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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aramis ran his finger along Jessica’s soft, flawless skin, idly tracing the contour of her hip.  After only a moment, his hand crept around to her front, where her gripped her supple breast, rolling his well-practiced fingers over her erect nipple.  She let out a soft moan, music to Aramis’s ears.   
 
    “If you keep doing that, we’ll both be late,” she said, turning her face toward him.  One corner of her mouth quirked up in a sly grin.  “Not that I would complain, my lord.  The Harpy can wait, as far as I’m concerned.”  
 
    Aramis returned the smile, but inwardly, he cringed at the use of the queen’s less-than-flattering nickname.  If anyone, even a servant, heard Jessica utter such a thing, she would be in serious trouble.  People had been executed for less.   
 
    But then again, they were alone in Aramis’s own chambers.  No one could hear.  And besides, they had bigger things to worry about - chiefly, that Aramis was the queen’s own preferred lover, at least for now.  If Queen Penelope discovered his affair with one of her ladies-in-waiting, the consequences would be dire.   
 
    In Aramis’s defense, though - he was fairly certain that he was in love with Jessica.  Not only was she beautiful, with perfect skin, a well-rounded figure, and thick, red hair, but she was also incredibly intelligent.  Unlike most women, who’d been brought up in court, Jessica’s father had made certain that she had the education necessary to truly understand the world around her.  That put her one up on Aramis himself, who was admittedly, a mere soldier.   
 
    “We can’t keep doing this,” Aramis found himself saying.  “It isn’t sustainable.” 
 
    Jessica shifted, turning so that they faced one another as they lay on the bed.  Naked, her breasts pressed against his muscular chest, distracting him from what he knew he needed to say.  Her hand crept down below, and, gripping his manhood, she said, “You seemed to sustain yourself quite well, my lord.”  
 
    “Stop,” he said, though there was no fire to the command - mostly because he wanted nothing more than for her to keep going, consequences be damned.   
 
    She let out an annoyed sigh, then abruptly sat up.  “You’re no fun,” she said.  “No fun at all.” 
 
    “This is a serious matter!” he said, a plea in his voice.  “If Queen Penelope finds out about us, she’ll -” 
 
    “She will rant and rave, then move on,” Jessica interrupted.  “Because that’s who she is.  If it wasn’t this, it would be something else.  The other day, she went on for almost an hour about the color of the servants’ dresses.  The next day, they were all wearing red instead of black.”  
 
    “I’d wondered about that…” 
 
    “Not my point,” Jessica said, standing.  That gave Aramis a fantastic view of the woman’s body, and he found himself staring in awe.  “Oh, stop staring.  You look like an adolescent, not the Queen’s own champion.”  
 
    That designation, in and of itself, was a problem.  Everyone at court knew that he was bedding the queen.  Few believed him when he said that he hadn’t been given a choice, instead choosing to believe that he’d seduced her in order to gain her favor.  Of course, he’d been forced to defend the queen’s honor on three separate occasions, and against seasoned warriors.  None had survived his blade, which had silenced his most outspoken critics. 
 
    “You should ask her, woman to woman, to let me go,” Aramis said. 
 
    Jessica laughed, a full-throated sound that made Aramis feel like a clown.  When he glared at her, she said, “I apologize, my lord - it’s just that your suggestion is, at best, naive.  At worst, it is comical.  If I did as you ask, it would only encourage her.”  
 
    Once, he might have disputed the claim.  When he’d first come to court, he had been a green youth - admittedly talented with the blade, but naive when it came to politics and woefully inexperienced in terms of judging character.  In the two years since he’d been in Lariston, the kingdom’s royal capitol, he’d been forced to shore up those weaknesses.  And while he still wasn’t the most worldly man in the world, he knew his queen for the sadist she was.  So, he knew Jessica’s prediction was likely correct.   
 
    “Honestly, there’s a part of me that wants the Redcaps to get their way,” she said.  “They couldn’t rule any worse than her.”  
 
    Aramis was up in an instant, and as he gripped her slender arms, he hissed, “Do not say such things!  If anyone heard…” 
 
    “I’d be branded a traitor,” she said, jerking away.  “I am well aware how this government treats its dissenters.  Or did you forget that my brother languishes in the dungeon?”   
 
    Aramis bit back a reply.  “I’ve seen his quarters,” he said.  “The duke’s chambers are hardly a dungeon.”  
 
    She waved away his comment, saying, “A gilded cage is still a cage.”  
 
    “Jessica, please -” 
 
    A clatter nearby shattered his train of thought, and he whipped his head around to find a young maid, dressed all in red, staring at the pair of lovers.  A silver serving tray, along with a matching teapot and a pair of cups, lay in a pool of spilled liquid on the stone floor.  The girl - she couldn’t have been more than fifteen - stood there, her mouth comically agape.   
 
    “Where is Miranda?” demanded Jessica, referring to the old woman who usually served as her maid. 
 
    “S-sick, my lady,” the girl squeaked, bowing her head low.  She dropped to her knees as she began to clean up the mess she’d made.  “Her majesty, the queen, sent me in her stead.”  
 
    Aramis watched the girl clean, knowing that their secret would soon be the talk of The Citadel.  In days, perhaps hours, the queen would know as well.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aaramis stood in the queen’s sitting room, his back straight and his hands behind his back.  He wore the uniform of his station, a blue tunic emblazoned with the royal coat of arms, white pants, and highly polished, knee-high boots.  His shoulder-length, brown hair was tied in a warrior’s queue.  When he’d first been given his uniform, he’d felt ridiculous.  The boots, especially, had struck him as particularly unnecessary.  But he had to admit that they were comfortable enough, especially as he endured the queen’s glare.   
 
    She paced back and forth in front of him, silent but seething.  She was a tiny thing, barely reaching his shoulder, and he wasn’t even a big man.  No - he’d always been small, compared to the other warriors.  Only his aptitude with the blade had offered him any protection at all.  However, no skill with a sword would protect him now, not with an angry queen bearing down on him.  So, he chose to stoically endure whatever she threw at him.   
 
    For the longest time, she didn’t say anything, which only served to make the situation that much more uncomfortable.  However, Aramis welcomed it.  He’d seen plenty of the queen’s tantrums, and he had no desire to be on the receiving end of her ire.  By comparison, enduring her silent stare was the preferable option.   
 
    Finally, though, she spoke, her voice raspy as she said, “I am very disappointed in you, Sir Aramis.”  
 
    Surprised at how calm she sounded, he said, “I love her, your majesty.  I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Love,” she spat, shaking her head.  “An illusion, and one insufficient to mask your crimes.  You will be punished, Aramis, but for now, we must attend court.  I trust you can still do your duty.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” he said, eager to put the whole ordeal behind him.  “I live to serve.”  
 
    She gave him an impassive stare, then turned on her heel, and strode away.  As soon as she passed through the door, a pair of huge, axe-wielding guards fell in beside her.  Aramis had no choice but to follow the trio through the halls of The Citadel, trying to think of anything but his impending punishment.  Instead, he focused on his surroundings. 
 
    The Citadel was a fortress stone and mortar, that much was readily apparent, even to an untrained eye.  Its walls had been lined with expensive tapestries and unparalleled works of art, but at its heart, it was a defensive fortification designed to be impregnable.  It had never fallen, and Aramis doubted it ever would.  An outside threat would be foolish to even try.   
 
    Soon, they’d traversed the maze-like halls to find themselves in the throne room, where the queen would hold court.  Usually, it would consist of minor lords and ladies beseeching the queen for help.  Sometimes, she gave it, but most of the time, their pleas fell on deaf ears.  And the rare commoner who managed to find himself addressing the queen was all but ignored.  It wasn’t supposed to work like that, Aramis was certain, but that wasn’t his concern.  He left the politics to those who understood such things, instead focusing on his own job: protecting the queen’s honor via his position as her champion.   
 
    As Queen Penelope sat on the gaudy, oversized throne, Aramis took his customary position behind her left shoulder.  He rested his hand on the hilt of his longsword, practically daring anyone to offend his queen.   
 
    Lord Avrim, the queen’s Voice, stepped forward, and with a voice that echoed through the throne room, said, “Are there any petitioners for her majesty, the queen?”  
 
    “One moment, Avrim,” the queen said, waving dismissively at the portly Voice in expensive silks.  “I have a punishment to mete out.”  
 
    Avrim bowled low, backing away, and the queen stood.  Aramis’s heart clenched as she said, “Sir Aramis, please step forward.”  
 
    Aramis’s legs felt like jelly, but he obeyed the command.  He wouldn’t put it beyond the queen to execute him.  Certainly, he didn’t deserve it.  After all, she’d forced him into becoming her lover, not-so-subtly reminding him that, were he to refuse, there would be consequences for his family.  She would’ve ruined them without a second thought, so he’d gone along with her desires.   
 
    It would’ve been easy to regret his choice to continue his relationship with Jessica.  After all, he was about to feel the wrath of a vengeful queen.  However, as he stepped forward, planting himself before the queen, he had no regrets.  He loved Jessica, and he’d face death if it meant he could spend even one night with her.   
 
    “Aramis,” she said. “My champion.  My consort.  I thought you a man of honor, but it has become clear to me that you are no man at all.  Henceforth, you will be Lady Arya.  Guards - take him away.  The Lady Arya must be prepared for her new life.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aramis was in shock.  He could scarcely think, much less speak as he was roughly escorted from the throne room.  He didn’t struggle.  After all, what could he do?  The queen’s word was law.  If she proclaimed him a woman, then it was true, regardless of objective reality.  After a few minutes of half-carrying, half-dragging him through The Citadel’s spacious corridors, they reached their destination - Aramis’s quarters.  The pair of guards shoved him inside, ordering him to wait for the queen.  Aramis winced when one of them referred to him as, “My lady,” smirking through the appellation.   
 
    For a long while, Aramis found himself sitting on one of the plush chairs of his foyer, head in his hands as he tried to make sense of what had just happened.  Of course, the queen couldn’t literally transform him into a woman.  That was absurd.  However, what she could do was strip him of every ounce of masculine dignity, ensuring his humiliation and a steep tumble down the social ladder.  When everything was over, no woman would ever want to marry him - not with that feminine stench hanging over him.  It made him nauseous just thinking of how this one proclamation could alter everything about his future.   
 
    Soon, Aramis rose from the chair and began pacing, hardly noticing the suite’s luxurious decor.  He’d lived in those apartments for more than a year, and still, the opulence of the space had the capacity to entrance him.  But the same could be said for the rest of The Citadel.  Fortress it may be, but it was also the kingdom’s seat of power.  And it was a wealthy, powerful kingdom indeed.  Still, his predicament was such that he barely paid any mind to the expensive furnishings.  Instead, his mind was wholly focused on how he might placate the queen without losing everything he’d fought so hard to obtain.   
 
    The problem wasn’t just that he had slept with Jessica.  Certainly, that would sting any woman who thought she was a man’s sole lover.  However, the fact that Penelope was a queen, and one unused to disappointment, made everything all the worse.  Couple that with her propensity for sadism, and Aramis knew his circumstances were dire.  Dissuading the queen from going through with her judgment, especially one so publicly announced, would be difficult.  Not impossible, but difficult, nonetheless.   
 
    Over the next few hours, he came up with a plan.  He held no illusions about the queen, knowing full well that she didn’t love him.  In fact, he didn’t even think she was capable of such an emotion.  She looked at him as a dalliance.  A distraction.  Little more than a living, breathing toy, if a valuable one.  However, there was obviously some affection there.  Otherwise, she wouldn’t have been so angry to find that he’d been sleeping with one of her ladies-in-waiting.  Surely, he could use that to his advantage.   
 
    He was still deep in thought, having made little progress, when the door swung open, and Queen Penelope strode in.  She was followed by a pair of towering guards, both carrying the wicked axed common to their post, as well as a relative parade of women.  Most, he recognized as the queen’s attendants.  Jessica was among them, though her head was bowed.  Behind them came a trio of maids, all dressed in their signature red dresses.   
 
    The guards stationed themselves at the door, their faces impassive, and the noblewomen surrounded Aramis in a semi-circle.  Each of them, save Jessica and Lady Catherine, a middle-aged widow who’d once been a great beauty, glared at him.  The queen’s expression was haughty, self-satisfied, and, though she tried to hide it behind placid regality, angry.  Aramis swallowed hard, yet he didn’t speak.  Nor did he move, once he’d stopped pacing.  Instead, the queen’s champion stood before them, his feet shoulder-width apart, and his hands clasped behind his back.   
 
    “Do not stand like that,” Penelope said.  “It is unladylike.  And someone remove her sword.  Ladies do not carry such armaments.”  
 
