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      BEHIND THE WHEEL OF THE faded, rust-orange sedan, Emma Arwick joined the left lane queue leading towards the Motte Gate House. There was already a long line of cars for the right lane. Both traffic lanes moved steadily forward.

      “I can’t believe I dragged my carcass out of bed this early on a Saturday.” Emma yawned wide, sucking in a deep breath.

      The car vibrated.

      “It’s okay, Pepe.”

      Pepe was her parent’s second car, which sat forgotten in her grandparent’s driveway following the drunk driving accident leaving her and younger brother, Zack, orphaned. Aunt Moira, their mother’s older, ornery sister who lived in a northwest suburb of Chicago with Uncle Chuck took them in after the funeral.

      She felt immediately angry.

      “Don’t go there today.” Emma pushed the unhappy memories away.

      Her eyes veered to the large white and blue sign on the left side that read: WELCOME TO CASTLE ARWICK & VILLAGE.

      She initially wanted two dragons holding the sign. Emma pursed her lips, miffed she had been vetoed. “The state requires a blue and white sign for attractions, even privately funded ones.”

      She chose a modern take on the Motte and Bailey castle style to contain the village with an outer walled-in perimeter area, collectively known as the Outland.

      Passing the T-intersection on her left led to the hidden overflow parking deck. Its original construction handled the volume of worker vehicles parked onsite during construction.

      Once her proposed plans for the village were green-lit a year later, a larger u-shaped parking deck, wrapped around the village, would handle all visitor vehicles. The former construction parking deck got demoted to visitor overflow parking. A few months ago, the overflow deck found new life as public parking providing access to the new bike trails and the village harbor.

      Pepe vibrated again.

      “Calm down, Mister Reliable.” Emma expected traffic snarls on the village’s grand opening day. “Traffic will be crazy for the first few weeks, I think. It’ll settle down eventually once the curiosity wears off.”

      Emma’s phone beeped. A computerized voice read off a “Happy Fourth Annual Annuity day” text from her Uncle Chuck.

      She smiled he remembered the day her life changed forever. Her mood immediately soured.

      Zack’s single-vehicle accident left him in a coma, dying the same day the announcement that one winning ticket for the largest jackpot in lottery history had been sold in Raleigh, North Carolina.

      Her heart sank in her chest.

      Pepe gave another lurch, a quirk of the aging vehicle. Dad named the car Pepe since it annoyed mom. Emma and Zack both used Pepe during their college years. Zack felt especially nostalgic about Mr. Reliable, hanging onto him even through law school.

      The memories of her parents were more vague recollections than solid remembrances these days.

      She patted the dash lovingly. “Pepe’s a good boy.”

      Her phone dinged high-pitched this time, alerting her to the incoming call on the touch screen she installed two years ago. Recognizing her personal assistant of less than a month’s number, she shook her head, connecting.

      “Didn’t I ban you from working weekends?”

      Sallie Kneedler’s sunny persona transmitted through the phone. “Not with your present schedule. Are you on your way back yet?”

      “I’ve only been gone a couple of hours.” Emma sighed. “Surely, nothing’s fallen apart in the meantime.”

      “Talking to Linda, you’d think so.” Sally feigned an overdramatic tone.

      Her personal assistant for the village, Linda Bartoll, was known for her bulldog, type-A personality. Taking up some of the daily village operation tasks, Linda tended to step on a few toes to get things done.

      “Linda knows what today is.” Emma frowned. “It happens every year.”

      “Oh, I forgot all about THAT meeting.” Sallie hesitated. “I take it Ants and his staff are well?”

      Anton “Ants” Hammerstein, Emma’s lawyer since the “win,” preferred to meet in person annually to go over everything on dispersement day. A lawyer of the old school, he didn’t trust the digital world.

      “Everyone got paid, including the construction invoices up through August.” Emma heard Sallie fingering through the paper desk calendar. A smile crossed her lips listening to her PA confirm her meeting listed in the calendar. “All village lease agreements will reflect these necessary changes with any new tenants moving forward.”

      “I’ve marked that down. I’ll be assisting with writing most or all new village contracts in the future.” Sallie changed the subject. “Linda’s barking about the questionnaire for the press release now that the public tours officially begin today. She says it’s due tomorrow. It’s Sunday tomorrow.”

      “I’ll have a word with Linda.” Emma realized she wouldn’t see Linda until Monday morning. “I’ll text her.”

      “Oh, Mads said to let you know that your coffee is still the kitchen.” Sallie stated matter of fact.

      Madeline Punch, known as Mads by staff, held the position of Castle Chef. Sent to an early retirement by her children, her baker husband, Arden Punch and she applied for the advertised part-time work when Emma lived at Queen’s House prior to the castle’s construction. She felt more like a daughter than an employer around the Punch matriarch.

      “Oh, I’m well aware.” Emma responded, craving it more now. “I suffered during my meeting.”

      “I can’t imagine.” Sallie reminded her employer. “Have you considered how to handle the media questions we’ve received through the website’s general email?”

      “Honestly, not yet.” Emma groaned inwardly. “I didn’t think anyone would care what I’m doing.”

      Sallie chuckled then added. “You built a castle and its village in the middle of nowhere. Naturally, people are curious.”

      “Linda’s right though. We’ll need to release a statement sooner rather than later.” Emma didn’t fault the public’s curiosity. “We should have a deeper history of the area ready for people to read when they visit.”

      Both women knew Linda would brag for a week that she was “right.”

      “Linda won’t hear anything from me.” Sallie paused to ask. “Where are you?”

      “I’m almost through the Motte. Traffic is wild this morning.” Emma tapped the steering wheel, creeped forward. “The first tours haven’t started yet.”

      “They start in twenty minutes, Miss Emma. And those visitors started arriving at seven o’clock this morning. You’d already gone off to your meeting.”

      Emma realized she lost track of time. “Where are we with the castle’s public tour spaces?”

      “Jack and Charlie completed the final furniture placement over in the Great Hall’s reception and Castle Dining early this morning. We’re officially ready for today.”

      “Excellent.” Saturdays were her busiest time for work. Emma let her shoulders drop, feeling the rising tension. “Email me the questionnaire. It’ll give me time to think about my responses.”

