  lips  together,  battling  internally.  For  a moment I thought he was going to consider, but he lifted his chin haughtily. 

“I may be riding to my grave, your grace, but I ride there with my  honor  intact.”  His  voice  was  stiff.  “King  Arandal  will come for you, and sooner rather than later. I would not fight in a  war  against  my  own  countrymen.”  He  grabbed  his  helmet, hesitated, then shoved it on his head. 

“You wouldn’t have to,” I told him. “As I said, you could train new soldiers. You could supervise the watch, or any other of a dozen things that I need right now. Also, think of how happy your wife and daughter would be, knowing you did all that to save their lives. To me, that speaks of honor and decency. Not following a tyrant.” 

Sir  Arlo  sat  there  for  a  moment,  staring  at  his  hands.  “I must…. Thank you, your grace. Truly.” He gave me a seated bow, then turned to look at his men. 

I could tell the gears were turning in his head. 

“They  would  all  get  a  house  for  free,”  I  said  quietly. 

“Schooling for their children. Clean water, clean streets. If you don’t want to fight your countrymen, perhaps you could help with the city watch. Keeping a city safe for your children is an honorable cause, Sir Arlo.” 

He  sighed,  then  lowered  the  visor  on  his  helmet.  “Fare  you well, King James.” 

“Tell me, Sir Arlo. Has King Arandal killed a dragon?” 

Sir Arlo paused again, then gave me a seated bow and turned his horse away. I remained in place, a peaceful smile upon my face as I watched him ride back to his men. There was some talk,  arguing  even,  and  they  all  began  turning  their  horses away. 

At the sound of hooves behind me, I turned and saw two of my royal  guards  approaching.  Something  suddenly  occurred  to me. I addressed the two guards. 

“Dale, Hendrick. Have I ever given you two titles?” 

They exchanged a confused glance. 

“Not  sure  I  follow,  your  grace,”  Dale  replied.  “We’re  your royal guards, and happy to be so.” 

“It’s a fine job and you treat us fairly,” Hendrick added in his gravelly voice. 

“Good  to  know,  but  I  think  we  should  change  things, especially  after  speaking  with  Sir  Arlo  there.”  I  saw  Dale’s eyebrows raise. “You know of Sir Arlo?” 

He nodded. “Heard his name plenty when I served in Ki—in Arandal’s army. Sir Arlo is unrivaled with a lance. No one can touch  him  on  a  battlefield,  although  I  suspect  at  least  part  of that is because he has the best armor money can buy.” 

“Sir Arlo’s one of them names that gets around, your grace,” 

Hendrick said. “I think we all heard of him. Good soldier, and a decent man. His son is tall for his age, and already building a reputation as a skilled swordsman.” 

“Good  to  know,”  I  said.  “Hopefully  he  makes  the  right decision.  Well,  after  talking  to  him  I  realized  that  you  men need titles. No need to kneel or anything, unless you’re fans of that,  but  from  now  on,  you  will  be  Sir  Dale  and  you  Sir Hendrick. As protectors of the king, you deserve at least that much.  Being  a  knight  sounds  better  than  a  royal  guard, wouldn’t you say?” 

Their faces beamed with pride. 

“I don’t know what to say,” Sir Dale said, grinning like a boy. 

“Can’t wait to tell my family,” Sir Hendrick said. “You need anything extra from us, your grace?” 

“Not at all.” I turned my horse and began riding back into the city. “Just continue keeping me alive.” 

“We’ll  get  right  on  that,”  Sir  Dale  said,  turning  his  horse  to follow me. 

Wallace rode past me, giving a seated bow as he rode out of the city. 

“Where are you off to, Wallace?” 



He pointed at the party of soldiers, Sir Arlo’s men, that were leaving.  “I’ll  be  following  them  for  the  next  few  days,  your grace. Gotta earn my pay,” he added with a grin. 
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expected  something  to  happen  after  my  interaction  with ISir  Arlo,  but  an  uneventful  week  left  me  feeling disappointed. Sir Arlo didn’t return with his family, and King Arandal’s armies didn’t show up on my front doorstep. I just hoped his death wasn’t too painful, although I knew with King Arandal it would have been. 

Loyalty was a great thing, but it needed to be directed towards a deserving person. Not a tyrant. 

“Can  I  get  some  more  fruit?”  Elise  asked  Terrel.  A  platter rested  on  the  table  in  front  of  her,  and  upon  that  a  dozen berries of different types. 

“Right  away,  my  queen,”  he  replied.  If  being  sent  to  fetch apples  was  beneath  his  station,  he  didn’t  let  it  show  on  his face. 

“I’m sorry, Terrel. I should have been more specific; I’m just tired  this  morning.  I  meant  in  general,  not  right  now.”  She rubbed her swollen stomach. “The baby seems to enjoy fruit, and I know it’s good for him.” 

“Oh. Of course, my queen. Any special requests?” 

Elise  shook  her  head.  “Just  more.  Especially  for  my breakfasts.” 

“It  shall  be  done,”  he  replied  and  strode  out  of  the bedchamber. 

“What do you think we should do next for the city?” I asked her as I paced across the room, hands clasped behind my back. 

As  king,  my  free  time  was  rare,  so  for  some  reason  I  was spending it worrying about my city. 

Elise  selected  a  plump  strawberry  and  popped  it  into  her mouth.  After  chewing  and  swallowing,  she  gave  me  a  level look.  “I  appreciate  that  you’re  asking  for  my  opinion,  but don’t  you  have  advisors  for  this  sort  of  thing?  I  don’t  know much about managing cities. Now a tavern, that I could help you with.” 

“I guess I’m just being overly critical of myself,” I replied. “I know  Arcwood  is  a  far  better  place  than  Kolsted—cleaner, safer,  better  amenities—but  I  want  to  ensure  I’m  doing  as much as possible to make this the best place it can be.” 

“I’ll tell you what you can do,” Brinia said, slamming the door shut door behind her. Her cheeks held a touch of color, and I suspected it wasn’t from the chilly weather. She groaned and brushed a strand of hair from her face. 



“Brinia, glad you’re home,” I said, meeting her halfway across the bedchamber and kissing her. “What’s bothering you?” 

She  closed  her  eyes  and  took  a  deep  breath.  “Nothing.  I’m fine.” She saw my look and suddenly broke into a laugh. “No, I mean it. I’m okay. I was helping teach the youngest children today. They can be overwhelming sometimes.” 

“You  handle  them  so  well,  though.  Especially  the  young ones,” Lyanna said as she floated into the room. 

“Thanks,”  Brinia  said.  “Dealing  with  them  all  day  can  get exhausting  at  times,  but  I  want  to  make  sure  the  children  of Arcwood have a bright future.” 

“With  you,  I’m  sure  they  will  be,”  Elise  said,  swallowing  a blueberry.  “I’m  very  glad  that  my  child  will  have  you  as his….” She blinked. “Uh, his aunt? Stepmother?” 

Brinia looked at me. “James? This sort of thing common back in your world?” 

I  shrugged.  “Like  I  said,  I’m  just  creating  heaven  as  I  go along. I’m no expert.” 

Brinia gave Elise a warm smile. “We are all his mothers, and we  will  all  treat  your  child  as  our  own.  To  be  honest,  I’m grateful  for  you,  for  this  experience.  It’s  the  closest  I’ll  ever get to a child of my own.” Her smile took on a sad note, so I tried to change the subject. 

“Hey Brinia, would you like to walk with me?” 

She took a deep breath. “Sure. Walking clears my head. Where are we going?” 



“I’m  supposed  to  meet  with  Gisela  soon,  now  that  I  think about  it.”  I  had  almost  forgotten  about  my  appointment  with her today. “It’ll be our first time sparring in quite some time.” 

Her look of mild frustration suddenly changed to a grin. “It’ll be  nice  to  see  her  kick  your  ass  all  over  the  practice  yard again.” 

“We’ll see,” I said with a smirk. “Elise, my love, do you need anything before we go?” 

“A back massage,” she replied. “And a foot massage. Maybe you can help me carry around these things,” she gave one of her large breasts a squeeze. 

With a chuckle, I walked up to her and placed a soft kiss on her  plump  lips.  “I  love  you,”  I  told  her  as  I  kissed  her forehead. 

I turned and crossed the room, holding my arm out for Brinia on the way. She looped her arm through mine and we left, then strode down the hallways together. 

Brinia was resplendent in her dress, dark blue silk slashed with cream,  and  tailored  to  fit  her  body  perfectly.  It  had  a  high neck, but her curves were highlighted by the cut of the cloth. 

Extra layers had been added in the bust for support. 

“Still enjoy being a queen?” I asked her. 

“Oh,  James,”  she  said,  briefly  leaning  her  head  against  my shoulder.  “I  could  be  anything  with  you  and  our  wives.  To answer  your  question  though,  yes,  I’m  happy.  I  couldn’t  be any happier.” 



“Even when a bunch of kids drive you mad?” 

“Even  when  a  bunch  of  kids  drive  me  mad.”  A  small  smile crept  onto  her  beautiful  face.  “It’ll  be  nice  to  see  my  wife.  I don’t get to see her very often during the day.” 

She released my arm to grab her skirts as we stepped down a wide,  spiraling  staircase.  At  the  base  of  the  stairs,  a  guard bowed to us as we passed. Brinia greeted him with a smile and a hand on his arm. 

Across  the  keep  we  walked,  arm  in  arm.  We  passed  through the keep gardens and one of my knights joined us as we made our  way  across  the  grounds.  Eventually  we  came  to  a  large compound filled with men hurrying in every direction. 

“Keep those spears up!” 

Gisela’s  voice  echoed  off  the  stone  walls  of  the  barracks  in front  of  us.  We  rounded  the  corner  of  the  large  building  and entered  the  training  yard,  where  Gisela  was  training  a  dozen new recruits with spears. 

“I  don’t  give  a  shit  if  your  arm  is  tired  or  even  broken, Bromley,  nor  would  the  enemy.”  She  walked  up  to  a  sweat-soaked young man and adjusted his grip on his spear. “Here, and  here,”  she  said  in  a  softer  voice,  indicating  each  hand. 

“Lose  your  grip,  lose  your  life.  It’s  that  simple.”  She  backed away  and  barked  orders  at  them.  “Again!  Thirty  thrusts  with the spear!” 

The  men  jabbed  their  spears  as  one  unit,  thrusting  head-high on a man. Their attacks weren’t perfect, but they had the well-practiced  look  I  expected  of  Gisela’s  new  soldiers.  She snapped at one of them. 

“Get  that  fucking  spear  up,  Irving!  You’re  trying  to  stab  the enemy  in  the  face,  not  in  his  breastplate  where  it’ll  bounce right  off!  I  know  the  training  spears  are  heavy,  they’re supposed to be so you can build some muscle on those pathetic arms of yours! You can whine to your mother while she wipes your ass, but I won’t hear any of it!” 

They finished their attacks and she stood there with her hands on  her  hips.  She  wore  her  customary  snug-fitting  leather breeches, with a formed leather breastplate to match. 

“My grandmother could beat the lot of you with a frying pan, but you’re better than you were yesterday.” Her voice held a note of stern approval; the first glimpse of pride as the soldiers learned how to fight. 

“The king and queen!” one of the recruits said, pointing at us. 

They looked at each other and several of them went down to one knee. Gisela looked at us, then back at her recruits. 

“Am I not a queen as well? Why don’t you take a knee for me? 

You don’t even bow!” 

The rest of the men started to kneel but she cut them off. 

“Because the enemy will fucking gut you if you take a knee on the battlefield, that’s why! No kneeling, saluting, or bowing on the training grounds, not even to the king himself! You don’t kneel in battle, so you won’t kneel while you train for battle. 

The lot of you should know that rule by now. Now get out of my fucking sight and take a lap on the track. Meet back here as soon as you're done. Last man to finish has to take a second lap.” She clapped her hands once. “Move!” 

The  men  immediately  broke  formation  and  hurried  away, towards  the  oval  track  nearby.  Gisela  shouted  some  more encouragement  at  them  through  cupped  hands,  then  dropped her arms and laughed to herself. 

“So,  how  are  the  new  recruits  coming?”  I  asked  as  I approached her. 

“They’re  doing  well,”  she  replied.  “Marcus  usually  handles the  training  but  I’ve  taken  over  the  past  few  days,  just  to ensure I’m interacting with my soldiers regularly.” She turned to Brinia and smiled. “Hello, love.” 

Brinia ran into Gisela’s arms and the two embraced each other warmly,  then  finished  with  a  long  kiss.  I  walked  up  and grabbed  them  both  in  my  arms  and  gave  them  a  squeeze. 

When Gisela was done kissing her wife she turned to me and we enjoyed a long, passionate one. 

“It’s  good  to  see  you  two  after  a  long  morning  here,”  Gisela said, laying her head against my chest. 

She pulled away from both of us and walked back towards the practice yard. “Adding lead weights to the spear points was a great idea. The extra weight really stresses their muscles. Now, when they hold a real spear, they’ll be able to fight with it all day.” 



“Good,”  I  said  with  a  nod  of  approval.  “Although  gods willing, we won’t need them to fight any time soon.” 

“So, what brings you down here?” Gisela asked. 

I  released  Brinia  and  made  my  way  towards  the  back  of  the barracks.  Beneath  a  large  awning  stood  a  rack  of  training weapons.  Selecting  two  swords,  I  turned  back  to  Gisela.  She was eyeing me with a mischievous look. I felt much the same. 

“Feel  like  giving  the  new  recruits  some  entertainment?”  I asked. 

“Sure,” she responded, stretching her arms overhead. “It’ll be nice  for  them  to  see  me  kick  your  ass  all  over  the  training yard. That’ll build confidence in their general.” 

I  walked  up  to  Gisela  and  tossed  her  one  of  the  practice swords, point-down. She snatched it from the air and whirled it in a few circles to warm her muscles. I did the same. 

After a few minutes, the fastest of the new soldiers approached us,  breathing  hard  but  still  holding  his  spear  at  port  arms.  A few seconds later, more soldiers ran up behind him. 

“Hurry!”  I  shouted  at  the  soldiers  bringing  up  the  rear.  The final  two,  not  wanting  to  be  last,  sprinted  the  remaining hundred  yards  and  nearly  collapsed  when  they  joined  the others.  They  leaned  over,  hands  on  knees  and  spears  on  the ground,  heaving  breaths  of  air.  For  a  moment  I  thought  one man was going to faint. 

“The  lot  of  you  are  in  for  a  treat  today,”  Gisela  said,  still spinning her sword in lazy circles. “You were last, Irving, but I won’t make you run the extra lap right now. That was a good push at the end. You’ll get faster with time, don’t worry.” She turned back to me. “Catch your breath for a few minutes while the king and I spar.” 

The men mumbled excitedly at watching us and formed into a loose circle around us. 

“You  sure  you’re  ready  for  this?”  Gisela  asked.  “I’d  hate  to embarrass  the  king  in  front  of  the  new  recruits.”  Several  of them chuckled. 

“You’re welcome to try,” I told her, raising my own sword. 

We drew closer and circled each other, neither making the first move.  I  rapped  the  end  of  my  sword  against  hers,  almost playfully. Some of the men laughed at that. 

Gisela  struck  first,  a  lightning-fast  blow  aimed  at  the  side  of my head. I brought my sword up with a twist of my wrists and blocked  it,  our  swords  making  a  loud   crack as they collided. 

Several of the men gasped at the speed we moved. 

“Always  assume  your  opponent  is  stronger  and  faster  than you,”  Gisela  told  them,  never  taking  her  eyes  from  me.  “Be confident  in  your  own  abilities,  but  overconfidence  is  a pathway  to  failure.”  She  struck  again,  another  swing  at  my head  followed  by  a  strike  at  my  ribs.  “As  you  can  see,  King James here outweighs me by sixty or seventy pounds and has a longer reach than I do.” Another strike. She was getting faster, really putting the heat on. 



“Get him, Queen Gisela!” One of the men shouted. “Uh, sorry, my king.” 

I burst out into laughter and nearly lost my head when Gisela struck  again.  It  had  been  several  months  since  we’d  sparred, and in that time she had practiced daily. I, on the other hand, had spent day after day seated in a chair, dealing with financial analysts  and  advisors.  But  there  was  one  major  difference between the two of us. 

I had killed a dragon and eaten its heart. 

After  defending  the  first  few  blows,  I  went  on  the  offensive. 

My blade lashed out towards her chest and changed course at the last moment, a savage blow that would have landed right on her hip. Her sword dipped and parried mine. The tip of her blade passed by my face so quickly I felt a rush of wind. 

The  new  recruits  shouted  encouragement  for  the  both  of  us, but especially for their general. I couldn’t help but smile; she was  a  hard  leader,  and  her  men  respected  her.  And  with  this fight,  she  was  leading  by  example  and  showing  her  soldiers just how capable their general was with a blade. 

My  attacks  were  stronger  and  more  aggressive,  but  Gisela moved  with  a  speed  that  was  hard  to  counter.  Just  when  I thought my sword was going to jab into her chest, she twisted to  the  side  so  that  it  scraped  off  her  armor  harmlessly,  then swung hers upwards into my ribs. In the amount of time it took me  to  grunt  from  the  blow,  her  blade  cracked  down  on  my shoulder and her boot took me solidly in the stomach, sending me to the ground in a coughing fit. 



The soldiers clapped and roared for Gisela, one man whistling shrilly  between  his  fingers.  I  took  a  moment  to  catch  my breath, then pushed myself to my feet. 

“Are you okay, James?” Brinia asked, rushing up to me. 

“I’m fine, love, just fine,” I said, although I knew I would be sporting several new bruises. 

“You  had  better  not  hurt  my  husband,”  Brinia  called  out  to Gisela, who shrugged innocently. Then, she turned to me, fist on hips. “You had better not hurt my wife.” 

“Don’t  use  this  as  marriage  advice,”  I  called  out  to  the soldiers, and they fell over backwards laughing. 

“Ready?” Gisela asked, raising her sword. 

I  stretched  until  my  back  popped,  then  nodded  and  brought mine up as well. This time, I anticipated her attacks. She was relentless,  like  a  boulder  rolling  down  a  mountain  as  she charged  me.  Her  blade  struck  sideways  at  my  head,  then  a heartbeat later tried to take my leg off at the knee. So fast were her attacks that her blade was a mere blur in my vision; nearly impossible  to  parry.  I  grit  my  teeth  and  met  every  attack  of hers, my defense unbreakable. 

Apparently she felt otherwise. Stars exploded in my vision as her  blade  slipped  past  mine  and  cracked  into  the  side  of  my head.  Before  I  had  time  to  even  react,  she  jabbed  me  in  the stomach, hard. I went down like a sack of rocks. 

The  young  soldiers  clapped  and  cheered  again  for  their general.  Gisela  swaggered  up  to  me,  her  beautiful  face  all smiles. 

“Can’t  say  I  like  embarrassing  the  king  in  front  of  his  own soldiers,” she said, then leaned down close to me. “Okay, I’ll be honest. I like it.” She winked and straightened up. 

“One more,” I told her as I shook the stars from my eyes. 

“The  king’s  head  is  harder  than  the  stone  he  built  this  castle from!”  Gisela  exclaimed,  drawing  more  laughter  from  her men. 

I pushed myself to my feet and blinked a few times until my vision refocused. Gisela was good—damn good. I don’t think she had ever beaten me this badly before, except maybe when we first began sparring, roughly a year ago back in Lanercost. 

It was time to prove why I was king. 

“Remember  what  she  said,  gentlemen,”  I  told  the  soldiers. 

“Your  general  is  highly  skilled  with  a  blade,  as  you  can  see, and stronger than most men. But,” I added, wagging a finger, 

“never underestimate your opponent.” 

I raised my blade and smiled at Gisela. 

She  lunged  forwards,  nearly  gutting  me  with  the  wooden practice  sword.  I  swerved  around  it  and  pressed  her  hard, attacking  her  blade  with  staggering  force.  While  she  was faster, the power I put into each blow was enough to disarm a lesser opponent. But Gisela was no lesser opponent. 

The  soldiers  recognized  my  movements  were  different  this time,  and  fell  into  dead  silence  as  they  watched  their  king fight. 



Gisela leaned back, narrowly dodging an upstroke that would have knocked her to the ground. She countered, fast enough to make a viper seem slow, but I struck the base of her practice blade with mine, using every bit of strength in my substantial arms. Both of our wooden swords splintered from the force of the blow. 

I  immediately  dropped  my  blade.  My  left  hand  shot  out, gripping the upper edge of her leather breastplate. I snatched her to me and threw my right elbow into her chest, sending her wheezing  to  the  ground.  Before  she  had  even  struck  the  dirt she kicked me, aiming to knock my feet out from beneath me, but my steps were fast enough to dodge her. 

Surprising  even  myself  with  my  speed,  I  reached  down  and grabbed  her  neck  with  one  hand  and  her  waistband  with  the other and hoisted her above my head. Holding her there for a moment, I let out a savage howl, like a wild animal that had just fought for dominance and won. 

The soldiers were silent, eyes wide, unsure of what I would do next. 

I brought Gisela down, not too rough, and swept her feet from beneath her, knocking her onto her perfectly formed ass. 

Cheers  and  whistles  broke  out  from  the  soldiers,  several leaping into the air with excited shouts. 

I looked down at Gisela and saw her glaring up at me, but the faintest  smile  was  upon  her  lips.  Never  in  my  life  would  I forget what she had once told me, so long ago; that she would never submit to a man that couldn’t beat her in a fight. 



I held my hand out to her. 

“My queen?” I gave her my best smile. 

“Oh, alright,” she said after a moment. She slapped her hand against  my  wrist  and  held  on  tightly  as  I  yanked  her  to  her feet. 

As  I  expected,  she  used  the  momentum  to  send  an  elbow straight for my face. I ducked beneath the attack and her arm carried her forwards. I planted my shoulder in her stomach and straightened  up,  then  grabbed  onto  her  legs,  carrying  her  on my shoulder. 

“Time  to  claim  my  prize!”  I  shouted  to  the  recruits  as  I  ran around  the  corner  of  the  barracks  with  a  swearing  Gisela  on my shoulder. 

“Put me down, you filthy cur!” she shouted, but when I set her on her feet she was all smiles. 

“You’re getting too good to be my sparring partner,” I told her as I leaned in for a kiss. “Ow.” I rubbed my sore jaw. 

“Well,”  she  said,  grabbing  the  lapels  of  my  coat  and  pulling me  back  in  for  another  kiss.  “Maybe  we  can  spar  again tonight.” The look in her eyes lit a fire in my veins. 

Brinia  stepped  around  the  corner,  her  face  flush  with excitement. 

“Gisela, love,” she said, wrapping her arms around the both of us  and  brushing  a  kiss  on  the  tall  woman’s  cheek.  “I  think  I need you to teach me the sword.” She looked me up and down for a moment, then slapped me on the ass. 



Our laughter was interrupted by an approaching man. The drab colors of his well-cut clothing matched the dullness of his face perfectly. 

“Terrel, nice to see you out of the keep. Did you get a chance to see us spar?” 

“Yes,  your  grace,”  he  said  with  a  bow  of  his  head.  “You finished  with  an  excellent  move,  your  grace.  I’m  sure  the queen will repay you for it later, in the bed chamber.” He said it  in  the  same  dull  voice  he  used  for  everything,  but  his  lips twitched a miniscule amount. 

“Why  Terrel,  you  dirty  dog.  That  was  almost  a  joke!”  I laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. 

“Thank you, your grace. I’ve been practicing.” 

Knowing him, that probably wasn’t sarcasm. 

“I’m  assuming  you’ve  brought  news,  since  you  came  to  find me,” I said to the man. 

“Your assumption is correct, your grace. A soldier is here for you. The same one that brought news of King Arandal’s men a bit more than a week ago. He is accompanied by one of King Arandal’s knights.” 

“A  knight?”  And  then  I  remembered.  “Oh,  that  must  be  Sir Arlo! Looks like he’s changed his mind.” 

I kissed Gisela and Brinia. “Let me go take care of this. I’ll see you both tonight.” 



Brinia looped her arm through Gisela’s and they walked away. 

My  eyes  lingered  on  their  bottoms  for  a  moment,  Brinia’s round and full, Gisela’s tight and muscular. 

Terrel cleared his throat. 

“Ah, sorry,” I said, turning back to him. “Let’s go meet them.” 

“Right  away,  your  grace,”  Terrel  said  with  another  bow.  “If you’ll follow me.” 
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or such a boring man of average height and build, Terrel Fwalked with a pace that tested even my long legs. Being late wasn’t something he was fond of, and he likely wanted me in the throne room before the others got there. 

“Did they have much to say?” I asked as we hurried through the keep gardens. 

“Better  if  you  hear  it  from  them,  your  grace,”  he  said, curiously not even breathing hard. 

I  returned  a  salute  as  we  passed  by  two  knights  guarding massive  double  doors  that  led  to  the  throne  room.  The  doors stood open, as usual. I strolled across the tiled floor and went straight to my throne. While not the most comfortable chair, it did fill me with a sense of pride and power whenever I sat on it. 

As soon as I sat down, Terrel hurried off to the side, where he whispered to a servant. After that, he came back and stood at my right side. 



Moments  later,  Sir  Arlo  entered  the  throne  room,  looking resplendent in his burnished plate armor. His helmet was in his hands,  and  his  sword  belt  empty.  Next  to  him  was  my  scout Wallace, grizzled and grinning as usual. He held the knight’s sword.  Behind  them,  two  of  my  knights  came.  While  they didn’t have the gold-trimmed plate armor Sir Arlo wore, their swords were razor-sharp, as were their gazes on his back. 

Sir Arlo stopped a perfect five paces in front of the dais and dropped to a knee, pressing one gauntleted fist to the floor. He kept  his  eyes  respectfully  downcast.  Wallace  watched  him curiously, then dropped to a knee. 

“I request permission to address the king,” Sir Arlo intoned. 

“Permission granted,” I replied in the same formal tone. 

He lifted his head and his eyes met mine. Emotions battled on his hard face. 

“I  have—I  have  come  to  swear  my  allegiance  to  you,  your grace.” 

A smile slowly spread across my face. It would have taken an idiot not to accept my offer. For a while, I had been afraid he was exactly that, an idiot. 

“I  will  hear  your  oath,”  I  told  him.  “But  make  it  one  no honorable man would break.” 

Sir Arlo nodded. “I swear to you, King James, upon my own life as well as those of my family, that I will follow where you lead,  fight  where  you  command,  and  give  my  last  breath  in defense of your life. May no hand rise against you while I am still alive.” 

I wasn’t an expert on oath-swearing, so I turned to Terrel with a question on my face. He gave a nod of approval, so I turned back to Sir Arlo. 

“Rise, Sir Arlo. I welcome you as a free citizen of Arcwood. 

No  debts  or  obligations  will  follow  you  here.”  I  suddenly remembered  that  Terrel  hadn’t  mentioned  any  women  with him. “Is your family….” I trailed off, unsure of how to finish the question. 

Sir Arlo hung his head. “They…. I made the decision to join you  upon  my  arrival  in  Kolsted,”  He  said,  his  voice  shaky. 

“The  king  sent  his  inquisitors  to  my  manor  just  before  I arrived.  They  had  already  taken  my  wife  and  daughter,  and when  they  learned  I  had  returned  without  you—”  his  voice broke, and he stopped. “I came alone,” he finished, his voice husky as he stared at the floor. 

“Rise,  Sir  Arlo,”  I  said  as  I  stood.  “I  always  have  room  for honorable  men  in  my  army.  I’ll  introduce  you  to  Gisela,  my general.  She  will  happily  work  with  you  and  decide  your place.” 

“I have but one request,” Sir Arlo said as he pushed himself to his  feet.  He  stood  tall  and  proud,  the  very  picture  of confidence. “You have given me my life, your grace. I wish to dedicate  the  rest  of  my  years  to  keeping  you  safe.  Have  you room in your royal guard?” 



“I  do,”  I  told  him.  “I’ll  wager  with  a  man  like  you  watching me, I’ll be safe indeed.” 

“Thank you, your grace. Unfortunately, my first action as your guard is to bring some rather troubling news to your ears. King Arandal  has  dispatched  soldiers,  and  they  are  heading  this way.” 

“It  was  only  a  matter  of  time,”  I  said,  my  voice  grim.  “How many?” 

“One thousand men, with more on the way.” 

I turned to Wallace. “What do you have to add, Wallace?” 

The  grizzled  scout  stepped  forwards  with  a  bow  of  his  head. 

“Only  confirmation,  your  grace.  About  a  thousand  men marching this way, a day behind Sir Arlo. I would expect more to follow, based on the numbers as well as the equipment they had with them.” 

“Equipment?” 

“Yes, your grace. “I saw plenty of fighting men, hard men, but also cooks, a smith, supply wagons. Far too many for a mere thousand  soldiers.  Looks  like  they’re  expecting  to  stay  a while.” 

“A  siege  it  is,  then,”  I  said.  “Sir  Arlo,  go  with  the  knights standing  behind  you.  They’ll  fill  you  in  on  your  place  in  the royal guard.” 

Sir Arlo bowed low, then backed away three steps, turned on his heel, and walked straight to the guards. 



I motioned for Wallace to step closer. He came to the base of the dais and stopped, but I waved him closer still. Eyes wary, he walked up the steps and stood directly in front of me. His eyes darted nervously. 

“Relax,” I told him. “I’m your king, but I’m just a man.” 

Wallace bowed his head briefly. 

“The  fewer  men  that  reach  these  walls,  the  better.  How experienced are you with guerilla warfare?” 

He scratched his jaw for a moment. “Can’t say I’ve ever heard that word before, your grace.” 

“No  worries.  I  need  you  to  take  a  squad—make  it  two—of scouts. Select the best riders, the best archers. The lot of you are  going  to  hide  in  the  woods  and  nip  at  their  flanks.  Send arrows into them while they’re sleeping, then flee through the woods. Set traps in their path. Do whatever you can to delay them and dwindle their numbers.” 

Wallace pursed his lips in thought for a moment. “Want us to set  fire  to  the  woods  when  they  get  in  there?  We  could surround them and burn everything down.” 

I barked a laugh. “I knew you’d be the right man for the job. 

That  would  certainly  be  effective,  but  we  run  the  risk  of  a forest  fire  spreading  and  harming  too  many  innocents.  But keep  that  train  of  thought.”  I  turned  to  Terrel.  “See  that Wallace and the scouts he picks have whatever they need and leave within the hour. Let nothing hinder their way. Also let it be known that I have placed Wallace in charge of this mission. 

And get word to the queens as quickly as possible.” 

Terrel bowed low. “It shall be done, your grace.” 

I continued. “After that I need you to get word out to any of my citizens outside the walls; farmers, anyone like that. Bring them  inside  the  walls,  and  have  them  bring  their  animals.  I built this city to house a hundred thousand people, so it’ll hold some sheep.” 

“Right away, your grace,” Terrel said with another bow. 

He hurried down the steps to carry out his orders. 

I stood as well. With King Arandal’s soldiers coming, I had a lot of work today. 

“You,” I said, pointing at one of my royal guards. “I need you to find Queen Gisela with haste. Let her know Arandal’s men are  approaching.  She’ll  know  what  to  do.  You,”  I  said, pointing to another knight. “With me. I’ve got a lot to do and not much time to do it.” 

The knights bowed their heads. One jogged out of the throne room while the other hurried to meet me as I stepped down the dais. I peered into his face for a moment. 

“Sir  Vanos,  right?”  He  nodded  in  reply  to  my  question. 

“Alright, let’s move.” 

“Right on your heels, your grace,” he replied and fell in behind me as I strode across the throne room. 
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ith the defense of my city in question, there was one Wman I needed to see above all others; my chief engineer. 

The  weather  was  nice  for  once,  but  I  didn’t  have  the  time  to stroll about and enjoy it. I walked straight towards the stables with my knight in tow. 

“When we get to the wall we’ll split up so we can spread word more  quickly.  I’d  prefer  to  tell  them  myself,  but  there  isn’t time for that.” 

“With  respect,  you  have  messengers,  your  grace,”  Sir  Vanos said, right behind my left shoulder. 

“You’re right, I do,” I replied. “But men will react differently to  a  king  bringing  the  message  himself.  Right  now,  I  need every man at his absolute best.” I barked a laugh. “Or, maybe I’m just not quite used to being king yet.” 

“That’s possible, your grace.” 



“Ah, whatever. Let’s hurry and get to the stables. Can you run in all that?” I asked, indicating his leather and mail armor.” 

“Um,  yes  your  grace,”  he  replied.  I  could  tell  he  just  didn’t want to say no to his king, but I was in a rush. 

“Alright, I’ll try not to run you into the ground. Let’s go.” 

I started jogging, not too fast, with Sir Vanos right behind me, his armor clanking with each step. Servants practically leaped out of the way to avoid being run over by their king and a fully armored knight. 

Excitement  made  my  heart  pound  as  much  as  the  running.  I had built this city to withstand just about anything that could be  thrown  at  it,  and  I  was  eager  to  see  Arandal’s  men  break their  teeth  on  my  walls.  There  would  be  a  lot  of  deaths,  and gods willing they would all be Arandal’s soldiers, not mine. 

“Two horses, now!” I shouted as I finally made my way into the royal stables. The head stableman leaped to his feet, made a quick bow, and ran to obey. 

I stood there for a moment, hands on my hips as I caught my breath.  Sir  Vanos  arrived  at  the  stables  a  few  seconds  later, breathing like a blacksmith’s bellows. 

“Sorry, your grace,” he said. “Armor’s heavier than I thought.” 

“Fortunately we’ll be on foot for a bit, so you’ll have time to catch your breath,” I told him. “Have you defended against a siege before?” 

He  shook  his  head.  “No,  your  grace.  I  know  the  basics  of repelling men from walls though.” He thrust his fist forwards. 



“When they climb, we stab ‘em in the face with pikes.” 

I laughed. “Yes, Sir Vanos, that’s the basics of it. We’ll have to focus  on  stopping  them  from  reaching  our  walls  in  the  first place, though. We can’t let them harm the wall, either. I think they  would  stand  up  well  against  a  trebuchet  or  catapult,  but the less damage we take, the better.” 

“Here are your horses, your grace.” The head stableman said as he pulled two horses towards us. I was glad to see he had once again saddled River for me. Sir Vanos got a tall piebald mare with an eager step. 

“Alright, Sir Vanos. We’re going to see my chief engineer, and then to the wall!” 

I  spurred  River  into  a  lazy  gallop,  the  fastest  the  old  farm horse  could  be  bothered  to  run.  He  snorted  in  irritation—he probably was lying sprawled out on hay as he was wont to do. 

Sir Vanos’s horse easily matched my pace, although it took a firm hand on the reins to keep the mare from running ahead. 