    Suddenly, one of the guards was unbuckling the sword from where it hung at Aramis’s waist.  He forced himself not to respond, though every instinct in his body cried for action.  A man didn’t simply let himself be disarmed without a fight.  But then again, according to the Queen, whose word was absolute law, he was not a man anymore.  At least until he straightened things out with her, he had little choice but to go along with the charade.  Even so, it rankled on his every nerve as the guardsman stepped away, Aramis’s sword tucked under one arm.   
 
    “There,” Penelope said. “Isn’t that better?”  
 
    Aramis did not answer, but the queen didn’t care.  Instead, she told her entourage, “Wait outside for a moment.  I would like to speak to the Lady Arya alone for a moment.”  
 
    The women scurried to obey.  However, Aramis couldn’t help but notice Lady Jessica giving him one last glance before she left the room.   
 
    Finally, once they were alone, save for the guards, Aramis said, “You don’t have to do this, my queen.  I am -” 
 
    Her slap came out of nowhere, and though the woman was slightly built and quite short, she’d managed to generate a good deal of power.  It stung, and not just physically.  It was both surprising and humiliating, and he wanted nothing more than to return the blow.  His warrior’s instincts demanded it.  However, he was no brute who hit women, so, with an effort, he calmed the fire raging in his mind.  His only reaction was to massage the spot where she’d hit him.   
 
    “You dare tell me what I have to do?” she demanded.  “As if you were in charge? I should have you killed.”  
 
    Given what else was at stake, that might have been preferable to gross humiliation.  But Aramis wasn’t immune to a natural sense for self-preservation.  Even as a tremble of fear crept up his spine, he suppressed it.  Instead, he said, “If that is your wish, my queen.” 
 
    For a moment, Aramis thought she might follow through with the threat.  After all, the death of one more man would not trouble her.  She’d sent men by the hundreds to die, and had yet to lose a wink of sleep to guilt.  Such was the weight the powerful must bear.  The moment passed quickly, though, and she suddenly smiled.   
 
    “No,” she said, reaching out to caress his jaw where she had just slapped him. “Death is too good for you, my former champion.  I will strip you of everything.  Your dignity. Your masculinity.  Everything.  Only then will we be even.”  
 
    The queen pulled away, turning her back to him.  “Of course,” she went on.  “You will be tempted to flee, once you discover what is in store for you.  Perhaps you think you can get across our borders safely.  As unlikely as that is, I do not want to send men to find you.  So, I will tell you this once, and one time only - if you flee, if you refuse to do precisely what I require of you, I will destroy everything you hold dear.  Your parents, back in Garriston.  Your sister.  Your brothers.  I will raze everything and everyone you’ve ever loved.  And the Lady Jessica, well - she will be sold into slavery to some Kasheki slaver.”  
 
    Aramis didn’t gape, but he came close.  In the back of his mind, he’d always considered escape an option.  Not his first, of course - he didn’t want to flee his home.  However, if the situation became untenable, he could easily make his way as a sellsword.  It wasn’t an honorable life, but it was likely better than whatever the queen had planned.  But now?  With that threat hanging over him, Aramis knew that escape was no longer an option.  In fact, he had no choice but to go along with whatever she did to him. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “You grasp the situation.  Now, the women are going to come back in here, and you are going to be prepared for your new role.  Do not resist.  Do not complain.  If I hear that you have, I will not be merciful.  Do you understand me, Lady Arya?”  
 
    “Y-yes…yes, my queen,” he managed.  “I do.”  
 
    She suddenly grinned, the expression chilling him to the bone.  “Very good,” she said.  Then, she clapped her hands, and the guards opened the doors, allowing the women to reenter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Strip, my lady,” said one of the maids.  She was a pretty girl, with a plump figure and pouty lips.  No doubt, she was a popular one amongst the guards.  Or maybe some of the minor noblemen, too.  Either way, Aramis was unconcerned with her looks.  Instead, he was terrified of what would come next.  After the queen had left, taking her entourage with her, she’d left the red-clad servants behind.  Immediately, they’d surrounded him.  “We have a lot to do.”  
 
    With trembling fingers, Aramis unfastened the toggles of his tunic, and slowly went about undressing.  He had never been a shy man, but under the clinical gaze of the maids, he felt incredibly self-conscious.  Once he’d gotten down to his smallclothes, he stood before them, mostly naked and very aware of just how unimpressive his physique was.  Certainly, his muscles weren’t completely nonexistent.  Like any warrior, long hours training with the sword had given him something.  However, despite being in his early twenties, his musculature was more akin to an athletic teenaged boy, a fact that wasn’t helped by his middling height.  He was taller than only one of the maids, and the other two were nearly half-a-hand taller than him.  So, as he stood there, half-naked and trembling slightly, his self-consciousness was nearly overwhelming.   
 
    “Smallclothes, too,” said the plump maid who seemed to be in charge. 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “We are all women, my lady,” one of the others piped up.  “There is nothing to hide.  Besides, I would hate to tell the queen that you were uncooperative.”  
 
    That cut through his objections in an instant, and though he did so reluctantly, Aramis quickly removed his smallclothes.  The final maid, a redhead with a willowy frame, looked at his manhood, then shook her head, saying, “Such a waste.”  
 
    “Your personal opinions are unnecessary, Amanda,” said the pouty-lipped leader,  “Keep them to yourself.” She looked at Aramis, saying, “Follow me.”  
 
    Aramis had no choice but to obey, lest he draw the further ire of the queen.  So, he followed the woman through his suite and to the claw-footed bathtub in the bathing room.  It was a luxury most of his peers had not been afforded; most used The Citadel’s semi-public baths or one of the surrounding cities more expensive spas.  Aramis had no interest in that, so he had requested quarters equipped with a bathing room.  Being the queen’s consort as well as her champion had had its perks. 
 
    “Into the tub,” the woman said.  A few moments later, once he was standing in the tub, the other two women came in.  One carried a bucket with a foul-smelling paste, which she unceremoniously started smearing over his body.  At first, he wanted to object.  After all, having strange women rubbing an even stranger ointment over across his naked skin was unseemly.  However, he managed to swallow his objections, instead choosing to endure his humiliation stoically.  Still, when the ointment started to tingle, he became a little worried.  And when it began burning, through gritted teeth, he said, “What is this concoction?  It burns!”  
 
    “I do not know its name,” admitted Amanda, who’d started applying the paste to his jawline.  “But the apothecary says it will remove your body hair.  Permanently.  It is the latest trend among the noblewomen.”  
 
    Aramis did not dispute that claim.  Even Jessica, who barely followed trends at all, was completely hairless below her eyebrows.  The queen, too.  However, being lumped into that group was a little disconcerting. 
 
    “Silly, if you ask me, my lady,” said one of the other maids. “A little hair down below lets a man know you’re not a child.”  
 
    “No one asked you, Heather,” said the leader, and for the next half-hour, they worked in silence.  For his part, Aramis tried to ignore the stinging pain enveloping his skin.  If women could endure such a thing, so could he, though it tested his mettle in a way few things could.  The pain itself wasn’t terrible, just ceaseless, which brought with it a feeling of helplessness that only accentuated the emotions he’d tried to push aside.  Still, he was grateful when, at last, one of the women turned on the faucet and began to wash the foul-smelling stuff off of him.  Not for the first time, he felt grateful that he had running water.  He had no idea how it worked - an engineer had tried to explain it to him once, but the explanation had gone right over Aramis’s head - but it was enough that it did work.  Soon, Aramis was completely stripped of the concoction, and his body hair went right along with it.  His skin took on a red tint from the irritation, but otherwise, he was unharmed.  What stinging remained was soothed when one of the women massaged some sort of oily ointment all over his skin.  It left his skin feeling smoother and softer than it ever had before. 
 
    After he was completely clean, Aramis was led to another room, where one of the women draped a silky robe over his shoulders.  He had no idea where it had come from; certainly, it hadn’t been in his wardrobe before his ordeal began.  But he did not say anything, grateful as he was to cover his denuded body.   
 
    The women guided him to a stool, where one of them ordered him to sit.  He obeyed without complaint, and soon, Amanda was leaning close to his face, wielding a pair of tweezers.  A second later, she was plucking stray hairs from his eyebrows, saying, “You are lucky.  My niece, poor girl, she has only one brow where there should be two.  And plucking only makes it worse.  Yours only need a little shaping.”  
 
    Aramis endured her ministrations, only wincing a few times when she plucked a particularly stubborn hair.  When she was satisfied with her work, the woman pulled away, only to be replaced by the plump leader, who carried with her a case that looked like it housed a wide variety of paints and powders.   
 
    “You have good skin, too,” this one said, already powdering Aramis’s face.  “Expressive eyes.  We need not do much to make you presentable.”  
 
    As the woman applied powders and paints to Aramis’s face, he couldn’t help but wonder how long the queen would keep up this ruse.  Certainly long enough to humiliate him, but beyond that, he had no idea.  A day?  A week?  A month, even?  Surely, she wouldn’t force him to go longer than that.  Those thoughts occupied his mind as the woman worked, so the time passed without conversation.  When the woman had finished, she gave way to the final maid, who immediately started in on his hair.   
 
    “At least you keep it long,” she said.  “And it’s full, even if you do not properly take care of it.  No matter.  We will take care of that, my lady.”  
 
    And take care of it she did, rubbing all sorts of strange concoctions into Aramis’s hair.  Soon, she was arranging it, no doubt into one of the elaborate styles favored by the women at court.  He remained silent throughout, and some time later, the woman announced that his hair was acceptable.   
 
    That’s when Aramis got his next surprise, as one of the serving women appeared before him bearing a curious, metal device.  It was roughly cylindrical, curved, and with a rounded tip.  It had an opening in the back that tapered as it reached the tip, and at its base was a circular band with a clasp that would hold it together.   
 
    “This is a chastity device, my lady,” she said, holding the curious contraption up.  “So you don’t get any ideas.”  
 
    Then, without hesitation, she dropped to her knees and stuffed his manhood into the thing.  When she was finally satisfied, she retrieved a small lock from her belt pouch, then fastened the locked the clasp shut.  She stood, and Aramis resisted the urge to inspect the device.  However, he could feel that his manhood strained against its metal cage.  Doubtless, it would prevent any sort of erection - which made sense.  No one trusted a man alone with a bunch of maidens, so the queen had taken steps to ensure that he couldn’t violate them.   
 
    After that, one of the other attendants produced a corset, which she quickly wrapped around his waist.  Even before she tied it shut, Aramis could feel it constricting his ribs and cinching his waist.  And when a pair of women finally laced it closed, he found himself scarcely able to breathe.   
 
    “Short, shallow breaths, my lady,” said Amanda.  “You will become accustomed to it.”  
 
    Aramis doubted that.  Or maybe he hoped he wouldn’t, because that would mean he’d had to spend an extended amount of time pretending to be a woman.  That would be unacceptable. 
 
    Finally, the women helped into a shift, then a pale, yellow dress.  When they’d finished making sure that everyone was perfect, they escorted him to a full-length mirror in the corner.  Until that moment, Aramis was certain that he would look ridiculous.  Like a man in a dress.  However, when he peered into that mirror, there was a woman staring back at him.   
 
    Certainly, she had heavier shoulder than most.  And there was a sharpness to her facial features that hinted at who she really was.  But the combination of the hairstyle, the body-morphing corset, and the powders and paints had rendered him completely unrecognizable.  Even pretty, in a harsh sort of way.  He was still staring at his reflection when the queen and her ladies-in-waiting entered the room.   
 
    A few of the women giggled.  Jessica stared at him, mouth agape.  And the queen merely smiled that cruel, cold smile that looked so at home on her lovely face.  She said, “My, my - you do clean up nicely, Lady Arya.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t forget your special tea, my lady,” said Amanda, who was once again helping Aramis dress himself.  After a week as Lady Arya, he probably could have managed on his own, but according to the queen, that simply wasn’t done.  He was convinced that she insisted not out of propriety, but out of malice.  The queen knew precisely how humiliating it was for him to be dressed and pampered by female servants.  “It’ll help you grow into a proper lady!”  
 
    Aramis wasn’t sure whether Amanda actually thought of him as a lady or if she was simply playing a role, but the girl’s attitude was commendable.  She was never sullen, and she never tried to make him feel self-conscious.  Some of the other maids couldn’t make that particular claim, often throwing barbed comments his way.  The result was that Aramis had taken a liking to Amanda, and he perked up a little each time he saw her.   
 
    He sipped his “special” tea, which was some herbal concoction the queen’s apothecary had created for him.  He had little notion of what it was doing to him, but like so much in his life, Aramis had no choice in the matter.   
 