      “Excellent, boss.” Sallie scribbled loudly. “See you in a few.”

      Emma ended the call just as she rolled up to the gray stone Motte Gate House edged with gray-white stones. The Motte housed two sets of side-by-side portcullises. A metal crisscross panel comprised each portcullis, placed back-to-back, over each lane. The four panels were locked in the “up” position. Ten-inch spikes ran across the bottom of each panel, and captured the gaze of anxious drivers passing beneath them.

      A small security guard office was set on the driver’s side for the left lane. A tiny woman walked out of it wearing the standard black security uniform. There was a separate guard office for the right lane.

      Emma smiled as she was waved through the gate.

      Emerging from the Motte, Emma entered the Outland. These six stone buildings were built prior to the construction of the castle’s foundation. From left to right, Knight’s Caste, Castle Guard, her former residence Queen’s House, the smaller residential Princess House, Village Green, and Castle Post comprised the Outland.

      At the intersection, Emma turned Pepe left, passing Queen’s House, Castle Guard, and Knight’s Caste. At the end, the street tapered, closed off by red-brick pillars. A wrought-iron archway sat on top of the brick pillars that spelled out THE ALLEY in flat metal block letters. Four, concrete-filled yellow bollards were set evenly spaced across the narrow road, prohibiting vehicular traffic access.

      Emma pressed a button on the remote attached to her visor, watching the bollards sink into the ground. They reappeared once she drove forward onto the cobbled street.

      The medieval-style buildings of The Alley were constructed with first-floor storefronts set eight-feet back from the road. Sidewalks were marked by raised, patterned multi-earth tone colored cobbles. The thirty-foot wide road was shadowed through-out the day.

      Individual retail tenant space façades were separated using individual stone façade styles with various shades of similar colored trim paint. Styled wood beams separated the upper floors, the second-floor jetting forward three-feet, overhanging the sidewalk. At the fourth floor, the exterior walls were set back twelve to fifteen feet to accommodate private patios.

      Spirits Market grocery store, Doc’s Place deli-convenience store, and Gentlemen’s Tailoring were the only occupants in The Alley. Their hand-painted signs hung above their respective entrance doors.

      “Each storefront represents a separate residence above first floor.”

      Emma took a lot of time planning this part of the Realm, her vision. Each townhome was either two or three stories tall based on their floor plan with no two homes built alike.

      She gave her full-time staff the choice of either living on village grounds with a reduced salary or a higher salary if they preferred to live offsite.

      “Funny how my full-time staff chose to live in The Alley.” Arden and Mads were the first staff to make their decision. “People can still surprise me.”

      Spying two, white electrician’s vans parked at the far end of The Alley, Emma swallowed the aggravation with the slow progress of the final interior details. Her staff were eager to move-in.

      “Retail spaces have to take precedence when it comes to scheduling the trades.”

      Her emotions got carried away from time to time. “It’s a business.”

      Halfway down The Alley, she made an abrupt right turn into a blue-toned cobbled twenty-foot-wide driveway, arriving at the base of the village parking deck’s outer wall. There were two single-car garage doors, one labeled “entrance” and the other “exit.” A small sign attached to the wall to the right of the entrance door read “QE,” shorthand for Queen’s Entrance. Her private parking was segregated from the remainder of the parking deck.

      Waiting for the door to open, Emma looked up at the exterior surface with a critical eye. The openings of each deck level were hidden behind a wrought-iron mesh. Knights in full armor rode on horseback fighting dragons in various poses pounded-out in metal forms, painted black, and bolted to the walls over the mesh.

      “I do love castles and dragons.” Emma loved both since childhood.

      At the beep signaling the door stopped moving, she guided Pepe up the ramp, and left. The door automatically closed behind her.

      She chose the empty parking space closest to the access door in the twenty-four-vehicle garage, set well above local flood stage. She eyed the black luxury sedan bought for attending important functions sitting alone in the corner.

      “I think we’ve used it once.” Emma realized, counting the functions she attended within the past year. “Lanai isn’t back from New York City yet.”

      Lanai Wisse claimed she was Zack’s fiancée of two hours when the single-vehicle accident occurred. However, Lanai’s injuries were serious but not life threatening. In hospital, Emma learned Lanai was pregnant with Zack’s twins, Carter and Evalla.

      Emma remained cautiously optimistic about the woman’s role in her life.

      Exiting the queen’s parking door, Emma walked over to the nearest village entrance. There she stepped out of the twenty-first century back into medieval times.

      The village was built using a modern take on the various Nordic, Tudor, half-timbered noble house, and peasant house architecture styles mingled together. Above first-floor retail spaces were jetted, pushing the exterior walls out over the wide, cobbled walkways below, a prominent feature of the period. Every upper window boasted a white flower box beneath it.

      Stone facades were reserved only for the first-floor retail spaces with inset wooden entrance doors. The windows were larger than those used in medieval times. Horizontal wrought iron rods protruded above each retail entrance door with hand-painted signs for each business name.

      Stone walkways connected the upper-level retail stores together using wooden arched bridges with large, rounded stone bases. White flower boxes built on wheels were set at the base of each bridge on Lower Level Two, LL2, the lowest level of the village. Public walkways were lined with pole-topped lanterns.

      Emma stopped in front of Bailey Hall, known locally as  ‘Bailey,’ staring up at its stone construction, It’s square turrets didn’t match the surrounding village, built in a similar style to Castle Arwick. Its white edging stones gave her goose bumps.

      “It turned out so well.” Emma felt so proud of her vision come to life.

      She glanced over at the U-shaped drop-off area protruding out from beneath the parking deck. Traffic was prevented from entering the village by a row of 12-inch, yellow concrete-filled bollards. Pedestrian foot traffic exited the deck through two openings in its concrete structure, merging as a large group.

      “I haven’t taken this route since the village officially opened a couple of weeks ago.” Emma enjoyed the fascinated expressions on the visitor’s faces.

      Satisfied, Emma took the right-side walkway separating Bailey and the adjacent multi-tenant retail building. The long hallway was illuminated by four, black lantern-styled wall sconces. Near the end, she followed the stairs up to Lower Level One, labeled as LL1.