We rode out of the keep and made our way west, beyond the towering  manors  I  had  given  to  a  select  few.  Halfway  to  the wall  we  reined  our  horses  in  front  of  a  large  building  with  a high  roof.  It  was  a  heavy  building,  broad  enough  to  appear squat, with a multitude of tall windows, most of which stood open. A tendril of smoke rose from each of the four chimneys. 

Several workers saw me out front and immediately bowed. Sir Vanos and I handed our reins to them and strode inside. 



Heat  slammed  into  me  like  a  sledgehammer  as  soon  as  I entered. The interior of the building was divided into several large  rooms.  The  first  of  which  held  a  large  blast  furnace, which  was  run  by  a  dozen  men  in  heavy  protective  clothing. 

Thick  chimneys  struggled  to  carry  the  heat  away.  From  the furnace, molten metal was poured into massive molds. Smaller furnaces, ones for metals like lead and copper, were in the next room. In the back of the room, workers assembled machinery that  wouldn’t  have  been  invented  for  another  eight  hundred years, had I not popped into this world. 

Men hailed me as I passed, and I took a moment to brave the heat as I complimented them on their work. 

Sir Vanos’s face was red behind his leather and steel helmet, but his face was stolid and his gaze unblinking. I decided not to  torture  the  poor  fellow  and  hurried  to  the  back  of  the building, to where a few small offices were located. 

I  pushed  open  the  door  to  the  largest  of  the  offices.  Eugene Winsell  sat  behind  a  heavy  wooden  desk,  with  two  windows open to break the warmth of the room. In one hand was a sheaf of papers, seeming almost forgotten as he scribbled something onto another paper with a quill. 

“I  hope  this  is  important,”  he  said  without  looking  up.  “I’m very busy at the moment.” 

“I’d say it’s at least moderately important,” I said with a grin. 

He paused, recognizing my voice. His eyes widened when he looked up and saw me standing there with a knight behind me. 



“Shit. I’m sorry, your grace.” He set the quill in an inkwell and slid  his  chair  back,  then  stood  and  made  an  awkward  bow. 

Like  me,  he  had  never  been  particularly  good  at  the  motion. 

“Had I known it was you I wouldn’t have said that.” 

“You’re fine, Eugene, fine. We have more pressing matters at hand, and I need you. Whatever you’re working on can wait.” 

“Of course, your grace,” he said, coming out from behind his desk.  “What  can  I  help  you  with?”  He  looked  at  the  knight behind me and lowered his voice. “James?” 

I  smiled  and  hugged  the  man,  clapping  him  on  the  back. 

“Damn, it feels good to hear my name again. The bowing and scraping and ‘your grace’ drives me nuts sometimes.” I took a deep breath and moved on. “War is on our doorstep, Eugene. 

King Arandal’s men are finally coming.” 

He nodded slowly, chewing the inside of his cheek in thought. 

“Well,  if  it’s  war  they  want,  then  war  is  what  they’ll  get.  I reckon it’ll turn out badly for them, though.” 

“How’s progress going on the motor?” 

Eugene  rubbed  his  hand  across  the  top  of  his  head.  “It’s…

going.  We  have  a  prototype,  it  just  doesn’t  work  very  well. 

The  new  lathes  are  helping  tremendously,  but  part  of  the problem is constructing parts with the required precision. We haven’t  been  able  to  make  the  bearings  you  described,  so we’re  using  layers  of  greased  hard  leather.  It  works,  but  it wears out quickly. But…. It works. Technically.” 



I rubbed my hands together excitedly. “You’re going to change the world, Eugene. Got a horse handy?” I asked him. 

“Aye, we have a small stable around back for the men that live on the other side of the city.” 

“Alright, meet me on the street in five minutes. We have some defenses to see to.” 

“Will  do,”  he  said  as  he  went  back  to  his  desk  and  began sorting through the stack of papers. 

I left his office and passed through the manufactory, observing with keen interest the parts they were working on. By the front door stood three crude lathes, with one man turning a handle and more filing a bar of steel on the other end, working hard to get it as straight and round as possible. 

“What is that?” Sir Vanos muttered, staring at the lathes. 

“The  future,”  I  replied.  “It  doesn’t  look  like  much  at  the moment,  but  some  incredible  things  are  going  to  come  from this building. And soon, by the looks of it.” 

“What sorts of things, your grace?” 

I smiled as I turned towards the front door. “Electricity. Power. 

And from that, a new era.” 

We  mounted  our  horses  and  rode  them  along  the  side  of  the building until we stood on the wide street. I saw the confusion in Sir Vanos’s eyes and turned to him. 

“Electricity isn’t something known in this world, so don’t feel bad for not knowing,” I told the knight. “Imagine if you could harness lightning and use it to power things. Machines to grind wheat,  paddlewheels  to  power  ships,  basically  anything  you could think of.” 

Sir Vanos shook his head. “I don’t see how that would help me as a soldier, your grace,” he replied. 

“How about a fan to keep your house cool during summer? A special  cabinet  that  always  stayed  cold,  no  matter  the temperature outside, so you could keep food fresh? Or one day soon you’ll see a wagon that propels itself. No horse needed. 

A horseless carriage.” 

“Horseless  carriage?”  He  chuckled.  “Sounds  like  magic  to me.” 

“‘Any  sufficiently  advanced  technology  is  indistinguishable from magic’,” I quoted. “We have a lot of work ahead of us—

we still have to build the tools to build the tools, as I once told Eugene.  But  you’re  going  to  see  some  amazing  things  in  the next ten years, Sir Vanos. Ah, here’s Eugene now.” 

Eugene  approached  us  on  a  shaggy  mare.  I  spurred  River forwards and both he and Sir Vanos followed. 

We rode at an easy gallop to the wall, where I slowed River to a walk. I had built a ramp against the back of the city walls at both ends and in the center, long enough to be an easy angle to ascend.  Even  a  wagon  loaded  with  cannonballs  could  be brought up this path without much difficulty. 

While the wall-walk was large enough for a single horse, three would  be  a  crowd.  It  was  doubtful  that  the  soldiers  up  there would enjoy cleaning up horse shit, either, so we wrapped our reins  around  a  large  metal  loop  set  into  the  wall  for  that purpose and ascended the ramp on foot. 

“No stairs today?” Eugene asked. “Don’t you run them every morning?” 

“I’m  not  going  to  subject  Sir  Vanos  to  that,”  I  replied,  and laughed at the look of relief on Sir Vanos’s face. “What’s more important  is  that  we  get  the  word  out  to  every  soldier  and ensure the city’s defenses are in top shape. 

I  set  a  brisk  pace  as  we  walked  along  the  top  of  the  wall.  A small  cannon  sat  in  a  heavy  wooden  frame  every  hundred yards  or  so,  manned  by  four  men.  When  I  reached  the  first one, the men dropped to a knee as I approached. 

“I  appreciate  that,  men,  but  I  have  some  bad  news.”  I  raised my  hand,  ordering  them  to  stand.  “Arandal  is  sending  men here,  fighting  men.  They’ll  arrive  tomorrow.  We’re  going  to double the amount of soldiers on the wall—triple if we can—

and I’ll need the lot of you to stay focused.” 

One  of  the  soldiers,  a  short  man  with  a  bushy  mustache balanced by his bushy black eyebrows, banged the butt of his spear on the wall-walk. “They can try to get over, your grace, but  none  will  make  it  as  long  as  we’re  alive.  The  city  will hold,  no  matter  what  they  throw  our  way!”  The  other  men nodded and growled their agreement. 

“That’s the attitude I want to hear,” I replied. “One more thing. 

From now until the end of this…this war, you are not to kneel or salute me or any of the queens while on the wall or near a battlefield, under any circumstances.” 

At  that  order,  one  man  nodded  but  the  rest  of  them  were plainly confused. 

“Sir,  would  you  like  to  explain?”  I  asked  the  man  who  had nodded. 

“If any of them’s got a looking glass and is watching, and they see us kneeling to someone, they’ll know that’s an important person.  A  hundred  arrows  will  be  loosed  in  a  matter  of seconds. Not kneeling or bowing helps protect his identity.” 

“Very good,” I said. I checked their supplies and found thirty cannonballs,  stacked  in  a  triangle,  and  enough  powder  and wadding  to  fire  twice  as  many  rounds.  A  box  held  soft  wax plugs  for  their  ears.  Each  man  had  a  seven-foot  spear—

standard issue for all soldiers. 

“Someone will be bringing you halberds. Those will be a bit more useful for repelling any soldiers stupid enough to try to scale  the  wall.  You’ll  keep  your  spears  as  backups.  Archers will  also  be  joining  your  ranks.  Anything  you  men  need,  let someone  know.  The  soldiers  on  the  wall  are  the  city’s  top priority right now.” 

My  speech  finished,  I  went  to  salute  them,  then  laughed. 

“Forgot my own damn rule.” They bid me farewell and once again assured me that the wall would hold, no matter what. 

I  turned  to  Eugene  and  Sir  Vanos.  “Alright,  gentlemen.  Only seventeen more cannons to check.” 



We set off down the wall-walk towards the next cannon, and I addressed Eugene while we walked. 

“If you have anything else that can help us, now is the time to use it.” 

“I have some more pistols,” he replied. “Not enough, but if we put them where the fighting is hottest, we can have a rotation. 

One or two men firing, and as many reloading spare guns.” 

I nodded. It was a fine idea. “What else do we have?” 

“Well,  we  have  the  archers  that  you  mentioned.  There  are  a good  amount  of  men  trained  on  those  new  longbows,  and we’ve  been  producing  as  many  arrows  as  possible  the  past week. We’ll keep our production up. I don’t see us running out any time soon.” 

“And  what’s  the  range  on  those  longbows?”  I  remembered them  being  particularly  savage  from  history  classes,  but  my memory was fuzzy on actual numbers. 

“Reasonably  accurate  out  to  a  hundred  yards.  They’ll  still penetrate  armor  at  that  range,  and  flesh  at  three  times  that distance,  but  I  wouldn’t  count  on  much  accuracy  when shooting that far. If we need to hit someone far away, our best bet is to use the few rifles we have.” 

Eugene  still  said  the  word  “rifle”  as  if  it  were  a  foreign language. 

“Okay, what are the numbers on rifles?” I asked. 

“That’s  been  tough,”  he  replied.  “We  started  casting  the barrels, which makes them much stronger than forging. Those lathes help keep the bore true, but we’re not where we want to be yet. Still, they’re more accurate than the pistols. We have a few eagle-eyed shooters that can reliably hit a man-sized target at a hundred yards. About a dozen. Snipers, as you’ve called them.” 

Considering  the  hand-cast  barrels,  crude  sights,  and  newness of the weapon, that was an excellent shot indeed. 

“You’re giving me a lot of good news, Eugene. We’ll support the  snipers  with  a  few  looking  glasses,  with  orders  to  shoot anyone  that  looks  important.  That’ll  go  a  long  way  towards destroying the enemy’s morale.” 

We  came  up  to  a  second  cannon,  and  I  gave  them  the  same speech as before; be prepared, no saluting, reinforcements will arrive  shortly.  The  men  all  nodded  with  faces  bright  from excitement  tinged  with  fear.  Couldn’t  blame  them,  I  felt  the same way myself. 

“Where are you going to be in this, James?” Eugene asked. 

“The  proper  place  for  a  king  is  in  the  back,  drinking  wine while people smarter than me give the commands and do the fighting.”  He  gave  me  an  odd  look  and  I  laughed.  “I’ll  be using that new helmet and breastplate you made—the one with layers of leather and steel that’s proven so damn tough. I killed a dragon, face-to-face. I’m going to be where the fighting is.” 

Eugene  nodded,  but  I  saw  the  tightness  of  his  jaw.  “Just  be careful, James. We can’t do this without you.” 



I  clapped  him  on  the  shoulder.  “Fortunately,  you  won’t  have to.” I gestured over the edge of the wall. “And with a moat like this, they’ll have a damn hard time even reaching the wall. It’ll take  either  a  miracle  or  sorcery.  Miracles  don’t  exist,  which leaves  sorcery.  So,  all  that  being  said,  we’ll  have  to  tell  our snipers to keep an eye out for Arandal’s sorcerers.” 

“I’ll reckon they get fucked,” Eugene replied, staring over the wall at the expanse of land beyond. 

“Proper fucked,” I agreed. 

By the time we made it halfway around the wall, Gisela came running  up  to  meet  us.  Her  hair  was  pulled  tight  into  two braids, but she was otherwise exactly as I had previously seen her. 

“Is it true?” she asked, her long legs eating up the path as she approached. “It’s true, isn’t it? Arandal’s men are marching for us.” 

“Yes. They’ll start arriving tomorrow.” 

She put her hands on her hips and pressed her lips into a line. 

“I guess it was only a matter of time,” she said. 

“I  sent  some  of  your  scouts  out  to  meet  them,”  I  told  her. 

“When Arandal’s men finally make it here, they’ll be bloodied and irritated.” 

Her  frown  slowly  faded  into  a  grin.  “You  do  love  fighting dirty, don’t you?” 

“I love winning,” I corrected. I looked out at the nearby gate and  saw  a  flock  of  sheep  being  guided  into  the  city  by  a wizened old farmer, his son, and an energetic dog. Good. 

I spent the next few minutes catching Gisela up on our plan for defense. She asked a few quick questions for clarification, but otherwise  listened  and  nodded  approvingly.  She  walked  with us as we went to the rest of the soldiers on the wall and helped reinforce the message. 

“We’ll be right here, fighting with you,” Gisela assured them. 

“All of your countrymen have your backs. And you have the gratitude of every man, woman, and child in the city.” 

Gisela turned to me at one point. “Do you think you can use the  mask  to  create  a  pile  of  head-sized  rocks  near  each cannon? If men make it across the moat and try to climb the wall, a rock on the head will go a long way towards stopping them.” 

I shook my head. “I dare not use the mask again. Last time, I almost  lost  myself;  you  remember  that  much.  If  Xohver manages to pull me back into his realm again, I won’t survive it.” 

Gisela’s brow furrowed as she frowned at me. “So,” she said finally. “We fight. We fight tooth and nail, with spear, halberd, and sword. We send bullets and arrows into their men and give them no quarter.” 

“We fight,” I agreed. 



Chapter 8

8

wo hours later I was wiping a steaming hot towel over Tmy face while Alvina looked on approvingly. The damp cotton felt wonderful on my face after spending hours running around the city. This was a daily ritual for me. Alvina, ever the promoter of cleanliness, fully supported it. 

“Thanks, Alvina,” I told her as I tossed the towel in a basket. 

“The  queens  will  thank  you  when  they  don’t  have  to  kiss  a sweaty face.” I laughed, but her expression changed to one of deep consideration. 

“Seeing the queens tonight, your grace?” 

“Well, of course,” I said with a shrug. “We sleep in the same room.” 

“You know what I’m asking, your grace.” 

I answered her with a grin. 

“In  that  case,  you’d  better  hop  in,  your  grace.  Now  as  it happens, I have a hot bath already drawn up for you.” 



I stared at the tub for a moment, wondering if I had room in my schedule. “You’re right,” I told her. 

“Of course I am, your grace. Being a woman myself, I think I know what women like. You’ll get a shave, as well.” 

I laughed and began pulling my clothes off. Alvina was like a speeding train when she got something in her mind. There was no way I could have stopped her, short of sending her to the gallows. At least I knew, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that she had my best interest in mind. 

Thirty minutes later I left the room, squeaky clean and freshly shaven.  Looking  my  best  would  help,  since  I  had  troubling news to deliver to my wives. 

I  pushed  open  the  door  to  our  bedchamber  and  found  all  of them there. Elise was lying back on the bed, propped up with a few pillows, and Brinia lay next to her, humming softly with her hand resting on Elise’s swollen stomach. Lyanna watched the  ocean  with  her  elbows  on  a  broad  stone  windowsill,  and Gisela paced the room impatiently. Four troubled heads turned towards me as I entered. 

“James, what’s this we hear about war?” Brinia asked, sitting up. “Gisela is telling us that King Arandal’s men are marching for Arcwood.” 

“His  men  will  start  arriving  tomorrow,”  I  said.  “I  have  some scouts setting traps in their path and attacking their flanks as they march. The second his forces arrive, I meant to hit them hard,”  I  slammed  my  fist  into  my  palm  for  emphasis.  “We’ll let them know that we’re no easy meat.” 



I walked over to the bed and sat down, then reached out and placed a hand on Brinia’s ankle. 

“You’re  all  going  to  be  just  fine,”  I  told  them.  “Gisela  has done an incredible job of building our defenses and Brinia has managed  our  food  stores  wisely.  If  they  want  to  lay  siege  to Arcwood, we’re prepared.” 

“And  I  can  kill  a  hundred  of  them  in  a  matter  of  minutes,” 

Lyanna said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. 

“Unless  they  have  sorcerers  with  them,  which  I  expect,”  I retorted. “You’ll have your place, don’t worry, but I can’t risk losing  you.  If  I  win  this  war  but  lose  any  of  you,  the  whole thing was for naught.” 

“Well,  I  don’t  plan  on  dying  anytime  soon,”  Gisela  replied, leaning against a wall. “So you can scratch that off your list. 

I’m  half-tempted  to  tell  my  soldiers  to  start  collecting  scalps from the enemy, but I don’t want to encourage cruelty. When men  get  used  to  cruel  behavior  on  the  battlefield,  sometimes they bring it home. I can’t have that.” 

“Good thinking,” I told her. 

“I feel so useless, sometimes,” Elise said, rubbing her stomach with both hands. “You’re all doing so much to protect the city and I’m just lying here, big as a whale.” 

“You’re not useless at all!” I exclaimed. 

Gisela immediately pushed off the wall and hurried to the bed. 

“You’re pregnant, Elise. No one expects you to fight. Besides, that would jeopardize the baby.” 



Brinia rolled over to her, took her face gently in her hands, and planted a soft kiss on Elise’s lips. “You’re carrying the future,” 

she said. “Our future. The city’s future. If anything, you’re the most important one out of all of us.” She lay a hand along the side  of  Elise’s  face.  Elise  pressed  her  face  against  Brinia’s hand and smiled back. 

Elise wasn’t into women, so she said, but she was married to three of them. She seemed to rather enjoy Brinia’s kisses, and warmed up to her touch more and more each week. 

I moved around next to Elise on the bed so that I could place my  hands  on  her  stomach.  Gisela  stood  next  to  the  bed  and placed her hands next to mine. 

“We will do whatever it takes, absolutely anything, to protect you,” I told her. 

“Tonight might be the last night we have to ourselves,” Lyanna said. 

I turned and saw her standing there, naked, hands on her hips. 

The look in her eyes made her intentions as clear as if she had shouted them. 

Brinia  turned  Elise’s  face  towards  hers  again.  “You’re  as precious as a person can be, and we all love you dearly, Elise,” 

she said, and pulled Elise in for another kiss. Brinia’s tongue pressed  into  her  mouth  and  Elise  let  out  a  soft  moan  as  her wife’s hand moved down to her breast. 

Everyone  in  the  room  began  tearing  at  their  clothes.  Gisela was  done  first  and  rushed  to  the  bed,  practically  tackling Brinia.  The  two  rolled  around,  tongues  kissing,  fingers exploring.  If  I  wasn’t  already  turned  on,  watching  the  two beautiful women in the throes of passion certainly did it. 

I  helped  Elise  out  of  her  dress  and  moved  between  her  legs, kissing her deeply. The size of her stomach prevented me from entering  her  in  that  position,  but  I  suddenly  felt  an unmistakable warm wetness. I looked down and saw Lyanna, her lips around my cock, cheeks hollowing as she sucked for all she was worth. 

I rolled over onto my back, next to Brinia and Gisela. Gisela was on top of the shorter woman in a sixty-nine position with her lips clamped on Brinia’s clitoris like a lamprey. 

With one hand, I helped Elise climb on top of me. She licked her fingers and rubbed them on her wet lips, then straddled my cock. Lyanna gripped the base of my shaft and guided it into her  wife’s  eager  vagina.  Elise  closed  her  eyes  and  slowly moved her hips up and down, taking me an inch at a time. The feeling of her soft, round ass on my hips when she sank down all  the  way  was  absolutely  incredible.  I  reached  down  and grabbed onto her voluptuous hips and started pushing myself in and out of her. 

Lyanna  moved  up  to  the  head  of  the  bed  and  straddled  my face. With a grin, she lowered her pussy right onto my mouth, grinding  her  clit  against  my  tongue.  I  began  lapping  at  it, rubbing  my  tongue  sideways  across  her  most  sensitive  area, while my hands squeezed on Elise’s hips and moved back to her round ass. 



Next  to  me,  Brinia’s  moans  took  on  a  heated  note.  Though they  were  muffled  by  her  wife’s  pussy,  Brinia  was  soon shouting her pleasure, her body shaking as Gisela licked at her clitoris  and  worked  two  fingers  in  and  out  of  her.  Brinia’s moans fell quiet, then took on a renewed intensity as her wife pushed her into a second orgasm. 

Soon, Lyanna’s thighs clamped down on the sides of my face. 

I  let  go  of  Elise’s  perfect  ass  and  grabbed  onto  Lyanna, holding her pussy tightly against my mouth while I licked and sucked  on  her  clitoris.  Her  fingers  tangled  in  my  hair  as  her stomach  muscles  tense  up.  She  let  out  a  great  moan  and ground her pussy up and down my tongue, her thighs vibrating as she reached climax. She rolled off my face, exhausted. 

Brinia  was  out  from  beneath  her  wife  now,  and  had  moved next  to  Elise.  I  reached  down  and  grabbed  onto  Elise’s  thick bottom again while Brinia gently rubbed Elise’s stomach. 

“You’re so beautiful, Elise,” she said, and leaned forwards for a soft kiss. 

Elise, caught in the passionate moment, grabbed Brinia’s face and  held  it  to  hers.  The  two  goddesses  kissed  each  other deeply,  eager  tongues  pressing,  eyes  closed,  breathing  heavy. 

Brinia’s left hand slid down Elise’s round stomach and moved between  her  legs,  where  she  began  rubbing  her  wife’s  love button. 

Gisela  moved  behind  Elise  and  brushed  the  blonde  woman’s hair off her shoulder. She planted small kisses on Elise’s pale skin,  down  the  side  of  her  neck  and  onto  her  shoulder.  Her hands  went  to  mine,  on  Elise’s  ass,  and  she  squeezed  and helped the woman ride my cock up and down. 

“No  wonder  James  likes  this  thing  so  much,”  Gisela  said  as she gripped Elise’s ass. 

I felt myself drawing close so I slowed down my thrusting a bit.  It  was  hard  not  to  erupt  like  a  geyser  with  all  these beautiful women next to me, but I somehow managed. 

Brinia’s fingers moved faster as Gisela squeezed on Elise’s ass and  continued  kissing  her  neck.  One  of  her  hands  moved around  and  squeezed  Elise’s  large  breasts  and  gently  rubbed her nipples until they were rock hard. 

Elise  squeezed  her  eyes  shut  and  her  breath  became  rapid. 

Brinia  threw  a  leg  over  me,  straddling  my  stomach  and pressing herself against her wife. Their mouths were locked in a  deep,  wet  kiss.  Gisela’s  hands  ran  all  over  Elise’s  body, squeezing her breasts, caressing her thighs. She moved around to the side and grabbed a handful of Elise’s hair, twisting her face  towards  hers.  Gisela  took  Brinia’s  place,  kissing  Elise deeply while the woman’s body tensed up. 

Elise’s entire body spasmed with the force of her orgasm. She shouted,  almost  screamed  into  Gisela’s  mouth  as  her  legs quivered and her breath heaved. Gisela kept her grip on Elise’s hair  and  smothered  the  woman’s  moans  with  a  hard  kiss. 

When  Gisela  finally  released  her,  Elise  rolled  over  onto  her side, breathing hard. 

Gisela’s lips immediately went to my erection, sucking on the tip hard enough to drive me crazy. Brinia bent over, giving me a  fantastic  view  of  her  ass,  and  the  two  women  took  turns sucking me. 

“I want his cum today, my love,” Brinia said, kissing Gisela. 

Brinia turned around and slid back until she was straddling my waist.  Gisela  grabbed  my  cock  and  lined  it  up  with  Brinia’s wet  slit  as  the  woman  backed  onto  it.  Brinia  immediately began moving her hips in small circles as she rode me up and down. She and Gisela kissed again, then Gisela let her lips trail down  to  Brinia’s  large  breasts,  where  she  sucked  on  each nipple in turn. 

“Come here,” I said to Gisela, With a smile she threw her leg over  my  chest  and  inched  forwards,  teasing  me  with  her shaved  nether  regions.  I  grabbed  onto  her  firm,  muscular  ass with both hands and she yelped as I lifted her to my face. She settled  there  quite  nicely,  letting  out  soft  moans  and  running her  fingers  through  my  hair  while  I  licked  and  sucked  at  her sweet pussy. 

“Slow down a little,” I said to Brinia, although Gisela pressed her crotch against my tongue with a laugh and the words came out more like “thow how a hill.” I wanted to make sure all of my wives came before I did. 

Brinia’s  hands  went  to  my  chest  and  she  kept  them  there  for support as she worked her magnificent hips up and down my shaft with long, slow strokes. After a minute I felt one of her fingers brush against my lower stomach as she began rubbing herself. 



I  sucked  on  Gisela’s  clitoris  like  a  man  on  a  mission,  my tongue  attacking  her  love  button  as  if  her  orgasm  was  my dying  wish.  She  threw  back  her  head  and  giggled  in  delight, occasionally  twitching  when  I  hit  her  clit  at  a  particularly sensitive  angle.  My  hands  roamed  across  her  strong  ass  and hips  and  she  wiggled  on  my  face  while  Brinia  focused  on riding me. 

Brinia  suddenly  began  riding  me  faster  and  faster,  slamming her  ass  down  on  my  lap.  Her  finger  was  moving  in  small circles so quickly I thought she might catch on fire. 

At  that  moment,  Gisela’s  stomach  tensed  up  and  she  became very  still.  I  redoubled  my  efforts,  rubbing  my  tongue  side  to side  on  her  clitoris.  Tiny  trembles  formed  in  Gisela’s  lower abdomen and her entire body stiffened. 

“James!” she shouted as her orgasm took her. She ground her pussy against my face so hard I struggled to stick to the right spot. 

At  that  moment,  I  felt  lips  sucking  on  the  head  of  my  cock. 

While I was inside Brinia. 

Looks like Lyanna was back in the game. 

Brinia’s thighs clamped down against my sides and suddenly she was moaning loudly, moving her hips back and forth and keeping me deep inside her. 

Lyanna sucked hard on my prick, moving with Brinia. I very quickly  found  myself  pushed  over  the  edge,  and  suddenly  I was trying to roar my pleasure while Gisela ground her wet slit against my mouth. 

Lyanna’s mouth slurped the full length of my shaft as I erupted like  a  fountain.  My  muscles  clenched  and  I  gripped  Gisela’s ass so hard I may have bruised it. Lyanna worked her lips up and  down  as  I  came,  eagerly  swallowing  every  drop  while Brinia  still  rode  me.  There  were  no  words  that  could  even come close to describing the overwhelming sensation. 

“Oh,  James,”  Gisela  said  softly,  toying  with  my  hair  while  I gave her sensitive clitoris a few final licks. She twitched and laughed,  then  rolled  off  my  face  and  collapsed  onto  her  side next to me. 

Lyanna’s head suddenly appeared in front of Brinia’s stomach. 

She  wore  nothing  but  a  sly  smile  as  she  pulled  herself forwards and kissed me softly. 

“My  turn,”  Brinia  said,  and  Lyanna  moved  aside.  Brinia  lay down  on  me,  her  huge  breasts  pressed  against  my  chest,  and kissed me deeply and passionately. She licked her wife’s juices from my chin with a smile and went back to kissing me, all the while working her hips in small circles with me still inside her. 

“I’ve never cum that hard in my life,” I said, still out of breath. 

“What about when you got me pregnant?” Elise asked, leaning over and kissing my forehead. 

Brinia immediately reached a hand out and pulled Elise closer to her, kissing her softly. Watching my wives love each other so  deeply  filled  me  with  a  deep  sense  of  satisfaction  and happiness. 

Brinia pulled her lips away from Elise and looked at Lyanna. 

Her eyes went from the woman’s pale breasts, down past her taut  stomach  and  to  the  little  slit  between  her  legs.  Although she couldn’t touch her, Brinia traced a hand down the front of Lyanna, smiling as she pretended she could. 

“One  of  these  days  I’m  going  to  find  a  way  to  touch  you,” 

Brinia said, her hand moving back up towards Lyanna’s perky breasts. “You have been warned.” 

“Well,”  Lyanna  said,  floating  into  the  air.  “If  that  day  ever comes,  you’ll  know  where  to  find  me.”  And  she  promptly floated over to me and sat down on my face with a laugh. I ran my tongue along the length of her lips, then playfully nipped her inner thigh and pushed her off of me. 

“I  still  need  to  catch  my  breath,”  I  said,  holding  her  hand  as she curled up next to me. 

The five of us held each other tightly for a while; Me on my back, Elise lying to my left with Brinia straddling one of my legs  and  one  of  Elise’s.  She  alternated  kissing  me,  kissing Elise, and kissing Elise’s huge breasts. 

Lyanna  sat  next  to  my  head,  her  cool  thigh  pressed  to  my cheek. Her fingers gently combed through my hair. 

Gisela,  still  tired  after  such  a  hard  orgasm,  lay  on  my  right side, her arms wrapped around my thigh. 



“I’m the luckiest man in the world,” I said. “I love all of you so much.” I placed a hand on Elise’s stomach and tried to will all of my love and affection into the life within. 

Brinia’s  hand  rested  next  to  mine,  and  she  smiled  at  Elise. 

“You’re so beautiful as a mother.” 

Elise blushed and leaned her head over until it was resting on my shoulder. “Hurry up and rest, James,” she said softly in my ear. “I need to do that again, all night until you can’t stand.” 

“There  are  some  things  I’d  like  to  do,”  Brinia  said,  crawling up  to  kiss  Elise  on  the  cheek.  Elise  smiled  at  her  wife  and wrapped her arms around Brinia. Soon, the two women were rolling  around  in  bed,  awkwardly  due  to  Elise’s  stomach, while Brinia’s hand went between her wife’s thighs. 

“I  definitely  want  another  round,”  Lyanna  said,  sliding  down and kissing me. Whereas Brinia kissed with relentless passion and  Gisela  kissed  aggressively,  Lyanna’s  lips  were  soft  on mine. She put her arms around my neck and continued kissing me as Gisela began to move. 

Soon, I felt Gisela’s mouth on my cock, coaxing it back to life. 

After  running  her  tongue  from  my  balls  all  the  way  to  my frenulum, she smiled at me and crawled on top. 

My  cock  lay  flat  against  my  stomach  and  Gisela  lowered herself so that she was rubbing her wet pussy along my length. 

She  gave  me  a  devilish  smile  as  she  slowly  worked  her  hips back and forth, coating me with her juices. 



“If this is our last opportunity to have you for a while, we’re going to make tonight count.” 
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he next morning came far too soon. I could have spent Tan infinite amount of time making love to my wives, and we certainly tried. 

While  I  was  usually  an  early  riser,  the  sun  was  already  up when  I  finally  pulled  myself  out  of  bed.  I  went  over  to  the washstand and splashed some water on my face, then scrubbed my  teeth.  Lyanna  floated  over  to  me  and  wrapped  her  arms around my waist as I cleaned up. 

“Thanks for last night, James,” she said. 

I dried my face and held her tightly. 

“Thanks  for  all  the  happiness  you’ve  given  me,”  I  told  her, kissing the top of her head. 

“They  arrive  today,”  she  said,  and  I  wasn’t  sure  if  it  was  a question or statement. 

“Yep.  And  we’re  all  going  to  be  just  fine.”  I  walked  over  to my wardrobe and grabbed a pair of breeches. “They’ll quickly realize  they  can’t  get  across  our  moat.  If  they  somehow manage  to  do  that,  they’ll  never  make  it  up  our  walls.”  I grabbed the mask from the small engraved box that held it and slipped it in my pocket. “I’m keeping this on me today so you can stay close by.” 

“Good,”  Lyanna  said.  “Teaching  the  children  is  nice  and  all, but I’d rather spend time around my husband.” She smiled as she said the word. 

Brinia snorted herself awake as Gisela crawled over her. She looked around with shadowed eyes and slapped Gisela on her bare bottom, then let her head fall back onto her pillow. 

“What time is it?” Brinia asked. 

“Time for me to get to work,” I replied as Gisela walked to the wash stand. My eyes lingered on her strong, naked body until Lyanna laughed. 

“Careful, honey. We don’t have time for that this morning.” 

Gisela  turned  and  saw  me  watching  her.  She  smiled  back  at me. 

Brinia  crawled  over  to  Elise  and  lay  her  head  on  the  blonde woman’s shoulder, which woke her. 

“The  only  battle  I’m  fighting  today  is  getting  Elise  to  admit that she likes women as much as men.” 

Elise’s  eyes  snapped  open  and  she  opened  her  mouth  in surprise, but Brinia moved forwards and placed a quick kiss on her  lips.  With  a  laugh,  she  snuggled  back  onto  Elise’s shoulder. 



“You two are cute together,” Gisela said as she grabbed a pair of stockings from the wardrobe next to mine. 

“Thanks,” Brinia said, kissing Elise on the cheek. “Come on, beautiful,” Brinia said as she crawled over her wife and stood. 

“Let’s get cleaned up and face the day.” 

“Can’t  I  sleep  a  little  longer?”  Elise  asked  as  she  pulled  the sheet over her head. “Just another two days, that’s all I need.” 

Gisela was facing away from me so I reached out and grabbed her ass. She yelped and spun to face me, then gave me a smile. 

She threw her arms around me and kissed me. 

“Come on, lazy bones,” Brinia said as she pulled the sheet off of  Elise,  exposing  her  completely.  “You  need  to  take  your morning walk, to keep that baby healthy.” She reached down and helped Elise off the bed. 

“They  really  are  cute  together,”  Lyanna  said  as  Elise  and Brinia walked to the wash stand, hand in hand. “Between the two  of  them,  I  think  they  have  enough  tits  and  ass  for  five women.” 

“My  wives  are  beautiful,”  Gisela  said  with  a  proud  smile  as she grabbed a pair of her leather breeches. Her eyes lingered on  the  two  naked,  giggling  women  for  a  moment,  then  she began pulling her breeches on. 

“So, what’s the plan today, James?” Lyanna asked. 

I turned away from Elise and Brinia. Their beauty would suck me  in  like  a  vortex,  every  time.  It  was  hard  to  concentrate when they were standing naked ten feet away from me. 



“Arandal’s men will start arriving today, so I need to double-and  triple-check  everything.  We  can’t  afford  a  single weakness, anywhere. I need you all to stay in the keep, where you’ll be safe.” 