    Aramis’s stomach churned, but not from the tea.  Rather, he was anxious about his first day at court as Lady Arya.  For the past week, he’d been spared the humiliation, but it seemed his private torment would soon become horribly public.  It was enough to make him reconsider his decision to go along with Penelope’s punishment.  However, the moment the thought of escape crossed his mind, he was forced to consider the consequences of such action.  He had a family to think about.  And Jessica.  The queen was a lot of things, but disingenuous, she was not.  If she made a threat, she would go through with it.  In his time as the queen’s champion, he’d it happen on more than one occasion.   
 
    No - it was better for him to simply weather the storm, humiliating as it was.   
 
    His mind wandered as Amanda finished dressing him, this time in dark blue that complimented his pale skin quite nicely.  In the week since he’d undergone that first transformation, the maids had forced a skincare regimen on him that had continued to soften and perfume his skin.  It wasn’t precisely ladylike, but it was getting closer by the day.   
 
    He took another sip, then asked the maid, “What is this tea, anyway?  No one ever told me.”  
 
    “I don’t rightly know, my lady,” she said.  “But I do know the queen had it specially made, just for you.”  
 
    Something to further feminize him, then.  He shuddered to think what such a tea could do to him.  Hopefully, it was nothing permanent.   
 
    After only a few more minutes, during which Amanda put the final touches on Aramis’s outfit, which included a pair of blue, velvet slippers, a silver necklace embedded with sapphires, and a pair of matching earrings, she announced that he was ready for court.   
 
    He suppressed a groan, then looked in the mirror.  He knew what he’d see because he’d been confronted with the same general reflection every day since that first.  But had he lost weight?  His arms looked a bit slimmer.  And the corset had begun to do its work, narrowing his waist.  It even pushed his chest up, giving him the impression of breasts.  In short, he looked like a somewhat masculine, yet quite pretty woman.   
 
    As he was led by a pair of guards to the throne room, where the queen would hold court, 
Aramis wondered what everyone else would see.  Then he realized that they would see precisely what the queen wanted them to - the queen’s champion brought low, humiliated, and transformed into a lady.   
 
    Aramis’s only comfort was the knowledge that he could endure it.  After all, he had been through quite a lot to achieve his position.  This was just another trial to suffer through.  Nothing more.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Before we begin,” said Queen Penelope, standing in front of her throne.  The crowd quieted immediately.  There were a few dozen nobles scattered through the throne room, as well as twice as many peasants.  The differences were stark, with the nobles dressed in their finery and the peasants looking as bedraggled as ever.  Most were at least clean, though, having been thoroughly scrubbed before they had an audience, however brief, with the queen.  In addition, there were various functionaries and bureaucrats scattered around the richly appointed room.  The queen looked around, making certain that every eye was on her before she continued, “I would like to introduce two new members of the court.  First, my new champion, Sir Cadan.”  
 
    She gestured to the tall, broad-shouldered man behind her.  Aramis was quite familiar with the man, considering that Cadan was one of his few rivals with the sword.  He wasn’t as good as Aramis, but he was close enough that an enmity had bloomed between them, if for no other reason than because of the competition inherent between such accomplished warriors.  Aside from that, Cadan had always struck him as arrogant, entitled, and unnecessarily cruel.  And Cadan disliked Aramis because of his comparatively low birth.  His family, while noble, was poor, little more than peasants themselves.  The only reason Aramis had been allowed to join the court at all was because of his uncanny skills with the blade.  Cadan had that, but he backed it up by being born into one of the richest families in the kingdom.  They had been enemies from the moment they met, and as soon as Penelope introduced Cadan as her new champion, the man locked his eyes on Aramis, giving him a knowing smirk.   
 
    Aramis seethed, and for a moment, he considered challenging the man, right then and there.  However, it only took his next, shallow breath to put him back in his place.  He was in a dress, wearing face paint, and looking for all the world like a genteel lady.  He didn’t even have a sword anymore.  Challenging Cadan would be the height of stupidity, and it would likely result in him being laughed out of court.  He was a woman, now, by decree of the queen, and that meant things like duels were out of his reach - at least until Penelope tired of her little game.   
 
    The court gave Cadan some polite applause, but to Aramis’s delight, none were enthusiastic.  Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who’d been rubbed the wrong way by the arrogant noble.  Cadan, though, was oblivious to his unpopularity, standing stoically at the queen’s shoulder and looking dangerous.   
 
    Once the applause had died down, Queen Penelope said, “And of course, you have also doubtless noticed a new flower blooming in our presence.  Lady Arya, of Cavington, has accepted my invitation to court and will henceforth become one of my ladies-in-waiting.”  
 
    The knots in Aramis’s stomach tightened as the entire court turned as one to inspect him.  There were mutters, of course.  Some people didn’t know who he was, and his disguise was such that he wasn’t instantly recognized.  However, the murmurs soon changed tone as the lords and ladies in the know revealed their knowledge to their peers.  Beneath the powder covering his face, Aramis blushed.   
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” demanded a deep, booming voice.  “This farce?  Is this how you treat your loyal -” 
 
    “Duke Eric,” the queen said, interrupting her.  “You will contain yourself.”  
 
    A part of Aramis wanted to thank the duke, who happened to be Jessica’s father.  Few people would’ve even considered standing up for him, let alone doing so in front of the entire court.  He was grateful for that.  But another part, the more realistic part of him, told him how foolish it was.  The duke had already been confined to his quarters for hosting a party attended by so-called reformers who wanted to reshape the government.  He should’ve been lying low, rather than bringing attention to himself.   
 
    “I will not stand idly by while you make a mockery of -” 
 
    “Sir Cadan, please escort the esteemed duke back to his chambers,” the queen said. “He appears overwrought.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aramis hesitated, seeing the women undressing.   
 
    “Do not be shy, Arya,” said Siobhan, one of the queen’s other ladies-in-waiting.  She was a slim girl, barely out of her teens.  And she was down to her shift.  Jessica, who was also in the anteroom of the royal baths, was already completely undressed.  She hadn’t said a word to anyone.  “We are all ladies here.”  
 
    Catherine, the last of the ladies-in-waiting, was older, but still very pretty.  More, she looked ripe in a way that no younger woman could ever achieve.  She was naked, too.  As was the queen.  Aramis tried not to stare, but he was still a man, regardless of his courtly designation or his attire.  His manhood strained against its cage, but to no avail.   
 
    “Undress,” ordered the queen. 
 
    Aramis bit his bottom lip, a childhood habit he thought he’d broken.  Then, without any choice, he obeyed the queen, slowly slipping out of his elaborate dress.  A servant assisted him, though he’d grown used to his new wardrobe, at least enough to undress himself.  Soon, he stood in the anteroom, just as naked as the other women.  And he knew just how out-of-place he was.  Without his dress, he looked like the man he was, albeit a soft, smooth-skinned one with a prettier-than-normal face.   
 
    After he was undressed, the queen and her ladies-in-waiting led him into the baths proper.  They were an impressive sight.  Fed by a hot spring beneath The Citadel, the large, tiled pool was steaming hot.  Various oils and perfumes sat nearby, and a veritable army of bathing attendants stood by, waiting until they were needed.  Though none of them dared make eye contact with a noble, even one like him, he knew they were looking.  He chose to ignore them, instead following the queen into the hot water.  As he settled onto an embedded bench, he actually found himself relaxing.   
 
    That lasted only a few minutes until he heard the queen speak.  She said, “Jessica, I require your service.  Arya, you may serve Siobhan.”  
 
    “W-what?” he asked, though he couldn’t ignore the fact that Jessica was already moving.  The queen levered herself onto the edge of the pool, spreading her legs.  Her sex glistened.  A second later, Jessica blocked his view, her face descending between her queen’s open legs.  He stared for a long moment before he heard someone clear her throat behind him.  He turned to see that Siobhan had positioned herself similarly.   
 
    “It will not lick itself, girl,” Siobhan said, her fingers already probing between her lips. 
 
    Suddenly, Aramis found himself wading through the waist-deep water.  He planted himself before her, then dutifully followed his former lover’s lead.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aramis peered at himself in the mirror, a mixture of satisfaction and horror infesting his mind.  After a month, he had finally been allowed to dress himself, and according to his maid, Amanda, he had done an acceptable job.  That brought with it the satisfaction any achievement might.  However, it also made him realize just how far he had fallen into the queen’s trap.  Not only had he been forced to live as a woman for a month, but that time had changed him in more ways than he could count.   
 
    Some were obvious, like the slow dissolution of his masculine musculature.  Disuse and, he suspected, the tea he’d been forced to imbibe twice a day, had robbed him of much of the muscle he’d taken for granted.  Idly, he found himself wondering if he could even lift his old longsword anymore, much less fight with it.  It was a sobering thought, but it fell far behind some of his more serious concerns.   
 
    For one, the corset he was forced to wear had truly begun to reshape his figure.  He suspected that he’d never have a shape like an hourglass, his hips were noticeably wider than his waist.  More, his nipples had grown both in size and sensitivity, with the areolas taking on a puffy, distended look.  In short, he had begun to look like a developing young woman.  Even his facial features had begun to soften, and he suspected that whatever edge of masculinity he’d had would soon dissolve into femininity.   
 
    Aramis couldn’t help but wonder just how much simple tea could transform a man. 
 
    “You look wonderful, my lady,” said Amanda, peering over his shoulder.  “The queen will be pleased.”  
 
    “I live for her majesty’s pleasure,” he muttered.   
 
    In the month since he’d begun his journey into womanhood, Aramis had been put into increasingly humiliating situations.  Not only were the baths a common occurrence, but even his father had been summoned to court.  The man took his son’s fate stoically, knowing that the queen could crush him with barely a thought.  However, Aramis saw his father’s disappointment.  His pity.  And he knew he deserved both.   
 
    The queen had even allowed - or probably forced - a few of the court’s more notorious bachelors to court him.  Those meetings, chaste as they were, had all ended disastrously, which would hopefully put an end to such notions.  After all, no man would want to marry someone like Lady Arya.   
 
    He shook his head, clearing the bitter thought from his mind.  He didn’t want a man to want to marry him.  That was ridiculous.  The farce would end long before something like that came to pass, he was certain.   
 
    “My lady?” said Amanda.  “Are you ill?”  
 
    “What? No,” said Aramis, shaking his head.  A few stray curls, artfully left to dangle at his temples, swished back and forth.  “I was just thinking.”  
 
    “Well, you mustn’t do such things,” Amanda said. “A lady’s place is not to think, but to obey.  And right now, you are dangerously close to being late for your appointment with the queen.” 
 
    Aramis resisted the urge to argue with Amanda.  After all, Jessica was living proof that women were just as academically capable as men.  However, something told him that arguing with the maid would prove fruitless.  Besides, the last thing he wanted was to be tardy to his meeting with the queen.  If he was ever going to dig himself out of his predicament, he had to keep the woman happy.  So, he hiked up his skirts and scurried out of his chambers and through the halls, searching out the queen’s apartments. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Enter!” came a deep, baritone voice from inside the queen’s bedchamber.  Aramis clutched his skirts, hesitating, not because the queen was with a lover.  That wasn’t unusual.  Rather, his hesitation stemmed from the fact that she recognized that arrogant voice as belonging to Cadan, his replacement as the queen’s champion.  And, it seemed, his replacement as her lover as well.   
 
    Unable to delay any longer, lest he draw the queen’s further ire, he pushed through the door and curtseyed awkwardly.  The movement wasn’t wrong, per se.  It just wasn’t as fluid or natural as it should have been.  Unsurprising, given that he’d only been doing it for a few weeks.   
 
    “Your majesty,” he said, dipping his head.  His earrings - emeralds set in gold, this time; the queen loved giving him expensive, beautiful jewelry - dangled.   
 
    “Relax, Arya,” the queen said, lying on the bed.  She was naked, her leg draped over Cadan’s similarly nude body.  Her hand rested on his prodigious manhood, which was erect.  “We are all friends here, yes?  No need for formality.”  
 
    Aramis looked up to see Cadan smirking at him.  The other man didn’t otherwise acknowledge his presence, but Aramis recognized the meaning behind the smirk.  Cadan thought he’d won, and from a certain perspective, he had.  He was the queen’s champion and lover.  But Aramis knew firsthand just how dangerous such a position could be, so he wasn’t sure if Cadan had won their unspoken competition as handily as the man thought.  Still, it was an uncomfortable situation, and one from which he would leave as soon as was possible. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” he said, his voice soft.  Demure.  He’d been practicing his feminine voice, and he had to admit, he’d all but mastered it.  It was still husky, but undeniably feminine.  “Did you require my assistance?”  
 