      The “Unicorn & Dragon” pub sat at the top of the stairs, known by the locals as U&D. Its main entrance was located further down, past the exterior patio covered by the second-floor party deck. She loved the soft fairy lights strung beneath the deck illuminating the patio’s twelve four-person metal tables arranged in a grid pattern below.

      Emma realized the Friar’s Donut Shop and Everything Here convenience store shared the same building with the Tourism Office to the left of the Lower Castle Gate. There was a cute gift shop, a collective gallery for local artists, and the Hay & Bale Bistro offering specialty breakfast sandwiches and coffee right adjacent to the Lower Castle Gate.

      Emma noted the Tourism Office was packed with people. “The elevators up to the Upper Castle Gate are located in the Tourism Office. I didn’t think it’d get this busy. I underestimated people’s curiosity.”

      Lines of tourists meandered out of the main doors. Energetic children ran in circles, cutting through the lines of sleepy parents, some chasing other kids to burn off excess energy.

      She crossed the walkway towards the Lower Castle Gate. Its double paired portcullises were set side-by-side in the locked “up” position. Emma strode towards the stone stairway, which lay just beyond the portcullises.

      Taking two stairs at a time, Emma eventually reached the top.

      Emma observed the Upper Castle Gate across the forty-foot-wide stone tile walkway. Its double paired portcullises, also set side-by-side and lowered, prevented tourists from advancing down the twenty-foot-wide stone walkway to the castle’s Barbican.

      The heavy wooden drawbridge was set in the “up” position.

      Three ten-foot-long wooden benches were placed in a triangular group on each side of the Upper Castle Gate. A third collection of benches were placed in the center between the two portcullis openings.

      Some visitors sat on the benches eating breakfast or cradling their morning coffee. Hushed, eager conversations about what they would see on the inaugural tours were the main topic of discussion.

      Tourists fanned out on either side of the Upper Castle Gate peering down to river and Castle Arwick. People moved from one side to the other, gauging which view was best.

      Moving left, Emma reached the stone wall. Her eyes veered down to the Kitsche River, called Junkie by the locals, flowing between the village and Castle Arwick’s foundation.

      Her eyes worked their way up the castle’s massive base, a year-long engineering process to create, which sat forty-five feet above Junkie.

      Emma held her breath, setting her eyes on Castle Arwick again.

      “This view never gets old.”

      Her home consisted of gray-brown toned stones of various sizes randomly organized, surrounded by a light gray mortar. Gray-white edging stones were used at the corners for each main building and their associated square turrets. Ancillary buildings, like the Observatory Tower, a slender, round turret rose high behind the Knight’s Round, with no gray-white edging stones. Special cut stone trim work surrounded each window, entrance way, and below the merlon and crenel, adding a pleasing overall visual architectural detail to the castle.

      Some staff thought the castle was in a pseudo-Romanesque style, but neither was it comparable to any of the other medieval architectural styles.

      “It’s a modern, yet medieval-like castle.” Emma felt confident in her architectural choice.

      Castle Arwick was divided into three sections: the southernmost Queen’s Court to the left, the western Keep housing the Great Hall, and the northern rectangular Knight’s Round to her right, connected by the ancillary buildings of Reception and the Centurion Atrium. Additional ancillary buildings included the square Belfry located behind Reception, the southwest round Rookery, and the square Tri-Towers located north adjacent to the Keep.

      After their parent’s death, Zack planned to win the lottery so they could build their own castle and escape Aunt Moira’s ultra-stringent care. She never told Zack they would never win, letting her brother keep his childhood fantasy. Together, they designed their future home on orange construction paper drawn in purple crayon. These materials were all they had on hand at the time.

      Emma forgot about their childhood plans. However, Zack kept those tattered plans in an old cigar box their dad had given him in kindergarten. She found the decrepit cigar box shortly after Zack’s funeral.

      “The irony of it all.” She won the lottery the day before her brother died.

      Emma closed her eyes, steeling her heart against the pain of losing Zack. She forced herself to open her eyes, taking a deep breath.

      Castle Arwick wasn’t constructed exactly like their original vision due to obvious building code requirements. She also took some artistic licenses when it came to the final styling, as neither of them knew about such things as children. Emma added the Barbican element just before the groundbreaking.

      Taking in the entirety of Castle Arwick, her heart nearly stopped.

      “It takes my breath away every time. I wish you were here to see this day, Zack.”

      A stone walkway connected the village to the castle, divided by the working wooden drawbridge. Forty-two-inch stone walls with a metal pipe rail attached on its top set on both sides of the walkway kept pedestrians safe all the way to the Barbican’s outer wall.

      “Whoa.” A guest exclaimed. “Well, would you look at that? Someone built a real castle.”

      Emma agreed and spoke softly. “Whoa is right.”

      She was sure Zack would have approved of their vision come to life.

      Castle Arwick faced east, towards the rising sun, its architecture on full display in the morning sun. Zack always said the sun should rise on their front door. Emma pressed her lips together in a thin line. They wanted neither a Hearst nor a Versailles.

      Checking her watch again, it was nearly time for the first tour.

      When it was announced Castle Arwick would offer guided interior tours two days a week, their website crashed.

      Her staff requested she increase the number to three tours every hour, seven-times a day, to meet the demand for tickets. Each of the three tours took a different path through the castle to limit the number of persons in one section of the castle at any given time.

      “We’re already booked six months out.” Emma liked offering tours of her new home. “What’s the point of building a castle if you don’t let people see the inside?”

      It was common back in England for regular folks to request a tour of the grand estate houses. Emma ran with the idea.

      Chink. Chink.

      The sounds echoed above the crowd. Conversations silenced as others glanced around, curious of its source. Emma wanted visitors to get the full Castle Arwick effect as an operating twenty-first century castle.

      It was eight-twenty-nine.

      Staring up at the eight-inch-thick metal chains holding the drawbridge upright, Emma stared wide-eye in anticipation.

      Dual chains were attached to clamps set on the village side, one on each corner of the drawbridge itself, and pulled taut along its length up to the pulleys. Each pulley was encased in a decorative steel box over the chain guides set on top of tall stone pillars. A knight stood at attention, their sword pointed downward, facing one another. From these pillars, the dual chains stretched across Junkie, and disappeared into a pair of matching pillars on the castle side. Both chains entered their respective square hole set at height into the paired turrets on either side of the Barbican’s main portcullis.