Gisela gave me a flat look. 

“Except for Gisela, of course,” I added. “A general has to be near her men.” 

“Ahem,” Lyanna said. 

“And  of  course  you,”  I  said  to  Lyanna.  “You’re  our  most powerful  weapon,  as  long  as  none  of  Arandal’s  sorcerers  are around.  Okay,  so  Brinia  and  Elise,  I  need  you  two  to  stay  in the keep where it’s safe.” 

Brinia walked up to me with a frown. She was still fully nude. 

“There’s got to be something I can do to help,” she said, rising onto her toes to brush a kiss against my lips. 

“Take care of Elise,” I said as the pregnant woman walked up to us. “The baby will be due soon, so she could use plenty of help. And you,” I said to Elise as I reached out and placed a hand  on  her  stomach.  “You  be  careful.  I  couldn’t  go  on without you.” 

Brinia looked down at Elise, at her heavy breasts, her swollen stomach, her round backside. She took Elise’s hand and pulled her  into  a  warm  embrace.  “I’ll  take  good  care  of  you,  don’t worry, my love.” 

“Thank  you,”  Elise  said,  missing  the  double  meaning completely. 



One of Brinia’s hands dropped to Elise’s bottom and she gave it a squeeze. Elise laughed. 

“Let’s get you dressed and ready for that walk,” Brinia said as she took Elise’s hand and led her away, to the adjacent room where the queens kept the majority of their clothing. Only the basics  were  in  a  wardrobe  next  to  mine,  and  those  mostly Gisela’s. 

My  eyes  were  drawn  to  their  undulating  round  backsides  as they  walked  away.  After  a  moment,  I  realized  Gisela  was staring  just  as  openly.  For  that  matter,  Lyanna  was  as  well.  I laughed and grabbed a shirt. 

“After last night I feel like I should be all sexed out,” Gisela said  as  she  stuffed  her  feet  into  her  boots.  “But  if  I’m  being honest, I want it more than ever.” 

As my eyes caressed her pale skin, I couldn’t help but agree. 

“As soon as this war is over, we’ll have plenty of time to have fun,” I told the tall woman. 

“Yeah, I know. Let’s go make sure it’s over as soon as possible then.” She closed the door of the wardrobe and slipped an arm through her leather vest. It was formed to her body and made from hardened leather, so it was almost a breastplate. It went well with her leather breeches; Gisela confessed that while she wanted  to  wear  functional,  lightweight  armor  to  protect  her, she liked looking good in it as well. 

I pulled on a simple gambeson made from ten layers of linen, dyed  black.  By  itself  it  was  surprisingly  effective,  for  being just  cloth.  It  reached  halfway  down  my  thighs,  and  to  just below my elbows. The collar was tall and nearly reached my chin. Next, I grabbed my arming cap; made from ten layers of linen, just like the gambeson. 

After  that,  I  hefted  my  breastplate  and  slid  it  over  my  head, then  laced  it  up  on  each  side.  It  was  made  from  thin  steel layered  with  hard  leather;  the  result  was  that  it  would  stop  a thrust from a lance, but it allowed for greater flexibility than traditional plate armor. 

Gisela  wore  a  pale  blue  shirt  with  loose-fitting  sleeves,  so  I spent  a  moment  lacing  hard  leather  vambraces  onto  her forearms to keep the sleeves from catching on anything. Over that went a pair of snug-fitting leather gloves. 

My hands got a pair of articulated steel gauntlets. They were a masterpiece of craftsmanship, cost a fortune, and were worth every  penny.  I  retained  full  movement  in  each  finger  with them, but could punch a wall—especially with the heavy studs on  each  knuckle.  To  top  it  all  off,  a  mail  coif  protected  my head and neck. 

Gisela  and  I  fastened  our  sword  belts,  checked  each  other’s armor for loose buckles or straps, then gave each other another kiss  for  good  luck.  I  grabbed  my  pistol  and  shoved  it  in  my holster, and Gisela grabbed one as well. 

Finally,  I  grabbed  two  banners  set  on  6-foot  ash  poles.  On them was my own sigil, a badger clutching crossed lightning bolts on a field of light blue. 



“Ready?” I asked Lyanna. She smiled and walked up next to me. 

“You look impressive,” Lyanna said, looking me up and down. 

“And you as well,” she said to Gisela. 

“Thanks,” Gisela said, turning in a circle with a laugh. 

I  slapped  them  both  on  their  bottoms  and  we  left  the bedchamber. 
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e  made  our  way  through  the  keep  with  haste.  My Wsoldiers were ready to fight, of that I was certain. 

Seeing  their  king  and  two  of  their  queens  on  the  wall  would help  bolster  their  morale,  so  we  set  that  as  our  ultimate destination. 

Soldiers and servants hurried through the halls of the keep as we strode through them. Men and women rushed by, carrying armloads of blankets, cloth for bandages, and dried food that would last for days. I had given orders for certain supplies to be stocked at a dozen points throughout the city, and they were working hard to comply. 

After all, the last thing we needed during a siege was soldiers running out of food, bandages, or anything else. 

We  reached  the  stables,  and  I  ordered  the  stableman  to  fetch my  warhorse.  While  I  was  fond  of  River,  the  old  farm  horse was simply not the best choice in the heat of battle. I walked over to his stable to pet his nose and scratch his ears for a bit. 

He whinnied when he saw me. 



After a few minutes, the stableman brought out two horses; a tall gray mare for Gisela and a massive black stallion for me. I had  named  the  majestic  animal  Hammer  after  seeing  how  he was  trained  to  use  his  hooves  in  battle.  Mist  was  the  name Gisela had chosen for hers, due to the mare’s coloring. 

The saddles were different as well—less built for comfort and more  for  holding  an  armored  rider  in  battle.  They  had  high pommels, and provisions for attaching scabbards. 

Our horses wore light armor beneath the saddles; the barding was similar to the gambeson I wore, but with a layer of mail between the linen. It would protect from all but a shot from the strongest  bows.  Segmented  plates  covered  the  horses’  rumps and necks. 

“Time to go win a war,” I said as I swung into the high saddle. 

Lyanna took her customary place on my lap. 

“Where  do  you  want  to  start?”  she  asked,  calming  her  horse with a firm hand as it danced a few eager steps. 

I  guided  Hammer  with  my  knees,  turning  him  around  in  the stable and letting him walk onto the street. 

“We’ll  take  the  western  end  of  the  wall,  you  the  eastern. 

Together,  we’ll  give  the  soldiers  a  quick  morale  boost  and meet  at  the  main  gate.”  I  extended  one  of  the  banners  to Gisela, and she took it. “See you in a few, my love.” 

Gisela blew us a kiss and turned her mare to the east. 

I  clicked  my  tongue  and  Hammer  leaped  into  motion,  his powerful  legs  propelling  him  forward  like  a  slug  from  a shotgun.  My  hand  gripped  the  pommel  of  the  saddle  to  help hold myself up. 

Hammer loved to run, so I encouraged him. The streets were still  mostly  empty  at  this  hour,  but  the  people  that  were  out were  treated  to  seeing  their  king  charging  through  the  streets on  a  giant  warhorse,  holding  high  the  banner  of  Arcwood. 

Many raised shouts and cheers as I passed. 

The  space  between  houses  grew  as  I  rode  farther  away  from the keep. By the time I neared the wall, several of the houses had  quite  substantial  yards.  A  farmer  had  taken  residence  in one, with his flock of sheep roaming nearby. Good. Hopefully all of them had come inside the city, behind the safety of the walls.  It  pained  me  to  know  that  I  would  lose  some  of  my people in this war; my job was to make those losses as small as possible. 

A  dozen  men  were  camped  next  to  the  wall,  on  the  shore where the wall jutted out into the ocean several dozen feet. I expected  Arandal  to  send  some  men  in  small  boats  at  night around the wall. Those men would be greeted with arrows and death. 

I  reached  the  shallow  ramp  that  led  to  the  wall-walk  and directed Hammer to climb it. He ascended the long ramp, his hooves ringing out loudly on the stone. I held my banner high and proud as we reached the top of the wall. 

“King James!” 

“Queen Lyanna!” 



“Huzzah!” 

“We’ll give ‘em hell today, your grace!” 

The men were happy to see us, especially decked out in armor and riding a massive warhorse as I was. We gave them a few words of encouragement and had them check each other’s gear one last time, then spurred Hammer into a trot and made my way to the next group of men. 

Their numbers had more than tripled, for which I was grateful. 

Whereas  before  the  wall  was  populated  by  a  small  cannon manned by four men every hundred yards, now fourteen men stood by each cannon, with a neat stack of provisions, cloth for bandages, clay jugs filled with clean water, and a barrel filled with arrows. Supply men walked the wall at regular intervals, ensuring everyone’s supplies were topped off. 

Between each posting men patrolled in groups of two, keeping a close eye on the treeline a mile away. That seemed like a far distance until I reminded them that a good horse could cover it in a little more than thirty seconds. 

“Seen anything yet?” I asked the third group of soldiers. 

“Nothing yet, your grace,” squeaked a smooth-cheeked boy in a  leather  cap.  He  looked  to  be  barely  eighteen.  At  least  he remembered not to salute me out here on the wall. 

“What’s  your  name,  son?”  I  asked  him.  It  pained  me,  seeing one  so  young  serving  on  the  wall.  But  to  win  this,  we  might need men, women,  and children fighting. 

“Riley, your grace. Riley Williamson.” 



I pointed towards the main gate. “The main force of Arandal’s men  will  be  coming  from  that  direction.  They’ll  probably camp in the trees, too far for us to do much of anything. When they  attack,  though,  you  would  be  wise  to  expect  a  bit  of sneakiness.”  I  pointed  at  the  end  of  the  wall,  where  it  jutted into the ocean. “Some are likely to try to scale the wall at the sides, thinking it less guarded. They won’t make it. If any try to sneak around the end of the wall, out in the ocean, they’ll drown full of arrows.” 

Riley’s young face broke into a smile and he stood up straight. 

“If  anyone  tries  the  wall  here,  they’ll  go  down  hard,  your grace.” 

“That’s what I’m counting on,” I told him. “You a fast runner, Riley?” 

“Yes, your grace.” 

“If anything happens here, you’ll be the one to run to the next outpost to call for help. Unless they’re being attacked as well,” 

I added. 

“Right, your grace. I won’t let you down.” 

“I  know  you  won’t,  son,  I  know  you  won’t,”  I  said,  and  his face beamed with pride. 

“You’re  the  pride  of  Arcwood,”  Lyanna  added.  “All  of  you. 

Don’t forget that.” 

I spurred Hammer onto the next group of men and gave them the same speech. I tried to add a twist each time, to focus on something  to  personalize  it.  High  morale  was  my  goal,  and that’s what we got. 

“You men have the benefit of being near the gatehouse,” I told one of the last groups. “I don’t think there’s a thing they could do  to  get  any  of  the  drawbridges  down,  but  you  have  the towers here to really give you an eagle’s eye view.” I pointed to the broad towers above the nearby gatehouse. “That’ll be a good place for archers and my snipers.” 

“Don’t  you  worry,  your  grace,”  One  of  the  men  told  us,  a graying man with sun darkened skin. “Ain’t no one gonna get in  Arcwood.  They  won’t  even  come  close.  If  they  try,  we’ll drive ‘em into the moat, where they’ll drown.” 

I  clapped  him  on  the  shoulder  and  gave  him  a  broad  smile. 

“I’ll be right here, fighting by your side. So will your queens.” 

“I’ll be in this area, so I might not leave anyone left for you all to shoot,” Lyanna said with a wicked grin. 

I  left  that  group  and  went  towards  the  main  gate,  which  was the  only  gatehouse  with  the  drawbridge  still  lowered.  Gisela was already waiting. Still on her horse, she scanned the cora trees. 

“We’re as ready as can be,” I said when I arrived at her side. 

She  grunted  in  reply.  “I  guess  it  just  depends  on  how  many men Arandal sends.” She shaded her eyes with a gloved hand and kept looking. “There,” she said, pointing ahead. 

“I see them,” Lyanna said, squinting. 



I  nudged  Hammer  ahead  a  step  and  scanned  the  treeline. 

Several  dots  slowly  grew  until  they  became  soldiers  on horseback. As they came closer, I recognized the uniforms of my scouts. The pace at which they rode—a full gallop—didn’t bode well. 

I counted the scouts as they approached the drawbridge. Two full squads plus Wallace meant seventeen men had ridden out; only  sixteen  returned.  Our  first  casualty,  and  before  the  first battle began. 

“Raise  the  drawbridge  after  those  men  ride  through!”  I shouted. 

Several  men  hurried  to  the  lower  levels  of  the  gatehouse, where they could raise and lower the drawbridge. I counted the approaching scouts again just to confirm. 

“We’re missing a scout,” I said. 

Gisela  grunted  again.  “I  guess  it’s  too  much  to  hope  he’s simply  late  because  he  was  pissing  behind  a  tree.  Gods  be good, I hope his death was quick.” 

I had no response to that, and tried not to think of Arandal’s love  of  torture.  Lyanna  hugged  me  tightly.  I  pulled  on Hammer’s reins and turned the warhorse around, then nudged him towards the back edge of the wall-walk. 

A dozen and a half sets of hooves rumbled on thick timbers as the  scouts  charged  across  the  drawbridge.  By  the  time  they exited  the  rear  of  the  gatehouse  their  horses  were  walking.  I scanned the scouts and cupped my hands around my mouth. 



“Wallace!” I called out. 

One of the scouts turned and looked up at me. It was Wallace. 

With a slight nod of his head, he turned his horse and spurred him forwards, to the base of the wall. 

“They’re  coming,  your  grace!”  he  called  out.  “Right  behind us, at least five thousand men. Twice that many will arrive in a day’s time.” 

I swore under my breath. No matter their numbers, though, we were safe behind these massive stone walls. At thirty feet high and fifteen feet thick, there was little Arandal’s army could do to traverse them. 

“How did it go? you’re down a man,” I said, just loud enough for Wallace to hear me. 

“Aye,” he replied with a grim expression. “We gave ‘em hell, your  grace.  Set  traps  on  the  road,  just  as  you  said.  The  path through the forest south of Howe was especially nasty. I never set  so  many  tripwires  and  snares  in  my  life,  your  grace.  We smeared  horse  shit  on  arrow  heads  and  launched  them  into their  flanks,  then  ran.  Michaels  hid  several  pits  in  their  path that took out a wagon and two horses. We tried to keep count, and lessened their number by at least a hundred.” He sighed. 

“They got Hastings, though. Some of their men came after us, and while we were faster, his horse took an arrow and fell.” 

“Did they kill him?” 

“No.” 



The  simplicity  of  his  answer  and  the  way  he  stared  at  the ground told me all I needed to know. 

“You and your men have done well, Wallace. General,” I said as I turned to Gisela. 

She moved her horse up next to mine. 

“See that all of these men get medals, once this is done.” 

Gisela gave a slight bow of her head. 

“Thank you, your grace,” Wallace said, then turned his horse back  around.  He  directed  the  men  to  follow  him  to  the barracks,  so  they  could  clean  up  and  prepare  for  their  next mission. 

I  shared  a  brief,  nervous  glance  with  Gisela,  then  we  both turned our horses back to the front of the wall. 

Gisela  twisted  in  her  saddle  and  dug  through  one  of  her saddlebags, retrieving a leather-bound looking glass. Holding it to her eye, she scanned the treeline. 

“I  can  take  care  of  the  first  men,”  Lyanna  said,  her  eyes watching the same direction as Gisela. 

I hated the thought of risking her; any sorcerers present would kill her the moment they knew she was there. But she was an invaluable weapon. I nodded, my jaw clenched. 

Thirty minutes passed, and Gisela suddenly straightened in her saddle and clicked her tongue.. 

“I see them,” she said, scanning side to side. “That should be their scouts at the front. Here.” 



She passed the looking glass to me and I put it to my eye. The distant treeline leaped into view. 

Dozens, perhaps as many as a hundred men on horseback rode out  from  beneath  the  shade  of  the  cora  forest.  Their  light armor and shortbows marked them as scouts. I scanned either side, as far as the city wall where it met water, looking for any additional enemies. None came into view. 

“The rest of their forces should be right behind them,” I said quietly. 

Ten minutes of waiting proved me right. 

Movement  in  the  shadow  of  the  cora  trees  materialized  into soldiers  with  pikes  leaning  against  their  shoulders.  I  did  my best to count, and came up with two columns of infantry, each with a ten-man front. They marched out into the open, and an officer on horseback moved in front of them and commanded them to stop. 

At this distance I couldn’t hear any of their commands, but it was  clear  they  were  preparing  to  make  camp.  They  worked methodically,  so  their  progress  was  surprisingly  fast.  The soldiers organized into groups and began erecting small tents in  neat,  orderly  rows  under  the  watchful  eye  of  their commander. 

“I  think  now  would  be  a  good  time  to  pay  them  a  visit,” 

Lyanna said. 

I lowered the looking glass and wrapped my arms around her. 

She hugged me back and promised to be careful, then floated away. Before she was five feet from me, she disappeared. 

“Hopefully  there  are  no  sorcerers  at  the  front,”  I  said,  and Gisela’s brow wrinkled in concern. 

I  handed  the  looking  glass  back  to  my  red-haired  beauty. 

Watching Lyanna work would be too stressful, and I wanted to focus on the defenses. I went through a mental checklist, but realized I had done all of those things already. We were about as ready as could be. 

Gisela  sucked  in  air  through  her  teeth  and  my  head  snapped up. 

“They definitely know she’s there. By the gods, they’re going crazy right now.” She barked a laugh. “I’m certainly glad she’s on our side.” 

“What’s happening?” I asked. 

“There was an officer on horseback, directing the pikemen to make  their  camp.  He’s  dead,  as  well  as….”  Her  lips  moved silently  as  she  counted.  “I  don’t  know.  There  are  at  least  a dozen  bodies  on  the  ground.  The  rest  of  the  men  are panicking.” 

A dark cloud suddenly formed above the camp, swirling into existence in a matter of seconds. A bolt of lightning struck the ground, then two more times in quick succession. 

I exchanged another worried glance with Gisela. 

“She  got  away.  They  were  chasing  her  off,”  she  said. 

“Lyanna’s too smart to get caught.” 



She put the looking glass back to her eye. 

“Gods, they’re really panicking. Looks like some officers are trying to calm them, but not having much luck. Whatever she did, it worked.” 

I forced myself to remain calm, and told myself over and over that  she  was  okay.  Lyanna  hadn’t  been  hit  by  those  bolts  of lightning. She was okay, and would be back in my arms in a matter of minutes. 

“I should cut down the nearest cora trees,” I said. “We could use  the  lumber,  and  it  would  give  the  enemy  less  to  hide beneath.” 

Gisela pursed her lips. “It’s already pretty far away, though.” 

“Yeah,  I  know.  I  don’t  think  I  could  bring  myself  to  destroy something so beautiful, too. It’s just the stress talking.” 

“Well,  next  time  you  should  let  your  mouth  do  the  talking instead of your nerves,” Lyanna said as she suddenly appeared right next to me. 

“Lyanna!” I reached down and grabbed her arm, then hoisted her up onto my lap. 

She winced and rubbed at her ankle. There was a dark patch on her skin, almost like a burn mark. She saw the concern on my face. 

“They had two sorcerers at the front of the army, waiting for me. It’s okay, just a small burn.” 



“I  imagine  any  forces  that  come  near  the  city  will  have  the support of at least one sorcerer,” I said. “We’ll have to find a way to deal with them to keep you safe.” 

The three of us remained there above the gatehouse, watching the enemy arrive. There was little we could do at this distance other than observe, learn, and wait. 

As the sun was halfway through its descent, Gisela spoke up again. 

“Looks  like  more  are  arriving,  although  it’s  hard  to  tell  with those damn cora trees.” Her mouth tightened as she swept the looking  glass  from  side  to  side.  “There’s  got  to  be….”  She lowered the looking glass and met my eyes. 

When  she  didn’t  say  anything,  I  held  my  hand  out.  She slapped the looking glass in my palm and I took another look. 

More  camps  had  been  erected  on  either  side  of  the  first  one. 

As  I  swept  the  looking  glass  to  my  left,  I  saw  columns  of infantry  arriving  at  regular  intervals.  Like  clockwork,  each column spread out and formed into precise camps. 

By  the  time  the  sun  was  near  the  horizon  and  the  shadows stretched  far,  the  enemy  camps  numbered  over  a  hundred.  I handed  the  looking  glass  to  Gisela,  who  slid  it  into  her saddlebag. 

Lyanna  opened  her  mouth  to  say  something,  but  closed  it again. I squeezed her against my chest. 

“From  the  size  of  their  formations  and  the  number  of  their camps,  we’re  looking  at  twenty  thousand  infantry,”  Gisela said,  her  voice  quiet  and  hard.  “They  have  more  in  the  rear, where  we  can’t  see.  Cavalry,  in  case  they  manage  to  get  the drawbridge  down.  Cooks  and  quartermasters,  although  they won’t be fighting. Look,” She pointed ahead of us, towards the cora trees. Even at this distance, a faint glow was visible in the deep  shadows  of  the  forest.  “Those  are  too  big  to  be campfires.” 

“What are we going to do?” Lyanna asked. 

She was inexperienced with fighting of this nature, which was for the better. From her point of view, our situation probably looked hopeless. 

The truth was much worse. 



Chapter 11

11

t  night,  their  fires  outnumbered  the  stars.  The  cora Aforest glowed orange from the light of their torches, campfires,  and  forges.  I  imagined  temporary  ovens  had  been built as well—it took a lot of bread to feed that many soldiers, after all. 

Gisela had left some time ago to check on the soldiers again. I had given her the mask, wrapped in cloth, so Lyanna could go with  her.  No  sense  in  making  her  sit  here  and  watch  the treeline for hours on end. She had given me the looking glass. 

“Stay alert, men,” I called out to the soldiers near me. Turning Hammer around, I set him at a slow walk towards the nearest ramp. “They might test our defenses at night. Remember your sleep rotation!” 

The nearest ramp was a few hundred yards away so I gave the same  speech  to  others  as  I  passed  them;  not  that  they  hadn’t already heard it half a dozen times from their general. When I detected  any  fear,  I  tried  to  remind  my  men  that  no  matter what  the  enemy  numbered,  they  were  on  the  ground  and  we were  protected  by  a  huge  moat  and  a  thirty-foot  tall  wall  of solid granite. That helped calm them. 

The city was quiet as I rode Hammer through the streets. The stallion seemed to have picked up on the mood as well; usually he was eager to run, but on this night he kept his head down and plodded along. 

My expression must have been dark when I arrived at the royal stables, for the stableman, usually quick with a polite greeting, took  one  look  at  my  face  and  hurried  to  stable  my  horse  in silence. 

I walked through the hallways of the keep, offering words of encouragement to everyone I saw, be they knight or servant. 

My  wives  were  already  in  the  bedchamber  when  I  arrived. 

Elise  was  reclined  on  our  massive  bed,  wincing  as  Brinia rubbed her feet. Gisela was removing her clothing and hanging it  in  the  wardrobe,  talking  with  Lyanna,  who  was  pacing across the room. 

“Was there any outward sign that they were sorcerers?” Gisela asked, pushing her leather breeches down past her hips. 

“Their  cloaks,”  Lyanna  replied.  “First  off,  not  many  soldiers were wearing cloaks, and second, these men wore cloaks with blue linings. Hey, James.” She floated up to me and gave me a hug. 

“My  love,”  I  said,  holding  her  tightly.  “How  are  you  all holding up?” I asked my wives. “Elise? How’s the baby?” 



“Strong,”  she  replied,  and  made  a  noise  that  was  somewhere between a laugh and a groan. “I swear, he’s kicking my insides black and blue.” 

I hurried to the bed, excited. Few things made me happier than feeling  my  child  kick.  Standing  next  to  Elise,  I  placed  my hands on her stomach and leaned down. 

“Hey there, buddy,” I said, my mouth close to her stomach. “I can’t wait to show you the world.” 

“Don’t  tell  me  you’re  shy  now,”  Elise  said  to  her  stomach. 

“You  were  kicking  mama  in  the  ribs  not  ten  minutes  gone.” 

She poked a finger into her side a few times, and then I felt the baby. 

A small bulge appeared on her stomach and moved to the side, right beneath my hands. 

“I think that was his hand,” she said. “His feet are over here.” 

She poked her side again and smiled. 

Brinia  brought  her  hands  up  next  to  mine  and  felt  the  baby moving  as  well.  “I  love  this  so  much,”  she  said,  crawling closer.  She  placed  her  mouth  next  to  Elise’s  stomach  and spoke to the baby. “I love you, little baby. I’m looking forward to finally meeting you.” 

Elise’s  stomach  bulged  again  and  Brinia’s  face  lit  up  like  a sunrise. 

Gisela approached, her shapely legs peeking out from beneath the long shirt she wore. “You guys are cute, you know that?” 

she said. “Wait—” 



Gisela turned suddenly and crossed the room, heading for the fireplace. She set three more pieces of wood on the angled iron bars above the fire; as logs turned to ash, gravity would send more  into  the  fire  to  keep  it  burning.  Brushing  her  hands together, she came back to the bed. 

“The  last  thing  I  want  is  to  be  cold  tonight,”  she  said  as  she crawled onto the bed. I leaned over and kissed her on the hip as she crawled by me. 

“Do you need anything, Elise?” Brinia asked, rubbing her arm. 

“Yeah,”  Elise  groaned.  “I  have  to  pee  again.  By  the  gods,  it never seems to end.” She threw her legs over the side of the bed and I helped her stand. 

I kicked off my boots, then pulled off my clothes and tossed them on the floor. Gisela patted the bed beside her, so I moved there  on  hands  and  knees,  then  threw  back  the  blanket  and plopped  down.  Once  I  settled,  Gisela  lay  her  head  on  my shoulder. Lyanna floated down and lay on my chest, as usual. 

“What  a  day,”  I  said,  unable  to  really  put  my  thoughts  into words. Gisela muttered something incoherently. 

Elise came back into the room, both hands on her stomach as she  walked  to  the  bed.  Brinia  helped  her  lay  down,  then snuggled up to her. 

I had a feeling this was the last peaceful night I was going to get for a while. 

It was a dream that woke me. 



In  my  dream,  the  city  burned  with  magical  fire  that  melted stone.  People  tried  to  flee  and  were  cut  down  like  blades  of grass. Arandal, surrounded by sorcerers, walked up to the keep and demanded my head. 

In other words, not a great dream. 

The moment I moved, Lyanna floated a few inches into the air. 

She  was  used  to  adjusting  herself  around  my  nighttime movements. This time, however, she noticed I was awake and cocked her head to the side as if asking an unspoken question. 

I  carefully  slid  out  from  beneath  Gisela’s  head,  then  peeled back the covers and slipped out of bed. Being surrounded by three women, it wasn’t easy. 

I  tip-toed  across  the  room  until  I  got  to  a  chair  near  the fireplace, where I sat. Lyanna walked up to me and placed her hands on my knees, then lay her chin on her hands. 

“Can’t sleep?” she asked. 

I stared into the flames on the hearth. “Yeah. It’s hard to sleep with all that’s going on out there,” I jabbed a thumb over my shoulder, towards the wall. 

“I  know  what  you  mean,”  Lyanna  said.  “It’s  hard  for  me  to sleep sometimes, considering I’m dead.” 

I  laughed  quietly  at  her  joke.  “It  also  feels  weird,  sleeping comfortably  in  my  bed  with  my  wives  while  such  immense danger  lurks  outside  the  walls.  Soon,  men  will  be  dying  out there. For me. I guess it’s just a lot to take in.” 



“You’re a king, James,” Lyanna said, tracing a fingertip up my thigh.  “You  can’t  expect  a  king  to  sleep  on  the  ground.  You have  to  stay  safe,  or  everything  falls  apart.  This  is  your  city, after all.” 

She had a point, I guess. 

“The odds that we face aren’t easy,” Lyanna said. “But, we’re going to make it. As you’ve said yourself, we’re behind thick walls, and they’re out there on the ground. They may have ten times  the  men,  but  the  struggle  they  face  to  even  reach  our walls is damn near insurmountable.” 

“I  just  wish  I  could  get  my  hands  on  Arandal  and  end  this before  any  blood  has  to  be  shed.”  I  clenched  my  fist  as  if  it held his throat. 

“Enough  thinking  about  that  scumbag,”  she  said,  her  tracing finger  still  moving  across  my  thigh.  “Let’s  think  about  other things  right  now.  Just  you  and  I,  husband  and  wife.”  Her fingertip  brushed  across  my  crotch,  which  began  to  stir.  “I know something that will take your mind off of this.” 

She  reached  out  and  grabbed  my  flaccid  penis  and  slipped  it into  her  mouth  with  a  devilish  grin.  Her  sucking  quickly brought it to life, and soon her lips were sliding up and down my full length. She pulled it out of her mouth and gripped the base suddenly, holding me by the base of my shaft. 

“I  guess  another  benefit  of  me  being  a  ghost  is  that  I  don’t really gag.” She put my cock back in her mouth and took my full length, until her lips were wrapped around the base, then pulled it out again. “I never really noticed that until now.” 



I leaned back in the chair and relaxed for a moment while she worked  her  mouth  up  and  down,  enjoying  her  newfound discovery of a lack of a gag reflex. After a moment she looked up at me, pensive. 

“Hey, do you want to try….” Her words trailed off, but I knew what she meant. 

I  leaned  forwards  and  grabbed  her  silvery  hair  in  one  hand, twisting it until my fist was tight against the back of her head. 

The corners of her open mouth twisted into a smile as I pushed myself down her throat. 

“Hold on,” I said, pushing myself to my feet. Still gripping her by  her  hair,  I  began  thrusting  in  and  out  of  her  mouth.  My cock slid right down her throat. With a tight grip on her hair I moved myself in and out of her mouth as if I were fucking a pussy or ass, and she took it all without hesitation. Her throat felt incredible, and soon I was really giving it to her, pounding good and hard. 

She suddenly pulled back and I immediately released her hair, hoping I hadn’t hurt her. Quite the contrary; she was fine, but wanted  to  take  things  a  step  beyond  foreplay.  Lyanna  wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then pushed me back on the chair. 

I  sat  back,  my  cock  standing  erect  like  a  flagpole.  Lyanna stepped  onto  the  chair,  feet  on  each  side  of  my  hips,  and lowered herself onto my lap. She impaled herself on my girthy member and immediately began sliding her hips up and down. 

My hands went to her small waist and I added my own force to her movements. I was grateful we were thirty feet away from the  bed,  for  the  sound  of  skin  slapping  against  skin  surely would have woken my wives up had we been closer. 

Lyanna worked her hips in small circles as I pulled her down onto me over and over, and leaned forwards and kissed me. It was a kiss of passion, of pent-up stress finally being released. 

Her  tongue  invaded  my  mouth,  and  she  gripped  my  face aggressively while slamming her ass against my thighs. 

My usual stamina wasn’t enough to withstand such hard sex, and I soon found myself moaning into her mouth while I filled her  with  my  seed.  I  felt  Lyanna’s  lips  curve  into  a  smile  on mine as she worked her hips in small circles, gyrating on my lap. 

She  leaned  forwards  and  lay  her  head  on  my  shoulder,  still moving  her  hips.  My  hands  squeezed  her  firm  ass,  and  she wrapped her arms around my neck. 

“I certainly feel better now,” I said with a chuckle. 

“Same,” Lyanna said. “Ready to go back to bed?” 

“No,” I said after a moment. “I can’t sleep, even after that. I want to go check on the wall.” 

Lyanna  sat  up  straight  with  me  still  inside  her.  “You  have officers  to  do  that  for  you,  James.  You're  a  king.  Get  some sleep.” 

I pursed my lips. “I just feel compelled to check things out.” 

She  smiled  and  leaned  forwards,  placing  a  kiss  on  my  lips. 

“Such a king at heart,” she said, then leaned back and stood. 



I placed my hands on the arms of the chair and went to stand up, but she stopped me. Crawling between my thighs, she took my  limp  cock  in  her  mouth  and  sucked,  licking  all  of  her juices and my cum from it. 

“You  know,”  she  said,  giving  the  crown  of  my  dick  another suck. “This is the only thing I can taste.” 

“Huh?” I didn’t follow. 

“Your cum,” she explained. “If I tried to eat food it would just fly right through my head. My hands as well, for that matter. 

But,  I  can  actually  taste  your  cum.”  She  took  my  full  length into her mouth and her cheeks hollowed as she sucked her way from base to tip. “And it tastes great. I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of it.” 

I had to suppress the urge to throw back my head and laugh, and settled for a quiet chuckle. 

“Lyanna, you’re something else, you know that?” 

“Come  on,”  she  said,  finally  releasing  me.  “Let’s  get  you dressed and check the wall.” 
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s quietly as possible, I opened the wardrobe and pulled Aon  my  clothes.  Buckling  on  a  breastplate  without waking a light sleeper like Gisela wasn’t easy, but somehow I managed. 

“The  full  kingly  raiment,  eh?”  Lyanna  asked  with  a  quirked eyebrow as I positioned my sword belt on my waist. 

“You  know  me,”  I  replied  in  a  whisper.  “I  don’t  half-ass anything. I always give it my whole ass.” I slid my rapier into its  scabbard  while  Lyanna  snickered.  My  pistol  and  dagger balanced  it  out  on  my  right  hip;  the  pistol  angled  for  quick right-hand draw, the dagger situated for a cross-body, left-hand draw.  After  setting  my  coif  on  my  head,  I  grabbed  my gauntlets and nodded to Lyanna. 

We turned and started across the bedchamber, but I stopped at a sound. It was just Brinia gasping in her sleep; she had rolled over  onto  Elise  and  practically  suffocated  on  the  woman’s huge breasts. 



Lyanna  shook  her  head  and  stifled  a  laugh  as  we  finished crossing the room, then slipped out the door. Once out there, I pulled on my gauntlets as we strode down the broad hallway. 

Being the middle of the night—or early hours of the morning, honestly I wasn’t sure what time it was other than bedtime—

the keep was nearly empty. My boot heels reverberated in the expansive throne room, echoing almost eerily as we crossed it. 

Two  guards  flanked  the  wide  entrance  to  the  keep,  and straightened up when we passed through. 

“Your grace! Is everything alright?” 

“Yeah, I just can’t sleep,” I told them. “Carry on, men.” 

Since arriving in this strange fantasy world, I had grown better at  telling  time  according  to  the  position  of  the  sun  or  moon. 

Right now, I guessed it was two or three in the morning. 

The  stables  were  dark  and  quiet  when  we  arrived.  No  one came to greet us, as the stableman didn’t start his duty until a bit  after  sunrise.  I  went  to  check  on  River.  As  usual,  he  was sprawled out on a bed of hay, sound asleep. 