    She grinned.  “As enticing as it would be for you to assist me right now,” she said.  “I didn’t summon you for that.  No - I wanted to inform you of a banquet tonight.”  
 
    “What is the occasion?” Aramis asked, curious.  Such gatherings were not uncommon, yet they normally had some nominal reason.   
 
    “Lady Jessica’s engagement,” the queen said. “You two are close, are you not?  I thought you would want to know.”  
 
    Aramis’s mouth went dry.  “Engagement?” he managed to croak. “To whom?”  
 
    “Sir Cadan,” Queen Penelope said. 
 
    For a moment Aramis thought she’d simply wanted the man to reveal the name of Jessica’s betrothed.  However, it only took him a few seconds - during which, his rival’s smirk became an outright smile - to figure out that Jessica’s new fiancee was, indeed, the king’s champion himself.   
 
    It made sense, at least from Penelope’s twisted perspective.  Not only was it punishment for Aramis, but it was also a fortuitous bond between two of the kingdom’s great houses.  Doubtless, Jessica and her father would object; neither cared much for Sir Cadan, but their objections would just as doubtless fall on deaf ears.  Cadan was in favor, and so, he deserved his reward.   
 
    It made Aramis sick.  Literally.  He fled from the room just in time to vomit on the floor.  Normally, he’d have felt guilty about leaving it for some poor servant to clean up - after all, he wasn’t so far removed from having to clean up after himself - but Aramis couldn’t bring himself to think of anything but the fact that the woman he loved was about to marry another man.   
 
    But then again, given that he was swishing through The Citadel’s corridors wearing a dress, he wasn’t really much of a man anymore.  Soon, Aramis found himself back in his own chambers, where he threw himself on his bed, weeping uncontrollably.   
 
    It had been a long, long time since he’d cried, and then, only because he’d broken his arm falling from his horse.  But he hadn’t wept in despair since he was a small child.  That he was doing so now, rather than trying to face his problems like a man, only deepened his shame.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know why her majesty doesn’t just execute him,” said Siobhan, idly sipping her tea.  “He is a traitor.”  
 
    Catherine, the eldest of the queen’s attendants, was the only other woman there, aside from Siobhan and Aramis.  Or Arya.  In the month that had passed since the revelation about Jessica’s engagement, the line had become increasingly blurry for him.  While Siobhan sipped her tea, a book propped on her lap, both Catherine and Aramis busied themselves with needlepoint.  Aramis was still a novice, but he’d found that the hobby was relaxing.  And given the constant state of anxiety in which he lived, that was a welcome thing indeed.   
 
    The older woman didn’t even look up from her needlepoint as she said, “Duke Aeryc is no more a traitor than I am.  Do not speak of things you ill understand, child.”  
 
    Siobhan glared at her companion, or at least she attempted a glare.  With her youthful looks, it came off as a pout, which only reaffirmed the other woman’s statement.  Still, she said, “He met with those separatists!  You know what they want to do, don’t you?  They want to dissolve the aristocracy!  The entire monarchy!  And they want to replace it with what?  A council of some sort?”  
 
    “A senate,” Catherine corrected.  “It is not unheard of to bestow some power on the common man.”  
 
    “A government of peasants,” spat Siobhan.  “It would be laughable if they were not so serious.”  She turned to Aramis, saying, “What do you think Arya?  You’re practically a peasant yourself.”  
 
    Aramis was taken aback.  While he often thought of himself in such terms, it was extraordinarily rude for someone else to point it out.  But then again, Siobhan had never laid claim to a polite nature.  She was grating, stupid, and arrogant.  In short, she was a good representative of the nobility, as far as he was concerned.  Not that he would ever say as much, though.   
 
    “I am not a peasant,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, you know what I mean!” she said, waving away his argument.  “You have spent time with them.  You know them.  Could they govern themselves?”  
 
    Aramis shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “Most of the smaller towns do so.  They elect mayors and councils, and they seem to do fine.”  
 
    “With petty squabbles between peasants,” Siobhan said.  “Not with the affairs of an entire kingdom.”  
 
    From Aramis’s perspective, there really wasn’t that much difference between the two, aside from the obvious issue of scale.  The same principles applied, regardless of how many people were being governed, and in the independent towns surrounding his family’s lands, the various councils and mayors did a fair job of governing.  Not that he had any issue of arguing with Siobhan.  She was the queen’s favorite companion, and as such, any argument with her would inevitably get back to the queen, who certainly would not look favorably upon such talk.   
 
    Thankfully, before Aramis could respond, Catherine cleared her throat, saying, “Siobhan, would you be a dear and fetch some of that tea you like from my rooms?”  
 
    “Get a servant,” Siobhan said, not bothering to look at the woman.  “Arya and I are having a conversation.”  
 
    “I will give you a tin from my private stock,” Catherine said.   
 
    That got Siobhan’s attention.  She made no secret of her love of Catherine’s exotic teas, but she couldn’t even begin to afford such luxury.  Her family wasn’t poor, but her father had tired of her frivolous spending long ago, and as a result, Siobhan was on a budget.  And given her expensive tastes, that budget left little room for luxuries like exotic teas.   
 
    “Two tins,” Siobhan said. 
 
    “Done,” Catherine responded, grinning.  “Now, run along, dear.”  
 
    Siobhan didn’t waste a moment, springing to her feet and rushing from the room.  She looked like nothing so much as an overgrown child, so great was her excitement.  Of course, that wasn’t far off from the truth.   
 
    “You’ve done better than I expected,” Catherine said, interrupting Aramis’s thoughts. 
 
    He turned, asking, “What was that?  I was miles away.”  
 
    “Nothing,” Catherine said. “Just a remark on your progress.  I sent the girl away so I could speak to you.”  
 
    “A-about what?” Aramis asked. 
 
    “I wanted to give you some advice,” Catherine stated.   
 
    “I would be grateful for -” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” the older woman said.  “I don’t need a sycophant.  I don’t care for politeness.  Simple honesty is all I care about.  Can you give me that, Aramis?”  
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “Then perhaps I’ll have a use for you.  But until then, I can give you this advice - give in.”  
 
    Aramis was taken aback by the simple statement, so much that, for a few seconds, he didn’t respond.  Finally, he said, “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “It is simple,” Catherine explained.  “Penelope is a sadist.  She loves to cause pain.  To see someone humiliated.  In your case, she loves seeing how much it hurts you to be forced into womanhood.  She craves your humiliation because there’s some small part of her that sees it as payback.  Mostly, it’s because she is broken.”  
 
    Fearing a trap, Aramis said, “I thank you for your advice, but -” 
 
    “Enough,” Catherine said, her voice cutting through Aramis’s words.  “If you want this to end, you have but one choice: give in.  Let yourself be the woman you’re pretending to be.  Enjoy it, even.  Otherwise, she will never let you go.”  
 
    “I…I don’t know if I can do that,” Aramis admitted.   
 
    “Then there is no hope for you at all,” Catherine stated bluntly.   
 
    At that, she dropped the subject.  However, her advice occupied his thoughts well past Siobhan’s return.  Could it truly be so simple?  He hadn’t really fought his punishment, but he’d been clearly humiliated by it.  Would Penelope have released him already if he’d have endured it stoically?  If he’d have enjoyed it, even?  
 
    He wasn’t certain, but he knew the queen well enough to know that there was some truth to Catherine’s statements.  And that was enough for him to give the notion quite a bit of thought.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aramis - no, Arya - tried not to tremble as he disrobed.  Though he noticed the other women staring, he chose to ignore them.  For the past three months, he had been following Lady Catherine’s advice, and though it had yet to free him from the queen’s ire, the shift in attitude had given him a bit of solace.  So long as he didn’t let himself think too deeply, he could almost forget the life he’d been forced to abandon.   
 
    Some of the women were well used to the sight of his body, but there were a few in the royal baths who’d never seen him in such a state.  From those, he heard gasps.  Whispers.  A few giggles.  He endured it stoically as he slowly lowered himself into the steaming water.   
 
    However, as outwardly placid as he was, he was horrified by what he saw in the mirror each morning.  The tea, along with his lack of physical activity, had continued its work, and after only a few months, his body’s musculature had lost all trace of masculinity.  His shoulders were narrow, his arms as slim as any maiden’s.  But that wasn’t the truly disturbing part. Muscles could be rebuilt, after all.  What really scared him was the other feminine characteristics he now displayed.   
 
    For one, he’d grown breasts.  They weren’t as big as those belonging to some women, but they weren’t small, either.  Certainly, they were not what one would expect to see on a man’s chest.  On top of that, the corset had continued to narrow his waist while the tea forced his hips wider, his backside rounder.  Much to his chagrin, he now had the hourglass figure that had initially eluded him. 
 
    To put it bluntly, aside from his caged manhood, which had shrunk so much that they’d had to fit him for new cages on three separate occasions, he had the body of the woman he was pretending to be.  Doubtless, that surprised some of the uninitiated.   
 
    “Don’t mind them, dear,” said Catherine, slipping into he pool beside him.  She let out a grateful sigh as the hot water enveloped her, then said, “They never learned any manners.”  
 
    “I am a monster,” Arya said, his voice naturally extending into a much higher pitch than it once had been.  Whatever huskiness his tone had once carried had long since disappeared, replaced by something that belonged to an adolescent girl.   
 
    “You are a beautiful woman,” Catherine said reassuringly. 
 
    “But I don’t want to be,” he whined.  Tilting his head back and closing his eyes, he said, “I fear that this is all permanent.  Even when the queen releases me, I don’t know if I can ever go back.”  
 
    “And if you can’t?” Catherine asked. “What will you do, then?”  
 
    “I…I don’t know,” he admitted.   
 
    The thought had crossed his mind, and on more than one occasion.  However, he’d had no answers before, and he certainly didn’t have one now.  The problem was that he had no idea how to live as a woman.  He knew the bits and pieces he’d learned over the previous months since the queen’s declaration, but those were insignificant next to the bigger picture.  And that wasn’t even considering that, as a woman, he’d be doomed to a life as a spinster.  No man wanted to marry a woman who couldn’t bear a child, no matter how beautiful she was.  Not that he wanted anything of the sort, but if he was stuck as a woman, he had to consider such things.   
 
    “What can be done can be undone,” Catherine said, reaching over to pat him on the rounded shoulder.  “Rest assured, you will have your life back.”  
 
    “When, though?” he asked. 
 
    “Only the queen can answer that,” the older woman said. Arya’s shoulders sagged, but the older woman went on, saying, “But you’ve seen the same thing I’ve seen.  Her interest in you is waning by the day.  So long as she thinks you’ve made peace with your fate, she will quickly move on to something else.  That’s the first step in getting your life back.”  
 
    “I hope so,” he muttered, but in the back of his mind, he wondered if that was the first step, then what was the next? And how many others were there?  He didn’t know, and Catherine had clearly abandoned the topic in favor of court gossip, chiefly about the upcoming wedding between Lady Jessica and Sir Cadan.  Arya ignored it.  That was the last thing he wanted to think about. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Such a miniscule thing,” said the queen, watching one of the attendants exchange Arya’s cage for a yet smaller one.  Even freed, his manhood was no bigger around than his thumb, and a good deal thinner.  It had been so long since it had been erect that Arya couldn’t help but wonder if such a thing was even possible anymore.  That, as much as his enlarged breasts, widened hips, or the feminine accoutrements he’d been forced to drape himself in, made him feel less like a man.   
 
    Once the newest cage, which looked like a mesh thimble more than anything else, was locked into place, the attendant handed Penelope the key.  She threaded a fine chain through the hole that had been drilled into the key’s body, then slipped the chain around her neck.  The key itself lay nestled between her breasts.   
 
    “When the apothecary told me what that tea would do to you, I did not believe him,” she said, rising.  Slowly, she circled her former lover.  She traced a finger over his plump bottom and to the exaggerated arch of his back.  “But this, it exceeds all of my wildest dreams.  I think -” 
 
    The door burst open, admitting one of the guards.  He quickly saluted, saying, “My queen!  There is a riot in town!  I must escort you and your…lady-in-waiting to a secure location.” 
 
    The queen glared at him, as much for the news he bore as for his interruption.  “What have I to fear from peasants?” she demanded. “Am I not beloved?”  
 
    Arya nearly laughed in spite of himself.  Either the queen was woefully out of touch with her subjects, or she was incapable of believing anyone could hate her.  Many of the commoners did, though.  Arya had known that from the moment he’d set foot in the city surrounding The Citadel, and nothing the queen had done since then had endeared her to the populace.  In fact, she was universally reviled by everyone outside her immediate circle of influence.   
 