      “Any second now.” Emma wanted the drawbridge down by eight-thirty.

      Chink. Chink.

      “It’s quite loud now that I’m standing outside.” Emma surveyed the crowd, taking mental note of their general reaction. “Jack’s idea to use several drops of the drawbridge chains to alert everyone to the imminent descent has had quite an effect. I rather like it.”

      Eyes turned towards the raised drawbridge slowly bouncing in slow motion. Emma felt positively elated. A few weary visitors concentrated on their coffee with droopy eyes, ignoring the show.

      Chink. Chink. Chink. Chink.

      Emma held her breath.

      The drawbridge lowered several more inches effortlessly, lightly bouncing when it stopped abruptly. The crowd now at attention gasped, surprised by the sudden stop, eyes wide. The chain was rated for far greater weights than its present tonnage.

      Chink. Chink. Chink. Chink.

      Both chains suddenly let loose.

      Emma panned the crowd, noticing people standing on the benches near the stairs leading downward. The drawbridge fell into place with a crashing thud. Gasps erupted from the crowd.

      Silence fell momentarily then cheers and claps erupted.

      “The descent is a bit faster than last week’s test.” Emma watched the drawbridge’s final equipment test last week just after sunset. She perked her head, overhearing the family next to her.

      “Did you see it? Crash! It’s so exciting.” A boy, around nine years old, dressed in blue shirt and pants bounced on his feet, unable to contain a sudden energy surge. “Do you think they’ll have real knights inside, Mommy?”

      “Probably.” His attentive mother replied dressed in black sweater and yoga pants. The woman held a little girl in her arms. “Though I doubt they’ll be walking around the castle in their armor, sweetheart.”

      “Awe.” The boy stopped to pout. “I just want a sword from a real knight.”

      His younger sister’s pixie face was framed by bright blonde curls. Her light eyes looked wild, clutching at her mom’s neck, her mouth gaping.

      “It’s really a real castle, Mommy.” The girl strained. “Do they have princess dresses?”

      Mom sighed in exasperation. “It’s a private residence, sweetie. I don’t think they have a gift shop.”

      “Indeed, we do not.” Emma whispered, offended by the idea. “That’s why it’s in the village across from the Tourism Office. A store for medieval attire is opening in the village soon. I should check on their progress.”

      Emma sent a text to Sallie to attend the business grand opening while it took another few minutes for staff to lock the drawbridge into place. Safety rails were set along the edge of the drawbridge, stored flat, were lifted and locked into place, indicated by consecutive, loud clanks. A third man walked up and down each side of the drawbridge to confirm the safety rails were lifted and locked before giving a thumbs-up.

      People cheered and clapped again.

      The Upper Castle Gate portcullises lifted slowly, the crowd waited for the gate to reach six feet above the ground, cautiously pushing forward. The leading row of visitors stared up at the twelve-inch spears of death pointed downward at them.

      The crowd filled the entire walkway.

      Visitors slowed as they approached the drawbridge. Some children ran forward excitedly chased by worried parents. Families stood at the railings, staring downward. Several visitors took selfies while others walked backwards, snapping photos and videos as they got closer to the Barbican.

      Emma underestimated how enthralling the walk across the drawbridge would be for visitors.

      The looming Barbican, the fortified outermost defense post of Castle Arwick, was constructed with a small Look-Out tower to the left, the two drawbridge chain turrets, and the larger Guard House to the far right. These features were connected by an elevated walkway.

      The twenty-foot walkway widened to a forty-by-forty-foot area in front of the Barbican.

      There, Emma spied three people in tour guide uniforms waiting out front, standing next to free standing signs with large, colorful letters: A, B, and C. Tour guides, and local part-timers, Clancy Melon, Marcus Krusky, and Rachel Combs stood by their signs as their tour groups assembled into their assigned groups.

      Three large security guards were stationed at the Barbican portcullis to prevent non-ticketed visitor access.

      Emma bided her time, standing with Group C. Rachel acknowledged Emma with a nod. Castle Arwick tour guides knew she was associated with the village and often met with the family and castle staff.

      When each guide took roll call requiring a visitor response, Emma slipped through the Barbican portcullis.
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      CROSSING THE BARBICAN COURTYARD, EMMA passed beneath the dual, twelve-foot-wide portcullis main entrance of Castle Arwick. Three feet separated the portcullis from the castle’s massive front doors. Emma spotted two wooden benches, one on either side.

      “Those are new.”

      A pair of five-foot wide wooden double doors, topping ten feet high, were currently closed. Each door was comprised of six ten-inch-thick mahogany wood beams running vertical with similar sized horizontal beams, one at the top and the other across the bottom. These were held together with large, smoothed black bolts set in a grid-pattern. Emma knew there was a black metal plate backing the front doors on the interior-side, which added strength should anyone try batter-ramming their way inside one day.

      “Good luck with that.” Emma felt confident the design would hold up in that scenario. “Simple, yet medieval.”

      The right-side door suddenly opened, a security guard was expecting the first tour group, not a single woman.

      Emma smiled at the guard dressed in a black and white suit, who motioned for her to enter.

      All castle security staff knew her identity.

      Inside Reception, her eyes veered up to the thirty-foot high elaborately painted coffered ceilings and its fifteen wood-clad iron girders. Emma noted the four seven-foot-wide wrought-iron chandeliers hanging, evenly spaced, along the entire length of Reception.

      A first-floor stone arcade wrapped the entire room. From the floor up to eight-feet was covered in hand-carved four-by-nine-foot wooden panels anchored by black metal bolts between the arcade columns. Each panel was decorated with a central wrought-iron sconce hand-pounded into a unique dragon head’s visage, holding a hanging, black lantern, the top loop in its mouth.

      Wrought-iron horizontal hangers, evenly spaced along the length of Reception, were anchored to the wall by curved gray stone blocks protruding out from the wall near the ceiling. Each hanger held a tapestry, kept out of the reach of curious hands.