“I  have  never  seen  a  horse  sleep  that  way  before,”  Lyanna said. 

“You and me both,” I replied as I leaned down and scratched his  neck.  He  started,  then  smelled  my  hand  and  gave  a  soft whinny before laying his head back down. I patted him on the shoulder and told him sweet dreams. 

“Hammer,”  I  called  out  softly.  The  massive  warhorse  had  a much  different  temperament  than  River,  and  was  liable  to shove a hoof through my head if startled. I called out his name several more times as I approached him, until he was awake. 

He snorted at me, tail swishing. 

“I know, buddy,” I told him as I rubbed his nose. “I’m tired, too. You up for a short ride?” He turned his head away, and I laughed. “Alright, come on, big guy.” 

I led him out of his stall, then saddled him. As late as it was, I simply  didn’t  have  the  energy  to  fasten  his  armor,  not  that  I expected  an  attack  when  Arandal’s  army  was  still  setting  up their camp and preparing. 

“We’re  just  going  to  make  a  quick  circuit  of  the  wall,  then we’ll go back to sleep,” I told him as I pulled himself into the saddle. I offered Lyanna a hand and pulled her onto my lap. 

Together,  we  left  the  stables.  After  a  few  minutes,  when  his muscles  were  warmed  up,  I  booted  him  into  a  trot,  then  an easy gallop. 

“Almost wish I had made the city a bit smaller,” I mumbled as I guided Hammer down the broad streets. 

“It’s  a  beautiful  city  and  you  should  be  proud,”  Lyanna replied. “You made it large enough to grow and grow without fear  of  running  out  of  housing.  I  imagine  it’ll  be  quite  some time before people have to build outside of the city walls.” 

“Yeah, I guess I’m just in a dark mood,” I replied. 

We  finished  the  ride  mostly  silent.  As  I  approached  the western  end  of  the  wall,  I  raised  my  hand  to  the  men positioned  there.  Several  of  them  raised  a  hand  back,  not wanting to wake their sleeping comrades. 

After  slowing  Hammer  to  a  walk,  I  guided  him  up  the  long ramp that led to the wall-walk. Once atop the wall, Lyanna left my  lap  and  floated  next  to  me  as  we  approached  the  first outpost. 

Most of the men were asleep, wrapped up in wool blankets in a  neat  row  on  the  wall-walk.  Two  men  flanked  the  small cannon, long spears angled over their shoulder, keeping watch. 

One man set a booted foot on the crenellation and spat into the moat, while the other dug at his ear with a pinky finger. 

It was dark on top of the wall. Initially I had thought to give them  torches  and  lanterns,  but  then  realized  that  would  just make  them  easier  targets  at  night.  Plus,  I  wanted  their  eyes used to the darkness in case the worst happened. 

I  swung  down  from  Hammer’s  saddle  and  walked  up  to  the men, ensuring my steps were loud enough that I didn’t surprise them. They turned as I approached, each giving a slight bow of the head. 

“Awful early, your grace,” one of the men whispered to me. 

“Yeah, I couldn’t sleep. How has the night been so far? Seen anything worthy of note?” 

The  soldier  shook  his  head.  “Nothing,  your  grace.  Most  of their  cookfires  have  burned  down  to  embers  and  we  haven’t seen a lick of movement in hours.” 



“Good,” I replied. “At least we get one peaceful night, right? 

Don’t worry, we aren’t going to sit on our heels and wait for them  to  make  our  lives  miserable.  When  the  sun  comes  up today,  we’re  going  to  start  picking  away  at  them.”  I  slapped my gauntleted hand down on the heavy barrel of the cannon. 

“Arandal’s army is going to have a really bad day with a dozen and a half of these firing at them, plus my snipers. They won’t know what hit ‘em.” 

The  soldier  laughed  under  his  breath.  “A  cannonball,  your grace. That’s what’ll hit ‘em.” 

I smiled at his joke. 

“Just  keep  your  eyes  sharp,  no  matter  the  hour.  There’s  no telling what these filthy sons of whores will try.” 

The  soldiers  both  gave  me  toothy  grins  at  that.  They  always enjoyed  it  when  I  insulted  the  enemy,  and  the  crasser,  the better. 

I decided to make a little game of it. 

At  the  next  group  of  men  I  gave  much  the  same  speech,  but ended it differently. 

“Just  make  sure  you’re  paying  attention,  no  matter  the  hour. 

These  piss-drinkers  are  likely  to  try  something  while  we sleep.” 

That got a good chuckle out of them, although not quite what I wanted. I tried a different angle with the next group of men. 

“Yeah,  ol’  man  Arandal  is  trying  to  prove  he  actually  has something  between  his  legs,  so  keep  your  eyes  sharp  in  case he comes to the field to squat and pee.” 

That  got  a  guffaw  out  of  them.  Even  Lyanna  laughed  at  that one. 

“You’re  going  to  wind  up  waking  everyone  if  you  keep  this up,” Lyanna said, still smiling. 

“You’re probably right, I just like making the soldiers laugh,” I replied. “Let’s finish these rounds and go back to bed.” 

“Yes,  please,”  Lyanna  said.  “I  would  much  rather  be  in  bed with you than out here right now.” 

“Okay, okay. I’ll keep the jokes to a minimum.” I chuckled to myself as we left the group of men and plodded along towards the next. These checks shouldn’t take more than another hour or so. 

Something in the distance caught my eye. A shadow between crenellations  but  moving.  As  I  focused,  I  realized  it  was  just my  imagination.  Nothing  was  moving  tonight  except  for Lyanna and me. 

“What is it?” Lyanna asked, looking up at me. 

“Nothing,” I said. “Thought I saw something, but I’m jumping at shadows.” 

Lyanna turned and floated ahead to the area I was staring at so intently. She gasped, then lunged forwards, grabbing the very shadow I had seen. 

Turns out, it wasn’t a shadow. It was a man dressed in black. 

His death scream was loud enough to wake everyone within a hundred feet. 

“They’re climbing the walls!” Lyanna shouted. 

Without hesitation, I turned back to the group of men we had just left. 

“To arms! Grab your spears, they’re scaling the wall!” 

Men  rolled  around,  groggily  pulling  themselves  from  a  deep slumber. 

I  kicked  Hammer  forwards,  towards  a  man  in  all  black  that climbed over the top of the wall. As soon as he set foot on the wall-walk, Hammer reared onto his hind legs and swiped his front hooves across the man’s face, sending him toppling back into the water. Another man screamed as Lyanna killed him. 

“Wake  up!”  I  shouted  at  the  top  of  my  lungs.  “To  arms! 

They’re climbing the walls!” 


Another  man  leaped  between  the  crenellations  and  pulled  a sword from his back. I grabbed my pistol, took quick aim, and thumbed back the hammer. 

The  crack  of  the  gunshot  cut  through  the  night  like  a  knife. 

Half of the man’s head exploded in a spray of red, and he fell from the wall. 

I  slammed  my  pistol  into  my  holster  and  spurred  Hammer towards the next group of men, almost a hundred yards away. 

“We have to warn everyone, Lyanna!” 

She flew next to me and managed to outpace Hammer. 



When  we  reached  the  next  group  of  men,  the  fighting  had already begun. Some of them had been caught asleep, and had their throats torn out before they could react. 

Two men stood in front of men, completely covered in black cloth except for their eyes. The fight had gotten into Hammer, and  he  lowered  his  head  and  charged  towards  them.  Lyanna reached  them  first,  killing  one  man  in  a  matter  of  seconds. 

Moments  later,  Hammer  slammed  into  the  next  man,  fifteen hundred pounds of horse trampling him like he was made of straw.  Without  even  slowing  down,  Hammer  ran  towards  the next  man  he  saw  and  I  had  to  pull  hard  on  his  reins  so  he didn’t  kill  one  of  my  men  by  accident.  Damn  horse  was  a barbarian. 

“Spear!” I shouted. “Give me a spear!” 

I turned Hammer as a man hurried over the edge of the wall. 

The massive warhorse reared and lashed out with his hooves, tearing half the man’s face off and sending him back into the moat. 

“Your grace!” 

One of my soldiers thrust the butt end of a spear at me and I took it in my gauntleted hand. 

In the distance, a bell began to toll, loud and clear. 

“The gatehouse!” I shouted, hoping Lyanna would hear me. I turned  Hammer  towards  the  gatehouse,  looking  for  my  wife, and  saw  her  twenty  feet  ahead.  Wherever  she  touched,  men screamed  and  died.  The  soldiers  of  Arcwood  formed  a  half-circle behind her, none getting too close. Her face was as grim as death itself. 

I nudged Hammer closer to the wall and looked over the edge. 

The black waters of the moat churned as men swam through the  cold  water.  They  climbed  the  sheer  wall  like  spiders, fingers gripping the stone like a ladder. 

Something was wrong. 

I rammed my spear into the brain of a man when he got close to the top of the wall, then looked around for an explanation. 

Barely  visible  in  the  darkness  of  night,  black-garbed  men stood  in  lines  on  the  other  side  of  the  moat,  ready  to  cross. 

They  passed  by  a  man  covered  in  a  dark  cloak,  and  he  did something with his hands, causing them to glow. 

A sorcerer. 

“Lyanna!” I shouted. “Sorcerers!” 

Her head snapped around at the word. I pointed towards one and  she  looked,  eyes  narrowing.  She  lowered  herself  to  the wall-walk so she wouldn’t be visible to a sorcerer standing on the other side of the moat. 

“You!”  I  stabbed  a  finger  towards  a  soldier  right  behind  me. 

His  spear  took  a  man  in  the  face,  then  he  stepped  back  and glanced briefly at me. 

“Take  that  cannon  and  shoot  that  man  with  the  cloak!”  I pointed towards the sorcerer, and the man nodded. 



I  guided  Hammer  further  from  the  edge  of  the  wall,  then swung down out of the saddle. Running towards the cannon, I arrived just as another man pulled himself onto the wall-walk between two crenellations. 

He pulled a short sword from his back and stood ready, but he was no match for me with my spear. His best attack still fell two feet short of reaching me. 

My  first  two  strikes  were  deflected,  my  third  scraped  across his  black  breastplate,  but  my  final  thrust  caught  him  in  the throat.  I  leaned  my  body  weight  into  it,  tearing  his  neck savagely and twisting the blade. He staggered and I yanked the spear from his throat, then took a step towards him and planted my boot in his stomach, sending him backwards over the wall. 

He fell onto another man on his way down, sending them both into the moat. The cold water became their grave. 

Black-clad  soldiers  were  swarming  like  a  plague  of  insects over  the  walls.  Lyanna,  being  cautious  in  the  presence  of sorcerers,  kept  back  and  killed  men  as  soon  as  they  reached the top. 

I  ran  to  the  cannon,  where  the  young  soldier  was  fumbling with it. It was already loaded; it just needed to be aimed and fired. 

“There!” I pointed. 

While  small  for  a  cannon,  it  was  still  dreadfully  heavy.  The steel  barrel  sat  in  a  thick  wooden  frame  with  four  wooden wheels  at  the  bottom.  I  grabbed  one  corner  and  heaved, angling the cannon to the side. After that, I turned a crank on the side of the frame while the soldier grabbed a thin stick of sulfur-soaked pine and a flint and steel. 

As  soon  as  sparks  showered  onto  the  thin  sliver  of  wood,  it burst  into  flame.  He  held  it  to  the  fuse,  which  caught immediately,  then  tossed  the  stick  behind  him.  I  ran  to  the back of the cannon and looked down the barrel, then slammed my shoulder into the side of it again, nudging it to the side. I crouched down and put my fingertips in my ears. 

Fire  and  smoke  spewed  from  the  barrel,  with  a  roar  loud enough to momentarily stop the fight. It was doubtful any of Arandal’s men had heard anything like that before. They had sorcery, but I had fucking cannons. 

I grabbed my spear while using my other hand to fan away the cloud  of  smoke.  My  shot  had  hit  its  mark.  Pieces  of  the sorcerer and several other men piled around a small crater in the  ground.  Soldiers  fled  from  that  area,  probably  wondering what kind of black magic I was using. 

“Reload  and  send  another  one  out!”  I  shouted  at  the  soldier. 

“Lyanna, this sorcerer is dead!” 

The  grimness  on  her  face  relaxed  a  bit  and  she  rushed forwards,  only  stopping  for  a  second  at  a  time  to  lay  waste around her. 

I grabbed a cannonball from the neat stack of thirty and held it in my hand. It was fist-sized and solid metal. Back at the edge of the wall, I found a man halfway up and moved so that I was right  above  him.  I  drew  my  arm  back  and  hurled  the cannonball  at  him  with  all  my  might.  Ten  pounds  of  iron shattered his skull and sent him crashing into the man below him. 

Lyanna had left the wall-walk and darted across the base of the wall,  killing  with  every  step.  Floating  corpses  littered  the moat. She sped across the moat and attacked the group of men waiting to cross and sent them fleeing for their lives. In only a matter  of  seconds  the  dead  numbered  in  the  dozens.  After  a full minute, hundreds of bodies covered the field. 

Since  this  part  of  the  wall  was  relatively  clear,  I  fetched Hammer and climbed back into my saddle. 

“Lyanna!” I called out several times, hoping she could hear me over the din of battle. One of the soldiers took up the call as well, and after a moment Lyanna appeared on top of the wall again. 

“We need to get to the gatehouse,” I said and held my hand out for her. 

She shook her head and moved in front of me. “I’m faster than you. Come on.” 

With that, she sped across the wall-walk and I set Hammer at a dead run, following behind. 
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dry, grainy feeling sat behind my eyes as I faced down Athe black-clad soldier. He was a quick bastard, his short sword  turning  away  every  thrust  of  my  spear.  Hours  of fighting  had  filled  me  with  a  weariness  that  made  my  limbs feel like iron and my armor seem as if it was made from lead. 

Exhaustion made every movement feel like the air was water, but I forced myself onwards, never faltering, for any mistake meant death. 

The enemy soldier swung his short blade, knocking my spear to the side, and rushed forwards. His short sword was coming back around, right for my head. 

Reaching across my body, I snatched my knife from its sheath and  rammed  it  upwards,  right  below  the  bottom  edge  of  his breastplate. His sword crashed weakly into my shoulder, then he  fell  back  with  a  horrible  shriek  as  I  twisted  my  knife  and pulled it out. 

I  pulled  my  spear  back  to  finish  him  off,  but  Sir  Arlo  was suddenly  there.  His  sword  ran  through  the  man’s  temple, killing him instantly. 

“Thanks,” I yelled as I sheathed my knife, then turned back to the front of the wall. 

Only a few enemy soldiers remained here. I charged one with my spear, taking him in the side of the neck while he engaged with  one  of  my  soldiers.  With  a  grunt  and  a  twist,  I  heaved him back over the edge of the wall. 

Ten feet to my left, Sir Dale swung a gauntleted fist into a man coming  over  the  edge  of  the  wall,  sending  him  right  back down.  The  heavyset  knight  took  a  step  and  kicked  another climber in the face, spraying blood and teeth into the air. 

Wasting no time, I jogged east along the wall, towards the next group  of  enemy  soldiers.  The  clanking  of  armor  told  me  Sir Arlo and Sir Dale were right behind me. My heart pounded in my chest and my throat was raw from breathing so hard for so long—the sun had risen hours ago, and the fighting was only now starting to ebb. 

A cannon rang out and I didn’t even flinch. My body moved numbly  towards  the  enemy,  one  foot  in  front  of  the  other. 

Behind me, Sir Dale wheezed. Even Sir Arlo was exhausted, and that man seemed to have an endless well of energy. 

A  group  of  men  charged  us,  short  swords  swinging  and stabbing. They didn’t have the armor we did, though, so their attacks  did  little  more  than  anger  us.  My  spear  took  the  first man through the eye. Sir Arlo ignored a sword to the side of his  helmet  and  brought  his  own  blade  down,  splitting  the man’s  head  like  firewood.  Sir  Dale  had  found  a  spear somewhere and lay about him, stabbing furiously at anything in black. 

I  broke  away  from  the  two  knights  and  ran  forwards.  Two black-clad soldiers had just slaughtered half a dozen of mine, and  I  wanted  revenge.  My  spear  caught  the  first  by  surprise, ramming  into  the  back  of  the  man’s  neck  and  dropping  him like a stone. The second man wasn’t so easy. 

He was a heavyset man, with massive shoulders and no neck. 

Whereas most other soldiers we had fought had been equipped with short swords, this man wielded a narrow-bladed axe with blinding  speed.  The  pointed  head  of  that  axe  was  the  perfect weapon  for  punching  through  armor,  especially  with  his strength. 

The  man  turned  when  he  saw  his  comrade  fall  and  launched himself at me, his axe a whirlwind. In his thick arms, the axe was an almost impossible thing to block. For one of the first times  since  this  battle  began,  I  found  myself  truly  on  the defensive. 

I was fast enough to parry his attacks, but the force behind his axe blows nearly sent me staggering each time. The hook on the  back  of  his  axe  head  sought  my  clothes,  my  flesh,  and nearly  caught  me  several  times.  I  managed  to  slip  my  spear past  his  defenses  and  scored  a  red  line  across  his  forearm, bringing a loud curse from the man. 

Some  of  the  ferocity  momentarily  left  his  attacks,  but  he switched his grip up and pressed me again, as vicious as ever. 

His axe carved a line across the front of my breastplate, and I retaliated with a stab to his shoulder. He didn’t even seem to notice. 

I  knew  I  could  beat  him,  but  it  would  take  me  some  time  to wear  him  down.  Unfortunately,  fighting  on  the  wall-walk, surrounded by the enemy, time was one thing I didn’t have. 

His axe swung towards my face and I barely managed to avoid losing the tip of my nose. This bastard was tireless. 

A spearpoint suddenly burst forth from his throat. He dropped his axe and clutched at the blade, trying to pull himself off of the spearpoint. It twisted in his neck and he fell gurgling to the stone, spilling blood from the gaping hole in his neck. 

Gisela stood behind him, her brows lowered. She slammed her heel on the back of his neck and he twitched once, then went still. 

“I’m certainly glad to see you,” I told her, scanning around us. 

One  more  soldier  appeared  between  the  crenellations  and  we both  lunged  at  the  same  time,  driving  our  spears  into  him before he made it over the top. He tumbled backwards, dead. 

I  looked  around  for  the  next  place  to  fight,  but  there  didn’t seem  to  be  one.  All  over  the  wall-walk  my  soldiers  were heaving  dead  bodies  over  the  edge,  back  into  the  moat.  No more black-clad soldiers climbed the wall. 

Gisela set the butt of her spear on the stone and leaned heavily on  it,  breathing  hard.  Her  eyes  blazed  green  through  a  face covered  in  blood.  Knowing  her,  none  of  the  blood  was  hers. 

Her mouth was a hard line. 



“Should  I  even  ask  what  our  casualties  were?”  I  pulled  my gauntlet off and wiped sweat from my forehead with the sleeve of my gambeson. 

Gisela  looked  out  at  Arandal’s  army,  out  of  their  camps  and forming out half a mile from our walls. “Too many,” she said, her voice quiet with displeasure and concern. “Not as many as I feared, but still too many.” 

“Fuck.” The word just came out on its own accord. “We’re off to a bad start. There’s got to be something we can do to defend against  this.”  I  looked  out  across  his  army,  at  the  tens  of thousands of men that had come to kill me. 

Lyanna walked up, looking exhausted, even for a ghost. “They have  too  many  sorcerers  for  me  to  be  of  much  use.  Or,  men dressed  as  sorcerers.  But  I  can’t  take  that  risk.  One  of  them would kill me in seconds.” 

I pulled my other gauntlet off, then took her hand in mine. Her cool skin soothed my hands, which felt like one solid blister. 

“I have a feeling this won’t last very long,” I said. “He’s going to try to swarm us, to defeat us with sheer numbers. There’s no point in strategy when the odds are this heavily in his favor.” 

“Well,  if  you  have  a  weapon  that  can  kill  a  thousand  men  at once, I’m all ears,” Gisela said. 

That  comment  immediately  set  the  gears  of  my  mind  to turning. If studying history had taught me anything, it was that many  of  the  greatest  technological  developments  had  been driven by the desire to kill more of the enemy during war. 



“I’ll  think  of  something.  You  have  my  word,”  I  told  Gisela. 

“Remember what I promised you.” 

She looked at me and the hardness of her face softened into a smile.  A  year  ago,  before  I  had  even  won  her  over,  I  had promised her that she would always be safe with me. 

“Are you able to rest?” I asked Lyanna. 

“Kind  of,”  she  replied.  “I  don’t  sleep,  of  course.  I  just  need time.” 

“Which  we  don’t  have,”  I  grumbled.  “Looks  like  Arandal  is taking  a  break  before  the  next  attack,  though.  Let’s  use  this time to make sure we’re ready.” 

Gisela nodded. “We’re going to have most of our forces up on this wall.” 

“Good,” I said. “Give ‘em spears and bows and maybe we can kill  off  enough  of  Arandal’s  men  to  break  their  morale.”  I looked  out  again  across  the  seemingly  endless  mass  of  men. 

“We definitely aren’t going to win unless we fight dirty.” 

“Someone’s  coming,”  Lyanna  said,  pointing  to  the  ground between the main gate and Arandal’s men. 

I  squinted  and  saw  a  team  of  horses  pulling  a  large  wagon flanked by two riders. Gisela pulled out her looking glass and watched them. 

“They  have  something  on  the  back  of  the  wagon,  but  it’s covered.” 



“Are  they  bringing  some  new  weapon  to  the  gate?”  I  asked. 

My archers and snipers could probably deal with that before it was put to use. 

“I don’t think so,” Gisela replied. “They’re moving too slowly, almost casually. Wait, they’re stopping.” 

My hands clenched into fists. “I don’t like this. Arandal is up to something.” 

“I don’t see any more soldiers coming,” Gisela said, scanning with  the  looking  glass.  “Just  that  one  heavy  wagon.  They’ve stopped.” 

“What  do  you  think  he’ll  do  next?”  Lyanna  asked,  wrapping her arm around mine and pulling herself close. 

“The walls are a problem, as is the moat. He has to cross those to really make an attack, so I expect him to try something with those.” 

“They’re  building  something,”  Gisela  said.  “Three  wooden poles, probably twenty feet long each. They’re erecting them on the ground, like a tripod.” 

“Just keep telling me what’s going on,” I said. Something felt wrong. Very wrong. 

As minutes passed, Gisela continued to narrate their actions. 

“There’s a rope at the top of the, uh, the tripod. Like they’re going  to  hang  something.  Hopefully  not  someone.  A  cage  is below it. Big, metal cage.” 



A pit formed in my stomach, and I hoped my fears wouldn’t become reality. 

“Someone is walking towards us,” Gisela said. 

“James of House Cantrell!” a man’s voice called out. 

My head jerked up. I took a step forwards, to the front edge of the wall. 

“He’s  using  something  to  make  his  voice  carry.  Magic, probably.” Gisela frowned behind the looking glass. 

“This  is  the  consequence  of  your  actions,  James,”  the  man yelled. “Look, and see what you have done.” 

“Two  other  men  are  there,”  Gisela  continued.  “They’re holding someone between them. A prisoner.” 

“Our missing scout,” I said, my voice grim. I closed my eyes, for I knew what was coming, and I was powerless to stop it. 

“They’re stripping him,” Gisela said. 

“Put the looking glass down, Gisela,” I said. “You don’t want to see this.” 

“I’m  fine,  James.  It’ll  take  more  than  a  beating  to  scare  me away. They’re dragging him to the cage, now.” 

I  could  hear  the  man  screaming,  faintly  at  this  distance, shouting “no, no!” as they brought him to his doom. 

“Are they just putting him the in cage? That’s cruel, to make a man starve that way. Wait, there’s a spike in the middle of the cage,  and  they’re  lowering  him—”  She  cut  off  suddenly  and swallowed heavily. “They’re pushing him down on the spike.” 

Her voice was so faint I barely heard it. 

The man’s scream was unlike anything I had ever heard. It was the  sound  of  pain  unimaginable,  of  a  man  losing  his  mind. 

Gisela turned and vomited noisily over the front of the wall. 

I  hurried  to  her  side  but  she  waved  me  away,  her  head  still between the crenellations. 

“Waterskin, now!” I barked at a nearby soldier. He hurried to comply, bringing his skin to Gisela. 

Gisela  reached  behind  her  and  handed  me  the  looking  glass. 

“Get this thing away from me,” she said, sounding ill. 

I put it up to my eye and watched a nightmare unfold. 

Arandal’s  soldiers  had  indeed  impaled  my  scout.  The  central spike in the cage had punched a hole in his ribs as it exited his side.  His  screams  were  clearly  audible,  even  at  this  distance. 

After slamming the top of the gate closed, they moved to the long  rope  that  ran  from  the  cage  and  through  a  large  pulley hung from the peak of the tripod. Three men pulled on one end of the rope, laughing as they hoisted the cage into the air. 

My  stomach  clenched  at  the  sight.  Each  time  the  men  raised the  cage  higher,  the  impaled  scout  let  out  another  shriek  of agony. Judging by the puddle of blood and shit beneath him, he wouldn’t last long. 

I lowered the looking glass and shivered. I had been placed in a cage exactly like that one once, a year ago. My fate was to be  the  same,  but  I  had  managed  to  escape  with  the  help  of Lyanna and the mask. 

“I’m going to put him out of his misery. I can’t stand hearing that,” Lyanna said, moving forwards. 

I  grabbed  her  wrist  and  stopped  her.  “No,  Lyanna.”  Bringing the looking glass back up to my eye, I confirmed what I had earlier  seen.  One  of  the  soldiers  posted  by  the  cage  was  in  a blue-lined cloak. 

“There’s a sorcerer there.” My brows lowered. “Arandal knew you would try to kill that man, to end his suffering. He sent the sorcerer to ensure the torture lasted as long as possible.” 

“What a sick bastard,” Lyanna said. 

“There’s  got  to  be  something  you  can  do,”  Gisela  said  after swishing  a  mouthful  of  water  around  and  spitting  it  over  the edge of the wall. 
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looked around the wall-walk,  at  the  tail  end  of  the  chaos Ithat had filled the morning. Only a few black-clad bodies were left. My men had done a good job of stripping them of their  boots,  weapons,  and  other  useful  tidbits,  then  tossing their bodies in the ditch. Small piles of swords and boots sat at the base of the wall, on the side facing the city. 

A  few  of  my  snipers  were  patrolling  the  wall-walk  between the gatehouses. I called out to the nearest one. 

“You,  sniper!  Get  a  message  to  everyone  with  a  rifle.  One hundred  gold  to  the  sniper  that  can  put  that  man  out  of  his misery.”  I  pointed  towards  where  my  scout  hung,  impaled. 

Weak screams still reached us, faintly. 

The sniper stared at me for a moment, eyes wide, then bowed his  head.  He  turned  and  hurried  down  the  wall-walk,  calling for his fellow snipers. 

“Gisela, make sure we get as many men as possible on these walls,” I said once her face looked a bit less green. “If they can hold  a  spear,  I  want  them  either  on  the  wall  or  serving  as combat support.” 

“I’m  on  it,”  she  grumbled.  Her  eyes  look  haunted  after  what she  had  seen.  “We  might  want  to  consider  pulling  people inside the keep as well.” 

Now  it  was  my  turn  to  grumble.  “If  worst  comes  to  worst, we’ll  have  to.  It’ll  be  tight,  but  it  should  be  large  enough  to hold,  if  only  for  a  short  while.  Let’s  just  hope  things  don’t come to that.” 

“As soon as the sun goes down, I want to find Arandal and kill him,” Lyanna growled. “Finish this fucking war before it gets any worse.” 

“Believe me, I wish you could,” I told her as I turned back to the  keep.  “Nothing  would  make  me  happier  than  this  ending tonight.  I’ll  wager  anything  you’d  like  that  Arandal  is surrounded by sorcerers, though. Or the Grand Magus himself. 

You wouldn’t last a second, my love. We’ll have to fight this war the hard way, with blood and iron.” 

Lyanna  just  shook  her  head.  “This  is  a  nightmare,”  she mumbled. 

“It is,” I agreed. “But we’re going to make it. We’re going to be okay, and Arcwood is going to be okay. Come on,” I said, offering her my hand. 

She placed her fingers in mine. “Where are we going?” 

“I have an idea,” I told her. “We’re going to see my favorite guy to see if he can help me fight dirty.” 



The despair on her face faded a bit. “Fighting dirty is the best option  we’ve  got,”  she  said,  her  lips  slowly  twisting  into  a grin. 

“And  there’s  no  one  better  at  fighting  dirty  than  me,”  I  told her, walking down the wall-walk. 

Hammer tended to work himself up into a fury in the heat of battle, so I had directed a soldier to lead the massive warhorse down the nearest ramp, to wait behind the wall. Lyanna and I walked that path now, towards the majestic animal. He pawed the  ground  anxiously  as  we  approached,  probably  eager  for more fighting. 

“I should just turn you loose on them. You’d probably win the whole  war  for  us,”  I  said  as  I  patted  the  huge  animal  on  the neck. 

“I saw him bite a man’s face off,” Lyanna said with a shiver. “I didn’t know horses could be so violent.” 

“I’d  read  a  few  things,  long  ago,  but  reading  about  it  and seeing  it  in  person  are  two  very  different  things.”  I  pulled myself  into  the  saddle  and  offered  Lyanna  my  hand.  “My lady?” 

She smiled and placed her slim hand in mine. I lifted her into her customary place; on my lap. 

I  set  Hammer  at  a  fast  walk  and  we  made  our  way  towards Center  Street,  then  turned  down  the  broad  avenue.  Servants and  supply  men  hurried  back  and  forth,  some  on  foot,  some driving wagons, carrying weapons, bandages, and food to my men  on  the  wall.  Many  called  out  greetings  to  me  or  gave  a bow  of  their  heads.  As  king,  I  supposed  they  were  supposed to. I still felt like a regular guy though; I don’t think I would ever get used to people treating me that way. 

The  crack  of  a  gunshot  made  both  Lyanna  and  I  flinch.  I twisted in my saddle and saw a puff of smoke rising above the wall. Two men walked towards it, long rifles angled on their shoulders. 

“Looks like the snipers are trying to earn that reward. Good.” 

The sooner that scout was put out of his misery, the better. No one should suffer like that, not even Arandal himself. 

“It  can’t  come  soon  enough,”  Lyanna  said,  echoing  my thoughts. 

I  turned  Hammer  down  a  wide  side  street.  He  was  eager  for speed, so I booted him into a slow gallop and let him run for a while. 

After  a  few  minutes  we  arrived  at  the  manufactory  I  had visited just the day before. I tied Hammer up out front and we walked inside. 

The  heat  inside  was  punishing;  even  with  all  the  windows open,  the  expansive  room  was  hot.  Men  filled  the  building, working  hard  at  creating  things  that  might  help  them  survive the week. 

I  ignored  their  greetings—although  to  be  fair  most  of  them were  too  busy  to  notice  me—and  went  straight  for  Eugene’s office at the back of the building. I knocked twice on his door. 



“Come in!” he called out over the din. 

I pulled the door open and stepped into his office. It was twice as cluttered as it had been yesterday, which was saying a lot. 

Eugene was a neat man, but his workload at the moment must have been suffocating. I was about to make it worse. 

He looked up and smiled when he saw me. “Good to see you, James,” he said, offering me his hand. I shook it, glad he was becoming  more  used  to  handshakes  as  opposed  to  grabbing forearms. “What can I get for you?” 

“First,  air  conditioning,”  I  said,  shaking  my  head.  “Seriously though, we need fans in this building. It’s far too hot. All that can wait, though. I need you to finish something for me.” 

He bit the inside of his cheek. “When do you need it? We’ve directed all our efforts to the war.” 

“Right now would be good, but I’ll settle for ten minutes from now,”  I  said,  then  realized  he  might  think  me  serious.  “As soon  as  you  can  get  it  done.  This  will  take  precedence  over everything else. I need that motor done.” 

Eugene  frowned.  “As  I  told  you  yesterday,  it  works,  just  not well.  And  our  batteries  don’t  hold  enough  power  to  make  it very useful.” 

“I  don’t  need  it  to  last  long.  You  think  you  can  get  it  to  run reasonably fast under a load for, let’s say a mile?” 

Eugene  rubbed  his  chin.  “That’s  a  tall  order,  James.  As  I’ve said,  the  biggest  issue  is  our  general  lack  of  bearings.  Using greased  hard  leather  we  have  something  that  works,  albeit temporarily.  If  we  slopped  enough  heavy  grease  on  there,  it would probably make it twenty or thirty minutes. The batteries are the hardest part.” 

“Give  me  your  quill,”  I  said,  and  he  placed  it  in  my  hand.  I snatched up the first mostly empty piece of paper on his desk and spent a minute sketching out my idea. 

Eugene chewed on the inside of his cheek while looking at my drawing. “You’ve described this before. In the past it sounded like  a  fever  dream,  but  now  I  see  how  it  can  be  done.”  He nodded and set the paper down. “It’ll be done, James. I’ll have men  working  on  it  all  night,  myself  included.  Is  tomorrow morning okay?” 

“It has to be,” I said, offering him my hand. “Although if you can  finish  it  tonight,  that  would  be  even  better.  Thanks, Eugene.  You’ve  saved  my  life  in  the  past  and  you  very  well may be doing it again.” 

“Just doing my job, your grace,” he said with a grin. “Okay, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get started on this.” 

We  followed  him  out  of  his  office.  There,  we  split  ways; Lyanna and I exited the building, while Eugene began talking with a group of men surrounding a lathe. 

“What exactly are you having him build?” Lyanna asked as I pulled myself into Hammer’s saddle. 

“Ah,  you  know  me,”  I  said  with  a  grin.  “Just  fighting  dirty. 

We’re going to send Arandal’s men a nice little delivery once that’s done.” 



I guided Hammer onto the street and traveled a short distance, only two blocks. From there, I once again dismounted and tied him up. 

“Let me guess, this is part of your dirty fighting, too?” Lyanna asked as she looped her arm through mine. 

I gave her a smile and patted the back of her hand. “There is no end to my dirty fighting,” I said. 

The  contrast  between  this  building  and  the  previous  factory was  astounding.  Whereas  Eugene’s  workplace  was  hot  and noisy, this building was quiet and cool. It was still filled with men, but they stood behind benches and sat at desks, mixing vials of chemicals and stirring large pots. 

When we entered, a small bell on the door chimed. The floor was wet, as if someone had purposely doused it with water. A man in the center of the room turned and hurried towards us. 

Palmer was a short man and slender of build, but his eyes were as hard as gemstones. Those eyes kept a close watch on every fluid and powder in the building, which was why he served as the chief of this factory. He approached us and bowed deeply, then ran up to shake my hand excitedly. Some of the citizens of Arcwood got very excited over handshakes. 