    “My queen, they are just rabble rousers,” the guard said, using more tact than Arya would have been able to muster.  “But we must take precautions.  Please, follow me.”  
 
    For a moment, Arya thought the queen would refuse.  That would’ve amused him, save for the fact that Arya would have been forced to stay with her.  As terrible as his life had become, he did not want to die, especially at the hands of rioting commoners.  So, he was relieved when, at last, the queen relented.  Reluctantly, but she did it.   
 
    Arya managed to slip on a dressing gown before the queen dragged him away, following the guard deeper into The Citadel.  As they went, the corridors narrowed, there were numerous switchbacks, and a half-dozen checkpoints, all manned with guards bristling with their signature axes.   
 
    If the commoners made it so deep into The Citadel, they deserved to overthrow the monarchy, he thought.  Finally, they were led into a vault, inside of which were a few dozen of the kingdom’s most important aristocrats.  The other ladies-in-waiting, including Siobhan and Catherine, were there.  So was Duke Eric, who’d been imprisoned in his quarters for months.  In fact, most of the court had been led into The Citadel’s most secure location - what was affectionately known as The Heart.   
 
    Arya looked around.  The place was well-furnished, looking little different from the rest of the fortress.  However, in one corner, there were foodstuffs piled high.  In another, there was a pump which no doubt led to an underground spring.  And for every civilian, there were at least two armed guards.   
 
    No - they were as safe as they could ever have been.  Still, Arya wished he had a sword.  He might not have been able to swing it with the same vigor he once had, but it would’ve been a comfort.   
 
    Not that the queen would ever allow that, of course. 
 
    So, he settled down next to Siobhan to wait.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Such a lovely flower,” said the visiting dignitary from the island nation of Moranos to the south.  It was a tiny place, but they had a significant navy that could make seafaring trade all but impossible for their enemies.  That made the small country simultaneously very prosperous and well-respected.  “Curious that none of these strapping, young lads have plucked you just yet.”  
 
    Arya smiled, but inside, his stomach churned.  The man himself was old enough to be his father, and yet, he acted like a randy adolescent.  More, Arya was certain that the mustachioed dignitary had no idea what he really was.  But then again, Arya had been struggling with that question of late himself.   
 
    In the two months that had passed since the riots, which had lasted a full three days and burned down a good portion of the docks, and in that time, Arya’s body had continued to change.  The breasts which had been, at best, modest had grown as full and ripe as any woman’s at court, and his figure had followed suit.  Each time he looked in the mirror, he found himself thinking that he looked like precisely the sort of woman every man at court would trip all over themselves to impress.  Wars had been fought over less beautiful women.   
 
    But he wasn’t a woman, he kept telling himself.  He was a man, a warrior.  Regardless of how he looked, he wouldn’t allow himself to let that identity go.  Or that’s what he kept telling himself.  In practice, though, he was far less resolved, often losing himself in the new identity that had been forced upon him.  Even now, faced with a man more than twice his age, Arya’s stomach fluttered at the dignitary’s attention and flattery.   
 
    More embarrassing than that were the dreams he’d been having.  Sometimes, his dreams dwelt on his past life, and on those nights, he was allowed to see himself as he’d been: a powerful warrior.  However, more commonly, he dreamt of entirely different scenarios, most of which put him the arms of strong men.  He blushed at the mere memory.   
 
    Arya took a deep breath, and the emissary’s eyes followed the line of his cleavage.  Thankfully, before Arya could make too much of a fool of himself, Catherine appeared.  “Please excuse us, your grace,” the older woman said. “The young lady is needed elsewhere.” 
 
    “Not at all!” bellowed the man, the volume of his voice indicating just how much he’d had to drink.   
 
    As the pair of ladies extricated themselves, expertly weaving through the party, Arya muttered, “Thank you.”  
 
    “You’re welcome, dear,” the other woman said, leaning close. “But this was not a rescue.  You have been summoned by the queen.”  
 
    Arya’s stomach twisted into a knot, but he had little choice but to obey the summons.  And after so much, what else could the queen do?  He shuddered to think.  Penelope was nothing if not creative in her torments.  More than once, Arya had thought he’d die of humiliation.  But he’d endured thus far, and he would continue to do so.  Still, as resolute as he was, Arya found his steps faltering as fear overtook him.  Catherine didn’t slow.  Instead, she hooked her arm under his and practically dragged him through the banquet, which had been set up to celebrate…well, he didn’t know, exactly.  No one had told him.  He’d just been informed that his presence was required. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, Arya found himself standing before the queen.  Penelope was clearly as deep into her cups as the dignitary had been.  Probably more so, considering how she slumped in her chair.  But she perked up when she saw Arya. 
 
    “Lady Arya!  The guest of honor!” she half-screamed.  The party quieted to a hush.  “So beautiful.  Who knew this was lying beneath all that…maleness?”  
 
    There were a few mutters of confusion from those outside the court.  Arya’s punishment wasn’t common knowledge for them.   
 
    Still, Arya knew precisely how to respond, dipping into a deep curtsy as he said, “Thank you, my queen.”  
 
    “Yes, that is appropriate,” slurred the queen, snatching a goblet from a nearby servant.  She downed the wine in a single gulp. “You are right to thank me, for I have arranged something wonderful for you.  In fact, it’s why we’re all here today!”  
 
    She stood on wobbly legs, what liquid was left in her goblet sloshing over the edge.  She raised the jeweled cup, announcing, “Friends, allies - we are here today to celebrate an engagement!  I have granted Duke Eric permission to marry our own, sweet Arya!  Isn’t that wonderful?  We’re going to have a wedding!  No expense will be spared!”  
 
    As the crowed clapped, Arya’s stomach clenched and he nearly doubled over in nausea. Marriage?  To a man?  To no less than Jessica’s father, the most powerful duke in the land?  Clearly, the queen wasn’t finished humiliating him.  Inwardly, he groaned as, one after another, the banquet’s attendees congratulating him on his engagement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Arya screeched, finally letting months’ worth of frustrations free.  He was in tears as he faced the queen in her sitting room.  “I can’t marry anyone!”  
 
    The queen, who’d recovered from her inebriation the night before, sipped her tea as she asked, “Are you questioning my judgment?  Think long and hard before you answer that question.”  
 
    Arya’s mouth snapped shut, but his jaw quivered and tears continued to run down his face.  Finally, in a trembling voice, he begged, “Please, don’t make me do this.  I can’t…I just…it’s not right…” 
 
    “So desperate,” said the queen, smiling slightly.  “Many would kill for such an opportunity with a man like Eric.”  She turned to the man himself, who stood nearby, silent and brooding.  “What say you, Eric?  You have been grown quiet.”  
 
    He turned a smoldering gaze toward the queen, saying, “Do I have a choice in this matter?”  
 
    “None,” Penelope said. 
 
    “Then, I have nothing to say,” the man stated.  “May I go?”  
 
    The queen waved her hand, dismissing him with the gesture.  He turned on his heel and marched away.  When he was gone, the queen said, “Such a bore.  I do not envy you, Arya.”  
 
    “I am begging you, please don’t make -” 
 
    “He cuts a fine enough figure, of course,” the queen went on, ignoring Arya’s plea.  “Broad shoulders.  That jawline.  The wealth is nice, too, especially for someone as close to destitution as yourself.  You should be thanking me, even if he is a dreadfully dreary man obsessed with the peasantry.”  
 
    Arya got down his hands and knees and grasped his hands together as he said, “Please, my queen - I will do whatever -” 
 
    “No more of that,” the queen said, a dangerous glint in her eye.  “You think this is a worst-case scenario, don’t you?  But it’s not.  The ambassador from Moranos took quite a liking to you at your engagement party.  I could marry you off to him.  Of course, he’s old enough not to care overmuch that you can’t bear children.  Still, do you know how they treat women on that island of his?  You’d be little more than a slave.  No - this is better for everyone.  Unless you  have further objections…” 
 
    Arya didn’t need the threat spelled out further, so he shook his head.  Still, he wasn’t certain who was being punished more severely.  Him, who was being forced to live as a woman and marry a man.  Or Duke Eric, who was being forced to marry someone who everyone knew was a man. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If it’s any consolation, I argued against this,” said Eric, standing next to Arya.  “It is not fair to you.”  
 
    Arya swallowed hard, then glanced at his betrothed.  The man looked every inch the noble, with his perfectly trimmed beard, aquiline nose, and expensive suit.  And Arya couldn’t deny that the man was handsome, in a militaristic, wholly intimidating sort of way.  Even if Arya could only admit to himself, he found the man attractive.   
 
    However, he was still a man.  And he would expect Arya to go into their marriage as a woman.  That frightened the feminized warrior, and more than any battlefield or duel ever had.   
 
    “Of the two of us, I am the abomination,” Arya managed to breathe.  “It is you who has been treated unfairly.”  
 
    Suddenly, Eric pivoted to face Arya, gripping his slim shoulders tightly.  He turned his wife-to-be until they were looking in one another’s eyes.  “Never say that about yourself again,” the man said. “Where you began is unimportant.  Who you are now is all that matters.  And before me is a beautiful, vibrant woman.”  
 
    Arya had no idea how to respond to that, so he remained silent.  In that silence, he couldn’t help but think about what was about to happen.  He was going to be married.  To a man.  And later, after the sun set, he’d have to fulfill his wifely duties.  It was required by law.   
 
    “I think I am going to be sick,” he muttered. 
 
    Without a word, Eric crossed the small antechamber and grabbed a waste basket.  He returned, holding it out to his fiance.  That made Arya smile, and he said, “You’re just going to try to fix all my problems, aren’t you?”  
 
    “If I can,” the man said.  “That is a husband’s job.”  
 
    Of course, Eric would know.  He’d been married to Jessica’s mother for nearly twenty years before she’d fallen ill and passed away.  By all accounts, the pair had been happy, too.  If anyone knew what it took to make a marriage work, it was the duke.   
 
    “Why have you been imprisoned in your quarters for the past half-year?” Arya decided to ask.  He’d been wondering it ever since the wedding had been announced the month before, but he’d yet to work up the courage to ask.   
 
    “For fighting for a better world,” the man muttered.  “The queen saw a threat in my actions.  Initially, there was none.  I simply wanted reform.  Now, though - things are progressing out of control.  I can’t say more.  Not here.  But soon.”  
 
    Once again, silence stretched between them, but thankfully, it didn’t last long before one of The Citadel’s staff came through the door and announced that it was time.  Neither Arya nor Eric hesitated.  The couldn’t afford to - not with the queen watching them so intently.  So, they strode from the antechamber and into through the halls until they found themselves at the throne room’s entrance.   
 
    With every step, Arya was convinced that his legs would collapse out from under him.  Certainly, he knew he looked the part - with a sweeping, pink dress that had been specially made for his exact proportions, he looked every bit the noblewoman on her wedding day.  And beneath the frippery was a body that matched that image even better than the dress.  However, even after so many months living as Arya, he still wasn’t entirely comfortable with his womanhood, much less the prospect of getting married.   
 
    He had no choice, though.  Neither of them did.  The queen had made that abundantly clear.  If Arya refused to go through with it, his family would suffer.  Perhaps, they’d even be stripped of their titles and cast out into the peasantry.  Or worse, killed outright.  The queen wasn’t above such things, and she’d held that threat over Arya from the very beginning.  Eric faced similar threats, though instead of only affecting one family, his decisions would affect every branch of one of the most ubiquitous families in the kingdom.  It would throw the whole country into upheaval, and the queen was just unhinged enough to go through with it.   
 
    And so, when the throne room’s great, golden doors swung open, the couple strode down the center aisle, confident that they were making the proper choices.   
 
    The wedding itself, officiated by none other than the queen herself, was uneventful.  There were centuries-old traditions that dictated the course of such a ceremony.  And in the end, when they’d both agreed to devote their lives to one another, they were told to kiss.  When they did, Eric’s lips being softer than Arya could imagine, they marriage pact was sealed.   
 
    When they broke apart, Arya found his breath somewhat labored as he wrestled with the fact that he was now a married woman.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I left something in the marital chambers for you,” said Catherine, patting Arya’s arm.  “To make things a little easier on you.  It’s a small jar of ointment.  Just put it…well, you’ll get it once you’re in the heat of the moment.”  
 
    Arya just stared at the older woman, unable to think of a proper response.  Part of him was simply too tired to think, much less inquire further.  After all, the banquet after the wedding had dragged on for hours.  However, there was an equally large part of him that knew precisely what Catherine was referring to, and Arya wanted nothing more than to end the conversation as quickly as possible.   
 