      Assembled suits of armor were set on each side of the portcullises at each doorway within Reception. Additional suits-of-armor were staged between cushioned wooden benches covered in rich-colored fabrics between the arcade columns and set in front of wood carved panels. There were sixteen benches in total.

      A round wooden table, set near the front doors, was covered with a quilted Fleur-de-lis fabric pattern hand-sewn by a local resident and given as a house-warming present on their move-in day.

      A large fresh flower arrangement from the village gardens occupied the middle of the table. Three tubs of chilled water bottles were set around the central arrangement to hydrate the tour groups.

      A wall of metal basket weave located midway down the far wall, hid the stone stairway leading down to the main reception hall of the Knight’s Round that was accessed through LL1.

      “The wood tones certainly add warmth to the room.” Emma admired her final design decision. “Reception feels so much cozier.”

      Passing the round table, she walked through the portcullis into the Centurion Atrium. Here, Emma heard the first tour group enter Reception in a flurry of “wow’s”, “ooh’s”, “aah’s”, and “whoa’s” behind her. Flashes from cameras and phones erupted.

      “I’ll never tire of hearing these reactions.”

      A dual-sided stone staircase led up to the Queen’s Court, or QC’s, main entrance, which was accessed through the Belfry’s second floor, off to her left.

      Large tapestries hung on either side of the stone staircase, their hems set ten feet above the stairs. Castle Arwick’s Centurion Atrium didn’t boast the carved wooden panels like Reception, its lower walls left bare, with no first-floor arcade, exposing the rich multi-toned gray-brown stones. Velvet cushioned benches also in deep, rich colors dotted the exterior wall to her right. She spent many hours poring over historical texts regarding the type of fabrics and styles used during the period she wished to capture.

      “Close enough.”

      Reaching the center of the Centurion Atrium, she glanced left, noting the portcullis beneath the stairs. This would take her to the kitchen entrance from the Belfry’s ancillary door.

      Castle Arwick’s portcullises, present between all buildings, were locked on tour days. Emma needed her coffee. The lame excuse for coffee offered at her morning meeting with Ants did little to stimulate her. However, she didn’t know in which pocket her access keycard was located.

      “Screw it.” Patting her hips and rear, she felt the rectangular item in her left side booty pocket. “Jackpot.”

      Taking a step towards the kitchen, she stopped at the voice from above.

      “Emma!”

      Looking up, her cousin Mark Collier descended the QC stairs nearest Reception. Since his divorce was finalized late last year back in Illinois, Mark needed a new job and a fresh start.

      Emma gave him both.

      He moved to North Carolina and took over the operation of the U&D from her. He wore the gold U&D logo embroidered black polo shirt, black slacks, and black active wear shoes. The U&D already celebrated its grand opening two weeks. The new pub quickly became a favorite local hangout spot.

      Mark was also her brother’s first friend following the death of their parents. Being only a few months older than Zack, the two boys grew very close. Mark encouraged her to build the village.

      Emma remembered the hundreds of other contributions he made over the past year and a half. The only family member who knew she won the lottery outside of Uncle Chuck, he became her favorite family, second only to her cousin, Lisa.

      Emma realized, shivering.

      God, what her family would do to her once they found out about her win. Dismissing these scary thoughts, she noted the large paper roll tucked under Mark’s arm.

      “He’s been a busy boy.”

      “Just the Queen I was looking for.” Mark gave her his best toothy smile before gathering Emma into a bear hug, which included a cacophony of crunching paper.

      “Keep it down, will you?” Emma hugged him back, whispering as she glanced around. “Anonymity, remember?”

      “No one will ever think you’re the visionary of this here masterpiece.” Mark made a conscious, deep sound of his taking in the smell of a new castle. “Would you like me to tell my mom who you really are? We could have a press conference tomorrow.” His face lit up. “No, no, what are you doing tonight?”

      One of Aunt Moira’s quirks was her delight in passing misinformation among family. She often rambled on and on about how everyone and everything was set against her. The woman would rally the dead given the chance.

      “God no.” Emma learned how to maneuver around ornery family. “I think there’s a compliment in there somewhere.”

      She sensed Mark was working his way up to a request.

      “For you, always.” He bowed his head slightly. “Any who, I’ve got some ideas I wanted to run past you about Bailey hosting a Farmer’s Market during winter. I know there’s already a marketplace for the Pop-Up stores anyone can use. I presumed you’re envisioning more of an Arts-and-Crafts fair venue than your everyday Swap Meet for the Market Building.”

      “I thought the village wasn’t conducive to hosting a Farmer’s Market due to my walled-in design?” Emma pointed at him feigning insult. “Your words, not mine.”

      “That was before I truly understood your vision.” Mark grimaced, slightly embarrassed she remembered. “Don’t hold me against me.”

      “I try not to, but then reality sets in and all my efforts are for naught.” Emma pursed her lips. “Then again, you are my favorite cheerleader.”

      “I’m your only cheerleader.” He made a pom-pom-like pose. “No one will admit that building a castle wasn’t on their wish list.” Mark turned serious. “Now, I think the winter Farmer’s Market will be a hit if we open all of Bailey’s floors for vendors. We should invite the local farms to join us as well. We are located in a food desert in this part of the county.”

      “We’ll be accused of stepping on toes.” Emma heard all the arguments before.

      “There’s no reason for anyone to drive thirty minutes to a grocery store in the twenty-first century. I suspect the winter Farmer’s Market will begin small. The process of getting their products up to the upper levels does present a serious logistics issue, but nothing we can’t solve with a bit of ingenuity.” He paused, his eyes suddenly widening. “Oh, there are those luggage trams we’ve been using over at the Castle Post for getting mail around the village.”

      “Great idea. Bailey is much closer to the parking deck entrance. Box trucks can park on the lowest level.” Emma liked the idea. “Bailey’s elevators are closest to the drop-off curb distance-wise.” She needed more logistical details of course. “That’s why I like having you around. Lay out all your ideas and get some quotes together for any new equipment we’ll need. Check with Brad over in Maintenance for a list we already have onsite. Leave everything with Sallie for my review.”

      “Oh Queenie dear, I’ve got way more.” Mark made a mental note then moved onto the next item on his agenda. “I was working with Clemson on this crazy idea that hit me the other day.”