“King  James,  Queen  Lyanna,  it’s  so  good  to  see  the  both  of you,” he said, pumping my hand up and down. “I can assure you we’re doing everything we can for—” 

“Hold on,” I said, cutting him off. “I need something specific from you, Palmer.” 



“Whatever  you  need,  your  grace.  All  my  men  are  at  your disposal.” 

“I need gunpowder,” I told him. “Three barrels of it. No, four. 

Unless you have something more powerful.” 

He  chuckled  and  rubbed  the  top  of  his  head.  “I  definitely don’t,  your  grace.  Never  seen  anything  like  that  stuff.  We’re extra careful around here—You’ll note the water on the floors

—to  prevent  any  accidents  from  happening.  Whenever  men start, I often have them light a tiny bit of the powder in a safe area, so they can see just how fast it burns. Their eyes damn near  pop  out  of  their  head  when  they  see  it,  pardon  my language. We also—” 

“That’s good,” I said. He was a good man, but he’d talk all day if  I  let  him.  “How  quickly  can  you  get  me  four  barrels  of gunpowder? And some fuses. About ten minutes’ worth.” 

“We  should  have  that  much  in  storage,  your  grace.  You  can have it whenever you’d like.” 

“Perfect,” I said, rubbing my hands together. “We’ll pick it up in the morning. Just have it all ready. No, wait; we’ll pick it up tonight.” 

“Will  do,  your  grace,”  Palmer  said  with  a  bow  of  his  head. 

“Begging your pardon, your grace, but may I ask what all this is for? I get the impression it isn’t for our cannons.” 

“It’s not,” I said simply. “We’re just going to send Arandal a little surprise.” 



Palmer thought for a moment, then his eyes lit up and his face crinkled  into  a  smile.  “Yes,  yes,  I  think  that  will  work  quite well, your grace! Don’t you worry, I’ll have everything ready to go.” 

I  clapped  him  on  the  shoulder.  “Thanks,  Palmer.  I  knew  I could count on you. Oh, since you deal with chemicals on such a regular basis; do you have any spare oil?” 

He  thought  for  a  moment,  then  nodded.  “Yes,  your  grace.  “I have more than a dozen barrels, at the moment. Do you need those as well?” 

“Palmer, I need everything I can get. I’ll send someone for the oil later. Just have it ready to go.” 

A particularly nasty thought bloomed in my head. 

“Oh, and If you have any small pieces of scrap metal, dump all of those into the barrels of gunpowder as well.” 

Palmer nodded again. “It’ll be done, your grace. I should have plenty of that; we keep our scrap around here, all the factories do, really. Waste not, want not, I always said. Not sure if that’s the right saying for this, though.” 

With  that,  Lyanna  and  I  turned  and  left  before  he  could  talk my ear off. 

“You’re going to blow him up, aren’t you?” Lyanna asked as I mounted my horse. 

I smiled. “Yep. And it’s going to be glorious.” 



After that, I led Hammer back to the stables. I was exhausted, and  things  were  only  going  to  get  worse  as  the  war  dragged on. I could have taken a nap on the wall with the rest of the men, but I had the queens to care for. 

“We’re  going  to  be  okay,  right?”  Lyanna  asked,  her  arms wrapped around me. 

“Of course, honey,” I told her. The last thing I wanted was for my queens to worry. 

As we came to the massive gates of the keep, I looked around and  did  some  mental  calculations.  Things  were  large,  inside the keep wall. It could probably hold nearly a thousand people, if  need  be.  Maybe  two  thousand.  If  things  got  bad,  I  would have  to  send  all  the  women  and  children  in  here  as  a  last resort. 

I tried not to think about how bad things would have to get for that to happen. 

“Arcwood stands!” the guards said at the gate. 

I  saluted  him,  fist  to  chest,  as  we  walked  through.  My  mind was only on one thing; my bed. Well, okay, the war outside my fucking walls, and my bed. So, two things. 

“Good  to  see  you  alive  and  well,”  Terrel  said,  moving  up  to walk by my side. “I do have some things that could use your attention, your grace.” 

“Have  Queen  Brinia  look  it  over.  I’m  doing  one  thing  right now, and that’s getting some sleep before the next attack.” 



“Of course, your grace,” he said, but his thin lips compressed into a line. 

I didn’t care if I bothered him. 

The  throne  room  might  as  well  have  not  existed  as  I  walked through. For once, the gilded chairs didn’t catch my eye. 

“Wake  me  in  three  hours,”  I  said  to  one  of  the  guards  as  I walked  past.  He  nodded  and  I  continued  to  my  bedchamber. 

My heart practically did a flip when I saw my bed. 

I pulled at the cords running along the side of my breastplate and let it fall to the floor with a clang. My gauntlets were next, then my gambeson. Soon, a pile of armor sat on the floor at the foot of the bed. 

The door opened and Brinia walked in, holding Elise’s hand. 

They both took one look at me, standing there naked in front of a pile of armor, and laughed sympathetically. 

“I just need a few hours,” I said. 

“Can you at least wash the blood from your face first?” Brinia said. 

“Ah,  shit.”  I  went  over  to  the  wash  stand  and  scrubbed  my face and hair. When I was done, the bowl of water was solid red. 

Once  I  was  clean,  I  went  back  to  the  bed,  threw  back  the covers, and crawled in. 

“Let’s make it a family thing,” Brinia said, pulling at her laces. 



Within  minutes  all  of  them  were  naked  and  cuddled  up  with me; Elise on my left, Brinia on my right, and Lyanna curled up on my chest. It only took a matter of seconds until I had fallen into a deep sleep. 
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t was Lyanna that woke me. 

I“James, wake up,” she said, gently shaking me. 

I grunted in reply, refusing to move. Weariness was like a lead weight in every limb, making it impossible to sit up. Or open my eyes, for that matter. 

“It’s  been  three  hours,  James.  The  guard  will  be  walking  in here any moment to wake you.” 

“Okay,  okay,  I’m  awake,”  I  groaned.  Next  to  me,  Elise  and Brinia stretched as they woke up as well. 

“I had to pee anyways,” Elise said as she crawled out of bed. 

She walked across the room and left through a side door. 

“I  have  an  idea,  James,”  Lyanna  said,  sounding  strangely excited. 

My initial reaction was to make a joke about her idea waiting a few  hours  so  I  could  get  some  more  sleep,  but  I  decided against it. We were at war, after all. I felt guilty for these three hours. 

I sat up and rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands. My entire  body  ached.  A  quick  glance  showed  a  dozen  small wounds,  just  barely  closed,  where  blades  had  managed  to penetrate my gambeson. It had done its job well and absorbed probably  four  times  that  many.  I  had  my  share  of  bruises  as well. 

Ignoring  my  aches,  I  crawled  to  the  edge  of  the  bed  and  sat there, facing Lyanna. She seemed excited. 

“Okay, let’s hear your idea. I’m all ears.” 

She smiled. “I can’t do much about Arandal himself, with all the  sorcerers  surrounding  him.  But  I’m  willing  to  bet  he’s concentrated  them  around  himself  and  other  things  deemed important.  Which  begs  the  question;  what  has  he  left unprotected?” 

“What exactly are you saying?” I asked her. 

“I want to go into their camp tonight, when the sun is down, and stir up some trouble where I can.” 

I shook my head. “You know I can’t risk you, Lyanna.” 

“Something  has  to  be  done,  James,”  she  replied.  “Something serious.  Arandal’s  men  outnumber  us  ten  to  one.  Actually,  I think  it’s  closer  to  twenty  to  one.  We  have  to  find  a  way  to cripple them, or we won’t last a week.” 

“She’s right, honey,” Brinia said as she crawled up behind me and rubbed my shoulder. “Besides, it’s not right of you to risk your own life out there and then tell Lyanna she can’t do the same.” 

She was right. 

Elise came back into the room, stifling a yawn with a slender hand.  She  was  still  nude,  so  I  took  a  moment  to  watch  her; beautiful curves, golden hair, and belly swollen with child. My child.  I  had  to  do  whatever  it  took  to  protect  that  child. 

Absolutely whatever it took. 

“Let’s plan it well, to keep you as safe as possible,” I said to Lyanna. “How are you going to get close to them? You can’t move far from the mask.” 

“We  need  someone  you  can  trust  with  the  mask,”  Lyanna explained.  “Someone  that  can  move  around  unseen.  He’ll follow  me,  keeping  his  distance  from  the  soldiers,  and  allow me to get close enough.” 

I ran my fingers through my hair. “I don’t like this one bit, but we’re  pushed  into  a  corner  here.”  I  thought  for  a  moment. 

“Wallace.  He’s  a  scout,  and  a  damn  good  one.  He’ll accompany you.” 

“Tonight, then,” she said firmly. 

“Tonight,” I agreed. 

I reached down and started pulling my clothes and armor on. 

My entire body ached after the fighting earlier. How long did it last? Ten hours? Twelve? No wonder I was so exhausted. 

“James,”  Brinia  said,  rubbing  her  hand  across  my  bare  back. 

“Please be careful. I know you keep saying you can’t lose us, but we  really can’t lose you. The whole city is depending on you.” 

I turned and looked at her for a moment, my beautiful Brinia. 

Her big brown eyes were filled with concern for me. I caressed her cheek, and she leaned her head against my hand. 

“I’ll be careful, honey. I promise. We’re at war, but I won’t do anything reckless.” I grabbed my tunic and pulled it on, then shrugged into my gambeson. 

“At least he’s been quiet since the initial attack,” Lyanna said as  she  walked  to  a  window  and  stared  out.  “He’s  probably planning  something  much  worse,  although  I  suppose  that’s obvious.” 

“That’s why we’re heading back to the wall,” I said, reading down  and  grabbing  my  breastplate.  “Whatever  Arandal  is planning—or  let’s  be  honest,  whatever  his  generals  are planning—I want to know about it the moment it happens.” 

I  slid  my  breastplate  over  my  head  and  began  lacing  up  the sides.  Lyanna  walked  over  to  me  and  watched,  her  face pensive. When I had everything on, I nodded to her. 

“Come back to us, James,” Brinia said. 

She was watching me intently. So was Elise. And Lyanna too, for that matter. 

“What?” I asked. It was Elise that answered. 

“You have a habit of making rather dramatic statements when you leave the room.” 



I turned and walked to the door with Lyanna following. After opening the door, I turned to them. 

“I’ll be back.” 

I hated that they didn’t get the reference. 
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en  minutes  later,  we  arrived  at  the  main  gatehouse.  A Thandful of soldiers directed me towards Gisela, who sat in  Mist’s  saddle.  Her  eyes  were  shadowed,  but  her  back  was straight and her head high. Specks of dried blood covered her from  head  to  toe,  although  none  of  it  looked  to  be  hers.  She gave us a weary smile as I guided Hammer to her side. 

“Any new developments?” I asked. 

She  shook  her  head.  “Nothing  of  note.  There’s  some  activity going on back at the treeline, but I can’t quite make it out with this looking glass. I’d need a more powerful one.” 

I  grumbled  a  few  curses  with  Arandal’s  name  in  them  under my  breath.  “We  survived  the  first  wave  of  attacks.  We  can handle whatever he can come up with.” 

“Can we?” Gisela asked quietly. 

I looked from her to Lyanna. My heart swelled with love for my  queens;  there  was  nothing  I  wouldn’t  do  for  them.  We would  win  this  war  if  I  had  to  single-handedly  kill  every soldier in Arandal’s army myself. 

“Yes,” I told Gisela firmly. “We can and we will.” 

She gave a faint smile and went back to scanning the treeline with the looking glass. 

I noticed the lack of screams from the impaled scout. His cage still  hung  from  the  three  large  timbers,  but  no  other  soldiers were nearby. 

“Please tell me one of the snipers was able to put him out of his  misery,”  I  said  to  Gisela.  There  was  no  need  for  me  to explain who “him” referred to. 

“It took two dozen shots, but one of them put a bullet in that poor  bastard’s  chest  and  ended  his  suffering.  One  of  my captains  has  his  name,  so  he’ll  get  his  reward  as  soon  as  all this is done. Or his family, if he doesn’t make it.” 

“Good.  Do  we  have  any  final  number  on  our  casualties?”  I dreaded  her  answer,  but  knowing  was  always  better  than  not knowing. 

Gisela lowered the looking glass for a moment, then brought it back up. “Four hundred and thirty-two,” she said. 

I  winced.  Even  with  Gisela  calling  up  our  reserves,  we  only had  roughly  fourteen  hundred  fighting  men  to  start  with.  We couldn’t afford such heavy losses. Lyanna, seeing the concern on my face, hugged me tightly. 

“We’re  going  to  be  okay,”  I  said  again.  “Lyanna  will  be wreaking havoc on them tonight, and I have some tricks up my sleeve as well.” 

The corner of Gisela’s mouth turned up. “I hope your tendency towards dirty fighting is at its absolute dirtiest,” she said. 

“I’ll never disappoint you in that regard,” I replied. 

“Something  is  definitely  going  on  back  there,”  Gisela  said. 

Her breath suddenly caught. 

“What is it?” I asked, and in reply she just pointed. 

I  was  going  to  comment  that  I  couldn’t  see  anything  at  this distance,  but  I  squinted  and  stared  at  the  treeline.  To  my surprise, I saw movement. A lot of movement, in fact. 

One of the cora trees was falling. 

“What the hell?” Lyanna exclaimed. 

The  impossibly  tall  tree  crashed  through  branches  as  it plummeted  towards  the  ground.  We  heard  the  impact  a  mile away,  on  the  wall-walk.  Many  of  my  soldiers  had  been watching as well, and their collective gasps filled the air. 

“Why would they do that?” I asked no one in particular. “What is  he  even  going  to  do  with  that  much  wood?  And  how  are they  going  to  process  it?  I  can’t  imagine  he  has  saws  large enough to….” 

I trailed off as Gisela lowered her looking glass and turned to me. 

“He’s using his sorcerers to slice the tree into smaller pieces.” 

I frowned in thought. There was no call for that—he couldn’t use  that  much  wood  in  a  month  if  he  tried.  Something  about cutting down the incredible cora tree just felt wrong to me. 

“Another trophy for Arandal, probably,” I grumbled. “At least we’ll have plenty of wood when this is all done. No sense in that going to waste.” 

“So, we’re all getting cora wood thrones then?” Lyanna asked. 

“I think we’ll have enough wood for that as well as matching chair  and  table  sets  for  the  whole  city,”  I  replied.  “With  the felling of one tree, cora wood just went from incredibly rare to oversaturating the market. At least there won’t be any reasons to cut more down.” 

Men  and  women  began  appearing  among  the  soldiers  on  the wall, passing out bowls of food. I raised an eyebrow at Gisela, and  she  shrugged.  I  wanted  to  keep  the  women  as  far  away from the fighting as possible. Call me old fashioned. 

“They  want  to  help,  so  I  let  them  help.  I  know  you  want  to protect us, but we need all the aid we can get,” Gisela said as she accepted a wooden bowl from a gray-haired woman. The woman bowed her head and quickly moved to the next person on the wall. 

“Thanks,” I said as a grandmotherly woman handed me a bowl of stew. 

“Your grace,” she said with a nod of her head, then continued down the wall. 

“At least the stew is good,” I said after a bite. 

“I made sure of that,” Gisela replied. “It’s the little things that count. After a hard day of fighting, no one wants to sit down to a  bowl  of  cold,  bland  food.  A  handful  of  fresh  herbs  goes  a long way towards keeping morale high.” 

“I knew I did the right thing in making you general,” I said to Gisela. “I should give you a raise one of these days.” 

She turned and gave me a flat look. “Is that so?” 

Lyanna  spoke  up.  “I’ll  freeze  him  in  place  so  you  can  dump your stew on his head. Sound good?” 

I went to laugh but found that I couldn’t move, not even my eyes.  I  couldn’t  even  breathe.  Frozen  in  place,  I  watched Gisela  look  from  her  bowl  of  stew  to  me,  weighing  her options. 

“Just kidding,” Lyanna said. 

My body suddenly came under my control again, and I gasped for air. Lyanna was smiling innocently at me. 

“Sometimes  I  forget  what  you’re  capable  of,”  I  told  her,  still breathing hard. “Whatever you’re planning for tonight is going to give people nightmares for a month.” 

“What’s  this?”  Gisela  looked  up.  “You’re  doing  something tonight?” 

“Yes  I  am,  general!”  Lyanna  said,  saluting  her  wife.  She lowered  her  voice  and  continued.  “I’m  stealing  my  way  into their camp tonight, with the help of one of our scouts, to cause a few problems.” 

Gisela nodded. “Good. We need everything we can get to win this.” 



We waited on the wall for hours, helping our soldiers recover where we could, offering words of support and praise to help keep morale high. Wounds were bandaged, armor mended, and Gisela  even  spent  some  time  with  some  of  the  reservists  to help with their spear attacks. Her eyes were shadowed from a lack of sleep, but you’d never guess it based on her actions. 

The  soldiers  especially  loved  Lyanna.  After  seeing  her  chew through the enemy ranks so quickly and efficiently, they had a tendency to raise cheers whenever she was near. 

Lyanna  took  it  in  stride,  giving  a  smile  and  wave  to acknowledge  their  cheers.  She  wasn’t  used  to  such  attention, but she handled it well. 

Towards the end of the day two groups of soldiers came forth from  the  mass  of  enemy  soldiers.  Teams  of  horses  pulled massive wagons. Only, there was something strange about the wagons that I couldn’t make out at this distance. 

“What are they doing?” I asked Gisela. 

She frowned and watched them through the looking glass for a few minutes. They stopped on either side of the cage in which they had impaled my scout. 

“They’re putting something together on those wagons. Looks like….  Ugh.  Catapults.”  She  lowered  the  looking  glass  and turned  to  me.  “Now  we  know  what  they  used  the  cora  wood for. Those things are enormous.” 

“Let’s spread word to our men,” I told her. 



“You!” Gisela barked. “Lieutenant Graves! Arandal is erecting two  catapults,  right  in  front  of  us.  Send  a  couple  men  and make sure everyone is ready.” 

The  soldier  nodded,  then  began  giving  orders  to  four  of  his underlings nearby. Within a few seconds, two were running in each direction along the wall, spreading news. 

“Those are out of bow range, right?” I asked. 

Gisela pursed her lips. “We have some archers that can shoot that  far,  especially  with  the  longbows,  but  they  won’t  be accurate at that distance. It’ll be a crapshoot for our snipers, as well.” 

“Well, get them all up here,” I said. 

Gisela turned and gave orders to Lieutenant Graves again, who nodded and immediately set off to gather archers and snipers. 

“At least we only have two to deal with. Enough arrows and bullets downrange and they’ll abandon them.” 

“Uh,  James?”  Gisela  said,  peering  through  the  looking  glass again. “I hate to be the bringer of bad news here, but….” She lowered  the  glass  and  frowned  at  me,  then  jerked  her  head towards Arandal’s forces. 

“Oh no,” Lyanna groaned. 

From  east  to  west,  dozens  of  catapults  were  being  pulled towards Arcwood. 

“I’ll  see  what  I  can  do,”  Lyanna  said,  climbing  off  my  lap. 

“They can’t all have sorcerers with them.” 



“Well, this changes things,” I said quietly. 

More  wagons  approached  the  catapults.  I  had  to  wait  for Gisela to explain what was happening. 

“Looks  like  they’ve  anticipated  our  archers,”  she  said, scanning  from  side  to  side  with  the  looking  glass.  “They’re bringing  heavy  shields  to  each  catapult.  More  wagons  are bringing stones to each catapult. Looks like they’re preparing to use those things until our wall comes down.” 

“We’ll  just  have  to  make  sure  that  doesn’t  happen,”  I  said. 

“Although  this  complicates  things  with  your  mission  tonight, Lyanna.  Wallace  won’t  be  able  to  move  through  those catapults.” 

“Unless I kill everyone there first,” Lyanna said with a shrug. 

“Yeah,  but  they  tend  to  scream  when  they  die.”  Something suddenly occurred to me. “Wait, can you try just freezing them the way you did to me a moment ago? I couldn’t breathe when you did that.” 

Lyanna winced. “Sorry.” 

“It’s  fine.  Now  we  know  you  can  kill  silently.  If  they  can’t breathe,  they  can’t  scream.  Killing  them  that  way  might  take longer, but it’ll draw less attention.” 

The  three  of  us  watched  the  enemy  soldiers  assemble  the catapults for a while with silent frowns. This was a nasty turn in the war. 

“So, what now?” Lyanna asked. 



“Now,  we  wait  until  nightfall.  And  hope  they  don’t  finish those catapults soon.” 
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hree hours passed while we watched them assemble the Tfinal parts of the catapults. Having sorcerers to cut pieces of wood with surgical precision helped to speed things up  immensely.  Inch-thick  ropes  completed  the  contraptions, and  as  the  sun  began  to  set,  Arandal’s  men  began  their  final preparations. 

The  occasional  gunshot  rang  out  on  the  wall-walk  as  the snipers  tried  their  best  to  thin  the  crowd.  Initially,  my  best archers had joined them and sent a hail of arrows downrange. 

Accuracy  at  that  distance  was  poor  at  best,  though.  Once Arandal’s  men  set  up  the  heavy  tower  shields,  the  arrows became all but useless. 

Fortunately,  the  rifles  being  employed  by  my  snipers  were capable of punching through the shields. Even after a year of development  though,  their  accuracy  wasn’t  that  great, especially  at  two  hundred  yards.  Those  tower  shields  did  a good  job  of  obscuring  the  targets,  and  with  the  sun  going down it was worse. Only the sharpest-eyed of my snipers still attempted any shots, and those were falling off quickly. 

“I  don’t  think  there’s  any  way  around  this,”  I  said.  “We’re going to take some hits.” 

Everyone knew this, and was prepared. Torches along the wall were  extinguished—the  lack  of  light  made  it  a  harder  target. 

And while I doubted they would need much help hitting such a large wall, I would take anything I could get at this point. 

“Bah!  I  can’t  see  anything,”  said  a  grizzled  man  holding  a rifle. “I’m just wasting bullets at this point.” He turned to me and  bowed  his  head  slightly.  “I  got  one  or  two  of  ‘em,  your grace.  It’s  just  darker  than  the  inside  of  a  cow  out  here,  so  I can’t see nothing.” 

“Thank you. You did a fine job,” I said to the man. “Best go prepare for those catapults now. They’ll be launching shit at us soon.” 

He nodded his head and hurried away. I turned at the sound of clanking armor. 

“Sir Arlo,” I said as the night approached. “You’re just in time to get flattened by stones.” 

His  face  was  grim  as  he  squinted  out  across  the  land.  “Aye, looks that way.” 

Sir Dale walked up behind him. He cast a suspicious gaze at Sir Arlo, then turned to me. “All is well, your grace?” 

I gestured to the catapults in the distance. 



“Huh,” Sir Dale grunted. 

I gave Lyanna a squeeze. “Time to get ready, honey.” 

She  floated  away  from  me  and  went  across  the  wall-walk, where Wallace was sitting cross-legged. His sword lay on his lap  and  he  ran  a  stone  down  each  edge  methodically.  He looked up at her and she nodded. 

“Ready, Wallace?” 

“Yes, my queen.” 

He clambered to his feet with a grunt and slid his sword into its sheath. A pile of dark green cloth that looked nearly black in the darkness sat at his feet. He reached down and grabbed it, then swung the cloak around his shoulders. 

“Hopefully  this  is  enough.  They  don’t  look  the  sort  to  settle things by arm wrestling,” Wallace said with a grin. 

“Maybe if you ask them nicely,” Sir Dale jested. 

“Make us proud, Wallace,” I said. 

“I plan on trying, your grace,” he replied with the same toothy grin. 

“I love you, honey,” Lyanna said quietly, squeezing my hand. 

She  kissed  me  and  then  went  over  to  where  Wallace  was standing. 

Together, they moved to the edge of the wall. Sir Dale swung a gray  cloak  around  Wallace’s  shoulders,  over  the  dark  green cloak,  and  Wallace  almost  seemed  to  disappear  against  the granite. He pulled his boots off, then ran a step forwards and hurled  them  over  the  edge  of  the  wall.  Several  men  watched with interest and let out a quiet cheer a few seconds later. 

“Any less and you’d be sloshing your way across that fucking field!” one man said, and they all laughed. 

Lyanna walked towards the edge of the wall and winked out of existence. 

A  heavy  rope  was  tied  around  one  of  the  crenellations,  and Wallace  grabbed  onto  it.  Carefully,  letting  the  gray  cloak conceal  him,  he  shimmied  down  the  rope.  I  didn’t  hear  any splashes,  so  I  assumed  he  slipped  into  the  water  quietly.  The watching soldiers confirmed that. 

“Now  that’s  a  hard  son  of  a  bitch,”  one  of  the  soldiers  said with a grin of appreciation. “Didn’t come up for air at all. You know  how  many  bodies  are  in  that  moat  right  now?  He probably  swam  through  solid  blood  and  who  knows  what else.” 

I  moved  closer  to  the  edge  of  the  wall  to  watch  with  them without being overly conspicuous. It took me several minutes, but  I  finally  saw  movement.  Wallace’s  cloak  blended  in perfectly  with  the  grass  in  the  darkness  of  night.  He  moved slowly, carefully. Even knowing where he was, I could barely see the man. There was no way the enemy would see him. 

I told myself that, over and over. 

“Stand ready for the catapults,” I reminded the men. “General, can you see anything?” 



Gisela held the looking glass up to her eye for a moment, then lowered it and shook her head. 

“It’s too dark. I can’t make anything out back there, except for the fires and torches back at the treeline.” 

And  so  we  waited.  Seconds  dragged  into  minutes  into  hours, and we waited. 

Two hours after Wallace and Lyanna left, I heard a loud crack in the darkness. It took me a second to recognize the sound of the catapult arm striking the crossbar. 

“Incoming!”  I  shouted,  and  ducked  behind  the  towers  of  the gatehouse.  They  stood  ten  feet  higher  than  the  wall,  so  they were my best bet for shelter. Sir Dale rushed in next me, as if he could somehow put himself between me and the projectiles. 

A  few  seconds  later  I  heard  the  sound  of  something  heavy splashing into the moat to my right. Their aim was off, but not by much. 

“Stand  ready,  men!”  I  called  out,  just  as  I  heard  another catapult go off. This time it struck the wall, but judging by the shouts of the men it struck low and harmed no one. 

“I  would  think  they’d  focus  their  attacks  here,  on  the  main gate,” I said as Gisela joined us behind the thick tower wall. 

“Hard for them to use a catapult when they’re dead,” she said with a smile. “I’m so proud of my wife.” 

“I  just  hope  Wallace  stays  safe,”  I  said.  “If  he  dies,  Lyanna will be stuck out there.” 



Gisela’s smile melted. “I hadn’t thought of that.” 

More rocks crashed into the moat, this time from the left. My soldiers  shouted  insults  at  Arandal’s  men,  mocking  their  bad aim, mocking their catapult, mocking their mothers. I felt a bit of  pride  that  they  kept  the  fire  in  their  veins,  even  in  such  a dire situation. 

Things  were  silent  for  a  few  minutes.  After  several  near misses, they would be adjusting the position of their catapults. 

We had to prepare for the worst. 

“I  think  it’s  time  to  check  with  a  few  people,  to  see  if  my surprise  is  ready,”  I  told  Gisela,  who  flinched  as  something struck the wall nearby with a loud crash. 

“Be careful,” she said, then reached out and grabbed the collar of my breastplate. She yanked me forwards and planted a kiss on  my  lips,  then  released  me.  “I  love  you,  James,”  she  said, then  straightened.  “Sir  Arlo,  with  me.  We  need  to  keep everyone prepared for the next assault.” 

I  stood  and  hurried  towards  the  spiraling  stairs  at  the  rear  of the gatehouse with Sir Dale following. Our horses were down there; we had removed them from the wall hours ago. 

“Bring  me  my  horse!”  I  shouted  as  I  ran.  “And  one  for  Sir Dale!” 

When  I  reached  the  bottom  of  the  stairs,  two  horses  were already being led towards us. Sir Dale and I practically leaped into our saddles. 



“I need you to head to the chemical manufactory, over on the east side. You know the building I’m talking about, right?” He nodded.  “Palmer  should  have  four  barrels  waiting  for  you.  I need those brought here, as soon as possible.” 

“Right  away,  your  grace,”  Sir  Dale  said  with  a  bow  of  his head.  He  spurred  his  horse  on  and  they  ran  down  the  street, heading east. 

I  led  Hammer  down  Center  Street  for  a  dozen  blocks,  then turned  him  east  as  well.  If  there  was  anyone  I  could  trust  to complete  something  on  time,  it  was  Eugene,  so  I  kept  my hopes high. 

We arrived in front of his building and I quickly dismounted, then looped Hammer’s reins around a hitching post. I hurried inside the building, which was still noisy, even at this hour. 

One of the workers saw me right away and called for Eugene. 

My Chief Engineer came running up to me, his face flustered with excitement. He pumped my hand up and down and pulled me deeper into the building. 

“You’re  going  to  be  really  happy  with  this,”  he  said  as  we walked through the giant workshop. 

We arrived in a large room towards the back, where a wagon stood in the middle. A crude electric motor hung beneath the wagon,  with  a  belt  from  it  driving  the  rear  axle.  Stacks  of batteries  in  wooden  crates,  my  own  design,  filled  the  back. 

Exposed  copper  wiring  connected  the  batteries  in  series  and passed through the wagon floor on their way to the motor. 



“We  tested  it  and  it  moved  on  its  own  without  any  issues,” 

Eugene said. He beamed at the wagon as if watching his own child walk for the first time. “A bit faster than we thought, too. 

The  only  issue  involves  the  batteries.  We  have  no  way  of knowing  how  long  they’ll  last,  although  with  some  testing  I can make an estimate.” 

“And what’s your best estimate?” I asked him. 

“Ten minutes, give or take.” 

I frowned. That was cutting things close, but we would have to find a way to deal with it. There were other problems as well, but we would deal with those when the time came. 

“Salt  water,  copper,  aluminum….  I  never  thought  we  could make something so incredible with such simple ingredients.” 

“Just that and a little math have given us a miracle,” I replied. 

“Come  on,  men.  Help  me  push  this  thing  out  front  so  it  can serve  its  purpose.”  Eugene  moved  behind  the  wagon  and began pushing on it with the help of the rest. One man hopped on the front, in the driver’s seat, and turned a lever that angled the front wheels. 

“So, what are you delivering to Arandal?” Eugene asked as we pushed the wagon outside. 

“Gunpowder,” I said with a grin. 

Eugene whistled through his teeth. “Now, I see. How are you setting it off?” 



“I  figure  a  good  long  fuse  will  do  the  trick.  We  just  have  to make  sure  it’s  the  right  length….”  I  trailed  off  as  Eugene shook his head. 

“That won’t work, James. Too risky. You’d need a fuse more than fifty feet long to last long enough, and if the length was wrong then the whole thing is worthless. Or if it goes out. No, that won’t work at all.” 

I  swore  under  my  breath.  I  had  been  so  focused  on  the  war itself that basic things like the fuse had completely slipped my mind. I’d have to find a solution, and fast. 

“Let’s get this to the main gatehouse. We’ll solve this problem when we get there.” 

We  hitched  Hammer  to  the  wagon  and  I  climbed  into  the driver’s seat. Eugene removed the leather belt that connected the electric motor to the rear axle and set it on the seat next to me. 

“Just make sure you put that on when you’re ready to send it out,” he said. 

“Thanks, Eugene. Go, get some rest.” I flapped the reins and Hammer was off, pulling me towards the gatehouse. 
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arrived  at  the  main  gatehouse  ten  minutes  later,  still  not Ientirely sure how I was going to solve my problem. The moans and cries of the wounded made it hard to focus, as did the loud boom of stones striking the city wall. 

“Fuck,  I’m  thirsty,”  I  heard  one  man  grumble  through  the racket. 

I  was  still  waiting  for  Sir  Dale  to  return  with  the  barrels  of gunpowder,  so  I  pulled  my  waterskin  from  the  back  of  my saddle and walked among the wounded. 

Bloodstained  bandages  covered  arms  and  legs,  faces  and stomachs. The smell of death hung in the air, acrid and thick. 

It was the smell of blood, of pierced stomachs and intestines, of  leather  and  steel.  When  combined  with  the  catapults,  it made for quite an inhospitable moment. 

“What’s  your  name,  son?”  I  asked  as  I  knelt  in  front  of  a wounded soldier. 



He  couldn’t  have  been  older  than  twenty.  His  leg  ended  just below  the  knee.  What  remained  was  wrapped  tightly,  though blood had long since soaked through the bandages. 

“Tyler, your grace,” he replied. 

More  stones  crashed  into  the  city  wall  off  to  the  west.  The catapults in front of us seemed to be silent. 

I  wanted  to  tell  Tyler  something  positive  to  pull  his  mental state from the depths in which it currently dwelled. I wanted to tell  him  that  he  should  be  proud  of  his  bravery,  for  fighting alongside  his  fellows  without  backing  down.  The  truth  was, when  I  looked  at  him  all  I  felt  was  guilt.  These  men  were wounded  because  of  me.  So,  I  said  the  only  thing  that  I thought might help. 

“I’m going to kill every son of a bitch in Arandal’s army for this.” 

Tyler smiled weakly. “We’re going to win this, your grace.” 

Men  and  women  in  the  uniforms  of  healers  hurried  between the  soldiers,  applying  fresh  bandages,  sewing  up  wounds where they could, splinting broken bones, and in a few cases, giving  them  a  strong  drink  to  ease  their  passage  into  the afterlife. 

I  moved  on  to  the  man  that  had  called  for  water  earlier. 

Catapults  sent  more  stones  into  my  wall,  followed  by  the shouts of soldiers. It sounded more like taunting than fear or injury. I bent down to the man in front of me. 



He was an older man, perhaps in his fifties, with graying hair and  a  matching  beard.  His  tunic  had  been  cut  away  to  make room  for  all  the  bandages  around  his  middle.  They  were soaked red, and his skin was pale and waxy. 

I handed him my waterskin. After a moment, he looked up at me. With a nod of thanks, he took it and drank. 

“Ah,  this  hurts,”  he  said,  his  voice  resigned  and  weary. 

Shadowed eyes looked up at me. “Hey, your grace. You know, I read plenty o’ stories as a kid about battle.” He winced as he tried  to  adjust  his  leg.  “I  don’t  think  a  single  one  mentioned how painful a sword in the guts was. Or how bad it smells, for that matter. Stories like to leave out that men shit themselves when they die, too.” He took another sip of water and handed me the skin. “Thanks, your grace. ‘Least I won’t die thirsty.” 

I opened my mouth to ask him if his wounds were indeed that serious,  then  shut  it.  Taking  a  sword  through  the  stomach certainly  sounded  like  a  death  sentence  to  me.  My  doctors were  probably  the  best  in  the  world  at  that  time,  but  they couldn’t repair a sliced-open stomach and torn intestines. Even in my old world, that was tough. 