    “You put it on his penis, dear,” Catherine said, her voice barely more than a whisper.  “Otherwise, you won’t walk properly for the next week.”  
 
    Arya nearly choked on her own breath.  Still, she managed to say, “T-thank you, Lady Catherine.  You are too kind.”  
 
    “May I speak with my bride, Lady Catherine?” came the duke’s deep baritone.  It was soothing, in a way.   
 
    “Of course, your grace,” Catherine said, giving the man a seated bow.  She rose from where she’d been sitting beside Arya, then glided away.  However, she did manage to give Arya a knowing smirk on her way out.   
 
    “That woman is far too smug for her own good,” Eric said, sitting in the vacated seat.  They were at the head of the banquet hall, which contained a host of drunken nobles.  Some were worse off than others, and they lay slumped over tables, barely conscious.  Others sang ribald songs, as was the tradition at a wedding reception.  More than a few young men and women were sequestered in secluded corners, engaged in all sorts of amorous activities.  In short, it was a typical wedding reception, though to Arya, it felt like anything but. 
 
    Her new husband said, “You don’t have to do it.  I will understand if you’re not ready.  Or if you’re never ready.  Consummation is not strictly necessary.”  
 
    That was precisely the out Arya needed.  Perhaps the man was only being polite, but he’d said the words.  Legally speaking, that was all it took to relieve Arya of his wifely duties.  However, there was a part of him that took offense at the duke’s words.  It was that part that pushed the words out of Arya’s mouth. 
 
    “I will do my duty, husband,” he said.  “And so will you.”  
 
    Seeing the set of Arya’s jaw, the duke said, “Very well.  Then, I think it’s time we retire.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As they rose, Duke Eric took Arya’s small hand in his, and as he led his new wife from the banquet hall, the surrounding nobles shouted catcalls.  Some of the older, more bawdy women even yelled advice for the couple’s wedding night.  Through it all, Arya blushed, trying not to remember the fact that everyone there knew precisely who he used to be.  It was simultaneously humiliating and endearing, being treated just like any other young bride.  Perhaps they had forgotten.   
 
    But then again, waiting by the doors was Sir Cadan, his own bride on his arm.  The pair had been married a month before, in a quiet, ill-attended ceremony.  Since then, Jessica had been notably absent from any sort of social gathering.  Looking at her now, Arya could only imagine the depths of her misery.  She tried to put on a brave face, congratulating both Arya and her father, but Arya knew the young woman well enough to see a deep, unmitigated pain beneath the feigned smiles.   
 
    “I suppose I should call you mother, now,” jested Cadan.   
 
    “You will do no such thing,” growled the duke.  Clearly, he disliked Cadan at least as much as Arya did.  That was gratifying.   
 
    “Father, it was a joke,” Jessica said. 
 
    “We do not make jokes at others’ expense,” Eric said. “Now, if you will excuse us…” 
 
    For a moment, Cadan looked as if he might challenge the older man.  Eric was a noted bladesman, but he would doubtless fall short of the champion’s prowess.  Still Eric did not back down.  He didn’t have that in him, it seemed.  Finally, Cadan grinned his insufferable grin, then patted the older man on the shoulder.  “All in good fun,” he said, stepping aside.  As Eric dragged Arya past, he said, “You two have fun!”  
 
    As Arya clutched Eric’s arm, he could feel his husband tense.  However, exercising his better judgment was one of the benefits of age, and he suddenly relaxed.  When they were out of earshot, though, he muttered, “Ass.”  
 
    The newly married couple traversed the maze of hallways within The Citadel with practiced ease.  Both had lived there for some time, so they knew the corridors quite well.  Still, getting from one place to another in the maze that made up the fortress’s halls always took longer than expected.  So, after almost twenty minutes, they finally made their way to the marital chamber.   
 
    Once, it had been Eric’s prison - a collection of apartments befitting a duke, but a luxurious cage from which he could not flee.  Not that Eric was the type to flee, of course.  No, never that.  He faced his problems head-on, and if he failed, then so be it.  It was one of the thins Arya had quickly come to admire about the man.   
 
    But none of that seemed to matter as Eric led him inside, shutting the door behind him.  A whirlpool of emotions swirled inside Arya’s mind.  Fear, of the unknown, of doing something he’d been brought up to believe was wrong, of the pain a few of the women at court had hinted at.  Excitement, because those same women had quickly gone on to say that once the pain was finished, the pleasure began.  They’d gone on to describe, in detail, just how orgasmic the experience could be, and all the while, all Arya could do was blush at their frank comments.  And then there was the anxiety of any new bride.  What if he wasn’t good enough? What if Arya’s new husband took one look at his naked body and said that the wedding was off.  Annulments were rare, usually only occurring in the even that the marriage couldn’t physically be consummated.  But they did happen.  As shameful as the whole marriage was, an annulment would only heighten Arya’s humiliation - not to mention how the queen would react. 
 
    All that and much, much more swirled through Arya’s mind as Eric led him to the bedchamber.  It was a utilitarian room, as befitted a man of his station.  The furniture was plain, yet of obvious high quality.  However, Arya had eyes only for the bed.  There, the last vestige of his manhood would be stripped away.  He knew it the moment he’d chosen to go through with the wedding.   
 
    “Are you okay?” asked the duke, suddenly standing before Arya.  He towered over his wife.  “As I said, you don’t -” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Arya insisted, forcing a smile.  “Just nervous.  I…I don’t even know how to begin.  I’m just -” 
 
    Suddenly, the duke’s hungry lips were on Arya’s, the kiss swallowing any protests the young bride might’ve had.  The kiss lasted for far longer than Arya would’ve expected, and there was more ardor there than he’d anticipated.  But in a good way.  When they finally broke away, Arya licked his lips.  A very good way.   
 
    With nimble fingers, Eric reached around to the laces of Arya’s dress, prying them loose.  When he’d finished the bodice fell way, leaving only a shift covering Arya’s suddenly heaving bosom.  That, too, was gone in an instant, and Arya stood before her - and yes, in that moment, she’d stopped thinking of herself as a man at all - husband, topless and her breath coming in increasingly ragged gasps.   
 
    Eric didn’t speak.  Instead, his lips descended on her sensitive, erect nipples, tonguing them with the skill of a man who’d done it many times before.  There was something to be said for an older man, Arya thought, closing her eyes in bliss as she basked in the feeling.  Without prompting, Arya slowly slid her skirts down her smooth, hairless legs, exposing her in a way that felt both liberating and anxiety-inducing.   
 
    That’s when Arya surprised herself by pushing away so that her husband could get a good look at the woman he’d married.  And he clearly wasn’t disappointed.  Arya could see the desire written on his face.  So, without hesitation, she dropped to her knees before him and started unfastening his trousers.  Soon, she’d gotten to her destination, and when she finally wrapped her fingers around Eric’s manhood, she was suitably impressed. 
 
    “It’s so big!” she exclaimed, grinning up at her husband.  She wasn’t certain why the size excited her, but it did.  Very, very much so.   
 
    Leaning forward, she gave it a tentative lick.  It tasted like skin and sweat and something earthier.  Something saltier.  And as she leaned in, enveloping the head with her lips, she smelled a musk that was undeniably masculine.  Then, she sucked, just as some of the other women of the court had bragged about.  And she thought she did well, too, because Eric seemed to enjoy it, putting his hand on the back of her head, forcing it deeper down her throat.   
 
    Soon, though, the pair were tired of the foreplay.  They wanted to consummate the marriage they’d been forced into.  So, it wasn’t long before Arya found herself on her back, her legs splayed wide, and her tiny penis, finally freed of its cage, standing at full attention.  It was hardly bigger than a thimble, but it was hard as a rock.   
 
    Eric wasn’t interested in that, though.  What man would be?  No - he wanted something into which he could thrust.  Just before he did so, Arya shouted, “No - stop!”  
 
    “W-what?” he asked, his erect manhood poised for entry.  “Did I hurt you?  I didn’t even put it in yet.”  
 
    “No, it’s not that,” Arya said.  “I want this.  It’s just…Lady Catherine gave us a gift.  It should be nearby.  A small jar…” 
 
    It didn’t take them long to find it on a nearby table, and Arya applied it with a vengeance.  The odorless ointment was slippery, and once it coated Eric’s penis entirely, Arya resumed her position.   
 
    “Go ahead,” she said. 
 
    And Eric did just that, thrusting inside her without an ounce of remorse.  She cried out in surprise and pain.  Even with the lubricant, it was so big that it stretched her to her limit.  But after a couple of thrusts, the pain began to subside.  And then, a few more, and it disappeared entirely.  Once that happened, it was replaced by undeniable pleasure.   
 
    Or better spoken, ecstasy.   
 
    Soon enough, Arya was crying out, not in pain, like before, but in absolute pleasure.  It was unlike anything she’d ever felt before.  Sex with Jessica or the queen paled in comparison to what she felt as her husband thrust into her.  And within a couple of minutes, she was wracked by the most intense orgasm of her life.   
 
    Her entire body seemed to contract, all at once, even as her tiny manhood spurted its watery issue, waves of ecstasy rolled through her body.  She moaned wordlessly, her mind going blank, save for the pleasure itself.   
 
    Not long after that, while the aftershocks of Arya’s orgasm were still rolling through her body, Eric spurted inside her.  She accepted it with absolute glee.   
 
    And so her wedding night began, but that was not the end.  No - they made love multiple times over the course of that night, pausing only briefly for refreshments.  And when they finally drifted off to sleep, Arya knew one thing: she was a man no longer.  She was a woman, and she loved her husband.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Arya lay in bed, her head propped on one hand as she watched her husband dressing.  It had been three days since their wedding, and she was still in shock over the entire affair.  Never had she been more sexually satisfied - not with Jessica, and certainly not with the queen.  And that fact frightened almost as much as it excited her.  At times, she wondered if she’d simply been born the wrong gender, or if the curious tea the queen had forced her to imbibe had altered her to such an extent that she thought, acted, and felt like a woman.  Had it truly transformed her?  Or had she always been that way, with the circumstances only bringing the femininity that had always lurked beneath the surface to light.   
 
    There was another possibility, of course, and one Arya chose not to acknowledge.  However, it loomed over her, threatening to smother every ounce of contentment she felt.  It was entirely possible that she’d simply been broken, that she’d finally had enough, that she had, at last, accepted her fate.  And the happiness she felt was merely the absence of a struggle against factors she could not control.   
 
    That was a sobering thought, and one she chose not to pursue.   
 
    Instead, she focused on her husband’s lean body, the way his muscles bunched with every movement.  He was not a bulky man, but he was comprised of lean, stringy muscle.  And more, Arya had felt the strength in his arms, the roughness of his hands.  He might’ve been one of the richest, most influential men in the kingdom, but he was no court dandy.  He was a warrior.  Just like Arya herself had been.   
 
    The man looked up, pushing his salt-and-pepper hair out of his face.  “What are you thinking?” he asked, grinning.  That made him look a lot younger.  
 
    “I want to take up the sword, once again,” she said, the impulse finding a voice without her overt consent.   
 
    For a moment, Eric regarded her with an impassive face.  Finally, he said, “That is highly unusual.”  
 
    Arya looked away, turning so that she was lying on her back.  Naked, her entire body was on display.  However, given how often she and her husband had made love in the few days since they’d been married, she didn’t feel even slightly self-conscious.  She did feel stupid, though.  Of course he wouldn’t let her wield a sword.  Women simply did not do such things. 
 
    “I’m so stupid,” she muttered, reaching up and running her fingers through her thick hair.  “Just forget I said anything.”  
 
    “Stand up,” Eric said. 
 
    She opened one eye, then fixed it on him.  “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “Please,” was his answer.  “It’s important.” 
 
    With an annoyed huff, she rolled off the bed and raised herself to her feet.  A moment later, Eric was beside her, lifting one arm, then the next.  He circled her a couple of times before going to the other side of the room and retrieving his scabbarded sword.  He yanked it from its sheathe and held it out to her, hilt-first.   
 
    “Go on,” said Eric.  “Take it.  You were once a blademaster, were you not?” 
 
    Arya didn’t answer.  Instead, she reached out, grabbing the sword’s hilt.  When Eric released it, the tip dropped to the floor.  “It’s heavier than I remember,” she muttered.   
 
    More than that, the leather wrapping on the hilt felt rough on her soft hands.  In fact, while the sword didn’t feel as completely alien as it might have, it certainly didn’t feel nearly as familiar as it once would’ve.  She lifted it, then, after stepping back a few feet, she executed a few well-practiced maneuvers.  She hadn’t swung a sword in close to a year.  She hadn’t even held one.  But her muscle memory held strong, and soon, she was swinging the sword like it was a part of her.   
 