      Tyler Clemson, the carpenter she hired on the street in Brickburg two years ago when she resided at Queen’s House, could create anything out of wood.

      “You’re already running the pub, Mark.” Emma felt a headache growing. “When do you even have the time to dream up more things to do?” He loved this place almost as much as she did.

      Mark shrugged, unfazed. “Too much to do always wreaks havoc with my mind at night. Also known as my insomnia.”

      “What else is on that wild mind of yours?” She expected a perfectly reasonable and plausible idea.

      “Now that the U&D is operating smoothly with our new hires we just got fully trained, I was thinking that maybe we could expand the hostel more. Instead of limiting our operations to the U&D, we could expand to additional rooms and apartments over some of the other retail spaces. I know you’ve already held off construction with the intent for additional retail stores. However, if we really want to lure the international crowd in…”

      Emma pointed up at the ceiling.

      Mark paused, blinking. “Yes, a new castle is enough of a lure. However, again, if we really want to capitalize on curiosity, it’d be best to create a city center, which requires a resident population. We don’t have enough apartments for people who want to live in the village. We should have an assortment of studios, one-bedrooms, and two-bedrooms available.”

      “Apartments? I still have most of the castle guest rooms to furnish.” Emma rubbed her forehead. “Village apartments not already factored into the current plans will have to wait until I have time to sit down and hash things out with next year’s budget.”

      “Why not get one of those decorating shows to help out with the guest rooms?” Mark came prepared with this recommendation. “You know they’ll fight each other to the death just to film inside Castle Arwick.”

      “Oh, Mark. The only one who spills blood in this castle is me.” Emma smiled evilly.

      She walked towards Spirit Hall at the far end of the Centurion Atrium. Mark fell into step beside her.

      “I’m not sure designers will understand my vision.”

      “So, you tell them the vision, let them come up with their own designs. You approve the designs before filming, before any construction even starts.” Mark cocked an eyebrow. “Any of them ignore your requirements, you boot them medieval style. I hear you’ve already been fitted for a few royal dresses.” He loved royalty with all of its pageantry. “By the way, I think the maroon dress is your best color with your complexion.” He paused in excitement. “You can really market Castle Arwick if you’re filmed in your full royal finery.”

      “This isn’t a Renaissance Fair.” Emma hated that he made good business sense. “I hate you right now.” It was their love language. Resigning herself, Emma sighed, dropping both shoulders. “Fine. I can’t invite family and friends over if none of the guest rooms are ready for occupancy.”

      “Television will be good for the village too.” Mark reminded her.

      “It’s not about the fame.” Emma disliked anyone with a camera these days. “I fully expect to see footage from the tours plastered all over social media. The press, social media influencers, and bloggers are relentless. They’re bombarding the Village Office with requests for a million interviews.”

      “Linda and Sallie were hired to handle them. Promise you’ll ask for help?” Mark noted Emma’s expression.

      “Ugh, you know I hate you even more.” Emma let out a breath. “Let’s add one more project to the mile-high pile.”

      They stopped at the threshold between the Centurion Atrium and Spirit Hall.

      “Alright, enough from me.” He waved his hand towards the Keep. “Off with you. I checked on Del in the nursery. He’s sleeping again.”

      Emma smiled at her little ray of sunshine growing up so fast. “That’s my son all right.”

      “By the way, Chief Damon’s looking for you.” Mark shot a glance over his shoulder on his way back towards Reception.

      “Everyone’s looking for me.” Emma barely had time to breathe lately, calling out. “Get back to work, slacker.”

      “Your highness.” Mark spun to bow then turned back towards Reception.

      Emma strode through two-story Spirit Hall with portraits of local heroes, climbing up the stone stairs. She pushed through another portcullis into the Great Hall reception area of the Keep. It was a plain gray stone room minimally furnished with three square, four-seat velvet benches and suits-of-armor stationed on each side of the room’s portcullises.

      None of the other furniture was ready yet.

      “I’ll use the elevator today.” She decided.

      The Great Hall’s five-foot-wide dual doors were left wide open while a hundred people including catering staff, florists, wait staff, full-timers, and castle event staff zoomed in and out in the final preparations for this evening.

      Emma noted the long white and silver banners were chosen for the interior walls. Extra staff were brought in to assist with the deep cleaning and decorating.

      “The Espinoza-Graham reception is tonight.” The family furniture from the common space was placed into special storage when they were leased out for special events.

      “The wedding ceremony’s at five in the Knight’s Round, immediately followed by the reception in the Great Hall.” Emma rubbed her hands together. “It’s going to get loud up in here tonight. They’re expecting five-hundred guests.”

      Emma passed through the wedged-open portcullis into the Tower Ancillary, known as TA by staff. The right-side Great Hall’s Pantry accessory closet door was left open as staff walked in and out with stacks of special Castle Arwick dinnerware. Public restrooms for Great Hall events were located on the first floor of the TA.

      Passing into the first of the Tri-Towers, the largest called O’Leary tower after her grandfather on her dad’s side, she turned left. At the end of the hall was the fire door to the stairs and the elevator doors on the right. Emma swiped her white keycard over the elevator control pad. Seconds later, the doors opened to reveal her Chief Marshal, Damon Ague, dressed in a crisp black suit, white shirt, black tie, and shiny gym black shoes disguised as dress shoes.

      “Your majesty.” Chief Damon bowed his head slightly.

      “Chief Damon.” Emma noted additional cameras were installed in the halls and stairwells. “I’m heading up to the nursery to check on the kids.”

      “They’re awake in the playroom getting breakfast. I understand Nana Clara and Nana Mya will take the children on their morning walk soon.” Chief Damon clasped his hands behind his back.

      Emma considered her next move. “The key card issue you mentioned via text?”

      “It’s the part-timer, Kenya Jackson.” Chief Damon replied, checking his watch. “It appears Maria keeps finding her card when they move room to room.”

      Kenya worked Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturday mornings through the county court-ordered community service program, when she showed up.

      Once construction was completed, Emma wanted to give back to the community. Allowing the young and foolish to work off their time at Castle Arwick through its Castle Foundation initiative seemed a good idea.