He  saw  the  look  on  my  face  and  gave  a  weak  grin.  “Them healers  keep  trying  to  offer  me  a  drink  to  help  take  the  pain away.  Almost  took  some,  but  decided  against  it.  Ah,  I  never wanted  to  die  like  this,”  he  said,  picking  at  his  bloodied bandages. “Could have been a lot worse though, I reckon. It’s a damn shame I don’t get no chance at revenge, but maybe I’ll be lucky enough to live to see us win this war.” 



An idea came to me. “What’s your name?” 

“Wyatt, your grace. Named after my grandfather.” 

I  knelt  next  to  him.  “What  would  you  say  if  I  offered  you  a chance at revenge? A chance to take a lot of those bastards,” I jerked my thumb in the direction of Arandal’s army, “with you when you die? And your death would be quick and painless.” 

“I’d leap for joy, but my guts might fall out,” he replied. “Sire, if you’re offering me a chance to kill them, the answer’s yes. 

What is it ya need?” 

“We’re going to send the enemy a little delivery. I need you to steer it and light the fuse,” I told him. “Think you can manage that?” 

“Long  as  I  can  do  it  sitting  down,  I’m  your  man,”  he  said, some of the life back in his voice. 

“Wait  right  here  a  moment,”  I  said,  standing  up.  I  left  Wyatt there and grabbed the nearest healer. 

“Do  whatever  it  takes  to  keep  him  alive  for  another  hour  or two. Absolutely anything,” I told the woman. 

She nodded her gray head and went to Wyatt’s side, offering him another blanket. He tried his best to wave her away. 

When I got back to the wagon, I reached beneath it and slipped the  leather  belt  over  the  pulley  on  the  motor.  It  only  had  to work for a mile, I told myself. 

But a mile was a damn long distance for something like this. 



The  steering  wouldn’t  be  too  hard  as  long  as  the  wagon  was moving. Wyatt could manage a few gentle turns. Then, we had the issue of lighting the fuses. 

“Bring  an  unlit  torch!”  I  called  out.  A  few  minutes  later,  a young  soldier  rushed  up  to  me,  torch  in  hand,  bowing  every second  step.  Usually  I  would  have  told  him  to  relax,  but  my mind  was  somewhere  else  at  the  moment.  “Bring  me  two shields,” I told him, and he hurried away. 

He worked quickly, and a short time later he returned with two large  shields  made  from  wood  with  steel  around  the  edges.  I leaned them against the wheel of the wagon. We’d deal with that in a moment. 

Shouting  voices  far  in  the  distance  reached  my  ears.  I  ran  to the spiraling staircase at the back of the gatehouse and sprinted up, two steps at a time. When I got to the top I found Gisela and ran to her. Like the rest of the soldiers, she was at the front of the wall-walk watching Arandal’s army. 

“What’s going on?” I asked her. 

She continued staring for a moment, her jaw set as she focused on  the  darkness.  “It’s  hard  to  tell,”  she  said.  “But  I  think Lyanna’s plan is working. At least I hope it is; I don’t like her being out there that long.” 

The shouting increased and I heard the same off to my right. 

Curiously, none of the catapults were launching any stones at us. 



“I see him! Look at that son of a bitch run!” one of my soldiers shouted  excitedly.  Several  more  went  to  where  he  was pointing and began cheering. 

“Rope!”  Lyanna’s  voice  called  out  in  the  distance.  “Get  the rope ready!” 

Two  soldiers,  both  stocky  men,  grabbed  coils  of  hemp  rope and threw one end over the edge of the wall. One of the men wrapped the other end around his waist and tied it. 

“Archers!”  Gisela  called  out.  She  bounced  on  her  toes excitedly. “Nock arrows!” 

“He’s  right  behind  me,”  Lyanna  said,  suddenly  appearing  on the wall-walk. Several men yelped in surprise. 

I looked out into the night and finally saw him. Wallace was running towards the moat at a dead sprint. He reached the edge and pushed off, leaping into the water. As soon as he splashed into the moat he began swimming, almost frantically, towards the dangling rope hanging from the wall. 

The men atop the wall cheered him on and shouted for him to swim faster. 

Off  in  the  distance,  I  saw  movement.  So  did  Gisela,  for  she shouted at the archers again. 

“Riders at two hundred paces! One hundred fifty! Draw! One hundred! Loose!” 

A volley of arrows disappeared into the night. Two dozen men on  horseback  raced  towards  the  wall.  Both  men  and  horses wore armor, so the arrows did no damage. 



“Hurry, Wallace!” Lyanna called out. 

“Again!”  Gisela  shouted.  The  archers  sent  more  arrows towards the riders. One horse stumbled, and its rider turned it back towards Arandal’s camp. 

“Pull!” A man on the wall shouted. 

The two soldiers holding the rope began walking backwards as quickly as they could. Veins on their necks stood out from the strain. 

The riders sped towards the wall, then at the last minute turned to the side and ran parallel to the moat. Each of them pulled out a crossbow and fired a bolt, then turned away and rushed to their escape. 

Wallace’s head and shoulders suddenly appeared between the crenellations. As he pulled himself through he suddenly cried out. Soldiers grabbed him and dragged him onto the wall-walk and he lay there for a moment, clutching his leg. A crossbow bolt  had  caught  him  in  the  thigh,  towards  the  outside.  Right through the meat. 

“Get  this  man  to  the  healers,”  Gisela  shouted,  pointing  at Wallace. “Clean that wound!” 

Lyanna  hurried  into  my  arms,  and  Gisela  arrived  a  few seconds after. 

“I’m  so  glad  you  made  it  back,”  Gisela  said  softly.  “I  was starting to get worried.” 

“So  was  I,”  I  added,  squeezing  her  tightly.  “So,  was  your mission successful?” 



In  reply,  Lyanna  turned  and  pointed  straight  in  front  of  us, towards  the  center  of  Arandal’s  army.  She  swept  her  arm halfway to the far eastern side of the enemy forces. 

“Every cook and blacksmith from there to there is now dead,” 

she said. “And I imagine you’ve noticed the catapults.” 

Not  a  single  stone  had  crashed  into  our  wall  in  quite  some time, I realized. 

“How  did  you  manage  that?”  I  asked.  “Surely  there  were sorcerers around.” 

“There  were,”  Lyanna  replied.  “Three  of  them.  I  distracted them while Wallace snuck up and cut their throats. I killed the rest  of  the  men  on  the  catapults.  I  just  wish  we  could  have done more.” 

I  whistled.  “Wasn’t  expecting  all  that.  This  will  make  a  big difference. Thank you, Lyanna.” 

“I just wish I could have done more,” she said again, turning back to me and laying her head against my shoulder. 

“Well, now that you’re back, it’s my turn,” I said. “Come on.” 
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hurried  down  the  spiral  staircase  at  the  rear  of  the Igatehouse. Now that Lyanna and Wallace were back, it was the perfect time for my counterattack. 

“Sir Dale!” I shouted as I hit the last step. 

“Right here, your grace,” he replied, standing next to a rickety wagon with four barrels in the back. 

“Let’s  stack  these  barrels  on  this  wagon,”  I  said,  rushing towards  Sir  Dale’s  wagon.  Together,  we  pulled  the  four powder kegs from his wagon and stacked them on their sides on mine. After that, we pushed it towards the gatehouse. 

“You have the fuse?” I asked, and Sir Dale nodded. 

He brought a coil of fuse, probably a hundred feet long. I cut four  equal  lengths  from  it  and  twisted  one  end  together.  The other ends went into each barrel, then the bung was hammered shut. 

“Bring that soldier over here!” I said to the healers, pointing. 

“Wyatt!” 



It took four of them, two making a cradle with their hands for him  to  sit  on  and  the  other  two  holding  his  legs  up  to  keep tension from his abdominal wall, but they brought him to the wagon.  As  carefully  as  possible,  they  sat  him  in  the  driver’s seat.  Fresh  blood  soaked  through  his  bandages  and  into  his clothing. With that much blood loss, he didn’t have much time left. 

“Are you ready, Wyatt?” I asked the fading man. 

“As  ready  as  I’ll  ever  be,  your  grace,”  he  replied.  His  voice was thin and weak, and his face pale. 

“You, you! Fasten these shields to him,” I said, pointing at two nearby soldiers. They rushed to obey. 

After a few minutes, the soldiers had tied the shields in place. 

The  bottom  edge  of  the  shields  sat  on  the  footrest  of  the wagon,  and  each  shield  was  tied  to  one  of  Wyatt’s  legs.  The top edges of the shield hid everything but the top of his head. 

“Can’t  say  this  is  the  most  comfortable  way  I’ve  traveled,” 

Wyatt said. He tried to laugh but instead coughed, then winced from  the  pain.  He  spat  a  mouthful  of  blood  onto  the  street, leaving a line of red down his chin. 

I  reached  up  and  placed  a  hand  on  his  arm.  “From  now  on, Wall Road will be known as Wyatt Avenue. When the history of  Arcwood  is  spoken  of  a  hundred  years  from  now,  your name will be taught to the children, as a hero.” 

“Thanks, your grace,” he said. “I’d just as soon get this over with. Not sure I have much time left. But uh, you mind telling me exactly what I’m doing?” 

It  was  my  turn  to  laugh.  “That  would  help,  wouldn’t  it?”  I turned  to  the  gatehouse.  “Lower  the  drawbridge!”  Several soldiers  looked  at  me,  confused,  but  after  a  few  seconds  the massive timbers of the drawbridge began to lower. 

“So,  this  wagon  moves  without  the  need  of  a  horse,”  I explained.  “You  just  have  two  tasks.  First,  you  need  to  hold onto  this  lever,”  I  said  as  I  grabbed  the  steering  lever.  “It’s hard to turn now, but once the wagon is moving it’ll be easier. 

Guide the wagon around those catapults and get it as close as you can to Arandal’s army. Once you’re close, light the fuse.” 

I took the torch from the wagon and held it against a nearby torch  that  was  already  burning.  Soon,  the  head  caught  and  it was burning brightly. I handed it to Wyatt. 

“Keep that away from those barrels. If one spark gets inside, the whole thing will blow. There should be about two minutes of fuse there, so use your best judgement. The deeper you can get into their camp, the better.” 

Wyatt turned his head and looked over his shoulder, then at the torch. “What’s in them barrels, your grace?” 

“The  same  stuff  that  goes  in  our  cannons  and  rifles,”  I  told him. 

He nodded, finally understanding. A grin slowly spread on his face. 

“Hell  of  a  way  to  go  out,  I’ll  say.  I’ll  think  of  a  way  to  get close, your grace. You can count on me.” 



The drawbridge banged into place. It was time. 

I  went  to  the  side  of  the  wagon  and  took  hold  of  the  thick copper  wires.  After  tracing  them  to  the  stacks  of  batteries—

there were a dozen, which should be enough juice to get this wagon  to  its  destination—I  made  sure  they  were  securely fastened. One of the wires was already attached to the motor. 

After taking a deep breath, I looped the wire through the other heavy terminal on the motor. 

The motor immediately started spinning with a loud whirring noise. I quickly twisted the wire in place and stepped back as the wagon moved forwards. It moved more quickly than I had anticipated, perhaps as fast as a slow jog. 

Wyatt’s grin split his face in two as he pushed on the steering lever and guided the wagon down the drawbridge. He looked over his shoulder at me. 

“I’ll  tell  ‘em  you’re  sending  a  special  gift  for  King  Arandal himself.” He laughed, then winced at the pain. 

“Well,  I’ll  be  damned,”  said  a  short,  stock  soldier  standing nearby. 

“It’s moving! Without a horse!” said another. 

“That’s gotta be magic of some kind.” 

As  soon  as  Wyatt  had  crossed  the  drawbridge,  the  soldiers started cranking it closed, but I ordered them to leave it down. 

After that, I found the nearest supply sergeant and told him to start bringing arrows and bullets onto the wall. Arandal would want  to  counter-strike  after  this,  and  I  planned  on  staying ready. 

I  walked  up  the  spiral  staircase  at  the  back  of  the  main gatehouse, where Lyanna and Gisela were waiting along with a  double  dozen  soldiers.  They  reached  out  for  me  as  I approached,  and  I  took  their  hands  in  mine  as  we  watched together. 

The  light  of  Wyatt’s  torch  was  bright  in  the  dark  field, especially being past midnight. We held each other tightly as the torch light slowly shrank in the distance. 

“He said he’s going to tell them I’m sending a gift for Arandal himself,” I said. “Sneaky bastard. I love it.” 

“Do you think this will do much?” Gisela asked. 

“If  all  goes  as  planned,  yeah,”  I  replied.  “I  just  wish  I  could send ten out there. Or twenty. But, we work with the tools we have, not with what we wish we had.” 

“Well,  I  hope  you  have  more  dirty  tricks  up  your  sleeve,” 

Lyanna  said.  “After  what  Wallace  and  I  did  and  now  this, they’re going to be wanting revenge.” 

“I  always  have  tricks  up  my  sleeve,  don’t  worry,”  I  told  her. 

“Speaking of which, I should prepare for that.” 

I released my wives and looked to see who was near me. Sir Dale had just climbed the stairs and was approaching us when I turned to him. 

“Sir Dale, do you know where Sir Hendrick is?” 



“Ah, I believe so, your grace. “He should be down on the east side of the wall.” 

Sir Arlo appeared from the western side and stopped near me. 

“Is there anything I can do to help, your grace?” 

I thought for a moment. 

“I need someone to check on Elise and Brinia.” Elise would be giving  birth  soon,  so  I  wanted  to  make  sure  someone  was always there for her when I couldn’t be there. 

“I’ll  take  my  horse  and  check  on  her  immediately,”  Sir  Arlo said, cutting off Sir Dale. 

“I’m  going  to  send  Sir  Dale  to  this  one,”  I  told  the  eager knight. 

“Have I not proven my honor yet? I have fought by your side, your grace.” His voice and expression were stiff. 

“I  know,”  I  said,  placing  a  hand  upon  his  shoulder. 

“Remember though, my wives know Sir Dale better than any others.  Right  now,  she  needs  someone  she’s  more  familiar with.  Besides,  I  need  you  for  something  else,  equally important.” 

“I’ll check on them right away, your grace,” Sir Dale said. “If anything  changes  with  Queen  Elise’s  condition,  I’ll  let  you know immediately.” With a bow of his head, he hurried down the stairs. 

He was a good man, Sir Dale, and all that I could really ask for in a royal guard. He was a loyal man, an honorable man, and never complained. 

“I’ll help however I can, your grace,” Sir Arlo said. 

“Good,” I told him. “I need you to get Sir Hendrick. He should be  down  the  eastern  side  of  the  wall.  The  two  of  you  are  to take  the  wagon  behind  the  gatehouse  over  to  our  chemical factory, the one run by Palmer. Sir Hendrick will know where it is. He should have some barrels of oil waiting for us. Bring as  many  as  you  can  load  onto  the  wagon,  as  quickly  as possible.” 

“Right away, your grace,” Sir Arlo said, then hurried down the wall-walk, seeking Sir Hendrick. 

I turned back to the wall and put my arms around Gisela and Lyanna.  Together,  the  three  of  us  watched  Wyatt’s  torchlight wobble in the distance. 

“Any reason you want the drawbridge down?” Gisela asked. 

“Yeah,”  I  said,  wracking  my  brain  for  an  appropriate  pun. 

“Just planning on adding a little light to their lives.” 

Gisela rolled her eyes. “I’m going to assume it’s a good idea and you’re not going to get more of my men killed.” 

“That’s  the  plan,  my  love,”  I  said,  squeezing  her  shoulder. 

“And since he’ll likely be focusing the majority of his attacks on  the  main  gatehouse,  we’re  going  to  leave  a  little  surprise for him.” 

“I think his torch just dipped,” Lyanna said. “It’s hard to tell at this distance, even with my eyesight.” 



I  began  counting  seconds  out  loud  the  moment  Lyanna  said that. They counted with me, and all three of our bodies tensed when we reached a minute. 

“Might  just  be  a  few  seconds  off,”  I  said,  mentally  crossing my fingers. 

“I can’t see his torch any longer,” Lyanna said. 

We  waited  there  for  another  minute,  but  nothing  happened. 

There was no explosion, no fire, no big boom. 

“Fuck.  They  probably  got  to  him  before  he  was  able  to  light the  fuse.  I  just  hope  he  died  quickly.”  I  tried  to  keep  the irritation  from  my  voice,  but  it  was  hard.  This  should  have been  a  big  breakthrough  in  the  fight.  “No  use  complaining, though. I’ll get started on my next trick.” 

“Can you add any sort of fail-safe?” Gisela asked. 

“This one will involve enough people that it can’t go wrong,” I told her. 

I left my wives and walked towards the spiraling staircase at the rear of the main gatehouse. The moment I put my foot on the  first  step,  something  flashed  brightly  behind  me, momentarily turning night into day. 

I  turned  just  in  time  to  see  the  tail  end  of  the  explosion. 

Arcwood soldiers gasped in shock at the bright flash. Seconds later, the rumble of the explosion reached us, loud even at this distance. 

Gisela slowly turned to look at me, eyes wide. 



“Looks like Wyatt went out with a bang,” I said. 



Chapter 20

20

ir Hendrick and Sir Arlo  arrived  later,  driving  a  wagon Swith barrels stacked behind them. I directed them to continue through the gatehouse and across the drawbridge. 

“I need twenty soldiers with me, now!” I shouted, and at least three dozen men came running. 

After  walking  through  the  gatehouse  and  across  the drawbridge,  I  turned  around.  The  men  formed  up  in  a  loose half-circle in front of me and waited. 

“Crack  open  these  barrels,”  I  said.  “The  moment  we  know they’re on their way, we’re going to soak the ground in oil. For now, spread them out, one barrel every twenty or thirty feet. I want to be as prepared as possible.” 

“Begging your pardon, your grace, but by the time we can see them  coming  we  won’t  have  much  opportunity  to  pour  this stuff.  Is  there  any  way  we  can  start  earlier?”  A  couple  other soldiers nodded after the man spoke. 



“If you were to dump it out now, most of it would soak into the ground. Then, you’d just be polluting your drinking water instead  of  burning  the  enemy.  Like  I  said,  spread  the  barrels around and open them. Stay as ready as you can be. There are enough of you that pouring it should be a quick process. Once you’re done, bring the empty barrels back inside. There will be enough left in them to finish the job.” 

I clapped my hands once and they broke their formation and hurried  to  the  wagon.  Under  the  watchful  eyes  of  the  two knights,  the  barrels  were  properly  dispersed  in  no  time,  with half a dozen soldiers around each one. 

That done, I walked back across the drawbridge. As I passed through the gatehouse I informed the men within to be ready to raise the drawbridge the moment the soldiers outside came in. 

Once I was back on the wall-walk, I went to my wives. 

“I  need  the  both  of  you  to  keep  an  eye  out  for  Arandal’s soldiers.  After  an  explosion  like  that,  they’ll  be  eager  for blood.” I looked around. “Let’s get more men on the wall, too. 

Every  man  that  can  hold  a  spear  should  be  on  this  wall  or waiting  to  relieve  someone,  or  helping  with  supplies  or  the healers.” 

After that, there wasn’t much else I could do other than wait. 

A dreadful weariness began setting in as time passed. I knew the men around me felt the same, so I passed an order for them to start sleeping in shifts. 



Gisela’s eyes were lined with dark circles, but her gaze was as fierce as ever. Lyanna, not requiring sleep, had no problems of course. She kept her sharp eyes on the treeline, watching for the enemy. 

Terrel came to see me on the wall, much to my surprise. The man  didn’t  care  much  for  leaving  the  keep.  He  looked  even more tired than I felt, and had to stifle a yawn before he could speak. 

“Is everything okay, Terrel?” I asked him. 

“Everything  is  going  well  so  far,  your  grace,  but  I’m  here  to inform you that your wife has gone into labor.” He delivered the message in the same bland tones he used for everything. 

“What? Elise is going into labor?” I thought we still had a few weeks. I thought wrong. 

Behind  me,  Gisela  gasped.  “Talk  about  timing!  I’ll  have  to find a way to check on her.” 

“The baby!” Lyanna exclaimed, rushing towards me. “James, we have to go see her!” 

“We  can’t,  unfortunately,”  I  told  her.  “Not  yet,  at  least. 

Arandal’s men are coming, and I need to be here to meet them and make sure everything goes well.” My heart hurt saying the words, but I knew I was worth ten soldiers on that wall. There was  no  way  around  it;  I  had  to  miss  the  birth  of  my  child because of this fucking war. Or at the very least, I could take the briefest pause to see the birth itself, but then I had to come right back and fight. 



“As  soon  as  we’re  able  to,  we’ll  see  her.  I  promise,”  I  told Lyanna. She didn’t look happy, but she knew I was right. 

“Speaking of which,” Gisela said, peering through the looking glass. “I think I see something. Lyanna?” 

Lyanna’s gaze lingered on me for a moment, then she turned and  went  to  the  front  of  the  wall  where  Gisela  was  keeping watch. Lyanna squinted in the darkness, then nodded. 

“Oh yeah. Look, you can see their torches. They’re marching on  the  castle.”  She  looked  to  each  side.  “I  think  they’re focusing their attacks right here, at the main gate.” 

“They’ll  be  trying  to  cross  the  moat  so  they  can  get  this drawbridge down,” I said. “If they can manage that, we won’t be able to stop them.” 

I  leaned  between  two  crenellations  and  shouted  to  the  men below. 

“Sir Hendrick! Sir Arlo! Go ahead and start pouring it all out!” 

They shouted in reply and immediately began barking orders at the men around them. Within seconds the barrels were being carried by four men each, who covered the ground with a thick layer of oil. 

After that, I ran to the stairs at the rear of the gatehouse and hurried down them. Once at the bottom, I grabbed two nearby soldiers and pulled them to the stacks of fresh bandages. 

“I  need  you  to  take  a  few  of  these  and  tear  them  into  strips. 

Nothing too large; just enough to soak in oil and wrap around the head of an arrow. Get to it.” 



I left the men there and looked through the open drawbridge. 

Some of the soldiers were already done and were loading the empty barrels back onto the wagon. 

My thoughts went to my wife as I watched the soldiers finish. 

I had recruited several talented doctors to Arcwood, and over the  past  year  taught  them  every  bit  of  medical  knowledge  I knew.  Suffice  to  say,  it  was  likely  that  they  were  the  best doctors in all of Aragoshen, if not the world at that time. 

And  yet  still,  I  worried.  Childbirth  was  a  difficult  thing, especially  in  a  low-technology  era  such  as  this.  If  anything happened to her, I would lose my mind. 

The soldiers finally began crossing the drawbridge. 

“Thank  you,  Sir  Hendrick,  Sir  Dale,”  I  said  to  the  knights. 

“Bring those strips of cloth!” I called out to the men that had been tasked with tearing them. 

The men hurried over to me, hands filled with strips of white bandage. I explained to them what we were going to do. 

“The last of the oil—the residue left in the barrels—is going to these. Soak the cloth strips in the oil, then wrap them around the tips of arrows. And be quick!” 

The men immediately got to work. As soon as the last soldier came  through  the  gatehouse,  soldiers  began  turning  the massive wooden wheels that raised the drawbridge. 

While they did that, I hurried up the stairs and ran back to my wives. They were still at the front of the wall, keeping an eye on the enemy. 



“Tell me what you see,” I said. 

“Two  things,”  Gisela  replied,  still  holding  the  looking  glass. 

“Jack, and shit. It’s too dark for this thing to be of much use, although it looks like the night is almost over.” 

Sure enough, I looked to the east and the sky was turning to gray. 

“It  looks  like  they’re  marching  towards  us,”  Lyanna  said.  “I don’t see any activity on the sides. I think they’re going to try to simply overpower us right here.” 

“They  can  certainly  try,”  I  said,  then  raised  my  voice  to  a shout.  “But  when  they  try,  we’ll  fill  the  moat  with  their fucking corpses!” 

Every  man  within  earshot  raised  a  shout,  and  many  hurled their own insults into the night. I turned to Gisela and grinned. 

“We’re  going  to  be  okay,  honey.  We’ll  make  it  through  this. 

You know I’ll do anything to win.” 

She  shook  her  head,  but  her  mouth  twitched  into  a  smile. 

“Thanks for keeping their morale up. That definitely helps; the worst  thing  we  can  do  is  start  the  fight  with  men  thinking they’ll lose.” 

“Why are they taking so long?” Lyanna muttered. 

I looked to the east again. The darkness was definitely fading, but it would probably be another hour before the sun was up. 

“Arandal wants us to see his numbers,” I said. “It’s just a bit of psychological warfare. To be honest, it’s a good idea. Anyone with  two  brain  cells  to  rub  together  would  be  terrified  after seeing an army that large on his doorstep.” 

“But….” Lyanna began. 

“But, I have a plan to ruin his morning,” I finished. 

Sir Arlo appeared behind me with his customary eagerness to serve. 

“Everything is ready as planned, your grace,” he said. 

“Good,” I told him. “Now we just have to wait for them to get a  bit  closer  and  the  party  can  start.  I  want  you  and  Sir Hendrick up here, near me.” 

Sir Hendrick came up the stairs right as I said his name. 

“Perfect,”  I  continued.  “I’ll  be  straight  with  you,  gentlemen; things are going to get bad. Really bad. Arandal is going to try to  overrun  us  somehow,  and  if  we  don’t  stop  him,  we’re  all dead. I want both of you by my side for the fight.” 

They  both  nodded  and  saluted,  fist  to  chest.  They  weren’t supposed to salute up here during times of war, but I let it go. 

“And I want you to watch my back,” I said quietly to Gisela. 

She gave me a hard look for a moment, then nodded. 

“Alright, grab your spears! Grab your halberds!” I called out. 

All around me came shouts and cheers. The sun began to peek over the horizon, staining the morning sky red. 

Arandal’s  army  spread  out  before  us,  forming  into  two  huge groups. The early beams of sunlight glistened off spearpoints. 



“By the gods,” Gisela said. 

“There’s  got  to  be  ten  thousand  men  out  there,”  Lyanna whispered. “And looks like they’re getting ready for a charge. 

How do they plan on crossing the moat?” 

“That’s  how,”  I  said,  pointing.  Within  the  formations  of soldiers were two massive, wheeled platforms made from cora wood. When rolled forwards, they would provide a bridge for the moat. As we watched, enemy soldiers loaded huge ladders onto the platforms. 

“Fear  not,  men!”  I  called  out.  “They  have  numbers,  but  we have  a  wall  and  we  have  courage.  And  unlike  that  cunt Arandal, we’ve got fucking balls!” 

Every man within earshot shouted in reply. Arcwood soldiers raised their spears and shook them overhead. 

“Archers, stand ready!” I shouted. 

Almost  every  man  on  the  wall  within  a  hundred  feet  of  me stepped up to the front of the wall with arrows nocked in their longbows.  Some,  mostly  those  with  no  skill  at  archery,  held tightly to their spears and halberds. 

I  put  a  foot  on  one  of  the  crenellations  and  leaned  on  my elbow, surveying the enemy. Fear welled up in my gut as my eyes scanned across the enormous crowd, but I forced it down. 

For the sake of my wives, my city, my soldiers, I refused to let any show. I cupped my hands around my mouth. 

“If  you  think  you’re  getting  over  this  wall,  you’re  fucking wrong!” I shouted. “Does your king fight for you? Of course not, because he’s a fucking coward!” 

My  men  cheered  and  shouted  their  own  insults  towards  the enemy. 

“Alright, soldiers!” I shouted, looking left and right. “Weapons ready! No matter what, Arcwood stands!” 

“Arcwood!” Someone shouted, and a chant formed. 

“Arcwood!” 

“Arcwood!” 

“Arcwood!” 

Men slammed the butt of their spears against the stone of the wall-walk as they shouted. 

Gisela handed me a seven-foot halberd, then grabbed one for herself. She leaned forwards and gave me a kiss. 

“I love you.” She couldn’t hear me, but I mouthed the words anyways. She smiled. 

“Ready?” I mouthed the words to Lyanna. 

Her eyes were hard, her mouth a flat line. She nodded. 

Sir Arlo moved up next to us, with Sir Hendrick on the other side of Gisela. Both held long spears. 

Arandal’s army began moving forwards. 
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he  massive  army  moved  forwards,  one  step  at  a  time, Tlike a mindless swarm of ants. They covered the ground in front of us, just out of bowshot, and extended halfway to the horizon.  In  their  midst,  those  huge  wooden  platforms  rolled with them. As they drew closer I saw that shields had been fit to  the  platforms,  so  that  the  men  pushing  them  would  be protected. 

So they thought. 

With almost painful slowness, Arandal’s army advanced. The men on the frontline all held large shields, made from steel to deflect  arrows.  They  moved  closer,  but  it  wasn’t  enough  yet. 

Archers on each side looked at me nervously, but I remained silent. 

When they were a hundred feet from the moat, I stretched both arms above my head, then did a few squats to warm myself up. 

After being up all night, I was exhausted. My heart pounded, the crowd of enemies in front of me causing my body to surge adrenaline. 



“Almost….  Almost….”  I  whispered.  My  words  were  lost  in the shouts of my men. They roared their defiance in the face of death, hurling insults and curses at the enemy. Several soldiers bearing  torches  ran  between  the  archers,  lighting  the  oil-soaked cloth on their arrows. 

The front line of Arandal’s soldiers were twenty feet from the edge of the moat. I raised my voice and shouted at the top of my lungs. 

“Loose arrows!” 

On both sides of me, men pulled their bowstrings back and let their arrows fly. Lines of fire arced from the top of the wall, across the thirty-foot-wide moat, and struck the ground. Most arrows  immediately  ignited  the  surrounding  oil,  although  it burned more slowly than I had hoped. 

Still,  after  only  a  few  seconds,  several  thousand  men  were standing on burning ground. They pushed against each other, trying  to  escape,  but  they  were  packed  too  densely  to  move quickly. They were trapped. 

“Give  them  everything  you’ve  got!”  I  shouted.  “For Arcwood!” 

At the front of the enemy formation, soldiers ran to the moat and  dived  into  the  water  to  escape  the  flames.  Their  armor made them sink like stones. Behind them, men were stuck in a sea  of  bodies,  unable  to  do  much  except  scream  as  they burned. 



On  either  side  of  me  cannons  roared,  tearing  bloody  holes through the ranks of Arandal’s men. Rifles fired as well; at this range  they  would  punch  through  a  man  and  often  the  one behind him. Clouds of smoke rose above the wall from all the gunpowder being burned. 

Some  soldiers  beat  at  their  fellows  with  axes  and  swords  as they tried to escape the burning ground. No matter how hard they tried, the burning oil consumed their legs, and eventually spread up the rest of their bodies. 

Oily black smoke filled the air along with the screams of the dying. The stench of burning flesh and oil was overwhelming, and  many  soldiers  on  the  wall  wrapped  cloths  around  their mouths and noses. My archers fired into the crowd alongside the rifles and cannons. Arandal’s men died by the dozens, the hundreds,  possibly  even  the  thousands.  The  wounded numbered five times that. 

Months  of  practice  drills  meant  my  soldiers  could  reload  our cannons  in  less  than  a  minute,  so  not  long  passed  before  the heavy  iron  barrels  were  roaring  again.  The  fist-sized cannonballs  tore  trenches  through  the  enemy  ranks.  Only  the angle of attack kept them from doing more damage; had they mounted lower, they would have ripped through two or three dozen men before stopping. 

The  unfortunate  souls  on  the  front  ranks  that  survived  the flames  found  themselves  pincushioned  with  arrows  or  torn apart  by  bullets.  My  men  worked  like  a  well-oiled  machine, steadily killing the enemy. 



It was a slaughter, enough to sicken the strongest stomach. 

But it wasn’t enough. 

An endless swarm of bodies covered the field in front of me. 

The death toll we had inflicted was massive; bodies began to fill the moat. In several places, piles of corpses rose above the surface of the water. 

A  sudden  blast  of  icy  air  passed  through  Arandal’s  soldiers, covering  men  with  frost  and  extinguishing  the  flames  in  two wide  channels.  Men  shook  off  the  ice  that  formed  on  their armor and roared in defiance, for they knew the advantage was truly theirs now. 

“Keep  shooting!”  I  shouted.  The  cannons  continued  to  roar their song, and my archers fired as fast as they could fit arrows to strings. 

The  great  wooden  platforms  wheeled  forwards,  their  fronts crossing  the  moat  and  slamming  into  the  base  of  the  wall. 

Enemy soldiers piled on the backs of the wooden contraptions to  provide  counterweight.  With  a  mighty  shout,  men  rushed forwards, ladders in hand, and raised them to the city wall. 

The cannons were nearly useless in this situation—their stands didn’t allow them to shoot down at a forty-five-degree angle—

so I ran back and grabbed a cannonball, then hurled it into the face  of  a  man  climbing  the  ladder.  His  skull  crumpled  under the  blow  and  he  slammed  into  the  man  behind  him,  sending them  both  splashing  into  the  moat.  Gisela  and  Sir  Hendrick copied me, launching cannonballs into the enemy soldiers. 



The loud  crack of gunshots filled the air, as did the twang of bowstrings,  but  it  simply  wasn’t  enough.  Arandal’s  soldiers died by the dozens, piling into the moat until the bodies rose into  hills  of  flesh  and  armor.  The  swarming  mass  of  soldiers behind  always  pushed  forwards,  never  tiring,  always  feeding more bodies into the war machine. 

With  so  many  bodies  moving  up  multiple  ladders  at  once,  it was impossible to kill them all. Each successive man climbed higher until he, too, was killed. They finally got close enough that my halberd came into play. 

Gisela  thrust  her  halberd  downwards,  and  the  man  on  the ladder caught it on his shield. At the same moment, I swung mine down like an axe and removed his arm at the elbow. He shrieked wide-eyed as his limb fell into the water below, then another thrust from Gisela ran into the opening of his helmet. 

His limp body crashed into the man behind him and sent them both into the moat below. 

We fought with the viciousness of people knowing they faced certain death. On my left, Sir Arlo roared “For Arcwood!” as he thrust a spear into those trying to ascend the ladder. Bodies fell  like  rain  under  his  onslaught,  and  his  ferocity  never waned. I found myself grateful he fought for us instead of the enemy. 

“Shields!” a soldier of mine shouted behind me. I heard a loud clang as he dropped a half-dozen shields against the gatehouse wall,  then  the  patter  of  his  boots  as  he  ran  away  to  bring shields to the next group of men. 



The point of my halberd caught a man through the eye and he immediately  launched  into  convulsions.  I  felt  the  vibrations through the haft of my weapon and my stomach lurched at the red  fluids  that  leaked  from  the  hole  in  his  face.  I  forced  my gorge down and continued the methodical slaughter. 