    Of course, that didn’t last long before her strength gave out, reminding her of just how far she had fallen.  She wasn’t just weaker than she had been before.  Indeed, after not lifting anything heavier than a hairbrush for a year, her muscles had atrophied to the point where a child could’ve overpowered her.   
 
    She let the tip fall the floor, and with a sigh, she said, “Never mind.  This was a ridiculous idea.”  
 
    “No,” her husband said.  “You have talent.  More than I’ve ever had.  Even that small display was enough to tell me that.  What we need…what you need, is a simple adjustment.  And I have an idea.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The clash of metal against metal echoed through the sitting room, which had been completely emptied of all furniture.  Duke Eric rarely got visitors anymore, so they had converted it into a practice facility.  Using blunted weapons, Arya and her husband sparred, her whip thin blade more than a match for his more traditional longsword.   
 
    Once, Arya would’ve scoffed at such a blade.  However, the moment Eric had given it to her, she’d been in love.  Not only was it thinner than most longswords, but it was also shorter.  Barely more than a dagger, it was light enough that she could swing it with ease.  And with her skill, hard won over more than a decade of practice, she’d easily adjusted to the smaller blade.  Now, three weeks later, she felt almost up to her old standards.   
 
    “Enough!” cried Eric, having received yet another blunted thrust on his padded vest.  “I yield to the lady’s superior skill!”  
 
    His tone was good-natured, but it also wasn’t mere flattery.  Arya was better than Eric, and not by a small margin.  If she so desired, she could’ve ended each spar in moments, the older man unable to keep up with Arya’s pace, talent, or vigor.   
 
    “Beaten by a girl,” said Arya, giving the man a formal salute.  “What ever will the court think of the mighty Duke Eric?”  
 
    “I don’t care what they think,” he said.  And unlike when most people said it, the duke meant it.  He truly did not care about the opinions of his peers.  “But you’re one to talk, walking around in trousers like a man.”  
 
    Arya couldn’t help but laugh.  While she was wearing trousers, they’d bene tailored specifically for her.  That meant that they hugged every single one of her curves, leaving almost nothing to the imagination.  She’d topped them with a loose, ruffled shirt, which she left unlaced to show off her impressive bosom.  She couldn’t have looked less like a man if she tried.  But then again, most of that was due to the exaggerated proportions of her body, as opposed to her chosen attire.  Still, the pants were far better suited for swordplay than her dresses.   
 
    She turned, arching her back a bit to exaggerate the curve of her bottom.  “Do I look like a man to you, my husband?” she asked, her voice husky. 
 
    He grinned again.  “No,” he admitted. “No, you do not.”  
 
    For some reason, that simple statement set her stomach aflutter.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Arya was settling in. 
 
    Despite her past life as a man, she had gained some small measure of acceptance from the women of the court.  Never was this more apparent than when she entered the baths, naked and unashamed of her body.  Part of this was because what was left of her manhood, which was hardly more than a nub between her legs, was hidden within a thicket of pubic hair, which had finally started to grow back in.  The hair on the rest of her body hadn’t followed suit, but with that bit of body hair, she felt a bit less like a child.  More, with her manhood hidden so fully, it took a genuinely close inspection to discover the remnant of her masculinity.   
 
    That suited Arya, because more and more, she’d found herself trying to forget her old life.  After all, she had little chance of going back, especially now that she was married.  And what’s more, she scarcely wanted to.  With Eric, she was happy, save for the odd moment of depression.  But those were becoming more and more scattered.  Soon, they wouldn’t trouble her at all, anymore.  She looked forward to that day. 
 
    Gratefully, she slid down into the hot water, propping her arms over the tiled rim of the pool.  Catherine settled in next to her, a contend sigh escaping from between her lips.   
 
    “We tend to take this for granted,” the older woman said. 
 
    “I don’t,” Arya stated.  The men were afforded no such luxuries.  Certainly, they had their own baths, but they were small and entirely utilitarian.   
 
    “Of course not, dear,” Catherine stated.  “Neither do I, truth to tell.  However, we are different.  Outsiders.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Arya. 
 
    “I am not from here,” said Catherine.  “No, I from the southern tip of the kingdom.  The territory was annexed by Queen Penelope’s father when I was but a child.”  
 
    “The Six-Year War,” breathed Arya.  She’d heard of it, but it had been before her time.  A brutal conflict between the southern territory, which had been an independent collection of city-states, and the kingdom, it had been comprised of one brutal battle after another.  Eventually, the southerners had found the limits of their endurance and surrendered to the kingdom.  A few years after that, they’d been absorbed, though they still bore higher taxes than the rest of the kingdom.  Punishment for resistance or simple opportunism, no one could judge.   
 
    “We called it The Terrors,” Catherine said.  “My father, brother, and sister were all killed.  Only my mother survived, and she was forced to marry a kingdom nobleman.  He was not a kind man.”  
 
    “I am sorry,” Arya said. 
 
    The woman patted Arya’s hand, saying, “You did nothing wrong.  You weren’t the one beating my mother each night.  But what could we do?  We were prisoners in everything but name.  One cross word, and we’d be branded traitors.  So, we endured.  Just like you have endured.”  
 
    “My situation is far different than yours,” Arya argued.  “My husband is a good man.” 
 
    “One of the best,” Catherine agreed. “But not every noble daughter is so lucky.  My mother wasn’t.”  
 
    “What of your marriage?” Arya asked.  “Your husband was, by all accounts, a good man.” 
 
    “He was foolish,” Catherine stated.  “He spoke out against the queen’s father, and, only weeks later, he was dead.  Killed by bandits, supposedly.  But the coincidence is too great to ignore, don’t you think?”  
 
    Arya’s head was spinning.  The kingdom, killing its own nobles?  That simply didn’t happen.  But according to Catherine, it had.  And it would happen again.   
 
    “Oh, I have upset you, poor thing,” Catherine said. “Put those nasty thoughts from your head.  To make it up to you, let me take you to my seamstress in town, yes?  She makes the most wonderful ballgowns.  I know you have a weakness for all the latest fashions.”  
 
    Arya was in no mood to shop.  However, refusing an invitation like that would be the height of impropriety.  And besides, Catherine was her friend.  Perhaps her only friend in court, if it came to that.  So, she nodded, saying, “Of course.  I would love to go.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You needn’t have come,” Arya said, glancing at her husband, who sat next to her in the carriage.  Catherine sat on the other side, idly engaged in needlepoint.  “We are perfectly capable of going into town alone.”  
 
    Alone was a bit of a misnomer, considering that a pair of guards rode in the driver’s seat of the carriage, and another three trotted alongside on warhorses.  They would deal swiftly with any threat, as unlikely of an event as that may be.   
 
    “The city is unsafe,” was Eric’s simple response.   
 
    That much was true.  Every day, tales of unrest reached The Citadel.  Certainly, the nobles were insulated from any threat the commoners might pose, but banditry and riots were becoming more common by the day.  Eric often talked about it, but unlike most of the other nobles, he always sounded sympathetic to the people’s plight.   
 
    They remained silent as the carriage trundled along through the city, the uneven cobbles creating a bounce that shook the carriage’s cabin.  However, Arya paid it no heed, instead choosing to watch the city pass by through a small window.   
 
    And it was a depressing sight. 
 
    Everywhere she looked, there were signs of poverty.  Refuse in the streets, the slumped shoulders of the populace, the shady men who stalked the close alleys - it all said one thing: the city was on the brink of something.  Either collapse, revolution, or simple surrender.  None of those were good things.   
 
    Idly, Arya remembered her days as a man, when she would often frequent the city, gambling, drinking, and wenching with his friends and fellow warriors.  Back then, the city had had a vibrant life to it.  Now, that life was gone, replaced by a depressed sickness that seemed to infect all the residents. 
 
    And it wasn’t just the poor parts of town that had been affected.  It was worse there, certainly, but even the upscale neighborhoods of the wealthy merchants looked drab and despondent.  More than one mansion had fallen into disrepair, and more seemed on the brink, their owners’ incomes choked off by the queen’s high taxes. 
 
    “Most have fled,” said Eric, noting Arya’s expression.  “Anyone who can get out, has.  Most of the aristocracy has stayed, but the merchants are leaving.  The poor, too, if they can.  The city is dying.”  
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “You know why,” he said.   
 
    And Arya did.  On a personal level, she hated the queen.  The woman was cruel, vindictive, and, at times, evil.  But as bad of a person as she seemed to be, she was obviously an even worse ruler.  Arya considered that as the carriage steadily forged ahead, eventually arriving at their destination, the seamstress Catherine thought so highly of. 
 
    As they disembarked the carriage, Arya had to admit that the premises were impressive.  It certainly looked like a successful shop, with beautiful dresses displayed behind high-quality and expensive glass.  Catherine didn’t hesitate to lead them inside.  However, she didn’t even slow down to look at the wares, instead, guiding the small party through the shop and out the back door, where an unsavory-looking man waited. 
 
    “You were not followed, were you?” the man spat.  He was tall, broad-shouldered, but thinner than he should’ve been.  Like a starved hunting hound.   
 
    “No,” Catherine said.  “The men knew what to look for.”  
 
    “Good,” he said. “Follow.” 
 
    Arya tried to ask what was going on, but Catherine shushed her.  A stern look from her husband prevented any further response, so she simply followed through one alley after another, most piled high with refuse and smelling like the backside of a sewer.  However, she trudged along, curious and, admittedly, a little frightened.  Thankfully, she had her blade strapped to her thigh, and while it would be a pain to retrieve it, she knew she could defend herself if necessary. 
 
    Plus, Eric was there, and he looked unconcerned.  That was enough to silence most of Arya’s worries.   
 
    After some interminable amount of time, the thin man led them into what appeared to be an abandoned warehouse.  Inside were a series of maps, a dozen or so people, and more weapons than Arya could count.   
 
    “Welcome,” he said.  “To the resistance.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Arya sat on the divan in their bedchamber, her sword across her lap as she tried to wrap her mind around the day’s events.  But one truth kept bubbling to the surface.  Everything had been a lie.   
 
    Catherine’s friendship?  A lie. 
 
    Her husband’s love?  A lie.   
 
    The idea that she’d ever been in charge of her own destiny?  The biggest lie of them all.   
 
    It was a sobering realization, and one she still had trouble swallowing. 
 
    Nearby, Eric loomed over her.  After everything that had happened, he’d been silent on the way back to The Citadel.  Presumably, he was letting his wife process everything she’d learned.  But Arya could see the shame in his face.  He knew how much he’d hurt her, and for that, he felt guilty.   
 
    “Do you even like me?” she asked, looking up.  “Forget love.  I know that isn’t possible.  But I thought you at least liked me.  Maybe it would grow into love, but…now…” 
 
    The man sat beside her.  Then, leaning down, his elbows on his knees, he stared at the floor.  Finally, after a long moment, he said, “I do love you.  I wanted to tell you everything, but the time wasn’t right.  We couldn’t -” 
 
    “You manipulated me,” Arya said, her voice surprisingly calm.  In fact, it was all but dead. “You and Catherine, both.  And all for what?  So you’d have a chance to unseat Penelope from the throne?  Do you have any notion of the pain you’ve caused?”  
 
    “I do,” the man said. 
 
    In that warehouse, Arya’s entire world had once again changed.  There, she’d learned the scope of the revolutionaries’ plans.  Of Catherine’s plans.  Of her husbands.  At first, she’d only listened in disbelief as they described how Catherine had manipulated Penelope into forcibly feminizing Arya.  She had even provided the herbs that had transformed the former warrior. 
 
    Arya was the perfect assassin, they’d said.   
 
    Well-trained.  Deadly.  A warrior without peer.  And no one saw past the soft, curvaceous exterior.  What’s more, she could get close to their target.  She could get close to the queen.  Everything she’d been through had been preparation for this moment.   
 
    The kingdom was on the brink of collapse, but it would stumble on, so long as the queen lived.  Without her, the nobles would fall into petty squabbling, and the revolution would gain the upper hand.  It was all so simple.  And yet, so complicated.  There had to have been an easier way to accomplish their goals. 
 
    When Arya had said as much, Catherine had laughed, saying, “Perhaps.  But any other way would have resulted in your death.  As the queen’s champion, you were in our way.  As Lady Arya, you are an asset.”  
 
    Arya looked up from her sword, saying, “I don’t know if I can do this.”  
 
    “You have to,” the man said. 
 
    “Why?” was her question. 
 
    “You know why,” he said, fixing her with an intense glare.  “She is a blight upon the world.  She kills.  She maims.  She punishes people on a whim.  This kingdom will fall, one way or another.  Mark my words.  The only question is how many have to suffer during its death rattle.”  
 