      Kenya was caught shoplifting a case of expensive candy bars and the court sentenced her to three-hundred hours of community service. The teen balked at her sentence until her grandmother came to live with the family three months ago.

      Maria Fernandez, Castle Arwick’s Lady Chamberlain, kept an eagle-eye on the teen while on shift. Normally, any staff issues were referred to the Castle Steward, Arden Punch, respectfully called Punch by staff. “I just can’t bring myself to call him Punch, as fun as it sounds.”

      A stalwart, gentle, and father-like personality, Arden handled any issues between full-time and part-time staff. Any serious issues involving full-timers was restricted to Emma’s domain, keeping her steward neutral in the eyes of their staff.

      “How did Arden respond?” Emma was curious. “I’m sure Maria gave her opinion.”

      “Indeed.” Chief Damon often found the highly emotional Lady Chamberlain exhausting. “I haven’t spoken to Punch yet. He’s taking special care with event staff in preparation for tonight’s inaugural event. I thought it best not to overwhelm him.”

      “You’re right. He’s got enough to handle right now.” Emma wanted some quiet time. “What explanation did Kenya give?”

      “The girl claims she just forgets it as she complains they’re moving too fast.” His lips curled up at the corners. “She also thinks our Lady Chamberlain is quite the task master.”

      “Miss Jackson will be shocked when she reaches adulthood. Kenya’s limited to the main common areas, correct?” Emma didn’t think Kenya posed much of a security risk.

      A former Army Ranger and sniper, Chief Damon never liked using part-timers, which he called PTs, working at the castle if a full-timer could handle the same job. He liked a tight security detail.

      “Thankfully.” Chief Damon sighed inward.

      “Maria doesn’t carry a radio.” Emma remembered. “She’ll need to delegate Kenya’s oversight to other staff when the teen is on shift from here on out. Kenya will get stuck in a portcullis until someone finds her if she can’t remember to keep her keycard on her.” It would teach the young woman a lesson, she thought. “Document everything.”

      The elevator dinged signaling they arrived at the O’Leary Tower’s fourth floor.

      “It’s already done, your majesty.” Chief Damon bowed his head slightly once more.

      Emma stepped out, cringing when Chief Damon followed her out. She hated being called ‘your majesty’ when she was not dressed for an official function.

      Chief Damon refused to call her Emma since he took the position of Chief Marshal. She hired him to assist her cleaning out Zack’s apartment when it was hardest for her to even look at her brother’s personal affects. He took care of things efficiently.

      Emma always thought Chief Damon’s work ethic was impressive, if not, scary at times.

      “We’ll monitor things for the time being and revisit the issue later.” Emma felt the email alert vibrate on her wrist.

      Emma pressed her keycard on the portcullis keycard pad exiting O’Leary Tower via the Keep Bridge, which connected to the family quarters located on the Keep’s fourth floor.

      “You’ve got the Jefferson dinner party in a few hours.” Chief Damon needed more of her time. “Now that Miss Kneedler has filled the Castle PA position, it’ll leave you more time to spend with the children.”

      “You’d think so, but I feel busier now than I ever did before. I’ll be leaving around seven this evening for the Jefferson’s.” Emma dreaded the upcoming social event. “Lanai’s not back yet.”

      “You forgot.” Chief Damon reminded her.

      Emma frowned, realizing her mistake. “Yeah, I forgot.”

      Lanai’s postponed dinner party from three weeks ago had been rescheduled for this evening and coincided with a business expo taking place at the Waldorf in New York City. Lanai was already registered to attend the expo on behalf of Castle Arwick.

      “Is Sallie still here?” Chief Damon knew the woman used every reason to avoid going home.

      “No. I made sure she left after our phone call. I may run out of things for her to do by the end of next week.” Emma stepped into the hall, finding the doors left open to Family Reception Lounge, shortened to FRL by full-timers, located halfway down the hall on the right side.

      They walked in silence for a few moments before stopping at the FRL threshold.

      Emma’s mouth gaped. “I’m not used to seeing this room furnished.”

      Two soft, gray sofas, facing one another, were set in front of a clean-fuel fireplace set into the exterior wall. A white, blue, and gray colored area rug covered the stone floor. Long, flowing white sheers hung around each of the six windows, three on each side of the fireplace. Two chairs separated by a table were set facing one another in the far-left corner, a floor lamp set by each chair. Floor-to-ceiling shelves were built in place, stained mahogany, sat on the far-right side wall.

      Additional furniture would be added to the room once Clemson finished the remaining pieces.

      “It’s turned out well so far.” He agreed with the final choices. “You agonized over the drapes for a month.” A loud beep sounded, Chief Damon lifting his watch. “It appears there’s an issue in the kitchen.”

      Emma presumed this was code for fresh coffee being served. She fed and watered her on-duty staff when they came on shift.

      Chief Damon disappeared back towards the Keep Bridge.

      Turning to the upper Keep elevator located off to her right, Emma decided to make the trip to her quarters quick.

      The elevator doors closed the moment tour guide Rachel’s voice was heard explaining the Family Rooms to her group as they approached the Keep using the bridge.
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      THE SUN SET BELOW THE horizon, Madeleine “Mads” Punch crossed the drawbridge pulling her ancient grocery cart with enough produce for both Sunday’s breakfast and dinner. Dressed in a native Nigerian long dress her daughter made in high school, she thought it was a lovely evening. Mads kept the Sunday dinner tradition as part of her regular schedule for the family and any full-time staff on shift.

      “I don’t like lunch duty.” Mads liked an early afternoon nap on Sundays.

      Small groups of young people dressed for the Great Hall reception smoking a variety of cigarettes just outside the Barbican portcullis, stared out at the village across the drawbridge. Emma declared the castle non-smoking last year, plagued by bad allergies from years of second-hand smoke at family gatherings.

      Mads noted security personnel standing on the upper walkway of the Barbican, watching the reception guests below.

      Suddenly, three young men in tuxedos burst through the portcullis hooting and hollering, an event security guard dressed in standard maroon uniform giving chase thirty-feet behind. Easily outrun, the guard barely evaded Mads.

      She stopped and turned to watch the threesome exit the Upper Castle Gate until they disappeared down the stairs. The behavior of young people perplexed her.