Six  ladders  filled  with  men  brought  countless  enemies  to  the top of the wall. Two of my soldiers ran forward with poles and pushed  on  the  tops  of  the  ladders,  angling  them  out.  Veins stood out on their necks from the effort, but they pushed one of  the  ladders  away.  It  toppled  backwards  into  the  throng  of soldiers, breaking arms and legs and backs as it fell. 

They moved to the next ladder and did the same thing, pushing it out. One of the enemy soldiers hurled his spear and it struck the  Arcwood  soldier  in  the  stomach.  The  poles  fell  and  the ladder slammed back into place. 

My halberd slammed down onto the man’s head, the axe blade chopping  deep  into  his  skull.  The  man  behind  him  threw  the corpse  to  the  side  and  leaped  onto  the  wall-walk,  stabbing before  he  even  landed.  Behind  him,  another  man  pushed  his way onto the wall. 

We  stabbed  and  chopped,  and  behind  us  snipers  deafened everyone  with  continued  gunshots.  Sir  Hendrick  stabbed  a man in the shoulder, then grabbed him by his armor and threw him  down  the  ladder,  completely  clearing  it  of  climbing soldiers.  The  tiniest  blossom  of  hope  began  to  bloom  in  my chest. 



That  blossom  was  trampled  by  the  continual  push  of  enemy soldiers. Hope turned to despair, which turned into a barbaric rage. I refused to lose everything I had worked so hard for. I chopped  and  stabbed  soldiers  like  a  madman.  Beside  me, Gisela roared like a cornered animal as she fought. 

A  layer  of  blood  slicked  the  wall-walk,  making  footing treacherous.  A  soldier  on  the  other  side  of  Gisela  and  Sir Hendrick slipped on a patch of gore and enemy soldiers rushed to fill the opening. They poured onto the wall, unstoppable. 

“Your grace!” 

I  glanced  over  my  shoulder  and  Sir  Arlo  was  there,  handing me a shield. I stabbed my halberd into the face of a soldier on the ladder, then grabbed the shield from the knight. With my right hand I drew my sword and laid about me, chopping into limbs and stabbing into the openings of helmets. 

Next to me, Gisela’s sword point opened the throat of one of Arandal’s  soldiers.  He  went  down  clutching  his  neck,  a gurgling  mess,  but  before  he  had  even  hit  the  wall-walk another  soldier  had  replaced  him,  swinging  a  sword  with savage ferocity. 

We  stepped  back  as  the  enemy  soldiers  finally  gained  their foothold  on  the  wall.  Rifles  filled  the  air  with  gunsmoke, punching through two men at once. One of my soldiers angled a cannon towards the top of the ladder and fired it at the top of the  ladder  point-blank,  causing  half  a  dozen  soldiers  to basically explode in a shower of red mist. 



Lyanna appeared from my left, screaming like a banshee. She passed  through  the  ladder,  sending  men  to  their  deaths. 

Soldiers  screamed  when  they  saw  her—Arandal’s  soldiers  in horror, and my soldiers in support. She fought her way to the top of their ladder and killed the dozen men that had made it on top of the wall. 

With the wall in front of us briefly clear, we pushed forwards, back  to  the  crenellations.  Sir  Arlo  sheathed  his  sword  and grabbed the shriveled husk of a man, then hurled it down one of the ladders. 

The  piles  of  dead  were  steadily  growing.  Mounds  of  corpses on either side of the ladders reached halfway up the wall. 

Enemy  soldiers  hurried  to  fill  the  void  Lyanna  had  created. 

They  raced  up  the  ladder,  eager  to  raid  the  city.  Lyanna  was there, waiting for them. 

A  fist-sized  ball  of  fire  sizzled  through  the  air  and  slammed into the wall, narrowly missing my ghost queen. She shrieked and backed away, but another one followed and almost hit her. 

She was forced to move back to the top of the wall, where she wasn’t as vulnerable. 

More  balls  of  fire  came  from  the  depths  of  the  crowd  as sorcerers threw them. One struck a man atop the wall, and he burst into flame. Screaming, he leaped off the wall and into the moat. 

A ball of fire streaked right for my head, but Sir Arlo raised his shield and intercepted it. The fireball exploded in a shower of sparks and Sir Arlo slammed his burning shield into a man jumping from the top rung of the ladder. 

Sweat  covered  every  inch  of  me  and  dripped  into  my  eyes, making  the  glare  from  the  morning  sun  a  serious  concern.  I blinked through it and fought on. 

I held onto the blade of my sword with my shield hand for a brief moment, grabbed my pistol, and fired a bullet right into the chest of a rushing soldier. The second the bullet came out I shoved my pistol back into its holster and grabbed my sword again. 

Arandal’s  soldiers  fought  their  way  onto  the  wall,  inch  by inch.  Soon,  we  were  being  pushed  back  on  the  wall-walk  as the enemy grew in number right in front of us. Once they had a spot to land, they raced up the ladders and began to quickly overwhelm us. The piles of bodies became obstacles. 

Sir  Hendrick  suddenly  shouted  and  dropped  back.  Another soldier instantly replaced him in the line, with two men behind him  wielding  long  spears  over  the  first  man’s  shoulders. 

Behind me, men ran up and down the spiraling staircase at the rear  of  the  gatehouse,  bringing  spears  and  support  up  or dragging the wounded down. 

A roar came from behind me and I instinctively ducked to the side. Sir Hendrick took a step forwards, holding the corpse of a  man  over  his  head.  He  threw  the  body  forwards  and  it crashed into the enemy soldiers, toppling four or five of them. 

Spears  and  halberds  immediately  pierced  the  bodies  of  those caught on the ground. 



Sir Hendrick pulled back to grab another body. A fireball came from one of the sorcerers in the crowd and sped right towards us. Three of Arandal’s soldiers, pushing to gain more footing on the wall, stepped right in its path and fell to the wall-walk in a screaming, charred heap. 

I  dodged  to  the  side  again  as  Sir  Hendrick  hurled  another corpse  into  the  crowd.  Some  of  Arandal’s  men  struggled  to pull  the  bodies  out  of  the  way,  but  the  piles  of  corpses  were enough to provide a barrier of sorts. 

To  be  honest,  the  piles  of  corpses  were  probably  the  only reason we hadn’t yet been overrun. 

Every  second  that  passed  was  one  I  was  grateful  to  still  be alive.  In  the  rabid  frenzy  I  had  to  force  myself  to  maintain proper  form  with  my  weapon—one  sloppy  mistake  and  I would be run through. 

Time passed and the fighting got worse. Arandal’s men never slowed, and they slowly began to take over the wall. Below us, workers struggled to pull back and set up a defensive position among the buildings. For every Arcwood soldier that died, ten enemies lost their lives, but it wasn’t enough. 

A hand grabbed my shoulder and a man’s voice shouted in my ear. 

“Your grace, it’s the queen! The baby is coming!” 

It was Sir Dale, spear in hand. He thrust over the top edge of my shield and perforated a man’s chest. 



“What?” I asked. I had heard him just fine but couldn’t believe the words. The baby? And now, of all times? 

“The doctor says the baby will come soon!” he shouted as he rammed  his  spear  into  a  soldier’s  throat,  twisted,  and  tore  it free. 

“Fuck!” I shouted. There couldn’t have possibly been a worse time for this. And yet, there was absolutely nothing, not even a war, that would keep me from my child’s birth. 

“Sir Arlo!” I shouted. “Cover me! Elise is giving birth!” 

“Right!” he replied, sliding into my position as I fell back. 

As soon as I was clear, I raced for the stairs. I didn’t even take the time to sheathe my sword, and instead just threw it and my shield down. Sir Dale was only a second behind me. 

We  reached  the  bottom  of  the  stairs  and  a  man  was  waiting there, holding the reins of Hammer and Sir Dale’s horse. 

I leaped into the saddle and dug my heels in, with my knight only  a  second  behind.  We  charged  down  the  street,  dodging supply wagons and injured soldiers. 
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barely  waited  for  Hammer  to  come  to  a  stop  before Ileaping from the saddle. My boots, still slick with blood, slid on the stone when I landed. My head cracked against the street and stars swam in my vision, but I pushed myself to my feet and continued. 

I  ran  through  the  halls,  silently  laughing  at  the  inadvertent terror  I  must  have  caused;  the  sight  of  the  king,  covered  in blood, stumbling through the keep was amusing indeed. 

When I got to my bedchamber, I slammed the door open and ran  through.  Elise  was  on  a  birthing  bed  with  Brinia  on  one side  and  Doctor  Jeffries  on  the  other.  She  was  on  all  fours, breathing deeply, her face covered with a sheen of sweat. I tore my gauntlets off and threw them to the floor as I rushed to her. 

“Elise!”  I  called  out  my  wife’s  name  and  stood  next  to  her, unsure what else to do or say. Brinia reached out and grabbed one of my hands, after checking it to ensure it wasn’t covered with blood like the rest of me. 



Doctor Jeffries took one look at me and went to a table next to him. He grabbed a towel, dipped it in a bowl of clean water, and  tossed  it  to  me.  I  caught  it  one-handed  and  took  a  step back,  then  wiped  as  much  blood  from  my  face  and  armor  as possible. 

“Stay strong, love, and remember to breathe,” Brinia said. She brushed a few strands of hair from Elise’s beautiful face. 

“By the gods,” Sir Dale said as he charged through the door. 

He averted his gaze respectfully and approached us. 

“How can I help, doctor?” He asked. 

Doctor Jeffries opened his mouth but I answered. 

“Stay  near  the  doorway  and  make  sure  no  one  comes  in  this room,” I told him. 

“Thanks  for  coming,  James,”  Elise  said.  “Sorry  about  the timing.”  Her  laugh  quickly  turned  into  a  shout,  and  she grabbed her stomach. “These cramps are something else.” 

“You can do it, baby,” I told her, placing a hand on her lower back. My heart surged with love for her as she smiled at me. 

“Everything is going to be fine. This baby is going to come out without any issues, then I’m going back to the wall to win this war.” 

“How is the war going?” she asked. 

“It’s going well,” I said. “The men are strong, and the enemy is  losing.”  Somehow,  someway,  I  would  win  this.  I  would sacrifice whatever it took to win this war for my family. Lying to Elise like that hurt in the very depths of my soul. “How long since she started labor?” I asked the doctor. 

“Since  early  this  morning,  before  the  sun  rose,”  he  replied. 

“Her  contractions  are  getting  close.  The  baby  should  come soon, any minute now!” 

“We’re  right  here  with  you,  honey,”  I  said,  my  hand  on  the small of her back. 

“Okay, my queen,” Doctor Jeffries said gently. “When you feel the labor pains again, I need you to push as hard as you can.” 

Elise  nodded  while  focusing  on  her  breaths.  Her  eyes  were closed, and she breathed in through her nose, out through her mouth. 

“Do you need anything?” Brinia asked. 

“Stronger legs,” Elise said, giving a weak laugh. She winced as  her  body  cramped.  “Oh  shit,  that  hurts!”  She  took  a  deep breath and pushed until her face turned red from effort. 

Emotions overwhelmed me. Protective love and desire for my queen, but not of a sexual kind; she was stark naked right in front  of  me,  my  hand  only  inches  from  her  perfectly  round bottom, but I felt no lust at all. Just a surge of adoration and love,  and  the  notion  that  I  would  do  absolutely  anything  for her.  In  that  moment,  my  wife  was  perfect  in  every  way.  She was my entire world. 

Elise’s  arms  shook  and  she  hung  her  head  for  a  moment. 

Brinia  grabbed  a  damp  towel  and  patted  her  wife’s  forehead with it. 



“We can move you into a different position if you’re tired, my queen,”  Doctor  Jeffries  said  as  he  moved  closer  to  her.  “Can you grab some pillows, sire?” 

“Yes, of course!” I said, glad to finally be helping somehow. 

Cannons  roared  and  rifles  popped  in  the  distance.  I  did  my best to ignore them and focused on running to the bed to grab a double handful of pillows. 

When  I  got  back  to  the  birthing  bed,  Elise  was  rolling  over onto her back. I placed four pillows behind her back, propping her upright. 

“Not the best position, but if you’re tired then this will help,” 

Doctor  Jeffries  said.  He  placed  a  tube  against  her  round stomach and put his ear to it for a moment. After moving the tube  around,  he  took  on  a  look  of  concentration.  Nodding satisfactorily, he moved between her knees. 

“Okay, Queen Elise. When you feel your next contraction, let it build for a moment. At its peak, I need you to push as hard as you can.” 

“Okay,”  she  replied,  breathing  steadily.  Her  face  suddenly contorted. “Oh, this is a bad one. Ah!” She drew a deep breath and scrunched her face, then leaned forwards and pushed. Her grunt of effort ended in a shout. 

In  the  distance,  cannons  continued  firing.  I  wondered  if  they were  being  fired  point-blank  into  enemy  soldiers,  as  I  had seen. They eventually stopped as time passed. 



An hour went by. At least, I thought it was an hour; keeping track of time at that moment was nigh impossible. Brinia and I held  Elise’s  hands  and  she  pushed  until  she  was  exhausted. 

With  our  help,  she  changed  positions  twice,  and  finally  went back to sitting back so she could rest a moment. 

“This is hard work,” Elise said with a forced laugh. “I’m glad I went on all those walks, or I’d really be tired.” 

She  reclined  her  head  for  a  moment  and  I  leaned  down  and kissed the tip of her nose. She smiled at me. 

“Thank you for being here, James. I know you need to be with your men.” 

“The world can wait,” I told her. “There’s not a thing that will drag me from your side right now.” Shouts and the clamor of battle  came  through  an  open  window,  as  if  to  punctuate  my comment. 

Behind me Sir Dale gave a muffled shout. My head snapped around just in time to see Sir Arlo covering the other knight’s mouth with one hand and ramming his dagger into Sir Dale’s ribs over and over with his other hand. The slender blade went right over the top of the arm opening on Sir Dale’s breastplate. 

Brinia  screamed  as  she  watched  it  unfold  and  moved  around the birthing bed, placing herself between Arlo and Elise. 

He let Sir Dale’s body fall to the floor and took a step towards her. The blood in my veins turned to liquid fire. 

“Arlo!” I roared. Both my sword and pistol were gone. All I had was my knife, the one I had stolen from William Arandal so long ago. I drew the knife and held it low in my right hand. 

“I  revoke  all  your  titles,”  I  grated.  “All  your  lands,  all  your property.  Today,  you  go  to  your  grave  owning  nothing,  less than the poorest peasant.” 

Arlo’s brows lowered at the insult. He took a step towards me, knife in hand just as I had. Behind me, Doctor Jeffries tried to place his body between us and the bed on which my wife lay. 

Elise, seeing everything, screamed at the top of her lungs. 

“Gutting  you  is  going  to  be  the  most  satisfying  thing  of  my military career,” Arlo said, circling me and making several test jabs  with  his  knife.  “King  Arandal  is  going  to  heap  so  much gold upon me that I run the risk of being crushed by it.” 

“I’ve been waiting for you to attack,” I said through clenched teeth. “Since the day you arrived, I’ve been waiting. That you chose now shows what a bastard you truly are. And to think, you called yourself an honorable man.” I spat on the floor. 

Arlo slashed his blade at my face and I turned it aside with my own. His face contorted into a cruel glare. “After I kill you I’m going to carve your baby out of that whore’s stomach and dash its brains across the floor. Everyone you love will die. No one will  remember  your  name  except  in  horror  at  how  King Arandal punished you for rebellion and treason.” 

As fast as a striking cobra, Arlo snatched a slim dagger from behind  his  waist  with  his  left  hand  and  threw  it.  I  jerked  my head  to  the  side,  initially  thinking  that  I  was  the  intended target. Elise’s scream proved me wrong. 



I threw myself to the floor and rolled twice, then sprang to my feet. The motion gave me enough time to glance at Elise, who had Arlo’s dagger stuck in her upper thigh. She screamed, both from  the  pain  of  the  wound  as  well  as  from  childbirth.  The doctor grabbed a fresh bandage and attended to her leg. 

Rage surged through me at seeing my wife harmed. My vision darkened  and  blood  pounded  in  my  ears.  Arlo  would  die, screaming, for what he had done. 

I quickly closed the distance between us and lashed out with attacks aimed at his throat and face. He parried them with his dagger  or  the  backs  of  his  steel  gauntlets,  and  I  landed  no blows. 

Brinia  slipped  along  the  wall,  and  as  Arlo  and  I  circled,  she managed  to  pull  the  door  open  and  escape.  Help  would  be coming. I just hoped it wouldn’t be too late. 

“Serving your family of degenerates has been sickening,” Arlo growled. “I’m going to spend hours slaughtering them.” 

“Big words from a small man,” I said, deflecting another knife thrust. I needed to keep this bastard talking. If he kept talking, he  might  get  sloppy.  And  while  my  skills  with  a  knife  were well above average, I was fighting a professional soldier in full plate armor. A single mistake could cost me my life. 

My best bet was probably to grapple with him. He was more skilled, but I was stronger. Putting myself that close meant a real risk for getting a knife in the throat, though. 



My knife skipped across his vambrace, scored a line along his breastplate.  The  razor-sharp  edge  on  his  blade  managed  to penetrate my gambeson in several places, leaving me bleeding from  a  dozen  shallow  wounds.  As  the  fight  dragged  on,  I realized  he  was  trying  to  bleed  me,  to  weaken  me  until  I dropped. I needed to end this, and soon. 

Arlo  came  at  me  again,  his  blade  darting  for  my  eyes.  I managed to parry it with my own knife and struck him on the jaw  with  my  fist.  He  spat  red  onto  the  floor,  but  otherwise ignored the blow and repaid me with a deep puncture wound on the top of my thigh. Blood from the cut ran hot down my leg and into my boot. 

His next attack was towards my sword-arm and I moved into it, taking his knife hard on my breastplate. I dropped my own blade  and  grabbed  his  wrist  with  both  hands,  using  my powerful legs to drive him back. I stomped my foot down onto his boot and pushed, and he toppled backwards like a sack of grain. I kept my grip on his wrist and went down with him. 

Arlo was a strong man, but I was the stronger and gravity was on  my  side.  With  both  hands  on  the  handle  of  his  knife,  he sought  to  drive  it  into  my  neck.  I  pushed  with  all  my  might and twisted the point of the blade away from me, and towards him.  His  face  took  on  a  note  of  panic  and  he  began  kicking, but  the  angle  at  which  I  lay  atop  him  prevented  him  from hitting anything except my hip. 

I heaved my entire body weight against his grip and the blade twisted.  The  point  touched  his  cheek,  right  next  to  his  nose, and a bead of blood welled up on his skin. 

I released one hand and gripped his head, jamming my thumb into  his  eye.  Arlo  screamed  and  flailed  his  head,  struggling with all his might to break free from my grip, but I drove my thumb  savagely  into  his  eye  socket,  turning  his  eyeball  into little more than red mush. 

His attention diverted, I placed both hands back on the handle of his knife and slammed it down, my entire weight behind it. 

The  blade  crushed  through  the  bones  of  his  skull  and  drove into  his  sinus  cavity,  making  sucking  sounds  as  he  choked between screams. 

I  slammed  my  fist  down  onto  his  mouth,  again  and  again, splitting his lips, breaking teeth, and finally shattering his jaw. 

He slapped at me, struck at me with his steel gauntlets, but his wounds had weakened him. I straddled his chest, ramming my knees  into  his  armpits  to  make  his  arms  all  but  useless,  and wrapped my fingers around his throat. I squeezed, cutting off blood and oxygen to his brain and turning his face red. 

“You don’t even have a daughter,” I growled. “You have a son. 

My  knights  confirmed  that  the  day  I  met  you,  so  when  you continued the lie I knew you for a fake.” 

I  kept  my  grip  on  his  neck  while  clambering  to  my  feet. 

Adrenaline  gave  me  strength,  and  I  hefted  the  armored  man into the air, holding him by his throat. His fists beat at me and he struggled to break my grip, but he was too weak. 



Two  steps  brought  me  to  the  window,  where  I  slammed  the back  of  his  head  against  the  stone  sill.  Red  splattered  across grey stone and Arlo went limp for a moment, stunned. I raised him and slammed his head against the stone again, and a third time, and a forth, until my final blow caved in the back of his skull and sent his pulverized brains slopping onto the floor. 

“King James!” the doctor called out. 

I  let  Arlo’s  corpse  fall  to  the  floor  and  turned  back  to  where Elise was lying. 

The  doctor  had  removed  the  dagger  and  dressed  the  wound, but blood still soaked the cloth. Her skin looked pale, and her birthing screams came weakly. 

“Is  there  anything  you  can  do?”  the  doctor  leaned  close  and asked  me  in  hushed  tones.  “I  know  you  have  advanced knowledge of many things. The wound in her leg is bleeding badly, and she has lost a lot of blood, your grace. I believe I have it under control, but she is very weak.” 

The  door  slammed  open  and  Sir  Vanos  charged  in,  sword  in hand. He looked from me to Arlo’s corpse and heaved a sigh of  relief,  although  his  breath  caught  again  when  he  saw  how bloody Elise was. Brinia was right on his heels, and she went through the same reactions. 

“I  came  as  quickly  as  I  could,  your  grace,”  Sir  Vanos  said, breathing heavily. 

I  waved  him  to  me  as  I  went  to  the  bed  and  grabbed  several pillows. I then took them to Elise and stuffed them beneath her wounded leg so that it was elevated. 

“Keep her leg above her heart,” I told the doctor. “That’ll help slow the bleeding. Sir Vanos,” I called the knight over and he sheathed his sword and hurried to me. “Keep pressure on this wound,” I ordered, indicating her thigh. 

Elise’s  scream  built  in  volume  until  it  reverberated  off  the walls. Brinia ran to her side, clutching her hand and speaking words of encouragement. 

“Keep  pushing,  my  queen!  You  must  be  strong,  and  push! 

Push!” The doctor was in place, ready to catch the baby. 

Just then, something slammed into the wall of the keep, hard enough  to  shake  the  building  and  knock  me  to  the  ground. 

Dust filled the air and rubble was strewn across the floor. The room smelled faintly of ozone. I looked back, dazed, and saw a two-foot hole in the wall at the base of one of the windows. I grabbed my looking glass and scanned the battlefield through the window, trying to find the source. 

Catapults  and  trebuchets  could  launch  boulders  with  vicious force,  but  none  had  the  range  to  make  it  a  tenth  this  far.  I caught  a  glimpse  of  movement  and  saw  something  speeding towards  the  keep.  Only  one  thing  could  encase  a  head-sized boulder in lightning and hurl it through the air like that. 

Arandal’s  sorcerers  were  trying  to  get  to  me.  And  they  had found me. 

I  watched  as  another  boulder  smashed  into  the  wall surrounding  the  keep  with  terrifying  force.  At  least  their  aim wasn’t  particularly  good;  striking  my  bedchamber  had probably been a lucky shot. 

“Push, my queen!” 

I  ran  back  to  the  doctor’s  side,  eager  to  help  in  any  way  I could.  Blood  covered  the  birthing  bed,  a  shocking  amount. 

The doctor gave me a look filled with fear and concern, then turned back to the queen. 

“Push, my queen! You’re almost there; I can see the top of the baby’s head!” 

I  moved  up  to  her  side  and  held  her  hand  along  with  Brinia. 

Elise squeezed our hands tightly as she crunched forwards and let out a long scream. Neither the scream nor her grip were as strong as they should have been. 

Elise  looked  up  at  me,  her  eyes  afraid.  Her  breathing  was shallow and rapid. I bent down and kissed her on the forehead and  did  my  best  to  keep  her  calm.  Brinia  brushed  sweaty blonde hair from Elise’s face. 

“I’m cold, James,” she said, then squeezed her eyes shut and screamed again as she pushed. 

I ran to the bed and tore a blanket off, then brought it back to her  and  covered  her  stomach  and  chest.  She  shivered,  but smiled up at me. 

“Thank you. It hurts, James.” 

“You’re going to be okay, my love,” I said, smoothing her hair back. 



“We’re here for you, darling,” Brinia said, taking a moment to check between Elise’s legs for progress. Her eyes widened and she quickly turned back to her wife. “He’s almost here, Elise!” 

The keep shook as another stone struck the wall nearby. Brinia yelped in shock, but kept her place. The doctor let out a wail of surprise and fear but kept his attention on Elise. 

“You can do it, my queen! One more big push!” 

“Come on, baby,” I told her, and gripped her hand. The fear in her eyes crushed my heart and drowned my soul. 

“Push, Elise!” Brinia said. “Come on, you can do it!” 

Elise took two quick breaths then squeezed her eyes shut and curled forwards again, gritting her teeth. A growl turned into a scream as she pushed. 

“One or two more, my queen! The baby is nearly out!” 

“You said one more, you son of a bitch!” Elise screeched like a demon. 

“Push!” 

I squeezed her hand. “You can do it, Elise!” 

“Puuuuush!” Even Sir Vanos was encouraging her now. 

She  closed  her  eyes  and  pushed  again,  her  jaw  clenched  and muffling her cries. After a quick breath she pushed again, her face turning bright red from the effort. A scream tore free from her mouth, a scream of effort and sheer agony. Her entire body shook for a moment, and she lay there, weeping. 



Brinia kissed her forehead and I leaned down, holding Elise in my  arms  while  she  wept.  A  glance  down  between  her  legs showed  the  doctor  holding  something  small  and  red  in  his hands. 

The baby. 

After being in a warm, wet womb for the better part of a year, I couldn’t blame the little guy for looking so unhappy. 

The doctor held him tightly and rubbed his limbs, checking for any signs of injury, and after a few seconds the baby began to cry. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever heard in my life. 

A tear streamed down my cheek, and I felt no shame at it. 

“You were right, Queen Elise,” the doctor said as he brought the baby up to her chest. “It’s a boy.” He lay the baby on her. 

Elise  immediately  wrapped  her  arms  around  the  baby  and kissed  the  top  of  its  head,  not  bothered  at  all  by  the  film  of blood on it. 

“Hi,  handsome!”  Brinia  said,  gently  stroking  the  baby’s  arm with her fingertip. 

“Look at you,” Elise said, her voice weak and thin. “You’re so perfect and beautiful. Isn’t he, James? Brinia?” 

“He’s—”  I  cleared  my  throat  as  I  felt  myself  choke  up  for  a moment. “As you said, he’s perfect.” 

“You are so precious,” Brinia said to the baby. 

The  doctor  hurried  back  between  Elise’s  legs  and  began working  with  bandages,  trying  to  stop  the  flow  of  blood.  He cast  a  nervous  glance  at  me  once,  but  mostly  focused  on  his work.  Sir  Vanos  kept  pressure  on  Elise’s  thigh,  but  blood soaked through the bandage. 

Elise  brought  the  infant  to  her  breast,  and  with  a  bit  of coaxing, he began to suckle. She closed her eyes and lay her head back, at peace. 

“How is she?” I whispered to the doctor, trying my best not to look at how many bandages were soaked in blood. 

The  doctor’s  voice  shook  when  he  answered.  “It’s  not  good, your grace. She’s lost a lot of blood. To be honest, I’m amazed she’s still….” He cut off and looked me in the eye, then shook his head. 

“There you go, baby,” Elise said to our son. Brinia held Elise tightly,  her  face  shining  with  love.  Her  eyes  glistened  with unshed tears. 

“I don’t think she’ll make it through the night, your grace,” the doctor whispered to me. “I give her an hour. Maybe two.” 

Only  moments  ago  my  heart  was  soaring  in  the  sky,  riding winds  of  love  and  happiness.  Now,  it  plummeted  into  the darkest depths of hell. 
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y hand went to my pocket, where I kept the mask. At Mthat same moment, Lyanna floated through the door, hurrying  to  my  side.  Her  face  went  through  a  range  of emotions  as  she  scanned  the  room—shock  at  the  hole  in  the wall, terror at all the blood coming from Elise and the doctor stitching her up, love and relief at seeing the baby on Elise’s chest with Brinia holding them both, and concern at seeing me reach for the mask. 

“James,  you  can’t!”  she  cried  out,  rushing  to  my  side  and grabbing my arm. 

“I have no choice,” I replied as I crossed the room and hurried towards the door. “I have to end this now, and there’s only one way to do that.” I looked back at my wife, lying in a pool of blood. “I have to save her.” 

“We  almost  lost  you  the  last  time  you  used  that,  James,” 

Lyanna pleaded. “There has to be another way. You’ve said it yourself—if you use the mask again, you very well may die.” 



“I have to,” I told her. “We’re out of options. Besides, if I lose her….” I didn’t want to finish the sentence. 

Lyanna’s eyes pleaded and begged, but she let go of my arm. 

“Can I help in any way?” 

“I  don’t  think  so,”  I  replied.  “You’ll  be  there  with  me.  Just watch my back. 

Quickly,  I  moved  back  to  Elise’s  side.  A  sheet  covered  both her and the baby, and he looked to be drifting off to sleep on her chest after a quick meal. 

“Everything is going to be okay, Elise,” I told her as I leaned down and kissed her forehead. 

“He’s so perfect,” Elise said, her eyes drifting closed. 

“I’ll  take  care  of  her,  James,”  Brinia  told  me.  “Do  what  you need  to  do.”  She  looked  up  at  me,  her  dark  eyes  as  hard  as obsidian. “End this, and end it now.” 

I left the room at a dead sprint, the mask in my hand, Lyanna floating behind me. 

“Go to the stables and tell them to saddle Hammer!” I shouted as I ran. Lyanna immediately turned and flew out a window. 

The keep shook as I ran down a long hallway. A servant, her arms full of clean, white cloths, ran in the opposite direction, towards my bedchamber. She screamed as the building shook. 

I  slammed  into  a  door  at  the  end  of  the  hallway,  sending  it flying open, and stumbled two steps before lurching into a run again. The keep rumbled again as I crossed the throne room. A great  chandelier  crashed  into  the  floor  only  a  few  feet  from me,  scattering  broken  glass  and  candles  across  the  floor. 

Screams filled the air as people tried to reach safety. 

My  heart  pounded  in  my  chest  as  I  reached  the  royal  stable. 

Hammer  was  waiting  for  me,  pawing  at  the  ground impatiently,  with  Lyanna  floating  next  to  him.  I  practically leaped into the saddle and dug my heels into his flanks. 

Hammer leaped forwards, arriving at a dead run in a matter of seconds.  Lyanna  flew  next  to  us,  her  face  grim.  The  stallion charged down Center Street, head stretched forwards and tail streaming behind him. I crouched low over his neck, the mask clutched in my left hand. 

Another stone flew overhead, but I ignored it. It crashed into something with a great rumble, but I ignored that as well. 

A stone crashed into the building next to us as we sped past it, sending  rock  fragments  through  the  air  like  shrapnel.  One caught me on the eyebrow, dangerously close to my eye. 

“Are you okay?” Lyanna called out, not slowing. 

I waved her off and focused on what was in front of me. 

As  we  made  our  way  through  the  city,  the  massive  center gatehouse  slowly  came  into  view.  Smoke  rose  from  it  now, and men crawled over it and the wall, looking like ants at this distance.  A  crowd  of  Arandal’s  soldiers  flooded  through  the gatehouse  and  spilled  onto  the  street.  Hundreds  of  them, maybe even thousands. Only a small pocket of my men were still fighting, with Gisela in the center. They were completely surrounded. 

Sounds  of  battle  reached  my  ears  as  we  drew  closer.  Men shouting  as  they  attacked,  screaming  as  they  died.  The  clang of  weapons  striking  shields  and  armor.  The  unmistakable crack of a firearm being discharged, and the thunderous  boom of the cannons. 

As  Hammer  drew  closer,  some  of  Arandal’s  soldiers  pointed towards  men.  A  line  of  men  wielding  bows  formed  up  and took  a  knee,  aiming  in  my  direction.  Under  the  shouted commands  of  an  officer  standing  behind  them,  they  drew arrows and nocked them. 

I put the mask on. The battlegrounds in front of me glowed as if they were on fire. Thousands of lives, all locked in a fight to the death. 

As  the  archers  brought  their  bows  up,  I  reached  out  through the mask and took their lives. In an instant, the men shriveled into  husks  and  crumbled  to  the  ground.  The  officer  behind them  stumbled  backwards  and  screamed  in  terror,  but  I  took his life as well. 

An overwhelming sense of pleasure seemed to creep through the mask like water through cracks in a wall, but I pushed it away and did my best to ignore it. 

“Sorcerer!” Lyanna called out, pointing ahead. 

The  blue-cloaked  man  waved  his  hand  and  three  of  my soldiers  were  engulfed  in  flame.  They  rolled  on  the  ground, screaming, and he laughed as he moved to his next target. 

I couldn’t take any chances with these sorcerers. Previous ones I had dealt with had been able to shield themselves against the power of the mask somehow. Using the power of the mask, I took stone from the road and commanded it to flow like water. 

A chunk of stone the size of a desk formed ten feet above the ground  and  I  slammed  it  down  on  top  of  the  sorcerer, flattening him like a stepped-on bug. 

I cast my hand to either side and the massive chunk of stone slammed  into  Arandal’s  men  left  and  right,  shattering  their bodies. That wasn’t fast enough, so I directed the stone back into the road and pushed Hammer ahead. 

I tore the life from every soldier wearing Arandal’s colors in front of me, as if I were plucking cherries from a tree. The air was  filled  with  an  endless  chorus  of  brief,  sharp  screams  as they died. 

And die, they did. They died in great waves, a dozen at a time, two dozen at a time. I clenched my jaw and pushed my horse ever  onward,  towards  the  gatehouse  where  hundreds  upon hundreds of soldiers fought to push their way into my city. 

I slaughtered them all. 

Men ran across the lowered drawbridge and corpses fell to the stone  street.  Their  morale  crumbled  as  they  saw  their comrades so quickly massacred, and many turned and ran. 

Hammer brought me closer to the gatehouse and I killed every single  one  of  Arandal’s  men  I  saw.  On  either  side  of  me soldiers had scaled the walls and overwhelmed my men. I took their lives as fast as I could, and their crumbled bodies covered the ground and the wall-walk. 

It didn’t take long for the forces in front of me to break. Faced with something they couldn’t fight or even defend themselves against,  they  began  to  run.  Lyanna  followed  them,  and  soon their bodies littered the moat. 

But there were too many. Arandal’s men had climbed the wall and filled it as far as I could see in both directions. 

Thousands  of  lives  gave  the  mask  power.  I  took  that  power and  reached  out  for  the  city  wall,  into  every  speck  of  stone, every molecule. 

From end to end, the wall began to rise. 

It  rose  until  it  floated  three  feet  above  the  ground,  then  five feet. The fighting stopped. Arandal’s men screamed in terror, and  some  threw  themselves  into  the  waters  of  the  moat, seeking escape. My men cheered, as they knew their king was in the battle. 