    Arya knew that much was true.  That had taken no convincing.  She had seen the evidence laid out in the city below.   
 
    And it wasn’t like she had a moral objection to killing.  She didn’t.  More than once, she’d killed on various battlefields.  She’d even taken a few lives in duels for honor.  But this was different.  This was killing an unarmed, unskilled woman.   
 
    No. 
 
    She was killing a monster.  Exterminating a virus.  She was in the right.  Even as she told herself that, Arya knew it wouldn’t be enough.  No - she had to dig deeper.  She had to get personal.  While Catherine had sown the seeds of Arya’s feminization, Penelope had given the order.  And she had enjoyed watching him devolve from proud warrior to seemingly defenseless woman.  She had reveled in his humiliation as his manhood had been stripped away.   
 
    That wasn’t enough, either.  It helped, but she needed something else.  Some other motivation to set her feet on the path.   
 
    And then she remembered Jessica, her former lover.  The woman who’d been forced to Cadan, who abused her so blatantly.   
 
    That was it.  That got Arya’s blood boiling.  Through gritted teeth, she said, “When are we doing this?”  
 
    “Tonight,” said Eric.  “Tonight, you are going to kill a queen.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    True to her word, Catherine persuaded the queen to summon Arya to the royal apartments.  She went without complaint, though she did so in her well-fitted trousers, and with her sword at her hip.  Unlike the blunted practice swords she and Eric had used while sparring, the one that hung in an elaborate scabbard from her hip was a truly masterfully crafted weapon.  The steel was flawless, the quillons embedded with sapphires, and the hilt wrapped in soft leather.  Even as the queen’s champion, she’d never had its like.   
 
    It was a weapon fit to kill a queen. 
 
    As she traversed the corridors, she got more than a few curious looks from some of the more conservative ladies.  A woman traipsing around in trousers was certainly a sight to behold.  But Arya paid them no mind.  Even when a few of them tried to get her attention, she ignored them.  She was on a mission, and she would not be distracted.   
 
    Finally, she reached her destination, the queen’s royal chambers.  How many times had Arya been there?  Dozens?  Certainly.  Perhaps hundreds.  In her capacity as the queen’s champion, she’d guarded her royal majesty day and night.  And as her consort, she’d been there even more.  Since her transformation, though, Arya had only visited a handful of times, usually when she’d been summoned. 
 
    Like now. 
 
    She strode through the doors without slowing, which caused something of a commotion with the guards.  However, almost the moment she stepped into the apartments, she came to an abrupt stop. 
 
    “You’ve come to kill her, haven’t you?” said Sir Cadan, the queen’s new champion.  He stood in front of the door to the queen’s bedchamber.   
 
    Not seeing any reason to lie, Arya said, “Yes.  Get out of my way.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of a girl with an overlarge knife,” the man spat.  “If you surrender now, I’ll make sure she goes easy on you.  And your family.”  
 
    Arya laughed. “You truly believe you can promise that?” she said, already pacing back and forth, her hand on the hilt of her shortened sword.  “Even if I believed you’d make that effort, we both know she wouldn’t listen to you.  Besides, I’m here for a reason.”  
 
    “I will call for the guards,” the champion threatened.  “One shout, and they’d overwhelm you.  You’re good.  Or at least you were, before your little transformation.  But you couldn’t defeat all of us.”  
 
    “True,” Arya admitted. “But how would it look for the queen’s champion to have called for aid when facing - what did you call me?  A girl with a big knife?  You’d be overwhelmed with challenges before the day was done.”  
 
    “I don’t care about that,” the tall man said.  But Arya knew the truth.  No swordsman would take that chance.  Even if he was one of the few that weren’t vain, Cadan had to know that, in a swordfight, there was always a chance he’d lose, regardless of how good he was.  A misstep.  A loose pebble.  A fault in his sword.  Even a bad night’s sleep could all make the difference between life and death.  And the more duels he fought, one after another, the likelier he was to fall prey to fickle chance.  No - he wouldn’t call for help.  Arya knew that, because she wouldn’t have either.  And as much as she detested Cadan, and for a wide variety of reasons, she knew they were cut from the same cloth.   
 
    Arya knew the time for conversation was over, so, in one swift motion, she drew and struck, faster than most people could track.  Her sword rang against Cadan’s, and the duel was on.  Her sword rebounded slightly, stymied just before it disemboweled the other swordsman.  But Arya knew he’d bock it.  It was merely a test.   
 
    Over the next few moments, the metallic ring of blade against blade echoed through the room as Arya continued to probe the man’s defenses.  She was quick - far faster than he was - but he had reach, as well as an advantage in raw strength.  That wasn’t as big of a deal in sword fighting as some people thought, but if she let him grab her, it would all be over.  So, she danced around him, slashing and stabbing, riposting and parrying.  Through it all, she exulted in the sheer joy of doing something she loved. 
 
    Certainly, the life and death struggle cast a pall over the entire duel, but there was a reason Arya had practiced so much with the sword.  Whether talent came before love, or love before talent, she had no idea, but the fact was that she’d put in so many long hours because she loved the back and forth of a proper duel.   
 
    But as excited as she was, it soon became clear that enjoyment wasn’t going to win the fight.  No - as the adrenaline settled, she was confronted with a very real truth: she was flagging.  After more than a year without picking up a blade, her reserves of energy weren’t what they once had been.  Her arms were heavier with every swing.  And her footwork was progressively more sluggish.  Soon, it would create an opening, and then, the fight would be over.  Either she’d be mortally wounded, or, worse, Cadan would take her captive.  She shuddered to think of how that might end. 
 
    With that in the back of her thoughts, her mind sharpened.  She wouldn’t be taken.  If she lost, she lost, but she would not become a prisoner.  Arya focused, looking for an opening, however slight.  And a few moments later, she found one. 
 
    It was tiny.  Miniscule.  A barely perceptive tension around his eyes before he struck.  It was all Arya needed.  So, she waited until she saw what she was looking for, and with that split second of warning, she stepped inside his guard and buried her sword in his chest.   
 
    Just like that, the duel was over.  But her mission was still incomplete.   
 
    So, she yanked the sword out, a fountain of blood announcing its exit, and Cadan dropped the floor.  She stepped over his corpse and into the queen’s bedchamber.   
 
    The sight that greeted her was, in a word, surprising. 
 
    The queen lay on the bed, propped on one elbow, and as naked as the day she was born.  And while she wasn’t the beauty that Jessica was - or even Arya herself - she was still a well-formed woman.  Suddenly Arya was confronted with dozens of memories, when she’d greeted her in much the same state of dress.  Those hadn’t been all bad, had they? 
 
    “Welcome back, my champion,” she purred.  “I see that you discarded the trash.  How nice of you.” 
 
    “You know why I’m here, Penelope,” Arya said, her voice emotionless.  Her sword was still dripping with Cadan’s blood.  “Surrender, and we can do this another way.”  
 
    “Surrender?” she said. “Oh, my - what ever for?  I am in no danger with my big, strong champion around.  Well, not so big anymore.  I’ve seen you in the baths, but let me ask you - is it really gone?  Or is there something still left?”  
 
    “Don’t do this,” Arya said.  “I don’t want to kill you.” 
 
    She sighed dramatically.  “I suppose it’s fitting,” she said. “Like one of those epic tragedies.  Killed by my one, true love.”  
 
    “Love?  Do you even know what that word means?” Arya wondered.  If she was talking about love, she either saw their relationship far differently than Arya ever had, or she was trying to get into her head.  Either way, Arya didn’t like it.   
 
    “Of course I do,” she said. “Why do you think I was so cross?  But that’s behind us, now.  That little bitch won’t get between us anymore.”  
 
    “What?  What are you talking about?” Arya asked. 
 
    “Lady Jessica, of course,” the queen said, tilting her head a bit.  “Who else would I be talking about?  Sir Cadan wasn’t much of a champion, but he was a phenomenal exterminator.  He rid the world of that particular pest, and he didn’t even -” 
 
    Arya’s sword sang as it whipped the air, cutting into the queen’s neck and sending blood arcing into the air, only to splatter against the bed’s intricately carved headboard.   
 
    And so Arya killed a queen, severing the woman’s head not because she was a despot, but because she’d ordered the murder of the woman Arya had once loved with all her heart.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why?” asked Arya, a few days later.  While she’d been dealing with Cadan and the queen, the city had erupted into organized resistance.  The city watch, as well as The Citadel’s guards had been overwhelmed, largely due to the queen’s incompetence in choosing her subordinates.  “You didn’t even need me, did you?”  
 
    Catherine sipped her tea, saying, “You were the lynchpin, my dear.  The rallying cry.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Arya admitted.  “You could’ve killed her the moment you took The Citadel.”  
 
    “Ah, but that’s the thing - if she would’ve been alive, the defense would’ve been more organized.  With the queen dead, they had nothing to fight for, so they surrendered,” she explained.  “You did sort of blow your surprise, though.  Walking in there like you were spoiling for a fight - some assassin you make! You nearly ruined everything!”  
 
    “I’m not your game piece to be moved,” Arya stated. 
 
    “Oh, but you are,” Catherine said.  “You always have been.  There’s no shame in that, though.  You were on the right side of things.”  
 
    Arya wasn’t so sure.  She could easily imagine someone even worse than the queen stepping into the power vacuum left by Penelope’s demise.   
 
    “What now?” Arya asked. 
 
    “Well, that is entirely up to you, dear,” Catherine said. “The way I see it, you have two choices before you.  Run away, try to forget all this ever happened, and live your life somewhere else.” 
 
    “Enticing,” Arya said.  “What’s the other?”  
 
    “Stay,” Catherine said.  “As I said, you were the rallying cry.  People know you.  They know what you did.  And with you by the duke’s side, we may yet keep order.”  
 
    “You keep saying that like I understand what you mean,” Arya said. “Be plain - why do you keep calling me a ‘rallying cry’?”  
 
    The older woman rolled her eyes, looking far more youthful in the process.  “Oh, don’t be naive,” she said. “The queen set out to make an example of you, and she did.  However, it wasn’t the example she desired.  She wanted you to be a warning not to cross her, but it turned out that you were evidence of just how far she would go for petty revenge.  When she doomed you to womanhood, she terrified the rest of the nobility.  Without them looking the other way while we planned our little coup, this never would have succeeded.”  
 
    Suddenly, it all clicked together.  “You didn’t want me because I was some kind of perfect assassin,” she said. “You wanted me because it made for a good story.” 
 
    And it did.  She’d been transformed into a woman, humiliated beyond belief, and then she’d exacted her own revenge.  Rallying cry, indeed. 
 
    “You need me,” Arya said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go so far as to say ‘need’,” the woman argued. “But yes.  I would like your help in rebuilding this kingdom.  Or republic, if I have my way.  You and Duke Eric.”  
 
    “I…I don’t know if I can do that,” she said.   
 
    “Talk to him,” Catherine advised. “You may find it easier than you expect.”  
 
    Arya sighed.  “Very well,” she said.  “I will talk to him.  But I make no promises.” 
 
    “Nor would I expect any,” Catherine said, a small smile upon her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hoped you would come,” said Eric, sitting across from Arya.  Since the queen’s death, she had been staying in her old, seldom-used chambers.  It wasn’t comfortable, and they weren’t nearly as luxurious, but she hadn’t been willing to be near her husband.  Not after his betrayal. 
 
    “Explain,” she said in a small voice. 
 
    “Would it make a difference?” he asked. “I lied to you.  Over and over again.  I deserve every bit of ire directed at me.  I understand -” 
 
    “Because I want to forgive you!” she shouted.  “I just need a reason why…” 
 
    He sighed.  “Very well,” he said.  And then he explained.  His reasons weren’t new.  The man cared for the common folk, and he couldn’t stand by while they were being abused.  So, he’d begun his attempts at reform, which had only accomplished his imprisonment.  Then, Catherine had approached him, offering up her plan, and without any other options, he’d gone along with it. 
 
    “But I didn’t think I would fall in love with you,” the man muttered.  Then, without uttering another word, he broke down into tears.  It was startling, to see such a stoic man weeping like a baby, but Arya did her best to comfort him.   
 
    His despair was understandable.  He’d lost everything.  His daughter had been killed, his country shattered, and his wife had been alienated.  He would be lucky to get through it all, much less intact.   
 
    That’s when Arya knew she couldn’t abandon him.  It wasn’t because she wanted to somehow fix him.  Not entirely, at least.  No - she didn’t have it in her to simply let go of someone she loved.   
 
    So, she said, “I’m not going anywhere.  We have a country to rebuild.”  
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