      The event security guard nearly knocked Mads over not having seen her until the last second, his hands catching her by the shoulders before she fell.

      “Now you listen here young man.” Mads grumbled, tightening her grip on her grocery cart instinctively.

      She looked directly at the young man.

      Her anger slipped away upon recognition. A boy she saw often enough over the past few years since moving to the area. The O’Callahan’s were a good family who owned and operated a convenient store over on the east side of Brickburg.

      “Sorry about that…” Patrick O’Callahan’s breathing was ragged. “…Miz Maddie.” A proper respect for his elders he learned as a youngster. “Those guys were party crashers to the Espinosa-Graham wedding.”

      She was Maddie Punch to the younger kids.

      “I’ve heard there are those who do that kind of thing nowadays.” Mads didn’t understand the mentality of crashing parties. “There were those pappa’s here earlier as well.”

      “You mean Paparazzi?” Patrick queried, getting a nod in response. “Maybe they were undercover Paparazzi trying to slink through security. I didn’t think of that. Either way, they didn’t have an invitation. I got this weird vibe off them, like they were casing the place.”

      “You’ve always been observant, Patrick dear.” Mads knew a good person when she met one. Paddy always gave her good vibes when he stopped by the kitchen to drop things off from his momma. He preferred to be called Patrick when he was working a shift. “Castle Arwick will make you a full-timer yet.”

      “Maybe in a few years, Miz Maddie. I want to go to college first, make something of myself.” Patrick felt his breathing settle. “I’ll let Chief Damon know about the crashers when I see him. He’s been pacing the hallways since the reception started.”

      “Can’t say I blame them trying to crash.” Mads smiled warmly, her heart swelled with pride at the castle view, her eyes darting across the rooftops lit by bluish-white lights. “It’s not often one gets to visit a castle, I suppose.”

      “Chief Damon insists all invitees be checked against the guest list when they leave and return to the Great Hall. It’s a lot to handle for only three event guards on duty.” Patrick frowned, noting the grocery cart. “You shouldn’t be out this late, Miz Maddie.”

      “I couldn’t do it earlier. Castle staff was busy with the reception set up all day.” She needed to visit Helen soon. “As for Chief Damon, he needs something to keep him preoccupied otherwise he’ll get lost in idleness. How’s your momma these days since your father’s passing last year? I haven’t been able to stop by as often since my Cyndy had her third baby a few months back.”

      Cyndy was her eldest daughter, married to Hanson Rand with three kids and a big house near the Wilmington shoreline. Hanson was a dock crane operator, working long, odd hours.

      “She’s taking one day at a time. It’s been hard these past few months, especially around his birthday.” Patrick reached for the grocery cart. “Let me help you with getting all that back to the kitchen. I thought they were getting you a golf cart to get around the village?”

      “I like the walking.” Mads waved at him to leave it.

      Ignoring her, Patrick took control of the grocery cart. The chill in the air made her shiver. Mads felt a shadow of dread wash over her.

      “You be careful tonight, Patrick.” Mads couldn’t shake the eerie feeling settling into the pit of her stomach. “Don’t do anything crazy like running after people in the dark anymore tonight. You mind your business, and all will be well.”

      “Don’t you worry about that Miz Maddie.” Patrick smiled. “I’ve got plans for my future well under way.”

      “It’s good to have plans.” Mads let Patrick lead her into the Barbican. “Keep yourself safe, Patrick.”

      “Not until I’ve seen you safely delivered first.” Patrick urged, heading for the main entrance.

      Mads was grateful for the assistance. “Arden’s resting until after the reception.”

      “I’ll make sure he gets home afterwards too.” Patrick eyed the smokers watching them approach.

      Mads never liked her Ardie getting worked up over a party. “He doesn’t want anyone else doing the initial post event inspection tonight, lest something go wrong.”

      The pair disappeared into Reception.
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      JUNKIE’S WATERS WERE CALM TONIGHT as a small black rubber boat approached Castle Arwick gleaming above its dark island. It left the opposite bank towards its target, approaching at a slower than initially calculated speed.

      The plan was simple enough, though the intelligence on the place was sketchy. Attempts to obtain the As-Built plans proved far more difficult to obtain from the city. Their usual contact was out sick for the past two weeks with a cold.

      The boat was chosen due to its low engine noise, the black masked operator applied little effort, slowly throttling up. Initial test runs indicated it would take an additional three minutes to reach the castle harbor. Their timing had to be impeccable. They could not create any white caps during transit.

      Two more black-clad figures hunkered into the boat’s bottom, their dark clothes providing adequate protection from anyone who might be looking down from a window.

      Satisfied with the extra talent acquired to make the attempt so soon after its opening, the time calculations were made with strategic precision to gain an advantage against the elite security team currently on duty.

      “Chief Marshal Ague has proven to be a worthy adversary.” Extensive research had gone into background checks of full-time castle staff.

      Progress to their destination was slow. It was preferred to early detection due to engine noise or the presence of waves.

      Patience was key to their success.

      Castle Harbor was kept brightly lit at night. A well constructed stone and metal portcullis equipped with security cameras prevented unwanted access by unannounced visitors.

      However, after a specific time, both the village and castle harbor lights shifted over to motion detection.

      Their reconnaissance indicated that motion detection would take over sometime between ten and eleven o’clock.

      Over the course of their three-week reconnaissance, none of the motion detectors came on at the same time each day. They had to guess the time for this evening and hope for the best.

      To the figure’s surprise, the Castle Harbor motion detection schedule kicked in minutes after their leaving the opposite riverbank. The lights went out on the south side of the castle at river level. They had beaten the clock by ten minutes to midnight.

      Redirecting the boat’s bow towards the south end of Castle Arwick’s small lighthouse set on top of the southernmost tower, indicating the entrance to the private harbor piers, the figures checked the upper windows for signs of detection.

      Few windows were lit on the west side of the castle tonight. No one was watching.

      A gentle breeze blew in from the southwest, causing small ripples across the water. Experienced with watercraft, the figure in black steadied their course. He felt sure no one could hear the engine’s approach.

      The boat rounded the harbor lighthouse, finding none of the castle staff or security patrolling the piers.
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