The wall slammed down as one unit, toppling the men on top like chess pieces. I turned Hammer to the left and spurred him forwards, killing Arandal’s men as I went. 

Ahead  of  me,  they  saw  the  rolling  wave  of  death  as  I approached.  Several  arches  sent  arrows  at  me,  but  I  pulled stone from the road and created a shield from it in front of me. 

The  arrows  bounced  off  impotently,  and  I  tore  the  archers’

lives away immediately after. 



Lifting  the  wall  had  broken  their  momentum,  but  there  were still  too  many  soldiers  for  me  to  handle  by  myself.  The darkness of the mask seeped into me, making me lust for their blood, their deaths. No matter how many of Arandal’s men I killed,  the  mask  always  craved  more.  Xohver,  the  lord  of death, craved more. 

Hammer  sped  along  the  stone  street,  leaping  over  bodies, eager to run. I could tell he wanted to be part of the battle as well, the crazy bastard. 

A spear flew through the air towards me, and I brought up a shield of stone to block it. I was too slow, and it slammed into the side of my head, knocking me from the saddle. 

I crashed into the stone beneath and gasped as the breath was knocked  from  my  lungs.  My  arming  cap  and  mail  coif  had done their job; only a tiny wound seeped blood into my hair, although  it  hurt  like  a  son  of  a  bitch.  The  rest  of  my  body ached from hitting the street. 

I clambered to my feet, seeking the man that had attacked me. 

My eyes found him standing on the wall-walk, holding another spear ready to throw. 

The  stone  of  the  wall  liquified  and  formed  into  two  giant hands. They clapped together, flattening him and spraying red all  around.  Enemy  soldiers  in  the  area  screamed  and  leaped into the moat, trying to escape me. 

Hammer, finally realizing he had lost his rider, looked around for  me.  I  ran  a  hundred  yards  towards  the  horse,  still  killing Arandal’s men where I could. Finally, I reached the warhorse and pulled myself into the saddle. 

We continued until we reached the western end of the wall. A group of Arandal’s men, perhaps an entire company, had taken small  boats  around  the  edge  of  the  wall  and  tried  to  land ashore  within  the  city.  None  of  them  survived  the  landing; arrows  pincushioned  their  bodies.  I  saluted  my  soldiers  and shouted my approval. 

I guided Hammer up the long ramp that led to the wall-walk. 

A flag bearing my standard caught the wind and waved at the top of the wall-walk. I grabbed the flag and held it high in one hand  while  turning  Hammer  down  the  wall.  The  massive warhorse charged down the wall-walk, eager to run. Probably eager to fight as well, the crazy bastard. 

“Arcwood stands!” I shouted to my soldiers as we charged by. 

Those not engaged in fighting raised a cheer as they saw me, their king, single-handedly ending the war. 

Only a few of Arandal’s soldiers still remained on the top of the wall, those with enough intestinal fortitude to face death on two feet. They died like the rest. 

The  swarm  of  enemy  soldiers  beyond  the  wall  was  much smaller than it had been. As I reached the gatehouse I reined in Hammer  for  a  moment  and  tried  to  estimate  the  size  of  his army. Judging by the looks of it, I had killed roughly half of Arandal’s  forces.  A  mountain  of  bodies  filled  the  moat  on either  side  of  the  drawbridge;  enough  for  a  man  to  walk across. 



Gisela  stood  ahead  of  me,  fighting  shoulder-to-shoulder  with her  soldiers.  Lyanna  caught  up  to  me  and  gave  me  a  look  of concern. 

“I’m okay,” I told her. “But I have to finish this.” 

She  nodded,  and  I  dug  my  heels  into  Hammer’s  flanks.  He broke  into  a  gallop  towards  the  east,  where  I  continued  my slaughter. 

As I took their lives, a single thought nagged in my head and drove  me  to  work  methodically  and  as  quickly  as  I  could: Elise.  I  hoped  she  was  still  holding  on.  She  was  strong,  I reminded myself. She was going to make it. 

A sorcerer cast balls of fire in the distance in front of me. He turned as I approached, knowing his magic could slay me in an instant. He raised his hands, but I was faster. 

A  hole  opened  in  the  wall  and  he  fell  into  it.  The  hold squeezed shut, squirting a mess of gore into the air. 

My vision darkened and Xohver called out to me. Focusing on the task at hand took all my concentration, all my willpower. 

He tried to pull me into his realm again, to make me one of his servants. I closed my eyes, seeking him, feeling his presence, and lashed out with the mask. This time, he almost seemed to welcome the attack. He was grateful I was continuing to use it, even against him. I tried to bring death to the god of death, and he was pleased. 

So I did something else. 



I took the lives within the mask and pushed them into Xohver, forced them into him as I had done with Lyanna a year ago. I gave him life. He recoiled so violently that I nearly fell from my saddle. My vision was still black, so I merely clung to the pommel while Hammer ran onwards. 

As soon as I could see, I continued the killing. Whether or not it pleased the god of death was irrelevant to me. I did what I had to. 

While it had only taken a few minutes, it seemed as if an hour had  passed  by  the  time  I  saw  the  eastern  end  of  the  wall. 

Nothing but bodies remained behind me; Several thousand of Arandal’s men still lived, but their morale was so broken that the  fighting  was  minimal.  My  heart  lifted,  for  I  knew  the hardest part was over. I turned Hammer down the ramp and he clopped down. 

As  soon  as  his  hooves  touched  the  street,  I  dug  my  heels  in and he was off like a bullet, speeding down the wide streets. I leaned  low  over  Hammer’s  neck  and  encouraged  him  to  run faster and faster, and he complied. 

The  roar  of  battle  faded  and  soon  all  I  heard  was  Hammer’s hooves on the street. He ran like the wind, and I hoped it was enough. 

Pulling  on  Hammer’s  reins  slowed  him  to  a  trot  as  I  turned him through the gates of the keep. Lyanna flew next to me, her face a mask of determination. 

When I reached the keep, I barely waited for my horse to stop before  leaping  from  the  saddle.  I  hit  the  ground  running, nearly stumbled, and rushed into the building. 

Lyanna held out a hand and moved in front of me. I took her hand  in  mine  and  she  pulled  me,  helping  me  to  run  faster.  I pumped my legs as hard as I could, barely staying on my feet with  Lyanna  pulling  me.  When  I  reached  the  stairs,  I  took them  two  at  a  time,  while  telling  myself  that  everything  was going  to  be  okay.  Elise  was  still  alive,  and  I  would  arrive  in time. 

I threw the door to my bedchamber open and ran to my wife’s side. My heart sank at what I saw. 

Brinia  was  holding  Elise’s  head  in  her  arms,  weeping.  The doctor held the baby, and his eyes were red as well. 

Elise lay on the bed, her head back on a pillow, eyes closed. 

Dead. 

“No!” Lyanna screamed, rushing to her side. 

I followed as fast as my legs could carry me, and reached out for  my  wife.  Brinia  was  reluctant  to  let  her  go,  but  I  gently pulled  her  away.  Elise’s  body  was  still  warm,  so  her  death must have been recent. 

“I  need—”  I  cleared  my  throat  as  my  voice  broke.  She  was going to be okay. I could fix this. “I need you to take a step back and hold the baby,” I told Brinia, my voice shaky. 

Brinia  nodded  and  grabbed  my  son  from  the  doctor,  holding him  close  to  her.  She  wept  softly  as  the  baby  slept.  Lyanna went to her side to offer words of support. 



“Come on, baby,” I whispered to Elise, and wiped a tear from my cheek. 

After  throwing  the  pillows  aside  and  laying  her  back  on  the bed, I placed both of my hands flat on her chest. Taking a deep breath,  I  pushed  down,  again  and  again,  to  the  rhythm  of  a song  in  my  head.  I  counted  thirty  chest  compressions,  then tilted her head back. While holding her nose shut, I placed my lips  on  hers  and  breathed  into  her.  After  two  more  breaths,  I went back to chest compressions. I alternated pressing on her chest with breathing in her mouth for five minutes, before the doctor  moved  up  next  to  me.  He  placed  his  fingertips  on  the side of her neck, then looked at me and shook his head. 

“I’m so sorry, your grace,” he said, his voice hoarse. “She lost too  much  blood,  mostly  from  the  wound  in  her  thigh.  She’s gone, your grace.” 

“No,” I said, squeezing my eyes shut for a moment. There was another  way,  although  I  was  reluctant  to  try.  At  this  point though, what did it matter? 

I reached into the well of power contained with the mask, the ocean of souls, the essence of life itself. I had done this before, to heal Lyanna, so I hoped beyond hope that the process was the same. 

I  directed  a  tendril  of  that  life  force  into  Elise,  then  slowly increased  it  to  a  stream,  then  a  river.  Life  flowed  into  her, filling her like a broken vessel. It was like pouring water on a dry sponge. 



I reached down and tore the bandage from her thigh in time to see  it  close  and  heal.  Still,  I  continued.  Forcefully,  I  pushed more  and  more  life  into  Elise,  until  I  saw  one  of  her  eyelids flicker. 

Beside me, the doctor gasped. “She— I don’t—” He rushed to her side, eyes wide with disbelief. 

How the mask would affect a living person, I didn’t know, so I tapered  my  flow  of  life  into  her,  then  cut  it  off.  Elise’s  eyes opened and she looked around the room, then settled her weak gaze on me. 

I  took  her  face  in  my  hands  and  kissed  her  softly.  My  smile was so broad it hurt my face. I had to blink away tears. 

“What  happened?”  she  asked.  “I  feel  like  I  went  to  sleep. 

Where’s the baby?” She tried to sit up and winced. 

“I  have  him,”  Brinia  said,  rushing  to  Elise’s  side  and  wiping her  tears  with  the  back  of  her  hand.  She  set  the  sleeping newborn  on  Elise’s  chest  and  leaned  down,  hugging  and kissing her wife. 

“What’s wrong, Brinia?” Elise asked. 

It was the doctor that answered. 

“You…. You died, my queen. It was King James that brought you back, though I know not how.” 

Her eyes widened and she looked at me. I nodded. 

“The  mask,”  I  said.  I  let  my  hand  caress  her  cheek  for  a moment, then pulled away. “I’m sorry, my love, but I have to go  now.  I’ll  come  back  to  you  soon,  and  when  I  do,  this nightmare will be over.” 

As  if  to  punctuate  my  words,  something  slammed  into  the keep again, sending vibrations through the building. 

“Where  are  you  going,  James?”  Elise  called  out.  Her  voice sounded stronger with every breath she took. Lyanna followed me. 

I pulled the mask from my face, then slipped it into my pocket. 

When I reached the door, I turned to her. “To put a final end to this war.” 
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shouted  for  Terrel  the  moment  I  left  the  room.  Halfway Ithrough the keep he found me and came running. 

“Your grace!” he called out. 

“Send a man with a flag of parlay out,” I told him. “I’m ending this war today, no matter what it takes.” 

“Right away, your grace.” He hurried away, already shouting orders.  As  the  king’s  assistant,  people  obeyed  him immediately. 

I stormed out of the keep, my stride as determined as the stony expression on my face. The air was still hazy with gunsmoke above the wall, visible even at this distance. 

“What  are  you  doing,  James?”  Lyanna  asked.  “I  don’t  like being left out of these things. Just tell me what you’re doing.” 

“Like I said, I’m ending the war,” I told her. “I just killed half of  Arandal’s  army  in  an  hour.  More  than  half.  After  seeing that,  hopefully  he’ll  realize  that  he  can’t  win,  and  I  can convince  him  to  turn  around  and  go  home.  I  don’t  want  any more blood shed on my lands today.” 

Lyanna sighed. “I don’t think he’ll agree to it, but it’s worth a shot. What if he wants to keep fighting? What if he still tries to take you back for ‘the king’s justice’ or whatever he called it?” 

“Then I’ll kill the rest of his army, and him with it,” I replied. 

“Trust me, I would prefer to strangle him with my own hands, but in the end I’m trying to stop a war, not start a new one. I won’t kill anyone else unless he pushes me.” 

After  getting  Hammer  from  the  stables,  I  pulled  myself  into the  saddle,  then  helped  Lyanna  onto  my  lap.  She  held  me tightly, staring at the dents in my breastplate, as Hammer ran down Center Street towards the main gatehouse. 

The acrid smell of gunpowder filled the air as we drew close to  the  main  gate.  The  moans  and  cries  of  the  wounded  were loud in my ears. Every single one of them cut at my soul like a knife. 

The  bodies  of  Arandal’s  soldiers  were  everywhere,  but  my eyes picked out my own as well. Far too many of them. These were men that had moved to Arcwood to start a new life, and they were now dead because of me. I made a mental note to have my treasurer take care of their families. It was the least I could do, considering they gave their lives in defense of their city.  A  monument  would  be  erected,  with  every  man’s  name carved into it. 

Gisela was waiting for me when I arrived at the gate. Seeing her,  my  beautiful  battle  queen,  calmed  my  nerves  a  bit,  even though her face was a mask of stress. She sat in Mist’s saddle, back straight, eyes hard. 

“It’s a boy,” I told her. 

Her eyes widened and she covered her mouth with a hand. 

“It’s a boy?” she asked, her voice high from excitement. “By the gods, how is Elise?” She looked around, then back at me. 

“As soon as we have a minute, I need all the details, James.” 

“Elise  is  okay,  now,  but  there  were  some  struggles,”  Lyanna said. “James handled everything.” 

“Why are you here, then?” Gisela asked. “James, go be with your wife and son! I can handle things down here.” 

“I’m sending out a flag of parlay,” I said. 

Gisela nodded slowly. “That explains why a rider arrived just a moment before you with a white flag in hand. I’m sending a man out right now with it.” 

“Who?” I asked, curious. 

“One of our scouts. Wallace.” 

I  smiled.  At  least  I  knew  it  was  in  the  hands  of  someone  I could trust. 

As  if  summoned  by  speaking  his  name,  Wallace  appeared  in the  crowd,  riding  his  horse  out  the  front  gate  and  across  the lowered drawbridge. He held the white flag high overhead and kept  his  horse  at  a  trot.  He  checked  over  his  shoulder  a  few times and once he was out of bowshot from the wall he reined in his horse. After dismounting, he drove the flagpole into the ground. 

“Now, we wait,” I said as I watched Wallace ride back towards us. 

And wait we did. Nearly an hour passed before Arandal sent any riders out. First, two men on horseback rode out to check the  flag  and  examine  the  area.  I  guess  they  thought  I  might have poisoned the air or something. 

Although,  I  did  have  a  ghost  wife  that  could  make  herself invisible. So maybe their inspection wasn’t the worst idea after all. 

Another thirty minutes passed before I finally saw a line of his soldiers marching onto the field. 

I spoke up and directed my soldiers onto the field as well. 

“Alright,  I  want  two  lines  of  men  from  the  tip  of  the drawbridge to about ten feet from that flag. Stand facing out at five-foot  intervals.  Gisela,  I  want  you  ten  feet  behind  me,  in case  anything  goes  wrong.  You  as  well,  Lyanna.”  They  both nodded. 

I  lifted  Lyanna  from  my  lap  and  set  her  on  the  ground,  then dismounted  my  horse.  Men  hurried  on  either  side  of  me  as  I walked  slowly  down  the  drawbridge.  Off  in  the  distance, Arandal’s  men  were  forming  similar  lines.  Finally,  I  saw  the sun glint off a dozen sets of plate armor, which meant Arandal had most likely arrived. 



With my back straight and head high, I strode out across the drawbridge and onto the ground beyond. I walked between the lines  of  my  soldiers,  giving  them  quiet  compliments  on  their fight  as  I  walked.  They  stood  a  little  straighter  after  that,  no matter how weary they were. 

Armored men stood on either side of me, standing like statues with their spears at precisely the same angle. The sun glinted off my gilded breastplate as I strode between the two lines of men. In my hand, I clutched the mask. I made as if scratching my nose and slipped the mask onto my face. 

In front of me, beyond my hallway of soldiers, was a clearing. 

Two  men  in  servants’  livery  rushed  forwards,  one  with  a folding  chair  and  the  other  holding  a  matching  pitcher  and goblet. King Arandal strutted behind them with a dozen guards in plate armor trailing him. As soon as a servant unfolded the chair and placed it upon the ground, the king sat and held his hand out. The other servant, moving quickly, placed a goblet in  his  outstretched  hand  and  filled  it  with  wine,  then  bowed and moved back. 

King Arandal’s narrow eyes stayed fixed on me as he sipped his wine. I stopped ten feet in front of him and his face was all pompous indignity as he looked me up and down. 

“So,  the  beggar  with  a  fake  House  name  now  thinks  he’s  a king,”  Arandal  said,  a  sneer  twisting  his  lips.  He  sipped  his wine,  making  a  show  of  taking  his  time  before  continuing. 

“Nice  to  see  you  again  after  so  long.  Did  you  enjoy  my dungeon?  It’s  a  shame  you  didn’t  get  to  spend  longer  down there. And what you did to poor Dent.” He  tsk ed. “But in the end,  there’s  only  one  real  problem  here,  boy.  I am king.” He punctuated the statement by jabbing himself in the chest with a thumb. “You dare think you can just call yourself king on my land  and  not  face  judgement?  What  insolence!  What arrogance! What outrageousness!” 

“I just killed half of your army by myself,” I said calmly. “You know  you  can’t  win  this  war.  Give  it  up,  Arandal.”  His  eyes bulged when I purposely didn’t use his title. “Take your men and go back to Kolsted. No one else has to die today.” 

The knights behind him spread out, forming a circle around us. 

All of them had hands resting on sword hilts, and most looked eager to use them. Behind me I could hear my soldiers moving closer, but I raised a hand and halted them. 

“King Arandal, you wouldn’t be planning on killing me while I  was  out  here  trying  my  hand  at  diplomacy,  would  you?”  I voiced the words as if chastising a child. 

Arandal scoffed. “Me? Kill you?” He took another lazy sip of his  wine  and  lounged  in  his  chair.  “Such  an  act  is  beneath  a king. My knights, however….” He nodded to a man at my left, who drew his sword and raced towards me. 

“Lyanna,”  I  said,  not  taking  my  eyes  off  King  Arandal.  The knight  halted  mid-step  and  let  out  a  blood-curdling  shriek  as my  ghost  wife  touched  him.  His  death  scream  lasted  only  a second, then a suit of plate armor crashed to the ground, filled with  the  shriveled  husk  of  a  man.  The  remaining  knights looked at each other nervously. 



“You!” Arandal said, pointing to another knight. “Sir Marcos, kill him! All of you, kill him!” 

The knights hesitated for a heartbeat, which cost them all their lives. 

Using the mask, I tore the lives from them in the blink of an eye. Eleven suits of armor crashed to the ground. 

“Sorcery!” King Arandal shouted. He stood up, knocking the folding chair back, and threw his goblet to the ground. “Black magic! You have clearly conferred with the foulest of demons for  these  powers!  My  sorcerers  will  tear  you  apart!”  He stepped backwards while shouting at me. 

“King  Arandal.”  Though  I  didn’t  speak  loudly,  my  voice carried. “I sought to settle this with words, not blood, as one king to another. Have you no honor?” 

“Honor?”  He  spat  the  word.  “You  know  nothing  of  honor! 

You’re  nothing  but  a  charlatan,  a  fraud.  You’ve  tricked  these people into thinking you rule over them.  My people!” 

“No,” I replied. “I am a king, and a damn good one. Ask any of  my  loyal  subjects  and  they’ll  tell  you.”  I  offered  him  my hand. “Enough people have died. Let us end this and never see each other’s faces again.” 

He stared at my hand like it was covered in sewage. His gaze went to the dozen dead knights then back to me and some of his anger deflated. His eyes, dark and filled with hatred, tried to burn a hole through me as he took four slow steps forwards. 



“Fine,”  he  said,  grasping  my  wrist.  “Let  us  never  see  each other again after this day.” His glare melted into a cruel smile as his other hand reached behind his back. Dagger in hand, he struck, surprisingly fast for such a sloppy man. 

But I was faster. 

The mask let me steal his life in less time than it took to blink. 

Beyond  that,  I  remembered  what  Rose  Tuttle  had  done.  She had touched me, given me some part of herself. Some of her powers, she had said. I used her powers now, the powers of the dead,  in  conjunction  with  the  mask  as  I  tore  the  king’s  life from  him.  So  quickly  did  I  steal  his  life  from  him  that  he didn’t even have the time to scream; he simply crumbled to the ground. 

A  collective  shout  of  terror  came  from  his  soldiers  standing nearby.  I  swept  my  hand  in  front  of  me,  tearing  their  lives from their bodies in a single motion. They fell to the ground as one, and their lives flowed into the mask, filling it with power. 

The  two  servants  screamed  and  fled,  and  I  let  them  go.  My hands shook with the amount of power I held. 

Only  once  before  had  I  experienced  this  sensation;  when  I killed Volgar, the dragon that had lived here before me. After that, I nearly lost myself. I swore I would never do it again. 

“You didn’t deserve that life,” I said to King Arandal’s corpse. 

“You  used  it  to  harm  others.  To  rule  as  a  tyrant  when  you could have ruled with a fair and just hand.” 

“James, are you alright?” Lyanna said, walking up to me. 



“Lyanna,”  I  said,  holding  my  hand  out.  The  mask  pulsated, throbbed,  burned  on  my  face.  It  seemed  to  have  a  life  of  its own, desires of its own. The power it held was unimaginable. I had to channel it somewhere. 

She placed her hand in mind. 

I gripped her hand tightly, squeezed it. She pulled against me but I refused to let go. 

“James, what are you doing?” she asked, unable to break my iron grip. 

“Please, just trust me, Lyanna,” I told her. My voice sounded distant to my ears. “I have to do something, but it's going to be unpleasant.” 

“Okay, James,” she said, her voice wavering and unsure as she watched me. 

“I’m sorry,” I told her. 

The power of thousands of lives filled the mask. I forced them into her, into the very essence of her being. I filled her like a vessel,  then  destroyed  the  vessel,  shattered  it  into  dust,  and replaced  that  with  more  power  from  the  mask.  Lives,  souls flowed  from  my  hand  into  her,  consuming  everything  in  my vision. The world glowed white. 

Lyanna  screamed.  She  fell,  but  I  held  fast  to  her  hand.  She rolled on the ground, writhing in agony, calling out for me to stop. 

Gisela leaped from her horse and ran up to me. 



“Stop, James! You’re killing her!” She grabbed me and tried to pry my hand from Lyanna. 

“Let me go, Gisela!” I shouted. “I have to do this. There is no other way!” 

“Please,  James!”  Lyanna  shouted  between  sobs.  “It  hurts! 

Please! PLEASE!” 

But I didn’t stop. Nothing could stop me, with the mask. Raw power, the essence of life itself, flowed from my hand into her, destroying her, making her anew. 

“I'm so sorry, my love,” I said, but my voice was quiet next to the blood pounding in my ears. 

Gisela rammed a shoulder into me, trying to knock me down, but couldn’t. 

Lyanna’s  screams  finally  faded  and  her  hand  went  limp  in mine. I released it, let it fall to the ground, then staggered to my knees next to her. 

“What have you done?” Gisela shouted in horror. 

“What I had to,” I replied. “I’m sorry, Lyanna,” I whispered as a  tear  leaked  down  my  cheek.  “There  was  no  other  way.”  I traced a finger along the side of her face, brushing her silvery hair  back.  “I  know  you'll  understand.”  She  was  so  beautiful. 

So perfect. 

Even in death. 
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yanna’s  arm  twitched,  and  my  heart  leaped  inside  my Lchest. Her face contorted, twisted into a scowl, then into a  horrified,  tortured  expression.  She  grabbed  at  her  stomach and retched, color staining her cheeks from the effort. 

“Don’t  fail  me  now,  Rose,”  I  whispered,  maybe  to  myself, maybe  hoping  the  ghost  of  Rose  Tuttle  could  somehow  hear me and lend a hand. 

Gisela’s  hand  was  balled  into  a  fist  and  she  stood,  ready  to strike me. Upon seeing Lyanna move, she lowered her hand in confusion. 

“What the fuck, James?” she growled. 

My  hands  took  hold  of  Lyanna,  pulled  her  to  me.  I  held  her tightly as convulsions wracked her body. 

“James,” she whimpered, her eyes haunted as she looked up at me. “Why did you hurt me, James?” Her eyes were the purest shade of blue, like the sky on a clear day, as she looked up at me, afraid. The unrelieved whiteness of her skin darkened into the color of human skin, albeit still pale, with a faint splash of freckles  across  her  nose  and  cheeks.  Silver  hair  gave  way  to strawberry blonde. 

“What’s happening?” she cried out. 

I embraced her, feeling overwhelmed. She wept, but from pain and  fear,  and  I  imagine  confusion.  I  held  her  at  arm’s  length again  and  traced  a  finger  down  her  cheek;  her  pale,  flesh-colored cheek. 

Gisela gasped. “I don’t believe it,” she said, her eyes wide. 

“Go  tell  the  others,”  I  told  her,  and  she  ran  to  her  horse  and leaped  into  the  saddle.  The  horse  turned  and  ran  towards  the castle at a full gallop. 

“You—” I had to stop as I choked up. “You’re alive,” I finally said. 

“No,”  she  said,  shaking  her  head.  “I  can’t—James,  I—”  Her voice broke. 

“Here,” I said, lifting her in my arms. I grunted with effort; she wasn’t heavy, but I was used to her being weightless. 

I carried her to the nearest soldier. Discipline kept him rooted in place, but his eyes were filled with fear as I approached. 

“Pikeman,” I said, setting Lyanna down next to him. “What is your name?” 

He  turned  to  face  me,  rigid  as  the  pike  he  held  and  clearly nervous. After all, he had just seen his king kill a hundred men in  a  matter  of  seconds,  then  cause  his  own  wife  to  scream bloody murder. Now we were both crying. 

“Randall, your grace,” he replied in a shaky voice. 

I wiped tears from my eyes with the back of my hand. “Well, Randall.  I  would  like  for  you  to  meet  my  wife,  Queen Lyanna.” I turned to her. “Offer him your hand, my queen.” 

Lyanna  gave  me  a  look  of  confusion  and  fear,  but  held  her hand out to the soldier. He turned and shifted his pike into his other  hand,  then  grabbed  Lyanna’s  slender  fingers  in  his gauntlet. He bowed awkwardly over it. 

“It’s truly an honor to meet you, Queen Lyanna.” I could hear the confusion in his voice. 

Lyanna’s free hand leaped to her mouth, covering a loud gasp. 

“James,”  she  said,  turning  to  me.  “How  did—what—”  She stammered  for  a  moment,  unable  to  put  her  thoughts  into words, and broke down into tears again. 

Randall released her hand, his eyes going nervously from me to her. 

“Is  everything  okay,  your  grace?  I  didn’t  mean  to  hurt  your fingers,  my  queen.”  His  eyes  went  back  to  me,  the  whites showing from fear. 

“Randall,”  I  began.  “Everyone  has  heard  of  my  Lyanna, correct? The ghost queen that can pass through walls?” 

“Yes, your grace,” he said, his voice uncertain. 



I  smiled  and  swept  my  hand  towards  Lyanna,  who  was  still crying into her hands. 

“I—I don’t understand, your grace,” Randall said. 

Lyanna  lifted  her  face  from  her  hands  just  long  enough  to speak. “I’m alive!” she cried out and fell to her knees. 

“Besides  me,  you’re  the  first  person  she’s  touched  in  thirty years,” I told Randall, clapping him on the shoulder. “Tell your children the story, one day, of how your king brought a ghost back to life.” 

Randall stared at me, at Lyanna, his eyes wide with disbelief. 

I grabbed Lyanna and pulled her up, smoothing her hair while she wept on my shoulder. After being dead for three decades, I couldn’t even imagine what it would be like to suddenly find oneself alive again. Probably overwhelming. 

“You men can relax,” I called out to my soldiers. “We may get some new recruits, so I’ll need some of you to stay and help them. The rest, go take a break. We’ll have lots of work to do in the morning.” 

One  of  the  sergeants  shouted  commands  and  the  men  broke their formation, then turned and marched towards the castle. 

Keeping an arm around Lyanna, I walked back to the clearing, which  was  littered  with  bodies.  Beyond  that,  Arandal’s soldiers  still  stared  in  shock,  uncertain  what  to  do  with  their monarch  dead.  I  placed  a  hand  near  my  mouth  to  help  my voice carry. 

“Men of King Arandal’s army, I have words for you!” 



Thousands of heads turned my way at once, straining to hear what I said. 

“If you wish to serve me, know that I will treat you fairly and pay you well. Otherwise, I suggest you leave. Before you go, I have  but  one  demand;  leave  your  weapons  and  armor  on  the battlefield. Make your decision quickly, for I find myself low on patience.” 

Some men stood there for a moment, considering their options, while  others  wasted  no  time  and  immediately  dropped  their weapons and began removing their armor. They clearly didn’t want to get on my bad side. 

I  turned  and  went  back  to  the  keep  with  Lyanna.  Instead  of riding Hammer, we walked; the trip took more than an hour, as she  stopped  to  touch  doors,  smell  flowers,  to  feel  the  wind blow through her strawberry blonde hair. 

“Let’s go show your wives, Lyanna,” I told her with a smile. 

“Keep an eye on Brinia, though.” 

Lyanna laughed at that. 

It didn’t take long for word to spread through the remnants of Arandal’s  army.  Within  a  few  hours,  thousands  of  men  had dropped  their  weapons  and  left.  A  great  caravan  of  soldiers walked away from the clearing. 

Several  hundred  came  to  the  city,  as  well,  seeking  a  secure future now that their monarch was dead. They were met not as enemies on a battlefield, but as future recruits, coworkers, and fellow Arcwoodians. 
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leaned  an  elbow  on  the  stone  railing  of  the  balcony  and Iwatched the waves roll in softly. The weather was actually quite nice, for once. I straightened up, knuckling the small of my back. 

“She’s fine, James,” Elise said as she walked onto the balcony to join me. Our son was cradled in the crook of her left arm, peacefully staring up at his mother. 

“How’s Isaac?” I asked, keeping my voice low. 

She turned and brought him closer to me. Isaac looked around, just taking in his surroundings in that way newborns often did. 

He looked tired; babies his age often slept most of the day. 

“He’s  doing  well,”  Elise  said,  leaning  down  and  kissing  his forehead. “He’s a good boy.” She touched the tip of his nose with her finger, gently rubbing it, and he closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep. 

He always did that for his mother. Or even for Brinia. When I held him he usually just cried, but that’s just how babies were. 



I turned away from the balcony railing and leaned back against it. “Sorry, it’s just that…. Due to Lyanna’s link to the mask, we haven’t spent a day apart since we first met. I think the longest we’ve gone without seeing each other was a few hours. How are you feeling today, honey?” 

“I’m  fine,”  Elise  said,  smiling  up  at  me.  “You’ve  asked  me that  every  day  for  the  past  month,  James.  The  truth  is,  I  feel better  than  ever.  I’ve  got  a  wonderful  husband,  beautiful wives, and now a perfect son.” 

“And you’re a queen,” I said. 

“And I’m a queen,” she agreed. “So, how long until Lyanna is back?” 

“Five or six days,” I answered. “The captain of that ship said he  knew  the  deepest  part  of  the  ocean,  where  no  lead  line would touch. That’s where she’s dropping the mask, in a chest filled with iron.” A grin twisted my lips. “The deepest part of the  ocean  is  on  the  other  side  of  the  world,  but  I  have  no doubts  that  he  knows  somewhere  that’s  sufficiently  deep. 

Besides,  Wallace  is  with  her,  just  to  make  sure  no  one  tries anything.” 

Elise  walked  across  the  room  and  took  the  baby  to  his  crib. 

She wore not a single thread, so when she bent over to place Isaac down, I got quite the view. 

“Be careful,” I warned. “I’m half-tempted to put another baby in you.” 



She shook her bottom at me and laughed. “No thanks, not after what happened with Isaac.” 

The  door  opened  and  Gisela  walked  in.  Sweat  beaded  her forehead and she looked to be in an irritable mood, but upon seeing her wife and the baby her face broke into a smile. She unbuckled  her  sword  belt  and  hung  it  on  the  side  of  her wardrobe,  then  unlaced  her  leather  vest  and  let  it  fall  to  the ground. 

Elise pressed a finger over her lips as Gisela opened her mouth to say something. Gisela replied with a smile as she walked up to Elise and embraced her tightly. 

“You  look  wonderful,”  Gisela  said  quietly,  pulling  back  just enough to lay her hand alongside her wife’s cheek. “Are you healing well?” 

Elise  suppressed  a  laugh.  “I  feel  fine,  honey.  Really,  I  do. 

Thanks for caring, though.” 

Gisela leaned down and kissed the shorter woman briefly, then released her and came to me. 

“How  do  you  feel  knowing  the  mask  is  gone?”  she  asked  as she leaned in for a kiss. 

“It  feels  like  something  that  should  have  been  done  many years  ago,”  I  replied.  “But  at  the  same  time,  it  gave  me  all this.” I waved my hand around, indicating the city surrounding me. 

I  walked  over  to  the  bed  and  sat  on  the  side,  then  began pulling off my boots. Gisela walked over and sat next to me to do the same. 

Elise twirled a few strands of golden hair in her fingers as she slowly made her way over to us. 

Brinia chose that moment to enter the room. She took one look at  Elise,  naked,  and  at  Gisela,  removing  her  clothes,  and  her face brightened. 

“Oh,  so  it’s  time  for  some  more  of  that,  eh?”  she  said, grabbing one of the laces on the front of her dress and pulling it loose with a delighted laugh. She walked over to the bed and plopped on it, then began rolling her stockings off. 

When Elise reached the bed, she reached out a hand and traced a finger along my shoulder. 

“So, what’s next on your list, O mighty King James?” 

I opened my mouth to reply with something snarky, but Gisela beat me to it. She reached out and grabbed the naked woman by the waist and pulled her onto the bed, right on top of her. 

The two laughed and kissed for a moment and I couldn’t resist the  urge  to  reach  over  and  slap  my  palm  on  Elise’s  round bottom. 

“Part of me wants to explore this world, but to be honest I’m quite  happy  right  here.”  My  eyes  went  back  to  my  wives, holding each other tightly on the bed next to me. “Very happy, indeed.” 

The End. 



Ready for the next adventure? Check out my next trilogy here! 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0C15KWB6B
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An attempt to sell highly-sensitive data goes horribly wrong when a megacorporation's hit squad shows up. Zeke is hired to track down the sole survivor and retrieve the data and soon finds himself nearly drowning in an ocean of deceit and secrecy. 

When Zeke meets a woman that fled her orphanage after discovering that children were being sold to the same megacorporation, they begin to piece together an enormous conspiracy. As Zeke gets closer and closer to the truth, he learns the horrifying secret that the megacorporation is willing to kill for. 
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Check it out on Amazon now! 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0C15KWB6B
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